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It was another stiflingly hot day in Three Rivers, the sun beating down upon the unsheltered town mercilessly. The chime of the church toll echoed mercilessly across the canyon, the noise both a warning and a blessing, depending on who was within earshot. 

Or what is in earshot, the good Pastor thought, looking nervously into the dusty village, his wise brown irises seeking out signs of those who did not belong. From his vantage point atop the chapel’s whitewashed steps, he could fully see the haphazard forms of the main street. Bodies moved about in various stages of the day. From there, August could see Lou’s Tavern and the Achy Horse Saloon. They were not meant to be open at that hour on a Sunday morning but that did not stop the nefarious owners from beginning their long-documented competition of taunting the sheriff. The lawman was conspicuously absent that morning, undoubtedly sleeping off whatever he had drunk at the brothel, his wife letting him sleep before feeding him rat poisoned coffee for breakfast. 

The red and white barber pole twirled, despite the early hour but August suspected that was because Old Charlie Mandel had forsaken it rather than he was preparing for shaves and trimmings. Anita Barker opened the General Store hurriedly as though she feared to be caught outside or at work on God’s day but August paid her or anyone else little mind. His thoughts were elsewhere and rightfully so. He was playing a very dangerous game, one that was apt to explode in his face at any moment. 

It was not hard for August Succar to note who was part of Three Rivers and who was desperately out of place. He had lived in the town long enough to filter the god-fearing men from the lawless mayhem seekers, not unlike the one who stood before August at that moment. 

Billy Braxton was unnerving enough to see from a distance with his oddly colored hair, straggly and unwashed, barely kept beneath a ten-gallon hat too big for his head. It seemed that every time the holy man had set eyes upon the yellow-toothed man, he wore the same filthy vest and stained shirt. 

His attention was fixed angrily on the reverend now and August wished it were not. 

“Dang it, Reverend, yer gun send them wolves a flurry if y’aint stop with that racket!” Bill Braxton growled, spitting tobacco from between his teeth. “This ain’t the first time I’m tellin’ ya but it best be the last!” 

August opened his mouth to placate the bounty hunter but before he could, a flash of blonde hair told him that he had been saved again. 

“Isn’t it time for services, darling?” Annabelle appeared at his side, casting Bill a wary but small smile. 

“Yes, my dear, it is,” he replied, managing a small smile. 

“Is there a problem, Auggie?” 

“No, ma’am, no there ain’t,” Bill cooed, grinning a near-toothless grimace at the pastor’s pretty wife. He all but batted his eyes. “In fact, I was mere warning the good Reverend about what lies beyond the canyon. Ain’t we agreed to stop with the danged church bells?”

Billy had no eyes for August now that Annabelle was present, saliva almost dripping from the corners of his mouth as he leered at the shapely blonde who had no business being the wife of a holy man. Her figure alone turned moral men to savage beasts, a fact which had not escaped the young pastor who had always been reluctant about relocating his wife to various parts of the untamed country. 

“Oh, but how will the villagers know when there is a call to prayer if not for the bells?” Annabelle sighed, eying her husband through her peripheral vision with wide, innocent blue eyes. 

“The villagers know well enough when it’s time to pray,” Billy insisted, scowling slightly now that he was being contradicted and by a woman no less. “It’s the damned beasts that are my concern.”

Annabelle smiled thinly. 

“Surely you don’t believe in such fairy tales, do you, Mr. Braxton?” Annabelle purred demurely. August felt an uncomfortable yet familiar stab of envy as his wife sashayed closer to the lawless man and placed a hand delicately on his arm. “Werewolves and whatnot?”

Billy’s own eyes widened at the unexpected touch, a sly, stupid grin forming on his face again. 

“Why, yes I do ma’am!” he sputtered as August turned away, unable to watch his wife waste unwarranted attention on such a brutish man. “I have seen these monsters firsthand.”

The parishioners turned to stare expectantly at the reverend, eager for the services to start, the heat and dust of the Montana landscape brushing through the open doors of the church. 

“Sermons should commence,” August told the duo but Annabelle’s eyes did not stray away from Billy as though she was enthralled by every word he spoke. 

“You don’t say!” she breathed. August gritted his teeth and made his way toward the pulpit, trying desperately to ignore the feelings of jealousy as he opened the hymn book before him, calling the congregation to order. 

We cannot stay here, he thought, not for the first time. The west is far too wild for the likes of me and Annabelle. 

Yet he knew they could not simply pick up and leave, not yet. 

Clearing his throat, August began his sermon. 

~ ~ ~

The last of the churchgoers left, each one urging the young pastor to join them at their homes over the next week. August promised to make his rounds as he always did but he was grateful for the emptiness of the building when the last soul departed. 

He turned to his wife with a frown and Annabelle sighed. 

