
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Hunter’s Moon

[image: PawPrint-Moonstruck.png]

––––––––

[image: ]


Moonstruck #3

______

Silver James

Hunter’s Moon is a work of fiction. References to real people, events, establishments, organization, or locales are intended only to provide a sense of authenticity and are used fictitiously. All other characters, and all incidents and dialogue, are drawn from the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real.

Hunter’s Moon

COPYRIGHT © 2012 by Silver James

All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under the copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without written permission of the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the author is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

Contact: silverjames@swbell.net

Cover design by Clary Carey

Cover Images © Stephanie Berg, © Andrey Arkusha

Dreamstime.com

Edited by Alice Clary

Published in the United States of America

9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication


[image: ]




For Reese Witherspoon because if this story ever got made into a movie, 

I’d want you to play Jacey.

And for Daniel Day Lewis because...

well, if you ever see this and read the book, you’ll know.

Additionally, this is for all the usual suspects—

family, friends, cheerleaders, and task masters.

You know who you are and you know how I feel about each of you.

Cheers!
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HE STRUGGLED against the darkness enveloping both body and brain. He had to wake up and he had to do it now. Despair combated the rage roiling deep inside him, even as pain did its damnedest to crush him. Eyes finally open, he fought to get his bearings. He embraced the pain, used it to gain control over his aching body even as his surroundings washed over his senses. He could smell fear, and homed in on throbbing waves of it. There. Outside. Something suffered; its distress radiated from nearby. He stretched, testing his limits and whimpered when excruciating pain lanced through his head. He laid still, panting as he forced bile back down his throat. His whole body trembled and he cursed his weakness. He was thirsty. He suspected that he might be hungry, too, if the roiling in his stomach would ever stop. Mainly, though, he needed water.

He recognized the sickly sweet stench of old blood but rather than retching at the scent, his stomach clenched in anticipation. His sensitive nose picked up another scent—man. He sneezed and shook his head. He didn’t trust men.

“So what are we going to do with them?” A voice, nasal and bored, echoed clearly through the metal box where he was imprisoned.

“Call Doc Randolph. She’ll know what to do.” The second voice sounded deeper, firmer—used to command, but full of resignation.

As bad as his head hurt, a doctor might not be a bad idea, and he liked the idea that the doctor was a female. He raised his head, his eyes now adjusted to the dim light filtering in. He sniffed the air again. Beyond the blood was a dark, musky smell. He growled. Bear. Bear ranked right up there with man. He shook his head again. What was wrong with him? He reached out to touch the metal side of his cage—only it wasn’t his hand pawing at the metal. Pawing? Paws pawed. And he had a big one. The pain ricocheted through his head again. Man, he must be on a really bad trip but he didn’t do psychotropic drugs. Or at least, he didn’t remember doing drugs. Then again, he wasn’t remembering much of anything—like his name, where he was...what he was. The pain tripled its force and he felt shadows ripple around him. He succumbed to the darkness, letting it take him into blessed oblivion.
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JACEY RANDOLPH stood on the front porch, watching the dust cloud dance up the road toward her house. She recognized the black and white Suburban leading the way. What would bring Sheriff Clark Mitchell all the way out to her place? They hadn’t parted on friendly terms the last time they’d seen each other. Jacey shaded her eyes trying to make out the second vehicle—a box truck about the size of a small moving van. Her blood pressure jumped immediately. If that cocky SOB thought he was going to confiscate her animals, he had another think coming.

A whole series of bleats, growls, hoots, and squawks erupted from her barn and surrounding pens. Jacey took a deep breath, forcing herself to calm down. The animals were closely attuned to her emotions and she didn’t want them upset. That would just give the sheriff more ammunition. She gazed out across the near pasture counting the small herd of buffalo and longhorn cattle as a way to get her emotions under control. She grinned as a raccoon scuttled out from under the porch and scampered up a wooden post to the rafters above her head.

“Gypsy, you’d better stay out of trouble.” Her voice remained fond despite the chiding tone. The coon chattered at her from the rafters.

The Suburban and truck stopped in a swirl of red dust. Jacey squared her shoulders and reminded herself to remain calm. Gypsy hiccupped and she chuckled, sending up a silent thanks to the cheeky coon. The animals on this ranch were her life now. She wasn’t going to let them down because she couldn’t control her infamous temper.

Clark Mitchell climbed out of his Suburban and ran a hand through his shock of sandy hair. He didn’t relish this meeting. All the way out to Jacey’s place, he’d been rehearsing their conversation in his head. Well, he had no choice now. The lives of the animals in the back of the truck parked behind him depended on Jacey’s expertise. He would have to apologize to her. He looked up and realized she was standing on the porch, waiting for him. Clark sighed. Jacey was tall, with an athlete’s body but she also had curves in all the right places. Her straw blonde hair was streaked with red and her blue eyes were the color of the Oklahoma sky on a crisp fall day. Freckles sprinkled her pert, upturned nose and he had to fight the urge to kiss them right off her face every time he got within arm’s length. He sighed again. That was never going to happen. In high school, Jacey turned her back on him and then married his college mentor. When Doug was killed in Iraq, Clark tried to woo and win her again—a disastrous move on his part.

