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BLURB

He has one chance to defeat a demon before it destroys the woman he loves—again.

Humans never see what roams the wooded mountains of northwest Montana after dark. U.S. Forest Ranger Annie MacGowan does—when she runs wild under the moon as a white wolf. After an earthquake leaves her stranded with a wrecked truck, she encounters something her years of wilderness experience never prepared her for.

A tall First Nation man who’d be the hottest guy she’s ever laid eyes on – if he wasn’t holding an enormous scythe and standing over a bloody body. Against all evidence, her inner wolf insists he’s innocent. Annie has always trusted her wolf.

Hualpa and two other warriors were put in stasis two thousand years ago, to be awakened if a ravenous demon ever escaped its prison. Now the monster is loose and his brothers are dead. Hualpa stands alone between a bloodthirsty threat and an unprepared world that’s nothing like the one he left behind.

Hualpa’s grief and aching loneliness ignite Annie’s compassion—which flares into soul-deep attraction. But with their growing love comes a growing fear in Hualpa’s heart. Fear that if he fails to kill the demon, it will destroy the one precious thing he has left. Annie.
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EXCERPT

“Come, both of you. Hualpa, I have something of yours,” Charlotte stated. “We’ve much to discuss.”

Hualpa frowned. “Something of mine? What do you mean?”

She reached out to take his hand. “There’s something that’s passed from hand to hand, generation to generation. It feels like you. I know it—you’re the one we’ve awaited.”

“What do you mean it feels like me?” His heart pounded. “Are you saying something of my people survives even now?”

She nodded. “Let me show you. Annie, take him into the living room. I’ll be back.”

Hualpa sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the hearth and clenched his fists to keep his hands from shaking. What could it be? Weapons? Tools? Ceremonial mask? When the Old One returned to hand him a box of sanded cedar the length of his forearm, Annie curled up on the rug beside him. He was grateful for her comforting presence, an anchor of familiarity. He stared at the box, afraid to open it. Hope. Fear. Death and demons he faced unflinching, but hand him a simple wooden box and he broke out in a cold sweat.

“Do you want us to go?” Annie whispered. “Would you rather do this alone?”

Hualpa shook his head as he slid off the cover and reached inside. His fingers tangled in corded thread and knots. He froze. Impossible. “Do you know what this is?”

“We’ve never opened the box,” Charlotte told him. “It wasn’t our place. We were its keepers, nothing more.”

He took a deep shuddering breath and drew the folded woolen quipu from its nest of darkness into the light. It spanned the full length of his arm when fully unfurled, the netlike disc a tale of centuries, and its colored, knotted threads—the full spectrum of the rainbow after a storm—were still bright. They shimmered out of focus through a haze of tears. “This belonged to Tith in my time.” He could barely form the words around the lump in his throat. His voice was hoarse. “It is the record of my people, kept by the head shaman of each generation.”

He searched through the knots. “Here is when we moved north. Here is when we built the pyramid.” His fingers stilled on a black knot. “Here is when the Supay came.” He shuddered. “Here is when our tombs were built.” Blood thundered in Hualpa’s ears as he counted the strands after he left. “So many.” He did a quick calculation and almost swooned. “A thousand years?”

Annie’s jaw dropped.

Charlotte shook her head. “No, Hualpa.” When he looked up her eyes were sad, her expression compassionate. “We’ve held on to this for that long, passing from caretaker to caretaker, one to a generation.”

It took a moment for her words to sink in. “Two thousand?”

“If not more. I have no idea how long it was hidden away before discovered.”

He scarcely comprehended such a vast stretch of living. “What happened?”

“It was found in the ancient ruin of a stone pyramid with catacombs inside. Our best guess is a tremendous earthquake leveled the mountain.”

Yet that earthquake had not released the Supay? Was it simply that the binding had taken that long to erode, or was there a more sinister answer?

A chill swept through him. “Are my people gone then? All of them?”

She nodded and placed her work-roughened, age-spotted hand atop his. “Since long before our time.”

Gone. All gone. Lost. Forgotten but for this. He was alone. Knowledge of the Supay too had been lost to the passage of time. None lived who remembered the great struggle—or the demon. Despair crushed the breath from him. Hidden beneath his shirt the amulets sparked against his chest. Shoving the quipu and box aside, he dropped his head and, for the first time, wept.

