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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Bear It to the End series.
      

      

      When a wolf starts running, he’ll catch his prey one way or another.

      And Mina Howard just became prey. The normal graphic artist just lost her job. With no money, she sells plasma to the local werewolf clinic for 100 quick bucks. It buys a night in a cheap motel and a ticket to hell. Her blood’s got a secret – one the city’s Alpha needs, and Bane Vels will stop at nothing to stay on top. When he locates Mina, he goes in person and locks on. He knows she’ll be an easy target – her powers haven’t activated yet. But he doesn’t account for the ex-army bear-shifter next door.

      Alex Cayble quit magical special ops two years ago, but the talented ex-soldier’s good at only one thing. With his massive body and sheer brute strength, he’s become a cheap magical bounty hunter for hire. When his friend dies after crossing Bane, he’ll jump at the chance for revenge. It comes sooner than he thinks. While staying at the cheapest motel this side of a roach palace, he stops Bane and his boys from kidnapping the intriguing Mina.

      Bane won’t stop at one attempt, and he won’t tolerate interference. Not when Mina’s blood can cement his rule for decades to come. He’ll chase Alex and Mina across the country, from cities to ports to the rolling hills of Wolf Gorge. The brutal Alpha will throw assassins, puppets, and mind jugglers at the fleeing pair. With Alex’s raw power and Mina’s emerging magic, they’ll fight, but some battles can’t be won for long. As they’re plunged into a non-stop, punishing pursuit, they’ll fall for one another. But the forces keeping them apart are stronger. The hard-nosed ex-soldier made a promise he can’t break, and the power in Mina’s blood can’t be tamed for long.

      Can Alex and Mina escape Bane before he tears the country apart? And will the great bear bend and take Mina before the power in her veins rips her apart for good?

      One way or another, at the end of the chase, they’ll find out and so will you.
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    Bear It to the End Episode One

  
    Chapter 1

    Alex Cayble

    I stood on the docks, staring down at the chalk drawing, a fine mist of rain brushing my face. Light, itchy, barely there. I could describe it like a lover’s touch. It didn’t linger long enough. And the cold it left spread through my jaw, down into my clenched hands, and over my chest. It tightened as I sucked in a breath. I dragged my boot through the chalk drawing, doing the rain’s job for it. Then I turned and faced Officer Michaels.

    “If it helps any, he died fast. For a wolf hunt.”

    I could barely move my jaw. “Wolf hunt?”

    “An hour in total. I don’t know exactly where they picked him up, but witnesses say they saw the bike chase across the river. They let him go for half an hour then caught him here. Wolf hunts usually last a day or two. At least around these parts.”

    “The wolves I used to know didn’t hunt like that. They were quick. Just went in for the kill.”

    Officer Michaels’ face stiffened. He was about 45, but while he had young skin and few wrinkles, his eyes spoke a different story. Storm gray, they matched the colors of the beaten-down dock around us.

    Los Lobos was hardly a poor city. Full of gambling dens, desert industry, and money, you couldn’t walk a meter without seeing some luxury car or a $10,000,000 mansion. But this port was still run down. A tall tin shed stood to my side, half of the metal on one side beaten in, a few sheets completely missing. I saw the signs of squatters – drug paraphernalia and old rags gathered into a makeshift mattress. Behind me, the gentle waters of the manmade river lapped against the sodden, creaking boards of the fifty-year-old port. There were new docks further upstream. Some bigwig property developer bought this ten years ago and just sat on it.

    I guess a place like Los Lobos always needs a hellhole like this. It makes it easier for the local criminals to ply their trade. And in this city, that was death.

    “How exactly did you know Christopher Saint, anyway?” Michaels asked. He’d come prepared. He wore a little plastic cap over his police hat. It meant I couldn’t see the insignia at the front, meant I had to guess his job. I wondered if sometimes he guessed it too. You couldn’t bring a lot of justice to a town this twisted.

    “We worked in the army together. Special forces. Saved my life on more occasions than I can count.”

    Michaels tilted his head to the left. He gave me a quick once up and down, though he’d done that plenty of times. This town might be a lost cause for a decent police officer. He could still size a man up – and a shifter – in a moment’s pause. “Are you a bear under all that denim and plaid?”

    I pressed my lips together. I never liked talking about my shifter side. It might’ve defined my entire life, every job from the army and out again. I still kept it hidden. But the officer had asked me a direct question. “Yeah. I’m a bear.”

    His eyes lit up. Shifters might be common in Los Lobos. A haven for wolves and coyotes, for any creature attracted by the sprawling deserts, it was one of the most magical cities in the country. But while wolves were common, bears weren’t. A reclusive bunch, if you believed some reports, we were dying out. When folks did find us, they sent us one place. The army – where we usually plied our trades for the rest of our lives or died honorably in battle. When bears have a cause, they never let it go.

    Guess that means I never had a cause worth fighting for. I’d quit special ops two years ago. Ever since, I’d vacillated until picking up a simple bounty hunter job. It wasn’t much. It paid the bills while using my peculiar skill set.

    “What are you doing in Los Lobos, anyway? Christopher had you down as the next of kin. He got anyone closer than you?”

    “His mother lives in the coyote reservation.”

    “Look, I’ll keep you apprised of the case. Not that there’ll be much.”

    My gaze hardened. “You already know wolves did it.” I pointed back at the chalk drawings. Thankfully, the rain had spread most of the calk, the white now hardly visible against the scuffed, sodden boards.

    The fine mist took a turn, picking up into proper rain. It wouldn’t last. Los Lobos was built in an arid area. The sun baked it during the day in a punishing cycle of heat then rigid cold whenever night swept along. As a bear, I hated the climate. I preferred rolling, snowcapped hills. I still went where the work took me.

    Michael got distracted by one of the other officers taking photos of the scene. He soon walked back over, gaze serious. “Look, I know you don’t want to hear this, but in this town, you ask no questions when wolves go hunting.”

    “What the hell does that mean?”

    “This has the marks of Bane’s gang all over it.” Michaels’ voice dropped like I should know Bane and the mere mention should send me running for the hills.

    Not much in this world can send a bear packing. Not when they have something to avenge. We weren’t like wolves, weren’t in it for cheap kills. But bears would keep their group safe, no matter what.

    Michaels grabbed his phone from his pocket, wrote a note on it, and slid it back in before the rain could cover it. “Look,” he dragged a stiff finger down his jaw, playing with the thin ray of off-gray stubble, “I would’ve thought you’d heard about Bane. Most bounty hunters have.”

    “I keep my head out of wolf affairs. Always better for future health and sanity.”

    He laughed, short and sharp. It felt like someone trying to carve a moment of mirth out of hell – but he failed. You can only find something funny in the long-term if you don’t have an imminent threat ticking over your head. “Bane’s got this town under his thumb,” Michaels admitted grimly.

