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Chapter One

It was a little warmer than Savannah
Autry liked for any sort of outdoor activity and a lot more humid
than she liked, but she’d been cooped up in her apartment for days
working online and she needed fresh air to clear her
head.

Sort of fresh.

City air, she’d discovered since her
move to the ‘big city’, generally wasn’t terribly
‘fresh’.

Then again, she actually wasn’t much
of an outdoorsy type if she was honest—and she thought she was
pretty honest with and about herself. She was a stickler for
getting in a regular, daily workout, but she preferred to do it in
a controlled environment—no bugs, no wild creatures, like snakes,
no heat, cold, or excessive humidity to deal with.

That way she could just focus on her
routine, and if she got to panting with effort, she didn’t have to
worry about sucking in a gnat or a mosquito.

She wasn’t much of a runner. She
enjoyed walking and she didn’t mind putting a little giddy-up into
it and walking briskly for short stints, but she had weak ankles
and she didn’t feel like risking a sprain just to make a mile a
little faster.

When she felt like she needed a little
cardio, she put on dance music and danced like crazy until she was
about ready to pass out and had to lay down to catch her
breath.

The sound of running feet from behind
her caught her attention. She moved closer to the edge of the park
trail and glanced behind her.

She wasn’t certain of what happened
after that.

Her gaze was snagged by the lead man
in what she dimly realized was a group.

He must have been six feet two or
maybe four, broad shoulders, heavily muscled everything, well
defined, long inky black hair—fabulous legs—moccasins and a
loincloth.

Her gaze zeroed in on the face that
went with the bod as her mind screamed—what the fuck?

Loincloth and moccasins?

Hispanic?

Native American?

Indian?

Brown man, black hair—not her ‘type’
but totally beautimus.

Before she could decide what race he
belonged to, he was virtually upon her and had disclosed ditto and
ditto two behind him.

That was when it dawned on her that
she’d just stopped in her tracks to gape at him.

Well, that and the fact that a damned
fly tried to fly into her mouth—which was gaping—and then up her
nose.

Despite the battle with the flying
bastard determined to nest in her nostril, she noticed all three
turned to look back at her as they ran past.

She followed with her gaze, staring at
the nice asses their ‘whatever they were wearing’ didn’t completely
cover.

She didn’t really come to until they
rounded a bend of the trail a good ways down from where she’d
stopped to gawk.

She blinked when they disappeared,
finally coming around sufficiently to look around in a dazed sort
of way, trying to figure out where she was and what she was doing
there.

She realized her heart was pounding
frantically in her chest as if she’d been the one
running.

Then discomfort climbed up her cheeks
in a red tide.

“Oh my god!” she gasped.
She’d stared at
them!

All the way by.

And they’d returned the scrutiny, she
knew, even though she hadn’t actually spared more than a glance in
the direction of the faces, so there was no way she could convince
herself they hadn’t noticed.

That realization threw her into total
disorder.

Had they been insulted?

Flattered?

Thought she was coming on to
them?

Those thoughts and others that were at
least as deeply disturbing chased one another through her
brain.

Should she try to pass it off and keep
going?

Head back to her apartment as fast as
she could go and lock the doors and pull the curtains?

Twilight was actually starting to
close in, she discovered when she ‘came to’.

That was alarming beyond the lost
time.

The park was located just behind the
apartment complex where she lived and frequented by a lot of the
singles that also lived in the complex.

It wasn’t a high crime area, but the
apartment management had recommended that she either walk/jog with
a companion or confine her walking time to full daylight
hours—morning or evening.

And she didn’t know a damned soul in
the city—so no companion of any description.

All things considered, she decided to
head back. It was bound to be uncomfortably close to dark by the
time she made it back to the entrance she’d come in by and she
still had a long walk from there to her apartment.

Shaking her head at herself, she
started back at a rapid walk.

She was almost within view of the
trail entrance when she realized she could hear someone coming up
behind her—fast. Shifting closer to the edge to allow them to pass,
she glanced back, thinking it must be chief howdy do and his
braves.

It wasn’t.

She startled the man and for a split
second his expression went slack because she’d caught him, then
determination twisted his features into the mask of a monster.
Savannah sucked in a sharp breath edged with a scream, bounced off
the ground like a startled cat, and took off running as fast as she
could.

