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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
     Something nudged my leg. Once, then again with a bit more force. Head lolling to the side, I swatted at whatever it was. “Not now, Bacon,” I murmured, sleepily smacking my lips.  
 
    “Bacon? Is that a cop joke, young lady?” a gruff voice asked as my leg was given yet another shove.  
 
    Eyes snapping open, I peered up at a stern looking police officer with a full beard and deep-set scowl. “Ah, hell.” Combing my fingers through my hair, I tried to rapidly blink myself awake. “Nope! No offense intended; I was actually talking to my pig.”  
 
    Bushy salt and pepper eyebrows darting into his hairline, he looked equal parts offended and intrigued. “Your pig? Not quite sure how we reached such a possessive point in our short time together.” 
 
    Having thrown my Treasure Island hoodie over myself like a blanket, I tossed it aside to uncover the sleepy little piglet curled up at my side. Stretching out his front hooves, Bacon arched his back and yawned.  
 
    “You… meant an actual pig,” he stammered with a light trill of laughter. “I did not see that coming.” Rocking back on his heels, the officer hooked his thumbs in his beltloops. “What exactly is the relationship here? Pet? Life partner? I wouldn’t even presume to guess in this weird-ass city.”  
 
    Bored by the conversation, Bacon flopped to his side and stretched out his little legs.   
 
    Scratching my boy behind the ears, I leaned forward only to have hair snag against the brick wall behind me. “We realized early on that we were better off if we kept things purely platonic.”  
 
    Pinching the brim of his hat between his thumb and index finger, Officer Sourpuss pushed it further back on his head to reveal sweat soaked curls. “As much as I’m relieved to hear that, you have to know I can’t let you and your little friend sleep here.”  
 
    Inhaling through my nose, I squinted into the brightening glow of daybreak. After a long night of driving, I made it to Belle Chasse, Louisiana. Eventually. My plan when arriving in the quaint little suburb of New Orleans was to get a hotel room, then close out the night with a hot shower and pizza delivery.  
 
    That’s not how it went down. I got as far as the town line… and froze. My stomach churned in queasy knots. Beads of sweat streaked down my spine. You know that feeling when you splurge on one particular liquor to the point where after the fact, even the smell of it makes you want to hurl? That’s a similar sensation to what I felt the second I drove into town. I’d like to say it was haunting memories of the partying I’d done here that made me stop short. But that was a lie even I wasn’t buying.  
 
    By the time I convinced myself to finish the last leg of the trip, it was too late to get a room anywhere in Belle Chasse. Not new to the ins and outs of sleeping on the streets, I knew the proper ways to do it to stay safe and hidden: find a spot off the beaten path, nestle into a corner where you can’t be seen, make sure you’re within running distance of civilization, keep a pocketknife in hand, and be ready to use it.  
 
     Despite knowing all the rules, I’d broken every one.  
 
    Much to Bacon’s annoyance, I pushed off the sidewalk and rose to my feet. “I used to work across the street.”  
 
    Officer Bushy Beard glanced over his shoulder. “At the Pepper Palace?” 
 
    The morning breeze had enough chill to it to cause a rash of goose bumps to spread down my arms. I fought them off by rubbing my hands over my forearms. “Next to that. The Silver Back Boxing Club. I answered phones and scheduled ring times. I thought I could stay awake until they opened, in hopes they’d give me my old job back. But my heavy eyes had other ideas.”  
 
    “You,” he uttered the word like it was a derogatory term, “used to work there? Where titled boxers like Lightning Rodriguez and Orlando the Renegade trained? Nice try, missy.”  
 
    “As much as I fear arguing with a cop will get me tazed,” sideways glance to the sparky little device on his hip, “it’s true. When I wasn’t so hungover I was laying on the floor of the locker room showers wishing for the sweet relief of death, I really did work there. Don’t believe me? Wait until they flip that closed sign and ask for yourself.”  
 
    Sitting up with a perturbed grunt, Bacon scratched his ear with his back foot and farted his annoyance at being awakened.  
 
    The officer lifted one eyebrow; his lips screwed to the side with a critical smirk. “It’s six o’clock in the morning. They won’t be flipping that sign any time soon. What would you have me do with you until—” 
 
    His statement was cut off by shouts from across the street. As if cued by our conversation, a bull of a man and a bleached-blonde with fake tits and a spray tan came storming out of the boxing club.  
 
    “I’m not doing it anymore, Jack! You hear me? It’s stupid, and someone is going to get killed! Find someone else to manage this twisted shit, because I am done!”  
 
    “I see how it is! You’re fine with me bringing home the money for that whatever-the-fuck concoction you inject in your face, and that coldsculpting bullshit, but the second you see how I really bring home the bacon, you sashay your ass out of here!”  
 
    Noticing how Bacon’s ears perked at his name, I scooped him up under my arm in a football hold. “Not you, bud.” Taking full advantage of the couple’s tiff, I nodded in their direction. “That big guy is Jack, he owns the club and makes swearing an artform. The blonde is his wife, Stormie. I’m pretty sure that’s a stage name, but was never brave enough to ask for confirmation. Maybe she was a stripper. Maybe she was a clown who specialized in making cloud-shaped balloon animals for kids. I have no idea. What I do know is that right about now would be a stellar time to try and line up gainful employment… if a certain officer of the law would allow me to awkwardly inject myself into their marital discord.”  
 
    “Well, let’s go have a talk to them together.” Officer Bushy Beard led the way, his expression clearly calling what he believed to be my bluff. “Let’s make sure we’re all good and friendly before I leave you here.”  
 
    Seeing the cop before me—which was to be expected—Jack jabbed a hand in the officer’s direction. “Look at that! Ya got the cops called on us before six a.m. That’s gotta be a personal fuckin’ best!”   
 
    Hands on her Lycra clad hips, Stormie flipped bleached blonde hair over her shoulder with a huff. Age meant nothing to her, and I respected the hell out of her for that. She liked her clothes tight, her hair big, and her drinks strong. Anyone who didn’t like it could go to hell. Goddess, I missed her.   
 
    Red-glossed lips pursed in challenge, Stormie glared her husband down. “I am proud. In fact, I think we should bring the cop into this. Maybe he can convince you that making dumbass decisions is going to get you killed!” Chin lifting towards Bushy Beard, her voice cranked up an octave. “Officer, could you please tell my idiot husband that making dumbass decisions are going to get him killed?”  
 
    Stepping up onto the curb, Bushy Beard cleared his throat and tried to hide his confusion behind an authoritative tone. “Well… ahem… I’m not entirely sure what we’re discussing, but yes, in many situations, making dangerous decisions can have deadly consequences.”   
 
    “See!” Stormie erupted, cheeks blooming with a victorious, rosy pink blush. “I, for one, am not going to stand around and watch—”  
 
    That’s when she saw me, and her jaw swung slack.  
 
    “Holy shit. Octavia Hollows. I absolutely believed you died in a ditch somewhere.” Turning one expertly manicured hand palm up, she gestured to her husband. “Didn’t I say that poor girl was probably rotting in a ditch?” 
 
    “After one too many hurricanes,” Jack finished for her, nodding his agreement at what he thought to be my untimely demise. 
 
    “Shows what they know,” I mumbled under my breath. “I don’t even like hurricanes. They’re way too fruity.”  
 
    Adjusting her cheetah print purse strap on her shoulder, Stormie straightened her spine. “It’s a good thing she showed back up when she did. Let her answer your phones. I’m going home.”  
 
    With those as her parting words, she sashayed off.   
 
    All four of us—Bacon included—watched her dramatic exit in dumbstruck silence.   
 
    Physically shaking off his confusion, Bushy Beard steered the conversation back to a track he could follow. “Found this girl sleeping on the street. If I’m going to leave her here, I need your assurance I won’t find her there again.”  
 
    Dragging a hand over the stubble of his chin, Jack peered my way, his eyes drooping with exhaustion. “She’s a good kid, even though I’ve known her to make some truly shit-tastic decisions. That said, the job is hers if she wants it. There’s a cot in the office she can sleep on, and showers in the locker room.”  
 
    Chin to his shoulder, Bushy Beard glanced my way. “That work for you?”  
 
    In place of a response, I held up Bacon for all to see. “I have a pig.” Not my most eloquent rebuttal, but in my defense, I’d only gotten a couple hours of sleep on a public street.   
 
    A befuddled grimace creasing his features, Jack let one shoulder rise and fall in a dismissive shrug. “Not the weirdest thing that’s happened in this club. Just make sure I don’t step in pig shit.” Turning on his heel, Jack stalked back inside.  
 
    “Damn,” Bushy Beard marveled after a beat of silence. “How much did you drink when you were here that they both assumed you were dead?”  
 
    Filling my lungs to capacity, I offered him a tight-lipped smile. “That Hand Grenade cocktail over at Tropical Isle is an enchanting mistress I succumbed to more times than I care to admit.”  
 
    Pulling a business card from his breast pocket, he passed it to me with a look that resembled genuine concern. “Try to avoid the Hand Grenades. And if, for any reason, this doesn’t work out… call me. Because if you don’t, and I catch you sleeping on the streets again, I’ll haul you in for your own good. I can guarantee they won’t be as understanding about the pig in lock up.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    After a much needed nap, I sat on the edge of the cot and dialed Dina’s number for what felt like the millionth time. My teeth ground in frustration when it went straight to voicemail yet again. Hanging up, I tried the number of Tralynn, the youngest member of the coven. Fun fact: she’s also the one who once gave me a weed-laced brownie so potent, I spent the three hours that followed believing I could communicate with crickets. 
 
    Fate finally granted me the small mercy of getting her voicemail. “Blessed be, friend! I’m so sorry I missed your call. Chances are I’m either busy, or can’t find my phone. Leave me a message and I’ll call you back as soon as I can. May the goddess smile on your day!”  
 
    Beep.   
 
    “Tralynn, it’s Octavia. I’ve been trying to get ahold of anyone from the coven since yesterday. It’s about your new traveling companion. He’s not who he says he is. I don’t know the guy, but he’s been following me. I think it has something to do with Elba’s death. Whatever he’s said, whatever he’s told you, you can’t trust him. First chance you get, gather the coven and run. Do you hear me? Tralynn, I mean it, you need to—” 
 
    Beep. “If you are satisfied with your message, hang up or press one. To re-record, press two.”  
 
    Squeezing my eyes tightly shut, I disconnected the call. If anything happened to them, it was one hundred percent on me. I was the one that psycho was after; they were just the tool he was using to lure me in.   
 
    Tuning into my emotions with wise, piggy empathy, Bacon nudged his way under my arm to nose at my chin with his snout.  
 
    “Thanks, buddy.” Despite my heavy heart, I gave him a scratch between the shoulder blades.  Things might be spiraling, but at least I managed to save my Bacon… literally.  
 
    A sharp rap shook the flimsy office door. “Octavia?”    
 
    “Yeah, Jack, I’m up. Come on in.”  
 
    “No need for that. We open in fifteen. Lace on a pair of gloves and meet me on the mats.”  
 
    That was our routine before I left. A comforting memory from a time I wished I could erase.   
 
    Easing Bacon off my lap, I watched him turn in three circles before flopping down with his butt on my borrowed pillow. Grabbing a pair of women’s 12-ounce gloves from the hook on the wall, I stuffed my hands in them and found them just as awkward and clumsy on me as they were before.  
 
    Jack waited behind the punching bag, holding it in place for me. “Warm up with jab-cross combos. Left side, then right.”  
 
    Chin dipping in a brief nod, my glove connected with the bag in a dusty cloud of chalk.  
 
    “The fuck was that?” One corner of his mouth twisted in a mocking smirk. “You trying to bust your elbow? Because that was a great way to do it. Throw from your shoulder and follow through. Now, show me the right way to punch like a girl.”  
 
    Pulling back, I threw my weight into it, rattling the bag on its chain.  
 
    “Thatta girl! I saw those swords you brought in. You won’t always be able to rely on those.”  
 
    “Yeah.” Jab. “Sometimes,” cross, “they get taken away,” double jab, “by a vindictive siren.” Uppercut.  
 
    “Bitches, am I right? Which brings me to what I need to talk to you about.”  
 
    After another hook and uppercut combo, I caught the bag and steadied it. “You better not be using that as a lead into a conversation about your wife. She would straight-up cut you for referring to her like that.”   
 
    “You think you’re telling me something I don’t know? I told her once that her meatloaf was dry, and she stabbed me in the thigh with a fork. That said,” chewing on the inside of his cheek, Jack chose his next words carefully, “she was pissed for good reason this morning. The club fell on hard times a while back. One of our guys got invited to join an underground fighting ring. I’m not proud of what’s followed.”  
 
    Wiping my forehead on the back of my hand, I fought to steady my breathing. “So, Stormie was right. You got mixed up in something that could get you hurt?”  
 
