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      Black Arrowhead Series: Book 1

      

      Melody is an ambitious entrepreneur who has always loved the thrill of a new adventure, but she’s about to get more than she bargained for when the only way to save her business is to secure a deal with a powerful tribal leader. Running Horse, Oklahoma, isn’t on the map, and Mel is about as lost as a Shifter can get. When she unexpectedly runs into her best friend’s brother, her friendly visit quickly turns treacherous.

      Lakota Cross is a man with secrets. While tracking a killer, he reunites with Melody, and their friendship sparks into a passionate affair. But if he doesn’t quell the fire soon, it might burn out of control.

      Once again, fate brings these two Shifters together in a moment of need. But will the sacrifice be greater than the reward?

      

      Love takes courage.
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        SIGN UP to receive exclusive updates on future releases!
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      This book is dedicated to all my Seven series fans. Thank you for faithfully loving those characters. I hope you have room in your heart for new characters on their own journey to love.

      

      To those of you who are new to my books: if you want to start with the origin story for these characters, check out Seven Years. If you decide to read this book first, just note that it contains a few spoilers to that series. That said, if you prefer not to read the Seven books first, you won’t miss a beat. This is a new adventure that stands on its own, so enjoy the ride.
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      I sailed across the empty store, one knee on the seat of my rolling chair and my hands gripping the back. “We’re business owners!” I exclaimed, unable to contain my excitement.

      Opening my very own store had been a lifelong dream of mine since childhood. Well, not just mine but also Hope’s. She was my best friend and soul sister. We’d begun our entrepreneurship years ago by selling our wares to kids in the local wolf packs.

      Hope specialized in jewelry design. Most of it was fun and fashionable, but she also created beautiful, elaborate pieces that some folks were willing to pay a lot of money to own. I had a passion for fashion. My custom-made shoes, jackets, and other clothing had become so popular among our age group that even humans were asking where to buy them. But I only catered to Shifters. My former Packmaster had advised me against doing business with humans. Since the Breed world was kept secret, the less we interacted with humans, the better.

      My chair slowed to a crawl in the middle of the shop, and I turned around to relax in it. Sunshine soaked into the wood floor, casting a magical spell that hung in the air like spun gold.

      From her place on the floor, Hope tossed a dirty rag down and wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. “Well, I’m done. I don’t think the floor or the baseboards will get any cleaner. Whoever owned this place before us didn’t do a good job keeping them clean. Bubble gum was stuck in all the corners.” Strands of her long brown hair had pulled free from her ponytail, and she blew one away from her face.

      “Do you think I should go over the windows once more?” I asked, noticing a few streaks that the sun had begun illuminating.

      “Let it go, Mel. It took you hours to make them look this good, and you already fell off the ladder once.” One of the suspenders on Hope’s overalls slid off her shoulder, and she suddenly smiled, her brown eyes changing to the shape of crescent moons. “Remember when we used to pretend your brothers’ fort was our store? We would decorate it and wait all day for customers. I’ll never forget the time Hendrix and Lennon brought their friends over to play.”

      “And instead of yelling at us to get out, they wouldn’t let their friends go home until they bought something. Poor kids.” I smiled, remembering all the silly things we’d done growing up and how they had all led to this moment. “I told you this would happen. Your parents thought you would grow out of it and want to be a medicine woman.”

      She flashed a bright smile and drew up her knees. “It runs in the family, but I never had the desire. Maybe it’s a nobler profession, but I love making things with my hands.”

      “Don’t knock what we do. We’re not saving lives, but maybe we’re giving someone better self-esteem or putting a smile on their face, and that counts for something.”

      We each could have taken different paths in life to pursue other interests, as kids often did, but my brush with death in a freak snowstorm when I was seventeen had been the catalyst for making my dreams into a reality. I’d learned firsthand how unpredictable and fleeting life could be. So we’d made plans. Real plans.

      When I could no longer keep up with the orders, I searched the online Breed newspaper and discovered a group of Shifters local to the Austin area who were offering seamstress services. Since I was just an inexperienced kid in their eyes, I had to work harder for their trust. I’d arranged a meeting to present my designs and discuss my sales growth, and I had also asked to see samples of their work to judge the quality. After that, I drew up a contract and made them an offer. With labor off my hands, I suddenly had an inordinate amount of time to strategize.

      Hope dusted off the bottoms of her feet. “It’s a good thing we found something in the Breed district. It’s worth every penny. I would have hated to worry about taxes and all those inspections. Plus I like doing something for our community.”

      “Well, it’s not like we can keep the humans out,” I reminded her.

      “I don’t dislike them,” she said quickly, obviously remembering that I’d grown up with humans in my pack. “But sometimes it seems like we have so little of our own in this world. You know?”

      Since we couldn’t keep humans from shopping in our stores, it was imperative that we took measures to protect our secrecy. Shopkeepers received protection from the local higher authority, and since Hope and I were Shifters, we could call upon our local Council for assistance. They had given us private phone numbers should the human law or government show up asking questions. Their insiders scrubbed memories and erased records—anything to keep Breed a secret from humans.

      With our store launch just around the corner, we were already facing our first crisis. Hope had recently severed her business relationship with a gemstone dealer after he doubled his prices when he got wind that we were opening a store. We’d prepaid for a final shipment that would last us through the quarter, but after that, we were on our own. He was certain we would come crawling back to him with our grand opening on the horizon, but Hope had other ideas. Since she was Native American, she decided it would be in our best interests to work exclusively with a Shifter tribe. Not only would it put money back into the community, but also, Hope said they were men of their word and we wouldn’t have to worry about someone screwing us over. Luckily, we still had time to sort all that out.

      Hope admired the space. “This room has great light. And we’re fortunate to not have competition nearby.”

