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Prologue
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Emerald Akira MacCallum woke early, Colin Lancaster’s parting words still ringing in her head.

Twenty years ago, at the age of sixteen, she’d allowed Colin to seduce her. She’d only learned of his engagement and subsequent marriage into a refined, wealthy family well after the fact.

He’d continued to visit her in her Granny’s shack, at the end of a long, twisted mud track in this secluded area of the Appalachians, fueling her belief that one day he’d realize she and only she was his true love.

He continued to charm her with each visit, showering her with trinkets, proving his devotion by taking her to bed each time, leaving her sated and sore.

She glimpsed his wife, Wynda, from time to time on her rare visits to the village. A pale wisp of a woman, hardly a match for a man like her hale and hearty Colin. Despite her youth, Emerald had become the most revered granny woman in the area, for her healing powers and potions, as well as her skill in midwifery. If Wynda was aware of his liaison with Emerald, she gave no indication. Emerald held her head high, in any case, not one to be cowed by such a weak rival.

Colin even had the nerve to call on her, begging her to aid his wife in the throes of birthing their fourth child. Emerald at first demurred, but eventually gave in to his pleas to save his unborn child. As much as she hated Wynda, Emerald found it impossible to deny Colin anything.

She arrived to find the babe turned the wrong way, Wynda exhausted and weak from hours of unproductive labor, the unborn child in distress. She issued orders to be carried out by a stream of nervous servants. Colin kept out of the way, watching from the corner, wringing his hands while she worked to save the child.

An hour later, his son’s outraged cries rang out at the same moment Wynda drew her last breath. Emerald wrapped the babe and handed it to Colin, who cradled it close. Tears ran from his eyes as he gazed at the still form of his wife. Her parents, his parents, and his children soon crowded the room, pushing Emerald aside.

She left them to grieve, knowing Colin would not stay away from her for long.

He came to her two weeks later and continued to warm her bed for the year-long mourning period. She waited patiently for his proposal of marriage. 

But instead, what he said to her yesterday was, “I’m leaving.” He planned to move south to North Carolina, to marry the daughter of a tobacco plantation owner. A woman already pregnant with his child. Colin would help run the family business.

Emerald became very still. And her voice, when it came, was not her own. 

“Damn you, Colin, I will make you pay in ways you never imagined for what you’ve done. I will curse you and all the males in your line for the animals you are and the ways you make women suffer. Each of you, in animal form, will witness the pain you inflict, and take it on as your own. You will all suffer as you make the women you touch suffer. Your sons and their sons will find love, but never joy. Once found, it will be snatched away. All of you will know only pain.”

“My dear Em,” Colin said, patronizing her for the last time. “I have so enjoyed our time together.” He ran the tip of his finger under her chin and bent to kiss her frozen lips.

It was only after he left that she remembered the news she had not shared. Despite all the precautions she’d taken, she was with child. His child.

She’d honed her healing skills at the knee of her mother and her grandmother, revered granny women both. Emerald took her place in line, generously helping the mountain people with their injuries, illnesses, births, and deaths. Studying the local herbs, learning of their healing qualities.

But her treatment at Colin’s hand led her to the darker side of her study. To make tinctures and potions created in ill will. To cause harm. The casting of spells and curses. She’d experimented, harmlessly, or so she’d thought. Until Wynda drew her last breath and Emerald learned the truth of the power she now possessed.

Emerald’s grandmother had fiercely guarded many of the old texts, handed down from generations of her ancestors long before any had settled in these mountains. She’d forbidden her granddaughter access to these ancient writings, which were difficult to decipher in the old language. But Emerald had persisted in secret, shielding her growing knowledge from the perceptive eyes of her mother and grandmother. Until they were gone, and she no longer needed to hide.

Now up and dressed, she moved with deliberate purpose, gathering the things she needed, referring to the handwritten texts, silently rehearsing the incantations she’d use tonight when the moon was dark, and all was prepared.

Emerald chopped wood and laid it for a fire beneath the black cauldron behind the shack. She spent time in the woods replenishing her supply of jimsonweed and horsenettle, elderberry, comfrey, and holy basil. She’d learned that many of the plants used for healing, in the right combinations with the poisonous ones, could create devastating, deadly effects. With the correct proportions, and certain... additives, along with the exacting incantations, what Emerald had in mind for those males with Colin’s lineage would be payment enough for his betrayal. They would know suffering far greater than hers. And they would be filled with regret and self-loathing during their lives, as well as at the moment of their deaths.

