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It had to have been that last sip of tequila.

The one where she clearly remembered saying to herself, “Well, I shouldn’t waste it.”

Unfortunately, that was the last thing she really remembered.

No, she wouldn’t be getting up anytime soon if she could help it. And to prove it, she buried her face deeper into the pillow. It felt good to do that, so she did it again. In some bizarre way, the action helped her headache—she’d never call it a hangover out loud—so she did it again. Then she rubbed her head against the pillow.

It was that scent. She wanted that scent on her. A very shifter thing to do and one she’d never really be able to explain to a full-human without getting that telltale “e www” response.

As her brain began to slowly process whose smell this could possibly be, she felt the bed dip and a heavy weight rest against her side.

“Baby?” a deliciously low voice said. “You awake? I need you, baby.”

Sissy’s eyes snapped open, but she immediately closed them again when bright sunlight brutally seared her brain right inside her skull.

“Mitchell?”

“Yeah,” he purred, nuzzling her chin, her ear. “You up for more of me, baby? ’Cause we are so not done.”

Not caring how much the light hurt, Sissy slammed her hands against Mitch’s chest and pushed him off while scrambling back until her shoulders hit the headboard. Using both hands, she held the sheet under her chin.

“What the hell is going on?”
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To Ma.

 


 


I didn’t realize how much like Sissy Mae you really are. A charming Southern lady who loves fast cars, lazy summer days, and Alpha Males. I miss you more than you’ll ever know, but it occurred to me while writing this book that you’re still with me every day.




Chapter 1

It was hard to think about death at a wedding.

Yet he was managing it pretty well.

And it wasn’t because he was bored or the bride didn’t look beautiful or the venue wasn’t amazing. It was because of that damn call.

One call and his mind was filled with images of death. His death. But it wasn’t every day a man got a call that informed him there was a two-million-dollar bounty on his head. All that money for his big lion head.

He should be wallowing in depression. He should be having one of his panic attacks when he couldn’t breathe or see straight. He should be doing what any normal human being—normal being relative since he could shift from human to feline in about thirty seconds or so—would be doing when finding out someone wanted him or her dead so badly.

But he couldn’t be depressed, he couldn’t panic. Not now. Not with that staring him in the face.

Okay. So it wasn’t right in his face, but if he dropped to his knees and crawled over to it ... his face could be right there. Now that was something worthy of wallowing in.

Happily wallowing.

“You’re staring at my ass again, aren’t you?”

Normally when coldbusted this way by a woman, Mitchell Patrick Ryan O’Neill Shaw would begin some serious lying. He knew females well enough to know there were times when a man had to lie or risk losing important parts of himself. But every once in a while, if a man was lucky enough, someone would come along who went past the whole male-female flirting dynamic. And that someone was Sissy Mae Smith.

They didn’t start off as friends. Not surprising since she stole his damn jacket. He’d lent it to her underdressed friend—at least she’d been underdressed at that moment—and Sissy had done what scavenger wolves did ... she took it for herself. But Mitch was feline—king of the jungle and all that—so he took the damn thing back. That led to Sissy wrapping herself around Mitch like a monkey and demanding he, “Enjoy your taste of nirvana, bitch!”

To be honest, he really hadn’t known what to make of her at that point, but Sissy had a way of making people feel like they’d known her for twenty years. She’d walk into the security office where they both worked for her brother—a job that kept him busy and out of trouble until he had to go back to Philly to testify—and drop into Mitch’s lap like she belonged there. Then she’d say something along the lines of, “I know my beauty is enthralling, but do you think men realize I have substance, too?” or “Would you take me more seriously if I weren’t so pretty?” But it was when she would find him wandering his brother’s hotel in the middle of the night that he realized how much he liked her. She’d never ask him questions like, “Why are you sweating and jumping at everything that remotely sounds like a gunshot?” and instead, she would drag him off to some late night diner for what she referred to as “breakfast and mocking.”

And it was over one of those breakfasts that Mitch realized Sissy had become one of his best friends.

“Yes, I’m staring at your ass,” he told her as plainly as she’d asked, “but I can’t help it. It keeps talking to me.”

He wasn’t kidding either. It was the way that stupid bridesmaid dress hung off her that was making him crazy. It was a millimeter too tight around her ass, and he couldn’t do anything but stare.

Like most shifter females from the Smith Pack, Sissy was a lot of woman. Strong, powerful, built. She could take down perps better than most linebackers could take down a quarterback. He’d seen her take a punch to the face and then kick the living shit out of the guy who’d done it. He’d also seen her whine over her stubbed toe. Sissy would never be a supermodel but that’s what Mitch liked about her. You took Sissy to bed, you never had to worry about breaking her.

She was pretty, too. She looked a lot like her big brother, but her features were softer, her fighting scars a little less dramatic. She kept her dark hair in a shaggy layered cut that teasingly covered and illuminated sharp, light brown eyes and well-defined cheekbones. The hairstyle appeared casual and easily maintained, but Mitch had grown up in a house with women, and his mother, a former registered nurse, now owned her own salon chain. He knew a three-hundred-dollar cut when he saw one. But the designer shoes on her feet were her first and only pair. Same thing with the designer gown. Sissy liked to be comfortable and look comfortable, and she wasn’t afraid to put in a little work to get that across.

Yeah, Mitch liked that she was a walking, talking contradiction. A backwoods hillbilly who’d traveled the world and understood more cultures than some PhDs. A woman who’d barely finished high school but still managed to earn and keep the respect of people with multiple degrees. A shit-starter who lived to torture anyone stupid enough to get caught in her web but who would die to protect her family and friends.

Sissy had turned out to be everything he expected and nothing like he’d thought.

So it seemed inevitable they’d end up in bed together, at least for one night, but then Sissy had suddenly looked at him one day and said in her straightforward way, “You know, I like you too much to ever fuck you.” Sissy wasn’t much for vague euphemisms. In her world, if you were “sleeping together,” you weren’t doing something right. “Sex” was for prostitutes. And “making love” was for people who never got out of the missionary position.

And in some bizarre way, Sissy’s blunt pronouncement made complete sense to Mitch, and he’d shockingly agreed. They’d been best friends ever since.

Of course, that was before she put on that damn dress. Now he was all distracted and horny, and Sissy had no one to blame but herself and her good-size ass.

“Did you say my ass was talking to you?”

“Yup.”

It had talked to him all through the ceremony and now while they were being forced to take pictures under the burning Long Island, New York, midday sun. A simple thing like taking pictures had turned into a good hour for Mitch to stare at her ass some more.

The whole event was out of control really. Such a huge wedding for two people who couldn’t care less about marriage. There were fifteen people on the groom’s side and fifteen on the bride’s, an interesting mix of males and females—and breeds. Cats and canines comingling. Maybe not happily but politely. Sissy stood up with her brother, and Mitch had ended up on the bride’s side.

It had taken him by surprise when the bride had asked him. Why would she want him in her wedding? And that’s exactly what he’d asked her. She’d smiled up at him, those big, brown wild dog eyes of hers making him feel all protective of her, and then she’d told him, “Because, dude, you’re our karaoke king, and we worship at your altar.”

The bride was an odd girl. But adorable as only a canine could be.

But really, how many shifter weddings would he ever be invited to? Unlike many full-humans, his kind kept their commitments once they made them so wasting money on a big wedding or bothering with all the paperwork usually amounted to a complete waste of time. Of course, getting shifters—male and female—to make the commitment was often like pulling teeth, but once trapped, they were in for the long haul.

Of course, Bobby Ray Smith, Alpha Male of the New York Smith Pack and local hillbilly, wasn’t marrying just anybody. He was marrying Jessica Ann Ward, Alpha of the Kuznetsov Wild Dog Pack and worshipped geek hottie. And a wedding like this didn’t happen every day ... or millennium, for that matter. So to be part of it was kind of an honor for Mitch. Add in that Jess’s Pack was as rich as Bill Gates, and you had a wedding on par with a Kennedy event.

In fact, the wedding was taking place at an actual castle. And Mitch didn’t even have to pay for anything. His tux, shoes, the attempted haircut—already grown back out to his full mane in less than twenty-four hours—all paid for. Rooms in seriously expensive hotels down the road had also been booked. He knew the food would be stupendous, and there was apparently a room called the Chocolate Room. Chocolate was the theme for the entire wedding, but there would be desserts of all kinds in that one room. There was also the Gambling Room, the Gaming Room, and the Sing Your Heart Out Room for the karaoke fans.

Yeah. He liked how these wild dogs lived. They knew how to enjoy life and felt no shame when caught chasing their tails.

But now he had to get through all these pictures. One after the other with a goofy smile on his face.

While the bride and groom took pictures with the groom’s parents, Sissy Mae turned to face him. “Did you just say my ass was talking to you?”

“Again. It’s talking to me again.”

“Again. I see.”

Standing next to him, Sissy leaned her shoulder against his. With those heels on—that she’d been complaining about for days—she was nearly as tall as Mitch. “And what does my ass say to you exactly?”

“I don’t know. It’s speaking in tongues.”

Sissy’s laugh rang out across the Long Island acreage surrounding the castle. But it quickly faded when a voice snapped beside her, “Sissy Mae, try not to embarrass your brother today. If you can manage that for once.”

Yup, there went that twitch. It was a small one, right in the corner of her left eye, and most people probably never noticed it. But Mitch had been hanging out a long time with Sissy, and he’d learned her facial expressions because a certain expression would probably be the only warning he got before she started some shit. But that twitch was new and only seemed to happen when her mother was around.

“Think you can do something useful,” her mother went on, “and help Jessica Ann change her gown now that we’re done with the photos?”

“Why? Has she lost the use of her arms?”

The thing that was kind of scary about Sissy’s mother was that she didn’t get hysterical and mad like most mothers who fought with their daughters. Instead, she got this frightening little smirk on her face and stepped close so that she was only inches from her child.

Softly, she said, “Get up them steps and help your sister-in-law before I make you wish I’d left you at the pound.”

Sissy sighed. “If only not being your daughter was remotely true, there would be a reason to live.”

“Well, Lord knows I wouldn’t want to give you that spark of hope.”

