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Dedication

To Ralph Buck. Thank you so much. Your kindness is not only appreciated but made a huge difference at a difficult time of my life.
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.

For purposes of this story, I have used street names and business names that do not exist in the real La Veta.

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 Hunt  is book 3 of a serial series.

For best results,

read book 1, Tala Ridge Alpha, and book 2, Tala Ridge Storm, first.

The Tala Ridge Shifters Series is a spin-off of the Texas Ranch Wolf Pack Series.

Old Norse & Other Terms as Used in this Series






Amma — grandmother, not the father’s mother

Dǫnsk tunga — the language spoken by Vikings

Dreki — dragon

Elska — love

Far — father

Farfar — father’s father, grandfather

Farmor — father’s mother, grandmother

Farvel — farewell

Hustru — wife


Lycos — the wolfman form Royal blood werewolves can access with the medallion


Odin — King of the Norse Gods

Sonnesonn — son’s son, grandson


Tirsdagr — the appointed time — in this series, the time of appointing the king’s heir

Valhalla — the hall of Odin, the resting place for the souls of those who have died bravely


Virr — husband
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Terrell groaned. Vampire dust tastes like crap, he told his wolf. Ainle yawned, unconcerned with Terrell’s distress. Even two nights after the battle at the Tirsdagr, his mouth tasted like acetone smelled.

Moonlight filtered through the gauzy curtains over the windows, highlighting the sticks in Terrell Pace’s hands. He sat on the edge of his queen-sized bed and stared through the darkness at the sharpened drumsticks he held. He swiped his right forefinger across the wood, wiped away the remaining traces of vampire dust, and heaved a sigh. Two nights previous, before the king appointed his daughter Ophelia as his heir at the Tirsdagr ceremony, vampires attacked. Again. And again, sharpened pencils saved the day.

The Horde, once slaves to the vampires, fought with clusters of pencils, while Terrell used weapons more formidable, the drumsticks Buck, the Outcast Pack alpha, gifted him before he left for the ceremony. Still, others broke the wooden folding chairs for makeshift stakes.

Terrell tapped his knees with the drumsticks. Maybe he should have Dusty purchase a boatload of drumsticks and sharpen them. Just in case the vampires ever attacked the Tala Ridge Ranch. He blew out a loud breath, the rank taste of vampire dust still in his mouth. Setting the drumsticks on his bedside table, he kicked off his shoes and stretched out on top of his comforter. Tomorrow, he’d have Dusty or Joshua mount them on the wall in his office. Closing his eyes, he tried to avoid thinking about the problems he came home to.

His phone vibrated in his pocket. Pulling it out, he glanced at the screen. Buck. For a moment, he considered letting it go to voice mail, then swiped the green phone icon. “Hey, Buck.”

“Hey. Took you longer to get back than you thought.”

“Yeah. We had to fly. The king was too busy to bring us home. Any problems while we were gone?”

“No. It’s been quiet. Sheriff Jameson wants to verify we’re having the barbeque for his deputies Saturday.”

“Might as well get it over with.” Terrell rolled to his side and stared at the drumsticks. “Thanks for the drumsticks. They came in handy.”

Buck snickered, his soft laugh coming over the speaker. “Don’t tell me you ran into more vampires.”

“I did. At least this time, I had a weapon that wouldn’t break when I stabbed them.”

“Wait. Really? You fought vampires again?”

“They attacked during the ceremony. They almost killed the king, but he survived.” Terrell rolled to his back, pressed the speakerphone icon, and set the phone on his chest. He laced his fingers together, slid his hands behind his head, and stared through the dark at his ceiling. “I’m too tired to go into it right now, but I’ll fill you in after school tomorrow.”

Buck was silent for long moments, then sighed. “We didn’t have any excitement here. Oh, when you didn’t make it back Monday, I told Josh to get your assignments at school.”

“Yeah. He gave them to me.”

“Um, Terrell, Mom offered to help with the side dishes and the desserts for Saturday.”

“Sounds good. I’ll let Nettie know. She’s coordinating everything.” They chatted about the school assignments for a few minutes, then Buck hung up.

Terrell rolled to his feet and headed toward the bathroom for mouth wash. Maybe the next time he fought vampires, he’d remember to keep his mouth closed.

The next morning, Terrell used half a bottle of mouth wash. The taste of dead vampire wouldn’t go away and seemed to get worse overnight. His stomach roiled. Rinsing with clean water, he spat it into the sink, then washed the sink out. After dabbing his face with the blue hand towel hanging over the sink, he tossed the towel to the counter and walked into his room.

