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Chapter One
If I turned back now, I could make it to the airport in time to pick up Keenan. If I abandoned my search for the newly made werewolf. I’d been on his trail for the past four days, but the kid wasn’t making it easy. Even though the faded out summer season took with it the tourist population in Yakutat, Alaska, I still didn’t want anyone stumbling upon this werewolf in the middle of the forest. There was also no telling how long the kid could survive on his own. His acquired wolf side would keep him going, find shelter, hunt small game, but he was inexperienced, and if the wolf side happened to survive the winter, the human side might not. I had to find him before that happened.
But then there was Keenan, the love of my life, coming to visit after I took the first step of inviting him. We’d met in college, and I knew there would never be anyone else in my heart the way he was. I suspected he felt the same, but work had him stationed in Washington, and neither of us had considered going against our family legacies. Until recently, that is. Not that his coming all the way up here was a long-term commitment, just a gesture. One I was practically throwing in his face by choosing to trudge through the forest tracking a dangerous werewolf instead of meeting his arrival.
This area held fresh tracks though. I clicked the talk button on my radio. “Darren, it’s Nita, you read?”
“Yeah, Nita. What’s up?” Darren’s voice crackled through the speaker. Today was his day to man the desk at the US Forestry Department in town.
“I’m getting close to that wounded wolf.” I left out the were part. “Can you pick my friend up from the airport? I don’t think I’ll make it back in time.”
“Sure thing. Give me your coordinates and I’ll send someone out to help with that wolf.”
I smiled even though he couldn’t see it. “I’ll be fine, Darren.”
He sighed over the radio. “Are you sure?” He already knew the answer though. As the town’s veterinarian, it wasn’t unusual for me to go out after wild animals. The men would often put up a fuss about me going alone, but they never truly meant it. They attributed my way with animals to my Native American heritage, that I was somehow more attuned with nature and animal spirits because of my Tlingit blood. While I could talk to animals, that skill came from being an earth elemental.
“If you’re going to be a while, I can take your friend into town for a drink.”
“No!” Small towns had a way with strangers, and I didn’t want anyone taking a bite out of Keenan before I had a chance to declare him as off limits. “Just drop him off at my place.” Keenan would be fine until I got back...hopefully.
I gave Darren Keenan’s name and physical description and he signed off. I turned the volume on my radio down, slipped my rifle off my shoulder, and headed after the tracks. The trees grew thick in this part of the forest, towering spruces that trapped almost all direct sunlight in the canopy. Here and there, patches of lupine wildflowers clustered together, cone-shaped blooms with violet bases and cream-of-wheat tips. When their stalks moved, it looked as though tiny gnomes hid inside those bushes with their party hats sticking out. My footsteps crossed around them, soundless across the soft earth.
It took me a moment to notice the sudden stillness of the clearing I had just stepped into. Not a single pine needle or blade of grass seemed to move. Everything was silent. I cocked the rifle and turned in a slow circle, watching for any disturbance in the woods. The few animal presences I detected huddled in their holes, not moving. A predator was near. If it were a normal land animal, I would have sensed it, but since I didn’t, that left the werewolf as a strong possibility.
I knelt on the ground and braced the rifle barrel on my knee so I could hold it with one hand while I dug around in my sack with the other. I pulled out a fresh kill—goose, feathers intact—and tossed it several feet away. If he was in wolf form, he would smell the traces of blood. With my eyes scanning the tree line and my rifle still braced on my knee, I took my free hand and dug my fingers into the earth. The soil hummed at my touch, thousands of tiny voices from centuries of rock and clay singing out to me. My fingers coiled around them like a lifeline. If that wolf attacked, this was my defense: my earth wielding.
I settled into the rhythm of the earth, slowing my breathing and becoming as still as the rocks and trees around me. Time became a forgotten human concept until my waiting paid off. A lanky form hopped cautiously from behind some trees, belly low to the ground. He looked frightened. The wolf was thin and light-colored, a blend of brown and sand, with white down his legs. Even though he was lithe, I still recognized him as a werewolf. Despite the similarities to real wolves, I did not have the instantaneous mental connection with this wolf in front of me, which meant he was not natural. Still, that wouldn’t prevent me from trying to communicate with him. Some part of him, either the wolf side or the human side, was bound to hear me.
I stayed low to the ground, showing I wasn’t a threat. The rifle’s barrel drifted just to the side, not directly aimed at him.
“My name is Nita,” I said, keeping my voice in a soft, slow cadence. “I want to help you.” I sent the same feeling mentally.
The wolf froze and stared at me, back stiff, muscles tensed and ready for flight. His nostrils flared as he took in my scent.
“Please,” I coaxed. “Let me help you. I know you’ve been through a lot, but you don’t have to do it alone. Let your wolf rest.”
He flattened his ears back and one corner of his lip curled in a warning snarl. I wiggled my fingers in the dirt for confidence, prepared to raise a mound as a shield if needed.
“I know you’re tired,” I continued. “But you don’t have to run anymore. Don’t be afraid.”
One ear swiveled toward me as though he was listening. The wolf pawed the ground and whimpered.
I frowned. Maybe he didn’t know how to shift back. “Concentrate on your human form, your arms and legs, fingers and toes. Picture them. Will them back.” Werewolves could shift at will, so there had to be some mental component to the transformation.
It must have worked, because he crouched to the ground and began to writhe. I didn’t want to watch, but couldn’t look away as bones bent and crunched, fur slithered back into skin, and eyes, ears, and nose migrated around until they settled into a human face. The young man collapsed, naked, in the mud.
Setting the rifle down, I slid my backpack off my shoulders. I pulled out a heavy coat and boots for him. He lay curled in a fetal position, his chest heaving. He looked filthy, but unharmed. The bite that had infected him had long since healed. His hair was short and blond, damp strands clinging to his forehead. Though thin from malnutrition, he had strong calves and biceps—probably an athlete of some kind. He looked no older than twenty. I draped the coat over him and waited. Eventually, he pulled himself together and, clutching at the coat, rolled into a sitting position.
I tried to give him a friendly smile. “My name is Nita.” I held the boots out for him. He hesitated, but took them, pulling them on with obvious difficulty, as though his fingers couldn’t remember how to lace shoes.
“Come on,” I said. “Let’s get you indoors.”
He looked up in a panic. “I…I can’t…”
“Not town, don’t worry.” Like the town would take kindly to werewolves—or naked strangers. “There’s a hunting shack not far from here. It’s been abandoned for a couple years.” I waited, not wanting to push him, unable to judge how close to the surface of his mind the wolf still lurked, ready to jump in and save him.
He stood up and wrapped the coat tighter around him. His cheeks flushed red in the cold, and I took it as a good sign that his mind had enough presence to be embarrassed. I politely turned away and went to gather my gear. Then I headed into the trees, expecting him to follow. I glanced at the sun and sighed. While I was glad my search was over, I would now be very late meeting Keenan.
I glanced back periodically to make sure the boy was still there. He wasn’t a local, which meant he had to be a tourist. Did he have anyone worried about him? Had he been reported missing? I needed to take this slow.
We reached the shack, a slanted but sturdy structure set amidst a bunch of overgrowth. A large, thick-leafed tree hung its branches over the roof like an umbrella, protecting the cabin from the damaging elements. All was still and quiet. No one had used it in quite a while; in fact, I doubted anyone remembered it was still here. The door creaked open as I gave it a good lean. I stamped the mud off my boots out of habit and shut the door behind us.
I had been preparing this as a shelter ever since I found out about the new werewolf, knowing I would need a private place to stash him while we figured out what to do. The Stewardship I worked for might not look kindly on the “degenerate” races such as werewolves and vampires, but I had a better understanding of them than many of my fellow elementals, and knew that not all of them were “evil.” If I could connect this kid with a good, strong pack, he could learn to control his wolf side and live a relatively normal life. There was such a pack near Juneau who often traveled through the National Parks surrounding the Yakutat Borough. My plan was to help this kid overcome the initial trauma, and then get him to that pack’s leader. Easier said than done.
A cot lay against the back wall, piled with four large quilts, and next to the wood-burning stove stood a single wooden stool. Logs sat stacked and ready, so I lit a fire. I pointed to a pile of clothes I had been collecting and bringing out here, and kept my back turned, setting food and water out on the three-foot counter space while he changed.
He coughed, signaling that I could turn around.
