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            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        What happens in the bayou, stays in the bayou…

      

        

      
        Devon Michelson is a man with a past. One he’s worked hard to bury. But when the one woman he’s always loved walks back into his life, suddenly he’s willing to put everything on the line…including his freedom.

      

        

      
        Five years ago, Scarlett Jacobs left everything behind in order to start a new life. But when someone close to her is murdered and her life is threatened, she’s forced to go on the run. Again. And right back into the arms of the one man she never thought she’d see again—Devon Michelson.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Devon

        

      

    

    
      A Turbo Dog slammed down on the bar in front of me and was followed by an impatient sigh.

      I glanced over at my sister Arianna. “What’s with the heavy breathing? Were you and Luc making out in the stock room again?”

      “Very funny.” She rolled her eyes. “Dude, put that damned phone away. Do you ever stop working? There are at least half a dozen girls over at that table competing for the honor of warming your bed tonight.” She plopped down on the stool beside me. It was Friday night and we were currently hanging out in the bar her mate co-owned with his brothers.

      “Not my type.” I glanced once more at the surveillance app on my phone and then closed it, satisfied everything was quiet. Two weeks ago, after the Riveauxs found an illegal grow site on one of their bayou islands, I’d been hired to set up surveillance and monitor every square inch of their property. So far there’d been no activity.

      Arianna raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Not even the one sitting by herself over in that booth?”

      I cast a quick glance across the room at the raven-haired beauty poring over a stack of paperwork. A slow smile pulled at my lips. Now that one… she had potential. Just the type of challenge I needed after a long week of office bullshit.

      Arianna laughed. “You always did like making things hard on yourself.”

      I smirked. “Life’s more interesting that way.”

      “Or just more exhausting.”

      I gave her a side-eye glance. Her normally wavy dark hair was tied up into a sleek ponytail, and the sundress she wore showed off her flawless bronzed skin. She looked exactly the same as she always did with one notable exception—the pure joy shining in her dark eyes. I wasn’t used to seeing that, and a twinge of jealousy made my chest tighten. Had I ever felt that way?

      Once maybe, for about half a second right before my life went to shit again.

      “Nah, little sis.” I glanced over her head and nodded at her mate, Luc. “Not all of us can be so lucky in the love department. I might as well have some fun with it, right?”

      She shook her head. “Whatever you say, Dev.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her, irritated. “You know how I feel about that name.”

      “Crap.” She grimaced. “Sorry. It just slipped out.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” I grabbed my beer and stood, needing some space, something to distract me from my past threatening to crash through my defenses. Pocketing my phone, I strode across the bar, straight toward the one woman in the room who had yet to even look in my direction.

      When I reached her table, she was pitched forward, studying a document, her long dark hair obscuring most of her face.

      “Excuse me,” I said, eyeing her incredibly long legs from her stiletto heels all the way up to the hemline of her short skirt.

      “Not interested,” she said without even looking my way.

      I grinned. Perfect. “How can you tell?”

      Her shoulders stiffened, but otherwise she ignored me.

      “At least let me buy you a drink.”

      “Thanks, but I’m meeting someone.”

      “All right. But don’t hesitate to let me know if you change your mind.”

      Nothing. Total silence. Not even a glance in my direction.

      Damn. Major shutdown. Shaking my head, I retreated back to the bar.

      “What’s this? Did I really just watch you completely strike out?” Amusement danced in Arianna’s eyes. “Unbelievable.”

      “Enjoy it while you can, Ari, ’cause it’s only the top of the first inning. The game’s far from over.”

      “Right.” She leaned into her mate, Luc.

      He pulled her in closer, nuzzling her neck as he ran his fingers lightly down her bare arm. The moment was so naturally intimate I felt like I was intruding and had to look away.

      Intimacy. Not really my thing.

      Computers. Data. Code. That was where I was most comfortable. My fingers itched for my keyboard. There were only two ways to curb the unease starting to grip me. Hot sex or an all-nighter fighting firewalls. I glanced once again across the room at the dark-haired woman.

      Silas, the Riveaux brothers’ cousin, was standing in front of her table, his hands shoved in his pockets, staring down at her with piqued interest. He wore a black T-shirt, jeans, and work boots. Vibrant tattoos covered both arms. I’d just met the guy a few hours ago, but there was a roughness about him that said he was no stranger to trouble.

