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Hey Kiddies,

	Kyon’s back.

	Been keeping track.

	Stories to tell

	Of Lucy and Xochi's highway to hell.

	The road is long.

	The traffic's slow.

	Tho' they try so hard

	There's miles to go.

	Were Santa made a gruesome mess,

	And left our girls with a lot of stress.

	With bloody elves in El Gallo's wake,

	Christmas in September takes the cake.

	But more secrets hide in Granny's nest:

	Hippie artists, carny folk,

	Teenage love and Howler coke.

	Will our badass chicas pass the test

	Against biker Weres in leather vests?

	Only Kyon knows which way they go.

	I'm telling you, "You reap what you sow."

	Tho' a promise kept and lessons learned

	This is their road of no return.

	 


The Werewolf Whisperer

	From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

	The Werewolf Whisperer is the moniker used by the press and the general public to refer to the Were behaviorist Lucy Lowell. Along with known associate Xochitl Magaña (See La Güera), Lowell has aided, rescued and rehabilitated The Afflicted in California (See California Quarantine) under the umbrella of Hanna's Rescue and Rehabilitation since shortly after K-Day (See Kyon Virus, KV, Wereflu) and the implementation of the Federal Werebeast Defense Mandate (See Folsom Prison Riot).

	A former LAPD Animal Cruelty Task Force officer, Lucy Lowell outlines her Were training philosophy and methods in her handbook Hounds, and Ferals, and Werebeasts! Oh, My! — currently on the New York Times Best Seller list. See Were classification: Hound, Feral, Werebeast.

	 


Chapter 1

	Marin County

	Broglie

	Right now

	The warm September sun's glare bounced off El Gallo's flaming orange hood and directly into Lucy's eyes. Squinting, she fumbled with the muscle car's visor and wished she hadn't lost her sunglasses. She quickly considered where she'd last seen her dark shades.

	Peaches' dressing room before the whole Santa fiasco.

	Lucy groaned, wishing away the memory. She patted the burn on her calf through her cargo pants.

	Seems to be healing pretty fast.

	Not long after crossing the Golden Gate Bridge, they had hit Marin's Panoramic Highway. Xochi had white-knuckled it around blind curves, past sheer drop-offs, and through miles of what she had cursed as "the rollercoaster from hell." She hadn't even bothered to turn on the radio.

	"Our father who art in heaven," Xochi prayed out loud, "please don't let me drop seven hundred feet to my death."

	Lucy stared longingly at the expansive redwood-filled canyons. In the far distance, Northern California alpine ranges jutted out, looking pristine and untouched since the beginning of time.

	"How fun would it be to go hiking in those hills? Poppy and Chasselas would so be down with that," Lucy murmured.

	"Who? What?" Xochi smacked on her bubble gum in a panic. 

	"Just daydreaming about taking my dogs for a hike."

	"You and your pinche perros." Xochitl's voice rose. "I'm sure Granny's got all the furry four-foots you could ask for. A whole ranch full of them."

	"I guess." Lucy sighed a little.

	But her dogs are not my dogs.

	"Where's the turn? Where's the turn? Where's the turn?" Xochitl chanted. "Granny's directions said something about passing Mountain Home Inn. Stay on Gravity Car Road. Pass Zig Zag Trail."

	"You sure?" Lucy asked.

	"No, I'm not sure. This whole fucking place is a zigzag."

	"I haven't even seen a road sign in ages." Lucy glanced from side to side. The road they traveled on was paved but in desperate need of repair. They'd passed abandoned house after abandoned house.

	Guess people don't want to live near the woods with all the Werebeasts running around.

	"There aren't any pinche signs," Xochi huffed. "Granny said the geniuses around Broglie are pretty reclusive. It’s all unmarked roads. They voted."

	"And they decided not to have road signs and markers?"

	"Uh-huh."

	"Can they do that?"

	"Apparently," Xochi said and flung both hands in the air. "Oh, shit!" She immediately slammed them back on the wheel, barely keeping El Gallo from careening off the sheer embankment.

	Lucy's eyes wandered over the tips of the evergreens that blanketed the mountain and stretched for miles on either side of the crumbling road.

	"Just weird how close this is to The City," Lucy said, "and yet—"

	"It's totally secluded," Xochi finished her sentence. "Granny said the town itself is only one street with a couple of shops and a post office."

	"Oh...No restaurants?" Lucy's stomach had started rumbling miles ago.

	"She said there was one diner between her ranch and the town." Xochi leaned forward, the tip of her nose nearly touching the glass. "But I'm sure she'll feed us. She seems like the feeding type."

	"I hope so." Lucy spotted a fork in the road ahead. "Is that the hotel?"

	A ramshackle wooden lodge sat on the edge of the mountain, overlooking the scenic view. Its many large windows were broken, shattered glass sparkling on the ground. Caution! Werebeasts! had been spray-painted in red on the inn's sky blue sign.

	They drove by slowly.

	"The directions say the dirt road is just past an apple grove." Xochi frowned. 

	"How do you have an apple grove on a mountain side?" Lucy wondered.

	"Ask me if I care!"

	They rode on in silence; each lost in thought.

	"What are those?" Xochi said after several miles. "I can't tell from here."

	"Apples," Lucy said. "Nice and pink too. Ready to be picked."

	Xochi arched a quizzical eyebrow at Lucy and stared for a moment. "Whatever." Her stomach let loose a huge growl, and she seemed to reconsider. "Maybe Granny will make us some apple pie."

	Xochitl turned the car down a long, narrow road lined not only with apple but also fig, peach and pomegranate trees, all heavy with fruit.

	"Mature trees. Looks like they've been here a while." Lucy noted the thick trunks and gnarled branches. She rolled down the passenger window. "Just fill your lungs with that. Smells like fall. Ripe fruit, green fields, the redwoods—"

	"Dog piss," Xochitl said mercilessly.

	"Sure, there's a whiff of that too," Lucy agreed. "It's a dog kennel. Unless you constantly bleach, it's going to have a doggy odor."

	"So, your Empyrean ranch smells like piss?" Xochi said and popped a pink bubble with her gum. "Awesome!"

	"Hell, no!" Lucy yelped. "Mama made me scrub every inch of every kennel every morning. I must have washed a million dog blankets." She thought back to the never-ending banging of the washer and dryer. "'Cause if you don't...It's just mud and piss and drool and vomit and fleas and ticks and diarrhea—"

	"¡Híjole! Enough already."

	"Mama was a clean freak. I swear, you'd never know it was a dog ranch," Lucy said, her voice getting thin. "That was just Mama."

	"So, Mama was awesome and clean. Is Hanna like that too, or is she a sloppy little piglet like you?" Xochi pointed to Lucy's empty twenty-ounce to-go cup on the floor.

	Lucy smiled sheepishly and rolled the cup under the seat with her foot.

	Xochi exhaled tragically.

	"Hanna hired a couple of ladies to help keep the place up," Lucy said, undeterred. "I can't see Hanna scrubbing Were cages on her hands and knees, now that the ranch is—"

	"Hanna's Rescue and Rehabilitation," Xochi grumped.

	They passed two old barns situated perpendicular to each other. The more square of the two had a fenced corral attached.

	"Does Granny have horses?" Xochitl slowed the Toronado. Lucy and Xochi both studied the layout.

	"Could, I suppose," Lucy said. "But I think that enclosure is for training dogs. Look at the wire between the boards."

	"Seems elaborate."

	"Not unusual on a farm, but mostly it's used for the back forty. To keep animals out... Foxes, coyotes—"

	"Wolves?"

	"Not in California since the early 20s, you know." Lucy tried to remember Mama's talk about wolf conservation. Mama had become very engaged in the effort after befriending a few UC Davis grad students and helping them with a coyote study. "I guess there used to be wolves all up and down California. Wolves show up all over native tribal art, in the language, in the myths. To the native people where I grew up, the wolf was sacred. But with all the building..." She shrugged. "Hunters took out the prey that the wolves lived on. And then there were bounty laws put in place to eradicate wolves and coyotes."

	"Sounds like a little bit of history repeating," Xochi said.

	They pulled up to the main house shortly after they'd passed the barns and the enclosure. Healthy orange trees, the fruit not yet in season, dotted the side of the road and shielded the house from the barns.

	"Pretty house." Xochi rolled her window down too. "Logs and stone work. Look at those giant windows. Granny must have great views."

	"Hmm," Lucy considered. "Large windows plus dog paws equal slimy dog prints on glass."

	"You gotta learn to live a little, chica," Xochi said while steering the Toronado around the circular driveway. "Looks clean from here. And that's the nicest carport I've ever seen."

	"Like a little wood cabin with the walls taken out," Lucy agreed. "And river rock pillars."

	Xochi tilted her head, "Hey...What's with the Harley?"

	Half hidden in the shade of the carport, a matte black chopper perched alongside the house.

	Xochi chuckled. "I am getting the weirdest picture of Granny on a Harley with a giant dog on the back, wearing one of those black German army helmets."

	Curious, Lucy studied the biker graphic on the motorcycle's tank. "What about that wolf skull and flaming chain?"

	"Local club?"

	Lucy's gaze flew up to the porch. Three white plastic outdoor chairs sat pristinely arranged near a little white plastic table. A coffee can had been positioned conveniently next to one of the chairs.

	Lucy's nostrils flared at the acrid stink of cold cigarette butts. "Granny smokes? At her age?"

	"What?" Xochi grabbed the gold rooster key chain and opened the car door.

	"Coffee can on the porch." Lucy scrambled out the passenger side. Her legs felt stiff, and her ankles ached.

	"Cop," Xochi teased. "You can take the girl out of the uniform, but—"

	"Front door's slightly ajar too," Lucy said in a low whisper and doubled back to grab her Beretta from the glove box.

	"Hold up," Xochi said under her breath. She popped the trunk and swung her shotgun into the air.

	A short gasp sounded in Lucy's ear. She shot Xochi a this-doesn't-sound-good look, pointed directly at her and then indicated the front door.

	Xochitl nodded and edged up the stairs, quietly but quickly.

	A series of urgent screams resonated from around the side of the house.

	Lucy crept around the front, keeping below the line of the porch and the rock foundation skirt. Rapid splashing of water followed the screams. Sudden pained groans followed the splashing and a raspy murmur, "That's good. Just like that."

	Lucy stuck her head around the corner.

	A redwood deck ran the length of the house, a narrow lap pool cut neatly into the center. Two figures grappled in the rectangular hot tub on the far side of the pool. A square-shouldered man with longish blond hair held someone under the water. The smaller person was mostly blocked, but Lucy caught the flash of a thin wrist and black lacquered nails grasping on to the side of the hot tub.

	"Break it up!" Lucy hollered — Beretta trained on the assailant.

	"Luce!" Xochi dashed onto the deck from the side sliding door. Gun down, she carried a pair of jeans and a white T-shirt in one hand.

	What?

	The man straightened up immediately. "Hey!" he yelled at Xochi.

	"It's not—"

	The girl he'd been attacking squealed and dove under the water.

	"Turn around slowly!" Lucy commanded. She regretted her words as soon as he faced her.

	The man was young, barely out of his teens, cut and — completely naked.

	"Ahem." Lucy's eyes involuntarily roved over the young man's athletic shape.

	Muscular shoulders, bulky arms, cut six-pack. That's either from grueling workouts and a well-balanced diet or—

	She caught sight of the skull and flaming chain tattoo on his shredded chest.

	'Roids.

	Her gaze locked on his groin.

	Nope. Not 'roids.

	She looked up so fast she nearly bit her tongue.

	The young man's eyes flashed bright amber.

	"Werebeast!" she called out a warning to Xochitl.

	Still standing behind the young man, Xochi dumped the parcel of jeans and T-shirt she'd been holding and racked the slide of her shotgun.

	The tinny sound of a musical car horn blasting reveille blew through the lot.

	"Van," Xochi called out, allowing Lucy to keep her gun on the Werebeast, who other than the flashing eyes was still just a young, naked man.

	The girl in the hot tub bobbed up again and shook her wet hair off her face.

	"It's Granny," Xochi gave the blow-by-blow as Lucy heard a car door open and the rapid hobble step of the old lady's distinct gait.

	"Granny's got her gun on you," Xochi warned, instantly redirecting her shotgun at the old woman coming up behind Lucy.

	"Both of you," Granny spoke slow and low. "Drop it!"

	 


Chapter 2

	REAPER

	Broglie

	Granny's Ranch

	9 hours ago

	Reaper rolled onto his back, panting. His arms and legs felt like lead weights, his skin damp with sweat. The scent of strawberries and honeysuckle filled the air. He felt dizzy. High.

	He shut his eyes and listened to the early morning rain trickle against Jamie's bedroom window. The patter lulled him into a half-waking, half-sleeping dream.

	Reaper runs through the forest, zigzagging around giant redwoods. His fur brushes against dense fern bushes blanketing the ground. He smells each tree, each flower. Hears each birdcall, each animal scurry as his powerful hind legs vault him forward. For the first time in his life he feels strong. Free.

	He runs for miles. Faster. Faster. All the way to the edge of the woods. To the edge of the world.

	A warm breeze drifts through the air. He sniffs. Strawberries. Honeysuckle…Dog...No, many dogs.

	He skids to a stop.

	There. A small ranch. A pack of yipping dogs…A girl. Long lean legs dangle off the bed of a pickup truck. Barefoot. She tosses her white-blond hair over her shoulder, leans back and tilts her face to the sky. Sun washes over her pale skin, giving her a soft glow.

	Reaper sucks in a quick breath. She looks in his direction. Dark eyes flash amber. She smiles, and he knows he is hers.

	Jamie sighed softly, stirring Reaper back to the present. He loved that sound. The easy, light moan that told him she was happy.

	I can’t believe I make her happy.

	They had only been together for a short while, but Reaper felt like he'd always known Jamie. Like somewhere deep within him he knew she existed, waiting for him, wanting him. And Reaper knew it was the same for Jamie. No one knew him like she did. She understood him completely because she'd been just like him. Was just like him.

	We're the same…Bonded…Mates.

	Jamie inched alongside Reaper's body. He pulled her closer, resting her head under his chin.

	"Mmm…That was…" She nuzzled him and giggled.

	"Yeah," Reaper exhaled the word. He lazily stroked her long silky hair.

	Jamie shivered, and he pulled the bedsheet over their bodies. They lay quietly intertwined, content to just hold each other.

	I want this…her…forever.

	A deep bellow rumbled through the soft drizzle, jolting Reaper from their afterglow.

	"Shit!" he yelped and shot to his feet. "What time is it?"

	"Early." Jamie reached for him. "Come back to bed."

	"He's back already?" Reaper stumbled around the room, looking for his jeans only to find them shoved under the bed. "He's gonna be pissed."

	"He's always pissed," Jamie huffed. She flopped onto her belly and peered over the edge at Reaper lying on the floor, hastily putting on his jeans. "A few more minutes won't matter." She reached down and traced the outline of the wolf skull tattooed on his chest, drawing her finger from the Hell Hound logo down his abs to the open fly of his jeans.

	Reaper's body quivered, and for a moment he forgot his Alpha's call. He growled low and tossed Jamie onto her back. She squealed with delight, pushing his jeans down and wrapping her legs around his waist. He nipped at her neck, her breasts as he slid inside her.

	Another, more agitated bellow howled from the dense forest skirting Granny's ranch and set off the dogs kenneled in the barn.

	I gotta get outta here.

	Reaper pulled away from Jamie.

	"Reaper," Jamie whined. "Please. You can't go now. We need to talk."

	"Later, baby." Reaper buttoned his fly.

	"But, I have something to tell—"

	"Babe, I'm sorry." He leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. "I can't risk him finding me here. Risk you—"

	"Granny will be back today. You can stay here. You don't have to go," Jamie pleaded.

	"It's too dangerous," Reaper replied. "You don't know Zeke. If he found out about you—"

	"Granny will shoot him in the head before he touches me or you," she snarled, her eyes flashing bright amber.

	"God, I love you." Reaper chuckled as he tugged on his white tee. He reached down and took Jamie's face in his hands. "I promise, we'll go far away. Just the two of us. We'll be free. Okay?"

	Jamie blinked back tears and nodded. "Okay."

	Reaper smiled, kissed her gently and raced out of the house.

	As soon as he'd put a couple miles distance between Granny's ranch and himself, Reaper slowed to a jog. Instead of crossing the western woods to his motorcycle club's camp, he had decided to hike north along Old Railroad Grade toward Oz. Tucked high above Broglie, the secluded artist commune was nearly hidden by the forest.

	Reaper had left his chopper overnight at Morey's Metalworks. He'd planned on finishing some custom upgrades with the shop owner.

	Morey was an eccentric hippie who smoked too much pot and liked to weld large sheets of metal into characters from his favorite movies — often at the same time. His prize sculpture was a larger-than-life Tin Man he called "Tiny Tin," which he'd created when he first came to Broglie back in the seventies. Tiny Tin still stood in the center of Oz holding a This Ain't Kansas sign.

	The first time Reaper had brought his bike to Morey, he'd asked the man what he meant by the sign. Morey had taken a long drag on his joint and said, even as he'd held his breath, "Ain't it obvious, kid? I'm telling 'the Man' to fuck off." Then he'd blown out ringlets of sweet smoke and offered the joint to Reaper.

	Reaper had instantly liked the crazy old man. And though he'd known that the pot wouldn't have an effect on him, he had accepted the joint and had taken a quick drag anyway. For Reaper, taking a hit had been less about the drugs and more about making a friend. At least that's how he'd justified smoking out that day.

	Haven't touched it since. Jamie would kill me if I did.

	Reaper smiled to himself. His mate was all that he needed now. She was his drug of choice.

	Fuck! Can't let Zeke find out about Jamie. Gotta get away. Away from that psycho Were cult...

	Reaper's guts boiled with rage. He clamped down on the urge to beast out.

	Chill. Get the bike, and it's adios Hell Hounds.

	Reaper arrived outside Oz just as the rain stopped. His grey leather kicks squished in the mud as he walked through the still-sleeping commune.

	Patty's Herbal Apothecary was dark. Open barrels collected water as it dripped off the store's rooftop. Faint ribbons of smoke floated upward from the chimney of the candle shop — None of Your Beeswax.

	Sugree's up early.

	A spattering of raindrops coated Tiny Tin, sparkling like diamonds as the sun broke through the clouds. The little village looked magical, an imaginary land straight out of a fairytale.

	Reaper crossed the commons to Morey's. The mildewy-compost smell — rotten eggshells mixed with wet leaves — wafted through the air.

	"Gah." He wrinkled his nose as he passed the communal vegetable garden.

	With its weathered wood siding, corrugated roof pitched on one side, and its rusted Morey's Metalworks sign, the shop looked more like a broken-down hermit shack than the largest, most profitable business in Broglie. Reaper didn't think the profits came from Morey's art so much as from the weed he grew a few hundred feet behind the shop.

	Surprised Zeke isn't all over Morey's pot business. Guess he's too distracted with this Were drug shit.

	Reaper spotted Morey through the side door slid halfway open. A joint wedged between his thick fingers, the old hippie crouched next to Reaper's chopper and cranked on a socket wrench as he attached new chrome pipes to the bike.

	Sweet! When we get done, my girl's gonna roar.

	Reaper's chopper was his prize possession. His only possession. And for the past year, he'd been painstakingly restoring it.

