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      The Uber peeled away, leaving me alone at a wrought-iron gate that looked like it belonged in a medieval fortress, not a Hollywood hotshot's driveway. Sleek black security cameras swiveled in my direction as I tapped my foot on the pavement, listening to the distant crash of ocean waves against the cliffs below.

      The air smelled like salt and money, crisp, expensive, with an undercurrent of something wilder. I shoved the thought away. First rule of crisis management was to never let the client's mythology get in your head.

      My fingers twitched toward the folder in my bag. The file contained the latest headlines about my client.

      STORM CLOUDS: ACTOR LINKED TO CO-STAR'S FATAL OVERDOSE

      The gate unlatched with a click and swung open. I walked up the long driveway to the grand front entrance where a silver-haired housekeeper in a crisp black uniform greeted me.

      Inside, the house was a museum of rich-boy gloom. The dark gleaming wood doors and banisters contrasted with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the ocean. Framed posters of Levi's blockbuster films glared down at me like disapproving gods.

      "Mr. Storm is working," she warned, voice hushed. "He's volatile today."

      I grinned. "I specialize in volatile."

      Her lips pursed. "You're the fifth one this month."

      "And the first who won't quit." I adjusted my bag, feigning nonchalance. "Where's the beast's lair?"

      She led me down a corridor lined with all sorts of awards including Oscars and Golden Globes, all polished to a spiteful shine, before pausing outside a half-open door. Raised voices spilled out.

      The housekeeper flinched. I didn't. I'd heard worse from politicians, from rock stars, from my own father after his third whiskey. Anger was just noise. The trick was listening to what lay beneath.

      Inside, Levi Storm was mid-meltdown. "I didn't touch those pills, Portia!" A growl slithered under the words, primal enough to raise the fine hairs on my arms. "They were planted, and if the studio thinks dropping me will save their—" His agent's voice screeched through the phone, loud enough that even I could hear it. "Tell them I don't give a damn!" He threw the phone at the wall and the housekeeper scurried away like a startled rabbit. Typical. Everyone in this town treated Levi Storm like a god or a monster. Me? I'd built a career on handling the untouchables.

      It bounced and skidded to a halt near my feet, his agent's tinny voice still shouting out of the cracked phone. I stepped over it. "Classy."

      I took a deliberate sip of my coffee, scanning him. The tailored shirt stretched across his shoulders was rumpled, the sleeves shoved up to reveal forearms corded with muscle and a thin scar running from wrist to elbow. A real one, not a movie prop. My fingers twitched with the absurd urge to trace it. Down, girl. He's a client. A growly, entitled, unfairly gorgeous client, but still a client.

      Levi whirled, his blue eyes flashing with something feral. He was textbook Hollywood alpha male with tousled dark hair, broad elegant shoulders, and a jawline so sharp it could've cut glass. Exactly like his tabloid photos, if the tabloids captured the way his presence vibrated in the air, a predator barely leashed. But up close, Levi Storm was something else entirely. His eyes weren't just striking, they were alive, flickering with a feral intensity that made my pulse flutter. Nope, not noticing that.

      "Who the hell are you?"

      "Krista Fortune. Your new crisis manager." I set my coffee down on his desk, right on top of a script titled Alpha Redemption. Ironic. "Nice throw. Would've been better if it hit me, pity press never hurts."

      His lip curled. "Another PR puppet."

      God, he was obnoxious. And yet the way he loomed over me, all restrained power and coiled aggression, sent a ridiculous thrill down my spine.

      I leaned in, close enough to catch the scent of bourbon and something wilder. "And you're another spoiled celebrity who thinks tantrums fix scandals." I dropped my folder with a thud. "Here's your obituary. Want to rewrite it, or should I? Your Q-score dropped forty points since Selene Reyes died on your set. Studio stocks? Plummeting. That fantasy franchise you're carrying? It's on life support."

      He didn't take the bait. Instead, he inhaled deeply, his nostrils flaring. He was scenting me, I realized. It should've repulsed me. So why did my stomach tighten with anticipation? Absolutely not. I didn't do clients, and I sure as hell didn't do entitled alpha wolves.

      A low growl rumbled in his chest. "You smell like trouble."

      I arched a brow. "And you smell like a man who's about to lose everything."

      A low growl rumbled in his chest, deeper than human, the sound reverberating in my ribs like a struck drum. My skin prickled, hyperaware of the way his nostrils flared as he scented me. Jesus. Does he smell the heat blooming across my skin? Focus, Fortune. He's trying to intimidate you.

      I crossed my arms. "Here's how this works. You follow my lead, I salvage what's left of your reputation. You fight me?" I shrugged. "Enjoy retirement."

      A muscle in his jaw twitched. Then, so fast I barely registered the movement, his claws unsheathed just a fraction, but enough to glint in the light. A growl rumbled from his chest, the kind that sent sane people running. A challenge. A threat. Fine. Two could play that game.

      My breath caught. Okay, that's new.

