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CHAPTER ONE

Wolfe’s Cove stretched its narrow mouth wide, devouring Brax in layers of darkness and stale underground air. The distant, dirty pulse of the club quickened as he approached, absorbing him into its relentless rhythm. A constellation of neon graffiti stained the passageway, the concrete beneath his feet gritty with a history of broken bottles and furtive exchanges. Inside, the room teemed with the press of bodies and an edgy hum of conversation, patrons perched in wait or curled in dark corners. Brax stepped through the entrance, boots landing heavy as he surveyed the familiar chaos. It took only seconds for his eyes to land on the newest quarrel. A vampire baring his fangs at a werewolf, leaning in with a menacing snarl. The wolf stood poised for a fight, muscles tensed, while the vampire’s smirk held a sharp promise. Brax’s eyes narrowed, his mouth set. With a short breath and a practiced, forceful gait, he headed for the battered metal bar.

The floor thrummed under his boots as he moved through the crowd, past leather-jacketed patrons and clusters of lounging demons. The harsh glow of scattered bulbs lit the scene with flickering indifference, throwing shadows against walls lined with worn posters and defunct speakers. Voices mixed with the heavy bass, a confusing harmony of intent.

“You think you can…” The werewolf’s words were a low growl, almost lost beneath the music.

“I know I can,” the vampire cut in, eyes bright with a taunt that danced out of reach.

Brax closed the distance, his presence casting a heavy pause over the standoff. The wolf’s nostrils flared, catching Brax’s scent. His gaze flickered, uncertain.

“Move along,” Brax commanded, voice edged with a growl of its own. The wolf’s posture wavered, but his hackles remained half-raised.

“This doesn’t concern you,” the vampire spat, yet his bravado faltered under Brax’s unwavering stare.

“Yeah? Then it’s got nothing to do with him either,” Brax said, nodding toward the wolf. “So, back off. Everyone.” His gestures were clipped and final.

A tense moment lingered, charged before the werewolf took a grudging breath. “Whatever. Not worth it.” He turned, disappearing into the throng with an angry shove of shoulders.

The vampire watched him retreat, eyes narrowed, then scoffed and melded back into the crowd.

Brax’s shoulders eased a fraction. He watched until the vampire vanished completely, swallowed by the music and motion. The bartender, Leon, shot him a grateful look from behind the stack of scratched glassware.

Shifters leaned in clusters, some animated and others lost in thought. Demons perched high on rafters, peering down with wry interest. Brax caught the glint of a whispered exchange between a fox shifter and a witch near a shadowy corner. The woman’s face was set, the man’s expression restless, shifting with barely contained energy.

“Word’s out. They’re planning something big,” the witch said, voice a thread of tension weaving through the music.

The fox glanced around, nerves sparking like static. “Non-shifters?” he asked, the question hanging, electric.

“Not them,” she answered, folding her arms tight.

Their words dissolved into the crowd’s murmur, and Brax’s mind kicked into overdrive, piecing together the fragments. Conversations flickered around him like fireflies, out of grasp. A pair of demon twins muttered something about the city council, their expressions edged with distrust. Another group, this one a tangle of species, nodded sharply to each other as though deciding on an unspoken pact.

He moved further into the room, collecting whispers and watching the rise and fall of the club’s shifting loyalties. A flash of silver hair caught his eye, familiar, but only and was gone before he could lock it down.

“Purges don’t happen,” a haggard voice said, snagging Brax’s focus back. A scarred vampire, older than the rest, hunched over a cigarette that burned forgotten between his fingers.

“Exactly,” a red-haired succubus replied. “That’s why we’re clearing out. While we still can.” Her lips twisted into something that might have been a smile, bitter and fleeting.

The vampire snorted, dismissive but with an edge of concern. “This city’s survived worse. This club, too. Konnor won’t let…”

Brax shifted closer as if proximity might crystallize their intentions. He watched their exchange with the sharp, observing silence that turned glances into information.

“You think the lions can hold back a flood?” The succubus cut him off, her voice sharp and high, and Brax felt the words hook in and pull, setting the hairs on his neck to rise.

He scanned the room again, and a dark realization settled in his gut. The patterns of the night pointed to a tide ready to break, a current that threatened more than the club’s usual wild chaos.

Brax’s jaw tightened, thoughts turning inward as he weighed the risks and rewards of staying put against the call to survive. A solitary choice he’d made again and again, but something about this time felt different, tugging with an insistence that defied nature’s instincts. He moved up the stairs, the bass and muttered voices growing faint behind him as he decided to dig deeper and deeper still.

