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    To the soulmates and muses that keep the spark alive inside of us… may you forever see the brightside of life. 
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BOOK 1: A MIDLIFE SHIFTER’S DREAM 
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** Wolves of Loon Lake is a Steamy Paranormal Women’s Midlife Mystery

Navigating the tumultuous aftermath of my mother’s unexpected passing has turned my life upside down, propelling me into a world I never imagined outside the pages of a novel. As a seasoned writer, I have always had a flair for crafting thrilling tales of supernatural romance, but now, it seems life is imitating art with an unforeseen twist. 

My mother’s seemingly simple legacy—a remote cabin in northern Maine—has unveiled layers of mystery and magic that defy my previous understanding of reality. Amidst the whirlwind of unraveling a murder mystery and embracing a magical destiny, the reappearance of Silas King, the local lumberjack who once captured and then shattered my heart, adds an unexpected chapter to my real-life fantasies. 

His presence stirs a mix of unresolved emotions and rekindles a passion I thought had long been extinguished. As we delve deeper into the secrets my mother left behind, I’m faced with a dual challenge: confronting the supernatural truths of my inheritance and navigating the complex emotions of a past love that refuses to stay buried. 

It’s a journey of discovery, both mystical and personal, where the lines between my written fantasies and my newfound reality blur in the most unexpected ways.
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Chapter One: A Date with Death
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I was just stepping onto my back porch when a familiar tingle crawled up my spine—I was not alone. Not that this was uncommon, as I often had unannounced visitors. 

I put on an expectant smile and lifted my head to greet my guest, fully expecting to see a friend slipping out of one of the paths that existed in the vast wooded forest behind my home. Also known as my little castle in the woods. In reality, it was just a glorified rustic cabin nestled in the thick woods of Loon Lake, Maine, a small town of just over three-hundred residents, with my nearest neighbors miles away, just how I liked it. 

Plus, it had the added benefit of making it safer for my woodland neighbors to visit.

My eyes searched expectantly, but I saw nothing in the dark edges of the trees other than glints of moonlight shimmering against the swaying leaves and shadows dancing underneath the branches.

I glanced toward the lakeshore but saw the usual silvery waves rolling gently against the sandy beach and heard the distant haunting warble of a loon—a song that even on the gloomiest of days, would have set me at ease. But not tonight. 

Although appearing normal, there was something foul about the air. Something off in the space around my home. Something that did not belong.  

I pulled my sweater a little tighter around myself, a shiver of warning needling up my spine—I was not alone, this was true. But this hidden guest was not friendly. It lurked nearby, just out of my sight, but I felt its presence like a summer storm about to break open in the night sky.  

Did I run? Hide? Scream? Confront this unseen thing? 

The chilling warning in my spine warned there was nowhere to run—nowhere to hide—and no one to hear me scream—and that confronting this intruder would mean my end. 

I inhaled deeply, letting my ribs expand wide in my chest as I held that breath, demanding some measure of control over the panic trying to split me open before pushing it out of my lungs in a controlled effort to calm myself, refusing to give into the fear.

My nose twitched. That smell. What was it? Almost like something sweet, burning. What could cause such a smell? I saw no smoke. No indication of anything burning nearby. 

I could grab my gun. It would be the smart thing to do. But my gut told me this intruder would not be taken out by mere bullets. 

I clutched at my racing heart with my hand as the truth sank into my mind—I knew what this was, and I had no time to fight it, only accept it. 

Dammit, though. Why tonight?

I needed more time. Always, always, I needed more time. But tonight, I needed just one more week. Hell, just one more day. I was so close to putting all the pieces together. So many years of research, about to solve the puzzle I’d been trying to put together for such a long time. 

But my time was up. Every cell shook in my blood and screamed it. 

I closed my eyes, resigned. If this was it, if this was my death, they’d only take me. They would not get any information from me. This is the absolute least I could do to ensure the safety of everyone I was trying to protect. 

My woodland friends—and my beloved daughter—their future depended on the things I’d discovered. I might not finish my work, but I would give those most precious to me a fighting chance. 

My eyes widened as a menacing bloodred shadow emerged from the woods, formless and slithering its way toward me like a slow-moving tempest of smoke. Like I suspected, it was not human and most definitely not one of my woodland friends—if there’s any real power out there listening, right now, keep them away. Keep them safe to fight another day. Just take me... please, just take me. I begged this to any greater power capable of granting such a desperate wish.  

Funny thing, though, how knowing your end is a mere few blinks of time away, your instinct still wants to fight to survive. My brain ordered my legs to move. This thing—this entity—was here to kill me, and I needed to try to fight. 

I might not win. But I didn’t have to surrender or make its job easy. 

My life flashed before me a million miles a minute. All my research, all my discoveries, my thoughts and ideas and theories, it all fell into place like puzzle pieces filling themselves in. I was right—about everything. If I’d been wrong, this being would not be here to end me. 

That fear alone should have gotten my body running because it meant I had so much more to do. Things that needed to be said to the people it mattered to most. Silas, my oldest friend in Loon Lake, and my dearly beloved daughter, Ava. But I was paralyzed with a sick realization that I would never see my cherished friends or daughter again. I’d leave this world tonight and they’d be on their own. I didn’t even have time to regret my choices in the secrets I’d kept from them...the bloodred form snaked toward me in a blur of smoldering movement my aged eyes nearly missed. 