      “That’s for sure,” I said, slowly swiveling my chair in a circle. “Sandwiched between an ice cream shop and a bakery—we couldn’t ask for a better location.” When my chair came to a stop, I stared absently out the window. “I just don’t want it to look like one of those snooty boutiques. We need window displays that’ll attract everyone, no matter their age or social class. Some of our friends will follow us, but I want to pull in the older crowd too—especially with all your high-end jewelry.”

      We both briefly turned to look at the glass jewelry counter by the register.

      Hope tapped her finger against her chin. “Should we separate the merchandise by age group to make it easier for them to find what they want?”

      “Let’s mix it up first and see how that goes. I’m afraid if we put the teens here and the adults there, it’ll segregate our customers and make the inventory appear limited. I get orders from grown women for my sneakers.”

      “You’re right.” Hope stood up and hooked her thumbs behind the straps of her overalls. She had thick eyebrows and never plucked them, which made her eyes look wild and beautiful, but she never played up her features with makeup. When she frowned, a tiny vertical crease appeared between her eyebrows. “Maybe we can dress the mannequins by age to show that we cater to both.”

      “That’s a good idea.” I twirled my violet hair around one finger and caught a whiff of the cleaning products still on my hands. “I’m so glad we did this on our own.”

      Hope lifted her can of soda and gracefully strolled forward. She had a regal way about her that was natural and effortless. “Well, my father was certainly willing to help,” she said with disdain. “You have no idea how close he was to buying this store for us—without our permission. He was insistent on us keeping the money we’d saved as a safety net.”

      “In case we fail?” I laughed and straddled the armless chair. When I noticed a loose thread hanging from my cutoff jean shorts, I yanked it off. “Our families mean well, but I don’t want to be in their debt. If they had bought this place, it wouldn’t feel like ours. They’d want to access our financial records and might even influence our decisions since they’d have a stake in the business. No, thanks. Where’s our sense of accomplishment and independence? I’d rather fail on my own than succeed with someone else’s money.”

      Hope chuckled and stood before me. “Is Wheeler still going to help?”

      My uncle was a whiz when it came to financial advice—it was his calling in life. “That’s a given. I trust him, and he’s the one who combed through all that paperwork when we bought this place from the higher authority. If it weren’t for him, we’d be situated two blocks over, by the antiques store.”

      “What was wrong with that place? It was bigger.”

      “Watching my aunt run her shop taught me how important foot traffic is, and the Vampires who hang around that street aren’t exactly our target demographic. They’re from the Old World and wouldn’t be caught dead in my sneakers. We’re better off near families—especially Shifters who like supporting one of their own.” I pointed left and right. “Ice cream shop. Bakery. Boom, boom.”

      Hope smiled, her brown eyes sparkling. She tucked her hands in her pockets and worried her lip. “I’m scared.”

      So was I. In fact, I was terrified. I had nightmares of no one showing up on opening day. What if Hope makes a killing with her jewelry and no one wants anything to do with my clothing line? I would have no choice but to relinquish my half of the store so she could sell more merchandise. I’d considered that scenario as a real possibility, and as much as it would hurt, I had no problem giving it all to Hope. Better to support someone else’s dream than to drag them down chasing your own. Egos don’t pay the bills.

      I glanced at the walls. “They did a good job with the paint.”

      She snickered at the cream-colored walls. “You have energetic brothers who are eager to please their sister. Did you see them racing each other?”

      Rolling my eyes, I stood up. “That’s why I had to yell at them to stop. I thought we’d end up with paint on the floors and the ceiling. Hendrix and Lennon are grown men. They should know better than to egg each other on.”

      “Grown men,” she murmured. “You’re older than them and still a baby yourself.”

      “Baby?” I strutted toward the counter, my chin held high. “I’m a twenty-five-year-old businesswoman.”

      She breezed by me. “Who rides around town on a red scooter. Why don’t you get the grown-up kind that comes with an engine and doors?”

      I rested my arms on the counter. “It’s good exercise.”

      As she rounded the counter, she arched an eyebrow. “Are you sure that’s the only reason? You have a lot of tails wagging every time you go flying by that bar on the corner. A lot of wolves have their eye on you for a mate.”

      “I don’t think mating is what they have in mind, unless you mean in the bedroom. Guys don’t get serious with girls like me. It’s you they’re lined up for.”

      She rested her chin in the palm of her hand. “Only because my father’s one of the most powerful Packmasters in the territory and my mother is an influential figure in the community. She’s the kind of woman every man wants to mate, but I am not my mother.”

      I understood where Hope was coming from. “Think about how I feel. My dad’s a famous rock star, and my mom’s gorgeous, outgoing, funny, and amazing.”

      “And you’re not?”

      I shrugged. “Well, I have my moments. But you know how it is. They’re always comparing us to our parents and holding us to those standards, for good or for bad. Folks automatically assume I’m either a great musician or a drug addict.”

      Hope shook her head. “People should let go of the past. That’s not the man your father is today.”

      “You’re preaching to the choir. But I get all the good and the bad comparisons. I just want people to know me as that talented lady who owns the shop on Starlight Road.”

      Hope lifted her can. “I’ll drink to that.”

      When the front door opened, we both turned to look. A man breezed through the doorway, his attention fixed on an electronic device. “Is either of you Hope Church or Melody Cole?”

      Hope crossed the empty room to greet him. “I’m Ms. Church.”

      He scanned a small package on his device and handed it over. “Have a nice day.”

      After he tipped his cap and left the shop, I skipped toward her. “Our first mail! Who’s it from?”

      “It doesn’t say.”

      As she tore away the brown paper, I handed her a miniature blade from my key chain to slice open the tape. Hope cradled the package in her left arm and let the bubble wrap fall to the floor. She pulled out a hand-carved wolf and turned it around.

      I reached into the box to retrieve a folded piece of paper and read it aloud.

      
        
        Dear Sister,

        Congratulations on your store. I wish I could be there to celebrate your grand opening, but no worries. We’ll see each other soon. I’m sending a wolf totem as a protector, so keep him by the register. Call me if you need anything, and tell Freckles to break a leg.

