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Prologue

True, he was drunk. Very drunk. His daddy’s idea of a proper send-off for his youngest boy before the United States government owned his ass for the next few years. But just because he shouldn’t have had those last four tequilas, didn’t mean he didn’t know they were tracking her.
They were always tracking her. Always screwing with her. From what he could tell, she didn’t even stay at the house anymore. Her foster parents didn’t care as long as the checks kept rolling in. So she mostly lived out in the woods like a wild child. Except she wasn’t a wild child. Just a poor kid who’d had the unlucky misfortune of getting on the wrong side of his baby sister.
He caught their scent and immediately knew where they were heading—to the high school. They’d find her under the bleachers. She hid under there a lot. She could hide anywhere when she needed to. Unlike the brawnier She-wolves, her kind’s body type was small and wiry, like all wild dogs.
By the time they made it into the gymnasium, he already stood in front of the bleachers. He didn’t have time to find her and get her out; he’d have to stop them here.
“Hey, Bobby Ray,” Bertha, also known as Big-Boned Bertha, cooed. His sister, at sixteen and already six feet tall, was still smaller than Bertha. But she was tougher and Bertha learned early on not to mess with Sissy Mae Smith. She learned the hard way. Now she took it out on the smaller, weaker Omegas of the town. Yet, she seemed to have a special hard-on for this one girl. This one girl with no protection, no family, and no Pack. A dog among wolves. The Lord could be cruel when He set His mind to it.
“I know why you’re here, Bertha. And I want you to take your friends and go.”
“Oh, come on, Bobby Ray. We won’t hurt her none.” Bertha squatted down to look through the slats of the bleachers. “Is she in there? Come on out, Jessie Ann. We just wanna say hi.”
“I said you need to go.”
Bertha stood up, damn near as tall as he was, and tossed her hair back. “Why aren’t you at your party, Bobby Ray?”
“Once my daddy starts putting my brothers into headlocks and telling them they only live ’cause he didn’t kill ’em in the crib, it’s time for me to go.”
She stepped closer to him. “You really going to join the Navy tomorrow?”
“Already joined, darlin’. Tomorrow I get on the bus.” And the hell out of here.
“You’ll be missed,” she said low, for him only.
“My momma says that too.” He put his arm around her shoulders and steered her back toward the doors. “Look, you take these guys out of here. I’m waitin’ on somebody.”
“Who?”
“A friend who’s going to hook me up with the best ’shine in three counties. But he’s not coming in if he sees an audience. So why don’t you head back to the party and I’ll meet you there.” He forced a smile. “And then we’ll have a party of our own.”
“Okay. See you in about an hour?”
“Sure,” he lied, feeling almost guilty if he hadn’t known she’d come there to beat up a ninety-five-pound girl.
Bertha kissed his cheek and motioned to the other wolves to follow her out. The bunch of them were already pretty drunk. A few more drinks and they’d all pass out, and by the time they woke up in the morning, he’d be on a bus and gone from Smithtown forever.
Once their scent faded, Bobby Ray turned around and headed back toward the bleachers.
“It’s okay, Jessie Ann. You can come out now.” He waited for her to answer, but it seemed she was still scared. He caught her scent, so she was around somewhere. “Come on, Jessie Ann, you know you have nothing to worry about with me. I’ll walk ya home.” At least he hoped he could. That tequila was starting to hit him pretty hard.
“Dammit, Jessie Ann, I don’t have time for this.” He walked around the bleachers and crouched down to see under them. He felt a little wobbly from all the liquor, so he reached out and lightly put his hand against the metal of the bleachers.
“Don’t!”
Small brown hands grabbed hold of his shoulders and yanked him back. They both hit the floor as the bleachers slammed down like a set of dominoes. If he’d been under there, he’d have been crushed to death.
The silence after the deafening sounds of all that slamming metal stunned him.
“You did that.” Bobby Ray looked over his shoulder at Jessie Ann Ward. She was a cute little thing, but a tad innocent for his tastes. Big, wide brown eyes, a cute little nose, and full lips that promised all sorts of things he felt pretty confident she’d never be able to deliver on. She kept her long curly hair in two ponytails, and you could easily see the many colors flowing through each strand. All wild dogs had multiple colors in their fur and, when human, in their hair. Brown, gold, blond, white, and black all on one head made it hard for Jessie not to be noticed.
Still, he’d had the hots for her since the first time he saw her, but Jessie Ann was the kind of female who you mated with, not simply made out with. And he had no intention of getting trapped in this town. Another Smith male with a Pack of vicious sons and a mate who didn’t know if she loved him or hated him, probably both.
“I could have gotten killed,” he growled.
“Don’t snarl at me,” she growled back, pulling herself into a sitting position. “It wasn’t for you anyway.”
“No, it was for them. And do you think you would have ever forgiven yourself if they’d actually gone under there?”
“They wouldn’t have. It was just to scare ’em off. I’m tired of being hunted like a gazelle.”
He stared at her and finally saw all the bruises on her face and neck, probably going well down her torso and legs. They’d caught up with her again. Dammit. He did try to protect her, but there was only so much he could do, and Sissy Mae simply wouldn’t call off her She-wolves. Not even seventeen and she already had her own Pack. The females her own age followed Sissy around town like the Second Coming. He had no idea what happened between them, but Sissy made it clear she thought of Jessie Ann Ward as their own Pack Omega. Problem was, Jessie Ann didn’t much like that position. So she fought back when most Omega wolves would have taken it until it was over. But she wasn’t wolf. She was wild dog. And if she had her own Pack…but the wild dogs were dying out. The young adults had been hit by a vicious strain of influenza that could only be passed between them when shifted. It had wiped out more than half of the adult breeders before their own doctors could get a handle on it and come up with a vaccine to stamp it out. The damn thing had left a lot of elderly grandparents raising pups and a lot of orphans. Orphans like Jessie Ann.
Tragically, like the full-blood wild dogs in Africa, Jessie’s people were becoming extinct. Which meant she had no one except him watching out for her. And once he got on that bus tomorrow, she wouldn’t even have that.
“Jessie, you’ve gotta learn to take care of yourself.” Without thinking, Bobby Ray reached out to touch her cheek and she reared back from him, which hurt his feelings. Especially his drunk feelings. “I wouldn’t hurt you.”
She scrambled back from him. “I know that.” If she did, then why did she keep moving away from him? Annoyed, he grabbed hold of her ankle, holding her still. “If that’s true, why are you running from me?”
“I’m not running.” But she desperately tried to get him to release her leg.
“Then stop fussin’!” he snapped. When she didn’t, he yanked her over and somehow yanked her right onto his lap.
She gasped in surprise, her arms around his neck, her thighs on either side of his hips. For a little thing, she sure did feel good there. He rested his hands on her hips. Bobby Ray knew he should push her off, but all he wanted to do was bring her closer.
She stared down into his face, those brown eyes devouring him on the spot. Yeah, he knew when a female wanted him, and to his utter surprise, Jessie Ann Ward wanted him. He watched her gather her courage; then she moved in, her lips lowering toward his. He could feel her sweet breath against his mouth and he could easily imagine how hot the kiss would be. He knew she’d taste wonderful and would respond to him like no one ever had before.
He also knew kissing her would be the dumbest thing he could ever do. So, too drunk to temper his actions, he shoved her off his lap, wincing when she hit the floor hard.
Bobby Ray ran his hands through his hair. Sometime tomorrow all his hair would be gone. “We…we can’t.”
“We can’t what?” she snarled, pushing herself to her feet. “You grabbed me.” She stood and he could see she wore one of her Star Wars T-shirts. She must have ten of those and ten of her Raiders of the Lost Ark tees. A real nerd, Jessie Ann.
“Don’t be mad, Jessie Ann. It’s not—”
“Forget it.” She glanced at the small watch on her wrist. She had a weird thing about time, which he found fascinating since no one else in town did. “I gotta meet my friends at Riley’s.” A comic-book store in the next town over.
“I’ll walk with you.” He didn’t like her being out there on her own.
“No, I don’t need you.” She practically spit that in his face; then she grabbed her oversized backpack filled with her nerdy books and papers and hauled it onto her shoulders. For such a small thing, he had no idea how she managed to haul that bag around.
“It’s too dangerous for you to walk over there at this time of night.”
“I’m meeting my friends.” Her friends. All male. He often caught their scent lingering around her. He saw them once when he and one of his buddies went to the comic-book store on a whim. She was in the back with five other guys playing some game that involved a board, paper, and many-sided dice. He sensed dragons were involved and that’s pretty much where Bobby Ray lost interest. Dragons, swords, fairies—all that stuff seemed pretty stupid to him. But he hadn’t liked her being around all those full-human males. He liked it even less now.
She turned to walk away but stopped and glanced at him over her shoulder. “Good luck, Smith. You know, tomorrow. You’re gonna be great.” Then she took off running. He didn’t bother going after her. Wild dogs were wicked fast, and he was way too drunk to keep up.
Instead, Bobby Ray lay back against the floor and closed his eyes, figuring a few hours of sleep would have him right as rain. Of course, all those dreams about one small She-dog with innocent eyes and a wicked mouth only managed to drain him and make him wish things were different. But they weren’t. Not until he got out of Smithtown and changed his life for good.
Then maybe, just maybe, he’d have something to offer a spunky little wild dog who could haunt a man’s dreams and his heart.



