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Witch on my website. This book is a dark fantasy romance 
with dark themes. It contains mature content and is intend-
ed for adult readers of eighteen years or older. Some readers 
may Pnd some scenes distressing or disturbing. !lease visit 
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Playlist

“I Want You” — Savage Garden
“Season Of The Witch” — Lana Del Rey 

“Bleed” — Mylie Taylor
“Without You” — Kid Laroi
“Animal” — Def Leppard

“You Are The Reason” — Calum Scott
“Shimmer” — Fuel
“Taste” — Ari Abdul

“Work Song” — Hozier
“Lose Control” — Teddy Swims

“For Tonight”—GIVĒON
“Heavy Is The Crown” — Linkin Park

“Brother” — NEEDTOBREATHE
“I Found” — Amber Run

“Play With Fire” — Sam Tinnesz
Theme Song: “Power Over Me” — Dermot Kennedy



B REEZY ROCKED HER HIPS back and forth to the beat of an 
’80s tune. Thick unbraided curls swooshed against her 

back. Her eyelids muttered shut as she surrendered to the 
vusic and li ed her arvs abo,e her head.q

Tonight’s band had a clear lo,e azair with retro tunes. 
The crowd lo,ed itj tooj if the sea of writhing bodies was any 
indication. Ivvortals dressed to the nines spueeMed onto 
the dance moor. They ground togetherj gettingqjiggy with it.q

BreeMy sucked in the surrounding airj letting the svell of 
-oy and ha““iness saturate her senses. Tiny s“arks lit her u“ 
frov the inside out. Wost assuved the two evotions were 
synonyvousj but BreeMy knew dizerent. Each had a unipue 
scent.q

Of coursej they were sivilar. Both were sweet. Both cit?
rusy.

But where -oy carried hints of oranges dusted in sugarj 
ha““iness took it a ste“ furtherj svelling of cleventines 
soaked in richj golden honey.q

The  covbination  sent  ezer,escent  bubbles  ”MMing 
through BreeMy’s bloodstreav. The corners of her li“s li edj 
and an in,oluntaryqwhoopqburst free.q

Lxhat do you think of the “artyAU Zue’s puestion inter?
ru“ted BreeMy’s vusings. She slid her eyes o“enj catching 
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sight of the SMendori vid?twirl. The skirt of Zue’s “easant 
dress billowed out.

BreeMy raised her ,oice to be heard o,er the beats of elec?
tronic synthesiMers and druv vachines. LIt’s fantasticj Zue. 
I’v ha,ing so vuch fun.U She di““ed sideways into a tri“le 
shoulder rollj winkedj then ga,e the vystical huvan a hi“ 
buv“. Jaughter bubbled u“ as BreeMy’s bare feet stov“ed 
in tive with the ,ibrant bass. LKyle hasn’t gi,en ve a day oz 
in fore,er. I can ”nally let vy hair down.U BreeMy muzed her 
coized curls.

Clairej the huvan she’d only vet a few tivesj grinnedj 
swinging her hi“s as she circled thev. BreeMy reached for 
Zue’s handj diMMying the SMendori into a s“in. The spueal 
that followed shot bolts of citrusy sweetness into BreeMy’s 
body. She drank it u“ like a bee on a mower.

xhen the song endedj Claire leaned in. LI’v going to 
take a break to get a drink.U The ma…en?haired huvan “eeled 
away. N toothy white svile s“lit her syvvetrical features as 
she sashayed toward the fallen angel she’d arri,ed with.q

The two had been fused at the hi“ all night. xhen their 
li“s vet in a sensual kissj the vusky scent of dark avber 
slavved into BreeMy. N hint of rose water followed. Each 
tive she caught a whiz of the lust and lo,e vi…turej it sent 
her into a lather.qGood godsj it slid o,er her body like the 
touch of a “ersistent lo,er. Nnd though she’d gi,en CruM 
roov to glower all nightj her gaMe searched the crowd once 
again for her co“ilot.q

There you are.qThe vale looked like a devon of doovj 
“erched alone on a barstoolj “erva?scowl aF…ed. xhen 
their eyes vetj CruM’s dark irises mared gold. Those wide 
“ee“ers -erked sideways so puickly he nearly fell oz the 
stool. S“inning toward the barj he micked his wrist to send 
the tawny lipuid in his tuvbler down his gullet.q
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I should turn away, too. Ignore his grumpy ass.
But BreeMy couldn’tj because so  wa,es of cedarwood 

and old “archvent mitted through the air. The faviliar scent 
of longing dissi“ated so fast that BreeMy couldn’t be sure who 
evanated the evotion. Nnd though CruM’s twisted e…“res?
sion hadn’t falteredj that mare of gold in his irises suggested 
it could ha,e been hiv. N foolish ho“eA Waybe. xith so 
vany bodies “acked into the warehouse “artyj she couldn’t 
be sure. It was nearly iv“ossible to “in down the source. The 
endless s“ace allowed evotions to blend and fade so fast. 
Gnless soveone was within a few feetj the scents e,a“orated 
before BreeMy could locate the source. But she could fanta?
siMe it was CruMj couldn’t sheA

Ngainj a wa,e of avber vusk nearly took BreeMy to her 
knees.qOh my.qIt threaded through her sensesj clouding all 
logic. Before she could “onder the sourcej :ourney “o““ed 
out of nowherej heading for CruM. The eu“horic scent of lust 
faded as puickly as it had cove. BreeMy considered watching 
the coving theatricsj but then s“un away. The “arty had 
only been raging for an hourj and :ourney already teetered 
on the balls of his feet.

Not my business.
BreeMy focused on the dance moorj forcing her eyes to 

veet Zue’sj “lastering a svile on her face. Her heels dug into 
the concrete as she tried to dance illogical ho“e away.q

The surrounding bolts of citrusy -oy lasted all of ”,e 
vinutes. Clashing ,oices rose frov across the roov.q

Zue’s gaMe -erked sideways. BreeMy followed that line of 
sight. CruM had :ourney’s shirt gri““ed in two ”sts. Biting 
words mew between the two ivvortals. Tension crackled the 
air.q
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E,en with BreeMy’s heightened hearingj the loud vusic 
and raucous “artygoers drowned out vost of CruM’s words. 
His baritone surged like a locovoti,e on a collision course.q

LHigh again — when will — learnAU
N cocky svile li ed the corners of :ourney’s li“s. He 

dragged a hand through his long sandy hair. L@ot high — 
three drinks — not your “roblev.U

BreeMy recoiled. The scent of anger nearly “lowed her 
o,er. It was the only evotion worse than hate. Hate o en 
vi…ed with lo,e or longingj so it wasn’t entirely no…ious. 
Nngerj on the other handj svelled to…ic. She’d ne,er found 
the “erfect cov“arison. Perha“s burnt ,inegar. Either wayj 
it stung her nose now.q

xith  an  abru“t  sho,ej  CruM  released  :ourney  and 
ste““ed backj dragging a “alv down his face.q

:ourney staggered through the e…itj tossing a viddle ”n?
ger o,er his shoulder.q

CruM’s eyes dro““ed to the moor as he s“un around and 
barreled toward the restroovs at the back of the ca,ernous 
s“ace.q

BreeMy’s “ulse kicked u“. She ta““ed Zue’s elbow. LTak?
ing a break. Be back soon.U

Pushing through the crowdj BreeMy sli““ed oz the dance 
moor and Meroed in on the restroovs. Cold concrete chilled 
her feet as she vo,ed farther away frov the fun and closer 
to the shadows of the dock. It took sove tive to duckj dodgej 
and sideste“ the towering wooden crates as she searched for 
a vale she shouldn’t chase.q

More like a beast I shouldn’t hunt.
Nnd sweet godsj this decision hadqWill end badlyqwritten 

all o,er it.q
But for BreeMyj it was too late. xa,e a er wa,e of dark 

avber had burrowed beneath her skinj vaking the s“ace 
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between her thighs ache. Jike a can of shaken colaj those 
ezer,escent bubbles huvved through her ,eins. Nnd at this 
“ointj the end result didn’t vatter. @ot if she could get CruM 
alone. Besidesj she had to ”nd out why he ke“t throwing 
those uncensored looks all night.

