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      Tucson, 26 years ago

      Ruth Turner was glad her shift was over, even though they’d only taken the ambulance out a few times. The hospital locker room was mostly empty this time of day because the paramedics’ shift ended at a different time than the rest of the staff. She finished changing out of her uniform and said goodbye to her colleagues. She was looking forward to seeing her daughter tonight. Her little Annika was such a bright light in her life. Her sparkly exuberance, which only a four-year-old could sustain, made Ruth feel like a kid again.

      She stepped out of the locker room, light on her feet, looking forward to dinner with her family. It was Ken’s turn to cook, and she expected a pasta dinner. He couldn’t cook very many things, but pasta was his specialty.

      As the door snicked closed behind her, she noticed a young man, a few years younger than her, sitting in one of the chairs in the hall. His hair was long, scraggly, and an ugly, mousy brown. She’d never seen him here before. His hollow eyes looked up when she exited.

      “Who are you waiting for?” Ruth asked kindly.

      “Hello, Ruth Bauer,” he said with a creepy smile. Cold dread crawled over her skin and seeped into her bones. She hadn’t heard that name since she was sixteen, over a decade ago.

      “What…what did you say?” she whispered.

      “You heard me, sweetling. It’s good to see you again.”

      Another name she hadn’t heard in over a decade, coming from a person she’d never met. The terror of recognition froze her into place for an instant.

      “Leave me alone, Barrick.” She turned away and hurried through the exit at the end of the hall. She could feel him rise and follow her like a foul fog close on her heels.

      “You know I can’t do that. You have something I want.”

      Her past had just caught up to her. “I told you thirteen years ago—you can’t have it. I want nothing to do with you. Leave me alone.”

      “My time is running short, Ruth. I need what you have.”

      She spun around to face him. “I said no. I won’t help you.”

      “Very well. If you won’t help, perhaps I can get what I need elsewhere. I understand there’s a red-headed poppet in your life now.”

      Ruth felt her blood turn ice cold. He knew. Shit. She took a deep breath. It was going to be okay. She’d made the right call. Ruth gave the man a cold smile.

      “You don’t think I was stupid enough to leave my daughter vulnerable to you, do you?”

      He paled. Apparently, he had thought she was that stupid.

      “You Bound her? Your own daughter?”

      “I wanted her to have the choices I never had, and I wanted to protect her from you. Her Gift is Bound and you can’t touch it. You touch her, and I will end you, Barrick.”

      His cracked lips curled into a sneer. “Come now, sweetling, you can’t kill me. Only the shell I possess.”

      “What happens when the last Gift you stole runs out? Will you have enough power to take a new host? Perform the ritual? I’m willing to find out. Are you?”

      Barrick snarled and lunged at her. She put up a shield, formed out of the air around her, and he was unable to touch her. It was difficult to hold the magic; it had been too long since she’d practiced. That needed to change.

      “Go away, Barrick. You won’t find what you’re looking for here. Go find someone else to prey upon. Leave me and my family alone.”

      He backed off, but his eyes shot daggers at her. She dropped the shield. It was draining her energy.

      “This isn’t over,” he snapped. “Your Gift calls to me, and I don’t have much time left.” His face smoothed out, and, when he spoke again, his voice was almost civil. “Give me what I want, Ruth, and I promise I won’t touch your daughter. She’s too young now, too immature. Your Gift will last thirty, maybe fifty years. By then, I’ll have moved on.”

      “I wouldn’t believe you if you said the sky was blue!”

      With that, he charged at her again, but she was ready for it this time. She pulled on the forces around her, made a battering ram out of the wind, and flung it at the crazed young man. Barrick was slammed against the wall of the building and pinned there by the force of her magic. Ruth ran toward her car, knowing she’d only bought herself a few minutes.

      “I’ll be seeing you, Ruth Bauer,” he crowed. “And when the time is right, I’ll find a way to break your daughter’s Binding and take her Gift, too!”

      Ruth fumbled with her keys as she approached her car, her hands shaking from the adrenaline. She unlocked the door, jumped in, and started the engine, ignoring her seat belt. Time was of the essence. The radio screamed at her, one of those new alternative rock songs that she usually enjoyed. She punched the off button on her stereo and pealed out of the parking lot, glancing around to make sure that Barrick was nowhere in sight. She didn’t see him but decided to take the long way home to ensure he didn’t follow her.