        Lakota

      

      

      Glancing at the phone number scribbled at the bottom, I asked, “Who’s Freckles?”

      “Oh.” Her cheeks bloomed red.

      I dropped my arms to my sides. “Don’t tell me. I’m Freckles?” I walked to the counter and set the note down.

      “It’s just something between us that he started years ago when asking about you. Don’t be offended—you know he’s just being silly.”

      Silly was one word to describe her older half brother. Not the adjective I would have chosen but fitting nonetheless. “It’s been years since I’ve seen Lakota. What’s he up to?”

      “Oh, about six feet.”

      “Seriously. You never talk about him anymore. Did something happen?”

      She bit her lip and set the wolf down. “Promise not to say anything? It’s a secret.”

      “He joined the circus, didn’t he? I knew it.” I snapped my fingers for emphasis.

      Playfully pushing my shoulder, she said, “Don’t be silly.”

      “No, that’s Lakota’s job.”

      Hope circled her finger around the wolf’s snout. The carving stood eight inches tall, and the wolf looked like he was guarding something. “He’s been working as a bounty hunter.”

      I turned to face her. “Why’s that a secret? Lots of Shifters do bounty hunter work, especially alphas and betas. Two of my uncles used to be bounty hunters.”

      “True,” she said, her voice soft. “But have you ever asked them about it? Most bounty hunters keep it a secret and only tell close family members. We don’t want to put him in any more danger than he’s already in. People gossip, and since everyone knows our father, it’s the kind of thing that would spread fast in the wrong circles. Criminals like to know who all the active bounty hunters are, so it’s best not to talk about it.”

      Thinking back, I realized we hadn’t spoken about Lakota much. Whenever he would come up, Hope would always change the topic. Now I understood the stress she must have been going through—always worried that something awful could happen to her brother while she was unable to talk about it with anyone. Bounty hunting was dangerous work, but it paid well in both money and experience.

      “Was it your choice not to tell me or his? I thought we were like family.”

      She frowned. “It’s not that I don’t trust you⁠—”

      “I’m not mad,” I said quickly, not wanting to come across as a jerk. “If it was at your family’s insistence, then I totally understand. But I just want you to know that you can trust me with anything—especially when it comes to family. We’ve known each other too long, and I don’t gossip.”

      “I know that. You’re a good friend, and maybe I was wrong for not saying anything. But you were also close to your pack.”

      She had me there. I loved my former pack and confided in them. Hope was probably afraid I might mention something to my mom or my aunt in a moment of weakness. And a couple of years ago, I might have. I’d never had anyone entrust me with something that big.

      I looked down at the bracelet she’d given me long ago with Sister written on a metal plate.

      Hope squeezed my hand. “Sometimes it’s just easier not to burden someone with secrets. I wouldn’t have wanted your family thinking you were keeping things from them. Not even my father’s pack knows what he’s doing—only family. They think he’s still living up in Cognito with his adoptive parents. It’s better this way until he makes enough money and connections to step away and do something else with his life.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t tell a soul.” My eyebrows arched as the truth began to sink in. “Who would have thought? Lakota Cross, a bounty hunter. Time flies. I still remember a boy who used to play a lot of pranks.”

      “He’s a man of thirty now, and we’re proud of him. But sometimes we go long stretches without hearing from him. People put hits on bounty hunters, so my mother is hoping he’ll be ready to join a pack soon. She worries so much for his safety. Lakota will make a strong second-in-command. He’s building a reputation and a savings account that any decent Packmaster would respect.” Hope glanced at the note again, her fingers tracing the numbers at the bottom. “His number changes a lot. He gives it to us in case there’s an emergency, but we never call him. One call could put him in danger, so we wait for him to contact us.”

      “Sounds tough.” I gave her a tight hug. “Now I feel like an insensitive ass for making jokes about him around you.”

      “You make me laugh, and sometimes I need the reminder that he’ll be free of that life someday. I wouldn’t have it any other way, Freckles.”

      Shaking my head, I pulled back. “Do me a favor and don’t start calling me that.”

      She tamped down a smile. “He’s never mentioned it to you?”

      I patted the wolf sculpture on the head. “No. I guess if he has a pet name for me, I’ll have to think of something really special for him so that the next time he comes to town⁠—”

      “No! Then he’ll think I’m conspiring against him.”

      “Conspiring to do what?”

      Hope grabbed the store keys. “To ruin his reputation. Lakota doesn’t live around here, but respect is important to him. He’ll kill me if you come up with an embarrassing nickname because you read his letter. Nicknames stick and not always in a good way. Promise me you won’t do it?”

      “Well, I guess it could be worse. He could have called me an eggplant.” I tugged the ends of my hair.

      “Don’t be silly. That’s an entirely different shade of purple.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “Why, Hope, are you being a smartass?”

      “Guilty as charged.” She pulled off her ponytail holder and shook out her tangled hair. “We have a long day tomorrow. Let’s go home and order a pizza.”

      Tapping my finger on the wolf’s nose, I said, “Guard the palace, boy.”

      Hope snickered and strode toward the door. “That gift was Lakota’s way of telling every customer that we’re Shifters.”

      “Why should that matter?”

      Nearing the door, she glanced over her shoulder. “It’s his way of warning people not to mess with us even though we’re not in a pack. Wolves stick together.”
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      Three slices of pizza and a bowl of mint ice cream later, I collapsed on our hot-pink sofa, magazine in hand. My hair was tousled and still damp from my shower, and I hadn’t bothered to change out of my white terrycloth robe and blue slippers.

      It was hard to believe that just one year ago, we were still living with our packs. Shifter children grow up knowing who and what they are, but most of the kids I knew didn’t go through their first shift until their late teens or early twenties. After that, they left the pack as a rite of passage. Some mated right away, but most preferred to live on their own to prove their value in the community and sow those wild oats before joining a pack. A wolf wouldn’t be considered a rogue at that age, not until they got older and openly resisted the idea of ever joining up with a pack. Hope and I hadn’t moved until we’d adjusted to the whole shifting process. Cohabitation was essential for wolves, and we had to learn to control the shift and create a routine so our wolves could run.

