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Chapter One

 


“Sloth! Inferno wants you
outside. Pronto.” Hannibal, the vice president of the Helldorado
Mongrels motorcycle club, shouted as he stormed into the recreation
room of the clubhouse and continued on into the kitchen. His long,
gray ponytail whacked him on his back as he hurried by.

Blaze and Sloth stopped their game of
pool.

“For an old guy, he can
sure move fast.” Blaze, who towered over Sloth by a good six inches
like all the other Mongrels, tapped his pool cue against the
table.

“Yeah. But he seemed
upset.” Sloth stopped looking up at his dark-haired, dark-eyed
friend and glanced toward the front door.

A shiver ran through Sloth, and his nerves
went on alert. Unlike Blaze, a mix of Shinan wolf shifter and feral
dog, Inferno, the Helldorado Mongrel’s president, was full blooded
Shinan wolf shifter.

And a malicious
son-of-a-bitch. God, I hope he hasn’t learned my secret.

“What do you think Inferno
wants with me?”

“Don’t know.” Blaze
crooked his mouth and shrugged a shoulder. “Maybe he’s finally
going to patch you in as a full member.” The smile Blaze offered
reached and lit his almost black eyes. “He has been calling members
outside and talking to them this morning.”

Sloth returned his
friend’s grin. Too bad Blaze isn’t into
guys. Not that I can get involved with a Mongrel in the first
place. He placed his cue stick in the rack
hanging on the wall. Dare he hope being patched in was the case?
It’d been years since he’d joined the Helldorado Mongrels, and
stuck in prospect status, he hadn’t been able to accomplish what
he’d wanted to. But becoming a member would give him privileges
and…

“Sloth! You scraggly
coyote. Get your ass out here!”

“Yet, Inferno doesn’t
sound happy either,” Blaze stated behind him.

“When does he ever sound
happy?” He took a step away from the rack, moved a curtain, and
peeked out the window overlooking the courtyard of the dirt-packed,
desert compound.

Sunlight glinted off Inferno’s greased down,
shoulder-length black hair. Aviator sunglasses concealed his
mahogany-colored eyes. Preach, who stood the tallest of the gang,
was different from every one of his Shinan kin by one fact—he had a
blond-haired buzz cut. The pair stood near a trio of riders Sloth
didn’t recognize. The newcomers stayed near their bikes in the
center of the ’pound. Two men with faces set in austere expressions
flanked a giant of a man who looked meaner than his companions.

The tall visitor also wore dark sunglasses,
and like his buddies, was decked out in all black from his cowboy
hat, to his leather duster, jeans, and t-shirt. A scar lined its
way from in front of his ear, down his neck and disappeared under
the shirt.

The quintessential tough
guy.

Desire replaced anxiousness and cut a tingly
path straight through Sloth’s core to his cock. Sloth dug the bad
boy type—a rough around the edges type guy who wouldn’t take shit
from anyone—and the man outside sure looked the part.

“Well, here goes nothin’.”
Taking a deep breath, he turned from the window and that’s when he
noticed the smell. Scents of citrus and sage, reminiscent of the
fragrance his adoptive mother used to wear. And that only meant one
thing.

He’s out there. My
mate.

On the heels of the mate scent came another
impression, acrid and bitter with a slight sulfur smell. The second
aroma sent a flood of adrenaline through Sloth’s body, making all
his nerve endings sting and his stomach flutter. Winter-like cold
settled within him. The urge to run and hide almost overwhelmed
him.

Boy, am I glad I gave
myself an extra dose of scent repellant this
morning.

The pungent odor that
caught him by surprise meant a maicoh, a witch, was out there, as
well. He feared the witch and his mate were one and the same, which
wouldn’t bode well for him. No one knew he happened to be a
maicoh, too.

“Dude, you’ve gone white,”
Blaze stated, his voice full of worry. “You okay?”

“Don’t know,” Sloth
replied, making his way toward the front door. He put his hand on
the handle. “I’ve suddenly got the feeling that things around here
are about to go crazy.” Sloth stepped outside.

“Sloth!” Inferno barked
again.

 “I’m coming!” He took hesitant steps toward the group. Though
the tall guy’s eyes were concealed, Sloth couldn’t help but feel
like the man’s gaze was burning a hole through him. Had the
newcomer made Inferno summon him? But then, like Blaze had said,
individuals and small groups had been going outside at the
president’s beckoning all morning, so it was probably just his
turn.

With every atom of energy
he had stored within him, he silently chanted, Please, Great Spirit, make them see what I want them to see
and not the real me, three times to
fortify his cloaking spell. “What’s up, Inferno?”

