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There’s only so much a new author can

do to be heard over the noise the “big”

publishers make. You can win awards,

you can garnish praise from other “best-selling”

authors and still only lose money writing and publishing.

I know, right?

There is one thing you can do though. One thing that can

make the difference—ALL the difference.

You can befriend a successful author like

Nicholas Grabowsky who has seen it

all and done it all. And you can take

him up on his offer to publish you.

Yeah. You can do that.

When every other publisher is looking

for the “one” who can bring them the big bucks,

Nicholas is looking for the author with heart,

with talent and with perseverance.

Why?

Because he knows these are the writers that

can turn it around. Thanks for taking me on

Nick and thanks for starting up Black Bed

Sheet Books. At least now I believe that one day I’ll

make a living doing what I’m convinced I

was put on this earth to do.
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PROLOGUE
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Llandyfan, Wales—1785

A fistful of her long skirt in one hand, Raewyn grabbed hold of a side rail, climbed up into the back of the horse drawn cart and took charge at once. At fourteen, and the oldest daughter, she often helped keep order. She separated her two brawling brothers and with a stern look directed Christian to sit on one side of the cart and Roland the other.

“Do you want to spoil everything for Mother’s birthday? You should take a lesson from Sophie.” The eight-year-old beamed at the compliment and sat quietly down. Fully chastised, the two brothers moped in silence.

Sixteen-year-old Brendan scowled as he dropped down onto the wooden boards. Once again, Father insisted that Richard sit up front with him.

“He’s the oldest,” Father said. “It’s his place.”

Reverend Merideth Porter stopped next to his beloved Julia on his way over. His pale blond hair appeared blonder than usual in the passing rays of the sun. His blue eyes smiled.

“The children wanted to surprise you on your special day. They’ll all be coming along with me to the service so you can have some time to yourself; an evening with no worries.”

Julia anxiously bit at her lower lip. Glanced over at the loaded-down cart where her children sat. “But I’ll worry about them being gone, Meri.”

Meri placed a gentle hand on either side of her face. “You wouldn’t spoil their gift to you. They’ve been planning this for days.”

Julia laughed lightly. “ I suppose it would be a nice change to sit in my garden and tend to my flowers without interruption.”

Meri leaned in close. Brushed her cheek with his lips. “Breithlásonaduit, a ghráreached.” Julia loved hearing his Gaelic accent and loved it even more when he spoke in his native tongue. She understood much of the language herself but Meri always translated in spite of knowing this. A habit from teaching Gaelic to others. “Happy birthday, my love.”

* * *
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FOR A BRIEF MOMENT, Julia wanted to rush after them. Instead she willed herself to stay where she stood. Waved goodbye as they waved to her. She watched the wagon disappear around the bend and then went back inside. Out of habit, she began to clean but stopped when she heard a sound. 

“Who’s there?” she asked as she turned then stifled her scream. The man was much too close, blocking her way out of the room. “If you want Meri—”

“Husband not here. Julia all alone.”

How does he know my name? And why is he talking like that? 

She’d never seen eyes like his either. A deep gold color with the iris outlined in black; the eyes of a wolf. The hulk of a man grabbed her by an arm and led her outside, then handed her off to another man. 

“No words. No kill,” he told him before he left the two alone. 

The second man led her deeper into the woods, then stopped and forced her to the ground. On top of her, he leered. She’d seen his lustful smile before, usually when Meri couldn’t escort her into town. It always made her feel uneasy, but never terrified. 

He forced her arms over her head with one hand. As he tore at her dress, tears began pouring down her cheeks. She closed her eyes tight and didn’t open them until her rapist finished and stood. 

Feeling sick, she rolled onto her side and took deep breaths. A twig snapped behind her. She started, managed to get to her feet, but suddenly froze in fear. The first man was back. 

Why won’t they just leave me alone?

“Julia not forget this day,” the man with wolf eyes growled. Moved closer to where she cowered. “Julia never forget. Tell husband to go. Only evil will stand here.” 

What happened next, Julia was certain no one would ever believe. Right before her eyes, the man changed form and became a wolf. He then reached out with a clawed hand and scratched her left side. 

* * *
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MERIDETH WASTED NO time but moved his family from Llandyfan to Port Hampton. With a borrowed horse and cart from the mission, they rushed to pack their belongings. 

“There isn’t anything we can say or do to get you to stay?” the lead elder asked as he helped secure the load on the wagon with a rope. “We can send some men out to try to find the wolf that attacked your wife and kill it or to at least thin the population down so there isn’t such a threat of this happening again.”

