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I’ve been fascinated by the paranormal for as long as I can remember. And I’ve been an animal lover for just as long, with a particular interest in canines. Put those two together, and perhaps it’s not surprising that werewolves are my favorite supernatural creature.

Still, Bitten came to me in a roundabout way. I was watching the first season of The X-Files. It was their werewolf episode, with your typical hairy man-eating monster. While I enjoyed it, I thought, “That’s not how I’d do werewolves.” There was nothing wrong with the interpretation—it certainly fits a lot of the folklore—but it didn’t speak to my own interest in werewolves. What fascinated me was the idea of being not part-monster, but part-wolf. What would it be like to carry those wolf instincts inside you, even in human form? How would it change your behavior? Your way of seeing the world?

I decided to write a story that would let me explore the “wolf” in “werewolf.” Rather than crazed two-legged beasts driven by the full moon, these characters could change into actual wolves. They would be people for whom “the animal within” was a very real part of their daily lives. That story is Bitten, which gave rise to the Women of the Otherworld series, including subsequent werewolf stories, Stolen and Beginnings, which are included in this omnibus. Enjoy!

Kelley Armstrong
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BITTEN




PROLOGUE

I have to.

I’ve been fighting it all night. I’m going to lose. My battle is as futile as a woman feeling the first pangs of labor and deciding it’s an inconvenient time to give birth. Nature wins out. It always does.

It’s nearly two A.M., too late for this foolishness and I need my sleep. Four nights spent cramming to meet a deadline have left me exhausted. It doesn’t matter. Patches of skin behind my knees and elbows have been tingling and now begin to burn. My heart beats so fast I have to gulp air. I clench my eyes shut, willing the sensations to stop but they don’t.

Philip is sleeping beside me. He’s another reason why I shouldn’t leave, sneaking out in the middle of the night again and returning with a torrent of lame excuses. He’s working late tomorrow. If I can just wait one more day. My temples begin to throb. The burning sensation in my skin spreads down my arms and legs. The rage forms a tight ball in my gut and threatens to explode.

I’ve got to get out of here—I don’t have a lot of time left.

Philip doesn’t stir when I slip from the bed. There’s a pile of clothing tucked underneath my dresser so I won’t risk the squeaks and groans of opening drawers and closets. I pick up my keys, clasping my fist around them so they don’t jangle, ease open the door, and creep into the hallway.

Everything’s quiet. The lights seem dimmed, as if overpowered by the emptiness. When I push the elevator button, it creaks out a complaint at being disturbed at so ungodly an hour. The first floor and lobby are equally empty. People who can afford the rent this close to downtown Toronto are comfortably asleep by this time.

My legs itch as well as hurt and I curl my toes to see if the itching stops. It doesn’t. I look down at the car keys in my hand. It’s too late to drive to a safe place—the itching has crystallized into a sharp burn. Keys in my pocket, I stride onto the streets, looking for a quiet place to Change. As I walk, I monitor the sensation in my legs, tracing its passage to my arms and the back of my neck. Soon. Soon. When my scalp starts to tingle, I know I have walked as far as I can so I search for an alley. The first one I find has been claimed by two men squeezed together inside a tattered big-screen TV box. The next alley is empty. I hurry to the end and undress quickly behind a barricade of trash bins, hide the clothes under an old newspaper. Then I start the Change.

My skin stretches. The sensation deepens and I try to block the pain. Pain. What a trivial word—agony is better. One doesn’t call the sensation of being flayed alive “painful.” I inhale deeply and focus my attention on the Change, dropping to the ground before I’m doubled over and forced down. It’s never easy—perhaps I’m still too human. In the struggle to keep my thoughts straight, I try to anticipate each phase and move my body into position—head down, on all fours, arms and legs straight, feet and hands flexed, and back arched. My leg muscles knot and convulse. I gasp and strain to relax. Sweat breaks out, pouring off me in streams, but the muscles finally relent and untwist themselves. Next comes the ten seconds of hell that used to make me swear I’d rather die than endure this again. Then it’s over.

Changed.

I stretch and blink. When I look around, the world has mutated to an array of colors unknown to the human eye, blacks and browns and grays with subtle shadings that my brain still converts to blues and greens and reds. I lift my nose and inhale. With the Change, my already keen senses sharpen even more. I pick up scents of fresh asphalt and rotting tomatoes and window-pot mums and day-old sweat and a million other things, mixing together in an odor so overwhelming I cough and shake my head. As I turn, I catch distorted fragments of my reflection in a dented trash can. My eyes stare back at me. I curl my lips back and snarl at myself. White fangs flash in the metal.