    Jack’s flattened nose crinkled. “It physically pains me to admit when that devil woman is right. But yes, on this and most things, she’s one hundred percent correct. While this little endeavor has been lucrative, it’s come with a high level of risk.” Leaning on the bag, he caught my stare and held it. “I’m fine with you crashing here. Far as I’m concerned, you’re family. But before you start getting mixed up in the business side of things again, I need you to be aware of all this. I don’t want to see you mixed up in my bullshit. You choose to take the job, you answer the phones, schedule ring time, and steer clear of anything else.”  
 
    Gloves on my hips, I hitched one brow in his direction. “I’m not a big fan of being told what to do. I’m here—for a while, at least—and I’m all in for whatever shit comes with the club.” 
 
    Chest expanding, Jack filled his lungs and exhaled a resigned sigh. “Then we might as well make sure you’re prepared. Women hold more of their power where?”  
 
    “Lower body.”  
 
    “Then quit wasting our fucking time and show me what an effective attack actually looks like.”  
 
    In place of a response, I shifted my weight onto my left leg and lashed out in a side kick. In my head it looked full-on Swayze in Roadhouse. Reality fell far short.  
 
    Biting his lower lip was all Jack could do to stifle a laugh. “You… uh… didn’t even kick above the knee.”    
 
    Hands on my knees, I did a quick assessment of how many muscles I just pulled. “Shut up. A lot of damage can be done to the shin area.”   
 
    The door to the club dinged, signaling the arrival of the first customer of the day. Jack skirted around the bag and strode towards the front desk without glancing back. “Yeah, you’re a regular badass.”  
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    An hour later I was behind the front desk, struggling to refamiliarize myself with the job I held what felt like a lifetime ago. The new addition to this scene was the piglet at my feet munching on a protein bar I snagged for him from the vending machine. I was already dreading the piggy reflux I’d be suffering through for the rest of the day.   
 
    I was nestling the phone back in its cradle when a familiar voice shrieked from the door. “Dost my eyes deceive me? Is that the one and only Octavia Hollows? The hot piece of ass I missed so much, I may have to show her my O face?” Muscular shoulders curled in as the beautiful black man pantomimed a leg shaking orgasm. “Oh. Oh! OH! Occccctavvviaa! How the hell is your fine ass, girl?”  
 
    An easy smile spread across my face. “Tyrese! I never did get that joke. I mean, really, it would only work if my name was Oh-ctavia. Which it is… not.”  
 
    “Don’t overthink! Appreciate!” he corrected, catching me in a big bear hug that was noticeably meatier than the last time I saw him.  
 
    “Damn, dude, you’ve filled out.” Pulling back, I peered up at his dark, flawless skin and beaming smile.    
 
    “Girl, I had to get ripped!” He followed up his wink with a sassy snap of his fingers. “Have to keep proving myself as a bad motherfucker so these sexy-ass boys will let me do unspeakable things to them.” Glancing up, he jerked his chin in the direction of a buff dude with a man-bun. “Still holding out hope for that one.”  
 
    “If I was ever going to be with a dude, it would be you, Tyrese.” The guy chuckled and kept on walking.  
 
    “Of course it would! Everyone wants a piece of this chocolate dessert!” Lifting the bottom of his shirt enough to showcase the sculpted abs beneath, he rolled his hips suggestively.  
 
    “Look at you, making people more open-minded with your raw, sexual magnetism.”  
 
    Resting his elbows on the counter, Tyrese offered me an eyebrow wiggle. “It helps that they know I can beat the ass off most all of them in here. Makes them way more tolerant. Quick question: are you aware of the pig at your feet, or do we have the weirdest infestation ever?”  
 
    “That’s Bacon.”  
 
    “When cut right…” he mused.  
 
    “He’s my bestie.”  
 
    Raising his hands palms up, Tyrese took a respectful step back. “No judgement, no foul. I won’t eat your bud. For reals though, where you been? Chase off after some premium D that treated your kitty like the queen she is?”  
 
    “My… ahem… kitty appreciates being dubbed royalty.” Just uttering that sentence made me feel in need of a shower. “But sadly, she hasn’t been up to anything that fun. We were on one of those wayward journeys of self-discovery. You know, the kind where you travel the countryside with just a backpack and your wits?”  
 
    Sure, I just described how I lived basically every day of my life, but he didn’t need to know that.  
 
    “Good for you!” Throwing his hands in the air, Tyrese exalted my brave efforts.  “I couldn’t do it. I need my espresso maker every morning and takeout every night. So, after an exciting adventure like that, what brought you back here?”  
 
    The lie was easier, all things considered. “What can I say? I missed you. So, catch me up. What have I missed?”  
 
    The door chimed as if cued, and in strode a god of strength and testosterone. A specimen of sculpted muscle with a chiseled jawline.  
 
    “Well, him, for one.” Tyrese wet his lips, undressing the newcomer with his wandering gaze. “That is Reid, a walking, talking wet-dream. He strolls around pretending to be a normal person—which anyone with eyes can see he’s most definitely not. On top of that, he’s got the whole stoic man-of-mystery thing going on. Doesn’t talk much. Doesn’t seem to have any friends to speak of. Hell, I’ve never seen him scoping out any guys or gals, even though damned near everyone has tried to hit that. Far as I can tell, he just comes in to unleash his deliciously sexy fury, and leaves.”   
 
    Sure, the guy was sex on a stick. But that wasn’t why the hair on the back of my neck rose as he sauntered past the desk. A pulsing cloud of death permeated from him, like a foul stench that had seeped into his pores. Set on edge, my palms itched for the security of my swords. “He just comes in, trains, and leaves?”  
 
    “Nah, Jack’s got him in some special fighting ring. Not that I would know about that; I didn’t warrant an invitation,” he sniffed. 
 
    Stepping out of the locker room with his lips pressed in a thin white line, Jack waved Reid over with an urgent hook of his hand and closed the door behind them.  
 
    Unable to tear my stare from the door, I scratched at my nose ring with my pinky nail. “What’s with the cloak and dagger routine?”  
 
    A glance at his watch, and Tyrese shrugged off his t-shirt to prep for ring time. “Oh, I’m sure Jack’s gotta hype up his golden boy. Rumor around the club is that he’s undefeated. Those aren’t just glamour muscles, baby girl. That Khal Drogo lookin’ motherfucker is a stone-cold warrior. Not that I can confirm any of this, but tongues do wag about that gorgeous hunk of man-meat.”  
 
    “Don’t call people man-meat. It’s gives me horrible visions of bologna people,” I muttered, feigning interest in the conversation despite the icy prickles skittering down my spine. Never before had I encountered anyone touched by death enough to magically reek of it. My mind whirled and clicked for possible answers as to why. Was he a serial killer? Taking out his opponents in staged accidents as part of some get-rich-quick scheme with Jack? No wonder Stormie was pissed. If her husband being an accessory to multiple homicides didn’t warrant a hissy fit, I didn’t know what would.  
 
    My thoughts instantly veered to Arroyo, and all the lives she took for her own selfish desires.  
 
    No. 
 
    I wasn’t going to stand by and allow anyone else to be hurt. It seemed I needed to score myself an invite to Reid’s next fight. With me in his victims’ corner, I could make damned sure they came back swinging.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
     “Abso-fucking-lutely not!” Jack bellowed, face morphing from red to purple. “You are not coming to the fight!”  
 
    The club closed about an hour ago. Since then, the two of us had been working side-by-side to get everything cleaned for the night. Bacon was no help at all. Having discovered the mats, he hopped around, enjoying how they squished under his hooves.  
 
    Throwing armloads of pungent towels into the cart, I peered Jack’s way over the growing pile. “Why not? It’s not like I’m asking to get in the ring. I just want to help!”  
 
    Stuffing spare gloves in the storage locker, Jack turned to face me with his arms folded over his chest. “What help could you possibly offer? Besides drawing unwanted attention from some of the more unsavory characters there? Which means I would have to watch over you instead of my fighter!”  
 
    Hidden agenda aside, that shit was just insulting. Throwing down a towel, I jabbed my fists on my hips, nostrils flaring. “And what the actual fuck makes you think I need anyone watching over me? Have I ever given even the slightest impression I couldn’t take care of myself?” 
 
    Hands in the air, Jack’s shoulders sagged. “I meant no insult. You’re a strong female more than capable of taking care of herself.” I could tell it wasn’t the first time he’d uttered those words. Stormie had trained him well. “I just meant I would worry with you there. I’d feel the need to look out for you. That’s all.”  
 
    A bit of the tension eased from the firm set of my clenched jaw. “I appreciate that. I do. And it’s that same mentality that makes me want to be there… for you. You and Stormie have always been good to me. If what you’re mixed up in is dangerous, I want to have your back. Stormie would want someone there to have your back. Hey, if it makes you feel better, I can even put Bacon in his carrier under my hoodie. It’s a disguise we’ve used a bunch of times that makes me look huge pregnant. No one will mess with us if they think I’m going to pop at any second.”  
 
    A beat of silence, then Jack dropped his chin to his chest and shook his head. “You’re a weird chick, Octavia Hollows.”  
 
    Eyebrows raised, I fixed on a mask of wide-eyed innocence. “Weird enough to tag along?”   
 
    Stepping forward, he puffed his chest and glared down the bridge of his nose at me. “Bring the pig, work the pregnant angle, and—this part I absolutely will not bend on—you stay back stage. They give us a small, private locker room. That’s where your ass lives while we’re there. You got it?” 
 
    Back stage, where they would most likely scuttle away anything they didn’t want seen—like the body of a guy who just got pummeled to death.  
 
    “You, sir, have got yourself a deal,” I beamed.   
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    “Hey, sweet thang. Wanna fool around? It’s not like you can get more pregnant. Know what I’m sayin’? How about you and me do some nasty things that would make your daddy cry?” A dude with a greasy soul patch and James Dean sideburns licked his lips as his lecherous gaze wandered the length of me.  
 
    Bacon tucked safely under my sweatshirt, I supported his weight with one hand under his rump. Turning in an abrupt about-face, I met the perv’s gaze head on. “Actually, my daddy is dead. Mama killed him for making gross comments to young girls. Nice wedding ring by the way, asshole.”  
 
    Face blooming a bright tomato red, Soul Patch slunk off to retreat under whatever rock he crawled out from under.  
 
    Seizing me by the elbow, Jack quickened his pace as he steered me down the hall. “I thought you said the belly would prevent that kind of attention.”  
 
    “I hate to break it to you,” I grunted as Bacon landed a solid kick to my kidney, “but some members of your gender are disgusting towards women. All the time. No matter our age, reproductive state, or general lack of interest in them. Welcome to the #metoo movement. Sucks, doesn’t it?”   
 
    Rolling his eyes, Jack pushed open the door marked number four and ushered me inside. “Further reason for you to stay in here, where it’s safe.”  
 
    Safe… in a closet-sized room with a possible serial killer. Oh, Irony. You’re such a bitch, sometimes.   
 
    Reid stood by a narrow bank of lockers, taping his knuckles for the fight to come. Shirtless, a pair of black shorts sat low on his hips. Mahogany hair was knotted at the base of his neck, one rogue strand having broken loose to tangle in the rough stubble of his jaw line. A lacework pattern of scars covered his torso, jagged markings left from what looked like countless battles. How many people paid with their lives for daring to mar his flesh?   
 
    Hand between my shoulder blades, Jack pushed me in Reid’s direction. “I have to go see what match he’s in and who he’s up against. Get him oiled up for me.”  
 
    Eyes bulging, I spun on him. “I’m sorry, what?”  
 
    Jack’s eyes crinkled at the corners by my obvious discomfort. “There’s a jar of Vaseline on the table. Slather him in it.”  
 
    Feeling myself blush straight up to my earlobes, I fought—and failed—to keep my expression neutral. “Why? Why would I do… that?”  
 
    “It makes it harder for his opponent to get ahold of him, and makes his skin more elastic so it’s less likely to tear. Added benefit I just now learned? It makes you insanely uncomfortable, which I’m truly enjoying.” Turning with a wink, he started to pull the door just behind him. “Do a good job, maybe he’ll find a way to thank you for it.”   
 
    The click of the door was followed by the most awkward silence of my life.  
 
    Lips parting with a pop, I walked across the room to grab the Vaseline off the small folding table in the corner. “No need to make this weird. Doctors feel up their patients all the time, and it’s totally professional.”   
 
    “Not if anyone refers to it as feeling up, it’s not.” The words rumbled from Reid’s lips in a deep and throaty cadence.  
 
    “Good point. Just so you know, this is Jack’s way of teaching me a lesson. He didn’t want me to come, I pushed the issue, so he retaliated by forcing me into the most uncomfortable situation of my life.” Unscrewing the lid, I dipped three fingers in and scooped out a lump. “Is there a proper procedure here? Like, start at the pecs and work down?”  
 
