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…for He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. - Matt. 5:45b

 
Flagstaff, Arizona
Thursday, June 4, 2015
 
COLIN dropped to one knee inside the open iron door and scrunched down to peer under the metal bench that doubled as a narrow bed. Only the bench broke up the concrete walls of the eight-by-eight cell. A dim, bare bulb in the ten-foot high ceiling provided very little light, but it was sufficient for his keen eyes.
Wide, amber eyes stared back at him. The white wolf lay flush on the concrete floor, cowering so close to the wall she almost merged with it. Head on her paws, she shook visibly. Weak light was unable to mask that, even if the scent of her fear hadn’t permeated the tiny room and already given away her terror. Even mundane humans would have smelled it, he was sure, unless the reek of urine and feces clogged their noses as it threatened to do to him. The familiar, cloying stench of death lingered, underscoring the other scents, but he couldn’t tell if it was new or old. Either way, the current resident was very much alive.
“I won’t harm you.” He kept his voice soft and gentle to avoid frightening her further and lowered his gaze to her front paws, only inches from her terrified gaze. “I’m here to get you out. I can help you.” He rested a fist on the floor and leaned closer, ready to jump to his feet should she charge.
Her mouth opened a bit, but not in the snarl he’d expected. She panted rapidly. Stress. He knew the feeling. The room’s stifling heat and lack of ventilation didn’t help either.
Clank. Grind. Cre-e-eak. The metallic squeal clawed up his spine worse than fingernails on a chalkboard. He suppressed a shiver. Brett had reached the next cell. Hopefully his search proved as fruitful as Colin’s had. He turned his attention back to his find.
“I can only imagine what they’ve done to you.” He hated to think what sort of trauma they’d put her through to trigger the Turn. “I won’t harm you, or allow harm to come to you, if I can help it. But I need you to trust me.” He held out his free hand, palm up. “Please.”
Clank. Grind. Creak. His heart sank, and another shudder racked his vertebra. The fact Brett had moved on so quickly to the next cell didn’t bode well. Colin forced his focus back to what was in front of him. He couldn’t change what Brett had found. He could only work with what lay before him.
Her gaze shooting to the door, she flinched then trembled harder still.
“It’s alright. He won’t harm you,” he assured her gently.
She lifted her head a few inches, her nose working to catch his scent. She inched forward, her gaze never leaving him. Her ears twitched forward slightly for a moment.
He smiled, making sure not to show his teeth, and crooned, “That’s good. I want to get you out of here.”
An iron door slammed in the distance, followed by heavy footsteps running their direction. Colin barely restrained a growl as she plastered herself against the wall under the bench again. No need to make her think he was angry with her. Hopefully she wouldn’t smell it. He didn’t yet have the emotional control of some of the older wolves. He glared over his shoulder.
Brett stopped outside the door, Glock in his hand, his gaze focused down the hall instead of on Colin. “Get moving. We’re about to have some very unpleasant company.”
“She’s scared out of her mind.”
“Then leave her,” he snapped. “We won’t do anyone any good if we get caught because some bitch won’t come out of hiding.”
A soft growl rumbled out of the darkness under the bench.
Colin suppressed a smile, not wanting her to take it wrong. “I don’t think she likes being called that.” The fact she had the presence of mind to get snarly gave him hope.
“Well, she is. Canine. Female. Bitch.” Brett’s blue eyes met his, the irises yellow-rimmed as he restrained the wolf inside who sensed a threat and wanted out. “We’re out of time. O’Neil will be here any second to deal with the rogues.”
“What about the other two women?”
“They’re dead.”
Colin winced and bit back a curse.
“They’ve been dead a couple of days.”
Since the full moon. “We’re not losing this one.” Please, don’t make me leave her, he pleaded silently.
Brett met his gaze, sighed, shook his head, and then disappeared from sight.
Colin turned back to the wolf hiding a few feet away. “You heard him. We’re about to have some really nasty company and probably get caught in a cross-fire. If you don’t come with me now, I’ll have no choice but to leave you. Come.” He put just enough authority into his voice that many others wouldn’t be able to resist.
She growled instead of complying.
“Like that, is it?” He chuckled. “How about if I say please?”
After a few seconds, claws dug into concrete. She crawled toward him, easing out from under the bench until she rose shakily to all four paws, her tail tucked firmly between her hind legs. Dried blood clung to her coat on both of her sides, disappearing under her belly, scabbed over wounds matting the hair against ribs that protruded.
He clenched his teeth. Hadn’t they been feeding her? A werewolf’s metabolism was higher than that of a mere human. Injured, her need for food was greater still. The rogues knew that. Why had they starved her?
“I hate to do this, but we’re gonna have to test your trust.” He slowly reached back and pulled a collar and short leash out of his hip pocket. “We’ll do this nice and easy, and walk right out of here so we don’t attract unnecessary attention. A man out jogging with his dog, alright?”
Amber eyes studied him, and her nose worked fiercely.
“I won’t hurt you, and I won’t let anyone else harm you either.” Colin held up the collar for her inspection. “It has a plastic clip. If you want to run, you can break it without any effort. It’s purely for show.”
Her head cocked slightly, then she took a step closer and lifted it.
He smiled, released the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding, clipped the collar around her neck, and led her out. Once in the corridor, he broke into a trot then a run, giving her a chance to adjust to his gait so the leash remained loose.
She hugged his leg as they slipped out the door Brett held open.
The other man grinned, his blue eyes almost entirely vibrant yellow. He held up a bottle. A particularly noxious perfume Dad had found that clogged up the nose faster than anything, particularly when sprayed in someone’s face. “One last thing. Go on without me. I’ll be right behind you.” He disappeared back inside.
The she-wolf glanced up at Colin.
He smiled and nodded in the direction he wanted to go. “Let’s get moving before they catch up to us. A car’s waiting a couple of blocks from here. We’ll wait there for Brett.” A light breeze carried the scents of O’Neil and the others as they closed in to deal with the rogues. He had to get their rescuee clear before the fight broke out. In her weakened state, a stray bullet could kill her outright, even if the wound wouldn’t normally prove fatal.
She remained snug at his side the entire distance. The sun wouldn’t rise for a couple of hours yet, so there were few people out and about. A car drove by but didn’t so much as slow down. A dark-haired woman in a yellow reflective vest jogged in the opposite direction on the other side of the street. She glanced over as they both passed under streetlights, made eye contact with him, and smiled, but kept going without so much as a pause in her long stride.
Upon reaching the car, Colin opened the back passenger door and stepped back to let the wolf inside. She took one look at the metal bars between the passenger and driver compartments and backed away.
Graham sat in the driver’s seat but didn’t turn around. He’d dealt with enough rescues in his long life to know looking at a newly Turned one that was already frightened wouldn’t be helpful. Colin had never been so grateful for the man’s experience.
“How about if I go first?” Colin dropped onto the seat and slid over, extending his arm to keep the leash loose.
She stared at him for a moment. Her gaze flicked to Graham and the bars then back to Colin.
Brett jogged toward them, for all intents and purposes looking like any other man out for an early morning jog. The wolf glanced over her shoulder at him then scrambled through the passenger door and onto the seat beside Colin. Then she crawled into his lap to get as far as possible from Brett.
He grimaced as sharp claws dug into his thigh and another far more delicate part of his anatomy. Good thing he healed quickly. “Easy. Brett won’t hurt you.”
Without a word, Brett slammed the door behind her, wrenched open the front passenger door, and almost threw himself into the seat. “Go.”
The door slammed as the car’s engine revved and movement forced Colin to wrap his arms around his charge to keep her from being thrown around in the backseat, or heaven forbid, her claws digging in deeper.
The she-wolf crouched close, shaking as violently as she had under that bench in the cell.
Colin unlocked his arms and eased his grip on her, allowing one hand to rest on the back of her neck and caress the thick fur of her ruff. “Easy. None of us will hurt you. You’re safe now.”