    “You’re the police.”

    His gaze hardened then melted. “Yeah, we are. But we know our limits. Just don’t go after him, okay? He’s bad news. He’s a wolf of the old-school style. Won’t abide by competition.”

    “But he’s happy to murder an innocent man?”

    “Look, none of us knows why the pack locked onto your friend.”

    “Christopher Saint was a simple guy. Non-magical with a bunch of boring hobbies and a habit of wasting time on citizen science projects. He’s a good guy. He… was a good guy.” My jaw hardened. I couldn’t relax it. “He deserves justice.”

    The rain picked up into a torrential downpour. It sliced around me, thick and hard. It momentarily obscured Michaels as he glanced at his feet then back up at me. His expression changed, weakening like an old hand before death. “That as the case may be. But this is Los Lobos. And when the wolves go hunting, you get the hell out of the way.” He walked past me, carefully tapped me on the shoulder, then grunted, “Just let it go. It’s the smartest thing you can do.”

    With that, he left me.

    I stood there, staring at the chalk drawing, hands cupped into hard fists. I didn’t care what kind of town this was – Christopher deserved better.

    When it became apparent he wouldn’t get it, I walked over to my motorbike, slipped onto the seat, and drove through the rain.

    I reached my motel, jumped off the bike, shoved the kickstand on, and walked toward my room. But a scream split the air. My hackles immediately rose, my nostrils flaring. Inside, my muscles bristled. My shifter power wanted to rise, an automatic response like a human activating a reflex.

    My eyes sliced to the left and right. Left. I’d only heard the scream for a split second. A truck was driving past. It obscured the sound, but that was irrelevant. My shifter senses picked up on it, and I ran toward the second car park at the back of the motel. An old seventies affair, it belonged on a dated postcard. Made of brown brick with two wizened palms at the front, it could feature in an apocalyptic movie. The massive neon sign reading motel out the front no longer worked. A single globe still functioned, and it flickered right at the end of the arrow pointing to the car park.

    It seemed fortuitous.

    I ran into the car park to see a woman pressed up against her sedan, a guy grabbing her by the collar.

    No thoughts entered my head. Nothing could stop me as I powered across the bitumen, leapt right over an old hatchback’s hood, rolled onto the other side, and reached the altercation. Rather than grab the guy, I pulled the lady over to me. She thumped against my chest.

    Her eyes became wild as she clearly feared I’d attack her too – then she saw my face.

    Her lips parted, her eyes opening wide. “Bear?”

    Yeah. A bear.

    “What the hell are you doing?” the guy spat. He flashed his teeth, revealing wolf fangs. Magic spurted around them, a little here, a little there. It meant he wasn’t ready to shift, but his body wanted to.

    Shifting was a visceral, impossible-to-describe process. It came with real costs on the body and mind. When you shifted, you had to keep your senses. It was so easy to lose them in the process. If you gave yourself up to a different creature inside you and didn’t hold onto your sense of self, that creature would tear it apart. It didn’t matter what you were – coyote, white fox, wolf, or freaking bear. The thing inside you was wild, a creature not born with a human mind but with its own rules, instincts, and needs.

    The wolf bared his teeth at me harder. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? This is my mark. Give me the money, lady,” he snarled. He wore tight blue denim jeans. They hugged his large leg muscles. An oversized black bomber jacket covered his broad shoulders. I didn’t recognize the emblem at the front, but it looked local and not from a famous brand. It depicted a wolf, jaw open, blood dripping down its fangs with something in its mouth. I couldn’t identify it. I could identify this guy’s mouth pretty easily. It flashed with real anger. “This is your last warning. Get out of here unless you want real trouble.”

    I said nothing. I tilted my head to the side, proving I could take trouble, real or fake.

    The lady teetered back on her heels. Her blond hair flashed in front of her wide eyes. She shook her head twice and lifted her hands. “I don’t want any trouble. But I paid you last week.”

    “Then the rent for protection went up. Look, it’s hard living in a town like this. Especially with so many predators around.” The guy took a step toward me.

    He’d already sized me up. Even before I shifted, I stood at two meters tall. I had a broad build often mistaken for a professional sportsman. Folks usually figured I was something else when they got to the scars covering my face and the look in my eyes.

    This guy was slow.

    “I’m gonna give you one last chance to get out of here,” the guy growled.

    “And if I don’t take it?” I shot back.

    “I’m gonna shift on your ass, sink these claws into your throat, and show you exactly the kind of hospitality Los Lobos gives to idiots.”

    “Then I guess I’ll take option two. Get out of here.” I turned to the lady and nodded at her car.

    She still stood erect, terrified, her eyes wide with shimmering tears. She’d dropped her keys. Watching the wolf, never taking my eyes off him for a second, I leaned down, grabbed them, and threw them at her.

    The wolf snarled. “You pay up, or you will get what’s coming to you.” He went to grab her wrist.

    I grabbed him instead. I pulled him back, giving her time to get into the car. She trembled, but she knew what to do. She jumped into the passenger seat, hauled herself over the gear stick, shoved the keys into the ignition, and skidded out of the parking lot. If she was smart, she’d never return.

    This wolf however was not smart. He shifted in a split second and sank his fangs into my arm. I felt them penetrate the skin, the moment the sharp incisors sank right past the first line of my defenses. First but not last.

    I flexed my arm and threw him off. I hadn’t even shifted yet. As wild bursts of yellow-red magic crackled over his skin, he completed the process. He didn’t actually turn into a wolf. Shifting magic didn’t work like that. It just gave him the powers of his instinctive side while increasing his strength, muscles, and height.

    His eyes flashed a different color, a deep, husky white-blue. “You’re in trouble now, you idiot,” he spat. He threw himself at me again.

    I backed off. I chucked out an arm and caught him around the middle just before he could plunge his fangs into my neck. I wouldn’t call it easy, but I was trained, and this idiot wasn’t.

    I still hadn’t shifted.

    The guy scrabbled, trying to cut me with his now razor-sharp nails. He sliced them close to my face. I backed off, effortlessly lifted a knee, and plunged it into his gut. He coughed, splattered spit over the pavement, and lurched back. It finally started to dawn on him that I wasn’t human.

    He locked the back of his hand against his lips. “What the hell are you?”

    I stared back impassively. Then I gestured to the empty car park. Hopefully the woman was long gone. “I’m a Good Samaritan.”

    The guy laughed. The whoop, whoop, whoop was unstable, reminding me of someone who frequently took themselves to the edge and voluntarily pushed themselves off. Drugs, magic, too much shifting. Who knew what this guy’s narcotic was? I could tell he lacked all forms of self-control.

    “Think you’re funny? Think you’re smart? You’ve got no idea what you’re dealing with. You haven’t seen what I can do.” He shot toward me fast.

