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      Heir is the third novel in the Werewolves of Greenville City series. With the Silent Butchers defeated, the question remains: who hired them to attack the Briggs family?

      Follow Grace and Hunter’s journey to discover the truth, and find love.
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          ALEXANDER

        

      

    

    
      White noise, like analog snow, invaded my ears. Colors dimmed, then sharpened once again. I forced my eyes to focus and met Cora’s unforgiving, emerald gaze. She squinted at me, making that little crease just above her nose that meant she knew something was wrong. It was the only line on her alabaster face, the only sign that betrayed her thoughts. My assistant had spent too much time with me; she knew me too well not to notice the subtle symptoms I was unable to hide.

      “Sir?” Cora leaned forward over my desk as she studied my face.

      “Just make the calls,” I replied, steeling myself to prevent further signs of my weakness from showing. Now, more than ever, I needed to display strength.

      Cora took a graceful step back, returning to her statuesque demeanor. Her features were sharp and hard, her frame small. She looked no more threatening than the receptionist in the lobby, but Cora was so much more.

      “Shall I include Dr. Abbott in the list?” she asked, raising one eyebrow, but keeping her focus on the pen and paper in her hands.

      A not-so-subtle jab. Unless it was legitimate concern. She was too difficult to read. And I’d grown paranoid since the Silent Butchers’ first attack on my family. If suitable replacements could have been found, I’d have fired my entire staff after the Butchers’ first appearance in Greenville City. Three conspirators had been ferreted out of the building, but none offered any knowledge of their numbers. They were pawns, just like the Butchers, to the enemy I’d yet to uncover. New faces couldn’t be trusted any more than old ones. And I had yet to meet anyone as qualified for this position as Cora Andrews, so she stayed.

      “The schedule remains the same,” I replied. I’d seen the doctor already, though my assistant didn’t need to know. No one did. I had to appear invincible, untouchable, as alpha of my pack and CEO of my company. I returned the conversation to where it belonged—business. “Face-to-face is a thing of the past, and Briggs Unlimited is dedicated to maintaining top of the line technology and business practices.” That much was true, but it wasn’t my motivation in this decision. “If anyone has a problem with a teleconference, they’ll have to reschedule.”

      “Where would you like me to fit them in? You’re booked three months out,” Cora said.

      I hated to dismiss any of the clients I handled personally. I hated feeling vulnerable, and worse, that I didn’t know the cause. How long would it take to figure out what was happening to me? How long could I maintain this ruse of normalcy? “Then offer meetings after that,” I said. “Or something sooner with Hunter or Phillip.”

      Cora studied my face before she turned to go. But after a single step, she froze. The world around me pulsed and dimmed, but not enough to miss the signs of the stranger’s approach. Both of our eyes flicked to the door. Someone was in the hall, bearing an unfamiliar human scent and walking in an unfamiliar pattern of footsteps.

      Cora snapped her hand up, stopping a foot in front of my face. A long, thin blade was trapped between her pale fingertips, caught midair.

      Cora dropped the knife to the ground. The metal clanked on the floor. She took off for the door and the assailant just past it, bones cracking as she moved. Her sleek black dress lay shredded behind her as the small, gray wolf raced after her prey.

      I rose from my seat behind my heavy wooden desk, and my vision swirled. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. I wasn’t supposed to be like this. I followed after Cora, after the cries of a human man and the snarls of my she-wolf guard. Careful that my steps didn’t betray the image I needed to project, I stood straight as I went slowly.

      Blood was smeared across the floor. The gray wolf shifted back to human form over the man that no longer moved. Cora stood on two feet, her fair skin bare and covered in crimson. She brushed her long, dark hair back from her face, and met my eyes with a nod.

      “A fresh dress and I’ll call clean-up,” she said. “Then I’ll get back to that list we discussed.”

