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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Charles Pogue, the love of my life. Thank you for loving me, putting up with me, and supporting me in all I’ve done. I will miss you forever. Rest in peace, my darling.
Please Leave a Review

Please leave a review letting others know what you thought of this book. Reviews help other readers find books they will enjoy. They are so much appreciated by readers and authors! 

Thank you!

Author’s Note: 

This story is located in southern Colorado, west, and south of La Veta. For purposes of this story, I’ve taken liberties with the location and added a new high school in fictional La Veta County, located in the bottom portion of Huerfano County, named Tala Ridge High. The fictional high school is outside the Tala Ridge city limits.

Tala Ridge is a fictional town between La Veta and the Tala Ridge Ranch, with two run-down gas stations, six buildings housing assorted businesses. On the highway, there’s a drive-in ice cream shop and a small family café that caters to travelers on the highway.

Tala Ridge Storm  is book 2 of a serial series.

For best results,

read book 1, Tala Ridge Alpha, first.

The Tala Ridge Shifters Series is a spin-off of the Texas Ranch Wolf Pack Series.
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Six months ago.
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Deputy Johnna Crow closed her front door and leaned on it. She stared at the floor, trying to let the events of the day go. Sighing, she let her head droop forward for a moment, then took a breath and stepped away from the door. Unbuckling her duty belt, she walked to the gun safe and set the Glock and belt inside before closing it and spinning the lock. She and Gary, her husband, didn’t yet have children, but it was a good habit to get into for when they did.

She hung her jacket on the solid oak coat stand her brother made for her in shop class when they were teens. Thinking of her brother brought a frown to her lips. Since Jack married Rose fifteen years ago, he’d distanced himself from the family. Biting her lip, she thought back, huffing when she realized she hadn’t heard from her brother since sometime last March.

Jack and Rose even refused to join the family for the traditional family get-together at Easter. For the third year. Without Jack’s two daughters there for the holiday, their mother fell into a depression. Johnna understood her mother’s concern. She’d seen instances where narcissistic men forced their spouses to withdraw from family and friends, but for a woman to do it was even stranger.

“Is that you, Honey?” Gary called from the kitchen

Johnna raised her head. “Yeah, it’s me.” She walked down the hall and leaned her shoulder against the kitchen door frame.

Sitting on a stool at the bar, Gary looked up and grinned at her, his fingers busily peeling a potato. “You didn’t say anything, so I started to wonder.”

Johnna walked up behind him, circled him with her arms, and rested her head on his shoulder. “Sorry. Lost in thought. How was your day?”

“Not bad. At least, not bad after Mrs. Malone went home.” He wrinkled his nose and shivered. “That woman is really strange.”

Johnna moved around the bar and smirked at him, amused that her big, strong husband was intimidated by a little old lady. “Not strange, just a geriatric female Lothario.”

“Yeah. She pinched my hip, today.”

“Did you swat her?”

“I can’t hit a patient. I’d be fired.”

She grinned. “Want me to hit her?”

Gary laughed, his brunette hair falling over his forehead as he shook his head. “And have you brought up on charges of police brutality? I don’t think so.” His eyes caught the light, and he grinned. “I slipped prune juice in her grape juice.”

Johnna snorted, trying not to laugh. “Won’t you get into trouble?”

“Only if I’m caught.” He shrugged. “Old buzzard can’t taste anything, anymore, so she’ll never know. Anyway...” He sniffed and moved his gaze back to the potato in his hands. “She’s so full of vinegar, it’ll probably be good for her.”

Arms resting on the bar, Johnna shook her head and grinned. “Anything else happen?”

“Mrs. Barr’s granddaughter came by to show us all her new baby. She’s a cute little thing.” For a moment, he was lost in thought, then blowing out a breath, he smiled brightly. “So, what had you thinking so hard you forgot to let me know you’re home?”

“Hmm? Oh, I was thinking about Jack.”

“Why don’t you call him?”

She caught the grape tomato he tossed at her and popped it into her mouth. “I don’t know. He doesn’t seem to want much to do with me, these days. Any of us, really.”

“Which means he needs you more than he knows. Call him.”

“Maybe after supper.” Johnna glanced around the kitchen. “I didn’t expect you to be cooking. What can I do to help?”

“This is the last potato. You can make the salad if you want. Most of the makings are still in the fridge. I have chicken marinating for the grill.”

Even after five years, his soft smile left her breathless. “I’ll take over in here if you want to get the grill started.”