I am a wolf, a 130-pound wolf with pale blond fur. The only part of me that remains are my eyes, sparking with a cold intelligence and a simmering ferocity that could never be mistaken for anything but human.

I look around, inhaling the scents of the city again. I’m nervous here. It’s too close, too confined; it reeks of human spoor. I must be careful. If I’m seen, I’ll be mistaken for a dog, a large mixed breed, perhaps a husky and yellow Labrador mix. But even a dog my size is cause for alarm when it’s running loose. I head for the back of the laneway and seek a path through the underbelly of the city.

My brain is dulled, disoriented not by my change of form but by the unnaturalness of my surroundings. I can’t get my bearings and the first alley I go down turns out to be the one I’d encountered in human form, the one with the two men in the faded Sony box. One of them is awake now. He’s tugging the remnants of a filth-encrusted blanket between his fingers as if he can stretch it large enough to cover himself against the cold October night. He looks up and sees me. His eyes widen. He starts to shrink back, then stops himself. He says something. His voice is crooning, the musical, exaggerated tones people use with infants and animals. If I concentrated, I could make out the words, but there’s no point. I know what he’s saying, some variation of “nice doggy,” repeated over and over in a variety of inflections. His hands are outstretched, palms out to ward me off, the physical language contradicting the vocal. Stay back—nice doggy—stay back. And people wonder why animals don’t understand them.

I can smell the neglect and waste rising from his body. It smells like weakness, like an aged deer driven to the fringe of the herd, prime pickings for predators. If I were hungry, he’d smell like dinner. Fortunately, I’m not hungry yet, so I don’t have to deal with the temptation, the conflict, the revulsion. I snort, condensation trumpeting from my nostrils, then turn and lope back up the alley.

Ahead is a Vietnamese restaurant. The smell of food is embedded in the very wood frame of the building. On a rear addition, an exhaust fan turns slowly, clicking with each revolution as one blade catches the metal screen casing. Below the fan a window is open. Faded sunflower-print curtains billow out in the night breeze. I can hear people inside, a room full of people, grunting and whistling in sleep. I want to see them. I want to stick my muzzle in the open window and look inside. A werewolf can have a lot of fun with a roomful of unprotected people.

I start to creep forward but a sudden crackle and hiss stops me. The hiss softens, then is drowned out by a man’s voice, sharp, his words snapped off like icicles. I turn my head each way, radar searching for the source. He’s farther down the street. I abandon the restaurant and go to him. We are curious by nature.

He’s standing in a three-car parking lot wedged at the end of a narrow passage between buildings. He holds a walkie-talkie to his ear and leans one elbow against a brick wall, casual but not resting. His shoulders are relaxed. His gaze goes nowhere. He is confident in his place, that he has a right to be here and little to fear from the night. The gun dangling from his belt probably helps. He stops talking, jabs a button, and slams the walkie-talkie into its holster. His eyes scan the parking lot once, taking inventory and seeing nothing requiring his attention. Then he heads deeper into the alley maze. This could be amusing. I follow.

My nails click against the pavement. He doesn’t notice. I pick up speed, darting around trash bags and empty boxes. Finally, I’m close enough. He hears the steady clicking behind him and stops. I duck behind a Dumpster, peer around the corner. He turns and squints into the darkness. After a second he starts forward. I let him get a few steps away, then resume the pursuit. This time when he stops, I wait one extra second before diving for cover. He lets out a muffled oath. He’s seen something—a flash of motion, a shadow flickering, something. His right hand slips to his gun, caressing the metal, then pulling back, as if the reassurance is enough. He hesitates, then looks up and down the alley, realizing he is alone and uncertain what to do about it. He mutters something, then continues walking, quicker this time.

As he walks, his eyes flick from side to side, wariness treading the border of alarm. I inhale deeply, picking up only wisps of fear, enough to make my heart pound, but not enough to send my brain spinning out of control. He’s safe quarry for a stalking game. He won’t run. I can suppress most of my instincts. I can stalk him without killing him. I can suffer the first pangs of hunger without killing him. I can watch him pull his gun without killing him. Yet if he runs, I won’t be able to stop myself. That’s a temptation I can’t fight. If he runs, I will chase. If I chase, either he’ll kill me or I’ll kill him.