	After saving his life, Zeke had taken Reaper to a junkyard outside of Vacaville. The Hell Hound Alpha had insisted that Reaper find a bike. "You gotta ride if you wanna be in this motorcycle club, boy," Zeke had said. "The MC's your life now...Or you can fuck off. Take your chances with those cow town assholes back there."

	Out of options, Reaper had rummaged through mounds of twisted metal and hollowed out frames until he'd found the chopper sandwiched between two towers of flattened cars, rusty and dinged up.

	The most beautiful thing I'd ever seen.

	He'd learned to ride quickly. Learned he loved the freedom of the open road. Learned he loved the high he felt as he blasted through the wind. Craved it. Going faster and faster. He obsessed over the bike, learned every mechanical detail. Now, he kept all of the Hell Hound bikes humming.

	"Looking good," Reaper said and shoved the sliding door wider.

	"Yeah, coming along," Morey replied and took a drag.

	"Kinda early." Reaper nodded to the marijuana.

	"Some people drink coffee…" He offered Reaper a hit.

	"Nah. I'm good."

	"Oh, right," Morey said. "Sorry, I forgot."

	"It's all good." Reaper picked up a rag from Morey's tool cart, walked to the front of the bike and began polishing the handlebars.

	Over beers one night, Reaper had told Morey about his sweet tooth for psychedelic pharmaceuticals. How he couldn't get high enough. How he'd stolen from his parents, stolen cars, broken into houses — all to feed his drug addiction. By the time he was seventeen, he'd gotten kicked out of school and thrown in juvenile detention.

	Lost a whole year of my life. Forced into continuation school. Went cold turkey. Didn't stick. Then K-Day happened…Now no drug works.

	The pathetic thought made Reaper sick to his stomach.

	Jamie's all I need now.

	"You okay, kid?" Morey's voice drifted into Reaper's consciousness.

	"Huh?"

	Morey arched an eyebrow. "Better stop or you're gonna polish the chrome right off."

	Reaper looked at the gleaming handlebars. "Oh, shit."

	"No worries." Morey rose with a groan. He twisted from side to side; Reaper heard the man's spine crack. "I was asking if you came from Granny's. You with Jamie?"

	Reaper nodded.

	"Be careful there, son." Morey tossed the wrench back in his cart. "Granny will have your head if you don't do right by that girl."

	"Oh, I know." Reaper chuckled. "That's why I'm here."

	"Still planning on splitting?" Morey sucked in another long drag of his joint.

	Reaper nodded again.

	"Well," Morey exhaled, "the upgrades are done." He scratched his chin and walked around the chopper. "Just needs the new seat for Jamie."

	"Where is it?" Reaper scanned the workshop. "Let's put it on."

	"Ain't arrived yet."

	"Shit," Reaper growled.

	"Now, don't worry," Morey said, snuffing out his roach between his fingers and stuffing it in his pocket. "It'll be here in a day or two."

	"Might not have a day or two," Reaper mumbled and gripped the handlebars, flicking the kickstand up with his foot.

	Looks like Jamie's riding and I'm running. Good thing I taught her how.

	"Son." Morey's voice hardened. "You're safe here." His eyes narrowed. "You understand? This town won't let that bastard hurt you…or Jamie. You can stay…" He placed a calloused hand on Reaper's shoulder.

	Reaper had never come out and directly told Morey what he was. That he was a Werebeast. Morey just knew.

	Probably knows about Jamie too.

	The thought sent a shiver down Reaper's spine. But Morey had never said a word about either of them, and for that, Reaper was grateful.

	Sure Broglie's Hound friendly. Even took in a few Ferals. But for Werebeasts, it's shoot first ask questions later. Sacramento taught me that.

	From the woods, another howl — angry and threatening — demanded Reaper return to camp.

	Zeke's gonna kick my ass.

	"I gotta go." Reaper pushed his chopper outside and hopped on.

	"Just think about it," Morey said over the rumble of the bike's engine.

	Reaper cranked on the throttle, gave his friend a quick nod and roared out of Oz toward the Hell Hounds.

	 


Chapter 3

	Broglie

	Granny's Ranch

	Right now

	Xochi blew out an irritated sigh and steadied her gun.

	Granny, dressed in a blue velour jogging suit, leaned on her three-footed cane while aiming her Smith & Wesson at Lucy's head.

	Hola, Clint. You big, shiny gun, you.

	The naked young man also faced Lucy. "Like what you see, Werewolf Whisperer?" he asked with a dirty laugh. "Pointing a gun in my face get you off?"

	Lucy huffed, annoyed.

	"Callete, pendejo," Xochitl warned, "or Lucy might pull the trigger."

	"Drop it," Granny repeated slowly, Clint surprisingly steady in her hand. "Both of you girls." She glared at them through her thick, round glasses.

	Granny's dogs, the white poodle, the collie, the golden retriever from the Santa commercial and a couple of unfamiliar terriers, stood in a perfect line on either side of the old lady, like a miniature furry army ready to attack. A husky Xochi hadn't seen before wagged its tail and stared at the young man longingly.

	That dog likes the little turd.

	"Granny, get back!" Lucy urged, ignoring the warning. "That boy's a Werebeast."

	"Well, holy hell. I know." Granny sounded cranky. "That's why I brought you two boneheads here!" She shook her close-cropped purplish curls.

	"Granny!" the blond girl started to get out of the hot tub, then thought better of it. "Did you bring The Werewolf Whisperer here to kill Reaper?"

	Reaper? Really?

	"Kill?" Granny barked out.

	The dogs howled and snarled, accepting her word as their command.

	"No!" Granny yelled at them to stop. "Sit. Down. Settle."

	The six canines plopped down immediately and sat still as statues.

	"Lucy Lowell, why are you still aiming your gun at my granddaughter and her naked boyfriend?" Granny shrilled, clearly stressed out. "And you, young man, why are you naked in my hot tub?"

	Reaper fumbled for an explanation.

	"¡Híjole!" Xochi hissed. "Don't answer that."

	Lucy shifted her body toward Granny, gun still on Reaper and the blond girl. "What's going on, Granny?" she asked sharply.

	"I need your help with this boy Haywood—"

	"Reaper!" the young man corrected automatically.

	"I'd go by Reaper too." Xochi snickered.

	"Don't you get on my last nerve, boy," Granny shushed him. "Or I will have Lucy and Xochi take you behind the barn and shoot you in the head!"

	"Granny!" Hot Tub Girl yelled out.

	"Now relax, Jamie," Granny said more kindly. "And put some clothes on. The girls don't want to see either one of your nakedness." She shifted closer to Lucy. "Isn't that right?"

	Xochi almost laughed out loud at the deeply uncomfortable look on Lucy's face.

	Her face is turning as red as her hair. Priceless.

	Ignoring Lucy's obvious discomfort, the girl — Jamie — scrambled up onto the redwood deck and grabbed the white T-shirt and the jeans Xochi had thrown down. Jamie dragged the tee over her head and yanked it down. The shirt's hem draped mid-thigh.

	"We asked you for help!" Jamie shouted at Granny, ignoring the drawn guns. "You said you were meeting The Werewolf Whisperer in The City. You said she'd help us." Jamie threw an angry teenage look at both Lucy and Xochi.

	Easy, chica.

	"Jamie, honey," Granny said, sounding genuinely upset. "All I want is for you to be safe. And if you love the boy, then I want him to be safe too."

	"Your granddaughter's boyfriend is a Werebeast..." Xochi said, searching. "There isn't much we can—"

	"The girl is too," Lucy interrupted in a toneless voice.

	"You sure about that, Luce?" Xochi gestured to the hot tub. "'Cause, they're not acting like normal Werebeasts."

	Lucy dropped her Beretta at her side. "She is. Isn't she, Granny?"

	"Let's all just go inside and talk," Granny responded. "Lucy and Xochi, help me get the groceries. Put your pants on...Haywood."

	"Rea—"

	Jamie slugged him in the shoulder as she handed him his jeans.

	"Not shy, are you?" she snapped at Reaper under her breath. "I was starting to think you liked flaunting your junk in front of everybody. They were all staring."

	Lucy turned her back sharply, and held out her hand to the dogs.

	Good, Lucy. Go to your happy place. Hide with the perros.

	"Staring? Were they?" the boy said and smiled broadly. "Hadn't noticed." He kissed the tip of Jamie's nose and slid on his jeans.

	Xochi made a retching sound and headed over to give Granny a hug.

	They'd all helped stow the groceries while Granny brewed coffee and started in on making a caramel apple pie. The dogs had slurped up all of the water from their bowls and curled up contently while chewing on giant rawhides on the kitchen's hardwood floor. Jamie had taken Lucy to get the boarding dogs still crated in the van.

	"It's just three German shepherds," Jamie had said casually. "They belong to some carnies who have their permanent camp near Broglie."

	"Those are some very aggressive guard dogs," Granny had called after them. "Watch out."

	At Granny's request, Xochi had started spreading peanut butter on square pieces of toasted white bread. "Peanut butter and bacon sandwiches? Are you sure about this, Granny?" she asked, but Granny just smiled and busied herself with the pan and the bacon.

	"Granny's PB&Bs are like crack," Reaper said with enthusiasm. "Don't knock it 'til you try it."

	His slight hesitation before saying the word crack made an indelible impression on Xochi.

	Junkie.

	She felt sad for the boy.

	Junkie Werebeast. This can't end well.

	Xochitl studied the young man while his attention wandered out the large picture window. Transfixed, he watched Jamie walk away as if trying to memorize her every curve and line. The boy didn't say anything, but Xochi could read his thoughts loud and clear as he stared after his girl.

	Xochitl followed his line of sight.

	Walking next to the much taller Lucy, Jamie seemed tiny and delicate.

	Almost too thin. Shit, is she a junkie too? Ex-junkie?

	Xochi made a mental note to ask Granny at a more appropriate time.

	Jamie had traded Reaper's plain white tee for a fringed crochet halter-top that tied in the back, exposing her bony frame and a black rose vine tattoo that climbed from the small of her back up to her right shoulder blade and down her arm. Jamie's white blond hair gleamed in the sunlight.

	Reaper shifted in his chair and gulped down a large swallow from his cup of coffee.

	Ahh, youth. Can't remember the last time I was that hot for someone.

	Xochi's eyes absentmindedly roamed over the puppy magnets attached to Granny's refrigerator.

	So many perros.

	A goldenrod flyer attached by an I like big dogs, and I cannot lie paw print magnet caught her eye.

	"Were's the emergency?" Xochitl read out loud. "Cheesy." She scanned over the emergency flyer's plan of action and phone tree instructions. "Rescue. Alert. Hide?...RAH!" She growled to herself.

	She looked to Granny who was checking on the enormous pie baking in the oven.

	Xochi's stomach rumbled.

	"We like to be prepared," Granny said and hobbled back to the stovetop. "Broglie has quite a few Hounds and Ferals..."

	Xochi stole a glance in Reaper's direction.

	"Family members," Granny said insistently. "Marin County sheriff conducted a few raids in the beginning. Brought in the Catchers."

	Xochi shifted uncomfortably in her seat.

	"Don't want that happening again," Granny continued. "You know the old saying... 'First they came'... So, I organized the Broglie folk. We made a plan. If the Catchers come back, we rescue our own Weres first, then alert the community with the phone tree, then hide in our designated location until the threat is over."

	"What if the Weres are the threat?"

	"Well, our resident carnie people aren't your typical odd ducks. They're strong, resilient folk. And they know how to handle animals. Xanthippe and Costin Begu are rehearsing a new rescue Hounds act right now."

	"Rescue Hounds?" Xochi's mind snapped to the image of little elf-clad Hounds running down the streets of San Francisco. "What rescue Hounds?"

	"I wasn't going to let that irresponsible director hand them over to the Catchers."

	"Granny!"

	"Someone had to take care of those poor creatures," Granny said, unrepentant. "That's why I gave them to the Begu family. And that's why I'm kenneling their dogs—" Granny broke off and dropped her spatula into the pan of sizzling bacon. "I didn't put the muzzles on those dogs!" she cried out.

	Reaper jumped up. "Jamie?"

	"Jamie will be fine," Granny said and hobbled through the kitchen toward the front door at an astonishing clip. "Those three only bite people they don't know."

	Xochi barked out a laugh. "Better not bite Lucy. She’ll bite back."

	Granny threw open the front door.

	Reaper stood in the living room, halfway between the door and the kitchen, clearly unsure of what to do.

	Not a boy, but not a man either. Like Miguel.

	Xochitl watched, unworried, as Lucy disappeared into the van.

	"I have to warn her," Granny said and teetered out to the porch.

	"Don't bother," Xochi called after her and licked a speck of peanut butter from her knuckle.

	Waving her off, Granny huffed down the steps to the driveway.

	Xochi looked out the window with mild interest. Lucy didn't disappoint. While Jamie clamped a thick collar on one of the shepherds and steered the large dog with strained strength at her side, Lucy let the other two dogs trot beside her off leash. Both shepherds sauntered with wagging tails, looking up at Lucy with curiosity and complete attention.

	"Well, I'll be damned," Granny said, returning to the living room as Jamie and Lucy put the dogs away in the kennel. "Took me months to get the Begu's guard dogs to behave off leash."

	"Your girlfriend is good," Reaper said to Xochi.

	"Watch it, pendejo," Xochi said and pointed the peanut butter-covered kitchen knife at him.

	Granny hobbled by and swatted Reaper in the back of the head with a magazine. "Rude boy!"

	"That stings!" Reaper rubbed the spot with his fingertips. "What did I say?"

	Several stacks of peanut butter and bacon sandwiches later, Lucy, Xochi, Reaper, Jamie and Granny sat in the living room around the stone fireplace with its cold iron stove insert.

	"These are great," Lucy said and stuffed the last of the sandwiches in her mouth.

	"Pig," Xochi scolded.

	Damn, I wanted that.

	"Oink," Lucy replied, undeterred, through a mouthful of PB&B.

	Xochi had a thought, "When the pie's ready, is there any ice cream?"

	"There is—" Granny started.

	"There was," Jamie said, looking a little sheepish.

	"There was?" Granny and Reaper both called.

	Jamie giggled. "I got hungry."

	"Can't believe you didn't share," Reaper said and nibbled on her ear. "Guess I'll have to find something else to—"

	"Get a room!" Xochi spat out before Granny could make her disapproval known.

	"You have zero filters, Werebrat," Lucy threw in. She sat down at a square wooden table and started disassembling her gun. "What's your story anyway?"

	Reaper sat back on the fawn Naugahyde couch, his arm draped over the back. Jamie snuggled against him.

	Xochi brushed sandwich crumbs from her lap. "Cool. Story time."

	"I'm from Sacramento," Reaper started lamely. "I joined the Hell Hounds on my way out of town...Right after I figured out what had happened to me."

	"Being afflicted with KV?" Xochi asked. "How did that come on for you?"

	Reaper looked annoyed, but answered complacently. "In fifth period English. Instead of failing a test, I turned furry and howled." Reaper tried to make it sound funny, but Xochi heard the underlying pain in his voice. "Poor old Mr. Waugh nearly had a heart attack."

	Jamie poked him in the ribs. He tightened his arm around her slender waist.

	"What happened after that?" Lucy asked, not looking at them.

	"I ran out into the hall." Reaper shrugged. "There were some others like me. Guess my continuation school had quite a few Werebeasts. I think the math teacher turned too."

	"And after that?" Lucy asked and slapped the Beretta's magazine back in place. "What happened with the Hell Hounds?"

	"After I turned," Reaper huffed through gritted teeth. "Psycho gunmen chased me down the freeway. Hell Hounds found me around Vacaville. Zeke saved my life. I thought, why not join up?"

	"Is that when you got that?" Xochi pointed to his leather vest draped over the arm of the couch.

	"Yeah," Reaper said, his voice laced with regret. "That's my cut."

	"Hell Hounds rolled into Broglie a little after K-Day," Jamie broke in anxiously. "Seemed like just another badass motorcycle club. Zeke, that's the club president, did time in San Quentin. I hear he beasted out and escaped or some shit."

	"Yeah, and turns out, he's a real asshole." Reaper let out a huff through both nostrils.

	Lucy gave them a wary look.

	"I hear Zeke used to talk all sorts of scary shit at the Hair of the Dog. A friend of mine waitresses there," Jamie said. "Granny made me quit when the Hell Hounds started coming in regular."

	"People 'round here are very open-minded," Granny said. "Another big mouth anarchist didn't bother me much...at first. But there's something wrong with that Zeke."

	"He's an asshat," Jamie said firmly.

	Reaper shifted uncomfortably. "She's right, you know. I was just too stupid to see it." He looked down at the floor.

	"¡Híjole! A whole pack of biker Weres? No bueno." Xochi looked at Lucy.

	"Not all." Reaper leaned forward, clenching his fists. "Just Zeke, Slicer and me. The rest are human," he said, acid in his tone.

	"Human?" Xochi and Lucy yelped in unison.

	"Yeah, total wannabe douchebag posers." He stood up. "The MC holes up in Muir Woods between runs." He started pacing. "Guns before, some drugs. But now...There's a group down south."

	"Also Hell Hounds?" Xochi asked.

	"No...Something foreign...Russian maybe," Reaper answered haltingly. "Don't know the name. But I think it's like a Werebeast church kinda thing. With lots of end-of-the-world talk. Freaky bullshit."

	"So, you want out?" Lucy asked, unblinking. "And you want us to help you get out."

	"Not just out of the club," Reaper said. He seemed determined. "I want out of California. I want to go up to Canada. Uncharted wilderness." He looked at Jamie.

	"We want to be together," Jamie said. "And we don't want to hurt anyone."

	Granny blew her nose quietly. Her wrinkled cheeks were shiny with tears. "They are good kids," she said. "They've just had a hell of a time." She cleared her throat. "They need your help, girls."

	"You're asking us to break the law," Lucy said, voice flat. She gave Xochi a pained look.

	Damn it. She wants to help. We talked about that. We can't risk it.

	"Were smuggling is illegal in every state of the Union," Xochi said quickly. "And the Canadian regulations are even stricter, by the way. We've looked into it before. What you're asking is huge."

	"I can't go back to prison," Lucy said, not looking at Xochi.

	Xochi felt trapped.

	¡Híjole! Fucking people ask everything of her.

	"I thought The Werewolf Whisperer is supposed to help people." Jamie stood abruptly.

	Here we go. Guilt trip time.

	Xochi jumped up, instinctively wanting to shield Lucy from Jamie's accusation. "Back off, chica."

	"Or aren't we people to you?" Jamie's eyes flashed bright amber.

	"You know what?" Reaper jumped up as well. "Maybe you're right. Maybe we aren't real people anymore. Maybe we are just fucked-up, dangerous things." His voice cracked. "But I'm telling you, Jamie and me don't want to be dangerous. We just want to be left alone."

	"We have free will," Jamie added vigorously. "Doesn't that count for something?"

	"If I go back to the club," Reaper said harshly, "they'll turn me into something. Something I don't want. If they find out about Jamie, Zeke will make her his bitch."

	Granny gasped.

	"Look, I know what you're going through. My brother—" Xochi cut herself off.

	They don't need to know about Miguel.

	Jamie and Reaper looked at her expectantly.

	"I get it. It's just...You're asking a lot," Xochi said, torn as she thought of her brother.

	Without help, I never would have been able to free Miguel. He would never have had a chance.

