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      The Gray Pack 6

      Honor of the Wolf

      Being a Beta wolf in the Gray Pack is one of the highest honors Luke Gray has ever attained, but he wants so much more for himself and his pack. The recent shift in mating habits has disturbed his idyllic view of their way of life, and worse yet, no one else seems to understand his point of view.

      Tavi Reid is a woman full of grit, and determination. She’s come too far, and worked too hard to let an arrogant man with a chip on his shoulder throw her off track. Even if he’s sexy as hell and makes her weak in the knees, she has to stay focused on her daughter and their future.

      They are both tested with traumatic new changes to their lives, but will they lean on each other to get them through, or will these two independent individuals end up with disaster on their hands? Honor is not a right, it’s earned…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my husband.

        Even when I didn’t believe, you did.
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      “Ten more.”

      “Are you kidding, man?”

      “Just add ten more.”

      “Don’t be stupid, Little Gray. I should have stopped you at four seventy-five. The last thing I want to do is explain to Dev why he’s short a Beta because you think you’re Superman.” Cash Gray peered down at Luke from his six-foot-four-inch height, and held the bench press bar in place on the rack. Although his fingers looked loose, Luke knew that if he pushed against it, the bar wouldn’t budge because Cash wouldn’t allow it.

      “I’m ten shy of five hundred. Just add the weight, I’ll do two and we’ll bounce,” Luke argued, wiping sweat from his brow with his inner arm. He could feel the vinyl bench sticking to his back and smell the stench of his own sweat. It motivated him to push his body even harder.

      “And next time you’ll be trying for five twenty. No dice, bro. On your feet, take a walk and find some water.” Cash nudged Luke’s head with his knee. “Besides, you’ve already done the test runs for the CPAT, you know you can beat the clock.”

      “That doesn’t mean I should sit on my ass. I can do better than just beat the clock if I keep training.” Shoving himself to his feet Luke stormed across the small firehouse gym and snatched up a towel to pat dry. Raw energy burned in his tired muscles, and adrenaline zipped down his spine. Working out was the only time he could put all the inner rumblings to good use. He and his wolf were as much in accord when they were pumping iron as when they were running in the forest. It was a form of release for the temper he barely kept in check, and an outlet to focus his chaotic mind.

      “All right, I get that, but to what purpose? If you hurt yourself you’ll just have to wait another year to take the test. I don’t know about you, but it would bother the fuck out of me if I faced the possibility of living off my older brother for a year while I waited around on a job,” Cash said from behind him.

      “I don’t live off Noah, damn it. I have a job.” He snarled at his older cousin.

      “Right, part-time. I’m sure that pays the bills plus some. I know you’re working toward something bigger, but you’ve gotta grow up, Luke. You can’t keep doing reckless shit and expect everything to still go your way.” Luke watched in the wall of mirrors as Cash collected his own gear and headed for the locker room without another word.

      It was better that way, because if he continued to push, Luke would snap at him, and it was never smart to snap at a Beta wolf. Underneath the relaxed cowboy persona, Cash was a lethal weapon, and the same temper and drive for competition that Luke dealt with burned in his belly, too. That’s why Luke had latched onto him in the first place when he was a scrawny twelve-year-old just past his first shift. Unlike the rest of the prepubescent boys of the pack who idolized Devin Gray, Luke saw all his older cousins as superheroes. Then a few months ago Cash had gone above and beyond to both betray and protect his pack-mates. The decision could have had dire consequences for one of their newest pack members, instead it saved multiple lives.

      The water was running in the shower as Luke stepped into the locker room, and the smell of chlorine cleaners left the tiny space smelling like a swimming pool. Better than any other locker room I’ve ever been in, Luke thought with a grunt as he shoved his shorts over his narrow hips to the floor.

