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Chapter 1

“Ouch.” I scrunched my face up.

The punch landed with a sound that vibrated through my teeth, especially as a few of the fighter’s teeth flew across the ring. Ugh, disgusting. Not for the crowd, though; they roared, and the cage rattled under the impact. Blood hit the concrete, and my brain helpfully noted that someone would have to bleach that later—and that someone better not be me.

“Red corner at three-point-two odds,” Charlie muttered in my ear. “We’re exposed if he loses, Joan.”

“He’s not going to lose,” I replied, my eyes locked on the tablet. “Take it.”

He shot me that look he always gave when the numbers stopped behaving. I tapped in the bet anyway, watching the line shift as money moved, and turned back to the fight rolling on.

I shouldn’t have been helping in the pit; I should have been covered in glitter at the Velvet Strip Club, collecting tips and shaking my booty. Instead, I’d been summoned by our boss to help in the arena because dear Marcus was supposedly sick. Sick, my ass—he was somewhere getting his dick wet. But I wasn’t letting poor Charlie handle everything on his own. The only highlight of the ring compared to the Velvet was the honesty. At least the men here didn’t pretend they weren’t animals; they embraced it.

A body slammed into the cage in front of us. The metal clanged, nearly giving me a heart attack. The beast in blue shook it off, shoulders bunching under a wash of dark fur, teeth flashing as he dove back in. The other one—red paint, our liability—met him with claws and a snarl, and the two of them crashed together in a mess of muscle, fur, and blood.

I turned away; this kind of violence was never my jam. Stomach churning, I forced myself to keep up with the fight.

Our betting table sat just outside the cage, so close I could smell copper and sweat when the air shifted. We had a folding table, two stools, and stacks of cash slips Charlie used to track the bets. Legitimate criminality. There wasn’t much technology besides my tablet, which operated offline. The less paper and digital trail, the better. Fortunately, or unfortunately, that also made my own plans a bit more difficult.

“You’re chewing your lip,” Charlie commented.

I hadn’t noticed. I stopped immediately. “I’m fine.”

“We don’t have to go through with it if you don’t want to.”

I glanced up from the numbers and found his eyes. Green, anxious, and smarter than he realized. I wanted to kiss that worry off his face, feeling even worse knowing I was the one causing it.

“Eyes on the fight. Red’s doing okay,” I said instead. “He’s saving it.”

Charlie looked back at the cage. Red Paint caught a vicious hook to the ribs and stumbled, letting Blue lunge in too deep. Red rolled with the momentum, planted his feet solid, and unleashed a left hook straight into Blue’s jaw. The crack echoed through the noise like a gunshot. Blue crumpled to the mat and didn’t get up.

The ref—human, always human—dodged a wild swipe of claws and slid in to call it.

The room exploded. Bills waved like white flags. Men screamed themselves hoarse, their voices blending into a wall of sound. Someone hurled a beer that smacked the cage and rained foam down on the loser, who lay there soaking in it.

“Told you,” I said.

Charlie huffed out a breath. “Never doubted you.”

Liar. A cute one, but a liar nonetheless.

The winner shifted back in the center of the ring, fur sliding away and bones rearranging. Then came the worst part: the teeth falling out to make way for new ones. Why didn’t they shift beautifully like in fantasy books? It would be so much cleaner. One of the staff tossed him a towel since he was naked. He raised his arms, bloody and smiling.

“Go,” Charlie nudged me. “He likes it when you’re fast.”

“He” meaning Kai. Of course.

I smoothed my top, grabbed the mic off the table, and climbed the short steps to the cage. The gate clanged shut behind me. The stink was even worse here. My heels stuck slightly to the floor, and I almost kissed the ground. That would have been glamorous.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” I purred, “your winner, by knockout…”

I grabbed the fighter’s wrist and lifted his arm high. His bicep bunched under my fingers. His smile was wild, almost manic. I smiled back. We were both playing roles.

“RED CORNER!”

The place lost its mind. Money flew. The winner roared back at them, towel barely hanging on, and I had to let go of his arm before the beast pulled me up and swung me like a rag doll. There were no gentlemen these days.

“Payouts,” Charlie screamed. “Move, people!”

I left the ring and went to help him. We fell into the drill. Bettors surged toward us, waving slips and cash. Charlie hovered at my shoulder, acting like my bodyguard when a few jerks tried to renege on payouts. Most knew the routine and forked over without a fuss; they were happy to avoid trouble with our boss. It was a smooth operation, if you ignored the part where shifters were beating each other half to death ten feet away.

I shot a glance to the far side of the cage.

Kai stood in the back, perched on a slightly raised platform he used to survey the chaos. Tony, the second in command after Marcus, was whispering in his ear. If you didn’t know he owned this pit, you’d mistake him for one of the fighters—built like one, with an intense gaze that promised violence. Arms folded tight across his chest. Dark shirt with sleeves rolled to the elbows, forearms ridged with muscle and that special ink shifters use. Black hair slicked back, not a strand out of place. He was attractive, sure, but his personality was so ugly it ruined the effect.

Charlie was already resetting the board. I tossed the mic to the ref, who caught it with a grunt, and slid back behind the table.

“Hey, you okay?” I put a hand on Charlie’s wrist to get his attention.

He smiled, and oh hell, he looked like an angel. “Yeah, just anxious.”

“Come here, let me give you a kiss to make it better.” He laughed and leaned in, biting my lip until I tasted blood. I hissed and punched his shoulder. “Asshole.”

“But I’m your asshole.”

“You’re an idiot.”

By the third fight, my ears were ringing and my head hurt. I’d mentally composed three separate speeches about a good work environment that I was never going to give.

The ring was packed today. There were men with money, men with borrowed money, and men with nothing who were still dumb enough to bet it. They jammed the rails, shouting odds, slurs, and praise.

I counted eight ‘sweethearts’ and five ‘honeys,’ but I lost count of the ‘bitches.’ If I got a coin for every time someone called me that in the pit, I’d need a truck to carry the weight.

Round two ended with a brutal takedown that left blood pooling in the corner. The
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