 “’Bout time you got your hide out here. You and the other mutts
have been slow as snot comin’ when I call this morning. This here
is Shaman and his two comrades, Magus and Wizard. They’re from the
Skinwalkers motorcycle club out of Albuquerque, New Mexico, and
they’re gonna help us track down that bitch Emma Dyson.”

Inferno continued talking, but Sloth didn’t
hear him. Only the words, “Emma. No not Emma. I have to warn her,”
played in his mind like a recording stuck on repeat.

What was he going to do? As far as he knew,
she’d left for the city already, and he couldn’t just sneak away
from the ’pound to go meet up with her. Inferno didn’t like for
members to go off without a good reason. Individual vacations
weren’t allowed while being a member of the club. No matter what,
if a Mongrel wanted to leave the ’pound, he better have a good
reason why and get clearance from the president.

If Inferno knew how often
I snuck away, my ass would be toast.

“Sloth! Sloth, you maggot.
You listenin’ to me, boy?”

He blinked and looked at Inferno, whose eyes
had turned a bright shade of red.

Ah, shit. Shouldn’t have
zoned out like I did. Inferno tended to
rule the club like a dictator. He wanted loyalty, immediate
obedience, and no attitude. “Sir?” He tried to put as much respect
into his voice as possible so as not to infuriate the Mongrels’s
president any further, but it wasn’t any help.

“Fuck! What is with this
pack lately? Everyone’s becoming as useless as zits on a bullfrog’s
ass! Now, what I was sayin’ was, I need all hands on deck to help
in the search. The sooner we stop her meddlin’ ways, the sooner our
gold and money remain safe. You need to go pack my bags, Preach’s,
Hannibal’s, Thumbs’s…”

As Inferno listed more members, Sloth’s mind
whirled. He had to be included in the search somehow. Had to be
allowed to get up to Las Vegas. But as a prospect he was relegated
to doing the shit work, which meant packing their crap, making
sandwiches for them to take, staying behind, and most likely
cleaning the club house.

I’ve gotta get into
Inferno’s mind. Sway him to let me join the
group.

He hated to use his powers, especially since
he sensed another witch around. His skills were rusty, and he
feared being discovered, but he felt he had no choice. Mustering
all his energy again to keep his cloak intact and be able to reach
into Inferno’s head to plant a strong suggestion, he became
laser-focused on the president.

Sloth could go up to the
city. Sloth can help. Sloth can partner with a full
member.

Quickly, he repeated the statements a few
more times, hoping it’d be enough to get Inferno to think it was a
good idea.

Time seemed to slow and stretch out into
eternity. Sloth tried not to shift on his feet or give any kind of
indication of his growing impatience, but he fretted that his
implanted proposition hadn’t taken.

 Then, Inferno scratched his
head and appeared to be puzzled over something. “You know what?
Scratch all that. I’ll have Rooster and some other prospects take
care of our shit. Sloth, you’re joining the search. Tex, since he’s
a full member, will babysit you. From what Thumbs has said, Tex has
been itchin’ to get out and do something. And with his attitude
lately, having you in tow will be a nice bit of punishment. I’ll
probably have others go up there as well since it’s a large area.”
He cocked his head and narrowed his wolf-like eyes. “So, whatcha
standing around waitin’ for?” Inferno smacked Sloth on the back of
the head. “Get out of here. Oh, and send Rooster out before you
talk to Tex.”

Sloth bit the inside of his cheek for two
reasons. One, he didn’t want to smile. It pleased him that his mind
interference worked, and he could go warn Emma. Two, he couldn’t
stand Inferno and his despotism anymore. He tamped down the urge to
totally break his cloaking spell and perform some sorcery on the
president. Maybe give him painful boils or a stress fracture in one
of his limbs. Nothing too obvious. Just something to cause him
distress like he’d been doing to others over the years.

Happy to get away from the leader and the
stares of the trio, he turned and headed for the garage to see if
Tex was there hanging out with Thumbs. But what he really wanted to
do was energetically reach into Inferno’s neck and squeeze his
windpipe until the bastard strangled.

Thing was, he’d never taken another person’s
life, and he didn’t plan to start now.

Plus, if one of those three Skinwalkers was
a witch, there’d be a whole different kind of battle ensuing, and
he didn’t want that kind of trouble either.

And here he’d been thinking it would be an
easy day—have some breakfast, play pool, maybe go for a ride on the
club-built roads around the compound. Instead, he had to go north
and warn Emma.

Inferno’s plan put everything in
jeopardy.

