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Sarah

Ten Years Ago

I stepped off the bus. Dense gray clouds hid the sun and cast a heavy light over the grassy strip beside the street and the trees beyond. A chill wind blew past, washing away the stink of auto exhaust.

“Excuse me,” said a man behind me.

“Sorry,” I muttered, and moved so he could get off the bus too. Shoving my hands in my jacket pockets, I took the nearest path into the park.

My nerves settled down a hair. More accurately, the tension changed from the anger and frustration of trying to live under Father’s rules to a sense of frightening possibility.

Frightening because something told me whatever called me was completely against Father’s rules. If I went where my instincts led me, my soul would be forever damned, in the eyes of my adoptive parents. Already too many of our nightly prayer circles included pleas to God to save me from my wild nature.

Was it so wild to want to breathe in the crisp fragrant air of the firs by myself? Couldn’t I reach God as easily out here as in a room with dozens of other people?

Leaving the main path, I struck off on a faint trail between tall ferns. The fronds brushed against my jeans, releasing a greenish scent. I wrinkled my nose. That was new.

Smells seemed richer, deeper. I felt the presence of other creatures with an immediacy I’d never felt before. The life around me crowded my senses. My skin all over itched as though I should slough it off.

Although the thought of molting made me smile, I could never mention such a thing even to my sisters. They’d immediately tell Father about this sign of the beast. The girls at the private high school I attended were the same. I couldn’t tell anyone about the dreams of running free through the forest. They’d make something beautiful into something sinful.

Whatever called me couldn’t be evil. It felt too much a part of me.

The bushes behind me rustled. Even before turning I knew it was the man from the bus. I recognized his scent although I’d barely noticed him.

“Beautiful day for a walk, isn’t it?” He smiled at me. His yellowish teeth were crooked and his breath smelled of strong, bitter coffee.

An invigorating day, perhaps. Beautiful? The cloud cover grew denser, blocking more of the already dim light that filtered through the trees.

“Yes,” I said shortly. I wished I could just tell him to go away and leave me to my hike.

“A walk’s always more enjoyable in company, don’t you think?” He came within arm’s reach. Intention glinted in his eyes.

“No.” I forced myself to be rude. “I want to be alone.” I turned my back, skin prickling with unease, and strode away.

He leaped after me and grabbed my shoulder. When I spun around he grabbed my other shoulder.

For an instant he held me there, his face inches from mine. He hadn’t shaved that morning. The stubble was gray and black. The whites of his eyes had thin red lines. He’d slicked his longish gray hair back with hair cream.

The perfume from his hair cream and the stale scent of his body and the sour coffee breath flickered through my senses, interspersed with his ragged breaths and the faint rustle of his clothing. It would have been overwhelming, but the brief instant of my awareness of him faded.

My body turned in on itself.

He pushed me to the forest floor. A thorny vine scratched my face, dimly painful. The man crouched over me.

I was aware of him at the periphery of my senses. More important was the riot inside me. Something shrieked to be let out. It was trapped, caged like an animal. The beast was in me, just as the pastor said.

It snarled and snapped and demanded to be set free. I had thought it innocent, but it was full of anger. Dangerous. Ready to kill.

A demon. I’d be damning my soul to Hell if I let it out.

My body was frozen, trapped in my internal struggle. I fought the demon. Back, back, back I pushed.

The man tore at my clothes.

The demon was so strong. All my strength concentrated on holding the demon back. The effort of fighting it turned my bones to jelly.

The man dragged my pants below my knees. A twig dug into my butt cheek.

I didn’t have the energy to resist the man when he shoved my knees apart. Be gone, I chanted at the demon.

The man fumbled at his pants.

With a roar the demon broke free.

I transformed. The part that was me faded to a thin piteous voice. Back! Back! I still cried.

The demon seized control of my body. It took over my bones. They popped and cracked, changing form, growing longer, bigger. The pain made me dizzy.

My skin stretched to fit my bones. It stretched so tight it burned. Individual pinpricks of fire rolled down my arms and legs as the long fur grew in.