    He reached me, tried to ram me, then immediately went to sink his knee into my groin.

    I backed off, grabbed his thigh, and pulled him with me. I spun and flung him against the same car I jumped over earlier. He hit it hard enough, he dented the thin silver door.

    He grunted as he fell to his side. He rolled, shoved up, and finally stopped. I could practically hear the cogs spinning in his head. “What the hell are you?”

    “I told you. A Good Samaritan.”

    He shoved a trembling hand into his pocket and pulled something out. “Yeah,” he hissed, “well, there are no Good Samaritans in this town. Bane can’t stand them.”

    My eyes narrowed. That name sharpened my senses. It called to the shifter within, a silent siren’s song, a demand for more force.

    The guy grabbed an uncapped needle right out of his pocket. He plunged it into his forearm, injected himself, and spluttered. He clenched his teeth hard as pressure built in his face like gas in a backed-up pipe. Then his mouth opened, and he gasped.

    He rocked back and forth. His eyes changed color again, the blue intensifying.

    What the hell was that? I stood there, trying to figure out what I’d just seen, then rapidly had to dodge it.

    The guy shot toward me twice as fast as before. I’d fought wolves in the army. I’d trained with them. This guy didn’t come close. It was like he’d magically clicked his fingers and increased his shifter skills tenfold. He landed a punch. It pushed me back. I grabbed my stomach. I didn’t fall to a knee, but my head jolted forward.

    The guy’s crazed eyes widened. He reminded me of Viking berserker wolves from old. He lost all sense of where he was, social rules, everything. His whole mind was focused on tearing me apart to show his dominance. “Who’s laughing now? Who’s a Good Samaritan now?” He bounced his hands off his chest.

    I took one step back.

    “You looking to be ripped apart? Fine. Bane won’t care if I kill some random. He’ll just beat you, throw you in the flood tunnels, and let you rot. Because in this town,” the guy’s voice deepened, “nobody messes with the king.”

    He threw himself at me.

    I watched him coming, knew I had a second, and used it. I called to the bear within.

    I didn’t need to scream or clutch at my power. Just a simple, almost silent move, a well-practiced request.

    I half-closed my eyes, reached out to the bear, and let it grow.

    Magic crackled over my body in a dance. Blue-white, it soon condensed into a mossy green-brown. It blasted over my chest, around my jaw, and up over my back.

    The wolf reached me. It was too late. For him.

    My muscles solidified, the magic sinking in and making me harder than a rocky mountain range.

    The guy scrabbled, his mouth open as he tried to wrap his now perilously sharp teeth around my throat. Irrelevant. He’d never bite through.

    His claws indented my shoulders as he struggled more, but my large hands reached down and grabbed his wrists.

    As my magic finally rose and subsided, so did the wolf. He stared at me long enough to realize what I was. It was too late.

    “Bear? A freaking bear? What the—”

    “Nice to meet you,” I grunted. I shoved forward from the hips and head-butted him. My skull smashed into his, and he fell to his knees like a broken tree. Blood poured out of his nose. He was in shifter mode. It made him stronger, faster, better. But he couldn’t stop the blood spurting down his face. He lurched back. I watched the second his anger got the better of him again. The idiot.

    A single wolf had no chance against a bear.

    That wasn’t how nature worked.

    He threw himself at me again, even though halfway through the move, I swear I saw the instant his mind partially returned to him. But it was too late. He struck me.

    I struck him harder. I balled up a hand, pulled it back, and sank it into his stomach. It flung him across the car park. He struck the same car I jumped over previously. He didn’t just dent the door this time. He broke right through. The metal crumpled like somebody discarding a chocolate wrapper from a finished box. His head fell against the passenger seat.

    Even the old, piece-of-crap hatchback possessed an immobilizer. The alarm rang valiantly, though it couldn’t pull the wolf from the front seat.

    I could.

    I walked right over to the driver’s side, just pulled the door off like someone yanking on a lace curtain, grabbed the guy by the collar, and yanked him out. He dangled, his feet catching my knees. He couldn’t stop me. But he could beg for his life. “You can’t. You fucking can’t,” he spat. He grabbed his bomber jacket, pulling it out until the fabric protested with a scrunch. His groping, bloody fingers caught the strange embroidered emblem at the front. His claws scratched down it. “I’m one of Bane’s boys. One of Bane’s boys,” he spat louder. “You can’t attack me. You’re not allowed. We’re protected in Los Lobos. This is his town.”

    I looked right at him, and a vision of that chalk drawing struck my brain, a hard punch even I couldn’t ignore. “Bane?” I growled.

    “You’re from out of town,” the guy guessed. “He runs this place, the Alpha in charge. You want to go against him, you will go against the whole pack. There are hundreds of us, even thousands. You want that kind of heat, Bear? You want that kind of freaking heat?”

    I just glowered at him. My fingers tightened around his collar. He heard and snarled, but it was the smile of a cornered wolf, not one tracking its prey. “You go against Bane, and you won’t just wind up dead. Your whole family will too. He’ll go after every single person you ever freaking talked to. Bane is a real completist. You want that kind of heat, Bear?” he screamed one last time.

    “Completist?”

    “You mess with him, he messes with you. That’s how justice in Los Lobos works. You put me down, and I’ll put in a good word with Bane for you. It’s a wolf pack, but everyone likes a bear now and then, don’t they?”

    I stared right into his eyes.

    “Put me down,” he tried again.

    Christopher meant the world to me. He’d pulled me up, telling me to get out of the army while I could. Bears can get self-destructive. You send them on the wrong mission and fill their head with the wrong images, and they’ll do anything to complete some operation, even if ultimately it’s in vain.

    Bears will do almost anything to fulfill their sense of justice. The army knows exactly how to generate it, control it, and manipulate it.

    I wouldn’t be here today without Christopher. But he no longer stood by my side. He was the one who suggested I become a bounty hunter and come to Los Lobos. Now his torn-apart remains sat in a body bag in the morgue, cold and getting colder.

    “Bane can give you anything you want. He’ll get rid of any problem you have. There’s no one like him, no one around the country. One day, he’s gonna rule them all. And that day’s gonna come real soon. So you go ahead and make your decision, Bear. You want to go against the king of wolves? Or do you want to live?”

    That right there was an equation others had served me before, at the point of a gun, a knife, a tank. You think it mattered how it was delivered? It was all the same. They wanted me to back down, to step away and ignore some injustice.

    But the more you do that, the more twisted the world gets.

    My hand tightened one last time.

    The door to the office suddenly opened. The owner ran out. “What the hell are you doing? He’s an honored guest.”

    I thought he was talking about me. But the guy rushed over, grabbed the wolf, and hauled him out of my hand. “He’s royalty in this town – you get that?”

