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Chapter One
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“Las Vegas! Look at all of the lights! I wish I was there.” Starly sipped her wine and hoped to speak to the queen about visiting the place in the near future. Yet, until then, she would have to sit with her friends and watch it through the glass as they had done for weeks already.

Runa liked the scene as well, but it wasn't the energy of the place that got her attention. It was the large back canine that was walking slowly behind a row of casinos.

*****
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KEEP GOING, JACKSON. You'll find her near a green dumpster behind the third building. Jackson could only think about Olivia and Kella, both of whom kept him sane that night. 

Does she have a name? Or should I just help every woman in this place that smells like cheap liquor and even cheaper sex? Queen Kelsia wasn't amused.

Her name is Mikala. Get her out of here, no matter what you have to do. Jackson wasn't shocked that the queen was aware of some pending disaster or illness. He was more surprised by the sound he heard as he approached the dumpster that he needed. 

Are you kidding me? If that's not love, then my queen needs to take a better look. Jackson sat on the warm concrete and watched the scene with open curiosity.

Mikala, if that's the woman in the mix, didn't seem like a woman who lacked male attention. In fact, she was getting plenty of it right then.

Why is she dressed like that? Jackson allowed his gaze to roam over Mikala, even though most of her was under a man who wore an expensive suit. Most of which was on the ground near the trash.

I said, get her out of there! Jackson huffed loudly. The couple were seconds away from consummating their coupling, and he had to be the one who broke it up. Nothing made sense, but Jackson knew that his queen would only make his life hell if he didn't obey.

He stood up and walked to them quietly. Mikala's back was against the stone steps at the back door of the building, and the man was on top of her. She didn't look fearful, in fact, she looked blissfully happy. Major cock block, coming your way. 

Jackson stood perfectly still except for his face that was lowered right next to their cheeks. His growl could have shook the dead.

“What the fuck?!” The man stood quickly. Jackson's gaze followed him as he snagged his shirt and jacket off the ground. “Where did you.. come from?” Jackson was still only inches from Mikala, but the man was only concerned for himself. Human men, at least the majority that Jackson had met so far, were such a disappointment. “Get out of here!” Jackson wished so badly that he could laugh, even if he wasn't amused right then.

An animal his size could kill both of them with very little effort. Yet, there the guy was, already running from the scene to leave the woman to fend for herself. 

My queen was right. He's not your true love. He had no sooner made his mental declaration that he realized the woman was crying. Shockingly, it wasn't from fear of a massive creature in her face. 

“Thanks... buddy. I would have regretted that shit in the morning.” Mikala got up and nearly fell forward. Jackson moved quickly and got under her to prevent her from landing on the pavement. “Thanks again.” She laughed at herself through her tears as she fixed the material at her breasts that Jackson assumed was part of an outrageous costume. “That makes twice that I've thanked you in thirty seconds.” Her slurred words weren't lost on Jackson. 

You're drunk. That asshole knew it too, didn't he? Mikala got her footing enough to get her shoes on and fix the rest of her tiny outfit. 

“I guess I owe you a meal, huh?” Mikala had trouble walking, and the four inch gold heels didn't help. Jackson stayed right at her side and felt comfort in feeling her hand on his neck. At least she wouldn't fall. 

They walked silently, but with Mikala gripping Jackson tightly the entire way. By the time they got to an old apartment building at the edge of town, she could barely stand. 

You live here? This place sucks. Majesty! Jackson helped her to a small sofa that had only one cushion. The other one was missing, and he crawled up next to her and sat on the bare spot that a cushion should have been. There are springs poking my ass! Majesty! There's been a mistake! The woman can get any man she wants! She doesn't even bother with wearing clothes! Jackson watched her fall over softly to the arm of the couch, and her eyes closed once again. That time, he knew, she wouldn't wake again until morning.

Jackson found a bedroom in the dump, but no bed. That one cushion on the small couch was her only resting place, and he couldn't believe that she lived like that. He did find a blanket at least, and he brought it to her and did his best to get it over her entire body.

*****

[image: ]


“HE'S SO SWEET!” STARLY was fascinated by Jackson, but Runa felt horrible for her new favorite dog.

“He's confused, Starly. He doesn't know why she can't find love.” Starly and Runa both could see that it wasn't love she was seeking. 

