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      Run.

      She didn’t know where she was. The jagged, rocky hills around her with their sage-green clumps of brush and evergreens felt like they were something she should remember. Something from a dream when nobody wanted to hurt her and she was loved.

      Run.

      The air was warm and smelled sharp and dry with a resiny note. Overhead the bright blue sky was cloudless and the sun felt hot on her head. Her mouth was so parched her tongue stuck to the roof of it and she had to peel it off, smacking her lips to try and dredge up some saliva. She kept stumbling forward despite the exhaustion burning in her muscles, driven by the single thought in her mind beating like a hammer in time with her heart.

      Run.

      She had to run, had to get away. If she ran long enough and hard enough, she would find her way home, back to the place where she was safe. Where Bryce couldn’t find her, where no one could hurt her.

      When her legs collapsed under her, dropping her onto the rocky ground, she barely felt the sharp little shards cutting into her palms. Instead, she dug her fingers into the grey-brown dirt, still trying to crawl forward, to get away.

      Run.

      Until she couldn’t move any more, couldn’t fight the hot sun and the dry hollowness in her body. The last thing she saw was a squirrel with tufted ears perched on a rock, nose quivering as it stared at her. Please. Help me. Please.

      And then there was nothing.
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      Matt Parker guided the Jeep Grand Cherokee around the curves of NM-556, scanning the dashed asphalt ahead of him. After forty-seven years in Esposito County, the biggest shifter enclave in New Mexico and one of the oldest in the United States, he could drive any of the mountain roads in the area in his sleep. But mule deer were common in the Sandia Mountains and had a bad habit of wandering out on the roads. Hitting one of them would not only wreck his Jeep, it would be just his luck to be pulled out of a deer-battered vehicle by members of the Search and Rescue team he headed. He could imagine Jack Hawthorne smirking at him through the starred safety glass before drawling, “Little problem there, boss?”

      Going around a corner, he found what he’d been looking for. A green-and-white sheriff’s SUV was parked on the side of the road next to a dusty Mazda sedan. Matt pulled up behind the SUV and got out, nodding at the tall male who was leaning against the car. “Cal.”

      “Matt,” Sheriff Caleb Lynch said, straightening at his approach. “Sorry to pull you out of the office like this.”

      “No problem.” When he wasn’t leading Esposito SAR, Matt’s main job was owner/operator of Rambling Adventures, Inc., a guide company for tourists looking to enjoy the great outdoors around Sandia Crest. Getting a break from pushing paper was always welcome. “What’s the story?”

      Cal jerked his head at the car. “Someone called in about an abandoned vehicle. When I got here the driver’s door was open and the engine was still running. There’s a quarter tank of gas left so she didn’t run out of fuel.”

      “She?

      “I ran the plates. Car belongs to an Angela Cain from Chicago.”

      Matt studied the Mazda. It was an older model, maybe 2010 or thereabouts, with Illinois plates and a battered silver paint job. “Maybe she’s taking a piss?”

      “Most people shut off their car and close the door before they find a tree to water,” Cal said drily. “And her purse is on the front seat. No female I know leaves her purse behind, much less in a running car with the doors open.”

      That was true. “The shits? If she didn’t want to stain her seat, she’d get out in a hurry.”

      “I already checked the likely spots.” Cal’s gaze rose to the scattered boulders and trees on the hillside lining the road. “Nobody’s been there. But there’s a scent trail heading higher up into the hills that made me check the car’s interior. Take a sniff.”

      Curious, Matt leaned into the car and took a deep breath. As a wolf shifter his sense of smell was even better than Cal’s coyote shifter nose. He picked up and dismissed the usual odors of metal, dirt, spilled food and drink, natural and artificial fibers, engine oil, gasoline, focusing on the scent that made his hackles rise.

      A female wolf shifter. Exhausted, scared … and wounded. The iron stink of blood stood out to him like an olfactory siren. “Shit. She’s injured.”

