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One foot after the other. I know that is how it is done. I have been doing it for three weeks now. I don’t know how much longer I can keep it up though. I am exhausted. I know he is on my trail. He will not stop until he finds me and drags me back home where he plans to make me his wife. He is not my soulmate so why he wants me so badly I don’t know. He is the alpha of our pack so I am not allowed to defy him. He is the cruellest person I have ever come across, although I have not met that many people. 

I was abandoned when I was a baby and adopted into the Falls Creek pack of wolf shifters. I have always been treated as an omega, the lowest of the low. All the dirtiest jobs in the camp came my way. All the young male cubs tried their mating skills on me but luckily, I had one friend among them, Peter Wilson, who trained me in hand-to-hand combat and I was always able to rebuff their advances, which made me even more unpopular and them even more determined. 

Just four weeks ago, the alpha, John Littleproud, announced to the pack that on my eighteenth birthday, he was going to wed me. This came as a tremendous shock, not only to me, but to the whole pack. I was not his mate, I didn’t think he even knew I existed, I was an omega whereas the alpha should be mating with another alpha to keep the pack strong, and lastly, I had never shifted. I didn’t know if I could. Am I even a shifter? No-one knows anything about me. 

Peter and I plotted together for my escape. He told me that Sheryl, my adoptive mother, had tasked him with looking after me, so that’s what he did from the time I could walk. No one knew much about John as he had been gone from our pack for a long time, about seventeen years, in fact. When John returned a year ago, he challenged Christian Wiseman, our alpha, for leadership and killed him, thus becoming the new alpha of our pack. In the last twelve months, he showed his true self, cruel and sadistic, especially to his sex partners.

There was no way I was going to marry John. The thought of him touching me was so repulsive, just the thought made me nauseous. Then three weeks ago, Peter came up with a plan. John and his betas were invited to a meeting with the leaders of the neighbouring pack, the Golden Valley pack. This was the best chance I had. While they were otherwise distracted, I packed a few changes of clothes and some food and water into a backpack, said goodbye to Peter and set off in the opposite direction to Golden Valley. He had given me a scent-masking spray which I applied, then added the spray can to my pack. Peter had told me about the alpha of the Mountain River pack. Apparently, he was young but a very fair and kind leader. If I could just get to him before John caught up with me, I may be able to appeal to his goodness and beg for his protection.

During my travels, I bathed in the river. This was a nuisance as I had to re-apply the scent-masking spray after each time. I had no idea if I was even heading in the right direction. I had never been away from Falls Creek in my life, let alone knowing where Mountain River was. I could have been travelling in circles for all I knew or even in the completely wrong direction. It was taking much longer than I had planned and I had run out of food a week ago.

I found a nice, warm cave to rest in. I ate the last of the food I had stolen from a house two days ago and made myself as comfortable as possible. I was so tired that as soon as I lay my head on my backpack, I was asleep. I awoke to find a large male lying on top of me. He held my hands above my head in one of his hands and his other hand was roaming all over my body as far as it could reach. He tugged on my shirt and the buttons were pulled off, opening the shirt to his lustful gaze. He took one of my breasts into his hand and squeezed cruelly. I tried my best to throw him off me but he was too heavy and too strong.

He moved slightly to the side as he reached for the button on my jeans, giving me an opening to bring my knee up into his groin. He moaned and let go of my hands so he could cup his injured crown jewels. I grabbed his shirt over his shoulders and getting my feet under him, heaved, releasing a rebel yell.  To my surprise, he flew through the air and hit the cave wall opposite where we had been lying. He didn’t move. I got to my feet, slung my backpack over my shoulders, and took off running. I had gone a couple of kilometres before I realised I was running as a wolf. I had shifted for the first time and I hadn’t been conscious of the fact. I think it must have been the shock of being woken up that way, and recognising my attacker as Andrew, the beta of my pack, John’s second in charge. If John finds out what Andrew tried to do, he will kill him, not because Andrew tried to rape me but because he tried it before John got the chance. John needs to be the first.