“Hey, Sloth,” Thumbs, the
club’s mechanic, greeted. Like Blaze, Thumbs was a big man, very
muscular and dark haired. He, too, had a mix of Shinan wolves and
feral dogs in his ancestry and happened to be one of the better
mutts in the gang. Thumbs had a heart of gold and cared about most
members’ wellbeing. He looked up from a work bench where a
motorcycle’s engine parts lay on top of it. “What can I do ya
for?”

“Lookin’ for Tex. You see
him?”

“Not yet
today.”

“Okay. Thanks, Thumbs.
Think I’ll go search the clubhouse.”

Sloth jogged out of the garage. The litany
about finding and helping Emma replayed in his mind. He had to
track down Tex and get up to the city fast. But he also had to be
cool about the situation, since he knew Tex and the others didn’t
truly trust him yet.

Not that he ever gave the Mongrels a reason
not to.

Not a direct, overt reason
at least.

A few years ago, he’d spelled himself with
the right scent and made himself appear as a coyote. Then he’d
arrived at the compound, claimed to be a fellow hellhound, and told
everyone his grandparents had left the area after the curse because
they’d feared what would happen to them and their family. In his
story, he added that after having lost everyone, he’d decided to
see if the cursed pack was still around. It’d amazed him how easily
the gang believed him, never questioning how the immortal shifters
died. They probably just assumed he’d killed them.

But of course, he hadn’t. Even though they
weren’t his real family and were from a wolf clan out of Canada, he
feared harming any of them. For if he were to cause mortal harm to
a biological family member, whether he knew they were related or
not, his life would become quite different. Aside from murder being
morally wrong, the chance of him, a witch, being transformed into
an evil skinwalker was the main reason why he chose to refrain from
killing anyone, full human or shifter.

Inferno had let him join the ranks and gave
him the nickname, Sloth, telling him it’d taken him long enough to
find his way home.

Sloth entered the clubhouse through the
backdoor, ran into Rooster and told him Inferno wanted him. Then he
passed the back staircase and went into the kitchen. Tex sat at the
table shoving eggs and bacon into his mouth. He dropped into a
chair opposite the Nagul wolf shifter, who reminded him of the
man-bun guy who’d gone viral on the web.

“Thumbs tells me you’re
looking for something to do.”

With a grunt, Tex nodded and drank down a
cup of coffee.

He pretty much knew how Tex felt, suspicious
and guarded about everything and everyone when it came to the club
and its dealings.

“I’m going to the city,”
Sloth replied. “Wouldn’t mind company on the ride up.”

“What business do you have
up there?” Tex raised a brow.

“Those scary looking men
that came today? They’re on the hunt for some bitch.” He disliked
acting wily, inferior, and timid, but the part he played called for
it. He also hated calling Emma that word. She was the furthest
thing away from being a bitch than any woman he’d ever known. But
since he was supposed to be a coyote and a Mongrel, he had to act
like he loathed the Tabus like the rest of the gang did. “She’d
been in the canyon, but isn’t anymore, or at least they think she
isn’t. Inferno asked for volunteers to assist. I offered to help
look up in Vegas. He suggested I take someone. More specifically he
told me to take you since you’re a full member and have been
itching for some action.” Sure, he didn’t exactly reiterate things
as they happened, but it fit with his game—make himself seem clever
and more important than his actual position in the club.

“Who’d we be looking
for?”

“That Emma Dyson chick.
I’m told she’s blonde and on the short side. Inferno says she
should be able to be picked out of a crowd by her
scent.”

Come on, Tex. Quit
hesitating. I need to get up there and let her know what’s going
on.

“I don’t know ’bout that,”
Tex stated. “Evading capture for this long? She’s probably able to
mask her scent like us Mongrels can. I’ve heard rumors here and
there that she’s Tabu maicoh.”

“A witch, huh?”
Oh, shit. This isn’t good. How the hell did that
information get out?

Tex bobbed his head. “Who’s this Shaman
character anyway?”

“One of the guys who came
to see Inferno. Super tall. Super mean looking fellow. Inferno
claims he’s the medic from the Skinwalkers motorcycle club out of
Albuquerque, New Mexico.”

Tex almost choked on the last piece of bacon
he’d taken from his plate and shoved in his mouth. His face
paled.

Sloth figured he was
having the same thoughts he’d had. That the guy wasn’t just a medic
and was most likely an actual shaman—the maicoh he’d scented earlier. He
hoped it wouldn’t deter Tex from going with him. If anything,
knowing about Shaman should make him want to go. Last thing anyone
needed was to feel the wrath of an evil witch.

“I’m going to double check
with Inferno about this, and if I’m given the all clear, I’ll go up
to the city with you.”

“That’s fair.” Though
filled with relief, Sloth fought the urge to smile. “I’ll meet up
with you in the
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