      His lean runner’s build and the bad luck of birth placement had earned him the nickname “Little Gray” back in junior high. It was inevitable that he would be treated differently as the youngest of the Gray cousins, but it rubbed him wrong just the same. There was nothing little about him, until you stood him next to the other Betas of the Gray Pack. Then he looked like the sickly one. Long wiry muscles instead of bulky ’roid-looking ones made him the butt of more than one Popeye and Olive Oyl joke. Growling his frustration over things he couldn’t control into the spraying water of the shower head, he washed with quick efficiency. He was just stepping out with a towel wrapped around his waist when he heard loud voices entering the locker room around the corner.

      “Hey, Little Gray!” Ryley Whetstone yelled across the thirty-foot expanse of lockers when he stepped into view. “You done for the day already?”

      Nodding, Luke replied, “Yeah, I came ten shy of five hundred on the bench today. Cash wouldn’t let me go any further than that.”

      A loud whistle pierced the air, and Luke turned to face Cash’s older brother, Owen. “Five hundred, huh? You’re a long way from where you were three months ago. Cash was telling me you’re three seconds under the clock time on the CPAT test, too. Good work.”

      Owen Gray was the only non-firefighter in the locker room besides Luke. He’d worked alongside the other guys at one time, but after a horrible accident that resulted in a friend dying, he’d turned in his helmet and gone back to school for his law degree. Now he was a practicing attorney, and he volunteered at the firehouse for community involvement. The way Luke had heard it, his older cousin had very clear rules about not fighting fires ever again.

      “Thanks. I’m going to make it. I can feel it in my gut.”

      Ryley slapped him hard on the bare skin of his back. “That’s the right attitude.”

      “Hey, are we on for poker tonight?” Owen asked Ryley, as the big blond man changed into his workout clothes.

      “Not at our place we’re not,” Rafe answered for Ryley, shooting his brother a look that spoke volumes. The two siblings were able to communicate telepathically between each other and their mate. It wasn’t unusual for true mates to have that particular skill, and Luke thought it was cool as hell. “Axel just started preschool on Monday, and Jordan is having a tough time adjusting to going all day long without him. Shandi is worn out by the time we get home for the day.”

      “Sorry to hear that, man,” Owen said, nodding in understanding. “We can have poker night at our place then. Cash and the O’Brien brothers won’t care.”

      “I’m still going to bow out, boys,” Rafe said with a guilty look. “Like I said, Shandi’s been wiped in the evenings. I’m not going to leave her on her own. Ry, you should go. We’ll switch off next week. I’ll go and you can stay home.”

      Ryley nodded. “I’m good with that. I’ve been itching for a night out where I can smoke a cigar and have a cold beer. Our fridge is full of juice boxes, grapes, and string cheese lately. Little Gray, you’re bringing the beer.”

      Luke shook his head, but he smiled. “I’ll just call Noah and tell him to get the beer. He’s got nothing better to do.”

      “That’s cold, man. Your brother is working his ass off taking those online classes,” Owen said, frowning at him.

      His eyes rolled automatically, and he regretted the childish reaction immediately when Rafe and Owen both glared at him. “What? Pecking away at that keyboard all day isn’t exactly hard work. Besides what’s he going to do with a degree in Music History and English Lit?”

      “Write music, fucknut. If you’d ever had a conversation with him you’d already know that,” Cash said from behind him as he joined the group.

      “Cash is right, you should really talk to Noah. He’s got big plans for the future,” Rafe said, shaking his head as though he was ashamed of Luke.

      Luke kept his lips zipped so as not to antagonize one of the highest-ranking members of the Pack. Rafe could snap him in two without breaking a sweat, and there was no point in arguing over something that was really no one’s business. Of the two of them, Noah was probably the easiest to get along with. Luke was younger by a year, but he’d always been the quiet, serious one. Until just recently they’d neither one really had much of a bead on what their future would hold. A few months ago Luke took a part-time gig as an EMT with the goal of becoming a firefighter.