“Sounds good.” He carried a double handful of potatoes to the sink and rinsed them. “Let me get these started, and I’ll get the grill going.”

With a nod, Johnna stood and stretched. “I need to change out of this uniform, first. I’ll be right back.”

A few minutes later, wearing a green t-shirt sporting the Colorado State University ram emblem, a pair of worn jeans, and her favorite fluffy bunny slippers, Johnna returned to the kitchen. Pulling a hair elastic from her wrist, she caught her hair at the back of her neck before glancing in the pot Gary set on the stove. The potatoes weren’t boiling, yet, but it wouldn’t take long.

Through the glass sliding door, she watched Gary turn his college ball cap around, the bill to the back. After dousing the charcoal with starter fluid, he dropped a match into the barbeque grill. Flames whooshed up, then slowly died down. He sat in an Adirondack chair and settled his shoulders against the wood planks behind him.

Biting her bottom lip, she watched for a moment, then sat at the bar and pulled her phone from her hip pocket. She pulled up her brother’s phone number and stared at it. She hesitated for a minute, then pressed the call icon. The phone rang four times, and Johnna thought her brother was going to ignore her call, again. When the call connected, all she could hear was heavy breathing.

“Jack? Are you there?”

“Johnna?”

The pain in her brother’s voice pulled her to her feet. “What’s wrong, Jack? Are the girls okay?”

Jack cleared his throat. “I’m bringing the kids to Tala Ridge, but I have to go back. I have to try to get Rose out of there.”

“Out of where? What’s going on, Jack?”

“I need you to watch the kids for a while, Johnna. It’s too dangerous to keep them with me.”

“Jack, what’s going on? What are you talking about? What danger?”

“They have her. They have Rose! I have to get her out.” He took a sobbing breath. “I need you to watch the kids for a while. Please, Johnna!”

“Of course, we’ll watch the kids, but...”

“No! You can’t get involved in this. If you learn about them, they’ll kill you!”

“Learn about who?” Brakes squealed, then the sound of the motor got louder. “Jack...”

“I’ll be there by midnight tomorrow, but I can’t stay. It was too dangerous to go by the house for anything, so I bought some clothes for the girls, but...” He took a gasping breath. “Don’t tell anyone anything, Johnna. Promise me.”

“Jack...”

“Promise!”

“I won’t do or say anything until you get here.”

“Midnight tomorrow. I’m ditching the phone so they can’t find us.” Jack hung up. When Johnna tried to call back, the call wouldn’t connect.

She stared at the phone in her hand. The back door opened, and Gary walked in. One look at Johnna and his smile faded. “What happened?”

“Jack’s bringing the kids here. He wants to leave them with us for a while.” She swallowed and looked up at him. “I don’t know what he’s gotten into, but he sounded scared.”

“But what about school?”

“I guess we’ll have to enroll them here if they’re staying.” She sighed, tried Jack’s number, again, then shoved her phone into her hip pocket. “Let’s get supper done, and then we can fix up the guest room for them.”

Gary frowned, then nodded. “Let me help with the salad while the chicken and mashed potatoes finish cooking.”

Johnna gave him an absent nod. “I’ll need to put fresh sheets on the guest bed.”

Gary pulled her into his arms. “Whatever happened, we’ll get through it. Please don’t worry.”

She tilted her head back to smile at him. “I’ll try not to.”

“Good.” Gary kissed her nose and squeezed her. “Let me check the chicken, and I’ll be right back to help with the salad.”

“Okay.” When Gary pulled the glass door shut, Johnna moved to gather salad makings. Fridge door open, she stared unseeing inside.  Rose and her family. Jack met Rose when he attended the University of Oklahoma. From the first time Johnna met her, her intuition had screamed at her, warning her something was wrong with the woman. Her cult-like family worried her, but Jack never listened.

She blew out a loud breath. Blinking, she opened the vegetable drawer and pulled out lettuce, tomatoes, and mushrooms, and stood there unmoving with the fridge door still open. How could Jack and Rose get involved in something that would endanger their children?

Gary’s arm slipped around her shoulders. “You okay?”

Relaxing against him, she sighed and looked up at him. “I’m okay. Just worried.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Thought you were going to try not to do that.”

Taking a deep breath, she blew it out and smiled at him. “You’re right. Worrying won’t help anything.”

She carried the veggies to the bar while Gary found a couple of cutting boards and some knives. She would listen to Jack but decided if she learned the kids were in danger, they were her first priority.

