
	What would you do if you rode into a mountain tunnel in North Carolina and then rode out into a different world? Adam Stephens is about to find out...

	 

	 

	Adam Stephens is a man with a mission. It has been three years since they chopped that malignant brain tumor out of his head, and he is off on a solo motorcycle camping trip through the Appalachian Mountains.

	When he rides into the Pine Mountain Tunnel in North Carolina and rides out into another realm—a realm that comes complete with a big sexy grizzly bear shifter, mages, and an evil sorcerer—he isn’t sure he isn’t lying in the tunnel after crashing his bike. Can such a world exist? Or is he dreaming? If he is dreaming... it sure is realistic.

	Along the way, there will be some major hurdles to surpass including no indoor plumbing... and no coffee. A man needs some basic luxuries, correct?
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Part One: Shifter

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	“I can’t believe that you’re still going off on this stupid trip all by yourself,” George said as he sat his half warm coffee down with a grimace. “Did you bother to listen to your doctors at all?”

	Adam folded his arms across his chest, tamping down on his anger and stifling the harsher words that wanted out. He had been planning this motorcycle road trip for months. He’d seen a meme on Facebook that mentioned something about doctor’s orders, 300 miles of backroads, and a motorcycle, and he had taken it to heart—it didn’t matter that they weren’t his doctor’s orders. It was sad that his best friend, George, still wasn’t on board. Adam’s voice was sharp as he replied. “One, no one else has the time to go with me. Two, I’ve always wanted to do it and now’s as good a time as any. And three, what Doctor Ramirez doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

	“Oh, that makes a lot of sense. Are you even listening to yourself? The doctor told you to take it easy—a road trip on a motorcycle is not taking it easy. Especially by yourself.” George snapped back. The ninety-degree day in early September had obviously made him just a touch cranky. Southwest Florida was supposed to be hot, but it was September, things should at least cool off for a little while before the snowbirds came back to roost, in George’s opinion—which he shared almost constantly.

	“Well, Georgie, I’m sadly single and have been for years, which, as my best friend, you very well know. Maybe I’ll meet someone along the way to help fill the hole that has been there since Jack died all those years ago. Not that I’m going on this trip looking for anything, but we’ll see what happens.”

	“I’m sorry, you’re right... Jack has been gone for years, and you do need to move on with your life. But this willy-nilly solo motorcycle trip through the boonies of the Appalachian Mountains, in your condition, isn’t the answer.”

	“My condition? Honestly... I’m really sick of everyone babying me because of that damn brain tumor. They cut it out three years ago. I’ve been doing these five days on, twenty-three days off chemo cycles for three years. I’m sick of it. I have twenty-three days to do as I like and I’m getting the hell out of here for a bit.”

	“Fine, whatever,” George said as he picked up his coffee cup and took another swig of the lukewarm brew, before putting the cup back down in disgust. “Will you at least reconsider taking your cell phone with you? I know you’ve been saying you were going completely off the grid, but be reasonable, what if something happens to you and you have to call someone? If you go all the way from here to your mother’s house in New Hampshire, that’s over 1500 miles—one way! And that doesn’t include all those extra miles on those remote roads you’ll be using.”

	“Fine, if it’ll get you off my damned back, I’ll take the cell phone. And you already know I’m taking my Kindle so I can read in those serene mountain campgrounds that I picked out along the way.” Adam roared, as he stomped down the hallway to get the phone from his bedroom.

	“Oh, you mean those campgrounds in the bear infested forests, which you picked out without even seeing them?” George yelled down the hallway sarcastically. He had made it clear to Adam—repeatedly—that camping in a tent in the mountains, alone, was the dumbest idea he had ever heard of. “Oh, and don’t forget, you’re riding right by where they filmed Deliverance. Someone might just tell you that you have a pretty mouth.”

	“I could get so lucky,” Adam said quietly as he walked back into the kitchen. “And as to the campgrounds, I’ve already got my sites picked out and pre-paid, so it will be an easy trip. Relax, I’ve already got my bike packed. I’ve double checked everything, and if there’s anything I forgot, it isn’t like there isn’t a Walmart store every twenty miles along the way. I can stop and buy extra supplies. I’m not going to be riding through the wilderness.

