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Chapter One
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There was no good way to find out you had the disease, but Glenna thought this had to be the worst.

She’d been attacked, almost died from something so horrible her brain shied away from remembering. Now, she lay alone in her curtained alcove of the ER, blinking at the bright lights and struggling not to bleed out. She focused on sorting out the smells—antiseptic, bleach, blood—anything to avoid the memory of her own skin being torn by someone’s teeth, the hits to her stomach, the taste of her attacker’s blood in her own frenzied defense of bites and punches and torn fingernails.

From around the curtain, two orderlies came at her, looking like prize fighters under their strained-tight white coats and masks. Their latex-covered hands locked her wrists into soft padded restraints, clamping them onto the steel bed frame with cold, hard clicks.

Then, and only then, did her ER doc approach. Dr. Wong’s formerly friendly features now hid behind a white cotton mask over which she’d laid a large plastic one, leaving only enough room to reveal eyes tight with fear. She hesitated several feet away, just close enough for Glenna to hear her loud whisper.

“I’m sorry to tell you that you have lycanthroism.” The doctor’s glance darted away from Glenna’s. “The CDC is on their way.”

Shock rolled through Glenna’s pain-racked body, setting her damaged nerves on fire. Her mouth fished open and shut. Open and shut.

Lycanthroism. It couldn’t be.

She peered at Dr. Wong through swollen eyelids and tried to make out the rest of the words whispered from behind the sterile mask.

Isolation.

Highly contagious.

Fatal.

Impossible. She couldn’t have lycanthroism—she was getting married. Things like this didn’t happen to people like her. Was the disease even real?

She’d always thought it was a hoax. All the recent media hoopla about the brand-new disease went through her head. Accounts were mixed—so mixed she’d thought they’d made it all up to fill a slow news week.

They said—first you went crazy, hallucinating things that weren’t real. And then, as the disease ravaged your body, you totally lost who and what you were, and started attacking people close to you—anyone close to you. Biting and clawing...as if you’d turned into a beast.

They said—victims tore out family members’ throats then ran naked through their neighborhoods, blood streaming down their faces and necks, howling—before dropping dead.

They said—it was as if the victims thought they were werewolves, hence the name.

But there were no real pictures, and she couldn’t remember one confirmed case. Not one. Was she the first? This couldn’t be happening.

Her bed rolled away from the ER, pushed by the beefy men dragging her IV behind them. There was a flash, and then another, as the nurses took pictures of her with their phones. Glenna struggled to make a sound, to get something, anything, out through her bruised windpipe.

“Wait,” she croaked.

But no one paid any attention to her desperation.

Overhead lights flashed in and out of her vision as her orderly jailers whisked her down a dark corridor and into a small back elevator, where gravity’s pull made her stomach lurch. The movement tore through her injuries, stole her breath, and kept her quiet for the rest of the ride. It was when they wheeled her towards a set of locked steel doors—and she heard the buzzer—that she was finally able to scream.

***
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GLENNA SWAM UP THROUGH the burning in her gut and fought her way to consciousness. Two nurses stood next to her bed in a darkened bare-bones hospital room.

“Poor thing. I would have gone crazy too.”

She tried to see the nurse standing next to her, but the only things she could make out were the plastic mask of the woman’s protective head-gear leering in and out of her blurred vision.

She couldn’t even make out that much of the man who responded, he and his scrubs were just a smudge of light blue standing in the shadows. “You can feel sorry for her now, but soon she’ll be as crazy as one of the monsters who did this to her. They need to be stopped.”

“But it’s not her fault. They attacked her. She never asked to get sick. Wow, I never even believed it was real. She still looks so normal.” There was some quiet movement and the woman added, “Maybe she’ll volunteer to be studied and they can figure out how to fight this.”

“Maybe she’ll get lucky and die before the insanity sets in and she starts hallucinating she’s a wolf.” He howled quietly.

The other nurse giggled, but then got serious. Her voice dropped lower. “You’d better shut up or you’ll get suspended.” They moved away from the bed. “What’s taking the CDC so long? I’ll feel better when she’s out of our ward, whatever the truth is.”

There were some beeps of a combination lock and the door clicked open. They were leaving.

Glenna tried to lift her hand and reach out—to clutch some sense of humanity from the nurses—but her will drained away under the effects of the drug sweeping her system.

“Too bad,” blue scrubs said. “She’s probably pretty when her face isn’t so swollen. I like redheads.” The door closed and the bolt shot home with a clang, cutting off the rest of their conversation. She fought the demanding wave of black trying to suck her back under. Until, finally surrendering, she lapsed into unconsciousness.
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Chapter Two
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Sam hung his head down, letting his long, bleached-blonde hair swing forward to hide his face, avoiding the all-seeing eye of the hospital security camera. He pushed the oversized maintenance cart into the stairway where it took up most of the landing and hefted the mop and bucket up the one flight of stairs to the hospital’s secure wing on the fifth floor, where Ian was already positioned on the landing. Marcus came down from the stairs above. In the artificial light, his pale blue scrubs glowed blue, making his dark skin look even darker than normal. They met in front of the locked fifth-floor door.

“How long until the CDC comes?” Sam placed the mop and bucket in a corner, ready to grab for cover in case anyone came. He rubbed his sweaty palms on his thighs. “The target is vulnerable here. We need to move soon. Once the CDC grabs her, we’re done.”

“We just got the call.” Marcus’s face was grim. “They were delayed by the collision. But they’re sending a back-up transport.”

“Damn it! They were supposed to be delayed for an hour or more.” Sam ran a frustrated hand through his hair.

“We’re out of time.” Marcus’s lips twisted. “Look, my break is over in ten minutes. I’ll go back into the security wing, disable the system and distract Darla. You’ll have three minutes, tops, before I turn the system back on.”

“Can’t you give us more time?” Ian asked.

“No. The system has a fail-safe. After three minutes you need to have a second key card input or it turns on an alarm. We’re lucky. It has the three minutes delay only because the alarm going off drives Dr. Smythe crazy.”

“Is the target ready to go?” Sam wanted to move, needed to move. Once they were in action he’d settle down, but right now, doing nothing was killing him. Just being inside the hospital for the last hour, with its pungent scents and artificial light was almost enough to drive his wolf into a frenzy. Good thing Marcus was a dormant, with no wolf inside, or he’d never have been able to handle the nurse’s job.

“Yeah. Darla gave her a sedative just before I took my break. Just disconnect the IV and take her out. She should be completely unconscious when you take her. One thing, she’s really hurt. She’s stabilized, but just barely.”

Sam shook his head. “Is it even worth it? Is she going to live?”

“I don’t know, man. I don’t know.” Marcus shook his head. He gave a nervous glance up the stairs. “Look, I need to go. Give me ten minutes, and then call my cell. If it’s clear I’ll tell you we’re on. If not, then get out. We won’t be taking her.”

“Marcus—” Ian shifted his weight from foot to foot “—we’ve got to take her. If the CDC gets her we’ll be up shit creek.”

“Can’t see you two in jail.” Marcus grinned, flashing his trademark white teeth. He always said the ladies loved a man with white teeth, and Marcus loved the ladies. “I’d be okay, but you two? No way. Your wolves would eat their way out of your bellies before the first day.” He gave a short laugh, turned, and headed up the stairs to the sixth floor where he would blend in, as if he’d been hanging out on his break before heading back to the fifth floor and the locked wing.

Sam and Ian waited in the empty stairwell.

“Shit, you know it really screwed things up for us that they tested her for lyco,” Ian said. “How in the hell did she get it?”

“I don’t know, but she did.” Sam checked the time on his phone. Five minutes left. “And with the CDC having complete control of anyone who tests positive, she’ll be in their experimental labs before we know it. Then we’re really fucked.”

Ian and he gave each other that look that said they were fucked anyway. They’d known each other since high school, worked together as enforcers for Sam’s old pack for almost as long and when he’d moved packs and joined up with the Ram’s Haven enforcers, Ian had been right behind him. Sam knew going into this op there was no one he’d rather have at his back. Whether Ian felt the same after Sam’s recent walk on the crazy side? He had no clue. But there was no time to ask.

“Better call.” Ian pulled on his ball cap and reached for his latex gloves as Sam punched the number into the throw-away phone.

Marcus picked up on the third ring. “Hey, babe, you aren’t supposed to call me at work.”

“Hey babe yourself.” Sam rolled his eyes at Ian. “Are we on?”

“Yeah, we’re on. I’ll see you tonight. I gotta go. I shouldn’t even have the phone on. Bye, sweetie.”

“Bye, sugar-cakes. See you tonight.” Sam hung up and tucked the phone in his pocket. “Okay, swipe the card.” He pulled on his own gloves and got ready, the latex sticking on his sweaty palms. Three minutes to get to the room, punch the code, disconnect the IV, and get her out to the stairwell. It was going to be tight.

Ian opened the door and pasted the latch with duct tape. The wing was quiet. Too quiet. All the tiny hairs on Sam’s neck lifted up in warning.

He had to remind himself that the quiet was a good thing for them. The powers that be had had the entire wing cleared. They were petrified of lyco.

Sam jerked his chin into a quick nod and they moved. Into the wide corridor and down past the empty nurses station. Ian punched in the code and they were in.

The room was nearly bare, only the essentials to keep the patient alive had been left. A locked room in the psych ward was the only place the CDC had felt was safe enough for a lyco patient. If they only knew how easy they’d made this by moving her here and isolating her. It almost made Sam laugh.

Ian disconnected the IV like a professional while Sam used the bolt cutters on the restraints. He tried not to look at the patient’s face, the purple-black swollen features doing a good imitation of a Halloween mask buried in a fall of luxurious dark red hair.

One and a half minutes.

Sam scooped up her long body, blankets and all. She weighed surprisingly less than he’d thought with her height. Her head lolled off his arm, but he couldn’t stop to do anything about it. Good thing she didn’t have a brain or spinal injury or they never would have been able to attempt this. He carried her across the room and out past Ian, holding the door.

They moved back past the empty nurse’s station. Marcus’s muffled voice and a woman’s responding laugh sounded down the hall. He smiled. Marcus was flirting. What else was new?

They headed for the stairwell.

Thirty seconds left.

Ian brushed the side of the nurse’s station. A pen clattered to the floor.

“Did you hear something?” The female voice echoed down the empty hall. Sam sucked in his breath.

“Oh, honey, that was just the sound of my heart, beating loud at your gorgeous presence.”

The woman giggled. Both Sam and Ian exhaled, Ian shaking his head at Marcus’s corny line. Sam balanced the lanky redhead and ducked the camera. It should be disabled, but he knew better than to bank on it. Under his breath he counted the seconds. Ian pushed in front of him and grabbed the landing door.

And they were out. Smooth as French Silk pie.

Down on the fourth-floor landing, Sam folded her into the maintenance cart, hiding her in the prepared space. He laid her head as gently as he could in the corner, tucking the blankets around her and stuffing handfuls of her slippery fall of hair in after her. Then he shut her in.

They pushed the maintenance cart through the fourth-floor hall, past the main bank of elevators. Ian carried the mop and bucket. Each step had to be slow. Excruciating, janitors paid-by-the-hour, slow.

Finally, they were in sight of the small back elevator. Ten more steps.

A tiny Native American woman, shoulders stooped with age, waited in front of the metal doors. She had a small beaded bag suspended on an old string around her neck, and she held a large bag in one gnarled hand, long, sharp, metal needles protruding, dangling bright red and yellow yarns. The ding sounded, the doors opened. She stepped into the elevator and pressed a button, a gap-toothed grin spreading across her wrinkled brown face.

Sam maneuvered the cart into the elevator, and Ian got in behind him. The doors shut. From inside the cart came a low moan. The woman jerked, the wide smile on her face sliding away. Sam fake coughed into his elbow.

“That sounds bad.” The old woman moved to the other side of the elevator, reaching for her necklace and holding it like a talisman against Sam’s cough. “Hot honey and lemon in whiskey, works every time.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Sam nodded, keeping his overlong hair swung low, mindful of the elevator camera. Come on, come on. Their cargo couldn’t be waking up. If she did, and found herself stuffed in the close quarters of the cart, there was no telling what she’d do. He faked another long hacking cough, just in case. Finally the elevator dinged on their level of the parking garage.

“Ma’am.” Ian touched his cap.

The old woman gave him a tight nod, her body pressed into the side of the elevator, as far away from Sam as she could get. “Honey and lemon,” she called after them as they exited and wheeled the cart out the elevator doors and out into the lobby of the underground parking lot.

They didn’t speak until the cart had been wheeled up the panel van’s wheelchair ramp and they were inside with the doors shut.

“I almost wet myself when I saw that old lady,” Ian said.

“Yeah. Thank God she wasn’t security.” Sam climbed into the driver’s seat, his body still tight with the tension from the op. The adrenaline coursing through his veins would take time to ease off. He rolled his neck and drove the van out into the heat of a sunny fall day in Colorado. He could hear Ian rattling around in the back, checking on their companion. “She still out?”

“Yeah.”

They passed the police cars blocking the front entrance for the CDC, and headed for the freeway—and the freedom of the Rocky Mountains.

They’d done their part. They’d saved the woman from the CDC and their experiments. Now they just had to hope she survived.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Three
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Glenna reeled in and out of a fever-filled sleep, asking for and receiving water before crashing back into the darkness. Kind faces in scrubs took care of her needs. Too kind. They almost set her chattering teeth on edge through the blur and sweat of her delirium. It wasn’t until the blistering heat of her fever faded that she was able to look around and pinpoint the cause of her anxiety.

The room she was in wasn’t in the hospital security wing. That had been stripped down, utilitarian, and had smelled of pain. This room had cement walls painted a cheery pale yellow. And there were pictures. Mountain and prairie scenes that would fit into a hospital—if this had been a hospital. But the homey touches of a braided rug, homemade quilt, and Mason jar of wildflowers said someone’s guest room. It was the narrow band of sunlight, streaming in through a tiny, high-set window covered with black iron bars that scraped her suspicions raw.

The door opened.

“Ah. Good. You’re awake.” A solid woman with gray hair just touching the tight black curls framing her face shut the door and crossed the room to Glenna’s bedside. She pressed the back of her hand to Glenna’s forehead. “How are you feeling?” Her dark skin smelled of warm summer roses and fresh soap, and the warmth in her sympathetic brown eyes brought tears to Glenna’s.

“Okay.” Her throat hurt, and her voice sounded rusty and unused. She eagerly sipped the cool soothing water from the cup and straw the woman held for her. “Where am I?”

“Let’s not worry about that right now. I’m Ellen. Let’s get that catheter out and get you walking around.”

When the medical issues had been dealt with and Glenna was back in bed, shakily facing a tray of broth and gelatin, she asked again.

“Where am I?”

Ellen’s smile was gentle. “How much do you remember?”

“Everything. No, wait.” Glenna reached back into her hazy memories. She remembered waking up in the hospital security wing. Once, maybe twice. But before that she had a big blank.

“I remember leaving work late. It was dark. The parking garage was empty. Then I woke up chained to a hospital bed.” She shuddered, remembering the fear and isolation, weaving in and out of consciousness. And pain so much pain. She touched her stomach. It was a little tender, but nothing like she remembered. “Then here.”

But that was it. She couldn’t remember anything else. It was all gone. Panic tickled inside her stomach.

How many days had she lost? Where was she?

She grabbed Ellen’s plump hand. “What happened to me? How long have I been here? Where’s Sarah?” Where was her sister, her grandmother? Roger? Surely someone should be here.

“Shush, dear. It’s all right. You were attacked, do you remember?”

Glenna searched her memory, getting more and more upset with each dark image. The dim corner of the parking garage. The broken overhead light. Her car. She remembered walking to her car. She’d heard a noise, something clattering.

And then...images of dark shapes coming at her across the cement flooded her mind. Her pulse picked up. They were coming for her. Here. Now. She had to escape or they would do it again.

A high-pitched keening rose in the back of her throat.

She struggled to run, to move her weakened limbs and get out of the bed. The tray of food crashed to the floor. Ellen tried to shush her again, but Glenna thrashed and shoved her away.

“Noooo!”

“I need a little help in here!” The anxiety in the woman’s voice didn’t even register. Glenna was back on the cement floor of the parking garage, and they were moving in for the attack.

She thrust the heavy blankets off her legs and pushed at Ellen’s restraining arms. The door opened and a younger woman ran into the room. Glenna was too slow to evade the syringe. The room faded to black.

***
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SAM ENTERED THE SAFE house kitchen and headed straight for the refrigerator, nodding at Lana and Ian playing five-card draw at the large wooden farm table. Lana had taken off her white lab coat and looked more relaxed than he’d seen her lately.

He supposed he should find her attractive, but somehow she’d always left him cold. Maybe it was the smell of harsh soap her skin always carried. Or the way she pulled her sleek brown hair back into that severe bun that put him off. Or maybe, despite what everyone said, maybe it was too soon.

“Ha! Read ‘em and howl!” Ian lay his cards down and whooped his success.

“Well, since it’s your only win of the night, I suppose you have reason to crow.” Lana turned to Sam. “Anything happening on the perimeter?”

Sam pulled his selections out of the refrigerator and began building a hoagie roll into a masterpiece of sandwich ingenuity. “Nope. It’s all quiet on the front. Just like every night since we brought her here last week.” He took his plate over to the table, grabbed a chair and reversed it before straddling it.

Ian shuffled the cards and cut the deck.

“How’s the patient?” Sam picked up his creation and widened his jaws for a bite.

“She woke up while you were on patrol,” Lana said.

“Oh yeah? How’d that go?” The flavor of smoked turkey, avocado, balsamic vinegar and thick slices of provolone would have been perfection, if he’d taken the time to toast the roll. He missed his panini press.

“It didn’t go well.” Lana shuffled the cards, the perfect skin of her forehead marred by a frown. “I had to give her another sedative. She’s screwed up from the attack. I had Ellen contact one of the dreamwalkers.”

A prickle of unease skittered on his skin. He ignored it.

“Can dreamwalkers work through the sedative?” He realized he’d forgotten something to drink and got back up to look for a beer.

“Some of them can. The best can.”

“Well, I’d assume she gets priority.”

“No doubt.” Ian reached over and snagged one of Sam’s pickles. Sam glared at him, but his beta just gave him a wink and chowed down on the spear. “And guess what?” he said between crunches. “They’ve discontinued the APB. We might be able to move her to the compound.” Ian darted a questioning look at Lana. “Once she’s stable and functioning.”

“Is that smart?” Sam found his beer and popped the can.

“Put that away, you’re still on duty.” Lana frowned at him as he took a sip and he figured she’d be writing this one down. He didn’t care. The beer was worth the write up and she was wrong, he’d been off duty for...five minutes, at least. “I don’t want to move her just yet, it’s too soon. She’s gotten through the Fever, and her internal injuries are mostly healed, but until we know that she can handle the trauma she’s been through, she’s a wild card.”

“She’s a wild card anyway.” Sam defiantly took another swig of beer. “We don’t know how she’ll react to any of this.”

“No, but she’s one of us now. She’s part of the pack and we need to do our best to help her acclimate.” Lana tapped her fingers on the table. “The beer, Sam.”

“She’s not pack. All we know is she tested positive for the antibodies at the hospital and that the feds think she’s got it. The antibodies might go away.” He eyed Lana. “How long until we know?”

“We have sketchy information on the virus in adults who weren’t exposed as adolescents.”

“Shit, aren’t there any records of adults contracting the Fever? Can’t a spelltalker contact some ancestor and ask?”

“It’s not that easy, you know that.” Her lips thinned out and she gave him a long suffering look. “Even the spelltalkers can’t access the Akashic records without a lot of trouble.”

“Yeah.”

He focused on finishing his food, leaving the nearly full beer sitting next to his plate and ignoring the way her looks raised his hackles. Maybe the lack of attraction to her wasn’t his fault. Maybe it wasn’t the way her skin smelled like the harsh soap she used, or the fact that he wasn’t ready for a relationship. Maybe it was on her end, because she was a doctor and to her he was nothing but a grunt enforcer, barely back in the pack after his own personal collapse. Maybe it was because she used the fact that women were in control of the packs to throw her weight around, when she didn’t have to.

He finished his last bite of sandwich. “I’m going to hang out for a while.” He stood up and picked up his beer. He’d finish it in peace, away from Lana.

“Uh, actually you’re not and toss what’s left of that beer. You need to stand guard here at the house.” Her voice had shifted from conversational to authoritative, underscored with a hint of nerves.

The hair on his neck lifted. Something was off. “I’m off for the next twelve. It’s Ian’s shift.”

“Normally, yes, but Ian needs to go pick up the dreamwalker and escort her in.”

“The dreamwalker is coming here? Why? They work remotely, over the dreamscape.” He should know. He’d spent a lot of time in therapy.

“Not with this patient. She’s set up too many barriers and the drugs aren’t helping.” Something about the pity in Lana’s lovely tip-tilted brown eyes, and the way Ian seemed to be looking everywhere but at Sam, set alarms jangling in Sam’s inner warning system.

His dinner began to churn in his stomach. “Why Ian? Why not me?”

“It’s Serena.”

His perfect sandwich sank like a lead weight inside his stomach. Serena was on her way. His brother’s wife. The woman who should have been his fated mate. And the reason he’d almost lost his mind.
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Chapter Four
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Sam was on the front porch when Ian pulled up three hours later. And there she was getting out of the car. Serena. Dreamwalker extraordinaire. Black hair, black eyes, and the long lean build of the Eastern Packs. Her scent hit him as she exited the car. He jerked back, his lip raised in a snarl. Underneath the tantalizing smell of Serena’s frangipani perfume her skin now reeked of another man. His brother.

As if he needed another reminder of his loss and shame.

She walked, just as smooth and confident as ever, up the grassy slope to the cabin, keeping a careful distance between them. He hadn’t expected her to jump up and hug him, but he had expected a smile.

“Serena.”

“Sam.”

She was as lovely as she’d been the first time he’d seen her. But then, her eyes had lit up, sparking at the sight of him. Now they sidled away from his in a leery dance. They’d been attracted to each other right from the beginning, a chemical thing that had crowded everything else out of his brain. But apparently the right chemicals were just in his DNA. And his brother had the same fucking DNA too. He’d never resented being a twin—until Serena.

He stood in the middle of the steps, every muscle tense, intent on forcing her to brush past him on her way into the house. Intent on seeing just how far he could push his self-control. They said he was cured. But he knew—he’d never erase the wild from his blood. Not now. And not within a mile of smelling the woman who’d sent him off the deep end.

She stopped two steps down—just close enough for him to smell that underneath his brother’s claim still ran the strong scent of Serena. Sweet, sexy Serena. She should have been his. Instead she was Gabe’s.

His wolf rose up, hot and fierce, and he fought to stay still.

“Sam.” Ian’s stressed voice and nervous scent, instead of calming him down, ratcheted his tension up another notch. Ian was charged with Serena’s protection, but Sam was dominant. Now the beta was an uneasy shock absorber, pushed in between his alpha and his responsibility.

Sam knew he should care, knew he had a responsibility to Ian, to the job. But right now, he didn’t give a flying fuck that his beta needed reassurance.

Serena’s lip curled. “Sam, I have to be here. If you can’t handle it, get out.”

His head dipped. She wasn’t his. She didn’t want to be his. He’d already fought—fought hard for her—and still he’d lost the battle.

And he’d nearly died the first time. Nearly ran so wild he’d been a wolf forever, lost to the world of human thought. He’d never go there again. He couldn’t.

He forced himself to move away and pressed back stiffly against the stair rail. Serena passed by, as far away as she could get. Up the stairs and inside without shooting him another glance, the wooden door banging hard behind her. Her scent lingering in the air long after she’d gone.

Sam’s hand clenched white around the wooden rail. Blood pounded in his ears. His wolf pushed at him, wanting out. He pushed back. He was a mature male, nearly thirty years old, and he’d been through the worst emotional hell a shifter could. And he’d survived.

He’d come out of it in shaky control of his wolf—though that was his secret—and he’d moved up in pack ranking. He was a career enforcer now, and a team leader. He guessed there was a tarnished brass lining after all.

Ian sidled past.

Sam’s hand snapped out, he grabbed Ian’s arm. “You’re on duty now, right?” He couldn’t control the low vibrating growl of his words—he was too close to the edge. He had to get better control.

He’d already had a run when he’d checked out the perimeter of the safe house earlier, but he needed one now. Needed to run without being responsible, without having to come back and report. Needed to just fucking run.

“I’m here for the night,” Ian said. “You go.”

Sam released Ian and watched the nervous beta move after Serena into the house, the screen door slamming behind him on its spring. He stood alone under the Rocky Mountain stars and rolled his head from side to side, cracking bones. The urge to get away crawled under his skin.

He moved, down the stairs and across the drive, forcing his stride to stay loose and casual as he walked down the slope and over to the gazebo on the edge of the woods. The trees and scrub of the large piece of property would keep him from spying eyes as he stripped, and the gazebo roof would hide him from satellites or helicopters. He should go into the house and change, use the God-damned doggy door to exit so he’d look like one of the house pets that they pretended to be. But he wasn’t going back in there. No way in hell.

His clothes fell to the gazebo floor and he shifted. He hit the forest floor running and didn’t look back.

***
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SERENA HEARD THE DOOR shut behind her and, for the first time since she’d gotten the call, she relaxed. It was just Ian.

“I’ll take your coat and bag. If you want.”

If she’d been a full shifter, she’d have been able to smell Ian’s anxiety over being torn between her and Sam. As it was, she could see it with her merely human eyes in the nervous way his hands jerked as he reached out and took her belongings and moved around the kitchen table, heading for the hall.

Ian’s worry over the conflict between fighting his alpha to protect her was moot. As was her worry that her bond with Gabe wasn’t strong or right. Sure, seeing Sam brought back memories—good, bad, horrible—but the one thing it hadn’t brought back was desire. What a relief to finally know that any passion for her husband’s twin was dead and buried.

Her inner wolf, that two years ago had driven her in a mating frenzy to almost mate with Sam, the wrong brother, was now calm. Like all dreamwalkers’ wolves, no one could see her wolf unless they ran with her in the dreamscape. It didn’t matter that dreamwalker’s wolves didn’t manifest physically. The wolf was still there, still rippled under her skin. Still drove her like any one of the furries in the pack, even if she would never run as a wolf shifter anywhere besides the dreamscape.

Lana hurried into the room, her face lit up with pleasure. “You’re here!” She pulled her into a quick hard hug.

“I said I’d come.”

“I know, but I wasn’t sure. With Sam here...” The normally composed woman’s smile wavered.

“I can deal with Sam.” She and Lana exchanged looks. She’d found out what she needed to. She’d known Sam hadn’t been the real deal when she’d chosen Gabe, but still, she’d had that niggling question in the back of her mind that maybe, just maybe, she’d chosen the wrong twin. Now it was put to rest forever. “Tell me about the patient.”

Serena compartmentalized, pushed her emotional concerns back, and listened to Lana’s summary of the woman’s mental and physical health. She was a dreamwalker and she had a job to do. A woman to save. Maybe even a new wolf to save, depending on how the virus adapted to the woman’s DNA. Dreamwalker, wolf shifter, spelltalker, or dormant—if she had the genes. If not, well, the council hadn’t gotten that far in their decision process. There hadn’t been time for the DNA tests and they didn’t want to risk alerting the CDC in any way, but they didn’t need them. The virus would show them what they needed to know. Regardless, she and her wolf were here for business. And Sam, despite his vulnerabilities, would just have to cope.

***
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GLENNA OOZED INTO A bleary state of consciousness. Peering through eyes heavy from the last round of narcotics, she tried to make out the shadowy figure on the chair. It spoke in the low, well modulated, feminine voice of a therapist.

“Are you awake?”

“No.” She wasn’t awake, could barely think through the haze of drugs.

“My name is Serena, and I’m here to help you get off this medication faster.”

Glenna had to think hard. Why was she on these drugs anyway? Hazy recollections started to come back. A quiet keen rose in her throat.

“Stop,” the voice said. “Just stop. I can help you. All you have to do is give me permission to talk to you in your dreams.”

Glenna would have smiled if she could have found the facial muscles to do so. Talk in her dreams? Ridiculous.

“Do I have your permission?” The voice had that water dripping on stone quality that told Glenna she didn’t have a choice.

“Sure. Not like it matters anyway.” Nothing mattered except hiding from the shapes that stalked her memories. And the drugs helped her do that.

The woman walked into the ring of light from the small bedside lamp. She was tall with long black hair and movie star grace. She pricked the IV fluid with a needle. Glenna heard her say, in a voice that shrank as the drug took effect and the world faded to black, “It matters. Every member of our pack matters. Now let’s see what’s going on in your head.”
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Chapter Five
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Glenna ran through the world of her nightmares. They were almost on her. Their slavering breath was hot on her neck. She risked a quick glance back, nearly running into the white wolf that sat in the middle of the trail. She darted around it and kept running. Maybe the wolf would slow them down.

No such luck. Instead of staying behind, the wolf caught up to her, easily keeping pace on her mad dash through the blackened trees and mist.

“Why are you running?” The calm curious voice rang in her head. She looked left, then right, then down at the loping wolf. It came up to her waist, its fur so white and clean it almost glowed in the dark.

“I can’t stop. They’ll catch up.” She pushed the words from her wheezing lungs, and then doubled her efforts. They were too close.

“Who are you running from?”

“Can’t you see them?” She shot the wolf an incredulous glance. “They’re right behind me. They’re almost here.”

The wolf looked casually over her shoulder. “Oh, now I see them.”

Glenna didn’t know how she could’ve missed them. Huge black shapes, a mix of fur and skin and teeth. Flashing fangs and lolling tongues. A dreadful conglomeration of human and beast, pieces of each mashed together in a horrific hodgepodge of flesh and bone.

And they laughed as they ran. Laughed because they knew she was tired. Laughed because they knew they would catch her.

“I see them now. I couldn’t before. Why are you running away from them?”

“Are you insane? If they catch me...” She couldn’t finish. “If you aren’t going to help me, stop talking to me. I need my breath.”

“I can give you a breather.”

Glenna stumbled with relief. “Really?”

“Yes.” The wolf blurred. In its place ran a tall woman with long black hair and even longer legs. She reached into a small pouch at her belt and pulled out a closed fist, stopped, turned, and opened her hand, keeping it flat. She blew on her palm and a the puff of sparkly dust flew out, growing into a huge cloud. It spread out, enveloping the beasts and stopping them in their tracks.

Glenna bent over at the waist and tried to catch her breath.

“Now we have time. Where are you running to?” The woman’s eyes were kind and serious. Glenna decided to waste some of her air on an answer.

“There.” She pointed.

Up ahead, through the forest she could see where she’d been heading. A doorway set in the woods, wide open, with bright light streaming through. A light so bright that it obscured the figures she knew were inside.

“Oh. Are you sure you want to go there? Once you go in, you can’t come back.”

“I can’t stay here. They’ll catch me.” A deep ripple of fear shuddered through her. “And once I’m there, they can help me, heal me.” She didn’t know how she knew, but she was sure that if she just could make it to the door, to the white light, everything would be wonderful.

“What if I made them go away?”

“Can you?” She glanced back at the cloud of dust, suspended as if frozen in time.

“For awhile. Long enough that you’ll be able to heal that.” The woman gestured to Glenna’s chest where blood oozed and a fist-sized hole gaped.

“I don’t think I can heal this.” She knew she couldn’t. She knew, deep in her bones, this wound would stay with her forever.

“You’d be surprised what you can do, once you aren’t running away. Give me a chance.”

Glenna evaluated the sincerity in the wolf-woman’s eyes. And for the first time, she felt a glimmer of hope.
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Chapter Six
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Afternoon sunlight streamed in through the high basement window, dancing off the glass of the Mason jar on the table by Glenna’s bedside. Ellen had brought new flowers down this morning, when she’d bullied Glenna out of her hospital gown, into the shower, and into real clothes. Real clothes, if you could call yoga pants, a huge t-shirt, and fuzzy socks real, they still felt like pajamas to her. But they didn’t matter. Little else mattered besides the fact that she was going upstairs for the first time in what they told her had been weeks.

And now it was afternoon and it was time to go upstairs and outside, where the sun was shining and there were birds and flowers—and the real world.

Sick for too long, even showering had left her shaky, she was damned if she would stay down here one minute longer. Still, she sat on the bed, somehow reluctant now that the time was here to actually go up the cellar stairs and meet people she didn’t know.

“You’ll be fine. It’s past time you were walking about.” The petite Dr. Lana’s hard look told Glenna there would be no reprieve. “You’ve showered, you’re dressed, now it’s time to go up.”

“I’m not sure...”

“Glenna—” Lana reached for her hand where it picked at the covers on the hospital bed “—I know you’ve been through a lot, but you’ve been in this basement sickroom for two weeks. You need some sun, you need to get out.” The doctor was dressed in regular clothes too, not the scrubs she typically had worn in Glenna’s blurry moments. Now she wore pressed slacks and a fluttery top with a subtle pattern of Japanese flowers scattered across the front. Everything was different and despite the need to get out and to find out what was going on, it made Glenna only want to burrow back into bed.

“I know. It’s just...meeting new people.” She was afraid and she had no idea why. And that unknown fear had her sounding like some whiny kid. Not Glenna, the no-nonsense accountant from the nineteenth floor. Not Glenna, who had taken charge of her little sister, Sarah, at ten years old when they’d moved into their grandmother’s huge house with way too many rooms and way too many rules. She’d always faced things head on and now her heart was pounding like she’d just run a marathon at facing a room full of strangers.

“There’s just Sam and me here. Ellen’s gone home to her family for the weekend. You need to get out.” Lana squeezed Glenna’s hand before dropping it and heading for the door. She turned back and raised one eyebrow. “Now, I’m giving you two minutes to make it up by yourself and then I’m sending Sam down to carry you up the stairs. That sun’s going to go down soon and I want you out while there’s still some left.”

A shiver of nerves had her shaking. “Who’s Sam?”

But Lana’s receding footsteps tap-tapping up the stairs were the only answer she received. Lana wasn’t answering Glenna’s question, hadn’t answered any of her questions since she’d woken up two days ago, exhausted and weak.

She searched her memory for any reason she should be so squeamish at meeting this Sam, but came up with nothing but blanks where the last few weeks should have been. Ten deep breaths in, ten out. “Okay, Glenna, this isn’t like you.” She forced her feet to move and carry her out into the hall. No way was she going to let these unreasonable fears keep her from the last of the day’s sun.

It took her longer than the two minutes, more crawling than walking, hanging onto the sturdy banister, but she made it up the wooden stairs and out of the basement.

She pushed open the door at the top, blinking at the bright sunlight filling the cozy kitchen. A large sturdy oak table that looked like it had seen better days surrounded by a harem of mismatched chairs took up center stage. The pale yellow walls were lined with standard cabinets painted a sage green. But what really caught her eye was the man sitting at the table, eating an enormous sandwich and drinking a soda.

He looked hard, like someone her grandmother wouldn’t have near her house, even to do yard work. It wasn’t one thing, it was the whole package. The inch of dark hair growing out from under sun-kissed blonde locks. The worn jeans. The gritty stubble on his cheeks, like an edgy drummer in a rocker band. It was the way his tight black t-shirt that read “Do it in the dirt” hugged the rippling tattoos on the muscles of his arms. And finally, the evaluating look in his bright blue eyes as he checked her out, slowly moving from the top of her head...all the way to the bottom.

Her fear disappeared in a rush of annoyance.

Men in her grandmother’s world, and in fact in her own world, had business hair and button-down shirts, and they didn’t drink soda from a can. They didn’t even know soda came from a can—it came in a glass on a tray. And men in the refinement of her grandmother’s world of too much inherited money and formality never dared to look at her like that, like she was theirs to take...

Or not.

She swallowed and let the door swing closed behind her.

“So, Lana is letting you out.” His rough, low-timbered voice jangled her nerves. She hung onto the door frame, caught her breath, and endeavored to look relaxed.

“Oh, good.” Lana glanced up from a pile of papers. “You made it. Sam, this is Glenna. Glenna, Sam.” Lana darted a meaningful look at her companion. “Sam is, um, here to provide security.”

The man whom her sister would have called either “biker dude” or “commando guy” choked on his drink, swallowed, and nodded at her.

“Hi.” She could be polite. Even to a man who looked like he should be providing security for drug dealers. She made her slow progression from the door frame to rickety ladder-backed chair, his bright blue eyes watching her every move cynically, as if expecting sudden collapse.

“Hi yourself.” Head tilted to the side, he gave her a critical look. “Lana, haven’t you been feeding her?”

Heat scorched her skin and Glenna bristled.

One quick glance in the small mirror downstairs had been enough to stop her from doing much more than noticing that her too bright red hair had begun the process of reasserting itself out from under the dark auburn low-lighting job. And without the makeup to cover them, her stubborn freckles were taking over in her too-pale face.

“I know, I know. She’s too skinny and white.” Lana rolled her eyes. Lana herself was a gorgeous shade of toasted almond and looked like her skin soaked up every bit of sun it could get. “She started out thin but the weeks on the IV have stripped everything else off her.”

“Too skinny?” Glenna echoed. She couldn’t remember anyone ever saying that to her. Ever. Too skinny? Well finally! Her grandmother and fiancé Roger watched every morsel she put in her mouth. With a wedding coming up, she didn’t need extra pounds.

Her chin lifted at the thought of the wedding.

Lana had avoided all her demands to call home. If she was well enough to be here, facing commando guy, then she was well enough to use the phone. She surreptitiously checked out the old-fashioned phone hanging by the door, its long twisted cord a dirty seventies yellow. Excellent. She just hoped it worked.

“Too skinny, for sure. But we can fatten you up.” Sam leaned back in his chair and crossed his massive arms over his chest.

“Listen here—” She took enough criticism from her family, she didn’t need some blowhard telling her what she should do.

“We have some lasagna left,” Lana interrupted. “Why don’t I heat it up for you? The sun is out and the deck is warm.” Her voice took on a lilting tone. “You can eat outside and get some color.”

Glenna looked out the wide window at the snow-topped peaks, much closer than she ever saw in Denver. They looked cold, but the sunny valley outside looked green and warm. It was still fall, wasn’t it? Her head ached at her loss of time.

“Where are we?”

Lana moved rapidly around the kitchen.

“Aren’t you going to answer her?” Sam asked.

“We’re at my cabin.” Lana kept her head turned away, focusing on pulling plastic containers out of
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