Chapter 1

Sixteen years later
“Well, how bad is it?” Smitty asked, handing Mace Llewellyn a hot cup of coffee.
“Bad. Really bad. I can’t sleep. I barely eat. I’m terrified they’re going to come in the middle of the night and burn the house down.” He shook his head and sipped his coffee, unable to continue.
“How much longer?”
Mace took a deep breath. “Another month. But she’s talked about not going back. A few months ago I thought that would make me happy; but not now. It horrifies me.”
Smitty winced. “Isn’t there something you can do?”
When his friend only looked away, Smitty bumped his shoulder with his own. “Fess up, hoss. What did you do?”
“You don’t understand,” Mace stated desperately. “I had to do something. It’s not just us I have to think about, but the baby.”
“What did you do?”
Unable to look Smitty in the eye, “I called her father.”
“And?”
“They’ll be calling her back to duty next week.” Shaking his head, “I had to do something, Smitty. It was out of hand.”
“I understand, hoss.”
“No, you don’t. She’s turned friend against friend, neighbor against neighbor, wives against husbands. Husbands against tennis coaches. She’s started fistfights in the middle of Saks Fifth Avenue. When she’s bored—I fear for the world.”
Smitty sipped his coffee and marveled at how one cop on maternity leave could destroy an entire Long Island town. Before Dez gave birth, Mace put her in a four-bedroom house in Northport with the hope that if she liked it, she’d rethink living in Brooklyn and, even more important, risking her life every day as a New York City Police detective. But soon after the baby was born, Dez started acting strangely. She never spoke about work, and Mace would come home to a full-cooked meal and a smiling wife more than happy to cater to his every whim. Then the long walks around the neighborhood with the baby and the dogs started. By the time Dez returned home, thirty-year-old marriages were over. Tennis coaches shot at or slapped around at the country club. Dez wouldn’t say anything when Mace asked her about it, but she’d offer him a slice of home-baked lemon meringue pie. That was around the time the man stopped sleeping.
“Does she know?”
“I don’t know. They were going to call her today, give her the weekend, and bring her in on Monday—but I’ve been afraid to call home.”
Smitty didn’t blame his friend. Sure, they may have been Navy SEALS together, caught in the middle of firefights, invading foreign countries, doing whatever their government asked them to do. But not once had they ever felt a fear equal to having a smiling Desiree MacDermot-Llewellyn ask you if you wanted salt for your potatoes.
“Well, we’ve got a few more hours here at least.”
Mace finished off his coffee. “Thank God. I can’t go home…. She made me pot roast last night.” He crushed the empty coffee cup. “Inhuman. The woman is inhuman.”
Smitty finished off his own coffee and tossed the remainder in a trash can. He glanced at the TV screens. They’d set up cameras everywhere they could think of. This being their biggest job to date, Smitty wanted it going off without a hitch. So far, the team had stopped at least fourteen people trying to sneak into the party. When Mace told him a couple of months before they’d been offered a job as party security, Smitty’s head nearly exploded off his body. Security for a party or rave were for guys who had criminal records and couldn’t become cops. It sure wasn’t for the well-armed team they’d assembled since Smitty and Mace opened their business. Then he heard about not only the party but the party throwers. This wasn’t some bullshit event, but a computer geek’s wet dream. The major players in computers—millionaires to billionaires—from around the country came to the party and had for the last five years. Getting an invitation something you could almost put on your résumé. The amped-up security was to protect the serious heavy hitters that even Smitty, who could give a shit about PCs except when he needed to send an e-mail or download some porn, recognized.
Within a few days it went from “that bullshit job we have to do” straight into an all-hands-on-deck event. Thankfully, they now had the manpower—former military-trained shifters looking for a new life among the civilians. So far they’d hired only three full-humans, and they were Dez’s best friends.
“We better go back inside.” Mace pushed open the back doors. “You guys okay?” he asked the two males and one female monitoring the screens and keeping in close contact through headphones with the entire team.
“Yup,” the female answered as she quickly flipped through channels, those gold leopard eyes picking up everything.
“Good.” Mace slammed the doors after Smitty jumped out and the two headed back to the party.
They quickly checked on front-door security and walked inside the building, a four-story brownstone the company that hired them owned. They weren’t a big company but apparently quite powerful. Computer and database security specialists or whatever. To be quite honest, Smitty really didn’t care. Their money was green enough, and they had lots of it.
Smitty and Mace stepped into the main ballroom and glanced around.
These people definitely knew how to throw a party. This wasn’t some mere—and boring—black-tie event. This was a geek party to the nth degree. Hardcore tech music, old-school video games lining the walls, an insane amount of food and liquor—all free—and a hot waitstaff dressed up like those disturbing Japanese animation girls. He’d never seen so many girl school dresses paired with garter belts before in his life. Yeah, these people definitely knew their audience.
“Smitty?”
Smitty faced his business partner.
“This is Sierra Cohen. Miss Cohen, this is my business partner Bobby Ray Smith.”
Smitty shook the female’s hand and sized her up at the same time. Yum. Jackal. There weren’t a lot of jackals in the world, but the few he’d met were damn cute.
Using his most charming smile, Smitty asked, “So, this is your business, Miss Cohen?”
“Oh, no. No, I’m just a hard-working employee. The owners aren’t very comfortable with the general public. So I’m kind of the face of the company.”
“I can see why, darlin’.”
She gave a throaty laugh and took a step closer. “I have to say, Mr. Smith—”
“Smitty, darlin’. Everybody calls me Smitty.”
“Smitty, I have to say I was very glad to find…uh…our kind with a security business. I know my employers felt much safer with your team than with the full-humans we usually hire for this event.”
“Well, we are available for any security needs you may have. Actually, any needs at all.”
He had to bite the inside of his mouth to keep from laughing when he caught Mace rolling his eyes in disgust. Before Detective MacDermot came along, it would have been an ugly fight between the two friends to see who got this little honey into bed first. But now that the big-headed lion had mated and married the lovely and big-breasted cop, poor Smitty was all on his own.
“That’s very good to know. I’m sure there’s something you can take care of for me later tonight.”
“Any chance,” Mace cut in, “you two can put a hold on this lovefest until the job is done?”
“Don’t mind him, darlin’. He’s married.”
Mace snarled and Sierra looked at him in confusion. “Married? Why?”
“Because it made my sister want to set herself on fire.”
Smitty laughed, clearly remembering the way Missy Llewellyn growled and snarled her way through the ceremony. Then Sissy Mae, Dez, and Ronnie Lee, Sissy’s best friend and next in command, spent the entire day torturing Missy. Definitely fun to watch.
“My employers are big on marriage,” Sierra added absently. “Marriage and pups.”
“Aren’t we all big on our pups and cubs?” Mace asked, although he looked like he really didn’t care what her answer might be.
“Sure. But they’re really big on their pups. Anyone gets too close and they get really tense.”
Smitty frowned. “Wolves?”
Sierra shook her head. “No.” She turned and nodded toward the enormous doorway. “Wild dogs.”
Surprised, Smitty watched Sierra’s employers walk into the room. There had to be about ten of them and, he guessed, not the full Pack. They wouldn’t leave their pups alone except with other dogs they trusted.
Seeing them immediately reminded him of a sweet little She-dog he used to know. And, like her, they weren’t large like the other shifter breeds. In fact, wild dogs were the only breed that shifted into a smaller animal. As human, the men weren’t usually taller than five-ten or five-eleven and the women five-eight or five-nine. They were wiry and lanky, and watching them move, Smitty guessed they were a lot stronger then they seemed.
Another wild dog burst through the doors and made a beeline toward Sierra. She was gorgeous—Asian with almond-shaped brown eyes and full, sexy lips. Her dark hair reached to her waist and she exuded sex appeal.
Unfortunately, she was marked. Smitty could smell it on her a mile away.
“Sierra, you need to get up onstage,” she said with a country lilt he hadn’t heard in a long time from anyone not in his Pack.
Sierra nodded. “I’m on it.” Her hand brushed Smitty’s arm, letting him know she’d be back.
After she walked off, dark brown eyes locked on him and Mace. “Gentlemen.”
