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  Chapter One
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Adrian Sinclair wiped down the last marble countertop in the kitchen of Luxe, the lights from the hanging copper pans glinting softly as the last of the staff trickled out for the night, leaving only himself and Roni Butler, the restaurant’s owner, left in the silent place. Too silent, actually. He moved over to the small radio he kept near the prep table and flipped it on, filling the back area with soft jazz that made his feet tap as he moved around the kitchen. Once he finished cleaning, he paused and glanced around the place, his hands on his hips as a soft sigh slipped past his lips. For the past seven years, Luxe had been like a second home to him, a place he could truly test his skills as a chef. Now, at forty years old, it was time to move on and put that energy into his own restaurant. And he was more than ready. 
He untied his apron and chef’s coat, hanging them neatly on his locker hook, pausing again with his hand on the coat. Two more weeks. That’s all he had left. He gave Roni his notice earlier, surprised she had taken it so well. But he couldn’t help it. It was time to open his own place, and thanks to his brother’s connections, he now had the permits and the loan to get Saffron off the ground. It was a bittersweet, but necessary step. He was more than ready to build something of his own.
As he swung the kitchen door open to the dining area, he saw Roni stacking the last of the chairs on top of the tables, her slender frame casting long shadows across the floor in the low light. He stood there, watching her for a moment as he remembered the way they did the same thing at the fast-food joint when they were in high school. They both had dreams of owning a restaurant one day, and she had been the first to make it happen, offering him a place in her kitchen once he stopped his roaming around. Eagerly, he had taken it, becoming her top chef almost immediately. It had been like their high school dreams had come true—working side by side, Roni giving him plenty of leeway with the menu and the running of the place. Now it was his turn. He owed a lot to her for giving him a chance to grow as a chef, and her friendship meant the world to him. It was the one thing that almost made him hold back on stepping out on his own. He never wanted to lose her friendship.
Roni looked up, brushing a loose strand of her dirty blond hair from her eye. “I should have known you’d still be here.” A small smile played at her lips. “No short-timer’s disease yet?”
He chuckled, shaking his head. “And face your wrath tomorrow? No way.” He moved over to plug in the vacuum. It was the last thing they did every night. Roni always said it gave her a chance to inspect the furnishings and carpet, making sure nothing needed repaired.
They worked in comfortable silence for several minutes until gratitude seemed to bubble out of him. He wrapped the cord of the vacuum cleaner as he cut her a quick glance. “I really do appreciate everything you’ve done for me over the years. I don’t think I’d be anywhere near where I am today without you giving me a job and a lot of latitude to explore. You taught me a lot, and it means the world to me. Thanks for understanding.”
Roni waved off his statement. “I can’t say I hadn’t held out hope we’d go off into our glory years working side by side, but I get it. You’ve always had this drive about you. And you’re more than talented enough. Owning your own place is the next logical step. Saffron’s going to rock this town. I just know it.”
Her praise filled his chest with warmth, but he also felt a pang thinking of leaving her short staffed. “I still wish the timing was better. I hate to put you in a bind right before the holidays kick off. October is another week, and then Thanksgiving and Christmas on its heels.”
“There’s never perfect timing for anything. But, don’t you worry. I’ll find another chef ready to make their mark. Maybe I’ll go for someone younger this time.” She winked at him, making him laugh at her banter. “You just focus on making that charming little bistro of yours a shining success. Deal?”
He felt the grin spread across his face as he gave her a curt nod. “You got it.”
With the vacuuming done, they both pulled the chairs from the tables, setting the place up for tomorrow’s lunch rush. As they finished setting the last polished table, Roni turned to him with a thoughtful look in her hazel eyes. “You know, I remember when I left my first kitchen job finally to go out on my own.” A soft laugh bubbled out of her. “Rick Gentry. Man was a legend. Anyway, on a night much like this, he took me to the restaurant’s bar to celebrate. What do you say we continue the tradition?”
He felt his brows shoot up in surprise. “I thought you had to get to that farmer’s market early. You sure you want to drink this late?”
She gave a slight bump of her shoulders. “I think I can muddle through one morning with a hangover. This is too big of an occasion to let pass without properly toasting your new venture. We’ve been friends too long not to do this the right way.” She walked toward the bar in the corner, sliding behind the polished mahogany and reaching for the top shelf whiskey. “And we’re not going cheap, either.”
He chuckled as he slid onto a leather-topped barstool, watching as she poured two glasses, passing one to him. The overhead lights caught the honey highlights of the whiskey as he took the glass.
“To Saffron” she toasted. “And to seeing the star I always knew you could be.”