I’d seen some crazy things in my life, but I’d never seen anything like this thing hovering just feet away like some ethereal demon. The sweetly burnt air became thicker, my own breaths emptier of oxygen as a barely visible force slid down my throat—like, this thing was reaching inside of me—somehow riding each bitter breath deeper inside my body.

But then it did a very human thing, and it spoke—its words as lumbering as its presence, each syllable another heavy burden on my struggling lungs. 

“I smell the bloodline, but it is not in you.”

I staggered backward, hitting a wooden post on my porch. 

It knew. This vile thing, it really did know my secret.

I thought about my gun again, but it was not going to kill a supernatural being. I had no weapon against this foe. I couldn’t outrun it. “What do you want?” I pushed out, my voice husky from lack of proper air in my lungs. 

“The curse lifts. It has begun. I can feel it lifting, like a veil getting thinner,” was its sick reply. 

Its voice reverberated through my body like it was swimming inside my veins, and I fell to my knees, landing in the grass with a soft thud.

“I have found the last descendant...” the weighted voice trailed off, and I forced my gaze upward as bony fingers pulled back an ethereal hood. I wanted to see the hideous face of this evil. It was likely the last thing I’d ever see, but I refused to cower in the face of my enemy.  

The last descendant...this is what it had said. This entity confirmed everything. 

I understood. 

I understood everything now.

I was right.

My fears were not just the rambling imagination of a crazy, aging woman who’d carried around too many secrets. 

Secrets this entity also knew.  

And as the creature’s hood slid backwards to reveal a face, I found it was not at all hideous, but rather glorious, with almost an angelic, pleasing fairness to it. Until my eyes met the eyes of the thing and I saw into the depths of the truest and purest and oldest of truths. 

Fear escaped me. Replaced by a darkly distinct understanding. This entity had no more control over its actions than I did in this moment. 

This was my death. This supernatural being—it was death. 

But it was also broken and searching desperately for its own salvation. It needed what I knew—the identity of the last descendant. Not just for its own survival, but for the survival of all. 

I understood now—my true purpose in all of this. 

I could not see the end of things, for others. For my friends. For my daughter. But my path to helping them meant giving in. Letting this thing inside. Letting it devour every bit of knowledge I carried. 

Its presence was no longer a fear but a peaceful understanding that it was my time to die. That as all things live, they must also die to maintain the balance of the natural order. And my allotted time on this earthly plane was ending. 

I freely allowed the entity inside, let it sink deep into my soul as my life peeled away. 

It ravaged through my memories in a final reel, my sixty-four years of life flying by me in seconds of retelling. It invaded every dark corner of my mind—searching for answers only I could give it. 

And I gave it freely. Holding onto the truth that this was my only way to help my friends and my daughter. That, although, I would not be there with them at the beginning of their journey or to witness the end, I would give them a fighting chance to have the end of their own choosing. 

I reveled in each memory as it flew by in a whirl of time, my mind and body drifting to some far-off place of light and love. I held the image of my beautiful newborn daughter being held by the father who’d only held her a precious few times before he’d died himself. 

A man I had begun to believe had been murdered. But now understood, had been taken because it had been his time. He’d also fulfilled his journey in the same manner I was now. He’d died protecting his family and his heritage. 

His legacy, a mystery I’d been trying to understand. A history I never understood my daughter’s place in, until now—I would leave this living plane a mother protecting a daughter who had no idea she even needed protection. 

But my end was her beginning, and I’d gladly give all I had.

I smiled as a peaceful calm covered me like a warm blanket welcoming me to a forever sleep that also had me more alive and wider awake than I’d ever been. My last thought—the assuredness that my daughter was not alone in this journey. She might be the last in her bloodline, a secret now only shared with this being, but she was never truly alone. 

And that thought comforted me as the desperate creature withdrew itself and darkness claimed me. 
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Chapter Two: Throw Me to the Wolves 
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I was back. Sitting in my mother’s driveway deep in the woods of northwest Maine in a middle-of-nowhere town called Loon Lake. My car still warm from the long drive, my window rolled down, pulling in the smells of damp cedar and pine on this dreary morning as a fine mist painted fog and haze all around and left a damp layer of dew on everything it touched—sadly, metaphorical to what I imagined my own heart and mind to look like.

My heart splayed inside my chest as another wave of anguish crushed me from the inside out. I clenched my jaw shut, determined to keep my eyes dry this time. The waves of grief hit me out of nowhere and were unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. It was an instant fall into darkness where I only wanted to sob and scream and hide and pretend this tragic thing had not really happened—basically, throw an adult-sized tantrum of epic proportions. 

This wasn’t how I’d pictured my next visit here. It wasn’t another fun-filled weekend with cocktails on the back porch, or lounging by the lake, or a chance ogling of my once hot and heavy ex-boyfriend and man I had considered my best friend—the shy lumberjack named Silas King, who’d dumped me. Even so, I still pined over him like a teenage girl filled with ooey gooey hormones and uncontrolled lust. The only thing that had changed was my age—my hormones were plenty ooey and gooey and hot and bothered as I was entering mid-life and approaching the menopause years. 

