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“Do you think I’m fucking dumb?!” 

I swallow beneath the cowboy’s grip, my feet only just touching the sticky floor of the ladies’ bathroom. Part of me wishes I was still in that hotbox of a pickup with its broken air conditioner and its stupid American drive. That I’d never got out of the car into this dive bar. And that I’m not in sodding, hell hot Texas. My sweaty fingers can’t even grip the big brute’s wrist as he squeezes.

His nose twitches and I see his pupils darken beneath his pointless sunglasses and his stupid cowboy hat. His arm lowers a fraction. Suddenly, he’s questioning whether he wants to kill me and I know my scent is wrapping around his brain.

I wet my lips as best as I can. How the hell didn’t he smell that I was a female werewolf before now? Then again, by the looks of that squashed snout, he’s had his nose busted up really good a few times before today. Probably, from what I’m learning, before he was turned.

His ginger moustache bristles. He spits to a side, some of it catching on the denim vest he’s wearing. “Answer the question, squirrel. Ain’t nobody gonna believe you boosted it, so where is he?”

“I don’t–”

“Nathaniel Alexander!” the man snarls. “I’d recognise that shitty pickup anywhere. He thinks he can send a fucking bitch in to distract me?! Me?!”

I choke, tears leaking out of my eyes. The nasty stench of the guy’s sweaty bollocks is rising from his trousers making it doubly hard to breathe. “He,” I splutter. “He isn’t here.”

“Don’t lie to me!” the cowboy screams shaking me like a doll.

I suck in as much air as I can, wishing somebody, anybody would come in the damn bathroom and help me. “Not lying,” I choke. “Nathan...” I squeeze down a breath, colours starting to dance before my eyes. “Not... He’s... Some hunters...”

“Hunters?” the guy repeats, quieter. His moustache bristles and he lowers me to the floor, his grip loosening a little. He’s still holding me up by the throat, though, which is almost a relief because my knees are ready to give way. “They took Nathaniel out?”

I gasp, my breath catching horribly.

The bastard shakes me, his voice urgent. “Nathaniel? They took Nathaniel out?!”

My eyes loll in my head. The cowboy lets go and I collapse to the floor. I clutch at my neck, wheezing hard with every breath. Rolling onto my side, I steal a quick glance at the cowboy. He looks disconcerted by the idea that Nathan might have been killed by hunters. 

And I don’t mean the kind that shoot deer.

My thoughts flit to the last time I saw Nathan, the look of hurt on his face and then anger... Two months have passed since that day. Two long months since he kissed me. 

And I didn’t even get to tell him how I felt. I’d ran after him in the snow... And I found the pickup empty... his keys dropped... blood on the path...

Washington and our time together feel like a world away...

Judging by my welcome, the cowboy has met my missing lover before. It seems Nathan left a dent in the guy’s ego whenever he passed through this godforsaken place. I pull myself into a sitting position, trying hard not to analyse why the floor is sticky.

“Who were the hunters?” the cowboy asks. His tone is more subdued. Apparently, he’s wary of anybody that might have managed to get the upper hand on Nathan. He must have left an impression.

“AJD,” I rasp. “They were working for someone called AJD.”

I shift to my feet, surreptitiously dialling Hattie on my smartwatch and muting her side of the call as I get up. I pray she picks up as quickly as usual and somehow finds me some help.

“Nathan didn’t send me. He’s not here.” The brute narrows his eyes on me. I release a choked, exasperated sigh. “Why would I lie to you? I just came in to get a drink. I don’t even know who you are.”

“Big Terrence,” he growls. “And I don’t know who you are, either, bitch.” 

I grit my teeth. I’ve met two or three other werewolves, all bad encounters, since Nathan went missing and all of them have referred to me this way. It’s beginning to piss me off, but, even though I know my supernatural strength is slowly increasing, I know I’m not a match for ‘Big Terrence’.

“Nathaniel sired you, huh?”

I swallow. Nathan found me, naked and unconscious, in the snow. He’d thought I was there to attack him, but I’d had no idea I’d been turned. I’d thought he was some kind of psycho that liked locking women up in his basement. My first thought was that he was going to torture and rape me.

Not that I’d end up falling for him...

“No.” 