 
* * *

 
Safe, he’d said. Was there such a thing anymore?
Tanya clung to the one who’d saved her, two parts within at war with each other. One screamed for her to put distance between them, in case he was no better than the men who’d held her captive. The other whimpered at the very thought of letting so much as an inch come between them, in case he was the only one who could keep her safe.
There is no safety. It’s nothing but an illusion. Haven’t you learned anything?
What if he was as bad as the others? Or worse?
She shuddered. Remembered pain racked her body, along with the memory of sheer terror and being locked in darkness.
“Shh. Easy now. No one will hurt you.” Gentle fingers caressed the fur around her neck, massaging stiffness from the muscles underneath.
Fur. There were so many things wrong with that word, she wasn’t sure where to start. Tanya raised her head and studied the paws it had been resting on. Paws where there should be hands. She shifted one then the other, sure they couldn’t be hers. Each one moved to her bidding. What had she become?
She craned her neck to peer into her savior’s face. Darkness concealed his features, except for flickers of illumination from passing streetlights. Light caught a soft smile as he looked down at her. Dark hair fell in gentle, short waves back and sideways from a widow’s peak in the center of his forehead.
“You’ll be fine, darling. I promise.”
Darling. She shivered. Her attacker had called her that, and it hadn’t been kindly. Tanya growled low and lifted one lip in a partial snarl.
“Okay, you don’t like that endearment. Noted.” He chuckled. “How about if I just call you ‘beautiful’? Is that acceptable?”
She silently met his gaze. Beautiful? Her? How could he look at her and say that? She’d been turned into an animal.
“Beautiful, it is then.” He rubbed behind one of her ears, making her want to lean into his touch.
Wow, that felt good. Tension eased.
His eyes narrowed in thought. “What’s your real name, anyway?” His gaze shifted to the man in the front seat. “Hey, Brett. What were the names of the missing women?”
The man who’d chased her into the car pulled a file from between his seat and the console and flipped it open. “The most recent ones are Heather Brimley, Tanya Sikes, and Willa Farley.”
So, that was their names. She’d heard two other women cry, their sobs and whimpers echoing off metal and concrete with nothing to buffer it. It had been a while before she’d realized some of those sobs and whimpers were her own. They’d never shared their names. There’d been no time before the real nightmare had begun.
Warm fingers cupped her chin—muzzle—and drew her gaze back to her savior.
“So, which one are you?” He studied her with narrowed eyes. “You don’t strike me as a Willa. Maybe a Heather though. Are you Heather?”
She stared up at him without moving.
“I guess not. Then you must be Tanya.”
Tanya flicked an ear in his direction and tried to nod. An awkward move in the form she was in with him holding her face, but he seemed to get the message anyway.
He gave her a half-smile, the right side of his mouth turning up. “Tanya Sikes, it’s a pleasure to meet you. My name is Colin Campbell. Our driver is Graham Caldwell. The brute in the passenger seat is Brett Mitchell.”
Brett shot a stern look over his shoulder at Colin, one brow raised, then shook his head and faced forward again.
She relaxed further, reassured by the open friendliness of his smile. Surely someone who could smile like that wasn’t dangerous.
“Can you Shift back?”
Tanya cocked her head. That was possible? She wasn’t stuck in this animal form?
“It’s alright. My father will help you.” He chuckled. “I could try, but I don’t want you to hate me.”
Which meant what exactly? Would his father hurt her?
“We’ll be home soon.”
Home? She hopped to her feet and looked around, tremors racing through her again. She couldn’t go home. Ever. She’d never be able to explain to her parents what had happened, what she’d become. She didn’t even know. Not that there’d be much explaining. They’d take one look at her and call animal control.
“Easy, easy,” Colin murmured.
Landmarks outside the window didn’t match any part of town Tanya knew. Certainly nowhere near the home she shared with her parents. Buildings thinned and gave way to pine forest. Miles of ragged-edge paved road passed beneath them.
After a while, Graham opened his window, allowing fresh air to fill the vehicle. The sharp aroma of pine, soil, and rotting vegetation wafted past her nose, along with a host of other scents she couldn’t identify. Had the forest always smelled so strong?
Minutes later, they reached a high block wall inset with a pair of solid, metal gates. The fence towered over the car, so it had to be at least ten feet tall. A large sign on one of the gates announced CAMPBELL WILDLIFE PRESERVE. A smaller sign on the second gate warned, “Trespassers will be eaten.”
Somebody had a weird sense of humor. Should that be reassuring or not?
The car stopped at a box perched on top of a thick metal post sticking up from the ground probably eight feet from the fence. Graham flipped up a panel on the front, punched a few buttons, and let the panel drop closed. The gates swung inward. He pulled through then stopped on the other side and watched in the rearview mirror until they sealed tight behind the car.