I’d told myself to give up the pining over and over and over again. But hearts are stubborn and refused to be controlled.

Regardless of my useless pining, nothing fun was going to happen this visit. 

I was here to rid this place of my mother’s life. 

It was a brutal truth I didn’t want to face, but it is the reason I’d come. My mother had passed away quite unexpectedly, and I needed to clean out her house so it could be sold. 

Another wave of sorrow sliced into me, this time, more like a heated knife stabbing me over and over. Just the thought of selling this place shredded me. It was like selling my mother. Like I was erasing her existence. This was her home. Her rustic castle by the lake. It wasn’t more than a glorified log cabin really, but it had been her paradise. And while I enjoyed visiting here, I’d never fully understood why she’d come to this place and decided to stay. 

Actually, that wasn’t entirely true. I really enjoyed being here. There was something about Loon Lake that always calmed me—offered warmth and comfort, even on the bitterest of winter nights. Coming here was like being wrapped up in a blanket of friends and never feeling alone—even though the closest neighbors were miles away. 

A solid ten minutes’ drive to the closest neighbor and about twenty to downtown Loon Lake—if you could even call it that. Downtown consisted of an old, run-down church turned hardware and this-and-that shop, JJ’s General Store for groceries, booze, and a serve yourself coffee/gossip bar plus gas for your vehicle, a local pub that was pretty much serve yourself if the owner felt like fishing or she was busy baking the best homemade bread a human could eat...and Loon Lake also claimed the tiniest post office I’d ever seen. 

I think the current year-round population of Loon Lake hovered around three-hundred-something. And I guess that was in part why my mother had considered Loon Lake heaven. 

And then there was Silas King, someone I thought I’d known well in my early adulthood. A man I’d fast considered my best friend—at least that one summer. He’d been the first friend I’d ever considered my person. Someone who would never let me down.  

He had a way of looking at me like I was wide open and easy to read, and he wasn’t turned off by what he saw. Which was me. Just me, hidden underneath the insecurities. The real me I never dared show anyone else. 

At the time, that summer, it seemed reciprocated. But then something changed. Pretty much overnight, something changed. Silas had rejected me for reasons I still didn’t understand but had been forced to accept. 

He’d said fewer words to me in the last fifteen years than our one intense summer together, so long ago now. And to say I’d accepted his rejection was a lie. I still pined over the man even though his rejection of me had hurt into the depths of my soul. 

Even so, my silly, stupid heart just refused to let him go. I begged it often to forget Silas and move on, but I’d never fully managed to do that. In part, because I always ran into him in some manner when I came to visit my mom. He was still living here. An aloof citizen of the town, by most accounts. 

But our friendship, once the deepest and most open and vulnerable I’d ever been, was nothing but a painful memory I could never forget. 

Perhaps it was time to fully cut ties with Loon Lake. My mother was gone, I had to sell her home, I’d have no reason to come back here. Maybe that’s what I needed to really move on from this place and from Silas.

I stifled another wave of grief, pushing it down deep into my soul, wishing the falling mists could wash it away forever. It was like this place had claws that dug in deep, refusing to let me go. 

I wasn’t ready to lose my mom. She was my only family. I was her only child as my father had passed away the year after I was born—my grandparents, in the few years before or after. There weren’t any aunts or uncles. No cousins. My mother had never remarried or found a new partner. It was a truly odd feeling to live in a world of billions but with the realization that none of them were true blood family. 

After high school, I’d gone off to college and my mother had vacationed here, in this very cabin, which ended up becoming her permanent home. She’d basically just never left. She’d spent the last twenty years living here, and she’d never seemed so happy and at peace. 

She’d changed after that vacation, though. Something about Loon Lake had called to her spirit and she’d never wanted to be anywhere else. 

But she’d died too young. Just sixty-four years old. 

Her death didn’t make any sense to me. It didn’t seem real. Or possible. I’m not naïve—I know death will find us all at some point or another—but we were supposed to have spent a lot more time together in the years to follow. I didn’t ever imagine losing her so soon. 

Why was it that the harsh reminders that life was too short always came with the steep price of losing someone so important? That instantly, nothing else mattered other than living life to its fullest—right now—and always too damn late?

It wasn’t like my mother didn’t know how much I loved and appreciated her, because I was sure to tell her often. And she the same with me. It’s just that even at forty-four, I still felt like her little girl and that no matter what, I’d always have my mother to turn to when I needed advice. Even if she had survived to one hundred, I would have felt the same.

Now, instead, as I sat here in my car on the property that was the center of her life, nothing made sense and I was lost and alone. No blood family left on this earth. 

How do you go on when your family is gone? 

Even when we didn’t agree on something or argued, family never gives up on you. My mom never gave up on me. The bitter reality that there was no one left to never give up on me was something I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to. 

