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Chapter One

 


Hale raced down the well-worn path from his
shack to the end of his property then back for the thirtieth time.
His paws ached, his lungs burned, and he was about to pass out, but
his brain continued fucking with him.

Blood-curdling barks. Guts. His mate.
Can’t save her. She’d been too far gone when he’d found her.
Death.

Fucking trappers didn’t care who they hurt,
maimed, or killed. Their only concern was the pelt, the money. That
one hadn’t even been after fox fur. Grace had simply been
collateral damage—in the wrong place at the wrong time.
Dead.

Hale let out a pained yowl then ran back to
his shack. He’d hobbled it together on the far side of his twenty
heavily-wooded acres in Woodlandville, Texas, as far from the
two-bedroom cabin he and Grace had shared as possible. He hadn’t
been able to bear staying in the cabin since losing her. Too many
memories. Too much pain. Always pain.

As he reached the dilapidated shack, he
shifted to human, but instead of going inside, he collapsed in the
dirt, exhausted. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered anymore.

He lay there panting, his heart beating
erratically. The full moon hung low in the sky, beaming down on
him, bathing his gaunt naked form in an eerie glow, and he’d swear
the face in the moon mocked him.

When a star shot across the sky and streaked
toward earth, he made a wish. A wish that the earth would open
beneath him and swallow him whole. But his wishes never came true.
If they had, he’d still have his mate, his love, his sanity. But he
had none of those. Not since that terrible night, eight long years
ago.

****

“Wait, Sylvie. Don’t lift that by yourself.”
Hope scurried around the counter and grabbed one end of the heavy
box her friend was trying to pick up. They maneuvered the box to
the back room and set it on the work table with a thud. “You don’t
have to help me do all this, ya know.”

Sylvie shrugged. “Why not? You’re giving me
a job that beats the hell out of serving drunks. Least I can do is
help you set up.”

Hope grabbed the box cutter, slit the tape
on the box, and pulled back the flaps. “Well, you know at first,
I’ll only be able to give you a couple days a week. Hopefully,
business will be good enough after a couple months so I can hire
you full time.”

Sylvie shrugged again and flipped her wavy,
cream-colored hair, which was in stark contrast to Hope’s straight,
bright-red hair, behind her shoulder. “At least I’ll be able to cut
back and only serve drunks a few nights a week.”

Hope pulled two candles out of the box and
walked them to the storage shelf. Her arms ached as she reached
them above her head, and the thought of shelving the rest of them
tonight was too much. “What say we call it a day and get something
to eat?”

“And drink,” Sylvie added, a glint in her
eyes. The girl could drink Hope under the table, which wasn’t
saying much as Hope wasn’t much of a drinker. However, she’d
watched Sylvie drink plenty of well-worn men under the table,
too.

“Okay, but just one or two. Gotta get a room
and then I’ll tackle the rest of the unpacking tomorrow.”

“A room?” Sylvie scrunched up her face. “I
thought you rented Randy’s old place.”

“I had. I don’t think his wife liked me.
When I showed up to pay, she was there and suddenly the rent went
up. I couldn’t afford it.”

“That bitch,” Sylvie spat. “Randy is great,
but that rotten bitch is so jealous and spiteful. I’m gonna kick
her ass next time I see her.”

Hope burst out laughing at her friend’s
foul-mouthed tirade. “Not necessary. I was talking to Jeb
yesterday, and he said he could get me a “friend rate” at the
motel. It’ll come out cheaper than the original rent price Randy
was offering.”

“Yeah, but it’s a shithole and the rooms are
tiny. Screw that. Come on. You can stay at my brother’s cabin while
we try to find you something else. He hasn’t stepped foot in the
place in years.”

Hope had heard rumors about Hale, the fox
who lost himself to grief after losing his mate. She’d asked Sylvie
about it once, and even though her friend had tried to shrug it
off, she’d seen the hurt in her eyes. She hadn’t said much, and
Hope never brought it up again.

“That doesn’t sound like a good idea.”

“Oh, come on. He won’t even know you’re
there. He never goes near the place.”

Against her better judgement, she agreed.
Besides, it would save her a few dollars, and if Hale did realize
she was there and wanted her out, she’d leave. No big deal. She
actually kind of wanted to meet him. What she’d heard of his story
broke her heart for him.

All her life, she’d felt a need to ease
peoples’ suffering in any way she could. That’s what had drawn her
to her craft of healing aromatherapy candle-making and healing
snacks.

When she’d met Sylvie, Hope had been
scouting locations to set up her first official shop instead of
only having small displays in local businesses. Sylvie had been in
town filling in for a bartender at the local watering hole when
Hope had stopped in to refresh her snack display. As different as
they were, they’d hit it off in an instant.

Sylvie had been the one to suggest setting
up shop in Woodlandville because of its close proximity to a busy
freeway where the town’s shop owners set up stands on the weekends
to sell their wares to the multitude of traffic heading to and from
the big city. They were reported to make more in a few hours on the
weekend than they did in two weeks’ time in their shops. It was
perfect for her candles and dried goods.