Merideth glanced over at Julia where she lay on a makeshift bed of clothes in the back of the wagon. So frail. So vulnerable. “It’s just something I have to do. You understand. I have to protect my family.”

They made the trip in two days. Parishioners welcomed them with open arms and a potluck picnic in their honor.

* * *
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BRENDAN PORTER ENTERED the large hall, passed by the tables already filling up with prepared dishes and discreetly made his way across the room. He found his older brother, Richard, and leaned over to whisper in his ear. He then straightened himself upright, cut his eyes left and then right and headed off.

Richard excused himself from those he’d been talking with and followed after Brendan. This had better be good. Father wouldn’t be happy about either of us leaving.

Once outside, Richard looked for Brendan but didn’t see him. Then Brendan shouted “hurry” before sprinting off. 

Richard glanced back at the door he’d exited through and then back toward Brendan. Why do I feel like I’m going to regret this?

“Slow down!” he shouted at Brendan’s back and then started to run after him. “Tell me what’s going on!” 

“No time!” Brendan called over his shoulder as he charged on, widening the gap between them. 

Richard struggled to keep pace. Brendan, much more of an outdoorsman, held the advantage. His athletic prowess provided the edge.

The high bluffs that marked the landscape of Port Hampton, a small port on Swansea Bay, presented a much larger challenge to Richard. 

Why did Brendan insist I follow in the first place?

The level ground sloped steeply just behind the mission. Brendan ran down with relative ease, but Richard’s slick-soled shoes offered no traction, and his lack of experience didn’t help either.

He knows we’re expected to help Father at parish functions, not go running pell-mell down a hill to . . . God knows what? 

With each step, tall grass grabbed at Richard’s ankles. He’d tug to break free, and then slid with his next step. After a few more tangled steps, he looked up to check the lead Brendan had on him. One misstep later, both of his feet flew out from under him. Momentum and gravity propelled him forward. He slid and rolled, then came to an abrupt stop when he hit level ground near the bottom of the hill. He laid there unmoving then pushed up with his hands. Brendan stood just a few yards away, his back to him. 

Gasping for air and in pain from aching muscles, that he didn’t know he had, Richard ran a hand through his chestnut brown hair, one thing he’d inherited from Mother’s side of the family. The slight wave came from Father’s side. He headed over, grabbed Brendan by an arm and forced him to turn around. 

“You will tell me what this is all about!”

Taking a moment to catch his breath, Brendan said, “I need your help, and I . . . I can’t trust anyone else.”

Richard held tight to Brendan’s arm and stared into his troubled green eyes, heavily framed by thick, dark brows. “You expect me to believe this has something to do with trust? Tell me the truth, or I’ll not help you at all.”

“I can’t . . . I promised.”

“Promised what?”

Brendan pulled away and headed for a stand of trees. He knelt at the base of one and began to dig through damp leaves and moss. Hands on knees, Richard observed. His eyes grew wide when he saw what his brother uncovered and pulled out.

A hangman’s noose? What the devil—?

Brendan stood. “Dalia’s fallen in the river. We need to save her.” 

Richard stared confused. "What's she doing in the river? Why would a child so young leave her mother and the luncheon? It just doesn’t—”

“Would you just listen?" Brendan snapped as he gathered the long rope up. “Isabelle found me after it happened—"

"Isabelle? Dalia’s sister?" Richard’s brow creased at the attempt to recall names. They’d only been in Port Hampton a little over a week, but Isabelle and Dalia had come to play with eight-year old Sophie a few days ago. 

"Yes. She found me outside the mission, and asked if I could help. She and her sister were playing near the river's edge when Dalia fell in. Dalia’s now clinging to the branches of a submerged tree. And you know that water’s freezing cold! We have to hurry—”

Brendan turned. Richard grabbed him by his shoulder. “No. We need to get help. To tell someone else—”

A defiant Brendan shook his head back and forth with vigor. “I promised Isabelle I wouldn’t tell. She was supposed to be watching Dalia. She’s afraid she’ll get in trouble. I understand what that feels like, so I promised to help her.” 

“You should’ve known better than to promise something like that. That’s . . . well, it’s just insane!” And, very much like his impetuous younger brother to lumber ahead without truly thinking things through. 

What else should I expect?

