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A FRACTURED FAIRY TALE BOOK 1

RED
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What happens when a werewolf hunter falls for her prey?

Red Locklear regularly hunts all manner of woodland prey, but her favorite kill is the beast that tore her parents apart when she was a little girl.

The werewolf.

Now that Red is all grown up, these horrid creatures are terrorizing Dakota Territory once again. As a member of the elite Dakota Guard, Red has a duty to extinguish the life of every last wolf she sees. Failing to do so is a death sentence.

When her grandmother doesn’t come back from a foraging run, Red dons her quiver of silver arrows and breaks town law, heading into the forest after sunset to search for her.

The dark woods test her hunting skills as well as her loyalty to the Dakota Guard, and she’s left wondering if there is any way out of this alive.

Fans of Once Upon a Time and Grimm will devour RED. 
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“WE HAVEN’T HEARD FROM her in months,” Pa said, unaware I was just outside my parents’ bedroom door.

“You have told me a thousand times how dangerous those mountain passes can be,” my mother said in her exasperated voice. “What if we get caught in a storm?”

“The almanac said we have at least another six weeks before the winter rolls in. So now is the perfect time to visit. Besides, my mother hasn’t even met Ruby yet. Don’t you think it’s time?”

A sigh followed.

I coughed, covering my mouth a second too late, and silence settled on the bedroom. The creak of springs sounded, and the soft swish of fabric against the floorboards crossed closer to the door. I darted my eyes around the darkened hallway for a place to hide, my nightmare that brought me to their room forgotten in my panic of being caught listening to their private conversation.

My father opened the door before I could escape into the shadows. “Ruby, what are you doing out of bed?”

“I had a nightmare,” I whispered and studied the shadows in the wood grain on the floor.

“You need as much rest as you can get before we head to your grandmother’s house in the morning. We need you sharp on this trip. Otherwise, we might not be eating for the next few days,” he said.

I narrowed my eyes at him and glanced at my mother on the bed. The dim lantern illuminated her face and made her deep auburn hair blend into the wood frame of their bed.

“I can hit a squirrel at fifty yards while sleepwalking,” I said when I brought my gaze back to Pa. Sleep had nothing to do with the quality of my hunting skills.

Pa put his hand on my back with a chuckle and led me back to my bedroom. “I still want you to rest. Dakota is a long ride, and if you are too tired to aim straight, we will be a very hungry family when we get to your grandmother’s house.”

“Pa?” I asked as he tucked me tightly under the covers. “My teacher, Mrs. Kettle, said there are monsters in the woods surrounding Dakota.”

His smile faded and he blinked like he had an eyelash in his eye. “Why would your teacher tell you that?”

I shrugged. “We were studying the territories bordering Weber, and she explained the trails to get to the towns in each territory. She went clockwise, starting with Alberta to the northeast and ended with Dakota to the northwest. She said the road to Dakota is swallowed by a forest full of monsters.”

He let out another chuckle, but this time it wasn’t amused. “It’s bear country, sweetie.”

He leaned over and gave me a kiss on the cheek, leaving me without an actual answer. Weber was bear country, too. No one said Weber was full of monsters. The teacher had said the road wound over the mountains and through a river before it disappeared into woods as dark as night. I remember the flash in her eyes and the whisper she likely hadn’t intended for anyone to hear.

I didn’t think she was talking about bears. My heart clanged at the thought of traveling through a monster-filled forest.

I tried to push the thoughts away and rest like my father asked, but the images that kept running past my eyelids were worse than the original nightmare that had woken me.
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I RODE IN FRONT of my mother on the edge of Bessy’s saddle. While the old mare made for a smooth ride, I still ended the day stiff from the journey. My brother, Roy, got the better end of the deal. He got to ride with Pa on Midnight, the fastest steed in all of Weber territory.

Pa never let me ride that horse. He always said I wasn’t old enough or big enough to stay on his back, especially when he went into a full gallop.

Figures. My brother had all the luck. At least he didn’t have my skills with a bow and arrow. I could shoot rings around him and proved it with a plump rabbit for dinner on the first night and three squirrels the second night.

The third night, we slept in sight of the Dakota border where the road faded into the trees. I was thankful we stopped outside of those woods. On the plateau where we camped, wild life was scarce, so all we ended up with for dinner was a rattlesnake that Pa killed earlier in the day.

The fire crackled, and my gaze kept drifting to the forest in the distance. Neither the height of the mountains nor the icy chill of the river we had crossed brought forth the same level of trepidation as that dense wall of trees. I shivered, wrapping my arms tighter around my chest. I snuggled into the blankets and turned to face the fire, dismissing the thought of monsters.
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“CAN I RIDE MIDNIGHT today?” I asked.

“I don’t think so, Ruby.”

My stomach clenched and so did my teeth. My father attached the travel sack to Midnight’s saddle and glanced at me. He must have seen my aggravation because he offered me the same old story.

“You’re not big enough to handle Midnight, sweetheart.”

“Roy got to ride him when he was eight,” I said.

“Roy was bigger than you are at eight. Go help your mother pack the rest of our things.”

I stomped away loud enough to make my dissatisfaction known, but not enough to get a swat on my butt for my behavior. I didn’t talk, even as we approached the thick forest. The path seemed to disappear, and I shivered.

“We only have two more days before we can bask in the warmth of your grandmother’s fireplace,” Pa said, and locked his gaze with mine before he coaxed Midnight into the lead.

Roy turned and gave me a smile. Like going into monster-filled woods was a cool thing. I knew with a cold certainty that I wasn’t getting a lick of sleep tonight.

Every branch snap jerked my form, and I struggled to see what was beyond the narrow channel. I constantly scanned the deep green brush like I was hunting for small game, but in reality, I was searching for creatures with a more violent nature.

When we finally trotted into a small clearing and dismounted, Roy took the horses and tied them to the nearest branch. My father handed me the bow and arrow. With the weapon in my hand, all the deep fear tightening my muscles gave way to a calmness I welcomed. I crept around the perimeter of our little circle while my parents set up camp.