    I stared at the motel owner. In his fifties, a potbelly, one blind eye – the guy looked like ex-army. As he spun to check on the wolf, the left sleeve of his red polo shirt rucked up, revealing a service tattoo.

    I stood straighter, just couldn’t help it.

    “You okay? You get hurt at all?” the owner demanded.

    The wolf thumbed his nose. He acted like he’d won that fight. “You get it yet, Bear? You get how this town works yet?” He pointed two stiff fingers at the cracked bitumen beneath him. “We’re wolves. And we all know how to look after each other. You remember that. You’ll go straight to Bane if you forget. Straight to hell.” He howled, shoved his hands into his pockets, and walked away. He tried to look calm and collected. He stepped too quickly.

    I let him go.

    … I actually let him go. My body stiffened, my shifter magic screaming at me to do something. It was pointless.

    This guy didn’t kill Christopher. Bane did.

    The motel manager spun to me and looked me up and down. “I just saved your damn life. You’re ex-army, aren’t you?” He glanced down at my forearm. My own sleeve had curled up, revealing the bottom quarter of my service tattoo, a shield with two swords and a snake wrapped around them.

    I nodded hard.

    “You’re a bear,” he pointed out the obvious.

    I shrugged.

    “What are you doing out of the army? Look, it doesn’t matter. You don’t mess with wolves in this town. The second you start is the second you stop. Bane Vels,” he hissed, “doesn’t abide by interference in his affairs. You want to stay in this town, you want to live anywhere in this state, you remember that rule. Look, I can’t do much for you, Bear, but I can do this for you. It’s just like the army. You gotta learn the rules of engagement.”

    “He was roughing someone up in your car park.”

    The guy winced. I saw an all-too-familiar emotion behind his eyes. The conflict of someone who’d promised to protect others, but they couldn’t even protect themselves. He scratched his nose with a stiff finger and glanced at the pavement. Then he shrugged. We stood just beneath the motel sign. The remaining light took that exact moment to glow brighter, fizzle, then die. “Look, this is Los Lobos. Just learn the rules, Bear, or you won’t have a long career out of the service. Got that?”

    “What are the rules?”

    The guy half turned away. He grabbed his left sleeve, yanked it down, and completely obscured his tatt. “Don’t mess with the wolves. Not when they’re on the hunt.”

    He spun, the plastic soles of his old runners squeaking. I watched him walk away. My hand loosely cupped into a fist as I let go of my shifter magic. It emptied out of my muscles, a tidal wave returning to the sea.

    I stepped, stared down, lifted my head, and glanced at the now-dead motel sign. It couldn’t glow, couldn’t light anyone’s way. It was dead, useless, done.

    And so was I. Or I would be soon.

    I spun right around, faced the direction the wolf had disappeared in, and pushed into a jog.

  
    Chapter 2

    Mina Howard

    I shoved my thumbnail into my mouth and bit it. “Look, there’s gotta be something you can do. I’m a great graphic artist—”

    “You think it matters?” My harried boss’s voice scratched down the phone like fingernails over a blackboard. I heard the stress. I really did. But I didn’t care. Because that stress was in the way of me and the money I’d earned.

    “You can’t just let me go without severance pay—”

    “Yeah, I can. Legally allowed to. The project is defunct. This business is about to go under. You’re just a contractor.”

    “I worked slavishly for a month. Where’s my money?”

    “This business is about to go under,” she repeated, voice even harder. “I’ve got lots of mouths to feed—”

    “And you’ll start with your own?” I shouldn’t be testy. I still needed a reference. I needed something if I couldn’t get my severance and back pay.

    “Is that how you’ll play this, Mina? I found you and took a chance on you even though your work was shabby—”

    “You made me lead designer.”

    “I took a chance on you,” she repeated, words like a slap. “But the chance didn’t pan out. No severance pay, no back pay. You can go whinge to the courts. You won’t get very far. Business laws are more favorable in this state. It’s why we’re based here.”

    With that, she just hung up.

    I stared at the screen of the computer I was still paying off, a $4000 laptop that technically secured me this job. Now it’d lose me this apartment.

    The phone slid from my hand and clanged onto the desk. I locked my elbows on the chipped white melamine, pressed my face into my palms, and started to cry and swear in one explosive blast.

    I couldn’t… I just couldn’t—

    A knock rang out at the door.

    I dropped my hands. I glanced around. The door was ensconced between the apartment’s single window and tiny kitchen. I’d opened the window a crack. The aircon was down, and I desperately needed a breeze. Otherwise this stifling apartment felt like a desert tomb.

    “Ah… can I help you?” I muttered, knowing how thin the walls were around here. I inched carefully toward the door, my feet sticking against the chipped fake-wood floor.

    “It’s Jake Reynolds.”

    I swore under my breath. He was the real estate agent in charge of scrounging rent from everyone in this dilapidated apartment block.

    I squeezed my eyes shut and rubbed the tears from my face. I looked down at my threadbare pants, crappy old T-shirt, and messy hair. Who cared?

    I unlocked the two bolts, opened the door an inch, and tried to smile. “Ah… is this about the late rent?”

    “Yes.” His expression was deadpan. Despite the stifling desert heat, he always wore a suit and jacket. And somehow he always looked impeccable. It could be genetics. It was more likely magic. Why would he waste it on being a scum-sucking real estate agent?

    I didn’t know if he sold too many houses in this city. I could promise he did the racketeering for slum palaces, including this one. The water barely worked, the aircon was a distant dream, and so many rats lived in the walls, they pulsed.

    “This is your eviction notice. Effective immediately.”

    “Eviction notice?” I stammered. “I’m late by a week.”

    He shot me another one of those deadpan looks. I swear someone had carved the guy from cold steel – no, ice. He didn’t have a heart. He lacked every single human emotion. I bet he couldn’t even spell the word compassion.

    “You signed a lease agreeing that you could be evicted on no notice after any late rents. You have no leg to stand on. Not in this town.”

    I stupidly glanced down at my legs as if someone had stolen them. Wouldn’t surprise me in Los Lobos. They wouldn’t do it in front of you. They’d do it with the law, behind an air-conditioned desk, a smile on their plastic, pretty lips.

    I pressed my hand against my mouth. I didn’t even look at the eviction notice. “I have nowhere to go.”

    “And I have a lot of problems,” he grabbed his tie and neatened it, “but that’s not one of them. You will be evicted immediately.”

    I gestured behind me. “What about my stuff?”

    “Again, not my problem.”

    I snapped, all the pressure getting to me. I hadn’t slept for weeks. My dreams were oppressive. I swear a weight sat on me at night, bearing down on my chest like it wanted to squeeze something from my body. It suddenly got too much. “Not your problem?” I flung the door open wider, revealing my junk. Most of it was free, a little came from thrift shops, and the rest came from the apartment. “Guess what? It is now.”

