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      About Caged Wolf

      The biker gangs passing through Lobo Norte don’t scare Ofelia anymore. All those men are the same: scarred, homeless, and broken…just like Ofelia. They’ve become a blur of forgettable faces watching her strip. She takes off her clothes, takes their money, and wipes them from her memory instantly.

      But Trouble is different. A biker with a wolf tattoo and tortured eyes, he sees beyond Ofelia’s tough disguise to a more fragile woman within. She’s drawn to him like she’s never been drawn to a man before—at least, not since she survived hideous torture at the hands of her ex-boyfriend that left her scarred physically and emotionally. She can’t forget Trouble. And she definitely can’t push him away.

      There’s magic between them that neither understands. But maybe if Ofelia and Trouble can find the truth, they can release each other from the chains that bind them to Lobo Norte, to the Fang Brothers biker gang, and to the dark secrets in their pasts…
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      The fifteenth card of a tarot deck’s major arcana, The Devil represents hedonism, obsession, and temptation. His arrogance is as intoxicating as it is deadly. Those drawn to his magnetic personality will become entangled in his pursuit of earthly pleasures.

      He is bound in chains with no lock: the ties that hold him are those of his own making. Though The Devil is surely in bondage, freedom always lies within his reach…if only he will allow himself to take it.
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      Folks didn’t come to Lobo Norte because they wanted to. Our town was a pit stop in a nowhere-place in the desert, neither Mexican nor American, marked on no map and unreachable by normal means. Any normal person unlucky enough to stumble upon us was likely to never leave again. For those who came deliberately, we were the last chance to get gas before crossing the border into the United States. Or the first place to get whores and drugs before crossing into Mexico.

      When the Fang Brothers blasted into my town, I could tell that they weren’t there for gas. That only left one other option.

      The door to my bar swung open, and there they were: three men, each of them tall and broad, each of them encased in leather and denim.

      The first one was grizzled and gray. His vest had “Big Papa” etched into the breast with white thread. Big Papa didn’t have a right eye and he didn’t try to hide the scarred, empty socket.

      The one on the left, with a goatee and wicked eyes the color of the playa, had a vest that said “Mad Dog.” Both radiated intimidation. It would have been enough to make any other twenty-two-year-old girl drop everything and run.

      But I wasn’t any other twenty-two-year-old girl, and the third guy—the one on the right, hanging back from the others—had my cowboy boots glued to the floor.

      He was a full inch taller than Big Papa. His square jaw was shadowed with faint stubble, same length as the dusky brush of hair on his head. He’d shaved maybe a week earlier, and judging by the glistening sweat on his collarbones, that was how long it had been since he had showered, too. His skin was dusty and sunburned. A man who had been on the road for months—maybe his whole life.

      The stubble made me wonder what the hair on the rest of his body would look like, if there was any at all. My gaze made its way up his fitted jeans and tasseled chaps to the shirt that hugged every line of his abs.

      It took me a moment to meet his eyes, and once I did, I realized with a jolt of shock that he was watching me just as hard as I was watching him.

      This guy’s vest only said “Trouble.”

      I believed him.

      The way my body instantly reacted to his stare—that was definitely trouble. Sprawled on the pool table with my ankles hooked over his shoulders kind of trouble. My stomach clenched low and hard, making heat pool between my thighs.

      I reached under the shelf, grabbed the shotgun, and set it on the bar where all three of them would be able to see.

      “What can I get you boys to drink?” I asked in English. Pleasant, nonthreatening. I let my shotgun, Little Bo Peep, do all the real talking.

      Big Papa hefted his girth onto the stool in front of me. He was in good shape for a guy his age. Burly. Looked like he knew hard work in fields or factories, judging by the breadth of his arms and the scars on his palms. “Tequila,” he said. I grabbed three shot glasses, and he said, “Two’s enough.” He spoke Spanish like a Mexican. Not like I’d have mistaken them for tourists in the first place.

      Two shots of tequila. It wasn’t a strange request, even at three in the afternoon.

      I pushed the shots across the bar and shifted gears into Spanish-speaking mode. It didn’t come as easily to me as English, but I was more or less fluent after my months in Lobo Norte. “Cash or tab?” I asked, trying like hell not to look over at Trouble. What I was really trying to ask was, How long will you be here?

      Cash meant they would be gone soon. They’d get some blow from Johnny, top off the gas tanks, fuck a girl or three at the Coyote Ranch, be gone by dawn.

      Big Papa said, “We’ll open a tab.”

      He tossed back one shot of tequila. Mad Dog downed the other. Trouble hung back, thumbs hooked in his pockets, the muscle in his jaw working as if he wanted to say something but didn’t dare. It wasn’t restraint holding him back. I could see in the bulge of the veins on his tattooed forearms that he was fighting hard against himself on the inside, way down in the dark places where nobody could see. His bones and flesh were only a cage for his fury.

      “More,” said Big Papa.

      I refilled the shot glasses.

      Mad Dog took his shot and ambled around the bar, looking around at my pride and joy—the place that had sheltered and employed me since I was twenty years old, back when I was still healing the wounds that now left my shoulders and neck a twisted mess of white scar tissue.

      The bar wasn’t much. Our pool table was upholstered with patchy red velvet. Its broken leg was propped up by a piece of slate. The TV had been bootlegging football games since the seventies. The scattered tables were clean, but mismatched.

      Our usual clientele didn’t care about fancy things. They only cared about the stripper’s pole affixed to the bar, the shelves of alcohol I had behind me, and the main feature of the back room.

      The biker leaned against the door and lifted a black eyebrow. “When’s the next fight?”

      He was looking at the cage hidden behind the curtain: twelve feet by twelve feet of wicked iron enclosing a concrete platform with an old bell on one side. It was stained from years of monthly bloodshed.

      That cage was the only reason we had any kind of economy in Lobo Norte. Men came to us for the cage fights. Johnny’s drugs and the Ranch girls had followed to service those men. Gloria and Johnny and I lived a good life off of those weekends. A modest life, but good.

      “Tomorrow night,” I said, and pointed at the chalkboard advertising our fight nights. There was a signup sheet next to it.

      “Prizes?”

