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      Black Arrowhead Series: Book 3

      

      Robyn is desperately searching for a pack, but the odds are stacked against her. Shifters don’t accept humans, especially ones with a watchdog. Her fate takes a wild turn when she hitches a ride with a band of rogues who are vying for a spot in a newly formed pack. Just when she gets a taste of the good life, a menacing force threatens to rip it away.

      As a detective, Montana takes chances all the time. After seeing an open call for packmates, he gambles on an inexperienced Packmaster who has potential. When a mysterious woman joins their group, Montana defends her from those who would cast her out. Robyn is kind, loyal, and everything he desires. But when secrets are brought to light, they must each decide where their loyalty lies.

      A romance forms between an unlikely couple, but can love conquer all when the stakes are too high?

      

      Love takes courage.
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      “We’re almost there,” I said to the large wolf ambling at my side.

      A frosty wind blew rain against my back, but I kept my eyes on the neon lights ahead.

      I’d been hitchhiking since leaving South Dakota, but it wasn’t easy with a wolf companion. We spent most of the journey on foot. Once in a while, a pickup truck gave us a chance for respite. With a limited amount of cash, I had to be thrifty, which meant napping in bathrooms or sheltering in unlocked cars. A surprising number of people staying in motels didn’t lock their vehicles, likely because they were tired and distracted. It didn’t seem right to invade someone’s personal space, but I didn’t have a choice. Food took precedence over comfort, so squandering money on a motel room was out of the question.

      If the rain wasn’t bad enough, the evening hours made the blistering cold unbearable. We needed shelter, and soon.

      I neared the two-story lodging and only counted four cars. Someone had parked a bus the size of a Greyhound horizontally in the parking spaces by the road, but it didn’t have a company logo on the side.

      Once we arrived at the far end of the motel, my eyes lit up. “We hit the jackpot. There’s a restaurant attached. Who wants a hot meal?”

      Catcher whined and sat by a room door. I stepped out of the rain and squatted beside him. Poor guy. Most of the water rolled off his thick coat, but his muddy paw pads must have been hurting. He normally traversed through the grass except at night, when he stayed glued to my side.

      I dried his wet face. “I don’t know if they have steak. If not, I’ll bring you a couple of juicy burgers. How does that sound?”

      He woofed softly.

      Chuckling, I stood up. “No tomatoes. I promise. Be back soon.”

      While I didn’t speak wolf, I knew exactly what he liked and what he didn’t.

      Catcher only tolerated being separated from me because he wasn’t allowed inside restaurants. People could tell he was a wolf. Some panicked, while others lectured me on why you couldn’t own a wild animal. I couldn’t exactly explain to a human that it was impossible to own a Shifter. While a Breed restaurant would likely allow him entry, I’d been deliberately avoiding those establishments.

      I approached the door beneath the neon sign that read Burgers & Cocktails. To my surprise, the quaint diner was bustling with customers. The eatery had a long wooden table down the center and cheap chairs, and a few tables against the walls. The dark-blue wallpaper clashed with the orange carpet, and despite the cold weather, the ceiling fans were spinning.

      Several customers at the middle table swung their gazes up at me. When I flipped my hood back, water dripped down my waterproof jacket. My cheeks tingled from the warm air as I moved toward the counter. Two cooks were chattering in the open kitchen while food smoked and sizzled.

      I scanned the menu on the wall.

      Hmm. Hamburgers, chili, hot dogs, chicken fingers, french fries, and macaroni. Is that it? Damn, those burgers are pricey. The hot dogs are reasonable, though. I bet they don’t make their food from scratch. Probably buy it frozen and thaw it out the night before. But who cares? I’m starving. Chili sounds perfect, and I need protein.

      An older fellow appeared behind the counter and wiped his forehead. “Hi. What can I get you, miss?”

      I unzipped my jacket while doing math in my head. We were extra tired tonight, so Catcher deserved a hearty meal. “I’ll have two burgers. Hold the tomatoes.”

      “Anything to drink?”

      “Can I also have two hot dogs—no buns—and a bowl of chili? Does that come with crackers?”

      Someone behind me chuckled.

      “Yep. We top it with cheese and onions and put crackers on the side.”

      “Perfect. Can you take the tomatoes out of the burgers and include them with the chili order instead?”

      “Not a problem.”

      I glanced at the drinks. “Is water free?”

      He gestured to a drink dispenser on the right. “Water’s over there. No charge. It’s the honor system. If you want anything else, be sure to pay.”

      I pulled out my wallet. “How much?”

      “Your total comes to thirty dollars and ninety-eight cents.”

      After he accepted my money and handed back the change, he asked, “What’s the name?”

      I drew in a breath and hesitated before answering. “Uh, Penelope.” That wasn’t my name, but names didn’t matter. I was ordering dinner, not registering to vote. “Can you put the burgers and hot dogs in a sack?”

      He frowned.

      “It’s for my friend,” I added, putting the change in my wallet. “He wanted to lie down.”

      “You got it. It’ll be a wait. We have a full house tonight.”

      I turned and selected a table against the wall. As soon as I set my coat over a chair, I shivered.

      A man at the center table peered over his shoulder at me, his black cowboy hat shadowing his eyes. It wasn’t one of those giant ten-gallon hats, but it fit him nicely.

      “It sure is wet out there,” he said in a husky voice. To my surprise, he didn’t have a Southern accent to go with that hat.

      The back of his T-shirt had a scenic view of mountains and a river inside a circle. I wondered what it meant.

      Not in the mood for idle chat, I scanned the room. Six people shared his table—five men and one woman. Two men were dining alone on the other side of the restaurant. Three kids at a table up front argued over a phone while their parents ignored them. Behind me sat an older gentleman. At the table nearest to the door, a couple talked in hushed tones.

      The glass door swung open, and a gust of wind chilled the air when a customer entered. Drops of water clung to his knit hat, and I thought it was odd he had on sunglasses at night.

      I faced forward and noticed a restroom sign. Since my food needed a while to cook, I shot out of my seat and headed past the fountain drinks. Once inside the private restroom, I locked the door and hung my backpack on a hook.

      My reflection startled me. These past four days had taken a toll on my appearance. If the dark circles under my eyes weren’t awful enough, my dark-brown hair hadn’t seen a brush since the previous Thursday, and it showed. The shaggy cut barely grazed my shoulders, yet it still looked like the end of a mop because of all the humidity. I flattened it against my head, remembering how it had once reached my waist.

      Who am I?

      A stranger stared back at me.

      After using the toilet, I cleaned up with a few supplies in my bag, including shaving my armpits, even though no one would see them, and tried to feel like a human being again.

      “What am I going to do?” I whispered to my reflection. “We’re running out of money.”

      I sure didn’t want to settle in Nebraska.

      The hand drier on the wall caught my attention, so I stripped off my wet pants. Goose bumps erupted down my legs. Since it was one of those hot hand dryers, it didn’t take long to warm up the room and dry my pants. Then I changed socks so my feet wouldn’t squish around in my shoes. Sometimes it was hard to see puddles at night. The area was isolated with no businesses, only a gas station and a motel.

      I could barely keep my eyes open. “One crisis at a time.”

      Once I put my clothes back on, I returned to the main room and stopped by the drink fountain to fill a plastic cup with water before returning to my table. My meal was waiting for me. Instead of sitting down, I set my heavy backpack in the chair, put on my coat, gathered the Styrofoam containers, and headed outside.