“Thanks,” he said, his voice rough. I wondered if he’d spent the entire last several days as a wolf. The clothes fit well enough, if maybe a little too big. I’d had to guess his size based on the shreds left at the scene of the attack.
“What’s your name?” I handed him a tin cup of steaming coffee.
He took it and gingerly sipped at the edge. “Matt. Matt Jameson.”
“How old are you?”
“Nineteen.”
A lump settled in my throat. So young—too young to be dealing with this.
I ripped open a packet of jerky and handed it to him. “I’m going to get you in touch with Alaska’s pack leader. He’ll be able to help you more than I can.” I just needed to find him. It’s not as though he left contact info with me. I’d only met him once, and it was through a lone werewolf living in the bush. But that one wouldn’t be able to help me now either.
Matt took the jerky and tore into it with his teeth. His eyes grew round. “I…this…this is insane. What’s happening to me?”
I grimaced. Telling someone his life had been changed forever wasn’t easy. “You were bitten by a werewolf.” It was best to get straight to the point. He was a tough young man to have made it this far; he didn’t need to be coddled.
His face twisted in a mixture of horror and denial. Even though he knew it to be true, he didn’t want to believe it. I couldn’t blame him. Werewolves were mythology to the general human population.
I decided to plow ahead. “You survived the change. A werewolf’s saliva carries the disease, and now you’re infected. But you’re still alive.” I knew that wasn’t always a comfort.
Matt put his cup down and stared at his hands. His fingernails were worn down and packed with dirt underneath. “So I’m a monster now.”
I didn’t know how to respond. Even elementals considered werewolves to be monsters, byproducts of twisted magic long ago, but I didn’t agree with that. Before the attack, Matt wasn’t evil. One event beyond his control shouldn’t change that.
“No. You just have a condition, something you’ll have to work around. But you can still live a normal life.” I took the tin and refilled it for him.
Matt let out a guttural sound. “Normal, right. I can never go home, can I?”
“I don’t know,” I replied honestly. “The alpha will know more. Where are you from?”
“Fairbanks.” He looked up at me. “How is it you know so much? Why did you track me down? Are you one?”
I shook my head. “I’m not a werewolf, but I know a lot of things.” I got up and moved to the counter where I had laid out a box of crackers and more jerky. “I’ll try to contact the alpha as soon as possible. Do you need anything in the meantime?”
“Why?” he said in a small voice. “Why did it attack me?”
I sat down across from him and rested my hand on his knee, not too close, but wanting to let him know I was there.
“He was wounded. Any animal, werewolf or not, in that condition would have attacked you out of blind fear.”
That werewolf had eventually died of his wounds. I had found his body while out on one of my regular surveys, which was how I knew about Matt being attacked. I knew the decomposing corpse was a werewolf from its massive size; they tended to be larger due to the laws of mass conservation: the size of the human had to redistribute into an equally sized wolf. Worse than that, I recognized his eyes—the old man who lived in the bush, away from civilization to give his wolf side space to be free. We weren’t friends so much as neighbors who respected each other. Even so, I knew he would never attack a human intentionally.
The tracks in the mud told the story: the werewolf had been wounded and fleeing whatever had attacked it, and some poor hiker was right in his path of flight. The werewolf’s body had been ripped and gouged, a sticky black substance matted in his fur. With wounds like that, he wouldn’t have the residual control of a rational mind to steer away from a harmless person. Shredded clothes and bloodstains marred the landscape, but Matt hadn’t been killed. Though the werewolf’s wounds should have healed, they didn’t, and he died before killing Matt.
My first priority had been to find him and get him safely tucked away, but in the back of my mind, the worry of what could have killed a werewolf nagged at me.
I looked back at Matt. “The werewolf virus healed your wounds; otherwise you would have died.”
“It feels like I have,” he muttered.
I didn’t know what to say. “Sorry” didn’t seem good enough. I stood up. “There’s food and plenty of logs to keep the fire going. I brought some towels, water bottles, and moist towelettes if you want to wash up a bit. I’ll check on you tomorrow.” I set an extra handheld radio on the stool. “If you need anything, it’s set to channel four. No one else is on it.”
“Thank you,” his quiet voice followed me to the door.
I gave him an encouraging smile and left. I’d parked my 1979 Ford half ton truck on a small access road not too far from the shack. The red and maroon paint was dull and scratched, but considering I tended to transport animals in the back, shiny and pristine would be pointless. It only needed to run, which it did.
By the time I got back to town, it was nearing dusk. I glanced at my watch. 7:10. Keenan would have been here for two hours already. I clicked my radio.
“Darren, I’m back.”
“Okie doke,” he replied. “Find that wolf?”
“Yeah, I think he’ll be fine. You drop my friend at my place?”
“Yup.”
I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thanks.”
My house sat back in the woods down a dirt road that branched off from the center of town. It afforded easy access to my veterinary clinic located on that main street, and also privacy since I didn’t have any neighbors. The comfortable, two-bedroom home had been built back in the 70s. The walls and trim were a dull off-white and brown, and lately I had been considering a new coat of a different color. A flowerbed framed by large rocks started next to the porch steps and stretched around to the right side of the house. Most of the flowers were still in colorful bloom, as the temperature hadn’t dropped enough yet. Purple and cream delphiniums stood tall like proud spires; Red Charm peonies looked like little frosted cupcakes. I even had a Himalayan flower whose blossoms stood out in a shocking bright blue. To the left of the porch and added on to the side of the house stood the outdoor dog kennel. I could see my two Huskies bounding against the chain-link fence as my truck drove up the drive. A lamp shone through the front window of the house.
My heart began pounding in my chest and my palms turned sweaty, despite the sinking temperature. Keenan was here. I’d seen him last month at a veterinarian conference in Seattle, and we’d talked a lot through online video chats the past several months. It felt great to reconnect after so many years, but there was this line we’d silently agreed not to cross. We had decided at graduation that a relationship couldn’t go anywhere, not with our workstations so far apart.
It wasn’t that the Stewardship wouldn’t grant a transfer. The global organization wasn’t a dictatorship, but more of a bureaucracy primarily concerned with maintaining a presence and balance across the earth. We followed a divine mandate set by God after Adam and Eve failed in the Garden of Eden. God then created elementals and tasked them with stewarding the earth instead of humans. The problem was Keenan and I took those tasks seriously. He helped run the Undina Research Center that dealt with the various fields of oceanography, and I maintained the outpost in this small, isolated corner of the world—positions we both inherited from our families. We felt a loyalty and duty that surpassed even our feelings for each other. We’d always accepted and admired that about the other, but something had changed in Seattle. I had changed.
Was it just biology prodding at my instincts, or something deeper? I was almost thirty, unmarried, and without children. Even with my Steward priorities, part of me wanted a family. And I would never settle for anyone but Keenan.
I parked the truck, wishing the drive had been just a little longer, wanting to run the rest of the distance to the door. Barking intruded upon my ears and my mind. I veered toward the kennel first where my dogs jumped over each other to get my attention, their tails wagging with enough force to rattle the gate.
“Hey guys, how’re you doing?” I brushed my hand across the chain-link fence as they pushed to greet me with their noses and lick my fingers. Their mental images begged to meet the new person in the house. At least they weren’t taking a defensive stance about it, just a curious one. “Not yet. I need a moment with Keenan before you knock him down.”
Keenan was a water elemental, so he didn’t have the connection with dogs that I had, which meant he wouldn’t be able to command them into obedience if they got out of hand. I was glad Darren hadn’t let them into the house with him. I went to the tiny shed behind the kennel and scooped some chunks of chow into two buckets, which I set in the pen for the dogs before finally heading into the house.
A fire crackled in the hearth, the soft warmth greeting me like a well-known spouse. The living room was a small space with one ratty old couch in the middle of the floor and a rocker next to the window. I didn’t have a television. A bookcase nestled in the left corner against a short protrusion of wall that divided the living room. Keenan stood in the even smaller kitchen, chopping vegetables and throwing them into a skillet. He looked up as the door closed behind me.
My pulse fluttered in my throat as his eyes sparked upon seeing me. A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. He was gorgeous. Rich black hair framed dark, soulful eyes, eyes that could always see past pretenses and into realms others could only guess at. He held himself with a quiet, pensive stance, while always acutely attuned to things going on around him. When our eyes met, I knew he could see my soul.
I didn’t waste time shrugging out of my coat, but crossed the living room and fell into his arms. He hugged me tightly, nestling his face close to mine. Part of me couldn’t believe he was actually here.
