
        
            
                
            
        

    More Praise for Bitten
“Clever, quirky, hip, and funny, skating between genres with style and grace.”
—Joanne Harris, author of Chocolat
“[Something] for the she-wolf in us all.”
—Shannon Olson, author of Welcome to My Planet
“Sometimes there’s nothing more fun than an excellent debut novel, and Kelley Armstrong’s Bitten fits the bill. It’s a witty, suspenseful, and well-paced tale. [Armstrong] spins an intricate but comprehensible plot around compelling characters. Bring on the sequel, we’re ready for more.”
—Houston Chronicle


Kelley Armstrong lives in rural southwestern Ontario. Bitten is her first novel. Her second novel, Stolen, Book II of Women of the Other world, will be published by Viking in the summer of 2003.
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Human
I STOOD AT THE DOOR BEFORE RINGING THE BELL. IT WAS Mother’s Day and I was standing at a door holding a present, which would have been quite normal if it was a present for my mother. But my mother was long dead and I didn’t keep in touch with any of my foster mothers, let alone bring them gifts. The present was for Philip’s mother. Again, this would have been very normal if Philip had been there with me. He wasn’t. He’d called from his office an hour ago to say he couldn’t get away. Did I want to go alone? Or would I rather wait for him? I’d opted to go and now stood there wondering if that was the right decision. Did a woman visit her boyfriend’s mother on Mother’s Day without said boyfriend? Maybe I was trying too hard. It wouldn’t be the first time.
Human rules confounded me. It wasn’t as if I’d been raised in a cave. Before I became a werewolf, I’d already learned the basic mechanics: how to hail a taxi, operate an elevator, apply for a bank account, all the minutiae of human life. The problem came with human interactions. My childhood had been pretty screwed up. Then, when I’d been on the cusp of becoming an adult, I’d been bitten and spent the next nine years of my life with other werewolves. Even during those years, I hadn’t been locked away from the human world. I’d gone back to university, traveled with the others, even taken on jobs. But they’d always been there, for support and protection and companionship. I hadn’t needed to make it on my own. I hadn’t needed to make friends or take lovers or go to lunch with coworkers. So, I hadn’t. Last year, when I broke with the others and came back to Toronto alone, I thought fitting in would be the least of my concerns. How tough could it be? I’d just take the basics I’d learned from childhood, mix in the adult conversational skills I’d learned with the others, toss in a dash of caution and voilà, I’d be making friends and chatting up new acquaintances in no time. Hah!
Was it too late to leave? I didn’t want to leave. Taking a deep breath, I rang the doorbell. Moments later, a flurry of footsteps erupted inside. Then a round-faced woman with graying brown hair answered.
“Elena!” Diane said, throwing the door open. “Mom, Elena’s here. Is Philip parking the car? I can’t believe how packed the street is. Everyone out visiting.”
“Actually, Philip’s not—uh—with me. He had to work, but he’ll be along soon.”
“Working? On a Sunday? Have a talk with him, girl.” Diane braced the door open. “Come in, come in. Everyone’s here.”
Philip’s mother, Anne, appeared from behind his sister. She was tiny, not even reaching my chin, with a sleek iron gray pageboy.
“Still ringing the doorbell, dear?” she said, reaching up to hug me. “Only salesmen ring the bell. Family walks right in.”
“Philip will be late,” Diane said. “He’s working.”
Anne made a noise in her throat and ushered me inside. Philip’s father, Larry, was in the kitchen pilfering pastries from a tray.
“Those are for dessert, Dad,” Anne said, shooing him away.
Larry greeted me with a one-armed hug, the other hand still clutching a brownie. “So where’s—”
“Late,” Diane said. “Working. Come into the living room, Elena. Mom invited the neighbors, Sally and Juan, for lunch.” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “Their kids are all out West.” She pushed open the French doors. “Before you got here, Mom was showing them your last few articles in Focus Toronto.”
“Uh-oh. Is that good or bad?”
“Don’t worry. They’re staunch Liberals. They loved your stuff. Oh, here we are. Sally, Juan, this is Elena Michaels, Philip’s girlfriend.”
 
Philip’s girlfriend. That always sounded odd, not because I objected to being called a “girlfriend” instead of “partner” or anything as ridiculously politically correct. It struck me because it’d been years since I’d been anyone’s girlfriend. I didn’t do relationships. For me, if it lasted the weekend, it was getting too serious. My one and only lengthy relationship had been a disaster. More than a disaster. Catastrophic.
Philip was different.
I’d met Philip a few weeks after I’d moved back to Toronto. He’d been living in an apartment a few blocks away. Since our buildings shared a property manager, tenants in his complex had access to the health club in mine. He’d come to the pool one day after midnight and, finding me alone swimming laps, he’d asked if I minded if he did some, as if I had the right to kick him out. Over the next month, we’d often found ourselves alone in the health club late at night. Each time, he’d checked to make sure I was comfortable being alone there with him. Finally, I’d said that the reason I was working out in the health club was to ensure I didn’t need to worry about being attacked by strange men and I’d be defeating the whole purpose if I was nervous about having him there. That had made him laugh and he’d lingered after his workout and bought me a juice from the vending machine. Once the post-workout juice break became a habit, he worked his way up the meal chain with invitations to coffee, then lunch, then dinner. By the time we got around to breakfast, it was nearly six months from the day we’d met in the pool. That might have been part of the reason I let myself fall for him, flattered that anyone would put that amount of time and effort into getting to know me. Philip wooed me with all the patience of someone trying to coax a half-wild animal into the house and, like many a stray, I found myself domesticated before I thought to resist.
All had gone well until he’d suggested we move in together. I should have said no. But I hadn’t. Part of me couldn’t resist the challenge of seeing whether I could pull it off. Another part of me had been afraid of losing him if I refused. The first month had been a disaster. Then, just when I’d been sure the bubble was ready to burst, the pressure eased. I forced myself to postpone my Changes longer, allowing me to run when Philip was away on overnight business trips or working late. Of course, I can’t take all the credit for saving the relationship. Hell, I’d be pushing it if I took half. Even after we moved in together, Philip was as patient as he’d been when we were dating. When I did something that would raise most human eyebrows, Philip brushed it off with a joke. When I was overwhelmed by the stress of fitting in, he took me to dinner or a show, getting my mind off my problems, letting me know he was there if I wanted to talk, and understanding if I didn’t. At first I thought it was too good to be true. Every day I’d come home from work, pause outside the apartment door, and brace myself to open it and find him gone. But he didn’t leave. A few weeks ago he’d begun talking about finding us a bigger place when my lease was up, even hinting that a condo might be a wise investment. A condo. Wow. That was almost semi-permanent, wasn’t it? A week later and I was still in shock—but it was a good sort of shock.
 
It was mid-afternoon. The neighbors were gone. Diane’s husband, Ken, had left early to take their youngest to work. Philip’s other sister, Judith, lived in the U.K. and had to settle for a Mother’s Day phone call, phoning after lunch and speaking to everyone, including me. Like all of Philip’s family, she treated me as if I were a sister-in-law instead of her brother’s girlfriend-of-the-hour. They were all so friendly, so ready to accept me that I had a hard time believing they weren’t just being polite. It was possible they really did like me but, having had rotten luck with families, I was reluctant to believe it. I wanted it too much.
As we were washing dishes, the telephone rang. Anne answered it in the living room. A few minutes later, she came and got me. It was Philip.
“I am so sorry, hon,” he said when I answered. “Is Mom mad?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Good. I promised to take her to dinner another time to make up for it.”
“So are you coming over?”
He sighed. “I’m not going to make it. Diane’ll give you a ride home.”
“Oh, that’s not necessary. I can take a cab or the—”
“Too late,” he said. “I already told Mom to ask Diane. They won’t let you out of that house without an escort now.” He paused. “I really didn’t mean to abandon you. Are you surviving?”
“Very well. Everyone’s great, as always.”
“Good. I’ll be home by seven. Don’t make anything. I’ll pick up. Caribbean?”
“You hate Caribbean.”
“I’m doing penance. See you at seven, then. Love you.”
He hung up before I could argue.
 
“You should have seen the dresses,” Diane was saying as she drove to my apartment. “God-awful. Like bags with armholes. Designers must figure by the time women need a mother-of-the-bride dress they don’t give a damn what they look like. I found this one gorgeous navy number, probably meant for the father-of-the-bride’s new young wife, but the middle was tight. I thought about crash dieting to fit, but I won’t do it. It’s a matter of principle. I’ve had three kids, I earned this belly.”
“There’s got to be better stuff out there,” I said. “Have you tried the non-bridal shops?”
“That’s my next step. I was actually leading up to asking if you’d come with me. Most of my friends think bags with armholes are great. Middle-age camouflage. Then there’s my daughters, who won’t look at anything that doesn’t show off their belly-rings. Would you mind? I’ll throw in a free lunch. A three-martini lunch.”
I laughed. “After three martinis, any dress will look good.”
Diane grinned. “My plan exactly. Is that a yes?”
“Sure.”
“Great. I’ll give you a call and we’ll set it up.”
She drove into the roundabout in front of my apartment. I opened the door, then remembered my manners.
“Would you like to come up for a coffee?”
I was sure she’d offer some polite refusal, but instead she said, “Sure. Another hour of peace before reentering the trenches. Plus a chance to give my little brother proper hell for tossing you to the sharks today.”
I laughed and directed her to visitor parking.
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Prodigal
THE PLANE LANDED AT SYRACUSE-HANCOCK AT SEVEN P.M. I TRIED Jeremy’s number, but only got the answering machine. Again. By now I was more annoyed than worried. As the distance between us lessened, my memory improved and I remembered what it was like to live at Stonehaven, Jeremy’s country estate. In particular, I recalled the resident phone-answering habits, or lack thereof. Two people lived at Stonehaven, Jeremy and his foster-son-turned-bodyguard, Clayton. There were two phones in the five-bedroom house. The one in Clay’s room was connected to the answering machine, but the phone itself had lost the ability to ring four years ago, when Clay whipped it across the room after it dared disturb his sleep two nights in a row. There was also a phone in the study, but if Clay needed to use the line for his laptop, he often neglected to plug the phone back in, sometimes for days. Even if, by chance, there was an operating telephone in the house, both men had been known to sit five feet away and not bother picking it up. And Philip thought my phone habits were bad.
The more I thought about it, the more I fumed. The more I fumed, the more determined I was not to leave the airport until someone answered the damned phone. If they summoned me, they should pick me up. At least, this was my excuse. The truth was that I was loath to leave the bustle of the airport. Yes, that sounds crazy. Most people judge the success of a plane flight by how little time they have to spend in the airport. Normally, I would have felt the same way, but as I sat there, taking in the sights and smells of the nearly empty terminal, I reveled in the humanness of it. Here in the airport I was an anonymous face in a sea of equally anonymous faces. There was comfort in that, the feeling of being part of something larger, but not at the center of it. Things would change the minute I walked out of here and into Stonehaven.
Two hours later, I decided I couldn’t put it off any longer. I made my last call to Stonehaven and left a message. Two words. “I’m coming.” It would do.
Getting to Stonehaven wasn’t easy. It was in remote upstate New York, near a small town called Bear Valley. As my cab pulled away from the airport, it was already night. Syracuse glowed somewhere to the south, but the cab turned north once it reached Highway 81. The lights of North Syracuse appeared to my left, faded fast, then vanished into the night. A dozen miles later the driver turned off the highway and the darkness was complete. In the quiet of the country night, I relaxed. Werewolves weren’t meant for urban life. There was no place to run, and the sheer crush of people often provided more temptation than anonymity. Sometimes I think I chose to live in downtown Toronto simply because it was against my nature, one more instinct for me to defeat.
As I looked out the window, I ticked off the time with the landmarks. With each passing mark, my stomach danced faster. Trepidation, I told myself. Not anticipation. Even if I’d spent the better part of ten years at Stonehaven, I didn’t consider it my home. The concept of home was difficult for me, an ethereal construct emerging from dreams and stories rather than actual experience. Of course, I did have a home once, a good home and a good family, but it didn’t last long enough to leave more than the most fleeting impression.
My parents died when I was five. We’d been coming home from the fair, taking a back road because my mother wanted to show me a miniature pony foal she’d seen at a farm along there. I could hear my father laughing, asking my mother how she expected me to see anything in a field at midnight. I remember him turning to look over the seat, grinning at me while he teased my mother beside me. I don’t remember what happened next, no squealing tires, no screams, no careering out of control. Just blackness.
I don’t know how I got on the side of the road. I’d been seat-belted in, but must have crawled out after the accident. All I remember is sitting in the gravel beside my father’s bloodied body, shaking him, talking to him, pleading with him to answer and not understanding why he didn’t, knowing only that my father always answered, never ignored me, but all he did now was stare at me, eyes wide and unblinking. I remember hearing myself start to whimper, a five-year-old, crouched by the side of the road, staring into my father’s eyes, whimpering because it was so dark and there was no one coming to help, whimpering because my mother was back in the crushed car, not moving, and my father was lying here in the dirt, not answering me, not holding me, not comforting me, not helping my mother get out of the car, and there was blood, so much blood, and broken glass everywhere, and it was so dark and so cold and no one was coming to help.
If I had any extended family, I never heard of them. After my parents died, the only person who tried to claim me was my mother’s best friend and she was refused on the grounds that she was unmarried. However, I only spent a couple of weeks in the children’s home before I was snatched up by the first couple who saw me. I can still see them, kneeling before me, cooing and ahhhing about what a beautiful child I was. So tiny, so perfect with my white-blond hair and my blue eyes. A porcelain doll, they called me. They took their doll home and started their perfect life. But it didn’t work out quite that way. Their precious doll sat in a chair all day and never opened her mouth, then at night—every night—she screamed until dawn. After three weeks they returned me. So I went from one foster family to the next, always taken by the ones utterly charmed by my face and utterly incapable of handling my scarred psyche.
As I grew into adolescence, the couples who picked me from the home changed. It was no longer the wife who chose me but the husband, picking up on my childish beauty and my fear. I became the favored choice of male predators who were looking for a very special kind of child. Ironically, it was through these monsters that I first found my strength. As I grew older, I began to see them for what they were, not all-powerful bogeymen who slipped into my room at night, but weak creatures terrified of rejection and exposure. With that realization, the fear slipped away. They could touch me, but they couldn’t touch me, not the me who lay beyond my body. As the fear subsided, so did the rage. I despised them and their equally weak, blind wives, but they weren’t worthy of my anger. I wouldn’t let myself be angry at them, wouldn’t let myself waste time and effort better spent elsewhere. If I wanted to escape this life, I had to do it myself. That didn’t mean running away. It meant staying and surviving. It meant studying hard and making the honors list even if I rarely went a full year without switching schools. Succeeding at school would mean acceptance into university, which would mean a degree, which would mean a career, which would mean the kind of life my social workers and foster families assumed was beyond me. At the same time, I discovered another source of power—the strength of my own body. I grew tall and rangy. A teacher signed me up for track-and-field, hoping it would help me get close to other children. Instead I learned to run, discovering the absolute bliss, the unparalleled pleasure of the physical, feeling my strength and my speed for the first time. By the time I was midway through high school I was lifting weights and working out daily. My foster father wasn’t touching me by then. I wasn’t anyone’s idea of a victim by then.
 
“Is this it, miss?” the driver asked.
I hadn’t felt the car stop, but when I looked out the window I could see we were at the front gates of Stonehaven. A figure sat on the grass, ankles crossed as he leaned against the stone wall. Clayton.
The driver squinted, trying to make out the house in the dark, as blind to the brass nameplate as to the man waiting by the gate. The moon had gone behind a cloud and the coach lamps at the end of the drive were unlit.
“I’ll get out here,” I said.
“Uh-uh. No can do, miss. It’s not safe. There’s something out there.”
I thought he was referring to Clay. “Something” was an apt description. I was about to say, unfortunately, that I knew that “something” when the driver continued.
“We’ve been having ourselves some trouble in these woods, miss. Wild dogs by the looks of it. One of our girls from town was found not too far from here. Butchered by these dogs. Buddy of mind found her and he said—well, it wasn’t nice, miss. You just sit back and I’ll unlatch that gate and drive you up.”
“Wild dogs?” I repeated, certain I’d heard wrong.
“That’s right. My buddy found tracks. Huge ones. Some guy from some college said all the tracks came from one animal, but that can’t be right. It’s gotta be a pack. You don’t see—” The driver’s eyes went to the side window and he jumped in his seat. “Jesus!”
Clay had left his post at the gate and materialized at my window. He stood there, watching me, a slow grin lighting his eyes. He reached for the door handle. The driver put the car in gear.
“It’s okay,” I said, with deep regret. “He’s with me.”
The door opened. Clay ducked his head inside.
“You getting out or just thinking about it?” he asked.
“She’s not getting out here,” the driver said, twisting back to look over the seat. “If you’re fool enough to be wandering around these woods at night, that’s your problem, but I’m not letting this young lady walk God-knows-how-far to that house back there. If you want a ride up, unlock the gate for me and get in. Otherwise, close my door.”
Clay turned to the driver, as if noticing him for the first time. His lip curled and his mouth opened. Whatever he planned to say, it wasn’t going to be nice. Before Clay could cause a scene, I opened the opposite door and slid out. As the cab driver rolled down his window to stop me, I dropped a fifty on his lap and skirted around the back of the cab. Clay slammed the other door and headed for the front walk. The driver hesitated, then sped off, kicking up a hail of gravel as a parting shot of disgust at our youthful foolishness.
As I approached, Clay stepped back to watch me. Despite the cold night air, he wore only faded jeans and a black T-shirt, displaying slim hips, a broad chest, and sculpted biceps. In the decade I’d known him, he hadn’t changed. I was always hoping for a difference—a few wrinkles, a scar, anything that would mar his model-perfect looks and bring him down to mortality with the rest of us, but I was always disappointed.
As I walked toward him, he tilted his head, his eyes never leaving mine. White teeth flashed as he grinned.
“Welcome home, darling.” His Deep South drawl mangled the endearment into a “dah-lin” straight out of a country-and-western song. I hated country music.
“Are you the welcoming committee? Or has Jeremy finally chained you up to the front gate where you belong?”
“I missed you, too.”
He reached out for me, but I sidestepped back onto the road, then started down the quarter-mile lane to the house. Clay followed. A breeze of cool, dry night air lifted a tendril of hair from my neck, and with it came a dusting of scents—the sharp tang of cedar, the faint perfume of apple blossoms, and the teasing smell of long-devoured dinner. Each smell loosened my tense muscles. I shook myself, throwing off the feeling and forced myself to keep my eyes on the road, concentrating on doing nothing, not talking to Clay, not smelling anything, not looking left or right. I didn’t dare ask Clay what was going on. That would mean engaging him in conversation, which would imply that I wanted to talk to him. With Clay, even the simplest overtures were dangerous. As much as I wanted to know what was happening, I’d have to hear it from Jeremy.
When I reached the house, I paused at the door and looked up. The two-story stone house seemed not to loom over me, but to lean back, expectant. The welcome was there, but muted, waiting for me to make the first move. So very much like its owner. I touched one of the cool stones and felt a rush of memory leap out to greet me. Pulling away, I flung open the door, threw my overnight bag to the floor and headed for the study, expecting to find Jeremy reading by the fireplace. He was always there when I came home, not waiting at the gate like Clay, but waiting nonetheless.
The room was empty. A folded copy of Milan’s daily paper Corriere della Sera lay beside Jeremy’s chair. Stacks of Clay’s anthropology magazines and research publications covered the couch and desk. The main phone rested on the desk and appeared to be intact and plugged in.
“I called,” I said. “Why wasn’t anyone here?”
“We were here,” Clay said. “Around, anyway. You should have left a message.”
“I did. Two hours ago.”
“Well, that explains it. I’ve been out by the gate all day waiting for you, and you know Jer never checks the machine.”
I didn’t ask how Clay knew I was coming back today when I hadn’t left a message. Nor did I question why he’d spent the entire day sitting at the gate. Clay’s behavior couldn’t be measured by human standards of normalcy…or by any standards of normalcy at all.
“So where is he?” I asked.
“Dunno. I haven’t seen him since he brought out my dinner a few hours ago. He must have gone out.”
I didn’t need to check the garage for Jeremy’s car to know Clay didn’t mean he’d gone out in the usual sense. Common human phrases took on new meanings at Stonehaven. Going out meant he’d gone for a run—and that didn’t mean he’d gone jogging.
Did Jeremy expect me to fly all the way here, then wait on his convenience? Of course he did. Was it punishment for ignoring his summons? Part of me wished I could accuse him of that, but Jeremy was never petty. If he’d planned a run for tonight, he’d have gone, regardless of whether I was coming or not. A sliver of hurt ran through my anger, but I tried to disown it. Did I expect Jeremy to be waiting for me like Clay? Of course not. Didn’t expect it and didn’t care about it. Really. I was pissed off, nothing more. Two could play this game. Jeremy valued his privacy when he ran. So what was I going to do? Invade that privacy, of course. Jeremy may never be petty, but I sure as hell could be.
“Out?” I said. “Well then, I’ll just have to find him.”
I swerved to pass Clay, heading for the door. He stepped in front of me.
“He’ll be back soon. Sit down and we’ll—”
I sidestepped Clay on my way to the rear hall and the half-open back door. Clay followed at my heels, keeping pace a step behind. I walked through the walled garden to the path leading into the forest. The wood-chip path crunched underfoot. From beyond, the night smells began to sift in: burning leaves, distant cattle, wet soil—myriad inviting scents. Somewhere in the distance a mouse shrieked as an owl snatched it from the forest floor.
I kept walking. Within fifty feet the trail dwindled to a thin path of trodden grass, then disappeared into the undergrowth. I paused and sniffed the air. Nothing. No scent, no sound, no sign of Jeremy. At that moment, I realized I heard no sound at all, not even the clomp of Clay’s footsteps behind me. I turned and saw only trees.
“Clayton!” I shouted.
A moment later the reply came back in a crashing of distant bushes. He was off to warn Jeremy. I slammed my hand into the nearest tree trunk. Had I really expected Clay to let me intrude on Jeremy’s privacy that easily? If so, I’d forgotten a few things in the past year.
I pushed through the trees. Twigs lashed at my face and vines grabbed my feet. I stumbled forward, feeling huge, clumsy, and most unwelcome out here. The path wasn’t made for people. I didn’t stand a chance of heading off Clay like this, so I found a clearing and prepared for the Change.
My Change was rushed, making it awkward and torturous and afterward I had to rest, panting on the ground. As I got to my feet, I closed my eyes and inhaled the smell of Stonehaven. A shiver of elation started in my paws, raced up my legs, and quivered through my entire body. In its wake, it left an indescribable blend of excitement and calm that made me want to tear through the forest and collapse in blissful peace at the same time. I was home. As a human, I could deny that Stonehaven was my home, that the people here were my Pack, that the woods here were anything more than a patch of someone else’s land. But as a wolf in Stonehaven’s forest, one chorus trumpeted through my head. This forest was mine. It was Pack territory and therefore it was mine. Mine to run in and hunt in and play in without fear of partying teenagers, overeager hunters, or rabid foxes and raccoons. No discarded sofas to block my path, no rusty cans to slice open my paws, no stinking garbage bags to foul the air I breathed, or dumped chemicals to pollute the water I drank. This wasn’t some patch of woods claimed for an hour or two. This was five hundred acres of forest, every acre crisscrossed with familiar paths and stocked with rabbits and deer, a smorgasbord supplied for my pleasure. My pleasure. I downed huge gulps of air. Mine. I darted out of the thicket to the well-worn path. Mine. I rubbed against an oak tree, feeling the bark scratch and pull away tickling clumps of dead fur. Mine. The ground shuddered in three low vibrations—a rabbit thumping somewhere to my left. Mine. My legs ached to run, to rediscover the intricate world of my forest. Somewhere deep in my brain, a tiny human voice shouted No, no, no! This isn’t yours. You gave it up. You don’t want it! I ignored it.
There was only one thing missing, one last thing that differentiated these woods from the lonely ravines of Toronto. Even as I was thinking this, a howl pierced the night; not musical night singing, but the urgent cry of a lone wolf, blood calling to blood. I closed my eyes and felt the sound vibrate through me. Then I threw back my head and responded. The small warning voice stopped yelling invective, anger taken over by something closer to dread. No, it whispered. Not that. Claim the forest. Claim the air and the paths and the trees and the animals. But don’t claim that.
The bushes crackled behind me and I whirled around to see Clay in midair. He caught my forequarters and knocked me flying onto my back, then stood over me and nipped at the loose skin around my neck. When I snapped at him, he pulled back. Standing over me, he whined and prodded my neck with his nose, begging me to come play with him, telling me how lonely he’d been. I could feel the resistance somewhere within me, but it was too deeply buried. I grabbed his foreleg between my jaws and yanked him off balance. As he fell, I leapt atop him. We tumbled into the thick undergrowth, nipping and kicking and fighting for the top position. Just as he was about to pin me, I wriggled free and leapt away. We circled each other. Clay’s tail lashed against my side, running along it like a caressing hand. He inched closer and rubbed his flank against mine. As we circled the next round, he put a leg in front of mine to stop me and buried his nose against my neck. I could feel his hot breath against my skin as he inhaled my scent. Then he grabbed me by the throat and threw me over backward, giving a yip of triumph as I fell for it—literally. He didn’t hold the victory spot for more than a couple of seconds before I dethroned him. We wrestled a while longer, then I leapt free. Clay stepped back and crouched, leaving his hindquarters high. His mouth hung open, tongue out and ears forward. I hunkered down as if preparing to meet his attack. When he pounced, I sprang to the side and started to run.
Clay tore after me. We raced through the forest, crossing acre after acre of ground. Then, just as I was circling back toward the front of the property, a shot exploded the peace of the forest. I skidded to a stop.
A shot? Had I really heard a shot? Of course I’d encountered guns before, guns and hunters were an expected danger when you roamed strange forests. But this was Stonehaven. It was safe.
Another shot rang out. I swiveled my ears. The blasts had come from the north. There were orchards far to the north. Was the farmer using one of those devices that mimicked shotgun blasts to scare off birds? It had to be. Either that or someone was hunting in the neighboring fields. Stonehaven’s forests were clearly marked with fences and signs. The locals respected the boundaries. They always had. Jeremy’s reputation with the locals was peerless. He may not have been the most sociable landowner, but he was respected.
I headed north to solve the mystery. I’d barely gone three yards when Clay leapt in front of me. He growled. It wasn’t a playful growl. I stared at him, wondering if I’d misinterpreted his meaning. He growled again and I was certain. He was warning me off. I put my ears back and snarled. He blocked my path. I narrowed my eyes and glared at him. Obviously I’d been away too long if he thought he could boss me around like he did the others. If he’d forgotten who I was, I’d be willing to give him a refresher lesson. I curled my lips back and growled one last warning. He didn’t back down. I threw myself at him. He met me in midleap, knocking the wind from me. When I regained my senses, I was lying on the ground with Clay’s teeth locked in the loose skin behind my head. I was out of practice.
Clay growled and gave me a rough shake, as if I were a misbehaving pup. After a few rounds of this, he pulled back and stood up. I got to my feet with as much dignity as I could muster. Before I was even fully standing, Clay butted my backside with his muzzle. I turned to give him an indignant glare. He butted me again, driving me in the opposite direction. I went along with it for nearly a quarter mile, then swerved to the side and tried an end run around him. Seconds after I flew past him, a 200-pound weight dropped on my back and I skidded into the dirt. Clay’s teeth sunk into my shoulder, deep enough to draw blood and send a stab of pain and shock through me. This time he didn’t even let me get to my feet before he started herding me back to the house, nipping at my back legs if I showed signs of slowing.
Clay drove me to the clearing where I’d Changed and made his own Change on the other side of the thicket. My Change back to human was even more hurried than my Change to a wolf. This time, though, I didn’t need to rest afterward. Fury gave me energy. I yanked on my clothes, ripping the sleeve of my shirt. Then I strode out from the clearing. Clay was there, arms crossed, waiting. He was naked, of course, his clothing abandoned in a clearing deeper in the forest. Naked, Clay was even more perfect than when he was dressed, a Greek sculptor’s dream come to life. Seeing him, a slow flush of heat ran through me, bringing to mind memories of other runs and their inevitable aftermath. I cursed my body’s betrayal and strode toward him.
“What the hell were you doing?” I shouted.
“Me? Me? I wasn’t the idiot running toward men with guns. Where the hell was your head at, Elena?”
“Don’t give me that crap. I wouldn’t leave the property and you know it. I was just curious. I’m back an hour and you’re already testing the waters. How far can you push me, how much can you control—”
“Those hunters were on the property, Elena.” Clay’s voice was low, his eyes locked on to mine.
“Oh, that’s a load of—” I stopped and studied his face. “You’re serious, aren’t you? Hunters? On Jeremy’s land? Are you getting soft in your old age?”
The barb struck deeper than I hoped. Clay’s mouth tightened. His eyes went hard. Rage simmered there, mere degrees from explosion. The anger wasn’t directed at me, but at those who had dared invade his sanctuary. Every fiber in Clay would rebel at the thought of allowing armed men on the property. Only one thing would keep him from hunting them down—Jeremy. So Jeremy must have forbidden him to take care of these trespassers, forbidden him not only to kill them, but even to use his infamous scare techniques, Clay’s usual method of dealing with human trespassers. Two generations of local teenagers in search of party sites had grown up passing along the story that Stonehaven’s backwoods were haunted. So long as the tales involved spooks and phantasms, with no mention of werewolves, Jeremy allowed it, even encouraged it. After all, letting Clay scare the locals was safer and far less messy than the alternative. So why wasn’t Jeremy letting him do it now? What had changed?
“He should be inside now,” Clay said. “Go talk to him.”
He turned and headed into the woods to find his clothing.
 
As I walked to the house, I thought about what the cab driver had said. Wild dogs. There were no wild dogs here. Dogs wouldn’t set foot anywhere near werewolf territory. Nor did dogs run around slaughtering healthy young women. Huge canine tracks found around the body could only mean one thing. A werewolf. Yet who would be killing that close to Stonehaven? The question itself was so unfathomable it could have no answer. A non-Pack werewolf would have to be suicidal to cross the New York State border. Clay’s methods for dealing with trespassers were so renowned that one hadn’t come within a hundred miles of Stonehaven in over twenty years. The story goes that Clay had dismembered the last trespassing werewolf finger by finger, limb by limb, keeping him alive until the last possible moment, when he’d ripped off his head. Clay had been seventeen at the time.
The idea that either Clay or Jeremy could be responsible for the woman’s death was equally ludicrous. Jeremy didn’t kill. That wasn’t to say he couldn’t kill or even that he never felt the urge, but simply that he realized his energy was better channeled elsewhere, as an army general must forgo the heat of the battle and devote himself to matters of strategy and leadership. If someone had to be killed, Jeremy ordered it done. Even that was done only in extreme cases and rarely involved humans. No matter what the threat, Jeremy would never order the killing of a human on his own territory. As for Clay, whatever his legion of faults, sport-killing humans wasn’t one of them. Killing them would involve touching them, which meant lowering himself to physical contact with them, which he didn’t do unless absolutely necessary.
 