	“For your part, Georgie... don’t forget to come over and feed my cat. Otherwise, poor Cooper will be dead before I get back. And this time don’t forget the cat box! When I went away for those few days last year, you didn’t scoop and it was practically liquefied when I got back. That was disgusting dude, disgusting.”

	Twenty minutes later—George having been mollified—Adam climbed on his motorcycle to begin his epic journey from South Florida to the Quebec line in New Hampshire. He had his tent, his sleeping bag, and enough food for a few days. Now if didn’t rain, the trip would be fantastic.

	 

	Not quite three days into his trip, and Adam was riding through the mountains of North Carolina already, which was quite a feat on a motorcycle—if he did say so himself, especially on these back roads. In a car, he might have done the trip in one day, but on his bike, it was far more strenuous on his body. Better to ride safely than quickly, and besides the views were fantastic. The Blue Ridge Parkway was proving to be as beautiful as he’d heard, and at least, so far, he hadn’t seen any bears.

	Camping the first night in Florida had almost been a washout, after riding through thunderstorms nearly the entire length of the state and having to set his tent up in the middle of a downpour. Then last night in that creepy deserted campground in Northern Georgia, with all its bear warning signs, was so cold. How it was possible to be in the thirties when it had been ninety when he left his house in Cape Coral was beyond his comprehension. He could only wonder what the coming night’s campsite would bring. He hoped they would at least have hot showers at this one. His shower that morning in Georgia, with only ice-cold water and a thirty-eight-fucking-degree breeze blowing in through a louvered stall wall, had almost killed him. His balls had retracted so far that he didn’t think they’d crawled back out of his body since. At least it had warmed up fast and was now somewhere pleasantly in the seventies with bright sunshine.

	Sighting an exit sign ahead, Adam pulled off the Parkway and stopped at the combination rest area and information center. He needed to pee, and it would probably be smart to grab a physical Blue Ridge Parkway map. His map app on his smartphone kept trying to direct him off the Parkway to a much faster Interstate Highway option.

	After using the rest room, Adam walked into the information center, picked up one of the free maps from the display by the door, and approached the cute bearded guy behind the counter. “Does this map show all the tunnels and campgrounds? I’m heading for Linville Falls tonight, and I’d like to keep track of where I am during the day.”

	“It does, but man, I’m glad it’s you, not me. That’s a long way to go on this type of road in one day on a motorcycle. Good luck with that.”

	Adam smiled and thanked him. Walking back outside, he took one last look around, decided he probably didn’t need to walk up the trail to the scenic overlook, and instead walked back to his bike. He put his helmet back on, climbed on the bike and headed back to the highway.

	He had no idea that he wouldn’t be making the campground that day.

	 

	God, I love these. Adam’s spirit was flying as he roared into yet another of the stone tunnels along the route. This one, the Pine Mountain Tunnel, was supposedly the longest on the Parkway and it was even better than the previous ones. As he rode into the pitch-black darkness, his light glinted off the reflective lane markers along the center line. Just imagine how much stone is over my head right now... I wish this would go on for miles.

	Adam pushed his acceleration up and zoomed through the darkness toward the light that he could now see at the other end. Within seconds he flew out... into a torrential rainstorm. What the fuck, it was just sunny!

	Adam’s bike slammed into a huge mud puddle, splashing water up and all over him, effectively drenching him before the heavy rain even had time to get him wet. He slammed on his brakes and tried to come to a rapid stop. Instead, his large, heavy motorcycle slid sideways in the loose mud and the next thing he knew he was going down. His bike hit the ground on its right side and then stalled, leaving Adam lying on the ground with it. He groaned. Damn, that’s going to hurt later.

	Once he could focus, he crawled out of the mud on his hands and knees and climbed to his feet to look back at his bike. It was lying on its side in the mud but didn’t look too damaged. Over the noise of the rain, he could hear the clicking sounds coming from the rapidly cooling engine and he could see the idiot warning lights on the instrument panel. The headlight was still on and it was reflecting up into the heavy rain, creating a mini rainbow effect, which might have been nice if Adam wasn’t standing there in a little bit of pain, and covered with wet mud.