    Taking a step closer, Reid closed the distance between us. The heat of his breath tickled my cheeks as he peered down at me. Guiding my hand, he led it to his chest—right over his heart. “You definitely weren’t pregnant at the club earlier. I would have noticed that.”  
 
    In a similar situation, I’m sure plenty of females would’ve been panting at the prospect that he’d noticed them at all. I would dare say ninety-nine-point-nine percent of those gals wouldn’t have a piglet strapped to their chest.  
 
    “Oh, shit!” Smearing the goop on his chest just to get it off my hand, I lifted my hoodie to let Bacon breathe.  
 
    My little pig in a blanket shook his head and snorted his relief.  
 
    Reid’s mouth fell open in an easy laugh. “Of all the things I’ve seen when a girl tried to flash me, that is a first.”  
 
    “Yeah, sorry. If we’re going to be in here a minute, I should let him down. If he gets too squirmy in this thing, I get bruises in places that prefer to be treated kindly.” Unclipping the carrier, I grabbed Bacon by his round little belly and lowered him to the floor. He immediately got to work sniffing around in search of anything that could pass as food.  
 
    Thankful for the momentary reprieve, I returned to the lump of goo I left on his chest. Starting at his pecs, I spread it over the rises of his bulging muscles to the valleys of each chiseled ab.  
 
    “What’s his name?” Reid stared over my head, pretending this wasn’t an intimate situation for two strangers to be in.  
 
    “Bacon.” Only then did I realize I hadn’t bothered to tell him my name before slathering him up. “I’m Octavia, by the way.”  
 
    “I know.” He glanced down, granting me a glimpse of the amber hue that haloed his russet stare. “Jack told me all about Octavia Hollows, the pink-haired badass who insisted on being our bodyguard for the night.”  
 
    Finished with his front, I moved to the broad expanse of his back. “Not all about, I hope,” I murmured more to myself than him. “So… fighting must be quite a thrill.”  
 
    I felt him bristle beneath my touch, the tendons of his neck tightening. “What makes you say that?”  
 
    Little tip, Octavia, I mentally coached myself, don’t piss off the serial killer.  
 
    “You’re… you’re just covered in scars,” I stammered, “Why would anyone put themselves through that if they didn’t love it?”    
 
    Peering down at his hands, Reid turned them over as they told a million stories only he could hear. “They would… if it’s all they knew.”  
 
    “Word around the club is that you’re undefeated.” Reaching for the jar, I got a second heap of goop.  
 
    Rolling his shoulders, his tone chilled to pure ice. “That’s what they say, huh?”  
 
    After rubbing the Vaseline between my hands to warm it, my fingers traced down his back to where it curved in at his sides. “You’re coming home with the purse every night, aren’t you? You must be doing something right.”  
 
    “There’s more than one way to make money at a boxing match.” Jerking away, he grabbed his shirt off the table and twisted the fabric around his white knuckled fists. “Maybe you shouldn’t run your mouth about things you don’t understand,” he snapped. “Do us both a favor– don’t be here after my match.” 
 
    With those as his parting words, he stomped from the room.   
 
    “Well, isn’t he a fucking delight?” Flopping down on the wooden bench, I patted my leg in invitation for Bacon to trot over. When he plopped down beside me, I rubbed my fingers over his velvety soft ears. “Suddenly, I don’t feel so bad about making it my own personal vendetta to take him down.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    With the locker room door open a crack, I peeked out and peered down the hall in one direction and then the other. With each second that ticked by, I grew more agitated. I shouldn’t be standing around. I should be racing off to save my coven. Unfortunately, my stalker had picked now to switch into stealth mode. Without the slightest clue where to find the sociopath, I’d have to settle for taking my aggression out on the nearest one I could find. Namely, Reid. The second I saw them trying to hide away his latest victim, I would make my move. A touch of my hand and the bell would ding for a fresh round of vengeance.   
 
    To my surprise, they came at me hard and fast. Barreling down the hallway, straight for the room I was meant to be hiding in. Easing the door shut, I barely had time to stumble back a few paces before the locker room door burst open hard enough to bounce on its hinges. Jack and another man dragged a man in with his arms slung over their shoulders. Both men wore horrorstruck expressions, their pallor a sickly green.  
 
    “He’s fine! Just fine!” Jack shouted over his shoulder to the concerned huddle trailing them. “Had his bell rung, that’s all!”  
 
    That was most definitely not all. Whoever this poor bastard was, his arm was visibly broken in at least two places. Jagged bone stabbed from torn flesh. His jaw hung slack and unhinged in a gruesome sideways smile.  
 
    Scooping Bacon up, I pressed my back to the wall to give them room to ease the limp form down on the wooden bench. Only as his arms drooped lifelessly to the floor did I realize… it was Reid. His nose had been crunched flat against his face. Splashes of crimson gore covered his torso.  
 
    “I got him, he’s fine.” Clapping his hands on the shoulders of the man who helped him, Jack shoved him towards the door and slammed it shut behind him. Spinning on the ball of his foot, he took a knee at Reid’s side to examine him. 
 
    An ear to the chest. 
 
    Two fingers to the inside of the wrist.   
 
    I could have saved him the trouble.  
 
    Death called to me.  
 
    Resonating from Reid’s hollow shell, it begged for my touch.  
 
    It seemed justice had been served without my intervention.  
 
    Jack, on the other hand, wasn’t ready to give up. “He needs a shot of adrenaline,” he murmured to himself, and sprinted out. “It worked before.”  
 
    “That’s going to be about as effective as plugging in a potato,” I mumbled under my breath at the door.  
 
    Squiggling in my arms, Bacon demanded to be put down. The second his hooves hit linoleum, he marched straight to Reid’s side. Nosing at the boxer’s hand, my swine-kick peered up at me expectantly.  
 
    “Oh, no!” I argued, folding my arms over my midsection. “He’s a bad guy! In fact, he’s the bad guy we came here to stop! Why would we help him?” 
 
    Sitting down, Bacon peered my way with what appeared to be a slathering of judgment.  
 
    “You’re impossible when you get like this. You know that?” Shoulders sagging, I inched towards the body. My gaze scanned over him, not knowing where to touch that I wouldn’t risk a part falling off. Hands hovering over him, I filled my lungs to capacity and attempted to ease my nerves with an old school Ashlee Simpson remix. “You’re bloody and messy, dead now and smelly. I have a job to do, so listen. I mean it, it’s your mission. Keep hold of the pieces, pieces, pieces of you.”  
 
    My musical stylings were interrupted by a low groan that closely resembled one of Bacon’s potent belches. 
 
    Lips sinking into a downward C, I scowled in his direction. “See? I warned you about that protein bar. You know that much fiber gives you—” 
 
    The words died on my lips as Reid’s pinky finger… twitched.  
 
    “No… fucking… way.”  
 
    A gruesome sensory extravaganza followed. His jaw slid back into place with a slurp. The bones of his arm mended themselves in a series of snaps and pops. Even his shattered nose sprang back into shape.    
 
    “I didn’t touch him… did I?” I peered down at my hands, half expecting to see vines of emerald energy snaking from my fingertips. Nothing. “If it wasn’t me—” 
 
    My head snapped in the direction of the farmyard creature that had most definitely touched the corpse. “Was it you? Are you, like, a necro-piggy-mancer now? Because, I’m not going to lie, that would be awesome.”  
 
    Impassively blinking in my direction, Bacon’s only response was to scratch his ear with his back hoof.  
 
    Undead Reid, however, rolled onto his side and sucked in air with a desperate gasp.   
 
    “Maybe, since embracing the siren side of me, I can do it without making actual contact?” I asked my hands, “That’s going to make certain aspects of my life more difficult.”  
 
    With a groan, Reid pushed himself up onto one elbow. His head hung to his chest, like he was nursing a hell of a hangover. He saw Bacon first, and instantly spun in search of me.  
 
    The words I’d spoken countless times began to form on my lips. You were dead. I brought you back. You’re welcome. But, for the first time, I wasn’t entirely sure I deserved the credit.  
 
    Keeping with the theme of my not knowing what the hell was going on, Reid’s reaction was far from typical. “What did you see?”   
 
    I knew I should answer, throw the recently resurrected a friggin’ bone, but my attentions were stolen by something I found far more vexing. “Your eyes… they aren’t silver.”  
 
    Reid flinched; his forehead creased in confusion. “They never were. But thanks for noticing. Now, how about you answer my question? How long have you been here?”  
 
    Dragging my tongue over my top teeth, I hitched one brow in challenge. “Since the moment you told me to leave. Dickhead move, by the way.” 
 
    Mouth falling open, his eyes bulged. “So… you saw…” 
 
    “Nothing I haven’t seen before,” I shrugged.  
 
    Goddess bless that boy, he glanced down to make sure his boy parts were covered. Finding they were left him even more perplexed.  
 
    “I… came back from the dead,” he admitted, gaze scouring my face for a reaction.  
 
    “Oh, good, you know! That makes this so much easier! Hey, did you happen to notice a green light as you came around? That’s normally a part of this, but it seems my magical special effects are on the fritz.”  
 
    Scooting his legs off the side of the bench, he planted his feet on the floor. Rising to his full height, his arms drooped at his sides. “You have magic?”  
 
    “I’m a necromancer,” I stated, in what felt like the most awkward rollcall ever. “I think, without meaning to, I brought you back from the dead. And you were very much in the past tense.”  
 
    Undoing the tie of his ponytail, Reid let his hair explode out in a wild disarray. “You didn’t do this.” His tone was flat and unfeeling.  
 
    Pushing off the bench, he rose on wobbly legs and stumbled to the mirror hung over the folding table. Grabbing the jar of Vaseline I left there, he smeared it over his face and used a dirty t-shirt from his bag to wipe away the blood.   
 
    The scars.  
 
    The tainted touch of death that emanated from him, now more powerful than ever.  
 
    I misread the entire situation.  
 
    “You can’t be killed.”  
 
    His chin tipped in my direction. “Not for lack of trying.”  
 
    Swallowing hard, I forced out the sour words I’d been asked countless times, hating how they tasted on my tongue. “What… are you?”   
 
    Letting his forehead fall against the mirror, the strands of his hair left bloody streaks on the glass. “I don’t know. My dad died before I was born, and my mother always said she would tell me ‘when I was old enough.’ Breast cancer denied her that opportunity. I found my way into the ring because I’m big and quick… and it’s what my dad did. I guess it was my way of feeling close to him. It was after one incredibly grisly fight that I realized I couldn’t be hurt—at least not in a lasting way. A few less than upstanding people figured it out, and showed me how to capitalize on it. I work my way up the boards, fighting one guy after another in an undefeated streak. Then, when I land those big-ticket fights, my team and I bet against me under an alias. It’s been easy enough, considering nobody can take a fall like me. Then, we collect the money and I move on to start the cycle all over.”   
 
    Rapidly blinking, I tried to find the right words for the plethora of feelings whirling through my mind.   
 
    Turning his back to the mirror, he rested his shoulder blades against it. “I know. Sad, right?”  
 
    “No,” I stated, gaining more resolve as I uttered it a second time. “No! It’s not sad. It’s stupid. You don’t like getting beaten to a pulp? Then don’t do it! Want to know another vocation you could try out where you don’t have to get your ass beat? Literally, any of them. Any other thing on the entire fucking planet! Flip burgers. Deliver pizzas. Hell, look at you! Take your shirt off and grind to a Ginuwine song. Women will throw money at you! And yes, I see that look on your face right now. Don’t you dare smile, that was not meant to be flirty. I’m too pissed at your particular brand of stupid to flirt with you.”   
 
    Hands raised in retreat, he tried unsuccessfully to fight off a smirk.  
 
    The door creaked open, allowing a flood of noises to rush in. “No, he’s going to be fine! Thanks for your concern. It looked way worse than it was.” Shutting the door, Jack turned and immediately dropped the handful of first-aid supplies he was holding. “Holy fucken-fuck! You’re alive!” 
 
    I’m sure he needed a beat to embrace the gushing relief that he didn’t have to figure out where to bury a body. Unfortunately for him, that was a mercy I intended to grant. “And you! You went along with this asinine plan to make a few bucks? Stormie was right! She’s married to a moron!”   
 
    Closing the distance between us in a blink, his chest rising and falling in frantic heaves, Jack barely held his rage in check. “Is that the kind of man you think I am?” he roared, spittle foaming at the corners of his mouth. “You think I give a rat’s ass about the money? Especially when I’ve watched that boy die not once, but twice now?”  
 
    “I did!” I yelled back, matching the volume of his voice, but nowhere near the intensity. “Until…  you got hopping mad over it. Now I think I’ve made a horrible miscalculation.”  
 
