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The cracking and snapping of tree limbs in the distance mixed with screeching metal grinding to a thunderous thud stopped both men in their tracks.

“What do you reckon that racket’s all about?” Boone Weaver asked as he looked up from his work, his focus directed toward the commotion for a few seconds before returning his attention to the come along. His biceps bulged and bunched tight as he forced the tool’s handle down. The gear clicked tooth by tooth to stretch the fencing tight, so he could secure the wire to the waiting metal post.

“Not sure. Sounded like it came from over toward the highway. Amos is clearing the timber and grading off that piece of land he bought last month on the corner of eighty and twenty-two. Could’ve been the tailgate of his ol’ dump truck slammin’ down. Mighty loud though.” Tom Monroe shook his head and grunted as he heaved the next roll of fence wire over his shoulder from the bed of the pickup.

“Hey, grab another bundle of posts while I tie this section off.” Boone called out his request as he snagged a wire clip from the box at his feet, clamped it in place, and gave both ends a good squeeze with the pliers to secure the fencing to the post. He looked left and then right along the fence line, comparing the length completed to the work still to come. He smiled at finding himself ahead of schedule. Pleased with his progress, a surge of new energy made him eager to finish up the task today if possible.

The Angus bull he had acquired from a breeder in northwest Florida was scheduled to be delivered in less than two weeks. He had scrimped and saved for the past six months to be able to lay down cash money for the two-year-old that carried an impressive bloodline and promised to produce a herd of prime beef stock.

He had struck a deal with a fellow cattleman in the area for breeding stock to get his own herd started. He would be able to work off part of the price by clearing pastureland on the owner’s farm along with making regular payments from his other jobs for the balance.

With the fencing chore behind him, it would be safe to move the heifers to their new home and at long last see his dream of being in the cattle business come to life.

“You sure are gettin’ bossy there, Mr. Cattle Tycoon.” Tom blew out a breath and laughed as he plunked down the oversized double load, wiping the sweat from his brow with the back of his gloved hand.

Their kind possessed superhuman strength. The area they called home had its secrets . . . the existence of a sizeable clan of werepanthers.

The circle of neighbors and friends also included humans and faeries living in the community. Friends who worked together, supported each other, and respected the need for privacy.

Outsiders . . . humans who were unaware of otherworld folk living among them would be frightened of the unknown. Panic and major problems might arise if their existence was discovered.

“A dozen heifers and one little ol’ bull hardly make me a tycoon,” Boone chuckled. He slipped his hand into the cooler at his feet, fished out two bottles of water, and tossed one over to Tom.

The noon day sun beat down with relentless heat. Even though it was early spring, this was after all Alabama weather . . . hot today and who knows tomorrow. The men had stripped down to their jeans as soon as they started work right around sunup and by this time, neither had a dry stitch remaining.

Boone guzzled down better than half the bottle and poured the rest over his head. As he shook off the excess drops, he caught a hint of something unfamiliar drifting through the air. An unusual scent . . . something he had never in his life smelled before. Creases formed between his brows. He sniffed the space around him again and tried to identify the fragrance. Turning to Tom, he asked, “Do you smell that?”

“Wasn’t me,” Tom announced, with a wide grin as he posed both hands up between them in a gesture of innocence.

Boone huffed out an amused breath. “I been around you long enough to know for sure it’s not you, Tom Monroe.” The heavenly scent swirled stronger around him, increasing to an epic level. “But for real, you don’t smell somethin’ . . . different? Nice?” He inhaled again, filling his lungs with the sweet, inviting fragrance.

“Can’t say as I do. Whatcha think it is? The wild crabapple trees in the edge of the woods are startin’ to bloom. They smell kinda nice.” Tom scratched his head, drawing in another breath, and trying to pick up on the unusual aroma that had Boone turning in circles to locate.

“No, this is not crabapple blossoms, but I don’t have any other clue. I never smelled anything like it before in my life.” His body completed an additional revolution as he continued the examination of the space around him. “It’s coming from down around the creek.”

Something deep inside Boone twisted at his gut, urging him to seek out and locate this strange, unseen source demanding his attention. He hung his pliers on the fence, shucked off his gloves, and sniffed the air again. Following his nose across the pasture, he took cautious steps into the woods, and down the steep slope to the edge of the creek.

Tom followed Boone on his path toward the highway, using the rocks dotting the top of the grade as stepping stones. Several afternoon thunderstorms from the past week had increased the water level in the creek to a near brimming capacity, rendering the saturated ground soft and unstable.