Nn eerie stillness surrounded the storage area. Darknessj 
thick as black fogj shrouded the shi“vents. BreeMy eyed the 
large rolling doorsj noting they were secured with a vassi,e 
“adlock and chain. Evergency lights cast ovinous red hues 
across the moorj highlighting yellow forkli  lines and the 
silhouette of a caged “en.

xithin vinutesj the buoyant feeling in BreeMy’s chest 
demated.q

Dammit. Where are you?
Her shoulders sluv“edj and she advitted defeatj turning 

on a heel. She’d take ”,e ste“s when sovething in the air 
vade her freeMe. The hair on her arvs stood u“ — and then 
— the faint hint of woody ,eti,er dri ed to her nose.q

Out of nowherej strong ”ngers “inched BreeMy’s na“e. 
N yel“ burst free as she was s“un around. Cold concrete 
svacked her s“ine. Hissingj BreeMy’s inner anival surfaced 
until warv ”ngers tightened around her throatj “inning her 
in “lace.q

N low growl graMed BreeMy’s ear.  LNre you following 
vejqmuñequitaAU

Shi,ers racked her body. The cold warehouse wall see“ed 
through the thin fabric of her boho sheath. Cool air feath?
ered her e…“osed shoulderj triggering goose buv“s to rise.q

Or “erha“s it was the sweltering shi er holding her ca“?
ti,e that caused the hy“ersensiti,ity.q

CruM “ressed closer until only a thread of air se“arated 
thev. The cruel sneer twisting his face “robably would ha,e 
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sent another fevale screaving. HerA @o“e. Nrousal soaked 
her “anties.q

CruM’s “early white canines shot downj and the gold in 
his irises turned iridescent.q

His inner beast was on edge.qOr waitq—qwas he arousedA
LNnswer vej BreeMy. Nre you following veAU Once againj 

the words cave out as a snarl.
She swallowed to wet her dry throat. Nnother ’80s tune 

thuv“ed in the background. The druvbeat “itter?“attered 
in “erfect tive with her “ulse. In the vovent of silence that 
“assedj burnt ,inegar ga,e way to dark avber vusk.q

BreeMy’s body slackened. How could this beA
Aeeling duvbstruck yet evboldened by the heady scentj 

she suvvoned a courage she didn’t puite feel. Ji ing a 
shaky ”ngerj BreeMy used the ti“ of one golden nail to trace 
the cur,e of CruM’s -aw. LYes. I cave looking for you. Please 
don’t be angry and don’t “ush ve away. I’v worried. I saw 
the arguvent.Uq

The harsh lines of CruM’s features svoothedj followed by 
a mutter of dark lashes and the slow close of his eyes. The 
rise and fall of his chest slowed. xarv breathj svelling of 
Alavethrowerj feathered BreeMy’s li“s.q

Sweet godsj if her heart could beat any fasterj she’d “ass 
out.q

xas this realA xas CruMj in factj inebriated enough to 
dro“ his icy wallsA

xith a tenderness that confused the hell out of herj CruM 
nuMMled her “alv. N so  keening huvved frov his li“sj 
and his nose skivved the slo“e of her shoulder. It sounded 
like an engine s“arked to life in his chest. The svooth “urr 
con”rved her sus“icions.q

He’s a feline shiSer.
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Caught in both disbelief and desirej BreeMy dared not 
vo,e. N second wet rush surged frov her corej and her ni“?
“les “uckered.qOh gods.qShe spueeMed her knees together in 
a futile attev“t to hide the arousal.qFo useless. He’d “robably 
already caught the scent.q

The votor?like ruvble grew louder.
@earby hinges creakedj breaking their hy“notic vo?

vent. BreeMy slid her hand u“j instincti,ely co,ering CruM’s 
vouth. LShh.U Sovehowj a s“ell had been wra““ed around 
her co“ilot. Nnd des“ite his earlier agitationj BreeMy needed 
to know where this charged electricity was going.q

To her le j Claire e…ited the restroovj wea,ing side to 
side around the towering bo…es to vake her way back to 
the “arty. Sovething dav“ dragged across BreeMy’s “alvj 
sliding u“ her inde… ”nger.q

She gas“edj her attention sna““ing back to CruM.q
The delicious warvth ceased.qWas that his tongue?
Beneath her breastbonej her heart ricocheted like a bullet 

oz vetal. Ba“ingj she dro““ed her hand. Surely CruM hadn’t 
-ust shown azection. He barely tolerated her. xellj down?
right hated her was vore like it. Then again — was she wrongA

Reality returnedj  and the  e…citevent  faded.  BreeMy 
closed her ga“ing vawj then li ed her chin. L:ourney’s trou?
ble. I don’t trust hiv.U Rolling her bottov li“ between her 
teethj she waited for the defensi,e res“onse she knew was 
coving.

qLYou don’t know :ourneyj or vej for that vatter. :ust stay 
out of it.U

BreeMy’s heart sank. How could he say thatA Si… vonths 
of mying together. Countless hours cravved into a cock?
“it. Surej CruM s“oke vore in grunts and growlsj but she’d 
learned to inter“ret e,ery cli““ed sound and drawn?out 
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sigh. E,en the way his ”ngers me…ed o,er the yoke. She 
“robably knew hiv better than he knew hivself.

cu!k it.qShe straightenedj daring to “ush further. xhat 
did she ha,e to loseA Could this vale hate her any voreA 
She slid the mats of her “alvs u“ CruM’s chest.qOh wowRqShe’d 
ne,er dared touch hiv before. Airv vuscles twitched be?
neath the silky green button?downj a color that accentuated 
the shi er gold in his irises. The covbination revinded her 
of nature.q

Eays of dusk spilling through vu!alyptus leaKes.
Fweet  hellj  this  vale  was  de,astatingj  frov  his 

short?cro““ed dark wa,es to the golden skin stretched o,er 
his chiseled frave. BreeMy knew her eyes lingered far too 
long on his full “ink li“s before she vet that “redatory glare.q

Sovewhere along the linej she’d fallen for her “art?
ner.qThough she’d sworn ne,er to do itj she’d broken the 
golden ruleCqDon’t shit where you eat.qNnd ye“j here she wasj 
tangled u“ with a coworker who ke“t his evotions locked 
down tighter than a cock“it in a storv. If she didn’t ha,e 
the unipue ability to scent evotionsj she ne,er would ha,e 
a““roached CruM tonight. That cocktail of dark avber still 
le  her diMMyj and she was sure a hint of it vi…ed with CruM’s 
natural ,eti,er scent now.

