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The day had started so promising. 

For the past two weeks, the Forget Me Not Dance had been all Mercy Sinclair could think about. Not only did the spring festival promise a grand time, the event was something to look forward to—an excuse to wear her Sunday’s best and a well-deserved intermission from the daily requirement of the farm. 

The gathering had not disappointed. Music, dancing, and laughter filled the day. But the long-awaited dance had provided more than gaiety and festivities, it brought forth hope and the promise of new beginnings marking the end of the war. A day she’d thought would never come.

The glorious afternoon had been spent with friends and the townsfolk of Silverton as they celebrated with a feast of fresh baked goods and the roasting of pork. She’d never seen her brother, Joseph, more joyous. Not since his return from the war.

Upon their return home, Mercy’s cheeks were still warm, flushed pink from the Polka. Joseph continued the festivities by loudly humming the campy tune of the Grand March Melody. Before she had a chance to stoke the fire for their evening tea, he pulled her into a final dance.  

The song would forever haunt her... 
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Chapter One
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Appalachian Mountains, Tennessee, May 1865

They’d arrived without notice. There’d been no warning of what was to come. One minute she was laughing and dancing with Joseph, the next a loud knock. On the other side of the door—three deserters begging for a scrap of food. 

The visit was unexpected. Company was rare on the mountain. Perhaps they’d followed them home from the dance. Or maybe they’d been hiding in the shadows, in search of easy prey. Only one thing was certain...the men were hungry. 

Bone-thin, their clothes, little more than Union rags, hung from their bodies in strips. Yet, Mercy saw more than hunger in their hollow stares, souring her stomach with unease, and provoking a need for caution. Her brother, Joseph, was far more trusting. 

“Welcome friends. I wore the blue, too. Please come in. Sit at our table. Eat,” Joseph greeted the three brothers-in-arms warmly, sharing none of her concerns. As he should, she justified. After all, they’d fought on the same side. 

The men accepted his invitation, surrounding the table, yet none sat down. Despite their gaunt-like state, they seemed more interested in Joseph and herself than in the meal offered. Warily, she spared a glance at her sibling. Joseph would never be able to protect them if these men meant them harm. He was a shadow of the man who’d left for the war. A simpleton now. More gullible than a child. 

Even as children she knew Joseph’s naivety and unsuspecting nature would one day lead to his demise. The traits had worsened with the head wound he’d received in combat—the loss considerably more devastating than the absence of a limb. 

She pulled her gaze, trailing over the strangers before landing on the one she assumed was in charge. His jacket, decorated with gold piping and accompanied by a shoulder strap, validated her suspicions. However, the assertive manner in which he’d commanded the room erased all doubt. Perhaps a Captain? An officer nonetheless. 

Regardless of his rank, the man had registered Joseph’s weakness quickly. She read it in his stare. Heard it in the cruel bark of his laugh as he’d elbowed his cohorts upon entrance of their humble home. 

The knot in Mercy’s stomach hardened, twisting at her guts. They would prove her right—this trio with a thirst for blood in their eyes. On edge, she darted her gaze to the muzzle-loading shotgun stationed near the door of the one-room shanty. Out of reach, the weapon couldn’t be more useless. Yet, she had to try. 

Her actions drew the notice of one of the soldiers, a short man with hair the color of straw and shrewd, blue eyes that saw far more than he let on. He blocked her with two, swift steps. 

Unable to stop, she barreled into him, his body an unyielding wall of sinewy muscle and bone, more solid than the hardened stone of the mountain they’d carved their home from. Firm, unforgiving fingers bit into the soft flesh of her upper arm, holding her in place. 

“No need for that, little lady. Haven’t you heard? The war’s over.”

She raised her head, meeting a cagey stare. A strange scent permeated off the man, stinging her nostrils and causing her stomach to buck. He smelled of dirt and sweat, with the gamey hint of a wild animal. A potent, musky scent. Both feral and terrifying. 

He released her abruptly, and she stumbled backward into the kitchen table. The bump to her backside stung, but pride refused to share how much. Squaring her shoulders, she quickly regained her balance, then studied the men with a thorough gaze, mentally preparing for the next move. 

Their disguise had been quite convincing, fooling her brother with their state of hunger and despair, but it was obvious now the soldiers were far stronger than they appeared. To survive this, she’d need to keep her wits about her. 

“Pardon my sister. She doesn’t trust anyone seeing how I got shot and all,” Joseph pointed at his head, excusing her behavior. He continued, sharing more than a man with common sense would. “Now I don’t think good. But we got food. More than we can eat. Smoked ham and bread. Still warm, too. Mercy, mind your manners and fix them a plate.”

