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Prologue


Austin made the hole bigger in his sandbox.  He'd been digging for at least an hour, needing to make the pit where his truck would crash as big as he could. 
"Ten more minutes, Austin.  It's almost time for bed."  His mom called from the deck, wiping her hands on a dish towel.  Austin doubled his efforts, determined to finish his pit, the home for all the broken trucks.
The breeze picked up, but he ignored it.  He was on a mission.  Tomorrow, he'd race his monster trucks on the sand track he'd made and any that lost the race would have to jump over the pit, some sure to fall below spending the rest of their days in the hole.  He laughed to himself over his evil plan.
If only he could finish the pit before he had to go to bed.
His hair blew into his eyes.  He shook his head, but the wind blew it back down.  Austin huffed and kept digging.
It was the end of summer, but the days were still long and bright, and his bedtime later than normal.  So when it darkened above him, his sand pit in shadow, Austin looked up.  And up, tilting his head all the way back to see a puff of grey smoke above his head.  His mouth held open in an 'o' as he stared at the motionless cloud.
Austin moved to the side to look around the grey puff.  Blue with small white clouds filled the sky, the sun lower and despite that, the evening was bright.  He stood and took three steps back, putting himself outside of his sandbox and out from under the cloud.  One.  Two.  Three.  The cloud dispersed, turning into twirls of smoke, creating patterns in the air.  The patterns turned into shapes, then formed animals.  Wolves, bears, and large birds played together in the air.
He didn't know what it was or why it was here, but it looked cool.  The smoke moved away from him, up the hill, away from his house, still creating patterns and playful animals.  Austin followed.  It picked up speed and so did Austin.  He didn't want to lose it.  He was panting by the time he reached the top of the hill, and the smoke turned right to weave through the trees.  Austin slowed his progress to balance on rocks and step over branches and roots.
The further he went, the fewer trees surrounded him and the ground became easier to hike over.  The smoke stopped in an open space and waited for Austin to catch up.  When he stopped, it rushed over him, twirling at his feet then up and around him.  Austin realized it wasn't smoke at all.  It was wind, warm wind.
He chased it around in a circle, his laughter echoing.  He jumped to catch it, only to have the warmth circle his hand and move away, as if to say down low, too slow.
Austin giggled and kept running, determined to catch it again.  Just as he reached for it a second time, he tripped, falling to the ground, catching himself with his forearms.  He winced, holding back the tears.  The heel of his hand and his elbow stung.  His eyes welled and he blinked.  There was no point in crying when his mom wasn't here to help.
He looked back to see what he'd tripped over and gasped.  Grey fur crouched on the ground.  A small head turned with grey eyes, the colour of the wind, stared at him.  The baby wolf, a pup, stood and wagged his tail.  When Austin didn't get up, the pup tilted his head.
Austin swiveled, trying to find other pups or the mother, but there was nothing.  He stood and eyed the pup.  The wind had disappeared.  What should he do now?
The pup seemed to have an idea.  He crouched down, ready to play.  He yipped and bounced until Austin gave in.  With no other wolves near, he joined the pup and bounced around with him.  They chased each other, playing a form of tag.
The wind came back and joined their game, chasing them, then running from them.  Austin forgot he was supposed to be home getting ready for bed.
The grey swirls chased and reached out, catching Austin and the wolf pup at the same time.  It wrapped them together in a warm grasp.  Austin laughed.  But after a moment, something didn't feel right.  It didn't feel like the wind was on him anymore, but inside him.  Tingles and aches ran through his body.  Fear grew with the regret of ever following the smoky cloud.  His body hurt, and he felt it changing.  He squeezed his eyes shut.
The wind calmed and moved away from him and the pup as the ache faded.  Austin lay panting on the ground.  His breath felt different, and he tried to smack his lips, but that didn't work the same either.  He opened his eyes and saw grey paws in front of him.  The wolf pup pounced on Austin, his tail once again wagging.
You look just like me.  Now we can play even better.
Austin's head snapped around, searching the clearing they'd been playing in for whoever just spoke.
Come on!
He looked at the pup.  Austin realized it was the wolf pup who spoke to him.  He said Austin looked just like him.  He looked down to see fur covering his arms and hands.  His fingers were bony toes with little claws.  A longer neck allowed him to turn further sideways to see grey fur covering a body that wasn't his.  Austin was a wolf.
