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        He’s a hardhearted CEO, but he needs her help…

      

      

      

      
        
        Andres Steele, CEO of Steele Industries, knows what his Pack is saying about him. The Alpha doesn’t care that they call him the hardhearted head of the wood processing company he inherited from his father. He’s proved himself repeatedly as both Alpha and CEO. His innovations increased overall revenue by eighteen percent, and since he took the reins of the Steele Pack, there have been no major incidents. Still, his people don’t trust him, and Andres needs them to. His Wolf demands it.

      

      

      

      
        
        Good thing his buddy, and former special ops team member, has a solution. On his advice, the Alpha hires an image consultant to help improve his overall appeal. Daria Graves is an independent woman just starting out with her own consulting firm, and she needs every recommendation she can get. Andres doesn’t know what to make of the curvy she-Wolf when he first sees her, but his Wolf has a few ideas.

        Sometimes it takes an expert to keep everyone safe and steady. For Shifters, it was doubly important to keep their world a secret from the human one. Daria is that expert. Got a Grizzly who can’t stop growling? She’s your girl. Known a Lion who won’t stop leaping? She’s on it. How about a Wolf with a snapping problem? Her methods include relaxation techniques, exploring the real issues, and positive reinforcement to help her kind remain stable and excel. When a friend of her father’s asks for help, she doesn’t hesitate.

        Will Daria get through to Andres before it’s too late?
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      “Um, Alpha?”

      “What is it now?” Andres barked.

      He looked up to see his assistant, Nando, as he entered Andres’ office on tiptoe. The male was entirely too submissive, but he was the only one of Andres’ Wolves he could stomach at the moment. The others enraged his beast with their lack of trust and proper respect.

      It went deeper than that, he knew, but he had no time to look into the psyche of the small group of Maned Wolf Shifters under him. Nando cleared his throat, but the stink of his nervousness was grating on Andres’ already stretched patience.

      He’d been reading over the latest quarterly reports, and he should have been celebrating. Steele Industries had just hit an all-time high, and it was all thanks to Andres’ latest innovations. But he wasn’t shouting for joy or sharing a beer with his brethren. He was still in his office at nine o’clock at night because he had nowhere else to go. No one else to share anything with.

      Loneliness was portable, and it wrapped around him like a cloak. But instead of warming him, it served to block out the sunshine and the heat, leaving him cold inside. Fuck. Lately, Andres was sounding morbid even to himself. He was in an undeniable funk, and he shouldn’t be. Not with everything he’d achieved.

      The Steele Pack was a group of Maned Wolf Shifters, a rare and unique species who’d settled in Pennsylvania more than a hundred years ago. They’d made their mark on the world in the wood processing industry, starting with just one plant his ancestors had built long ago.

      It was a proud legacy the Steele Pack had. One that their former Alpha, his uncle, Frank Steele, had just about lost them. Anger built inside him just thinking about the greedy sonovabitch. His aunt and cousin still lived inside their home on Pack lands, and so far, they were not being held responsible for Frank’s deceit and treachery.

      But better safe than sorry. Andres was keeping a close eye on both of them. He had a handful of loyal men who kept tabs on his cousin, Junior. The man was too like his father to be left to his own devices. As for Aunt Macie, well, she’d been quite vocal about not knowing what her mate had been up to, but Andres noted her fine clothes and jewels.

      He’d had their assets audited and anything bought within the last two years, after Frank had taken out the loan, Andres sold and put back into Pack coffers. He’d worked like a madman to regain their wealth, turning the company from failing to lucrative. Frank’s thievery wasn’t limited to just the bank loan. It extended to the investors' money as well. The investors had always been Pack. It was how they’d survived under the radar of other Shifter groups. The Steele Maned Wolves had their own money, their own town, and their own way of doing things.

      When he was a boy, Andres foolishly thought they had the best of the best. But after he’d discovered his bastard uncle was stealing funds from his own Pack, Andres had no choice. He issued a challenge, wresting the Pack from his father’s brother’s nefarious grip. Uncle Frank was defeated, torn apart truly, but that was the way of the Maned Wolves, as it was with many other Shifter groups concerning official Alpha challenges. But his family was permitted to remain.

      Ever since he won the seat of Alpha, Andres had worked his ass off to get them out of debt. It had taken him the better part of three years to pull off, and yeah, he should have felt relieved that he’d pulled them from the near financial ruin his uncle had pushed the company and their Pack into with his carelessness. But that was all over now.

      Andres just sent the last payment over to the bank. It was official. He’d paid off the bullshit loan his uncle had taken out without Pack approval. The bastard had pocketed it instead of putting it back into their company. Just thinking about it made him want to fight the motherfucker all over again.

      Grrr.

