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For the ten generations since the evil first came to Woodcutter's Grim, the Guardians have sworn an oath to protect the town from the childhood horrors that lurk in the black woods. Without them, the town would be defenceless...and the terrors would escape to the world at large.

 

A four-book miniseries within the Woodcutter's Grim Series, dealing with the curse on the Shaussegeny family.

 

Moonlight Becomes You (Book 4) {romantic paranormal}

(Originally published in Tales from the Treasure Trove, Volume VII, A Jewels of the Quill Anthology; Copyright March 2011)

 

Bewitched (Book 5) {romantic paranormal}

(Originally published individually in January 2012 and as a bonus story in Woodcutter's Grim Series, Volume II {First Edition}, Copyright July 2012)

 

One Night of Eternity (Book 6) {romantic paranormal}

(Originally published individually in July 2012 and as a bonus story in Woodcutter's Grim Series, Volume II {First Edition}, Copyright July 2012)

 

Beauty is the Beast (Book 7) {romantic paranormal}

(Originally published individually in September 2013 and as a bonus story in Woodcutter's Grim Series, Volume II {First Edition}, Copyright July 2012)

 

 


 

 

 

Moonlight Becomes You

 

Very loosely based on "The Town Mouse and the Country Mouse". When her child becomes deathly ill and none of the doctors and specialists can help him, Heather Rowe rushes to Woodcutter's Grim, hoping the boy's father can explain what's happening. But Lance Shaussegeny both intrigues and terrifies Heather as much as what he's told her of his hometown does. She soon learns that nothing in Woodcutter's Grim--including Lance--is what it seems. 

 

 

 

 


 

 

Prologue

 

Woodcutter's Grim 

Almost midnight, All Hallow's Eve

 

Jack Shaussegeny lost himself in the rhythm of the djembe, the skin-covered hand drum his best friend Professor Patrick Welsh--expert in African tribe ritual and ancient demon lore, and resident witch doctor--played. The pain in Jack's body didn't bother him this night. No, he'd followed every phase correctly. The ritual had to work!

This night, the genetic defect that resulted in a weakened state of bone and muscle and led to an overall decline in vitality during middle age would no longer plague the men in the Shaussegeny family. Jack would no longer have to live his life as though everything that made him alive would end tomorrow. His wife had understood his need to feel strong and vital--she'd forgiven him his transgressions and stood by him time and time again. 

But no modern miracle would save him. He'd accepted that when his doctor announced he'd contracted the genetic defect of his forefathers and would soon see its ravaging effects upon his person. His only escape would come by summoning the magic that lived in Woodcutter's Grim. 

To a certain extent, Woodcutter's Grim citizens realized that this town was unlike any other. Whether unconsciously or subconsciously, they all knew of the evil presence that stopped time, made it fly unaccountably, turned day into night, or even shifted to alternate time periods while the evil went unchecked. That and unpredictable weather anomalies were warnings to all that evil held sway. All Hallow's Eve, of all nights, citizens stayed behind locked doors--and didn't answer a knock for any reason. 

One and all, the people who lived here had also come to accept that evil delighted in coming to them in fairy tale forms to catch them off-guard. Citizens stayed because Woodcutter's Grim was their home and had been a haven to them for generations. They accepted the evil like a dark secret that came to life when mentioned--and most knew better than to speak of it. "The telling of horror could be the conjuring of it," was an oft-spoken monition, no doubt started by the Protectorate--the guardians of Woodcutter's Grim who shielded the townsfolk. They were the chosen few who safeguarded the portal between time and space...and held back the evil that spilled through it into the cursed woods and beyond, into their midst and, of late, into the world past its borders. 

But Jack wasn't willing to play by the rules that had been passed down through countless generations of families who called this place home. If he could forge an alliance, he could save himself. Save his son and his son's sons. 

At the rapid drumbeat of the summoning ritual, Jack recognized the time had come. He held his hands high and cried out the spell:

 

God of the woods,

I summon thee.

Heed me and come forth!

Do my bidding

and henceforth from this day until the end

will my family and yours be allies, yea, even friends.

 

The rhythm intensified and he cried out again, but the only voice that answered came from behind him. 

"Jack, no!" his wife Catherina cried as she rushed into the clearing with their grown son Gavin following behind. 

"Not like this," his son reproached. 

How had they known what he was up to? Unless they'd seen the remains of the cleansing ritual he'd performed just before he and Patrick came out to the deepest part of the woods. He should have realized the two of them would understand the significance of the ritual and this sacred area of the forest. 

"Come away from this cursed place," she begged him. 

"For pities' sake, step into the circle of protection!" Patrick cried in alarm, pushing his drum out to make room for all of them. "You must, now!"

"You can't do this, Father," Gav said, standing firm. "You can't expect evil to befriend you. Evil needs no allies, only willing participants."

Jack shook his head. "The Protectorate wants you to believe that. They have no power, but we will have power."

Gavin's young wife suddenly ran into the clearing, panting and holding her swollen middle. In alarm, Gav turned from his father to her. "Darling, I told you not to come. You shouldn't be here."

Her eyes glowed with stubborn determination. From the first time Gav had brought her home, Marnie had seemed to understand Jack in a way few others could. "I had to, Gav. We're a family. We have to face this together. If there's any way our son can escape this genetic curse..."