	Just then the weirdness of the situation really hit him. Where was the pavement? He was on a narrow dirt road, really no more than a glorified path, with no signs of the Parkway. He turned to look back at the tunnel, which wasn’t any less baffling than whatever the hell else was going on. That wasn’t the tunnel he’d entered, all nice smooth rock and concrete, well-maintained by state funds. Instead, there was only a dark, jagged looking cave with a sign above it.

	 

	JOHNSON’S MINE

	STAY OUT

	DANGER

	 

	What in the hell? Had he taken a wrong turn somewhere? But why would a Parkway tunnel connect to an old, private mine shaft? Surely, he would have noticed the change from smooth pavement to rough dirt sooner if that was the case? The pavement in the tunnel had been smooth asphalt with those little reflector tabs on the center line. There hadn’t been a trace of dirt. And where had the rain come from? He’d checked his weather app at the rest area, and there wasn’t a hint of clouds anywhere in Western North Carolina. This deluge was impossible.

	Had he lost his damned mind? Had some kids managed to arrange some sort of weird prank? Was he not as awake as he’d thought? Sometimes it was easy to get into the zone while riding, but he’d never been far enough into it to imagine this sort of crap.

	Adam walked cautiously back and looked inside the tunnel, but any hope he’d had that it would fix whatever the hell had just happened was soon dashed. The floor was rough cut and appeared to have never been smoothed out. No pavement, no reflectors. It was the darkest he’d ever seen anything, and it wasn’t anywhere near as relaxing as he’d found the tunnel he’d excitedly accelerated through a few moments before.

	He turned back to his bike, and after a few minutes of straining and near despair, he was finally able to get the bike upright. Luckily a friend had taught him a method to get a bike up on his own if he ever needed it. It was a close thing because he kept slipping in the mud, but it had quickly become obvious that no one would be coming along to help him get it up. He was running on pure adrenaline at this point. He was sure his body would get even with him later.

	He pushed the bike over to the tunnel entrance and then pulled a flashlight out of his saddlebag and clicked it on, sweeping it through the tunnel—cave—whatever he was in. The walls were wet and scaly, and the ground no less strange. He really had stumbled into a mineshaft, though how remained a mystery.

	He hurriedly exited the cave and looked wildly around for the Parkway tunnel. I must be dreaming. Did I flip my bike in the tunnel? Maybe I had a seizure brought on by my brain tumor coming back and me not knowing it? Doctor Ramirez always said a seizure would be the first sign of regrowth, but damn it I never expected it to come back after all these months. What if it did and it’s been silently growing since sometime after my last MRI? Everyone told me it would come back eventually and that it would kill me when it did, but I’m not ready for that. I still have a lot of living to do.

	What about right now... am I lying on the pavement somewhere with strangers grouped around me wondering what happened to the guy on the big motorcycle? I hope this is just a nightmare. Wake up. Come on Adam, wake the fuck up. This must be a dream.

	Desperate for a distraction, he looked around some more. If it was a dream or hallucination, it was a damned detailed one. The torrential rain had stopped, and the sky was beginning to clear. What he could see through the clouds was a shockingly bright blue, much bluer than normal. Now that he could see the sun, he could see that it was in the wrong place. It had been mid-morning when he rode into the tunnel, but now the sun was where it would be in the afternoon. He hadn’t gotten knocked out when he laid his bike down—there was no way he had lost that many hours. Even the landscape looked different somehow, especially the trees. He’d been high enough in the mountains there wasn’t much around but sharp drops and stunted growth, wide views that went on for miles.

	None of that was here. Instead, all around him were towering trees, hundreds of feet high, the size of redwoods, but they weren’t evergreens. They looked like giant oak trees. Even the air smelled different. Adam had thought the air was fresh on the other end of the tunnel. Here it was like it had never known the effects of humankind. It had a moist, deep forest smell. Adam began to shake. Something was very, very wrong. Where in the hell was he?