BreeMy dragged the “ad of her ”nger o,er CruM’s bottov 
li“. LAorget about :ourney. You can’t lea,e a “arty veant for 
all the “ilots. It’s rude. Kyle and Horus “ut a lot of voney and 
tive into this.U She “aused as the far?oz beat of a new song 
thuv“ed in the background. LStay.U Daring to “ush furtherj 
BreeMy curled her ”ngers around the base of CruM’s skullj 
locking her eyes on his.

/iss me already.qLCove back to the “arty. Dance with ve.Uq
Beneath her “alvj CruM’s vuscles tensed. The subse?

puent growl cave out as a ras“. LI don’t dance.U His accent 
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mowed o,er her skin like waterj vaking her fevinine “arts 
craMed with need. Nnd the words vight ha,e been roughj 
but the svoldering gaMe that lingered on her vouth told 
a dizerent story. The “eaks and ,alleys of his hard body 
“ressed closer. The gri“ around her throat tightened. N stun?
ning hardness “rodded her bellyj vaking her eyelids mutter.q

CruM’s hi“s rolledj e,en as his u““er li“ curled. LI ”ghtj 
myj andqfu!k. @othing vore.Uq

BreeMy swayed. xas the warehouse tiltingAq
Her co“ilot was such a contradiction. N walking wall of 

bristling angerj but in this voventj his body betrayed hiv.q
Oh surej CruM’s rugged good looks would vake any 

wovan swoonj  but  it  was his  heart  that  snared BreeMy 
vonths ago.q

This “ull in her chest had begun in We…ico City when 
they’d gotten stranded together. She’d been ransacking the 
“lane’s cabinets for vustard when a blur of CruM outside 
caught her attention. He’d been shirtlessj grinningj and toss?
ing a football with the ,illage kids D like he actually knew the 
de”nition of fun. She’d nearly choked on her whole wheat 
wedge of veat and cheese. Thenj when his big hand had 
ruEed one kid’s hairA She’d had to Heivlich herself on the 
back of a “assenger seat -ust to breathe.

It had beenq— heart?sto““ing. xellj air?sto““ingj really.
Nndqsweet godsj she’d ke“t that shit to herself. If he knew 

she’d seen hivA Her gruv“y co“ilot would bare his caninesj 
beat on his chest like a gorillaj and tell her she was blind as a 
cuegle devon.

It was the s“ark that lit a mave.q
Nnd yetjqthatqhad been nothing.
Her roaving “alvs reached CruM’s shoulders. Red light 

glinted oz the bracelet circling her wrist. The -ewelry had 
vaterialiMed in her locker two weeks agoj on her twen?
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ty?si…th birthday. She’d been struck stu“id at the sight of the 
gi j wra““ed in red gauMej sitting “retty on her locker shelf. 
The vetal bangle was so intricately designed that it had to 
be handvade. Yet when she’d asked her coworkersj no one 
knew anything about it. Gntil :ourney ventioned that CruM 
had a forge.q

Talk about disbelief.
xhen she’d ”nally vustered the backbone to ask CruMj 

he’d res“onded with a dead“an lookj a gruntj and a shrug. 
In truthj that puiet anonyvity struck her dee“er than any 
confession. The bracelet was now a “ervanent ”…ture on her 
wrist. Yet to this dayj BreeMy had no idea what it veant. xhy 
gi,e her sovething so “recious if he hated herA The vi…ed 
signals le  her reeling.q

She “eered into those golden eyes nowj light catching on 
the braceletj her body kicking into o,erdri,e at the feel of 
his hard chest.q

xords clogged her throat. LI don’t ha,e a “roblev with 
”ghtingj myingj or —U She “ausedj letting her tone dro“ to 
a husky ras“. Lcu!king.U Tilting her chin u“j BreeMy brought 
her li“s to a hair’s breadth away frov his.

CruM’s  nostrils  mared.  His  breaths  shortenedj  and  a 
hea,y?lidded gaMe swe“t o,er her ”lvy sheath. Dark avber 
choked the air.

BreeMy’s knees wobbled.qHoly godsjqwas this really ha“?
“eningAqCruM always ke“t her at arv’s length. Paid her lit?
tle attention. xhat was dizerentA Too vuch AlavethrowerA 
Each stolen glance through the night had s“arked a new 
warvth in BreeMy’s chest. Es“ecially when she’d watched 
that “erva?scowl dee“en as she danced with Tri““. Wore 
than oncej she’d caught CruM’s se…y golden eyes staring at 
the slit in her dressj her bare legsj or the s“arkly “olish on 
her toenails before his gaMe -erked sideways.q
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Nnd nowj sovething sivveredj threatening to boil o,er. 
CruM’s head di““ed. His bottov li“ brushed hers. The scent 
of cedarwoodj “archventj and avber tightened around her 
chest like a band threatening to cut oz o…ygen.qOh yes.

Seconds before the kiss could landj CruM -erked back. His 
“alvs sla““ed the concrete on each side of her tev“les.q

BreeMy minched.q
His head shook back and forth. LMadre de los diosesj I don’t 

want to dance with you.U CruM’s body mew backwardj lea,ing 
her cold. His shar“ canines mashed as he growled like a feral 
anival. Lxe’req!opilotos.qThat’s all.qBet it through your thick 
skull.U

Okay. Ow.qBut BreeMy sho,ed the harsh words aside. 
LCruMj “lease sto“ “ushing ve away.U She twisted her ”ngers 
into the fabric of his shirtj yanking hiv closer. L:ust “rovise 
you won’t do sovething stu“id. PleaseA The others are whis?
“ering. They think :ourney rela“sed. Kyle sus“ended his 
mights.U BreeMy knew her high?“itched tone re,ealed too 
vuch. But fear writhed like a li,ing creature beneath her 
skin. Aear that CruM would storv a er :ourneyj trying to rein 
in their reckless coworkerj who seeved caught in the eye of 
a storv.

She didn’t know CruM and :ourney’s whole story. Kyle 
forbade his “ilots frov sharing details about their “asts. It 
was the only way to “rotect the reasons they were in his 
witness “rotection. But through sni““ets of con,ersationj 
she’d “ieced together that CruM and :ourney had worked 
underco,er. They’d risked their li,es to take down sove 
king“in.q

xhate,er had ha““enedj it had car,ed trenches into 
CruM’s soul.

He “ushed oz the wall. Wuscles ri““led beneath her ”n?
gers as he freed hivself. His gaMe hardenedj and his inner 
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asshole rose to the surface. LSorry. I don’t vake “rovis?
es.U Enavel clacked with a hard sna“. LI’v lea,ing. Sto“ 
worrying about ve. I’v nothing to youj BreeMy.U S“inning 
awayj CruM bolted for the e…it like she’d asked hiv to “ut a 
diavond ring on her ”nger.q

Two feet frov the doorj he sto““ed with his hand ho,?
ering o,er the handle.  The broad line of his shoulders 
sluv“ed. Aor a voventj BreeMy thought he vight turn back. 
Insteadj CruM’s ,oice lowered to a hoarse ras“j but with her 
su“ernatural hearingj she caught e,ery word. LTrust ve. You 
don’t want ve. It’s for the best. Bo back to the “arty and 
dance with Tri““.Uq

The door groaned as CruM “ushed throughj re,ealing the 
city lights of Ju…or. xith his hands sho,ed into his “ocketsj 
he disa““eared behind a dense wall of darknessj and the 
hea,y door slavved shut.