The following night, Johnna paced the living room floor. Another glance at the clock told her it was almost one o’clock in the morning. Gary sat in his recliner, watching her. “Fifteen minutes,” she mumbled. “If he’s not here in fifteen minutes, I’m calling in a missing person report.”

After ten minutes, she heard the rumble of a motor coming up the street. She stopped and held her breath, releasing it when the car pulled into her driveway and shut off. Yanking the door open, she marched outside.

Johnna crossed her arms and tapped her foot while waiting for her brother. Jack got out of the car, staggered, then opened the back door and lifted out his sleeping seven-year-old daughter, Calendula. The family called her Cally. Twelve-year-old Iris crawled out and followed her dad to the porch.

Johnna opened the door and motioned them inside. As soon as Iris was past the door, Johnna followed and closed it to keep the cool inside. Gary moved to stand beside her and slipped his arm around her waist. She smiled at Gary, then watched her brother settle his youngest daughter on the sofa. Jack gave Iris a quick hug, then turned to face Johnna and Gary.

“Johnna...” He took a step then folded in half and sprawled on the floor.

“Daddy!”

Johnna caught Iris by the shoulders and gently handed her off to Gary. Dropping to one knee, she rolled Jack to his back. She frowned at the dark moist spot on Jack’s black denim jacket. Unbuttoning the jacket, she gently pulled the torn shirt from Jack’s chest and gasped. A set of deep, jagged, perpendicular slashes stretched from just under Jack’s arm to his bellybutton.  Her gaze jumped to Iris. “What happened?”

“It was a bear.” She sobbed and shook her head. “I knew there was wolves, but they had bears with them! And lions and tigers!” She turned into Gary’s chest and cried, her indecipherable words muffled against Gary’s shirt.

Johnna exchanged glances with Gary. Gary nodded. “Let’s go to the kitchen, Iris. We’ll get the first aid kit for your dad.”

Clinging to Gary, Iris staggered alongside her uncle. Before they left the room, Johnna cleared her throat. “Iris, where did this happen?”

Still crying, she looked over her shoulder. Her words were garbled, but Johnna understood. “At home on the farm. In Oklahoma.”

Releasing the fear that danger approached the house, she nodded. “Go with Gary.”

Removing Jack’s jacket and the shirt was awkward. Johnna considered going after her scissors to cut him out of them but finally managed to pull them off. The jagged slashes looked puffy, red with infection.

“Idiot! Don’t you know to treat wild animal scratches?”

Jack moaned and blinked at her, eyes feverish. “I had to get the kids to safety.” Tears trekked down the sides of his head into his red hair. “They have Rose!”

“Who? Who has Rose?”

“Shifters.”

Gary dropped to his knees beside her, the first aid kit and several towels in his hands, half of them soaked.

“Shifters? What’s that?” Johnna took one of the soaked towels and dabbed at the cuts, cleaning away the blood.

Fading in and out of consciousness, Jack moaned and shuddered, his eyes rolling up to show only white.

“Here. Let me.”

Johnna gave Gary a nod. She had first aid training, but as a nurse, he was more experienced with wounds. Leaning back to give Gary room, she glanced at her nieces. Iris sat on the couch beside her sleeping sister. Her arms were wrapped around her pulled up knees, her bottom lip caught between her teeth. “He’ll be okay, Iris.”

Iris gave her a hesitant nod. “He won’t change into a shifter?”

Johnna glanced at Gary’s upraised eyebrow and shrugged. “No, he won’t change.” Iris swallowed hard and breathed out a sigh of relief.

Questions buzzing in her mind, Johnna held Jack’s hand while Gary opened a bottle of hydrogen peroxide. After stuffing a large towel beneath Jack’s side to keep the liquid off the oak flooring, he poured it over the wounds. The scratches fizzed. Jack jerked and gasped, then lapsed back into unconsciousness.

Working quickly while Jack was out, Gary cleaned the deep scratches and smeared them with antibiotic ointment. Sitting Jack up, the two of them managed, not without difficulty, to wrap his chest in gauze. Lowering her brother back to the floor, Johnna and Gary sat back on their heels.

Johnna glanced at Iris. After she was reassured her father wouldn’t change, whatever that meant, the girl leaned back and dozed. Blowing out a quiet breath, Johnna met Gary’s worried gaze.

His frown creased his forehead. “Shifters? Change? What are they talking about?”

