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Chapter One 
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Swerving and weaving he ran through the woods. His paws pounding on the ground beneath him. With his nose to the ground, he followed the scent, each leap bringing him closer to his target. The sun had been shining when he left this afternoon, but now the moon had awakened, the luminous glow lighting his way. 

He was about to turn around and go home when the scent he was following started growing stronger. Gotcha. Darting ahead, he stopped when he came to the tree line. Looking around, he knew exactly where he was. Keeping to the shadows, he moved further into the city. 

The rogue’s scent was cloying. Like rotten meat. He sniffed down one alley, continuing on to the next one. Jackpot. Crouching low, he came up behind the rogue, who was in human form. A snarl roared from his lips. The rogue spun around, eyes wide. A human female was pressed face first into the side of the building.

That sick fuck, he thought to himself. No wonder he’s been evicted from every pack he’s joined. The scent of fear rolled off her. He despised men who hurt women. He knew he’d have to protect her, and, in doing so, his target would get away. He growled again, and, sure enough, the rogue ran. He returned his focus on the woman.

***
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Mackenzie

MAC SQUEEZED HER EYES shut as the cold steel barrel of the gun pressed hard against her temple. The hot, late summer weather did nothing to heat the cold settling in her stomach. Her entire body vibrated with fear and adrenaline. An overwhelming feeling washed over her, as if she were in a long dark tunnel with no end in sight. All she could hear was her own ragged breathing and her heart trying to pound its way out of her chest.

Her voice was lost to her, standing motionless, a heavy trash bag filled with empty beer bottles hanging in her left hand. She normally didn’t close the bar by herself, but the other bartender working tonight ended up quitting an hour before closing time. Susan, who liked to be referred to as Vixen, was unreliable. It came as no surprise when she quit. It did, however, leave Mac shorthanded until a replacement could be found. So, here she was, in a dirty, rodent infested alley about to get her brains blown all over a smelly germ-infested dumpster. To think, an hour ago she wondered if her day could get any worse. 

Well played, Cosmos, well played.

“You’re awful purty,” the stranger exhaled with his cheek pressed to hers.

His hot breath smelled like three-day old decaying flesh in the summer heat. She tried not to breathe in the revolting puffs as he continued to pant, his other hand slowly moving over her ass.

“I like ‘em purty, like you,” he drawled.

The nausea she had been feeling doubled, trying to force the cheeseburger and fries dinner from earlier all over her new Manolo Blahnik knockoffs.

“Don’t touch me,” Mac squeaked softly. One thing she knew – she wasn’t going to die here, not like this, without a fight. She had to at least try to get away from the urine-soaked alley and back inside the bar. She needed to think. Survival instinct finally showed its face. 

Swinging the trash bag hard and quick over her shoulder, she prayed it would startle him at least. Out of pure dumb luck, it connected with the side of his face, causing him to stumble from the force. Mac knew she hadn’t hurt him, but hopefully, it would be enough for her to getaway. She ran toward the back door of the bar. As soon as her hand touched the metal door frame, the sick bastard slammed her face first into the brick wall. Apparently, she hadn’t startled him enough.

Stars blossomed in front of her eyes as pain shattered through her body. It took Mac a moment to realize the metallic taste in her mouth was blood. She screamed in pain and fear. His creepy hand slid into her hair, yanking hard, while the other pushed his gun into her rib cage. She couldn’t move. Her cheek was pressed painfully against the brick wall.

“I know what you want,” the goon panted, pushing the small bulge in his pants against the back of her jean skirt. She refused to cry even though she was dying inside. She’d be damned if she would give him the satisfaction. Mac felt his hand reach for the hem of her skirt, sliding slowly inside. Bile rising in her throat again, she tried to wiggle out of his grasp. His disgusting breath grew louder and harder in her ear, and all she could do was pray that he didn’t put a bullet into her after he was done.

Mac steeled herself for the violation bound to happen at any moment. Unexpectedly, there was a loud growl, then the weight pinning her to the wall vanished. She let out the breath she was holding and gulped air into her burning lungs. A throaty grumble followed by another deadly snarl snapped her around to face the darkness of the alley. With her back pressed up against the scratchy brick wall, she surveyed the area in front of her. 