“You aren’t alone, Hualpa.” Annie clasped his shoulder. “What can we do to help?”

He shook with dark laughter. Entire war bands had been lost in the fight. What was he to do with two split-soul women who could not even touch the ahnkeisha amulets? Belief powered the amulets—the belief of a dead religion long gone. “Nothing. There is nothing you can do.”

“Oh yes, there is. Look at me, Hualpa.”

He forced himself to meet Annie’s burning gaze.

“We’re children of the earth, guardians of the earth. We’ve existed since before your time, and there are hundreds of us if we summon all the Packs together. Surely we can come up with a way.”

The amulets stirred, a faint spark of life against his skin, a glowing warmth in his heart. Hualpa flinched and held his breath, shocked. Could it be that any belief would do? Then there was hope.
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Dear Reader:

This is a story about endings and beginnings. A story where nothing is what it seems, and where the greatest assets a person can have is acceptance and an open mind. You can’t always trust your eyes—sometimes, you have to trust your heart.
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I really loved putting these two characters together—such opposites on the surface, but at heart so similar. Hualpa is a man out of time, and Annie’s compassion helps him find his place in a new world. May we all show flexibility and compassion with each other and strive every day to make our world a better place.
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To the men and women of the USDA Forest Service, who patrol, protect, and care for our wild places—and educate people to cherish those places. May wildlife always have a sanctuary and advocate. May we always have a place to “get away from it all.”

CAST OF CHARACTERS

HEROINE – ANNIE MACGOWEN – US Forest Service ranger, white wolf shifter

HERO – HUALPA – First Nation warrior, time traveler from ancient past (~2000 years)

SUPPORTING CAST

(In Alphabetical Order)

Atok – Hualpa’s fellow time-travelling warrior

Brother – Rob’s inner wolf

Charlotte – Annie/Rob grandmother, shifter clan witch/shaman

Evan – fellow USFS ranger

Inti – Hualpa’s fellow time-travelling warrior

Josiah – shifter clan elder

Kane – Annie’s human USFS boss

Lindsey – Annie/Rob cousin, non-shifter, USFS dispatcher 

Rob – Annie’s brother, Lincoln Conty Sheriff Deputy, wolf shifter, pack guardian

Sina – ancient Goddess, who sent the Supay to earth to punish humans for abusing the land

Sister – Annie’s inner wolf

Supay – ancient demon set free by earthquake in modern-day Kootenai National Forest

Tith – ancient First Nation shaman/priest who sent them forward in time

Tupac – Hualpa’s chief in ancient times

Urpi – Hualpa’s pregnant mate, Tupac’s daughter, killed by the Supay in ancient times
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Wrongness. The fine hairs rose on Annie MacGowan’s nape. Her brow furrowed, as she crouched beside the ice-laced pond and filled the small glass vial with water. Surveying the too still northwest Montana forest, she sniffed the air—spicy Ponderosa pines, new quaking aspen buds, and the mineral tang of mud-splattered snow. A Cabinet Mountains springtime.

Silence. Dead silence.

She strained to listen, rubbing prickles of sudden anxiety from her arms. No animals, no birds. Weird for early afternoon, even in late-March. She wanted to melt down into true-self and let Sister take over. Her white wolf’s senses were more acute, but she needed to finish collecting water samples and report to her US Forest Service superiors. Hard to do either with four paws or a growl.

Frowning, Annie yanked her handheld radio from her belt. “Eagle to Nest.”

“MacNest here. What’s up, MacEagle?” Her gum-chewing cousin Lindsay manned dispatch today—and refused to take anything seriously. She drove Kane Shields, their boss, nuts with her flippant attitude.

Was a little professionalism too much to ask? Annie shook her head at the futility, then closed her eyes and reached for the inner stillness where soul touched earth. Wrongness. A single ripple shivered on the water’s mirror surface. Dread squeezed her heart, and she struggled for her next breath. “It’s too quiet. Sister’s twitchy.”

“I’ll double-check.” Silence on the line, then “Crap! Hang on, Mac. USGS reports we’ve got tremors coming.”

Her jaw dropped. An earthquake? Here, in Kootenai? “You messing with me?”

“No!” Unfeigned panic sharpened Lindsey’s voice.