I caught movement on my right. Before my brain registered the animal, my arrow had pinned the rabbit to the earth. A clean head shot. I grinned, picking it up and bringing it back to the family with a real sense of accomplishment.

Clouds rolled in before the last light bled from the sky, and the full moon seemed to play hide-and-seek in the foggy cover. We ate in silence, savoring the tender meat and licking the juices from our fingers.

With full bellies, we settled into our makeshift beds and gave in to the exhaustion. I stared at what I could see of the man on the moon until my eyes could no longer stay open.

The horses whinnying pulled me from sleep. I darted my gaze at the shadows made by the fire, and I shivered in the chilly night air despite the heavy blanket draped over me. The hairs on my arms prickled as the horses grew more restless. Something had them spooked.

I patted my father’s leg. “Pa,” I whispered on the still air. My heart picked up the pace.

“Get some more sleep, Ruby,” he muttered.

“Something is spooking the horses.”

My father rolled over and glanced at me and then the horses beyond me. A crease appeared between his eyes, but he gave me a reassuring smile before he gently shook my mother awake.

“I think we’ve had enough rest,” he whispered.

My mother looked at him, blinked, and then her eyes widened. It was as if a lightning bolt shot out of the sky and catapulted her to her feet. The instant she was standing, she started gathering our things as if the woods were burning down around us.

“Roy, go get the horses.” My father swatted my brother’s back. “Ruby, you go stay by your mother.”

My brother got to his unsteady feet. He yawned and shuffled to the tree where we had Midnight and Bessy tied up.

I stepped towards my mother, close enough to the dying fire to feel the heat radiating from the coals. Her arms wrapped around me tighter than usual while my brother pulled the horses closer. Their hoofs stomped the ground in nervous beats.

My father hoisted me onto the back of Midnight, and my heart jumped into my throat. Alarms sounded in my head when Pa told Roy to hop on Midnight with me. Roy handed Bessy’s reins to my mother and stepped towards where Pa held onto Midnight’s bridle.

Roy only made it halfway across the clearing when the monsters attacked. A clawed paw severed my brother’s throat. A plume of blood shot from the wound, dousing the fire. He didn’t have time to scream. I would never forget my mother’s cry. The pitch started as one of loss, but soon morphed to a sharp pain-filled wail.

My father smacked Midnight’s flank just before a wall of gray fur took him down. The stallion flew forward. I grabbed for the horse’s mane to catch my balance.

Midnight’s speed was no match for the massive wolves that pursued me. Their radiant blue eyes pierced the darkness as the gap widened until I couldn’t hear their snarls over the throbbing beat of my heart in my own ears. My harsh sobs filled the woods along with the steady pounding of Midnight’s hoofs. He didn’t slow until we arrived at Dakota’s darkened town center.

Monsters did exist, and I would never forget their murderous eyes or their equally heinous growls.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

RED Chapter 2

[image: image]


[image: image]

“I AM PERFECTLY CAPABLE of going foraging on my own. Besides, aren’t you supposed to be going on that hunting trip with the rest of the archers?” Grandmother asked me as she tidied up the breakfast nook. She turned, her silver corkscrew curls falling over her shoulders, and leveled her gray-eyed stare in my direction. One silver eyebrow rose.

My grandmother was the epitome of strength and grace, even though she was nearing her eighties. The woman was feisty and brave, everything I hoped I would be if I was blessed enough to reach her age.

I shifted my stance and crossed to the table with the breakfast plates. “I know you’re capable, Gram. But it’s really not safe out there. Not with the werewolves terrorizing Dakota.”

“Pft.” She waved me off and took the seat across from me.

“I’m serious. We lost Mickey last week, and those bastards are getting bolder by the minute.”

She waggled her finger at me. “Watch your language, girl.” She dug into the eggs in the center serving bowl.

I sighed and studied Gram’s coveted curls. I envied her hair. Mine fell straight as the arrows in my quiver, and the color was the cause of my nickname.

Red.

And not the beautiful auburn red my mother had had. No, it was more akin to a forest fire. I had a hell of a time blending in the forest for most seasons, but now that fall was upon us, my hair resembled the burned orange of the leaves.

“You really should go with someone else, Gram,” I said and focused on the food instead of her perfect hair.

“They need you on the hunt. You know you are more skilled than anyone else in this town,” she said and took a bite of her breakfast.

Gram didn’t know how deep on the side of trouble I was with the Dakota Guard. If I missed another hunt, the head of the Guard, Remy Steele, warned that I would have to turn in my archer’s bow. It was the one thing I was good at, and losing that would be like losing my family all over again.

But with the audacity of this pack, the idea of having my grandmother out in the berry patch alone didn’t settle well. If I stayed and protected her instead of doing my job, I would lose the only status I had in this town. If I let her go alone, I could lose the only family I had left.

My chest tightened, and I sent her a strained smile, waving her off with a sheepish nod. I had a job to do, and the town was counting on me.

Dakota didn’t have any outside help. We were too secluded in the deep northwestern forest. Mountains blocked us to the east, and ravines blocked us to the west. The nearest settlement was a good three-day ride at a full gallop through treacherous mountain terrain.

And Dakota was under siege for the first time since my parents died.

Sure, we had had rogue werewolves in the area over the years, but since that horrible night when I was eight, there hadn’t been a pack in the vicinity.

Until now. And they were a nasty bunch.

With the fading of the summer heat, people started disappearing. The ones we found were mauled beyond what the local bears usually did. It wasn’t until we heard the howls in the distance that we knew what was killing the town’s people.

Thirteen years of training had led me to this moment, and my grandmother would not let me babysit her when I could be out there taking down the monsters. One glance from her told me I was right.

“You need to go.” She didn’t leave me any choice.

“Fine,” I mumbled, despite the discomfort scraping my skin. I ignored the warning bells and dug into my food.