As he turns the corner down a connecting alley, he relaxes. All has been silent behind him. I creep from my hiding place, shifting my weight to the back of my foot pads to muffle the sound of my nails. Soon I am only a few feet behind him. I can smell his aftershave, almost masking the natural scent of a long day’s work. I can see his white socks appearing and disappearing between his shoes and pant legs. I can hear his breathing, the slight elevation in tempo betraying the fact that he’s walking faster than usual. I ease forward, coming close enough that I could lunge if I wanted to and knock him to the ground before he even thought to reach for his gun. His head jerks up. He knows I’m there. He knows something is there. I wonder if he will turn. Does he dare to look, to face something he can’t see or hear, but can only sense? His hand slides to his gun, but he doesn’t turn. He walks faster. Then he swings back to the safety of the street.

I follow him to the end and observe from the darkness. He strides forward, keys in hand, to a parked cruiser, unlocks it, and hops inside. The car roars and squeals from the curb. I watch the receding taillights and sigh. Game over. I won.

That was nice but it wasn’t nearly enough to satisfy me. These city backstreets are too confining. My heart is thudding with unspent excitement. My legs are aching with built-up energy. I must run.

A wind gusts from the south, bringing the sharp tang of Lake Ontario with it. I think of heading to the beach, imagine running along the stretch of sand, feeling the icy water slapping against my paws, but it’s not safe. If I want to run, I must go to the ravine. It’s a long way, but I have little choice unless I plan to skulk around human-smelling alleyways for the rest of the night. I swing to the northwest and begin the journey.

Nearly a half hour later, I’m standing at the crest of a hill. My nose twitches, picking up the vestiges of an illegal leaf fire smoldering in a nearby yard. The wind bristles through my fur, chill, nearly cold, invigorating. Above me, traffic thunders across the overpass. Below is sanctuary, a perfect oasis in the middle of the city. I leap forward, throwing myself off. At last I’m running.

My legs pick up the rhythm before I’m halfway down the ravine. I close my eyes for a second and feel the wind slice across my muzzle. As my paws thump against the hard earth, tiny darts of pain shoot up my legs, but they make me feel alive, like jolting awake after an overlong sleep. The muscles contract and extend in perfect harmony. With each stretch comes an ache and a burst of physical joy. My body is thanking me for the exercise, rewarding me with jolts of near-narcotic adrenaline. The more I run, the lighter I feel, the pain falling free as if my paws are no longer striking the ground. Even as I race along the bottom of the ravine, I feel like I’m still running downhill, gaining energy instead of expending it. I want to run until all the tension in my body flies away, leaving nothing but the sensations of the moment. I couldn’t stop if I wanted to. And I don’t want to.

Dead leaves crackle under my paws. Somewhere in the forest an owl hoots softly. It has finished its hunting and rests contented, not caring who knows it’s around. A rabbit bolts out of a thicket and halfway across my path, then realizes its mistake and zooms back into the undergrowth. I keep running. My heart pounds. Against my rising body heat, the air feels ice-cold, stinging as it storms through my nostrils and into my lungs. I inhale, savoring the shock of it hitting my insides. I’m running too fast to smell anything. Bits of scents flutter through my brain in a jumbled montage that smells of freedom. Unable to resist, I finally skid to a halt, throw my head back, and howl. The music pours up from my chest in a tangible evocation of pure joy. It echoes through the ravine and soars to the moonless sky, letting them all know I’m here. I own this place! When I’m done, I drop my head, panting with exertion. I’m standing there, staring down into a scattering of yellow and red maple leaves, when a sound pierces my self-absorption. It’s a growl, a soft, menacing growl. There’s a pretender to my throne.

I look up to see a brownish yellow dog standing a few meters away. No, not a dog. My brain takes a second, but it finally recognizes the animal. A coyote. The recognition takes a second because it’s unexpected. I’ve heard there are coyotes in the city, but have never encountered one. The coyote is equally confused. Animals don’t know what to make of me. They smell human, but see wolf and, just when they decide their nose is tricking them, they look into my eyes and see human. When I encounter dogs, they either attack or turn tail and run. The coyote does neither. It lifts its muzzle and sniffs the air, then bristles and pulls its lips back in a drawn-out growl. It’s half my size, scarcely worth my notice. I let it know this with a lazy “get lost” growl and a shake of my head. The coyote doesn’t move. I stare at it. The coyote breaks the gaze-lock first.

