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      To the wolves who kept going when the path was lonely and the night felt endless—may you find your pack, claim your place, and never doubt your worth.

    

  


  
    
      To Hubs—my Griz—thank you for letting me choose you, holding the line, and loving me through every version of who I am.

      

      Now, go get your shirt off the counter.
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            READ AT 3:14 PM

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        What the fuck, Jade?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ??

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You’ve barely texted. You ghost me all week, then drop one-word answers like you’re possessed.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You ARE possessed, aren’t you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Just tired.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nope. Try again. You don’t do tired. You do caffeine, bitch about dogs in clothes, and calling people out when their eyeliner sucks. But not tired.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Clothes DON’T belong on dogs!!!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rough day, Gotta go.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You’re lying.

      

      

      

      

      

      Luna looks down…

      Delivered. Read 3:14 PM.

      “She’s lying,” she mutters, just to hear it out loud.

      Sitting criss-crossed in her ridiculous overstuffed pink computer chair, Luna looks like she’s being swallowed by a cotton-candy throne. The armrests practically eat her tiny frame alive, but she barely notices.

      Dropping her phone into her lap, she glares at the neon rope light tacked perfectly—too perfectly—down the corner of the wall, its rainbow glow bleeding into everything. Like it’s mocking her.

      It doesn’t have answers. Staring anyway, forcing her vision back into focus until each tiny bulb claims its own place again.

      Her fingers twitch before her brain even decides. She grabs the phone again and flips to her messages with Harper.

      Her last text still sits there.

      
        
          
            
              
        I miss you bitch.

      

      

      

      

      

      Delivered. But not read. No response. That was three days ago.

      Luna knows Harper misses her too. She’s just wrapped up in trying to piece together a broken, feral pack—one that Lucas Williams, her mate, took by Right of Kill.

      He killed the Cascade Pack’s alpha. And now? According to Brock—the little piss-ant that didn’t run—they expect Lucas to lead them into something better.

      Luna’s sure Harper’s over there making the best of it—probably teaching savages how to cook some ridiculous gourmet meal with nothing but spaghetti noodles, green beans and a stick of butter. Typical.

      It’s been annoyingly quiet without them in the ten-room mansion. The mansion now feels like it’s twice as big. Empty. The bustling voices of the Humboldt Pack, the Red Rock allies, and even little Henry with Mama Ivy, help, but the space has an echo of absence that won’t fade.

      Luna feels it. The pull to the pack is thinning, fibers loosening one by one. Harper’s strand has been slipping since that morning hug, since the door closed behind her.

      This feeling is all to familiar. She leans back in her chair, her fingers twitch, hovering over the screen of her phone. All she wants right now is to talk to Jade.

      Fucking bitch won’t talk to me.

      Jade doesn’t know it but, she’s the wall Luna leans against when the rest of the world starts spinning.

      Growing up, it was just her and her twin brother Jon. Their bond, forged in pain and survival, was the only thing that ever came close to filling the emptiness inside her. But even that had its cracks, the raw edges that always bled. The hell they’d been through together had left scars that, no matter how much time passed, would never fade.

      She keeps staring at her phone, but nothing sharpens. Not the screen. Not the ache. It feels like she’s the only one still bleeding from it—sisters lost, bonds torn apart, grief buried instead of named. No one talks about it. Maybe they already learned how to move on. Or maybe she’s the only one who broke beyond repair.

      Luna closes her eyes for a second, breathing in the silence that fills the room. It’s so fucking loud!

      She must’ve brushed the screen, because suddenly her phone lights up again—and there they are.

      Charlotte, Harper, and Jade. Frozen mid-laugh in the wallpaper photo like they’re still there. Like nothing’s changed.