“Beats me.” Johnna brushed her hair back with both hands, then pulled them down her face and pressed her fingers to the sides of her neck. “I don’t have a clue.”

She tilted her head and studied her unconscious brother. A frown wrinkled the skin between her eyebrows. “Last time I saw him, he didn’t have so many muscles. When did he get so ripped?”

*****
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Jack Baskett waited until everyone slept then crept out to his car. He backed out of the driveway, gasping as pain washed through his chest when he twisted to look out the back window. With a last glance at Johnna’s house, he murmured a prayer for his daughters. He wished he could stay, but if he did, Rose would be lost forever. If she wasn’t already. His vision blurred, and he blinked to refocus his eyes. Right hand pressed against the wound Johnna and Gary bandaged, he sighed and drove away. Johnna would keep the girls safe.

The two safe houses he stopped at on the way to Tala Ridge were abandoned, all weapons and supplies removed. He only knew of one more safe house. Surely the shifters hadn’t found all of them. He desperately needed medical care and weapons. He glanced at the GPS on his phone. Eleven hours of driving. Stopping at a red light, he bowed his head and closed his eyes. Eleven hours to safety and help. The driver in the car behind him honked when the light changed, and he didn’t move. Gasping, he sat up, realized where he was, and pressed down on the accelerator.

Later, he went through a drive-thru at La Junta for coffee. In Garden City, he picked up a burger at the Burger King window, then stopped for gas. In Wichita, he stopped again for gas. When he pulled his credit card from the machine, he set it on top of the pump. A tall man in the next bay nodded at him, then jerked back to look again. “Hey, mister, you’re bleeding!”

Jack’s head felt like it was spinning when he looked down at the pavement. Sure enough, blood pooled at his feet. “Accident in my workshop. I’m on my way to the hospital.”

Ignoring the man’s offer to call for help, Jack half-fell into the driver’s seat of his car. With a wave, he drove away from the pumps, leaving his credit card on the pump. He glanced in the rearview mirror. The man stood staring after him, concern on his face. As soon as Jack felt safe, he pulled off the main highway and found a deserted area to park.

Shivering, realizing he was going into shock, he pulled a Huntsman issued first aid kit from the back seat and re-wrapped his ribs and chest as tight as he could stand it. He dug to the bottom of the kit and found a saline IV solution. He inserted the needle, hung the bottle from the headrest on the passenger’s seat, and leaned back to get some rest while replenishing his liquid. If he didn’t find help soon...

Pushing that worry aside, he snagged the blanket Iris wrapped up in earlier and settled it around his shoulders. He couldn’t stop until he reached the safe house. Rousing an hour later, he tossed the empty solution bag into the back floorboard and headed back to the highway. At Webb City, he stopped for gas. He fumbled for his credit card, then used his debit card when he couldn’t find it.

After pumping the gas, he sat dazed and dizzy in his seat until the station attendant came out to check on him. Blinking, he waved at the man and drove away. A while later, he glanced at his GPS. Twelve miles to get to Joplin, Missouri. Fifteen miles to the safe house. He blinked at the glare on the windshield. His headache spiked, and his vision blurred.

Ahead of him, a car stopped suddenly. Jack slammed on the brakes but couldn’t stop in time. Brakes squealed. Bumpers smashed, glass shattered. He hit his head on the steering wheel just before the airbag deployed. Pain bloomed in his head and his chest, making his previous headache seem inconsequential.

When the car came to a complete stop, he fought against the airbag, but couldn’t get it to deflate. Finally giving up, he slumped. All that held him in his seat was the seatbelt and the airbag. “I’m sorry, Rose,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

All thought ceased, and his eyes closed.
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Chapter 2
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Two months ago.
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Even after four months, Jack still hadn’t returned. He hadn’t called, emailed, or sent a letter. Nothing. Not a word. Iris cried into her pillow every night to keep anyone from hearing. When Johnna asked her, Iris would only say her parents were dead. Her dad was scratched. The hunters they lived with probably killed him for it. If not, he would have come after Iris and Cally. That didn’t make sense. And Iris refused to say more.

Her mind on her brother, Johnna mixed up a cake for Iris’ thirteenth birthday. Pouring the batter into a 9” x 12” Pyrex dish, she used the lime green silicone spatula from her utensil set to even it out in the pan. Mundane activities like baking cakes tended to be boring, but Iris was worth the effort.