With no other options, Austin followed the pup, stumbling over his feet, learning how to walk with paws for the first time.  Once he gained control of his limbs, they wrestled, tumbled, and chased some more until they both lay down exhausted.  After a rest, the pup stood.
Follow me.  He took him into the trees, deeper into the woods.  A shiver ran down Austin's spine.  His fur moved, standing up on his back.
Two large adult wolves jumped out, cutting off the pup and Austin.  Their eyes locked onto him, pinning him in place.  Their lips pulled back and low growls emanated from their throats.  Voices sounded through the air again.
You are not mine.  It was the pup's mom.  She stepped forward and grabbed the pup by the scruff and pulled him back.  The other wolf, larger than the mom, paced toward Austin.
Go home.  The echo of the voice was deep, similar to Austin's grandpa.
He's not a wolf.  The pup wiggled out from behind his mom.
We know that.  She tried to pull him back, but she missed and he bolted until he skidded to a stop before reaching Austin.  The other wolf's lips pulled tight and the holes in his nose grew.  Slim eyes snapped to attention and onto Austin.  Austin could feel his anger.  He took a slow step back, knowing that whatever the wolf was about to do wouldn't be good.
But the smoky wind rushed out of nowhere and pushed the at the large wolf.  The two adults huffed and growled low.
Fine.  The word was a single deep rumble from the larger wolf.  They left, and the wind hovered over Austin and the pup.
Come back to play.  Okay?
Austin still wasn't sure how to respond, so he nodded.  The wind nudged him away from the pup and the wolves and only stopped when they reached his clothes that lay in a bunch on the ground.  The wind twirled around him, tingles and aches spread through his body.  He tensed with the sensations, wishing they would go away.  He tried to hold back his tears, but failed.
When the wind lifted away, Austin was himself again.  He wiped at his wet cheeks and got dressed.  He raced back through the woods to go home.  As he approached the end of the trees and the top of the hill above his house, he heard his mom calling his name.  Her voice pitched high with fear.  He ran out of the trees yelling for her.
"Mom!"
"Austin?"  She had been about to go back down the hill.  She spun around.  Austin ran and jumped as he reached her, leaving her to catch him.  She stumbled back, but didn't fall.  "There you are.  You scared me!"
"I'm sorry, Mom."  Austin's tears resurfaced.  His mom held him while she started walking down the hill.  When they reached the house, she set him down on the deck and wiped his eyes.
"Austin Zachary Hall, where were you and why did you wander away?"  He winced when she used his full name.  His mom sounded calm, but Austin knew she wasn't.  Something about the way she carefully said each word and how her breath pushed heavily out her nose.
"I chased a cloud of smoke and found a baby wolf."
"What?"  His mom blinked, then shook her head.  "Never mind.  It's time for bed."  She straightened and stretched out her arm with a pointed finger toward the door.
Bathed and dressed in pajamas, his mom tucked him into bed, then sat on the side.
"Austin, you know better than to run off like that."  She paused.  "Are you okay?"  She ran her fingers over his forehead and pushed his hair back.
"I think so."
"Will you tell me what really happened?"
"I wasn't lying.  I chased a cloud of smoke and found a baby wolf."  Austin wanted her to believe that before he told her anything else.  But by the look on her face, she didn't.  She sighed.
"Okay, Austin.  As long as you're okay.  Get some sleep.  I love you."  She leaned down and kissed his forehead.
"I love you too, Mom."
Austin couldn't fall asleep.  Kicking the blankets until they tangled at his feet, Austin sat up in bed and rested his chin on his hands and his elbows on his knees.  He heard the phone ring and his mom answer.
"Hello.  Oh, my goodness!  Congratulations.  A baby girl.  I'm so happy for you two.  What did you name her?  Holly, what a beautiful name.  I can't wait to tell Austin he has a new cousin."
[image: image-placeholder]Eight years later…
Austin lay next to Holly in the field.  The grass growing long toward the end of the summer hid them from sight of their parents.
"Why am I the only who calls you Zachary?" she asked.
Zachary was his middle name.  She repeated it once as a toddler and it seemed to stick with her.  She wasn't the only who called him Zachary, though.