They clinked glasses and Adrian took a slow sip, feeling the warmth slide down his throat to mix with the glow spreading in his chest.
Rubbing his lips together, he rested the glass back on the bar. “I still remember my first day here, you know.” Ghosts of nervous energy tingled through him at the memory. “I almost turned back twice just walking through the parking lot.”
Roni let out a full laugh. “And yet you fought through the nerves and showed up—fifteen minutes early, I might add. What had you so nervous? I mean, we’ve been friends since middle school. We always dreamed of working together in a place like Luxe.”
He gave a one-shoulder shrug. “I guess I wanted to make a good first impression as a chef. I didn’t want to use my friendship with you to succeed.”
“Well, you’ve been great at both. My top chef and best friend. I’ve enjoyed working with you. I’m going to miss it, to be honest.”
Roni had only been running Luxe for a few short years before he returned to Crescent Cove. However, with her confident air and precise way of command in the kitchen, she had made Luxe the place where everyone wanted to dine. He would be hard-pressed to compete, he knew.
“I had worked at several other restaurants in my travels, but working here has been the best experience. And the best time. I’m going to miss it, too.”
She smiled as she twirled her glass on the top of the bar. “Good to know. Just don’t go hogging all the business.” She winked at him again before taking another sip of her whiskey.
He returned her smile, lifting his own glass to his lips. The liquor’s honeyed notes lingered on his tongue. Glancing over his shoulder, he allowed his gaze to wander over the elegant dining area—the wine racks over the exposed brick wall, the intricately carved wooden chairs, the slick leather of the booths. It had become so familiar over the years. A pang rose in his chest at the thought of leaving it all behind.
Roni seemed to read his thoughts as she followed his gaze around Luxe. “It’s hard walking away from something you helped build. I have no doubt, though, that you’ll take everything you loved about this place and make it yours at Saffron.” She tapped the bar top as she stood, lifting her glass as she did. “Let’s take a walk around. What do you say?” With drink in hand, she gestured to the area behind him.
Sliding off the stool, he grabbed his glass and stepped in beside her. He could hear the scrape of their shoes against the carpet as they walked, Roni gliding her hands over the backs of the chair as they moved through the restaurant. She would pause at different spots, laugh lines crinkling as she recalled a regular customer or funny staff mishap tied to a particular spot. He soaked in each story and fond memory, sharing some of his own. Saying goodbye proved harder than he expected when just brick and mortar were infused with so much nostalgia and meaning.
They eventually circled back to the kitchen door, slipping their glasses into the sink and Adrian turning off the music. At the door, Roni gave his shoulder a squeeze as she smiled over at him. “I really am excited for you, Adrian. The dishes you created here helped shape Luxe into the success it is. It’s going to be hard to replace you, but I’m glad you’re finally taking your turn at success.”
Adrian covered her slender hand with his own. “Thank you. Truly. For everything.” He blinked against the prickle rising behind his eyes. “Just… promise you’ll come visit Saffron once I get it up and running.”
Roni let out one of her full, warm laughs. “Are you kidding me? Like I would miss a chance to sample your new creations. You better save me a seat on opening night.”
They shared a smile filled with echoes of the past and promising possibilities of the future. He took one more sweeping look over this chapter of his life as he took a deep breath. Two more weeks and then it was on to the next.






  
  Chapter Two
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Selene Archer drummed her fingers on the desk, staring at the folder in front of her. Another puff piece. What the hell was Brent doing to her? She sighed, picking up the manila folder and flipping it open halfheartedly to skim the details. Someone had purchased the historical Carlisle Building downtown a couple of weeks ago to be turned into yet another high-class restaurant, as if Crescent Cove’s elite needed another schmancy fancy place to eat. 
“Whoop-de-doo,” she muttered under her breath. This was not why she got into journalism. She wanted to uncover corruption, expose threats, dig into the grittier stories that mattered to more than just the locals in Crescent Cove. Instead, her editor only ever handed her fluff that barely counted as journalism. It fit in more with those rags at the checkout line at the grocery store. Still, she needed this job at the Crescent Cove Gazette, even as she dreamed of getting picked up by an actual paper.
She glanced over at another folder on her desk, a story she had been taking notes on for a couple of weeks now that would make the big news publications take notice of her. Of course, she’d have to remove the wolf shifter aspects of her story, but it was still a powerful tale of a crime family trying to take over a small town. She fell back in her chair, sighing again, her gaze fixed on her notes. The Blackthorns had been quiet for eight years, and now they were back and she needed to find out why.
