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About This Book
 
When investigative reporter Sierra began looking into Joe Basnight,  the governor of her state, she had no idea the truth would be so shocking. 
 
She initially thought he might be a crook but the reality is something incredibly different. 
 
Joe Basnight is not just the governor of her state he is also the governor of a community of Bear Shifters that reside within the state. He is known as the “Alpha” and now Sierra knows his secret there are two options.
 
One is death, the second option is to become his mate.
 
Whilst Joe wants to go with the second option it seems there are others within the community that would prefer option one and they will stop at NOTHING to make it happen...
 
READ ON TO FIND OUT WHAT HAPPENS NEXT!
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CHAPTER 1 
 
“Ms. Christie? The Governor will see you now.”
 
Sierra Christie took a moment to put on her most nonthreatening smile. She’d spent two hours getting dressed for the interview this morning, rejecting one outfit after the next, before finally settling on a pale gray pencil skirt that nicely accentuated her waist and a flowery blouse showcasing no small amount of cleavage. She topped the look off with a double dose of mascara and baby pink lipstick and left her hair down in a tumble of blond curls. The look said, girly, innocent, and maybe even easy. It said, I’m here for a meaningless fluff piece on your charity work, Governor Basnight. Certainly not to question you about a scandal that could end your career and land me my next promotion. You don’t have a thing to worry about.
 
Smile plastered in place, Sierra pushed open the imposing oak door and stepped into the governor’s office.
 
The room within was not quite what she expected. No crystal decanters of overpriced liquor on the sideboard. The walls were devoid of the usual array of commendations and smiling photos of himself shaking hands with people more important than him. Instead, most of one wall was taken up by a massive dry erase board. Tacky, yes, but clearly practical. It was covered in barely legible notes on upcoming meetings, proposals, and bills. It was not unlike the one Sierra herself kept in her apartment, currently covered in color-coded notes on the man sitting in front of her.
 
 The rest of the walls in this office were devoted to a few nice photographs of the woods, a calendar, and, of course, the large windows showcasing a panoramic view of Olympia below. The desk, far from the usual neat and commanding status symbol most politicians have, was a mess of papers and post-it notes. This, Sierra decided, was an office that was actually used. Governor Basnight did not use his position just to have a few drinks and knock off early to play golf.
 
Before she could let herself be too impressed, she reminded herself he was also, in all likelihood, using his position to embezzle great sums of money.
 
The reality check was warranted, because if the office hadn’t already disarmed her, the man behind the desk would have done it.
 
He was staggeringly handsome. Of course, he always looked that way in photographs and TV appearances, but somehow she had still expected him to show some fault lines up close. But Joe Basnight had none of those flaws expected of a man of 46. His button-down shirt barely concealed his obviously muscular frame. Sierra briefly wondered where he bought dress shirts big enough for that barrel-sized chest (no doubt he had them custom made with his ill-gotten gold). His almost black hair fell across his face, threatening to obscure his similarly dark eyes. He had a deep golden tan that could have only come from a lot of time outdoors or cooking in a tanning bed. Sierra was 5’9 and currently teetering on 3” heals, and yet when he stood, he must have loomed over her by at least a foot.
 
He gave her his best politician smile and held out his hand.
 
“You must be Ms. Christie from The Post. So nice to meet you.”
 
His hands were rough.
 
“Please,” she implored him, “Call me Sierra.”
 
He quickly rearranged the stacks of papers to clear a space on the desk in front of her as she sat down.
 
“Sierra.” He repeated with another campaign winning smile. “Like the Sierra Nevada Mountains?”
 
“You’d have to ask my mother.”
 
“Well Sierra, you can call me Joe.”
 
First name basis already, but it didn’t surprise her. Joe won his election on his everyman demeanor. With a smile, a warm handshake, and a plain-clothes look, he had waded in streams with fishermen, picked grapes at vineyards, and tromped through the woods with local hunters. People loved Governor Joe for his approachability and blue-collar quality.
 
“Joe.” She repeated. “It is great to meet you in person.”
 
“So you’re here to discuss the Camp Basnight program?”
 
“That’s right,” she lied easily. “Why don’t you tell me more about it?”
 
She had her iPad at the ready to feign taking notes as he regaled her with his latest charity project. Half summer camp, half preparatory school, Camp Basnight was a free four-week summer program available to underprivileged children with promising grades and good standardized test scores.
 
“Kids today spend so much time with their eyes glued to those things.” He waved vaguely at her iPad.                “I want to give them a chance to have fun without the screen time. Play outdoors. Fish, hike, rock climb. No television, no computers. These kids will play in the dirt. And get an education too. We’re hiring the best in astronomy, botany, marine biology, and entomology. ”
 
“Sounds impressive. It also sounds expensive.”
 
“It is,” he agreed. “But not a dime in tax payer money, I can assure you. All contributions for the project are coming from myself and private donors.”
 
Careful now, Sierra cautioned herself.
 
“I hear your charity auction was quite the successful fundraiser.”
 
“Better than we could have hoped.--We raised over 85% of our goal.”
 
“Yes,” she said, glancing down at her notes. “The project’s budgeted at ten million dollars.”
 
“That’s right.”
 
“Budgets can be tricky, though. It looks like you’ve already purchased the land for the project and hired a contractor to begin construction. Yet, you’ve already spent eight million dollars. May I ask what the rest of the money went towards?”
 
Just for a moment, his smile slipped.
 
“You must be mistaken,” he said. “Our budget is right on course.”
 
“Not according to this.” She showed him the bank statement copy on her iPad. “Most of the money has already been withdrawn. Where did it go?”
 
His smile vanished as he read over the bank statement.
 
“Where did you get this?”
 
“From a friend.” She said simply. If you can call the broke teller she had bribed with almost a week’s pay, a friend.
 
“Where did the money go, Joe?”
 
Joe tried his best to smile again, but this time it didn’t quite meet his dark eyes.
 
“You should recheck your sources, Ms. Christie. This is obviously a fake statement.”
 
“My sources are-”
 
“I’m afraid that’s all the time I can spare for you. I have another appointment.”
 
“You don’t have another appointment, Joe. Your secretary has you scheduled for this interview for half an hour. It’s only been ten minutes.”
 
He paused, dropping all pretenses now.
 
“You read my schedule.”
 
“It was on your secretary’s desk. I just happened to glance at it.”
 
“No. It’s on my secretary’s computer.”
 
There was a cold fury behind his eyes now that Sierra didn’t like at all. But far be it from her to let this man intimidate her. She leaned back in her chair casually.
 
“You should encourage her to lock her computer screen when she goes to the bathroom. There’s no telling what someone might find on there. I wonder what else you’re hiding.”
 
Joe took a deep breath, regaining his composure, and stood up.
 
“Ms. Christie-”
 
“Please, Joe, call me Sierra.”
 
“Sierra, it’s time for you to go now. I’ll have security see you out.”
 
She stood and smiled at him.
 
“Do you really think I require an escort, Joe?”
 
“Yes.” He dialed security, giving her a look of annoyance mixed with grudging respect. “Apparently, you do.”
 
 
*
Sierra let herself into her apartment. It was a modest two bedroom decorated with a few photographs and a plant her mother gave her as a housewarming gift which she never seemed to remember to water. The mostly unused kitchen led into a spacious living area with an overstuffed sofa and a few bookshelves. Thanks to her artist roommate, Molly, almost everything had flecks of paint on it here and there. Sierra had learned long ago to keep anything precious in her room. 
 
Merlot in one hand, paintbrush in the other, Molly was standing barefoot over a half-finished painting of a wildly colored tree. She had moved the canvas from the nearby easel and laid it on the ground. Her frizzy red hair was tied up with a pair of chopsticks.
 
“Hey.” she greeted her, without looking up. “How was your thrilling expose interview?”
 
Sierra stepped carefully around the prone painting and helped herself to the open wine bottle on the kitchen counter as she kicked off her high heels.
 
“I had two security guards walk me to my car.”
 
“Seriously?” Molly asked, grinning.
 
Sierra poured her wine into a chipped glass.
 
“They didn’t even validate my parking.”
 
“Those bastards!”
 
Sierra moved over to stand next to Molly and stared down at the half-finished purple and teal tree.
 
“Why is the painting on the ground?” she asked.
 
Molly swayed slightly as she stared down, sloshing her wine.
 
“I think it speaks to me this way.”
 
“I think the wine is speaking to you, sweetie, “Sierra said, taking the wine glass out of Molly’s hand.
 
“That’s a possibility”, Molly said. She gave the painting a light kick, sending it sliding across the apartment floor in a manner Sierra was certain would horrify Molly’s publicist. It came to a stop at the foot of Sierra’s white message board. Molly tucked the paintbrush behind one freckled ear and flopped onto the couch. Sierra sat down next to her and sipped her Merlot.
 
“So,” Molly inquired, “Other than that, how’d it go?”
 
Sierra preceded to regale her with the morning’s disastrous events.
 
“But you haven’t told me the most important part,” Molly interjected.
 
“Which is?”
 
Molly grinned.
 
“Is he as hot in person as he is on TV?”
 
Sierra scowled.
 
“What he is, is arrogant. And cagey.”
 
Molly just stared in anticipation.
 
“Yes!” Sierra exclaimed in exasperation. “He’s gorgeous! If you’re into slimy politicians.”
 
“I knew it!” Molly said gleefully, snatching up her wine again. “I bet he’s got really thick curly hair on his chest that just makes you want to run your fingers though it and pull till he begs for mercy.”
 
“Molly, sweetie, you really should cut back on your wine consumption.”
 
Molly shrugged. “Sobriety brings only crappy, over-analyzed art. And awkward social interactions.”
 
“Right.” Sierra replied. “Because listening to you rhapsodize about Governor Joe’s hypothetical chest hair is not at all awkward.”
 
“He really is up to no good, huh?”
 
“He is definitely up to no good.” Sierra assured her. “I just don’t know how, or why, or have any definitive proof yet.”
 
“So how are you gonna get him?” Molly asked.
 
Sierra slumped on the couch.
                            
“I don’t know.” She confessed. “I don’t have a next move yet.”
 
“Well,” Molly said as she poured herself and Sierra some more wine, “If you spend any more money on bribes you won’t be able to afford your half of the rent. And then I’ll have to cover you, and then I won’t have any money left to buy wine and over-priced brushes. And no one wants that.”
 
“Heaven forbid.”
 
“I think that leaves you with either sexual favors or stalking.”
 
Molly grinned at her mischievously.
 
“What else did you read on his calendar?”
 
 
*
 
“Molly! Wake up!”
 
Molly opened one eye and glared up at Sierra.
 
“It’s still dark. What’s wrong with you?” she grumbled and as she rolled over and shut her eyes again.
 
“Please wake up. Look! I made you breakfast.” Sierra said in the most appealing tone she could manage.
 
Molly snorted.
 
“You made breakfast?”
 
“Okay, I went down the street for cinnamon rolls.”
 
“Do those cinnamon rolls have cream cheese icing?”
 
“Of course.”
 
“No raisins?”
 
“No raisins.”
 
“There better be coffee.”
 
“Triple white chocolate macchiato, extra foam.”
 
Molly opened her eyes.
 
“Alright. You have my attention. What are we doing?”
 
Sierra smiled.
 
“Like you said. Stalking.”
 
An hour and three shots of espresso later, Sierra pulled her blue Prius to a stop a block away from the Governor’s mansion. The sun was just barely starting to illuminate the street.
 
“So what’s he doing today?” Molly asked.
 
“Nothing.” Sierra replied with a smile.
 
“Oh.” Molly said. “I thought the point of stealing his schedule was to know where he will be. I must have gotten confused somewhere.”
 
“It’s too obvious.” Sierra replied. “His schedule is full of innocuous appointments and meetings. Except today. Today is a Tuesday and his schedule is entirely blank.”
 
“I don’t suppose he’s just on a Netflix binge?”
 
“No.” Sierra said as she continued to stare intently through the windshield. “Today he’s doing something he doesn’t even want his secretary to know about.”
 
By the second hour Molly was snoring softly, but Sierra couldn’t have been more awake. Her mind buzzed with possibilities and visions of wiping that plastic smile off of Joe’s face.
 
Sierra had done alright for herself at The Post. Getting hired by a major newspaper at the age of 22 had been no small accomplishment.  But three years later she couldn’t help but feel her career had gone stagnant. Her bosses were happy with her work. She was making enough money to get by. But the serious journalism work still eluded her. Sierra could not bring herself to write one more word on the latest Marvel blockbuster or who Jennifer Lawrence was dating. There was no excitement, and no challenge in any of that.
 
She was bored.
 
On her weekly phone calls from back home in Visalia, Sierra’s mother always insisted that what was missing in her life was a man. Molly, being much more comfortable with the notion of being married to her work, insisted that what Sierra needed was a good lay.
 
Sierra smiled to herself.  Well, if all went according to plan, she could tell her mother that there was a man in her life. She could tell Molly that she had found someone to screw, or at least screw over.
 
What Sierra needed was a good story. And if Governor Joe was hiding even half as much as she thought he was, she was about to be anything but bored.
 
The gates outside the mansion wheeled open and the Governor’s black Range Rover pulled out of the driveway.  Sierra was still fumbling to start her car the when the Range Rover slipped around the corner. Cursing loud enough to startle Molly awake, the engine finally kicked over and she shot off after him.
 
As she rounded the corner she was flooded with relief that his car was still in sight. She tried her best to stay a few cars behind him, hoping that he didn’t notice her. This was Olympia. There must have been at least three other Prius models on the road at any given moment, so that helped. She let herself slip just a little further behind as he pulled onto the highway.
 
“You’re going to lose him!” Molly protested.
 
“No I won’t.” 
 
And she felt confident about that. Adrenaline coursing through her veins, she was not only sure she could follow him successfully, but that she was following him somewhere important. Every instinct told her he was going somewhere he didn’t want anyone to know about.
 
But as they kept driving, she lost all theories on where, or what, that destination could possibly be. The further they drove, the less populated the area became. They left the city, then the suburbs, then wound their way onto a back road with nothing but dense trees on either side. It was the kind of road where the tree branches on either side touched, creating a canopy filled with dark green filtered light. Time lost meaning, the shadows giving the perception of night.
 
“New theory.” Molly piped in after some time. “He knows we’re following him, and he’s leading us into the woods to bludgeon us to death and feed our bodies to the bears.”
 
“We are not going to be bear food,” Sierra insisted, but privately, she was getting nervous about the surroundings. There were no cars on the road anymore besides hers and the Governor’s. Though she was trying to stay as far back as she could, surely he must have noticed her by now.
 
“I am not dying for your story, Sierra.” Molly said adamantly. “I’m not allowed to die until I have a painting at The Met. We can go chase shady politicians through the woods after that.”
 
“I have my gun.” Sierra offered.
 
“You have a pea shooter.” Molly objected. “I’d feel better if you’d brought a shotgun.”
 
The Range Rover was at least 200 feet ahead of them, as far as Sierra dared to let it get without it slipping out of her sight. It went over the crest of a hill and disappeared from view. Sierra went up after him. 
.
The Range Rover was gone.
 
“Shit!” Sierra exclaimed, looking around wildly. “Where did he go?”
 
She slammed on her brakes and turned the car around. The Prius pivoted easily on the narrow, two lane road. Slowly, she backtracked, trying to see where he could have gone. Then she spotted it. Just over the side of the hill a single-lane dirt road cut through the trees. Sierra stopped in front of it.
 
“Well,” Molly reasoned, “Maybe tomorrow you could come back with a rental truck.”
 
Sierra just kept staring at the road.
 
“No.” Molly said, sensing her determination. “You are not even thinking about this. This is a hybrid.” She emphasized every syllable of the word, as if Sierra needed reminding.              “I’m fairly certain if you popped the hood you’d find a hamster on a wheel powering this thing. It doesn’t go off road.”
 
“That’s a road.” Sierra reasoned.
 
“No, that’s a mud bog.”
 
Sierra tried, and failed, to listen to reason. Visions of her byline on the front page flashed before her eyes.
 
“I’m not letting him get away.” she said firmly, as she turned onto the road in pursuit.
 
“Shit,” Molly sighed with ominous resignation. She grabbed on to the Jesus bar as the car lurched.
 
Sierra bounced in her seat and pumped the gas pedal, hearing the familiar electronic whir of the engine as it tried to keep up. Tree branches whipped past them, no doubt scratching up the glitter finish paint job. The road wound around several corners and foliage so dense Sierra flipped on the headlights. A blind corner lead into an enormous puddle. With an almighty lurch and a terrible bang the Prius sunk into the mud and stopped.
 
“No, no, no!” Sierra protested. Molly groaned dramatically and leaned back in her seat. Sierra frantically gunned the engine. The tires spun, splattering mud out around them and the car remained obstinately fixed in place. Sierra stared out the windshield in frustration. He was out there, just out of her reach.
 
She climbed out of the car, sinking one high-heeled foot into the mud. When she lifted her foot again the shoe did not come with it, vanishing completely into the murky soil. Cursing, she pressed on, to the back of the car, wearing only one shoe and feeling the mud squish between her toes.
 
Molly hopped out of the passenger side, her usual sneakers holding up to the hybrid-eating mud much better than Sierra’s heels had.
 
Sierra tried in vain to push on the back of the car.
 
“You killed the hamster. And now we’re going to be bear food.” Molly announced.
 
“That is not helpful.” Sierra said. She pulled out her cell phone. No service. Perfect.
 
Molly sighed as Sierra continued to push.
 
“Ok,” Molly said, “Give me your gun.”
 
“Why?”
 
“Because I, with the practical shoes, am going to walk that way,” she pointed back towards the only somewhat distant paved road, “until I find some cell phone coverage. You can go dig in the mud for your heels, and if the bears show up, lock yourself in the car.”
 
Conceding that this was a good plan, Sierra watched Molly hike away down the dirt road.
 
She trudged her way back to the open driver’s side door and bent over the puddle. With some reservation, she reached her manicured hand in and felt around wildly for her vanished shoe. Her fingers seized on it, but the mud held it in a vice grip almost as tight as it held the Prius. Reaching in with both hands now, she tugged on the shoe as hard as she could. The shoe ripped suddenly free, throwing her off balance as she teetered on one heel. She fell backwards into the mud puddle, landing on her ass with a splash, still grasping the shoe. Now covered in muck, thoroughly disappointed, and cold, she started trying to get up.
 
That was when deep voiced laughter greeted her ears. She looked up.
Governor Joe was standing in front of her.
 
 



CHAPTER 2
Sierra stared up at Joe, who had still not stopped laughing at her predicament.
 
“It is not that funny.” Sierra said.
 
“Yes it is.” he insisted.
 
He splashed through the puddle towards her, wearing hiking boots and blue jeans. His dark eyes were alight with mirth. He held out his hand to her. She didn’t take it.
 
“Will you let me help you up?”
 
Grudgingly, Sierra took his outstretched hand. As he tried to pull her up, her feet slipped out from under her again. She fell back in the mud, this time pulling Joe down with her. He landed with his hands down on either side of her, holding his body an inch above hers. Sierra found herself suddenly very aware of the way his t-shirt clung to every muscle on his chest, then did her very best to banish the thought. His hair brushed her face. He hovered there just a moment longer than necessary before launching himself gracefully to his feet. This time, he managed to pull her up out of the mud.
 
“You’re a very stubborn and persistent woman, you know that?” he asked her.
 
Sierra glared at him.
 
“Do you have a problem with persistent women?” she asked.
 
“No, I meant it as a compliment. I should hire you as my campaign manager.”
 
“I think I’ll pass, thank you.” she said coldly.
 
“Now why can’t you be nice to me, Sierra? I’m a nice guy.”
 
“I very much doubt that. How long have you known I was following you?”
 
“Only for the last few miles, he answered. “I can’t believe you tried to follow me in that.”
 
“Where were you going?”
 
Joe sighed. “Ever the reporter, aren’t you?”
 
“I prefer investigative journalist.”
 
“Yes. I read your last piece of hard-hitting journalism. Your review of Guardians of the Galaxy was quite moving.”
 
Sierra glared at him as she tossed her mud filled shoes into the car.
 
“At least I don’t steal from charity.”
 
“Is that what you think of me? You should be nicer.”
 
“Why?”
 
“Because if you are, I’ll help you get this ridiculous car unstuck.”
 
Sierra weighed her options. On the one hand, she didn’t want to accept his help. On the other, she wasn’t sure what she was going to do without it.
 
“Why are you helping me?” she asked.
 
He smiled.
 
“Maybe it’s because I like persistent women,” women.” he said with a wink.
 
He moved around the back of the car and braced himself to push.
 
“Climb in and give it some gas.”
 
Sierra sat down in the driver’s seat. She could see him reflected in the mirror, leaning against the car. He was infuriatingly gorgeous, even covered in mud. He might even have been especially gorgeous covered in mud. She cranked the engine on and gave it a little gas. She watched him continue to push on the car without result. Then, as she gave it a little more gas, he moved his arms down and-
 
He lifted the car.
 
No, that was crazy. But the car lurched forward and the back wheels slammed back into the ground as it pulled free of the bog. She turned the car around and steered around the puddle, having already convinced herself that the feeling of being lifted up was just the wheels pulling out of the mud. She must have been startled by the movement and thought… never mind. It was crazy.
 
She stopped the car next to him and rolled down the window.
 
“Thank you.” she said.
 
He pretended to tip his imaginary hat to her, dripping with charm.
 
“Always happy to help a damsel in distress. Even reporters.”
 
Sierra met his eyes determinedly.
 
“This damsel is still going to nail you for whatever you’re up to out here.”
 
“I have an alternative suggestion,” he countered. “Why don’t you let me take you to dinner and I’ll tell you all about it? Some time when we’re not covered in mud.”
 
Dinner? Was she being asked out by the Governor? Or was this just a ploy to distract her from the real issue? Her hormones, conjuring images of his eyes by candle light over hors d’oeuvres and white table cloths betrayed her better judgment and she found herself telling him yes before she knew what she was doing.
 
“Great.” he said. “How’s Friday? I’ll pick you up at seven.”
 
The next thing she knew, she was headed back down the dirt road towards home, Joe’s Range Rover following closely behind to make sure she didn’t get stuck again. She was trying to convince her brain that her decision to go on a date with the Governor had been a purely analytical business decision. When they got back to the paved road, Joe waved to her out his window as he headed back to wherever he was going. She fought the impulse to turn around and try to follow him again, not being convinced in the least that he had any intention of telling her what he was really doing.
 
Sierra headed down the road, looking for Molly. It was only then that she realized something and let out an audible groan.
 
Molly was going to be completely insufferable about this.
 
*
 
It was a very, very long car ride home with Molly.
 
“It’s a date!”
 
“It is not a date! He thinks it’s a date. I’m just trying to get information. It’s a calculated business decision!”
 
“Oh, you are so full of shit! Is that what you’ll call it when you sleep with him? ‘A calculated business decision’?”
 
“We’re having dinner! I’m hardly sleeping with him.”
 
“You’re not sleeping with him, yet.”
 
This went on the entire drive home, during which Sierra was forced to recount everything that had happened in the woods several times over in increasing amounts of detail. It was only when they got home she was able to escape into the merciful quiet of the bathroom.
 
She recoiled from her mud-encrusted reflection in the mirror and found herself wondering what on earth Joe had seen in her. Her hair was sticking up in all directions, the mud acting as a kind of plaster. There was more mud smeared on her face, but it was nothing compared to the amount on her clothes. Her skirt was completely crusted in grime, and her blouse was simply never going to be white ever again. She should probably also abandon all hope of her shoes making a full recovery.
 
She peeled her clothes off and stepped into the beckoning hot shower. The dirt ran off of her in streams. She stayed in there until the hot water turned her skin pink.
 
By the time she got out, Molly was mercifully snoozing on the couch. She’d passed out there, curled up under a blanket with an empty wine glass next to her on the coffee table. She’d been sketching before she went to sleep. On her sketch pad was a drawing of Sierra and Joe, making out and covered in mud. Sierra rolled her eyes and tucked the blanket around Molly before heading to bed herself.
 
In her dream, she was back in the woods with Joe, trying to get her car unstuck. She was in the driver’s seat, watching him in the mirror.
 
“Give it some gas!” he called out.
 
She eased on the gas, but he didn’t push on the car like she expected him to. Instead, he reached down to the bumper and picked up the back end of the car.  She felt the rear of the car lift, pushing her body forward towards the steering wheel just a bit. The back wheels spun in the air for just a moment before the front ones pulled the car forward and out of Joe’s grasp. No, that wasn’t right. The bumper wasn’t pulled from his hands. He let it go and then the car pulled forward because he wasn’t holding on to it anymore.
 
In slow motion she saw him stand up again. He’d had to crouch down to lift the bumper. He smiled at her in the mirror. He hadn’t even strained himself.
 
Sierra woke with a start. She lay there a long time, trying to decide how much of that detail was memory and how much was invented. After laying there for an hour, unable to get back to sleep, she found herself standing barefoot in the parking garage staring at her mud splattered Prius.
 
The car weighed 3,042 pounds. She had Googled it. The hybrid battery alone was 150 pounds. Even if he had world-record-level strength it would still take three of him to lift that much. She thought about those stories you always hear where little old ladies lift school buses off of their grandchildren. This hadn’t exactly been a life or death situation. And he had made it look so easy.
 
She bent down and grasped the bumper, trying with all her might to lift the car. She succeeded only in breaking a nail as her hands slipped and she was falling on her ass for the third time today. This time it was onto the unforgiving concrete which bruised her tailbone.
 