The other bitter reality—that I’d never settled down into a serious relationship—never was as pathetic to me as it was today. Especially since I only had a scant few serious friends to turn to, never mind boyfriends, a bitter pill that had followed my disastrous breakup and rejection from Silas. All my insecurities had multiplied after that. My ability to open up and make myself vulnerable to someone else became an impossible thing—because I was scared to death of being rejected again. 

But sitting here with no blood family and no partner, I’m not sure I’ve ever seemed so pathetic and lonely. Why did it take death to make us take stock of our lives and priorities better?

Dammit. This thinking was not going to lead me any place good, because the outcome wasn’t going to change—my mother was still dead. I was still single. And I still needed to sell her home and figure out how to move on with my life and let Loon Lake go, for good. 

If I was truthful, like, brutally so, I supposed part of me was resentful that my own little home away from home was about to be taken from me. It wasn’t just losing my mother, but this magical place she’d made her own, and a real home for me whenever I’d visit. It was never more than a long weekend here or there whenever I could squeeze it in because I always had some deadline to meet or next book to write. Always, always, with excuses and life and work getting in the way. 

Even still, I’d never miss a season without getting in a visit and we’d chat almost daily on the phone. In the few days since my mother had passed, my life had been filled with lots of calls and preparation for her wake and cremation—sadly, I dreaded my daily routine returning as I wondered just how many times I’d pick up the phone to call her, only to remember mid-dial she would never answer again. 

Before I let myself get sucked down the rabbit hole of grief, I breathed in the outside air, taking in the pine, maple, and cedar that climbed the hillsides into the distance. I heard one of the many loons that called this lake home sing out a mournful cry, and I pushed the grief out of my throat and let it drift away into the fog like that loon understood my grief with perfect, sad, clarity. 

I needed to find the courage to get out of my damn car and go inside the cabin. 

This place wasn’t really home without my mom, and the harsh reality I needed to face fast was that I was not the person to keep up this place. I couldn’t do it like my mother did—had done. Her legacy deserved to be looked after and cared for, and I was very much the wrong person for that job. Hell, I could barely keep my own tiny apartment in Boston cleaned up, never mind run a rustic homestead.

I dug down deep, seeking out my strength, and made it to the front porch where I hesitated yet again, because inside were all my mother’s precious possessions—her life that sat waiting for an owner who’d never return. 

I decided I wasn’t ready to go inside yet. 

I could go sit by the lakeshore and enjoy the mist and loons. It was to the left back side of her house, but the idea of just sitting there alone was not appealing right now, so instead, I returned to my car and gently grabbed the urn they’d put my mother’s ashes into. A walk to the ledge would do the trick. A little fresh country air...a short walk...fulfilling my mother’s last wishes for her ashes to be set free upon the land she’d loved so dearly.

Why I thought this was a better task than entering her house, I couldn’t tell you. I think I simply found the outside air slightly more breathable as the idea of being inside her cabin made my airway want to close. 

The path to the ledge was to the right of her home, which was well worn. Even with the dense woods that went on for miles upon miles, there wasn’t any getting lost as long as you stayed on the path. 

The walk and the quiet let my nerves settle a little and gave me a chance to lead my thoughts to a better place. I wasn’t sure if my heavy breaths were due to stress or being absurdly out of shape. Whenever I was deep into writing a book all common sense about food, drink, or exercise went out the window. I always gained what I called my “writer twenty” that I’d then try to lose before the next writing cycle started. 

If the stretch marks on my boobs and thighs could talk, I’m sure they’d tell me just how abhorrent a thing it was to do to my body—the constant ups and downs of eating healthy and losing weight, and then eating like total crap and gaining it all back. That, and being only five foot three but with bigger bones and hips, anything over one hundred thirty pounds and I started to resemble the donuts and maple syrup I loved too much. And I was currently pushing one-sixty. 

After turning forty, losing the “writer twenty” had turned into the “writer thirty” and it wasn’t damn pretty. 

But it appeared that no amount of thinking or walking could prepare me for putting my mother to her final rest. My feet stopped moving, suddenly unable to keep walking and unable to keep pushing forward. 

I stared at the urn in my hands as the quiet of the woods became almost deafening. 

In my hands, in an ugly square container, was all that remained of my mother. 

My grief burst out of me like a volcano, and it took every ounce of strength I could pull out of me to ignore the full-on flight mode telling me to run and run and run and pretend this wasn’t happening. Why had I decided to do this ashes thing alone? 

Oh, right. I knew this would happen and no way in hell was I going to lose it in front of anyone. I didn’t do public displays of out-of-control emotions—not breakdowns anyway. 

I sank to my ass and put her urn on the ground gently and tried to hold myself together, but the grief sucked me down deep. I bawled my eyes out until there wasn’t anything left inside of me, grateful the only things to hear me were the birds and bees buzzing around as the mists slowly lifted and gave way to lighter skies. 

The sun refused to peek through, but the air dried a little.

And finally, so did my eyes.  

My breaths finally drew more evenly and as I sat on the path, I felt nothing but emptied out. And yet the grief still lingered not far away, a constant threat wanting to drag me back into its depths. 

I blew my nose, forced myself to my feet, smoothed out my clothes, gently picked up the urn, and continued onward in a numb and monotonous march to the end.

