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Chapter One
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I hated driving on busy highways, but this one-way trip was so worth it. Finally, after years of torture and hell, I was leaving my old, shitty life in Astoria, Oregon behind. It wasn’t that difficult, really, to make my decision to move. Not after mom’s steady string of affairs demolished my parents’ marriage three years ago, sending Dad packing to Florida to start a new life when I was just fifteen. Way too young to be left behind to navigate the aftermath. But what the hell, I’d been dealing with mom’s instability, insecurity, and drunken rages for years. 

I was actually getting used to the hopelessness when I was gut-punched with the last straw. Mom’s latest boyfriend beat the shit out of her before stumbling upstairs in a booze-fueled haze to come onto me. At first when Jason burst into my bedroom, I laughed as he stumbled, until he told me how much more beautiful I was, and how he couldn’t stop thinking about peeling my lowrider jeans off my hot bod. Yeah, like I needed that crap on top of everything else. Of course, Mom accused me of lying, deliberately trying to cause trouble, twisting things, because I was jealous of her relationship since my own useless boyfriend cheated on me.

As pathetic as she was, Mom was right about one thing. Davin was a first class, reprehensible prick. I should have known better, even if it was my first serious relationship. I’d give him this though, Davin was a smooth operator, wooing and flattering and cultivating me until he stole my heart, along with my virginity, once he roped me in. He’d known just how to play the game. Unfortunately, he’d also been playing it with others, and I didn’t find out till it was too late. Shit. It seemed no one valued honesty or monogamy anymore.

Not even Kaitlyn, my best friend, who juggled multiple boyfriends unbeknownst to each of them. It’s not in human genes to be monogamous, she says. According to her, if I wanted Davin, I just had to up my game to make sure he chose me. Right. Like I wanted to be crowned the best in his harem. No thanks. The more I thought about it, the more I decided that cutting ties with Kaitlyn too was the right move. I could have disagreed with her about many things, but not that. How trustworthy could she be anyway, deceiving and manipulating the other people closest to her? It wouldn’t be that hard because we’d soon be living fourteen hundred miles apart.

Although I tried not to, because it made the miles roll that much more slowly, I glanced at the GPS again. I was already over five hundred miles away, and I couldn’t increase the distance fast enough. At this point, I-84 East seemed like the longest highway in the world. At least I as nearly halfway to Wolf Lake, Colorado. I groaned and tightened my grip on the wheel. As depressing as it was, Grandma died just in time to provide me with an easy exit via my inheritance and new home in another state. Mom was livid, of course, but that was nothing new. She hadn’t even believed me until I showed her the will. Like, yeah, I’d been lying. Mom thought everyone was just like her and lied about everything.

By the time I noticed the sun lowering in the sky and daylight just starting to fade, I’d been on the road for almost ten hours of my two-day drive. I was halfway there for sure now, so decided to pull off and find a comfortable motel to spend the night. Nothing too fancy, just respectable and clean. Scrolling through TripAdvisor on my phone once I hit the rest stop, I decided on the Pine Tree Lodge, which wasn’t too far away. After a quick call to make sure there was a vacancy and that they’d hold the room, I was on my way. 

“Well, hello there. You must be Everly Anderson,” the kindly middle-aged woman smiled at me from behind the small office’s front desk. “That didn’t take you too long.”

She reminded me a little of my grandma, not so much in appearance except for being pleasantly plump, but more so because of her genuine friendliness. Her welcoming smile oozed comfort and warmth.

“Yup, that’s me.” I smiled easily back at her. “I was closer than I thought.”

Waiting for her to punch me into the computer as she registered me and grabbed my key card, I realized I was much more tired than I’d felt in the car. Long distance driving definitely wasn’t my strong point. As she slipped the card into an envelope, I prayed the room was as nice as the ones posted on the internet but also knew at this point, I’d pretty well be happy for anything with a bed. I was pleasantly surprised when I walked in. Small, but quaint, and very welcoming and tidy. Thank God. I tossed my purse on the bed and kicked my shoes off before checking out the bathroom. A long, hot shower would relax me after I got something to eat. Tomorrow’s drive was a long one, and I needed energy if I didn’t want to fall asleep at the wheel.