Mercy glared at her brother, silently berating him. Mind my manners, indeed. He was a naive fool. In a matter of minutes, Joseph had told these strangers everything they needed to know, including the temperature of their supper. 

“I was fetching water so they could wash their meal down,” she snapped, pointing out the window to the well, before shifting her gaze back to the uninvited guests. “I fear the pork is on the salty side and the bread is a bit dry.”  

The lie fell flat—a feeble attempt to hide her actions. Even she didn’t believe her own words. Neither the ham was overly seasoned nor the bread dry, and if anyone were to look around, they’d see a full pitcher of water stationed next to the plates of food they’d brought home. 

Joseph seconded this with a confused expression and the sudden hike of his heavy brow. Shaking his head, he opened his mouth to rebuke this, but Mercy was somehow able to silence him with another glare. On edge, she waited for the men to respond, while her thoughts scrambled for another excuse if they called her out. 

“Your sister appears to be the perfect hostess.” The leader neared, close enough Mercy could feel the heat of his body. The same odd scent of the other wafted in, forcing her to hold her breath.  

His gaze trailed the length of her before slowly returning to her face. A long slim finger remained behind, toying with the trim of lace at her elbow, confirming his intentions were far from honorable. The air escaped her lungs in ragged bursts, leaving her dizzy and shaky.  

“We appreciate the hospitality. Both now...and later. I’ve plans for you little lady. I’m sure you will be most accommodating.” He stated boldly, confirming her fears. “Go with her, Zeb,” he ordered to the short man stationed at the door. “But don’t touch a hair on her pretty head. She’s mine.”

Stunned by his words, Mercy pulled her gaze from the man in charge to his cohort blocking the exit. This evened the odds, allowing a sliver of hope. Once outside, she could escape, possibly making it to the neighboring farm for help.

Mercy started for the door. As she passed, the ringleader stopped her with a heavy hand on her upper arm, creasing the silk of her gown with his dirty, sweaty palm. “I’ll keep your brother company while you’re gone. Don’t try anything stupid.”

The latter part was little more than a graveled whisper, but she heard the threat loud and clear. Mercy trailed her stare from the man back toward Joseph. Grinning like an addlebrained dolt, it was evident Joseph was oblivious to what was happening around him. Once again reinforcing dire thoughts. It'd be up to her if they were to survive the night. 

The man tightened his grip, drawing her attention back to him. The urge to rip free of his hold consumed her, but she stifled her contempt, knowing such action would not benefit her cause. After a long moment, he graced her with a cold smile, then released his hold. 

She raced out the door, and into the night, the soldier on her heels. A cool evening breeze greeted Mercy reminding her of the need for a shawl despite being the month of May, but she continued the ploy, purposely heading to the well for water. 

Though a full moon hung in the sky, the large orb was hidden behind a hazy cloud. A hushed prayer escaped her. The cloak of darkness provided Mercy an advantage over her assailant. She knew the layout of the land, even without the moon’s guidance.  

Before she could count her blessings, the cloud drifted, and the dark path to the well was defined with an eerie, ghostly glow. Despite the additional light, the bell of her skirts hid the path causing her to falter from the trail, and the sharp edge of a jagged rock sliced through the soft leather sole of her kid slipper. 

The misstep resulted in a loss of footing and additional bruising to her backside as the hard, rocky terrain caught her fall. Yelping in pain, she glanced at her foot to take inventory of the damage done and noted the cut was deeper than first thought. Blood was already staining the bottom of the shoe. 

A low, guttural growl cut through the night, and she looked up to face her warden. The world stilled as if frozen in time. A monster, half-man, half-wolf, crouched where the soldier had once stood—neither man nor wolf, but a wicked creature that mocked both. 

It neared, closing the gap between them. A scream lodged in her throat as her mind raced to find logic. Only one thought fired repeatedly before slowly settling in—the man was part animal. The pungent, feral scent made complete sense now. 

The monstrosity circled—a methodical, yet graceful dance that held purpose...to incite fear. He paused as a slow grin pulled at his lips, showcasing razor-sharp teeth that promised a grandiose demise. Panic overwhelmed her, gunning rampant thoughts to fight or flee. 

Sheer terror transitioned into the need for survival, and Mercy grasped the only weapon she could find...the same rock that had thwarted her escape. Slowly, she stood, clutching the pointed stone so tightly that its sharp edges bit into her flesh. 

