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“Papà!” Alexander called out as he ran to his father’s home office.

Five-year-old Alexander stopped in the doorway, eyes wide, as he witnessed a man fall to the floor. One of his father’s associates held a gun in his hand. Four heads turned his way. Time seemed to stand still.

“Papà?”

The world seemed to move again. The man holding the gun put it back in his holster. Uncle Aldo and his papà, Gianni Conti, walked toward Alexander, trying to usher him out of the office. The man standing closest to Alexander raised his hand as if he were to strike the boy.

“Don’t you ever raise a hand to my son,” Gianni growled. “Get outta here before I decide to fit you with cement shoes.”

“Get rid of the body first,” Uncle Aldo instructed.

Xander Conti lay there in his bed, panting. It was just a dream. Panic was filling his senses. He breathed in and held for a four count, before slowly letting it out. He repeated it twice. 

The streetlight provided enough light for Xander to see objects in his bedroom. Continuing the calming exercises, he looked for four objects in his room: the dresser, the closet door, the nightstand, and the ceiling fan. Three things he could hear: a vehicle driving by and a dog barking in the distance because his window was cracked open. He could hear the soft snores from the woman lying beside him.

Two things he could smell: the woman’s perfume and the stale cigarette she had smoked earlier. He couldn’t taste anything right now, but he recalled the taste of the Glenfiddich thirty-year-old Single Malt Scotch Whisky. 

Xander recalled the rest of the events.

Gianni squatted in front of his youngest son, Alexander.

“Mio figlio,” Gianni said softly. “Why are you here? You know you must stay away from my office.”

“Papà, I want to go to the zoo and see the polar bears,” the boy began. “Mammina said I had to ask you.”

“You need to see the polar bears?”

“Oh yes, Papà. I’ve been a good boy all week.”

“Good children should go to the zoo,” Gianni grinned. “Go tell Marco, Enzo, and Luca to be ready to leave in ten minutes.”

“Yes, Papà,” Alexander said before running out of the room as he hollered for his brothers.

Lucia, his mother, remained at home as she was pregnant with his twin sisters, Bianca and Serena. They were born two weeks later.

As a boy, Xander didn’t understand what the mafia was, but he knew when he became a teen. Marco and Enzo followed in their father’s footsteps. Marco took over the family business when their father retired. Luca went on to become a doctor. He was occasionally called in to provide medical aid to the soldiers.

Xander didn’t want anything to do with the mafia. As the youngest male, he was able to leave the family. Or so he thought. Every now and then, someone from a rival family followed him. He would call Marco or Enzo, and they would take care of things. 

Xander Conti moved from New York’s Little Italy to the Sunnyside neighborhood, where he managed The Borough’s Lounge. Giovanni Rossi owned The Borough’s Lounge, but Xander ran the bar daily. Brothers Julian and Milo Youngfield were the bartenders. Aiden Phillips cooked the bar food. Maggie Wallace and Lana Saunders were the waitresses. They were like a tight family.

The snoring stopped, drawing his attention to the woman in his bed. He needed to get rid of her. A glance at the clock on the dresser showed it was nearing six. He had let her pick him up at the bar last night. Normally, he didn’t take customers home, but it had been a while since he had gotten laid. He couldn’t recall her name. He smacked her ass.

“Ow! What the hell?”

“Come on, time for you to go,” Xander growled as he got out of bed. He was not a morning person.

“What time is it?”

“It’s nearly six. Time for you to go,” he said as he tossed her clothes to her before heading to the bathroom.

“Hey! What’s with the rush? Don’t I get breakfast?”

“Look, we fucked. It’s morning. You need to leave before I toss you out,” Xander shouted from the bathroom.

“Well, fuck you then!”

He looked at himself in the mirror as he shaved. Xander thought he was aging well. He thought the gray that was highlighting his hair was sexy. The beard covered the burn marks from an accident when he was in his early twenties. The rose tattoo on his left arm, which traveled from his wrist to his elbow, was in honor of his mother, Lucia. He had a bluebird over each peck for his sisters, Bianca and Serena.

By the time he finished his shower, she was gone. He was relieved. She knew it was just a night to bang and nothing more. Xander didn’t do relationships. Not anymore. He made sure the women he brought home understood.

He dressed quickly and sighed when he smelled the coffee brewing. He was glad he had remembered to set the coffee pot up the night before as he poured a mug full of hot black coffee. No cream or sugar for him. 