When I reentered the house, it was still silent. I went back to the study, the heart of Stonehaven. Jeremy wasn’t there. I decided to wait. If he was in the house, he’d hear me. For once, he could come to me.
Jeremy ruled the Pack with absolute authority. That’s the law of wild wolves, though it hadn’t always been the law of the Pack. At times, the history of the Pack Alphas made Roman imperial succession look downright civilized. A Pack werewolf would scramble to the top of the heap, hold the Alpha position for a few months, maybe even a few years, then get assassinated or executed by one of his more ambitious Pack brothers, who would then take over until he met his own—almost certainly unnatural—demise. Pack Alpha-hood had nothing to do with leadership and everything to do with power.
By the second half of the twentieth century, the Pack was falling apart. The postindustrial world wasn’t kind to werewolves. Urban sprawl swallowed deep forests and wide open spaces. People in modern society were far less likely than those in feudal England to respect the privacy of their wealthy, reclusive neighbors. Radio, television, and newspapers could spread stories of werewolf sightings across the globe within hours. New methods of police work meant a strange canine-like killing in Tallahassee could be swiftly linked to similar ones in Miami and Key West. The world began to close in on the Pack. Instead of banding together, they’d begun fighting one another for every last vestige of security, even going so far as to steal prime territory from their own Pack brothers.
Jeremy changed that.
Although Jeremy could never be considered the best fighter in the Pack, he possessed a strength that was even more important for the survival and success of the modern Pack. Jeremy had absolute self-control. Being able to master his own instincts and urges meant he could see the problems the Pack was facing and deal with them rationally, making decisions untainted by impulse. As suburbs consumed the land surrounding cities, he moved the Pack farther into the countryside. He taught them how to deal with humans, how to be part of the world and outside of the world at the same time. As stories of werewolves travelled faster and more easily, he exerted his control over not just the Pack, but the non-Pack werewolves. In the past, non-Pack werewolves—known as mutts—were seen as second-class citizens, beneath the notice of the Pack. Under Jeremy’s rule, mutts didn’t gain any status, but the Pack learned that they couldn’t afford to ignore them. If a mutt caused enough trouble in Cairo, it could resonate all the way to New York. The Pack started keeping dossiers on mutts, learning their habits and tracing their movements. When a werewolf caused trouble anywhere in the world, the Pack responded quickly and decisively. The penalty for endangering the security of the Pack ranged anywhere from a rousting to a beating to a swift execution. Under Jeremy’s rule, the Pack was stronger and more stable than ever, and no one contested it. They were smart enough to know when they had a good thing.
I shook off my thoughts and walked to the desk, looking at the nest of papers piled there. “Excavation Reveals New Insights on the Chavín Phenomenon” read the title of one article. Peeking out from under it was another about ancient Chavín de Huántar jaguar cults. Fascinating stuff. Yawn. Though it came as a shock to most who met him, Clay had a brain, actually a brilliant brain, one that had earned him a Ph.D. in anthropology. He specialized in anthropomorphic religions. In other words, he studied man-beast symbolism in ancient cultures. His reputation was built on his research, since he didn’t like to deal directly with the human world, but when he deemed it necessary to make a foray into the live world of academics he’d take on brief teaching stints. That was how I’d met him.
Again, I shook off my thoughts, harder this time. Turning from the mess of Clay’s papers, I sunk onto the couch. As I glanced around, I realized that the room looked exactly as I’d left it fourteen months ago. I pulled up a picture of the study from memory, compared it with what I was seeing and found not a single difference. That couldn’t be right. Jeremy redecorated this room—and most of the house—so often it was a running gag that we could blink and see something different. Clay said once that the changes had to do with bad memories, but he wouldn’t elaborate. Soon after Clay brought me here, Jeremy had recruited me as his decorating assistant. I could remember entire nights spent poring over catalogues, dragging around furniture, and holding up paint chips. When I looked up at the ceiling by the fireplace, I could see hardened lumps of wallpaper paste, still there from a four A.M. wallpapering spree that had turned the study into a battleground, Jeremy and I too exhausted to do anything more than lob clumps of paste at each other.
I remembered staring at those hardened lumps the last time I’d been in this room. Jeremy had been there, standing before the fireplace, his back to me. As I’d told him what I’d done, I’d ached for him to turn around, to tell me that it wasn’t wrong. But I knew it was wrong. So completely wrong. Still, I’d wanted him to say something, anything, to make me feel better. When he hadn’t, I’d left, promising myself that I wouldn’t return. I looked up at the paste clumps. Another battle lost.
“So you’ve come back…finally.”
The deep voice made me jump. Jeremy stood in the doorway. Since I’d last seen him, he’d grown a close-clipped beard, something that usually happened when he got too distracted to shave, then couldn’t be bothered undoing the damage. It made him look older, though still nowhere near his true age of fifty-one. We age slowly. Jeremy could pass for mid-thirties: his hairstyle furthering the illusion of youth, shoulder-length and tied at the nape of his neck. It was a style adopted not out of fashion but because it meant fewer haircuts. Trips to a public barber were intolerable for Jeremy, so Clay or I cut his hair, which wasn’t an experience to be endured more than a few times a year. When he stepped into the room, his bangs fell into his eyes, shattering the austerity of his face. He shoved them back, a gesture so familiar it made my throat ache.
He looked around. “Where’s Clay?”
Typical. First, he gets after me for being late. Then he asks about Clay. A twinge of hurt darted through me, but I pushed it away. It wasn’t like I expected him to welcome me back with hugs and kisses. That wasn’t Jeremy’s way, though a “good to see you” or “how was your flight?” would have been nice.
“We heard shots in the back forest,” I said. “He mumbled something about shallow graves and took off.”
“I’ve been trying to contact you for three days.”
“I was busy.”
His cheek twitched. With Jeremy, this was the equivalent of an emotional outburst. “When I call, you call me back,” he said, his voice deceptively soft. “I wouldn’t call you if it wasn’t important. If I do call, you answer. That was the arrangement.”
“Correct, that was the arrangement. Past tense. Our arrangement ended when I left the Pack.”
“When you left the Pack? And when did this happen? Forgive me if I missed something, but I don’t recall any such conversation, Elena.”
“I thought it was understood.”
Clay walked in the room carrying a tray of cold cuts and cheese. He laid it on the desk and looked from me to Jeremy.
Jeremy continued. “So you’re no longer part of the Pack now?”
“Correct.”
“Then you’re one of them—a mutt?”
“Of course not, Jer,” Clay said, thumping down beside me on the couch.
I moved to the fireplace.
“Well, which is it?” Jeremy asked, his gaze skewering mine. “Pack or not?”
“Come on, Jer,” Clay said. “You know she doesn’t mean it.”
“We had an arrangement, Elena. I wouldn’t contact you unless I needed you. Well, I need you and now you’re sulking and fuming because I had the gall to remind you of your responsibilities.”
“You need me for what? To take care of a trespassing mutt? That’s Clay’s job.”
Jeremy shook his head. “You don’t use a wrecking ball to exterminate one mouse. Clay has his strengths. Subtlety is not one of them.”
Clay grinned at me and shrugged. I looked away.
“So what’s going on that’s so damned important you need me?” I asked.
Jeremy turned and headed for the door. “It’s late. I’ve called a Meet for tomorrow. I’ll tell you everything then. Hopefully you’ll feel less confrontational after a good sleep.”
“Whoa!” I said, stepping out to block his path. “I dropped everything to come here. I skipped out of work, paid for an airline ticket, and raced here as fast as I could because no one was answering the damned phone. I want to know why I’m here and I want to know now. If you walk out that door, I’m not going to promise you’ll still find me here in the morning.”
“So be it,” Jeremy said, his voice so cool I shivered in the draft. “If you decide to leave, have Clay drive you to Syracuse.”
“Yeah, right,” I said. “I’d be more likely to get to the airport by thumbing a ride with the local psychopath.”
Clay grinned. “You forget, darling. I am the local psychopath.”
I muttered my complete and heartfelt agreement. Jeremy said nothing, just stood there and waited for me to step aside. I did. Old habits are hard to break. Jeremy left the room. A minute later, his bedroom door closed upstairs.
“Arrogant son-of-a-bitch,” I muttered.
Clay only shrugged. He was leaning back in his seat, eyes watching me, lips curved in a pensive smile that set my teeth on edge.
“What the hell do you want?” I said.
His smile turned to a grin, white teeth flashing. “You. What else?”
“Where? Right here? On the floor?”
“Nah. Not that. Not yet. Just the same old thing I always want. You. Here. For good.”
I wished he’d stuck with my interpretation. He caught my eye.
“I’m glad you’re home, darling. I missed you.”
I nearly tripped over my feet running from the room.
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Hunt
BEAR VALLEY WAS A BLUE-COLLAR TOWN OF EIGHT THOUSAND that had got its start in the heyday of industrialization and boomed during the forties and fifties. But three recessions and downsizing had taken their toll. There was a tractor factory to the east and paper plant to the north and most people worked in one of these two behemoths. Bear Valley was a place that prided itself on hometown values, where people worked hard, played hard, and filled the baseball stadium regardless of whether the local team was first or last in the league. In Bear Valley, the bars closed at midnight on weekdays, the annual PTA jumble sale was a major social event, and gun control meant not letting your kids shoot with anything bigger than a twenty-gauge. At night, young women walked the streets of Bear Valley fearing little more than catcalls whistled from passing pickups by guys they’d known since childhood. They did not get murdered by strangers and they certainly did not get dragged off, slaughtered, and eaten by mad dogs.
We split up for the drive. Antonio and Peter headed for the west side of town, where there were a couple of three-story walk-ups and two highway-side motels. This meant that they had the better sector, since the mutt was more likely to be found in less permanent housing, but the downside was that Jeremy had decided they’d have to search in human form, since they couldn’t exactly roam an apartment complex as wolves.
Clay, Nick, and I were to canvass the east end, where we hoped to find the mutt renting or boarding. We took my car, an old Camaro that I always found some excuse for leaving at Stonehaven. Clay was driving. It was my fault, really—he’d challenged me in a race to the garage. My ego accepted and my feet lost. We arrived in the city just past nine-thirty. Clay dropped me off behind a medical clinic that had closed at five. I Changed between two Dumpsters that reeked of disinfectant.
Changing forms is much like any other bodily function in that it comes most easily when the body needs to do it. An uncontrolled werewolf undergoes the transformation under two circumstances: when he is threatened and when his internal cycle dictates the need. The need is roughly lunar based, though it has little to do with the full moon. Our natural cycles are usually weekly. As the time approached, we could feel the symptoms: the restlessness, the itchy skin, the internal cramps and pangs, the overwhelming sensation that something needed to be done and the body and mind wouldn’t rest until that need had been satisfied. The signals became as recognizable as the signs of hunger, and like hunger, we could put off dealing with it, but before long the body would take over and force a Change. Also like hunger, we could anticipate the symptoms and satisfy the need beforehand. Or we could forgo the natural cycle completely and learn how to transform ourselves as often as we liked. That is what the Pack taught us to do, to Change more often to improve our control and ensure we didn’t wait too long, since waiting could lead to nasty side effects like our hands turning to paws in the middle of grocery shopping, or once a wolf, being overcome by frustrated rage and bloodlust. In Toronto I’d ignored Jeremy’s teachings and given in to my need only when necessary, partly to distance myself from my “curse” and partly because in the city it was a major production requiring so much planning and caution that I was left too exhausted to repeat the experience more than once a week. So once again, I was out of practice. I’d Changed only yesterday and I knew doing it again less than twenty-four hours later would be hell. Like having sex without foreplay, it was either going to be extremely painful or I wasn’t going to be able to perform at all. I should have told Jeremy this when he said we had to become wolves for the hunt, but I couldn’t. I was, well, I was embarrassed. In Toronto, I’d done it as little as possible because I was ashamed. Two days later I was at Stonehaven refusing to admit that I couldn’t do it as often as the others because I was ashamed. One more thing to send my brain spinning into permanent confusion.
It took over a half hour to complete the process, triple the normal amount of time. Did it hurt? Well, I don’t have a lot of experience with non-shapechanging pain, but I feel safe in saying that being drawn and quartered might have hurt a bit less. When it was over, I rested for another twenty minutes, thankful I’d been able to do it at all. Given the choice between the agony of the Change and admitting to Clay and the others that I could no longer do it on demand, I’d pick drawing and quartering any day. Physical pain fades faster than wounded pride.
 
I started in a subdivision of old row houses that hadn’t been converted to condos and probably never would be. It was past ten o’clock, but the streets were already deserted. Children had been yanked from the playground hours ago by anxious parents. Even adults had taken cover when the sun went down. Despite the warm May night, no one sat on their porches or shot hoops in their driveway. The wavering blue light of television flashed against drawn curtains. Sitcom laugh tracks screeched through the still night, offering escapism for the nervous. Bear Valley was afraid.
I stole along the front of the town houses, hidden between the brickwork and foundation shrubbery. At each doorway, I stuck my muzzle out and sniffed, then scampered across to the safety of the next string of bushes. Every flash of car lights made me freeze. My heart thudded, tripping with nervous excitement. There was little fun in this, but the danger added an element I hadn’t experienced in years. If I was seen, even for a second, I was in trouble. I was a wolf skulking around a town in the throes of a collective nightmare about wild dogs. A flash of my shape silhouetted against a drawn blind would bring out the shotguns.
Over an hour later, I was midway through my fourth lane of row houses when a click-clicking stopped me cold. I pressed myself against the cool brick of the house and listened. Someone was coming down the sidewalk, clicking with each step. Clay? He’d better not. Even if hunting together might be more fun, Jeremy had instructed us to work separately to cover more ground. I stopped between the boughs of a cedar, peered out, and saw a woman hurrying up the sidewalk, heels clacking against the concrete. She wore a uniform of some kind, polyester skirt barely covering ample hips. Clutching an imitation leather handbag, she was moving as fast as her two-inch heels would allow. With every few steps she glanced over her shoulder. I sniffed the air and caught a faint whiff of Obsession cologne overladen with the stink of grease and cigarette smoke. A diner waitress coming home after her shift, not expecting darkness to have fallen so completely. As she drew closer, I smelled something else. Fear. Untainted, unmistakable fear. I prayed she wouldn’t run. She didn’t. With one final, fearful glance back at the street she scurried into her house and locked the door. I went back to work.
A few minutes later, a howl rang out. Clay. He didn’t use the distinctive wolf howl, which would have certainly roused attention, but instead mimicked the cry of a lonely dog. He’d found something. I waited. When a second howl came, I used it to pinpoint his location, then started to run. I kept to the gutters, but didn’t worry so much about staying out of sight. At this pace, anyone spotting me would see only a flash of pale fur.
I ran into an obstacle when I hit the main road and realized I had to cross it. While not many locals were still out, the main road was also a state highway meaning truckers sped through every few minutes. I waited for a big enough gap between semis and darted across. On the other side was Clay’s assigned district, a subdivision of aging wartime houses and duplexes. As I tried to find his scent, I caught another, one that made me skid to a halt, my rear legs sliding forward and tumbling me backward. I shook myself, cursing my clumsiness, then retraced my steps. There, at the junction of two streets, I smelled a werewolf, someone I didn’t recognize. The trail was old, but clear. He’d passed this way more than once. I gazed down the street. It was still in the general direction of where I’d heard Clay, so I changed course and followed the mutt’s trail.
The scent led to a single-level brick house with aluminum-sided additions on the back. The yard was small and freshly cut, but creeping weeds competed for space with the grass. Garbage was piled next to a gatepost and the odor made me wince. Judging by the three mailboxes out front, there were three apartments. The house was dark. I snuffled along the sidewalk. It was inundated with werewolf scent and I couldn’t tell where one trail ended and the next began. The distinguishing factor was age. He’d been past here regularly for several days.
In my excitement at finding the mutt’s apartment, I didn’t see a shadow slip beside me. I swung my head up to see Clay, in human form. He reached down and ran his hand through the fur behind my head. I snapped at him and dove into the bushes. After Changing to human form, I stepped out.
“You know I hate that,” I muttered, raking my fingers through my tangled hair. “When I’m Changed, either you stay Changed or you respect my privacy. Petting me doesn’t help.”
“I wasn’t ‘petting’ you, Elena. Christ, even the smallest gesture—” He stopped himself, inhaled and started again. “This is the mutt’s place, the rear apartment, but he isn’t here.”
“You’ve been inside?”
“I was checking things out and waiting for you.”
I looked down at his naked body, then at my own. “I don’t suppose you thought to get clothing while you were standing around.”
“You expect me to find something on a clothesline at this hour? Sorry, darling. Anyway, this has its advantages. If someone comes out, I’m sure you can convince him not to call the cops on us.”
I snorted and walked around to the rear apartment door. It was secured only with a key lock. A sharp twist on the handle broke that. I’d barely pushed the door open a crack when the fetid odor of rotting meat hit me. I gagged and swallowed back the urge to cough. The place smelled like a charnel house. At least, it did to me. A human probably wouldn’t have smelled a thing.
The door opened into a living room that looked like a stereotypical bachelor’s place: unwashed clothing strewn across the threadbare sofa set and empty beer cans stacked like a house of cards in the corner. Boxes with pizza crusts littered the corner table. But that wasn’t the source of the stink. The mutt had killed here. There was no sign of a body, but the overpowering smell of blood and rotted flesh gave it away. He’d brought someone back to his apartment, killed her, and kept her around a day or two before dumping the remains.
I started in the main room, checking in closets and under furniture for any clue to the mutt’s identity. Although I didn’t recognize his scent, I might be able to figure out who he was with a few hints. When I didn’t find anything, I went into the bedroom where Clay was on the floor, looking under the bed. As I walked in, he pulled out a hank of hair with the scalp still attached, tossed it aside, and kept searching for something more interesting. I stared at the bloody clump, feeling my gorge rise. Clay paid as much attention to it as he’d pay to a dirty tissue, more concerned with soiling his hands than anything else. As brilliant as Clay was, he couldn’t understand why killing humans was taboo. He didn’t slaughter innocent people, any more than the average person would swerve his car to intentionally hit an animal. But if a human posed a threat, his instincts told him to take whatever action was necessary. Jeremy forbade him to kill humans, so he avoided it for that reason and no other.
“Nothing,” he said, his voice muffled. He backed out. “How about you?”
“Same. He knows enough to keep his place clear of ID.”
“But not enough to keep his hands off the locals.”
“Hereditary, but young,” I said. “He smells new, but no new bitten werewolf could have that kind of experience so he must be young. Young and cocky. Daddy’s taught him the basics, but he hasn’t got enough experience to keep his nose clean or stay off Pack territory.”
“Well, he’s not going to live long enough to gain that experience. His first screwup was his last.”
We were doing a last sweep of the apartment when Nick swung though the door, panting.
“I heard you call,” he said. “You found his apartment? Is he here?”
“No,” I said.
“Can we wait?” Nick asked, eyes hopeful.
I hesitated, then shook my head. “He’d smell us before he even got to the door. Jeremy said to kill only if we can do it safely. We can’t. Unless he’s a complete novice, he’ll pick up our scents when he gets back. With any luck, he’ll take a hint and get out of town. If so, we can hunt him later and kill him off Pack territory. Definitely safer.”
Clay reached over to the nightstand, where he’d put things that he’d pulled from under the bed. He handed me two matchbooks.
“Bet I can guess where the mutt spends his evenings,” Clay said. “If he’s too dumb to blow town before we come after him tomorrow night, we can probably find him scouting for dinner at the local meat markets.”
I looked at the matchbooks. The first was for Rick’s Tavern, one of only three licensed establishments in the area. The second was a cheap brown matchbook with an address rubber-stamped on the back. I memorized the address, since we couldn’t take anything with us, being a bit short of pocket space at the time.
“Back to get our clothes,” Clay said. “Nick and I left ours across Main near where we dropped you off, so we can run together most of the way. You want to Change in the bedroom? We’ll stay in here.”
My heart started to hammer. “Change?”
“Yeah, Change. You planning to jog back to the car naked, darling? Not that I mind, so long as no one else gets an eyeful. But it might get a bit tricky, streaking across the highway.”
“There’s clothing here.”
Clay snorted. “I’d rather be caught naked than wearing some mutt’s clothes.” When I didn’t reply, he frowned. “Something wrong, darling?”
“No, I just—No. Nothing’s wrong.”
I walked into the bedroom, shutting the door all but a crack, so I could get out when—or if—my Change was successful. Thankfully, no one thought it odd that I wanted privacy. As close as the Pack was, most liked to make their transformations in private. As always, Clay was the exception. He didn’t care who saw him Change. To him, it was a natural state and therefore nothing to be ashamed of, even if the midpoint of a Change turned you into something fit only for a freak show. For Clay, vanity was yet another bizarre and foreign human concept. Nothing natural should need to be hidden. The bathroom locks at Stonehaven had been broken for over twenty years. No one bothered to fix them. Some things weren’t worth the effort of fighting Clay’s nature. We drew the line, though, when it came to Changing together.
I crossed to the other side of the bed so Clay and Nick couldn’t see me through the door. Then I sunk to all fours, concentrated and hoped. For five long minutes, nothing happened. I started to sweat and tried harder. Several more minutes passed. I thought I felt my hands changing into claws, but when I looked down, it was only my very human fingers digging into the carpet.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the door move. A black nose poked into the room. A golden muzzle followed. Jumping forward, I slammed the door shut before Clay saw me. He gave a questioning whine. I grunted, hoping the noise sounded sufficiently canine. Clay grunted back and padded away from the door. A respite, but a brief one. In less than five minutes he’d try again. Clay wasn’t known for his patience.
Creeping across the carpet, I eased the door back open a crack so I could prod it open if—when, please when—I Changed. Just in case, I thought of backup plans. Grab some clothing and break out the window? As I was sizing up the tiny window, my skin started to tingle and stretch. I glanced down to see my fingernails thickening, my fingers shortening. Giving a deep sigh of relief, I closed my eyes and let the transformation take over.
 
We crept through the yard behind the house and came out on the north side of Bear Valley’s fast-food strip, a gauntlet of every known chain restaurant with a drive-thru. After sneaking through the rear parking lots, we headed into a maze of alleys wending through a block of storage units. Finally out from under the floodlights, we began to run.
Before long, Clay and I started to race. It was more of an obstacle course than a flat-out race, slipping in the puddles and stumbling over garbage bags. I’d taken the lead when a garbage can crashed at the end of the alley. All three of us skidded to a halt.
“What the fuck are you doing?” said a young male voice. “Watch where you’re going and get your ass in gear. If my old man finds I snuck out, he’ll nail my hide to the woodshed door.”
Another male voice only gave a drunken giggle in reply. The garbage can scraped along the gravel, then two heads came into view, moving into the alley. I inched into the shadows until my rump hit the brick wall. I was sandwiched between a pile of garbage and a stack of boxes. Across from me, Clay and Nick retreated into a doorway and disappeared into the darkness, leaving only Clay’s glowing blue eyes. He looked from me to the approaching boys, telling me that the shadows weren’t doing their job and I was exposed. It was too late to move. I could only hope the boys were too drunk to pay attention as they stumbled past.
The boys were chattering about something, but the words passed through my ears as white noise. To understand human speech in this form, I had to concentrate, much like I would to understand someone speaking French. I couldn’t bother with that now. I was too busy watching their feet as they drew closer.
As they came alongside the garbage pile, I crouched, flattening myself to the ground. Their boots took three more steps, propelling them just past my hiding spot. I forced myself not to listen, instead looking up at their faces and taking my cue from there. They were no more than seventeen years old. One was tall, dark haired, wearing a leather jacket, ripped jeans, and combat boots, with a tattoo around his neck, and studs through his lips and nose. His red-haired companion wore a similar outfit, but without the tattoo and piercings, lacking the courage—or the idiocy—to turn a fashion statement into permanent disfigurement.
They continued to jabber as they walked away. Then the dark-haired kid tripped. Falling, he twisted, grabbed the side of a garbage bin, and saw me. He blinked once. Then he tugged his friend’s jacket sleeve and pointed. Instinct goaded me to counter threat with attack. Reason forced me to wait. Ten years ago, I’d have killed the boys the moment they entered the alley. Five years ago, I’d have leapt as soon as one noticed me. Even today I could feel the struggle deep in my gut, a twisting fear that made my muscles twitch in readiness for the attack. It was this—the battle for control of my body—that I hated more than anything else.
A low rumble echoed through the alley. Feeling the vibrations in my throat, I realized I was growling. My ears were plastered against my head. For one second, my brain tried to override instinct, then saw the advantage in surrendering, in letting the boys see how close they stood to death.
I curled back my lips and snarled. Both boys jumped backward. The redhead turned and ran down the alley, tripping and stumbling through the trash. The other boy’s eyes followed his friend. Then, instead of bolting after him, his hand shot out into the garbage pile. When he pulled back, the moonlight glinted off something in his hand. He turned to me, holding a broken bottle, the fear on his face replaced by a grin of power. Motion blurred behind him and I glanced up to see Clay in a crouch. The muscles in his shoulders bunched. I looked back at the boy, then sprang. Clay leapt. In midair, I twisted away from the boy and caught Clay full in the chest. We tumbled through the air together and hit the ground running, Nick at our heels. We ran the rest of the way back to our clothes.
 
We got to Stonehaven after two. Antonio and Peter were still out. There hadn’t been any safe way to find them and tell them we’d already discovered where the mutt was staying. The house was silent and dark. Jeremy hadn’t waited up. He knew if anything had happened, we’d wake him. Clay and I raced for the steps, jostling to be the first one up, bickering as we ran. Behind us, Nick mimicked our fight, but kept on our heels. We hit the top of the stairs and raced for Jeremy’s room at the end of the hall. Before we could get there, the door creaked open.
“Did you find him?” Jeremy asked, a disembodied voice from the darkness.
“We found where he’s staying,” I said. “He’s—”
“Did you kill him?”
“Nah,” Clay said. “Too risky. But we’ll—”
“Good. Tell me the rest in the morning.”
The door closed. Clay and I looked at each other. Then I shrugged and headed back down the hall.
“I’ll just have to beat you to it tomorrow,” I said.
Clay pounced, knocking me onto the hardwood floor. He stayed on top of me, pinning my arms to the floor and grinning down, the excitement of the hunt still shining in his eyes. “You think so? How about we play for it? You name the game.”
“Poker,” Nick said.
Clay twisted to look up at him. “And what stakes are you playing for?”
Nick grinned. “The usual. It’s been a long time.”
Clay laughed, got up, and lifted me into his arms. When we got to his room, he tossed me onto the bed, then headed to the bar to mix drinks. Nick jumped on top of me. I threw him off and struggled up.
“What makes you think I’m going to play at all?” I asked.
“You missed us,” Nick said.
He made a show of unbuttoning his shirt and shrugging it off, making sure I saw a good display of his muscles. Undressing was like some damned mating ritual with these guys. They seemed to think that the sight of a handsome face, muscular biceps, and a flat stomach would turn me into a helpless mass of hormones, willing to play their juvenile games. It usually worked, but that wasn’t the point.
“Whiskey and soda?” Clay called from across the room.
“Perfect,” Nick said.
Clay didn’t ask what I wanted. Nick took the clip from my hair and nibbled my ear, warm breath smelling faintly of dinner. I relaxed on the bed. As his lips moved down my neck, I twisted my face, nuzzling his neck and inhaling the musky smell of him. I moved to the hollow in his collarbone and felt his heartbeat leap.
Nick jumped. I looked up to see Clay pressing a cold glass against Nick’s back. He grabbed Nick’s shoulder and yanked him off me.
“Go find the cards,” he said.
“Where are they?” Nick asked.
“Look. That’ll keep you busy for a while.”
Clay sat down next to my head and handed me a drink. I took a sip. Rum and Coke. He gulped his own, then leaned over me.
“Perfect night, wasn’t it?”
“It could have been.” I smiled up at him. “But you were there.”
“Which means it was only the beginning of a perfect night.”
As he leaned over me, his fingers brushed against my thigh and slid over my hip. The thick, almost palpable smell of him sent a slow burn radiating down from my stomach.
“You had fun,” he said. “Admit it.”
“Maybe.”
Nick jumped back onto the bed. “Playtime. Are you guys sticking to your stakes? Winner tells Jeremy what happened tonight?”
Clay’s lips curved in a slow smile. “Nah. I’m going for something else. If I win, Elena comes outside with me, to the woods.”
“For what?” I asked.
The smile widened to show perfect white teeth. “Does it matter?”
“And if I win, what do I get?” I asked.
“Whatever you want. If you win, you choose your prize. You can tell Jeremy what happened, or you can take the kill tomorrow, or anything else you’d like.”
“I can take the kill?”
He threw his head back and laughed. “I knew you’d like that one. Sure, darling. You win and the mutt is yours.”
That was an offer I couldn’t resist. So we played.
Clay won.


Blame
I FOLLOWED CLAY TO THE WOODS. NICK HAD TRIED TO COME WITH us, but at one look from Clay, he’d stayed in the bedroom. When we got to a clearing, Clay stopped, turned around, and looked at me, saying nothing.
“We can’t,” I shivered in the night air.
He didn’t answer. How many times had we replayed this scene? Didn’t I ever learn? I knew how this would end when I picked up the cards—I’d been thinking of nothing else throughout the game.
He kissed me. I could feel the heat from his body, so familiar I could drown in it. The rich scent of him wafted through my brain, as intoxicating as peyote smoke. I felt myself succumbing to the smell, but a part of my brain that could still think sounded the alarm. Been here. Done this. Remember how it turns out?
I moved back, more testing his reaction than seriously resisting. He pushed me against a tree, hands sliding to my hips and gripping hard. His lips went back to mine, kisses deepening. I started to struggle in earnest. He pinned me between his body and the tree. I kicked out at him and he pulled back, shaking his head. I scrambled to catch my breath and looked around. The clearing was empty. Clay was gone. As my fogged brain struggled to process this, my arms were yanked behind my head, toppling me to my knees.
“What the—”
“Hold still,” Clay said from behind me. “I’m helping.”
“Helping? Helping what?”
I tried to pull my arms down, but he held them tight. Something soft slipped around my wrists. A sapling swayed overhead. Then Clay let go. I jerked my arms but only moved a couple of inches before the cloth around my wrists snapped tight. Once I was secured, he walked around and knelt over me, obviously far too pleased with what he was seeing.
“This isn’t funny,” I said. “Untie me. Now.”
Still grinning, he took hold of the top of my T-shirt and ripped it down the middle. Then he undid my bra. I started to say something, then stopped, inhaling sharply. He’d taken my breast in his mouth and was teasing the nipple with his teeth. He flicked his tongue and it sprung up, hard. A dart of lust fogged my brain. I gasped. He chuckled and the vibration sent a shivering tickle through me.
“Is that better?” he whispered. “Since you can’t fight me, you can’t be expected to stop me. It’s out of your control.”
His hand moved from my breast and stroked my stomach, moving lower with frustrating slowness. I had an unbidden image of his naked body over me. The lust flared. He shifted around. I could feel his erection slide up my thigh. I spread my legs a bit and felt the roughness of his jeans brush against me. Then he pulled back.
“Can you still feel tonight?” he whispered, bending to my ear. “The hunt. The chase. Running through the city.”
I shivered.
“Where do you feel it?” Clay asked, his voice deepening, eyes burning phosphorescent blue.
His hands slid to my jeans, unbuttoning them and sliding them over my hips. He touched the inside of my thigh, holding his fingers there just long enough to make my heart skip.
“Do you feel it here?”
He slid his hand down to the inside of my knees, tracing the path of the chills coursing through me. I closed my eyes and let the images of the night flow through my brain, the locked doors, the silent streets, the scent of fear. I remembered Clay’s hand running through my fur, the spark of hunger in his eyes as he entered the apartment, the joy of racing through the city. I remembered the danger in the alley, watching the two boys, waiting, hearing Clay’s roar as he lunged at them. The excitement was still there, pulsing through every part of my body.
“Can you feel it?” he asked, face coming to mine.
I started to close my eyes.
“Don’t,” he whispered. “Watch me.”
His fingers traced up my thigh, slowly. He toyed with the edge of my panties for a moment, then plunged his fingers into me. I let out a gasp. His fingers moved inside of me, finding the center of my excitement. I bit my lip to keep from crying out. Just as I could feel the waves of climax building, my brain kicked in and I realized what I was doing. I struggled to pull back from his hand, but he kept it tight against me, fingers moving in me. The climax started to crest again, but I fought it, not wanting to give him that. I closed my eyes tight against him and jerked my arms hard against their bindings. The tree groaned, but the bindings held. Suddenly, his hand stopped and moved away. The metallic whir of a zipper cut through the night air.
My eyes flew open to see him pulling his jeans down over his hips. As I saw the hunger in his eyes and his body, my hips moved up unbidden to meet him. I shook my head sharply, trying to clear it. I twisted away. Clay bent down, his face coming to mine.
“I won’t force you, Elena. You like to pretend I would, but you know I won’t. All you have to do is tell me no. Tell me to stop. Tell me to untie you. I will.”
His hand slipped between my thighs, parting them before I could clench them shut. Heat and wetness rushed out to meet him, my body betraying me. I felt the tip of him brush against me, but he didn’t go any further.
“Tell me to stop,” he whispered. “Just tell me.”
I glared at him, but the words wouldn’t come to my lips. We lay there a moment, eyes locked. Then he grabbed me under the arms and pushed into me. My body convulsed. For one long second, he didn’t move. I could feel him inside me, his hips pressed against mine. He pulled back slowly and my body protested, moving involuntarily against him, trying to keep him. I felt his arms go over my head. My bindings jerked once, then broke in his hands. He thrust into me and my resistance snapped. I grabbed him, hands entwining in his hair, legs wrapping around him. He released my arms and kissed me, deep kisses that devoured me as he moved inside me. So long. It had been so long and I’d missed him so much.
When it was over we collapsed on the grass, panting as if we’d run a marathon. We lay there still entwined around each other. Clay buried his face in my hair, told me that he loved me, and nodded off. I lay in a drowsy haze. Finally I turned my head and looked down at him. My demon lover. Eleven years ago, I’d given him everything. But it hadn’t been enough.
“You bit me,” I whispered.
 
Clay bit me in the study at Stonehaven. I’d been alone with Jeremy, who’d been trying to figure out a way to get rid of me, though I didn’t know that at the time. He seemed to be asking simple, benign questions, the sort a concerned father might ask of the young woman his son planned to marry. Clay and I were engaged. He’d already introduced me to his best friends, Nicholas and Logan. Now he’d brought me to Stonehaven to introduce me to Jeremy.
While Jeremy was interrogating me, I thought I heard Clay’s footsteps, but they’d stopped. Either I’d imagined it or he’d gone someplace else. Jeremy was standing by the window, quarter profile toward me. He looked out over the backyard.
“By the time you marry, Clayton’s term at the university will have ended,” Jeremy said. “What if he finds work elsewhere? Are you prepared to abandon your studies?”
Before I could formulate a reply, the door opened. I wish I could say it creaked open or something equally ominous. But it didn’t. It simply opened. Seeing it move, I turned. A dog slipped in, head low as if expecting a reprimand for being in the wrong part of the house. It was huge, nearly as tall as a Great Dane, but as solid as a well-muscled shepherd. The gold of its fur sparkled. As it came in the room, it turned to look at me with eyes of the brightest blue. The dog looked up at me, mouth falling open. I smiled back. Despite its size, I knew I had nothing to fear. I felt that clearly.
“Wow,” I said. “He’s gorgeous. Or is it a she?”
Jeremy turned. His eyes widened and he blanched. He stepped forward, then stopped and shouted for Clay.
“Did Clay let him out?” I said. “It’s okay. I don’t mind.”
I dangled my fingers, enticing the dog over.
“Don’t move,” Jeremy said, his voice low. “Take your hand away.”
“It’s okay. I’m letting him smell me. You’re supposed to do that with a strange dog before you pet them. I had some dogs growing up. Well, my foster families did, at least. See his posture? Ears forward, mouth open, tail wagging? That means he’s calm and curious.”
“Pull your hand back now.”
I glanced over at Jeremy. He was tensed, as if ready to jump at the dog if it attacked me. He called for Clay again.
“Really, it’s okay,” I said, getting annoyed now. “If he’s skittish, you’re only going to scare him by yelling. Trust me. I was bitten by a dog once. Yappy little Chihuahua, but it hurt like hell. I’ve still got the scar. This guy’s a big brute, but he’s friendly enough. Big dogs usually are. It’s the little buggers you have to watch.”
The dog had crept closer. One eye was on Jeremy, wary, watching his body language as if expecting a beating. Anger surged through me. Was the dog abused? Jeremy didn’t seem the type, but I’d barely met him. I turned from Jeremy and reached out farther.
“Hey, boy,” I whispered. “You’re a pretty one, aren’t you?”
The dog stepped toward me, moving slowly and carefully, as if we were both afraid of startling each other. Its muzzle came toward my hand. As it lifted its nose to sniff my fingers, it suddenly jerked up, grabbing my hand and nipping. I yelped, more in surprise than in pain. The dog began to lick my hand. Jeremy sprang across the room. The dog ducked and bolted out the door. Jeremy started after him.
“Don’t,” I said, leaping to my feet. “He didn’t mean it. He was just playing.”
Jeremy strode over to me and grabbed my hand, inspecting the bite. Two teeth had broken through the skin, leaving tiny puncture wounds that only trickled a few drops of blood.
“He barely broke the skin,” I said. “A love bite. See?”
Several minutes passed while Jeremy examined my wound. Then there was a commotion at the door. I looked up, expecting to see the dog again. Instead, Clay swung through. I couldn’t see his expression. Jeremy was between us, obstructing my view.
“The dog nipped me,” I said. “No big deal.”
Jeremy turned on Clay. “Get out,” he said, his voice so low I barely heard it.
Clay stood frozen in the doorway.
“Get out!” Jeremy shouted.
“It’s not his fault,” I said. “Maybe he let the dog in, but—”
I stopped. My hand started to burn. The twin punctures had turned an angry red. I gave my hand a sharp shake and looked over at Jeremy.
“I should clean this,” I said. “Do you have Bactine or something?”
As I stepped forward, my legs gave out. The last thing I saw was Jeremy and Clay both grabbing for me. Then everything went black.
 
After Clay bit me, I didn’t regain consciousness for two days, though at the time I thought only hours had passed. I awoke in one of the guest rooms, the one that would later become my bedroom. Opening my eyes required major effort. The lids felt hot and swollen. My throat ached, my ears ached, my head ached. Hell, even my teeth hurt. I blinked a few times. The room dipped and swayed, then came into focus. Jeremy was sitting in a chair by the bed. I lifted my head. Pain exploded behind my eyes. My head fell back to the pillow and I groaned. I heard Jeremy stand, then saw him looking down at me.
“Where’s Clay?” I asked. It sounded more like “whaaaclaaa,” as if I were speaking through a mouthful of marshmallows. I swallowed, wincing at the pain. “Where’s Clay?”
“You’re sick,” Jeremy said.
“Really? I couldn’t tell.” The retort cost me too much. I had to close my eyes and swallow again before continuing. “What happened?”
“He bit you.”
The memory flashed back. I could feel my hand throbbing now. I struggled to lift it. The two puncture wounds had swollen to the size of robin’s eggs. Heat radiated off them. There was no sign of pus or infection, but something was definitely wrong. A lick of fear raced through me. Was the dog rabid? What were the symptoms of rabies? What else could you contract from a dog bite? Distemper?
“Hospital,” I croaked. “I should go to the hospital.”
“Drink this.”
A glass appeared. It looked like water. Jeremy slid his hand behind my neck and lifted my head so I could drink. I jerked away, striking the glass with my chin and toppling it onto the bed. Jeremy swore and pulled the soaked coverlet back.
“Where’s Clay?”
“You have to drink,” he said.
He lifted a fresh coverlet from the foot of the bed, shook it, and laid it over me. I squirmed from under it.
“Where’s Clay?”
“He bit you.”
“I know the damned dog bit me.” I jerked back as Jeremy put his hand on my forehead. “Answer my question. Where’s Clay?”
“He bit you. Clay bit you.”
I stopped struggling and blinked. I thought I’d heard wrong.
“Clay bit me?” I said slowly.
Jeremy didn’t correct me. He stood there, looking down at me, waiting.
“The dog bit me,” I said.
“It wasn’t a dog. It was Clay. He…he changed form.”
“Changed form,” I repeated.
I stared at Jeremy, then twisted from side to side, trying to get up. Jeremy grabbed my shoulders and held me down. Panic ignited in me. I fought with more strength than I thought I had, flailing and kicking. He pinned me to the bed with as much effort as he might use to restrain a two-year-old.
“Stop it, Elena.” My name came off his tongue awkwardly, like a foreign word.
“Where’s Clay?” I shouted, ignoring the pain searing down my throat. “Where’s Clay?”
“He’s gone. I made him leave after he…bit you.”
Jeremy seized both my arms and held them fast, pinning me so securely I couldn’t move. He inhaled and started again.
“He’s a…” He faltered, then shook his head. “I don’t need to tell you what he is, Elena. You saw him change forms. You saw him become a wolf.”
“No!” I kicked up, my legs striking only air. “You’re crazy. Fucking crazy. I saw a dog. Let me go! Clay!”
“He bit you, Elena. That means…it means you’re the same thing. You’re becoming the same thing. That’s why you’re sick. You need to let me help you.”
I closed my eyes and screamed, drowning his words. Where was Clay? Why had he left me with this madman? Why had he abandoned me? He loved me. I knew he loved me.
“I know you don’t believe it, Elena. But watch me. Just watch.”
I wrenched my head sideways, so I wasn’t looking at him. I could see only his arm holding mine to the bed. After a moment, his forearm seemed to shimmer and contract. I shook my head sharply, feeling the pain inside it bounce around like a red-hot coal. My vision blurred, then cleared. Jeremy’s arm convulsed, the wrist narrowing, the hand twisting and contorting into a knot. I wanted to close my eyes, but I couldn’t. I was transfixed by the sight before me. The black hairs on his arm thickened. More hairs sprouted, shooting out from his skin and growing longer and longer. The pressure of his fingers relaxed. I looked down. There were no fingers there. A black paw rested on my arm. I shut my eyes then and screamed until the world went dark.
 