Brax stood above the club, perched like a falcon on the high, rotting scaffold that ran the length of the ceiling. From there, the scene unfolded below him, a breeding ground of chaos and shifting loyalties. The music thudded loud and constant, the bass a quickening pulse that vibrated through the wood and into his bones. He watched the pack of rowdy shifters on the dance floor, their shifting shapes blurring under purple, red, and blue strobes. From the corner, the club’s owner, Konnor Dupont, caught Brax’s eye, but the lion shifter remained cloistered with a shadow-cloaked figure, their intense conversation a clear message to keep his distance. Brax let his gaze sweep the room, a practiced survey for trouble, but his eyes snagged on a commotion below. The fierce blonde was back, locked in combat with the werewolf. The scene bit into him, tearing the night’s intentions wide open.

Below, Konnor’s expression was taut, his eyes sharp as he spoke to the hidden figure. Their discussion had a feral urgency, hands punctuating points with quick, sharp movements. Brax shifted his weight on the scaffold, trying to read the exchange, but the dark figure stayed carefully concealed, making it impossible to catch a clear view.

Brax scanned the room again, watching the crowd move in disjointed waves, some breaking toward the bar, others clustering in agitated groups. A wiry man jabbed the air with a finger, his words about non-shifters finding quick agreement. Brax watched a burly shifter, bear by the looks of him, slamming his fist into his palm as if in eager punctuation.

“Bite me,” a cat-eyed demon shouted at a rival crew, his bravado like a lit fuse waiting to blow.

Near the stage, an owl shifter and a willowy sorceress eyed each other with suspicion, their confrontation dissolving as the sorceress turned on her heel. The club’s tension spiked high, building towards an unsteady crescendo.

Brax dropped down, landing in the middle of the chaos. His presence sent ripples through the gathered patrons, each calculating the potential for escalation. He made his rounds, his shoulders square, his steps deliberate. The short-haired blonde flitted at the edge of his awareness, a glimpse he couldn’t hold, drawing him toward the bar.

His attention flicked back to Konnor, who now paced with restrained energy, the cloaked figure holding their ground. Their hushed but animated discussion involve more than club politics. Brax felt the tug of curiosity, the pull of something new beneath the old conflicts.

“Out of my face,” a blue-haired vamp shouted, voice cutting over the bass. A riot of sound and movement spread out, catching more bodies and more blood up for grabs.

A rat shifter ducked as a bottle sailed past him, a fractured chorus of laughs echoing his escape. Brax kept moving, eyeing the room intently and cataloging the budding skirmishes.

Whispers grew louder as he neared the bar. “Purge night,” a dragonkin said, her voice a rush of smoke and doubt.

“We’ll be gone before then,” another replied, eyes scanning for eavesdroppers.

Brax edged closer, instincts guiding him toward the storm before it broke. Chairs flew, and the night’s fragile alliances snapped.

The werewolf’s furious roar pierced the noise as he lunged, tangling with the platinum blonde in a swift, violent surge. Her movements were quicksilver, matching the wolf with agile, fierce strength. Brax watched as she twisted away from the wolf’s reach, a well-aimed kick staggering him back. She dodged a swing that shattered the wall behind her, spinning low and fast. Brax moved to intervene, the woman’s desperation pulling him in. She smelled of wolf but not of wolf at the same time.

The werewolf lunged again, claws sharp under the club’s erratic lights. She met his charge head-on, ducking beneath his strike and driving a stiff elbow into his side. Brax arrived as the wolf shook off the hit and sprang again. His voice cut through the clamor, a commanding bark. “Enough!”

The wolf hesitated, mid-strike, torn between rage and Brax’s authority.

“You know where this goes,” Brax said, eyes locked on the wolf.

With a snarl that promised future reckoning, the werewolf pulled back, fists tight at his sides, and faded into the crowd.

Brax turned to the woman. Her breath came fast, her shoulders heaving, and her eyes bright and defiant as they locked onto his. He was closer now, caught by her fierce presence.

She pushed tangled hair from her face, and he saw the full force of her anger. “I had him,” she said, not backing down. “I needed to take him.”

“Seemed like it,” Brax replied with a dry note.

“Didn’t need saving,” she added, arms crossed and feet planted.

“I didn’t save you,” he said. “I saved him.” He jerked his head toward the crowd where the wolf had vanished.

She gave a short, sharp laugh; amusement danced in her eyes. “Lucky dog, then.”

They stood during the chaos, an island of stillness in the charged, churning sea of bodies. Brax’s solitude tugged at him, urging distance, but the woman’s raw presence challenged the call.

“Brax,” he said finally, filling the space between them with the weight of his name.

She regarded him with an unreadable look, a hint of something more than combat glinting in her gaze. “Elle,” she replied.