      When Luke signed up for the training classes with the Kansas City Fire Department, Noah hadn’t said much one way or the other, so when he decided to go back to school for his degree, Luke had been ambivalent right back. Lately they’d been on two very different schedules, which worked out nicely. They were both able to live their lives without the other one interfering. Noah slept most of the day, because he played guitar in Cash’s band, Gray Skies, four out of seven nights a week, and then studied.

      It wasn’t like Luke didn’t care about his brother, but they’d just grown apart. Noah hated that Luke was so focused on his rank in the pack, and his desire to protect his fellow wolves at all times. Luke believed in the strength of the pack, and he would do anything to keep it strong. Hell, anymore it seemed like Noah would pack his shit up and leave if their Alpha, Devin, gave him the nod of approval.

      Cash agreed to the poker plan, and then left to finish the rest of his shift for the day, while the other three men made their way out of the locker room into the gym, leaving Luke sulking on the bench still wrapped in a towel. He refused to feel guilty about his relationship with his brother. If Noah wanted to talk to him, he knew where to find him. Dressing quickly he slammed the empty locker on his way out of the fire station. He’d get the beer his own damn self rather than asking Noah. Saved time, and hassle.
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      Tavi Reid was elbow deep in a sink full of hot soapy suds when her current boss-of-the-month snapped at her to go help on the floor.

      “That new bus boy didn’t show, so you’re going to have to bus your own tables tonight.” The carrot-topped man would have been cute if it weren’t for the meanness embedded deep in his dark brown eyes. Everything about him made her skin crawl. From the top of his five-foot-eleven-inch frame, to the soles of his too-shiny black combat boots. He didn’t fit the image of a manager in the least, but the little white name badge pinned to his chest gave him the authority of the position.

      “Okay, give me a minute I’m almost finished with this load,” she said, blowing a lock of her own dyed red hair from her eyes.

      Shane the demon manager huffed at her, but he moved on to pick on some other poor hapless employee, leaving her to finish washing the dishes in front of her. Ketchup colored the water red, and the fragrance of grease and onions made her eyes water. She hated this job, hated it with every fiber of her being, plus some. She never expected to still be washing dishes, waitressing and bussing tables at thirty years old, and it stung her pride how far from her childhood dreams she was.

      Twelve years ago she’d left high school and started college with big ideas, and very little life experience. She just knew that in twelve years’ time she’d be the top doctor in the obstetrician and gynecology field, and well on her way to making a difference in some third-world country. Instead, less than two years later she’d dropped out of school to raise a baby of her own, and found herself homeless with nothing to her name. It was a hard fall, but she’d rolled with it, and worked hard to give herself and her daughter a stable life. So what if that meant dish pan hands and the smell of French fries embedded in her skin? It also meant her daughter had food on the table and a roof over her head, and that was what was important.

      As it was, she and her daughter, Sonny, lived hand to mouth using every penny to cover the rent on their three-bedroom home and put gas in her beat-up Grand Am. Last week the electricity bill had been way low, because winter in Kansas City called for more gas consumption than electricity, so she was hoping that she could use that extra money along with her tips this week and take a night off over the weekend to spend with Sonny. It was so rare that they got to eat dinner together anymore, and she missed it.

      “Tavi, are you still here? I told you to go bus tables,” Shane snapped from just inside the doorway. His lip curled up in a gesture that was somewhere between a smirk and a snarl, and she had to force herself to release the skillet she was washing back into the sudsy water rather than swinging it in his direction. The look in his eyes was a combination of lecherous pervert and disgust, and it made her stomach twist.

      “Shane, I heard you. I have to finish one task before I can take on another. Despite the cape and mask I’m not quite the Superwoman you believe me to be,” she retorted in the same sweet voice she used on her daughter when she was having a tantrum. “Give me two more minutes and I’ll go out there.”

      Mila Wiley picked that moment to walk through the swinging door behind Shane, carrying a plate full of food. “Hey Tavi, the lady at table six said she ordered the chicken sandwich with honey mustard not mayo.”