We ate the rest of the meal in silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts. Mine tumbled between what I had to do today and the fall harvest. I wasn’t sure if Travis was going to ask me to the town dance or not. I secretly hoped he would move on. While he was the closest friend I had, there just were no sparks in it for me. He, on the other hand, had hinted endlessly to me about a future. I wasn’t ready to settle down. At least not with anyone from Dakota.

Gram cleared her throat. “You were about a million miles away, weren’t you?”

Heat filled my cheeks, and I let out a laugh. “Yes, sorry.”

“Thinking about your parents?” she asked.

I flinched at the mention of my family. “No. Travis.” I didn’t expand any further, but my tone said it all.

Gram cocked her head like one of the neighborhood puppies. “What’s wrong with Travis?”

“Nothing. He just isn’t... you know...” I said and shrugged as I picked at the food on my plate.

“He has become such a sweet man,” she said.

I rolled my eyes.

Gram was a fan of Travis’s and had been for as long as I could remember. Too bad it didn’t change the way I felt. I took another bite of breakfast.

Gram opened her mouth to ask me another question, and I raised my hand, stopping her.

“I don’t want to talk about Travis, okay?”

Gram inhaled enough to expand her chest in that manner that announced her disappointment. “Okay,” she whispered, and we both focused on the plates in front of us.

After we finished, I cleaned the dishes in the basin and dried and stored them back in the pantry before dumping the dishwater out the window.

I crossed to the chair and pulled on my vest, hoping it would be enough to keep me warm in the cool fall air. I hated hunting with my thick wool coat that hung on the rack in the corner. With my quiver over my shoulder, I headed for the door.

“Ruby?”

I glanced back at Gram.

“Be careful,” she said and gave me a small smile of support. The worry lines at the corners of her eyes belied the smile.

“I always am. You be careful, too, Gram.”

She patted the sheath on her belt with a nod and finished gathering her basket for foraging berries in the grove. As I walked away from our cabin, a lump formed in the back of my throat. The same lump that always accompanied me on my way to the Guard, as if this could be the last time we saw each other.

I swiped at the mist in my eyes and continued down the path leading through the woods directly into the center of Dakota. I steadied the bow in my hand, lining an arrow in place, keeping vigilant for any breaking branch, leaf rustle, or wicked growl.
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TALK OF MY PARENTS had me jumpy as I traversed the winding wooded path into Dakota. The cloudy sky obscured the morning sun, reminding me of the night I lost my family to the wolves.

I picked up my pace. While I knew I was running a little behind, I wasn’t sure just how late I would be, and getting out of these woods as fast as I could was a priority at the moment.

The last time I was late, I got paired with the worst archer on the Guard, and the day had been an exercise in dodging his arrows instead of werewolves. Not that any of our daily hunts had been fruitful in flushing out the pack. They were well hidden, and it was frustrating.

Hunting at night was not allowed, even though that seemed to be the time the pack was most active. Just the thought of being out with the darkness surrounding me made me shiver.

I tried to focus on the impending hunt, but memories of my family’s dying screams kept interrupting my train of thought.

I shook the bloody visions from my head as I stepped out of the woods and onto the gravel road that led into the center of town. With the tree canopy behind me, I stowed the arrow back in my quiver. I kept scanning the area, but I didn’t have the same urgency to be vigilant as I did under the tree cover.

The sense of ever-present danger the woods instilled in me kept me alive all these years, but once I was in the town center, that edge faded. Nothing messed with my mind as much as the woods.

“Boo!”

I yelped and spun toward the voice, reaching for one of my arrows.

Travis McGee burst out laughing from his vantage point next to the town hall. He stepped from the shadows, and his blond hair swirled in the breeze. His dark eyes crinkled with amusement, and his smile dimpled his cheeks.

“Damn it, Travis!” I held the arrow against my bow and glared at him. “I should shoot you for giving me a heart attack!”

Travis strolled up next to me with that ridiculous grin still plastered on his face. “You wouldn’t dare,” he said in a deep timbre.

I supposed I could see why some of the local girls swooned when he went by, but he just annoyed me like only a best friend could.

Instead of agreeing, I smacked his arm with the shaft of the arrow. “You’re such a jerk,” I muttered as we rounded the bend into the open courtyard where the rest of the Guard stood.

“You’re late,” a harsh voice rang out over the quiet assembly.

I glanced to my left, right into the annoyed eyes of Remy Steele. His face was lined with ancient wrinkles and his lips formed an unhappy sneer. He was perhaps the meanest guardsman I had ever met. Most of the Guard were afraid of him, but not me. I just thought he was an ass who liked to exude authority.

He sauntered over and glared down at me with sharp green eyes. “This is the third time this week,” he growled.

I could have uttered a litany of excuses and groveled for his forgiveness like I had seen countless others do, but we both knew I was the best shot in the lot, so he’d just have to deal with my tardiness. I gave him an offhanded shrug and continued past him.

“One of these days, I’m going to take you over my knee,” he hissed.

I spun on him. Threats, whether empty or not, riled me up. “You want to take care in what you say, Remy.”

His eyes narrowed, and then he looked away.

I took that as a sign of retreat on his part and returned my attention to the rest of the horde. I was the lone woman among men, but they knew my past. They knew the talent in my steady hands. They knew I had their backs. And they knew my need for vengeance ran deep in my veins.

They had my back out there, too. Even Remy, who was as close to the definition of my nemesis as anyone in this town. He and Gram had a falling out years before I came along and he has held it against me ever since I entered the Guard.

It was Gram’s insistence that allowed me to train with the Guard. She saw my raw talent with a bow and arrow after she and I had gone hunting for food. Remy had always treated me as if I stepped in the middle of the boy’s club.

However, in moments of danger, Remy had always chosen to protect other members of the Guard instead of letting any of us fall prey to wolves. I lost count of the number of times he saved me from an attacking wolf. He could say the same for me, as well.

“Red, since you and Travis were late, you two will pair up with me today on the hunt,” Remy announced.