I pulled away when the vegetables started spitting so Keenan could turn around and stir them.
“I’m sorry I couldn’t pick you up.”
“Ranger Naples said you had work.” Keenan added some spices to the pan and reached for some plates from the cabinet. I loved how he made himself at home. The kitchen wasn’t much, so it wouldn’t have been hard for him to find the few pots and pans among the three cupboards. The gas-lit stove, nestled between the counter and slim refrigerator, stood directly across from the sink. I had washed the dishes earlier, tidying up before his arrival.
He took a step back and gestured to the meal. “I needed something to do while I waited. Everything okay now?”
I nodded, cringing inside. Keenan wouldn’t like that I’d gone after a werewolf alone. I’d tell him tomorrow though. Tonight was for us. I cleared my small, dinette table big enough for two. Then I filled two glasses with water and grabbed silverware from the drawer.
Keenan set two plates heaped with steaming vegetables before us and smiled as he sat across from me. He stood up again. “I almost forgot.” He moved to the living room and came back holding a small, rectangular cardboard box. “This was waiting on your doorstep when I arrived.”
My brows lifted in curiosity. I removed the lid and gazed at the medallion necklace resting on a piece of tissue. The round disk was wood, carved and notched with a variety of swirls and corners overlaid with copper. The rich scents of forest exuded from the box, sweeter than sugar and spice to my senses. A small card lay beneath the necklace.
For protection and health on your birthday—Terry.
I smiled and set the box aside. The medallion resonated with my spirit, its earth elements thrumming through my veins like music.
Keenan read the card aloud.
“Terry’s a traditionalist in Tlingit ways,” I explained. “He was a good friend of my grandmother’s. After she passed away, he sort of took up a grandfatherly responsibility toward me. This would be something she’d give me were she still alive.”
My grandmother believed in both our elemental powers and the magic of our ancestors. She used to assist Terry in ancient rituals and practices, or they would simply sit on the porch together sharing stories from our oral traditions. I would often sit at their feet as a child, listening with rapt attention. Whenever my grandmother took me to visit Terry’s cabin, his nephew, Sam, would usually be there, and we would play together.
After my grandmother died, Terry started checking up on me often. He would always bring small gifts: dreamcatchers, woodcarvings, and sometimes meat he had hunted. Later, I started giving him pottery gifts in return. We didn’t talk much; he didn’t come over for Sunday dinners or anything, but he was always there, like a four-hundred-year-old Sitka spruce standing tall and steadfast. Though the one thing he did like to talk about was my grandmother. That kept her alive for me. He would never know how much that meant.
He would also never know just how this gift touched me, not only for what it represented, but also for the song I heard because of my elemental connection. I ran my fingers over the grooves as a harpist would over her strings.
Keenan reached over and laid his hand upon mine. “Why are you sad?”
I opened my palm to cup his, the medallion nestled between our grasp. Keenan saw everything, a comforting and sometimes embarrassing trait.
I shook my head. “I’m not. Just thinking.”
He nodded as though he understood, which he probably did. A mischievous smile arched across his face as he leaned back in his chair. “You have to wait for your actual birthday to receive my gift.”
I flashed him a fake pout. My birthday was next week. Another year older. Another year of possibilities and dreams lost. I knew what I wanted in an ideal world. What could I learn to live with in reality? Keenan, right here, in this moment, with me.
“Let’s eat before it gets cold. I have an idea on dessert.”
Keenan grinned and picked up his fork.
I flashed the dogs a mental apology before we locked ourselves away for the night.
~~~~
Chapter Two
Sitting on my doorstep, a mug of coffee steaming in my hands, I watched my two Husky dogs, Puck and Lakota, chase each other around the yard. Puck had the stark black and white markings of a Siberian Husky. Bright blue eyes shone against the snow white on his face, and black bridged across his forehead. Lakota’s similar colors intermixed with russet, licks of flame sweeping through a black night. It dulled to a pale orange in the white fur, framing her brown eyes like a dusty eye shadow.
The sun broke through a crack in the tree line and bathed the bushes in gold. Wood creaked as Keenan came out to join me. He had a blanket wrapped around his shoulders, and even though the cold didn’t bother me, I accepted his invitation to snuggle inside with him.
This place hadn’t housed another person in years. Once I finished my Apprenticeship and became a Steward, I took over the veterinarian practice from my parents and they moved to the Arctic to spend their days swimming in research—their dream for retirement. The arrangement suited me at the time, and I’d been happy for them, though I hadn’t realized how lonely I would be.
“What are you thinking about?” Keenan asked, his voice barely above a whisper.
I pressed myself closer against him. “How happy I am you’re here.”
We watched the sun’s rays angle higher until our coffee was no longer hot, and then went back inside. Time to pop the bubble.
“Keenan, I have to tell you about yesterday.”
He rinsed out his cup and turned to look at me, pinching his brows in concern at my tone. “I thought everything went okay? The Ranger said you were looking for an injured wolf.”
I closed my eyes for a moment, bracing myself. The only reason Keenan didn’t mind my going after wild animals was because he knew my elemental connection would keep me safe. Stewards had command over their elemental creatures that the animals had no choice but to follow; it was part of our responsibility.
“It wasn’t a wolf. It was a werewolf.”
Keenan didn’t say anything. His eyes regarded me as though he doubted he had heard right.
“I’m sorry, for a minute I thought I was talking to my sister. What did you say?”
I rolled my eyes and explained about Matt being bitten, my consequent tracking of him, and how I set him up in a shack while I figured out how to get in touch with a pack alpha.
Keenan’s frown deepened as each minute ticked by in my explanation. His jaw worked like he wanted to speak, but no words came out. He drew in a sharp breath.
“Are you insane? A newly made werewolf could have ripped you to shreds.”
“I didn’t go unprotected.” I held my arms out in a gesture of placation. “I couldn’t just leave him out there. He could have hurt himself or someone else.”
Keenan ran a hand over his hair. His eyes blazed with a rarely seen intensity.
I reached out, my fingers grazing his arm. “Keenan, what did you expect me to do? I’m responsible for this area.”
He shook his head, but some of the fury seemed to bleed out of his expression. “I know, you’re right. But you knew I was coming. You could have waited until I arrived so we could do it together.”
“I know, but time was a factor.” I’d made a judgment call, and I would stand by it. “The worst is over,” I said, turning away. “I need to get more food from town and check on him today. Care to join me?” Though my back was to him, I still felt the weight of Keenan’s gaze boring into me.
“You’re not going to file a report with the Stewardship, are you?”
I didn’t reply, giving Keenan the answer he already suspected. The werewolves in Alaska did not cause problems. Neither had the old man. What happened to him and Matt had been a tragic accident of events; it didn’t warrant anyone deciding they needed to investigate and stir up trouble with the supernatural communities.
“Okay,” he said.
I turned around at his acceptance. “Sorry to mix business with pleasure.”
He smirked. “I should be used to it by now.”
I grinned in return. Even the conference we’d attended in Seattle had turned into an extended stay due to supernatural business. Duty always came first. That was one thing Keenan understood. I had hoped we would have a week just to ourselves, but dealing with Matt wouldn’t take too big a chunk out of our plans. We’d have plenty of time to play the tourist game—go fishing at one of the lakes, hike through the Saltchucks, and go out to Hubbard Glacier. I was excited about that last one. The continuously advancing glacier would appeal to Keenan on multiple levels: scientific, aesthetic, and elemental. In fact, there would be plenty of research to occupy someone like him for years…but I couldn’t bribe him like that. Part of me didn’t even know what we were doing, except indulging a temporary fantasy.
“Do you need to stop by your clinic while we’re in town?” Keenan’s question drew my attention back to him.
I shrugged and turned to the small writing desk at the edge of where the kitchen joined the living room. My calendar lay squished between stacks of scientific journals. I let them pile up a bit before mailing them to my parents. “We can. No appointments are scheduled, but if anyone needs me, they’ll call.”
Keenan came up behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist. “I’d like to see where you work.”
Heat burst in the pit of my stomach and spread like wildfire. I twisted around in his embrace and set both hands on his chest. “Don’t mind the locals if some of them get a little…protective.”
He grinned and kissed me. “You inspire it in everyone.”
I laughed and wiggled out of his grasp. “You can shower first while I feed the dogs.”