Shoving herself away from her desk, she grabbed her purse and the folder with her notes on the Blackthorns, leaving the puff piece behind. Her informant had called her that morning, telling her about where the fight between three packs took place for her story. Of course, he didn’t tell her who those packs were, but she could guess two of them—the Crescent Cove Pack and the Blackthorns. Who the third one was, she didn’t have a clue, but she was determined to find out.
Twenty minutes later, she pulled up to the trailhead parking lot at Wintry Bluff, grabbing her camera and notepad. She slid out of her trusty hatchback into the biting September air and headed up the trail toward the cabin where her informant told her the fight took place. It took her a while to get there, which told her she wasn’t in Crescent Cove’s jurisdiction anymore, but rather the county. She wasn’t exactly sure what she would find when she got there, considering how much time had already passed, but she needed to see it for herself.
And what she found when she got there made her heart pound faster with her excitement. There was a story here! In the small clearing around the cabin. She could make out the dark splotches splattered over the trampled ground—blood stains from the fight between the Crescent Cove Pack, the Blackthorns, and whoever the third pack was.
She felt the familiar thrill chasing down a story as she surveyed the area, remembering what her informant told her on that rushed phone call the other day. The local pack rushing urgently to the Bluff, not seen since the Blackthorns had stirred up trouble almost a decade ago. Too bad the man hadn’t told her when it first happened. She could have gotten there when it all went down, taking photos of the fight itself, interviewing the participants. She had also been told something else had happened up there, but then the man clammed up, refusing to give her any more.
Something big happened here, and the man thought it was still an ongoing issue, even though he wouldn’t tell her what it was. Just that it involved the Blackthorns. And the Sinclairs. A giddiness filled her. She had always wanted to bring down someone like Jared Blackthorn. She chewed her lip, disappointment sinking in her gut that she had missed the action. But she was determined to find out what had happened nonetheless, snapping photos of the blood-speckled ground and fur tufts caught on the underbrush.
From her notes, she knew Wintry Bluff had a dark history when it came to the Blackthorns. The old trapper’s cabin in front of her had served as a base for the crime family for their extortion schemes and drug peddling operations years ago. She shuddered, thinking of the string of unsolved disappearances she read connected to the spot. By the looks of the building, however, it had been a while since anyone had used it. The walls were dilapidated, the surrounding area overgrown, reclaimed by the forest, and as best as she could tell, there was no power to the building, which would make it unlivable when winter truly hit.
As she circled the area looking for clues, Selene spotted more blood sprayed across the weathered cabin wall, already attracting flies despite the cold. She felt her hackles rise, wondering if they had found a body. Heart pounding, she crept toward the back of the rundown structure. Peering around the corner, she saw the crumpled form and gravelly russet fur of a wolf. From what pack, she couldn’t tell. Gashes tore through his side, the leaves underneath him trampled and bloody. She clamped a hand over her mouth, the metallic sting of death thick in the frigid air. He must have gone unnoticed because they would have carried him off when they left. Of course, something else had to have happened, because she knew when a shifter died in their animal form, they reverted to their human body. So why hadn’t this one? What the hell happened out here?
As she turned to leave, her boot dislodged a pile of leaves, revealing a corner of weathered plywood. Crouching down and brushing the leaves aside, she realized it was a hidden cellar—perfect for storing contraband or hiding captives. Bracing herself, she wrenched the frozen door open on screeching hinges. Fetid air rushed out as Selene shined her phone flashlight into the dark depths. Filthy cot, chains on the walls, barren shelves—this was a prison.
Revulsion curled her stomach. This dirt hole told tales of the suffering the Blackthorns had perpetuated on this remote mountainside so many times before. She knew then that whatever happened here a few weeks ago was not an isolated thing. The notorious crime family had a deep cruel history, as evidenced by the basement. The question now was, what were they up to now? Were they back in business, and if so, where did they set up shop? 
All right, three questions.
She took her time snapping pictures, writing notes as to what she thought might have happened there, describing the things in the room with as many adjectives as she could come up with while it was in front of her.
Once she thought she had enough pictures of the scene, she headed back down the trail toward her car, breathless by the time she reached the lot. A few minutes later, she slipped out of the parking lot and into the flow of traffic on Bluff Drive, already planning a summary of her story in her head. That image of the dead wolf haunted her—the violence cooked up by the crime family seemed to have begun anew, if her suspicions were right. The Blackthorns had a past. One that wouldn’t allow them to sit idle for long. And she intended to be the one to expose it.
As she weaved through traffic, she pulled out her phone and redialed the man who had given her the lead. She needed to get him talking again, give her more to go on.