She glanced back as the car moved forward on a dirt road. Had she been saved from one prison only to become a captive in another?
After they’d traveled for several minutes, another wall appeared, this one taller than the last. The car stopped, but Graham did nothing but sit there. After a few moments, the heavy gates opened of their own accord. He eased the car through gates that closed behind them with a resounding thud. A large house soon came into view.
Tanya hunkered down on the seat and rested her head on her front paws. Now what?
Fingers eased through the fur around her neck, sweeping tenderly from one ear to the other. “It’s alright. I promise.”
The vehicle stopped at the end of a flagstone walkway that led to the front door, the driver’s side facing the house.
Colin opened the car door and climbed out then waited for her with an expectant look.
Tanya slunk out of the car and clung to his leg as he led her toward the house, skittering forward a few quick steps when Brett and Graham got too close behind for comfort.
Both men shortened their strides and dropped back a few feet. Graham’s faint smile reflected sympathy. Brett looked annoyed, his jaw tightening.
The whole front of the entry was glass from floor to ceiling. Clear panes bracketed double doors inset with still more glass. Colin opened one of the doors, pushing it wide and leading her through.
Her nails clicked on the ceramic tile. She could see straight through what appeared to be a living room to yet another wall of floor-to-ceiling windows and out to the scenic view beyond.
A huge stone fireplace stood to one side of the room with a dark-stained hickory mantle that matched the other woodwork, such as that around the windows. The ceiling vaulted at least fifteen feet high, covered in a lighter tone of wood, maybe white oak. She wasn’t sure she was seeing the colors accurately. Some seemed exaggerated—red and yellow mostly. Others appeared muted, and she couldn’t be sure what they were.
Colin drew her to a halt inside the front door.
Graham and Brett brushed past, on the far side of Colin, and headed into other parts of the house.
To her left and right, still more glass for a couple or three feet, then another two to three feet of floor-to-ceiling mirrors. Tanya stared at their reflection. Was that really her?
She lifted a foot then shifted her body. The image in the mirror mimicked her. She cocked her head. A gaunt, white wolf with a bloodied coat and amber eyes stared back. What had they done to her?
The gentle purr of metal sliding on well-oiled metal pulled her gaze away from her reflection. A man came through one of the sliding doors at the far side of the room, taking a moment to close it. His gaze dropped instantly to her as he skirted the sitting area and crossed the distance between them.
She shrank back, leaning a shoulder into Colin’s leg as the bear of a man loomed closer and larger. Did he only appear so overwhelming because she wasn’t upright?
His hair was dark blond with a widow’s peak like Colin’s, wavy like the younger man’s as well. She cocked her head, fascinated by the fact his short, well-trimmed beard showed hints of red that didn’t appear in his hair. Freckles across his nose and forehead stood out stark on pale skin. He gave her a lopsided grin, exposing his teeth on one side in a relaxed half-smile. Did he have an extra canine tooth on that side?
“Dad, this is Tanya Sikes.” Colin squatted beside her and removed the collar from her neck. “Tanya, this is my father, Ian Campbell.”
The big man stopped a few feet away, crossed muscular arms over his broad chest, and studied her with predatory scrutiny his easy smile couldn’t mask. He was old enough to be a father? He was maybe in his mid-thirties. Colin looked less than a decade behind him. No way that man could have a son Colin’s age. “You found a survivor, I see.”
“Only one, unfortunately. The other two appear to have died at the full moon.”
Sadness flitted across Ian’s face. He shook his head, and his gaze met Tanya’s. “I hope you know how very lucky you are, young lady.”
Lucky? Are you kidding? Look at what they did to me! How can you call this lucky?
He chuckled. “I may not be able to read your thoughts, but I can certainly see the incredulity in your eyes. I understand far better than you might think, too.”
Graham returned with a blanket in hand. He gave her a brief smile then glanced at Ian. “I thought she might need this.”
The other man nodded. “Good thinking. It’s been a while since we’ve had a new Turn. I wouldn’t have thought of that.”
Graham handed the blanket to Colin.
What were they going to do with that?
Colin dropped it over her, leaving her head exposed.
She shot him a puzzled look.
“Tanya?” Ian knelt in front of her.
Not having heard or seen him move so close, she flinched and shrank back slightly.
“Can you Shift back without help?”
She cocked her head. Why did they keep asking that? Shift back? What did that mean?
“I asked her before.” Colin caressed one of her ears. “I don’t think she knows what to do.”
Ian nodded, drew in a deep breath, and met her gaze. “Return,” he murmured.
Power washed over her, like nothing she’d ever felt before. Within moments, agonizing pain racked her body. Muscles, bones, joints. Fractures rippled across her skull, and it felt like her teeth were being pulled out. She closed her eyes against bolts of lightning shooting through her vision, whimpered, and dropped to the cool, hard floor.