Next to the leaves, seeds, stems, and flowers she’d gathered, Emerald set a small, sealed jar. In it were strips of cloth she’d taken from Colin’s clothes, hair he’d left on her pillow or in her bed, his seed, which she’d wiped away as it spilled out of her while he snored in contentment. She needed to choose one more item, and the preparations would be complete.

Even the date tonight suited The Curse of Threes.

March 3, 1913.

As darkness fell, the time became right, the fire burned bright. The dark side of the moon showed no light.

She added the bits and pieces she’d collected for the brew. The words she’d memorized fell easily from her lips, murmurings in a language no one else would understand. The cold wind blew down the mountain upon her back as a wisp of smoke rose from the cauldron, twisting and turning gray in the blackness of the night, winding its way down the mountain trail toward the village.

Her voice grew louder as she called to the ancients, to the powers that came long before her, to aid her now. To grant her justice. Her words grew in strength as she felt her own strength grow, the life inside her feeding from it, growing strong and invincible.

She continued to stir until she became assured of vengeance and the contents of the pot were no more. The last of the smoke trailed away down the mountain, and only glowing embers remained of the fire. She ground the carved end of her thick casting stick into the object obscured by the ashes at the bottom of the pot, creating the mark, sealing the curse.

Emerald lifted her hands high and howled at the invisible moon.
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Chapter One
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The cloud cover that blocked the stars and the lack of a moon didn’t concern Bree when she approached an especially dark stretch of the road. The forest seemed to press in closer, the already narrow shoulder even narrower here, but the flashlight cast an illuminated circular beam that bounced ahead as she ran.

She was more than a mile out of her own well-lit neighborhood, but this dead-end mountain lane saw little traffic, had few curves, and a manageable incline.

Something about this route gave her the feeling of being alone on the planet. Vehicles were nearly non-existent here, and only occasionally did she get a glimpse of a woodland creature or hear the rustle of one as it escaped her light.

Foolhardy on her part, perhaps, but she felt safe running along here alone at night. Still, instead of earbuds she used her phone’s speaker to listen to her playlist so she could stay aware of her surroundings. Jenna would never forgive her if she didn’t.

Bree sensed the rush of an approach from behind before she heard anything. The air changed, as if charged with an alien energy. She turned her head a split second before something knocked her to the ground. In that moment, she saw the shimmer of black fur and light reflected from a pair of amber eyes.

Her shoulder broke her fall as she skidded along the rough asphalt but didn’t prevent her head from hitting the pavement. The flashlight died when it smacked the road. Next came the unmistakable crunch of glass and plastic, her armband providing little protection for her phone. But the music continued to play.

Her cry of surprised alarm mingled with her grunt of pain. Her attacker crouched on her chest, smelling of musk and growling near her ear. Its foul breath clouded the air and its teeth snapped with each snarl. She winced as the thing’s sharp nails raked through her clothes and dug into her skin.

Even if she wasn’t pinned down, her strength couldn’t match this beast’s. She tried to fight, but each time she wiggled an arm free the animal swatted at her, its claws ripping through her sleeves to her skin. Its weight immobilized her legs, hind claws piercing through her pants. A scream escaped her as a panicked whimper. No way could she reach the small can of pepper spray zipped into her pocket.

As she continued to struggle, her fingers brushed against fur, soft on the surface, but denser and coarser underneath. The points of the thing’s sharp teeth grazed her but didn’t sink into her flesh. 

The flashlight still dangled by its wrist strap. She wrapped her fingers around the housing, managed to free her arm and brace it against the ground so she could direct all her energy into an upward thrust. She hit the beast as hard as she could with it.

The animal tilted sideways with a surprised grunt before it retreated to pace close by. She didn’t know what it was. A mountain lion? Surely not a wolf or a bear. Something more...cat-like, she thought. She scrambled up and staggered as she tried to orient herself in case it knocked her down again. She righted the flashlight with shaking fingers and clicked the button, hoping by some miracle it might work. Nothing happened.

The armband had come off, and her phone lay face down on the pavement. She could see the glow from the screen and hear muted lyrics about the world floating to the dark side of the moon.