The relief of the other guardsmen hung on the air. No one enjoyed pairing with Remy. Not only was he less than desirable company, he was a slave driver. Travis groaned under his breath while Remy paired up the rest of the hunters into parties of three.

“I don’t have to tell you what’s at stake here,” Remy said, his sharp gaze landing on me before it moved on. “We need to flush these bastards out, because the longer they remain alive and in our territory, the more of our people die. If you run into a single wolf, kill it. If you run across the pack...” He took a deep breath, meeting every eye. “Take as many of them out as you can.”

It was what he didn’t say that sent a shiver up my spine. Three men, even three armed men, were no match against a full pack. Taking them on was suicide.

Every one of us accepted the responsibility of keeping the town safe. The possibility of death was part of being a Dakota Guard. We all nodded our understanding.

After everyone dispersed in their assigned direction, Remy turned to me. “Ready to get your ass whooped?” He didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, he stomped off into the woods.

Travis and I followed, and dread wrapped a tight fist around my heart.
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AFTER HALF THE DAY had passed, I reached into the pack Gram put together for me and stole a bite of one of her oatmeal cookies while I followed Remy. Travis had my back, and I handed him half of the cookie as we rounded a bend, shoveling the rest in my mouth before Remy could turn and catch me eating on the job. Remy didn’t like us doing anything that would occupy our hands, even if it only took a second.

His tirades about what could happen in that split second weren’t without merit, but we had been going flat out since this morning and hadn’t encountered a thing. Hunger could cause just as much trouble with wavering attention as our hands being occupied for a moment, so I chanced his wrath in favor of shutting off the grumbling in my stomach.

I never remembered Remy being amicable. Not even that first day that Gram dragged me into town and made me give the Guard a demonstration. He didn’t even show the slightest interest, but the rest of the trainees were in awe that I could slice an apple in half, especially since it was thrown in the air. I did it a half dozen times to prove it wasn’t a fluke.
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“I CAN’T HAVE A child in the Guard,” Remy said to my grandmother.

Gram looked around at the cluster of boys that were my age, and she waved her hand at them. “You already have children in the Guard. You mean you can’t have a girl in your Guard,” she argued with her hands on her hips.

“May,” he started, but Gram wouldn’t have any of it.

“She can run faster than any of them. And she’s a better shot than even you ever were!”

Remy’s face reddened brighter than any of the apples in Gram’s basket. He grabbed one and pitched it with all his might towards the woods.

I didn’t think. I just reacted and when two neat, halved slices fell to the ground and my arrow embedded in the tree that would have blocked the apple’s progress, both my Gram and Remy stared at the apple and then turned towards me.

I just smiled and shrugged my shoulders at their matching slack jaws.

Remy’s lips pressed together, and he glanced back at the decimated apple before studying the ground.

“Well?” Gram asked.

“Fine, but she isn’t getting any special treatment. If she can’t keep up with the boys, she’s out.”

Gram nodded and left me in Remy’s care.
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REMY SLOWED NEAR THE northern cliffs that lead to the ravine and leveled that same hostile look from all those years ago at both Travis and I.

“Did you bring any of your grandmother’s treats?” he asked in a gruff, out-of-breath tone.

I reached into my bag and pulled another cookie out, debating on whether I would just eat it in front of him or not. But I knew better than to aggravate him even more than my simple presence did. Instead, I offered it to him.

He gave me a smile of appreciation, which was rare, and slightly frightening to view. His grin looked more like a toothy grimace than anything resembling genuine happiness, and it never quite reached his eyes. The only time I ever saw glee in his eyes was when he was killing a werewolf.

“What about me?” Travis asked.

I pulled the last cookie out and split it in half, handing him the smaller half this time.

Remy chuckled. He thought he was special getting a whole cookie. He didn’t know I shared one already with Travis. Neither of us corrected his silent gloating, either.

“I don’t think there’s anything in this direction,” I said as I scanned the wooded area behind us. This would be the perfect place to launch an assault. We had nowhere to run, and jumping from the cliff was just as much of an automatic death sentence as facing a pack.

We had been stopped long enough to make the hairs on my neck prickle. I didn’t want to just stand around waiting for the beasts to corner us, but Remy didn’t seem to be in any rush. Pushing him would only make him linger longer.

“One of you needs to climb that tree and do a scan before we head back, and since Red was kind enough to give me a whole cookie, I think it’s Travis’s turn to do something useful.”

I raised an eyebrow. It was the first time I wasn’t given the grunt task. I’d have to remember that in the future. Remy had a soft spot for Gram’s cookies, and if I saved a whole one for him instead of just offering half, I might get the lighter duty.

Travis didn’t grumble or say anything snide like I would have been tempted to do. He just gave a nod and jumped in the air, catching the nearest limb with the inside of his elbow. His feet dangled above the ground, and he hoisted himself onto the branch.

It creaked under his weight. I bit my lip and scanned the woods for any movement. A snap brought my gaze back to Travis. His outstretched hand missed the next tree limb, and he dropped the ten feet to the ground, landing on his outstretched arm. A sharp crack was immediately followed by his yelp of pain.

Both Remy and I bolted to where Travis lay on the ground, holding his arm to his chest. His lips were pressed together, but his red and scrunched face broadcasted his pain more than a scream would have. His forearm was bent at an unnatural angle, and a red stain spread on his sleeve.

“Damn it, boy,” Remy growled and raked a hand through his hair. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a moment before his gaze turned to mine. “Make yourself useful and grab a couple of arrows.”

I glanced at the half dozen arrows strewn on the ground and gathered them up as Remy squatted next to Travis. My heart drummed in my chest. The beasts could smell blood for miles. If they got Travis’s scent either in human or wolf form, we would have a hell of a fight on our hands.

The tear of fabric pulled my gaze back to them, and the view of Travis’s bone sticking out of his forearm made me regret eating Gram’s cookie. I turned away and busied myself with picking up the fallen arrows. Normally, I wasn’t a squeamish person, but because it was Travis, empathy crashed through me like a wild storm, making my stomach clench.