      “Five hundred dollars to enter. Winner takes all.” There were usually at least five or six guys chomping at the bit to climb into our cage. It was good money for those willing to risk it, and the liquor sales were even better.

      “Steep,” Mad Dog said. Unlike Big Papa, he didn’t sound or look Mexican. The back of his vest said Fang Brothers, just like the others’ did, but none of them looked to be related. Brothers in soul but not in blood.

      “It’s worth it,” I said.

      Mad Dog squinted at the signup sheet. During his moment of distraction, my eyes traveled back to Trouble. He was quiet and still. But even though he hadn’t budged, it felt like he was shouting my name, demanding my attention.

      Trouble wasn’t interested in the cage match. His gaze was fixed to Big Papa’s back.

      “We need a motel,” Big Papa said to me. “Where do you think we should stay?”

      Far, far away from here. These weren’t the roughest men that had ever crossed my doorstep, but their quiet intensity had the hair on the back of my neck standing. They hadn’t even threatened me and my adrenaline was twisting to dizzying heights.

      But I didn’t want Trouble to leave. I wanted him to look at me again. I wanted him to speak.

      “There’s only one motel in Lobo Norte,” my lips said as my finger lifted and pointed to the east. “They have three rooms at The Lodge.” Most people didn’t bother staying at The Lodge when they visited. Most people didn’t have a stomach for that many scorpions and the smell of fifty years’ worth of tobacco stink. They slept under the stars, propped against their motorcycles, or in a hooker’s bed.

      That was part of the reason the Coyote Ranch girls made so much more money than I did. Guys would pay a premium to sleep on soft pillows and softer tits after long weeks on the road. But Johnny told me he didn’t take scarred whores. I wasn’t welcome at the Ranch. I’d turn off the customers.

      Fine by me. I did well enough in the bar, and I didn’t have to put up with Johnny’s bullshit. It was worth it.

      “Another,” Mad Dog said, dropping his shot glass back onto the counter. Big Papa agreed by pushing his glass toward me as well.

      I refilled them. “And what do you want?” I asked Trouble. The words were out of my mouth before I could think to stop them.

      His eyes locked onto mine, then drifted. He took a long minute to look me over. The boots gave me an extra two inches, so he could see everything from the waist up from behind the bar—the way I kept my hair in finger-width braids all down my scalp, the way my curves tried to bust out of my tank top. I wondered if he could tell that my nipples hardened under his stare. I didn’t dare look down to find out.

      It felt like his gaze might burn away my clothes, leaving me naked and vulnerable with only Little Bo Peep to save me.

      I knew what I was doing with the shotgun. I’d killed my fair share of starving coyotes in the dry months. But just standing in my bar, my home territory, and sharing the oxygen with Trouble made me forget every self-defense I knew. Like I’d just found myself alone in the wilderness with a predator.

      Trouble’s lips parted. There were sins hiding on his tongue, just waiting to be spilled.

      It was Mad Dog who said, “He doesn’t want anything.”

      His voice broke the spell between Trouble and me. Mad Dog hadn’t drunk the second shot of tequila. He grabbed Trouble by the collar and jerked him toward the door. Trouble was still staring at me even as his companion dragged him outside—until the very last moment, when the door swung shut and stole away my view.

      My heart was suddenly hammering. Sweat rolled down the nape of my neck, disappeared under my shirt. I rubbed my thumb over Bo Peep’s stock.

      Big Papa didn’t look behind him at the younger men. He drank the orphaned shot of tequila. Rolled the empty glass between his meaty forefinger and thumb. I realized that his eye socket was scarred with four parallel lines, the top of which began near his eyebrow and sliced toward his ear. It looked like he had lost a fight against a bear. “You look like a good girl. I’ll give you advice. Free of charge.”

      Not many people mistook me for a good girl in Lobo Norte. Good people didn’t live here. Especially not good people with so many scars.

      “I’m the bartender,” I said. “I give the advice.”

      A hard look from Big Papa. I knew I shouldn’t have been poking at him, but I was giddy, like I’d just survived another assault.

      “Stay inside tonight, girl,” he said.

      Big Papa unhitched himself from the bar. Strolled outside. When the door swung open, I got a glimpse of burning desert, glistening motorcycles, and harsh midday.

      Just hours until sundown. Those hours suddenly didn’t seem long enough.

      It was hot enough that the bottle of tequila was sweating, but I shivered.
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      Gloria relieved me an hour after the Fang Brothers left. She was five feet of attitude on six-inch stilettos. She didn’t wear the shoes for the height or for vanity. I’d seen her jam those heels into the nuts of drunken men twice her body mass and make them beg for mama.

      She took one look at the shotgun on the bar and said, “You’ve already met them.”

      Them. The Fang Brothers.

      I was embarrassed to be caught petting the gun. I should have put her away, but it felt comforting to have my hand on Bo Peep. “What about them?”

      “They just checked into The Lodge,” she said, rolling herself behind the bar. She wore a tight skirt, coin belt, tube top. Gloria embraced her generous curves and didn’t fear showing them off. Any man who tried to touch her would pay in blood, and they frequently tried to touch her—the kind of guys who came to our bar didn’t think much of personal space.

      I asked her the question that I had been dying to ask Big Papa. “How long?”

      “Get this, Ofelia,” she said, slapping my butt to get me out from behind the bar. I sheepishly tucked the shotgun under my arm and gave her room. “An entire month.”

      A month? In a transient town like ours, that was practically like putting down roots. “They must need a lot of blow.”

      Gloria snorted, grabbed a rag, started wiping down the bar. “Just wait. They’re the first, but their friends will be here soon, and then more will follow. They’ll spend the whole month making trouble. Not of the drug kind. More like the kind that leads to pain and blood. Don’t go near them.”

      All of this was said casually, as though it were no big deal for men to come to our little town and make pain and blood happen. I guess it wasn’t a big deal. Our world was filled with darkness, demons, and a million other evils that go bump in the night. You could never hope to escape pain and blood—but you could profit off of it.

      That was why we had the cage, after all.

      It strange for Gloria to warn me off of the Fang Brother, though. She didn’t warn me off of anyone. It made me wonder which kind of evil they were. Considering the way the sight of them had filled me with fear, I didn’t think they were mere mortals.

      “Are they that bad?” I asked.