"I don't know, Squirt."
"You're the only one who calls me Squirt."
"That's cause you are one."  He nudged her with his elbow.
"Look!  There's a lion.  Do you see it?"  Holly pointed her little finger up toward the sky at a rounded shaped cloud.
He didn't see a lion, but he wasn't about to admit that to Holly.  "Yeah, I see it."
His cousin might be eight years younger than Austin, but they saw each other every day, and he loved her like a sister.  But he feared that was about to change.  Holly and her family were moving.  Not that far that they'd never see each other again, but a town a few hours away.  It wouldn't be the same not seeing Holly every day.
"I'm going to miss you, Squirt.  Glad you didn't move before your birthday so I could still give you your gift."
"You never gave me a gift."
"I didn't?"
Holly giggled.
He reached into his front pocket and pulled out a necklace.  He'd saved up from his job stocking shelves at the grocery store to buy this for her.  It wasn't anything special, but it wasn't a cheap necklace that would tarnish or break as she wore it.  Austin let it dangle from his fingers above her face.  She gasped, and she sat up, gently taking the necklace from him.  "Happy birthday, Holly."
She took her eyes off the necklace long enough to look down at him.  "Thank you, Zachary."
Austin sat up and took the necklace from her to put it on.  She lifted her hair.  The necklace had a two-toned chain and a small heart locket.  Inside he had Love you, Squirt engraved on one side and the other held a picture of the two of them from the beginning of summer.  Holly opened the locket and ran a finger over the picture.  She turned around.
"I love it."  She launched herself upward and wrapped her arms around his neck.  Even at eight years old, she was a tiny thing.  She would be the tiniest one going into third grade at her new school.  Without him around to protect her.
"Good."  He pulled her off him and pinned her with a glare.  "You remember everything I've taught you."
"I'll be fine, Zachary.  My mom said she's sure everyone at my new school will be nice."
Yeah, sure they would.  Austin didn't have much faith in other kids.  Kids could be cruel at any age.  Especially to someone as tiny as Holly.
"I love you."
"I love you too, Squirt."
"But I have to go now."  She hugged him again and squeezed.  He felt a single tear drop onto his shoulder.  He held her tight, knowing he would miss hearing Zachary every day from her little voice.  She was as close to a sister as he'd ever have.
The only brother he had was a wolf.  Smoke was the grey pup he found in the woods the day Holly was born.  Since being frightened by Smoke's parents, he never used his real name with the wolves.  Smoke referred to him as Zachary, too.  Now he understood it didn't matter what name he gave to wolves.  But he liked that the special people in his life called him by a name no others did and few people knew.
"Let's go."  Austin helped Holly up and took her hand to walk her home.  She stopped and pulled on his arm.
"Did you see that?"  She frowned at the trees up the hill.  Austin looked, but saw nothing.  He knew it wasn't Smoke.  He could sense him if he was near.
"I don't see anything."
Holly still wouldn't move.  "I know I saw something."  She watched for another minute, then allowed Austin to pull her away.
He pulled her in for one last hug and kissed her forehead before letting her walk into her house, knowing she would leave in the morning before he'd see her again.  He was saying goodbye to one of his best friends, his sister that wasn't really his sister.




CHAPTER ONE


Zachary missed his motorcycle.  Driving around this shit hole city in the same damn car as everyone else grated on his nerves.  He drove the simple, small, grey SUV that appeared around every corner.  He didn't want to stand out, and that was exactly what his motorcycle would do.  And he hated it. 
He'd been scouting out the address the woman, ghost, spirit, other being, whatever the hell she was, gave him.  And he found nothing other than a building of offices.  Each floor housed a different business.  Insurance broker, realty agency, lawyer offices, and a public relations agency.  When researching them, Zachary found well-built websites and contact information, but not much marketing.  His attempts to contact each of them, posing as potential clients, only garnered recorded responses or automated messages.  Access to the building was only granted with a passkey and no windows could open, were reinforced, and tinted.
The entire building was a front for something.  But Zachary still didn't know what.  The woman only gave him an address and a reassurance that Holly was mostly unharmed.  Mostly unharmed.  Those words ate at him with each day that passed, and he still hadn't found her.  No sign whatsoever.  But he'd been observing the patterns of the building.