Travis’s guttural whine made me spin towards him again. Remy had already done whatever it took to get the bone back inside Travis’s arm, but my friend’s face had gone ashen as a result.

“Get over here with those arrows,” Remy barked.

I stepped to his side, handing the arrows to him.

He glared up at me. “Splint his arm.” He ripped the sleeves off his own shirt. “One arrow on the inside, one along the side and one on the outside, please,” he directed as I fiddled with the arrows.

When I had the right formation, Remy tied one of the sleeves around Travis’s wrist and the other just shy of his elbow, making a solid splint. Travis’s arm still oozed blood from the bone hole, but some of the color had returned to his face.

Remy helped him to a sitting position and Travis winced, holding his injured arm to his chest.

“I don’t think I can run with my arm like this.”

“We can’t leave you out here,” I said and immediately disliked the higher pitch of my voice. I knew that sound—it was my verge-of-panic tone.

“Travis needs a sling to stabilize his arm,” Remy said, eyeing me like I had a sling up my sleeve. “Give me your shirt.”

I blinked at him before the words sank in. While I was wearing a vest, just the thought of undressing in front of Travis and Remy left me cold. Travis wasn’t expecting the directive, either. His jaw hung open from the order.

“Why my shirt?”

“Because mine doesn’t have sleeves anymore,” Remy snapped. “The sooner you hand it over, the sooner we can start back. It’s going to take us longer, which means you and I have to be sharp.”

I glanced at Travis and turned my back, dropping my bow and quiver on the ground. As much as I didn’t enjoy obeying his command, I understood the rationale. My hands shook as I unbuttoned my vest. I put it between my knees and went to work on the shirt buttons. With a deep breath, I stripped the shirt and reached my arm behind me. A moment later, it was yanked from my hand. The vest wasn’t nearly as warm as the combination with the shirt, and I shivered as I finished buttoning the rough fabric over my torso.

By the time I turned around, Remy had Travis on his feet and my shirt formed into a manageable sling with the sleeves tied at the back of his neck.

“Thanks, Red,” Travis said.

His gaze remained on the ground, and I couldn’t tell if he was just embarrassed by his accident or whether me stripping my shirt pushed him beyond discomfort.

“Think you can do this?” I asked.

“That’s a stupid question,” Remy growled. “He has no choice. Make sure you watch our backs.” He took the lead, leaving me staring after them as they entered the forest.

I threaded an arrow into my bow and followed Remy and Travis into the canopy, gulping down the fear that threatened to close my throat.

In the deep thicket, sounds echoed in my ears. Sweat soaked my forehead despite the chill in the air, occasionally dripping into my eyes. Each time, the sting nearly closed my eyes, but I just gritted my teeth and dealt with it until the sting passed because taking either of my hands off my bow and arrow was not an option. My back was slick as well, and my wool vest clung to me like a scratchy sack.

A branch cracked to my right, and I spun, letting my arrow fly. It whistled through the air, catching nothing. Both Remy and Travis stared at me.

“What in tarnation?” Remy growled.

Travis said nothing. He was bathed in sweat as much as I was, and circles had formed under his eyes.

“I heard something,” I mumbled and focused on where my arrow had disappeared. I knew how few silver arrows we had amongst the three of us, and my wasted shot embarrassed me more than stripping my shirt had.

Thankfully, neither of them commented further. Instead, they turned back towards town and continued our slow jog. Remy swept his bow in an arc in front of him as he went. I followed, turning so my back faced both of them and mimicked Remy’s sweep of the terrain.
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BY THE TIME WE entered the town square, the sun touched the horizon and my muscles were stiff from the intense vigilance. However, my discomfort wasn’t even on the same plane as Travis’s. His pasty features were marred by random blotches of red, and the dark circles under his eyes aged him by ten years or more.

“We need to get you to Doc Wilton,” I said as Travis veered toward home. I grabbed his good arm and led him the opposite way. “I’ll stop at your folks' house on my way home.”

“I’ll catch up to you after I get a head count,” Remy said.

With Travis in my care, I navigated him between the row of stores to the smaller homes where the shop owners and other professionals lived. Doc Wilton lived four houses down on the right, and I turned Travis in that direction, adjusting my pace to his.

“Thank you,” Travis whispered when we were far enough for Remy not to overhear.

I glanced at him and shrugged. “What was I going to do, leave your sorry butt out there on that bluff? I don’t think so.”

His smile wasn’t his usual bright grin. Instead, it seemed like forced bravery as he trudged towards the doctor’s house. His pale features set off my internal alarms, but I couldn’t force him to move any faster.

I had him lean against the wall next to the door while I knocked. The kindly gentleman opened the door, and his smile faded when his gaze landed on Travis. His gray eyes sharpened, and his hospitable mannerisms changed to all business, as he pushed open the screen door and waved us inside.

Doc Wilton’s black salt and pepper hair belied his true age. He was young compared to Remy and Gram, but despite his youth, he was the best doctor in the region.

I remember seeing him for the first time the morning after I arrived in town. Gram wanted me to be checked out even though she couldn’t find anything but stick scratches on me. Doc Wilton had just gotten out of medical school at some fancy faraway place, and had come back home to practice so his father could hang up his stethoscope.

I had been terrified and unable to stop shaking, and Gram was worried. She marched me across town to this very door. Doc Wilton’s office smelled like rubbing alcohol and lemons and to this day, any time I smell a lemon, I drift back to his kind smile and calm demeanor.

As Travis and I crossed the threshold into his corner office, that scent assaulted my nose once again, creating a sense of calmness it always triggered. Like everything was going to be all right, despite Travis’s current condition.

“You better get going before night falls,” Doc Wilton said as he sat Travis on the exam table.

I traded a glance with Travis, and he gave me a nod. My grandmother’s place was one of the few homes still surrounded by woodlands. She refused to pick up and leave, so while most Dakota residents were within the town proper limits, we were still in the woods. The law of the land stated no one was to be wandering the woods after dark.