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Adam climbed back on his motorcycle and then sat there, gazing off into the distance in a daze. Since the dream wasn’t going away, and it was becoming apparent that he hadn’t had a seizure, it had to be something else. Had he suffered some sort of psychological break? Would anyone try to find him when he didn’t return at the promised time? Suddenly he was glad he’d caved in and brought his phone. Hopefully, he wasn’t as lost as he feared and they would find him.

	This wasn’t North Carolina. Nothing he was seeing made sense—the cave, the huge ass trees, the color of the sky, the missing road, the air—none of it. What was he supposed to do now?

	As Adam put his helmet back on, he glanced back up at the Johnson’s Mine sign. There was something wrong with it. As Adam focused on the words, they seemed to flicker. He was seeing English, but the words looked strange... almost like he was reading one thing but physically seeing another. Whatever it was, it made his eyes feel twitchy. The longer he looked, the more certain he became that the words were written in a different language. He had no idea why he could see them in English. Just one more mystery for this bizarre day.

	Since it was obvious that there was no going back through the cave that had replaced the tunnel, he decided to take the only path open. He started up his bike and shifted it into gear. Here goes nothing. He started down the dirt path.

	Almost immediately Adam noticed a sharp difference between the Blue Ridge Parkway and the path he was riding on. The Blue Ridge Parkway followed the highlands, usually on the peaks of the mountains, while this path started down off the mountains almost immediately. It widened into almost road width and was still graded fairly well, obviously from the days when the old mine was open, but washouts and vegetation were slowly taking their toll.

	Adam cursed as he maneuvered his huge seven-hundred-and-fifty-pound motorcycle around yet another washout. A street bike with a six-inch clearance was never meant to careen down the side of a mountain on a washed-out dirt road.

	As the trail leveled off, the trees started to change, normalize even, and open areas appeared. Not quite fields, but maybe second growth, as though someone had strip cleared the area a long time ago and just left it to grow back on its own, or maybe there had been a large forest fire and this was regrowth from that.

	As Adam thought about a forest fire, he noticed that there was a thin trail of smoke in the distance. Could it be civilization? Maybe this was all a bad dream and he was about to come out into the real world. The tunnel was at mile marker 399 and there was supposed to be an exit for gas at mile marker 393, so maybe he was getting close, but he had gone a lot further than six miles. It was more like ten miles down from the cave to wherever he was now.

	Adam’s hopes crashed as he reached the smoke and discovered it was coming from the chimney of a very rustic looking log cabin. There was no driveway, no SUV in the yard, no satellite dish on the house, no power poles, and it didn’t even look like there was anyone around. If not for the smoke, he would have thought it deserted.

	As he pulled up to the front of the house, the quiet was shattered by a deafening, bone-shaking roar—and Adam nearly pissed himself as a grizzly bear rounded the far corner of the cabin and barreled toward him.

	He pulled on the throttle and tried to turn the bike out of the bear’s path, but it was too late. Adam barely got a scream out before the bear slammed into him and sent him hurling through the air to slam against a tree and drop to the ground like a sack of flour.

	Everything went black.

	 

	Adam cracked his eyes open, but all thoughts of the pain wracking his body were replaced with wide-eyed panic as he saw the bear standing less than ten feet away. It watched him with green eyes that seemed far too intelligent. Did bears have green eyes?

	Almost as if the bear could hear his thoughts, suddenly it seemed to lose focus, almost shimmering and then standing there was a man. A tall, burly, hairy, very naked man.

	“Who are you?” the man asked. He pointed to the motorcycle. “And what the hell is that?”

	Adam looked at the man with confusion, as he reached up and pulled off his helmet. He could understand him, but something seemed odd, just like with the Johnson’s Mine sign. The man seemed to almost be speaking another language, but Adam could understand every word. Was Adam in a coma and reliving his favorite TV shows and books? The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy had little fish that were stuck in a person’s ear that translated languages, but he didn’t remember any fish. So why can I understand this guy?

	“I’m seriously lost, dude,” Adam replied, painfully climbing to his feet and trying not to freak the fuck out. He loved books about shifters, but they weren’t real. “I was riding on the Blue Ridge Parkway and when I came out of a tunnel, the road was gone. When I tried to turn back, a sign said it was Johnson’s Mine, and the Parkway tunnel wasn’t there.”

