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Chapter 1

Flagstaff, Arizona
Friday, April 13, 2018

 
One more source of disappointment and discouragement loomed ahead. Sophia Ferguson stared at the glass door of the small, independent bookstore. Just go. Pull the door open. Go inside. Get it over with. She’d probably checked every bookstore in the southwestern United States in the past three months. Only to have hope shattered each time. She didn’t have much hope left, and only the realization that she had nothing else kept her moving from town to town, store to store.
What if she’d targeted the wrong part of the country? She’d headed south on a hunch, not exactly scientific or logical.
“Oh, for pity’s sake, just do it!” She yanked the door open, causing a bell to chime, and crossed the threshold, drawn up short by the overwhelming scent of sage incense.
Ugh. Breathe shallow. She forced herself inside, letting the door swing shut behind her. It would be hours before she got that smell out of her nose. Hopefully it proved worthwhile.
“Good morning.” A chipper voice pulled her gaze to the smiling young woman behind the counter toward the back of the store. “My name is Alix. Let me know if there’s anything I can help you find.”
“Uh… do you have a section to spotlight local authors?” She held her breath, and not because of the incense.
“Sure thing.” Alix rounded the counter and waved Sophia to follow her. “Right back here.”
They stopped in front of a six-foot-tall shelf.
Sophia took a deep breath, barely resisted the urge to choke on sage, and perused the books neatly lined up side-by-side. Her heart leapt into her throat, and she touched a grouping. They have them. Books by T.S. Campbell. She’d finally found them. She pulled one that appeared unfamiliar. Alpha. One she hadn’t read yet. Bonus!
“Did you find what you’re looking for?”
“Yes.” One little word that masked so much. Joy flitted through her.
“You’re familiar with this author’s work, I gather.”
“Very much so, but I don’t have this one.” She hugged the book to her chest. “I’m so glad you carry work by independent authors. Many don’t.”
“Very true, and that’s a travesty. Some of my favorite authors are indies.”
“This one is definitely my latest favorite.” Sophia grinned. Alix couldn’t begin to fathom the sincerity of that statement, or why that author’s books touched her so deeply. “Incidentally, what do you consider local for stocking your shelves?” Please, don’t say the State of Arizona.
“Authors who live in Coconino County.”
Yes! She nodded calmly, restraining the urge to do a happy dance through the store. The woman would think her unhinged. Forcing a rational, intelligent demeanor, she went to the register. “How can you be so sure the author is from around here? I haven’t seen anything online indicating a place of residence.”
Alix returned to her station behind the counter and grinned. “I have my ways.” She rang up Sophia’s purchase.
Did the clerk know the author personally?
The bell on the front door chimed.
Sophia glanced over her shoulder out of habit more than interest then stilled.
The man who filled the doorway did exactly that—fill the doorway. All six-and-a-half-feet of him. Broad, muscular shoulders nearly brushed from one side of the open door to the other. Probably no more than mid-thirties. Wavy, dark blond hair swept out from a widow’s peak in the center of his forehead and was pulled back from a broad, strong face. His short, full beard was tinted red. Gray eyes studied his surroundings with quiet, predatory intensity, though his relaxed, confident body language suggested the scrutiny was habit rather than hunting behavior or the vigilance that expected trouble.
Wowee. Sophia swallowed hard. It had been a long time since she’d seen such a fine example of the male species. Come to think of it, she couldn’t remember when she’d last seen his like. Maybe never.
That gray gaze swept the room and stopped on the two women at the counter, locking with hers. Calm, distant appraisal was soon replaced by a hint of amusement and the lift of one brow.
Is he mocking me? She raised her chin and held his gaze.
A corner of his mouth turned up, and amusement deepened.
She forced herself to turn back to the counter to pay for her purchase. Her hand shook as she handed over cash. Hopefully Alix hadn’t noticed.
The young woman smiled at the newcomer. “Good morning, Mr. Campbell. That book you ordered arrived yesterday afternoon. I’ll be with you in a moment.”
Campbell? Sophia glanced at the cover of the book lying on the counter. Was he the author? She resisted the urge to take a deep breath in hopes of catching his scent. Annoying incense.
“No hurry, Alix. I want to look at a couple of things while I’m here. I may need you to order something else for me.” The rich, bass tones of his voice caressed Sophia’s spine.
She needed to get away from this man before she did something totally embarrassing. Like faint at his feet from lack of oxygen.
Good grief. What are you? Fourteen with a crush on the quarterback? You’re an adult, and you’ve run a high-profile kitchen in Seattle. Executive Chefs don’t faint at the sight or sound of a hunky man. Get a grip!
Then again, that man wasn’t quarterback material. Linebacker, maybe. He’d be like a freight train rushing at a quarterback. And who got all weak in the knees and breathless over linebackers?
“Come again.” Alix smiled big.
Sophia nodded, picked up the book from the counter, stuck the receipt inside, and turned to leave. Thankfully, the linebacker had moved to another section of the store, paging through a thick, hardcover book in the history section she’d passed on the way in. She took a deep breath then smothered a cough.
Stupid mistake. What’s with people and their love of stinky stuff? Gag.
She walked with steady, measured steps to the front door, pushed it open, and stepped into fresh air. The door swung soundlessly closed, and she quickly returned to her red Suburban.
Once inside, she took deep breaths in and out through her nose. No help clearing the incense. Digging under the passenger seat, she found a box of Kleenex and blew her nose. Then she took another deep breath. Still nothing but sage. Ugh.
So, now what? If that Mr. Campbell was the one she’d sought the past three months, driving away wasn’t an option. To do so would be ludicrous. She needed to talk to him, but how could she approach him without sounding like a lunatic? If he was the wrong man, he’d call the police to have her incarcerated for the safety of the community. Okay, probably not, but the possibility of him thinking her a loon wasn’t remote if he wasn’t the man she’d sought.
The front door of the bookstore opened.
Mr. Campbell emerged with a pair of books in one hand and crossed the small parking lot to a dark green Expedition.
As he drove out of the parking lot, Sophia hesitated for no more than a breath before following him. He’d probably mistake her for a stalker, but she needed to find out if he was the right man. If so, she could explain. If not, hopefully he was a tolerant and understanding sort who would humor the crazy woman.