The darkness of the dense woods began to lighten more and more and soon opened to a clearing that at first glance appeared to go on and on. However, the view was deceiving as there was a rocky ledge anyone not in the know might easily miss. One glance over that edge would only confirm more dense forest for miles upon miles, after the long fall down the rocky side. It wasn’t unusual to have thick forests in this part of Maine, but it was an unusually distant view for the northern woods, and apparently one well sought after if the annoying property hunters at my mother’s wake were on point. 

The gall! To show up at someone’s last farewell, where real mourners were taking their turns saying their goodbyes, and these fakers acting like real friends and then not even slyly sneaking in, “Oh, hey, what are you going to do with your mother’s property?” 

Simply gross. That is what it was. A vile display of greed. 

The wake had been on the short and sweet side though. My mother had no family other than myself, and her friends were many of the few full-time residents of Loon Lake. They’d let me use the meeting room of the town office and within an hour everyone who’d meant anything to my mother had paid their respects and wished me well. 

One thing I liked about this town: they always paid their respects but they never overstayed their welcome.  

The strangers inquiring about her property had not gone unnoticed. The locals didn’t much care for strangers and were quite protective of their little community. One that had somehow managed to stay rather hidden and out of tourist view—meaning still affordable for the average working person looking for a place to live by a lake or in the middle of nowhere. Due to old laws and such, there were only a few vacation homes in the area, and they were smaller, more rustic cabins. You’d not find any lakeside McMansions on Loon Lake, and the locals were determined to keep it that way.  

Something fishy was going on with local properties though. Something I hadn’t heard them talk about before, but it had the forever suspicious locals in an uproar. And sadly, it was greedy property hunters that crashed my mother’s wake who’d told me—I’d refused to believe it at first. My mother would never have kept a secret like this from me. 

Unfortunately, the locals confirmed the story as true. I don’t think they’d wanted to tell me either. But just over two years ago, my mother’s property had been reassessed and appraised at a much, much higher value than it had originally been. An amount no one in this town could afford on a yearly basis, including my mother, and she’d opted out of paying it altogether while trying to fight it. 

I’m sure the legal fees alone had drained her budget. I had no idea what caused such a massive and unwarranted increase, but it had put my mother in a fast pinch because her property taxes skyrocketed and remained behind and unpaid. 

Well, and knowing my mother, she’d not even sought help and had put things off until the literal last minute. Seriously too late at this point. The bill was due in two weeks. It wasn’t nearly enough time to raise the money or fight it out in a court of law. 

A few other of my mother’s neighbors had been cursed with the same fate and were facing similar issues themselves. The locals had said they’d fight it tooth and nail because it was the same bullshit over and over and over: someone was trying to skirt the long-time protections and turn Loon Lake into a resort town and fill it with tourists who’d only ever trash it and ruin it and take it over. 

I’m not sure why my mother had never chosen to fill me in—probably because she worried I’d try to help in some way and she was a woman to solve things on her own...even if done slowly and on her own sweet time. And I’m sure she hadn’t worked dying so young into the equation. 

And the truth is, I wouldn’t have had the kind of money she needed lying around anyway. But I sure would have tried to come up with it! Helped with payments, getting legal help. Something, anything to make sure she didn’t lose her home. 

I made a decent living as a writer of paranormal fiction, enough to keep the bills paid and take a few short vacations now and then but not nearly enough to have the recommended nest egg someone my age should have. If I were to pay my mother’s tax bill, I’d need a loan plus a total clean-out of my savings, and maybe even an advance, or ten, on upcoming royalties earned. That’s if someone would even give me a loan. Self-employed writers were not exactly at the top of the loan officer’s approval desk. And I owned no worthy assets to take a loan against. 

One’s middle-aged life could start to look pretty bleak when the overall picture was so...lacking. 

The tax issue was a problem I had no clue how to address and it would need to wait. I didn’t have long though, that two-week deadline would be here before I knew it. Basically, what it all really meant is that it gave me two weeks to find the right buyer to make sure my mother’s property didn’t end up in some greedy bastard’s hands—but the hefty tax bill was going to be a tough sell on top of the home and property itself. It meant selling to someone with money to burn, and that was not always the best choice. I’m not saying everyone with money is an asshole, but it’s been proven too many times that people with money are often used to getting what they want and have zero issue with shoving the little guy off a cliff if they’re in the way.

The whole situation didn’t sit well with me—the brash arrogance to show up at a beloved woman’s wake to try to get first dibs at her land! I’d have to delve into this underhanded treachery later. If nothing else, I had the perfect new evil characters for my next book, and they would all pay for their maliciousness in the most disgusting and brutal ways possible. 

In this moment, though, I was paying my last tribute to my mother by fulfilling her final wishes for her ashes to be spread in her favorite place on this earth. Right here overlooking this vast forest that spread into a pine thick filled with nothing much but trees, birds, rodents, deer, bear, moose...oh, and supposedly, wolves. 

I got a dampened chuckle out of that. 

I’d never seen any with my own eyes, but the locals claimed they’d caught glimpses of wolves in these woods many times. My mother was the main source of the wolf stories. She’d sworn they were real and lived, in part, on her land. She claimed she was even friends with the pack and that they’d accepted her as though she was one of them. 