	The man didn’t reply right away and Adam shifted from one foot to the other, hands fidgeting with the edges of the sleeves of his now tattered leather jacket. It was lucky that he had it on. The padding was made for protecting him if he ever crashed his bike, and getting hit by a bear and then flying into a tree definitely counted as a crash. Adam was close to panicking. Why was the man looking at him like that and why did he seem to be sniffing—like he was smelling Adam or something. Damn it, I should have taken a longer shower this morning, even if it was ice cold. I must reek if he can smell me ten feet away.

	“You came out the Johnson Mine? I only know one other person who came out of that hole in the ground. An evil sorcerer who has plagued my people for years. If you came from there, you’re probably no better than him.”

	“A sorcerer?” Adam asked in disbelief.

	“An evil magic user. He’s killed many of my people since he arrived here.”

	Now I know I’m lying in the tunnel, unconscious beside my wrecked bike. There’s no damn way I’ve ridden into a land of bear shifters, with magic using evil guys. Damn, the doctor said I’d get some warning before my tumor came back. Maybe I did have a seizure and I’m dreaming all this, or maybe I’m—

	Adam’s thoughts were interrupted by the big man-bear. “Do you come from the same place as Dannecker, the evil sorcerer?”

	“Dannecker?”

	“Yes, that’s his name. He came here years ago, through the mine. At first, he was confused, like you claim to be. He said he had been working on a crew building tunnels in the mountains, but that they were somewhere different than here.”

	“Well, I came from a tunnel, which was dug about eighty years ago or so. But that can’t be it. The guy would have to be over a hundred years old by now, even if he was only a young man when the tunnels were dug.” Adam replied.

	“Yes, it’s been that long since he came here. He’s been here since before I was born, and a lot of deaths have happened since he came.” The man said, still looking at Adam with suspicion. “Are you here looking for him?”

	“What? No, I don’t know anyone named Dannecker, and how could I know someone that came here thirty years before I was even born?” Adam responded quickly.

	“And what’s that thing?” the man asked suddenly pointing to Adam’s bike where it had come to rest near the tree.

	“You mean my motorcycle?” Adam replied, glancing over at his bike laying on its side in the dirt. “It’s my ride... I use it for my primary transportation. I love that bike. Don’t you have motorcycles here?”

	The man looked almost appalled as he replied “We don’t have anything like that loud, smelly thing.” He glanced at the motorcycle. “Look, it’s leaking horrible smelling fluids onto the ground. Is it a magic thing?”

	How in the hell, do I explain the internal combustion engine to someone who it appears has never seen one?

	“No, simply a tool. A way of traveling. Can you help me stand it up, so it doesn’t keep leaking?” Adam asked hesitantly as he realized that he was hurt worse than he thought.

	There was no way he could repeat lifting the bike by himself, not that he would dare to turn his back on the shifter man, even if he could. His coat and helmet had kept him from splattering on the tree, but he had some pulled muscles and he’d be lucky if he could walk very far. Plus, something seemed to be wrong with his left arm.

	“I’m not sure after that hit you gave me and the bike, that it will run again, but at least it won’t leak as fast if it’s upright.”

	“I’ll help you, but only so that you can leave,” the man replied.

	“Leave? Where would I go?” Adam asked.

	The man shrugged. That at least was a universal sign... Hopefully, it meant the same thing wherever Adam was now, and not something like ok, I’ll eat you now...

	“I don’t care where you go, but you’re not staying here. I don’t trust you, and I want nothing to do with you.”

	The man walked over to Adam’s bike, and in the blink of an eye he stood the nearly eight-hundred-pound bike up like it weighed eight ounces.

	“Now leave, and don’t come back here or I’ll make you sorry you were ever born.” The man snarled at Adam.