I called the front desk, and the clerk recommended the diner just up the road. Turned out it was somewhat small, but thriving. Its bright neon sign was a welcome beacon allaying the heavy darkness of the night. At first, I felt a little uncomfortable after stepping inside. The majority of tables and booths were taken, and by the looks of it, I’d be the only one eating by myself. Whatever. I straightened my shoulders and looked around for the best seat. For the first time, I realized that I’d never gone to very many places on my own. Shopping, when all my friends were busy, and I really needed something. And sometimes, the library, when my high school assignments necessitated resources not found on the internet. But a restaurant? Never. New life. There were going to be a lot of firsts from now on for a lot of things.

“Table for one?” the cheery waitress asked as she approached.

It astounded me how servers always looked so happy to be on the job.

“Yup, just me tonight,” I smiled as if I’d eaten out solo hundreds of times before. “I’m traveling and staying at the motel nearby.”

I wasn’t thrilled when she led me to a window seat. It was like being on display for everyone wandering by outside. Resolving to ignore it, I quickly ordered the special Mega Mushroom Bacon Cheeseburger and fries. People laughed and chatted around me as I got lost in thought, waiting for my food to arrive. I actually relaxed, until I was jolted by the memory of mom’s caustic voice echoing in my head. You’re making a huge mistake, Everly. Just how the hell do you think you’re going to make it on your own? She wanted me to fail. 

She’d berated me, insisting I really didn’t know my grandmother, telling me there was a reason she kept me away from her. Her house, my house now, she’d told me was probably in hideous shape, never mind her store. I’d inherited Eustice Cummings’ two-hundred-acre estate outside Wolf Lake, including her house and a large portion of the forest surrounding it, plus her book and tea shop in town. All of it had given mom the creeps growing up and she could hardly wait till she was old enough to get out of there. Bottom line, she had nothing nice to say about her own mother and had done everything in her power to keep me away from her and turn me against her too. 

She’d hated it when I spoke to Grandma on live chat, closely monitoring the rare conversations she knew about. She’d have been absolutely furious if she’d known about all the rest. Fuck her. The truth was, I’d been raised to believe grandma was ‘a little touched in the head’ but she’d always seemed healthy and totally in her right mind when I spoke to her. Upset now that I’d never met her in person, I consoled myself that at least I’d secretly struck up a close relationship with her. 

From what I saw on live chat, her house looked immaculate and her store and tea shop were clean, orderly, and well-organized. She made a very good living and she couldn’t have done that if she was as crazy as Mom had tried to make me believe. Along with the properties, I’d inherited a sizeable six-figure bank account and I’d bet that was what had irritated Mom the most. The only good thing, she’d said, was that Grandma wouldn’t be in Wolf Lake when I arrived. I’d longed to tell her off but walked away instead. Most of the time, it had been easier and more conducive to survival that way. 

“Not from around here, are you?” 

I startled, looking like a deer in headlights when the man across the aisle spoke to me. He was middle-aged and the pleasant looking woman sitting with him was probably his wife.

“Is it really that obvious?”

“Tourists have a look,” his wife laughed, her ponytail swinging as she tossed her head. “We don’t get all that many of you around here, so you tend to stand out.”

Our conversation was fluid and easy, until I mentioned where I was headed. Their friendly smiles lost their warmth, and they soon grew quiet, obviously relieved to have the opportunity to stop speaking when their meals arrived. What the hell just happened? There was no way I would ask. I finished half my meal quickly, then asked for a doggie bag. Could it be Wolf Lake? Everything was fine until I mentioned that. Back in my room, a few minutes later, I was disconcerted enough to almost forego my shower and dive straight into bed. But I refused to let one strange incident get the best of me. I tossed my leftovers into the small fridge and headed to the bathroom. Come hell or high water, I was going to relax.

Wolf Lake, I pondered as the warm water sluiced down across my neck and shoulders, splashing onto my upturned face. What was it about the place that made that couple and my mom so uneasy? According to my GPS, I was still about seven hundred miles away. What were the odds the couple had been there? Did it have some sort of weird reputation, strange enough so that people far away knew of it? Back in Oregon, no one had ever heard of Wolf Lake, had never known the little town existed. Population 4,502, the estate lawyer told me. Soon to be 4,503. Because like it or not at this point, I was on my way to live there. There was no turning back anymore. 