The man who attacked her was running away from her. Sighing as relief flooded through her, she ran her fingers through her hair. What the hell happened? Who had saved her? Movement to her right made her take a reluctant step back. In the middle of the alley was a large dog of some sort. Maybe it wasn’t a who, but a what. 

Slowly, she eased back to the door. In fact, the animal sat down, watching her retreat but made no attempt to come after her. Her heart raced, but she didn’t feel as afraid anymore. Flinging the door open, she took one last look back, pausing when the animal’s green eyes sparkled in the moon light. 

Mac had never seen an animal with eyes such an intense shade of green. They were mesmerizing. She couldn’t make herself move yet. They continued to watch each other. She had a feeling deep in her soul that her fur covered savior could understand her. You’re so dumb, she chided herself. 

Nonetheless, Mac whispered, “Thank you.” 

She would have sworn it lifted its chin at her in acknowledgement. She rushed inside, immediately locking the door behind her. Hands shaking, she walked behind the bar to pour herself a shot. The tequila warmed her belly. A second shot helped ease her nerves. Taking her cellphone out of her pocket, she called the sheriff’s office.

A pair of officers arrived quickly. 

“Good evening, ma’am,” the older officer greeted. 

He was barely taller than her, yet the years on the force showed on his face. He looked tired and beat down compared to his young partner. He was average height and build, nothing special there, but she couldn’t help noticing his smile. It was warm and compassionate as he listened to her recount the events from the evening. He scribbled notes into his notebook until she was finished. Looking at her, he smiled again.

“We can give you a ride to the hospital after CSU finishes up in the alley.”

“Thanks, but that’s not necessary.”

“Are you certain? Once the shock wears off, you might think differently.”

“I’m sure. Did you catch the animal?”

“No ma’am. We have someone canvasing now.”

“You won’t hurt it, will you?” The thought of them hurting him, at least she felt like it was male, turned her stomach sour. 

“No, ma’am. You’re free to go now. We’ll let you know if we need anything else, Ms. Wolfe.”

“Thank you. She thought back to the animal’s eyes. She was crazy, no way was that a dog. That was a wolf. 

“If you’re all done here, we’ll see you to your car.”

“I am. Thanks.”

Snatching her purse, she hurried out, grateful for her police escort. Mac scanned the parking lot, while an eerie feeling of being watched nagged at her. The wolf was out there watching her. She knew it in her heart. Somehow, it made her feel safer. 

***
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MAC SNUGGLED IN HER warm bed the next morning, the soft, fresh sheets enveloping her. She’d had the worst nightmare ever. As she moved, the pain struck her with a vengeance, and she realized it hadn’t been a dream at all. She dragged herself to the edge of the bed and sat up. A wave of crystal-clear memories assaulted her. Putting her head in her hands, she felt the tears slip down her cheeks.

Gathering her emotions enough to function, she headed into the bathroom. The reflection looking back was a sad sight. Blood was still crusted below her nose and down her lips. Scratches and bruises on her cheek and forehead rounded out her pitiful appearance. She reminded herself that things could have been a lot worse.

Stripping out of her black camisole and panties, Mac turned the shower on as hot as it could get. The water felt like heaven, sluicing away all the grime, blood, and all-around dirty feeling from having that man’s hands and breath on her. She stood under the stream until the hot water ran out, leaving her skin red and angry. She slipped into perfectly fitting jeans and a black T-shirt that read “Mac’s Place” in red lettering. Her long hair left a wet trail down the back of the clean shirt.

The red numbers on the alarm clock alerted her it was almost noon. Ethan, head bartender and closest friend, would be at the bar already setting up for the day. Mac had grown up in Alabaster City, and two years ago, she heard through the grapevine that parts of the city were being looked at for gentrification. Before that could happen and after realizing she was too restless to work a nine to five job day in and day out, she found the perfect location to open her own bar. Since then, Mac’s Place has been home. She knew she shouldn’t be afraid because of one bad experience. It was the same thing as having a burglar in your home; you don’t move out, you beef up your security. The cold, hard truth interrupted the monologue she was having with herself. 