    Leaving the door open, I marched over to my laptop, the only expensive thing I owned. I placed it carefully in its bag, grabbed my phone and charger, got my purse, and gestured at the apartment. “This rat-infested piece of crap is now all your problem. Have fun getting rid of my junk.” I stalked into my bedroom, grabbed a carry bag, shoved everything I’d need into it, then walked right past him.

    He was already on the phone, organizing someone else to move in tomorrow.

    He didn’t even react to my hissy fit. Hell, he probably wanted my stuff. That way he could put this up as a furnished apartment.

    He didn’t even look at me as I reached the door and slipped on my sandals.

    When I paused, he gestured at me, dismissing me with a flick.

    My gut twisted. I longed to do something, just throw something at his head, but the heaviest thing I had was the $4000 laptop I’d paid all of $200 on. I clutched it against my chest and walked out, holding the tears back. I don’t know how I did it, but I managed to get down the stained carpet staircase, through the cracking concrete lobby, and out into the stifling desert day.

    The heat struck me, plowing me in the face like a farmer trying to harvest every last drop of liquid left in my body.

    I grabbed my T-shirt, scrunched my fingers in, and tried not to burst into tears on the side of the road.

    “At least you still have your car,” I tried, always the voice of reason.

    Sure. I had a crappy hatchback, so old, it creaked like standing on a rotting ship mast. It burnt oil and leaked petrol. But I had a quarter of a tank.

    I walked around the side of the apartment, got into the car, and almost collapsed onto the steering wheel. I plucked myself up, ran my thumb over my eyes, and grunted, “It’s all right. You’ve got money.” I dived into my bag, snatched up my purse, and opened it.

    Nope. I didn’t have money. I splurged on takeout last night – salty lemon pepper squid and green tea ice cream. Ah, it’d been so worth it at the time. Because back then, all of 12 hours ago, my boss had promised to pay me by the morning. A bald-faced lie.

    Wow.

    I palmed my sweaty hair from my face, yanked the rear vision mirror toward me, and stared into my dead gaze. “You’re screwed, girl. You have no money and nowhere to go. If you don’t go somewhere with air conditioning, this car will roast you. You’re as good as dead. Oh yeah, and you have $3750 to pay off on this baby.” I clutched my laptop bag to my chest and patted it, my fingernails sliding hard over the tough black fabric.

    Another wave of tears threatened to strike me, but I forced them back, clenched my teeth, and shoved the car into reverse. My phone rang. I paused, let the car idle, and snatched it out of my bag. My friend Simone’s name flashed on screen. I grinned briefly. She could always yank me out of my troubles. Pity she was on the other side of the country. She’d happily give me a place to stay.

    “Hey,” I grunted.

    “Whoa. Bad news, right?”

    I held back tears. “How can you always tell that from my mere tone?”

    “Because you have two modes. Bubbly or dead.”

    “I’m not dead…. Yet,” I grunted.

    “Wow, what a blessing. Not dead yet. Just how close did you come? Don’t tell me that crappy city of yours finally caught up to you. Wait, did someone break in? Did they steal your laptop?”

    I cast my gaze up and stared at the dented, stained top of the car above me. I even reached up, plucked at some of the torn upholstery, and let the old fabric bead beneath my fingers. “They stole my apartment. And my severance pay. Does that count?”

    “Hey, what? What do you mean? You lost your job? And that cow won’t even pay you? What the hell? And you lost your apartment? How?”

    “I signed some stupid contract that’s totally legal on this side of the country. Way to go to protect businesses, ha?”

    “This is bullshit. You can drive that crappy car of yours all the way over to me, and I’ll look after you. Do you understand me?”

    “This crappy car of mine wouldn’t make it.”

    “Look… just give me some time, and I’ll scrounge the money. I’ll get you a plane ticket, okay?”

    I winced my eyes closed and smiled. She didn’t have those kinds of funds. I wouldn’t put her in that situation. “It’s okay. I’ve got the money,” I lied.

    “Wait, you saved it? How? You had medical bills last week—”

    “Yeah. But I’m… shrewd,” I lied. There’s shrewd then illegal. The only way to get money in this town and keep it was the latter. People with money tended to forget that. Because most of their illegalities occurred behind closed doors. They were baked into tax laws, inheritances, the corporations they worked for. They didn’t care how the other half lived. They just wanted to ensure a steady stream of cheap labor.

    “Good on you,” she said. “But, look, kid, you call me at any time – you call me at any freaking time.”

    “Of course.” I put her on speakerphone and stuck my cell into its holder on the dash. The little rubber seal that kept it in place shuddered. It fell. I swore, fished it out of the footwell, and struggled until it stuck again.

    “Why did you call, anyway?” I muttered.

    “Got a scoop. Just thought you should know.”

    “Hold on, wait. You got a scoop? That’s awesome. A big story?”

    “Semi-big. Okay, kind of small. But to me, it’s a scoop. My waters tell me it’s important.”

    “They’re practically the waters of Delphi. What are you talking about, anyway?”

    “Been investigating a few disappearances on this side of the country. All of them wolf-related.”

    I paused and flinched. I’d never paid too much attention to wolves until moving to Los Lobos. I knew shifters existed. I wasn’t born yesterday. But wolves kept to themselves. Unless you had something they wanted, they avoided you. It’s just in Los Lobos, I learned that some wolves want everything.

    “Um…. You’re being careful, right?” I grabbed a strand of my fringe and pinned it with my stiff lips.

    “Unlike you, I am the epitome of careful. I would never move to a hellhole like Los Lobos. Especially without functioning aircon. How do you survive, anyway?”

    “I mean… survive is a continuum, right? I’ve essentially turned into a prune.”

    “Prunes are moist.”

    I laughed. “A shriveled sultana, then.”

    “Ouch.”

    “But what about the scoop?”

    “A spate of disappearances in the city. All of them people from magical families with no power.”

    “How many?”

    “35.”

    “What… seriously? Shouldn’t the cops care?”

    “You’d think so. But every one of these disappearances has been blamed on something else. Usually drugs. But here’s the thing. Most of these kids were just normal. They had nothing to do with drugs until they disappeared. Then the cops suddenly found out they were junkies all along. Makes no sense. One woman recently disappeared after visiting a hospital. You’d think the emergency room would know if she was a junkie, right? If you’re hooked on magical drugs, they care about that crap because it can affect their insurance. There was nothing. No mention of it. One week later, suddenly she disappears, and the cops find evidence that she was a junkie all along. Just doesn’t work. Definitely a story here. I’ve already written about it. Just need to find more evidence for it to go nationwide.”

    “Okay.” I wanted to share her enthusiasm. I still needed to keep her safe. “But—”

    “If this is the bit where you tell me not to take risks, I won’t. I have a whole media department behind me. My boss knows the game. He knows exactly how to keep his rookie reporters safe. And I know how to keep you safe. I’m getting you out of that city pronto. And you’re not lying to me, right? You do have some money, don’t you?”