“Sheriff Mitchell.” Jacey greeted him with cold formality.

“Doctor Randolph.” His reply sounded equally formal.

Buzz Calhoun, his deputy, climbed out of the cab of the truck. “Hey, Sheriff, I think something’s wrong. There’s a big racket going on back there.” He gestured to the back of the truck.

The jouncing, rocking movement stopped. Every part of his body ached. He couldn’t see out of the metal box that trapped him but he could smell fear—fear so thick it coated his tongue—and that was good. He liked the taste of fear. Fear was almost as good as blood—he liked hot blood sliding down his throat in life-sustaining swallows. But fear didn’t feed his hunger. He howled at the thought.

Jacey heard an eerie howl and the hair stood up on her arms as icy fingers skittered down her spine. Without giving Clark or Buzz a chance to explain, she ran to the back of the truck and fought to get the heavy doors open. The stench that hit her nose almost knocked her down. Urine, waste, blood, animal musk all combined in a choking cloud, the stench compounded by suffocating heat.

“Ohmygod,” she whispered. Two llamas were crammed into a wooden crate, looking like the Pushmepullyou from Dr. Doolittle. Their tongues lolled out of their mouths and their eyes were glazed. A heavily barred cage held two black bears. Cages stacked on top of the bears held a variety of exotic birds, most of them flapping and chattering excitedly. Jacey stood stock still, staring at the metal box with air holes drilled across the top of one side as the eerie howl rose again. That howl emanated from the box. One of the bears grumbled in response.

Clark came up beside her and she turned on him. “What have you done to these poor animals?” A snarl twisted her lips.

The sheriff backed up a step and held his hands out to keep her from swinging a fist at him. “Easy, Jacey,” he soothed. “We got a call from the Diamond Truck Stop out on the interstate. This truck had been abandoned there for a couple of days. Buzz went to check it out and this is what he found. We brought them straight here.”

Jacey sneered at him. “Oh, really. A month ago, you tried to shut down the refuge and now you’re bringing me sick and abandoned exotics?”

Clark sighed again. “Yeah, Jacey. Yeah, I am. Look, it’s not my fault you didn’t have the right permits. I couldn’t take these animals up to the zoo. The zoo wouldn’t take ’em even if they survived the trip so I brought them here.”

Buzz snickered. “Yeah, Doc,” he drawled. “When it comes to lions and tigers and bears, oh my.”

Jacey whirled, glaring at the deputy. “Buzz, you are an absolute cretin. I swear you played one too many football games without a helmet.”

Buzz looked confused as Jacey hauled herself up into the bed of the truck. “Uh, Sheriff? What’s a cretin?” His brows knitted together, leaving wrinkles in his forehead. “And what’s playin’ ball without a helmet got to do with it?”

Clark rolled his eyes and sighed, before he climbed up into the truck in Jacey’s wake. He gasped at the stench.

“Breathe through your mouth.” She issued the order softly but didn’t look at the man. She ran her hands along the birdcages and the raucous birds all settled and stilled. She knelt down to peer into the bear cage. Boldly, she reached through the bars and laid her hand on the smaller of the two animals. “Hello, sister bear,” she whispered.

He sensed light and the air around him freshened slightly. He sniffed. He could still smell the fear from one of the men. The second man’s odor was there, too, but he sensed no fright from him. He sniffed again. Lying over the top of the heavy smell of the man, there was another aroma—this one softer and slightly musky but with a hint of wild flowers. Intriguing. He wanted to see what creature exuded such a luscious scent. He howled again in frustration then growled when the female bear grumbled.

“What have you done to these poor animals?”

The voice touched him as gently as a breeze. A deeper voice replied but he paid no attention, wanting only to hear the female again. When she spoke, there was anger in her voice and the ruff rose on his neck. The silly birds squawked and he lost part of the humans’ conversation to their screeching. Suddenly, the birds quieted. She was coming closer. He could hear her clothes rustle as she moved, could smell the soap on her skin.

“Hello, sister bear,” that magical voice whispered.

He shivered. A deep ache lodged in his chest. He knew she was touching the female bear and he longed to feel the woman’s hand on his fur. He almost whimpered.

Jacey stood up. “I’ll go get the tractor so we can unload the crates.”