      The scary part about shifting was not remembering anything. Usually the alphas were the only ones who remembered the entire shift, but that wasn’t the golden rule. Some Shifters blacked out right away, and others could remember a few seconds or minutes into their shift. After that, everything goes dark. And thank God for that. I couldn’t imagine trying to share headspace with my animal spirit. Sharing a body was excitement enough. Not to mention introducing our wolves to the pack. When Hope and I decided to move in together, our Packmasters facilitated a meeting between our wolves.

      They got along famously.

      Not long after, we found a cute little apartment in the Breed district. Since most of the people on our floor were Shifters, we didn’t have to worry about someone calling the cops because our wolves were howling. Once a week, when my wolf needed to run, I would go back home and shift on the property. My family lived only thirty minutes away, and they loved having me around. Sometimes my uncle Denver let his wolf run with mine. They were no longer my pack, but they would always be my family.

      I glanced around at our grey walls, white crown molding, and eclectic artwork. We had fantastic space. The floor-to-ceiling windows on my left stretched all the way to the kitchen. A short pony wall ran from the left side to the end of the kitchen island. It seemed like a useless feature to divide the rooms since you could see over it, so Hope had set all her plants along the ledge.

      The hot-pink couch was the centerpiece of the room—all the other furniture was a muted grey to match the walls. Pink accents throughout the room added pops of color, including a throw pillow, the painting behind me, and a vase on the corner table. The living room reflected my colorful personality—levelheaded with a dash of crazy. The kitchen on the far side of the room was all Hope, with its earthy color scheme and inviting atmosphere.

      The front door suddenly opened. Hope tossed her keys on a small table, slammed the door, and darted down the hallway, which was on her immediate left.

      “Everything okay with your mom?” I yelled. “There’s still a bunch of pizza left over. Do you want me to heat it up?”

      No reply.

      A few minutes and a toilet flush later, she emerged from the hall at a sluggish pace, having changed into a pair of sapphire-blue harem pants. Hope gravitated toward styles with a baggy crotch or a flared leg—anything that screamed comfort and obscured her feminine curves.

      She plopped down on the sofa across from me and stared vacantly at the white coffee table between us. “Mel, I’m in real trouble.”

      “Did you break the toilet again?”

      When she didn’t smile, I sat up.

      Hope tucked her hair behind her ears, her eyes downcast. “My supplier canceled the last shipment and refunded my money.”

      I blinked in surprise. “He can’t do that! We’ve got over a hundred preorders and a store opening.”

      “Apparently he can.” She sank back and drew her knees to her chest. “He wanted to double the price. I asked around, and because we didn’t have a contract, he’s within his rights. If I don’t secure a new supplier and get a shipment within a week, we’re toast.”

      A cold feeling of dread washed over me. I stared through the window at the night sky, struggling to make sense of how someone could be such an unprofessional asshole. “We’ll just reach out to our customers. I’m sure they’ll understand.”

      She threw her head back. “I’ve had time to think about this. We can’t afford to lose customers with bad first impressions. Our reputation is on the line, and you know how the packs talk. Some of them are dying to see us fail, just because their packs don’t get along with our former Packmasters.”

      I launched to my feet and waved my arm. “Well, screw them if they can’t stand to see two women doing what they wished they could have done fifty years ago! I’m not about to be penalized for being ambitious. Some packs still sell moonshine for a living, and they want to judge us? The mind boggles.”

      She attempted a smile but failed dismally. Her pensive expression reminded me so much of her father. We came from different backgrounds, and because of that, we worked well as a team. Hope was reserved and planned everything, whereas I was the risk-taker who made impulsive decisions. My father had once said I was a Van Morrison song—a free spirit who didn’t look before she leaped. Hope helped me look, and I helped her leap.

      I sighed and folded my arms. “So what’s the backup plan?”

      Her eyes remained closed. “That final shipment would have lasted me another six months, but now… I don’t know.” She pressed the heel of her hand against her forehead. “I have three potential dealers.”

      “That’s great news!”

      She rolled her head to look at me. “Tribes don’t negotiate over the phone. There’s no way I can meet with all three of them and still help with the store opening. Two of them are close, but the third one—he’s the most notable dealer in the country. Not many Shifter tribes deal in gemstones and precious metals. All the tribes respect him. The catch is he lives in Oklahoma.”

      “Why’s that a problem? It’s not that far of a drive.”

      “When I consulted my mother for advice earlier, she forbade me from going to Oklahoma.”

      I sputtered with laughter. “Forbade? Are you kidding?”

      Hope lifted her head. “My estranged grandfather lives there, and she doesn’t want me anywhere near his territory. I’m unclaimed by a pack, and she warned me that some of the packs up there are savages who take whatever they want. It’s not worth the risk.”

      “Is the dealer in Oklahoma part of a pack, or is he a rogue?” I rounded the coffee table and switched on a lamp.

      “Does it matter? He’s one of the best, Mel.”

      “Just go. Maybe he’s not even a wolf. The only way we’ll earn the respect of people in this community is by standing on our own two feet.”

      Hope put her feet on the ground and leaned forward. “Dang it. I know you’re right, but I made a promise, and I keep my promises.”

      I strode toward her and sat on the coffee table. “Then I’ll go. You interview the other two prospects, and I’ll drive up to Oklahoma and work my magic. We can call each other and compare notes. You can make me a list of questions if there’s anything you want me to ask him. I’ve worked with you long enough that I know what you’re looking for and how to negotiate a deal.”

      Her eyes glittered with tears. “You would do that? What will your parents say about you going off alone?”