She was scared. 

Straightening her shoulders, she held her head up higher. Fear would not get the best of her. She was a little banged up but otherwise fine. She kept thinking back to the wolf. It was a beautiful creature. She’d never seen one that close, which is why she assumed it a dog at first. 

Plucking her foundation blender from her drawer, she began applying her make-up. Fifteen minutes later, Mac headed for the front door of her small two-bedroom rancher. It was on a quiet, dead-end street, just the way she liked it. Being the last house, she was fortunate to only have one neighbor on the left-hand side. 

Mac loved her house. It had large overhanging eaves and a simple open floor plan. The kitchen was smaller than what she would have preferred, but the sliding back door let in a lot of sunlight. The yellow cab arrived as she made her way to the end of the driveway. Thankfully, her car was ready to be picked up from Nelson’s Garage down on 8th Street. Since it was early Friday afternoon, the traffic wasn’t horrible yet, so they arrived in only ten minutes. Paying the driver, she walked happily inside.

There she sat, her beloved car, a black 1966 Pontiac GTO. Her rear fender and the louvered cover on her taillight had been damaged by someone at the bar. Now that her car was fixed and ready to go, Mac was feeling a lot better about going back into work tonight. Turning the key in the ignition, the car purred like a tiger. 

Mac’s Place was one customer short of being deserted, but that was nothing new this early in the day. In another two or three hours, the place would have every seat filled. Waving to Ralph, she flipped up the countertop and walked behind the bar. Around fifty, Ralph had a round belly that pressed against the wood of the counter, and his salt and pepper hair haloed the large shining bald spot in the middle of his head. If she were him, she’d shave it and be done with it. Ralph wasn’t too sloshed yet. He waved back with a smile. He would stay until the younger crowd came in, then he would settle his tab and slink out, like he had done every day for the past eight months. 

“Hey, girlie,” he called.

She smiled warmly at him. “Hiya, Ralph. Can I get you a refill?”

“Don’t mind if I do, thanks. Hey, you be careful leaving tonight. Heard some young girl got hurt a few blocks away. She’ll make but not for her assailant’s lack of tryin’.”

Could it have been the same guy in the alley? If she closed her eyes, she could still feel his breath on her skin. The memory sent a shiver through her body. She finished filling the glass, placing it before him. 

“Really?” Mac didn’t know why she felt she needed to keep what happened to herself a secret, but she did. She thought of her furry guardian. The strange moment they shared. 

“Don’t you watch the news?” 

She shrugged. “Not really. Too depressing.”

“I hear that.” Ralph accepted his fresh beer, swiveling his stool to watch the people outside walking past the window.

The next few hours flew by, normalcy setting her mind at ease. Not thinking about the attack helped her make it through like any other night. Through the speakers, Def Leppard sang loudly about how he wanted someone to pour sugar on him. It was Friday night, and as always, the place was jumping. She was so busy being busy that she didn’t recognize him at first glance.

“Hey, Mac.” 

Looking up toward the smooth as silk voice put her face to face with Warren Alabaster. Everyone knew of the Alabaster family. They owned half the town. Mac never went to school with him or hung in the same social circles, but she’d seen him around plenty. She grew up on the wrong side of town. At least that’s what the wealthy kids thought. 

Sliding himself onto a recently vacated bar stool, he smiled. He was slightly more than six feet tall with chocolate colored hair and matching eyes sprinkled with gold flecks. He wore jeans and a red t-shirt that hugged across his chest and broad shoulders. Mac would have had to have been blind not to notice how hot he was. Growing up, every guy wanted to be him, and every girl wanted to be under him. Everyone, except Mac, that is. She wasn’t interested in people for their status or station in life. 

He was also a notorious playboy. At one time, Mac had her fair share of wild nights, but those days were in the past. She was looking for more now. She certainly didn’t need to be one of his conquests. 

“Warren, hey. How are you?” Mac tried to sound cool and nonchalant, like he was just another guy. Just another guy sitting at her bar, not a local celebrity. Unfortunately, she didn’t think it was working, since his smile spread to his eyes, making them shine. Wow, he must think she was a complete moron. 