I stayed in wolf form as I became conscious of the fact that I was moving much faster than on two feet. Suddenly, I was confronted by a black bear. It stood on its hind feet and roared at me, expecting me to run away. I was feeling confident after dispatching Andrew, so I stood up and roared back at the bear. At this time, I recognized that I was back in human form. I held out my hands towards the bear. It flew backward and landed about ten metres from where it had been standing. I took a couple of steps towards it and it turned and ran. I was astounded. What was happening? I had shifted for the first time in nearly eighteen years and I seemed to have developed some sort of telekinetic power. Wait. It was not nearly eighteen years. It was exactly eighteen years. Today was my birthday.
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I took a blouse out of my backpack and stuffed the buttonless one in its place. I put the blouse on and continued on my way. I thought I heard someone behind me and found I was once again in wolf form. Looking back, there was no one there. I was just feeling spooked from the experience of almost being raped and then confronted by the bear.

Flight became much easier after that. It was more practical moving through the terrain in wolf-form. I was feeling hungry, so attempted to catch some small prey to feast on. I found it quite easy and soon had a rabbit. But then I had to kill it. That wasn’t so easy. It was so cute and really didn’t deserve to die. But it was preferrable to breaking into houses, therefore risking capture, to obtain food. I made myself eat the rabbit raw. After all, it is natural food for carnivores like wolves. 

I had just undressed ready to bathe in the river when suddenly I heard voices. I didn’t have time to hide behind a tree. I wished I was invisible. Two men walked out of the trees and into the clearing. They made a small fire and sat beside it, bringing out some meat from a backpack to cook. While they were waiting for their food, they continued the conversation they had been involved in while walking, totally ignoring the fact that I was standing right in front of them, in the nude! 

“Did you hear that John Littleproud announced his intended marriage to a lowly omega in his pack? What’s with that? He is their alpha so should be mating with another alpha or at least a beta,” said the first man. He was 183 cm tall with brown shoulder-length hair, brown eyes and rugged good looks. He was wearing the typical uniform of shifters, blue jeans and a blue flannelette shirt. On his feet were steel-capped work boots. 

“Where did you hear that?” asked the second man, dressed similarly but with a red shirt. He had sandy-coloured hair, again down to his shoulders, blue eyes and regular features, and stood at about 180 cm.

“When we were in Junction Place. I overheard some members of Falls Creek talking about it. They said John has declared that she has been kidnapped. I saw missing person’s posters all over the place. Her name is Rebecca. She is a real stunner though. She is about 170 cm tall, beautiful face, blue-green eyes, mass of golden curls tumbling down her back to her waist and a very curvy figure She sounds like a real dream girl.”

“Dream on Max. As if you would stand a chance with her,” laughed his friend.

“Well, Joe, John is saying that she has been kidnapped but I think she has run away.”

“Do you think we should report this to Connor?” 

“You could be right. If she has run away, which is my belief, sounds like she will need protection from these rogue alphas. Paul Radcliffe, the alpha of the Golden Valley pack, is apparently in league with Littleproud and is keen for the marriage to take place. I don’t know why. There must be something really special about this girl, besides her incredibly good looks. Probably have to be an alpha or a beta in the confidence of an alpha to understand why this marriage is so important. Let’s finish our meal and head off home to let Connor know what is in the wind.”

Overhearing this gave me a lot to think about. Is there something really special about me? Things for me have changed. I shifted for the first time and I found myself doing things that I’ve never been able to do before, such as throwing Andrew across the cave, using telekinesis on the black bear and, since I am standing in front of Max and Joe and they have no idea I am here, I must have been able to make myself invisible. I don’t know any other shifter who can do these things. So, am I a shifter with witch’s powers? How am I doing this? Maybe I can change my appearance, perhaps, stumble into Max and Joe on their journey home and be taken to Connor? I got dressed as fast as I could. I thought about changing my hair first as it is very distinctive. I thought ‘brown hair to my shoulders’. I reached for my hair but, alas, still golden and down to my waist. Maybe I need to be in danger for my ‘powers’ to work, that’s if I really do have powers.

Max and Joe cleaned up their campsite and extinguished the fire. They headed out with me trailing them, still cloaked.

