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      I shivered, though the Tennessee summer night was warm. The woods were dark, and I knew I wasn't the only predator out here. The moment I'd gotten out of sight of the center, I'd shifted, and I hadn't shifted back to human form since.

      How long ago had that been? A couple weeks? A month? I was worried my logical, human side was drifting away, but I felt too unprotected in that form to consider switching back for any length of time. My agile body with its fluid strength and long claws, perfect for climbing trees, was built to survive in this wilderness. Without tools and clothing, my human body was little more than a moving meat market.

      A deep whuff drew my attention to it again. I'd been hearing the bear for a while, and I'd scurried up the nearest sturdy tree to listen and wait for him to wander off. Instead of skirting around me, though, he had been meandering toward me. I tried to gauge how long that had been. I'd heard him just as dusk disappeared, and it was full dark now. Had it been a half hour? Or longer?

      I crouched closer to the branch, too wired to fall asleep, too alert to move. I could smell the bear now, the heavy musk of a full bear. A shifter's scent was generally lighter from switching back and forth between bodies. There were layers of scents unfamiliar to me, and it wasn't until the creature finally shuffled into view that I realized why. I was used to the lighter scent of the smaller black bears, but this creature was enormous. He had to be at least six feet long, or tall. However you measured him. I wasn't completely sure he couldn't stand up and reach my branch.

      As I was debating on whether to leap higher or to stay still, hoping he wouldn't notice me, he looked directly into my eyes. They were silver, and his face was marred by a long, ragged scar from his right temple to his left cheek.

      There you are. 

      His words were like gravel in my mind, scraping over my consciousness. The only shifters I remembered speaking mind-to-mind with were my parents and a few cubs when I was small. It was only possible between two shifters who met some kind of compatibility. I don't know whether it was some kind of cosmic vibrations like one old hippie hawk my parents used to hang out with said, or if it was something more quantifiable. Even with the compatibility, it wasn't polite to intrude in others' minds. You learned very soon as a cub that it was not okay to mindspeak to those outside your family.

      So outside of thinking this giant bear was full nature, the last thing I expected was mindspeak. And so I did what any startled cat would do. I jumped.

      Contrary to popular belief, cats do not always land on their feet. When I jumped, not only did I fail to jump to anything, I failed to land properly. I did manage to get my feet under me, but I landed wrong, and something snapped in my back right leg. I yowled in pain and the bear lumbered toward me. I tried to scramble away, pulling my upper body with my front legs, but the pain was making me lose my focus. All I wanted was to wrap my human hands around the pain in my leg, while at the same time running away as fast as I could. I was losing control of my shift, my front legs morphing into arms, the air feeling cool on my back as my fur receded. I focused on being a mountain lion. What it felt like to run, to leap, to eat as a mountain lion. But the pain was creeping up on me and my vision was fading as the bear came closer. 

      My hearing went fuzzy and my vision went entirely black as the bear leaned down to sniff my foot, a giant snort of air tickling my fur before everything went black.
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      Cities smelled like death. Not a good, clean forest death, the wind and earth and rain reclaiming bodies unto themselves, but the death of sickness. The poison of too much metal and concrete. I hated coming into the city, but unless I wanted to live as a wild man in the woods, I had to make money somehow. Some days, that idea had merit. But I was a fan of some elements of modern technology. Like the internet and Vietnamese restaurants. 

      Perhaps I could make this trip slightly better by stopping by and picking up some pho for my brother and me. Simon would bitch about how soup wasn't real food, but he'd eat it all the same. On second thought, I could just buy two servings and keep it all for myself. The metal stairs creaked as I climbed the outside of the graffiti-tagged building just outside of downtown Nashville. Tommy's office was tiny. He didn't need much, though. He had a closet almost as big as the office where he kept all his files and a shoe box of a restroom. He had two old, plastic school chairs across the desk from him. The good plastic, though, the kind that hardly cares if it's left out in the sun and rain for a decade. I never bothered to sit, though. I was never in his office long enough to warrant it. I got the goods and got back on the road heading north on 65 A-S-A-P. My wolf got itchy if I stayed a moment too long in the city.

      "Heya, Asher! Got your packet right here." Tommy's words ran together as though they were meant to be one. Gotcher. I took the packet he tossed to the edge of the desk and pulled the papers out far enough to flick through them and ensure they were all in order. We worked with a few bail bondsmen, but Tommy was one of our main connections.

      "Yep, that right there's a dirty one," Tommy said, unable to completely avoid small talk. It just wasn't in his DNA. I grunted, and he seemed to take that as encouragement. " They’ve got him on the line for a string of fires. All family homes. See-ree-al arsonist." Tommy rolled his eyes and made air quotes with his fingers, a surprising gesture on him. "Alleged. They're all alleged until proven. But why run if you ain't guilty?"