      As she drove through the streets of Tucson, her thoughts raced. Ruth realized she needed to tell Ken about her magical past. It was her only secret from him, and it was a doozy. But keeping him in ignorance now that Barrick had resurfaced would put him and Annie at risk. She also needed to call her sister. Dora would be able to warn the Community about a demon on the hunt for Healers. If Barrick hadn’t found another Healer since he’d attempted to take her Gift all those years ago, he was going to be desperate soon.

      As the adrenaline left her system, Ruth made up her mind. She would talk to Ken tonight and call Dora first thing in the morning. Although the demon knew she had a daughter, he likely didn’t know where they lived yet. If he had come within a mile of her home she would’ve known. She’d put down an early warning system as soon as they’d moved into the house.

      Over the seven years that she’d called Tucson home, Ruth had learned a thing or two about the traffic patterns. She used that knowledge to her advantage now, slowing down, backtracking up and down Speedway Boulevard, turning down the smaller streets, making U-turns, searching all the time for any cars that followed. Nothing.

      She was a couple of miles from home when a large pick-up truck began tailgating her. It was so close she couldn’t see the driver’s face in her compact car’s rearview mirror. As she approached the next stoplight, she braked slowly, allowing the truck a bit more space. She glanced back up at the mirror. The truck wasn’t slowing; in fact, it seemed to be speeding up.

      Too late, Ruth tried to swerve out of its way, but the force of the collision pushed her vehicle into the middle of the intersection. She was t-boned by the cross traffic and lost consciousness.

      She awoke, dazed and still seated in the car. The scraggly-haired young man was staring at her. His eyes glowed violet with demon magic.

      “I told you I’d be seeing you, Ruth.”

      She tried to call out for help, but she couldn’t get enough air to make a sound.

      “Shhh, it’ll be over shortly. I prepared a circle in the intersection. I’ll take what I can before help arrives. You failed.”

      Ruth felt her Gift draining and Barrick’s eyes glowed more brightly. She sent out a last prayer to whatever god or gods might be listening.

      Please protect my daughter.

      Then Ruth Turner breathed her last breath.
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      Present Day

      Annie ran.

      The last red rays of the sun faded, and a purple blanket studded with stars followed in their wake. The milky full moon ascended, peeking out from behind the mountains. The summer warmth quickly abated as Annie dashed through the Northern Arizona woods. She glanced around nervously. Something was hunting her.

      She’d first noticed the feeling a few minutes ago, the hair standing up on her arms and the back of her neck. After a few more moments, she heard a faint snuffling as whatever hunted her started to sniff her out. The woods grew eerily silent for a moment before a distinct howl reverberated off the mountains.

      Annie dodged trees and rocks and leaped dry creek beds. The pine needles covering the ground made the footing slippery and treacherous, but the hiking boots she had chosen over her sneakers helped her keep her feet. Her dash through the dry undergrowth left behind puffs of dust and the sweet smell of Ponderosa pines. The growing darkness, only slightly allayed by the moonlight, made it more difficult to avoid the rocks scattered among the trees. The shadows grew deeper, capable of hiding even more terrors. The cool breeze carried the sound of large paws stealthily padding on the forest floor, keeping pace with her. She should have been afraid, but she was exhilarated.

      As she approached her target, the rocky terrain made for difficult footing. The creature gained on her and she could almost feel its hot breath at her heels. Her plan seemed to be working as she led the creature straight to the trap she’d set this afternoon. A few more seconds and she’d be in control.

      Suddenly, she found herself tumbling to the ground, tackled from the side. Shit. She’d been so sure her plan would work. Now, as the wind left her lungs, she prepared to fight off a frenzy of snapping teeth and sharp claws, hoping she would survive long enough to apologize to her family. Instead, a distinctly human—distinctly male human—weight fell on top of her. She gasped for breath, wanting to shout her frustration.

      “I’ve got you. Stay quiet,” a clear voice whispered.

      A gunshot rang out, then a cross between a growl and a whimper, followed by silence. After gasping for a moment, she was finally able to take a deep breath.

      “Get off!” she shouted, pushing and punching nearly two hundred pounds of muscle. “Get off, you idiot. What did you do?”

      “Hey, lady, we just saved you from⁠—”

      She didn’t let him finish, hoping against all evidence there might be some way to save the creature. She slugged his shoulder as hard as she could and, when he finally moved, jumped up and ran in the direction of the creature. A sick sense of disappointment took root in her gut as her eyes confirmed what her ears told her after the gunshot went off. “No, no, no, no, it’s dead. You killed it!”