 
* * *

 
Groans, whines, and whimpers made Colin wince and look away. New Turns were always the worst to watch. Until they quit fighting the Shift, the pain was tremendous. Witnessing it, and being helpless to ease it, was difficult to stomach. Hopefully Tanya learned quickly. For her sake far more than his.
His father rose to his feet and folded his arms across his chest. “We have to stop this.”
Colin frowned, confused even as worry skittered through him. His father wouldn’t put her down, would he? She’d already made the Shift to wolf once. “We can’t. She’s already been Turned, and she deserves a chance to prove she can change back and forth at will.”
“I don’t mean her.” Dad quirked a brow with a You-should-know-better-than-that look. “I mean the men who put her here.”
Thank heavens. “What about O’Neil’s team? Did they fail?”
“The rogues got away. Well, all but one, and he’s dead. O’Neil is seeing to the clean-up.”
“No!” The fact the word came out on a gasp didn’t dull the emphasis Tanya put behind it. She rolled onto her back, grasping the blanket to her throat and panting. Pain contorted a very human face, brows furrowed over tightly closed eyes. Long, blond hair spilled across the floor.
Colin knelt beside her but kept his hands to himself. Until she’d completed the Shift, her muscles, joints, and skin would be tender. “Tanya?”
“No… clean-up.” Blue eyes opened and peered up at him, full of pleading. Nothing of the wolf remained, except for what lingered in her scent.
“We must,” he murmured. “The world can’t know about us.”
“But… the others….”
Dad squatted beside him. “What others?”
“The other women.”
“They’re dead.” He shook his head with a sad but resigned sigh. “There’s nothing we can do for them.”
“Their families.” She grimaced and sat up, clutching the blanket close. “They need to know those women are dead. You can’t leave them wondering what happened to Heather and Willa. It’s not right.”
Dad scowled. “This is how these situations have always been handled.”
Tanya glared at him. “Is that supposed to make it right?”
Colin bit back a smile. He couldn’t remember the last time a lone wolf had challenged his father. He waited to see how Dad would respond.
A long, slow sigh emerged as the man stared down the willful woman. The borders around the irises of his gray eyes were tinted with a green so pale many wouldn’t notice. The wolf was rising. “I never said it was right. It’s the way things are, the way they must be for the safety of all our kind.” His eyes narrowed. “If you know what’s good for you, you won’t challenge a wolf who’s older, stronger, and more willing to kill than you are.”
She flinched and blinked at him.
The right corner of Dad’s mouth cocked upward to reveal teeth, including the double canine. “Some of the others won’t be as understanding as I am, or as tolerant with a new Turn. You may not belong to this pack, but you better learn to respect those who can and will kill you if pushed.”
Her gaze dropped to the tile floor, her breathing shallow and rapid. The scent of her fear filled the entryway.
Colin hated the fact she’d been frightened, but she needed to know such things, and his father would be more lenient than others like Brett might be. He caught his dad’s gaze. “I’d like to show her to the guestroom. I’m sure she’d like to get cleaned up and dressed.”
Dad nodded and got to his feet. “I’ll prepare food. She needs to eat. She’s far too thin. Those idiots apparently don’t know how to take care of what’s theirs.”
“I’m not theirs.” The growl in her voice raised Dad’s brow, but her head remained down, her gaze on the floor. The muscles across her bare shoulders had tightened.
“For a time, you were.”
She swallowed audibly. “Does that mean I’m yours now?”
“That depends on you.”
Her head came up, and Tanya craned her neck to peer up at him. “I don’t understand.”
“Colin will explain what you need to know.” Dad waited until she lowered her gaze then turned away and went into the kitchen.
Colin stood up and offered her a hand. “Come with me. I’ll show you to the guest suite. There’s a great deal you must know, but I’m sure you’d like to take a shower and dress before we get into it.”
Tanya nodded and laid her free hand in his.
He tugged her to her feet then, with an unfamiliar sort of reluctance, released her. What was that about?
Dismissing it for another time, he led her past the kitchen and a curving stairway into a long hall, stopped at the third door on the left, pushed it open, and stepped back, waving her inside.
Head down, she slipped past, fear still clinging to her.
He snorted softly to clear his nose and followed her into the room. “You have nothing to fear from me,” he murmured, hating the fact she now seemed afraid of him as much she was of his father.
“But… your father said—” She frowned and met his gaze.
“I’m not one you need to worry about.” He chuckled. “I don’t feel the least bit inclined to kill you or put you in your place, whatever that may be.” In fact, what he felt instead was new and unsettling. Something he had no reference point or words yet to define. He pointed to a pair of doors across the room. “Those two doors are the closet and bathroom. You’ll find clothes in the closet. I’m afraid all we have that might fit you are sweatpants and t-shirts, but that’s better than nothing. Take your time in the shower. No one will bother you. When you’re done, you can find me in the office at the end of the hall and to the right.”
Tanya nodded.
Colin hesitated, but she said nothing, so he backed out of the room and closed the door. Once in the office, he turned on the television to make sure O’Neil’s fight at the warehouse hadn’t drawn unwanted attention.