      His inner beast growled low and deep, the enormous Maned Wolf inside him watched with golden eyes burning so brightly they looked like fire from inside his mind’s eye. Yes, he’d saved them from ruin, increased the company’s revenue, which in turn meant everyone in the Pack would receive a larger sum of money when dividends went out that week. It was money they all desperately needed, and he was thankful they had it now.

      The small Pennsylvania village they lived in was largely blue collar, and Andres had grown up learning to appreciate the value of the almighty dollar. Sure, people thought he was a spoiled rich boy, but that money wasn’t his. It was theirs.

      The Pack’s.

      Yes, some of it was personal wealth, but he’d arranged it so the majority of the company money went right back to the Steele Pack. And they were finally in the black. But all the money and success in the world couldn’t seem to settle his Wolf.

      His hackles were up as he watched his Pack mate shuffle from one foot to the other like a preschooler who needed to pee. Fuck. He needed to pick a second already. It had been long enough, but no one trusted him enough to apply for the position, and really, his Wolf didn’t think anyone was up for the job.

      It was a real fucking problem. One that exhausted him and kept him constantly on guard. Aside from the handful of men he trusted as Enforcers, there was no one for Andres to converse with about Pack matters. He had no Council and no Beta.

      “Spit it out, Nando,” he growled, already annoyed at the man.

      “Yes. Right. Um, sir? It’s just, well, you made the papers again,” the younger male mumbled.

      “What papers?” Andres asked, leaning back in his chair.

      “Um, these, sir,” the male replied, handing Andres a clipping from the local society column.

      Andres growled as he read the headline. Motherfucker. This was the last thing he needed after this shit fuck of a week.

      Hardhearted CEO Has Room In His Bed But No Love To Spare.

      “Fucking hell,” he growled, scanning the article.

      He stopped when he saw the picture that went with it. It was a photo of him at a charity function he’d attended with the daughter of one of his business associate’s on his arm.

      Dammit. That particular event was over a month ago. Why were they printing this now?

      “When did this come out?” he asked Nando.

      “Last night, sir.”

      Andres growled in frustration. Was there no one else the local tabloids could hound with this nonsense? He couldn’t even remember the name of his date offhand, but with a little reading he found it, and filled in the rest of the details.

      Cynthia Jennings.

      Daughter of Carl Jennings. He owned a lumberyard and Steele Industries had frequent business with them. In fact, it was Carl who’d suggested Andres take his daughter to that particular event, and when Cynthia had hinted after the gala that their evening did not have to end, Andres had firmly refused. He read the article one more time, zeroing in on the libelous fiction with a snarl on his lips.

      Bad boy millionaire Andres Steele was at it again with sweet charity enthusiast Cynthia Jennings. The cold businessman seduced the young and sweet Cynthia to satisfy his bestial lusts, tossing her out on her ear immediately after. We don’t know what’s wrong with him, but Cynthia, choose better next time!

      Andres did not fuck that woman. If there was one piece of advice he remembered from his own father, it was never shit where you eat. Wise words from a man who said little and never showed much interest in his only son. But the old man had been right.

      Cynthia was the daughter of a colleague and therefore off limits. Besides, Andres hadn’t been the least bit interested in taking her to bed. There’d been zero attraction on his part, and he’d driven her home with a simple goodnight. Apparently, she’d taken his dismissal of her harder than he’d thought. He growled and slammed the paper on his desk, waving Nando away.

      That was the fifth article about him in the gossip column since he’d taken over as CEO of Steel Industries, and Alpha of their Pack. His animal was unsettled. His Pack did not trust him. And the human world thought he was some sort of heartless monster who’d kicked his aging uncle out of the family company and spent his nights engaged in no strings sex with willing debutantes.

      If only they knew.

      His inner beast paced, snarling, and snapping angrily. The animal did not care for slights to his reputation and only a total dick would treat a woman the way the newspaper said he’d treated Cynthia. As if his Pack needed another reason to not like him.

      Things had been touch and go since he’d taken over. He didn’t understand. He was honest, straightforward, and he worked his fingers to the bone for the company, for the Pack. But they hated him. They feared him. They did not trust him. His Wolf was teetering on the edge of his control.

      The animal demanded their fealty. He craved it. But he had no idea how to win it. And that was how he found himself picking up his phone and calling the one man who might be able to help him, the leader of his old band of covert operators.

      “Hello?”

      “Keeton? It’s Andres,” he said.

      “Holy shit, man! How the hell are you?” Keeton Grey shouted over what sounded like a million screaming babies.

      “Uh, is this a bad time?”

      “What? Sorry, my youngest just learned it doesn’t pay to mess with his big sister. He tried to snatch a chocolate chip from her ice cream cone, and it did not end well,” he replied with more than a little humor in his voice.