My sleep was fitful, filled with lurid and frightening dreams. Within them, I arrived home to a ghost town, then on replay, into a town filled with emotionless, dispassionate people going through the motions of being alive. At one point, Grandma was chasing me, running me to exhaustion in the woods. The welcoming, well-kept house I’d seen in the live chats was dark and gloomy, filled with mazes and trap doors of incomprehensible sizes. I was afraid to open the fridge, to open the closets, and no freaking way was I going down into the basement. The landline on the kitchen wall kept ringing, and I was too petrified to answer, but it didn’t matter. Mom’s voice rang out from it, anyway. You’ve made a huge mistake, Everly. I ran to the front door but could never find it, could never escape to the safe world outside.

I slept in the next morning, exhausted, startled awake by the ringing motel phone. It was 11:00 o’clock, checkout time and, barely alert, I scrambled to get on the road. I’d wanted to arrive in Wolf Lake before nighttime but that was impossible now. Just peachy, I groaned, as I tossed my belongings into the car. So much for my first stab at well-organized independence. Turning the ignition and pulling out of the parking lot, I did my very best to convince myself that this late start was unimportant, just a minor inconvenience, a little bump in the road and nothing more.

Things actually did seem brighter, more hopeful, as I hit the highway in the bright afternoon sun. I was over-reacting. The bad dreams were simply a result of anxiety. And the unexplained conversation at the diner? Harmless, even if I never got to the bottom of it. The miles rolled by as I listened to my radio, and more often my playlist. I just wanted to get there, get home and get it over with. Hours later, darkness threatened to arrive fast, so I didn’t stop to grab a bite to eat or even for gas until it was absolutely necessary each time. It was dusk by the time I saw my gas gauge was nearing empty again and I knew I had to stop soon if I didn’t want to run out.

The next gas station, the final one before I hit Wolf Lake, according to my GPS, was about an hour from Grandma’s house and just up ahead on the country road. I filled my tank and wandered into the store to pay. Quickly grabbing a bag of chips to snack on and some chocolate bars, I realized I probably had no groceries in my new house. Grabbing a few cans of Ginger Ale and bottles of orange juice, as well as some premade sandwiches and subs, I placed them on the counter. And decided to put my new positive outlook and new town to the test. Cheerfully, I told the cashier that I was headed to Wolf Lake to move into my new home.

The anxious look on the teenager’s face was shocking, and undeniable. Damn, what the hell was happening? For a second, I almost questioned him, then realized it wouldn’t do any good. He’d clam up just like the couple at the diner. I’d have to find out what was going on all by myself. Lots of places had strange reputations, I reminded myself as I navigated the country roads in the dark. Wolf Lake was old, so probably riddled with legends and folklores. That’ll just make my life interesting, I mused, until my flashing GPS grabbed my attention. It flickered and shut off.

Just fucking great! What else could go wrong? Fiddling with it, I realized I had no idea how long I’d been on the road since stopping for gas. Maybe a half hour? No, probably much more. Fuck! Why didn’t I pay attention? When I stopped for gas, I’d been an hour from Grandma’s house. Screw it, I’d have to go old school. I pulled over to open the glove compartment and grab the map. It took a bit, but I finally discerned about where I was. The GPS had told me to turn left once I got to Marsh Hollow Line after the gas station, which I’d done. I followed it with my finger, deciding that the next time I had to turn right, I’d finally be on my grandmother’s road. My road, I corrected myself. I’d just have to watch the crossroads closely so I don’t miss my turn.

But what if I’ve passed it, I thought, gnawing at my lip. What if the GPS didn’t alert me to turn because it was already fizzling out? Farmhouses were scarce in this part of the county and, even if I wanted to knock on someone’s door for directions, I couldn’t see their houses. No one had their stupid lights on. Vacillating about a million times whether to go back the way I’d come to see if I’d missed my turn, I decided to continue driving for a little while at least. How damn long? I had no idea. At this point I guessed that the gas station I’d stopped at was at least an hour away by now. After a bit, I decided to turn back at the next sideroad, then decided to wait until I reached the next one, then the next one after that. Finally, Whispering Willow Road. I turned right.