Cally walked into the kitchen and stood watching her. Even after four months, the child didn’t smile. Johnna glanced at her and grinned. She held the empty bowl and spatula toward Cally. “Want to scrape the bowl and lick the spatula?”

Temptation gleamed in Cally’s eyes, then faded. She shook her head. “No, thank you.”

“Okay.” Not letting her concern change her expression, Johnna slipped the pan in the pre-heated oven and set the timer. Setting the bowl in the sink, she filled it with water. “I’m making Iris a birthday cake. What flavor icing do you think she’d like on it?”

Cally shrugged with both shoulders. “Dunno.”

Blowing out a sigh, Johnna caught Cally’s shoulders and pulled her to the bar. Lifting the girl and sitting her on a barstool, Johnna leaned down to peer into the girl’s eyes. “What’s got you so down in the dumps, Cally?”

For a moment, Johnna didn’t think she’d answer, then Cally sighed as if heavy chains weighed her down. “I hate my name. Can I change it?”

Johnna sat on the stool next to Cally. Taking Cally’s hand in hers, Johnna squeezed her fingers. “Sweetheart, you have a beautiful name. Why would you want to change it?”

“Cos...” Cally blinked back tears and huffed. “The kids at school call me ‘Cauliflower.’” She ducked her head. “Do I have to go to school, Aunt Johnna? Couldn’t I stay at home and school here like I did in Oklahoma?”

“Oh, Sweetheart, that just isn’t possible. Both Uncle Gary and I work. We couldn’t leave you home alone all day.”

“But...”

“No, Cally.” Johnna curled her finger under Cally’s chin and lifted the girl’s face. “As far as the kids calling you Cally Flower, that’s what you are. A flower. Did you know you were named after a flower?”

Astonishment filled Cally’s eyes. “I was?”

“You were. Your name, Calendula, is another name for a marigold flower.” Johnna pulled her phone from her pocket and logged in. Using the web search feature, she located a photo of a variegated African marigold and showed it to Cally. “See how pretty it is?”

Taking the phone from Johnna, Cally stared at the picture, then gazed at her aunt. “I’m named for that flower?”

“You are. Your dad told me you were so pretty with your blond hair when you were born that he just had to name you after a flower. Just like Iris and your mom.” Johnna tapped Cally’s nose. “So, you see, when the kids call you Cally Flower, the joke’s on them, because that’s what you are. A calendula flower.”

A tiny smile twitched at the corner of Cally’s lips. “I didn’t know I was named for a flower.”

Johnna hugged Cally and ran her fingers through Cally’s curly hair. “Well, you were. And you’re just as beautiful as that flower, too.”

“Thanks, Aunt Johnna.”

“Still want to change your name?”

“No.” Her hidden smile tugged at Johnna’s heart. “I finished my homework. Can I watch television?”

“I suppose so. You want to help ice the cake when it’s ready?”

“Sure. Can we make it chocolate? Iris loves chocolate icing.”

“Chocolate it is.”

With another hug, the two separated. Cally went to the living room and turned on the television while Johnna opened the cabinet to make sure she still had some cocoa powder. She found the cocoa box and opened it to see if she had enough to make the icing. When Cally screeched in fear, Johnna dropped the cocoa. Ignoring the brown powder coating the entire kitchen, she dashed to the living room.

“Cally, what’s wrong?”

Cally stood on her knees on the couch, eyes wide. Face pale, her mouth working, she couldn’t speak. Johnna glanced at the television, then jerked her head back to stare at the screen. Dozens, maybe hundreds, of horse-sized wolves dashed across the White House lawn. They moved so fast it was hard to determine how many there were. Shots rang out. Occasionally, a wolf dropped, dead. The wolves with minor wounds shook them off and grew more vicious.

When they reached the White House, they jumped through the windows and windowed doors. Glass and wood splintered, flying through the air, and crashing on the steps and balcony. Mouth open, Johnna dropped to sit on the floor beside the couch. A news helicopter crew entered the no-fly zone and flew close, zooming in to take video, the thump-thump of the rotors loud. The man holding the camera screamed when the helicopter jerked to the side.

When the camera quit bouncing and zoomed in again, a flash of green flew past the helicopter. The camera finally focused on a...dragon? With a man riding it? At the balcony, the dragon backwinged and landed. The man jumped off the back of the dragon and ran inside the White House. The dragon shimmered into an even larger man and followed him. Moments later, wolves surged out of the building. The image blurred
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