The earth trembled, a sigh building to a low groan. Annie braced herself. With a mighty heave, the ground arched like the back of a newly saddled mustang then dropped. She lost her balance and tumbled to the ground with a squawk. Her heart thundered hard in her throat, and she almost choked. A whimper from Sister managed to claw itself out. The pond crested into a single giant wave that crashed over her, slapping her face-first into the slushy mud and drenching her to the skin. Lank hair and slime covered her eyes. She couldn’t see anything, but the sound of boulders cartwheeling down the mountainside toward her truck... Getting closer... She covered her head with her arms and screamed, fighting the cowardly urge to just curl up in a fetal ball and wait to be crushed.

Sister had other ideas. With the speed of a thought, she shoved her way through Annie’s numbness to shift, dragging them both clear of the rockslide. The nimbleness and claws of the white wolf gave her better purchase on the shifting ground than her quivering human self. As she danced amidst the tumbling rocks, Annie’s thoughts were buried beneath Sister’s instinct to stay up and keep moving. One rock with sharp quartz edges glanced off her flank. She yelped and dodged out of the way. Though it seemed an eternity, it was over within moments.

Sister shook herself free of the debris. Now safe, she faded, releasing Annie’s human self. Muscles stretched. Joints popped as bones lengthened. Skin burst through split fur. There was a moment of pain, of dizziness and disorientation as Annie straightened upright and rose in her filthy, wet khaki uniform. She scrubbed the muck from her eyes and grimaced as cold, clammy material clung to her skin.

That would teach her to leave her coat in the truck. If only she could shift into clean, dry clothes but that wasn’t how it worked. What you left was what you reentered with. A little extra fur made back into clothing. Minus badge and holster belt, radio and cell phone.

Sister snorted in the back of her mind, her scorn at Annie’s human weakness palpable.

She probably deserved that. She fumbled with her phone to no avail. No reception, no matter which way she turned or how high she held it. Why she hauled the phone around in an area with no bars...

Her older brother, Rob, would freak when he couldn’t get hold of her. He’d raised her singlehandedly after their parents died and still took his guardianship seriously, long after she’d reached the age of majority.

“Mac? You there? You okay?” Lindsay sounded breathless and frantic. “Answer me, dammit.”

She was just peachy, thanks for asking. Annie wrung out her dripping ponytail, wiped her face with it, and tossed the scraggly rope of mud-matted curls back over her left shoulder. She retrieved her belt, frowned at her shaking hands then pocketed her useless phone. Nerves and phone both shot to hell. Time to pull herself together.

Her sturdy hiking boots squelched in the mud as she picked up her squawking radio. “I’m fine. You?”

“We’re okay, still here.” Lindsay coughed. “Lights are gone, and there are no phones. Kane broke out a flashlight to check the records vault down in the basement.”

“What’s the scoop?” Annie struggled to don and buckle her belt one-handed.

“Four-pointer, but localized.” Lindsay paused; clicking nails on a keyboard rattled through the radio. “It brushed Troy but didn’t make it as far as Eureka or Trout Creek. Evan’s checking with both stations via radio phone and power lines are down. It started north and west of you—Libby’s on the far end of its reach, apparently. We’ve got broken windows, a crack in the north wall, and also—yeppers, right down the middle of the parking lot. So much for last summer’s resurfacing project. Crap!”

Annie jumped. “What?”

“Your ivy took a header off your desk. Hang on...there. It’s a bit squashed. Sorry. What’s the damage out there?” There was distinct apprehension in Lindsay’s tone.

Annie looked around, scarcely able to process the scene around her. Rocks had carved jagged paths through the snow and dripping underbrush. Evergreens lay toppled in every direction. So much devastation in such a short burst of time. The ice-laced pond had morphed into a steaming mud puddle.

Her eyes burned, everything blurring into a haze of stunned disbelief. She fought to control her breathing as dead fish floated across the bubbling surface of a newly emerged hot spring. Piercing regret arrowed through her, all but strangling her.

“Looks like an amateur logging event. The pond’s now hot. Total kill.” Her voice was hoarse, clogged with unshed tears. How many other wild innocents lost their fight? “I need to check my truck.”

She returned the radio to her belt, snapped some photos with still-shaking hands—at least the phone was now good for something—and took another muddy water sample before she half staggered, half slid down the trail to the gravel road where she’d parked.

