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				RULE 1:
			

			
				Do Not Talk About Werewolf Fight Club
			

			
				 
			

			
				These ‘Werewolf Fight Club Rules’ are a bit of an oxymoron; after all, how could anyone in the outside world know the rules unless, someone did talk. More than likely, it was bedroom talk, bragging to a mistress—certainly not to another dog.
			

			
				And so, the collective rules go something like this, in the tone of the dogs (male werewolves) who spoke them:
			

			
				 
			

			
				You learn pretty quickly after being turned (‘turned’ is the correct term for when you become a werewolf after having been bitten) that you don’t talk about anything.
			

			
				Even I know that.
			

			
				More accurately, you learn that your whole life now exists on a graduated ‘need to know’ basis. Some subjects you can talk about to anyone (the weather, etc.); some subjects you can only talk about to other shifters; a handful of subjects you only talk about to other werewolves (as opposed to cougars or bears); a few things you only talk to your closest wolf friends about.
			

			
				Lastly, there are some things you don’t talk about to anyone, ever.
			

			
				This is where the ‘alphas’ come in and their pathetic Werewolf Fight Club. Or, as I consider it, the Underground Werewolf Fight Club. Where some shifters are beaten to death, and where the alphas will fight each other until nearly one of them is beaten to death.
			

			
				These clubs are not to be confused with legal fight clubs, or fight halls, where fighters are paid money to fight for the ravenous crowds.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Relationships are not necessarily more difficult if you are a werewolf (which I am—six years ‘on the paw,’ as we say), but I think some people make them more difficult than they have to be. 
			

			
				Me, for example.
			

			
				Before I was turned, I had a steady boyfriend (Cody) with whom I had a boringly normal relationship. It wasn’t perfect. We had the regulation arguments, stresses, and problems, but we also had the requisite affection, intimacy, fun, and passion. Maybe it wouldn’t have worked out long-term—I often wonder—but it was simple. It was the sort of relationship that millions of people around the world would recognize, regardless of race, religion, or geography. Back then, ‘simple’ was something I was capable of. I had no idea how lucky I had been.
			

			
				It’s tempting to blame the wolf inside me. So why is being a wolf a big deal? 
			

			
				Because you’re always a wolf.
			

			
				You may look human, but, inside, a wolf is always a wolf.
			

			
				It goes without saying I couldn’t stay with Cody. Partly because humans don’t know about werewolves and keeping a secret like that with someone you are in a long-term relationship with is impossible. Mostly because during those involuntary monthly changes which occur with the full moon, a werewolf goes a little wild. The wolf side is undeniable; it comes out howling, looking for something to chase, kill, eat, or hump. I didn’t want to accidentally hurt Cody. Or hump him to death.
			

			
				So that was that. Maybe it would have ended organically, but I do still resent the wolf for taking that decision from me. He’s with Sofia now. She seems nice. They seem happy.
			

			
				And me? Well, there was Ben, a fellow shifter (though a cougar rather than a wolf), a lovely guy I’d been dating. But somehow it didn’t work (inter-species relationships are tough as hell). And then there was Nate, another wolf who I dated a little. But that didn’t work either. Same with Dan and Timberland (although a wolf who calls himself Timberland was unlikely to ever be my forever someone). Each guy seemed to last a shorter time than the previous, to the point where ‘dating’ might not be the right word and ‘hooking up’ might have been closer.
			

			
				Which is not what I’m looking for. I am not that girl.
			

			
				Except that now, I seem to be.
			

			
				“You go for it, girl! Play the field! Enjoy yourself!” enthused my best friend, Grace. But even she would usually follow that up with, “Everything’s okay?”
			

			
				Looking back, I began to wonder if I had driven away Ben and Nate and so on. Not exactly deliberately, but I knew I was doing it and did nothing to stop myself. Why? Maybe it’s the whole ‘lone wolf’ thing. Maybe I don’t think I deserve to be happy. Maybe I just don’t know what the hell I want and it’s easier to ricochet between guys you don’t care about than to let someone in.
			

			
				I do miss Ben, though. And even Nate—but never enough to pick up the phone and put myself out there again.
			

			
				I miss Cody, too, but… the past is another country.
			

			
				All of this is just a long way of saying I’ve been dating a lot recently, mostly guys I meet on the shifter dating app, Shif-Tinder. It’s been fun. Every now and then it’s been fun turned all the way up to eleven. But it’s also felt hollow. I don’t want to sound like I’m feeling sorry for myself—the whole poor ‘wolf girl’ who can’t find love.
			

			
				But I’m not happy, even if I am having a little fun.
			

			
				That can’t be right, can it?
			

			
				So yeah, maybe I don’t know what I want.
			

			
				Or—worse—maybe I know, and it scares me.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Is this you?” asked Tudor.
			

			
				(Sidebar: I don’t know what it is that makes some freshly turned shifters immediately change their name to something they pulled at random out of a history book or Nordstrom’s Catalog. As someone who has gone through life as Mickey Friday, I would say that weird names aren’t all they’re cracked up to be.)
			

			
				“No,” I smiled. “But this is where I get my ride.”
			

			
				“More than happy to walk you back,” said Tudor, taking a half-step closer. “More than happy,” he adds, in case I was slow on the uptake. “Or I can give you a ride if you like.”
			

			
				“No.” A world of no. “Thanks.”
			

			
				Tudor went for the kiss, and I’m sorry to admit that I went with it because it seemed easier.
			

			
				“Are you sure?” he asked again, as if this would change my mind.
			

			
				He was a good kisser, as well as being tall, fit, and handsome. He was also a jackass, and not just because he knew he was handsome, fit, tall, and a good kisser. 
			

			
				“I’m sure.”
			

			
				I would admit to having lately slept with a few guys who I knew, or at least suspected, I was never going to see again. But I prided myself that guys like Tudor were never going to know where I lived.
			

			
				“Right.” It’s amazing how fast guys like Tudor vanish when they realize that sex is not in the cards. Definitely better than those who can’t take ‘no’ for an answer.
			

			
				With my date now gone, I headed back to my downtown condo alone.
			

			
				On the way, I couldn’t shake the sensation I was being followed. I’m not sure if that’s a wolf thing or a sense you develop as a private eye—which is what I do for a living. Pretty cool job, right? I used to think so. Now, not so much.
			

			
				The sensation followed me all the way back to my building and to my door. Inside, I shed my coat and quickly changed from date clothes into something a little more comfortable; after all, if you’re thinking you might have to change into the wolf suddenly and without warning, then what you’re wearing is all important, because nothing hampers a hasty escape like sexy lingerie that was never intended for four legs.
			

			
				Clothes changed, I sat in a chair in my foyer and watched my door, waiting to see if the bell would ring or if they would be more of the ‘kick the door down’ variety of caller.
			

			
				The knock, when it came, was heavy and oddly arrhythmic. I took a deep breath, stood, and went to the door, stealing a very quick glance through the peephole (a silver bullet, straight through the peephole is fair game where certain wolf gangs are concerned). But all I saw was the knot of a tie that looked to have been slowly and carefully assembled and left deliberately loose for ease of untying. My visitor was big and that the way he dressed was probably the smartest thing about him, but not much else.
			

			
				I whip the door open.
			

			
				“Hello, Miss Friday.” The deep voice suited the size and features of the man who stood outside.
			

			
				“Trigger?”
			

			
				True, any mortal can be turned into any variety of shifter, yet to look at Trigger you would have thought he was always destined to be a were-bear (which is what he was). Towering over me and as broad as two of me, his hands looked bigger than my head and able to crush it, too, if he so desired—which was worrying because I had helped put Trigger in prison five years ago.
			

			
				(Werewolves struggle in prison for obvious reasons. Bears and Cougars have an easier time because they do not share that monthly obligation, but if they do not change fairly regularly, then they will go nuts... or their body will force a change. Shifter prisoner guards keep an eye on shifter criminals who end up in human jails. Arrangements are made.)
			

			
				“May I come in, Miss Friday?”
			

			
				There was nothing threatening about his voice and, frankly, if he wanted to come in, then he was going to. My door could stop Trigger about as effectively as a moist towelette would hold back a tsunami.
			

			
				“Sure.”
			

			
				“Thank you, Miss Friday.” Trigger ducked to enter and I closed the door behind him.
			

			
				Aside from his mild manner, the other thing that made me feel comfortable enough to let Trigger in was that, while I had helped put him away for assault, I had also spoken in his defense and got his sentence reduced. Trigger had hurt some people—no getting around that—but he had been under orders, and people like Trigger are all too malleable in the wrong hands. Trigger had been in the wrong company since he was a teen.
			

			
				“What can I do for you, Trigger? I didn’t know you were out.”
			

			
				“Just last week,” He nodded and smiled. “Good behavior.”
			

			
				“Good for you. Want to sit down?”
			

			
				The big fella eyed my fragile furniture. “I don’t wanna mess up the place, Miss Friday.”
			

			
				“Call me Mickey.”
			

			
				“Okay... Mickey.”
			

			
				“You want a drink?”
			

			
				“Sure.”
			

			
				I poured a few shots of bourbon into a heavy, old-fashioned glass that looked like a thimble in his hand.
			

			
				“Thanks.” He knocked it back with ease.
			

			
				“So, what can I do for you?”
			

			
				Trigger took off his hat, politely. “Came by to say thanks.”
			

			
				“Thanks?” I hadn’t expected that.
			

			
				“Yeah.”
			

			
				“I didn’t do much, Trigger. I just told the judge the truth—you’re a decent man who got in with bad company. It’s him you should thank.”
			

			
				Trigger shook his head slowly. “No, not that. I wanted to thank you for arresting me in the first place.”
			

			
				The big guy was full of surprises. “You want to thank me for putting you in jail?”
			

			
				“If you hadn’t, then I’d still be out there,” He nods toward my balcony window. “Still being a bad guy. I made good, paid my dues, and I ain’t going back. Not to that life and not to jail. I needed it, but I don’t need it no more. And I have you to thank. You helped turn my life around.”
			

			
				And I couldn’t help but smile. “No, my friend, you turned your life around. I just gave you a quiet place to do it in.”
			

			
				Trigger nodded. “Wish I hadn’t cracked those guys’ heads to get there.”
			

			
				“They probably wish that, too.” Though they had been bad guys, Trigger had also put the beat-down on good guys, too. Maybe he’d deserved more than five years, but I had felt, and still did, that there was someone in there worth saving.
			

			
				“Gonna do good things now, Mickey,” Trigger went on, proudly. “Already got myself a legitimate job. No more cracking heads.”
			

			
				“Good for you.” 
			

			
				“I’m gonna use the money to pay back some of what I took from people.”
			

			
				“You didn’t keep that money, Trigger.” He had been an enforcer for a protection racket.
			

			
				“Still gonna pay it back,” he said resolutely.
			

			
				“I’m proud of you.”
			

			
				He shook his big head. “Not yet. But you will be. Everybody’s gonna be.”
			

			
				Every now and then, my professional life gave me something to feel good about. In-between the missing cats and dogs, cheating spouses and other bread and butter cases of the working private eye, there were a handful of cases where you got a chance to make a difference.
			

			
				“Thanks for coming by, Trigger. I can’t tell you how much I needed that tonight.”
			

			
				“No problem, Mickey Friday. You’re one of the good ones.”
			

			
				“Right back at you.”
			

			
				“I’m trying, I’m trying.”
			

			
				He was about to go, but, on an impulse, I asked if he’d like another drink. He sat down and together we sat and we chatted and drank, as if we were old friends rather than criminal and detective. It was, in fact, a far more pleasant conversation than my date with Tudor had been.
			

			
				When Trigger left, I nursed the warm glow inside. Yay, I’d done something right! Maybe it had been five years ago, but if I could help someone out like Trigger then I was worth something, too. Indeed, far too many shifters fell into the gangs; the packs, the mauls, the prides of the three main shifter varietals found in the States. That life swallowed up kids and spat out either corpses or hardened criminals. Few reformed; it said something about Trigger that he was one of the few. He had an inner strength that matched his physical power.
			

			
				With Tudor satisfyingly consigned to the garbage bin of bad memory, I put myself to bed with a warm feeling inside that had nothing (or at least little) to do with the bourbon.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The next month was a relatively average one in the life and career of Mickey Friday—which is to say, less than inspiring.
			

			
				Two interesting new cases came my way, and I've already solved one. Meanwhile, I repainted my bedroom ceiling sky blue and was still getting used to it. I went on five dates with five different men I’d met on Shif-Tinder, slept with one of them, but was not planning to see him—or any—of them again.
			

			
				The sort of events that could have described any month in the past year of my life.
			

			
				But when I got a message from Cody one morning, I felt my heart beat a little faster. Maybe it was because of how things had ended, but I never felt as if I’d gotten Cody out of my system. Weirdly, the message wasn’t about us; in fact, it was business-related.
			

			
				“Mickey, it’s me, Cody. Am I right in remembering that you had something to do with a convicted mugger who went by the name Trigger? If so, can you come down to the station today? We need someone to ID his body.”
			

			
				There was a second message straight after the first, sent less than a minute later.
			

			
				“I could have broken that news better, couldn’t I? Sorry. The more I think about it, the more I remember you quite liked the guy. Someone really did a number on the poor guy. I’m sorry.”
			

			
				I hadn’t known Trigger well at all. Our lives had barely crossed. But he was someone I thought I might have done some good for, and I guess he did me some good, too, by telling me thanks. I hadn’t realized how much that evening visit had meant to me until Cody’s message robbed me of the feeling.
			

			
				“Well, shit.”
			

			



	


				 
			

			
				RULE 2:
			

			
				Do Not Talk About Werewolf Fight Club
			

			
				 
			

			
				Even if you are talking with someone whom you know through Werewolf Fight Club, a friend whom you have known for years and with whom you might trust with your life, then you still do not talk about Werewolf Fight Club.
			

			
				 
			

			
				“That’s him,” said Cody.
			

			
				Before being turning into a werewolf had a sudden and unplanned effect on my career trajectory, I had been training to be a cop. I still think I would have made a damn good one, but in many ways, being a private eye was preferable: the hours are better, you get to be your own boss, and you see much less in the way of death. You can’t avoid death completely—I had tackled the occasional murder case; plus, shifters really struggle to get along and that animosity manifests violently all too often.
			

			
				So, yes, I had seen dead people before, but it was always different when it’s someone you knew.
			

			
				“Mickey? Are you alright?” Cody’s tone walked the fine line of someone wanting to be supportive but not condescending. He actually nailed it.
			

			
				“Yeah. I really didn’t know him that well, but holy shit.”
			

			
				“Yeah.”
			

			
				It wasn’t just the body in front of me that had recently been a person I knew and had enjoyed a drink with just a month ago. It was how he’d died.
			

			
				Actually, it was a bit early to be saying specifically how Trigger had died because there were a few possibilities. All that could be said with some certainty was that others had been involved.
			

			
				“Big guy like that; there had to be a few of them.” Cody seemed to be reading my mind.
			

			
				Werewolves can only be killed by a silver bullet, a silver blade or some other more creative option (think crossbow bolt). Other shifters have no such requirements; a normal bullet through the head will kill a were-bear as well as it would a human. Trigger hadn’t been shot, he’d been beaten to death. His body was a bloody mass of broken bones and livid contusions. It wasn’t pretty and I could only hope that he had been knocked unconscious early on in the process.
			

			
				“Someone wanting to send a message?” suggested Cody.
			

			
				I looked around at him sharply. “What do you mean?”
			

			
				“Well, I doubt that this was just about him. And I really doubt it was a mugging. Who the hell would look at this guy and think; yeah, let’s mug that guy. This has got gang hit written all over it.”
			

			
				“Except Trigger wasn’t in any gang,” I replied shortly.
			

			
				Cody pulled a face that I recognized from when we had dated; trying to make his point without starting an argument. “Mickey, come on. The guy had just served time for a gang-related assault…”
			

			
				“He was done with that stuff.”
			

			
				“You know as well as I do that most offenders go straight back into that world as soon as they’re out. The system sets them up to fail. But that’s the way it is.”
			

			
				“Trigger told me that he was out for good and I believed him.”
			

			
				I guess that there might have been times when we were together when I would have straight up sworn that black was white just to disagree with Cody, and he had developed a way of agreeing while still disagreeing just to avoid the fight. I wondered if that was what he was thinking now.
			

			
				“You knew him better than me.” Which said nothing at all.
			

			
				“Don’t humor me, Cody!”
			

			
				He sighed. “It looks like gang violence; I think it’s gang violence, and, most importantly, the Captain thinks it’s gang violence. Unless the autopsy reveals something to make us think otherwise, then it’s going to go down as gang violence. A habitual criminal re-offending. It’s sad, but it happens. A lot. It’s awful knowing the guy, but you know the score, Mickey.”
			

			
				I did. But I also knew Trigger, and I wasn’t willing to let this go away just yet.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				“We’re aware of the situation. Gang violence. A pity. He’d hardly be the first.”
			

			
				I was speaking to Grant, who was the second in command to Ursus, the leader of the were-bear community here in San Diego.
			

			
				“How do you know it’s gang violence?” I pressed. “Do you have information about who Trigger was with?”
			

			
				Grant snorted. “We have better things to do than keep tabs on which mauls individual bears hook up with. They change so often—truces here, feuds there. If so, that’d be all we would be doing with our time.”
			

			
				“If you don’t have any actual details, then how do you know it was gang violence? Hell, you don’t even know if Trigger was part of a maul.”
			

			
				“Because that’s what it always is,” Grant replied. “This is the way it is; you just know. If he wasn’t killed by a rival wolf pack, then it was a cougar pride—or another maul. As you might know, mauls are as keen on killing their own as they are of other shifters. What else is it going to be, Mick?”
			

			
				“Well, I think it’s worth looking at. I spoke to him. I believed him when he said he was putting all this behind him.”
			

			
				Grant shrugged. “Well, don’t let me stop you. You’re the trained investigator. I am but a humble street thug.”
			

			
				I snort. “Well, I don’t exactly have your resources.” A wolf like me asking questions around the mauls? I’d be next on that coroner’s table, and I’d deserve it for sticking my muzzle where it didn’t belong.
			

			
				“Oh, well.” Grant shrugged, clearly not very interested in helping.
			

			
				“May I speak to Ursus?”
			

			
				A year ago, I had been involved in a case in which I had met and even helped Ursus. Perhaps that would be enough to buy me an audience with the leader of the bears.
			

			
				Grant shook his head firmly. “Ursus has more important calls on his time than PI bitches and dead boars. Do not presume that your former—brief—acquaintance buys you any special treatment here.”
			

			
				To explain: boar is the technical term for a male bear (a female is a sow, but they prefer not to be reminded). Bitch is the technical term for a female wolf, not necessarily an insult, although in this context it might have been killing two birds with one word.
			

			
				“How about this: may I speak to the Ursine guard?” I ask.
			

			
				More info: all shifter communities had their own law enforcement. No actual powers, but when a shifter broke the law, it was useful to get said shifter off the streets before the human authorities got involved.
			

			
				Grant looked as if he was about to say ‘no’ but paused before speaking. “You will listen to what he says?”
			

			
				“I’ll hear him out.”
			

			
				“Very well.”
			

			
				If Macro of the Ursine Guard had been likely to tell me anything different, then I guess Grant wouldn’t have let me speak to him; however, it was of no surprise when the guy simply backed-up what his boss had just said: gang violence.
			

			
				As far as the human police and the shifter authorities were concerned, Trigger was just another serial offender who couldn’t keep his snout clean and ended up paying the ultimate price for it.
			

			
				Sure, it might even be true. My brain told me that theirs was the most likely explanation. For all his good intentions, a bear had to eat, and if Trigger had needed work, then there was always one place he could go... back to the streets.
			

			
				But my gut said no, that something else was going on.
			

			
				If so, it was terrible, violent, and without mercy.
			

			
				Neither Cody, Grant, Macro, or the Ursine Guard had known Trigger as well as me, but the truth was that I hadn’t known him very well, either. Just enough to get myself in trouble, apparently. Anyway, the best way to get more useful answers was to speak to those who had actually known him, and that meant making the call that Trigger himself had not wanted to make.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				When I had worked on the assault case that had put Trigger in jail, I had inevitably got to know a bit about the maul he ran with (a maul is a bear gang, if that wasn’t already clear from context). They didn’t have an actual name because this wasn’t some group of kids playing ‘West Side San Diego Story’ between bears and wolves, trying to be cool by giving themselves names like the Kodiaks. No, this was a criminal organization that preferred not to draw attention to itself.
			

			
				Needless to say, I did not like these people. They were a bunch of violent criminals. Now, I was reaching out to them for information. Hard to see how this would end well, but I didn’t have much choice.
			

			
				Unfortunately, I didn’t have any way of contacting Trigger’s maul directly, but I knew people in that orbit, those living on the fringes of illegality, dipping a toe in enough to make a living while staying clean enough that the law let them be. I put the word out and waited to see if anyone got in touch.
			

			
				The following morning, I headed to Halligan’s Diner in the East Village for breakfast. As I entered, I saw my regular table presently occupied, which was a shame, but I’m not OCD enough to let that stop me from enjoying my food.
			

			
				“Morning, Mickey,” said Toby Halligan, the owner of the joint. “Your friend’s here already. He said he’d wait for you before he ordered.”
			

			
				I look again at the figure seated at my window table. He raised a hand in greeting. I instinctively waved back. Weirdly, he knew my favorite table. Perhaps Toby had told him.
			

			
				“Mickey Friday, private eye extraordinaire.” The man put out a hand as I sat down opposite him. “It’s been a while.”
			

			
				“We’ve met?” I ask.
			

			
				“Oh, no,” the man shook his head. “But I watched you closely five years ago. Got to know you and your routine quite well. You look different close up, as opposed through binoculars.” He smiled. “Or crosshairs.”
			

			
				 Was this all big talk to put me off-guard? Five years ago, of course, would have been the Trigger case. There’d been more important people than me on that case—why target the bottom of the rung PI? Maybe it would have sent a message, if only because I had been the closest to Trigger.
			

			
				“Who are you?”
			

			
				“My name is Linus.”
			

			
				“Did Trigger run with your gang?”
			

			
				“He was one of us, yes.”
			

			
				Linus was a bear—I could smell that much. Unlike Trigger, Linus didn’t look the part. If anything, he resembled a wolf, or perhaps a fox. There was a... craftiness in his narrow features, like he might always be two moves ahead of you.
			

			
				“What can you tell me about his death, Linus?”
			

			
				He smirked. “What do you want to know?”
			

			
				“Who killed him?”
			

			
				“Why should we help you?”
			

			
				“Maybe, just maybe, you might want to help me find Trigger’s killers.”
			

			
				He shrugged. For a gang banger, he had flare. He also looked a bit older than expected. Then again, I didn’t know a whole lot about maul members.
			

			
				“Gangs will be gangs.”
			

			
				“Then maybe help yourselves,” I add.
			

			
				“How so?”
			

			
				“Say this goes down as gang warfare—which it looks like it will. What gang do you suppose they’re going to be looking at?”
			

			
				Linus sat back. “No one’s ‘looking at’ anything. Gang warfare is another way of saying ‘we don’t care.’”
			

			
				“Maybe,” I nodded. “But every death erodes away that complacency and one day there will be a reckoning.”
			

			
				“I don’t think I agree,” said Linus with a thin smile.
			

			
				“Is it a risk you’re willing to take?” I asked. “And what am I asking for that’s going to hurt you? I just want the truth. If Trigger was with you and this was just more inter-shifter fighting then, honestly, I’m as uninterested as the cops, because what can I do? If your crew is bent on killing each other, then that’s the way it is. But if Trigger wasn’t with you and someone killed him, then they’re letting the blame rest on you. Indirectly, but still. How does that sit with you, being pinned for a murder of one of your own?”
			

			
				Linus took a long moment to consider this. “That’s a very tenuous piece of reasoning, Miss Friday. I’m not sure your logic holds... but, on the other hand, as you say; what does it cost me?” He leaned in. “So what do we get?”
			

			
				“In return for the information?”
			

			
				“Exactly.”
			

			
				“Nothing.”
			

			
				“Nothing?” He looked surprised but also amused. “That’s not much of an offer.”
			

			
				“Take it or leave it.”
			

			
				“We’re not necessarily asking for money,” Linus explained. “You have friends on both sides of the law, and…”
			

			
				“No. Absolutely not. Nothing doing. No favors, no nothing. There’s nothing you could ask of me that I would be comfortable with, and I’m not putting myself in that position. Clear?”
			

			
				Linus sat back and spread his hands. “Then, what?”
			

			
				“Why pretend?” I shrugged. “I don’t like you and you don’t like me. But right now, in this very limited moment, our interests are the same. I think you’d like to see right done by Trigger—a fellow gang-banger—as much as I would, and I’ll tell you something else.” I looked straight into his eyes, staring him down. “I think you’ve got the same loyalty he had. He never gave you up when questioned. He took the fall for your gang and served five years. I’m guessing you don’t know who killed Trigger, which is why you’re here. Help me find his killers.”
			