After locking up, they walked over to
Billy’s Chicken & Biscuits, ordered food to go, then got in
their cars, and headed to the cabin. Hope followed Sylvie down the
main road and then took a left onto a dirt road that went on for
miles.

When they arrived twenty minutes later, Hope
was surprised to see the cabin had a barn red
exterior with a white picket fence rail around the small front
porch. Most of the cabins she’d come across had been either log or
weathered wood. This place was absolutely adorable from the outside
and if it was as cute on the inside, she would seriously consider
renting it.

When Sylvie got out of her
car, Hope followed suit and followed Sylvie up the three steps onto
the porch. Sylvie opened the door and flipped on the lights. “C’mon
in.”

Hope took in the small but
lovely space. It was oddly dust free and didn’t smell musty as
she’d expected for a place that hadn’t been lived in in years. It
was small, but all two people would need. The kitchen was off to
the right. The glazed pine cabinets looked custom built. The
countertops were covered in shiny, bright white tiles. A small
table with a top that matched the counter sat between the kitchen
and the living area. In the living area was a matching couch and
chair that looked to be made out of tree trunks. White throw
pillows topped the navy blue cushions.

“Whatcha
think?”

“I love it. Are you sure
he never comes here? It’s so tidy.”

“I stop in every once in a
while for upkeep just in case Hale ever…” She let the sentiment
hang. “It’ll probably never happen though.”

“Don’t give up hope.” She
shot her friend a meaningful look. “In the meantime, do you think
maybe your brother would rent it to me?”

Sylvie snorted and rolled
her eyes. “Hell no.”

Hope glanced around the
adorable space again. “It’s just so … perfect. I probably wouldn’t
be able to afford the rent on something like this
anyway.”

“Well, you’re here now, so
enjoy. Make yourself at home. Uh, just don’t use the upstairs
bedroom. Use the one down here.”

Sylvie didn’t have to say
why. It was easy enough to figure out that had been Hale and his
mate’s room. Hope understood and would stay out. With a bedroom,
living room, bathroom, and kitchen downstairs, there was no need
for her to go up there anyway. “Okay.” She pulled her friend in for
a hug. “Thanks for this. I’ll try to find a place
quickly.”

Sylvie gave her a little
squeeze before pulling back. “No rush, but I’ll put the word out
with my customers tomorrow and see if they know of any available
rentals. And, ya know, you can stay with me if you
want.”

That wasn’t the first time
she’d offered, but Hope had been to Sylvie’s. It was cute, but it
was a small one bedroom, and they’d be stepping all over each
other. Good way to ruin a friendship.

After Sylvie left, Hope
took her bags into the small, downstairs bedroom. It wasn’t her
style, but was cute nonetheless. A navy and white patchwork quilt
with matching pillow shams adorned the bed. The rustic,
three-drawer nightstand made of weathered wood hosted a stick lamp
with navy-blue lampshade.

The closet was small, and
a couple of Sylvie’s outfits hung inside. One of the dresser
drawers was filled with her underclothes, but it left Hope plenty
of space for her belongings as she didn’t plan to unpack all of her
clothes. She might not be there very long anyway.

Once finished, she took a
quick shower and curled up beneath the blankets. She was excited to
finish the shop set up tomorrow.




Chapter Two

 


The sun, beaming through the trees and
beating down on Hale’s naked, dirt-covered body, woke him. He’d
slept fitfully as usual. As he pushed himself from the ground, his
stomach grumbled. When was the last time he’d eaten? He couldn’t
remember.

Throwing open the door to his one-room
shack, he checked the cupboards and small refrigerator for food.
All he found was beer, half a bottle of Jack Daniels, and a moldy,
rotten, half-eaten steak. Disgusted, he slammed the fridge door and
dragged his ass into the tiny, stall shower.

He could hunt for rodents, frogs, whatever.
His fox enjoyed those meals, but sometimes the man craved more.
He’d tried starving himself, but it never stuck. At a certain
point, he’d break down and hog out. He was a failure. Couldn’t
save her.

After half-ass toweling himself dry, he
threw on a pair of camouflage pants and a black tank top that
bagged on him. He’d lost a lot of weight over the years and hadn’t
bothered buying new clothes. What the fuck was the point? There
wasn’t one.

It’d been at least a month since he’d been
to town, and he didn’t look forward to this trip. At all. The
people, their stares, their looks of pity or hatred. It ate at him
and made his skin crawl. Of course, none of the townsfolk, except
Jeb, knew what had truly happened to Grace. Sylvie had made















































****














cover.jpg
Evernight Publishing ®






tmp_e14863062799fe057fef69328e4a0ea2_XD1Y2a_html_m200d3adf.jpg
Evernight Publishing ®

Hies






tmp_e14863062799fe057fef69328e4a0ea2_XD1Y2a_html_767cf5ac.jpg
=
)