	She looked at Lucy.

	Lucy pressed her lips together.

	Without a single word passing between them, Lucy and Xochi were in agreement.

	"We'll help get you where you want to go," Lucy said firmly.

	No turning back now.

	As if on cue, the ear-shattering blare of motorcycles approaching ripped through the quiet afternoon.

	 


Chapter 4

	REAPER

	Muir Woods

	Hell Hound Camp

	8 hours ago

	Reaper veered onto the dirt road leading deeper into Muir Woods, away from Broglie. He rode a few more miles through the dense, musky forest, lost in thought.

	Jamie's scared. She doesn't want to leave Granny…How can I take her away from her home? From the only person who took care of her. Helped her. Loved her…Maybe we can stay. Morey thinks we can…

	It wasn't long before the dirt road turned into damp dark earth.

	End of the line.

	Like soldiers standing at attention, the Hell Hound Harleys were uniformly parked in a neat row. Reaper slowed; his chopper idled with a low rumble as he edged the bike into the slot between Zeke's custom Glider and Slicer's Fat Boy.

	Guess I got the prime spot today. Bet Slicer's pissed.

	Ever since Reaper joined the club, Zeke had pitted him and Slicer against each other, forcing them to jockey for position.

	Two Werebeasts. One Beta...Fucking power trip. Zeke gets off on it.

	Slicer outweighed Reaper by a good fifty pounds. But Reaper was smarter, handy and far faster, making him more valuable to Zeke and the MC.

	I hope.

	Reaper cut the engine.

	A subtle tingle — primal, instinctual — pricked at the back of his mind. He tilted his head.

	No birds. Too quiet.

	He sniffed the air.

	Something's off.

	Reaper picked up his pace, acutely aware of his surroundings — the air ripe with fear, tension. Excitement.

	This can't be good.

	He clawed hastily through a dense thicket of coyote brush and stepped into the Hell Hound campsite. Redwoods encircled the camp clearing, makeshift tents tethered between their gargantuan trunks. Cases of empty beer bottles, burger wrappers and pieces of half-eaten deer carcass littered the grounds.

	Reaper's stomach tightened with the rank smell of piss and rotting meat. He gagged and covered his mouth and nose.

	A massive hand clamped down on Reaper's shoulder from behind.

	"Where the fuck you been?" Slicer whispered, his voice sounding like a duck being strangled. "Zeke called for you an hour ago."

	Asslicker.

	"At Morey's." Reaper shrugged Slicer off. "Working on my bike."

	"Well hurry up, shithead." Slicer slapped Reaper on the back of the head. "Zeke's got something good planned."

	"Asshole," Reaper hissed and rubbed the welt already forming.

	Slicer smirked. He kicked an empty beer bottle soccer-style at Reaper and trotted over to the other Hell Hounds grouped around Zeke.

	Zeke's hulking mass stood on a tree stump near the smoldering fire pit in the center of camp, his back to Reaper. The blazing wolf skull patch on the Alpha's cut heaved up and down with each measured breath.

	Charred bits of timber crackled and snapped — the only sound heard throughout the otherwise silent campsite. All eyes focused on Zeke.

	What's going—

	"My brothers!" Zeke bellowed like a preacher at a tent revival. "You all know my story. You all know how I suffered at the hands of the man. Kept me in chains. Experimented on me!"

	Slicer nodded and growled bitterly.

	"As a human or Werebeast," Zeke continued. "It didn't matter—"

	"Yeah!" Dicer shouted.

	"I was caged!"

	"Yeah!" Maggot and Grub chimed in.

	"An animal at the mercy of a system whose only purpose was to keep me down."

	"Fuck the system! Fuck the man!" the Hell Hounds chanted.

	What's Zeke doing? These guys are losing their shit.

	"But…" Zeke yelled over the frenzied mantra, raising his arms to silence his brothers. "I got away!"

	"¡Órale!" Poncho thrust his fist in the air.

	"I killed my captors! Ripped them to shreds!"

	The MC erupted into thunderous roars. Alpha power rolled in waves over the campsite. Zeke's furious energy slammed into Reaper. Instinct screamed at him to run. But his fear, his fascination planted him in place.

	"I found you all!" Zeke looked into the rabid faces of each Hell Hound. He turned around and stared directly at Reaper. "I saved you."

	Reaper's knees wobbled; Zeke grinned menacingly.

	"And now," he looked skyward, "we're gonna save all Weres!"

	Reaper scanned the campsite. Fear rolled off the human Hell Hounds even as they cheered through nervous smiles.

	So fuck humans?

	"Don't worry, my Hell Hound brothers." Zeke smiled down on the human bikers as if he were their messiah. "Your day will come too. You'll be just like us." He pointed at Slicer and Reaper. "If you're worthy…If you're chosen by the one that will bridge us to the Mother of All!"

	What the fuck? What happened to him in L.A.?

	As if answering Reaper's thoughts Zeke said, "I have seen the way. And it starts with this." He held up a small blue plastic container. "The powder inside this inhaler will set you…set us all free! My plan will help our brothers see the way…and make us all rich!"

	Again the camp burst out with fevered cheers, chanting "Zeke! Zeke! Zeke!"

	"With the Russian's guidance, we will rule the world!"

	He's fucking lost it!

	Zeke jumped off the tree stump and gathered his Pack into an embrace. The Hell Hounds rushed to Zeke, pulling and grabbing at him like obsessed groupies.

	Dicer caught Reaper watching with dread, leaned closer to Zeke and snickered. Zeke craned his neck back toward Reaper — his eyes cold as ice.

	This is bad. I need to get back to Jamie. Away from the Hell Hounds. Away from Zeke.

	Reaper inched backward, ready to run.

	"Reaper!" Zeke howled over his clamoring fans. "Join us, my boy!"

	Less an invitation and more a command, the Alpha's power tugged at Reaper. Pulled at him. Made him want to submit.

	I hate you!

	Just like his Hell Hound brothers, Reaper had once worshiped Zeke. This was the man who had saved him. Gave him a home. A family. Zeke was strong, in control. Unstoppable. A monster among monsters. And Reaper had wanted to be just like him. Wanted to be powerful. Wanted to be Alpha.

	Reaper staggered forward, unable to deny Zeke's will.

	"What's up?" Reaper asked, his voice wavering.

	"You'll see," Zeke replied through gritted teeth and nodded to Dicer. Like an obedient pet, the human Hell Hound loped off toward Zeke's tent.

	Slicer watched the exchange intently. His eyes burned like hot flames. "So, what's the plan, Zeke? How we gonna save the Weres? How we gonna get rich?" he blurted out bitingly.

	Whatever's happening, Slicer's not in on it.

	"I'll get to that," Zeke growled at Slicer and threw his arm around Reaper. "I've got something to do first." He gripped Reaper tighter.

	Reaper's stomach dropped.

	He knows. He knows I'm gonna leave him.

	"For some time now..." Zeke weaved Reaper between the Hell Hounds, displaying him like a prize horse at auction. "I've watched young Reaper here grow from a scared little Were rat into a strong Beast. He's a good fighter…Right, Two Toes?"

	"Saved my ass a couple of times!" the lanky biker replied. "Wouldn't have no toes if it weren't for the kid. Fuck! Wouldn't have a head!"

	The MC whooped and laughed. Reaper cringed.

	The memory of saving Two Toes from the highway patrolmen still haunted him. Reaper still heard the cops' screams. Still felt the warmth of gushing blood on his claws from their slashed throats.

	I was saving my Hell Hound brother. It was them or me.

	Zeke chuckled. "That's right. And who here hasn't needed these hands?" He yanked Reaper's arm high. "Kid can fix any bike on the planet! Am I right?"

	"¡Órale!" Poncho shouted.

	"Damn straight!" Maggot and Grub yelled at the same time.

	Reaper's head buzzed with anxiety. His palms felt sweaty, and his heart raced.

	Zeke turned Reaper to face him. "Good in a fight. A good mechanic…and…" He sniffed at Reaper. "Good with the pussy…"

	Shit! Jamie!

	Several Hell Hounds let out catcalls while Grub dry humped a tree.

	Reaper tried to look away from Zeke, but the Alpha's steely gaze had him pinned.

	"But lately," Zeke glanced over Reaper's shoulder. "I've felt our boy pulling away from his family. Away from me…"

	"Zeke, man. It ain't like—" Reaper started.

	Zeke held up his hand, cutting Reaper off. "It's okay, kid. I know you don't agree with me. With our new alliance. But it's not your fault. I wasn’t a good Alpha. I understand that now. I saw you as a son. Wanted you to grow. Sow your oats. I gave you too long a leash."

	Tension thick as tar oozed from the Hell Hound Alpha.

	"But all that ends now!" Zeke boomed.

	Slicer whimpered. Even the humans cowered.

	"Kneel, boy!" Zeke commanded.

	Reaper dropped like a rock, the weight of his Alpha's power cementing him to the muddy ground.

	He's gonna kill me…Wait…

	Reaper felt the sudden shift of energy through the camp. He smelled the wild excitement before he heard the enthusiastic murmurs humming from the group as Dicer walked up and stood behind him. The biker's bulging tatted arm reached over Reaper's head and handed something small to Zeke.

	That's not…

	Reaper scanned the MC in disbelief.

	This can't be…

	He was met with ecstatic smiles. Even psychotic killer Poncho gave him a thumbs up. But the pure rage radiating off Slicer confirmed Reaper's worst fear.

	Oh, shit!

	"I make Reaper my second!" Zeke roared. "My Beta!"

	Slicer snarled low in his throat and stormed off as the Hell Hounds cheered and whistled their approval.

	Zeke crouched next to Reaper, pinned the patch on his cut and whispered, "Ain't no way out, little brother. Best remember that."

	Fuck!

	 


Chapter 5

	Broglie

	Granny's Ranch

	Right now

	The discordant snarl of motorcycle engines spiked through Lucy's head, making her flinch.

	"Fuck, we should've been gone already." Reaper snatched his black leather vest from the arm of the couch.

	Lucy noted the V. President patch fastened to his vest with a safety pin.

	Crap! There's more to Reaper's story than he's letting on.

	Granny's dog pack answered the ruckus with rapid-fire barks and a prolonged, heart-stopping howl from the husky.

	"Quiet," Granny spoke evenly. "Settle."

	As if nothing were amiss, all six dogs immediately fell silent and sat down, alert but calm. They looked at Granny, not at the door.

	The lack of dog barks underscored the ugly and harsh cacophony of the motorcycles.

	"Damn loud." Lucy raised her voice over the clamor.

	"Suck, squeeze, bang and blow." Reaper pawed under the couch for his shoes. "Four-stroke engine. Only one sound I like better than that." He glanced up at Jamie who pushed herself deeper into the couch, wrapping her arms around her legs.

	"Fat Boy times two." Still on his knees, Reaper listened carefully, one eye closed. "Slicer and Dicer."

	"And they're fat?" Granny asked, looking disoriented by the engines' thunder.

	Reaper laughed nervously. "Fat Boy is the model of the bikes. Good bikes. Bad dudes."

	"Fat Boys. Hogs. Hell Hounds." Granny tsked.

	"Reaper." Xochi jutted her chin toward him. "Dumbass more like."

	Lucy nodded her agreement and rolled her shoulders back.

	Reaper said nothing. He slipped his feet into to his grey tennis shoes.

	A biker who doesn't bother with boots? What's the world coming to?

	Reaper peered around the curtain and out the window. "Just Slicer and Dicer."

	"Where's Prancer and Vixen?" Xochi quipped.

	Reaper cracked a quick smile.

	"Why don't you hang back?" Lucy told Reaper, calculating. "And Granny, let's have you head to the back."

	"This is my house, my land." The old lady clutched the handle of her cane tightly with one hand. She rested her other hand on the .44 Magnum still holstered at her side. "Those bastards want something, they'll have to go through me."

	Jamie cleared her throat. "Granny, let's put the dogs in the back." She shot Lucy a worried look, trying to hide her concern from Granny. "Stray bullet. Last thing we'd want..."

	"Fine, fine," Granny grumped and started a quick hobble toward the bedrooms. She clicked her tongue.

	The dogs followed.

	"That buys you a few minutes." Jamie raised her white-blond eyebrows at Lucy. "Fix it, Werewolf Whisperer."

	The roar of the bikes cut off, and for a moment there was blissful silence.

	Lucy heard the clicking of dog claws on the wood floor along with the rapid thump of Granny's cane.

	Please stay back there.

	Reaper, finally dressed but unarmed, flung open the front door before Lucy could stop him. The door bounced against the wall, leaving a doorknob bruise in the wood paneling.

	"Watch it, chavalo," Xochi said sharply. "Show some respect."

	Without acknowledging her, Reaper stepped onto the porch.

	Lucy followed closely behind him. The Berretta hidden under her T-shirt dug into the small of her back. Her fingers picked at the buckles of her snug leather arm bracers.

	Damn these are tight...Gotta cut back on the pull-ups.

	She briefly glanced back at Xochitl who had positioned herself in the center of the open door, shotgun stashed behind the frame.

	Lucy returned her gaze to the driveway and studied the two strangers and their bikes.

	Both rode muscular, vintage Harleys; the Hell Hound wolf skull and flaming chain ornamented the glistening black gas tanks.

	Gotta admit. That is cool.

	Unlike their bikes, the two men were not much to look at — hunched and grubby, in torn-up jeans and dingy tees covered by their Hell Hound vests. Drab greasy hair hung past their shoulders, and prison ink meandered over their exposed skin from neck to fingertips.

	Hell Hounds, my ass. Low-rent scumbags, dumb as dirt and dangerous. Know your kind from my cop days.

	"Pendejo twins," Xochitl hissed her disdain.

	Lucy noted that neither man was wearing a helmet, German military style or any other kind. The California Vehicle Code rolled through Lucy's head automatically.

	Division 12, Chapter 5, Article 7, Section 27803...Not that the law gives a shit anymore.

	"Gotcha," one of the men sneered and got off his bike. "Zeke wants you back at camp. You snuck out before you heard the best part. Time to go, kid. Unless you want Zeke to come get you."

	"Get the hell out of here, assholes!" Reaper shouted.

	"That a direct order from our VP?" the larger of the two men squawked, his voice constricted like the high-pitched squeal of air forced out of a balloon. "Or the sniveling yelp of a scared little runt?"

	Human form but that's the freaking Werebeast.

	"Slicer," Reaper addressed his Hell Hound brother, confirming what Lucy already knew. "These are civvies, man. Just leave them alone."

	"Not a chance." Slicer also scooted off his bike, casually dragging his hand over his crotch. "You've been holding out on us, Reaper."

	"Ugh," Xochitl made a disgusted sound.

	Slicer sniffed the air. "Real hot bitches. Smell is making me hard."

	"Sit your ass down," Lucy spat out.

	Instantly, Slicer plopped down on the driveway as if his legs had been cut out from under him.

	Dicer rocked back on his heels. "What the hell, bro?"

	Lucy heard a shotgun being racked behind her.

	"Want me to shoot both of them, or just the one?" Xochi cooed.

	"This is bullshit!" Reaper whined from where he too had dropped to the ground.

	Lucy gave him a blasé shrug. "Werewolf Whisperer, remember. Now sit pretty."

	Xochi let out a barbed laugh.

	Reaper's eyes flashed bright amber.

	"So, here's the deal." Lucy slowly aimed her Beretta at Dicer's head. "Reaper boy is out. Out of the club. Effective right now. Go tell your big dog. And don't come back here. Or we will hunt you down and kill you. Got it, dickheads?"

	She felt the power of the moment surge through her. She was in control, and it felt good.

	"Yeah, cabrones," Xochi cut in. "You tell your Zeke that Lucy Lowell can make him do anything she wants, so he better stay far, far away." She lingered on each word, obviously enjoying herself too. "These are our friends. We protect them." She stepped up right next to Lucy and pointed her shotgun from Slicer to Dicer. "Got it?"

	Slicer howled with rage.

	"Shut up," Lucy barked out. The Werebeast man whimpered once and fell silent.

	Dicer seemed to recover quickly, putting his thoughts together faster than Lucy imagined he'd be able to. "So, the famous Werewolf Whisperer. You control Weres..."

	She nodded indulgently.

	"But you can't control people," he snapped back. "You can shoot me, but you can't control me."

	Lucy shifted uncomfortably.

	"We'll leave all right," Dicer said carefully. "But unless you plan on living here, you can't protect this place or this piece of shit forever." He pointed to Reaper. "Leaving the club. That costs. He knows what it costs."

	"¡Híjole!" Xochi blew out.

	"You can't have him." Jamie's quivering voice came from the door.

	Lucy shot a quick look over her shoulder.

	Jamie clutched Granny's long-barreled Smith & Wesson in both hands.

	Dicer let out a low whistle. "That is one fine—"

	"Shut up!" Lucy and Xochi yelled out in unison.

	Reaper stomped his foot down on the stairs in frustration.

	"Reaper," Lucy said quickly. "Free!"

	The boy bounced up and put himself in front of Jamie, in front of the barrel. "Babe, go back in the house."

	The girl shook her blond head fiercely like she was trying to shake water out of her ears.

	"Please." Reaper looked at Lucy and Xochi, desperate. "Make her go in!"

	Lucy opened her mouth to tell the girl to go inside, but Xochi gave her a slow blink.

	Shit. She's right. I can't just order everybody around.

	"Looks like you have some personal issues to deal with," Dicer said, far calmer than Lucy thought he should be. "Tell you what. Club tradition. If Reaper wants out, he's got to leave clean. No more Hell Hound tat. Zeke's gonna want to take care of that himself. He's got a right to that. It's our law."

	"What the hell does that mean?" Xochitl asked, shotgun still shouldered and ready.

	"He'll skin the ink right off him," Dicer said. "That's how we do it."

	Lucy's stomach turned, and Xochi looked queasy.

	"No, Reaper," Jamie begged, voice and hands shaking. "I won't let you."

	"Pussy-whipped dipshit." Dicer pointed to Jamie. "Bet that honey is sweet."

	Reaper spun on him, taking the stairs with three long strides. "Don't push me, cocksucker."

	Dicer snorted and spat a yellowish-brown glob on the ground in front of Reaper's shoes. "We'll go back to Zeke, tough guy. Tell him about this place...and her."

	"He'll want...the female," Slicer growled out with a lot of effort.

	Damn. Why is he still talking?

	"Shut up," Lucy directed the command at Slicer, deeply annoyed.

	"Just come with us, Reaper," Dicer said, attempting to sound brotherly but failing. "We won't blow the whistle on your old lady. Zeke will never have to know shit. But you've got to man up. Face him. Do the right thing."

	"That's bullcrap," Jamie shrilled. "You can't—"

	"It's my choice," Reaper said and turned around to face her. "I love you, but stay out of this."

	"Like hell I will." Like a thing possessed, Jamie jumped forward and shot off three rounds, waving Granny's gun wildly.

	Slicer screamed in pain. Blood sprayed from his shoulder.

	Lucy barked out, "Run!" at the same moment as Xochitl cracked Jamie in the head with her Remington. Lucy whipped her head from Jamie back to Reaper.

	Slicer stormed away from the house down the driveway, bleeding and howling.

	Reaper pressed past him like a man on fire, running as if his life depended on it.

	Lucy wanted to stomp her feet and pull her own hair out. "No! No! No! No! No!"