      I ran to Catcher, only he wasn’t there anymore. Sometimes, he wandered. When I entered a covered breezeway by the stairs, I peered into the shadows. Catcher’s tail thumped against the concrete repeatedly from the other side of an inoperable vending machine.

      He hopped to his feet and salivated when he sniffed the containers.

      “It’s practically sizzling,” I said, squatting in front of him.

      Catcher smacked his lips when I popped the lid open and he caught the heavenly aroma.

      “I’m going back inside to eat and warm up. I won’t be long.”

      He gobbled down the first burger.

      “Slow down.” I chuckled at his enthusiasm. “You’re worse than a vacuum cleaner.” After opening the second burger container and setting it down, I waved a third at him. “Surprise! I got you a couple of hot dogs. Do you want them now, or should I save them?”

      He took the container between his teeth and regarded me with those hazel eyes.

      “Fine. But there’s not much around here. You found nothing on your last hunt, so maybe we need to save just one.”

      He growled and set the container on the ground.

      I lifted one hot dog and offered it to him before closing the lid. “I’ll put the rest in my bag. It’s busy in there, so stay out of sight. Okay? Nobody’s going to mess with a stray dog.”

      His lip curled. Though I was only making a point, he hated it when I called him a dog. Most Shifters blacked out when their animal took over, but alphas didn’t. Even though Catcher wasn’t an alpha, some wolves could remember their entire shift. Wolves understood tone and body language along with a limited vocabulary. Just not complex sentences. Catcher seemed to comprehend what I was saying, though I couldn’t be certain since I’d never met him.

      He slowed down on the second burger. I collected the empty container and pitched it into a trash can before returning to the restaurant. After stuffing the hot dog container into my backpack, I sat down and gobbled up the tomatoes that should have gone on Catcher’s burger. Then I spooned hot chili into my mouth at record speed. It wasn’t enough to satiate my hunger, and I felt like a hypocrite for warning Catcher not to eat too fast when I couldn’t even follow my own advice.

      “Mmm.” I tore open the crackers and ate two, the crumbs sprinkling into the empty bowl. The fellow in the knit cap was staring right at me from across the room, his dark shades resting on the tip of his nose.

      My stomach sank when I noticed his yellow eyes. He picked up his beer bottle and pushed his sunglasses up before taking a drink.

      What is a Chitah doing in here? This can’t possibly be a Breed joint, not off the highway.

      Calm down. Immortals wander into human places all the time. Play it cool before he smells your panic.

      Chatter from the center table about cars and motorcycles filled the room.

      If Catcher scented Breed, he might come bursting through the door.

      I didn’t know any Chitahs personally, but they were supposedly protective of women.

      Supposedly.

      Many worked as trackers, and I’d heard stories about them carrying out hits.

      “Good night,” one couple said to the larger group. The man sounded British, though it was hard to confirm from two words.

      They must have been passengers on the bus. I could only surmise that the driver had pulled over to sleep, which meant they were traveling a great distance.

      “Can I buy you a beer?” The man in a black cowboy hat stood across from me, his fingers eagerly gripping the chair. He had a square jawline like Henry Cavill and smoldering brown eyes that could undress a woman in a glance.

      “Sure.”

      I couldn’t afford to turn down anything free.

      “What about a basket of fries instead?” I leaned back, hoping he’d consider the suggestion.

      His eyebrows shot up at the request. The stubble on his face suited him. His age was hard to pin down—late thirties, possibly. He was handsome but not too handsome for his own good.

      I’d seen my reflection in the bathroom, so clearly his only motive was to find company for the night.

      “And what do I get?” he inquired.

      “To sit down. Isn’t that what you want?”

      The man swaggered to the register and put in his order. Then he leaned against the counter and gave me a cocky grin—the kind that said, “You have no idea what you’re in for.”

      Cocky men, I could handle. I’d lived with enough of them.

      He returned with a basket of fries in one hand and a beer in the other. “Penelope, huh?” When he caught my perplexed expression, he explained, “The guy called out your order when you were in the bathroom. I’m the one who brought it to your table.”

      I shook pepper onto my fries and ate three. “Thanks.”

      “Do I get a tip?”

      “Sure. Never do favors if you’re only expecting a reward.”

      He frowned and sat back, crossing his arms. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know. What’s the logo on your shirt mean?”

      He glanced down. The logo also appeared on the front. “Montana.”

      “Why are you advertising where you’re from? Do they pay you for that?”

      A guy at the center table sputtered with laughter.

      “Where are you from?” Mr. Cowboy Hat asked.

      I savored more of the hot fries before answering. “The North Pole.”

      “I hear it’s cold up there.” His eyes flicked to my backpack, then to my fries. “Been on the road long?”

      “Are you with the tour bus?”

      He rested his arms on the table. “Where I come from, we don’t answer a question with a question.”

      “Then ask me something interesting. My travels aren’t worth talking about.”

      More chuckles came from the center table. They were all listening.

      “Mind your beeswax,” he chided them, never moving his eyes from mine. Then he leaned in close and lowered his voice. “What’s your real name?”

      A fry slipped into the basket, and I accidentally bit my finger. Concerned about where the conversation was heading, I stood and zipped up my coat. “I need to get some shut-eye.”

      He sat back and tipped his hat at me.

      “Nice chatting with you, Montana. Thanks for buying a lady fries.” I pushed in my chair. “Good luck on your adventures.”

      I didn’t say it with sarcasm. After all, he’d bought me food and a drink. I lifted my heavy bag, collected my fries, and left him the beer.

      The corridor was just a short distance through the rain. Not only had Catcher devoured his meal, but he’d turned the container into confetti as well.

      “You are worse than a toddler on a sugar high.” I collected all the pieces and chucked them into the trash. Then I sat on my knees and wrapped my arms around the wolf’s neck. “We can’t stay out here,” I told him, thinking about the Chitah. “It’s too cold. I need to find a warm place tonight.” After pulling away, I opened my backpack and took out the container with the hot dog. I added the fries to it and packed it up. “Stay here. I want to check out something.”

      I dashed across the parking lot toward the bus. The door was on the opposite side, so I walked around. Aren’t buses supposed to stop at bus stations when traveling across cities? It must have been an independent company.

      Cupping my hands around my eyes, I peered into the dark vehicle. Of course, it wouldn’t be unlocked, but it was worth a try. I noticed a covered lock next to the door. My heart sank until I tried pulling the door anyway, and it opened. What luck!

      Don’t get excited yet. The bus driver might be sleeping inside.

      I boarded the empty vehicle. “Hello? You left your door open.”

      The last thing I needed was to get thrown in jail with no one to bail me out.

      No bags were in the overhead storage. Passengers must have taken their carry-ons to their rooms. Perhaps the driver forgot to lock up or assumed no one would steal a bus. Is it even possible to steal a bus without the keys?

      Once I verified the bus was vacant, I stood at the door and whistled. Catcher bounded up to the vehicle, then ground to a halt. Standing in the drizzle, he sniffed the open doorway.

      “Hurry up. It’s empty, and you’re letting in a draft.”

      He growled at the strange smells mingling in the stale air.

      “It’s just us,” I promised him. “Please, Catcher. I need to sleep somewhere warm and dry. It’s only nine o’clock. That means we have plenty of time to sleep and head out before anyone notices. They’re not going to wake the passengers at three in the morning to leave.” My eyelids were growing heavy.