 
* * *

 
Is this really happening? Tanya stared at the cream tile on the shower wall. Oddly enough, it matched the tile in the shower at home. She ran a hand over it. Maybe she was home. Maybe it had all been a terrible nightmare.
She leaned against the wall behind her. Her gaze fell on a series of long, jagged wounds across her stomach. Blood had crusted on her skin, but none of it was fresh. More blood had dried on the inside of her thighs. A sob threatened. She raised a hand to run fingers along the still healing scabs. No bad dreams, no matter how horrific, left marks like that.
Sliding down the wall, she drew her knees to her chest. Water fell over her head, plastering wet hair to her skull, neck, and shoulders. If the claw marks were real, then everything else that had happened had been, too.
She’d gone to church Sunday evening with her parents, like most weeks, but forgotten her Bible on the backseat of the car. Why had she been so determined to have it? She could’ve used one of the Bibles tucked into the racks on the back of every pew. She’d never made it to the car.
A shudder ran through her as water bordering on scalding hot ran in long rivulets over her, washing away dirt, blood, and a host of other things she’d prefer not to think about. Everything ached. Some things stung and burned. She leaned her head against the wall to one side.
Wolf. That’s what Ian Campbell had called her. Called himself by implication. She hadn’t seen what attacked her. They’d shut off the dim light in her cell long before he’d entered. Only the faint, barely discernible outline of a man had appeared when the door had opened, quickly blocked out by a metallic slam. She’d never been hunted before that night, but she’d known she was prey for some nasty predator the moment that door closed and he growled.
Terror rose in renewed waves. Tanya lunged to her feet, dry-heaving, pushing back the memories that tried to surface.
After a few minutes, possibly more, fear settled into memory again. Shaking, she picked up a bar of soap from a small shelf under the shower head and scrubbed her body from the top of her head to the soles of her feet. By the time she finished, the wounds on her belly bled again. Red-tinted water trailed down her legs and swirled with clear water on the tiled shower floor.
Was God punishing her for something she’d done? If so, what could’ve possibly warranted turning her into a monster? Werewolves were supposed to be myth and legend. The rampaging, blood-thirsty beasts of horror movies.
Lord, what did I do to deserve this?
No answer came.
Tanya shut off the water, pushed open the glass door, and grabbed a towel off the bar on the wall over the toilet. She dried her body, taking extra care around the gashes on her stomach that had stopped bleeding again for the moment.
Once she was dressed in sweatpants and a too-big t-shirt, she opened the bathroom door and went in search of Colin. She found the office easily enough.
The television faced the door. Her parents’ faces flashed across the screen. Tears glistened on Mom’s face. Strain made Dad look haggard, far older than his fifty years. Though the volume was turned way down, she still clearly heard her father’s words.
“Please, if anyone has seen our daughter, please, please, contact the police.”
She gasped, fighting back tears.
Colin glanced over, and his face tightened. He raised a remote and shut off the TV. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to see that.”
“I can’t go home again.” Even if the bodies of the other women were found, she wouldn’t be among them. Her family would forever wonder what had happened to her.
“Yes, you can. Things will be different now. There’s no way around that. But you can go home.”
“How?” Tears blurred her vision. “How can I go back? Being this… thing? I’m a monster. I can’t take the chance that I’ll hurt my family.”
“We’ll teach you to control it.” He dropped the remote control on the desk and crossed the room to stand in front of her. His hands rose to gently grip her upper arms. “You won’t hurt anyone.”
“Can you guarantee that?” She brushed away tears with her fingertips and pinned him with a hard look. She couldn’t afford to buy a whopping dose of false hope. “Can you promise that I won’t lose control and maim or kill some innocent person?”
His mouth opened then closed, and Colin shook his head. “No. I can’t. I’m sorry.”
Tanya looked over his shoulder at the blank TV screen. “Then we have to make them think I’m dead.” She’d never see them again. A sob caught in her chest, and she blinked back more tears.
“We’ll think of something.” His nostrils flared, and he frowned. “You’re bleeding.”
She glanced down, but there was no blood on her shirt.
“I smell the blood. Did your wounds open up in the shower?”
She nodded.
“We need to get food into you. You’ll heal quickly if you eat.”
“What’s the point?”
“Survival.”
“Again, I ask, what’s the point?” She met his blue gaze. “I’ve gone from one prison to another, and my life is over anyway.”
Colin half-smiled, the same cockeyed grin his father had. “You’re not a captive here. Not by a long shot.”
“Right.” She snorted. “That twenty-foot wall around this place with a locked gate, inside the perimeter of a ten-foot wall with another locked gate, suggests otherwise.”
“That’s to keep people out rather than to keep anyone in.”
Tanya narrowed her eyes. “Why don’t I believe you?”
He chuckled. “Very good. Whether you realize it or not, you just smelled a lie. A partial one anyway. The outer wall is to keep people from wandering onto the property. The inner wall keeps wolves in if they’re newly Turned and out of control. We can jump ten-foot walls without issue, but twenty-foot isn’t manageable even for the best of us in wolf form.”
“And the sign on the outer gate that says ‘Trespassers will be eaten’?”
“Brett’s less-than-stellar sense of humor.”
“Would he really eat a person?”
“If I said no, I’d be lying, but I’m not altogether sure the answer is yes either.” Colin shrugged.
“He scares me.”
“He scares everybody. Except my dad. I’m not sure much scares my dad though.” He rubbed both hands gently up and down her upper arms. “Let’s get you something to eat. You’ll feel better. Then we can talk.” He nudged her toward the door. “If Brett or Graham come in, don’t look them in the eye. I don’t think anyone else is around today, but they’re all lower than me in the pack. I can keep them off your back while you figure things out.”
“So your father’s the boss here?” She stepped to one side and let him take the lead, in case they ran into anyone on the way to the kitchen.
“Yes, but we call him the Alpha. Brett and Graham are second and third, with me as fourth. O’Neil, the one you heard us talking about earlier, is fifth.” He glanced over his shoulder. “If you stick around, you’ll eventually meet the whole pack and learn where everyone fits in the chain of command.”
“How many of you are there?”
“Eleven wolves, all male, three humans, all female.”
“Humans? There are humans in the pack?”
“They’re mated to lower-ranking wolves.”
“Oh.” Mated? Did that mean married? Living together? A friend-with-benefits type of arrangement? “Do they know their… mates… are wolves?”
“Absolutely. They’ve known since before they married that their husbands were wolves.”
The knowing gleam in his eyes as he shot another of those half-grins over his shoulder suggested he’d known what she was thinking. Werewolves weren’t telepathic, were they? Surely not. The very idea was ludicrous. Yeah, and you thought werewolves only existed in horror movies and nightmares. Look where that got you.