Keenan’s gaze lingered on me until I was out the door. I heard the pipes flush with water a few moments later. I entered the kennel and Puck and Lakota scrambled around my legs for their breakfast, complaining that I’d left them out all night. I apologized as I dished out their favorite—deer. I hoped Matt had enough to eat. A young man’s appetite could be bottomless, but a young werewolf’s? I also hoped he hadn’t shifted during the night and escaped. The sooner we made contact with Alaska’s pack leader, the better. I thought I remembered his name, but didn’t have any contact information. Hopefully it wouldn’t take too many hours scouring the phone book to find it.
I went inside and grabbed the radio. “Matt, do you read?”
It took a few moments before his voice crackled through in response. “Yeah?”
“How are you doing?”
“Okay, I guess. How long do I have to stay here?”
“We can talk about that when I come by later. I’ll stop by the store and get you some food first. Anything you need?”
He didn’t answer right away. “A beer?”
I smiled. “Best not for now.”
He sighed. “Yeah, I figured. You don’t need to rush out here. I’m…still trying to sort things out.”
The water shut off, signaling my turn.
“I understand. It will be okay.” I probably shouldn’t have been making promises I couldn’t keep. We disconnected.
I made my shower quick, eager to get the work of the day over with so Keenan and I could indulge in some fun. The coppery glint of the medallion from last night caught my eye from the dresser. I liked the harmony in it, slightly different from the hums of trees in the woods. Probably imbued with the love and care Terry put into making it.
I slipped the cord over my head and felt the wood settle in the hollow of my neck. It needed a longer cord, in my opinion. Terry was a few days early with this present, which seemed a little odd. I needed to find him at some point and thank him, perhaps introduce him to Keenan. That could go one of two ways—either Terry would take to him because of my obvious love, or he’d get overprotective. Oh, who was I kidding? Everyone in this town got overprotective.
I paused in my room and listened to the stillness on the other side of the door. I knew Keenan was there; I could feel him. Whatever this thing we were doing was and how it played out, I’d rather have these fleeting moments with him than none at all.
When I came out, Keenan was standing by the window. Even though my footsteps were quiet, he sensed me as much as I sensed him. He turned and smiled. His dark eyes caught some of the morning sun and sparked with gold. My toes tingled.
“Beautiful.” He walked over and reached up to touch the necklace. “It sings.”
I glanced down. Though earth wasn’t Keenan’s element, he could sense things like no other elemental could. Earlier this year, he discovered that his mother had not been human as he’d thought, but a Nereid, a sea nymph out of mythology. The revelation finally explained all of Keenan’s “quirks” he hadn’t been able to understand before, how he could sense the nature and spirit of things around him and feel the subtle changes in the air when magic was kindled.
It’s what made him so still and quiet; he constantly listened to the strings of harmony around him. I loved that he saw more than most people did.
“It compliments you.” He kissed me, soft and quick.
Warmth filled my cheeks. We needed to leave before I changed my mind about going out.
“Let’s go.”
We drove down Boat Harbor Road through the main part of town. It split at one end, Max Italio Drive hugging the coast as Boat Harbor continued to cut through the middle, until they reconnected at The Lagoon on the western edge of the Alaskan coastline. There were plenty of outlets serving both tourists and the locals with sporting goods, camping supplies, groceries, and clothes, plus there were the restaurants and bed and breakfasts. The community center stood in the middle of everything, its dark, brick red roof and Native American mural walls the strongest eye catcher of all.
Keenan and I stopped at the general store first. I tried not to grin at all the curious looks people gave us. Darren must have spread the news of Keenan’s arrival to everyone, which wasn’t that big a feat considering the small population. We had strangers a lot due to tourism, so their curiosity stemmed less from the fact that Keenan was an outsider and more from the fact that one of their beloved daughters, who had never shown interest in any of their men, strode hand-in-hand into the market with a handsome, Black Irish stranger.
I wasn’t sure Keenan even noticed. His observation skills were impeccable in everything that moved and breathed, but he never seemed to get the silent, judgmental or speculative looks people gave him. Either they didn’t matter, or he’d learned long ago to block them out.
In any case, I wasn’t going to let him continue enduring it. I grabbed what we needed: more jerky and crackers, canned beans, bottled water, and orange juice. After paying, I steered us out of there in a hurry and headed to the safety of my clinic.
My veterinarian practice was located on the southern edge of town, after the two roads reconnected into one, next to the health clinic. I often doubled as a nurse there. Caring for humans wasn’t part of the Stewardship mandate—I suspected there was a general condescension toward the descendants of Adam and Eve who had failed in Eden—but I didn’t feel that way. God may have specifically ordained elementals, but we were all His children.
I parked the truck in front of the small building aptly named “VET” by the wooden sign hanging from a pole over the door. A large window that stood a few inches from the ground and rose to the ceiling looked in on the waiting room. I unlocked the old oak door and flipped the light switch. The waiting area had room for only five plastic chairs. A small end table butted up against the corner held a few outdated dog and National Geographic magazines, and the linoleum floors were scuffed with black streaks from nails and claws. My “office” consisted of a desk behind a counter at the back. Another door led to two back rooms, one used for examinations, the other for a lab. Most of my patients to go back there were dogs. There was also a large kennel out back where I treated larger animals and sometimes housed wild ones I rehabilitated.
I hadn’t expected to feel insecure when I showed Keenan, but his smile at my quaint work place bloomed heat in my belly. Unbidden, an image of the two of us working here together flashed through my mind: me treating dogs and rabbits, Keenan treating sea lions and otters. He was a marine biologist. We would probably have to move the office closer to the shore for that though... I mentally shook myself out of the daydream.
Keenan moved around the counter and stopped. He lifted his hand toward a picture frame, his fingers hovering an inch from the glass, not daring to touch. It was a picture of him and me in college, both smiling and laughing. The brilliance of red and sunset orange leaves painted the trees and ground in autumn. It was sophomore year, and a large group of us had gone outside to play touch football. I don’t think Keenan meant to tackle me, but somehow we ended up sprawled in a pile of leaves while everyone else ran down the other side of the field with the football. He hadn’t gotten off me right away, but stared into my eyes as though searching for something. It was the first time our souls connected, the first time he kissed me. It felt like a lifetime ago.
Someone tapped on the front window, breaking the reverie. The door opened a moment later and a late middle-aged man shuffled in. He removed his cap to reveal a head of thinning light brown hair.
“Good morning, Neil.”
“Mornin’, Nita.” He nodded to me and cast a suspicious glance at Keenan. “Are you busy?”
“Is something wrong with Lucy?” I didn’t see his dog outside or in his truck.
Neil shook his head. “No, it’s me. I got this awful headache.”
I suppressed a wry look. “You missed the clinic by two doors.”
Neil had the sense to look slightly abashed, though not apologetic. “Dr. Hansen doesn’t have the healer’s touch you do.”
Keenan quirked a grin at me. Yeah, right. I knew what this looked like, but Neil did not have an inappropriate crush on me. He was just a stuffy old geezer who liked the attention. He was the closest thing to a hypochondriac we had up here.
I gave Neil a sympathetic smile. “I’m sure Roy will give you some aspirin if you ask him.”
Neil rubbed his forehead. “It’s a really bad headache.”
He obviously wasn’t going to leave until I’d satisfied him, so I grabbed a penlight from a drawer and waved it in front of his pupils. “Any other symptoms?”
“Just some heartburn. Got anything for that?”
I put the penlight away and gestured for him to get up and follow.
“We’ll stop at the clinic and get you an antacid and something a little stronger for your headache, but then you should go home and rest.”
Neil nodded, though reluctantly. He knew better than to expect a miracle cure, but I think he hoped for one.
I turned to Keenan and mouthed, “Sorry.” He waited outside while I popped into the health clinic to get Neil the meds he wanted. I said brief hellos to everyone, but didn’t stay to chat like I normally would. They’d probably hear all about why soon enough.
Suddenly, I couldn’t wait to get out of town.
“How about we have a picnic instead of grabbing something here?” I asked when I returned to Keenan.
He grinned. “Not ready to face everybody yet?”
I linked my arm in his. “I’m not hiding. I just don’t want to share you right now.”
“What about Matt?”
“He’s doing okay. Besides, it might be good to give him a little space. He’s been through a lot.”
Keenan shrugged in acceptance.
We stopped back at my place to pack some food and get the dogs. Keenan didn’t seem to mind them, and they took a stronger liking to him than I would have guessed. Almost like family, we fit together like a picture.