Without warning he lunged, knocking her back to the ground, and effortlessly pinning her in place with his body. The cage of her crinoline skirts crushed beneath his weight, the steel cutting into the soft flesh of her thighs, and yet remaining somewhat of a barrier. At least in her mind. 

A cold nose pressed against her forehead, then the beast sniffed, followed by a threatening snarl. The rank scent of his breath filled the air, heating her cheeks. He grazed the side of her face with his fangs—not hard enough to draw blood, but a warning that with one swift move, he easily could. 

Mercy locked eyes with his—large golden orbs glinting with human intelligence. For a second, she thought she could reason with the monster, but a low, throaty growl balked at the ridiculous notion. 

A moment later he snapped, narrowly missing the tip of her nose. Somehow, she managed to hold him at bay as he continued the attack. His mouth opened and closed rapidly, biting at the air and clacking his teeth, proving the deadly power of his jaws. Sharp fangs pierced her neck, blinding her with pain, and prompting the desperation for survival. 

Fighting for her life, she plunged the makeshift dagger into his left eye, the side of his neck, and into his ribs—anything within reach. The beast yelped, then rolled to its side, obviously caught off guard. 

She seized the opportunity, running as if the hound of hell were on her heels.

It was. 
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Chapter Two
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Anson Davis woke slowly, opening his eyes to purple veins of dawn streaming through the knotty limbs of a massive hemlock. The sharp tang of evergreen and dirt surrounded him and a hint of something else, something vaguely familiar, stirred the air. 

He sat up, scanning the heavily wooded forest with a shrewd gaze. For a moment it was unclear how he’d arrived here. Or even where here was for that matter. Last night was nothing more than a blur. He found comfort in this abyss—in the innocence of not knowing what he’d done. Then it all came flooding back. 

Blood. 

His mind registered the scent the same moment his gaze landed on the mutilated body of a small doe less than six feet away. A needless death he was responsible for. Guilt set in swiftly, accompanied by shame and regret. 

Disgusted by his actions, he centered his stare on stained hands and torn clothes painted a dark crimson. Images filled his head, so vivid he couldn’t blink them away. The thrill of the chase, spurred on by a frightened animal running for its life, had amped him to the point of no control. 

The kill. 

He’d done this—hunted the deer, tearing it apart with a fury of teeth and honed claws. The act had been done without mercy, the hunger too strong. So, demanding he hadn’t been able to control himself. Bile burned his throat, the sour taste filling his mouth. 

He leaned to the side, emptying the contents of his stomach with a wretched sob. When he had nothing left, Anson rose to his feet, purposely avoiding the sight of the slain animal. He forced himself to take a step. Then another. 

The doe had suffered. Its cries still shattered his thoughts, the piercing sound refusing to go away. How was this possible? How did a man turn into something so heinous? Do something so unspeakable?

Until last night, he was oblivious to what he was capable of—of what I’d become. 

“A deer,” he said out loud. The sound of his voice was distant, almost foreign. “Not human.” 

As if that made much difference. 

Neither am I. 

He spared another glance at his victim, then quickly looked away. It mattered naught whose life he’d stolen. Man, nor animal. And though he hadn’t torn into human flesh, the result was the same. He’d killed without remorse—the beast within all-consuming. Too strong to fight. 

How was he any different than Captain West, Zeb, or Alby Dalton—the monsters who’d massacred his troop? Had he not witnessed the same murderous spree against his fellow soldiers, Anson would’ve thought his mind had broken, splintered into a thousand tiny shards by what he’d seen in the war. 

The full moon had called to him. Fueled him. That much he remembered, before the change. An odd thing to recall. But there’d been a charge in the air. Something he couldn’t dismiss.

The trickle of water beckoned. The slight running of a stream was a welcome distraction. The need to wash last night’s kill from his body overcame all other thoughts. He staggered toward the sound and quickly stripped, removing his ratty blue, sack coat and then tossing what remained of his clothing into the water first, then following.

The brisk dip helped, rinsing the evidence left on his hands. Even some of the stains on his ragged uniform came clean, though not washed completely out. For now, it was enough. Only time could fade the memories.  

He glanced down at his arm. Weeks ago, the limb had almost been severed, exposing sinewy tendon and ivory slivers of bone. There’d been so much blood, it was no wonder West had thought him dead. He should’ve lost his life, much less his arm, but the injury had miraculously healed. Within a few days, defying logic. Now, only scarred flesh remained. 

And a voracious appetite.

Gritting his teeth, he refocused. There was only one way to end this. First, he needed to find the men responsible for turning him into a monster. He darted his stare over the landscape until settling on the trail he’d been following...before I slaughtered the deer. 