Nearby, Konnor’s conversation stopped, the lion shifter’s head snapping up to find Brax with the blonde. The cloaked figure melted into the crowd, leaving Konnor suspiciously standing alone.

The music rose again as Brax returned to Elle, the club’s seething energy momentarily distant.

“Looks like you pissed off the right people,” he said, noting Konnor’s pointed attention.

She followed his gaze. “Not here.” A sardonic edge colored her words, but Brax sensed urgency and a deeper current underneath.

A stray bottle skidded past, rolling to a stop at Brax’s feet, a noisy reminder of the still-simmering chaos around them.

“So, what happens next?” he asked, compelled by more than the usual need to know.

Elle’s eyes sparked with an emotion Brax couldn’t quite pin down, something between determination and reckless invitation. “Depends on if you’re done saving stray dogs for the night,” she said.

Brax felt the familiar pull of old instincts, the call to stay unentangled and out of sight. But Elle’s challenge and the potential of her fight refused to let him step back. He pushed past the pull of solitude, surprising himself with his reply. “Let’s find out.”


CHAPTER TWO

The crowd at the Fright Club was a kinetic mass, grinding to the music’s primal rhythm as strobe lights fractured the darkness. Bodies glistened with sweat, raw desire, and the threat of violence. Near the bar, a pack of werewolves, minds hazed with moonshine and bravado, grinned, shoved, and slurred their dominance until one bite-snarled insult broke the tension like a bone snapping. A punch landed. Claws flashed. Chaos surged and spilled through the room. Brax and Elle were steps from the door, retreating from a night too close to complication, when the brawl pulled them back in. Brax’s nostrils flared at the scent of the werewolf Elle had beaten, and his pulse thrummed hot with purpose. Xavier, the mutt Brax had humiliated, charged at them with a vicious pack at his back. He drove through the melee, crushing the snarling attacker beneath him as Konnor Dupont, the lion shifter proprietor, roared the crowd into stillness. Elle’s movements were pure instinct, sharpened by a lifetime among wolves. She fought with devastating efficiency, and her uncanny synergy with Brax showed through, even as the chaos of the club forced them apart.

Brax inhaled the dense heat of the room, his nostrils flaring at the mix of pheromones, aggression, and alcohol. The crowd was a blur, but Xavier’s dark eyes locked on him, full of intent and a bruise-yellowed pride. Brax knew the kind; this wolf had been humiliated, and there was only one way he’d reclaim his respect. Muscles coiled and ready, Brax felt the blood pound in his temples. He took a single step, a slow, confident stride toward the advancing pack. It took the werewolves a fraction of a heartbeat too long to see his smirk, to understand their mistake. By then, it was already too late. Brax erupted into sleek power. His shift was instantaneous, the badger amongst wolves. Muscles bunched under a bristling dark pelt with a vivid white streak, his new form a juggernaut of precision and fury. His first hit shattered Xavier’s nose with a satisfying crunch.

The shouts and screams are like an unholy chorus to the staccato of fists and bodies. Elle’s movements were pure economy, born of experience, all breath and sinew and survival. She twisted away from a grasping hand, swept a table leg into a kneecap, and felt the rush of being alive. Her humanity was her greatest weapon. Their contempt for it was her strength. She weaved through the chaos, relentless, a lifetime among werewolves seared into her instincts. Each swing was measured precisely while the beasts surrounding her fought with blind savagery.

Brax moved like a force of nature, his form low and lethal, each movement calculated to crush and maim. A brutal flurry left another wolf moaning on the floor, and his focus zeroed in on the remaining attackers. Fangs bared in a snarl as they tried to close in. Brax pivoted sharply, drawing them toward the bar where shattered glass turned the floor into a carpet of razors. Their eyes widened in understanding a second too late, pain blooming in their bodies as Brax plowed through them. The crowd was a blur of fur and flesh, a symphony of violence barely contained. He felt the hot breath of the wolf pack closing in, but the blood, noise, and confusion were like a drug. The club’s twisted energy spiked around him, driving him to faster, fiercer hits.

Amid the carnage, Konnor Dupont waded into the fray with a lion’s confidence. His human form was massive, all muscle and authority, pushing through the tangle of combatants. His shout was a savage, gut-deep roar that shook the walls and froze the crowd in place. Even the most feral instincts faltered, cowed by the force of his voice. Silence crashed for a suspended moment, and then a swell of movement as packs, cliques, and factions renewed their private battles. Elle and Brax found themselves back-to-back, uncanny in their harmony. She gave him a quick, appraising glance and met his feral grin with a smile of her own before another surge of werewolves tore them apart. She threw herself back into the chaos, following the current of violence.