Her belly was full of her first child--a son. A son who would inherit the defect that had taken everything from Jack's father, his grandfather... And would soon take everything from him and his own son in his time. 

"Jack, no. What will become of us?" Catherina moaned, and Gav rushed to gather his mother and wife into the protective circle Jack and Patrick had both drawn under the moon and stayed within. 

Jack followed the direction of his wife's horrified gaze. The full moonlight spilled down into the clearing and there before them, illuminated, was the portal in the center of the limestone megaliths that bore a striking resemblance to the Druids' Altar in Ireland--a structure undisputedly out of space and time, presumably materializing in and out of various dimensions at different times. The portal dolmen, a swirling mass of blackness that lived and breathed, was believed to be the point of origin, where evil and reality met and merged. Out of that entrance stepped a fearsome creature of evil. Twisted and gruesome, it was something borne of a fairy tale nightmare. All of them shuddered at the sight of the monster transforming before them. The shape-shifter roared its murderous displeasure, striking the five of them straight to the heart and turning their blood into water. In horror, they huddled together inside what Jack had believed was a circle that would protect them from supernatural evil. He wasn't so sure anymore.

"Mortal who summoned me, come forth!"

Jack moved to stand before his family, just inside the circle, assuming a confidence he no longer felt in the presence of this demon. "I summoned you, god of the woods. Jack Shaussegeny has beckoned and bound you, creature. And now do as I bid thee. Bless the Shaussegeny family, one and all, for time unending. Make us strong and powerful, in body, mind and spirit. In exchange, we offer our unending allegiance."

"Jack, you can't," Catherine whimpered once more when Jack dropped to his knees and lifted his hands in humble supplication. 

The creature snarled, its whole body contorting and seeming to enlarge and strengthen before their eyes as it grew ever more hairy and hideous. "You would seek a blessing, pitiful mortal. You would seek an alliance with evil and would bargain for your will. Very well. Harken to me: From this day forward, the Shaussegeny name will inspire fear, trembling, yea, even loathing in those who hear it. You long for strength and power in body, mind and spirit, and you shall have it. Yet each generation, one and all, will suffer this curse: The moon in each of its phases will change you into creatures of the night--my dark children. This shall be your rightful form, and you shall suffer greatly when you resist your true nature--the nature of the beast. Outside of Woodcutter's Grim only shall you be unable to take on your rightful form, but you will endure agony all the more for it, indeed to the threshold of death. Only by being what you are and giving yourself over to your predatory nature will you thrive and be strong. None shall resist you. 

"Though I do your bidding, do not think me ignorant, mortal. Because your name has long been synonymous with faithlessness, even unto your own chosen mates, I add one more curse upon your family: Only one chosen mate will be allotted to each of your kin henceforth. The chosen one for each will be protected by one of my own offspring, a thing of darkness, which shall be sent ahead from birth to prepare the way. These chosen mates must also fall under the family curse, but these pairs will know true peace only when they become one with their true mates. Herein lies your salvation--and your damnation. Only if each of your clan remains faithful to their chosen mates in word and deed for all of their days will they have blissful contentment. Apart, mates shall be restless and forever unsettled, gripped by a sadness and despair unlike any other. Additionally, a terrible fate will come upon the one who breaks the mate covenant. 

"And now there is but one manner in which this multi-faceted curse I have pronounced upon you and your family, one and all, for time unending can be broken and obliterated entirely: That beauty falls in love with the beast and vice versa, that evil loves good and good loves evil. If this should happen, your family shall be released from each aspect of my curse and your alliance with evil shall be ended." 

A blast of moonfire spilled out of the portal, drawing the snarling creature back inside before the black mouth closed. Light waned, then died entirely. For a moment, the clearing was thrust into darkness. For the first time, Jack felt bloodcurdling fear. Above, the moon rose high in the sky and a curious tearing, a remaking, sensation took over his limbs. 

"What's happening?" Catherina whispered, holding her arms out in front of her as if they pained her. "Jack..."

"The curse," Patrick exclaimed in awe, his gaze moving over each of them in the throes of their agony. 

Jack understood and cried out his joy. The curse, his blessing, had come to pass as soon as the creature uttered its binding contract and disappeared. Power such as he'd never experienced flowed through his limbs. He was becoming strong, virtually indestructible. His family would never again suffer. They were saved. Surely all generations of Shaussegenys would praise him for his wisdom and foresight... 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

New York City

Thirty years later... 

 

"Danielle is pregnant. I don't know how this came about, Heather. I honestly don't. You have to believe I never intended for this to happen. I don't want to lose you..."

The words spun in Heather Rowe's head like a song that played itself over and over. She'd turned on the stereo, tried to block Eddie's pleas out and drink herself into a fog. Tried to feel something she didn't--never had, never would. Not about him. 

I'm stupid. I didn't say a single word. Just stood there, like a deer frozen in the headlights. "...don't know how this came about..." I didn't even comment on that. He'd been cheating on her again--with his secretary, a woman he couldn't seem to give up no matter how many times he claimed to love her. Love me. 