Dressed in his favorite black jeans and a grey t-shirt, he slipped his feet into his socks and sneakers and tied them while thinking about the assignments he hadn’t bothered to complete, yet. He grabbed his backpack and hurried downstairs to the kitchen.

Light streamed in through the windows. He glanced out the window. Snow-covered the ground, but the cars, trucks, and the small bus in the parking area glistened with frost, but it didn’t snow more overnight. Wearing his favorite brown and rust plaid flannel jacket, Dusty tromped through the snow, headed toward the bus to get it warm and ready to take the kids to school.

The sounds of morning echoed through the house. Adults murmuring behind closed doors. Showers running in multiple bedrooms, kids squealing over shoes or toys or whatever they were squabbling about. Terrell considered stopping long enough to mediate the arguments, then shrugged. In a house with this many shifters, there were going to be disagreements on occasion. Whatever it was would work itself out. Or not. If not, he’d take care of it then.

Nettie stood at the stove, preparing breakfast. With practiced ease, she poured the batter in six-inch circles across four different electric griddles. A house full of shifters ate a lot. Three iron skillets sizzled with bacon on the stovetop. Terrell gave her a nod and sat at the head of the table. She smiled and turned back to her griddles.

Tig, the golden Labrador Nate brought to live with Dusty stretched out across the backdoor. With a wide yawn, he scrambled to his feet and walked to Terrell, his toenails clicking on the hardwood flooring. He nosed Terrell’s leg and whined.

Absently scratching behind Tig’s ear, Terrell pulled his books out of his backpack. With his algebra book open, he worked on graphing quadratic equations. He looked up when the chair next to him was pulled away from the table with a loud screech.

Mattie plopped in the chair and leaned toward him. “What ’cha doin’?”

Terrell scooted his chair away from the seven-year-old and frowned at her. “My homework. You need something?”

“Yep. Laney called yesterday. She wanted to know if I could go to Marianne Gleason’s house with her next week for a painting lesson. Can I go? You said I could take lessons.”

Without waiting for his answer, the girl scrambled up on her knees in the chair and leaned over his book, staring at the equations he worked with. “That looks hard.”

Clearing his throat, Terrell cast a frantic glance around the kitchen. Nettie stood at the stove, flipping pancakes on the griddles. “Um, Nettie?”

“Yes, Alpha?” She turned with a smile that morphed into concern. “Mattie, go get your shoes on.”

Mattie dropped to her bottom, raised one foot over the edge of the table, and wiggled it. “Already got’em, Mom.”

Nettie’s eyes narrowed. “Are you supposed to have your feet on the table?”

“My feet aren’t on the table,” Mattie protested.

“Go get your books together. I’ll talk with Terrell and your dad about your painting lessons.”

“But...”

“Now, Mattie.”

Terrell sat, shoulders and back stiff until Mattie left the room. Blowing out a breath, he bowed his head. “Thanks, Nettie.”

When her hand landed on his shoulder and squeezed him, he looked up at her. The compassion in her gaze eased his tight muscles. “You could give her Command to stay away from you, Terrell.”

“I know I could, but...” He swallowed hard and tried to blink away the painful emotions burning his eyes. “I can’t bear to be around her, but I can’t bear to be away from her, either.”

“Have you thought about talking to Nate?”

“I did, but how can I watch over her and make sure she’s okay if I don’t remember?”

Nettie gave him a tight hug, then tousled his hair when she pulled back. “You’re a good alpha, Terrell. You’ll make a good mate for her, too.”

"Yeah," he groused. "In eleven years." He ignored her snicker.

The smell of burning pancakes filled the kitchen. Nettie squealed and rushed back to the stove. Terrell ducked his head to hide his silent laughter while she frantically tried to turn pancakes only to find them well burned.

Nettie was the only person in the pack who felt comfortable touching him so easily. The other women in the pack didn’t understand how she got away with treating the alpha like a child, but the other women never acted like they cared about him, either. Nettie was the closest thing he had to a mom.

A smile on his lips, he focused on his homework, while Nettie threw the burned pancakes into Tig’s bowl, poured more batter on the griddle, then moved to the stove to turn the bacon before it burned, too.