    “… Yeah.”

    “You’re not about to go do something stupid like sell your plasma to a wolf clinic, are you? You’d never get that desperate, right?”

    I stared ahead. I reached a set of lights. On a whim, I took the left, not the right. “Why would I ever do that?” My voice shook.

    “Nothing’s worth a quick hundred bucks,” she continued on a roll.

    “You’re right. Nothing’s worth a quick hundred bucks.” I spoke emptily, automatically, but fortunately quietly enough she couldn’t detect my tone.

    “Look, I gotta go, but I’ll call you in an hour, okay? Then we’ll finesse the details of you escaping Los Lobos and kicking butt for the rest of your life, got it?”

    I managed a smile. “Got it.”

    She hung up.

    I rolled down the road, car slow as my mind struggled to keep up. A quick hundred bucks. I just had to give plasma. No one really knew what wolves did with plasma, but if you believed the ads that ran every two seconds on TV, it helped them satisfy their primal urges without, you know, attacking humans. They sold it to vamps, too.

    Selling your blood for plasma was one step above selling the rest of you. I could make more money by offering an actual vein to a vamp, but I’d have to find one…. At least plasma clinics were legal. They were clean, run by medical professionals, and constantly checked by the State Department.

    I pinched my brow. “God,” I spat, “to hell with it.”

    As I’d sat there eating my salt-and-pepper squid last night, I’d seen the ad for the latest clinic. The address was still in my head. It was just a block down from where I bought the $4000 debt now slung around my throat.

    I drove there in silence, body itchy, brain a mess.

    I’d say my body vibrated with anxiety. It felt like a fancy, modern term for something pretty basic. Survival instinct. It’s easy to feel on top of the world when your every need is met but hard as hell when you’re a step above absolute poverty.

    I pulled up in front of the clinic. There were sweet 15-minute parks right outside. Ten of them. A parking inspector stood close by, suggesting he monitored them. Wouldn’t want someone parking here for an hour when it took all of ten minutes to have some plasma magically removed from your blood.

    I hesitated, locked my hands around my old, beaten leather steering wheel, squeezed my eyes shut, then jerked back. My head fell hard against the headrest, and I half slapped myself. “What else are you gonna do? Cook in your car tonight? Survival is more important.”

    I got out of the car, shaking a little, laptop under my arm. It felt like my baby. I locked the car and walked into the clinic. Immediately, a cool, gorgeous aircon breeze struck my back, chilling the sweat choking my skin. I could’ve melted. Instead a smiling, pretty nurse walked right up to me, a red clipboard in her hand. “God, you look like you have a little heat stroke. You can have any drink you want.” She gestured to a glass-door bar-fridge with every soda you could imagine. “You need to keep your liquids up. Can I have your details?”

    I hesitated. I couldn’t leave this air-conditioned room. “A Coke, thanks.”

    She laughed. “Your name. Your citizenship details. Your number—”

    “Sorry.” I crammed a hand into my purse, pulled out my citizenship card, and handed it to her.

    She wrote my number down and quickly scanned the card, then gestured at the fridge. “Why not take two?”

    I walked over, grabbed two cans, and downed one by the time she was finished. She was efficient, almost robot-like. Guess she had a job to do. Wish I had one.

    I scratched my nails down my now thankfully dry arm, bit my lip, and asked, “Hundred bucks, right?”

    “In cash. Just this way.”

    She led me through the waiting room to a private booth along the short white corridor.

    “… Does it hurt?”

    “You won’t even feel it. Just a little needle prick. It takes exactly 30 seconds.” She flashed the five fingers of her left hand six times. The smile never left her lips.

    She gestured to a comfortable white leather recliner, and I sat on it, surprised my bare legs didn’t stick to it. Because the temperature was right. Because this place didn’t feel like hell.

    … Because you know hell on feeling alone, right?

    I chased away that unsettling thought as I scratched along my collar.

    I then moved on to my chin. I mistakenly smelt my fingers. Crap. I hadn’t washed this shirt in two weeks. I stank. The nurse didn’t care. She set the clipboard down, walked over to a clean white cupboard on the opposite side of the room, and withdrew a magical syringe. A crackling vial sat on the top. It shone an offsetting pale blue-white.

    I don’t know why it bothered me so much, but my skin got itchier. I scratched harder, revealing welts.

    The nurse cooed at me. “It’s okay. It’s natural to be a little hesitant your first time. It’s just one prick.” She lifted her manicured finger. She gestured at me to lie back down and get comfortable.

    Nerves built in me. I won’t say they clawed, but they sure felt like they climbed up my back, squeezing my vertebrae until they reached my hindbrain. Then they bit. Too late. She injected the needle. It really was just a light prick. This calming wave settled over me. I sleepily watched the vial at the back of the needle spark a little brighter. It felt like somebody counting stars on the edge of sleep….

    30 seconds passed in a flash.

    The nurse removed the needle, lightly pressed my shoulder, and smiled wider. “It’s done.” She gestured wide. “If you head to the main office right at the front, they’ll give you your hundred dollars. And thank you,” she said sincerely. “The magical community needs human plasma. It’s so easy to give, isn’t it?” She smiled yet again.

    I rubbed my sleepy eyes. I felt… it wasn’t bad. I just… ah, it was heatstroke, right? “I know this sounds cheeky, but—”

    “You want another drink? It’s usual after giving plasma. You get a little thirsty. Go ahead and have one. Hey, take another. We’re here to help.”

    I muttered my thanks and walked down to the front desk. They just gave me the $100. They didn’t ask for any proof of identification, signatures, or further details. They already had the cash in an envelope. They slid it over, allowed me to count it, and gestured to the bar-fridge.

    I grabbed two sodas, walked out, and stared across at my car. Then I glanced down at my packet of money again. I looked down at my laptop under my arm. How much plasma would it take to pay it off? I’d read something on a sign that you could only give plasma once a week, but I could still pay the laptop off in well under a year.

    I cracked one of the sodas open, pinned my laptop against my chest, secured the money with my thumb, and opened my car. I slid inside. “Okay… that was stupidly easy. Now you just have to find someplace to spend the night. Something cheap…. It’s not like $100 will spread very far. Hold on.” I clicked my fingers. I grabbed my phone and quickly researched a place I’d driven past once. What was it called? “Oh yeah, Clementine Motel.”

    It wasn’t far. Which meant only a few dollars spent on petrol.

    In five minutes, I rolled into a motel car park that looked fresh from a dystopian game. The broken, overbearing sign with the massive arrow pointing to the main building, the drab brown palette. I bit my lip. “Kind of a fun aesthetic, really,” I grunted to myself. “If beaten-up and desperate is your vibe. Which is kind of mine right now.”