“Who is going to tell him that sex isn't love. Clearly, that's all she's willing to give or take right now.” The women didn't know why Mikala was doing just that beside a dumpster, but at least she wasn't lonely. At least, that's the way it appeared. 

“I think he's going to figure that out, Starly. Now be quiet.” Starly nodded as she ate a slice of cake that she had made herself. 

*****
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“WHAT THE HELL?” MIKALA shot up from where she slept and stared at the large animal on her floor. “Oh! Shit! Yeah... you walked me home!” Jackson yawned and stood slowly. He shook off the dust that he'd slept on, and tried not to focus on the smell of the place. It reeked of mold, insect droppings, and stale alcohol. He wasn't sure he'd ever recover from the night he just spent there.

I need to find love for you. I know... it's crazy. But you need to get up and get in the shower. Put some clothes on too. Men love to see the goods, but not if you're showing them to everyone. It's complicated. Just trust me on this one. Jackson moved in her direction to nudge her, but he realized that the place might not even have a facility for bathing. 

“I'm going to get a shower.”

Seriously. Thank you for that.

“Then I'll make you that meal I promised.” Mikala staggered a bit as she left the small living room. The liquor was still alive and well in the young woman, but at least she could walk on her own.

Jackson walked through the room and tried to find out anything he could about Mikala. 

One photo in a scratched and cheap frame of black plastic, sat on the coffee table. It was her, clearly a few years younger, hugging a woman. Her mother? An aunt? Jackson didn't know, but they looked enough alike that they had to be related. 

In the back corner of the room was a dresser. He didn't know why it wasn't in the bare bedroom, but at least the woman had some clothes. At least, he hoped that she did, and that they covered more than her lady bits and bobs.

His attention moved to the other room in the place. The kitchen. He walked the short distance and was just as shocked as he had been in the living room. Mikala didn't even have a table or one chair in the room. 

He saw a tidy stack of white plates in the cabinet, which was easy to do since there wasn't a door. There was also a box of cereal, something he never understood could be enjoyed by humans, and a jar of peanut butter. That seemed to be the extent of her dining options. 

“I see you found the kitchen. I don't blame you, I'm starving too.” Mikala tightened the pink robe that she wore, and adjusted the towel on her head. She went to the small refrigerator and opened it quickly. “I'm out of milk. So no cereal for us.” That was a relief for Jackson. “I have eggs, though. I hope scrambled is okay.” Jackson watched her get the carton out and get straight to work. 

She wasn't afraid of him. She didn't ask where he came from. In fact, Jackson wasn't a shock at all to Mikala. That was the thing that caught him off guard the most. Her lack of fear and her willingness to accept things, even animals the size of a small horse that appeared out of seemingly nowhere.

“I don't have bread. Sorry, buddy.” Jackson walked slowly through the empty kitchen to where she had placed his freshly cooked eggs. They smelled divine, which was a far cry from the rest of the place.

Jackson ate the breakfast, happily, and looked up in time to see her eating her own food. It was nice to see her sober, and her body covered. Under normal circumstance, he wouldn't have minded the peep show in the least. But he was on a mission. Love had to be found for Mikala, and it wasn't going to happen in the empty kitchen.

Shower and eggs. We're good here. Let's go! Jackson left the kitchen to lead her to her little dresser, but she went straight back to her little cushion. He was getting nowhere with the woman. Come on! 

Jackson didn't understand. She was clearly a strong and independent woman. True, her taste in dwellings left a lot to be desired, but he tried not to judge. Mikala didn't need him, and he knew that his queen had to be wrong about that one.

He could only watch as she removed her phone from her tiny gold purse that was on the floor near the couch. He wasn't going to get her out of there anytime soon, so he sulked his way back to the floor where he had slept. It was there that he fell in a heap and watched her get on with her morning call.

“Jules! Hey, was Steve mad at me last night?” Jackson wondered if Steve was the man who left her there to be mauled by a huge wolf-dog. He got his answer when he heard the woman on the other end answer the question.

“No. He was talking to the new girl all night. I don't think he even noticed that you left work early.” Jackson perked up at the new information. The place he found her was most likely her place of employment. It wouldn't help her find love, but it would at least help him understand Mikala's life. “I was going to call you this morning anyways. The bar is closed tonight and tomorrow night. Steve's finally getting the bathrooms fixed and we can't be open if they're working on them.” Mikala sighed loudly. She couldn't afford two days without an income, especially not right then.