      Before Tavi could formulate a response Shane was in her face, eyes blazing. “This is the third customer this week that’s sent food back to the kitchens because of your screw-up, Reid. I’ll be docking your check for their dinner. Mila, let table six know that dinner is on Tavi tonight.”

      “You—you can’t do that!” Tavi sputtered.

      “The hell I can’t. I’m the manager, Tavi, what I say goes. If you don’t like it, there’s the door. Fucking stupid women. I hate being surrounded by ignorance all day long,” Shane snarled.

      Biting back a rude response, Tavi closed her eyes and counted to ten. It didn’t seem to matter how high she counted, all she could see was a red haze of pissed off. A gentle hand on her arm startled her and she dropped the pan she’d been holding into the water with a splash that left her and Mila covered in bubbles. Opening her eyes, she realized that Shane had stormed off leaving her and the other waitress alone again in the prep room.

      “Are you okay, doll?” Mila asked, looking genuinely concerned. “Shane’s a douche. Don’t let him get to you.”

      Drying herself with her now-damp apron, she nodded. “I’ll be all right, but he knows I can’t afford to cover food that’s sent back.”

      “Don’t stress it, Tavi. I’ll chip in some tip money and help cover it. Thankfully it was just a chicken sandwich, so it’s only like eight bucks. Shane is just trying to prove he’s got a bigger cock than you do,” Mila said, making a graphic gesture with her hand over her groin.

      Tavi laughed. “He might have a bigger cock, but I have bigger balls. That skinny peckerwood won’t last a month.”

      “I’ll take that bet. I think he’ll make it two before Ray kicks him to the curb,” Mila teased back.

      Ray Bunton was the owner of Between the Buns, and the worst business man Tavi had ever encountered. He spent ninety percent of his time on the golf course trying to look more important than he was, and the other ten percent hiring and firing managers at the restaurant.

      “Nah, Shane will get too full of himself and leave for greener pastures. Ray doesn’t care what any of us does. Hell, Shane and Fawn have been using the storage room for extracurricular activities every afternoon,” Tavi said in a soft voice.

      “Oh yeah? Damn, see what I miss having to go to class during the day? I knew Fawn had something on Shane to get that prime schedule. I hate having to cover all the evening shifts.”

      The squeak of the door had the two women jumping apart as though they’d been caught doing something wrong, and once again they were face to face with the red-headed devil wearing the managers badge.

      “I’m sorry, did I miss the invitation to play Gossip Girl? Get a move on, ladies, or you’ll both be hitting the want ads tomorrow.” Instead of leaving, Shane stood guard with his arms crossed over his chest and his arrogant nose tipped like there was a stench in the air.

      Mila rolled her eyes and grabbed a pile of menus on her way out the door. Tavi turned her back on Shane and focused on washing the last couple of dishes as quickly as possible. Her hair stood on end just before she felt him press against her backside, and his hot breath against her ear.

      “You know, if you want to make things easier on yourself, I can think of a few ways,” he whispered. The effort that he made to sound sensual and sexy was lost on her as her stomach revolted at the idea of him touching her.

      “So can I. A sexual harassment lawsuit would set me up nicely while I hit the want ads…” she taunted.

      With a sharp curse, Shane stepped backward so quickly that he nearly fell on his ass. Tavi was disappointed when he caught himself. The menacing look he gave her kept her temper in check when she might have kept going. It was hard to control her tongue when he was such a disgusting person.

      “I’m taking you off wait staff for the week. You can bus tables until I think you’re ready to promote again. I can’t have my waitresses unable to take a simple order.” With that he spun on the heel of his boot and stomped out of the kitchen leaving her blissfully alone.