Elle’s focus narrowed to the immediate, the swing of an arm, the shift of a shoulder, the fractional hesitation she could exploit. A wolf lunged, and she met his attack with unerring timing, sending him staggering into a vicious kick that dropped him cold. Her body was a live wire, every muscle and reflex primed by desperation and necessity. She moved like water through the melee, working ruthlessly despite the riot of violence around her. Another charged her, his fury and contempt as plain as the slashing of his claws. She ducked low, muscles bunching, then snapped up with the force of a compressed spring. He reeled back, bloodied and in shock. It was always the same with their kind, underestimating her until it was too late.

Brax fought with the clarity of a predator in his element. Every move was cleanly calculated, each opponent another body in the way. He reveled in the rawness of it, the risk, the thrill, the iron taste of blood in the air. The next wolf to face him showed more caution than his predecessors, a sharp fear barely hidden behind a growl. The fight stretched out in ragged seconds, back and forth and back, until Brax caught him off-balance and drove him to the floor.

Then came the second wave.

Elle saw the moment when her attackers regrouped, the flicker of tenacity in their eyes. It took four of them to rush to her aid. The first went down with a satisfying thud, but the other three swarmed in, and she was fighting for breath. The world tilted, roared in her ears, and then she was free, moving with a refusal to be beaten.

Brax fought toward her, toward the thinning knot of violence and anger, and caught a glimpse of her, still standing, still fighting, through the chaos. He felt something sharp and unnameable uncoil in his chest, and then the mass of bodies swallowed him back into its clutches.

They stumbled out of the Fright Club, lungs burning with the night air’s raw edge, the riot of noise, blood, and sweat still thrumming behind them. Brax’s grip on her arm was a promise or a threat, and Elle couldn’t tell which. The alley was a desolate vein through the city’s heart, sharp and cold and without mercy. They stopped to breathe, vapor clouds lingering like questions. She caught her breath, her voice, and spoke without pretense. “I’m out of time,” she confessed, and it felt like defeat. “They have my son.” Her gaze hit the concrete, lost its fury but not its fire. She refused to look at him, at his disbelief or his judgment. Her following words were all edges. “I can’t even shift.” It was the first truth she’d told in weeks, and she almost choked on it. He was silent, and she wondered if he’d walk away. But he was closer when he spoke, and she felt his words rumble more than she heard them. “Come on,” he said. “Before they find us.”

The alley stretched long and unforgiving before them, the flicker of neon catching on the graffiti-scarred walls. Their shadows spilled ahead in broken pieces as ragged as the truth Elle had laid between them. Brax’s grip was firm but not the rough demand she’d expected. The heat of the club still thrumming in her veins made her stumble.

“You need to move faster,” he said, impatience wrapping around his words. But his gaze slid over her shoulder, and the hint of wariness gave him away.

“Pretty bold, dragging me out of there like that,” she shot back, a reckless challenge in her voice. But it wasn’t boldness; it was the only thing he could have done to save her. They both knew it.

She wrenched free of his hold but stayed close, her steps quick to match his. The alley was a tight slash of darkness, and the night’s bite sank in after the crush of bodies and heat inside. The last echoes of the fight followed them like ghosts. She caught his eye, gauged his reaction, and tried not to think too hard about what she was doing.

“You don’t even know me,” she said, a raw laugh escaping her. Bitter and cruel.

“Don’t have to.” His answer was a loaded promise, an unspoken acknowledgment of her strength and what it would cost her to ask for help.

The words twisted something in her, and she stopped, catching his arm. Vapor curled from her lips like the secrets she’d kept, like the lies she’d lived. This was the moment; she couldn’t hold it any longer. “I’m not what you think. I need, I can’t do this alone.” Her voice cracked, and she burned with it.

Brax hesitated, and she felt the world fall apart. Then his posture shifted, not quite soft but not as hard as she’d expected.

“Come on,” he said again, quieter this time. “We’ll figure it out.”

Her mind spun with the same brutal velocity that had carried her this far, from the far north to here, always on the edge of discovery and destruction. She couldn’t trust it to save her, but it was all she had. They moved deeper into the city’s shadows, the bright blur of the club shrinking away. They heard voices, a distant rumble too close for comfort, and the urgency lit another fire under their feet.

Elle set the pace now, her breath hard. Her eyes caught the flicker of movement in the distance, a reminder of everything she had to lose. Her expression was fierce, and it made Brax match her speed.

“Who’s got him?” His question was gruff; she heard the bite of indifference, the impatience of a man used to looking out for himself. But beneath that was something else, a crack in the shell of someone who knew exactly what it meant to be alone.