He narrows his eyes. 

“I’m Anna’s sister,” I lie, hoping to god that Anna’s real sister is listening to our conversation and finding some way to help me out of this place.

“You don’t smell like Anna,” the brute grunts. “But I can smell his claim on you.”

My jaw drops slightly. None of the other werewolves I’ve had the misfortune of bumping into have said that. Heat rises up my neck. I don’t know whether it pleases or irritates me that I smell like Nathan has claimed me. Especially when I have no idea what the fuck it means.

“Look,” I try in my most reasonable voice, which is difficult with my windpipe still burning. “This was a misunderstanding. Now you know he’s not here, we can just be two patrons at a bar. All I came in for was a drink.”

Cowboy lets his gaze wash down over me. His eyes linger on my short shorts and stop almost completely at the perspiration dripping between my breasts visible through my low-cut top. I grit my teeth, regretting trying to wear something, anything, that could cool me down in that suffocatingly hot car.

“Imma thinkin’ I’m gonna have myself a drink.”

I raise my eyebrows hopefully.

“A drink o’ some wolf bitch for my troubles.”

I dodge the paw reaching for my throat, but not the kick that takes out my ankles. Before I can even sprawl on the floor, cowboy has me lifted by my neck, again, and is pushing me into a stall. The cistern makes a scraping noise as he shoves me towards it, standing me on the closed lid of the toilet. 

At this height, we’re face to face. His nostrils are flaring, taking in the scent of me. A scent that I’ve had described to me, by now, in various ways by various wolves, but it all seems to boil down to a similar definition: like a bitch in heat. Cowboy’s eyes darken, driven the same way all the other bastards are driven. He yanks at my shorts, Neanderthal brain aiming straight for it.

I aim for his crotch with a kick, but he blocks me, smashing my head back against the wall and dislodging the top of the cistern. My hair dips in the water. Big Terrence flips me, pushing my face down in the liquid and thrusting me forward so he can jam his fly up against my backside whilst he does battle royal with the tight button on my denim shorts. I struggle against him, fighting and drowning at the same time.

Something crashes behind us and then the pressure at my rear disappears with the hold on my throat. I gasp and splutter, lifting my face out of the water.

Cowboy is sulking on the floor, on his back, in the middle of the bathroom, his hands raised. A gun is directed at his chest. The shooter glances at me.
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“Lucas. Lucas Odell.” 

I swipe a towel over my face and then try to dry my soaked hair with it, giving Odell a side eye as I lean against the side of the pickup. Toilet water. I’d be lying if I said it was my favourite method of washing. My hair stinks like urine and wet dog. Not the best combination. But that’s the least of my problems right now.

He’s tall and athletic, not obviously muscled. Easy on the eye.

“Georgina,” I murmur, not sure how much I trust him, yet. His distinct scent clogs the hot air. I doubt he would have been able to toss the cowboy to the floor without a shot of supernatural strength, but I can’t pick up the vibes I expected. “You’re not a fan of Big Terrence?”

Odell lifts an eyebrow and squints back at the dodgy bar with me. The sun is beginning to set behind its crumbling façade, giving Odell’s cool, dark skin a deliciously gold sheen. “Not a fan of anybody much,” he answers, turning back to face me.

I nod. “What about Nathaniel?”

“Nath ain’t a bad guy.” Odell looks at me. “Stubborn to a fault, but not a bad guy.”

I open the passenger door of the pickup and check my ridiculous hair in the visor mirror, stuffing the towel in the footwell. Nathan thinks I’m stubborn. Headstrong is the word he used. And frustrating. I release a low, steadying breath in the direction of my reflection. Odell’s eyes flicker up to my face as I turn back to him. 

“Nathan’s missing,” I continue, ignoring the fact that he’d been checking out my backside, “and the only clue I have is somebody with the initials AJD that wants a werewolf with a black pelt.” Odell’s eyebrow lifts again. “I don’t suppose you have anything to add to that?”

His shoulders shrug lightly. “Hattie told me he was looking for AJD when she first called, but I didn’t know it was serious enough for Nath to go off grid.”

Heat rises a little in my face. Hattie had arranged for Odell to meet me a little further up the road. She must have given him my phone’s GPS coordinates when I’d discretely called her. I was grateful for the rescue, but, conversely, I was getting kind of sick of feeling helpless so much of the time.