      I laughed and leaned back. “My parents are the most liberal people I know. Now that we’re on our own, we don’t answer to a Packmaster. It’s hard to get used to, but we don’t require anyone’s permission. That’ll change if we ever join a pack, but let’s make the most of it. You made a promise, and because of the whole family thing, I get it. But no one from my old pack is going to bat an eyelash. I’ve gone up there a few times on hunting trips, plus it’s only for a day or two.”

      She clasped my hands in hers. “Everything’s going to work out. It has to! Can you believe we’re going to open our own boutique? A store called Moonglow, and we’re located on Starlight Road. That’s a good sign. The fates are watching over us.”

      “Of course they are. We’re fashionista rock stars. Not everyone’s cut out to be a moonshine dealer.”

      We laughed long and hard, laughter you can only share with your best friend. The kind that ends in tears, cramped stomachs, and embarrassing snorts. The kind that measures a friendship, reminding you just how unbreakable that bond really is.
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      Time was of the essence, and we were in survival mode. Hope had spoken with all three dealers on the phone and scheduled meetings, but that meant losing time needed to prepare for our grand opening. Somehow we had to race out of town, secure a deal, and haul ass to get back and set up the store.

      The first thing we did was figure out transportation. Since Hope had to drive to San Antonio first then back up to Waco, I told her to keep the car we shared. That worked out for the best because borrowing one from her old pack would only raise questions, and we didn’t need the added stress of Lorenzo Church sticking his nose in our business. He was extremely protective of his daughter, and that would never change, whether she was twenty-four or six hundred. That was just the way alphas were. It was easier for me to borrow a car from my family without receiving the third degree.

      When the doorbell rang, I finished changing into my pajamas and dashed down the hallway toward the front door. “Coming!”

      Hope flattened her back against the wall as I rushed past her into the living room.

      Out of breath, I swung the door open and looked up at a tall man with large brown curls. Uncle Will had the kind of messy hair that women swooned over, not that he ever noticed.

      He held a set of keys between two fingers and jingled them. “May I ask what this clandestine meeting is about?”

      I snatched the keys and stepped back to let him in. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      The door closed behind him. “I would love some absinthe.”

      “I see your sense of humor is still intact.” After padding into the kitchen, I pulled a bottle of root beer from the fridge. “Thanks for coming on short notice. Sorry to be all secretive about borrowing your car, but take a seat, and I’ll explain. And don’t worry about paying for a cab to get home. That’s on me.”

      Will swaggered over to our large kitchen island and sat down. After setting the bottle in front of him, I switched on the mosaic pendant lights, the soft glow from the three bulbs illuminating the granite countertop.

      “How’s the family?” I asked, taking a seat across from him.

      He popped the lid off his bottle, and a small cloud of moisture hovered on the rim. “Eager to attend your grand opening.”

      “Well, they don’t have to come if they don’t want to. I mean, I’d love for them to come, but if they’re busy⁠—”

      “We’re coming. Do you think we would miss the most important day of your life? You seem more nervous than usual. Mustn’t worry. It’ll be fine.”

      “It’s nerve-racking when it’s your own shop.”

      He pushed his bottle forward and folded his arms on the counter. Uh-oh. I could sense the serious talk coming.

      “Mel, you know I counsel packs. It’s what I do. Not just with Packmasters, but I help people create goals and work out problems. I want to take off my uncle hat for a minute. Anytime you need to talk privately to someone, my door is open. Whatever we talk about will remain confidential, just as it is with my paid clients. Moving out of a pack is a tough transition, but it’s an important test of one’s strength. The yearning to belong never diminishes. I’ve seen young women make decisions in haste—mating with men they didn’t love in order to be part of a pack again.”

      I chuckled softly. “You don’t have to worry about that. I quit dating two years ago.”

      Tension filled the room, and he furrowed his brow. “Did something happen?”

      “No, it’s nothing like that.” I was hesitant about laying it all out.

      He sensed my reluctance and eased forward with those kind eyes of his. “I won’t judge you.”

      I peered around him to make sure Hope wasn’t in the room. “I grew up with two parents who have the most explosive chemistry on the planet. What’s the point of going through the motions of relationshipping when I don’t feel a fraction of that chemistry with any of the men I date? My parents set the bar unrealistically high, and I have serious doubts that there’s anyone out there who could make me feel that loved. Anyhow, I have too much going on with the business. Or maybe I’ll put off dating until I’m a hundred.”

      He pursed his lips and studied me for a moment. “You won’t be able to resist the pull toward pack life for long. There’s no reason to rush into dating, but keep in mind that it’s better for you to join a pack through mating. It gets… complicated when single Shifters enter a pack.”

      My uncle was right. Sometimes it worked out, but I’d heard stories over the years about new packmates causing a stir. A woman entering without a mate would catch the eye of more than one single man in the house, disrupting the harmony within the pack, and the same might apply with gender roles reversed. The idea of an unplanned pregnancy was terrifying. Without a mate, who will keep me from humping the first available man when I go into heat? At least with Hope around, I had someone to make sure I didn’t leave my room and do something stupid during those days. What if the pack I choose doesn’t have a heat house or separate facility for me to stay in during my time of need? What if I have one of those single Packmasters who decides it’s his job to slide my panties down and give me orgasms without sex to shorten the duration? How weird would that be if I didn’t even like him? I shuddered.

      “The idea of living with another pack is terrifying,” I admitted.

      He laced his fingers together. “So is being a lone wolf. Eventually the need to bond with a family will become overwhelming. Keep your heart open to possibilities. There’s no need to rush into mating, but don’t close the door either. You could wind up shutting out your soul mate.” Will sat back and relaxed his shoulders. “Just remember that I’m here when you need to talk. It’s good that you and Hope have each other to lean on. But if she mates with someone first, you’ll be left alone.”

      I hadn’t thought about that. My chest tightened at the idea of losing Hope to a mate. When young wolves moved out of packs, it was common for them to live in groups—especially women—until they mated or found a pack of their own. I didn’t have anyone else except my brothers, and I didn’t want to live with them.