“My pack,” she replied, and the words felt heavier than her confession. “Or what used to be my pack. Before they decided I was useless. My betrayers.”

Brax’s eyes narrowed, the flash of anger there catching her off-guard. She almost smiled at his surprise. He’d thought she was the kind to roll over and die; he’d been wrong.

“So, you ran,” he said, more a statement than a question. It wasn’t an accusation; it was survival, and he knew it.

She looked him square in the eye for the first time since they’d hit the alley. “I was banished and then was given a map to the outside world.” There was a fire there, and he didn’t miss it. But neither did he miss the shadow behind it.

They twisted through a series of alleyways, and Brax’s movements became more deliberate, as if he was planning the route in his mind. Her words hadn’t shocked him, and that alone was enough to stoke a flicker of hope.

“The kid,” he said, and his voice was something she couldn’t quite pin down. “Name?”

“Lucas, he is mine,” Elle nodded, the sound of it breaking over her with all the tenderness she’d tried to shut out. “I’ll get him back,” she said. A vow, a brutal truth she held onto like a lifeline.

“You will,” Brax said. His certainty startled her more than if he’d laughed in her face.

Her pace quickened with its unexpected strength, and the dark recesses of the city became a map only she could read. He kept up, always a step behind, and she felt him like a presence, a tension, the first real ally she’d had. She’d gotten this far on the sheer refusal to fail; it was easier to believe in her own resolve than in someone else’s. But Brax didn’t slow, question, or stop to debate the wisdom of what they were doing. He matched her strides and gave her his silence, the best kind of promise.

“What’s a badger like you doing so far north?” Her voice was light but edged with everything she wasn’t ready to ask yet.

He grunted, not giving her more than he needed to. But his following words were a commitment. “Same thing as you,” he said. “Surviving.”

It felt like an agreement, something solid in a world of maybes. Elle breathed against the cold and heard the echo of pursuit somewhere behind them. It was getting closer. So was she.


CHAPTER THREE

A bruised moon hung low over Quebec City, the dark skyline hemming it in. In the outskirts, where forgotten things accumulated, a crumbling motel stood with a vacancy sign struggling to stay lit. Brax stalked the room like a feral creature trapped in a cage too small to hold its fury. He growled low in his throat, a visceral sound that matched the peeling wallpaper and stained carpet. Elle fixed her eyes on the table, focusing on the flicker of light overhead, ignoring the looming figure casting shadows. Her voice wove through the stale air, stitching together the past. She spoke of Gareth’s pack and the agony of losing Lucas, each word a small, deliberate rebellion against the pain tightening around her. “They made sure I was useful. I was a breeding mare, and then they took him. They took Lucas from me,” she said when Brax’s only response was silence.

The carpet crunched underfoot as Brax’s pacing grew tighter. “And,” he bit off.

Elle steadied her breath, the stale cigarette smoke stinging her nostrils, an insistent reminder of their little time. “And what? You said you would help me, Brax.”

His jaw worked as if to chew through her words. He stopped by the window, his back a tense arch against the weak light of the neon sign. It painted him in angry hues, flickering a warning.

“You said you understood,” she pressed, the chair creaking as she shifted forward, arms resting on the splintered wood of the table. Her shadow leaned with her, thin and strained on the wall.

Brax let out a sharp breath, almost a laugh. “I understood desperation, not this.” His eyes cut to hers, challenging her to break his stare.

Elle’s fingers curled against the tabletop, knuckles white. “You don’t know what he’s capable of,” she said, her voice steadier than her hands. “He’ll hide Lucas until…”

“Until you stop looking.” Brax finished, voice tight, almost savage. “You think I’ve never heard that before?”

A silence deeper than the shadows coiled around them. Elle held it between them like something fragile, already beginning to crack. She let it fall with a breath. “I can’t lose him again.”

Brax turned away, the muscles in his back bunched like fists. The familiar smell dragged through his memory, ghosting across his mind like smoke. He saw a different room, another time, a girl’s desperate face. He smelled the burnt scent of her terror and felt it suffocating around him. He’d turned his back on that, too.

“Gareth never forgives. And Lucas is his son,” Elle said, her voice breaking through the haze.

Brax flinched, his control slipping. The air in the room pressed down, heavy with cigarette smoke and echoes of things left undone. “You don’t understand,” he said, his words low, choked with the struggle to keep them buried. “I don’t have time for promises.”

“Brax,” she said, his name like a lifeline thrown between them.

He shook his head, the motion violent, a denial. “It isn’t like they are hiding. You can find them easily. What do you need me for?”