I snort, toss my head again, and slowly turn away. I’m halfway turned when a flash of brown fur leaps at my shoulder. Diving to the side, I roll out of the way, then scramble to my feet. The coyote snarls. I give a serious growl, a canine “now you’re pissing me off.” The coyote stands its ground. It wants a fight. Good.

My fur rises on end, my tail bushing out behind me. I lower my head between my shoulder bones and lay my ears flat. My lips pull back and I feel the snarl tickling up through my throat then reverberating into the night. The coyote doesn’t back down. I crouch and I’m about to lunge when something hits me hard in the shoulder, throwing me off balance. I stumble, then twist to face my attacker. A second coyote, gray-brown, hangs from my shoulder, fangs sunk to the bone. With a roar of rage and pain, I buck up and throw my weight to the side.

As the second coyote flies free, the first launches itself at my face. Ducking my head, I catch it in the throat, but my teeth clamp down on fur instead of flesh and it squirms away. It tries to back off for a second lunge, but I leap at it, backing it into a tree. It rears up, trying to get out of my way. I slash for its throat. This time I get my grip. Blood spurts in my mouth, salty and thick. The coyote’s mate lands on my back. My legs buckle. Teeth sink into the loose skin beneath my skull. Fresh pain arcs through me. Concentrating hard, I keep my grip on the first coyote’s throat. I steady myself, then release it for a split second, just long enough to make the fatal slash and tear. As I pull back, blood sprays into my eyes, blinding me. I swing my head hard, ripping out the coyote’s throat. Once I feel it go limp, I toss it aside, then throw myself on the ground and roll over. The coyote on my back yips in surprise and releases its hold. I jump up and turn in the same motion, ready to take this other animal out of the game, but it scrambles up and dives into the brush. With a flash of wire-brush tail, it’s gone. I look at the dead coyote. Blood streams from its throat, eagerly lapped up by the dry earth below. A tremor runs through me, like the final shudder of sated lust. I close my eyes and shiver. Not my fault. They attacked me first. The ravine has gone quiet, echoing the calm that floods through me. Not so much as a cricket chirps. The world is dark and silent and sleeping.

I try to examine and clean my wounds, but they are out of reach. I stretch and assess the pain. Two deep cuts, both bleeding only enough to mat my fur. I’ll live. I turn and start the trip out of the ravine.

In the alley I Change then yank my clothes on and scurry to the sidewalk like a junkie caught shooting up in the shadows. Frustration fills me. It shouldn’t end like this, dirty and furtive, amidst the garbage and filth of the city. It should end in a clearing in the forest, clothes abandoned in some thicket, stretched out naked, feeling the coolness of the earth beneath me and the night breeze tickling my bare skin. I should be falling asleep in the grass, exhausted beyond all thought, with only the miasma of contentedness floating through my mind. And I shouldn’t be alone. In my mind, I can see the others, lying around me in the grass. I can hear the familiar snores, the occasional whisper and laugh. I can feel warm skin against mine, a bare foot hooked over my calf, twitching in a dream of running. I can smell them: their sweat, their breath, mingling with the scent of blood, smears from a deer killed in the chase. The image shatters and I am staring into a shopwindow, seeing nothing but myself reflected back. My chest tightens in a loneliness so deep and so complete I can’t breathe.

I turn quickly and lash out at the nearest object. A streetlamp quavers and rings with the blow. Pain sears down my arm. Welcome to reality—changing in alleyways and creeping back to my apartment. I am cursed to live between worlds. On the one side there is normalcy. On the other, there is a place where I can be what I am with no fear of reprisals, where I can commit murder itself and scarcely raise the eyebrows of those around me, where I am even encouraged to do so to protect the sanctity of that world. But I left and I can’t return. I won’t return.