“Ma’am,” Smitty answered back. “How y’all tonight?”
The female raised one eyebrow. “Y’all making fun of my accent?”
“No, I thought you were making fun of mine.”
Her expression changed quickly when she smiled. “Where you from?”
“Tennessee.”
She pointed at herself. “Alabama.”
“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Alabama.”
They shook hands and laughed while Mace looked about two seconds from jumping out the closest window.
“I’m Maylin. But everybody calls me May.”
“Bobby Ray Smith. We’re handling your security tonight.”
“Oh, that’s right. The shifter-run security company. I have to say I was quite surprised to find a Smith this far north. I’m from just outside Smithburg myself, and I never thought y’all would cross the Mason-Dixon line.”
“Well, too many Alpha Males and not enough territory. Figured it was time to see what else was out there.”
She glanced at Mace. “Your kin can’t be too happy with you working with a cat.”
“They tolerate him more than you’d expect.”
May started to say something else but stopped when the music cut off and Sierra walked out onto the stage at the front of the room.
“Hello, everyone. I’m Sierra Cohen.” Catcalls and whistles followed her statement and Sierra dismissed it laughingly with a wave of her hand. “I’m the VP of Promotions. And I wanted to thank you all for coming tonight.”
Sierra continued to ramble for a bit, and May grabbed two glasses of champagne off a tray passing by. She offered one to Smitty, but he waved it off. “Sorry. On duty. Need to keep a clear head.”
“I thought wolves just had to stay away from tequila.”
“If he drank tequila,” Mace muttered, “you’d find him passed out on the dance floor by now.”
Smitty glared at him. “So now you decide to contribute to the conversation?”
Onstage, Sierra’s voice rose. “So without further ado, let me introduce the CEO of Kuznetsov Security Systems…Jessica Ward.”
Smitty’s head snapped around and he watched Jessie Ann walk out onto that stage like she owned it. Maybe she did.
The applause Sierra received upon her entrance was nothing to Jessie Ann’s reception. It sounded like they were at a rock concert with the reaction she got.
She didn’t look anything like the Jessie Ann he remembered, all gangly limbs and lots of bruises. She’d finally put on some weight and it fit her perfectly, giving her some sexy curves. She’d cut her hair so it rested on her shoulders, straightened it, and dyed it one single color—dark brown. No jeans and sci-fi tees either. Instead, she wore a simple blue silk dress with tiny little straps barely holding it up and five-inch heels strapped to her feet. She looked mature and polished…and nothing like the Jessie Ann he remembered. He almost mourned the loss of that know-it-all geeky Jessie Ann. He’d always liked her raw edges and weird behavior. It made her different from everyone else around him. Now she looked like any other important CEO—gorgeous but average.
Jessie Ann stood in front of the mic and waved at the roaring crowd.
When they quieted down a bit, she said, “It’s the shoes, isn’t it?” Then she turned her foot in a bit so they could see it from the side.
The crowd went even wilder. Clearly, she knew her effect on this mountain of male geeks. But Smitty could see the predators in the room watching her too—when they should be doing their damn jobs.
Jessie waved her hands again. “Okay. Okay. Look, I don’t want to take up a lot of your time. ’Cause this is a party. But I did want to echo Sierra’s sentiments and thank each and every one of you for coming tonight. Each year this party gets wilder and better, and that’s down to you guys. As usual, every cent we raise goes to the Kuznetsov Foundation, and all that money is to help orphans and foster kids find permanent placement in loving homes. Other than that—”
A blond-haired wild-dog male sidled up to Jessie Ann, cutting her off. When he began to whisper in her ear, Smitty decided he didn’t like the wiry little bastard.
Jessie leaned back, eyebrows raised. Smitty remembered that haughty expression quite well.
“Is that really necessary?” she asked.
The male nodded and she sighed, turning back to the mic.
“Phil here has asked that those who use our gaming room tonight, if you lose, please don’t throw your mouse, controller, or cards across the room. And those who win, please don’t dance around the loser singing, “I won. You’re a loser.” The crowd burst out laughing and Jess shook her head, a good-natured smile on her face. “Anyway, have a great night and thank you.”
The crowd burst into applause, and Jessie Ann strutted off the stage.
May turned back to him, one glass of champagne empty, the other half filled. “That’s our Alpha.”
“Your Alpha?” Jessie was someone’s Alpha? Smitty had a hard enough time thinking of Jessie as a CEO, much less the Alpha of a Pack. Of course, they were dogs. Much easier to handle a bunch of dogs than wolves probably.
“Yup, has been for nearly sixteen years now.”
That didn’t make sense. She’d barely been sixteen herself sixteen years ago. And except for Jessie, there’d been no wild dogs in Smithtown.
“Are you sure? Jessie Ann should have been in school.”
May almost choked on her champagne. “If you have any sense, my wolf friend, you will not call her Jessie Ann.”
“But I always called her Jessie Ann.”
Mace gazed at him. “You know Jessica Ward?”
“I went to school with her. Sissy Mae mauled her on more than one occasion.” To May, he said, “But I’d like to not mention that if possible.”
“Gee,” she giggled, “I wonder why?”
“Wait.” Mace faced him. “You know Jessica Ward?”
“Why do you say it like that? I know lots of people.”
“Yeah, but they’re not Jessica Ward.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“I’m just saying, Smitty—she’s a little out of your league.”
His wolf pride threatened, Smitty snapped back, “As a matter of fact, that little gal had a huge crush on me at one time.”
Mace snorted. “Yeah, sure. I can see that—in a parallel universe.”
Before the two males could get into it, the female they spoke of worked her way through the dancing crowd and over to May.
“How did I do?” she asked.
May gave her a thumbs-up and handed over her nearly empty glass of champagne. Jessie Ann finished it off and dropped it on the serving platter of a passing waiter.
She looked at Mace and smiled in surprise. “Mace Llewellyn!”
“Hi, Jessica.”
“Oh, my God! When did you get out?”
“Over a year ago.”
She went up on her toes and gave him a brief hug that had Smitty’s eyes narrowing. “I’m so glad you’re okay. You are okay, right?”
“I’m fine. Great, actually.”
“I’m so glad to hear that. I just saw your sister at a charity ball a few weeks ago, but she didn’t mention you were home. Actually, she didn’t mention you at all.”
Mace’s answer was to laugh.
Laughing herself, Jess shook her head. “Ahh. I see little has changed there.” She glanced at Smitty and began to walk away. Then she stopped and looked back, her eyes growing wide.
“Oh, my…Bobby Ray?”
“Jessie Ann.”
“Wow. Look at you.” She stepped in front of him and gave him a quick, rather unsatisfying hug. “I can’t believe it. You look great.”
“You too.”
“I see your body finally grew into that head.”
At least May had the decency to try to stifle her laugh. Unlike Mace, who let it ring out over the room. Treacherous bastard cat.
“Yup, I sure did.”
“You went into the…” She snapped her fingers trying to remember. “Marines? Right?”
Mace laughed harder.
“Navy.”
“That’s right. Sorry. It’s been a lot of years.”
“I see that.”
“So why are you here exactly?”
Smitty gritted his teeth but answered politely, “I’m partners with Mace. We own the security company handling your party.”
“That’s nice.” But she didn’t seem to mean it or care. Her eyes had already started scanning the room.
The male wild dog from the stage placed a glass of champagne in her hand.
“Was I right about the shoes?” he asked with a big smile.
“Let it go about the shoes.”
“Think you can dance in them?”
“Of course. Why?”
“I wanna swing you over to Don Lester.” The billionaire? “See if we can tag team him.”
“Why? We’re having dinner with him next week.”
“Yes, but I want to do this now.”
“Why don’t you do this yourself?”
“One, I’d look stupid dancing alone. Two, he likes you.”
“If you hadn’t insulted his wife…” she muttered before swigging back half a glass of champagne.
“That was an accident. I wish you’d all let it go.”
Jess handed her glass to May, who promptly finished it. It seemed the dogs weren’t squeamish about sharing.
“Mace, I’ll talk to you later. There’s some work I think I can get you guys.”
“Sounds great.”
Brown eyes focused on him and Jessie again leaned in and gave Smitty a small hug. “It was great seeing you again, Bobby Ray. We should keep in touch.”
But before he could even debate whether it was worth getting her number, she was off dancing with some wild dog to tag team a billionaire.
May gave them both a brief smile before moving off toward the rest of her Pack.
Mace nodded his head. “Oh, yeah, man. She is so into you.”
He glared at his friend, feeling uncharacteristically angry, and snarled, “I knew that time you were laid up in the hospital after that firefight I should have put that pillow right over your head.”
 