      “Thanks, Uncle Will. My parents gave me advice since they both lived alone for a long time. Probably too long. It might not seem like it, but I really love my independence. Just don’t get the wrong idea if I come home a lot for dinner. It doesn’t mean I want to move back in. I just miss it. You know?”

      “Indeed.” He reached out and placed his hand on mine—a consoling touch that I needed more than I realized. “We’re proud of you, Mel. It’s not easy being an assertive female in business affairs. Just ask the women in our pack. It intimidates a lot of men in the community who don’t strive as hard. If anyone threatens you, let us know. We’ll always have your back.”

      My eyes darted away.

      “What’s wrong?” He leaned in tight, and it made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Male Shifters possessed a palpable energy when provoked or in protective mode, and he missed nothing.

      I withdrew my hand. “Someone wrote on our window with shoe polish.”

      That was why I’d spent all my afternoon scrubbing those windows. It offended me to know that someone had targeted us, and I didn’t want a single trace of it left behind.

      “What did it say?”

      My cheeks heated. “Slut.”

      His jaw clenched, and he sat back. Will usually kept his cool and wasn’t one of the aggressive wolves in the pack. Only twice had I ever seen him lose his temper, and it wasn’t a pretty sight.

      Before he could say anything, I continued. “We can’t put cameras up since security cameras aren’t allowed in the Breed district, especially outside. It’s probably kids or maybe even some jealous competition. Anyhow, we’re wolves, and wolves stand their ground. The writing washed off, and we’re not dwelling on the matter. Aunt Lexi told me she had some trouble with her bakery in the beginning, but people got over it.”

      He scraped his teeth against his bottom lip. “She was also mated to a Packmaster. People see you as an easy target—someone they can push around since you’re unclaimed.”

      “And that’s why I don’t want to mention this to the pack,” I said, holding his gaze. “You don’t have legal rights to take action against someone who’s harassing me since I don’t belong to the pack anymore. The last thing I want is retaliation. I love my family but not enough to see you go to Breed jail over a few dumb rednecks who are intimidated by a couple of women.”

      Will gave a handsome smile, erasing his dark expression. “You make a fair argument, but you mustn’t keep secrets from us. If there’s no one you trust in the pack, then speak with me. I have connections, and if you receive continued harassment, then maybe we can figure something out. You know all about the bidding war with real estate. A lot of packs want commercial property, so that’s why they’re hoping that you fail or give up. You won this property over a long list of people, so don’t be surprised by a little backlash in the community. They’ll get over it.”

      I straightened my back. “I don’t give up. Never have, never will. And I promise to tell you if we run into trouble again. That’s been the only incident. Hopefully the last.”

      Hope approached the kitchen island, clasping her hands. “Hi, William.”

      Will turned in his seat and stood, arms wide. “How’s my girl?” He gave her a quick hug and looked between us. “Have you been watching over our Mel and keeping her out of trouble?”

      Amusement danced in her eyes as she folded her arms. “She’s in capable hands.”

      “Of that I have no doubt.” He glanced down at her bag near the door, his eyes brimming with concern. “I think it’s time that you tell me why I’m here. Are you two going somewhere?”

      Her eyes darted toward me, and I stood up.

      “That’s why I need to borrow your Jeep,” I confessed. “We ran into a last-minute snag with one of our contractors, so we’re on borrowed time to find a new one as quickly as possible. We have separate meetings set up tomorrow, and Hope’s taking the car. My scooter isn’t going to get me very far on the highway.”

      “Do you need someone to escort you?”

      “No,” I blurted, sensing that protectiveness kicking in. “And please don’t mention this to Lennon or Hendrix. You know how they are, and they’ll follow me. I don’t need two macho alphas flanking me at all times and intimidating the hell out of everyone. What if they insult the dealer and ruin our chances? The thing is, no one is going to take me seriously if I show up with a male escort.”

      Hope erupted with laughter.

      “That sounded all wrong,” I said, shaking my head. “What I meant was⁠—”

      “No need to explain.” His lips twitched before he nodded in agreement. “They’ll assume you can’t make decisions on your own. If this person is a Shifter, he’ll have more confidence striking a deal if you negotiate alone.”

      I leaned on the counter. “Showing up with my brothers just isn’t professional.”

      William turned away in a pathetic attempt to conceal his grin. It didn’t take a detective to figure out what had him so tickled. I had to laugh at the thought of me rolling up in a flashy red Jeep, my purple hair flying everywhere. The guy was going to take one look at me in my eccentric clothes and think I’d escaped the circus.

      Which was exactly what my life had become.
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      “How’s the drive?” Hope asked on my speakerphone.

      I glanced at the mess of candy wrappers on the passenger seat of my uncle’s Jeep. “Scenic. And if one more trucker wags his tongue between two fingers at me, I’m going to drive off a cliff.”

      She laughed. “Let me know when you see a cliff in Texas.”

      “As a matter of fact, I’m already in Oklahoma. I’m sure if I look hard enough, I can find one. If not, the noxious odor of dead skunks every thirty miles should do me in. Where are you?”

      “I just left.”

      Turning down the air so I could hear better, I said, “Wait a second. Weren’t you going to leave right after me?”

      “I wish I had. It took me over an hour to find a decent hotel online.”

      I passed a pickup truck and grinned. Hope was a planner and didn’t like the idea of staying at the first motel on the side of the highway. When I’d left the apartment, she was on the internet, comparing amenities.

      “Traffic is a nightmare,” she continued, “so it’s probably going to take me a couple of hours before I make it to San Antonio.”

      I glanced down at the clock. “How long do you think your meeting will last?”

      “It depends. We’re having dinner at the hotel, and if that goes well, he’ll probably invite me back to his place.”

      “Sounds kinky.”

      When her response came through garbled, I moved the phone around. “Hope?”