“I’m good. When are you gonna let me take you out?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think that’s such a great idea.”

“I think it’s better than great.”

She sighed. “We’ll see.”

Excusing herself, Mac went back to work serving drinks. No matter what she did, whether it was pouring beers or mixing fruity cocktails, his eyes seemed to be following her. Last call came and went. She was trying to shuffle out the last of the college crowd. She was only twenty-five herself, but life had thrown her enough curve balls to make her feel much older. Once they were out, she turned, startled to find Warren standing directly behind her. 

He took two steps closer, putting his hand on the door above hers. Slowly he turned his head almost boyishly, to look her in the eye. “I’ll wait in my car to make sure you get to yours.” 

With that he walked out of the door. Mac had no idea why he had suddenly taken an interest in her, but she was glad someone would be looking out for her tonight anyway. Internally berating herself, she proceeded to the back room with the till to cash out. Once she was finished, she turned out the lights, and walked out into the night. Ethan could take the trash out in the mornings from now on.
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Chapter Two 
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Riley

Riley took one last look around his small apartment. Running his hand through his shaggy, brown hair, he took a deep breath. Picking up the last of his bags, he walked out and closed the door on this chapter of his life. He stopped by the intercom system just outside of the doors, pulling off the sticker for apartment 4C that read R. FITZGERALD. He was heading home. Back to Alabaster City. Back to the family he had missed. 

His father wanted him to help train the newbies, and he needed a job. After things with Olivia had gone to shit, there was no way he could go back to work with her father at his construction company. He didn’t need the constant reminder of her every day. After quitting his day job four months ago, he’d started bartending in the evenings, picking up enough hours to pay the bills. 

That worked for a little while, but now he was tired of just getting by. The time for a drastic change was long overdue. In three hours, he would be back where he belonged. Pulling out onto the highway, he lost himself in the music playing on the radio. The weather was perfect for a long ride, so he rolled the windows down, hanging his left arm out. He had made the right choice in leaving Gray Haven far behind. He could feel good things on the horizon, like an electric charge in the air. 

Two and a half hours and one close call with a speeding ticket later, Riley parked in his parents’ driveway. They had a beautiful three-story, craftsman-style home on 20 acres of land. A wooden porch wrapped around the entire house, ornamented by porch swings, benches, tables and heavily padded chairs. As soon as the car door opened, he could smell smoke. His dad must have the firepit going. He’d missed that smell living in a small apartment the past few years; the aroma had always soothed his inner beast. His mother Lorelei came running out of the front door. She was short compared to his six-foot four stature. A tiny thing with long, straight, black hair, she looked much younger than her fifty years. 

“Riley!” she shrieked, still advancing toward him.

“Hi, Mom.”

Riley wrapped her in his arms, easily lifting her from the ground and spinning her around. 

He ignored her delighted squeals. “Put me down, Riley. I said, put me down.” 

He laughed as he set her down and gathered his bags from the trunk. 

She pinched his cheeks like he was a ten-year-old kid instead of a twenty-six-year-old man. “I’m so glad you’re home, honey. I’ve missed this face.”

“So am I.” 

“Go on and take your stuff to your room. Dinner will be ready in about an hour.”

“Thanks, Mom.” 

Kissing her cheek, he headed inside. He loved this house. The open floor plan and exposed wooden beams gave off a rustic cabin feel, yet it had all the modern amenities you could think of. His boots clonked on the hardwood floor as he made his way across the foyer, past the living and dining rooms, to the door that led downstairs to his old room. The furniture was still there from before he’d moved out. Riley had only packed one duffel bag of clothes when he’d left home. Now he was unpacking that very same bag, along with two others. The apartment he’d rented had been fully furnished, making leaving simple. The empty space in his childhood bedroom filled up quickly, almost as if he’d never left. 