My face… My jaw got longer, my teeth sharper. Trapped in some distant corner of myself, I shuddered at the changes. The demon had turned me into a beast.

The man scrambled to his feet. In shock he stared at the thing I’d become.

The demon reached out a thick arm bristling with fur. Claws nearly four inches long extended from the huge paw. The demon roared. I clung to what remained of me, frantic not to disintegrate. The bellow echoed through the trees.

The man’s pants were unzipped. His swollen flesh rose between the zipper’s teeth. The demon swiped its claws low on the man’s belly, ripping through cloth and skin in a splattering of blood. More blood gushed from the wound.

Trapped inside the beast, I keened in horror.

The beast rose on its back legs. It was going to slice its claws through the man again, I knew with certainty.

Enough, I screamed. Enough!

The beast roared again. Then it wheeled and loped deep into the forest.

• • •

I awoke lying on a bed of leaves beneath a glossy-leafed bush. Damp leaves stuck to my skin. A quick glance down confirmed that my clothes were missing. I ran my hands through my hair and discovered twigs wrapped in snarls.

The dim light had an early morning feel to it. How I knew that was a secret to me, but I was certain it was just a few hours after sunrise.

I sat up, and then it hit me: I was in the forest, naked and alone. How—?

An image shot to the front of my brain. Again I saw the blood pouring from the man’s belly. My stomach cramped with nausea.

Slowly my guts settled down. The sick horror didn’t go away, but at least I didn’t throw up.

I had killed a man. It didn’t matter that I’d been possessed by a demon. It had been my hands, transformed as they were, that slashed. I had done it. I was a murderer.

And I harbored a demon.

I could never return home. Father would cast me out if he knew, and I didn’t think I could hide what I’d become. Father and Mother might not notice the difference in me, but Abigail would, and my younger sister prided herself on her godliness.

The pastor would help me get rid of the demon.

No. The protest came from the demon.

The plaintive wail shook me. The voice—the only word I could think of, although there was no sound—felt so young. Worse, it felt scared.

Demons were known for their trickery. This one was simply lulling me into relaxing my defenses.

Except it hadn’t needed to lull me yesterday. It had taken control when the man attacked.

After the man attacked.

And it had heeded my command to stop.

Because it wasn’t strong enough. But I immediately rejected that thought. I had felt its strength.

Hungry, the demon said. Eat.

My stomach turned over at thought of what a demon might eat.


Eat now.


To my horror, again I felt the cracking of bone. Fire played through all my nerve endings. The wrenching pain made me gasp, and then it was over. The demon controlled my body.

We stood, head raised, sniffing. The scent of water came from that direction. Dropping to all fours, we lumbered toward the water.

And into the water.

We stood belly deep in the river and waited as the water flowed past. The sediment we’d stirred up settled back to the bottom. Fish darted past. The water’s surface shimmered where beams of light struck it. More fish swam past.

A fish bigger than the others came near. No sooner did it catch our notice than we were on it. We lunged, and the succulent taste of raw salmon was in our mouth. We splashed to solid ground where we could brace the fish against a rock while we ate, and then we returned to the river to catch more.

My thoughts crashed together. The behavior of my demon was unexpected. There was no sly malignancy, no hints of how I’d been wronged and needed revenge, nothing at all of evil.

There was the pain when I changed shape. There was the joy of feeding. There was the need I’d had lately to be out in the forest by myself.

I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the water. The surface rippled with the current, but it couldn’t hide the furry snout, the black nose, the upright ears.

My demon took on a bear shape. Or—perhaps was a bear.

Snort. The bear gently mocked me.

There were stories of bear shifters in mythology. Turning into a bear wasn’t any more weird than being possessed by a demon. Except to Father, there would be no difference.

With a sudden movement, my bear snagged another salmon.

My bear had saved me. Whatever that man intended, it hadn’t been good.

Perhaps I wouldn’t go to jail for killing him. It was self-defense. But after being out all night and losing all my clothes, I’d be restricted to home, church, and maybe school, and always with someone Father approved. I’d never have any freedom.