Brendan’s face turned brick-like. He slung the rope over a shoulder. “Even if I hadn’t promised, there’s no time to get help now. Isabelle is with Dalia, watching her from the shore. When she sees me on the Mill Creek Bridge, she’s going to tell Dalia to let go of the branches she's clinging to.”

Wild-eyed Richard prodded, “And?” There has to be more. Please let him say there’s more.

Beaming a prideful smile that Richard knew Father would disapprove of, Brendan replied, “The current will carry her downstream, and I’ll be there to catch her.”

“Oh that’s it. I’m going back for help. That is the most ridiculous idea I’ve heard of since the last ridiculous idea you came up with.”

“Do what you will. But Dalia’s already been in the water too long. She’s so little. Any longer and she could freeze to death.”

Richard looked back toward the slope. It would take more time to climb it than it did to roll down. A solution came to him all at once—an epiphany. Perhaps Brendan can scale the slope quicker. Yes, he could make it up in no time. Richard turned back to tell Brendan, but Brendan was off and running. 

With no other options, Richard gave chase keeping an eye on the river in case he lost sight of Brendan. He didn’t know the way, and certainly didn’t want to get lost. Occasionally, he’d look over at the rushing water for any sign of five-year-old Dalia. The river curved slightly and suddenly Richard saw her. There amongst the fallen tree limbs, a little head bobbed up and down. 

The desperate and frightened girl’s face streamed with tears—or river water droplets. He couldn’t tell from where he stood. Her mouth opened and closed with desperate cries that were carried away in the breeze. Ten-year-old Isabelle stood on the bank wringing her hands and staring down the river.

Mill Creek Bridge, at its lowest point, stood fifteen feet above the river. The hump in the middle was at least twice as high. Richard caught sight of the bridge in the distance and breathed relief. At least I’m almost there. His relief gave way to panic though. Brendan was no longer in sight. Yet a path of sorts gave him a clue. He followed that around and minutes later, arrived at the foot of the bridge. 

The soles of his shoes rapped sharply against the wooden planks as he ran toward Brendan, who looked up for a split second then rushed to rework the hangman’s noose into a loop. He slipped the loop over his head and down around his chest. 

“Here.” Brendan handed the bulk of the rope to Richard.

Richard’s jaw dropped as the mystery of his brother’s plan became less mysterious. “No. You’re not thinking!—You’re heavier than I am. I don’t have the strength to lower you down into the river, even if I weren’t worn out from all that running!” 

Brendan moved to sit on the very edge of the bridge as Richard watched in horror. Brendan then slipped off the side to hold on by his fingers. Richard, on his knees, leaned over to stare at Brendan as he dangled. He attempted to reason with him. 

“This is ridiculous. You aren’t going to help anyone by doing this. You’ll end up drowning as well.”

“I won’t drown if you hold onto the rope and lower me.”

“I can’t! I’ve nothing to brace myself against! The bridge . . . it has no rails.”

“My life is in your hands—Dalia’s life, too.” 

Brendan then let go. In a panic, Richard jumped to his feet. He yanked up a length of rope from the rapidly uncoiling pile. With his brow furrowed, Richard frantically considered what to do next. Think. Think. Brendan’s heavier than me so perhaps if I lie flat—Yes that’s what I need to do . . . Lie flat.

Holding the rope in both hands, he stretched out lengthwise across the bridge, his stomach pressed against the planks. He hooked both feet over the edge behind him and held on. But what if the rope isn’t long enough?

Richard glanced sideways to guesstimate just how much rope was left, but beaded sweat ran down into his eyes. He couldn’t see. He closed his eyes instead. Please let it be long enough, he silently prayed. Please!

The large pile of coiled rope spent, the remainder began to rush through Richard’s hands. With a tortured grimace on his face, he willed himself to hold it. Suddenly, a knot in the rope caught at the back of his hands. He opened one eye and then the other. Is that it? Is Brendan’s plan actually going to work? The answer came suddenly, when, seconds later, Richard was jerked over the side of the bridge, and with such force that his shoes flew off. 

* * *
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ISABELLE SAW BRENDAN drop from the bridge and immediately called out to her sister. “Let go, Dalia!”

Brendan surfaced to find slack in the rope that shouldn’t have been there. He kicked and paddled with his arms to keep from being pulled down stream. Why isn’t Richard holding on? He heard a splash behind him. That has to be him, he thought.

“Do something, Brother. Other wise there’ll be no saving Dalia.” 