      I sat back and waited for her to give him the same brush-off she’d given me.

      Only she didn’t.

      She lifted her head, and then after a second, she waved a hand indicating he should sit down.

      What the—?

      “Hey, Luc.” Rayna, the bartender and one of Luc’s pack, hastily set two beers on the table. “Make yourself useful and take these drinks over to Silas.”

      Luc scowled, but before he could respond she took off in the other direction.

      “I’ll do it.” Not waiting for an answer, I grabbed the drinks and headed over to Silas and the one girl I was determined to talk to.

      With her hair now tucked behind one ear, I got my first full glimpse of her face and felt the air rush out of my lungs.

      Scarlett?

      It couldn’t be. Not here. Not now.

      I forced one foot in front of the other, unease and excitement warring for dominance. If it was her… I swallowed, unable to tear my gaze from her intense blue eyes and the way she was studying Silas. Son of a… If they had something going, I was going to lose my fucking mind.

      My heart started to pound against my rib cage, and my fingers tightened around the bottles I held.

      Maybe it wasn’t her. This version had dark hair instead of light and a slightly curvier body. But her face… and holy Christ. The tattoo.

      How had I not noticed it before? The intricate vine anklet around her left foot was the exact same one I’d worked into the edges of the broken heart that was inked on my left shoulder.

      It was her.

      The only girl I’d ever loved.

      The one I hadn’t seen in over five years. The one who still haunted my dreams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      Silas Davenne was trouble. The quintessential bad boy with the attitude to match. Tall, muscular, brooding. The type most women couldn’t help drooling over.

      But not me. I was here on business. The life-and-death kind.

      And Silas Davenne was my only hope. Clutching the file I’d found only four days ago, I sucked in a breath and steeled myself. It was now or never.

      “Scarlett?”

      At the sound of my name, I jerked my head up and let out a tiny, startled gasp. My ex-boyfriend Devon Mickelson loomed over the table with two beers in his hands.

      An all-too-familiar bolt of excitement shot through me, followed quickly by a large dose of ice-cold reality. No. He couldn’t be here in this tiny little bayou town. Not now. He was from my past. A past I’d buried years ago. One that had to stay that way. For all our sakes.

      My throat went dry and my mouth worked before I was finally able to force out, “Devon?”

      “I go by Smoke now.” He placed the beer on the table, his dark gray eyes drinking me in, searing me with their intensity.

      A whisper of that long-suppressed craving he’d always managed to ignite filtered through me, and I felt my wolf scratch at the surface.

      No! This couldn’t happen. Not now. Not ever again.

      I tore my gaze from him and met Silas’s curious stare. I cleared my throat. “Um, Silas, this is Dev—”

      “Smoke,” my ex said. “And Silas and I already know each other.”

      “You do?” I glanced between the two of them, unease making my shoulders tense. Shit! Now what? I’d made the trip to southeast Louisiana from Nashville because I needed help. Not so I could be dragged back into a life full of shady dealings and questionable contacts. There was a reason I’d left Devon five years ago and hadn’t looked back.

      Before either could answer, I stood. “I shouldn’t have come here. I’m sorry to waste your time, Mr. Davenne. But I think I’d better be going.”

      With my heart hammering, I clutched the file tight to my chest, blinked back tears of frustration, and headed straight for the door.

      “Wait.” A large hand caught my wrist, stopping me. A hand I knew almost as well as my own.

      “Let me go, Devon,” I said without looking at him.

      “Not until I get answers.” His grip on my wrist was light, but there was no mistaking the demand in his tone.

      I slowly turned toward him and stared at his hand still holding me in place. “Is this what you want? To force me to stay here and talk to you?”

      It was a shitty thing to say, but I had to get out of there. Had to leave before I threw myself in his arms and never left.

      He released me and let out a small, frustrated sigh. “No, Scarlett. Dammit, that’s not at all what I want. But considering our history, don’t you think you at least owe me a conversation?”

      Pain and anger mixed in his tone, and I closed my eyes as if that would help me shove my guilt aside. “There’s nothing to say.”

      “The hell there isn’t.”