    “You’re God damned right you did!” Jack growled. Shoulders hunched, he paced the length of the room. “By all the laws of nature, that boy should be dead. I swear on the bible, it was a higher power saving me from the wrath of my own wife that brought him back. I was ready to walk after the first time! No amount of money was worth the ass-whooping he took.” Planting his feet, he glared Reid’s way, arms akimbo, and fists clenched as if he was ready to beat some sense into him. “But, no. He insisted on coming back. See, he won that last fight by a TKO. This one… this one he swore would be his big payday, and he just couldn’t let it go. I came here to keep the dumb bastard alive.”  
 
    Combing his fingers through blood-encrusted hair, Reid twisted it back into a bun. Sorrow sharpened his features, clouds of regret darkening his gaze. “I’m sorry I got you both mixed up in my bullshit. I’ll move on come morning, you have my word.”  
 
    Raging fury simmering down to smoldering embers, Jack deflated. “No one is sayin’ that, son. We just don't want to see you get hurt… again.”  
 
    Striding to Reid’s side, I leaned against the wall beside him and crossed my legs at the ankle. “Plus, if you leave, then what? More of the same routine that obviously—and rightfully—makes you miserable?”   
 
    He let his head fall back, thumping against the mirror. “I don’t have any other options. The only people who could tell me what I need to know to truly change things are dead.”  
 
    Dropping my voice, I whispered for his ears only, “Did you miss my whole introduction earlier? Death has never stopped me before.”    
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
     “Before we start this, I feel I should warn you that I’m really bad at spells. Like, shockingly so. I can bring the dead back to life, easy peasy. But incantations? Not my forte.” Back in the office that had become my temporary home, I unclipped Bacon’s carrier from around my waist and let it fall to the floor in a heap.   
 
    Jack had gone home for the night, eager to report back to Stormie that everything was hunky-dory, when it most definitely wasn’t. Thankfully, it gave me and Reid the privacy we needed for whatever debacle I was about to unleash.  
 
    If I could get Reid to focus. “Uh… Reid?”  
 
    Settled on the edge of my cot, he was snout to nose with Bacon, giving my little ham sandwich a good scratch behind the ears.  
 
    “Reee-eid?” I tried again in a sing-song voice.  
 
     Head snapping up, almond-shaped eyes framed by a forest of lashes blinked in my direction. “Sorry! I just… don’t know how you get anything done with him around. He’s legit the cutest thing ever.”  
 
    “You’re a pretty big dude. You sure you’re not just hungry?”   
 
    Easing Bacon to the floor, Reid flopped onto his back. Cot springs squeaking under his weight, he threw one arm over his eyes. “I can assure you, I don’t want to eat your pig.”  
 
    “If that was a euphemism, it would be really insulting,” I muttered under my breath as I scratched out a rough spell on a scrap piece of paper.  
 
    Rolling onto his side, Reid hitched one eyebrow in mischievous interest. “Oh, yeah? A euphemism for what, exactly?”  
 
    My mouth opened to form one of a million sexual innuendos, all of which fell out of my head when I glanced his way.  
 
    Hair free from its tie, it fell across his muscular shoulders in messy waves. I wasn’t a long hair gal. I liked my guys trimmed and shaved. But something about his rough-neck, god of testosterone look was working for me in a major way. Then again, maybe it was the fact that my no-no square hadn’t entertained a visitor in damn near two years.  
 
    I didn’t realize I was staring at Reid, mouth agape, until he dipped his head to catch my eye-line. “Octavia?” A small smile tugged at the corners of his bow-shaped lips. “You were saying?”  
 
    Swallowing hard, I forced a tight smile. “I honestly don’t remember.” Shaking off the embarrassing moment, I turned back to the paper. “But the spell, let’s get back to that. If I do it right, it should give us answers about your past. If not, hell, I don’t know. We’ll go to the cemetery where they’re buried, and I’ll wake ‘em up for a quick conversation.”  
 
    Pushing off the mattress, Reid sat up and cringed. “Mom’s been dead for twelve years. Please don’t do that.”   
 
    “Then let’s hope option A works.” Clearing my throat, I tried to decipher my chicken-scratch writing. “Goddess of light, I beseech thee. Before your power, I take a knee.  Show us the truth, answer us why; no matter what happens, this dude can’t die.”  
 
    Shoulders sagging, Reid peered up at me from under his brow. “Seriously? That’s your spell? That was damned near offensive.”  
 
    “Shut up.” I swatted at the air between us, as if batting the words away. “It’s starting.” 
 
    Images swirled around me in a dizzying blur. All I could do was throw myself into its eddying current and pray not to get sucked under.  
 
      
 
    A man in an underground fighting ring.  
 
    A lucky punch landed with a pair of silver knuckles.  
 
    The flash of fang and fur.  
 
    A panicked crowd with a vendetta seeking retribution. 
 
    A pregnant woman left alone and scared.  
 
    Wards put in place to protect a young life.  
 
      
 
    All in all, it seemed the spell was going according to plan, until— 
 
      
 
    Reid’s hands dragging through my hair, his body molding to mine. 
 
    Flesh on flesh, my hips grinding against him.  
 
    Lips parting with a gasp.  
 
    Kisses teasing down my neck. 
 
    The swell of his arousal pressing against my inner thigh. 
 
    My body aching for every inch of him. 
 
      
 
    Stumbling back, I felt heat rush to my face in my struggle to figure out what the hell a vision like that could mean. Elba was my goal. This whole trek was to resurrect him. Why was I having dirty visions about some pretty boy boxer?  
 
    “You okay?” Leaning forward, Reid rested his elbows on his knees. “You just went sheet white.”  
 
    “I’m fine. Totally fine. I told you, my spells rarely work. This was nothing nude—new! Nothing new!” Quickly fixing the faux pas did nothing to make it less uncomfortable.  
 
    “So?” His eyebrows raised in expectation. “What did you see?” 
 
    “See?” Hearing my voice come out as a high-pitched squeak, I fought my way back to a normal cadence. “I didn’t see anything. I mean, it’s not like I was looking.”  
 
    “Wasn’t that the whole point of this little ritual?” Reid’s head tilted in confusion.  
 
    “What? Oh! Yeah, of course I saw things. Is it hot in here? It seems really hot in here.” Throwing open the office door, I twisted my hair off my neck and secured it there with the tie on my wrist. “So, yeah. No easy way to say this, but your dad was a werewolf. I know, weird, right? Being a boxer, he accidently wolfed out in the ring once and scratched a guy. Didn’t kill him, but did scare the hell out of some folks. They came after him, and I’m guessing you know how that sad tale ends. Your mom never wanted that fate for you. To prevent history from repeating itself, she had a shaman ward you on the day you were born. They intended for you not to be able to wolf out in retaliation to a human, but it seems the magic they slapped you with was a bit more potent than expected. Hence you not being able to shift at all. That said, you can be killed, just not by human means. It would take decapitation, or a silver bullet. Something like that.” I didn’t realize the words had tumbled from my mouth in a long-winded ramble until I finished spitting them all out and found myself panting to catch my breath.    
 
    “I’m… a wolf?” 
 
    Slapping a hand to my forehead, I shook my head. “Shit. I probably should have softened that blow a little bit.”  
 
    Rising to his full height, Reid peered down at his hands, turning them over in cursory inspection. “No, actually… it answers a lot of questions. And yet still leaves me the biggest one hanging. If I can’t shift, I’m still stuck in the only life I know. I appreciate you trying to help, Octavia, but it’s time to face the fact that I’m a lost cause.”  
 
    He started for the door, and I blocked his way with one hand to his chest. The same magnificent chest I saw myself licking and nibbling my way down in some alternate, horny dimension. “It’s not a lost cause. If it’s a ward, it can be broken. Magic in, magic out. Like a gang, but with wands.”  
 
    Spine straightening, a deep rumble reverberated from Reid’s throat. “Shut up.”  
 
    “I get that you’re discouraged, but there’s no reason to be a dick about it.”  
 
    Nostrils flaring, he peered over my head into the darkened gym. “We aren’t alone.”  
 
    Following his gaze, I saw nothing, but heard the faint rattle of something bumping the heavy bag on its chain.   
 
    Three strides were all it took for me to grab hold of one of my swords and unsheathe it. “Now might be a good time to mention I have a crazy stalker that’s been chasing me across the country.”  
 
    “Lock the door behind me. Grab Bacon and hide behind the desk. Do not come out until I come back for you.” As he started for the door, I jogged to catch up.  
 
    Catching his arm, I spun him to face me. “I’m sorry, why is the girl with the sword staying behind?”  
 
    Yanking his arm away, Reid’s face folded into a frown. “I was trying to be chivalrous and protect you—” 
 
    Raising the point of my blade between us, I turned it enough for the light overhead to gleam off its edge. “What gave you the idea I need to be protected?”  
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake! Fine! We’ll go out together. Should we at least shut the door to keep the pig safe?” 
 
    I glanced back at Bacon, who hopped up onto my cot and turned in three circles before flopping down. “If for no other reason than not to disturb him.”    
 
    Side by side, we crept out into the gym.  
 
    Holding my sword in front of me in a tight, two-handed grip, I side-stepped as quietly as I could. Still, I couldn’t match Reid’s silent glide. Heart hammering against my ribs, I searched the blanketing darkness for signs of movement.  
 
    “Well, well, well, look who’s up and around,” a gruff voice rasped. “And making time with some sweet piece of ass mere hours after being dragged away broken and bloody.”  
 
    The club lights clicked on, sending harsh light stabbing into my eyes. Blinking to focus, I found us surrounded by ten unsavory looking fellas all holding crow bars or baseball bats.  
 
    “Is it too late for me to take you up on that whole hiding in the office thing?” I muttered out of the corner of my mouth.  
 
    “Not if I beat you there,” Reid murmured. Then, puffing out his chest, he raised his voice to address the angry horde. “Fellas, I know how this must look—” 
 
    A meaty bald dude in a sleeveless flannel shirt rested his baseball bat across his shoulders and let his hands drape over it. “Is that so? Because it looks to us like you took a dive and walked off with a quarter of a million dollars of our money.”  
 
    “A quarter of a million!” I yelped. It seemed that many zeroes knocked the cool right out of me. “Hell, I’ll let you knock me around for a while for that kind of dough.” When Sleeveless Guy licked his lips at that idea, I quickly amended my claim.  “No, I wouldn’t. I don’t know why I said that. I wish I grabbed my second sword.”  
 
    “She’s cute.” Standing closest to the door, a man with salt and pepper hair and a good ‘ole boy smile let his gaze wander the length of me. “Maybe we take what you owe us out of her? What would you say to that, Reid Weston?”  
 
    “If I have a vote, I’d rather fall on my sword,” I interjected on my own behalf.  
 
    If he heard me, Good ‘Ole Boy didn’t let on, but kept his gaze locked on Reid. The corners of his eyes crinkled with amusement, as if he found this whole situation laughable. “Or should I call you Nicky Talbot? Or Lawrence Blackmoor? See, word has spread about you, kid. You’ve been pulling this same stunt all over the place. But today…” he let the crowbar he held clap against his palm in an open threat, “your luck ran out.”  
 
    Hands raised, Reid—or whatever the hell his name was—kept his tone calm and measured. “I don’t have the money on me, but I’ll get it. I’ll give every penny back—” 
 
    Another rise and fall of that crowbar. “You’re damned right you will. Tomorrow night, same arena, same time. Bring every cent, and we might let you walk out alive.”   
 
    Funny, they thought they had a say in that.  
 
    “Maybe we take the girl as collateral.” A short guy, notable for the ridiculous amounts of chest-hair bursting from the top of this shirt, leered my way.  
 
    Flipping my sword over the back of my hand, I caught it in an overhand hold. “I’m betting I can cut off your dangly parts before you lay a hand on me. You wanna gamble on that?”  
 
    “We don’t need the girl.” Hints of a creole drawl laced through Good ‘Ole Boy’s light and taunting tone. “Because if Reid here is stupid enough not to show, we’re coming back and burning this place to the ground.” 
 
    Reid visibly bristled, and everyone in the room knew they had him.  
 
    “See? I knew he had at least an ounce of sense.” Good ‘Ole Boy’s smile didn’t waver, yet never quite reached his eyes. “We’ll get our money, Reid will learn his lesson, and no one else has to get hurt.” Turning toward the exit, he jerked his head for his men to follow. “Come on, boys. I’m sure these lovebirds want to make the most of their night together.” Just outside the door, he paused and glanced back with daggers of death stabbing from his eyes. “Because if either of them tries anything stupid, it’ll be their last.”    
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    “Hi, I’m Octavia Hollows. I don’t believe we’ve met. Reid, was it? Or, Nicky? No, I believe you went by Lawrence?” Lips pursed in visible contempt, I folded my arms over my chest.  
 
    After checking all the doors in the club twice to make sure they were locked, Reid kept his gaze on a high-alert swivel. “My name is Reid. I never lied about that. I can even show you my driver’s license to prove it. And, technically speaking, you never asked for my last name, so—” 
 
    “Ah!” I wagged my finger inches from his face. “Nuh-uh! You don’t get out of this on a technicality.”  
 