Suddenly, the slack pulled tight. Brendan was able to turn to face upstream just in time to see Dalia racing towards him. He stretched both arms out and snatched her up. 

“That’s a good girl,” he bellowed. Held onto her tightly. “Now to get you out of the river before you freeze to death.” He yelled over the roar of the rushing water. “Pull us over, Brother.”

There was no response. 

With the rope taut, Brendan managed to turn. His eyes grew wide at what he saw. Richard’s unconscious form bobbed near a bridge support. Caught up in the tangled rope. 

“Grab hold of my neck,” he told Dalia. “And hold on as tight as you can.” Hand over hand, he moved closer. When the water became shallow enough, he stood. Once he was close enough, he jerked Richard’s head out of the water. Rested it against the support and didn’t leave until he was certain it would stay until he could return to help him. He then waded over to where Isabelle had come to stand. 

“You know the way back?”

Isabelle gathered a soaked and cold Dalia into her arms and nodded. “Yes.”

“You’re certain?” 

“I’ll just follow the river.”

Brendan looked toward Richard then back to Isabelle. “If at any point you don’t feel certain, you come back here.”

Isabelle nodded and left.

* * *
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WITH PARISHIONERS STILL arriving, Merideth Porter chatted with three church leaders near the entrance of the large hall, each man at least ten years his elder. 

“I can’t tell you how pleased we are that you decided to come to Port Hampton. We’ve heard wonderful things about you. But what made you change your mind, if you don’t mind me asking? You were adamant before that God wanted you in Llandyfan.”

How can I tell them the truth? I promised Julia I wouldn’t say anything about the rape or the man who changed into a wolf before her eyes and threatened to come after our children if we didn’t leave. 

“It’s not for me to decide where God wants me. And I’m certain I’m not the first to end up in the wrong place for one reason or another. Or rather in the right place for now. ”

The point was taken well and there were no further questions about why he chose Port Hampton after settling in Llandyfan. 

A door closed in the hallway behind them, and Merideth turned to see Julia. Standing close enough to hear, he listened when she spoke to the older woman who came to check on her. 

“I feel much better now.” 

“I’m so happy to hear it,” the woman replied. I certainly understand how sick one can feel during the first few months of pregnancy. Do you feel up to visiting now? We’d love to learn all about you and your family.”

Julia smiled. “Yes. I’d like that very much.”

Merideth watched as the two walked off. He turned back to find that he’d missed a comment directed at him. 

“Forgive me. I wasn’t paying attention.”

“No need for forgiveness. We’ve had your ear long enough. Go mingle.”

Merideth worked his way across the room until he stood very close to where Julia and the older woman had gone. Julia smiled, even laughed as she sat surrounded by new friends. The scratches on her side didn’t seem to bother her at the moment. Perhaps she’d just decided not to let them bother her. Either way the melancholy that first plagued her after the attack appeared to have lifted, Merideth noticed. 

As Merideth drew closer, he heard a young matron ask Julia if she had a name for their unborn child. Merideth drew a deep breath and held it. Julia had names for all their other children long before they were born. Yet, due to the circumstances surrounding this pregnancy, she’d barely talked about this child. 

Julia looked down at her folded hands. Her lips formed a quiet smile. “Meri has always favored the name ‘Cecil’ for a boy and ‘Cecilia’ for a girl. I think I shall humor him this time.” A sly look in his direction told him he’d been discovered eavesdropping. 

“And what fine names they are,” he said, settled onto one knee in front of Julia.

“My dear Meri,” Julia chastised with a broader smile as he took one of her hands in his, “it’s not proper to eavesdrop.” 

He grinned and patted her hand. “I’m so glad I did. To learn of the names you’ve chosen . . . Cecil or Cecilia . . . I couldn’t be happier.” His smile widened. “After you let me name Richard, I was certain that would be the end of it.”

She addressed the amused looks from the ladies seated around her. “I told him he could choose the name of our first child, if it was a boy.”

“Well, at least he chose a respectable name,” an older lady laughed. “I don’t think I’d be so brave as to let my Henry choose.”

“It’s actually Meri’s name . . . Merideth Richard Porter. And Richard is so much like his father, it was the perfect choice. He’s going to be a minister though,” she told the ladies. “Just like his father. He’s already been called by Our Lord.”

“One day,” Merideth added, squeezed her hand then stood. “I shall leave you with your friends now. I see Lyle Witherspoon, and I need to speak with him about the addition to the main building.”