	The command that was supposed to have stopped the bloodshed had driven Reaper out of their sight.

	Heading straight for Zeke, no doubt!

	A veritable stream of swearwords sprang from Xochitl's mouth.

	"Jamie!" Granny cried out from the door. She flung herself down on the ground with no regard for her own safety and covered Jamie with her body. "Don’t hurt her! Don't hurt her!"

	"This did not just happen!" Lucy felt heat rush through her limbs and an angry red haze veiled her sight.

	Dicer laughed like a hyena. "You are so screwed!" He swung on his bike and fled after his brothers before Lucy could decide what to do with him.

	"I am gonna shoot every last fucking one of them!" Lucy screamed. She felt anger flooding out of her pores like hot sweat.

	Xochi had scrambled to Granny's side and helped position Jamie's head in Granny's lap.

	"She'll be okay," Xochi whispered, looking pale. "She's a Were. They're strong. She'll be okay."

	Lucy crouched down and crawled over to them. "Granny..."

	"You really don't know what you're doing." The old lady stroked Jamie's temple. A deep purple bruise was already forming on the side of the girl's face.

	"Werewolf Whisperer! Ha!" Granny caught her breath. "You are so full of yourself, Lucy Lowell." She cut an angry look at Xochitl. "And you—"

	Xochi flinched.

	"You girls are so irresponsible!"

	The deep disappointment in the old lady's voice hurt Lucy.

	It's like with Mama. I can't handle that tone...

	"What can I do?" Lucy asked quietly.

	"Stop being so arrogant and lazy," Granny said with a sad smile. "You can't go by black and white rules. Human, Werebeast, Feral, Hound. Save this one. Shoot that one."

	"Says the woman with the big gun." Lucy pointed to Clint. The gun lay were Jamie had dropped it.

	"That gun is to protect me and mine. I know who I am. Do you know who you are?" Granny looked from Lucy to Xochitl. "Do you?"

	Xochitl scrambled up, reaching out to help Granny back on her feet.

	"Maybe you have a point, but you haven't seen what we've seen," Xochi said, sounding exhausted. "Your girl just went on a shooting rampage. That's not okay."

	Granny gave them a stoic look and snatched up the cane Xochi handed her. "It wouldn't have come to that—"

	"If what?" Xochitl interrupted. "If you'd been honest with us? Biker Werebeasts are not in the manual! We're just making this up as we go."

	"It shows." Granny's voice was heavy with grief.

	"Let's get Jamie inside," Lucy said, at a loss. She shoved her arms under Jamie's unconscious form and groaned as she lifted.

	For a little thing, she weighs a ton...Werebones.

	"We'll talk it out," Xochi told Granny, who'd scooped up her gun. "Figure out the best thing to do. We'll listen, Granny. Promise. But you have to listen too."

	"Ugh!" Lucy heaved Jamie over her shoulder.

	"Stop whining, Luce." Xochi held open the door. "Granny's gonna think you're a wuss."

	If that's the worst she thinks of me, I'm good.

	As they made their way back inside, the delicious aroma of caramel apple pie ready in the oven wafted from the kitchen.

	After leaning her shotgun in the corner by the front door, Xochi helped Lucy maneuver Jamie onto the couch.

	"I'll start more coffee," Granny said, a little stiffly.

	"Make it a large pot," Lucy and Xochi called out together.

	 


Chapter 6

	REAPER

	Muir Woods

	Hell Hound Camp

	4 hours ago

	Reaper sat hunched over on the tree stump and stared at a pile of cold ash lumped in the center of the fire pit. He felt exhausted, drained — dazed by the sudden change in his Pack status. His Hell Hound cut hung heavy on his shoulders, and with each passing minute, its collar seemed to tighten, choking him like a noose around his neck. He tugged at the vest and glimpsed the V. President patch pinned to the leather.

	I don't want this.

	All around Reaper, the Hell Hounds laughed and drank and waited eagerly for Zeke to reveal his master plan for saving the Weres and getting rich.

	"I heard it makes you hard for hours." Maggot fumbled the blue inhaler between his fingers. "Looks like a fat stick."

	"I got your fat stick right here!" Grub snorted and grabbed his crotch.

	"Nothing's gonna help that limp twig between your legs." Two Toes snickered and snatched the inhaler from Maggot.

	"Prick!" Grub shoved Two Toes off the cooler he'd been sitting on. "But damn, I ain't got none since before L.A."

	"¡Órale!" Poncho said as he launched his hunting knife through the air and into a nearby tree trunk.

	"I say we do a pussy run to The Dog," Maggot suggested.

	"Yeah!" Grub jumped to his feet. "Maybe our new VP can hook us up with some Broglie bitches!"

	Reaper nearly gagged on his swig of beer. He glared across the dead fire at Grub and Maggot. Anger and disgust boiled in his gut. He wanted to smash his bottle upside their ugly faces.

	Sick bastards. I know how you get off.

	Reaper had seen the scraggly pair in action. Seen how Grub and Maggot hunted. Seen their type.

	Small. Young. Full of fear.

	Knew their sadistic tastes.

	Blowtorches and branding irons.

	And he hated them for it.

	They fit right in with that Russian's Pack…just like Zeke… 

	"Our new VP smells like…" Two Toes leaned toward Reaper and took an exaggerated whiff. "Strawberry pussy!"

	Jamie.

	"Where'd ya get strawberry pussy?" Maggot asked excitedly.

	Reaper tasted sour bile in the back of his throat. He rolled the beer bottle between his hands, clamping down on his rage.

	I need to protect Jamie.

	"No one leaves," Dicer said and grabbed one of Reaper's beers. "Zeke's orders."

	Reaper glanced over his shoulder at Zeke and Slicer huddled near Zeke's tent. The Hell Hound Alpha spoke quickly and quietly to his angry Packmate, handing him another blue inhaler and a baggie of white powder.

	What's Zeke up to?

	Slicer blew out an irritated huff, but nodded his head.

	Is Zeke gonna lace coke with the Were drug?

	Zeke patted Slicer on the back, then turned around. The Alpha caught Reaper watching, cocked his eyebrow and bared the tips of his fangs.

	Shit! I gotta get outta here.

	Reaper took the last swig of his warm beer and tossed it into the pit. Ash puffed up in a small flakey cloud.

	"I gotta take a piss," he said and stepped around Dicer, heading toward the forest.

	Reaper slipped behind a mammoth redwood and picked up his pace, racing through Muir Woods to get his bike — to get his Jamie.

	One thought tornadoed in his mind…

	Run. Run. Run.

	Reaper's chopper rumbled to a stop under Granny's carport; gravel skidded from the back tire. He kicked the stand down with his heel and dismounted — a flurry of thoughts swirling in his head.

	Get Jamie. Get her stuff. Get some money…Maybe Morey can help with that…Maybe Granny?...No. No time to wait. Zeke's gonna know I'm gone. Need to hurry…Might only have a few hours.

	He rushed into the house, past the living room and into Jamie's bedroom, quickly scanning the richly colored space.

	Blood red and midnight black was the theme — Jamie's theme. Curtains, wallpaper, area rug all blended together to create what Jamie had described as her "gothic cave."

	Silk, satin, leather and lace. That's my Jamie.

	How she loved to lounge on her red satin comforter trimmed with black roses. And Reaper loved to watch her. He'd watched her last night. This morning — her long legs tangled between the crimson sheets as he'd held her in his arms.

	But now the room was spotless. There was no trace of Reaper's presence. No hint that he'd spent the night.

	Jamie knows her Granny.

	Reaper knew Granny understood his and Jamie's relationship. Knew they were mates and all that that meant. And she'd accepted it. Accepted him. Still, it wouldn't be a smart move to thrust their sex life in Granny's face.

	"Granny'd get me fixed if she thought I was shacking up with her granddaughter." Reaper chuckled nervously to himself.

	The lingering smell of cold coffee and burnt scrambled eggs drew Reaper back into the living room.

	"Babe?" he called out. No one answered.

	He sniffed the air. 

	Strawberry shampoo. Dog. Granny's stinky perfume and…Vomit?

	Reaper walked quickly through the dining room and into the kitchen. An almost full pot of coffee had been left on the breakfast table next to a plate of half-eaten eggs. And a charred frying pan had been dumped in the sink — bits of rank throw up stuck to the sides.

	"Ack." Reaper grimaced.

	Is Jamie sick?

	He leaned over the messy sink and poked his head through the open kitchen window. "Jamie?" he called out again. "You here? You okay, babe?"

	Reaper caught a glimpse of a shimmering white Beast bounding out of the woods on all fours.

	"Oh, good," he blew out in relief as he watched his mate zigzag through the tall grassy field — eyes blazing like amber firelight.

	So hot!

	In her Beast form, Jamie was mesmerizing. Her speed. Her strength. She radiated joy. Freedom. Everything Reaper desired.

	And she's mine.

	Reaper shook off the urge to turn himself and join his mate. He scrambled outside through the sliding glass door.

	"Jamie!" he shouted and hopped off the back deck, sprinting full tilt toward her.

	Jamie reared up to her full height, a towering goddess gleaming in the sunlight. She scanned the ranch and spotted Reaper. Her muzzle spread into a wolfy grin as she greeted him with a shake of her glossy white mane.

	"We gotta go!" Reaper called out.

	Jamie cocked her head and howled, "Why?"

	"Just come on!" Reaper commanded.

	Jamie's ears pulled back, and her hackles flared. Her wolfy grin turned into a menacing fang-filled scowl. She stormed toward Reaper in a few long strides and halted mere feet away.

	Shit. She's pissed. We don't have time…

	Jamie grunted out a low annoyed bark.

	"I'm sorry, babe," Reaper backpedaled. "Things are really bad…Please, we need to go…like now."

	Jamie's ears snapped up, and her slender muscles relaxed. Her gaze roamed over Reaper's body, resting on his leather vest. Her furred claws transformed effortlessly into soft human hands as she slowly reached out to touch him.

	"VP?" she whispered. "When?"

	"A few hours ago." Reaper raked a hand through his hair, pulling out a few dark blond strands in the process.

	"What does this mean?" she asked, her voice cracking.

	"It means Zeke will never let me go," Reaper bit out through gritted teeth. "That's why we gotta run."

	"But Granny!" Jamie burst out in tears.

	"Baby…" Reaper rushed to his mate, wrapping his arms around her.

	She feels different.

	Reaper tilted Jamie's face up and took a closer look at his mate. Her skin appeared more pale than usual, and her normally lean hard muscles seemed thinner, almost frail.

	She's lost weight. How'd I miss that?

	"What's going on?" Reaper held Jamie's face between his hands. "Are you sick? But you smell like deer. Did you hunt?

	"No…Yes… I'm fine…" Jamie pulled away. "I just…"

	"Just what?"

	"I just wanted some meat is all…" She dabbed her tear-streaked cheek with her palm.

	"Babe, you should've waited," Reaper said. "I'd have gone with—"

	"I don't need you to hunt for me!" Jamie hissed.

	"Okay," Reaper held up his hand. "I only meant with Zeke back, it's not safe…"

	"I…" Jamie whirled away from him, hugging herself tight.

	"You what?" Reaper asked roughly, torn between wanting to comfort his mate and shake some sense into her.

	"I can't leave Granny," Jaime whispered through quiet sobs. "Not now…"

	"Why?" Reaper asked more softly. "Is Granny okay?" He placed a hand on her quivering shoulder.

	What am I missing?

	Jamie bit her bottom lip and stared down at the ground.

	What's she not telling me?

	"You said it yourself…" Jamie looked up at Reaper. "It's not safe." She squared her shoulders and set her jaw. "I won't leave Granny."

	"We have—" Reaper began.

	"We have to wait," she cut him off.

	"But, babe—"

	"No." Jamie's eyes flashed hot amber. "I won't leave her."

	"Goddamn it!" Reaper yelled, feeling like a spinning top being flung across a burning table. "Don't you understand? If we wait, he'll find me. Find you!"

	"Don't talk to me like that!" Jamie pushed past Reaper and headed for the house.

	Reaper grabbed her arm, stopping her. "Jamie…Please…I'm sorry…"

	Whatever you want. Whatever you need. I'll do…No matter what.

	Jamie blew out a weary sigh. "Granny will be home soon."

	Reaper slid his hand down Jamie's arm and weaved his fingers through hers.

	"We'll figure it out. I promise," she said, squeezing his hand. "Besides…" She gave him her sexy grin and pulled him close. "Granny's gonna get The Werewolf Whisperer to help us."

	Reaper rolled his eyes. "What's she gonna do? Tell Zeke to sit?"

	"Granny says she's got skills," Jamie purred and dragged one of her long nails down Reaper's chest; a shiver ran up his spine.

	"Yeah, I saw that video too," Reaper huffed. "Splattered old Werebeast Santa's brains all over the place."

	"And she'll splatter Zeke's brains too." Jamie tugged Reaper's Hell Hound cut and white tee off. She ran her hands down his stomach.

	"Seems all she can do is shoot our kind." Reaper nuzzled Jamie's neck as he traced her curves with his fingertips.

	Jamie quivered.

	"Granny wouldn't bring Lucy Lowell here to hurt us," she moaned.

	"Doesn't mean we should trust her." Reaper ran a hand up Jamie's tank top and brushed his thumb across her nipple.

	Jamie sucked in a quick breath.

	"I trust Granny," she sighed and pressed her pelvis against the hard bulge in Reaper's jeans.

	He groaned and gripped Jamie's hips.

	She giggled. "So, we wait?"

	"We wait."

	Jamie's eyes sparked playfully as she unzipped his fly and yanked his pants down by the belt loops. "Wouldn't want you to shred another pair of jeans."

	"Not all of us can control the shift like you." Reaper hoisted her mini skirt up.

	Jamie stopped his hand.

	"You know…" she crooned and lightly scraped a razor-sharp claw across Reaper's blazing wolf skull tattoo. "We've never done it doggy style."

	Reaper snarled, his shift coming on faster and stronger that it ever had.

	"Girl," he growled low. "You're gonna be the death of me."

	"A little death is good," she replied with a giggle-growl of her own and pulled him down onto the soft green grass.

	 


Chapter 7

	Broglie

	Granny's Ranch

	Right now

	Xochitl stabbed at the last few crumbs of her apple pie with her finger, tensely waiting for Lucy and Granny to speak. Neither woman had said one word to each other since the fiasco with Jamie and the Hell Hounds. Lucy just stared at the half-finished pot of coffee while Granny fussed around the kitchen as if she were running a diner, doling out pie, wiping down counters and washing dishes.

	Granny's gun sat unholstered next to the microwave.

	Did Jamie fire Clint six times or only five? In all the excitement, I kinda lost track myself.

	Xochitl chuckled to herself.

	She topped off her coffee, then mechanically set the pot in the center of the Formica table. She leaned back in her chair and stared up at the strip of pink rose wallpaper lining the top of the whitewashed, shiplap-panel walls.

	Didn't take Granny for the flowery type.

	Xochi's gaze drifted from the white traditional cabinetry, past the lace-trimmed window treatment and down to the farmhouse sink.

	It's got a very country living vibe. Not rustic log cabin like the rest of the house. Must be an addition. Wonder how long Granny's lived here?...¡Híjole! We don't have time for this. We need a plan…And we need the truth.

	Xochitl pushed her plate to the side.

	"So, Granny…" Xochi slurped up a quick sip of her coffee.

	Damn, that's good.

	"Now that you've got us agreeing to commit a felony," she continued. "How do you propose we get Jamie and Reaper outta here?"

	"After we find the kid," Lucy added. "I…screwed up."

	"No." Xochi shook her head. "Reaper running off was not your fault. That's all on Sleeping Werebeast over there." She flicked her chin behind her toward the living room.

	Still out cold on the pleather sofa, Jamie had curled up in a tight ball under a throw blanket. Her shoulders rose and fell rhythmically to the high-pitched murmurs she squeaked out.

	"Don't put this all on Jamie," Granny hissed, fixed on the dishes in the sink. "She's just a girl."

	"No, she's not." Lucy swiveled around in her seat and stared at Granny. "She's a Werebeast."

	"How often does Jamie turn?" Xochitl drilled.

	Granny dropped the frying pan she'd been washing with a clank.

	"So, a lot then." Xochi cocked an eyebrow at Lucy.

	Lucy ran her hand through her short copper-red hair.

	"Why does that even matter?" The old woman whirled around and placed her soapy hands on her hips. 

	"It matters a lot, actually," Lucy said. "Werebeasts aren’t like Hounds and Ferals—"

	"Well, no shit!" Granny snatched a pink hand towel off the kitchen counter. "Pardon my French."

	Lucy gripped the edge of her chair.

	This whole mess has really gotten to Lucy. Or maybe it's the endless months on the road. Always more Afflicted. Always more to help…to kill.

	Xochitl shook off the last thought.

	"What Lucy means to say—" she cut in.

	"That's okay, Xoch." Lucy held up her hand, measured calm in her voice. "I got this."

	Xochitl nodded, confident Lucy was back in control.

	"Please, Granny…" Lucy gestured to the chair opposite her. She waited for the old woman to take a seat, and then poured them both another cup of coffee.

	Now she's back in her element.

	"Like I was saying," Lucy continued. "Unlike Hounds and Ferals whose appearance is unmistakable, Werebeasts are…for lack of a better term…disguised. Hidden. Rarely are there characteristics that tell me if Mr. Smith is a Beast or not. Maybe I'll get a flash of the eyes…like I did with Reaper. But most of the time I don't…By then it's too late."

	"Too late?" Granny's voice was biting.

	"Yeah," Xochitl said. "You saw how fast Santa turned. There was no time. We were all in danger."

	"And," Lucy added. "Because of that, we did what we had to do…"

	Lucy's words hovered over them like a thick eerie fog.

	"But, my Jamie…" Granny moaned out a sob, tears spilling from her eyes. "She's never hurt anyone…"

	"So far," Lucy said, matter-of-fact.

	"Luce." Xochitl handed Granny a napkin.

	"She'd never…" The old woman dabbed at her eyes and cheeks.

	Xochi's heart broke for Granny. She knew all too well what Granny was going through. She'd gone through it herself. She'd watched her baby brother, Miguel, tortured into turning. Watched him charge at her. Felt his jaws clamp down on her shoulder and arm like a steel vice.

	Xochitl involuntarily brushed her hand over the scar tissue on her neck and glanced at the La Güera design tattooed across the bite marks on her arm.

	Lucy puffed out a weary breath and stretched and twisted her wrists encased by her leather bracers.

	We both have our scars.

	"Look," Lucy said softly. "I'm sure Jamie would never want to hurt anyone. But there's no guarantee she won't. Werebeasts can't control themselves."

	"But Jamie isn't like that. She's always been in control." Granny blew her nose in her napkin.

	Xochitl shot a confused look at Lucy, a flurry of thoughts whirling in her mind.

	Control? Is that even possible for a Were?...Miguel can barely hang on when he's angry…Or maybe that's because of me…But what if he can?…Stop it, Xochitl. Uncle Vern or Lefty would've said something if…

	Lucy shook her head and shrugged as if to say, "Best not to hope."

	"Well…" Xochi blew out a resigned sigh. "Maybe now. But the more Weres change, the harder it is for them to return to human form. I know…My brother is a Werebeast...And he tried to kill me…"

	Granny looked up at Xochitl, dread in her eyes.