      Again, Cora had proved her worth. But who’d sent this assassin? Fallow? One of my competitors? Or was this the continuation of the assaults committed by the Silent Butchers? Interrogation had been unsuccessful on the Butchers we had captured, and more may have remained free.

      “Thank you,” I said, and walked back to my desk.

      It was time to discuss the situation with my son. Hunter needed to be prepared. I had to uncover the truth. And as my body failed me, that need grew more urgent. My enemy had the advantage, and I was running out of time to find him.
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          HUNTER

        

      

    

    
      The rubber soles of Leonard Fallow’s black and white Oxfords squeaked against the resin-coated concrete floor as he turned on his heel. Back and forth, the middle-aged man paced in front of my desk. At each turn, his shoes cheeped, and I tried not to cringe at the sound.

      For twenty minutes he had ranted about the Savor Hydration account. For twenty minutes I'd been forced to sit in my chair and endure the stink of the short, balding man's body odor and rotting teeth. I found it difficult to believe that his human nose was insensitive enough for the man not to notice his own scent. But with Alex away, it had to be me or my father that held this meeting. And with the way Fallow and my father argued, it was best if it was me. I was always willing to take on the next challenge, learn something new about the company I would one day inherit. Even if the challenge, like this one, was merely an exercise in patience.

      “Moxiefresh Water has moved to thirty percent less plastic bottles. Thirty. Percent. Think of the money they're saving,” he said, with beady, brown eyes ablaze in fury and frustration.

      “Sure it saves a little bit of money,” I agreed, lacing my fingers together on the cold, smooth surface of my concrete desktop. “And they can pretend they're doing it to save the environment instead of just for profits, but people know better.”

      “But it is less plastic. So that is good for the trees or fish or whatever crap they're trying to save. We have to do the same or we'll lose out on sales. People eat up that green crap.” Fallow turned on his heel for another pass of my desk. “Maybe we need new labels too. New machines and new labels.”

      Doing so would double our carbon footprint for at least five years. The compound used for the new plastic bottles took three times longer to decompose than our plant-based bottles. And there was little savings in the long term.

      “I've checked all of the numbers,” I replied. “Our sales are steady. Savor Hydration offers a quality product in a quality package. If you're that concerned, launch a campaign focusing on the sustainability and faster decomposition of our plant-based plastics, and the reusability of our superior bottles.”

      Sales were always determined by marketing. Only a small percentage of customer motivation to buy anything was due to the actual product.

      “That might work,” Fallow agreed, stopping in his tracks. He put his hands down on the silver desktop and leaned toward me.

      As I pulled a water bottle from my desk drawer, I tried not to breathe through my nose, with Fallow's open mouth in my personal space. I set the product in question between us.

      “Once I finish a bottle, I refill it with tap water, improving the taste with a Savor Hydration flavor packet.” The pouch of strawberry lemonade powder tasted like tart chalk, but it sold well, and my preference wasn't important. It was all about marketing and market research. And the market research showed that people liked tart chalk. “Reuse, then recycle, because Savor Hydration cares.”

      “Ooh. That's good.” Mr. Fallow's mouth split into a crooked grin. “Throw in some background dancers, maybe a guy dressed up in that strawberry suit, and it just might work.”

      All of his pitches included the man dressed in the strawberry suit. No matter how the fruit man swung himself around, the market research said it worked.

      The red light on my phone lit—an incoming call from the office of the company's CEO. My father. I rose from my seat and extended my hand to our business partner. “If you have any other concerns, give me a call.”

      “I will,” he said. “You know I will. And I'm going to get our ad guys on this right away.”

      We shook, and I ushered him across the office to the exit.

      He stopped in the doorway and turned to me.

      “Is there something else?” I asked, then waited while he studied my face.

      “If you looked like your sister,” he said. “You'd be my favorite of the Briggs family, hands down.”

      I wasn't sure how to respond.

      He went on, “Any idea when she's coming back? I miss looking at that sweet ass.”