We walked for a bit, up the coastline and to a place where we could sit and watch the bay. To a native, the temperature at fifty-seven degrees seemed mild, but Keenan had bundled himself in layers and a winter coat. Puck picked up a stick and begged us to throw it for him. The third time around, he brought it straight to Keenan, who rubbed Puck’s head vigorously before giving the stick a good strong fling.
“He likes you,” I said.
Keenan grinned. Outside of the marine animals at his research center, he’d never had any pets. He leaned back and tilted his face toward the sky. A soft breeze off the water teased his hair.
“It’s peaceful here. Still.”
I moved to kneel behind him and placed my hands on his shoulders. For all of his calm and assuredness, his muscles seemed extra tight. I worked at the kinks, kneading my fingers into his tension, massaging it out. I felt his body relax against me. Birds and other wildlife sang of their daily work, creating a music I knew both Keenan and I could appreciate.
I hadn’t realized my hands had stilled until Keenan reached up to take them. He twisted around, leaned into me, and covered my mouth with his. One hand slid under my back, pressing me closer to him. I linked my arms behind his neck and let him brace me as I deepened the kisses, exploring him with a fervent need to reacquaint myself with every detail. My body didn’t need much encouraging. It responded naturally, as though it hadn’t been years since we last lay on the ground under the open sky together. Time bled away, and I felt like we were in college again.
Puck’s barking broke through the haze of our passion. I tried to ignore it, but when Lakota joined in with whining, I stopped to take a breath and listen. The sounds of the forest leaked back in. The dogs were upset. Keenan met my eyes, and with mutual understanding, we both separated and sat up.
“Puck!” I called. The dogs responded with more barking, but didn’t come to my summons. I couldn’t tell what the problem was from the brief visual flashes they sent me of bushes and green leaves. I jumped to my feet and followed their sounds, Keenan right behind me.
We found them circling a mass of brush. Puck had blood on his nose. I sensed out for any wild animals, but none had been attracted by the scent yet. Keenan moved around to see what lay in the bush. His hand shot up to cover his mouth.
I didn’t wait for him to tell me; I hurried over and looked. My gorge rose and I turned away. It was a human body, horribly mauled and mangled. Upon first glance, I couldn’t even recognize whether it was male or female.
“Puck! Lakota!” I put the power of my elemental command behind the words, and the dogs snapped to attention. They bounded back and stood stark still, unable to disobey. I didn’t often use my supernatural authority on them, but didn’t want to wrestle with them as I discovered the person’s identity. As I discovered if someone I knew was now dead.
Keenan put a gentle hand on my shoulder. I swallowed my revulsion and carefully peeled away some of the brush. Body size and build suggested male. Half of his face was gone, and his long black hair didn’t make him stand out as anyone in particular.
I was about to give up and call the local police and Dr. Hansen when a tattoo still visible on his exposed shoulder stopped me. Keenan grabbed my arm and braced me as I leaned closer to examine it. My stomach dropped and I spun away before I threw up on the body. I knew who this was.
~~~~
Chapter Three
“Looks like a bear attack,” Chief Lawrence commented. Yakutat had three policemen, and all of them, plus a Forest Ranger and the town’s doctor, were out to examine the scene.
“Terry Williams wouldn’t fall victim to a bear,” Darren argued, his arms folded across his green Ranger’s uniform. The broad brim of his Smokey Bear hat masked his expression as he gazed down at Terry’s body, but his insistent tone betrayed his upset emotions. “He knew animals, just like Nita here. None would ever harm him.”
Brian Lawrence ran a hand over his beard. He managed to maintain a calm and critical eye over the situation. “Accidents happen. He might have stumbled on a mother with her cubs.”
The two men continued to argue. I could only stare as they wrapped Terry in plastic and lifted him onto a stretcher. The mangled body didn’t resemble Terry at all, the black hair tangled and sprouting twigs and leaves, his fingers crooked into a clawed position, and his eyes... I avoided looking at them, open in terror and agony. I didn’t want to remember him that way. Instead, I tried to picture his muted blue eyes lined with wrinkles and a perpetual pinch of his brow from years of focused concentration. But the still wet blood streaking the clear plastic kept distracting me. Something slipped through the folds, and I bent to pick up a leather pouch. The cord must have been sliced in the attack for it to come off Terry’s neck. I didn’t know what lay inside the pouch—it was private, a momentum from his first vision quest.
The soft fabric crumpled in my clenched fist. Terry knew his way around these woods and its animals. He never would have gotten into a mother bear’s path. I wanted to shout it at Chief Lawrence, but couldn’t allow myself to lose control, not here. Besides, I couldn’t voice my alternative theory, one I greatly hoped was wrong. Had Matt shifted last night? Some tracks were evident in the mud, but Puck and Lakota’s movements earlier had smeared them. The prints were large, but didn’t look distinctive of any particular animal. Was this my fault? I never should have left Matt alone.
Keenan stood next to me, also silently watching, and no doubt wondering the same thing. While this type of event didn’t come as a surprise up here, it wasn’t a common occurrence. My hand reached up to finger my necklace. How could I have been so careless? My muscles itched to turn and run, to find Matt and see for myself. What would I do? What if he had killed Terry?
Dr. Roy Hansen turned to me. He looked good for a man approaching seventy, aging wrinkles and weathered skin framing spry-looking eyes. “I can take care of this one, Nita. Why don’t you and your…friend…go home.” Being the doctor of a small town meant being a sort of undertaker as well, signing the death certificates of those he knew personally. I often helped.
I bit the inside of my lip to keep from spilling out the molten emotions bubbling inside and gave a sharp nod.
He reached out and squeezed my shoulder. Then he turned to follow Terry’s body back to town.
“Someone needs to find Sam,” Brian said.
Sam. How would he take this? His uncle was the only family he had left in the area. I knew the two hadn’t been getting along the past few months, but still. Now, Sam was alone. I was alone. It felt like my grandmother’s passing all over again.
Keenan slipped a hand under my elbow. His touch felt like liquid fire spreading through my numb limb. His worried eyes searched mine, his pupils almost reflecting the storm that must have been flashing in my own.
I swallowed hard. “I’ll check Terry’s cabin.”
Brian glanced at me. “I can do that, Nita.”
“No, it’s okay. I found Terry. Sam should hear it from me.”
“If I run into him first, I’ll have to tell him.”
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak any more. I took Keenan’s hand and headed off, whistling for Puck and Lakota to follow. Once we were out of sight, I told the dogs to go home and wait for me, refraining from using my elemental compulsion on them again. I felt bad that I had done so, not because it hurt them in any way, but because they were good dogs that always obeyed out of loyalty to me.
Puck and Lakota barked their acknowledgement and trotted off. Despite how well behaved they were, we didn’t need them around when we confronted Matt.
“We can’t know for sure he did it,” I said, though Keenan hadn’t said anything. Maybe I was simply trying to convince myself.
He continued walking. “Whatever did it felt sick, and I don’t mean a disease. It felt wrong, unnatural. Matt’s just coming out of the fever; it could have been him.”
A lump formed in my throat. If Keenan could sense something, no matter how slight, then the chances it was a normal bear or wolf were slim. The kill hadn’t been that fresh, maybe several hours old. I’d talked to Matt this morning and he hadn’t mentioned anything. Had he lied? Or was there something even more dangerous on the loose? What about the creature that had killed the old werewolf?
Terry’s cabin wasn’t far from where we found his body. He had built it himself, fifty years ago. The one-room structure with a loft for his bed had suited him over the years, as he had never married, never had children. It looked quiet when we approached, except for the dozens of talismans swaying and jingling from hooks around the trim. A bowl of sage smoked just outside the door under an overhang, its low embers protected from the wind. An axe lay on the ground next to a pile of split wood. Terry must have been chopping wood and been interrupted. But what wild animal attacked an armed human on his own territory? The odds that it was just an animal seemed less and less.
“Are these all Tlingit customs?” Keenan asked.
“Yes. Terry was considered a Shaman, or medicine man. The practice isn’t as popular nowadays, but some of the older residents still used his services.” The last of a dying breed.
I knocked on the door, just to be sure, but no one answered. Sam wasn’t here. I was ashamed at the sense of relief that washed over me at not having to tell him the news right then. If we determined Matt was not responsible, then it would just be a horrible tragedy. It wouldn’t be my fault.