“He’s not ‘off grid’,” I say through clenched teeth. “Whoever this AJD is, they’ve taken him.”

Odell shakes his head. “Nath is a top alpha. No one could take him.”

“Well they did,” I snap, balling my fists by my side. “Why else would I have his goddamn car and be driving around this sodding dessert state?!”

He takes a step back. “I wasn’t saying you were lying. Just, Nath... I mean, he must have been distracted. He’s always really alert.”

I wet my lips, hesitating. My mind keeps running back over our last minutes together. We’d almost kissed and then my colleague had interrupted us with a call from my now ex-boyfriend. That look on Nathan’s face... I shouldn’t have answered the damn phone. I should have stayed outside with Nathan. How could I have been so stupid?

Two months...

Two months without him. Two months trying to figure out where he’d been taken and who by. And who am I kidding? I have no experience in tracking anyone down. I don’t even really know how to be the werewolf I’ve become. All the knowledge I have is scraped together from fragments of conversations with Nathan and his handwritten journal. What was I doing out here trying to play the hero when half the time I couldn’t even look after myself?

“Look,” I say, clearing my throat anxiously, “Hattie said you might be able to help, but if you don’t want–”

“I ain’t said that,” Odell interrupts. His gaze is cool and direct. “If Nath is in trouble, I’ll help. How many of y’all are out looking for him?”

I hesitate. “Just me.”

Odell frowns. “What about Anna? Joey? The rest o’ the Washington pack?”

An icy trickle slides the length of my spine. “Anna?” I repeat, shocked. “Anna’s... dead. So are the rest of Nathan’s pack.” 

Anna was Hattie’s sister and Nathan’s former lover. A woman I wasn’t sure he was over. He’d told me that another pack had murdered her, along with all of his packmates. They’d filmed her death. And then Nathan had killed them. Like it was just that simple. Like that was just what you did when someone murdered your mate.

Odell blinks at me.

I sit down, uneasily, on the edge of the passenger seat. He’s suddenly looking at me like a snake in the grass. “From what I gathered, they’ve been gone a while. Some rival pack took them out.” 

How is it possible that Odell doesn’t already know this? Hattie had told me he was a friend of Nathan’s. And even those who weren’t Nathan’s friends knew that Anna, and his pack, were dead. 

Caleb, an enemy we’d encountered, had made a point of mentioning it when he’d tried to abduct me, trying to get under Nathan’s skin.

“Aw hell no... So, you’re telling me Nath ain’t got nobody on his side but a little English nothing and a goddamn human?” He laughs humourlessly. “No offence, sweetheart, but this ain’t the level of shit show I was expecting.”

I grit my teeth. He has no idea. “I thought male werewolves kept tabs on female werewolves. Shouldn’t you have already known Anna was dead?”

“Look, I try to keep my head down–”

“Then why did Hattie send me to you?” 

He blinks as I rage. 

“Clearly, you’re going to be less than useful. You don’t know anything about your own kind, let alone hunters–”

Odell holds up a hand, his expression solemn. “Now hang on a second, sweetheart, you never mentioned hunters.” 

“What the hell do you mean I never mentioned hunters?! What about AJD?!”

Why am I wasting my time with this arsehole? Nathaniel is out there somewhere at somebody’s mercy. I need to find him. Not play games.

Anger and pain cloud my vision with red hot tears. I turn my face away from Odell, jumping down from the passenger seat and slamming the pickup’s door. My quivering hand moves up to swipe away my liquid pain as I storm blindly around the front of the truck, heading for the driver’s door.

“Hey!” Odell shouts, catching my arm and spinning me to look at him. I want to smash his face in, claw his eyes out, do some kind of damage that will release the frustration and hurt that’s shattering me. His gaze flickers over me. His expression softens marginally, but that only makes it worse. 

I don’t want him to know how cut up I am about Nathan. I don’t want anyone to know I’m looking for him because I’m fucking in love with him!

That last time we spoke, I didn’t explain that I didn’t love Carrick any more. I should have. I should have stopped Nathan from walking away, really found out where I stood. But Anna... He was still in love with Anna! He’d still been dialling her answer machine to hear her voice...

