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      He's too much trouble.

      When Vi picks Leland Rowe up after he's spent a night in a jail cell, she knows he's trouble. He's the last man she wants as a bodyguard. But her coven leader insists. Their coven needs protection and Rowe is the man for the job. One thing's certain, she won't fall for the infuriating shifter. He's riding the edge of danger and dancing with a death wish. He can't be her mate.

      She's a brazen witch.

      Rowe's wolf stands at attention the second he sees Vi, and that's not the only thing standing. She makes him feel things he's never felt before, and though she riles him up, he wants to leave his mark on her. Forever. He's seen two of his packmates meet their mates. Is it his turn?

      He'll never have a chance to find out if he can't keep her safe from a rival coven. Rowe is no match against magic, but he'll find a way to do the job. No matter the cost. He's finally found someone worth living for, but he'll have to risk it all to keep her.
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      "Are you doing alright?" Owen asked it with the kind of caring grin that made Leland Rowe want to groan and sink to the floor.

      Considering the floor was covered in shattered bar glasses and vomit, standing was the better option. He hated working weddings. At least this one was over and the bride and groom were on their way to Hawaii for a honeymoon far away from their crazy families.

      He wished he could join them.

      "I'm fine," Rowe said, brushing a bit of ice off one shoulder. He'd dodged most of the epic beer spill, but the stench invaded his senses.

      Owen hummed and Rowe braced himself for whatever his teammate and fellow werewolf—packmate? that still felt weird to think—was going to say to him next. The man was too damn optimistic and caring for anyone's good. How had he survived the Army without having all that optimism stripped from him?

      Chipper bastard.

      "Stasia's picking up dinner. Want to join us? We always have plenty." He patted his jacket and reached inside a pocket to pull out his phone. "I'll update Gibson about the job."

      "Thanks for the invite, but I think I'm just going to head home. Enjoy dinner." Rowe had spent the last four days with Owen, and there was a slight, slight chance he would murder the man if he had to spend another few hours with him.

      Owen shrugged. "Okay, I'll see you later."

      Rowe didn't know whether or not to be offended that Owen didn't try and argue him out of leaving. He probably needed to get his head checked. One more fucked up thing about his fucked up existence.

      He got out of the building as fast as possible, grateful to no longer be breathing in the disgusting stench of vomit. The sidewalk was slightly less crowded than usual. The work crowd hadn't let out yet, but Rowe walked fast anyway. They'd be coming soon and he wanted to beat them to the train.

      He'd only walked for a few minutes when his phone rang. And he would have ignored anyone except for the man calling.

      "Hello, major." He was so close to the subway. He only hoped he wasn't about to be sent on another vomit encrusted job.

      "Owen let me know the job is finished up," said Jericho Gibson, Rowe's boss and the man in charge of their weird little band of werewolves.

      "Yeah, we're all good." He tried to keep his voice neutral. He just wanted this day to be over with.

      "Are you doing okay?" Gibson sounded concerned.

      Fuck. Rowe took a deep breath, and that was a mistake. The streets of New York didn't exactly smell pleasant. But he worked through it. He'd smelled much worse. "I'm fine. Looking forward to a good night's sleep." That sounded good, right?

      "No nightmares?" the major prodded.

      "Not for a while now. I'll let you know if that changes." Not that he wanted anyone digging around in his head, but assurances like that were the quickest way to get Gibson off his back.

      "Be sure that you do. Rest well. And keep out of trouble." He hung up and Rowe was left glaring at his phone.

      What was everyone's problem? Rowe did his job. He showed up to every assignment and no one had any complaints about his work. What did it matter if he went out in his free time? He couldn't even get drunk.

      What havoc could he cause?

      He shoved his phone in his pocket, tempted to turn it off. But emergencies happened when he did that, and he wasn't about to tempt fate.

      Fate had fucked him over enough, thank you very much.

      The train came and he stepped on, glaring at a passenger who shoved his way past him.

      Asshole.

      The miasma of scents and bodies all pushed together made Rowe's inner wolf want to growl. He hated being caged, and there was no worse place in New York than underground on the subway. It was crowded, tight, and it smelled.

      He was made for the forest.

      Rowe took shallow breaths and told his wolf to shut his trap. He was a normal man and he could ride the normal fucking subway without a fucking panic attack.

      But when he got to his stop, he was the asshole shoving his way off the train as fast as he could and speed walking up the stairs to the street. He needed fresh air and space, or the best approximation of it he could get.

      Why the fuck did he live in New York?