	"It was awful," Lucy mumbled as if she were speaking to herself.

	Xochitl flinched. She'd never heard her friend speak about that day in Memo Morales' warehouse. Xochi had few recollections herself — just the raging amber glow of Miguel's eyes and the searing pain of his fangs ripping into her flesh. To hear Lucy tell the tale sent chills up Xochitl's spine. She scooted closer to the table.

	"All the blood…the smell…" Lucy continued; her face twisted in a pained scowl. "And you…" She looked at Xochitl. "I thought for sure…"

	"I know." Xochitl gave Lucy a tight smile.

	Lucy cleared her throat and took a gulp of coffee.

	"What happened to your brother?" Granny asked Xochitl quietly.

	"The Catchers took him—"

	"Oh, God!" Granny shot up from her seat faster than Xochi thought possible.

	"Now, wait, Granny." Xochi stood and steadied the old woman. "Look at me."

	Granny met Xochitl's gaze.

	The old woman was slightly taller than Xochitl, but far thinner. And though she felt as if she might break in Xochi's grip, her build suggested that she had been more robust in her younger years.

	"That's not gonna happen to Jamie," Xochi continued.

	"But your brother…"

	"I got my Miguel back," Xochitl said. "Long story…But he's safe now."

	Lucy handed Granny her cane. "And Jamie will be safe. I promise."

	Granny nodded.

	"Good," Xochi and Lucy said together.

	Xochitl plopped down in her chair, all the energy drained out of her.

	"But…" Lucy said abruptly, placing her palms on the table. "We're still left with how to get Jamie and Reaper to Canada."

	"Well…" Granny hobbled across the kitchen to the stove and picked up the pie tin. She offered the remaining pieces to Xochitl and Lucy.

	Xochi waved off the pie. But Lucy eagerly took the tin back to the table and dug in.

	¡Híjole! I thought I packed it away.

	Granny chuckled.

	"Anyway." Granny leaned against the kitchen counter. "I do have a contact at the California Oregon border. Fish and Game. She could get them across…For the right price."

	"That'd work." Xochitl perked up. "Should be cake, once they're out of California…If they move fast. Stay out of towns and off the main roads. Canada hasn't closed its borders yet…"

	"True," Lucy smooshed out through a mouthful of pie. "It could work. That's if we can get Reaper back." She put down her fork and pushed the empty pie tin to the side.

	Damn! She ate that fucker fast!

	Xochi pried her eyes from the oversized pie pan.

	"We'd have to take on the Hell Hounds." She unconsciously twirled her turquois ring around her finger. "Not gonna be easy…Maybe if we take them by surprise…"

	"Yeah." Lucy sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. "But is it worth it? Getting Reaper…"

	"What do you mean?" Granny's voice rose in pitch. "Leave him?"

	"Luce?" Xochitl's eyes ping-ponged from her friend to Granny and back again.

	Leave one of our own behind? I don't know if I can…

	"Xoch, taking on the Hell Hounds is risky," Lucy replied, her tone measured. "How many do you think we can take out by ourselves before—"

	"But Jamie…" Granny cut Lucy off. The old woman's shoulders slumped. "I know what it's like to lose someone…young…" She turned away and looked out the kitchen window. "I can't put my girl through that…I won't."

	"Granny." Lucy stood and took a hesitant step toward Granny but stopped herself from going further. "Ask yourself what's more important. We can get Jamie to the Oregon border. No problem. But if we go after Reaper, there's a strong chance none of us get out."

	¡Jódame! We're gonna leave Reaper.

	"She's right," Xochitl said, casting her eyes to the linoleum floor.

	"It'll break her—" Granny started.

	Flustered howling erupted from the barn.

	Xochitl leapt to her feet.

	Lucy's eyes went wide.

	The two women raced out of the kitchen and into the living room. Jamie's throw blanket was clumped in a heap on the sofa and the front door was wide open.

	"Fuck!" Lucy slapped at her thigh. "She's gone!"

	"¡Híjole!"

	"Fool girl!" Granny shuffled in through the dining room. "I know just where she's going."

	"To Reaper," Xochi and Lucy said in unison.

	"Looks like we're taking on the Hell Hounds." Lucy's hand went to the Beretta holstered at her hip.

	We need backup.

	"Granny," Xochitl said, a plan forming in her mind. "Get on the horn. Get your neighborhood watch up and running."

	"Yes!" Granny stomped her cane on the hardwood. "Good idea."

	Lucy shot Xochi a confused look as she slapped her Beretta mag in place and chambered a round.

	"I'll explain on the way," Xochitl snatched the camo jacket Lefty had given her off the recliner by the sofa. "Granny. Where's on the way?"

	"She'd take the woods." Granny scowled at Lucy's gun. "That way." The old woman's voice shook, and her hand trembled as she pointed her three-footed cane in the direction of the front door to the dense forest that lined the western edge of her ranch. "It's the quickest route to the Hell Hound camp." Granny fixed her tear-filled eyes on Xochitl. "No roads. You'll have to track her by foot."

	"Not a problem," Lucy said, all business.

	¡Híjole! Luce. You're scaring the crap out of the abuelita.

	Xochi gave Granny a thin it'll-be-all-right smile.

	Please let it be all right.

	Granny returned the gesture with a small nod, then threw back her shoulders and tilted her chin high.

	Tough old bird.

	"Yes. Well," she continued, her voice tinged with determination. "Jamie couldn't have gotten far. Get her before she gets to the Hell Hounds. Have her take you to Oz."

	"Oz?" Lucy holstered her gun once more.

	"As in yellow brick?" Xochi asked.

	"As in hippie commune," the old woman tsked, clearly back in Granny mode. "We'll meet you there."

	Granny turned on her heel and stumped toward the kitchen.

	"Sounds like a plan." Xochitl grabbed her Remington and ran out the front door.

	Lucy charged after her.

	Both women stopped suddenly. Looked at each other. Looked up the steps. Fear for the old woman at the forefront of their minds.

	"Granny, don't forget Clint!"

	 


Chapter 8

	REAPER

	Broglie

	Granny's Ranch

	2 hours ago

	"Run!" Lucy Lowell's command detonated in Reaper's mind like a hundred pound block of C-4. Agonizing shockwave after agonizing shockwave rolled through his body as he helplessly sprinted away from Granny's ranch.

	Shit! What'd she do to me? "Run!"

	He raced past a wounded Slicer, blood dripping down his arm, and into the forest.

	How's this possible? She's not my Alpha…"Run!"

	Reaper strained and pulled uselessly against Lowell's will in an effort to make his legs quit running.

	Make yourself stop! "Run!"

	His breathing quickened, and his muscles burned as he unwillingly propelled himself faster and faster through the woods.

	I can't stop! "Run!"

	Dodging around trees and hurdling over rocks, Lucy Lowell's crushing power warred with Reaper's driving instinct to find his Pack, compelling him ever forward toward the Hell Hound camp — toward Zeke.

	I'm dead. That fucking Werewolf Whisperer just killed me. "Run!"

	A strong scent caught on the breeze, drawing Reaper's focus northwest.

	Slicer! He's close. He's turned...He's headed for Oz. "Run!"

	His thoughts swirled out of control.

	Can't let him get to Oz. He'll hurt people. "Run!"

	Fear gripped Reaper like a vise, and his heart felt as though it would explode out of his chest.

	Can't let him tell Zeke about me…about Jamie. But I can't outrun Slicer like this…How do I change now? "Run! Run! Run!"

	The unrelenting sound of Lucy Lowell's voice spun like a broken record in Reaper's mind. He clenched his fists tighter even as his arms endlessly pumped and pumped, pushing him forward.

	Jamie's sweet voice broke through the churning chaos.

	"You gotta focus on the turn. Focus on who you really are."

	"Okay," he panted. "Focus on who I am."

	Focus. Focus. Focus.

	He inhaled and exhaled deeply several times, forcing The Werewolf Whisperer from his thoughts.

	In an instant, a flash of heat rushed through Reaper's limbs. His blood surged and pulsed rapidly in his veins. But there was no pain. No tearing or cracking of muscles and bone. Just an effortless shift from human to Werebeast, like pulling on a new pair of jeans or slipping on his leather cut.

	Reaper howled with delight.

	He tore through the forest like a bat out of hell, drunk on his own speed and power — primal, ancient, pure. In that moment, he was no longer Reaper, no longer Haywood. He just was.

	Out of nowhere, Slicer smashed into Reaper from behind, launching him across a clump of dense brush and into the middle of a patch of tall leafy plants. Reaper yelped and crashed onto his back, hitting his head on the moist ground.

	The sweet dizzying smell of Morey's marijuana crop hit Reaper from all sides.

	Oz! Too close.

	Reaper's ear twitched at the cheery sound of laughter.

	Young. Female…Alma Hernandez.

	Reaper had met Alma only once at The Hair of the Dog where she waitressed. Small and pretty with jet black hair and deep brown eyes, the young girl had reminded him of an Aztec princess he'd once seen painted on an underpass along the 5 Freeway.

	Jamie had told Reaper that the Hernandez family had been migrant farm workers before K-Day. Then Alma's father, Hector, turned Hound. Fearing the Catchers would hunt them, Alma's mother and her two older brothers had dumped Hector on the side of the road. But Alma couldn't bear to leave her father, so she'd jumped from the bed of their moving truck and had taken off after him.

	Alma and Hector had walked from town to town for months, eventually making their way to Broglie. She'd only been fourteen.

	Hector's sick again. Alma's getting medicine from Patty's.

	Reaper scrambled onto all fours.

	Need to lead Slicer away from here.

	"Come and get me motherfucker!" Reaper growled over his shoulder and tore through the rows of cannabis, serrated leaves — like five-fingered hands — clawing at his golden fur.

	All around him, the towering stalks swished and swayed in a whirl of mesmerizing greens. They slapped at his muzzle. Cut him.

	Can't stop.

	He darted into the forest, zigzagging through the redwoods.

	Don't stop.

	He sensed Slicer was near. Felt his Packmate's rage. Knew the Hell Hound would catch him.

	Won't stop.

	Slicer slashed at Reaper's back. Searing pain scorched through his muscles like a red-hot branding iron.

	Reaper howled and tumbled face-first onto an old downed tree rotting on the ground. Redwood shards dug under his fur, and blood seeped from his leathery nose.

	Slicer yanked Reaper up by his scruff and stared at him with blazing amber eyes.

	"I'd kill you now," the hulking brown Werebeast snarled. "But the Alpha wants you alive."

	Slicer slammed Reaper's snout back down onto the tree.

	Crack!

	Everything went black.

	Reaper zips right then left, darting and dashing around the evergreens. His massive golden paws sink into the cold snow. He leaves a trail of deep prints behind him.

	Easy to track.

	Reaper sniffs the air.

	He is near. Flanking me. Smart. Like his mother.

	Reaper smiles to himself. He sprints out of the woods into the clearing.

	Not too fast. The snow will make him slower.

	A cheery giggle — bright like the sun cutting through a cloudy day — distracts Reaper. He looks across the blinding-white clearing.

	Jamie.

	She cups her hand over her mouth and shakes her head.

	Reaper is tackled from the side.

	"Got you!" the small silver-furred Beast growls and nips at Reaper's neck. "You're dead!"

	"Oh, yeah!" Reaper snatches the little Beast up and throws him over his shoulder.

	The child squeals.

	Jamie cradles her jiggling swollen belly as she throws her head back toward the blue sky and bellows with laughter.

	She is happy.

	Reaper is happy.

	"Did you think you could run?" a thunderous voice booms from every direction.

	Zeke!

	Reaper spins around, scanning the snowy clearing for his Alpha.

	Nothing.

	Suddenly, the Hell Hound grabs Jamie from behind. She screams.

	Jamie!

	Reaper tries to run to his mate. He's stuck. His legs sink deeper and deeper into the snow. Panic rushes through him.

	My boy! Where's my boy?

	A small fluffy ear pokes out from the icepack.

	Frantic, Reaper digs through the snow. He digs and digs until his paws are bloody and numb. He digs until he's clawing into the frozen ground.

	Nothing.

	The boy is gone.

	Reaper howls with sorrow.

	The sky turns dark.

	A powerful force yanks Reaper back into the woods. Pain shoots up his spine. Dirt and snow muzzle his anguished cries. Trees wind and twist their branches around his arms and legs. They hoist him up and up. He is spread wide like a dissected animal. He cannot move. He cannot scream. He can only watch as Zeke rips his razor claws through Jamie's belly.

	Jamie!

	Reaper whimpered. Dull pain throbbed from his skull down his back, and his jaw ached. Something cold and sharp bit into his cheeks.

	What is that?

	He tried to reach up, but his arm wouldn't budge.

	Why can't I move?

	Reaper blinked rapidly and shook his head. His foggy vision slowly focused on a smiling face.

	Zeke?

	"There he is." Zeke gripped Reaper's chin, the hard bass of his voice sounding muffled and far away.

	Zeke!

	Reaper's eyes went wide. His heart pounded in his chest. He yanked himself from Zeke's grasp and looked around. Shirtless and chained, Reaper hung between two giant redwoods, his arms and legs spread wide — a metal horse bit shoved in his mouth.

	Fuck!

	The entire Hell Hound MC stood in a semicircle behind Zeke — all but Slicer. Still in Werebeast form, he clutched his arm and snarled at Reaper. A small bald spot in his dirty matted fur revealed a tiny pink scar where Jamie's bullet had nicked him.

	Jamie shoulda shot you in the head…Jamie!

	A fist of panic punched Reaper in the gut.

	Turn!

	Heat coursed through Reaper's veins. His muscles stretched over his shifting bones. He heard his claws scraping against the steel chains.

	"Stop!" Zeke roared. "No turning!"

	The Alpha's will twined around Reaper like barbed wire, shredding his focus. His claws automatically retracted. He choked out a whine.

	"That's a good dog." Zeke patted Reaper on the head. "Now, where you going, Haywood? Don't you wanna be my VP anymore?"

	Dicer dangled Reaper's leather cut in front of him and snickered.

	Zeke looked back at the Hell Hounds. "Guess he'd rather fuck that strawberry pussy…"

	Oh, God! Zeke knows about Jamie!

	Reaper squirmed and writhed and pulled at the chains, desperate to break free. He clamped his teeth down on the metal horse bit and garbled out a scream.

	"Let's kill the little shithead already," Slicer screeched, shifting into his human form as he walked up to Zeke.

	Two Toes's mouth dropped open; a greedy look sparked in his eye.

	You wish, sick asshole!

	"Then that Werewolf Whisperer bitch," Dicer added. "She's gonna fuck everything up."

	"Fuck The Werewolf Whisperer," Zeke scoffed. "She can't do a goddamn thing to me."

	Reaper huffed a laugh and yanked on his chains again.

	Lowell's gonna eat you for breakfast!

	Zeke spun around and growled low, his frightening blue eyes flashing in the dimming light. "Something funny, Haywood?"

	Reaper dropped his gaze to the mossy ground and slowly shook his head.

	"Didn't think so."

	"Zeke. Man…" Slicer broke in. "You gotta be careful. The Werewolf Whisperer…"

	Reaper looked up at his Packmate.

	You know. You felt it.

	"She has…" Slicer's voice cracked. "Power."

	"She sure made you her Werebeast bitch!" Dicer bellowed.

	"Shut the fuck up!" Slicer snapped.

	"Ha!" Dicer beat his chest with his fist. "Bitch ain't got no power over me!"

	Zeke reared on Dicer and slammed him into a tree, driving his forearm into the man's chest with bone-crushing force. Blood gurgled from Dicer's gaping mouth.

	"I'm the power!" Zeke roared. "Don't you…don't none of you fucking forget it!"

	Zeke's fury burned out as fast as it had ignited. He carelessly pried Reaper's Hell Hound cut from Dicer's lifeless hand and casually walked away.

	Dicer's limp body slid down the tree and flopped face-first into a small muddy puddle.

	Holy shit!

	The camp went dead silent. No one moved.

	Sour vomit pooled in the back of Reaper's throat.

	Slicer ducked his head and cowered low before the Hell Hound Alpha.

	"Dicer had a point though," Zeke said lazily, as if he hadn't just killed a man. "I can't let The Werewolf Whisperer get in the way." He brushed the dirt off of Reaper's leather vest. "I like it here." He cocked an eyebrow at Reaper. "This is my town now." He ripped the VP patch off the vest. "I got plans."

	The Hell Hound Alpha snapped his fingers at Slicer; the Were jumped to attention.

	"What's Strawberry's name again?" Zeke asked, tossing Slicer the VP patch.

	Don't! Don't! Don't!

	Reaper whined and shook his head at Slicer, pleading for him to keep quiet.

	Slicer caressed the prized patch between his fingers and grinned cruelly at Reaper. "Jamie."

	"Right, Jamie." Zeke looked at Reaper. "She more important than your brothers?" He tilted his head. "Than me?"

	"Please, Zeke," Reaper spit out through the metal bit. A tear escaped his eye.

	"Ah…See that boys…" Zeke ran a razor-sharp nail down Reaper's face. "That's love." He licked the tear off his nail. "Tastes like strawberries."

	"Don't," Reaper whimpered.

	"Time for don't passed." Zeke placed his hands on Reaper's shoulders. "You tried to run."

	Zeke's grip tightened; claws dug into Reaper's flesh.

	Reaper winced and sucked in a breath.

	"You brought that Werewolf Whisperer bitch here," the Hell Hound Alpha said through gritted teeth. "Now I gotta take care of her! Take care of all of them!"

	Morey…

	Zeke ripped his claws from Reaper's shoulders and flung his arms wide. Reaper yowled as blood rolled down his chest.

	Patty…

	The Alpha turned to the MC and bellowed, "No one gets in my way!"

	The Hell Hound camp erupted with whoops and hollers.

	Granny…

	"We get the leftovers!" Maggot shot out and grabbed his crotch.

	Grub locked arms with Two Toes and danced around Dicer's corpse, the man's death vanishing from their thoughts like a ghost.

	Zeke whipped back around, huffing and panting, spitting and snarling, his demon eyes glowing with rage.

	Jamie…

	Zeke shut his eyes and took a deep breath. He slowly raised his hand, silencing the commotion.

	"Seems you got a choice, little brother," he said steadily. "You give up yummy Strawberry…" The Alpha licked his lips. "Stay with the MC…Maybe keep these sick fucks in line…Maybe help out the town…"

	Zeke nodded to Slicer. The Hell Hound second slinked behind Reaper.

	"Or," Zeke continued. "You can run away. Be with Jamie. Either way…"

	Slicer yanked on the horse bit strapped to Reaper's head. Reaper's head snapped back. Metal cut into his cheeks.

	"You gotta pay." Zeke raked the tips of his claws across Reaper's neck. "Now, choose!"

	"Jamie!" Reaper wailed.

	"Damn!" Zeke sneered. "I know you don't give a shit about your brothers." He viciously stabbed a claw into Reaper's chest.

	"Jamie!" Reaper cried out again, his eyes burning with hot tears.

	Turn!

	"But you don't even care about this town." Zeke dug his other claw in. "Do you?"

	Please turn!

	"That's cold."

	Sweat poured down Reaper's face, brutally stinging the cuts on his cheeks. He felt as if he were about to explode.

	Please!

	"No, little brother…"

	Once again, Zeke's will snaked around Reaper and squeezed like a boa constrictor. "You will feel all of this."