“I’ll take her,” Mitch volunteered, grabbing Sissy’s hand and pulling her toward the door the rest of the females had gone through.

Most of the time, Mitch loved watching family strife from a distance. But he knew when two deadly predators were squaring off, and if someone told him to put money on who’d win between Sissy and her mother ... well, Mitch wouldn’t know.

Sissy had youth, and she was wicked fast when she wanted to be. He’d worked with her long enough to know the damage she could do. Especially if you pissed her off.

But there was something in her mother’s eyes. Something hard and dangerous that Sissy didn’t have. At least not yet. And since Mitch had actually been invited to the bachelorette party, he felt a certain loyalty to making sure Jess’s day stayed perfect. He didn’t want her having to worry about blood on the walls of her lovely wedding venue.

“Explain to me again how matricide is illegal in some states,” Sissy growled from behind him as he pulled her toward the enormous staircase.

“In all states. Plus, I think there are some moral restrictions around it, too.”

“That’s not fair. Clearly, these lawmakers haven’t met my mother.”

“I wouldn’t know. Besides, this is all so foreign to me,” he explained once they hit the top step. “My mother loves me and would do anything for me, so I’ve never had a desire to kill her.”

Light brown eyes abruptly narrowed. “Throw that in my face again, and your sweet momma will be nursing your mauled body back to health.”

“Sweet talker.”

They neared the set of rooms that had been set aside for the bride and her bridesmaids. Mitch heard all the giggling and felt right at home. He’d been raised by women. His mother’s Pride had taken good care of him throughout his childhood. They had taught him a lot over the years, and what they couldn’t teach, there’d always been a male or two around the house to help out. Then the day after he’d turned eighteen, one of his aunts walked into the kitchen where he stood leaning against the counter, downing a bowl of cereal. She stared at him like she’d never seen him before and demanded, “Are you still here?” He knew then it was time to move on. He’d always be welcome in his mother’s house, but it would never be his Pride.

And Mitch had never done the Pride thing. He’d been the only male offspring in a house run by hard-core Philadelphia girls who spoke pretty freely. So he’d known at a young age how Pride females really felt about the males who ate their food and got them knocked up, and Mitch didn’t want that.

But being a nomad had its benefits, and he liked that the only enemies he had were the ones he made himself. Joining up with a group was a little too “gang mentality” for him. How these Packs of canines did it, Mitch had no idea. The wolves seemed to tolerate it as their lot in lives. The wild dogs seemed to love it.

Mitch stopped short when Sissy refused to go any farther.

“You can’t make me go in there,” she said as the giggling and laughing became louder and more hysterical.

He turned to face her. “Not still holding that punch over her head, are you, Sissy?”

“No. And stop reminding me about that.” Sissy and the bride had a colorful history from years past, and Mitch took delight in torturing Sissy with it.

She stepped closer and whispered, “They’re all so ... so ...”

“Girly?”

“Golden Retrievery.”

Mitch laughed and continued to drag Sissy toward the door. “You guys are family now. That means you help out.”

They stopped in front of the open double doors and stared in fascination at the suite full of wild dogs chanting, “Jess! Jess! Jess!”

And Jess, in wild dog form, chased her tail in circles over and over and over again.

Mitch glanced at Sissy, and she didn’t even bother to hide her embarrassment.

“Well,” he pushed. “Get on in there.”

She pulled her hand away. “There has got to be a bar around here somewhere.” She walked off, and Mitch turned back to Jess. She’d stop spinning, but now she stumbled all over the room because she was dizzy.

As she sat down hard, her legs going out from under her, the other wild dogs caught sight of Mitch.

“Mitch!” they all cheered, and grinning, Mitch walked inside.

 


 



Sissy walked up to her best friend, throwing her arm around Ronnie Lee Reed’s neck. “Did you scout the area?”

“Yup. Two full bars in the front of the ballroom, two in the back, and three others scattered near the gaming and karaoke rooms.”

“Karaoke?” Sissy shuddered. “Make it stop.”

“Yeah. But there’s Texas Hold ’Em and blackjack in the gaming room.”

“Thank the Lord for small favors.” She glanced around. “Seen the old heifer?”

“I haven’t seen either old heifer in a while. But you know how they like to stalk their prey, waiting until we’re at our most vulnerable before pouncing.”

“I’m in hell, Ronnie Lee. Absolute hell.”

Her momma had been in town for three weeks ... three of the longest weeks in Sissy’s entire life. She didn’t know what was up her momma’s ass, but the woman had been riding Sissy from the day she’d arrived in New York, and Sissy’s patience was running thin.

“At least your momma clearly states what her problems are with you. Mine just keeps sighing at me and shaking her head.”

“I don’t know. After the last three weeks of constant Janie Mae chatter, disappointed sighs sound pretty good. And when’s dinner? I’m gettin’ hungry.”

“Another half hour at least. Maybe you could go back up and gently coax the bride to dress faster.”

“I am not going back up there. You’re asking too much. Besides, Mitch is up there. He’ll get her to move along.”

 


 



Mitch held one end of the rope, and the wild dogs held the other. With one leg crossed over the other, he rested his left elbow on his knee and studied his nails.

“Pull!” They did, and Mitch didn’t budge.

“Ladies, aren’t you getting a little embarrassed by this?”

“No!” they all yelled. He wasn’t exactly surprised. African wild dogs had high embarrassment thresholds.

Jess, who hadn’t participated—this time—in the game of tug, sat down next to Mitch. She wore a satin robe and not much else.

“How you doing, beautiful?”

“Fine. Glad that part is over.”

He glanced at her flat belly and asked his daily question since finding out she was pregnant with Smitty’s love child, “And how’s Mitch Junior?”

Jess shook her head. “You have got to stop calling her that. Smitty will have your head.”

“But I love watching how red his face gets.” He looked at the clock on the wall. “You better get dressed. There’s still more to your day.”

She rolled her eyes. From what Mitch could tell, Jess hadn’t had much to do with arranging this wedding other than to insist on the Karaoke Room and no real flowers at the ceremony or the reception since she was violently allergic. From the flowers on the tables to the bride’s bouquet, all were fake flowers but so artfully done, he wouldn’t have known if someone hadn’t said something about it.

“I haven’t seen the other dress. Put it on, and I’ll see if I can give it the Mitch seal of approval.”

“Okay.” She glanced longingly at the rope and the She-dogs still attached to it.

“No, Jess. You can’t play tug.”

She gave a cute little growl before storming off. “My day my ass!”

 


 



“I knew you’d be back here. Hidin’.”

Sissy smiled up at her daddy. She wasn’t surprised he’d found her in the back of the kitchen, hiding in the room the staff used to take breaks. He knew his daughter better than most people realized. But they’d always been close. “You’re one of the few who don’t piss me off, Shug,” he used to tell her when she was only five. Bubba Ray Smith was a unique good ol’ boy, but Sissy loved her father and would destroy anyone who messed with him.

“I’m not hiding. I’m taking a much needed break.” She stood and hugged her father. “Hey, Daddy.”

“Hey, Shug.” He always called her that when they were alone. It was his pet name for her. He started off calling her Sugar, but when she’d turned four or so, he’d gotten lazy and shortened it to Shug. “How are you holding up?”

“I’m trying, Daddy. I really am. But she’s pushing me.” Like always.

“You gotta stop letting her get to you.” Her father pulled out the chair for her, and Sissy sat down, her father taking the chair next to hers. “She pushes you because she wants you to be the best.”

“The best at what? Matricide?”

“That ain’t funny, and you know it.”

It was kind of funny.

“You’re grown now, Shug. You can’t let her get to you anymore. You’ve got your own Pack, and you don’t even live at home anymore. Although I’d never stop you from moving back if ya want.” And she heard the hope in his voice. It broke her heart and made her feel very loved.

“You know I can’t come back, Daddy. Not to live.” She smiled. “But at least I’m in the States now.”

“Yeah. That’s true. And here I know my little girl’s safe.”

Yeah, her father still saw her that way. His baby girl. Sweet, delicate, his princess. Of course, everyone else knew better. And most women would be annoyed, wondering why their fathers didn’t see them as adults who could manage their own lives. That wasn’t her father, though. Sissy never felt like he thought less of her. He’d trusted her to handle most things when everyone else still treated her like a kid. So no matter where she went or how far away she was, she was Bubba Smith’s baby girl, and she always would be. It didn’t bother her because she didn’t doubt herself as a woman or a She-wolf. You couldn’t when you were Alpha. You couldn’t afford to.

“I was real worried you’d stay over there in Asia, and then I didn’t know what I’d do without my baby girl.”

Because God forbid the man would actually leave the country.

“What’s outside of America that’s all that interesting?” he’d grumble. The fact he was taking an actual vacation starting tomorrow still amazed her. Her mother must have had to work some major Lewis Mojo to make that happen.

“Do your old man a favor, Shug,” he said, taking her hand.

“Anything, Daddy.”

“Don’t get into it with your momma today. Promise me.”

“But—”

“Promise me, Sissy Mae.” Okay. He’d pulled out the full name. Not Shug or darlin’ girl or any of his other nicknames. So he was serious.

To Sissy’s surprise—and especially to her brother’s surprise—this wedding meant a lot to Daddy, and she wouldn’t ruin it for him. She’d simply avoid the heifer. Hell, she’d been doing it since grade school, what was one more day?

“I promise, Daddy.”

He leaned in close and kissed her forehead. “That’s my Shug.”

 


 



“Your tits will fall out.”

Jess blinked big, brown dog eyes at him. “What are you talking about?” She looked down at the sleeveless ivory dress she had on. Her ceremony dress had cost a small fortune. This one, specifically for the reception, cost a lot less. Like a mini fortune.

“I’ve seen you dance, Jess. Your tits are going to fall out.”

Jess took a step back and stretched her arms out. “Nipple check.”

The She-dogs surged forward and stared intently at the dress.

“I see nothing,” Sabina stated as if her word was the only one that counted. Sabina was Russian, Jess’s second in command and the one whom the pack had been named after, and she had the sexiest accent Mitch had heard in a while. “You are wrong,” she told Mitch.