They shifted to their wolves and I was soon left behind. Because they were out of sight, I no longer needed to be invisible and the cloaking just dropped away from me without any effort on my part. I needed to shift to try to not lose the men but wasn’t sure if I could. I began to panic and found myself as a wolf once again. I caught up to them soon enough as they were not running flat out but loping along. They heard me coming and stopped, turning around. They stared at me and I could tell they were trying to communicate with me, telepathically. It wasn’t working. 

Shifting back to their human personas, they indicated for me to do the same. I became human. 

“Hello. Who are you?” asked Max.

“I am lost and I was hoping you would lead me somewhere I would recognise. I fell over and hit my head. I think my name is Julie but I don’t remember anything else,” I replied.

“Are you sure your name isn’t Rebecca?” asked Max, glancing at Joe to see if he had the same idea.

“No, that doesn’t sound right,” I replied.

“Where did you come from?” asked Joe.

“I don’t know. I woke up lying on the ground and when I sat up, I saw you and chased after you,” I contributed.

“Well, we are heading home to Mountain River. Do you want to come with us? We have a healer who might be able to help you with your memory.”

“If you are sure it will be alright and I won’t be putting anyone out,” I said hesitantly.

“You are welcome. My name is Joe Richardson and this is my friend Max Coburn. Change back to your wolf. It is much quicker that way.”

This time, I was able to shift without any effort.
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We arrived at the town of Mountain River just on dusk. Max and Joe shifted back to human form and indicated for me to do the same. They took me to a house painted a sunny yellow, with cream trimmings. There were three steps up to a front veranda. A swing seat was to the right of the steps and a table with four chairs to the left. Joe knocked on the door and then stepped back. The door opened and a slim woman stepped out. She was about 163 cm tall, attractive face, brown eyes and long, straight black hair. She smiled at Max and Joe in greeting and then turned to me with a quizzical expression.

“Who’s this?” she asked.

“She’s lost. Had an accident and can’t remember anything. Thinks her name might be Julie,” said Joe.

“Oh, dear. Never mind. Leave her with me. Come along inside, Julie. Let’s see what we can do for you. My name is Priscilla Smith but everyone calls me Pris.”

Pris and Joe exchanged a kiss then I followed Pris inside the house. The first room was a lounge room but resembled a waiting room at the doctor’s office. She led me through this room into an examination room beyond. She indicated a chair so I sat down. She picked up some forms and approached the chair behind the table. 

“Joe said your name is Julie. Is that right?” she asked me.

“I think so, but I’m not sure. I fell over and banged my head and I don’t remember much,” I repeated what I had told the men. 

“Where did you bang your head?” she asked.

“Here,” I said indicating the back of my head with my hand.

She came close to examine it. “Can’t see anything, but if you are a shifter, you have probably healed. Do you know why you fell?”

“No. I found myself lying on the ground and couldn’t remember anything. I saw two wolves walking not far away so I decided to follow them to see if they led me to somewhere I recognised.”

“Are you hurt anywhere else?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Do you mind if I check?”

“I’m pretty sure I’m not hurt anywhere else,” I said firmly.

“I think I should check anyway,” she said, just as firmly back.

I shrugged my shoulders in defeat and she prepared to check me over.

She asked me to remove my shirt. She began checking my back as my supposed injury was at the back of my head. She found nothing there so moved around to the front. I was watching her face. She paused and frowned. 

“What happened here?” she asked quietly.

I looked down and was appalled to see finger bruises showing above my bra over my right breast. That must have happened when Andrew cruelly squeezed my breast when he was trying to rape me. My face flushed but all I could do was deny remembering anything happening to me.

“It looks to me that you have been sexually assaulted. I need to do a rape kit. Do I have your permission?”

“No. I am sure I have not been raped.”

“How do you know? You said you can’t remember anything.”

“I think I would know if I had been raped. I am a virgin and I am not feeling sore ‘down there’. Can we leave it, please?”

“If you have been raped, we need this evidence to capture and charge the rapist. It will be too late after you have a shower as you will wash all the evidence away. Can I at least swab the bite mark? I may be able to get DNA from the saliva.”

“What bite mark?” I asked, perplexed. I didn’t remember Andrew biting me.

“The one on your breast. It looks like some snake-hole squeezed your breast very hard and took a bite as well. You may not have felt the bite from the pain of the squeeze. I would really like to get this guy. With him roaming free, no young girl is safe.”