      Alex would clock him if she heard him talking like this. I thought of doing it for her, but I was this close to getting the guy out of my office without throwing a punch. I wouldn’t cave to temptation now.

      “I'm not sure if she is coming back,” I replied. Alex seemed happy spending her time with her mate and their triplets. And I was happy for her. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Fallow.”

      “Just Leonard's fine,” he said. “Thanks for meeting with me.”

      I nodded, and he turned to go.

      With Fallow dealt with, I walked back to my desk and returned the call that I had missed. Most calls to the CEO were filtered through my father’s secretary. I was one of the few who was allowed direct access.

      It rang only once before he answered.

      “Hunter,” my father said, “I need to see you in my office. Is this a good time?”

      He never asked if it was a good time. The consideration was out of character, and it made me wonder what he needed.

      “Of course,” I replied. “I’ll be right there.”

      I set the phone back down on its cradle and opened the Savor Hydration water. Bottle raised up in the air, I took a sip, then turned to the wall of glass that lined my corner office. From my place on the fiftieth floor, I had an enviable view of the expanse that was Greenville City. Herds of foot traffic moved faster than the lines of yellow cabs that waited at stoplights on the corner of every block. Small strips of flowering dogwoods separated the sidewalks from the streets. Food carts were parked along the pathways, with bright umbrellas to attract customers. Color was everywhere, and the streets were alive. I looked over the rooftops of buildings that reached up toward the sky, though none were as tall as the Briggs Unlimited tower. Every day I appreciated my view, my office, my job, and the opportunities my father offered.

      I took a final sip of water and set the bottle back down on my desk before heading out the door. My footsteps echoed as they hit the decorative stone floor of the expansive, empty hall. The top floor consisted of only three offices: mine, my Uncle Phillip’s, and my father’s, each of which was equipped with just about everything a person could possibly need through the course of a work day. If not for the occasional call into my father’s office, it was likely that I’d never see anyone outside of my meetings.

      Through the six years I’d worked for my father, I’d often wished my sister would have accepted a place on the top floor as well. The large, cold, sterile halls would have felt a lot warmer with Alex around. She was pleasant, a close friend as much as family to me. But Alex preferred to have her own space in a different building. I understood the need to make her own life, especially with the way our father had sheltered her. But it didn’t make me miss her any less. And it didn’t really matter where her office was when she spent her time at home with her family.

      It didn’t take long to reach my destination. At one end of the reception area was semicircular desk with a thin brunette watching me from her seat behind it. Cora Andrews. Her brown hair was nearly black; and her green eyes popped against her pale skin. Her lips pursed more often than not, though never when she noticed me approach. The simple dress she wore was like those she always chose, square-necked, sleeveless, and form fitting. With as frail as she looked, it was difficult to believe how proficient a fighter the she-wolf was. But I’d seen her in action. Cora was more than a receptionist; she was my father’s bodyguard.

      “Hello, Mr. Briggs,” she said, rising to her stiletto-shoed feet. We’d once been on a first name basis, and I wasn’t sure whether or not I was glad we’d returned to formality. She wasn’t cold to me, not for Cora, but it was a reminder of how things had ended between us.

      “Cora,” I replied.

      “Your father is expecting you,” she said.

      “Yes,” I said, “thank you.”

      She stood there a moment more, as if she had something else to say, then decided against it. And I was grateful. The less we talked, the better. When she said nothing else, I walked past her, through the tall wooden doors to my father’s office.

      The space was double the size of mine, with a rustic, lived-in feel—an atmosphere created from years of spending his days and nights at work instead of at home. The massive mahogany desk always drew my eye as I entered. My father’s seat faced the door, away from the expansive view of the city, something I never understood. Book shelves lined the walls that weren’t made of glass, filled with everything from Shakespeare to Dante’s Inferno and Sun Tzu’s Art of War. A long, cozy, black leather sofa sat off to the side, with two matching chairs stationed across from it.