“I’m not wrong.” He moved behind Jess, placing his hands on her sides. He lifted her up and shook her around for a few seconds. As he knew she would, Jess giggled like a six-year-old.

When he put her back down on the ground, the wild dogs took another look.

“Nipples, my friends,” May announced. Maylin was Mitch’s other favorite wild dog. Originally from somewhere in Alabama, she was cute, Asian, and thought he was “just a darlin’ sweetie!” Unfortunately both females were thoroughly mated. And they had a ton of kids each to prove it. What did one do with so many children? It’s not like you could put them to work in a factory to earn their pay—some considered that wrong.

“We have nipples,” May finished.

Mitch rested his chin on Jess’s shoulder and looked down. “How bad is it? I should examine the area closely. It’s all right, sweetie. I’m a cop.”

Jess reached back and slapped at his face. “You’re disgusting,” she laughed.

The dressmaker, who they had at the wedding for just such situations—who can afford that?—was summoned to the bride’s suite.

Mitch sat in a chair and watched them add matching satin straps to her dress so that it would stay up. Still sleeveless but much safer.

“Better?” Jess asked while she stood in front of him.

He leaned up and put his face right against her breasts. “Give me a moment to investigate.”

“Or,” a really angry voice snarled next to him, “I could tear your throat out now, and we can have a wedding and a funeral.”

Without actually moving away, Mitch turned his head and looked into the angry wolf eyes of Bobby Ray Smith, Smitty to his friends.

“Don’t get mad at me because I’m only trying to be helpful.”

That got Mitch a flash of wolf fangs before Jess pushed Smitty away.

“If either of you get blood on my dress, there will be hell to pay,” she told them.

 


 



“Sissy Mae!”

Sissy turned from the bar and faced her most favorite aunts in the world. Her mother’s sisters, but she didn’t hold that against them.

Squealing, she threw herself into their arms, and her aunts hugged her and showed her she wasn’t a complete failure, no matter what her mother said.

“Look at you, darlin’ girl. Ain’t you as pretty as a picture!” her Aunt Francine, the oldest of the Lewis sisters, exclaimed.

“Thank you.” Her momma had told her to lose a few pounds. “I have to admit, I was afraid of what the wild dogs would come up with for the gowns. Especially when I saw Jessie Ann’s wedding gown.” It wasn’t that the bride’s gown wasn’t beautiful. But it probably fit in a bit better in the year 1066.

Leave it to Jessie Ann to go for the weird.

Sissy pulled back from her aunts.

“I like that color on you, though,” Francine told her. “Although brown at a wedding ...”

“It’s not brown,” Sissy explained because she’d heard it ten thousand times in the past six months. “It’s chocolate. Dark chocolate. Seventy-two percent—”

“Stop.” Francine held her hand up. “I can’t listen to any of that.”

Sissy laughed. “Leave it to Bobby Ray to catch himself a Jessie Ann.”

“Has she forgiven you?” Roberta, the next oldest, asked.

“She says she has, but I don’t believe her. I come in the room, she finds a way to leave it.”

“No one to blame but yourself on that, Sissy Mae.” Francine never let Sissy forget anything. “You tortured that little thing something fierce.”

“Torture is a harsh word. Accurate,” she added, “but harsh.”

Sissy smiled warmly at her Aunt Darla, the youngest of the sisters. “How’s my Uncle Eggie? I wish he’d come.”

“Aw, darlin’, you know better than that. My man is not good in crowds.” And Darla wasn’t much better.

“He’s probably in a Dumpster somewhere in Smithtown.”

“He better not be,” Darla playfully growled. “I warned him I better not find him in one again.”

“And Dee-Ann?” Sissy asked about her favorite cousin, Darla and Eggie’s only child.

Darla opened her mouth, then shrugged. “Honest, darlin’. Your guess is as good as mine.”

“I wouldn’t worry, Aunt Darla. I’m sure Dee-Ann’s just fine.” At least Sissy hoped so. She loved her cousin, but Dee worked for the government and whatever she did kept her away from her family and out of touch for way too long in Sissy’s estimation.

“So ...” Aunt Janette asked, her eyes bright, “when are you coming home, Sissy Mae?”

“Aww. Do you miss me?”

“Sure ... and some cat heifers need another smack-down.”

Typical. “No. Absolutely not.”

“Oh, come on, Sissy—”

“No, Aunt Janette.” Sissy shook her head for emphasis. “I told you before never again, and I meant it.”

“Ungrateful.”

“Am not, and stop trying to use guilt.”

“Now,” Francine cut in, “when are we gonna get our Sissy Mae settled?”

“Uh ...”

But before panic could set in fully at that ugly question, Mitch suddenly grabbed her from behind.

“Excuse me, ladies. I need to use Sissy as my human shield.”

He lifted her up, and not surprisingly, she was abruptly face to face with her brother.

Sissy sighed when she saw her brother’s scowl. “What did he do now?”

“The boy needs to keep his hands to himself.”

“Actually, my hands weren’t involved at all.”

Bobby Ray reached around her, trying to grab Mitch’s throat.

“Now ya’ll stop it, right now! Bobby Ray, go on. Dinner will be soon, and you need to drag that bride of yours away from the other Pound Puppies.”

“Stop calling them that. And remember what I told you, boy.”

After her brother stalked away, Sissy slapped at Mitch’s hands. “Let me down right now, Mitchell Patrick Ryan O’Neill Shaw.”

“Uh-oh,” he said to her aunts while placing her on the ground. “She used my full name. That means I’m in trouble.”

“I thought the rules were set?” Sissy faced him, and she barely stopped her frown. Not for what Mitch had done. Hell, that was downright tame. No, it was because Mitch had been looking ... she couldn’t explain it. There were dark circles under his eyes, and he was losing weight. He was smaller than his half-brother, Brendon, but she had the feeling that wasn’t quite right. Mitch was one of the swamp cats. They were bred big and powerful. But she’d noticed that Mitch didn’t eat much, and that was only getting worse. She tried to get him to eat more, but he’d been picking his food lately. Something was going on with him. Something more than usual, and she had to find out what. There were not a lot of guys she respected enough to call friend. Females were her friends; males she actually respected were usually family or damn near. But most men were simply potential fucks in her mind and nothing more. Mitch had been the first who’d moved past that in Sissy’s world, and Sissy took care of her friends.

“Look, Mitchell, if I can’t start shit, you can’t start shit.”

“I was helping out the bride.” He looked at her aunts. “I was merely checking to ensure her bodice was fitting her properly.”

Francine asked, “And I guess you had to get right up in there with that pretty face of yours to check that out, huh?”

“If my friend needs me to do that, then—excuse my crude language—dammit, yes. That’s what I’ll do.”

Sissy chuckled and started to scratch her head, then remembered she still had that damn fake flower wreath in her hair. According to the bride, these things were big at Renaissance Faires ... Sissy still had trouble dealing with the fact she now knew people who openly admitted going to those things. “You’re simply not happy if your life isn’t in danger, are you?”

Mitch grinned. “Don’t be jealous of me and Jess. You know I’d check your bodice anytime you wanted me to.”

“Stop talking.” She grabbed his arm and tugged him closer to her aunts. “Mitchell, these are my momma’s sisters. Miss Francine, Miss Darla, Miss Roberta, and Miss Janette. Ladies, this is Mitchell Shaw, Brendon Shaw’s baby brother.”

Busy shaking each aunt’s hand, Mitch still managed to glare at her over his shoulder. “Is that the best way you can describe me? Simply as Brendon Shaw’s baby brother?” He sighed sadly, sad gold eyes looking at her aunts. “She’s afraid to tell you lovely ladies the truth you know. What she wants to say is Mitchell Shaw, the man I love and adore with all my sassy Southern heart.”

“Pathetic, isn’t he?”

Mitch suddenly cringed. “Gotta go. Reed boys at ten o’clock.”

“What did you do to them this time?”

“It’ll take too long to explain, but it involves a call to a lovely Long Island matchmaker named Madge who believes the Reed boys are looking for love. Shit.” Mitch took off running, and Ronnie Lee’s brothers were right behind him.

Sissy shook her head. “I don’t know what to do with that boy sometimes.” She scowled when she realized all her aunts were smirking at her. “What?”

 


 



The dinner turned out better than Sissy thought it would. First off, important, older shifters were put up on the long dais at the front of the room. Usually, that space was reserved for the bride and groom, but Jessie Ann had come up with some crap about the importance of elders and family and Sissy’s daddy got all puffed up because Jessie insisted he and Janie had to sit right in the center. In other words, they were the most important.

Then again, maybe they were the most important to Jessie Ann. She’d lost her parents when she was only fourteen, and Sissy’s parents had warmed to Jessie Ann right off.

Even more important, the seating worked to Sissy’s advantage. Instead of being trapped with her momma for an hour of feeding, Sissy thankfully sat at the table with the bride and groom, who kept the wedded-bliss cooing to a minimum. Mitch sat on her right, and Ronnie Lee sat on her left with her mate and Mitch’s half brother, Brendon. Desiree MacDermot-Llewellyn sat across from her with her mate and Smitty’s best friend, Mace. The rest of the table held Jessie Ann’s friends, Sabina, Phil, May, and Danny.

The massive room not only boasted enough tables for all the attendees, but it even had a dance floor right in the middle. Although Sissy doubted she’d do any dancing to some lame band or even worse, a lame DJ. But her steak was bloody and delicious and the company tolerable.

Although Sissy had known this was going to be a big wedding, she hadn’t realized the kind of people who would be attending. On one side of the floor were some of the biggest names in the oh-so-boring universe of software and computer ... stuff. Sissy only knew that because Brendon mentioned them, and he seemed pretty awed. Being a lion, he wasn’t easy to awe. Surrounding that unwitting group of full-humans were more Packs and Prides and unattached cats than Sissy had ever seen in a room together. Some of them she recognized from her work in New York City. Others she’d never seen before, but she’d heard about them. They came from all over the States, as far away as the West Coast.

Then there were the wild dog Packs. Asian wild dogs, dingoes from Australia, and more African wild dogs than you could shake your fist at. And since they never shut up—Lord, those dogs could talk and talk—Sissy would love to shake her fist at them, all right.