“Boone, I smell blood. Somebody’s hurt. I’m gonna cut across the highway and check on Amos. He’s workin’ alone today. If there’s been an accident, he might need help.” Tom picked up the pace and broke off to the left.

Boone stopped in his tracks. He filled his lungs with a fresh breath of air and surveyed the area left to right. “It’s not Amos. Tom, look!” He yelled over his shoulder and pointed a hundred yards or so down the way to a green vehicle covered with broken branches and loose foliage. The colors blended and all but concealed the wreckage from their view.

He worked his way to the SUV as fast he dared, keeping a cautious eye on his footing. Still spinning, the front wheels hung over the edge of the creek bank. A slight hissing sound accompanied a slim column of steam slipping from under the crumpled hood.

Boone tested the ground with each step, inching his way around the vehicle to the driver’s side window. He slapped the glass with both palms to get the attention of the occupant. The blood spatters smeared on the inside of the glass sent an urgent rush of concern through his body.

“Hey. Are you okay? Hey, lady!” He called, continuing to smack the glass and call to the female inside, hoping for any movement or sound to indicate she was still alive.

A slight whimper was her only response, but it was the precise indication Boone needed to make the decision on his next course of action. He grasped the handle and grunted, ripping the door open, and separating it from its hinges.

He wouldn’t be expected to explain how that was possible. The woman inside the car had passed out again and Tom was the only other person around. He tossed the door over his shoulder, sinking it deep into the creek. A matter he’d worry about another time. At this moment, he needed to get the woman to his cabin and save her life.

He knotted a fistful of the deployed airbag and yanked, ripping and freeing it from its open compartment and flinging it to the ground.

“You just hold on now, ma’am. I’m here to help.” He reached over her and released her from the seat belt. Sliding one arm under her knees and the other behind her back, he eased her legs from beneath the steering wheel. She cried out as he gathered her in his arms.

His gaze drifted to the face of the woman secured against his chest. A deep gash over her left eye gaped open, already clotting but still seeping blood into her hair and marking zigzagging trails down the side of her face. Her features seemed familiar, although he was unable to put a name with her face. She moaned again as she settled her head onto his shoulder.

“I’m so sorry, it’s not my intent to cause you any more pain. I’m just glad you’re alive. You hold on now and I’ll—” Boone gasped.

The same scent that had mesmerized him at the worksite now smacked him in the face. His brow wrinkled as he inhaled another long, slow breath around them. Easing his nose closer to her neck, he drew the scent in deeper.

“It’s . . . you.” The enticing fragrance he had caught a whiff of earlier emanated from the stranger he cradled in his arms.

It was a given. Women, in general, smelled pleasant, but he had attributed that fact to the pretty colored bottles he had seen and sniffed around the toiletry counters in department stores. However, none of those scents had ever excited him or called to him in the compelling way this one had. What made this woman and her choice of perfume so different?

He eased down on the seat, balancing her on his lap, reached across to snag her purse, and slung it over his shoulder.

“Tom, can you grab the rest of her things? She may need something from one of those other bags.”

“Yeah, Boone. I’ll take care of everything here. You get a move on.” Tom stepped aside allowing Boone room to exit the vehicle.

Hefty rocks, held in place by the tree roots snaking their way through the soil at the edge of the creek made solid supports for Boone to climb the bank. He and his passenger made it up the incline without slipping and taking a tumble into the rolling water.

When he reached level land, he turned up his speed to get to his cabin and do his best to save her life. The two-mile run ahead of him was a piece of cake. On his way, he took a mental inventory of his herb supply, and prayed he had all the necessary ingredients on hand to create the remedies he needed.

His mother had been half witch, half werepanther and all her mystical traits had been passed down to her son. Since discovering and awakening his dormant magical ability, he had studied under a close friend, the fae elder everyone called Aunt Pet. She had taught him to identify herbs and their healing properties while understanding and developing his new magical talents. 

Now, without warning, he found himself in a situation necessary to put his magic and herbal knowledge to the ultimate test.

He bounded up the steps to the porch of the old log structure. At the door, he stretched a couple of free fingers to turn the knob and shoved it with his knee to gain entrance.

The two room dwelling where he was born and lived for the first eight years of his life had been his family home. Now that he was the only living Weaver, it belonged to him. The space suited his meager needs.

He called the old cabin home but spent most of his days and nights outdoors, working, hunting, and running. His panther side thrived in nature and didn’t have much need for indoor conveniences. His human side kept an eye on the future, planning for a family of his own one of these days.