The golden Labrador attacked the pancakes like someone would take them away if he didn’t scarf them down. Terrell glanced at the Labrador. With the taste he couldn’t get rid of still lingering, he wasn’t sure he would be able to eat. Sighing, he shook his head, reread the problem, and started writing the equation in his notebook.
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Tulock Adjuk, the elder of the Haines, Alaska, Eagle Shifter Congregation, studied the reports in his hand and shook his head. If the salmon runs continued to decline, the wild eagles in the area would be decimated. His people, too, would suffer, but it wasn’t as important as the effect on the wild ones. After all, his congregation could move. The area wild congregations...not so much.

Standing, he walked to the picture window overlooking Chilkoot Lake. His gaze searched the overcast skies for his small brethren. A lone bald eagle dived, his piercing screech echoing as he swooped to the lake’s surface, rising moments later with a fish in his talons. Good hunting, little one, he thought, then turned back to his desk.

He sat, opened the laptop, and powered it on. As hard as it would be, the congregation would have to move. The thought of moving twenty-four families was almost overwhelming, but not impossible. Long before the first gold rush to Alaska, his congregation had gathered nuggets of gold for their beauty. It was a surprise to his people when the newcomers found the shiny substance so valuable. A surprise and a blessing.

The gold they’d gathered over the centuries made them rich. Rich enough to purchase the lands their ancestors had called home. Now, it would be enough to buy new lands, new homes.

Windows came up on the screen. A button click opened a browser. It was time to search for a place large enough for them all. He glanced over his shoulder at the cloud-heavy skies. Their land here would be reserved for the future, a time when the salmon were once again strong and able to sustain not only his congregation but the wild eagles, too.

His family and the families he was responsible for would mourn their homes, but the decision was his and his alone. They would mourn, yes, but they would also thrive. He frowned at the map on his screen. According to the wolf alpha who often came to Haines to hunt, there was a new alpha in Texas who claimed to be king of all shifters.

Tulock sniffed. He had no desire to fight for land or dominance, but since before the ones the wolves called Progenitors came, Tulock’s kind had soared the skies. If there was a king of this world, it was Tulock, not the usurper descended from the inhabitants of another world.

Still, Texas was hot and seldom blessed with snow. He tilted his head. His eyes followed the Rocky Mountains down the screen. There. Colorado. He would start his search for a new home in Colorado.
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Nibbling the rounded wooden end of her sable paintbrush, Marianne Gleason tilted her head and studied the early morning light glistening on the snow-capped Spanish Peaks mountains. Her sunroom featured a southern exposure with a clear view of the majestic twin peaks.

Usually, she painted from photos she took while hiking, but this morning, the snow glinting on the twin peaks caught her attention. With a nod, she loaded her brush with white. After quick strokes of white over the blue mountains she’d already painted, she stepped back and studied the canvas.

Something still wasn’t right. She dropped her brush into the jar of clean water and picked up a small-bladed palette knife. Carefully, she set the edge into the white and stroked down. A grin on her lips, she sighed. Now it was right.

When the phone rang, she ignored it. Six rings later, it stopped. She hummed a song by her favorite country singer, Jerry Jeff Walker, while cleaning the brushes and palette. Sadness at his passing brought on another sigh. Even though it was years ago, she still mourned him. “Alexa, play Mr. Bojangles by Jerry Jeff Walker.”

Back when she wore the uniform, she and Gable used to dance to the song. Hanging from a sturdy frame, a wicker egg chair sporting multiple soft cushions stood in the center of the room. The soft, unintended smudges of paint on the wicker gave testament to her forgetfulness. Brushes she remembered to clean. Her hands and clothes, not so much.

The chair was her place to read, sip coffee while contemplating the scenery, or just hide away from all her cares. She sank onto the cushions in the egg chair and rolled her neck. A soft smile touched her lips. She hadn’t thought of Gable since...since they attended Jerry Jeff Walker’s I Don’t Know Tour in 2016. So long ago. The last time she’d seen any of the others.

The phone rang again. She pulled it from her pocket and glanced at the number. Unknown. Swiping her thumb across the red icon, she dropped the phone back in her pocket. It was too nice a morning to be interrupted by a telemarketer.

The sunroom was by far her favorite place in the huge house. Surrounding her chair, six easels held paintings in various stages of completion. Framed photos taken for inspiration stood on every flat surface in the room, including the single shelf that wrapped around the entire room just above door height. In the northeast corner, a table held her painting supplies, a wide assortment of brushes, palettes, acrylics, and oils. Stretched, blank canvases leaned against the wall next to the table.