The light laughter he heard as he walked away was a balm. If only I could reverse time to undo what happened to her. Or perhaps stop time now, so she could be this happy forever.

* * *
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ISABELLE STOPPED WALKING. The forest around her no longer seemed familiar. Brendan said to go back the way I came if I couldn’t recall. Then she saw Dalia’s shoes. They laid right where Dalia left them at the bottom of the slope; the slope that led up to the mission. She breathed relief. “We’re almost there now,” she told a shivering Dalia and started off again. When she reached level ground, Isabelle broke into a full run. 

* * *
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ALL HEADS TURNED WHEN Isabelle rushed in with her drenched and whimpering sister. With an anguished cry, Dalia’s mother rose from her chair and hurried toward them, closely followed by her husband.

“She fell into the river,” Isabelle rushed to explain, handing Dalia over. "I know you said we could play outside if we stayed close. I’m sorry.”

"You saved her?" asked her father. Neither child could swim all that well.

"No. I came back to get help," she turned and looked up at Merideth. "I found your son Brendan outside. He went back with me.”

Merideth looked around to see that indeed Brendan was nowhere around. "He didn’t return with you?”

“He stayed behind to help Richard. Richard fell into the creek as well. I fear he may have drowned!”

Her words drove like daggers into Merideth’s soul. He quickly scanned for either boy. 

“Richard,” Julia gasped from where she stood. Merideth turned on his heel to see her wilt into the chair. The women on either side easing her back down. 

Lyle, his face somber and tense with concern, spoke up at once. “We’ll go with you—” 

“No.” Merideth replied, too quick, he realized, not to be followed by an explanation. “I mean, there’s no point. I’m sure they’re all right.” The feeling he had that he needed to go alone was too hard to ignore. 

Lyle nodded. “Then we’ll make sure Julia is taken care of. Go find your sons.”

Merideth headed for the door but then went back to where Isabelle stood beside her mother, who held and rocked a blue-lipped Dalia back and forth to calm her shivers while other ladies clustered around, helping her wrap the child in their shawls.

“Can you come help point me in the right direction, Isabelle?” he said. “Point out which way they went?”

"I can try." 

"Good," he said and followed after her. 

At the bottom of the slope, Isabelle stopped and looked around.

“What is it?” Merideth asked. Tried not to sound impatient. But the girl’s lost stare worried him.

“I . . . I don’t remember the way. I know I came down the hill . . . but then—" She gave a frustrated sigh. “I . . . I’m just not sure.”

Merideth considered her young age as he continued to prod. The wrong tone could have her shut down altogether. “Just take your time,” he encouraged. “Maybe it will come to you.” 

Moments later, tears welled. “I’m sorry, I don’t remember!”

He was quick to console. He wiped her tears and sent her along with the assurance that she’d done the best she could. He waited until she waved to him from the top of the hill to move on.

The boys have to be somewhere along the river. He followed its course downstream. But after a distance, the forest thickened and led him away from the landmark. He couldn’t even hear the rush of the water. 

How did Isabelle ever find her way back? And how can I help Brendan and Richard if I can’t even locate them? 

Then, for what reason he couldn’t tell, he had the overwhelming urge to stop and turn around. When he did, he saw an area of beaten back grass. Certain it was divine intervention, he whispered his gratitude aloud. 

“Thank you.”

His heart lurched in his chest when he heard feet thrash the grass ahead of him. He nearly fainted with relief when he saw Brendan.

“Your brother—”

“Back that way,” Brendan pointed. “Just over that mound. On the other side. I think he’s—”

Merideth waved a hand. Didn’t let him finish. “Your mother . . . go back to the mission. Tell her I found Richard, and he’s all right.”

“But Father I don’t think—”

He shook his head at Brendan’s protest. “Just tell her. He will be fine.”

Meredith scrambled up over the mound and Brendan reluctantly took off in the other direction.

* * *
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SOFT, COOL GRASS ALL around, but Richard’s hands seemed on fire. And why couldn’t he get out from under the heavy weight pressing down on him? The same pressure, pressed in rhythmic succession, as he fought to take a breath that wouldn’t come. 

Panic swelled and with one final push, water gushed up from his lungs and out his mouth. On his side now, he sputtered, coughed and gasped for air. 

Faint threads of reality formed, then broke. “Dalia? . . . Brendan—”

“—are both fine, thanks be to Our Lord,” Merideth said. “But Isabelle said you drowned. Brendan must've saved you, though he didn't seem quite sure of that when I saw him a moment ago.”