			
				When Linus spoke again, the cockiness was gone; he was all business. The rest of the conversation was pleasantly to the point. Apparently, when Trigger got out, his old maul/gang had offered him work in recognition of his loyalty, but Trigger had turned them down. At first they suspected he bore a grudge and had joined a rival maul, but casual investigation suggested Trigger was off the market, set in his intention to go the straight and narrow, despite a few other offers from rival gangs.
			

			
				“Men like Trig are hard to find,” said Ronnie Bluff later that same day. Ronnie was a far more personal associate of Trigger’s than Linus was. Ronnie was less gangster and more burglar with a substantial skill-set in lock-picking. Nice guy, but I wouldn’t give him my address.
			

			
				“Men like Trig?”
			

			
				“Big muscles, simple,” clarified Ronnie.
			

			
				“That’s rare?”
			

			
				“Rarer than you’d think,” said Ronnie. “But with Trig it was more the case of big, dumb muscle who was also loyal as a dog (if you’ll pardon the expression). He did as he was told, never questioned anything, which is probably how he ended up with your lot. And maybe how he ended up on a slab. Men who did as they were told ended up doing some bad things and taking all the heat for it.”
			

			
				“No wonder they are rare,” I said. “So he got other offers?”
			

			
				Ronnie nodded. “Oh yeah. But he turned them all down flat. Politely, of course—you know Trig—but flat. He was out of the game.”
			

			
				That backed up what Linus had told me—which I had felt the need to double-check.
			

			
				“A couple of them came after him hard,” Ronnie went on. “Got nasty about it, too. But Trigger stuck to his guns—didn’t want any part of it.”
			

			
				“You think any of them might have come after him?”
			

			
				Was that even possible? A maul got so pissed at Trigger for refusing to work for them that they put the beat-down on him? Maybe things just got out of hand?
			

			
				Ronnie rocked his head from side to side. “It’s not impossible, but if it happened, then I didn’t hear about it.”
			

			
				I knew Ronnie heard about most things.
			

			
				“Then what are you hearing?”
			

			
				“Not much,” he said, shrugging. 
			

			
				That was information in itself. The fact that someone like Ronnie, with his ear to the ground and an in with so many of the mauls, had heard nothing suggested that what had happened to Trigger was ‘off the books.’
			

			
				“Far as I can make out,” Ronnie added, “after the initial irritation, most of the mauls wished him well. Everyone liked Trigger. Hard not to like a guy who takes his knocks and apologizes for bruising your knuckles.”
			

			
				That was Trigger alright.
			

			
				“Have you spoken to Lacey?” asked Ronnie.
			

			
				“She’s next on my list.”
			

			
				“I’m pretty sure he went to see her when he got out.”
			

			
				“I’d be stunned if he didn’t.”
			

			
				If there was one person who would know what was happening in Trigger’s life, it was Lacey. Trigger had been as stuck on Lacey as a guy could be stuck on any girl. Five years ago, before his arrest, they had been together and had seemed happy enough. I think most would have agreed she liked him well enough and felt safe with him, while he’d been utterly besotted with her. What might have changed since?
			

			
				Five years was a long time, and she could have found someone else. How might Trigger have reacted to that?
			

			
				I first tried for Lacey where she had lived back in the day. Turned out, she had moved, but I got her forwarding address and headed there. Based on the neighborhood, Lacey had gone up in the world. If she was still a gangster’s girlfriend, then the new guy was more than just dumb muscle.
			

			
				She started a little when she opened the door to see me standing there, then gave a resigned smile.
			

			
				“Yeah, I should have known you’d be coming around before too long. Come in.”
			

			
				I entered the smart, one-bedroom apartment. Was she living alone? If she could afford this, then she was definitely doing well for herself. Lacey was a cougar, but without any of the ingenuity that you tend to associate with them. She was by nature a hanger-on. I always thought she looked wrong standing by herself, seeming more natural when clinging to the arm of a boyfriend to give her support. Maybe that’s why it had worked with her and Trigger; he was as solid a support as you could ask.
			

			
				Based on appearances, she was more well off now, yet she still struck me as the Lacey of old.
			

			
				“He came to see me the same day he got out.” There was no need for preliminaries; she knew why I was there. “I don’t know how he got the address.”
			

			
				“You didn’t want to see him?”
			

			
				Lacey shot me a sad look from her big eyes. “I didn’t want to hurt him. I guess for him—or anyone in jail, maybe—it’s like time stands still on the outside. You don’t get to see it, so it doesn’t happen. He came out expecting everything to be like it was. But I moved on.”
			

			
				“How did he take it?” I asked.
			

			
				Lacey looked away. “I couldn’t quite… I mean, I told him things had changed but I didn’t…”
			

			
				“You didn’t tell him you were seeing someone else?” I suggested.
			

			
				“Met someone at work. I didn’t know how he would react.”
			

			
				I found it hard to blame her for that.
			

			
				“But I did try to help him,” Lacey went on. “He said he was going straight, and so I recommended him for a job where I used to work.”
			

			
				“Where was that?”
			

			
				“Place called Jackals.” I knew of it, a strip club and legal fight club for wolf shifters. “I was a waitress there,” Lacey stressed, in case I got the wrong idea about what sort of girl she might be. “They hired him as a bouncer.”
			

			
				That was work that would suit Trigger well—one look at him and most patrons would forget any ideas they had about starting something. Honest work.
			

			
				“I’m a secretary now,” said Lacey proudly.
			

			
				“That’s great. Can you tell me anything else about Trigger?”
			

			
				“I saw him a few more times. He said he’d check in and he did.”
			

			
				“And you never told him you were seeing someone else?”
			

			
				“No.” She hung her head. “I know I should have. It would have only made him sad and now it doesn’t matter.”
			

			
				“He could have found out on his own.”
			

			
				Lacey’s face became pink and evasive. “I doubt it.”
			

			
				I took a guess. “Your boyfriend is married.”
			

			
				The new job? The upscale apartment where she lived alone? That told a story that was very familiar to a private eye. How many places like this had I hung around outside of to take pictures for one cheating spouse or another?
			

			
				“He’s going to divorce her soon,” said Lacey. “Then I would have told Trigger. But now I don’t have to.”
			

			
				Maybe it was a kind of mercy, then.
			

			
				“How did he do at Jackals?”
			

			
				Lacey shrugged. “He seemed to be getting on fine. I think the job suited him.”
			

			



	


				 
			

			
				RULE 3:
			

			
				It’s Only A Game
			

			
				 
			

			
				If you want to get in proper fights, then there are lots of ways in which you can do that. The animal part of a shifter is always there, lurking beneath the surface, and, for some, that means a pretty short fuse. It’s not hard to pick a fight with a shifter.
			

			
				But in legit Fight Clubs, it is a game. You aren’t fighting for any reason other than the sport of it. Winning does not mean killing, maiming or inflicting serious injuries, and, if you do, there will be consequences (for sure, you’ll be banned from other clubs). This also applies to how the fights are conducted: don’t be a bad winner, don’t be a bad loser.
			

			
				It’s a game, yes, but play with honor.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jackals was the sort of club to which male wolves gravitate when they want to really lean into the wolfish part of their nature.
			

			
				Others, like myself, might look on and just be embarrassed for them and our whole sub-species. It’s a big place, and it catered to a lot of tastes; there’s a long bar against one wall; a few big screen TVs scattered around featuring various sport; there’s a gym for members; private rooms for platinum members; a strip show in the basement (shifter strip shows can be extremely weird); there’s gambling in all the usual flavors.
			

			
				But the main event was the fights. There was a ring in the main lounge around which people crowded (while others watched from balconies above). The shifter fights took place here. There was no demarcation in shifter fights—no boxing, kick-boxing, wrestling, etc. Just fights. Participants shift from human to animal form and back as needed in the moment—which meant that participants are naked throughout (it becomes normal surprisingly quickly). It wasn’t quite ‘anything goes’ because it wasn’t to the death, and a grim view is taken of excessive biting and clawing, but it could still be pretty brutal. You expected blood, injuries, the occasional broken bone. While the club was strictly ‘wolves only’ in terms of patrons, they were happy to showcase fighters from other shifter races, too, if only for a bit of variety.
			

			
				The club employed other races in jobs... like cougar waitresses or bear bouncers. The waitresses, who tottered about the place in high heels and skimpy costumes, wore masks at all times to dehumanize them. That way, wolves could treat them how they wanted and not feel guilty because the waitresses weren’t real. Arguably, the waitresses were why there was a ‘dogs only’ rule, so that a male wolf could ogle, whistle, slap and pinch shapely behinds without being judged for it.
			

			
				Except by people like me.
			

			
				All of this I could observe from a high vantage point behind a one-way glass window in the office of the club’s owner, Otto Days, from where he liked to watch over his little empire.
			

			
				In the ring now were a pair of fighters, the crowd hemmed in around the ring tightly. At the moment, both fighters were in human form, circling cautiously, making a few tentative jabs to feel the other out, looking for weaknesses. Suddenly, one lunged and caught the other off-guard, taking him to the mat. Shortly, their bodies were twined together in a muscular tangle. When you were a shifter, nudity took on a different complexion, and I didn’t think twice about watching two buck naked men writhing about. Clearly on the defensive, the man on the bottom shifted, revealing himself to be a cougar. The other shifted into a wolf an instant later, just in time to take the kick to the belly that sent him flying across the ring, bouncing off the ropes. The two men had looked evenly matched in their human forms, but now, the cougar looked bigger and meaner than the wolf.
			

			
				That’s part of the appeal for this kind of fight: the outcome was harder to guess in advance. Money changed hands even now. The entirely lupine audience heavily favored wolf. It had to be grim to be a cougar in that arena.
			

			
				Around the tightly compacted mass of spectators, the more casual observers lounged, drank, chatted and watched sports on TV—each of the screens showing something different. They hollered to the masked waitresses who sashayed over with a deliberate twitch in their hips—because that was how a girl made tips in this industry. They leaned over to serve, showing cleavage to whoever was in front of them and presenting their rear for whatever was groping behind them.
			

			
				An array of discrete red doors lined the far way, doors that led to the private rooms—sound-proofed, so as not to spoil the intimate atmosphere within. As I watched, a group went through one of the doors; young businessmen who had seen Wall Street at an early age and decided that that was the life for them (perhaps they had forgotten how it ended). Werewolves may retain some wolfish traits when in human form, but the reverse is also true: the wolf within does little to dilute the greed, lust, and venality of humanity.
			

			
				Back at the fight, a roar went up from the crowd. I looked back in time to see a gout of blood spatter across the ring as the wolf shifted unexpectedly, turning a lunge into a head butt into the cougar’s nose. The cat writhed back, twisting on the floor and springing back up when the wolf shifted back onto all fours. A hit had been scored, but the fight wasn’t over yet. Referees in this sort of fight were largely ornamental; it kept going until someone was down and stayed there.
			

			
				“What do you reckon, Mickey?”
			

			
				Though I disliked the club, I recognized that it was a place where bad people from all strata of werewolf society met to do bad things. I liked Otto. An ex-boxer himself, his rumpled face looked far older than his sixty years, weathered by scars and the general decay of a hard-lived life. The patch over his missing eye only added to the impression of a disreputable character, which Otto was more than happy to admit he was. After his fighting career ended, he turned to coaching and managing others. But when one wolf pack tried to shake him down, Otto knocked their leader on his ass. That move should have gotten him killed, but instead, it triggered a power shift at the top of the pack. Rather than ending up in a coffin, Otto walked away with a reputation—one that made having Otto Days involved in a venture worth something. He came into Jackals as the public face of the club, and within a few years, he’d taken over completely. No one asked what happened to the previous owners.
			

			
				“Business looks good,” I answered.
			

			
				“I should hope so.”
			

			
				“You ever think about letting women in?” I asked, teasing.
			

			
				“Nothing here for bitches,” said Otto. 
			

			
				“They wouldn’t like it here.”
			

			
				“You’re not the average bitch.”
			

			
				“True.”
			

			
				“Besides, I’d have to put in a new crapper. They’d probably have some problem with the waitresses or the strippers or the Topless Tuesdays. More trouble than it’s worth. Besides, dogs would stop coming here if I let the bitches in. No man wants to be sitting beside a pretty girl when he’s watching a molly getting naked. It’d be distracting, I say. Is that why you came here tonight, Mickey? To give me crap about gender equality?”
			

			
				“You know that’s not why I came out tonight,” I replied.
			

			
				“Do I now?”
			

			
				“You’d be a fool not to, and I know you’re no fool. I’m here to talk to you about one of your bouncers.”
			

			
				“My bouncers follow all the rules. They’re allowed to defend themselves, aren’t they? If gents start getting rough with the girls, then I’d have thought you’d be happy for them to get a few extra bruises on their way out. How else are they going to learn? That man landed badly. And if he broke his leg or his arm or both then that’s his fault for not knowing how to behave. And you can tell that lawyer of his I’ve been concussed before—many times—and that wasn’t no concussion he got!”
			

			
				I hold up my hands. “Not here for that, though it sounds like you’re having your fair share of bouncer problems.”
			

			
				“My bouncers are gentle as teddy bears—hell, most of them are bears.”
			

			
				“This one was,” I tried to drag things back on track. “And he didn’t hurt anyone. He got hurt.”
			

			
				Otto looked up, his single eye fixed on me. “The big guy, eh?”
			

			
				I nod. “Trigger.”
			

			
				“Don’t know their names. Do you really think I know the names of everyone who works here? Or that I care? Bouncers, bartenders, cleaners, waitresses, strippers—lots of people here. Why do I need to know their names? When I point, they come running.”
			

			
				“Lovely. This bear—Trigger, the big guy—he was an ex con…”
			

			
				“Most of ‘em are. Flippin’ bears. Bunch of crooks, the lot of them.”
			

			
				“Did anyone come here asking for him?” I pressed.
			

			
				Otto shrugged. “How would I know? Think they’re asking me? I’d like to see them try.”
			

			
				Dismissive as ever, but his manner had changed.
			

			
				Hmm.
			

			
				“Otto?”
			

			
				He shot me a look, the single eye as hard as steel. “Yeah, what? I’m sitting right here, for crissake.”
			

			
				“You know something, Otto, and maybe you’re better off just telling me rather than having me hang around trying to find it out for myself. I’m guessing your customers aren’t that comfortable with women hanging around the joint. Especially if they don’t have a mask on.”
			

			
				“No bitches.”
			

			
				“Call a cop.”
			

			
				“Dammit,” Otto snarled. “Fine. No laws were broken, so what do I care?”
			

			
				“He was beaten to death, Otto. that’s called murder.”
			

			
				“Hardly. I was there that night. I’ll tell you what I know. Yeah, your friend worked here as a bouncer. Did a good job, too—did as he was told, didn’t make waves. I’m sorry to lose him. He’d been with us a few weeks—I don’t know how long, exactly. There was a problem in one of the private rooms.”
			

			
				“What sort of problem?”
			

			
				“Well, shit, Mick. You want me to draw you a diagram? What is it ever? Drunk dogs and naked bitches is a bad mix. ‘No touching,’ you tell them. ‘Look all you want, but do not touch them! Hell, call them whatever names you want (they won’t complain). You can even take a picture or two, but do not fucking touch them!’ But there’s always one. So, the girl hits the alarm and in comes your bouncer friend.”
			

			
				“How do you know he’s a friend?”
			

			
				“You don’t think I hear things, Mick? Please. Anyway, your friend puts him down. And that’s supposed to be it. Game over. But the dog said something about the bear, then about the girl, and something inside your friend snaps. And I mean snaps. He knocked the mouthy dog across the room. Which is bad enough, but he doesn’t stop there, and he doesn’t just go after that one guy, he goes after his friends, too—a whole room of them, and suddenly, they’re the ones hitting the panic alarm. Which would have been funny if there wasn’t blood everywhere, up the walls, hell, on the ceiling. Goddamn bears! You know what they’re like. So, the other bouncers come in and try to calm him down, stop him from killing someone, but he turns on them, too. My bouncers are big, but your friend? Holy hell, no match. Pretty soon they’re all piling on him. But he doesn’t stop. He’s not going to stop no matter how often they hit him. And you know how that goes.”
			

			
				I knew.
			

			
				“No one meant to kill him, Friday,” said Otto (a little sadly, I thought). “It was self-defense. Eight against one—and I still call it self-defense. So did the Alpha pack. Even the bears called it self-defense. And that was that.”
			

			
				“And then you dumped him in an alley a few miles away,” I said.
			

			
				“That’s what we always do.” Otto rocked his head from side to side. “Not that this happens too often. He didn’t have family, nor many friends. And what good did it do him—or us—to make it public? He’d still be dead and we would have to answer a lot of question we didn’t know the answer to.”
			

			
				“Aren’t you curious what set him off?”
			

			
				“No.”
			

			
				“Well, I am.”
			

			
				“Big surprise, Ms. P.I.”
			

			
				“I’m guessing the platinum members in the private room weren’t keen for it to be public, either?”
			

			
				“Business is business,” said Otto, shrugging. “You can judge me, Mickey, but I banned the one who felt up the stripper. You don’t do that in my club. But the others didn’t do anything wrong. So, yeah, I’m keeping their names out of it. What good would it do?”
			

			
				What good, indeed?
			

			
				Naturally, I confirmed Otto’s story with my bears and wolves contacts. Trigger’s death was indeed a result of a violent outburst—his violent outburst. I wondered how hard the wolf or bear authorities had looked into the case. I doubted not at all, since it had been brushed under the rug and regulated to gang violence. This was how bears like Trigger died, if not now, then sometime down the line.
			

			
				Self-defense, even to the point of killing, was no crime in the shifter world, especially in the Werewolf Fight Club, where things weren’t questioned or talked about.
			

			



	


				 
			

			
				RULE 4:
			

			
				Wolf to Wolf, It’s Tooth And Claw
			

			
				 
			

			
				Legal shifter fights are not like boxing, though there might be some boxing involved—or some other type of martial arts—but in the end, it’s likely to come down to our natural advantages.
			

			
				If you go into a legit fight club looking to work off some energy, then you can’t complain if you come out bleeding.
			

			
				Rule Four has another meaning, especially for underground werewolf fight clubs: no weapons. Silver blades have been smuggled into fights and the damage done was ugly. And of course, although a regular blade won’t kill a wolf, it can still give an unfair edge. That sort of thing will probably win you the fight, but if you get caught, then it will not be worth it. Guaranteed, you will regret it.
			

			
				No weapons. Period.
			

			
				 
			

			
				“What’s wrong, babe?” Only my good friend Grace called me ‘babe,’ and only she knew me well enough to know when something was wrong.
			

			
				“A case I’m working on,” I replied, and told her about it.
			

			
				“You’re doing this pro bono?”
			

			
				“I am, yes.”
			

			
				“Then why let it get you down?”
			

			
				“Because a case is a case is a case. I go into them looking for answers. It’s who I am, money be damned.”
			

			
				“And you don’t like the answers this Otto fellow gave you?”
			

			
				“Not enough to let it go.”
			

			
				I was, after all, taking the word of Otto Days—a likable rogue but someone not to be trusted. If Otto told you that the sky was blue, then you best go outside and check.
			

			
				As for the shifter authorities, my guess was they were just glad the whole matter could be resolved without actually having to do any investigating... or looking deeper into the Werewolf Fight Club. In their defense, there were a lot of shifters out there trying to walk the line between human laws and our own, and very few people trying to enforce shifter ‘law’ (a concept that fully earned the apostrophes). If a case offered an easy solution, then you grabbed the easy answers.
			

			
				“Sorry, Mickey,” Grace commiserated. “I’d say go out and have fun, but you seem to have that covered lately.”
			

			
				“I guess.”
			

			
				“What went wrong?”
			

			
				“Other than losing a good guy, nothing.”
			

			
				That was the problem. There was one, large, compelling reason not to keep digging: the story of Trigger’s death rang true.
			

			
				For all that I wanted to do my best by Trigger, I wasn’t helping him by chasing a conspiracy that wasn’t there. This was the sort of thing that happened. An old bruiser like Trigger didn’t lose that instinct to punch back so quickly. He’d got his name for having a hair-trigger temper, going off at the slightest provocation. I doubted that prison had made that any better. The sort of wolves you got in those private rooms were just the sort who could rub a bear the wrong way. And if they had inadvertently said something about Lacey—then that would have been enough to make Trigger snap.
			

			
				I didn’t want to go making trouble for no reason.
			

			
				Yes, I was in a morose mood that evening, nursing a tumbler of bourbon (not my first), feeling sorry for myself, and mad at everything else. Which was why I had called Grace, who was away for a little vacation of her own. Yes, Grace was lousy at comfort, but good at getting me to buck up and stop wallowing.
			

			
				“Sorry I can’t be there for you, sweetie.”
			

			
				“When are you going to be back?”
			

			
				“Another week.”
			

			
				“How’s it going?”
			

			
				“I met his parents,” said Grace, sounding like someone who had just decided to have voluntary eye surgery.
			

			
				“Wow.”
			

			
				“I know, right? What have I become?”
			

			
				“A grown up?”
			

			
				“Don’t even joke about that.”
			

			
				My phone pinged a message alert, and my mouth went dry when I saw the name.
			

			
				“I gotta go, Grace.”
			

			
				“Okay. Call me if you need me.”
			

			
				“I will. I’ll let you get back to the future in-laws.”
			

			
				“Oh, God…”
			

			
				I hung up, leaving her to deal with the fact that she’d actually met a guy she liked for more than a weekend, and stared at the phone
			

			
				A message from Cody.
			

			
				To get one message from him was unheard of these days, but two…
			

			
				Well… it was presumably about work. No need to get excited.
			

			
				‘Can you give me a call, Mickey?’
			

			
				That was irritatingly open to interpretation and left me both anxious and hopeful. It was only when I drank that I wondered if there could be a future for me and Cody. When I was sober, I remembered all too well that the relationship was rife with problems. A reminder that with some relationships, you only recall the bad times, while others you forget the angst and remember rose-tinted perfection, snuggled in a warm bed together as if you never had a bad argument. The latter is probably the crueler.
			

			
				I made the call.
			

			
				“Hey, thanks for calling back so quickly.”
			

			
				Was that a dig at my uneventful life? “You bet. What’s going on?”
			

			
				“You know a bit about the local street gangs, don’t you?”
			

			
				“Yeah. I mean… I guess. Some of them.” The shifter ones, definitely, though it didn’t make much difference to humans like Cody—they were all just gangs.
			

			
				“And you know the signs—the markings—some of them wear?”
			

			
				“I know the basics.” Shifters liked a good gang sign, whether it was a tattoo or a particular scar. My ex-boyfriend Ben had known them all as part of his job as an undercover operative for Queen, leader of the cougars. That was a whole other story, and one that I still fervently wished had come to a different end. Ultimately, I didn’t feel I could trust Ben.
			

			
				“The autopsy for your friend has revealed some weird tissue scarring. We were wondering if it might be gang-related,” Cody went on. “Though it’s oddly unobtrusive for that.”
			

			
				“Not all the gangs like to advertise.”
			

			
				“You see? This is why I called you. You know more than me.”
			

			
				“Don’t you guys have a gang unit?”
			

			
				“We do. They are at a conference in New Orleans.”
			

			
				I chuckled. “You want me to come down and take a look?”
			

			
				“If that wouldn’t be too much trouble. Or—you know—not something you want to do.”
			

			
				He was always thoughtful and understanding, acknowledging the fact that I might not want to see that particular corpse again.
			

			
				“I’ll come down tomorrow morning.”
			

			
				“That’d be great.”
			

			
				“Ten-ish?”
			

			
				“Pishaw. You call that the morning? That’s damn near my lunch time.”
			

			
				I laughed. “That’s the life of a PI, baby.”
			

			
				“Baby?”
			

			
				“I’ve been drinking.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The following morning I made my way to the police morgue, arriving just after ten. Cody was waiting for me.
			

			
				“Thanks for coming.”
			

			
				“No trouble. Whatcha got?”
			

			
				“This here. Strikes me as weird.”
			

			
				“Are you having second thoughts about Trigger’s death?” I asked.
			

			
				Cody shook his head. “Not really, no. It’s still got ‘gang’ killing written all over it. If anything, the scars just make it the more likely, but neither me nor the doc have seen scars like this before, so we thought it was worth checking with our resident ‘expert’.”
			

			
				“Are the air quotes totally necessary?”
			

			
				“We’ll find out.”
			

			
				“Have you considered it could be a prison gang?” I suggested. “Trigger just got out and the gang signs tend to be a bit more subtle on the inside, mostly because you don’t get to pick who you room with.”
			

			
				Cody nodded. “I sent pictures to the warden at Donovan, and he was as blank as we are.”
			