Buzz’s radio crackled and the two men looked at each other. The dispatcher announced a four-car pileup out on the interstate and they were both needed immediately. Mumbling hasty regrets, they sprinted to Clark’s Suburban and took off, leaving Jacey to figure out how to unload the truck by herself.

She climbed into the cab and pulled the truck around to her barn. Her place had once been a working cattle ranch and the barn boasted a loading ramp and chutes just the right height for the bed of the truck. She grabbed a crowbar from her workbench and set to work freeing the llamas. She led them down the ramp and into a stall filled with clean straw and a trough full of fresh water. Both animals lowered their heads and gulped greedily.

Forty-five minutes later, Jacey had the birds off-loaded and the cages stacked in another stall. It took a while to round up enough containers so that she could water all of them. The birds were in pretty decent shape considering how long they’d been without water. Out of the original twenty, only three hadn’t survived. She checked on the llamas. They were munching oats and looking decidedly better. Jacey went back to the truck. She had to figure out how to unload the bears and whatever animal was locked in the last cage. That eerie howl probably belonged to a wolf but until Jacey could actually get it out, she wouldn’t know for sure. Her original plan had been to use the tractor’s round hay bale forks like a forklift but she needed the two men to help jockey the heavy cages onto the forks.

She had to get the bears out of their cage and soon. She was just going to have to walk them into the barn and hope for the best. She climbed back into the truck and knelt next to the bears. “I know you’re thirsty and hungry,” she whispered to them. “I can help you, but I’ve got to get you out of this truck. The only way that’s going to happen is for the two of you to behave yourselves.”

She found a hacksaw and went to work on the chain holding the cage’s door shut. Jacey worked until her arms and shoulders ached. She reached through the bars again and touched the female bear. The bear’s head lolled to one side and Jacey let out an exasperated cry. She hadn’t realized how far gone these animals were. She raced back to the barn and hauled the water hose up into the truck. She sprayed the bears down to cool them off and then let water trickle into their mouths. With renewed fury, she finally got one link sawed enough that she could use a crowbar to pop it open.

“Please, sister bear,” Jacey whispered. “You’re too big for me to carry. You have to get up and come with me.”

To her relief, the bear managed to get to her feet and lumber down the cattle chute. She led the bear into a stall where the animal immediately went to the water trough and sank her head and front feet into the cool water. Hot and sweaty now, Jacey stripped down to her sports bra and shorts. Wearily, she climbed back into the truck and crawled into the cage next to the male bear. He was barely breathing. Dried blood covered the side of his head and flies swarmed around him. Jacey stroked the top of his head. “Hello, grandfather,” she murmured. “That hurts, doesn’t it?” Her hand skirted the swollen lump on his cheek. Even in the low light, she could see the bear suffered from an abscess. He’d likely rubbed the side of his head raw trying to find relief. “I need you to get up, old one, and come with me. I know your spirit wants to flee but please stay.”

The bear snuffled and watched her with sad, brown eyes. Miraculously, the old bear heaved himself up and shuffled after her. Jacey started to put him in the stall next to the female but the female set up such a racket she finally put the old one in the same stall. She led him to the water trough and the bear managed to drink a little but not enough. Jacey sprinted to the back room to her clinic. She had to make several trips before she could start intravenous fluids, including a mild sedative. She needed to cleanse and lance the abscess and the bear was not going to be very happy about it. She went back to the clinic, washed her hands, and pulled on latex gloves. Returning to the stall, she resolutely went to work, ignoring the female bear watching her every move with a disconcerting intensity. She hoped the female wouldn’t attack but she was too busy to think much about the possibility. The old male was dying.

Why didn’t she come? His ears and nose had told him when the woman got the old bear out of the truck and moved someplace else. He should have been the first to be released. The female had seriously pissed him off. She’d learn. He’d teach her who the alpha was. Still, she didn’t come. He wanted to see her. To sniff her. He snarled. He’d fucking kill her when he got free. Make her pay for forgetting him. He growled low in his chest. He was desperate to hear her voice crooning to him as she had to the bears, to feel her hands tunnel through his fur. He had to get out of the box. There was something he had to do, something he had to finish. That blinding pain lanced through his brain again. He howled but darkness folded in around him.

Jacey stripped off the bloody gloves and patted the old bear with her hand. “Sleep, grandfather. Sleep and heal.” She turned to stare at the female bear. Realization set in and her body shook. She’d actually performed surgery on an unrestrained and only slightly sedated bear while a second, unrestrained bear watched from a corner of the stall. She laughed, the sound high-pitched and nervous. The gods had definitely been with her today. Slipping out of the stall, she closed and fastened the door. All but exhausted, she leaned against the scarred wood. The birds chattered and sounded normal—a good sign. She needed to check the llamas and get some food for the bears. She glanced at her watch. It was almost four in the afternoon. Clark and Buzz had dropped off the animals about nine that morning. She was hot, tired, and hungry. Grabbing the hose, she ran it over her head. That’s when she remembered the last cage.