It took over a year for me to truly comprehend what I’d become, that it wasn’t a nightmare or a delusion, and that it would never end, that there was no cure. Jeremy allowed Clay back eighteen months later, but it would never be the same between us again. It couldn’t be. There are some things you cannot forgive.
 
I awoke several hours later, feeling Clay’s arms around me, my back pressed against him. A slow wave of peace started lulling me back to sleep. Then I jerked awake. Clay’s arms around me. My back pressed against him. Lying together in the grass. Naked. Oh, shit.
I extricated myself from his grasp without waking him, then slipped from the clearing and hurried to the house. Jeremy was on the back porch, reading The New York Times in the first blush of sunrise. When I saw him I stopped, but it was too late. He’d seen me. Yes, I was naked, but that wasn’t why I would have rather avoided Jeremy. Years of Pack life had stripped me of my modesty—no pun intended. Whenever we ran, we finished naked and often far from our clothing. Disconcerting at first, waking from a post-run sleep to find yourself lying in a grotto with three or four naked guys. Disconcerting, though not an altogether unpleasant experience, given that these guys were all werewolves, hence in excellent physical condition and didn’t look too shabby au natural. But I digress. The point is that Jeremy had been seeing my naked body for years. When I stepped from the trees sans clothing, he didn’t even notice the lack.
He folded the paper, got up from his lounge chair, and waited. Lifting my chin, I made the journey to the porch. He would smell Clay on me. There was no way I could escape that.
“I’m tired,” I said, trying to brush past him. “It’s been a long night. I’m going back to bed.”
“I’d like to hear what you found last night.”
His voice was soft. A request, not a command. It would’ve been easier to ignore a direct order. As I stood there, the thought of going to bed, being alone with my thoughts, was suddenly too much. Jeremy was offering a distraction. I decided to take it. Sinking onto a chair, I told him the whole story. Okay, it wasn’t the whole story, but I told him about finding the mutt’s apartment, leaving out the aftermath with the boys in the alley and definitely excluding anything that happened after we got back. Jeremy listened and said little. As I finished, I caught a flicker of movement in the backyard. Clay strode from out of the forest, shoulders rigid, mouth set in a hard line.
“Go inside,” Jeremy said. “Get some sleep. I’ll look after him.”
I escaped into the house.
 
Up in my room, I took my cell phone from my bag and called Toronto. I didn’t call Philip, but it wasn’t because I felt guilty. I didn’t call him because I knew I should feel guilty and, since I couldn’t, it didn’t seem right to call. Does that make sense? Probably not.
If I’d had sex with anyone other than Clay, I would have felt guilty. On the other hand, the chances of me cheating on Philip with anyone other than Clay were so infinitesimal that the point was moot. I was loyal by nature, whether I wanted to be or not. Yet what I had with Clay was so old, so complex, that sleeping with him couldn’t be compared to normal sex. It was giving in to something I felt so deeply that all the anger and hurt and hate in the world couldn’t stop me from going back to him. Being a werewolf, being at Stonehaven, and being with Clay were so tightly interwoven that I couldn’t separate the strands. Surrender to one meant surrender to all. Giving myself to Clay wasn’t betraying Philip, it was betraying myself. That terrified me. Even as I sat on my bed, clutching the phone in one hand, I felt myself slipping. The barrier between my worlds was solidifying and I was trapped on the wrong side.
I sat there, staring at the phone, trying to decide who to call, what contact in my human life had the power to pull me back. For a second, I thought of calling Anne or Diane. I rejected the idea immediately then wondered why I’d thought of it at all. If talking to Philip wouldn’t help me, why would I ever consider calling his mother or sister? I chased the thought a moment, but something in it scared me off. After a brief pause, my fingers hit buttons of their own accord. As the phone rang, I numbly wondered who I’d called. Then the voice mail clicked on. “Hi, you’ve reached Elena Michaels at Focus Toronto. I’m not in the office right now, but if you’ll leave your name and number at the sound of the tone, I’ll return your call as soon as possible.” I hung up, pulled back the covers, crawled into bed, then reached for the phone and hit REDIAL.
By the fifth call, I was asleep.
 
It was nearly noon by the time I awoke. As I dressed, footsteps in the hallway stopped me cold.
“Elena?”
Clay rattled the door handle. It was locked. The only lock in the house Clay didn’t dare break.
“I heard you get up,” he said. “Let me in. I want to talk to you.”
I finished tugging on my jeans.
“Elena? Come on.” The door rattled harder. “Let me in. We need to talk.”
Pulling my hair back, I clipped it at the nape of my neck. Then I walked across the room, opened the window, and swung out, hitting the ground below with a thud. Pricks of shock raced up my calves, but I wasn’t hurt. A two-story jump wasn’t dangerous for a werewolf.
Above me, Clay pounded at my door. I headed around the house and went in the front. Jeremy and Antonio were walking down the hall when I stepped in. Jeremy stopped and raised one eyebrow.
“The stairs aren’t challenging enough anymore?” he asked.
Antonio laughed. “Challenge has nothing to do with it, Jer. I’d say it’s the big bad wolf huffing and puffing at her door up there.” He leaned around the corner and shouted up the stairs. “You can stop shaking the house apart now, Clayton. You’ve been outmaneuvered. She’s down here.”
Jeremy shook his head and steered me toward the kitchen. By the time Clay came down, I was halfway through breakfast. Jeremy directed him to a seat at the opposite end of the table. He grumbled, but obeyed. Nick and Peter arrived shortly after and, in the ensuing chaos of breakfast, I relaxed and was able to ignore Clay. When we were done eating, I told the others what we’d found the night before. As I talked, Jeremy scanned the newspapers. I was wrapping up when Jeremy put down the paper and looked at me.
“Is that everything?” he asked.
Something in his voice dared me to say it was. I hesitated, then nodded.
“Are you quite certain?” he asked.
“Uh—yes. I think so.”
He folded the paper with maximum bustle and delay, then laid it in front of me. Front page of the Bear Valley Post. Top headline. WILD DOGS SPOTTED IN CITY.
“Oh,” I said. “Whoops.”
Jeremy made a noise in his throat that could have been interpreted as a growl. I read the article. The two boys we’d seen in the alley had woken their parents with the story, who’d in turn woken the newspaper editor. The boys claimed to have seen the killers. Two, maybe three, huge shepherdlike dogs lurking within the very heart of town.
“Three,” Jeremy said, his voice low. “All three of you. Together.”
Peter and Antonio slipped from the table. Clay looked at Nick and jerked his chin, telling Nick he was free to leave, too. No one would blame Nick for this. Jeremy knew the instigators from the followers. Nick shook his head and stayed put. He’d take his share.
“We were returning from the mutt’s apartment,” I said. “The kids walked into the alley. They saw me.”
“Elena didn’t have enough room to hide,” Clay interjected. “One of them grabbed a broken bottle. I lost it. I leapt at them. Elena stopped me and we took off. No one got hurt.”
“We all got hurt,” Jeremy said. “I told you to split up.”
“We did,” I said. “Like I said, this was after we found the apartment.”
“I told you to Change to human after you found him.”
“And do what? Walk to the car butt-naked?”
Jeremy’s mouth twitched. A full minute of silence followed. Then Jeremy got to his feet, motioned for me to follow, and walked from the room. Clay and Nick looked at me, but I shook my head. This was a private invitation, as much as I’d love to share it. I followed Jeremy out of the house.
 
Jeremy led me into the woods, taking the walking paths. We’d gone nearly a half-mile before he said anything. Even then, he didn’t turn around, just kept walking in front of me.
“You know we’re in danger,” he said.
“We all know—”
“I’m not sure you do. Maybe you’ve been away from the Pack too long, Elena. Or maybe you think because you’ve moved to Toronto this doesn’t affect you.”
“Are you suggesting I’d purposely sabotage—”
“Of course not. I’m saying that maybe you need to be reminded how important this is to all of us, no matter where we live. People in Bear Valley are looking for a killer, Elena. That killer is a werewolf. We are werewolves. If he’s caught, how long do you think it’ll be before the town comes knocking at our door? If they find this mutt alive and figure out what he is, he’ll talk. He’s not in Bear Valley by accident, Elena. Any mutt with a father knows we live around here. If this one is discovered, he’ll lead the authorities here, to Clayton and me and, through us, to the rest of the Pack, and eventually, to every werewolf, including any who are trying to deny any connection with the Pack.”
“Do you think I don’t realize that?”
“I trusted you to set the tone last night, Elena.”
Ouch. That hurt. More than I liked to admit, so I hid it in my usual way.
“Then that was your mistake,” I snapped. “I didn’t ask for your trust. Look what happened with Carter. You trusted me with that, didn’t you? Once burned…”
“As far as I’m concerned, your only mistake with Carter was not contacting me before you acted. I know it has more meaning for you, but that’s exactly why you’re supposed to contact me, so I give the order. I take the responsibility for the decision. For the death. I know you—”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Of course not.”
We walked in silence. I felt the words jammed up in my throat, desperate for release, for the chance to talk about what I’d done and what I’d felt. As I walked, a smell hit me and, with it, the words dissolved.
“Do you smell that?” I asked.
Jeremy sighed. “Elena. I wish you would—”
“There. Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt, but”—my nose twitched, picking up the smell in the breeze—“that scent. Do you smell it?”
Jeremy’s nostrils flared. He sniffed the breeze impatiently as if he didn’t expect to find anything. Then he blinked. That smallest, most benign reaction was enough. He’d smelled it, too. Blood. Human blood.


Trespass
I TRACKED THE SCENT OF BLOOD TO THE EAST FENCE LINE. AS WE got closer, something else overpowered the smell of blood. Something worse. Decomposing flesh.
We came to a low wooden bridge that crossed a stream. Once on the other side, I stopped. The smell was gone. I sniffed the east wind again. There were traces of rot in the air, but the overwhelming stench had vanished. I turned and looked down at the stream. Something pale protruded from under the bridge. It was a bare foot, bloated, gray toes pointing at the sky. I jogged down the incline and waded into the stream. Jeremy leaned over the bridge, saw the foot, then pulled back and waited for me to investigate.
Grabbing the side of the bridge, I knelt in the icy water of the stream, drenching my jeans from ankle to knee. The bare foot was attached to a slender calf. The stench was overwhelming. As I switched to breathing through my mouth, my stomach lurched. Now I could taste the rot as well as smell it. I went back to breathing through my nose. The calf led to a knee, then fell away into shredded skin and muscle with bone shining through, leaving the femur looking like a big ham bone gnawed by a dog with more appetite for destruction than dinner. The other thigh was a maggot-infested stump, the bone snapped by powerful jaws. When I peered under the bridge, I saw the rest of the second leg, or pieces of it, strewn around, like someone shaking the last bits of garbage from the bag. Above the thighs, the torso was anindistinguishable mass of mangled flesh. If the arms were still attached, I didn’t see them. Likely they were some of the bits scattered farther back. The head was twisted backward, the neck almost bitten through. I didn’t want to look at the face. It’s easier if you don’t see the face, if you can dismiss a rotting corpse as a prop from a B horror movie. Still, easier isn’t always better. This wasn’t a movie prop and she didn’t deserve to be dismissed as one. I assumed it was a she because of the size and slenderness but, as I shifted the head, I realized my mistake. It was a young man, little more than a boy. His eyes were wide, crusted with dirt, as dull as scuffed marbles. Otherwise, his face was unmarred: smooth-skinned, well fed, and very, very young.
It was another werewolf kill. Even if I couldn’t smell the mutt through the rot and the blood, I knew it by the rough tearing of the throat, the gaping chew marks on the torso. The mutt had brought the body here. To Stonehaven. He hadn’t killed the boy here. There was no sign of blood, but the caked dirt indicated he’d been buried and dug up. Last night, while we were ransacking the mutt’s apartment, he’d been taking the body to Stonehaven, where we would find it. The insult sent tremors of fury through me.
“We’ll have to dispose of it,” Jeremy said. “Leave it for now. We’ll go back to the house—”
A crash in the bushes stopped him short. I yanked my head from under the bridge. Someone was trampling through the undergrowth like a bull rhino. Humans. I quickly bent, rinsed my hands in the stream and scrambled up the bank. I was barely at the top when two men in bright orange hunting vests burst from the forest.
“This is private property,” Jeremy said, his quiet voice cutting through the silence of the clearing.
The two men jumped and spun around. Jeremy stayed on the bridge and reached one hand behind his back, pulling me to him.
“I said, this is private property,” he repeated.
One man, a stout kid in his late teens, stepped forward. “Yeah, then what are you doing here, buddy?”
The older man grabbed the kid’s elbow and pulled him back. “Excuse my son’s manners, sir. I’m assuming you’re…” He trailed off, searching for a name and coming up blank.
“I own the property, yes,” Jeremy said, voice still soft.
A man and a woman came up behind the two, nearly bowling them over. They stopped short and looked at us as if seeing apparitions. The older man whispered something to them, then turned back to Jeremy and cleared his throat.
“Yes, sir. I understand you own this land, but you see, we’ve got ourselves a bit of a situation. I’m sure you heard about that girl that got killed a few days ago. Well, it’s dogs, sir. Wild dogs. Big ones. Two of our boys from town saw them last night. Then we got a call this morning, saying something had been spotted on the far side of the woods out here around midnight.”
“So you’re conducting a search.”
The man straightened. “Right, sir. So, if you don’t mind—”
“I do mind.”
The man blinked. “Yes, but you see, we’ve got to check things out and—”
“Did you stop at the house to ask permission?”
“No, but—”
“Did you phone the house to ask permission?”
“No, but—”
The man’s voice had gone up an octave and the boy behind him was fidgeting and mumbling. Jeremy continued in the same unruffled tone.
“Then I’d suggest you go back the way you came and wait for me at the house. If you want to search these woods, you need permission. Under the circumstances, I certainly don’t mind granting that permission, but I don’t want to worry about running into armed men when I’m taking a walk on my own property.”
“We’re looking for wild dogs,” the woman said. “Not people.”
“In the excitement of the hunt, any mistake is possible. Since this is my land, I choose not to take that chance. I use these woods. My family and my guests use these woods. That’s why I don’t allow hunters up here. Now, if you’ll go around to the house, I’ll finish my walk and meet you there. I can provide you with maps of the property and warn my guests to stay out of the forest while you’re here. Does that sound reasonable?”
The couple had joined the boy in his grumbling, but the older man seemed to be considering it, weighing inconvenience with propriety. Just as he appeared ready to relent, a voice rang out from behind them.
“What the hell is going on here?!”
Clay barreled out from the forest. I winced and thought I saw Jeremy do the same, although it might have been a trick of the sunlight through the trees. Clay stopped at the edge of the clearing and looked from the search party to us and back again.
“What the hell are you doing here?” he said, stepping up to the group of searchers.
“They’re looking for wild dogs,” Jeremy said softly.
Clay’s hands clenched at his sides. The heat of his fury scorched all the way across the clearing. The other day when we’d heard the hunters on the property, Clay had been furious. His territory had been invaded. Yet he’d been able to control it because he hadn’t seen the trespassers, had been forbidden to get close enough to them to see them and smell them and react as his instincts demanded. Even if he’d come upon them, he would have had enough advance warning to get his temper under control. This was different. He’d come looking for us and hadn’t smelled them until it was too late to prepare. The trespassers were no longer unseen guns firing in the dark, but actual humans, standing right in front of him, live targets for his rage.
“Did you miss the fucking signs on the way in?” he snarled, turning on the younger man, the strongest of the group. “Or is trespassing too goddamned many syllables for you?”
“Clayton,” Jeremy warned.
Clay didn’t hear him. I knew that. All he could hear was the blood pounding in his ears, the need to defend his territory screaming through his brain. He stepped closer to the young man. The boy inched back against a tree.
“This is private property,” Clay said. “Do you understand what that means?”
Jeremy started down from the bridge with me at his heels. We were halfway across the clearing when a sound trumpeted from the woods. A baying hound. A dog on a scent. I looked from Jeremy to Clay. They’d both stopped and were listening, trying to pinpoint the direction of the noise. I stepped back toward the bridge. With every second, the hound’s song drew closer, the tempo rising, infused with the joy of triumph. It smelled the body under the bridge.
I took another step backward. Before I could think, the dog flew from the forest. It was heading straight for me, eyes unseeing, brain bound up with the smell. It got within a yard of me, then skidded to a halt. Now it smelled something else. Me.
The dog looked at me. It was a big crossbreed, something between a shepherd and a redbone hound. It dipped its muzzle and blinked in confusion. Then it lifted its head and pulled back its lips in a deep growl. It didn’t know what I was, but it sure as hell didn’t like me. One of the men shouted. The dog ignored it. It growled another warning. The older man ran at the dog. Seeing my window of opportunity evaporating, I met the dog’s eyes and bared my teeth. Come and get me. It did.
The dog leapt. Its teeth clamped around my forearm. I fell to the ground, lifting my arms over my face as if protecting myself. The dog held on tight. As its teeth sunk into my arm, I let out a wail of pain and fear. I kicked feebly at the beast, my blows barely connecting with its stomach. Over my head, I heard an uproar. Someone tore the dog away, jerking my arm with it. Then the dog went limp. Its teeth fell from my arm. I looked up to see Clay standing over me, hands still wrapped around the dead dog’s throat. He threw the corpse aside and dropped to his knees. I buried my head in my arms and started to sob.
“There, there,” he said, pulling me close and stroking my hair. “It’s all over.”
He was trying hard not to laugh, his body shaking with the effort. I resisted the urge to pinch him and continued wailing. Jeremy demanded to know who owned the dog and whether its shots were up to date. The searchers’ voices drowned out one another as they babbled apologies. Someone tore off to find the dog’s owner. Clay and I stayed on the ground as I sobbed and he comforted me. He was enjoying this far too much, but I didn’t dare stand for fear the searchers would notice that my eyes were dry and I looked remarkably composed for a woman savaged by a vicious beast.
After a few minutes, the dog’s owner arrived and was none too pleased to find his prized hound lying dead in the grass. He shut up when he found out what had happened and started promising to pay for medical bills, probably fearing a lawsuit. Jeremy gave him a dressing-down over letting his dog run unleashed on private property. When Jeremy finished, the man assured him that the dog had all its shots, then quietly hauled away the carcass with the help of the younger man. This time, when Jeremy asked them all to leave the property, no one argued. When the chaos finally fell to silence, I shoved Clay off me and got to my feet.
“How’s the arm?” Jeremy asked, walking toward me.
I examined the injury. There were four deep puncture wounds, still seeping blood, but the tearing was minimal. I clenched and unclenched my fist. It hurt like hell, but everything appeared to be in working order. I wasn’t too concerned. Werewolves heal quickly, which is probably the reason we inflict injury on one another with such abandon.
“The first war wound,” I said.
“Hopefully the last,” Jeremy said dryly, taking my arm to examine the damage. “It could have been worse, I suppose.”
“She did a great job,” Clay said.
I glared at him. “I wouldn’t have had to if you hadn’t charged in ranting and raving like a lunatic. Jeremy had almost got rid of them when you showed up.”
Jeremy shifted to the left, blocking my view of Clay, as if we were Siamese fighting fish that wouldn’t attack if we couldn’t see each other. “Come with me to the house and we’ll get your arm cleaned up. Clay, there’s a body under the bridge. Put it in the shed and we’ll dispose of it in town tonight.”
“A body?”
“A boy. Probably a runaway.”
“You mean that mutt brought a body—”
“Just get it out of here before they decide to come back.”
Jeremy took my good arm and led me away before Clay could argue.
 
On the way back to the house, we talked. Or, I should say, Jeremy talked, I listened. The danger seemed to be escalating with each passing hour. First we’d been spotted in the city. Next we’d found a body on the property. Then we’d had a confrontation with the locals, calling attention to ourselves and probably raising suspicion. All in twelve hours. The mutt had to die. Tonight.
 
When Clay came back to the house, he wanted to talk to Jeremy and me. I found an excuse and hightailed it up to my room. I knew what he wanted to say, to apologize for screwing up, for confronting the searchers and causing trouble. Let Jeremy absolve him. That was his job, not mine.
 
After Jeremy and Clay had finished their talk, Jeremy took the others into the study to explain what had happened. Since I didn’t need the instant replay, I stayed in my room and called Philip. He talked about an ad campaign he was trying to snag, something about lakefront condos. I admit I wasn’t paying much attention to his words. Instead, I listened to his voice, closing my eyes and imagining I was there beside him, in a place where dead bodies in the backyard would have been cause for indescribable horror, not quick cleanup plans. I tried to think as Philip would, to feel compassion and grief for that dead boy, a life as full as my own cut short.
As Philip talked, my thoughts wandered to my night with Clay. I didn’t have to work very hard to guess how Philip would feel about that. What the hell had I been thinking? I hadn’t been thinking—that was the trouble. If I hadn’t felt guilt a few hours ago, I felt it now, listening to Philip and picturing how he would react if he knew where I’d spent the night. I was a fool. Here I had a wonderful man who cared for me and I was screwing around with a self-absorbed, conniving monster who’d betrayed me in the worst possible way. It was a mistake I swore not to repeat.
 
After a late lunch, Jeremy took Clay for a walk to give him instructions for that night. I’d already received mine. Clay and I were going after the mutt together—I didn’t have a choice in the matter, but I’d still argued. I would find the mutt and lure him out to a safe place where Clay would finish him off. It was an old routine and, as much as I hated to admit it, one that worked.
While the others were cleaning up the dishes, I slipped away. I wandered through the house and ended up in Jeremy’s studio. The mid-afternoon sun danced through the leaves of the chestnut tree outside, casting pirouetting shadows on the floor.
I thumbed through a stack of canvases leaning against the wall, scenes of wolves playing and singing and sleeping together, curled up in heaps of intertwining limbs and varicolored fur. Juxtaposed with these were pictures of wolves in city alleys, watching passersby, wolves allowing children to touch them while mothers looked the other way. When Jeremy did agree to sell one of his paintings, it was the second style that earned him the big bucks. The scenes were enigmatic and surreal, painted in reds, greens, and purples so dark they looked like shades of black. Bold splashes of yellows and oranges electrified the darkness in incongruous places, like the reflection of the moon in a puddle. A dangerous subject, but Jeremy was careful, selling them under an assumed name and never making public appearances. No one outside the Pack ever came to Stonehaven, except chaperoned service people, so his paintings were safe displayed here in his studio.
Jeremy painted human models too, though only members of the Pack. One of his favorites was on the wall by the window. In it, I was standing on the edge of a cliff, naked, with my back to the viewer. Clay was sitting on the ground beside me, his arm wrapped around my leg. Below the cliff, a pack of wolves played in a forest clearing. The title was scrawled in the bottom corner: Eden.
On the opposite was hung two portraits. The first showed Clay in his late teens. He was sitting out back in a white wicker chair, with a wistful half smile on his face as his gaze focused on something above the painter. He looked like Michelangelo’s David come to life, youthful perfection all innocence and dreaminess. On a good day, I saw the portrait as Jeremy’s wishful thinking. On a bad day, it smacked of outright delusion.
The portrait that hung next to it was equally unsettling. It was me. I was sitting with my back to the painter, twisting to give a view of my full face and upper body. My hair was loose, falling in tangled curls and hiding my breasts. Like Clay’s picture, though, the expression was the focal point. My dark blue eyes looked clearer and sharper than normal, giving them an animal-like glint. I was smiling with my lips parted and teeth showing. The impact was one of feral sensuality, with a dangerous edge that I didn’t see when I looked in the mirror.
“Ah-ha,” Nick called from the doorway. “So this is where you’re hiding. Phone call for you. It’s Logan.”
I was out the door so fast I nearly knocked over a pile of paintings. Nick followed and pointed me to the phone in the study. As I was heading down the hall, Clay walked through the back door. He didn’t see me. I slipped into the study and shut the door as I heard Clay asking Nick where I was. Nick made some noncommittal answer, not daring to risk Clay’s anger by admitting the truth. Clay was still pissed off over me contacting Logan during my absence. He didn’t suspect I was screwing around with Logan or anything so banal. He knew the truth—that Logan and I were friends, very good friends, but that was enough to ignite his jealousy, not of my body, but of my time and my attention.
I picked up the phone and said hello.
“Ellie!” Logan’s voice boomed through a blanket of static. “I can’t believe you’re actually there. How’s it going? Still alive?”
“So far, but it’s only been two days. The line buzzed, went silent for a second, then hissed back to life. “Either L.A. has worse phone service than Tibet or you’re on a cell phone. Where are you?”
“Driving to the courthouse. Listen, things here are wrapping up fast. We got a settlement. That’s why I called.”
“You’re coming back?”
His laugh sizzled across the line. “Eager to see me? I’d be flattered if I didn’t suspect you just want a buffer against Clayton. Yes, I’m coming back. I’m not sure exactly when, but it should be tonight or tomorrow morning. We’ve got to finish up work here and I’ll catch the next plane out.”
“Great. I can’t wait to see you.”
“Likewise, though I’m still miffed you wouldn’t let me come to Toronto at Christmas. I was looking forward to burnt gingerbread. Another great holiday tradition lost.”
“Maybe this year.”
“Definitely this year.” The phone crackled and went silent, then clicked back. “—lo?”
“I’m still here.”
“I’d better sign off before I lose you. Don’t wait up for me. I’ll see you tomorrow and I’ll whisk you away to lunch so you can relax for a while, catch your breath. Okay?”
“Definitely okay. I’ll see you then.”
He said good-bye and hung up. As I put the receiver back in the cradle, I could hear Nick in the hall, rounding up players for a game of touch football. He stopped outside the study door and tapped.
“I’m in,” I said. “I’ll meet you out there.”
I looked back at the phone. Logan was coming. That was enough to make me forget all the problems and annoyances of the day. I smiled to myself and hurried out the door, suddenly eager for a good roughhousing before the excitement of the mutt hunt.