As I walk to the apartment, my anger blisters the pavement with every step. A woman curled up under a pile of dirty blankets peers out as I pass and instinctively shrinks back into her nest. As I round the corner, two men step out and size up my prospects as prey. I resist the urge to snarl at them, but just barely. I walk faster and they seem to decide I’m not worth chasing. I shouldn’t be here. I should be home in bed, not prowling downtown Toronto at four A.M. A normal woman wouldn’t be here. It’s yet another reminder that I’m not normal. Not normal. I look down the darkened street and I can read a billet on a telephone post fifty feet off. Not normal. I catch a whiff of fresh bread from a bakery starting production miles away. Not normal. I stop by a storefront, grab a bar over the windows, and flex my biceps. The metal groans in my hand. Not normal. Not normal. I chant the words in my head, flagellating myself with them. The anger only grows.

Outside my apartment door, I stop and inhale deeply. I mustn’t wake Philip. And if I do, I mustn’t let him see me like this. I don’t need a mirror to know what I look like: skin taut, color high, eyes incandescent with the rage that always seems to follow a Change now. Definitely not normal.

When I finally enter the apartment, I hear his measured breathing from the bedroom. Still asleep. I’m nearly to the bathroom when his breathing catches.

“Elena?” His voice is a sleep-stuffed croak.

“Just going to the washroom.”

I try to slip past the doorway, but he’s sitting up, peering nearsightedly at me. He frowns.

“Fully dressed?” he says.

“I went out.”

A moment of silence. He runs a hand through his dark hair and sighs. “It’s not safe. Damn it, Elena. We’ve discussed this. Wake me up and I’ll go with you.”

“I need to be alone. To think.”

“It’s not safe.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

I creep into the bathroom, spending longer than necessary. I pretend to use the toilet, wash my hands with enough water to fill a Jacuzzi, then find a fingernail that needs elaborate filing attention. When I finally decide Philip has fallen back asleep, I head for the bedroom. The bedside lamp is on. He’s propped on his pillow, glasses in place. I hesitate in the doorway. I can’t bring myself to cross the threshold, to go and crawl into bed with him. I hate myself for it, but I can’t do it. The memory of the night lingers and I feel out of place here.

When I don’t move, Philip shifts his legs over the side of the bed and sits up.

“I didn’t mean to snap,” he says. “I worry. I know you need your freedom and I’m trying—”

He stops and rubs his hand across his mouth. His words slice through me. I know he doesn’t mean them as a reprimand, but they are a reminder that I’m screwing this up, that I’m fortunate to have found someone as patient and understanding as Philip, but I’m wearing through that patience at breakneck speed and all I seem capable of doing is standing back and waiting for the final crash.

“I know you need your freedom,” he says again. “But there has to be some other way. Maybe you could go out in the morning, early. If you prefer night, we could drive down to the lake. You could walk around. I could sit in the car and keep an eye on you. Maybe I could walk with you. Stay twenty paces behind or something.” He manages a wry smile. “Or maybe not. I’d probably get picked up by the cops, the middle-aged guy stalking the beautiful young blond.”

He pauses, then leans forward. “That’s your cue, Elena. You’re supposed to remind me that forty-one is far from middle-aged.”

“We’ll work something out,” I say.

We can’t, of course. I have to run under the cover of night and I have to do it alone. There is no compromise.

As he sits on the edge of the bed, watching me, I know we’re doomed. My only hope is to make this relationship so otherwise perfect that Philip might come to overlook our one insurmountable problem. To do that, my first step should be to go to him, crawl in bed, kiss him, and tell him I love him. But I can’t. Not tonight. Tonight I’m something else, something he doesn’t know and couldn’t understand. I don’t want to go to him like this.

“I’m not tired,” I say. “I might as well stay up. Do you want breakfast?”

He looks at me. Something in his expression falters and I know I’ve failed—again. But he doesn’t say anything. He pulls his smile back in place. “Let’s go out. Someplace in this city has to be open this early. We’ll drive around until we find it. Drink five cups of coffee and watch the sun come up. Okay?”

I nod, not trusting myself to speak.

“Shower first?” he says. “Or flip for it?”

“You go ahead.”

He kisses my cheek as he passes. I wait until I hear the shower running, then head for the kitchen.

Sometimes I get so hungry.


CHAPTER 1
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, Larry,” 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.