      Not the claws. I'd prepped for the whole werewolf thing. No, the problem was the way my body reacted. Blood rushed south filling me with a burst of desire as my skin pebbled under his gaze. It was like my body recognized him before my brain could protest.

      I didn't flinch. "Cute party trick. You done?"

      His claws retracted. For a heartbeat, his eyes flickered with surprise, then respect. He almost looked impressed, before his mask slammed back down. "Get out."

      "Gladly." I turned, but not before snagging his abandoned phone. "Oh, and Levi?" I tossed over my shoulder. "Next time you're framed for murder? Try not leaving evidence lying around."

      The screen lit up with a single unread text. My fingers curled around the cracked phone screen before Levi could stop me. The text was from an unsaved number, timestamped the night Selene died.

      Unknown: The package is in place.

      I raised my gaze to Levi's. His expression darkened, the gold flecks in his blue eyes sharpening. His grip on the desk tightened.

      "Explain that," I said, voice low.

      He moved so fast that I barely registered it. One second he was by the desk, the next crowding me against the wall. My breath caught in my throat, but I held my ground, pressing the phone between us like a shield.

      "Give. It. Back." Each word was a growl, reverberating through my ribs.

      I shoved against his chest, but he didn't budge. Heat radiated off him, musk and salt and something that made my pulse stutter. Stupid. Dangerous. I forced my voice steady. "You can snarl all you want, Storm. But if you're innocent, you need me."

      His claws retracted, but he didn't step back. The heat of him pressed against me, his breath ragged against my cheek. My traitorous body arched toward him, drawn to the danger in his gaze. Idiot. I shoved harder. "Back. Off."

      The phone buzzed between us. His gaze flicked down, and for a heartbeat, I saw it, the raw fear and desperation beneath the fury. That, more than the text, chilled me to the bone.

      Another text, same number:

      Unknown: Media's asking about the gun. Keep your mouth shut.

      Levi stilled. A muscle in his jaw jumped.

      I exhaled slowly. "You're being framed."

      He didn't deny it.

      Ice slid through my veins.

      My Uber ride back to my office was a blur of neon and headlights. Levi's phone burned a hole in my bag. The city's glow did little to soften the unease coiling in my gut. Someone had gone to great lengths to set him up, and if they were willing to kill Selene, they wouldn't hesitate to silence anyone digging too deep.

      I pressed my forehead to the cool glass, exhaling sharply. What the hell are you doing, Fortune?

      This went beyond PR damage control. Texts about guns and media manipulation? Someone had framed Levi for murder. And instead of running, I'd stolen evidence like some movie heroine. My stomach churned. This wasn't just a job anymore. It was a minefield.

      The driver's eyes flicked to mine in the rearview mirror. "You okay, miss?"

      I straightened, schooling my face into professional calm. "Peachy."

      Zane was already waiting when I pushed through the glass doors of Fortune PR, his usual chaos of monitors and snack wrappers a comforting contrast to the cold precision of Levi's world. Zane swiveled in his chair, a half-eaten donut dangling from his fingers. His glasses were smudged, and his hair looked like he'd lost a fight with a seagull. He took one look at my face and dropped the donut.

      "That bad, huh?"

      I tossed the phone onto his desk. "Worse. He's being framed for murder, apparently."

      Zane's brows shot up. He wiped powdered sugar off his fingers and snatched the phone, scrolling through the messages. His smirk faded. "Oh. Oh, this is bad."

      "Tell me something I don't know." I dropped into my chair, rubbing my temples. "Someone's setting him up, and they're not being subtle."

      Zane whistled low. "You sure it's not him? Rich, powerful, primal wolf predator. Classic villain material."

      I shot him a glare. "He's an ass, not an idiot. If he wanted someone dead, he wouldn't leave a trail that could be followed from space."

      "Fair." Zane cracked his knuckles and pulled up a dozen screens on his monitors. "Alright, let's see who's playing puppet master." His fingers flew over the keyboard, pulling up industry databases, social media trails, and what looked like police reports.

      I leaned over his shoulder. "Tell me you didn't hack the LAPD."

      "Relax, I just borrowed a login." He flashed me a grin. "From a cop who really needs to change his password."

      I groaned. "We're going to jail."

      "Only if we get caught." He tapped the screen. "Look at this." He swung the screen in my direction. "Selene's overdose was all over the news, but the tox report hasn't been released yet. And Levi's name wasn't even in the initial police report. Someone added it later."

      My stomach twisted. "So it's not just the media. Someone inside the investigation is manipulating this."

      Zane's expression turned grim. "This isn't just a smear campaign, Kris. This is a takedown."

      A chill skated down my spine. Levi wasn't just fighting a scandal. He was being hunted.

      And if we weren't careful, we'd end up in the crosshairs too.
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      I hadn't stopped pacing since last night. With each breath, my wolf clawed at my insides, a relentless reminder of the woman currently occupying my study. Her honey citrus scent clung stubbornly to the air, mingling with the leather and whiskey of my home. It shouldn't have been this distracting, but it was. She was marking my den as hers.

      Mate, the beast insisted, like a hammer to my skull.