      “Actually, that would be me,” said a second man a few yards away. He was slightly shorter than the first, slimmer, but in the moonlight nothing else was evident.

      She was filled with an all-consuming rage at the waste of all those months of preparation, research, tracking, more research—just plain work—only to have the creature destroyed before she could enact her plans. A hundred feet north lay her trap. She would have been able to contain the monster until daylight, then interrogate its human form. But there she was, kneeling over the corpse of a werewolf that was slowly changing back into a man. She stood up and turned to confront the idiots who had ruined this opportunity.

      They weren’t there; at least not right behind her like she expected. Instead the one who had shot the werewolf was over by the larger man who had tackled her. He was sitting under a tree, cradling his left arm.

      “Arghh, ah man, this hurts,” he said. She could just make out his mumbled words.

      She started making her way over to them.

      “Hey, Owen, lemme have a look,” said the gunman. He took the other man’s arm, turned on a small flashlight, and stared at it intently. “It looks kinda deep. Did a branch get you?”

      She was close now, about ten feet away, inching toward them as quietly as a mouse. If his injury was caused by the werewolf, he was going to need her help.

      “No, Rhys. I think it was the wolf.” Even in the dim light, she could almost see their faces drain of color. Definitely bad news.

      Suddenly, the gunman stood, pulled his gun out, and aimed it at Owen’s heart.

      What the hell?

      Acting on impulse, she ran full force at him and tackled his legs, both of them going down in a heap as his gun went flying off into the pine needles carpeting the woods.

      “Holy crap!” Owen called from behind them.

      “Get off me, crazy lady! You don’t understand,” yelled Rhys, kicking at her in an attempt to free himself.

      She kept her grip on his legs. “You are not shooting him,” she said with just as much outrage.

      She suddenly felt the towering presence of Owen as he stood over the pair and reached for her shoulder, pulling her off Rhys. He had nearly a foot in height and seventy pounds on her, so it wasn’t any more dignified than a parent picking up a child throwing a tantrum.

      “Listen, … lady,” Owen began as Rhys got up and frantically searched for his gun.

      “Call me Annie, not lady,” she said, still irritated at these interlopers.

      “Annie, then. Do you understand what happened here?” Owen continued, as he placed her gently on the ground, holding her arms by her side.

      Annie sighed heavily. It was part frustration and part an attempt to control her feelings. She knew she wasn’t going to be able to do anything to help Owen if they thought she was nuts.

      “You were scratched or bitten by a werewolf while making an ill-advised attempt to save someone who didn’t need your help,” she replied snarkily.

      “Right,” said Rhys, surprise evident in his voice. He had recovered his handgun a few feet away. “And at the next full moon, my brother will turn and become an animal who hunts humans. He doesn’t want that, I don’t want that, and since he saved your life, you should respect his decision.”

      Annie caught an edge of bitterness in his tone. Why would this be her fault? It’s not like she asked his brother to take a swipe meant for her.

      “My life didn’t need saving. Did it ever occur to you I knew what I was doing? Did you realize there’s a trap a hundred feet that way?” she said, pointing toward a small clearing. Her voice kept getting shriller at each question. She realized how she sounded, took a breath, and returned to her normal pitch. “I didn’t hear him say, ‘Shoot me’, you know. He’s not asking to be murdered.”

      Owen grinned and released her. She could just make out the flash of his teeth in the moonlight.

      “She’s right,” he said over her shoulder.

      Rhys grunted, exasperated. “It’s something we decided on long ago—if one of us gets bitten, the other shoots him before we have time to think about it.”

      During this exchange, Annie inched over so she was between the two men. If Rhys was going to shoot Owen before she could make them see sense, she could at least make him think twice.

      “I may have another way,” she said at last.

      Both men looked at her. Even in the moonlight, Annie could see the pain written on Rhys’s pinched face, his eyes haunted.

      Rhys laughed bitterly. “There’s no cure, darlin’! Prolonging this is only gonna make it hurt worse. Now go back home, where it’s safe, so I can take care of this.”

      He moved toward Annie as if to grab her arm. She quickly dropped to the ground and swept her leg into both of his. He went down with a thump and a release of breath and was still. She grabbed Owen’s good arm and started pulling him in the direction of the trap. She found it extremely difficult to move a big man who had no intention of going along.