      Her mouth had once again gotten her into trouble. She needed to be waiting tables in order to make tips. Without tips she didn’t even make enough each week to cover her bills. Fuck this was bad. Her hopes for an extra night off in the near future went up in smoke, and she fought back tears of frustrated fury. Grabbing an empty dish tub she headed for the front of the restaurant to clean up after the dozens of customers that had already been served this afternoon.

      Grumbling her dissatisfaction with her current circumstances would help no one, so she got busy clearing tables. The quicker they were emptied, the quicker they would be filled again, and hopefully Shane would reconsider when he realized he needed more wait staff. Otherwise she’d be hitting up the local church food pantry for groceries this weekend.

      Could her life get any more complicated?
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      Owen and Cash shared a cabin at the Gray Pack den as most sibling sets did. However, with the recent addition to the Gray Pack family of eighteen wolves from the Quiver Creek Pack, along with Bryson Samuels from the Kaplan Pack, the den had been hard pressed for space, so Owen and Cash had allowed two of the new pack members to stay with them. River and Creek O’Brien were decent guys, but they were more of the strong silent type so no one really knew much about them yet. They’d teamed up with Justin, Heath, and Tate Truehope to build new cabins and work on the infrastructure of the den to make it more comfortable for their growing pack.

      This evening they were dressed in matching black sleeveless shirts and black jeans. To Luke they looked like a pair of auburn-haired biker bookends with freckles. Not that he was knocking freckles, but it certainly stole the edge from their badass image. Quiet guys, Luke often wondered if they were still trying to warm up to their new home, or if they had secrets they were trying to hide. The Quiver Creek Pack had been a hodge-podge band of misfits and rogue wolves who leaned on each other in order to survive. The only thing anyone really knew about the O’Brien brothers, was that they were born in Ireland, and brought to the US as small children. Otherwise they hadn’t shared any details of their history, and that left Luke feeling like Devin Gray was leaving his pack with a weak spot. What if they weren’t good guys like they wanted everyone to believe?

      He felt like all the Quiver Creek wolves should have been forced to find housing outside of the den until they’d proven their loyalty and their worth, but he had to abide by his Alpha’s decision. That meant playing nice when the new members were around so as not to cause more trouble.

      Despite the fact that Rafe, Devin, and Damon had all stayed home, the poker table was overflowing. Justin and Heath sat across from River and Creek, also around the table were Owen, Cash, Ryley, and Luke. Liam Gray had just walked through the front door carrying a stack of pizza boxes.

      “About damn time! I’m starving.” Heath let out a short bark of appreciation as he leapt to his feet to help Liam—or in this case to get first dibs on the food.

      Cash snorted and poked Heath in the side. “Not likely Bullwinkle.”

      Heath had earned the nickname, Bull, back in junior high when he’d suddenly filled out a couple of months before any of the other guys in his class. Wide and bulky, all three Truehope brothers were built like bulldozers, not overweight by any means, just muscular enough they’d give body builders a run for their money. They were the epitome of what Luke wanted to be physically, but he lacked the structure to carry it off even if he trained every day for years.

      Last year had been extremely hard on the Truehope brothers, and Luke felt guilty for his jealousy. Their older sister Tawny had been viciously attacked by a visiting member of the Diego Pack late last summer, and because of pack politics the three guys had been forced to sit back and let others handle her attacker. Luke hadn’t been there for the Diego Alpha battle, but he’d heard it was a blood bath.

      While the majority of the Gray pack was handling the visiting Diego wolves, Luke and seven others had been off collecting the Quiver Creek wolves. They’d been involved in a blood bath of their own that resulted in four Quiver Creek wolves never making it out of Wyoming. He could still smell the maple leaves and pine needles mixed with blood and fear if he thought about it too much. Thankfully he’d fulfilled his obligation to the pack and returned physically unscathed. The memories might haunt his dreams, but that was a secret he guarded closely.

      Rattled out of his melancholy musings he was surprised to find everyone had gravitated to the kitchen leaving him alone at the prepped poker table. Liam was walking his way with a concerned wrinkle on his brow. It made his eyebrow piercing tip awkwardly and Luke had to bite back a laugh.