Notebooks stacked on the kitchen table held page after page of drawings and sketches. They were his plans and ideas for additions and renovations to the old cabin to make it a home, comfortable and functional enough to raise a family.

The full-sized bed sitting against the wall under the far window was his immediate destination. He eased the battered body he carried in his arms onto the mattress, trying his best not to cause her any additional pain. There was a strong need swelling inside him to heal and keep close watch over her. A command from deep within his soul that he couldn’t begin to understand but wasn’t about to disobey.

She whimpered as her broken body settled down onto the bed. “Paul, why?” Her whispered question accompanied a wince of agony twisting on her face.

“Paul?” Boone’s brow knit together. He wondered if this man had somehow caused her accident. Hurt her. God help him if he did.
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The hinges of the cabin door creaked open again. “The vehicle’s clean as a whistle. This is all I found.” Tom slid a couple of bags and a crumpled yellow envelope along with a handful of loose papers onto the kitchen table. He stepped over to the bed where Boone was making his patient as comfortable as possible. “How is she?”

“Thanks, Tom.” Boone raked a hand through his hair and did a visual search around the room. “She’s alive and breathing but her leg is crooked, and you know that means a mighty bad break.”

“What do you need me to do?” Tom stepped out of the way and waited for instructions.

Boone scrubbed his hand over the back of his neck. “I need a pan of water and a couple of bath cloths from the under the sink.” He pointed toward the bathroom as he hurried off to the kitchen area. He grabbed the kettle, filled it with water, and settled it onto the burner. Flipping the knob on the stove to the highest setting, he spun in a half circle and focused on the collection of various sized mason jars grouped together on the side table.

The ingredients he needed for his healing potions had been gathered, dried, and stored there for future use. He blew out a breath and began adding the needed measurements to a wooden mixing bowl and plastic pitcher for fresh batches of salve and tea.

His hands hesitated in a nervous tremble. He squeezed them into tight balls then stretched his fingers straight again, shaking out his tension. Mopping his forehead with a towel, he closed his eyes to clear his mind. Panic gripped his chest as he tried to remember the correct amount of crushed blackberry leaf to add to each container.

He had mixed these concoctions more than a dozen times with Aunt Pet guiding him through the processes step by step and at least dozen more on his own. The recipe for each had been committed to his memory. He knew both like the back of his hand but now, for some unknown reason, he paused, doubting his own ability. “Come on Boone, this is way too important for you to choke up on now,” he scolded himself.

Boone sucked in a confident breath, willing his faltering and uncertainty away, and tipped a quarter cup of the fine crumbles into each container. Chanting the phrases he had been taught, he whisked the ingredients in the bowl together.

The kettle on the stove whistled its ready tune. Boone wrapped a worn potholder around the handle and poured the boiling water over the herbs he had added to the pitcher, trapping the steam with a tight cover to allow the ingredients to steep to their fullest strength.

He gave the green potion in the bowl to his right another good stir to insure the contents were well distributed. Tipping the pitcher of steaming, fresh-brewed tea into a strainer balanced on a funnel, he filled several bottles halfway and topped each off with cold water from the refrigerator to finish the healing drink. In a rush to get back to her side, he grabbed the bowl of freshly made salve, a couple of bottles of tea, and hurried across the room.

He gazed down at the helpless figure in his bed, searching through a lifetime of matches retained in his panther memory and trying to connect this face with the scent wafting from her and consuming him. Why does she seem so familiar? Like we’ve met before, but I can’t recall a name or her scent.

He didn’t have the time to spare wrangling an answer to that mystery now, he feared she may be slipping away. Fast. He needed to get the healing herbal brew into her system if he had any chance of saving her life.

“Let’s get some fluids into you first of all,” he said, slipping his hand behind her neck and lifting her head, so her lips met the bottle. “This will speed up your healing.”

He had worked with Aunt Pet, so he would be able to understand and hone the magic he had inherited from his mother’s family. The medicinal properties of the herbs along with a boost from his newfound magical craft worked miracles on even the most severe of injuries.

He allowed a few drops of the tea to touch her parched lips. Her tongue slipped out to catch the liquid. Boone tilted the bottle a bit higher, permitting a few additional drops to trickle into her mouth. The fingers of her right hand reached up to curl around his wrist, tugging the bottle closer. Her lips latching onto the rim, she gulped the liquid down almost halfway.

“Hey, hey. Take it easy, now. You need all of it in your system but how ‘bout you drink this first one just a bit slower.” He eased his arm from her grip, set the bottle aside, and lowered her head back onto the pillow.