“Oh, god,” Jacey cried. Sprinting to the truck, she climbed in. Even though the back doors were open, it was stifling hot inside. She crouched next to the metal box and ran her hands over it. She couldn’t tell if whatever animal confined inside was still alive. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, tears streaming down her face. “I’m sorry. I forgot you. Oh, god, please be alive.” She leaned her head against the hot metal and brushed her hands over the box. No lock. The door latch had been welded shut. No...way in. Or out. Whoever sealed up this animal had never wanted it freed.

Her presence washed over him like a soft mountain breeze. He could hear tears in her voice and knew they were for him. Her scent was like dipping his muzzle in a cold stream. He tried to lap it up, to let it slide down his throat to quench his deep and abiding thirst. It was then he realized how close to death he was but he wanted to see what this woman looked like, wanted to taste her tears. He let out a soft growl. He was strong. He would survive.

She ran her hand along the side and whispered, “Hang on. I’ll be right back.”

Her exhaustion forgotten, she jumped from the truck and ran to the equipment room where her dad’s acetylene torch was stored. She prayed that acetylene didn’t evaporate. The bottle was almost as big as she was but she dragged it across the barn and up the cattle chute. She had to stop and think for a long moment before she remembered how to attach the hoses, turn on the acetylene, and light the torch. Jacey ran her hands all over the box, trying to determine where the animal was laying. She didn’t want to burn him. She even tried shining a flashlight in one of the air holes while peering through another, but it was so dark inside she couldn’t see a thing.

It took the better part of an hour but she finally cut almost through the last part of the latch and the door edges, which had been soldered. Grabbing a crowbar, she pried and pulled until she knew the heavy metal piece would fall harmlessly to the truck bed and not on the poor animal trapped inside. She lit the torch again and cut the last bit. As the metal fell, a dark shape rushed at her from inside the cage and she stumbled back. The lit torch grazed the inside of her bare thigh. Jacey screamed as the flame scorched her skin.

He’d lain there waiting patiently, biding his time and his energy until he was free. Once he was out of the box, he was never going to be caught again. The woman worked diligently to widen the opening before she stopped. He could have howled in frustration but waited to see what would happen next. He heard that strange hissing noise again, the one that sent a blue-white tongue of flame through the metal. He cringed against the far end of his prison. Slowly, the end of the crate fell outward. He couldn’t stand it any longer. Gathering himself, he charged. The metal crashed beneath him and he brushed against something soft. The woman. Her body yielded before him and he kept going. Then he heard her scream.

Jacey managed to turn off the torch before it set anything in the truck ablaze. Her left thigh felt like it was on fire. She had to get water on it to cool the burn before it penetrated any deeper. She struggled to stand and then had to catch her breath before she could make her way out of the truck and back to the barn. Nauseous from the pain and seeing black spots dancing before her eyes, she just managed to get to the clinic. She found the rack holding bottles of distilled water and poured the entire contents of one on her leg. The burning sensation eased a tiny bit. Jacey snagged another bottle and a sterile cloth, sinking to the floor. Laying the cloth over the deep burn, she poured more water over it. She had to get to the hospital. The burn was wicked, at least third degree. She winced as she poured more water over the cloth.

The atmosphere in the barn stilled. A predator was near and all the animals knew it. She knew it. Jacey only caught a glimpse of the big animal as it knocked her down but she knew exactly what it was—a wolf. The biggest timber wolf she’d ever seen. She was being hunted. Slowly turning her head, she stared at the door to the clinic.

He was huge and his fur magnificent—cream underneath tipped with brown and black. His eyes were dark gold, intelligent, and his perked ears were rimmed in black. Drops of water glistened on his muzzle. At least he’d been able to get a drink. The thought made her giggle. She was about to be the main course and she was glad the wolf had managed a cocktail before dinner.

The wolf stalked into the clinic, sniffing the air. He sneezed and Jacey laughed. She clapped a hand over her mouth, realizing she was close to hysteria. She gulped a steadying breath. “Sorry,” she whispered. “It’s the antiseptic. I had to use it on the bear.”

Her voice was almost as soothing as the cool water in the trough by the door. He stared at her, unblinking. She smelled of sweat and medicine and charred flesh. The thing that burned through the metal of his cage would also burn through flesh—her flesh. He growled.

Jacey held her breath. That growl wasn’t a good sign. Before the wolf could come any closer, the sound of a motor and the crunch of tires on the gravel in her front drive carried to her. The wolf stared at her. Jacey stared back, the moment frozen in time. She knew instinctively he would never be caged again; he would die before that happened. Jacey blinked. When she opened her eyes, the wolf was gone and Clark was calling her name.
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