      “I don’t want you dancing as long as the Fang Brothers are in town.”

      That sounded like a lot of lost tips. “We’ll see.”

      Gloria shot me a look. She didn’t appreciate backtalk. Her hand twitched on the bar, and I could imagine her whopping me upside the head all too easily because she had done it a thousand times before. She loved to cuff me like I was her wayward daughter.

      I was getting smarter. I’d moved out of her reach before responding.

      “I mean it,” she said with shocking gentleness. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll lie low until they’re gone.”

      She meant well. I managed a smile for her.

      But I couldn’t get Trouble out of my head, with his stubbled jaw and his wide shoulders and the way that he had looked at me. I didn’t want to lie low to avoid him. I wanted to lie low with him. I wanted him behind the bar under the desert sunset, naked and panting, dripping sweat onto the planes of my stomach as he worked himself inside of me.

      The image I conjured was clear. Very clear. Warmth flushed over my cheeks and I fanned myself with a hand. “I’m going to nap before my shift tonight.”

      Gloria’s eyes were sharp. “Don’t worry about it. I have your shift.”

      “You just want to have my tips.”

      The world erupted around me. I’d made the mistake of walking too close to her while heading for the back door—her meaty hand had connected with the back of my head and sent me staggering. “Don’t talk back!” she snapped, and she cursed me out in Spanish as I shoved through the door to the heat outside, still reeling.

      Gloria had been right about the Fang Brothers. Once my vision cleared and I could actually count the motorcycles, I saw that there were no longer three hogs parked outside the bar. There were six. Big Papa’s friends had arrived on beasts of sleek chrome and glistening cherry with giant tires that smelled like melting rubber in the hundred-degree summer. The men were nowhere in sight. If they were anything like most visitors to Lobo Norte, they would be at the Coyote Ranch by now.

      Shielding my eyes, I searched the horizon for the collection of trailers that formed the Ranch. They stood near the hills, white and blocky and decorated in neon. There were definitely people moving outside.

      What do you want? I had asked Trouble. Maybe he wanted a few hours at the Ranch.

      Strange how that thought made jealousy stir deep in my belly.

      I checked the mail behind the bar as the sun heated Bo Peep’s metal under my arm. Lobo Norte wasn’t on any postal delivery routes, yet the mailbox managed to fill itself every few days, as if paper waste blew its way into our cubby by a twist of magic that had a strange sense of humor.

      It was the usual collection of junk. Ads for used car sales in far-flung places like Madison and Tacoma. So-called “prayer mats” from megachurches in the South with Our Lord and Savior’s blurry, weeping face printed on one side and pleas for donations on the other. Envelopes stamped with messages like “urgent” and “time-sensitive, please respond” on the outside and then generic advertisements for lotteries on the inside.

      Today, there was also a slender black A4 envelope sealed with red wax.

      Intrigued, I tossed the rest of fate’s garbage in our trash can and carried the envelope back to my trailer. The material was thick and silky. Expensive. The red ink on the front should have been too dark to read, but it seemed to have a phosphorescent glow.

      I was surprised to discover that the elaborate calligraphy said my name: “Ofelia Hawke.” No street name or number, no mention of Lobo Norte, no postal code—I was pretty sure we didn’t have one anyway. Just my name in red ink on black vellum.

      My trailer was a half-mile behind the bar, a ten-minute walk through thick brambles and dust. Far enough that the rough-and-tumble patrons weren’t likely to take a casual walk out to visit me. Not so far that I needed a car to reach it. I knew the rocky paths by heart. I didn’t even have to look up from the envelope to get there.

      I traced and retraced the wax seal with the pad of my thumb. It felt warm, soft, newly-stamped.

      This was an invitation to something. I understood that intuitively without needing to know what the envelope held. This kind of fancy presentation was limited to parties where women wore black dresses and heeled pumps and the men looked like James Bond. This kind of invitation didn’t belong in Lobo Norte. Nobody had any business inviting someone like me to this kind of party, either.

      Yet that was my name on the front. It had blown across the desert like a tumbleweed and landed in my mailbox.

      The shadow of my trailer fell over me. I finally looked up.

      Trouble leaned beside my door, muscles lax, a toothpick sticking out the righthand side of his mouth. It should have been a lazy posture but he had somehow fixed himself into it rigid with tension. It was the look of a beast coiled and waiting to attack.

      I thought about throwing my door open and shoving him inside. I thought about ripping open the fly on his jeans, freeing the erection that stretched his zipper even now, swallowing him in one long stroke. I thought of his salty flavor on my tongue and the grunts he would make as he fisted his hands in my hair to drive himself deeper down my throat.

      But all I did was lift the black vellum envelope.

      “Did one of you deliver this?” I managed to keep my voice from quavering when I said it. I was squirming on the inside, desperate to move, barely controlling my traitorous body.

      His only response was to lazily lift an eyebrow. That silent expression was like screaming an admonition at me. Stupid girl, it said. Do we look like the kind of people who write in calligraphy?

      Trouble’s eyebrow had a point. I flushed all over, and not from arousal this time.

      “You have no business near my home,” I said, emboldened by my embarrassment. “Not mine or Gloria’s or Johnny’s.” Their single-wides flanked mine, in similar states of disrepair, with equally dust-blasted paneling and tin roofs.

      He straightened. A slight motion, yet it made me go rigid all over as if he’d swung a punch at my head.

      I didn’t move as he stepped down toward me. He wasn’t the first visitor to think he could make himself comfortable on my private property. Like I said before, the kind of people Lobo Norte attracted weren’t big on personal space. A half a mile of walking wasn’t enough to deter those most determined to violate me.

      Every fiber of my being said that Trouble was different, that he wasn’t a random cage fighter that wanted a piece of the bartender. That he was here for a greater purpose I had yet to understand. And every fiber of my being awoke at his presence, making me acutely aware of how I stood, where I stood, and the relation of my body to his. Like the sagebrush’s roots straining deeper in the soil to seek the slightest moisture.

      He stopped in front of me without touching me, but just barely. If I took a deep breath, my breasts might brush against his leather vest.

      It was hard to stand without swaying. I licked the sweat off my lips as I looked up at him. Heard the wooden beads tipping my braids clack softly against each other. I thought I might have heard him suck in a breath when our eyes met, too—but I was probably imagining that.