      “Hey,” Owen said, putting his other hand on top of the one on his good arm. “Hey, it’s okay. We’ve been doing this for a while, and I knew it could happen. It’s alright, let go.”

      Rhys inhaled loudly and sat up, letting out a grunt of pain. She turned and looked Owen in his eyes, momentarily distracted by the way they sparkled from the light of the now risen moon.

      “It’s Owen, right?” she asked softly. At his nod, she continued, “I have a way to fix this. Please let me try.”

      Rhys was cursing under his breath as he rose to his feet. Owen started chuckling very softly. “Didn’t see that coming, did you?”

      “Fine, you don’t know me,” Annie said. “For all you know, I’m some nutcase out here for a midnight run. You’re right, there’s no way to cure lycanthropy once you’ve turned. But I have my medical kit over by the trap, and there’s something in it that could prevent the turn. What do you have to lose?”

      They shared a short look, and Rhys nodded while holstering his gun.

      She was very careful to lead them around the edges of the clearing, avoiding her trap, until she stopped at a large boulder.

      “Stay here,” she ordered, pointing at the rock.

      She made her way around the boulder and found her medical kit where she had left it. The white cross embroidered on the red messenger bag shone in the moonlight. She returned to the two men.

      “Owen, get comfortable. Let’s take a look at the damage.” Looking expectantly at Rhys, she added, “Flashlight?”

      “You don’t have one?” he said grumpily, pulling out the flashlight he’d used a few minutes ago.

      She stared at him in silence. Rhys sighed and turned the light on. After Owen found a spot on the boulder to lean against, he aimed it at his brother’s wounded arm.

      “Good. Hold it steady,” Annie told him.

      She stared intently at the deep, six-inch long scratch on Owen’s arm, poking at it until he hissed in a breath of pain. Rhys moved a step toward them. Annie guessed it was some sort of protective instinct kicking in.

      “I said, hold it steady,” she snapped at him. This man was a pain in the ass.

      Rhys grunted in reply, and it seemed to Annie that there was an apology in there somewhere.

      “Okay, I can fix this,” Annie stated in a matter-of-fact voice. “Hand me the flashlight.”

      She took it from Rhys and aimed it into her bag. The light glinted off her smartphone before illuminating the interior. She pulled out four bottles, placing them on the ground: an empty medical wash bottle, some witch hazel, a small bottle containing a tincture of wolfsbane, and a fifth of vodka.

      “Well, if I knew vodka cured lycanthropy…” Rhys began.

      “Shut up, Mr. Sarcastic!” she said sharply, giving him a cold stare.

      Rhys clamped his jaw shut, staring back just as coldly. Under ordinary circumstances, Annie would have tried to see it from his point of view; he was putting his brother’s fate into a stranger’s hands. But tonight, after he cost her the opportunity to capture a werewolf and had callously pulled a gun on his own brother, she had no patience for his bullshit.

      “Here. Take a swig or two,” Annie said, handing the vodka to Owen.

      Her patient did as she asked. When he was done, he handed it back to her, and she placed it next to the other bottles on the ground. She pulled out a large, white pillar candle and a lighter from her bag. Annie lit the candle and handed the flashlight back to Rhys. She appreciated how he aimed it at her work area without complaint.

      “You ready, Owen?” she asked.

      He nodded as she rinsed her hands with the vodka, letting them air-dry for a minute.

      “The cleansing potion is just two ingredients: witch hazel and a tincture of wolfsbane. Three to one ratio,” she explained as she unscrewed the top of the empty plastic bottle and added the liquids from the other bottles. “And a magic word.” She finished up her potion with a satisfied nod and a wry grin on her face.

      “Sana,” she murmured, cupping the bottle in her hands. It glowed purple for an instant, then faded.

      “The magic word is important. Wolfsbane is poisonous,” she said quietly, while reaching toward Owen with the bottle.

      Rhys took a step toward her, grasping her wrist and preventing her from getting the bottle any closer to his brother. She looked up at him, her brow furrowed in confusion and anger.

      “You’re not getting that poison any closer to my brother until you explain,” Rhys snarled.

      “Really?” She gave his holstered gun a pointed look. He followed her eyes and had the decency to look ashamed.

      “As I was saying,” Annie said, “the magic word directs the wolfsbane to attack only the lycanthropy pathogen. It means ‘heal’. Without the incantation and intention, this could kill you. I wanted to make that clear before I continued. I believe in informed consent.”

      “Rhys,” Owen said, annoyed, “you’re not helping.”