And my bear would be caged up inside me.

The realization came that, whether I wanted to or not, I couldn’t go back to my adoptive parents’ house. The weight of ungodliness that had been pressing on my shoulders lifted. My plan to finish high school and get a job before leaving was completely ruined.

That was okay. We’d figure something out.

We swallowed the last of the salmon and swam across the river to a sunny strip of rock. Shaking the water from our fur, we stretched out for a nap.


Chapter 2
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Jason

Now

The bear shifter I was hunting might have vaporized to float with the big bear in the sky, for all the success I wasn’t having. After ten days of fruitlessly pursuing leads and doing OJT for the people assigned to me, I scheduled a meeting with the chief of the Montana bears.

Hugh Grissom rose from his battered wooden desk to greet me. We shook hands, and I sat in the chair he indicated. It creaked with my weight, which was kind of surprising because shifter office furniture was built for us big guys. As a Kodiak, I might have been a little bigger than the average bear shifter, but I couldn’t remember the last time I made any furniture built for shifters groan.

It was of a piece with the facilities I’d visited since coming to Montana, though. The Montana clan didn’t have the funding that we California bears had. If they did, they might not have had to call Bruin Security Services for help in tracking down a rogue bear.

Hugh leaned forward in his seat, his gaze steady on my face.

“I’ve got nothing,” I told him frankly. “Your people have been cooperative, but there’s just no sign of him.”

His mouth tightened, his only sign of disappointment. “I was afraid of that. But it was worth a try. This rogue needs to be stopped.”

No argument there. The rogue had killed two human women and one bear enforcer.

“He may have left the state,” I said. “No one has seen him in the last six weeks.”

“Yeah. I hate having our problem inflicted on other communities.”

I agreed, but I didn’t say anything. No need to twist the knife. “There was no sign of his crossing the state line by vehicle. If he shifted…” I shrugged. “If he didn’t, your people are sharp. I wish all trainees would be so diligent.”

“I thank you for your assistance.” He stood.

I stood also. “We’ll be watching for him. It wouldn’t be surprising if he tried to lose himself in a larger population. If he does show up, we’ll be in touch.”

And that concluded my involvement in the search for Wade Rutkell, rogue bear shifter and serial killer.

After leaving the meeting, I scheduled my flight home and called the office to report in. My call got routed to Matt, the assistant to Bear Bruin, the chief of the California bears. That caught my interest. Normally Bear, who had his fingers in many different pies, was hands-off on the security business.

“The case here is finished, as far as my involvement,” I told Matt. “I’ll be back in the office tomorrow morning.”

“Excellent. Bear wants to see you as soon as possible.”

We arranged a time and disconnected.

The next day I went straight to Bear’s office on the thirty-third floor. Matt was sitting behind the granite counter, engrossed in whatever he was working on at the computer. Before I could say anything he looked in my direction. Fingers still tapping, he flashed a smile and said, “Welcome back. Please sit. It will be just a moment.”

I sank into one of the oversized upholstered chairs. No creaking, just a faint exhalation as the cushion accepted my weight.

“It’s almost ready,” Matt said. He was speaking on his headset, not to me, but we bears have good ears. Most times that’s a plus.

Matt caught my eye. “Bear will see you now.” He ushered me to the door behind the granite counter and opened it.

Bear wasn’t alone. Rory Marsden, another bear shifter, was with him, standing at the plate glass window with his hands buried in his pockets and a scowl on his face.

I shook hands with the two of them, ignoring the scowl. I’d come to the conclusion that was Rory’s natural expression.

Bear was pleasant as always, silk over steel. He was a good person to work for, but a lousy person to cross, as he had to be in order to keep the California bears in line. He coordinated with other shifters as well, most recently a wolf pack out where his sister lived. Now that was an interesting situation.

But irrelevant to the matter at hand.