      “What’s up, Little Gray? You not hungry?” Liam asked, handing him a cold bottle of beer.

      Accepting the alcohol, Luke shook his head just as his stomach growled. “Nope just got caught daydreaming I guess. Did you get extra this time?”

      Liam turned his head to look at the mob of large men devouring the pizzas and laughed. “Yes, but I doubt it will be enough. I swear this pack needs to invest in a pizza chain. We’re already half of the Pie Hole’s annual income.”

      Luke made his way in to get a plate of pizza from his favorite pizza joint. No one made better pizza than Maybel Grabos, and the Pie Hole was a local institution. If anything ever happened to it, Luke figured the town would erect a monument in its place. By the time he’d returned Ryley and Liam were in a deep debate about fishing lures leaving him to his own company once again. Sure, he could join in the joking and banter happening three yards away at the kitchen island, but he’d still feel awkward and alone. As much as he wanted to be a part of the group, it just never seemed to feel right.

      Well you did insult most of them, dipshit. His inner voice taunted him, and guilt made the pizza he was eating taste like cardboard. It wasn’t that he’d intended to hurt anyone’s feelings with his opinion on the mating of humans, but his conscience wouldn’t allow him not to speak up.

      Werewolves were a dying breed. Just a hundred and fifty years ago there were hundreds of thousands of them living and working alongside humans. Hell, without the help of wolf packs, the Civil War might still be happening, or the country would have been decimated and gone back to the Brits. It didn’t seem right that there were less than two thousand werewolves left in the United States. Luke knew that a lot of that had to do with the growth in technology as well as generally low birth rates among their species. It was a lot harder to keep secrets these days, and there were gobs of people who would lose their mind to lay hands on a real life “monster.” He felt strongly that there was another reason for the decrease in numbers.

      Around the turn of the nineteenth century, wolf packs began seeing an unusual shift in their matings. Humans were suddenly a new source of the mating bond, and wolves were mating with them in droves. The odd phenomenon caused the pure blood of the wolf packs to mingle with the blood of humans and before long—half-breeds. Many of the skills that wolves had had two hundred years ago had died off, or were extremely rare, and Luke vowed not to be one of the masses. He would wait his entire life for his true werewolf mate if he had to, but he’d never take a human to mate.

      “Earth to Luke? Come in, Luke.” Ryley made a noise in his throat like static just as Cash moved up behind him and boxed his ears.

      Jerking away from the other man’s huge hands, Luke snarled and rubbed at his stinging earlobes. “What the fuck, man?”

      “You were daydreaming again. Want to share the details? Maybe you’ve got a pretty little piece of fluff you’re not sharing?” Liam said from across the table. Everyone but Cash had taken a seat around him, and he felt his cheeks heat with embarrassment.

      Giving a sharp shake of his head, Luke growled back. “It’s nothing. I just have a lot on my mind. And no it’s not a fucking woman. I’m not like you pussy-whipped pretty boys, needing a woman to hold me down.”

      Instead of getting pissed off, Liam and Ryley just exchanged a telling look and laughed at him. “Then you don’t know what you’re missing, Little Gray. I get to go home to a home-cooked meal, a warm bed, and a hot woman every night. What the hell do you go home to? An empty house, an empty fridge, and a brother you avoid,” Ryley said with a shake of his head.

      Luke’s temper fired up. “I’d rather have nothing, than mate a human.”

      Dead silence rang through the room, and Luke instantly felt the anger of all the other men in the room directed his way. He held his ground for a few breaths before huffing and rolling his eyes. “Seriously? I can’t be the only one worried about destroying our blood line. Surely you guys have thought about what the half-breed blood will do to it?”

      Liam shot across the room faster than Luke could blink and knocked him backward out of his chair flat on his back. With his throat pinned by his older cousin’s hand, he regretted bringing up the subject, but it was too late to take the words back.

      “If I ever hear you call my woman a half-breed again I’ll rip your throat out myself, Luke Gray.” Liam’s eyes were glowing with his fury, and his face was tensed in mid-shift. Luke could feel the sharp edges of the other man’s claws as they pressed against the skin of his throat. With a tiny nod of his head, Luke submitted, and Liam released him.

      Behind Liam, the other men still glared at him, and he dropped his head with a growl. “Don’t worry it won’t happen again. It’s clear I’m not allowed to express my opinion.”

      Ryley rolled his eyes, and snorted. “Get over yourself man. No one gives a fuck what your opinions are, we’re just here to play the game.”

      Firmly put in his place, Luke forced himself to reclaim his seat and focus on the gambling in front of him, and before long the tension in the room eased, and he actually relaxed to join in the laughter and joking a bit. He found out that the Alpha Devin and his twin brother, Damon, were taking to fatherhood with their new twins, but worrying about their exhausted wife, Caroline. Only five days old, Caleb, and Noelle Gray seemed to already have their parents wrapped around their tiny little fists. So far he’d managed to avoid coming face to face with the infants. He and babies just didn’t mix well, and he figured it was best to keep his distance.

      “I’ve been talking to Tina and KJ, and they want to throw a surprise party for Caroline and the guys. With all the chaos a few months ago, and then the holidays the girls never had time for a baby shower. Now they want our help planning one,” Cash said, tipping his beer back and emptying it.

      “We don’t know the first thing about baby showers,” Justin protested, receiving nods of agreement all around.

      Liam rolled his eyes. “There’s nothing to it, guys. It’s just a big party only with baby socks and streamers instead of fireworks and horseshoes, and miniature sausages in biscuits rather than bratwurst in buns.”

      He received eight matching looks of apprehension and disgust from around the table, and Luke decided to keep his mouth shut and see how the older guys handled this one.

      “I’m with Justin. Can’t we leave that for the ladies to do?” River added, looking very uncomfortable at the thought of miniature anything.

      “We could,” Owen said with a resigned sigh, nodding his head, “but we aren’t going to. They’re our Alphas. We need to show them we’re happy about the new generation of Grays in the Gray Pack.”

      Luke bit back a nasty retort about the infant twins’ lineage, and listened as everyone begrudgingly agreed, and began tossing ideas out. Caroline Gray was a full-blooded human until last year. That’s when Devin and Damon found her and mated her. It all went down in a blink of an eye, and there was never any discussion with the pack. Bada-boom bada-bing and she was wearing a ring.

      Caroline was pretty, and feisty, so she made a decent Alpha Bitch, but Luke still struggled with accepting her as a wolf. In his mind she was as human today as she’d been before the Gray twins met her, only with an extra skill set and a fur coat she could call at will.

      As the beer flowed freely, the party planning twisted into something perverse and almost pornographic—as most conversations usually did during poker night. Ultimately it was decided that all the pack Betas would meet up for lunch the next day and lay out more definitive plans. That meant Luke was required to join in because of his position in the pack. Disappointed and running out of money, he made his excuses and skipped out of the game for the night.

      He wasn’t sure how he was going to keep from saying something wrong if he was backed into a corner, and the good deed that the ladies were trying to pull off, was his idea of hell.

      Walking into the cabin he shared with Noah, he noted that it was indeed empty. The cold night air whooshed through the backdoor as it closed behind him, and in the pale moonlight he could see his breath on it. Only the sound of his empty refrigerator humming filled the small house, and he lamented the hollow feeling in his chest.

      It had been years since he’d felt warm inside. Nine years to be precise. At the age of fifteen it shouldn’t have mattered so much to him to have his family torn apart. His mother’s affections were ripped away from his father when she found her true mate, Nathan Mathis. It was a betrayal that still burned in his heart, and he held onto his dislike of the human man turned werewolf who now occupied his father’s place in his childhood home.

      Anger filled his stomach and he scolded himself. It had been a long day, and there was no reason to think about his stepfather tonight. Pulling the last three beers from the refrigerator he carried them with him to his empty bed determined to drink his mind blank. Maybe a woman to come home to wouldn’t be so bad. As long as she didn’t try to lead him by the pecker like the rest of the women did with their men...and she wasn’t human.
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      “Hey Mom, can I take my new nail polish to school to show Jackie? She didn’t believe me when I told her that it was called New York City Ballet. I think she’s jealous.”

      Tavi rubbed the sleep from her eyes as she poured herself coffee and listened to her daughter chatter. It was a struggle to stay awake after her late night, but she wouldn’t miss a minute of the time she got with Sonny for anything. At ten years old, Sonora Louisa Reid was constantly on the go, and never without a smile. With long dark-blonde hair, and a petite heart-shaped face, Sonny was absolutely beautiful. She’d likely go a long way on her looks alone if allowed, but Tavi was adamant that her daughter would be as educated as she was beautiful, so she pressed her to hit the books hard. Even at a young age, her daughter had picked things up and learned easily. Her newest addition to her nail polish collection was a reward for straight A’s on her report card last semester.

      “Miss Shea told us that we could bring a snack next week for the state assessment testing. Do you think we could get some of those chocolate cupcakes with the little white squiggle thing on top? I really like those because there’s frosting in the middle—”

      “Sonny, did you put your homework in your bag yet?” Tavi asked without turning around as she transferred the eggs she was scrambling into a small skillet.

      “Yep. I put it in there last night. So can I take the nail polish, Mom? Please?”

      Two thin arms wrapped around Tavi’s midsection, and she smiled as her daughter pleaded prettily. “I’m not sure, Miss Shea would be very happy with you if you did, sweetie. Why don’t you wait until you go to Jackie’s house Saturday night?”

      Sonny let out a huff, and pouted. Tavi couldn’t help but snicker at the woeful expression in her daughter’s pale gray-blue eyes. “But then she won’t have time to ask her mom to get her some for her birthday.”

      “She doesn’t have to see it to ask for it for her birthday.” Tavi transferred the eggs onto two plates, and then added a banana to each before taking a seat with her daughter at their tiny table. “Which day do you have your assessments next week?”

      “Tuesday I think,” Sonny said, making a face before she shoved eggs into her mouth.

      “Okay, I’ll switch shifts for Monday so I’m sure to be home. You’ll have to be in bed at bedtime, so you get plenty of rest before the test.”

      “It’s not that big of a deal, mom. It doesn’t count against my grade or anything,” Sonny mumbled, frowning.

      “Don’t speak with your mouth full, sweetie, and yes, it is a big deal. Don’t you want to prove to the state how super smart you are? You might score so high that their machine can’t even track it, and they have to call in the FBI to see what you did to it. Then they’ll have to call in the CIA because the President is certainly going to want a girl with your brains on his staff—”

      “Whatever, Mom,” Sonny interrupted, rolling her eyes and giggling.

      “You should always take things like that seriously. You never know.”

      Sonny finished her breakfast and brushed her teeth before kissing Tavi good-bye. “Will you be home tonight?”

      Tavi hated disappointing her daughter, but she had no choice. She needed to work. “Unfortunately, not. I’m on the late shift again today, so I won’t be home until you’re asleep. Mrs. Codger will be here when you get home. Don’t give her any trouble, m’kay?”

      “Better make sure you have the bail money ready,” Sonny teased.

      Laughing at their regular joke, she stroked her daughter’s ponytail and kissed her forehead. “Got it. Just do me a favor and avoid any felony charges, deal?”

      “Deal.” Sonny agreed to the joke. “Love you, Mom.”

      “I love you, too, Sonora Reid. Now, you better go or you’ll miss the bus.” Tavi stood in the doorway watching as her heart raced down the driveway
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