I sprinkled dirt over the sage to put it out, and debated continuing on foot to the shack or turning back to get the truck. Though it was a bit of a hike, it would be faster to cut through the woods from our current location than to drive around on the road. Keenan agreed, so we headed north, back toward the hunting shack. I prayed we’d find Matt on two legs.
I paused once the tiny cabin came into view, almost completely obscured by the old tree beside it. Smoke didn’t rise from the stubby chimney, but Matt could have run out of firewood, or he just didn’t need a fire. A werewolf’s body temperature ran higher than a human’s. My earth senses told me nothing, which didn’t mean anything. Keenan and I approached with caution, eyeing the ground for signs of disturbance. No large paw prints.
“Matt?” I called. “It’s Nita.” My heart sank when no one answered at first, but then the handle turned and the door creaked open.
Matt stuck his head out. “Who’s with you?”
I breathed a sigh of relief. “This is my friend, Keenan. Don’t worry, you can trust him.”
Matt hesitated. His chest rose sharply and his nostrils flared, probably taking in our scent.
“May we come in?”
He shook his head and stepped back. “Yeah, sorry.” Matt moved away from the door and settled on the cot in the corner as Keenan and I came inside. He’d made himself at home. Empty jerky and cracker wrappers littered the floor. He’d piled the blankets up on the cot and gone through the bags of clothes I’d left for him. He had also attempted to wash up with the moist towelettes, but they hadn’t gotten all the dirt off so he ended up with smears of clean skin framed with grime across his face.
“Are you the alpha?” he asked.
Keenan’s eyes swept over the shack. He avoided looking into Matt’s eyes, of instigating a challenge, but I knew he was evaluating every angle and shadow of the kid.
“No, I work with Nita.”
Matt leaned back warily. “Hunting werewolves?”
“No, no,” I said, and took a seat on the stool. “Keenan and I are elementals. We’re stewards over the earth.”
Matt’s forehead wrinkled. “What does that mean?”
I raised my eyebrows at Keenan, signaling he could do the honors.
He grabbed a half-empty water bottle from the shelf and unscrewed the cap. Then he waved his hand over the top, and the water inside bubbled up and shot through the opening. Keenan twisted his wrist and shaped the water into a ball that hovered in his palm.
Matt’s eyes went round as he watched Keenan pour the water back into the bottle and replace the cap. “So you’re like me…”
“Supernatural, yes,” I supplied, for lack of a better term. “Keenan’s element is water. Mine is earth. We have no intention of hurting you, only of getting you safely to a pack.” I surveyed the dark circles under his eyes. “Did you sleep last night?”
Matt shrugged. “Not really. Easier to have nightmares in…” He swallowed. “Human form.”
“Did you shift last night?” Keenan asked.
Matt shook his head. “I don’t ever want to do that again.”
I grimaced. He wouldn’t have a choice during the full moon. “Did you leave the shack?” How could I come right out and ask what we wanted to know? Did you turn into a wolf and kill a man last night?
“Where would I go? This is the middle of nowhere. I don’t even know where I am.”
“About five miles east of Yakutat.” I exchanged a glance with Keenan. Suppose he had shifted unintentionally the night before, how would he have made it back by morning? I interlocked my fingers in my lap. “It’s just that…someone was mauled earlier.” My voice cracked, but I forced myself into composure. “It doesn’t appear to be any native animal that I recognize.”
“It wasn’t me!” His fists clutched at the blankets. “I haven’t turned back, I swear.”
I looked at Keenan. He’d been studying Matt intensely, not with his eyes, but with his other senses.
“He doesn’t feel sick. The fever’s passed.”
Relief flooded me. “I believe you,” I told Matt.
He picked at some fraying threads. “So now what? I can’t stay here forever.”
I looked around at the drab walls, noting the empty packets and dwindling supply of food. “No, you can’t.” Aside from the lack of sleep, Matt looked pretty good for a newly turned werewolf, but since my experience was limited, the decision would have to be his.
“Matt, do you feel like the wolf is under control? Or is it still on the surface?”
The muscle in his jaw clenched and his eyes hardened. “It feels like something crawling under my skin, wanting to get out. But it’s not in my mind like it was yesterday. Every hour, I push it down a little more.”
I took the risk and moved to put a hand on his shoulder. “That’s good. It’ll keep getting better.” I took a deep breath. “Do you feel like you could come stay in town and keep the wolf under control?”
“Nita…” Keenan’s voice took on a note of warning. I shot him a look and turned back to Matt, trying to exude calm and confidence. Accepting and getting control was the first step, but Matt needed to get back to humanity if he was going to win out over the wolf. This dingy shack would not help him with that. He needed normal, as much as he could get anyway.
Matt’s voice croaked. “Is the part about the full moon true?”
“Yes. But we have a few weeks before then.” I stepped away and bent down to clean up the trash. Keenan glared at me, but didn’t voice his objections in front of Matt. I glared back, my eyes saying I wanted him to back me on this.
Keenan gave a barely perceptible shake of his head, but neutralized his expression when he turned to Matt. “The full moon is the only time you don’t have a choice,” he explained, “but you’ll be able to shift at will aside from that, though it can be brought on unexpectedly by stress or adrenaline. With time, you’ll learn to control yourself during those moments.”
“So you’re saying there’s still a chance I might hurt someone?”
Keenan’s passive expression turned to compassion. “If you lose control. So don’t.”
I narrowed my eyes at Keenan, and he shrugged his brows in response.
“Matt, only you know if you’re ready to handle this or not,” I said. Please, may I not be making a huge mistake.
Matt lowered his voice so I could barely hear him. “I just want this to be a dream. I don’t want it to be real.”
“I know this is hard for you. No one should have to go through this. But you need to accept it and start working on living with it. Otherwise, it will bury you.”
Matt looked around at the cramped space, no doubt feeling some of that pressure. He took a deep breath. “I think I can handle it.”
“Good.” I stuffed the remaining food in the grocery bag it had been in. “We’ll get you a room at one of the bed and breakfasts. At least you’ll be able to have a proper shower, and then you might have a television to keep you entertained.”
Matt smiled. “I bet they don’t get Spike TV.”
“Uh, you’d have to ask.” I folded the blankets and stacked them on the cot, and decided to leave the rest of the food hidden in the ice chest. “If you feel like you can’t stay in town, you can always come back here.”
Matt nodded.
We started the walk back. Matt moved slower than us, often stumbling as his head whipped from side to side.
He gave a rueful smile. “I can still smell things.”
“Your heightened senses,” I said unnecessarily.
He paused and stared at me for a moment. His nostrils flared, taking in my scent.
“I have two dogs,” I explained, and brushed my hair behind my ear as I continued walking. Maybe it’d be best to take him straight to the lodge and bring food to him.
“There’s more than that on you.”
Heat flooded my cheeks and I didn’t look back to let him see, though Keenan did. His mouth pressed into a thin line and he narrowed his eyes at Matt. I wished I could blame it on werewolf adolescence, but Matt’s comment could very well have been male hormones talking.
He jogged to catch up with us, his head bowed in embarrassment. “Sorry. It’s just a strange sensation. Please don’t be mad.”
I glanced at him. He had a quirky smile and waggling brows that I imagined worked on lots of girls his age. “When you’re around other werewolves, there won’t be any secrets. In the meantime, it’d probably be best if you kept such observations to yourself.”
“Be a man, not a wolf?” His grin deepened and he cocked an eyebrow.
I smiled back. A sense of humor was healthy.
Keenan cleared his throat. “How’d you get out here, Matt? You’re obviously not a local.”
Matt slowed his steps. “I came out with some college buddies for camping and hiking.”
“Aren’t most colleges in session right now?” I asked.
“It was just for a week.” He shrugged. “Anyway, we were drinking one night, and the next morning they sort of left without me.”
I pulled up short. “They left you in the woods?”
He turned away so I wouldn’t see the expression on his face. “We were a large group, and I didn’t actually know them very well. My guess is they just didn’t realize I wasn’t with them. I was trying to hike back into town when, well, you know.”
I couldn’t form words. How could anyone “forget” about someone and leave them stranded in the woods? Surely someone would have noticed by now?
“There haven’t been any missing person reports filed with the police department or the Forestry department in the last week,” I said. The town would have been plastered with notices if there had.
Keenan’s expression said he suspected there was more to the story. “Why didn’t any of them report you missing, Matt?”