      “Come in,” my father said, from his seat on one of the oversized chairs that faced away from me.

      I walked across the oriental rug and stopped by his side.

      “Have a seat,” he said.

      I did as I was told, and sat down on the sofa to face him. It was nice to be with my father, but being invited to his office always put me a little on edge. On this sofa, I was still that little boy waiting for him to finish the work that was never done. His jaw was tight, and he looked distant, though that wasn’t unusual.

      “What can I do for you?” I asked.

      “Would you like a drink?” He swirled a glass of his favorite scotch.

      The gesture caught me off guard. He never offered me a drink. And he never started drinking before the end of the work day. His forehead was wrinkled, and his square jaw tightened as he stared out the window instead of looking at me.

      “No thanks,” I replied, discomfort growing into concern. “What’s wrong?”

      “Hunter,” my father said, finally meeting my eyes. His cold, brown set showed more emotion than I was used to. I didn’t like it. “It’s time for you to learn more about the way this company operates.”

      “As you know,” I said, “I’ve taken over Alex’s clients. Between the new accounts and my old ones, it’s plenty to keep me busy.”

      “I understand,” he said. “But it’s time you learn more than just those accounts. I want you to know the numbers. I want you to train to be the next CEO.”

      “I’m honored,” I replied.

      My father downed the rest of the liquid from his glass, then rose from his seat. I followed. We walked to the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the city below.

      “If I could go back and do it all again,” he said, “I’d have gone with you and your mother to that cabin.”

      Everything was always about the business. Never about my mother. Never about the children he’d ignored. Alexander Briggs was a businessman through and through. There was no room for regret. No room for family, even after my mother had died, which was why the conversation put me more on edge. Not that I hadn’t spent my share of time wishing the same.

      “You’ve built something here,” I said. “Briggs Unlimited wouldn’t have grown like this if you had spent your time with us. Hell, our whole lives would be different.”

      I meant to reassure him, though I couldn’t help but think of Mom. What if my father had been there? Would she still be alive?

      “Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing,” he said. Then the emotion he had shown lifted from his face. His mask had returned, the hard look that told me the conversation was over. Whatever was bothering him was hidden away, and he wasn’t about to share it with me. “First thing tomorrow, you’ll go to accounting. You need to see for yourself where the money is. You do that, and report back to me on which account is the most profitable. Which is the least. Take the time to examine the expenses.”

      “It’s the Savor Hydration account. We all know it’s always been Savor Hydration that’s made the least. Mining is the most profitable,” I said. “There’s no need to research, I⁠—”

      My father’s fingers brushed my sleeve. His face was purple like a plum, nothing like it should have been. There was a sound, almost a gasp, then a crack. Tiny, translucent shards shattered across the oriental rug as his fingers crushed the glass. His eyes went wide as his legs buckled. I dove to catch him, fear and confusion clouding my thoughts. Alexander Briggs was invincible. My father was the strongest man I’d ever met, the type of alpha that everyone feared and respected.

      “Dad,” I said, shaking his shoulders. “Dad, talk to me. Please.”

      His eyes remained wide, displaying pain.

      “Cora!” I yelled as I held my father in my arms. He didn’t speak. His only movement was the shallow rise and fall of his labored breaths. What the hell was wrong with him? What was I supposed to do? “Cora!”
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          GRACE

        

      

    

    
      It was supposed to be just a regular weekly meeting. There was no reason for anyone to suspect anything. There was no reason for the too-close-to-me mouth breather to think I kept privileged knowledge locked in my head or in my hands. I knew it was true, but my palms were clammy all the same.

      The elevator jolted downward an inch before rising. The feeling was unsettling as the small, metal box lifted me and my fellow sardine-packed passengers toward the sky. It smelled like perfume, cologne, humans, and shifters. At each floor, the little box stopped, and people shuffled about. With every three that left, one came in. Then we started the whole thing over again—sink an inch, then rise another story.