	The Hell Hound Alpha slowly scraped his nails down Reaper's chest.

	Inhuman scream after inhuman scream burst from Reaper as Zeke peeled the wolf skull tattoo from Reaper's skin — blood-soaked layer by blood-soaked layer.

	Slicer laughed and yanked hard on the leather straps again.

	Reaper choked, as his Hell Hound brothers cheered.

	 


Chapter 9

	Broglie

	Granny's Ranch

	Right now

	Lucy flipped open El Gallo's trunk. Their ragtag armory stared back at her: several handguns in lockboxes, a fire axe, a heavy crossbow, various sheathed knives, a small wooden ammunitions box stocked with hand grenades, a flare gun, a roll of chain, a black plastic tool kit, bolt cutters, a length of rope, a canvas bag filled with slip leashes, dog harnesses, thick collars and freezer baggies filled with dehydrated lamb lung treats.

	Lucy reached for a short riding crop she'd purchased at an estate sale.

	"What are you going to do? Spank them?" Xochi snarked and grabbed the large Bowie knife. She fastened the sheath to her leg.

	Lucy drew a hidden blade from inside the stubby whip. "Camel whip. Primitive, but it'll do the job." She slid the weapon into her harness boot and crammed a small box of ammo into her pocket.

	The Remington swung over her shoulder, Xochi sheathed her Karambit knives and tucked away extra shotgun shells. She picked a dark baseball cap from the backseat of the Toronado and shoved every strand of her long blond hair out of sight.

	Dogs still barked wildly from inside the house and from the outdoor kennels.

	Lucy and Xochi crossed the driveway at a hard run and cut through Granny's paddock toward the forest, toward the Hell Hound camp.

	Pausing, Lucy scanned a broad trail of bent grass left behind by a large creature with wide paws.

	Girl's gone furry.

	"So, what are you having Granny do?" Lucy asked Xochi.

	"Were attack phone tree," Xochi hit back. "Guess the hippies aren't as clueless as we thought."

	They followed Were Jamie's path through the paddock easily, but once Lucy and Xochi had passed through the line of trees into the shaded forest, twilight dropped like a black lace veil.

	That doesn't help.

	"Hadn't realized how late it was getting." Lucy shifted her eyes up at the sky. Grey clouds billowed overhead, making the darkness and gloom more pronounced.

	"We're going after a pack of biker Werebeasts, of course it’s going to be dark," Xochitl said acridly. "Couldn't have done this at noon."

	Lucy stopped short. "This is one of the most stupid things we've done. We don't have a plan."

	"That's right," Xochi agreed, moving west toward the glimmer of the setting sun.

	The woods around Granny's land were old, ancient even. Untouched giant redwoods loomed high above them, their bases wide and sturdy.

	"Christmas trees," Xochi pointed to a cluster of Douglas fir.

	"Too soon," Lucy said, queasiness clutching at her stomach. "I might have to skip Christmas this year."

	"What's one little rampaging Were Santa?" Xochi said lightly. "I'm not missing out on presents. I'm going to Mass, and I'm making tamales. You can Grinch out if you want, but ain't nobody taking away my Christmas."

	Lucy had to laugh. "All right then."

	She heard the splashing of water before they saw the narrow stream. Lucy pointed to the broad, muddy prints at its banks.

	"Jamie?" Xochitl asked.

	Lucy picked a clump of white fur off the ground by the water. "Think she's shedding."

	"Maybe the panic?"

	"Maybe Werebeasts shed when dogs shed. In the spring and fall."

	"Spare me."

	Lucy climbed over a dead, fallen tree. "There's a small trail up ahead." She pointed. "I think I see tire tracks."

	"Straight to the camp then?"

	"I guess."

	They continued in silence for a short while. Lucy tried to formulate a plan, but she kept coming back to the bigger picture.

	What's gonna happen after?

	"So hypothetically, once we get the kid, we should head straight up the I-5 to the Oregon border and do the handoff?" she asked, clinging to Granny's promise of a contact.

	"Shouldn't take more than a day," Xochi took up the thought.

	"I don't like this. Any of this."

	"That girl Jamie is erratic. How can we let her run around loose?"

	"They're both just kids. They need a chance. They haven't done anything—"

	"Yet. They haven't done anything yet."

	Lucy grimaced at Xochitl. "What are we doing?"

	"I guess we're just helping." Xochi gestured toward the tracks. "The girl may or may not be a menace, but we know those Hell Hounds are bad news. We can't let the Hell Hounds have her."

	"Or the boy."

	"Or the boy," Xochi agreed.

	"So, we get Jamie and Reaper back to Granny's," Lucy decided. "And then we reevaluate."

	"One small hiccup," Xochi added. "A camp full of big burly bikers led by a Wereloon with delusions of grandeur."

	"Right," Lucy said and slid the Beretta from its holster. "That is a little hiccup."

	 


Chapter 10

	REAPER

	Muir Woods

	Hell Hound Camp

	1 hour ago

	Reaper's head drooped onto his mangled chest, his jaw gaping open — dislocated by the savage wrenching on the metal horse bit wedged between his teeth. His sweat-soaked hair clung to the sides of his sliced up face. Salty, bloody tears dripped from the tip of his nose onto the damp ground.

	No more.

	He rasped and wheezed pathetic, pleading whimpers.

	Please, no more.

	"Think you broke him, boss," Slicer squawked gleefully and jerked Reaper back by his hair. The Were's eyes sparked with hatred.

	"Nah, Haywood's a fighter," Zeke said and wiped his hands on a checkered bandanna before stuffing it in his back pocket. "Take that thing out of his mouth."

	Slicer grinned wickedly as he slowly elongated a single knifelike nail and pointed it at Reaper's eye; Reaper flinched.

	"Pussy," the Hell Hound snickered and slashed through the leather bindings with one stroke.

	The metal bit fell from Reaper's mouth, ripping out one of his molars. He cried out as pain zinged through his jaw.

	"Look!" Slicer held up the tooth. "Got me a Reaper souvenir!"

	"¡Órale!" Poncho shouted and shook a small plastic baggie filled with white powder. He dipped his pinkie into the bag, drew out a small mound and snorted it up his nose. "¡Órale!" he shouted again.

	A blue inhaler rested between Poncho and Two Toes.

	The Russian's drug?

	Two Toes snagged the baggie from Poncho, took the inhaler and sprayed the Were drug onto the white powder.

	"That's some good shit!" Two Toes whooped and rubbed his nose.

	"Gimme some!" Grub reached for the drugs.

	Zeke stormed over to Two Toes and snatched the bag from his hand. "Quit fucking around!" He picked up the inhaler and looked at Slicer. "Get the kid down."

	Slicer shoved Reaper's head to the side.

	Clank. Clank. Clank.

	The Hell Hound wrestled with Reaper's chains.

	Jolts of pain rocked Reaper as his legs dragged, one by one, across the muddy forest floor.

	His limp body swayed back and forth, sagging by his still chained arms like dead weight and tearing at his taxed shoulder muscles.

	Clank. Clank. Clank.

	Reaper dropped like a rock onto his side.

	"Turn him over," Zeke said.

	Slicer rolled Reaper onto his back with his foot.

	Dirt and mud smeared into Reaper's ripped up chest.

	Zeke leaned over Reaper. "I told you…" He pressed his knee on Reaper's stomach. "Ain't no way out."

	Reaper screamed, coughing up blood; his vision blurred with blinding pain.

	Zeke squeezed Reaper's cheeks together and plunged the inhaler into his mouth.

	Reaper sucked in the Were drug.

	A pungent, floral — old lady perfume — chemical smell hit his senses.

	The Were drug called to Reaper.

	His hand trembled. He reached out, eager for the next hit.

	"Once an addict..." Zeke crowed and pressed down on the small plastic tube.

	Puff. White dust plumed in the air. Reaper inhaled long and deep.

	"Always an addict." 

	Sweet and metallic. Smooth and clean.

	Reaper's body spasmed. A flash of heat burned his throat and nostrils and radiated up into his brain like a bright yellow flame as his shredded chest knitted itself back together.

	His bones cracked. His muscles stretched. His fangs extended.

	Reaper dug his claws into the dirt and howled up at the fading sun.

	"Well, ain't that interesting." Zeke's voice floated like a fine mist in the back of Reaper's mind.

	But it didn't matter. He was invincible.

	 


Chapter 11

	Muir Woods

	Somewhere

	Right now

	Sweat ran down the sides of Xochi's face and slid down her neck.

	They'd been tracking Jamie at a run for far longer than Xochi liked, the Weregirl changing her mind and doubling back with illogical frequency.

	I hate fickle Weres.

	Shortly after crossing a dirt road, Lucy came to an abrupt stop at yet another trickle of a creek splitting the dark earth.

	Xochi readjusted her Karambit knife harness. "Maybe you're just shit at tracking tonight," she suggested with undisguised irritation.

	"Always possible," Lucy said, more serious than Xochi would have liked.

	"Lighten up, Luce. I just mean Werechica is glitching. ¡Híjole! Make up your mind already! Where are you going?"

	Xochi wasn't sure if Lucy had heard her. Her friend stood stock-still, staring ahead like a hunting dog.

	I swear, if she raises one foot, I'm feeding her dog kibble tonight.

	"Do you see a glint through those trees?"

	Xochi's eyes followed Lucy's pointing hand. While dusk had nearly encompassed the forest, a speck of chrome flashed though the trees, begging for investigation.

	Carefully, Lucy and Xochitl approached. Six Harleys were parked in a straight line. Xochi recognized Dicer's Fat Boy by the custom Hell Hound logo on the tank. She heard a small, unusual sound from Lucy. "Are you sniffing the air?"

	Lucy nodded slowly. "Something smells rotten."

	Xochitl inhaled the clean forest air deeply. A sickening odor faintly floated through the healthy redwood and forest floor aroma. Xochi wrinkled her nose. "Sure enough."

	"That way." Lucy hastened toward a collection of looming redwoods entwined by a dense thicket; Xochi followed, unquestioning.

	They pushed through crowded coyote brush, thorns snagging at Xochi's pants.

	I hate stickers.

	A messy campsite awaited them. The circular camp was nothing more than a mess of sloppy tents, dirty bedrolls — unfurled and crusty — and garbage scattered around a dead and cold campfire.

	"Pinche slobs." Xochi's eyes roved over mounds of empty and shattered beer bottles, food wrappers and gnawed bones. Once she'd stepped into the clearing, the loathsome reek was overwhelming: urine, decay, vomit, char, and a sweet noxious odor.

	That's what it smelled like when I pulled Leticia out of that crack house. ¡Híjole¡ Haven't thought about her in years. Bet she's dead.

	"Camp looks abandoned and in a hurry," Lucy assessed, detached.

	"So where are these Hell Hound pendejos?" Xochi scanned the area for clues.

	There was no sign of any other personal items or any indication where anyone had gone.

	"Douchebags probably hide their shit in the forest."

	"Don't really care about their raggedy-ass chonies and porn rags."

	"Probably watch their porn on their phones."

	"Not here they don't." Xochi waved her phone above her head. "No bars. I hate no reception."

	Lucy chuckled, then she hurtled forward. "Hello, what's this?"

	One of the trees was slashed and marked with dozens of deep gashes.

	"Bears mark their territory by clawing trees," Lucy offered. 

	"National Geographic much?" Xochi scoffed.

	"Seriously." Lucy stepped closer to the trunk. "Maybe Werebeasts mark like that too."

	"Better than the alternative." Xochi started to move back toward the center of the camp, looking around for any sign of Jamie.

	"Holy hell!" Lucy called out from behind the tree.

	She doesn't sound right.

	The odd catch in Lucy's voice made the blood drain from Xochitl's face. She drew her Bowie knife.

	The tree trunk hid Lucy's body, but from the clench-jawed, non-stop swearing Xochi could tell where her friend stood.

	She pressed herself around the trunk.

	Behind the tree, no more than a few feet from the camp was a large pit.

	Lucy crouched by the edge.

	Xochi couldn't tell if she was crying or laughing.

	Lucy turned her head. She was white-faced and shaking with rage.

	Her feet didn't want to move, but Xochi took step after step, slowly moving toward the pit.

	Have to see.

	The square pit's walls of damp earth seemed about six feet deep and about ten feet wide all the way around. 

	Twisted skeletons, broken and damaged, covered the bottom of the pit — at least three layers deep.

	"Those are not human," Lucy said before Xochi registered what she was looking at.

	Bone pit.

	 Something about each skeleton looked wrong. Long leg and arm bones, normal hips and torsos...

	The skulls! Not human. Dog. ¡Madre de Dios!

	"Hounds?" Xochi breathed out the word. "Ferals?"

	"Xochi," Lucy's voice shook. "These have been here a while. I think the Hell Hounds eat them and then dump the bones."

	Reaper.

	"No!" Xochi turned and stormed back into the camp. She didn't want to hear any more. She didn't want to see anymore. She didn't want to think. She flung her baseball cap on the ground, stomped her feet, and kicked at a boulder. "No! No! No! No!" She took a breath. Her eyes cleared. She heard Lucy's footsteps behind her. She focused on the flat rock she'd been kicking.

	A wide trail of ants was continuing to climb from the forest floor to the top of the boulder. They swarmed a weirdly crumpled beige mass, carting off what they could carry.

	Tortilla?

	Morbid curiosity got the better of Xochitl. She slid the flat of her blade under the flap and flipped it over.

	Flames, chain and wolf skull stared back at her.

	Reaper's tattoo.

	Xochi sharply turned, bent over, and threw up every bit of apple pie and coffee in her stomach.

	Heaving, she thought she was going to faint.

	All of a sudden, Lucy was next to her, holding on to her, pushing her hair back.

	"We have to find that kid," Xochi choked out the words, hands on her knees. She wiped her sleeve across her mouth.

	A low and shattering sound rocked the forest like earth-bound thunder. Lucy and Xochi both jumped involuntarily and spun in the direction of the blast. Distant flames lit up the night sky.

	Without another word, Lucy and Xochi raced toward the explosion, toward the fire, toward...Oz?

	 


Chapter 12

	REAPER

	Muir Woods

	Oz

	At the same time

	Reaper stumbled blurry-eyed through the smoldering rubble of Sugree's candle shop. His head felt heavy and his mind cloudy as he came down from the Were drug.

	What'd that shit do to me? I can't feel my fingers.

	His body felt as if it were splitting in two, each half going in opposite directions. His stomach flip-flopped. He doubled over and vomited.

	Stabbing pain zinged through his tender chest. He clutched at the newly formed skin throbbing under the raw, jagged scars zigzagging down his torso.

	He sucked in a quick breath; ash and smoke filled his nostrils. The stinging metallic scent of blood bombarded his senses.

	Piercing human screams echoed throughout the commune.

	Reaper reared up.

	Flames licked at the rooftops of Morey's Metalworks and Patty's Herbal Apothecary.

	Oz is on fire.

	Poncho hunched over Patty's half-naked body splayed in the doorway of her shop. The Hell Hound yanked his serrated hunting knife from the woman's corpse and licked the blade with his thick fat tongue. Blood oozed down his chin.

	Fuck!

	Through the smoky haze, Reaper caught sight of Two Toes straddled over a man's corpse.

	Emmanuel?...Manny?

	Two Toes clawed into Manny with his bare hands like a rabid dog clawing into dirt. Blood and guts squirted from the man's stomach, spraying across Two Toes' pockmarked face. The Hell Hound hooted and giggled in crazed delight.

	I'm gonna be sick.

	Reaper choked on the bile pooling in the back of his throat. He wiped a grimy arm across his mouth, tasting dirt and beeswax on his tongue.

	What the—

	Crushing fear smashed into him. He staggered back, tripping over a severed arm.

	Still wrapped around the index finger, Sugree's silver snake ring was missing one of its blue topaz stones.

	What did I do?

	Reaper looked down at his bloodstained hands. Small bits of seared flesh crusted under his fingernails.

	Oh, God. No!

	He rubbed his palms frantically against his blood-soaked jeans — desperate to snuff out the memory of what he'd done.

	Please! Help me!

	Slicer howled from across the commune.

	Reaper spun around. He froze.

	Morey's wife dangled by the neck in the hulking Werebeast's grip — a gaping hole in her chest.

	Not Meadow.

	Her long grey braid slapped at her chewed up face as her limp body spasmed and twitched.

	She was good to me…to everyone.

	Slicer lapped up the thick red juice dripping from Meadow's still-beating heart. Tears streaked down Reaper's cheeks as he watched Slicer bite into the bloody meat. The Were's jaws parted into a nasty toothy smile, his eyes burning like flaming black coals.

	As if a bomb had been detonated, an ear-crushing roar blasted through the commune; Reaper stumbled back on his heels. A fireball mushroomed into the black sky as shards of wood exploded out from the metal shop like shrapnel — one side of Morey's Metalworks caved in on itself.

	The scorching blaze reflected off Tiny Tin in the center of town — Morey strapped to its life-size, metal frame. The This Ain't Kansas sign, twisted and charred, lay at its copper pipe feet.

	Morey!

	Maggot and Grub gnawed on the man's arms and legs, snapping and snarling at each other as if they were wild wolves fighting over the best pieces of meat and not psychotic men out of their minds on home-cooked Were drugs.

	Reaper darted for the tin sculpture, but the sweet scent of strawberry shampoo brought him up short.

	Jamie?

	He whipped around and searched the dense woods; his Were sight sharp, focused. Dark shadows became light as the forest transformed into a kaleidoscopic array of vivid greens, rich browns and intense reds.

	The forest foliage shifted slightly.

	Jamie's thin frame poked out from around an ancient redwood. Her silky platinum hair cascaded over the black rose tattoo winding down her arm as she pulled a small young woman — Alma — further into the woods.

	Alma tripped on a tree root and tumbled onto her side. The girl's dress was ripped, and her face was streaked with dirt and tears.

	Reaper raced to the two girls.

	"Jamie," he hissed. "What are you doing here?"

	Alma froze, staring up at Reaper like a deer caught in headlights. Her body trembled, and her head shook uncontrollably. She scrambled back into the shrubs and flung herself through the trees, limping and stumbling away from Oz. Away from the nightmare. Away from the monsters.

	Away from me.

	"Alma," Jamie cried out, her hands ripping at her hair.

	"You can't be here," Reaper spat. "You need to run."

	Jamie reared on Reaper. "What did you do?"

	"I…" Reaper staggered back. "Zeke…"

	Jamie's dark eyes sparked bright amber, her pale skin sheet white.

	"I tried to keep you safe—"

	I wanted that Were drug.

	"I had no choice—"

	Begged for it.

	Reaper bit down on the lie.

	She knows.

	He dropped to his knees.

	"I fucked up." He slumped back, tears streaming down his face.

	Jamie sucked in a breath. "Oh, God…" She reached a shaky hand out and touched the angry pink scars covering his skin. "Look what they did to you."

	"My fault…" Reaper sobbed. "All my fault."

	"No. Can't be." Jamie pulled him to her.

	"Forgive me," Reaper choked out and wrapped his arms around her slender waist.

	"I should have left when you said." Jamie cradled him to her breast. "I should have listened."

	Reaper clung desperately to his mate. Soaked in her form — the curve of her hips. He inhaled deep, Jamie's scent draining all his fear away. All that he needed — wanted — was her.

	She's still mine.

	"I love you."

	Jamie crushed her mouth to his.