I felt myself go pale. Andrew was bad enough but John was far worse. I shuddered which unfortunately Pris felt. 

“Please, Julie. Let me take the swab.”

I couldn’t speak. I knew if I tried, I would start sobbing. I just nodded my head. She broke out a sterile kit and removed my bra so she could get a good go with the swab. My breast was completely black and blue. She was the one to wince this time. She was so gentle as she took the swab. “Leave your bra off for a while. It might be more comfortable for you.” She picked up her mobile phone and took a photo of the bite mark and bruising. “Don’t worry. No one else will see these photos. I just want a record of the teeth marks to hopefully catch the perpetrator.”

I picked up my shirt and quickly covered myself.

“You can stay here tonight. After a shower, dinner and a good night’s sleep, you may even begin to get your memory back. If not, no worries. I live on my own so will be quite happy to have a roommate for a while. I will put out a change of clothes for you while you shower and we can put your dirty clothes in the washer. I was planning on pork chops for dinner. Suit you?”

“That sounds heavenly. Thank you.”

Pris directed me to the bathroom, found me a clean towel, pointed out the shampoo, conditioner and body wash and left me to it. 
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Pris was a very good hostess. She had laid a pair of pyjamas on the bed in the second bedroom where I was to sleep. After changing into these pyjamas and hanging up the wet towel, I used the comb and brush that she had provided for me. She didn’t press me for information while we ate dinner but kept up a conversation about television shows that I could remember and some of her experiences from her practice. I helped her clean up after the meal and stacked the dishwasher. My eyes began to droop after the exhausting weeks of travel and the very traumatic day just past.

She sent me to bed where I fell asleep as soon as my head touched the pillow. However, my sleep was racked with nightmares. I dreamed that John caught up to me and demanded that this pack hand me back because he had a claim on me. He beat me and raped me over and over again and then when he had enough, he handed me over to Andrew who proceeded to do the same. I woke up screaming.

Pris came running into my room and, turning on the light, saw the tears running down my face. She took me in her arms and let me sob all over her. Once I got control of my emotions, I pulled away from her in embarrassment. 

“You want to tell me what that was about?” she asked me.

“I am sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you,” I mumbled.

“Don’t worry about that,” she waved me off. “I’m used to being woken up during the night for emergencies. I’m just concerned about you.”

“Please don’t worry about me. I’ll be alright.”

“Yeah. That’s why you were screaming the house down.”

“I just had a nightmare. That’s all. Thank you for comforting me.”

Just then there was loud banging on the front door. Voices were calling out, “Pris, are you alright? What’s wrong? Let us in!”

“Excuse me, Julie. Just my bodyguards. Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back soon.” She climbed off the bed and danced to the door. “It’s okay fellas. Everything’s under control. Just nightmares.”

I could hear voices going backward and forward between the men and Pris. 

“Why was Julie screaming? She sounded terrified. Is there anything we should know? Is there anything we can do?”

“Thanks guys. You have done enough just bringing her here. I have some idea what she has been through but I can’t pass it on. Patient confidentiality, I’m afraid.”

“That’s okay. There is something I want to tell you but it can wait till tomorrow. I don’t know if it has anything to do with Julie but I think you need to know, anyway,” said Max.

“Can’t be the same girl, Max. Her name is different even though she fits the description,” said Joe.

“What are you guys talking about?” asked Pris.

“Tomorrow, Pris. We need to get some more sleep. See you in the morning. Look after Julie, please.”

The men left and Pris came back to my bedroom. I heard her coming so lay down and pretended to be asleep. She checked on me, turned off the light and went back to her own bedroom. 

What was I going to do? Should I stay here? Am I safe here? Joe and Max seem to be protective of me, but will it be enough? 

I drifted off to sleep with these thoughts on my mind. Waking up the next morning, I was no nearer to answers. I found that Pris had brought in my clothes that had been washed, dried and ironed. I got changed, piled my hair in a bun, and headed out to see what was going on. The waiting room was full of people and I quickly backed out of the room before they noticed me and went to the kitchen where we had eaten dinner the night before. I found a bowl and spoon on the table beside a packet of cereal. I assumed it was meant for my breakfast so I poured the cereal into the bowl, added milk from the fridge and sat at the table to eat. When I finished, I washed out the bowl and spoon and put them and the cereal box back in the cupboard.