      We stood in the middle of the bayou bar, chatter and music filling the dead air between us. My chest tightened, and although the urge to flee was right there at the surface, my feet felt cemented to the wood floor. It had taken every ounce of strength I had to leave him that summer. And now that he was standing in front of me, it was as if no time had passed. He was the same—tattooed, intense, and full of so much passion he took my breath away.

      “Devon, I—”

      “It’s Smoke,” he barked, anger flashing through his haunted eyes.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled and reached out to touch his hand, but stopped suddenly and forced my arm to my side. His gaze tracked my movement, and heat crawled up my neck. What was I doing?

      “Fuck.” Frowning, he ran a hand through his already mussed hair.

      “Excuse me,” Silas said, coming up behind Devon. “Sorry to interrupt this, ah… interesting reunion, but we still have business to discuss.”

      I shook my head and opened my mouth to protest again, but Silas cut me off.

      “Enough. Bax sent you to me for a reason. I’d be dishonoring my word to him if I let you go now.” He jerked his head toward the back of the bar. “Let’s take this somewhere more private.” Eyeing Devon, he added, “If you have time, I’d like you to sit in on this meeting.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but Devon nodded and asked, “Who’s Bax?”

      Crap.

      “He was her mate.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath and met Silas’s gaze. “He knows about… us?”

      “Yes, I know,” Devon all but growled as if he were a wolf himself. Only I already knew he wasn’t. I’d have picked up on his scent.

      “His sister is with my cousin, Luc,” Silas said. “Don’t worry. He’s trustworthy.”

      The hell he was. Devon Michelson—Smoke—had a code name for a reason.

      “You said was her mate,” Devon said to Silas, his tone neutral, as if he were merely curious. “What happened?”

      “Bax was recruited by the FBI shortly after he left the Marines. Two years ago he was killed on the job.”

      I was numb. There were no tears. No gut-wrenching heartache. No sucker punch to the gut at the mention of Bax’s death. Not anymore. My mate’s death was almost surreal now, like the year we’d had together never actually happened. It had gotten easier to forget, to put that time behind me. Or had been until I’d found the death threat in my mailbox.

      “She’s been turned then,” Devon said to himself as if he was just realizing the implications of what Silas had revealed about me.

      His words made me feel more exposed than if I’d been stark-naked in the middle of the bar. Wrapping my arms around myself, I glanced around nervously, my skin itching and every fiber of my being screaming to shift.

      To run. To find a safe place away from everyone.

      Only I knew no such place existed. Not since I’d found out they were watching me. My only hope was Silas.

      I turned my back on Devon and moved toward Silas. “You said something about going somewhere more private?”

      “This way.” The large ex-marine gestured for us to follow and led us into an empty office at the back of the bar. Silas sat behind the large banker’s desk and waved for us to take a seat. “This is Luc’s office. He’s graciously let us borrow it for this meeting.”

      I sat in one of the armchairs, pointedly ignoring Devon.

      Except even though I wasn’t looking at him, I could smell the faint trace of his light, woodsy scent. And all the memories came rushing back: the pair of us cutting school while we made out in the back of his pickup truck, waking up next to him after sneaking out of my foster parents’ house, slow dancing with him at the club no one should’ve ever let us into.

      Dammit, Scarlett. Snap out of it.

      I shook my head, trying to dislodge the image of him smiling down at me, the promise of our future still shining in his too-bright eyes.

      Silas cleared his throat and cast his gaze on Devon. “I want it understood that everything you hear tonight is confidential. No one learns about this unless and until we’re ready to talk, got it?”

      Devon leaned forward, a small crease in his brow. “You know my people won’t like that.”

      I curled my hands into tight fists. His people. Nothing ever changed. Still shady. Still dangerous. This had been a bad idea.

      “That can’t be helped,” Silas said. “We don’t know who can be trusted. So for now, us three, my two brothers, and the Riveauxs are the only ones who know anything. Got it?”

      “Sure, man.” Devon sat back, stretched his legs out in front of him and crossed his arms over his chest. “You need me to hack something?”

      The obvious pleasure in his tone turned my heart to stone. He’d always loved his computers more than he had anything else. Including me. All the anger I’d harbored, had buried, had told myself was gone, came rushing back. But instead of turning to fiery passion like it once had, all I felt was cold, hard, and unforgiving. “Why else would he need you?”