 

* * *

 

Ian Campbell glanced in the rearview mirror for the sixth time since leaving the Flagstaff city limits fifteen minutes before. A dark red SUV hung back, keeping a steady distance. Call him paranoid, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that it was following him. Granted, there weren’t too many turn-offs along that route, but still. A dirt road cut from the highway ahead, still a good ways from the road home. Perfect chance to test the theory. If he was wrong, he could chuckle about it the rest of the way home. No one would be the wiser.
His turn signal clicked, and he slowed to make the right turn. He followed the dirt road a short distance, rounded a bend, pulled over, and stopped the SUV. The ignition off, he climbed out, slammed the door, and leaned against the side of the vehicle. Sure enough, the crack, crunch, and pop of tires on dirt and gravel came closer.
The red SUV rounded the bend and skidded to a stop, the face peering at him through the windshield familiar. Shoulder-length, wavy blond hair pulled back from her face with barrettes. Green eyes.
The memory quickly surfaced. The underweight woman who’d stared him down at the bookstore and tried to pretend his scrutiny hadn’t ruffled her.
Had he picked up a stalker? Ian straightened away from the vehicle, crossed his arms over his chest, and waited to see what she’d do. Best to let a potential foe make the first move. It revealed a great deal about a person. In her weakened physical condition, she was certainly no threat.
After a few seconds that stretched into almost a minute, she shut off the ignition, got out, and approached, a book in one hand. The odd mix of uncertainty and determination on her face nearly made him smile, but he didn’t want to inadvertently encourage a stranger to follow him around.
She stopped a few feet away, easily out of arm’s reach, but the breeze carried her scent toward him.
Wolf. A whole new level of alertness kicked in. This wasn’t a human who’d taken an interest in him. A new wolf in town. She-wolf even.
That could be good or bad, depending on her intentions. The last lone she-wolf had tried to kill one of the pack members and had to be put down.
As he studied the one before him, he hoped that wouldn’t be the case. She had gumption. Add lovely to the mix, and it’d be a shame to have to kill her. “Would you care to explain why you’re following me?”
“I’m looking for the author of this book.” She held up the one in her hand.
One of the books Tanya had written. More specifically, the one about his life. He bit back a curse he shouldn’t even be thinking. I should’ve made Tanya publish under a pen name. “Why?”
Annoyance flashed across her face. “I need information, and I figure the best way to get it is to go straight to the source.”
“Information about what exactly?”
She clenched her teeth and glared at him.
Not many people had the courage to do that. He suppressed a smile and kept his face stern and cold. The scent of her anger reached his nose.
“That’s none of your business unless you’re the author.”
He sighed, making a show of impatience to mask amusement.
“Look, I don’t appreciate being silently laughed at.”
Ian flinched in surprise. How had she known?
“Are you, or are you not, the author of this book?”
“No, I’m not.”
“Why didn’t you just say so to begin with?” She rolled her eyes and flipped about on her heel to stomp back to her vehicle. “I’m sorry I bothered you.”
“The author is in my family.”
Sneakers slipped on gravel, she stopped and turned so fast. To her credit, she stayed on her feet. After a moment spent staring at him, she returned, not stopping until she was inches away. She inhaled deep through her nose then scowled. “I can’t smell anything but sage.”
Ian chuckled. “When you walk into places like that, breathe through your mouth. It’ll save your sense of smell. If it hadn’t been for incense, you and I would’ve known from the get-go what we both were.” He cocked his head to study her. “How long have you been a werewolf?”
“Four years.”
“Where’s your pack?”
“I don’t have one. Never have.”
He raised a brow. “You’ve made it this long on your own?”
“With my sanity mostly intact, yes.”
He laughed and offered his hand. “Ian Campbell. And you are?”
“Sophia Ferguson.” She put her hand in his without hesitation.
“Why don’t you follow me home? We can talk there. If I like what you have to say, I’ll contact the person you actually came to see.”
She nodded then trotted back to her vehicle.
He climbed into the Expedition, started the ignition, and turned the vehicle around to go back to the highway, waiting to ensure Sophia’s Suburban was behind him before pulling onto the long stretch of road.
It had been a long time since he’d spoken to a woman who would so boldly look him in the eye. Alison, mo chridhe, you’d like this one. He certainly did. More than was wise.
A frisson of fear twisted through him. He’d have to find out what Sophia wanted then send her on her way. She could be dangerous.