She drew in a calmer, less labored breath. Her bruised and broken body seemed to relax at his touch. He dipped the bath cloth into the pan of cool water, squeezing out the excess, and began to clean away the dried blood caked in streaks down the side of her face.

She leaned in to his touch. Long blond lashes feathered the tops of her cheeks, her soft features were all too familiar to him although he had no memory of ever meeting her.

His focus drifted down to her left arm. The sight of swelling both above and below her elbow confirmed at least two bones were broken and he dreaded the necessary process that came next.

Confident he’d be able to set her broken arm with no problem, he knew her left leg laying at a defined angle in the center of her thigh meant extra care must be taken, causing him greater concern. The knot bulging from underneath the denim covering her leg alerted him to the possibility of a tissue puncture at any moment now. Removing her jeans would be necessary to get a better look at the extent of the damage to her thigh.

He grabbed the scissors from his mama’s rickety old sewing cabinet and began snipping the leg of her jeans from the hem at her ankle up over her knee. The fabric slid to the side exposing her soft, smooth skin. He paused, an uncomfortable wave washing over him, and lowered his head, speaking to his friend. “Uh, Tom, I—”

One corner of Tom’s mouth inched up enough to set off a spark his eyes. “Uh-huh. I understand Boone and you will too, real soon,” he chuckled. Clapping the younger panther on the shoulder, he made his way to the door. “I’ve seen you work in situations similar to this one. I’m more than confident in your healing capabilities, son. She’ll be fine, but you just holler if you need anything. I’ll finish up that last section of fence and check in on you around suppertime.”

“Thanks, Tom. You’re a good friend.” Boone had no idea what Tom’s comment about understanding real soon meant, but no matter the significance, he trusted the panther alpha.

Whatever it was, it and all other thoughts had to be put aside for now and his concentration directed to the injured woman in his bed. He eased down on the edge of the mattress beside her, filling his lungs with the puzzling scent that had lured him to her in the first place, the one that accentuated a fierce protective urge inside him. His focus now must be her left arm.

His initial assessment of at least two breaks increased as he confirmed each bone in her arm suffered one break. He shook his head and swished out a breath between his teeth. “I sure am glad you’re not fully conscious. I need to straighten this arm before it begins to heal and I’m afraid it’s gonna hurt like blazes.” The chore was necessary to ensure the bones knit together in proper alignment but the fact he would be causing her even more pain was eating him alive from the inside out.

He resumed the task of cutting the denim from her thigh up through the waistband of her jeans to examine her leg above the knee. The bulge in the center was a sure sign of a break and he was worried the bone would force its way through the muscle and skin if she moved around too much.

Her overall comfort aided in the decision to remove her jeans all together. He made a similar cut in the material up the front of her other leg and slid the denim fabric from underneath her.

The baby blue lace panties staring up at him caused at least a five second delay in starting the next process. He shook himself back to reality. “Stay focused, you idiot. These bones have got to be set straight.” He urged himself to get on with the task at hand. Forcing the sensual vision out of his head, he formulated a plan to align her broken bones in the proper position so the healing could take place.

The back porch, sheltering a pile of wooden slats he had used to repair some of the old kitchen chairs, was his next stop. He shuffled through the stack, collecting pieces in varying lengths and placing them on the foot of the bed. A bedsheet torn into strips would hold the splints in place and prevent her reconnected bones from slipping out of alignment and healing at unnatural angles.

Boone examined the two injured limbs with a careful eye and decided to begin the splinting process with her upper arm. He took a deep breath and placed a hand against her shoulder. Pressing down with a firm grip, he circled her arm just above her elbow with the fingers of his other hand.

One unyielding, steady tug and the sections should slip back into their proper places. He began the stretch, hearing one part of the broken bone scrape against the other before settling into its jagged match.

“Good.” He whooshed out a relieved breath, trailing his fingers with a careful but firm pressure on either side of the adjusted bone to determine if the two pieces were aligned.

He steadied her shoulders and shushed her cries of pain. The sounds she uttered pierced his ears like knives. “Shhh. It’s okay. It’s okay. I’m so sorry to cause you more pain but this is important. I promise, it’ll all be over soon,” he whispered.

He was a bit relieved when she calmed and seemed to react to his assurances or the sound of his voice. Brushing the damp hair from her forehead, he slid his hand across her cheek. “Shhh . . . here, drink a bit more tea. It’ll speed up the healing process.” He slipped a hand between her head and the pillow and lifted her, so her lips met the rim of the bottle. More magically enhanced herb tea would help lessen the pain and ease her into a healing sleep as well.