One look at the gloomy sky and my heart quickened. The light had dimmed enough to set off those damn alarms in my head, and I still had to stop at Travis’s home to give his parents the news that he was at the doctor’s.

I started back in the direction we had come in, briskly walking with purpose. When I turned into the alley Travis and I had come down, I bumped smack into Remy and nearly fell on my ass. If he hadn’t grabbed me by the upper arms, I would have hit the dirt.

“You have to get home,” he growled as he steadied me. His green eyes flashed with warning.

“I promised Travis I’d stop at his house and let his folks know where he is.”

Remy’s gaze rose to the sky, and he shook his head. “I’ll take care of that. You need to get home before the sunlight fades. None of the parties encountered wolves today, so be vigilant.”

He didn’t need to say more. A howl came out of the south, echoing over the valley as if to punctuate his point. A shiver ran up my spine, and I gave him a nod.

He stepped around me, heading towards Travis’s home. “Get moving,” he barked.

I obeyed his authoritative tone and turned on my heel. I sprinted towards home despite the protest in my already exhausted muscles. Swinging my bow off my shoulder, I approached the woods surrounding the town. The dark canopy swallowed me as I stepped into the forest with an arrow tightly set against my bow.

Twilight was the favored time of attack. The shadows along the path didn’t help my pounding chest. I picked up my pace, ignoring the cramping in my calves and arms as I ran and kept my bow and arrow at the ready.

By the time I reached the cabin, dusk had settled in tight and my lungs burned from exertion.

I burst into the house expecting my grandmother to be standing over the stove cooking some delectable meal, but all that met me was the empty and silent cabin.

“Gram?” I called out as my heart thundered in my ears.

No answer.

I ran to her bedroom, hoping she would be in bed, but she was not in the cabin, and no increase in volume of calling her name was going to produce her from thin air. Heat engulfed me, and my breath caught in my lungs, forcing a wheeze. I stood back in the living room as my gaze darted around, looking for signs of what could have happened.

When my gaze landed on the empty spot where she usually kept her foraging basket and gloves, the lump in my throat plummeted. All the heat bled from my skin, and my teeth chattered.

She was still out there. I glanced at the dark woods, and a shiver grabbed hold of every cell. The last time I was in the forest at night, my family was slaughtered.
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THE WOODS ENVELOPED ME as I broke the town law. If I was caught, I faced time in jail for this. But that wasn’t what shook my muscles taut while my vision adjusted to the near blackness. I knew the path to the berry patch and the fruit orchard beyond like the back of my hand, but the shadows formed by the trees left my mouth dry and tinny.

I tried telling myself that my fear was keeping me vigilant, but I knew I was just fooling myself. The fright was making me jump at every noise to the point I was turning in frantic circles. I forced myself to stop and squat, taking each shaky breath until the quakes stopped.

Wolves can smell terror and if I didn’t get myself back to center, my scent would surely drag their beastly asses in my direction. And wolves weren’t the only threat in the forest. Wild cats and bears also ran in this neck of the wilderness, so I had to get my head together. Besides, I was already halfway to the berry patch and hadn’t run across any signs of danger.

With a deep resolved breath, I climbed to my feet and continued my journey with as soft steps as I could take, making my focus the one-hundred-eighty-degree area in front of me. Stepping into the berry patch didn’t bring me any comfort. I was nowhere near as good a tracker as Travis, but even in my sub-expert’s eyes, the berry patch wasn’t disturbed in a way that would indicate a struggle or even someone collapsing. Still, I navigated each row just in case.

At the far side of the berry patch, I turned, glancing at the woods surrounding the lush berries, looking for any sign that I was followed. Turning back to the orchards, I paused and closed my eyes, pulling whatever bravery I could from that well deep inside me.

I stepped towards the orchards with my bow at the ready. Traversing the orchard was a bit more difficult. My heart pumped pure adrenaline as I stepped out from tree to tree, ready to let my arrow fly. It wasn’t until the last row of trees that I found some spilled berries on the ground, along with a snapped branch with an apple hanging on just by the barest of stems.

I tried to swallow as I stepped up to scan the steep slope under the moonlight, but the darkness at the bottom was impenetrable. Even under a high noon sun, the bottom of the hill is shadowed and dangerous to climb down.

I needed to backtrack around the side of the ledge to get to any point where I had solid footing right down to the valley floor. The candle I carried in my pocket wouldn’t do any good in the gusty wind that had picked up with nightfall. I trotted to the middle of the berry patch and crossed into the narrow path that cut to the valley floor.

Concern braised my skin, overshadowing the fear tightening my core. I didn’t bother with my bow and arrow until I was at the foot of the hill shrouded in night. The moonlight barely lit the valley floor. I glanced up, using the orchard tree line as a guide with my bow grasped tight.

I scanned the dark and sighed. I couldn’t see, and I couldn’t hold a lit candle while having my bow at the ready. If Gram fell, she would likely be hurt or worse. I slung the bow over my shoulder, digging the candle out along with the box of matches. I struck the match on the side of my pants. It caught the seam and flared to life.

With a candle leading the way, I held it low enough to avoid any sudden surge of air. The light illuminated a few feet at a time. I carefully planted my foot forward and turned, shielding the candle with my body as the light flickered.

I skirted around a boulder and froze at the sight of Gram’s basket spilling bruised fruit on the ground. My gaze traveled farther beyond the basket.

The candle slipped from my fingers. I had an arrow threaded into my bow before the rush of air doused the flame. Dipped into sudden darkness, my chest felt like it would explode from the frantic beat of my heart. Sweat peppered my forehead, and hot beads dribbled down one of my temples.

Nothing moved. I squatted slowly, doubting myself. With one hand holding the arrow in place against the bow, I searched the ground for my light source. My fingers brushed the smooth wax, and I grasped it tightly, working the blunt end into the dirt until it stood on its own. Then I struck another match and lit the wick.