“I won’t hear it, Auggie,” she told him, rising from the pew to gather her skirts. Her honey-blonde braid slipped over the ruffled shoulder of her Sunday dress, the tresses gleaming against the yellow of her gown. 

“I haven’t said a word,” he grumbled, following after her as she retreated into the apse and away from the front of the church. 

“Nor do you need to say a word,” she retorted firmly, casting a glance over her shoulder, the straps of her bonnet had come loose but Annabelle did not seem to notice as she cast him a look of partial daring. “I can read the expression on your face.”

“You cannot fault me,” August insisted, waiting as Annabelle located a key from the sash of her dress, pausing before a solid arched door. His wife gazed about, a worried look upon her face. 

“I will fault you for not believing my intentions are pure and true,” she replied staunchly. “You think I have any interest in that outlaw brute?”

“I could not say,” August muttered but he felt the heat of embarrassment touch his cheeks as he gazed at the floor. 

“Couldn’t you?” Annabelle snapped. “Did it not occur to you that I might not want him to suspect what it is we’re doing here? I see the way he looks at you, Auggie. He will not stop about the church bells.”

August opened his mouth to protest but he immediately realized that there was no argument to be made. 

“If you insist on doing this, we must be more careful. These bounty hunters are among us now,” Annabelle continue, a slight exasperation coloring her face. 

“Not to attend service, that much is clear,” August sighed, offering her a wan smile of apology.

“Perhaps not but until the town is rid of them, we have no choice but to ensure they don’t look to us with even a glimmer of doubt.”

August exhaled and stepped closer, pulling his beautiful wife into his arms. He stared down at her face adoringly. 

“It is God’s miracle that I lived as long as I did without you.”

Annabelle’s face softened and she cocked her head back to meet his gaze. 

“Perhaps you were less foolhardy before we were wed,” she tittered, permitting the reverend to place a soft kiss upon her lips. 

“Come now,” she sighed, pulling back to put the key in the lock. “Our guests must be starving.”

August’s neck stiffened slightly as Annabelle opened the door and they drew back with some wary anticipation. 

Sprawled along the floor of the church cupboard were three dirty men, their eyes gleaming in the darkness. 

“Good grief,” Annabelle sighed, hurrying inside. “Have you run short of kerosene already?”

“No, ma’am,” the one named Lester replied, his voice slightly scratchy as though he had not spoken in a long while. “We much prefer the dark is all.”

Annabelle and August exchanged a quick look before turning their attention back to them. 

“Services have concluded and we have locked the chapel doors. You’re free to move about now without fear.”

“Did you ring the bells as a warning today?” Carmen asked, his hazy eyes darting between the pair mistrustingly. “It scares off the others, you know?”

“Yes,” August said. “There’s a bounty hunter lurking about. One by the name of Billy Braxton.”

The men looked to one another, unspeaking but the concern in their faces was obvious. 

“Do you know him?” August pressed when they did not speak. 

“By reputation,” Edward confessed “He takes great pride in bringing our heads to mount.”

Annabelle balked. 

“We’ll have no talk of such things,” she told them promptly. “You stretch your legs now and I’ll see to a hot meal for you. You’ll be reunited with your...”

She frowned as she tried to think of the word. 

“Friends in no time,” she concluded, looking relieved. 

“Our pack, ma’am,” Lester offered, sensing her discomfort. “Us wolves run about in packs.”

“Your pack then,” Annabelle breathed, turning away. They did not read the look on her face but August saw the worry piercing her features. 

“We will return shortly,” August promised, hurrying after his wife.

Unspeaking, they made their way through the back corridor until they found themselves in their adjacent residence. It was only when the door had closed in their wake that Annabelle spoke her mind. 

“We must get them out of here soon, Auggie,” she said as she busied herself in the kitchen. “The moon will be full in a matter of days and God only knows what will happen to them when that occurs.”

August knew precisely what would happen. They had seen it before in Wyoming. The moon would bring about their full animal instincts and the couple would not be safe, even as their protectors. It could not be helped. The beasts would be subjected to their most primal nature and nothing could be done to stop it. 

“We will see them reunited with their pack by then,” August said with far more confidence than he had any business feeling. This was a first for him, harboring he elusive and well-hunted wolves but after the savagery that he and Annabelle had witnessed in Wyoming, he knew he could not watch any more death. God forbade the torture of any living creature and August was determined to protect the beasts, terrifying as they were. 

They cannot be faulted for what God made them. They are His creatures just as we are and it is in my power to protect them. 

He shuddered to think of what might become of him if Billy Braxton or any of the other bounty hunters discovered what he and Annabelle were doing but he shoved the thought aside. His wife would not tell and neither would the wolves. He had been careful thus far and in a few days, the pack would be rejoined and out of his church. 

He watched as Annabelle fussed about the kitchen, preparing soup and sandwiches for their bedraggled stowaways. His heart filled with tenderness that he had found such a kind woman. 