Predator
AFTER DINNER, I PREPARED FOR THE EVENING. THE CHOICE OF clothing posed a problem. If I was going to hook this mutt, I needed to pull on the mask that worked best with werewolves: Elena the sexual predator. This didn’t mean miniskirts, fishnets, and see-through blouses, namely because I didn’t own any. And I didn’t own any because they looked ridiculous on me. Skimpy tops, stiletto heels, and barely there bottoms made me look like a coltish fourteen-year-old playing dress up. Nature didn’t bless me with curves and my lifestyle didn’t let me develop extra padding. I was too tall, too thin, and too athletic to be any guy’s idea of centerfold fodder.
When I’d started living at Stonehaven, my wardrobe was strictly thrift-shop casual, no matter how much money Jeremy gave me for shopping. I didn’t know what else to buy. When Antonio had bought us seats to a Broadway opening, I’d panicked. There were no women around to ask for help in choosing a dress and I didn’t dare ask Jeremy for fear I’d end up in some taffeta and lace monstrosity fit only for a high school prom. I’d gone to a row of upscale shops in New York, but I got lost, literally and figuratively. My savior had appeared in a most unlikely form: Nicholas. Nick spent more time around women, particularly beautiful, rich young women, than any man outside of a James Bond film. His taste was impeccable, favoring classic designs, simple fabrics, and smooth lines that somehow turned my height and lack of curves into assets. All of my dress-up clothes had been bought with Nick in tow. Not only didn’t he mind spending an entire day touring Fifth Avenue, but he’d have his credit card on the counter before I could fish mine from my wallet. Little wonder he was so popular with the ladies.
I picked out a dress for that night, one that Nick had actually bought me for my birthday two years ago. It was gorgeous indigo silk, knee length with no fancy trim or other adornment. Simple, yet elegant. To keep it casual, I decided to forgo nylons and wear sandals.
As I was putting on my makeup, Clay walked in and gave my outfit the once-over. “Looks good,” he said. Then he glanced around at my princess bedroom and grinned. “’Course, it doesn’t really suit the setting. It needs a little something. Maybe a lace shawl from the curtains. Or a sprig of cherry blossoms.”
I snarled at him through the mirror and went back to my makeup, studying a jar of pink stuff and trying to remember whether it was for my lips or my cheeks. Behind me, Clay bounced on the bed, fluffing the overstuffed pillows and laughing. He’d changed into baggy Dockers, a white T-shirt, and a loose linen jacket. The outfit hid his build and gave him a collegiate, clean-cut look, the message here being as nonthreatening as possible. Nick must have helped him pick his clothes. Clay didn’t know the meaning of nonthreatening.
At nine we left, taking Jeremy’s Explorer. Clay loathed the bulky SUV, but we needed the cargo space if we managed to capture and kill this mutt. Later that night, Antonio and Nicholas would dispose of the young boy’s body at the local dump. We could have saved them a trip and taken it ourselves, but eau de decomposing flesh wasn’t a good perfume choice when mingling with humans.
Although I hated the idea of spending the evening with Clay after what had happened between us, I soon relaxed. He didn’t mention the previous night or say anything about Logan’s call. By the time we got to town, we were carrying on a perfectly normal conversation about South American jaguar cults. If I didn’t know him better, I’d almost think he was making a conscious effort to play nice. But I knew him better. Whatever his motivation, I went along with it. We had a job to do and we had to be together all evening to do it. Duty came first.
Our first stop was the mutt’s apartment. I parked at the McDonald’s behind the house, then we circled the block. The apartment was dark. The mutt was out. We could only hope he was at one of the bars.
All three bars were a bust. The fourth place on our list was the one without a name, only the address I’d memorized from the matchbook. The address led us behind the paper plant to an abandoned warehouse. Judging by the music booming from within, it wasn’t “abandoned” tonight.
“What’s up with this?” Clay asked.
“It’s a rave. Not quite a bar, not quite a private party.”
“Huh. Can you get in?”
“Probably.”
“Go on then. I’ll take up my post at a window.”
I went around to the back of the building. The entrance was a basement door down a flight of steps. A sliver of light illuminated the edges. When I knocked, a bald man opened the door. A tilt of my head and a promise in my smile and I was in with a handful of free drink tickets. I’d hoped it would be more of a challenge.
The hallway led to a massive open room, roughly rectangular. A second-story catwalk had been converted into a narrow balcony with a makeshift set of stairs and no second-level railing. With no railing to stop them, people were sitting on the edge of the balcony, tossing beer caps onto the crowd below. Dusty warehouse boxes and old boards served as a bar along the left wall. Scattered in front of the bar were rusty tables and chairs, the sort of folding furniture you’d find in yard sales and pass over if your tetanus shots weren’t up to date.
I’d been worried this would be like a Toronto rave, where the average patron spent more time worrying about midterms than mortgage payments. Definitely not a party where I could pass unnoticed. I looked young, but I was definitely past the zit cream and orthodontics stage of life. I needn’t have worried. Bear Valley wasn’t the big city. There were some underage kids here at this rave, but they were outnumbered by young and not-so-young adults, most sticking to Millers and marijuana but a few shooting heroin as openly as they downed their drinks. This was the side of Bear Valley the town councillors liked to ignore. If a local politician had wandered in here, he would have convinced himself they were all out-of-towners, probably from Syracuse.
The right side of the room was the dance floor, a.k.a. an unfurnished expanse of space where people were either dancing or suffering in the throes of a mass epileptic fit. The music was deafening, which I wouldn’t have minded so much if the tunes didn’t sound like something the bouncers had recorded in the back room. The smell of cheap booze and cheaper perfume pirouetted in my stomach. I stifled my nausea and began to search.
The mutt was there.
I picked up his scent on my second tour of the room. Weaving in and out of the crowd, I followed the smell until it led to a person. When I saw the person that the trail led to, I doubted my nose and circled back to double check. Yes, the guy at the table was definitely our mutt. And a less prepossessing werewolf, I had yet to meet. Even I looked scarier than this guy. He had acorn brown hair, a slender build, and a scrubbed, wholesome face—the quintessential college kid, right down to the Doc Martens and chinos. He looked familiar, but I hadn’t committed all the photos in the Pack’s dossiers to memory. It didn’t matter who he was. It only mattered that he was here. A flash of rage burst inside me. This was the mutt causing all the trouble? This baby-faced brat had the Pack all in a panic, looking over our shoulders for guns and racing around Bear Valley to find him? I had to stop myself from marching over, grabbing him by the collar, and tossing him outside to Clay.
I resisted the urge even to go to him. Let him find me. He’d pick up my scent soon enough and he’d know who I was. All mutts knew who I was. Remember, I was the only one of my kind. From my scent, a mutt could tell that I was both werewolf and female. Not exactly a Sherlockian feat of deduction to figure out who I was. I passed twenty feet from this mutt’s table and he didn’t pick up my scent. Either the smells in the room were too overpowering or he was too dumb to use his nose. Probably the latter.
Knowing he’d smell me eventually, I turned in a drink ticket for a rum and Coke, found a table near the dance floor, and waited. As I scanned the crowd, I found the mutt again easily. With his short hair, polo shirt, and clean-shaven face, he stuck out like a Yanni fan at an Iron Maiden concert. He was sitting by himself, scanning the crowd with a hunger that stole the innocence from his eyes.
I took a few sips of my drink, then glanced back at the mutt’s table. He was gone.
“Elena.”
Not turning, I inhaled his scent. It was the mutt. I settled into my chair, took another sip of my drink and continued watching the dance floor. He moved around the table, looked at me, and smiled. Then he pulled out a chair.
“May I sit?” he asked.
“No.”
He started to sit.
I looked up at him. “I said no, didn’t I?”
He hesitated, grinning as he waited for some sign that I was kidding. I hooked the chair with my foot and yanked it into the table. He stopped grinning.
“I’m Scott,” he said. “Scott Brandon.”
The name tickled the back of my mind. I mentally tried to pull forward his page from the Pack’s dossier, but couldn’t. It had been too long. I should have done my homework before I left.
He stepped toward me. When I glared, he backed off. I sipped my drink again, then looked at him over the rim.
“Do you have any idea what happens to mutts who trespass on Pack territory?” I asked.
“Should I?”
I snorted and shook my head. Young and cocky. A bad combination, but more annoying than dangerous. Obviously this mutt’s daddy hadn’t told him bedtime stories about Clay. A serious educational oversight, but one that would soon be resolved. I almost smiled at the thought.
“So, what brings you to Bear Valley?” I said, feigning bored interest. “The paper mill hasn’t been hiring in years, so I hope you’re not looking for work.”
“Work?” A nasty smile lit his eyes. “Nah, I’m not much for work. I’m looking for fun. Our kind of fun.”
I stared at him for a long minute, then got to my feet and walked away. Brandon came after me. I made it to the far wall before Brandon grabbed my elbow. His fingers dug into the bone. I yanked away and whirled to face him. The smile was gone from his face, replaced by a hard edge mingled with the petulant ill-humor of a spoiled child. Good. Very good. Now all I had to do was break away and let him follow me outside. By then he’d be in enough of a temper that he wouldn’t see Clay until it was too late.
“I was talking to you, Elena.”
“So?”
He grabbed me by both arms and slammed me back against the wall. My arms flew up to throw him off, but I stopped myself. I couldn’t afford a scene, and somehow the sight of a woman brawling with a man is always an attention-grabber, particularly if she can pitch him across the room.
As Brandon leaned toward me, an ugly smile contorted his features. He reached up and stroked one finger down my cheek.
“You are so beautiful, Elena. And do you know what you smell like to me?” He inhaled and closed his eyes. “A bitch in heat.” He pressed into me, letting me feel his erection. “You and I could have a lot of fun together.”
“I don’t think you’d like my kind of fun.”
His smile turned predatory. “I’ve heard you don’t get a lot of fun in your life. You’ve got this Pack breathing down your neck, smothering you with all their stupid rules and laws. A woman like you deserves better. You need someone to teach you what it’s like to kill, really kill, not bring down some mindless rabbit or deer, but a human. A thinking, breathing, conscious human.”
He paused, then continued, “Have you ever seen someone’s eyes when they know they are about to die, at that moment when they realize you are death.” He inhaled, then exhaled slowly, the tip of his tongue showing through his teeth, eyes flooded with lust. “That’s power, Elena. True power. I can show you that tonight.”
Keeping hold of my arms, he moved aside to show me the crowd. “Pick someone, Elena. Pick anyone. Tonight they die. Tonight they’re yours. How does that make you feel?”
I said nothing.
Brandon continued, “Pick someone and imagine it. Close your eyes. See yourself leading them out, taking them into the woods, and ripping out their throat.” A shudder ran through him. “Can you see their eyes? Can you smell their blood? Can you feel the blood, everywhere, soaking you, the power of life flowing out at your feet? It won’t be enough. It never is. But I’ll be there. I’ll make it enough. I’ll fuck you right there, in the pool of their blood. Can you imagine that?”
I smiled up at him and said nothing. Instead, I slid a finger down his chest and over his stomach. For a moment, I toyed with the button on his fly, then slowly slid my hand under his shirt and stroked his stomach, tracing circles around his belly button. As I concentrated, I could feel my hand thickening, the nails lengthening. This was something Clay had taught me, a trick few other werewolves could do, changing only part of the body. When my nails became claws, I scraped them over Brandon’s stomach.
“Can you feel that?” I whispered in his ear, pressing myself against him. “If you don’t step away right now, I’m going to rip out your guts and feed them to you. That’s my kind of fun.”
Brandon jerked back. I held him tight with my free hand. He slammed me against the wall. I dug my half-formed talons into his stomach, feeling them pop through skin. His eyes widened and he yelped, but the roaring music swallowed his cry. I looked around, making sure no one was paying attention to the young couple embracing in the corner. When I turned back to Brandon, I realized I’d let the game stretch one period too long. His face contorted, jaw stiffening as the veins in his neck bulged. His face shimmered and rippled like a reflection in a barely flowing stream. His brow thickened and his cheeks sloped upward to meet his nose. The classic fear reflex of an untrained werewolf: Change.
I grabbed Brandon by the arm and dragged him into the nearest corridor. As I searched for an exit, I could feel his arm changing beneath my grip, his shirtsleeve ripping, his forearm pulsing and contracting. I was almost at the end of the hallway when I realized there wasn’t an exit, only two bathroom doors. The men’s room door opened and a man belched loudly. Another man laughed. I glanced back at Brandon, hoping his Change hadn’t progressed beyond the point where it could be fluffed off as a physical deformity. No such luck—unless the bar’s patrons were drunk enough to overlook someone whose face looked as if giant maggots were squirming under his skin. A man stepped from the bathroom. I spun Brandon around and saw a storage room door a few feet away. Shoving him ahead of me, I sprinted to the door, then snapped the lock, opened the door, and thrust Brandon inside.
As I leaned against the door, my mind raced for a solution. Could I get him out? Oh, sure, just slap a collar and leash on a 150-pound wolf and lead him to the door. No one would notice. I cursed myself. How had I let this happen? I’d had him. At the moment where he’d offered to show me how to kill a human, I’d had him. All I had to do was say yes. Pick some guy leaving the bar and tail him into the street. Brandon would have followed me and Clay would have been waiting outside. Game over. But no, that hadn’t been enough. I had to push it, to see how far I could go.
“Shit, shit, shit,” I muttered.
From behind the closed door, there was a deafening roar of pain, one that even the music down the hall couldn’t drown out. Two passing women turned and stared.
“My boyfriend,” I said, trying to smile. “He’s sick. A bad batch. New dealer.”
One of the women looked at the closed door. “Maybe you should get him to a hospital,” she said, but continued walking, advice dispensed, duty done.
“Clayton,” I whispered. “Where are you?”
I wasn’t surprised that Clay hadn’t busted down any doors when Brandon cornered me. Clay never underestimated my ability to defend myself. He’d only come to my rescue when I was in real danger. I wasn’t in danger now, but I needed his help. Unfortunately, wherever he was hiding, he couldn’t possibly see me in this hallway.
A crash echoed from inside the storage room. Brandon was done with his Change and was trying to get out. I had to stop him. And to stop him, I almost certainly had to kill him. Could I do that without causing a scene? Another crash resounded from the room, followed by the sound of splintering wood. Then silence.
I yanked open the door. Tattered scraps of clothing covered the floor. On the south wall was a second door leading back into the warehouse. In the middle of the cheap plywood was a gaping hole.
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Grief
I DON’T REMEMBER HOW I GOT BACK TO STONEHAVEN. I ASSUME Clay bundled me into the Explorer, then got Logan’s body into the rear compartment and drove us home. I vaguely recall walking through the garage door into the house, Jeremy appearing in the hall and starting to ask what happened with the mutt. He must have seen my face because he didn’t finish the question. I brushed past him. Behind me, I heard Clay say something, heard Jeremy’s oath, heard running footsteps as the others overheard and appeared from wherever they’d been waiting for us. I kept walking to the stairs. No one tried to stop me. Or maybe they did and I just don’t remember it. I went to my room, closed the door behind me, pulled back the canopy from my bed, and crawled into its sanctuary.
I don’t know how long passed. Maybe hours. Probably minutes, just long enough for Clay to explain things to the others. Then I heard his footfalls on the stairs. He stopped outside my door and rapped on it. When I didn’t answer, he knocked louder.
“Elena?” he called.
“Go away.”
The door groaned, as if he were leaning against it. “I want to see you.”
“No.”
“Let me come in and talk to you. I know how much you’re hurting—”
I scrambled up and snarled toward the door, “You don’t have any idea how much I’m hurting. Why should you? You’re probably glad he’s gone. One less obstacle to my attention.”
He inhaled sharply. “That’s not true. You know it isn’t. He was my brother.” The door groaned again. “Let me in, darling. I want to be with you.”
“No.”
“Elena, please. I want to—”
“No!”
He was quiet for a moment. I listened to his breathing, heard it catch as he swallowed. Then he made a low noise of anguish that crescendoed in a growl of grief. His shoes squealed as he turned suddenly, then slammed his fist against the far wall. A shower of plaster chunks pattered to the floor. His bedroom door slammed. Then another crash, something larger this time—a nightstand or a lamp hurling into the wall. In my head, I followed the path of his rampage, seeing each piece of furniture smash into bits and wishing I could do the same. I wanted to throw things, destroy things, feel the pain of my hand striking the wall, lash out at everything around me until my grief and rage were swallowed by exhaustion. But I couldn’t do it. Some rational part of my brain stopped me, reminded me that there would be consequences. When I recovered my senses, I’d be ashamed of myself for losing control and leaving a swath of destruction that Jeremy would have to pay for. I looked up at the Dresden shepherdesses on my dresser and imagined smashing them on the hardwood, seeing their insipid faces shatter into razor-sharp shards of glass. It would feel wonderful, but I’d never do it. I’d remember how much time Jeremy had put into picking them out for me, how it would hurt him if I destroyed his gift. However much I wanted to explode, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I couldn’t afford the luxury. And because Clay could, I hated him for it.
Having no way to vent my pain, I spent the next few hours curled atop my bedcovers, not moving even when my leg muscles seized up and begged me to shift position. I stared at the canopy curtains, my mind as blank as I could make it, afraid to think anything or feel anything. Hours later I was still lying like that when Jeremy tapped at my door. I didn’t answer. The door opened, then closed, jamb clicking as it slid back in place. The canopy curtains whispered, then the mattress dipped as Jeremy sat behind me. His hand went to my shoulder, resting there. I closed my eyes as the warmth of his fingers seeped through my shirt. For several minutes, he said nothing. Then he reached over, pulled a strand of hair from my face and tucked it behind my ear.
I didn’t deserve Jeremy’s kindness. I knew that. I suppose that was why I always questioned his motivation. In the beginning, every time he’d done something nice for me, I’d searched for a glimpse of evil behind the kindness, some nefarious motivation. After all, he was a monster. He had to be evil. When I’d realized there was nothing bad in Jeremy, I’d latched on to another excuse: that he was good to me because he was stuck with me, because he was a decent guy and maybe even because he felt some responsibility for what his ward had done to me. If he took me to Broadway plays and expensive dinners for two, it was because he wanted to keep me quiet and happy, not because he enjoyed my company. I wanted him to enjoy my company, but couldn’t believe in it because I didn’t see much in myself to warrant it. Not that I thought I was unworthy of love and attention, but not from someone of Jeremy’s moral caliber. I’d failed to win the affection of a dozen foster fathers, so I couldn’t believe I’d won it now, from someone worth more than those men combined. Still, there were times when I let myself believe Jeremy truly cared for me, when I was hurting too much to deny myself the fantasy. Now was one of those times. I closed my eyes, felt his presence, and let myself believe.
For a while, we sat in silence, then he said softly, “We’ve buried him. Is there anything you’d like to do?”
I knew what he was asking: was there any human rite of burial that would make me feel better? I wished there was. I wished I could reach inside myself and find some reassuring ritual of death, but my early religious experiences hadn’t allowed for reassurance or trust in the power of an almighty being. My most vivid memory of church was sitting in a pew between one set of foster parents, my foster mother leaning forward, straining to hear the pastor and to ignore the fact that her husband’s hand was exploring the spiritual mysteries shrouded beneath my skirt. The only thing I’d ever prayed for was deliverance. God must have had more important things on his mind. He’d ignored me and I’d learned to return the snub.
Still, whatever my beliefs, I felt I should do something to mark Logan’s passing, at least go to the burial site to pay my respects. When I told Jeremy this, he offered to accompany me, which I accepted with a nod. He helped me get up and put his hand under my elbow, gently guiding me down the stairs. Had it been anyone else or any other time, I would have shrugged off the assistance. But right then I was grateful for it. The floor swayed and dipped under my feet. I walked cautiously down the steps and into the back hall. The study door opened and Antonio looked out, a half-full brandy glass in his hand. He glanced at Jeremy. When Jeremy shook his head, Antonio nodded, then retreated into the room. As we passed the door, it opened again. Without looking I knew who was coming out. Jeremy glanced over his shoulder and held up a hand. I didn’t hear the door close, nor did I hear Clay’s footsteps following us. I imagined him in the hallway, watching us leave, and I walked a little faster.
They’d buried Logan in a grove just inside the woods behind the house. It was a pretty spot where the midday sun danced through the leaves onto the wildflowers below. I thought of this, then realized the absurdity of picking a pleasant place to bury the dead. Logan couldn’t see it. He didn’t care where he lay. The carefully chosen spot was only a comfort to the living. It didn’t comfort me.
I bent to pick some tiny white flowers to lay on the overturned earth. Again, I didn’t know why I was doing it. Logan wouldn’t care. Another meaningless gesture intended to offer some small degree of comfort, the comfort of a ritual enacted over the bodies of the dead since humans first began to mourn their dead. As I stood over the grave, clutching my pathetic bunch of flowers, I remembered the last and only funeral I’d been to. My parents. My mother’s best friend—the one who had tried to adopt me—had arranged a small funeral. Later I’d learned that my parents didn’t have life insurance, so I’m sure my mother’s friend must have paid for it. She took me to the funeral, stood beside me, and held my hand. It would be the last time I ever saw her. The foster system believed in clean breaks.
That day, I’d stood there, looking down at the graves and waiting. My parents were coming back. I knew that. Sure, I’d seen the coffins and had been allowed a glimpse of my mother’s body inside one. I’d seen the men lower the boxes into the ground and cover them with dirt. That didn’t matter. They were coming back. I had no experience with real death, only the loud, garish renderings of it on Saturday morning cartoons, where the coyote died and died again but always returned in time to plot one last silly scheme before the credits rolled. That was the way it worked. Death was temporary, lasting only long enough to provoke a laugh from kids in pajamas sitting cross-legged in front of the TV set, gorging themselves on handfuls of Froot Loops. I’d even seen this trick performed with real people when my father had taken me to a magic show at his office Christmas party. They’d put a woman in a box, cut her in half, and spun the box around. When they reopened the door, she’d jumped up, smiling and whole, to the cheers and laughs of the crowd. So too would my parents leap from their boxes, smiling and whole. It was a joke. A wonderful, terrifying joke. All I had to do was wait for it to be over. As I’d stood there, over my parents’ graves, I’d started to giggle. The pastor turned on me then, fixing me with a glare that condemned me as an unfeeling brat. I didn’t care. He wasn’t in on the joke. I stood there, smiling to myself as I waited…and waited.
As I stared down at Logan’s grave, I ached for that fantasy to return, to allow myself to pretend he was coming back, that death was only temporary. But I knew better now. Dead was dead. Buried was buried. Gone was gone. I fell to my knees, crushing the flowers in my fist. Something inside me snapped. I fell forward and started to sob. Once I started, I couldn’t stop, the tears flowing until my eyes throbbed and my throat ached. Finally, a voice pierced my grief. Not Jeremy, who’d stood silently behind me, knowing not to interfere. This was the one who dared interfere.
“—now!” Clay was yelling. “I can’t listen to her and not—”
Jeremy’s voice, words muffled in a soft whisper.
“No!” Clay shouted. “They can’t do this. Not to Logan. Not to her. I will not stand by—”
Another interrupting murmur.
“Christ! How can you—” Clay’s voice choked off in rage.
I heard something, a rustling of branches, Jeremy pulling Clay off into the woods to talk to him, leaving me to my grief. As I knelt there, I listened. Clay wanted to go after Logan’s killer—not tomorrow or even tonight, but right now. They’d picked up the scent of an unfamiliar werewolf on Logan’s body. While we’d been chasing Brandon, another mutt had killed Logan. Jeremy was trying to dissuade Clay, telling him that it was still daytime, he was too angry, they needed to plan. It didn’t matter what Jeremy said or how much sense he made. The storm of Clay’s fury drowned all logic. I waited for Jeremy to forbid Clay to go after the mutt. I listened for the words. But they didn’t come. Distracted by his own grief, Jeremy argued and tried to reason with Clay, but didn’t expressly forbid him to take revenge. A fatal oversight. As I rubbed my dirt-streaked hands over my wet face, my grief was swallowed by fear. While they argued, I crept from the grove, and hurried to the house.
 
Ten minutes later, Clay yanked open the door of his Boxster and thumped onto the driver’s seat.
“Where are we going?” I asked, my sore throat barely allowing me a whisper.
He jumped and turned to see me huddled in the passenger seat.
“You’re going after him,” I said before he could say anything. “I want to be there. I need to be there.”
That was partly true. I did need some way to exorcise my grief and, like Clay, I only knew one way to do it. Revenge. When I thought of some mutt killing Logan, the rage that filled me was terrifying. It whipped through my body like some demonic snake, inciting every part of me to anger, moving so fast and out of control that I had to physically clench my fists and hold them rigid to keep from striking out. I’d known rages like this since childhood. Back then, I’d been frustrated at my inability to use them, to lash out in any meaningful way. Today I could use the anger more than I ever imagined possible. That only made the rages more frightening. Even I didn’t know what would happen if I ever gave in to them. Knowing I was taking concrete action by going after the killer helped me rein in my fury.
There was another reason why I was going with Clay. I was afraid to let him leave by himself, afraid that if I wasn’t there to watch over him something would happen to him and there would be another grave in the wildflower grove. The thought of that made me feel things I couldn’t even admit to myself.
“Are you sure?” he asked, twisting to face me. “You don’t need to come along.”
“Yes, I do. Don’t try to stop me or I’ll tell Jeremy that you’ve gone. I’ll make him forbid you to do this. If you’re already gone, I’ll lead him to you.”
Clay reached to touch me, but I turned to look out the window. After a moment of silence, the automatic garage door squealed open and the car’s engine roared to life. He backed down the driveway at neck-snapping speed and we were off to Bear Valley.
 
On the road to Bear Valley, the fog of grief and anger whirling through my brain parted with the prospect of action—clear, definitive action. I focused on that instead. Any impulse to fly into Bear Valley and madly search for Logan’s killer dissipated under the cold weight of reality. If I wanted revenge, we needed a plan.
As we entered Bear Valley, we got caught in rush hour traffic and had to wait through an entire light change before making a left turn from Main onto Elm. As the second light turned red, Clay tore through anyway, ignoring the horn blasts around him.
“Do you know where you’re going?” I asked.
“To park.”
“And then…?”
“To find the bastard who killed Logan.”
“Great idea. Precision planning.” I grabbed the door handle as Clay spun into the downtown core’s only public parking lot. “We can’t hunt for him now. It’s still daytime. Even if we found the mutt, we couldn’t do anything.”
“So what do you suggest? Enjoy a leisurely dinner while Logan’s killer runs free?”
Although I hadn’t eaten since the previous evening, my stomach lurched at the thought of food. I wanted to start hunting Logan’s killer as much as Clay did, but reason dictated caution. Not matter how I hated the thought of anything distracting us from avenging Logan, we had to do exactly that. Distract ourselves for a few hours.
“We should find out what happened last night.”
Clay slammed into a parking space. “What?”
“Find out how the town is reacting to what happened at the rave last night. Assess the damage. Are they looking for more wild dogs? Are they doing anything with Brandon’s body? Did anyone see you jumping through a second-story window? Did anyone see me leading the mutt away?”
“For Christ’s sake, who gives a damn what they saw or what they think?”
“You don’t? If they decide to submit what’s left of Scott Brandon for testing and they find something a wee bit strange, you aren’t concerned? This is your backyard, Clay. Your home. You can’t afford not to care.”
Clay made a noise between a sigh and a frustrated snarl. “Fine. What do you suggest?”
I paused, not having thought this far ahead yet. Thoughts of Logan still filled my numbed mind. I forced them aside and concentrated on our next steps. After a few minutes, I said, “We buy the paper, go to the coffee shop and read it while we listen to what people are talking about. Then we plan how we’ll stalk this mutt. After dark, we do it.”
“Reading a damn paper isn’t going to help us find Logan’s killer. We’d be better off having dinner.”
“Are you hungry?”
He turned off the ignition and was quiet. “No, I’m not.”
“Then unless you have a more productive way to kill a couple of hours, that’s the plan.”
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Synchronous
“ABSOLUTELY NOT,” JEREMY SAID, GETTING UP FROM HIS CHAIR TO walk to the fireplace.
We were all in the study. The others had been waiting for us. Clay and I sat on the couch, Clay perched on the edge ready to bolt the second Jeremy said we could go after the mutts. Nick stood beside Clay, fingers tapping against the sofa back, equally anxious, but taking his cues from Clay. Peter and Antonio sat across the room. Both looked angry at the news, but they remained composed, awaiting Jeremy’s decision with the greater control of age and experience.
“I can’t believe you’re asking,” Jeremy continued. “I made it clear that I didn’t want this, but you took off anyway. Then Elena calls to say you’re just scouting out news about last night and somehow you end up—”
“It wasn’t intentional,” I said. “We came across his trail. We couldn’t pass up the opportunity.”
Jeremy gave me a look that advised me to shut my mouth before I dug myself in deeper. I shut it.
Jeremy walked back to his chair, but didn’t sit. “No one is going after these three tonight. We are all exhausted and upset after last night, especially you two. If I hadn’t trusted Elena’s word when she called, I would have been down there this afternoon hauling the two of you back here.”
“But we didn’t do anything,” Clay said.
“Only for lack of opportunity.”
“But—”
“Yesterday we had one mutt in town. Today, he’s dead and three more have shown up. Not only that, but of those four, we have Karl Marsten and Zachary Cain, two mutts who would be enough of a problem individually.”
“Are you absolutely sure it was Marsten and Cain?” Antonio asked. “Of any two mutts I could imagine ever teaming up, those two rank right at the bottom of the list. What could they possibly have in common?”
“They’re both mutts,” Clay said.
“My guess would be that they haven’t teamed up,” I said. “Marsten must have something over Cain. A definite leader-follower relationship. Karl wants territory. Has for years.”
“If he wants territory, he has to join the Pack,” Jeremy said.
“Fuck that,” Clay spat. “Karl Marsten is a thieving, conniving son-of-a-whore who’d stab his father in the back to get what he wanted.”
“Don’t forget the new recruits,” I said. “Brandon and LeBlanc are both killers. Human killers. Someone—probably Marsten—found them, bit them, and trained them. He’s creating an army of mutts. Not just any mutts, but ones who already know how to hunt, to kill. Know it and like it.”
Antonio shook his head. “I still can’t picture Marsten behind this. Parts of it, yes. But this thing about creating new mutts, it lacks…finesse. And recruiting Cain? The man’s an idiot. A first-rate heavy hitter, but an idiot. The chances of him screwing up are too high. Marsten would know that.”
“Who the fuck cares!” Clay said, exploding from his seat. “We’ve got three mutts in town. One of them killed Logan. How can you sit around discussing motivation and—”
“Sit down, Clayton,” Jeremy said, his voice low.
Clay started to sit, then stopped. For a moment, he hung there, twin instincts battling within him. Then his hands clenched at his sides. He straightened up, turned on his heel, and strode to the study door.
“If you go, don’t come back.” Jeremy’s voice was barely above a whisper, but it stopped Clay cold. “If you can’t control the urge, Clayton, then go downstairs to the cage. I’ll lock you in until it passes. But if the problem is that you won’t control it, and you leave, then you’re not welcome back.”
Jeremy didn’t mean it. Well, yes, he meant it, but not as it sounded. If Clay took off and Jeremy had threatened banishment, he’d have to follow through with it. But he wouldn’t let Clay go without a fight. The threat was the best way to prevent that. Clay stood there, jaw working as if chewing his anger, his hands clenched at his sides. But he didn’t move. He wouldn’t. Banishment for Clay would be death—not from outside forces, but from within, the slow death of severing himself from what he believed in most. He’d never leave Jeremy or the Pack. It was his life. Jeremy might as well threaten to kill him if he went after the mutts.
Slowly, deliberately, Clay turned to Jeremy. Their eyes locked. There was a long pause, the mantel clock ticking off seconds like a time bomb, then Clay turned and walked out the door, veering not toward the garage or front door but heading for the rear of the house. The back door opened and slammed shut. I looked at Jeremy, then went after Clay.
 
I followed Clay into the woods. He walked until we were out of sight and hearing of the house. Then he slammed his fist into the nearest tree, making it rock and groan in protest. Flecks of blood flew.
“We can’t let Cain and Marsten get away with this,” he said. “We can’t let them think we’re backing down. We have to act. Now.”
I said nothing.
He whirled to face me. “He’s wrong. I’m so sure he’s wrong.”
He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, face spasming as if the words cut him. The very notion of questioning Jeremy pierced him like the worst possible betrayal.
“He’s right,” Clay continued after a moment. “We’re not ready for this. But I can’t stand around while Logan’s killer is out there, knowing the next one those mutts might go after could be you or Jeremy. I can’t do it. He’s got to know that.”
Still I said nothing, knowing he wasn’t looking for an answer, that he was only trying to work things out in his own mind.
“Fuck!” he yelled into the forest. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”
He slammed his fist into the tree again, then raked his hand through his curls, crimson scattering through the gold leaving a red smear on his forehead. His eyes closed, chest heaving as he inhaled deeply. Then he exhaled, shuddered, and looked at me. Frustrated rage shone from his eyes, mingled with touches of dread.
“I’m trying here, darling. You know how hard I’m trying. Everything in me screams to go after them, hunt them down, tear out their goddamned throats. But I can’t disobey him. I can’t do it.”
“I know.”
He stepped toward me, arms going around me, mouth coming down to mine. His lips touched mine lightly, tentatively, waiting to be shoved away. I could taste his panic, his fight to control the dueling instincts that raged stronger than anything I could imagine. I put my arms around him, hands going up and entwining in his hair, pulling him closer. A moan of relief shuddered through him. He let the mantle of control slide free and grabbed me, pushing me back against a tree trunk.
He ripped at my clothes, nails scraping against my skin as he tore my shirt and pants free. I fumbled with his jeans, fingers clumsy as the heat of his desperation caught me like a brushfire. He pushed his jeans down and flung them off.
His lips came back to mine, bruisingly rough. I twisted my hands in his hair, pulling him closer. He moaned hoarsely. His hands ran over my naked body, kneading, grabbing my hips, my waist, my breasts. The bark of the tree bit into my back. As his fingers came up to my face, I smelled the blood on his hand, felt it running fresh and streaking across my cheeks as he caressed my face. The blood dripped onto our lips and I tasted it, metallic and familiar.
Without warning, his hands dropped to my rear, jolting me off the ground onto him. He growled as he slid inside me. My feet were off the ground, leaving me dangling and putting him in control. He slammed against me. His eyes stayed locked with mine. From deep in his chest came a rhythmic growl of desperate lust. His teeth were clenched. As his fingers dug into my hips, I felt the edge of his wedding band cut into me. Then his eyes clouded. His focus wavered and his body shuddered convulsively. He gave a low, panting moan, then slowed, face burrowing into my collarbone and hands moving up to protect my battered back from the tree. He moved slowly in me, still hard. He hadn’t climaxed yet. It was a release of another sort, a sudden abatement of the violence that had ripped through him.
His hands stroked my back and pulled me against him. Face still nuzzled against me, he whispered, “I love you, Elena. I love you so much.”
I wrapped my hands around him, nuzzling his ear and murmuring wordless noises. Still moving in me, he eased me away from the tree and stepped back and lowered us down to the ground with me on top of him. I wrapped my legs around his hips, then rose into the air, picking up the pace again. I tilted my head back, closing my eyes and feeling the cool night air on my face. I could hear Clay’s voice, as if from a great distance, repeating my name. I heard myself answer, my voice calling his name into the silent forest. The climax came slow, almost languid, each wave passing through me with glorious singularity. I felt his climax, equally slow and decadent, and groaned with sympathetic release.
He put his arms up and pulled me down onto his chest, tucking my head under his chin. For a long time, we didn’t move. I stayed there, listening to his heartbeat and waiting for the dread moment when reality would return. It would happen. The fog of lovemaking would part and he’d say something, do something, demand something to send us snarling at each other’s throats. I felt him swallow, knew words were coming, and wished I could stop up my ears against them.
“I’d like to run,” he said softly.
I was quiet for a moment, not sure if I’d heard right, waiting for the punch line.
“Run?” I repeated.
“If you’re not too tired.”
“You still need to work it off?”
“No. I just want to run. To do something. Something with you.”
I hesitated, then nodded. We lay there for a few minutes longer before getting up to find a place to Change.
 
I took my time and my Change came surprisingly easy. Afterward I stood in the clearing and stretched—turning my head, flicking my ears, stretching my hind legs, and moving my tail. It felt gloriously good, as if I hadn’t Changed in weeks. I blinked, adjusting to the darkness. The air smelled delicious and I inhaled greedily, filling my lungs, then snorting it out and seeing the barest wisps of condensation trumpet from my nostrils.
I was about to go back to the clearing when a lead weight barreled into my side and sent me flying. I caught a flash of golden fur, then found myself alone again with only traces of Clay’s scent for company. Getting to my feet, I took a few wary steps forward. Nothing happened. I cocked my head, sniffing. Still nothing. I took three more steps and got torpedoed again, this time crashing sideways into a bush and not seeing so much as a hair of my attacker.
I waited, got my breath back, then leapt to my feet and started to run. Behind me, Clay burst into the clearing again and yipped on finding his quarry vanished. I ran faster. Bushes crashed somewhere behind me. Rounding a corner, I dove headfirst into a patch of underbrush and dropped to the ground. A blur of gold raced by. I sprang to my feet and backtracked. It took Clay a few seconds to realize the trick, but soon I heard the pounding of running paws behind me.
The next time I leapt to the side of the path, I must have been a split second too slow, giving him a flash of my hind legs or tail. I’d just crouched behind a bush when two hundred pounds of muscle vaulted it and dropped onto me. We tussled for a few minutes, yelping and growling, nipping and kicking. I managed to get my muzzle under his throat and heaved him over backward, then scrambled to my feet. Sharp teeth clamped on my hind leg and twisted, flipping me over. Clay pounced and pinned me. He stood over me for a minute, blue eyes gloating. Then, without warning, he leapt off and ran back into the forest. Now I was “it.”
I chased Clay for about a half mile. He veered off the path at one point and tried to lose me in the thick brush. The trick gave him a twenty-foot advantage, but no more. I was expecting another ruse when a small shadow bolted across the clearing ahead. The smell of rabbit drifted over on the breeze. Clay slowed, twisting to do a double take at the fleeing rabbit. I picked up speed, tensed, and sprang at his back, but I was too late. He was gone.
As I was regaining my balance, a high-pitched squeal sliced through the forest. Within seconds, Clay bounded back through the bushes, the dead rabbit dangling from his jaws. He looked at me and waggled the rabbit, his eyes conveying the message with his actions: “Want it?” As he shook the rabbit, blood splattered to the ground. The smell wafted up, mingling with the scent of warm meat. I stepped forward, sniffing. My stomach rumbled. Clay made a noise low in his throat, a half growl that almost sounded like a laugh, and yanked the rabbit out of my reach. “Tease,” I glared. He feigned tossing the rabbit toward me, but didn’t release it. With a growl, I lunged. He danced backward, holding the rabbit just close enough that the smell of it filled my brain and made my stomach twist. I gave him a baleful stare, then looked out at the forest. There was plenty more dinner where that rabbit came from.
As I was turning to leave, Clay tossed the rabbit at my feet. I looked from it to him, expecting another trick. Instead, he sat back on his haunches and waited. I gave him one final glance, then ripped into the rabbit, gulping the warm meat in mouthfuls. Clay walked over and rubbed against me, licking flecks of splattered blood from my muzzle and neck. I stopped eating long enough to thank him with a nuzzle. When I went back to feeding, he loped into the woods to catch his own meal.
 
When I awoke the next morning, I was lying alone in the dew-damp grass. I scrambled up and looked around for Clay. The last thing I remembered, we’d Changed back, curled up, and gone to sleep. I put out my hand and touched the dry spot beside me where he’d been. As I glanced around the empty clearing, a sliver of anxiety ran through me. Clay didn’t take off on me like that. Getting rid of him was the problem. As I was looking, a sprinkle of cold water hit my head. I jumped to see Clay standing over me, grinning. Water dripped from his hands and glistened from his forearms. He was still naked; we hadn’t bothered going back for our clothes the night before, not quite sure where we’d left them and even less certain they’d be in any condition to be worn again.
“Looking for me?” he asked, dropping down beside me.
“I thought that pack of wild dogs might have got you.”
“You looked worried.”
“I was. God knows what kind of indigestion you’d give the poor things.”
He laughed and knelt on all fours, pushing me back down to the ground and kissing me. I kissed him back, entwining my legs around his, then jerking back as my feet touched his, ice-cold and wet.
“I was checking the pond,” Clay said before I could ask. “I thought we might go for a swim. First of the season. It would definitely wake us up.”
“Any food there?”
He chuckled. “That rabbit last night didn’t quite do it?”
“Not by half.”
“Okay then. Here’s the deal. If you can’t wait, we’ll eat breakfast, then swim. Otherwise, come swimming with me now and I’ll make you breakfast afterward, anything and everything you want.”
I didn’t hesitate long before agreeing to option two. Not because I wanted someone to prepare my breakfast, but because I knew if we went to the house first, we’d never come back out to go swimming. Something would happen. We’d remember that Logan was dead and there were three mutts in Bear Valley. Real life would destroy the fantasy world we’d built so carefully over the past night. I didn’t want it to end. Just a few more hours, a little more time to pretend that it could really be like this, with no past or future to intrude on our utopia.
When I said yes to the swim first, Clay grinned and kissed me, then jumped to his feet.
“Race?” he asked. “Last one there gets thrown in?”
I pretended to think it over, then jumped to my feet and took off. Five seconds too late, I realized I’d picked the wrong route. As I raced into the clearing beside the pond, Clay stood on the north bank, grinning.
“Lose your way, darling?” he called.
I limped over to him, dragging my right foot.
“Damned vines,” I muttered. “I think I twisted my ankle.”
After all these years, you’d think he’d know better. You really would. But no, as I hopped onto the bank, he came forward to meet me, blue eyes clouding with concern. I waited until he bent down to check my ankle, then knocked him flying into the pond.
 