Leave it to my mother to befriend a pack of wolves, especially ones that should not even exist as wolves were not confirmed to live in this area ever in recent history. It was a legend that only went as far as the small local population. And oddly enough, these supposedly friendly wolves just happened to never make an appearance during any of my many visits here. I only heard it from others or from my mother—another amusing argument we’d never have again. 

I sighed and squished my already burning and stinging eyes, refusing the waterworks threatening to rain down again. 

I shook myself into reality and the present. How was it possible for one person to feel so much? To have so many thoughts and worries and emotions all at once. This was more overwhelming than anything I’d ever experienced. Like, my heart wasn’t just this organ pumping precious life through my veins, but a living thing that threatened to burst out of me and take on a life of its own to escape the grief.

My eyes remained dry and my breaths even. My hands shook a little as I tried not to think about the fact that in my arms was the urn that carried all that physically remained of my dear, dear mother. I thought about all the things I wanted to say to her, but I found my mind suddenly blank, the thoughts not coming to me. I suppose, in many ways, I’d already said it all. 

I opened the top of the urn and prepared myself to watch her ashes follow the breeze out over the ledge, all that was left of her leaving some permanent marker that she had existed here. 

“I miss you so much already. I’m sorry you’ll lose this place. I’m sorry I won’t be able to come back here to talk to you...” My voice cracked, and I held my breath for a moment. I’d come close to a most selfish act, burying her somewhere where I knew I could walk to or drive to, to have “talks” with her, but my heart knew it was wrong and this is where she needed to have her final resting place. 

What killed me is that once I’d sold her property, chances were very strong I’d never step foot here again. It was like ripping off the band-aid of a wound that was still festering and might never heal. With the most courage I could muster, I held my breath and let the breeze gently carry her ashes away to find their final place of rest.

Before I could even have a moment of doubt or sadness or regret, or suddenly remember all the things I wanted to say and hadn’t, I was startled by a soft whine from the edge of the woods behind me. But it was the stiff snap of ground debris breaking that caught my breath in my throat. Had I been so wrapped up in what I was doing and thinking that I hadn’t heard the wild animal getting so close?

What a headline it would be! Daughter takes hike to spread mother’s ashes and gets mauled to death by a bear. Maybe we would be here together, forever, after all. 

I pinned my searching gaze toward the sound and gasped gently, unknowingly stepping closer to the ledge, now behind me, as I saw two glowing eyes that matched the color of pine needles from the surrounding trees. A furry form slid out of the shadow and my gaze jerked a few feet away to another soft patter of feet, and then another, and this is when I saw and heard them for the first time. 

Wolves.

Real wolves in the northern Maine woods. 

Real wolves in Loon Lake.

Holy shit, my mother was right. 

And I wasn’t any safer than I’d been a minute ago when I’d thought it was a bear.

A sudden symphony of gut-wrenchingly mournful howls echoed around me. I didn’t know what it meant or what action to take, freeze—run—scream—cry—give in and just let myself go—but that’s when my life changed forever. One fatal slide of my foot and I felt my body slipping away, sliding backwards. I’d gotten too close to the looser dirt and rock on the ledge, and my body was starting to slide over. 

They say you see your life flash before your eyes when you’re about to die, but I didn’t see my life flashing. I saw pine-green eyes that glowed brightly against the misty sky. I saw a black and furry four-legged wild animal stand up on its back legs like a human. 

And as my body slid seemingly in slow motion over the side of the ledge, my hands released the emptied and ugly urn, and I grabbed at the air, at nothing, I saw that wild animal shake off its fur as it was replaced with dewy, naked human skin.

I saw a lumberjack of a man with panic in his eyes use his very muscled and human arms to reach out and wrap around my far more petite body and pull me back to the safety of stable ground. I saw two sad but relieved pine-colored eyes staring down at me like we were the only two living things in all the world. 

“Silas?” I muttered almost incoherently. 

Was I breathing?

Was I still alive?

Maybe I had fallen off the ledge and died?

Maybe the stress had sent me over a metaphorical edge, and I was hallucinating. Clearly, I had gotten lost in a delusion brought on by stress. Yes, this was it. Had to be. 

Surely, I imagined the low growl coming out of his throat. Surely, I imagined all the other wolves lingering nearby, their intense stares all on me.  

But I saw nothing else after this because the world went black around me. 
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Chapter Three: Murder, He Howled
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I awakened surrounded by the softness of sofa cushions. I stretched myself, lazily waking from my slumber, my brain needing a moment to remember where I was—

I sucked in a cutting gasp and stilled, eyeing about the room expecting to see wolves, or wolf-men, or some such wacky nonsense. I clumsily and hastily got to my feet and peeked around, but I was alone and in my mother’s cabin. How had I gotten back here? I had no memory of coming home. Only almost falling over the ledge and being saved by some beast of a man... 

That beast of a man had a name. 

Silas. Silas King. 

The man I’d once thought I’d shared a special bond with. The man who’d once looked at me like I was the only woman he’d ever have eyes for. The man who’d then, for reasons I still didn’t understand, rejected me, and then turned into the shy lumberjack I often caught staring at me from a distance when I visited in town but who rarely ever spoke any words to me. 