The rest of the evening was uneventful and went slowly. Painfully slow. All Smitty wanted to do was go home and sulk in peace and quiet. Instead, he found himself watching Jessie Ann work a room rather than doing his job. Thankfully his staff did theirs and they had no problems. As a business, the night was a screaming success. Smitty, however, couldn’t seem to enjoy it. He even blew off the hot little jackal’s blatant proposition. A proposition he normally would have been all over.
The last of the vans headed off back to the company’s office parking lot, leaving him and Mace.
“What are you grinning at?” Smitty asked while leaning against his car.
“I’m grinning because I’m happy. Tonight went perfect. I have some leads on other jobs, lucrative jobs, and my wife is going back to her job come Monday. I didn’t think that would make me happy, but it does.”
Smitty shook his head and smiled. “Is she still out in Northport?”
“Oh, hell no. She’s back at our Brooklyn place. Which is where I’m headed. I didn’t want her out on the Island any longer. I fear for her safety. As it is, I’m sure the town burned our house down by now. To ensure we would never return.”
Before the two friends could part company, the side door opened and the wild-dog Pack walked out. As late as it was, they still seemed to be filled with tons of energy. They discussed going to an all-night diner for a late dinner–early breakfast. Jessie Ann led the way, wrapped in a fur coat, strutting toward the corner. One of the males caught up to her and put his arm around her shoulders, whispering something in her ear. She laughed and pushed him away.
They walked to a big, black Hummer and pulled the doors open, piling in. Jess opened the front passenger side door but stopped and looked around, her eyes finally finding him and Mace. She smiled and waved.
“Thank you, guys! It went great.”
“You’re welcome,” Mace answered for them. All Smitty could manage was a wave. Then the Pack closed the doors and the Hummer drove off.
“You all right, Smitty?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. Just thinking about how much little Jessie Ann has changed.”
“People change. It happens.”
“Yeah, you’re right.”
But he liked his little Jessie Ann. More than he’d realized. And now she was gone forever.
 
Jessica Ann Ward sat in the passenger side of one of the Pack’s Hummers and stared out the window. She knew it was coming, she simply didn’t know when. Leave it to Phil to break the ice.
She heard him turn in his seat to face his wife, Sabina.
“Golly gee, darlin’,” he said in what had to be the worst rendition of a Southern accent Jess had ever been forced to listen to. “You sho’ look good in them fine shoes.”
“And you are…I can’t quite place you,” Sabina responded in her Russian accent that was suddenly that much thicker.
“Why, I’m the young man you once had a big ol’ crush on and I’ve now grown into a manly buck of a wolf. Don’t you remember?”
“Um…no.”
Finally, Jess couldn’t take it anymore. She burst out laughing, her Pack joining with her.
“Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!” she playfully yelled at Phil. “I wasn’t that bad.”
Danny, May’s husband, stopped at a red light. “When you walked over, he was like this.” He held his hands out at least eleven inches apart. “But when you were done, he was like this.” He held his forefingers about two inches apart.
Jess covered her face with her hands, her laughter causing tears to flow down her cheeks. “Stop it!”
“Sweetie, it went brilliantly,” Sabina cheered. “You crushed him.” She always said that sort of thing with so much relish. And Phil always looked so turned on by it.
“What y’all missed,” May added, “was all the chest thumpin’ he was doin’ with that big cat.”
“Big is right,” Phil agreed. “Now that was a big head.”
May laughed in disbelief. “I can’t believe you said that about his head.”
“Well, it was large!” Jess argued to the four people she was closest to in the universe. The original members of their forty-strong Pack.
“I mean that thing was huge. I’d sit there…under the bleachers…hiding, terrified…and I’d think to myself, ‘If he tips his head to the side, will he completely fall over? Like the Elephant Man?’”
“Oh, my God, Jess!”
“What? You ask a lot of weird questions when you’re hiding under bleachers.”
Danny found a fabulous parking spot right outside the diner.
“You guys think I’ll see him again?”
“No,” they answered in unison.
Jess sighed in relief. “Good.” She waved at her outfit. She’d borrowed the dress and fur coat from Sabina, but unfortunately, she’d paid good money for the shoes.
“I can’t keep this up on a regular basis. And I hate these shoes. My feet are freezing and I fell on my ass in the bathroom.”
“Those shoes make that outfit,” Phil complained. “So suck it up.”
“Give me my sneakers, May.”
“You’re going to put sneakers on with that dress?”
“When did you become Karl Lagerfeld?”
Phil leaned into his wife. “They’re being mean to me, my love. Destroy them.”
“I’m hungry,” Sabina said. “I want waffles and I want them now. Or someone will pay dearly.” She looked at Phil and they all knew she meant that “someone” was him.
“Okay. Okay. My little Russian love bug. Calm yourself.”
While the others got out of the Hummer, Jess pulled on her sneakers. Yeah, it was over. No matter how good Bobby Ray Smith might look, she was over her little “wait until he sees me now” moment.
Christ, though, the man did look good. Tall with mile-wide shoulders and his entire body rippling with muscles under his black midlength leather jacket, black turtleneck, and black jeans. And those watchful, amber eyes staring out under that dark brown hair, most of which reached to his collar. Probably a relief after so many years in the military.
Yeah, the man still looked damn good.
She wished she could say she truly had no idea he’d be attending this party, but her Pack never did business with anyone they hadn’t thoroughly investigated. And although she knew Mace through his sister and their mutual charity activities over the past five years, it wasn’t until Danny gave her the information on his business that she saw Bobby Ray Smith’s name listed as his partner.
At that point, she knew what she had to do. As childish and ridiculous as it seemed even to her, she couldn’t resist. And, as always, her Pack had been more than willing to join in.
But now it was over. She’d showed him exactly how far she’d come, and it felt great. Yet, she had more important things to deal with now, moving Bobby Ray Smith officially into her past.
Although there definitely remained a part of her that still wished she’d gotten a chance to kiss him that night in the gymnasium. Just so she could stop wondering what it would be like. By now she felt certain she’d built it up to gargantuan proportions the poor man could never live up to.
The passenger side door opened and Jess grabbed hold of Danny’s hand so he could help her from the huge vehicle. Now that she was back in her normal footwear, she didn’t need the help, but she wouldn’t turn it down either.
Laughing and happy, the Pack walked into the diner to feed.



