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Praise for Gill McKnight

“A departure from the run-of-the-mill lesbian
romance, Goldenseal is enjoyable for its uniqueness as well
as for its plot. This is a story that will engage and characters
you will find yourself growing fond
of.”—LambdaLiterary.org

“Gill McKnight has given her readers a
delightful romp in Green Eyed Monster. The twists and turns
of the plot leave the reader turning the pages to see who is the
real victim and who is the villain. Along with the roller coaster
ride comes plenty of hot sex to add to the tension. Spending an
afternoon with Green Eyed Monster is great fun.”—Just
About Write

In Green Eyed Monster, “McKnight succeeds in
tantalizing with explosive sex and a bit of bondage; tormenting
with sexual frustration and intense longing; tickling your fancy
and funny bone; and touching a place where good and evil battle it
out… [T]he plot twists, winning dialogue laced with sarcasm, wit,
and charm certainly add to the fun. I recommend this satisfying
read for entertainment, fantasy, and sex that stimulate the brain
like caffeine.”— LambdaLiterary.org

“Angst, conflict, sex and humor. [Falling
Star] has all of this and more packed into a tightly written
and believable romance. McKnight has penned a sweet and tender
romance, balancing the intimacy and sexual tension just right. The
conflict is well drawn, and she adds a great dose of humor to make
this novel a light and easy read.”—Curve
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Synopsis

The road trip from Hell is paved with good
intentions.

Hope Glassy and Godfrey Meyers are on a mercy
mission. Their friend Isabelle has been attacked by a rogue
werewolf and is in the throes of lycanthropic fever. With their
respective partners out of town all Hope and Godfrey can do is get
Isabelle to the safety of Little Dip and the Garoul clan before her
sire comes to claim her.

In a desperate race against time, with the hounds of
hell snapping at their heels, can they save her—and does Isabelle
want to be saved?

Third in the Garoul Series.
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Chapter One

The first one sprinted from her right-hand side and
bolted before the car. Isabelle braked and watched it cross the
road. It was a magnificent beast. She counted nine, maybe ten
points on its antlers.

“Oh. So beautiful,” she breathed, enchanted.
Then she noticed its fear and alarm. Another whitetail, this one a
doe, shot out of the tree line, eyes rolling with fright. They ran
alongside the high banks of plowed snow at the roadside, confused
by the man-made barrier. The larger animal lunged at the steep bank
and began an ungainly scrabble over it. The doe followed, pushing
and straining with powerful hind legs until it topped the bank and
disappeared into the forest on the far side. Isabelle watched the
snow fill their tracks long after they had gone. Poor things were spooked by the car.

“Damn” She scolded herself for not remembering
to grab her camera. It was rare for a city dweller to get this
close to such beautiful creatures. It would be some time before a
photo opportunity like that came her way again. She tsked in
self-reproach and put the Toyota into gear. The car rolled forward
just as a third deer darted out of the trees. Isabelle slammed on
the brakes, thrilled at her unbelievable luck. Three in a row! This
time she reached for her camera, then hesitated. The buck was
limping badly. It was smaller than the other two and even more
frightened. It stumbled before her car looking lost and confused.
It hobbled over to the snow bank, following its companions.
Isabelle saw the dark patch on its flank drip scarlet onto the
snow. It was bleeding. A gash ran across its rump deep into the
hind leg. It limped to the escape route opened up by the others,
and with an exhausted leap tried to climb. The incline was too
steep and it slipped and slithered back onto the roadside. It had
no strength left. It tried a second time and failed. Tired and
defeated, it stood trembling, trapped by the wall of snow,
unwilling to return the way it had come.

Isabelle grasped for the handle but didn’t open the
car door. What could she do? She was in the middle of nowhere with
a wounded wild animal. Should she even approach it? What if it—

She jumped in her seat at the loud crash. Her car
rocked violently from side to side and the roof crunched and
buckled over her head. She cried out in fright, but the cry died in
her throat as something springboarded from the roof of her car onto
the injured deer, dragging it to the ground. It was a massive
beast, red-furred and ferocious. It ripped into the deer’s gaping
wound with huge, curled claws. The whitetail exploded, shredded in
seconds. Flayed limbs, strips of hide, a severed head, flew off in
every direction. The snow became a churning cauldron of crimson.
The beast reared upright onto its hind legs; squat and awkward, it
flung back its heavy head and howled an unearthly, wavering cry. A
howl filled with bloodcurdling triumph and defiance. Then it fell
back on the deer’s bloody carcass and gorged on the steaming
entrails.

Isabelle was horrified. She gripped the door handle
white-knuckled, her other hand squeezing the steering wheel, and
sat frozen in disbelief. In less than a millisecond a…a…a rabid
bear had just…had just wrecked her car and… Oh
God, that poor deer.

A growl rumbled long, low, and very threatening
beside her ear. Slowly, she turned her head to meet cold, yellow
eyes, filled with sly intelligence. A second creature crouched by
her car watching her. It pinned her with a look of calculated
malice as it weighed up her strengths and many, many weaknesses.
Isabelle’s heart thumped in her throat until she almost choked. Ice
water pumped through her veins and numbed her brain, her thoughts
froze, her limbs turned into heavy, useless stumps. She couldn’t
move, couldn’t think; she couldn’t even blink. The twisted leathery
face was inches from hers with only a sheet of glass between them.
Thin black lips curled back in a leer, revealing rows of long,
pointed teeth. For an elastic moment they regarded each other,
unmoving, unblinking, frozen—then the moment snapped.