 
* * *
 

I have to be out of my mind. Sophia contemplated turning around and going back to Flagstaff. She was following a strange man… correction, a strange werewolf to a home in the back woods somewhere probably very isolated. He could kill her and hide the body, and no one would ever know she was missing, much less have a clue where to find her.
Her foot remained on the gas, and his back bumper remained in front of her. She’d come too far, searched too long, to leave without answers. He hadn’t seemed all that aggressive, other than some posturing that he probably thought hid the fact he’d been silently laughing at her.
Sophia grinned. At least, he’d thought that until she’d burst his bubble. The shock on his face had most definitely been worth calling him on it.
If nothing else, the discussion to come should be interesting. Even if she didn’t learn anything new, the man would be intriguing to talk to.









Chapter 2

Home of Ian Campbell, Pack Alpha
Campbell Wildlife Preserve
Outside Flagstaff, Arizona

 
The heavy, tall gate closed behind Sophia’s vehicle with a finality that sent a chill through her. The outer fence and gate had been intimidating enough at probably ten-feet tall. The inner one had to be twice that. Were those normal for a “wildlife preserve”, which the sign on the outer gate had declared the property to be?
Yep. Definitely out of my mind. Not only had she followed a strange werewolf home, two humongous gates now blocked the path to freedom. Trapped like a rat in a college student’s experiment. With a few differences, the scene had unfolded as she recalled reading in one of T.S. Campbell’s books. Only that offered any reassurance and kept her moving forward.
Ian’s SUV stopped in front of a huge house.
She braked behind him and shut off the ignition, staring at the house. How many people lived in that place? Surely a werewolf wouldn’t run a bed and breakfast or hotel. Right? Of course not. They wouldn’t have such high fences around the place if that was the case. Such enclosures were intended to keep people out. So why the massive house?
A tap on her window made her jump. Ian raised a brow in question.
Heat rushed to her face. Sophia grabbed her keys and pushed open the door, careful not to hit him as he stepped back to let her out.
He rounded the front of her vehicle and headed up a flagstone walkway to the front door.
That’s when she noticed his hair was below his shoulders and pulled back in a leather strip. Combined with the rest of him, it gave the impression that he’d stepped out of another century. It suited him. Only the tan slacks and blue button-up shirt broke the Old World impression.
He opened the unlocked front door and glanced over his shoulder. When she reached the porch, he crossed the threshold and waited on the other side, hand on the door, for her to enter. Stepping inside, she focused on her surroundings instead of the tall, broad man standing far too close. At nearly six feet tall, she’d never been considered petite. Next to him, she felt small and fragile. The fact she’d lost weight over the past several weeks only added to the vulnerability.
Floor-to-ceiling windows all around allowed in natural light and provided sweeping views of the surrounding forest and mountains. Dark-stained hickory hardwood framed every window and graced the vaulted ceiling in wide beams bracketed by white oak boards. A large fireplace on the inside wall had been constructed with natural stone and sported a dark hickory mantle.
A man who wants the outdoors indoors can’t be too bad. Hopefully.
“This way.” Ian closed the front door and led her from the foyer to the kitchen. He pointed to stools at the breakfast bar. “Have a seat.” His brusque, authoritative tone raised her hackles.
Sophia glared at him, which he completely ignored. Then again, maybe he just hadn’t noticed. She shook her head, pulled out one of the stools, and dropped onto it.
He dug around in the refrigerator and pulled out a large covered platter. “So, tell me about yourself.”
“Such as?”
“How you were Turned would be a good start.”
She grimaced. Couldn’t they have begun with something more pleasant than the events of that night? Perhaps sharing such stories was routine among werewolves. If she wanted information, and to be accepted, she’d best toe the line.
“I worked late one night. When I headed home about one, I went out the back door to toss a bag of garbage into the dumpster in the alley. I heard something but thought it was a stray dog. They congregated around the garbage at times but never bothered any of us, so I dismissed it… and headed around the building to my car.”
Memory rushed to the front of her mind. She tensed against the intrusion, seeking to control the flow of images and emotion, but it resisted her attempts at restraint.

 
* * *
 

Seattle, Washington
Wednesday, March 5, 2014

 

Sophia shivered against the rain dripping under the hood of her raincoat and down her neck to dampen the front of her shirt. She lifted the massive lid of the dumpster and tossed the bag of garbage inside. The lid slammed down, and she turned to head for her car, pulling the hood of the raincoat forward to block out the drizzling rain.
A low, deep growl pulled her to a halt.
Fear skittered through her, and she looked around. Nothing in sight. Probably a stray dog hiding behind the dumpster. No big deal. She’d startled it with all the noise. That was all.
Chuckling at her paranoia, she walked toward the far end of the building. Her car waited just around the corner.
The growl deepened and moved closer.
She glanced back and froze in her tracks. Someone’s wolf-hybrid must’ve gotten loose. The biggest wolf-dog she’d ever seen. Was someone crossing wolves with mastiffs or something equally huge? What idiot would do such a thing?
It padded slowly toward her, teeth bared, head low, eyes bright with malice.
Back away. Nice and slow. Keep moving toward the car. Don’t make any sudden moves, and don’t run. She remembered hearing that somewhere. When confronted by a predator, don’t run.
Not that a human could outrun it anyway, so who actually runs from such things? What else did the experts say? Don’t take your eyes off of the animal, or was the caution not to stare at them? I should’ve paid more attention to those documentaries over the years.
It advanced.
She backed away. Only a few more feet to the corner. Then maybe ten feet to the car. Of course, then she’d have to fumble with the keys to get the vehicle unlocked. Why couldn’t she be one of those people who trusted the world and left her car unlocked?
Sophia fingered the keys, seeking the one she needed by touch, grateful it had a rubber cap around the head. None of the other keys were quite like it.
The corner of the building clipped her shoulder hard as she took another big step back, jarring her. Before she could shift her tracks to bypass it, the animal launched. She screamed and flung both arms in front of her to protect her face.
Teeth closed on her arms. The wolf’s weight slammed her into the building then knocked her to the ground.
Keys rattled on wet asphalt.