      Gibson wanted him to rest. The team expected him to fuck up. Rowe knew that he should go back to his shoebox of an apartment and stay there until it was time to go back to work. That would maybe reassure his people that he wasn’t about to go off the deep end.

      He considered it, he really did. He wanted to be a team player, whatever that meant. He didn’t want his friends to worry about him.

      But if he locked himself inside that night, he would go crazy. Simple as that.

      So instead of heading up to his apartment, he took a turn at the entrance to his building and went to the garage he paid two arms and half a leg for. His motorcycle was sitting right where he left it, shiny and red and ready to rumble. It was an indulgence, and a stupid one at that. If he was still a normal human…

      But he had left humanity behind a while ago.

      Now he could ride his bike all he wanted.

      It wasn’t that werewolves were impervious to harm. Cuts still bled. Bruises still hurt. But they healed fast. Except from silver, and that wouldn’t be an issue on the bike.

      He climbed on and listened as the engine purred.

      Oh yes, this was exactly what he needed.

      Rowe roared out of the parking garage and down to the crowded New York streets. He didn’t know how people with cars did it. He scowled every time he got stuck behind someone and was tempted to ram into them.

      Insurance premiums were already a bitch and he wasn’t going to take on any more.

      He slipped between cars and let out a triumphant laugh as angry drivers honked at him. This was almost as good as running in his other skin. But he wasn’t crazy enough to do that in the city. At least not during rush hour.

      The highway was just as crowded as the surface streets, but Rowe managed to slip between cars and ride the shoulder with ease. He knew it was illegal, but he didn’t care.

      At least not until flashing lights behind him warned of trouble.

      Not today.

      Instead of doing the sane thing and pulling over, Rowe sped up. He could already hear Gibson screaming at him, but he didn’t care. Consequences were for tomorrow.

      Rowe took an exit and swerved at random. He’d traveled past several streets before he realized the cop wasn’t behind him.

      Huh. That had actually worked?

      He kept going, the roads a little emptier now. It took a minute to orient himself, but he realized he was near one of his favorite bars.

      That was fate if he’d ever heard it.

      Rowe parked the bike and went inside with a bit more swagger than was necessary. The place smelled like spilled beer and regret, and it was a sign he should turn around and go home. He couldn’t get drunk. That was something his wolfishness had robbed from him.

      Some might have said that Rowe used to like his drinks a bit too much. Still, he would have rather chosen to quit on his own terms.

      Not that he’d actually quit. He still wasted his money, it was just even more of a waste than before.

      “If Matty sees you, he’s going to blow a gasket.” Selma, his favorite bartender, grinned at him as she poured out two shots and slid them towards a couple of patrons. She wore a tight, cropped t-shirt and had pink streaks in her hair. Rowe had tried to take her home more than once and failed every time.

      At least she still liked him.

      “Matty can step in glass for all I care,” he said with a scowl. He and the bouncer didn’t get along, and their last disagreement had almost led to blows. Matty was seven feet tall and broader than a linebacker. Rowe wasn’t sure that werewolf superpowers would be enough to handle him.

      Selma laughed. “You wouldn’t say that if he was on shift tonight.”

      He grinned back. “No, I would not.”

      “Usual?”

      “You know it.” He pulled out his wallet and placed a few bills on the bar. A minute later, she handed him his scotch and soda.

      Rowe let her get back to work as he sipped his drink. It was still early and far from busy. The bar could get crowded and stifling on weekend nights, but on a weeknight, he wasn’t so sure. This wasn’t a place where people who wore fancy suits came for a drink after work. His wasn’t the only motorcycle in the parking lot.

      There was a woman in tight jeans and a tank top shooting darts in the back. Rowe watched the way her body moved for several moments before picking up his drink and heading her way. Maybe this night wouldn’t be a total waste.

      She hit near the bullseye, and Rowe made an appreciative sound. She glanced over at him and grinned. Then she winked and threw another dart, this one hitting true.

      “Think you can do better?” she asked after retrieving the darts from the board.

      Rowe held up his hands. “I know a professional when I see one.”

      The woman laughed. “Would you believe me if I told you this was my first time trying?”

      “Absolutely not. I know a swindle when I see one, too.” He leaned back against a high top table and sipped his drink. “I think you want to take advantage of me.”

      Her eyes flicked up and down, taking him in. Then she rolled the darts in her fingers. “Come on, no bet. Just a test of skills.”

      Rowe couldn’t resist. He held out his hand. “Don’t make me regret this.” He threw a dart and was happy when it hit the board.

