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Prologue

 


Gray met her in a ditch.
It wasn’t a pretty or memorable setting, but, then again, even
though he wasn’t quite twelve years old yet, he wasn’t used to life
being pretty. Her hair was bright, sunshine yellow, almost white,
and it stuck out in contrast to the mud that seemed to cover her
from head to toe.

“What are you doing?” He
offered a hand to the girl and tugged her out of the
muck.

“Did you know African wild
dogs live in packs, like wolves?”

Her muddy palm felt small
and slimy in his large, firm hand.

He shook his head at the
nonsense she’d uttered. There was a kid in his class, something was
wrong with him, and he was slow. He wondered if she might be a
little slow, too.

“No, I didn’t know
that.”

“Even if they’re not
related, the pack hunts together, and it’s a social thing. They
protect each other when they’re hurt. What happened to your face?”
The girl went up on tiptoes to peer at his eye, and Gray clapped a
hand over the bruise. The shiner was more than a week old, so he’d
half forgotten it was even there.

“None of your business,”
he answered. Scraping his feet in the dirt, he began to walk away
from her, but the girl followed.

“I only asked on account
of because, lookie here—”

Yanking up her T-shirt,
the girl revealed her too-skinny abdomen, ribs sticking out of her
like she was a stray, underfed dog. High on one side, there was a
large bruise, still red and knotted toward the center. “My dad hits
people. I thought maybe you had a dad like mine.”

Stopping, Gray tilted his
head back toward the sun. “My dad says you’re not supposed to talk
about it.” Not sure why he’d said that much, Gray reached in his
pocket and pulled out a roll of chewing gum. Breaking off a chunk,
he offered it to the girl––she took it and began to chew. He tore
another piece off for himself, and they stood, chewing gum as he
watched the mud drying on her cheeks. “Does your dad say
that?”

The girl nodded. “Yeah,
but he’s an ass. Since yours is, too, I think we should make a pack
of our own. You know, like the African wolves. We can play
basketball and share gum and stuff. Nobody notices when I’m not
home. You?”

He blew a bubble before he
answered her. “Nope.”

“So, what do you
think?”

He considered her, stood
there all wild-haired and big-eyed—covered in mud and smelling like
his chewing gum.

Holding his hand out, he
wondered if he could find a way to make sure she didn’t get hit
anymore. He never cared much when his dad swung because he was a
boy and it didn’t matter.

But she was a girl and
tiny. And those ribs…

She took his hand, her
fingers twining with his in a trusting way, which firmed Gray’s
decision to find a way to protect her. “I think we should make a
pack. But I get to be the leader.”

Snorting, the girl began
to tug him toward the basketball courts at the back of the trailer
park. “Why, because you’re a boy?”

Smiling, he realized he
hadn’t smiled for a long time, and it felt pretty good. “No,
because I’m bigger.”

A spark in her eye said
she wasn’t going to let it go that easily. “If we’re a pack, we
should have a secret vow or something.”

“Like a spit promise?”
When her nose crinkled, his smile burst into a laugh. “So, no spit
promise?”

“No, don’t be disgusting.
How about something like, ‘I solemnly promise to be family, to
protect and hunt with you, forever devoted’?”

“Devoted?” Rolling his
eyes, Gray scowled at her. “That’s a little gooey for a pack, don’t
you think?”

“Swear or not, your
choice.” She tugged free of his hand and bounced into a jog. Racing
after her, he snagged her hand again, spinning her back to face
him. She was kind of pretty, under all the mud … for a
girl.

“I solemnly promise to be
family, to protect and hunt with you, forever devoted.”

Her grin made it worth
saying the silly phrase. “We’re family now. Forever. Let’s play
basketball.”

He let her tug him the
rest of the way, hoping she’d be around the next day. It might be
nice to have someone care whether or not he was around, even if she
was only some skinny, muddy, weird girl.


Chapter One

 


Early November

 


Eyeing the arrangement of
balls on the table, Robbie cocked a brow at Gray. “I just don’t
know how you’re going to sink that last ball, Mr. Smythe. With that
lovely eight ball blocking your shot, you can either bank it or
lose … to a girl.”