Grandma’s house was up ahead, way up ahead by the looks of the map, but I’d find it if I drove carefully, watching address numbers posted by the roadside, if nothing else went wrong. It seemed like I’d been driving forever when it did. Three deer leaped from the ditch, seemingly out of nowhere, and bolted frantically across the road right in front of my car. I slammed on the brakes instinctively, sending the car sliding sideways on the loose gravel until it skidded to a stop. I avoided the deer but not the blowout. Fuck sakes! I had a flat. 

Oh. My. Fucking. God. I ran my fingers through my hair angrily before slamming my fists on the steering wheel. Really? Really? Like I needed this after everything else. Welcome to your lovely new life in rural buttfuck Colorado. I rifled through my purse for my cell. How in the hell was I going to find a tow truck when I wasn’t even sure exactly where I was? Or even if there were towing companies in the vicinity. There had to be. There was no way on earth I was the first unlucky person to break down in this entire county. I’d just google it. I tapped my cell. Then tapped again and again until I realized there was no reception. Dammit!

I was so screwed.
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Chapter Two
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Panic washed over me in smothering, paralyzing waves. Like repulsive, horrifying cobwebs snaking along my tingling skin and tangling in my hair. I felt my heart bang against my tightened chest and cringed at its loud pounding in my ears. I needed to get a grip. It was fine. I was fine. Taking long, deep breaths, I tried to slow my heart rate and quiet the pounding in my ears. If Kaitlyn had been here, and if I’d still been speaking with her, we’d have laughed like little kids at how freaked I was over a flat tire in the dark. It wasn’t like there were ghosts or goblins lurking out there in the night waiting to pounce. How ridiculous. I chuckled, even if my levity was a bit forced, as I stepped out of my car to have a look. Leaning back in to turn on the high beams and also grab my cell to click on its flashlight, I surveyed the damage. Yup, just as I thought. My left front tire was in shreds. This trip really was not going the way I’d envisioned.

No way could I drive on it, even if I didn’t have far to go, and even that was debatable. I was sure I was still a long way from Grandma’s house. Damn. I slammed my hand on the hood then climbed back into the car, heaving the door shut. I’d just have to sit here till dawn broke and then walk up the road to the first farmhouse, hoping someone was home. Or wait till a car appeared on the road so I could flag it down. But that didn’t seem likely. I was pretty sure I couldn’t have seen more than five or six vehicles since leaving the gas station—and even then, none of them had been anywhere near here. Maybe I really was moving into some sort of near-ghost town; that would be just my luck.

I resigned myself to a long wait, and figured I should at least try to relax, maybe even eventually grab some sleep, and had just unwrapped the submarine sandwich when I heard the first howl. I froze. Forlorn and wistful, the haunting entreaty shattered the still night air with a mystical, almost ominous message. The mournful, lonely song was soon accompanied by others originating from the same pack. Their endless, melancholy howls vibrated across the huge expanse of forest, draping the countryside in eerie, overlapping chorus. Fuck. Wolves. There was no telling how many, but by the sounds of it, quite a few. A super large pack. Well, what the hell was I expecting? You’re not in Kansas anymore, Dorothy, I smirked.

I rolled the driver’s side window up a little higher, just in case. I felt ridiculous doing it because I actually knew better. Fascinated by wolves since I was a little kid, I knew that there was no record of a healthy wild wolf ever attacking a human. So what the hell was I so afraid of? It wasn’t like the pack was out searching for people to hunt and kill. More than likely, I surmised, remembering all the nature shows I’d binge watched, the pack was just assembling for their deer hunt, or they were celebrating already successfully killing their meal. I’m safe, I told myself, as I leaned to my right looking out the passenger window into the impenetrable darkness in the direction the howls had come from.

And just about jumped out of my skin at the noise to my left. I screamed and scrambled sideways. It took me a moment to realize it was a human knocking on the driver’s side window and not a salivating creature of the night. Fuck! I felt like an idiot as I composed myself and moved closer, inching the window down a touch. I gasped. The guy standing there gazing in at me was breathtakingly gorgeous. I mean dripping hot with raging hormones, steam practically rising from his skin gorgeous. The kind of panty-melting rugged brawny handsomeness that wilted any remaining inhibition you might have had before gasping to catch your breath. Jesus! And I’d just screamed like a silly, helpless girl, making a complete and total ass of myself.

Naturally.