			
				Seeing Trigger’s body again was easier the second time around, maybe because now that the coroner had done his thing, the stitched and stapled figure on the table looked less like a man and more like a prop for a movie.
			

			
				“Here.” The coroner beckoned me closer and lifted one of Trigger’s heavy hands—never to be bear paws again. (Sidebar: when in human form there is nothing about a shifter that gives away what they were, not even in autopsy.) He splayed the fingers apart. “It’s hard to see with all the bruising, but there and there.”
			

			
				As soon as he was old enough to throw a punch, Trigger had been a fighter. Not because he was violently inclined but because he was good at it, and it was amazing how quick you could fall into that fighting lifestyle. Other kids used Trigger for protection and gave him friendship—and money—in return. After he’d been turned as a teen, his fists defined him further and became even more of a way of life.
			

			
				It was hard to make out anything in among the calloused and discolored skin, cut and torn here and there, but, looking closely, I saw in-between his pinkie and ring finger a thin scar about half an inch long, tracking up to the knuckle. There was an identical one between each of his fingers, probably not more than a month old.
			

			
				“Painful place to be cut,” the coroner commented. “I wondered if it was a form of torture. But it seems so delicate.”
			

			
				“Are his toes the same?” I asked.
			

			
				The coroner looked at me keenly. “Yes. You can see them more clearly there.”
			

			
				I nodded and walked down the table to Trigger’s feet, lifting the sheet to look between his toes. Here, without the damage, it was easier to see the scars between the gaps in his toes. Clean and neat.
			

			
				“I’d call them surgical,” said the coroner. “Though I can’t imagine what surgery would make them necessary.”
			

			
				“Some of the gangs take their markings very seriously,” I said. “If it was a gang sign I’d expect someone on the task-force to know about it; then again, it could be a new gang or just a very secretive one. Some of these groups keep their heads down pretty low.”
			

			
				Which gets me thinking...
			

			
				There’s always a discussion between shifters about whether we’d all be better off if humans knew of our existence, but the conclusion is usually along the lines of: yes, certain things would be better, but the big picture would be worse. Knowing something exists isn’t the same as trusting it. History is full of uncomfortable examples of groups that have willingly cohabited but never really settled in with each other, always remaining separate, and those stories too often end in blood. If humans knew of our existence, then we would, all too quickly, become second-class citizens, limits would be put on our movements, and sanctions imposed to protect the public. In this context, the ‘public’ would include them, not us.
			

			
				So, no. I couldn’t tell him what the scars were because they were shifter related. For what it’s worth, and in case you think I’m screwing-over Cody here, I wanted to tell him more than anyone else because it would explain to him what had happened between us. I would have given anything to tell him that I hadn’t just walked out on him.
			

			
				“They’re not any gang sign that I know,” I said. That much was true.
			

			
				“Then do you know what they are?”
			

			
				“I still think they’re some prison thing.” That was a lie.
			

			
				“They’re awfully neat scars for prison work,” put in the coroner. “Cell-block surgery isn’t conducted in the best conditions.”
			

			
				“Then I’m stumped.”
			

			
				I could feel Cody’s eyes on me. When we were together, Cody always seemed to know when I was hiding something.
			

			
				“Mickey?”
			

			
				“Yeah?”
			

			
				“What are you not telling us?”
			

			
				Where did I even start on a question like that?
			

			
				I shrugged. “Trigger wasn’t just a bruiser, there’s a lot of stuff he was into that was just plain… weird. Cheap thrills. It’s amazing what people will do to get their rocks off when they’re bored and life isn’t satisfying to them. I’m guessing prison only made that worse.”
			

			
				“You think someone gets their jollies by cutting the inter-digital septum?” questioned the coroner with a raised eyebrow.
			

			
				The problem with bullshitting on the fly is that you sometimes have to defend your bullshit.
			

			
				“I think it’s crazy what people do to ‘get their jollies’.” Sometimes you’d just got to be brazen. “People in prison cut themselves to feel alive the same way people with depression do, or so I’ve heard.”
			

			
				The coroner rocked back on his heals, in deep thought. “Yes. Yes, they just might. I’ve seldom seen it done with such precision but that is a reasonable solution, I suppose.”
			

			
				“Does that sounds like the Trigger you know, Mick?” Cody was less easily satisfied. Perhaps because he knew damn well when I was full of it.
			

			
				“What do you mean?” If in doubt, plead ignorance.
			

			
				Cody sighed, well aware that I was playing dumb. “You knew him better than me…”
			

			
				“In that you never knew him at all?”
			

			
				“Sure. Except everything I’ve learned about Trigger to date suggests someone who was not depressed or someone who would have resorted to self-harm. By all accounts, he was a simple man.”
			

			
				“Simple as in dumb? Maybe you’d have more luck finding out what happened to Trigger if you started treating him like a person rather than the cliché you think he was,” I said.
			

			
				“Or maybe I’d have more luck if the people who knew him didn’t keep lying to me.”
			

			
				Hard to argue with that.
			

			
				I left feeling frustrated with Cody, which was a veiled way of feeling angry at myself, which was, in turn, the only way of channeling my more general anger at the world. In a perfect world, I could have told Cody the truth about everything. Then everything would be different and maybe life wouldn’t suck the way it currently did.
			

			
				And maybe then he could find out what really happened to Trigger. I’d been considering letting the case go and accepting Otto’s version of events, that Trigger’s death was an unfortunate situation that had spun out of control.
			

			
				But now? I had seen those marks before, though not often—and not on Trigger. No, because it was not something many shifters would do to themselves.
			

			
				Trigger had been declawed.
			

			
				The procedure (when done properly, surgically) had to be done while the patient was in animal form, but it still left the telltale white scar when in human form.
			

			
				Gangs sometimes declawed as a punishment, but in those cases it was not so surgical. Certainly, in those cases, it left a far more noticeable scar than those that Trigger had received. The shifter authorities sometimes ordered declawings for dangerous shifters who couldn’t be trusted with the weapons nature gave them, but such offenders were usually locked up, too. Neither the gangs nor the authorities did it very often because it went against our very nature. We are shifters, after all! We are wolves, cougars, and bears. Our claws are part of who we are, and to remove them was like a castration. It was a hard thing for one shifter to do to another, even if you thought they deserved it.
			

			
				Something more had to be going on, and no, Trigger would never do that to himself.
			

			
				A club owner like Otto didn’t want his bouncers killing clients, but also, he didn’t want them to be defenseless. Bottom line: no club owner with a lick of sense would have hired a bouncer who’d been declawed. There were a lot of words that could be used to describe Otto Days, few of them good, but senseless was not among them. There was just no way he would have hired a declawed bouncer.
			

			
				Which meant...
			

			
				Trigger had been declawed after getting out of prison and after getting the job. And very recently, too—just long enough for the incisions to scar.
			

			
				Additionally, the procedure had put him at risk of losing the job that Lacey had just helped him get, a job which gave him a way out of the gang life, which had been so important to him. There was no doubt Trigger had wanted to win Lacey back and both those things would have been instrumental in doing so.
			

			
				More likely, he had given up his for a better job—or, at least, a better paying job.
			

			
				There was only one job I could think of that fit the criteria; if so, it took Trigger’s story in a new, and altogether darker direction.
			

			



	


				 
			

			
				RULE 5:
			

			
				No Bitches
			

			
				 
			

			
				It’s not very ‘PC’ nowadays to say that females—human or shifter—are excluded from somewhere; likely, the people who make the ‘No Bitches Allowed’ rule are small, sad little men, clinging with both hands to the tattered shreds of whatever sorry excuse for masculinity they had to begin with. Some people look at their problems and blame the fact that things aren’t the way it used to be, unwilling to accept the world keeps changing.
			

			
				Or maybe it’s No Bitches Allowed because very few females would be interested in the underground or legal werewolf fight clubs, and the few who might simply make the dogs (males) uncomfortable.
			

			
				This is not to say that female shifters—bitches, mollies, or sows—aren’t interested in fighting. Many of them are more than a match for their respective dogs, toms, and boars, and if you are a shifter, then that animal part of you, male or female, is always up for some blood. Bitches would likely get as much out of a fight club as dogs and, in many ways, it’s ridiculous that the rule exists. It exists because Fight Clubs are, and always have been, more than clubs where you can watch fights—and fight as well, if you want. It’s a place where the outdated rules still apply, where you can say what you’d like and not worry about getting told off for being politically incorrect. It’s a place where dogs can be dogs, and be proud of it. 
			

			
				Werewolf Fight Clubs are strictly ‘No Bitches’ and yet no one has ever set up a female equivalent. Bitches don’t want it, because bitches don’t need it. It’s a dog’s life.
			

			
				 
			

			
				It seemed very unlikely to me—particularly after our conversation a few days ago—that Otto took any personal interest in the girls hired as waitresses in his club, and, if he did, then that interest didn’t get up as far as their faces. Still, I knew I was taking a risk when I applied for the job—in more ways than one.
			

			
				“Okay, okay…” Mistress Alba paced around me, looking me up and down and assessing my ‘qualifications.’ On the one hand, I did not like being judged in this way, and on the other, for the sake of finding Trigger’s killer, I really needed to pass her assessment.
			

			
				“You’ll do well,” Mistress Alba begrudgingly said, and I hated myself for how flattered I was.
			

			
				Mistress Alba was over six feet with white hair and red tinted eyes. She was in charge of all the women who worked in Jackals, from the strippers to those who worked in the private rooms, to the waitresses and even the cleaning staff. Her job was to keep the women as visible as possible and yet wholly unobtrusive, the waitresses in particular. We were like the club’s décor: nice to look at, but one didn’t engage with it.
			

			
				“What size mask do you wear?” asked Mistress Alba.
			

			
				Well, I wanted it big enough to cover my face. “A large one,” I say, nodding.
			

			
				The other half of Alba’s job was protecting the girls from the patrons. The bouncers were there to step in if things got violent, but Alba was the ultimate arbiter. If a girl said that a man had gotten overly familiar (which, in Jackals, was a broad line), then it was Alba he had to deal with first. Word was that most men would rather a half hour beat down from the bouncers than two minutes in the backroom with Alba.
			

			
				“You’ll get training from one of the other girls,” Alba went on, “but you understand the job?”
			

			
				I nod. “Serve drinks. Be nice to the customers.”
			

			
				“No.” Alba held up a long-nailed finger. “Do not be nice. Be nothing.” She handed me a mask. “When you put this on, then you cease to exist as a person and become an object. Some girls can do it—divorce themselves from who they are—others can’t. We’ll see how you do.”
			

			
				Needless to say, this wasn’t my world. This was not something I would do without really good reason. Trigger was my reason.
			

			
				Speaking of which, the only job I could think of that absolutely required a shifter (usually a bear) to be declawed, was as a ‘punch-bear.’
			

			
				The term comes from punch-bag and you can probably guess the rest of the details. A punch-bear gets into a ring with other fighters—typically wolves or cougars—and spars with them, removed of their ability to do any actual damage. It’s usually one bear versus five other shifters or more. The bear is allowed to hit back—that’s part of the game—but they are mainly there for the other fighters to let off steam. It’s a way for one race (and I’m ashamed to say that it’s usually wolves) to prove to themselves how much better they are. A wolf beating a bear makes them feel superior, regardless of how hampered the bear is or how many wolves there are.
			

			
				The practice reached its peak in the 1920s and 30s (hugely popular during the Great Depression), buoyed by the fact that relations between the races were a lot less cordial back then. Back then, it was common for punch-bears to be ‘accidentally’ killed. In these more enlightened times, of course, such practices are strictly banned by the shifter authorities. Which, as with most strict bans on something people enjoy, is a good way of creating a criminal empire based around it.
			

			
				Well, maybe not quite an ‘empire’, but underground Werewolf Fight Clubs sprang up almost as soon as the ban came into force, places that made Jackals look like a haven of progressive attitudes. Another thing that happened was that places that had previously used punch-bears, started their own Werewolf Fight Clubs, beneath the façade of their legal activities, hidden in plain sight.
			

			
				By forcing punch-bears underground, the clubs became nastier and focused on domination and the notion of lupine supremacy. The sorts of wolves who joined such clubs tended to be wealthy, and, weirdly, there were always bears willing to go through humiliation and risk death if the pay was right.
			

			
				That was the world into which Trigger had wandered, or so it seemed to me. Trigger was a prime candidate, huge, strong, and desperate for money. He’d told me that he would go straight, but perhaps he saw this as reasonable illegality—he wasn’t hurting anyone. Quite the reverse. Perhaps the outcome had been inevitable.
			

			
				I couldn’t say for sure that there was an illegal Fight Club operating under the legal fight club of Jackals, but if Trigger had worked here then it was here that it had started and here that I had to look. But I wasn’t allowed in the door. It’s impossible for a female shifter to disguise herself as a male, because the shifter sense of smell can’t be fooled by any disguise. So there was only one way through those doors—wearing high heels trying not to flash my ass any more than the job required.
			

			
				Not ideal, but I would do what I had to do to get the answers I needed.
			

			
				“You never say no,” fellow waitress, Jade, was explaining to me. “You never say anything, in fact. Touching is allowed. But if you think they went too far, then you tell Mistress Alba and she decides what to do about it.”
			

			
				“Right.” I was doing my best to go through the motions while focused on the real reason I was here. Having a job to do helped with that whole ‘divorcing yourself from who you are’ that Alba had talked about.
			

			
				Jade and I worked different parts of the room throughout the night—patrons got bored staring at the same bits of flesh all evening, and stopping them from getting bored was the whole purpose of the club. Jackals was very much a place a fellow came to because life had let him down, and the variety of the patrons surprised me enough that I began to categorize the different groups in my head.
			

			
				Around the ring were the genuine fight fans, probably my favorite customers (because they were not very interested in the scantily clad girls offering them drinks—heck, they barely noticed we were there being far more interested in the fights). Around the periphery were the gamblers, also more interested in the fight than the ladies, but for different reasons—the amount of money changing hands was shocking, at least to me. Next were the gang dogs, who watched the fight, the crowd, and the girls with more or less equal interest—and with the eyes of a horse trader. For the wolf packs, places like this were a recruiting ground for muscle. With the gang feuds seemingly endless (and with a high turnover), the clubs were a place to find dogs who would do anything for a buck. The gangs might also be looking for girls who would do anything for a buck, but had to be careful that Mistress Alba didn’t notice them recruiting.
			

			
				Class boundaries were non-existent at Jackals; there were blue collar wolves blowing off steam with a drink, a fight, and a pretty girl before going home to the missus. There were middle class wolves secretly thinking this was all a bit beneath them, but someone at work had likely suggested a drink and they agreed if only to fit in and hopefully climb the corporate ladder. These types were initially respectful—until they got a drink in them and that all changed. Then there were the elite wolves; pure-breeds and monied self-made success stories; self-proclaimed ‘Alphas’ who believed in lupine supremacy (mostly their own). To them, this place was a cheap thrill, a walk on the wild side, a chance to be little gods who could do what they wanted because they could pay for that privilege. Indeed, they could afford the private rooms but preferred to be in the thick of it; as in, alongside the lower classes, without having to be one of them.
			

			
				It was quite the werewolf melting pot (if you ignored the lack of females) and I was genuinely surprised to see the variety here. All wolves like a fight, whether they admit it or not; it’s in our blood. Of course, the fights were only one of the attractions offered here.
			

			
				“How about the private rooms?” I asked Jade.
			

			
				“You don’t have to work those on your first night,” she replied. “And I wouldn’t be in any great hurry if I was you.”
			

			
				I couldn’t say that I was looking forward to it, but it was in one of those rooms that Trigger had died, according to Otto. There wouldn’t be any evidence left, of course, but I wanted to get a feel for the crime scene.
			

			
				Jade went on: “The trouble with the private rooms is that the customers forget what the rules are. Those rooms are sound-proofed, which, I suspect, makes the fellows feel like they’re not in the club anymore. Then these girls come in and take their clothes off and dance for them and it feels like a whole other world. The dogs who can afford the private rooms already think the world is theirs for the buying, and your ass is just one more thing on the market—or so they think. We’re supposed to be objects for them to stare at and play with, but that’s it.”
			

			
				“Does the line get crossed in the private rooms?” I asked.
			

			
				“A lot.”
			

			
				“And that’s when the bouncers step in?” I asked, as if it was just a casual inquiry.
			

			
				Jade gave a half-hearted shrug. “Well, they don’t like going into the private rooms because if they go in unnecessarily and the club loses a high roller client, the bouncer gets in trouble. They’d rather leave any infractions to Mistress Alba. Things have got to be really out of control for the bouncers to go back there.”
			

			
				“But Alba can’t be everywhere at once.”
			

			
				Jade nodded. “Which is why shit happens. And why I don’t like working the private rooms.”
			

			
				That didn’t quite line up with Otto’s story now, did it? Certainly things had gotten ‘out of control’ that night—but only after Trigger had gotten involved. Then again, Trigger was the type to come to a girl’s defense, even when he wasn’t supposed to. Certainly he wouldn’t have worried about upsetting the Alpha dogs. Nothing Jade said disproved the official version, but maybe it undermined that version a little.
			

			
				“I saw there’s a downstairs,” I said innocently enough, gently probing for more information.
			

			
				“It’s mostly storage,” Jade said dismissively. “We don’t go down there.”
			

			
				So if ‘we don’t go down there,’ then how do we know it’s storage? How do we know there’s not, say, a more private Werewolf Fight Club for the high rollers? Entertainment even more exclusive than the private rooms.
			

			
				Though it was possible, it didn’t make it true.
			

			
				The final area of the club that we waitresses served was the gym, where members could work-out, take a shower, and spar in one of the two practice rings. This isn’t one of your fancy, high-end gyms with shiny equipment, trainers, glass walls, and walk-up protein and electrolyte bars; no, this was an old-fashioned muscle gym, with rusted free weights, tattered mats, and broken mirrors.
			

			
				Luckily, the waitresses didn’t have to come in here too much, unless someone needed ice for their knuckles, because who wanted a Scotch on the rocks while working out?
			

			
				“Hey, over here!”
			

			
				Jade and I carried a round of martinis to a group of perspiring ‘alphas’ taking turns on a lumpy punchbag.
			

			
				(To explain; The word ‘alpha’ covers a lot of ground. Your pack leader is the alpha, your boss at work is the alpha, the head of the werewolf authorities in San Diego was the alpha. Because werewolves are as human as they are wolf, there’s also some crossover with human terminology, and human men of a certain type refer to themselves as ‘alpha dogs’ either because they are at the physical and social peak of their peer group or because they are sad empty men who call themselves cool names to make up for what they lack. Werewolf alpha dogs are the worst of both worlds.)
			

			
				In keeping with our status as objects, not people, Jade and I served the drinks in silence.
			

			
				“Nice,” said one of the dogs as he took his martini. It wasn’t obvious whether he was referring to the drink or to Jade.
			

			
				“Rich,” agreed another, taking a sip.
			

			
				“This is how it’s played,” nodded a third, drink in one hand, still working the bag with the other.
			

			
				“Where you going, sweetheart?” asked one of them.
			

			
				I bit back my natural response and Jade and I turned back to the boxing dogs.
			

			
				“Not you,” one of the men addressed Jade with a sneer. “I can smell the cave on you.”
			

			
				True, Jade was a were-bear—one of those who certainly didn’t look it in human form.
			

			
				Another of the men (frankly, I found them so interchangeable that they might as well be wearing masks like we were) addressed me. “I haven’t seen you here before.”
			

			
				“I’m new.” We were allowed to speak if spoken to.
			

			
				“Tasty,” nodded the man.
			

			
				“Fresh,” agreed another.
			

			
				The tallest, the one who probably thought of himself as the leader of the group—alpha among alphas—stepped towards me and spoke in a low voice. “Which of us do you think would win in the ring?”
			

			
				“I don’t know.”
			

			
				“Me, right? C’mon, which of these dogs do you think could take me?”
			

			
				“I don’t know.”
			

			
				“Would you like to watch? You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”
			

			
				“Yes.”
			

			
				He took another step in my direction, then sprang into the ring with muscular grace.
			

			
				“Come on, Cal, let’s give the bitch a show.”
			

			
				Cal looked reluctant. “August…”
			

			
				“What’s wrong?” asked August, bouncing around the ring on his toes. He had already stripped off his T-shirt and shorts for the bout. “Being a little sissy, are you?”
			

			
				I saw the anger flare in Cal’s eyes as he joined August in the ring, stripping as he went. They circled each other before both shifting and attacking. Quick and strong, it was obvious from the start that August was the better fighter. But, to be honest, I didn’t think much of his technique; seemed a bit amateurish. But these guys probably only ever fought each other, and, as such, fooled themselves into thinking they were good at this.
			

			
				When Cal was knocked on his ass, August punched the air. “That’s how it’s done!”
			

			
				He swung out of the ring, striding over to me, still nude.
			

			
				“What did you think, little lady?”
			

			
				“I should really get back to work.” That was probably not what a waitress at Jackals was supposed to say, but if I stayed here much longer, then I was going to do something that a waitress at Jackals definitely wasn’t supposed to do—punch him in the kisser.
			

			
				August kept staring at me with unblinking, blue eyes, still smiling, though the smile now seemed fixed.
			

			
				“If I asked you,” he said, “would you take your top off?”
			

			
				I hesitated. “Yes.”
			

			
				He nodded. “Remember, that’s what you are.” Then he tapped his toned torso. “And this is what I am! Remember that!”
			

			



	


				 
			

			
				RULE 6: 
			

			
				Keep It In The Family
			

			
				 
			

			
				You don’t take what you do at the Werewolf Fight Club out into the real world.
			

			
				What’s cool in the club, isn’t so much out on the streets.
			

			
				What we know to be true, the rest of the world doesn’t want to hear, and you won’t make any friends repeating it.
			

			
				 
			

			
				The fights in the main ring were very different from what I had just witnessed in the gym.
			

			
				The pro and semi-pro fighters in the main ring were not as gym-perfect as the alphas, who had clearly spent long hours in the gym and longer hours in front of their mirrors; after all, their muscles were for show, not for use. The opposite went for the main fighters themselves. They weren’t pretty. It was just two people trying to knock the other down and keep them down by whatever means necessary.
			

			
				I wondered what it was like behind the scenes. Was all the animosity for show and in the dressing rooms they laughed about it? Hard to tell; this was what they did and they did it well. Jackals put on a good show, working with fighters who knew their brutal trade.
			

			
				Tonight, I saw a bear, a head shorter than his wolf opponent, knock the bigger man out of the ring, flipping him over the ropes. Next, a pair of wolves scrapped it out for more than half an hour till both were exhausted and bloody, only stubbornness keeping them on their feet. Last, a tall cougar with a shaved head and a scar on his face got the better of a giant bear, using speed and cunning. When the fight was over, he caught me watching from the edge of the mini-arena and shot me a battered smile.
			

			
				The crowd lived and died with the fighters. Even those with no money riding on it, invested hugely in the outcome; this was more than a sport for them. It was something to believe in when there was nothing else. When you were in a dead-end job, when your wife has left you, kids didn’t want to know you, and facing eviction, you could at least come to the fights. And when your fighter won, the exhilaration briefly erased all the misery, and you were a man again.
			

			
				Whether or not I had learned anything useful in figuring what happened to Trigger or finding the real underground Werewolf Fight Club that I was sure was here, I couldn’t say, but I had certainly learned something and maybe thought a little differently about the people who frequented this club. They were not at all what I had imagined them to be; they were, quite frankly, more diverse than I could have imagined.
			

			
				“Coming back tomorrow?” asked Jade in the female locker room as we changed back into our street clothes and removed our masks.
			

			
				“Yup,” I nodded.
			

			
				“Need the money that bad, huh?” Jade smiled.
			

			
				“Why else?”
			

			
				No, I wasn’t done with this place yet, and I was surer than ever that the official story of how Trigger had met his death was only the tip of the iceberg.
			

			
				“Hey, Jade,” I said, turning back to her. We had been getting on well and I felt like I could take a chance. “A friend of mine used to work here as a bouncer. His name was Trigger. Did you happen to know him, or what happened to him?”
			

			
				“Trigger?” Jade scrunched up her eyebrows, then shook her head. “No, sorry. Weird name.”
			

			
				“You know werewolves.”
			

			
				“Yeah,” nodded Jade. “I went on a date last week with a wolf who called himself Apposite. I don’t think he knew what the word meant; he just liked the sound of it. Bears don’t do that as much.”
			

			
				“Trigger was a bear.”
			

			
				Shouldn’t have said ‘was’. Crap.
			

			
				But Jade didn’t notice. “No, sorry, doesn’t ring a bell. We don’t usually get to know the bouncers all that well.”
			

			
				“I didn’t know that,” I said, which was true. I really needed someone to know him. Kind of the whole reason I’d taken the job.
			