      “I’m here. And don’t be silly. His elders want to speak with me. The tribes are careful about who they do business with, so he’s basically vetting me to see if I’m good enough to consider.”

      “Well, just watch out for yourself. He might be one of those crazy alphas with a harem.”

      “I’m glad I packed my harem pants.”

      Chortling, I said, “I really shouldn’t laugh at that.”

      “I’m more worried about you. It’s not too late to turn back.”

      I jerked the wheel and swerved around roadkill. Thankfully it wasn’t a skunk. “Don’t worry about me. I brought my bow and arrows. The only thing I forgot to pack was some good music. Uncle Will’s fantabulous CD collection leaves much to be desired.”

      “It can’t be that bad.”

      I picked up a jewel case and read the label. “Let’s just say that when I lost the radio stations, I was reduced to listening to Herb Alpert and Engelbert Humperdinck.”

      “Who?”

      “Exactly. These are the joys of living with old Shifters. Do you think one day our kids will be laughing at our music?”

      The reception cut off, and I only heard every other word.

      “Hope? I’m going to let you go before I drop off. Call me later.”

      “Okay. Drive safely.”

      Another flash of lightning streaked across the dark horizon up ahead. It had been nothing but blue skies until I hit Dallas. As soon as I’d passed the casino in Oklahoma, the sky turned midnight blue, and headlights lit up the highway in both directions.

      Now there was no highway, just miles and miles of trees along the two-lane road. I’d only seen two cars in the past thirty minutes, and there wasn’t anywhere safe to pull over. Every so often, I passed a run-down home with dogs chained up in the front yard.

      I reached for the map and flattened it against the steering wheel. Where the heck does this guy live? What if he’s a lion Shifter or some crazy rogue who lives in the woods and decorates his cabin with dead squirrels? For all I knew, I might have been meeting with a Mage or a Vampire, and the thought of some guy sucking my blood or my energy for a high and leaving me on the side of the road left me with a sinking feeling.

      Too late to turn back now.

      “Good grief. Where’s a gas station when you need one?”

      I didn’t have enough light to see the map, not without driving off the road.

      “A sign would be helpful,” I muttered. “I’ve passed two intersections with no signs. It’s like they want you to get lost in this state. Welcome to Oklahoma.” I made a sweeping gesture with my arm. “Stay. Forever.”

      When “Spanish Eyes” came on, I turned down the volume. Fat drops of rain hammered against the car like wild applause.

      “Uh-oh,” I sang. “Please don’t hail.”

      Uncle Will loved me, but that was likely to change if his Jeep came home resembling a golf ball with dents all over his beautiful red finish. Men loved their cars, and borrowing a man’s car was like borrowing a child. If anything happened to it while in my care, even an act of God, I would never hear the end of it. Not that he would yell at me, but Uncle Will had a quiet way of getting his disappointment across that was far worse than verbal confrontation.

      I reached another intersection and slowed to a stop. The cross street was marked Private Property on both sides, but to the left were several taillights flashing in the distance. The sign also had a paw print in the corner indicating that Shifters were welcome.

      A thunderclap made me jump in my seat. “Detour,” I said, turning left.

      The meeting wasn’t for several hours, and I suddenly felt like Dorothy on my way to Oz. What I needed to do was stretch my legs, chow down, and study that infernal map. Maybe a few local Shifters would point the way since they knew the territory better than I did. Shifters owned a lot of land in Oklahoma, more than any other Breed—especially in the rural areas.

      My wipers frantically swiped across the windshield as I squinted at an orange light. I would settle for any man-made structure. Gas station, corner market, bingo hall… strip club. The woods didn’t bother me so much as the unfamiliarity of a territory where I didn’t belong.

      “Oh, thank God.”

      The sign actually read Burgers & Fries and had an arrow pointing down. I didn’t care whether that was the name of the restaurant or the only items on the menu—I just wanted to sit down and get my head together before I wound up driving down the wrong road and getting stuck in the mud.

      Unable to see any painted lines on the concrete, I parked next to a pickup truck and grabbed my oversized black-and-purple purse.

      The second I stepped out of the car, a shower of rain engulfed me. Instantly drenched, I shrieked and ran toward the entrance. I stumbled onto the wooden porch and yanked open the door, the cold air triggering goose bumps all over my wet arms. Cigarette smoke made me wrinkle my nose. Yep, it was definitely a Shifter establishment.

      Everyone at the short bar on my left turned to look me over.

      Everyone.

      Had a DJ been playing instead of a jukebox, I was certain I would have heard a record scratch followed by silence.

      Water dripped from the ends of my hair, which fell just past my shoulders. Lucky for me, I’d chosen to wear a loose black tank top instead of a white T-shirt. Not that I had anything newsworthy going on in the northern hemisphere, but it would have made the already-awkward situation even more uncomfortable. The men stared at my patchwork jeans—a favorite pair of mine. Pieces of black fabric patched up the holes and matched my top perfectly. Maybe they think I’m a model.

      The thought was enough to make me laugh like a hyena. These guys were undoubtedly sizing me up as a city girl, and based on their indecipherable expressions, that could be either a good thing or a bad thing.

      The odds were that most of them were Shifters, and the last thing you did around a Shifter was behave submissively by casting your gaze low to the ground. So I sucked in a breath, held it, and gave everyone a jaunty smile as I strutted in, shoulders squared. My mother used to work in a bar, so she taught me a few tricks of the trade. Never bend over, because that signals to other wolves that you’re interested. Never look submissive, and always hold eye contact. And most of all, never put up with insults. If you let it slide once, they’ll think it’s okay.

      And it’s never okay.

      I searched for an empty booth and reached the jukebox in the back. A divider wall on my right separated the bar area from another room. When I rounded the corner to see what the seating situation was on the other side, I felt the penetrating stare from dozens of men who filled the booths. With that, I turned on my heel and decided to investigate the dark room behind the bar. I peered through the open doorway and saw nothing but pool tables. Nope, not a chance in hell.