Heather had met Eddie her first year of college where they'd both pursued a degree in law. Eddie dropped out early to move into software development, which better suited his lack of ambition and need to sleep until noon every day. Just after that, she'd found out the hard way that she wasn't the only woman in Eddie Underwood's life. She'd met her polar opposite in his receptionist, the shapely Danielle, by walking in on the two of them enjoying a "break" on Eddie's desk. Heather forgave him within a week after he promised to sever all ties with his illicit lover--even going so far as to fire her. 

Even with her head firmly buried in her beloved sand, Heather had known in almost no time that the relationship wasn't over. Yet she hadn't done anything about it. I'm pathetic, like Mom. Too scared to be alone in this world. She couldn't be alone because she felt worthless if someone didn't love her. Love her, use her--she didn't see any difference. I can't be alone because... 

Standing, Heather weaved her way drunkenly across the living room of the top floor luxury apartment she'd rewarded herself with when she'd made partner at her prestigious law firm, Avery, MacMillian, Tatum and Rowe. At the wet bar, she poured herself another drink. She never drank, had never been able to tolerate the effects it had on her despised delicate constitution. 

Heather rubbed the growing throb in her forehead. Blinding headaches had plagued her since childhood--whenever she was emotionally stressed. This headache had started from the moment she gotten home from a day in court and found her fiancé sitting on the edge of the leather sofa with that all-too-familiar look of shame on his boyishly handsome face. 

Damn Eddie. Damn that she felt sympathy for him. Damn that his betrayal could devastate her when her reasons for staying with him for so long had little to do with true love. She'd chosen him deliberately. Eddie was innocuous, unlike all the men her mother had gotten involved with all through Heather's childhood. Eddie didn't scare her or hurt her physically--rarely demanded anything of her at all. With Eddie, she wasn't alone, alone with the darkness that had been with her for as long as she could remember. A darkness that promised both terror and salvation. 

"I have to do the right thing, don't I, Heather? I have to marry her." 

Marry Danielle...and leave me all alone. I can't be alone with the darkness. Because then it'll start whispering to me, showing me things... Heather closed her eyes, a shudder working through her body. Things I don't want to see. 

Had Eddie known she was afraid to be alone? Was that why... 

The face of Lance Shaussegeny filled her mind like an apparition, an omen of doom, and Heather shuddered again, reluctant intrigue filling her. She dropped the glass and watched it shatter on the tile in what seemed like slow motion. 

She'd met Eddie and Lance in law school--they'd been unlikely roommates in the co-ed dorm until she and Eddie got involved--and the three of them had become inseparable. Heather didn't remember asking Lance to join them being a conscious choice on her part so much as what had happened. Lance was always there, pale and ill-looking, near her. He even hung around when Eddie was around, though he'd never liked him and never bothered to hide his aversion. Lance never missed a chance to verbally beat her boyfriend to a pulp, yet he somehow managed to do that without making her feel like a complete fool for staying with Eddie. No, Lance made her feel cherished, worthy, desired above all other women--the absolute center of his world. 

She and Lance had joined the same firm after passing the bar. Like she did, Lance took the downtrodden cases, wanting losers to win, the poor to get rich, the meek to grasp power. She was passionate in her cause, helping those who couldn't help themselves. The one thing she did well was resist--the inevitable, the rules, the way things had to be. Lance... Lance won every case he took on, too, but he had little passion for the endeavor. His passion.... 

Heather flushed once more, then forced herself to get down on her hands and knees to clean up the shattered glass. 

Lance and Eddie were complete opposites. Eddie had an irresistible charm, along with a fun-loving upbeat nature and sense of humor that had captured her from the first. He always made her laugh, always made her relent on the little things even when she knew she shouldn't. He was so unlike the men she'd gotten used to in her childhood. Cruel, selfish men. She had no defenses whatsoever against Eddie because he pushed the darkness away in a way that no one else could. 

Lance was soft-spoken, withdrawn, faithful, driven, intelligent and intense despite his less than robust physique. In all the years she'd known him, he never seemed to have an interest in any woman except her. The idea that he was gay had been thrown out the window the first time he kissed her. The few times he'd done it since had been natural...under the mistletoe, ushering in the new year. But those kisses had taken her so outside herself, made her feel things she'd never even imagined before. She'd comprehended each and every time that she belonged to Lance in a way she refused to allow herself to accept. Because, somehow, someway, Lance was connected to the darkness that pursued her. 

I'm not safe with him, like I am with Eddie. Lance terrifies me and completes me at once. He would possess me completely if I let him. 

Over the pulsing music, she heard the bell ring and she stopped breathing. A sense of longing, belonging filled her with dread. She could sense Lance the way an animal sensed prey.  When she didn't move or speak, simply held her breath, he pounded on the door, calling, "Heather, let me in. You know you want to. You have to."

She lifted the wet, cold cloth she'd used to scoop up as much of the glass as she could. Her finger caught the edge of a shard, and she hissed as her skin burst open and blood gushed out. 

"Heather, talk to me. I need to see you," Lance solicited. 

Knowing she couldn't ignore or avoid him--two things she'd never had the ability to do with this man--she dropped the cloth in the sink. She grabbed the half-full bottle and carried it with her across the room. She opened the door and walked away again. 

"How did you know this time?" she asked without looking at him. He always knew--everything. Everything that happened, everything she thought and felt. And sometimes she inexplicably felt she knew the same things about him. 