      Elevator etiquette was always a mystery to me. Why were the sardines supposed to line up the same way and never speak to one another? It was unnatural. I firmly believed that if someone was touching me, even shoulder to shoulder, they should at least say hi first. But no, it was quiet and uncomfortable, just like always. If I could have traversed forty-eight flights of stairs for my meeting, in heels, without coming out a sweaty mess, I would have.

      I hugged my laptop and binder to my chest as people came and went, each dressed professionally, each as stoic as the next. When we were whittled down to three, I stepped up from the back of the elevator and looked around the side of a tall, wide suit to the control buttons. Forty-seven. Almost there. The big shifter turned his head and glanced at me. He had dark hair and a full beard, and his grimace was as wide as he was.

      “Hi,” I said, “sorry. I’m just checking the floor.”

      “It’s fine,” he said, though his tone and expression made me question his sincerity.

      The box stopped, and the big guy stepped out. The woman in the corner did as well.

      “Bye,” I said, as they left.

      The doors closed behind them. And it was just me, heading to the top floor all alone, clinging to my work. I always dreaded these meetings. I feared the work he had me doing. Someone intended to harm Alexander Briggs, and it was my job to figure out who that person was. It was perfectly normal for an accountant to meet weekly with the CEO. He’d had me do the same thing after I’d uncovered the Cayman Islands scandal. But this was something else. Something more dangerous. That had been embezzling—this was life or death.

      The doors opened, and I checked the number. Fifty. This was it. There was no reason to worry, I told myself. No one would be threatened by me, not in this building full of burly wolf shifters. A she-wolf with glasses was nothing to be concerned about. Well, at least I hoped the glasses made me look non-threatening. The smile at least had to help. Way too few people smiled in that building. It was like they’d drugged the coffee with conformity. Plus, I didn’t know anything anyway, so there was nothing to worry about.

      With a deep breath, I stepped out and tried my best not to look nervous, not that anyone was standing in the hall and could see me. Once I was in his office, I’d be fine; it was out here that put me on edge. I didn’t like standing in front of Alexander Briggs’s office where someone might ask what I was doing on the fiftieth floor.

      Something held my foot back. Until my foot slid from my shoe. I turned back and found the heel of my pointy, turquoise dress shoe stuck in the crack of the elevator door. Fudge.

      The doors began to close, and I tried to save my favorite heel in time, but the doors crushed it and reopened when they realized my trapped pump blocked their way. Then they smashed it again.

      I reached down and wiggled the thing with one hand, while I held my work in the other. No good. I set down the laptop and notebook and used two hands to dislodge the trapped heel. Finally, it was free.

      The doors closed, this time sparing my footwear, as I inspected the damage. It was scraped up but wearable. Not how I imagined my first time wearing the beauties, but I was grateful that it hadn’t entirely broken.

      I put the thing back on, gathered the laptop and notebook, and rose to my feet like nothing had happened. Fortunately, no one was here to watch, though it wouldn’t have been the first time someone in the building had seen me physically struggle with one of the machines. There was a copier on the fifth floor that would never be the same again.

      My heels clicked unevenly along the hall, echoing across the cold, hard surfaces on the few steps it took to reach the entry to Mr. Briggs’s office. At least I wasn’t hobbling around on one heel, or going to see the CEO shoeless. Yep, it had turned out okay.

      No one sat in the waiting area. Even the scowly receptionist was missing from her place behind the stone desk. She was always there, watching me. But not today.

      Since she wasn’t here to let me in, I figured I had to knock. I stepped past the desk and tapped the tall doors.

      There was no answer. Mr. Briggs was expecting me.

      The right thing to do was to go in, right?

      I held tight to my laptop and binder and pressed down the handle. The door opened and I stepped inside.

      The view was always the first thing I noticed, the amazing wall of windows straight ahead. Glass spanned from floor to ceiling, overlooking the buildings and traffic below. I watched the movements of the tiny cars and people as I turned
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