      Catcher reluctantly boarded, and I shut the door. While walking ahead of me, he sniffed every seat on his way to the back. The open space by the tiny bathroom appeared to have had the seats removed. Deciding I’d rather stretch out on the floor, I tossed my backpack down and sat. Once I removed my wet coat, I turned it inside out and rolled it into a pillow. Then I put on a grey sweater for extra warmth.

      I didn’t need a blanket. I had Catcher.

      After checking things out, Catcher shook his coat and then lay down beside me. Though he was wet, warmth radiated from him like a furnace.

      I dried his fur with a T-shirt from my bag. “You shouldn’t have come on this trip, you know.”

      He turned his head and licked my chin.

      “I’m not a kid anymore.”

      But it didn’t matter. As long as he sensed I needed him, Catcher would remain my watchdog. Now I was a twenty-eight-year-old woman with a protector.

      I rested my head on my jacket. “Soon, we’ll be somewhere warm. Sunshine, blue skies—no more long and unbearable winters. Lots of opportunities. You’ll see.”

      He groaned and put his head down. Catcher enjoyed running through the snow, so warm weather didn’t sway him.

      “The north has nothing for me.” I slid my arm over his body and yawned. “People think I’m crazy for wanting to live in a pack. Do you think I’m crazy?”

      His tail thumped once, and he whined.

      “My mom once told me a pack is the safest place you can be. Oh, Catcher. I just want a family again.”

      Catcher was the only one who made me feel truly safe, but he couldn’t be my watchdog forever. He had a life of his own to live. Maybe I should have left him behind, but the thought of traveling alone terrified me.

      My thoughts drifted to a crystalline memory of a trip I’d taken with my parents to Mount Rushmore when I was nine. I remembered little about the mountain and everything about the car ride—my mom singing the Grease soundtrack, and my dad complaining that she was distracting his driving. He wore mirrored sunglasses, and he slid them down and rolled his eyes at me in the rearview mirror each time my mother hit a high note. That trip was shortly before my dad died from a heart attack. Mom never sang in the car after that. When he died, a part of her died with him.

      Funny how my early memories were filled with sunshine, and all the memories since became cloudy skies and winter. Perhaps our minds play tricks on us and we paint all the good stuff with sunshine.

      Seems like a million years ago since I was that little girl. I’d barely gotten to know my father, so I clung to what memories remained. Those were the days of innocence—long before I had my first heartbreak, my first job, my graduation, my first pack. Long before Mom died of cancer.

      Long before I found out I was a Potential.
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      Startled awake by Catcher’s vicious barks, I bolted upright. I knew all his vocalizations, and the fear of him mauling a human terrified me.

      Before I could stand, the barking abruptly stopped.

      “Catcher?”

      He trotted back to me, his eyes alert and his tail straight. Something was up.

      I rubbed my eyes while I stood.

      “Catcher! Why didn’t you wake me? It’s already dawn.”

      I’d slept all night. No wonder I felt rested.

      The top of someone’s head poking out from one of the seats made me freeze.

      We weren’t alone.

      Time to go.

      Thunder rumbled as I lifted my bag and jacket. Sensing my intent, Catcher hustled to the front of the bus. I moved past the gentleman on the right, and as soon as I reached his seat, he spoke.

      “You should stay.”

      I paused in the aisle. “I don’t have a ticket.”

      “You don’t need one.” His voice had a rich timbre, one that made my hair stand on end, and when I turned, I recognized the dark sunglasses.

      “All buses need tickets,” I pointed out.

      “Not this one.”

      Intrigued, I set down my bag and sat in the seat across the aisle. “What do you mean?”

      He lowered his sunglasses so that I could see his citrine eyes.

      A knot formed in the pit of my stomach from his powerful gaze.

      His nostrils flared as he took in my scent. “Your travel buddy’s more than just a wolf. Isn’t that right?”

      Lying to a Chitah was an exercise in futility. “Yes. How did you keep him from tearing you apart?”

      He lowered his armrest. “Shifters and Chitahs aren’t so different. I just let him believe he’s in charge so that he doesn’t feel threatened. That’ll keep him off my ass.”

      Chitahs, especially the trackers, wore running shoes. I glanced at his black sneakers, unable to mask my concern. It was difficult to tell anything about him. He wore a soft leather jacket, a black button-up, and skinny jeans. Does he have any weapons?

      He took another deep breath. “Your emotions are making me dizzy, but what I can’t figure out is your Breed. You’re not a Shifter.”

      “So?”

      He faced forward and laced his fingers over his stomach. “I’m curious about why a wolf would spend his time running around with another Breed.”

      For all the guy knew, I could be a Relic, a Mage, or even a Sensor. Since it was impolite to ask someone’s Breed, most people liked to suss out the truth if they couldn’t visibly identify a person.

      My heart thumped. Was he sent to find me? My gut said no. I glanced out the window at large puddles in the parking lot and thought about how run-down and dirty the motel looked in the daytime.

      “You should stick around,” he said again. “I smell a storm coming.”

      An invitation for a mysterious bus ride from a Chitah? No, thanks. Especially if the bus is on its way to Breed jail. The guy had a borderline-hostile expression, and those sharp cheekbones weren’t doing him any favors.

      I stood. “I appreciate the concern, but we have to get moving.”

      He put his sunglasses back on. “Best of luck, female.”

      When he didn’t follow me off the bus, I sighed with relief. Strangers could be sources of help or threats. Women went missing all the time. Catcher protected me, but that also meant fewer rides.

      After putting on my jacket and flipping up the hood, I whistled for Catcher, who was peeing in a patch of grass. He trotted toward me, more alert than usual. The Chitah had him rattled.

      “I know,” I said, hiking up the road. “But if he were after us, he would have done something by now. Let’s get moving. We have a long day ahead.”
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      Two hours later, we’d made progress. Rain assailed us like enemy fire, and lightning threaded across the sky like cracks in a glass dome. The crashing thunder spooked Catcher, making him crouch each time it happened. After a while, the rain blew sideways into my face. My hood didn’t do much to stop it either.

      I tried thumbing a ride from two semi-trucks, but neither stopped. One trucker honked as he barreled down the road.

      Catcher barked at me when I attempted to sit down and rest after a sneeze attack.

      “I know! But where? We’re in the middle of nowhere.”

      Open plains surrounded us. There were no gas stations, no farms, no restaurants, no nothing. If it weren’t raining, Catcher might be able to sniff out a local farm where we could seek shelter in a barn or shed. As it stood, visibility was nonexistent.

      “Why?” I shouted at the sky. “Why do you punish me? I never complain!”

      Catcher barked at me.

      “Fine. I complain to you, but that doesn’t count.”

      Whoever was in charge sure didn’t want me to catch a break. What if this is a sign to go back?

      God no. I could never go back.

      Catcher barked behind me. I looked over my shoulder at headlights from a large vehicle heading our way. A trucker had told me they had a policy about picking up hitchhikers, which was why most of them passed by. I didn’t want to get anyone fired, but I also had no wish to die in the middle of nowhere. Traveling on foot wasn’t something I’d ever done, so nothing had prepared me for the utter exhaustion or the blisters on my feet.

      I stood and frantically waved my arms. “Please, stop!”

      After coughing a few times, I lowered my arms and gave up. “Get out of the way. He’s not slowing down.”

      Catcher moved off the road with me as the vehicle sped past us. Surprised, I saw it was the bus from earlier. After it shot by, the brake lights flashed, and it came to a stop.

      I looked down at Catcher. “What do you think? Don’t give me that look. We’re going.”

      Air hissed from the bus like an angry dragon. The rain battered my face, making me quicken my step to the door.

      When it opened, people were arguing.

