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The barely lit corridor reeked of mold and the faint trace of urine. The thunder of the fans raging above echoed off the cement walls. The painted floor beneath Caleb’s feet was damp. The words escaped his lips before he could bite them back.

“If that stupid motherfucker ever gets me another fight in a place like this, I’ll rip his head off.”

He glanced down at the athletic tape still tightly bound around his hands. They were stained with the other fighter’s blood. It stirred up an ancient need inside of him, one deep and primal. He fought the urge to run his tongue along the woven material, just for a taste.

He’d tossed his gloves in his duffle seconds after he beat the guy they pitted him against in the cage to a bloody pulp. He didn’t get to savor the fight. He had to make quick work of his opponent and get the hell out of there. He didn’t have time to dress. He’d have to drive home in just his fight shorts. Three hours of my cup digging into my cock will be lots of fun.

He started at the loud chirp coming from his bag. He didn’t break stride as he dug in the pocket and pulled free his cell. “What?”

“Where the hell are you, Caleb?”

“I’m on my way, Josiah. The show started late.”

“The sun is setting. You’ll never make it home in time. Do you have any idea how fucked up this is? Do you realize how many people you’re putting in danger?”

“Do you know how fast my old truck can go, big brother? I’ll be there.”

“Why did you even go? You need to let Micah book your fights, not that piece of shit manager you have. How many times do we all have to tell him to not schedule you to fight on a full moon?”

“I’m not backing out of a fight. Unlike you and the rest of the spawn I call brothers, I’m not content to fight in these small-time promotions. I’ll make it big. I’ll be world champion.”

“Great, big shot. Let’s just make sure you don’t kill any innocents on the way. Bury yourself in the woods, Caleb. Deep in the woods. And stay there until morning, got it? Or better yet, prevent the change. Just stay fucking human.”

“I’m not dealing with the pain afterward. I’ll be home, Josiah.”

“Caleb, you...”

Caleb ended the call, gripping the cell phone tight in his hand. It wasn’t like he wasn’t under enough stress right now. He didn’t need his older brother ripping him a new one. Again. It seemed like that was Josiah’s favorite hobby as of late. He wasn’t on anyone else’s case as much as he was on his.

He breathed a sigh of relief as the double doors that led to the parking lot came into view. One was propped open. The fiery blaze of sunset painted the drab gray and black of the corridor. Caleb picked up the pace but stopped suddenly as his name was called. A pudgy man with a nearly bald head appeared behind him, huffing like a steam engine. Caleb shook his head and stormed off. “Willy, I don’t have time right now. I’ve got to go. Call me in a week.”

Despite his warning, the manager still hunted him down. “What’s your hurry, Caleb? We never got to talk after you stepped out of the octagon.”

“I told you not to schedule my fights on days like this. Never. My family has told you the same thing.”

“Yeah, full moons. I don’t get it. What? Are you going to change into a vampire?” Willy managed a laugh despite his heaving breath. “Or a werewolf?”

Caleb stopped, spun around on his toe, and glared. “You’re the biggest dumb shit I know. Werewolf? Really? Call me in a week. I need to get home.”

“Austin Graves wants to fight you.”

Caleb gaped. He couldn’t talk. Screw the sun. Screw the moon. This was huge. Finally, he was able to struggle out words. “Pardon me?”

“Austin Graves, the welterweight champion, just called you out.”

“Why me?”

“You’ve decimated your last three opponents. As he said himself, ‘it’s time to put the pup in his place.’”

The shrill cry of a bat brought Caleb to his senses. “Fine. Whatever. I’ll do it. Call me in a week.”

He didn’t wait to hear another word from his manager. He had already wasted too much precious time. His pace turned into a sprint as he hit the parking lot. It took way too long for him to find his old beat-up Ford, but once he spotted it, he raced to it. Tossing his duffle on the passenger seat, he hopped in and fired it up. As he threw it into reverse, he locked the doors. That should buy me some time.

The city of Duluth, Minnesota, faded away into cornfields as Caleb tore down the highway. The all-too-familiar burn in his core ignited his muscles. It stole his breath. His heart raced out of control. Typically, he reveled in this. It was nearly as good as sex. But he was usually lying on his bed at home, not driving in the middle of nowhere.

“Shit. Josiah was right,” he muttered. He shot a look to the sky. Twilight overtook the sunset. Pinpoint dots of light peppered a darkening horizon. The sun was just a sliver of gold. The landscape was bathed in a pure white glow. He glanced out his rearview mirror to see the round curve of a celestial body rising.

The full moon.

Fuck. He was too late.

He plunged the truck down a wooded lane and floored it. The trees grew thicker around him and the vehicle. He knew enough of this area to know that no one lived here. The most committed hermit wouldn’t dwell in these parts. The woods were too dense to build habitation. It was great for hiding. And hunting.

Caleb’s body started to shake as he slowed down and shifted the truck into park. Unfastening his shorts, he slipped a hand inside to dislodge his cup. A fingertip brushed his swollen cock. He couldn’t help it. He wrapped a hand tight around himself and groaned. He had no idea why changing made him hard. He wasn’t about to ask his brothers if they got aroused when it happened. They’d be a bunch of assholes about it and make him out to be a freak. The only one he could think about asking would be Abraham, and he was pretty sure the only thing the eighteen-year-old did was yank himself.

The rustle of leaves momentarily distracted Caleb. He stared outside through hazy slits. Two teenagers hiking through the woods were oblivious to his presence. The boy held tight to the girl's hand, a devious grin on his face. Was the kid trying to scare his date, get her to find safety in his arms, maybe take the opportunity to get into her pants?

The boy certainly didn’t realize they were about to be in grave danger. Danger they couldn’t run home from. It’d be a bloodbath.

The girl searched around the darkness with wide eyes. Her long, blonde curls brushed her shoulders. Just like hers did...

The memory twisted like a knife in Caleb’s gut. He pulled his hand free and flipped the ignition in the truck. Both the boy and girl squealed as he shifted and spun the tires in the thick dirt. The truck leaped as it dug deeper into the forest. The moon disappeared behind the thick branches. It didn’t stop anything. He drove forward, not seeing the road. His fingers grew long. His nails thickened into claws. The space between his body and the steering wheel quickly disappeared. He slammed on the brakes and shut the truck off. The nose of the vehicle just kissed the trunk of a massive pine. His breath quickened to a pant as he looked up into the rearview mirror.

A feral yellow eye stared back. Fangs bared over his upper lip. He wiggled his hind legs free and spread across the seat. The small cab was filled with the body of a massive beast. The truck rocked wildly as he tried to free himself from the tight confines of the vehicle. He roared and howled in protest.

A growl echoed his own. He looked up to find a massive black bear just visible among the trees. It had to stand almost seven feet tall. Caleb’s response sounded almost like a guttural chuckle. He lifted a furry paw and hooked a long claw under the lock on the door. In one quick fluid motion, he popped it up. He skimmed the sharp claw to the handle, shredding the vinyl upholstery in its wake. With a flick, the door popped open. Like lightning, he bounded out of the truck into the darkness of the woods after the bear.

»»•««

Morning cracked across the sky, breaking through the branches in thin shards of light. Caleb moaned as he stretched. His feet hit the door of the truck. He frowned. How did he get back here? The night was a blur, as it usually was. He caught the first bear, only to find out he had a buddy. Or a girlfriend. He didn’t stop to check genders. Both didn’t go down without a fight.

He sat up slowly and gazed down at himself. His skin was streaked with blood. There were scratches where the bears made contact. And he was butt naked. “Shit. Those were expensive shorts,” he muttered.

He reached for his duffle that was now lying on the floor of the truck. Unzipping it, he dug through the items stuffed inside. He grinned, relieved as he pulled out a pair of sweatpants, a towel, and a partially drunk bottle of water. He unscrewed the cap of the water bottle and dumped the contents down his chest. He flinched and then shivered. The water trickled across his flesh, bringing the colors inked into his skin alive. He smiled as he admired the art, gently wiping the blood from them with the towel. He got his first couple of tattoos when he served in Special Forces. Then he added one each time he won in the cage. His grin grew wider. I guess after last night I’d better schedule my next one.

He wiggled his sweatpants on and fired up his truck. Slowly he made his way back to the highway, careful to maneuver past the ruts and branches. By the way his old truck groaned, he could tell he hadn’t been so gentle the night before. Once the front tires hit pavement, he dropped the pedal to the floor. The woods were a blur as he drove the rest of the way home.

He pulled to a stop in the middle of the camp and shut the truck off. He studied each of the buildings for a sign of life. Each of the cabins was dark, as well as the activities center that served as their kitchen and training space.

Momma left long before the moon rose. She was nearly as bad as Josiah. He was surprised she didn’t call to lecture him too. She’d been giving him an earful when he hopped in his truck and left. When he was little, he never left Momma’s side. When he told her he wanted to enlist in the military, she lost her mind. She told him no. It was so soon after Papa died. He didn’t realize how much his father’s death shook him. Maybe that’s why he wanted to go. It was the first time Caleb defied his mother. He drove straight to the recruiters and signed up. He didn’t think of the consequences.

He threw open the door and stepped out. Grabbing his duffle, he strode to his own cabin. He needed more sleep.

No, he needed to fight. Fuck sleep. I need to pound on something. But regardless, I need to shower first.

“Caleb!”

Caleb blew out a heavy breath. “What the hell do you want, Josiah?”

He turned to find his oldest brother leaning on the railing of his own cabin. Josiah was a couple inches taller than Caleb, with the same thick black hair and rich brown eyes. A scar ran across his cheek from one of his first fights. His arms were nearly solid tattoos, mostly tribal from the legends of their ancestors.

Josiah pushed off the rail and strode to him, his arms crossed over his massive chest. “Did you just get home?”

“What does it matter?” Caleb countered.

Josiah pointed at Caleb. “What are you covered in?”

“Sweatpants, dumbass.”

“Don’t get smart with me, Caleb. It’s blood. And you already tried to wash it away. Shit, Caleb. You stupid shit. You let your ego get in the way and now this. I am going to chain you to a tree every full moon from here on.”

“Don’t try acting like my father, Josiah. I had one, remember. He got sick. He died. Frankly, get off my ass. Stop acting like I’m the only fuck up in this family.”

“He was our father. None of the rest of us killed a human, Caleb. You did.”

Josiah’s words were like a kick to the gut. Caleb fought to keep his temper in check. All he wanted to do was beat his brother until there was nothing left. “It’s bear blood. I fed on two bears. Not human. Bear. And frankly I did the humans a favor. There were two stupid teenagers in the forest. Had I not caught those bears, they would have torn those kids apart.”

“You’re a saint, Caleb.”

“Fuck you, Josiah.” Caleb stormed to his cabin and leaped up the porch steps, slamming the door shut behind him. He didn’t need his brothers. He didn’t need his mother. He didn’t need his pathetic manager. He threw the duffle in his hands across the room into a mirror. The collision knocked the mirror to the floor. It shattered into metallic shards. He growled, the sound deep, low, and inhuman.

“I don’t need anyone.”

»»•««

It was Saturday night. Meg watched her reflection in the mirror as she brushed her long, blonde hair. She set the brush on the counter and then tugged at the black lacy bra she was wearing. This thing was killing her. She smiled to herself. But Austin would love it and the panties to match. And she was going to make sure he saw a lot of them tonight.

She glanced at her clock and gasped. Her friends were supposed to meet her at the club in ten minutes. The promotion that Austin was fighting for had planned a ridiculous face-off for him and his opponent. Two weeks ago, Austin had stood in the middle of the cage and called the guy out. Even though the fighter had just beat the crap out of his opponent, he never showed back up to accept. Meg missed the whole thing. She was in the bathroom feeling feverish. Nothing else came of it. No chills. No cold. Just the sensation of her whole body igniting. It turned her on. She couldn’t figure it out.

Regardless, Austin and this guy didn’t fight for ten weeks. What was the point of pushing their fight now?

She pulled the T-shirt over her head and tugged it low to show the lacy trim of her bra. She tugged up her brief, tight jean shorts. The slight curve of her ass peeked from beneath the denim. She was going to dress just how Austin liked.

She sighed as she stared at his fight poster hanging on her wall. She had been with Austin Graves off again and on again for three years. She worshipped him. She did whatever he wanted in bed. She did whatever he wanted out of bed. She stole for him. She lied for him.

And then he’d hit her. Or sleep with another girl. They’d break it off. Usually she came crawling back. She didn’t know why she did it. What’s wrong with me? Why do I stay with him?

Meg grabbed her apartment keys and cell phone and shoved them in her pockets. Locking the door behind her, she hurried down the stairs of her apartment building and out to the sidewalk. There were already groups of fans making their way to the club. Austin had called out some punk who left his opponent in a puddle of blood in less than a minute. She had never heard of him. He wasn’t from around these parts. It didn’t matter. There was no chance he could hold a candle to her man.

She slipped into the crowded bar, shoving her way through the crowd. Austin was here somewhere. She felt a hand squeeze her ass. She threw an elbow backward into the guy's ribs. His groan told her she made contact. Squeezing between two brutes guzzling beer, she searched for a familiar face.

She felt someone grab her shoulder. Spinning around, she found her best friend, Sunny, behind her. Meg blew out a sigh of relief.

“About time you got here, girl,” Sunny shouted over the music.

“Where’s Austin?” Meg questioned just as loud.

“In the corner booth, I think. With his entourage.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

Meg left Sunny behind and pushed through the bodies. She smiled and then adjusted her T-shirt lower. Her friend had been right. Austin sat in the round corner with four or five of the guys from his team. He laid his arms across the back of the booth, surveying the crowd like a god. She sashayed to the table. “Hey, Austin.”

His gaze looked glazed over as he ran his hand through his shoulder-length, dirty blond hair. “Hey, Meggy.”

Meg glared at the guys sitting on either side of him. “Would you mind moving so I can sit next to my man?”

They all chuckled at the idea. Austin did too, even though it was a much weaker, breathy laugh. Meg frowned. “Are you all right, baby? Did you get hurt?”

“Nope.” Austin grinned. “I’m just fine.”

Meg’s brow wrinkled. She hated it. She couldn’t possibly look attractive this way. But her boyfriend was acting odd and wouldn’t say why. A curse escaped her lips as something kicked the side of her foot. She looked down to find a pair of high heels sticking out from under the table. The legs they belonged to pointed in Austin’s direction. Meg leaned a little farther to look on the other side of the table. All she could make out was a head of black hair bobbing up and down against Austin’s unzipped pants.

“You fucking asshole,” Meg screeched.

“Calm down.” Austin’s voice was a hoarse demand as he caressed the head in his lap. “You weren’t here. I needed some relief. I’m nervous to get up on that stage.”

“Bullshit. You love the spotlight. I hope she bites it off. We’re done.”

“Whatever, bitch. You’ll be back. You always come back.”

Meg huffed as she spun on her heel and stormed off into the crowd. Tears burned her eyes. Why? Why would he do that in front of a bar full of people? She made her way to the door but then stopped. She didn’t know why, but something urged her to stay. She turned and looked back at the crowd. There was a powerful, mysterious hold keeping her rooted to the floor. Whatever it was flowed through her like a high current of electricity. It stole every coherent thought. She only wanted one thing. Sex. And it wasn’t with Austin.

She huffed as she wiped away a tear. If she was going to stay, she might as well get loaded. She plopped down on the first available barstool and ordered a margarita.

The music stopped and a voice boomed overhead. “Ladies and gentlemen, it’s time! The moment you’ve been waiting for. Let’s meet the main event for the Rumble in the Jungle, coming in twelve weeks. Don’t forget to buy your tickets. First, the champion, Austin Graves!”

Austin strode across the stage with the belt strapped across his shoulder. By his swagger and the bulge in his cargo pants, it was evident that his little friend didn’t get the job done. Meg fought back a vengeful laugh.

“And his challenger, Caleb Hallow!”

Meg stared, breathless, as Austin’s opponent ascended the stage, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. Thick, black hair. An angular face. A full tattoo sleeve was inked into each arm. His muscles rippled with each step he took. His stride was smooth, quick, and predatory. Guys like that normally didn’t catch Meg’s attention. This one did. The mysterious force that stopped her from leaving tugged at her. It demanded that she stare at this man, take him in. She felt like a moth to the flame. She shook her head to get herself back to her senses and then pushed the margarita away. She motioned to the bartender. “Rum and Coke please.”

Caleb stopped toe-to-toe with Austin and glared him down. Austin was six feet tall. Meg had memorized his stats. This guy was at least three inches taller than him.

Austin ripped the microphone from the announcer. “You need to learn some respect, little boy. I’m gonna give you a lesson in respect.”

Caleb chuckled. “I didn’t realize winning was disrespectful. But then I’m often accused of being a prick. My apologies for kicking your fucking ass in three months.”

The whole bar roared. Meg noticed the scowl on Austin’s face. There was no doubt he hated the guy. Caleb responded with an icy glare.

“Folks, better get your pictures quick before that fight goes down tonight,” the announcer replied. The two men snarled at each other one last time before dropping into fight stance for pictures. Pops of light flashed all over the bar. Meg turned back to her drink. It was time to finish it and get the hell out of there. That was, if whatever had a hold on her would let go. She gripped the tumbler and slammed back as much as she could.

“Not a drink for a lady,” a voice behind her commented. Meg slammed the tumbler on the bar and spun around on the stool. She was face to face with Caleb Hallow. The urge inside snaked through every nerve. If she wanted to run, she couldn’t. All she could focus on was that his eyes were a deep, warm brown. He continued with a smirk, “At least not a lady like you.”

“Nice pickup line,” Meg returned.

Caleb laughed as he held out his hand. “My name’s Caleb. Caleb Hallow.”

She shook his hand. His touch sent fire through her veins. She struggled to find her voice. “I know. I heard it when you were up on stage.”

“And you are?”

“Meg Riley.”

“Can I buy you another rum and Coke, Meg Riley?”

“I’m good, thanks.”

“You sure?”

“You trying to get me drunk?”

“Maybe. Whatever will get me into your bed.”

Meg stared at the man as a thought rolled through her mind. It was obvious Austin hated Caleb. And after what Austin just did, all Meg wanted was revenge. She traced a finger along Caleb’s sculpted chest. “Who said I had to be drunk to have you in my bed?”

She cupped her hand behind his neck and drew him to her. She was surprised how easily he surrendered. She parted his lips with hers, taking the first chance she got to tangle her tongue with his. His taste melted her onto the stool. He gripped her to him, molding her body against the hard planes of his. She wove her fingers in his hair. Did they ever part? She wasn’t sure. She was only aware of him and the electricity snapping through her. The rest of the bar, including Austin, faded away.

She was confused by the buzz around her when they finally broke apart. Her lips felt bruised and swollen. She glanced around at everyone staring at them. Then she was keenly aware of her legs wrapped around his hips and something pressing hard against her. When the hell did this happen?

Caleb cocked his head to the side as he grinned at her. “Want to find someplace more private?”

Meg nodded as she unwound one leg from him and then the other. “Yeah, sure. My apartment is only a couple of blocks away.”

“Great. Let’s go.” Caleb slapped a couple of bills on the bar to pay for her drinks and then took her hand. She wasn’t sure she wanted such a romantic gesture from him. I want to strip him naked and do him right here on the bar. What’s going on with me? She looked up into his eyes and lost herself. His stare drove into her soul.

She kissed him hard to break his spell on her. “Yeah, let’s go.” Before he could move, she yanked on his hand and led him from the bar.
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