The rest were Smiths. Either blood relations or related by mating. They’d come from all over, including North and South Carolina, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, Virginia, West Virginia, and Texas. The only area feebly represented was her own damn home, Smithtown.

Now Sissy had known right off Sammy couldn’t make it to the wedding. He had ten pups and a diner that he and his wife ran in the heart of Smithtown. Vacations for them were pretty much nonexistent. But Sammy had contacted both Sissy and Bobby Ray to let them know and offer his apologies. Because that was the way it was supposed to be done.

That, however, did not explain the absence of Travis, Donnie, or Jackie. How her own kin could treat their brother like this was beyond Sissy. You simply didn’t do that, no matter what you felt about a person. Blood was blood, in Sissy’s mind, and there was nothing she wouldn’t do for her kin no matter how much she hated them and wanted to smash their faces in when given the first opportunity.

She’d deal with that on another day, though. But she’d damn well let Travis know how she felt about this. She wouldn’t even bother with Jackie and Donnie. They only did what Travis told them to, anyway.

Mitch leaned back in his seat, one long leg stretched out, his arm resting on the back of her chair.

The man did look good in a tux. Of course, she preferred men in jeans and a T-shirt to a stuffy suit or tux. Well, actually, she preferred them naked, but society frowned on that sort of thing.

His gold eyes scanned the room, and she knew he was thinking what she’d been thinking.

“So much shit to start,” she murmured next to his ear, “so little time?”

He grinned. “It’s too easy. Like lambs to the slaughter.”

Sissy leaned in closer, enjoying the big cat’s scent. “This is almost over now, right?”

“Not even close, sweet cheeks.”

He was right, of course. But Sissy still figured the worst of it was over.

Until the music started ...

 


 



Mitch loved it. The wild dogs were the absolute best. They’d heard less than six bars from George Clinton’s “Atomic Dog” before they all “whooped!” as one and rushed the dance floor. Even the bride left her new husband and got on that dance floor bow-wowing with the rest of them.

The rich geeks joined in, completely oblivious. The rest of the breeds, though, appeared thoroughly horrified. The cats were astonished since they were used to the wolves, who were more predator than goofy canine. The wolves were embarrassed by the goofy canine behavior. The bears were typically bored.

“Why are you smiling?”

Mitch laughed at Sissy’s question. “Come on! How cool was that? It was like that Dog Whisperer guy came in and rallied them all to the floor!”

The lions and Dez laughed. The wolves ... not so much.

“Don’t walk away mad,” he said as they did. “You’re completely missing the humor in this.”

 


 



Sissy gripped her brother’s hand and pulled him into the kitchen, smiling and waving when everyone called her name.

“How do you know these people?”

“You were never a people person, Bobby Ray.”

“These people” were the kind of people who helped Sissy when she needed it most. These were the people she always made sure she took care of when they performed a service or gave her a little non-job-related assistance.

Sissy led Bobby Ray to the room she’d been sitting in with her father and closed the door behind them. “I wanted to give you something.”

Her brother crossed his arms over his big chest. “Another lecture about the perils of hybrid children?”

“Why bother? You’ll just have to learn it for yourself, I guess.” She picked up the wrapped package she’d left on the table and handed it to him. She had known the staff would leave the gift there. The chef adored her.

“This is for you.”

Bobby Ray stared at the package in his hand. “For what?”

“For your wedding.”

“You said having a wedding was stupid and that marriage was stupider.”

“That hasn’t changed. But since you went through with it, I wanted to get you something. Open it!” She bounced up on her toes while her brother pulled off the wrapping. He opened the box and blinked. Then he closed his eyes, and his smile was slow and warm.

“Where did you find this?” he finally asked.

“Going through your room looking for cigarettes. You’d only been gone to the Navy a month or so.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t throw it out.”

“I never hated her, Bobby Ray. I wasn’t nice to her, but I never hated her. And based on that,” she pointed at the gift she’d given him, “I knew you loved her. Even then. I never mentioned it before because I thought I lost it. But I found it last time I was home, buried with my stash of old Playgirls.”

Bobby Ray lifted the ID bracelet from the velvet-lined box. Inscribed on the front was Bobby Ray’s name, but it was the inscription on the back that at the time, told sixteen-year-old Sissy what she’d already suspected and had her feeling like a bully for the first time: “To my Jessie Ann.”

“I figured you could give it to her now since you pussed out when you were eighteen.”

“I didn’t puss out; I just didn’t think it was the right time. Judgmental heifer.”

“Gelding.”

Sissy wrapped her arms around her brother and hugged him tight. “You have a happy life, Bobby Ray.”

“Yeah. I’m fixin’ to.”

And Sissy laughed.
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Mitch threw his arm around his older half-sister’s shoulders and smiled when she went tense and her hands clenched into fists.

Marissa Shaw was Brendon’s twin and Mitch’s older half-sister. Thankfully, she was not his only sister. There was still Gwenie. Five years younger, sweet, innocent Gwen would never be so mean to Mitch. She worshipped him!

Rissa, however, seemed convinced that Mitch was nothing more than a scumbag who wanted to steal their vast fortune from them. And he was so nice to her, too ...

“Those shoes were an interesting choice. Were they out of the official clown shoes, and you had to go with the cheap imitations?”

Marissa scowled at him. “Aren’t you needed somewhere? I’m sure Sissy wouldn’t mind you staring at her big ass some more.”

“Don’t be jealous, sweetie. I’m sure someone wouldn’t mind staring at your big ass.”

She abruptly pulled away from him. “Feel free to stay away from me today.”

“I try and stay away from you every day.”

“You don’t try hard enough.”

Mitch watched her walk away. “Love you, Rissa.”

“Shut up.”

Laughing, Mitch pulled his vibrating phone out of his pocket. But the laughter died when he recognized the number.

 


 



Sissy saw her mother going up on her tiptoes, looking over the crowd for something. Probably her. Panicking, Sissy took several steps back, but those damn shoes went out from under her. Who the hell paid seven hundred and fifty dollars for shoes anyway? In what world was that okay? Give her a pair of boots and a leather jacket, and Sissy was a happy gal for a lot less money.

Figuring she’d hit the floor, Sissy shut her eyes and gritted her teeth. And although she hit something hard, it wasn’t the floor.

Slowly, she opened her eyes and bit back her smile. “Oh. Hello, Brendon.”

“Uh ... hi.” He looked so fabulously horrified sitting in that chair with his mate’s best friend on his lap that Sissy couldn’t stop herself. All the rules drummed into her by Bobby Ray over the last few weeks disappeared as she stared at Mitch’s big brother.

“I guess this is a bit awkward, huh?”

“Well ...”

“But I couldn’t hide it anymore.” She put her arms around his neck, and his whole body tightened as his eyes looked around the room, practically begging someone to rescue him. “You and me ... perfect together, Brendon.”

“What?” His gold eyes grew wide. “Uh ... Sissy ... wait a second—”

“Seriously. I’ve seen your kids. We’d have beautiful babies.”

“What’s going on?”

Poor Brendon. He didn’t know whether to be relieved or scared to death when Ronnie Lee walked up to them.

“I finally told Bren that he was mine and we would be together forever.”

Ronnie’s eyes turned toward the ceiling, and she brushed her hair away from her face. “I thought we were going to discuss this first.”

Sissy felt Bren’s big lion body jerk, and she had to fight hard not to laugh.

“I’m Alpha Female, darlin’. I don’t have to discuss a damn thing with you or anyone.”

Ronnie nodded and cleared her throat. “She’s right. I’m sorry, Bren.” She sniffed back a nonexistent tear—Ronnie never could fake actual ones. “I hope you’ll remember me fondly.” Then she ran off into the crowd.

Now Sissy frowned. How had Ronnie learned to run in those damn shoes?

“Ronnie, wait!” Brendon stood and practically tossed Sissy off his lap. “I’m sorry but ... forget it.” He ran after Ronnie, and Sissy started to laugh until she caught her mother’s scent.

She spun and ran out a set of big glass doors leading to the gardens. She debated not stopping, just running all the way back to the city, but Mitch’s scent caught her attention. She followed it and found him by one of the marble benches they had all over the property. Like most of the males in the wedding party, he’d lost the jacket, removed his tie, and undone the collar of his shirt. Mitch had also rolled up his sleeves to his elbows, and Sissy could see the tattoo on his forearm. He was on the phone and pacing back and forth.

He looked ... tense. And she didn’t know why. She should find out.

 


 



“Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure,” Jen Chow snapped. “Do you think I’d call you about this if I weren’t sure?”

“I don’t know why you’re getting so tense. It’s me with the bounty on my head.”

“I really wish you’d take this seriously, Detective.”

“I take everything seriously.” Especially what life he had. “But trust me. No one’s getting into this wedding who shouldn’t be here. I’m probably safer here than anywhere.”

“Yes. You’re probably right. I want you back here by Monday, though. I’ll send—”

“I’ll get there.”

“Detective—”

“I said I’ll get there.”

“Fine,” she snapped again. ADA Chow had the shortest fuse on record. And after working together for so long, it amazed him that she still called him Detective.

“Talk to you later, Jen.”

“Monday, Detective. I’ll speak to you on Monday.”

“Yep.” Mitch disconnected his phone and stretched his neck. It was a full moon out tonight, illuminating everything around him. Of course, he didn’t need any of that to see. Not with his eyesight.

Now he knew what those lions in Africa felt like when they were being tracked down by great white hunters.

Two million dollars would bring out the top-drawer hitters. Would he even last another week? Around his own kind, he felt safe, but once he went into the system, he had serious doubts. But hanging around wasn’t an option either. He wouldn’t be responsible for getting one of his family or friends hurt or killed. Everyone meant too much to him.

Nope. He’d leave tomorrow. But tonight ...

Mitch slipped his cell phone back into his pants pocket and turned around, ready to head back to the party. What he didn’t expect was to find Sissy Mae Smith stretched out on the marble bench watching him. Christ, she looked good with her legs crossed at the ankles and her body propped up by her arms, the palms flat against the bench.