    The car park was almost empty. There was another car and a motorbike. It looked too good for this place. I parked right next to it. Then I slid out, choked as the heat got to me, and walked straight across to the main office.

    When I strode in the door, the guy leapt up from behind the desk where he was watching ice hockey. Guess he longed for a cool change. “Customer?” he demanded. What would he do if I said no? I was a super-rich model with the world at my feet, every opportunity in the universe, and a killer smile. Hell, why not just add magic to that fantasy? Because in this world, if you had that, at least you had currency.

    But I did have cold hard cash, didn’t I?

    He glanced down at the envelope still pinned to my laptop cover. “Just give plasma, did you?” His eyes narrowed.

    Wow. In the click of his fingers, I went from valued customer to trash. “Yeah. How much for your cheapest room?”

    He looked me up and down. “30 bucks.”

    I blinked. “It said 50—”

    “30 bucks. You want it or not? I warn you, it ain’t pretty.”

    I opened my mouth to comment about the general aesthetics of this place but decided to smile instead. “Thanks.”

    “There’s a soup kitchen that opens up a couple of doors down at eight PM.”

    “I don’t need—” I began. I did need food though, didn’t I? I glanced at my feet. “Thanks.”

    He slid the keys into my hand, made me scan the QR code to sign in, and grunted, “Good luck.”

    Did that statement pertain to staying a night in his hotel, or was it general advice? I needed both.

    I walked into the room just two doors down and almost gagged. The carpet… okay, it wasn’t carpet. It’s what happened when carpet fibers absorbed too much moisture and started to rot. The wallpaper… was green. But it sure wasn’t originally. At least there was a bed in the corner and the pillows weren’t stained.

    I walked over to the double bed, fell on top of it, downed my last soda, and closed my eyes.

    In my head, I kept telling myself things couldn’t get worse.

    You’ve gotta be real careful in a town like Los Lobos. Unless you were already dead, things could get worse in the click of a wolf’s outstretched claws.

  
    Chapter 3

    Mina Howard

    I woke to the sound of the window grinding. I frowned, tired brain convincing me I was back home. I always kept the window open.

    But something made me open my eyes. I felt a presence right over my shoulder.

    I rolled, opened my eyes properly, and watched a shadow cut across my face. Large, dark, broad-shouldered. A man.

    I jolted. I shot up as a little wind caused the drawn curtains to flutter over the open window. It revealed a man standing in pale chinos, a white shirt, and expensive shoes. A man who couldn’t be just a man. A man who must be a wolf.

    I looked at his pale wild blue eyes, past his hard cheekbones, sharp jaw, and broad chest, and screamed.

    I shrieked loudly enough the whole motel should hear.

    He said nothing. He tilted his head left and right. His nostrils expanded. He pushed forward from the hips, looming close, his knee pressing against the old creaky mattress.

    “What do you want? What do you freaking want?” I demanded, voice louder and quicker, throat closing off between every word.

    He smelled the air again. Then a satisfied smile spread across his lips. “Mina Howard, what I want is in your blood.”

    “… What?” I clutched the thin sheet and held it against my throat. I couldn’t relax my hand. It felt like someone cut the tendons. “What about my blood? What—” I suddenly remembered the plasma clinic. My eyes darted left, and I saw the envelope of left-over money on the bedside table.

    The guy followed my gaze. He picked the envelope up in a broad, strong hand. A wolf signet ring glinted on his left index finger. That was the sign of an Alpha.

    No… no way. Why would an Alpha be in my room? There was only ever one Alpha per territory. That meant…. Good god, he was Bane Vels. I’d heard of him. Little conversations here and there. I tried to keep my head out of most people’s affairs, but you’d have to be brain-dead not to know about Bane Vels. He ran Los Lobos’ wolf pack with an iron fist. Now he used that same iron fist to casually count the remaining dollars in my little white envelope. He smiled, an unreadable move. Every expression was unreadable. His face might technically be handsome, might be the crafted visage of a high-end magazine cover. Everything felt wrong.

    “You want the money?” I whispered.

    He laughed. He placed the envelope back down and drummed his finger on it. Then he grabbed his signet ring with his thumb, moving it left and right. “I’ll settle for the thing that beats in your blood, Mina Howard. Thank you so much for walking into one of my plasma clinics and offering yourself to us.”

    My cheeks paled, the blood leaving them in a snap. I practically heard it gurgling through my body and out into the night. “Offering… offering myself to you?”

    “Got a little gift in that blood. Got a little magical secret.” He lifted his hand in front of my face and clicked. “But you don’t even know about it.”

    “Magical… secret? I don’t have magic. I’m normal. What the hell are you talking about? What do you want? If it’s money—” I choked like I swallowed a bug. If it was money, the Alpha of Los Lobos could have the 70 bucks left in my crinkled little white envelope.

    But he was an Alpha. He must be worth hundreds of millions.

    I wanted to say there was nothing I could give him, but he placed a hand on the bedside table, leaned over, and stopped, his face a centimeter from mine. I shoved back against the headrest, the old, chipped wood creaking. I couldn’t move further. His nostrils expanded, and a smile snapped across his lips. “I can’t even smell it. Wouldn’t have detected it – but then you went and gave plasma. Thank you for offering yourself to me,” he said, voice deeper, words unmistakable. “With that little gift of yours, I can cement my rule for… I dunno, decades. Maybe a hundred years. We’ll see. Now get out of bed, Mina Howard. You’re coming with me.”

    “Get… get out of my room,” I tried. The adrenaline struck me. It was the casual way he just gestured at the door as if I couldn’t escape. I had no choice but to follow.

    My body shook back and forth, the headrest ramming into the old, crumbling plaster wall behind me. It rumpled the existing wallpaper, and chunks fell off. It felt like ripping skin. Hell, like my skin in a few seconds when the city’s most powerful werewolf dragged his claws down it.

    He rolled his eyes. “Trying to escape is pointless. This is my town.” He slapped a hand on his chest. “Everyone here works for me.”

    I leapt to my feet. He half turned, ready to gesture at the window. I grabbed my laptop. I’d left it next to the bedside table. I sprang away from him, turned hard on my foot, and tried to control my breath. It hammered in my chest, pounding on my rib cage until it rattled.

    Bane bared his teeth. “Don’t be stupid now, Mina. I’ve got werewolves covering this place, and even if I didn’t, you’d have to get past me.” He lifted his left hand and cleaned a speck of dirt from underneath his short but strong thumbnail.

    “Get away from me,” I screamed again, the pressure too much.

    He took a step toward me, and my body snapped. I threw the only thing I held – the $4000 laptop I’d never pay off. It slammed into him and just broke apart, the bag ripping like a carcass under an industrial saw. It fell by his feet. He took an effortless step, pressed his foot on the laptop’s shiny metal case, and just dragged it sideways. The bag burnt, and the laptop melted. He didn’t even practice visible magic.