 
* * *
 

“Breathe, Sophia.” Gentle hands closed on her shoulders. “Breathe, slowly, in and out.”
Sophia shook free of the memory, terror making her tremble like a leaf in a windstorm. She met a calm gray gaze. Her empty stomach churned, and shuddering aches slid over a body that tried to Shift. She willed it to subside.
A frown furrowing his brow, Ian kept his gaze on hers. “Breathe. Slowly,” he repeated with a strange combination of brusque and gentle. “The past can’t hurt you in the present.”
Did he think she was stupid? “Says someone who’s never had to face it.”
He shook his head and offered a weak half-smile. “Says someone who’s faced it far too often.”
“Right.” She waved a hand to indicate their surroundings, lingering fear plus annoyance adding bite to her words. “Living here in solitude. I’m sure you’ve faced a whole lot of trauma in your life.”
“You’d be surprised what I’ve dealt with. Don’t let my current circumstances fool you.” He shook his head, released her, and stepped away. “Go on with your story. Don’t delve into the details. That’ll keep the memories from drowning you.” He returned to the stove.
Unsure what he’d put in the big pot on the burner and not really caring, she sighed. “I don’t know why the wolf didn’t kill me. It just suddenly took off. I remember lying there, absolutely certain I’d die. I barely found the strength to crawl close enough to the building to get out of the rain and passed out. I think I slipped in and out of consciousness for a while, but I can’t be sure. I could’ve hallucinated or dreamed that. I finally woke up enough to realize I needed to get to the hospital.”
He stilled and turned to study her.
“It felt like it took forever to find my keys and reach my car. I was drenched by the time I got inside. I started it and turned on the heater, but then I passed out again.” She hugged herself and shivered. “It was nearly five in the morning when I woke up. The car was still running, so at least I was warm. I looked at my arms but didn’t see any serious wounds. I was thrown by it because I could’ve sworn they’d been shredded. All I had were scrapes and bruises.”
“Did you go to the hospital?”
She shook her head. “I couldn’t find any bad injuries, so I thought I’d overreacted to it all, that panic made me think it was worse than it was. I drove home. Took a while because I kept getting disoriented. I prayed God would get me home safely. When I got there, I stripped and climbed in the shower to wash off the blood. Nothing was bleeding, though I had a bunch of scrapes and scratches, so I put on my pajamas and fell into bed. I couldn’t think beyond the need for sleep.”
He nodded and scooped what smelled like roast beef from the pot onto a platter.
“When my alarm woke me at eight, I didn’t have a mark on me. I tried to convince myself it had been a bad dream. You know, like those caused by bad food or as a weird side effect of some medication, but I found the clothes I’d been wearing. They were shredded in ways that weren’t my imagination or subconscious run amok. It was so confusing.”
“I know what you mean.” He set the platter in front of her. “Eat.”
Sophia scowled. Was he always so bossy?
“You’re way too thin. That’s not safe for a wolf, so eat.” Ian pointed to the platter and headed for the refrigerator again.
“Anyway, I was still very weak and tired.” She picked at the meat. “I tossed the clothes in the garbage, called my boss and told him I was sick, and went back to bed. By the time I woke up the next morning, I felt great. No weakness. No fatigue. Lots of energy. The scale told me I’d lost about twenty pounds, but I figured it was broken and being extremely generous for a change. My weight normally fluctuated quite a bit, so I found clothes in the closet that almost fit and went to work. I convinced myself the attack had been just a bad dream.”
“Until the full moon.”
“Yeah. That pretty well blew my illusions.”
“It has a way of doing that. How long did it take you to get back to human form after that first moon passed?”
Sophia was almost relieved that he didn’t want to know about the first time she’d changed into a wolf. Between the pain of the change and the fear and helplessness when she’d caught sight of herself in the mirror, it was far from a pleasant memory. “Five freaking days, and I do mean freaking. I panicked. I thought I was stuck in an animal’s body. I hid in my apartment, emptied my fridge, freezer, and cupboards. I thought I’d starve after that. I stood in my bedroom that final afternoon, staring at the reflection in the full-length mirror, telling myself I was human, not an animal. Pain hit me, and I was human again.”
He nodded then pointed to the meat she’d been picking at. “You really need to eat.”
“I know.” She grimaced. “It needs salt.”
Ian shook his head and half-smiled. “Fine.” He retrieved a shaker from the far counter and set it in front of her. “Here. Now, eat.”
She glared at him. “Are you always so bossy?”
“Pretty much.” He nodded. Not even a hint of apology or sheepishness. “Get used to it, or go home.”
Sadness erased annoyance. “I don’t have one.”
A brow rose. “Excuse me?”
“I gave up my apartment a few months ago. I’ve been living out of my SUV while I searched for you, or rather the author of those books.”
He leaned both palms flat on the counter and rested his weight against them. “What started that journey?”
“After the first full moon, I tried again to tell myself it had all been some weird dream or I’d run a fever that made me delusional. My boss was furious about me not showing up for work without calling. I told him I’d been seriously ill and unable to call. He let it go. The next full moon dispelled the illusions I wanted to carry. I hunted for books on werewolves. Fiction, non-fiction, I didn’t care. Anything that might help me figure out how to live with it. Some of it helped, sort of. Most of it just scared me.”
“I can imagine.” Ian nodded. “I’ve read some of the books available on the subject. They’re enough to convince you that the full moon will make you eat your entire family then start on the nearest town.”
“Pretty much.” After what had happened the previous May…. Sophia shuddered and shoved another piece of beef in her mouth. “Last fall, I ran across a book by T.S. Campbell online and ordered it. I was discouraged by then, but I figured the worst it would do was be useless like so many of the others. When it arrived, I let it sit for a couple of weeks before I finally read it.”
A chill crept over her, and a wave of weakness hit. Not as bad as she’d had at other points the past couple of weeks, so she wiped a hand over her eyes and dismissed it. “The more I read, the more it resonated with me. When the next book came out, I immediately bought and read it. Then the next. I knew they may be fiction stories, but they were based in truth.”
His eyes narrowed. “Are you feeling alright?”
“Just a little lightheaded. I’ve had these episodes the last couple of weeks. It’ll pass.” Hopefully she wouldn’t pass out like three times before. At least he wouldn’t call 9-1-1. That was reassuring. She pushed another bite of beef into her mouth and chewed it slowly.
After swallowing, she glanced up at Ian, then frowned and blinked. Why was he blurry? She wiped her eyes. No better. Great. More weirdness from her altered body. Just what she needed. “I’ve spent four years trying to figure this whole thing out, and I feel like I’m still totally ignorant about it all. I’m tired of trying to make sense of it alone. After this winter, I knew I couldn’t keep going it alone.”
He cocked his head, his scrutiny uncomfortably intense and assessing. “What happened this winter?”
“About the middle of November, I got so… cranky. For days before and after the full moon, I wanted to snarl at everyone. The day after the full moon, one of my subordinates screwed up, and it reflected badly on me. I had to walk out because I couldn’t control the anger. I wanted to—” She lowered her gaze to the platter, which swam funny on a counter that undulated. Ignore it. It’ll pass.
“You wanted to what?”
“Kill him. I wanted to kill him.” Sophia cringed, recalling the rage that had filled her, along with the desire to exact vengeance on a man who’d made a mistake she’d made herself in the past. “I’d thought looking in the mirror and seeing a wolf staring back was bad. Wanting to kill a man for a mistake was worse, especially since it was one of those stupid little things we’d all done that means nothing in the grand scheme of things.”
Ian nodded with a look of understanding.
“It happened again during the week of New Year’s. That’s when I quit my job and decided I needed more answers than the books provided. I’d begun thinking the other books were right, and it was just a matter of time before I ate someone.”
If I haven’t already.
The world pitched funny then dimmed.
Her stomach turned over, and she swallowed hard to keep what she’d eaten down. It wasn’t enough.
Black silence descended.