      Rhys released her wrist at his brother’s words.

      Owen turned to Annie and gave her an encouraging smile. “Go ahead.”

      “This’ll sting,” she warned. She squeezed out a stream of the mixture to wash out the wound and heard the sharp intake of Owen’s breath. Debridement was never pleasant, but a hospital at least had some anesthetics. Vodka was the best she could do under the circumstances.

      Once she finished washing out the wound, she patted it dry, then pulled out some butterfly closures. She made quick work of closing the wound as best she could with the bandages.

      “Okay,” she said when done. “We’ve treated the physical part of Werewolf infection. Now it’s time for the spiritual part.”

      She rooted around the medical bag and pulled out her phone, a small spell book, three more candles, some salt, and some purifying herbs: sage, dandelion leaf, and juniper.

      “Sit,” she ordered Owen, pointing to the ground by the boulder.

      Amazingly, he did. Owen seemed to have some idea of what Annie was doing, though he looked bemused. She stood next to him and started pouring the salt around them. She checked the compass app on her phone and placed the candles at North, East, South, and West, lighting each one. She piled the herbs in the center of the circle, right in front of Owen, and lit them. Smoke billowed out and she coughed for a moment. Rhys chortled.

      “Laugh it up,” she said, glaring at him once she caught her breath. Then she opened her book to the right page and started the spell.

      “Cleanse this soul, remove this poison, remove the wolf,” Annie said in German. She repeated this phrase three more times, facing each compass point as she said it, putting a bit of energy into each iteration, starting and stopping instead of using the smooth build a more experienced practitioner would manage. It still worked, though. She placed her hand on Owen’s arm and pushed more energy into him. He sat up ramrod straight, and she could almost see the spiritual toxin leave his body as her energy replaced the blackness.

      She took a deep breath as the last of the energy needed for the spell left her. Owen visibly relaxed. She closed the spell book and broke the circle.

      “How are you feeling?” she asked.

      He took a deep breath and lifted his arm to examine the wound.

      “It still hurts like a son of a bitch,” he replied after a moment.

      Now that her spell was done, she took the opportunity to inspect these two men in the candlelight. Before, in the dark, all she could tell was they were tall and muscular. She now saw that Owen seemed to have a couple of inches on his brother and was broader through the shoulders. His hair was cut short and seemed to be dark blonde or light brown. His smile came easy to his square-jawed face. Rhys had dark brown hair, which seemed to absorb the light rather than reflect it. He shared facial features with his brother, but his green eyes seemed harder, and he didn’t have the look of a person who laughed easily. They appeared to be about the same age.

      Annie crossed over to Owen and gestured for Rhys to shine the flashlight on the arm again.

      “I can Heal it, and there shouldn’t be a scar, or I can stitch it up,” she said.

      “You’re a Healer?” Owen asked, eyes wide in surprise.

      “Yep. So, do you want the scar or not? I hear Hunters like to compare scars and trade stories. I don’t want to cost you points at your next show and tell.”

      Owen chuckled. “Go ahead. I have plenty more that’ll win me a beer.”

      She took a moment to clear her thoughts and pull on the life energy around her. She placed her hand on the wound and pulsed her Gift into Owen’s arm. She felt the skin warm slightly under her hand. She held it there for another few seconds, then removed her hand. Besides the butterfly bandages and a smear of blood, she couldn’t tell there had been a wound.

      “I think I regret my decision. This would make a great story!” Owen exclaimed as he examined his arm.

      “Too late now.” Annie gave him a warm smile as she put away her supplies. When she turned to his brother, her smile faded. The man just rubbed her the wrong way.

      “There, good as new. You can still shoot him next month if this doesn’t work.” She made sure her voice dripped with sarcasm just to push his buttons.

      Rhys was standing by the boulder, alert and watching Owen closely. “Good,” he said, his tone matching hers. “I’d hate to waste the silver bullet now.”

      Owen stood and held out his hand to her. “Thanks, um…”

      “Annie,” she reminded him, as she shook his hand. It was much larger than hers, calloused and strong. “And you’re welcome.”

      “If this works, we owe you one,” Rhys said as he also held out his hand.

      She took it after an instant of hesitation. His hand didn’t dwarf hers the way his brother’s had but had a similar feel, like workers’ hands.

      “It worked, and you damn well do owe me,” she snapped at him. “It took me months to find and track that werewolf and build the stupid trap. Now I have to find another and start all over!”