We stumbled back to the house later, still naked and not noticing or caring. After our swim, we’d made love on the edge of the pond, leaving us looking like we’d been mud wrestling, which wasn’t entirely inaccurate. We’d done a quick washup in the pond, but Clay still had a smear of dirt across one cheek. He looked about twelve years old, eyes glowing with mischief, lips settled in a lingering grin that turned to a laugh every time we tripped over something in our path.
“Pancakes, right?” he said as he helped me up from a tumble over a hidden root.
“From scratch. No shortcuts.”
“And ham, I assume. What else?”
“Steak.”
He laughed and put his arm around my waist as the path widened enough for two. “For breakfast?”
“You said I could have whatever I wanted.”
“Can I get you some fruit to balance that meal?”
“No, but you can dig up some bacon. Bacon and eggs.”
“Dare I ask for a little help?”
“I’ll make coffee.”
He laughed again. “Thanks a hell of a—”
He stopped. We’d come to the forest’s edge and stepped through to the backyard. There, on the back patio, less than fifty feet away, stood Jeremy…surrounded by five or six unfamiliar human faces, all of which turned the second we walked from the woods. Clay growled an oath and stepped in front of me, covering my nakedness. Jeremy wheeled around and ushered the group off to the side. It took a few seconds for them to move, and a few more for them to stop staring.
When the visitors had vanished around the side of the garage, I grabbed Clay’s arm and made a run for the back door, not stopping until we were upstairs. Before he could say anything, I shoved him into his room and went to my own. I’d only put on panties and a bra before I heard Clay’s door open. Expecting him to head downstairs to confront the trespassers, I hurried to my door and yanked it open, only to find him holding the handle.
“Hey,” he said, grinning as he recovered his balance. “If you’re that eager to let me into your bedroom, I should offer to make breakfast more often.”
“I was—You’re not—You’re okay?”
“I’m fine, darling. Just coming to round you up for breakfast while Jeremy gets rid of our uninvited guests.” He leaned forward, put a hand against my back, and kissed me. “And no, I’m not going out to help him. I’m in too good a mood to let a bunch of humans spoil it. Jeremy can handle them.”
“Good,” I said, putting my arms around his neck.
“Glad you approve. So let’s get breakfast going, then we can dream up a few ways to distract ourselves until Jeremy’s ready to tell us how he plans to deal with Marsten and Cain.”
As he leaned forward to kiss me again, someone cleared his throat in the doorway. I peeked over Clay’s shoulder to see Jeremy there, arms crossed, a slight smile on his lips.
“Sorry to interrupt,” he said. “But I need Elena downstairs. Fully dressed if we ever intend to get rid of these men.”
“Yes, sir,” I said, disentangling myself from Clay. “I’ll be right there.”
“Hold up,” Clay said as Jeremy turned to leave the room. “I need to talk to you.”
They left. I could hear Clay apologizing for his behavior the night before, but quickly tuned them out, not wanting to intrude. I finished dressing, ran a brush through my hair, checked in the mirror, then went into the hall. Jeremy and Clay were still there.
“I’ll start breakfast,” Clay said, heading off down the stairs. “Have fun, darling.”
“I’m sure I will,” I said. As we went down the steps, I glanced over my shoulder at Jeremy. “Sorry about that. The walking naked from the woods thing. We didn’t expect visitors.”
“Nor should you,” he said, steering me toward the back door. “There’s no need to apologize. You should be able to come and go as you like here. It’s these damned intrusions that…” He shook his head and didn’t finish.
“What is it this time?”
“Another missing person.”
“The boy from the other day?”
Jeremy shook his head as he held open the back door for me. “This time they’re looking for one of the men who came on the property Friday. The middle-aged one. The leader.”
“He’s missing?”
“Not just missing, but missing after having left a message for a friend saying he was coming here last night to check things again. Something about this place was bothering him. He wanted another look around.”
“Oh, shit.”
“In a nutshell—exactly.”
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Ambush
ON THE WAY TO BEAR VALLEY, CLAY DROVE, NICK TOOK THE BACKSEAT, and I sat up front where the safety restraints were better. As I’d feared, the Camaro wasn’t eager to restart. When it hesitated, Clay rammed the gas pedal to the floor, revved the engine into the red zone, then slammed the gearshift into reverse, ignoring the clanking sounds coming from under the hood. Forced into a battle of wills, the car surrendered and meekly let him drive the shit out of it all the way to Bear Valley.
“No, take the next exit,” I said as Clay started turning off the first road to Bear Valley. “Head for the east end. To the hotel.”
“Hotel?”
“There’s no sense chasing our tails all over Bear Valley if the mutts haven’t even left their hotel room. If they are gone, maybe I can track them from there.”
Clay’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. I knew he was certain the mutts had gone after Jeremy and checking the hotel only meant precious minutes lost. Still, it made sense. Instead of answering me, he veered back onto the highway, darting in front of a fully loaded logging truck. I closed my eyes for the rest of the ride.
When we got to the motor lodge, Clay whipped the car into the handicapped spot beside the lobby and was flying out of his seat before the engine died. I grabbed the car keys from the ignition and went after him. This time, he made no effort to fool the desk clerk. Luckily, there wasn’t anyone behind the desk. Clay ran up the stairs two at a time. At LeBlanc’s room, he snapped the freshly repaired lock and barreled through the door without waiting to see if anyone was on the other side. I was mounting the last steps when he came out.
“Gone,” he said, pushing past me back down the stairs. About halfway down, he realized I was still going up and turned around. “I said, they’re gone.”
“This isn’t the only room,” I said. “Marsten wouldn’t be caught dead camping out on anyone’s floor.”
Clay growled something, but I was already heading down the hall, pausing at each door and trying to pick up Cain’s or Marsten’s scent. Clay came back up the stairs and strode down the hall toward me.
“We don’t have time—”
“Then go,” I said. “Just go.”
He didn’t. Three rooms past LeBlanc’s, I stopped.
“Cain,” I said, reaching for the door handle.
“Got it. Keep moving and find Marsten’s.”
Marsten had the next room down. While Clay was still checking Cain’s room, I broke open Marsten’s door and walked inside. Except for the Italian leather suitcase in the corner, the room looked uninhabited. The bed was made, the tables were spotless, and the towels were all neatly hung on the rack. Definitely Karl Marsten’s room. If he had to stoop to taking a room in the Big Bear Motor Lodge, he wouldn’t spend any more time there than necessary. I was about to leave the room when I caught another familiar scent.
“Jeremy,” Clay said from behind me as he stepped into the room.
“He’s gone,” I said. “He must have been here checking things out.”
Clay nodded and brushed past me on his way out the door. We went back to the car. Next, Clay cruised the parking lots looking for the Mercedes or the Acura. Actually, “cruise” is misleading; I should say he ripped into the lots, circled around sharp enough to induce whiplash, and tore out again. In the parking lot behind Drake’s Family Wear, we found Marsten’s Acura.
I was only guessing that the Acura belonged to Marsten, but it was a pretty safe bet. LeBlanc may have had a steady income while he was living in Chicago, but by the looks of his hotel room, he wasn’t shelling out the big bucks on luxury cars these days. Marsten, on the other hand, was very successful at his career…if you call thievery a career. Stealing was the number one occupation among mutts. Their lifestyle didn’t encourage them to stay in one town long enough to settle into a job. Even if they were inclined to lay down roots, it wouldn’t last. The Pack routinely rousted mutts who seemed to be settling into a non-nomadic lifestyle. Making a home for oneself meant claiming territory and only the Pack could claim territory. So most mutts wandered from city to city, stealing enough to stay alive. Some did better than that. Marsten specialized in jewels, namely jewels from the necks and bedrooms of lonely middle-aged dowagers. He had money and he considered himself a cut above other werewolves. It didn’t matter to the Pack that he could speak five languages and didn’t touch wine younger than he was. A mutt was a mutt.
Clay slowed down behind the Acura, then hit the gas, and swung from the parking lot.
“We aren’t tracking them?” Nick asked, leaning over the seat.
“I don’t care where they are. I care where Jeremy is.”
We found Antonio’s Mercedes a couple blocks away in the paper-mill parking lot. This trail was easy for me to follow, the scents being so familiar that I could let my brain process on autopilot while I concentrated on looking ahead for clues.
The trail looped past the local newspaper office, The Donut Hole, the warehouse where the rave had been held, and a country-and-western bar just off the main street. I could follow Jeremy’s logic as we passed each point: the paper for late-breaking news, the coffee shop for gossip, and the warehouse for any overlooked clues. The tavern was a bit trickier, until I picked up the acrid scent of stale urine where Cain had pissed on the rear wall, presumably after a round of drinking the night before. From there, the trail headed back toward the paper mill where Antonio’s car was parked.
“They’re heading back,” Nick said. “I bet we just missed them.”
We went about five steps when a cat hissed at us from a pile of garbage. Nick hissed back. The cat’s eyes narrowed, tail shooting up into an affronted exclamation mark.
“Leave the kitty alone,” I said. “He’s too skinny to be more than a mouthful and a stringy one at that.”
As I turned, I saw something sticking out from under the bags of garbage. At first it looked like a row of four pale pebbles peeking out from between two bags. The sight was so out of place that I stepped toward it, ignoring the reek of garbage that overpowered everything else. As I drew closer, I realized what I was really seeing: fingertips.
“Shit,” I muttered. “Look at this. Either those mutts are getting careless with their kills or they’re leaving them lying around on purpose.”
“Twenty bucks on the latter,” Clay said.
He stepped forward and nudged the top bag back for a better view. The fingertips were attached to a hand, which was attached to an arm. As Clay heaved the bag up, the lower bag slid out and the body tumbled to the ground. It rolled onto its back. The man’s head lolled to the side at an impossible angle, neck broken. Unruly red hair glittered even in the dark.
“Peter,” I whispered.
“No,” Clay said. “Jeremy. No!”
Clay shot off into the darkness, running footsteps echoing down the alley. Nick’s eyes widened and met mine. Then something behind them clicked as he remembered that Jeremy hadn’t been the only one with Peter. He raced after Clay. I paused to hide Peter’s body, then ran after them, my heart pounding so hard I couldn’t breathe, gasping and choking for air as I ran. Twenty feet away, I saw a pool of thick red glimmering under the sick light of a half-dead light. From it, trails of blood tentacled out, then converged in a single thread leading into the distance. I followed the trail. Ahead, Nick’s white shirt bobbed against the blackness. I could hear Clay’s footfalls, but couldn’t see him. The blood trail wove around two corners. As I wheeled around the second, I saw Clay and Nick just ahead, both stopping and circling back. They’d run past the trail, which ended in a puddle of blood just past the corner.
I bent, put a finger to the blood, then lifted it to my nose.
“Is it?” Clay asked.
“Jeremy’s,” I whispered.
“And there’s plenty more here if you’d like a closer look,” a deep voice said.
Clay’s head shot up. We looked around, then saw a loading dock to our right. Clay hopped onto the three-foot-high ledge and disappeared into the darkness of the opening. Nick and I followed. At the back of the loading dock, Jeremy sat in the corner, propping his right leg on a broken crate as Antonio tore strips from his shirt. As we approached, Jeremy lifted his left arm to push his bangs back from his face, then winced and used his right hand instead, letting the left fall awkwardly to his side.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
“Peter’s dead,” Jeremy said. “We were ambushed.”
“We were heading back to the car,” Antonio said as he added another layer of bindings to Jeremy’s leg. “I took off to find a bathroom. Five minutes. I must have barely turned the corner and—” He kept his eyes on his task, but self-reproach leached from every word. “Less than five minutes. While I’m taking a damned piss-break—”
“They were waiting for an opportunity,” Jeremy said. “Any of us could have turned our back for a moment and they would have attacked the other two.”
Antonio glanced over his shoulder as he worked. “The new one, the mutt that killed Logan, attacked Jeremy with a knife.”
“A knife?” Clay glanced at Jeremy for affirmation, as disbelieving as if Antonio had said Jeremy was attacked with an antique Howitzer. “A knife?”
Jeremy nodded.
Antonio continued, “They jumped Peter and Jeremy. No one had time to react. When I showed up they took off. I’d have gone after them, but Jeremy was bleeding pretty badly.”
“Not that I would have let you go after them anyway,” Jeremy said. “We don’t have time to rehash events now. We need to get things cleaned up and go.”
He started getting to his feet. Clay hopped over a crate and helped him up.
“We left Peter at the scene,” Jeremy said.
“I know,” I said. “We found him.”
“In the garbage,” Antonio said, wiping a hand over his face. “That wasn’t right. I’m sorry, but Jeremy was bleeding and I—”
“You needed to find a quick hiding spot,” Jeremy finished. “No one’s blaming you for that. We’ll get him now and take him home.”
Clay helped Jeremy down from the dock. I moved up on his left side to take his other arm, then remembered it was injured and settled for walking beside him, ready to catch him if his leg gave out. I gave Nick my car keys and he ran ahead to back up the Camaro to the end of the alley. When we got to the garbage heap, Antonio uncovered Peter and cleaned him off.
“Marsten’s going to pay for this,” Clay said, looking at Peter’s body, hands clenching and unclenching at his sides. “He’s really going to pay.”
“Marsten didn’t kill Peter. Daniel did.”
“Dan—” Clay choked on the rest of the name. “Ah, shit.”
 
I rode back to Stonehaven in Antonio’s Mercedes, sitting in the backseat with Jeremy, in case the bleeding worsened. Antonio drove in silence. Jeremy stared out the window while holding the bindings tight on his leg. I tried to concentrate on something other than watching my car through the windshield and thinking about Peter’s body in my trunk. Instead, I thought about the mutts.
So it was Daniel after all. That meant trouble. Big trouble. More than Marsten or Cain, Daniel knew how the Pack operated, how everyone in it operated. He’d been Pack, having grown up with Nick and Clay…or, more accurately, he grew up around them, “with them” sounding as if the three had been buddies, a definite misconception. Now, before Clay’s arrival, Nick and Daniel had been semi-playmates, thrown together by their closeness in age, like two cousins who play with each other at family reunions because there’s no one else to hang around with. Then came Clay. I was a bit fuzzy on the details, but I’d been told that Clay and Daniel loathed each other from the beginning. The precipitating event seemed to have occurred when Daniel eavesdropped on Nick and Clay’s conversation and raced off to regale the Pack with the story of Clay’s expulsion from kindergarten, which had something to do with dissecting the classroom guinea pig to see how it worked, but like I said, I was fuzzy on the details—when I asked Clay about it, all he’d say was “it was already dead,” which was apparently supposed to explain everything. Whatever the story, it embarrassed Jeremy, who’d been fudging the details when explaining to the others why Clay’s school career had lasted only a month. By upsetting Jeremy, Daniel had earned Clay’s eternal rancor.
In the years to follow the relationship between the two only grew more acrimonious as Daniel and Clay fought for supreme position among the younger generation. Or, I should say, Daniel fought for it. Clay simply assumed it was his and squashed Daniel’s aspirations with the lazy contempt of someone batting away a mosquito. When the three were in their early twenties, Jeremy became Alpha. I may have given the impression that this was a bloodless ascension. It wasn’t. Seven members of the Pack backed Jeremy and four didn’t, including Daniel and his brother Stephen. The dissension crescendoed when Stephen tried to assassinate Jeremy. Clay killed him. Daniel insisted his brother had been innocent and that Clay had murdered him to quell opposition to Jeremy’s leadership. When Jeremy was confirmed Alpha, Daniel decided there wasn’t a place for him in the new Pack.
Unfortunately for all, that wasn’t the end of the story. Even if they were no longer Pack brothers, Daniel and Clay had had plenty of run-ins since that time. After I came along, things got even worse. Daniel decided he absolutely had to have me, if only because I “belonged” to his archrival. When Daniel first approached me, I even thought he was a decent guy. I believed his stories about being mistreated and maligned by Clay—at the time I was quite happy to believe anything bad about Clay. One day I was in San Diego with Antonio delivering a warning to another mutt and, knowing Daniel had been living there a few months, I slipped away from Antonio to say hello to Daniel. When I got to his apartment, I caught him trying to hide a woman in the closet. It wouldn’t have been so bad if the woman was still alive. Apparently, she had been, right up until I rang the doorbell, upon which Daniel snapped her neck and tried to stuff her into a closet so I wouldn’t find him with someone. After that, I’d put a lot more credence in Clay’s warnings about Daniel.
The woman in the closet wasn’t the first of Daniel’s kills. When he’d left the Pack, he’d abandoned its teachings and become a man-killer. Like all successful—and long-lived—man-killing mutts, Daniel learned the trick to killing humans, the same trick a wolf uses when confronted with a large herd of prey: cull from the edges. If you stick with the marginalized—the drug users, the teenage runaways, the prostitutes, the homeless—you stand a good chance of getting away with it. Why? Because nobody gives a damn. Oh sure, they say they do, the police and the politicians and everyone who’s supposed to uphold justice, but they really don’t. People can vanish and, so long as they stay gone, nobody will care. I’m not talking about third-world dictatorships or even American metropolises infamous for their crime rates. Vancouver had over twenty prostitutes disappear from a single neighborhood before authorities began to suspect a problem. Trust me, if these women had been students at the University of British Columbia, people would have perked up a whole lot quicker. That’s where Thomas LeBlanc went wrong, picking the daughters and wives of middle-class families as his prey. If he’d stuck to hookers and runaways, he’d still be doing a booming business in Chicago. In all my arguments with Jeremy over the unfairness of the Pack’s hierarchical system, I’d upheld the human democratic model for comparison, where everyone was supposedly equally important. It was bullshit, of course. Even though the Pack had a strict hierarchy, it would never let even the death of its omega member go unavenged.
 
Back at the house, Jeremy asked me to help dress his wounds. Maybe he assumed I’d be a gentler, more tolerable nurse than the men. Right. Jeremy may not have known much about women, but he’d learned enough about this particular one never to mistake me for Betty Crocker, Martha Stewart, or Florence Nightingale. More likely he thought that, given the choice between nursing and gravedigging, I’d be much happier donning a cute little white hat and dress. My last graveside episode wasn’t one I cared to repeat any sooner than necessary. At least if I was looking after Jeremy, I could block out what was going on in the back field.
Normally, Jeremy would be the one doing the nursing. He was the Pack doctor. No, that wasn’t a time-honored role passed down through generations of werewolves. It was something Jeremy took on when, as a child, Clay jumped five stories down a department-store elevator shaft (don’t ask) and fractured his arm in several places. Not wanting to risk Clay’s future mobility on a makeshift splint, Jeremy took him to a doctor. Although he was careful, citing religious reasons for not wanting blood work and other routine lab tests done, the doctor did them anyway. The results might have gone ignored, having little to do with a broken arm, but a bored lab technician on the night shift spotted something peculiar in the workups and called Jeremy at two A.M. Werewolf blood is screwed up. Don’t ask me for the exact details—I barely passed tenth-grade biology. All I know is that we aren’t supposed to let anyone draw and analyze our blood. Whatever the technician saw in Clay’s workup made him think Clay had some life-threatening condition and he ordered Jeremy to bring Clay to the hospital immediately. The upshot of the whole mess was that both the technician and Clay’s file were missing when the day shift arrived. After that, Jeremy bought and studied a shelf full of medical books. A few years ago I made the mistake of giving him a copy of the St. John Ambulance Official Wilderness First Aid Guide. He’d liked it so much he had me buy copies for all of us so we could keep them in our glove boxes and fix our own emergency amputations. Call me a wimp, but if I ever lose a limb and there’s no one around, I’m a goner, even if the guide does have wonderful instructions (complete with helpful illustrations) for tying off the injury with a stick and a plastic garbage bag.
“Leg first?” I asked Jeremy as he took his box of medical supplies from the bathroom closet.
“Arm. I’ll get the bone in place. You splint it.”
That didn’t sound too bad. Jeremy sat on the toilet seat and I crouched beside him as we worked. It was a clean break, not an open fracture, so there wasn’t any of that nasty pulling the bone back under the skin stuff required. The break was just below his elbow. After he got it realigned, I placed the padded splint under his arm. Then I got the bandage roll out. Following Jeremy’s instructions, I bound it first below his elbow, then above his wrist. Then I fashioned a sling to keep his arm elevated. It took a while, but it was fairly easy…compared to what he wanted me to do next.
“You’ll need to stitch up my leg,” he said.
“Stitch…?”
“I can’t do it with one hand.” He stood and leaned against the vanity, undoing his jeans with his good hand, then struggling to get them off. “I could use some help with this, too, if it’s not too much to ask.”
“Sure,” I said. “Undressing men, I’m good at. Sewing people up, though, is questionable. Maybe the cut isn’t that bad.”
I unwound the blood-soaked strips of Antonio’s shirt from Jeremy’s thigh. The skin and muscle parted like the Red Sea, an even more apt analogy considering the gush of blood that streamed out. I had no problem seeing Jeremy with his pants off, but this internal view was more than I wanted to see of anyone.
“Grab the facecloth,” he said, sitting quickly and shoving a towel against the gash.
I wet the cloth, cleaned the wound, then applied antiseptic. I didn’t work as fast as I should have, and by the time I was finishing, blood was gushing over my fingers.
“Get the tape,” Jeremy said. “No, not that tape. The other—right.”
Using the tape and some fancy maneuvering, we got the blood flow stopped before Jeremy passed out. He took something that looked remarkably like a needle and thread from the kit and handed it to me.
“Stop backing away, Elena. It’s not going to bite. Take the needle and start. Don’t think about it. Just try to make a reasonably straight line.”
“Sounds easy, but you never saw my home economics projects.”
“No, but I’ve had the privilege of experiencing your haircuts. As I said, try to make a straight line.”
“I always cut your hair straight.”
“If I hold my head on a certain angle, it’s perfectly straight.”
“Watch it. I’ve got a needle.”
“And maybe if I get you mad enough, you’ll actually jab me with it and get to work before I bleed out.”
I took the hint. Despite what Jeremy said, it was not like sewing fabric nor could I pretend that it was. Cloth doesn’t bleed. I concentrated on doing a good job, knowing that if I didn’t, I’d be razzed about Jeremy’s crooked scar for the rest of my life. It was nearly done when I felt a rush of anger that some mutt had dared do this to Jeremy, which made me think about how it had happened, which made me remember that Peter was dead. First Logan. Now Peter. Of all the Pack, they deserved it least. Jeremy never sent them to roust or kill any mutts, not even to deliver warnings. Their deaths weren’t about revenge. They weren’t about taking out the Pack’s strongest fighters. Logan and Peter had been killed to make us sit up and take notice. Nothing more. My hands started to clench. The old serpent of rage started moving through me. I stopped, inhaled, and started again, but couldn’t steady my fingers.
“So we’re up against three experienced mutts,” Jeremy said, breaking into my thoughts.
I swallowed back the clot in my throat and played along with the distraction. “Plus at least one new one.”
“I haven’t forgotten, though I’m more concerned about the experienced ones. Yes, they’re good—my arm and leg prove that—but they’re not on the same playing field as Daniel.”
I broke off the thread. “That’s because you know Daniel. And even if you don’t know Marsten and Cain equally well, you know what to expect from them because they’re like you. They think like you, they react like you, they kill like you. These new ones don’t. Werewolves don’t strangle people. That’s how LeBlanc killed Logan and he succeeded because it’s the last thing Logan would have expected. Then he pulled a knife on you. You’d expect that as much as a samurai would expect a kick in the balls. That’s why LeBlanc is still alive. He threw you off balance. If—”
“We’ve dug the grave,” Antonio said, coming into the bathroom. “I’m sorry. Did I interrupt something?”
“Nothing that can’t be finished later,” Jeremy said, getting to his feet and testing the stitches. When they didn’t burst apart or gush blood, he nodded. “Perfect. I’ll get dressed and we’ll go out.”


Conviction
I WENT TO PETER’S BURIAL SITE WITH JEREMY. IT WASN’T SOMETHING I particularly wanted to do, with my last graveside breakdown less than thirty-six hours old. Nor did Jeremy need my help making sure the grave was well concealed. He did, however, need my help in another way, though he’d never have admitted it or asked for it. With his leg freshly stitched, he was in no shape for walking without a supporting arm. So I helped him out to the backyard, though to an onlooker it would have appeared that Jeremy was the one helping me. That wasn’t unintentional. The Pack Alpha could not show weakness, even if he was fresh from a fight for his life. Not that any of us would ever seize an opportunity to challenge Jeremy for leadership. Yet because the Pack placed its Alpha in total control, the idea that he might not be up to the task, even temporarily, would throw the whole Pack off balance.
Although Jeremy had to be in tremendous pain, he never showed it. He accepted my arm going to and from the grave site, but never put more than the minimum amount of weight on it. Only when we were heading back to the house did he pause for a second, presumably to catch his breath, though he pretended to be checking a crumbling stone in the garden wall.
“I guess we should grab some sleep now,” I said, feigning a yawn. “I know I could use it.”
“Go on,” Jeremy said. “You’ve had a rough couple of days. I want to discuss what we found in Bear Valley before we were ambushed, but I can fill you in tomorrow.”
“Everyone’s probably exhausted. We can meet in the morning, can’t we? I wouldn’t want to miss anything.”
“I’d like to get through it tonight. If you want to be there, claim the couch and you can doze while we talk.”
Okay, forget subtlety. Full-frontal-assault time. “You need to sleep. Your leg has to be killing you, not to mention your arm. No one’s going to think anything’s wrong if you delay the meeting until tomorrow.”
“I can handle it. Don’t grind your teeth like that, Elena; I’m not qualified to do dental work. If you want to help, you can round up the others and get them into the study, if they’re not already there.”
“If you’d like me to really help, I can knock you unconscious until morning.”
He gave me a wry half smile that said my suggestion sounded more tempting than he cared to admit. “How about a compromise? You can help by rounding up the others and fixing me a drink, preferably a double.”
 
Before the ambush, Jeremy’s information gathering had confirmed what Clay and I knew, that we had three mutts in Bear Valley. He’d also learned a few additional bits of information. Marsten had actually been the first of the three to arrive, before Cain and LeBlanc. He’d checked into the Big Bear three days ago, meaning he’d been in town before Brandon’s death. After a few twenties loosened the desk clerk’s powers of recall, he’d remembered a young man matching Brandon’s description visiting Marsten at the hotel several times. Any doubt that Brandon had been involved with the others was now gone. I wondered if Marsten had been at the rave that night, enjoying a whiskey and soda as he watched Brandon and me, his scent and form hidden away in a dark, smoky corner. Yes, I was sure he’d been there. He’d seen Brandon start his Change, realized what was about to happen and slipped out before the chaos erupted, abandoning his protégé to his fate. Mutts may have been able to form relationships with each other, but they lasted only so long as proved advantageous to both parties. Once Marsten saw Brandon was in trouble, his only thought would be to get the hell out of there before he got sucked into the mess.
Cain and LeBlanc had checked into the Big Bear the night Brandon died. Presumably they’d either followed Logan from Los Angeles or met him at the airport. Waylaying him in Bear Valley would have been next to impossible. While we’d been chasing Brandon, Logan had already been dead, probably in the back of some rented car on his way to Bear Valley. Somewhere along the way, they must have found out from Marsten that Clay and I were in town and the prank of staging Logan’s body near our car was born. I guessed that was LeBlanc’s idea. Cain didn’t have the wits to think of it and Marsten would consider such crude humor beneath him.
 
It wasn’t quite seven when the doorbell rang. We all looked up, startled by the sound. The doorbell at Stonehaven rarely rang, the house being too remote for salesmen and Jehovah’s Witnesses. Deliveries went to a post office box in Bear Valley. Even the Pack didn’t ring the bell—except for Peter. I think we all remembered this as it rang. No one moved until the second buzz, then Jeremy got to his feet and left the room. I followed. From the dining room window we could see a police cruiser parked in the driveway.
“We don’t need this,” I said. “We really don’t need this.”
Jeremy shrugged off his arm sling and tucked it into the hall stand, then grabbed Clay’s sweatshirt from the hooks. I helped him into it. The bulky shirt hid his splint and his pants covered his leg bandages. His clothes were clean and unwrinkled, since he’d changed only a few hours ago. That was more than I could say for the rest of us. One glance in the hall mirror told me that I looked like hell, clothes covered in dirt and blood, face blotchy, hair knotted from lying on the sofa.
“Get the others upstairs to dress,” Jeremy said. “Tell Clay, Antonio, and Nick to stay up there. You can join me on the back porch.”
“It’s going to look suspicious if you usher them around the house for a second time.”
“I know.”
“Invite them in and offer them coffee. There’s nothing here for them to see.”
“I know.”
“I’ll meet you in the study, then?”
Jeremy hesitated. Knowing he should invite the police into the house was one thing, doing it was another. The only humans who came into Stonehaven were repairmen, and even that was done only when necessary. There was nothing at Stonehaven that would make anyone suspicious, no body parts in the freezer or pentagrams etched into the hardwood. The scariest thing in Stonehaven was my bedroom and I had no intention of inviting any cop up there, no matter how cute he looked in uniform.
“The living room,” he said as the doorbell rang a third time. “We’ll be in the living room.”
“I’ll make coffee,” I said, and left before he could change his mind.
 
When I got back to the living room, there were two police officers with Jeremy. The older one was the town police chief, a burly, balding man named Morgan. I’d seen him around town, though he hadn’t been with the search party the day before. With Morgan’s arrival, things were obviously heating up, though in a town as small as Bear Valley, having the police chief show up at your house was a cause for concern but not panic. The other officer was young and bland-faced, the kind of guy you could see twenty times before you remembered him. According to his badge, his name was O’Neil. Neither the face nor the name triggered any recollection from yesterday, but he’d likely been there. The look he gave me indicated he remembered me, though he seemed disappointed to find me fully dressed. At least I came bearing coffee.
Jeremy and Morgan were discussing some local native land claim. Jeremy leaned back in a chair, feet on the ottoman, broken arm resting so casually against his leg no one would guess it was splinted. His face was relaxed, eyes alert and interested, as if he had policemen in his home every day and not only knew about the land claim, but was deeply concerned over it, mirroring the police chief’s opinions with the ease of a consummate con artist. The younger officer, O’Neil, was unabashedly gawking around the room, taking in all the details to relate later to curious friends.
Conversation stopped when I entered. I set up the tray on an end table and started pouring coffee like a perfect hostess.
“Oh, I don’t drink tea,” Morgan said, eyeing the silver coffeepot as if it might bite.
“It’s coffee,” Jeremy said with a self-effacing smile. “You’ll have to excuse us. We don’t have many guests, so Elena has to use the teapot.”
O’Neil leaned forward to take his coffee from me. “Elena. That’s a pretty name.”
“It’s Russian, isn’t it?” Morgan said, eyes narrowing.
“Could be,” I said, smiling brightly. “Cream and sugar?”
“Three sugars. I didn’t see your husband around. Is he sleeping in?”
I spilled scalding coffee on my hand and bit back a yelp. So Clay’s marital fabrication had worked its way up the rumor chain to the police chief. Wonderful. Just wonderful. Common sense told me I should play along. After all, Bear Valley wasn’t the kind of place that tolerated a woman romping naked in the woods with a man other than her husband. Actually, they probably didn’t tolerate naked-forest-romping much at all, but that wasn’t the point. The point was that this “placating the locals” was going too far. It was one thing to let them into our house, to tolerate their gawking, and to let them think we couldn’t tell a teapot from a coffeepot, but to officially confirm the rumor that I was married to Clay? Branding me forever in Bear Valley as Clay’s wife? Uh-uh. A girl’s got to have limits.
“Yes, he’s sleeping in,” Jeremy said before I could speak. “Elena’s always up early to get his breakfast ready.”
I shot him a glare to say he’d pay for that. He pretended not to notice, but I could see the glimmer of laughter in his eyes. I dumped five sugars in his coffee. He’d have to drink it. After all, it would be impolite not to partake of social beverages with his visitors.
“Like I said,” Morgan began. “I apologize for coming to see you folks so early in the morning, but I thought you’d want to know. Mike Braxton wasn’t killed on your property. Coroner’s one hundred percent certain on that. Somebody killed him elsewhere and dumped him on your land.”
“Somebody?” Jeremy said. “Do you mean a person, not an animal?”
“Well, I’d still say it was an animal, but one of the human variety. Doesn’t make a hell of a lot of sense to us. The other two were definitely animal kills, but the coroner says Mike’s throat was slashed with a knife, not teeth.”
“What about the paw prints?” I hated to ask, but we had to know what the police were thinking.
“We figure they’re fake. Whoever planted the body stamped them into the ground to make it look like another dog kill. Guy made a mistake, though. They were too big. That was the tip-off. Dogs don’t get that big. Well, my son says there’s some kind of dog, a mastiff or something, that might leave a print like that, but we don’t have any of those around here. Our hounds and shepherds don’t grow that big, no matter how much we feed them. You’ll recall I said yesterday that Mike left a message with someone saying he was coming here. Turns out, he left it with the fellow’s wife, who now says she thought Mike sounded ‘funny,’ not like himself, but she figured maybe it was a bad phone connection. Seems fair to assume Mike didn’t leave the message at all. Whoever killed him must have left it to make sure we hightailed it out to your place and found the body. Put all that together and I’m damned—sorry, ma’am—darned sure we’ve got a human killer.”
“So we don’t have wild dogs in our forest,” Jeremy said. “That’s a relief, though I can’t say I prefer the idea of a human killer on the loose. Do you have any leads?”
“We’re working on it. Likely someone Mike knew. Mike was a great guy and all but—” Morgan paused, as if thinking twice before speaking ill of the dead. “We’ve all got our problems, don’t we? Enemies and such.” Another pause. A slow sip of coffee. “How about you folks? Any idea why someone would dump Mike’s body on your property?”
“No,” Jeremy said, his voice unruffled but firm. “I was wondering about that myself.”
“You haven’t made any enemies in town? Maybe had a falling out with someone?”
Jeremy gave a small smile. “As I’m sure you’re aware, we aren’t the most sociable bunch in Granton County. We don’t have enough contact with any of our neighbors to have a falling out with them. Either the killer thought blaming it on the ‘outsiders’ would divert attention from himself or he had no intention of involving us at all and simply thought this was a good place to dump the body.”
“You’re sure there’s no one you folks have pissed off?” Morgan said, leaning forward. “Maybe someone who thinks you owe him money? Maybe a jealous husband”—Morgan shot a look at me—“or wife?”
“No and no. We don’t gamble or do any business in credit. As for the other, I’m certain no one has ever seen me prowling the local singles bars, and Elena and Clayton have neither the inclination nor the energy to seek extramarital excitement. Bear Valley is a small town. If there were any rumors about us, you’d be asking more pointed questions.”
Morgan didn’t answer. Instead, he stared at Jeremy for two full minutes. Maybe this tactic worked on sixteen-year-old vandalism suspects, but it wasn’t about to break down a fifty-one-year-old Pack Alpha. Jeremy just stared back, his expression calm and open.
After a few minutes, Jeremy said, “I’m sorry you had to make the drive out here two days in a row, but I appreciate you coming this morning to tell us.”
Jeremy laid aside his mug and shifted to the edge of his seat. When Morgan and O’Neil didn’t take the hint, he stood and said, “If that’s everything…”
“We’ll want to search the property some more,” Morgan said at last.
“By all means.”
“We may want to question your guests.”
Morgan conducted another minute-long stare down. When Jeremy didn’t so much as blink, he heaved himself to his feet.
“A killer dumped that body on your property,” he said. “If I were you, I’d be trying damned hard to think of who might have done it and I’d be calling us if you come up with any answers.”
“I wouldn’t hesitate,” Jeremy said. “I hope whoever dumped Mr. Braxton’s body here hadn’t any grudge against us, but if he did, I wouldn’t want to ignore it and wait for his next move. No one here has any desire to tangle with a killer. We’re more than happy to let the police do that.”
Morgan grunted and swigged the last of his coffee.
“Anything else?” Jeremy asked.
“I wouldn’t be hiking in those woods for a while.”
“We’ve already stopped,” Jeremy said. “But thank you for the warning. Elena, would you see our guests to the door?”
I did. Neither cop said a word to me, beyond Morgan’s gruff good-bye. Obviously, as a female, I wasn’t worth questioning.
 
After the police left, we realized Clay, Nick, and Antonio were gone. Had it been just Clay or even Clay and Nick, we would have worried. Since Antonio had gone with them, though, we knew they weren’t planning any impromptu revenge in Bear Valley.
The police had been gone barely ten minutes when the Mercedes turned into the drive. Nick hopped out from the passenger side. I didn’t notice who was driving, my attention being consumed by the sight of the large paper bag in Nick’s hand. Breakfast. Not exactly hot and steaming after the drive from the highway diner, but I was too hungry to care.
Fifteen minutes later, the bag was empty, its contents reduced to the ghosts of crumbs and grease marks on plates scattered across the sunroom table. After the meal, Jeremy explained what the police had said. I kept expecting Clay to say something, proclaim his proven innocence and wait for me to apologize. He didn’t. He listened to Jeremy, then helped Antonio clear the kitchen table while I escaped to the study, ostensibly to read the newspaper they’d brought back from town.
It took exactly three minutes for Clay to hunt me down. He walked into the study and closed the door behind him, then stood there, watching me read, for two minutes more. When I couldn’t stand it any longer, I folded the paper noisily and tossed it aside.
“Okay, you didn’t kill the man,” I said. “For once, you were innocent. But if you expect me to apologize for thinking you were capable of doing it—”
“I don’t.”
I shot him a look.
Clay continued, “I don’t expect you to apologize for thinking I could do it. Of course I could do it. If the guy saw us running or Changing or threatened us, I would have killed him. But I would have told you. That’s what I’m pissed off about. That you’d think I’d sneak behind your back, hide the evidence, and lie about it.”
“No, I guess it wouldn’t occur to you that I might not want to know you did it. The thought of sparing me wouldn’t enter your head.”
“Sparing you?” Clay gave a harsh laugh. “You know what I am, Elena. If I pretended otherwise, you’d accuse me of trying to deceive you. I don’t want you to come back to me because you think I’ve changed. I want you to come back because you accept what I am. If I could change, don’t you think I’d have done it for you by now? I want you back. Not for a night or a few weeks or even a couple of months. I want you back for good. I’m miserable when you’re not here—”
“You’re miserable because you don’t have what you want. Not because you want me.”
“Goddamn it!” Clay swung his fist out, knocking a brass penholder off the desk. “You won’t listen! You won’t listen and you won’t see. You know I love you, that I want you. Damn it, Elena, if I just wanted a partner, any partner, do you think I’d have spent ten years trying to get you back? Why haven’t I just given up and found someone else?”
“Because you’re stubborn.”
“Oh, no. I’m not the stubborn one. You’re the one who can’t get past what I did no matter how much—”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Of course you don’t. God forbid any truth should complicate your convictions.”
Clay turned and strode from the room, slamming the door behind him.
 