Strolling to the kitchen window, he looked at the curb and saw her car was gone. Women followed him in their vehicles because he rode a Harley to the bar. Another way to get rid of them quickly. No lingering over breakfast. No waiting for him to drive them back to The Borough’s Lounge. A clean, easy break.

His musings were interrupted by the ringing of his cell phone. Xander pulled it from his pocket and read his friend Tony’s name on the caller ID.

“Hey, Tony,” he greeted.

“Xander, do you want to join Oliver and me for breakfast?” Tony asked.

“Where?”

Ten minutes later, Xander was parking his Harley in the lot for Hunter’s Brunch House. He was looking forward to meeting Tony and Oliver for breakfast. It had been a few weeks since their schedules lined up to meet.

He spotted his friends as soon as he entered the restaurant and headed to their table. He pulled out the chair and sat, grabbing the coffee carafe.

“How’s it going?” Oliver asked.

“Same shit, different day,” Xander replied.

“Hi, I’m Lydia, and I’ll be your server today,” the server said. “Are you ready to order?”

“Yeah. I’ll have the Italian skillet. Extra Italian sausage and a side of hashbrowns,” Xander ordered.

“I’ll have the ultimate skillet, no mushrooms,” Oliver said.

“I’ll have the California skillet with hashbrowns,” Tony ordered.

“Got it. Your food will be up shortly,” Lydia said before heading to the kitchen.

“What are you guys up to today?”

“We’re going to the Calvary Zoo. This is their last weekend here. They are heading to California for the winter,” Tony said.

“This is the end of July,” Xander pointed out. “Isn’t that a little early to relocate for the winter?”

“I’m sure they will probably stop in a few places along the way,” Tony answered.

“I heard they are operating illegally, and were given until Monday to close up and get out of New York,” Oliver said.

“Don’t believe everything you hear,” Xander warned.

“It’s true. Danny told me he served them the papers,” Oliver said. “Danny said the place is falling apart, and the animals look dirty and undernourished.”

“Animals are dirty,” Tony said.

“No, Danny said the polar bears don’t even look white; they are so dirty.”

“They have polar bears?” Xander asked, perking up.

“Well, a sickly male and a female that looks like the male pissed on her.”

“Mind if I tag along?”

“Sure. We wouldn’t keep you away from polar bears,” Tony laughed.

“Remember when we were little, and your pop took us to the Bronx Zoo to see the polar bears?” Oliver asked. 

“Yeah, you cried so much when you couldn’t take the polar bears home,” Tony recalled.

“Here you are, fellas,” Lydia interrupted as she served them their food. “Can I get you anything else?”

“More coffee, please,” Xander said.

“Sure thing,” Lydia said. “Be right back.”

Xander had been to every zoo as a child. He loved seeing the wild animals, but his favorite was the polar bears. He had posters, stuffed animals, and books all about polar bears. It was an obsession that lasted until he turned thirteen. 

Marco, Enzo, and Luca said he was too old to be obsessed with animals. He needed to focus on the family business. His mom, Lucia, tried to get his brothers to leave him alone. She reminded them they had been older before being brought into the family business.

When Xander was fifteen, he joined the family business. Then, the nightmares began. They were always about the afternoon he saw a man killed in his father’s office. Lucia took him to a therapist, where he learned to control the nightmares. 

Lucia begged Gianni to keep him out of the family business. She claimed he was too sensitive to be in the mafia. Gianni said the mafia would make a man out of him. He forbade her from taking Xander to any more therapy sessions.

Xander got really good at hiding his emotions. Anyone who saw him would never know he still had nightmares. No one saw the hurt and anger simmering just below the surface. Not until Xander turned seventeen and all hell let loose.

“Hey, Xander, you okay?” Tony asked, pulling him out of his memories.

“What? Yeah. I’m good. Just went down memory lane,” Xander said.

“Are you ready to go to the zoo?” Oliver asked.

Xander looked at his plate and saw that he had eaten everything. He didn’t even recall tasting anything.

“Yeah, let’s go.”
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The Calvary Zoo was less a zoo and more a roadside attraction. Protesters stood outside the entrance, holding picket signs that condemned the zoo. 

“Keeping bears in concrete pits is inhumane. These poor creatures are suffering to help you sell crap to tourists,” a protester said.

“The animals live lonely lives in these small, concrete cages. Their toys and blankets are covered with feces,” another protester said.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Tony asked.

“I had no idea there would be protesters,” Oliver stated.

“Just ignore them,” Xander said. “We’ll see for ourselves.”