She struggled to her feet and headed back into the building, hoping no one had seen her. This, she decided, was completely crazy.
 
So why was she so sure he had done it?
 
*
 
Friday night arrived before she knew it.
 
Joe had called earlier in the week to tell her they’d be going to La Petite Mansion, which Google had confirmed was the most expensive restaurant in Olympia. Sierra couldn’t decide if he was actively trying to impress her or just had more money than he knew what to do with.
 
She had tried on everything in her closet while Molly offered her opinion on each outfit. She finally settled on a classic little black dress with purple suede high heels dotted with metal studs and grandmother’s pearls. The shoes were Molly’s idea, who had insisted on a splash of color, and far be it from her to question an artist on color. Of course, Molly’s most recent painting was of a blue tree.
 
Sierra tucked a pen and a small notebook into the matching purple clutch, still trying her best to pretend this was an interview not a date. She told herself that the black lace panties she had on were in no way purposefully selected.
,
Joe arrived at their door right at seven as promised. He looked stunning in a tailored suit that no doubt cost more than her whole wardrobe. He smiled as he looked her up and down.
 
“Better than what I looked like last time we saw each other?” she asked.
 
“I don’t know.” Joe replied, studying her. “I think I might like you covered in mud.”
 
He stepped into the apartment, uninvited, and began looking around. Sierra followed him nervously, grateful that she had pushed the white board into her bedroom.
 
“You paint?” he asked.
 
“I paint,” Molly said as she walked out of her room. “She writes. And we both drink too much and obsess over our work. Though this is probably the first time she’s tried to date her work.”
 
She shook his hand.
 
“I’m Molly.”
 
“Joe.”
 
“You know she’s trying to destroy you, right, Joe?”
 
“With those legs I just might let her.”
 
Sierra found herself blushing like a schoolgirl and desperately hoping he hadn’t noticed. Joe produced a business card from his wallet and held it out it to Molly.
 
“Give my secretary a call on Monday. I’d like to buy one of your paintings.”
 
Molly snatched up the business card.
 
“I think I like him.” she said to Sierra.
 
“It’s good that you approve.” Sierra replied. “Shall we be going?” she asked Joe.
 
“Of course,” Joe said. “You can give me the grand tour later.”
 
Joe swept her out the door of the apartment and down to the parking garage to his waiting Range Rover.
 
“So,” he asked as he pulled out of the garage, “are you really planning to destroy me?”
 
Feeling less sure of herself by the minute, Sierra paused before answering, “I haven’t decided yet.”
 
He smiled at her.
 
“Good.”
 
La Petite Maison was located in a charming little white house. The maître‘d greeted them enthusiastically and didn’t seem in the least perturbed that the Governor had not bothered to make a reservation. They were led up to their table on the balcony outside. overlooking the cobblestone courtyard below. The menu was almost entirely in French, the wine was fantastic, and the service was excellent.
 
Sierra waited until the bread course to ask, “So what were you doing out there in the woods?”
 
“Is this an interview or a date?” he asked.
 
“You tell me.”
 
He chose another brioche a tete before answering. “I would like to think you’re here because you’re beginning to enjoy my company, but I can’t flatter myself that much. Still, I suspect I am growing on you.”
 
“Are you trying to say that you’re here for a date and I’m here for an interview?”
 
“I am most definitely here for a date. And you’re still here for an interview, but I think maybe I can turn that around.”
 
“Does that mean you’ll answer my question?”
 
Their first course arrived; a perfectly seared sea scallop on top of a dollop of wild mushroom risotto.
 
“The truth is, I feel a lot more comfortable in the woods then I do at political functions or French restaurants with ridiculously small portions.”
 
“That’s it?” Sierra said, disbelieving. “You drove for two hours in the middle of the week to go on a nature walk?”
 
“I also fish.”
 
“Do you honestly expect me to believe that?”
 
He smiled at her mischievously. “What else could I have been doing?”
 
He was taunting her. He’d brought her to a $100 a plate restaurant just to taunt her.
 
“Ok.” she said. “It’s a date.”
 
“It is?”
 
“If this were an interview, you’d actually answer my questions.”
 
“Really? Have you interviewed many politicians?”
 
Sierra stood up to go.
 
“Wait!” He grabbed her hand. “Don’t go. I hear the chocolate soufflé is excellent, though also tiny. And if you stay, I’ll tell you where the money went.”
 
Cautiously, Sierra sat back down.
 
“It was a payroll advance for a camp employee. Her daughter’s sick and she really needed the money. It wasn’t a strictly above-board, but I wanted to help her out. That’s an honest answer.”
 
“That was one hell of an advance, Joe.”
 
“Like I said, sick daughter. The cost of health care is deplorable. Can we talk about something else now? You did say this was a date.”
 
“What should we talk about?”
 
“How about how you look in that dress? Or how I’d like to take you to the woods sometime to look at the stars at night, only this time you should wear better shoes, unless you’d like to roll around in the mud with me again, because that’s really been the highlight of my week. Or how very tiny this food is and we’re going out for steak and baked potatoes after this? I know a good place.”
 
Sierra wasn’t sure what to say. He was lying to her. She knew it. He was hiding things that went far beyond the standard skeletons politicians kept in their closets. And yet, all she could think about was how she’d really like to drive two hours into the woods with him just to look at the stars.
 
“The food is tiny,” she agreed.
 
“They’re practically child sized portions. I think the chef is actually trying to starve us.”  Sierra laughed. Joe reached across the table and held her hand.
 
Suddenly there was a commotion from downstairs. Loud, but still indistinct voices shouted at each other. After a moment Sierra recognized one of the voices as the maître‘d.
 
“-can’t go up there!”
 
“You intend to stop me, son?”
 
There was more shouting, loud footsteps on the stairs, and then the doors burst open. The man that pushed through them had shoulder length grey hair. He wore jeans and a sleeveless t-shirt that left his muscular, tattooed arms exposed. He had no shoes.
 
“Joe!” he shouted, “Are you ever going to get a damn cell phone?”
 
“This isn’t a good time, Eric.”
 
“You know him?” Sierra asked, bewildered.
 
“Yes.” Joe replied. “Eric is in…public relations. Eric, this is Sierra. She’s a reporter.” he said pointedly.
 
“A reporter. Are you shitting me with this?” Eric replied. “We have a problem with Brenda.”
 
“What kind of a problem?” Joe asked.
 
“The big hairy kind. The kind where you need to come with me right now.”
 
“Alright.” Joe said. He turned to Sierra.
 
“I’m so sorry. Can we try this again another time?”
 
“Will you tell me what this was about?” she asked.
 
“Probably not.” Joe said.
 
Then, without warning, he leaned down and kissed her. The kiss was long, and hungry, and lit her body up like a shot of adrenaline. He pulled away and planted another small kiss on her forehead.
 
“Enjoy the soufflé.” he told her.
 
And then he was gone. Sierra sat back down in her chair, stunned. Their waiter reappeared and set something smelling of chocolate down in front of her.
 
“Soufflé, mademoiselle.”
 



CHAPTER 3
“Sierra, wake up. Your mom’s on the phone. She saw a picture of you on the Internet making out with the Governor and she wants an explanation.”
 
Sierra groaned and pulled the covers up over her head. It was too early for that conversation. That conversation needed to wait until at least 10:00 am. Or maybe noon. Or possibly never. Never sounded good.
 
After a few dazed bites of soufflé, she had taken a cab home, tip-toed past a mercifully sleeping Molly, and crawled into bed with a bottle of wine. She dreamed about Joe lifting her car again, only this time Eric had been there in the passenger seat, babbling about mysterious problems and someone named Brenda.
 
“I too, would like an explanation.” Molly said, holding the phone out to her. “You can’t hide under there all day. We’ll find you.”
 
Sierra grudgingly accepted the phone.
 
“Hi mom.”
 
After playing twenty questions, with her mother, Molly was up to bat.
 
“So who’s this skank Brenda?”
 
“How do you know she’s a skank?”
 
“Man drops everything like that, my money’s on skank. You should shank her.”
 
“Great advice, Molly. Thanks for that.”
 
But Sierra was a lot less curious about Brenda and a lot more curious about Eric. Tattooed, hippie type Eric who spoke to the Governor of Washington like an old friend. She doubted very much Eric could get a job scrubbing toilets in the capitol, much less in public relations.
 
Nothing seemed to add up, and none of Joe’s supposed answers made any sense. The missing charity money. The unscheduled trek into the woods. Eric. Brenda the skank. And her car. She swore he had lifted up her car…
 
Sierra shook her head to clear it, reminding herself to stop focusing on the crazy.
 
And that kiss…why had she kissed him? Why did she find herself attracted to a man who literally lied to her every time he opened his mouth?
 
She decided there wasn’t going to be a second kiss, or a second date for that matter. Not until she found out what was going on. Either he was going to tell her, or she would find out on her own.
 
And since Joe was unlikely to be forthcoming any time soon…
 
Sierra picked up the phone and dialed.
 
“Enterprise Rental Cars, how can I help you?” the voice on the other end said.
 
“Hi,” Sierra said. “Do you rent pickup trucks?”
 
*
 
Molly flat out refused to come with her this time.
 
“Last time we did this I had to walk a mile down some backwoods, creepy road hunting for cell coverage. No thank you.”
 
“But we’ll have a truck this time.”
 
“No thank you.”
 
This time, she put on running shoes and jeans. She pulled the gun holster down from the back of her closet, and tucked her .22 caliber pistol into it, covering it up with a light leather jacket. The gun had been a birthday present from her mother, who worried about her moving to the “big city”. Sierra made it out to the shooting range once a month or so, and wasn’t too bad a shot. She wasn’t that good a shot either, so mostly she hoped she never had to use it.
 
She decided to go after dark, hoping that might help her presence go undetected. She still had no idea what she was hoping to find, or who, exactly, she was worried might find her looking.
 
After sitting patiently through Molly’s unsuccessful attempt to talk her out of it, Sierra set off in the rented black F150 just before sunset.
 
Thankfully, she’d had her GPS on during the previous trip, or she never would have been able to find that unmarked dirt road again. Where the Prius had lurched on every bump, the F150 lightly jostled. It practically scoffed at the deadly mud bog that had sucked her in last time.
 
The road wound through the trees for another twenty minutes, twisting and turning until Sierra had no sense of direction anymore. The good news was it remained a single road, no veering paths she could elect to follow, or inevitably get lost on. 
 
No road signs though. No markings of any kind. The longer it went on, the more curious Sierra became about where it was leading. Surely, the city had not planned this road (if you could even call the narrow, single dirt lane cutting through the words a road).  Yet someone had put it in. Someone was clearly also maintaining it. Here and there she spotted patches of gravel filling sinkholes. In some places, there were dirt piles and tree branches on the sides of the road where someone had recently cleared it. And the many sets of tire tracks looked fresh. It was like a glorified driveway. A single road with no turns could only mean it went to a single place, and this place was alarmingly well off the beaten path.
 
Suddenly, she could see lights up ahead through the trees. Sierra immediately shut off the headlights and killed the engine, not wanting to attract any attention. She hopped out of the truck and continued down the road on foot. She could only pray that no one else would be coming or going down the road any time soon. The foliage was too dense to pull the truck off the road, let alone to try to hide it. Her sneakers squished softly in the mud as she hiked towards the lights. She noticed after a while the lights were flickering like bonfires or torches. There was a lot of noise filtering towards her now, too. Voices. People shouting. Yelling in…fear? Anger? No…cheering. It was the unmistakable roar normally associated with sporting events. And something else too. A different kind of roar. More like animals.
 
Sierra slipped into the trees next to the road as she drew closer.
 
The road led out into what looked like a small housing project. There were at least thirty nondescript houses lined up in rows. The houses had a rough look to them, more like cabins, but without the charm. They were mostly unpainted, rough wood the constant rain had turned black, and green with moss. Were there people living out here?
 
Sierra crouched low and hugged her body against the buildings, trying to avoid the windows. It didn’t look like anyone was home. She suspected they were all out cheering for whatever event was taking place. Sierra pressed on towards the noise. Between some of the houses, a large space had been devoted to a vegetable garden. She spotted grape vines, rows of corn, and tomato plants. There was even a little pot growing in one corner. The garden could have easily fed all the people who lived in these houses. It was then that she noticed several fruit trees scattered among the buildings. There was a well next to the garden and a distillery propped against one house. It appeared that this was a self-sustaining community. She thought of hippie communes. Then she thought of cults. Did these people just want to live off the grid, or did they have something to hide?
 
Sierra ducked behind a trash can and peered over the top, finally able to see the source of the noise.
 
Men, women, and children were gathered in a circle around a pit. The area was lit up with tiki torches and the light of the full moon. Most of them looked a lot like Eric. Lots of tattoos, blue jeans and boots or no shoes at all, and torn up clothes. Lots of long hair in braids or dreadlocks. They were drinking PBR’s and cheering for the action down in the pit. A lot of them were waving money and placing bets. The kids were either watching the action down in the pit or playing on the outskirts of the crowd. Some of them were clutching sparklers. There was a mom sitting at the edge of the pit, breast-feeding a baby while scolding another child.
 
Sierra craned her neck to see what they were all looking at.
 
Bears. Two of them. Seven foot tall, 500 pound black bears. The larger of the two, one with deep black fur, let out a roar and launched itself at the smaller white one. The white one dodged, then slashed his claws at the larger opponent.
 
They were fighting, Sierra realized, in horror and amazement. Like medieval bear baiting, these people had captured wild bears just to watch them kill each other. It made Sierra sick to her stomach. The formally friendly, community sporting event vibe she had gotten from the scene before seemed perverse now. This was animal cruelty any way you spun it. No better than dog fights.
 
She looked away as the black one pinned the white, baring his long yellow teeth at his throat. She didn’t want to see the end.
 
Is this what Joe was hiding? Bear fights? Illegal gambling? Is this what the charity money went to? Bile rose in Sierra’s throat as she recalled kissing that monster the night before. She should have trusted her instincts about him.
 
The fight was clearly over. There was muttering from the crowd about the next round. Cheers and applause came from the victors and the unlucky bettors surrendered their cash.
 
“Look, I’m good for it,” she heard one man say to another. “I left my wallet in the house. I’ll be right back.”
 
The man started walking right towards her. Struck with a terrible vision of being thrown in the bear pit, Sierra frantically searched for a place to hide. Desperate, she ran around the corner and let herself into the darkened house, praying no one was home.
 
She shut the door quietly behind her and looked around.
 
The house had a small kitchen with scrubbed wood table currently taken up by a jigsaw puzzle. Kid’s artwork adorned the refrigerator. The living room had a stained floral patterned sofa and a glass topped coffee table. There was an old cathode tube style TV.
 
And in the middle of the living room was a cage.
 
And in the cage was a little girl.
 
The girl was about six. She was wearing footie pajamas with frogs on them. She had dark skin and her hair was pulled up in two poofy pigtails. Whoever put her in the cage had provided her with a sleeping bag and pillow, but the girl wasn’t sleeping. She was staring up at Sierra with big eyes.
 
“Who are you?” she asked.
 
“I’m Sierra. What’s your name, sweetie?”
 
“I’m Brenda.”
 
*
“I don’t know you.” Brenda said. “Are you from outside?”
 
“Yes.” Sierra told her. “Brenda, who put you in this cage?”
 
She was afraid to ask why she was in the cage.
 
“Mean people took me away from my mommy and daddy. They said they had candy. Then they locked me in here and they didn’t give me any candy.”
 
“Has anyone hurt you?” she asked.
 
“Not yet. But they said they would. Please help me, Sierra. You have to let me out.”
 
Sierra examined the cage. The bars were inch-thick steel. There was a massive lock on the front.
 
“Brenda, sweetie, do you know where the key is?”
 
“The mean people keep it on top of the refrigerator.”
 
Sierra rushed over to the refrigerator. There was the key, just like she said. Sierra shoved it into the lock and pulled the door open. Brenda scrambled out of the cage and hugged her.
 
“Thank you, Sierra.”
 
Startled, Sierra returned the hug.
 
“It’s going to be okay, sweetie. I’m going to get you out of here.”
 
She took Brenda by the hand and carefully opened the door of the house. No one was outside. It sounded like another fight had started. Hopefully that would keep everyone distracted. It wasn’t far back to the woods to their right. If they ran for it, they could hide in the trees and make their way back to the truck. She would take Brenda straight to the police, and then she’d lead the police right back here along with every photographer on staff at The Post. She was going to nail that lying bastard Joe to the wall with this.
 
“Let’s go this way!” Brenda said, and darted off towards the fight.
 
“Brenda!” Sierra called in the loudest voice she dared. “Come back! That’s the wrong way.”
 
Sierra chased after her and caught her by the hand.
 
“My car is this way. I’ll get you out, I promise, but you have to listen to me.”
 
Brenda froze in her tracks. She looked up at the full moon and her body shuddered.
 
“Uh-oh.” Brenda said.
 
“What’s the matter?” Sierra asked her, tugging on her hand. “Come on! We have to go!”
 
Brenda shuddered again.  Tears sprung into her eyes.
 
“I thought I could do it, but I can’t.” she said.
 
“What are you talking about, sweetie?”
 
“You have to put me back!” Brenda said, pulling Sierra back towards the house. “You have to put me back in my cage right now! And then put the key back on top of the refrigerator so mommy and daddy won’t know I got out!”
 
“Brenda, calm down! You’re not going back in that cage. You’re safe now. I’m taking you to the police.”
 
“No!” Brenda protested, as she tried to tug free of Sierra’s grasp. “No you’re not safe! Let me go! I can’t do it!”
 
“Shhh! Keep your voice down!”
 
“HELP!” Brenda screamed at the top of her lungs. “Mommy, help!”
 
Frantic, Sierra tried to pull her away around the corner, praying everyone was too distracted by their blood sport to notice. Brenda dug her heels into the ground.
 
“I said let me go!” she shouted and raked her nails across Sierra’s forearm.
 
The scratch cut straight through her leather jacket and deep into her arm. The pain seared and bright red rivulets of blood poured out of her arm. Sierra let go of Brenda’s other hand in surprise. She clutched her arm to staunch the bleeding and stared in horror at the child in front of her.
 
Brenda was holding her hand, the one she had scratched Sierra with, out in front of her. Where there should have been fingernails there were now deep, shiny black hooked claws. Chocolate brown fur had sprouted on the back of her hand. As Sierra watched, the fur began to sprout on her face as well and push its way out the top of her head.
 
“I’m sorry.” Brenda said.
 
Her hands were rapidly changing shape, forming themselves into padded paws. Her arms and legs ballooned out and burst the seams of her froggie pajamas, leaving ribbons of fabric on the ground. The child dropped to all fours and opened her mouth to make room for the yellow fangs that were forming where her baby teeth used to be. Her face began to change, morphing into a long snout that better accommodated the teeth. Her ears became small and round and moved to the top of her head, settling in almost the exact place her pig tails had been before. Now completely covered in brown fur, the last thing to change was the eyes, which remained eerily human right until the end before shrinking and turning black.
 
Now standing where Brenda had been was a black bear cub.
 
The cub regarded her for a moment and cocked its head sideways. Sierra approached it cautiously.
 
“Brenda?”
 
The cub roared at her and charged. Sierra screamed and ran as fast as she could, not even looking where she was going. The cub chased her towards the crowd around the pit. The people backed away, clearing a path as she ran past them, steering clear of the angry cub. Panicking, Sierra kept running, knowing the cub was gaining on her. She tripped on a rock and fell face first on the ground. Quickly, she flipped on to her back and tried to scramble to her feet, shuffling backwards as the cub ran at her.
 
Then with an almighty roar, the huge black colored bear leaped out of the pit and positioned itself between the cub and Sierra. It stood its ground and roared into the cub’s face. The cub let out a meek squeaking noise and sat down, complacent.
 
The white bear, the one she had been sure had his throat ripped out, scrambled out of the pit. Using his teeth, he picked the cub up by the scruff of her neck and carried her away.
 
The crowd was pointing at her now, muttering. The black bear turned towards her. Sierra watched, fascinated and appalled as the change she had witnessed in Brenda happened in reverse. The bear shrank. Fur vanished in clumps as the paws stretched themselves into human fingers. He stood upright as his head took shape again, the ears moving back into place and the teeth shrinking into that familiar smile.
 
Sierra knew who it would be long before the shift finished. Joe was standing naked in front of her now as she pulled herself unsteadily to her feet.
 
 
 



CHAPTER 4
One of the people in the crowd handed Joe a pair of pants. He took his time pulling them on, clearly not ashamed of his nakedness (and he had nothing to be ashamed of).
 
“Joe,” Sierra asked shakily, “what the hell is going on?”
 
Joe didn’t answer. Instead, he walked up to her and rudely ripped off her jacket. He eyed the wound on her arm.
 
“Did she bite you or scratch you?”
 
“She scratched me.”
 
“She should have bit her!” someone yelled from the crowd.
 
Those were not friendly faces out there. They were all staring at her. They looked angry and scared.
 
Joe turned to address them. “Everyone this is Sierra. She’s a friend of mine.”
 
 Eric trudged toward them, wearing only blue jeans like Joe was. His long white hair whipped out behind him.
 
“The reporter, Joe? Really?” he exclaimed.
 
At the word “reporter” a fresh burst of angry murmurs stirred though the crowd.
 
“Is Brenda alright?” Joe asked him.
 
“She’s fine. Sneaky brat’s tearing up her sleeping bag.”
 
Sierra was startled by the realization that Eric was the white bear. She looked uneasily at the crowd around her. Where all of them…what would you call them? Werewolves? Werebears?
 
“Tell me you’re going to bite her now.” Eric said.
 
“No.” Joe said.
 
“Fine. I’ll bite her.”
 
“No one is biting her,” Joe said firmly.
 
“Joe, what’s happening?” Sierra asked.
 
She looked around wildly for a way out, but the angry crowd was closing ranks around her, their eyes glittering in the torchlight.
 
“Is she really a reporter?” someone called out.
 
“You better bite her or fucking eat her, Joe. We can’t just let her leave,” Eric said.
 
A few members of the crowd shouted out their approval.
 
“Everyone calm down!” Joe said loudly. Sierra immediately recognized it as the voice he used during speeches. Dominant, commanding, but also calming and reasonable.
 
“Now, I can assure you I did not tell Sierra about this place. She followed me here. But I can also assure you she has no intention of telling anyone else. You’re all perfectly safe. She’s sorry for the scene she caused, and didn’t mean to put anyone in danger. I’m going to take her home now.”
 
Joe grabbed her by the arm and started to march her away though the crowd.
 
“What if she does tell someone?” Eric asked and he stepped into their path.
 
“Then I will deal with her.” 
 
“But that’s not good enough! How can you be sure-”
 
“Are you challenging me, Eric?” Joe asked, fury blazing in his eyes.
 
The crowd went silent. After a moment’s hesitation. Eric looked down at his feet.
 
“No sir.”
 
“Good.” 
 
Eric moved aside and they walked back out of the town.
 
 
*
 
They walked in silence back to the truck. Joe climbed into the driver’s seat and held out his hand for the keys, which Sierra handed over mutely. Joe turned the truck around and tore down the dirt road like a bat out of hell.
 
Sierra had never seen him angry like this. If there was anything politicians were good at it was maintaining their composure. But Joe was pissed.
 
A few miles down the highway, he eased off the gas and pulled on to the shoulder.
 
“Let me see your arm,” he said.
 
Using a first aid kit they found in the glove box, Joe expertly cleaned the wound and bandaged it.
 
“You’re going to need stitches.” he muttered. “The closest emergency room is a few miles from here. You can tell them it was a raccoon. They won’t ask too many questions. I can’t go in with you.”
 
“It’s okay,” she assured him.
 
“If someone recognized me-”
 
“It’s alright.” she said. “I understand.”
 
Joe suddenly punched the steering wheel.
 
“Why did you follow me?!” he shouted at her. “Do you have any idea the damage you’ve caused?!”
 
“I thought you were stealing from charity!” she shouted back at him. “And kidnapping children! And running illegal bear fights!”
 
He stared at her for a moment, then burst out laughing.
 
“Actually,” he said between bits of laughter, “I am running illegal bear fights. You got me there. But I promise you the participants are willing.”
 
He pulled the truck back on to the highway.
 
“So how did Brenda get out of her cage?” he asked her.
 
“She told me bad people kidnapped her.”
 
He chuckled.
 
“I don’t know what we’re going to do with that conniving little girl.”
 
“Do you have to keep her locked up?”
 
“Only during the full moon and a couple of days before and after.” he explained. “The shifting can be spread with a bite, but it’s also genetic, so all the kids get it. Most of them don’t shift for the first time until after puberty, but it starts sooner in some. The young ones can’t control when they shift, and they don’t have control of themselves in bear form. So they have to stay locked up to keep people safe. But you try telling a six-year-old she can’t go to the fight with all the other kids.”
 
“And you’re all…shifters? Everyone in that town.”
 
Joe nodded.
 
“We call it Sleuth. That’s the scientific term for a group of bears. We built it for the kids. People needed to be able to raise their children away from prying eyes. Social Services tends to question parents keeping their teenagers in a cage five days a month.”
 
Sierra struggled to process all of this.
 
“What about the charity money?” she asked.
 
“It was my money.” he replied. “I’ve got quite a bit more of it then the IRS is aware of. I funneled it into the charity, then hired one of the pack as the accountant for Camp Basnight. She takes a very big salary and uses the money to buy things for Sleuth. And then none of it links back to the Governor of Washington.”
 