      “I noticed,” Cal replied. “But it’s faint. I’m guessing bruises or contusions.”

      “Yeah.” If she’d been actively bleeding, he knew Cal would have gone after her. Something about her scent was dimly familiar, tugging at old half-forgotten memories of running around the hills as a kid. He took another deep sniff, dissecting the odor down to its last molecule. Angela Cain was somewhere in her forties, not mated, no pups, healthy apart from the wounds, not overly athletic, most likely a brunette…

      He noticed something odd, a blandness that softened the feral power of her wolf. “She’s half human.”

      Cal grunted in surprise. “Thunder Sky have any halflings?”

      “No.” And as the Alpha of the Thunder Sky pack he was responsible for all wolf shifters in Esposito County, even those who didn’t belong to his pack.

      Which meant that it was now his job to find this wounded female and bring her back, if he could. “I’ll get my gear.”

      A few minutes later he had shifted to wolf form, his clothes stored in the bright orange harness-cum-saddlebags all SAR members wore when they were working in their animal shapes. The harness was held together by heavy elastic and industrial Velcro that could be tugged into place with paw-sized loops, and the saddlebags held all the things that could stabilize a lost or injured hiker and keep them alive until they could be transported to the MacComber Clinic.

      “I’ll stay here until you radio in,” Cal said. “Try not to do any sightseeing.”

      Matt let his tongue loll out in a canine gesture of amusement, then set off on the scent trail. Climbing up the rocky foothills was no problem, his muscles effortlessly propelling him upward past the irregular boulders and lonely stands of brush. The world around him was neon-vivid with scents; acrid tendrils from the small animals and lizards that lived in the brush, the musky depth of a black bear that had recently sharpened its claws on an aspen, the sharp tang of the desert-bred greenery and the stony dirt into which it had burrowed for water and sustenance.

      Angela Cain’s scent cut through it all like a silk ribbon, leading him on. Even with her injuries and the muting from her human half she smelled delicious, warm and sweet like fresh-cut hay.

      He zigged around a blocky outcropping of granite, claws clicking against the stone. Who hurt you, little wolf? Was someone chasing her? There was enough fear in her scent to suggest it, but he hadn’t been able to smell another individual other than Cal in the car. His lips drew back from his sharp teeth. If whoever hurt her had followed her into the hills, they were about to discover that they had made a very, very bad choice.

      He topped a rise and entered a small box canon lined with piñon. In the middle of it, an Abert’s squirrel sat next to a small, crumpled shape.

      Oh, shit. The squirrel darted off, chittering, as he darted over to his missing wolf shifter. She had curled into a ball, covering her face with one hand as if trying to protect it from something. To his relief she was still breathing, although the harsh copper of half-healed bruises and the over-sweet stink of fear were bright and sharp on the air.

      He suppressed the urge to growl. What the hell happened to her? Using his muzzle, he nudged her hand away.

      And stopped, staring at her. Damn it, I know her from somewhere. Her profile was lovely, with elfin bones delicate under her pale skin, and for some reason he knew her eyes would be a rich, deep brown once they opened. The fine web of lines spreading from the corner of her eye suggested that she was close to his age, supported by the glint of silver at her temple.

      She shifted a bit, revealing more of her face. Her full lips were pale and chapped and the hollows under her eyes were shadowed, but it was nothing compared to the violently mottled purple bruise on one cheekbone.

      Her eyelids fluttered but didn’t open. “Please,” she whispered. “Help me. Please.”

      Matt's attention dropped to her throat. There was a ring of bruises around her throat, not as purple as the one on her cheekbone but dark enough to stand out clearly against her skin.

      Rage, red-toothed and ferocious, surged through him like a savage tidal wave and he couldn’t stop the growl that tore out of him. Domestic abuse among shifters was unheard of; males were primally driven to protect their females from harm, sometimes sliding into overprotectiveness but never raising a single finger in anger to their mates.