      His eyes were strangely bright, a coppery gold that would be easy to mistake for light brown at a distance.

      I was acutely aware of how much bigger he was than me, how much stronger, how easily he could force his will upon me and how little I could fight against him if he chose. It should have scared me.

      It didn’t.

      He dipped his head. I couldn’t breathe.

      For the first time, Trouble touched me, and it was only a graze of his nose along the juncture where neck met shoulder. Goosebumps erupted over my upper arms.

      Trouble inhaled deeply, dipping his nose behind my earlobe, teasing that sensitive, scarred flesh with his breath. And then he groaned. It was a deep, longing, animal sound, so much better than I had imagined he would make when I sucked him past the brink of sanity. When—not if.

      My thighs clenched together. Any waning resolve I might have had not to let him into my home vanished. I reached up to grab his shoulders.

      But before I could touch him, he stepped back.

      Trouble shook his head as he backed away, wiped the back of his hand over his upper lip, almost stumbled on a rock. I wasn’t imagining the hunger in his eyes. I couldn’t be. He wanted me as much as I wanted him, in every way possible, anywhere and at any time. Yet that hunger was tempered by something else—something that verged on fear.

      He broke into a jog and loped easily across the desert toward the waiting motorcycles. His shadow stretched long in the evening sun.

      Casting a last look at me over his shoulder, Trouble rounded the bar and disappeared.

      I opened the black vellum envelope after Trouble left, once my senses had a chance to return. In the safety of my trailer, sitting directly in the swamp cooler’s moist flow, I slid my thumb underneath the flap until the wax cracked and shook out the contents.

      There was a single card inside. Maybe three inches wide and six inches long. Too long and thin to be a playing card, like the ones that we kept behind the bar to allow drunk, frustrated men to gamble away their souls.

      The card was thick and glossy. Maybe coated with wax. I cupped it in both hands and studied the back for a long time. The art deco designs were red and black and gold, elaborate and industrial, yet somehow organic. The somewhat mechanical abstractions looked like they could have grown from the earth. The sight of it filled me with a strange sense of longing—and foreboding.

      When I saw the image on the other side, I dropped it with a gasp.

      It was a tarot card depicting a satyr crouched on a pedestal. His maleness hung heavy between his furred thighs. His glare was overtly sexual, tongue jutting from between his teeth, one hand lifted in beckoning and the other cradling a torch. A man and a woman stood in front of him. They were naked and chained, caught midstep, drifting toward each other as if the satyr’s lustful presence couldn’t quench their desire for each other.

      The humans looked like Trouble and me.

      A Roman numeral fifteen marked the top: “XV.”

      Across the bottom, it said, “The Devil.”
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      I took the pole that night. We had newcomers in town, and newcomers meant money. Money that I couldn’t risk losing by staying at home. Gloria was angry to see me, but she allowed me to climb onto the bar after smacking me around a couple more times. Her way of showing love and concern.

      I’d seen more bikes arriving throughout the afternoon. Not just Fang Brothers, but other guys camping out before tomorrow night’s cage fight. None of the newest arrivals were in the bar. My audience that night looked to be Mad Dog and his brothers—no Big Papa or Trouble—and Gloria put on my favorite song so that I could work at the one thing I was very best at doing.

      The Foo Fighters’ “Darling Nikki” pounded a harsh, cruel beat over the stereo. It was an extended remix with a long guitar solo. Perfect for tricks on the pole.

      I climbed to the top using my upper body strength, trapped it between my thighs, and hung upside down with my back arched. My breasts jutted toward the gathered men. The pole rotated and turned me with it.

      My dizzying view of the bar seemed right somehow. Lobo Norte was an upside-down place filled with contrariwise characters on the best of days. From this perspective, the “OPEN” sign was unreadable, the TV flickering as football players darted across a sky of grass. Gloria stood on the ceiling to serve drinks. The men hung in front of me and leered upside-down leers that looked like strange frowns.

      Blood swirled through my head. I gripped the pole with both hands at the juncture of my thighs and did the splits, stretching my Lucite heels far over my head.

      Mad Dog lifted a shot that looked like it held whiskey against the laws of gravity. He tipped it right-side up and it drained upward into his throat. He was seated closest to my corner of the bar, elbows resting on my platform, face tilted back so that the lights spilled over skin sunburned by long hours chewing pavement on a motorcycle.

      The new men had names on their vests, too: Old Yeller, Pit Bull, Smoky. All Fang Brothers. The one in the middle was waving pesos at me.

      Even upside down with all the blood rushing through my skull and my braids reaching for the bar, I did the quick currency conversion. It was something like a hundred pesos per dollar, and he was holding just a few hundred. Barely worth getting off the pole over. But I couldn’t be choosy, not when business was so rare, and not when I needed the money so badly.

      I made a smooth dismount and the entire bar flipped the wrong way around again.

      Crawling to the edge, I turned and performed the splits once more so that my ragged shorts were within Pit Bull’s reach. They had large slices to bare either butt cheek. His hands wandered freely as he slid the pesos into my waistband. Pit Bull introduced himself to my ass and slid his thumb between my legs while he was at it. His fingers were cold.

      He was so occupied with everything below my waist that he didn’t notice the damage above my ribcage. I didn’t bother hiding my scars when I stripped. I was just one more strange feature of Lobo Norte, a girl whose history was exposed on her shoulders, as damaged as our wind-blasted trailers.

      “How much for a lap dance?” Mad Dog asked in his twangy American accent. He was holding American money, too. At least two tens. Good money here—unusually good.

      I never hesitated to perform for the clients, whether it was on the bar or straddling their thighs. The men that came through Lobo Norte didn’t bother me. Not the ugly ones or the fat ones or even the ones sticking needles in their arms as they begged for me. Dancing was easy, dancing was fun; any performance beyond that was up to me, and that’s where I got choosy.

      But Mad Dog was Trouble’s brother in a way that I intuitively understood to be different than these other men. For that reason, I hesitated.

      “Girl’s gone shy,” Old Yeller laughed.

      Maybe I was going shy. Trouble hadn’t even spoken to me yet. It didn’t matter if Mad Dog was his brother in name or blood or if they were married, for fuck’s sake. It wasn’t like I belonged to Trouble.