      “You have cubs? How the hell did that happen?” Andres asked, stunned.

      “Well, you see Andres, when a man and a woman really love each other, they share a special cuddle, and then⁠—”

      “Shut the fuck, man! You got mated?! Holy shit!” he said, so shocked he almost fell off his chair.

      “Yeah, I did, man. Met the woman of my dreams, my fated mate, and we have two cubs, and a third on the way,” the former solitary Mountain Lion told him, and fuck, but Andres could hear the happiness in his voice.

      His Maned Wolf roared long and loud inside him. The animal wanted that for himself. He closed his eyes against the pain and took a fortifying breath. One step at a time. First, he needed to secure his Pack. Then, he could maybe look for a mate. It wasn’t something he thought possible, but if it happened for Keeton, why not Andres?

      “So what made you call, man?”

      “I need some help,” Andres began.

      Typically, Alpha’s shunned this type of thing. But Andres was not ashamed to ask for help since it wasn’t something that would benefit only himself. He needed help for his Pack’s sake. A group of predatory Shifters needed to be unified under their Alpha, and he knew he was the man for the job.

      No one was up to challenging Andres. He’d spent countless hours honing his skills, hardening his body, becoming a weapon made of flesh, blood, teeth, and claws. After his time in the military, working on covert ops missions for a secret branch of the government, Andres kept up with his training.

      His uncle hadn’t stood a chance against him and neither did any of the Maned Wolves under him now. But he needed more than the ability to physically beat them. He needed their loyalty and something else. Whether or not he admitted it out loud, he needed their total and complete acceptance of him.

      Denying him was not something his Wolf would tolerate. He could feel a lacking in their Pack bonds, and Andres needed to fix it. But how? That was the real problem. He had no idea.

      “Sounds like you could use an expert,” Keeton said. “Lucky for you, I know just the Wolf.”

      “Thanks, man. I appreciate it.”

      Andres took down the information Keeton gave him and didn’t spare a moment’s hesitation in calling the number. He knew Randall Graves well, having worked with him on projects for Steele Industries. But he’d had no idea the man also had his fingers in image consulting.

      The Alpha in him hated that he was making himself appear vulnerable to two males in one day. But Andres knew better than to fight the inevitable. He needed the Pack to be secure under him, and this was the only way. The phone rang and was answered immediately.

      “Yes?”

      “Randall Graves? This is Andres Steele, I was told you could help me.”
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      “So, how’s my girl?” a familiar voice greeted Daria after she swiped to accept the incoming call on her cell phone.

      “Hi Dad!” Daria replied, smiling to herself.

      “Things going well with the new place?” Randall Graves asked in his usual gruff voice.

      The genius Werewolf was a Wolf Guard for the Macconwood Pack, and the owner and president of Graves Enterprises, one of the world’s leading software development firms. His innovative vision for technology included everything from security to gaming systems. He and his mate Tulla had taken Daria in when she was a teenager, living on the streets.

      “Well, the boxes arrived,” she said, looking around at her new, but already crammed, apartment.

      “Uh huh, and the neighbors?”

      “All supes, Dad. I know you know this,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      He’d already scoped out the place before she’d moved in. It wasn’t like she was far. She was just on the opposite side of Maccon City, but her dad acted like it was the end of the world.

      Keeping the Shifter secret from the human world was the most important thing for the continued safety of their kind. But a Shifter with no Pack or Clan, no group to help rein him or her in, was volatile. A Shifter with nowhere to go could develop into a serious problem. Especially one who’d only just begun to experience her Change.

      Daria had almost been that Shifter. But whether the Fates or just plain circumstances had intervened, she’d fared much better than she would have through the Macconwood-Nighthawk Teen Outreach Program. Daria had received the help she so desperately needed. She’d gotten through that difficult time in her life and even better, she’d gotten a Pack and a family out of it.

      Randall and Tulla Graves were the best adoptive parents around. And her younger siblings were peaches. Daniel was in high school now, and his magic was coming in fast and strong. Her brother was something of an enigma. The teenager seemed to have inherited powers no one could have guessed where from or why. But like they had with her, Mom and Dad were doing everything to help him adjust and learn control. Their sister, Marjory, was only in middle school, and she would always be the baby to her constant annoyance. She was already showing signs of her Wolf and would likely experience her first change sooner or later.

      Both her siblings and parents were great. They were constantly texting and sending her funny videos to watch. Daria enjoyed her relationship with them, and their close knit camaraderie.

      Her parents were the ideal couple, fated mates and so in love she used to spend hours as a teen just watching them. Mom was forever doing things for Dad, whether it was cooking him special treats or adding warm, homey touches to their house to make him feel good after a long day. And Dad, well, he just
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