			
				She shrugged. “Sometimes they ask you on a date when you’ve got the mask on and say ‘I’ll meet you outside when you get off.’ Then they don’t even recognize you. The mask does more than hide your face, it makes people see you differently, somehow. Makes everything bigger or slimmer or rounder or whatever. Put on the mask and men project their fantasy onto you.”
			

			
				“I wonder if it makes us act differently, too,” I murmured.
			

			
				“Oh, hell yeah. With the mask on, I flirt my way into tips way more happily than I would with it off. It’s like… nothing you do counts when you’ve got the mask on. It’s not really you, so you do stuff you normally wouldn’t do.” She flipped her hair. “Psychological dissociation, as my professors would say. See you tomorrow.”
			

			
				I collected my stuff and headed out the staff entrance. Masks off, no one would have recognized the group of girls in jeans and sweat pants as the objects of desire who’d stalked the joint earlier.
			

			
				“Hi, um… New Girl?”
			

			
				I turned to stare straight into the broad chest of a were-cat, and tilted my head up to take in all the cuts and bruises among the old scars. It was the fighter from earlier, the cougar who had been too quick for his bear opponent.
			

			
				“Can I help you?” I asked.
			

			
				The cougar ran a hand over his shaved scalp. “I saw you earlier, didn’t I? Working the room. You stopped to watch me.”
			

			
				“I did. Well done, by the way.”
			

			
				“Thank you.”
			

			
				“How’d you, um, recognize me?”
			

			
				The tall guy smiled. (Hmm, Ben was a tall cougar. Did I have a type?) “The way you move. I notice these things.”
			

			
				“You remembered how I moved earlier and recognized me now?” Suddenly I wondered if I had a pronounced limp or maybe a hunch. “That’s impressive.”
			

			
				“In fairness, I did make a point of remembering.” He paused. “Which, I guess, could come across as sweet or creepy, depending where you land on these things.”
			

			
				“Mostly I was thinking you’d make a good detective.” Probably better than me. I wouldn’t have been able to identify someone from the way they walked. I wouldn’t have even thought to try. How had Jade walked? Hmm, I hadn’t a clue.
			

			
				“Naw. That sounds too much like work.” The cougar shook his head. “I know where my strengths lie.” He held up his bruised and bloodied fists and pointed his equally bruised and bloodied face.
			

			
				I smiled. “Your ‘mask’ seems a little harder to take off than mine.”
			

			
				Though it was hard to read the cougar’s expression, I thought he might have been a little impressed by that mask comment.
			

			
				“Yeah, there’s no hiding this mug,” he said, smiling. “So, I was wondering if you’d like to have a drink with me—not now, it’s late. But maybe sometime when we’re not working. I’ve got a week until I’m fighting again... if you’re free.”
			

			
				I always think of my ‘type’ as quiet, thoughtful men who are good with their hands. Or, to put it another way; the strong, silent type. This cougar ticked the strong box and didn’t seem overly loud, but never in a million years would I have pegged a man who beat the crap out of others for a living as my type.
			

			
				“You’re taking a very long time to decide...” he said.
			

			
				“I don’t even know your name.”
			

			
				“I don’t know yours, either, but I didn’t let that stop me. I’m Hudson.”
			

			
				“I’m Mickey.”
			

			
				“Cute.”
			

			
				Beneath the injuries, there was something attractive about him in a rough-hewn kind of way. Like a piece of folk art alongside a Michelangelo—you could admire both in different ways.
			

			
				“Okay, Hudson. I’m off on Friday night.” They didn’t have new girls work the busiest night on their first week.
			

			
				“Where can I pick you up?”
			

			
				“How about we meet at the park on First Street?”
			

			
				“Okay.”
			

			
				“Where are you taking me? So I know what to wear.”
			

			
				“Let me think about it,” said Hudson. “I make better decisions when I’m not concussed.”
			

			
				“Would you have asked me out if you weren’t?”
			

			
				“We’ll never know. Can I get your number?”
			

			
				“Sure.”
			

			
				I had, of late, been dating aplenty, so this could be seen as just another casual night out with yet another guy, who, at least, I had met beforehand (to some extent)—options you didn’t have on Shif-Tinder or other dating apps. Most importantly, he was a fighter in a club which I suspected of operating a secret Werewolf Fight Club. So, yeah, that made him a good person to connect with.
			

			
				I know, that made it sound a little like I was using Hudson. Which I suppose I was. He seemed nice—not my type, but still nice, and it’s probably good to go outside your type every once in a while. I could mix business and pleasure. If anyone knew about the underground Werewolf Fight Club, then it was going to be one of the fighters.
			

			
				And, hey, if we hit it off, then great!
			

			
				I’d definitely been out with worse lately.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The next few days in Jackals did little but reinforce what I’d learned on my first night. I’d gotten to know some of the other waitresses and found they were as diverse as the customers. For instance, Jade was putting herself through college (though struggling to find a major; apparently, she was good at many things); Pepper was a single-mom; Rae was married to one of the fighters; Nomie and Missy were married to each other. Elle was trying to make it as a children’s author and illustrator; Anna had to get up early for her other job as a dog-walker; Wren worked in a high school and recognized ex-students among the customers—more than she was comfortable with; indeed, she was quite happy to wear her mask.
			

			
				Speaking of which, behind their masks, they all had lives and loves and problems that went way beyond what they did here. Which, of course, was to be expected, but I found, to my shame, that I had done exactly what the men did: I had not seen beyond the masks.
			

			
				During breaks, I casually asked about Jackals, about the places no one went to, the off-limits areas, and occasionally dropping Trigger’s name into the conversation. At this point, I had reinvented him as an old friend from college. Weirdly, no one remembered him; indeed, it seemed odd that a violent death on the premises could have gone unnoticed by the very people who worked here; then again, waitresses seldom worked the private rooms and Trigger’s death was not something that Otto would have been keen to advertise or even talk about.
			

			
				Friday came around fast. Hudson had messaged me a couple of times just to touch base, asking if I liked this or that sort of food and if I had any allergies he should know about. It was actually really nice to be going on what felt like a proper date, rather than a Shif-Tinder meet-up, which was still a date... but less so. I always chatted to guys online before agreeing to a meet-up, but phone chats were just another form of mask. But then… we were shifters. We lived a lie, our true feral faces hidden.
			

			
				And no, I didn’t worry about my safety. I can fight with the best of them, and I heal quickly. In that regard, I was lucky. Human women, not so much.
			

			
				Seeing Hudson waiting for me at the corner of the park, I felt a genuine rush of excitement.
			

			
				This is work, I reminded myself.
			

			
				There were things I could learn from Hudson, and I would not let Trigger down by getting distracted. And yet, I did feel a thrill when he hugged me hello. (Dang, there were a lot of muscles in that body!) It was not necessarily a thrill of attraction, but more a thrill of possibility. This felt real. This felt like something.
			

			
				I was ashamed to admit it, but I had allowed Shif-Tinder to become a screening process for whether or not I slept with a guy, without any other goal in mind. I was not going to sleep with Hudson, but I did have another goal in mind, though my mind wasn’t totally closed off to other options.
			

			
				“I’m really looking forward to tonight,” I said.
			

			
				“You sound surprised,” Hudson observed, accurately.
			

			
				“Dating isn’t always fun.”
			

			
				“Stressful,” nodded Hudson. “You can give yourself a panic attack over which pants to wear.”
			

			
				“But you get your ass kicked for a living. How exactly is dating stressful?” I laughed.
			

			
				“The idea is to be the kicker of the ass rather than the ass kicked,” objected Hudson. “That I know how to do. That’s my job. Worst case, I get my ass handed to me. That’s happened, yes. Granted, it didn’t happen on the night I met you. Getting your butt kicked hurts the pride, but you still get paid either way.”
			

			
				“So what’s the worst that could happen tonight?” I asked.
			

			
				“Embarrassment,” said Hudson, seriously. “Most men would rather take a punch in the face.”
			

			
				“I thought you’d want to be the puncher not the punched.”
			

			
				“Depends on the situation. And the money involved. Believe me, there’s a market for getting punched.”
			

			
				“Really?” I hadn’t even had to press.
			

			
				“Oh, yeah. You don’t want to hear about that, trust me. Not good first date convo.”
			

			
				Okay, maybe I would have to do a little pressing but I can’t seem too eager.
			

			
				“How’d you even get into something like fighting?”
			

			
				“Long story.”
			

			
				“Were you looking for a short date?”
			

			
				“I just didn’t want to do all the talking.”
			

			
				“It’s okay. You start and I’ll chip in when and if I get bored.”
			

			
				We chatted pleasantly as we walked to the restaurant; the conversation bubbling along in unexpected directions as conversations will between two people feeling each other out for the first time. Which is nice for a first date but not ideal if you’re trying to gather information. I had to keep subtly nudging matters back in the direction I wanted; so often, in fact, that it was probably starting to seem to Hudson that I had a thing for fighters and got off on hearing about it.
			

			
				Still, everything was going smoothly, both from a dating and an investigative standpoint... until we reached the restaurant.
			

			
				“Oh, hi Mickey,” said a familiar voice.
			

			
				There are no words to describe the feeling in your stomach when you are on a date and you bump into your ex-boyfriend who is also out on a date with his current girlfriend (Sofia, a lovely girl).
			

			
				“Hey, Cody, Sofia. This is…”
			

			
				“Hudson,” Hudson chipped in helpfully, shaking hands with Cody and politely not crushing my ex’s hand, which he certainly could have done.
			

			
				“Hudson is a personal trainer!” I blurted out.
			

			
				The lie could not have been more obvious. There are, it should be noted, even fewer words to describe the feeling in your stomach when you are on a date, which is not really a date, with a man whose name you have inexplicably forgotten and whose job you are ashamed of—which you hadn’t realized until this moment—so you tell a stupid lie about it, badly, to your ex-boyfriend whom you have bumped into with his stunning girlfriend, Sofia, who really does seem to have walked off the cover of a magazine. There are no words, there is only the feeling of plunging through the bottom of your own stomach.
			

			
				“Your table will be ready in a minute,” said the waiter to all of us.
			

			
				It may only have been a minute, but it was by far the longest single minute of my life.
			

			
				“Personal trainer,” said Cody, genially. “That must be interesting.”
			

			
				“I would imagine,” agreed Hudson, shooting me a look that I deserved. “So how do you know Mickey?”
			

			
				“They used to date,” explained Sofia.
			

			
				“Ah,” nodded Hudson. “Probably could have guessed that. Well then, this is probably awkward. For them.” The way he pronounced ‘them’ targeted it one hundred percent at me. Yes, it was awkward for me. So awkward that I lied badly about what he did for a living.
			

			
				“We’ve managed to remain friends,” Cody explained. “Professionally.”
			

			
				“Though they don’t see each other very much.” Sofia’s turn to use a pointed tone. Cody and I were clearly not covering ourselves with glory tonight as far as our respective dates were concerned.
			

			
				We lapsed into a silence that was surely five minutes in itself, although the clock insisted that it was only five seconds.
			

			
				“It’s a nice place,” said Cody.
			

			
				“Did you and Mickey used to come here?” asked Hudson.
			

			
				Cody’s expression congealed under Sofia’s stare. “Maybe once or twice.”
			

			
				“Well, a nice restaurant is a nice restaurant.”
			

			
				Earlier that week, in among messages about my opinions on Italian vs Thai and whether I had a bad reaction to shellfish, I might have messaged Hudson to say, ‘Actually, there’s this one place I love. Let’s go there.’ In hindsight that might have been an error.
			

			
				“Your table is ready,” the waiter said to Cody and Sofia.
			

			
				“Oh, thank God.” I heard the words coming out of my mouth though I had no memory of deciding to say them. In my defense, my concern was at least partly that Cody might mention what I did for a living, which would blow my cover.
			

			
				“Nice guy,” said Hudson when they had gone to their table.
			

			
				“He has his quirks.”
			

			
				Hudson nodded, then added. “Is one of them an irrational dislike of fighters?”
			

			
				“I can explain that,” I said, hastily. “But before you decide to hate me, you should know that Cody is a cop.”
			

			
				“I have nothing against cops,” said Hudson. “I even thought about becoming one.”
			

			
				Oh great, I really did have a type.
			

			
				“Jackals isn’t exactly known for its legal activities,” I pointed out.
			

			
				“What I do there isn’t illegal.”
			

			
				“And nor is what I do, but I haven’t told him where I work.”
			

			
				Hudson looked like he had a quick response but held back.
			

			
				“I’m not denigrating the other waitresses or anyone who works there,” I went on, my mind spit-balling as I spoke, “but when I was with Cody, I used to have a different job.”
			

			
				“You mean a proper job.”
			

			
				“I guess you could call it a proper job. And after we broke up things kind of fell apart, and I lost the job.”
			

			
				“Not sure why you can’t tell him what I do.”
			

			
				“I panicked.” That was true.
			

			
				“Thank God you’re not a cop.”
			

			
				The waiter returned. “Your table is ready. I’ve taken the liberty of moving you away from your friends.”
			

			
				“Thank you,” I said fervently.
			

			
				“No problem, Mickey,” replied the waiter.
			

			
				“Come here often?” asked Hudson, as we sat down.
			

			
				“I’ve been dating a lot recently,” I said. “But I don’t bring them here. This place is special to me.”
			

			
				Hudson smiled. “I think that was a compliment of sorts.”
			

			
				I lean forward, “I’ve been thinking about something you said the other night.”
			

			
				“Oh?”
			

			
				“Yeah, you said there’s a market for getting punched. That sounds kind of illegal, and a girl likes to know where her date is getting his fortune from.”
			

			
				Hudson laughed. “I’m not in the getting punched market.”
			

			
				“I’m assuming that’s like throwing fights?” I was assuming nothing of the kind.
			

			
				“Not exactly,” said Hudson. “Nastier than that. Not sure I should say this to a wolf.”
			

			
				“I’m not one of those wolves who gets caught up in that bullshit.”
			

			
				Hudson shrugged. “Well good. I mean, it’s not always wolves, but…”
			

			
				“I know. Wolves can be assholes.”
			

			
				He nodded. “Well, some wolves think they own everything and everyone. Regarding getting punched, some guys who watched me fight at Jackals came to me after I to ask if I’d come along and be their sparring partner.”
			

			
				“That doesn’t sound so bad.”
			

			
				“Let me tell you, the money they were offering made it sound damn good!” Hudson went on. “That is, until I got the details. Turns out, they didn’t want a sparring partner who could fight back—least not in the regular ways. They wanted someone they could beat on for a bit and make believe they’d done it honestly.”
			

			
				“Really?”
			

			
				“Well that’s not how they put it,” Hudson clarified. “They made it sound like training for them would be—what was it they said?—Peak, I think. They had a whole bunch of words they used like they had their own dictionary.”
			

			
				“Are they rich?” I asked.
			

			
				“You’ve met them,” Hudson nodded. “They’re regulars at Jackals. Can’t imagine they treat the waitresses any better than the fighters. Just one more thing to be bought. Anyway, I turned them down flat. You’d have to be really desperate for money to take an offer like that.”
			

			
				The waiter returned to take our order.
			

			



	


				 
			

			
				RULE 7:
			

			
				There Are Werewolf Fight Clubs and There Are Werewolf Fight Clubs
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jackals is a legal fight club. It is not an underground Werewolf Fight Club. Clubs like Jackals are where people can watch a fight or two and perhaps fight themselves. Underground Real Fight Clubs are so much more brutal.
			

			
				 
			

			
				The ‘alphas’ weren’t hard to follow.
			

			
				Firstly, because they were the type who liked to be seen; secondly, to them, the world did not exist outside of their place in it, which meant they did not notice me. The only other time they’d seen me, I had been wearing a mask, and unlike Hudson, I did not think they were likely to recognize me without it.
			

			
				On a personal note, it was really refreshing and quite satisfying to have these assholes as my prime suspects! (Often when you are a detective, the nicest person is guilty, or, if they’re not that nice, then they have the best of motives—love, protection of family or friends, and so on.) My only concern was the ‘self-defense’ angle. I would have to prove conclusively that killing Trigger had been murder and not self-defense, which could be hard to do.
			

			
				So, yeah, I had to admit... I was delighted with how things were panning out.
			

			
				Over the first few evenings As I tailed the alphas, they went from one bar to another, then onto a shooting range and finally to an exclusive gentleman’s club (not a shifter place). A little part of me was starting to wonder if I had the right guys. Hudson’s testimony sure made it seem like these creeps were part of the real Werewolf Fight Club, where fighters were paid to get beaten. As far as I know, none of that happened at Jackals, unless Trigger had been the first or one of the few.
			

			
				Speaking of Hudson, I had already heard from him since our first date, but had told him I was busy working the next few days. I promised to look at my schedule and let him know when I was free again. It wouldn’t be the first time my dedication to my job (Grace called it ‘obsession’) cost me a relationship, but I still wasn’t sure what I wanted from Hudson, if anything.
			

			
				In reality, I was calling in sick to Jackals most nights so that I could tail the alphas. I didn’t want to lose my job there just yet—in case I still needed it to crack the case, but my absence, according to Jade, was becoming noticeable.
			

			
				So, yeah, I really needed something to happen tonight.
			

			
				As usual, the alphas went to a bar, then flagged a cab when they left a few hours later. I followed in a cab of my own.
			

			
				“Following someone, huh?” asked my driver, conversationally.
			

			
				“Husband,” I explained. “I think he’s having an affair.”
			

			
				“Looked like a bunch of dudes to me.”
			

			
				I nodded. “You can imagine my shock.”
			

			
				We followed them south, and I began to feel the adrenaline fizzing in my blood. This wasn’t the sort of district into which this group usually headed; something different was going on tonight.
			

			
				“Drop me off here, please.”
			

			
				“They’re still going.”
			

			
				“I know.” I had a hunch where they were going, and, if we stopped when they stopped, then even the most self-involved of the alphas might notice me.
			

			
				“Well, best of luck,” smiled the driver. “I hope you take him for every cent.”
			

			
				“I’ll probably just cut his balls off and leave it at that.”
			

			
				The driver nodded toward me. “I guess that’s one way to go. No charge.”
			

			
				He drove off in a hurry.
			

			
				The alpha’s cab had disappeared by the time I got out and I hurried on foot. Rounding a corner, I was in time to see them getting out, my hunch paying off.
			

			
				Looking about, I found a convenient alleyway between a pair of towering warehouses and shifted into my wolf form. Knowing this might be necessary, I had dressed appropriately, which meant loose clothing and no undergarments.
			

			
				In human form, a shifter’s senses are heightened compared to those of a regular human, but in animal form we get the full benefit of their senses. Wolves have a sense of smell that makes the whole world blossom into a three-dimensional map in space and time. I could have told you if a male or female was last in this alley, how long ago, what they had for breakfast and, sadly, which corner they had peed in.
			

			
				Following the alphas like this was child’s play, and, if they kept in human form, then I had the edge.
			

			
				The trail of cocktails, aggressive aftershave, and smugness led to what appeared to be an abandoned warehouse that looked to be held up by scaffolding and black mold. It was definitely not the sort of place in which the alphas usually hung out. My eagerness increased. Whatever they were doing here was clandestine.
			

			
				It was no longer just the smells that led me through tumbled brickwork and dumped garbage; no, there were now sounds as well. I pricked up my ears to the voices, which I recognized from Jackals. But those voices soon gave way to something else; grunting and the smack of flesh on flesh—and not in the horizontal recreational sense.
			

			
				A concrete stairwell that smelled worse than the alley led underground. As I quietly descended, intermittently and sporadic light flashed from bare bulbs hanging from the ceiling. The sounds grew louder as I went down, accompanied by voices again.
			

			
				“Hit him again!”
			

			
				“Fresh.”
			

			
				“This. Is. What. You. Are!’ Each word was punctuated by loud smacks.
			

			
				The door at the end of the corridor was shut but, just past it, was a window looking into the room beyond, from which shone a pale, ghoulish light through the dis-ordered slats of a broken blind. Standing on my hind legs, front paws on the sill, I peered into the room.
			

			
				Moving bodies of a small crowd obscured my view. They seemed to be observing naked participants—standard for shifter fights—and all but one seemed to be wolves. The outcast was a male cougar, currently in human form and standing under the single bulb that lit the room, keeping the periphery in shadow. Standing, yes, but only just. Swaying would have been closer to the truth, struggling to keep himself upright; his eyes, barely visible in swollen sockets, swiveling to try and keep an eye on all the wolves at once, his face a mass of bruises and contusions with bloody claw marks criss-crossing his torso. He was losing a lot of blood from a bite on his leg.
			

			
				“Still think you’re something?” The question came from one of the figures in the darkness, just outside the ring of light.
			

			
				The cougar tried to straighten. Out of the darkness sprang one of the alphas, leaping up to deliver a punch bearing down on his victim’s head. The cougar tried to block but was now too dazed to move quickly and the blow landed with a crack that was horrid to hear. As the cougar’s head went down it was met by an uppercut coming from another of the alphas, knocking the cat backwards towards the shadows.
			

			
				“Stay in the ring!” 
			

			
				Someone shoved him back into the light.
			

			
				The cougar shifted, trying to defend himself against the wolves. Instinctively, he lashed back with paws, but I saw a distinctive lack of claws. He, too, had been declawed.
			

			
				Was this where Trigger had, in fact, died?
			

			
				The cougar went to his back, trying to kick off his attackers. One of the wolves shifted back into human. Recognized him immediately—it was August, the alphas’ apparent leader. He knelt above the pinned cat delivering ruthless ‘hammer punches’ to the cat’s face.
			

			
				“This. Is. What. You. Are!” Leaving the beaten cat beneath him, he stood, raising his bloodied fists above his head. “And this is what we are!” He threw back his head to howl, and all the wolves—human and animal—joined in.
			

			
				I couldn’t argue with them. This is what you are: cowards and sadists.
			

			
				A noise from behind made me start.
			

			
				Uh-oh.
			

			
				I dashed off, scampering down the corridor to the stairs beyond, when someone tackled me from behind. We tumbled tail over paws down the stairwell, where I landed hard a flight or two down, banging my head hard against the concrete floor.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				A bucket of cold water woke me, soaking my fur and making me gasp. I sprang to my paws and stumbled, pain throbbing from where I’d hit my head. Also, there was blood on the floor from where I had been lying; indeed, I could taste it in my mouth, too.
			

			
				“You recognize her?” A voice from the shadows.
			

			
				“Smells like that bitch from Jackals.”
			

			
				“She looks half dead.”
			

			
				“All she did was fall down the stairs! Did you crack a nail, honey?” Laughter.
			

			
				Head spinning, I tried to focus on the smells, see them through my nose, but all I could smell was my own blood.
			

			
				The voices continued, coming from all around me. They were circling.
			

			
				“It’s a dog’s world, bitch.”
			

			
				“Bitches are good for one thing only.”
			

			
				“You’re going to learn your place, whore.”
			

			
				I yipped as someone darted in behind me, nipping my hind leg. More laughter. 
			

			
				They were toying with me, playing with their prey like cats with a mouse. (Believe me, if you’re a wolf, there are few greater insults than being likened to a cat.)
			

			
				“You’re in the Werewolf Fight Club now.”
			

			
				“You should be honored; we don’t usually let bitches in.”
			

			
				“I bet you’re one of those who thinks females should be equal.”
			

			
				“Then here’s your chance to prove it.”
			

			
				“Show us how a bitch can fight.”
			

			
				“It’s tooth and claw in this ring, lady.”
			

			
				“Tooth and claw!”
			

			
				I barely had time to react as two of them came for me at once. One smacked my injured head, forcing a tide of nausea to sweep through my stomach. More by luck than judgment, I managed to get a good kick in, sending him staggering back.
			

			
				Howls of laughter followed.
			

			
				“You got schooled by a concussed bitch!”
			

			
				“She got lucky!”
			

			
				The same dog attacked me again, still in human form, but this time there was no taking it easy; he had a point to prove. I tried to fight back but he soon had me on my back, clawing at me while I desperately but ineffectually kicked back.
			

			
				Was this how it had been for Trigger? Was this where he had died?
			

			
				“Leave a piece for the rest of us!”
			

			
				In human form, one of the alphas grabbed my attacker by the scruff and dragged him off me. My relief was short lived as another kicked me in the gut where I lay.
			

			
				“She barely even fights back.”
			

			
				“Pathetic.”
			

			
				“She’s not worth the effort, fellas.”
			

			
				Twisting up, I sprang at a human in the shadows.
			

			
				I’d heard that real Werewolf Fight Clubs—clubs like this—have a whole bunch of rules but that the fights themselves have few. Still, I felt like I was probably contravening an unspoken rule by trying to take advantage of one obvious vulnerability a human male has when faced with an angry wolf whose jaws are just below waist height.
			

			
				The alpha shifted just before I could sink my teeth in, but I was pleased to get a shriek of terror out of him.
			

			
				“Kill the bitch!”
			

			
				It is possible that I should think more about the consequences of my actions. It had been satisfying to put one of my tormentors on his back foot, but I had just infuriated the others.
			