At the other end of the hall, he turned left into the dining room instead of right into the kitchen. The dining table seated eight. Two more chairs sat in the corners against another wall of windows on the south side. Did all the rooms on that side of the house have floor-to-ceiling windows, or just the common ones? Nice view either way.
Tanya paused to scan the brightening landscape beyond the panes of glass. If circumstances were different, she’d love that view and this place. If…. She sighed.
“Have a seat wherever,” Ian called from the kitchen, his voice deep and gruff but not unfriendly. “How do you like your steak?”
“Uh… medium well.”
“That’ll change.” He half-grinned and turned back to a grill inset into one of the countertops.
Tanya flashed Colin a questioning look.
“He means you’ll get to where you prefer meat on the rare side.”
“Ew.” She grimaced and dropped into a chair.
He chuckled then went into the kitchen, returning shortly with a large plate that he set in front of her. “Start on that.”
It was loaded with macaroni and cheese. Homemade, if she didn’t miss her guess. “Carbs? Seriously?”
“Quick energy, and the pasta is so hyper-processed even a canine gut can handle it.”
She picked up the fork then froze. “Canine gut?”
“Yes. You’re digestive tract is no longer human, at least not in the way it functions. Neither are the digestive enzymes you produce. You need to avoid whole grains and high cellulose vegetables from now on. You won’t be able to digest them properly.” He grimaced. “Trust me. The pain isn’t worth it.”
“Great.” Not. She eyed the plate. “I don’t think I can eat this much.”
“Give it a shot anyway. You’ll be surprised how much you can eat now.”
She frowned and shoved a forkful of mac and cheese into her mouth. “Really good,” she muttered around a bite.
Colin half-grinned, his blue eyes sparkling with pleasure. “Dad loves to cook, and he’s not too shabby at it.”
By the time another plate was set in front of her, the other one had been scraped clean. She stared at the slab of meat on what was more platter than plate then glanced at Colin, who’d returned to the seat catty-corner to her. “That’s not a steak! It’s a roast. I can’t eat all of that.”
Soft, rumbling laughter came from the kitchen, and Colin grinned. Big. He had double canines like his father. Interesting. She’d never known anyone with those before. He chuckled. “Eat what you can. Your body needs the energy.”
Tanya shook her head but picked up the steak knife anyway. Focus on food. Less embarrassing than staring dumbly at a guy whose crooked smile did weird, not entirely unpleasant things to her stomach. Easier than dwelling on far more important issues she wasn’t ready to face again. Not yet.
As she ate, she took in her surroundings. Except for where the outer wall of the house jutted a few feet in from the outside deck, the dining room, living room, and kitchen were all open to each other. A breakfast bar separated the kitchen from the dining and living rooms. Otherwise anyone sitting in one room could see what was happening in the others.
The cabinets in the kitchen were the same dark, red-stained hickory visible throughout the rest of the house she’d seen so far. The counters were white granite with flecks of various browns. The appliances were stainless steel. Rustic and modern all at once.
The couch and two chairs in the living room, forming a half-circle in front of the fireplace, were upholstered in dark brown leather. The fireplace stood wide and tall, made of thick-slabbed stone in various colors of gray and light brown with a dark hickory mantle. Lights were recessed into a ceiling easily fifteen feet above the floor, with a floor lamp between each chair and the couch. There were no curtains on any of the massive banks of windows. Nothing to shield the occupants from prying eyes outside.
She snorted. What prying eyes? There was nobody around for miles. Unless they had a peeping mountain lion within the walls of their self-imposed prison, they didn’t exactly have to worry about being watched.
“Looks like you’re done there.” Colin’s voice pulled her gaze away from the forested landscape beyond the glass.
Tanya glanced down at the plate, surprised to find the huge hunk of meat gone. “Did I really eat all that?”
“You sure did.”
Did he have to look so proud? If she kept eating like that, she’d weigh a ton in no time. She’d had trouble with her weight in her teens while in physical therapy after a bad car accident. More than enough to last a lifetime, in fact.
“Your metabolism will be higher now than it was when you were human. You’ll need to eat more to maintain a healthy weight.”
Finally, something good about being a monster. She sighed. “What now?”
“How are your wounds?”
She hiked up the hem of her shirt just enough to take a look then frowned and ran unsteady fingers over her almost flawless stomach. Only the faintest red marks remained where claws had dug into her flesh. “How’s that possible?”
“Food. We wolves heal rapidly when we’re fed. If we stay fed and fit, we’re virtually impervious to disease and physical ailments.”
That didn’t sound so bad. She’d never be sick again? She could live with that. So what did that sinking feeling in her stomach mean? Oh, yeah. Monster. Rampaging killer of innocents. Big drawback! “Are you trying to convince me being a werewolf is a good thing?”
“It has benefits as well as disadvantages.” Colin shrugged and leaned back in his chair.
“Like the fact I could kill someone without meaning to.” She swallowed, finding herself once again facing the reality of her life. It was over. So, what now? She couldn’t return to her family. No way she could finish her degree either. She might as well have died in that warehouse along with the others. It would’ve been kinder.
Her family…. If she didn’t go back, they’d never know what had happened. They’d spend the rest of their lives wondering…. Had she run away for some reason they couldn’t figure out? Had someone taken her who would hold and torture her for years as discussed in some of the reports they’d seen on the news over the past few years? Was she dead? She’d rather they think she was dead than believe, even in some small amount, the other possibilities.
But, to never see her family again….
Her parents, who had loved and encouraged her through every trial and tribulation, including months of rehab after an accident when she was fifteen.
Her older brother, Chris, and his annoying habit of knuckling the top of her head every time he saw her, despite the fact she’d reached the age of twenty-one and was no longer a child.
Her older sisters, Alexis and Marcy, who dragged her out of the house to go shopping or catch a movie when they decided she’d spent too much time with her face in a book and needed to have some fun.
Then there were Chris’ wife and kids. Pam with her sweet smiles and resigned tolerance for Chris’ off-beat sense of humor. Jacob was only four. Little Melody just seven. I’ll miss seeing them grow up.
Tears clogged her throat.
A warm hand closed around one of hers on the table top. “You can see your family again. I can take you home today, in fact. As long as you control your emotions, you won’t Shift again until the next full moon, unless you choose to.”
Control her emotions? Great. So if she got upset, she could snap and rip someone’s throat out? Wonderful. She stared at their joined hands and whispered, “Why did God do this to me? What did I do to deserve it?” She swiped tears from her cheeks with her free hand.