She halted just before she reached the sofa, hearing him close the door, sensing him barely an inch behind her. 

"He chose her, Heather. Like the utter idiot he's always been, he chose her. You know Eddie doesn't have the stomach for conflict. It's always been her. He just didn't have the guts to tell you to your face. This time...her trick worked." 

The image of Lance--tall, muscular, and brooding--filled her entire being, glutted her memory with the hot kisses they'd shared. She easily pictured the thick shadow of hair perpetually covering his jaw, the rough-hewn lines of his face in her hands, his hard, demanding lips and his even harder, demanding body. He'd taken her heart and soul in those kisses, and she'd run for her life each time. 

"This time her trick worked." Heather whirled to face him, almost losing her balance, but he reached for her as she demanded, "What do you mean 'her trick worked'?"

"Same one you tried to pull a few years ago."

She swallowed in shock. He couldn't know. She hadn't told anyone... 

"Tried to get pregnant so he'd have to choose you," Lance reminded softly. 

She gasped. How could he know about all those months she'd gone in and out of fertility clinics, behind Eddie's back, only to be told unanimously that she couldn't have children of her own? With Eddie. With any man. Something was wrong with her ovaries, and, even without that damage, the unexplained illness--"failure to thrive" they'd called it when she was younger--she'd dealt with all her life wouldn't allow her to conceive let alone sustain a pregnancy. 

Lance's obsidian black eyes held her, and he reached for the bottle in her hand. "I asked your secretary. I was worried. You had so many appointments at medical facilities."

"You followed me?"

"Are you really surprised, honey?"

She swallowed. "How do... You know too much about me, Lance. I never told you. I never told anyone. But you know, don't you?"

He set the bottle on the glass coffee table, then took the last step to her. "About the SOB's your mother paraded in and out of your life? They hurt you. It's why Eddie the Dud appeals to you. He has no strength. He's a coward. He's oblivious to what you call the darkness and just about everything else. But that's not the only reason you stay with him, is it?"

Heather stopped breathing when Lance lifted her hand, seeing the blood covering her fingers from the glass cut. Somehow he knew where the cut was in all the mess and brought that finger to his mouth. The warm, wetness as he sucked gently was healing, exciting... 

"The darkness will never go away, Heather, not until you give yourself to your destiny." He cradled her injured hand in his, held it against his heart. 

"My..."

"I know everything there is to know about you. I know every thought you've ever had. And you know mine. But I frighten you, don't I, honey? Because I'm part of that same darkness."

Impossible. It's always been impossible. But I've known Lance forever, and he's known me just as long. She stared at him, swallowed but couldn't speak. Their gazes met and held. She couldn't define so much about Lance. There was something predatory about him. Something unnatural. And yet he's mine, completely. He's tender and ruthless, my terror, my salvation. Just like the darkness. He knows about the darkness because he's part of it. And I'll never have peace until I accept that. 

Lance took her face in his large, powerful hands, and Heather couldn't escape him. Not tonight. She'd consumed too much alcohol. His mouth was close enough to hers that she could taste him, feel him inside her as vital as breathing, as something dark and primal growing within. 

"I have to go, babe," he told her softly. "I don't have any choice this time. I'd rather die than leave you..."

"So why are you even here? If you need to go...you should go." Her tone sounded breezy, accepting. She felt anything but. 

"I have to go home."

"But...but you said you never want to return there."

Lance had spoken of his hometown, Woodcutter's Grim. He hated it, never wanted to return to it. Even still, she knew his family meant everything to him. Often, he'd said he "wasn't ready to take his place" with them. Heather had formed the impression that something bad had happened in Woodcutter's Grim. That something bad lived there. Something that disturbed him enough to vow nothing could ever make him go back. 

"My father...he's disappeared. I have to leave. Now. Tonight. There isn't much time."

"Why are you here? If you need to go, why..."

His hands stroked her face, his dark gaze sliding longingly to her mouth. "I couldn't leave without... If I get too close, what I've spent so long protecting you from..." He shook his head, as if realizing he made no sense. "Nothing matters to me but keeping you safe, Heather. Do you understand that?"

"No."

His eyes returned to hers and she saw something desperate and afraid in them--something she'd seen before when he talked about his hometown. She couldn't help wanting to reach out to him. But she didn't. She couldn't. 

"When I leave...dear God, Heather, I can't come back. I can't. Even if you need me, even if you ask me to, I can't leave Woodcutter's Grim ever again once I go back. It'll be too late for me by then."

"Too late for what? I don't understand, Lance. What scares you so much about that place?"

"I don't want you to know. I've never wanted you to understand any of this. I didn't try to take you from him because I'd rather die then let my curse touch you."

The raw maleness of him gripped her like an aphrodisiac. She felt so small next to him, yet knew Lance would protect her completely. 

"If you need me, honey...you'll have to come to me. It's the only way."

But I can't. I can't do that. I can't accept the darkness. She couldn't understand, but she didn't want him to walk away from her. She didn't consciously realize he was walking away and she was holding him back until he turned back. "Heather, I don't know if I can live without you."