She jerked away from the wall she had leaned against, her movement jarring against the inertia of their standoff. “I need help,” she said, “I can’t shift, and the wolves never accepted me. I am some useless piece of crap. I breeder at best, and they will raise my son like them.” Her hands trembled with a fierce and terrible insistence.

His anger met her desperation like a storm. “You won’t let him? How are you going to stop it? Walk right in there? Ask Gareth, pretty please?”

“Of course, fucking not?” Elle shot back, each word a barb. “He would kill me.”

Brax’s lips curled in a snarl, a sound born somewhere deep and dark, spilling into the room. He crossed to her, his presence a force she couldn’t ignore. “Because you’re afraid. Because you can’t. You want me to fix it, don’t you?”

The truth stung; she pulled back as if from a slap. Her gaze fell, her breath catching on a small, involuntary sob. “I want him back,” she said, and it was almost a whisper.

The raw edge of her plea hit him, echoing in the space between the walls, blending with his memories. He saw the same stark lines of fear and anger twisting through the past, through Elle, through himself. He couldn’t unsee it.

Elle held her ground, meeting his eyes. Her chin was set, her mouth a thin line against the chaos. Brax let his own words settle, harsh and metallic on his tongue.

She dragged a hand across her face, composing herself, forcing calm. “I will do this, with or without you,” she said like she needed him to believe it like she needed to believe it herself. “There have got to be people out there that will help.”

He stepped back, his body folding into itself, collapsing like a tide. “I should’ve walked away from this,” he said, a last, quiet defiance.

“Then why don’t you?” she said, and her voice was almost gentle.

Something in Brax surrendered; he slammed a fist into the wall, and plaster dust rained around them like ash.

A plastic angel swung above the grimy table, tethered to the light by a wire twist. Elle’s phone vibrated next to a yellowed ashtray, shattering the argument into startled pieces. The message displayed a grainy photo of Lucas, the sickness etched in his pale face unmistakable even on the small screen. A stark note followed: Gareth has a new mate. She’s pregnant. A vast silence expanded between Elle and Brax, a void filled with things unspoken and undone.

Brax was first to cross it, his voice a low command that brooked no dissent. “Shit.” Elle stuffed her meager belongings into a canvas bag, hands shaking. She stared at the phone’s small screen, its glow harsh in the dimness. “He’s sick,” she said, the words brittle in the stale air. “My baby, Gareth, is going to abandon him.”

Brax glanced over her shoulder. The photo twisted something in him. Old scars rubbed raw. His voice dropped. “And Gareth’s moved on.”

The implications hung in the air like smoke. Brax reread the note, and the hard angles of each letter were like a bruise. Lucas looked so young. “We need to leave,” he said, the urgency sharp in his voice.

Elle grabbed her bag, the clatter of small items like muted thunder. The cheap zipper caught on itself, a minor resistance she couldn’t afford. “Let’s go,” she said, wrenching it closed, fierce and abrupt.

Brax was already at the door. The neon light outside shuddered its warning over them while the failing sign sputtered, “Vacancy. Vacancy.”

The world outside the motel slammed into them, cold and biting against their heated urgency. The city loomed, a backdrop of shadow and muted threat. They moved through alleys that smelled of stale beer and forgotten promises, the city’s pulse-quickening in their ears.


CHAPTER FOUR

The rundown apartment complex crouches like a beaten dog beneath a dim, buzzing streetlight. Brax and Elle move toward it in silence, the early morning hour bending shadows around them as they enter. Stained walls and worn furniture betray the building’s past, each grimy corner speaking of other fugitives who have made their homes here. In narrow hallways, their footsteps are whispers. The air feels heavy with years of desperation, and they slip inside, afraid to disturb the ghosts that linger.

Brax moves purposefully, his broad shoulders casting deep silhouettes against the peeling walls. Beside him, Elle’s movements are nimble, her presence more shadow than flesh as she matches his pace. There is an unspoken urgency in navigating the tight spaces, an awareness that time here is a precious commodity. They speak in glances, shared instincts guiding them deeper into the building’s neglected bowels.

The standard room waits like a neglected lung at the end of their path, the last remnants of stale smoke hanging in the air. A few hunched figures linger there, their expressions flickering between suspicion and the faintest glimmer of hope. They are outcasts like Brax and Elle but without the chance of escape, non-shifting werewolves marked by their kind and abandoned by others. Eyes follow the newcomers, but there are no challenges, only the silent acknowledgment of shared exile.

A woman’s thin frame is hunched over a notebook at a battered table in the center. Her slender hands gather loose photographs, and the yellowing images are a testament to a long and painful story. She looks up, and her dark, wise eyes offset her tired posture. Jo, the weary matriarch of this forgotten tribe. “Didn’t think you’d make it,” she says, her voice both a greeting and a wary assessment.