The phone rang for the third time. Shaking her head at the caller’s persistence, she swiped the green phone icon. “Hello?”

“Private Gleason?”

Marianne swallowed hard and sat straight. She hadn’t used her rank in years. “Yes, Sir?”

“The Joplin Squad is headed your way. Prepare the barracks for eight.” A click broke the connection.

She pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at it. Taking a deep breath, she scanned the paintings in her sunroom, then moved her gaze to the twin peaks. So much for a peaceful life. If the squad was headed to Tala Ridge, they intended to take down the wolf shifters in town.

In the back of her mind, she’d always known the Triumvirate would send soldiers to destroy the shifters. People she had come to admire over the years. People who intermingled with the humans in town and often helped them, and as far as she could determine, never hurt anyone.

Trembling fingers shoved the phone back into her pocket. The Huntsmen were unforgiving of traitors. If she warned the shifters, she was dead.

As she left the sunroom, she flipped the light switch to turn off the ceiling fan. Prickles swept down her spine, but she ignored them and walked upstairs. She hadn’t been upstairs since...since Gable left.

At the top of the stairs, she blew out a breath. The second floor of the house was as large as the first floor and consisted of two rooms. A bathroom with six toilets, six showers, six sinks, and three washer and dryer sets. Twelve bunk beds lined the walls of the barracks room. Each set of bunks had two footlockers ready for the Huntsmen’s clothing and supplies.

Chewing her bottom lip, she made each bed with fresh sheets and blankets. After opening the windows to air out the room, she shut the door at the top of the stairs and went to the kitchen for tea. She needed to inventory the pantry and buy groceries. It had been weeks since she went to the store. There was no way there were enough groceries for nine people, counting herself. Even as she mentally started a grocery list, her attention was split. She had to think.

Somehow, she had to stop the massacre that was coming.
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Terrell Pace, alpha of the Tala Ridge Pack, walked into the high school building, Josh, his beta, behind him. Giving Josh a nod, he waved at Deputy Bird, then continued down the hallway to the door that opened at the back of the building. His first class was in the gym, and if he hurried, he wouldn’t be late. At his side, Josh Tatlow, his beta, sighed and turned to head to his Algebra class.

Dusty, Terrell’s Regent and Guardian, had requested the school to put the two of them in the same classes. As Terrell’s bodyguard, Josh was expected to stay with him, but whoever made the schedules decided to split them up for the first two classes. Complaining hadn’t worked, so they’d reluctantly accepted their schedules.

Then Terrell found a group of Outcast Pack wolves in his gym class. Eventually, they worked out their issues and the two packs became brother packs with both alphas, Terrell and Buck Stiles, over both packs.

Terrell shoved open the gym doors and walked inside. The coach jerked his thumb toward the locker rooms. “One more minute and you’d be late. Get changed.”

“Sorry, Coach, we had a flat on the way to school this morning.”

“Well, get a move on. We’re out on the track today.”

With a nod, Terrell sprinted toward the locker room. After rushing down the stairs, he hurried to his locker and removed his gym clothes and shoes. Reaching behind his neck, he grabbed his t-shirt, pealed it off over his head, then hung it on the hook in his locker while toeing off his boots.

Buck and his wolves waited until the human boys left the room, then crowded around Terrell. Buck leaned a shoulder against the locker next to Terrell’s. “You fought vampires again?”

“Yeah. They attacked during the Tirsdagr ceremony. The king was shot, but he’s okay, now.” Terrell pulled his gym shirt on, then slipped out of his jeans and stepped into his basketball shorts. Hanging his jeans on the hook and setting his boots inside the locker, he made a face. “Did I tell you vampire dust tastes awful?”

“You tasted it? Eewww, Terrell. That’s gross.”

“Didn’t have much choice. When they die, they explode into dust. There were so many of them, it was everywhere. You couldn’t help but breathe it, and if you opened your mouth for any reason, you got a mouthful.”

Buck screwed up his face and scratched his head. “You know, those drumsticks were a prank gift.”

“I know, but they came in handy. All the King’s Guards had, were sharpened pencils, but in case you ever need to know, pencils work. You just have to be careful not to break them so that you can use them on more than one vamp.” Terrell closed the locker and turned to face the group. “I’m ordering enough drumsticks to arm our packs if they are ever needed.”

“Huh. Whatever you think. So, who was named King Nate’s heir?”

“His daughter, Ophelia.”