      Before she can second-guess it, her thumb taps Harper’s name again…

      
        
          
            
              
        Bitch! Answer me!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hey! Sorry I didn’t write back the other day. It’s just so busy here.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yeah whatever. I have bigger concerns. Something is off with Jade. Have you talked to her?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No. Why do you think something is off? She said she had a bad client. Maybe it’s just that?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nope. I looked. I can’t find anything in Ghost Orchid’s scheduler about Jade on an assignment.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Maybe you’re just being paranoid?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Fuck you Harp. I’m worried.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Fine. I’ll text her and see if I can get anything from her. You said her scheduler doesn’t have any information on who this client is?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And does Charlotte know you hacked into Jade’s company?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes. She told me not to do it again but the bond told me she’s worried too.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’ll let you know if I get anything back from her.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        …

      

      

      

      

      

      The three little dots are there for only a moment then disappear.
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      Staring at the cheap green walls of the hotel she extended for a few more nights, Jade feels nothing.

      No fire. No fight.

      Just that gnawing, familiar emptiness.

      Drained of all give-a-shits, as Luna would say.

      She flexes her right hand in her lap, fingers curling slow. The skin across her knuckles is raw and cracked, a deep purple bloom spreading beneath the surface like rot.

      She tells herself it’s just bruising. Just surface-level damage.

      But it’s been three days since the last fight, and the ache still pulses beneath her skin.

      Her shifter healing should’ve handled it by now. But her wolf is quiet.

      Too quiet.

      Sometimes Jade wonders if she’s even still there—until the moment she steps into the ring.

      Then she comes alive. It’s like the wolf is only awake when blood is in the air.

      No threat? No adrenaline? She sleeps. Fucking bitch.

      She should’ve stopped. Should’ve walked away after the second match. But the rush was too sweet. The crowd too loud. The pain too quiet.

      Jade presses her thumb into the worst of it until her hand trembles. Not enough to break it. Just enough to feel something.

      She exhales slowly, jaw clenched. The guilt creeps in, low and unwanted.

      She should go home. Should walk through that front door, tell Luna the truth, face whatever fallout is waiting.

      But she doesn’t move. Because going home means stopping. And she’s not ready for that.

      Her phone buzzes against the nightstand. Once. Twice. She doesn’t look at it right away. The third chime pulls her out of the spiral.

      Glancing over… Harper.

      
        
          
            
              
        Why are you driving Luna crazy?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You know she’s going to hack into your shit and send a barbershop quartet to sing some stupid song just to get your attention.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jade snorts. Somehow, Luna’s chaos is still the thing that steadies her.

      Of course Harper would check in like that—disguised concern, wrapped in sarcasm. She stares at the screen.

      Her thumb hovers. A reply? A lie?

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m fine. Working.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Miss you, too.

      

      

      

      

      

      Nothing feels right. So she locks the phone and tosses it back onto the bed as she stands. The room feels colder the second she moves.

      Maybe a shower will thaw my soul.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LONE WOLF STATUS

          

        

      

    

    
      The black '68 Camaro hums quietly beneath him, engine idling like it’s got a temper just waiting to be unleashed.

      Resting one arm on the wheel, the other dragging through his thick, dark hair, pushing it back from his face like the weight of the past week is woven through the strands.

      He hasn’t slept. Not really.

      The hotel across the street is lit up in tired green neon. Cheap. Discreet. The kind of place Jade would pick when she doesn’t want to be found.

      But he found her. He always does.

      The phone buzzes in the console beside him. He doesn’t need to look. He already knows the name.

      Dez—from the Sidney Pack.

      He lets it ring once. Twice. Then swipes to answer, putting it on speaker without a word.

      “Still ignoring protocol, huh?” Dez’s voice is dry. Familiar.

      “Didn’t realize I had to follow rules I no longer answer to,” He replies, voice low.

      “Right. The lone wolf thing. Forgot you love the drama.”

      Ryder doesn’t answer. Doesn’t need to explain why he left the pack—why he walked away from all of it four weeks ago. The pack bond has been fading ever since. A constant hum, now just a whisper at the back of his mind. Duller by the day.

      That ache? He ignores it. Like everything else.

      Charlotte doesn’t know. Harper sure as hell doesn’t. And Jade…

      Jade would kill him if she found out.

      But the day she had him pinned to the floor—knees on either side of his hips, breath hot with fury, knife pressed against his dick like she was seriously considering taking it off—he knew. Not because she was angry. Because of her eyes. There was no heat in those amber eyes. No thrill. Just something hollow.