She closed her eyes, and the world seemed to tip onto an axis of balance she'd never experienced in her whole life. Because Lance's powerful, unyielding arms were swallowing her up as if she was the most precious thing in the world to him. She could hear his heart beating mightily, far too fast. 

"I can't do this. Not to you, baby. I have to go."

She barely heard his words as she wrapped her arms around him, reaching up to touch him. His expression was filled with an ecstasy that seemed familiar. His eyes closed as her fingertips brushed his jaw and chin. His groan resonated throughout her body. His face was deeply tanned with a five o'clock shadow so dense and dark, he would never get rid of the shadow. The bones were sharp and prominent, his lips the opposite--soft and full. When she danced her thumbs together over his bottom lip, his eyes widened a fraction. His eyebrows were thick and heavy, contributing to the bedroom look of his tortured, beautiful eyes. 

"Heather..."

What would it be like to give myself to a man who would possess me so completely, we couldn't think about each other without connecting in some intense, telepathic way? We would become part of each other in such a way that we could never be whole apart again. 

"Heather, my love..." he moaned, "I never want to hurt you. You're so fragile."

No thought of resistance came when he ducked his head and captured her mouth with his. The ferocity of Lance's kiss left her so weak, she couldn't stand. But he was holding her, taking her down to the floor, undressing her and himself, and devouring her. She wanted him to. Never before had she experienced sensuality as something new, intense, overwhelming. Sweet. Her fear was lost in her almost painful stirring, the culmination that Lance alone brought with his hands, his mouth, and his body. 

Once he was filling her unimaginably and bringing her to a place she'd never reached without him, she realized he was at the end of his control when a preternatural growl ripped from his throat. He was heeding some inner beast, and Heather could no longer trust in reality. The fulfillment of pleasure transformed her, transformed him. 

The lamp shattered nearby, plunging them into darkness. Lance was holding her in arms that felt impossibly more powerful than ever before, holding her so tightly, she could no longer breathe. Pain came. Sharp. She could smell blood so strongly. Something monstrous, huge and hairy covered her slight, self-detested delicate form, filled her. Claimed her, body and soul. For a moment, she imagined she could see massive fangs jutting from an elongated jaw. Biting her. Taking her blood. Terrified even as her body convulsed, she reached up and felt warm liquid at her throat. 

Eyes opened above her. They were glowing and yellow. The roar that came from the thing marking her as its own made her scream. 

But Lance's soft voice made her go limp with relief. His familiar arms gathered her and rocked her against him. "I'm so sorry, Heather. I couldn't stop myself."

"What..." she started on a sob. 

"It's too late now. I belong to you and you belong to me. I'll never stop loving you or waiting for you. Nothing can change what we are to each other."

I've become one with the darkness--my terror, my salvation. "Who are you, Lance? What are you?"

"You know. You've always known--because the darkness told you. It prepared the way for me. Our souls have always been one because of it. The rest is up to you." He drew back, and his eyes, no longer amber and luminous, glittered with unshed tears. "Don't make me wait too long, honey. Every minute we're apart will be torture for both of us, and not just because of the changes we'll go through. Come to me soon. Don't wait."

"I don't know how to find you."

"When the time comes, you'll know. You'll find me instinctively because we're part of each other now. We can't survive separated."

Heather woke the next morning alone. She knew in a heartbeat that everything had changed. Her life would never be the same. But she couldn't have predicted the changes, or the newborn fear that would consume her. She'd given herself to Lance, to the darkness, but she stoically refused to accept her destiny. 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Woodcutter's Grim 

One year later... 

 

Lance Shaussegeny closed his eyes, and the vision of Heather's beautiful gray-blue eyes and unsmiling mouth filled his mind. Her scent filled his nostrils, so poignantly, his chest ached as if she was really there. Really here to see and smell and touch. She was inside him, he was inside her--the way he'd tried so hard to prevent. But he'd lost control. His blood had transformed her and wouldn't allow her to stay away from him forever. Yet the year apart had ravaged what little he still possessed of a soul. Come to me, Heather. I need you... 

The ringtone on his phone blared out Bing Crosby's "Moonlight Becomes You", and Lance nearly jumped out of his skin behind his desk. A feral growl escaped him before he could prevent it. Every nerve ending in his body stood poised to defend. 

His secretary rushed to his office door and looked inside. "Is everything all right, Mr. Shaussegeny?" she asked in alarm, no doubt having heard the preternatural rumble and now seeing the abnormal gleam in his eyes. 

Lance took a deep breath, trying to remind himself that good help was hard to find--especially for a Shaussegeny. The last thing he needed was to try to get a new secretary when he'd only just hired Marissa a month ago. "It's all right."

"Would you like me to answer that, sir?"

Lance shook his head. "It's my family." Only they called him on his cell phone. "Close the door on your way out, would you? Thanks."

"Moonlight becomes you, I'm thrilled at the sight, and I could get so romantic tonight..."

He answered his phone, not surprised to hear his younger brother Ransom's voice. He'd expected him or their sister Glynnis. "Mother's getting upset about your lone wolf ways. You haven't been up to the main house in a week. Hiding out at the cabin again, are we?"