      Devon’s entire body tensed as he turned his narrowed gray eyes on me, anger and something beyond danger flashing in them. The muscles in his forearms flexed, and a small vibration ran through him before he slowly sat back, forcing himself to appear relaxed. Only it didn’t take a wolf to know he was coiled and ready to strike. That was clear by the nonstop tapping of two fingers on the back of his phone. “It’s like that, is it?”

      I steeled myself and didn’t shy away from the storm brewing within him. He had to know where I stood. “Yeah. It’s like that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Devon

        

      

    

    
      Her words sliced through me, tearing open the old wound that lay festering deep inside me. She was the one person in the world who knew what my old man’s words did to me. The words he’d said just before he sold me to the foster family and then took off for good to no doubt gamble the money away or spend it on hookers.

      I gritted my teeth and swallowed the harsh words poised on my tongue. She’d obviously been deliberately trying to piss me off. And she’d succeeded. But I’d be damned if I let her know it.

      Completely ignoring her, I planted my feet on the floor and leaned toward Silas. “What kind of job are we talking about here?”

      “It depends.” He cut his gaze to Scarlett. “Did you bring Bax’s computer?”

      “No. It appears to have disappeared. I have to assume it was stolen by whoever left me this.” She slid the folder she’d been clutching across the desk. “I found it earlier this week while I was packing up the last of Bax’s things.”

      An image of her living with another man flashed in my mind, and I gritted my teeth against the scowl trying to break free. Dammit. She’d been mated. I’d seen my sister with Luc. There was no denying what that meant. Long ago, I’d resigned myself to the fact that Scarlett would never be mine again, but now I knew she never really had been.

      The realization gutted me.

      Silas took the file but didn’t open it. “Who else knows about this?”

      “Just me and his partner.” There was a tremor in her voice that had me twitching to soothe her.

      Fuck. I had to get the hell out of there. I stood. “You don’t need me for this. After you’re done here, brief me on the work and I’ll get you whatever you need.”

      “Wait.” Silas held his hand up and then stood, looming over the desk. “It’s not an accident you’re here for this conversation.”

      I raised one eyebrow. “How’s that? I don’t remember being asked to be at the bar for this meeting.”

      He chuckled. “That was fortuitous, wasn’t it? But then Scarlett here is hard to resist. I definitely see why Bax chose her.”

      My fingers flexed involuntarily. “Get on with it, Silas.”

      “Of course.” He sat back down. “I asked Luc to make sure you were at the bar because after I spoke with Scarlett earlier today, I was certain we’d need your services. But now that it’s clear you two know each other, I have another favor to ask.”

      “What’s that?”

      Silas flipped the file open, glanced at the sheet inside, and nodded solemnly as if he was confirming something. Sweeping his gaze over Scarlett, his lips formed a thin line. “She can’t go home. It’s too dangerous. Whoever killed Bax is after her, and I have every reason to believe they could be working for the government.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” Scarlett said. “Bax told me you’re the only one I could trust if everything went south.”

      “Right. But you can’t stay with me. It’s only a matter of days before they start looking for you here if they haven’t already. Bax and I were in the same platoon. We have history.” Silas waved a hand toward me. “But this one… he’s completely under the radar. No one knows where he lives. I know for a fact he has at least four fake identities and am certain he has a dozen more. His code name’s Smoke because he can penetrate just about any system he wants to, slither into any situation, and then he’s gone, just like that.”

      Scarlett’s eyes went wide with shock as she stared at Silas. “You want me to stay with him?”

      Something primal inside me screamed yes while my head was yelling fuck no. I couldn’t be around Scarlett and not lose myself to her. That much was clear, no matter how many defensive walls I erected. She had a piece of my soul. And if she took any more, I’d never recover.

      “Yes. It’s the safest place for you,” Silas said.

      “I don’t think—” I started.

      “No!” Scarlett cut me off. “Never going to happen. I’ll go somewhere else. I’ll get on a bus and move across the country. Change my name. My hair. My style. Whatever. But I’m not staying with Devon.”

      Her horrified tone irritated me straight to my core. I turned to her. “Have you lost your mind? Are you seriously saying you’d rather take your chances running from the Feds than be subjected to staying in my guest room?”

      “Like you have a guest room,” she muttered and crossed her arms over her chest, her chin sticking out.