So why am I here? Why am I looking for him when he might not feel the same...?

“Hey...” The sun is creeping low behind Odell. “Look, Nath asked about AJD, but he didn’t say anything about hunters.” His hand drops from my arm, his quiet gaze assessing my dampened anger and pain. “He made out it was something personal and wouldn’t disclose much.”

My heart hurts. Typical of Nathan not to ask for help. He was an alpha and seemed to think that meant he should shoulder things without anyone else to help bear it.

The door to the bar shuts. Odell glances at the men exiting. They’re all eying us as if they want to start something. 

“Look, sweetheart, I ain’t talking about this sort of stuff in a public forum.”

“Why should I trust you? If Nathan didn’t even give you the reason why–?”

“I don’t give two shits what you think of me,” Odell cuts, calmly, “standing here with your pissed on, new mutt smell, but I’m not about to have this discussion out here so all them rednecks in that bar come sniffin’ about. You want help? Then we’ll see whether I’m interested, but you’re getting in that shit heap Nath calls a car, first, and you’re following me to the diner in town.”

I hesitate. “The diner?”

“Yeah. We get our heads down, get some food, and you tell me the real deal. Then I’ll see whether I’m gonna help you.”

“Fine,” I growl.

“Fine.”

I swing myself up into Nathan’s pickup. His scent is fading on the interior. I close the door and flash back to the first time I drove it. He was missing then, too, but I’d had the advantage of knowing who our enemy was and where I should be headed. I try not to glance at the passenger side as I buckle in, the ghost of him, injured and naked, lolling in the seat. 

The township isn’t too far from the crappy bar. It’s grown dark by the time we get there, though. I pull one of Nathan’s shirts on over my crop top. Originally, I brought the selection of his clothes so that he’d have something clean when I found him, but after two months... I was beginning to lose faith in myself. And the lingering scent of him on the material was the only comfort I had left.

Odell orders a blue steak and a coke. I want to pass on food, my stomach is in knots, but my newly altered body has been making it more and more obvious that my previously small appetite was no longer going to cut its supernatural needs. 

Fuck Caleb for biting me.

I order pie and tea – hot tea – hoping that this might be the first American place to bring me something that might pass for the taste of home I need. 

Once the waitress disappears, Odell clears his throat and leans in. He drops his voice, but there’s barely anyone else in the place. “So, what is all this shit Nath is in. Start from the top.”

The top... The moment I woke up naked and bound in Nathan’s basement...

“So AJD ain’t a hunter?” Odell concludes half an hour later as I stuff a mouthful of pie into my face. I’ve given him the main story and nothing else. Odell doesn’t need to know how complicated things are between me and Nathan. He just needs to know that we have to find him. He frowns and mops up some of the blood from his steak with a soggy chip. “They just sent hunters after Nath and he killed all of them but one?”

“Yeah, they were after him for the colour of his fur, apparently, but the fact that there was only one left doesn’t mean only one took him,” I reply, reluctant to consider Nathan would be subdued by a single assailant. 

“True.”

I sip the tea the waitress has brought. It’s thick and horrible, but it’s better than nothing. 

“However, my guess, by the way you found his car, is there was probably something else used to distract Nath. Maybe a sedative or a taser.”

“Would that really take down a... one of our kind?”

“Sure.” Odell pops a slice of dripping steak in his mouth. It’s the rarest slab of meat I’ve ever seen. I don’t know whether I’m impressed or disgusted. “You said there was blood, so I’m guessing maybe a baseball bat or something was their first try, but that ain’t going to take out Nath on its own, so they tased him or tranquilised him.” Odell glances at my expression. “He’ll be alright. Nath and I have been in some pretty tough scrapes.”

“Well, I’m new to all of this, so excuse me if I don’t share your confidence.”

“I tell you what. Stick in town tonight. I’ll get in touch with you tomorrow after I’ve done some digging. If this AJD is after Nath for his fur, then he might well be a collector.”

“A what?”

Odell leans carefully forward. “Y’know how some people get real into collecting comic books? Well, occasionally, humans that find out about us get real into collecting, too. If this AJD specifically wants a werewolf with black fur, I’m willing to bet that might be why.”