	“But...” Adam began to speak, and the man shimmered and turned back into a grizzly bear again. Rising to its back legs, it stood what looked to Adam to be at least nine feet tall. The bear let out a roar, and Adam jumped on his bike and attempted to get it started. Quaking with fear, he fumbled the first couple of times and it didn’t seem like the bike’s engine would ever turn over. Finally, it did, and Adam careened out of the yard and down a road leading beyond the cabin’s clearing. His helmet was lying back by the tree somewhere, but he’d live without it.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Adam rode down the dirt road away from the bear as fast as he could. His bike was wobbling, and seemed like some pieces might be loose, but he wasn’t stopping to find out until he got away. Within a couple of minutes, he’d moved into the trees on the other side of the clearing. Looking back over his shoulder once more, just as he entered the woods, he saw the bear still standing on its hind legs and looking at him.

	He shuddered and kept riding. It was starting to get dark, but he had no idea where he was, or where he was heading. Maybe he should find a place to stop and get some rest for the night. If he pulled far enough off the road no one would find him—hopefully. Until he knew more about this place where he found himself, he would have to be cautious.

	Rounding a corner, he spotted an opening between the trees that looked like he might be able to ride his bike through it. He was getting to the end of his endurance, so he shifted into his lowest gear and crept through the trees until he was hidden from the road, then he came to a stop and switched off the bike.

	As he climbed from his bike, he fell to the ground on his knees. The pain was intense. It seemed like every part of his body was damaged. He dragged himself upright and grabbed his sleeping bag out of one of his saddlebags and then reached in the other one to grab a bag of beef jerky and a couple of bottles of water. He had planned a stop at one of the exits on the Parkway to replenish his food supply before he got to the campground so it would be a slim pickings evening. It didn’t matter. He would be lucky if he could stay conscious long enough to eat.

	He got the sleeping bag open and after taking off his leather coat and his boots, he climbed in with his clothes on, bringing the jerky and bottle of water with him. Two bites into the jerky he was sound asleep, the bottle of water slowly draining onto the ground from where it had tipped onto its side.

	 

	Someone was kicking him. He opened his eyes to see two men standing over him, looking at him with suspicion.

	“Who are you?” One of the men spoke.

	“My name’s Adam. I’m sorry, can I not camp here? I’ll leave if you like.”

	“You aren’t going anywhere.” The man snarled. “Where did you come from and what is this thing?” He asked pointing at the motorcycle.

	“It’s my motorcycle. I know from talking to the bear that you don’t have these here.”

	“Bear? Where did you come from that you met a bear?” The second man asked suspiciously.

	“I came from Johnson’s Mine and the bear was back that way a little way. He attacked me and made me leave.” Adam replied.

	“That sounds like Rafe, he lives way out here somewhere by himself,” the first man said to the second.

	“More than likely.” The second replied. “What do we do with this one?”

	“Do with me?” Adam started to get nervous. What in the hell is wrong with these people?

	“Well, you’re obviously not from around here. Looking at this thing I’d say you’re a spy from Dannecker.” The first man said.

	“I don’t know Dannecker.” Adam began. “The bear... Rafe, I think you said his name is, told me he came from the mine as well, but I don’t know him.”

	“We’ll see about that.” The man replied. “Get up, you’re coming with us.”

	When Adam didn’t move fast enough, the man prodded him. “Move, damn it.”

	“I’m hurt. That Rafe guy slammed into my motorcycle and I got thrown through the air and hit a tree. I think my upper arm has a fracture. I didn’t notice it as much when he chased me away, but it really hurts now.”

	“Well, you won’t need your arm to walk, so get moving.”

	“Walk? What about my motorcycle.” Adam asked.

	“It can stay right here until we’ve decided what to do with you.” The second man replied.

	Suddenly both men jumped forward and grabbed onto Adam’s arms. One of them held him and the other rapidly tied his hands together behind his back, further straining the damage to Adam’s arm and causing him a great deal of pain. The men didn’t seem to care.

	Soon they were practically dragging him back through the trees to the road, then they turned right, away from the direction of Rafe’s cabin and toward a wagon tied behind two horses. They unceremoniously threw him into the back of the wagon and were soon underway down the road.

	Adam laid in the back of the wagon. He was trying hard to hold it in, but tears were forming in his eyes and slowly sliding down onto the side of his face that lay against the hard, splintery wood of the wagon bed. What had he been thinking? George was right, he never should have gone off on his adventure in the mountains.