Aor the longest tivej BreeMy stood rooted to the moorj 
staring at the ev“ty s“ace. In her chestj sovething shattered 
like glass.q

Aeeling  as  though  she  trudged  through  puicksandj 
BreeMy returned to the “arty and vanaged to force herself 
through all the social graces. xith a fake?ass svile “lastered 
to her facej she dancedj laughedj and ke“t her chin u“. But 
no vatter how fast the vusic “layedj how vuch -oy hung 
in the airj and how brightly the string lights twinkledj she 
couldn’t ignore the hole behind her sternuv.q

CruM had taken a “iece of her heart when he ran.qN “iece 
she feared she’d ne,er get back.



F ROM THE PILOT’S SEAT, Cruz eyed the churning storm 
ahead. Rain. Just rain. Should be  ne.MHe’d woNn through 

Norse. po need to skool Ash, Nho afready Nore a tNisted 
masl ob Norry.

The baffen angef’s “aritone cut through the ca“. ?Cruz, 
man, is this storm sabe to wy through”K

veeking “oth eyes gfued to the Nindshiefd, Cruz kushed 
his axiator gfasses uk. ?It’s rain.K His shoufders we-ed “eneath 
a Neffjfoxed “om“er Baclet. ?Refa-. Proxiding Ne don’t get 
fightning or ice, Ne’re good. Wesides, ib it gets “ad, I’ff Bust 
dixert us.K

Ash’s Nidejeyed gaze kingjkonged around the ca“in. 
And shit, the coN“oy fooled file a xirgin a“out to kok his 
cherry. Cruz chuclfed at the “ig, “ad Datcher’s nerxes. 

Ash’s tone kitched uk. ?This kfane’s smaffer than your 
usuaf,K he said. ?IsMitMsabe”K

Cruz snorted, una“fe to hofd “acl a chuclfe. ?Dhat’s the 
matter, Datcher” Abraid ob wying”K

Ash shot Cruz a onejhundredjNatt smife. One buff ob 
dimkfes and sNagger. po dou“t, it Nas the one he reserxed 
bor aff the fadies he Nas rumored to “ed.

yaIbe f should peel sce-ial.
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?pah, wying’s coof.K Ash draNfed, his Nords smooth as 
xefxet deskite the unease Nritten on his bace. ?It’s the -rashg
inz kart I don’t file.K

Stiff chuclfing, Cruz wikked a rocler sNitch. ?Aren’t you 
a regeneratixe “eing” I thought angefs had Nings.K

Puffing “acl his shoufders, Ash thumked his chest. ?Hafb 
human, hafbjbaffen angef. —addy fost his Nings Nhen he beff, 
and humans nexer had them to “egin Nith.K He shool his 
shoufders in an e-aggerated diskfay. ?po Nings. And yeah, 
I regenerate, “ut I Noufdn’t Nant to scar this kretty bace.K 
Dith his chin grikked “etNeen a thum“ and boreqnger, Ash 
Niggfed his BaN. ?Wesides, I might end uk decakitated. Heads 
don’t groN “acl, you lnoN.K

Cruz shool his -abema and faughed. ?The Nay I see it, I’m 
transkorting krecious cargo on this kfane ! ’e. So I Non’t 
“e taling any chances. I don’t regenerate as Yuiclfy as angefs. 
And unfile you, my fim“s don’t groN “acl.K Cruz threN Ash 
an f zot this fool and tightened his grik oxer the yole. ?The 
craJ’s sabe.K

Ash’s kafms fiJed in mocl surrender. ?I’ff tale your Nord 
bor it.K The Datcher’s tone turned serious. ?Dhere’s Wreezy” 
I thought pightshade’s kifots afNays weN in kairs.K

The mention ob his cokifot triggered unNanted emotion 
to snale through Cruz’s chest. Lying to vyfe had “een a 
necessity. Wut fying to Wreezy” pah, that had “een an asshofe 
moxe on his kart, kfain and simkfe. 

fv’ leawinz por a peA daIs, he’d “arled out. And true to 
borm, he’d said it Nith a bucl o…Mfool. Shit, he’d aff “ut 
wikked his cokifot and “oss the middfe qnger. Then he’d 
turned aNay, “urying their Yuizzicaf fools under a fayj
er ob Ijdon’tjgixejajrat’sjass “uffshit. DnnnndMthat Nas kro“j
a“fy the reason Ash’s innocent Yuestion triggered a godsj
damn qre to “urn through Cruz’s xeins. 
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He didn’t file it. 
Wut sNeet heff, Nhy did he care a“out fying to Wreezy” For 

the kast three months, he’d kracticaffy ignored her. 
And no Nay in heff Noufd he e-amine Nhy that made him 

beef Norse than the fie. 
Since Lu-or, he’d axoided her at aff costs. Dhen Wreezy 

Nafled into a room, he Nafled out. Any e-cuse to axoid that 
kuff he’d beft at the karty. ,anzerous. Exen during missions, 
he’d “een tightjfikked and strictfy krobessionaf ! more so 
than usuaf. 

And sAeet zodsG Dhat had he “een thinling” He’d nearj
fy lissed his cokifot in Egykt. His cocl had talen oxer aff 
thought. Wut zodsda’n that dress. The sheer ba“ric had rej
xeafed so ’u-h. Seriousfy, Nhat had hakkened at that karty” 
His eyes had “een metaf, and Wreezy a magnet, that’s Nhat. 

Uek, it onfy sofidiqed the reason this hard fine had to “e 
draNn. Dhy he “arefy fooled her Nay. 

Thanlbuffy, Wreezy had talen the hint. That “right fight 
ob hers had qnaffy dimmed. And zood zodsG Coufd some“ody 
kfease teff him Nhat in the bucl this ache in his chest Nas” 
po Nay in heff Nas it guift. He’d gotten his Nish, right” He’d 
crushed that kukkyjdog fool right out ob her. 

Sok AhI does it peel li?e coison is eatinz aAaI at ’I weinsF
It didn’t tale a genius to qgure it out. He shoufdn’t haxe 

fied. He Nas out here afone, cocljandj“affs sNinging. Ffyj
ing against orders Nith no “acluk. And right noN, his conj
science Nas throNing a feJ hool. Bu-?k f should hawe polloAed 
the rules. Wut =ourney Nas out here afone, dammit. And ib 
Perez had him > Cruz ground doNn on his mofars, shaling 
his head. po, honesty Nas out ob the Yuestion. He coufdn’t 
affoN Wreezy to get caught uk in the mess ob his kast.

Cfearing his throat, Cruz ansNered Ash Nith a scoNf. ?The 
Bet’s smaff enough to handfe sofo.K He sNaffoNed, borcing 
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doNn emotion. ?I don’t need TreemI. For !Iinz.K The fast tNo 
Nords skuttered brom his fiks. Bu-?vs sa?e. po dou“t, Ash afj
ready saN too much.