			
				Summoning all my concentration, I shifted. It wasn’t a tremendous advantage, but at least it surprised them and enabled me to get in a couple of clean punches in before they recovered. I had also hoped that being a woman, naked and vulnerable, gave me some sympathy. Kicking a wolf when he’s down is very different than kicking a woman, and I hoped it might at least make them pause for thought.
			

			
				But I was giving these fellas more credit than they deserved. If anything, shifting just made me a more entertaining target. They came in swinging like I was a living punchbag. A blow to my stomach doubled me up, another to my face knocked me to my knees.
			

			
				“This is what you are,” August hissed into my ear as I knelt there, blood dripping from my mouth. “And this is what we are.”
			

			
				I tried to shift to avoid the next punch but was too slow and the blow derailed the transformation, so I remained human.
			

			
				The laughter and howling above me rose.
			

			
				And then stopped.
			

			
				Just like that.
			

			
				“Scatter, boys!”
			

			
				I was too loopy to know what was going on; indeed, all I could feel was relief that the beating had stopped and I had secured a reprieve. Struggling to my feet, I made for the door without hesitation. I could hear… shouting, fighting, footfalls clattering down the stairs. Were those sirens?
			

			
				“There’s one of them! What the hell?”
			

			
				Hands were laid on me; not rough, but firm, preventing me from going anywhere and practically holding me up at this point.
			

			
				“You’re under arrest… Mickey?”
			

			
				My blurred vision coalesced on the face of the cop leading the raid. It was Cody.
			

			
				Of course it was.
			

			



	


				 
			

			
				RULE 8:
			

			
				Don’t Get Caught
			

			
				 
			

			
				Some of these rules are simpler than others. Nobody sets out to get caught. So, as a rule, it is kind of dumb. It’s there more to make a point. If you get caught, you’re on your own. No one’s coming for you. Unless, of course, you speak out of line.
			

			
				If you get caught, there is no Werewolf Fight Club. You keep your mouth shut. If you do not, if you think it can save your hide by breaking Rule 1, then someone will be coming for you. You will learn how quickly rule #1 will be enforced, and how seriously it is taken. 
			

			
				Best to not get caught.
			

			
				 
			

			
				A robe had been found for me and a doctor had patched up the more visible of my injuries while confirming that said injuries were only skin deep and that I had somehow avoided internal damage. I was now seated in an interview room with a cup of coffee I struggled to keep down.
			

			
				It was my ex-boyfriend who came in to interview me and you don’t know what awkward is until you have had to explain to an ex why you were naked in the basement of a warehouse with a large group of equally naked men.
			

			
				Cody seated himself, turned on the recorder and turned to me with a sigh. His face radiated the ‘I’m not angry, I’m just disappointed’ look of a parent who has been severely let down. It was so much worse than him yelling at me, not that he ever would.
			

			
				“Anything you want to tell me, Mickey?”
			

			
				Was there anything I wanted to tell him? Holy crap, where do I begin? Yes! Yes, a thousand times, yes! I wanted to tell him about the Werewolf Fight Club and the alphas and Trigger. I wanted to tell him that I had been naked because I had been a wolf at the time of my arrest and beating. I wanted to tell him how all that was possible and when I had become a shifter, and, above all, what it had meant for our doomed relationship. I wanted to tell him that all this was tied to why I had ended things between us, and how sorry I was for hurting him.
			

			
				That’s what I wanted to tell him. What I was able to tell him was pretty much nothing.
			

			
				I shrugged “I was working a case.”
			

			
				Cody rolled his eyes, let down again. “Well, I doubted you’d taken up a new hobby. Sometimes, I don’t think I know you at all any more.”
			

			
				“Good,” I forced a smile. “Are we done, then?”
			

			
				“Oh, hell no.”
			

			
				I nodded. “Fine. Then tell me: how did you know I was down there?”
			

			
				“I didn’t.”
			

			
				“Or that something was going down?”
			

			
				“We got an anonymous tip-off about some weird-ass naked fight club,” said Cody, answering without thinking and immediately frustrated with himself. “Wait. I’ll be the one asking the questions.”
			

			
				“I’m a bit woozy from earlier. Am I under arrest?”
			

			
				“No. But that can change. You are helping me with my case—not the other way around,” he said, snapping bitterly.
			

			
				“Understood. Well, I think the Fight Club you broke up had something to do with Trigger’s death,” I said. “That’s why I was there. The fellas didn’t like a woman showing up.”
			

			
				“Well, they sure scattered fast enough. Didn’t get one name. You think they beat him to death or something?” At least he didn’t dismiss the idea right away.
			

			
				“Can I ask what the anonymous tipster said?”
			

			
				“No, Mickey, you can not. I should never have told you about the call in the first place. Yes, I still talk to you like a friend, but I’m not your personal informant in the police department. Right now, I’m not even your…” He stopped himself.
			

			
				“You were going to say friend,” I said. “Remember, you came to me for help first.”
			

			
				He shrugged. “You knew the victim. Standard for a murder case.”
			

			
				“And, for the record, I’ll always think of you as a friend,” Cody muttered. “But I ask for mutual respect.”
			

			
				“I didn’t mean to take advantage of our friendship,” I said. “I care about this case.”
			

			
				His eyes flashed up at me. “Then tell me what I’m missing.”
			

			
				“I wish I could.”
			

			
				Cody shook his head grimly. “If I had a nickel for every time you’ve said that to me.” He paused. “Are you protecting someone, Mickey?”
			

			
				“No.”
			

			
				“Because the Mickey I know wouldn’t get mixed up in a weird, naked, underground fight club. Does any of this have to do with that new guy you’re dating? The fighter/personal trainer?”
			

			
				“Hudson? The personal trainer?”
			

			
				Cody laughed. “Your ‘personal trainer’ had a face like a fighter. Cauliflower ears and all. If he’s forcing you to do something against your will…”
			

			
				“No,” I snapped. “Hudson would never force me to do anything and he didn’t know anything about last night, either.” I sat back and crossed my arms. “If I’m free to go, I’d like to call him to come pick me up.”
			

			
				“Mickey…”
			

			
				“I’m entitled to a phone call, aren’t I?”
			

			
				“Since you’re not under arrest, you’re entitled to as many as you want.”
			

			
				Frankly, there were other people it would have made more sense for me to call for a ride. In fact, a cab would have been smarter than calling Hudson. But I wanted to rub Cody’s face in it, and apparently that was worth me having to answer a whole lot of questions from Hudson once I was done answering them for Cody. Damn, I know how to make things complicated.
			

			
				I made the call.
			

			
				“Pick you up from where?” asked Hudson.
			

			
				“The police station.”
			

			
				“Uh oh. What’d you do?”
			

			
				“I’m not under arrest—they were very clear about that—I’m assisting an investigation.”
			

			
				“That’s cop talk for ‘We’d like to arrest you but we don’t have the goods’.”
			

			
				“Well, aren’t I lucky?”
			

			
				A pause. “Isn’t Cody a cop?”
			

			
				So complicated “Yes. He’s the one who didn’t arrest me. He blames you, incidentally.”
			

			
				“Blames me for what?”
			

			
				“I’ll tell you all about it.”
			

			
				“I suspect you won’t,” said Hudson, showing that, despite our brief acquaintance, he was already getting to know me. “I’ll be there in a half an hour.”
			

			
				I sat down to wait in the waiting room, Cody sat next to me.
			

			
				“If you are in trouble, Mick…”
			

			
				“Shut up, Cody.”
			

			
				“Fine. Hate me. But if you ever were…”
			

			
				“Yes, I’d call you. I’d hate myself, but you’d be the first person I’d call.”
			

			
				“Good.”
			

			
				We sat in silence a while.
			

			
				“Cody…” I had to tell him something. I couldn’t give him much but he’d earned something and it would be helpful to have him on my side. “Trigger’s death was an accident. But that doesn’t mean there weren’t people who deserve to pay.”
			

			
				“An accident?” Cody’s face assumed a look of pure smugness. “Seems your ‘investigation’ isn’t proceeding quite as well as you think. It wasn’t an accident, Mickey.”
			

			
				“Say what now?”
			

			
				He probably wasn’t supposed to be telling me any of this but something was overriding his good sense.
			

			
				“It wasn’t an accident because whoever killed him had planned in advance how to get rid of the body.”
			

			
				I sat forward eagerly. “Why do you say that?”
			

			
				Cody looked away, a smug grin on his face. “I can’t possibly tell you. Leave it to the professionals, Mick.”
			

			
				I probably had that coming.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Something on your mind?” asked Hudson, as he drove me home.
			

			
				“Everything.”
			

			
				There had been a brief moment between Hudson and Cody in the station lobby. They hadn’t exactly faced off, but Cody had given Hudson a very hard stare as he entered to pick me up, a stare that had not broken until we left. My ex had made up his mind that Hudson had gotten me into the Fight Club somehow. At the moment, I didn’t see how all this was going to backfire on me, but I felt pretty confident that it would at some point.
			

			
				It was also probably not a good thing that a little part of my brain—the part that was more wolf than human—rather liked the idea of these two men fighting over me. I’m not proud of that, but even human women succumb to it every now and then so you can’t blame a wolf.
			

			
				Fortunately, there was plenty enough to keep my mind off Cody and Hudson conducting their own private fight club with me as the prize. 
			

			
				It didn’t actually matter how Cody knew that Trigger’s killers had planned to get rid of his body. Clearly the police didn’t know who those killers were because they would have made an arrest. I was assuming it was the alphas but suddenly some doubt crept in because why the hell would the alphas premeditatedly kill Trigger? Accidentally I could absolutely see, but if they had planned how to get rid of the body, then, yes, we’re looking at murder.
			

			
				Could they have killed him just for the joy of killing?
			

			
				Wouldn’t put it past them.
			

			
				A clear impression I was getting of these wolves was that they thought they ruled the world and the rest of us were their playthings. That sort of attitude quickly graduated to murder, just to prove that you could, to prove that you were above the herd (or pack) and could do things others could not or dared not. Yeah, that was in character.
			

			
				Or... was it possible the alphas had a motive for killing Trigger? If so, what made him worth killing? Did he know something incriminating?
			

			
				One thing you learn as a private eye is that the basic shortlist of reasons why people are shitty to each other (‘shitty’ in this context covering everything up to and including murder) is really short. You can break it down in more detail but the headline of the story is: money, power, and sex.
			

			
				Back home, I said thank you and goodbye to Hudson.
			

			
				“Any time,” he smirked.
			

			
				Then I went to sleep for about ten hours.
			

			
				Then I went to see Trigger’s one-time girl, Lacey, and laid out for her in plain terms what I knew. 
			

			
				Though most of what I ‘knew’ was guesswork, but I said it with enough confidence that she bought it.
			

			
				In fact, she even asked for a chance to tell her side of the story...
			

			



	


				 
			

			
				RULE 9:
			

			
				Don’t Shit Where You Eat
			

			
				 
			

			
				There must be nicer ways of saying this, but sometimes the direct way is best.
			

			
				It’s a good general rule for life, too.
			

			
				Whatever your job is, you don’t sell to your friends.
			

			
				Whatever your hobby is, you don’t get competitive with family.
			

			
				And no matter how attractive, you don’t date your co-workers.
			

			
				 
			

			
				LACEY’S STORY
			

			
				 
			

			
				Lacey didn’t have a problem working at Jackals as a waitress.
			

			
				True, you were never going to get rich and the customers saw you as a private plaything, but there were worse jobs. It helped that life had, from the outset, conditioned Lacey for disappointment. She had never been expected to make anything of herself and had never expected life to offer her something for nothing, so waitressing at Jackals was something of a result. It paid the bills, it was regular work, and you met interesting people (and not all of them were trying to pinch your ass).
			

			
				The other girls were mostly friendly, as were the rest of the staff (and if they weren’t, then Mistress Alba would have something to say). As for the punters; they were a delightfully mixed bag. Waitresses like Lacey were under strict orders not to speak to them unless spoken to but that suited Lacey who never felt she had anything worth saying anyway, and was one of those unfortunate people who go through life in quiet terror of ‘saying the wrong thing.’ She was happy enough to listen to what was being said, and, if it wasn’t always pleasant, then it could also be educational. Indeed, working at Jackals could certainly be an education for a naïve girl. You never knew who was going to come through those doors.
			

			
				The ‘alphas’ (as they self-consciously called themselves) were not unique when they swaggered in through the double doors that first evening. There were other similar groups who came to Jackals for a walk on the wild side, but they still stood out as a minority. Lacey was made aware they had ‘dressed down’ for the occasion, leaving behind the impeccably tailored suits that they more habitually wore in favor of something casual. They had not done a bad job of it, choosing clothes that blended with the crowd, but there was still something about their attire that made them stand-out. Possibly it was that everyone else wore jeans that had been accidentally ripped, while theirs had been carefully distressed by a highly paid designer. Possibly it was that their shoes had cost more than the entire contents of the wardrobe of anyone else here. They had managed to make ‘slovenly’ a fashion statement.
			

			
				But even if they had genuinely worn the same clothes as everyone else (something they would never have done) the alphas would still have stood out. They walked in as if they owned the place; the crowd unconsciously parted for them as they approached the bar where they ordered drinks, ignoring the queue. Nobody waiting said anything to object and the bar staff leapt to get their orders. They were just those types of men.
			

			
				There is a critical mass of arrogant self-confidence. If you exceed it then the world, quite unaccountably, rolls over on its back just to please you. But, if you are arrogant but not quite arrogant enough, then the same behavior will see you dragged outside, where the crowd will take turns to beat seven shades of shit out of you. It’s a fine line.
			

			
				So, despite their best efforts, the alphas did not entirely fit in with the crowd, but that was fine with them because they did not want to fit in with this crowd nor any other. They were their own men, set apart; fresh, rich, ‘peak,’ as the kids all say.
			

			
				Every now and then when Mistress Alba wasn’t looking (which was a very narrow window through which to squeeze), waitresses might try to make nice with one of the elite clients in the hope of being carried away from all this into a life of money and luxury as the wife, girlfriend or, more likely, mistress of a rich alpha dog. It did happen. Such stories seldom ended happily in the long-term because alphas do not have long-term relationships with waitresses, but it was nice while it lasted. A smart girl could put some money aside and maybe even put aside some compromising pictures, because an alpha would do almost anything to maintain his reputation. Having a waitress as a girlfriend was ‘fresh’—having the same one for years on end was ‘yawn’ (the most cutting of insults to an alpha), and being caught with a waitress girlfriend by your wife was expensive, which was not alpha slang for anything.
			

			
				Flirting with the alpha dogs was not something that Lacey would ever have engaged in. Not because she had a boyfriend—Trigger was behind bars and their relationship had always been more convenient than passionate—but because she was not one to put herself forward like that. It required an initiative that Lacey did not possess.
			

			
				She was aware of the eyes of one of the dogs on her when she served their drinks (a man whose name, she would later learn, was Apollo) but that was not odd. Lacey was an attractive woman. Her mask, as it did many of the girls, allowed her to move with a confident sexuality that she would never have achieved without it, increasing her tips enormously. It also hid a face that, while very attractive, was too girlish for the body on which it was perched. Lacey always looked like a Dickensian orphan hoping to be given a shiny, red apple. It was a perfectly appealing face, but maybe not for an alpha.
			

			
				The rest of her, however, matched up to this particular alpha’s desires keenly.
			

			
				“Lovely,” judged Apollo, running an appraising eye over Lacey’s curves. Then, louder, added, “What’s your name?”
			

			
				“Rhiannon.”
			

			
				Needless to say, the waitresses were not allowed to give their real names to the customers (and it was a good safety precaution, too). Most of the girls had an alias ready just in case they were asked. Which was good, because Lacey would never have come up with one at the spur of the moment.
			

			
				“Bargain,” nodded Apollo, further strengthening the impression that the alphas’ private lexicon was selected by pulling words randomly from the dictionary. “I want you serving all my drinks tonight. Slick?”
			

			
				Lacey nodded, which seemed to be the right response. Bargain? Slick?
			

			
				By the end of the evening, it was clear that Apollo had an interest in her that went beyond being served drinks, even warning off his friends from their usual ‘flattery.’
			

			
				“No feeling up the mother of my pups,” she heard him say.
			

			
				Whoa!
			

			
				No, not even Lacey was naïve enough to believe that, but she did recognize an opportunity, and she agreed to meet with Apollo after work. Truth be told, she probably would have done it even if there was not an ‘opportunity’ because he had asked to see her. Lacey’s path through life was forever in the direction of general travel; she just went with the flow, responding to the wishes of whoever was the most dominant presence in the room. And, in this group, that was certainly Apollo.
			

			
				No, it was not a safe thing to do but, for some reason, Lacey trusted the handsome alpha, and on that first night he was a perfect gentleman, taking her to a starchy club where strong liquor was served to old money wolves in soft leather chairs. He brought her drinks but did not make a move on her. He asked about her life and listened to the answers; he even admitted to her that he was married.
			

			
				Perhaps not the perfect gentleman, but in Lacey’s experience married men seldom shared the information until much further down the line after more had occurred; so, Apollo’s candor was practically chivalrous and certainly a breath of fresh air.
			

			
				It was a very pleasant night, and she readily agreed to another. After which, Apollo’s patience was rewarded and she became his mistress.
			

			
				Keen to get Lacey out of Jackals and to have her conveniently near at hand, he offered her a job as his secretary, and Lacey eagerly accepted. The job required very little of her, most of the practical stuff being taken care of by Apollo’s other secretaries, but she tried her best to learn. Apollo humored her dedication and spent his lunch breaks with her in the apartment he rented for her to live in.
			

			
				“Can’t have a mate of mine slumming it,” he often said.
			

			
				Being called his ‘mate’ made Lacey finally dare to dream. She was, by most definitions, a kept woman, but Lacey preferred to be kept—it was less work and responsibility than keeping herself.
			

			
				They had been together a few months when Trigger showed up.
			

			
				So much was Lacey enjoying her new life that she had more or less forgotten about her ex-boyfriend in the slammer, and it had totally slipped her notice that he was due out. His appearance was a shock, to say the least, as was his assumption that nothing would have changed between them.
			

			
				Foolish immortal.
			

			
				She had to tell him. But it was passive, happy-go-lucky Lacey, so of course she did not. She went with the flow, the path of least resistance and all that, trusting that somewhere down the line, the matter would resolve itself (which, eventually, it did, sadly).
			

			
				In the meantime, as she felt badly for Trigger—who put zero pressure on her for their relationship to pick up where it had left off—Lacey decided the least she could do was to help him with his return to life on the outside. So, she helped him to find a place to live far enough from the gang territories he was trying to escape. She’d encouraged his desire to quit that life, maybe even hinting (quite unconsciously) that their relationship might start up again once he had proved his resolution to keep his nose clean. Key to that resolution was getting a job—not an easy task as Trigger was only really qualified to bash heads. Lacey spoke to Apollo.
			

			
				“Who is this bear?” the alpha had asked.
			

			
				“Someone I used to know from the old days,” she hedged. But she was not a good dissembler.
			

			
				“Ex-boyfriend?” suggested Apollo.
			

			
				“Yes.” There was no point trying to deny it—she was terrible at lying.
			

			
				Apollo raised an eyebrow and slid a possessive hand up Lacey’s thigh. “There’s a bear sniffing around my gal and you want me to give him a job?”
			

			
				“I’m with you now,” Lacey said. “Like you said, ‘your gal.’”
			

			
				“And you’ve told the bear of our arrangement?” asked Apollo who seldom used names for members of other shifter species; that would be dignifying them. Even with Lacey, a cougar, he preferred cat-related nicknames.
			

			
				“Yes, I did,” said Lacey, lying as effectively as she could.
			

			
				“Naughty puss,” admonished Apollo, seeing through the lie and squeezing her thigh. “At least let the guy down.”
			

			
				“I don’t want to say anything that might send him spiraling back into a life of crime.” Truth was, she didn’t want to say anything because it would be awkward.
			

			
				Apollo shook his head. “Sorry, puss. Even if I wanted to employ your ex—and that would be a hard no—I don’t care.”
			

			
				“Okay.”
			

			
				There had never been any possibility of Lacey arguing with him. That was not Lacey. However, she did visit Jackals and spoke to Mistress Alba.
			

			
				“I don’t have much to do with the hiring of bodyguards,” Alba shook her big white head. “But if he applies, I’ll put in a good word. He sounds well-qualified.”
			

			
				“Thank you, Mistress.”
			

			
				It was a measure of how much she still cared for Trigger that Lacey went to the trouble she did to help him get the job, particularly as such effort was entirely alien to Lacey’s nature. In the long run, the appointment would not work out well for Trigger, but it still might have pleased him to know what she had done.
			

			
				Though he was almost certainly overqualified to be a bouncer, Trigger began work immediately, helping him to put his criminal past firmly behind him. It was not long after this that Apollo turned up at Lacey’s apartment by surprise. This was not unheard of, after all, he owned both the apartment and, arguably, Lacey herself, and so could come and go as he pleased, but it was rare.
			

			
				He sat in his customary chair, smoothing the creases in his pants, Lacey kneeling beside him her head on his knee.
			

			
				“I was at Jackals tonight.”
			

			
				“Yes?” Lacey seldom contributed much to the conversation, which suited Apollo.
			

			
				“You’ll never guess what I saw at the door.”
			

			
				“No?”
			

			
				“That bear friend of yours.”
			

			
				Lacey said nothing but her expression spoke loudly: how did you recognize him?
			

			
				“After you spoke to me I had him checked out. Fancy him getting a job where you used to work. Where I still go with my friends. How do you suppose that makes me look?”
			

			
				“…” Words stuck in Lacey’s throat.
			

			
				“Weak,” said Apollo, his voice hardening. “At best. Small.”
			

			
				“No…”
			

			
				“You got him that job.”
			

			
				“Yes.”
			

			
				Apollo nodded. “And you deliberately kept it from me.”
			

			
				“You said you didn’t care…”
			

			
				“Mute!” snapped Apollo, pointing a finger at her. His way of telling her to be quiet. “You’ve been a very bad kitty, and you know what happens to bad kitties.”
			

			
				Lacey shifted uneasily. She did. She had dropped his glass once, wasting an expensive brandy; she had messed up at work making him look like a ‘Grunt’; she had mentioned his wife, that had been a particularly painful faux pas. Though there were many good things about having an affair with Apollo, his temper wasn’t one of them.
			

			
				“My little kitty is going to be sore tomorrow,” he said, clearly relishing Lacey’s discomfort. “Puss is going to be sorry she ever disobeyed her big dog.”
			

			
				He caught her by the wrist dragging her up until her face was level with his.
			

			
				“Remember what you are, and remember what I am.”
			

			



	


				 
			

			
				RULE 10:
			

			
				The Werewolf Fight Club Is Not The Place To Settle Grudges
			

			
				 
			

			
				Some boxing and mixed martial arts clubs will tell you: if you have beef with one of the other members, settle it in the ring. This is supposed to help deal with grudges in a healthy manner and discourage members from brawling in the streets. It’s all very well in theory, but settling grudges in the ring in front of everyone has its downfalls, too. Suddenly, your loss has become public and humiliating. Maybe that’s alright for some humans and the lesser shifter races, but with wolves, you won’t settle a grudge, you’ll start a war.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Though Lacey hadn’t elaborated with me about what her ‘punishment’ had been at the hands of her boss and lover, Apollo, I believe I had seen the bruises beneath the make-up on her face. And had she been sitting uncomfortably in that chair and favoring one arm?
			

			
				I believe she had, to both.
			

			
				Then again, this had been a while ago, though there was no doubt in my mind that her punishment had been quite physical and that Apollo had felt that she deserved it. Just the idea made my blood boil.
			

			
				When Lacey gave me her side of the story, she had described Apollo as her lover—a man who had done physical violence to her. That wasn’t love, that was possession. She was one more accessory to his alpha lifestyle. A lifestyle that included a wife of the right sort: monied, smart, and independent—as well as beautiful. To complete the appearance (if only to other alphas), he would have a girlfriend, as well—less monied, but still smart and independent as well as gorgeous.
			

			
				Then there was Lacey, because an alpha (a proper alpha) also had to have someone to dominate; someone who did as she was told, regardless of how degrading, and thought that she deserved no better. Someone who didn’t have the money, smarts, or independence to stand up for herself, but was just pretty enough, someone who worshiped the ground he walked on, even if he spit on that very same ground, or beat her, and kicked her—because that’s what she was and that’s what he was. The alpha mantra. An alpha needed a woman like Lacey to prove he was better than all women; after all, she was someone who stood in for all women, and when his wife wouldn’t do as she was told, then that fell all the way down to Lacey, who ended up getting punished.
			

			
				That’s what you are.
			

			
				The phrase burned in my head and seared into my muscle and sinew. It was all I could do to not charge out of here and put this bastard in his place.
			