	 

	Adam couldn’t even guess how long it was before the wagon finally came to a stop in what appeared to be a small town. His body hurt everywhere. The person who built the wagon obviously had never heard of springs. Adam’s body had taken a beating from each, and every, bump along the road.

	Over the side of the wagon, Adam could see a two-story building that looked like an inn. It was rustic, but it looked to be a well-made structure that appeared to be built out of stones and logs.

	He didn’t have long to contemplate it before he was again seized roughly and dragged from the wagon. This time he was thrown onto the dirt beside the cobblestone street.

	“Lay there and be quiet. We’re going to grab the local mage. She’ll decide what to do with you.” The first of the men said.

	Adam lay there in agony. His arm was in much greater pain that it had been. The rough treatment had probably taken the fracture and made it into a full compound break from the feel of things.

	He didn’t have long to wait until he was again being kicked by the men. “Wake up scum. This is our mage, Clarice.”

	“What have we here?” The woman asked suspiciously as she walked around Adam. “You reek of other. Where are you from?”

	“I don’t know anymore. I rode my motorcycle into a tunnel in North Carolina and when I rode out the tunnel was gone and behind me was a dark, dripping cave with a sign above it that said Johnson’s Mine.”

	The woman drew in a sharp breath and turned to one of the two men. “Run and get Simon, quickly.”

	“How did you get to Oak Moss, and what is a motorcycle?” She asked.

	“When I left the cave, I was attacked and injured by a grizzly bear who turned into a man, who this man and his friend said is named Rafe. He drove me off and said he wanted nothing to do with me. I rode the motorcycle, which is a transportation machine down the road and camped in the woods. The men found me and tied me up and brought me here. What have I done wrong?” Adam asked. “Why are you treating me like this?”

	“We’re treating you like this because the last man who said he came out of that cave is a great evil stain on our land. He has been capturing and torturing shifters since he crawled out of the cave and he is a very powerful magic user. Now be quiet until Simon gets here.”

	Adam was shivering. The combination of the pain from the encounter with Rafe and the newly broken arm were putting his body into a state of shock. He was becoming light headed and had trouble focusing his eyes on the woman as they waited. He was also afraid. What would these barbarians do to him? Again, he thought back to Georgie’s bitching. He should have listened.

	“Clarice, what’s the problem? Buck told me you needed me immediately. Who is this?”

	“Ah, Simon. This... is why I needed you. This man claims to have come here from another land—through Johnson’s Mine.” Clarice replied.

	“What! Are you a friend of Dannecker’s?” The man, Simon, shouted at Adam.

	“No, don’t know...” Adam began adamantly, just before he fell to the ground, much too weakened to stand any longer.

	“What happened to this man?” Simon asked, as he quickly bent to offer him help.

	“Well, it appears he had a run in with Rafe, and then Buck and Harper might have been a little over-enthusiastic with their capture of him. We’re not going to get answers to our questions unless we heal him. It’s that or let him die and be done with any potential danger.” Clarice replied.

	“I’m not willing to let a man die when we don’t know anything about him except speculation,” Simon said primly.

	“Which is why I called for you. Between the two of us, I think we can heal him, at least enough to get him able to speak to us.”

	At least they are going to heal me... The darkness engulfed him, and he was out.

	 

	When Adam came to, he was lying on a cot in a windowless room. I can’t feel any pain. Adam flexed his arm that had been broken. Nothing... I wonder how they did that. I wish I hadn’t passed out when I did. Magic? I can’t believe there is really such a thing. As Adam flexed and started moving around he looked up to see that one of the men who captured him was standing guard at the door and watching him.

	“Finally, awake I see.” The man began. “I’ll get Clarice and Simon. They’ve been waiting to talk to you. Plus, Rafe is here for some reason.”

	Within a couple of minutes, Clarice and Simon entered the room. Rafe also entered, but hung back by the doorway, as if not wanting to come closer. Adam looked at the man as he seemed to press himself to the wall as far from Adam as he could get. Why is he here?

	Clarice jumped right into it. “Now that we’ve healed you enough to talk, start talking. Who are you and why are you here?”