Chapter 2

Smitty sat back and watched the high-powered activity of the busy kitchen. He always loved hanging out at this restaurant. The chef, first cousin of the Van Holtz Pack Alpha Male, always made him feel welcome and, more important, fed him.
“So how’s the business?” Adelle Van Holtz asked as she handed a waiter two plates of food.
“It’s okay. We’re getting more clients. Had a big job last night that worked out well.”
“Good. Good. I told my brother about you guys. He may have some work for you.” She reached around him and grabbed a bottle of water. “As you know, the Van Holtz Pack doesn’t like to sully our fingers with common wolf activities.”
“The Smiths are all about the common wolf activities. And being sullied. So we’re more than happy to help. Especially if it involves my favorite restaurant,” he finished with a wink.
The Van Holtz Steakhouse restaurant chain had been neutral ground for shifters for years, although cats didn’t come by very often. Yet every breed of wolf or canine could come and indulge their need for rare steak and hang with the other wolves. Only problem, the Van Holtz Steakhouse was in no way cheap. So Smiths didn’t come very often since they didn’t exactly roll in money like the Van Holtz and Magnus Packs did.
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Adelle said with a smile. “Now tell me what’s wrong, baby boy?”
Smitty liked Adelle a lot, the two of them becoming impossibly tight after she’d hired Smitty to beef up her restaurant’s security and figure out which of her staff had been stealing from her. It turned out to be the arctic fox busboy.
At least twenty years older than him, Adelle wasn’t as snobby as most Van Holtzs, and she really knew how to cook up a steak. She had a mothering streak a mile long, and she loved to baby Smitty. With his momma in Tennessee and his sister a pain in the ass, he sometimes needed that.
“What makes you think something’s wrong?”
She reached up and stroked his cheek. “You know you can’t hide anything from me. Is it a She-wolf problem?”
“Nah.” He kind of wished it was. She-wolves were real simple to understand if you followed three simple rules: Don’t irritate them, don’t stare them down unless you’ve got a death wish or you’re sure you can take them, and don’t irritate them. You followed that simple logic, you’d do just fine. But Jessie Ann wasn’t a She-wolf, and there was nothing simple about that woman. Not a damn thing. “Just met an old friend last night and she acted like she didn’t even know me.”
“Well—”
“And how could she not?” he continued. “I’m amazing.”
Adelle patted his chest. “That you are.”
After the job and breakfast with Mace, Smitty didn’t get back to his apartment until well after six A.M. He’d stripped and dropped into bed, expecting to be asleep within seconds. Instead, he’d stared up at his ceiling for a good hour wondering how Jessie could so easily forget him. True, it wasn’t like they spent every hour of every day together when they both lived in Smithtown, but he was closer to her than he was to most anybody else except his sister. He’d even listened to her when she’d go on and on about some book she read. The fact that he’d endure conversations about elves and dragons and guys with swords still amazed him. But he’d done it for Jessie Ann.
Hell, maybe she was still mad. He knew females could hold a grudge like no other. Especially predators. Maybe she hadn’t forgiven him for walking away, for leaving her alone in Smithtown. But what else could he do? It’s not like the Navy would have let him bring a sixteen-year-old girl with him because “my sister and her friends use her like a chew toy.”
What annoyed Smitty even more? That he cared. He cared whether Jessie remembered him. He cared that she might have been hurt when he left. Why the hell should he? But dammit he did, and he could hear his daddy as if the man were standing right next to him: “You always were a big pussy, boy.”
A waiter stopped in front of Adelle and she quickly examined the tray full of food. She nodded and sent him on his way. “So you hot for this little chickie?”
Rearing back, Smitty shook his head. “Lord, no. She’s just a friend. Someone I used to be close to, but I could never…we could never…” He shook his head. “No way.”
“Huh. Flustered. I’ve never seen you flustered before.”
“I am not flustered. You took me by surprise is all.”
“Of course. That must be it.” Adelle patted his shoulder. “You want another steak? It’ll make you feel better.” He’d already had two.
“I could eat again.”
She smiled and grabbed a plate off the tray of a passing waiter.
The waiter stopped. “That’s for table ten.”
“So?”
“They’ve been waiting for forty-five minutes.” Saturday nights were the busiest nights for the Van Holtz restaurants, yet Adelle didn’t move any faster or do any more than she did on the slowest night of the year.
“Are they important?”
Now Smitty laughed. “Adelle.”
“What? It’s a valid question.”
The waiter leaned close to Adelle and whispered, “It’s Jessica Ward, boss.”
Smitty blinked in surprise. “Jessica Ann Ward?”
“Yeah.” The waiter grinned. “Another one of her first dates if I’m guessing right.”
Pushing past the two females, Smitty opened the door and glared across the restaurant.
“I really don’t know why the woman bothers,” Adelle sighed behind him. “She has to be the pickiest canine on the planet. She’s had some hottie-hots in here and she leaves ’em standing at the corner—alone—every time.”
Smitty spotted the “couple”—he almost choked on that—immediately, his eyes narrowing when he saw the bastard take Jessie’s hand.
Didn’t she know she had to be careful in this day and age? The scrawny bastard probably just wanted one thing from her and she didn’t even realize it.
“What’s wrong, baby boy?”
“Nothing. Give ’em their food.”
“You don’t want it?”
“No, thanks, Adelle.”
Adelle shrugged and placed the plate back on the tray.
 