    Catching my accusatory finger, he held it loose between us. “Hicks, my name is Reid Hicks. All those other aliases, I pulled from old Wolfman movies. Which is pretty ironic, now that I know the truth about myself. Kind of explains why I was always drawn to those characters.”  
 
    “By all means, let’s discuss your adorkable traits of the past, and not the fact that you’re obviously being set up for something horrible tomorrow.”  
 
    “Without a doubt, I am.” Casting another glance to the door, he lifted one shoulder in a casual shrug. “Bright side? They can’t kill me.”  
 
    Realizing he was still holding my finger, I tugged my hand away. “And when they realize they can’t, they may decide to take their aggression out on the boxing club just for funsies. This place is Jack’s life. We can’t let that happen.”  
 
    “Absolutely not,” Reid seconded.  
 
    Chewing on my lower lip, I turned on my heel and strode to Jack’s office where I dropped my sword back on his desk with a thump.   
 
    Bacon welcomed me back with a lift of his head, before yawning and flopping back down on his side.    
 
    Hip perched against the edge of the desk, I looped my thumbs in the front pockets of my jeans.  “Okay, so this is basically a magical math problem. We just need to figure out the right equation. Dina would normally be my go-to, powerful breaker of all wards. If I had any clue where she was.”  
 
    Following me in, Reid squatted on the floor beside the cot to scratch Bacon’s belly. “Dina?” 
 
    Pulling out my phone, I glanced at the screen and prayed she had called. No such blessing had been granted. “One of my former foster mothers, and a bad-ass Wiccan.  She and her entire coven went looking for me, and have since fallen off the map. I came here hoping to find them. No luck there yet.”   
 
    Concern creased Reid’s forehead. “Look, my bullshit doesn’t have to be your bullshit. If you need to focus on finding your family, I totally get it. I’ll figure something out, I always do.”  
 
    Dropping my phone onto the desk, I combed my fingers through my cotton-candy pink hair that desperately needed a color boost. “As much as I hate it, I can’t do anything to help them right now. Who I can help is you. Each and every one of those ladies would take turns kicking my ass if they heard I walked away from someone who needed me.”  
 
    Plopping down on his butt, Reid stretched his legs out in front of him. “They sound like amazing women.”  
 
    “They really are. I’m only just now beginning to appreciate their influence in my life. And that’s exactly why I’m worried about Jack and Stormie. They’ve always been good to me. I can’t walk away without knowing they’ll be okay.”  
 
    Flipping a rogue lock of mahogany hair from his eye, Reid grunted his agreement. “So, fantasy world where everything plays out just as it should, how does this go?”  
 
    Stare drifting to the ceiling, I dragged my tongue over my top teeth and toyed with that scenario. “Perfect world? I’d have something on hand that belonged to a member of the coven, and I’d use it to scry for them. We’d find them. They’d be okay, and all my worrying would be for nothing. Dina would stride in here, like the Amazonian goddess she is, and would immediately know the right spell to break whatever ties are holding you back.” The instant the words left my lips, I perked up. “That’s it!”  
 
    “There it is.” Reid jabbed a hand in my direction, as if this was all part of his master plan.  
 
    “Yes, you’re the clever one here.” With a roll of my eyes, I searched Jack’s desk for a piece of paper and a pen. The words came easily enough, but experience had taught me time and again not to trust them. To be safe, I inserted an escape hatch into my spell. Managing little more than lackluster confidence, I turned to face him with my precious slip of paper. “Brace yourself. Here goes nothing… and I mean that literally.”  
 
    “Don’t build it up too much.” Reid playfully clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “I’d hate for it not to live up to the hype.”  
 
    “Laugh it up, Fuzzball. The last guy I did a spell on gave me intimate details about the contents of his spank-bank.”   
 
    At that, he sat up a little straighter. “Wait. Is that a possibility? I am not comfortable with that level of sharing.”   
 
    “I mean… what are the chances of it happening twice? You ready?”  
 
    “Not even a little bit.”  
 
    “Awesome. That makes two of us. Let’s do this.” One last calming breath, and I began. “Goddess of beauty, truth, and grace; join us now in this time and space. Free your child from the ties that bind, that he may embrace the power of his kind. Let this spell guide him to the truth like a treasure map, and be instantly broken when my fingers snap.”  
 
    Paper pinched between my thumbs and the sides of my index fingers, I glanced up from under my lashes in expectation of… something.  
 
    Nope.  
 
    Big fat nada.  
 
    Even my most messed up spells came with at least a little spark. Nothing at all was a new low, even for me. Lips screwing to the side, I cast a sideways glance in Reid’s direction. “You feel anything?”  
 
    A mischievous smirk tugged at the corners of his mouth as his leisurely gaze traveled intimately over my curves. “Not yet, but damn, do I hope to.”  
 
    “Ah, hell. Is this a spell thing? Did I just make you magically horny?”   
 
    The tip of his tongue toyed with the tip of one lengthening incisor. With a lupine bound, he leapt to his feet and prowled straight for me. His chest rising and falling in heaving pants, his pecs stretched the fabric of his white t-shirt taut. One blink, and his eyes glowed a brilliant topaz. “I am definitely under your spell.”  
 
    Edging towards the door, I inspected this sudden new turn of events. “Okay, we didn’t achieve full wolf, but we managed some traits. That’s progress, right? Going to have to ask a little favor though: stop looking at me like that.”   
 
    “Like what?” His pupils expanded to inky black pools of desire.  
 
    Mouth suddenly parched, all I could manage was a breathy squeak. “Like a snack.”  
 
    “Mmm, eating you sounds like hours of fun.” Tilting his head, his hair framed his face in a wild mane. “Come on, you’re going to tell me you haven’t thought about it?” 
 
    “Thought about what?” I swallowed hard.  
 
    “What it would feel like to give in to temptation?” He stepped in close, his body skimming mine. Heat radiated off him, coursing through me in waves of temptation. Dipping his head, his lips teased over mine without offering the sweet release of actual contact. “What it would… taste like?”  
 
    I knew I should take a step back and insert enough distance between us for clearer heads to prevail. Yet, staring into his glowing eyes, I found myself enraptured by his animalistic allure. Lips opening with a pop, I prayed something sensible enough to diffuse this situation would come tumbling out.  
 
    “Elba…” I croaked, “my fiancé.”   
 
    Reid backed off… an iota. “And where is he now?” The words rumbled from his chest in an alluring growl.  
 
    “At the moment? He’s a little bit dead. But that’s an ailment I can totally cure… if I can find him. Which I fully intend to do.” 
 
    Reid wet his lips, making them glisten like ripened cherries. “Even marriage vows end at ‘til death do you part. You would have nothing to feel guilty about.”  
 
    “Why would I feel guilty?” I shifted my weight and instantly judged myself for it. Did I just lean in? Shit, why did I lean in? “We haven’t done anything.”  
 
    “Tell me to stop.” Reid brushed the hair from my face, the side of his hand breezing over my skin. “Be my willpower. Because I look at you… and I have none.”  
 
    The word was there, on the tip of my tongue, waiting to be uttered. But with my pulse pounding and a longing ache throbbing through my core, I… hesitated.  
 
    That beat of silence was all the invitation he needed. One arm snaked around my waist, the heat of his palm scorching against my lower back. His mouth crushed against mine, tongue probing between my parted lips with enticing flicks. A low moan of appreciation escaped me; the spell of his touch far more potent than any incantation I could ever utter.  
 
    It had been so long since I’d been held like that; his body asking mine an unspoken question of desire. Other than a brief encounter with a fellow necromancer who staged his own death to get near me—wish I was makin’ that shitshow up—I hadn’t felt this kind of connection since— 
 
    Elba. 
 
    Placing a gentle hand on Reid’s thick forearm, I pulled away. Peering into his inviting stare, I allowed myself a moment to entertain that alluring what-if. Catching my hand, he raised it to his lips to deliver a seductive kiss to each of my fingertips. With the scruff of his cheek brushing against the heel of my palm, he inched his way down to my wrist, his gaze never wavering from mine.  
 
    Need coursing through my core in heady waves, I raised my opposite hand… and snapped my fingers.  
 
    Stumbling back, Reid’s wolfish attributes vanished in a blink, his cheeks ablaze with a ruddy glow of embarrassment. “Oh, God! Octavia, I am so sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    Pressing the back of my hand to my lips—which still tasted like his salty sweetness—I shook my head. “This wasn’t you. I told you, I suck at spells.”  
 
     “You cast a spell so I would make out with you?”  
 
    “As heartwarming as it is that you think I need to result to that to get a little touch, that was not my intention. I was trying to break your ward.”  
 
    “I didn’t mean to insult you, but… wow. You really are bad at this.”  
 
    “No shit.” Skirting around him at a healthy distance to avoid any chance of contact, I slumped down on the cot. Shoulders tight and tense, I fought to steady my uneven breathing. Feeling the mattress shift under my weight, Bacon wriggled closer to rest his head on my leg. “That’s all I got. I don’t know what else to try. We got close, there were changes, but not enough to warrant attempting that hot mess again. Without my magical lifeline to turn to, I’m out of ideas.”  
 
    “Well, I could try ramming my tongue down your throat. No, wait… we already did that.”  Sauntering closer, he playfully kicked at my foot with the toe of his scuffed-up cowboy boot.   
 
    “Easy, now.” I huffed a humorless laugh in the face of my crushing embarrassment. “You’re a big, strong wolf and I’m just a delicate little flower.” 
 
    Head falling back, Reid chuckled. “Oh, no. You are many things, Miss Hollows, but delicate is not one of them.”  
 
    And, there it was.  
 
    That jolting moment of startling epiphany.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I laughed at the simple loophole I overlooked. “I went about this all wrong. It’s right there in the blueprint of your ward. You can’t wolf out against a human. But, I’m not a delicate human.”  
 
    Lacing his fingers behind his head, Reid stretched out his shoulders. “What are you saying?”  
 
    “I’m saying,” I parroted, scooting to the edge of the mattress, “we don’t need magic. We never did. We just need to get your blood pumping with a nonhuman.”  
 
    “I thought that’s what we just did?” He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively.  
 
    “Not like that.” Annnnnd my cheeks were burning again. “I meant more in a combative situation.”  
 
    “You wanna talk some sense into her?” Reid beseeched Bacon, before tossing an incredulous glance my way. “Look, I don’t care if you’re a siren, necromancer, or the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man. I’m not going to fight you, Octavia.”  
 
    “No, you’re not. I’m not a complete moron. We’re going to put you through the paces out in the gym and try to set your wolf free.” Pushing off the edge of the cot frame, I strode to Jack’s desk and palmed both my swords. “And just in case things get away from me—again--I’m going to keep these handy.”   
 
    Reid’s mouth swung open, most likely in search of yet another argument.  
 
    Before he got the chance, I turned to face him with my blades crossed in front of me. “We need to do this, Reid. Jack needs us to do this.”  
 
    A quick pat to Bacon’s rump, then Reid rose to his full, intimidating height. “Then, lead the way, milady.”  
 
    Rolling my shoulders, I marched toward the gym.  
 
    “Octavia?” Reid called, stopping me short. “Just so things aren’t weird, we’re in agreement that what happened between us was the fault of the spell, right?” 
 
    Behind my eyes, I saw the vision I had of our bodies entwined. It would wrap everything up in a pretty little bow to say that was nothing more than foreshadowing of my magical faux pas. It didn’t explain away the differing details of the encounters, but it offered me an out to which I could cling.   
 
    “Nothing between us but a bit of failed magic,” I lied to myself through a tight smile.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Reid’s voice rumbled from his chest in a growl that was more animal than man. “Do it again. Harder.”  
 
    Flicking a strand of sweat-soaked hair from my eyes, I filled my lungs to capacity. Throwing my shoulder into it, I rocketed my fist forward and clocked him in the chin… again.  
 
    His head jerked back, eyes glowing that menacing topaz. This time, his nostrils even twitched into a snarl.  
 
    One blink.  
 
    And another.  
 
    Then, it passed.  
 
    Shaking it off, Reid’s gaze snapped back to mine. “Why don’t you lose the boxing gloves and try it again? Or, maybe grab a weapon of some sort?” Turning in a slow circle, he scanned the empty gym. “Do you see anything you could deliver blunt-force trauma with?”  
 
    Arms falling slack at my sides, my shoulders sank with exhaustion. “Reid, we have literally been at this for hours. My pig is snoring, and that’s not any kind of weird metaphor. You’ve ran, jumped rope, beat on the heavy bag, and done more push-ups than any human ever could. The fact that we’ve been reduced to me sucker punching you should probably be where we wave the white flag and admit this isn’t working.”  
 