Unfortunately, she either overbalanced
or the guy tackled her. She was never afterwards certain of which,
but she found the ground zooming up to meet her and her assailant
was on her back, grappling for a hold while she gyrated like her
totem animal—the cat—clawing and biting any area of his body that
presented itself, uttering snarls and growls and short shrieks of
rage and terror. Twice, he almost managed to get up with her. Twice
she half bucked him off, clawing at his face with one
hand.

And then, abruptly, he almost seemed
to levitate straight up.

Shock and terror had narrowed
Savannah’s vision by that time, though, and what she saw—or thought
she saw—didn’t lighten it. It sent her deeper into the black
abyss.

There were three terrifying monsters
fighting over what was left of the monster that had attacked her.
Blood and chunks of meat and body parts flew in every
direction.

She stared at them owl eyed when they
finished off the monster that had attacked her. Then they stared
back at her and the monstrous images slowly resolved into the three
beautiful Indian men that had passed her earlier.

Then they changed into three beautiful
wolves.

And then darkness completely swallowed
her.

She roused toward consciousness again
with the sense that she’d been tossed into a blender. She was
surrounded by people, lights, and noise that completely disoriented
her. “Wha’ happened?” she whispered in a hoarse voice she barely
recognized as her own.

“Good! You’re awake! Stay
with us, sweetheart. We’re going to take real good care of you. I’m
Mark. What’s your name?”

She licked her dry lips.
“Sss’vanah.”

“Savannah? Are you from
Savannah, honey?”

Savannah’s mind went perfectly blank
while she struggled to figure out what he was talking about.
“M’name,” she said finally, her voice sounding slurred and
drunken.

“Let’s get you in the
ambulance where it’s a little quieter, ok? I’m sure your throat
hurts right now and it’s hard to talk.”

How did he know her throat hurt, she
wondered?

She dismissed the question in the next
moment when the man moved around to the end of the gurney behind
her head and she discovered it hadn’t been her imagination that
there were a lot of people around. There were.

She thought she caught a glimpse of
the three Hispanic/Indian men. Then she saw three wolves, or maybe
German shepherds? And then the crowd closed around them and she was
inside the ambulance.

“Don’t go back to sleep,
ok? Stay with me.”

“I was asleep?” What a
strange place to take a nap.

“Did you bump your head?”
he asked as the ambulance began to move.

Savannah frowned, trying to think. “I
don’t think so.” She gave it some thought and abruptly recalled the
man who’d run up behind her and grabbed her—though she felt oddly
‘distant’ about it. “He came up behind me. I fell forward. Maybe I
bumped my face on something?”

“That’s ok. We won’t worry
about it if you don’t remember it right now.”

Savannah frowned again, that time with
irritation. She’d just told him what she remembered.

They went round and round with him
asking questions and then dismissing her answers—at least it seemed
that way—until they reached the hospital. Then she got to ride in
on the gurney and spend hours in the emergency room. From there,
despite her protests, she was taken upstairs to a room.

All she really wanted to
do was to go home—home, not to the apartment where she lived now.

And that was
before the cops
arrived.

* * * *

“We appreciate you talking
to us and helping us with this,” Detective Dickwad said with
practiced, completely fake, concern.

“Actually, I don’t feel
….”

“Now … we found the body
approximately ….”

“What body?” Savannah
asked blankly.

“Your
attacker.”

Savannah blinked at him. “He was still
there? They gave me somethin’. I’m not really very alert right now
….”

“We just need to get your
story straight while it’s still fresh.”

“My story?” Savannah asked
indignantly. “You’re suggesting I made it up?”

“No. Not saying that at
all.”

“Why did you call it a
story, then?”

“Just a figure of speech,
ma’am. You said you were headed back to your apartment?”

Her mind wandered off. She struggled
and managed to call it back. “I think so.”

“And then …?”

Savannah gaped at him.
“What?”

“You saw him?”

“Who?”

She could see he was starting to get a
little annoyed.

The nurse came in. “I told you we gave
her something to help her sleep.”