      The driver faced the passengers. She seemed young for a bus driver and a little punk rock with the sides of her short black hair shaved. “Listen up! While I appreciate everyone’s concern, I need you to remember that this bus is registered to Naomi Burns. That means this baby is all mine,” she said, patting a seat lovingly. “You’re a guest in my house. If you want to challenge what I do with my property, you can take your ass outside and tell me all about it while I speed away to our next destination.” Then she directed her comments to me. “Where’re you headed?”

      “How far can you take me?”

      “Girl, I can take you all the way to Texas. Where’s your next stop?”

      “Anywhere that’s dry.”

      She tipped her head to the side and studied Catcher. Then her eyes flicked up to me. “Is he…” She looked at Catcher again. “Tame?”

      “He’ll be fine. I promise.” I wiped the rain off my face. “How much to get me to the next town?”

      Naomi shook her head and stared up at the ceiling. “I must be out of my mind. Thought it was one of those huskies.”

      “He’s tame,” I assured her.

      That wasn’t entirely true, but Catcher wouldn’t attack an innocent person.

      She waved me up. “Come on in—no charge. Just keep the, uh… dog in check.”

      Catcher growled.

      “I’ll get the door,” she said.

      I stepped onto the bus and looked around at the familiar faces I’d seen in the restaurant the night earlier. A quick head count revealed there were about ten people, eight of them men. A few gave me icy stares. Others shifted in their leather seats to settle in for the long ride. Because of how spread apart the group was, I couldn’t find a private spot.

      “One surprise passenger is enough,” someone in the back grumbled.

      Naomi shot up in front of me. Her voice agitated, she said, “Our last stop was a designated pickup location. My job is to get you from A to B to C. I wasn’t given any special orders about who’s allowed and who’s not. Now, shut your punk ass up before I put you out in the rain.” She held her stance before turning to the front. “I have snacks for everyone at ten. My treat.” Naomi nodded at Catcher, who was still standing outside. “Is he coming in?”

      I locked eyes with Catcher. The bus was our best option, and he needed to recognize that.

      With a growl, he reluctantly boarded. I let Catcher walk ahead and pick out our seat since it was better that he decide where neutral ground was.

      After shaking water off his coat, he hopped onto a window seat across the aisle from a couple. I shoved my wet backpack into the tight overhead storage, then took off my jacket.

      “Gracious! You’re soaked to the bone,” the pretty woman said. Her champagne curls were loose and soft, as if she’d taken them out of big rollers and ran her fingers through them.

      I squeezed out the ends of my dripping hair before sitting.

      The lady stood and pulled out a travel bag.

      When the bus accelerated, I watched Catcher to make sure he settled down. He sat stoically, in full protection mode.

      I ran my hands over my wet jeans.

      “Here, take this.” The woman offered me a white towel.

      “Thank you so much.” After soaking up the water from my hair, I pushed the towel against my pants to pick up some of the rain.

      “No one should be out in weather like this,” the woman said. “My name’s Joy.”

      Finally settled, I gave her my attention. Joy was beautiful and soft-spoken. She strongly resembled Marilyn Monroe and was probably in her midforties. A deep scar on her forehead stretched from her hairline to her right eyebrow, and she didn’t cover it with makeup or her hair.

      Her blue eyes sparkled with curiosity.

      “Nice to meet you,” I replied.

      “This is my… husband. Salem.”

      The man by the window acknowledged me with a cursory glance. A few strands had come loose from his top knot. His beard was combed straight, though it wasn’t cleaned up around the edges. The aloof look in his eyes told me he wasn’t a people person like his wife.

      “Are those knitting needles?” I asked.

      “It’s a hobby I picked up.” She lifted the green yarn on her lap. “I’m working on a scarf. It helps pass the time.”

      “That takes patience.”

      “There’s a bathroom in the back,” she said, gesturing behind us. “Do you have anything dry to wear? I can lend you something that might fit, but you should get out of those wet clothes.”

      That seemed like a good idea, except that I would be leaving Catcher unsupervised. If anyone provoked him, nothing would stop him from going for the jugular. “I’ll change at the next stop.”

      “Are you sure, honey? You’ll catch your death.” She looked at her husband. “Salem, tell her she’ll catch her death.”

      “I think you mean death of cold,” he remarked. “A cold is a virus, so you can’t catch it from the rain.”

      Joy stroked the base of her throat while staring at my wet jeans. Her brow knitted. She seemed like a compassionate old soul.

      Deciding to put her at ease, I said, “I’m just glad to be out of the rain.”

      “It’s something, isn’t it? It feels like we’re on Noah’s Ark.”

      “And I brought the animal,” I quipped.

      Joy had a bubbly laugh that made her cheeks rosy, but she kept her mouth closed like a cork on a champagne bottle.

      “Do you mind if I use this on him?” I asked her, holding up the towel. “It’ll pick up dog hair.”

      “No, of course not. Go right ahead. I’ll shake it out.”

      As I brushed the towel over Catcher, he licked my cheek but was too antsy to sit still. When I wiped his large paws, he sprang over me and sat down at the front of the bus to monitor everyone.

      Typical Catcher.

      Joy touched my arm. “How long have you had him?” she asked, her voice brimming with concern.

      “Years.”

      Her eyes widened, and she snapped her hand back. “You can’t be serious!” Then she looked at her husband. “She can’t be serious, can she?”

      Joy was clearly a person who didn’t agree with owning a wolf, so it was best to avoid further discussion. “I think you’re right about my wet clothes. I should change.” After folding up the towel, I handed it to her. “Thanks. I really appreciate your kindness.”

      When I stood, I collected my backpack, then I headed to the rear. The sound of Catcher’s toenails clicking against the floor behind me rattled my nerves.

      Please, please, don’t chew off anyone’s face.

      Avoiding eye contact with the passengers, I made it to the tiny bathroom and shut myself inside.

      Great. No light.

      Changing pants without tumbling out the door took finesse. After peeling off my wet jeans, I managed to slide on my black cargo pants. When I heard a clamor, I opened the door to check it out.

      A few men were on their feet.

      Catcher snarled, his body rigid and his posture aggressive.

      But they weren’t looking at him. They were looking at me.

      I stood beside the wolf. “As long as you don’t provoke him, he won’t bite. We’ll sit back here. How’s that?” I sneezed and looked down. “Catcher, please sit.”

      “That isn’t a pet,” a muscular man growled. “She’s walking around like it’s a fucking pet!”

      Thunder crashed above us like a bomb, and Joy shrieked.

      “Maybe things aren’t what they appear,” the Chitah suggested.

      The muscular guy with all the tattoos glared at Montana T-shirt guy. “You sat with her.”

      Montana shook his head.

      Then something occurred to me. Unable to say it aloud, I approached the Chitah and whispered, “Is everyone here like you?”

      A smile played on his lips.

      After straightening up, I gave everyone a thorough appraisal. Chitahs and Vampires were easy to spot, but most Breeds looked like everyone else. Sometimes I could pick up on behaviors, but I hadn’t spent enough time around these people to even guess.

      “He’s not a pet,” I informed the mob. “He’s my watchdog.”

      A handsome blond man lifted his fedora before sitting. “All aboard the crazy train!”

      Catcher nudged me from behind, but I wouldn’t let him pass until I defused the situation.

      “We’ll mind our business if you mind yours,” I said. “We just need a ride to the next stop—wherever that is.”

      But the muscular guy wouldn’t let it go. He stroked his beard as if trying to smooth the untrimmed mess down. “I say we dump her and the mutt.”