“Shit! Are you serious?” The woman on the phone seemed serious enough to Jackson. “I just paid my rent and electric! I'm broke.” Jackson looked around again, he couldn't' help it, and he wondered what kind of money a place like that could get. In his opinion, it wasn't worth the pocket change that he heard jingling in the bottom of her bag.

“I can drop some groceries off on my way to my mom's. We're getting our nails done after lunch.” Mikala was never one for charity and she declined the offer.

“That's nice of you, Jules. But I'll be fine.” Jackson looked everywhere, and her life was far from fine. On top of the situation that he found her in, she was going to go hungry for two days. That meant that he would as well. 

So I have to starve while I find you love? Yeah, that's not going to happen. Jackson went straight to the door and barked loudly. He hated to do it, but he had learned that it's the best way to get a human's attention. It also worked.

“Hey, I need to let the dog out.”

“When did you get a dog?” Jackson didn't have time to listen in on her conversation, but he did laugh to himself when Mikala answered her friend.

“I didn't. He got me. Anyway, I'll call you later. Have fun with your mom.” Jackson saw her plow through adversity once again. She had no money, barely any food, and she wasn't going to have either for days. Yet, there she sat, nodding as she hung up and clearly telling herself that it would be all right.

“I'm sorry that I don't have much of a reason for you to stay. But I don't blame you. If this wasn't my life, I'd ask you to take me with you. We could run away together.” Jackson heard humor in her tone, but it wasn't real. The sadness underneath was almost deafening. “So, you go and enjoy your life, buddy. Thanks again for last night.” Jackson stood in the doorway and looked at her once again. She was very difficult to figure out, but he'd do his best. For right then, he had other matters to attend.

Jackson heard the door shut behind him, but he didn't stop walking.

I'll get food. He had no idea what he had just walked into, but her immediate needs would be met. She doesn't have to work for a few days, so that should give me time to see what she needs in a man. Jackson nearly coughed when he tried to laugh. Mikala didn't lack in that department, nor did she seem timid about males in general. In fact, she didn't seem afraid of anything at all. The woman, pertaining to the queen's choice to help the young woman.

Jackson didn't have to go far on his mission. Three blocks from her apartment, he saw a man hanging a brand new white sign in front of a little red building. Dutch's Meat and Deli. I don't know who the hell you are, but you have what I need. 

Jackson walked to the back and saw the door wide open. The business that was just opening was prime for the picking. His nose took him straight to the good stuff.

He helped himself to a chunk of meat that would last days for Mikala, and himself. It wasn't easy to carry it in his mouth and not actually eat it, but he thought of Mikala and how hungry she would be soon. 

Free money? I'll never understand humans. Jackson stood on his back legs and used his paw to knock a large tip jar to the floor. He didn't intend for it to crash into hundreds of pieces, nor make the sound that it did, but at least he got a good amount of bills to cram into his mouth with the meat. Unfortunately, his foot got sliced on the largest piece of glass.

Damn! Shit! Jackson heard feet on the sidewalk outside the front door, and he ran away quickly to make his exit back through the rear. He no longer cared about his foot. He had to get to Mikala and give her the food that she would need.

Dutch ran into the front of his new store at the sound of the crash. His gaze went to the tip jar that shattered, then the steak cooler. His six pound porterhouse was missing, and he hadn't even sliced it yet.

“Of course someone stole from me. Why wouldn't they?” Dutch walked to one of the plastic chairs that he had set up in the lobby, and sat slowly. “It only took three days to get robbed. Leave it to me to break a record.” Dutch wasn't one for self pity, but considering how awful life had been for him lately, it felt like a reasonable option.

He looked back at the space that held the steak, and sighed loudly. Then, he stood to find the broom to sweep up the broken glass. That was when he noticed the blood on the floor.

“So... you cut yourself, huh?” He followed it through the store and to the back door. “Looks like you're hurt pretty badly.” Dutch looked out to the street and saw circles of blood that plopped and smeared with each step that was taken. “Maybe I broke a record in this city for getting robbed so fast, but I'll break another one with how fast I catch the asshole who stole from me.” 
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