Fangs flashed against the window, saliva lathered the
glass. Isabelle jerked out of her stupor and screamed. She slammed
her foot on the accelerator. This was no bear. This was a monster.
A monster from budget horror movies and mass-market paperbacks; a
monster from her childhood nightmares. The Toyota lurched, tires
spinning. The monster flung out a huge clawed hand and shattered
the side window, showering her in shards of glass. Her cheek stung
with a dozen little abrasions. The side-view mirror was ripped from
the door. Isabelle screamed again, scrabbled to release her
handbrake, and kept her foot pressed full on the gas. The tires bit
and the car shot forward, its back end fishtailing wildly. She had
no control over the steering and no care other than fleeing.

The Toyota flew forward in a clean line and rammed
straight into the red-furred beast still crouched over its meal.
With a sickening thud the beast bowled off the windshield and onto
the roadside, a blur of wet, matted fur and blood. The impact
slowed her and she nearly stalled. From the corner of her eye she
saw the stricken beast writhing in agony. It bellowed with pain and
the forest around her reverberated with a multitude of answering
howls. Isabelle’s ears burned with the eerie chorus. These two were
not alone; there were more creatures out there. She gunned the
Toyota harder as it zigzagged across the road.

A third creature hurtled from the tree line and flung
itself onto the hood of her car. It crashed onto the windshield.
The glass cracked but held. Her speed bounced the creature back off
before it could gain any leverage. It fell back onto the road, only
just missing her wheels. Through the crazed glass she saw another
beast crouched farther along ready to spring at her car. Another
crept out of the trees to join it. They were everywhere! Preparing
to pounce. Everywhere!

Isabelle’s mind blanked out with terror. She swung on
the steering wheel, trying to swerve past the first ambush. A loud
bang and her car rocked sideways. One of them was on the roof!
Through her broken windshield she could see two more racing toward
her. She was surrounded. Like lions hunting a wildebeest, they had
surrounded her and were dragging her down by sheer numbers.

She spun the wheel hard right. The next one to reach
her would break through the weakened windshield. She swerved to
avoid the creatures coming straight for her, and swung the car from
side to side hoping to dislodge the one on the roof. It clung on,
roaring in anger. They kept coming until they were right on top of
her. The first one leapt. She closed her eyes and hit the gas.
There was a splintering crash. The windshield popped, showering her
with cubes of glass. Isabelle opened her eyes. This one had hung
on. It was less than two feet from her, huge and black, and its
breath stank. It bared its teeth in a victorious leer. She was
caught. The chase was over.

Isabelle screamed and jerked the wheel to the left.
The Toyota cannoned onto the snowbank and rode up the incline at
full speed. It flipped over the top and with a perfect pirouette
landed upside down in a trench on the other side.
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She was curled in a tight ball, squashed in a corner
of her mangled car. The air bag had deployed, but she had somehow
slipped out from the seat belt that dangled above her. Had she lost
consciousness? How much time passed? Snow and vegetation pushed
through the shattered windshield, and she was covered in freezing
muck. The air was heavy with the sickly odor of gasoline. She began
to shake with pain and shock.

Isabelle twitched her fingers and toes; everything
moved as it should. Her shoes were lost and her feet bare.
Bizarrely, that upset her more than the possibility of broken
bones. She stretched and straightened her limbs as far as the
cramped space would allow. All movement was torturous and exhausted
her. She was wet through and probably in the first stages of
hypothermia. Blood was everywhere; its copper stickiness coated her
face and clung to her clothes and hands. She didn’t know where it
was coming from. The car lay upside down and the world around her
was broken and disoriented. It was quiet, very quiet, as if the
crash had stunned the forest into silence.

Then they came.

Muted growls and snarls surrounded the car. The
creatures had arrived at the crash site and prowled around the
wreck looking for a way through the twisted metal. Isabelle pressed
deeper into her corner and shook uncontrollably. Her nightmare was
not over. A second later the car shuddered as they tried to shake
it loose and flip it over. The Toyota groaned in protest but
refused to move; it was firmly wedged roof down in the trench. The
car creaked and cracked as broken pieces of plastic and metal
rained down on her. After several minutes, the shaking stopped.
Isabelle waited with bated breath. Would they give up and go? Did
they know if she was alive, or even in the car? She squeezed as far
back as she could, careful not to make a noise to give herself
away.

There was a moment of silence, then a frustrated roar
and the bodywork was pounded on, as if the car were being beaten
into tiny pieces. Soon they would be able to reach in and simply
pluck her out like a lump of crabmeat.