      Catcher snarled and barked so ferociously that everyone except for Montana and the wrestler-looking guy sat down.

      When the bus lurched to a stop, I realized our short ride was coming to a predictable end.

      Naomi strutted to the center of the bus and stretched out her arms on the seats beside her. This time, her voice was level and friendly. “Ladies and gentlemen, please fasten your seat belts and place your bags in a secure location. I’m not playin’. Miss, if you want to debus, that’s your choice. You’re more than welcome to stay until we pull over for lunch. I don’t make a point of throwing people out in a biblical flood.” She turned her attention back to everyone else. “Estimated arrival time in Wichita is less than five hours, depending on the weather. We should make it to Dallas by tonight, as long as we keep to my schedule. My job is to stop at the designated locations and pick up anyone who wants to board.”

      “She didn’t ask to board,” Mr. Wrestler pointed out.

      Naomi held a mirthless smile. “If you wanna sit here and argue, we can do that. I’ll charge an extra fee for our late arrival to the alpha who hired me. How ’bout that?”

      The two men sat down without another word.

      I approached Naomi. “Did you say Dallas?”

      I’d never been that far south, but I’d heard there were a lot of packs in Texas, so the temptation was strong. Especially if it meant getting as far away from home as possible.

      She canted her head, her brown eyes dancing with amusement. “There’s plenty of room. I’m getting paid by the day to pick up however many passengers we can fit in here. No sweat off my back.”

      “Would that be okay? I’d love to go to Dallas.”

      Naomi gave me a skeptical appraisal. “You’re more than welcome as long as you can keep these boys in line while I’m driving.” She jumped when a thunderclap made the windows vibrate. “Lord help me, I don’t get paid enough for this. Your friend can sit wherever he wants, but you can’t stay on the floor. It’s a safety issue. Sorry I called him a dog, but you looked human. Can’t be too sure these days.”

      “Thanks.”

      I wanted to dance down the aisle. No more hitchhiking, no more sleeping in the cold, and best of all, Catcher could get the rest he deserved.

      After ushering him to the back, I knelt before him. With my hands wrapped around his snout, I stared into his hazel eyes so that he would know we were having a serious talk.

      “I need you to stay back here. I’m fine. I promise. No one’s going to try anything stupid on a bus filled with people. This is your chance to get some sleep. We’ll be in Dallas soon.”

      His tongue slipped out between his teeth, and he licked my chin. I kissed his nose and stood. Instead of returning to the front of the bus, I chose the seat closest to him and put my bag by the window. When the bus began moving, my nerves calmed.

      After a few minutes, Montana approached without his cowboy hat on. Keeping his hands in the pockets of his tan coat, he watched Catcher, who growled at him from the back. “Mind if I sit?”

      I shrugged.

      He made slow movements while he sat down across the aisle. “I take it that’s your friend who ordered the burgers.”

      “Oh, that reminds me.” I reached into my backpack and pulled out the container with the hot dog. After tossing it to Catcher, I started on the fries.

      Montana frowned. “Are those from last night?”

      “They’re stale, but my stomach doesn’t know the difference.”

      “If he’s your watchdog, why doesn’t he hunt for you?”

      “He hunts for himself. I can’t skin or cook a rabbit. Besides, we were eating pretty good until the past two days. I have to keep track of my spending.”

      The handsome man was studying me much too hard.

      I stared back. “Ask.”

      “Are you a Shifter?”

      “No.”

      He peered behind the seat at Catcher. “I don’t get it. Watchdogs only watch our own kind.”

      That meant Montana was a Shifter.

      “Why doesn’t he shift?”

      I sneezed and wiped my nose. “Because he won’t. I can’t make him.”

      “That’s dangerous.”

      “Not for me.”

      Montana wiped his face as if frustrated by my answer.

      I looked at his tan coat and lace-up boots. Maybe I’d come to the wrong conclusion about him the night before. I just saw him as a nosy man who wanted to get into my pants. The nosy part, I’d gotten right, but he didn’t seem like a bad person. “What’s your name?”

      “James. Thanks to you, everyone’s calling me Montana now. What’s yours? Because it sure as hell isn’t Penelope.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Because you don’t look like a Penelope.”

      I chuckled softly. “What does a Penelope look like?”

      His gaze raked over me. “Not you. What’s your name?”

      “I suppose Penelopes are pretty girls with wavy blond hair and big blue eyes?”

      “There you go again, answering a question with a question. Tell me your name.”

      “Trouble.”

      His eyes twinkled. “Is that with a lowercase or capital T?”

      I nibbled on my bottom lip to stop myself from laughing. “It’s Robyn.”

      “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

      “May lightning strike me dead if I’m not.”

      Just then, a clap of thunder rattled the bus while rain hammered against the roof.

      James chuckled, and it turned into a rolling laugh. He gave me a sexy smile. “I guess if you’re still alive, I’ll have to take your word for it.”

      “Where’s your final destination?” I asked, curious about their journey.

      “Austin, I think. To be honest, I’m not really sure. They didn’t publish an address in the ad. I called the number, and they arranged for a bus to collect everyone.”

      It sounded like a job. “What about your cars?”

      “Had to sell them or leave them with someone.”

      I cleared my throat. “And all your personal things?”

      “People either put it in storage or sold it. I think most folks like the idea of starting over. There’s no guarantee we’ll get to stay. It’s a trial period.” He scratched the top of his left hand, drawing my attention to a scar. No, not a scar. A burn mark shaped like the letter C with two lines on the bottom. Maybe CH?

      “What’s down there?”

      James turned his gaze out the window. “A second chance.”

      Following an awkward silence, he got up and returned to his seat.

      Second chance. That wasn’t really what I was looking for. I only wanted one chance at choosing my own destiny.

      James reappeared and extended his hand. “Here. Think nothing of it.”

      After he walked away, I stared down at a family-sized bag of peanut M&M’s.
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      When we reached Wichita, Kansas, Naomi dropped us off at Kentucky Fried Chicken so that she could gas up or service the vehicle. Behind the building, 18-wheelers were parked by a grove of trees, which was a good place for Catcher to wait. I trusted him. Wolves knew how to take care of themselves.

      After leaving him, I walked inside and noticed everyone lined up at the counter. Instead of joining them, I took a seat at a curved counter with tall chairs. Having a full night’s sleep had made such a huge difference. I hadn’t felt this relaxed in a week—actually, much longer than that if I counted the stressful period before I’d left home.

      The Chitah appeared to my left and folded his arms on the counter. “You should get in line and order.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “That’s a lie.” He dipped his chin, revealing his golden eyes over the top of his sunglasses. I’d never seen a Chitah with dark eyebrows, and though his eyes were beautiful, they watched me like a predator’s.

      “Naomi’s cookies filled me up.”

      He had striking features. With the knit hat covering his hair, and the sunglasses shielding his eyes, no one would know he was a Chitah, especially since he wasn’t the desired height of six and a half feet. He fell on the shorter side at around five-ten.

      But he was no less intimidating.

      “Cookies aren’t a meal,” he said.

      “The truth is I’m saving my money. I can’t spend everything I have, and this place is out of my budget. Maybe you guys should have considered that some of your passengers might not have money to throw around. No big deal. I might walk over to the gas station and check out their selection.”

      He stood there for a beat before returning to the counter. Eventually, everyone received their meals and picked a table in the spacious room.

      James stole the chair to my right and placed his hat on the counter. “Mind if I sit here?”