Maybe she'd been wrong.  If so, this had been a fucking waste of time.  Time that he could have really used to find her.
Zachary drove to the campsite outside of town.  He camped to make it easier to shift and to stay near Smoke, and he chose the side of town closest to where Holly was being held.  Smoke stayed near the camp, but out of sight of the other campers.  Zachary often went for hikes to shift and spend time with Smoke.
Zachary healed with Smoke by his side every day, but it wasn't the same for his wolf brother.  Smoke still hurt from being abandoned by Zachary, even if that hadn't been his intention.  Searching for Holly alone had been foolish and useless.  And it had torn the two of them apart.
He arrived at camp and went in search of Smoke.  Evening settled over the sky and the scent of the air changed with the coming of night.  Campers were gathering around their fires, no longer wandering the trails.  A couple hundred metres on the trail, Zachary veered off.  He found the area Smoke claimed as a temporary territory.  He moved around when he had to due to campers coming too close.  Smoke hated it and told Zachary each day how much he missed Kai's pack.  Zachary's jealousy grew, but he wasn't in the position to do anything.  He had lost the right to feel this way.
Zachary ditched his clothes and hid them in a hole under a rock.  A rock too heavy for most humans to move, but easy enough for a shifter.  He shifted; the process beginning in his mind, then moved to his soul, pushing an ache through his body as each bone changed its position.  Time as a wolf had been Zachary's escape from life while growing up.  But it also came with its own challenges.  He hadn't been treated any better by other wolves than he had by other humans.
He landed on the ground as the final waves of magic washed over him.  Smoke emerged, dinner hanging from his jaws.  He dropped the grouse in front of Zachary.
Still nothing?  Smoke asked.  They'd been there for almost three weeks and Zachary had yet to find a way into that building or confirm Holly was inside.  Even a shifter's sense of smell couldn't penetrate the walls.
Nothing.  Zachary had reached a dead end.  So much rage and frustration filled his gut, but he refused to let it out.  Because of Smoke.  But some of Zachary's rage was directed at the death of Damien Marks.  Zachary might have an address, but without Damien, he couldn't get inside.
How long are we going to stay here?
Smoke, if you want to go back to Kai's pack, then go.  I can't force you to stay with me.  Zachary snapped, some of his frustration leaking out.  His tone filled with bitterness.
That isn't it.  I'm with you.  Smoke still hadn't lain down to eat the grouse.  Zachary felt the strength of Smoke's eyes on him.  What you're doing isn't working.  We need a different angle.
You don't want to leave?  Zachary had been sure he'd been miserable with him.
Smoke looked away and a long huff came out his nose.  I'm still hurt, and I know I shouldn't be.  Not when I know how important Holly is to you.  But it hurts just as much to be away from you.  I'm with you.  Brother.  Zachary's breath lurched as the word he'd needed most came from Smoke.  Brother.
Maybe I need to get in touch with some contacts I'd rather avoid.  See who took the place of Damien.  It was the last thing he wanted to do.
Over the past month, Zachary had filled Smoke in on what he'd been doing for two years, how he'd finally found a trail and wormed his way into their circle enough to gain some trust.  He'd been disgusted with himself anytime he stood next to Damien or anyone else inside that organization.
And Zachary had filled with remorse as Smoke told him of what he'd done for two years.  Alone.  Angry.  Vicious.  He'd become a whole different wolf.  Zachary recognized how much he'd changed.  And, Zachary thought, he had too.
I want to try for a little longer before contacting that group again.  He hoped it never came to that.
Okay.  After a firm nod, Smoke lay down to eat.  Zachary followed, grateful to have his brother back, but the rift still needed to heal.
[image: image-placeholder]Ezaray had lost count of the days after two years had passed.  Her hope of ever escaping disappeared a long time ago.  The only thing that kept her going was she knew this could be worse.  Women were usually kidnapped for one purpose, and for the women here, that wasn't it.  The women here needed to be kept healthy.  She guessed they should be thankful for small miracles.  They staffed the building with its own doctor and security.  They let anyone caught treating the captives with anything worse than a shove go.  All the women knew what they meant when they said let go.  Let go meant someone was fired, but not here.  Killed.  They killed violators to let them go.  Ezaray wasn't naïve.  Not all women were in good standing here.  If one lost too many times in a row, they disposed of them.