I slump back in the booth. “That’s a good point...”

And a good reason to hope that Nathan is still alive.
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When the light begins to fade again the next day, my mobile buzzes. Odell says he thinks he’s found a lead and we need to drive out to a local bar frequented by hunters. We arrange a place to meet.  

I squeeze into some clean clothes in the backseat of the pickup and then drive over to our secluded meeting place. Something unpleasant is rolling in my stomach. I reverse the pickup into the shadows and turn off the engine. I hold Nathan’s gun low in my lap. The thought of hunters fills me with fear. My gaze moves treacherously to the new driver’s side window.

My eyes squeeze tight shut on the memory of the glass shattering, the bullet skimming Nathan’s head just a little too close for comfort. Itching begins to build under my skin, anxiety trying to force through a change of form, but I take deep breaths and try to think of something else. Becoming a wolf here would be foolish. 

“Ready to– Woah!”

The barrel of my gun is pointed through the driver’s glass at Odell’s face. He holds his hands aloft and retreats a step. I suck in a shaky breath, lowering the weapon.

“Didn’t mean to startle you.”

“You crept up on me in the dark,” I growl, pointedly, swinging the door wide and dropping down into the dirt. I slide the gun in the back of my jeans, flicking out the tail of my jacket to cover the handle. “How many women do you know that wouldn’t be startled by that kind of behaviour?”

“You any good with that?”

I shrug. I’ve killed two people, now, but both were in self-defence and at point blank range. “You’ll have to wait and see.”

“I’ll look forward to it,” Odell answers apprehensively. He gestures towards his car. “We go in mine.” I open my mouth to protest, but he cuts me off. “Nath’s car has been seen by the hunter AJD sent. If this guy is at the bar, as I hope, he ain’t gonna chit chat if he sees that heap of junk.”

I swallow and clench my jaw. It’s stupid but being parted from the pickup feels wrong. Like I’m getting even further away from Nathaniel. And I don’t like the idea of that one bit. 

He watches as I reluctantly pocket the keys. Trepidation curls down my spine. Odell opens the passenger door to his car. I slide in, feeling awkwardly low down compared to the comfortable height of the pickup. Odell clambers in beside me, flicking the ignition and pulling away from our meeting spot.

I glance over at his long legs as he presses the pedals, looking for all the world like he is just the car’s internal muscles, flexing and snapping into shape. He drives like part of the machine, despite the black suit and shirt. It strikes me how different he is to Nathan. An ache unfolds in my chest. 

“So how did you two meet?” I ask loftily, staring out of the passenger window.

Odell clears his throat. “’Member I said there are humans who collect our kind? Well... Nath and I were collected before we became what we are, back when we didn’t have much. Humans experimentin’ on humans.”

My gaze snaps to him. The whites of his eyes paint his irises as black as night. All I can see of him is smooth, dark shadows and chocolate sheens. His clothes cling to his lithe form, designed to make him as inconspicuous as possible. He wears a grimace to the night.

“You were experimented on?”

Odell grunts. “Partly government funded. Probably CIA. Anyhow, we were both kids, both desperate for cash, and neither of us had anyone to give a damn about us. So, at first, we’d agreed to take part. Only, it turned out Kuznetsov wasn’t experimenting with drugs. His team had got their hands on some supernaturals and were trying to make more.”

“That’s awful...”

“The world is a shitty place, mutt. Best you get used to that.”

“Yeah, thanks,” I murmur.

The bar is a roadhouse. Cars are parked cavalier in the dark lot. The only light comes from the red curtained windows and a single floodlight above what I assume is the entrance. It looks like a shack, if I’m honest. Maybe that’s what hunters like.

“I assume you have a plan?” I ask, nervously, as Odell switches off the engine.

His pearly whites glint in the dark. “Always.”

I let Odell take the lead, following him across the dry, gravelly ground and past a couple of loitering patrons into the dark, dodgy shack. The interior is just as shabby as the exterior. Low hanging cigarette smoke helps to obscure the already dim lights. The columns holding up the close roof have frayed splinters on every corner. The tables and chairs are mismatched in height and style. The only bit really on one level is the bar where the guy polishing glasses with a dirty cloth raises an eyebrow at us.