Chapter 3

The woman’s sudden loss of color made Ian frown.

What the— Before he could even complete the thought, Sophia slumped off the stool onto the tile floor on the other side of the breakfast bar with a dull thud. He rushed around the counter, knelt by her side, and checked for a pulse.
Nothing. No pulse, and she wasn’t breathing.
What in the world?
He’d suspect her starved state, but he’d never seen a wolf just keel over like that. Up, talking, alert wolves didn’t suddenly drop dead. Even emaciated wolves usually fell asleep and didn’t wake up.
Could he save her? Should he?
Well, you can’t very well sit here and let her die if there’s hope of saving her. He shifted her from her side to her back and leaned down to make sure her airway was clear.
She took a rapid, shallow breath.
Ian startled then checked again for a pulse. Weak and thready, but there. That had to be among the weirdest things he’d ever seen. She’d been dead a moment before.
“Sophia?”
No response.
He scooped her into his arms, carried her to the guestroom, and deposited her on the bed. Then he went to his office across the hall to retrieve the satellite phone and returned to the guestroom to keep an eye on her. Number dialed, he waited for the phone at the other end to be picked up.
“Hello?” The distracted greeting was par for Dr. Jeremy Richardson when he was interrupted at work.
“It’s Ian.”
“What’s up?”
Ian glanced at his watch. Barely past five. Jeremy would still be at the office for another hour, then it would take him a half hour to reach the Preserve. Sophia might not be able to wait that long. “I realize you’re probably still at the office, but can you get away to come to my place? I’ve got a patient for you in critical condition. One of us, new to the area. Emaciated and probably dehydrated, just collapsed.”
“That’s not good. Um…. Can you give me about forty-five minutes? I’m with a patient at the moment, but I can come right after that.”
“That’ll do. I’ll keep an eye on her until you get here.”
“Her?”
“Yeah. Long story.” And not one he wanted to get into over the phone.
“Okay. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
Ian punched the button to disconnect the call, laid the phone on the nightstand, and carried the chair from near the front window to sit beside the bed. The next forty-five minutes would be an eternity, he’d bet.
Hopefully she didn’t die again. Next time, she might not come back.