Anson stepped out of the stream and wrung the tattered remains of his clothing out before redressing. There wasn’t much left of the wool trousers. Nothing more than shreds of ripped leggings. His shirt was even worse. Yet, he had nothing else and was forced to make do.

He glanced about in search of his rifle musket. After an unsuccessful attempt, he patted his side for his percussion revolver but came up empty-handed. Nor did he have a saber. Not even a Bowie knife. Last night he’d lost more than his humanity. Unarmed, there was little hope. How could he fight the soldiers without a weapon? 

I am the weapon. 

Anson gritted his teeth, jaw tense with intention. Fueled with revenge, he was determined no other soul would suffer what he had. This devouring hunger ended with him. Or he’d die trying. 

Sniffing the air again, he started hiking north along the mountain range. Captain West and the Dalton brothers wouldn’t be hard to track. They hadn’t even tried to conceal their scent. Their rank, musty smell surrounded him—the one thing he could count as a blessing, linking him to West. 

Thirty days ago, life had been different. The members of his company had let their guards down, celebrating the news of Robert E. Lee’s final surrender. The war was over. They were finally returning home. 

If only he’d known what they would face that night. At the very least, he should’ve taken a more thorough note a month prior when West and the Dalton brothers had returned to camp bloodied and wounded. 

When asked, they’d replied in unison of an enemy attack while keeping watch. Anson, as well as the others, had assumed the enemy were Confederate soldiers. He knew better now. 

West and the Daltons had changed without warning. Hooting and hollering at the moon one minute, then transforming into something indescribable the next. He had been the only survivor, left to bury the dead.  

Those he’d fought bravely beside died without honor. Slaughtered ruthlessly with no way to defend themselves. Why couldn’t West have killed him off, too? Now he was forced to live with this...this animal I’ve become. And though the fire that raced within his blood revived him in a way he’d never felt before, it wasn’t normal. 

I’m not normal. 

Far from. 

Thirty days ago, I was human. 
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Chapter Three
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Finding sanctuary in the crudely built corn crib probably wasn’t the best choice, but it was the only one that made sense. It was close and provided a quick shelter. Not that it mattered now. 

The beast had quickly lost interest in the chase the moment Joseph’s shrill scream had cut through the night. There’d been more cries. And worse...her brother had pleaded for his life. Leaving no other choice but prayers for a swift end so he did not suffer. 

That wish came all too soon. 

Mercy froze, debating whether or not to run back to the cabin or hide. She chose the latter, hastily removing the crinoline cage that had once billowed her skirts to fit within the corn crib. The cowardly decision would haunt Mercy for the rest of her life. But what else could she do? She was no match against these beasts.

She shifted her weight in the loft. The tight space above the corn-filled belly of the structure provided a safe harbor with a window facing the one-room shanty. The cabin and the other outbuildings, though only a stone’s throw away, may as well have been miles away. Both a comfort and a fear. 

Squinting, she focused on the dark outline of her sleepy little home. There was no movement. No sign of life. And now, no sound. One would think that would be a blessing, but the silence was brutal. How long before they came for her too? Hunt her down until she was the one begging for mercy? Her mind screamed to save herself. 

Run. Fool. Run. 

Yet, fear held her frozen in place, leaving only the hope that corn and sweet grain could miraculously mask her scent. Even if her body responded to the demands of her brain, how far would she get without a weapon to defend herself? 

And what of Joseph? She couldn’t leave him behind. Her conscience wouldn’t entertain such a thought. Not without knowing for certain his fate. What if he were still alive? What if he needed her help? Or had he paid for her freedom with his life? No. Please, Lord, no. 

It seemed like hours before the door opened and one of the man-beasts appeared. In the quiet pause between dusk and dawn, Mercy witnessed the creature’s dark shadow change. Eerily silhouetted by the flicker of flames still warming the hearth, he stretched from monster into man. 

Once his transformation was complete, he glanced over the surroundings before landing a steely gaze on the makeshift corn crib. A gasp escaped her. The slats of wood she hid behind may as well not have even been there. It was as if he saw right through them.

He motioned for the others, who promptly followed, the last one leaving the door open in his haste—wide enough she could see the dark sheen of blood. 

Joseph’s blood. 

His men joined him, sharing a brief, muffled conversation. The alpha’s voice rose above the others, perhaps more for her benefit than for his cohorts. If that was his intention, it worked. The message was heard loud and clear.

“Leave her be. She won’t go far. We will come back on the next change. We need to rest now and regroup. Build an army of soldiers. Then we will return to mate. Or possibly revenge.” 