They had taken her and Holly on Holly's birthday.  Holly had sensed them closing in, but she was too late.  Ezaray knew she still blames herself for it every day, even though she stopped telling her. 
Turning twenty had felt like such a big deal.  Her life unfolding, and she'd been excited to dig in.  Beginning a new job where she could grow and learn.
All that had happened.  Just not the way she'd expected it would.
They hadn't gone to a club to drink, dance, and celebrate, but they had gone to the pub and stayed well into the night on their patio ordering appetizers and drinks.  There had been four of them, Ezaray, Holly, and two other friends from high school.  She didn't know what happened to them.  They never saw them here.  She grieved for her friends with the only assumption they had for what happened to them.  But not long, and not often.  There hadn't been the time when they worried about their own future.
Her handler kept her busy.  For now, she and Holly had the same handler, but handlers changed.  And when they did, they would set Ezaray against her best friend.  It had happened before and would happen again.  They traded and sold the women between handlers often.  All part of their business.
The handlers watched for when they let each other win so as not to put their friend's life in danger, but rarely did they catch Holly pulling back.  But that was because they didn't know Holly's true strength.  She never allowed herself to show it.  Holly had saved it for an escape someday, when she had still thought an escape was possible.  To everyone else, Holly still seemed optimistic.  Ezaray expected she put on an act, holding onto her hope solely to give to the other women and not for herself.  That would be a Holly-like thing to do.
"Tallon, you fight tonight."  Her handler appeared in their doorway, bedrooms disguised as offices.  Gerard Young wasn't the worst handler in the company, but he only cared about the money and had no problem saying whatever to scare the shit out of Ezaray, Holly, or whoever else he controlled.  The words worked on some of the newer girls.
"I thought Seely was fighting tonight."  Ezaray learned to keep her voice small, compliant.
"She didn't make it."  Gerard held a gravely joy in his one-sided sneer and a delightful spark in his eye.  Ezaray refused to react, refused to swallow or allow her lips to twitch or her nostrils to flare, refused to allow Gerard to see a single tear fall with fear shining in the drop.  She gave no reason for any handler to think her weak.  She stared into his evil eyes for only a moment before she sat on her bed and pulled out her gear to prepare for the fight.
Gerard walked away, his slow footsteps fading.  Holly emerged from the corner.
"Poor Kate."  Her throat lodged on Kate's name.  Kate had been trying hard for a long time, but as the days passed, her energy, her will to stay alive wavered.  She'd lost her last fight.  Holly knelt on the floor in front of Ezaray and helped her prepare.  "Kate was supposed to fight Maggie tonight.  Maggie's good, Zee."  She didn't speak with awe of Maggie's skills, but fear that Ezaray's didn't match hers.
"I'll be fine, Holly."  Her grief over Kate kept her voice flat.  Empty words were the norm when trying to encourage Holly.  They both knew the truth of their situation.  She kept the words, but let go of the hope.
Holly and Ezaray were two of the best fighters in the company, but so was Maggie.
In her shorts and sports bra and with her hands wrapped, Ezaray ran through some warm-ups and drills with Holly while waiting for Gerard to tell her it was time to go.
[image: image-placeholder]The rain would provide an excuse.  As long as Zachary's acting skills were up to par.  He stalked the alleys, waiting for the well-dressed men to enter the building.  The apparent business hours were erratic.  Zachary tracked movement for a pattern, but the people coming and going weren't consistent.  He familiarized himself with recurring scents and features.  The pattern may not be consistent, but the clientele was.
He'd studied each man that walked into the building for the past two weeks.  He knew who the difficult targets would be by their arrogant struts and high chins.  And he recognized the weak and new clients by how their eyes searched the area as they approached the building and again before they opened the door.  Their gait was slower than others, and their posture didn't carry the straight sharpness that increased their height and changed the air surrounding them.  These were the easy targets, the ones he intended to con.
Zachary had gone shopping earlier in the day, to dress to match others.  Button-up dress shirts and slacks.  Sweaters and sweater vests adorned some older patrons, but Zachary would never touch them.  The dress code of business casual matched the businesses labelled in white decals on the glass of the front door.