      I slithered off the bar and the men hooted. Mad Dog spread his knees.

      It was a joke to call what I did against him a dance. I twisted, I writhed, I simulated all the terrible dirty things that I could imagine without actually riding his dick.

      He liked it, of course. They always did. I was good but their standards were low.

      When it came time to pay me for services rendered, he held the money between his teeth. I pushed my arms together, offered him my cleavage.

      Mad Dog shook his head.

      I bent down and gently caught the bills with my lips. Very nearly a kiss.

      More hoots and catcalls. The men were encouraging Mad Dog to see what else he could get me to do. They would be disappointed. Johnny had made it clear that he didn’t want me competing with the Ranch girls for clients, so I didn’t fuck for money. But Mad Dog was as perfect a gentleman as bikers get; he didn’t try to act on any of his brothers’ suggestions.

      My eyes flicked up as I pulled back with the money, and I realized that there was someone new standing in the doorway to the bar.

      Trouble was staring at me. The flashing lights of the bar reflected in his eyes.

      A baffling twist of guilt guttered through me.

      For a long moment, I was trapped in Trouble’s stare. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, whether he disapproved or was disdainful or disgusted.

      He left, making the door bang behind him.

      I didn’t think. I just reacted.

      Leaping over the bar, I shoved the tips from the first songs underneath my pile of clothing—more than thirty, a good take for the beginning of the night—and I ran out the back door into the night.

      We hadn’t spoken. There was no reason to think that Trouble would be waiting for me outside.

      But he was.

      He caught me the second I stepped through the door. Fear and adrenaline lanced through my veins as his hands shackled my arms, lifting me off the heels and shoving me into the dark corner behind the door.

      I was so small against him. Unable to do anything but be dragged under by his heat.

      Trouble’s mouth slanted against mine. His tongue thrust between my lips, taking possession of me, showing me what he thought of the dance for Mad Dog rather than speaking it.

      He wasn’t happy.

      Oh, but he tasted so good. He took what I would have happily given with harsh strokes, tilting his head to go deeper, fisting my braids in both hands.

      I didn’t even know his real name. All I knew was this: I needed him. Desperately.

      Fingers still tangled in my hair, his thumbs stroked over my cheekbones, back to my ears, up to my temples, tracing the lines of my face and leaving fire in his path. Such small, gentle motions from such a big man that overpowered me so easily. Harsh and tender all at once.

      “Wait,” I gasped, “I can’t breathe—”

      He didn’t wait. He sucked the breath from my mouth. I was dizzy, flying, falling. Drunk on his touch.

      It was a full moon. The desert was bright, painted in shades of blue and silver. The reflected sunlight glinted off of Trouble’s muscles as I shoved his shirt up, ripped it over his head, tossed it aside. And then he was kissing me again. All I could see was his face. Blind, I familiarized myself with his chest using my hands, learning his hard ridges and scars and digging my fingernails into his ribs.

      He was sweaty from a day of riding on his motorcycle. I thought I could smell the exhaust on him, and it filled my mind with images of the endless road and a brutal wind.

      I dragged furrows into his skin with my nails as his mouth traveled down my jawline, treading the path his thumbs had discovered. His growl rumbled through me, even louder than the beat of music from within the bar. It was a Muse song. One of my jams. A song I usually used to strip down and bare it all in front of a bar full of hungry, lonely men.

      My body ached to be exposed, but tonight I had an audience of only one. The only one I wanted.

      And I still didn’t understand why.

      It didn’t seem to matter. He reached my collarbone and nipped the flesh hard enough to bruise. Even with the line of scar tissue that had reduced sensitivity, it almost hurt too much.

      Trouble ripped my shirt down. My right breast sprung free.

      He sucked my nipple into his mouth, working it with his tongue, and every flick tugged at my core. His mouth was hot and wet and I was shocked that the contact didn’t leave me burned.

      It was too much all at once. I wanted him to stop. I never wanted it to end.

      “Please,” I said, and I wasn’t sure what I was begging him to do. I clutched at his head, his shoulders.

      He sank to his knees, pulled my thigh over his shoulder. He was face to face with my ragged shorts. I hadn’t taken all the money out of them—he ripped the bills away and crushed them in his fist.

      I fumbled to take them back. “Mine,” I said. He threw the money to the ground, caught my hand in his, fingers tangled. He pushed my arm back against the wall. Pinned me.

      Trouble turned his head and sank his teeth into my thigh, silencing me with a bite so close to where I wanted his mouth, so close that I began to shake.

      And then it was too sharp. Too painful.

      “Hey!” I protested, trying to jerk away.

      He glared up at me and bared his teeth. He hadn’t broken the skin of my thigh—it wasn’t bloody—and I was shocked that he hadn’t, because his canines had elongated.

      Trouble suddenly had fangs.

      With a shriek, I tried to pull away. There was nowhere to go. His body had me blocked against the wall. His hand was twitching in mine, and the shivers traveled up his shoulder, cording his muscles into hard lines.

      His mouth opened in a roar. No—a howl. It shattered the heat of the night and echoed over the desert.

      Twisting, I slammed my knee into his face. His head snapped back.

      I leaped over him and stumbled, landing on hands and knees. Trouble snarled. He caught my ankle as I struggled to crawl away.

      The image of being mounted suddenly smashed into me unbidden—being pinned by Trouble’s giant hands as his weight covered me, having his body forced into mine in a way that was much more animal than human. Being dominated. Owned. Marked. The idea didn’t scare me. It made heat thrill through my stomach.

      That moment of fantasy passed, and I flipped over onto my back to see Trouble rearing over me on his knees. He straddled my legs. It was a position that would have been sexy a moment ago, since it put me up close and personal with the fly of his jeans. But now his seams were straining and it wasn’t because he was growing long and thick with arousal.

      It was because he was…shifting.

      I realized belatedly that there was a howling wolf tattooed on his chest—a huge, vicious beast with bared fangs just like Trouble’s.

      But the change didn’t stop with his teeth. His spine arched. With a muffled crack, his nose and jaw began elongating to accommodate his growing fangs. His ears were becoming more pointed. His nails were becoming claws.

      I thought of the tarot card. The Devil, number fifteen. I thought of his claws and salacious leer.