    “We’re so close. I can feel it.” Bouncing on the balls of his feet, Reid shook out his arms. “We’re scratching at the surface of it. I can feel the wolf trying to claw its way out. If we quit now—” 
 
    “We can sleep,” I cut in. Leaning back against a corner pole of the boxing ring, I sank down on the mats. “Whether we like it or not, you’ll be going up against those assholes with the crowbars tomorrow.” A quick glance at the wall clock and I amended that claim. “Correction, make that later today.  Since we can’t get the wolf to come out and play, we at least need to get some rest. That’s the only way we can even remotely prepare for the runaway train of shit barreling straight for us.”  
 
    Wiping his forehead on the back of his arm, Reid slumped down next to me. “You keep saying we. This is my mess. You can skip out at any time, guilt free.”  
 
    “Can, but not going to.” Pinching the front collar of my t-shirt between two fingers, I waved the fabric back and forth. “Seriously, the amount of boob-sweat I’ve got going on is truly alarming.”  
 
    Letting his head loll to the side, Reid peered my way. “Why?”  
 
    Brow creased, I glanced down at my chest. “Well, I mean, I know they aren’t huge, but there’s still enough there for a little humidity to form.”  
 
    Reid snorted with laughter. “I meant, why are you helping me?”   
 
    Stretching out my legs, I allowed myself a brief moment of reflection before answering. “Before I came here, I had a run-in with a pod of beauty queen sirens.”  
 
    “That…” Reid trailed off as he considered the full ramifications of what I was saying, “sounds absolutely terrifying.”  
 
    One shoulder lifted in a shrug. “Once I got past the ruffles, taffeta, and double homicide, it wasn’t that bad.”   
 
    “We’re going to circle back to that later…”  
 
    “My point is, they introduced me to a side of myself I never knew. I guess I was hoping I could do the same for you.”  
 
    A beat of silence passed between us as Reid peered down at his cracked and bruised knuckles. “Can you promise me something?”  
 
    “Within reason.” I dipped my head in a brief nod.  
 
    Rocking onto his hip, Reid reached into his back pocket to pull out a pocket knife. He turned it over in his hand before offering it to me. “If you’re coming with me tonight, I want you to bring this.”  
 
    “No offense, but that’s not a knife. That’s a knife.” Attempting a Crocodile Dundee impression, I lifted my chin towards my swords resting at the edge of the ring.  
 
    “They’re steel.” His features softened under a cloud of sorrow. “They can’t kill me. But this is sterling silver. If things get bad, I don’t want to come back again. Not if it means those thugs might come after Jack. Promise me… you’ll end this.”  
 
    Begrudgingly, I took the knife. “Just so you know, I’m not going to use this. But if you need me to hold onto it as an insurance policy, I will.”  
 
    Both of our hands on the knife, Reid hesitated before letting go, his stare locked with mine. “Thank you, Octavia. For everything.”  
 
    “Dude, you let me spend the night tenderizing your face with my fists. I should be thanking you. That was the best stress reliever I’ve had in a long time.” It was a dismissive statement to lighten the moment, but the weight of the situation hung heavily in the air.  
 
    Our plan had failed. Now, all we could do was pray.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Bacon heard the ruckus before I did. At the first sound of raised voices, he leapt off the cot and scurried to the door. Nosing at it, he tried to dig his way out in a flurry of clicking hooves. 
 
    I woke with a snort, my mouth tasting like a sweaty gym sock had been shoved in it. Propping myself up on one elbow, I tried to blink myself awake. “Hey, Pig formerly in a blanket, we’ve talked about this. You are not a large-tusked warthog. Maybe let me be the one to check out strange noises?”  
 
    The universe responded to that suggestion with a thunderous crash, followed by the tinkling of shattered glass.  
 
    Kicking my legs over the edge of the cot, I bolted for the door the second my feet hit the linoleum. “That, my little pork rind, definitely warrants an investigation.”  
 
    Gently scooting him aside with the side of my boot, I squeezed out the door and shut it behind me. While the club was filled with members eager to start their day with some hard-hitting cardio, not one person noticed I entered the room. All attention was focused on four men by the front door breaking out the floor-to-ceiling windows with crowbars and baseball bats. I didn’t need to see their faces to know they were part of the same crew that had threatened me and Reid the night before.   
 
    After stepping back to admire his work, Good ‘Ole Boy swung around to face his stunned audience. “Building full of people beating on stuffed bags, and no one is going to step up and be the hero?” he taunted.  
 
    Face morphing from red to purple in his battle to keep his cool, Jack moved through the crowd to plant himself between his customers and the assailants. “Nobody is going to do anything stupid, so no one here gets hurt.” Something in the way he spat the word nobody made it seem he was warning himself as much as the rest of them. 
 
    Good ‘Ole Boy used the crowbar to wave in Jack’s direction. “See now, I like you. You’re a sensible man. I bet you’ll even tell me where your boy is, because you know nothing good will follow if I have to ask twice.”   
 
    Arms akimbo, Jack’s hands curled into tight fists at his sides. “If you mean Reid, he’s not here. But I’ll be sure to pass along a message to him, as soon as you and your lot get the hell out of my business.”  
 
    “Ya hear that, boys?” Good ‘Ole Boy chuckled with a dangerous gleam in his eyes. “I don’t think we’re welcome here.”  
 
    Exchanging matching looks of malintent, his men chortled in response.  
 
    Dragging his tongue over his top teeth, the corners of Good ‘Ole Boy’s mouth twisted into a smug smile. “That’s alright, I have no interest in grabbing a beer with ya, I just need ya to hear me out. See, I know you’re the man who’s been in that boy’s corner during his recent fights. I take that to mean you’ve made a little money off his game. The way we see it, that was you co-signing him taking out a loan on our money. Money he’s going to pay back… with interest. It’s up to you to make sure he shows up at the arena tonight. Because, if he doesn’t, we’ll be back. And you’ll wish your only problem was some broken glass.”  
 
    A jerk of his head to his men, and they filed out with glass crunching under their boots.   
 
    “Sorry all. Bit of a misunderstanding.” Jack offered his customers a tight smile as he zipped to the front desk to grab the broom and dustpan.  
 
    Some made half-hearted attempts to finish their workouts. Others beelined it for the locker rooms to collect their things. Not one among them was brave enough to look Jack in the face.  
 
    Stunned into an embarrassed silence, the club owner kept his head down and concentrated on sweeping up the mess.  
 
    Without a word, I grabbed the second broom and joined his efforts. We worked in silence for a few moments, until the first club member flung their duffel bag over their shoulder and marched out without a glance back.  
 
    Only then did Jack pause, both hands gripping the broom handle in white knuckled fists. “When these members leave, they won’t be back. And who could blame them? I don’t know how I got myself into this—” 
 
    My broom stilled as I peered up at him with absolute conviction. “You got into this because you didn’t want to send Reid in there alone. You know damned well his bullheaded ass absolutely would have gone without you. This situation is far from ideal, but don’t ever doubt that your heart was in the right place.”   
 
    “Yeah,” Jack’s lips screwed to the side with disgust, “I’ll remember that when we go out of business. I don’t know what I’m going to tell Stormie. We based our entire lives around this place.”   
 
    With a deep inhale, I handed him my broom and walked out of the club. My Scrambler sat at the curb, patiently awaiting my return. Using the heel of my boot— (yes, I slept in them) —I kicked up the kickstand and rolled my bike through the frame of the broken window wall. Putting the kickstand back down, I stood back to inspect the staged scene. “Oh, look at that. Octavia had one too many Hand Grenades at Tropical Isle again, and drove her bike through the front of the club. That girl really has a problem.”  
 
    Jack’s features softened with something that resembled paternal pride. “What about the assholes with the bats? They’ll be back tomorrow to do far worse.”  
 
    I could feel the weight of Reid’s pocketknife in my back pocket, and hated myself for even considering it. “Reid and I will handle them tonight,” I rasped. “One way or another, they won’t be back.”  
 
    Leaning his forearm against the handles of both brooms, Jack’s eyes narrowed at my staged scene. “Uh… not to be a stickler for details, but if you crashed your bike, wouldn’t it be on its side instead of carefully parked here?”  
 
    Chin tucked to my chest, I gave him a judgmental glare for spouting such gibberish. “I’m sorry, but do you have any idea what laying down a motorcycle does to its engine? I think enough damage has been done here. Let’s not take our frustrations out on my Scrambler.” Offering him a playful wink, I turned on my heel and strode towards the ladies’ locker room to take a shower.  
 
    “Yeah,” he called after me, “I’m sure after drunkenly crashing through a storefront, you parked your bike and stumbled away unscathed.”  
 
     “The words you’re looking for are thank you!” I shouted back, and disappeared through the swinging door.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The mood of the underground fighting ring had shifted. I felt it the instant we walked in, a shiver of unease prickling down my spine. The jovial camaraderie from our last visit had been replaced by palpable tension.   
 
    Scanning the arena, Reid bristled. “I never should have brought you here.”  
 
    Silently, I said a quick prayer of thanks that I let Jack pig-sit Bacon. Yes, his safety was key, but it also freed up space under my hoodie for me to strap on my swords. The cold bite of steel against my back was a remarkable boost to my confidence. “It’s adorable that you think you have any say over where I go and what I do.”  
 
    If Reid heard me, he didn’t let on. Pinching the bottom hem of my sweatshirt between his thumb and forefinger, he pulled me tight to his side. “We are in very real danger.” 
 
    For a beat, all I could do was blink in his direction. “You hustled them out of a quarter of a million dollars. Did you think they brought you here to thumb wrestle?”  
 
    All eyes were on us. Hushed conversations were being held behind the backs of hands.  
 
    “You don’t understand. It’s so much worse than that.” 
 
    “Rock, paper, scissors?” 
 
    “No, I—” 
 
      “Where is Thumpkin?” 
 
    “Would you shut up and listen?” Reid hissed in an urgent whisper. “I know these men. They’re from every town I’ve… fought at.” 
 
    The way he stumbled over the word set off warning sirens in my mind. “You mean, towns you hustled?”  
 
    “Well, don’t linger at the door, son!” Good ‘Ole Boy bellowed, that ever-present grin firmly in place. “Come on in! Get those gloves laced on.”  
 
    Unzipping his duffle bag, Reid pulled out his gloves and dropped the bag to the floor. “This is a personal vendetta for each of them. The first chance you get, I want you to run. I don’t want you to be any part of what’s about to go down.”  
 
    “Hear that, boss?” A skeevy guy with yellow teeth and a forest of bushy hair sprouting from the collar of his shirt edged in close enough for me to get a pungent whiff of halitosis and Gold Bond. “He doesn’t want his girlfriend to stay for the fun.”  
 
    A nod from Good ‘Ole Boy—henceforth known as GOB—and a wall of men moved behind us to block the exit. Clucking his tongue against the roof of his mouth, GOB cocked his head in mock pity. “Be a shame for her to miss a minute. You’re headlining tonight, Reid! She needs to see what a star you are.”  
 
    Two swords on my back, a knife in my pocket, and a guy who couldn’t be killed standing beside me. I had no false notions that we could take out the entire horde, but was damned sure we could make a good dent. “They’re trying to get in your head and rattle you. Don’t let them. Whatever they have planned, you need to be alert.”  
 
    “You too.” Peering down the bridge of his nose at me, Reid clapped his gloves together and ducked under the ropes to a rousing chorus of jeers and boos.  
 
    I never claimed to be an expert on boxing, but the spectacle that followed the ding of that bell in no way resembled the sport. Reid’s former opponents took the ring one after another, getting in a few good jabs and hooks before tagging in the next guy. They moved in a steady stream, rotating out in a constant current that would ensure Reid tired out long before they did.  
 
    In the beginning, while he was fresh, Reid gave as good as he got.  
 
    Splitting a lip with a quick jab.  
 
    Breaking a nose with a power-packed uppercut.  
 
    Dislocating a jaw from a fast-flying hook.  
 
    But time dragged on, and he began to slow. His opponents began to land more strikes, batting his head around like a speed bag. Blood streamed from a gash on his forehead, seeping into his eye to blur his vision. Shoulders beginning to droop, he fought to keep his hands up to defend against their rapid-fire attacks. 
 
    He couldn’t keep this up much longer, but that’s not what had me worried. Horrible as it was to think, they could beat him to death and he’d pop back up after a five-minute reset. That was the problem. Men from across the country filled that arena, all of whom frequented the same fighting circles Reid did. Somewhere, sometime, one of them would see him post mortem. Then, there was a chance this could all come back on Jack in a truly ugly way. I couldn’t allow that to happen. I gave Jack my word.  
 
    And that, my friends, was when I formed my most monumentally bad idea to date.  
 
    Reid had come close to shifting. I’d seen the telltale signs. What he needed was the proper motivation to overcome the metaphysical hurdle.  
 
    “Goddess, please don’t let me die,” I muttered under my breath as I shoved my way through the jeering crowd to duck under the ring ropes.   
 
    GOB blew a whistle and a hush fell over the crowd. “Sorry, this isn’t a tag team match, sweetheart. I promise you can have whatever’s left of your boyfriend when we’re done.”  
 