As they walked around the zoo, Xander grew tense at the sight of the neglect. They noticed several animals that appeared stressed or uncomfortable in their enclosures. Other animals seemed to be suffering from boredom or frustration due to inadequate enclosures​.

“I’ve never seen an elephant lying on its side before,” Tony whispered.

“It looks like it’s dying,” Xander said sadly.

They continued the path around the zoo. Xander couldn’t leave without seeing the polar bears.

“There’s only one polar bear in there,” Xander said.

The polar bear seemed to be in distress, pacing the small enclosure. The polar bear enclosure was obviously poorly designed, with limited space and no ice or cold water.

“The bear is hot, panting, and pacing. It’s just so unbearably miserable,” Oliver said. “How anyone thinks that’s good entertainment is appalling to me.”

“This zoo makes me sick,” Tony muttered.

“Because of their unnatural living situation, they often fight each other,” a man said. “Last night, the male polar bear finally died.”

“How do you know?” Xander asked.

“I’m the vet they called in. My name is Cary Tupper,” he said, offering his hand.

Xander, Tony, and Oliver shook Mr. Tupper’s hand.

“Are you their regular vet?” Oliver asked.

“No. Last night was my first time here. After the polar bear died, I walked through the zoo. I reported them to the authorities. Someone should be here soon to pull their license and close the place down,” Cary explained.

“What will happen to the animals?” Xander asked.

“The ones who can be saved will be sent to the wild animal sanctuary in Keenesburg, Colorado. I have a friend who works there,” Cary answered. “The others will be euthanized. It’s the only thing we can do.”

Loud shouts could be heard in the distance.

“Sounds like the authorities have arrived. If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen,” Cary said as he headed toward the shouting.

“Let’s go. I can’t stand seeing her like this,” Xander said.

“I had no idea it was so bad here,” Oliver said. “I would have never suggested coming.”

As Xander, Oliver, and Tony left, they didn’t hear a soft, feminine voice calling out.

“Mate. You’re my mate. Please don’t leave me here.”








  
  

Chapter Two
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Lacey Woodard wanted to be a star. In the third grade, she began acting in the school play, playing a singing Christmas tree. In the fourth grade, Lacey discovered choir. A few years later, she was Rapunzel with short hair. Each year throughout high school, she was in school plays and the choir. The final play of her senior year was Clue. She played several of the extra characters. Her favorite character was the singing telegram girl.

Lacey would have to leave her home in Nome, Alaska, to be a star. In 2019, Lacey graduated from high school, packed a suitcase, and flew to New York, New York, with visions of fame and fortune.

While walking through the airport to get her luggage, she ignored the people around her. She looked at her feet as she walked, avoiding eye contact. The pilot had announced that it was raining in town. Lacey would need to buy an umbrella soon. 

A noise signaled that the carousel was starting. Lacey watched several bags slide down the ramp and then rode around the circle. People pressed closer, looking for their bags. She smiled as she recognized the suitcase. Her mother suggested putting a sticker on it so it would be easier to pick out. She had put daisy stickers all over the bag. Leaning down, she gripped the handle tightly and hauled it off the baggage carousel. 

“Excuse me, but I believe that’s my bag,” a woman said as she walked toward Lacey.

“Umm, you have a red suitcase with daisy stickers?” Lacey asked.

“Of course.”

Lacey looked at the luggage tag, relief flooding her when she saw her name. She turned the tag so the woman could see it.

“See, it reads, Lacey Woodard. That’s me.”

“Oh! I’m so terribly sorry,” the woman blushed, embarrassed. “I’ve never seen a suitcase like mine before.”

“It’s totally fine,” Lacey replied, smiling.

“Well, I’ll go back and look more,” the woman muttered as she turned around and headed back to the carousel.

Lacey extended the handle, pulling it out so she could wheel it outside. Exiting the sliding doors, she heard the soft splatter of the rain as she looked for a cab. 

“May I take you to your hotel?” a man standing by a yellow taxi asked.

“Yes, please. I’m staying at the Budget Inn.”

“Good,” the man opened the door, picked up her bag, and put it in the trunk.

The driver slid behind the wheel and began driving. Lacey read the driver’s information and learned his name was Umer Zaki. 

Traffic was heavy between the airport and the hotel. The way the vehicles weaved in and out of lanes was frightening. People didn’t drive so recklessly in Nome. It’s one thing to know that the population was twenty million and another to actually be part of it.
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Almost six months later, Lacey was running out of money. The auditions weren’t going well. She tried out for Wicked, Cabaret, Chicago, and Aladdin. One girl she met suggested that Lacey would do better Off-Broadway.