What the hell? First, I was bemoaning seeing no one in these parts and now... this! All I could think was he was way too fantastically fucking hot to be on a dark country sideroad at this time of night right smack in the middle of Nowhere, USA.

“Hey, you all right?”

His voice was commanding and deep, with an intoxicating rough edge. Of course. Yeah, I’m all right, I wanted to scream back at him, as long as you’re not a serial killer or midnight rapist. He leveled his gaze as he looked at me, hopefully not noticing as I struggled to subdue my inner thoughts and say something, anything, that made even a modicum of sense. My voice eluded me, but I managed a small nod and, after another few seconds, a distressingly embarrassing squeak.

“Yeah, no worries. I just had a flat tire.”

He paused, seemingly looking right through me, before disappearing from view. What? Magnificent hunks of maleness didn’t just fall into your lap like this from the blackened sky and then vanish right before your eyes. Not in my realm anyway, and actually, nowhere in the whole entire world. Stunned for a second, I quickly slid up against the driver door and pressed my face to the window to see where he’d gone. I could barely make him out in the dim moonlight, standing at the front of my car. He was surveying the damage as closely as I was surveying him.

He was tall, at least six feet, but probably six-two or even six-three by the looks of it. His tight, tattered jeans had multiple silver chains arcing from pocket to pocket. His thick, black silver-studded belt held up his lowrider jeans (too bad!) and it was accented by a few scarves hanging from the belt loops. His light blue shirt was totally unbuttoned, showing off his amazingly rippled and muscular chest. Holy Christ! I thought I’d dropped dead and soared to heaven even before he rolled up his sleeves. 

He kneeled down to take a closer look at my tire and I literally moaned. Thank fucking God he didn’t hear. His smooth, muscled arms looked like he easily bench-pressed about eight billion pounds. As he stood back up, I noticed how tight his ass was and how he was the perfect weight, with a perfect curve to his hips. If all this wasn’t enough, a riveting, arresting tightness gripped my chest as the angled moonlight gave me a much better look at his face. 

His hazel eyes were intense and alluring, complimenting his high cheekbones, full lips, and chiseled jaw. His long, tousled black hair cascaded down a few inches past his wide shoulders, onto his chest. A few errant strands hung down from his forehead, across his eyes, down to his chin, partially obscuring his face. I scrambled backwards from the window as he sauntered back to me. But not before I caught the glint of his gothic jewelry flashing in the moonlight. Silver rings on every finger, heavy bracelets and chain necklaces, some with pendants. I stared at his thick silver loop earring as he arrived at my window and looked back at me. 

“Let me guess,” he said with a cocky smile. “You’re not used to driving on gravel; you were going too fast and panicked and lost control of your car.”

“Excuse me?” I was instantly annoyed. Why did men always assume women didn’t know how to drive? “Nope. I was driving just fine, thank you, until three deer decided to jump out of the ditch directly in front of my car.”

“Ahhh...” he nodded his head. “So, I’m right. You’re not used to driving in the country on gravel,” he smirked. “Deer are everywhere.”

Ugh, what an asshole. I threw open the car door and scrambled out.

“Well, no shit Sherlock!” I snapped. Throwing my hands in the air and glancing around me, I yelled, “But do you see any dead deer?”

He shook his head slowly, a slight smile beginning to curl his lips.

“I’m a really good driver,” I insisted, suddenly feeling kind of silly for being so petulant.

“Lucky for the deer,” he laughed.

I seriously would have clobbered him if we’d been anywhere else but on a dark country road in the middle of nowhere at night. I settled for simply standing there with my arms crossed in defiance, waiting to see if he was actually going to offer to help get me back on my way. Amused, he leaned back against my car and leveled his gaze at me. Apparently, being a knight in shining armor wasn’t his thing. Dammit, I really did know how to find them. Awkward silence crackled in the air between us and I finally relented. Maybe he’d offer to help me somehow if I charmed him with some friendliness.

“Anyway, I’m Everly,” I said brightly, trying not to sound like I’d just pictured him naked, then with my handprint on his face, then naked again. “You’re right about one thing. I’m not used to being in the country. I’m just moving out here. My grandmother, Eustice Cummings, passed away and left me her house and book and tea shop in Wolf Lake.”