“What do you want?”
All right. Not the friendliest greeting. “I just left that cabin you told me about. There’s still a dead wolf out there. I also found a basement that appeared to be some sort of prison used by the Blackthorns. It’s a great start, but I need more.”
“You’re not getting more. Look, if it ever gets back that I told you anything at all, it could put me in danger. You’re talking about serious people here.”
Her thoughts spun as she tried to figure out who was on the other end of the call. “Listen, I know you need to protect the pack. I know that if this ever got out, it could cause the city some major issues, not to mention the wolves. But there’s a dead man up there, still trapped as his wolf, and I think the Blackthorns are behind it. People need to know that.”
“And what exactly do you think those people will do when they find out?” The man practically growled into the phone. “You’d cause a panic among the people who don’t know about the paranormal in Crescent Cove. Neither Jonas Sinclair nor the mayor would be too happy about that. You’d start a damn witch hunt. No. It’s too dangerous. I never should have gone to you.”
Her temper flared at his words. “More dangerous than doing nothing? Letting the Blackthorns get away with their criminal activities? They need to be arrested.”
“Look, the Blackthorns aren’t the villains here. At least, not the only ones. If you’re only looking at one side of this, then I’m wasting my time with you. I know you’re hungry to shine as an investigative journalist, but that means getting rid of your tunnel vision.” His tone made it clear the conversation was over. So did the silent phone.
Selene tossed the phone onto the passenger seat in a huff as frustration and defiance simmered in her chest. Did he suggest the Blackthorns weren’t the bad guys? Who the hell did this guy—whoever the hell he was—think he was talking to? The Blackthorns were the only ones with a history of criminal activity, and if they were stirring up shit again, bringing back their criminal enterprise, then the town deserved to know, no matter the danger or political red tape.
Gripping the steering wheel tightly, she knew with iron-clad certainty that she would do whatever it took to expose the vicious criminals threatening her home, no matter who stood in her way. Screw the mayor and the Sinclairs! There was a story here!






  
  Chapter Three
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Adrian stood in the middle of the building, construction materials stacked along the sides and in neat rows a couple of feet away. The remodel would start in a couple of days and two months from that, he could have his grand opening. He already had an appointment with a public relations expert on the best way to get his restaurant’s name on everyone’s lips. Soon, he would have everything he wanted. 
“So, lay it out for me.” Tobias slapped him on the back. “I want to see the vision.”
Adrian chuckled, slipping his hands into his pockets. “It’s going to be amazing.” He started pointing in different places, hoping his brother could imagine his vision. “I want a half-wall here with greenery flowing over the top and wine racks along the north wall.”
Tobias nodded, his lips pressed into a thin line as he followed Adrian’s hand as if he could see everything his brother told him. They walked throughout the structure, water bottles dangling from their fingers. 
As they continued to walk, Adrian couldn’t help using animated gestures as he described his vision to transform the vacant space into his dream restaurant. “The dining room will be over here.” He gestured toward the large open area flooded with natural light from the tall windows. “I’m thinking white tablecloths, candles on each table, dark wood chairs. Elegant, but inviting.”
Tobias nodded, as he glanced around as if he could envision what Adrian described. “I’m sure it’ll look incredible. This is everything you’ve talked about since we were kids. I’m excited to see you finally making it happen.”
A rare wave of vulnerability washed over Adrian. His brothers were all successful men—his baby sister still finding her footing—and he didn’t want to be the one who failed. Clearing his throat, he nodded as he continued the tour. “The kitchen will be state-of-the-art. Only the best equipment for my staff. I’ll finally be able to have every gadget and gizmo I’ve ever wanted.” He chuckled as he led his brother toward the back. “I’ll put in a lounge area here. Leather furniture, a bar along the back wall. Patrons can relax with an after-dinner drink, or even start their night off here while they wait for a table.”
Tobias nodded. “Sounds like you’ve thought of everything.” He turned his gaze up into the high ceiling, taking in the iron piping that ran the length. “It’s good to see someone make use of this old building. It’s sat vacant for way too long. Although, I’m surprised someone hasn’t given you grief about touching it.” He dropped his gaze back to his brother. “You know, it being classified a historical building and all.”
Adrian scoffed. “Oh, there’s been grief. A reporter’s stopping by in a while to do a piece on why I wanted to use this building rather than build my own. Hopefully, I can put a good spin on it and calm the naysayers.” He gazed around once more, picturing the finished restaurant in his mind. He couldn’t wait to share his culinary creations with the town, blending flavors from their pack’s heritage with modern techniques. That was his ultimate dream.