Lacey auditioned for the Off-Broadway show Little Shop of Horrors as Audrey.

Seymour: Gee, Audrey. You don’t have to kiss me.

Audrey: Don’t you like me to kiss you?

Seymour: Yeah, but you don’t like to kiss me.

Audrey: Why shouldn’t I?

Seymour: Nobody else ever did.

Audrey: Well, I do like to.

Seymour: You do? You really do? You like to kiss me?

Audrey: Sure, I do.

Seymour: Would - would you like to kiss me again?

Audrey: Okay.

“Next!” hollard, a male voice from the seats below.

“B-but,” Lacey stuttered. “But I didn’t finish.”

“You’re done, kid. You have no talent.”

“What did I do wrong?”

“Everything.”

Fighting back the tears, Lacey ran offstage and then fled the theater.

“Hey, pretty girl,” a voice said from the shadow of the alley next to the theater.

Lacey ignored the voice and continued to walk back to her hotel.

“You’re new here, aren’t you?” the man said, stepping out of the alley.

The man was shorter than Lacey’s five feet four inches. He was bald, had a pale complexion, and had a large belly. He reminded her of the actor Danny DeVito when he played Penguin in the Batman movie.

“I’ve been in New York for five months, three weeks, two days, and eighteen hours,” Lacey muttered.

“You want to be a star.”

“How’d you know?”

“You’ve got that look,” the stranger said. “The same eager, hopeful, star-struck little girl from a small-town look. I see twenty or thirty girls come in here every day. From small towns with big dreams. Some girls crack under the pressure.”

“I won’t crack. I want to be an actress,” Lacey replied. “I will be discovered and become a movie star.”

“I can tell, but maybe you should start smaller.”

“What do you mean?”

“You could be a model. You got the body for it.”

“Do you really think so?” Lacey asked.

“Yes. Everyone loves blue-eyed blondes. You could grow out your curly hair. You’re only a little taller than I. You couldn’t do runway modeling, but you’d be great in print,” he said. “You know, a lot of the stars started as models.”

“I don’t know how. I used to sing and act in school,” she said sadly. “It’s all I know.”

“I’m a talent agent. I know these things. Name is Mort Patel,” Mort said, holding out his hand.

“It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Patel,” she shook his hand. “I’m Lacey Woodard.”

“Come with me, kid, and I’ll make you a star.”

“Really?” Lacey asked, hopeful.

“You’re going to be great.”

Lacey could smell that Mort was a shifter, but couldn’t tell what kind. Her inner polar bear was unsure if they could trust him, but she was desperate. The hotel room was paid for another three days. The complimentary breakfast was the only meal she ate anymore. She couldn’t be homeless.

“Okay, I’ll do it,” Lacey said, determined.

“Great!” Mort said. “Follow me.”

Mort led her to a limo. Lacey had never ridden in a limo, but saw them in movies.

“The driver has the day off,” Mort began. “Sit up front with me.”

“Oh, okay. Thank you.”

“I need to make a quick stop at my zoo,” Mort said. “You wouldn’t mind, would you?”

“Umm, sure,” she hesitated.

“I can scent you’re a bear shifter,” he said casually.

“Yes, I’m a polar bear,” Lacey admitted. “What are you?”

“I’m an ancient being,” Mort began. “Have you heard of the Taniwha?”

“No, I’ve not.”

“I’m a large serpent. Almost as large as a dragon,” Mort began. “I have wings and can fly. I prefer to be near water.”

“Wow, that’s so cool.”

“Yes, it can be,” he chuckled.

Mort didn’t explain that he could change his shape into other beings. It didn’t take long to arrive at the zoo. Mort parked in his reserved spot.

“Would you like a little tour?” Mort asked.

“Okay, sure.”

Mort smiled as he led her to the polar bear enclosure. He stopped at a few other animal enclosures along the way. As they reached the polar bears, he began to speak softly. Lacey was so caught up with seeing the different animals that she didn’t hear Mort talking.

“Freedoms lost and now unwitting. Into the cage, you’ll do my bidding. Core go around. Power be bound. Interrupt the Nature’s Course. Time will slow down. Cast the spell as I say the words. Light of the Moon. Hear me well. Freeze her out. Make her human be gone. The spell is cast. The magic will last as long as the zoo lasts.”

Lacey cried out in surprise as she was forced to shift into her polar bear. She couldn’t stop the change as her bones cracked and reshaped from human to bear. 