      They both looked at her incredulously. Then they tried to out-stammer each other, “Um, what, no, you’re not, sorry, what?!”

      “Look, guys, I have a trap to disarm, a body to bury, and tomorrow I need to start at square one. Are you going to help me or waste your breath?” She was starting to tire. She had put a lot of energy into the spell and the Healing, probably more than she should have. She needed to get back to her cabin and eat before she passed out.

      “You look drained, Annie,” Owen said. “I feel great, actually, better than I did before the attack. You did that, didn’t you? Using magical energy to Heal me?”

      She nodded.

      “Then we’ll take care of the body. You head home and do what you need to do. I’ve worked with a few practitioners. You need rest after working mojo like that.”

      “Thanks. Let me take care of the trap first,” she replied with obvious relief in her voice. She hadn’t been sure she’d be able to accomplish everything before the fatigue won out. She walked over to the clearing and pulled a small knife from a pouch on her belt.

      “Fini,” she whispered as she knelt near a tree and cut the string that encircled the clearing close to the ground. A blue light glimmered at ankle height for an instant before dissipating.

      “It’s safe now,” she called to them.

      “What would’ve happened if we’d sprang the trap?” Owen asked.

      “You would’ve been stuck in that clearing until someone from the outside cut the string around the trees. You are way off the trail, so it could’ve been hours or days before anyone came close enough to help. Thanks for offering to bury him.”

      “Can you find your way back in the dark?” Rhys asked.

      “I left a trail back to my truck.”

      “You sure that’s a good idea? It may lead law enforcement to the grave,” Owen said.

      “The spell breaks at dawn, and the marks will slowly fade throughout the night. It’s the best I can do. You won’t need to kill your brother,” she told Rhys one more time. “When administered immediately after an attack, the spell never fails.”

      Rhys looked dubious, but Owen seemed reassured. Annie shrugged. There was no way to convince Rhys that she was right, other than time. She began trudging north toward her truck, feeling Rhys’s gaze follow her until she crested the next hill over. She refused to look back, refused to give him that victory.

      By the time she reached her truck, Annie knew she could go no further that night. She tossed her medical kit on the passenger seat and crawled into the driver’s seat. She pulled out the protein bar she kept in her kit and ate it in a few bites before reaching into the back to grab a fleece blanket that was folded on the seat. Leaning her seat all the way back, she spread the blanket over her and closed her eyes, falling asleep within minutes.
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      Rhys watched thoughtfully as Annie walked away, keeping an eye on her until she was lost to his sight. They had just saved her from certain death, and yet she was insistent on trying to locate another werewolf. Why wasn’t she more grateful? Or more afraid? What gave her the right to order them around?

      “Earth to Rhys,” his brother called to him from the clearing. “Anyone home?”

      Rhys shook himself to alertness and turned toward Owen. “Just lost in thought,” he said in reply.

      “That’s a good one.” Owen snorted in amusement.

      “Ha ha, you’re so funny,” Rhys deadpanned.

      He inspected his brother closely as he pushed away from the boulder. He’d come so close to losing him tonight. A very large part of him was grateful that the force of nature Annie seemed to be had stopped him. The other part was deeply annoyed. His heart had nearly broke in two when he had pointed his gun at Owen’s chest. He’d spent half his life looking out for Owen. Imagining life without him was unbearable.

      He strode over to Owen and pulled him into a bear hug.

      “Hey big bro, I’m fine. I’m gonna be fine,” Owen reassured him.

      “We won’t know that for sure until next month,” he mumbled into his brother’s shoulder.

      Owen pulled away. Rhys was afraid to accept that his brother was going to be okay because if he did and Owen changed…it would break him.

      “Rhys,” Owen said, “Annie is a Healer. If she says I’m going to be fine, then I believe her, and you should too.”

      After losing their foster parents nearly ten years ago, it had been just the two of them watching each other’s backs while hunting the things that go bump in the night. It was difficult for him to trust someone else when it came to his brother’s well-being, especially someone who challenged his expertise in matters relating to the monsters he hunted. They had been hunting werewolves, vampires and evil spirits for over a decade and only now they miraculously came across a cure? He didn’t buy it.

      Although he had cooperated with magic practitioners before, he was very fuzzy on how it all worked. Owen was much more interested in the subject and had done extensive research into the practice of the Craft, even dabbling in ritual magic from time to time. Rhys tended to ignore books that weren’t about monsters, weapons, or tactics.