      My mouth dropped open. I couldn’t breathe again, and this time, it wasn’t with lust.

      Fur erupted over his shoulders, growing shaggy down his arms.

      This guy was just between my legs.

      I tried to squirm out from under him and couldn’t. He was heavy.

      “Gloria!”

      She couldn’t hear me. It was too loud in the bar.

      All I could do was lie back as Trouble’s spine wrenched to the side. The change was hurting him. His howls were pained.

      Momentary sympathy fluttered through my chest. “Stop,” I said, reaching for him.

      He swatted my hands away, tearing at his own chest with claws that were each as long as a knife.

      I was going to be slaughtered by a biker that was turning into a wolf, and nobody would even know until the sun rose.

      And then I heard another howl—not Trouble’s, but a response from behind me. I craned around to see a beast flash through the night, rushing down the hill toward us. It had four legs, a tail, a ruff of fur around its neck. Definitely a wolf.

      I knew wild dogs. I shot coyotes that got brave enough to creep up on us all the time. But this? This was too big to be an ordinary wolf. It was large enough to be a pony.

      It was coming right at us.

      “Watch out!” I shrieked. I didn’t know why I was warning Trouble—he had attacked me, bitten my thigh, refused to let me escape. But I suddenly feared for him. I wanted him to run, stay away from this new monster.

      Before Trouble could even think to react, the wolf broadsided him, and they rolled into the sagebrush.

      I screamed, hands flying to my mouth.

      A smart girl would have gone back to the bar. But I ran over on wobbling legs to see Trouble underneath the wolf, jaws locked on his throat.

      I swung a kick at the beast. “Let him go!” My Lucite heel connected with its skull. The wolf whirled on me, baring its teeth with a drooling snarl. One of its eyes was missing. Shock staggered me. “Big Papa?”

      The wolf closed his teeth around Trouble’s neck, now covered in a thick ruff of fur.

      He dragged the man deeper into the sage. They were both gone in seconds, and the night was silent.
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      I didn’t realize that I had fallen asleep until I woke up to knocking at my front door.

      Shock washed through me, cold and hot and tingling all at once. I had been dreaming of the week that I was given my scars again, lost in a hurricane of pain and fear, and I was disoriented to wake up free. The sight of the powder-blue walls and white furniture confused me even though I understood, rationally, that I had been waking up within those four walls for months now.

      This was home. Yet something was amiss.

      Someone knocked at my front door again, and the jolt of shock was even worse the second time. Probably because I knew who was knocking. There was no doubt in my mind who would be visiting me when the blue light of pre-dawn hadn’t even given way to sunlight.

      Gloria had been angry at me for running out the night before, and angrier still when I hadn’t told her why my costume was destroyed, or why I was going home early. She was mean when she got pissed. She wouldn’t be speaking to me for days. Johnny and the whores, on the other hand, knew better than to darken my doorstep.

      That only left one possible visitor.

      Kicking off my sheets, I grabbed Little Bo Peep off the wall by my bed. Tucked her under my arm. Answered the door.

      Trouble swayed on my step.

      He was naked. It was the third and most powerful shock of my morning, and I hadn’t even been awake for five minutes yet. My eyes traveled down his sweaty, dirty chest, torn ragged by tooth and claw marks. I wasn’t sure why I was surprised to find that he was still hairless, but I was. Guess I’d expected that he would have to keep all that rust-brown fur once it had grown on him.

      I hated that my body reacted to the sight of the cock hanging between his legs, heavy and large even when he wasn’t erect. I hated that he had almost bitten me the night before and that I still wanted to stroke him to life in my hand, in my mouth, between my legs.

      And I really hated that it took me so long to get around to meeting his eyes.

      The look he gave me was hollow. Pained.

      I lifted Bo Peep to my shoulder and aimed her at his chest.

      “Get the fuck off my doorstep.” I hoped that he would think my voice was quivering with rage.

      Trouble’s eyes rolled into the back of his head, flashing the whites at me.

      He collapsed bonelessly at my feet.

      I jumped back. “Hijo de puta,” I swore, borrowing one of Gloria’s favorite curses. To her, every single man was an hijo de puta—a son of a bitch—and I was sure that she would include Trouble in that assessment. Yet a maternal aching blossomed in my chest at the sight of the huge man unconscious, injured, and vulnerable on my step.

      He wasn’t vulnerable. Not really. He was a fucking monster, a beast that shapeshifted into a wolf when the moon was high. I didn’t owe him anything. Not a second chance or a safe haven or even the time of day.

      That was rationality speaking. Rationality also wanted me to deliver a swift kick to his shoulder, roll him off my steps, and lock the door behind him.

      Rationality had never been one of my strong suits.

      I forced my stiff hands to uncurl from the trigger, blowing out a slow breath. I set my shotgun against the wall. Peered out the door to see if anyone was watching. There were camps across the road from the bar, men who hadn’t found space at The Lodge or didn’t want to pay for it, but nobody close enough to see that Trouble was visiting me. Johnny and Gloria’s trailers were also dark. Neither of them were home. They were probably still working.

      Whispering a prayer to deaf gods, I hooked my hands under Trouble’s armpits and hauled his unconscious ass into my trailer.
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      Trouble barely fit into my twin bed. He was too lanky. His muscular arms and legs spilled off the sides, dwarfing all my furniture, making my bedroom look like it belonged to a little girl.

      Somehow, I managed to pile him up on top of my comforter. He was going to get his stink on all of my belongings. I thought that should probably annoy me, but it didn’t.

      He began to stir when I wiped him down with a damp rag, but the struggle toward consciousness was slow. Judging by how thoroughly he had been chewed around the shoulders and back, it looked like he had lost his fight against the wolf the night before. It chilled me how similar his wounds were to mine, though they had been inflicted by completely different tools. I hadn’t been mauled by a wolf. My attacker had been something much worse.

      Strangely, Trouble’s wounds—though bloody—looked like they were already halfway healed. The skin was trying to close.

      I took the quiet minutes where he began to rouse to explore the rest of his body: the large wolf tattooed across his chest, the stubble near his navel where he needed to shave his happy trail again, the silvery scars over his ribcage. Those scars were the most interesting. I could only see them if I tilted my head the right way. They were big, too—four long gashes.