We sat at the table. At least, Bear and I did. Rory paced from the table to the window and back. Although it was a little distracting, some shifters needed to move physically when they were distressed, which clearly he was. His heart rate was up and he was putting out stress pheromones.

Bear slid a file across the table at me. “We’ve got a missing person case. Sarah Miller. Age twenty-seven. Missing since she left her house ten years ago for a hike in the park.”

I opened it and scanned the contents. Police report, statement by her parents, old newspaper articles, notes taken within the last year by Terrence Dougal, my boss at Bruin Security Services. I looked closer. Hospital records regarding a twin birth. Confidential adoption records, one set for Sarah Miller and the other for Rory Marsden.

No wonder he was stressed. I glanced over at Rory, for the moment still, his back to us as he stared out the window.

I said to Bear, “This case appears inactive.”

Dead, I nearly said, but that’s one of the words you learn not to say around people who have missing family members. The fact that Terrence, an excellent investigator, had come to a dead end made it very unlikely anyone else would have any success finding her without a lucky break.

Rory swung around. Three steps and he leaned his arms on the table, his blue eyes blazing at me. “She’s alive. She’s been seen.”

Bear passed me a second folder. It held a picture of a teenage girl, one of those senior photos where the girls wore velvet drapes instead of clothes. The light was angled in such a way that it brought out the golden highlights in her light brown hair and gleamed on her plump bare shoulders. Her blue eyes held a hint of something wild, but her mouth was pinched into a prim smile. I wanted to know the thoughts crossing her mind, how those eyes could exist over that mouth.

Rory had resumed his pacing. He turned in my direction, and I compared his face with the girl’s. The resemblance was strong, even taking into account the photo was ten years old.

My gazed dropped back to the girl. The skin around her eyes looked tight with stress. I opened the first folder and flipped through it until I found Terrence’s notes. Yes, the parents were highly religious and worried about the girl being “ungodly.” It must have been hell, no pun intended, to grow up shifter in that human household.

“There’s another photo,” Bear said quietly.

I set aside the high school portrait. Underneath it was a printout of a news blog. The article told about the grand opening of a bakery in a town called Washday. No state mentioned, not even in the copyright line. There were a couple of photos in the article. One showed a man holding a cake decorated with little trees spun from sugar. The other showed the same man wielding a giant pair of scissors and cutting a giant ribbon in front of a shop. The awning over the shop door said “Washday Sweets.”

The man couldn’t be the important thing. I scanned the crowd surrounding the ribbon cutting. A couple of small children. The standard chamber of commerce types. Passers-by.

One face looking at the camera from the fringe caught my interest. She was tall enough to be visible even though she was standing behind a couple of men in suits. Her long hair was mussed, as though she’d run her hands through it. Her eyes were staring straight at the camera. At me. Direct, no pretense. Raw.

“You see her,” Bear commented.

“Yes.” My tone was noncommittal. I examined the two photos side by side. The woman’s mouth was no longer prim. I burned to know what she’d been doing in the last ten years. Where was she now?

The date on the article was three months previous. She could be anywhere.

With an effort I set the photos aside. It wouldn’t do to show Bear my intense interest, not if I wanted to be assigned to this case.

“Where’s Washday?” I asked.

“Southern Washington, not too far over the state line from Oregon. I want you to head straight there and find her.”

Rory loomed over the table. “It ought to be me.”

Bear leaned back in his chair. “I need you to work with me on this deal. They need to know the new head of the Marsden empire is with me.”

“Fuck the deal. I don’t need any more money.”

“Your sister might disagree. Look, Rory, it’s going to be hard enough on her to learn about her birth parents. After she gets used to the fact she’s got living relatives, then it will be time to introduce you.”

Rory’s whole body twitched with repressed disagreement as he mastered himself. He gave Bear a hard stare. “I trust you, Bear. Don’t make me regret it.” He turned his stare on me. “And you better do your fucking best.”

He left then, the door closing with a violent snap. The tension in the room slowly subsided.

Bear slid a third folder my way. “Read this.”