He pointed to the shorter of the trio whose eye she injured. Even from this distance, she could see he was in a great deal of pain. Perhaps blinded. But he wasn’t dead. He’d seek retribution. An eye for an eye. Or in her case...something worse. 

A few more words were exchanged and then a moment later they were gone. She lay there for several moments before releasing a ragged breath. Several more passed before she believed them truly gone. Despite the desire to stay put, Mercy forced herself to crawl out of the space. It was either that or remain defenseless in wait for their return. 

Cautiously, she peered into the woods, then trailed her gaze to the place she’d called home—a primitive structure with hard-planked floors and logged walls cut of unhewn pine. 

There’d been talk of making the cabin into a house, as their parents had before them, but dreams of a snug-hued log home with white ash planking to walk on had long been put off. 

And now would never be. 

She shook her head as if the action could erase such negative thoughts. There was a possibility Joseph was still alive. Perhaps he’d just been wounded, or knocked unconscious? And though she wanted to believe this, the certainty of his death was too hard to dismiss. The sound of his screams still echoed in her head. 

Mercy limped toward the cabin. Streaks of dawn’s early light guided the way as she kept her stare on the thick perimeter of oaks lining the property. The trek was difficult. Pain shot through her foot with every step. 

Thankfully, the injury to her neck had long stopped hurting, more numb now than painful, and with the aid of her collar and sleeve, the bleeding had stopped. However, fever had set in. She was hot and achy, yet chilled. A sign of infection possibly.

Guilt festered in the pit of her stomach. What is wrong with me? I’m worried about myself when Joseph is more than likely dead. 

If only she’d stayed instead of attempting a half-plotted plan. What was she thinking? A quick dash to the neighboring farm? And then what? She’d return to find Joseph slaughtered anyway? 

At the time, she’d thought it was the only option to save both her brother and herself. But now, she knew better. She’d left Joseph to fend for himself, knowing he was hardly capable. The brutal honesty hit hard. She was his caregiver, the only one he could depend on. And despite her best intentions, Mercy had fed him to the wolves. 

Nearing the porch, she hesitated, preparing herself for what she’d find once she stepped into the cabin. Warily, she mounted the stairs. The aged wood groaned under her weight—the complaint a shockingly loud contrast in the deafening quiet.  

Mercy made her way to the door and placed her hand on the barked entrance. She inhaled a shaky breath as the rough-cut lumber scraped the soft flesh of her palm. The barrier was far from glamorous, but up until last night the gateway, made of strong puncheons and hung with two pins, had been effective in keeping unwanted guests out. 

Unless Joseph welcomed them with open arms.

Forcing herself to continue, her heartbeat thundered, threatening to beat out of her chest. She pushed the slab wider, exposing the guts of the cabin. Though she’d been preparing for the worst, what lay on the other side was not anything she could have expected.

The sudden desire to vomit came with a vengeance, but she was somehow able to tamp it down. Inhaling a deep breath, she continued the daunting task of finding her brother. Without the aid of the crinoline cage, her gown dragged along the dirty planked floor, mopping up pools of blood and staining the hem crimson. An odd thing to focus on, she noted, yet had no explanation. It was as if she were walking through a fog, her brain refusing to acknowledge what she was experiencing.  

Blood splatter marked the log siding as well. She narrowed her gaze, squinting in the dimly lit room as the dying, flickering flames of the fire cast obscured shadows along the walls. An object drew her attention, and she focused on what appeared to be Joseph’s boot. She picked up the heavy shoe, then dropped it, quickly realizing a part of his leg was still attached.  

In shock, she stared at the splintered bone and torn, jagged skin, numbly registering they’d cut off Joseph’s leg. No. Not cut. The beasts had chewed the appendage off, ripped it free with razor-sharp fangs. 

Numbly, she trailed a horrified gaze over the rest of the room, as more body parts came into view. The beasts had killed for sport, eating nothing, but leaving behind only fragments of bone and chunks of human flesh—what had once been my brother. 

Her stomach heaved, bile burning her throat, and she raced from the single-pen home to relieve herself of last night’s supper. After several minutes, she regained her composure, however, felt anything but composed.  

Casting her gaze along the property’s borders, she faced another fear. A tingling sensation shot through her, racing an already erratic heartbeat. Someone, or something, was watching. And though she couldn’t make out who or what, Mercy felt their stare. 

She spun toward the door and grabbed the shotgun, miraculously still in place, leaning against the wall. In a panic, Mercy searched
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