	"I…was so…scared," she cried between kisses, tears falling from her eyes and onto his ruined chest. "I thought…I wasn't…gonna see you…again."

	"I'll never leave you, baby." Reaper stood and swept Jamie up into his arms.

	"Well, that was just beautiful." Zeke's deep voice boomed from behind Reaper.

	Fuck!

	Reaper pulled away from Jamie.

	"You've been holding out on us, Haywood."

	"It'll be okay," Reaper whispered. "Stay behind me."

	Reaper turned toward Zeke, careful to keep his body between his mate and his Alpha.

	Zeke stood at the edge of the clearing with hands clasped behind his back, his broad chest puffed out like an army general. His eyes blazed like blue fire.

	 Reaper shuffled himself and Jamie back against the redwood. Jamie clung to Reaper's back, twining her fingers through his belt loops, and poked her head around.

	"Zeke, man—" Reaper started.

	"That's one mighty fine bitch you got there," Zeke cut him off. The Hell Hound Alpha tilted his head, looking amused. "Dicer didn't do her justice." He wiggled his fingers at Jamie. "Hi, Strawberry."

	Jamie whimpered.

	"Leave her outta this." Reaper's voice quaked. "Please."

	"You gotta learn to share, boy," Zeke tsked and stepped closer.

	Reaper threw his arms wide to shield his mate, his razor-sharp claws instantly flicking outward like switchblades. "Don't take another fucking step!" he growled.

	"Look at you. All grown up." Zeke barked out a menacing laugh, his long braid whipping back and forth.

	"She's mine!" Reaper roared.

	"Kid, everything you got is mine!"

	"She's not." Reaper snarled through gritted fangs.

	"Everything is mine!" Zeke roared back. "I am your Alpha!"

	The Alpha's power pressed down on Reaper. His knees started to buckle. He fought to stay standing.

	Protect mate!

	Reaper straightened up and stared defiantly at Zeke.

	"You challenging me, boy?" Zeke snorted a low growl, his claws glinting in the firelight.

	Reaper crouched down ready to pounce, the hair on the back of his neck standing on end.

	 Zeke bounded toward Reaper, but stopped short and scented the air. He combed a claw through his long greying beard.

	"Interesting." 

	"What?" Reaper huffed, his emotions seesawing between rage and confusion.

	"Never fucked a pregnant bitch before."

	"What!" Reaper looked at Jamie. Fear filled her chestnut-colored eyes. "Pregnant?" he mouthed to her. Her body trembled violently, but she managed to give him a small nod.

	"Looks like you're gonna be a daddy," Zeke howled. "Little Reaper Grimley!"

	Daddy?

	The image — dream — of Jamie laughing in the snow as she held her swollen belly flashed through Reaper's mind.

	"You won't fucking touch her!" Reaper sprang at Zeke, shifting in midair. He rammed his full Werebeast weight into the Alpha, tackling him to the ground.

	Zeke tumbled into the shrubs. Reaper reared up and swiped at Zeke's chest. Four bloody gouges sliced into the Alpha's Hell Hound leather cut and across his wolf skull tattoo. Zeke howled and flung Reaper head over paws behind him and into the brush. Reaper landed with a thud, all the wind knocked out of him. He whined and rolled to his side.

	Zeke bucked and thrashed — his body contorting, changing. He wailed and yowled in deep agonized bursts. He wobbled onto all fours. He dug his grey-black claws into the mossy dirt and pushed himself up. His neck bones cracked as he shook out his long braided mane.

	"Reaper!" Jamie cried out and ran to him, fluidly shifting into her glistening white Werebeast form. "Run!" she howled and pulled Reaper back through the woods toward Oz.

	 


Chapter 13

	Muir Woods

	Oz

	Right now

	"Over there!" Lucy pointed needlessly as they sprinted toward the blast.

	"Finally," Xochi panted. "My thighs are on fire!"

	Grey and black smoke billowed from a source not far ahead in the forest and spread across the darkened sky, blotting out the stars.

	Lucy and Xochi hurtled ahead as fast as their feet could carry them, heedless of the racket they caused.

	Run. Fast. Danger.

	As if an alarm were continuously reverberating in her head, Lucy tensed into high alert. Adrenaline pumping through her limbs, senses focused, and gun already in hand, Lucy effortlessly leaped over fallen tree stumps and twisted past densely spaced redwoods, Xochi close at her side.

	The wretched smell of a house on fire became thicker, and the rushing of an eerie muffled din rolled toward Lucy.

	She knew they were close when a young, dark-haired woman, clothes in tatters, face tear-streaked and filthy, hands bloody, stumbled out of the bushes and nearly fell to her knees in front of them.

	Hysterical, the girl babbled in rapid, slurred Spanish: "¡Mataron a todos! ¡Son inhumanos! ¡Son animales!"

	Lucy looked to Xochitl.

	Even in the shadowed moonlight, Xochi's face looked peaked. "They killed them all," she translated in a stiff monotone. "They're inhuman. They're animals."

	There was no need for the girl to clarify. Lucy and Xochi had already seen too much.

	Hell Hounds.

	"Ask her name," Lucy prompted, reaching out to steady the girl.

	"Alma," the girl answered in unaccented English, though shock still had a stranglehold on her. She tried to gather herself but avoided Lucy's touch. "My name is Alma."

	"What happ—"

	"Oz," Alma sobbed, snot bubbling out of her nostrils. "Oz."

	She's gonna lose it.

	"We have to—" Xochi started.

	"We can't." Lucy cut her friend off. She hated herself for making the merciless call.

	Greater good. If we help Alma...

	"Alma, do you know Granny?" Lucy asked quickly and pointed in the direction of Granny's ranch.

	Alma nodded.

	"Find Granny, tell her to call the sheriff." Lucy nodded, hoping to elicit agreement from the traumatized girl.

	Alma didn't move.

	"You have to be brave," Xochi added softly. "Braver than you've ever been. Other people are counting on you. ¿Entiendes? You have to warn Granny. ¡Ándale! ¡Date prisa!"

	Without a second's hesitation, the girl spun and bolted in the direction of Granny's as if wild coyotes were after her.

	Lucy and Xochi ran the opposite way, through the woods, toward the smoke, toward Oz.

	From the darkness of the dense forest, Lucy emerged in Oz a few steps ahead of Xochi. Despite all Lucy had concluded and feared, she had not been prepared for the scene before her.

	Built around a natural clearing, the little commune had been nothing more than three shops and a few small homesteads — wood, hand-built, not to code. The largest of the shops, Morey's Metalworks, burned brightly. Tall flames licked its pitched, corrugated roof and threw a hellish cast over the circular commons where a dead man hung tied to a large metal statue, his head tilted to the side, his face rendered unrecognizable by deep claw slashes.

	Lucy's nose caught faint whiffs of mildew and garbage marinating in the even heat of the blaze.

	In the doorway of another shop — Patty's Herbal Apothecary, Lucy noted in the back of her mind — a hunched-over figure fussed over a long, dark shape. The still form could have been a display mannequin, vaguely female, dress hitched above the waist, limbs bent at awkward angles, but the thick reek of coagulated blood and vomit made the horrific reality all too clear.

	The hunched figure contorted snake-like, turning his head to face them while still in a crouch. His face split into a toothy smile, thick lips colored in streaks of dark liquid. He raised his bloodied knife, then deliberately plunged the serrated blade back into the dead woman's stomach, keeping his eyes locked with Lucy's.

	Psycho.

	"They aren't Weres," Lucy said quietly. "A command won't do shit."

	"Luce," Xochi murmured, her voice rough. "Over there."

	Lucy's eyes cut to another part of the commons. The ruin of a body lay flat on the ground, its middle torn out and its bloody intestines trailing away from the abdomen like ropes. A lanky man spattered with fresh blood picked at the open corpse, ripping out chunks of flesh with his teeth and spitting them in a pile on the ground. He hummed a tune Lucy recognized but couldn't place.

	Xochi racked her shotgun.

	Immediately from a dark, out-of-the-way corner behind some rain barrels, two more figures sprang up, yowling and snarling, and madly raced toward Lucy and Xochitl. One brandished what looked like a long club.

	Berretta already trained, finger on trigger, Lucy froze for a moment, her senses overloaded. Out of the corner of her eye she registered a large, brown Werebeast running not toward her but away from her and into the woods.

	Xochitl's shotgun boomed through the night several times, and one of the men rushing them crumpled to the ground. He dropped his weapon.

	Not a club. An arm.

	The other man didn't stop, but zeroed in on Lucy, plunging ahead to tackle her. As his feet left the ground, Lucy let out a steady breath and fired multiple times. Her attacker went down inches away from her.

	Only seconds had passed since Lucy and Xochi had arrived on the scene, and the impact of what was pitilessly unfolding right before them snared Lucy through the fog of combat.

	The quaint little hippie commune looked hellish, like set dressing straight out of an unrated torture porn flick.

	Lucy felt her anger viscerally rising up through her chest and over her skull. Her hands twitched, and in an irrational moment, she emptied her gun into the two Hell Hounds already crumpled on the ground.

	"¡Carajo!" Xochi shouted. "Three o' clock!"

	The man with the flashing knife had abandoned his kill. He sprang up from his crouch and bolted toward Lucy at a dead run. Completely out of control, he slashed his blade in wide figure eights and caught Lucy across the back of her arm.

	Lucy hissed.

	The cut burned, but it didn't impede her reaction. Instantly, she stepped into the path of her knife-wielding attacker, clamped her hand down on his wrist and upper arm while simultaneously sliding her leg in front of his. She pivoted sharply, sending him crashing to the ground. The bones around his rotator cuff crunched, and he screamed a curse in Spanish.

	Xochi, still holding her shotgun, moved in with the grace of a cat and stomped her boot down on his hand. He cursed again and made a grab for Xochi's leg.

	But Lucy had no time to intervene. A blood-covered nightmare, the rawboned Hell Hound who'd been snacking on the dead, hurtled toward her and clocked her in the side of her head with a closed fist.

	Lucy staggered, her empty gun dropping out of her grip. Between the older burn on her calf, the cut arm and the intense ringing in her ears, Lucy had had enough punishment. Even as pain exploded in her head, she rammed her full weight into the Hell Hound, sending him stumbling back. She pursued and landed two square punches in his face. He shook, disoriented at first, but then he looked up, a vicious grin spreading across his face.

	At the outer boundaries of her peripheral vision, Lucy saw Xochitl wrestling with the other Hell Hound, her own Karambit knives a good match for the man's serrated blade.

	Lucy was desperate to help her friend, but the blood-covered Hell Hound in front of her landed a solid punch to her shoulder. Lucy stumbled back, one hand searching for the ground. She managed to stay on her feet, but the man threw one arm around her waist and planted her into the dirt. She kept her head tucked, but searing pain detonated when her tailbone landed on a rock, absorbing the brunt of the fall. She cried out as agony rocketed through her lower back and legs. For a moment nothing existed but the trauma to her back, then the man's beefy fist smashed into her mouth. She tasted her own blood as her lower lip ruptured. The Hell Hound's other hand squeezed her arm; she thought the bone would snap.

	Grunting, Lucy slapped wildly at him with her free arm, connecting with his neck once. He dropped down on her stomach, sitting on her with his full weight. She howled and flailed. He punched her in the chest hard three times. She wheezed and coughed. Both of his hands shot to her neck, and he choked her with powerful jerking motions. His face was distorted with fury, his mouth open, drool falling in spatters and mixing with the blood caking his chin.

	At the very edge of consciousness, Lucy snaked her hands around the Hell Hound's moist face and drove her thumbs into his eye sockets. She squeezed with every bit of strength she had left. Squishy glops oozed down her thumbnails. Gurgling and cursing, the Hell Hound tightened his stranglehold around her neck; she thought she could feel tendons giving way under the strain.

	Boom.

	The harrowing pop of a gunshot ricocheted through her ears.

	The Hell Hound's grip relaxed. The man's bulky body fell forward, onto Lucy.

	She pushed at his mass with thrashing hands and rolled out from under him.

	The muscles of her neck felt like custard, and she could feel a tender bruise blossoming under her skin. On her hands and knees, she coughed and retched uncontrollably while her lower back and tailbone erupted with pain at the slightest movement.

	Screaming and roaring sounded through the commons. Lucy wasn't sure if the noises were all hers.

	She turned her head. The dead Hell Hound was missing a chunk of the back of his skull. She looked up. Standing in front of the burning metalwork shop, Granny stood like an avenging angel. She held Clint in both hands, the gun still pointed at Lucy.

	 


Chapter 14

	REAPER

	Muir Woods

	Oz

	At the same time

	Reaper scrambled back into Oz after Jamie and was hit by the overwhelming sweet smell of burning pot. He snorted gruffly and shook his mane.

	Morey's crop.

	The raging fire had jumped from Morey's Metalworks and streaked like red lightning through the marijuana field. Small greyish-black clouds of smoke swirled upward into the night sky — Morey's ravaged body a limp shadow hanging from Tiny Tin.

	Reaper forced his eyes toward the outskirts of the village.

	Don't look.

	Guilt threatened to crush him as he rushed past Morey and Meadow.

	Don't look.

	Past Sugree and Patty.

	Don't look.

	"Keep moving!" Jamie shouted.

	Reaper pushed his legs harder, coming up alongside her.

	Zeke roared. His hot breath huffed angrily on Reaper's back. The Hell Hound Alpha clipped Reaper's rear hock with his claw. Reaper stumbled and fell onto his stomach. Zeke yanked him violently back by his hind leg.

	"Jamie!" Reaper howled — his razor-sharp nails frantically clawing at the ground, carving deep gouges into the dirt as his Alpha dragged him to the center of the commune.

	Zeke flung Reaper up and over his head by the leg. Reaper slammed onto his back and skidded into Tiny Tin, ramming his head against the metal This Ain't Kansas sign. The giant tin sculpture crashed to the ground.

	Reaper's head throbbed as he struggled to push himself up.

	He caught sight of Xochitl Magaña's small frame swiveling around Poncho like a tornado, mounting him and pinning his arms with her knees. She drew a long Bowie knife from a thigh holster. "¡Vete al infierno, culero!" she grunted, pressing her whole weight against the knife, driving it into Poncho's neck. Blood gurgled from the Hell Hound's gaping mouth.

	Zeke roared again and pounced onto Reaper's chest.

	Reaper sucked in a painful breath as the massive grey Werebeast pressed down, snarling and snapping at his neck. Drool and froth dripped from Were Zeke's fangs onto Reaper's golden fur as he strained and fought against the attack.

	"Reaper!" Jamie thundered and launched herself through the air, landing on Zeke's back. She thrust her claws into the Beast's withers and chomped down on his shoulder; blood splattered across Reaper's muzzle.

	Zeke reared up, wailing a high-pitched howl. His braided mane whipped back and forth as he desperately tried to pry Jamie off him.

	Jamie bit down harder.

	Slicer grabbed Jamie from behind and wrenched her off Zeke.

	"No!" Reaper yelped.

	Jamie snarled and flailed in Slicer's grip, a chunk of Zeke's back muscle clenched between her jaws — her silver-white fur scarlet red.

	The Hell Hound Alpha let out another ear-shattering yowl.

	Jamie spit the piece of chewed up Were meat in Slicer's face.

	Slicer smacked his enormous paw against the side of her head.

	Jamie yelped. Blood seeped from her snout.

	"Jamie!" Reaper howled and scrambled onto all fours.

	Slicer grabbed Jamie by the scruff and smashed her face-first into the dirt. "You like it from behind bitch!"

	"I'll kill you motherfucker!" Reaper roared at Slicer and bounded around Zeke.

	The Hell Hound Alpha savagely thrust his hind paw into Reaper's ribs.

	Snap!

	Reaper wailed in agony and toppled over.

	Zeke grabbed Reaper by the neck and hoisted him high above the ground, shaking him from side to side like a ragdoll. "After I'm done with you, little brother," he looked over his mangled shoulder, "I'm gonna fuck that strawberry pussy to death."

	Jamie writhed and strained against Slicer, her cries ripping into Reaper's soul.

	Her pain is my pain.

	Reaper snarled and choked, frantically clawing at Zeke's blood-soaked fur.

	Zeke squeezed tighter; a rush of blood sloshed through Reaper's head. In his blurred vision, Jamie rippled like a funhouse mirror reflection of herself, stretching and widening in dizzying waves.

	I'm so sorry, Jamie.

	Reaper's body went limp as a muffled boom echoed in his ears like the rumble of ocean waves in a seashell.

	 


Chapter 15

	Muir Woods

	Oz

	Right now

	Lucy caught a flurry of mauling and slashing as a bewildering Werebeast brawl played out in the center of Oz. An enormous roar punctuated the fight.

	Staring up at the barrel of Granny's .44 Magnum, Lucy quickly scrambled to her feet, her worry for Xochitl blocking out anything else around her.

	"Gimme that!" She lunged at Granny, snatched the gun from the old woman's hand, and spun to where her friend had been scuffling with Serrated Blade Hell Hound.

	But Xochitl clearly no longer needed help.

	Drenched in blood, the filthy Hell Hound lay unmoving on the ground; the long Bowie knife lodged in his throat.

	Xochitl shot a cocky grin at Lucy, her eyes dark and distant.

	A small smirk played over Lucy's lips. "Damn."

	But their tiny second of mutual acknowledgment gave way immediately to the ongoing battle.

	An enormous grey Werebeast with oddly tangled fur held the limp form of a golden Were aloft in one clawed hand. Rivulets of dark blood flowed over the golden one's fur as the Grey inflicted unceasing maniacal shakes, likely attempting to break the smaller Beast's neck.

	"Drop it!" Lucy shouted instinctively.

	"Jamie!" Granny screamed.

	A high-pitched snarl and a whine pealed out. Not far from the knocked down statue and its gruesome burden, a brown Werebeast had mounted a smaller white Beast, a female. The silver white creature wailed and fought back fiercely.

	"The white one's Jamie!" Xochi screamed, snatched her shotgun from the ground, and flew to intervene.

	 At the same time, Lucy raced toward the giant grey Beast murdering its helpless prey.

	With a powerful heave, the enormous grey Werebeast threw the Golden's drooping body at Lucy, but she bolted out of the way, avoiding collision.

	Alpha...Zeke?

	The momentary distraction gave Were Zeke the advantage he needed to rush at Lucy. He slammed into her like a linebacker. She went straight down, his weight riding her all the way to the ground. The impact was shattering. Her already injured body cried out as every nerve ending detonated with agony. Frantic, Lucy pawed the ground for Clint, the gun just millimeters out of reach. Were Zeke plunged his jaws toward her unprotected neck, going in for the kill.

	 


Chapter 16

	Muir Woods

	Oz

	At the same time

	Reaper's eyes shot open, and he sucked in a deep breath. His neck throbbed, and his throat burned as he barked out a painful cough. He pushed himself up onto all fours and shook out his mane.

	The smoky air was thick with the smell of fear and rage as horrified screams echoed through Oz from every direction.

	Across the commons, Reaper spotted an elderly woman pointing her cane and shouting instructions at Broglie townspeople like a drill sergeant as they scrambled through the decimated village, frantically trying to put out the fire engulfing Morey's Metalworks.

	Granny? Where's Jamie?

	Reaper spun around, searching for his mate.