      “Not at all. Thanks for the candy. I left the bag in your seat.”

      “They were a gift.”

      “I know. But too much chocolate makes me sick.” I smiled at his full tray. “Hungry?”

      He removed his plate of fried chicken, green beans, and corn from the tray. Then he opened up a box of extra chicken. “Take one.”

      “Says the guy who expects favors in return.”

      He picked up a chicken breast and set it on a napkin in front of me. “You look hungry enough to gnaw the rubber off a tire.”

      A pang of guilt for eating the man’s lunch didn’t stop me from devouring that delicious fried chicken in less than thirty seconds. When there wasn’t any meat left on the bone, I wiped my greasy fingers on the napkin.

      “Why are you being nice to me?”

      Setting down his soda, he said, “With green eyes like yours, it’s hard not to be.”

      I stole a glance at his hat. The distressed material appeared to be felt, and the brim wasn’t wide, but it suited him so well that I couldn’t imagine him without it. “Are people really calling you Montana? I’m sorry about that.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Should I call you James?”

      He picked up a chicken leg and rested his elbows on the counter. “A new start deserves a new name.”

      “Then Montana, it is. What’s in Austin? Or is it a big secret I’m not allowed to know? You mentioned an ad, so I’m guessing it’s about a job.”

      Montana swallowed a mouthful of chicken. “There’s an alpha starting up a new pack. He put out a call for anyone who wants to join. Serious inquiries only.”

      Surprised, I twisted in my seat. “Why would you travel so far? Alphas start new packs all the time in every city.”

      “Yeah. Green alphas. Most of them are young, and they usually bring over people from the old pack. Shifters my age want a reputable leader who’s resourceful and trustworthy. Someone a little more qualified.”

      “You don’t even know him. He could be a complete psychopath.”

      Montana choked on his corn, then washed it down with soda. “I doubt it. Do you think I’d travel this far on a whim?”

      I nibbled on a seasoned crumb. “What’s so special about this guy?”

      “Ever heard of Shikoba?”

      I shook my head.

      “He’s a gemstone dealer among the tribes. To say he’s successful would be an understatement. His son is the one starting a pack. If anyone has prospects, it’s this guy.”

      “I thought the tribes didn’t let outsiders in.”

      Montana cleaned the meat off another chicken leg. “There’s an online Breed news site in Austin, but anyone with a subscription can view it. The woman who runs it inspired people to create their own private sites. Anyhow, the details were slim. I asked around, and not many people were interested.”

      “I can see why. Some random guy⁠—”

      “No, that’s not it.” Montana wiped his fingers on a napkin. “For one, he’s Native. Plenty of Shifters don’t jell with Natives because of history and land disputes. The rest don’t understand their ways and have concerns about why he’s breaking away from his tribe. The vast majority of people don’t want to leave their homes. They’ve got family in nearby packs. Shifters grow roots. I bet he’s already screened the locals and ruled them out, so he’s casting a wider net to see what he can catch. I respect that. It shows he’s not gonna settle for local leftovers.”

      While I didn’t know the man, Montana didn’t strike me as impulsive. What is his story? Packs could be selective. Some Shifters sat on waiting lists for powerful Packmasters. They waited until a young Shifter left or someone mated outside the pack. He could have also been rejected for some reason.

      I rested my elbow on the counter and tucked my fist against my cheek. “You don’t have the same concerns as everyone else?”

      “Maybe I’m just… curious. A guy like this has connections. Do you know what kind of power those tribal leaders wield to lead hundreds of people? They keep their shit organized like beehives.”

      I waited for a minute while he finished his green beans. “Why do you think he left?”

      “It could be Shikoba had one more alpha than his tribe needed, so someone had to go. I don’t know, but we’ll find out soon enough. Under that leadership, an alpha would have gleaned a ton of knowledge. His father would have groomed him, and that doesn’t always happen with young alphas in the packs.” Montana set down his fork. “I’ve got nothing to lose.”

      I gestured to the room. “So with all the training he had under his father’s leadership, he’s going to take in a bunch of random strangers?”

      Montana wiped his mouth and turned to face me. “Alphas are selective. I don’t think he’s taking in everyone who shows up on his doorstep. My bet is there’s a screening process or background check.”

      Montana’s light-brown eyes reeled me in. They were the color of whiskey or tea, and my heart quickened when his tongue swiped a crumb on the corner of his mouth. “I’d invite you to come, but you’re not a Shifter.”

      He wasn’t just stating the facts—he was fishing around, trying to figure out my Breed. Immortals were always sizing one another up to see where they ranked in the supernatural food chain. Some Breeds were natural enemies. I had a feeling Montana was curious what Breed a wolf would be protecting and why.

      I discreetly surveyed the room and lowered my voice. “So these people might be your future packmates? What do you know about them?”

      Montana held his cup in front of his face while looking at the couple on the left. “You already met Joy and Salem. They seem all right. She does most of the talking, so I haven’t gotten a feel for him yet.”

      I noticed that while Joy was enjoying her coleslaw, Salem hadn’t touched his meal. “Why isn’t he eating?”

      “He doesn’t eat until she’s almost done.”

      “Why?”

      “Beats me.” Montana steered his gaze to the corner. “The guy in the sunglasses over there, I don’t know anything about him. He boarded this morning.”

      “He came into the diner last night.”

      “I didn’t notice.”

      “That’s because you were too busy trying to hit on dripping-wet customers.”

      Montana chuckled. He had a pleasant smile, though it quickly vanished. “The blond guy wearing the shirt that says Introvert, that’s Virgil. He’s a wild card. Introverted, my ass.”

      The man in the brown fedora, which lacked a hatband, was the one on the bus who’d made the crazy-train comment. He looked like the sort of fellow who would buy a plot of land, build a cabin, and grow marijuana.

      “The two guys sitting across from him are cousins.”

      One guy’s head was shaved all around the sides and back but not the top. He bleached the ends of his brown hair and styled it in textured chunks. Unfortunately, I couldn’t see his neck tattoos at this distance. It was hard to judge a man by his looks, but what I did notice was his warm smile. For me, a smile revealed a person’s true self.

      His cousin, on the other hand, was Lucifer in a leather jacket. He had long brown hair, a goatee, and arctic-blue eyes that made my pulse jump when he looked at me. I avoided men like him. People didn’t acquire that steely-eyed gaze for no reason.

      Montana broke his fluffy biscuit in half. “The blond guy with the undercut is Archer. I doubt he’ll make the cut. The long-haired fellow is Krystopher.”

      “He doesn’t look like a Krystopher.”

      “Whatever you say, Robyn. He spells it with a K-R-Y and goes by Krys. That’s how he introduces himself to everyone.”

      “Everyone at that table should form a band.” I tucked my chin into my palm. “Why do you think Archer won’t make it?”

      “He’s only got one arm,” Montana replied, his voice barely above a whisper. “Not many Packmasters want tripods. It’s better if they’re already in a pack when they lose a limb. I guess he wasn’t, so that works against him.”

      I hadn’t noticed he was missing an arm, especially since he was sandwiched between Krys and the wall. “What about the wrestler?”

      Montana’s eyes skated over to the muscular guy sitting in the center of the room. “Deacon? He’s got⁠—”

      “Anger-management issues? I gathered. It’s forty degrees outside, and he’s dressed like he’s going to the beach for spring break.”

      “I think he’s a beta. He gives off beta energy, and he’s always calling the shots like he’s trying to lead the group. The thing is, we’re not a pack. Nobody here should be making decisions for others, but since he doesn’t do well with pushback, everyone goes along.” Montana sucked his drink through the straw. “You can’t trust a beta who’s wound up that tight.”