"I came to work today," Lance informed him. His hours had become more sporadic the longer Heather stayed away. Since returning to Woodcutter's Grim, he'd taken over his father's law firm. For the last several generations, all the men in his family had become lawyers. Glynnis and Grandmother Catherina ran the family restaurant, The Gingerbread House. Only his mother strayed from tradition--she was a doctor at the clinic. Both family businesses were thriving despite how Woodcutter's Grim citizens distrusted them and considered them evil. 

Lance had come to Woodcutter's Grim to help his siblings find their father. But Gav was still missing, and Lance, Ransom and Glynnis believed their mother knew full well what had happened to him. Their parents' relationship was nothing if not a love-hate one. Extremes ruled them. And the fact that she didn't want to talk or do anything about his disappearance, coupled with the lonely despair she'd tried hard to hide, suggested that the second part of the curse on their family had been evoked. "Only if your clan remains faithful to their chosen mates in word and deed for all of their days will they have blissful contentment. A terrible fate will come upon the one who breaks the mate covenant." Shaussegeny men had forever been unfaithful to their wives, wives had forever been forgiving. But, since the pronouncement of the curse, they were bound by their own possessiveness for their chosen mates--and the equal possessiveness of the mate. A Shaussegeny's jealousy was a terrible thing to behold. A terrible thing to experience. 

"Do you believe your mate will come to you this time?" Ransom asked.

"There is no rational explanation. She'll have to accept it soon. There's nothing else left but truth."

"You made her into one of us, Lance. Do you believe she'll forgive you for that? You've condemned her to live under our family's curse."

"I don't expect you to understand, little brother. I didn't understand myself until I gave in to my destiny. I thought I had a choice. I thought if I fought it, I could win. But the truth is, I fought for nothing. There's no choice for us. We're bound by the curse. We can't escape it no matter how far we run. I tried, remember? We are what everyone in our family is and has been for three decades. I'm finally what I was born to be, Ransom. Sooner or later, you'll give in, too."

All his life, Lance had known there was evil in Woodcutter's Grim and he, like Ransom, had tried to fight the curse put on his family, thanks to his grandfather--he'd tried to be on the side of good. Tried to save the only woman he'd ever loved. 

The first time he laid eyes on Heather Rowe, he'd realized she was everything he needed, everything he wanted. She'd been made for him, he'd been made for her. Yet, in the co-ed college dorm the two of them had lived in along with Eddie, darkness had been in her room with her. Everyone who'd lived with her felt it and moved out shortly afterward. Everyone except Eddie the Oblivious, Eddie the wimp. At Heather's request, he'd moved into her dorm room with her...and I couldn't kill the SOB the way I considered a million times, then or now because, in his own weak-willed way, the guy was trying to protect Heather. He never wanted to hurt her even if he couldn't love her. Whether consciously or not, both Heather and Eddie knew she belonged to me.

Since returning to Woodcutter's Grim, Lance had acknowledged that he hadn't left this place to escape the curse, as he'd told himself, but to fulfill it. That curse was a part of him. All his life, it'd stalked him like a bloodthirsty animal, chased him, and eventually brought him home. Whatever his best intentions, he'd unquestionably gone in search of his mate and he'd infected her. The curse would now chase her until she came to him, joined with him, and gave herself up to their destiny just as he had. He'd accepted that he was what he was, right or wrong, good or evil, moral or immoral. But, without Heather beside him, he could never have peace. He might even lose himself entirely to the evil. Without his mate, he no longer cared about much of anything.

"I don't accept that I'm forever bound by any curse," Ransom insisted predictably, the way Lance had himself for so many years. "The moon is changing."

And the Shaussegenys lived and died by moonlight. "You can't fight it forever, Ransom."

"It'll be different this time. I've found the cure. I'm sure of it this time. We don't have to give in."

Ransom had never left home. He'd completed high school, college, gotten his Masters all without leaving their estate. As a scientist, Ransom believed he could cure the curse by some scientific potion. 

"We've all accepted the curse, Ransom. There's no such thing as a cure, and you'll never have peace until you accept what you are."

"I'll never accept it. We're abominations of nature."

"Is a lion or a wolf unnatural, little brother? We're no different."

"We're predators. We're monsters."

"Is that what you think of me and Glynnis? Mom and Grandma?"

"Glynnis has always been too much like Grandpa Jack. We take life..."

Lance laughed. "Wild life. So do men at slaughterhouses. Hunters. They kill animals just like we do, just in a less natural way. Besides, you don't. And it's the reason you're sick and we're healthy."

"I'm not one of you...but I am. We'll always be a pack, a family. But I won't allow myself to turn into..."

"Eventually, you'll crave peace more than reason. And you'll instinctively seek out your destined mate, just as I did mine. I haven't given up that she'll come to me."

"It's been over a year. She's probably gone back to that other guy."

Lance's body tensed at the fear that ruled him. He would know if Heather had been with Eddie Underwood, even one time, since he'd left her. She couldn't. Wouldn't. They were bound by blood. Underwood would repulse her beyond bearing now. But Heather had always been best at blinding herself to the truth, the obvious... 

Lance felt his underlying fury transforming him at will. Should have...should have killed that dud while I had the chance--for all the countless times he hurt Heather. But Lance couldn't have done it then. He hadn't given in to his true nature. He'd fought and allowed morality to stay his hands. Now it was too late. The portals out of Woodcutter's Grim had closed behind him when he returned. If Heather didn't come to him soon, he would die from the grief of his hellish loneliness. 