His lips tightened. “Just a couple
more questions, then, and we’ll let you rest, ok?”

Savannah felt like glaring at him, but
her eyes were crossing.

“The man that attacked
you?”

Savannah thought that over. “He ran up
behind me. I heard him. I thought ….” Darkness swam up to greet
her.

“You thought?”

She roused again at the question.
“What?”

“You said you
thought?”

She frowned. “I don’t remember
now.”

“So he grabbed you? Did
you hear the wild dogs?”

Savannah sucked in a sharp breath.
“Wild dogs? There were wild dogs?”

“Something,” the detective said. “You
didn’t hear anything? Didn’t see them?”

Savannah struggled and
abruptly remembered she’d seen …. She didn’t actually
know what she’d seen.
She remembered thinking ‘monsters’. Maybe it was wild dogs? “Seems
like … maybe?”

Thankfully, he gave up and left and
let her fall asleep.

So that the nurses could come in every
five fucking minutes the rest of the night and check on her. By the
following morning she felt worse than she’d ever felt in her life
and she was absolutely determined to leave. She couldn’t afford a
hospital stay. She was dog tired and they wouldn’t let her sleep.
And she just wanted peace and quiet.

They weren’t happy about it, but they
couldn’t make her stay.

She had to sign a waiver to get loose
from them.

She didn’t discover until she got back
to the apartment complex that she’d lost her personal belongings at
some point. She had to go to the office and get a spare key—charged
to her rent account—and then to her apartment to find money for the
driver.

Finally, she was able to barricade
every door and window and climb into her bed and sleep.

She was completely disoriented when
she woke.

It was either dawn or dusk. She wasn’t
sure which, but she felt like she hadn’t had a drop of water in a
month.

Creeping from her bed with an effort,
she staggered into the kitchen, grabbed a bottle of water from the
refrigerator and sprawled at her table to drink until she felt like
she would puke. Her belly sloshed when she got up to head back to
bed, but she managed to make it without throwing up and lay down to
sleep more.

Because she still felt
drugged.







Chapter Two

Savannah was cheerful as she lit the
coals in her tiny hibachi grill. She hadn’t been in longer than she
liked to think.

She was still a little sore from her
experience, but in a lot better place.

She was having filet mignon for her
supper—baked potato and a salad and sweet tea—almost just like it
would be if she could actually afford to go to a high dollar
steakhouse!

Or even a low dollar one.

She couldn’t even remember the last
time she’d been able to splurge like this—a while. And since she
hadn’t been able to buy a small filet, she’d cut it in half, and
she had another special supper waiting in her freezer for the next
time she felt the urge to splurge!

Sad to say, the indulgence had cost
her more than she’d actually made—about two times as much—which was
her professed reason for the celebration—but it was the spirit of
the thing that counted.

She was alive.

It had been a near miss, but she’d
learned her lesson!

She wouldn’t be doing
anything that stupid again!

Or at least not that particular stupid
thing.

But she’d decided to treat herself to
a special dinner as a reward for working her ass off and
‘suffering’ up to that point. From the last time she’d rewarded
herself, which she was pretty sure had predated moving to the ‘big
city’ nearly a year earlier.

Where absolutely everything was scary
expensive.

She’d known she just couldn’t make it
in the city on her wages, but she’d gritted her teeth and done
without anything she could so that she could keep the apartment and
stay—to maintain the illusion that she was ‘making it’.

To show everybody she
could.

Mostly her ex—if he was paying
attention.

The truth was, she hated everything
about her life.

She wasn’t happy.

She wasn’t proud of what she’d
done.

She just really wanted to go
home.

Her pride wouldn’t let her and that
had very little to do with her personal economic disaster—which was
astronomically worse after her one night stay at the damned
hospital. But she didn’t want to go there.

She’d already had enough baggage
before that—which was the thing that had inspired her to do
something really wild and stupid to start with.

Because, practically on the eve of her
wedding, she’d discovered her fiancé had been bonking somebody
else—for a while—gotten her knocked up, and he wanted to ‘do the
right thing’—the asshole!

He’d humiliated her by cheating on her
and fucking up her wedding—which had already been planned forever,
announced, and she’d made all kinds of deposits she couldn’t get
back.
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