The vehicle jerked as the trunk lid ripped off with a
loud snap. A fresh blast of cold air whistled through. Frantic
scratching came from behind the rear seat. They were getting in
through the trunk. She cowered in terror. The seat rattled and
heaved, then began to disintegrate before her eyes. A whimper
escaped her—and gave away her position. A clawed hand burst through
the broken windshield and sank, deep as a butcher’s hook, into her
left shoulder. Isabelle screamed and writhed in agony. The claws
bit into sinew and muscle, popping her shoulder socket. Everything
faded. She could hear her voice cry out, high and thin, hear the
air bag tear, or was that her flesh? From nearby came a triumphant
roar, and in the distance, another cry, loud and fierce. It rang
out clear and challenging, drawing ever closer. Then oily waves of
black pain engulfed her, the air in her lungs thinned, and her
chest heaved as she tried to suck more in. There were more howls
that hung mournful and hollow in the frigid air. She was dragged
inch by inch through the shattered windshield. Her skin was hot
with blood; her heart beat sluggishly in her chest. She was
sobbing; she was fading, the world around her became darker and
darker. Then the chill receded, the glass and metal and brushwood
no longer hurt, only the salty dampness of the pillow scratched her
cheek. Isabelle opened her mouth, filled her lungs with rich, sweet
air, and screamed and screamed and—

“Hey. Hey.” Strong hands stilled hers as she
clawed at air. “It’s okay.” The same hands caressed her face and
pushed damp hair off her forehead. “Isabelle? Isabelle? It’s okay.
Can you hear me?” a voice whispered near her ear, smooth and deep
and reassuring. “It’s just a bad dream.”

Tears blurred her vision. There was a soft glow from
a nearby lamp. That voice? How did she know that voice? She blinked
several times to clear her tears. They rolled round and plump down
her temples and onto the cool cotton of her pillowcase. She lay on
a soft, fluffy bed. Someone hovered over her, long black hair
brushed against her cheek; dark eyes stared intently at her, filled
with calm concern.

“Hush, Isabelle. It was just a
dream.”

“They hurt me,” she whispered. She tried to
move and winced as pain shot through her shoulder. Cool hands
soothed her, held her, made her lie still.

“Shush. Keep still now. You’ll pull your
stitches. It was only a dream.”

“A dream?” She blinked again and tried to punch
through the haze of medication. Slowly, she returned to the real
world, bringing all the fear from her dream with her.

“A dream? They hurt me.” She gazed stupidly
around the bedroom. She did not recognize it. A damp cloth was
pressed against her brow. She looked up into the shadowed face. The
lamplight played tricks with golden planes and dark angles. One
moment she gazed on the face of an angel, the next a demon. She
blinked hard and tried to focus. It was a handsome face…what she
could make of it. A woman’s face. She smacked her dry lips and
swallowed. Her throat felt raw, as if she’d been screaming forever.
She fixed on the face above; eyes as black as pitch stared back and
noted her discomfort.

“Lie still. I’ll get you some water.” She moved
to go, but Isabelle reached out and grabbed at her, her chilled
fingers leaching heat from a warm forearm. The woman sat back down
and waited. Isabelle licked her cracked lips and barked out a dry
cough before finally asking, “Who are you?”


Chapter Two

Hope heard Jolie’s Jeep pull into the driveway. She
made for the front door just in time to see Tadpole leap from the
living room couch to join her for the welcome. The front windowpane
was smeared with his damp nose. He’d had it pressed against the
glass for ages, keeping lookout for Jolie’s return. He flew past
Hope and scratched at the door before she could scold him. He
wasn’t allowed on the furniture and he knew it, but lately he’d
developed some pretty poor habits. Hope was too excited to lecture
him this time. It was more important to tell Jolie the news.

She flung open the door and Tadpole raced out to
greet Jolie. His manic barking drowned out every word Hope
said.

“Quiet, the pair of you. It’s like driving into
a parakeet farm.” Jolie reached for the grocery bags as Tadpole
scrabbled at her legs for attention. “Can it, mutt. I can’t hear
Hope speak.”

She caved in and ruffled his ears. It was all the
reassurance he needed. He ignored her, his interest now centered on
sniffing her tires and decorating them in his own special
fashion.

“What’s all the hollering about?” Jolie turned
her attention on Hope.

Hope gave an exasperated tut. “Jori called from
Little Dip. Elicia gave birth at three fifteen this afternoon.” She
was bursting with happiness at the news. “She had twins, a boy and
a girl.”

“Wow.” Jolie was suitably impressed. “Andre
owes me a fifty. He said it would be two girls.” She snorted in
smug amusement. “Thinks he can read a pregnant woman’s bump.
Idiot.”

“You and your brother bet on the sex of
Elicia’s babies?” Hope tutted again and grabbed one of the grocery
bags spilling from Jolie’s arms. They walked up the path to the
house. “Jori wants you to call him back as soon as you
can.”

“Oh.” Jolie sounded perplexed. “I would have
expected him to be sprinting through the woods, howling at trees
and doing backflips, not waiting by the phone.”

“Are you worried?”

Jolie shrugged. “Nah. Let’s put this ice cream away
before it puddles in my hands.”

Hope began to put away the groceries while Jolie
called Jori’s cell. It was busy. Disgruntled, Jolie moved about the
kitchen trying to help but generally getting in Hope’s way. They
began to prepare dinner and Jolie tried to reach Little Dip again.
It was still busy. Hope watched her from the kitchen door.

“Are you worried? You look worried.”

“Nope.” Jolie redialed as if she could trick
the phone into ringing at the other end. Busy. Hope watched her try
her trick a second time with no luck.

“Why ask someone to call you and then be on the
phone all the time so they can’t get through?” Jolie muttered in
disgust.