      “Jesus, Scarlett. Grow up. We’re not teenagers anymore.” Her petulant attitude both irritated the fuck out of me and tugged at that tender place in my heart that had always been reserved for her. How many times had I seen her pouting just like that when she didn’t get her way? And how many times had I teased my way past her defenses until she was laughing and falling into my waiting arms. All except for that last time. The one time she’d walked out on me and had never come back.

      Silas shook his head. “You two can work this fight out on your own time. Right now we have more important things to discuss.”

      “Fine by me.” I took a seat, determined to prove something not only to Scarlett but to myself. I would take her back to my house, and this time I’d do everything in my power to protect her or die trying. Silas was right. I had the tools and the experience to not only find any information they’d need but to keep her safe from outsiders.

      “There’s nothing to fight about,” Scarlett said.

      I snorted out a humorless laugh. “Whatever you say, sweetheart.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      Devon jerked the wheel of the white Ford truck, hugging the curve of the bayou road. He hadn’t said a word to me once we’d left Silas in the bar known as the Wolves of the Rising Sun.

      I couldn’t exactly blame him though. I’d been so busy protecting myself from all the emotions trying to swallow me whole, I’d been a first-class bitch with my snide comments. Not to mention he had every reason to hate me after I’d left without even one word of explanation or a good-bye all those years ago. Yet here he was, going out of his way to protect me. Taking me back to his house, the one place that was his secret sanctuary. So secret that he’d told me Arianna didn’t even know the location.

      If he’d been anyone else, I might’ve been wary about his motives. But not Devon. He had his faults, but at his very core, he was good. It was what had drawn me to him and why I’d stayed for so long even when I knew I couldn’t live his lifestyle. Couldn’t be constantly looking over my shoulder, always on the run.

      The irony of my current situation was not lost on me. And there was more than a small part of me that was relieved to be with him. He knew how to cover his tracks. No one would find me as long as I was with him.

      “Thank you,” I said quietly.

      Devon took another turn. “What was that?”

      I cleared my throat. “I said thank you.”

      “That’s what I thought.” The truck barreled down a two-lane bayou road, nothing in sight except creepy old tree canopies.

      I gripped the passenger door, hanging on as he sped up. “That’s all you have to say?”

      “It is for now.” His words were clipped and full of hostility.

      I let out a sigh and stared straight ahead into the darkness. He had every right to hate me. I would if he’d done to me what I’d done to him. The only thing to do was wait him out. “When you’re ready to ask your questions, I’ll do my best to answer.”

      The truck slowed for a fraction of a second as he glanced over at me. But when I turned my head to look at him, he laid into the gas and the truck shot forward. “After we get home.”

      Home. As if we shared a place like we’d always planned. A pang of regret shot through my chest. Is this where we’d have lived if we’d followed through with our plans? Would we have moved to southeast Louisiana and been friends with wolves? I very much doubted it. I’d still be human and we’d either still be in Baton Rouge or behind bars.

      But he was free. Had managed to stay out of jail and become someone the wolves trusted. Bax had trusted the Davennes, and he was the most aboveboard man I’d ever known. It’s what had gotten him killed in the end. I knew that deep in my gut. He’d had information and someone had silenced him. Just like they were trying to silence me. Except I didn’t know anything. They only thought I did.

      Devon took what seemed like the thousandth turn and we finally pulled to a stop in front of a modest but well-kept two-story, wood-sided cottage.

      “This is your place?” I asked, cringing at the surprised tone in my voice.

      He glanced over at me, irritation flickering in his steely gaze. “Yes, Scarlett. I own it. Outright. I’m not a squatter, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “Uh, no. That’s not what I was thinking at all.” Son of a… I needed to get a handle on myself if I didn’t want to insult him every five minutes for the next however many days. “It’s nice.”

      He turned the truck off and just sat there for a moment. Then he opened the door and said, “Thanks,” as he climbed out.

      I blew out a breath and reached for the door handle, but before I could grab it, the door swung open and Devon stood on the other side, waiting.

      “Still chivalrous, I see,” I said and smiled at him.

      “I never stopped.”

      My smile fell, and after grabbing my small duffle bag, Devon escorted me up the porch stairs and into the house. We were greeted by barking coming from the back of the house, followed by the patter of paws on his hardwood floors as a light-colored golden retriever barreled straight for me. I bent at the knee and met him eye to eye, holding my hand out as the goofy dog slobbered all over it. “This is your security system?”