Matt shrugged again, casually, which made me think he very well knew the answer.
“It wasn’t just drinking, was it?” I shook my head and mentally cursed the stupidity of teenagers.
Matt shuffled one foot through the dirt. “I don’t blame them for not wanting to get caught.”
“No, because negligent homicide is so much better than drug possession.” If those kids ever returned to the area and I found out about it, they’d have a night they could really talk about. They enjoyed the surreal and psychedelic effects of drugs? How about ghostly wolves, moving trees, and creepy crawlies in their sleeping bags?
Keenan’s subtle cough drew my attention away from those less than admirable plans. The subtle twitch at the corners of his mouth suggested he knew where my thoughts had gone.
I took a deep breath to calm myself. “Well, if anyone asks, we’ll just say you got separated from your camping party and need a place to stay until they get back.” Until an alpha could come claim him. But his parents could be worried sick, or they could have no idea he was even missing. I didn’t know how the werewolves would want to deal with Matt’s home life. The simplest thing would be for Matt to call home and say he was fine, but he’d most likely have to lie if anyone asked what was going on, and I didn’t know if he could handle that just yet.
“Are you going to college in Fairbanks?” I asked.
“Yeah, I have a soccer scholarship.” He paused. “Or I did. Guess that’s out of the question.”
I honestly didn’t know. Keenan jumped in and spared me from answering.
“You’ll probably have to withdraw for this semester. If you pay attention and learn from your alpha, there should be no reason you can’t return in the spring.” Keenan said it with calm and confidence, but I saw the flash in his eyes that belied his nervousness at the thought of encouraging a potentially dangerous werewolf to matriculate among humans.
I glanced at the sky. “You’ve been gone less than a week. Will your family be worried by now?”
“They’re traveling. My parents call every once in a while, but I’m living my own life.”
Well, at least we didn’t have to deal with any immediate problems of concerned family members flying out to search for their son. And with the attitude his college buddies seemed to have, they’d probably tell everyone Matt ran off on his own. Not that I was happy with the way that would reflect on him, but I didn’t need the local police clueing in and asking questions.
We started walking again. It would be nearing dinnertime when we finally got back to town.
“Keenan, want to meet me at home? I can get Matt settled in okay.”
Keenan tilted his head at me, as though doubting my motives.
I sighed. “Seriously. It’s been a long day and I’m hungry. All I want to do is lock myself away for the night.”
Keenan considered me for a moment before nodding. When we reached the housing neighborhoods, Keenan veered off toward my place, while Matt and I headed into town.
As we reached the central road, I received even more curious looks. This was the second time today I’d walked down the street with a strange guy in tow. Boy, would people talk.
We entered the quaint bed and breakfast located in the center of town, not far from my place. I wanted to be able to get to Matt quickly if I needed to. He cast a dubious look at the doily covered furniture and floral wallpaper. An older woman with a graying bun came out from the kitchen, her apron dusted in flour.
“Nita, so good to see you!”
“Hello, Mrs. Glover, how are you?”
“Oh, it’s just terrible what happened to Terry. Everyone’s upset. I’m making a pie in case Sam comes into town. Have you seen him?”
I shook my head. “I don’t think he knows yet.”
Mrs. Glover made a distressed noise in her throat, but before she could launch into a commiseration that I did not want to share, I drew her attention to the young man also standing in her foyer.
“Mrs. Glover, I have a favor to ask. This is Matt.” I grabbed his shirtsleeve and yanked him forward. “He needs a place to stay while he waits for his camping party to return.”
The old woman eyed him with a mixture of mistrust and open curiosity. “How’d you get separated?”
Matt coughed under his breath. “I wasn’t feeling well. I decided to head back early so I wouldn’t ruin their fun.”
Good story. “I’ll compensate you, of course, Mrs. Glover.”
She turned kind eyes on me. “Don’t be silly, Nita. I couldn’t take money from you. We’ll just get him settled and maybe he wouldn’t mind helping me out with a few things around the house?” She gave Matt a raised eyebrow.
He returned her challenge with that half-cocked boyish smile. “If your cooking is as good as it smells, I think we can work something out.”
Mrs. Glover blushed.
I rolled my eyes. “I’ll see you later.”
Matt flashed me an almost panicked look, but recovered. He wanted to return to normal. And he could, just as soon as I found him that pack. But I also needed to find Sam. I rubbed my forehead at the growing ache behind my eyes. As much as I wanted to comfort Sam, that couldn’t be my priority right now. I’d do what I could for Matt, but tomorrow would be for Keenan and me. Alone. We could go see the glacier.
I nodded to myself, comfortable with that plan. Terry would be the first to tell me that there was a proper time and place for grieving. I remembered how he had grieved the passing of my grandmother with solemnity and devotion. I think he found comfort in his rituals, second-nature motions he could always depend on. Well, I could depend on Keenan, so that’s what I would do.
Keenan wasn’t inside the house when I returned. Frowning, I took a moment to call Chief Lawrence and let him know I hadn’t found Sam. Someone else would have the unfortunate task of telling him his uncle had died. I went back outside. The dogs weren’t around, which they should have been based on my order, so Keenan had to have made it back and taken them somewhere. I strolled around to the back and saw Puck and Lakota lying on the ground, dozing. The door of my pottery shed stood open. Streaming rays of sun lit the dust like flecks of golden snow.
Keenan sat on the stool, admiring my current work in progress: a bowl. I waited in the doorway for him to finish his inspection. Anyone else would have been considered nosy, but I didn’t mind showing Keenan all of me. He traced his fingers along the curves and grooves, careful not to touch. Had he left his mark, I would have stopped working on it, so as to keep that piece of him immortalized in the clay.
“Why do you use the wheel?” he asked.
I entered and studied the piece, half-shaped, bulging on one side, wondering what Keenan saw when he looked at it. “I like the way it moves, the way clay responds to it. Sometimes, I don’t wield it at all, but see what it’s like to let the clay create on its own.”
If I wanted to, I could stick a slab of clay on the ground and manipulate it into a sculpture. Elemental wielding followed the laws of physics. Clay was malleable. Wielding against those laws was possible, but difficult. But then it was just elemental magic, not art. I preferred combining the effort of my mind with the work of my hands.
Keenan looked up and gazed at the various pots, plates, and sculptures lining the shelves. Some of them were glazed; some retained the natural hue of clay. Several were imperfect, though in truth, I considered the flaws part of their character. The shelves by the window contained rows of sculptures based on plants and seeds. In three to four pieces, they displayed the transformation from seedling to fully bloomed plant or flower. Keenan’s gaze finally landed on me, those dark eyes piercing me with a jolt of energy. I felt fire course through my body whenever he looked at me like that.
“If it weren’t for duty, do you think you would have majored in art?”
The corners of my mouth turned down. It was an odd question, coming from him. We never talked about what ifs.
“I don’t know.”
“I’ve missed seeing the fruits of your projects. They’re beautiful, just like you.”
I moved closer, swinging one leg around and lowering myself into his lap. My arms linked behind him. His hands settled on my hips and his lips pressed against my neck. He slowly worked his way down to my collarbone, and then up the other side. Each touch felt electrifying. It simultaneously satisfied a burning desire and ignited a need for more.
His mouth finally worked its way to mine and our kisses deepened, each one becoming more urgent. My fingers lifted to run through his hair while his moved under my legs to lift me closer. Nothing mattered in these moments together.
Keenan stopped once we started bumping a nearby rack and the pottery wheel. He lifted me off his lap, kissing my neck again as he helped me stand. He replaced the plastic wrapping on the platter in progress and headed out. I closed the door and latched it, waking the dogs when they realized we were moving.
Keenan’s arms swept around me from behind. “Shall I cook dinner?”
“Mm, you are a better cook than me.” I leaned against his chest, feeling safe and relaxed in his company. “But I’m the hostess…”
He kissed the top of my head. “Nonsense.” Even his whisper sounded seductive.
I couldn’t help the giggle that escaped when his breath tickled my ear. I twisted out of his embrace. “Around here, you have to hunt for your dinner.”
Keenan raised an eyebrow and I dashed back toward the door, laughing as he gave chase.