CHAPTER 2
SUMMONS

Maybe I’ve given the wrong impression by making such a big deal out of my quest to live in the human world, as if all werewolves cut themselves off from human life. They don’t. By necessity, most werewolves live in the human world. Short of teaming up and creating a commune in New Mexico, they don’t have much choice. The human world provides them with food, shelter, sex, and other necessities. Yet, although they may live in that world, they don’t consider themselves part of it. They view human interaction as a necessary evil, with attitudes ranging from contempt to barely concealed amusement. They are actors playing a role, sometimes enjoying their turn on the stage, but usually relieved to get off it. I didn’t want to be like that. I wanted to live in the human world and, as much as possible, be myself doing it. I didn’t choose this life and I damn well wasn’t about to give in to it, surrendering every dream of my future, ordinary, mediocre dreams of a home, a family, a career, and above all, stability. None of that was possible living as a werewolf.

I grew up in foster homes. Bad foster homes. Not having had a family as a child, I became determined to create one for myself. Becoming a werewolf pretty much knocked those plans into the dumper. Still, even if a husband and children were out of the question, that didn’t mean I couldn’t pursue some part of that dream. I was making a career for myself in journalism. I was making a home in Toronto. And I was making a family, albeit not the traditional family, with Philip. We’d been together long enough that I’d begun to believe some stability in my life was possible. I couldn’t believe my luck in finding someone as normal and decent as Philip. I knew what I was. I was difficult, temperamental, argumentative, not the sort of woman someone like Philip would fall for. Of course, I wasn’t like that around Philip. I kept that part of me—the werewolf part—hidden, hoping I’d eventually slough it off like dead skin. With Philip, I had the chance to reinvent myself, to become the kind of person he thought I was. Which, of course, was exactly the kind of person I wanted to be.

The Pack didn’t understand why I chose to live among humans. They couldn’t understand because they weren’t like me. First, I wasn’t born a werewolf. Most werewolves are, or at least they’re born carrying the blood in their veins and will experience their first Change when they reach adulthood. The other way to become a werewolf is to be bitten by one. Very few people survive a werewolf’s bite. Werewolves are neither stupid nor altruistic. If they bite, they intend to kill. If they bite and fail to kill, they’ll stalk their victim and finish the job. It’s a simple matter of survival. If you’re a werewolf who has comfortably assimilated into a town or city, the last thing you want is some half-crazed new werewolf lurching around your territory, slaughtering people and calling attention to himself. Even if someone is bitten and escapes, the chances of surviving are minimal. The first few Changes are hell, on the body and the sanity. Hereditary werewolves grow up knowing their lot in life and having their fathers to guide them. Bitten werewolves are on their own. If they don’t die from the physical stress, the mental stress drives them either to kill themselves or raise a big enough ruckus that another werewolf finds them and ends their suffering before they cause trouble. So there aren’t many bitten werewolves running around. At last count, there were approximately thirty-five werewolves in the world. Exactly three were nonhereditary, including me.

Me. The only female werewolf in existence. The werewolf gene is passed only through the male line, father to son, so the only way for a woman to become a werewolf is to be bitten and survive, which, as I’ve said, is rare. Given the odds, it’s not surprising I’m the only female. Bitten on purpose, turned into a werewolf on purpose. Amazing, really, that I survived. After all, when you’ve got a species with three dozen males and one female, that one female becomes something of a prize. And werewolves do not settle their battles over a nice game of chess. Nor do they have a history of respect for women. Women serve two functions in the werewolf world: sex and dinner, or if they’re feeling lazy, sex followed by dinner. Although I doubt any werewolf would dine on me, I’m an irresistible object for satisfying the other primal urge. Left on my own, I wouldn’t have survived. Fortunately, I wasn’t left on my own. Since I’d been bitten, I’d been under the protection of the Pack. Every society has its ruling class. In the werewolf world, it was the Pack. For reasons that had nothing to do with me and everything to do with the status of the werewolf who’d bitten me, I’d been part of the Pack from the time I was turned. A year ago I’d left. I’d cut myself off and I wasn’t going back. Given the choice between human and werewolf, I’d chosen to be human.

[image: ]

Philip had to work late the next day. Tuesday evening, I was waiting for his “I’ll be late” phone call when he walked into the apartment carrying dinner.

“Hope you’re hungry,” he said, swinging a bag of Indian takeout onto the table.

I was, though I’d grabbed two sausages from a vendor on the way home from work. The predinner meal had taken the edge off, so a normal dinner would now suffice. Yet another of the million tricks I’d learned to accommodate to human life.