    With a bold lift of my chin, I locked stares with him. “Aw, you gave me a pet name and I don’t have one for you. How about Pencil-dick? Does that one work for you?”  
 
    Eyes narrowing to hateful slits, GOB’s smile sagged ever so slightly at the corners. “Not sure it applies, but I’d be more than happy to prove that to ya.”  
 
    “There’s no time for that, Pencil-dick,” I winced as if that was the stupidest suggestion I ever heard, “because I’m not going anywhere. You’re going to give my friend a minute to regroup, and in the meantime… I’ll take his place.”  
 
    A wave of laughter tittered through the room.  
 
    “That’s cute, sweetheart.” Clasping his hands in front of him, GOB pointedly stabbed out the word. “Even so, these rough-necks do like to maintain some element of chivalry. We couldn’t, in good conscience, beat on a delicate little thing like you...  even if we did believe you could learn a thing or two from it. Jedidiah, help the little lady out of there.”  
 
    Yellow Teeth reached over the ropes to grab my arm.  
 
    Catching him by the wrist and armpit, I threw my weight forward and flipped him over my shoulder. He landed flat on his back, the floor shaking beneath him. Eyes bulging in equal parts shock and panic, the air left his lungs in a pained huff.  
 
    Impressive, right?  
 
    Less so, considering that was literally the only move I had.  
 
    Jack taught me that one after some douche bag on Bourbon Street grabbed my tit. Not that I intended to let any of them know I wasn’t packing a full arsenal of badassery.   
 
    Wiping the blood from his eye with the back of his glove, Reid stumble-stepped in my direction. “Octavia, what are you doing?”  
 
    “At the moment?” Head tilted, I glanced down at Yellow Teeth, who was rolling to his side to catch his breath. “Hoping to provide you with some much needed motivation to shift.”  
 
    Hands on his knees, Reid swayed, his legs threatening to buckle beneath him. “Are you insane? That’s a risky damn gamble!”   
 
    “Well, lookie here.” After wagging one finger in my direction, GOB pressed it to his chin. “Not only has the lady proved she can hold her own, but Reid seems very much against the idea. I’ll be damned if that doesn’t make it even more appealing. So, I say we give this a go.” 
 
    As the crowd unleashed a thunderous cheer, Reid grabbed the top rope to steady himself. “No! You won’t lay a hand on her!”  
 
    Another chorus of mocking laughter.  
 
    GOB rubbed his palm over the scruff of his chin. “That’s almost threatening. Almost. But you, I have no doubt Jedidiah can successfully sideline.”  
 
    A nod from his boss, and yellow-teethed Jed forced his way to his feet.  
 
    Managing a step forward, Reid’s jaw clenched tight. “Octavia, get behind me. Now.”  
 
    “Was that a hint of a growl? Great start, but let’s see if we can kick it up a notch.” Tossing my hair over my shoulder, I threw my arms out wide and spun in a slow circle to address the crowd. “Don’t be shy, boys. Who’s going to be first?”  
 
    “There’s brave, and there’s stupid. This is just flat-out stupid,” Reid rumbled. One blink, and his eyes glowed a menacing topaz.  
 
    “Oh yeah?” I countered, “Because it seems like it’s working, so far.”  
 
    “I want a piece,” a boulder of a man declared, forcing his way through the crowd.   
 
    “Would you look at him!” I crowed. “He is without a doubt the largest human being I’ve ever seen. What are you, seven feet tall?”  
 
    “Six-eight,” Gigantor corrected, choosing to go over the ropes instead of under them. As if his appearance wasn’t off-putting enough, his hair was shaved into a mohawk and gelled into spikes that stabbed upward from his scalp.  
 
    “I come up to your belly button! Reid, look! I come up to his belly button!”   
 
    As Jedidiah reached for him, Reid found the strength to rip his arm away. I prayed that to be a sign of wolfie things to come. “Octavia, that guy will kill you!”  
 
    Wiping my sweat-dampened palms on the fronts of my jeans, I braced for the shit-storm of pain heading my way. “Ya know, I’m starting to pick up on that vibe. Do me a favor? If he kills me, maybe flop one of my hands up onto my chest. I’m not entirely sure I can resurrect myself, but it couldn’t hurt to try.”   
 
    “You done talking, Princess?” Gigantor pressed, making his giant man-boobs dance in a surprisingly effective intimidation technique. “Or should I pull up a chair?”   
 
    “Don’t care much for being called princess, but yeah, we’re totally going to do this. Just let me…” Trailing off, I tugged my hoodie over my head and tossed it aside.  
 
    At the sight of my swords, Gigantor visibly paled. “What are those? No one said anything about weapons!” 
 
    Eyebrows rocketing into my hairline, I snorted at the irony. “To be clear, you were totally okay climbing into the ring with a girl that’s a quarter of your size, but if she has any kind of weapon that may hinder your ability to pound her into the ground, that gives you pause? Evolution—decided against it, did we?”  
 
    Gigantor’s top lip curled into a snarl, revealing a gold grill encasing his teeth. “Keep ‘em on. It’s not like you’ll have time to pull one.”  
 
    Sniffing back a trickle of blood from his left nostril, Reid’s stare beseeched me.  “Octavia, I’m begging you not to do this.” 
 
    My fingers twitched at my sides, palms itching to draw steel. “Looks like things are about to get insanely real, Reid. Unless you can come up with a way to make this all stop.”  
 
    Jedidiah managed to catch hold of Reid’s elbow, yanking him to the side of the ring.  
 
    “Keep your hands up!” Reid coached, stumbling along behind him. “Dodge and weave! Don’t stop moving!”  
 
    “That’s what you have to say to me right now?” I squawked. Following his advice, I bounced side to side in an awkward shuffle.  
 
    “What do you want me to say, Octavia?” He spat my name like one of those truly filthy cuss words you reserve for only the direst of situations.  
 
    Which, I realized now, this was.  
 
    “Ideally?” Gigantor swung wide, and I ducked under his jab. “I was really hoping for a more lupine response!”  
 
    “You know I haven’t been able to make that happen!” Shrugging out of Jedidiah’s hold, Reid caught hold of the corner post to anchor himself there. “What the fuck made you think I would suddenly be able to accomplish it now?”  
 
    Gigantor tried for a hook shot. Thankfully, his speed was sorely lacking. Easily darting out of the way, I left him lumbering to catch up.   
 
    “Because I made a grand, selfless gesture!” Faking left, I moved right. A temporary tactic that bought me a few valuable seconds. “I thought it might inspire you!”  
 
    A guy with a horrible mullet joined Jedidiah’s efforts to force Reid from the ring. His earlier instability erased, the would-be wolf planted his feet and refused to budge. Which I would have taken as a good sign, if I wasn’t becoming more and more aware by the second that I made a huge fucking mistake.  
 
    “That’s a pretty big gamble!” Throwing his arms up, Reid easily broke out of the goons’ grappling holds. His chest heaved, the tendons of his forearms bulging.   
 
    Turning on the ball of my foot, I spun on him. “Well, no shit!”  
 
    “Don’t look at me! Look at him!” Reid roared, jabbing a finger in Gigantor’s direction.  
 
    A bowling ball-sized fist flew at my head.  
 
    Falling into a squat, I felt the wind from his punch rustle my hair. “Stop yelling at me! I’m trying to help you!”  
 
    “I didn’t ask you to do this! Why would you take such a stupid risk for someone you barely know?”  
 
    I hopped from my left foot to the right and back again, thinking about throwing a jab like Jack taught me, but fearing it would be about as effective as screaming at a tornado. “Because… sometimes, we all need someone willing to fight for us.” 
 
    Gigantor’s hands sagged for a beat. “Aw. That’s kinda sweet.”  
 
    “Thank you. Any chance you found it moving enough for us to call this a draw?”  
 
    And just like that, his fists popped back up. “Not a chance. I’m still going to snap you over my knee like a twig. But now I’ll feel a little bad about it.”   
 
    “You’re a good person, Octavia. But you don’t have to do this.” Taking a bold step forward, Reid forced each word through tightly clenched teeth. “Step out of the ring and let me handle this guy.”  
 
    I might have considered it. Could have caved and trotted my happy ass to a safe distance from the entire scene… had I not caught a glimpse of hope. Silver hair, gleaming under the hot ring spotlights, had sprouted across Reid’s knuckles. 
 
    He was close. Closer than I had ever seen him.  
 
    Resigned to a painful fate, a sad smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. “Sorry, man. This fight is mine. You’re just going to have to come to terms with the fact that there are people out there who care.”  
 
    “Enough talking!” Gigantor bellowed.  
 
    Being the dumbass I am, I swung my head around at the same moment his giant fist rocketed forward. His punch connected with my nose, snapping my head back. Cartilage crunched; my face exploded in white-hot pain. Black spots danced before my eyes as a rush of coppery warmth gushed down the back of my throat.   
 
    Like a tree felled by an axe, I toppled straight back and the lights went out.     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
     The second my eyes snapped open, I pushed to my feet and drew both swords. Blinking through the haze of pain, I prepared for whatever threat was barreling my way.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    It was just me, alone in the arena, with a bare bulb swinging overhead.  
 
    “Huh.” Brow furrowed, I turned in a slow circle with my blades hanging low at my sides. The cavernous space was completely empty, an eerie silence throbbing off the cement walls like an anxious pulse.  
 
    On the upside, I felt no demanding pull of the dead. I could only take that to mean that whatever happened here, it wasn’t a bloody massacre. As reassuring as that little bit of trivia was, it didn’t loosen the knots of dread twisting in my gut.  
 
    Heart hammering against my ribs, I assumed a wide-legged stance… and listened.  
 
    From behind me came a low growl that sliced through the deafening silence.  
 
    Part of me didn’t want to turn. My inner voice of rational thought calmly suggested I run for the door and not look back. But it was my realistic side—which was well aware I’m neither fast, nor able to dart under the ring ropes without tripping—that craned my neck towards the sound.  
 
    Two glowing eyes blinked in my direction, narrowing with devilish intent.  
 
    “Ah, fuck,” I muttered under my breath, turning my full attention towards the monstrous wolf emerging from the shadows. “Hey, Reid! Good for you getting over your supernatural constipation, bud. Now seems like a great time to have the Friends Don’t Eat Friends conversation.”  
 
    One leap, and the newly transformed wolf-man bounded over the ropes and directly into my personal space. The floor shaking under his weight, he fell into a low crouch with his hackles raised. He still walked on two legs; his blue jeans survived the change with a few scattered rips along his bulging thighs. Hair the color of silvery moonlight covered his torso, thickening as it stretched up to his broad shoulders and neck. His face… was pure wolf. There was no hint of man in his elongated snout. No humanity to be found in the twitch of his nose as it curled into a deadly snarl. Mouth falling open, his tongue smacked noisily over his chops.  
 
    “Reid? That you, buddy?” I ventured, hating the tremor I heard in my own voice.  
 
    His pointed ears perked at his name, head cocking with canine interest.  
 
    Seeing that spark of recognition, I did my damnedest to stoke it into a flame. “There you are! Look at you, all big and hairy!” Taking a bold chance, I crouched down and eased one of my swords to the ground. Hiding the other behind my leg—because I’m not a total moron—I rose to my feet with my free hand tentatively raised in front of me. “We’re all friends here. We are just going to take this nice… and easy… so no one gets their face ripped off.”  
 
    Topaz stare locked on my offered hand, a low growl quaked through the jowls of the Reid-wolf.   
 
    Swallowing hard, I stood my ground.  
 
    Turns out, that wasn’t a wise move.  
 
    Lunging forward, Reid’s jaws snapped millimeters from my fingertips. Stumbling into a frantic back-pedal, I swatted behind me in a hunt for the ring ropes. Prowling closer, rage bubbled from the wolf’s lips in a frothy snarl.        
 
    “Shit, Reid! I need you to get your head on straight here, man.” Out of options, I swung my sword around and injected a cold steel barrier between us. “I don’t want to have to save you and stab you in the same day.”   
 
    Shoulders hunched, he prowled closer, his lips peeling back to display flesh-shredding fangs.  
 
    My hand shook, the sword bobbing with the motion. “Reid, please. I know you’re in there. If you can hear me, you have to fight this.”  
 
    I couldn’t get out. Not in time. A cold lump of stone settled into the pit of my stomach, hatching the realization that it was me… or him. Grinding my teeth, I fought back the hot rush of tears. Letting my sword slip from my fingers and fall to the mats with a muted thump, I drew the pocketknife from my back pocket and flicked up the blade. “I’m so sorry. I never wanted this…” 
 
    Shaking off like a wet dog, Reid’s lupine features vanished. “Wait, wait, wait!” Hands raised, he pumped the brakes before I could advance. “Shit, Octavia, I’m sorry! I thought this would be funny. Which it was—right up until you started crying and threatening to stab me. Now I just feel like a dick.”  
 