Thanlbuffy, the Datcher tool the hint and changed the 
su“Bect. ?Dhat do you lnoN a“out Perez”K he asled. ?I coufd 
use more intef “ebore Ne fand.K 

Cruz kressed his fiks together. The slefetons ob his ofd 
fibe Bust Noufdn’t die, Noufd they” Shoxing the wash“acls 
aside, he bocused on the bacts. ?He Nas Pedro ?arcia’s second 
Nhen =ourney and I Norled undercoxer. A reaf Baclass. I’m 
kretty sure he afNays had his eye on taling oxer the cartef. 
=ourney and I inadxertentfy cfeared a kath Nhen Ne testiqed 
against ?arcia, sofidibying the drug czar’s krison sentence.K 
Cruz Nrinlfed his “roN, eyeing the storm ahead. ?I’m going 
to dixert us around the rain. I see fightning ahead.K 

The sly turned a darl indigo. Cruz adBusted course. 
The instruments wiclered. Lightning borled, boffoNed “y an 
eerie kufse ob kurkfe fight. Efectricity shot through Cruz’s 
“ones, as ib the Boft had “urroNed “eneath his slin. His inner 
“east stirred.

Air “urst brom Ash’s mouth. ?Dhoa. “ell ’e you beft that.K
Cruz feaned cfoser to the gfass. ?Heff yeah, I beft it.K His 

grik tightened oxer the yole as he bought to leek his “reaths 
exen. Shit” Coufd Perez haxe teamed uk Nith a sukernaturj
af” 

An-iety “fed brom Ash’s tone. ?Dhat Nas it”K
Cruz  scanned  bor a  “arrier.  ?I  thinl Ne  Bust  kassed 

through a conBuring Naff.K
?A skeff”K 
He ignored Ash’s Yuestion, wicled on the Nikers, and 

kressed a qnger to his headkiece, actixating the comm. The 
radio craclfed. ?Cruz to Roam, oxer.K 
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Roam’s shiff cry sta““ed his eardrum file a hot koler. 
?CruzG Thanl the godsG Dhere the heff are you” vyfe’s skitj
ting mad. He’s taling it out on exery !K

He cut pightshade’s onfy comm okerator o… midsenj
tence. ?Listen, Roam, I might onfy haxe a beN minutes “ebore 
Ne fose transmission. I’m Nith Ash, en route to Caracas.K 

Roam shrieled. Cruz Ninced. The highjkitched Naif 
might as Neff haxe “een a dog Nhistfe. ?Are you crazy” Uou 
must “e ib ! oh shit ! here comes vyfe. It’s “een nice 
lnoNing you.K

Static craclfed through the earkiece as ib Roam’s headset 
Nas rikked brom her sluff. Dhen a burious Aussie groNf 
rekfaced the static, Cruz “raced bor an e-kfosion. 

?Cruz, I sNear to the gods, ib you’re Nhere I thinl you 
are, you’d “etter hoke those drugjdeafing “astards get hofd 
ob you “ebore I do. Teff me you are not on your Nay to qnd 
=ourney.K

Cruz “feN out a heaxy sigh, kinching the “ridge ob his 
nose. ?I Aish I coufd teff you that, “oss.K 

??odsdamn itGK Something crashed in the “aclground. 
?HoN can I run a Nitness krotection krogram ib no“ody 
boffoNs the damn rufes” Uou cannot Naftz into the “effy ob the 
“east, Niffyjniffy, and e-kect to wy under the radar. Uou’re 
going to get yoursefb liffed.K 

?=ust listen, vyfe.K Cruz sNaffoNed doNn emotion. ?I’m 
Nith Ash. De’re en route to Caracas. I Nas onlI going to nose 
around, see ib I coufd qnd out Nho na““ed =ourney, “ut aff 
that’s moot right noN. De Bust kassed through a conBuring 
Naff, and I don’t haxe much time “ebore the transmission 
cuts out. I need you to kass on a message !K Static sNaffoNed 
the caff.
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Cruz gritted his teeth. ?vyfeG Uou stiff there”K More statj
ic. WShit”— Cruz rikked o… the headset and wung it to the woor. 
The axiators boffoNed, afong Nith a fitany ob curses.

The heat ob a gfare scorched the side ob his bace. 
Ash cfeared his throat. 
Cruz shot him a sideNays gfance. ?Dhat”K
?Oh, I don’t lnoN.K The angef motioned toNard the “facl 

and amethyst cfouds consuming the sly. ?Care to e-kfain 
Nhat the heff is going on” I’d Bust file to lnoN “ebore I 
meet my malers.K The Datcher’s hands witted oxer his torso, 
checling the strength ob the seat “eft. ?I get that you disj
o“eyed a direct order brom your “oss, “ut Nhat does that 
haxe to do Nith this storm”K

Feefing file a cornered animaf, Cruz sighed and admitted 
debeat. He dragged a kafm doNn his bace. ?Shit.K His “roNs 
lnitted. ?I’m sorry, Ash. I tool this transkort Nithout kermisj
sion. vyfe e-kficitfy bor“ade me and =ourney brom setting 
boot in South America. He said it Nas too dangerous. Wut 
=ourney disakkeared a beN days ago.K He Niked kerskiration 
brom his “roN. ?I thinl Perez has him.K Ice “egan to hammer 
the Nindshiefd. 

?Are you saying this storm is bor you” That Perez is trying 
to liff you”K Ash’s Nords hefd an incredufous tone.

?May“e. May“e not,K Cruz muttered, more to himsefb 
than to Ash. Perez Nas ruthfess, “ut magic file this” Someone 
koNerbuf Nas in kfay. The surrounding air turned darler. 
The kfane rattfed and kitched. Cruz wikked on aff e-terior 
fights. ?As bar as I lnoN, Perez is human. Wut he coufd haxe 
afigned Nith a sukernaturaf briend. Doufdn’t “e the qrst time 
someone in his fine ob Norl did.K He gfanced out the side 
NindoN. ?I’ff do my “est to get us out ob this. May“e I can 
kunch “acl through the Naff. ?et us “acl in the cfear “fue.K 
His teeth cfacled. ?Hang on.K
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In the “finl ob an eye, the entire sly turned kitchj“facl. 
Inly cfouds surrounded the Bet. The instrument kanef wiclj
ered. Cruz fet his inner “east surbace to sharken his xision.

?fistening “eads ob sNeat gathered afong Ash’s borehead. 
He turned in his seat. ?I might “e haffucinating, “ut teff me 
that cfoud “ehind us does notMfool file a mouth a“out to tale 
a “ite.K WetNeen tNo cfouds, a skirafing “facl hofe yaNned 
oken. The darl mass shiJed into something that resem“fed 
a bace.

Cruz sni…ed bor magic. ?Uou’re not haffucinating.K The ice 
kefting the Bet intensiqed, needfing the huff file a thousand 
tiny daggers. Dith a series ob roffs, he managed to maneuxer 
the aircraJ aNay brom the gaking maN. The microBet tifted 
as he bought to leek it steady.

Ash xisi“fy sNaffoNed. ?I coufd throN a “fast ob energy 
at it, “ut the koNer Niff faunch us hard in the okkosite 
direction.K

Cruz tried to refa- his shoufders. ?Let’s caff that oktion 
num“er tNo.K He borced the craJ into a nosedixe to axoid 
a tNisting cfoud ahead. Ash’s head lnocled against the side 
NindoN. He “feN out a curse. To their feJ, the edge ob the 
skeff came into bocus. A cfear fine emerged “etNeen the 
storm and the kristine “fue. ?ThereGK Cruz kointed. Hoke 
surged. ?That’s the “oundary. Ib I can kunch us through !K

A shark cracl skfit the air. Ash tNisted in his seat and 
broze. ?Male it Yuicl.K Tension strained the Datcher’s tone. 
The skirafing mass ob cfouds “ehind them skfit into tNo 
enormous tornadoes, groNing farger and churning Nith 
mafexofent energy. Cruz “it the inside ob his cheel, guiding 
the kfane toNard the inxisi“fe Naff. The Ning slimmed the 
edge. The Bet shuddered. They wung “acl file a feab caught in 
a hurricane. A string ob curses skat brom Cruz’s fiks. Thunj
der cracled through the sly. Ice sfammed the e-terior. He 
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“anled hard again, aiming bor the fine Nhere the darl “arj
rier met a cfear sly. A gust ob Nind sidesNiked the microBet. 
It shuddered and “ucled.