They paused in the empty main dining room, sunlight streaming through the large windows. 
Tobias pulled over a five-gallon bucket, turning it over so he could sit down. “Hard to believe that in a few short months, happy diners will fill this place.”
“True story.” He overturned his own bucket and sat down, sliding his hands up and down his thighs for a quick second before he clasped them together. “Especially after the time we had with the Blackthorns and Lokkens up in the mountain.” He cut his brother a quick glance, remembering the nightmare that Tobias’s mate had lived through. “How’s Mazzie holding up?” Damien Blackthorn had kidnapped Tobias’s mate a couple of weeks ago in his attempt to get his hands on an ancient artifact called the Sphere of Akriel. However, his plans failed as the Lokken Pack came out of hiding to help the Crescent Cove Pack rescue her. Adrian knew the ordeal had to have terrified the young woman. And then, to top it off, since Mazzie was truly a Lokken wolf, Thorin, Alpha of the Lokkens, demanded they consummate their mating in a lean-to while the rest of them waited outside. Definitely a night to remember.
“She’s doing great. Still a little confused about it all, but that was a lot to have dumped on her all at once. She’s working through it, though.”
“Have you heard anything else? Have the Blackthorns retaliated in any way?” He took a deep breath. “They don’t seem like a group to let this simply pass.”
“Dad sent Walker to look into it further.” He sighed as he gave a weak shrug. “I’ve heard nothing else about it so far, though. Hopefully, they just stay on their mountain. I’ve had my fill of them, to be honest.”
Adrian scoffed. “I wasn’t in the mix of it, but I have, too.”
At that moment, Adrian noticed a slender brunette enter the restaurant space. Her floral perfume tingled his senses even across the room, and the moment he saw her, his wolf started panting.
Tobias followed his gaze, smirking. “An early customer?”
Adrian shook his head as he straightened his shirt, coming to his feet. “Selene Archer.” He took a deep breath, his mind swirling as the animal inside of him tried to force him to sweep the woman up in his arms and have his way with her. “She’s, um, here to interview me. I told you about that.”
“From the Gazette.” Tobias nodded, and then cocked his head as he smirked up at his brother. “Can you smell what I smell?”
“Shut up.”
He left his brother sitting there as he crossed the floor, unable to tear his gaze from her face. She had delicate features and intense chocolate eyes that lit up when she smiled. His heart throbbed in his chest. Strange… He was never nervous around beautiful women before, but something about this woman in front of him left him shaken in a way he did not understand. It was as if time stopped when their eyes met, and his wolf made quick circles inside.
“Good morning,” she said as she extended her hand. “I’m Selene Archer. Thanks for agreeing to this interview. My readers are going to love knowing what you intend to do with this place.”
He took her small hand in his, a jolt passing between them at the touch. “Of course.” He turned as his brother approached them. “This is Tobias, my brother. He was just leaving.”
Tobias turned to him, cocking a brow as his lips twisted in a grimace. “Um, yes. I have a client to get to.” He turned to Selene, dipping his head slightly. “Pleasure to meet you. Don’t take it easy on him.” He winked at her as he shook her hand, and then slapped his brother on the back. “Call me later.”
“Will do.” Yet, he still couldn’t take his eyes off this beauty in front of him as his brother left them alone, and for once in his life, he found himself at a loss for words. Inhaling slowly, he caught her sweet scent again. His inner wolf stirred once more, pacing with eager interest. Unable to stop himself, he held her gaze a beat too long, his heart hammering in his chest.
Selene dipped her gaze, a warm blush rising on her cheeks. “Shall we get started?”
“Oh, yes. Right this way.” He led her toward what would eventually be the lounge area, hyperaware of her presence. Her floral perfume enveloped him once more, fogging his senses. His wolf pushed against his self-control, fascinated by her in a primal way Adrian struggled to understand.
He made a slow swing of his head, struggling to clear the haze. This intense attraction was unfamiliar territory. In the past, he’d enjoyed being alone with a gorgeous lady, but he never felt as if he lost control, which was exactly what he felt right then. No one had ever affected him like Selene was doing.
He led her over to where he had set up a table with a couple of chairs and gestured for her to sit down in the wobbly wooden seat. “I hope this is all right. We’re a little on the rough side around here for the moment.”
She sat down, smiling over at him. “This will be fine.” She poised a pen over her notepad, oblivious to her effect on him. “Tell me about your vision for Saffron.”
He crossed one lean leg over the other, regaining some sense of himself as he scolded
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