      She’d looked at him like she wanted to carve the world out of herself and leave nothing behind. And that’s when he knew. She was going to spiral. Again.

      Knowing her, feeling her, his wolf told him it was time to follow her off the edge. So he did. She just doesn’t know it.  Call it loyalty. Call it obsession. He doesn’t care.

      The phone call ends. Dez says something about “checking in” and “not dragging the rest of them into it,” but Ryder's already tuned him out.

      His eyes are locked on the second-floor window of that hotel. Curtains drawn. Light still on. Movement—maybe.

      He leans back in the seat and mutters to himself, “What the fuck are you doing, Jade…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ROUTINE. CONTROL. CAUSE AND EFFECT.

          

        

      

    

    
      Her fingers slide through her goddess braids, the thick ropes heavy with water, clinging to her back like armor. Her scalp’s tender near the roots—new growth soft and stubborn, fuzzing out around the parts like it’s trying to rebel.

      She exhales hard through her nose. I need to get home. Tasha’s gonna kill me for letting these go this long.

      She can almost hear her stylist’s voice now—sharp, familiar, wrapped in love and judgment all at once. Girl, you better not be out there letting your hair tell on you.

      Something tugs at the corner of her mouth before she can stop it. A smile. Small. Uninvited. Her emotions betray her, just for a second.

      Then it's gone.

      She used to love the weight of the braids. The ritual of them. The feel of fingers moving with purpose through her hair, tugging her thoughts into place.

      Now? They just remind her of how long she’s been avoiding everything that matters.

      She presses her palms against the cool tile and forces herself to breathe. Where the hell are you wolf?  The silence isn’t just quiet—it’s hollow.

      Like she’s screaming into a void that should answer back. Like something inside her shut a door and it won’t open until there is the promise of blood. Jade used to feel the hum of her instincts. The low growl under her skin when something was off. Now?

      The water beats down harder, scalding her shoulders, and she doesn’t move. Her mind flashes—unexpected—to the mansion.

      To him. Ryder.

      She knew the second she saw that Camaro parked in the mansion’s driveway—she should’ve turned her bike around and left. Her gut told her it was him. She just didn’t recognize the car.

      She still can’t believe it. He risked himself. For a stranger. For a kid. That’s not him. Not the Ryder she knows. Not the asshole who always acted like the world was one big inconvenience. Why would he do that? What was he really up to?

      Her jaw tightens. Ryder’s acting like some kind of protector?Please.

      Dragging the soap across her umber skin, slow and methodical, she maps the damage. Every pass over a bruise draws a sharp breath. The worst ones—along her ribs, her lower back—send tiny flashes of heat through her limbs.

      She tells herself it’s just pain. Just the aftermath. But some twisted part of her catalogs the ache like it matters. Like it’s proof of something. The split on her shoulder stings under the spray, and her hand hovers there for a second too long. She presses into it anyway. She can’t tell if she’s cleaning the wounds or feeding them.  There’s comfort in it—Routine. Control. Cause and effect.

      She says it like a prayer. Like if she repeats it enough, her bones will remember what it feels like to hold everything together.

      But still... she’s not healing. They should be gone by now.

      She’s had worse. Much worse. And by now, the bruises should’ve faded, the cuts should’ve knitted back together.

      What the hell is wrong with me? She doesn’t say it out loud. Doesn’t need to.

      Her wolf sits quiet. Just like always lately—silent, distant, buried so deep inside her chest she’s not even sure she’s still there. And maybe that’s the real reason nothing’s healing.

      I’m breaking... and she doesn’t want to stick around to watch it happen. She clenches her jaw, swipes at a bead of water like it offended her, and drags the soap back over her shoulder.

      Routine. Control. Cause and effect. She just has to keep moving. Keep fighting. Because if she stops… she might have to admit she’s not okay.

      Fighting gives her the one thing nothing else can, certainty. Its the only thing that gets her wolf to be with her. Even though she can’t shift, her wolf fights with her. She becomes one with her again. A hit always delivers. The pain is predictable. The bruises make sense. Unlike everything else.

      Like him.