			
				Except…
			

			
				There was a picture of Apollo and Lacey on the wall, and I was certain he had not been part of the alpha group when I had served them at Jackals. I couldn’t be as certain about who had been in the basement Fight Club, but it had been the same general dogs. So where was Apollo?
			

			
				“He hasn’t been to the Jackals lately,” Lacey explained when I asked. “In fact, he hasn’t been out much at all. Even I’ve barely seen him and he’s devoted to me. We’re going to get married when he leaves his wife. They have a very bad relationship. She’s quite cruel to him.”
			

			
				Her cruelty was too much to hope for.
			

			
				Naturally, the fact that Apollo had not seemed to be part of the underground Werewolf Fight Club did not make me hate him any less so. I would have been more than happy to go after him for the domestic crimes he committed against Lacey alone (though I knew without asking that she would not say a word against him). But his absence from the Werewolf Fight Club was baffling. And a little frustrating.
			

			
				Who was I kidding? I wanted it to be Apollo who killed Trigger. Sure, they were all in on it but I wanted the bastard to be the ringleader.
			

			
				“When did he stop going to Jackals?” I asked.
			

			
				“I don’t…” Lacey knew damn well she couldn’t lie to me so changed tactics. “You’ll only read something into it that’s not there, but I guess it was around the time Trigger… passed.”
			

			
				‘Passed’ was a very demure word for what actually happened to Trigger.
			

			
				“So, right after Trigger was killed, Apollo stopped going out and started avoiding his usual crew?” That was more like it. In the investigative trade that’s what we call ‘guilty behavior.’ Juries respond well to guilty behavior—they like the culprit to look the part.
			

			
				“That’s like saying…” Lacey searched for a good example. “It rained last week because I got my hair cut. It didn’t. It just happened to be the same day.”
			

			
				“Specious reasoning,” I shrugged.
			

			
				“It’s sound!”
			

			
				“Not quite, Lacey. If the rain had beef against your hair—like maybe if your hair had been stepping out with its partner—then I might suspect it of falling on you deliberately.”
			

			
				Lacey frowned. In her defense, it had been one of my more tortured analogies, though she was the one who’d brought up the rain angle.
			

			
				I flap my arms. “I mean, your hair and the rain are unconnected. Apollo and Trigger are connected—by you!”
			

			
				“But I’m with Apollo,” Lacey pointed out. “Why would he hurt Trigger? If anything, it should have been the other way around. And Trigger wouldn’t have hurt anyone,” she added.
			

			
				“Apollo doesn’t care if you see someone else,” I argued. “He cares how it reflects on him if you did. He cares about looking ‘weak’ in front of his friends. Your ex-boyfriend hanging around dents his ego.”
			

			
				Alphas, as a group, have egos the size of monster trucks, yet as fragile as a piece of Dresden porcelain.
			

			
				“He’d want to get Trigger out of the way,” I added. “And he’d want all his dumb-ass friends to know he’d done it. Maybe even get them to help him do the job.”
			

			
				I’d developed the theory on the walk over here, and the more I thought about it, the more I liked it.
			

			
				“How?” asked Lacey. She didn’t believe me, but maybe, just maybe I was starting to pry her mind open a little.
			

			
				“They’ve been using Jackals to recruit punch-bears (and punch-cougars) for their own underground Werewolf Fight Club. Trigger would have been a prime candidate. So they get him there with the promise of money—and since he’s already expecting to take a beating, probably didn’t know that anything was wrong until it was too late.”
			

			
				“Apollo wouldn’t do that!” Her insistence to defend him was starting to grate on my nerves.
			

			
				“Oh, really?” I shook my head. “Well… maybe he wouldn’t have done so alone. But you’d be surprised at what a group of people will do. The bunch of them together, full of that alpha dogshit energy... are capable of anything. I’ve seen it—and felt it—firsthand. They would not pass up a chance to prove their supremacy over one of the lesser races. And over a big bear at that? You really can’t see that happening, Lacey?”
			

			
				“I…” She didn’t finish her sentence. Her mouth opened and closed like a stunned guppy.
			

			
				“It probably started as a favor to Apollo—to help him put down the bear who’s muscling in on you. It was a good idea: a pack of wolves tearing apart a bear. That’s what those alphas have been wanting to do all along, if not already.”
			

			
				“You’re only guessing, Mickey. Please stop!” She said this through tears, but she also said it with far more vehemence than she’d said anything up to this point, suddenly finding the strength to defend someone wholly undeserving of it. “I have been having an affair with Apollo—which I know is wrong because he is married, but she doesn’t love him. Not like I do. He’s going to leave her and we’re going to get married. He trusts me. There’s no way he would do these terrible things to Trigger because he doesn’t have to. He wouldn’t take that risk. He would never hurt someone like that.”
			

			
				I shook my head. “Holy hell, Lacey, how can you say that?”
			

			
				“What?”
			

			
				“Look in the mirror.”
			

			
				The fact that Lacey’s hand immediately went to her cheek told me that there were bruises there, or had been.
			

			
				“That’s different. Trigger never did anything to Apollo.”
			

			
				“And you did?”
			

			
				“I shouldn’t have gone behind his back. I’ll never learn unless he teaches me. I’m lucky that he puts up with me.”
			

			
				Where do you even begin? I wanted to berate her; tell her how wrong she was; how she shouldn’t allow herself to be used like this; how she had been so much luckier to be with Trigger, who would have moved Heaven and earth to see that no harm came to her.
			

			
				But then, I would be just another person telling her how she ought to be.
			

			
				Was it possible Trigger had started it? He would have done anything to protect her and if he had seen Lacey the morning after her beating… all his resolutions would have gone out the window. If he had come for Apollo and the other wolves had been there…
			

			
				But the body dump had been planned. Trigger’s death had been planned.
			

			
				“Maybe those other wolves did it,” said Lacey, firmly, wiping the tears from her eyes. “But not Apollo. That’s probably why he’s avoiding them now.”
			

			
				“Maybe.”
			

			
				Didn’t seem very likely to me—August and the rest had no motive while Apollo clearly did. On the other hand, all this was a theory I’d spun out of guesswork. Educated guesswork, mind you.
			

			
				I also knew (boy, did I know) that the rest of that alpha group, with or without Apollo, had beat on me and the cougar. Might have even killed us both. Whichever way you cut it, there were violent offenders here, and I couldn’t touch them. Nor had I found anything definite to confirm they’d killed Trigger.
			

			
				I was missing something.
			

			
				“Is there anything else I can do for you?” asked Lacey.
			

			
				“You can’t tell Apollo about this conversation,” I suggested.
			

			
				Even beneath the make-up I saw her face blanch, the blood draining from it in fear. “I couldn’t keep something from him. I’m a good kitty.” Her whole body was shaking.
			

			
				One way or another, I was going to nail this guy. And when I did, I was going to make damn sure he understood why.
			

			



	


				 
			

			
				RULE 11:
			

			
				We Protect Each Other
			

			
				 
			

			
				We are the best, the peak, the pinnacle.
			

			
				We are the dogs.
			

			
				No female can understand that.
			

			
				No bear or cougar (or, God forbid, human) knows what that feels like.
			

			
				All dogs have the potential, but only a handful become what we are. The rest are feeble, limp snowflakes who deny their birthright. They play nice with other races rather than assuming their natural position of superiority. They pretend females to be equal rather than putting them in their place. They dilute what it means to be a dog.
			

			
				We protect each other. We would die for each other. We are a brotherhood. That is what Werewolf Fight Club means. The blood we spill binds us. When the world threatens, then we step up.
			

			
				 
			

			
				It’s kind of a cliché, but it is true to say that different shifters gravitate to different types of jobs. There are a lot of bear bartenders out there, there are cougars in organized sport, and there really are wolves on Wall Street.
			

			
				Wall Street is not in San Diego, but we have our share of wolves in business. Wherever hedges are funded or assets are liable, there you’ll find wolves—although not me, as I obviously don’t have a clue what any of that crap means. It apparently has something to do with bulls and bears, which is ironic because most of the bears I know don’t have a head for this stuff.
			

			
				Why wolves gravitate toward money is anybody’s guess, but it likely has as much to do with wolves being generally wealthier than it does with any natural predisposition. When werewolves came to the New World to make a home, they brought some European banking concepts along with them, and then explained to all the local shifters why their version of money didn’t mean anything anymore.
			

			
				Something like that really did happen, and the situation between the races has been volatile ever since.
			

			
				All of which preamble led me to Lacey’s boss and lover. Applying at the reception desk of Apollo Incorporated (I couldn’t even guess what they did here), I asked the young, bright-eyed receptionist if I could see Mr. Apollo. She looked at me as if I’d gone to the Pearly Gates and asked if Jesus could come down for a drink.
			

			
				“Do you have an appointment?”
			

			
				“No,” I admitted. “But tell him I’m a private eye hired by his wife.”
			

			
				The emoji does not exist for the expression on the receptionist’s face, but it was the look of a gal whose job was flashing before her eyes.
			

			
				“I shall check,” she said carefully.
			

			
				I would admit to some feelings of apprehension about gaining entrance this way. My read of Apollo was that he was not a wife-beater—no, he had Lacey for that—so I did not think that I was putting his wife in any danger. I also thought that he would not take this out on Lacey, because I planned on saying some things that would safeguard her, along the lines of ‘Don’t make me tell your wife.’ Men with trophy wives defend them to the death, not because they love them but because if you lose a trophy then you are a loser yourself. Which probably makes you weak; and not an alpha. There were few things worse in Apollo’s world.
			

			
				“If it helps,” I added to the receptionist, “you could mention the name ‘Lacey.’”
			

			
				“Is that your name?”
			

			
				“It is not. Mine is Mickey Friday.”
			

			
				“Really?”
			

			
				“Afraid so.”
			

			
				A few minutes later, I was joined by a pair of large security men.
			

			
				“You’ve been making trouble, missy?” one of them said.
			

			
				“That’s one way of looking at it,” I replied. I’d have been a lot more worried if I hadn’t expected them. If Apollo had just had me shown up, then that would have been as good as admitting the affair to his receptionist and to anyone else who was listening, and gossip in places like this was rife. No, he had to make a big show of throwing me out as if he was not the least bit concerned, because, of course, he wasn’t having an affair.
			

			
				The security people deposited me unceremoniously outside.
			

			
				“Go that way,” muttered the larger of the two, pointing casually down the street before heading back inside.
			

			
				I went as directed, following the wall of the building. As I did so, a small side door opened and a well-dressed man stepped out.
			

			
				“Miss Friday? This way, please.”
			

			
				“Why, thank you.”
			

			
				One high-speed ride in a plush elevator later, and I was in the office of Apollo Sumpter. (I hadn’t thought about him having another name, but if you do business with humans, then it’s necessary to have two.)
			

			
				“Miss Friday.” Apollo did not get up from behind his desk, nor did he offer me a seat, though I took one anyway. He scoured at me. “What do you want, Miss Friday?”
			

			
				“Just some answers,” I replied.
			

			
				Apollo shook his head. “It sounded as if you have all the answers you need. I would like to prevent those answers from reaching my wife. You may not believe it, but I love my wife very much and information like this would hurt her. I have recently broken off my ‘association’—it was a mistake and I would like to put it behind me. How much will it take for you to do that?”
			

			
				I turned my head from side to side. “Here’s the thing, Mr. Sumpter—may I call you Apollo? No? Fair enough. Here’s the thing; although I do know all about you and Lacey, I’m not really interested. Bang all the secretaries you want, if your wife doesn’t already know about it, then I’d say she was a very poor judge of character.”
			

			
				“You were not hired by my wife?” ventured Apollo, raising his eyebrows. The man was dressed impeccably and smelled heavenly. Yes, he was a fine example of an alpha, but I had to continue reminding myself to look past his charm. He was, I was certain, also a killer.
			

			
				“Never met her,” I said. “Don’t even know her name. But if you terminate this interview before I’ve got my answers, then I will be making her acquaintance without delay.”
			

			
				“Will you now?”
			

			
				Was there a veiled threat in those three words? It was hard to tell because everything he said was inflected with a real hatred towards me. Possibly, I had not made the best first impression.
			

			
				“I will,” I said, then added, “Or, if I fail to report back to my office in a timely manner, an associate of mine will.”
			

			
				“Sounds like you have this all figured out, Miss Friday.”
			

			
				I shrugged a single shoulder. “I try to cover my bases.”
			

			
				Apollo locked eyes on me. “I am giving you precisely ten seconds to get to the point, or you will be leaving this building as fast as possible. Via the window if necessary.”
			

			
				“Trigger,” I said simply.
			

			
				The name did not bring any noticeable reaction, but I reckoned that Apollo had a damn good poker face.
			

			
				“Is that supposed to mean something to me?”
			

			
				“Lacey’s ex-boyfriend. Nice guy. A bear. A really big bear. Worked as a bouncer at Jackals.”
			

			
				“What does he have to do with me?”
			

			
				“He got out of prison a little while back. He was killed not long after that. The human police think it was gang-related.”
			

			
				“Very much like a bear.”
			

			
				“I don’t agree with the police,” I said. “I think he got involved with a Werewolf Fight Club. And not the proper one found at Jackals, but a nasty underground one. In fact, the one you are part of. And I think you arranged for him to be killed to keep him away from Lacey.”
			

			
				Apollo kept his amber eyes on me. “I assume you have evidence for all this?”
			

			
				“Enough to satisfy me,” I said.
			

			
				Apollo shook his head. “Unfortunately, none of that is true. Look at me, woman. Do you think I would worry about losing a girl—especially a cougar—to some mangy bear? Why would I worry about any of that?”
			

			
				I nearly asked why, if he was so complacent, had he been so angry at Lacey for getting Trigger a job, so angry, in fact, that he had smacked her around pretty good. But if I asked him that, then he would know that I had been speaking to her. At this point, as far as Apollo was concerned, I was just a PI with a telephoto lens, but as soon as I mentioned something from behind closed doors, then Lacey was in danger, and I wasn’t convinced that even threatening to tell his wife would be enough to stop him from hurting her again.
			

			
				“Who are you trying to convince, Mr. Sumpter?” I tried to style it out. “Look, your hands are shaking.”
			

			
				They were, too. Which might have been anger toward me, fear of Mrs. Sumpter getting the full story, or something to do with Trigger’s death. Then again, he didn’t seem the type to lose sleep over killing a man (especially a bear) nor about a female private eye whom he could probably handle.
			

			
				No, I wasn’t enough to make Apollo Sumpter shake. Was there something else going on?
			

			
				“Get out,” snarled Apollo. “Go tell my wife whatever you want. She’ll smell the lies on you as easily as I do.”
			

			
				I tried another angle. “Tell me the truth about Trigger’s death and we can keep this among shifters. Sooner or later it’s coming out what happened to the bear, and if it’s the police who find out, then we both know how that’s going to go.”
			

			
				Apollo just shook his head. “I had nothing to do with the death of some worthless bear. I wouldn’t even touch one of those things. I don’t know anything about an underground werewolf fight club, either. All I did was screw my secretary. Wasn’t the first time, won’t be the last. Go to the police with that if you’d like and see how far it gets you. Now get out!”
			

			
				I stood and strode for the door, seething with anger, partly frustrated at my own impotence, but also at the word ‘worthless’ to describe Trigger. Was I really the only one who cared what had happened to the big bear?
			

			
				“We’re not done,” I snapped over my shoulder. “I know you killed him, and the fact that you don’t feel guilty about it just makes me more determined. I’ll get you, and if I don’t, then someone else will.”
			

			
				He chuckled behind me as I stepped through the door and was met by the same two goons who had escorted me in.
			

			
				As I was led back out the way I had come, my brain ticked back and forth. I’d touched a nerve, but I didn’t know which or what it meant. Apollo was nervous about something, but I didn’t think it was me.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				I had an idea...
			

			
				All of those who took part in that stupid underground Fight Club were technically responsible for Trigger’s murder—the state of his corpse confirmed that much—but if Apollo had been the instigator, then perhaps a deal could be made. If the others in the club felt the spotlight of suspicion falling on them, then perhaps they would willingly give up Apollo. I didn’t like the idea of any of them getting away with murder, but maybe it was a sacrifice worth making to nail Apollo himself.
			

			
				Thinking back to my own encounters with the alpha group, August seemed the obvious place to start. He seemed every bit as loathsome as Apollo, but that might be to my benefit. A man like that wouldn’t hesitate to give up a friend to save himself. If he refused, then one of the other alphas might not—there had to be a weak link somewhere.
			

			
				And yeah, I knew all about the Werewolf Fight Club code. You didn’t have to join such a club to hear the rumors. Their code of conduct was legendary. Never talk about the fight club and all that bullshit.
			

			
				Well, we’ll see...
			

			
				The immediate problem was that, although I knew a couple of their first names, that really wasn’t enough to track them down and, even if I could, then getting them to talk to me would be difficult at best. With Apollo, I’d had the affair to open the door. I didn’t exactly have that conversation starter with the rest of them. There was a decent chance that I could also pretend to have been hired by one if their wives and bluff my way in because—let’s face it—they were all screwing their secretaries, but that was a dangerous game. I wanted to take them by surprise, but how?
			

			
				“I was starting to think you weren’t going to call,” said Hudson when he answered his phone.
			

			
				“Yeah, I’m not great at staying in touch,” I admitted.
			

			
				“Well, I’m just glad you did. I’m not doing anything tonight if you wanted to grab a drink, maybe dinner. A movie?”
			

			
				“I actually have to work,” I admitted.
			

			
				“I heard you’d called in sick. Feeling better?”
			

			
				“Uh-huh. Not sure I’m going back to Jackals, though.”
			

			
				“You never really seemed the type. So, where are you working now?”
			

			
				I wasn’t sure how far into lies I wanted to go, so I tried cutting to the chase. “I was hoping you could do me a favor, actually.”
			

			
				“Sure. If I can.”
			

			
				“Those wolves who asked you to ‘spar’ with them…?”
			

			
				“What about them? You don’t want me to take them up on it, do you?”
			

			
				“No, not at all.”
			

			
				“Good. I like you, but I’m not sure about a girl who gets off on me getting beaten up. I’m broadminded, but you gotta draw the line somewhere.”
			

			
				He was a funny guy. I did regret using him the way I was.
			

			
				“I was just wondering where they asked you to go?”
			

			
				There was a pause from the other end of the line.
			

			
				“Why?”
			

			
				“It’s for work.” Too much to hope that that would cover it.
			

			
				“What kind of work?” he asked. “What’s going on, Mickey?”
			

			
				“Any chance you could just give me the address and not ask any more questions?” I suggested. “It’s nothing bad. I know what I’m doing.”
			

			
				Another long pause, and when Hudson spoke again, it was in a completely different tone of voice. “Is that why you agreed to go out with me in the first place? You wanted to know more about that group of dogs?”
			

			
				My turn to pause. “I won’t lie to you…”
			

			
				“Starting to get the impression that’d be a first.”
			

			
				“…but that was part of it. But I liked you, too.”
			

			
				“I’ll message you the address.” His tone was brusque and business-like.
			

			
				“Hudson…”
			

			
				“Don’t worry about it. I had a good night and I’m too big and ugly to get hurt so easily.”
			

			
				He hung up before I could say anything else (not that there was much else I could have said), leaving me feeling like a total bitch—and not in the female dog kind of way. I guess I deserved to feel that way. This was why it was better for me to stick to Shif-Tinder and the other shifter dating apps (I’d heard good things about Howl, a werewolf only site). Maybe I craved something more personal, but sooner or later I always screwed up. The apps gave me a quick fix to dating, and casual sex if I was so inclined. They scratched an itch, required nothing else of me, and the worst result was a few mildly offended males. You never had the chance to really hurt anyone because the first rule of online dating was: never get attached.
			

			
				Everything’s got rules these days.
			

			
				My phone pinged with an address.
			

			
				My hunch was that the Werewolf Fight Club moved around month by month—or week by week—but there was bound to be some location used as a base to meet people who were not members, somewhere for the non-illegal stuff to happen. That, I hoped, was the address that Hudson had just sent me.
			

			
				It did raise the question of who it was who’d accurately tipped off Cody and the cops to where the fight was on the night my ex had inadvertently saved my ass. It could only have been a member of the Club. But that was a question for another day.
			

			
				It was early evening when I made my way east to the address Hudson had texted me. From the outside, it was a disreputable office building. The sort of place that a really low-class pimp would turn down for being a bit too sleazy. Even in my human form, the cocktail of smells that hit me as I passed through the door was enough to make my head spin. Hell, I was grateful for the overpowering smell of urine masking the even less pleasant odors lurking beneath it.
			

			
				Before going any further, I sent a message to Cody. Doing so had been something I’d been thinking about on my way here. I didn’t usually involve him when on what I thought of as ‘shifter business,’ and I certainly couldn’t give him specifics, but I felt I owed him... something. He had been right, after all; I treated him like my own private informant in the police and I gave him not very much back in return. The least I could do now was to throw him a bone. I told him where I was and that I was following a promising lead into Trigger’s death. That gave him the option of coming or not, if he still thought there was nothing about Trigger’s death that warranted investigation, wrongfully believing the big guy to have been caught up again in gang activity.
			

			
				That done, and trying not to wonder why the floors were so sticky, I headed up to the third floor office the alphas had rented to run their private fight club.
			

			
				When the elevator clanked ominously, I found myself wishing I’d taken the stairs, not least being because the tin box really concentrated the smells. What the hell had people been doing in here? I shoved my hands into my pockets, afraid of accidentally touching something.
			

			
				Disgusting though this place was, I had to hand it to the alphas, they had chosen well. No one would ever imagine that the man behind Apollo Incorporated would voluntarily come to this place. The perfect cover because it was totally unlike them. I wondered if they got off on the griminess of it all, and decided probably not. Yes, people like the alphas enjoy going down-market for a cheap thrill, but this place could give you gonorrhea just by breathing in too quickly.
			

			
				I reached the floor and office specified in Hudson’s message and tried the door.
			

			
				Locked, of course, but that wasn’t a huge issue. I looked up and down the corridor and decided this seemed like the kind of place where no one would say anything if they saw someone picking a lock—or kicking in a door.
			

			
				Like any good P.I., I had learned the art of lock-picking. Not terribly hard. You just needed the right tools and friends in low places. Honestly, I’m not that great at it, but this lock sprang open in seconds.
			

			
				The room was dark as I crept in. Though I couldn’t find the light switch, something else now claimed my attention: the acrid stench of urine had ceased to be the dominant smell, replaced now by the odor of death. 
			

			
				In my human form, my eyesight is better than average, but not good enough to see through the darkness of this inner office, and I didn’t want to go a step further without knowing what I was liable to trip over. So, I shifted to my furry, four-legged self, stepping out of the loose clothing I had chosen for precisely this possibility (for the record, many shifters habitually ‘go commando’ to avoid the whole ‘snagged feet in underwear’ pitfall).
			

			
				The world around me changed. Darkness was alleviated into shades of visible grey and the scent map of the room filled in the colors. Except the only color was red, blood red.
			

			
				There was the corpse, sprawled behind the desk. I trotted towards it, each breath telling me more and telling me something very uncomfortable, something I wanted to confirm with my own eyes (a human habit that is hard to break). But what my nose had already told me was true; the body behind the desk was that of Apollo Sumpter. And suddenly, an alternative narrative to the one that I had confidently mapped out started to dawn on me. I’d been extremely close, and yet at the same time, completely wrong.
			

			
				The thought was cut off by the sound of a door opening and footsteps. Too many to evade or to fight.
			

			
				Ah, hell.
			

			



	


				 
			

			
				RULE 12:
			

			
				You’re A Werewolf, Dammit. Behave Like One
			

			
				 
			

			
				We are hunters. We are predators. We are pack animals.
			

			
				When you fight, you show no mercy.
			

			
				When you have the shot, you take it.
			

			
				When you need help, we will have your back.
			

			
				 
			

			
				It took a lot of noodling and time to work this out to my satisfaction, but these are the notes I finally added to my case file:
			

			
				 
			

			
				APPOLO’S STORY
			

			
				AS SURMISED BY MICKEY FRIDAY
			

			
				 
			

			
				Once a month, Apollo Sumpter, August Dean, Cal Everard, Virgil Layton, and a few others left their respective offices and headed to Jackals for drinks and sports. This was something the group—who self-consciously and self-mythologizingly dubbed themselves the ‘Alphas’—did every week, because Jackals was a nice enough and respected enough place for a drink and a fight. It was also a place in which they could look down on those around them and be reminded how much better they were, which was key to the Alpha ethos. But once a month, Jackals became merely a starting point.
			

			
				Being an Alpha meant you were the apex predator: peak, fresh, rich and so on and so forth. But, having the money, the job, the trophy wife, the trophy mistress, the secretaries with benefits left little to conquer; indeed, what was there left to dominate?
			

			
				The Alphas had set out to discover just that.
			