After Clay left, I decided to stay in the study—or hide out there, depending on the interpretation. I perused the selection on the bookshelves. It hadn’t changed in the past year. Actually, it hadn’t changed in the past decade. A motley collection of literature and reference books filled the shelves. Only a few of the reference books belonged to Clay. He bought every book and magazine related to his career, then trashed them as soon as he finished the last word. He didn’t have a photographic memory, just the uncanny ability to absorb everything he read, making it pointless to save any form of the written word. Almost all of the books belonged to Jeremy. Over half of them weren’t even in English, a throwback to Jeremy’s early career as a translator.
Jeremy hadn’t always been able to lavish sports cars and antique beds on his adopted family. When Clay first came to Stonehaven, Jeremy had been struggling to pay the heating bills, a situation deriving entirely from his father’s spending habits and refusal to dirty his hands with any work that might generate income. Throughout Jeremy’s twenties, he’d worked as a translator, an ideal occupation for someone with a gift for languages and a tendency toward reclusion. Later, the financial situation at Stonehaven took a drastic upswing, owing to twin circumstances of fortune: Malcolm Danvers’s death and the launch of Jeremy’s painting career. These days Jeremy sold very few paintings, but when he did, they brought in enough cash to keep Stonehaven running for several years.
While I was looking for something to read, Jeremy popped in to remind me to call Philip. I hadn’t forgotten. I’d intended to do it before dinner and didn’t appreciate the reminder, as if Jeremy thought I needed one. I didn’t know how much Jeremy knew about Philip and I didn’t want to know. I preferred the idea that when I left Stonehaven, I escaped to a foreign place the Pack knew nothing about. Okay, I was delusional, but it was a nice fantasy. I suspected Jeremy had investigated Philip, but I didn’t bother to call him on it. If I did, he’d only claim he was protecting me from getting involved with some guy who had three wives or a history of battering his girlfriends. Of course Jeremy would never do anything simply to interfere with my life. Perish the thought.
No matter how much Jeremy knew about Philip, he didn’t know how I felt about him. Again, I had no plans to enlighten him. I knew what he’d say. He’d sit back, watch me for a minute, then start talking about how difficult my circumstances were, with Clay and being the only female werewolf and all, and how he didn’t blame me for being confused and wanting to explore my choices in life. Though he’d never say it outright, he’d imply that he was certain if he gave me enough latitude to make my own mistakes, I’d eventually see that I belonged with the Pack. Through the whole conversation, he’d be completely calm and understanding, never raising his voice or taking offense at anything I said. Sometimes I think I preferred Clay’s rages.
The truth was that I cared about Philip more than Jeremy could imagine. I wanted to go back to him. I hadn’t forgotten about him. I’d been planning to call him…later.
 
Now seemed like the perfect time for Jeremy to update us on his plans. When he didn’t, no one else appeared to notice. More likely, they didn’t care. Werewolves raised in the Pack are brought up with a certain set of expectations. One of those expectations was that their Alpha would look after them. Asking Jeremy what his plans were would imply that they didn’t think he had any. Even Clay, as anxious as he was to take action, would give Jeremy plenty of plotting time before hinting about his plans. Such a trusting attitude drove me crazy. Not that I didn’t think Jeremy was making plans. I knew he was. But I wanted in on them. I wanted to help. When I finally dreamed up a subtle way to ask, I found him outside with a pair of revolvers. No, he wasn’t going after the mutts armed like Billy the Kid. Nor was he contemplating a quick end to his pain. He was target shooting, something he often did while he was deep in thought—not exactly the safest method of achieving mental focus, but who am I to judge? The revolvers were a gorgeous antique pair given to him by Antonio many years ago. Along with the guns, Antonio had given Jeremy a silver bullet inscribed with Malcolm Danvers’s initials, a half-joking suggestion, which, of course, Jeremy never took. More seriously, Antonio intended the guns for their current purpose—marksmanship. By that time Jeremy had already mastered the longbow and crossbow and was looking for a new challenge. Don’t ask me why he chose marksmanship for a hobby. He certainly never used the bows or guns off the target range. You might as well ask me why he painted. Neither was what you’d call a typical werewolf hobby. Then again, no one had ever accused Jeremy of being a typical werewolf. Anyway, when I went outside and saw him shooting, I decided it was an inopportune time to bug him about his plans. Urban survival rule twenty-two: never annoy an armed man.
 
Leaving Jeremy, I’d gone upstairs for a nap. A couple of hours later, I awoke and headed downstairs for lunch. The house was silent, all the upstairs doors closed as if everyone else was catching up on sleep, too. As I headed for the kitchen, Clay walked out from the study. His eyes were bloodshot and dark. Though he was exhausted, he wouldn’t sleep. Not now, with two Pack brothers dead, his Alpha wounded, and none avenged. Once Jeremy gave us his plans, Clay would rest, if only to prepare.
He stepped in front of me. When I tried to squeeze past him, he braced his hands on either side of the corridor.
“Truce?” he said.
“Whatever.”
“Love those definitive answers. I’ll take that as a yes. Not that we’re done with our little discussion, but I’ll let it ride for now. Tell me when you want to pick it up again.”
“Tell me when Satan starts a snowball fight.”
“I’ll do that. Lunch?”
When I finally nodded, he stepped back and motioned for me to go into the kitchen. I could feel him simmering, but he’d plastered on a happy face, so I decided to ignore it. In a crisis, we were both capable of summoning enough maturity to know that we couldn’t afford to threaten the stability of the Pack with our fighting. Or, at least, we could fake it temporarily.
We gathered a cold meal from the kitchen, filling platters with meats and breads and fruits, knowing the others would wake up hungry. Then I sat down in the sunroom and loaded a plate. Clay did the same. Neither of us spoke as we ate. Although this wasn’t unusual, the silence had a dead quality that made me eat a little faster, anxious to be done and out of the room. When I glanced over at Clay, he was dispatching his food just as quickly and with as little enjoyment. We were halfway through our meal when Jeremy and Antonio walked in.
“We need groceries,” I said. “I’m sure that’s the last thing on everyone’s mind, but it won’t be when we run out. I’ll run into town and grab some.”
“I’ll call in an order,” Jeremy said. “Assuming this mess with the police hasn’t changed that arrangement. You’d best pick up cash, in case my checks aren’t as welcome these days. Someone will have to go with you, of course. No one’s leaving the house alone or staying here alone anymore.”
“I’ll go,” Clay said around a mouthful of cantaloupe. “I’ve got a package waiting at the post office.”
“I’m sure you do,” I said.
“He does,” Jeremy said. “The postman left a card the other day.”
“Books I ordered from the U.K.,” Clay said.
“Which you need right now,” I said. “For a little light reading between maiming and killing.”
“They shouldn’t sit at the post office,” Clay said. “Someone might get suspicious.”
“Of anthropology texts?”
Antonio leaned over the table and grabbed a handful of grapes. “I’ve got a couple things to fax. I’ll go with the two of you and run interference.”
I pushed back my chair. “Well, then there’s no need for me to go, is there? I’m sure you guys can handle the groceries.”
“But you’re the one who wanted to go,” Clay said.
“I changed my mind.”
“You’re going,” Jeremy said. “All three of you. You could use the diversion.”
Antonio grinned. “And Jeremy could use a couple hours of peace and quiet.”
When I glanced up, I swore Jeremy rolled his eyes, but the movement was so fast, I couldn’t be sure. Antonio laughed and sat down to lunch. Just as I was about to start arguing again, Antonio launched into an anecdote about meeting a mutt in San Francisco last time he was there on business. By the time he finished, I’d forgotten what I’d meant to say, which was probably the point of the story.
An hour later, when Antonio and Clay were calling me to the car, I remembered that I didn’t want to go and had been trying to find a way out of it when Antonio had interrupted. By then, it was too late. Jeremy was nowhere to be found, Antonio was waiting in the Mercedes, and Nick was ransacking the kitchen for his lunch, cleaning out what little food remained. Someone had to get the groceries, and if I didn’t do it, I’d be cursing my stubbornness by dinnertime. So I went.
 
The bank was right across from the post office. Since Antonio was able to get a parking spot right in front of the bank, I convinced them that it was safe for me to go to the bank alone while Clay went to the post office alone. From his spot out front, Antonio would be able to see both Clay and me at all times. And it shaved a few minutes from the total amount of time I had to spend running errands with Clay.
Jeremy’s bank account was also in my name and Clay’s, allowing any of us to withdraw money for household needs. I used to have an ATM card for the account, but I’d trashed it last year when I left Stonehaven. Now I wished I hadn’t. Bear Valley was the kind of town where people still used the tellers. As I stood in line for fifteen minutes, listening to an elderly man talking to the teller about his grandchildren, I gazed longingly at the shiny, unused ATM. When he started pulling out photographs, I began to wonder how long it would take to get a new bank machine card. With a sigh, I abandoned the idea. It would probably require filling out two forms in triplicate and waiting until the bank manager returned from his hour-long coffee break. Anyway, since I would be leaving Stonehaven in a couple of days, I wouldn’t need it again.
Finally, I got up to the teller and had to produce three pieces of signed photo ID before she’d let me withdraw a couple hundred dollars from the account. I shoved the money into my pocket, headed for the door, and saw a brown pickup in the front parking spot. Thinking I must have been mistaken about where Antonio parked, I walked outside and looked around. The spot behind the pickup was empty. In front of it was a Buick. I searched up and down the road. There was no sign of the Mercedes.
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Impressions
FOR AT LEAST TEN MINUTES LE BLANC STUDIED ME LIKE AN ENTOMOLOGIST examining some new kind of insect. I wanted to leave. Maybe that was the plan. Let this scumbag gawk at me long enough and I’d bolt to the bathroom to scrub my hands, where he and Marsten could corner me. I tried only to remember that LeBlanc had killed Logan and attacked Jeremy, but I couldn’t. I kept thinking of the women he’d killed, the details I’d read in his scrapbook. For Logan, I wanted to kill him. For the others, I wanted him dead, but didn’t want to do it myself, since that would require physical contact.
I forced myself to forget these things and concentrate on sizing him up. Life hadn’t been good to Thomas LeBlanc in the past few years. He’d fallen a long way from the well-groomed man in his arrest photo. That wasn’t to say he was greasy or unshaven, any of the things the average person expects of a serial killer psychopath. He looked like a thirty-something laborer wearing no-name jeans, a faded T-shirt, and sneakers from Wal-Mart. He’d put on weight since his photo. Unfortunately, it was muscle, not fat.
“You wanted to talk to me?” I said finally.
“I was wondering what all the fuss was about,” he said, giving me a look that said he was still wondering.
He fell into silent bug-gazing mode again. It took all my strength to stay beside him. I fought to keep things in perspective: he was a new werewolf; I was an experienced werewolf. No sweat. But my frame of reference kept shifting. He preyed on women; I was a woman. No matter how much I rationalized, no matter how tough I tried to be, this man scared me. Scared me deep in my gut, where logic and reason couldn’t intrude.
After a few minutes, a shadow of movement passed the one-way glass. Anxious for the distraction, I got up and walked over. Clay was in the other room. Alone. He sat at the table and leaned back in his chair, tipping the front legs off the ground. He wasn’t cuffed or guarded or bruised and battered. Good. So far.
“That’s him?” LeBlanc said from behind me. “The infamous Clayton Danvers? Say it isn’t so.”
I kept watching Clay.
“Jesus fucking Christ,” LeBlanc muttered. “Where the hell did the Pack find you two? At a beach volleyball tournament? Great tan. Love those curls.” LeBlanc shook his head. “He’s not even as big as I am. He’s what, six foot nothing? Two hundred pounds in steel-toed boots? Christ. I’m expecting some ugly bruiser bigger than Cain and what do I find? The next Baywatch star. Looks like his IQ would be low enough. Can he chew gum and tie his shoes at the same time?”
Clay stopped playing with his chair and turned to face the mirror. He got up, crossed the room, and stood in front of me. I was leaning forward, one hand pressed against the glass. Clay touched his fingertips to mine and smiled. LeBlanc jumped back.
“Fuck,” he said. “I thought that was one-way glass.”
“It is.”
Clay turned his head toward LeBlanc and mouthed three words. Then the door to his room opened and one of the officers called him out. Clay grinned at me, then sauntered out with the officer. As he left, a surge of renewed confidence ran through me.
“What did he say?” LeBlanc asked.
“‘Wait for me.’”
“What?”
“It’s a challenge,” Marsten murmured from across the room. He didn’t look up from his magazine. “He’s inviting you to stick around and get to know him better.”
“Are you going to?” LeBlanc said.
Marsten’s lips curved in a smile. “He didn’t invite me.”
LeBlanc snorted. “For a bunch of killer monsters, the whole lot of you are nothing but hot air. All your rules and challenges and false bravado.” He waved a hand at me. “Like you. Standing there so nonchalantly, pretending you aren’t the least bit concerned about having the two of us in the room.”
“I’m not.”
“You should be. Do you know how fast I could kill you? You’re standing two feet away from me. If I had a gun or knife in my pocket, you’d be dead before you had time to scream.”
“Really? Huh.”
LeBlanc’s cheek twitched. “You don’t believe me, do you? How do you know I’m not packing a gun? There’s no metal detector at the door. I could pull one out now, kill you, and escape in thirty seconds.”
“Then do it. I know, you don’t like our little games, but humor me. If you have a gun or a knife, pull it out. If not, pretend to. Prove you could do it.”
“I don’t need to prove anything. Certainly not to a smart-mouthed—”
He whipped his hand up in mid-sentence. I grabbed it and snapped his wrist. The sound cracked through the room. The receptionist glanced over, but LeBlanc had his back to her. I smiled at her and she turned away.
“You—fucking—bitch,” LeBlanc gasped, cradling his arm. “You broke my wrist.”
“So I win.”
His face purpled. “You smug—”
“Nobody likes a sore loser,” I said. “Grit your teeth and bear it. There’s no crying in werewolf games. Didn’t Daniel teach you that?”
“I think you’ve outworn your welcome,” Marsten said, getting to his feet and tossing the magazine back on the stack.
When LeBlanc didn’t move, Marsten stepped toward him and reached for his arm. LeBlanc sidestepped before Marsten could touch him, glared once at me, then strode from the room.
“The joys of baby-sitting,” Marsten said. “I’ll be off then. Say hello to Clayton for me.” Marsten left.
I stood there, heart pounding. I’d pulled it off, hidden my fear with false bravado and LeBlanc hadn’t noticed the difference. Piece of cake. I could beat this mutt no problem. So why was my heart still jumping around like a rabbit in a trap?
 
Twenty minutes later, I was still in the waiting room, trying very hard to find something to read. A survey in Cosmo caught my eye. It was entitled: “Constructive Arguing: Are You Strengthening Your Relationship with Your Lover or Driving Him Away.” Intriguing, especially the part about driving him away, but I forced myself to put the magazine down. Cosmo never speaks to my life. Its surveys always ask questions like How would you react if your lover announced he was taking a job in Alaska? and jumping for joy is never one of the options. Move to Alaska? Hell, my lover was thirty-seven and hadn’t moved away from home yet. Where were the questions relevant to my life? What about How would you react if your lover’s hair and footprints were found beside a dead man? Show me that in Cosmo and you have a subscriber.
I was searching for something else to read when Clay walked into the room. Again the receptionist perked up. She smiled and murmured something I couldn’t catch. All she got in return was a level stare and a dismissive twist of the lip. As she deflated back into her typing, I almost felt sorry for her. Clay could be such a charmer.
“Death penalty?” I asked as he walked over to me.
“In your dreams. It was bullshit, darling. Pure bullshit and I missed lunch because of it.”
“You should sue.”
“I might do that.” He walked back to the door and held it open for me. “So you had visitors?”
“Marsten and LeBlanc.”
“What did Marsten want?”
“He offered me a necklace.”
“In return for?”
“Nothing. Just Karl being Karl. As personable as ever, totally disregarding the small matter of being on opposite sides of a bloody battle to the death. Speaking of death, LeBlanc boasted he could kill me in the waiting room. I broke his wrist. He wasn’t impressed.”
“Good. What did he tag along for?”
“To stare at me, I think. Didn’t seem too impressed with what he saw, either.”
Clay snorted and we headed into the parking lot.
 
We parked in the drive at Stonehaven. Jeremy met us at the front door.
“You missed lunch,” he said. “Did something go wrong?”
“Nah,” Clay said. “I got hauled down to the police station for questioning.”
“After we took care of Cain,” I said, before Jeremy experienced any major chest pains. “I’d have called from the station, but the phone was too public. The police pulled us over on the way back from dumping the body. Looks like Daniel tipped them off that Clay might know something about Mike Braxton’s death. Seems he hoped they’d catch us before we disposed of Cain’s body. No such luck, though.”
“How much did the police seem to know?”
“Not much,” Clay said. “The questions were pretty general. A fishing expedition.”
“Did they search the car?”
“Hard to say,” I said. “One of them took a really good look through the windows and checked out the undercarriage. He acted like he was only interested in the Explorer in general, how much can it store, how does it do off-road, stuff like that. On the other hand, it may have been his way of doing a subtle plain-view search.”
“Wonderful,” Jeremy said, shaking his head. “Come inside and eat quickly. We need to leave.”
“Have you figured out how to get a message to Daniel?” I asked.
Jeremy waved his hand. “That wasn’t a problem. I’ve already conveyed my message.”
“Did he reply?”
“Yes, but it doesn’t concern what we’re doing right now. Hurry up. We haven’t much time.”
“Where’re we going?” Clay asked, but Jeremy was already in the house.
 
Less than an hour later, the five of us were in the Explorer. It was the first time the Pack didn’t need to take multiple vehicles to travel together. There were only five of us left. Of course, I’d noticed that before, but I hadn’t actually realized it until we were driving down the highway in one car. Five left. Four men and one woman who wasn’t sure she even counted herself as part of the group. If I left, would there be a Pack? Could two fathers and two sons be considered a Pack? I shook off the thought. With or without me, the Pack would survive. It always had. Besides, there was no urgent need for me to declare my independence now or even in the near future. I planned to return to Toronto when this was over, but as Jeremy had said, there was no need to make a hasty decision on my Pack status.
 
We were going to the airport to meet Jimmy Koenig. Call it a surprise welcoming committee. Jeremy had found out that Koenig was arriving in New York City today on the 7:10 P.M. flight from Seattle. Don’t ask me how he knew. I guessed the information came as the result of several phone calls, a few lies, and a heap of good manners. That was Jeremy’s usual method. It was amazing what you could learn from airline clerks, motel reservation staff, credit card phone reps, and other customer service employees simply by telling a good story and being exceedingly polite doing it. Like I said, I assumed this was what Jeremy did. He didn’t mention the how when parlaying the information. He never did. If it was anyone else, I’d suspect him of showing off, like a magician pulling the rabbit from the hat without revealing the trick. With Jeremy, I knew he had no such motive. He’d consider it showing off to give an explanation, as if expecting us to be wowed by his cleverness.
The plan was to meet Koenig at the gate, help him with his luggage, and escort him back to Bear Valley in high style after getting reacquainted over a few drinks at 21. Really.
Okay. That wasn’t the plan.
The plan was to terminate the sorry mutt before he got his first look at the Empire State Building. The time for carefully exploring the problem was over. At last, we were taking action.
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Descent
THIS WAS GOING TO BE A CATASTROPHE.
As the plane gained altitude, my mood plummeted. Why had I let Jeremy do this to me? Did he know he was about to ruin my life? Did he care? How could I bring Clay to the apartment I shared with Philip? I was about to bring the man I’d been sleeping with into the home of the man I’d made a commitment to. I could never believe stories I heard about people sneaking their lover into their homes as a housekeeper, a nanny, a gardener. Anyone who did something like that was morally bankrupt bottom-feeding trash…which was a pretty good description of what I thought about myself right then.
I’d called Philip that morning and told him I was bringing a guest home. I’d explained that Clay was my cousin, Jeremy’s brother, and he was interested in moving to Toronto, so I’d agreed to put him up for a week or so while he looked for work. Philip was perfectly gracious about the whole thing, though when he’d said he’d like to meet my cousins, I suspected he meant inviting them to dinner, not sharing our tiny apartment.
And what about Clay? Jeremy had to know how much this would hurt him. Again, didn’t he care? How were Clay and I supposed to get along under these circumstances? We had to live together in a one-bedroom apartment with none of the Pack to act as a buffer. So far, we hadn’t spoken a word to each other since Clay came out to the garage that morning. Thirty minutes from Toronto and we were sitting side by side like strangers.
“Where do you live?” Clay said.
I jumped at the sound of his voice. I glanced over, but he was looking straight ahead, as if talking to the headrest in front of him.
“Where do you live?” he repeated.
“Uh—near the lake,” I said. “South of Front Street.”
“And work?”
“Bay-Bloor district.”
It sounded like idle conversation, but I knew it wasn’t. Behind Clay’s eyes, his brain ticked, working out the geography and distances.
“Security?” he asked.
“Pretty good. The apartment building has a secured entrance. Nothing fancy. Just keys and a buzz-in system. Dead bolt and chain on my door.”
Clay snorted. If a mutt could get past the front door, all the locks in the world wouldn’t keep him out of my apartment. I’d once mentioned a security system to Philip, but he thought the only reliable home protection was a good insurance policy. I couldn’t tell him I was worried about being attacked. That hardly fit the persona of a woman who took solitary walks at 2 A.M.
“At work there’s a first-floor security guard,” I said. “You need an ID card to get into my office. Plus it’s a busy place. If I stick to regular working hours, no one’s going to target me there. I don’t even have to go back to work, really…”
“Stick to regular routines, like Jeremy said.” Clay looked out the window. “So who am I supposed to be?”
“My second cousin. In town looking for work.”
“Is that necessary?”
“It sounded good. If you’re my cousin, then I’d be obligated to put you up—”
“I meant the looking for work part. I’m not going to be looking for work, Elena, and I don’t want some elaborate script to follow. Say I’m in town doing work at the university—my normal work. I’ll contact a few people there, stop by the department, maybe do a bit of research. Keep it real.”
“Sure, but it would seem easier just to say—”
“I’m not playing a role, Elena. Not any more than I have to.”
He faced the window and didn’t say anything else for the rest of the flight.
 
No matter how much I’d brooded during the flight, the full impact of what we were doing didn’t hit me until we were in the airport. We’d picked up our luggage and were heading to the taxi stand when I realized I was about to take Clay to the apartment I shared with Philip. My chest constricted, my heart pounded, and by the time we were at the entrance, I was in the middle of a full-blown panic attack.
Clay was a full pace ahead of me. I reached forward and grabbed his arm.
“You don’t have to do this,” I said.
He didn’t look at me. “It’s what Jeremy wants.”
“But that doesn’t mean you have to do it. He wants me safe, right? There’s got to be another way.”
Clay kept his back to me. “I said I’d stay with you. That’s what I’m going to do.”
“You can do that without going to my apartment.”
He stopped and turned just enough so I could see his quarter profile. “How am I supposed to do that? Sleep in the alley outside your building?”
“No, I mean we don’t have to go to my apartment. We’ll go someplace else. A hotel room or something.”
“And you’ll go with me?”
“Sure. Of course.”
“And you’ll stay with me?”
“Exactly. Whatever you want.”
I could hear the desperation in my voice and despised it, but I couldn’t stop myself. My hands were shaking so badly that people around us were starting to stare.
“Whatever you want,” I repeated. “Jeremy won’t know. He said he won’t contact us by phone, so he won’t know whether we’re staying at the apartment. I’ll be safe and you’ll be with me. That’s what’s important, right?”
For nearly a minute, Clay didn’t move. Then he slowly turned toward me. As he did, I caught a glint of something like hope in his eyes, but it vanished as soon as he saw my expression. His jaw tightened and he locked my gaze.
“Fine,” he said. “Anything I want?” He wheeled toward a bank of pay phones and grabbed the nearest receiver. “Call him.”
“He said we can’t call him. No phone contact.”
“Not Jeremy. This man. Call him and tell him it’s over. The apartment’s his. You’ll pick up your stuff later.”
“That’s not—”
“Not what you meant, right? I didn’t think so. What’s the plan then? You run back and forth between us until you’ve made up your mind?”
“I’ve made up my mind. Anything that happened at Stonehaven was a mistake, like it’s always been a mistake. I never misled you. You knew there was someone else. It was the same damned thing that happens every time I go back to that place. I get caught up in it. I lose myself.”
“In what? The house? A pile of bricks and mortar?”
“In that place,” I said, gritting my teeth. “That world and everything about it, including you. I don’t want it, but when I’m there, I can’t resist. It takes over.”
He gave a harsh laugh. “Bullshit. There is nothing in this world or that world or any world that you couldn’t fight, Elena. Do you know what magical spell ‘that place’ has you under? It makes you happy. But you won’t admit that because, to you, the only acceptable happiness comes in the ‘normal’ world, with ‘normal’ friends and a ‘normal’ man. You’re bound and determined to make yourself happy with that kind of life, even if it kills you.”
People were openly staring now. Alarm bells should have been going off in my head, telling me I was acting improperly for the human world. But they weren’t. I didn’t give a damn. I turned on my heel and glared at two elderly women tut-tutting behind me. They fell back, eyes widening. I strode toward the exit.
“When’s the last time you called him?” Clay called after me.
I stopped.
Clay walked up behind me and lowered his voice so no one else could hear. “Not counting this morning when you called to tell him we were coming. When did you last call?”
I said nothing.
“Sunday,” he said. “Three days ago.”
“I’ve been busy,” I said.
“Bullshit. You forgot him. You think he makes you happy? You think this life makes you happy? Well, then here’s your chance. Take me there. Show me how happy it makes you. Prove it.”
“Screw you,” I snarled and strode to the door.
Clay came after me, but he was too late. I was out of the airport and in a cab before he caught up. I slammed the cab door, narrowly missing Clay’s fingers, then gave the driver my address. As we pulled away, I allowed myself the small satisfaction of looking in the side mirror and seeing Clay standing on the sidewalk.
Too bad I hadn’t been more specific when I told him where I lived. “Near” the lake covered a lot of real estate…with a lot of apartment buildings.
 
When I got to my building, I buzzed up to my apartment. Philip answered, sounding surprised when I announced myself. I hadn’t lost my key. Don’t ask why I buzzed to be let in. I only hoped Philip wouldn’t ask either.
When I got upstairs, Philip was in the hall outside the elevator. He reached out and embraced me. I instinctively stiffened, then hugged him back.
“You should have called from the airport,” he said. “I was waiting to pick you up.” He looked over my shoulder. “Where’s our guest?”
“Delayed. Maybe indefinitely.”
“He’s not coming.”
I shrugged and feigned a yawn. “Rough flight. Lots of turbulence. You have no idea how glad I am to be home.”
“Not as glad as I am to have you home, hon.” Philip escorted me into the apartment. “Go sit down. I picked up roast chicken at the deli for dinner. I’ll reheat it.”
“Thanks.”
I didn’t even have my shoes off when someone pounded at the door. I thought of ignoring it, but it wouldn’t do any good. Philip may not have had my sense of hearing, but he wasn’t deaf.
I yanked open the door. Clay stood there holding our luggage.
“How did you—” I started.
He held up my overnight bag. Dangling from the handle was the tag with my name and address neatly printed on it.
“Pizza delivery kid held open the front door for me,” he said. “Great security.”
He walked in and threw our luggage by the coat rack. Behind me, the kitchen door opened. I tensed and listened to Philip’s footsteps as he approached. The introduction jammed in my throat. What if Clay didn’t go along with it? Was it too late to change my story? Was it too late to shove him out the door?
“You must be Elena’s cousin,” Philip said, walking up and extending a hand.
“Clay,” I managed to get out. “Clayton.”
Philip smiled. “Nice to meet you. Which do you prefer? Clayton or Clay?”
Clay said nothing. He didn’t even glance at Philip, hadn’t looked at him since he’d entered the room. Instead, he kept his eyes on mine. I could see the anger simmering there with the outrage and the humiliation. I braced for the outburst. It didn’t come. Instead, he settled for unconscionable rudeness, ignoring Philip, his greeting, his question, and his outstretched hand, and striding into the living room.
Philip’s smile faltered only a second, then he turned to Clay, who stood at the window with his back to us. “The sofa bed’s right there,” he said, waving at the couch, where he’d left a pile of bedding. “I hope it’s not too uncomfortable. It’s never been used, has it, hon?”
Clay’s jaw tightened, but he kept looking out the window.
“No,” I said. I struggled to think of something to add, some elaboration or change of subject, but nothing came.
“We’re supposed to have a lake view,” Philip said with a forced chuckle. “I think if you stand three paces to the left of the window between one and two in the afternoon, turn right, and squint a certain way, you can see a sliver of Lake Ontario. At least, that’s the theory.”
Still Clay said nothing. Neither did I. Silence deadened the room, as if Philip were talking into a vacuum, his words leaving no echo or impression.
Philip continued, “The other side of the building has a better view of Toronto. It’s a great city, really. World-class amenities with a decent cost of living, low crime rate, clean streets. Maybe I can get off work a few hours early tomorrow and take you for a driving tour before Elena gets home.”
“Not necessary,” Clay said. The words came out so tightly clipped that his accent was lost, making him sound like a stranger.
“Clay used to live in Toronto,” I said. “For a while. A—uh—few years ago.”
“How’d you like it?” Philip asked. When Clay didn’t answer, he forced another chuckle. “You came back, so I guess it wasn’t a totally bad experience.”
Clay turned and looked at me. “It has good memories.”
He held my gaze for a moment, then broke eye contact and stalked into the bathroom. Within seconds, I heard the shower running.
“Just help yourself to the shower,” I muttered, rolling my eyes. “Mr. Congeniality, eh?”
Philip smiled. “So it’s not jet lag?”
“I wish. I should have warned you. Undiagnosed antisocial personality disorder. Don’t take that crap from him while he’s here. Either ignore him or tell him where to shove it.”
Philip’s eyebrows went up. At first I thought it was because of my description of Clay, but as Philip stared at me, I replayed what I’d said and heard the sarcasm and bite. Not the Elena Philip was used to. Damn Clay.
“Just kidding,” I said. “It was a long flight with him. By the time we got to the airport, I lost my temper and we had a bit of a falling out.”
“Lost your temper?” Philip said, walking over to kiss my forehead. “I didn’t think you had one.”
“Clayton brings out the worst in me. With any luck, he won’t be here long. He’s family, though, so I have to put up with it until then.” I turned toward the kitchen and made a show of sniffing the air. “Smells like that chicken’s done.”
“Should we wait for your cousin?”
“He wouldn’t wait for us,” I said and headed to the kitchen.
 
The only good thing I can say about that evening was that it was short. Clay came out of the shower (dressed, thankfully), walked into the living room, and pulled one of my books from the shelf. We were still eating. I went into the living room and told him so. He grunted that he’d eat later and I left it at that. By the time we’d eaten and cleaned up, it was late enough for me to claim exhaustion and head off to bed. Philip followed and I quickly realized I’d forgotten one small thing about the living arrangement. Sex.
I was putting on my nightgown when Philip walked in. Now, I wasn’t big on nighttime fashion, having slept in my underwear since I left my last foster family, but when Philip moved in and I noticed he wore pajama bottoms to bed, I figured maybe I was expected to wear something, too. I tried lingerie, all those sexy, skimpy things the women’s magazines rave over. But the damned lace itched in places I’d never itched before and the elastic pinched and the shoulder straps twisted, and I decided maybe such nightwear was only meant to be worn before sex and discarded for something more comfortable afterward. Since Philip didn’t get excited by black lace and red satin, anyway, I’d pitched the stuff and settled for oversized T-shirts. Then, for Christmas, Philip had bought me a white knee-length nightgown. It was very feminine and old-fashioned and a tad too virginal for my taste, but Philip liked it, so I wore it.
Philip waited until I started brushing my hair, then walked up behind me, leaned over, and kissed the side of my neck.
“I missed you,” he murmured against my skin. “I didn’t want to complain, but it was a longer separation than I expected. A few days more and you’d have had a guest in New York.”
I covered a choking fit with an awkward wheezing laugh. Philip in Bear Valley. That was a scenario even more hellish than the one I was enduring now.
Philip’s lips moved to the back of my neck. He pressed against me. One hand slipped under my nightgown and pushed it up to my hip. I stiffened. Without thinking I glanced at the bedroom door. Philip’s gaze followed mine through the mirror.
“Ah,” he said with a chuckle. “I forgot about our guest. We could keep it quiet, but if you’d rather wait for a more private moment…”
I nodded. Philip kissed my neck again, gave a mock sigh, and headed for the bed. I knew I should curl up in bed with him, cuddle, talk. But I couldn’t.
I just couldn’t.
This was going to be a catastrophe.


Settling
THE NEXT MORNING I AWOKE TO THE SMELL OF FRENCH TOAST AND bacon. I checked the clock. Nearly nine. Philip was normally gone by seven. He must have stayed late to make breakfast. A very pleasant surprise.
I padded out of the bedroom and into the kitchen. Clay stood at the stove, ramming a spatula under a mountain of bacon. He turned as I walked in. His eyes traveled over my nightgown.
“What the hell is that?” he asked.
“A nightgown.”
“You sleep in it?”
“If I didn’t, it would be a day-gown, wouldn’t it?” I snapped.
Clay’s lips quivered as if choking back a laugh. “It’s very…sweet, darling. It looks like something Jeremy would buy you. Oh, by the way. He sent flowers.”
“Jeremy?”
Clay shook his head. “They’re by the front door.”
I walked into the hall to find a dozen red roses in a silver-plated vase. The card read: “Thought I’d let you sleep in. Welcome home. Missed you. Philip.”
See? Nothing had changed. Philip was as thoughtful as ever. Smiling, I picked up the vase and looked for a place to put it. The living room table? No, the flowers were too tall. Leave it on the hall table? Too crowded. The kitchen? I opened the door. No room.
“Bedroom,” I murmured and backed out.
“Water,” Clay called after me.
“What?”
“They need water.”
“I knew that.”
“And sunlight,” he added.
I didn’t answer. I’d have remembered water and sun…eventually. I must admit, I’d never quite understood the custom of sending flowers. Sure, they looked nice, but they didn’t do anything. That’s not to say I didn’t appreciate them. I did. Jeremy always cut fresh flowers from the garden and put them in my room and I enjoyed them. Of course, if he didn’t place them in the sunlight and keep them watered, I wouldn’t have enjoyed them for long. I was far better at killing things than keeping them alive. Good thing I never planned to have children.
After watering and placing the roses, I went back into the kitchen. Clay put two pieces of French toast on my plate and lifted a third.
“That’s good,” I said, pulling my plate back.
He arched both eyebrows.
“I mean, that’s good for now,” I said. “Of course, I’ll have more after I finish these.”
“Is that all you eat when he’s here? I’m surprised you make it to work without fainting. You can’t eat like that, Elena. Your metabolism needs—”
I pushed my chair back. Clay stopped talking and dished out my bacon, then fixed his own plate and sat down.
“What time do you start work?” he asked.
“I called last night and said I’d be there by ten-thirty.”
“We’d better move then. How long a walk is it? Thirty minutes?”
“I take the subway.”
“Subway? You hate the subway. All those people stuffed in that tiny car, getting jostled around by strangers, and the smell—”
“I’ve gotten used to it.”
“Why bother? It’s an easy walk, over to Bloor and straight up.”
“People don’t walk to work,” I said. “They bicycle, they Rollerblade, they jog. I don’t own a bike or blades and I can’t jog in a skirt.”
“You wear skirts to work? You hate skirts.”
I shoved my plate aside and left the table.
 
I tried to convince Clay that he could walk to my office and let me take the subway alone. He wouldn’t have it. For the sake of my safety and in accordance with the express will of his leader, he would suffer through the torture of the underground train. I must admit I took a bit too much pleasure in watching him squirm throughout the excruciating seven-minute ride. Not that he literally squirmed. Anyone watching him would have seen a man standing in the crowded car, impatiently tracking our progress on the overhead map. But deep in his gaze, I could see the look of a caged animal, claustrophobia tinged with equal parts revulsion and impending panic. Every time someone brushed against him, he clenched the pole a bit tighter. He breathed through his mouth and kept his eyes on the map, looking away only to check the name of each station as the train slowed to a stop. Once he glanced at me. I smiled and made a show of relaxing in my seat. With a glare, he turned away and ignored me for the rest of the trip.
 