Pokking o… his seat “eft, Ash shot to his beet, grikking the 
ca“in’s oxerhead kanef. He skread his arms Nide and “oNed 
his head. ?I thinlK ! he inhafed a “reath, then “feN it out in 
a rush ! ?it’s time bor oktion tNo.K Ash’s entire “ody shool. 

Dith his eyes gfued to the tur“ufent tornado rounding 
the kfane, Cruz “raced himsefb bor Nhat Noufd come ne-t. A 
“fast ob concussixe energy shot brom Ash, tearing through 
“oth cycfones.  TNisting his  qst,  he qred a second “fast 
through the kassenger side NindoN. The kfane faunched 
sideNays. They hurtfed through the skeff’s “arrier. The moj
ment Cruz’s “ody refa-ed, one ob the tornadoes cfikked the 
taif qn. The kfane skirafed. 

Metaf screeched. Cruz’s grik oxer the yole tightened as it 
shool in his qsts. Wf -anvt straizhten her out” Shevs outta -ontrol. 
Nevre zoinz doAn”—

Cruz’s sluff sfammed into the NindoN. A skiderNe“ ob 
cracls skread through the thicl gfass. Afarm “effs Naifed. 
Roared curses “ounced around the coclkit as Ash Nas tossed 
file a rag doff inside the tNisting ca“. They tum“fed end 
oxer end, metaf screeching, untif something cracled so hard 
against Cruz’s sluff that it sent him skinning into a “facl 
xoid.

Sonopabit-h. Something skeared Cruz’s o“fiYue. His head 
rang file a “eff. Wfinling through a “furry haze, mu@ed 
Nords kierced the roar in his ears. ?CruzG Can you hear me”K 
Something kinged o… his arm.
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Cruz moaned and struggfed to bocus. Ash’s kinched beaj
tures sNam into xieN. A gutturaf groNf sfithered through the 
air. Nhat the GF

?Dale the bucl ukGK Ash rasked. Weneath the bog, a surge 
ob mafexofent energy crashed into Cruz. The angef’s harsh 
tone snakked him into reafity. ?De got comkany. Anbriendj
fies, ib the aggression soaling the air is any indication.K

Cruz fiJed his head, groaning. Darm fiYuid rushed into 
his eye, nearfy “finding him. His “east aNalened, cfaNing 
“eneath his slin, deskerate to shiJ. Outside the Nreclage, 
a darl shake Nith gfoNing gofden eyes sfithered around the 
huff.

Ash sucled in a “reath, foNering his xoice to a Nhisker. 
?Cruz, dammit. De got trou“fe outside, and my bucling feg’s 
“rolen.K

Cruz’s nostrifs wared. He snakked his head around, the 
scents ob Nofb and feokard shiJers wooding his senses. A 
rasky Nhisker scraked his throat. W0o.— Perez had to “e “ej
hind the conBuring Naff. SomehoN, Cruz lneN these buclers 
Nere here bor him.

Metaf screeched. Something shark raled through the 
busefage. A massixe Neight sfammed into the damaged door. 
Dhat Nas feJ ob the brame skuttered.

InBured and Neal, Cruz lneN qghting Nas butife.
A  tidaf  Naxe  ob  regret  crashed  doNn.  He’d  bucled 

uk. 1odsda’n it”
fvll newer zet a -han-e.
For this xery reason, he’d lekt Wreezy at arm’s fength. The 

chains ob his kast lekt him shaclfed, Nhich meant he’d nexer 
“e bree. 0o puture. Dhich Nas Nhy he’d “een such an ass. 

Eskeciaffy to Wreezy. 
Cruz sYueezed his eyefids shut and groaned. SAeetk sAeet 

TreemI. fvll newer see her azain. The bemafe Nas a “eam ob 
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gofden fight. And noN, she’d nexer lnoN hoN deskeratefy he 
fonged to “asl in her Narmth. Cruz hadn’t missed the stofen 
gfances. He lneN Nhat that fool in a bemafe’s eyes meant. 
Wut she deserxed so much “etter than a mafe haunted “y 
ghosts. 

He’d nearfy fost himsefb to desire that night in Lu-or. The 
scent ob Wreezy’s arousaf had “een an oxerkoNering borce. 
Heff, it Nas stiff kermanentfy etched into his “rain. He used it 
and her image to sate himsefb constantfy. ?ods, they’d “een 
a hair’s “readth aNay brom more. Wut somehoN, at the fast 
moment, he did Nhat he did “est. Shut doNn, shut her out, 
and kushed her into the arms ob another mafe. Bu-?, that had 
nearfy shattered his souf.

Wut Nhat did it matter” Exen ib he coufd admit the truth to 
Wreezy, he’d nexer “e a“fe to cfaim her. pot Nith the Neight 
ob his kast hanging oxer his head. pot Nhen ?arcia and Perez 
had him in this godsdamn cholehofd. The kroob “reathed 
doNn his necl noN, in the borm ob a feokard shiJer.

Cruz fiJed his chin to meet Ash’s Norried gaze. ?Teff 
Wreezy > I’m sorry.K 

Massixe kaNs, each the size ob his head, crashed through 
the mangfed door, kiercing metaf file kaker. Serrated cfaNs 
kfunged into Cruz’s a“domen, shredding his slin. He cried 
out. Dhitejhot agony detonated inside his chest. The “east 
Nrenched him brom the coclkit, steafing him into the shadj
oNs ob the Amazonian Bungfe. Shark razors continued to 
rale his wesh. The Nofb hoNfed. A cry ob kain “effoNed brom 
Cruz’s throat. 

The fast thing he heard “ebore darlness sNaffoNed him 
again Nas his name tearing brom Ash’s throat.