Brax stands back, arms crossed. “We ran into some... resistance,” he says. The words come out like gravel hard.

“Don’t we all?” Jo replies, sliding a photo back into her notebook. The action is precise and reverent, a gesture that echoes years of loss and remembrance. She gestures for them to sit.

Elle takes a chair, the scrape of wood against linoleum impossibly loud in the charged silence. “What’s it like out there?” she asks, her voice low but carrying the weight of unspoken fears.

Jo leans back, her measured tone turning the room into a small, conspiratorial haven. “Worse. For all of us.” She lifts her hands in a slight shrug, but the gesture feels like the earth shifting beneath their feet. “The shifting packs, they’ve got it out for anyone who doesn’t run with the pack. Non-shifters, witches, humans. We’re all prey now.”

She looks around, making sure the others hear. “Three dead in Phoenix. Six in Denver. Too many more to count everywhere else.” Her fingers move across a city map that unfolds like a terrible, violent story, pausing over locations where words are no longer enough.

Elle’s gaze locks onto Jo’s, an understanding passing between them that only those marked as prey can share. “Same here,” she says, her voice tinged with anger and empathy. Her fists clench, and nails dig into her palms.

Jo watches them with the wisdom of age and the caution of a soldier, noting the shift in their stance as the words sink in. “You thought it was you?” she asks, a bitter smile forming. “They’ll run us all down if we don’t do something first.”

Brax remains standing, his arms uncrossing slowly as Jo speaks. The fortress begins to show its first signs of a drawbridge. “We didn’t know how far it went,” he says, his tone softer, an almost imperceptible crack in his hard exterior.

“It goes further than any of us thought,” Jo says, pulling out another map. This one is different, more detailed, and less bloodstained. She points to an area circled in red. “A coven known for protection charms. And more.”

Brax shifts his weight, moving slightly closer. The distance between them narrows, physically and otherwise. “And you think they’ll help?” His voice has a skepticism and a note of hope he can’t entirely bury.

“They’re our last shot.” Jo’s expression turns earnest as if trying to will her certainty into being. “But they’re getting hit too. It’s now or never.”

Elle’s eyes flicked, her gaze unbroken and steady. “We’ve been running,” she says, looking from Jo to the others in the room. “We’re tired of running. We’re with you.”

The room exhales, a collective breath of possibility, as Jo leans back in her chair, an inch more relaxed. “Then you know what’s at stake. We need you sharp. We need you ready.” Her hands carefully fold the map, its creases becoming new battle lines.

As they absorb Jo’s words, the weight of their shared mission becomes tangible, stretching beyond this room, this moment, into a future fraught with peril and potential. It is a thin lifeline, but it is one they all cling to, and it holds the promise of more than survival, of a fight worth joining, of a world worth saving. Outside, the night close in, thick with secrets and anticipation, as if the darkness itself is a shroud they must throw off before it smothers them.

The room freezes like prey, sensing its predator as hostile snarls bleed through the thin walls. Brax’s voice cuts the tension, “We’re not alone,” a heartbeat before the door explodes inward, and Xavier leads a surge of shifters, wild and vicious in the closeness of the cramped space. The charged energy of the pack is a living, breathing force intent on reasserting power over Elle. She is their quarry, marked by her natural scent, and they close in with brutal purpose.

“Get ready,” Brax barks, taking swift command. His eyes narrow to slits of focus as he positions himself like a wall between the attackers and the vulnerable outcasts. Muscles taut, jaw set like iron, he’s a portrait of battle-ready defiance. “You want her. You go through me,” he warns, his voice a growl of possession and challenge.

Elle stands closer to Jo, her tension coiled like a spring about to unleash. “Not today,” she throws at them, her words cutting through the chaos with unwavering strength. There’s no tremor in her tone, no hint of backing down, only a fierce resolve that matches Brax’s in its quiet way.

Xavier’s pack surges forward, an avalanche of rage and muscle. The room collapses into pandemonium. Brax meets the assault head-on, his fists finding bone with a grim inevitability. Each strike is a punctuation mark in a violent sentence, delivering its brutal message with economy and force. He fights with seasoned efficiency, wasting no movement, and every action has a consequence. A fist drives into his side, but he twists away, pain a minor character in a larger, bloodier narrative.

Elle stays near Jo, her protective instincts glass sharp. “Keep moving!” she urges, her voice as clear and certain as a battle hymn. As a shifter lunges, Elle deflects with a swift, sure elbow, sending him staggering back. She has less raw power and more lethal grace but is no less effective in the confines of the raging melee. She knows where she needs to be and who she needs to protect, and her actions speak with the clarity of survival.