      I spread my hand over the scar and fitted my fingertips to them. Whatever had delivered that wound had been twice the size of my hand.

      My skin brushed his. Trouble’s fist clamped on my wrist.

      I sucked in a hard breath, trying to pull back, but his grip was iron. His eyes opened and there was no struggle for consciousness within him now. He was awake. And he looked angry.

      If he didn’t want me pawing his scars, then maybe he should have thought twice about falling down on my doorstep. “Let go of me,” I snapped, twisting my hand and jerking my arm toward me. I escaped the circle of his fingers. “You don’t touch me like that. Not ever again. You hear me, Trouble? I’m not a piece of meat for the Fang Brothers to chew on.”

      He said, “Cooper.”

      “What?”

      “Cooper,” Trouble repeated, and it occurred to me that I had never heard him speak before. His voice was pleasantly gravelly. His accent was American, probably western side of the country, maybe even Californian—where I had come from originally. “My name’s Cooper.”

      I tried the name out on my tongue, rolling it between my teeth. “Cooper.”

      He gave a low growl, rumbling so softly through his chest that I wasn’t initially sure that it was coming from him. Fire sparked in his golden eyes.

      There was something intimate about saying his name. Those simple syllables. I felt like he had just shared a secret with me, something dark and illicit that I wasn’t meant to know.

      He lifted his hand toward my shoulder, and I jerked in anticipation of a violent touch. He froze at my reaction. Watched me closely. Waited to see if I would move.

      After the previous night’s passion, it felt so strange to hesitate now. I didn’t want to fear him. My whole body ached for him, like I had become lost in the desert for days and he was the oasis on the other side of an impassible canyon. I wanted to throw myself across that distance.

      But Pops, my grandpa, hadn’t raised a dumbass. I could be a dumbass sometimes, granted, but that was despite his best efforts. He’d drilled as much sense into me as I could take. And Pops’s girl wasn’t dumb enough to allow herself to get bitten twice.

      I scooted back on the bed. Just an inch. I might as well have put a whole prison wall topped with barbed wire between us because Cooper’s expression shuttered and anger furrowed his brow.

      Dipping the towel back into my bowl of water, I forced myself to concentrate on the ugly flower pattern rimming my dishes, not the pain in my chest that told me to surrender to all of Cooper’s whims.

      “Now, here’s how the rest of the morning is going to play out, Trouble,” I said, carefully choosing not to use his real name. “I’m going to clean you up a bit because you’re making a mess of my house. While I’m doing that, you’re going to tell me exactly what happened last night, starting with the moment you came into my bar and ending with your collapse on my doorstep. And if you think you can skip anything in between, you’ve got another thing coming.”

      I washed the blood off of his left shoulder. It was a safe place to touch, relative to his abs and everything below that.

      He didn’t start talking.

      “Well?” I prompted.

      When he remained silent, I dared to glance up, meeting his eyes.

      His gaze stabbed through me.

      My hand had stopped moving and I wasn’t sure when it had happened. My knuckles were brushing his hip. He was so very warm, radiating heat like the sun-baked earth at mid-afternoon. “What are the Fang Brothers doing here?” I asked, but I didn’t manage a lot of conviction in that question.

      “This is where they find the new guys,” Cooper said.

      My eyebrows climbed my forehead. “The new guys? You mean, the new…” I stuttered over the word. I felt stupid even thinking it. “Werewolves.”

      He nodded slowly, like it pained him.

      “Are you new at this?” I asked. Another nod. That little gesture chipped away at my resolve and let the maternal warmth come creeping back. Silly to want to protect such a big guy. Probably outright stupid. “Did you know you were going to change last night?”

      He leaned forward slightly so that I could wash around his shoulder blade. He didn’t even flinch when I touched his healing wounds. “Yes, but I smelled you, and I couldn’t stay away.”

      “Smelled me?”

      “You were calling for me with your body.”

      Heat flushed my cheeks. Was it possible that he could smell my body when I danced? That I had somehow put some kind of sexy pheromones out into the universe, and that he had responded?

      Somehow, I wasn’t surprised by the idea, or even all that weirded out by it. If I were to be honest with myself, I had been calling to him. Not just my body, but my mind and heart.

      I’d been calling to him since the first moment I saw him. Maybe I had always been calling for him, even before we met.

      The Devil, number fifteen, flashed through my mind again. The grinning satyr, the naked lovers.

      I didn’t know what to think about that line of conversation, so I didn’t think about it. I wiped across his chest. Up his neck. Behind his jaw. There was blood caked under his ear but I didn’t see a wound.

      He kept staring at me like that as I cleaned him, as if I were saying something immensely interesting, even though we sat in silence together. He didn’t move as I sponged a path from his clavicle down to his abs again. He wasn’t bloody there, but he didn’t protest at my touch, either.

      Something about the stubble down there was cute. One  flaw to humanize an otherwise flawless body.

      “Why are you smiling?” he asked.

      “You don’t seem like a shaving guy,” I said, squeezing the towel out in the bowl. The water was rusty brown.

      He shrugged one shoulder. Even that small gesture seemed to take a lot of effort. “It’s one way to…” He struggled to find a word, searching my face as if I might have all the answers. “It’s how I keep control.”

      My fist clenched on the rag. “Because you grow fur on full moons.” I ran the cloth over his chest again, watching the water course down his pectorals and become redirected by the natural channels in his abs. I thought about tracing that path with my tongue.

      How quickly I was willing to forget the terror of his fangs against my tender inner thigh.

      “Tell me how it happened,” I said. “Tell me how you became a werewolf.”

      The pain in his eyes was palpable. The darkness.

      I traced my fingertip around the edge of the scars again, careful not to touch them. “It looks like it must have hurt.”

      He flinched. “It did.”

      I was done cleaning him. I’d washed every inch that I could touch without crossing my newly discovered boundaries. If I went any farther south than his navel, I wasn’t going to be able to control myself anymore—I could already feel that insane, intense need that had driven me the night before clawing at my gut.

      Setting the bowl aside, I dried my hands on my pajama pants. They were patterned with Christmas penguins. Yeah, I wear them year ‘round, even when it’s hot. The penguins are cute. “Is Big Papa your…uh… I don’t know the word. Leader?”