Surprise splashed over the other boy’s faces. Buck shook his head. “Wow. I didn’t see that one coming. Most packs are patriarchies.”

Terrell raised a shoulder in a partial shrug and sat on a bench to tie his athletic shoes. “Yeah, but the king is shaking things up a bit. Besides, as powerful as the little girl is right now, there’s no telling how strong she’ll be when she grows up.”

Tim Wofford, Buck’s beta, frowned. “I thought she was still just a baby.”

“She is, but she’s already shifting. And Dusty told me that she can Alpha Command adult wolves.”

The door at the top of the stairs slammed open. “You boys planning to join the class?”

Terrell finished tying his shoes and jumped to his feet. “Coming, Coach!”
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Deputy Terrence Bird, School Resource Officer, winced at the shrill high school tardy bell. It finally stopped, and he shook his head. How the wolf kids with above standard hearing could bear the noise, he didn’t know. Sighing, he frowned at the few tardy kids racing down the halls. “Slow it down!”

Running feet slowed to fast walks, then the kids disappeared into varying classrooms. Bird waited to see how many would be sent back out to get tardy slips, then shrugged when none reappeared. Guess the teachers are lenient today.

He glanced at the office wall. Behind the glass, Donna Lane, Principal Ruis’ secretary, worked at her computer. Two students sat in chairs across from her desk. She looked up, handed the two students paperwork, then motioned for them to leave. As the two boys slipped out of the office and headed toward class, her gaze met his, then skittered away.

With all his heart, Bird wished the woman hadn’t seen him shoot the gunman who took a student hostage and shot another, several weeks ago. She hadn’t reacted well, but if he hadn’t, more than one student would be hurt or dead, now. As it was, the wolf alpha almost died.

“Deputy?”

Bird startled, his hand moving to his weapon. Phil Bearden, the physical science teacher, raised both hands. “Whoa, there, Deputy. Kind’a twitchy this morning, aren’t you?”

Huffing, Bird dropped his hand to his side and narrowed his eyes toward the man. “Mr. Bearden. Something I can do for you?”

“What did you do?”

“What?”

“I told you not to hurt Donna.”

Bird straightened to his full height and glanced inside the office windows at her. “I didn’t.”

“You did. She’s flustered all the time. Won’t talk with Nancy to tell her why.” Bearden’s gaze pinned him. “And anytime one of the kids says your name, she shudders. Again, what did you do?”

After flicking another glance at Donna, Bird sighed. “Nothing, other than shooting the gunman that came onto campus several weeks ago. Since then, she won’t talk to me more than to let me know when Principal Ruis wants to see me.”

Bearden muttered a curse. “I was afraid of that. Jaime, her husband, was in the military when they met. For her, he resigned his commission, took a job as a plumber.” He scratched the back of his neck. “Paid well, and kept him away from guns, but I don’t think he was ever happy installing toilets.”

Blowing out a breath through puffed cheeks, Bird shook his head. “I’m sorry she feels that way, but someone has to stand ready to take care of people like the gunman that invaded campus. No telling how many people he’d have killed if I hadn’t taken him out.”

“Agreed.” Phil bit his lip, thinking. “You’re Micah’s brother, right?”

“Right. So?”

“Nancy’s having a dinner party tonight. Micah and Cole will be there. So will Donna. Why don’t you come, too? Maybe seeing you away from school will help.”

Bird sent a longing look at Donna through the glass. Her monitor reflected in the blue light lenses she wore to protect her eyes while working. “I don’t know. She’s pretty adamant.”

“Come on. If nothing else, it’s a free meal.”

Bird’s lip twitched. “Micah and Cole, huh?”

“Uh, yeah. Didn’t you know they’re dating?”

“Mom told me. Cole admitted it when I asked, but I haven’t heard anything since then.”

“Well, it’ll give you chance to see how well they work together.”

The deputy grinned. “Like it makes a difference what I think. Micah would skin me if I try to separate the two of them, now.”

“Maybe, but it would put your mind at ease. And give you a chance to see Donna outside of the school.” When Bird didn’t answer, Phil waved his hand. “I’ll send an email with the time and address. Show up or not. Up to you.” Without waiting to see if Bird responded, Phil turned on his heel and sauntered back to his empty classroom, his footsteps echoing in the locker-lined hallway.

Bird watched Phil leave, then turned to face the office door square on. Donna caught his interest from the first. The wedding band on her hand had crushed him until Phil let him know her husband passed away three years ago
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