I had lunch with coworkers. As we were returning, I saw a familiar figure sitting on a bench outside my office building. I made some excuse for not going inside and circled back to Clay.
“What’s wrong?” I asked as I came up behind him.
He turned and smiled. “Hey, darling. Good lunch?”
“What are you doing here?”
“Guarding you, remember?”
I paused. “Please don’t tell me you’ve been sitting here all morning.”
“’Course. I didn’t figure I’d be welcome in your office.”
“You can’t just sit here.”
“Why not? Oh, let me guess. Normal people don’t sit on street benches. Don’t worry, darling. If I see any cops, I’ll switch to the bench across the road.”
I glanced toward the building, making sure no one I knew was coming out. “I don’t work in my office all day, you know. I’m covering a rally at Queen’s Park this afternoon.”
“So I’ll come along. At a safe distance, making sure you don’t have to endure the horror of publicly associating with me.”
“You mean you’ll stalk me.”
Clay grinned. “A skill that can always use improvement.”
“You can’t just sit here.”
“Back around we go…”
“At least do something. Read a book, a newspaper, a magazine.”
“Sure, and let some mutt sneak past while I’m doing the daily crossword.”
I threw up my hands and stalked into the building. Five minutes later, I returned to his bench.
“Miss me already?” he asked.
I dropped a magazine over his shoulder and onto his lap. He picked it up, glanced at the cover, and frowned.
“Rod World?”
“It’s about cars. A good guy kinda magazine. At least pretend to read it.”
He flipped through the pages, stopping on a photo of a bikini-clad redhead sprawled over the hood of a Corvette Stingray. He scanned the text, then examined the picture.
“What’s the woman doing there?” he asked.
“Covering a scratch on the hood. She was cheaper than a new paint job.”
He flipped through a few more pages of barely dressed women and classic cars. “Nick used to have magazines like this when we were kids. But without the cars.” He rotated a photo sideways. “Or the bathing suits.”
“Just pretend you’re reading it, okay?” I said, turning back toward the doors. “You never know. Maybe I’ll get lucky and you’ll find something you like.”
“I thought you liked my car.”
I started walking away. “I wasn’t talking about the cars.”
 
After dinner, Clay and I hung out at the apartment and played cards. By the time Philip got home, I was ahead thirty dollars and fifty cents. I’d just won my fourth game in a row and was most immaturely crowing over it when Philip walked in. As soon as Philip asked to join us, Clay decided it was shower time again. At this rate, he was going to be the cleanest guy in Toronto. Philip and I played a few rounds together, but it wasn’t the same. Philip didn’t play for money. Worse yet, he expected me to abide by the rules.
 
That night, Jeremy contacted me to see if we were okay. Although he’d forbidden phone calls, that didn’t mean we were out of touch. As I’ve said before, Jeremy had his own way of contacting us through a sort of nighttime psychic connection. All werewolves have some degree of psychic power. Most of them ignore it, finding it far too mystical for creatures accustomed to communicating with fists and fangs.
Clay and I shared a type of mental bond, maybe because he bit me. Not that we could read each other’s minds or anything so earth-shattering. It was more like the heightened awareness of each other that twins often claim to experience, little things like feeling a twinge when he was injured or knowing when he was nearby even if I couldn’t see, hear, or smell him. The whole thing made me uncomfortable, though, so it wasn’t a skill I cultivated or even admitted to.
Jeremy’s ability was different. He could communicate with us while we were sleeping. It wasn’t like hearing voices in my head or anything so dramatic. I’d be sleeping and I’d have a dream about talking to him, but I’d subconsciously sense it was more than a dream, and I could listen and respond rationally. Quite cool, actually, though I’d never say so to Jeremy.
 
I awoke to the smell of pancakes. This time, I knew exactly who was making breakfast and I didn’t mind. Food was food. For me, nothing beat a ready-made breakfast. I couldn’t cook in the morning. By the time I got up, I was too hungry to mess with stoves and frying pans—sometimes even the toaster took too long. Even better than having someone cook breakfast for me was being able to crawl out of bed and go straight to the table, skipping shower, clothes, hair and teeth brushing, all those things necessary to make me a suitable eating companion. With Clay, it didn’t matter. He’d seen worse. I buried myself under the covers. When breakfast was ready, Clay would bring me a coffee. All I had to do was wait.
“This is really great. We don’t get pancakes very often. Elena’s not much of a breakfast person. Cold cereal and toast usually. I’m not sure she’ll eat this, but I know I will.”
I bolted upright. That was not Clay’s voice.
“What do they call these in the South?” Philip continued. “Flapjacks? Johnnycakes? I can never keep it straight. That is where you’re from, right? Originally, I mean. With that accent, I’m guessing Georgia, maybe Tennessee.”
Clay grunted. I leapt out of bed and ran for the door. Then I caught a glimpse of my nightgown in the mirror. A housecoat. I needed a housecoat.
“Your brother Jeremy doesn’t have an accent,” Philip said. “At least, I didn’t notice it when I spoke to him on the phone.”
Shit! I rummaged through the closet. Where was that housecoat? Did I own a housecoat?
“My stepbrother,” Clay said.
“Oh? Oh, I see. That makes sense.”
I grabbed clothing and yanked it on, wheeling out of the bedroom and through the kitchen door. I skidded to a halt between Clay and Philip.
“Hungry?” Clay asked, still facing the stove.
Philip leaned over, kissed my cheek, and tried to smooth my tangled hair. “Make sure you call Mom this morning, hon. She didn’t want to go ahead with Betsy’s shower plans without you.” He looked over at Clay. “My family is crazy about Elena. If I don’t marry her soon, they’re liable to adopt her.”
His gaze lingered on Clay. Clay flipped three pancakes onto a growing stack, turned, and carried them to the table, face expressionless. A frown flickered across Philip’s lips. Probably tired of making small talk and not getting any response.
“The butter’s in the—” Philip started, but Clay already had the fridge open. “Oh, and the syrup is over the stove in the cup—”
Clay pulled from the refrigerator a fancy glass bottle of maple syrup, the kind sold in tourist shops for the price of liquid gold.
“That’s new,” I said, smiling over at Philip. “When did you pick it up?”
“I—uh—didn’t.”
I glanced at Clay.
“Grabbed it yesterday,” he said.
“Oh, I’m not sure Elena likes—” Philip stopped, eyes going from me to Clay and back again. “Yes, well, that was very nice.”
The phone rang, rescuing me from a fruitless struggle for something to say.
“I’ll get it,” Philip said, and vanished into the living room.
“Thank you,” I hissed at Clay, keeping my voice low. “You just had to do that, didn’t you? First breakfast, then the syrup. Make a big deal out of knowing what I like and embarrass him.”
“Make a big deal? I didn’t say a word. You brought up the syrup.”
“You wouldn’t have?”
“’Course not. Why would I? I’m not competing here, Elena. I noticed when I made French toast yesterday that you didn’t have real syrup. I know how you complain about the fake stuff, so I figured you were out and bought you some.”
“And breakfast? Tell me you weren’t saying something by making me breakfast.”
“Sure, I was saying something. I was saying that I’m concerned you’re not eating right and wanted to make sure you got at least one decent meal. As your guest, I’m sure he only thinks I was trying to be helpful. I made enough for him.”
“You made enough for the whole build—” I stopped, looking around and realizing there was only enough food out to feed three normal people.
“The rest is in the oven,” Clay said. “I hid it when I heard him wake up. I’ll pack it for you to take to work. If anyone comments, you can say you missed breakfast.”
I struggled for something to say and, again, was saved by an interruption, this time by Philip coming back into the kitchen.
“Work,” he said, pulling a face. “What else? Plan to come in late one morning and they call looking for me. Don’t worry, hon. I said I’m having breakfast with you and I’ll be in afterward.” He pulled out a chair, sat down, and turned to Clay. “So, how’s that job search going?”
 
I’d agreed to meet Clay for lunch. He bought a picnic box from a nearby deli and we went to the university grounds to eat. Going to the university wasn’t my choice. I didn’t even realize that was where we were headed until we got there. Although I worked only a few blocks away from the U of T, I hadn’t visited the campus in all the months I’d been at the magazine. Nor had I gone there in all the times I’d visited Toronto in the past ten years. The university was where I’d met Clay, where I’d fallen in love. It was also the place where I’d been deceived, lied to, and ultimately betrayed. When I realized where Clay was headed for lunch that day, I balked. I thought up a dozen excuses and a dozen alternate places to eat. But none of them reached my mouth. Remembering what he’d said about Stonehaven, I was too embarrassed to admit I didn’t want to go to the university. It was only a place, a “pile of bricks and mortar.” Maybe there was more to it than embarrassment, though. Maybe I didn’t want to admit how much emotional resonance that particular brick and mortar pile held for me. Maybe I didn’t want him to know how much I remembered and how much I cared. So I said nothing.
We sat on benches beside University College. Exams were finishing up and only a handful of students sauntered around King’s College Circle, the rush of classes a fading memory. A group of young men played touch football inside the circle, spring jackets and knapsacks abandoned in a heap near the goalpost. As we ate, Clay talked about his paper on jaguar cults in South America and my mind floated backward, remembering past conversations under these trees, between these buildings. I could picture Clay all those years before, sitting at a picnic table across the road in Queen’s Park, eating lunch and talking, his focus so completely on the two of us that Frisbees could whiz over his head and he’d never notice. He always sat in the same pose, legs stretched out until his feet hooked behind mine beneath the table, hands moving constantly, flexing and emphasizing, as if some part of him always had to be moving. His voice sounded the same, now so familiar that I could follow the beat in my head, predicting each change of tone, each note of accentuation.
Even back then, he’d wanted to know my thoughts and opinions on everything. No flitting of my young mind was too trivial or boring for him. In time, I’d told him about my past, my aspirations, my fears, my hopes, and my insecurities, all the things I’d never imagined sharing with anyone. I’d always been afraid of opening up to anyone. I’d wanted to be a strong, independent woman, not some damaged waif with a background straight out of the worst Dickensian melodrama. I hid my background or, if someone found out, pretended it hadn’t made a difference, hadn’t affected me. With Clay, all that had changed. I’d wanted him to know everything about me, so I could be sure he knew what I was and that he loved me anyway. He’d listened and he’d stayed. More than that, he’d reciprocated. He’d told me about his childhood, losing his parents in some trauma he couldn’t remember, being adopted, not fitting in at school, being ridiculed and shunned, getting into trouble and being expelled so often he seemed to go through schools the way I’d gone through foster parents. He’d told me so much that I’d been sure I knew him completely. Then I’d found out how wrong I’d been. Sometimes that deception hurt worse than being bitten.


Turbulence
WHEN PHILIP RETURNED FROM WORK IT WAS PAST MIDNIGHT. CLAY and I were watching a late movie. I was stretched out on the couch. Clay was on the recliner, hogging the popcorn. Philip walked in, stood behind the sofa, and watched the screen for a few minutes.
“Horror?” he said. “You know, I haven’t seen a horror flick since I was in university.” He walked around the couch and sat beside me. “What’s this one?”
“Evil Dead II,” I said, reaching for the remote. “I’m sure there’s something else on.”
“No, no. Leave it.” He looked at Clay. “You like horror films?”
Clay was silent a moment, then grunted something noncommittal.
“Clay’s not keen on horror,” I said. “Too much violence. He’s very squeamish. I have to switch channels if things get gory.”
Clay snorted.
“This one’s pure camp,” I said to Philip. “It’s a sequel. Horror sequels suck.”
“Scream 2,” Clay said.
“That’s an exception only because the writers knew that sequels suck and played it up.”
“Uh-uh,” Clay said. “The idea—” He stopped, glanced at Philip who was following our conversation like a Ping-Pong tournament, and stuffed a handful of popcorn into his mouth.
“Pass it over,” I said.
“I bought it.”
“And cooked it in my microwave. Pass it.”
“There’s two more bags in the kitchen.”
“I want that one. Pass it over.”
He tossed the bowl onto the table and booted it toward me with his foot.
“It’s empty!” I said.
Philip laughed. “I can tell you two knew each other as kids.”
Silence ticked by. Then Clay heaved himself to his feet.
“I’ll be in the shower,” he said.
 
The next day was Saturday. Philip went golfing, leaving before I woke up. Golf was one sport I avoided. It demanded too little of me physically and too much behaviorally. Last fall, I’d agreed to try it, so Philip gave me two lists of course rules. One was on how to play the sport. The other was on how to dress and behave while playing the sport. Now, I was well aware that certain sports required certain modes of dress for protection, but I failed to see how wearing a sleeveless blouse on the course qualified as a safety hazard. God forbid the sight of my bare shoulders should send male golfers into a tizzy, knocking balls everywhere. I had enough to worry about in life without measuring the length of my shorts to see if they complied to course standards. Besides, after a couple rounds with Philip, I discovered golf really wasn’t my thing. Whacking the hell out of a ball was great for working off aggression, but apparently it wasn’t the point of the game. So Philip golfed. I didn’t.
After golf, the three of us went out for lunch, undoubtedly marking the first time in ten years that I haven’t enjoyed a meal. For twenty excruciating minutes, Philip tried to engage Clay in conversation. He’d have had better luck addressing his salad. To save him, I started a running monologue, which I then had to sustain until the bill arrived, thirty-eight minutes and twenty seconds later. At that point, Clay miraculously regained his voice, suggesting that we walk back to the apartment, knowing full well that we’d brought Philip’s car, which meant Philip would have to drive back alone. Before I could argue, Philip suddenly remembered he had some work to do at the office, so if we didn’t mind walking back, he’d drive straight there. This agreed, both men bolted for the exit like escaping convicts, leaving me to scrounge up the tip.
 
Sunday morning, while Philip golfed, Clay and I did the boring weekly chores like cleaning, laundry, and grocery shopping. When we returned from getting groceries, there was a message from Philip on the machine. I called him back.
“How was your game?” I asked when he answered.
“Not good. I was calling about dinner.”
“You’re not going to make it?”
“Actually, I wanted to ask you out for dinner. Something nice.” He paused. “Just the two of us.”
“Great.”
“That’s not a problem?”
“Not at all. Clay can fend for himself. He hates fancy meals. Besides, he didn’t bring any dress-up clothes.”
“What does he wear for interviews?”
Whoops. “It’s academic,” I said. “Very laid-back.”
“Good.” Another pause. “After dinner I thought we could take in a show. Maybe find half-price same-day tickets to something.”
“Might not be easy on a holiday weekend, but we can manage something.”
“I thought we’d”—throat clear—“go alone. The two of us.”
“That’s what I figured. Do you want me to make reservations? Get the tickets?”
“No, I’ll handle it. I should be there by six. You might want to tell Clayton we’ll be late getting in tonight. Dinner, a show, drinks or coffee afterward.”
“Sounds great.”
Philip was silent a moment, as if expecting me to say more. When I didn’t he said good-bye and we signed off.
 
Dinner was another nightmare meal. Not that anything went wrong. I almost wished it had. If our reservations had been given away or if our food had arrived cold, at least we’d have had something to talk about. Instead, we sat for over an hour acting like two people on a first date after it became clear there wouldn’t be a second. We didn’t seem to know what to say to each other. Oh, we talked. Philip told me about the lake-side condo campaign he was working on. I told an amusing little story about a gaffe the premier had made at the latest scrum. We discussed Toronto’s ideas for rejuvenating the harbor front. We complained about the latest talk of TTC fare increases. We discussed the Jays’ early chances for the pennant race. In short, we talked about everything two near-strangers would discuss over dinner. Worse yet, we discussed these topics with the desperation of near-strangers terrified of dead silence. By dessert, we’d run out of subjects. Behind us, three men barely past acne were trumpeting their success with dot-com stocks loud enough that people on the street would know about their good fortune. I was about to make some eye-rolling comment to Philip, then stopped myself. I wasn’t sure how he’d react. Would my remark sound overly negative? Snide? It was the sort of observation Clay would appreciate. But Philip? I wasn’t sure, so I kept quiet.
As the server refilled our coffees, Philip cleared his throat.
“So,” he said. “How much longer do you expect your cousin will be with us?”
“A few days probably. Is that a problem? I know he can be a jerk—”
“No, no. That’s not it.” He managed a wan smile. “I must say, he’s not the most pleasant company, but I’ll survive. It’s just been…strange.”
“Strange?”
Philip shrugged. “I guess it’s because you two have known each other so long. There’s a real…I don’t know. I sense…” He shook his head. “It’s just me, hon. I’m feeling a bit left out. Not the most mature response in the world. I don’t know…” He tapped his fingers against his coffee cup, then met my eyes. “Was there something…?” He trailed off.
“What?”
“Never mind.” A sip of coffee. “Is he having any luck finding work?”
“He’s setting some things in motion at U of T. Once that’s a go, he’ll move out.”
“So he’s staying in Toronto?”
“For a while.”
Philip opened his mouth, hesitated, then took another swig of coffee.
“So,” he said. “Did you hear Mayor Mel’s latest pronouncement?”
 
We hadn’t been able to get last-minute tickets for any decent shows, so we ended up seeing a movie instead, then going to a jazz bar for drinks. By the time we returned to the apartment, it was almost two. Clay wasn’t there. While Philip went into the bedroom to get his cell phone and retrieve messages, Clay wheeled in the door, cheeks flushed.
“Hey,” he said, gaze darting past me to look for Philip.
“He’s in the bedroom,” I said. “Did you go for a run?”
“Without you?”
Clay walked into the kitchen. Seconds later he returned with a bottle of water, uncapped it, gulped half, and held the rest out to me. I shook my head.
“Please tell me you were exercising downstairs in the gym,” I said.
Clay took another drink of water.
“Damn you,” I muttered, dropping onto the sofa. “You promised you wouldn’t follow me tonight.”
“No, you told me not to follow you. I didn’t answer. My job here is to protect you. That’s what I’m gonna do, darling.”
“I don’t need—”
Philip reappeared from the bedroom. “Bad news.” He looked from Clay to me. “Oh, am I interrupting something?”
Clay guzzled his water and headed for the kitchen.
“What’s the bad news?” I asked.
“Emergency meeting tomorrow.” He sighed. “Yes, it’s Victoria Day. I know. I’m really sorry, hon. But I called Blake and bumped our golf game up to eight o’clock, so I’ll have time to play and take you out to lunch before the meeting. I’d really hoped to spend more time with you this weekend.”
I shrugged. “No big deal. Clay and I can keep ourselves amused.”
Philip hesitated, seemed ready to say something, then glanced toward the kitchen and shut his mouth.
 
At noon Monday, as I waited for Philip to pick me up, he called to say there’d been a mix-up at the golf course and his party had been over an hour late teeing off. They’d just finished their game. So, no lunch date.
After Philip called, Clay and I decided to hike to Chinatown for lunch. We spent the rest of the day slacking off, discovering unexplored neighborhoods, looping down residential streets, then jogging along the beach before returning to the apartment with supplies for a steak dinner. Around seven someone buzzed the apartment. I was in the washroom, so I yelled for Clay to get it. When I came out, he was holding another vase of flowers, this time a mix of irises in an earthenware jar.
“He’s sorry for missing lunch,” Clay said. “You want them in the bedroom with the others?”
I stopped, watching him hold the flowers and waiting.
“Say it,” I said.
“Say what?”
I snatched the flowers from his hand. “I know what you’re thinking. If he really regretted it, he’d have cut his golf game short.”
“I wasn’t going to say that.”
“You were thinking it.”
“No, you were. You said it.”
I marched toward the bedroom.
“Water,” he called after me.
With a growl, I veered into the bathroom. I sloshed water into the pot, dislodging a bunch of green marbles. Three plinked into the sink, more onto the floor. I scooped the ones from the sink, gave a cursory look for the others and decided to leave them for cleaning day.
“Unlike some people,” I said as I strode back into the hall, “Philip doesn’t feel the necessity for a couple to lead their lives joined at the hip. That’s fine with me. At least he sends flowers.”
Silence returned from the living room. I plunked the vase on my nightstand, beside the roses, and stalked back to Clay. He was perched on the sofa back, reading the rough notes I’d brought home from work Friday.
“Say it,” I said.
He glanced up from the notes. “Say what?”
“You’ve been waiting all week to tell me what you think of Philip. Go ahead. Get it out.”
“My honest opinion?”
I gritted my teeth. “Yes.”
“You sure?”
I ground my teeth. “Yes.”
“I think he’s a decent guy.”
My teeth were starting to hurt. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Exactly what I said, darling. I think he’s a decent guy. Not perfect, but who is? He obviously cares for you. He tries to be considerate. He’s very patient. If I were him, I’d have kicked my ass out of here days ago. He’s been nothing but polite. A nice guy.”
“But what?”
“But it’s not going to work.” He held up a hand against my protest. “Come on, Elena. You do know why you’ve picked this guy, right? I don’t mean because you’re looking for a home and a family and all that. You think I don’t know that’s what you want? I do. And I’d tell you it’s right under your nose, but you wouldn’t listen. The question is: why have you picked this particular guy to fulfill those fantasies? You do know, don’t you, darling?”
“Because he’s a good man. He’s—”
“Good and patient and caring. Doesn’t that remind you of someone?”
“Not you.”
Clay slid off the couch back, laughing. “Definitely not me.” He laid my portfolio on the table and studied my face. “You really don’t get it, do you, darling? Well, when you do, you’ll know why it can’t work. You can care for this guy, but it’ll never be what we have. It can’t be. As decent as he is, you’ve picked him for all the wrong reasons.”
“You’re wrong.”
He shrugged. “Always a first time. How about those steaks? The barbeque should be ready. Pass them to me and you can get the veggies cooking.”
 
We went for a long walk after dinner. When we got back to the apartment, Philip had stopped by and left a note on the table saying the partners had invited him to a meeting in Montreal the next morning. He’d stopped by to pack an overnight bag and was already on a train to Quebec.
“So he’ll be gone all night?” Clay asked, leaning over my shoulder to read the note.
“Looks that way.”
“Damn shame. Guess we’ll have to find something else to do.” He walked over to the calendar. “Let’s see. Six days since you Changed. Eight for me. You know what that means.”
Time for a run.


Fireworks
WE DEBATED WHETHER TO DRIVE OR WALK TO THE RAVINE. ALTHOUGH it was a long hike, neither of us minded walking there—it was walking back after an exhausting run that wasn’t nearly so appealing. We’d almost agreed to drive when I made the mistake of mentioning that the car belonged to Philip, and Clay decided it was such a beautiful night it would be a crime not to walk. I didn’t argue. Taking Philip’s car was often more bother than it was worth. Finding an overnight parking spot near the ravine was tough and I was always worried I’d get ticketed or towed and would have to explain to Philip what I was doing in that part of town in the middle of the night.
It was midnight when we got to the ravine. We split up. I found a thicket and undressed. As I crouched to start my Change, I was struck by something I’d never felt before, at least not in Toronto. I was getting ready for my Change with all the mental preparation that I’d use brushing my teeth. While my brain was occupied with other thoughts, my body was moving into position as if what I was doing was the most natural thing in the world. Now after ten years the routine should’ve become pretty automatic and it did…when I was with the Pack or at Stonehaven. Not that it hurt any less, but mentally, the transition was smooth. One minute I was human, the next I was a wolf. No big deal—I’m a werewolf, right? Yet Changing here in Toronto was another matter. Ninety-five percent of the time I lived like any normal human. I got up, went to work, took the subway home, ate dinner, spent the evening with my boyfriend, and went to bed. A perfectly normal routine interrupted by the occasional need to change into a wolf, run through the woods, hunt down a rabbit, and bay at the moon. The juxtaposition was so jarring that I often got to the ravine, took off my clothes, and stood naked thinking I’m supposed to be doing what? I half expected to get down on my knees, concentrate on Changing, and have nothing happen…except maybe to wake up wearing a straitjacket with a nice doctor telling me for the millionth time that people cannot change into wolves.
When I started getting into position that night, it felt perfectly natural. That probably had a lot to do with Clay being there. He was like a bridge between the worlds. If he was there, I couldn’t forget what I was. Not that this was a big surprise. The shock was that I didn’t mind, even that I felt good about it. For so long, I’d been trying to suppress that side of my nature, certain that I had to become someone else to fit into the human world. Now I was seeing the possibility of another option. Maybe Clay was right. Maybe I was trying too hard, making things more difficult for myself than necessary. With Clay around, it was nearly impossible to maintain the “human” Elena persona for long. I’d been my usual self—snappish, willful, argumentative. And the earth hadn’t crashed and burned around me. Maybe I didn’t have to be the “good” Elena, nice and demure and quiet. Not that I should start flying into a rage when Philip left the toilet seat up or sucker punching strangers who stepped on my feet in the subway, but maybe I didn’t have to back down every time a confrontation threatened. If I let some aspects of my normal personality slip into my “human” persona, living in the human world might be easier, might even come to feel natural. Perhaps that was the key.
The bushes rustled, snapping me back to reality. I caught a glimpse of Clay’s fur passing by the thicket. He gave a low growl of impatience. I laughed and dropped back into position to start my Change, thinking how odd it was that the person who most loathed the human world might be the one who most helped me live in it. Clay growled again and poked his muzzle into the clearing.
“Hold on,” I said.
I shook my head, clearing it, then prepared for the Change.
 
After our run, we Changed back and lay in a grassy clearing, resting and talking. It was the darkest and quietest part of the night, long after evening had passed and still long before dawn arrived. Despite the chill in the air, neither of us had dressed. The run had pumped our blood so hot we could probably lie in a snowdrift until sunrise and not notice. I lay on my back, luxuriating in the sensation of the cool wind against my skin. Overhead, the trees blocked out the stars and moon. Only enough light filtered in to keep total darkness at bay.
“Got something for you,” Clay said after we’d rested awhile. He reached behind him into the darkness, pulled two long wire rods from his discarded jacket and flourished them over his head.
I sat up. “You brought sparklers?”
“This is a fireworks weekend up here, isn’t it? Did you think I’d forget your sparklers?”
I loved sparklers. Okay, I was probably the only thirty-year-old in the world who got giddy over sulphur-coated sticks, but I didn’t care. At least, I didn’t care when Clay was around. He didn’t know that grown people didn’t normally play with sparklers and I didn’t care to enlighten him. One of my few memories of my parents was of a Canada Day party. I only knew that it was Canada Day because, in my memory, I could see a cake in the shape of the flag. I also saw fireworks, lots of fireworks. I heard music and laughter. I smelled sulfur and old camp blankets. I remembered my father handing me a sparkler, my first. I remembered my mother and me dancing barefoot on wet grass, waving the sparklers like magic wands, giggling and spinning around, watching the trail of fairy light we left behind.
Clay pulled a book of matches from his jacket and lit the first sparkler. I scrambled to my feet and took it. Sparks of orange shot out in a star, sizzling and sputtering. Lifting it, I drew an experimental line through the air. Too slow. I did it quicker and the image stayed for a few seconds, a line of fire in the darkness. I spun it in a circle, watching the sparks flash and spin. I wrote my name in the sky, the first E vanishing before I finished the A. I tried it again, faster. This time my name hung there for an eye-blink.
“Almost done,” Clay called after me. “Throw it and make a wish.”
“That’s birthday candles,” I said. “Only you blow them out, you don’t throw them.”
“You threw them once. Cake and all.”
“I threw them at you. And the only wish I made can’t be repeated.”
Clay laughed. “Well, you always throw the sparklers, so you might as well make a wish. A new werewolf superstition.”
As I drew my arm back, the sparkler winked out. Clay lit the other one and handed it to me. I lifted it over my head and spun a figure eight, then brought my arm down and twirled around so fast I nearly tripped over Clay. He laughed and put a hand on the back of my calf to steady me. When I recovered, he didn’t take his hand away. I looked down at him, lying on his back beneath me.
“I love you,” he said.
I blinked and froze.
“Bad timing?” he said with a small smile. He took his hand off my leg. “Better?”
“I—” I started, then stopped. I didn’t know what I’d been going to say, didn’t know what I wanted to say.
“I’m not trying to seduce you, Elena. The run, the sparklers, they’re not leading up to anything. The last few days, I’ve been trying to keep things easy for you. No tricks. No pressure. I want you to see things clearly. When you do, you’ll be able to make your choice. The right choice.”
“Which would be you.”
He waved a hand at my sparkler. “Better hurry up. It’s almost gone. That’s the last one until next fireworks day.”
I looked down to see that the glow had almost reached the end of the sparkler. I looked up into the trees above, then pulled back my arm, and threw it high. The glowing ember shot into the sky, arced, then came tumbling down, end over end like a falling star. I glanced down at Clay. He was watching the sparkler and grinning with as much childlike joy as I’d felt, dancing around the grove with my fairy wand. I looked back up at the light, closed my eyes, and made my wish.
I wished I knew what I wanted.


Possibilities
WE SLEPT IN THE FOREST UNTIL DAWN, THEN DRESSED AND headed out before morning hikers and joggers intruded on our domain. We found a tiny bistro near Yonge and had breakfast on the front patio. Business was brisk, but it was all takeout, commuters stopping to grab a double espresso and biscotti on the way to the office. No one had time to stop and sit. We had the patio to ourselves and the staff left us alone even when we’d been there more than an hour. I was leaning back in my chair, eyes closed, fingers against my warm coffee cup, listening to Clay’s running commentary on the morning traffic of cars and people rushing by.
“You look happy,” he said suddenly.
“I am,” I said, not opening my eyes. I tilted my head back and felt the heat of the sun on my face. “You know, I couldn’t imagine living somewhere without seasons.”
“Yeah?”
“Real seasons, I mean. I’d miss the changes, the variety. Especially spring. I couldn’t live without spring. Days like today are worth every snowstorm and slush puddle. By March, it seems like winter will never end. All that snow and ice that seemed so wonderful in December is driving you crazy. But you know spring’s coming. Every year, you wait for that first warm day, then the next and the next, each better than the last. You can’t help but be happy. You forget winter and get the chance to start over. Fresh possibilities.”
“A fresh start.”
“Exactly.”
Clay hesitated, then leaned forward as if to say something, but then stopped, pulled back, and said nothing.
 
We got back to the apartment after nine. I was late for work, but I was in too good a mood to care. I could always work through lunch or stay late. No big deal.
As we headed up the elevator, Clay told me how some street punks had tried to steal his car on a trip to New York City last winter. By the time I got to the apartment, I was laughing so hard I nearly fell inside as we walked into the apartment.
“Seriously?” I said as I closed the door.
Clay didn’t answer. When I glanced at him, he wasn’t laughing. He wasn’t even looking at me. His gaze was trained somewhere over my shoulder. I turned to see Philip sitting on the recliner, arms crossed, looking like a parent who’d been waiting up all night for an errant child. I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. My brain raced, wondering how long he’d been home, what excuse would be appropriate. Had he come back that morning? If so, I could say we’d gone out for breakfast. As we stepped farther inside, Philip stood.
“I’d like to talk to Elena,” he said.
Clay headed for the bathroom. Philip stepped in his path. Clay halted, shoulders tightening. He started turning his gaze toward Philip, then stopped, looking somewhere past him. He tried stepping around, as if he didn’t see anyone there.
“I said, I want to talk to Elena,” Philip said. “I’d like you to leave.”
Clay turned and headed for the sofa. Again, Philip stepped in front of him and again Clay tensed. His hands clenched once at his sides, then relaxed. Philip was challenging him and it cost every ounce of self-control to ignore it. I was about to step in when Clay turned and looked at me.
“Please,” I said.
He nodded and headed for the door, murmuring, “I’ll be downstairs,” as he passed me. When the door closed, I turned to Philip.
“When did you get back?” I asked.
“I didn’t go.”
“So you—”
“I was here all night.”
I stalled as I struggled to think up an excuse. “The meeting was canceled?”
“There was no meeting.”
I looked up sharply.
“Yes, I lied, Elena,” he said. “I had to prove to myself that my suspicions were wrong.”
“You think Clay and I are—”
“No. I wondered, but you wouldn’t have needed to leave the apartment for that. Something’s going on, it’s just not the obvious.” Philip paused. “You know he’s in love with you, don’t you?”
As I opened my mouth, he held up his hand.
“Don’t,” he continued. “It doesn’t matter whether you know or not, or agree or not. He is. It’s there for anyone to see, every time he looks at you, the way he talks to you. I don’t know how you feel about him. I can’t tell. Whenever I walk into the room, you two are arguing or laughing or doing both at the same time. I don’t understand it. I don’t understand a lot of things since you got back.”
“He’ll be leaving soon.”
“Not soon. Now. Today.”
He turned and walked into the bedroom. As I debated going after him, he returned with a handful of papers. He handed them to me. I looked at the top one. It was a real estate listing sheet for a house in Mississauga. I leafed through the papers and found three more listings for houses in the suburbs.
“I didn’t go golfing Sunday,” he said. “I was looking at houses. For us.”
“You want to move into a house?”
“No, I—Yes, I do want to move into a house but—” He paused, crossed, then uncrossed his arms. “I mean that I want to get married. That’s what a house means to me. Commitment, marriage, children someday. The whole nine yards. That’s what I want.”
I stared at him. Philip stepped toward me, then stopped, crossing and uncrossing his arms again, as if he couldn’t figure out what to do with them.
“Is it such a surprise?” he asked softly.
I shook my head. “It’s just…sudden. Clay and I were drinking last night and I’m still a bit…I’m not sure I can…”
“Don’t answer, then. Give me time to buy a ring and do things right.”
He shoved his hands in his pockets and stood there looking, despite his words, as if he still expected a reply. I said nothing.
“Go to work,” he said. “Think about it.”
We stood there for another awkward moment, then I broke away. I headed for the door, then hesitated, went back and embraced Philip. He hugged me back, holding on for a second or two after I let go. I kissed him, mumbled something about being home by seven, and made my getaway.
 
I went to work in a such a daze I was amazed I got off the subway at the right stop. I was sitting at my desk when I remembered Clay. He hadn’t been outside the apartment when I’d left and I hadn’t looked for him. It wouldn’t take long before he figured out I’d gone to work and followed. What would I do when he showed up? What would I say? I shook the questions from my head. I didn’t want to think about Clay now.
Philip had proposed.
Marriage.
The thought resuscitated hopes and dreams I thought had died ten years ago. I knew I couldn’t get married, but the point had been moot for so long that I’d forgotten how much I’d wanted it. Did I still want it? The ache in my chest answered my question. I told myself I was being silly, old-fashioned. Marriage was for women who wanted someone to take care of them. I didn’t need that. I didn’t want it. But there were things I did want. Stability. Normalcy. Family. A permanent place in the human world. Marriage could give me that. Philip could give me that. But I couldn’t get married. Or could I? I’d lived this long with Philip. Was it possible to sustain it forever? A small voice in my head asked if I wanted to be with Philip forever, but I stifled it. I loved Philip. Right now, the question wasn’t whether I wanted to marry him, but whether it was a possibility.
Was it possible?
Perhaps.
I could adapt better if we had a house. I could make sure we bought one near a forest or maybe a place in the country with some acreage. I could work from home and Change during the day so I’d never need to disappear from our bed in the middle of the night. The voice surfaced again, this time asking if I could imagine a life Changing by daylight, sneaking out and hurrying through it, not daring to run or hunt or anything else that would be too dangerous in the day. Again, I silenced the voice. I was considering my options, not making decisions.
Maybe I could continue hiding my secret from Philip, but would I want to? While I’d never felt the urge to tell him the truth before, maybe someday the deception would weigh so heavily on me that I couldn’t bear it any longer. I remembered Clay when we were dating, painstakingly revising his history, in hindsight so obviously uncomfortable with it. How would I have reacted if Clay had told me the truth? I would have accepted it. I’d loved him enough that I wouldn’t have cared. Philip said he loved me, but did he love me that much? Even if he accepted what I was, would he resent all the lies between us? I jumped to my own defense, insisting that there had been no other way. As much as I cared for Philip, it would have been impossible to tell him the truth. Then why did I still blame Clay for his lies? I pushed past that question. This was about Philip, not Clay. It wasn’t the same. I’d never bite Phillip. The thought was unfathomable. But what if he wanted that, wanted to join me? A cold shiver went through me. No. Never. Not even if he wanted it. That was a part of my life I’d never bring Philip into.
My desk phone rang. As I lifted the receiver, I knew who was on the other end. I knew and I answered it anyway.
“Where are you?” Clay said in greeting.
“At work.”
Pause. “Dumb question, right? If I call you at work and you answer, it should be pretty apparent where you are. I’m surprised you didn’t pick up on that one.”
I said nothing.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Nothing.”
“Darling, anytime you miss a chance to slam me, there’s something wrong.”
“It’s nothing.”
Another pause. “It’s those papers. For the houses. I saw them on the table when I went up looking for you. I’d hoped…That’s it, isn’t it?”
I didn’t answer. Clay pulled the phone away from his mouth and swore. The line hissed and twittered as if the receiver was being jerked. I heard a thump and crackle. Then silence. I started to hang up when Clay’s voice came back, muffled, then clear.
“Okay,” he said. “Okay.” He inhaled, the sound echoing down the line. “We need to talk. I’ll be right there and we’ll talk.”
Again, I didn’t answer.
“We need to talk,” he repeated. “No tricks. I promised and I’m sticking to it, Elena. No tricks. I don’t want to win that way anymore. We’ll go someplace public, wherever you’re comfortable, and we’ll talk. Hear me out, then you can leave whenever you want.”
“Okay.”
“I mean it. I know—” He stopped. “Okay?”
“That’s what I said.”
He hesitated, then hurried on. “Give me ten minutes, fifteen tops. I’ll take the subway and meet you in front of your office.”
He hung up without waiting for a reply.
 
