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      She couldn’t get that damn werewolf off her mind. Even the distraction of a new case had not been enough to stop her thoughts from dwelling on the things she had seen and heard. Melissa Cartwright poured herself another cup of coffee and carried it back to her desk, trying like hell to pretend she had never learned the supposed imaginary creatures were real. But if she hadn’t, she never would have learned the truth about Trevor Dare, and Melissa knew that would have been the real tragedy.

      It was crazy. All this talk about werewolves and packs and legends, it all sounded like something out of a child’s adventure book, or the current blockbuster teen movie in fashion. But Melissa knew what was even crazier was the fact that she hadn’t been back to Trevor’s place since that day. That morning they sat on his back terrace and watched the sun come up over the trees after he had killed his father-in-law, Humberto León.

      That had been days ago. One week ago today, to be exact, and Melissa wasn’t at all sure why she had stayed away. The last time they spoke she was sitting in his arms feeling safe and accepted. Wanted even. It was odd, but she felt connected to him in a way she had never felt before with any other man. As much as she didn’t want it to be so, she liked him. She felt things for him. But she needed time to process. Sometimes she still didn’t believe any of it had actually happened. Only she knew it had, and now she needed time to think.

      “Just for you, Cartwright.”

      Lieutenant Maddox placed a note on her desk in front of her, startling Melissa out of her troubling thoughts. Her shoulders slumped as she read it, and she set her coffee down.

      “Why do I always end up with the creepy gruesome cases?” she asked as Maddox was turning to walk back into his office.

      The man stopped and turned to look at her with a grin. “‘Cause you’re my creepy gruesome specialist, Cartwright. And you’re lucky I’m in a good mood today.” Lieutenant Maddox answered.

      Melissa knew Maddox was just joking, and usually she appreciated her boss’s weird sense of humor, but she rolled her eyes at the whole exchange, and Maddox laughed as he returned to his office.

      “What have we got, Mel?” Jamison Cord asked, looking up from his computer screen.

      “Dead body found in the parking garage of an office building downtown about half an hour ago,” she said before she took one last savored sip of her coffee.

      Jamison frowned at her. “What’s so gruesome about that?”

      “Report says the body’s been mutilated somehow,” she answered as she got to her feet and grabbed her jacket off the back of her chair. Jamison stood as well and followed after her.

      Half an hour later the parking garage was crawling with uniformed cops, detectives and the medical examiner, and Melissa stood looking around the scene with a trained eye. A quick check of the victim’s pockets had yielded a set of keys, a wallet and a name — Carl Livingston — and Melissa held up the keys with her gloved hand and hit the button to unlock the corresponding vehicle. The tail lights of a black Audi sedan sitting in a space just a few yards away winked at her.

      “Well, it seems our Mr. Livingston wasn’t too far from making a clean getaway from whoever was after him.” She turned and pointed to one of the crime scene techs. “Go over that car like you’re detailing it. I want to know everything.”

      “I’m on it, Detective.”

      The tech took the keys from her and headed for the car, and Melissa’s gaze drifted to the upper corners of the parking garage.

      “Hey, Slone?” she said, getting the attention of a uniformed officer. She pointed to the camera attached to the upper right corner of the garage. “Talk to someone about that camera footage. I want it all.”

      “Right away, Detective.”

      The officer hurried off inside the building just as Jamison approached, glancing down at the info on his phone.

      “What’d you find out?” Melissa asked.

      “Okay, according to our databanks, Carl Livingston worked as an accountant at Jochman and Roarback, a firm that has offices in the top floor of the building. Not so much as a parking ticket in the last ten years,” Jamison said. “I’m going to head up to the office to see if anyone’s still in there. It is almost seven o’clock.”

      “Yeah, I’ll come with you,” she said as she placed the wallet and its contents inside an evidence bag.

      “Hey, Mel? Do you remember that homeless guy from several months back?”

      Melissa looked down at the medical examiner with a frown.

      “The one who was found in the dumpster and had a missing liver?” the woman said as she moved a blond curl out of her eyes with the back of her wrist as she looked up at Melissa. “It looked as though the liver had been removed by a surgeon.”

      “Oh, sure. Yeah, I remember that case,” Melissa said. “It’s still open with zero leads.”

      “Well, I think he might have something in common with our Mr. Livingston here.”

      “What’s that?” Melissa asked the question with a good measure of caution. Something told her she wasn’t going to like the answer.

