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      Reider’s eyes adjusted to the low light in the corner of the Vegas resort’s bar easier than most. Truth was, as a lone wolf, he preferred the dark to the mid-day sun beating down on the Vegas strip. For him, everything seemed clearer and it was easier to tell who the enemy was.

      He wrote off the twisting knot in his gut to the fact he was in Mojave territory. Borders never bothered his brother much, though. Everything about the desert gave Reider the urge to run, as fast as two—or four—legs would carry him.

      Like he had six months ago.

      For twenty-three years before that, he was the bastard son of Preston Lowell, alpha and leader of the Great Basin Pack. Rightful heir to the throne, and the product of a single night’s tryst during a blood moon festival, he spent a majority of his life forgotten and ignored by everyone except his grandmother, mother, and the woman’s two daughters by another wolf.

      About a week ago, he’d begun receiving concerned texts from some of the wolves back in Carson City telling him his younger brother—now reigning leader—had disappeared. With each passing day, more inquiries came. Some begged he return to lead the pack.

      Something he would never do.

      So, here he sat in the small bar off the Bellagio’s lobby.

      Six months ago, while convincing Reider he wasn’t fit to lead, Geoff swore off all his vices. Promised he was done with casinos.

      Done with gambling.

      Done with tequila.

      Reider never believed Geoff’s sincerity and it didn’t surprise him the man had appeared to back slide only six months later.

      A waiter appeared with an ice-cold beer. Setting the mug on a cardboard coaster, he then handed him a small beige envelope.

      Reider rubbed the back of his neck, hoping the hairs that stood at attention would take a break and lie back down. Every one of his wolf senses had risen to high alert the moment he’d walked into the hotel.

      As certain as he was Geoff would be here, he’d only picked up light traces of his scent in the lobby and near the elevators. Not in the corridors of the hotel near his favorite suite. He hadn’t been on the casino floor in the recent past either. No trace of him in the high rollers room.

      And last—but not least—no trace of him here, in the Lilly Bar.

      Confusing, but Reider had to believe it had been a long while since Geoff had been at the Bellagio, and hadn’t gambled when he was there.

      He flipped the envelope over. It was sealed with green wax in the shape of a large claw.

      Shit! The Conclave.

      They’d been on Reider’s trail for nearly a week.

      Until now, he’d been able to stay one step ahead of the condescending ruling body.

      He slipped the edge of his thumb under the wax stamp. Sliding the matching card out, he flipped it open and read the words sprawled in red ink.

      Your pack needs you.

      Time to come home.

      More information at The Hotel.

      He gripped at his flannel shirt, near the center of the chest, letting his fingers curl around the crystal that lay against his flesh.

      Gut instinct told him it was the amulet his pack wanted. They had about as much use for Reider as Geoff.

      Just as certain, if the Conclave was looking for him, they also knew his brother was missing.

      They wanted him to step up and take the throne he’d already refused.

      The pride and jubilation he’d felt when his father called him to his deathbed, acknowledged Reider as his first born, and gifted him the amulet, quickly faded when Geoff challenged both their father’s decree and Reider’s ability to lead a pack he’d lived on the outskirts of his whole life.

      Geoff had a point. From the time he was just a pup, he’d lived in his father’s shadow, worked in the trucking company, was privy to all the political meetings. He’d been groomed to lead.

      So why had his father finally recognized Reider and given the most prized possession of the pack?

      Geoff’s answer had been senility.

      Reider slid his fingers through his hair, gripping the ends. Looking over his shoulder, he weighed his options. His gut told him to walk out of the bar and out of the casino, get back on his bike, and drive away from Vegas. He could just keep going until Nevada was a distant object in his rear view mirror.

      He looked again at the fine stationary in his hand, the paper felt almost like linen. As much as he liked to think he’d distanced himself from his pack, his kind, and his community of shifters, he knew no one ran from the Conclave. They’d hunt him to every corner of the world.

      They’d drag him back to his desert. To his pack.

      His waiter approached the table. “Can I get you another beer?”

      Reider shook his head. If he followed the Conclave’s request and proceeded to The Hotel, he needed to keep his wits about him.

      Legends of The Hotel said he’d be physically safe within its walls, but he’d never visited the sanctuary for non-humans before. The rumors of the mystical place ran rampant. He’d heard enough to be intrigued but had sworn he’d never give control to a building that seemed to regulate everything happening within its walls.