      I watched the couple sitting by the windows on the right. The young woman held my interest because of her enviable lengthy hair. Her cornsilk-blond tresses reached her waist. I’d recently chopped my long hair, and cutting it felt like dismembering a part of myself, especially under the circumstances.

      “Something isn’t right with those two,” I finally said.

      Montana put down his chicken. “What makes you say that?”

      “They don’t seem like a couple in love. Look at their body language. She’s always turned away from him, even though he’s sitting next to her.”

      “That’s because they’re siblings.”

      I furrowed my brow at his coal-black hair and beard. While I didn’t know their exact heights, I was five-seven, and the woman had seemed about the same when I was standing behind her on the bus. He was a little shorter. “They sure don’t resemble each other.”

      “My sister was half black. Don’t you have siblings?”

      “No.”

      “They might not share the same parents. Or maybe they each favor a different one.”

      I sat back. “I’d make a terrible detective.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up. It’s not as easy as it looks. That’s Ian and Serena. They’re from England, but that’s all I know. They keep to themselves.”

      I twisted my head and sneezed three times into my sleeve. Without thinking, I grabbed my used napkin and blew my nose. When I faced forward, Montana was giving me a peculiar look.

      Most Breeds didn’t get allergies, and they sure didn’t get sick. Relics were the exception since they were closest to humans genetically.

      I rubbed my nose. “There must be pepper in that chicken.”

      When he reached up to touch my face, I recoiled.

      Montana tilted his head ever so slightly at my reaction. “There’s a crumb on your nose. From the chicken.” He dusted it off and sat back. “You’re an interesting woman, Robyn. Tough and timid all at once.”

      I pulled money from my wallet and left it on the counter. “Can you order a piece of chicken? It’s for Catcher. Boneless is better, if they have it.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I need to round him up before he wanders.” I zipped up my winter coat, which was puffed out because of my sweater underneath. “Do you think it’s warmer in Dallas?”

      “Weatherman said it’s sixty-five today.”

      “Sounds dreamy. Don’t wait for me. Once I find him, we’ll be on the bus.”

      If Naomi decided to leave soon, I didn’t want to get left behind because of Catcher. At least the rain had let up.

      When I reached the back of the restaurant, I jogged across to the far end of a large parking area. There were a dozen semi-trucks, and I guessed they used the stop for sleeping or eating.

      “Catcher!” I called out.

      The trees were tall and the brush dense. It was hard to tell how deep it was, but I sure didn’t want any ticks. Off to the side was a hotel and a large field. He could be anywhere.

      “Don’t make me walk in there,” I muttered.

      My sharp whistle startled a bird out of a tree. Catcher would never cross a road unless he was chasing prey.

      “You looking for someone?” a man with a gruff voice asked.

      I twisted around and spotted a middle-aged guy waltzing over from the parking lot. He combed his brownish-grey beard with his fingers.

      “My dog ran off.”

      “Dog, huh?” He cackled. “Yeah, they’ll do that.”

      I whistled again and listened for his howl or bark.

      “You want me to help you find him?”

      “No. He’s not good with strangers. But thanks.” I hiked through the tall grass and weaved between two bushes. Beyond that, the shrubs were too high. I whistled again.

      A twig snapped behind me. When the man approached, my stomach knotted.

      Since I wasn’t a Shifter, I rationalized everything like humans often did. While my instincts were sharp, my brain kept spinning with all kinds of theories. I had assumed he was a trucker I’d woken up. And maybe he was. But he also could have been some pervert looking for an opportunity.

      Or maybe he was a nice man helping me find my dog.

      Get out of here, my inner voice said.

      I veered right to walk around him.

      “Hold up.” He caught my arm. “Where’re you going? Told you I’d help you look. Don’t you want me to find your dog?”

      I tried to wrench my arm away, but his grip tightened.

      “There’s no need to act like that. I’m a nice guy doing you a favor. Is that any way to treat someone?”

      “I don’t want your help.”

      “Maybe you do, and you just don’t know it yet.”

      Catcher lunged from the brush and knocked the man’s arm away. Instead of ripping him apart, Catcher protected me. His ferocious barks and snarls sent the man reeling backward.

      “Get him away from me!”

      “You’d better take off while you can,” I warned him. “He hasn’t had his lunch yet.”

      “You shouldn’t have that thing. It ain’t right.” The man stumbled over a root and fell onto his back.

      When I clicked my tongue, Catcher sat down and growled. It was against the law to kill humans, even in wolf form. I hoped he knew that.

      “Let him go,” I said quietly but firmly.

      But Catcher lunged, his front legs spread as if he were going to attack. The man scurried backward, scrambled to his feet, and fled. To my relief, the wolf didn’t chase him.

      Catcher circled around me, sniffing the air to make sure I was okay.

      I coughed to clear my throat. “I could have outrun this guy, you know. His cholesterol would have killed him before he caught up with me.”

      Catcher snorted.

      “You just love disagreeing with me,” I said while trudging through the brush. “Next time, don’t make me come get you. What took you so long? Did you find a girlfriend out there? Some sexy little poodle?”

      Catcher jumped against me before running ahead.

      Despite my playful admonishment, I couldn’t imagine what I would do without him. Catcher had sacrificed years of his life as my guardian. But he was right. That one snort told me he didn’t think I was ready to be on my own. I needed to trust my instincts and toughen up if I wanted to live with a pack again.

      If only I weren’t human.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 4


          

        

        
          
            [image: Image header of bow and arrow]
          

        

      

    

    
      The bus ride from Wichita to Dallas was lengthy. Joy lent me a magazine to thumb through, but like everyone else, I disappeared into my thoughts. Though Dallas sounded great, I didn’t have a single connection, let alone know anything about the local packs. It would take time to identify the reputable ones, and they might not be interested in a trusted human. The odds of anyone taking me in were slim. Packs mostly stuck with their own.

      I’d seen exceptions, usually someone mating a different animal or interbreeding. Other times, that person was a valuable contributor. I had to figure out what I could offer a pack and how to sell myself. What if I joined this group? What do I have to lose? Even if they rejected me, I would have already established a few connections. Joy and I could keep in touch, and she could give me inside information on the area packs, assuming she was accepted. It wouldn’t solve my immediate need for shelter and work, but the Packmaster could point me in the right direction. If I wanted to live with Breed, I needed to work with them. The uncertainty left me anxious.

      One crisis at a time.

      That was something my father used to say and a motto I lived by.

      After parking the bus, Naomi got up and beamed. “You have arrived at your almost-final destination. Naomi needs a drink.”

      Virgil stood and stretched out his arms. “Where are we?”

      “Collin County.”

      “Is that Dallas?”

      She pulled a bag from behind her seat. “Close enough. This is the last designated pick-up location. It just so happens I know the gentleman who runs the motel, and he gives discounts for Breed. Now, with that said, if anyone wants to save money and sleep on the bus, I’ll leave it unlocked. But if you change your mind, tell me as soon as possible.” She turned a sharp eye toward the long-haired Krystopher, implying he might have been the reason the bus had stayed unlocked the previous night. “We’re only a few hours away from our final destination, so we’ll leave bright and early. The Packmaster doesn’t want anyone rolling in on his property at three in the morning, and I get it.”

      Virgil looked at the dark parking lot. “You said drinks. Where’s the bar?”