“I’ve cracked,” I said to myself as my mother’s grandfather clock began to chime. “Ah, crap! Is that the time?” I’d been passed out for hours, and I was expecting a potential home buyer to show up later. I wasn’t even close to ready. 

I wished I didn’t have to rush selling my mother’s home. 

It was the last thing I wanted to do right now. Or ever. 

But time was against me. I had just two weeks to find the right seller and pay the tax money owed or lose it all. If the state sold it at auction, the tax bill could possibly not even get covered, and I’d have no say in who got to live here. Even worse, I might still owe money on the place. 

My mother would have been beside herself with humiliation if she’d known she left this mess behind for me. She was a proud woman, and I had no doubt had she lived she’d have figured out some way to deal with the higher taxes.

Like finding out it was possibly complete bullshit. Other homes in the area had not been reassessed, only my mother and a few scant others—her nearest neighbors. Who were not even that close, as my mother’s property went on for miles. It had crossed my mind during the drive to Loon Lake from Boston that something fishy was up with that. Why only these certain properties? Why not the entire town? Unfortunately, one of the people who could shed some light was now settling into her afterlife.

Another gut-wrenching tug stretched inside me with a thought I’d been trying to ignore. It wasn’t bad enough to have buried my mother, but something niggled and nagged in my mind. Something that screamed foul play. 

My mother’s death had been deemed a heart attack—natural causes. But was this true? Did my mother really die of natural causes? This whole greedy property grab had me questioning. Would someone really go to such serious lengths just to have a chance to own this property? 

Had my mother been—insert an oxygen-sucking lump of a swallow here—murdered? 

The thought almost swallowed me whole, dragging me into the darkest of places. Was there more devilry going on here than I realized? Had my mother gotten herself into some actual, serious trouble? Or had her death truly been natural causes? 

I knew people could sometimes drop dead out of the blue, having not had any previous health issues. It happens all the time. Just because she was my mother didn’t mean she was special in any way when it came to dying. But she was found lying on her back in the grass behind her cabin, her body sprawled like she’d fallen and found herself unable to move. What haunted me the most was that the coroner’s report had read, “Her eyes were frozen open and glossy with a peaceful contentment.”

Which I realize wouldn’t instill fear or concern in most people. But I wasn’t most people. And I knew my mother well enough that in her dying moments, she’d be fighting to survive, not giving into some blissed-out accepted ending. 

It was just another red flag in my opinion. It wasn’t normal, and that had been recorded in the death report as well. Abnormalities, in whatever form, were red flags. I’d been warned not to read the report and to just remember my mother as she was in life, but that wasn’t my way—I needed to know things, even if it hurt. But the image of my lifeless mother with her eyes frozen open, in any manner, was something I’d never forget.

People didn’t have heart attacks and die if they were happy about something. Typically, that would be reserved for fear, or being scared to death. Not contented to die. 

It just didn’t add up. It was all tidy on paper. Heart attack. Natural causes. Done. But I was also familiar with gut instinct and mine was rarely ever wrong. It was telling me I needed to dig deeper into my mother’s life to find out why someone would murder her. Not if, but why. My mind had already decided, it seemed. 

I didn’t want to face her death, and I most certainly did not want to face her possible murder, but I supposed I had no choice in the matter. If my mother had been murdered, she deserved justice.

Only, I wasn’t sure where to start. There wasn’t anything instantly abnormal around her cabin or property. Everything looked more or less as it should. Perhaps I’d start with questioning some of her local friends and see if anything out of the ordinary had happened lately. My mother had been friends with the locals for many years, and she’d never had a bad thing to say about any of them. Sure, they had their quirks and whatnot, but she’d found them to be quite pleasant company.

Or not. It was a long-time joke locals got a kick out of, as folks didn’t come to a place like this because they wanted lots of company. But they looked out for each other. They were a tight-knit community when it was needed. So, it didn’t make a stitch of sense to stop trusting them, or that my mother had stopped trusting them—so what had happened? What had changed? 

This is where I needed to start, I decided. Something must have changed, something that had gotten my mother into trouble, and it led me right back to the issues with her taxes and the people interested in buying my mother’s property.

“And here I am all alone like an idiot with a stranger coming to look at said property.”

Well, except for the wolves... I almost laughed at the absurdity of a wolf changing into a very well-muscled and exquisitely nude man—which of course my mind would paint as Silas King, the most beautifully built man in the entire universe. 

A man I stupidly still had feelings for, even now.

I’d seriously cracked—and that’s when I heard a gentle tap, tap, tap, on the screen door and gasped and wondered if I’d passed out again.

“Silas?” I called out, my voice not sounding remotely like my own. I fell against the back of the sofa to balance myself and make sure I was really seeing what I was seeing. “Impossible...” I pushed out. “You—” I just pointed and gawked like a bewitched teenage girl. I’d never seen Silas at my mother’s home before. And here he was, lumbering outside the doorframe like he owned it. 

“I’m sorry, Ava. I don’t mean to frighten you.”