      “There you go!” The woman clapped a hand over his shoulder. “Here, try it this way.” She demonstrated with her own arm before guiding him through the motion.

      Oh yes, this night was looking up.

      “Hey!”

      Rowe groaned. He recognized that shout. He could just ignore Matty. There was no need for violence.

      Rowe threw a dart and it bounced off the board and hit the ground.

      “Look at me.” Anger suffused Matty’s words.

      Rowe didn’t look. He wasn’t going to. This didn’t need to go south.

      “Come on, babe. You need to talk to me. You don’t understand—”

      Babe? Oh shit. Matty wasn’t talking to him.

      And his dart partner wasn’t thrilled. “I understand perfectly,” she said, and Rowe couldn’t ignore Matty anymore. He looked between the woman and the bouncer and awareness sizzled in his veins.

      Violence hung in the air, and Rowe had to resist. He wasn’t going to get into trouble tonight.

      Then Matty reached out and clamped a strong hand around the woman’s arm. “Come on,” he said, trying to tug her away. “One drink.”

      The woman struggled, but Matty was strong and she couldn’t break free. “Let me go. Things are over between us.”

      “Please, babe.” Matty was sounding more desperate by the second.

      This wasn’t going to go well.

      The woman tore her arm away and stumbled back. Matty jerked forward to grab her, and that was when Rowe stepped forward.

      “You heard her, Matty. Step away.” He tried to keep his tone even. He didn’t want to fight. This could end peacefully.

      Then Matty glared and pulled his fist back.

      Fuck. This was going to hurt.
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      Mystical energy swirled around Vi, and she let it sink into her as she guided it to the coven’s will. Rosalie, the coven leader, chanted the incantation. Incense tickled her nose and the energy tickled behind her ear, but she kept still. It had been a while since she’d participated in a ritual like this.

      She’d missed it.

      Going on tour as a roadie for Mercy, one of the biggest rock stars in the world, had been the experience of a lifetime. But now it was good to be home.

      Rosalie ended the chant and pulled all the magic toward herself before it released with a shock of power that broke the circle. Vi stumbled back, and she wasn’t the only one.

      She shot a questioning look at Darnell, but he didn’t seem shocked. Apparently, things had changed in the months she’d been away. Rosalie hadn’t been that powerful before Vi left.

      “You’re going to get in,” Rosalie told Deliana, the daughter of Delia, one of Vi’s coven mates. She was sitting in the center of the circle dressed in all white with a wreath of greenery around her neck. “No school could resist you.”

      The girl smiled, though she still looked a bit shell shocked. “Let’s be realistic. My SAT score wasn’t that great.”

      But Rosalie was shaking her head with an indulgent smile. She stepped forward and led the girl away, all the while reassuring her with comforting words.

      “I could have used a spell like this when I was going to school.” Mara bumped her shoulder against Vi’s. “There’s drinks in the cooler.” She nodded back towards where they’d parked their cars.

      Was it cliché to do magic by moonlight at the edge of the woods? Perhaps. But at least there were snacks. And the sun was already starting to kiss the horizon. This was an early morning rather than a late night.

      “When did Rosalie come up with this one?” Vi followed Mara towards the cooler, careful not to trip over the woman’s flowy dress. Thankfully there wasn’t a dress code. Vi was more of a tight jeans and leather jackets sort of woman.

      Mara pulled out two water bottles and tossed one to Vi. “Last year, maybe? She’s had her head in those new books for a while. We’ve been doing things you wouldn’t imagine.”

      That was certainly true. Though Vi’s imagination was expanding all on its own. “Let’s just hope she doesn’t start summoning magical shadow beasts.” Vi shuddered at the memory.

      Mara looked confused. “Why would she?”

      Right. Vi hadn’t been sworn to secrecy after helping out Mercy—Em to her friends—and her new mate, but she wasn’t one to spread rumors. “No reason.”

      “Are we going to need to do one of these for you?” Mara asked.

      “What? Why?” Vi could see that Deliana and her mom were still talking to Rosalie and Deliana hadn’t taken off the wreath.

      “Weren’t you thinking about grad school?”

      “I don’t think that’s for me.” Once upon a time, Vi had imagined a career in academia, burying her head in musty old tomes and eking out the secrets of the past. Then the realities of school slammed over her and she’d rather be any place but that.

      Mara let it go, but only to drop another bomb. “Noah is back in town.”

      “Is he?” Her voice was even. That was good. She hadn’t thought about Noah in weeks. Most days she was sure she was over him. It had been more than a year since the break up. And, coincidentally, about a year since she’d started wandering away from the coven.