      “His missing liver.”

      There was no reaction for a second as Melissa let her friend’s words sink in. “Terri, are you telling me that our victim is also missing a liver?”

      “No, from what I can tell Mr. Livingston’s liver is just fine.” Terri grinned at her own play on words, and Melissa cocked an eyebrow at her.

      “But he is missing a heart.”

      Melissa felt the blood drain from her face as memories of Trevor’s past exploits suddenly flooded her system.

      The blood.

      There was so much blood.

      And the monster. The werewolf.

      She took a deep breath and pushed those images aside as she fought to get it together. “This man’s heart has been ripped out? Like in those strange animal killings last week?”

      As she stumbled over the words, she prayed to God her hesitation hadn’t been detected by Jamison or Terri. She did not need for either one of them to suspect something wasn’t right. She licked her lips. Her mouth felt dry.

      “Well, not exactly. No, those victims had their hearts literally ripped out of their chests. Violently,” Terri explained, as if Melissa needed to relive it all over again. “This guy’s heart has been surgically removed, with the greatest of care and precision, just like the homeless man in the dumpster. Almost as if the organ were being prepared for transplant.”

      Melissa felt ill. She heard Terri’s words, and in her mind she could easily comprehend the difference. Still, she couldn’t overlook the similarities could she? The way Trevor had dealt with the men who killed his wife, by hunting them down and ripping their hearts from their chests. It was way too similar to be a coincidence, wasn’t it? Did Trevor have something to do with this man’s death as well? Either way, she had to know. There was no way she would get a moment’s peace until she looked him in the eyes and asked the question for herself. And if the answer was yes, Melissa didn’t know what she would do.
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      Trevor walked down the long, dark alley alone, just as they had agreed. Not that he wouldn’t have come alone anyway. It wasn’t like he had an army of enforcers to back him up. But that was the peril of being a rogue in a world full of packs. There were Alphas and betas, there were even omegas, but Trevor wanted no part of any of it.

      At least, that’s what he had believed when Jenny was killed. She went away and left him stuck here with these supernatural abilities he never wanted, in a world he would have preferred never to know about. But how did that saying go? What’s done is done? Indeed. And now, Trevor had to learn how to chart his course in this strange lycan world he had become a part of, whether he liked it or not. If that meant remaining a rogue, so be it. But if that meant taking on the mantle of Alpha now that León was dead, well then Trevor knew he had a lot to think about. He needed a whole lot of answers to many burning questions that were plaguing him. That’s why he traveled this dark alley alone tonight. Because he was hoping Jace Malone could give him the answers he sought.

      Funny thing though. He knew he wasn’t really alone in this seemingly deserted alleyway. His wolf senses were on high alert, and he could smell Jace’s men close by, crouched in the shadows. He knew they were watching him make his approach. He could feel them staring. He didn’t care. Let them stare. They would never intimidate him. He knew perfectly well he was possibly walking into a trap, but he felt he had no choice. It was the price he had been willing to pay for answers.

      At the end of the alley he turned right and ventured down a very narrow passage that eventually opened up to a small, secluded, walled-in square, like a little courtyard. Across the way he spotted two men standing on either side of an old metal door. They stared as though they had been waiting for him, and Trevor knew this must be the place. As pack hideouts went, it was extremely fortified, that was for sure. But it was a little too paranoid for Trevor’s tastes.

      He walked up to the door looking both men in the eyes, and their nervous glances made him edgy. These men obviously knew of his deeds and his reputation. He could smell their apprehension, and they knew it. The slight flicker of fear in their eyes was easy to read.

      “Relax boys. Jace and I just have some things to discuss, that’s all. Like gentlemen. I am not his enemy.” He continued to stare them down, even as he hoped to put them at ease with his words. He was being honest with them. He had no beef with Jace, no reason to start a war.

      The two men exchanged a look before one of them finally opened the door. “Come with me,” said the other. Then he turned and stepped inside, motioning for Trevor to follow after him.

      The hallway was long and dimly lit, but he noticed the place looked like an abandoned factory of some sort. At the end of the hall they entered a wide open space with sparse furnishings — a long table and chairs off to one side, a desk.

      Jace looked up when they entered and smirked at him. “Well, you’re prompt, Dare. I’ll give you that.”

      Trevor said nothing in response. He simply shot a pointed glance at his escort.

      “You can leave us, Bobby. We’ll be fine,” Jace said as he stood up and came around the desk. The man gave Jace a nod and turned and left the room.