Yup, Phil was right again. Sherman Landry of the Landry wild-dog Pack was really boring. Almost painfully boring and with a case of OCD the likes she’d never seen. And hoped to never see again.
He adjusted the butter knife on the table for the fourteenth time in the last forty-five minutes, and asked, “So do you have any plans for the long weekend coming up in a couple of weeks?”
Uh-oh.
“As a matter of fact, I do. With my Pack.”
“Oh.” He looked so disappointed. Like a Labrador that just got his bone taken away. “And the charity ball at the museum?”
Good God, Jess! Think of something. Something! She couldn’t do this again. Not again. Dating was hard enough, but dating a guy this irritating was asking too much of her.
To be honest, Jess didn’t know why she bothered anymore. She’d been dating wild dogs solidly for the past year. Some of them coming from Europe and Asia to take her out. Most of them were nice, but none of them got her all sweaty and squirmy. And the thought of breeding with any of them left her cold. Jess would admit it, she was ready. Ready to have her own pups. Her own mate. She’d helped raise her Packmates’ kids for fifteen years, and it was time she had her own little nightmares to contend with. But the thought of Sherman Landry’s obsessive-compulsive nature helping to raise any of her kids did nothing but make her feel a little ill.
“I’m going with my Pack.”
“Of course,” he said, his disappointment evident. It wasn’t the first time he’d had that tone when talking about her Pack. As much as they didn’t like him, Jess sensed he didn’t like them either.
Too bad for him. Her Pack meant too much to her to bring in someone who’d cause nothing but problems between them.
“Yeah…well.” Since she had nothing else to say, Jess wiped her mouth on a linen napkin. “I’ll be right back. Need to go to the ladies’ room.”
She stood up, forcing a smile when he stood up as well. Say what you would about Sherman, he was definitely polite.
Jess walked toward the back until she hit the ladies’ room, which she always called “the marble palace.” She brought nearly every date to this restaurant because she knew even if the date sucked, the filet mignon was always perfection.
As she washed her hands and used the thick paper towels to dry them, she realized she couldn’t put in another hour on this date. She’d finished her steak, now Sherman wanted dessert. And all she wanted was to get back to the office. The last week of preparation for Friday night’s party had put her behind, and she realized now this Saturday date had been a huge mistake.
She pulled her cell phone out of her way too small purse—she’d give anything to have her backpack with her—and sent Phil a text message. It was a simple one:
GET ME THE FUCK OUTTA HERE!

Confident her friends would come through with no further prompting, Jess dropped her cell back into her bag and spun around—right into the brawny chest of some guy. A guy in a ladies’ room.
Letting out a strangled scream, she started swinging. As usual, it wasn’t pretty, much more a flailing wildly. She’d never been a very good fighter when human.
But the man caught hold of her, pinning her arms to her sides. Her fangs slid out and she started to go for his neck when she heard, “Jessie Ann! Would you calm down!”
Shocked, she leaned back and stared up into the face of Bobby Ray Smith. Damn him! Why did he have to look so freakin’ good?
“What the hell are you doing?” she demanded. “Why are you in the ladies’ room?”
“Can’t a man use a ladies’ room if he feels like it?”
“No, he can’t. And do you mind getting your paws off me?” He did and Jess stepped back, but her ass hit the sink. Trying to look casual and not fall on her ass, she sauntered around him and tossed out her paper towel.
“How long were you standing there anyway? Or is this some weird kinky shit you’ve started doing since you joined the Marines?”
“The Navy, Jessie Ann. I joined the Navy.”
“Whatever.”
Bobby Ray looked at the door, then back at her. “Did you not know I was in here with you the entire time you were washing your hands—and mumbling to yourself like my crazy Aunt Ju-ju?”
Dammit. She really had to work on the talking to herself thing. “I knew.”
“But not until you turned around.”
“Look, I’ve got a lot on my mind. I can’t be aware of everything constantly.”
“But…” He looked so adorably confused all she wanted to do was punch him in the face. “You’re one of us. How could you not know I was right behind you?”
“I—”
“You couldn’t scent me? Hear me? Are you still that oblivious?”
How did he manage to do it again? Turn her into a sixteen-year-old? She clearly remembered getting these long lectures from him about being safe and aware of what was going on around her. “You can’t live your life in them books, Jessie Ann,” he’d always tell her. Like she’d want to spend a second of her day facing her reality. She usually received these lectures while she hid under bleachers or up in trees. The leopard family that lived near Smithtown territory thought she was “just the cutest thing” because she actually knew how to climb trees.
But that was a very long time ago. She wasn’t that battered little girl hiding from a bunch of ravening She-pups. She was Jessica Ann Ward, CEO of Kuznetsov Security Systems and Alpha Female of the Kuznetsov Pack. And yet, here she stood, getting lectured to by this giant-headed mangy wolf.
Sure, she could yell at him. Scream at him even. But that wouldn’t register with Bobby Ray Smith. No, there was only one way to get under a Smith’s skin. Especially this Smith.
“Look, Bubba Ray—”
His eyes narrowed to glowing-amber slits. “It’s Bobby Ray, as you damn well know. My daddy is Bubba.”
“Bubba. Bobby.” She gave a dismissive wave. “Sweetie, does it really matter?” For a brief second, she though he might hit her.
When he didn’t, she patted his shoulder. “It’s really sweet of you to care. Really. But I actually have someone waiting for me and,” she wrinkled up her nose and whispered, “not to tell you your business, but shouldn’t you be watching the front door? I wouldn’t want you to get fired.” When he stared at her with his mouth slightly open, she innocently asked, “You are restaurant security, right?” Frighteningly entertained, Jess rubbed his sweater-covered bicep a bit. “Well, I do have to go. You take care now, Bobby Joe.”
Jess walked to the door and pulled it open. As she stepped into the hallway, she heard him growl, “It’s Bobby Ray.”
Smiling and feeling like she’d won the lottery, Jess sauntered back to the table. Before she could sit down, her cell phone went off.
She flipped it open. “This is Jessica?”
“I’m calling to rescue you from a fate worse than death. Dessert with Sherman the Dull.”
“Oh, my God. Are you sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure he’s really dull—just like I warned you he would be,” Phil went on smugly. “You never listen to me.”
“Okay. Okay. I understand. I’m leaving right now.”
Jess closed her phone and gave Sherman her best pout. “I’m so sorry, Sherman. But I have to run. Trouble at the Pack house.”
“Of course, of course.” He stood and she waved him back into his seat. “My car is waiting outside. You have dessert and I’ll talk to you later.” She thought about kissing him on the cheek, but the thought made her wince, so she patted him on the shoulder instead. “Thank you for a lovely dinner.” Then she headed for the door. The maître d’, whom she knew on a first-name basis, already had her coat on his arm. She snatched it from him, rolled her eyes at his grin, and charged out of the restaurant. Her driver already had the car door open and she practically leaped inside.
“Home?” her driver asked.
“Nah, office. I’ve gotta salvage this crappy evening somehow.”
Although torturing Bobby Ray Smith would definitely go down as the highlight of her night…if not her year.
 
He didn’t move until Adelle walked into the bathroom and tugged on his sweater. “Are you all right, Bobby Ray?”
“She called me Bubba. She keeps thinking I was in the Marines.” He finally looked down into Adelle’s concerned face. “Has the universe gone insane?”
He paced away from her. “I mean, this is Jessie Ann, for God’s sake. Little Jessie Ann Ward. I used to have to coax her out from under the bleachers like a squirrel from a tree. She was insanely in love with me, and now she’s calling me Bubba?”
“Uh, Bobby Ray, there are women waiting to use the bath—”
“And for her to stand there and act like I was some sort of pest she was trying to wave off her food is just too much. She adored me!”
Adelle shrugged. “I guess she grew out of it.”
But he hadn’t grown out of it. How the hell could she?
Raising her hands at his glare, Adelle stepped back. “Why don’t I, uh, reroute the ladies outside to the men’s room and you take your time…snarling. In here. And when you’re ready, there’s a forty-ounce cut of steak and a bottle of tequila waiting for you in the kitchen.”
Then she turned and fled the room. Snarling, like Adelle said he could, Smitty stalked over to the bathroom sink. He stared at himself in the mirror. Fangs. His fangs were out! He let a woman get to him so much he’d unleashed his fangs? The universe had gone insane!
“This is so not over,” he told his reflection. “Not by a long shot.”
There had to be a reason Jessie Ann Ward kept treating him like dog shit on her shoe, and he’d sure as hell find out why.