Bree thought the animal sighed, either in disappointment or resignation, before its footsteps rustled through the fallen leaves and the forest swallowed its retreat. She bent and picked up the phone, paused the playlist, and hoped like hell the flashlight app still worked. But strangely the world began to spin right before she crumpled to the ground.
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Chapter Two
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The animal lay in a bed of fallen leaves hidden by the dense brush, panting through indescribable pain. Its eyes squeezed shut in the erroneous belief that if it couldn’t see what was happening, it wouldn’t hurt as much. Its claws retracted to be replaced by fingers. Fur receded. Joints and ligaments, skin, hair, limbs, and fingernails, all transformed. Did it take hours or minutes? Time got lost during every transition.

That the hunt was over, this time, was slight consolation. Two more times it would happen this year. And then? Never again.

Finally, the transformation finished. Back in human form, he marveled at the effect of the dark magic, how he could be a predatory animal one moment and a man the next with no one the wiser. The miracle of returning to human form dressed as he had been before always came as a shock. Although occasionally a glitch in the system meant his boxers were on backward or his shoes on the wrong feet. 

He lay there for several minutes while his mind and body settled, though the leaves didn’t provide much of a cushion between him and the cold ground. Eventually, he rose, got his bearings, and made his way to his truck for a flashlight before he returned to the scene of the attack.

She should be gone by now. Whatever injuries he inflicted were never life-threatening. Like all of his prey, she could limp back to wherever she came from. Battered and a bit bloody, but ambulatory. 

Much to his disappointment, she hadn’t left. She startled at the flash of his light and froze like a deer in a hunting rifle’s scope. He kept the light aimed low and strove for a somewhat friendly tone. “Do you need some help?”

“What are you doing out here?” He heard the tremble of fear in her voice.

“Checking my mail.”

“Mail?”

He shone his light on the box, nearly hidden by an overgrown shrub to prove his point, glad he had a legitimate excuse.

“I didn’t think anyone lived out here.”

“Just me.” He opened the box and stuffed the few pieces of mail in his pocket before he turned back to her. “Are you okay? What are you doing out here in the dark?”

“I—something attacked me.”

“Attacked you?”

“Yes. I have a flashlight, but it broke. My phone...” She gestured to the ground near her feet. “I think I passed out. It should be here somewhere.”

“Need me to find it for you?” he asked.

“Thank you.” Her voice wobbled again. He approached in as non-threatening a manner as he could and kept the beam of light pointed down. “There’s your phone.” He shone it on the shattered case, and she bent to pick it up before he could.

“Whoa.” It wasn’t just her voice that wobbled this time. He put a hand out to steady her. Lightning flashed, illuminating them both for a second. A gust of wind chilled the already cool spring air.

“Come inside for a minute. Let me help you.” He offered his hand, but she hesitated. Then she straightened as if her resolve had returned.

When she touched his hand, something sizzled under his skin the same way it had earlier, warning him of danger. Telling him she could wreck all his careful plans. She could destroy him. Destroy his legacy.

He couldn’t let that happen. He wouldn’t let it happen.

Once inside, he led her to the oversized sofa.

Now what?

He ran his hands through his hair, wincing as he touched the tender spot on the side of his head, and looked her over.

Sections of her shirt were shredded. There were long, bloody scratches on her torso, arms, and thighs, some deeper than others. She’d be bruised, too, there was no way around that. Given the weight on top of her while she struggled to fight the animal off? Bruises were inevitable.

Aside from the bump on his head she’d given him, his body mirrored the same damage as hers. He’d be uncomfortable for a few days, but he’d grown used to it by now.

What was more disturbing was that he recognized her. He’d encountered her briefly at Sanctuary a few weeks ago, though he hadn’t spoken to or touched her. But still he remembered this visceral pull of attraction.

He never hunted this close to home. This random, unplanned attack was a mistake he already knew would come back to haunt him in ways he couldn’t imagine. But only if he allowed it. 

Absently, he explored the swelling above his ear. He hadn’t expected her to fight back but found himself grudgingly proud of her desperate and ineffective effort. 

But what really got to him was the music coming from her phone. The world floating to the dark side of the moon. It was like she knew. Like the universe had conspired to throw her into his path. Like it knew he hadn’t prepared for tonight the way he usually did. 

Fate had conspired against him—a meeting ran late, a jack-knifed semi blocked the state road—to keep him from his carefully selected hunting ground twenty miles west of here. The third new moon since his last transformation. He knew what would happen. It’d been happening since puberty. Going on twenty years now.

Sometimes the attacks were mentioned in the paper, but so far no one had connected them to each other or to him.