The dress she wore was made of the softest, lightest material Mitch had ever seen. The color a dark brown that contrasted brilliantly with her light brown eyes. He could say he’d never seen her look sexier, but that would be a lie. He’d seen this woman in shorts—absolutely nothing was sexier than that.

“Hey.”

Sissy gave him that little knowing smile. “Hey.”

Mitch waited for her to ask him what was going on, but she didn’t.

“I’ve been bad, Mitch,” she said instead.

“Oh?” Mitch crouched beside her, his elbows resting on his knees. “Do tell.”

“I was torturing Brendon again.”

“Isn’t that a little too easy, sweet cheeks?”

She smiled, blinking in surprise. “I hate that nickname.”

“I know. And yet, somehow I don’t care.”

“Keep it up, and it’s my windmill arms and legs of fury with wild hitting and kicking.”

“An effective fighting skill.”

“I think so.”

“And you torturing my brother ...”

“I know. Too easy. And he falls for it every time. I need something else to fulfill my needs.”

“A greater challenge?”

“Exactly.”

He stood and held his hand out for her to take. She did, her fingers warm against his, and he tugged her to her feet. “Let’s go.”

“Where?”

“We’ve got a castle filled with shifters, alcohol, and a barely contained predatory instinct.”

“We promised Bobby Ray.”

Leaning down, he rested his forehead against hers. “Come Monday, feel free to blame it all on me.”

A small frown creased her brow, and she petted his cheek with her right hand. “Don’t think I won’t.”

“But tonight, we’re gonna have a great time. Aren’t we, Sissy?”

Both hands cupped his cheeks, and Sissy pulled back a bit, staring into his eyes. For the most amazing split second ever, he thought she was going to kiss him. It would have been perfect, too. In the beautiful garden, under the moonlight, just the two of them ...

“Sissy. Mae. Smith!”

They both jerked, and Sissy quickly stepped back, but she didn’t have anywhere to go except back on the bench. She sat down hard. But it couldn’t match the hardness in her eyes when she stared up at Mitch.

“Yes?”

Miss Janie stepped closer. “They’re giving toasts. Aren’t you supposed to be giving one?”

“Yep.” Sissy stood and brushed off the back of her dress.

“Think you can manage keeping it clean and respectful?”

He didn’t know what Sissy was about to say, but Mitch had a feeling that silence at this moment was her best friend. Determined to keep the bloodshed nonexistent, he grabbed Sissy’s hand and yanked her back toward the ballroom. Her mother watched them go, and when Mitch looked at her over his shoulder, the smile she wore reminded him of Sissy.

Although telling Sissy that would only get his skin torn off. And he’d really like to avoid that for as long as possible.

Besides, kissing Sissy now or hell, doing anything with Sissy now was a mistake for both of them. And they both knew it.




Chapter 2

Ronnie patted Sissy on the back. “Great toast.”

“Thanks.”

“Only one barely veiled insult toward Jessie Ann. I think she was impressed.”

Sissy winced. “I actually wasn’t trying to insult her. Figured I should keep this one clean for Bobby Ray since it’s his wedding and all.”

“You did the best you could manage.”

“Gee. Thanks.”

Ronnie put her arm around Sissy’s shoulders and pulled her friend in close. “What’s this I hear about you and Mitch out in the garden?”

Sissy rubbed her forehead. “You’re telling me my own mother is spreading rumors about me?”

“No. I heard it from Mitch. He said y’all got busted by her.”

Sissy gave up. That idiot. “Nothing happened.”

“Because y’all got busted. He thinks you’re in love with him. Want his babies ... and life insurance.”

“It’s like he wants me to slap him around.”

The friends were silent for a moment and then said together, “Although he might.”

Sissy grabbed a glass of champagne off a passing tray, and that’s when she saw him staring at her. He was really cute, although a little short for her. Asian, dapper as hell ... and really cute. Had she mentioned that already?

“I know you two,” he said. She could tell English wasn’t his first language, but his accent was flawless, and she detected a bit of British there. He snapped his fingers. “You took my Lotus!”

Sissy choked on her champagne, and Ronnie started looking for the exits or law enforcement with arrest warrants.

Lord, what is the statute of limitations again?

Giving her a teasing smile, he said, “Some would say you won it fair and square, but I still doubt it.”

Realizing she wasn’t being accused of thievery—that was a load off—she took a closer look at the man in front of her. He was Asian wild dog and really cute. Wait. She’d already thought that. “Now I remember. In the Philippines. Right?”

“Right. Did you enjoy my car?”

“Oh ... sure.” Until they’d sold it. That little baby financed their next six months in Asia.

“I’m Kenshin Inu, in case you don’t remember.”

“Sissy Mae Smith. Ronnie Lee Reed.”

“You’re related to Smitty, yes?”

“Yep.”

“Interesting. You know I’m working with him and Mace to start a Japanese division of their business.”

“You are?” Bobby Ray hadn’t told her, probably because he knew she’d beg him to let her go to Japan for the initial setup.

They were so discussing this when he got back from his honeymoon. The thought of getting back on the road again made her almost giddy. It wasn’t like before. She didn’t need to escape for years, only to be forced back for holidays and guilt visits to Tennessee. Now living in the city she adored and as Alpha Female of the New York Smiths she had a reason to come back, but she’d always need to travel and Bobby Ray had to know that. Besides, Ronnie Lee could handle the She-wolves when Sissy wasn’t there.

Already her mind was turning with the possibilities of this.

“I see the bride signaling for me. If you ladies will excuse me.” He smiled and walked off.

“You gonna wait until after the honeymoon or before to torture Bobby Ray about this?”

“After, of course! But Mace will hear from me on Monday.”

Ronnie laughed, shook her head. Sissy didn’t know what she’d do without her regular traveling partner. Together, she and Ronnie had done some major damage around the world and weren’t allowed in quite a few countries because of it.

Wait, is Tokyo still on the list?

But Ronnie was with Brendon Shaw now and madly in love. Although she loved to travel, she didn’t have the same drive that Sissy did to keep it up.

“Oh.” Ronnie motioned over a pretty, slim woman in a sexy as hell dress. “I don’t think you guys have met yet. Gwen O’Neill, this is Sissy Mae Smith. Sissy, this is Mitch’s baby sister, Gwen.”

Lord in heaven! This was Mitch’s baby sister? His “innocent” baby sister? His “sweet, adorable” baby sister? Maybe it was Sissy’s imagination, but the woman was too hot in her sleeveless black dress with the low-cut front and even lower-cut back, five-inch heels, and a short mass of black, curly hair that teasingly swept across bright gold, almond-shaped eyes to be anyone’s innocent anything.

According to Mitch, she was only half lion. Her father was a South China tiger, which made her one of the rare Tigons. And she’d picked up the best of both her parents. Beautiful, classy, and—

“I’d give my left tit to get laid sometime this weekend, but I don’t think that’s gonna happen.”

Now it was Ronnie’s turn to choke up the champagne she’d only just sipped, and Sissy stared at Mitch’s “innocent” baby sister, fascinated.

“I thought I’d find somebody here, but”—hands on hips, she looked around—“nothing is real promising.” The voice was low, husky. Over the phone, she could easily be mistaken for a man.

“Ya know,” she went on, “Mitch talks about you all the time.” She eyed Sissy before turning back to scan the crowd. “And I’m always like, ‘Dude, if you like her so much, fuckin’ marry her.’ And he’s all like, ‘Shut up.’”

Sissy didn’t dare look at Ronnie. Nope. If she looked at her, forget it.

“This is a nice wedding, though, huh? Although we weren’t invited. But Ma made up her mind. She was coming, and I figured I better go to keep her out of trouble, ya know? A couple of margaritas in my mom, and all hell breaks loose. But Brendon got us in with no problem, and everybody has been pretty friendly. Except that bitch.” She snorted and glared across the bar to Brendon Shaw’s twin sister. “Marissa ‘I’m God’s gift to the universe’ Shaw. She’s this close”—Gwen held up her thumb and forefinger a small bit apart—“to getting acid tossed in her face. I don’t think she realizes no one talks shit about my brother. I don’t give a fuck who you are. Or in her case, who you think you are.”

Sissy physically turned away so she was in no danger of even glimpsing Ronnie’s face or body language. She wouldn’t be able to take it.

“What I love is she acts like her shit don’t stink. Like I don’t know who she is and where she came from. But I know ’cause I came from the same place she came from. You know what I’m sayin’?”

Waiting a moment, Sissy realized that yes, Gwen did want an answer.

“Absolutely.”

“I know a lot of these bitches, they forget the men once they’re old enough to go out on their own. But not me and not my Ma. This is Mitch I’m talking about. No one fucks with him.” Again, those dark gold eyes sized Sissy up. “You know, you’re cuter than I thought you’d be. I’m surprised he hasn’t fucked you yet. But he says you guys are friends, although why anyone would have a male as a friend is completely beyond me. But maybe it’s a wolf thing, huh? ’Cause other than for fuckin’ or tunin’ up my car, I don’t see their purpose. But hey, that’s me.”

Mitch walked up to them and handed his sister a glass of champagne. “Everything going okay over here?” And he gave Sissy a warning glance to not mess with his sister.

Not that he had anything to worry about. Personally, Sissy would like to avoid having acid thrown in her face. She was wacky that way.

“Everything is fine,” Gwen assured him. “Stop worrying about me.” She slipped her arm around Mitch’s waist and rested her head against his chest. Considering her stock, Sissy thought Gwen would be considerably bigger. At least taller. But she wasn’t even five-nine. Most Smiths would consider her “tiny.” No wonder she wore those shoes, although how she managed to walk in them, Sissy didn’t know.

“I’m your big brother. I’ll always worry about you.” Suddenly, Mitch’s gaze locked on something at the bar, and he snarled.

“What?”

“He’s checking you out.”

Gwen rolled her eyes, and Sissy didn’t even bother looking to see who he was talking about.

“I’ll handle him.” Mitch pulled away from his sister and walked to the bar.

“Well,” Ronnie, who loved to state the obvious, sighed out, “now you know why you won’t be gettin’ laid this weekend.”

 


 



Mitch walked back to his sister, feeling pretty cocky about scaring off that puma.

“Are you done?”

“Yup. Just protecting my little sis.”