Sierra laughed suddenly, remembering.
 
“A payroll advance for a camp employee with a sick kid.” 
 
“I told you it was an honest answer,” he said with a sly smile. “You don’t give me enough credit.”
 
“Yeah well, there was an awful lot of omission in that honest answer.”
 
“What can I say? I’m a politician.”
 
They both laughed at that. Joe shot her a look of amazement.
 
“You’re being remarkably calm about this.”
 
“What can I say? I’m an investigative journalist. I ask questions first and ponder the implications later.”
 
They had reached the hospital.
 
“I’ll have a car sent to take you home. I can return the truck to Enterprise.” 
 
“Okay.” Sierra reached for the door handle.
 
“Wait,” Joe reached for her hand. “You understand you can’t tell anyone about this. They’re good people in Sleuth…mostly. They’re just scared. And they don’t allow outsiders.”
 
Sierra paused before answering.
 
“Joe, am I in danger?”
 
“I’m their Alpha.” he assured her. “They wouldn’t do anything without my say so. And I told them to let you walk away.”
 
“Okay,” she said, not entirely reassured.
 
“Sierra,” he said, looking into her eyes, “I promise you, I won’t let anyone hurt you. I will keep you safe.”
 
He kissed her gently.
 
“You should go.” he said. “Get that stitched up. I’ll see you soon.”
 
Sierra kissed him again before climbing out of the truck and walking into the emergency room, hoping they wouldn’t ask her how she’d managed to get scratched by a raccoon.
 
 
 



CHAPTER 5
 The emergency room staff bought the raccoon story without question.
 
Molly, however, did not.
 
“But it’s so deep!” she objected. “And how did it scratch you anyway? When did this happen?”
 
“I told you,” Sierra lied, “when I was out in the woods.”
 
“Where you say you found nothing.”
 
“That’s right.”
 
“Then, why did you get out of the truck to be mauled by raccoons if there was nothing out there?”
 
“I thought I saw something so I got out to take a look, but I was wrong. There was nothing. And then this raccoon just charged.”
 
“You’re lying to me, and you’re bad at it. If there was nothing out there, then why didn’t you get home until 10:00 am?
 
“Because…because…”
 
An idea seized her.
 
“Because I met Joe out there.”
 
“What?”
 
“There’s no big secret thing. He just goes out there for the quiet. I ran into him and…spent the night with him.”
 
Molly eyed her suspiciously.
 
“I still don’t believe you.” she decided.
 
“He was a birthmark on his inner thigh shaped like an apple.”
 
Molly looked her in the eye, running her human lie detector on her. 
 
Fortunately for Sierra, she didn’t have to lie about that part. She’d seen it. It was just that circumstances that were a little different. Molly grinned.
 
“You slut!” she declared with glee. “You have to tell me all about it.”
 
“No, I don’t.” Sierra headed for her bedroom. What she had to do right now was sleep.
 
Joe came by the apartment unannounced the next day. Thankfully it was Sierra who answered the door.
 
“Hi.” she greeted him, and stood on tiptoe to kiss his check. Quickly, she whispered into his ear, “Molly thinks we had sex in the woods.”
 
He grinned at her before sliding on his poker face.
 
“Hi Joe!” Molly called out to him. “Just wondering for no particular reason, do you have any birth marks?”
 
After Joe had satisfactorily answered Molly’s questions, they escaped into her bedroom. Sierra shut the door behind them.
 
“Well that was horrific.” she said.
 
“That’s quite the cover story, Sierra.” Joe smiled seductively.
 
He moved closer to her, pushing her up against the door.
 
“You sure you can keep her convinced?”
 
He kissed her neck and wrapped his hands around her waist, sending shivers down her spine.
 
“Maybe it would be easier to lie about it if we actually made love.”
 
His hands slid up her shirt. He toyed with one nipple between his thumb and forefinger.
 
“It could be easier.” She agreed breathlessly.
 
“Besides,” he said as he fingered the top button of her jeans, “It’s completely unfair that you’ve seen me naked and I haven’t seen you.”
 
He unzipped her pants and tiptoed his fingers towards her clit.
 
Summoning an enormous amount of will power, Sierra reached her hand down and stopped him.
 
“How about you take me to dinner first? One where you don’t have to leave half way through.”
 
“How about dinner after?” he replied hungrily, pressing the bulge of his erection against her.
 
She pushed him away and sat down on the bed.
 
“Nope,” she said. “Dinner first. And a movie. And then maybe I’ll let you see me naked.”
 
“You know most women don’t say no to me.”
 
“I am not most women.” she replied.
 
Joe sighed. “No. You are not. I suspect that’s why I like you.”
 
*
This time he took her out for steak.
 
Joe was noticeably more at ease here then he had been at La Petite Maison. He relaxed back into his chair, laughed easily at the waiter’s jokes, and gave the guy manning the grill a backbreaking hug. They each got a pint of stout and a thick porterhouse steak. Joe told the waiter he’d like his, “as rare as you’ll make it.”
 
When the waiter was out of earshot Sierra asked Joe, “Do you eat raw meat?”
 
Joe chuckled.
 
“Only in bear form. But I do like my meat a little less cooked then humans seem to.”
 
Sierra’s mind reeled at his use of the word humans. She was trying very hard to reconcile shifters into her view of the world. Sometimes she could accept it. Other times, in spite of all she’d seen, the logic part of her brain ran screaming from the notion that a person could sometimes be a bear. It felt more like a dream than something she had actually witnessed.
 
“You don’t consider yourself human?” she asked.
 
“I’m not human, Sierra.”
 
“But…you don’t think of it like sometimes you’re human, and sometimes you’re a bear?”
 
They switched their conversation to a banal one about the weather as their waiter returned with their steaks. Joe took a bite of the bright red meat before answering.
 
“There’s more to it than just a penchant for rare steak. There’s other ways we’re different from humans.”
 
“Such as?”
 
“I heal faster. I’m stronger. Better able to help damsels in distress lift their hybrid’s out of the mud. My body temperature runs a little hotter and my heart rate a little faster. I don’t age.”
 
Sierra choked on her beer.
 
“What?” she sputtered.
 
“The young ones continue to age until about twenty or so then stop. The ones that were bitten, like I was, just freeze in place.”
 
Sierra found herself grasping the table as if it would keep the world from spiraling out of control.
 
“So you’re 46…forever.”
 
“Actually, I’m 34 forever. Which reminds me, I need to start dying my hair gray again.”
 
Joe noticed her reaction. He took her hand and smiled at her in a bemused sort of way.
 
“Do you want to talk about the weather again?”
 
“No!” Sierra said, annoyed at herself for not keeping it together. “I can handle this.”
 
“Never doubted it for a moment.”
 
Sierra took another long swig of her beer as a realization dawned on her.
 
“How long have you been 34?” she asked him.
 
“Since 1916. I stay in one place as long as I can, but sooner or later the neighbors notice I don’t get any older. I’ve faked my death four times, then gone back later pretending to be my own offspring and inherited everything. It’s been fairly lucrative for me.”
 
Suddenly, the part of her mind that wanted to run screaming took a backseat to pure journalist fascination.
 
“What were the 20’s like?” she wanted to know.
 
For the rest of dinner he regaled her with stories about prohibition, the Great Depression, and both World Wars. He’d been to Woodstock, owned one of the first televisions, and ran a speakeasy. He promised to show her photographs later that he kept hidden away in his safe. Sierra found herself wishing she could write his story. There were, or course two small problems with that: she had promised not to tell anyone and, also, no one would ever believe it.
 
By the time they got to dessert, Sierra had asked so many questions Joe began to protest.
 
“That’s it.” he said. “I’ve spent the whole meal talking about me. You have to tell me about you now.”
 
Suddenly feeling as though her own life story paled in comparison, she did her best to give him the highlights anyway. Growing up in Visalia. High School. Family drama. Moving to Olympia to take the job with The Post and meeting Molly. He listened to every word with the same level of fascination she had held for his stories. He asked questions. He wanted to know everything about her.
 
They left the restaurant holding hands and headed to the movies. Impulsively, they told the teenager at the counter to give them two tickets to whatever started in the next five minutes. That turned out to be Ouija. Not having the highest hopes about a movie based on a board game, they got a big bucket of popcorn, and box of Junior Mints, and settled in to their seats anyway.
 
The movie turned out to be, if possible, worse than their expectations. The plot was predictable and failed to be scary and the array of pretty teenage actors brought general shame upon their profession. So it wasn’t long before they lost interest in the movie entirely and decided to make out in the darkened theater instead. Sitting in the last row, they lost themselves in each other.
 
Joe leaned over and whispered in her ear, “Do we really have to sit through the rest of this?”
 
They spilled out of the theater and raced to the car laughing, having made it through an admirable 37 minutes of the movie. Joe gunned the Range Rover to the Governor’s mansion.
 
They stole one more long kiss in the driveway before straightening their hair and walking inside, where they were greeted by what felt like an obscene number of staffers. Sierra had never felt more conspicuous then she did walking up the stairs to the Governor’s bedroom with about eight sets of eyes on her.
 
“Don’t you hate having all these people around?” she whispered to him.
 
“Just wait till you try Rose’s strawberry pancakes in the morning. You won’t be bothered by the staff anymore.” he replied.
 
Joe’s bedroom was elegantly appointed and larger than her whole apartment. At its center was a beautifully carved oak four-poster bed. As soon as the door shut behind them they made straight for it.
 
Joe pulled her dress over her head, leaving her in just her bra, panties, and heels. Sierra unbuttoned his shirt, revealing the smooth, sculpted muscles on his chest. He started at her heel and made his way up her leg, kissing and caressing the whole way. Sierra moaned as he gently nibbled on her inner thigh. He kissed the lace on her panties before ripping them off in one sudden motion. Sierra gasped and some tiny part of her brain considered protesting. But that voice was drowned out as he slid his hands up to her breasts and unhooked her bra. He gazed down at her naked body for a moment, drinking her in.
 
“What are you waiting for?” she asked him breathlessly.
 
He grinned wickedly and unzipped his jeans.
 
Sierra’s phone started to ring, blaring rudely out of her purse by the door.
 
“Sorry, just give me a minute.” Sierra said.
 
“Are you seriously going to answer that?” Joe asked incredulously.
 
Sierra climbed off the bed and walked over to her purse.
 
“What can I say? I’m married to my job.”
 
But it wasn’t work on the caller ID, it was Molly.
 
Sierra answered the phone.
 
“Not a good time Molly.” she said.
 
On the other end of the line Molly sobbed hysterically.
 
“Molly? Molly, calm down. Tell me what’s wrong.”
 



CHAPTER 6
Joe drove her back to her apartment. Sierra’s throat went dry as she saw the flashing lights on the police cars out front. Inside two cops were asking Molly questions. An EMT was hovering over her, applying an ice pack to the massive bruise blooming on her right eye. The blow had split her eyebrow down the middle in a jagged line now held together with butterfly bandages.
 
The apartment was trashed. The glass-topped coffee table had been flipped over, leaving glittering shards all over the carpet. There was a hole in the wall where the assailant had thrown a can of paint against it. The bright red paint had splattered everywhere, standing out starkly against the white walls. The TV had also been knocked over and smashed in. He had taken a knife to their couch, exposing the stuffing. Worse yet, he’d done the same to several of Molly’s paintings, turning her works of art into shredded strips of painted canvas.
 
Molly had her sketch pad on her lap. She was sketching her assailant with a charcoal pencil clutched in her shaking hand. Even upside-down and from across the room Sierra recognized Eric’s face in the drawing. Etched in charcoal, his long hair looked like wisps of smoke. The cold expression in his eyes bored into her and she couldn’t help but feel a wave of guilt wash over her. Was this her fault? Had Molly been caught in the cross fire caused by her ambition?
 
Sierra rushed over and hugged her.
 
“Are you okay?” she asked. “How bad are you hurt?”
 
“That son-of-a-bitch destroyed my paintings.”
 
“I saw. Molly, I’m so sorry.”
 
“He wanted you. He kept asking where you were and I didn’t know where the hell you were even if I’d wanted to tell him. Which I didn’t. Because I’m a really fucking good friend.”
 
“You are the best of the friends. I’m going to buy you new overpriced paints. And wine.”
 
One of the cops interrupted.
 
“Do you know this man?” he asked, indicating the charcoal drawing.
 
“No.” Sierra lied. “I’ve never seen him before.”
 
“Any idea why someone might want to hurt you?”
 
“I told you,” Molly interjected. “She’s a reporter. She basically pisses people off for a living. It could have been for dozens of reasons, right, Sierra?”
 
“Yeah.” Sierra agreed, seizing on the plausible narrative like a life raft. “I can call my editor and have him scan the hate mail file to you.”
 
“Please do,” the cop said.
 
The cops continued to question them for the next hour.  When they asked Molly to go over it all again for the third time that night, Joe stepped in and demanded if it was necessary. The cops, bashful after being chastised by the governor, agreed to call it a night. They promised to have a patrol car check in on them periodically, asked that Sierra and Molly call if they remembered anything, and went on their way.
 
By then Molly was three glasses of wine in and had almost stopped shaking.
 
“Okay,” Molly said, adopting her rarely used no-nonsense voice, “Now you’re going to tell me why you lied to the cops.”
 
Her accusation hung in the air. Speechless, Sierra turned to Joe, who wouldn’t meet her eyes. He was looking determinedly at a piece of couch stuffing.
 
“You can’t know,” Joe said softly. “I’m sorry you can’t know, it will just put you in danger. More danger then I’ve already put you both in.”
 
He knelt down eye level with Molly and took her hand.
 
“I’m sorry I can’t tell you why that man attacked you. He’s a coward for hurting someone weaker than himself. But I promise you I will find him and I will kill him.”
 
He stood up and finally met Sierra’s eyes. With a sad expression, he caressed her face.
 
“Sierra, I’ve enjoyed out time together, but I need to keep you safe, and you can never be safe when you’re with me. We can’t see each other anymore.”
 
Sierra reeled from the shock.
 
“What? You’re dumping me? Now?”
 
He continued as if she hadn’t spoken.
 
“I’m going to hire security to patrol your place. They’ll make sure no one bothers you again.”
 
Sierra felt hot tears spring into her eyes which she refused to allow to fall. She wasn’t sure if she was more angry, scared, or heart broken.
 
“I have to go now.” he said as he headed for the door. He gave her one last, sad look before leaving.
 
“Goodbye Sierra.”
 
*
 
The next day Molly and Sierra popped their first cork at 10:00 am, ordered a pizza, and set to work cleaning the apartment. Sierra found a pair of work gloves and started picking the larger chunks of glass out of the carpet while Molly scrubbed the red paint out of the places it had splattered. They put on some music and tried to focus on the task at hand instead of dwelling on the night before.
 
There was a knock on the door shortly after they got started. Sierra answered it with her gun behind her back.
 
At the door was a pale young man with sandy blond hair and a muscular frame. He held out his hand awkwardly. Sierra did not take it.
 
“Hi,” he said. “I thought I should introduce myself. I’m the, uh, security guard Joe hired. My name’s Zeke.”
 
Sierra regarded him for a moment.
 
“Well why don’t you help us then, Zeke? No sense in standing around. Why don’t you carry that couch down to the dumpster?”
 
“Sure.” he said, eager to please. Then he hesitated. “I mean…uh…maybe I could find someone to help me carry it.”
 
“I’m pretty sure you could lift it by yourself.” Sierra countered.
 
“Yeah but…” he dropped his voice to an undertone, “I’d look pretty obvious carrying it by myself, right?”
 
A few minutes later, Zeke had enlisted the help of a neighbor, and Sierra uncorked the second bottle of wine.
 
The man she was falling for had unceremoniously dumped her less than a week after their first date, and now there was a teenage bear shifter in her apartment. It was just going to be that kind of a day.
 
Molly refused to throw out the paintings. She gathered up every scrap, laid them lovingly in a storage bin, and then spent the next hour crying.
 
By the fourth bottle Sierra had called in sick to work and Molly had moved on to sketching cartoons of Eric dying in increasingly violent and creative ways. A lot of red colored pencil went into those drawings.
 
Zeke was eventually relieved by Damon around the sixth bottle or so. Damon was an older shifter who hardly spoke to them and would not help move furniture, not even when offered cold pizza.
 
By the time Damon was replaced by Steve they had hauled out all the broken furniture and appliances. They were left with their kitchen table, two out of four chairs, and one bed.
 
The two of them passed out on the living room floor where the couch used to be, empty wine bottles at their feet. Steve covered them with a blanket before assuming his post by the door.
 
Sierra woke up stiff and hung over. A look out the peephole confirmed that Zeke was back again.
 
Molly, annoyingly more capable of bouncing back from a bender than Sierra ever had been, busied herself with the acquisition of breakfast. She had a meeting with her publicist to discuss the lost paintings. Sierra supposed she ought to go to work too.
 
It just all felt so mundane. Toasting a bagel. Going to work. In the last week she had witnessed amazing and terrifying things and let herself fall in love with a man whose very physiology defied reason. Now it was just business as usual.
 
Sierra waved goodbye to Molly. Ate her bagel. Took a shower. Put on a suit and high heels.
 
She stared at her reflection in the mirror. Could she do this? Could she just go back to the way things were?
 
Sierra kicked off her heels and walked to the front door. She swung the door inward, almost sending Zeke, who had been leaning on the other side, tumbling to the ground. Startled, he smiled at her sheepishly.
 
“Good morning ma’am.” he said.
 
“Come in, Zeke,” she instructed him.
 
Sierra sat down at the kitchen table and poured them each a cup of coffee. Zeke sat down and dutifully accepted the mug.
 
“I need you to tell me what’s happening.”
 
Zeke shook his head empathetically.
 
“I can’t. We’re not supposed to talk to you. Just keep the place on lock-down.” 
 
“You’re going to tell me what’s going on,” Sierra insisted. “You will tell me, or I will call Joe and tell him I caught you sleeping on the job.”
 
Zeke gaped at her.
 
“But I wasn’t…you can’t do that!”
 
“Try me.” 
 
Zeke swore.
 
“Okay…but you didn’t hear it from me.”
 
“A good journalist never reveals her sources,” Sierra assured him.
 
“Okay.” Zeke said, reassured. “So there’s like this faction thing happening.”
 
“Factions?”
 
“Yeah. Joe got back to Sleuth and was all ready to fry Eric on a spit. But Eric was already there. And some of the other guys, well…they think you’re dangerous and you have to be turned or you won’t keep the town a secret. And Eric’s got all these guys with him. He wants to make a bid for Alpha, but he doesn’t really have enough support yet. Still, he’s got all these guys on his side, so Joe couldn’t really charge past them all to rip his head off.”
 
“So what’s Joe doing now?”
 
“He’s doing the politician thing. Trying to convince everyone you’re not a threat and to keep supporting him for Alpha.”
 
“And how’s that going?”
 
“Not good,” Zeke said darkly. “More and more of us are going over to Eric’s side every day. People are scared.”
 
“What happens if Eric becomes Alpha?” Sierra asked.
 
“He can order the pack to turn you. But they’ll have to get through me first.”
 
“You’re not going to side with Eric?” she asked.
 
Zeke shook his head.
 
“No ma’am. I’ve seen what he did to this apartment and your friend’s face. We don’t hurt humans. That’s like a dude beating a woman or a grown up beating up a kid. You don’t hurt people who can’t fight back. It’s not cool.”
 
Zeke sipped his coffee.
 
“Eric is not a cool dude.”
 
*
Molly’s publicist probably deserved a raise.
 
Instead of throwing his arms up in despair over the loss of over fifty completed paintings and a few unfinished pieces as well, he’d booked a private gallery for the next week.
 
Sierra was there both as a friend, and in a professional capacity, having promised to write a short article on the exhibit for the Post. She arrived at 8:00 pm, iPad at the ready and photographer in tow.
 
The sign in edgy painted letters hanging just inside the door declared the name of the exhibit “Home Invasion”. At its center was the charcoal police sketch Molly had made of Eric. It was accompanied by a series of stark, gut wrenching photographs of Molly’s bruised face. And then there were the paintings. The slashed canvases had been proudly framed and hung on the gallery walls. The shredded strips swayed slightly in the breeze generated by the A/C. Each one hung next to a small sign declaring its “former” title, medium, and price tag.
 
The price tags were nothing to scoff at.
 
Sierra noted that several pieces were already marked as sold. She paused to listen in as a couple admired one.
 
“It just makes you feel like everything is so fleeting,” the woman was saying. “Like it can all be taken away from you at any moment.”
 
The woman clutched her date’s hand, and he put his arm around her protectively. Sierra felt a pang of sadness, thinking about Joe.
 
After finding out what was going on from Zeke, she had tried to call him. After failing to get a response on his cell phone she repeatedly tried his office and his home. Sierra was sure the staff had grown tired of pretending he wasn’t there. She even considered driving out to Sleuth, but rationality and self-preservation had won out in the end.
 
She just wanted to tell him he was being an idiot. Did he really think she was any safer not being with him? The damage was done. As long as Eric was out there and making his power play, she was in danger. So what did it hurt for them to be together? Life, as the woman viewing Molly’s slashed up painting had pointed out, was fleeting.
 
Molly was at the center of every one's attention, sipping a glass of burgundy while she recounted the attack to the awed spectators. The bruise on her face had blossomed into shades of purple and green her publicist had insisted she not cover up.
 
Sierra could not for the life of her decide if the whole spectacle was a particularly appalling example of commercialism gone mad, or a legitimately great art piece born of the kind of suffering great artists are known for. For Molly’s sake, she decided the spin of her article would definitely be the latter.
 
Sierra pushed her way through the crowd towards Molly.
 
She whispered to her, “That couple over there just paid $2,500 for what I told you to throw in the trash.”
 
“I know!” Molly whispered back enthusiastically, “Don’t remind me. My publicist says I’m not supposed to smile too much.”
 
Her photographer, James, approached them with a smile.
 
“You ready to take some pictures?” he asked.
 
He took several shots of Molly posed with the police sketch. He even insisted on one of the two of them together.
 
“It was your apartment too,” he said. “You’re a part of this story, Sierra. I shouldn’t have to tell you that.”
 
Dutifully, Sierra stood next to Molly.
 
“Serious or smiling?” she asked.
 
“Definitely serious.” he said.
 
Damon, their three to eleven guy, lurked in the background, looking extra conspicuous amongst the clean cut, art buying crowd. He had followed Molly to the gallery earlier. Zeke was pulling a double, sticking close to Sierra. Currently he was chatting up a pretty young socialite who couldn’t peel her eyes away from his muscular chest. Sierra had gathered that poor Zeke was working doubles as punishment for telling her what was going on in Sleuth. At least he didn’t seem to be hating this one.
 
Sierra said goodnight to Molly and went to get her coat. Zeke was still entirely focused on the pretty brunette. Sierra tried to come up with any way she could interrupt them without ruining his chances with her. Every scenario she could think of made her look like the girlfriend. Deciding she could surely survive the walk to the car without him, she slipped out of the gallery and into the night.
 
It was about a five-minute walk back to her car. Sierra pulled her coat tighter against the cold and started down the sidewalk. The street was mostly deserted, and the flickering lights overhead made her shadow dance on the pavement. Her black high heels echoed loudly. Regretting her decision to leave Zeke behind more and more by the minute, Sierra rounded the corner on to the street where her car was parked.
 
There was the Prius, parked on the corner, thirty feet away from her. Eric was leaning against it.
 
 
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER 7
“End of the line, buttercup.” he said. “Here’s the deal. You come over here like a good little reporter and I’ll bite you. Promise it won’t hurt too much. You try to run, I’ll rip your head off and eat it. What’s your vote?”
 
Sierra, cold terror clenching her insides, turned from him and ran. She kicked of her shoes and bolted down an alley way, her stocking feet splashing in the cold puddles of rainwater. She heard Eric take off after her.
 
Halfway down the alley, she heard the sound of fabric ripping and chanced a brief glance backward. Eric was shifting into bear form without breaking stride. Currently half man, half monster, he came at her on all fours. She wretched her eyes away and turned back just in time to narrowly avoid tripping over a trash can.
 
The muscles in her legs screamed as she tried to push herself faster, knowing she couldn’t possibly outrun a bear. She burst out of the alley way and ran into the street. Cars swerved and honked as she cut through their path. She heard a thud and a roar as one of them struck Eric and chanced another glance backward. He was sprawled onto his back, bleeding, but was growling at her as he climbed up again.
 
Sierra ran up the street and back towards the gallery, fervently praying Zeke had noticed her absence by now. He was fast, so much faster than her. She could feel his hot breath on her, just behind her now. One great paw reached up and scratched her across her back, knocking her down to her knees just as she reached the gallery doors. Eric stood on his hind legs, towering over her prone figure and roared.
 
The gallery doors flung open. Zeke and Damon came rushing out. They were followed by James, who was fearlessly snapping pictures. The repeated camera flash shone in Eric’s small, black eyes.
 
Eric looked around wildly. Everyone inside the gallery had their faces pressed against the glass, watching the scene. Crowds of passersby had gathered, keeping a safe distance as they took pictures and videos on their cell phones. Sierra realized very quickly the mistake Eric had made, the one he himself was coming to realize. He had exposed himself. It wasn’t exactly commonplace to see a wild black bear chasing people through downtown. This would be all over the news.
 
After one last look at her Eric began to back away, then turned and fled. People screamed as he passed them on the sidewalk. Paying them no notice, he turned down an alley and was gone.
 