He lit the fire he’d built earlier, which cast gold and orange shadows around them. The only other light came from the kitchen. Like the animal he became on these nights, that was how he liked it.

She couldn’t be too far from home. His was the only residence on this road, which meant she must have come from one of the townhouses in the planned community near the state highway. Once the danger of discovery had passed, he’d planned to follow at a discreet distance to make sure she got there okay.

If her flashlight hadn’t broken, he wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d tried to follow him. He smiled grimly at the thought. Then what would he have done? Turned tail and run? Part of him wished she’d carried a gun instead of a flashlight. Maybe he’d have stood his ground and let her put him out of his misery.
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Chapter Three
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Bree knew her wits were addled, but she also knew she was in a strange place. They walked through a normal enough door into a cave, or something closely approximating one. Primitive. Dim. He’d guided her to a sofa covered in something luxuriously soft, like suede, before he bent to light a fire in a stone fireplace. She’d never heard of a cave with a stone fireplace.

She blinked, but it didn’t help. She couldn’t see much of anything except a few masses that might be furniture. A long coffee table sat in front of the sofa.

Her head hurt. Her body ached. And several places on her skin felt prickly and uncomfortable. She wanted to stay strong, but she sank back into the cushions and squeezed her eyes shut. Moving hurt. 

As she reached up to examine her pounding head, panic swelled inside her. The memory of the attack came back in full force. Her eyes opened to see her rescuer watching her. Had she been kidnapped? Was she a prisoner here in this cave-like dwelling?

She wouldn’t be a victim again even if she had nothing with which to defend herself. She swore to herself she’d go down fighting if it came to that.

He approached, his body blocking out the firelight.

“I’ll call 911, okay?”

Bree sucked in a breath at his voice. Low. Throaty. Sexy. Oh, God. She thought her kidnapper was sexy. Insanity.

She struggled to sit up straighter and back away, but she couldn’t go any further once she reached the corner of the couch.

“Wait. Who—who are you?” She could barely get the words out of her dry throat.

He didn’t answer her question, instead asking one of his own. “Do you know what happened?” 

She’d been attacked. By something. Not a raccoon or opossum. Something big. She’d hit it with her flashlight, and it took off into the woods. Her flashlight broke, and she’d used it as a weapon. That’s all she remembered.

“I had a flashlight.”

“I think you’ll need a new one.” He sat on the table facing her and tapped the broken flashlight still attached to its wrist strap.

“Oh,” she said. “I thought I lost it.” She could barely make out the outline of him. Big frame, broad shoulders, too-long dark hair. But the firelight behind him left his face in shadow.

“I can’t see you.”

“Oh. Sorry.” He reached past her to pull a chain, allowing a soft circle of light to encompass them both. She stared. She couldn’t help it. His fierce features, hawkish nose, and harsh, angular face made her think of a primeval hunter. His eyes were so dark they were almost black, piercing beneath wing-like brows. His hair reminded her of midnight, thick, wavy, and disheveled. 

He wore black flannel over a black thermal shirt and black jeans. She recognized him. She’d seen him before. But where?

“The dark side of the moon,” she said softly. She didn’t know where the thought came from or why she’d said it aloud. Except maybe, now she recalled, it was the last thing she’d heard playing on her phone before she blacked out.

He drew back as if she’d slapped him. “What did you say?” 

“It’s from an old song by 3 Doors Down called ‘Kryptonite.’ There’s a line about the world floating to the dark side of the moon.”

His penetrating gaze made her feel trapped, yet she wasn’t afraid of him. Somewhere, though, in the back of her mind, she thought she should be afraid. 

Absently, she scratched at the abrasion on the inside of her wrist while staring back at him, taking in his features, trying to fight the physical attraction she felt and failing. 

The trauma of the attack must have affected her personality. She never behaved so boldly. Especially not with men. Never held a gaze this way when she’d just met someone. But she hadn’t met him, she realized. She had seen him before, but she didn’t know who he was, where she was, or what his intentions were.

“Could I have some water?”

Her simple question interrupted their contemplation of each other and made everything about this unusual situation seem less bizarre.

“Of course,” he said.

The kitchen must be somewhere behind her because she heard him open a cabinet and then water going into a glass. She tried to take in more of her surroundings before he returned, although she couldn’t make out many details because of the gloom.

A wall of rough-hewn stone shelves surrounded the fireplace. On the thick slab of wood which served as a mantel, she could see collectibles of some sort but couldn’t tell what they were. She didn’t see a television or an entertainment center anywhere.