      He guessed the reason he feared the hotel was the same reason the Conclave insisted on meeting there.

      No surprises. No upper hands.

      So why did walking through the door scare the crap out of him?

      Maybe because the other guests of The Hotel wouldn’t be concerned with his well-being. He’d be a fool to believe otherwise. There were many who considered him a traitor to the Great Basin pack, maybe even wolfkind as a whole. They wouldn’t hesitate to draw his blood for walking away. If they couldn’t achieve the goal in The Hotel, they’d find the place and time.

      He looked down at the message again. Everything about his pack’s request for help rang false. Geoff made sure everyone knew Reider was cut from a different cloth and wasn’t worthy or able to run a pack, even though Preston Lowell had entrusted the amulet to him.

      The symbol of a leader, the leather necklace with the angular ruby stone hung from Reider’s neck. Let Geoff have the pack, but he’d have to pry the only bit of recognition Preston ever gave Reider from his neck.

      Maybe he should have stood up to his brother, fought for the place his father had bestowed on him, but the truth was he’d been relieved when Geoff challenged him and happily allowed himself to be pushed aside.

      Leading a pack wasn’t his style.

      But giving up the only thing his father had ever given him?

      Not going to happen.

      The amulet belonged to him. When worn, it told the world he was the chosen son of Preston Lowell. The one who was born to…lead?

      Reider flagged the waiter over. “How about a shot of your best whiskey.”

      The man quickly complied, and in less than a minute, the shot of bitter amber coated his throat and numbed his senses, if only for a moment.

      What’s it going to be?

      Torn between fight and flight, Reider weighed the consequences, before he swallowed hard.

      “Will there be anything else?” The server asked.

      Reider pulled his wallet out and threw a few bills on the table. “No, thank you. I believe I have a reservation at The Hotel.”

      He twisted the card in his fingers, wondering just where the closest of the numerous mysterious entrances to the Hotel was. Close, he suspected. Below the blood red message, a deep blue ink began to seep up onto the page—as if from within.

      Level one, casino floor, western corner.

      It seemed coincidental for there to be a door in the very same building he was currently in. Maybe the rumors were true, and passages to The Hotel opened up when and where they were needed.

      He slipped the card back into the envelope, and unfolded himself from the booth. Wedging the envelope into the pocket of his jeans, he dug deep for the courage to push forward.

      The simple directions on the card, led him directly to what appeared to be a janitorial closet. The casino was full of people—playing blackjack, poker, and slot machines—as if there wasn’t a wolf in human form meandering through their casino. Just like it happened every day.

      Which it did. The Mojave pack—and its leader in particular—considered the Bellagio a home base. A majority of the patrons, however, were unaware.

      When Reider touched the door knob, his hand tingled. He felt claws ascend from his nail beds. He grappled with the sensation, focused, and put the beast back to bed. The Hotel may be sanctuary to every paranormal creature, but he’d cross the threshold in human skin.

      He opened the door and stepped from white and gold tile onto a blood red carpet ornately accented with black flowers. Even though he knew the passage way would take him to the Hotel Paranormal in a seamless transition, it still shocked him to cross dimensions like that. The door knob slipped from his hand, and an inexplicable force pulled it closed behind him.

      Out of habit, he scanned the room. The lobby was nearly empty, but his defenses remained piqued. Staying hyper-aware of his surroundings had become second nature over the last six months.

      The now urgent desire to eat, pulled him toward the large staircase. Something deeper than scent and primal hunting instinct told him the grand stairs led to food. He pushed down his yearnings, and set his focus on the registration desk directly across the spacious room.

      Blocking the path was a large fountain. He bypassed it on the right, briefly noticing the detailed carvings in the stone were of paranormal creatures.

      “Reider Lowell.”

      He nodded to the large, dark skinned man, questioning how the stranger knew his name.

      The Conclave.

      They’d probably warned the staff about him—everything from how he looked to the commonly held notion he’d turned his back on his family, and the accusations that he’d tried to block his brother’s path to pack leader.

      The man didn’t look up from the monitor as he tapped away at the keys. “You are mistaken.”

      Reider let his backpack slide off his shoulder and rest it on the floor. It tipped on the carpet, leaning against his leg. “Excuse me?”