Zeke pulled her to her feet, babbling apologies faster than his brain could form the words. Suddenly she was surrounded by people. Molly was hugging her. James was still taking pictures. Everyone was asking questions. She could see flashing blue and red lights approaching in the distance. Blind terror followed by sharp relief had made everything a little hazy.
 
Trying to pull herself together, she was able to focus in on Damon, who was holding out a phone to her.
 
“He wants to talk to you.” he said.
*
Escaped Bear Attacks Journalist
 
Sierra Christie
 
              Though it is illegal to trap and keep wild animals as pets in Washington, that doesn’t always stop people. Far from the usual possums and stray cats enthusiasts may desire to adopt, Gerald Gregory is wanted for reckless endangerment after his pet bear terrorized the city streets of downtown Olympia last night. The wild black bear had been raised from a cub in Gregory’s basement, going without notice until it broke out and went on the prowl.
 
It was as I left my friend’s art show at 11 pm last night that I spotted the bear sniffing around my car. Unfortunately, he saw me too…
 
Thanks to Eric, Sierra had her first cover story.
 
It hadn’t been too hard to fabricate the details. The cops had mostly lost interest after being unable to locate the bear. All Sierra had to do was point a finger at a man who had already changed his identity and moved to Sleuth months before, a man the police were unlikely to find even if they were really looking. Damon and Zeke had set up a cage and other bear wrangling stuff in Gerald’s basement, and tried to make it look like someone had been living there up until last night. The story was all wrapped up with a bow and accompanied by a striking photograph of Eric rearing up over her as she faced him from the ground, the back of her dress in bloody tatters.
 
Sierra was admiring her byline as she sat in the passenger seat of Joe’s Range Rover. He reached over and squeezed her hand as they bumped along the dirt road towards Sleuth.
 
“Are you ready for this?” he asked her.
 
She had her front-page story, she had Joe back, and soon, Eric wouldn’t be a danger to her anymore. Her view of the world had expanded to include mysterious and amazing things she hadn’t thought possible. She had found the excitement she had been searching for.  She was definitely ready.
 
That hadn’t quite been the feeling she had been experiencing the night before when Damon had handed her the phone.
 
She had taken it from him with shaking hands.
 
“Sierra!” Joe had greeted her in a panic. “Are you alright?”
 
“Now?” Sierra had asked him.
 
“What?”
 
“You’re calling me now? After I’ve been trying to call you all week?”
 
And she unceremoniously hung up before he could get another word out. She handed the phone back to a stunned Damon, who looked at her plaintively as it began to ring again.
 
“I’m not answering that.” she insisted.
 
After speaking with the police she got patched up by the EMT’s. The scratches on her back were long and wicked looking, but fortunately shallow. His claws had just grazed her, doing much more damage to her cerulean blue silk dress than her skin. The EMT’s bandaged her up, insisted on a rabies shot, and then sent her on her way.
 
Sierra looked quite the sight as she walked into her office just after midnight. Not having anything else to wear, and not wanting to waste time by going home, she was barefoot with torn and dirty stockings barely concealing scabbed knees. The ripped up dress and bandages completed the look. Sierra was sure by tomorrow every muscle in her body would ache like she had run a marathon.
 
But tonight she was all adrenalin and excitement and anger. There was no room left for pain.
 
Her editor met her just inside the door.
 
“Jesus! You’re a mess! Tell me there’s pictures.”
 
“Oh, there’s pictures,” James said as he trailed in behind her, camera in hand. “Wait till you see them.”
 
They got straight to work on the story, racing for tomorrow’s deadline.
 
Sierra’s phone rang twenty-six times in the next hour as Joe called her again and again. She ignored it each time, focused wholly on her work.
 
After grudgingly realizing if she wanted to keep Sleuth out of the papers she would need his help, she answered the twenty-seventh call.
 
“Don’t hang up!” Joe said immediately.
 
“Wasn’t going to.” Sierra told him.
 
“Sierra I’m so sorry. I’m going to kill him. I want to see you. I’ll do anything. Just tell me what you want.” he babbled.
 
“I want a fall guy.”
 
“What?”
 
By 4:00 am, the story was finished. James and her editor had gone home. Too exhausted by the night’s events to make it to her car, Sierra had passed out at her desk.
 
She woke up to the feel of Joe’s hands on her body, lifting her out of the chair and into his arms. Her overtired brain briefly wondered if she was dreaming. Surely only a dream could feel this nice. With his warm, strong arms holding her up, she felt safe and protected in a way she hadn’t realized she needed to feel until now. He brought his head down and kissed her, slow and sensuous. She forgot to breathe as his kiss lit up her body.
 
“I’m sorry I left you.” he said.
 
“Shut up.” she told him, and kissed him again.
 
This kiss was more intense, hungrier. It made the hair stand up on her arms and blood pulse in her clit. She moaned as he set her down on the desk. He knelt and slid off her panties before plunging his face between her legs. She pulled on his hair and moaned louder. His tongue moved over her, first flicking over her clit and then softly sucking. Her legs spasmed and she wrapped them around his neck as she felt the orgasm building impossibly high. A feeling more intense than she could stand. It crashed into her like a wave, knocking the air from her lungs. She screamed out his name.
 
Joe knocked the stuff off of her desk and ripped off what was left of her dress.  With a growl he pushed her onto her back, then proceeded to peel off his clothes. He took off his shirt first, reveling the heavily muscled, hair covered chest underneath. The pants came off next, and then he was standing naked in front of her, his huge cock pulsing with blood and ready.
 
He plunged into her with one, quick thrust. It made her gasp with pleasure and lit up her body again. Slowly, ever so slowly, he pulled out, then quickly thrust into her wet pussy again. She wrapped her legs around him, holding his body close to hers as he thrust into her over and over. The pleasure was building to a crest in her, taking her higher. He bit down on one of her nipples and she screamed.
 
With a great crack the desk gave way beneath them, sending them sprawling onto the floor. Hardly missing a beat, he scooped her up and pressed her up against the wall, continuing to thrust into her while holding her up. She buried her face into his neck, kissing, biting, and sucking until the pleasure became too intense and all she could do was ride it out. She came again, this time simultaneously with Joe, who called out her name as his whole body shuddered.
 
Spent, they sank to the floor, arms around each other.
 
“I love you,” he had whispered to her in the darkness. “I promise, I’m not going anywhere again.”
 
Sierra smiled to herself now, thinking of the night before as they drove toward Sleuth.
 
“You owe me a new desk,” she reminded him.
 
He smiled at her. “I’ll get you something stronger this time.” he said. 
“Something sturdy. Just in case you ever have to work late again.”
 
“What if you have to work late?” she asked.
 
He slid his hand up her thigh.
 
“My desk is very sturdy.” he assured her.
 
They rounded the corner into Sleuth just as the sun was sinking.
 
“Time to face the crowd.” he told her.
*
 
Joe had brought enough copies of The Post for everyone. They stood around reading the story, surrounding Sierra and Joe.
 
“He made you write this?” one of them asked her.
 
“She did it on her own.” Joe assured them. “She knew a bear sighting in the middle of the city would raise suspicion, so she made up a convincing lie. I just helped with some of the little details.”
 
The man who had formerly went by the name Gerald Gregory spoke up from the front.
 
“Is that all my good name is to you, Joe?” he joked. “Little details?”
 
There was some general laughter.  Joe smiled and waited for the crowd to quiet down again, clearly in his element.
 
“She risked her job to tell that lie, and she did it to keep me, and all of you, safe from prying eyes. So I ask you, do you really think she would deliberately do anything to jeopardize this place?”
 
The crowd muttered in response. Some cast her dubious looks, but many more seemed to be in agreement with Joe, nodding their heads. Sierra allowed herself to be hopeful.
 
A woman with a baby on her hip and another child clutching her hand addressed Sierra.
 
“So why did you do it?” she asked.
 
Sierra took Joe’s hand.
 
“Because I love him,” she said simply.
 
Joe smiled at her in surprise. She hadn’t said it back to him yet. For a moment they forgot the crowd and he had eyes only for her. He leaned down and kissed her. A few of the children made grossed out noises. Somebody wolf whistled.
 
He turned back to them again, holding her hand.
 
“Eric went against the decision of his Alpha. He attacked Sierra in public. Shifting in an alley between two buildings in the middle of downtown Olympia. He could have exposed all of us. He claims he did all of this to keep you safe. Does his behavior make you feel safe? Would you feel better with him in charge?”
 
He let the words hang for a moment before continuing.
 
“And just what kind of man is he that he would attack a woman in the street like this?” he gestured at Sierra. “He wasn’t just trying to turn her. He meant to kill her. Worse still, he also attacked her roommate, a woman who knows nothing about us. Her only crime was that she was home when he broke into their apartment.”
 
“It’s true.” Zeke interjected. “I saw it. Dude messed up her face pretty bad. Tore up their place too. Smashed it up. And we’re talking about a five-foot tall human woman who’s half-drunk most of the time. Really threatening.”
 
“There’s a picture on page twelve,” Sierra added.
 
Several people flipped through their papers to the article on Molly’s art show. It was accompanied by a great shot of Molly standing in between two of the paintings.
 
It was Brenda who spoke up this time from where she sat cross-legged on the grass in the front row.
 
“He ripped up her paintings?” she asked.
 
Sierra nodded. “He did.”
 
“That bastard.” Brenda said.
 
“Brenda!” her mother scolded her.
 
Everyone laughed.
 
There was a flash of headlights as an old blue pickup truck roared into the clearing. The truck pulled to a stop right next to Joe and Sierra. Eric climbed out, looking furious.
 
“What is she doing here?” he demanded. “What were you thinking bringing her back here again? You’re putting the whole town in danger for that piece of ass!”
 
Joe didn’t say anything. He calmly placed himself between Eric and Sierra, and let Sleuth speak for him.
 
“You’re the one putting us in danger!” someone shouted.
 
“You shifted in public!”
 
“You could have gotten picked up by animal control!”
 
Eric backed up a few paces, sensing the shift in the tide.
 
“I did what was necessary!” he countered. “I was trying to keep this place safe from outsiders! He was just going to take her word she wouldn’t tell anyone. Just her word! The word of a reporter! That’s not good enough!”
 
“So you attack a couple human women? That’s your tough guy solution?” Zeke asked him.
 
Eric backed up towards the truck.
 
“Everything I did I did for all of you!” Eric shouted, but clearly no one was accepting that. There was real panic in his eyes now as he realized he didn’t have any friends in this crowd. He looked back at the truck, clearly trying to decide if there was even the slightest chance he could make a break for it. But the crowd had circled him now, cutting off any chance of an exit.
 
“Is this your idea of keeping us safe?” a man spat at him, and threw the paper in his face. The paper landed face up in the mud. It had started to rain lightly. Eric stared down at the picture of him looming over Sierra as the raindrops pattered across it.
 
Eric chanced one more plea. “I was trying-”
 
“Enough!” Joe boomed out in a deep voice. He slammed his hand into the truck just next to Eric’s face. The metal screeched and stretched from the blow, leaving behind a dent about the same size as Eric’s head. Eric flinched. He was clearly really scared now.
 
“Eric Gunther,” Joe began, “You disobeyed a direct order from your Alpha, shifted in a public place, used your strength against a human who was not threatening you, and generally put this town in danger. Do you have any miserable excuse to say in your defense?”
 
Eric looked around wildly, frantically searching the crowd for a friendly face or an ally. There were none to be found.
 
Joe grabbed Eric by the shoulders and threw him to the ground, mud splashing around him.
 
The children were leaving now, their parents escorting them or shooing them away. Brenda protested loudly.
 
Joe began to take his clothes off, readying himself to shift. He cast the clothes uncaring into the mud and stood naked in the rain.
 
Eric, truly desperate now, turned to Sierra.
 
“Please don’t let him kill me,” he begged her. “I’m sorry. I won’t bother you ever again. I’ll leave forever, but I don’t want to die yet. Please!”
 
With a human sound of disgust mixed with an animal’s roar Joe swiped at Eric with a still half formed paw. The blow raked his face. Rivulets of bright red blood mixed with rainwater and ran down to the ground, turning the water in the puddle a faint shade of pink.
 
Joe had shifted completely now. He approached Eric with a low growl.
 
“Wait.” Sierra said.
 
Joe stopped, looking up at her.
 
“Is there any other way?” she asked. “Does he have to die?”
 
“Thank you,” Eric said piteously.
 
“Shut up. Don’t fucking talk to me.”
 
She wasn’t doing this for him. Never for him. She just didn’t think anyone should die here today. There’d been enough violence already.
 
Joe just stared at her. Sierra supposed she hadn’t logically been expecting him to answer.
 
“We could banish him.” someone offered.
 
“Forever?” she asked.
 
“Forever.” They concurred. “He wouldn’t be allowed in Sleuth ever again, or anywhere in the state of Washington. He’d get three days to get out, and after that we kill him on sight.”
 
Sierra approached Joe. She tentatively reached one hand up to his muzzle and ran her fingers through his thick, black fur. It was softer than she had expected it to be.
 
“Joe?” she asked. “I don’t want you to kill him.”
 
Joe looked at her for a moment and then, in an oddly human gesture, nodded at Eric. Eric did not wait around for another sign. Without saying a word, he scrambled to his feet and jumped back into the truck. After one, brief, backwards glance at Sierra he sped away into the night.
 
Joe shifted back into human form.
 
“Are you sure that’s what you wanted?” he asked her.
 
Sierra shook her head.
 
“No,” she said. “But I think it was the right thing to do.”
 
He kissed her forehead lightly.
 
“Come on,” he said. “Let’s get you out of those wet clothes.”
 
*
They made love that night in the shower, the hot water pouring over their entwined bodies. After the chaotic events of the past 48 hours, Sierra reveled in the tension relief from the steam and the feel of Joe’s body.
 
When she woke the next morning the sun was high in the sky, streaming brightly through the window. Joe came into the room carrying a tray of grilled cheese sandwiches and juice.
 
“Good morning.” he said to her brightly. “I was planning on making you breakfast, but since you slept straight though that it’s going to be lunch instead.”
 
Sierra looked at the clock. She had slept for thirteen hours, and felt like she could sleep for at least thirteen more. As she had predicted, her body ached everywhere. She stretched languorously and gratefully accepted a grilled cheese, groaning as she sat up.
 
“Are you alright?” Joe asked her, concerned.
 
“I’m just sore.” 
 
“Oh.”  A troubled expression crossed his face. “Did I hurt you?”
 
Sierra laughed.
 
“Sore from running for my life. And getting scratched and bruised up.  And lost sleep. And having a desk collapse underneath me. Not from you, big boy. Unless I’m counting the desk as your fault.”
 
Joe laughed with relief. “I think the desk was your fault.” he said. “You should have bought a stronger desk.”
 
“You can blame the budget minions for the rickety desk.”
 
Joe insisted on getting her some grapes from the garden, hoping the potassium would help her aching muscles. He went out and picked them himself. They may well have been the sweetest grapes Sierra had ever tasted.
 
Joe’s cabin in Sleuth was a far cry from the Governor’s mansion. It was a tiny, studio home with a couple chairs, some books, a small eat-in kitchen, and a soft queen sized bed topped with a handmade quilt. There was a potbelly stove in the kitchen that kept the place cozy warm. The attached bath had an old fashioned claw footed tub and shower that really wasn’t sufficiently sized for two, though they had managed it somehow last night. 
 
Sierra jokingly asked him why there wasn’t an Alpha’s Mansion. Joe told her, quite sensibly, that he lived there alone, and only part of the time. It was simply a waste of town resources for him to take up any more space.
 
After lunch, Sierra stepped out into the brisk November air and did yoga on the porch, trying to work the rest of the kinks out of her body. Joe watched her hungrily from the window, before finally scooping her up and carrying her back inside to the bed.
 
They stayed in bed for hours. Joe broke out those photographs he had promised to show her. Sierra stared at them in fascination as Joe told her stories about the last hundred years of his life. Her favorite was a snapshot of Joe circa 1944, posed with some army buddies working their way through a few pitchers of beer at a French burlesque show.
 
They finally emerged from bed in the evening to have dinner with the other towns people. Someone had voiced that Eric being banished, and the factions in Sleuth reuniting, was cause enough for celebration. After dozens of other people had taken up the call, an impromptu party was thrown together. Kitchen tables were hauled outside so everyone had somewhere to sit and eat. They roasted venison on a massive grill.
 
Almost immediately upon stepping out the door someone thrust a jar of moonshine into Sierra’s hand. It was smoother than it had any right to be. Better than any liquor she could afford to buy in a store. It was cut with peach schnapps and had a whole peach sunk in the bottom of the jar. Sierra felt it going to her head after just a few sips.
 
Men jostled to invite them to sit at their table.
 
Joe smiled at their effort and whispered in her ear, “They’re campaigning.”
 
“For what?”
 
“To replace Eric as my second-in-command.”
 
Chairs were pulled out for them, compliments were lavished on Sierra, and their drinks were never empty.
 
They sat with a tall, striking man named Brian and his wife and son. Brian was a bit younger than Joe, but still old enough to remember drinking heavily as he watched the stock market crash in 1929. His son was a bright and talkative nine-year-old who wanted Sierra to tell him what it was like being a real reporter. Joe later confided in Sierra that he wanted to pick someone with children this time, in the hopes that it would make them more vested in the town’s well-being. And having someone with some financial savvy couldn’t hurt either.
 
They ate venison tacos with grilled corn and tomatoes, washed down with more peach moonshine. Zeke stopped by their table to tell her proudly that he had killed this deer himself, and it took her a moment to realize he didn’t mean with a hunting rifle.
 
After dinner, Sierra got a chance to watch the fights ringside this time. Joe declined several invitations to participate himself, preferring, this time, to watch. There were no shortage of men lining up for Joe to watch them fight.
 
“Is this campaigning too?” Sierra asked him as they watched one bear fling another to the other side of the pit.
 
“Most assuredly, yes.” Joe told her as he observed them with keen eyes.
 
Sierra found herself quite pleasantly drunk by the time they headed back to Joe’s cabin. She stumbled through the door and into bed, nibbling on the last of the moonshine soaked peach. She nuzzled Joe’s chest as he climbed into bed with her. She found herself wishing it could be like this forever as she drifted off to sleep.
 
*
 
But they couldn’t stay in Sleuth forever. Both of them had jobs and responsibilities to attend to back in Olympia. So in the morning they climbed back in Joe’s Range Rover and headed into the city.
 
Her return to the office was met with no small amount of enthusiasm. To celebrate her first front page story and surviving a bear attack her coworkers had gotten her a cake. The smart ass who picked the chocolate cake up had ordered a child’s 3D confection shaped like a teddy bear, that they had requested be done in white icing. Sierra laughed off the gag and ate a generous portion of the bear’s head.
 
James too, was receiving no small amount of attention around the office. There was already talk of his photograph making Time Magazine’s best photographs of 2014. One of the girls in printing had it framed and hung up in the office, but only after Sierra assured her it would not bring on some kind of PTSD.
 
No one asked about the broken desk. A new one had arrived for her while she had been out of town. This one was solid oak, three inches thick. Sometimes Sierra’s mind would wander at work and she’d catch herself staring at it and wishing Joe was there so they could put it to the test.
 
Molly’s work situation was also going quite well. The Home Invasion show had not only netted her an obscene amount of money, but a fair bit of notoriety as well. She was selling paintings faster than she could paint them, and the money was burning a hole in her pocket. After buying all the overpriced paint and wine she could possibly want, she kidnapped Sierra for a girl’s weekend down in Las Vegas. At Joe’s insistence, Zeke had accompanied them on the trip. By the end of the weekend Zeke had developed a quite formidable schoolboy crush on a totally oblivious Molly.
 
Camp Basnight opened its gates on the first of June, to much success. The opening fell conveniently just five months before Joe would be up for reelection, and the prediction was this feel-good project was sure to sway a few more voters to reelect Governor Joe. Sierra accompanied Joe to the grand opening, shaking hands with the donors, meeting the kids, and pretending she hadn’t met Brian’s wife, the camp accountant.
 
Lately she accompanied Joe to most public functions. Often enough at least that after a few months the press had grown bored of taking her picture and trying to make a scandal out of the Governor’s new girlfriend. She mostly went to these things to serve as arm candy, but she didn’t mind. It meant she got to spend more time with Joe, wear really fabulous clothes, and had previously unparalleled access to the state’s politicians and local celebrities, who hadn’t quite wised up enough to stop talking to her yet.
 
Sierra and Joe spent their nights together more often than not. They split them between her place and his and got away to Sleuth whenever they could. At her place they enjoyed the privacy of not having half a dozen staff milling around them (though Molly could sometimes be annoying). At his, they enjoyed Rose’s strawberry pancakes, which were as good as promised. But it was their time in Sleuth that was her favorite. Somehow that little house felt like theirs in a way neither of their separate places in the city did. She found herself fantasizing about moving in together and maybe getting married someday. Maybe even making room in their hectic lives for a baby. But even after seven months together neither of them had quite found themselves able to broach that subject just yet.
 
Joe, much like Molly, also had a bit more money than he knew what to do with. So he sent her gifts a lot, especially when he was out of town and couldn’t see her. He sent flowers, chocolates, handbags, and shoes she was sure his secretary was picking out. Sierra kept meaning to send her a thank you card, expressing her gratitude for her excellent taste in footwear.
 
Sierra returned home one day to find Molly ripping open a package on the counter. Molly froze when Sierra walked in, knife poised halfway through the tape, and looked up at her guiltily.
 
“It’s not what it looks like.” she insisted.
 
“It looks a little like you opening my mail.”
 
“Me? Never. That’s a federal offence. Wouldn’t dream of it. This just came by courier.”
 
Sierra laughed.
 
“Well what’s in it then?”
 
Molly finished ripping the box open. Inside was a fancy box of chocolate and salted caramel truffles imported from Switzerland and a card. Molly snatched the card up.
 
“Hey! Cool! I absolve myself of all guilt for opening this now,” she said as she handed Sierra the card.
 
The card read,
              
“Sierra and Molly,
 
I’ll be in Seattle for the weekend. I know the two of you were planning a movie marathon and thought these might make a nice accompaniment.
 
-Joe”
              
Molly popped one eagerly into her mouth. Her eyes went wide.
 
“Oh my god. They taste like love.”
 
Sierra sampled one herself. Molly had not exaggerated.
 
They settled into the couch with the chocolates and a bottle of raspberry dessert wine. The wine went to their heads faster than Sierra had thought possible, making them both giggle stupidly at the movie. Molly fell asleep on the couch next to her some time shortly after they killed the bottle.
 
Pleasantly drunk and a little tired herself, Sierra stood up to get another bottle. The room spun and she sat back down again. She eyed the empty wine bottle as a foggy thought tried to make its way through her brain. That they’d shared just one bottle, two glasses of wine each, but she felt like she’d had at least eight. Still, that thought didn’t seem incredibly important because she was just so tired. She’d worry about it after she got some sleep. She’d been working way too hard lately.
 
Sierra leaned against Molly’s shoulder and closed her eyes.
 
*
She woke slowly, stiff and cold. She was lying on rough carpet in a darkened and freezing room. Her head was pounding like the worst hangover she’d ever felt. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness she realized she was at the office, which was currently abandoned at this hour. When she tried to sit up a wave of nausea overtook her. She vomited onto the carpet, bringing the wine and chocolates back up; the chocolates she was increasingly sure were responsible for the state she was in.
 
Eric was standing across the room. He was admiring the photograph of the two of them on the wall.
 
“I think I might keep this.” he told her. “No one will mind, right?”
 
Either the drugs or fear had dried out Sierra’s throat. She struggled to croak out a response.
 
“Molly?”
 
“Not to worry. I left Molly drooling on your new couch. This is between you and me.”
 
His eyes smoldered, staring down at her as she forced herself to sit up. He contained more rage in that gaze than she would have thought possible.
 
“You ruined my life, did you know that? I’m the one that was trying to look out for Sleuth. They kicked me out because of you. I was trying to keep everyone safe. All Joe cared about was protecting his little bitch.”
 
“You disobeyed your Alpha.”
 
“I SHOULD HAVE BEEN ALPHA!” he shouted at her. “Do you know how old I am, little girl? I’m 206 years old. They should have picked me. Joe’s just a better kiss ass and a better politician than I am. He’s better at making them feel like they’re safe, but I’m the one that could have kept them that way!”
 
He punched the wall, his fist leaving a gaping hole in the plaster.
 
“I don’t need them. I’ll make a new pack. But first, you’re going to die, Sierra. You know that, don’t you? I’m going to peel off your skin and then rip you into little pieces and scatter them for Joe to find.”
 
Sierra lunged for her desk. She grabbed her pistol out of the top drawer and emptied the clip into Eric’s chest as he charged at her. The impact from the bullets stopped him. He swayed in place but did not fall. He spat out the blood welling up in his mouth and growled at her. Sierra watched in horror as his body pushed the bullets back out one by one.
 
He began to shift slowly, his clothes ripping off to make room for his larger frame. Sierra turned and ran. Eric made no immediate effort to follow her. There was simply no chance he wouldn’t catch up to her. He finished shifting just as the last bullet pushed its way out and fell to the floor with a soft clink.
 
Only then did he chase her.
 
Sierra ran into her editor’s office and slammed the door. As fast as she could, she pushed his desk up against it, then pushed the bookshelves over on top. Hoping the barricade would hold, she ran to the other side of the room and smashed the glass out of the window. It was five stories down to the unyielding pavement, but maybe she could make it if she found something to hold on to.
 