“Gee. Thanks.”

Mitch glanced around. “Where did Sissy go?”

“All she said was, ‘Momma’s at six o’clock.’ Then she and Ronnie took off running. It was ... interesting.”

“You and Ma get along. You don’t know how people who don’t get along with their mothers suffer.”

“I like Ma. And she’s worried about you.”

“Nice how you slipped that in.”

“Just warning you she’s going to be bugging you tonight.”

A waiter arrived with two bottles of Guinness.

“You saint,” Mitch sighed happily, grabbing his bottle. After a healthy drink, he said to his sister, “You know what’s funny about you and Ma being here?”

“What?”

“Neither of you were actually invited.”

Gwen rolled her shoulders. “You know Ma. Not a chance in hell she was going to miss out on seeing her only son in a tux. Besides, this is considered the party of the century. She wasn’t about to miss it.”

“Yeah, but you had a table and everything.”

“Brendon took care of that for us.” Gwen grinned. “He always said if we need anything to go ahead and call him, so Ma did.”

“He meant that. You ever need anything, go to Bren. He’ll always watch out for you guys.”

“Uh ... okay.”

“Why are you staring at me?”

“You look tired. And thin. Too thin.”

“I’m fine. Just a lot going on.”

“Any of that going on with Sissy?”

“You’re gonna start this now?”

“I hadn’t met her before. Now that I have ... not sure what you’re waiting for. She’s hot. And sturdy. Uncle Joey always says O’Neill males need sturdy women.”

“You start quoting Uncle Joey, I’m walking away.”

“I just don’t know what the problem is.”

“There is no problem. And I’d like to keep it that way.”

“Fine, ya big pussy.”

“You have to know that’s not an insult to me, right?”

 


 



Sissy tapped her foot and watched her friend. “Dez, you have to make a choice here.”

Dez was probably the only full-human Sissy could say in all honesty that she trusted. A tough cop, an amazing mother, and a great friend, Dez was not to be trifled with. She was a deadly predator like the rest of them. When she’d asked Sissy to be her son’s godmother, she’d specifically stated, “ ’Cause I know you’ll kill anybody who tries to hurt him.” Truer words had never been spoken, but the fact that Dez realized it and acted accordingly was what set her apart from her weaker full-human counterparts.

But when it came to chocolate, Dez could be as big a pain in the ass as Jessie Ann.

“I can’t. You do understand that, right?” She started at one end of the U-shaped table. “Here we have the candy. Chocolate with nuts. With caramel. With fruits.”

“Dez—”

“Then we have the fresh fruit and the dark chocolate waterfall. Of course it’s all dark chocolate. At least seventy-two percent cacoa. There’s chocolate fondue and twelve—yes, twelve—different kinds of chocolate cakes. Then there are the brownies and pies—”

“Desiree!” Sissy cleared her throat. “Just. Pick. Something.”

Covering her mouth with her hands, Dez’s eyes went from one end of the table to the other. “I ... I can’t! I’m in chocolate overload!”

Good Lord.

“Darlin’, you know I love you, but there is a table of unsuspecting males playing Texas Hold ’Em, and it’s calling my name.”

“You can’t,” Dez said offhandly, reaching for a plate. “Maybe I’ll take a little of everything ... except the fruit. I can do without the fruit. Why screw up chocolate with fruit?”

“Why can’t I?”

“Last time I was in there, so was your mother.”

“That woman is everywhere.”

“Should I mention she was in the Karaoke Room belting out—”

“No!”

“All right then.”

Dez walked over, her plate piled with bits of this and that from the available chocolate selections.

“Desiree.”

“What? I wanted to be covered.”

“Your thing for chocolate is unhealthy.”

“And there’s still the wedding cake. That thing is dark chocolate. Wish my wedding cake was like that.”

“Your cake was chocolate.”

“Not dark chocolate. Not like that.”

“I can’t have this conversation with you anymore.” Sissy turned to walk away.

“I’m sure you could have this conversation if I were Mitchell. And we were outside in the garden ... under the romantic moonlight,” she taunted.

Sissy squinted. “You’re armed, aren’t you?” Dez kept her service weapon on her at all times. She even had a small pistol on her at her own wedding. Yup. A full-human predator all right.

“Every day,” Dez confirmed.

“Damn.” There went that potential beating Sissy had been all ready to give.

 


 



Mitch sat alone at a big table and picked at his slice of wedding cake. It wasn’t that the cake wasn’t delicious. It was. In fact, the cake wasn’t just chocolate; it was dark chocolate with seventy-two percent cacao. He knew this because the bride had announced it before cutting the cake and a collective “ohhhh” had come from the wild dogs—and Dez. To Mitch, chocolate was chocolate.

Nah. It wasn’t the cake. It was him. His family was right. He was getting thin. He simply wasn’t hungry these days. Must be the overall fear of death that had screwed with his appetite.

It had been, what? Five years ago when he’d used his old high school connections to dig his way into the O’Farrell crew. His department had made him look like a dirty cop, and his old history of being the high school football star had greased the wheels.

But after all that work and risk, it mostly wasn’t for shit. Almost all the charges against the O’Farrell crew had been dropped after more legal wrangling than seemed possible. In fact, this whole situation should be over now. Except for the one charge that wouldn’t go away. The one that had blown Mitch’s cover, that he couldn’t bring himself to tell his family about, and that still gave him nightmares.

First-degree murder against Petey O’Farrell, head of the O’Farrell crew. Mitch was the only witness to what that sick old fuck had done—and Mitch was now the only thing between freedom and life for O’Farrell.

If Mitch didn’t testify, the case would crumble. If Mitch was dead, O’Farrell would be out of jail faster than he could spit.

Bottom line ... he needed Mitch dead.

Not a very comforting thought. No wonder Mitch no longer had an appetite.

Sissy dropped into the empty seat beside him, undoing her shoes and kicking them off her feet. Funny, her mere presence soothed him. He’d never noticed that before.

Turning the chair around, Sissy pushed her feet into his lap, ignoring the fact he was still eating ... or in this case, picking.

“Rub my feet.”

Mitch placed his fork on the table and looked down at her feet. “Don’t I need a veterinarian’s license to handle hooves of this size?”

She lifted her foot a bit and brought it back down onto his groin, causing him to grunt.

“Rub them,” she ordered.

Liking his balls in working order, he did what she told him to do. “How are you holding up?”

“So far, so good. I’ve avoided her. She’s on one side of the floor, I make sure I’m on the other. If she starts looking above the crowd like she’s trying to find me, I run like I’m going for the gold in the Summer Olympics.”

“That’s your plan for the rest of the evening? Dodging your mother?”

“Yes. That’s my plan. And since you’re insistent that killing your parents is so wrong, I really have no other choice.”

“Good point. It’s almost over, though. A few more hours of New Wave music and bad wild dog dancing, and this all will be a distant memory.”

Sissy stared out over the dance floor. “Lord, that is some bad dancin’.”

“But it’s exuberant.”

She shook her head and looked away.

“I have to say, Sissy, I thought you had a few more brothers.” Sissy followed his gaze to Smitty, who stood talking to one of the cousins who’d bothered to attend, and he’d come from Smithville or Smithburg ... one of the other Smith places the States were apparently littered with. It seemed that many of the family from Smitty’s hometown were woefully absent.

“I tragically do have more brothers, but they don’t know how to act right.” She sighed. “That ain’t fair. Sammy has ten pups and a diner he and his mate run. But Travis Ray and Donnie Ray could have shut the garage down for a few days. And last I heard, tax accountants weren’t dramatically needed in the middle of June, so I think Jackie Ray could have closed up his little piece of shit office for a weekend.”

“So why didn’t they?”

“Because they’re bastards. Because they think this is stupid. Because when Daddy’s not there, Travis wants to think he’s in charge. And, most importantly, it’s football season.”

Mitch frowned. He loved most sports, but football was his true passion. “It’s not football season.”

“Yeah, well ...”

“Yeah, well what? I know for a fact it’s not football season.”

Sissy shook her head. “I don’t want to discuss it.”

“Yeah, but—”

“I,” she cut in roughly, “don’t want to discuss it.”

“Okay. Okay. No need to get your thong in a bind.”

“And stop telling people Momma busted us in the garden.”

“She did.”

“And that I’m in love with you?”

“You are,” he teased, loving how he got her to smile with the silliest stuff that most females didn’t find remotely funny. “You simply haven’t faced it yet. You saucy siren, you.”

“You know, you look like the high school football star—”

“I was.”

“—but you talk like a dweeb.”

“It’s called being complex and dynamic.”

“It’s called being a geek.” Her body suddenly tensed. “Is that her?”

Mitch looked around. “Don’t see her. I think you’re safe for the time being.”

“Thought I scented her.”

“Isn’t your mother leaving tomorrow?”

Sissy’s whole body dropped, her limbs sort of relaxing so that she looked like she’d passed out. “Yes! Her, my daddy, and Ronnie’s momma and daddy are going on that cruise. And not soon enough. I’ve got one nerve left, Mitchell. One. And she’s playing ‘Dueling Banjos’ on it.”

Mitch laughed as Sissy motioned one of the waiters over. “Darlin’,” she said to the waiter with her most luxurious drawl, “could you please get me a shot of tequila?”

Staring at her, his mouth kind of open, the waiter nodded and started to walk away. Mitch caught hold of his jacket and asked, “You gonna ask me?”

“Oh. Yes. Yes. Of course. What would you like, sir?”

“Beer.”

“We have over seventy—”

“Bud.”

The waiter looked disgusted at Mitch’s love of good ol’ American brew. “Of course, sir.”

Really big feet waved in front of his face after the waiter walked off.

“Hello? You ain’t done. And get the instep this time.”

Mitch gripped her feet and raised an eyebrow. “Oh, I’ll get the instep.”

“Don’t you tick—”

He started tickling her feet, and laughing hysterically, Sissy desperately tried to pull her feet back.

“Stop, Mitch! Stop! Ow!”

The woman had this ability to come out of nowhere. One second, she wasn’t there, and then suddenly, Miss Janie was not only there but also yanking her daughter by the hair.