Dinner was delicious. His mother sure knew her way around the kitchen. Tonight’s meal was a juicy ribeye, loaded potatoes, fresh green beans, and biscuits, and he’d almost forgotten how much he’d missed home cooked meals. Olivia wasn’t much of a cook. If they ate at home, no matter his place or hers, he had done the cooking. If dinner was up to her, it came in a takeout bag. The best part of dinner tonight though was getting to be around family and having normal conversations. Instead of the gossip train Olivia conducted, Riley’s little sister Shannon was telling everyone about graduation and the huge party she wanted to have, if she could talk Momma and Daddy into it.

Riley also had twin brothers. The youngest of the two, Devlin, met a girl that he seemed smitten with. Riley was surprised to hear that Morgan, the oldest twin, had been spending time with their father learning how to fight and eventually train as an Enforcer, just as he did at that age. Enforcers were the wolves who policed the Pack. They were also the front line in case of an attack from rogue wolves who were exiled from their own Packs. Morgan had never really shown much interest before. 

His father looked up from his empty plate. “So, Riley, are you coming with me tomorrow?”

“Where are you heading?”

“Alabasters’ house. I’m having some new equipment installed in the gym, and it would be a good opportunity for you to get a lay of the land again.”

Quinn Fitzgerald had been training the members of the wolf pack for thirty some odd years. Teaching the newly shifted not only how to fight, if needed, but also to keep their newly acquired strength and temper in check. Both could be difficult to do, but Quinn was the best around. Riley learned everything he knew from his father, spending hours as a cub watching the generations before him learn to control their beasts. 

Quinn began showing Riley how to be a trainer at an early age. By the age of eighteen, Riley was his father's right-hand man and often taught his classes when the old man couldn’t be there. He was stubborn and wanted to see if he was as good a fighter as his father said he was, so he’d taken a job with the Gray Haven Pack while two of their enforcers were seriously injured. It was clear early on his father didn’t blow smoke up his ass. Riley was a hell of a fighter. Taking on their Head Enforcer, Jacob, in a sparring match was considerably easier than it should have been. 

He met Olivia at a meeting with Alpha Jonathan and ended up staying longer than planned. He worked at Premier Construction, which was owned by Olivia’s dad, as a way for him to keep an eye on a wolf having trouble keeping his anger under control. Riley stayed on after because the money was damn good, and he enjoyed the work. The whole experience turned out to be a great opportunity to help Jacob, while honing his teaching and problem-solving skills. 

He made decent money for it, but they weren’t the Alabaster Pack, so he knew it wouldn’t be permanent. Riley would come home and take over for his father. He’d thought he would come back with a mate on his arm, and maybe even a cub or two of his own, not alone with no prospects.

Swallowing his mouthful of steak, he nodded. “I suppose you’re right. What time you thinking of heading over?”

“No earlier than ten.”

“Is Warren still a giant prick?” Riley asked.

“Watch what you say, he’ll be your Pack Alpha one day.” His father drank down the rest of his beer. “Having said that, yes, he’s still a prick. Lucky for you, he hasn’t been around much lately. Rumor has it, he’s infatuated with some girl. Apparently, he met her at a bar downtown.”

“Cool, the less I have to deal with him the better. I’ll be ready when you are.”

Clearing the table after dinner, he brought the dishes into the kitchen for Shannon to wash. Devlin and Morgan worked together, putting the leftovers in plastic containers to store in the industrial sized refrigerator. At 18, Shannon was still the baby of the family, so she used that to her advantage every chance she could. She was the spitting image of their mother with her glossy, black hair pulled into a tight ponytail, showcasing her sparkling green eyes. She was a foot shorter than Riley, but her attitude made up for her lack of height in spades. 

She hugged him for the fifth time. “It’s good to have you home, Riley.”

“It’s good to be back, little sister.”

“I’m 18 now. I can hardly be considered little, she fussed.

“You’ll always be a little brat in pigtails to me.” 

He pinched her nose and beat it to the other side of the room before she could retaliate. His brothers laughed. The twins’ blond hair was passed down from their paternal grandmother. It still hadn’t stopped him from telling them they were found in the woods as cubs. They looked identical in every aspect, except their eyes. Devlin’s deep blue eyes offered mystery, whereas Morgan’s were like emeralds harboring wicked thoughts. With the kitchen back in order, Riley grabbed a beer and headed downstairs. Tomorrow was gonna be a long day.