I jumped to my feet, pulling the arrow taut. Wrapped around my grandmother was a massive gray wolf. The only shot I had was right between the beast’s eyes. I lined up the shot, taking a slow breath before blowing a stream of air out between my lips.

The wolf opened his eyes, but didn’t move. Those bright, crystal pearlescent blue eyes I remembered from my nightmares stared back at me. The beast’s tongue flicked out, swiping my grandmother’s cheek.

Gram moaned and I almost let the arrow sail, but I stalled when her soft voice whispered, “Ruby, stop.”

The wolf’s gaze was neither afraid nor angry. If read the creature right, it would have been compassion I saw, but I dismissed that as insane.

“Gram, move,” I said through clenched teeth.

“No. Even if I could, I wouldn’t. If this wolf hadn’t come along, I would be dead now. He fought off another wolf and has kept me warm and safe since,” she said.

My brain couldn’t wrap around her words. All I saw was a monster, and what she said didn’t make any sense. Every werewolf I had encountered had operated on bloodlust. I shook my head, calculating the odds of being able to kill the beast, when part of her comment broke through the barrier in my mind.

“What do you mean by if you could move?”

“I’m hurt, dear,” she said.

I lowered my bow but kept the arrow strung tight.

“Were you bitten?” The question squeezed from my throat.

Her eyes weren’t luminescent like the wolf’s, but that meant nothing. I had no idea how long the werewolf change took place if bitten. We always sacrificed the poor soul before they turned. I didn’t know if I could kill my grandmother, even if she was poisoned by the beast.

“No,” she said, and her eyes closed. “No, I wasn’t bitten. But I’m sure I broke a few things.”

I glanced at the rocky terrain going up the hillside. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she broke multiple things. If Travis shattered his arm from a ten-foot fall, it’s a wonder my grandmother could speak.

“Put the bow and arrow away,” Gram said. “And help me to my feet.”

My gaze locked with the wolf’s. If I put my weapon away, that would leave both of us vulnerable.

“Gram...”

“For heaven’s sake, Ruby!”

Gram’s angry hiss set me in motion. I stepped over the candle, creating enough of a breeze to blow the candle out. I muttered under my breath as my eyes took their sweet time adjusting to the blackness. The wolf’s blue eyes became the only beacon I had, and they remained steady. Every cell in my body screamed danger as whatever remaining logic argued that the wolf could have killed both of us already.

His eyes flickered to my right and widened. I spun and let the arrow fly. A thud sounded. I flicked a match against the seam of my pants to see what the hell I hit. Another wolf lay a few feet behind me with my arrow embedded between its fading eyes.

I turned back to my grandmother and the beast that gave me enough of a warning to react. His eyes were locked back on me, but while his form had been relaxed before, it was now tense and broadcasting the same urgent message as that flashing under my skin.

We needed to get out of there. I dropped the match and closed the distance. Getting Gram to her feet wasn’t easy, and her cry of pain when she applied pressure to her right leg sent a fiery streak of panic through me. I glanced back the way I came at the dead carcass and then turned my gaze to the wolf now standing on the other side of my grandmother.

I took a step toward home, and Gram made a muffled noise, gripping me tighter.

“I can’t make it back in the dark,” she whispered in a voice strained by pain. “We need to find someplace safe to hide until the sun rises.”

I couldn’t disagree, but the valley didn’t have anywhere to hide. The wolf moved forward and stopped, looking back over his shoulder, his eyes bright orbs in the dark. When I didn’t move, he came back and nudged me.

“I don’t think so,” I said, glaring at the massive wolf.

Holding on to my grandmother gave this beast the upper hand, and he could have gotten the jump on me. Instead, he nudged me again and trotted a few steps forward.

“I think he wants us to follow.”

I knew the bastard wanted us to follow, but I couldn’t figure out why. But being out here was just as dangerous, so I listened to my intuition and helped Gram hop on her good leg through the winding path.

The wolf kept looking back to make sure we were following, and he didn’t wander ahead too far. But when he entered a thick canopy, I paused and my heart rate picked up. My grandmother’s eyes were at half mast, and she looked much worse than Travis had earlier.

The wolf came back and peered out of the canopy at us. Instead of turning and leading, he came over to the other side of my grandmother, stepping close enough for her to cast her arm around his back for more support.

He swung his massive head in my direction and met my gaze. There was no malice evident in those blue eyes, but I still shivered with indecision.

“I think it’s safe,” Gram whispered.

I stepped into the dark woods, wondering if this would be the last thing I ever did.
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BEARING GRAM’S WEIGHT ON my already taxed muscles wasn’t easy. I had to stop several times and shift her, and after trying to navigate the tight path, I knew there would have been no way I would have gotten her up the hill of the ravine and out of danger alone. The wolf bore an equal amount of Gram’s weight, and there were several times that I thought about hauling her onto his back, but I didn’t know whether that would be better or worse than walking. When we finally stepped into a large clearing, the moon had crossed the heavens and the constellations had shifted to a pattern I didn’t recognize.

A small cottage sat in the center of the clearing. The wolf led us onto the porch and then pawed at the mat in front of the door until the corner folded back, revealing a key. I let Gram lean on the doorjamb and retrieved the key.

“Only my grandmother and I are going inside,” I said and slid the key into the lock. With a twist of my wrist, the knob unlatched, and I helped Gram inside, closing the door on the wolf with no reservation.

I struck a match and found a lantern within reach. Lighting the wick produced a warm glow, and I blew the match out, setting it in the ceramic bowl next to the lantern. Nails clicked on the porch outside the door, and then a huff came as the wolf settled down to keep guard. I traded a glance with Gram and picked up the lantern as we headed across what looked like a family room into a hallway to find a bedroom and washroom at the end of the hall. 

I got Gram situated in the bed and collapsed in the bedside chair, setting my bow and quiver within reach, just in case. 

“Ruby,” Gram started. “I’m not sure I’m going to make it.”