The door smashed inward in a torrent of splinters. The furniture piled in front of it did nothing more than slow him for a few seconds. He ripped her away from the window and tossed her back down the hall. Sierra landed face first in a crumpled heap on the floor. She felt her cheekbone shatter on impact and screamed.
 
Eric padded back down the hall to where he had thrown her. With a roar he swiped her across her stomach with his claws. Sierra felt them rip deep into her. Much too deep. She felt her own hot blood pouring out of her. It had splashed on to Eric’s white fur. He raised up his paw to slash at her again.
 
Joe caught the paw in midair and held back the blow. He had arrived out of nowhere in bear form, sneaking up behind Eric. He roared at Eric and threw him into Sierra’s desk, snapping it in half with a groan.
 
The two bears circled each other now, snarling and snapping, before Eric lunged at Joe and sunk his teeth into Joe’s neck. Joe shook him off and swiped at Eric’s back, raking his claws across it. They reared up, swiping at each other. Eric lunged for Joe again, but this time Joe dodged, and knocked Eric to the ground.
 
Eric tried to struggle up again, but Joe had him pinned for good this time. With one last roar Joe buried his muzzle in Eric’s neck, ripping his throat out with his teeth. Eric shuddered and then was still. His body shifted back to human form, naked and mangled.
 
Joe padded over to Sierra. She looked at him with unfocused eyes and reached one hand up to stroke his soft muzzle.
 
“You owe me another desk.” she mumbled to him in a dazed sort of way.
 
There was so much blood. She felt cold all over. But Joe was warm. She pressed herself against him, letting his heat keep the chill at bay.
 
“I love you,” she told him.
 
Her vision was starting to go gray on the edges. She felt herself slipping away.
 
“I love you so much.” she said faintly.
 
Joe made a noise like he had been wounded.
 
“It’ll be okay.” she told him. “I just need to sleep awhile. That’s all.”
 
Joe lowered his muzzle down to her shoulder. She was starting to loose sensation. The feel of his fur against her was fading.
 
Then with a sharp pain that snapped her out of the fog, Joe bit her on the shoulder. Sierra screamed. At first all she felt was pain from the bite. But then it was more than pain. It was energy. Like her blood was pulsing through her faster than it ever had before. The bite on her shoulder felt red hot as if there were lit coals under her skin. She began to shake.
 
Joe shifted back into human form and held her. He whispered over and over that it was going to be all right and stroked her hair as she screamed again.
 
With a curious itching sensation the wound on her stomach began to knit itself back together. Sierra felt the bones in her cheek melting together and hardening again. The icy feeling brought on by blood loss was long gone now. Instead she was sweating bullets, her body burning like a fever as it healed itself.
 
Sierra ran one shaking hand over the now smooth skin on her stomach.
 
Joe kissed her.
 
“I’ll buy you another desk.” he promised.
 
Epilogue
 
Joe and Sierra watched the last fleeting rays of the sun set over the blue green lake at the edge of the wood. They stood together, naked and holding hands.
 
“Are you ready for this?” he asked her.
 
Sierra nodded.
 
Together, they watched the full moon rise over the lake as her body began to shudder.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER 8
It felt like electricity was crackling along her skin.
 
Sierra shivered involuntarily. The shudder started at the base of her spine, spread across her chest and shot down her arms and legs, right to the very tips of her fingers and toes. Her teeth chattered as if she were cold, and inexplicably, she thought of standing in the snow on a Christmas morning, at six years old clutching a mug of cocoa with the wind blowing against her pink cheeks, feeling colder than she ever had before but also full of excitement and wonder.
 
But all at once the feeling turned from cold to burning hot. The heat seared through her. It wasn’t in her skin, but in her bones, as if she were burning up from within.
 
For one brief moment, she thought that she might die.
 
Then Joe squeezed her hand. She looked up into his dark brown eyes. What she saw there was calm and reassurance. Without saying a word, those eyes told her that everything was going to be okay. She was safe, and she was loved, and Joe was going to be right there with her.
It was the last rational thought she had for several seconds.
That was the moment her bones began to change shape. Like hot metal hammered into shape by a blacksmith, her skeleton melted and reformed. The bones grew wider and longer. Joints changed shape. Her jaw molded and convulsed outwards.
 
Cinnamon brown fur dotted with white flecks was sprouting through her skin. It tickled gently as it pushed its way out. Sierra felt her teeth and nails lengthening and hardening. She watched in fascination as her nails changed to black, her red nail polish flecking off as they changed shape, but not disappearing completely.
 
She fell to her hands and knees on the forest ground, But she realized with a start that they weren’t hands or knees anymore. Her knees were not what hit the ground. Those were several inches higher. It was her paws that were planted on the ground. The large brown pads felt almost like shoes, cushioning her from the rough, pine needle-strewn ground. Sierra flexed her toes and felt her claws curl into the dirt, the sharp points curving in with ease.
 
Clumsily, she tried to turn her body and fell with an earth-shaking thump. She was reminded of her first job, working at Chick-fil-A at sixteen, and having to wear that oversized cow costume. It had felt top heavy and awkward, not knowing where the limits of her “body” started and ended. 
Sierra wondered how long it would be before she stopped running into things.
“You’ll get it,” Joe’s voice resounded in her head.
He was trying to be reassuring, but instead Sierra jumped at the intruding voice, falling over again.
“You can hear me?” she thought at him.
“Just in bear form, yes. It’s how we communicate.”
Sierra, furious at not being warned, frantically tried to think of anything she didn’t want him to know, then cursed herself for that train of thought and instead tried not to think of those things. She settled on focusing intently on the tree in front of her, and tried valiantly not to let anything else push its way into her thoughts.
In her head, Joe was laughing at her.
 
“I can teach you to guard your thoughts,” he told her. “You’ll get that with practice too. And then I won’t know about that night with your college roommate after all that tequila if you don’t want me to.”
Sierra was going to kill him. She reached for a sound like a sigh or a grumble to express that frustration and instead found herself letting out a roar that echoed off the trees. Startled, she forgot how mad she was for a moment and instead marveled at what she had become.
She could smell everything, from the sharp pine scent of the trees to the musky scent Joe was giving off. Even the lake in front of her had a smell. It was kind of like the smell of falling rain, but stronger, more distinct.
Sierra took a few tentative steps forward, conscientious of the weight each step carried. A few more steps, and then impulsively she broke into a run. She was moving faster and with more reckless abandon than she ever had in her life. It felt like flying. Tree branches whipped her as she ran past, but with her thick fur protecting her they felt no more painful than running through clothes hanging on a line.
She stumbled over her new limbs, fell, then climbed up again. She tried standing up, rearing up eight feet in the air, and brought her claws down on a nearby tree. She ripped into it, the bark giving way like tissue paper. The assault on the tree startled the owls nesting inside, sending them scattering into the air with disgruntled screeches.
 
The owls. The owls smelled so good. She could smell their hot blood and their tiny beating hearts and was disturbed to find herself longing to sink her teeth into one.
 
“It all right,” Joe projected to her, and this time she felt reassured by his presence instead of unnerved by it. “You’re not a monster. You’re just hungry. But you’re never going to catch an owl. Let’s start with something easy.”
 
*
Sierra smelled it long before she saw it. The deer smelled like grass and fresh turned soil. Beneath that was the warm, metallic smell of blood. Leaves crunched beneath her paws as she tried to approach the deer slowly, not wanting to scare it.
Finally the deer came into her line of vision from between two trees. It was at the edge of a clearing, bending down to nibble on the bright green weeds growing near the base of a tree. Before she could get any closer, the deer’s head shot up. It could smell her too. The deer’s wide brown eyes met hers and froze there for a moment before it bolted into the woods. Sierra tore after it, letting out a roar that startled every animal in a fifty-foot radius out of its hiding place.
Deaf to the scuffle she had caused, Sierra continued in her single-minded pursuit of the deer. She chased it out of the clearing and through the dense trees. It was fast, but not as fast as she was. Trees flashed by as she began to gain on the deer. She realized with no small amount of frustration that while she was faster, the slim frame of the deer was much better able to slip through the trees. It dove through a narrow gap and Sierra tried in vain to follow, and instead slammed her body into the unyielding tree trunks.
The shock reverberated through her body. Black spots floated across her vision and she crashed to the ground on her back, feeling less like a fearsome black bear and more like a upside down turtle.
As she blinked to clear her vision, she realized Joe was laughing at her again. Sierra resolved to bite him if she could ever get up again. He approached from behind her, out of her line of vision. As he did, his laugher changed from ringing inside her head to his familiar, deep chuckle from human vocal cords. Joe knelt on the grass next to her head. His deep brown eyes swam into view.
“Are you alright?” he asked her.
Sierra grunted in response, feeling more embarrassed than actually hurt. Joe stroked the fur around her head.
“You know, you’ve single handedly scared away every bit of game for ten miles at least with that racket? I hope you weren’t too hungry.”
She had been hungry. Sierra marveled at her own disappointment. Was this really her? Chasing down prey in bloodthirsty pursuit? She wore suits and high heels, and destroyed people or built them up with words. All her aggression was wielded at the world from a keyboard. Now she was this other thing. Powerful and dangerous. Capable of great feats of strength and violence. How could she reconcile this with the person she had been before? Was she the same person at all?
Joe was still staring into her eyes. Perhaps sensing her distress, he had stopped laughing. Infuriating though he could be, there was nothing but love and reassurance in those eyes. He continued to run his fingers gently through her fur. Sierra lost herself in the sensation, and allowed it to comfort her.
“It’s like throwing a switch in your head.” Joe told her. “If you want to change back, just tell your body that’s what you want to do.”
Sierra only hoped it would be so easy. She tried to focus her thoughts on changing back.
“Go on.” she told her brain. “Change. Shift. Let’s not be a bear anymore.”
Nothing.
“Picture your body,” Joe instructed her. “Imagine how your hair feels on your shoulders. Remember your long legs. Soft pink lips. Full breasts.”
Joe smiled at her wickedly, and now Sierra was imagining her body. She was remembering what that body felt like this morning when it was naked and wrapped up in Joe’s. Her “long legs” had been wrapped around him as he had taken her on top of his desk. She’d run her hands through the dark hair on his chest as he moved in her. The pictures on the office walls had rattled. 
They managed to get dressed in a hurry and had their clothes back on and hair smoothed out just moments before his secretary returned from lunch.
As she remembered the way Joe made her body feel, it started to change again, starting that electric crackle, like before, only this time instead of expanding she felt her body contract. Her bones shrunk down. The fur receded back into her body, leaving smooth, naked skin behind that prickled against the pine needles she was laying on. Joe’s hands continued to stroke her fur, until it wasn’t fur anymore, but her long blonde hair. Sierra lay on the ground shaking, with her head in his lap.
Joe leaned over and kissed her lips upside down, his teeth gently nibbling on her lower lip. Still, thinking about this morning, Sierra rolled over and climbed into his lap, straddling him, feeling the heat from his now erect cock pressing into her abdomen.
“How do you feel?” he whispered into her ear.
“Powerful.” she responded, and pushed him to the ground.
 
*
Afterwards, they lay naked together for a long time, watching the stars and holding each other. Joe rested his head against Sierra’s breast, his beard tickling her skin. The woods were quiet around them, save for the gentle chirp of crickets, and all but lost in shadow. Only the moon illuminated their silhouettes. 
Sierra shivered against the night air and pulled her body closer to his.
“Are you cold?” Joe asked her.
“I could use some clothes,” Sierra admitted. “Do you know that way back to the car?”
“I know something else that could warm you up.” .
Sierra laughed.
“Again?” she asked.
“No,” Joe said. “Well, unless you want to. But I was going to suggest you shift again. Maybe some of the game has come wandering back by now.”
The shift was easier this time. Sierra suspected with a note of disquiet that it was simpler to go from human to bear than the other way around.
“Depends,” Joe’s thoughts answered hers. “The closer it is to the full moon, the more natural it feels to be in bear form. The other half of the cycle, it feels more like you should be human. It took me months before I could shift at all during the new moon.”
They went slower this time, sniffing out the ideal prey. Joe guided her towards a deer trail, showing her how to follow the scent, and move slowly so as not to alert their prey.
Joe padded through the woods with such grace. His movements were fluid, his steps barely making a sound. Sierra wondered how long it would be before she reached that point herself. Her body still felt alien to her, like it didn’t quite fit.
From between the trees, they eyed the two grazing deer. Joe advised her to stay still until they were ready.
“You have to move fast,” he advised her. “The easiest way is the catch them off guard. Lunge, and don’t even give them a chance to run.”
Sierra readied herself, salivating over the smell of the deer.
“There’s no need to take down both. Aim for the one on the right. Go on three. One…two…”
Joe suddenly froze as if startled. He sniffed the air.
“What’s wrong?” Sierra projected at him.
 
She felt a wall close off in Joe’s mind, blocking his thoughts from her. Before he did it, she caught one word.
“Strangers.” he had thought. And with the word was a feeling. One of suspicion, and worry, and behind that was fear, mostly for her.
“What’s going on?” she wanted to know.
“Nothing.” Joe projected, and she realized he could do the politician bull shit voice even with just his thoughts. “I thought I smelled someone, but there’s nothing there.”
Their prey had wandered off, presumably in search of better grazing.
“Let’s leave them. We’ve been out too late already. I have a big meeting tomorrow. Let’s go back to the car.”
“Are you sure everything is all right?” she asked.
“Of course, it is.” he thought in that same practiced tone.
There was something so intimate, even invasive about being connected to Joe this way. She wasn’t just hearing his thoughts, she could feel what he was feeling. Feel it as strongly as if the emotion had been her own. In addition, no matter what he said, what Joe had felt was fear, on an almost primal level. 
The feeling startled her. It scared her. Joe was usually so strong. That feeling was the only thing keeping her from calling him out on lying to her. After some hesitation, Sierra made the decision to let it go.
For now.
He dropped her off at her apartment early in the morning, before driving to his place. Sierra tiptoed  past Molly’s door and crawled into bed. She lay awake for a long time, wondering why Joe would lie to her and thinking about how scared he had been. She fell asleep with that word ringing ominously through her head.
“Strangers.”
*
Nightmares plagued Sierra’s sleep that night.
She dreamed she was back in the woods near Sleuth. Joe was gone, but she could smell him somewhere, that lovely, musky scent of him. Beneath that smell was the sharp smell of fear. Fear of strangers in the dark.
There was no moon. Sierra ran naked through the woods, branches cutting into her skin as she whipped past. The shadows were pressing in on her. Reaching out to her with grasping fingers that would snatch her up and never let go.
She had to shift. If she could shift, the strangers wouldn’t be able to get her. She could find Joe then, and she could save him from whatever was making him so afraid.
But try as she might, her body would not shift. She willed it as hard as she could, all the while staring up in vain at the absent moon.
The shadows were catching up.
Sierra pushed her mind harder, trying to conjure up the exact feeling of being a bear. Something in her mind was holding her back, telling her not to change. Sierra screamed in frustration and drowned the little voice out, focused entirely on shifting.
Just as the shadows started to grasp her, the electric feeling started. She was going to shift! She could get away now! Sierra embraced the feeling, letting her body change as she fought back the shadows.
BAM!
The deafening bang woke Sierra with a start. Dazed from the dream, her mind spun wildly, trying to make sense of what had happened.
She was lying in bed, staring up at the ceiling -- a ceiling which seemed somewhat further away than she expected it to be, with the chain on the ceiling fan dangling several inches out of reach instead of the usual grasping distance. The mattress beneath her was cocked at the strange angle and something was poking into her back. Coming out of her cloudy state now, she realized that the bed had collapsed underneath her.
It had collapsed underneath her because she had shifted into bear form in her sleep.
With dawning horror, she heard Molly running towards her room.
“Sierra?! What was that? Are you alright?” she shouted.
Molly tried the bedroom door. The handle rattled, but remained mercifully in place. Sierra took a moment to thank all the gods that she had remembered to lock her door last night.
 
On the other side of the locked door, Molly was frantic. She was banging on the door now and continuing to rattle the handle.
“Sierra? Are you okay? Answer me!”
Reflexively, Sierra tried to answer. Instead of reassurances, what came out of her mouth was a strangled sort of moan produced by her deep, bear vocal cords. Sierra cursed herself for trying as the noise sent Molly right over the edge into a tailspin of panic. The door banged on its hinges as Molly tried unsuccessfully to knock it down.
“Why is your door locked? So I spilled a can of paint on your laptop one time! If you die 
BANG! BANG! BANG!
“I’m calling 911!”
Molly ran off. Sierra could hear the muted sounds of her panicked phone call to 911, and some kind of crashing noise. Sierra tried to move off the wrecked bed. What little of the bed structure that remained, groaned beneath her weight. Her claws sunk into the bedding, shredding it beneath her. 
Cursing and wondering how on earth she was going to explain all this, she tried to shift back into human form.
“I need to picture my body.” She told herself. “Picture my face, my hair, the way my hands do not usually shred things…”
Nothing happened. Remembering the naughty thoughts that lead to her shift last time, she tried to think about Joe. But all that the memory of Joe brought up was a lot of righteous anger accompanied by the thought, “Why didn’t he warn me about this?”
That was when she heard the whir of the power drill. Molly was taking her door off the hinges.
“SHIFT!” she screamed internally. “SHIFT NOW!”
Her frantic need to resume human form finally convinced her body to cooperate. Her body began to shift as she heard one screw after another drop to the floor with a faint clink.
Sierra felt her claws recede just as the door fell inward. It cracked as it hit the ground, revealing Molly framed behind it, drill in hand. Sierra was naked on all fours in the remains of the bed, now fully human. Molly rushed to her and knelt on the ruined bed.
“I’m fine!” Sierra insisted in a choked voice.
She sat up and looked around for something to put on. The ripped remains of her red satin nightgown were scattered around her. Sierra tried to tuck them surreptitiously away.
“What happened?” Molly asked. Her jaw dropped as she surveyed the wreckage.
“I…I don’t know.” Sierra stammered. “It broke. The bed must be faulty.”
“Why didn’t you answer me?” Molly demanded.
“I…uh…I don’t remember. I think I hit my head.”
Molly proceeded to examine her head.
“I’m fine.” Sierra insisted again.
“You are not fine.” Molly said. “You were unconscious and you’re going to the hospital to make sure your head isn’t broken. Ambulance will be here any minute. I’m going to get you some clothes. Don’t move.”
Sierra slumped back in the bed, unwilling to argue. Molly pushed herself to her feet. She paused to look at the palm of her hand, which had several long, cinnamon colored hairs on it. Molly glanced around at the fur covering the bed.
“Are you hiding a dog?” she asked.
“Joe got a dog. Must have rubbed off.” Sierra lied quickly.
Molly accepted this without question. She tossed Sierra some yoga pants and a t-shirt out of the closet.
“Should I call the Governor?” she asked.
“I’ll call him.” Sierra reached for her cell on the nightstand.
The sound of the doorbell emanated from the living room. Molly rushed out of the bedroom to let in the paramedics. Sierra pulled on her clothes and dialed Joe’s number. He picked up after the third ring.
“Good morning, beautiful,” he said cheerfully.
“You have to get a dog now.” She said in a rushed undertone.
“What?”
Three EMTs rushed into the room, closely trailed by Molly.
“Here, let me take that,” Molly said, taking the phone out of her hand.
“How are you feeling ma’am?” an EMT asked.
“Could you look up?” another said as he shined a flashlight in her eyes.
They proceeded to wrap a blood pressure cuff on her arm and produce a stethoscope in a flurry of activity. Molly was talking to Joe.
“I don’t know, it just broke…They’re checking her now…How do you know she’s fine? You’re not here. That’s what she keeps saying. She’s not fine. I had to take the damn door down!”
The EMT with the stethoscope was listening intently.
“Ma’am, do you feel any shortness of breath? Light headed?”
“No.” Sierra insisted. “I’m fine. Really.”
“She’s tachy.” He said to the other EMTs.  “Heart rate’s 180.”
“Temperature’s 105.6.” another said.
Before she even had a chance to protest, two of the EMTs picked her up and deposited her on the gurney, while the other was asking Molly if she wanted to ride along.
“Joe, they’re taking her to the hospital. I have to go. You can meet us there,”  Molly said into the phone.
The EMTs were cutting off her clothes and covering her with ice packs. Sierra shivered violently.
“I’m fine,” she insisted again.
“You’re not fine. We’re taking you to emergency. This is going to make you sleep.”
“What will?” Sierra asked, and then felt the needle slide into her arm.
“Count back from ten.” They instructed her.
Her vision went gray around the edges.
“10…9…8…”
*
 
There were no dreams this time, but there were several moments where she woke up, if only for a few seconds.
The first time was in the ambulance. The siren was blaring. It made her head hurt. She saw Molly’s worried face floating over her own. Molly was holding her hand.
“She’s waking up.” A voice said.
Her eyelids felt so very heavy. She let them slide shut again.
The next time she woke to bright lights in her eyes. She was being wheeled down a hospital corridor. Masked faces loomed over her, exchanging urgent comments in medical jargon her sleepy brain couldn’t comprehend. She squinted against the lights for a few moments, then allowed her eyes to close again.
The next time she was looking up at the ceiling of a hospital room. It was quiet. Dark. There was moonlight shining through her window. It must have been hours later.
Joe was standing at the foot of her bed next to a doctor. The doctor was counting a rather large stack of cash. Sierra tried to talk, but only managed a small moan. Joe smiled at her.
“Go back to sleep, beautiful.” Joe told her. “Everything will be fine.”
She obliged.
She woke again later to the sounds of Joe and Molly talking. It was morning now. Bright beams of sunlight passed through the window, illuminating the dust particles in the air.
“Well, I’m gonna call my lawyer.” Molly was insisting. “This is medical malpractice.”
“She’s fine, Molly.”
“She is not fine.” Molly hissed. “Why does everyone keep insisting she’s fine? She had a 105-degree fever and her heart was trying to beat its way out of her chest. They can’t just call it a fluke and release her.”
“I’m being released?” Sierra asked sleepily.
Joe rushed over to her.
“I’m going to take you back to the mansion just as soon as you feel like getting up.”
Sierra sat up in bed.
“Could you give us a minute?” Joe asked Molly.
 
“Fine.” Molly said. “I’m gonna go call my lawyer. This whole place should be condemned.”
Molly exited the room, still muttering darkly about inept doctors.
“You need to get dressed and we need to go before Molly seeks a second opinion. I already had to pay off one doctor, three EMTs, and two nurses. Not to mention the paparazzi, who snapped your picture on the way in here. I will have to release a statement to the press now. And I’m not getting a dog just because your roommate is nosey,” Joe said in a rush.
“She’s not nosey. She is concerned and lacks boundaries. You are so getting a dog because I didn’t have a better explanation for the bear fur all over my broken bed. What is going on with me? Why didn’t you tell me this could happen?”
“I’m sorry. Look, we have to leave, okay? You can’t ever go to the hospital. You won’t need it, anyway. Your body is very good at healing itself. But your heart rate is faster than a human’s now and your temperature runs hotter and…I don’t really know what else is different, but I do not want them to cut you open and figure it out.”
There was that note of fear again, and Sierra didn’t need to be able to read his mind to notice it this time. Anger fading, Sierra got up out of bed.
“Okay. Let’s go.”
She hurriedly pulled off the hospital gown and took the bag of clothes Joe was offering. In the bag was a new pair of jeans, black leather flats, a beautiful lace bra and panty set, and a blue silk top from Bloomingdale’s, all exactly her size. Joe’s personal assistants really were amazing sometimes. Sierra made a mental note to bring them coffee the next time she came over. And perhaps ask how on earth they figured out what size panties she wears.
“What are we going to do about Molly?” Joe asked her.
“I really don’t know.” Sierra responded as she slipped on the shoes.
“I don’t suppose we could duct tape her mouth and throw her in a closet?”
“Tempting, but no.”
Joe held the door for her as they stepped out into the hallway.
 
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER 9
“You should have warned me.” Sierra told Joe.
They were back at the Governor’s Mansion now, safely tucked away in Joe’s bedroom, far from prying eyes and nosey roommates.
“About what?” Joe asked.
“About the telepathy. About having the resting pulse rate of a humming bird. About destroying my furniture by shifting in my sleep. Have you ever done that? How do you hide this with all these people around you all the time? I can’t even keep it secret from Molly.”
Joe chuckled and sat down on the big oak four-poster bed.
“I invest in sturdy furniture. Also, you’ll have more control when you’re older. Last time I shifted in my sleep was in a French brothel in 1949. That was awkward…”
“You’re going to have to tell me that story.” 
“Beautiful, I’m going to my grave with that story.” Joe replied. “Do you remember what you were dreaming about?”
Sierra sighed. She sat down on the bed next to him and took his hand.
“Strangers,” she said simply.
“What are you talking about?” Joe asked.
Angry, Sierra pulled her hand away and stood up.
“You know exactly what about! I’m talking about whoever was out there in the woods that scared you!”
“What makes you think I was scared?” Joe demanded defensively.
“You aren’t as good as shielding your thoughts as you think you are.” Sierra responded.
Never mind that all she caught was a single word. He didn’t need to know that. 
Sierra took some satisfaction in watching his eyebrows raise as he puzzled over how much she knew.
Joe sighed.
“I can’t hide anything from you, can I?”
“I’m an investigative journalist. Of course, you can’t hide anything from me. Nor should you, if you’d like to sleep with me sometime ever again.”
“Well, I’m a politician and a shifter. I should be capable of lying to anyone. Even gorgeous and annoyingly tenacious journalists.” Joe muttered.
 