      “One piece of it.” He cocked his head toward the wall and then strode straight over to an oversized alarm panel and entered at least two dozen numbers before the double beep sounded, indicating the alarm had been turned off. He glanced back at me. “And don’t let him fool you. If an intruder tried to get in here, he’d likely take their leg off before they even got across the threshold.”

      “This guy?” I asked, scratching the dog behind his ears. “You’ve got to be joking.”

      “Fine, don’t believe me. But if you break in, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” His lips twitched into a small smile, and the ice encasing my heart started to melt.

      “Got it. I’ll take it under advisement.”

      His smile widened and I had to look away before I matched it. “Come on. I’ll show you around.” There was humor in his tone that told me he could see right through me.

      Dammit. I hated that he could read me so well.

      The dog stayed close to my leg as we headed into the airy living room. It was decorated with white walls, a forest-green couch, and green-striped armchairs. The entire back of the house was lined with floor-to-ceiling windows, giving the illusion of outdoor living.

      “This is gorgeous,” I said and then gave him a knowing smile. “You don’t spend much time in here do you?”

      He laughed. “No. As a matter of fact, I don’t.” And before I could ask where his office was, he strode across the room and opened a door. “Most days you can find me in here.”

      I crossed the room, anxiety rising up out of nowhere as I peeked into the cool, dark room. A built-in desk lined two walls, complete with four monitors and enough equipment to build an international space station.

      “I see nothing’s changed,” I said, stepping back into the living room.

      Devon closed the door and leveled me with a fiery stare that could melt a glacier. “Everything has changed. You missed a lot in the past five years.”

      It was a look I’d never seen before. One full of righteous indignation. Not the slight guilt I was so used to when I chastised him for his illegal activity. I opened my mouth but closed it when I wasn’t sure what I should say.

      Devon sucked in a breath and shook his head. “Forget I said anything. It doesn’t matter now. I’ll show you to your room; then I have work to do.”

      He grabbed my duffle bag and took the stairs two at a time.

      I glanced down at his dog. “It’s going to be a long few days.”

      The golden retriever nudged my hand with his head and stared up at me with his bright brown eyes.

      “You’ll help me get through this, right?”

      The dog sat, giving me his full attention.

      “Thanks, buddy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Devon

        

      

    

    
      It was five minutes past six a.m., and I was just as wound up as I’d been five hours ago when I’d tried to get some sleep. The effort had been futile. All I’d done was lie in my bed thinking of Scarlett sleeping in the room next to mine. Unable to endure it any longer, I’d gotten dressed and headed straight for my office.

      It wasn’t the sanctuary I’d hoped it would be. The hum of my computers did little to settle my nerves. Nothing, not even breaking through the firewall and gaining access to Bax’s ex-partner’s computer, had calmed me down. All I could think about was the look on Scarlett’s face when she saw my office.

      The one that had disappointment written all over it.

      Shit. I had to let that go. She was free to think whatever she wanted.

      I sat back, waiting for the file transfer to finish. After I had everything safely stored in the cloud, I combed through the files for any mention of Bax or Scarlett.

      I didn’t have much to go on, just the information Silas had supplied. Bax had been killed while on an organized-crime case, and up until recently, Scarlett had been under the impression his death had happened in a shoot-out. Only the case was confidential and she’d never gotten any details.

      But then an unaddressed, plain envelope had shown up on her desk four days ago. Inside was an incriminating document that implied someone in Bax’s chain of command was engaged in human trafficking, and a short letter from Bax indicating that if she was getting this information, she was in danger and to leave town immediately. Strict instructions were left for her to contact Silas and to talk to no one else.

      She hadn’t been sure what to think since Bax had died two years earlier and life had gone on as normal. But then the following morning she’d come home to her apartment ransacked and a vague, threatening message written on her bathroom mirror. It had been enough to send her straight to Silas.

      The documents left very little in the way of clues, so I started working from the inside out. Bax’s computer was no longer accessible. It had probably already been combed for information and wiped by now anyway. But his ex-partner, Fischer’s, was still active. And if anyone had information on the days just before Bax’s death, it was likely him. More often than not, foul play comes from those closest to us. I’d seen it dozens of times during my short tenure with the FBI.