      He’s not a savior. He never was. He’s selfish. Unapologetic. Arrogant. And worse—he’s unpredictable. And she doesn’t trust unpredictable. Not from anyone. Especially not him.

      And Ivy… sweet, quiet Ivy. Too quiet. Too perfect. No pack history. No family name. And fuck, they don’t even know what her animal is.

      Just showed up, scared and bruised with a baby in her arms and a shadow behind her. It should make her want to protect Ivy more.

      Instead, it makes something cold settle in her gut.

      She rinses off. Turning off the water, she stands there letting the cool air hit her smooth glistening skin.

      The moment her wolf should stir—should respond to all this unease—nothing. Just silence. And suddenly, the bruises don’t feel like the worst part of her anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ASSHOLES

          

        

      

    

    
      The neon sign buzzes overhead like it’s holding in a scream. EAT HERE flickers, missing the “E” half the time, casting a soft strobe against the rain-slicked pavement.

      Jade pulls into the lot, headlights sweeping across the front windows and blinding the fucks inside.

      She kills the engine but doesn’t move. Just sits there, a beat too long. She tells herself it’s because of the rain.

      It’s not.

      Move Devereaux.

      Inside the diner smells like burnt coffee and reheated bacon—a scent that somehow always lands just shy of disgusting.

      The hostess gives her a half-smile, jerking her chin toward the back booth. Third from the window. Same one every time. She likes that. Predictable. Honest.

      Jade shrugs out of her jacket and slides onto the cracked vinyl. Her ribs protest the movement, but she bites it back.

      The server doesn’t come by. Doesn’t need to. Within two minutes, her coffee hits the table, black and steaming. No sugar. No cream. Nothing that softens it.

      Good. Too much softness lately.

      Her phone buzzes once against the cheap laminate table, face-down. She doesn’t look right away.

      Outside, a truck rumbles past, kicking up puddles. The glow from the flickering streetlamp casts a jittery halo on the window, lighting up the raindrops still clinging to her braids.

      Through the streaked glass, she can just make out the Strat rising in the distance—blurred by weather, but unmistakable. Vegas, trying to be beautiful in spite of itself. Some days, it feels like the only thing that hasn’t left her.

      Another buzz.

      She flips the phone over lazily.

      
        
          
            
              
        Picked up a gig. Some playboy from Dubai.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Wants guards while he tramps around the Strip like he owns it. Want the file?

      

      

      

      

      

      She stares at the message like it belongs to someone else. Like the version of herself who would’ve jumped on that job is dead and buried. Her thumb hovers. Then taps.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yeah. Forward it. I’ll pretend to care.

      

      

      

      

      

      A pause. Then another message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Also… the team thinks you’re in Santa Fe.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You’re not. Which means I’m lying for you. Again.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jade sips her coffee, lets the bitter coat her tongue.

      
        
          
            
              
        I didn’t ask you to lie, Sam

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And just a quick reminder, I’m the boss.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        [image: worried face] Yeah. Copy that. Boss.

      

      

      

      

      

      She locks the screen and tosses the phone face-down again, watching the rain collect in the corners of the window.

      Fuck.

      Ghost Orchid Protection. The company Jade built from scratch—broke bones, burned bridges, and bled for. High-end, high-risk clients with too much money and too many enemies. Playboy types that their sole purpose in life is to be seen.

      Half of them didn’t even need security. But this was Vegas. And in Vegas? Image is everything. So they hired “protection” to make themselves look important. Security guards with earpieces and black shirts made great accessories.

      Ghost Orchid makes them look good. Tight protocols. Clean intel.

      Her team is sharp—both female and male, shifter and full blooded humans, hired from across the globe, trained to neutralize threats and babysit egos at the same time. It was her everything. Her legacy. Her empire.

      And now?

      I ghosted my own damn company. Thank the fuck for Sam.

      That woman could run ops in her sleep and still find time to bitch about Jade skipping protocol. Protocol’s that I wrote.

      The server drops her burger off with a nod. No words. Just staring at it.

      You should eat. Routine. Control. Cause and effect.