He didn’t flinch. Well, of course not. Why would he? I mean, he obviously lived in this area. It was just people outside of here that balked at the mention of the town. Ones, I hoped, who really didn’t know all that much about it.

“Hunter,” he grunted, and stood up straight. 

For a second, I thought he was going to simply walk away from me, straight into the sunset as they say, except in his case it would be into the dark abyss of the night. I sighed in relief when he walked back over to take another look at my tire. Maybe, just maybe, he would do something to help.

“Don’t suppose you thought to carry a spare and some tools?”

There he went again, insulting me. I swallowed my anger, literally almost biting my tongue. Davin, as useless as my ex-boyfriend was, had actually made sure I had a spare tire, and he’d given me some tools and a jack a while ago, which he’d put in my trunk. Despite Hunter’s uncomplimentary impression of me, I was well-prepared. I tried not to dwell on the fact that it was a guy who was the reason I was prepared, because that would ruin the whole girl power internal tirade I had going on.

Before I could answer him, he continued, “Maybe you expect me to change your tire with nothing but my skilled hands.”

Skilled hands. His words shot through me like white-hot lightning, catching me off guard. What the hell was it about this guy, I wondered, hoping he hadn’t seen me squirm. It wasn’t just that he was so incredibly good looking. I’d seen good looking guys before, and they didn’t usually turn me into this squirming mess. No. It was so much more than that, even if I couldn’t quite put my finger on it yet. Why did I feel like him showing up to rescue me was a lot like being out of the frying pan, and into the fire? Except in Hunter’s case, I wasn’t all that sure I minded. This blazing, consuming fire was good.

“Earth to Everly,” Hunter said with a chuckle and I jumped, blinking him back into focus.

Shit.

“Sorry, I was just thinking where I put my tools. I, uh, I mean if I have them packed away or something, but I think they’re in the trunk with the spare.”

Just as I was thinking I’d covered up my salacious thoughts well, I noticed he’d walked to the trunk and was staring at me with an amused look playing across his face. Damn. I rushed to the car, leaned inside, and popped the trunk. After that, he worked pretty well wordlessly, removing my shredded tire and replacing it with the spare like he’d done it a thousand times before. As much as it unsettled me, I couldn’t force myself to take my eyes off him and look away. Well, I was just being cautious, right? After all, Hunter was wandering around suspiciously in the dark and we hadn’t yet established whether he was a distant neighbor, serial killer, or just an everyday, run of the mill mugger. I didn’t want to risk him, uh, hurting my tire.

Wow. Yeah. If I was going to keep checking him out, I was going to need some better excuses.

Or to just jump him.

Warm shivers exploded between my thighs at that last thought. What the fucking hell? He turned to gaze intently at me right then and I gasped. Good going, Everly. You just go on and continue making a fool of yourself. 

“What?” I jolted, my intended annoyance coming off as nothing more than a nervous whisper.

Good going, again. Hunter smirked devilishly, like the bastard could read my thoughts. He shook his head. By the time he finished, I was shivering from the growing chill in the air. Seemingly unaffected, he casually tossed my old tire into the trunk and put my tools back in with it.

“Thanks so much. Honestly, I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t come along. Do you happen to know about how far I am from my grandma’s place?”

“Yup. Eustice lived about five hundred yards up the road, to your right.”

“What? Why didn’t you tell me that I was so close when I told you where I was headed? I could have just used my cell’s flashlight and walked there.”

“You didn’t ask, but you’re welcome. I changed your tire anyway. By the way, spares are crap and dangerous to drive on. I’d replace it with a real tire right away.”

“Do you take me for an idiot?” I finally snapped. “I’m far from inept or stupid, no matter what you think.”

“Whatever you say,” he answered with a smirk.

It took absolutely everything in me not to slap his face. And I knew he knew it too. So why the hell did he look so amused? I stomped to my car, scrambled inside, and slammed the door shut in rage. Way to go, Everly. Blow it with the absolutely hottest fucking guy on the entire planet. I glanced in the rearview mirror as I revved the car, about to speed away to leave Hunter in my dust. My breath hitched, and I turned my head to look back at him. 

He stood there, arms crossed nonchalantly. His gorgeous hazel eyes now glowed a bright, orange-amber. It was just a strange trick of my taillights, I lied to myself as I finally drove away.
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