He yanked off the tag on the sleeve of the navy blue button-up shirt and rolled up the cuffs.  Sinking his body against the building across the street to hide himself in shadows, he watched the door and the men that approached, waiting for the right moment, the right target.
And there he was.  Short, young, and grew up with money and privilege.   He wore tailored clothes, but he'd yet to grow into the broader shoulders of his frame.  He walked with self-assurance until he got closer to the building.  His steps faltered and his head turned from side to side with the smallest movements.
The street emptied, the crowd entering slowed for the moment.  Zachary dashed from the alley, the rain sticking his shirt to his chest and back.
The grey wind quickly blew through the street as he crossed.  He watched it disappear, knowing it meant something important, but he refused to get distracted.
"Hold the door!" he boomed through the rain the moment the guy ran his passkey over the box outside the door.  Zachary grabbed the frame above his head and shook out his hair.  In his other hand he held a blank white card.  It did nothing and didn't hold the same luster as the passkeys he'd seen people use, but in the dimness of the rainy evening, it passed inspection for any cameras and the young guy in front of him.
Zachary glared down at him and watched him visibly swallow.  He took one step to face Zachary.
"In."  He gestured with his hand enough that the guy noticed the white card between his fingers.  The guy moved and Zachary followed, keeping his eyes forward and using his sense of smell to track his surroundings.
The inside looked like any other high-end business.  Plush waiting areas sat on each side of the door, their fabric without a single dent, rip or stain.  A man in his sixties with a blue security uniform sat behind the main desk staring at computer monitors.  Zachary wondered if his job was just for show.  A place running an illegal business should have better security than him.
And they did.
That security stood in the form of a man larger than Zachary next to the elevators at the end of the lobby.  He blocked one boarded up elevator entrance.  The other elevator had the same electronic box on the outside to call it.
Zachary stayed behind the smaller man — kid, he was barely a man — and kept his card in his hand.  The box beeped as the kid ran his key over it.  The security guy eyed him, then Zachary.  Zachary returned his glare and nodded, lifting his hand so he saw his card.  The guy hesitated, but the elevator opened and Zachary moved in beside the kid before he could say anything.  He'd gotten lucky with his timing.  Getting in shouldn't have been that easy.
The elevator had one direction — down.  He'd be trapped underground.  His muscles tensed as he prepared himself the best he could.  The kid watched Zachary with the side of his eye.  He quickly turned his head away when Zachary glared at him.  Zachary's lips twitched as he smelled fear spike for a moment from the kid.  He was easy to intimidate.  The problem was, even Zachary was feeling a bit intimidated by his situation.  There'd be no way out if he were caught.
Zachary's senses ran wild when the doors opened.  He stepped out of the elevator without anyone stopping him.  At first glance, the room looked to be a gentlemen's club.  Cigar smoke floated around the air.  Glass tumblers of amber liquid were in the hands of most of the men.  A shiny, dark stained, wooden bar ran along one entire wall with five male bartenders behind it.  Security guards similar to the one on the floor above roamed.  Booths, tall tables, and end tables with plush furniture circled the room.  But what stood out amongst it all, out of place for a gentleman's club, was the fighting ring in the centre.
Whatever he just walked into started a sickness in his gut that tried to eat its way out with a burning sensation.
The kid walked off, joining a group his own age that greeted him with cheers.  Zachary ambled over to the bar, watching the other customers to see what they required when ordering a drink.  Simple cash.  Green twenties passed from the customers to the bartender.
A lanky bartender, white shirt, black vest, stood across from him with a raised brow, until his eyes met Zachary's dark scowl.  The man flinched and stepped back half a step.
"Whiskey."  Zachary pulled out a twenty he had tucked beside his wallet and passed it over.  Seconds later, the bartender set his glass in front of him and moved on to the next guy, but not before sending a wary look at Zachary.  In a place like this, he welcomed the reaction.
Two chairs and a small table sat empty in a darker alcove.  Zachary made his way over and sat to observe the room.  Without knowing the purpose of this place, he didn't want to talk to anyone and make it known he didn't belong.
The scents were strong and plenty.  Several flavours of cigars and cologne mingled together.  Strong amber alcohols filled most glasses.  And the distinct scent of cash wafted here and there.  Men of all ages, but all wealthy, stood in groups, a few meandering with social delight.