 
* * *
 

The purr of a familiar car engine pulled Ian’s attention from studying Sophia’s unconscious form. Jeremy. He remained in his seat, though he sat up straighter, and waited for the doctor to join him. It had been barely thirty-five minutes since their phone conversation, so the man hadn’t wasted any time getting there. Gratitude swept through him.
Moments later, Jeremy jogged into the guestroom, a black bag in one hand, a hard case in the other. “Got here as soon as I could.” He set the bag and case on the floor beside the bed and knelt to open the former. “Has she regained consciousness since she collapsed?”
“No.” He leaned forward and rested both elbows on his knees. “She died, Jeremy.”
“What?” The doctor glanced over his shoulder, halting in the process of sticking the tips of the stethoscope into his ears. Then he turned back to Sophia and gripped her wrist.
“She’s okay now, but she wasn’t at first. She was sitting at the breakfast bar talking to me, eating beef I’d warmed up. She looked like she had vision problems, then her color washed out, and she blacked out. When I got to her, she wasn’t breathing, and her heart wasn’t beating. I laid her out flat to do CPR, and she took a breath on her own and her heart started again. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“Neither have I.” He frowned and leaned over Sophia to listen to her heart and lungs.
Ian sat quietly and waited for the man to finish his exam.
Jeremy straightened and looped the stethoscope around his neck. “Her heartbeat is weak and erratic. I don’t like that at all, needless to say. You weren’t kidding about emaciation. How is she even still alive?”
“I don’t know. Sheer will, I suppose.” He snorted. “She’s not afraid of me.”
The doctor’s brows rose. “Seriously?”
Ian nodded. “She even accused me of being bossy.”
“Well… you do tend to be at times.” Jeremy grinned, his gaze not meeting Ian’s.
He chuckled. “Yeah, but how many of you would look me directly in the eye with attitude and accuse me of it?”
“None of us with any sense of self-preservation.”
“Exactly.”
“So, is she beyond fear of death, or is she dominant enough to not back down from you?”
“I’m not sure.” He suspected the latter, and it bothered him.
Only one female had ever been bold and confident enough to argue with him and not back down, and he’d lost her far too soon.
“You suspect she’s that dominant.” Jeremy’s soft statement slipped through Ian’s thoughts. The doctor kept his gaze on his patient.
“Yeah. I think my life just got way more complicated.”
The subordinate wolf knelt and opened the hard case to reveal IV tubing and clear plastic bags of fluids. “I brought glucose and lactated ringers. Sugar’s not ideal, as you know, but it’ll give her body quick energy so she’ll wake up. The lactated ringers will stabilize her electrolytes. Both will help her re-hydrate. We need to get a lot of food into her as soon as she’s awake and can sit up. I don’t think she’ll have a pleasant recovery. As underweight as she is, there’s bound to be organ damage. Some of that may be painful as it heals.”
Ian watched the man start an IV in each of Sophia’s arms with two different bags of clear fluids, which he hung on hooks screwed into the wall above the bed. “Are you sure she won’t heal around those needles?”
Jeremy shrugged. “As damaged as her body is, I don’t think that’s a worry, but we’ll keep an eye on them to be on the safe side. I don’t really know what to expect. I’ve never seen a wolf in this condition and reacting this way, so I can only speculate. I’d run blood work if she was human, but….” He shrugged again. “Even if we knew the blood norms for wolves, there’s no way I’d want to involve an outside lab in the analysis.”
Every situation seemed to come back to a lack of knowledge about their own species. “Would it help to have a lab here at the Preserve so you can establish norms?”
“That would mean keeping records.”
“You’re already doing that for the females. At least, with regards to reproduction.” He frowned. “Those records are secure, right?”
“As secure as they can be. They’re on a laptop computer without network and internet capability, using an encryption that Carlos created.”
Carlos Mendez, a member of the pack, was a whiz with computers, security, and hacking. If anyone could secure computer files, it’d be him. “And that computer is where?”
“Locked in a hidden, fireproof safe at my place. There’s a copy of the files hidden here.”
Ian raised his brows. “Here?”
“Yep. Colin suggested a good hiding place.”
He nodded. “He’d know the best places to hide things on the premises.” No one knew the Preserve better than his son, who’d spent his entire life running the grounds.
“I’d like to keep the laptop here, but Carlos suggested it would be best to have the original and copy in two different locations.”
“He’s probably right.” Ian studied Sophia. “Anyway, why don’t you make a list of what you’d need to set up a lab here? Get it to me. I’ll see what I can do about setting it up. I realize you’ll be limited in what you can do here, but anything is better than the nothing we have right now.”
“I agree.” Jeremy nodded. “I’ll get you a list as soon as I can.”
A low groan from the bed cut off conversation.
Ian scooted the chair closer, near Sophia’s head to stay out of Jeremy’s way.
She raised her hands.
Jeremy grabbed her wrists and pinned them gently to the bed.
Her eyes flew open, bright amber with anger. “Let go of me!”
Jeremy flinched and shrank back a bit but didn’t let go. He shot Ian a fearful look.
Ian laid a hand on her shoulder to capture her attention. Interesting that she was instantly angry and not fearful.
She rolled her head toward him, recognition flashing.
“This is Dr. Jeremy Richardson. He’s the pack physician. I called him when you collapsed. He had to put IVs in both of your arms. He’s trying to prevent you from hurting yourself.”
Sophia looked back to Jeremy then lifted her head to glance down at her arms. She relaxed and nodded.
Jeremy released her, stepping back.
Ian wasn’t sure who was more relieved, the doctor who was able to let go of a dominant wolf, or the woman who’d awakened to find a strange man pinning her to a bed. It was probably a good thing for Jeremy that Sophia was in such a weakened state.
“How long have you been losing weight?” The doctor crossed his arms over his chest, tilted his head, and looked in her direction without making eye contact.
“Since I left Seattle three months ago.” She grimaced. “I haven’t eaten as much as I should.”
“Why not?”
“I’ve lived off my savings since I quit my job. I didn’t know how long it would take to find you.” She frowned and shook her head with a glance at Ian.
“It’s okay. I know what you mean. Go on.”
“I’ve cut corners wherever I could to save money. Slept in my vehicle. Walked whenever possible in various towns and cities checking out bookstores. Not eating as much as I should have. I stretched my savings as far as I could.”
Jeremy scowled. “Starving yourself isn’t the way to go about it.”
“I know. I didn’t know what else to do.”
“Is today the first time you’ve lost consciousness?”
Ian glanced at him. Had he purposely avoided pointing out that she’d died for several seconds?
“No.” She winced then took a deep breath, releasing it on a long sigh. Her body seemed to melt further into the bed as she exhaled. “It happened a couple of weeks ago. I woke up in a restaurant with half my food eaten to find paramedics hanging over me. They had me strapped to a gurney to take me to the ER. Scared me half to death. All I could envision was them doing blood work, finding out what I was, and locking me away for the rest of my life to be experimented on. It took a few minutes to convince them I was fine. I finally pointed out that they couldn’t force me to go.”
“I know how scary that had to have been.” Jeremy nodded.
No doubt. Ian raised a brow. Jeremy had almost been killed the summer before, and he’d been terrified the woman with him would call 9-1-1. She hadn’t known what he was at the time, any more than the paramedics could’ve known about Sophia’s special circumstances.
“They finally left me alone. I got out of there as quickly as I could to make sure they didn’t change their minds.” She closed her eyes. “After that, anytime I ate, I made sure I did it in the car someplace private in case I passed out again. I was afraid I wouldn’t wake up in time to stop them.”
“Have you collapsed since then? Other than today, I mean.”
“Briefly about a week ago. For a longer time day before yesterday.” She frowned at Ian. “How long was I out this time?”
“About forty minutes.” Thirty-nine to be exact.
Her frown deepened. “That’s the longest so far.” She looked up at Jeremy. “What’s wrong with me? I know I’m underweight, but why am I blacking out when I eat?”
“I can only speculate, but… eating burns calories you don’t have. You consumed food, burned calories you can’t afford, and lost consciousness. Meanwhile, your body managed to absorb some of the calories from what you’d eaten. Basically, your body is shutting down unnecessary processes to keep those necessary for life going.” He pierced his lips then sighed. “According to Ian, you actually died today, so I don’t think you could’ve survived it again. Your body has reached the limit of what it’s capable of compensating for.”
“I died?” Her eyes widened, and her gaze shot to Ian’s.
Ian nodded. “Your heart stopped, and you quit breathing.” His chest tightened, remembering her lying dead on the floor. He got to his feet. “I’m going to get you something to eat.” He forced a steady, reasonably-paced walk and went to the kitchen.