			
				Every month, they tried some new thrill. They hunted humans during the full moon (some hikers in the mountains); they broke into the houses of business rivals; they made and sold drugs and made deals with violent human gangs, but it was all fun in a transitory sort of way but, long-term, it did not alleviate the malaise of having done it all, seen it all, killed it all, and screwed it all.
			

			
				None of the alphas would have guessed when it was first suggested that an underground Werewolf Fight Club, loosely modeled after the famous movie, would be the thing to scratch that eternal itch. Like most wolves, they knew about public Fight Clubs that featured real fighters who got paid. But running their own underground club was something else. Boy, was it. Who could have guessed the thrill of tasting your own blood in your mouth then mingling it with someone else’s? They recited the mantras and understood what they meant; they were better, they were wolves, they were dogs. In the sharp hierarchy of that club, the most dominant of them, Apollo and August, quickly and brutally established themselves as Alphas among alphas.
			

			
				When the Club was shut down by the Werewolf Authorities (a bunch of neutered saps in thrall to stuck-up bitches and bear scum) the alphas decided to go deep underground, carefully select members, and viciously abide by the rules.
			

			
				To keep it safe, they made it just the ten of them. They also decided that the previous Club, fun though it had been, had not gone far enough. That was when they decided to introduce punch-bears and punch-cats, thus establishing their dominance as wolves. There was talk of bringing in the best female fighters to confirm their gender dominance as well, but, somehow, they never got around to that.
			

			
				The new Werewolf Fight Club bond them tighter than ever. ‘You’re a werewolf, behave like it’ was one of their mantras (one of many) and it meant that while they fought each other, breaking noses and clawing flesh, they also worked together. Outside of the Club they favored each other in business dealings, because they were wolves and loyal to the pack. There was nothing in writing, but everyone understood that this was the way things worked.
			

			
				All ten understood it, but not everyone stayed true to it.
			

			
				That was the funny thing about the Alphas: they placed money and power above all but also placed loyalty above all, too, but no one had taken the time to establish which was more important; money, power, or loyalty?
			

			
				And with these men of influence, there really was only one way that was going to go.
			

			
				It is likely Apollo thought his little side deal would go unnoticed, though he would later realize how he’d been found out and take private vengeance of his own. The details are immaterial. The only thing that mattered was that in a straight choice between a wolf-run company and one run by humans, he made a deal with the latter. The human company was the bigger deal. Apollo saw how he could swallow up a larger chunk of the market share, and no one would be the wiser of his little betrayal. And if they were, then what of it? They all would have done the same thing if they had been in his position. They would, undoubtedly, just laugh it off and congratulate him for having made such a good deal at their expense...
			

			
				Maybe his brother wolves would have done just that if it wasn’t for the Club, if it wasn’t for the Rules. But Werewolf Fight Club put ideas in your head about what mattered, about who you were and how you lived. Did wolves let betrayal go unpunished? No. If there was a fight, did they back down? No.
			

			
				The rest of the group decided to take vengeance as their ancestors would have done.
			

			
				Wolf to wolf, it’s tooth and claw.
			

			
				Of course, it could not just be a clandestine assassination—that would make them no better than humans or even cougars. It had to be an event. It had to be appropriate to the crime. And it had to be them. Real men—real wolves—did not have others do their dirty work for them. If there was a killing that had to be done, then they would handle it themselves, as a pack. As a pack, they would tear the traitor limb from limb.
			

			
				The others would never learn how Apollo had found out about their plot, though he didn’t know the specifics. And if he had, then perhaps he would simply have run. But he knew they were angry, and so he took precautions.
			

			
				Having a bodyguard was as effective a status symbol as an expensive car or a really first class boob job for your mistress; after all, in business, if people weren’t trying to kill you, then you had probably left some money at the table during negotiations. A successful man keeps score with money, but a really successful one does so with enemies.
			

			
				But taking a bodyguard to an underground Werewolf Fight Club would be unthinkable. The rules were clear: no one knows about the Fight Club. No one. Except Apollo knew they were coming for him. He’d uncovered their plan. So, the question remained: how could he, Apollo, bring a bodyguard into the one place he knew he was in the most danger... into the one place he could never, ever talk about with someone outside of the Fight Club?
			

			
				Well, there was one way. The alphas often recruited punch-bears from Jackals, usually from the fighters themselves, but certainly no one had any suspicions when Apollo suggested approaching the massive new bouncer—a bear right of prison. He would be ideal.
			

			
				Unbeknownst to the rest of the Club, Apollo had already sussed out the bear in question, whom he knew through his secretary and girlfriend, Lacey.
			

			
				“She recommended you,” said Apollo, during their first meeting. “Said you were the perfect bear for the job. Have you ever done bodyguard work?”
			

			
				Trigger’s big face had creased. “I have, but it’s not illegal, is it? I don’t do anything illegal no more.”
			

			
				“Technically, underground fight clubs are illegal in our current times, but you’d be there secretly as my bodyguard—and there’s no law against that.”
			

			
				“That ain’t necessarily the point,” said Trigger. “It’s not about going back to jail. I can do my time. But I promised myself and others to stay on the straight and narrow.”
			

			
				Apollo was no fool. “Well, it’s up to you, of course—I can easily enough find someone else. I’ll have to break the news to Lacey. She was so eager to help you.”
			

			
				Especially where Lacey was concerned, Trigger had the opposite of a poker face was. “I don’t want to let Lacey down.”
			

			
				“So, you’ll take the job?”
			

			
				“Nothing illegal.”
			

			
				Apollo spread his hands as if presenting two unequally weighted options. “I can’t say for sure why Lacey wants you to take the job, but it’s very well-paid. Maybe she wants you to be more secure financially.” He hoped that the hints dropped were enough for Trigger’s limited imagination to envisage a world in which he was wealthy enough to support Lacey, as she seemingly wanted him to. Support was what Lacey always wanted—Apollo knew that well enough. And winning Lacey’s heart (or at least unfettered access to the rest of her) was easy enough for the man who could afford to make her comfortable.
			

			
				“Alright then,” Trigger nodded. “And I gotta get declawed…?” He flexed his hands, scarred from a hundred fights.
			

			
				“It won’t be convincing otherwise,” said Apollo. The rest of the alphas would check, of course; if the punch-bear hadn’t been declawed, then they wouldn’t let him in the door.
			

			
				Trigger didn’t look happy, but the vision of Lacey was still before him. “Guess I don’t have much need for them no more.”
			

			
				An undercover bodyguard, posing as a punch-bear. They’d had enough ‘sparring partners’ at the Club for it not to raise suspicions. Yes, Trigger might have to take his lumps, but if ever there was a body designed to take a beating and still be an effective bodyguard, then it was that belonging to Trigger. It would take a lot to take that beast down.
			

			
				Apollo’s thinking was that when the attempt on his life was made, his bodyguard would step in to stop it, and with the assassination thwarted, there would be a kind of reset. He could apologize—perhaps even renegotiate recent deals—and then they would laugh about it and compliment each other on their decidedly wolfish behavior.
			

			
				Whether this was simply wishful thinking or if he’d completely misunderstood how angry his fellow alphas were, would be hard to tell because certain events intervened. If things had gone differently, perhaps it all would have panned out as Apollo imagined.
			

			
				On the night in question, the alphas did not waste time with their punch-bear—he was of no interest to them; or, at least, a mere dessert after the main course. For them, there was only one item on the agenda for tonight. They circled Apollo, growling deep in their throats. August told him that he had broken the rules and the bond between pack members, and for that he would be expelled from the group. To ensure that he did not talk about it, they were invoking Rule 13. Which spoke for itself.
			

			
				Apollo made a rush to get away, seemingly heading for the locked door, but, in actuality, putting Trigger between himself and his attackers.
			

			
				Trigger stood his ground... and shifted into his bear self.
			

			
				As a man, he was huge. As a bear, adjectives struggled to convey. Certainly, he was enough to give a shock to the other members of the Fight Club. They shifted back and forth, unsure what, if any, shape gave them the best chance against the behemoth that none of them had expected to be fighting—or not like this. When the club brought in hired fighters, they were well-paid to put up a good front but, declawed and forewarned; quite frankly, they were there to get beaten. Trigger no longer fell into that category. He had been there to beat; now, he seemed insurmountable.
			

			
				But there were nine of them and only one of him. And they had claws while he did not. And, after a life spent fighting, Trigger suddenly realized he did not want to do this anymore. Not even for Lacey. This had been a bad decision; one more in a life full of them.
			

			
				Soon, the bear who didn’t want to hurt anyone, found himself surrounded by wolves who, for the first time, found themselves in a real fight, and they seemed to be winning. There was no moment when they decided to kill Trigger, they just didn’t stop. Perhaps couldn’t. They were wolves and they behaved like it. With the taste of blood in their mouths and their pack around them, they acted on instinct. No time for regret until it was too late. Perhaps they regretted it after. Then again, perhaps not.
			

			
				Certainly it left them with the immediate problem of a body to dispose of but they had been expecting that, albeit a different body. Arrangements had already been made with the Jackals’ owner, Otto Days. Details were, no doubt, kept vague—an accident during sparring—money changed hands, a cover story was agreed upon and soon, the disposal of the corpse was handled. It was not the first time Days had to get rid of a body, and the alphas were good customers.
			

			
				Whatever the outcome, Trigger had done his job as a bodyguard; his boss had gotten away. This meant that Apollo was in position to bring down the other club members and yet, he did not report them to the Werewolf Authorities.
			

			
				Perhaps it was because he feared the consequences. It would be his word against theirs. He could produce little evidence and, if matters did not go his way, then Apollo would be as good as dead. Perhaps he hoped that by keeping his mouth shut they would let him go and the whole affair would simply blow over.
			

			
				Or perhaps he remembered the Rules to which he had sworn. Loyalty to the club and to its members.
			

			
				You Do Not Talk About Fight Club.
			

			



	


				 
			

			
				RULE 13:
			

			
				Dead Men Tell No Tales (Dead Women Don’t Either)
			

			
				 
			

			
				Probably more of a warning than a rule, but definitely something for a wolf to think about if he failed to pay attention to Rules 1-12:
			

			
				These rules are not theoretical concepts or a set of voluntary guidelines. They are hard and fast commandments with real consequences. And, in this world, there is only one consequence that really matters. If you betray your fellow members, or if you bring personal matters into the ring, then you will pay for it with your life.
			

			
				These rules, and especially this last one, apply not just to those who have sworn to abide by them but also to those who—perhaps through no fault of their own—stray into the Club’s orbit. Above all, bitches who ignore Rule 5 are as culpable as any other rule-breaker, and the penalty is the same.
			

			
				 
			

			
				What happened next after I heard people approaching the Werewolf Fight Club office was kind of a blur.
			

			
				I woke up in a basement room that smelled similar to the warehouse in which I had first observed the club at work, and the fact that I was in here filled in some of the blanks for me. I’d obviously not been able to hide successfully, been caught, and gotten clobbered. I’d also been re-dressed in the clothes that I’d shed in the office—and the thought of one of those people doing that with my unconscious body made my skin crawl.
			

			
				All of which suggested that once I had lost consciousness, I had automatically shifted back to my human self. I had not known this would happen. Learn something new every day.
			

			
				I’d gotten too focused on Apollo because I didn’t like the guy, especially after speaking with Lacey. First rule of Private Eye Club (everything’s got rules): don’t take it personally. I’d let my personal feelings about him and the alphas guide me. I’d been mostly right about them, but the idea that Apollo might be a victim, too, had not occurred to me. It now seemed that his former colleagues, having at first not succeeded, had tried, tried again.
			

			
				Boy, did they.
			

			
				That one fateful error found me lying with my hands and feet tied in a warehouse basement. The smell of the place was enough to tell me that it was not the same warehouse basement I’d been in before—apparently, the Fight Club moved around for safety reasons. The smell also told me that I was not alone.
			

			
				“Cody?”
			

			
				“Mickey?”
			

			
				It felt good to hear his voice, but that good feeling was immediately punctured with the heart-sinking realization that he was a prisoner, too, and that it was all my fault.
			

			
				“How the hell did you know it was me?” Cody asked.
			

			
				“Lucky guess.”
			

			
				“You seem to be having a few of those recently.”
			

			
				“Luck has no part of it,” I snapped. “I’m good at what I do.” I tugged at the ropes on my wrists. “Not great, but good enough.”
			

			
				“Yes, you are,” admitted Cody. “Thank you so much for letting me share in your success.” I could hear him pulling at his own bonds. “I’m starting to think you might be right about there being something more to Trigger’s death. Gangs don’t mess with cops like this. Draws too much attention—and the entire force coming down on them.”
			

			
				“Well, if getting captured and imprisoned in a basement was what it took to get you to that realization, then it was worth it,” I said bitterly.
			

			
				“Mickey?”
			

			
				“Yeah?”
			

			
				“Now that I’m with you on this, and since it seems like we have some time to kill, can you please tell me what the fuck is going on?”
			

			
				If we were going to get killed—which it seemed likely we would—then I might as well. Of course, he probably wouldn’t believe me and I didn’t want us dying with him mad at me for thinking that I was making stuff up. Although, he was gonna be mad at me for not telling him sooner, so I probably couldn’t win. I could shift now to prove my story but in this darkness it would just seem like I was making growling noises.
			

			
				The first thought of any shifter in this situation (and this was not my first time) is: can I shift my way out of this? Tightly tied ropes around wrists and ankles are not so tight around paws, and I could probably slip free. But they had also fastened a rope around my neck, because they knew what they were doing. Shifting might strangle me.
			

			
				“What do you want to know?” I asked, stalling for time.
			

			
				“Everything. Who killed Trigger? And who was that guy in the office? The dead one. And who killed him? And who brought us here?”
			

			
				“A group who call themselves the Alphas.” I could tell most of the truth if I stayed clear of the whole truth.
			

			
				“You said it wasn’t a gang!”
			

			
				“They’re not a gang. They’re a bunch of highly successful businessmen.”
			

			
				“Oh, no,” Cody groaned. “That’s so much worse than a gang.”
			

			
				“Gets worse. They think they’re like… the elite.”
			

			
				“And the rest of us are all insects?”
			

			
				“That’s it, yeah. They’re part of an underground fight club.”
			

			
				Cody shook his head. “Like that damn movie.”
			

			
				“It’s a good film.”
			

			
				“Oh, it’s great—Pitt’s never been better. Until a certain type of idiot watches Fight Club and gets the wrong message.”
			

			
				“Yep.”
			

			
				“But what’s that got to do with Trigger? He wasn’t a businessman.”
			

			
				I sighed. “Things got messy.”
			

			
				“Messy how?”
			

			
				It would have been interesting to find out how much further I would have gone on explaining what happened. Perhaps I would have been able to piece together much of the story without revealing the shifter side of it. Perhaps I would have just told him the truth because it was Cody, because we were about to die, and because I didn’t want to lie to him any more than I already had.
			

			
				The opportunity never came because, at that moment, the door opened and one of the alphas came in, silhouetted against a grayish light from the corridor that seemed brilliant after the darkness of our cell. I didn’t know the name of this guy, but I recognized his scent and could have put a face to him, although he was currently wearing a mask.
			

			
				“It’s time.”
			

			
				“Time for what?” snarled Cody.
			

			
				“Time for you to find out what you are. And what we are.”
			

			
				Oh, God. That kind of talk wasn’t good. And something else not good that had been hanging around at the back of mind was the date. With everything going on, I’d been a bit more slack than usual in keeping an eye on my calendar, something a werewolf really can’t be careless about. I realized now that tonight was the full moon, the one time when werewolves changed whether they wanted to or not.
			

			
				Legitimate Fight Clubs tended to avoid scheduling on full moons because part of the skill of shifter fighting is the shifting from form to form as needed. But these guys in their stupid underground club were so high on wolf supremacy that they had chosen tonight specifically to give themselves over completely to their wolf side.
			

			
				“When night falls,” the man in the doorway said, “you’ll know the truth.”
			

			
				“We sure this isn’t a cult?” Cody whispered to me when the guy left.
			

			
				“It’s a fine line,” I said.
			

			
				They untied our feet so we could walk, but flanked us by alpha dogs on either side. Cody didn’t look like much in his baggy shirt and jeans or even in his uniform; his muscles didn’t announce their presence. But I’d had the privilege of seeing him without clothes and Cody had the goods where it counted. In a fair fight between two humans, he was going to win. But this would be in no way a fair fight; there were nine of them, his hands were tied, and all of them could turn into wolves. That sort of thing really unbalances a fight.
			

			
				Although this was a different building (possibly a garage rather than a warehouse?) I recognized the set-up; the strong central light with the Club dogs hanging around the shadowy periphery, whispering, chuckling, waiting for the meat to arrive.
			

			
				Cody and I were pushed into the center.
			

			
				“You will be allowed to fight for your lives.” Though it came from the shadows, I recognized the voice of August.
			

			
				“Thanks, August,” I muttered. “Good of you.”
			

			
				“You will not win,” he continued. “The pack is stronger than the individual. And you are not us. This is what we are. That is what you are.”
			

			
				“Let Mickey go,” said Cody. “She’s got no official position. No power. No one will listen to her.”
			

			
				There was laughter from around the ring.
			

			
				“We’d be more likely to let you go,” said August. “You have no idea where we are, who we are, or what we are. You are an insignificant mouse who wandered into the forest. Sad and pathetic, but you will perish never-the-less.”
			

			
				“Then I’ll take some of you with me.”
			

			
				I’d never heard Cody speak like that before. I didn’t think he would have put on this macho act if it had been just them and him, but, with me here to protect, he played it differently.
			

			
				But the result was only more laughter.
			

			
				“You’ll learn your place, human.”
			

			
				“Human?”
			

			
				Cody barely had time to ask the confused question before the first wolf burst out of the shadows at him, teeth bared. The shock of it alone froze Cody to the spot, and it was only me pushing him out of the way that stopped a wolf from fastening itself to his throat.
			

			
				“Easy,” chided August, as the wolf slunk back into the shadows. “You could have killed him. Not so fast. Leave something for everyone else.”
			

			
				I was crouched down beside Cody who was on the ground, his face blanched white, eyes wide, his breaths churning up from his chest as he fought down the shock that threatened to take him.
			

			
				“What the hell is going on?” he gasped. “They’ve got a damn animal in here.”
			

			
				“We’re all animals in here,” said August from the shadows, echoed by his comrades. “Except you.”
			

			
				Cody looked desperately around him, watching at the moving shadows as they paced about the ring, but not finding what he was looking for.
			

			
				“Where did it go?” he asked me.
			

			
				“It didn’t go anywhere,” I replied. Damn it, there are times to follow rules and times when they cease to matter. “Do you trust me, Cody?”
			

			
				“Where did it go, Mickey!?”
			

			
				In a few minutes, he was going to know the truth, anyway. The full moon couldn’t be stopped. I couldn’t be stopped. None of the alphas, either.
			

			
				His pale face turned to mine. “They gave me water. There must have been something in it.”
			

			
				“They’re werewolves, Cody.”
			

			
				He gripped my arm. “No, it’s not real. We’ve been drugged.”
			

			
				“It’s going to be very real in a few minutes.”
			

			
				“No more talking,” said August. “The moon is almost nigh.”
			

			
				Not the most important thing right now but, seriously, who the hell says ‘nigh’? How much of an ass do you have to be? Man, I hated these guys.
			

			
				I helped Cody to his feet, his face grim and fists clenched. He had managed to convince himself that this was all a hallucination brought on by something they’d drugged him with, and maybe that was for the best. How long he’d be able to hang onto that I didn’t know.
			

			
				They came at us from all sides. Still human for now, though already naked in anticipation of what was to come. Two of them went for Cody, who put his police unarmed combat training to good use. Another two came for me, swinging hard. I ducked and weaved and tried to block, but one of the punches caught me on the chin, knocking me off balance enough that the next caught me full in the stomach, doubling me over.
			

			
				“No bitches!” one of my attackers roared, gloatingly.
			

			
				“This is what happens when females mess with things they shouldn’t!”
			

			
				“Know your place, bitch!”
			

			
				I honestly think his words helped me. Know your place? I did know my place, and it wasn’t here. I stamped on a bare foot as hard as I could. It would have been better if I’d been wearing heels but my boots did a pretty good job, and, as one of my attackers hopped away in pain, I rounded on the other, feinted right to put him off, then drove my foot into his crotch like I was kicking a field goal.
			

			
				There’s something irritatingly cliché about a girl winning a fight with boys only by kicking them in their junk. On the other hand, there is almost nothing more satisfying than seeing someone who has punched you in the gut doubling up, eyes crossed in a world of very personal pain. 
			

			
				Unfortunately, there were more where he came from and they were all going to be a bit careful now. Yes, fair or not, I could fight.
			

			
				“Put the bitch in her place!” snarled August, and this time, the snarl was more than anger. I could hear an increasing thickness in his voice, the harshness of a growl as the influence of the full moon began to take effect on him and the other dogs.
			

			
				And not just on them.
			

			
				I looked back over my shoulder at Cody, wanting to take one last look at him as he was, innocent of my true nature; after all, everything between us was about to change forever.
			

			
				Once you’ve got the hang of shifting, it’s something you can do on the spur of the moment, back and forth almost without thinking about it. It becomes instinctive because, after all, it is. It’s a part of who and what you are. The ‘full moon change’ was always different, admittedly, because it was involuntary and hormonal. I could feel it coming, welling up within me like an onrushing tide, and just as unstoppable. Sometimes it felt as if the wolf was chasing the humanity from my body, hoping that this time it would not return. Perhaps one day it would not, and I would be a wolf forever...
			

			
				The full moon change is never as ‘polite’ as the voluntary shifts. The wolf comes out howling, horny, and hungry—and very, very angry.
			

			
				That said, the look of horror on Cody’s face was not something I would forget anytime soon. Was he still able to convince himself that this was all a hallucination? Maybe, but that was a distinction without a difference when you were getting torn apart. If he was stunned into immobility by the sight of all those naked human bodies twisting, contorting, sprouting hair, snouts protruding, fierce teeth bursting through, then the first claws on his flesh snapped him out of it pretty quickly. Adrenaline is a wonderful thing: it enables you to put things like logic and common sense to one side and just get on with trying to stay alive. In other circumstances, the sights might have knocked Cody on his ass, but right now, he stayed on his feet and kept swinging as the wolves sprang at him from all sides.
			

			
				Then he turned and saw me.
			

			
				If I had been just another wolf, then perhaps he would not have realized what had happened, but, as I disentangled myself from my clothing, he surely recognized my clothing. Even then, maybe—maybe—he might have been able to write it off mentally, but I thought I saw in his eyes some flash of realization.
			

			
				Of course! his eyes seemed to say. Now it all makes sense.
			

			
				I liked the idea of him finally understanding what had happened between us and why it had happened—and why all that hurt had been necessary. I wanted to believe we could die reconciled.
			

			
				Because we were definitely dying up in here.
			

			
				Freeing myself from the last of my clothing, I reared up at the alpha wolves who descended on me, scratching, biting and kicking for all I was worth. I wouldn’t go down easy, I would not give them that satisfaction.
			

			
				Cody seemed to have the same idea. His clothes were shredded from teeth and claws, blood soaking them where his flesh had been gouged, but he kept fighting back, using whatever advantage a human had against wolves. Not being able to shift between forms did hamper the alphas (and me!), and Cody took what advantage he could. Even through the red mist and inevitability of defeat, I could take a momentary pleasure in seeing his perfectly aimed kick catch a wolf under the jaw and send it flying across the basement room with a yelp.
			

			
				But it wasn’t enough. They outnumbered us, and this was only going to end one way.
			

			
				When the door suddenly flew open, I saw the tall, muscular figure of Hudson standing there. Standing there one moment, and gone the next, leaping for the center of the fight, shifting as he went. The myth of wolf supremacy was about to take a serious pounding, because while the alphas were decent fighters and had the advantage of numbers, this was what Hudson did for a living, and the big cougar cut a swathe through the pack with merciless brutality.
			

			
				August was the first to feel the cougar’s wrath. A big wolf, it was still no match to Hudson’s muscular form. The cougar went straight for the alpha wolf’s throat, tearing it out, and leaving the creature drowning in its own blood.
			

			
				It was easy for the pack to talk a big game about loyalty and unity when they were taking on a human and one wolf, but it went very differently when a cougar fighter was in among them. Only seconds into the fight, they stopped defending each other and ran for the door. Some even pushed one another towards Hudson to save themselves.
			

			
				The fight was over as soon as Hudson arrived, not just because he was bigger and stronger and better at this than any of them, but because they turned on each other in an instant.
			

			
				As the dust settled, three wolves were left dead. Hudson shifted back and looked at Cody.
			

			
				“Are you alright?”
			

			
				Cody stared back. “Physically, yeah. But up here...” He tapped his skull. “Not so sure…”
			

			
				“Understandable.”
			

			
				Both men looked at me.
			

			
				“She can’t shift at the moment,” Hudson explained to Cody. “Full moon and all that. Werewolves are slaves to it. Cougars, not so much. I appreciate that this is a lot to take in.”
			