Sierra sat back down.
“So, who are they?”
“I don’t know.” Joe said.
Sierra’s eyes narrowed.
“Really!” Joe insisted. “I don’t know who they are. I didn’t recognize their scent. They shouldn’t have been in my territory. There were at least five of them, and I didn’t like the odds on a confrontation. You can’t even run and not fall down.”
Sierra was confused.
“Five of them, you said.” 
“At least.” Joe said.
“Five…what?”
“Shifters.” 
“So…there’s…other bears? Besides the ones that live in Sleuth?”
Joe shook his head.
“Well, there are other bears, yes. But they weren’t bears.”
“There’s other kinds?” Sierra asked.
Joe nodded.
“I’ve met bobcats, cougars, hawks, foxes…I met a lion once when I was in Germany. And yes, there are such thing as werewolves. We don’t tend to socialize much. Most of us don’t trust other shifters. I try to keep an open mind, myself…but there’s an order to things. We have rules. They should have come straight to me and asked permission to be in my territory. The fact that they didn’t…they’re either young and don’t know the rules….or…”
“Or they’re breaking the rules deliberately,” Sierra finished.
“Precisely.” 
Sierra stared out the window at the manicured courtyard below. There were Canadian geese nesting in the pond. The scene was peaceful. Serene, even. It didn’t jibe with the worried feeling curling in her gut. Something told her these strange new shifters were not simply unaware of the rules.
“I don’t suppose they might just be were-bunnies or something?” Sierra asked without much hope.
Joe shook his head.
 
“No. Afraid not. They were some kind of predators for certain.”
“What are we going to do?” she asked.
“We keep an eye out. That’s all we can do right now. I’ve doubled the patrols around Sleuth, and sent search parties into the woods. They clearly don’t want to be found just yet.”
“And when you do find them?”
Joe shrugged nonchalantly.
“I’ll ask them why they’re here. If I don’t like their answer…we’ll figure it out then.”
He squeezed her hand.
“It’ll be fine. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
“I believe that.” Sierra told him. “I believe you can protect me. Just promise me you won’t try to protect me from ever knowing about the danger in the first place, okay?”
“I promise.” Joe said solemnly.
“Now what can I do to make it up to you?” He trailed his fingers over the buttons on her blouse.
“You can get a dog.”
*
They named her Cinnamon.
She was a brown poodle mixed with who knows what. She was fifty pounds and more fluff than actual dog. Sierra had a theory that if they shaved her she might just disappear altogether. She had soulful big brown eyes that begged them to take her home.
Sierra was amused and faintly alarmed to discover that when you’re the Governor, adopting a dog requires three consultants, several charitable donations, and a press conference. Simply walking into a pet store and buying a puppy was out of the question. It had to be an adult dog. One from a shelter, who would have otherwise died had Joe not rescued her. The shelter couldn’t be one that puts animals to sleep with abandon. It had to be one that would love to be a “no kill” shelter if not for a tragic lack of funding. Then, of course, came the sizeable donation from Joe to rectify the lack of funding.
A groomer had to be brought in to make sure Cinnamon looked pristinely clean and fluffed before exiting the shelter. She had a new patent leather collar and a silver, heart shaped ID tag. Sierra and Joe were also spiffed up for the occasion; Joe in his trademarked rolled up shirtsleeves and slacks, Sierra in a burgundy form fitting dress, pearls, and heels to match her dress, looking every inch the respectable partner.
It was, after all, an election year.
A small mob of press were waiting outside, including Kelly, the new girl at the Post who basically held her old fluff piece job. It was strange for Sierra being on this side of the microphones. She had, of course, promised Kelly an exclusive photo shoot later.
Ever since her story on the “escaped bear” last year, Sierra’s career had really taken off. Now she did stories on elections, important trials, and political scandals. They no longer sent her out to cover the exciting world of celebrity pet adoptions.
Sierra stood a little behind Joe, holding on to Cinnamon’s leash, as he gave his statement. Cinnamon was quite excited about all the attention. She was happily wagging her tail and drooling on Sierra’s shoes.
“Cinnamon, like all the animals here, just wanted a good home, with a loving family. I wish I could take every one of these cats and dogs home, but I can’t. That’s why I need your help. If you’re thinking of getting a new pet, consider adopting one of the many cats and dogs from shelters just like this one. If you can’t adopt right now, your donations ensure that these animals receive food and shelter.”
Joe opened the floor up for questions.
“So will you be a single parent? Or will you and Ms. Christie be raising Cinnamon together?” one reporter asked.
Joe turned to Sierra and smiled.
 
“I’ll be taking care of Cinnamon myself,” Joe said.  “Though I’m sure she’ll enjoy visiting with Ms. Christie as much as I do.”
Cinnamon barked, as if in approval, eliciting laughter from the press.
A few more questions and many adorable photographs later, Joe, Sierra, and Cinnamon were in the town car on their way home.
“Perhaps I misspoke.” Joe mused.
“What do you mean?” Sierra asked as she scratched Cinnamon behind the ears.
“Maybe we should be raising her together.”
Sierra laughed.
“I don’t know. Me? A parent? I’m not sure I’m ready for that kind of commitment,” she joked.
“I’m serious.” 
Sierra considered it.
“Wouldn’t we have to live together first?” she asked. “Won’t that upset the conservative voting demographic? Us shacking up? Living in sin with our bastard child?”
“So let’s get married,” Joe replied without missing a beat.
Sierra choked on her water.
“Was that a proposal?” she asked him, bewildered.
Joe fell into shocked silence, thinking on the words that had just come out of his mouth.
“No,” he said, finally. “No, of course not.”
Sierra felt her heart sink. The feeling surprised her. She had never considered herself to be the marrying kind. She valued her independence too much to be tied down by a traditional family life. Yet, when she thought about Joe, the possibility of marriage and babies, or even fur babies, didn’t seem so bad. Maybe she really was the marrying kind. She just hadn’t found the right guy yet.
“I wouldn’t just propose to you in an offhand manner in the back of a town car. If I were to ask you to marry me, it would be special. There’d be music and moonlight and champagne and roses. I’d get down on one knee with the biggest diamond I could find and beg you to be mine. That would be how I would propose. Not like this.”
Sierra smiled.
“Well…” she said slowly, “I’ll look forward to that.”
 
 



CHAPTER 10
Joe dropped her off at her apartment. Sierra floated up the stairs to her floor, her thoughts full of champagne bubbles and engagement rings. She found herself humming as she opened up her front door.
She was greeted by the sight of Zeke lying naked on her coffee table.
“Oh my god!” she exclaimed, and quickly averted her eyes.
“Sierra!” Zeke yelled in surprise.
He jumped off the coffee table and scrambled to cover himself up. He picked up a small potted cactus and held it in front of his crotch.
Molly poked her head into the room.
“You’re home early,” she said cheerfully.
“Molly, what the hell?” Sierra said.
She noticed the easel set up in front of the coffee table, along with Molly’s paints.
“Oh,” Sierra said, feeling embarrassed. “You’re modeling for her. Okay.”
“Yup.” Molly confirmed. “Also, we’re having sex.”
Zeke blushed furiously. Molly tossed him his pants.
“Sweetie, maybe you should go home now.” Molly said to him.
“Right.” Zeke awkwardly pulled his pants on. “Ma’am, I’m sorry I was naked on your coffee table.”
“It’s no problem.” Sierra assured him.
Zeke kissed Molly on the cheek.
“I’ll call you later?” he asked.
“Sure, sweetie.” Molly said.
Zeke headed for the door, then stopped and turned back to Sierra.
“You’re not gonna tell Joe about this, right?” 
“I don’t think so. No.” Sierra said.
Zeke smiled with relief and scrambled out the door.
“He’s a little young for you, isn’t he?” Sierra said to Molly.
Molly stretched out of the couch.
“He is.” She agreed with a smile. “He’s young, and energetic, and very eager to please.”
She sighed in a self-satisfied way and sipped her wine. Sierra rolled her eyes.
“Well, I think he’s also in love with you. Be gentle with him, ok?”
“Noted.” 
Sierra returned the potted cactus to the corner and kicked off her shoes.
“I saw you on the news. Along with the cute, fluffy puppy.” Molly said.
Yeah, Joe thought I should be there for the adoption.” Sierra said.
She walked into the kitchen to pour herself some wine.
“I thought you said he already got a dog. Not was getting a dog.” Molly said.
Sierra froze with her back to Molly, wine bottle in hand. She had rather hoped Molly would overlook that slight continuity issue.
“He had got a dog already. It just took a few days to organize the press conference. He didn’t want to announce it until then.”
“Oh.” Molly said.
There was something in her tone Sierra didn’t like.
“What?” she asked her.
“Nothing.” Molly didn’t sound the least bit convincing.  “Just seems like an odd choice. Hiding a dog for a week. It can’t take that long to call some reporters.”
“Well…you know…politics….” Sierra said. She grasped frantically for a change of subject. She settled on looking over the half-finished painting propped up on the easel.
“So…” she said finally, “Why’d you paint him blue?”
*
“Have you seen him yet?” Kelly asked.
Sierra was pouring cream into her “No Coffee No Workie” mug in the break room at The Post. She’d had yet another night of nightmare-plagued sleep and really needed the caffeine boost.. At least this time she hadn’t woken up with claws.
Kelly was helping herself to a yogurt cup from the refrigerator.
“Seen who?” Sierra asked.
“The new owner.” Kelly said.
The office had been buzzing for days about the new majority shareholder, Dorrian Taylor. He was some rich guy from New York, who apparently just got it in his head last week that he’d like to own a newspaper.
“He’s here?” Sierra asked.
Kelly nodded.
“I guess he wanted to see what all his money bought him,” Sierra . “So you haven’t seen him yet?”
“No. Why? Does he have a really bad comb-over or something?”
Kelly gave her a knowing look.
“Just wait till you see him.” She said, grinning.
Sierra returned to her desk, coffee in hand. Joe had gotten her yet another new desk. This one was a black maple with silver hardware. She kept a picture of her and Joe at his cabin in Sleuth in one corner. The silver frame perfectly matched the desk. The surface was a mess of post it notes and crumpled paper.
She was working on a story on the mayor’s mistress; a much younger staffer and BDSM practitioner. Sierra almost had the girl convinced she should sign the photo release. She picked up the phone to call her. Maybe she could take her out to lunch again. Some place expensive, with a lot of wine.
“Well you’re as breathtaking in person as you are in your photograph.” A man’s voice said from behind her.
Sierra wheeled her chair around. The man held out his hand to her.
“Dorrian Taylor,” he introduced himself. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Sierra.”
Sierra immediately understood why he had made such an impression on Kelly. He was young to be so successful, maybe early thirties, and knock down gorgeous. He had the most piercing blue eyes Sierra had ever seen. They were the color of the sky at midday in the springtime. He kept his golden blond hair neatly trimmed and styled. The orderly 
hairstyle went well with his custom tailored suit. The fit of it nicely accentuated his thin, muscular frame.
Sierra found herself momentarily speechless. Finally, she managed to choke out, “You’ve seen my picture?”
“Sierra, darling, the entire office has seen your picture.” He indicated the nearby framed photograph on the wall.
It was the picture of her being attacked  by Eric. The one that brought her first front page byline.
“Right.” Sierra was  embarrassed.
“Not to mention you’re sleeping with the Washington State Governor and that makes the press ever so fond of snapping your picture. I’m certain everyone is quite familiar with your visage at this point. And yet, I maintain that all those photographs fail to do you justice.”
“Th-Thank you.” 
“I’d like to take you to lunch. Does one o’clock work for you?”
“Ummm…” Sierra seemed to have temporarily forgotten how to make words. “Is this a work related lunch?”
“Whatever else would it be?” he asked.
He said it was work related, but the way he smiled at her said anything but. She didn’t really like the way his eyes seemed to drill into her, either. Still, you didn’t exactly turn down a work lunch with the owner of the paper.
“One is fine.”
“Perfect.” He flashed her another million-dollar smile and walked away.
Sierra turned back to her computer, still feeling like his eyes were on her. 
Kelly shot her a knowing look from across the room. Couldn’t he go hit on Kelly instead? Kelly, who, unlike Sierra, was not in a loving, committed relationship with a man who could, quite literally, rip Dorrian’s head off should he feel sufficiently compelled to do so? 
Sierra stared at the picture on her desk and wondered what Joe would think about this “working lunch”.
After some consideration, she decided it would be fine. She could handle herself. Having a gorgeous stranger shower her with compliments was not the end of the world. If things really got really out of hand, she could always nail his ass for sexual harassment.
Or, she thought with a smile, she could always rip his head off herself.
 
She turned to her phone, intending to call the Mayor’s office, then paused. She looked over her shoulder. Dorrian was stepping into the editor’s office, not likely to sneak up on her again. It couldn’t hurt to do a little digging on her lunch date.
She opened up her web browser and queried “Dorrian Taylor”.
Dorrian was old money. Very old money. His great great grandfather was a railroad tycoon. Tristen Taylor had died young at age thirty-eight from TB, leaving his considerable fortune to his estranged son, Cyrus. Each subsequent generation of Taylor men had gown the family fortune to its now considerable sum. 
Dorrian Taylor was worth billions. He’d made a name for himself in corporate takeovers, ruthlessly buying out companies and then restructuring them as he saw fit. Sierra was rapidly getting the impression that this was a man who liked to own things. And to be in charge, at least for a while.  He  would actually  manage most of the companies he purchased  for a few years. Then he would put someone else in charge and move on to his next acquisition.
Birth records showed that he had a 12-year-old son who lived with his mother in Greece. He wasn’t married, or, as best as she could tell, dating anyone. That basically made him the most eligible bachelor in the United States. He’d even been approached about doing one of those trashy harem reality shows last year, but had turned them down.
Sierra hurriedly closed her browser as Dorrian stepped back out of the office. He flashed her another smile as he glided by her desk.
Sierra cursed herself for staring at his perfectly sculpted ass as he walked away. She was going to have to be careful about this man.
 
 



CHAPTER 11
Dorrian chose the place for lunch. It was a little café that specialized in gourmet cheeses and wine. It was the kind of pretentious foodie place that Joe would hate, but Dorrian was perfectly at ease there. He ordered them a bottle of French wine and a platter of assorted cheeses with figs, marionberries, and a crusty, fresh baked baguette.
“Tell me something, Sierra,” he said as he spread rosemary chevre on a piece of bread. “You seem like a sophisticated, metropolitan woman. Am I right?”
“I suppose so,”  Sierra replied cautiously.
“I’m curious about your relationship with Governor Joe. A man whose reputation is built on his appeal to the rough and tumble, everyman demographic. He hunts and camps and gets his hands dirty. What on earth do you have in common?”
Sierra sipped her wine and considered the question. It was true that on the surface they didn’t seem to have a lot of common interests. Sierra wasn’t much for going camping and Joe didn’t exactly spend a lot of time in galleries and museums. 
But what he didn’t understand was how liberating spending time with Joe was for her. With him, she felt like she could relax, let her hair down. She put so much pressure on herself every day to succeed that sometimes she felt as if she would burst from it. When she was with Joe, there was no pressure anymore.
“That doesn’t sound like a work related question.” She replied coolly.
“Oh, it absolutely isn’t.” he replied. “I’m curious, that’s all. As attractive as you are, surely you have your pick of men to choose from. And while dating the Governor surely has its advantages, wouldn’t you rather spend your time with someone who knows how to order wine in a nice restaurant?”
“Well,” Sierra said, “as it turns out, I am perfectly capable of ordering my own wine. I don’t enjoy being kept as much as you seem to think I do. Now did you plan on bringing up a work-related  topic any time soon? Or are you just here to flirt and insult my life choices?”
Dorrian was obviously taken aback. Perhaps he was unused to women talking back to him. Anger flashed in his blue eyes and he took a few moments to compose himself before replying.
“Work. Yes. I brought you here to discuss business.”
“Then let’s discuss business.” Sierra replied. “What are you planning to do with The Post?”
Dorrian didn’t answer. He sipped his wine and chose another piece of fruit. He ate the fig slowly, never taking his intense gaze off her. “Do you know what kind of man I am, Sierra? What sort of business it is that I do?” he asked.
“You buy things.” 
“I covet,” he said. I covet the things that I want, and I acquire them. Sometimes by buying them.”
He reached across the table and took her hand.
“And I am a man who, by and large, gets what he wants.”
Sierra snatched back her hand and stood up.
“And you want me, is that it?” she spat at him.
To her surprise, he laughed. He laughed as if at a private joke he hadn’t let her in on yet.
“You,” he said, “are  lovely. And deliciously strong willed. I’d like to throw you down right here and have you until you cum screaming. I’d do it not just because I find you attractive, but because I enjoy taking things that don’t belong to me. Having you would be a treat…”
He paused and sipped his wine.
“You are not what I want.”
“Then what do you want?” Sierra asked him.
He smiled.
“I want Sleuth.”
Sierra froze. She felt her heart skip a beat.
“Sit down,” he told her calmly. “You’re attracting attention.”
 
*
Slowly, Sierra sat back down in her chair. Her mind was a whirlwind of panic. She did her best to contain her emotions, and not reveal anything he might not already know.
Summoning her best dumb blond expression, she said to Dorrian, “You want what?”
“Don’t do that,” he told her as he helped himself to more cheese. 
“Don’t play dumb with me, Sierra. You don’t need to give me a reason to hurt you.”
Sierra found herself thinking about how her claws had easily sliced through tree bark. She stared back at him fearlessly.
“I very much doubt you could hurt me.” She said.
Dorrian chuckled.
“Ah, yes. You newborns always think you’re invincible. Tell me, Sierra, are you capable of running without careening into the trees yet?”
“I don’t know what you’re-”
“Don’t do that.” He told her again. “It’s tiresome. Now, if I deigned to, I could tear your heart out with my teeth and eat it faster than you could even dream of shifting. So please, stop playing coy, and let’s talk business.”
He said this as calmly as if he had been discussing the weather.
With dawning realization, Sierra said, “You were the one in the woods that night. You were watching us.”
“Clever girl. Yes. Myself, and my associates witnessed your little tumble in the woods.”
Sierra decided not to ask if he was referring to her falling down or making love with Joe. His creepy smile suggested he might well have meant both.
Her heart was pounding in her chest. Looking into his eyes, she didn’t doubt that he would kill her right there  just to make a point. There was something sociopathic about the way he could so coolly describe eviscerating her while sipping his glass of Bordeaux. 
Around them, life proceeded as normal. The café patrons chatted happily with each other, read newspapers, and ate their baguettes, blissfully unaware of the danger.
“Do you believe in anarchy?” he asked her.
“What?” Sierra asked, bewildered by the shift in conversation.
“Do you believe that society can remain civilized in the absence of government?”
“No.” Sierra said after some hesitation. She wondered where on earth this was going.
“Nor do I.” Dorrian replied. “Which is why I believe it is a mistake that shifters in this country remain largely ungoverned. They tend to fall into loose geographical conglomerations. Most of those are overseen by an Alpha or sometimes a council. But those Alphas are not held accountable by anyone. They all make their own rules. And that’s not even accounting for the many shifters living outside the pack structure.
 It’s chaos. Such ineffective management is what could lead to our discovery. What would have happened if someone shot the shifter who  attacked you in the street? I hear you were just admitted to the hospital? We simply can’t have mistakes like this occurring if we wish to continue to avoid human detection.”
“Those things weren’t Joe’s fault.” Sierra protested.
“Joe’s Alpha.” Dorrian countered. “That makes it his responsibility to ensure accidents like these do not occur. Still, I can’t expect constant perfection, and he’s doing a better job than most. The pack I acquired last week in Savannah were eating so many humans the police thought they had a serial killer. So if he agrees to my terms, I would be willing to keep him on as Alpha.”
“What are your terms?” Sierra asked.
Dorrian smiled and reached into his briefcase. He produced a legal document at least forty pages long and passed it to Sierra. He then produced a second document twice as long as the first. The first was headed “Merger Agreement”. The second “Constitution of the Shifters Alliance of the United States”. Sierra scanned them briefly.
“I currently control fifty-eight packs in the North Eastern and Central United States. Sleuth will be the first of many Western packs. Each pack is managed by their independently selected Alpha, but I set the laws and maintain the authority to remove and replace that Alpha if I think it is necessary. 
As Omega, I oversee all the packs, make sure they follow the laws, pay taxes, and provide for them as needed.”
“And what if we don’t want to join your little totalitarian state?”
Dorrian paused. He set down his wine glass and looked her in the eye.
“Then I will slaughter one third of the population of your little town and leave one of my own people in charge. And I’ll take you back to New York with me, where I’ll keep you in a little cage and use you as I see fit.”
And then he smiled.
Dorrian stood up. He carefully set some money on  the table for the check, finished off his wine, and turned to go.
“Tell Joe he has a week to think it over.”
He brushed one long finger over her bare shoulder as he walked out. Sierra’s skin crawled under his touch. The door shut behind him with a faint tinkle of the welcome bell. Sierra was left at the table, alone, clutching the papers in shaking hands.
*
              The end table made a perfect arc as it sailed through the air before connecting with the wall with a bang. It shattered spectacularly, breaking into at least six separate pieces that tumbled to the floor. It left behind a significant dent in the wall. Plaster dust rained down on the broken scraps of wood.
Joe had not been happy to hear about her lunch date with Dorrian.
In a rage, he seized upon a chair and went to hurl that as well. There was a very tentative knock on the bedroom door.
“Sir?” the meek voice of one of the maids intoned from behind the door. “Is everything alright?”
“It’s fine! Go away!” he shouted.
Sierra heard the maid’s footsteps retreating. Joe proceeded to rip the upholstered chair in half and throw each piece to the ground. Fluffy bits of stuffing drifted around the room. Joe grabbed the hope chest sitting at the foot of the bed.
“Okay! Enough!” Sierra shouted at him.
She yanked the big trunk out of his hands and took a brief moment to marvel at how easily she could lift it.
“I know you’re angry! Stop taking it out on the antiques!”
Joe collapsed into the remaining armchair in a huff, clutching the documents Dorrian had passed along.
“THAT SON OF A BITCH CAN’T JUST WALTZ IN HERE AND-”
“I know.” Sierra said. She knelt next to him and took his hand.
“IF HE THINKS HE CAN THREATEN YOU-”
“I know.” Sierra said again. She stroked  his thigh lightly.
They sat that way for a long time; Joe breathing heavily, slowly regaining his calm, Sierra leaning her head on his leg, kissing him and stroking.
“I won’t let him hurt you,” he said quietly. “You, or any of my pack. It’s my job to protect them…”
Joe put his head in his hands.
“How am I going to protect them?”
Sierra stood up. She took Joe’s face in her hands and lifted it up to meet her eyes.
 
“You’ll find a way,” she told him. “We’ll find a way. It’s going to be alright. We’re not letting this slimy bastard beat us.”
She kissed him gently. Joe took her head in his hands and pulled her close, deepening the kiss. There was a hunger in him. An almost desperate quality in the way he kissed her. It felt like he didn’t just want her, but needed her, a need so powerful it could swallow her up. Sierra allowed herself to be lost in that feeling.
Joe stood and enveloped her in his strong arms. He buried his finger in her hair, locking her in his embrace. Sierra fumbled with the buttons of his shirt. She undid them slowly, one by one, letting her fingers trail across the muscles on his chest as she did so. She pushed the shirt off his shoulders and reached for his belt buckle. Joe’s lips moved to her neck, sending shivers down her spine as he kissed that smooth spot where her neck met her clavicle.
 