A brief lull in the chaos finds Jo pressing something into Elle’s hand, a folded note, thin and fragile but weighty with hope. “You know what to do,” Jo says, her voice steady amidst the anarchy, a single calm note in a song of madness. Her eyes are intent and expectant, as if she were a soldier passing on her most critical orders.

The respite is fleeting. The room fills again with a fury of snarls and crashes. Brax shoulders through the combat, cutting a path back to Elle and Jo, his breaths heavy. “Go, ” he commands, with more urgency than sound. They fall back in quick, coordinated steps, leaving shifters sprawled in their wake, fury, and blood, marking every inch of their retreat.

The side exit looms like a final lifeline. Together, they burst out into the night, escaping the close air of the building for the open uncertainty of the world outside. Breath clouds the cold air like white flags, momentary and fragile. Blood streaks their skin, battle-worn but unbroken, a testament to the desperation and determination that fuels them.

The night closes around them, a darker, wilder thing than before. They have escaped, but the threat prowls the edges of their awareness, too near, too eager. Their breaths mingle in rapid bursts of urgency, and their next move presses in on them like the night itself, a looming, demanding presence they cannot ignore.


CHAPTER FIVE

They slipped into the witches’ shop like shadows, eager for the dark. Light fled from the corners of the cramped room, gathering in weak pockets above crooked shelves. It fell in trembling layers across the floor, over jars of dried and twisted things, and over dust-stained feathers. Talismans lined the walls like unblinking eyes while tapers shivered in empty iron sconces. Brax and Elle barely had space to stand when the witches emerged from the dimness, their shapes cloaked in heavy garments with grim, measuring stares. “We can forge charms to shield you from Xavier and boost your strength,” came their leader’s low, silk-on-stone voice, “but in exchange, you must find our missing coven member, Hilary.”

Brax met her gaze with a skeptical, sideways smile while Elle cut in, urgency spilling through her words: “I have no choice if I’m to save my son.” The debate echoed off the walls, Brax’s gruff tones and Elle’s sharp insistence twisting through each other while the witches mixed unknown ingredients in chipped bowls. The pair’s resistance wore thin, and the bargain settled into place as heavy as the shadows: a final nod from Brax and a firm, determined look from Elle.

In the windowless, suffocating dark, one witch pushed back a hood and leveled a green stare. Her hair fell in damp, silver tangles around her face. “You won’t find anyone else able to do what you ask,” she said, stepping forward with a slow, deliberate grace.

Another woman, impossibly thin with chalky skin and eyes buried in hollows, slipped from behind her. “You’re right, sister,” she said, voice raspy, pulling tight the frayed edge of her cloak. “But they’ll try, won’t they?”

Elle’s eyes flicked over the three of them, and her pulse quickened. A moment hung like an inhale, like time had suspended its endless shuffling to see which way it would fall. “Please,” she said. “We’re running out of time.”

Brax shifted his weight from one foot to the other, dismissing the moment like a poker player bored with his hand. “Not sure you heard me,” he said, raising his voice enough to suggest something he didn’t quite mean to say. “How can we know these charms work or that you’ll keep your end?”

The lead witch, shoulders stiff and thin, turned her full attention to Brax. She squinted at him as if studying the lines of his face would draw a map to his resolve. “Have you ever heard of witches who didn’t?”

Brax let the question sit unanswered. Elle felt the sting in his silence. It lived in her mouth as an unspoken challenge, sweet and astringent as it dissolved on her tongue. “I have a son,” she said, urgency bending the word into the shape of an apology. “If there’s a chance…”

“If?” Brax’s eyes moved to meet hers. The look stung more than words, hard and clean as a blade.

The silver-haired witch didn’t smile, didn’t blink. “You were warned,” she said, emphasizing each word slowly.

Brax’s mouth twisted at the edges as though he found the flavor of this warning familiar. “You never answered,” he said. “How can we know?”

“How do you shift?” said the lead witch. “You know you have the instincts, badger.”

“Enough!” Elle’s voice cracked through the tension, brittle as the room’s dusty bones. “If you think I’m afraid, I’m not.”

Brax drew a sharp breath and held it, stealing himself for a longer fight. Elle felt it rattled her chest like a broken cage. She crossed her arms, squeezing her ribs to keep from splintering.

“You, maybe,” said the thin witch, casting a sidelong look at Elle. “But you’re human here?” She laughed, dry and hollow, as if the humor were foreign, but she was glad to try it on.

Elle inhaled deeply, defiance flaring in her chest. “I am stronger than you think.”
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