      Finally picking up the burger with bruised fingers, the first bite tastes like cardboard and something close to normal.

      And for one breath—just one—she lets herself pretend that everything isn’t falling apart.

      A voice already too loud for the space pulls Jade from her pity-party.

      “I said bacon, sweetheart. Not whatever that is.”

      Jade doesn’t look up right away. Just listens. Knife still in hand, pushing half a pickle around her plate.

      The voice again—condescending, aggressive.

      “Hey. You deaf, or just slow?”

      The server—a girl barely in her twenties, hair pulled back in a frizzy ponytail, circles under her eyes like she hasn’t slept since Tuesday—murmurs, “Listen, Mister. I’ll get you another order, but please stop yelling. I can’t get fired.”

      “Jesus. You should get fired,” the man snaps, loud enough for half the diner to hear. “Can’t even get a simple order right.”

      His buddies snicker around the booth like it’s the funniest thing they’ve heard all day.

      The server turns to leave, holding it together with one thread.

      He slaps her ass. “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” he says, loud and smug, “if you do get fired, I know a few ways you can still make money. No skills required.”

      The laughter that follows turns Jade’s stomach.

      She doesn’t stand right away. Not yet. First, she sets her coffee down. Neat. Calm. Wipes her mouth, like she's thinking it over.

      You really picked the wrong fucking night, dude.

      Then she slides out of the booth and walks toward him like she’s got nowhere else to be. By the time she’s standing beside his table, the guy’s still mid-smirk.

      “Hey,” she says, her voice calm. Too calm. “Did your mother drop you on your head or just forget to love you entirely?”

      He looks up, confused. Then amused. “Relax, lady. It was just a joke.”

      “No. That wasn’t a joke. That was you letting everyone in here know you’re a walking pile of shit.”

      His mouth opens to argue— Jade slaps him.

      Whomp.

      The sound cracks through the diner like a dropped plate. All eyes turn.

      “Now I’ve slapped you on the ass,” she says, voice like steel.“What’s your next move?”

      He lurches halfway to his feet, red-faced and puffed up.

      “I’m calling the cops. That’s assault, lady!”

      Jade steps in close—so close he stumbles back.

      “Oh, you fucking idiot. You really think grabbing her ass doesn’t count?” She tilts her head, a slow smile curling like smoke. “Or do you just assume the rules don’t apply to you? Let me guess—mommy told you you were special, right?”

      He opens his mouth—she cuts him off.

      “Call the cops. Please. I’d love to explain how I slapped you after you sexually assaulted someone half your size.” Jade pauses, slow and deliberate, letting her gaze cut across the whole table—one by one. “Hell, maybe I’ll even frame the police report and hang it over your hospital bed.”

      His buddies are dead silent now. One of them slides his phone off the table like he’s not part of this anymore.

      Jade’s gaze doesn’t waver.

      “Touch another woman like that, and I won’t stop at a slap next time.” She leans in just enough to make sure he feels the heat behind her words. “I dare you to test me.”

      The entire diner goes quiet. The kind of quiet that hums in your teeth.

      “Now, say sorry.”

      He stammers, sputters. Tries to act tough—but no one’s buying it now.

      “S-Sorry,” he mutters, eyes fixed on the floor, not even looking at the server—the blonde girl still standing there, ever-so-slightly shaking, like her body hasn't caught up to the fact that it’s over.

      Jade steps back, breathing steady.

      “Louder.”

      “I’m sorry!”

      Nodding once, Jade steps away from the pig in a black t-shirt.

      Her no-talky server follows Jade back to her booth. “Dinners on me tonight sweetheart.”

      “Thanks. Can I get a to-go cup.” Pointing at the probably now cold coffee.

      “You got it.”

      Lifting the plate holding a half-eaten burger and a few fries, Jade slides the hundred-dollar bill she had planned to pay for dinner with under it.

      The waitress steps up with a to-go cup in one hand, lid in the other. Her red hair is pulled into a loose twist, fading at the roots but still defiant.

      Faint crow’s feet frame her sharp green eyes—wrinkles not from age, but from years of watching this city chew people up and spit them out.