      “You’ve worked with more witches than I have. What did this one do that’s different from any others?” Rhys asked his brother.

      “Well, we’ve worked with Seers and Mediums. Seers get visions of the past, present, and future. Mediums can communicate with spirits. Both skills are useful when hunting monsters and expelling spirits from people and places. I’ve worked with Guardians and Healers before. As far as I can tell, the Guardians are the police and soldiers of the witch community, and Healers use their special brand of magic to heal psychic and physical maladies. If I were a betting man, I’d say she’s pretty powerful but inexperienced.”

      At Rhys’s confused look, Owen continued, “For a fairly simple spell, she had to consult a book. Most witches our age usually have many spells memorized and are at the height of their power. Annie seemed to struggle to control her Gift.”

      “Well, we’ll deal with that when we have to. For now, we have miles to go before we sleep.”  Yeah, he occasionally read poetry, too. “Why don’t you head back to the Blazer and get the shovels? I’ll find a good place to bury the werewolf and drag him over while you’re gone.”

      Owen trotted off in the direction of their 1985 Chevy Blazer while Rhys cased the area for a decent burial spot. He found a stick to poke at the ground, looking for softer soil to make the digging easier. After a few minutes, he found a suitable site in between two of the trees that ringed the clearing. He left the stick there and strode over to the dead body.

      The man was around twenty. One side of his head was obliterated from the silver bullet Rhys had put there. He was scrawny and, in death, looked pitiful. Rhys always regretted having to kill the werewolves, but, as he’d told the witch, there was no cure. Today, he just hoped he wouldn’t have to bury his brother at the next full moon.

      He heaved the man up in a fireman’s carry and trudged over to his selected spot. Owen wasn’t back yet, and it would likely take him a few minutes more before he returned, so Rhys was left alone with his thoughts.

      He closed his eyes, and his mind drifted to the witch, lit by moonlight and candles as she performed her Craft. He’d caught a glimpse of red-gold hair shining in the candlelight, pulled into a ponytail. He appreciated the curves he’d been able to make out under the jeans and loose shirt she wore. She was a little taller than average, but nowhere close to his six feet. Her skin had glowed in the golden light, her cheeks rosy from her recent exertion. Her eyes had shone brightly, the color obscured by the dim light. She’d moved with practiced ease, so Owen wasn’t her first patient. Maybe she wasn’t as inexperienced as his brother assumed.

      He didn’t have a type, per se. He slept with any woman who caught his attention and was willing, no strings attached. Had he met this Annie woman in a bar, he would’ve asked to buy her a drink. He doubted she would accept, but something about her set him on edge. Maybe it was her careless disregard for her own life; maybe it was the easy way she had with his brother; maybe he was just a macho son of a bitch who didn’t want a pretty woman to get hurt while taking on the monsters.

      Maybe it was because he sensed she was a woman who wanted strings.

      Heavy footsteps crunching on pine needles brought Rhys out of his reverie. On instinct, hammered into him by thousands of hours of training, he moved away from the noise, placing a tree between himself and the direction the steps came from. A moment later, Owen appeared in the clearing, lit by the moonlight.

      “Rhys?” he called, looking around.

      “Yeah,” Rhys said, stepping out from behind the tree. “There’s a good spot here.”

      Owen walked toward him, tossing him a shovel when he was a few feet away. He had a small, black duffle bag slung crossways on his body. This contained ingredients to a spell Owen taught himself years ago that erased evidence of their presence. It was one of the ways they had avoided run-ins with the law all these years.

      They worked silently for an hour or so, digging as deep as they could. Rhys pulled the poor bastard into the pit and Owen sprinkled some herbs on the body. They covered the werewolf and spread the dirt as evenly as possible, then spread pine needles, leaves, and other forest debris over the grave to conceal it.

      It was a crap way to end a long-ass day. They had just spent several days at a ranch owned by one of their late father’s friends near Palm Springs, hunting down a small pack of werewolves. One of the subordinate wolves had attempted to bargain his life for information about a rogue werewolf that prowled around the mountains of Arizona. This led them directly into the path of that Healer witch.

      Owen set up his spell. He instructed Rhys to run a string through his fingers. After he did the same, Owen bound a bouquet of cleansing herbs with that string. He lit the bundle and walked around the area, mumbling the words to the spell. Rhys saw the occasional pinprick of yellow light as a mote of their DNA disappeared. Bright lights shone for several seconds in the areas where Owen had bled substantially. Ten minutes later, Owen completed the ritual and doused the bundle with water.