      I ignored it. I'd spent decades locking my instincts in a cage, and this was no different. A Hollywood empire didn't get built by giving in to each primal urge. Krista Fortune was a crisis manager, not a miracle worker. The sooner she realized she couldn't fix this mess, the sooner she'd leave.

      Garrett's boots thudded against the hardwood as he leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed. "Detectives are here. They're not leaving without you this time."

      After ten years of being the head of my security, this was the first time I had seen Garrett this close to snapping at human law enforcement. I exhaled through my teeth, rolling my shoulders to ease the tension. The movement did nothing to loosen the knot between them. Nothing ever did. My legal team had been stalling for days, but cops with a warrant weren't a suggestion.

      "Fine."

      The interrogation room reeked of stale coffee and bad intentions. Detective Moreno, a wiry man with a permanent sneer, slapped a folder on the table between us hard enough to make my lawyer flinch. "Let's try this again, Mr. Storm. You and Selene Reyes had a fight the day she died. Multiple witnesses place you arguing on set."

      I leaned back, letting the chair creak under my weight like a warning "We disagreed on a scene. That's called acting."

      Moreno's pen tapped against his notepad. Tap. Tap. Tap. "Funny. Because according to her text messages, you were a controlling bastard who couldn't take no for an answer."

      Alan, my lawyer, stiffened. "Those texts were taken out of context."

      "And this?" Moreno flicked a photo toward me. It was a grainy still from security footage of my Range Rover outside Selene's apartment. The timestamp read 2:37 AM, three hours after I'd been alone in my own home, nursing a whiskey and staring at a script I couldn't focus on.

      Ice ran down my spine. I'd never been there. That wasn't my car. The plates were one digit off.

      "Explain this, then."

      "That's clearly doctored," Alan retorted.

      "Or maybe, your client's tired of pretending he's not a monster," Moreno snarled.

      I smirked. "If I wanted someone dead, Detective, you'd need dental records to ID the body."

      Moreno's grin flattened. Good. Let him wonder if it was a joke.

      When I arrived home, I found Krista in the living room, pacing like a caged tiger in those ridiculous heels. Zane slumped on the sofa with his laptop balanced on his knees, typing with the frantic energy of a man who knew caffeine alone wouldn't save him.

      "Plant it on TMZ first, then bulldoze them with the shelter footage. Make them choke on his goddamn goodwill," Krista said with the decisiveness of a battle-tested General giving commands to her troops before marching into battle.

      My wolf stirred in my chest. No one spoke for me like that. Not my agents, not my lawyers, no one. I wasn't a brand to salvage, but a person she was defending.

      The realization sucked the air from my lungs.

      She whirled at the sound of my footsteps, her assessing gaze scraping over me like a physical touch. Not pitying. Not afraid, but calculating. Like I was a puzzle she was determined to solve.

      My wolf purred, desperate for her approval. Mine.

      Krista tossed her hair over one shoulder, unimpressed. "Nice of you to join us, Storm. Sit down. We're salvaging what's left of your career."

      Zane snorted, fingers still flying over his keyboard. "Also known as we're doing your homework while you brooded."

      I crossed my arms, the weight of the day pressing down on me. "I was being interrogated, not sulking."

      Krista's lips twitched. "Same difference."

      I was torn between irritation and fascination. No one talked to me like that. And yet, the way she stood there, all five-foot-nothing of her, with her arms crossed and chin tilted up in challenge. It ignited my veins with heat.

      Zane's phone buzzed. He frowned at the screen. "Uh-oh. Troy Mercer's lurking outside the gate again. That guy's persistent for a bottom-feeder. Like a cockroach."

      I growled at the name. Mercer had been circling like a vulture since Selene's death. He was slimy even by paparazzi standards.

      Krista grabbed her bag with a sigh. "I'll handle him. Distraction's the best defense."

      "Like hell," I muttered.

      With Garrett right behind her, I followed, making sure no one saw me shadowing her towards the gates.

      "You're kidding, right?" Troy's greasy voice carried across the driveway as Krista stepped outside. "Fortune PR slumming it with criminals now? Guess business must be slow."

      Krista smiled, saccharine sweet. "Aww, Troy. You brought your big-boy camera today. Does that mean you're finally taking your career seriously?"

      Troy's smirk faltered. Then his hand shot out, closing around her wrist like a shackle. "Listen here, you mouthy little—"

      I exploded. My vision turned red with rage as fury surged through me. My claws dug into my palms. Blood roared in my ears as the need to destroy this little rat surged through my muscles. A growl ripped from my throat.

      Troy froze, his grip slackening as fear flashed across his face.

      Krista didn't even flinch. She just arched a brow and flipped her hair, snapping a picture of Troy with her phone. "Oh, this is gold. I'm going to make you internet famous, Troy. Desperate paparazzo harasses innocent bystander. What do you think, should I tweet it now, or wait until your editor sees it?"

      Troy's smirk faltered.

      The anger in my gut eased. She wasn't afraid. She was handling it with the
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