He’s not the only one.

By the time we’ve reached the counter, we’ve caught the gaze of a number of other customers. Some send furtive glances. Others stare outright. I pretend not to notice that the guy standing beside Odell is looking across him and down the hint of cleavage at the vee of my top. My skin is crawling, but not just from the leers. There’s a distinct atmosphere that says we don’t fit. My pulse spikes. We’re in the lions’ den.

I shift from foot to foot as Odell orders drinks. Scents roll in and over my tongue. Perspiration, heat, and the yeasty musk of beer. Crowds and close rooms have a new way of making me feel claustrophobic. I breathe deep, sifting the scents. The hunter we want is here, but I can’t easily separate his stink from the cloying aromas of the bar.

Odell hands me a murky brown bottle and motions for us to head deeper into the shadows of the roadhouse. I follow him through the crowd, nudged and scuffed by the pressing in of bodies. I haven’t noticed another woman in the room, which doesn’t bode well with the patrons eyeballing. 

My thoughts pitch back to the last time I was in a bar. Nathan had taken me to scope out a guy, then, too. His intentions had started out clear cut and gotten muddled somewhere around the moment he kissed me for the first time. And then the second... 

After a disastrous escape attempt, he’d taken me angrily back to the cabin, both of us hopped up on adrenaline. And then...

I drag in a shallow breath, pulled from my thoughts by the scent of the hunter as we pass a tall table surrounded by men on stools. My gaze ticks over the biggest, muscles stretching the shoulders of his shirt. I hold my breath, trying to remain nonchalant as I draw my eyes away from him, still following Odell.

We take a pew in a nearby corner, close enough for me to wash my gaze casually over his face once more. Dark eyes, short hair, and a thick brown beard all shadowed by a huge cap. He laughs and takes a draught from his beer. My heart hammers. This is the bastard that took Nathan.

My lips purse around the glass bottle top, malt tainting my tongue. Am I trembling or is it just in my head? I take in a steadying breath, setting the bottle on our low table.

“So, do you like anyone in here, sweetheart?” Odell asks carefully. His eyes slide across to mine as he takes a swig of his own drink. He’s sat with his legs wide in that infuriating way all men seem to think speaks of their masculine dominance. All of them want to be top dog in their own way.

I push away brief thoughts of the alpha tormenting my heart. Being emotional isn’t going to help anyone right now.

My tongue runs over my lips. “Uh, yeah,” I mutter quietly, realising my companion is talking about the hunter. “The big guy in the trucker cap.”

Odell’s dark eyes sweep the room, skimming over the high table. He sips. “Doesn’t know how to shut up?”

I nod and lift my eyes. Trucker guy is watching me, now, and our gaze locks for a moment. My heart hammers in my chest, but my teeth grit.

“I think you made an impression,” Odell mutters. He leans over to me, our shoulders touching, and whispers that, when the big guy comes over, I should stay quiet. He says my accent is too obvious if the hunter knows anything about what happened in Washington before Nathan was grabbed. I give Odell a tight smile and nod that I understand, even if it pisses me off.

We sip our drinks silently. The beer dissolves unpleasantly. I only take small mouthfuls; I don’t want to look too out of place in this shithole. Trucker guy keeps a close eye on me. After twenty minutes, he mutters something inaudible to his cronies and they all pile over to our table, squatting on low pouffes and stools. The big guy sits himself next to me, but he talks to Odell. 

“You’re not local.” 

He looks like what might happen if a wrestler made a baby with a lumberjack. His scent rolls in around me and I can’t help but pare it with the tang of Nathan’s blood and the crisp intensity of fresh snow. My fingers clench around the edge of my seat. I take another sip of beer to keep my mouth under control.

My companion is cool in the face of this gruff beast. “Nope. But nor are you.”

The hunter’s eyes flicker over me, appraising me in a way that makes me want to bottle him. My knuckles whiten and I grit my teeth.

“You and the broad travelling through?”

“Sort of,” Odell admits with a glint in his eye. “On a trail.”

The hunter and his friends tense. “Local trail?”

Odell smiles. “Not sure. Just following up on a rumour. You heard of ‘AJD’?”

There’s some shifting of weight around the table, but the
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