“Sissy Mae Smith,” she ordered. “Act like ya got some damn sense.”

Mitch kept his grip on Sissy’s feet, afraid she’d get up and get into a full-on dogfight with her mother.

As quickly as she showed anger, Janie Mae just as quickly calmed down. She kissed Mitch on the forehead. “Hello, pretty kitty.”

Strange how Sissy’s mother had seen Mitch several times during the day, but this was the first time she’d greeted him ... and definitely the first time she’d kissed him. He got the distinct feeling he was being used here. Not that he minded. He actually liked the crazy She-wolf. Of course, not quite the same way he liked her daughter.

“Hi, Miss Janie.” Everyone called her Miss Janie, and Mitch was afraid to call her anything else.

She patted his cheek in that motherly way she had. “I met your momma. I just love her.”

Mitch blinked. “You do?” Even he had to admit his mother was not an easy woman to get along with. She was loud and raunchy and rude. But that didn’t mean anything to Mitch because the woman amazed him. Her dream had always been to own a high-end salon, but the Pride wouldn’t pay for that. They would, however, pay for her to go to nursing school. She ended up being a nurse for years, putting money away and taking stylist classes in her free time. It took her years, but eventually, she opened her own place and now had three of them in the Philadelphia area. With her own grit and determination, she’d moved the O’Neill Pride up in the ranks and had offered Mitch more than once to “help you get your ass in your own Pride.”

“She’s lovely. I’m planning a big end of summer party in August, and I invited her and that gorgeous baby sister of yours. I want you to come too. Okay?”

“You want us in Smithtown?”

“Oh, no.” Miss Janie shook her head. “We’ll be having it here somewhere. Lord, son, I’d never bring you down to Smithtown.” She gripped his face with one hand, long fingers on both sides of his face, and squeezed until his lips pursed out. His mother often did the same thing. Was it a maternal instinct like breast feeding? “This face is simply too gorgeous to have it ruined like that.”

Mitch laughed, and she patted his cheek and walked away.

When he looked at Sissy, she was glaring at him like he’d betrayed her somehow. “What?”

 


 



How did she do that? Sissy was thirty-one, and her momma still had a way of making her feel like a twelve-year-old. All the wedding planning had been kind of fun until her mother had practically moved to New York for the final preparations. For a month, she’d had to tolerate that woman on a daily basis. And every day, Bobby Ray had to talk her out of taking the first plane to Japan or Australia or anywhere her momma wasn’t—and that they legally allowed Sissy to enter.

It wasn’t that she didn’t love her momma. She did. But did she have to make Sissy look and feel so small? And did she have to do it in front of Mitch? True, doing it in front of any man was mean, but in front of Mitch, it was particularly bitchy as far as Sissy was concerned.

“All right, Shaw.” Trying to get her mind off Mitch, Sissy motioned to the three-hundred-plus crowd at her brother’s wedding. “I’m on the hunt for my next conquest. See anyone with potential?”

“Sure.” Mitch glanced around and pointed at a cheetah across the room. A female. “What about her?”

“What is wrong with you?”

“Don’t give me that tone. Have you even tried it?”

“Mitchell—”

“How do you know if you’ll like it or not if you haven’t tried it ... with me watching ... and filming?”

“Forget I asked.”

Sissy ran her finger over his tattoo. A four-inch green shamrock. “Could you be more Irish?” she laughed.

“Not really.” He grabbed her hand. “Come on. We’re dancing.”

“To the Go-Go’s?” Sissy had successfully managed only two dances, and both had been to slow songs. It wasn’t that she couldn’t dance but come on! The Go-Go’s? Did these wild dogs not have any music from the twenty-first century? Or even the nineties?

“We’re gonna rock out.” He dragged her toward the dance floor, stopping briefly so she could knock back the shot of tequila the waiter brought.

Once on the dance floor, she watched in horror as Mitch did something some people—no one she knew, of course—would call dancing.

“Mitchell,” she whined, “this is just embarrassing.” Mitch stopped, looking around at all the wild dogs dancing. Even the bride was doing the pogo like she was at a 1985 prom.

“As compared to what?”

He tragically had a point.

 


 



Mitch walked up behind his brother and slapped him on the back. The thing about Brendon was that Mitch didn’t have to hold back. His brother didn’t go flying across a room or snap like a twig from one little hit. Instead, Bren didn’t move a step, glancing at Mitch over his shoulder and asking, “What?”

“Are we having a good time?”

From the balcony overlooking the dance floor, Bren gazed down with that intense stare of his. He always looked like he was sorting out the world’s problems. Finally, he answered, “Yes. I am.” Twenty minutes to answer a simple question ...

Mitch leaned back against the railing. “You and Gwen getting along?” he asked.

“Of course. You know I love Gwenie.”

“And Marissa—”

“Takes a little longer to warm up to people,” Brendon explained about his twin.

“Gwen’s thinking about coming out here to visit in a couple of months. Maybe she could—”

“She’ll stay at the hotel.”

Mitch opened his mouth to say something, and Bren cut in, practically snarling, “And if you mention paying for that room, I will toss your ass off the balcony.”

Mitch looked over the rail and gauged the distance. It wouldn’t kill him, but it would hurt, so best not to push it.

“I just don’t want some people—I won’t mention any names—but some people who look like you, share similar DNA, and came out of the same womb ten minutes before you did accusing me of taking advantage.”

Now Bren laughed. “I wish you’d stop taking what some people say to you at face value. Besides, the hotels are as much yours as ours, and if you want to put up guests in one of the top floor suites that go for ten grand a night, that’s up to you.” Bren sipped his beer. Unlike Mitch, he went for one of those obscure label beers. “Besides, Mitch, Gwen is family.”

“You’re not related.”

“Your sister is my sister, shithead. If she ever needs anything, all she has to do is ask.”

Mitch nodded and felt relief wash through him. He’d been worrying about who would watch out for Gwen if—when—anything happened to him. Knowing Brendon would do it for him made Mitch feel more relieved than he could say.

“Thanks, bruh.”

“Shut up, Mitch,” Brendon growled.

And Mitch smiled.

 


 



Sissy held up her shot glass of tequila, and Ronnie did the same. “To good friends, good times, and the hope that we never have to do this again.”

Ronnie laughed as they touched glasses, then they took their shots in one gulp. Sissy kind of shuddered. Damn, that was good tequila. But no more. Not tonight. As much as she might want to get loaded so she could drown out the neverending criticism coming from her momma, Sissy had promised herself—

“Why do you drink that?” her momma snapped from behind her. “You know you can’t handle it.”

“My hope is that’ll blind me to you still being here.” Sissy motioned to the bartender for another shot, and she didn’t even have to look to know Ronnie had made a desperate escape. Not that she blamed her. Ronnie had her own mother to deal with. “You are still leaving tomorrow, right, Momma?”

A glass of champagne in her hand, Janie Mae Lewis rested against the bar. Her momma never had to try to look scary. She simply was. While at the same time, pleasant looking. No one had ever accused Sissy of being pleasant ... ever. Lookswise, she took after her daddy’s side. Dark hair, light brown eyes—as opposed to her momma’s amber ones—and a square jaw.

The other Lewis sisters weren’t nearly as hard looking, nor did they work Sissy’s last nerve the way her mother did.

Mostly because her mother had the tendency to say things like, “You know if you tried not glaring so much, you could look real pretty.”

Sissy let out a breath at her momma’s words, remembering her promise to her daddy. She wouldn’t fight her momma no matter how much she wanted to. “I’m sure somewhere in there, you’ve hidden a compliment. So thank you for that.”

“I just want you to be happy, Sissy Mae.” And Sissy felt so proud she kept that snort all to herself. “And you won’t be happy if you keep scaring off every male that comes your way. I mean look how happy your brother is. And Jessie Ann’s already pregnant. So they’ll be happy with a passel of kids, and you’ll be their pups’ favorite aunt. You can visit them during the holidays, and maybe their dog will sleep on your feet at night.”

Sissy turned, ready to tell her mother to shut the fuck up when someone slammed into her from behind.

“Oh, sweetie, I’m so sorry.” The lioness had gotten a bit of champagne on Sissy’s dress and was desperately wiping at it. “I’m so so sorry. Let me help you get that clean.” She smiled at Janie Mae. “I swear, I’m such a clumsy ass, Janie. Let me get her cleaned up. We’ll be right back.” Then she was dragging Sissy out of the ballroom and off into the darkness until she stopped at a marble bench.

“Sit, baby-girl. Sit.”

Sissy did, and that’s when she felt the wave of pure rage wash over her. If this lioness hadn’t pulled her away, Sissy would have broken her promise to her father—and possibly ended up going to jail for the night—and she’d never have forgiven herself.

“Easy. Just breathe. Here,” a firm hand against her back pushed her down until her head was below her knees, “breathe, baby-girl. Just breathe. Deep ones in and out until the ringing stops.”

How did she know there was a ringing in her ears? Because there definitely was ringing.

After a good ten minutes or so, Sissy finally felt strong enough to sit up. The lioness sat next to her, smoking a Marlboro Light, and Sissy got a good look at her.

“Miss O’Neill?” Mitch’s mother. Sissy had only had a chance to say a quick hello when she’d passed her in the Gaming Room. The lioness had been cleaning out some wolves, and Sissy had left her to her work.

“Oh, darlin’, call me Roxanne. Or Roxy. It’s not my real name, mind you. A nice Irish girl gets a nice Irish name. But do you know how many friggin’ Patricia Maries there are at Mass every Sunday? So when I was nine, I decided I wanted to be called Roxanne.” She grinned, and in that moment, she looked just like her son. “One of my aunts was a big reader, and when I told everybody at Sunday dinner that I was now Roxanne, she asked me if that was because of that book, Cyrano something. And I told her—and the priest who was having dinner at our house—that I got the name from the hooker who worked the corner near the ice cream parlor me and my sisters hung out at after school.”

Sissy burst out laughing while Roxy shook her head. “Let me tell you, baby-girl, that night, I did not sleep on my back. My ma tore my ass up.” She shrugged. “But everybody still calls me Roxy.”

She reached into her small Gucci purse and pulled out a half-used pack of cigarettes. “Here.”