      “You seem to be settling into your new position,” Trevor said once they were alone. He placed his hands in the pockets of his suit pants and tried to appear more at ease then he felt.

      Jace smiled at him and ran a hand through his short blond hair. Gray wife-beater t-shirt beneath a designer denim jacket and a pair of baggy jeans, Jace's street style suggested he was more concerned with looking the part of the tough pack Alpha than with actually backing it up. But Trevor knew looks could be deceiving, and Jace was every bit as deadly as Trevor himself.

      “Union Bay Pack has enjoyed a very smooth transition in the wake of my father’s shocking and untimely death.”

      Trevor shook his head at Jace’s choice of words. Pretty cold attitude when weighed against the knowledge that Jace was the one who had killed his own father for the Alpha position.

      “Unlike the Rain City Pack, which appears to be floundering without any true leadership now that Humberto León is dead.” Jace gave him a very insincere smile. “If you’re not careful, Rogue, someone may steal that pack right out from under you.”

      Trevor couldn’t help but wonder if Jace was referring to himself. He had come to Trevor with a crazy scheme to unite the two packs, after all. If he really wanted León’s pack that badly, Trevor might just give it to him.

      “You assume I claim leadership of the pack, Jace.”

      “Well, I know you haven’t yet renounced your claim on the pack to the Syndicate,” Jace said, looking him in the eyes as though he were attempting to read him. “Therefore, you are its Alpha for the time being, whether you want to be or not. But I get the feeling you didn’t request this little face-to-face to discuss our new Alpha positions.”

      Trevor stared at him, saying nothing. Taking the Alpha position was never something he wanted. Unlike Jace, that wasn’t Trevor’s motive in killing León. It honestly had never even crossed his mind at the time. He simply wanted justice for Jenny.

      “Perhaps you came to accept my proposal of an alliance?” Jace asked. “Or maybe you came by just to commiserate over Jenny?”

      He walked over to the long conference table, gesturing for Trevor to follow, and pulled out the chair at the head of it, taking a seat.

      Trevor chose a seat that would allow him to see the door, and he leaned back in the chair as he thought about Jace’s questions. “I guess I am here to talk about Jenny in a way.”

      Jace smirked at him again. “I didn’t figure you for the sentimental type, Dare.”

      Trevor glared at him. “She was my wife.”

      “You can stop reminding me.” Jace made a bitter face as he looked away. He paused for a moment and then said, “Why are you here?”

      His jovial, welcoming demeanor was gone, and Trevor made a mental reminder to himself that Jace had loved her too, despite everything that happened. He realized that Jenny would probably always be a sore subject between them, whether they were enemies or allies. At the moment though, Trevor wasn’t certain which side of that line he and Jace would land on.

      “I’m here because something just isn’t adding up for me about that whole thing,” Trevor said, and Jace frowned at him.

      “What whole thing?”

      “Jenny. Our marriage. Being mates.” Trevor shook his head as he said the words. “I mean, if Jenny and I were truly mates, then how am I to explain what’s happening with me and Melissa? It doesn’t make any sense.”

      Jace stared at him for a long moment, and Trevor could almost smell his disdain.

      “See, that’s the problem with you Bittens. Never any sense of history,” Jace practically hissed. “You know next to nothing about our vastly rich heritage.”

      “Skip the condescension and the lecture about how Borns are so much better than Bittens, and just tell me what I need to know!” Trevor was instantly pissed at Jace’s superior attitude.

      “Why are you coming to me with this, Dare?”

      Trevor leaned forward, placing his forearms on the table and folding his hands together as he attempted to keep his cool. “Because you claim that Jenny was meant to be your mate until the idea to con me out of my fortune came about. So I assume you have at least some of the answers I seek. Well, start talking!”

      The wolf inside him began to grow restless, and Trevor had to struggle to keep it contained. He could only imagine the fierce look he must have held in his eyes, but he recognized the slight hint of fear in Jace’s.

      Jace took a deep breath. “Fine. What you need to understand is that there is a difference between simply taking a mate and finding your Fated Mate. They are not the same thing. One is a choice. A decision you make like who to take to the school dance, or which car to buy. The other is a destiny. Something you have zero control over.”

      Trevor said nothing as he glared at Jace and listened. One is a choice, one is a destiny?