“Let’s not either of us
pretend you’re just a girl, Robbie. You’re a shark, and you’ve
cheated. I’m not sure how, but no way are you winning. You’ll see.
Take your shot, and let’s see if I’m still blocked when you’re
done.” His dark brow arched, and his smile was fast, even
predatory.

Something about that smile
always made her feel safe, but tonight? Tonight, Robbie had been
shooting tequila and pool. Her broken-hearted night out with the guys to soothe
her pain morphed at some point into some serious lusting for her
best friend. Not that Gray would guess the sexual turn of her
thoughts. He never did. It wasn’t her first night battling entirely
inappropriate fantasies about a guy she would never—could
never—date.

“Sure, whatever makes you
feel more like a man when I clear this table.” Cocking her hip at
an angle intended to make him notice just how much of a woman she’d
become over the years, she slanted one last grin over her shoulder
before focusing on her pool stick. Would be a shame to lose after
talking so much smack. With a few shots—one of which was slightly
off, due to her booze-blurred vision—she’d managed to even the
score. They each had one ball left to sink and the eight ball, of
course. She managed to plant the cue ball right where it’d
started—close enough to the eight that he couldn’t possibly get a
decent shot.

Leaning back, she chalked
her stick and pretended to be casual while her body throbbed with a
combination of lust and alcohol. “Your shot, hot stuff. Let’s see
what you’ve got.”

Once he’d positioned
himself over the table, focusing on the balls, she allowed her gaze
to roam over his familiar form. She’d known Gray Smythe since they
were kids—partied with him, cried with him, laughed with him—and
they’d gotten into a hell of a lot of shit over the years. Good
times and bad, their group—the Pack, as they called themselves—had
been just as likely to get in trouble as to be there for one
another when it went swirly. Gray had led them––until
recently…

It seemed everyone was
getting married, moving on, having kids while she still wasn’t sure
what she wanted to be when she grew up. Nearly thirty, she’d
thought she’d figured it out a few times, but for some reason, it
always fell apart.

Like the breakup she was
currently trying to drink away. Troy had seemed as if he might be
the one. Steady job, nice apartment, cute dog—all the things that
should have sent her heart pitter-pattering and her feet itching to
trot down the aisle hollering, “I do!” Instead, she’d done what she
usually did—blew it. She’d practically shoved him away, using her
friendship with Gray as the crack in their relationship. Troy
wanted, no, demanded that she stop going out at all hours of the night to hang out
with her buddy from high school.

Robbie wasn’t willing to
give up her friendship with the only man who’d ever made sense,
who’d ever cared … who mattered. So, Troy was gone, and she stood
watching Gray set up to try an impossible bank shot while she
courted a hangover from hell by slinging back yet
another

shot of Jose’s finest.
“You going to make that shot, pretty boy, or just stand there
thinking about it?”

“If you’d get your hip off
the table, I’d shoot. As it is, your ass is blocking my shot.” He
didn’t stand up or come out of his pose, waiting for her to
comply.

To satisfy herself, she
stood and bent to lay her tits on the green felt.
“Better?”

“Look, Robs, either move
it, or I’ll take my shot and bounce a ball off those big old
titties. Your pick.” Gray shrugged, tapped his fingertips on the
table, and waited.

He wouldn’t do it, but
still. Sighing, she stood and stomped over to the table, out of his
way. “At least you’ve noticed I have boobs.”

The balls clacked together
as he managed to bank his shot, dropping his last one into the far
left pocket. He lined up to make an attempt at the eight ball, and
she gnawed her lip.

One point at the center
right pocket and then he slammed into the white ball, spinning it
into the black and sinking it with a clack and rolling noise. He’d
won the game. His smile as he strode to her side, backing her into
the wall with his size, said triumph. “Robs, everyone notices
your boobs. They’re enormous.” He snagged his beer and walked away
from her, not even glancing back, and she shivered in
reaction.

She seriously had to get
her hormones under control. He was her best friend, not available
or interested in her in any way beyond the almost familial
friendship they shared, so her shoving sexual connotations on his
every move would only serve to drive them apart. Damn Troy for
planting the idea of it in her head, anyway. Really, it was his
fault—she wouldn’t be considering it if he’d not been so stupidly
jealous of their platonic relationship.

Annoyed with herself, she
decided to dance and saw just the bowlegged cowboy to fit her mood.
She’d seen him around a few times. He was single and generally
drank too much, but he was in
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