I didn’t know what to do with myself so I wandered out the back. There was a beautiful view of the river flowing down the mountain from the back veranda. I leaned on the railing and took in as much as I could. I heard some yelling and glanced over to the left where the noise was emanating. There was a group of men struggling with an enormous pig, trying to separate it from the rest of the drift. A group of pigs is called a drift or a drove. One man in particular caught my eye. He was the most gorgeous male I had ever seen. Tall, at least 193 cm, muscles galore as shown by his shirtless state, dark brown hair curling to his ears, warm brown eyes, dimple in his chin and the nicest smile I had ever seen.

The other two men with him were Max and Joe. Max went sprawling in the mud and the hunk threw back his head and laughed. I felt a funny feeling in my chest just watching and listening to him. He looked so happy. I was not used to that. Max got to his feet and began helping the other two. They finally separated the monster pig into another pen and the hunk called out to the others, “Dinner for the pack tonight. It is time for a feast. What do you say?”

“Yahoo!” yelled Joe. “What’s the occasion?”

“No occasion. Which makes it all the more important,” laughed the hunk. I wondered who he was.
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Pris joined me at the railing. She saw where my attention lay. She smiled, “That’s Connor Dawson, our alpha. Yummy isn’t he. Every female in the pack, even the older ones, have tried to hook him. He is not interested, but always lets them down gently. I think he is waiting for his soulmate to turn up.”

“Yes, he is good looking but I am not interested either. I just want to find out who I am and where I belong.”

“I can understand that. I can’t imagine not knowing who I am and where I am from. Family is very important to me. My Mum lives just down the street from here. I will introduce you later. Her name is Joanne Smith. You already know my fiancé and soulmate, Joe Richardson. We intend getting married at the end of the month.”

“Oh, congratulations. Joe seems very nice. I hope you will be very happy. What about Max? Is he taken as well?”

“No. Are you interested?”

“No, just being polite. The two men have been very nice to me. Is your father still around? You mentioned your mother living down the street but no mention of your dad.”

“No. My dad was my mother’s soulmate and he was killed seven years ago. My mother hasn’t looked at another man since. That’s the way it works with soulmates, as I’m sure you already know, being a shifter.”

“I haven’t had much experience of soulmates. I don’t think I have seen a soulmate pair.”

“But you must have. It is extremely important for the alpha, in particular, to find his or her soulmate. They need to mate to keep the pack strong.”

“What would happen if the alpha decided to marry an omega?”

“Never would happen. An omega would not be strong enough to cope with the responsibilities of being the co-leader of a pack. The pack would collapse. Why would you ask such a thing? Have you heard something, or know something?”

“I overheard Max and Joe talking about John Littleproud announcing his intended marriage to an omega,” I told her.

“I haven’t heard that. I don’t know. Sounds ridiculous. I do know that John Littleproud is a very nasty individual and I would hate to belong to his pack. I can’t imagine him marrying an omega. He is all about power and marrying an omega would reduce his power. .... Although, if he married an omega, he would be Wahoocompletely in control, and she would be totally subservient to him. He would not have to share his power. I could see him marrying a beta who he could dominate but she would be strong enough to provide him with strong, healthy offspring. If what Max and Joe said is true, then there must be something special about that omega. What are those guys doing?”

“They just separated a monster pig from the rest and Connor said that there was going to be a feast tonight.”

“Really?” squealed Pris. “What’s the occasion?”

“Connor said there was no occasion so it would be even more special.”

“I do love that man,” she said. When I looked at her, she laughed and said, “Not like that. I am madly in love with Joe so there is no room for anyone else. I’ll look out a dress for you.”

“There is no need. Thank you for lending me pyjamas and washing my clothes in my backpack. I can wear some of them.”

“You have only shirts and jeans. By the way, when I was sorting your clothes, I found a shirt with no buttons. I assumed you were wearing it when you were assaulted. I swabbed the inside of the shirt because it is possible that there was no saliva left on your breast. It could have rubbed off on the shirt. Hope you don’t mind. Now, about the feast. We always dress up for feasts. I will lend you a suitable dress.”
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