***
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“RILEY.” 

He heard his father’s voice call downstairs. It was quarter ‘til ten already. Grabbing his shoes, he charged up to find his father already waiting by the front door.

“Train is pullin’ out.”

“I’m right behind ya, Pops.”

The Alabasters’ place hadn’t changed much in the last three years. It still looked like a photo out of Lifestyles of the Rich and Snooty. It reminded Riley of the architecture he had seen as a child around the Adirondack Mountains, except on a grander scale. His father used to take him out there for survival training and tracking lessons. Riley both looked forward to, as well as hated, the fact that he was about to walk back inside. Nicole Alabaster was the first one to meet him and his father at the back-sliding door off the huge kitchen. 

She smiled at his father, not yet realizing Riley was there. “Mr. Fitzgerald, how are you today?”

“I’m fine, Nikki, but please stop calling me Mr. Fitzgerald. Every time you do, I wanna turn around and look for my father. That would be some sight since the man’s been dead going on twenty years.” 

“Sorry.” She giggled. She glimpsed Riley standing there with his hands in his pockets. “Oh, my God. Riley. When did you get back?” she squealed. 

Nikki threw her arms around his neck, squeezing tightly. She was a good girl. She looked sweet as could be standing there in her bright yellow sundress with little white daisies all over it. Most of the Alabasters were pompous ass hats. Nikki married into the family recently. Apparently, they hadn’t ruined her yet.

Riley kissed her cheek. “Just got back into town. You gonna dump your husband and run away with me finally?”

Nikki shook her head, slapping him playfully. She even rolled her eyes for good measure. There had never been a romantic inclination between them. She had been head-over-heels in love with James Alabaster since she could tie her own shoes. Back when she had been just a soft-hearted little human girl. Now, she was Pack. 

Dad had called to tell him she made the transition nicely. Riley wished he could have been there for it. Unfortunately, at the time, Olivia had this stupid party thing to go to and wouldn’t shut the hell up about how embarrassing it would be for her to show up without her fiancé, not that he ever proposed to her. They had one conversation about what they wanted in life, and she blew it all out of proportion. He regretted not being there for Nikki every day. She never held it against him, not for one moment. Even though she loved an Alabaster, she was his best friend back then, and that never stopped him from teasing her. If anything, she got it worse.

She went back to wiping down the countertop. “It’s good to have you home. Are you coming back for good, or is this a vacation for you?”

“I’m gonna be stickin’ around for a while.”

“Should I warn the usual suspects?” Her laugh was kind and playful.

“Enough with the chit chat, boy,” his father winked. 

“Don’t be a stranger, Riley. Let me know if you need anything, Mr. Fitz... ah... Quinn.” 

Riley followed his father downstairs. The room was virtually empty sans the mirrors on the walls. In all the years Riley had trained here at the Alabasters’ home gym, he had never seen it empty. 

Eyeing his father, he smiled. “Some new equipment? I think you meant all the new equipment.” 

Quinn nodded his head. “It was long overdue. We’ve got a few boys coming of age soon and two pack members that want to be considered for enforcer training, but that won’t begin for a few weeks. You have plenty of time to get yourself settled in beforehand.”

“Thanks again, Dad. That gives me some time to get a regular job, too. I can’t live in my old room forever,” Riley chuckled.

“You’re welcome as long as you want, son, you know that.” Quinn patted his back. 

“All right, let’s go upstairs, I hear the delivery truck.”

Riley helped his father get everything in place then checked all the machines himself to verify they were to his liking before they left. He was meeting Garek tonight. He had just enough time to go home and shower before he had to head out. 

Hanging out at Lunar Eclipse sure brought back memories. The drinking, the laughs, the women, especially the women. Riley didn’t think he’d ever left this place without a woman trailing behind him, unless he’d wanted it that way, and that wasn’t often. Shifters have acute hearing, so the music was loud but not deafening to its patrons, unlike the music in human clubs. The bar top was a smooth redwood, forming a circle in the middle of the giant room. High back stools surrounded it. In the middle, bartenders bustled around the large island, where bottles of booze in every brand lined the mirrored shelves.