"Should I tell Mother you'll be at dinner tonight?"

With supreme effort, Lance took a deep breath. "Not yet. Soon."

Ransom sighed and hung up, easily accepting his refusal as Lance knew his mother, sister and grandmother wouldn't. 

Leaning back in his office chair, Lance closed his eyes once more. Come to me, Heather. I need you... 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

In the backseat of the rental, Gavin was restless. Knowing the sweltering heat was bothering him, too, Heather leaned forward and pushed the button to turn up the air conditioning. After a moment, she changed her mind. She turned off the air conditioning and rolled the windows down. The hot summer evening felt wonderful...natural...on her ultra-sensitive skin. But when she pulled up behind a red stoplight, she closed her eyes and the abnormal telepathy started immediately. Lance's voice filled her mind and clutched at her heart like a fist squeezing. All the air left her lungs. "Come to me, Heather. I need you."

Goose bumps rose on her flesh. Lance was in her head constantly. In her very blood. She craved him until she was nearly out of her skull with the yearning and the fear of what he'd done to her. The memory of his teeth marks on her neck, from Lance's passion, made her breath stall in her threat while her heart swelled almost to bursting in her chest. So much easier to lie to herself about what she'd seen the morning after they'd come together. So much easier to lie to everyone with each strange developments in her...disease. 

Gavin fussed, and she looked back at her baby. He was so pale and listless. This trip had been hard on him. "We'll be there soon, sweetie. I promise." Tears filled her eyes in the same surging balloon of emotion. Love for him consumed her being. She stroked his bare leg tenderly and he eventually settled. 

For a long time, she'd told herself the child inside her could just as easily be Eddie's as Lance's. Never mind that she'd never been able to conceive with Eddie after ten years of "neglecting" birth control. Eddie had insisted on a blood test when she told him she was pregnant, and she'd never seen him again after the results proved he wasn't the father. He and Danielle were probably happily married, enjoying their first child... And Heather had given up the pretense of denying the truth. She'd realized within seconds of approaching Eddie after being with Lance that he'd become anathema to her. The mere scent of him disgusted her and turned her stomach.

At three months old, her son was the picture of his father. Dark, obsidian black eyes that sometimes turned a strange, luminous amber color, thick, black hair--hair that grew all over his body in a way she'd never seen on a baby before. The countless doctors and specialists she'd taken him to had been stunned at the sight of the dense, coarse hair. But it was his sickness that baffled all of them. After endless tests for the past three months, not one of them could come up with any better diagnosis than a rare blood disease--so rare, not one of them had ever seen or heard of anything like it before. 

My son is dying. I know it. While I grow stronger each day, my son grows weaker. I can't help him. No one knows what's wrong with him. No one...except maybe Lance. Only he can save our child. 

Heather sighed, stroking her son's pale skin once more. His eyes opened for a moment. 

"I want to save you, sweetie. I want to make it all better for you." But I never wanted to do this. I never wanted to come here. Because I know, once I enter Woodcutter's Grim, I'll never be able to leave again.

She forced herself to drive forward once more, not following a map but her instincts, just as Lance had told her to before he left her. Woodcutter's Grim wasn't listed on the map she had of Wisconsin anyway. Yet she knew exactly where the town was. It was also as if she could feel it...breathing, pulsing, living...about ten miles ahead. 

"When the time comes, you'll know. You'll find me instinctively because we're part of each other now. We can't survive separated."

For the past year, he'd been calling for her, calling his mate to him. She'd heard him inside her head, and she'd ignored him, shut him out. Whatever he'd done to her, the shocked changes he'd wrought, the horrors... She couldn't owe any of them to pregnancy, though no pregnancy could have been stranger than hers had been. She could no longer hide the changes from the world either.

A landmark ahead shook her from unresolved issues, and she sat up straighter as she crossed a quaint bridge. Nearly hidden in an overgrown cluster of pine trees, a lighted sign emerged. "Welcome to Woodcutter's Grim--a truly magical place" it read. Despite the extreme heat, a shiver of cold apprehension shot through her spine. Something hard settled in her stomach. Terror. She couldn't explain her reaction, and she clamped her mouth shut, fighting the need to whimper or scream. 

You're crazy. Letting Lance's old apprehensive talk about this place get to you. 

Forcing herself to get her mind off the foolish visceral reaction she had to Woodcutter's Grim, she slowed the car and drove beneath the line of street lamps of town. All day, the weather had been sweltering, brilliant sunshine glaring down from a cloudless sky. Now black clouds and darkness rolled in behind her, almost blocking the small bridge from view when she looked back in the mirror. Instinctively, Heather understood that those black clouds would push her on toward her destination, toward Lance.

She made a left turn off Main Street and drove straight out of town, into a wood that grew impossibly dark and thick until the road barely seemed like a path through the trees. The only light was the one ahead--a light that faded into darkness behind her.

She lost track of how long she'd been driving when her strange uneasiness on the way into town crept back. With the windows rolled down, she suddenly felt exposed. She punched the button to close all four of them simultaneously, wishing she could take a deep breath and consider logic. At the last minute before the windows closed, the scent of blood, fresh meat, filled her nostrils. 