      So had he. They both needed the break.

      She couldn’t quite explain what went wrong between them. One day it seemed like all was well. The next Noah was calling her a liar and insisting she was keeping things from him. She knew she wasn’t. Everything went downhill from there.

      There were worse ways for relationships to end, she supposed. But the failure stung.

      Mara kept talking like Vi wasn’t reeling. “Yes! Katrina and I had him over for dinner the other night. He’s travelled so much. You two will need to swap stories. Between the two of you, you’ve probably covered half of the world.”

      “Right.” Vi took a deep swig of her water and searched desperately for an excuse to leave. Rosalie caught her eye and nodded for her to come over. Vi made her excuses and went.

      Deliana gave Rosalie a hug before she and her mom shuffled off to their car.

      “It’s good to have you back,” Rosalie said. She was on the other side of fifty and had been a good friend of Vi’s aunt. Vi couldn’t remember a time when Rosalie hadn’t been an honorary aunt, and she’d been so happy when she was voted in as coven leader five years before.

      "It's good to be back. I missed this." She was a little surprised at how true it was. When Vi had walked away, she was ready to be an independent witch with no need for a coven and the camaraderie it provided.

      She'd been wrong.

      Rosalie gave her shoulder a squeeze and then tugged her toward the parked cars. Vi followed until they were standing in the small lot, far enough away that they couldn't hear the murmuring voices of the rest of the coven. And no one could hear them.

      "Is something wrong?" Vi asked, suddenly worried. Her eyes flicked up and down, taking in Rosalie, but the woman looked healthier than ever.

      Rosalie gave her a reassuring smile. "No, no, nothing to be worried about. But there is a… concern… I wanted to discuss with you.”

      "Of course." Vi leaned against the trunk of Rosalie's old silver sedan and waited.

      Rosalie glanced at the rest of the coven as if she was checking to make sure they were still far away. "You know about our meeting next week. You're coming, right?"

      "With Audra Palmer's coven?"

      Rosalie nodded in confirmation.

      "Yes, I'm honored to be invited." Vi had expected to be at the bottom of the hierarchy when she came back, but Rosalie and the others treated her like the worldly witch she was. No hazing here.

      "Palmer and I have a… history. She… well, it doesn't matter. But it means that I don't want us going in unprotected."

      "Unprotected? We have magic." Vi let off a puff of fire and smoke, an old parlor trick young witches learned to show off.

      Rosalie, unsurprisingly, wasn't impressed. "I'd call in an allied coven for support, but I'm concerned that will only make things worse. Do you have any ideas?"

      "Vampires?" The bloodsuckers could be creepy, but they were great in a fight. Something about vampirism made them less susceptible to magic than humans, witches, or shifters.

      Rosalie shook her head. "Sunlight may be an issue."

      "They just get weak, it's not like they burn up." But her coven leader was right, they didn't want to bring someone with such an obvious weakness.

      "No, I don't think vampires. But I think you know someone who will be perfect." Rosalie looked at her expectantly.

      Vi wracked her brain, but she wasn't sure who Rosalie was talking about.

      "You met one on that music tour," Rosalie prompted.

      Vi was already shaking her head. "No, no. Absolutely not. They're a terrible choice." Andre had been a hell of a bodyguard, but he didn't know the first thing about magic. "Andre won't want to leave his mate, and his pack is completely ignorant, not only of the magical world, but of what it means to be shifters. We can't expect them to protect us against a coven."

      Rosalie got all cryptic and smiled in a way that made Vi uneasy. "Ignorance has its advantages."

      "Does it?"

      Rosalie kept smiling.

      This couldn't happen. "One shot of power and they'll go down. A single witch almost killed Andre and his mate. A whole coven will flatten them."

      "We can prepare them, explain the situation. And I highly doubt Palmer will actually cause them harm. I simply want the… option to defend ourselves if things come to a head."

      Vi couldn't win this fight. Rosalie had made the decision before she called her over, that was obvious now. And it wasn't something so egregious that Vi was about to walk away from the coven again. So her shoulders slumped and she nodded. "I'll call Andre and see what he and his people can do."

      Rosalie grinned. "It's good to have you back." She kissed Vi on the forehead and walked away.

      Vi pulled her phone out of her pocket and glared at it. She hoped this didn't blow up in her face.
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      Rowe hadn't been charged with anything.

      Yet.