Richard squinted to make out his father’s form. “Brendan . . . saved me?”

“Yes. He must've because here you are. You don’t remember?”

Richard tried to quiet his mind, tried to recall anything. Yet nothing came to contradict his father’s words.

Exhausted, his eyes closed. When he opened them again Brendan’s face appeared over him. His light brown hair, quite a bit lighter than Richard's when not wet. Presently, it hung in damp, heavy ringlets.

“I thought this might help with the burns from the rope,” he said as he knelt beside Meredith with strips of cloth and a tin of salve. “I wasn’t sure they’d be needed—since I couldn’t find a pulse when I left.” 

“I told you he’d be fine,” Merideth smiled, pushed damp hair away from Richard’s face.

“Yes, you did tell me that. But how did you manage to do what I couldn’t do? I tried everything.”

Merideth shrugged. “I didn’t do anything. He was lying there sputtering for air when I found him. He must’ve come around shortly after you left.”

Brendan shook his head back and forth. “He wasn’t breathing when I left.” 

It was too surreal for Richard to put much stock in what he was hearing. Then Brendan added words to make things even more surreal.

“You did a very brave thing, Brother. Dalia would’ve surely drowned if you’d not sacrificed your own life.”

Sacrificed my own life? What in the world did I do? And his eyes, Richard couldn’t help thinking. He’s hiding something.

“He doesn’t remember anything, Brendan.” 

Richard watched Brendan’s face carefully, curious to see his reaction. 

“I’m sure he’ll remember soon enough.”

All at once Merideth turned the conversation around. “Your mother, she’d fainted. Did you manage to tell her Richard is all right?”

Richard gasped. “Mother knows something happened to me?” She must be overwrought—

A dismal Brendan ignored what Richard said. Spoke to Father. Shook his head again. “She didn’t believe me. She wants to come see for herself.”

Meredith rose from his kneeling position and brushed grass from his knees. “She can’t come. Not in her condition. I must go tell her myself. She’ll believe me.”

Richard watched his father leave. “Wait,” he said, unable to bear the thought of his mother being upset over him. She was so fragile after the wolf attack. He pressed his hands against the ground to push himself up. “I’ll come—”

The result of pushing down with his palms, however, brought agonizing pain. He cried out. A glance at his hands showed a mass of raw, blistered flesh on the palms. 

But how did they get like this?

Brendan took charge once their father ran out of sight. “Don’t be such a baby. This will help.” 

The salve had a dramatic cooling effect. The strips of cloth, loosely wrapped, helped as well. Finally, he could think past the pain. 

“What happened? You have to know something.”

“You fell in the river while helping to save Dalia. What’s there to tell?”

There has to be more to it than that. And a moment ago I was a hero. His tone is much different now. “One doesn’t just fall in the river.” Perhaps Brendan pushed me. He certainly gets mad enough sometimes.

Taking his other hand, Brendan began to apply salve there. “You wouldn’t have fallen in the river if you’d just lowered me the way you were supposed to. Instead, you let the rope slip through your hands and—”

“Rope? What rope?”

Brendan finished the second palm and sat back on his heels. “You really don’t remember anything, do you? You were going to lower me from the Mill Creek Bridge.”

Richard propped himself up on elbows. “Why would I lower you from the bridge? You weigh more than I do. And besides, there’s nothing for me to brace against . . .” he paused then continued, “which, I now seem to recall telling you right before I was pulled in.” 

The memory was not a refreshing one, only more troubling. “And why was there a knot in the end of the rope?”

Brendan gathered up the supplies and stood. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Richard stood as well, slowly. Once steadied, he said, “I think you do. I think you’d suspected I might not be able to hold on.”

Brendan faced him, scowling. “Are you suggesting I intentionally tied a knot in the end of the rope so you’d be pulled into the river? What an absurd notion! How would this benefit me or Dalia?”

“Why are you getting so defensive about it then?”

“Maybe I thought a knot would help you hold on better. Did you ever consider that?”

They’d been down this road many times before, if on other subjects; Brendan’s defense was never believable.

“You might as well admit it,” Richard said. “Weave your story however you want, but it was a bad idea, and you’re going to have a difficult time explaining to Father what really happened.”

Brendan caved. “I didn’t know the rope wouldn’t be long enough. I didn’t know you’d be pulled in.”

Richard remembered everything now. “None of that would’ve mattered if you’d just gone back for help or listened to me.” 