She had his pants off now, leaving him standing before her naked except for his black silk boxers, which clung to his muscular thighs. The boxers were pulled taut  by his throbbing erection.
Joe pulled her blouse over her head. He knelt and kissed a line down from her navel to the top of her skirt, and in one deft motion pulled that off as well. Her body ached for him. She moaned as he ran a finger lightly across her panties; just the barest graze along her clit. It was torture. She pushed her panties off and he repeated the motion, just the lightest touch, and she moaned again.
“Please,” she panted, not able to articulate anything beyond that.
Joe smiled at her and obliged. He lowered his mouth and sucked on her clit as he slid two, practiced fingers inside her. She whimpered as those fingers stroked her g-spot.
Sierra pulled him up and steered him towards the bed, unhooking her bra as she did so and letting it drop to the floor. He stroked one thumb across her nipple and he continued to kiss her.
They fell onto the bed, tangled up in each other. Sierra hooked one leg around him and buried her hands in the hair on his chest. She pulled on it and he groaned appreciatively. There was fire smoldering in his eyes as he straddled her.
There was only the thin silk of those boxers between them now. They were thin enough that he pushed the tip of his cock into her, just an inch. One, agonizing little inch. The boxers were wet when he pulled them back out.
“Please,” she begged him again, “Please, please, please.”
He slid off the boxers, revealing his huge cock. He entered her ever so slowly. Sierra threw her head back as she felt him fill her up. She held his body close to hers as he thrust into her. He buried his hands in her hair again and kissed her desperately.
They lost themselves in each other. There was no more worry. No more Dorrian. There was only them, locked in this glorious moment together, building towards their fall.
Sierra held him tighter, her legs wrapped around him as she came, shaking. Joe whispered that he loved her and came a moment later. Sierra could feel his heart pounding in his chest.
They lay that way a long time, trying to catch their breath as they gazed into each other’s eyes.
Joe stroked her hair.
“What are we going to do?” she asked him.
He kissed her and held her tighter, lost for an answer.
*
“Sierra…Sierra wake up.”
Sierra opened her eyes groggily. She was still naked and tangled up in Joe’s sheets. Cinnamon was sleeping by her feet, snoring.
Joe was shaking her lightly, trying to wake her. He was showered and dressed in one of his better suits. Based on the half-light streaming through the window, it was just passed dawn.
“Sierra,” he prodded her, “You have to get ready now or we’ll miss our flight.”
Sierra blinked and tried to process his words.
“Our flight?” she asked. “Where are we flying?”
“Atlanta.”
She sat up in bed, fixing her tousled hair.
“Why are we flying to Atlanta?”
*****
Two hours later, they were sitting in first class on their way to Georgia. Sierra sipped her fourth cup of coffee, hoping the caffeine would kick in soon.
“Dorrian claims he has control of fifty-eight packs.” Joe said and he consulted a legal pad filled with scribbled notes. “The closest is a pack in Atlanta. Werewolves. The pack leader’s name is Pearl. She just so happens to be an old friend of mine. We’re meeting her for dinner.”
“And what do you hope to gain from this dinner?” Sierra asked.
“Dorrian’s a tyrant,”  Joe said. “It’s not loyalty that binds these packs to him. It’s fear. Fear, mostly, or the strength of these other packs.  If I can convince them to turn on him, he won’t have the strength to back up his threats. So we start with Pearl, and then we convince fifty-seven more Alphas.”
Sierra nodded and nibbled her in-flight peanuts.
“We won’t need fifty-seven more.” She countered. “We’d need…twenty. Maybe less. Dorrian’s a business man. We don’t need all of them. We just need enough that if he tried to take control back he’d lose too many people. We need enough that it’s no longer cost effective for him.”
Two hours later, they landed at Atlanta International Airport. As they stepped out the front doors, Sierra was hit with a humidity so thick for a moment she couldn’t breathe. She peeled off her coat and squinted up at the sun as Joe helped their driver load their luggage into the town car. Sierra climbed into the shaded car gratefully, sucking in the cool, air-conditioned air. Joe noticed and laughed at her.
“They have this thing here in Georgia,” he told her. “It’s called sunlight. Not sure if you’ve heard of it.”
Sierra rolled her eyes at him and reached for a bottled water, already missing the rainy skies in Washington.
The town car took them to their hotel, where Joe and Sierra showered and changed for dinner. Joe eyed her with lust and approval as she stepped out of the bathroom in a short, green dress and heels. She turned to the mirror to put in her earrings and watched Joe’s reflection staring at her.
“What?” she asked him.
Joe stood behind her and kissed a line from her neck to her shoulder.
“I think we can be a little late.” 
Forty-five minutes later, they were back in the town car and Sierra was trying valiantly to fix her hair again. She finally gave up on trying to re-tame the curls and pulled it back into a loose bun.
Pearl lived in a sprawling old plantation house at the end of an unmarked dirt road. Bright green ivy crept up the sides of the white building. There were wolves wandering all over the property, most of them currently taking naps in patches of sunlight on the wide front porch. An old woman was waiting for them by the door. She wore a flowered dress that went well with her wide brimmed, pink sun hat and had her long, white hair neatly pinned in a bun. She looked like the perfect caricature of a southern belle. She smiled a broad, gap-toothed grin as they stepped out of the car.
“Well bless my heart. Joe, you are a sight for sore eyes.” She said in a heavy southern accent.
Joe took her hand in his and kissed it.
“You’re a vision, Pearl. Is that a new hat?”
“Oh you flatter an old woman,” she said with a smile. “And who is your lovely friend?”
“This is my mate, Sierra.”
Sierra tried not to let the terminology give her pause. Pearl pulled her into a hug.
“Well, it is a pleasure to meet you, sugar. It’s about time our boy settled down. I’m immortal and I still never thought I’d live to see the day.”
Pearl invited them in, pausing to scratch one of the wolves on the head affectionately before leading them though the grand front doors. She led them from the marble foyer into the dining room, where dinner was just being served. The table was resplendent in white linens and fine china. There was fried chicken, corn bread, cheese grits (Sierra had to ask what a “grit” was), and collard greens, along with plenty of sweet tea and homemade peach ice cream for dessert.
Joe kept the conversation casual throughout the meal, asking about how her pack was doing and where her adorable grandchildren were. Other pack members filtered in and out of the room as they ate, some staying to chat, others just eyeing them curiously before snagging a piece of chicken. It wasn’t until they were sipping an after dinner brandy in the parlor that Joe brought up why they were here.
“I’ve been approached by Dorrian Taylor about joining his Alliance,” he said.
Pearl’s smile stiffened. She took another quiet sip of her brandy.
“Pearl,” Joe said, “You are a singular and powerful lady, with a pack of over a hundred.”
“It’s almost two hundred now.” Pearl corrected.
“Why would you give an inch to this tyrant?” Joe asked.
Pearl looked offended. She wouldn’t meet Joe’s eye, speaking instead to her brandy sifter.
“Joe,” she said, “I want you to listen to me very carefully now. I don’t have any objection to Dorrian being in charge. I don’t see any call to stir up trouble. I  know it’ll hurt your pride, but I advise you to give that man what he wants.”
 “But you have a pack of two hundred,” Sierra protested. “We have eighty bears. And if we can convince others to join us-”
Pearl stood.
“Now, you listen, young lady. I don’t think you’re hearin’ me. I’m not interested in what you’re planning. I don’t want any trouble. And if ya’ll are planning to stir things up, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”
Pearl’s face was stern as she showed them to the door. She shut it behind them with a bang, and threw the bolt. The wolves on the porch eyed them as they made their way down the steps and back to their car.
“She’s scared.” Sierra said.
“Yes.” Joe said, shaking his head. “And Pearl isn’t scared of anything.”
Their car started down the long dirt drive, away from the plantation.
“We’ll keep trying.” Sierra said finally, breaking the silence. “There’s still fifty-seven more packs.”
“Yeah.” Joe agreed. “Maybe Pearl’s finally gone soft. We’ll keep trying.”
*
They gave up after the thirtieth pack.
No one wanted to talk about Dorrian. No one would hear a word against him. And most of the Alphas weren’t nearly as nice about it as Pearl had been.
In the basement under a bar in Baton Rouge, the Alpha of a pack of alligators had threatened to eat them if they didn’t leave immediately. The Alpha who had set up shop on a riverboat in New Jersey had simply stopped talking to them as soon as they mentioned Dorrian’s name. She sat in silence until they gave up and left. The Alpha in Bangor actually had them thrown out.
A few had at least spoken with them, but they all had the same message as Pearl. Each said they were perfectly happy with Dorrian in charge, and advised Joe to concede as well.
Six days after they set out, the jet-lagged pair boarded their flight back to Washington.
“What else can we do?” Joe asked her as the plane touched down at Seattle International.
Sierra sighed. “I don’t think there’s anything else we can do.” She said. “I think if we don’t want anyone to get hurt we have to give him what he wants.”
They went straight from the airport to Sleuth. Joe called everyone to a gathering and explained to them what was going to happen. Many people protested. There was a lot of shouting, and people throwing things as Joe had done. Many insisted they could fight Dorrian’s people off.
But then Joe and Sierra explained the full scope of Dorrian’s power, and how curiously unwilling the other packs had been to turn against him. Little by little, the protests quieted, until everyone arrived at the same foregone conclusion Joe and Sierra had. Without help from other packs, there was simply no choice but to give in.
Unable to form the words himself, Sierra called Dorrian for Joe that night, and told him they agreed to his terms. Dorrian said he would be there tomorrow morning, to speak with the pack and accept his surrender. Sierra hung up the phone feeling sick.
Neither of them felt like making love that night. Instead, they just held each other. Unable to sleep, they lay awake for most of the night, staring out the window at the moonless sky. Not talking. Just wrapped up in each other, thinking about what was to come the next day and trying in vain to think of a way out of it.
Sierra finally drifted off to sleep thinking about Pearl. Pearl, who had a pack of two hundred wolves, and wasn’t scared of anything. What had made her so afraid to fight back? What had they gotten themselves into?
 
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER 12
Someone was screaming.
Sierra stirred in her sleep, unsure if the noise came from real life or her dreams.
But it was definitely screaming. Somewhere in the distance, a woman was screaming.
Sierra opened her eyes. There were five, large, armed men in the cabin. One of them clamped a hand over her mouth. Sierra bit down on his hand, causing him to swear loudly and release her. She screamed.
Joe startled awake from the noise. He lunged at the man closest to Sierra, tackling him to the ground. One of the men rushed to assist his friend while the others made a grab for Sierra.
“RUN!” Joe screamed at her, before shifting and ripping the pinned man’s throat out in a shower of blood.
Sierra fled the cabin, barefoot.
Sleuth was in chaos. There were people screaming everywhere. One of the cabins was on fire. The light from the fire destroyed her night vision and she stumbled over a rock. One of her pursuers followed her out of the cabin. But it wasn’t a man chasing her now. It was a leopard. There were leopards running all over Sleuth.
Sierra ran towards the trees as fast as she could, the leopard hot on her heels. She needed to shift. It was the only way she stood a chance. Sierra gazed up in vain at the absent moon. She silently begged her body to shift, but nothing happened. The leopard closed on her and knocked her to the ground. He pinned her and bared his long, glistening white teeth at her throat.
 
Sierra heard a familiar cry. It was Brenda. Brenda was crouched next to a cabin, crying and screaming in terror as a leopard approached her. Sierra screamed and tried to break free. She couldn’t let anything happen to that little girl.
 
And as if it had simply been waiting for her command, her body responded. She shifted. It caught the leopard pinning her by surprise and threw him off. Now able to hear the thoughts of the shifters around her, she heard the leopard cursing her, and marveling that she managed to shift at the new moon. Sierra paid him no mind. She barreled towards Brenda, knocking the leopard aside with a swipe of her paw.
 
With Brenda safely tucked into a corner, Sierra stood in front of her, teeth bared, daring anyone to come near that little girl.
“Joe!” she reached out with her mind. “Joe, can you hear me? What’s happening?”
“The kids!” Joe responded. “They’re after the kids!”
Three leopards were approaching her, slowly. They growled softly and slunk towards her. Another jumped gracefully down from a nearby rooftop and joined them. They started to encircle her. Sierra tried to keep her eyes fixed on all of them, waiting for the strike and not sure what she was going to do once they did. She steeled herself for the attack. Brenda was crying.
The leopards crouched and then leaped at her, closing the gap between them. They landed on top of her, claws and teeth flying. One of them landed on her back and sunk its teeth into her. With a howl of pain, Sierra moved violently and shook it off. The leopard flew into the cabin wall and slunk down, unconscious. The other three were not so easily dislodged. Within moments they had her pinned, glistening teeth bared at her throat.
Suddenly, the leopards were ripped off her. Sierra blinked the blood out of her eyes to see what had happened.
It was Joe. He had appeared out of nowhere, his shiny black fur reflecting the light of the fire. With a roar, he bit into a leopard’s head.  Almost half the head disappeared in his powerful jaws. He spit out the bloody chunk of skull and moved on to the next one. The discarded leopard corpse phased back into human form. Joe’s claws ripped into another one’s white underbelly, leaving a trail of carnage in their wake.
“Sierra,” a familiar voice sounded in her head. “Sierra, darling, look at me. You may consider telling him to stop.”
Dorrian was in leopard form, curled up and almost lazily watching the chaos he’d created. Somehow, Sierra knew that pale yellow colored leopard was him. He was laying on the top of a cage mounted on a truck.
The cage was full of children. Their children. All the kids that lived in Sleuth. They’d even taken the babies, who were now clutched in the trembling arms of some of the older kids. Dorrian’s men were standing around the cage pointing guns at them.
“I don’t need them all.” Dorrian said to her. “You can shift and surrender now, or you can do it after I tell them to start shooting. It’s your decision.”
He yawned lazily.
“You too, Joe.” He added. “You will shift and you will come here and kneel to me now, or I’ll kill her.”
 
Horrorstruck, Sierra shifted back to human form. Joe stopped, staring at Dorrian warily. The remaining leopard shifted, grabbed a kicking and screaming Brenda, and headed for the truck. Joe made no move to stop him.
Shaking, Sierra walked towards Dorrian. He leaped off the roof of the truck, landing noiselessly on the ground. His eyes bored into her as she walked towards him, never wavering. He was smiling in a self-satisfied way, as if he had already won. Maybe he had won. He waited patiently for her to come to him. She stopped just inches in front of him.
“Don’t hurt them.” She begged.
“Never, darling.” He said. He reached a hand out and gently stroked her hair, his eyes still locked on hers.
 
“Throw her in the truck.” He told his men without breaking her gaze.
Two men grabbed her from behind and steered her towards the cage. They shoved her rudely inside and tossed an old dress in after her. Sierra pulled it over her head gratefully, suddenly aware of the chill in the night air.
“I’m waiting, Joe.” Dorrian called out. “I do not like to be kept waiting.”
By now, most of Sleuth had assembled around the cage, some in human and some in bear form, but no one daring to make a move as long as those guns remained pointed at the cage. Sierra picked Brenda’s sobbing mother out in the crowd.
“Please give me back my baby.” She begged quietly as she leaned against her husband.
Joe shifted. Pain, fury, and wounded pride were written all over his face. He stared desperately at Sierra as he walked towards them.
He stood in front of Dorrian.
“I told you to kneel.” Dorrian said.
Joe gave a pained sigh. Grudgingly, he knelt down.
“I agreed to your terms.” Joe said. “I accepted your leadership.”
“I know.” Dorrian said.
“Then, what is this?”
“What I have here behind me is a little insurance policy.”
He spoke loudly, addressing not just Joe, but all of Sleuth.
“Your children will not be harmed. They will be well taken care of. They will be fed, clothed, and receive the finest education. I’ll even allow you to Skype with them once a month, so you know that I’ve kept my word. Just so long as you continue to accept my leadership and pay your taxes. The moment you don’t, your children will die.”
“You don’t need to do this.” Joe pleaded.
Dorrian smiled.
“Yes, I do. How do you think it is that I have fifty-eight packs at my beck and call? A few hostages go a long way towards ensuring continued loyalty. Now, I don’t normally take adults, but since you don’t have any children, I’ll make do with Sierra here. And you have my word I won’t hurt her.”
Joe’s eyes met hers. He looked lost, powerless.
Dorrian held out his hand to shake Joe’s.
“Thank you for your cooperation.”
*
It was the longest night of Sierra’s life.
The truck bumped along in the dark for hours. The guards had tied a stained drop cloth down over the top of the cage, hiding all of them from questioning eyes. For a long time, this made it pitch black inside. With no moon, and no street lights out in the woods, they couldn’t see more than an inch in front of them. Eventually, when they reached the highway, the occasional streetlight or headlights illuminated the scared and tear stained faces of the children clutching each other inside. By that pale yellow light, Sierra saw fear and panic in their eyes and wished in vain there was something she could do.
Sierra sat in one corner on the hard truck bed. The children had gravitated towards her, grateful for any grown up presence. She held a baby in her arms while another child sat in her lap. The girl in her lap had peed in her pants. Brenda was next to her, hugging her arm, and a small boy she didn’t know, leaned against her other side. They all cried continuously. They said they were cold. They were scared. They wanted their mommies. The baby in her arms just screamed and screamed until Sierra thought the sound would drive her mad.
 
She did her best to reassure them, but the words rang hollow. Still, she continued to repeat them, like a mantra, willing them to be true.
“It’s okay. You’re okay. It’s going to be alright. Everything will be alright.”
There was no sense of time in that cold, dark cage. Only movement, as the truck sped along the night road, the roar of traffic ringing in their ears.
After some time most of the children had gone to sleep. Sierra would doze off only for moments before snapping awake again. She was too aware of the danger they were in to fall asleep.
She had a long time to think on that sleepless night. She thought about that hopeless look in Joe’s eyes as he had stared at her through the bars. Would she ever get back to him? Would they even see each other again?
Now she understood why none of the other packs had wanted to help them. With a pang of sadness and recognition, she remembered the way Pearl had neatly dodged Joe’s inquires about the whereabouts of her grandchildren.
None of them would fight. Not with their children at stake. The price was just too high. And now, with her and all the children of Sleuth in Dorrian’s clutches, Joe wouldn’t fight either. He couldn’t.
She was never going to see him again.
It was only with that realization that she allowed herself to cry.
After some time, she became aware that it must be dawn. Slowly, the light inside the cage brightened. The morning light corresponded with a change in the movements of the truck. They were slowing now, moving off the highway, and following several turns before bumping off the paved road and slowing to a stop.
Sierra heard the sounds of men getting out of the truck and the thud of their footsteps as they walked to the cage. One of them flipped up one side of the drop cloth. Sierra squinted at the sudden influx of light. Most of the children woke up, rubbing their eyes.
They were somewhere in the desert. From her limited view, Sierra couldn’t see any buildings or other signs of civilization. Just sloping brown sand dunes dotted with cactus. Probably no use yelling for help.
The two men were armed. One had his gun at the ready, pointing it directly at Sierra. The other was holding a grocery sack.
“Any of you kids allergic to peanut butter?” he asked.
Sierra blinked in surprise. No one answered him.
“Hey!” he yelled, and banged the butt of his rifle against the cage with a clang for emphasis. “Peanut allergies? Any of you got ‘um?”
Several of the kids shook their heads and a few managed a quiet “no”.
“Alright then.” he said, and unlocked the door of the cage.
Sierra had a split second to decide if she should try to escape. She pictured herself barreling into the guy with the bag. Maybe she could get his gun away in the confusion and take out the other one.
The man with the gun pointed at her looked her dead in the eyes. That look said he knew exactly what she was thinking about doing, and he was not going to allow it to work. Defeated, Sierra dropped her gaze.
Bag guy tossed in the grocery sack and shut the cage again. The kids tore into the sack. It was filled with peanut butter sandwiches and bottled water. There were bottles and formula at the bottom for the babies. The kids began to devour the sandwiches. Sierra set straight to feeding the baby girl in her arms. Once she had a bottle in her mouth she was finally, mercifully quiet.
Bag guy lowered the drop cloth again, plunging them back into darkness. Sierra listened to the crunch of their footsteps as they moved back towards the cab.
“Okay,” bag guy said to gun guy. “Call it.”
“Tails,” gun guy said.
 
There was the metallic ping of a coin being flipped. Bag guy cursed.
“Damnit. I’m exhausted.” he said.
“Too bad. You’ve got first watch.”
There was a slight creak  as bag guy leaned against the truck. Gun guy got into the cab, presumably to sleep. Then it was quiet.
Eventually, Sierra slept herself, too exhausted to worry anymore. Most of the kids seemed to have adopted the same mind set. They weren’t talking any more, or crying. They were just still; waiting to see what happened next.
As soon as it was nightfall, the truck started again. Another long, cold night. Another stop at sunrise in the middle of nowhere, this time surrounded by trees that reminded Sierra with a pang of home. Another bag of formula and peanut butter sandwiches.
“Where are you taking us?” she asked, and received no response.
But she already suspected where they were going.
Two more nights of driving. Two more days of sleeping in the cage. Every muscle in Sierra’s back had cramped painfully from not being able to stand.
And then on the fifth night, they arrived.
The drop cloth was pulled back, and it was Dorrian’s smiling face that greeted them this time.
“Welcome to New York.” He said.
*
The traveling cage had come to a stop in a sprawling hanger. The fluorescent lights glared off an impressive collection of sports cars and airplanes. The Leer jet painted with the Taylor Enterprises logo was parked next to a shiny red Ferrari 458 Spider. Motorcycles were lined up along one wall. Everything money could buy, with plenty of space left in the hanger for more.
The children were separated, boys from girls, and led away by armed guards. Two young women arrived to take the babies.
“Where are you taking them?” Sierra demanded.
Dorrian waived away her question. He held out his hand cordially to help her out of the cage. Sierra ignored it and clambered out on her own. Her back screamed in pain mixed with relief, as she stood upright for the first time in five days. She was unable to hold back a groan.
“Well, I’m certain you would like to freshen up after your travels.” Dorrian said.
Sierra resisted the urge to hit him.
“Jimmy will show you to your room.”
So bag guy had a name. Wordlessly, he led her away across the hanger and through the door on the other side.
From there, they went down a short hallway and into a gold and burgundy paneled elevator. The elevator even had that terrible canned jazz music. Jimmy flashed a security badge at the keypad and hit the button for the twelfth floor. They were on floor “H” for hanger. It would appear that this elevator would not go anywhere without a security badge.
After an awkward and quiet ride up, the doors opened.
They were in a hotel.
At least that’s what it used to be.
She was looking at a hotel hallway with plush, burgundy carpets and tasteful art on the walls. From the elevator, the hallway split in two directions with rows of rooms.
There were girls milling about in the halls, talking and laughing with one another. None of them were her kids. They were all older, maybe high school age. Sierra had a notion that perhaps the floors were divided by gender and age group. The girls stared at her.
There were two armed guards on the floor. Jimmy nodded to them as they passed.
They finally stopped at room 1222.
“This one’s yours.” Jimmy said, and held the door open.
Sierra stepped inside. Jimmy shut the door behind her and walked away without another word. Sierra waited a moment, then tried the door.
Locked.
Dorrian had bought a hotel, and then modified it so the doors locked from the outside.
So she will still in a cage, but at least she could stand up in this one.
The room was elegantly appointed. The sizeable bathroom had a Jacuzzi tub. There were lush linens on the king sized bed. There was a sitting area with an overlarge  flat screen television. Refrigerator, microwave, mini bar. What more could a girl want? Besides a door that opened.
Sierra went immediately to inspect the windows. They did not open, as she suspected. They also seemed to be tinted, shielding her from view. No hope of grabbing the attention of the people down below on the city street.
She paced the room, pondering her situation. There had to be a way out. She lay down on the big bed, trying to think.
But oh my god, the bed. Sinking into the soft mattress, for a moment she didn’t care that she was in a cage or that she would never see Joe again. After being dragged from her bed in the middle of the night, fighting tooth and nail to escape, and five days cramped in that cage trying to comfort inconsolable children, that bed felt like the most wonderful thing in the world. She let herself melt into it, and she slept.
She woke later to a timid knock on the door.
“Miss Christie?” a girl’s voice asked from the other side of the door.
Sierra sat up in bed as the door opened, and a petite  girl who couldn’t have been older than eighteen, stepped into the room. She had light blonde hair and freckles that reminded her of Molly. She was bearing a massage table.
“My name’s Gina. Mr. Taylor asked me to come work on your back,” she said shyly.
Sierra stared, dumfounded at the massage table for a moment before finding her voice.
“You can tell Mr. Taylor that I don’t need a damn thing from him.” 
Gina shifted her weight awkwardly.
“Ummm…. You’re really turning down a massage? Seriously?” she asked.
Put in those terms, it did seem foolish somehow. Gina took her silence as acceptance and unfolded the table.
“Uh, Maybe you should take a bath while I set up?” Gina suggested.
 
She did need a bath. She must smell like death. There  didn’t seem to be a point in resisting at this juncture.
She shut herself in the bathroom and peeled off the filthy dress. She sat on the vanity watching the room fog up with stream as the tub filled with hot water. The sleep and the hot bath cleared her head, washing away all the chaos of the last few weeks and making room for a plan. Any plan. She couldn’t just stay in this ivory tower with Dorrian the rest of her life. There had to be a way out.
She stepped out of the bathroom, wrapped up in a towel. Gina had the table set up. There was soothing music playing and aromatherapy candles scattered around the room.
“You can go ahead and lie down,” Gina said.
Sierra stretched out on the table and Gina got to work. Her small hands deftly found every knot and pressed it into submission.
“How long have you lived here?” Sierra asked her.
Gina stiffened. She didn’t seem to be comfortable with conversation.
“Since I was five.” she said.
“And that’s when Dorrian kidnapped you?”
“Well…yes.”
Gina was quiet for a long time, focused on the tension in Sierra’s lower back.
“He’s not that bad, you know.” she said finally. “He takes good care of us. I have friends here and nice clothes and books. He gives us whatever we want.”
“But he took you from your parents.” Sierra protested. “Don’t you miss them?”
Again, Gina took a long time to answer her. She’d moved on to her impossibly knotted shoulders.
“I think I did at first. I still talk to them on Skype sometimes. But this is my home now. Dorrian takes very good care of us.”
“You said that.” Sierra said. “But does Dorrian let you leave?”
“Some kids have gone home. Now and again, they go home.”
“How do you know they went home?”
Gina didn’t answer. Sierra found herself thinking about the goldfish she had as a little girl. The one that her parents “sent to live with other goldfish” while she was at school. She had a sinking suspicion something similar happened to these kids who had “gone home.”
 
“You’re a shifter, right?” Sierra asked her. “What are you?”
“Me?” Gina seemed surprised by the question. “I’m a swan.”
 
 



THE FINAL CHAPTER
Sierra was pacing her room again, desperate for a plan, when the phone rang. She walked to the nightstand and tentatively picked it up.
“Hello?” she answered.
“Good evening, Miss Christie,’  A professional male spoke on the other end of the phone. “Mr. Taylor asks that you join him for dinner at seven. He’ll send an escort up for you. Formal attire is requested. You should find something suitable to wear in your closet.”
 
Sierra hung up the phone and went to the closet. Sure enough, it was stocked with an array of beautiful designer clothes and shoes, all in her size. She wondered briefly if Dorrian’s assistants knew Joe’s assistants, and if there was some industry standard way they were all capable of figuring out her dress size.
 