Before she could note any more about the room, he returned and held out a thick glass tumbler. The cold, crisp water soon soothed her parched throat.

He was about to retake his seat on the table when she said, “Could you—?”

He paused, eyeing her, waiting for her question.

“Do you have anything for pain? I’ve got a massive headache.” She unthinkingly tapped the side of her head and immediately regretted it. She sucked in a breath, wincing in surprise. More carefully, she probed the swollen area.

“What about 911? I could drive you to the ER.”

“I don’t think I need the ER, but something attacked me.” she said.

“Something?”

“I don’t know what. An animal. A big one. It came out of nowhere and knocked me down. That’s when I hit my head.”

“A bear?”

“No.”

“Coyote? Wolf?”

“Wolves are rare in this area. But it wasn’t a coyote, either. More like a big black cat, judging from its claws.”

“I thought panthers were extinct around here, but that would explain what happened to your clothes,” he said.

“My clothes?” She examined the rips in her shirt with one hand, as well as the scratches on her skin which were causing a prickly feeling.

“These scratches don’t look bad enough to warrant a trip to the ER, do they?”

He held up his hands to indicate his lack of knowledge. “I’m no doctor, but I can get you something for the pain.”

As he left, Bree took a closer look at her shirt and skin. Her arms and torso bore the hashtags of scratch marks. There was an especially large gouge across her midriff, but that was the worst of them, and fortunately none of them were too deep. Her favorite pair of capri-length running pants were ruined, as was her shirt, but her sports bra remained intact. She could see bruises darkening beneath the torn skin. Her arms weren’t as bad, but there were several scratches there. And what looked like bite marks not deep enough to draw much blood. The underside of her wrist bore an odd, abraded area. The skin wasn’t broken but the outer layer had been effectively removed.

She found the entire incident puzzling. What kind of animal attacked the way this one did and then gave up after a clunk to the head? Or bites but doesn’t sink its teeth in? When she’d hit the beast, she hadn’t been thinking beyond that fight or flight response. But given everything she knew about animals, especially wild animals, this behavior was very much out of the norm.

She set the broken flashlight on the coffee table as she heard the wide floor planks  creak slightly. He retook his seat and handed her two white capsules. She examined them.

“What are these?”

“Generic acetaminophen. It’s all I have.”

She stared at him for a moment. He didn’t blink. When she hesitated, he said, “Do you want to see the bottle?”

Yes. “No.” If he’d wanted to drug her, he’d had plenty of opportunity. If he wanted to hold her prisoner, she’d be no match for his strength. He could lock her up, throw away the key, and no one would ever find her. She knew she should be afraid. Why wasn’t she?

“I’ve seen you before. But I can’t remember where.”

“I met with Carter Hayes at Sanctuary a few weeks ago. We ran into each other there.”

Bree frowned. After Carter had retired from teaching agriculture at the nearby college, he’d taken on the job of Sanctuary’s groundskeeper.

“You probably don’t remember, but we nearly collided in the lobby. You dropped a couple of file folders—”

“Which you helped me pick up.” It came back to her now. “But I don’t know who you are,” she said.

“I don’t know who you are either.”

“Bree.”

“Just Bree?”

“Bree Mason. Maybree Anna Mason. I’m the executive director of Sanctuary.”

“I’m Griff.”

“Just Griff?”

“Griffin.”

Bree waited.

Finally, he said, “Lancaster. Griffin Lancaster.”

“What? No middle name?”

Again, with the piercing gaze. Maybe he thought it made him look intimidating.

“Henry.”

“Griffin Henry Lancaster. That’s a very strong name.”

He shrugged. “If you say so.”

“You don’t like it?”

“I had no choice in the matter.”

“Me either.” She swallowed the pills and set the glass on the end table before she continued. “My father wanted to name me May after his grandmother. My mother wanted to name me Breeanna.” She lifted a hand and let it fall.

“Bree’s better. It suits you.” He waited a beat before he said, “Look, if you’re not going to the ER is there someone you should call? To pick you up? Someone who will be worried about you?”

She checked her phone. The casing was cracked, and the screen had shattered, but the phone seemed to be operational. She thought about his question for a moment. “No. There’s only Pete, and he’ll be fast asleep by now. He won’t miss me.”

Griff frowned. “Guess you’ll need a new flashlight.” He picked it up and examined it.