Chapter 3

“You called her Spot?”
His sister looked up at him in surprise. Probably because he never yelled. At her or anyone else. But no wonder Jessie Ann had looked right through him the last two nights he’d seen her. Who wanted to remember being called Spot?
“Lassie had been done, darlin’,” his sister said as an explanation.
He didn’t know how this particular event became a monthly one. Meeting with Mace, his sister, Sissy Mae, Ronnie Lee, Ronnie Lee’s mate Brendon Shaw, and Mace’s wife Dez for Sunday brunch at the Kingston Arms, Shaw’s hotel. This specific dining room was hidden away from full-humans and catered mostly to their kind. A neutral space for all breeds. And the best damn French toast a body could ever have.
“It wasn’t just that, Sissy Mae,” Ronnie reminded her. “It was also her hair. All those colors in one head. It was tragic. It didn’t look punk or anything. It just looked stupid.”
“She’s a wild dog,” Smitty growled out, trying his best to control his growing rage. A rage he rarely, if ever, used. “All wild dogs have those colors unless they dye their hair.”
“Then she should have dyed it. ’Cause all she did was make herself a big ol’ target.”
“I don’t get it,” Dez said around a spoonful of oatmeal and her son hissing in her arms. “What’s the difference between you guys and the wild dogs?”
As quick as it came, Smitty felt his rage slip away. Dez did have that effect on him. She so easily fell into momentous shifter faux pas that she never failed to amuse him. Sometimes it was like watching a train wreck.
It took a moment, but Dez suddenly realized she had the attention of the entire room. Her mate leaned back in his chair, arms folded over his chest, waiting with a smile to see how she got out of this one. Glancing around, Dez shrugged. “What?”
Sissy opened her mouth to say something, but Ronnie cut in before Sissy said something that would damage what had turned into a very healthy friendship among the three women.
“We’re wolves,” Ronnie Lee explained simply. “The wild dogs are, literally, dogs.”
“Some say the first dogs,” Mace added helpfully while stealing bacon off his wife’s plate.
Sissy Mae pushed her empty plate away. “Forget all that. Why did you bring her up anyway, Bobby Ray?”
“I met her at that job we had Friday night.” He couldn’t mention last night’s meeting. Not even to Mace. He still couldn’t believe it. She’d called him Bubba. She might as well have spit in his face.
Mace shook his head, smiling as his son hissed and swiped at him when his father took toast off Dez’s plate. “Forget it, Smitty. You are so out of her league. She barely remembered you.”
Sissy and Ronnie exchanged glances.
“Out of whose league?” Sissy asked. “Jessie Ann’s?”
“She may have been Jessie Ann when you knew her. But she’s Jessica Ann Ward now. And you, my hillbilly friend, don’t stand a chance.”
Dez sat up a little straighter. “Are you guys talking about Jess Ward? Christ, I haven’t seen her in ages.”
“You know Jessica Ward?” How Dez put up with that superior lion tone, Smitty had no idea. Without fangs or claws, she couldn’t exact her revenge during hunts, the way Smitty often did.
“Yes, Captain Ego, I know Jessica Ward.”
“I love when she calls him that,” Sissy laughed.
“We worked together a few years ago.” Dez grinned down at her son. “A bunch of us were sorry when she left. She was so damn good at her job.”
Eyebrows raised, Sissy said, “Don’t tell me that frightened little rabbit was a cop.”
“Not a cop. Technician. Computer tech specifically. She was good, but she left to start her own business. And now she’s richer than God.” Dez looked at Smitty. “Mace is right. She’s so out of your league.”
Smitty gave his best pout. “Why are y’all trying to hurt me?”
“Because it’s fun?”
“It’s easy.”
“I love it when you cry.”
Smitty sighed. “Forget I asked.”
 
“So how did your date go?”
Jess rolled her eyes at May’s question. “I don’t want to discuss it.”
May grimaced. “That bad?”
“That boring.”
“I’m sorry, sweetie.”
Jess stood and took her breakfast plate to the sink. “It’s not your fault. We’re just not a good match.”
As she rinsed her dish, Jess said casually, “And I saw Bobby Ray Smith last night at the restaurant.”
“Oh?” May asked, just as casually. “What happened?”
“Well”—Jess dried her hands and turned—“I guess you could say—”
The sight of forty wild dogs standing in the Pack kitchen, appearing suddenly simply so they could hear her response, stopped the words dead in her throat.
Phil motioned to her. “Every detail. Leave nothing out. Go.”
And she did “go.” Right to the front door and freedom.
 
Smitty motioned to Dez and she happily placed her son in his arms. “All I know is…Jessie Ann is still damn cute.”
“And so not interested.”
Smitty glowered at his friend. “Did you actually have to sing that?”
“Bobby Ray always had a thing for the damsels in distress.”
“Oh, save me, Bobby Ray,” his sister mocked. “I’m so weak and frail.”
“Save me, Bobby Ray,” Ronnie joined in, “I’m trapped under the bleachers—”
“—in a tree—”
“—in the school venting system…”
The two lifelong friends looked at each other and said in unison, “Again!”
Ignoring the She-heifers idiocy, he asked over their laughter, “When did she leave town?”
Still chuckling, Ronnie thought a moment. “It was right after Big-Bone fell off that mountain.”
“Man, she must have been so drunk,” Sissy said. “She broke both her legs and some ribs. Took her days to heal,” she added with true pity.
Smitty said, “Her Packmate said she’d been their Alpha for sixteen years.”
“It’s possible. I know she left before the end of our junior year.”
“Wow. Alpha of a dog Pack,” Sissy sneered. “Wonder what ya gotta do to get that job?”
“Be the best ass sniffer?”
Dez shook her head. “You two are mean.”
“What can I say? She brings out the worst in us.”
“Actually,” Ronnie reminded Sissy, “everybody brings out the worst in us.”
“Good point.”
Smitty sighed, a little sad. “Y’all don’t think she left because of me, do you?”
He’d asked it honestly, knowing how he’d protected her and all. But the hysterical laughter he got back did nothing but insult him.
 
“There’s nothing to tell. I saw Bobby Ray for like five minutes.”
“She lies,” Sabina accused. “But we will break her.”
They pushed Jess into a chair and Sabina snapped her fingers. They placed it in her hand and she held it in front of Jess’s face.
Jess snorted. “You really don’t think that’ll work on—”
“Dark, dark chocolate,” Sabina told her softly. “Walnuts. Fresh from the oven.”
Sabina held Jess’s favorite brownies under her nose. They’d been baked, along with cookies, for an early afternoon trip to the zoo.
She reached for the pan, but Sabina yanked it back. “Oh no. Not unless you tell us everything about your five-minute meeting with the wolf.”
“Fine,” Jess agreed, her mouth watering. “But I get the whole pan.”
“If you think your hips can handle that, my friend.”
 