~~~~
Chapter Four
I called Matt the next day to see how his night had been. He assured me he was doing much better, so Keenan and I proceeded with our plans for the morning and chartered a bareboat motor yacht to take out to Hubbard Glacier. It was a simple Cap Camarat, seven meters in length with no cabins, perfect for an intimate day trip. We didn’t need to hire a captain since Keenan knew how to pilot the boat. The sky was gray with the promise of rain against the glacial blue of the ocean. I had checked the weather report that morning, and the showers weren’t expected until later.
We left the shore behind for open waters and headed east along the coast. The trip one way would take an hour, and I spent it listening to Keenan talk about his work back home. He was excited about the data they were pulling in from the transmitters attached to two separate, mother and calf, gray whale couples. Their research could help keep the gray whale from being put on the endangered species list again. Keenan also entertained me with stories of two particular dolphins that seemed to have taken a liking to his sister, Aileen. They followed her every time she went out on a boat, which made for some interesting situations when humans noticed. I loved hearing about their antics, though it made me miss working with my own parents a little.
As we got closer to the glacier, small icebergs poked their heads above the surface of the water. Many had seals resting on them. Orcas didn’t visit Disenchantment Bay, so the seals could rest and calve safely. Several raised their heads to watch us as we passed. Keenan slowed the boat to a stop and turned to look at them. I watched the serene expression fall over his face as he communed with the sea animals. I could never know what they said, not being a water elemental, but I knew the feeling of connecting with a kindred spirit.
After a few minutes, Keenan turned back to the throttle and the boat picked up speed again. The sea looked calm enough, so Keenan took us within a quarter mile of the glacier’s face. Massive white shards of ice rose into the air three to four hundred feet. They almost glowed pure white against the drab backdrop of clouds. Even from our position, we could hear the subtle creaks and groans as the glacier advanced.
“Amazing,” Keenan breathed. “It’s been moving ever since its discovery, yes?”
“Since 1895. Quite atypical for a glacier. It could close Russell Fiord completely if it keeps it up.”
Keenan closed his eyes, and I knew he was sensing out to the ice, making a connection with it. I found it beautiful to watch.
“It’s so massive,” he said. The glacier stretched seventy-six miles from the Yukon. His eyes flashed open at the moment a large chunk cracked and plunged into the sea.
“White thunder,” I said, referring to what the Tlingit people called it. I hadn’t been out here in almost a year to appreciate it. Water didn’t have the same pull on me as rock and soil did. For Keenan, though, I would endure every day on a jostling boat just to see him this enthralled.
“I can’t believe you don’t have a water elemental stationed here.”
My heart leapt in my throat, but I clamped down on my tongue before any words came out. “Humans are keeping an eye on it and doing research,” I tried to say in as neutral voice as I could. “It’s not being ignored.”
Keenan shook his head in wonder. “Still, to be able to study it...” His voice trailed off.
I didn’t say anything more, letting him have this moment. I hadn’t expected the little excursion to bring up so much pain for me. The words bubbled up from my chest but died on my lips. I couldn’t ask him to stay.
Instead, I watched him watch the glacier. I concentrated on memorizing every dip and curve of his features—the relaxed set of his brow, the smoothness of his forehead, the faint upturning at the corners of his mouth, the way strands of dark hair fluttered from the gentleness of the wind’s kiss.
When he left, I would have this image. If only I could capture it in clay to sit on a shelf in my home and remind me forever. But even my earth wielding couldn’t recreate the same emotion I saw on his face.
At last, he turned and smiled at me, breaking the spell. “If Aileen saw this, she’d drag everyone up here to have the wedding.”
That would be a sight. Keenan’s sister had recently gotten engaged to a human. Elementals could mix with humans without any problems, though any children would retain the elemental blood and power of the parent. Her fiancé, Colin, accepted that, though Aileen had confided in me that it hadn’t been easy. I was happy for her. We’d been in college around the same time and she’d never really fit into the dating scene.
Keenan’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “They’re still haggling over what invitations they want, but you’ll get one eventually.”
Celebrating Aileen’s wedding would be a pleasure, but the chance to see Keenan again made my heart beat faster. Unlike Aileen and Colin though, even if Keenan and I did manage to work around our jobs and duty, the image of a happy family with children would still be a fantasy. Opposing elements cancelled out each other’s powers. Our children would be human.
It didn’t seem important, but human children of elementals had it rough growing up. They were neither fully part of our society, yet not fully human either, knowing too much. Could we put our children through that? Or could we stay in Alaska forever, isolated, our own little corner of happiness?
Keenan’s unique abilities from his Nereid blood made growing up challenging for him. He never fit in, and didn’t know why. Could he allow the same future for his own children? That would be the final, deciding factor in our relationship, but I didn’t have the heart to ask him, afraid of his answer. The truth was, though, I didn’t know how I felt about the matter either.
Keenan steered the boat around until we were a little farther away and turned the engine off. I reached down to grab the bag packed with water bottles and granola bars and handed Keenan his. Then we sat back and marveled at the natural wonder before us. Keenan pointed to various features and explained what was happening beneath the surface. He was like a tour guide with x-ray vision. His insight made the experience brand new for me. After a little while, the sky began to sprinkle and the wind picked up.
“Shall we head back?” Keenan asked.
“Are you sure you don’t want more time?”
He flashed me a rueful smile. “I could spend all day out here, but I suspect you would rather be dry.”
I couldn’t help grinning in return. “Not unless you want to be an elemental umbrella. We’ll come out once more before you leave.”
Keenan started the boat and we headed back toward Yakutat. My gaze followed the coast, longing for trees to surround me again. They always gave me peace when my emotions warred within me. Say the words, they said. No, I replied.
Something black flashed through a patch of trees, and a harsh prickling grazed my consciousness. I gripped the rail and squinted, straining to see if it would show itself again. I didn’t notice the boat slow to a stop until Keenan took a stance behind me.
“Something’s out there.” He’d felt it too.
We waited, no sound but the lapping of the water against the boat. I felt the sting of something I couldn’t identify, and looked further down the shore. My breath froze in my throat.
It was completely black. The body looked shiny and glossy, as if it could reflect the water rippling below where it stood. It had a feline quality, but was too large to be a lynx, the only wild cat native to the area. Even though I felt its presence, there was something off about it, something painful when it touched my senses. It stood too far away for me to try communicating with it.
Keenan’s body stiffened next to mine. In another moment, the creature had vanished. I took the wheel and veered the boat toward the shore. It was rocky with short drop-offs, making getting up close to the edge easier than if the landscape had been beach. Gripping the rail, I hoisted myself up and sensed out, but the cat was long gone. The rocks didn’t leave room for tracks.
“We should get back,” Keenan said, his voice rough.
I climbed down. We weren’t equipped to track this animal, whatever it was. Still, it demanded attention, for one thought ran over and over in my mind. Could that thing take down a werewolf? And did it kill Terry?
We returned the boat and strolled through town. The clouds grew swollen and darker above us, harbingers of heavy rain. Though the creature we’d spotted had an unsettling feel to it, I had no proof it’d been involved in either Terry’s death or the werewolf’s. The prospect of going hunting with Keenan, of working side by side as partners, excited me, but I tried to mentally shake it off. I wouldn’t spoil our brief time together with work.
Loneliness settled over me, piercing me to the core. It reminded me of why Keenan and I decided to break it off after graduation—the pain hurt too much. Or I thought it did. Absence didn’t dull the pain; it just meant there was no hope. I didn’t want to live like that anymore. No, I would allow myself the little slices of heaven Keenan and I could steal during visits and at conferences. A trickling stream was like the Nile for the wanderer dying of thirst. Maybe I couldn’t have everything I wanted, but I wouldn’t deny myself anymore on the basis of all or nothing.
My melancholic thoughts had made it so I wasn’t watching where I was going, and I jolted when someone stepped into my path.
“Sam!”
Sam stood with his hands tucked into his front jean pockets. His tan leather jacket stretched across his broad shoulders, dark waves of black hair falling over the front. He looked like Terry, save for a more muscular build and harder lines around his face. I couldn’t decipher the expression in his black eyes as he stared at me, his shadow dwarfing me in his almost six feet.
“Have you heard?” I asked.
Sam’s gaze flicked to Keenan before settling back on me. He nodded.
I reached out and put a hand on his arm. “I’m so sorry.”
Keenan made a small noise in his throat. “I’ll see you at your office.”
I nodded at his gesture to give Sam and me space. Sam’s eyes followed Keenan as he headed down the street.
“Keenan’s a friend. He’s visiting for a week.” Some of the locals could be quite suspicious. “Is there anything I can do for you?”
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