She took it from him. The battery housing had come apart, the casing was broken, and the lens and bulb were crushed. The batteries were new, though, so she plucked them out before handing it back. “You can throw it away.”

He started to get up when something on the broken light caught her eye. “Wait!” 

He froze. She took the flashlight back and examined the base of the battery housing. She thought she saw some hair and maybe something else on the outside of the case from where she’d hit the beast. “Do you have a plastic bag I can put this in?”

He waited so long to answer she thought he was going to refuse. Finally, he said, “Yes.”

He moved to the kitchen and returned with a clear, resealable plastic bag. She carefully placed the flashlight into it and sealed it shut.

She brought her cell phone to life and gasped. “It’s almost nine. I got held up at work earlier, but I had no idea it was this late.”

“It’s not that late.”

“I should go.” She swung her feet to the floor and cocked her head. “What’s that sound?”

He gave her a quizzical look, as if he didn’t understand the question. Then comprehension dawned. “Rain.”

“Great.”

She pushed herself reluctantly off the sofa, but as soon as she got to her feet, she swayed. The room spun and she reached out to make it stop. Her hand connected with his chest. It was like using the trunk of a hundred-year-old tree to hold herself up. 

He caught her and held her elbows before lowering her back to the sofa. Something odd passed between them, leaving her confused and disoriented. The places where she’d been scratched throbbed and burned, especially the one on her wrist. She rubbed her forehead. “Wow. That was weird.” She shot him an accusing look. “You sure those were acetaminophen?”

“Swear,” he said with a smirk.

Her suspicion grew. “What did you give me?” she asked, panicked now.

“Generic non-aspirin pain relievers. When’s the last time you ate?”

She frowned. She didn’t like to run on a full stomach. She’d planned to eat when she got back home. “Lunch?”

“Whatever you’re thinking, I didn’t drug you. I can take you home right now if you want. I can also make us something to eat, and you can leave as soon as you feel up to it. If you’d rather, you can call someone to come pick you up. Your choice.”
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Chapter Four
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Bree’d never thought of herself as someone prone to low blood sugar, but she knew she was in no shape to go anywhere right now, even if it was only a mile or so up the road to her house. She was disoriented and shaky in a way she’d never been before. Was it him? This place? The attack? Maybe a combination of all three.

He’d given her more choices than she could deal with. No, that wasn’t true, even if she couldn’t explain her reluctance to head home in pouring rain. She simply didn’t want to leave her rescuer’s nice warm... lair.

He’d offered food. Maybe she’d feel a bit steadier if she ate something. Maybe she’d be able to gather her wits and figure out why she wanted to reject most of the options he’d suggested.

“If it’s not too much trouble, I might feel better if I ate something.”

“Okay. Any food allergies I should know about? Lactose intolerance? You’re not vegan, are you?”

She wasn’t sure if he was teasing her or not, but the earnest way he asked made her smile.

“Whatever’s easiest. A snack is all I need.”

“It’ll be more than a snack,” he assured her.

“So, how well do you know Carter?”

“Not that well. We’ve had a couple of discussions about some Sanctuary landscaping projects.”

“If I call him, will he vouch for you?” she belatedly thought to ask. “A girl can’t be too careful these days.” She wanted to roll her eyes at the irony of that statement.

“He may not know me well enough for that. But like I said, I’ll take you home. Just say the word.”

She watched him leave as she snuggled back against the soft cushions. “I should call him anyway.”

Animal magnetism. She’d heard the term before, but she wasn’t sure she’d ever met a man she’d describe as having it. He reminded her of a panther with all the black he wore. Patient. Quiet. If he had a tail, it would surely be twitching. But he also made her think of a buck. Solid. Strong. Wild. In fact, she could probably name ten more wild animals he brought to mind. A grizzly bear because of his height and solid frame. His intense gaze made her think of a wolf.

She thumbed through the contact list on her phone until she found Carter’s number. Carter was surprised to hear from her, but once she explained the situation, he said almost exactly what her host had told her. They didn’t know each other well, but Griff was well-known and well-regarded in the business community. She’d used the term accident rather than attack in her explanation. No reason for him to have the details, but Bree acknowledged the comfort that having someone else know where she was gave her. 

She closed her eyes against the firelight and thought how warm and safe she felt in a place that reminded her of an animal’s den.