 
* * *

 
Colin glanced helplessly at his father, who had taken up residence on one of the tall stools at the breakfast bar.
“What’s happened to you is not punishment from the Lord, Tanya.” Dad leaned back in the stool and crossed his arms over his chest, his feet propped up on the base of the stool. “This is no more a punishment than cancer, car accidents, drive-by shootings, or any of the other things that people are afflicted with every day. We live in a world that’s trapped in a cycle of sin-induced degradation. Period.” He snorted. “I’ve certainly lived long enough to watch the downward spiral.”
She gave him a speculative look then frowned. “That’s not exactly reassuring. You don’t even look old enough to be Colin’s father, much less to have lived through much.”
His father chuckled. “Never judge a wolf by his appearance. I’ve lived a lot longer than I look. Maybe one day I’ll tell you about my own Turning, but now’s not the time to get into it.”
“Dad’s right.” Colin turned back to her. “About the degradation thing. Bad things happen to everybody, not only bad people. Even the Bible says so. What’s that one verse say about God sending rain on the just and the unjust? Or maybe it’s righteous and unrighteous?” He shook his head and waved a dismissive hand. “Either way, same principle. As bad as you think this is, what do you suppose your parents are going through right now? Do you think they’re wondering what they did wrong for God to let you be snatched away?”
She considered his words then shook her head.
“Well, if God only lets bad things happen to people who need to be punished, you aren’t the only one who obviously did something bad here. Your parents did, too.” He cocked his head and steadily met her blue gaze. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”
Tanya sucked her bottom lip into her mouth thoughtfully then slowly nodded. “I think so.” Her gaze bounced from him to his father and back again. “So, now what?”
“Now, we help you figure out how to move forward in your life.” He briefly tightened his grip on her hand then relaxed it. “You can return home. There’s no reason to let your family think you’re dead or leave them wondering what horrible things someone could be doing if you’re alive.”
“But—” Her frown deepened. “How do I explain any of this to them?”
“That’s entirely up to you. Tell them as much as you think they can handle.” Dad’s brows dropped to the bridge of his nose. “I’d prefer you leave us out of it though, at least for the time being.”
She nodded.
“So?” Colin captured her gaze again. “What do you think?”
A long pause was followed by a sigh. “If this isn’t a punishment, why did God let this happen to me?”
“Could be your thorn in the flesh,” Dad said before Colin could respond.
Colin frowned. He’d never seen being a wolf as such a burden, certainly nothing like a chronic illness. Why did his father and so many of the others seem to perceive it as such?
A thoughtful expression crossed her face, then she nodded. “Maybe you’re right.”
His father’s gray gaze intensified as he studied Tanya. “The real question is, do you think you can live with it?”
“Do I have any other choice?”
Dad’s gaze met Colin’s, and the right corner of his mouth canted slightly upwards.
Now the real work began.
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Therefore, laying aside falsehood, speak truth, each one of you, with his neighbor, for we are members of one another. - Eph. 4:25

 
Campbell Wildlife Preserve
Somewhere outside Flagstaff, Arizona
Thursday, June 4, 2015
 
“HEATHER and Willa’s families deserve to know what happened to them.” Tanya’s chin jutted out, but she didn’t quite meet either of their gazes. “No matter how ugly it was. If they simply disappear, the people who care about them will be left wondering. That’s not fair or right.”
Colin had no answer. It worried him that Tanya seemed determined to hold onto such a contentious point despite his father’s earlier anger as a result of her pushing the same issue. He shifted in the chair at the dining table and waited for the explosion, barely able to breathe. At least it was just the three of them in the room. No one else would add fuel to the fire. Dad could be more lenient without an audience around to witness a lapse in discipline, if he was so inclined.
Dad got up from the stool at the breakfast bar and came toward the table, stopping behind a chair on the opposite side from Tanya to rest his hands on the upright back. “I spoke with O’Neil while you showered. He cleaned the warehouse of traces of our kind but left the bodies. They bear the wounds of their ordeal, but an autopsy won’t show any abnormalities since they didn’t survive their first full moon. We need to direct the police to that warehouse, and the bodies will be found.”
Colin glanced up at his father, his brows rising. That’s not how such problems had been handled in the past. Had Tanya’s earlier comments changed Dad’s mind about how to handle the situation? It certainly seemed so. Maybe he wasn’t as immovable as Colin had always believed.
“I can do it.” Tanya’s soft voice broke the long silence that had fallen.
Colin frowned. “What?” She couldn’t possibly mean what it sounded like.
“Take the police to the warehouse. Tell them what happened.”
He shared a concerned look with his father. He didn’t miss the respect and approval that appeared in the older man’s gaze. Tanya had raised herself a notch or two in his father’s estimations, whether she realized it or not.
Dad smiled faintly. “Are you sure?”
“No, but what other choice do I have?”
Why did that question, or some variation of it, keep coming out of her mouth? Colin couldn’t resist pointing that out. “You seem to think you don’t have options in all of this.”
“I don’t.” She pinned him with an unwavering look. “Tell me another way those women’s families will have any sense of closure, or that you can reverse what was done to me, make me normal again.”
He sent his father a helpless look. Dad looked no less resigned to her fate than she did. Lord, I hate feeling this way. I have no easy answers for her. Why do she and Dad insist on seeing this as a bad thing? The wolf is a gift, not a curse. “There’s no way to reverse it. As for the other, I’m sure we can come up with something if we put our heads together. You don’t have to deal with the cops if you don’t want to.”
“Someone does, and as the only survivor, it looks like I’m elected by default.”