He grabbed two strips of the thin wood he had laid aside. Aligning them on opposite sides of her upper arm, he tied a knot in the end of a cloth strip he had slipped underneath the setup to hold the slats in place. Being careful to wrap and secure the cloth top to bottom, he completed the first section of his bone setting duties.

Boone sighed as he examined her forearm. “Come on, Boone, you can do this. Deep breath.” A few words of self-encouragement later, he positioned one hand just below her elbow and circled her wrist with the other, ready to repeat the corrective procedure.

Attempting to coax two bones at once back into their original positions would be a bit trickier but a second tug straightened the parts of both, allowing them to reconnect with their broken other half.

Her screams sent stabbing pains through his chest. He grabbed the bottle containing the liquid he had prepared. “I’m sorry, so sorry. Here. Drink this.” He parted her lips with the rim and allowed her to take as much liquid as she wanted this time. He watched as her tongue slipped out again to catch a droplet escaping from the corner of her mouth. Her lips rolled together making a soft, smacking sound, and drawing his attention to her mouth and the most beautiful lips he had ever seen. Plump and pink. The urge to lean down and touch them with his own nudged inside him.

He shook his head and scolded himself again. “Snap out of it, Boone, you’ve got work to do.”

With her forearm in proper alignment, he grabbed the cloth strips and a couple of pieces of the oak wood. Wrapping the cloth around snug, he secured the cloth strip and repeated the knotting practice before moving on to check for other injuries.

“I’m sorry ma’am but this has to be done to check for other broken bones.” He eased his hands underneath her T-shirt and onto her sides just under her arms. His fingers inched their way along, tracing each rib from her back around to the center of her chest one by one down toward her waistline. Bruises already blotched her skin with a bluish-purple color and were sure to be painful.

Relieved to find no additional fractures and to hear her breathing had return to normal, he didn’t worry about lung punctures from any displaced ribs.

Boone smoothed her shirt back into place, pleased with his work so far but heaved a forceful sigh when his gaze drifted away from her arm.

Her left leg was a matter of greater concern. He thought for a moment, dreading this next task. Additional force would be necessary to correct the crooked femur that had caused the thigh to appear to have an additional joint slanting out at an angle from the point of the break.

Boone shook his head. He hated the thought of being rough with her but had to keep reminding himself the bones would knit faster than normal with the help of the magical herb tea and had to be aligned first, or she may have difficulty walking in the future.

He crawled onto the bed beside her to gain the extra leverage needed, pressing down on her hip with one hand, and clasping her knee with the fingers of the other. He braced himself for the tough task ahead.

His own bones ached as he twisted and stretched her leg until the scrape and snap of the separated bone indicated the broken ends had slipped back into their initial position.

She screamed out during the stretching process. “Paul. No.” Her words tapered to soft sobs when Boone hopped off the bed and gathered her in his arms. His chest squeezed tight. Pain seared through his body like contact with a red-hot poker. His inner animal roused, aching to find this man and show him true pain.

What had this man done to cause her to associate his name with the pain? “Hush now. He’s not going to hurt you anymore. I won’t let him. I promise.”

Boone stroked her hair, easing her down to begin the task of wrapping her leg in a similar fashion to her arm. He grabbed the bath cloth from the cool water, wringing out the excess in the pan, and bathing her face again.

Boone grabbed two more bottles of tea and coaxed her to drink them both. With his help and urging, she swallowed the last drop of liquid and snuggled down into the pillow, easing into a deeper sleep. She seemed to be more comfortable, allowing her the rest she needed to recover.

Her caregiver sensed the healing had begun. Perhaps she’d soon be able to fill in the blanks as to what happened to cause her vehicle to leave the road.

A soft mewing sound broke the silence and startled the werepanther a bit. He hadn’t seen any stray cats around his place, but it sounded as though one had made itself right at home.

He moved toward the door to investigate the newcomer but discovered the sound coming from her bag on the table. He slipped his hand inside, removed her cell phone, and chuckled at her choice of ringtones. A glance at the screen displayed the caller’s name . . . Paul. Better yet, a picture of the two of them, smiling and showing off an engagement ring.

His attention snapped in the direction of the bed and her left hand. No ring.

The pleasant expression left by the cute kitty ringtone drained from his face. A low, menacing growl vibrated in Boone’s throat.
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