A reprimand remained at the tip of my tongue. I closed my eyes, and taking a deep breath, I stood and pulled the covers back to make sure she didn’t have the same type of fracture as Travis. I ignored Gram’s gasps as I ran my hands down her side and leg, feeling my way in the low light. No bone stuck out of her skin, but I felt the displacement in her hip and the weird angle in her thigh.

“You’ll be fine,” I said. “We just need to get you to Doc Wilton in the morning.

“I can’t walk that far, honey.”

“I know. I’ll go get Midnight after sunrise.”

“I can’t ride in this condition,” Gram muttered.

“I need to figure out what I’m going to do with that wolf,” I said, trying to get Gram’s mind off her injuries. My thoughts jumbled where the wolf was concerned. I knew my duty was to put the beast down, but he helped us, so my heart and my mind were now at odds.  

“You can’t be thinking what I think you’re thinking,” Gram said, her stern stare making me look away. “After all he did for us?”

“He’s a werewolf.” The statement hung on the air between us.

She crossed her arms and pursed her lips in anger. Red flared in her cheeks, giving the rest of Gram’s pale skin a more ghostly quality. I just shrugged.

“He isn’t like the others,” she whispered.

“I don’t care.” But I did, and it burned under the surface of my skin. My entire life I had seen those things as monsters to be destroyed, and then this beast showed compassion, kindness, and patience like he was human. It didn’t settle well. “It’s my job.”

“It is not your job to become a monster,” she hissed. “If you kill him, you will be no better than the rest of the beasts taking innocent lives.”

I leaned back in the chair. Her words were as effective as a slap across the face, and they stung just as deeply. I didn’t want to believe that any of the werewolves were capable of good, but I couldn’t deny what this one had done for us. It was a paradox.

“How do you know he’s innocent?”

Her crossed arms loosened, and she sighed. “I don’t know if he is innocent or not. But I know he could have torn me to pieces or let the other wolf that came along right before he did. He chased it off and came back, offering me his warmth despite my condition. He also tensed and then relaxed after you killed that other wolf, which may have been the same one he chased off earlier.”

“Maybe he was just protecting his meal,” I said, but it didn’t ring true in my ears.

Gram scoffed and waved her hand at me. The movement caused her to grimace.

“Get some rest,” I said and blew out the lantern, dousing us in darkness.

The waxing moon shone through the side window. In less than a week it would be full. I closed my eyes, trying to get some rest, but my mind kept racing, kept turning over what I needed to do when the night was through.

I had already broken the curfew, and for that, I’d be facing jail time if anyone found out. Letting a werewolf live had an entirely different punishment, one that would have me facing a jury of my peers and a potential death sentence.
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I JERKED AWAKE AND wiped the drool from my cheek. Another clang from the outer room had me on my feet with the bow threaded with an arrow. Gram still slept, her pale face visible above the comforter. I crept towards the door, padding as silently as I could while every nerve ending pulsed. I opened the bedroom door and glanced down the hall into the brightly lit family room area. The front door was still closed, but the distinct sound of someone inside the cabin filtered to my ears.

I crossed the distance and pointed my bow toward the kitchen. Heat danced on my skin as I stared at the chiseled back of a man standing over the stove. His hair was jet black, matching the color of the pants he wore, and every movement he made rippled through the muscles in his back. When he glanced over his shoulder with the same piercing blue eyes the wolf had last night, heat engulfing me moved lower into my belly.

“Shoot if you have to,” he said and turned back to the stove. “But it would be a shame to ruin breakfast.”

Even his voice tickled the triggers inside me. It was deep and musical and almost hypnotic. I had never heard a werewolf’s voice, only the howls and growls from the beasts.

The man turned with a pan in his hands and dumped scrambled eggs on the two plates sitting on the small table.

“How did you get in?” I asked and cursed the breathless quality of my voice. I still held the arrow tight on the bow.

He smiled, and I nearly fell to my knees at the small dimples in his cheeks and the playful shine in his eyes. “There’s more than one way to get into this house.” He turned his back and put the pan into a wash basin before taking a seat at the table. “Eat. Then you can kill me.”

I lowered the bow and stared at him as he began eating the eggs in front of him. I knew I should put him down, but there was something disarming about the man, and I could not bring myself to shoot him. Frustration gathered inside me, along with something more primal, and I gave in to the civility of the moment.

I sat, but kept the bow and arrow within reach in case the wolf attacked.

“Where did you get the eggs?” I asked, assuming he had stolen them.

“My henhouse out back.” He hooked his thumb over his shoulder. “And the milk came from the cows.” He pointed to the glass in front of me.

My fork stalled on the way to my mouth, and I just stared at the man. There was no precedence for a werewolf having a farm. At least not one where animals lived long enough to produce food.

He smiled. “Eat up before your eggs get cold, then we can check on your grandmother.”

My muscles remembered what they were doing, and I took my first bite. The scrambled eggs were good. Not runny or rubbery, but just right. I focused on feeding my growling stomach. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was, but then again, adrenaline kept me moving last night, so my lack of a meal didn’t hit until now.

I finished every kernel on the plate and gave him an awkward smile of gratitude.

He stood, cleared the plates, and washed the dishes while I sat dumbfounded.

“Who are you?” I finally asked.

He turned towards me while wiping his hands on a dishtowel. “Lucas Bayo,” he said and stepped towards me.

I reacted and strung the arrow in the bow, jumping to my feet as shock and panic filled my muscles. My gaze dropped to his extended hand, and a hot flush filled my cheeks. He was just being polite and offering a handshake. I closed my eyes and sighed.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t trust you enough to let my guard down,” I said and stepped backwards. “My parents were killed by your kind and...”

He pulled his hand back and slid it into his pocket. “My kind.” His voice filled with bitterness, and he nodded like he understood my reaction. “Well, then, you do what you need to do.” He leaned against the sink, his expression resolved but not fearful.

I pointed the arrow at him and pulled it back. The tip centered on his
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