      Fake nails glint in the diner light—long, red, a little chipped at the tips. Probably the only indulgence she’s still clinging to.

      “Here you go,” she says, handing Jade the cup and lid. Her voice raspy, like it’s filtered through decades of cigarette smoke and bad tips.

      “I know we don’t exchange a lot of words, but I gotta tell you—that was some beautiful shit right there. Thank you for takin’ care of our Jessica. Men like that?” She snorts. “Should be shot.”

      Jade takes the cup without a word, but there’s something in the way she nods—sharp, respectful.

      From one dangerous woman to another.

      Turning to leave, she walks past the booth she nearly flipped. The man is still trying to pretend he’s invisible.

      Just for fun, she flips her butterfly knife with shifter speed—barely a flick of her wrist—and makes sure he sees it tucked against her thigh as she moves. Glancing over her shoulder, she catches the slight shiver that runs through him.

      Good.

      The bell above the door gives a soft, almost apologetic chime as she pushes into the night.

      Outside, the rain has stopped—but not before turning the Vegas dust into a streaky, mud-colored mess. Her pickup looks like someone dumped a double espresso over it and called it art.

      Desert rain. All bark, no cleanup.

      Yanking the door open, hinges groaning in protest, Jade climbs in. The seat’s still damp from where her hoodie soaked through. She doesn’t care. The engine of her old beater truck rumbles to life with a cough, headlights slicing through the wet dark like they’re tired of trying.

      She left the black Raptor at home. Too flashy.

      The places she goes now? That kind of truck gets windows smashed, tires stripped.

      Ol’ Red, though? She can get beat to hell and Jade wouldn’t lose a wink. The Ford F-150 doesn’t scream money or status—it screams keep walking, I’ve got nothing worth stealing. And that’s exactly the vibe Jade wants to carry tonight.

      The city smells like ozone and asphalt—Vegas trying to pretend it’s something it’s not. She pulls out of the lot, heading toward the edge of town where the real fights are held. No lights. No rules. No reason to go but one:

      Routine. Control. Cause and effect.

      And maybe… maybe tonight she’ll finally take enough hits to feel something.

      Jade turns into the lot, tires crunching over loose gravel and broken glass.

      She pulls into a spot near the edge, where the shadows stay thick.

      A torn black tarp snaps against the chain-link fence, the kind meant to keep tourists out—or maybe just keep them from seeing the entrance to hell.

      Whatever.

      She kills the engine and scans the lot, eyes cutting through the dark with that sharp shifter edge.

      No cops. Not her kind of cops—the human ones.

      Stepping around the corner of the fence, Jade stays low, boots hitting packed dirt and cracked concrete. The alley stinks of wet cardboard, piss, and old oil. Classic Vegas flavor.

      Tucked behind a stack of broken pallets and a half-dead cactus, there it is… a metal door, painted black, peeling at the edges, forgotten by the city.

      Just as she opens the door, Jade is introduced to a wall of muscle. Big. Broad. And too damn pretty to be working a door in a place like this. His T-shirt stretches across a chest that should be illegal. Thick arms, tan skin, jaw sharp enough to cut through excuses.

      Well, hello, trouble.

      “What are you doing here?” His voice is low, even. Professional. But there’s something in the way he looks at her—just a flicker—that says he knows exactly what she’s here for.

      Jade doesn’t blink. “Looking for the restroom. Figured I’d crawl through the trash and take my chances.”

      His brow cocks up. Just one. The left one just how it has every time she has these exchanges with him. And damn if she isn’t half-convinced she pokes at him just to earn that lift—like it’s her own private win in a game she shouldn’t be playing.

      She sighs and leans in slightly, just enough to make sure he hears it.

      “Violet. Center bloom. No thorns.”

      A beat. Then a small nod. “You’re late,” he says, stepping aside.

      “I’m never late,” she mutters, brushing past him, shoulder to chest—and not by accident.

      The door creaks open, heavy and loud. And just like that, it hits her. Blood. Sweat. Desperation. And beneath it all, the sharp tang of human. Not just the scent, but the energy—fear, hunger, adrenaline.