      “Not everyone gets a Fated Mate in this life,” Jace continued to explain. “And those who do, don’t choose who that person is going to be. It just happens. But when it does, their attraction is said to be immediate, and the bond they share is supposedly unlike any relationship either ever experienced before it. Like almost magical or something.”

      “Magical?” Trevor said the word as though he had no clue what it meant.

      Jace shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve told you all I know.”

      Trevor doubted the validity of Jace’s last statement, but he thought about all the man had said, and it brought up another question. “You and Jenny. You weren’t Fated Mates either.”

      It was more a statement of fact than a question, and Jace shook his head.

      “No. She was promised to me, and we were in love.” He took a breath. “At least, I thought we were. Until you came along.”

      Trevor was quiet for a moment as he rolled it all over in his mind. He had thought getting answers would help, but so far it was only bringing more questions to the forefront.

      “These Fated Mates … their bond is for life?” he asked, looking Jace in the eye.

      “It is.”

      “But with a human?” Trevor felt the puzzled scowl cross his brow.

      Jace held up both his hands. “I can’t help you there. The only Fated Mates I’ve ever known were both wolves.”

      “Borns and Bittens?” Trevor asked.

      “Yes,” Jace nodded. “I’ve never known any werewolf to take a human mate without turning them first. It’s just not done in our world.

      “Why not?” Trevor asked. It was a question he had been curious about since meeting Melissa.

      “It’s just not. Probably because most werewolves don’t trust humans.”

      “We don’t trust them?” Trevor couldn’t hide his sarcastic tone.

      “That’s right,” Jace said.

      “I think we’re the ones not to be trusted here,” Trevor said with a disgusted grimace.

      “Be that as it may, the divide is real,” Jace said. “I’m sure it’s there for a reason. Humans are turned before you take one as your mate. Always.”

      Trevor said nothing as he stared at him, and he could see the question in his eyes before Jace even decided to ask it.

      “Why is she still human, Dare?”

      “I have my reasons,” Trevor replied without hesitation. Reasons he knew no one else would fully understand. Jace said finding your Fated Mate was a destiny. Something a man had zero control over. Well, Trevor hadn't exactly chosen Melissa, but he couldn't seem to fight the pull he felt towards her either. He wasn't certain if the bond they shared was a magical one, but it sure as hell wasn't like anything he had ever felt before. Not even for Jenny. But Jace didn't need to know any of that. He said nothing more for a long moment as Jace watched him. Finally, Trevor leaned back in his chair once more.

      “Are we done here?” Jace asked, and Trevor looked up at him.

      “One more thing.”

      “What?” Jace asked, sounding impatient.

      “What do you know about the legend of the Rogue Moon?”

      It was something Trevor had never even heard of until the night he killed Humberto León, and for all he knew the man had totally made up the whole thing as a way of messing with Trevor’s head from the great beyond. Still, he had to know, but judging by the truly puzzled look on Jace’s face, he was out of luck.

      “A legend?”

      “Never mind,” Trevor said, getting to his feet. “Thanks for your time, Jace.” He turned to leave the way he had come.

      “Dare?”

      Trevor stopped and turned around.

      Jace hesitated just a fraction. “Do you plan on keeping the Alpha position over Rain City?”

      That seemed to be the sixty-four thousand dollar question on everyone’s minds, including his own.

      “Guess you’ll just have to wait and see.”
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      Hugging the shadows, the huge black wolf rounded the corner and slipped in through the small opening in the ground-level window. He was tired and hungry, and all he wanted right now was the shelter and companionship of his mate. A small whine escaped him as he realized that wasn’t likely to happen.

      He traversed the rocky terrain of ledges, boxes and equipment, and dropped down to the cellar floor below. He knew it was odd for him to enter his own home this way, but sometimes it was the only way he could come and go undetected. A long distance runner by nature, he had taken several trophies back in his high school track and field days, and after his transformation he had quickly discovered running was something he enjoyed in wolf form too. It helped clear the mind. And on nights like this, after that stressful, confusing meeting with Jace, he had come home, stripped out of his clothing and his human form, and snuck out of his own house.

      He made his way up the cellar steps and quietly slipped into the hallway. The cellar door was hidden beneath the grand stairway in the main hall of his home, safely out of the way of any prying eyes, and the wolf stood there for a moment until he was certain that both his assistant and his housekeeper were nowhere around. Slinking passed the kitchen, he made his way through the house and started down the long hall to his bedroom. About halfway down he stopped and sniffed the air. His heart began to beat faster as the scent elevated his mood in an instant. It had been so long, but now his wait was finally over, and the wolf was overjoyed.

      The bedroom door was slightly ajar, and the wolf silently entered the room. He spotted her standing by the bay window, and he turned and pushed the door closed with his body.

      Melissa jumped with the sound of the door closing. She turned abruptly, her hand going straight to her side where her gun should have been. But she instantly remembered she had removed it and its holster when she entered this room. Her eyes darted to the table where it sat before her gaze landed on the wolf.

      The smell of her fear permeated the entire room, and Trevor shifted immediately, holding up both his hands in a supplicating gesture.

      “It’s me, Melissa! It’s just me.”

      Her heart shuddered to a stop before the fear came crashing down, and she took a deep breath.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you. I’m sorry.”

      “No, I’m sorry,” she began, clutching the front of her blouse as she struggled to catch her breath. “I have just … I’ve never been very comfortable with … canines.”

      That last part came out in a soft, embarrassed mumble, and Trevor smiled as he approached her. “You mean you’re afraid of dogs.”

      Melissa didn’t respond right away, but she could feel her face growing hot. Was that amusement she heard in his voice? “Yeah, I know. What are the odds, right? Of all the women in this city…”

      She didn’t finish that sentence, but Trevor understood where she was going. He smiled again as he took another tentative step forward. It had been days since he had seen her, and he had missed her so much. But he suspected she was still just trying to wrap her head around all of this. Instead of pulling her into a big bear hug like his body wanted him to, he reached out and took her hand and planted a sweet kiss on the back of it.

      “I’m happy to see you.”

      Melissa smiled at him, marveling at the strange and wonderful way her body seemed to react to his presence. Just being near him soothed her in the most welcome and peculiar way. She glanced down, letting her gaze drift over his naked body and back up to his lovely hazel eyes. Immediately aroused, she glanced away as her face grew hot again. Why did he never seem to have a problem parading his naked body in front of her?

      “Your housekeeper let me in. I hope that’s okay.”

      “Of course it is.” Trevor let his thumb slide over the back of her hand in what he hoped was a soothing motion.

      Melissa licked her lips and pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “She told me that I should make myself at home, but I should never have wandered back here to your bedroom. That was incredibly presumptuous of me.”

      “It’s all right, Melissa,” Trevor insisted, trying to put her at ease. “Annette was acting on my orders. I’ve told her that she should consider you the woman of the house now. You are free to wander wherever you choose here. Snoop if you’d like, venture upstairs. There’s an exercise room and a small theater up there.”

      “There are?” Melissa was instantly fascinated.

      “Yes, there are. There’s also a library. Go exploring. Think of this place as your own.” He smiled at her and walked over to his chest of drawers.

      Melissa said nothing as she watched his incredible form and wondered if he was for real. Think of this beautiful mansion as her place? She shook her head as she realized anew that he really did believe the things he had told her about them being mates, whatever that meant. She took a deep breath and tried to push it from her mind.

      “So, I’ve been here for nearly an hour just … thinking.” She watched him pull out a pair of jeans and put them on. “Where were you?”

      “I’m sorry. I had some business to attend to. And then I went for a run,” he said as he pulled on a plain white t-shirt.

      Melissa smiled at him. “Medical robotics business or werewolf business?”

      Trevor studied her lovely face as he met her steady gaze. “Werewolf.”

      Melissa knew that would be his answer, but somehow she hadn’t been prepared for it. She felt a little uneasy, and her gaze drifted to her gun again. It sat still in its holster on the small table near the window, and the sight of it seemed to magnify the vast chasm between them.

      Trevor could sense the sudden shift in her emotions, and his nostrils flared. “I can smell your fear, Melissa. Your anxiety. You’re worried about something. What is it?”

      She folded her arms across her chest as he watched, almost hugging herself as she ventured a timid glance over at him. Trevor moved closer and held out his hand to her. He knew her fear wasn’t directed at him – he could smell that much – but something definitely had her rattled.

      Melissa hesitated for a beat before she walked forward and took his offered hand, allowing him to lead her over to the brown tufted bench that sat at the foot of his bed. They sat down and he kept her hand in his as he turned toward her.

      “I know that we’re still getting to know each other and that you still don’t completely trust me yet, but please talk to me, Melissa.” Trevor stared into her dark brown eyes as he gently held her hand. “If we have any hope of navigating this strange lycan world and finding
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