She selected a slinky black silk Valentino dress and matching heels. The whole ensemble probably cost at least six grand. She wondered if this was all it took to make these kids so chock full of Stockholm Syndrome. Dorrian’s money no doubt bought a lot of good favor.
There was a knock on her door promptly at seven. Jimmy had returned. He escorted her down the hallway. She passed Gina in the hall, who smiled at her shyly and complimented her dress. They took the elevator down to the first floor, which opened to a grand marble lobby.
Off the lobby was a dining room, where Dorrian was waiting for her. He stood next to the table in a tailored suit, and held out her chair. Sierra sat stiffly.
A waiter appeared, a boy of maybe sixteen, and poured them their wine.
“Are you enjoying your accommodations?” Dorrian asked. “I hope you appreciated the massage. Gina is very good.”
Sierra sipped her wine and ignored the question.
“You employ an awful lot of child labor here,” she said, indicating their young waiter.
“Well, I try to make sure they’re ready for life outside of their home. They all learn job skills in addition to their standard education. Some of them even go on to work for my company. After college, of course.”
“And they just get over the fact that you ripped them away from their parents?”
“Yes.” Dorrian replied simply. “They do. The locks are just a precaution. They don’t want to leave. They have everything they want right here. All the toys their parents couldn’t afford. All the freedom they were never given at home.”
 
Sierra choked on a piece of garlic bread.
“Freedom? Are you kidding me?”
“Freedom is relative.” Dorrian replied. “The kids want to eat candy and stay up past their bed time. The teenagers want to drink and have sex with each other. I just give them what they want, until they no longer want to go home. Until this is their home.
“It will be yours too. You’ll come around. Sooner or later they all come around.”
Sierra was quite certain she was going to be sick.
“What about the kids that ‘go home’?” she asked.
Dorrian smiled pleasantly and dropped his voice to an undertone, so their waiter wouldn’t hear.
“Now and again, their parents back home will disobey my orders. The children pay the price for their parent’s foolishness. Just like you will, if Joe tries anything. However, I am fond of you, Sierra. It would be a terrible waste to have to rip your beautiful body apart.”
He took her hand as he said this, almost lovingly. Sierra pulled it away with revulsion.
“So what happens now?” Sierra asked, trying to sound braver than she felt. “You dress me up like a doll and force me to have dinner with you. Are you going to force me into your bed next?”
“You insult me.” Dorrian replied, and in spite of herself, Sierra felt relieved by the answer. “I have no intention of forcing you to do anything. You will come to me. You’ll hate me, and you’ll curse me, and you’ll miss your rough, simple man back home. And then one day, you’ll get lonely. And you’ll come to me. It’s inevitable.”
He paused to cut a piece of his steak.
“Besides,” he continued, “I’ve arranged to allow Joe a Skype visit with you next week. It wouldn’t do to have you tell him you’ve been mistreated.”
*
Sierra didn’t sleep much that night, or the next one. By day, she paced her room. Occasionally, the phone would ring. She’d ignore it. Someone knocked on the door once. She ignored that too. She took baths, and she ate the gourmet food that was sent up to her on silver trays, and she paced, while she tried to think of a way out of this mess.
It was early evening. Sierra calmly picked up the phone in her room. She was automatically connected with the same over pleasant voice that told her she was having dinner with Dorrian two days before.
“How may I help you, Miss Christie?” the voice asked cheerfully.
“I’d like another massage. Could you send Gina up?” she said.
“Ah. Well…I’m not certain Mr. Taylor would…” the man stammered.
“Then call Mr. Taylor, ask him, and send her up.” Sierra said.
She hung up the phone with a resounding clunk and waited. As expected, fifteen minutes later there was a knock on the door. Gina let herself in.
“Hi, Miss Christie. You wanted another massage?” she said.
“Yes, please.” Sierra replied. “And call me Sierra.”
Gina got started on her massage. She eased the tension out of Sierra’s back as gentle music played in the background.
“So tell me about your home.” Sierra said.
“I don’t really remember it much. I was just a little kid.” Gina said, brushing off the question.
“Well, what do you remember?”
Gina was clearly uncomfortable with the question. Still, Sierra suspected she had been told to do whatever she asked. So, if she wanted Gina to talk about home, Gina was going to talk about home.
“We lived in Arkansas. In a boathouse.”
“You lived in a boathouse?”
“Yeah. There was this bright yellow slide on the back. My big brother used to wait at the bottom to catch me. He’d do this thing where he’d slide down and then shift right at the bottom, so he landed in the water as a swan. I was jealous. I wasn’t old enough to shift yet.”
 
“Is your brother locked up here too?”
 
“No. He used to live here, but he went home.”
Sierra felt her heart ache for this poor lost little girl.
“Tell me what it was like growing up with your parent.” 
“Why? They were…” she faltered. “I don’t really remember that.”
“Try.” Sierra instructed her. “Did your dad ever pick you up and spin you around? Did your mom ever sing to you?”
Gina stopped massaging.
“Why are you asking me these things?”
Sierra sat up and faced her.
“I’d just like to know how your mother felt when they ripped you out of her arms and locked you away here.”
“You don’t understand.” Gina said. “I’m okay. I’m happy here.”
Gina’s voice shook. She didn’t sound entirely convinced.
“Is your mom happy?”
Gina backed away. There were tears in her eyes, now.
“Why are you asking me these things?” she said again.
“What about your brother? Is he happy?” Sierra demanded
“I told you. My brother went home.”
Sierra stood up and moved towards her. Gina backed into the wall.
“Do you really believe that?” Sierra asked.
Gina was crying now.
“These kids,” Sierra said, “The ones that ‘go home’, have you ever seen them leave? Has anyone ever seen them leave? Or heard from them again? Has your big brother ever Skyped with you?”
Gina sobbed, shaking her head.
“I don’t know what you’re saying!” Gina cried. “They went home. My brother went home!”
“Come on, Gina! You are a smart girl! You know better than that. You know your brother didn’t go home.”
“No…” Gina insisted piteously. “No, he went home.”
 
Sierra took her by the shoulders.
“Gina, your brother is dead. Dorrian murdered him, because your parents wouldn’t follow his dictatorship. This isn’t your home, this is your prison. And you know it. I know you know it, Gina.”
Gina collapsed on to the floor.
“I know.” she said, and then proceeded to cry so hard she couldn’t form words anymore. Sierra knelt and wrapped her arms around the shaking girl. She held her until the crying went from sobs, to quiet cries, and, finally, to silence.
 
“Listen to me, Gina. I need you to be very brave. You don’t have to stay here with the man who  stole you from your parents and murdered your brother. You can get out. Maybe I can’t, but you can. I can help you. You can go back to your family.”
Gina raised her tear stained face to look up at her.
“How?” she asked.
Sierra stood up.
“You’re a bird, Gina.” Sierra said.
Sierra picked up the sofa and threw it as hard as she could into the window. The window shattered spectacularly as the couch fell to the pavement below with a crash.
“Fly.”
*
Sierra suspected this was not what this room had been intended for when the hotel was built.
She had been taken to what might have once been a boardroom. In a former life, this room had probably played host to dull meetings. Power Point Presentations. Assorted Danish and coffee.
Now where there once may have been a conference table, was an empty space with shackles hanging from the ceiling. On the wall where a projector screen would have gone, instead there hung an array of wicked instruments. Knives and nails and pokers. They had chained Sierra up and left her there, facing that wall, left to wonder what devices were going to be inflected on her.
She was certain this was supposed to scare her. By all accounts, she should have been scared. But instead, what Sierra felt was curiously calm.
 
She wasn’t getting out. She wasn’t going to see Joe again. She was trapped in this place and now, they were going to hurt her.
And that was okay. She could live with that. Because Gina had gotten out.
With only a moment’s hesitation, Gina had shifted into the most beautiful swan Sierra had ever seen. With a mighty flap of her wings, she had soared out through the broken window and into the night. 
Sierra had watched until her fleeing form became just a speck on the horizon, and then vanished completely. She was a smart girl. She would make it.
Just as Gina disappeared from view, the door to her room had burst open. In had come Jimmy, along with two other armed guards.
They should have sent more.
Sierra had turned from the broken window and shifted. The guards, not expecting an attack, had been caught off guard. Jimmy managed to fire his gun into her shoulder before she closed the distance between them and ripped into his chest with her claws. 
She barely noticed the pain at the time. She had moved on to the next one as he fired and missed her, and she crushed his head beneath one giant paw. The third guard had shifted, but though he was faster than her, his small feline body was no match for her powerful bear strength.
It had ultimately taken nine guards and a tranquilizer gun to subdue her.
The bullet was still in her shoulder now. It throbbed painfully. The injury was made worse by the way she was hanging from the ceiling by her arms. Blood dripped steadily down from the wound, leaving a trail across her naked body. She shivered and wondered if it was because the room was cold or because she had lost too much blood. She was starting to get dizzy.
The door opened and Dorrian walked in, wearing a crisp white button down shirt and slacks. His usual cool demeanor had been replaced with a blind fury.
“You killed three of my men!” he spat at her. “And you let one of my hostages fly out a window! What were you trying to accomplish?”
Sierra stared him down and did not answer.
Dorrian turned to the wall. He selected a mini blowtorch from the array of instruments at his disposal. He started the blowtorch and directed the flame at the bullet wound in her shoulder. Sierra screamed as her flesh burned and fused back together.
 
“There.” Dorrian said, and bizarrely he seemed to be regaining his composure as Sierra lost hers. “Now you won’t bleed out while I punish you.”
He hung the blowtorch back up on the wall. Sierra took several gasping breaths, trying her best to breathe through the pain.
“I never thought you would be so foolish. You are going to come to regret your actions, if you haven’t already.”
He pulled a small, bulb shaped device with a hand crank, off the wall.
“Do you know what this is? I haven’t had the opportunity to use one of these since the 16th century. It’s called a pear of anguish.”
He turned the hand crank. As he did, the “pear” split into three segments, opening wider and wider from the base like a blooming flower, with a spike on the end of each petal.
“I’m going to put this inside you, and crank it open until you beg me to stop.”
Sierra drew in another ragged breath and tried to speak. Her words came out in just a broken whisper, barely audible.
“What did you say?” Dorrian asked.
Sierra coughed and tried again.
“I said, you were wrong. These kids are not loyal to you. They don’t want to stay just because you gave them toys and took away their curfew. Deep down, they want their pack, and they hate you. All it took to convince Gina to fly away was five minutes of talking about her parents’ houseboat. They hate you. Just like all the packs under your control hate you. You have no loyalty. All you have is fear. You’re disgusting. And I will never come to you.”
Dorrian backhanded her across her face. The blow made her head spin. He immediately followed this action by tenderly stroking her cheek.
“You’re dangerous.” he said, almost admiringly.
He brushed the hair out of her eyes.
“And you may well be right. Perhaps the only real tool I have is fear. Which is why I’m afraid I’m going to have to kill you.”
He held up the pear of anguish.
“But first, I am going to hurt you.”
*
At some point Dorrian had unchained her. It didn’t matter, because she no longer had the strength to fight back anyway.
He had left her there on the floor, bloody and bruised, her body struggling to heal itself. Morning light was just starting to stream through the windows.
She had thought he was going to kill her that night. Many times, she had wished he would just kill her. She had expected him to just finish her off when he was done.
But Dorrian had bigger plans for her than that. He told her, before he left, that she wasn’t going to die quietly in this room. He had to make sure there was an audience first. The children were talking, you see, about Gina’s escape. If fear really was his only tool, then he was going to use that to its full potential. 
She was going to die today, but she wasn’t going to die quietly in this room. Oh no. He was going to assemble all the children in the lobby and execute her in front of them. He just hadn’t  made up his mind on how to kill her yet. He was debating between having his leopards rip her apart and eat her, and a good, old-fashioned crucifixion.
She had known that Dorrian was egotistical, and sociopathic. But she hadn’t realized quite how sick he was. She shuddered, trying to block out the memories of what she had endured the night before.
Dorrian was very, very sick.
How long had it been since he had left her? Hours? Was it daylight when he left, or still dark? The pain made everything confusing.
But the pain was fading with remarkable speed. This new body of hers was an amazing thing. It was the first time she’d been able  to appreciate her accelerated healing. The burn on her shoulder had healed already, leaving behind a knotted pink scar. The rest of her body was putting itself back together, little by little.
She wondered how long it would be before he came for her. Before her public execution was staged in front of dozens of horrified children.
Maybe she could do something to prevent that.
Slowly, she pried herself off the floor. Trying valiantly not to think too hard about what she was doing, Sierra considered the array of instruments lined up neatly on the wall in front of her. Her legs shook as she walked along the wall, letting her fingers trail across them as she considered each one. Her fingertips dusted the handle of a hammer, the curved blade of a scythe, the fine point of a stake, and the cool metal of a bowie knife.
Could she do it?
Was she brave enough to do this?
If she was going to die, she didn’t want her death to be some sick teaching moment for Dorrian.
But could she do it?
She had almost convinced herself that she couldn’t when she came upon an electric carving knife. It was the kind you’d use for a Thanksgiving turkey. She picked it up. In her mind’s eye, she saw that Hallmark image of a family gathered around the table while dad sawed off a neat slice of turkey. Sickened by the image, she dropped the knife and threw up all over the blood stained, blue carpet.
She knelt there for a moment, gathering herself. She took a deep breath, then stood up and picked up the knife. She took the power cord and plugged it into the wall.
It’ll be easy, she told herself. The knife will do all the cutting for her. It will hardly take any pressure from her. She could go straight for the artery in her neck. She’d bleed out quickly. Maybe a minute, and it would all be over. And surely it would be less painful than whatever Dorrian had planned for her. Certainly less painful than what she had endured last night.
She flipped the switch to turn the knife on. The mechanical whir of the blade was almost impossibly loud. The sound drilled into her head, filling her with cold terror. She almost turned it off then.
Almost.
Summoning her resolve, she took a moment to think about Joe. Her wonderful, strong Joe. She hoped that he’d find a way to get by without her. Tears ran down her face as she considered that an afterlife wasn’t necessarily in the cards for an immortal. That she may wait for him in Heaven for a very, very long time.
“I love you, Joe.” she whispered, and with shaking hands, she raised the knife to her neck.
 
*
 
She dropped the knife in surprise as the lights went out in the room. A moment later, dim, auxiliary lighting kicked on and an alarm began to sound.
A few minutes passed. Sierra stood still, waiting to see what would happen next.
Then, from out in the hall she heard shouting, followed by gunshots.
Sierra ran to the wall and pulled down the scythe. She pressed her body against the wall right next to the door and waited.
A few more minutes passed, and then one of Dorrian’s guards burst into the room. He looked around wildly for a moment, expecting her to still be on the floor where they left her. Sierra sneaked behind him and slashed the scythe across his throat. She ran out or the room and down the hall to the lobby.
The hotel was in chaos. Bullets rained down in the marble foyer, leaving dust clouds in their wake as they hit home in the cold stone. Dorrian’s men were all over. Some were dressed in tactical gear and bearing automatic weapons. Others were fighting off the intruders in leopard form.
And the intruders…
Like Dorrian’s people, some were in human, and some were in animal form. There were wolves, alligators, foxes and lions. There were hawks swooping down from the lofted ceiling and striking with their claws and sharp beaks before flying back up again. And there were bears. Her bears.
Sleuth had come for her and their children.
All of the packs had come for their children.
And in the middle of the fray, there was Joe. She would have recognized his sleek, black fur and powerful form anywhere. He was fighting off four of the leopards at once, decimating them with ease. He tuned from them and saw her from across the room.
Joe bounded towards her, shifting smoothly as he closed the distance between them and breaking into a run. She threw her arms around him and he lifted her off her feet in his embrace, spinning her around and kissing her deeply. Amid the bullets and the chaos and bloodshed around them, they held each other just for one, still moment.
Then the moment passed and they returned to their dire reality.              
“Do you know how to get to the hanger?” he asked her urgently.
“Yes.”
“We have trucks down there waiting to take the children out of here. I want you to get in and take the first one out.”
“No!” she insisted. “I’m staying! I’m helping!”
 
“Sierra!” he shouted at her.
He took a moment to take in her determined expression.
“Fine!” he said. “I want you to go find as many kids as you can and get them down to those trucks. Okay?”
“Okay.” she said.
Joe pulled her into another brief kiss.
“I love you. Be safe.”
Joe ran off to rejoin the fray. Sierra darted for the stairwell, scooping up an abandoned rifle as she went.
The door to the stairwell was locked. Sierra fired the gun at the door handle, splintering the wood around it until the door would open. She bounded up the stairs as fast as she could. She headed straight for the twelfth floor, where she knew the older girls were.
Naked, covered in blood, and armed to the teeth, she burst into the hallway, where most of the girls were huddled together, wondering what was happening. They stared at her in surprise.
“Who wants to go home?” she asked them.
They were silent for a moment, before one of them finally spoke up.
“We’re getting out?” she asked.
“We’re getting out.” Sierra confirmed. “But I need your help. Where are the older boys?” she asked.
“Eleventh floor.” 
“Okay.” Sierra said. “You, go down there. Tell them to start gathering up the younger boys. Go floor by floor. The rest of you, start gathering up the girls. I want you to meet me in the stairwell on the first floor. Do not go into the lobby until I get there!”
“What about the babies?” one girl asked.
“Shit!” Sierra said. “Do you know how many babies there are?”
“At least a dozen.” she replied. “They’re in a converted banquet room on the 
second floor.”
“Okay.” Sierra said, thinking wildly. “You, come with me! The rest of you, go!”
Sierra ran back to the stairwell, the girls hot on her heels.
“I’m Beth.” 
“Sierra,” she replied.
They ran down the stairs.
“We can’t carry them all!” Sierra yelled, thinking aloud. “We need.,. wagons or…”
“Housekeeping carts!” Beth exclaimed.
Sierra smiled.
“Beth, you’re a genius,” she  said as they ran out onto the second floor.
One of the guards stepped into the hallway just as they rounded a corner. Without hesitating, Sierra pointed the gun and shot him in the head. His body fell backwards to the ground. They ran past it.
“Wait!” Sierra yelled, and doubled back. She unclipped the guard’s security badge.
“We’ll need it for the elevator.”
In the banquet room were thirteen cribs laid out in rows, in each one a baby with a pink or blue blanket like a hospital nursery. The babies cried as they grabbed them and laid them down on the plastic carts. Each cart had two shelves, and they could fit three babies on each shelf. Sierra slung the gun over her shoulder by the strap and grabbed the thirteenth baby in her arms.
As fast as they dared, they pushed the carts back down the hall and into the elevator. Sierra flashed the badge and they took the elevator down to the lobby.
Mercifully, when the doors opened, the area immediately in front of them was clear. Sierra told Beth to wait there with the carts, thrusting the baby into her arms.
She ran to the shot up stairwell door. Behind it, she found at least fifty cowering children.
She took the first group down the elevator herself, making sure the hanger was clear. Six trucks were waiting at the other end of the hanger. She told them to run for the trucks and went back for the next group.
Only about a dozen kids could cram in the elevator at a time. She escorted each group across the lobby and into the elevator, sending them down before heading back to the stairs for the next group. 
Finally, there was only one group left. They ran to the elevator, Sierra carrying one of the smaller boys. She loaded them in and sent them down, breathing a sigh of relief as the doors shut.
Her relief was cut short as she was suddenly thrown to the ground, sending the rifle spinning out of reach. A leopard had appeared out of nowhere, tearing its teeth into her calf. She screamed, and looked up at the leopard pinning her down.
It was Dorrian.
 
She tried to shift, but the pain and fear blocked out every thought in her head.
Dorrian shifted and held her down. He dug one hand into the wound on her leg, causing her to scream again.
“You have ruined everything for me!” he screamed at her. “You filthy little meddling bitch! You’re destroyed everything I’ve worked for!”
He wrapped his long fingers around her throat.
“I am going to take so much pleasure in killing you.”
She was losing air fast, clawing desperately at his clenched hands. Her vision was staring to gray around the edges as he smiled triumphantly down at her.
Then Joe ripped him off her. In one movement, he tossed Dorrian into the air and then snapped his powerful jaws around Dorrian’s torso, ripping him in half with a shake of his massive head.
Sierra drew in a ragged breath and coughed as Joe shifted back to human form and approached her.
“Joe…” she said weakly.
“Shhhh…” he told her. “Don’t try to talk. I’ve got you. You’re safe now.”
Joe scooped her up in his strong arms and carried her into the elevator. She was so dizzy from the oxygen deprivation.
The elevator doors opened into the hanger. The trucks were gone.
“The kids…” she said.
“Shhhh…” he told her again. “I told you not to talk, beautiful. The kids are okay. 
They got out.”
He carried her across the hanger and over to Dorrian’s fleet of cars. Gently, he laid her down in the passenger seat of the Ferrari Spider and buckled her in. Joe climbed into the driver’s seat and started the powerful engine with a roar.
“Let’s go home.” he said.
*
It was a slow trip home, with many, many stops along the way.
They were bringing the kids back home.
At every stop, with every pack, they were greeted with celebration, and tears of joy as parents reunited with their children. Babies were returned to their mothers. Some had been gone only a matter of months. Others had gone through most of their life without seeing their parents. Those lost children greeted their families almost shyly, not really knowing them anymore. The parents were thrilled enough to make up for their children’s hesitation, throwing their arms around them with abandon and holding them close.
Each Alpha insisted they stay and celebrate. They were treated to champagne and good food and dancing.
When they reached Atlanta, Pearl was simply beside herself with joy at being reunited with her grandchildren. 
She had hugged and kissed Sierra and Joe and couldn’t thank them enough. She said she was going to make them a pie, and wound up sending them on their way with six peach pies, two loaves of banana bread, and a basket of pumpkin muffins. Apparently, baked good were how you say thank you in the south.
The real hero of the story was Gina.
Instead of flying home to Arkansas, she had gotten as far away as necessary and then found a payphone. After many attempts and hung up phones, she had gotten someone to put her through to Joe.
Because the trouble wasn’t just that Dorrian held everyone’s children hostage. The trouble was that no one knew where the children were being kept.
Armed with that crucial piece of information. Joe carefully reached out to some of the Alphas again. Not only could they get their own children back, he reasoned with them, but if they managed to free all the hostages, the other packs would have no reason to support Dorrian anymore or come to his aid. They could crumble his empire, if only they could free the kids.
Within just ten hours, a rescue operation had been staged. All of the able-bodied people of Sleuth had joined in, as well as Pearl’s pack and half a dozen other packs.
Gina, having lived there almost her whole life, had given them all the information they needed. Where the hotel was located. What the layout was. What security systems and locks were in place. The number of guards present. 
With her help, they had been able to successfully plan and stage their attack. Though there had been many casualties on their side, all of the children had made it out.
So, when they arrived in Hot Springs, Arkansas, Gina received nothing short of a hero’s welcome. That was a party not quite like anything Sierra had experienced before. Most of their flock had houseboats or pontoon boats that they roped together. They hopped  from one boat to the next, drinking beer and eating barbeque all day long. Gina’s family’s boat was right at the center of everything, and everyone wanted to personally thank her for saving their children, and freeing them all from Dorrian’s control.
But none of the celebrations they were a part of as they made their way home were anything compared to the one in Sleuth. It went on for four days and four nights. They celebrated their freedom and the return of their children. They mourned their dead. They staged fights, launched fireworks, and danced around bonfires. They all drank entirely too much moonshine and smoked entirely too much weed. They feasted. They laughed. They cried. And the children were the happiest they’d ever seen them, running between the bonfires, laughing and playing and waiving sparklers.
Sierra sat back at the edge of the party, smiling as she watched them all. Joe brought her a piece of cake and sat down next to her.
“What are you thinking?” he asked her.
“I’m thinking it’s good to be home.” Sierra replied with a smile.
Joe stood and offered her his hand.
 
“Come on,” he said. “I have something to show you.”
Joe took her by the hand and led her through the crowd. Their progress was slowed many times by people stopping to thank her and Joe again. Eventually they made it to Joe’s cabin. Joe held the door open for her as she stepped inside.
There was a string quartet waiting inside the cabin that began to play as soon as she walked in the door. By the light of the moon streaming through the windows, she saw the red roses filling the cabin. There must have been at least eight dozen of them, covering every available surface. That is, except for the nightstand next to the bed, on which instead was an ice bucket chilling a bottle of champagne with two elegant glasses.
Sierra took it all in and then turned back to face Joe. Joe took both her hands in his.
“I told you.” he said, “I told you there would be music and moonlight and champagne and roses.”
He knelt down in front of her and reached into his jacket pocket. The ring he pulled out was beautiful. It had an ornate platinum setting and a giant princess cut diamond.
“I’ve lived for hundreds of years, and the time I’ve spent with you has been the best time of my life. I think marriage means more for us, because we can live forever. I know I want to spend forever with you. Sierra Christie, will you do me the honor of marrying me?”
Just in that moment everything Sierra had been though, all the pain, and the terror, and the struggle to survive,  was all worth it. Because all of that had led her to this man, and this moment right here. She  couldn’t have been happier.
“Just one question.” she said.
“Anything.” Joe answered.
“Would you prefer to have the wedding before or after I have our baby?”
Joe’s jaw dropped in surprise. Then  joy followed the shock, and suddenly both the politician and the reporter were lost for words. Instead they kissed, and they held each by the light of the moon, knowing that they were going to hold on to each other, and their child, for all eternity.
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