      “Alpha,” he said. “Sorta, yeah. It’s hard to explain.”

      I guess I didn’t really care anyway. “He was the wolf.”

      Cooper nodded.

      That meant that Big Papa might have saved me. I didn’t like the thought that Cooper would have hurt me, nor did I like the idea that I might be indebted to the one-eyed leader of his biker gang, but it seemed like I at least owed the man a drink.

      “I think maybe next time you know you’re going to change, you stay out of my bar,” I said, keeping my eyes lowered. “I can’t do anything about you and your gang being in Lobo Norte. We need your business. But I don’t need your business on those kinds of nights, so you keep your distance.”

      “Then don’t dance,” Cooper said.

      I clenched my hands into fists. I’d known that it would come to this—that he was going to be pissed I’d danced for Mad Dog. “Nobody tells me what to do. If you’re going to get all jealous of me, then you need to stay away from my bar every night, because that’s how I make my living. And you can just deal with that.”

      “Just not on the moons,” he said.

      “Yes, on the moons. On any fucking night I want.”

      “You don’t get it,” he said with sudden heat. “I don’t care if you dance for Mad Dog. I don’t even care if you dance for Papa. You dance whenever you want for anyone you want, except on the moons, because that’s how you stay safe. And when you dance, you remember that you’re still mine.”

      Those were the most words I had heard him string together so far. And it had been to declare me his property.

      I liked the sound of that. I liked it a lot.

      Too much, actually.

      “I barely know you,” I whispered.

      His fingers dug into my wrist and turned it, exposing the tender flesh on the underside of my forearm. Still watching my eyes, still so very careful, he lifted my palm to his lips. His breath was hot on my hand. His stubble grazed that delicate flesh as he drew a line from my pulse point to the inside of my elbow.

      Cooper paused at the junction between forearm and bicep. He pressed a warm kiss there. His nose brushed my shoulder when he leaned forward to place a second kiss on the side of my neck.

      “Mine,” Cooper said. “I knew it the moment I smelled you.” His hand cupped my head. A whimper escaped my throat. “And you do smell…amazing.”

      Fighting against the urge to climb on top of him made my whole body tremble. I wanted to melt together. Make our bodies one piece. “What does it mean?” I asked, barely able to breathe.

      He drew back. Trouble looked…troubled. “I don’t know. I’ve never felt like this. But I’ve never been a werewolf before, either.”

      “It scares me,” I said. It just slipped out. I hadn’t meant to be honest.

      “Good,” he said. “What is this?”

      His hand brushed over my shoulder, and I realized that he was looking at my scars. I pulled away from him.

      “Nothing,” I said.

      He had to have known I was deflecting the question, but he didn’t bother arguing with me. Cooper stood. He kissed the top of my head—a strangely tender gesture. And before I could think of how the hell I was supposed to react to that, he left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      I tried to throw away The Devil. It didn’t work.

      I took the card out to the trash cans behind the bar after Cooper left me. I lifted the lid on the bin, put the card on top of it, and walked away before I could think better of it.

      The sound of motorcycle engines built on the wind, rising and cresting and crashing over me. The storm came down the hills to the east—an army of glistening chrome belching exhaust into our bleached-blue sky.

      It was cage fight night, and these biker gangs were late. They usually came in days before to spread their seed and pump their veins full of heroin. I wondered what they had been doing to make them late, but only briefly—it was probably best if I didn’t know.

      There were three major gangs that always came to Lobo Norte: The White Wings, South Side Furies, and Hag’s Boys. Some of those assholes were even human. But when their motorcycles came down our hill, they brought the night with them. Didn’t matter if they arrived at high noon or dawn. Darkness followed them. Darkness, pain, and money.

      Only one of those mattered to me.

      I shielded my eyes to watch them descend. The clarity of the desert air made it easy to see them coming from miles away, ghosting over the shimmering mirage of heat on the pavement. They’d be here in ten minutes, maybe fifteen. Gloria would want me to have the booze ready.

      The wind slammed into me hard enough that I staggered. Metal banged against rock as the trash cans tipped over. Garbage blew against my ankles, between my legs, whipped away into the sky.

      One thing stuck to my heel. I looked down. The Devil grinned back at me.

      My heart accelerated. Trying to dislodge it from my foot with a kick didn’t work. I had to peel it off by hand, then tip the trash can upright again and trap him inside once more.

      I glared at the trash can and The Devil within.

      “Stay,” I hissed.

      We didn’t have trash collection in Lobo Norte. Not exactly. When you live in a nowhere-place that doesn’t exist on any map, nothing functions the way you expect. Mail shows up without ever being delivered. Our trash disappears without ever touching a garbage truck. Where it goes, I don’t know or care—as far as I can tell, it just vanishes.

      Hopefully that card would vanish with the rest of it.

      The roaring of engines grew louder. I retreated into my trailer, slamming the door behind me, and shut out the incoming gangs. When I first arrived in Lobo Norte, I used to gawk at the new arrivals, awed by the array of tattoos, leather, and scars. The White Wings, for instance, were into ritual scarification; their skin had been plucked into rows of raised, bumpy ridges all over their shining scalps and cheeks and chests. I’d seen one without a shirt once and knew that they cut wings into their backs, too.

      They had willingly done to themselves what had been forced upon me. It should have been horrifying. Instead, I found it entrancing, the way that they took charge of their bodies. They hurt themselves before anyone else could.

      Once you’d seen a hundred mangled men that reeked of weed and engine oil, though, the allure wore off. It took a lot to impress me these days.

      I’d see them all tonight when they were beating the shit out of each other within my cage.

      Tugging my shirt off over my head, I kicked my shorts into the corner as I headed for the shower. Something shining on the bed caught my attention from the corner of my eye and I stopped.

      There was a card on my pillow.

      I almost didn’t touch it. I knew what it was instantly, and I didn’t need to look to confirm my fears. Even so, I reached out and turned it over carefully, as though it might explode if I moved it too fast.

      The Devil had come back.

      “You asshole,” I whispered.

      He wasn’t bothered by my insult. He kept grinning.
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      Pops hadn’t raised me to give up easy. I flung my closet doors open and shoved my costumes out of the way with a clatter of buckles and chains. Behind them, there was a
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