	Jamie sat on the damp ground, her right arm dangling at her side, and her matted hair plastered to her bloodied face. Struggling to keep hold of Slicer's hind leg with one hand, she ground her heels deeper into the dirt.

	"Kill him!" she grunted through gritted teeth.

	Slicer lunged at Xochitl Magaña, slapping her shotgun from her grip.

	Xochitl scrambled away from Slicer, wildly slashing a curved knife at the Were while dodging his lethal claws.

	Jamie! I have to help—

	A savage roar — Zeke — wrenched Reaper's attention from Xochitl and his mate to the village center.

	The hulking grey Alpha had pinned Lucy Lowell on her back, lunging and snapping at her with his deadly jaws. Lucy pressed one forearm against the Werebeast's massive chest straining to resist the attack as she desperately reached for Granny's .44.

	What do I do? He'll kill her.

	Reaper looked from Jamie and Xochi to Lucy and Zeke and back again, his mind splintering, warring with his instinct.

	Protect Jamie! The Werewolf Whisperer dies. Protect Jamie! Granny dies. Protect Jamie! Everyone dies.

	Reaper glanced at his mate. Through the darkness, her brilliant amber eyes sparkled softly.

	I love you, Jamie.

	He pulled himself up to his full height and howled with fury — then raced toward Lucy Lowell.

	 


Chapter 17

	Muir Woods

	Oz

	Right now

	"Off!" Lucy snarled, possessed by panic and rage.

	Were Zeke's body jerked back as if pulled by a tether.

	Lucy grabbed Granny's Smith & Wesson from where it had fallen in the dust and cracked it across the side of the Beast's face.

	She drew her legs up and jumped to her feet, gun on target.

	A furious howl thundered. Something large barreled toward her from the side.

	Lucy turned and fired Clint.

	"Reaper!" Jamie's voice shattered the night. Everything slowed to a near stop.

	Lucy watched the golden-bodied Werebeast drop.

	Reaper! No!

	Lucy heard Xochi yelling something she couldn't understand. Then she heard deep-bellied laughter.

	Lucy thrust around like a cobra, her body tense, her arm straight as she aimed the gun toward the low sound.

	Were Zeke bore down on her.

	She squeezed the trigger once, twice.

	Center mass hit.

	The Alpha's body seized. He took one more labored step toward her, then went to one knee.

	Lucy emptied the gun into Zeke's chest. The rapid-fire blasts pounded against Jamie's mournful howls and unleashed Lucy's primal rage. Her vision fragmented like a grossly pixelated TV screen.

	Not enough.

	A few long strides carried her to Were Zeke's keeled-over body.

	Not enough.

	She didn't know when she'd drawn the knife from the inside of the braided camel whip, but the long, pointed metal spike felt heavy in her hand.

	Need to bury it. Bury it deep.

	She dropped to her knees and plunged the rough dagger into Were Zeke's face.

	Senseless sounds rushed all around her like a dissonant choir.

	She screamed incoherent nonsense at the body.

	No control.

	Blood obscured her vision.

	Tears.

	"Your fault! Your fault!" she screamed at the dead Werebeast. "You made me kill the boy! Your fault!"

	She wanted to stop driving the dagger into the hated form, but she couldn't.

	The smell of blood and death constricted the back of her throat.

	"Take it back." She choked on her own words.

	She drove the dagger deep into the Beast's eye socket. She met resistance, pushed harder. A slight crack rewarded her. As if it were a broken wine bottle, his skull let free a gush of red liquid.

	Unleashed, Lucy arched and threw back her head. The pain that torpedoed through her body was unlike anything she'd ever experienced before. All of her anguish, all of her pain, all of her remorse, all of her fear. She tried to scream, but no sound came out.

	 


Chapter 18

	Muir Woods

	Oz

	Right now

	Xochitl froze, paralyzed by the horror of Lucy covered in blood like Carrie at the prom as she stabbed and stabbed the grey Werebeast over and over.

	¡Madre de Dios!

	"Reaper! Reaper! Reaper!" Jamie wailed over the slain golden Werebeast — her primal screams ripped into Xochitl.

	Reaper? How did this?… I don't understand…I got my shotgun. I shot—

	She glanced down at the gruesome hole in the brown Werebeast's dead carcass; a yellowed molar dangled from a leather strap looped around its neck.

	Slicer. Right? This is Slicer…I killed him…Jamie's safe.

	Xochi looked back at Jamie and Reaper. The girl sobbed uncontrollably as she rocked Reaper in her arms, her blond hair draped like a shroud over his body.

	Why did Reaper?…Why did Lucy?...

	"Get Lucy. Get your damn car and leave," Granny hissed, hobbling quickly past Xochitl toward Jamie. "Now, before…"

	Like a bizarre scene from a Fellini film, an extremely tall man, a short round bearded woman and two thick-muscled men holding shovels, marched across the commons toward them — a macabre army of freak show performers.

	Granny's neighborhood watch…Shit. Lucy.

	Xochitl shook out of her daze, harnessed her Remington and raced to her friend.

	Lucy yanked the camel whip's spear from the Werebeast's pulverized skull once more, drawing an eyeball from its socket; Xochitl gulped down vomit.

	"Lucy," she choked out. "We gotta go!"

	Lucy didn't budge, but clutched the weapon tighter. Her mouth gaped open though no sound escaped. She went to thrust the dagger into the Beast again. Xochitl gripped her hand, stopping her.

	"Please, Luce." Xochi pried the bloody whip from Lucy's fingers and threw it on the ground. "We need to leave." She heaved Lucy up by the armpits.

	Lucy staggered to her feet, slumping against Xochitl's shoulder like dead weight. She grunted.

	"You need to walk for me, Lucy."

	Lucy peered over at Xochi, her bloodied face streaked with tears. Sorrow, confusion, loss filled her eyes. Xochitl had never seen her friend look so vulnerable — so young.

	"I got you," she said softly and threw her arm around Lucy's waist.

	"He's gone." Granny's voice cracked as she gently pulled Jamie away from Reaper, the girl's skin stained red with the blood from her golden Were. Cradling her granddaughter, the old woman's face was ashen with grief as if she'd aged a hundred years in the last few minutes.

	"We didn't want…" Xochi whispered. "We didn't mean for…I'm sor—"

	Xochitl cut herself off. No apology, no words, nothing could ever make what happened that night right.

	"Murderer!" Jamie howled as Xochitl and Lucy limped away.

	Can we ever make any of this right?

	Xochitl ushered Lucy across Oz toward the psychotic Hell Hound she'd killed only minutes earlier.

	Get my blade. Get El Gallo. Get out.

	She ran the mantra over and over in her head, keeping her eyes fixed on her Bowie knife sticking out of the man's neck and away from the ever-growing crowd of Broglie townsfolk.

	Get my blade.

	A no-necked man covered in soot and sweat blocked Xochi and Lucy's path. He eyed the women up and down. "The Werewolf Whisperer," he scoffed and spat at their feet.

	Get El Gallo.

	Xochitl tightened her grip around Lucy and shuffled around No-neck Man. She leaned down and yanked her knife from the Hell Hound, flicking the excess blood and bone from the blade before sheathing it.

	Get out.

	She scanned the edge of the commons. Just beyond Patty's Herbal Apothecary, a narrow dirt road led out of Oz. Barely visible in the dark, Xochi caught the orange glint of her muscle car's tail in the firelight. Without thinking, she pulled the gold rooster key chain from her pocket.

	Wait. El Gallo is here. What did you do, Granny?

	Xochitl picked up her pace; Lucy lumbered alongside her, eyes glazed over.

	A fiery pain shot up Xochi's leg.

	"¡Híjole!" she hissed and looked down at her jeans. Blood trickled from a small gash in her thigh. She ignored the pain.

	Huffing and wobbling, Xochi reached El Gallo, tucked Lucy inside and shut the door with a clank. Lucy leaned her head against the window and stared blankly out into the darkness.

	We have to make it right.

	Xochitl wiped a tear roughly from her face with the back of her hand as she shuffle-skipped around the Toronado — her body stiffening with each step. She slid behind the wheel and noticed exposed wires hanging from underneath the steering column.

	"Dammit, Granny."

	Xochi tossed the keys on the dash, reached down and sparked the wires together.

	El Gallo's engine revved to life.

	Oz smoldered in their rearview mirror.

	 


Chapter 19

	Bodega Bay

	The Beach

	Early the next morning

	Lucy woke to the sounds of the ocean. She didn't know how long she'd been asleep, but the sun was up. She pulled her Sherpa-lined bomber jacket closed against the chill.

	Wait. How did I get my jacket?

	She looked down at herself.

	How did I get clean clothes? How's there no blood on my hands?

	The last thing she remembered was driving her blade into Zeke's skull. Then nothing. Until now.

	The glare of the bright morning sunlight hurt her eyes. She squinted and patted the car floor for her sunglasses.

	Crap. Lost my shades in San Francisco.

	Her hand bumped into the barrel of her Beretta.

	Don't even remember picking that up.

	"What happened to me?"

	Her hands trembled as she leaned down to get the gun. She left it where it lay.

	Xochi sat on the hood of the Toronado, facing the ocean. She didn't turn around.

	Lucy dug through the glove box, choosing the ibuprofen over a pack of cinnamon gum. She swallowed two pills dry, thought better of it and downed two more before stashing the plastic bottle again. Then she popped a piece of gum in her mouth.

	Lucy anticipated pain and moved with care. She opened the passenger door, slowly put both feet on the ground, and wiggled her toes in her boots.

	Not horrible.

	One hand on the door, one hand clamping onto the car roof, Lucy raised herself upright.

	That feels okay.

	Her body ached, but the intense pain she'd experienced the night before did not return.

	I thought I'd broken my tailbone.

	Lucy didn’t give it another thought. Instead she joined Xochi.

	"Nothing on the radio about Broglie exploding. Though another pound blew up," Xochi rambled. "Fresno this time. Don't think Granny will squeal...I mean, it was self-defense...We didn't do anything illegal..."

	A heavy silence settled over both of them. They sat and stared at the waves.

	The beach was empty, the ocean waters splashing over the sand and then retreating. The back-and-forth movement coupled with the soothing sound was hypnotizing.

	Lucy breathed in the salty air.

	Time slowed. Stopped.

	"Never went to the beach much as a kid," Xochi said after a long while. "It's nice."

	"Peaceful." The September sun warmed Lucy's face.

	"Want some?" Xochi offered her a small bag marked Pepitas.

	"What is that?"

	"Roasted pumpkin seeds."

	"I thought they were bigger."

	"No shells," Xochi said with a quirk of her eyebrow. "Salted. They're good. Try some."

	Lucy reached into the crinkly bag and took out a pinch of the little seeds. She picked one out of her palm.

	"They are good...If you're a pigeon." She continued nibbling.

	Xochi gave a little laugh.

	Lucy rubbed her eyes.

	"You look...better," Xochi said, studying her face.

	"I feel..." Lucy didn't know what to say. Her eyes and lips twitched, betraying her sudden urge to cry again.

	Xochi looked at her, helpless. "We're gonna be all right," she said finally.

	Lucy cleared her throat. She let her eyes wander upward.

	Bright blue like the ocean itself, the expanse of the sky was breathtaking and unmarred by even the wispiest clouds — a comforting blanket, keeping everyone safe. A smile came to Lucy's lips.

	"Yeah, we'll be all right."

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Epilogue

	Thirteen Months Later

	 


These are segments recovered from my son's blog "Inquest of the Truth." If any of you "Questers" have heard from Ronny in the last six weeks, please contact the hosting company. He's 31, stands 5'8" and weights 125 lbs, brown eyes, brown hair, thick black glasses. His father and I are worried sick. Please help us find our boy.

	Please leave comments:

	Hey Ronny's mom, bummer about Ronny. Here's the full "Inquest of the Truth." Hope this helps. The one-world government can't keep a good Quester down.

	-TardisStarkillerForce

	Inquest of the Truth - Ronny Hayes' blog

	Disclaimer: The Anti-Werebeast Commission (AWC) and its founders Reverend Dr. David Barns and Rebecca Richards are not affiliated with, nor responsible for, the content of this site and its pages or any other affiliated online bloggers. The AWC does not promote or endorse the activities and/or statements, thoughts or opinions of Mr. Hayes or his "Questers."

	The Werewolf Whisperer Trial

	Hey Questers,

	Are you watching it? The Werewolf Whisperer trial started today at 10 A.M. Pacific Time. How'd you like to be on that jury? Lucy Lowell sure looks nervous. She should be. This is where the Hound Chow hits the fan. They are gonna dig, and she won't be able to hide her government ties. Are you excited? Maybe you didn't catch it, but in the opening statement (about 7 min in) they mentioned the horse trailer video that we've all seen. But did you notice the reference to the recovered cell phone footage backstage of that "rumored" Christmas infomercial? Like I've been saying all along, Questers. It's real!!! I am gonna find it, but if anyone else finds it first, post the link in the comment section below.

	Please leave comments:

	Investigation Day 1

	Found it, and boy is it a doozy! Link to video. I know, the video is super shaky, but if you look really close you can make out Lucy Lowell on the ground next to the fake fireplace. She's the one in the blood-spattered white suit. Xochitl Magaña is the one with the big gun. See all those Ferals running around? Totally out of control. What does that say about Lucy Lowell's abilities? I think there's a connection between Lucy Lowell's powers over the Weres and the government program called Black Lotus. Could it be that there are multiple Lucy Lowells, grown in government labs, and the copies are not as strong as the original — like a photocopy of a photocopy? If I could just get more information about what happened on that shoot. If anyone knows anything else about the Hanna's Rescue and Rehabilitation infomercial, where it was shot, the production company, anything, leave the 411 in the comment section.

	Please leave comments:

	Investigation Day 2

	Hot on the trail! I spent hours staring at a screenshot of the craft services table. The box of doughnuts is from a bakery in the Ferry Building. Can't believe what I'm looking for is right in my backyard. I'm gonna call there now, maybe I can pretend I'm from the accounting department of the production company. I'll let you know if I succeed...

	Hey Questers, I am such a rock star! The girl at the doughnut shop totally bought my act. She remembered the order for The Werewolf Whisperer infomercial because * get this * the check for the snacks bounced. To make up for the loss, they started selling Werebeast Bites (just plain old doughnut holes). She said the name of the director is Noel Ackerman. Now I've got to do some sleuthing! Maybe he has representation. Got to get back to watching The Werewolf Whisperer trial. Good thing I set my mom's DVR. Hey, on a sidenote, my Clipper card is empty. If any of you Questers are in the Bay Area, can you give me a ride? If you can, please leave your phone number in the comment section.

	Please leave comments:

	FREAK!!!!

	-BillyGoatKiller

	Investigation Day 3

	Three days in, and things aren't looking good for team Werewolf Whisperer. Did you see how the plaintiff's lawyer raked that girl, Megan, over the coals? I feel sorry for her. Sucked in by Kyon Knows and "his" silly children's rhymes and mesmerizing website. * I mean you practically have to be a savant to navigate the thing. * That girl has no clue that these are classic government brainwashing techniques designed to fill our youths' heads with subliminal messages and throw off the public. Obviously, the government is using Kyon Knows to create little sleeper cells of teenage Were wannabes, waiting for their orders from Uncle Sam. Kyon Knows wants everyone to believe it’s a virus. But we all know, Questers, that it's a bioweapon. First it was airborne. But I think the next target will be the water supply. Better start stockpiling, Questers.

	Please leave comments:

	Investigation Day 4

	Still haven't been able to get a face-to-face with the director of that Werewolf Whisperer infomercial. His agent said he was shooting in Antarctica. How can that even be? The California quarantine was just lifted. That Noel guy obviously knows something, and the government is trying to hide it. And I'm gonna prove it. I know I'm on the right track. I managed to make out the name of the extra casting company on the raw footage online. I will track them down today. * Just as soon as I can get my mom to reload my Clipper card. *

	Please leave comments:

	Investigation Day 5

	Hit the jackpot at the Little People Casting Agency on Haight. At the request of my source, I am withholding her name.

	Elf #3: "That job ruined me. Can't look at another Santa suit...And my bread and butter is playing a fucking elf! And I know that smarmy Noel totally got those Ferals off of Craig's List. He's a lying son of a bitch! And his check never cleared."

	My source went on to say that after "the incident," her boyfriend ran away with a miniature poodle. I think she was pulling my leg. But I did get the name of the on-set dog trainer — Rose Mercer. And she lives somewhere around Muir Woods. That's all I know. Hey, Questers, give a shout if you can help me out.

	Please leave comments:

	Investigation Day 6

	So, my mom never reloaded my Clipper card. Had to walk across the Golden Gate and take a scary-ass shuttle bus up to Muir Woods. Thought for sure we were gonna take a nosedive over the cliff edge a couple of times. And I got sick on the bus. Fucking embarrassing. Hey, anyone know how to get to Broglie? There aren't any signs. And my signal's shitty.

	Please leave comments:

	Investigation Day 7

	Goddamn woods!!!! Everything looks the same. And it's scary. Where the fuck am I? Is this even posting? 

	Please leave comments:

	Investigation Day 8

	Thank the maker! I found a campsite. Gonna get a ride into Broglie tomorrow with Edna and Walter Berry. They were spending their retirement traveling the country in their RV. And they got stuck in California after K-Day. They're awesome. They've got a satellite dish and Wi-Fi. Time to catch up on The Werewolf Whisperer trial.

	Please leave comments:

	Investigation Day 9

	Finally found Rose Mercer, a.k.a. Granny, just outside of Broglie. Town's full of recluse ganga-smoking whack jobs. Don't they know what's going on in the world? We're in the middle of the werewolf apocalypse, for god's sake. But come to think of it, I didn't notice any Hounds or Ferals anywhere in the area...I wonder. Is this one of those Werebeast free zones I heard about at the WAAGS meetings?

	* Questers, post a comment if you've got the 411. *

	I promise you, I'm gonna crack this Lowell/Magaña trial wide open. The Reverend Doctor Barns will have to take notice of me now...I'm starting to think someone is following me.

	Please leave comments:

	Investigation Day 10

	I made it, Questers! Spent the night at Granny's. Big spread. Lots of land. Lots of dogs. She makes the best peanut butter and bacon sandwiches. Nice lady. Her granddaughter is really hot too, but the little kid gives me the creeps. Wonder what the story is there. And they're tight-lipped. Especially when I started asking questions. Probably brainwashed by The Werewolf Whisperer. Might have to turn the screws. Oh, and I better check in with my mom. This is gonna take a couple of more days.

	Please leave comments:

	For security purposes, the web host will deactivate hosting for Inquest of the Truth within 48 hours. If you have any questions, please contact us.

	 


 

	"It all ends not with a whimper but a howl!"

	Discover the origin story of Lucy and Xochitl in

	The Werewolf Whisperer

	And find out how Lucy and Xochi meet Granny in

	The Werewolf Whisperer: ¡Feliz Navidad!

	[image: Image]

	The adventure continues in

	The Alpha & Omega

	Book two of

	The Werewolf Whisperer

	And coming soon

	Blood & Bones

	Book three of 

	The Werewolf Whisperer

	



	




	 

	FREE PREQUEL NOVELLA

	The course of true friendship never did run smooth.

	https://dl.bookfunnel.com/3yo88lc1da
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	For more fun facts and Were nibblets check out WerewolfWhisperer.com and sign up for the Beasty Bites newsletter.
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	Have a Werebeast-free day!
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