Her wits must be addled. She dealt with men daily. At work. Socially. But the last time she’d been so viscerally attracted to someone the way she was to Griff? There was no last time. Attraction to a man, yes. But this allure, this pull she felt, had never happened.

She made her way to the kitchen where the under-cabinet lighting only added to the cave-like ambience. Most of the kitchen hugged two walls to form an L with an island that looked over the living room. The counters were smooth stone, but nothing Bree had ever seen before. The cabinets and shelves looked like they’d been hewn and carved from the same massive pine as the coffee table.

Griff’s back was to her. “Can I help?” Bree said from the far side of the island.

“It’s fine.” 

She noticed that all the walls here were curved. There were no harsh angles anywhere. Even the cabinets were rounded and fit perfectly into the walls.

She turned around and stared at the front room, the fireplace, the door. No wonder she’d thought she was in a cave. Heavy drapes hung on either side of the front door. The low lighting only added to the shadows. There were no windows, she realized. No view. No doors leading to a deck. Only darkened hallways leading off in two directions. 

She felt a moment of panic. “Is this... are we in a cave?”

Griff turned, wiping his hands. “Sort of. Not really. More like underground.”

“Underground?”

“It’s an experimental design. Energy-saving, eco-friendly. The hills and mountains are here, anyway. Why not live inside of them, instead of on top of them?”

“You mean we’re inside a mountain?”

“More like a foothill, but yeah.”

“That’s why the walls are curved?”

“The idea is to disturb the earth as little as possible.”

“How long have you lived here?”

“Three years.” More prolonged eye contact before Griff said, “I’ll give you a tour sometime if you’d like, but right now? We should eat.”

Bree realized she was gripping the island’s countertop with both hands because her legs were trembling. “Okay. Bathroom?”

“This way.”

She followed Griff into one of the hallways where their presence triggered some recessed lighting. He flicked on a light inside a doorway and gestured for Bree to enter. “There are towels in the cabinet beneath the sink,” he said. “There’s a tube of ointment in the medicine chest. Might take the sting out of those scratches.”

She closed the door and used the facilities. The bathroom was like a little cave within a cave. The shower was the same smooth stone as the counter tops. The sloping walls seemed to hug her and once again she felt that sense of safety. No outside force could penetrate this underground fortress.

She frowned at herself in the mirror. She looked done in. Strands of hair from her loosened ponytail straggled around her face. Dirt streaked her torn shirt. Not much she could do about that. She cleaned herself up as best she could, doctored her wounds, looped the hair band around her wrist, and finger combed her hair. Before she closed the medicine cabinet, she noticed a small plastic bottle with a drugstore label. She opened the child safety cap and shook a couple of capsules into her hand. They looked exactly like the ones Griff had given her. 

After she got settled back on the sofa, Griff set a tray in her lap. There was a big soup mug filled with what looked like beef stew. She could make out chunks of beef, potatoes, and carrots in a thick broth. On a plate next to it was a sandwich stuffed with cheese, lettuce, tomato, and she wasn’t sure what else. Her stomach growled.

Griff once again made himself comfortable on the coffee table, picked up his own mug, and dug in. She did the same.

The stew was homemade, with bits of onion and fat green peas. The sandwich? Like something out of a high-end bistro. The light, crisp texture of the roll and the added spread brought out the flavors of the cheeses.

“You should open your own cafe,” she said after a few bites. “Did you make the stew? Bake the bread? Age the cheese?”

She liked the warm, rumbly sound of Griff’s chuckle. Like it came from somewhere deep inside. His eyes softened. The intensity ramped down. “I’ve mastered the crockpot, so I’ll cop to the stew. I leave the bread and cheese to the experts.”

“You’re an expert at putting it together, though. Everything’s delicious.”

She couldn’t tell if the compliment pleased him or not. They ate the rest of the meal in silence. She could hear the rain pounding outside and resisted the thought of leaving, even though she knew that’s what she should do. What any sane woman finding herself in these circumstances should do.

After Griff piled the empty dishes on the tray, she made herself say, “I should leave.”

He regarded her with curiosity.

She smiled sheepishly. “I don’t know why, but I really don’t want to.”

He waited.

“Is it too weird?” she asked, still trying to figure it out herself. “I just met you. I don’t know why I feel so comfortable here.”

“You were attacked. It’s raining. I don’t make a habit of bringing strangers into my house and letting them sleep on my couch...but under the circumstances, it might be prudent.” After a beat of silence he added, “I can take you home first thing in the morning. I’m usually up by five.”