 
* * *

 
Tanya fought the urge to fidget as both men stared at her.
Colin’s grip on her hand hadn’t lessened so much as a fraction, as though he was afraid to let go. Then again, maybe he’d forgotten he was holding it.
Ian studied her with predatory intensity, as though trying to figure her out and attempting to see straight through to her soul. He sighed. “You’ll need to leave us out of it. No one can know we rescued you. That would raise questions we can’t afford.”
She met his gaze and nodded. “I understand.” It made sense. If she said too much, the wrong eyes might fall on the pack and their sanctuary in the mountains. She didn’t want to be responsible for anyone being hurt or killed, even if they weren’t entirely human. The real question was, how did she balance the truth with keeping secrets that could endanger lives? Could she talk to the police without having to lie?
“One thing though.” Colin’s hand tightened around hers, pulling her attention to him. “You must control your emotions while talking to the cops. If you don’t, the Shift could occur without you wanting it to. I don’t think I have to tell you how disastrous that would be in the middle of a police station.”
All sorts of ugly possibilities occurred to her, the worst being her in wolf form on the receiving end of a barrage of bullets.
“I doubt you have the control necessary to stop it without help at this point, so you have to keep strong emotions in check, particularly fear and anger.”
Anxiety rippled through her. “I don’t know if I can. I can’t even think about what happened without the fear trying to swallow me again. If I have to talk to the police and my family about it….” She shrank into her chair, lowered her head, and cupped her forehead in her free hand.
“Dad? Could I go with her?”
Tanya snapped upright in her chair and shot him a look. Wouldn’t that put him in the spotlight of law enforcement?
“We can tell the police I’m a friend there to offer support and help her feel safe. It wouldn’t be a lie. At least, not really. She is a friend now. She’s one of us. That makes her family. Right?”
“That’s true.” Ian’s gaze turned pensive. “Are you sure you want to do that?”
“Yes, sir.”
Was she missing something? Would Colin have offered if he didn’t want to go?
After a moment, Ian nodded firmly. “Alright.”
“What about my family? Will I endanger them by going home?”
“We’re back to that, are we?” Colin sighed. “You’re not going to eat them, you know. When we’re in wolf form, we usually have control of the animal.”
She scowled at him. That remained to be seen, and only time would prove it to her. Usually wasn’t exactly a comfort either. “That’s not what I meant. What if the men who kidnapped me know where I live and are watching my family? I don’t want to draw a nasty pack of rogue werewolves to their doorstep.”
Ian half-smiled. “I can have your neighborhood checked out; see if any wolves are hanging around. If all’s clear, I’ll have your family watched until you’re home. Then you need to stay out of sight as much as possible until we’re sure no one’s coming after you. She-wolves are rare and much-sought-after. They’ll want you back.”
She considered that. It sounded reasonable enough. Assuming the rogues wanted her back. After a conversation she’d overheard, she wasn’t so sure, but neither did she want to take any chances with her family’s safety. “Okay.”
“Good.” He nodded and straightened away from the chair he’d been leaning on. “Let me give O’Neil a call, have him take a look around your neighborhood. If we’re clear, I’ll have Graham drive you into town to the police station.”
“Thanks.” She had to be out of her mind.

 
* * *

 
Colin sat beside Tanya in the backseat of Graham’s car. Again. Tires hummed over miles of asphalt, but none of them said anything. He couldn’t decide whether he was in awe of Tanya’s courage or should dissuade her from this course of action. They could find another way to get information to the police. Anonymous calls could accomplish a great deal. There was no need for her to open herself up to the scrutiny of law enforcement. She didn’t have a scratch on her to back up any claim she might make. Granted, she was far too thin from being half-starved, but would that be enough to allay any suspicion of her the cops might otherwise have?
And what about him? He’d avoided dealings with law enforcement at every level of government all of his life. Why was he drawing attention to himself now? What if he said or did the wrong thing and caused them to take a closer look at him? What if he was the one who lost control in a building full of armed people? It would endanger the whole pack. His family.
The car slowed to a stop far too soon. He glanced around, and his gaze settled on the building on the passenger side. Flagstaff Police Department. Well, no getting around it. No more time left to figure a way out.
With a heavy sigh, Colin opened the door and slid out. He reached back and offered Tanya a hand.
“Do you want me to wait for you?” Graham called out.
He leaned down until he could see the other man’s face. “No. This could take a while. You can back up O’Neil, I suppose. If we need a lift later, I’ll call Dad or Isaac.” The latter had been sent, along with another pack member, to check out Tanya’s neighborhood. They worked in the area, so they knew it well and could patrol without arousing suspicion from the people who lived there.
“Good enough.” He nodded then faced forward.
Colin straightened and shut the car door with a resounding metallic thunk. Did the barred door on a jail cell sound like that? Hopefully he wouldn’t find out anytime soon. Preferably never.
The instant they stepped into the building, the scent of Tanya’s fear washed over him. A huge array of other scents soon joined and tried to override it. Coffee, someone had burnt a pot. Perfumes, colognes, and artificial fragrances from an array of hygiene products. Sweat tinged with fear, anger, and desperation.
He forced back a grimace of distaste. No wonder his father avoided areas where humans congregated in large numbers. Was
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