      Whoever hit her had to be human. And once I track his ass down, I’m gonna tear the motherfucker to shreds.

      She whimpered again as if hearing his thoughts. No—take care of her first. Then you can kill the motherfucker. Trotting away to the canyon’s entrance, he shifted back into human form, keeping an eye on her as he dug his clothing out of the harness. She was still breathing, wasn’t bleeding, and seemed stable. He knew the correct course of action would be to stay wolf, head back down to Lynch and report on her position, then wait for the paramedics.

      But he couldn’t leave her here like this. He didn’t know why, but he had to stay with her. Why are you so damn familiar?

      Once he was dressed he slung the harness over a shoulder and hurried back to her, kneeling at her side. “Angela? Honey, can you hear me?”

      She whimpered, trying to twist her head away from him.

      “That’s okay,” he soothed. “My name is Matt Parker, and I’m with Esposito County Search and Rescue. I’m going to carry you back down to the road, all right?”

      Cautiously, he slid his hands under her and picked her up, getting to his feet. Tucking her head into the crook of his neck, he started back down the hill, unaware that his lips had drawn back from his teeth in a rictus snarl.

      Somewhere, someone had hurt this female. And they were going to pay for that in blood.
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      Angela drifted back to consciousness, dimly aware that she was cool and lying on something comfortable.

      Memory returned in a jolt, sour panic flooding her system. Her eyes flew open in case Bryce was standing over her again, fist raised.

      She was alone. Heart hammering, she struggled to sit up, staring at her surroundings. She was in a small room painted a pretty salmon pink with one window that looked out onto a sunny day. The softness she’d noticed was a narrow bed with white guardrails. Someone had put her in a flowered hospital gown and an IV line led from a bag full of clear fluid to the back of her left hand.

      I’m in the hospital? It had to be. She tried to lick her lips but her mouth was dry as dust. How did I get here? And on the heels of that: oh, God, did someone call Bryce and tell him where I am?

      The room’s door swung open and she panicked. But it wasn’t Bryce. Instead, a medium-sized man in blue scrubs with a beard and a bright smile came in, carrying a plastic jug and cup. In addition to the scrubs her visitor also wore deep purple nail polish and an enameled flag pendant with black, white, yellow, and purple stripes on a heavy silver chain.

      “Hey there,” the new arrival said, holding up the jug. “I heard you wake up and I thought you might need some water.”

      She shrank back into her pillow at the gesture. The smile went from bright to sympathetic. “Oh, sorry. You’re safe here, I promise.”

      She couldn’t believe that. “Who,” she tried to swallow, “who are you?”

      “Dr. Shawn Diamond, at your service.” A little bow followed that. “Pronouns are they/them, and I serve all. Is it okay if I put these on the bed tray?”

      “Yes.” It came out as a croak.

      “One cup of aqua coming right up.” They put the jug and cup down on a rolling bed tray, pouring water into the cup before gently maneuvering the tray into reach. “I’m guessing you have some questions.”

      She reached for the cup and almost dropped it, her hand was trembling so badly. Forcing her fingers to close around the smooth plastic, she raised it to her mouth and took a gulp of blessedly cool water. And immediately started coughing, spluttering water over her gown.

      “Sips,” Dr. Diamond urged. “Take it slowly. You were pretty dehydrated when they found you.”

      She nodded as she coughed, clearing the rest of the water from her windpipe before taking a smaller sip. Her stomach quivered once, then decided it would accept the water. “What happened?” she asked hoarsely.

      “Search and Rescue said that they found you collapsed in a canyon near Sandia Crest. Your car was still running and the door was open. Did some thing chase you out of the car?”

      Sandia Crest? Why did that sound familiar? “No. I mean, I don’t think so. I’m sorry.”

      The doctor shook their head. “No need to apologize. Are you hungry? I can bring you some food.”

      She jumped as her stomach roared loud enough for both of them to hear. “I’ll take that as a yes,” Diamond said, chuckling. “There’s a place nearby that does an amazing chicken sandwich with curly fries, if that sounds good.”