As soon as I got off the phone, I went downstairs. I wondered what I was doing. Why had I agreed to meet Clay? What did I expect him to say: “Philip asked you to marry him?—that’s great, darling, I’m so happy for you”? Still, I didn’t turn around and go back inside. It wouldn’t do any good. I couldn’t hide. I didn’t want to hide. I shouldn’t need to hide.
My stomach began to churn. Anxiety. I closed my eyes and tried to relax, but the nausea got worse. The ground beneath me grew rubbery, unstable. I stumbled to one side, then righted myself, glancing around to make sure no one had noticed. My body jerked up, suddenly tense, alarmed. I looked around, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. As I turned to look behind me, I felt a brief moment of light-headedness. Everything went black.
A middle-aged man grabbed me as I fell. At least, that’s what I assume. One second I was standing on the sidewalk feeling light-headed, the next I was reclining backward looking up into the worried face of a stranger. My rescuer and his wife led me to a bench and sat me down. I mumbled something about skipping breakfast. They made sure I was okay, secured my promise to eat something and get out of the sun, then reluctantly moved on.
I went into the building, stood inside the doors, and checked my watch. Fifteen minutes had passed since Clay had called. He should be here any moment. My stomach was still churning. It was definitely anxiety, but I couldn’t pin it down to a cause. Sure, my mind was spinning after Philip’s proposal and I didn’t really want to talk to Clay, yet for some reason the anxiety didn’t seem linked to either of these stressors. It floated there, oddly disconnected and distant.
I focused back on Clay. He’d promised not to trick me. That vow would last only as long as he got his way. If I decided to marry Philip or even to stay with him, Clay would go ballistic, all bets off, all promises forgotten. I knew that but, to my surprise, I wasn’t afraid of what he’d do. After all these years, I knew his tricks so well that they were no longer tricks. Whatever he tried, I could anticipate it. I would be ready for it. He’d said last night that I needed to make a choice. He was right. I needed to make that choice. I wasn’t going to let him do it for me.
A clock somewhere sounded eleven chimes. I double-checked my watch. Yes, it was eleven. Clay had called at ten thirty-five. The anxiety pushed to the surface. Don’t be silly, I told myself. Twenty-five minutes wasn’t unreasonable. Maybe he couldn’t face the subway after all and had decided to walk. Something’s wrong, the voice from earlier whispered inside me. No, I told it. Nothing’s wrong.
I waited ten minutes longer. The anxiety was worse, my stomach roiling now. I had to go. Back to the apartment.
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Plans
JEREMY LET ME OUT LATER THAT AFTERNOON. BEFORE WE WERE even up the stairs, I asked about his plans. He made me wait until after dinner, probably testing how far he could stretch my patience before I snapped. I’ll admit, by mealtime I was getting close, but I managed to hold it together. While Antonio and Nick cleaned up the dinner mess, Jeremy took me into the study for our talk. The Reader’s Digest condensed version of our hour-long talk was this: Jeremy had a plan for getting Clay back and I wasn’t allowed to know anything about it or allowed to help him carry it out. As one might expect, I accepted this news with grace and understanding.
“That is the stupidest idea I’ve ever heard!” I snarled for the dozenth time that hour. “I won’t just sit here and do nothing.”
“Would you prefer to sit in the cage and do nothing?”
“Don’t threaten me.”
“Then don’t threaten me.”
Something in Jeremy’s voice made me clamp my mouth shut and settle for pacing.
“I can help,” I said, keeping my voice low and, I hoped, calm. “Please, Jer, don’t shut me out. Maybe you blame me for what happened in Toronto, but don’t punish me like this.”
“You didn’t do anything wrong in Toronto. If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine. I thought Toronto was safe. I didn’t realize Daniel was gone until Tuesday morning, when he was already there. I’m not going to tell you how I plan to get Clay back because then you’ll want to help and if I don’t let you, you’ll go ahead and try anyway.”
“But—”
He leaned forward. “I’m being honest with you, Elena. More honest than I’d dare be with anyone else. Everything is falling apart. I wasn’t prepared to handle this. If I’ve been a good Alpha all these years it’s because I’ve never been tested. Not like this. I started slow, feeling things out, gathering information. Peter and Logan got killed. I changed course and took off again, going after Jimmy Koenig. You almost got killed. I sent you two away where I thought you’d be safe. Less than a week later, Daniel found you. Now he has Clay.”
“But—”
Jeremy stood and smiled down at me, a crooked half smile, and brushed a lock of hair off my shoulder. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I really am. But this is how it has to be.”
Before I could respond, he was gone.
 
Despite Jeremy’s orders, I had no intention of sitting on my hands and doing nothing. After all, he hadn’t specifically forbidden me to do anything. So I started to plan.
Step one: find an ally. This was easy. Well, there wasn’t a lot of selection, but even if there had been, Nick would be the obvious choice. Not only was he Clay’s best friend, but he’d been shut out of the rescue plan as well, and was as unhappy about it as I. Jeremy claimed he needed Nick to guard me, but even Nick was smart enough to know that Jeremy wasn’t telling him anything for fear he’d take it back to me. I persuaded Nick by saying I only wanted to gather information, so we could prove our value to Jeremy. Not that this was a lie. I had every intention of sharing any information I uncovered with Jeremy. And if he still refused to let me help? I didn’t worry about that. I could always renegotiate my arrangement with Nick later.
Step two: plot a course of action. Jeremy would be trying to find where the mutts were keeping Clay. It didn’t take a genius to figure this out. Bargaining with Daniel would only be a cover to keep him busy while Jeremy figured out where they were staying. Nick confirmed this. Yesterday, before he was cut out of the plan, Jeremy had sent him and Antonio to the Big Bear Motor Lodge. Everyone except Daniel had checked out of the motel on Monday. Daniel had checked out Wednesday. So the conclusion I’d drawn, and likely the same one Jeremy had drawn, was that the mutts had found another hiding place and had taken Clay there upon his return from Toronto. Since I didn’t want to interfere with Jeremy’s plans—or, more realistically, I didn’t want to get caught interfering—I’d have to leave the mutt tracking to him and find another way to discover where they were hiding Clay.
Step three: divert attention from my activities. Had it been anyone but Jeremy, I’d have played the role of the cowed subordinate. To Jeremy, though, that would be a sure sign that I was up to something. So, I bitched and complained and made his life hell. He expected nothing less. Every chance I got, I demanded, begged, or wheedled to be let in on his plans. Finally, after an evening and morning of being in his face at every possible opportunity, I gave him an ultimatum. If he didn’t find Clay in three days, I was going after him with or without Jeremy’s permission. He therefore assumed that he had three days before I started raising hell again, so he relaxed. An ingenious ruse if I do say so myself.
 
Although Nick had agreed to help me, he refused to disobey Jeremy’s order of house arrest, so I couldn’t actually go anywhere. Well, I could knock Nick over the head and make a run for it, but I wouldn’t do that to him. Besides, Jeremy would only find me and bring me back and Nick wouldn’t be too enthusiastic about helping me again if he was suffering from a concussion.
The first thing I did was call the hospital. No, I didn’t call the local hospital on some premonition that they might have Clay or know where he was. I called St. Michael’s Hospital in Toronto. I hadn’t forgotten that I’d left Philip bleeding on the floor of our apartment. I’ll admit I might not have spent as much time dwelling on it as I should have, but I knew his injuries weren’t life threatening, at least not after I’d stopped the bleeding and called for help, and Clay’s situation was far more dire, so I think I can be excused if my attentions weren’t evenly divided between the two. Philip wasn’t at St. Mike’s. The emergency room had been closed to new arrivals last Tuesday afternoon, not an uncommon occurrence after years of health care budget cuts. Philip had been taken to Toronto East General and was still there. I spoke to the nurse on his floor, introducing myself as his sister, and learned that he’d suffered some internal injuries and had required surgery, but he was recovering and was expected to leave on Monday, which meant he’d actually be feeling better by next Wednesday or Thursday—budget cuts again. She offered to put me through to his room to speak to him, but I declined, claiming I didn’t want to disturb his rest. The truth was I was too much of a coward to speak to him. Even if he forgave me for abandoning him, there was the small matter of having watched me Change into a wolf. I settled for sending him flowers with a note saying I’d see him soon, and hoped that didn’t scare him back into intensive care.
The next thing I did was call the local real estate office. No, not because I was planning to move out and needed a place to stay. Tempting idea, but I knew I wouldn’t get far. If Jeremy had tracked me to a field in upstate New York—and he still wouldn’t tell me how he’d accomplished that—then he could certainly find me living in Bear Valley, either before or after the mutts found me. Either way, I wasn’t suicidal. I called the real estate office to check for homes rented or purchased in the past couple of weeks, particularly houses in the rural area. Only three homes had been sold in the Bear Valley district recently. Two were bought by young families and the third by a retirement-age couple. There were more rentals, but all to longtime Bear Valley residents.
When the house idea didn’t pan out, I looked for a possible cottage rental. The bad news was that we lived in cottage country. The good news was that it was still early in the season and the Bear Valley area itself wasn’t prime cottage land, having too many trees and too few lakes and waterways. I called the Bear Valley Cottage Association. With a little ingenuity, a lot of lying, and even more politeness—Jeremy had taught me well—I discovered that only four local cottages were being rented, three to honeymooning couples and the fourth to a bunch of middle-aged men from New York who came up every May for some kind of male-bonding-in-the-wilderness therapeutic retreat. Another dead end. I’d have to try another tack. I just wasn’t sure yet what that might be.
 
Purposeful action made the hours fly past, leaving little time to brood over Clay’s situation. By evening though, I was left alone with my thoughts. I was tending the fire in the study. It didn’t need tending. It didn’t even need to be lit, the temperature outside still hovering in the mid-seventies. But there was comfort sitting on the hearth, poking at the logs and watching the fire dance and spark. Unnecessary action was better than no action. Besides, staring at the flames had a mesmerizing effect, giving me something to concentrate on other than the thoughts and fears that kept slipping past the mental barriers I’d carefully erected in the past twenty-four hours.
I wasn’t alone in the study. Nick was there, half dozing on the couch. Every so often he’d open his eyes and say something. We’d talk for a few minutes, then the conversation would begin moving dangerously close to Clay and we’d both fall silent. As the clock on the mantel chimed midnight, Nick woke again. He tilted his head backward over the arm of the sofa and looked at the window.
“Full moon coming,” he said. “Two, three days?”
“Two.”
“I’ll need to run. How about you?”
I managed a small smile. “You know perfectly well that I don’t need to run, since I did more than enough of that three days ago. What you really want to know is: will I run with you and save you from the horrifying prospect of having to run alone.”
“I don’t know how you did it in Toronto all those months,” he said with a shudder. “I had to do it a couple times last winter. Tonio took off on business and Logan was wrapped up in some court case and Clay—Anyway, I had to Change by myself.”
“Poor baby.”
“It was awful. It was, like, walk out to the woods, Change, stand there until enough time passed, Change back. It was about as much fun as taking a shit.”
“Nice analogy.”
“I’m serious. Come on, Elena. Admit it. That’s what it’s like if you’re by yourself. I remember when I was a kid, before my first Change, and Clay used to—”
He stopped. This time, he didn’t pick up again. Silence fell and I turned back toward the fire, poking it and watching the sparks cascade from the logs. The door opened. I heard Jeremy come in, but didn’t turn around. A moment later, the sofa springs groaned as Nick got up. He walked across the room and the door closed again. Jeremy sat beside me on the hearth. His hand touched the back of my head, hesitated, then stroked my hair.
“I know how difficult this is for you, Elena. I know how scared you are, how afraid you are of losing him.”
“It’s not that. I mean, of course I’m afraid of losing him. But if you think it’s because I’ve suddenly realized how much I love him and that if—when we get him back, I’ll come home and everything will be fine, then you’re wrong. I’m sorry. I know you want that, that it would be easier for you and everyone else, but it’s not going to happen. Yes, I care about him. Very much. And yes, I want him back. I want him back for you and for Nick and for the Pack. I’m upset because I hold myself responsible.”
Jeremy said nothing.
I looked over my shoulder at him. “So you hold me responsible, too?”
“No, not at all. I didn’t answer because I thought it best to hold my tongue about the rest. If you think that’s why you’re upset—”
“It is.”
He was quiet for a moment, then reached over to rub my back, fingers moving to the tight ball between my shoulders. “Whatever the reason for your worry, I don’t hold you responsible for what happened. We’ve been through this before. I should have sent you two someplace else. I thought I was being clever, but I didn’t even realize something happened until I tried contacting Clay that night—”
“Have you done it since?” I asked, straightening up and turning to face him. “Have you contacted Clay since he’s been captured? You’ve tried, haven’t you? What did he say? Is he—”
Jeremy put his fingers to my lips. “Yes, I’ve tried. Tried and tried again. But I can’t get through to him. It’s the drugs.”
There was another possible reason why Jeremy couldn’t get in touch with Clay, but I didn’t dare speak it. Jeremy seemed to read it in my face, though, and shook his head.
“Don’t think that. You saw today’s picture. He doesn’t look good, but he’s alive.”
He sounded so tired. The Pack was under siege, and the mutts were ripping down the defenses as fast as Jeremy could erect them. It was wearing him out. I wished I didn’t see that. I wished I could believe, as Antonio and Nick did, that the Pack Alpha was indestructible. That’s the way Pack werewolves were raised, secure in the knowledge that no matter what happens, their Alpha will protect them. That was wrong. Plain wrong. It worked great under normal circumstances, when the Pack was never troubled by more than one mutt at a time and the Alpha’s job was more focused on settling internal dissent and presenting a united front against the mutts. Faced with a problem of this size, though, the Alpha needed help, not just in fighting the threat, but in deciding how to fight it. Such collaboration was unthinkable. Jeremy might bounce his ideas off Antonio, but he’d never think of asking for advice, nor would any Pack member dream of offering it. I did. I wanted to tell Jeremy what I thought and try to help him, but I knew I couldn’t. If he felt overwhelmed now, having me second-guess his plans would only make things worse. Like Antonio and Nick, Jeremy was bound by the same misconception of leadership. The responsibility of saving the Pack fell squarely on his shoulders. The only way I could help was to plot strategies on my own.


Awakening
THE NEXT MORNING, JEREMY AND ANTONIO TOOK OFF AGAIN. I went to work. Or, at least, I prepared to go back to work. I called the hospital to check on Philip, then sat at the desk in the study, fired up Clay’s laptop and sat there, looking from the phone to the laptop and back again. These were my only tools for finding Clay and I had no idea what to do now with either one. I pulled out a pad of paper and reviewed what I knew, hoping some new avenue of exploration would leap out at me.
We had two experienced mutts left, half of the original number. This was reassuring, until I reminded myself that we’d eliminated the lesser mutts, leaving the more dangerous ones alive. Not so good. We also had two new mutts. LeBlanc, I knew, and understood how he worked. Again, I felt a momentary burst of complacency before remembering that I hadn’t even met Cain’s protégé, Victor Olson. So there it was, the next step: find out more about Olson. Of course, deciding what I was going to do wasn’t the same as determining how I was going to do it. Of the two tools I had available, the Internet seemed the best bet, namely because I wasn’t sure where to even begin with the telephone.
Cain had said that his protégé’s name was Victor Olson and that he’d broken him out of jail in Arizona where he’d been imprisoned for sex crimes. Since Daniel had found Olson, his crimes must have been big enough to warrant media attention. A simple search on the name and city brought up seven complete matches. The first one was for some long-dead city father named Victor Olson. The next four matches were for Vic “Mad Dog” Olson, which sounded promising, until I clicked on one site and found an advertisement for a personal injury lawyer. On the last two I hit pay dirt. Victor Olson had escaped from jail four months ago, cutting short a life sentence for raping and killing a ten-year-old-girl. I reread his victim’s age several times. Cain said Olson had been in jail for “screwing around with a couple girls.” I’d assumed by “girls” he really meant women. Obviously not. Suppressing my revulsion, I read the article. Olson was a lifetime pedophile who’d been charged several times with acts of indecency, but the charges had always been dismissed when the judge ruled his victims’ testimony “unreliable.” With the last victim, the judge had to admit the testimony provided by her dead body was reasonably reliable. I skipped to the news article on the other site and discovered why Daniel had chosen Olson. He was a stalker. He chose his victims with care and trailed them for weeks before making his move. One detective said he’d never seen someone so skilled at “the hunt”—his choice of words, not mine.
I spent another hour going over what I knew. When that led nowhere, I tracked down Nick in the exercise room and repeated everything to him, hoping either he’d think of something or the very act of verbalizing it would help me think of something. Nick listened, but didn’t have any ideas. Nick wasn’t used to having ideas. That sounded worse than I intended. What I meant was that he was accustomed to following the plans of others. He was an enthusiastic lieutenant and a loyal friend, but he wasn’t exactly—how do I put this nicely—not exactly a deep thinker. Talking to him didn’t help me think of anything either. So I put aside my papers, turned off the laptop, and did the most mind-numbing, menial chore I could imagine. I did the laundry.
 
No one had done laundry since we’d gone to Toronto, probably because it was the last thing on anyone’s mind. I didn’t realize the full implications of that until I was folding the first load and came across one of Clay’s shirts. I stood there in the laundry room holding the shirt. Clay had worn it the day before we left. I don’t know why I remembered that. It was a dark green golf shirt, one of the few departures from Clay’s plethora of plain white and black cotton T-shirts. It must have been a gift from Logan, who’d considered it his thankless job to add some fashion to Clay’s wardrobe. I stared at the shirt, thinking about Logan and the grief surged fresh. Then I thought about Peter, remembered him ribbing Clay about his monochromatic wardrobe, threatening to give him a stack of the most garish concert T-shirts he could find. Blinking hard, I tucked the shirt under a stack of Nick’s pants and kept going.
After I’d folded the first load, I took it upstairs to put the clothes away. I left Clay’s pile for last. For several minutes, I stood outside his closed bedroom door and screwed up the courage to go inside. I rushed through the job, stuffing shirts, underwear, and socks into his drawers. His jeans went in the closet. Yes, he hung up his jeans, probably because if he didn’t, there wouldn’t be anything in there. I was putting the jeans on hangers when I saw the pile of wrapped presents on the closet floor. Without even checking the tags, I knew what they were. Part of me wanted to slam the door shut and run. I didn’t want to see them. Yet I couldn’t resist. I reached down and picked up the top gift. It was wrapped in Christmas paper, bright candy canes and bows. On the tag, one name scrawled across, obliterating the TO: and FROM: label. Elena.
Nick had said Clay expected me back. I’d half expected to come back last Christmas myself, not through my own volition, but magically, as if I could fall asleep in Toronto on Christmas Eve and wake up in Stonehaven the next morning. Easter, Thanksgiving, birthdays, they’d all passed unnoticed, untainted by the urge of return. Christmas was different.
Growing up, I’d hated Christmas. Of all the holidays, it was the one that most glorified the family, all those movies and TV specials and advertisements and magazine covers showing happy families going through the rites of the season. That’s not to say I was deprived of the normal trappings of Christmas. My foster families weren’t complete ogres. I got presents and turkey dinners. I went to parties and midnight mass. I sat on Santa’s knee and learned to sing “Up on the Rooftop” for the school concert. But without real family bonds, all the rituals of the season were as phony as sprayed-on snow. So when I moved out on my own at eighteen, I stopped celebrating. Then I met Clay. That first year together, I finally felt that a true Christmas was possible. Sure, I wasn’t surrounded by parents and grandparents and aunts and uncles, but I had someone. I had the first link to everything else I wanted so bad.
I should say that Clay had no idea how to celebrate Christmas. It wasn’t an official werewolf holiday. Okay, there were no official werewolf holidays, but that wasn’t the point. The Pack recognized Christmas only as a time to get together as they did umpteen other times a year. They exchanged presents, the same as they did on birthdays, but that was the extent of the celebration. So what did Clay do when I hinted that I wanted a full-blown Christmas? He gave me one.
Although I didn’t know it at the time, Clay spent weeks researching the holiday. Then he gave me Christmas with all the trimmings. We went out and cut down a tree—then realized the impossibility of getting it back to his apartment on his motorcycle. We had the tree delivered and decorated it. We made shortbread, gingerbread, and sugar cookies, and discovered how hard it is to form gingerbread men without a cookie cutter. We made a fruitcake, which was probably still on the balcony of his old apartment, where we’d eventually used it to hold open the door. We bought lights for the balcony, then had to go back to the hardware store for an extension cord, then had to go back for wire cutters to snip a hole in the screen to slip the cord through. We listened to Christmas music, watched How the Grinch Stole Christmas and rented It’s a Wonderful Life, though Clay fell asleep during the latter—okay, we both fell asleep during the latter. We drank eggnog by the fire, or by a magazine photo of a fire that Clay stuck on the wall. No tradition went unobserved. It was the perfect Christmas. We didn’t make it to Easter.
There was no Christmas the next year. I assume Christmas still occurred in the outside world, but at Stonehaven, it passed unnoticed. I’d barely got out of the cage by winter. Clay was still banished. Logan came to see me, but I drove him away, as I’d driven him away the half-dozen other times he tried to visit. Nick sent a gift. I threw it out unopened. Before Clay bit me, I’d met both Logan and Nick, had even started considering them friends. Afterward, I blamed them for not warning me. So, Christmas came and went and I barely realized it.
The next year, Clay was still banished. I was well on the road to recovery by then. I’d forgiven Logan and Nick and even Jeremy. I’d started getting to know Antonio and Peter. I was coming to accept life as a werewolf. Then came Christmas. I expected it would pass again with little fanfare, like the year before. Instead, we had a full-blown Christmas, complete with presents under the tree, colored lights sparkling against the snow, and a turkey on the table. The whole Pack came to Stonehaven for a week, and for the first time, I knew how hectic, stressful, loud, and wonderful a family Christmas could be. I thought this was how the Pack normally celebrated Christmas, when they didn’t have an angry new female werewolf to contend with. It wasn’t until January that I learned the truth. Clay had contacted Jeremy and asked him to do this for me. That was his gift to me. My gift to him was to ask Jeremy to repeal his banishment.
For every year after that, we had a full Christmas at Stonehaven. The Pack indulged my fantasy completely, without ever making me feel that they were only doing it to humor me. I can’t say that every Christmas was a good one. Sometimes Clay and I were getting along, more often we weren’t, but we were always together. If this last Christmas away from Clay had been hard, one thing had made it bearable: knowing he was out there, somewhere. As I stared at the pile of presents in his closet, I realized this applied to my life every day of the year, not just at Christmas. Somehow, knowing Clay was there, waiting for me should I ever return, gave me a cushion of comfort in my life. In a perverse way, he was the most stable thing in my life. No matter what I did, he’d be there. What if he wasn’t? The thought filled me with something so icy cold that my breath seemed to freeze in my lungs and I had to gasp for air. I hadn’t lied to Jeremy the night before. This wasn’t one of those fairy-tale romances where the heroine realizes her undying love for the hero after he’s placed in mortal danger. There were no heroes or heroines in this story and there would be no happily ever after ending, even if we got Clay back. I still couldn’t imagine living with him, nor could I envision my world without him. I needed him. Maybe that was unspeakably selfish. It almost certainly was. But it was honest. I needed Clay and I had to get him back. I looked at the gifts again and I knew I wasn’t doing enough.
 
“I’m going to Bear Valley,” I said.
It was the next day. Nick and I were on the back patio, lying on lounge chairs, luncheon plates on our laps. Jeremy and Antonio had left an hour ago. Since then, I’d been trying to figure out how to tell Nick what I’d planned. After a half-dozen false starts, I went with the blurt-it-out approach.
“I told Daniel I wanted to see him,” I said.
“Is that what was in the note?”
When Antonio and Nick had gone to deliver Jeremy’s latest missive to Daniel’s post office box, I’d slipped Nick a note to add to Jeremy’s. Nick hadn’t asked what the note said, probably because he didn’t want to know.
“Yes,” I said. “I’m meeting him at two o’clock.”
“How’d he get back to you?”
“He didn’t. I said I was meeting him at two. He’ll be there.”
“And Jeremy’s okay with this?”
I could tell by Nick’s tone that he knew perfectly well I hadn’t mentioned it to Jeremy. The question was his way of prudently broaching the topic. Or maybe he was just hoping against hope that this was something I’d already planned with Jeremy and we’d both somehow forgotten to mention it to him.
“I’m not sitting around anymore,” I said. “I can’t do it. I tried, but I can’t.”
Nick swung his legs over and sat on the edge of his lounge chair. “I know how hard this is for you, Elena. I know how much you love him—”
“That’s not it. Look, I’ve already been through this with Jeremy. We need Clay back. Whether or not you want to help is up to you.”
“I want to help get him back, but I’m not going to help you get yourself killed doing it.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Just what it sounds like. I saw the way you were a few days ago—”
“Is that what this is about? Because I flipped out three days ago? Look at me now. Do I seem flipped out?”
“No, and that probably scares me more than if you were.”
“I am going,” I said.
“Not without me.”
“Fine.”
“But I’m not going. So neither are you.”
I got up and started for the back door. Nick leapt to his feet and blocked my path.
“What are you going to do?” I asked. “Knock me out and lock me in the cage?”
He looked away, but he didn’t move. I knew he wouldn’t do anything. If it came down to it, Nick wouldn’t use physical force to stop me. It wasn’t in his nature.
“Where’s this meeting?” he asked at last. “Is it in a public place? Because if it’s not—”
“It’s in The Donut Hole. As public as I can make it. No matter what you might think, I’m not doing anything that might endanger myself. I wouldn’t do anything to endanger you. The only risk I’m taking is in breaking Jeremy’s orders. And I’m only doing that because he’s wrong to exclude me.”
“So you’ll meet Daniel in the coffee shop and I’ll be there. We’ll park right out front. We won’t go anyplace with him, even for a walk down the street.”
“Exactly.”
Nick turned and walked to the house. He wasn’t happy, but he’d do it. I’d make it up to him someday.
 
As I pulled into a parking spot in front of the coffee shop, I could see Daniel through the window. He was sitting in a booth. His shoulder-length auburn hair was pushed back behind his left ear—his only ear, actually, after that little biting mishap a few years ago. His profile was sharp, high cheekbones, pointed chin, and thin nose, not unhandsome in a feral way, but his looks were more fox than wolf, which better complemented his personality.
As I got out of the car, his green eyes followed me, but he didn’t acknowledge me in any other way, having learned long ago that I didn’t respond well to fawning. His body was lean and compact. Standing, we’d be on perfect eye level, making him no more than five feet ten. Once, when I’d needed to meet Daniel to deliver a warning from Jeremy, I’d worn two-inch heels and had quite enjoyed the sensation of talking down to Daniel, until he told me how sexy I looked. Since then he’d never seen me in anything but my oldest, grubbiest sneakers.
Today Daniel was wearing a plain black T-shirt and blue jeans, which was pretty much what he wore all the time. He copied Clay’s monochromatic, construction-worker-casual wardrobe as if it would lend him a certain cachet. It didn’t.
Marsten sat across from Daniel. As usual, he was groomed and dressed like he’d stepped from the pages of GQ, which only made Daniel look like a slob in comparison. Okay, Karl Marsten made everyone look like a slob.
As Nick and I walked in, Marsten stood and strolled to the door to meet us.
“You came,” he said to me. “I’m surprised Jeremy let you. Or does he know?”
I mentally kicked myself. I hadn’t thought how it would look if I showed up against Jeremy’s wishes. Dissension in the Pack. Wonderful. Trust Marsten to pick up on it in five seconds flat.
“You look good, Elena,” Marsten continued, not waiting for me to answer. “Tired, but that’s to be expected. Hopefully all this will be over soon.”
“That depends on you,” I said.
“In part.” He turned to the server behind the counter. “Two coffees. Black for the lady and—” He looked over at Nick. “One cream, two sugars, correct?”
Nick only glared at him.
“One black. The other with one cream, two sugars,” Marsten repeated to the server. “Put it on my tab.” He paused, then turned to me with a wry smile. “I can’t believe I just said that in a doughnut shop. I have to get out of this town.”
I looked away.
“It’s been a long time, Nicholas,” Marsten continued. “How’s your father? I invested in one of his companies last year. Thirty percent return. He certainly hasn’t lost his touch.”
Ignoring him, Nick sat on a stool at the counter and studied the doughnut display. Marsten took the stool beside him and waved me toward Daniel.
“I’ll keep Nicholas company,” he said.
Daniel didn’t look up as I walked over. He stirred his coffee and acknowledged me only with the barest nod. The server delivered my coffee. I pushed it aside and sat on the bench across the table from Daniel. He kept stirring. For a few seconds, I sat there. Under any other circumstances, I would have waited to see how long he could stretch this coffee-stirring feigned indifference before he cracked and looked at me. But the time for games was over.
“What do you want?” I asked.
Still stirring, eyes on the mug as if it might skitter away if he stopped watching it. “What do I usually want?”
“Revenge.”
He glanced up and met my gaze, then broke eye contact to give me the usual slow once-over. I gritted my teeth and waited. After a few seconds I was tempted to snap my fingers in front of his face and tell him there wasn’t that much of me to look at.
“You want revenge,” I repeated to get his brain back on track.
Daniel leaned back in his seat, pulling one leg up to look oh-so-cool and relaxed. “No, I don’t. I’ve never wanted that. Whatever the Pack did to me, I’m over it. They’re not worth my time. But you are.”
“Here we go,” I muttered.
Daniel ignored me. “I know why you’re with them, Elena. Because you’re afraid to leave, afraid of what they’ll do, and afraid of what will happen to you without their protection. I’m trying to show you that they can’t hurt you and they can’t protect you. If you want a partner, a true partner, you deserve better than some freak who has to turn around three times before he lies down. I can give you better.”
“So this is all about winning me? Bullshit.”
“You don’t think you’re worth it? I thought your self-esteem was higher than that.”
“My IQ is higher than that. This isn’t about me. It never has been. It’s about you and Clay. You think he has me, so you want me. Your motivation is as complex as that of a two-year-old seeing another kid with a shiny toy. You want it.”
“You underestimate yourself.”
“No, I don’t underestimate how much you hate him. What happened? Did he always get the bigger slice of birthday cake?”
“He made my life hell. Him and Tonto over there.” Daniel glared toward Nick. “Poor little Clay. He has problems. He’s had a tough life. You should be nice to him. You should make friends with him. That’s all I ever heard. All they saw was a cute little runt of a wolf cub. He bared his teeth and they thought it was cute. He ordered us around like a miniature Napoleon and they thought it was cute. Well, it wasn’t cute from where I was standing. It was—”
I held up my hand. “You’re ranting.”
“What?”
“Just wanted to let you know. You’re ranting. It’s kinda ugly. Next thing you know, you’ll be laying out your plans for world domination. That’s what all villains do after they rant about their motivation. I was hoping you’d be different.”
Daniel took a swig of coffee, then shook his head and gave a small laugh. “Well, you’ve put me in my place. You’ve always been good at that. You say bark and I say how loud.”
“I say let Clay go…”
Daniel made a face. “And I say why bother? Okay, there’s a limit to my obedience training. I won’t let him go just because you want it, Elena. You could pout and bat your eyes and plead and, while I’d find that damned arousing, it wouldn’t make me release him. I’ll make you the same exchange offer I made to Jeremy. You for Clay.”
“Why?”
“I already told you.”
“Because I’m so damned irresistible. Uh-huh. Give me a better explanation or I’m out of here.”
Daniel was silent for a moment, then leaned forward. “Have you ever thought of starting your own Pack? Not recruiting a bunch of half-wit mutts, but creating a dynasty? We aren’t immortal, Elena, but there is a way to ensure our immortality.”
“I really hope you’re not implying what I think you’re implying.”
“Children, Elena. A new breed of werewolves. Not half-werewolf, half-human, but complete werewolves, inheriting the genes from both parents. Perfect werewolves.”
“Wow. You really do want to rule the world.”
“I’m serious.”
“Seriously crazy. Sorry, but this womb isn’t for sale or rent.”
“Not even for the price of a life? Clay’s life?”
I pulled back and pretended to think about it. Time to call his bluff.
“So I agree to go with you and you’ll release him?”
“Right. Only, I’m not just going to trust you to come with me and stay with me, so let’s get that straight right off. I’ve got a place I plan to take you, someplace suitably remote and secure. You’ll be confined. Something like the cage at Stonehaven, but far more luxurious. You give me what I want, everything I want, and you won’t be in there very long. Once I’ve convinced you that I’m the better choice, I’ll let you out. If you try to run, I’ll put you back in.”
“Gee, doesn’t that sound tempting.”
“I’m being honest, Elena. It’s an exchange. His captivity for yours.”
I pretended to think about it, staring out the window. Then I turned back to Daniel. “Here’s my condition. I want to see him released. You’ll do it in broad daylight and in a public place. I’ll be there with you to watch it happen. Once he’s free, I’m yours.”
“That’s not how it works. Once you’re mine, he’s free.”
“You have no intention of letting him go,” I said. “That’s what I thought.”
I got to my feet, turned, and walked out of the coffee shop. Both Nick and Daniel hurried after me. When I got to the car, Daniel’s hand shot out and held the door shut.
“You’ve seen the photos, haven’t you?” he asked.
I stopped, but didn’t turn around.
“I know you’ve seen the photos,” Daniel continued. “You’ve seen what kind of shape he’s in. You’ve seen that it’s getting worse. How much longer do you think he can hold out?”
I turned around slowly. I turned and I saw Daniel’s face and I saw the satisfaction in his eyes and I lost it. For the past half hour, I’d been struggling not to think about Clay. As I’d talked to Daniel, I’d fought not to remember that he was the one holding Clay captive, that he’d drugged him and beaten him until there was scarcely an inch of skin left unmarked. I’d concentrated on talking to Daniel as I’d talked to him a hundred times before, as it if was just another message I was conveying from Jeremy telling him to shape up or face punishment. I’d really, really, really tried to forget what was actually happening. But when he stood there and threatened Clay, I couldn’t pretend anymore. The rage inside me bubbled over before I could rein it back.
I grabbed him by the shirtfront and threw him against my car so hard the driver’s window shattered into a million bits of safety glass.
“You sniveling hyena.” I pressed myself against him until our faces were only inches apart. “You kidnap him with a hypodermic needle. You chain him up so you can beat him. But that’s not good enough. You have to drug him first. You have to make absolutely certain he can’t even summon the strength to spit in your face. Then you beat him. Did it feel good? Did it make you feel like a man, beating your enemy to a pulp when he can’t lift a finger to fight back? You’re not a man and you’re not a wolf. You’re a hyena, a bottom-feeding coward. If you lay another hand on him, I’ll do something to you that will make that ear bite look like a paper cut. And if you kill him, I swear to God and the devil and anyone who will listen, if you kill him, I will hunt you down. I will find you and I will inflict on you every torture I can imagine. I’ll blind you and I’ll castrate you and I’ll burn you. But I won’t kill you. I won’t let you die. I’ll put you in hell and I’ll make you live there for the rest of your life.”
I threw Daniel aside. He stumbled, recovered, and turned to face me. His mouth opened, closed, opened again, but he couldn’t seem to think of a suitable reply, so he settled for turning on his heel and stamping back into the coffee shop, where it looked as if every one of the dozen customers had suddenly taken a window seat. As I looked away I heard a low whistle and turned to see Marsten leaning against the back of the car.
“The bitch is back,” Marsten said. “Well, well. This might get interesting.”
“Go to hell,” I snarled.
I threw open the car door, got in, and started it up as Nick jumped into the passenger side. The Camaro roared from the parking spot, tires squealing. I didn’t look at the speedometer the whole way back to Stonehaven.
I’d been right about one thing. The time for games was over.
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