After half an hour, a clearing of a throat echoed through unseen speakers.  Attention turned toward the ring.  A man dressed in a black suit stood in the centre, smiling at the room, his white teeth showing beneath his shaped, dark facial hair.  A ponytail pulled his hair tightly away from his face.
"Welcome, gentlemen."  He held a microphone in one hand.  The club took up the entire basement space of the building.  "Tonight's event promises to be a good one.  Our girls will come around shortly to collect your bets.  A reminder, the minimum bet is five thousand dollars.  If you're new or have yet to get to know some of our girls, do so this evening.  Find your favourite and invest in their future."  Excitement rose in his voice as he spread his arm outward to encompass the club.  His eyes were wide and focused above a grin meant to seduce the men to spend their money.
Excited faces donned many of them, and their eyes often looked toward the back of the room.  Zachary kept himself seated.  After ten minutes, an elevator dinged in the distance and the atmosphere of the murmurs changed.
Female scents filtered through the crowd.  Their anxiety-tinged aromas soured his nose.  The well-groomed centre man implied the girls were here of their own free will, choosing this to make a life for themselves.  They weren't and every person in this room knew it.
The men parted, giving Zachary glimpses of the girls making their way through the crowd individually.  All wearing short spandex shorts and sports bras and carrying tablets with an electronic tap to record bets and accept money.  A redhead waded through the men, but she wasn't carrying a tablet like the rest.  Fabric wrapped her hands, as if ready for a boxing match.  The fighting ring was for the girls.  If there was one fighter, then there was another floating through the crowd.
Zachary had to force his breathing to create a steady pace when his body would rather rush air in and out of him like the quick motions of a saw.
A scent that smelled like home, like sweet wildflowers and fresh summer grass, crossed his nose and grew stronger.  He only recognized her by her picture.  She turned into a beautiful full-grown version of the little girl he played with every day since the day she was born, since the day he became a shifter.
"Hey, Squirt."  He didn't raise his voice for fear of others hearing him, and he hoped Holly heard him as she passed.  Her sharp intake hit his ears, and she turned around. Wide green eyes locked onto him, hurting him in a way he didn't think possible.
"Zachary?"  She whispered his name and her eyes filled with moisture.  Holly plastered a seductive smirk on her lips and turned toward him.  One step and Zachary flinched.  She halted.  She wasn't the same Holly he used to know.  All the wildflowers and summer grass were drowned out by a distinct wild scent of an owl.  Holly's seductive look wavered, but she recovered.
"Wolf."  The look on her face was inviting, but her snub wasn't.
"Owl."  He wasn't as shocked to meet another shifter as she seemed to be.
"What the hell are you doing here?"  Accusation leached from her lips that barely moved with her whisper.  She didn't have to speak up for him to hear her and vice versa.
"Looking for you."
"You're not…"  She swallowed before she tried again.  "You're not here for the events?"
"No, I'm not."
Holly's chin quivered.
"Don't cry, Squirt.  We need to get you out of here before you can cry."
"You can't.  There's no way out, Zachary."  Harshness edged each word.  Holly was desolate and her eyes were shells of the little sister he missed having around and last saw so many years ago.
Another girl, similar features and size to Holly's still petite frame, sidled up next to her.  Zachary's eyes blinked rapidly, and an involuntary growl reverberated through his body.  It was a damn good thing he was already sitting or the dizziness and headache would have put him on his ass.  She had a scent full of sweet cherries and he wanted to devour her.
Hell of a place to discover his mate.
His focus blurred, but he heard Holly, her words thick like spoken over a swollen tongue muffled in his ears.
"Are you okay?"
"I'm sure he's fine.  There's more that would like to place bets."  Her melodic inflection cut through the haze, trying to urge Holly to move on.
"Don't leave."  His growl tore at his throat.
"What is it, Zachary?" Holly reached for him, but pulled her hand back.
"You know him?  Wait.  Zachary.  That Zachary?"
"Yeah."
Zachary focused his eyes on his mate and as soon as he did, his gut sank to the floor.  Her hands didn't hold a tablet like the rest.  They were wrapped and ready to fight.  Both still stood with practiced seduction and flirtatious expressions, never breaking from their act.  No one looking on would think
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