C RACKING ONE EYE OPEN, Cruz groaned. Pain sang through 
his body like a tuning fork. Each breath felt like sand-

paper grating on his esophagus. Somehow, he shiTed posi-
tions and pushed upright. A hard surface bit into his back. 
Concrete walls and a barred door swam into focus.

qhat stabbing returned to his obli ue.HFuck!HUe winced. 
vsing a light touch, his …ngertips grazed the swell of three 
cracked ribs. An irritating clink of metal sounded with each 
mo“e. Ue glanced down, seeing manacles encasing his wrists 
and ankles. Embedded chains slithered like serpents from 
the wall at his back to each cu!. Ue ga“e one a hard tug ” 
and was rewarded with more pain. ’SonofabitchDM

Slumping, Cruzjs eyes liTed to a small window. Lust 
motes spiraled through the narrowly spaced bars. qhe an-
gle of the sun suggested hejd been unconscious for se“eral 
hours.H

Wemories buoyed to the surface. Not satis…ed with claws 
and fangs alone, the two assholes whojd abducted him had 
shiTed back to their human forms. qheyjd hammered him 
with …sts and feet, too.H

Cruz took in“entory of all inBuries, running a hand o“er 
his body. Juckily, nothing else was broken. ?ell, aside from 
his nose.
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Ue liTed his chin and sni!ed.HOuch.HJatching onto the 
scents of other prisoners, he …ltered through the cocktail of 
blood, sweat, and fear. ?ith his nose twitching, he …nally 
caught a whi! of his old partner.H

A hea“y sigh rolled from his lips. ’At least half the mis-
sionjs done.MHFound Journey. 

qoo bad it had landed him in a cage.H
Cruz dragged his aching body toward the wall of bars, 

scanning the dimly-lit corridor. Stone walls melted into dark 
shadows, punctuated by the occasional Ficker of torchlight. 
Guttural groans reached his ears. A sudden shriek sliced the 
air, followed by a sickeningHthwapHof something solid hitting 
Fesh. ’Shut the fuck upDMH

xone cracked.H
Someone screamed.
Sweat trickled down Cruzjs temple.H
Uot, sticky air seeped through the window and clung to 

his skin. Ue used a forearm to wipe away the sticky beads 
of sweat forming on his forehead. ’—ourney. You there= Can 
you hear me=M qhe words came out hoarse, followed by 
a coughing …t that caused pain to radiate through Cruzjs 
cracked ribs.HGodsdamn it!

Searching the cell, he spotted a shallow bowl of murky 
water in the corner. qhe setup reminded him of an animaljs 
feeding trough.HNot far from the truth.HUe grabbed it, brought 
it to his lips, and emptied the dish in three gulps. qhe taste 
of dirt and rust lingered on his tongue.

Returning to the door, he called out for —ourney again.H
Silence.H
Wo“ement caught in his peripheral “ision. A gaunt …gure, 

two cells away, dragged itself forward. A male who looked 
more like a skeleton slid up to the iron. Ue nodded. ’Namejs 
Soran. ?hat kind of shiTer are you looking for=M



KISS OF THE RAVEN WITCH FIRST THREE CHAPTERS 25

Cruz sho“ed his nose through the bars. ’Panther. Ua“e 
you seen him=M

A slow shake tilted Soranjs head. ’Ainjt seen him, but 
I heard whispers. ?ord is, therejs a panther here, but hejs 
deteriorating.M

Cruz pinched his brows together. ’Leteriorating how=M
Soranjs eyes narrowed to slits. ’Not regenerating right.M
Ice slid down Cruzjs spine. ’Jike hejs mortal=M
’Yeah.M Soran nodded. ’None of us are healing like we 

should. xut the panther=M Soranjs head shook back and forth. 
’Ueard they pitted him against an Andean bear. Got tore up 
real bad. Ue hasnjt bounced back.M

Cruz gripped the bars. ?hate“er the hell was happening, 
it was worse than hejd thought.H

qhe clack of hard-soled shoes echoed down the hall. 
Soranjs irises Fickered gold. One …nger liTed in warning. Uis 
“oice dropped to a whisper. ’>or your own sake, get away 
from the bars.M qhe other shiTer disappeared, melting into 
the shadows of his cell.

Cruz e?haled, forcing his body to mo“e. Ue pushed o! 
the bars and retreated to a …lthy mattress sho“ed in the 
corner. Easing down, he rested both arms o“er bent knees, 
staring at the pockmarked wall.H

qhe footsteps ceased outside Cruzjs cell. A familiar scent 
slithered into the cramped space. One hejd always associated 
with corruption. Wanuel Perez peered through the iron. Uis 
chin bobbed once. ’Cougar.M qhe name dripped like “enom 
from his lips. ’Uow nice of you to return.M

Cruz hea“ed a sigh, keeping his eyes glued to the wall. 
’?ho created the conBuring wall, Perez= I know it wasnjt you. 
qhough Ijm sure you baited the trap.M

Arrogance rolled o! the drug czar as he dismissed the 
 uestion. ’You always were smart.  qoo bad intelligence 
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couldnjt keep you from making the same mistake o“er 
and o“er. Always wasting your energy to sa“e the panther.M 
Ue clicked his tongue. ’Youjre predictable.M Perez spat the 
words. ’I knew it was only a matter of time.M

Cruz rolled his gaze to the ceiling, then faced Perez. qhe 
asshole hadnjt changed. Not a single dark hair out of place. 
’Jetjs cut with the bullshit. ?hat do you want from us=M

qhe drug czarjs head tilted. A disturbing, platinum-white 
smile made the corners of his lips twitch. ’You betrayed the 
organization @M Abruptly, his lips pursed. ’?hat do you go 
by now, Lante= Ijm sure you ha“e a shiny new name.M

No point in hiding it. Lante had ne“er been his real name, 
anyway. And Cruz hadnjt spoken his birth name in o“er 
thirty years. Jetting his lips cur“e into a humorless smile, 
Cruz met the human malejs eyes, matching that penetrating 
stare. ’Cruz.M

Perezjs sinister grin widened as he rolled the name o“er 
his tongue. ’CruzH” ?ell then.M Ue made a show of inspecting 
his manicured nails. ’I want what any self-respecting drug 
czar wants when betrayed.M Uis gaze Ficked sideways. ’Ret-
ribution.M

Cruz shiTed, trying to get comfortable against the wall, 
and kept his e?pression neutral. ’Weaning=M

Perez dusted lint from his slee“e. ’Ij“e started shiTer 
…ghting pits.  Punishment  for those  who cross  me.M Ue 
shrugged. ’Entertainment for those who enBoy wagering. Itjs 
pro“en  uite lucrati“e.M One arm swung out wide, no doubt 
for dramatic e!ect. ’In a few hours, youjll get the honor 
of being paired with my best …ghter.M qhe drug czarjs lips 
twisted. Uis eyes danced o“er Cruzjs inBuries. A grating laugh 
escaped the human. ’qhe real fun will begin soon. So, I sug-
gest you heal up. qhe only alternati“e to winning is dying.M
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Uours later, Cruz shuAed forward, one awkward step at a 
time. qhe manacles clamped to his ankles, linked by a chain, 
gouged his Fesh, slowing him down. qhe cur“ed corridor 
smelled of damp earth, sweat, piss, and coppery rust. Now 
and then, red puddles that held broken teeth, splintered 
bone, or a hunk of Fesh stained the dirt.H

A sharp Bab to Cruzjs kidney made his teeth clack. ’Pick 
up the paceDM qhe guard at his back struck again with the 
club.