Heather almost cried out at her overwhelming hunger. She hadn't eaten since lunch. She'd stopped at a park and, in a sheltered spot away from the other picnickers, she'd eaten an unsatisfying peanut butter sandwich while nursing her son. 

Instinctively, she reached back to him, but he didn't respond. She glanced behind her to see that he wasn't stirring. He didn't seem in the least bit unnerved by this place. He slept calmly. 

She turned back to the road and quickly turned on the air conditioning, shutting out the hot outside air completely. Her shirt was scratchy and soaked with perspiration. What she wouldn't give to strip down to the skin, the only comfort she--and Gavin--seemed to experience. In his car seat, he wore nothing but a cloth diaper.

What was it that creeped her out about this town? The total darkness since she'd gotten away from the lights of town certainly could be part of it. The fact that she hadn't seen a single soul out here--no movement, no sounds--disturbed her. Her hearing had become so sharp in the last thirteen months. She'd been able to hear people entering the building she lived in even from her top floor apartment. She could hear conversations floors down in her office. In court, she heard every word whispered between the defending counsel and client. 

Another turn, this one a right onto gravel, placed her smack dab in the center of almost impenetrable black forest on both sides of the road. Air crammed into her throat as she drove, feeling like the trees crept ever closer, trapping her in their midst. She could see nothing but black onyx night around her. 

No way out, no way back. He won't let me go this time. 

Abruptly, unnatural silence put the hairs on the back of her neck at rigid alert. Her keen hearing seemed to strain out toward the landscape around her, searching for any sound. I'm in the woods. Woodcutter's Grim woods. But I can't hear any insects. Crickets, bats, night birds. Nothing. It's not possible. 

Heather's hands strangled the steering wheel as she stared out the windshield. Sitting so far forward, her back ached but she barely noticed. The sensation that she wasn't alone filled her being. Something lurked out there, at the edge of the woods, something she couldn't see but could feel as palpably as if that something drew a long, sharp nail down her back. A harsh scent filled her nostrils despite the setting on the car's vents. Hot breath coming from a jaw copiously dripping with blood, bits of raw flesh dangling, ripped unceremoniously from its victim...

Heather shook herself out of the thought that had painted itself scarlet red in front of her eyes. Lance knows I'm here. He smells me, senses me. He'll come for me. 

Just ahead was a set of massive wrought iron gates and a call box. The gates stood open. Heather didn't doubt for a second that she needed to drive through them. When she did, she stopped the car and watched as the gates closed as if of their own accord. The letter "S" was formed in the center of the two halves. Shaussegeny. This is the family estate Lance told me about. The property encompasses fifteen hundred acres. Lance had said his family owned most of Woodcutter's Grim's property, especially the wooded areas, because they'd wanted to protect the forests from being destroyed by the woodcutting industry that had once been a staple livelihood. Once, Heather had wondered why they needed so much land for just their family. What did they do in the woods if not chop down the trees for lumber? They'd also bought other tracts of land throughout the area which they'd built on and rented out as vacation cabins. Lance had confided this as if the investment was a wrongdoing on his family's part--as if they were deliberately luring outsiders into Woodcutter's Grim for nefarious purposes.

Ahead were two roads. She knew intuitively she needed to turn left. She drove for a short time on the gravel path before the clearing of a small cabin rose from the dense forest. Relief flooded her as she recognized a home that was so perfectly suited to Lance's masculinity. She parked on the double-wide garage approach, grateful for the floodlights shining down from the building. Only the porch lamp and one soft light inside shone. 

Taking a deep, tremulous breath, she grabbed her purse. Behind her through the back window, she saw the black clouds rolling in faster. She wanted to get inside before the downpour hit. 

As soon as she stepped out of the car, she felt the presence she'd sensed on the road nearby. They weren't alone. Gavin began to cry, and she yanked open the back door. "It's all right, sweetie. We're here. We'll be inside in a moment."

Fumbling, she looped the strap of her purse and those of their two overnight bags over her shoulders. Then she unfastened Gavin's car seat from the base. A crack of ear-splitting thunder and lightning that seemed to split the sky made her son scream in terror. The rain gushed down like a watershed that had been opened. She dropped a blanket over Gavin in the car seat, then backed up and slammed the two car doors on the driver's side. She ran toward the porch, her arms full and her body weighed down with luggage. Yet, with her new strength, she barely felt the burdens. 

A preternatural howl pierced the night behind her. Adrenaline powered the terror and unexplainable excitement grew inside her. Whatever watched them from the edge of the woods was getting closer. It ran not far behind her. 

She had no logical means of knowing whether she'd come to the right place, or even if the door was unlocked, but she nevertheless crashed through the front door. She slammed it closed behind her, then turned and grappled with the lock. 

With the storm closed out, she walked through the softly-lit hall and into a wide-open kitchen, smelling the familiar scent of Lance's woodsy aftershave and his essence--so much a part of her, she would recognize him anywhere. It should have made her feel more comfortable, but the tension inside her had reached monumental proportions. She went to the propped note card on the counter and read his bold scrawl. "This is your home," he'd written. Not "make yourself at home." Had he known she was on her way? Anticipation mingled with her dread. 
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