      I used to love pool as a kid, but when I was fourteen, my father put a stop to it after he caught a young Shifter licking his lips while I leaned over the table and took a shot. That was when my mother sat down and taught me about the birds and the bees and the wolves. Bending over or showing my back to a Shifter had a meaningful connotation among adults—one that was part of the dance when seeking out a mate.

      I pivoted on my heel and lingered by the jukebox before settling on a stool near the end of the bar. Through the mirror behind the bottles, I noticed eyes swinging away as the men lost interest.

      “What can I get you?” the bartender asked.

      I set my purse on the bar along with the map. “I’m famished. I’ll have the burger and fries. No pink meat.”

      He had a peculiar grin, showing more of his bottom teeth than his top ones. “What to drink?”

      “Root beer.”

      “Did she say root beer?” a man barked. A few cackles sounded from that direction.

      I glared at the man sitting three stools down while unfolding my map. Hope had warned me that the rural areas had pockets of Shifters who were lawless and uncivilized. They considered most outsiders interlopers and treated them accordingly.

      The bartender spoke quietly with him, and their direct stares bored a hole into my skull. When he returned with my root beer and popped the lid, someone snickered. Ignoring them, I sent Hope a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Melody

      

      
        I’m in hell.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hope

      

      
        I thought you were in Oklahoma.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Melody

      

      
        It’s raining. Had to pull over.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hope

      

      
        Where?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Melody

      

      
        A tiny bar in no-man’s-land. The roads here are confusing.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hope

      

      
        You must be in Shifter territory. They’re not all marked.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You okay?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Melody

      

      
        Just wish you were here. Reception is iffy, so don’t panic if I go quiet for a while.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hope

      

      
        Maybe you’ll meet Mr. Right.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Melody

      

      
        More like the missing link.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Talk soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled and put my phone away. While I squeezed the ends of my wet hair and listened to Hank Williams Jr. growling on the jukebox, I noticed something peculiar. There weren’t any women. I didn’t recall seeing any on the other side of the wall, either. And I found that odd.

      As much as I wanted to turn around and make sure I wasn’t imagining things, the last thing I wanted to do was give anyone the impression that I was checking them out. Men often outnumbered women in Shifter communities. That wasn’t the strange part. But guys, especially alphas, loved having their women by their sides. Even Shifters who lived in mansions liked to get out and socialize, including women. Perhaps I’d wandered into the Bermuda Triangle of the South.

      Just as I found my location on the map, my burger magically appeared.

      “Ketchup?” the bartender asked.

      “No, thanks,” I said warily, eyeing my smashed bun. “Can I have some mustard?”

      “There’s a gas station five miles up the road. Ketchup is all we’ve got.” He patted the bar twice. “I’m Red. If you need anything, just holler.”

      My uncle Denver worked as a bartender, and if I knew one thing, it was how long it took to properly grill a burger. This wasn’t fresh. It was a precooked patty he’d tossed in the microwave. The bun had that distinct freezer burn smell bread gets when it’s been in cryosleep for too long and is then revived in a toaster oven.

      “Is the city girl too good for our food?”

      I swung my eyes to the man sitting three stools over—the one with a grizzly bear tattooed on his forearm and a camouflage cowboy hat atop his head. “Is the country boy too good for manners?”

      The two men on either side of him heckled him. “She got you there, Jimmy.”

      When the jukebox switched over to Patsy Cline, I resumed squinting at the map. Shikoba, the dealer I was meeting with, had provided directions that began with street names and ended with landmarks. “Turn right when you see a big rock” and “turn left at the white tree.” The rain needed to let up so I could see the big rock and the white tree.

      “Something wrong with your burger?” Red asked.

      When I heard the disappointment in his voice, I took a bite. No sense in insulting the staff. It required all the strength I could summon to swallow that bite, and I struggled not to gag when I realized it wasn’t beef. Probably deer meat, or maybe something else was added as filler. I quickly shoved a handful of fries into my mouth and washed it down with root beer. “Do you know where I can find a man named Shikoba?”

      He rested his forearms on the bar, and I spied a grease stain on his button-up denim shirt. “Are you law?”

      “No. Just a friend.”

      Jimmy leaned over the bar to grab a stack of napkins. “You’re friends with an injun?”

      “Quiet down,” Red snapped.

      Oh, what redneck hell did I just walk into?

      I’d visited Oklahoma several times, and usually the locals were amiable people. Then again, I’d never been around these parts. Regardless of the flagrant use of offensive words, I had a job to do, and someone in here might be able to point me in the right direction so I could be on my merry way.

      Red leaned in and said quietly, “Don’t mind him. He recently lost his mate and ain’t been himself.”

      “Do you know anyone by that name?” I asked Red.

      Jimmy leaned forward and pushed up his camo hat with his index finger. “They all sound the same to me. Like someone hacking up a lung.”

      My blood boiled. Thank the fates Hope hadn’t come with me, or else I would have gotten my arrows out of the car and taught Jimmy some manners.

      The thought was still playing out in my head while I methodically folded my map, making sure each crease was precise. “I just assumed you guys were local and knew everyone around here. My mistake.”

      Someone circled around to my right, slowly, so I would feel his presence as he appraised me. When the black-haired man spoke, it was edged with humor. “Twenty dollars says she’s a bobcat.”

      I smiled up at him. “I’ve got thirty riding on you being an asshole.”

      His eyebrows arched high. “Yep. She’s lippy. Definitely a predator. Grizzly?”

      Jimmy spoke gruffly. “She’s not a grizzly.”

      The bartender laughed. “And how do you know that, Jimmy? She bathes?”

      Then the power flickered, followed by a crash of thunder. Several men in the back hollered, clearly enjoying the light show outside.

      I ate more fries, amused by the banter among the men. It wasn’t uncommon for Shifters to have a little fun with the tourists by guessing their animal. It had become a recreational pastime, and my old pack had engaged in
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