      “A member of the Conclave is on site, but he has not discussed anything about you to me or—as far as I’m aware—any of the staff.”

      Reider nodded curtly. Clairvoyants. Psychics. Empaths. Only scratch the surface of those here. I have to be more careful about what I think. What I feel.

      “My name is Max. If I can be of further service, please let me know.” He slid a brass key across the desk. Attached was a small tab, with a rectangular shaped green stone in the middle. The stone appeared to briefly glean, but then immediately faded. Reider looked about, and decided it must have reflected the light from the chandelier.

      “This is to my room?”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “Which is where?”

      “You will be guided.”

      From the corner of his eye, he noticed a short, impeccably groomed man wearing a bell hop uniform approach. When the man reached for his bag, Reider snapped it back up. “This stays with me.”

      “Nonsense.” The bellhop answered. “You can’t take that to the dining room.”

      I am hungry.

      It unnerved him that the staff appeared to know everything he thought and everything he felt. “I’ll take the bag to my room, before I get something to eat.”

      Max intervened. “Mr. Lowell. At the Hotel, the staff aims to please. Your bag is safe with David. He will put it in your room.” He pointed toward the grand staircase ascending to the upper level. “The kitchen has already begun preparing your dinner. Steak. Rare, of course.”

      “Of course,” Reider echoed. Deciding the extra set of clothes and minimal hygiene items in the bag weren’t worth causing a scene, he released the burlap strap. David walked away, disappearing into the elevator. Always fearful of who might be at his back, Reider took a moment to check on Max again.

      The man tipped his head toward the staircase. “I do believe they’re nearly ready for you upstairs. Enjoy your stay.”

      Reider took three steps back, afraid to take his eyes off Max before looking away. He’d been in the Hotel less than ten minutes and every single one of his wolf senses were running at their maximum ability. There was too much to watch, to hear, and to smell.

      So much he didn’t understand.

      As much as he wanted to find the Conclave member tasked with interrogating him, get it out the way, and get back to his world, it seemed The Hotel had a timetable that wouldn’t—couldn’t—be messed with. Now, it wanted him to eat.

      He climbed the steps with purpose, determined to leap through the hoops the hotel demanded of him. Then, he could meet with the Conclave and get back to his search for Geoff.

      He scanned the dining room, looking over several guests enjoying the fine dining. His gaze zeroed in on a ghost from his past. One he’d missed every minute of every day since he left Carson City.

      Sable Audolf.

      Her black hair cascaded down over her shoulders, nearly blending into her mocha flesh. The black knit, strapless top hugged her body and left as much flesh exposed as the short mini skirt—also in black. Even though he couldn’t see her feet, he knew what she’d be wearing. Four inch heels—in black to match her clothing. At five feet, ten inches tall, she didn’t need the added height, but always wore stilettos anyway.

      The boldest color she wore was the ruby red painted on lips.

      She lifted the glass of wine—red, of course—and briefly looked up to the waiter who set a plate in front of the empty chair opposite of her.

      Her attention turned to the staff member, before she followed the man’s glare to him.

      Even though her eyes looked as pained as they did the night he’d rode away from Carson City, her lips turned to a slight smile.

      The waiter who delivered the plate, pulled out the chair across from Sable and motioned for Reider to join her.

      He squared his shoulders and walked with all the confidence he could fake. He erected his shields, determined not to let Sable kick down his defenses.

      Outside of his mother, grandmother and sisters, Sable was the only wolf he knew who cared about what happened to him. For more reasons than he could enumerate, he loved her.

      Walking away from her once had shattered his heart. Doing it again might kill him.

      “I always knew you were inventive, lady, but pretending to be a member of the Conclave? That’s gutsy.”

      She set the wine glass down and straightened her spine. “I didn’t summon you here, but Damien thought it best I talk to you first.”

      Even though Damien sat on the Conclave, he also served as a second—under Mariel—for the Chihualan pack. One of two packs led by women.

      Reider didn’t consider himself sexist by any means, but he wasn’t sure how a woman could effectively lead a pack when they didn’t have the ability to shift. For reasons no one knew for sure the female half of their kind—even though they carried the wolf gene—couldn’t call their animal. Many suspected it was a trade-off for the ability to carry children.

      There was no way to know for sure what would happen if a pregnant wolf shifted, but the
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