    He took another step toward me. More wind fluttered through the window, lifted the curtains, and let light play over the side of his body. It illuminated his strong leg, his powerful side, his open, effortlessly held hand, then finally the left side of his face. It flashed along his eyes, reached his lips, and highlighted them as he pulled them back over his sharp teeth. “You won’t like me if I have to chase you. Because when I start chasing, Mina Howard, I don’t stop.”

    I spun. I got one step before he closed in behind me, grabbed me around the middle, and hauled me off my feet.

    He breathed hard in my ear. “You think I’d ever let you go? You’re a gift from heaven – the one thing I’ve searched for for ten years. Now I’ve got you, Mina. And you can’t escape.”

  
    Chapter 4

    Alex Cayble

    I yanked my hoodie further over my face. I didn’t need to use it to dry the little sweat covering my brow.

    I’d run, jogging in the high heat until it turned into a cold night. I might be a bear. I could still withstand desert temperatures. They made for good endurance.

    Jogging at least allowed me to move my body and made me feel like I was doing something. But I hadn’t taken a single step toward finding Christopher’s killers. I’d lost the wolf racketeering in the carpark after one block.

    I rounded the street then stopped on the other side.

    Two wolves stood outside the motel, both wearing bomber jackets, both half shifted, both on patrol.

    I slowly walked down the street toward them. They were here for me, ha?

    One of them clocked me. While I was still two businesses down, his eyebrows peaked. “Got a problem, buddy?”

    “You’re standing in front of my motel.”

    The guy turned to his friend. “Look, a property owner. Practically royalty.”

    “I don’t own the place. Just staying there.” My eyes narrowed. These guys were either playing it cool, or I wasn’t their target.

    The biggest one laughed. “Well, you sure aren’t staying here now.”

    “My bike’s inside.”

    “That your bike?” The tallest guy leaned backward and gestured wide with his large hands. “Fancy piece of shit. You steal it?”

    “Bought it. It’s the more common way to acquire things.”

    This cracked both of them up. The tall guy patted his friend’s shoulder hard. Then he gestured wide.

    I stopped two meters back from them, just past the light of a flickering streetlamp.

    “Afraid to say you’re gonna have to come back for your bike. You been jogging? Go back for another run. Hit the town. Try Queen Street. You’ll find witches there happy to keep you distracted all night long.”

    “And if I say no?”

    Both guys straightened. The tallest one shuffled forward, slid a hand into his pocket, and rounded his shoulders. He took two steps toward me, assessed me with a quick up-and-down glance, and grunted, “You new to this town? Just visiting, aren’t you?”

    I didn’t answer.

    He plucked at the embroidered symbol on his left breast. He pulled it all the way up, slapped it down, and smoothed it with his palm. “This right here means we own this place.”

    “You the police?”

    The guy gestured wider. He wasn’t demonstrative. He wanted me to look at his muscles and see just how broad they were. Just how quick he could move them, too.

    I narrowed my eyes. “You the police?” I asked again, voice harder.

    “Sure. The police, the army, the everything. We belong to the primary pack in town—”

    “The only pack,” his friend cooed.

    The main guy clicked his fingers. “Right, the only pack. We’re everything. You’re nothing. So beat it.”

    I stepped backward. One step, two, three. I deliberately stood right underneath that flickering streetlamp just as the glow steadied and let the guys take a good look at me. I pulled my hood off. The simple gray, slightly sweaty fabric revealed nothing much. My taut neck, the angle of my shoulders. So I took the hoodie off and threw it over my shoulder. That revealed the tatt on my left arm.

    The main guy didn’t recognize it. The second one did. His eyebrows clamped down. “Look, buddy, you might be from out of town, but let me take you through a quick lesson on surviving Los Lobos.”

    “What’s with the tone? This guy’s a joker. You really want to try it on?” The main guy gestured harder now. He no longer showed off his body. Anger snapped through his movements, quick and wild. He wanted a fight. Keep mouthing like that, and he’d get one.

    His friend reached out and grabbed his shoulder. “That’s ex-army, ex—”

    “Special services,” I cut in. “Bear division.”

    I watched both guys stiffen. On one word. Bear.

    I took one step forward, the urge to fight them growing. I could see Christopher’s face. I hadn’t seen his body. Michaels wouldn’t let me. I could imagine it. I’d seen wolf packs tear apart humans before. The blood, the ripped flesh, the splintered bones. They enjoyed it, called it the hunt. I called it murder. These guys right here, they could have been part of that murder.

    “Don’t start anything—” the smarter of the two tried.

    Too late. I rushed forward, grabbed his arm, and broke it in a single move. He might be shifted, but even in my own shifted state, I had access to more power than any ordinary human. I was fundamentally better trained.

    I dropped to a knee and swiped my leg out, catching the big guy. He fell like bricks off the back of a dump truck. He hit the ground so hard, he cracked the concrete. I rolled on top of him, pinning him with my elbow. I forced it down into his sternum and broke it.

    I still hadn’t shifted, but the call of the wild rose through me. I didn’t know what it was like for a wolf. For a bear, that call was more grounded, earthy even. It shook up through me like a mountain crumbling. No, change that. A mountain growing. One that pushed my true self up and out—

    My fist hardened, shifter magic curling across it. I pounded it into the smart guy, knocking him out in a single hit.

    His friend spluttered and clutched for the phone in his pocket. I shattered it with a single hit, grabbed him, hauled him over my shoulder, and dumped him. He was unconscious by the time his head struck the cracked concrete.

    I was ready for a fight. I wouldn’t have to wait long.

    I heard a scuffle, my hearing sharpening. In my shifted state, my senses were better and worked for a far greater distance.

    A ragged breath then someone gagged. The smell of adrenaline, pure, undiluted fear.

    And a wolf.

    A real wolf.

    To become an Alpha, you either had to organize your way to the top, or fight. The more a wolf fought, especially in a shifted state, the more their body changed.

    Shifting didn’t come for free. When you did it too much, like these wolves, it altered your body permanently, could even kill you.

    Some wolves did it anyway, shortening their lifespans for power. It was a hell of a trade-off. It left a distinct scent.

    “Alpha… Bane,” I spat, my mind putting two and two together like somebody sliding planets into place in outer space.

    I bared my teeth, scrunched my hand into a fist, and ran. I skidded into the car park to see a large wolf standing in front of a broken window. A breeze slid along the side of the motel rooms. It’d pulled old lace curtains from that room, and they slapped back and forth against the jagged, half-broken pane.

    The big wolf spun to me. There were no lights on. We had to see by the half-moon’s pale glow. It didn’t matter to me. Bears had excellent night vision. So did wolves. His sharp, blue, shifted eyes practically glowed in the dark. He clicked to a man beside him.
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