      Tommy had made his opinion known on that subject multiple times, and I wasn't in the mood to give him room to wind up on it.

      "I'll let you know when we have him." I nodded and turned to leave. Tommy didn't blink an eye at my lack of words. He was used to me by now.

      "I don't think the boys in blue would mind if this one was roughed up a bit by the time he got turned in." Tommy's cackle was softened but not blocked by the metal door falling shut behind me. It didn't quite fit into the frame properly, and his cackling laughter followed me down the creaking stairs.

      I tossed the packet on the far side of the bench of my pickup. I'd pick up some pho and then get back on the road.
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      Before I headed back to the house, I stopped by the KOA north of Nashville where Kurt had been parked for the last few weeks. Kurt was a mountain lion shifter, and he wasn't good at staying in any one place for very long. Or at working in a team. But he was a freaking tech whiz, and our ragtag band didn't seem to offend his individualistic streak too much. It helped that we'd been able to tell from first scent that we were pretty compatible. Not, like, sexually or romantically. I was compatible with every man on my team, but not in that way. Shifters can scent a lot of information: musky male or sweet female; woodsy alpha, herbal beta or floral omega; species; emotion; compatibility. The more compatible you were with another shifter, the stronger their scent was. I had built a team of alphas who I was very compatible with. That didn't mean they all got along, but I was always able to work things out with my men, one way or another.

      I knocked on Kurt's door, even though I knew he must have already heard me roll up. I didn't even hear him pad up to the door before he opened it. Damned cat stealth. It was useful on jobs, though, whenever we could convince Kurt to get out of his damn RV and get his hands dirty.

      He didn't step back to invite me into the RV, and I didn't expect him to. I handed over the packet Tommy had given me. "New skip. Arsonist. Good money."

      Kurt took the papers and immediately started flicking through them. I waited to see if he'd say anything. Sometimes he did. But the door closed behind him without a word. Cats.

      The pho was already getting cold, but nothing a few minutes on the stovetop wouldn't fix. 

      Simon was watching TV when I came in. We lived in a double-wide we'd bought after the first year of fugitive recovery. Or as Simon never hesitated to call it, bounty hunting. He knew how that pushed my buttons. 

      When people think of bounty hunters, they think reality TV and Boba Fett. In reality, fugitive recovery is a lot of slow, hard work without a steady paycheck. But it worked for me. For us. The job attracted independents. That was probably the nicest thing you could say about our crew.

      "Did you seriously get that damn soup again?" Simon complained without taking his eyes off the screen. "Our bodies need meat, Asher. Meat and bone. Maybe some potatoes and bread. And butter. Lots of butter."

      "More for me," I said as I passed in front of him on my way to the kitchen. First thing, I pulled out a pot and plopped the soup in it, the burner on low. 

      "Hey, Larry stopped by to pick up the tithe."

      I pulled out two bowls and two spoons. "Did you give him the envelope?"

      "I couldn't find it."

      My eyes closed and my head dropped back in frustration. I left the damn envelope the same place every damn time. And Lawrence, our pack's second, was a tight ass. If Simon hadn't given him the pack tithe on time, he'd be all up my ass about it. And he'd nag me about paying the late penalties too. I opened my eyes and realized my claws had buried themselves in the laminated counter. I forced them to shift back. At least the holes matched the others littering the edge of the counter.

      Before I could start in on Simon, he was in the kitchen, stirring the pot of soup. "I kid. I gave it to him like a good pup."

      The kid knew how to push my buttons. Not a kid, I reminded myself. He'd been itching to go out on jobs with me for years, and I finally let him the day after he turned eighteen. Five years younger than me, Simon was the youngest of our crew, but after three years of hard work, he was as valuable an asset as any of the others.

      "So we got another job?" Simon asked as he dished up a bowl of pho like I knew he would. He might bitch about my food preferences, but he was lazy. Given a choice between already made food he hated and cooking, he'd always choose the already made.

      "Yep. Handed everything over to Kurt. If we're lucky, he'll have a lead for us in the morning."

      We settled into the couch with our soup and watched old westerns until I headed to bed. I didn't bother dwelling on the job. I rarely did. When I had a lead, I'd move. Until then, it was out of my mind.
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      I came to slowly. My leg burned and ached, but it didn't really hurt until I tried to move it. I let out a shriek of pain that echoed around me in the dark. Something moved, a heavy thump and swish sound coming closer to me. My human nose was a poor substitute for my wolf's, but even with it, I could smell the bear. I started to scramble before the pain and my memory of the bear mindspeaking to me made me pause.

      I felt the bear stop near me, though I couldn't see him. 

      "Who are you?" I asked. Until now, my fear had been that someone was going to find me and stick me back in a psych ward. And in the woods, I was terrified I was going to get eaten by someone bigger than me. Granted, as a mountain lion, I wasn't entirely defenseless, but I hadn't been in the woods in years. All I had were untrained instincts, and I didn't trust those very far.