      Right now, she was willing to eat a pillow. “That sounds fantastic.”

      “Great. Now, how’s your pain level? You weren’t wearing a medical alert bracelet so I gave you a dose of a non-narcotic analgesic, but it should have worn off by now.”

      She considered her body. Various things ached, mainly her cheek and throat, but it wasn’t unbearable. “I’m fine.”

      This time Diamond snorted. “And we both know that’s a load of horse puckey. Food first, then some ibuprofen.” They nodded at the cup in her hand. “Keep sipping your water and we’ll refill your jug when it’s empty. If you need anything before I get back, hit the call button on the bedrail and my PA will help you.”

      Before they could leave she blurted, “Sorry—I just—where am I?”

      The doctor’s head cocked to the side. “Ah. You are in the stylish Eastridge Clinic,” they gestured towards the cinderblock walls, “which is in MacComber, New Mexico, just northeast of Albuquerque. Now, you relax and I’ll go order some food.”

      They smiled and left. Alone, she settled back into the bed. The call button was where Diamond had indicated, along with controls for the bed. She pressed one now, raising the head until she was in a comfortable position to sip her water.

      MacComber, New Mexico. How do I know that name?

      And how the hell did I get here?
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      Matt stood by as Wally McAvoy’s tow truck skillfully guided Ms. Cain’s car into the parking lot next to the sheriff’s office. MacComber didn’t have an impound lot so any abandoned or seized cars were brought here until their owners could be found and made to pay for towing and storage.

      The skinny coyote shifter hopped out of the truck, disconnecting the Mazda once it was in place. “Doors are unlocked and the keys are in the glove compartment,” he said cheerfully. “Tell the sheriff I’ll send him the bill,”

      “Will do,” Matt said, raising a hand in thanks. After Wally hopped back into his truck and took off, he studied the car. It was a dark metallic grey, more steel than silver, and the windshield was filthy with splattered bugs and road dirt. He knew he should be at his office going over scheduling paperwork, but something about the car drew him.

      Oh, hell, you know exactly what’s drawing you. The exhausted female he’d carried down to Lynch’s truck was an enigma wrapped in a curvy body that had felt damned good in his arms, and her fresh, sweet scent was still in his nostrils. It was instinctive for most shifter males to protect an injured female, but this went beyond instinct. Angela Cain was strangely familiar to him and he wouldn’t be able to rest until he found out more about her.

      He checked the lot. Nobody was there and the sidewalk at the far end was empty. If one of the deputies or Lynch came out and asked him what the hell he was doing, he’d say he was trying to get a feel for what drove Ms. Cain into the hills.

      He went to the car’s driver’s side and slid in. Or tried to, cursing under his breath as the steering wheel dug into his gut and he barked his knees on the dashboard. After more cursing he found the seat control and slid it back as far as it would go. Able to breathe again, he sat and took in the atmosphere of the car. There were empty chip bags on the passenger seat and two empty water bottles in the center panel cup holders, as well as tracked-in dirt from various truck stops on the carpet. He picked up a slight residual scent of Cal and Wally, but the main scent in the cabin came from Angela. Either she didn’t have any friends or family in Chicago, or she didn’t let them in her car.

      He closed his eyes, focusing on her scent. Along with the blood odor it held the expected notes of fear and exhaustion, and underneath those were more everyday notes associated with concentration, irritation, boredom, and a surprising amount of loneliness. No happiness, though, and damn little trace of her wolf.

      He peered over his shoulder. The back seat was empty so she hadn’t brought any big personal belongings. If she had a bag, it was in her trunk. Leaning over, he opened the glove compartment. Underneath a handful of fast food restaurant napkins was a car manual in a battered old cloth cover and a slim plastic wallet. He pulled that out and found her car insurance card. It indicated that she was a resident of Chicago, no one else was on the insurance, and her policy was good until December. Another paper bearing the
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