He was only partially dressed—tight fitting sweats and bare feet. His body filled the entire doorway except where a few streaks of light broke through around the edges of the frame. Even with his shaggy head of hair falling around his chiseled cheeks, his scruffy dimpled chin was prominent and still entirely too damn kissable. 

“You’re here...” It slid out of my mouth, not quite reaching my brain—and I’m pretty sure I was drooling—from my brain and tongue going numb, and by the fact that Silas was still unrivaled. I don’t know any straight woman or gay man who wouldn’t be drowning in drool right about now. He was like a walking shot of gooey hormone juice.

Okay, so my brain was working a little, just not like I wanted it to—or as it should be. My thoughts were entirely inappropriate considering the moment. I pulled my sweater more tightly around my waist, overly aware of all the extra self I was carrying around. I really needed to pay closer attention to my overall health all the time and not just a few months out of the year. 

“Wait,” I shook some sense into myself. “Um—I’m um—” real words were apparently suddenly optional.  

“I’d like to explain.” His voice pleaded for me to say yes as he opened the screen door but did not enter, awaiting my approval. 

I didn’t really know Silas anymore, and yet I always felt like I knew him better than anyone, that we understood each other’s souls without the use of words. And even being a larger-than-life lumberjack on steroids, something always pulled me closer instead of away. Something purely non-hormone related...well, maybe. Regardless of our embittered past, I needed to understand exactly what delusion I’d experienced out on that ledge. And to better understand his connection to my mother, or if he even had one. 

“Come in,” I told him. “Tea? Coffee? Something stronger?” I half mumbled.  

“I’m particularly fond of your mother’s brandy,” he replied with a sad smile. 

And good hearing, I noted to myself. “Late morning brandy it is,” I said with a thin smile on my lips. “Guess you are—were—friends with my mom, huh?”

“Your mother was...the best.” He shook his head, and I understood it to mean that those words did little justice to describe her. 

I was a little jealous of his apparent friendship with my mom, which was stupid. I’d always wanted some part of Silas back in my life, but he’d never shown any interest, always keeping his distance. And these days, looking the part of the lumberjack king, he was probably used to all the frumpy, average looking middle-aged women throwing themselves at him. 

But it was more than his rugged handsome features that had me intrigued by him—it was something in his eyes. Something that told me there was a story there, something I wanted to hear every word of. But it never happened, and I’d stopped pushing after he’d rejected me.

I happily poured a couple shots of my mother’s homemade maple brandy and motioned for Silas to have a seat on the back porch with me. I brought the whole bottle, getting the feeling this might be a double or even triple brandy kind of conversation. 

I had a momentary ridiculous thought—what if Silas is responsible for my mother’s death. But then I realized if he wanted me dead, he’d simply have to reach out and snap my neck with a few of his massive fingers. I’d never outrun him. But it was also an absurd and errant thought because even with our bitter end, my soul was one hundred percent positive Silas wasn’t capable of such a vile act. 

We sat opposite each other at the end of the porch with our gazes wandering for a few silent minutes as we downed some liquid courage and stared into the forest until I finally got the nerve to say what was on my mind. “I know I’m a bit stressed out right now, but out on that ledge when I almost fell over...”

I couldn’t bring myself to say it. He was going to think I was nuts, right?

“You can trust what you saw, Ava.” 

I met his gaze with shock in mine and saw only honesty in his. “But—but—” my words refused to gather in any meaningful way. “It’s not...”

“I’m sorry you had to find out like that. We did not mean to frighten you. My pack followed you, to make sure you were protected.”

Indicating, I needed it. Or it almost sounded like he’d promised to do so, which confused me even more. “Are you the pack leader?” I asked, thinking to myself how silly that question sounded. But wolf packs had leaders, didn’t they? 

“Yes. But not everyone in my pack is like me,” he added. 

“I’m not sure what you mean, Silas.”

He bound out of his seat, heaving out a weighted breath, his large form suddenly taking on a nervous pacing around the porch. “About three-quarters of my pack are like me, the rest are wolves—how you know them to be.”

“You mean, with four legs and fur and howling but not turning into—” Man in God’s image, I said to myself. I downed the rest of my brandy and poured another, tipping the bottle his way out of courtesy. 

He turned it down, his gaze pinned on me, watching with deep intensity for my reaction. 

“My mother always claimed there were wolves here.” I couldn’t think of what else to say. 

“I met your mother in my early twenties,” he revealed then. 

“Just to clarify, my mother knew about your secret?” 

Silas smirked. “She did, yeah.”

My eyes flitted upward meeting his—he was my age and my mother had moved here shortly after I’d turned eighteen and gone to college. How could she have known this man—wolf—all this time and never mentioned or explained? How had I missed their friendship? 

Silas and I hadn’t had our summer of love until I was twenty-four, after I’d finally finished college. My mother had known I was dating Silas and still never shared this secret with me. They’d both kept it from me, all this time. 

“Wow,” I blew out. My mother had secrets. Big ones. This was a bit mind-blowing. “Were you like this back when we—” I cut myself off, wishing I’d not brought up that summer. 

“I was,” he answered quietly. “It was a necessary secret. It wasn’t something I wanted to keep from you. It wasn’t something your mother wanted to keep from you, either
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