      For an underground event, the lights are offensively bright. Overhead fluorescents buzz like they're auditioning for a horror film.

      Fuck! Why does it feel like I just walked into a butcher shop sponsored by Home Depot?

      The door slams shut behind her with a metallic clang. Voices echo off the concrete—too loud, too close. The crowd hasn’t gathered yet, but the energy is already rising. Jade pushes through a narrow corridor, past crates, busted folding chairs, and a guy passed out next to a tipped-over cooler. The stink of beer, old sweat, and blood only thickens the deeper she goes.

      At the far end, a crooked sign—spray-painted on a cracked piece of plywood—reads: "Locker Room"

      That’s generous.

      Stepping inside, she finds the familiar four walls. No door. A warped mirror and two busted benches. No privacy. No noise dampening. No comfort. Just the way she likes it.

      She drops her bag beside the bench and pulls out her wraps, fingers already moving through the familiar ritual.

      Routine. Control. Cause and effect.

      She’s halfway through wrapping the first hand when a shadow falls across the doorway.

      “Jade. We gotta talk.”

      She doesn’t need to look. The nasal, smug tone gives it away.

      Great. Ratface is here.

      The bookie—real name’s Tony, but nobody calls him that—steps into the room like he owns it.

      Thin, wiry, always sweating. Expensive shoes, cheap cologne, and a gold chain that looks faker than his smile.

      “Listen,” he says, eyes darting around even though they’re alone, “tonight, you’re going down in the second fight, third round. Clean. Dramatic. But not too quick. I want sweat, not blood.”

      Jade knots the last strip of tape, flexing her fingers until the joints pop. “You want me to throw the fight?”

      “I want you to make us both a shit-ton of money.” Sweat drips from his potmarked face. “Odds are stacked on you. Crowd’s cocky. Let ‘em get sloppy. We shark the pot, everyone walks away happy.”

      Except me.

      She stands, slowly, towering over him just enough to make his confidence crack.

      “What if I don’t like playing puppet for greasy little men who couldn’t survive five minutes in the ring?”

      He chuckles—nervous. But he doesn’t back down. “Then maybe your name comes off the card for next month. And the month after that.” He gives a shrug, but she can smell the nervousness waft off him. “Plenty of girls who’ll fight for half your cut and follow directions.”

      Jade steps in close, wraps dangling from her fists like warnings. “And none of them will bring the crowd to their feet like I do.”

      His smirk twitches. “Third round. Make it look good.”

      He turns and walks out fast, like he’s proud of himself for not getting hit.

      She watches him go, flexing her hands.

      Third round, huh?

      She tightens and ties off the wraps, jaw locked.

      We’ll see.

      Outside the locker room, the underground hums to life. Fighters like her, chasing an escape. Locals, desperate for a bloodlust fix. And clueless tourists, about to pay for front-row seats to something they don’t understand.

      Jade’s senses spike. The damp stench of old concrete and dried blood turns her stomach, but it’s too late—her wolf is awake. A low growl thrums under her skin, hungry for what’s coming. The fight. The blows she’ll take. Even the restraint it’ll take not to kill the fragile humans trying to prove themselves. It’s all a rush.

      "Jade. Back so soon? You must be a glutton for punishment."

      She doesn’t bother looking back. She knows that voice—smooth as whiskey, sharp as a blade. The man who’s become her most persistent mistake. He always shows up when she’s bleeding or broken, like a bad habit that tastes good going down but burns like hell later.

      “Mason.”

      He leans against the splintered doorjamb, paint barely clinging to the wood, like he owns the place—arms crossed, smirk loaded, eyes scanning her like he’s counting bruises.

      "I heard you were here last night too. You know this shit’s gonna catch up to you, right?"

      She snorts, tugging at the wraps that are already tight enough, but she needs something to do with her hands.

      "Don’t start caring for me, Mason. It might get you a broken heart."

      He chuckles, low and rough, moving his hand and placing it over his heart. “I’ve already got the bruises.”