      “Ready?” Owen asked as he picked up the supply bag, tucking the remains of the herb bouquet inside a pocket.

      “Yeah,” Rhys said and slung the shovels over his shoulder.

      They marched back to the Blazer, shining silver in the moonlight a mile south of the boulder. Their father had bought it new, and Rhys claimed it as his own on his sixteenth birthday. Owen and Rhys both worked hard to keep it running, but the truck was his pride and joy. Owen had the Harley from their foster dad to cherish, so there were no hard feelings.

      After tossing the bag and shovels in the back, Rhys got in the driver’s seat. He started the truck with its signature roar. He drove into town where they stopped at a convenience store. Owen popped in and grabbed a six-pack of some local beer, and then he drove another ten minutes to the shabby motel at the edge of town.

      It was just past one in the morning, the end of a very long day that started at dawn in California. Tomorrow, they would head on to New Mexico. National news reports they had watched over the past week suggested something wicked was brewing in the desert plateau city.

      They cracked open a couple of beers and drank them in silence. Owen showered before bed to rid himself of the dust and blood. When Owen was dressed, he flopped down on the bed furthest from the door and promptly fell asleep. Rhys took his turn in the shower and settled into his bed, which was only slightly lumpy. He tossed and turned before finally drifting off. His dreams that night were troubled, filled with silky, strawberry blonde hair and the smell of citrus.

      The morning found him bleary-eyed and slow-witted from those dreams as well as from a distinct lack of coffee. The cheap motel didn’t offer coffee pots in the room, so he wandered into the motel lobby hoping to find some passable joe. He discovered some weak-ass brown water instead. Rhys unenthusiastically poured himself a cup and asked the clerk for the closest coffee shop before heading back to his room.

      For once, Owen was the one still in bed after sunrise. He was just stirring as Rhys entered the room. He greeted his brother with a hearty, fake cheeriness. “Rise and shine, Sleeping Beauty!”

      Let’s see how Owen likes the tables being turned.

      Owen threw his arm over his eyes and pretended he wasn’t awake. This was Rhys’s signature move—act like the rest of the world doesn’t exist until you are ready to deal with it.

      “Karma’s a bitch, ain’t she?” Rhys teased. He received a non-committal grunt in reply, but his brother removed his arm and sat up.

      “Got another one of those?” Owen asked, indicating the cup of so-called coffee.

      “Trust me, man, you don’t want this dreck. I got the name of a place five minutes away. We’ll head out as soon as you’re ready.”

      Rhys turned on the police scanner while Owen prepared for the day. He was relieved to find no mention of a body discovered in the woods and no reports of animal attacks. His brother seemed to have been the only one injured before they’d put the creature down.

      They arrived at the bakery a few minutes later. The post-rush-hour crowd was thinning as people got on with their days. There was just one customer ahead of them. Rhys found himself enjoying the sight of the athletic woman before him. She had long, pale legs, and her ass was well rounded, flaring nicely from her waist. Her curves were complemented by the tank top and skimpy running shorts. And her shoulder-length hair, worn loose and still damp, was a unique shade of red…

      She turned around, and he caught a good look at her face. It was the witch from last night.

      Shit.
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      Annie awoke in her truck that morning with a raging headache. She pulled some ibuprofen out of her medical kit, swallowed the pills with some water from the bottle she always kept in the truck, and drove twenty minutes back to the family cabin just outside Pinetop. She plodded into the cabin’s kitchen and noticed it was just a bit past seven. She loaded the last of the coffee and some water into the ancient coffee maker and went to take a shower.

      She perused her reflection as she waited for the water to heat up. She had twigs and leaves in her strawberry blonde ponytail, a streak of dirt running from her right temple down past her ear, and several small scratches on her cheek. There were bags under her gray eyes. She hopped in the shower and hoped the ibuprofen would kick in soon. The smell of her citrus body wash did help chase away the fatigue, at least a little. A few minutes later, she was drying off when she heard dripping in the kitchen. She ran to the kitchen with just the towel wrapped around her.

      “No, no, no, no,” she moaned as she helplessly watched the brown liquid drip from the counter to the floor. Apparently, she’d failed to ensure the pot was all the way back and now a lovely mixture of coffee and grounds had spilled over, making a huge mess. As she turned off the coffee maker and tossed some
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