“I suppose you’re going to tell Father, since you enjoy seeing him angry at me.”

Richard sighed. “I nearly drowned, Brother. And all because you had to do things your way. When will you learn?”

Brendan’s shoulders dropped. “Perhaps I’ll never learn.”

His despondent tone triggered a memory—back to when Brendan had found the rope. It made him reevaluate his brother’s mood. Since they’d moved to Port Hampton he’d become withdrawn, and would go to the woods often, staying for hours. 

“What was the hangman’s noose for?” he asked, his voice gentle. 

“I wasn’t trying to kill myself, if that’s what you think. And it’s only called a hangman’s noose if you intend to hang someone with it. I wasn’t planning on hanging anyone.”

“Then what?”

Brendan moved closer, looked to his left, then to his right. 

“I know something,” he whispered. “Something you wouldn’t believe. I was setting a trap with the rope.”

“What were you hoping to trap?” Richard asked, not sure he wanted to know.

“Not what. Who. The one who hurt Mother. The one who scratched her.”

“What do you mean, who? Mother was attacked by a wolf. You know this as well as I do. You also know Father asked us not to speak of it again.”

“But there’s more than what Father told us. Much more. It—he followed us here—to Port Hampton. And there’s something else too—”

Richard wouldn’t listen to this. He wouldn’t! “You’re mad! Mother was attacked by a wolf. We moved from Llandyfan to Port Hampton because of the attack. Anything else is a lie. You’re wrong, and that’s all there is to it.”

“It isn’t a lie. Joachim told me—”

“Who is Joachim?”

“A . . . friend. Why?”

“Because, Brother, the truth is only as good as the one telling it. If I don’t know of whom you speak, then why should I put stock in his words? How do you know this . . . this Joachim isn’t lying? Father said we shouldn’t speak of Mother’s attack, and so we shouldn’t.”

Every muscle in Brendan’s body flinched. His hands fisted. Richard knew to choose his next words carefully.

“I’ll tell you what. If you promise to keep quiet about what this Joachim has told you, I’ll promise not to tell Father the truth about what happened today. You’ll very possibly look like a hero.”

“You wouldn’t lie,” Brendan said, skeptical. “The good son would never lie.”

“Don’t call me that. And I didn’t say I’d lie. I said I wouldn’t tell Father the truth. I’ll just let him believe I don’t remember. But only if you promise . . . Only if you swear.”

“But, the rest of what I know . . . it’s important.”

Richard’s concern grew. Brendan was always so gullible, so easily drawn in. He’d believe anything, just because he wanted to. This time, however, the alternative was to have Father angry with him once again, if the truth came out. He decided it was worth pressing. 

“I promise you, I will not hesitate to tell Father the truth if you don’t keep quiet about whatever it is you’ve learned.”

Brendan didn’t answer. His eyes darted from the ground to the sky to a nearby tree. Richard had never known his brother to consider anything for so long. 

“All right,” Brendan sneered. “I promise.”

“And you’ll never speak of the matter again?”

“Yes,” he hissed.

“Good. Then we should be getting back to the mission.” 

* * *
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JOACHIM STEPPED OUT from behind a tree and stared after the two as they left. Squinted with his wolf eyes; yellowish gold iris’ set off by a black outline. Once again, matters were out of his hands. Even after he’d led Merideth down the right path so he could find Richard. Even after he kept Richard alive until Merideth got there. All in vain. 

He growled low. 

Brendan wouldn’t share what he knew so there’d be no warning. No one would know that Zade, the werewolf who scratched Julia and arranged for her rape, had followed them to Port Hampton. 

Joachim stared after the brothers as they left and rationalized that in spite of his failure, Zade had to be stopped. And since he’d learned from Brendan that Julia was with child, Joachim knew who he needed to protect. 

“Yes,” Joachim whispered to the still air. That would give him roughly eight months to plan—Eight months to try and stop Zade.

A distant howl drew his attention. The pack would wonder where he was. He didn’t need them suspicious of his treachery. With that thought, he transformed back into his wolf form and raced into the woods. 
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The blazing mid-morning sun laid a haze over the southwestern landscape. José squinted at the distant horizon. “Mirada que está viniendo,” he said. “It’s him.”

The day laborers loitered on corners hoping for work in the fields—backbreaking work that paid little. Not the type of work they wanted but because most of them lived in the country illegally, they hadn’t a lot of choice. The laborers worked long hours for little pay, which was attractive to employers—so attractive they’d risk breaking the law to hire them. 