      But he was sitting in a holding cell and glaring at the bars. He wondered if he could shift and use his strength to break out. Probably not. He was a werewolf, not a superhero. And if he shifted while he was in a cell, he was sure he'd either be killed or transferred to some secret government facility to be studied until he died.

      He was done letting the government own him. His time in the military was over.

      Rowe shifted in his seat. He wanted to get up and pace. He had no idea what time it was or when he could expect to go home. Were they going to charge him? Or were the cops just fucking with him?

      He was the only guy in the cell, which was a blessing for everyone. He hadn't wanted to fight Matty, but the already healing bruise on his jaw was proof that he couldn't always get what he wanted.

      Now, though? Now he was ready to brawl. But he wasn't so desperate that he was going to punch concrete or steel.

      Footsteps echoed down the hall, and a cop glared at him through the bars before unlocking the lock and jerking his head at Rowe. "Get your ass moving. We need the cell."

      It was a holding cell. It could easily hold multiple people. But Rowe wasn't a complete idiot and he wasn't about to argue. He followed the guard to the desk and had to sign some paperwork before they shoved his belongings at him.

      His phone was ringing.

      Rowe wanted to ignore it. He wanted to slink home and lick his wounds. No one needed to know about this little embarrassment. There hadn't been any charges filed. There didn't need to be a record.

      But Gibson was calling, and Rowe had the sinking feeling that he knew.

      "Hey, boss." Rowe tried to sound cheery and it fell flat. He wasn't a cheery guy.

      "What part of stay out of trouble did you not understand?" Gibson wasn't yelling, and that was bad. He was channeling the kind of cold anger that had the tendency to go nuclear.

      Rowe opened his mouth to try and explain, but the words got caught in his throat. It would all sound like excuses. Instead, a question popped out. "How did you know?"

      Gibson scoffed. "I have friends. Do you?"

      A growl threatened to escape, but Rowe held it back. Or tried. When Gibson growled back, he was sure he’d failed.

      "Stay where you are," Gibson commanded. "I'm sending you and Hunter on a job. If you fuck this up… don't fuck this up."

      Before Rowe could make any promises or smart-ass comments, Gibson hung up.

      Rowe stared at his phone, wondering if the major would call back. He didn't. A petulant part of Rowe wanted to ignore the order and head out of the station. Hunter would find him, eventually. Hell, she could probably handle the job herself if she didn't have an alleged fuck up like him weighing her down.

      Rowe sank onto a bench in the drab, gray hallway and waited for his ride.

      He couldn't leave Hunter hanging. She was basically a baby. Well, a twenty-three-year-old, which wasn't any different as far as he was concerned. She was good at ordering pizza after their hunts, but he didn't want her handling a job alone.

      So he had to be on his best behavior.

      Damn Gibson.

      Rowe was supposed to have time off. Jumping from job to job to job led to exhaustion, and Gibson liked to give them downtime. Rowe hadn't even had a full day, and he certainly wasn't counting his time in a cell as R&R.

      How much did tickets to Tahiti cost? He was due for a long vacation.

      If Gibson didn't tear him a new one first.

      Gibson didn't get mad, but somehow Rowe had managed to anger him. At another time he might have been proud of himself. But not today. He needed his job. Not just for the money it provided, but for the contact with the people he worked with.

      What would he do without a pack?

      He'd been a bit of a loner before, and it had suited him just fine. But these days, something inside of him screamed out for connection. Was he looking for that in all the wrong places?

      Maybe.

      But at least he was looking.

      He didn't know what would happen if he had to make his own way in the world. He wanted to know why he could do what he could do, and the only people in the world who had any information about that were his coworkers, his pack. If he was cut off from that…

      But he was getting ahead of himself. Gibson hadn't threatened to fire him. Rowe was just spiraling. And he needed to stop.

      Awareness pricked at the back of his mind, and he turned toward the door, expecting to see another cop walk through. But the woman who walked in wasn't like any cop he'd ever seen. She had him sitting up straighter and taking note.

      Her hair was dark with streaks of pink and purple in it. Tight, ripped jeans and an old t-shirt covered light brown skin and hugged curves that Rowe wanted to get his hands on. Something wild in him jerked against his hold and he breathed deep, trying to catch her scent. But that was madness. His senses were slightly heightened in his human form, but he couldn't smell a person from across the room, especially not in a place as… fragrant… as a police station.

      He wanted to get up, stalk over to her, and back her against the wall while he breathed her in deep and followed it up with devouring her. What would she taste like? Bright, he was sure, and a bit threatening. She looked like the kind of woman who
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binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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