“Yikes.”

“It’s settled then.” He picked up the tray and went to the kitchen.

“I can help with the dishes,” she called after him.

“No need.”

He came back after a few minutes with a pillow and blanket. “There’s a throw there, too, if you need it.” He gestured to the back of the sofa before he held out something else to her. “It’s one of my shirts, if you want to change.”

She took it. “Thank you.”

It was the same dark thermal cotton as he wore underneath his flannel. It’d be miles too big for her, but it took everything she had not to rub it against her cheek.

“Get some sleep, okay? My room’s down the hall from the bathroom if you need anything.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

He put a screen in front of the fireplace. The fire had burned itself down to glowing coals, but she could still feel their heat.

She listened to him tinkering in the kitchen, loading the dishwasher, and storing the leftovers. After he turned off the lights and left, she removed her torn shirt and let Griff’s fall over her head. She pushed her arms through the sleeves and shoved the cuffs up over her wrists. If she stood, the hem of the shirt would probably reach mid-thigh. She didn’t care about the fit. It was warm and soft. She wrapped it around herself, settled under the blankets, and closed her eyes.
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Chapter Five
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She dreamed of the attack. Not the one from earlier, but one like it. In this dream, she was being pursued. She didn’t know what chased her, but she was terrified. She ran through a forest in the rain, slipping and sliding in the mud and the foliage and tripping over fallen logs. The thing, whatever it was, matched her breath for panting breath. She thought it was a part of her, or she was part of it.

Then she couldn’t run anymore. She came up against a smooth stone wall, any rough surface it might have once had was long since worn away. She turned to face the beast. It would kill her now, she knew it. It would maul her, play with her perhaps, as if she were a toy, tossing her near lifeless body from side to side and into the air where she’d fall and hit the ground again and again.

She could feel it. Waiting. Watching. She searched the edge of the woods for it. She could sense its presence. She was almost paralyzed with fear because she knew she couldn’t escape. Trees trembled. She heard rustling from the dense undergrowth. She stared and listened. But the thing that stepped forward wasn’t a thing at all. It wasn’t an animal. Not a beast intent on killing her.

It was Griff.

***
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GRIFF WENT THROUGH his normal pre-bedtime routine. Showering. Brushing his teeth. Doing his best to ignore the towel and washcloth Bree had used and hung neatly back on the towel rack.

Weariness swamped him, as it always did after a transformation. He needed sleep, but it wouldn’t come easily. How had he allowed a woman to spend the night in his home? And not just any woman. Her.

He tossed and turned, wishing the restlessness would leave him because he needed to relax. He closed his eyes and forced himself to concentrate on the sound of his breathing. To empty his mind. But images of her played across his consciousness whenever he began to relax. His sense of good fortune to find a victim close at hand when he’d expected a much longer hunt. The heady sense of power he always felt when his prey was at his mercy, when he drew their blood as he fed on their terror.

His body spasmed involuntarily as it relived the blow to his head from her flashlight. He smiled as he finally drifted off, remembering those brief touches, his hands bracing her, her hand on his chest.

The dream returned. The same one he’d been having for years. More vivid and revealing on the nights after he transformed.

A woman’s long black hair and lush body. Luminescent green eyes. A weather-beaten cottage surrounded by mountains. The indistinct features of a man she looked at first with love and then with contempt. With hate.

A cauldron over an open flame. Murmurings in a language he couldn’t understand. A thin plume of smoke twirling its way down the mountainside. The woman’s smug expression as she watched it travel.

The smoke wrapped itself in coils around the faceless man until he turned into Griff. He fought to free himself, but he was bound by the poisoned smoke.

He couldn’t escape his fate.

***
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BREE WOKE UP BUT DIDN’T open her eyes. She was too warm, too comfortable, too drowsy. Behind her, in the dimly lit kitchen, she heard someone trying to be quiet. Water ran, then stopped. Something beeped. Footsteps.

“I’m awake,” she said.

“Good,” Griff replied. “Coffee will be ready in a couple of minutes.”

She sat up, no longer disoriented. She remembered where she was and who she was with. The events of last night came crashing in on her. Her headache was mostly gone, but with each movement she made, the rest of her body reminded her she’d been in a fight.

She shuffled off the sofa and into the kitchen, smothering a yawn with one hand and pushing her hair over her shoulder with the other. “Time is it?” she asked.

Griff looked at her as if he’d seen an apparition. 
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