“When are you going to pick up the final check?” Smitty asked Mace.
Mace, finally sated, leaned back in his chair and put his arm behind his wife’s chair, stroking her shoulder. “Forget it.”
“I’ll come with you.”
“For-get-it. I’m there to do business. Not have you sniffing around her like a dog in heat.”
The cub in his arms, Butthead, aka Marcus Patrick Llewellyn, smiled up at him and reached for his finger. You could actually feel small claws right underneath his skin. Yet, they wouldn’t make a real appearance until Marcus hit puberty. Still, you didn’t need to see those claws to recognize the animal within. He may have his mother’s gray–green eyes, but this wonderful little boy—and Smitty’s godson—still had the cold, hard expression of a predator. Just like his daddy.
Smitty smiled at Dez. “How are you holding up, darlin’? I know it’s not easy raising one of us.”
“Good. The cheetah nanny helps, though. But the first time he snarled, I had a bit of a panic attack.”
“She screamed and threw him at me.”
Dez scowled at Mace. “I did not throw my son at you. I just handed him over and walked quickly from the room so I could scream into a pillow in our bedroom.”
“I found her under the bed with the dogs.”
“I was getting their toys, you big-haired bastard.” She looked back at Smitty. “It’s just taking some getting used to. The snarling, the hissing, the purring. Then I have to deal with it from the baby….”
“Ha, ha,” Mace stated dryly.
“When do you go back to work?” Smitty asked because he loved seeing the way Mace’s entire body tensed with panic.
She gave a deep sigh. “Tomorrow. They asked me back early. Said they were desperate. I thought about telling them no, but Mace said I shouldn’t risk my job.” She rubbed her husband’s thigh and gave him that sincere, loving look that always made Mace want to run for his life. “You’re so wonderful about all this, honey.”
“Uh…yeah. Thanks.”
Mace turned toward Shaw and asked him about the hotel, and Smitty watched Dez, Ronnie Lee, and Sissy Mae all exchange suspiciously smug glances.
“Hey,” Smitty said, “did you three plan—ow!”
The entire room looked at him and he gritted his teeth against the sudden and brutal pain in his foot where Dez had stomped on him under the table.
“What’s the matter with you?” Mace demanded, almost sounding like he really cared.
Smitty shook his head while Dez gently brushed his hair out of his eyes. “I think the poor baby got a leg cramp, huh?”
He nodded this time, unable to speak as she ground her heel into the upper part of his foot.
“You don’t hunt enough,” Mace accused, already turning back to Shaw. “That would work those cramps out, ya know.”
Dez kissed his cheek and hissed in his ear, “You say a word—they won’t find your body for months.”
Wolves were a smart breed and always knew when a predator meaner than them was near.
Still holding the baby, who seemed quite happy with the vicious side of his momma, Smitty promised, “Not a word.”
 
Jess dropped onto the couch beside the sixteen-year-old boy reading a book and trying to pretend she wasn’t sitting next to him.
She opened her laptop and booted it up. “You weren’t up to zoo time today?” she asked him.
Jonathan DeSerio, Johnny, shook his head, his eyes focused on the book in front of him. Until his head suddenly snapped up and he hurriedly said, “Unless you want me to go. I can next time.”
For three years after his mother died, child services bounced Johnny between foster homes. For reasons no one but other shifters understood, the full-human families the city stuck him with simply didn’t like having him around. They found him odd. And with reason. He wasn’t really human, not completely.
Finally, a division of Child Protective Services that handled mostly shifter cases discovered Johnny. They tried to place him with one of the local wolf Packs, but none of them would take him. So CPS finally came to Jess and asked if they could place him with her Pack. They were all canines after all.
Jess didn’t hesitate taking him in. And she’d worked hard to make him feel at home, but he continued to fear they’d send him away. Like all the others had. Johnny still hadn’t realized he wasn’t going anywhere. They wouldn’t suddenly decide they didn’t like having him around and kick him to the curb. Wild-dog Packs didn’t work that way. Once you were in, you were in. Kind of like the Mafia except without the blood oaths and murders for hire.
“If you don’t want to go to the zoo, Johnny, you don’t have to go.”
“Okay.”
After a few minutes of silence, she asked, “So have you hear—”
“No.”
“I wouldn’t worry—”
“I’m not.”
“Okay then.”
Johnny had applied for an extremely prestigious summer music program that his violin teacher recommended. It was brutally competitive and only the best got in. Jess had faith, but clearly Johnny didn’t. But that was okay. She had enough faith for both of them.
May and Danny’s daughter Kristan walked into the living room, looking adorable as always in her pink, faux-fur–lined jacket and mini-skirt with the full-length leggings to keep her warm.
She glanced down at Johnny. “Are you still sitting here?”
“No,” he said with dry sarcasm, not even bothering to look up from his book. “This is just my hologram. I’m actually in Utah.”
Jess snorted. So far, Kristan had been the only one able to get Johnny out of his shell. She did it mostly by annoying him; but hell, if it worked, it worked.
“He was sitting in the exact same spot when the brats went off for zoo day,” she informed Jess.
“Why didn’t you go?”
“Hello? A little too old for that.”
“One is never too old for the zoo.”
Kristan rolled her eyes. “Whatever. I’m going to the diner. You wanna go?”
Jess stared at Johnny but realized he didn’t understand Kristan spoke to him. She shoved her elbow in his side and his head snapped up from his book. “Huh?”
No wonder Jess liked the kid so much, he was a male version of her.
“Diner,” Kristan pushed. “For dinner. Burgers. French fries. Lots of ketchup. Then we can hit the arcade or a movie or something. Unless you want to stay here with the old people.”
“You do know I’m not afraid to hurt you, right? And don’t be out late,” Jess said with a mock glare, which merely elicited the usual eye-rolling-boredom-sigh universal among brats…er…children.
“Yes, mom.”
“I guess I can go.” Johnny looked at her and Jess shrugged.
“Your choice, kid.”
Unsure, Johnny stood, his book still firmly in hand.
“You’re bringing that tome with you to the restaurant? I can assure you I’m much more interesting than some crappy old book.”
“Hey!” Jess warned. “Watch your mouth when you speak of this book. It’s Lord of the Rings.”
“Your obsession with elves is really unhealthy.”
When Johnny simply stood there, dumbstruck, Kristan gave that put-upon sigh again, grabbed the book from his hand, and tossed it to Jess. “I’ll even introduce you to some hot full-human girls. They’re total sluts.”
“Kristan Jade!”
“Sorry, sorry.” Kristan grabbed Johnny’s hand and dragged him toward the front door. “See ya, Aunt Jess.”
Johnny looked back at her, and Jess couldn’t help but enjoy that particular look of fear on his face. No panic, no despair, just a deep abiding fear of what a perky She-dog might be up to. Definitely progress.
“Have fun,” Jess called after them before turning back to her laptop. Her Pack had whined—literally—when she said she should go into the office. So her compromise? She’d work from the couch. At least that way she could join in later for a little after-dinner fetch.
Jess had no idea how long she’d been working when her cell phone went off. Thinking it might be Johnny or Kristan, she immediately answered.
“This is Jess.”
“Hey.”
She frowned. “Hey…who is this?”
“It’s Smitty?”
Jess’s eyes crossed. Still persistent as a pit bull. “How did you get my number?”
“Can’t really tell you that.”
“Oh!” she said with a huge amount of cheeriness. “Okay.”
She slammed the phone shut and tossed it onto another couch across the room. “Asshole.”
 
Smitty stared at the disconnection message on his phone in horror.
“She hung up on me.”
Ronnie patted his leg. “I’m sure she didn’t—”
“On me!”
Brendon Shaw burst out laughing. “You know, I never really paid much attention to Jessica Ward before. But I have to say…I’m starting to really like her.”
Punching her mate in the arm, Ronnie said, “Remember our many discussions about when to speak and when not to when it involved the Smith wolves? This is one of those not-speak times.”
Smitty looked at his sister comfortably resting on a leather love seat. Brendon Shaw’s apartment had big, comfortable furniture, and to the cat’s great annoyance, the wolves did love to come on over whenever it suited them and lounge.
“I’m Bobby Ray Smith,” Smitty said simply to his kin.
“You are,” Sissy agreed. “But apparently that don’t matter much to little Jessie Ann.”
“I know,” Shaw said, still laughing. “Let’s all go around the room and say what our names are. ’Cause that makes the difference.”
“Man, you are an asshole,” Smitty snarled, looking for a fight and maybe just finding it.
“Oooh. Those are mighty fightin’ words from a guy who just got shot down by a Rhodesian Ridgeback.”
Ronnie let out a sigh. “You never know when to shut up.”
Smitty stood. “Is there something you want to say to me, boy?”
“Not really.” Shaw stood. “Just like your little nongirlfriend there, I have absolutely nothing to say to you.”
And the last thing Smitty heard before he unleashed his claws and felt fangs bury into his neck was Ronnie Lee screaming at him, “Just not his face, Smitty!”
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