In the blink of an eye, where once a girl stood, now stood a polar bear.

Mort whispered more words. Lacey was startled as she rose in the air, moved over the barrier, and lowered into the polar bear enclosure. The other bear ran away from her, shivering in a corner. She briefly wondered if she was a shifter, too.

“You will be here a very long time, child,” Mort said before leaving.

Lacey tried to shift back. When night came, she finally gave up for the night. She found a place to curl into a ball and cried herself to sleep.
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Four years later, a new smell got Lacey’s bear excited. 

“Our mate is here!”

Three men walked up to her home.

“There’s only one polar bear in there,” one of the men said.

“That’s him, our mate!” Lacey’s inner bear said.

Lacey watched and listened. There seemed to be trouble at the zoo again.

“Mate. You’re my mate. Please don’t leave me here,” Lacey cried telepathically.

The men left. Her mate didn’t hear her. Lacey’s determination to escape was renewed. 

Shouting was heard all over the zoo as strangers dressed in uniforms came closer to her enclosure. Lacey watched as the other animals were being shot and carried away. She wondered where they were taking them.

“Easy, girl. I’m not going to harm you,” a man said as he approached her. He was carrying something, but she couldn’t make it out.

A stinging pain hit her rump. Lacey was suddenly sleepy and couldn’t stand. The last thing she heard was the man saying, “Easy girl.”

When Lacey woke, she was surprised to see that she was in some place that resembled a warehouse, and she was in a cage. She tried to move, only to be stopped by something tugging at her leg. 

“Oh my god,” she cried when she saw she was a human again.

Lacey looked around the dimly lit room, noticing more people in cages. All of the shifters had returned to their human form.

“Why?” she whispered.

“The spell Mort put on us four years ago would only last as long as the zoo lasted,” her inner polar bear said. 

“Oh.”

“We need to get out of here?”

“How? We’re in cages?”

“Ask the others.”

“Umm,” Lacey cleared her throat. It hadn’t been used in four years. “Does anyone know how we can get out of here?”

“We’re going to have to wait for the humans to return,” a man said.

“Thank you.”

Lacey looked down at herself, glad that polar bears kept their clothes when they shifted. Not all shifters had their clothes returned. She was still wearing the costume she had worn when she had the audition years ago.

“I need to contact my family,” Lacey told her bear.

“No! We must find our mate.”

“But everything I owned is long gone. My cell phone didn’t return with my clothes,” Lacey tried to reason with her bear. “We can get money from Mom and Dad. Find shelter and food. Then, find our mate.”

“Our mate will take care of us.”

“Well, until someone frees us and lends us a phone, there is nothing we can do.”

“What the blue blazes is going on here?” a man shouted as he entered the room.

“Are you the one who closed down Mort Patel’s zoo?” the man from earlier asked.

“Yes, I am. Who are you, and where are the animals?”

“The animals in the zoo were all shifters. Mort cast a spell, trapping us in our shifted forms until the day the zoo closed.”

“You’re all shifters?”

“Yes,” rang out from several cages.

“Please let us out. We don’t know if we’re safe from Mort.”

“Oh, yes. I’m sorry,” the man seemed to return to his senses. “I’m Edgar Fogarty, by the way. I’ll see that you are all returned to your homes.”

“Many of us have been here for over ten years. We have no homes to return to.”

“I’m so sorry,” Edgar said, sounding flustered, as he made his way around the room and opened the cages. “There are over one hundred of you. I need to call for help.”

Edgar pulled his cell out from his pocket and tapped frantically.

“I’ve contacted several friends in a group chat to have them come help me,” he announced.

Fifteen minutes later, some people arrived and began helping unlock the cages. Ten minutes after that, more people arrived. Those who were freed helped to unlock cages.

Thirty minutes later, the last cage was opened. Lacey’s cage.

“Thank you. I’m Lacey. May I borrow your phone to call my family in Alaska?”

“Sure,” Edgar said as he handed her the phone.

“Thanks,” she stepped a few feet away and dialed her parents’ landline. “It said it’s been disconnected.”

Lacey tried her parents’ cell phones, but the numbers were no longer in service. She tried her brothers, Martin and Charles, but had the same results. What happened to her family?

“Thank you for the use of your phone,” Lacey said.

“You’re welcome. Were you able to get hold of your family?”

“Um, no. They will probably be back later,” she lied.

“Okay, good,” Edga replied. “Follow the group to the room next door. I had some food brought in.”

“Thank you.”

Lacey went to eat. She would figure out what to do after a good meal.
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