      She turns then, gaze sharp enough to cut—and there he is. Tall, broad, all hard muscle wrapped in a worn T-shirt that clings to his biceps like it’s been glued there. His face is carved from stone, every angle sharp, every line earned keeping the streets of Las Vegas safe. Oh, the irony. Bald head catching the low light, jaw dark with a five o’clock shadow he wears like armor. All human. No beast inside—just the kind that bleeds and breaks the old-fashioned way.

      "And just because we fuck doesn’t mean you get to play boyfriend. You want to watch me bleed? Fine. But don’t pretend you’re here for anything more than the show."

      “You got it.” Mason turns to leave but stops. “So, how about that fuck after the show then?”

      “Nah.” Jade doesn’t budge. Feet planted, body ready—not for Mason, but for whatever the night throws next. “I’ve already got a date with the guy at the door.”

      “Suit yourself. But be careful. His rap sheets is a mile long. You wouldn’t want to hurt your little business.”

      “Jealousy’s ugly, Mason. And it reeks of feelings. Don’t start messing with the terms of our twisted little arrangement.”

      The echo of boots on concrete cuts through the tension like a blade. One by one, the other fighters drift in—some silent, some loud, all carrying the same hungry look Jade knows too well.

      A stringy kid with taped knuckles sizes her up, eyes lingering too long. Her wolf twitches, a low growl rumbling beneath her ribs. He looks away. Smart.

      Two women pass, one with a busted lip already, laughing like this is just a Friday night poker game. But Jade catches the flash in the taller one’s eyes—recognition, maybe respect. Maybe not.

      The air thickens—sweat, metal, blood. It crawls into her nose, her lungs. Her wolf stirs again, pacing just under her skin. Eager.

      She breathes deep, slow. Not yet.

      A sharp voice cracks through the room—someone barking names from a clipboard. One of the new handlers. Green. Shaky. Jade’s name gets called and half the room shifts. Some glance. Others avoid looking altogether.

      She doesn’t move. Fucking humans.

      She grabs the straps of her gym bag and slings it over her shoulder, never breaking her stare. Slow. Steady. She heads for the makeshift bleachers circling the cage.

      Rusted. Busted. Familiar.

      The chain-link walls bow inward in places, warped from too many bodies hitting too hard. Blood stains on the mat.

      Her wolf perks up. This is the part she likes—the stillness before the storm. Finally, you bitch.

      She slouches on the edge of the bleacher, elbows on knees, phone in hand but not looking at it. Just a prop. Her eyes stay locked on the cage.

      The first fight’s a mess. Two humans—all rage, no skill. One’s gassed out in less than a minute, breathing heavy like a wounded animal.

      Another match starts—better this time. Cleaner strikes. The woman in yellow wraps lands her hits sharp and fast. She’s quick. Too quick.

      Jade tilts her head, watching her move. Something’s off. The way she pivots, the speed of her recovery. It’s too fluid. Too balanced.

      Not human. Not fully.

      Her wolf stirs, ears up. Not quite growling, but alert. That itch behind her ribs. Instinct saying you know what she is.

      But the scent... muted. Not full shift. And the strength? It flares and fades like a flickering flame.

      She’s holding back, Jade thinks. Or something’s holding her back.

      Jade watches from the bleachers as the bitch finishes the match with disgusting ease—a roundhouse to the ribs, followed by a clean uppercut that drops her opponent like a sack of bones.

      No celebration. No cocky flair. Just a curt nod to the ref and a walk-off like she’s done this a thousand times.

      She has strength, and it seems something else. Note to self.

      Her wolf growls low. Suspicious.

      “I’ll see you in a few weeks,” Jade whispers. Semi-finals. The idea curls like smoke in her gut. We’ll see what you’re really hiding.

      Her name cuts through the noise. Jade stands and drops to the floor. The crowd shifts, sound blurring as she moves through it like a blade—clean, sharp, cutting straight to the cage.

      Her bag hits the ground with a dull clang, smacking the bent metal pole where the cage floats just off the concrete. She paces behind the cage wall, rolling her neck, fists loose. This third-round bullshit still clings to her mind like wet smoke. Throw the match—keep the peace. Stay welcome. Keep fighting.

      Or win. Because she can. Because no one here—human or otherwise
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