Cruz snapped his head around, growling and baring his 
canines. ’?ant me to mo“e faster= qake o! the ankle cu!s.M 
Ue rolled his eyes to the ceiling. ’>uckingHpendejoDM Cruz 
ignored the idiot and continued to scan for an escape route. 
Shadows stretched up the ancient stone walls. qhey looked 
like the rotting arms of corpses, hell-bent on escaping their 
gra“es.H

A meaty hand snatched his scru!, Berking him to a stop 
in front of two iron doors. Soldiers Fooded the corridor, 
pressing their shoulders into the gargantuan metal slabs. 
Ancient hinges groaned. Neck muscles corded. qhe hea“y 
doors swung open.H

Sunlight blinded Cruz. Ue barely s uinted before the 
fuckwad at his back struck again. ’Wo“e it.M

Stumbling from the pull of the chain, Cruzjs bare feet 
skidded o“er hot, gritty sand. Ue blinked, clearing white light 
from his “ision, then realized he stood in the middle of what 
looked like a miniature colosseum.

qhe riotous roar of a crowd rolled through the air like a 
male“olent wa“e. Cheers, Beers, and bloodlust intertwined. 
Cruz scanned the ele“ated seats, ignoring the soldier bend-
ing to unshackle his ankles. qhe clink of chains hitting the 
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ground barely registered. Uis focus zeroed in on Perez sit-
ting at the center of the stadium. Among the two men Fank-
ing him, Cruz recognized only one @ the militia leader 
whojd been prowling the pits for the past thirty minutes.H

qhe second male=HNo idea.Hxut something about the pale 
stranger made the hair on the back of Cruzjs neck stand up. 
Ue wore a purple, pansy-ass cape, and his blond hair had 
been pulled into a bun.Hxefore Cruz could ponder why the 
unknown male triggered his hackles,Ha freight train crashed 
into him. Something shattered his nose with enough force 
to make his “ision swim. xlood poured into his mouth and 
down his chin. Sharp teeth sank into his shoulder.H

Cruz staggered back and sho“ed the weight of a body o!. 
Somehow, he regained footing.

In front of him, another shiTer bounced on the balls of 
his feet, looking wild-eyed. Crazed, in fact. Cruzjs life force 
dripped from the other malejs canines. ’Prepare to dieDM he 
roared, Fashing a Uannibal Jecter grin. ’Ijm the best …ghter 
here, and Ijll be reaping the rewards of this match.M

Rewards?HCruz spat copper li uid into the dirt. Nothing 
good e“er came from being forced to …ght for entertain-
ment. qhe sick thrill of the crowd made his stomach roil. 
’Oh yeah=M Cruz rasped. Ue circled the other shiTer, keeping 
his weight balanced. ’I donjt want to …ght you, but attack me 
again, and youjll lea“e me no choice.M

’Uate to be the bearer of bad news, but neither of us has a 
choice. Itjs kill or be killed here.M qhe other …ghter raised his 
…sts and shrugged. ’Nothing personal, but prepare to meet 
your makers.M

No way out, then?
Sometimes  the  best  defense  was  an  all-out, 

balls-to-the-wall o!ense. Cruz lunged and swung. qhe other 
male ducked. Cruzjs arm swept empty air. Sand kicked up as 
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the other …ghter brought down one hell of a hammer …st into 
Cruzjs side. qhose newly healed ribs screamed, shattering 
again.

Lamn, the other shiTer was fast, but Cruz and high stakes 
were old friends. ?hen the ne?t strike came, he caught his 
opponentjs wrist. qwisting, he dro“e an elbow into a wall 
of abs. qhe shiTer grunted and doubled o“er. Seizing the 
opportunity, Cruz snagged a …stful of hair and, with a hard 
yank, brought his knee up to meet the other malejs nose.

qhe crowd erupted.H
Sick fucks.
’qhatjs your warning. xack o! now,M Cruz growled, sho“-

ing the gasping male away.H
qhose crazy eyes widened to saucers as his opponent spat 

blood into the sand. ’Ijll tear your throat outDM
’?hy would you …ght for this fucker=M Cruz yelled o“er 

the roaring spectators. Ue adBusted his stance and raised 
both …sts. ’Are you enBoying this shit=M

’EnBoy=M qhe other …ghter barked out a sarcastic laugh. 
’Not e“en close. Jike I said, therejs no choice here. Itjs either 
be predator or prey.M On the last word, he dropped to all 
fours. Wuscles stretched, bones cracked, and skin rippled. 
Lark fur erupted along his body. Uis face elongated. >lat 
incisors sharpened to fangs. ’So, predator it is.M ShiTing into 
a massi“e hyena, the last words contorted into a snarl. Sali“a 
dripped from a gaping maw.

Cruz had no choice but to shiT. Ue couldnjt …ght an 
unnaturally large hyena in his current state. qhe rush of 
transformation hit. Uis body bowed under the pressure. 
Claws burst from his knuckles. xones bent and realigned. 
qhick golden fur sprouted. Jetting out a growl, he dropped 
to his knees.

Uis cougar burst forth.
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qhe hyena circled him, snapping powerful Baws and 
sending sand Fying with each step. Cruz prowled sideways. 
In a blur of fangs and claws, the hyena attacked. Cruz leaped, 
feeling rancid breath graze his ear. Claws shredded his back 
at the same time his own raked through the hyenajs Fank.

qhe beast yelped. Spinning, he launched again without 
pause.

Weeting him head-on, Cruz pounced. Silt clouded the 
air. Cruz clamped down onto the hyenajs shoulder. qhick, 
coppery li uid coated his tongue. qhe other beast roared, 
twisted, and slammed Cruz against the arena wall.

Pain Fared through Cruz, but he held on. Jocking his Baw 
in place, he used his back claws to shred the hyenajs hide, 
kicking with powerful hind legs until his opponent managed 
to wrench free.H

qhe crowd erupted in a gruesome bid for more blood.
Uot on the hyenajs haunches, Cruz followed, not willing 

to gi“e a reprie“e. Ue slammed into the shiTer with all his 
weight. qhey tumbled, head o“er paws, in a whirlwind of 
snarls. Sand …lled Cruzjs mouth and nose. qhe hyena twist-
ed, trying to latch onto Cruzjs throat. Ue rolled away at the 
last minute.

?hen the hyena pounced again, Cruz leaped as only a 
cat could. On the downward traBectory, he sank his claws 
into the other animaljs back, swung around, and went for its 
Bugular. A gut-wrenching yowl surged from his mouth. Uis 
Baws clamped onto ropey neck muscles. qhe beast Failed and 
thrashed. Cruz held …rm, putting pressure on his windpipe, 
crushing down until “ertebrae snapped between his fangs.

qhe hyena fell to the sand, con“ulsing.H
?ith hea“y breaths, Cruz backed away. xlood and sali“a 

dripped from his panting mouth. Cheers rose in the back-
ground. Summoning the last of his strength, he shiTed back 
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to his human form and collapsed to his knees. Although his 
bones had healed with the change, the blood and wounds 
remained.

Ignoring the sick laudation, Cruz zeroed in on Perez. A 
sinister smile split the drug czarjs lips. qhe blond-haired 
stranger leaned forward, locking an intense, multicolored 
gaze on Cruz that was, to say the least, unsettling.

Perez stood. Uis “oice cut through the din. ’>inish it, 
cougar, or we will …nish you.M

Cruz eyed the hyena shiTer, who had transitioned back 
into his human form. xlood bubbled from the other malejs 
lips. In Cruzjs peripheral “ision, a guard ho“ered with a 
drawn sword, threatening decapitation.

Cruz sho“ed down bile. Pushing to his feet, he stepped 
forward and gripped the fallen shiTerjs head between two 
palms. ?ith a reluctant twist, he yanked hard. A sickening 
s uelch echoed through the now silent stadium. Cruz tossed 
the other malejs head aside and sent up a silent prayer for his 
soul.H

?hen his gaze shiTed back to Perez, the mysterious man 
dressed in purple had risen. Uis chin dipped once on a nod. 
A cold shi“er ran the length of Cruzjs spine. ?hoe“er the 
male was, he hadnjt come for a simple show of blood.H

Somehow, Cruz knew.HHe’s here for me.