The men had to watch for Border Patrol agents, so they scrutinized every gringo with a careful eye. 

José’s buddies squinted in the direction he’d indicated. Raul pushed himself off the wall where they stood. “I thought you saw him leave town—for good.”

“Yeah,” Antonio seconded. “Qué tal? You can’t see good or something? Maybe you don’t know what you’re talking about.”

For several weeks they’d watched this stranger. No one knew when he’d arrived or how long he planned on staying. They did know they wanted him gone. Both a gringo and an outsider—the combination usually meant trouble.

José watched the giant of a man approach. His long black duster billowed; his boots stirred up a dust storm around him. José boldly took a step forward. Raul watched and his lips curled into a smirk. Who did José think he was kidding anyway?

“What you gonna do, hombrecito? The little man gonna take the big man on? He’ll squash you like that little bug.”

José, desperate to earn respect among his peers, ignored the comment and squared his shoulders.

* * *
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THE SMALL IMMIGRANT town of Rio Lobos could have easily been a mirage. Surrounded by dry, flat desert, like the desert he’d spent the past two days walking through, he considered this possibility. Not until he stepped onto solid pavement did he believe otherwise.

Heavy boots marked each step as he moved along. His long duster no longer billowed but flapped freely. He’d tucked his left sleeve into a front coat pocket to prevent it from blowing about because with no left arm inside, the sleeve often got in the way.

In town, he stepped onto a sidewalk. Worn and beaten by the elements, sections of it were in dire need of repair—the curbs crumbling chunks of concrete. The entire town needed a facelift. Colorful pennants, strung about and flapping in the hot, arid breeze did little to disguise this. 

The most modern building was the bank. It sat on the adjacent corner and boasted a display below the bank name that alternated time and temperature: 9:47 AM and a scorching 97 degrees. Sweat beaded and rolled down into his thick beard. He scratched at it but stopped short of complaining. After all, the beard had offered his face some protection against the stark rays of the blazing desert sun. Yet, a curse for the one responsible for his present condition was never far from his lips.

Blasted werewolf!

If it hadn’t been for the creature, he wouldn’t have to worry about hair that grew twice as fast as normal. The bite wasn’t the only thing to watch out for when battling a werewolf.

His stomach growled. Two days had passed since he’d eaten anything. The five young migrant workers on the corner watched him arrive and stared belligerently as he drew near. One of the five took an aggressive step forward. The stranger slowed when he saw the young worker but walked on by. No one followed.

La Tienda sat next to the laundromat. The tantalizing aroma of authentic Mexican cuisine lured him across the street. 

Those standing around the entrance scattered. Startled patrons inside moved as far away as possible as he stood between them and the door. Mothers gathered their small children closer. The young lady who worked the counter wore a nametag that read, Maria. Maria stifled a scream and backed up against the wall. Someone hissed the word “gringo” and he understood.

“Aye, gringo,” he said, his Scottish accent strong. “I get that. I’m different. But I don’t want any trouble.”

Trapped in bodies that wanted to run, a dozen pairs of eyes watched him go about his business. Careful not to make any sudden moves that might frighten the patrons further, he walked slowly to the counter and gathered up foil-wrapped burritos from beneath a heat lamp. One by one, he placed them in a deep pocket of his coat.

“See,” he told them. “I just want to eat . . . and now I’m going to pay.” 

He reached into his pocket for cash but had to guess at what he owed. Maria wasn’t talking. He laid down a ten, grabbed a Styrofoam cup and filled it with coffee, then headed to a group of tables and chairs near the back of the store and sat. A mass exodus followed as anxious patrons darted out. Maria disappeared into the back.

A ceiling fan warbled overhead and kept the hot air circulating. He set his coffee down and took the burritos from his pocket. He devoured the first one in no time. After a few more bites of another, he could finally think about more than his next meal—like the events of the previous evening.

Tobias had eluded him for years, but he hadn’t given up looking. The werewolf had information and he was desperate to hear it. After nearly a century of traipsing across continents—Europe, Asia and now North America—he’d finally found him.

Tobias knelt and drank from a stream, his shirt beside him. The moon’s glow heightened the appearance of well-defined muscle. Tobias could easily overtake him. He had to move with care. 

He took a cautious step closer, pushed the fabric of his duster back, giving him easy access to the pistol-grip sawed-off shotgun holstered on his thigh. 
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