      She reached for her purse. “It’s underground. I want everyone on their best behavior. The motel is brand-new and open to humans. He can’t discriminate if he wants to stay in business. The bar, however, is Breed only. You can shift outside, but stay in the woods.” She pulled a tube of lipstick from her purse and applied it without a mirror. “Do me a favor and don’t start any trouble in the motel. The cops would love nothing more than to lock your asses up. Naomi doesn’t bail people out of jail… or the pound.”

      “How do you get to the bar?” Virgil whined.

      “There’s a trail behind the motel that leads into the woods. When you reach the end, keep going until you see the barn. That’s it. Just go right in. They only serve alcohol. If you’re hungry, you’ll need to order a pizza delivered to your room. They got two vending machines in the front office. Naomi also doesn’t lend money.”

      Joy pulled her bag from the overhead. “I’m still full from dinner. I could pop right out of these pants!”

      A few people chuckled as they collected their things. We had stopped near the Oklahoma-Texas border for Mexican food. Spicy food didn’t agree with Catcher, so I’d walked over to Sonic for hot dogs. Feeding a wolf wasn’t easy. They had voracious appetites and required a certain amount of food each day. I hoped he could do some real hunting either around the motel or at our next stop.

      I left my bag on board. Even if someone stole it, they wouldn’t make off with much more than dirty clothes, an extra pair of shoes, a map, and a sketchpad. I kept valuables, such as photographs and money, in my purse.

      Catcher and I were the last off the bus. While everyone headed to the motel to check in and put up their bags, I walked around the building and crossed the parking lot.

      “There’s a highway nearby,” I informed him. “Don’t get lost, okay? After I check out the bar, I’m heading back to the bus for some shut-eye. Will you be back?”

      Catcher woofed before loping off. He had to hunt, and the night air was making him restless.

      Once I found the barn, Catcher dashed into the dark woods. He wasn’t a pet. We didn’t cuddle, and I didn’t make a habit of petting him in a way that implied he was a subordinate. If he lay down next to me, it was to either keep me warm or reassure me. I didn’t teach him tricks or give him commands unless it was to prevent an incident. All I could do was hope he made smart choices.

      There weren’t any lights to guide a person to the barn.

      “What am I doing?” I asked myself. “If I’m in a horror movie, this is the part where the audience is screaming for me to go back. But here I am, walking around in the dark woods and going into a barn.”

      I jumped back when a man yanked the door open.

      “Whatcha doin’ out here?” he asked.

      I glanced at the flashlight in his hand. “Is this the bar?”

      “What’s the secret word?”

      I blinked. “Forget it.”

      He cackled. “Come on, darlin’. I’m just havin’ a little fun. You wouldn’t believe how many people try to guess.” After closing the door, he shined the light on the floor and guided me to a closet in the middle of the barn. “We have to keep nosy humans from wandering in here. Especially kids and dog walkers. This place is for the locals, but sometimes, we get travelers like you passing through.”

      “How do you know I’m not local?”

      He leaned against a wooden door in the heart of the room. “I know all the locals. We get ’em from Fort Worth, Dallas, and even a few in Rockwall.”

      “Aren’t there other Breed bars they can go to?”

      “Tons. Most of the customers used to live around here. They like to pop in every once in a while to hang out with their buddies.”

      “My friend is running in the woods. Is that okay?”

      He gripped the handle. “So long as he doesn’t venture past the piss lines.”

      Shifter wolves marked territories, so I knew exactly what he meant.

      The man twirled his flashlight. “Have fun.”

      “Don’t you get cold standing in here all night?”

      He shined the light in his black Vampire eyes.

      I stepped back. “Why do you need the flashlight?”

      Vampires had impeccable night vision, from what I knew of them.

      “So you don’t fall on your ass. Unless, of course, you can see in the dark too. Would you like me to turn it off?”

      I walked through the door to get away from him as quickly as possible. “Thanks.”

      Though it wasn’t loud, I could hear music coming from below. Wall lanterns in the stairwell guided my way. A strong drink sounded good. I’ve gotten myself this far and deserve a reward.

      The concrete steps emptied into a wide hall with a padded door. When I opened it, the smell of stale cigarettes and pine air freshener drifted out. Low lighting created a relaxing atmosphere, as did the slow country song playing. I was temporarily distracted by the wall décor of bull horns, license plates, old photographs, and the state flag of Texas.

      I shimmied up to a barstool on the right and sat. It was fairly busy, so I waited patiently, listening to music and people-watching.

      A stout bartender with a bushy red beard greeted me. “Haven’t seen you in here before. What’ll it be?”

      A gin and tonic was my usual, but I wanted something different. “What’s good?”

      He cracked a smile. “Can’t visit Texas without having my world-famous margarita.”

      “Sounds perfect. Do I look like I’m from somewhere else?”

      “Not everyone around here has an accent. But I’m assuming you’re with her, and that means you’re from out of town.”

      I twisted around.

      Naomi strutted in just as cool as could be in her leather pants. The sleeves on her button-up were rolled to the elbows, and hoop earrings swung from her ears. Her red lipstick matched her blouse, which shimmered like silk. “Hey, y’all! Naomi’s here.”

      A few in the back whistled.

      She scooted into a chair next to me. “Russ, I’ll have the usual.”

      “Comin’ right up, sweetheart. We missed you!”

      “I might need to expand the company and hire drivers. Life is keeping me busy.”

      “I hear that.”

      Naomi was giving off a vibe that drew people to her. “So, what’s your story?” she asked me. “A girl walking in the rain with a wolf? There’s gotta be a story.”

      “I’m just looking for change.”

      “Aren’t we all?”

      The bartender switched on the noisy blender.

      I leaned in close. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Shoot.”

      “Are you also joining the pack that everyone’s going to see?”

      Naomi stirred with laughter. “Girl, no. Do I look like I belong in a pack?” She gave me a cocksure smile. “I’m a human. I’ve been transporting Breed for years. It’s good money. Easy money.”

      “Isn’t it dangerous?”

      “I get a few bad apples, but most people who take the bus aren’t depraved. They’re people looking for a new life in a new town. They’re escaping something… or someone. I’ve learned how to handle my passengers. My bus, my rules. I also keep a pistol by my seat.”

      Russ set a red drink in front of her. “House special.”

      That usually meant they spiked the drink with sensory magic.

      She took a sip and wiggled in her chair, her shoulders hunched. “Naomi’s been missing your touch.”

      He laughed, his eyes turning into slivers. “Rules haven’t changed. You get one beer after that. No more.”

      “This is all I need,” she assured him.

      “You always say that, then I catch women buying you drinks.”

      She scoped out the room. “Chill out, Russ. Pickings are slim tonight. But you know I don’t discriminate against men.”

      “One beer,” he reiterated.

      When the group from our bus filed in, the bartender and server kicked into action. I noticed Virgil ordering the same drink as Naomi. He tried asking for a second, but the bartender sent him away.

      Naomi set down her glass. “Back to the story. Not everyone has a car, especially in big cities. Airline tickets are pricey. If you want the truth, most immortals don’t like traveling with humans. Especially Shifters. Can you imagine if someone’s panther wanted to come out on a plane? It’s risky and happens to the best of them when there’s turbulence. Then they have to get a Vampire on the scene to scrub everyone’s memories. But these days, humans love taking videos on their phones. Everything is a story to them. It’s all about the likes and shares. They don’t know no better.” She sipped her drink. “Technology is either going to force Breed out of the closet or put them in positions of power where they get rid of all these video phones. You watch.”
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