I truly would be lost without her. 

“Let me take the tray,” he told Annabelle as she loaded up the silver platter but before he could reach for it, there was a knock at the front door. Panicked, the couple looked to one another. 

“Leave it,” Annabelle hissed, snatching up the tray and moving back toward the church. “Give me a moment to make myself scarce.”

Another loud knock reverberated through the house and August knew he had no choice but to let her get out of view before their unexpected visitor caught sight of the food prepared for three hungry animals. August did not like the idea of Annabelle going alone but she was gone before he could argue or suggest they trade places, leaving him to rush to answer the door. 

“Oh thank Heavens, Reverend!” Patty LaChance cried, hand to heart in dramatic fashion. “I had worried some terrible fate had befallen you!”

The baker’s wife all but threw herself inside the door, her eyes trailing suspiciously about the house as August stifled a groan. 

“Why would you think that?” he asked dryly. “I only just saw you during service.”

“Indeed!” Patty agreed, her nose wrinkling to sniff the air. “Which is why I thought it so odd when the doors were locked to the church. What, will those wolves running amok...I didn’t know quite what to think!”

She paused. 

“Where is Mrs. Succar?” 

“Annabelle is praying,” August replied, thinking quickly. “It is her later father’s birthday today and she wanted some peace to pray for him. That is why the church is locked.”

Patty’s eyebrows raised and a slight look of contrition crossed over her face. 

“Oh...I see. Have I interrupted your luncheon?”

“We have just finished,” August replied, steering her toward the door. “Was there something you needed from the church?”

“I thought I left my parasol but I realize now that I never brought it to church,” Patty chuckled, her neck still craning to look behind like she intended to catch a juicy piece of gossip to reiterate at afternoon tea. 

“All’s well that ends well,” August said, almost shoving the busybody onto the stoop. “Good day, Mrs. LaChance.”

“Good day—”

A shrill scream pierced through the air, causing the pair to turn in unison. People ran, flailing their arms in a near-comical fashion as they dove for cover. 

“What in God’s name is happening?” Patty demanded, backing away from the center of town where the commotion appeared to be occurring. 

“THE WOLVES!” someone screamed. “THE WOLVES HAVE COME!”

August froze where he stood, trying to make sense of what he was hearing. 

“They have a woman!” someone else cried out. “The pastor’s wife!”

The words were enough to spring August into action. Without wasting a moment, he spun about and bounded toward the rectory door, throwing it open. He did not bother to look behind him, terror engulfing his soul as he realized that the hallway was empty and there was no sign of Annabelle. 

In front of the open cupboard, the tray lay, dishes in pieces, soup spilled about. Brazen mice nibbled upon the forsaken sandwiches, barely moving from August’s path, sensing that he was not there for them. 

More dread overwhelmed him as he made way to the pulpit, his jaw slacked to realize that the front of the church was open. 

The wolves had indeed vanished with his wife in their midst. 

“Oh dear God,” August whispered. “What have I done?”

But the answer was devastatingly clear. He had permitted a foxes into the hen house and they had made off with his most prized possession. 

~ ~ ~

“How could this happen?” Billy growled, pacing between the pews. “How were they able to enter if the church was locked?”

August refused to answer, his eyes trained on the floor before him. Half the town had gathered among the benches, trying to make sense of why they had come for Annabelle Succar and not simply devoured her as they tended to do with humans. 

“It’s not a full moon,” Charles Bowman grumbled. “And it’s broad daylight! What business do they have here?”

All eyes turned suspiciously toward August again. 

“What ain’t you tellin’ us, Reverend?” Billy demanded, ambling closer to the pastor, his eyes glowing maliciously. “Have you been hiding wolves?”

“Shame on you!” To August’s shock, it was Patty LaChance who spoke on his behalf. “Sit yourself down man before God strikes you dead for such blasphemy.”

August cast her a grateful look but he was not sure if Patty believed in his innocence. The woman was a gossip, not a warmonger. She did not want to see a man of God hurt, especially not in His house. 

“There is more to this than what the good Reverend has said,” Billy insisted but to August’s relief, he backed away and continued to pace. 

“We’ll head for the woods,” the shoemaker announced, rising from his spot to nod at his four sons. Each of the men also stood, picking up their weapons from their sides and marching toward the door. “You needn’t worry, Pastor. We’ll find Mrs. Succar and bring her home before those animals have their way with her.”

The words sent shivers of revulsion through August’s body, the image of his wife bloodied and lifeless etched in his mind until he thought he might vomit. 

“We’ll look into the canyon,” Butch Vernon announced, following Willy Thompson’s lead and ushering his own boys out of the church. 

One by one, the parishioners gathered their sons and determined their own area to hunt out the escaped wolves until there was no one but Patty and Billy Braxton remaining in the building. 

“You should get home to your husband now, Mrs. LaChance,” Billy muttered to
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