A news report from Washday dated a month ago. The headline read “Local Man Mauled to Death by Bear.”

I frowned. Bear attacks generally occurred only in the wild. Bears in town did a lot of damage to property, but they didn’t go after people. They knew who brought the food.

In this instance, a resident of Washday was found in a park in a residential area on the outskirts of town. There was no mention of previous bear problems. Trappers from Fish and Wildlife had been unable to locate the bear.

My heart beat faster than normal. Consciously calming myself, I met Bear’s eyes. “You suspect Sarah Miller.” My voice was steady, unconcerned.

“I don’t know enough to suspect anyone. But the person who finds her has to be ready to take action.”

He didn’t have to say anything else. We all knew the danger to shifters posed by rogues. There was a reason shifters were taught from childhood not to harm humans. One on one, a shifter had nothing to fear from humans. But humans had a tendency to overreact, and they liked their guns. One rogue bear attacking humans could start something that endangered the lives of all of us.

Bear nodded at the folder. “There’s another article.”

Underneath the Washday article was a blog page featuring a blurry scan of a newspaper page. “Now Online!” read a banner across the top, just above “Vancouver Daily News Archive.” Among the news of spelling bee results and car accidents was a bear attack. The man was in a local park when a bear mauled him. Curiously, the bear swiped one time, low across the man’s body. The man’s peritoneum wasn’t breached. Neither was his femoral artery. He lived, but his genitals had to be reconstructed.

That bear attack was ten years ago, right at the time of Sarah’s disappearance.

I took a deep breath. It looked bad for Sarah Miller.

Bad for me.

Because if she was feral, when I found her it would be my job to put her down.

And she just might be my fated mate.


Chapter 3
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Sarah

One Month Ago

I trundled the laundry cart down the covered walkway to the next motel room. The “Do Not Disturb” sign hung on the doorknob.

Newlyweds, I snorted to myself. I didn’t mind so much that when they finally left the room I had to work double time to get the room cleaned in time for the next guests. The towels and pillows strewn around the room weren’t that big a deal either.

What got to me were the scents they left behind. His arousal, her arousal, semen, vaginal secretions, sometimes blood.

My bear always woke up and wanted to know when it would be our turn. Where’s our mate? she’d whine at me.

We didn’t have one, and I didn’t anticipate getting one. Not in this lifetime, anyway.

The next room had no sign. I knocked and waited for a response.

I didn’t tell my bear we’d never get a mate, not anymore. Instead I deflected her by eating a gummy bear—she loved the red ones best—or slipping away for a hike.

There was no use blaming her for being what she was. But it meant I couldn’t get close to anyone.

We’d both been a mess the first time I shifted. I didn’t know what was going on, and all she knew was that she had to protect me. She still felt that way, and I couldn’t take a chance on her killing anyone else.

One death was enough.

It didn’t matter that he’d intended to harm me.

No answer to my knock. Well, I wasn’t getting paid to stand around sniffing the star jasmine that was now in full bloom, no matter how delicious it smelled. Using my master key, I opened the door.

A strangely familiar scent wafted from the room. Although I’d never smelled that particular person, I instinctively knew that scent. My pulse sped up. Another shifter. Had to be.

My bear noticed also. One of us, she sighed approvingly. Mate?

No. I got a gummy bear out of my pocket and let it dissolve in my mouth. Mechanically I performed my tasks. Make the bed (don’t change the sheets, my schedule said, he’d be there another day), replace the dirty towels, wipe down all the bathroom surfaces.

All the while I felt a stirring of excitement. Another shifter. I popped a second gummy bear.

It was foolish of me to even anticipate meeting him. I didn’t know anything about shifters and their ways. He could be even worse than the man we’d killed.

I sped up, my vacuuming cursory. There, done. I turned to leave.

The door opened.

He filled the doorway. Tall, muscled, handsome. Dangerous.

Mentally I shrank from him, repelled by something off in his eyes. At the same time my bear was drawn to his extreme maleness. Very much male, his scent bathing my senses.

“Excuse me,” I said, my
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