      A COMPLETED graphic flashed on my screen and I leaned forward, ready to run a massive search for Bax Carter through Fischer’s files when a faint scream filtered through my closed door, followed by the unmistakable barking of my dog, Nate.

      I was on my feet, my heart pounding against my ribs as I tore the door open and sprinted up the stairs toward Nate, who was now scratching at Scarlett’s door, whining to get in.

      “Nate!” I commanded. “Back up.”

      The dog stopped his scratching, but he didn’t move. His body was tense and his eyes focused on the door. He wasn’t going anywhere until he checked on her. “All right, buddy. I get it.”

      I swept past him and knocked once, not waiting for her response before I threw the door open.

      Scarlett, clutching a pillow, let out a small gasp as she jerked back in surprise. Her dark hair had vanished, replaced by a pile of wavy blond locks she had piled on top of her head. Her real hair. Not the dark wig she’d used as a disguise.

      “What happened?” I scanned the room on high alert for intruders as Nate leaped onto the bed, blocking her from my view.

      “I’m sorry.” Her voice was wobbly. “I had a nightmare.”

      I stopped peering out the window and turned toward her, the tension draining out of my shoulders. She was disheveled and gorgeous, sitting there in her tank top and pajama pants. “Nightmare?”

      She nodded, petting Nate, who’d settled in next to her, his head resting on her leg. “They’re always the same, but I haven’t woken myself up from one in a while.”

      I blew out a breath. When I’d known her before, she’d never suffered from nightmares. When had they started? After her mate died? Without thinking, I sat on the bed next to her and automatically draped my arm over her shoulders, pulling her into me until her head rested on my chest.

      Her body stiffened, and for a moment, I thought she was going to resist.

      “Come on, Scarlett. No matter what happened between us, you’re still my friend. I just want to help.”

      She let out a sad chuckle as I felt her relax into me. “Devon, we were never just friends.”

      “Fair enough. But I’d like to be one now if you’ll let me.” My words weren’t exactly a lie. I did want to be there for her. Only it was obvious by the rush of heat claiming my body that I wanted so much more. I ached to trace the curve of her jawline, to kiss her pouty lips, to reacquaint myself with the long lines of her neck. To know her in every way possible.

      Her fingers curled into my T-shirt as her breath hitched a little. “Okay.”

      That tiny word lit a beacon of hope inside my chest. Friends. As much as I’d tried to hate her for leaving, I couldn’t. Deep in my heart I knew why she’d done it. And I couldn’t blame her. She’d done what she had to. Just as I had.

      I smiled down at her, and without any heat in my tone this time, I said, “The name’s Smoke.”

      She shook her head. “Not to me it isn’t.”

      My smile fell. “I’m not who I was back then, Scarlett.”

      She pulled away from me, her deep blue eyes still troubled. “Neither am I. But it doesn’t change the fact that I’m always going to think of you as Devon. This code name, Smoke? All it does is make me think of the hacker in you. The part of you that I left. Can’t you see that? If we’re going to be friends, tap into whatever it is that brought us together before, then you’re going to have to let me think of you as Devon. As that gangly teenager with his rough tattoos who had a heart of gold.”

      The fragile ball of hope fractured and shattered into a million pieces. My heart hardened, and I felt everything inside me shut down. She’d left the hacker. And that’s all I was now.

      I got up out of the bed and stood there with my hands buried deep in my jeans pockets. “It’s fine. Call me whatever you want.”

      She was silent for a moment, then she said, “I’m sorry. I—”

      “Forget it. I’ll be downstairs if you need me. Working.” Leaving Nate with her, I closed the door softly behind me and bit back a curse. Everything I’d ever wanted was on the other side of the door. And I was everything she despised.

      When I was halfway down the stairs, I heard her door creak open. “Devon?”

      I paused but didn’t look back. “Yes?”

      “Can I use your shower?”

      “Sure. There are clean towels in my bathroom. Help yourself.”

      “Thanks.”

      A few minutes later, I was back in my office when I heard the water rush through the old pipes. Images of her in the shower… naked… tormented me beyond distraction. Groaning, I pounded on the keyboard, taking my frustration out on the innocuous computer equipment.
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