    A noise somewhere between a sob and a bark of laughter escaped me. Arms falling slack at my sides, emotional exhaustion slammed into me like a wrecking ball. “You are the absolute worst person ever, and I once knew a guy who staged his death and shoved himself in a meat locker naked.”    
 
    Folding his hands in a prayer pose, he let his chin fall to his chest and peered up at me under his brow. “As much as I’m dying to hear the details of that fiasco, I feel it’s more important that I beg your forgiveness and kindly request that you don’t stab me.”  
 
    Sagging back, I slumped against the ropes. “I probably would, just to make a point, if I didn’t feel like I was having a brain aneurysm. You really are a dick.”  
 
    In a very bold move for a dude who no longer had bone-crushing incisors, Reid closed the distance between us. “I truly am sorry. How about if I make it up to you by fixing your nose? It’s currently pointing in the wrong direction.”  
 
    “That would explain why my entire face feels like it’s been forced into a meat grinder.” Holding my breath, I held perfectly still as he gingerly placed his fingers on either side of the bridge of my nose and… snapped it back into place. “Goddamnsonofabitchmotherfuck!”  
 
    Sucking air through his teeth, Reid cringed. “I’m sorry you’re hurt. The last thing I wanted was for you to feel even an ounce of pain because of me.”  
 
    Hands on the apples of my cheeks—as if that was all that was stopping my nose from falling off—I wiggled my sniffer once, and again. With a tentative inhale, I found it to be sore but functional. “I’ve had worse, believe me. That said, I would like to know where the entire entourage disappeared to. The walls aren’t painted with blood, and I don’t hear a bunch of newly-dead spirits begging for a second chance. Both of which lead me to believe you didn’t turn them into kibble.”  
 
    A sheepish grin stealing over his features, he looped his thumbs in the front pockets of his jeans. “The change hurt the first time, and I’m guessing it was a hell of a spectacle to behold, because I cleared the place out by half with that little show.”  
 
    “And the ones that lingered, you hugged it out with and decided to become besties?” 
 
    A light blush filled his cheeks, adding a boyish charm to his whole rugged, bad boy look. “Not exactly. I shifted back to human, out of necessity, not intention. Side note: I am really going to have to work on my endurance. That was exhausting. Oh, and achieving full wolf. I want to, like, run under the moonlight and stalk through the shadows—” 
 
    Rolling my index fingers one over the other, I coaxed him back on track. “Annnnnd, we’re drifting…” 
 
    One meaty shoulder rose and fell in a dismissive shrug. “What can I say? I gave them their money back and told them we were square.”  
 
    Turning my palms skyward, I waited for the missing piece to be fit into the puzzle. “What makes you think they actually think you are? They could be torching Jack’s club right now. Which, I should mention, will end very badly for you, because my pig is there and if he gets hurt—wolf or not—I will cut you.”  
 
    Scratching his temple with his forefinger, a small smile twitched at the corners of his lips. “Well, those boys did try to make a bit more of a ruckus, but then I politely informed them if they came after me or any of my friends again, I’d sniff them out… and rip their guts out with my teeth. A claim I followed up by wolfing again. There was a fair amount of screaming, a balls-to-the-wall race for the door—oh!—and that Jedidiah guy pissed himself right where you’re standing.”  
 
    “Duu-uuude! This is my only pair of shoes!” I cringed, jumping out of that spot. “Gotta say, piss covered boots aside, I’m sorry I missed that. Sounds like a hell of a show.”  
 
    Joining me at the ropes, Reid bumped my hip with his. “It wouldn’t have happened without you. For which, I am exceedingly grateful, believe me. What I still don’t understand is… why? Why would you put yourself at risk for some random guy you barely know?” 
 
    Now it was my turn to shrug. “I don’t know, it’s kind of my thing. Resurrect a nurse to find out why a child was aging rapidly. Wake the victim of a jinn to stop him from hurting anyone else. Call forth the spirits of a serial killing siren so they can exact their revenge. Everyone’s got a hobby, right?”  
 
    Chewing on the inside of his cheek, Reid shook his head. “It’s not the same. In each of those situations, you were using the abilities you have. This was something else. You went toe-to-toe with a guy who fully intended to snap you in two. Watching you tonight, taunting the entire room? If I didn’t know better, I’d think you had a death wish.”  
 
    That simple sentiment knocked the air from my lungs more than Gigantor’s punch ever could. After glancing behind me to make sure I was no longer in the pee zone, I sank down on the mats and stretched my legs out in front of me. The truth laid just beneath the surface like a festering wound that had long since scabbed over.  
 
    Dragging my tongue over suddenly parched lips, I struggled to put into words the feeling that had haunted me since I rode back into town. “The last time I was here was right after my fiancé was killed. I’ve never told anyone this, but I didn’t grieve when he died. I didn’t see any point, when I fully intended to bring him back. Then, I broke into the funeral home, and his body was… gone.”  
 
    Easing down beside me, the warmth of Reid’s arm brushed mine. “Where did it go?” he asked in a barely audible whisper.  
 
    “I have no idea. His family ended up burying a box of rocks, not that I would ever tell them that.” Lost in my own miserable thoughts, I drew one knee up and fiddled with the laces of my motorcycle boot. “After that, it hit me that he was truly gone, and I couldn’t deal. I got on my bike and rode. This was the first town I stopped in. During my time here I picked fights, drank too much, and did some seriously shady shit that probably should have gotten me killed. When Jack and Stormie cared enough to try to intervene, I got on my bike and moved on. From town to town, I kept moving, thinking I could outrun the pain.”  
 
    “How’d that work out for you?”  
 
    Letting my head fall back against the ropes, I huffed a humorless laugh. “I’m back here, aren’t I?”  
 
    Shifting his weight, Reid turned his upper body to face me. “You’ve come all this way, done all these amazing things, and you honestly think you’re the same hot mess you were when you left here? I don’t buy it.”  
 
    “I’m not,” I agreed, eyebrows raising with conviction. “In some ways, I’m not the same person at all. Some for the better, and some far, far worse.”   
 
    “How so?”  
 
    Biting my lower lip, I fought back a crushing wave of emotion. “I’m on this hunt to find Elba, but it’s been over a year since he died. I don’t know who has him, what happened to his body, or if there’s even a chance I can bring him back now. If I didn’t run before—if I pulled up my big girl panties and hunted for him instead of drowning my sorrows with any distraction I could find—I could have found him already. He’d already be back. Now,” my voice cracked with the raw blade of truth that ground deep in my gut, “I don’t know if I ever will.”  
 
    Without a word, Reid slid his arm around my shoulders and pulled me to him. My head slumped against his shoulder, tears freefalling from my lashes.  
 
    After allowing myself a moment, I pushed away—instantly missing the quiet tenderness of being held.  
 
    Only then did he curl one long leg under him and lean my way. “You can be sad, Octavia, downright crushed, even. Anyone would be. But don’t ever diminish the amazing things you’ve done. You not only saved lives, but souls. That’s not just amazing, it’s otherworldly.” His hand drifted up to tuck my hair behind my ear. “Like it or not, you’re a badass superhero. And I, for one, am better for having met you. In fact, if you weren’t on a life or death quest to bring your fiancé back from the dead, I might even make a move.”  
 
    Through my tears, I snorted out a wry laugh. “Oh yeah? That’s all that’s preventing me from seeing your swagger?”  
 
    Planting his palms on the mat, he bounded to his feet with lupine grace. Hand extended, he offered me help up. “Absolutely. If I thought there was even a chance, I’d be tossing out every move I had to get you out of those panties.”  
 
    Fingers closing around his, I let him yank me to my feet. “And if I wasn’t in love with a dead guy, I’d tell ya to slam a Gatorade and take off your pants.”  
 
    “Keep talking like that, and you’ll make me swoon.” Ducking under the ropes, Reid held them up for me. “Come on, let’s go check on that pig of yours.”  
 
    Gathering my swords, I slid them back into their sheath and covered them with my hoodie. “That reminds me – now that you’re actually the Big Bad Wolf, a little disclaimer: I’m going to need you to huff, and puff, and stay the hell away from my pig.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    “You mean to tell me that no matter how long we’re friends—five, ten, twenty years down the line—I will never be able to drive your motorcycle?” Strolling to the entrance of the boxing club, Reid combed fingers through his windblown hair.   
 
    Hand on the door handle, I paused to admire the brand new window Jack had installed. “Sorry, them’s the rules for being allowed on my Scrambler. You ride bitch, or you don’t ride at all.”  
 
    Further conversation halted the second we caught a glimpse of the horror unfolding within Jack’s sanctuary.  
 
    Reid pulled up short, his mouth falling open with a gasp. “What in the fresh hell…”  
 
    Eyes bulging, a yelp choked from my throat. “This is… scarring.”  
 
    “No it’s not!” Jack chortled, scratching Bacon’s chin. “After getting your call that we were in the clear with those thugs, we took a celebratory walk and saw a few things at the pet store across the street that this dapper little gentleman desperately needed. Look!” Digging through the sea of shopping bags that surrounded them, he pulled out two Bacon-sized shirts. One was a tiny hockey jersey with a red maple leaf, the other a brilliant yellow Hawaiian shirt. “If he wears this one, he’s Canadian Bacon, and this one he’s Spam! Get it? Isn’t that a hoot?”  
 
    “And the flat cap?” I jerked my chin towards my swinekick’s new tweed accessory.  
 
    “Oh, that?” Jack glanced Bacon’s way, as if he completely forgot about that particular impulse buy. “That one just makes him look jaunty.”  
 
    Jabbing my hands on my hips, I pursed my lips in Bacon’s direction. “Put another person under your spell, didn’t you? I swear, I can’t leave you alone with anyone.”   
 
    “He did!” Gathering Bacon onto his lap, Jack’s voice rose to a high-pitched coo. “Because he’s a good little porker. Yes he is! Yes he is!” As if he could feel the judgement from our cringes, Jack glanced up from his piggy lovefest. “Oh, Octavia! I almost forgot; a package came for you. I put it on the desk in my office. If it’s okay with you, can I take Bacon for one more walk before you two settle in for the night?”  
 
    Only half-listening, I walked to the office, praying whatever it was had been sent by the coven. “Yeah, go ahead. Just don’t let him convince you to buy anything from a street vendor. He gets one whiff of a falafel, and he’s relentless.”  
 
    With Bacon cradled to his chest, Jack sauntered outside.  
 
    Yawning, Reid followed me into the office and flopped down on the cot. “Pretty sure your boy is coming back with a falafel. Just saying.”  
 
    The second I saw the return address scratched on the manila envelope, my blood ran cold. There was no street number, just a city.  
 
    Tallahassee.  
 
    Where Elba died.  
 
    Icy dread snaked through my veins as I tore open the paper.  
 
    Inside was a ring box that opened with a pop. One look at what was resting on its pillowed packaging, and the world whipped around me in a dizzying blur.  
 
    Swallowing down the bile scorching up the back of my throat, I closed the box and pushed it aside. “Stop Jack. I need Bacon. We’re leaving now.”  
 
    “Octavia? What is it?”  
 
    Unable to form a response, I moved around the room on autopilot, shoving my belongings back in my satchel.  
 
    Rolling off the cot, Reid grabbed the box and snapped it open. “What the fuck? Is that a finger?”  
 
    “That’s not a finger. It’s Elba’s finger. It’s still wearing the journeyman’s ring his dad handed down to him. Whoever has his body wants me back in Tallahassee.” Cross-bodying the strap of my bag, I craned my neck and shouted into the gym, “Jack, I need my pig! We’re leaving!” 
 
    Dropping the box onto Jack’s desk, Reid’s features sharpened with steely determination. “I’m going with you.”  
 
    “No, you’re not. Whoever this sicko is, he has Elba’s body, and my entire coven. I’m not letting anyone else get mixed up in this.”  
 
    “How do you know he’s the one who has your coven?”  
 
    “The logo on the top of the ring box. It’s the flowered wreath symbol Sister Tralynn uses on all the packaging of the beaded jewelry she makes.”   
 
    Planting himself between me and the door, Reid caught me by the shoulders and forced me to look at him. “This guy mailed you body parts. You’re not facing him alone. And it just so happens, my boxing days are over and my schedule is wide open. You saved my ass, Octavia. Let me do the same for you.”  
 
    Wandering into the room with Bacon in tow, Jack’s brow creased with confusion. “Everything okay?”  
 
    Striding over, I gathered my spoiled little porkbelly under my arm. “Far from it.”  
 
    For so long, I relied only on myself. But now—as I prepared to face off with a madman—I wanted nothing more than a badass wolf in my corner.   
 
    Flicking my bangs from my eyes, I locked stares with Reid. “The pink helmet is yours. You slow me down, you get left behind.” 
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    The Journals of Octavia Hollows continue with Dead as a Doornail, coming soon! 
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