	Adam sighed heavily, and wiping his hand over his eyes, he refocused on her and began his story. He didn’t leave anything out. He told them where he had traveled from and where he was going. Then he told them about riding through the tunnel and suddenly being somewhere much different—here. He told them about his confrontation with Rafe, to which Rafe nodded his agreement. Finally, he told them about being attacked in the woods by the two men. Adam found it odd that when he mentioned them kicking him, tying him up, and dragging him through the woods, Rafe got an angry expression on his face for some reason. It wasn’t like he wasn’t the one that had caused most of Adam’s injuries in the first place.

	Once he finished his story, Clarice and Simon left the room to confer, leaving Adam alone with Rafe.

	Turning to Rafe, Adam spoke out. “What are you doing here?” The question came out as almost a croak. He hadn’t realized just how dry his throat had gotten while telling his tale until he tried to speak. Plus, he was truly afraid of the large bear shifter. Rafe could kill him with one swipe of his large bear claws, and it didn’t seem like he would hesitate.

	“I’m here to get you out of here,” Rafe replied.

	“Get me out? Why? You drove me away.” Adam was confused. None of this made any sense.

	“Yes, but after you left I had time to think about your story, and it just doesn’t add up that you’re allied with Dannecker. I was on my way to Oak Moss to seek advice from the townspeople about you when I saw the tracks from your machine thing going into the woods. I also saw footprints going in and out on the same path. I checked and saw your machine was there, along with your bedding, your coat, and your shoes, but you weren’t. I looked around further and saw the signs of a struggle. It was obvious that someone had captured you, so I headed toward Oak Moss to find out who. The road is still a little muddy from yesterday’s rain, and I saw where the wagon that took you came all the way to town.”

	As Rafe finished speaking, the two men who had captured Adam peeked into the room from the doorway. Rafe turned them with a growl. “Why did you hurt this man?”

	“Well, you’re the one that hurt him. We just roughed him up a little bringing him here. Why does it matter? I heard Clarice and Simon saying something about using caution, and treating the prisoner like he is lying. After they finished talking about it, they told us to come and get him, and lock him in the old town root cellar until they decide what to do with him. Now if you move out our way, we’ll get on with it.”

	“Oh really?” Rafe asked, just before he shimmered and the nine-foot-plus grizzly bear appeared. It looked even larger in the small room, with its head bent slightly because of the ceiling height. Both men took one look at the snarling bear and ran out of the building.

	The bear shimmered again, and Rafe stood there. In the shift, he had shredded the clothes he had on, so he was once again naked. Adam had a little more time now to take in the view. Yum. Totally inappropriate time to be noticing, but damn he’s sexy, just my type... if only he didn’t terrify me.

	“Let’s get you out of here before they show up again.” Rafe leaned over to help Adam off the cot. “Do you need help walking?”

	“And where do you think you’re going?” Clarice said as she hurried into the room. “I’m not done with you,” she pointed at Adam, “and why are you helping him escape Rafe?”

	“Look at me, then look at him. Tell me if I’m correct with what I’m feeling.” Rafe requested.

	She looked at Rafe with a puzzled expression but complied. “That’s impossible, he isn’t from this world.”

	“That’s enough. No need to say more for now. I’m taking Adam back to my house to rest and recover.” Rafe replied. “That is if you agree, Adam.”

	Adam was still surprised. The guy had almost killed him the day before. Now he wanted him to go back to his house with him? “Why would I want to do that?” Adam asked in honest confusion. “You hurt me pretty badly last time I was there. Umm, dude, you terrify me. Why should I trust you, or go anywhere with you?”

	“I was wrong when I attacked you. I will do anything to make amends. There is more you need to know, but we’ll have to discuss that alone, and when you’re feeling better.” Rafe smiled almost shyly. “Let me start by saying that I’m so sorry about what happened at our first meeting. If you give me a chance, I’ll make up for it.”

	Clarice was still standing there, watching their interplay. “I know this is all strange for you Adam, but it would be best for you to go with Rafe. Many of the townspeople won’t understand who you are and will assume like Buck and Harper did, that you are an enemy. Give us time to tell your story. Go and get some

	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg





