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Prologue

 


Six year old Slone Morris knew better
than to cry. It hurt too much when she was caught and it usually
meant more pain when that happened…not from the tears, but from
what her stepmother did to her when she caught her. But she had to
pee, and she needed to stand up soon. Slone knew that the car ride
had been a long one, and she was getting sore from not moving.
Peeking out of the cage she was in, she tried to think of how to
get Eva, her stepmother, to love her. Or at least like her just a
little bit.

She had tried everything. Her room was
always cleaned up and everything put away. It wasn’t like there
were a lot of toys to play with, and the ones she had were just to
see, not to touch. Her books were in order from biggest to littlest
like Eva liked them. She made her bed, too, as best she could, but
it was never enough. Her daddy didn’t hear her stories anymore
either. No way. Boy, that had made Eva mad when she’d done that
once. And she never called her “Mom” anymore either, at least when
nobody was around but her and Eva. That was a bigger no-no than
telling Daddy when he came back from his trips. No, Slone had done
everything she could think of to make the scary woman like her
enough to stop hurting her.

But this morning she’d really messed
up, and she knew Eva was super-duper mad about it. Slone hadn’t
meant to drop the glass and spill the milk all over the kitchen
like she had. It hadn’t been her fault, but Eva hadn’t wanted to
listen to her. She never did.

Slone had tried to be quiet in the
mornings like her stepmother wanted her to be. When Daddy wasn’t
home, Eva wanted to sleep until she woke up. And Slone knew that if
she were ever caught in the kitchen or any other part of the house,
she’d be put into the basement again for days and days. Plus, Slone
was pretty sure she’d be beaten again if Eva found out she had a
key to get out of the cage. But it had saved her from crying a
couple of times when she’d been sure that Eva had forgotten about
her for a couple of days.

The mailman had put a box on the stoop
while she’d been in the kitchen, and Slone had put in on the table
and not opened it, just like she’d been told to do a million times.
But when she’d been pouring herself some milk, the box had beeped
at her and she’d been scared. She didn’t know if it was her
screaming or the breaking glass that had woken Eva up.

Eva had come out of the bedroom toward
Slone so fast she’d had no time to run. She’d hit her four times
before Slone had been able to run to the pantry and shut the door.
A lock had been put on the door several months ago, and Slone
wished all the time that there was one on the other side, too. It
would have made Eva mad, but maybe if she locked herself in there
sometime, it would give Eva time to cool off or go to bed and
forget her again. As it was, Eva had given her a good beating for
running, then another one for screaming. Then she’d locked her in
the pantry again.

Slone had laid there hurting for what
seemed like forever before the door had been opened again. The
light from the kitchen window made her jerk to cover her eyes, and
the small moan was out before she could stop it.

“Shut up with your
constant whining.” Slone nodded and waited. She’d not been given
permission to speak, and she didn’t want to be hurt again. “Go to
your room and get cleaned up. Put on those jeans you insist on
wearing and one of those ridiculous tee-shirts. Hurry the fuck up,
too.”

Slone walked to her room and closed
the door. It wouldn’t do for her to get caught crying again, so she
leaned against the door and cried quietly. After a few minutes, she
went to her closet and pulled out pants and underwear. Her last
tennis shoe was being tied when her door was opened and Eva stood
there.

She was glad she’d already put her
stash on her body before her shoes. Sometimes the little bags of
food were all that kept her from begging for something to eat. And
Slone now had them hidden all over the whole house, too. Standing
up, she circled around when Eva told her to.

“You are the ugliest kid
I’ve ever seen, you know that, right? I guess you’ll have to do.
Not that it’ll matter after today what you wear.” Eva left and
Slone waited. It had been ground into her head and body not to do
more until she was told. When Eva yelled come, Slone left her room,
grabbing up the last piece of her stash from under her dresser. She
had never had sweets that much and was hoping for some time today
to get to eat it. A real candy bar. She ate it as soon as Eva got
out of the car. It was better than she’d thought it would
be.

The car door opened just as Slone was
reaching for her little Baggie of crackers. The car was smelling up
with hair spray, so Slone knew that Eva had gotten her hair done.
She nearly coughed but caught herself just in time. The smell was
overwhelming.

They were moving again once the engine
was started. The drive seemed to take forever. By the time they got
to wherever Eva was taking them, Slone had to pee so badly it hurt.
And when they finally stopped, she heard the door open almost
immediately and wondered if they’d gone back home. When the back of
the car opened and her stepmother was standing there, Slone was
suddenly terrified. The look on her face was scarier than she’d
ever seen it before.

“You’ll do as you’re told
or so help me I’ll make you regret ever being born. Why your mother
left you everything is beyond me. But there’s the thirty-four
million dollar question, now isn’t it?” Slone had no idea what she
was talking about but nodded. “Well, I’ve had enough of the both of
you. Him for lying to me all these years, and you for…well, for
being you. I cannot stand another moment with you
around.”

The door closed again, and she was
plunged into darkness. The animal cage she rode in when her daddy
wasn’t around was covered on the top, and she couldn’t see much.
And what little she could see didn’t help her. She was tossed
around again as the car moved. The jerking movement was too much,
and she did something she knew was going to get her into big
trouble. Slone wet her pants.

Crying quietly, Slone thought of what
would happen to her when she got home. The things that Eva would do
to her would be horrible. No dinner for sure and no breakfast
either, she’d bet. And she’d have to wear her pants to school for a
week, too. Slone was still crying when the car stopped
again.

“Oh hello.” It took Slone
a few seconds to realize that it was Eva speaking. Her voice was
soft and sweet like when she talked to people on the phone. Never
how she spoke to her or her daddy sometimes. “Yes, I’ve been having
a me day. Little
Slone is at the sitters on some outing, so I went to the mall and
had my hair done, too. I was trying to find her something for her
birthday. You know how little girls are and their
parties.”

As she told the person on the phone
about the party, Slone thought about it as well. She didn’t want a
party. She never had any fun, so worried about her dress getting
dirty or one of the guests saying the wrong thing to her
stepmother. And the presents were all donated to some charity even
before she was able to see them. Then she had to write thank-you
notes to the guests as if she had played with and loved them very
much. Slone hated her birthday. The car door suddenly opened, and
she cringed away from it.

Eva stared at her for a long time
before she spoke. “You’ve pissed your pants? You actually pissed
your fucking pants?” Her voice got higher with each word. “Mother
fuck. Now I’ll have to scrub the carpet in here. Get out.” It was
too much, and Slone broke one of the hard rules that she knew was
going to hurt her badly. She begged.

“No, please. Don’t hurt
me. I’ll be good. I promise I will. I’ll scrub the car. Please
don’t hurt me.” Cringing away from her as far as she could in her
confined space, Slone tried to curl into a tiny ball. But she was
jerked from the cage and thrown to the ground. Her head exploded in
pain when she hit the car bumper. Then Eva kicked her several times
as she held her down with her hand on her head. Slone threw up
twice, but nothing but bile came out.

When she was jerked up and dragged
along without another word, Slone cried. Not even when she fell
twice did Eva stop dragging her along behind her by her hair.
Begging did no good; not even screaming at her stopped the woman
from wherever she was taking her. Slone just knew it was going to
be somewhere dark and she’d never be let out. It wasn’t until they
stopped that Slone looked around.

The water beside them was running
really fast. The rocks in the water just peeked above the surface
in places, and the giant stone they were standing on was damp with
water as it sprayed up over it. Slone looked at Eva.

“Get in.” Slone started to
back away. “You heard me, get in the water. I’m sick to death of
you and your shit, and I’m disposing of you right now.”

“I can’t swim.” Eva
shrugged and laughed. “I’ll drown. You said I was never to go near
the water. I can’t get in there. I won’t see my daddy
again.”

“I got news for you. You
aren’t going to anyway. I took care of that little problem
yesterday morning. So distraught over your drowning, he crawled
into his car and let the running engine take all his woes away.”
Slone shook her head. “Oh yes. And when your body is found
downstream in a few days, if ever, I will be one wealthy
widow.”

When she lunged at her, Slone fell.
Her entire body hit the water so hard that it took her breath away.
Then the cold took away her ability to breathe at all. Slone new
she was going to die. She was holding on to the branch near the
stone she’d been standing on when she saw a black flash of
something hit her stepmother.

~~~

Willie had been following the two of
them for the past ten minutes. He had wanted to intervene on the
child’s part, but had two things going against him. First of all,
and most likely the most important of all reasons, he was currently
a big wolf. That would have made it hard to make anyone see reason,
if he thought he could have reasoned with the woman. The second,
even if he had shifted to his human self, his clothes were all the
way across the park in his car. He just hated that the little girl
was suffering so much at the woman’s hands.

Willie loved children, everyone knew
that. He had a son and a daughter-in-law that he loved more than
anything in the world. His son was a little on the whiney side most
of the time, and his wife the same, but they were gonna, in a few
months, make him a grandda. His wife, God rest her soul, would have
been in seventh heaven with that. But this woman was treating this
child like an animal. Hell, worse than an animal.

He could hear her talking to her.
Yelling more like it. Telling her that she was worthless and other
such horrible things. There was no way he was going to leave her
because he had a feeling that whatever this human bitch had planned
for the child, it was not going to end well. He’d even mentally
reached for his son, the cop over in their little burg.

I got me a license plate I
need you to see to. I’m out here on the back part of our land and
there’s something going on here that I might need you to help me
with. His son said he’d run it and get
back with him. Then the woman hit the little girl and she took a
tumble into the water. Willie reacted before he thought better of
it.

He hit the woman first. He was afraid
that if he didn’t get her out of the way, she’d hurt them both
before he could save the child. As soon as she went head-over-ass
into the water, he reached for the child. She was barely hanging
on, and her head was bobbing up and down in the water like a bobber
on a fishing line. He grabbed her tiny wrist into his
mouth.

The snapping bones sounded like a gun
going off in his head. But it was the scream that had him holding
on. If he let her go now, she’d never survive. And if he shifted to
help her, he’d lose her for sure. Pulling her as hard as he could,
he got her head on the stone just as he realized that her shirt was
caught on the limb. The current was tugging her back two inches for
every one he pulled her up. She was nearly underwater again when he
reached out his paw and dug it into her small thigh.

He was glad that by then she was
unconscious. Willie knew that he was hurting her, and he hated it.
His own heart, old and bruised from the accident, started to pain
him a little more than he wanted as well. His son reached for him
when he realized he was going to lose the child and himself if he
didn’t do something now.

That car, a big, black
SUV? It belongs to a man by the name of Truman Morris. Not reported
missing or stolen. Why you asking? You didn’t hit his car, did you?
Damn it, Dad, you should have called me if you wanted to go
out. He couldn’t answer his son, trying to
think what to do. Dad? Are you all
right?”

I didn’t hurt nobody, and
I told you before that I can drive as well as you. She’s tried to
kill her. You have to…come to the old quarry where the river runs
the fastest. There’s an old granite stone there that we fish off
of, remember? His son said yes and asked
him what was wrong. I’m not going to make
it. But the child must. She’s…she’s had it hard and you have to
promise me that you’ll save her.

Dad, please just come
here. I’ll see to you. Or wait there. I’ll come to you and get you
help. Is it your heart again? Dad? Tell me. Whatever you’re up to,
I want you to stop it right now and get home. I don’t know what
this kid has to do with anything, but I can’t take her. I don’t
want a child right now, hardly the one I got coming. Do you know
what it’s going to do to my life? Willie
could feel his tears as he held the child, knowing that he was
leaving her better off but not by much. Her head was back in the
water and if he didn’t do something soon, they’d both be
dead.

Find her for me. Promise
me. I want you to— The current nearly took
her, and he had to scramble to keep her. Sinking his claws into her
leg, Willie felt her bones break there as well. Taking his mouth
from her wrist, he reached for her leg and was going to pull her
out that way, but the current shifted her again and he sank his
fangs into her soft belly. She was as good as dead if he left her
now. I’m having to change her. If I don’t,
she’s going to be dead when you get here. Her mother…the woman in
the car with her… tried to kill her. I did the only thing I could
do and hit her with my body to knock her away.

Dad, I’m coming. I’ll be
there— He cut his son off. He knew there
was no way he was going to live through this, and he needed to tell
him what had happened.

Hush and listen to me.
Find the child and if she can be saved, I want you to tell her that
I’m sorry I had to do it. I didn’t want her to die.
He sank his teeth deeper into her belly and
pulled her completely out of the water and onto the stone. Willie
held her in his mouth, hoping that she wasn’t too weak to take the
conversion. She’s going to need someone to
care for her, teach her about what I’ve done to her.

You’re converting
her. It wasn’t a question, but he answered
his son when he sounded pissed anyway. Dad, there are laws. Just let her go. Please. Keep yourself
safe and let her go.

I can’t. I should have
helped her sooner and now she just might die anyway. Poor child.
The woman had her caged in the back of that big car like someone
would do a dog. She was dragging her around by her hair like she
were less than human. I couldn’t have left her to die like she
planned, and neither would you have.

The pain got to be too much and he had
to leave her. Closing the connection to his son, he told him he
loved him very much and pulled his teeth free of the child. As soon
as he did, she screamed again and again. Willie watched her for
several seconds to make sure she wasn’t going to roll into the
water again and moved away. He had to get away from her.

If they found him lying beside her, he
knew it would shame his family and the child. A grown naked man
with a small dead child would be all they could see. His son would
know the truth of it, of course, but he’d not be able to say a
word. No, Willie thought, his best bet was to get as far from her
as he could and hope that she lived.

His heart was beating so hard in his
chest that he had to look twice to see if it was pounding right out
of him. Willie was dizzy, too. His vision was fading in and out,
and he had to stop more often than he’d hoped to rest before he
could move again.

The sirens were sounding in the
distance when he finally had to lay down. There was no way he could
stay where he was if he could hear them that well, so he started to
stand again. But all he managed to do was fall over, and he knew it
was the end. Lying there, he looked up at the bright sun and
thought of his life.

William, his son, had been such a joy
to him after his missus had passed. He’d been a whiney boy and had
gone from a spoiled child to a worse adult. Willie knew it was his
fault, but he’d been so lonely. He was going to miss him most. And
then there was his grandbaby.

“I wish I could have met
you, little man.” Willie smiled as his body began to shut down. He
could no longer lift his arm, and his legs were just lumps of meat
and bones. But he’d do it all again if he had to. “The little girl
needed me.”

“Well, of course, she
did.” He opened his eyes, just realizing that he’d closed them, and
looked at his lovely wife. “You ready to come to me? You old poop,
you should have taken that little bag that William got you with
some clothes in it. You might have lived a little longer had you
done it.”

“I know, but I wasn’t
planning on meeting up with a mad woman.” He closed his eyes when
the pain in his chest seemed to triple in an effort to end him.
“Did you see the child, my love? Did you see those eyes? Aged
beyond her years, I think. And such sadness.”

“The woman is dead. Saw
her myself. Her body, a broken mess down there at the bottom of our
ravine. I don’t think they’ll be opening her casket up for viewing
unless they have some miracle stuff down in them hollows.” Willie
nodded. “You need to come along now. William and the others are
looking for you.”

He sat up for her and felt…he turned
to look at the shell he’d been in. He looked good, he thought, and
his Meggie smacked him. He winked at her as he moved along the
field back to where the child and his son were.

“She’ll make it. You
converted her, but it will be a long road for her before it kicks
in all the way. You almost didn’t get her to the other side.”
Willie nodded. “You did well. She’ll live to fight another
day.”

“I hope so.” The medics
worked at her little body as he watched them. He’d broken her arm
and her leg by pulling her out of the water, and the claw marks on
her little bottom were nasty. “Never meant to hurt her that badly,
but she was falling in and I had to save her.”

“She’ll live is what you
should be thinking, not how you had to do it. And William and the
others, they’re looking for you, too.” William had sent two of his
men, both of them pack, to find him. He’d told them to find him and
to stay with him until this was finished. He’d even handed one of
them one of the small bags that held clothes.

“They’re gonna dress me so
that I ain’t nekked when they find me?” He felt his pride for his
son go up a few notches. “I’m going to miss him a great
deal.”

“I do as well. And his
wife, Jess. Do you think they’ll ever grow up? I despair of it, if
you want to know the truth of it. We did some terrible things when
he was a baby by not making him mind like we should have. But there
isn’t anything we can do about that now. I just hope he watches
over the child some.” Willie nodded as they loaded the young child
into the back of the awaiting ambulance. She was going to make it
was all he could think about.

“Are you ready?” He looked
at Meggie and knew a kind of love for her that others would only
hope to attain. He pulled her into his arms, having missed the way
she fit against his body. “You old poop. How I’ve missed you,
too.”

“We have to see to her.
Just for a bit longer.” He felt her nod. “I’ve never worked so hard
to save a person before, wolf or human. She’s…oh Meggie, you should
have seen her fight. Wanted out of that water like it was her
business. And she was…that woman deserves nothing of her. I’m glad
she’s dead.”

“Me, too. I never seen it
happen, but I know you to tell the truth. Poor child.” He opened
his eyes and found himself standing next to the child again. She
was in surgery now and they were working hard to put her back
together. The tubes running in and out of her were making a right
racket, but he watched her closely.

Leaning down to her ear, he felt the
connection to her. It wasn’t strong like it might have been had he
lived, but it was there. “You’ll live. Don’t make my gift to you be
for nothing, child. Live and find someone to love you, as I do my
own Meggie. You’ll find him someday and when you do, you’ll be so
happy that you didn’t drown in that water.”

They watched her for a few minutes
longer, but Willie felt the pull of something. He looked at Meggie
when she smiled at him. It was time, well past time for them to go.
Looking at the little girl again, her body was so abused he felt
tears for her suffering, and he told her again to live. As he faded
out, he heard the machines in the room start to scream, and he felt
his heart weigh just a bit heavier. She didn’t make it, he just
knew it. The poor, poor child, didn’t make it.


Chapter 1

 


Twenty-two years later in
Sommersville, Ohio.

 


“You’ve no idea how glad I
am that you’ve decided to take this off my hands.” Hunter Emerson
just looked at his brothers and said nothing as the man across from
them continued. They were there for support, but all he wanted to
do was take his aching head home and crawl into bed. The eight of
them had partied too much last night for this early of a meeting.
Then Pete Skills spoke again, and he turned back to ask him what
he’d said.

“I said this is a good
group you’re starting out with. Some of the pack is a mite on the
older side, but not many. Most of them are about you and your
brothers’ age. But settled, too. I think that only one or two of
them are job-seeking right now, what with the plant shutting down.
Then there’s Miss Giles. She ain’t no trouble, mind you, but you
might want to stay on her good side.”

“Why is that?” Hunter
looked at Luke, who had done the research on this pack when the
advertisement for them looking for a new Alpha had come across his
desk. He’d done a great deal of background checks on all the
members, and he’d never heard of a Giles woman. “I didn’t see her
name on the rosters.”

“She won’t be either. And
so you know, we ain’t seen hide nor hair of her since…well, I ain’t
never seen her to be honest. Miss Giles was holed up in that place
when I took over about ten years ago. She keeps to herself and
never bothers any of us. She does support us when we need it, but
we don’t bother her none. It was written in the contract that we
was to never seek her out and she’d do her part of it without any
problems. She owns all the pack land and even most of the buildings
here and in town. All of them successful, too.”

He looked at Luke again, who handed
him a copy of the contract that he’d been meaning to read over. He
glanced at it and read the parts that had little tabs next to them.
It was there…a person by the name of Slone M. Giles owned all four
hundred acres that the pack used, as well as the land that the
pack-house and other out buildings were on. There was an additional
two thousand that was supposedly off-limits to everyone.

“When do we meet this
woman? I’m assuming she comes to the pack meetings and will be at
the one where you introduce me, right?” Pete was already shaking
his head. “Why is that?”

“She don’t want any of us
to bother her.” Hunter started to speak, but Pete held up his hand.
“Yeah, before you ask, she is a wolf. Not a pureblood, I’m to
understand, but one made. She don’t want a damned thing to do with
any of us and since she don’t charge us any rent and pays for all
the upkeep on the buildings, we all just let her have her
way.”

Hunter nodded to his brother, Jarrett.
He’d find out what he could about the woman and see what sort of
things she was doing all holed up like Pete had said. He also
wanted to find out what kind of deal she was giving them on the
taxes and upkeep. Surely she was taking a big chunk of the pack
monies, too.

They worked through the morning and
well into the afternoon getting all the things settled. Jarrett had
left at eleven and then the rest just after lunch. They each had
their assignment to take care of, but it was Luke he wanted to talk
to most. When he came out of the pack house, Luke was leaning
against his car talking to a pretty, young woman.

“This is Rachel. She was
just telling me what sort of pack meetings they had.” Hunter nodded
at the woman, wishing her away. But Luke had something to tell him
and he was using this girl to do it. “Did you know that they have
very liberal thinking when it comes to sex? I mean, there is no law
that says they have to protect their females.”

Hunter looked at the girl who was
popping gum and smiling at him like he was Thanksgiving turkey all
tussled up for her. He shivered when he thought of what else this
girl had to tell them.

“What sort of pack doesn’t
protect its females?” She grinned bigger, and he wanted to step
back.

“We protect the little
ones and the ones that want to save themselves for marrying.” She
made it sound that that was the last thing on her mind. “But we
older ones, we can pretty much do what we want, when we want, to
whoever we want.”

She looked all of twenty, if that, and
he doubted that she’d seen too much in the way of school either. To
prove her point about being free, she leaned into Luke, who looked
at him over the woman’s head. She ran her hands down his brother’s
chest to his cock and cupped him. Luke pushed her away with a
slight grimace.

“You don’t have to worry
none about me telling on you. There’s a bunch of us that have all
sorts of fun when it comes to the Alpha. Not old Pete, but the
others that come in thinking about taking over. We can work you
over really well for a price.” Luke looked at him, and Hunter could
see that he wasn’t happy as the girl continued. “We’re using the
money to fund us a trip to Hollywood where we can get into the
pictures.”

Hunter had no doubt as to what sort of
movies this woman had in mind. When she reached for him, he backed
up several steps and nearly fell over Pete, who had come up behind
him. He looked at the girl when she dropped to her
knees.

“What did I tell you about
coming around here? It was told to you and the other women that
you’re not a member of this pack and you’re to stay off pack land.”
She nodded, then stood up. The gun was in her hand before any of
them could react to it. “What the Sam Hill do you think you’re
doing?”

The gun went off just as Pete smacked
it out of her hand. It went flying, and it wasn’t until he dropped
to the ground that Hunter realized he’d been hit. The pain in his
chest made him dizzy, and he looked down at the spreading blood.
Luke was screaming at him just as he watched Pete snap the girl’s
neck and drop her.

“Shift, you motherfucker,
before you die.” Hunter heard the words but couldn’t make them work
in his fuzzy head. The slap got his attention. “Shift, Hunter,
before you bleed to death.”

His wolf took him. The pain of the
bullet shifted out of his body when his human disappeared. As his
wolf, he laid there for several minutes while Luke spoke on the
phone. It wasn’t until he could stand that Luke spoke to him
again.

“You’ll have to leave here
now. The police are on their way and if you’re about, they’ll
wonder what the hell happened.” The gun went off again, and they
looked at Pete as he fell backwards. He dropped the gun just as the
blood started to pour from his shoulder. “It was his idea. We have
a story ready for them, but you have to be gone.”

He’s taking the
fall? Hunter didn’t want that to happen.
He’d been shot and now the older man was bleeding.
No, I can’t let that happen.

The sirens were sounding in the
distance, and Hunter backed from his brother when he kicked out at
him. He was terrified of being caught like a wolf, but didn’t want
Pete to go to jail.

“They had a public fight
the other day, and she threatened him. Nothing is going to happen.
Will you please get your ass out of here? I have to clear out your
prints yet.” Hunter looked down and then at Luke. “It was his idea.
Go.”

He left but not before turning back to
see his brother kicking dust up. There would be almost nothing of
him being there to show, and what was there could be explained.
Going to just the edge of the forest behind the pack house, he
watched as three cruisers and an ambulance pulled up. He
disappeared into the woods when it looked
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