There were pool tables to Riley’s right, darts to his left, and a large dance floor straight ahead. His best pal Garek Ansley was with him tonight. It had been over six months since they had seen each other. The one and only time Garek had met Olivia, he’d told Riley she was no good. Garek always had some weird sixth sense when it came to reading people. One night he told Riley he didn’t think she had a faithful bone in her body. If only he had listened to his friend, but you live and, hopefully, you learn. It was a good feeling to be back, a sense of belonging. He didn’t realize how much he’d longed for it until he came back. 

They played a few rounds of pool before planting themselves at the bar to catch the game scores on the multiple televisions around the room.

“So, Riley, who’s it gonna be tonight? You deserve a little strange after Olivia. Who knows how many cocks had been in her mouth before you walked in on her? So, whatcha say? The sweet little redhead in the corner or the blond that keeps rubbing her tits on your arm every time she comes to get a drink? Personally, I say the redhead. I mean, just watch the way she keeps drinking that beer, dayum man.”

“I told you, I’m not looking for that tonight.”

“Say it ain’t so, man.”

“I don’t need the distraction right now. Plus, look around... The faces might change, but these girls are all the same. I’m tired of the same old song and dance. I want something different. Something special.”

Garek set his beer down and turned in his stool toward Riley. “Dude, that was...wow. Let me ask you something.”

“Yeah?”

“Did you forget to pack your dick before you left the house tonight? Because we can go back and get it.”

“Fuck you, Gar.” 

Laughing loudly, they exchanged a look. Garek got it. That was as close to a heartfelt conversation as they were ever going to get. All the talk about women did make Riley think about one thing. What gold digger was Warren parading around this month? The man had always been a man whore, and each new woman thought she would be the one to tame him, right up until he dumped them. Maybe he’d investigate the new infatuation, just for shits and giggles.

Garek shattered the thoughts that kept swirling around his head. “You comin’ over to watch the game tomorrow night?”

He nodded. “Yeah, unless something comes up. I don’t see that happening, so I’m in.”

Garek rolled his eyes. “Annabelle is going to a wedding shower. Hope she doesn’t get any crazy ideas. Last time she went to one, she spent the whole rest of the weekend humming Here Comes the Bride. We’re already mated. I don’t know why she needs a piece of paper, too”

“It’s not the paper. It’s the ceremony. The white dress, the cake, the party. Even you can’t be that fucking dense.”

“Well shit. You might be right.” 

“She’s the best thing that ever happened to you, and you damn well know it,” Riley snickered, taking another swallow of his beer.

Garek grinned. “Yeah, but I don’t have to tell her that.” 

“She knows.”

“So, tell me, how’s it feel to be back in the middle of it all?”

“It’s going good so far. I can’t lie, it’s nice to be in a gym that’s well equipped. The human gyms in Glen Haven were a waste of my time. I only spent time in the Pack gyms when I was working, so never for myself. I need to pick up some side work though. Something normal to keep me sharp.”

“How’s Warren been toward you?”

“He hasn’t been around. I’m kinda surprised. Not that I’m complaining.”

“I heard there’s a new piece of ass,” Garek snorted, “but he’s apparently been striking out.”

“Yeah, I ...what? Since when does Warren get rejected? Why does he keep going back? That’s not like him at all.” 

“I heard this one owns her own business. Little dive bar called Mac’s Place.”

Riley thought about that for a moment. “Interesting. I’m familiar with it. Not the place itself but the area. I tracked a rogue there the night before last actually.”

“You did? I thought you were in Gray Haven until yesterday. What happened?” 

I was. That’s where I picked up his trail. It led me here. Crazy, huh? Anyway, I fuckin’ lost him.” 

“Damn. Let me know if you need anything if he resurfaces.”

“You gonna dirty up your fancy suit to come track him down?” Riley teased. Garek was an urban planner. He was great at what he did. It was important to keep a shifter on the board. 

“What the fuck ever.” 

Riley finished the beer
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