 
* * *
 

“I died,” Sophia muttered. Then she glanced at the doctor hovering nearby. “It might’ve been best if you two hadn’t brought me back.”
“Why?” His brow furrowed in obvious confusion, and Jeremy cocked his head.
“I don’t belong here. I’m not part of your pack. Therefore, not your problem. And I really don’t want to be a burden on anyone.” She closed her eyes. “At least, if I was dead, I wouldn’t have to worry about hurting someone or my secret getting out to the wrong people.”
“Chicken, huh?”
She opened her eyes and glared at him. No one called her a coward.
A grin played across his lips, though he avoided eye contact. “I knew that’d get your attention. You’re right where you need to be, whether short-term or long-term. God brought you here for a reason. We’ll do what we can to help. What you do after that is up to you.”
Before she could formulate a response, Ian walked in carrying that platter. If she wasn’t mistaken, it had far more piled on it than it had the first time around. He set it on the nightstand then held up her book. “I brought this in case you want to read it later.”
“Thanks.”
“Now, Jeremy says you need to eat a lot, so sit up and eat.”
Sophia scowled at him. “You really are a bossy butt.”
Jeremy chuckled. “He can’t help it. He’s the alpha. Bossy comes naturally.” His gaze rested on the floor, even as he continued to laugh softly.
“Alpha?” She met Ian’s amused gaze. “You’ve got to be kidding. How many werewolves live in this area?”
“About a dozen.”
“And I had to stalk the alpha. Great. Just great.”
“Is there something wrong with alphas?” He cocked his head.
“Stalk the alpha?” Jeremy shot Ian a curious look.
“I’m such an idiot.” She ignored both of them and covered her eyes with one hand. “That’s all I need. Another domineering, control freak male trying to run my life.” Lord, this just isn’t fair.
“Well, um, you’ll find Ian’s not like that.”
“Yeah, right. So you say with him standing right here.” Sophia let her hand fall back on the bed, careful not to let the weight drop on the IV. “He’s already proven how much he likes ordering people around.”
Ian smirked.
“That’s because he truly does know what’s best for you right now.” Jeremy smiled. “Are you seriously not going to eat simply because he told you to?”
“No.”
“Alright then.”
A phone rang.
Ian snatched it off the nightstand and trotted from the room before answering it, leaving Sophia and Jeremy alone.
“Give Ian a chance. He’s a good man. He can be bossy at times, but usually that only comes out when he’s concerned. Take him ordering you around as a compliment. It means you have him worried. The fact you collapsed will only make him more determined to ply you with food.” He smiled. “Other than where we might impact the pack as a whole, Ian lets us live our own lives. He doesn’t dictate what we do, where we live, and things like that. We have the freedom to come and go as we please, even from the area. All he asks is to be kept informed, which is common courtesy.” Jeremy cocked his head and studied her. “Did you have an alpha in Seattle?”
“No. I’ve been on my own since I was Turned.”
“Hm.” He pinched his lips together and looked away.
“Whatever it is, just ask.”
“I just wondered… if you haven’t had an alpha, why do you expect an alpha to be domineering and controlling?”
“Is there anything more dominant than an alpha werewolf?”
“Probably not, but…?” He shook his head, confusion etching his face.
“I’ve spent most of my life dealing with control freak males who are in charge of other people and lord it over them. Why should I expect the alpha of a werewolf pack to be any different?”
Jeremy’s eyes narrowed as he considered her, then he shrugged. “Ian’s not like that. Give him a chance, and he’ll prove it to you.” He frowned. “What do you do, anyway?”
“Well, before I had to quit my job, I was an Executive Chef.”
His eyes lit up. “Ian loves to cook, so that gives you two something in common.” His gaze fell on the book Ian had dropped on the nightstand. He went over and picked it up. “Alpha. I just finished reading this. Have you read it yet?”
“No, so don’t tell me anything about it or you might ruin it for me.”
He chuckled. “Good choice. It’ll help you understand Ian better.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s about him.”
“What?” She scooted toward the head of the bed, using the headboard to help her sit up. “It’s about Ian?”
“Yeah. These stories are all from his life.” He smiled and set the book back down. Then he picked up the platter and set it on her lap. “You probably should start eating while your energy is up. The IV fluids will only carry you so far. You need to eat quite a bit of protein. You may have pain as your organs and muscles repair themselves from the damage caused by your chronic starvation.”
Doesn’t that sound like fun? Sophia sighed and started eating. At least Ian had salted it that time.