			
				“Not sure you do,” said Cody.
			

			
				“We all go through it,” Cody explained. “Relatively few of us are born this way.”
			

			
				Perhaps it was only then that Cody fully grasped the truth. Now, when he looked at me, I saw an almost unbearable sadness in his eyes.
			

			
				“I’m really sorry you had to go through that alone, Mickey.”
			

			



	


				 
			

			
				RULE 14:
			

			
				The Fight Isn’t Over Until Only One Wolf Is Left Standing
			

			
				 
			

			
				There’s no throwing in the towel.
			

			
				You may grovel for mercy if you wish, but if you do, then no one in the Club will look at you the same again. The fight is only over when it is over. One winner. It is the one time when the individual is more important than the Club.
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Have you ever considered,” mused Grace, sitting on my bed while I got ready for girls’ night, “doing something else for a living? Something less dangerous?”
			

			
				“It looks worse than it is.”
			

			
				“Babe, how it looks is all that matters,” Grace explained. “I mean, look at us: we’re going out on the hunt tonight. On the prowl. Mothers lock up your sons. And you looking like you went five rounds with Freddy Krueger is going to make our job that much harder.”
			

			
				True, the Werewolf Fight Club basement had left its marks on me. The bruises would fade, the wounds would heal with time, faster than a normal, but it would still take a few days. All I had told Grace was that a murder case had gone sideways. Her answer was that she felt we needed a night out. Of course, that was before she’d seen me, but we were still going.
			

			
				“You’ve got a boyfriend,” I pointed out. “You met his parents.”
			

			
				“Don’t remind me.”
			

			
				“Didn’t go well?”
			

			
				“They liked me, yes.”
			

			
				“And that’s bad because…?”
			

			
				Grace rolled her eyes. “His parents liked me. They approved of me. What have I become? I’ve always been proud of being the one that parents were afraid of. When did I lose my edge?”
			

			
				“Maybe they’re just bad parents.”
			

			
				“You’re just saying that to cheer me up. If I pick up some stranger tonight for a crazy one-night-stand, do you think that would put me back on the naughty list?”
			

			
				“Probably,” I shrugged. “But we both know you’re not going to do that. You like him.”
			

			
				Grace shook her head despondently. “I have only had sex with one man in the last six months.”
			

			
				“You might only have sex with one man for the rest of your life,” I pointed out.
			

			
				“Don’t even joke about that, Mick. Are you ready? Let’s go find you a man.”
			

			
				Grace had been adamant that tonight was all about finding me a man, but I was looking forward to a night of fun, dancing, and drinking with my best friend. Men were…
			

			
				Men were complicated.
			

			
				“I like you,” Hudson had said. “Even knowing all that I now know, I still like you.”
			

			
				He had saved my life and ‘Thank you’ was the first thing I had said once I was able to shift back to being human again. But the second thing had been ‘How?’ As in, how had he known where to look for me and why was he looking?
			

			
				“Cody asked me to come by.”
			

			
				My jaw dropped. 
			

			
				It emerged that, after getting my message earlier in the day, Cody had contacted Hudson. This was all strictly off the books—not police business—so he couldn’t have proper back-up. But Cody was concerned he might need it. So, he called someone who looked like he could handle himself and who cared about me. The fact that Cody would do that, that he would put aside what he thought of Hudson… yeah, it definitely made me think.
			

			
				“Took me a little while to find where they took you,” admitted Hudson.
			

			
				“Glad it didn’t take you any longer.”
			

			
				“Yeah, same.” He paused. “Anyway, as I was saying; I like you but… I think I need to step back.”
			

			
				“Why?” I asked, finding myself genuinely disappointed.
			

			
				“Because things between you and Cody ended for reasons that he only learned about last night, and now…” Hudson grinned and shook his head. “Now there’s ‘new information.’ You two need to resolve things. And I can’t be there during that. Maybe give me a call when it’s resolved. Or maybe don’t. I’ll leave that up to you.”
			

			
				He kissed me.
			

			
				“I hope things work out for you, Mickey. One way or another.”
			

			
				If Cody was ‘one way’ and Hudson was ‘the other,’ then I was not sure where that left me. Hudson had removed himself and Cody had not spoken to me since learning what I was. I could understand that—finding out that your ex-girlfriend is a werewolf is bound to be challenging. I wanted to call him to see how he was doing, and to see if there was anything I could say to help explain—but I wasn’t sure what to say and so I, too, had fallen back on saying nothing.
			

			
				This was the place into which I increasingly seemed to slip, the point at which my personal life became too complicated, so I threw myself into work. But at least there were always nights out with Grace... and Shift-Tinder.
			

			
				But even at the bar tonight, with Grace lining up men for me to meet, I found my mind wandering, because there was one question that remained unanswered:
			

			
				Who had tipped off Cody about the location of the Werewolf Fight Club, back when he had saved me that first time? Surely, it could only have been a member of the Club, but what reason would they have?
			

			
				Normally, me being preoccupied like this when I was meant to be enjoying myself, was enough to get Grace on my back, but tonight she kept diving into her phone.
			

			
				“Checking in?” I suggested.
			

			
				Grace looked embarrassed (something I never thought I’d see). “Well, I like him to know where I am and what I’m doing. Is that so bad? Despite what I said, I don’t want him to think I’m being naughty behind his back.”
			

			
				“Of course not,” I said, but her words had rung an unexpected bell in my head.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				In the bar, it was just an idle theory, one that explained things neatly.
			

			
				Proof needed a little digging, which I did the following day at the office of August Tripp.
			

			
				Then I paid a visit to the trophy wife—now trophy widow.
			

			
				“I’ve spoken to the police already,” said Virginia Sumpter, who certainly looked the part of a trophy wife: tall, beautiful, elegant. In fact, she could have been carved in marble. Perhaps Apollo had pursued Lacey in an effort to find someone less perfect, someone he could abuse, harass, and degrade.
			

			
				The asshole. Then again, I’d seen his dead body. He certainly paid the ultimate price for his sins.
			

			
				“I’m not the police,” I said.
			

			
				“Then why would I speak to you at all?”
			

			
				“I want to talk to you about August Tripp.”
			

			
				She frowned—something she probably avoided at all cost. “I understand him to be one of the men who killed my husband.”
			

			
				“That seems to be the case,” I acknowledged. “And I understand you were having an affair with him.”
			

			
				Avoiding excessive facial movement to stave off wrinkles also gives you a first-class poker face.
			

			
				“I can’t imagine you have any proof.”
			

			
				“More than you might think,” I replied. “Men talk. Or, at least… men brag. Particularly men like August. And Apollo. You really have a type, Ms. Sumpter. Granted, not one I’d be proud of, but here we are.”
			

			
				“That sounds like hearsay.”
			

			
				“If that sounded unfounded, then wait till you hear the next bit,” I smiled. “I think you’re the one who told August that Apollo was doing business with humans—who else would have known? You might have even nudged him towards the idea of killing Apollo in retribution.”
			

			
				Her icy exterior felt almost like an admission of guilt. “Why would I do that?”
			

			
				“Because Apollo was having an affair. Probably more than one. I wonder if the fact that one of his mistresses was a cougar bothered you, but I can’t be sure. And, of course, there’s always the money. If Apollo died you stood to inherit a lot of money.”
			

			
				Virginia thought for a moment. “I would never have done anything illegal.”
			

			
				I nodded. “Which is why we’re having this friendly chat on your doorstep. Personally, I like things to be tied up nicely. It’s a weakness of mine. So, tell me... was it you who tipped off the police of the Fight Club meeting? I should thank you for that. It saved my life.”
			

			
				“Why would I have done that, Miss Friday?”
			

			
				“Because the original plan hadn’t worked,” I explained. “Apollo survived by sacrificing a friend of mine.”
			

			
				“I’m sorry.”
			

			
				“I don’t think you are, but thank you. You realized that an investigation into Apollo’s death would reveal your affair with August. So, you decided to keep the focus on the Club. The police would round them up, the business motive would emerge, and that would be that. August would be too ‘noble’ to bring your name into it, and he and the Club would take the fall.”
			

			
				“He is very old-fashioned.” Virginia smiled thinly. “The things men choose to care about.”
			

			
				Indeed. It was the Rules again. Even when you were beating the crap out of each other, or hiring people specifically to degrade them, there were things that you simply did not do. They would happily kill Trigger for no real reason, but a good wolf would never rat out his lady.
			

			
				If I haven’t already mentioned it, I hate these people.
			

			
				“If you’ve asked all your questions, was there anything else I can do for you?” asked Virginia Sumpter. “I have a memorial for my husband to get ready for, and there are some very influential people there.”
			

			
				“Never too early to start shopping for the next one,” I said nodding. “I understand. There was just one more thing. Technically, I shouldn’t be telling you this—I probably shouldn’t know this myself but I have this annoying habit of asking too many questions.”
			

			
				“Is this important?” sighed Virginia.
			

			
				“To me? Not really. Though it does make me smile,” I admitted. “The thing is; you knew Apollo was having an affair because he wasn’t that bright. Bad news; nor was August. Apollo knew about the two of you. He said as much to his mistress.”
			

			
				Her perfect features did not exactly move, but seemed to have congealed to their ideal configuration.
			

			
				“He changed his will,” I went on. “It happened a little while back, I’m guessing when he found out about you and August. I’m also guessing there’s no way he planned to keep it this way. I think he just needed a placeholder so he could show you the proof and bring you back in line. Anyway, you don’t get a cent. It all goes to a cougar named Lacey.”
			

			
				I walked away, taking with me the memory of Virginia Sumpter’s horrified face. Chances were that she would land on her feet; people like that always tend to. It’s the people like Trigger who have to work hard to get back up.
			

			
				But I still enjoyed the moment.
			

			
				Trigger had tried to remake his life, putting behind him the mistakes of the past, and he got killed simply because he wandered into someone else’s beef. A bunch of shallow rich people trying to get richer. My only comfort was that prison was hard on people like August and the other alphas. It takes a while for their type to learn that money and power mean very little behind bars. It was going to be a steep learning curve, and Fight Clubs on the inside were of a very different nature. Trigger had been made to deal with prison. But this lot? Uh, no. It wasn’t justice for his murder, but it would do.
			

			
				And Lacey? I wasn’t convinced she deserved the money much more than Virginia did. But it was an outcome that would have pleased Trigger. He’d always adored her, always wanted to look after her, and now, she would never have to rely on a man again.
			

			
				Case closed.
			

			
				There was only one loose end still left flapping in the wind, not knowing what to do with itself, and that was me.
			

			
				I took out my phone and called Cody.
			

			
				We don’t always get the endings we deserve. I didn’t know what I wanted or what I deserved. But if I could take a lesson from Trigger, then it was that we can always try to be better, to make things right...
			

			
				And to repair the mistakes of the past.
			

			
				 
			

			
				The End
			

			
				 
			

			
				Mickey Friday will return!
			

			
				 
			

			
				~~~~~
			

			
				 
			

			
				I hope you enjoyed Wolf Country, please help me spread the word by leaving a review. Thank you!
			

			
				 
			

			
				Return to the Table of Contents
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				Chapter One
			

			
				Different Paths
			

			
				 
			

			
				Comfortable can mean many things.
			

			
				In the sense that I’m crouching in the weeds with a rock jabbing me in the ass, I’m not comfortable in a physical sense. On a metaphysical level, I am, but it’s taken over a century for me to get here.
			

			
				Pine trees filled with the steady susurrus of insects and the chirp of birds surround me. A chorus of cheers and howls goes up from the group of nineteen-to-twentysomethings in the campground I’ve been watching for the past few hours. Despite the ratio of girls to boys basically one-to-one, the predominant activities going on so far have been drinking, pot-smoking, sleeping, and the occasional pill or three.
			

			
				My camera sits against my chest on a strap, half-hidden behind my long, black hair. Normally, I prefer skirts or dresses, but neither are good choices for deep woods hiking. Since my objective has turned out to be rather boring, I lose a few minutes observing a caterpillar inching across my right shoe. I’m wearing one of those ‘not-quite-a-boot-but-not-quite-a-sneaker’ hiking deals.
			

			
				The one in the green shirt looks delicious, says Licinia, her voice in my mind still tinted with a Latin accent. Not Latin as in Hispanic, Latin as in Ancient Rome. She pronounces her name like ‘Lee cheen-ia.’ Licinia Neratius took her last breath in 52 A.D. I tried coming up with a short nickname, but ‘leech’ wouldn’t work, and ‘Lee’ sounds wrong too. ‘Chinny’ made her growl. So much for nicknames.
			

			
				Delicious? Do you mean that sexually or literally? I grin. The man in question is about twenty-two, short black hair and clean-shaven. He has the look of an Italian bodybuilder who’s recently decided to give up and go live the slacker lifestyle.
			

			
				Licinia laughs in the back of my thoughts. Oh, either, I suppose. But I am fond of his looks. If we ate him, we couldn’t enjoy him again.
			

			
				Too bad the poor guy’s taken so much of whatever he’s on that he’s tasting color. Probably LSD. The whole campsite before me is full-on 1960s chic. Their attempt is admirable if not a bit off. Some of the decorations are from the early-mid 70s. Still, points for trying to bring back hippie culture. We’re in the woods a couple miles southeast of Monroe, Washington. I figure it’s an old, abandoned campground these kids found and made their own. Aside from a mixture of barely-functioning vans and a pickup truck, they’ve got a few trailers and an RV. They even built an outhouse from plywood.
			

			
				The reason for my being here sits on a green and white folding chair, his bare feet up on a tree stump while he lazily tends a tiny, rectangular grill where a colony of turkey hotdogs progresses from completely inedible to merely repulsive. Worse than the rock jabbing me in the ass, the smell of that ‘food’ is making me regret taking this job. Of course, when a panicked father shows up at my office rambling on about his missing boy, it gets my attention. Licinia’s as well.
			

			
				Kyle Brennan, age nineteen, missing for two weeks. Though, to hear his father tell the story, it sounded more like a seven-year-old gone missing from his bed in the middle of the night. Overbearing dad, I get that. No wonder the kid wound up toking his brains out in the woods. I wish one of them would light up again. That smelled better than those atrocious fake hotdogs.
			

			
				Licinia chuckles. After all, she, better than anyone, knows that I had long since lost my taste for conventional food. I mean, I can eat it all right, but those particular wieners don’t even rate as food.
			

			
				A girl somewhere between eighteen and twenty-four is curled up beside him, her head in his lap, her straight brown hair long enough to touch the ground. I could take their photo, and someone would mistake it as a still from a documentary on the sixties. Hell, given the scenery, the photo would make a decent album cover for 60s music. Except for the smartphones a few of them have out. In fact, I do take pictures―several dozen. Mr. Brennan hired me to find his ‘missing little boy.’ I have to show him proof I did something.
			

			
				Amazing how small those things have become, says Licinia. I remember the first ones filled entire rooms.
			

			
				Those were computers, not phones, but I suppose the difference is minimal these days. I mentally agree with her while picking at some beef jerky unearthed from the pocket of my green Army jacket. I don’t remember the name of the man who gave the coat to me, but I do recall it had been worn by a soldier in Korea during the war. It’s in good shape as it doesn’t leave my closet often. I don’t get cold, but I’m quite pale. The jacket helps me blend into the woods.
			

			
				So much for daddy’s little boy. Licinia laughs. That man was obnoxious. Talks about this kid like he’s still small enough to require someone to wipe his ass for him. No wonder the boy’s out here. He’s old enough to make his own choices.
			

			
				Yeah. A hobbledehoy out of his father’s shadow.
			

			
				You’re showing your age again, dear.
			

			
				I roll my eyes. She’s one to talk.
			

			
				A gossamer sigh slides across the back of my brain, giving me a momentary shiver. I do regret the effect my presence has had on you.
			

			
				I know. It’s all right.
			

			
				At first, I hadn’t expected to care, but you’re a lot like I was. Licinia again, speaking inside my head. My Dark Mistress, as I think of her.
			

			
				Dark soul sister?
			

			
				I smile. Something like that. We’ve been together long enough; in fact, she’s more family than anyone else has ever been to me except my mother, but she’s long dead. People who are aware of the world beyond the understanding of society refer to Licinia’s kind as Dark Masters, but if you overlook her meddling with black magic thousands of years ago, she’s not a bad person.
			

			
				Why thank you, dear. Her need to smile manifests on my face.
			

			
				You know I might’ve been a little rattled early on, but I’ve come to think of you like the sister I never had. Besides. I’d have been dead otherwise.
			

			
				Yes. Our combined smiles fade to a somber downcast gaze. But your soul’s path is different now. And that’s my doing.
			

			
				I nod. A hawk soaring overhead catches my eye. He’s mesmerizing in his slow, effortless glide against the deep blue, cloudless sky. Crunching intrudes from the camp as the guy in the green shirt walks over to the grill and takes one of the atrocity-dogs. I can’t bear to watch him eat it, and that’s saying something.
			

			
				Because of me, you’re cut off from the cycle of reincarnation. Your soul has come to reside wholly within your body, severed from the universe.
			

			
				We’ve talked about this already, of course. It’s not as if I remember any of my past lives, nor would any of my future selves have any memory of my current incarnation as Alexis Silver. Why should I be upset about lives I don’t remember or future selves that won’t remember me? Becoming part of The Creator doesn’t seem like such a bad thing, right? Does any trace of my personality remain, or is it like oblivion?
			

			
				I don’t know.
			

			
				Of course not. Your existence is based on your not wanting to find out.
			

			
				I grin, and she laughs. Whatever magic she enacted back when Tiberius ruled Rome has sent her soul into the Void. Lucky me, I get to be her vessel.
			

			
				You know I’ve come to regret that.
			

			
				I wasn’t being sarcastic. I do consider myself lucky I didn’t die.
			

			
				Pragmatic.
			

			
				Her guilt is weak but palpable. I suppose I should feel honored that an entity others call a ‘Dark Master’ actually feels remorse on my behalf.
			

			
				You should.
			

			
				I take a deep breath of forest air, trying not to cough on pot smoke. Green Shirt scarfs down his third turkey-dog. He stands motionless, his expression suggesting he’s lost in a deep, philosophical wandering, pondering some esoteric truth. Two seconds later, he opens his mouth and lets off a belch so loud that birds scatter out of the trees. It echoes over the campsite, which falls silent.
			

			
				Kyle starts a slow clap. One by one, the other kids join in. Green Shirt bows like a grateful gold-medal winner. Ugh. Those hot dogs smell much worse on a belch. The trace, though minute from this distance, makes me cringe. Being able to detect human scents well enough to identify individual people is damn handy. Gagging on hot dog burps from fifty yards, not so much.
			

			
				The girl by Kyle’s side yawns, stands, and stretches before stooping to kiss him on the lips. I snap a few more photos, getting two nice, clean shots of her face. We almost make eye contact; I’m sure the girl feels something watching her. In that second, I plunge into the deep, cerulean ocean of her thoughts. At this distance, I get mostly outward feelings and emotions. My abilities don’t work as well on women, unless they’re attracted to me. But this girl loves Kyle. A pure kind of love, like the one I had for my first husband that made me do something stupid and get married young.
			

			
				Sorry.
			

			
				Why are you apologizing? You know he died before I, umm… met you.
			

			
				Kyle’s girlfriend takes the giant fork from him and pokes the turkey dogs. Bleh! Those things don’t even smell like real meat. I’m going to need a fresh octopus to purge the disgust out of my senses. Maybe a squid, instead; octopi are a bit slimy.
			

			
				I’m confident these kids are a bunch of harmless slackers. Kyle’s nineteen. If he wants to waste his time out here in the woods, it’s his time to waste. I back away from the campground until enough trees block me from sight. None of them notice me. Not that it would make a difference if I’m seen, but old habits die hard, and I’d prefer to remain anonymous. If Kyle’s father wants to tell him he hired a private investigator to find him, that’s his business. Leave me out of it. I figure in a couple weeks, Kyle will be as poor as Job’s turkey and go home. Or maybe he’ll venture out of the campsite and look for gainful employment.
			

			
				They might take up farming.
			

			
				I laugh aloud, startling a squirrel so bad, the poor thing runs headfirst into a tree and knocks itself senseless. Fortunately, I’d parked my Jeep Rubicon far enough from the campsite that I don’t think any of the kids heard me. Then again, I could pass for one of their group. I’ve been twenty-five for over a century, and people tell me I look more like twenty.
			

			
				With that thought stuck in my head, I hop in my Rubi and start the drive home, grinning at my nickname for the Jeep. It’s a lustrous dark red, which makes the name a pun, too.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				I’ve got a nice place in Medina right on the water.
			

			
				I suppose most people would consider the property expensive, but after so many years, I’ve gathered a comfortable nest egg. I wasn’t born into wealth―far from it. I grew up poor to the point of not having shoes until around the time I hit fourteen. As a small girl, most of my dresses had been flour sacks in a former life. Fortunately, I’d been an only child, so my mother didn’t need to break her back too much to support us. I never knew my father. Mom never talked about him much, though around my mid-teens, she admitted he’d left as soon as she’d told him I was on the way. She’d been afraid I’d internalize it as a child and think something had been wrong with me, but I didn’t take it personally. He couldn’t have abandoned me because he had no idea who I was, merely ‘a baby coming.’
			

			
				Anyway, if a person sticks around long enough, eventually money finds them. I had a knack for marrying up, though only my first husband had been a marriage in any legal sense, and my only one while still a mortal. The last two had both deemed it fair to set me up for ‘life’ when we parted ways. Immortal businessmen have more money than God, and both had been surprisingly happy to give me a nice chunk of it. Patrick Foster had been my first supernatural husband, a werewolf. I think he loved me at one point, but whether due to his canine nature or something more human, he couldn’t keep it in his pants.
			

			
				For most of the 80s, I considered myself ‘married’ to a vampire by the name of Manfred Worley. I’d met him in London in 1930 or so, but I didn’t know it at the time. He remembered me when we bumped into each other in Southern California when I’d been living in San Diego. I think he’s still there. Unlike Patrick, Manfred turned out to view me as a curiosity, no actual love involved―but the sex wasn’t bad. After the magic ran out of our relationship, he remained friendly, and added to my fortune when we decided to part ways.
			

			
				I have dozens of bank accounts around the world, enough that my money makes money. I don’t have to work, but I enjoy it. Sitting around all day staring at paintings would drive me insane, so the private investigator thing keeps me from winding up in a padded fish tank.
			

			
				My house is still somewhat modest for the area. Even in this part of the city, I could’ve afforded more, but I only need so much room, being alone. I like nice things, specifically art. Much of my wall space goes toward displaying a veritable showcase of modern, postmodern, and classic paintings―heavy on the avant garde. Some of them are pretty weird and dark, and many bloody. That’s got to be Licinia’s influence. I’d always been on the squeamish side. As a child, I’d been the first girl standing on a chair to get away from the giant bug, and I think I did faint once at the sight of blood when I’d been around nine. Mom had nicked herself with a kitchen knife.
			

			
				With a beautiful home, a beautiful view, a collection of beautiful art that would rival any museum ―art that I most certainly didn’t donate to the local thrift shops―one might think I would be content. But isn’t that the thing about life? Who is ever content? I’ll tell you who, people who are six feet under. Contentment equals death, of that I have no doubt. Want a long and rewarding life? Never let the life force stop flowing, never stop creating, never stop giving back, never stop living.
			

			
				Unless, of course, a person happens to be immortal.
			

			
				Then it doesn’t matter what the hell one does. Except, even in my immortality, I have things I need to do. For instance, I can’t stray far from salt water. Yes, the ocean. Why, I don’t know, but Licinia’s nature demands it. That, as well as darker, bloodier requirements. Fresh meat, preferably of the male type. Though, I am fortunate in that my Dark Mistress is able to set the craving for human flesh aside. Fish, sea life, and sometimes beef scratch that itch. My human side never accepted the idea of eating people, so I’m grateful she lets me slide there. That, and tearing a guy open to eat his heart and internal organs tends to get on the nerves of the local cops.
			

			
				Anyway, I decided to buy this house even though it was on the low end of my budget. Mind you, they don’t build ‘basic’ homes with an oceanfront location around here, so I settled on something the locals call ‘midrange.’
			

			
				One good thing about the property is thick trees on both sides. My neighbors can’t see much, which suits me fine. Since I’ve spent all day in the damn woods, that inner part of me craves the ocean.
			

			
				After leaving my clothes on the back steps, I run faster than I have in quite a while for the shore. Fast enough that my hair whips behind me, my boobs bounce, and maybe some other parts as well. Licinia thinks my ass is small, but I guess beauty standards aren’t quite what they were two millennia ago.
			

			
				I fly over my lawn and down the small private pier before leaping in a graceful dive. Lake Washington, silver to my eyes, shimmers before me.
			

			
				Soon, I’ll feel alive again. I’ll be whole.
			

			
				Complete.
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