Sissy shook her head. “I quit.” About twelve years ago, in fact.

“Do you want to get through the rest of the night without killing your own mother?”

Realizing she was right, Sissy took a cigarette from the pack and let Roxy light it up for her with her gold lighter.

As Sissy sat back and smoked her cigarette, she looked closely at Mitch’s mother. Like all lionesses, she was sort of gold all over. But her hair had lighter blond streaks and was combed out so it looked like a sexy wild mane. She wore a tight gold dress that may have been a few years too young for her and gold designer shoes that probably cost a fortune. Although Sissy wouldn’t know much about that since she was a boot girl. Work boots, cowboy boots, biker boots, whatever. If they were boots, Sissy wore them.

Mitch’s momma was beautiful, but there was a wildness to her that made Sissy take to her instantly. None of that stuck-up lioness shit she’d seen from the Llewellyns and the other East Coast Prides attending the wedding. This woman was classless and tasteless, and Sissy knew in that instant that she adored her.

“I gotta say, baby-girl, my boy talks about you all the time. But the conversation is definitely weird.” She turned a bit and looked at Sissy. “Did he really give you a wedgie the other day?”

Sissy laughed, remembering their tussle during the rehearsal dinner. She thought her momma was going to have a stroke she was so embarrassed. “Uh ... yeah. But I kind of deserved it.”

“So you and my boy ... uh ...” She wiggled perfectly waxed eyebrows, and Sissy laughed harder.

“God, no.”

Now the lioness looked insulted. “Why the hell not? Is my boy not good enough for you?”

“Miss O’Neill—”

“Roxy.”

“Roxy, trust me when I say that there are few Smiths who can accuse anyone of not being good enough for them. But we’re buddies. Friends.”

“Let me tell you something, baby-girl. My Mitchy—”

Mitchy?

“—I love him more than any woman can love her son. But me and his daddy, well ... let’s just say that was more about obligation to the Pride than any great love affair. But my pretty little Gwen ... me and her daddy ...” Then she purred. Seriously. Purred.

“Let’s just say I’ve never gotten it like that before and not since. Gwenie is my love child. And that’s what you want. Someone who makes you feel that way.”

“What happened with Gwen’s father?” Sissy knew something must have happened because Roxy spoke of him in the past tense. And she had no idea how Mitch made her “feel,” and Sissy was okay with that. No use analyzing everything. That had never been her style.

Roxy shrugged shoulders that looked strong and powerful. Typical swamp cat and probably why Roxy didn’t look scared of anybody. Why would you be when you’re built like a tank?

“I screwed that up. He had obligations to his family in Hong Kong and I was too scared to leave my Pride or Philly.” Gold eyes locked on her. “You weren’t afraid to leave your Pack, though, huh? Mitch says you’ve been damn near everywhere.”

“Smithtown has too many Alphas and not enough territory.”

“Plus, you didn’t want to have to take down your own mother so you could be in charge.”

“Like I could.”

“Oh, you could. And she knows it.” Roxy moved a little closer. “Take it from someone who does it to her own sisters, baby-girl. She does what she does to keep you off balance.”

“But I’m not in Smithtown anymore.”

“But until you settle down, until you have a mate and your mate is some place other than Smithtown, she’ll always worry you might move back. For good. When you meet someone as strong as you, you’ve gotta find other ways to keep control.”

She took another drag from her cigarette before carelessly tossing it. Sissy’s had already burned down, nearly singeing her fingers. “So when you gonna tell her you don’t want kids?”

Sissy froze. “Who says I don’t want kids?”

“Look, when someone mentions having kids to someone who wants to have kids, you see all sorts of longing and shit in their eyes. You know what I saw in your eyes when your mother mentioned kids? Impatience.”

Sissy laughed so hard she started coughing, and Roxy nodded her head. “I thought so.”

She patted Sissy’s knee and leaned in close, whispering, “Just FYI, baby-girl, but Mitchy doesn’t want kids either.”

“Stop.” Sissy pushed Roxy’s granite shoulder with a chuckle. “Please stop. And shouldn’t you be trying to hook him up with a nice Pride female or a full-human? I thought most cats would rather see their cubs with a full-human than a canine.”

“I want my Mitchy to be happy, and he won’t be happy in anyone’s Pride. And he’s much too good natured to be around other cats.” She took out another cigarette, her face getting serious. “I worry about him, though. He’s not sleeping. Or eating enough. I can tell.”

“It’s this upcoming trial and everything. And now there’s the bounty on his head.”

Legs crossed, eyes focused on the sky, Roxy pursed her lips. “He’s had a bounty on his head. That’s why he came to New York, right? A few grand?”

“I think they raised it. Based on what I heard, it’s mighty.”

“How do you know this?”

“I was nosey and listened in to his conversation.”

Roxy nodded approval. “Good girl. What else did you hear?”

“He’s heading back to Philly on Monday.”

“And you’re going to miss him.”

Sissy answered honestly. “He’s my best friend, Roxy. Next to Ronnie Lee. So of course I’m gonna miss him.”

“I tried to talk him out of this, you know? Tried to convince him to keep his mouth shut and pretend he didn’t see anything. I’m from the neighborhood. I know what happens to snitches.”

“He’s not a snitch,” Sissy snapped, automatically defending him. “He’s a cop doing his job. And he’s doing a good job. Putting his life at risk to take down scumbags like Petey O’Farrell takes guts most of us don’t have.” Sissy took a breath to calm herself down. “You’re his mother, and I respect that,” she finished, “but watch what you say. I don’t want Mitch hurt because someone’s being careless.”

That gold gaze watched Sissy for a long time, and when Roxy moved, Sissy braced herself, expecting to get punched. Instead, Roxy kissed her forehead. Almost on the same spot her father had. What was going on with everyone today? Was it the wedding? Did it affect people the way funerals did?

“You are a darling, wonderful girl, and I’m so glad you’re Mitch’s”—she paused for a moment, but it said volumes—“friend.”

Roxy stood, tugging her dress back into place. All those voluptuous curves, the woman knew how to work a wardrobe. “Come on, baby girl. Let’s get you a real drink. I know I could use one.”

“I better not. I’ve already had two ... or three.”

“What’s one more? Don’t worry.” She grinned, and Sissy would swear she saw fangs peeking out of her gums. “I’ll watch out for ya.”

 


 



Mitch was being thoroughly entertained by Ronnie Reed’s uncles and brothers getting sauced on the homemade ’shine they’d brought from Tennessee when he saw Dez MacDermot strut out of the ballroom. He liked Dez. She was a good cop. Little crazy, but you had to be to do the job.

“All right, gentlemen. Let’s go.”

“Go where?” Rory Reed, Ronnie’s oldest brother, asked way too loudly. Wolves ... they simply could not hold their liquor.

“Out front. The bride and groom are leaving, and there’s a whole tossing of flowers and garters thing that’s involved. So let’s go.”

“The flowers are fake,” Mitch reminded her.

“You’re gonna start with me now, cat? ’Cause I’m tired and cranky, and the chocolate is wearing off.”

“I see why Mace loves you.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Fuck youse, too.”

Mitch and the Reed boys laughed as they followed Dez back into the castle. You really could take the girl out of the Bronx but not necessarily the Bronx out of the girl. Dez proved that.

As they headed toward the front and the throng of people blocking the entrance, Dez motioned to Mitch. “Could you take care of Sissy before her mother sees her?”

“Where is she?”

“Over at the back bar.” That didn’t worry him. It was her next sentence that caused the intense panic. “With your mother.”

Mitch stopped cold and grabbed Dez’s arm. If he didn’t know better, he’d swear she was moments from going for the piece she had hidden on her somewhere.

“Say again?”

“Sissy’s with your mom. Roxy, right?”

“What she’s doing with her?” Mitch knew he sounded desperate, but didn’t Dez see the recipe for disaster this was?

“Drinking, last I—where are you going?”

Mitch ran, cutting past people and trying to pretend nothing was wrong. Especially when he saw Miss Janie. Her eyes narrowed, and her gaze immediately scanned the crowd, looking for Sissy no doubt. Moving past Ronnie, Mitch tugged her hair and motioned to Sissy’s mother. It took her a second, but then she was up and moving, stepping in front of the woman before she could go looking for her daughter.

As Dez had said, Mitch found Sissy and his mother in the back bar.

When she saw him, Roxy stood and smiled. “There’s my baby-boy!”

“What did you do to her?” he demanded.

Sissy’s head rested on the bar, her body moments from sliding off the stool.

“Just getting to know baby-girl here.” Roxy grabbed his arm. “I like her, Mitchell. She’s smart and funny and sturdy. You know what your Uncle Joey says.”

“No! We’re not discussing Uncle Joey now.”

Mitch grabbed Sissy’s shoulders and pulled her back. “Sissy? Can you hear me?”

Her eyes opened. “Mitchy!” she crowed, and he covered her mouth with his hand.

“I don’t know why you’re upset.” His mother shrugged. “If you can’t handle her, I’m sure her mother will take her.”

“Don’t even think it.”

“Fine.” Roxy shrugged. “Hey, at the very least, I’ve loosened her up for ya.”

“Ma!”

Roxy held her hands up. “Just kidding. Gawd! Where did your sense of humor go?”

“That wasn’t funny.”

They both heard it at the same time. Ronnie’s voice over the well-wisher’s din outside.

“I’m sure she’s in the bathroom, Miss Janie. Really!”

“Why the hell are you yelling, Ronnie Lee Reed?”

“Move, baby-boy.” Roxy motioned him away, and Mitch immediately picked Sissy up and placed her over his shoulder. He could only hope she didn’t start throwing up.

“And don’t take her to her room at the hotel. That’s the first place her mother will look.”

Mitch nodded and slipped out through a back door ... barely missing Miss Janie as she stomped in.

“I know she’s been in here, Ronnie Lee Reed. I can smell her ... and the tequila!”

Mitch moved fast, cutting through the castle and out the back. He had to get Sissy’s drunk ass back to the hotel. Of course what he’d do with her after that, he had no idea. Especially when she suddenly blurted out, “You have the best ass, Mitchell Shaw!”

Christ, it was going to be a long night.
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