Chapter 4

Ian dawdled in his office for a while, battling the temptation to return to the guestroom. Don’t even go there. Jeremy’s with her. She’s fine. There’s nothing you can do right now.
Frustrated with himself, he marched past the guestroom and straight to the kitchen. He leaned against the counter, palms flat on the cool surface either side of the sink, and hung his head. They would help Sophia with whatever information she needed and get her out of there. That brash woman represented a whole pack of trouble. For him personally. She had to go. Soon.
If she left, he’d probably never see her again. A hollow, sick feeling filled his chest and stomach. He swallowed. Hard. Oh, God, no, please…. She doesn’t belong here, and I don’t need that kind of complication in my life. If she even survives. The image of her dead on his floor filled his mind.
He straightened and crossed his arms over his chest, pressing against his ribs to contain the ache.
“Ian?”
He restrained a flinch, resisting the urge to growl. It wasn’t Jeremy’s fault he’d caught Ian by surprise. Ian had no right to correct him because his alpha was distracted and scared half out of his mind. He took a slow, deep breath to steady himself and modulated his tone to sound as normal as possible. “How is she?”
“She’s eaten all you brought in.”
Ian turned around, raising his brows. “Really?”
Jeremy nodded, his smile not masking the speculative gleam in his eyes. He stood with the empty platter in one hand, the hard case in the other, and the black bag tucked under one arm. “She does great when things are explained to her. Way better than when she’s ordered around like an Army private.” His mouth tightened around a far too obvious grin.
Ian narrowed his eyes.
The doctor shrugged and avoided eye contact. “No disrespect intended, I promise.” He set the platter on the breakfast bar and grabbed the handle of the black bag with that hand. “Fluids are all onboard. I removed her IVs, which wasn’t altogether pleasant.”
“Meaning?”
“She tried to heal around the needles. I had to use a scalpel to get them out.” He grimaced. “To her credit, she didn’t growl or try to bite me.” A smile slipped out. “Anyway, I’ll get out of your hair. I’m planning to come back tomorrow after work. I’ll bring more fluids in case we need them, though I doubt that’ll be the case if you keep her fed and make sure she drinks plenty of fluids.”
He frowned. “What if she has trouble during the night?”
“I doubt there’ll be any serious problems. Make sure she eats and drinks every three hours or so, unless she’s sleeping soundly. Then let her rest to heal. Her body’s got a lot of that to do, but I think she’ll rebound quickly with sufficient TLC.” That annoying suppressed grin peeked out again. “If anything comes up that worries you, you can always call me. I’ll keep the cellphone by the bed. Annie’ll understand.”
“Alright. Go on home.” He could call Tanya or Kelly to take care of it. They lived within minutes of the main house. Colin and Brett might not be thrilled with Ian absconding with one of their mates, but they’d understand the need once they knew what was at stake.
Oh, wait. Colin and Tanya were gone. They’d left the previous weekend to take their one-year-old son Duncan to the Grand Canyon. They wouldn’t return for two more days.
Brett and Kelly it would be then. Kelly was better suited to watch over their wounded guest than Ian was.
“By the way, Kelly and Brett came to see me this morning.”
Whoa. Had the man guessed what he was thinking? “About?”
“She’s antsy because of her approaching due date. She could go into labor any time. I told Brett to keep her home and protect her from unnecessary stress. Since we don’t know what causes stillbirths, we don’t want to take any chances.”
“Probably wise.” Now what?
“I better get home. Annie’s holding dinner.” Jeremy’s face lit up. He loved his mate. No doubt about it. Good thing, after what the two of them had gone through. If he hadn’t surrendered
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