A moan sounded from nowhere, from everywhere, building to a roar. A sense of glee, malice, and rage hammered into her. Annie drew her service revolver with an unsteady hand and looked around for the source of the eerie, unnatural sound. Sister cowered deep within her. Annie’s composure slipped at the uncharacteristic juxtaposition. Sister didn’t cower from anything, but whatever that noise was, her inner wolf wanted no part of it.

So not reassuring.

“Lindsay?” Annie swallowed hard. “Something’s out here. Something big and growly that’s got even Sister spooked.”

“Dammit, Mac—shift!” Lindsay’s shrill command made Annie wince. “You’re safer in wolf form than human if the quake shook a bear or two loose.”

Nothing like stating the obvious, but— “Sister can’t juggle the equipment, and I don’t want to leave anything behind.”

“Get to the truck, go back for the equipment later.” Lindsay’s voice tightened. “I’ll remain on the line with you, but stay sharp.”

Dammit. It was too expensive to ditch to get stolen or damaged. Annie couldn’t abandon it—she’d hurry. Exposed and vulnerable, Annie quickened her pace toward the safety of her truck. This early in the season, bears weren’t out unless they’d run short on body fat—there was no food for them yet. For taking soil samples and measuring water depths, she didn’t usually need weapons, just a measuring stick, pen, notepad, and test tubes—along with the occasional canoe.

Apparently, this wasn’t the usual day.

Was it just her imagination, the prickling sensation of fiery eyes boring into the back of her head? Twice, she spun on her heel to see nothing. She cursed her overactive imagination. The truck was just around the next bend...

“Holy Hannah!” Annie froze, staring at what was left of her rust-laced, forest-green Ram truck.

It had degenerated from slightly battered to outright brutalized. A huge boulder had crashed into the driver’s side door, crumpling the metal like a beer can at a frat party. The decal was unrecognizable, and the window had imploded. Another boulder rested in the truck bed and had flattened one side. Something had grazed the front end hard enough to tear off the bumper and the grille. The fluorescent green puddle beneath the remains of the radiator proved she wouldn’t drive out of there. The missing truck parts were halfway down the mountainside—lumps of twisted metal glinted among the ragged pines.

The radio dropped from her nerveless fingers. Despair stole her breath and threatened to buckle her knees. Acid burned the back of her throat, and tears welled. Her office was trashed. Her truck was wrecked. A shudder rippled through her. Sister only knew what the hell her mobile home looked like now. Pictures shattered on the floor, more plants overturned. That she could handle. If the oil tank had cracked, she was screwed. So screwed...

She shook it off and squared her shoulders. One thing at a time.

Earthquakes were rare in Montana. With their enhanced paranormal senses, Sister and the other Pack members should’ve detected something.

Sister’s indignation sizzled along Annie’s nerves. Having never experienced one before, how could she be expected to identify or predict its coming?

Conceding her wolf’s point while she holstered her sidearm, Annie swiped away scalding tears, growled her frustration at being stranded, and snapped some pics of her truck for insurance purposes.

Grimacing, Annie retrieved the radio. “Truck’s trashed—gonna need a tow. I’ll hoof it down to Rob’s cabin and get a lift from there.”

“Stick to the old logging road.” Lindsay’s screeching demand fried her last remaining nerve.

Annie shook her head then rolled her blurry eyes. Like Lindsay could see her. “Cross-country’s more direct. I’ll head for Casting Creek and follow it down.” Her sodden uniform fluttered in the icy wind, and she rubbed her arms for warmth.

Clenching her jaw to keep her teeth from chattering, Annie stomped over to the battered truck and kicked the tire. Not helpful, but she felt better. Should Sister make the ten-mile hike? Not when Annie needed to haul her gear and wasn’t comfortable leaving loaded weapons in an unattended, damaged vehicle.

She yanked open the creaking passenger side door to retrieve her GPS and stuff the other samples and notebook into her backpack. Spying her official USFS jacket, she jerked it free of the debris and shook it hard. Glass shards flew in all directions. She slipped it on, grateful for its fleece-lined warmth, and slung the pack over one shoulder.

Muttering to herself, she went to fetch the mangled bumper and grille, dragging them back up to the truck and tossing them into the ruined bed. She shouldered her rifle and canteens.

“Now I know why llamas always look so crabby.” She bent over to grab a sturdy branch, stripped it down to a walking staff then headed east, down the mountain toward Casting Creek, and beyond it, the Yaak River.
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HUALPA AWOKE TO THE ground shaking. Disoriented, he sat up in total
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