She tried again less than five minutes later.

“No luck?” Hope asked as Jolie’s frustration
built.

“Nah. He’s probably bragging to half the
world.” Jolie flopped on the couch and reached for the TV
remote.

“Excuse me, but didn’t somebody say they were
going to keep an eye on the rice?” Hope snatched the remote
away.

“Rice cooks itself,” Jolie said.

“Pudding rice does. Last time you ruined dinner
with your laziness. Now get into that kitchen, Garoul, and do as
you’re told.” At that moment the phone rang and Jolie sprang for
it, saved from further scolding.

“Hello?” she said expectantly, only for her
shoulders to slump. “Oh. It’s you. I thought it was Jori. You owe
me fifty…No! I said a boy and a girl.
You said two girls…Don’t you backtrack
now, you cheating rat—”

“Oh, give it here.” Hope pried the handset from
Jolie. “Hi, Andre.” She smiled into the phone. “Yes, great news…You
can’t reach him either?…Jolie’s been trying for over half an hour
now…Cajun chicken. Okay. Bye.” She hung up and turned to Jolie. “Go
put on more rice. Godfrey and your brother are coming over for
dinner.”
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“We finally got him.” Andre breezed through the
front door. His partner, Godfrey, followed, pausing to tickle
Tadpole, who had prostrated himself at their feet like a wriggling
doormat.

“Is everything all right?” Hope emerged from
the kitchen wiping her hands on a dish towel. “I know something’s
up. This one has the worst poker face imaginable.” She nodded back
at Jolie, who had appeared behind her.

“Who said she had to be playing poker?” Andre
said.

“This is hardly the time or place for baiting
your sister,” Godfrey told him disapprovingly. He turned to Hope
and Jolie, brimming with important news. “Jori’s upset.”

“What did he say?” Hope poured aperitifs and
they settled down to talk.

“When we finally got through to Little Dip,
Jori said Elicia had a hard time,” Godfrey said.

“Oh no! Are the babies okay?” Hope asked. “Is
she okay?”

Jolie sat beside her, grim-faced, and swapped a
knowing look with her brother.

“They’re all healthy, Hope. No worries there,”
Andre answered. “It means something different if a werewolf birth
goes wrong.”

“Wrong?” Hope was worried now. “What do you
mean wrong?”

“You know that when both parents are werewolves
they always have twins, right?” Jolie said. Hope nodded; she did
know that. Andre and Jolie were twins because their father, Claude
Garoul, was already a werewolf, and their mother, Patrice, had
become wolven.

“Well, it also means the cubs’ genetic makeup
is much stronger, and the twins will be bigger and more robust than
part-human cubs,” Jolie continued.

“Yes. I suppose that makes sense,” Hope
said.

“It puts more stress on the mother during
labor,” Andre said. “Especially when she’s a werewolf, because what
can sometimes happen—”

“But not always,” Jolie interrupted.

“No. Not always,” Andre said patiently. “But
what can sometimes happen is the mother
loses it halfway through the birth and starts to transform into a
Were.”

Hope frowned. “And that means what?”

“The cubs are feral,” Jolie stated
flatly.

“No, not necessarily,” Godfrey said. “Sometimes
it can happen that way, but not always.”

It surprised Hope that he knew about this, but then
he had been with Andre longer than she had been with Jolie, so he
knew more about the Garoul clan and its workings. Now he was
anxious to reassure Hope that all was well with Elicia and the
cubs.

“What Andre and Jolie mean is if the mother
starts transmutation during birth, then her cubs are a little bit
further…evolved…than their half-human, or even fully wolven
counterparts.” He spoke directly to Hope. “Their werewolf genes
don’t have to wait until puberty to be triggered. These cubs are
fully active from birth.”

“You mean werewolf babies? And toddlers? And
preteens?” Hope blinked at the concept. “Oh, that’s got to be hard.
It’s bad enough going through puberty as it is without becoming a
werewolf, but at least the Garoul kids are prepped for it. But to
be a werewolf from year zero? Oh, boy.”

“It is hard. Like I said, that’s why they
always go feral,” Jolie said with great certainty.

“Again, not necessarily.” Godfrey was
determined it was not all doom and gloom for Jori and Elicia’s
cubs. “Claude once told me that with special guidance, feral wolven
could be taught to manage.”

Hope turned to Jolie and Andre. “Did you two need
special guidance? Both your parents are wolven.”

Andre spluttered and Jolie just rolled her eyes.

“We are not feral,”
Andre said in mock indignation. “Well, at least I’m not. We’ve
never been sure about Bigfoot here.” He nodded at Jolie.

“Do you want dinner or not?” She scowled at
him.

“Depends. Did you cook it?”

“You can go home hungry, you know.”

“Stop squabbling and explain this to me.” Hope
interrupted their childish quarreling. “You have full werewolf
parents. You’re twins. Did you develop quicker than your
cousins?”

“Mom never mutated when she was in labor with
us. We developed more or less at the same rate as everyone else.
The problem only occurs if the mother has a bad birth.” Andre
finger-quoted the “bad” bit.

“So this has happened before?” Hope said. She
found it all fascinating. She knew so little about Garoul lore even
though she had more or less married into this werewolf clan. She
determined to pin Jolie down later and get a full history, complete
with a family tree. Godfrey knew tons more than she did, but then
Andre was the outgoing, nonstop talker type. Typical for Hope to
fall for the reticent, emotionally challenged twin. She caught the
look Jolie and Andre exchanged. It wasn’t a good look.

She repeated her question. “Has it happened
before?”

“Once. That we know of,” Andre said.

“Yeah,” Jolie said quietly. “Floriene and
Luc.”

“Floriene and Luc?” Hope said. She’d never
heard of these particular Garouls. “Who are they? What about
them?”

Even Godfrey looked mystified. “What happened?” he
asked.

Jolie shrugged while Andre shifted in his seat. “Go
on,” Jolie told Andre. “I may be Bigfoot, but you’re bigmouth. You
tell them the story.”

“Story?” Hope and Godfrey leaned in closer.
This was something big.

Andre cleared his throat and began. “Floriene and Luc
were our cousins—”

“Were your cousins?”
Godfrey gasped. “They’re dead?”

“How did they die?” Hope was agog.

“No. They’re not dead!” Andre snapped, miffed
at the interruption. “Stop interrupting and let me tell the story.”
He cleared his throat again with great deliberation. “Floriene and
Luc were…are…our cousins.” He gave Hope and Godfrey a glare,
ensuring their silence. “They were born like that. I mean their mom transformed during
labor—”

Jolie butted in. “And they were feral.”

“I’m telling the
story. You asked me to.” Andre huffed at her.

“Well, I didn’t realize you were going to be so
goddamn slow…or awful. It’s like pulling teeth,” she said curtly.
She turned to Hope and Godfrey and continued to steal Andre’s
thunder. “They grew up almost uncontrollable and eventually ate a
guy and were sent away.”

“They did not eat a guy,” Andre
said.

“Did so.”

“Did not.”

“Did s—”

“Will you two stop that and tell us what
happened,” Godfrey said, exasperated with them. Andre pushed ahead
with his story, obviously intent on preventing Jolie from twisting
any more facts.

“A hunter trespassed into the valley and shot
this big bear he’d been tracking all day. Only the bear turned out
to be Uncle Robért. He managed to wound Robért before the twins,
who were with him, jumped the guy.”

“And ate him,” Jolie added with
relish.

“They did not eat him. They mauled him pretty
bad, though.”

“And after they ate him they dumped him in the
river and he floated down past where we were playing in the creek,”
Jolie said. “I saw it.”

“When was this?” Hope asked, dismayed by the
gruesome story.

Jolie shrugged. “About twenty-five years ago.”

“They did not eat
him.” Andre glared at Jolie, who totally ignored him. He turned
back to Hope and Godfrey. “We were only youngsters then, maybe nine
or ten. We hadn’t even begun to change—”

“And yet Floriene and Luc were out there eating
people. See? That’s the difference between a good birth and bad
one.” Jolie seemed incapable of shutting up now that she was
competing with Andre for Hope and Geoffrey’s attention. “A bad
birth means out-of-control whelps. They grow too fast and become
unmanageable and eventually dangerous. Feral, see! Like I
said.”

“Oh my God.” Godfrey looked horrified. “What
happened to the guy’s body? What about the police?”

“Robért and Claude made it look like an
accident. He was washed miles downstream,” Andre said.

“I don’t understand,” Hope said after digesting
this information. “These cubs with the bad births are almost
uncontrollable? And yet they are out there running around not just
Little Dip, but our city streets? How the hell do their parents
cope? How can you take Junior to kindergarten if you can’t
guarantee he won’t go all furry and bite someone in a squabble over
the yellow crayon?” She was appalled at the ramifications of feral
werecubs.

“They don’t leave Little Dip,” Andre said.
“It’s as simple as that. They grow up there with Claude and Marie
and the rest of the elders and learn everything they need to know
about the outside world and controlling their wolven side. That’s
what Claude meant by special guidance. A feral is only a Were with
no proper pack skills.”

“They’ll always be limited because their wolven
side is so strong,” Jolie added, tapping her temple. “It’s easier
to run wild and howl at the moon than buckle down and learn how to
control your wolfskin and not eat humans.”

“It must be hard on the parents if they have to
give up everything and move to Little Dip to raise their kids,”
Godfrey said. “Poor Jori and Elicia. They must be worried
sick.”

“They can live in Little Dip if they want to,
or go back to their city life and leave the cubs in the valley. I
suppose it’s sort of like boarding school.” Andre tried to sound
matter-of-fact, but there was a tinge of sadness in his
voice.

“Even so. I can see why Jori’s so upset. What a
life-changing event.” Hope sighed. “So where are these cousins of
yours? This Luc and Floriene? You said they were sent away after
they attacked that hunter?”

“They went north with their parents. Up into
Canada. Grandma Sylvie sent them away. It was too dangerous. People
can’t go missing every time they wander into the valley. You can
only have so many hunting accidents.” Andre shrugged. “I don’t know
what happened to them after that. We were just cubs then. It wasn’t
a good time for the pack.”

“No one knows where they went or what they’re
up to. We lost contact after their parents died.” Jolie shook her
head sagely. “It all smells very iffy.”

Something did indeed smell iffy.

“Oh my God.” Hope leapt to her feet, startling
them all. “The rice. I can smell the rice singeing.” She glared at
Jolie. “You let it boil dry again, didn’t you!”


Chapter Three

“Don’t you remember me, Isabelle?”

“No.” Isabelle stared hard, hoping for a memory
to spark. The lamplight flickered across dark, wary eyes, and she
thought she caught a glimmer of satisfaction. For a moment she
thought she did know this woman, that the eyes seemed somehow
familiar. The flash of a bronzed cheekbone, a strong jawline—this
face was shadowy and elusive, curtained by a sway of hair as her
caretaker ministered to her needs. The notion soon faded. “I’m
sorry. I don’t remember you at all.”

“How do you feel? Does your shoulder
hurt?”

Everything hurt. Talking hurt.

“Do you remember what you were dreaming about
last night? Do you remember how you got here?” The questions were
relentless and held a tinge of anxiety. Isabelle’s mouth was dry.
Her body ached and her head thumped. She was exhausted and didn’t
need this. Not now.

“There was a car crash. And a deer.” She
struggled to answer. The rim of a glass pressed against her cracked
lips.

“Here, drink this. Sip slowly.”

She took several small sips. It tasted oily and
bitter, not water at all, but the coolness acted as an elixir on
her parched throat.

“There were deer…and monsters. The monsters got
me.” Her voice rose in distress as she remembered this fragment of
the dream. A hazy memory of waking as a child plagued with night
terrors crept from the corner of her mind. This wasn’t the first
time she had cried out in the dark, or dreamt of being chased by
monsters.

“Hush now. It was only a dream.” She was
soothed back to the present and enfolded in comfort. A comfort she
somehow knew she’d gone without as a child. She drank more from the
glass.

“Thank you,” she whispered between
sips.

“You need to rest.” Her pillows were plumped
and the smell of freshly washed cotton surrounded her.

“The drink will help with the pain.” The voice
ebbed and flowed. Close then far away. She shook her head to unclog
her ears. The tension eased from her body as promised. Her pain
melted away. Tired and torn muscles simply floated off her aching
bones, and her roiling thoughts calmed to a simmer. Her gaze
drifted around the room. It was plain and bare and nothing looked
familiar.

“Where am I? And who are you?” she asked,
forcing herself to focus. Her head was stuffed with the scents of
lilac and lavender from the newly washed bed linen. Her sense of
smell was overpowering. She struggled to sit up, refusing to fall
back to sleep with so much left unanswered. “Where are my clothes?
My bag? All of my things?”

“Gas leaked into your suitcase. Everything was
ruined. Lie still.” Hands held her in place against the pillows,
and her last remnants of strength dissipated. Isabelle noticed the
most important questions had been ignored. Where was she and who
was this woman who seemed so determined to care? “You need to take
your medicine, then rest.”

“Can’t,” she mumbled, disappointed that she
was, in fact, falling back to sleep. “Need to know…things.” She
couldn’t stay awake any longer. Her eyelids flickered as she fought
sleep. She focused on her benefactor, on her face, on her eyes.
Black irises looked back at her. They shimmered with a dozen points
of lamplight, like a starlit sky. Isabelle felt safe under that
stare. And tired, so very tired. Her eyelids fluttered
shut.

“Who are you?” she said.

“Isabelle. Isabelle.” A deep, urgent voice
called her back. She struggled to respond.“Isabelle. You need to
take all of this. Try to drink a little more.” The glass returned
to her lips.

“Who are you?” she asked, more determined,
between sips of the bitter liquid. This was their trade-off. She
would drink if the other would answer.

“I’m Ren.”

“Ren,” she whispered. The name sounded right.
She savored it on her tongue. “Ren. Ren who?”

“Ren will do for now. Drink more.”

“Ren,” she said, and swallowed more medicine.
She did know this woman…this Ren. A memory
flitted by, shadowed and unsettling. It hovered on the edge of her
consciousness, as ominous as a graveyard bird, its beady-eyed stare
daring her to remember. All around her white sheets and eiderdown
billowed up in warm, scented waves to drown her. The bird rose on
its wing and disappeared, taking its cold warning with it. She knew
she was sinking into a drugged sleep, that the bitter drink was
taking her away to blissful nothingness. One last question surfaced
before she slipped under its spell. “Who are you, Ren?”

“I’m your world, Isabelle.” It was barely a
whisper and she wondered at it, assuming she’d misheard. She let it
go and slid away into sleep. The soft whisper followed her down,
through tickling fronds of weed and beds of rippled sand, where it
hooked her: its sharp barbs embedded in her dreams and reeled in
her last thoughts. Ren.
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She was buried alive in ice. Clear, crystalline
sheets of it covered her, a glazed lid to her coffin. This was an
empty, lonely world. A place that existed inside her, far too close
to her heart. Mighty forests stretched for miles. She could smell
the sharp scent of pine sap and hear tree roots rumble in the
frozen earth around her. She couldn’t move, yet through the solid
layer of ice above her she could see the sky, a featureless and
arctic white dome. Against the endless space her black graveyard
bird swooped in lazy circles with the lassitude of a vulture
awaiting the feast. It gave a sudden shriek and fell out of the sky
onto her, claws hooked, black beak clacking at her icy coffin. The
lid cracked and the bird broke through. It ripped at her immobile
face, bloodying her cheeks, tearing at the pink of her lips, then
it pecked out her frozen eyes—Isabelle jerked upright in
sweat-stained shock. She scrabbled at her face expecting to find
empty, torn eye sockets. She could see! Her face and eyes were
unharmed. It was just another nightmare.

She blinked several times to make sure. It had all
seemed so real—the sharp wind and the bird’s shrill clamor all
around her.

The bedroom was dark and filled with eerie shadows,
but at least it was solid and real. She trembled all over; her feet
and hands were stone cold. Her teeth chattered even though her brow
was beaded with perspiration and her heart thumped painfully in her
chest.

“Here, drink this.” A supporting arm held her
shoulders and water trickled into her mouth. No oily aftertaste
this time, just pure, cool water. She gulped it down.

“You’re shivering like a leaf,” Ren murmured
and laid her back on the pillows. There was a rustle and then a
cool draft as the bedclothes rose a little. Isabelle sighed as Ren
slid in behind her and spooned around her. The heat that radiated
off her was intense. Heavy-headed and sluggish, Isabelle melted
back into the warm body and fell back to sleep.

It was pitch black when she opened her eyes again.
She was blissfully warm, pushed up against a satin wall of muscle
and heated skin. A forearm rested on her waist. Ren’s other arm had
slid in under Isabelle’s neck and reached across her front to cup
her injured shoulder. Ren’s thighs were drawn up underneath hers.
They were both naked.

Isabelle stiffened. She lay and listened to Ren’s
breathing. She was sleeping deeply. Her warm breath hummed against
Isabelle’s scalp. Her face was buried in Isabelle’s hair, breathing
her in, whispering her out. Lungful after lungful. Isabelle
twitched. The sweat, blood, and tears of God knows how long were
pungent on her body. She was embarrassed by her stale odor and by
the intimate spooning, and yet she felt comforted by it, too. She
took a deep breath, and at first faintly, then with certainty
picked up another odor, a new smell, piquant and peppery. It was
Ren’s scent. Isabelle’s mouth watered and her flesh tingled.

Afraid to move in case she woke her, Isabelle lay
still and tried to orient herself with the darkened objects in the
room. There was a straight-backed chair and a bedside table and
lamp. To the left stood the blocky outline of a chest of drawers.
She breathed in the comforting scent of Ren’s nakedness.

How did she get here, and why was Ren nursing her
with such care? Isabelle’s thoughts were still a jumbled mass of
jagged images, torn-up photographs of monsters and frozen wastes,
of forests and blood. They all jostled in her head until it hurt.
And with the images came whispers and warnings, half-formed
thoughts and ideas that slithered away like snakes before she could
grasp them. These were her memories, her life…all frustratingly out
of reach. They danced around the edges of her mind and teased her
inability to chase them all the way home.

If she could relax, perhaps they might creep closer?
Her eyes grew heavy as the warmth of Ren’s body lured her back into
a healing sleep. The arms around her tightened and lips brushed her
matted hair where it stuck to her sweat-soaked skin. Ren was
surfacing from sleep; she murmured something indistinct against
Isabelle’s nape.

“Why are you doing this?” Isabelle asked
quietly. “Are you my friend?”

Ren lay still for a moment, then moved her mouth away
from Isabelle’s neck to whisper, “Something like that.”

The words breathed past Isabelle’s ear, making her
entire body erupt in goose bumps.

“Why are we naked?” Isabelle asked. Her voice
trembled with an embarrassment impossible to conceal.

“I can heat you better skin to skin.” Ren
awkwardly pulled away. Isabelle felt the chill. Ren was a furnace,
and she hadn’t realized it until she’d lost contact with
her.

“I didn’t mean to…” Ren trailed off; her voice
was brusque and unsure.

“It’s okay,” Isabelle mumbled. “I’ve got
hang-ups.” This little nugget stuck in her chest. She had
inadvertently unearthed a bitter truth about herself. She had
hang-ups. Well, so what? For the moment, she felt safe and warm,
and she hurt less than before. Every time she awoke she felt
stronger, more centered, more in control, and that had to be
good.
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Ren lay awake and watched her patient for a long
time. She breathed in tandem with her, monitoring Isabelle’s sleep
pattern, and watched as she slipped further into a dreamless sleep.
Only then did she relax against her, allowing their skin to again
touch. She lay and drank in Isabelle’s raw scent, sour and
unwashed, but it thrilled her. It filled her head with all manner
of images. It was a complex scent. Recent fear and old pain pulsed
out of Isabelle, making Ren’s chest ache with confusion. Her scent
held stories and had a heart of honey underlaid with the solidity
of oak moss, as ancient as the forest that surrounded them. Ren
closed her eyes and held the scent, allowing it to burst upon her
face like sunlight. Isabelle’s tinkling laughter floated toward her
through the trees. Lazy bees droned as Ren slipped through fir and
alder, compelled to chase her and seek out the laughter.

She found her by a brook that gurgled over river
stones and fallen branches. The silver waters cut through the rich,
black earth. Isabelle stood by the riverbank, her camera focused on
a fat toad.

Ren stood motionless and watched as Isabelle took her
photos. She raised her head and sucked in the sweet forest air. It
was laden with honey and oak moss—Isabelle’s scent. A low growl
rumbled in her chest. Ren knew these smells; they belonged to her
forest, her home. And Isabelle belonged there, too.

“Take her.” The urgent whisper came from right
behind. She shook her head and scowled at the intrusion.

“Take her now. She’s yours in every way. Even
the forest knows it,” the whisper continued.

Isabelle looked across; she raised her camera and
laughed.

“Smile, you guys.”

The camera flash in her memory made Ren blink. The
moment was gone. All that was left was this injured woman in her
arms, and her scent that told more than Scheherazade. For Ren, the
belonging was doubtless and absolute. This woman was hers. They
were life bonds. Now and for always. The taking, however, lacked
honor. It made her want to snarl and bite and claw entire trees
apart in anger. But right here and now, in this bed, all she needed
to do was wrap herself around her mate and keep her safe.

The pull was strong. She settled in, and pushed her
face into the nape of Isabelle’s neck, and closed her eyes. Her
ears twitched, straining for anything untoward, but all was as it
should be. The wind blew down the mountainside and rattled the
shingles and shutters. The old cabin complained as it always did on
windy nights. The night sky was empty of forest calls. Satisfied
all was well and they were secure, Ren finally allowed herself to
sleep.
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“Listen up, mutt. This is your mission, and
you’d better bite ass at it or you’ll be nothing but a tail
sticking out of my next burger bun. Get it?”

Hope backpedaled up the hall. Jolie’s words snagged
her attention from the full laundry basket in her arms. She peeped
into the living room wondering what was going on.

Jolie sat stooped on the couch nose to nose with
Tadpole. The little dog bristled with self-importance and
excitement. He wasn’t allowed on the furniture, but several times
lately Hope had caught him on the couch, and here was clear
evidence why. Jolie had sat him beside her for this important pack
confab, and he loved it. He’d obviously received a big werewolf
promotion somewhere along the way.

Hope frowned. What on earth was Jolie up to? By
rights, she should be getting ready for her business trip. Both
Jolie and Andre had been summoned to accompany Leone for the first
meeting with the Lykous. The Greek werewolf clan had invited
representatives from the ancient werewolf family of Garoul to visit
their pack home in Zagoria, high in the mountains of northern
Greece. Yet here was Jolie, spending her last few hours in deep
conversation with Tadpole?

“Okay, it’s like this,” Jolie drilled him. “I’m
the Alpha and you’re the dog. When I’m away, your job is to protect
Hope. You’re my right paw, and between us we have to keep our den
mother safe. She’s the cornerstone of the pack, see?” Tadpole’s
tail thumped on the cushions. “Because if we don’t have a den
mother I’m gonna end up eating you. Understand?”

Tadpole didn’t seem to understand. His tail thumped
faster and more happily despite the dire warning. Jolie shook her
head and straightened in her seat with a grunt of disgust.

“Stupid mutt.”

“Den mother? Since when am I a den mother?”
Hope stepped into the room and Jolie jumped guiltily.

“And you. Down. Now.” Hope pointed at Tadpole.
He skittered under the couch in a blink, leaving Jolie to take the
flak. She glared at his disappearing hindquarters.

“Well, you are. Sort of,” she said, defending
her description. “We’re a pack, Hope. A family unit, and he has to
protect you when I’m not around. It’s his pack job.”

“He was already doing that before you came on
the scene.”

Jolie snorted rudely.

“He did so,” Hope said. “So tell me, what does
a den mother do, seeing as how I’ve apparently got the job without
even applying for it.” She sat on the couch in Tadpole’s vacated
spot.

“Oh. Mostly the laundry.” Jolie eyed the
overflowing basket at Hope’s feet.

“The laundry?”

“Yeah, and the cooking. And
gardening.”

“I see. All the things you hate. How
convenient. And what does the mighty Alpha bring to the
pack?”

“The mighty Alpha brings home the
meat.”

“I can do that from the grocery run. You’re
beginning to sound mighty redundant, mighty Alpha.”

“The mighty Alpha does all the mighty lovin’.”
Jolie slowly spilled Hope over onto her back.

“Oh?”

“Right word, wrong delivery.” Jolie growled and
began to nibble Hope’s neck, lingering on her pulse
point.

“Oooh,” Hope moaned, then grabbed Jolie by the
ears and pulled her back up off her. “No you don’t. We have to get
you packed.”

She pushed them both into an upright position.
“Seriously, I’ve never heard of a den mother. Marie isn’t one.
She’s the Garoul Alpha.”

“A den mother is more for the younger cubs.
Like at the Little Dip summer camp when the young ones come to
learn their wolven skills.”

“Before they hit puberty and
change?”

“Before and after they change. It’s an ongoing
education. In the wild a den mother would also look after the
orphans. Or any feral cubs adopted by the pack. That sort of
thing.”

“You sound very vague about it.”

Jolie shrugged. “I was brought up in a strong,
well-organized pack. I had Aunt Marie as my Alpha and Dad as our
trainer. I suppose in some ways he took over the role of den
mother. After all, he’s the one who taught us all how to lick our
paws and clean behind our ears.”

“I’d like to see you tell Claude he’s a den
mother. You’d be licking more than your paws,” Hope
said.

“Of course he’s not called a den mother. But his role is more
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