      I had expected him to mindspeak to me again, but he didn't. As the silence stretched in the dark, I started to shiver. I was lying naked on cold stone, my mind too distracted by pain to shift of my own volition.

      I heard the stretch and pop of a shifter changing shape and then a quiet shuffle. I jumped as a hand brushed against my arm. A human hand. His hand burned against my cold flesh, and then it was gone. The man moved away, and I listened intently to the brush and clank of unknown things in the dark and then I was lifted, wrapped in a blanket, and deposited back on the ground. 

      The blanket was heavy, and heat returned to my limbs slowly. The man continued to move around the area—a cave, perhaps?—and before I drifted back to sleep, I saw the small flare of a flame. In its light, the other man's face was briefly lit, illuminating long, tangled hair and beard and those sharp silver eyes. The ragged scar still ran from through an eyebrow, across his nose and to his cheek. Our eyes met briefly before he stepped back into shadow. He continued to tend the fire, but kept his face hidden from me. The flickering light glinted off of jagged rock, casting harsh shadows. We were definitely in a cave—a small one. Between the body warmth captured by the blanket and the fire warming the air of the cave, I fell into a deep, restorative sleep, my exhausted body recognizing the opportunity to make up for too many restless nights.

      The pain in my leg woke me again, but I felt better, overall. The fire was smoldering, but a dim light filtered into the cave from somewhere. I pushed myself carefully up, curling my unhurt leg beneath me for support.

      Bear? I called out, hoping I was remembering how to do this right. I'd been trapped among humans for so long. Are you there?

      Either he was too far, he didn't want to respond, or I had failed. The end result was the same. My stomach gurgled loudly. I needed food, and sooner rather than later. I looked down at my leg, remembering the crunch. With the swelling, I couldn't say for sure just from looking at it if it was swollen, but I could barely move it without gasping in pain. I feared it was broken. Movement would definitely be easier if I had three working legs instead of one, so I tried to shift. The pain of the attempt knocked the wind out of me, and I fell backward, trying to catch my breath.

      Shifting was clearly out of the question. If only I had managed to stay in cat form instead of shifting to my more vulnerable human form.

      My stomach growled again. Food. Regrets weren't going to help me now. As terrifying as it was to find myself injured and alone, I had no doubt the bear would come back. This was clearly his den. Supplies were nestled into spare corners, set upon natural rock shelves. And now that I was fully alert, I could tell the place just reeked of bear. There was the faint hint of a human. That must have been from when he shifted last night. From his scent, it didn't seem like he spent much time as a man. Not that I could judge. I'd spent little enough time as a human after my escape. But that was for my safety. What drove a man like him to choose his wild side over his humanity?

      That was a question I wouldn't find the answer to soon, I suspected. And I had more urgent needs. I surveyed the room, looking for something to help me hobble along. There was a nook stacked full of wood; some logs, but mostly sticks and branches of varying thickness and length. I experimented a little, trying to roll over to my hands and knees, but that wasn't happening. The most comfortable position seemed to be to scoot backward, dragging my lame leg carefully behind me. 

      I picked a decently long stick as wide as both of my thumbs and leaned on it experimentally, using it to pull my butt up off the ground. It bent and then shattered, dropping me to the ground with a jarring ache. I took a few deep breaths before trying another stick. This one held, and I slowly pulled myself up, bearing through the pain, until I was standing. I leaned against the cool wall of the cave until the pain faded, and then limped my way toward the light. 

      Even though the stick helped, pain stabbed my leg with each swing and bump, but it was all worth it when I stepped out of the cave into a cool, sunny morning. A small creek lay before me, with just a ten-foot sloping rock shelf between me and it. The shelf curved around the rocks to the right. I hoped that lead to access to higher ground because I couldn't imagine making my way through the creek with my leg. Right now, however, all I wanted to do was drink. I ignored the fleeting worry about the sanity of the creek. Clean water or not, I needed a drink, and it wasn't like I had a lot of choices. 

      I hobbled over the rock, taking my time. The surface was dry, but the rock was crumbling, and it wouldn't take much for me to slip and slide right into the water. And without any clothes on, the stone could shred my skin. Once I reached the edge of the rock, I faced a dilemma: I had stood; now I needed to figure out how to get back down. I carefully dipped the bare toes of my injured leg into the water. It felt like ice on my skin, and I nearly jerked my foot out. But I knew that would do my leg more good than anything else at the moment. I looked around and found a straggly but stubborn tree that had buried its roots in a crevice in the rock and used its limbs to lower myself to the ground before carefully scooting to the edge. I lowered my injured leg into the water and hissed in pain and cold, but after a few minutes, both receded, leaving me with a blessed feeling of relief. 

      While I
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