Philip chatted about work as he took the cartons from the bag and set the table. I graciously shifted my papers to the side to let him lay out my place setting. I can be so helpful sometimes. Even after the food was on my plate, I managed to resist eating while I jotted down the final line of the article I was working on. Then I pushed the pad of paper aside and dug in.

“Mom called me at work,” Philip said. “She forgot to ask on Sunday whether you could help her plan Becky’s wedding shower.”

“Really?”

I heard the delight in my voice and wondered at it. Throwing a shower wasn’t exactly cause for high excitement. Still, no one had ever asked me to help at one before. Hell, no one had even invited me to one, excluding Sarah from work, but she’d invited all her coworkers.

Philip smiled. “I take it that’s a yes. Good. Mom will be happy. She loves that kind of stuff, all the fussing around and planning.”

“I don’t have much experience with throwing showers.”

“No problem. Becky’s bridesmaids are giving her the main shower, so this will just be a little family one. Well, not exactly little. I think Mom plans to invite every relative in Ontario. You’ll get to meet the whole bunch. I’m sure Mom’s told them all about you. Hope it’s not too overwhelming.”

“No,” I said. “I’ll be looking forward to it.”

“Sure, you can say that now. You haven’t met them.”

After dinner, Philip went downstairs to the fitness center for some weight-training. When he worked normal hours, he liked to get his workout in early and get to bed early, wryly admitting that he was getting too old to survive on five hours of sleep per night. For the first month we’d lived together, I’d joined him in his early workouts. It wasn’t easy pretending to struggle bench-pressing a hundred pounds when I could do five times that. Then came the day when I was so engrossed in conversation with one of our neighbors that I didn’t realize I was doing a sixty-pound lat pulldown one-handed and chatting away as casually as if I were pulling down a window blind. When I noticed the neighbor double-checking my weights, I realized my goof and covered it up with some bullshit about an incorrectly adjusted machine. After that, I restricted my workouts to between midnight and six, when the weight room was empty. I’d told Philip some story about taking advantage of a late-night second wind. He bought that, as he’d readily accepted so many other of my quirks. When he worked late, I went down to the health club afterward with him and did my swimming and running workouts as I’d done when we first met. Otherwise, he went alone.

That evening after Philip left, I switched on the TV. I didn’t watch it much, but when I did, I wallowed in the dregs of the broadcasting barrel, flicking past educational shows and high-grade dramas to tabloids and talk shows. Why? Because it reassured me that there were people in the world who were worse off than I was. No matter what went wrong with my day, I could turn on the TV, watch some moron telling his wife and the rest of the world that he’s sleeping with her daughter, and say to myself, Well, at least I’m better than that. Trash television as reaffirmation therapy. You gotta love it.

Today Inside Scoop was following up on some psycho who’d escaped from a North Carolina jail several months ago. Pure sensationalism. This guy had broken into the apartment of a total stranger, tied the man up, and shot him because he—quote—wanted to know what it felt like. The show’s writers had peppered the piece with words like “savage,” “wild,” and “animalistic.” What bullshit. Show me the animal that kills for the thrill of watching something die. Why does the stereotype of the animalistic killer persist? Because humans like it. It neatly explains things for them, moving humans to the top of the evolutionary ladder and putting killers down among mythological man-beast monsters like werewolves.

The truth is, if a werewolf behaved like this psychopath it wouldn’t be because he was part animal, but because he was still too human. Only humans kill for sport.

The show was almost over when Philip returned.

“Good workout?” I asked.

“Never good,” he said, making a face. “I’m still waiting for the day when they invent a pill to replace exercise. What are you watching?” He leaned over my head. “Any good fights breaking out?”

“That’s Jerry Springer. I can’t watch Springer. I tried once. Watched for ten minutes, trying to get past the profanity to figure out what they were saying. Finally figured out the profanity was all they were saying—a break between wrestling bouts. The WWF of daytime TV. No, strike that. At least WWF has a story line.”

Philip laughed and rumpled my hair. “How about a walk? I’ll grab a shower while you finish your show.”

“Sounds good.”

Philip headed to the bathroom. I sneaked to the fridge and grabbed a hunk of provolone that I’d hidden amongst the vegetables. When the phone rang, I ignored it. Eating was more important, and since Philip already had the water running, he wouldn’t hear the ringing, so he wouldn’t know I wasn’t answering it. Or so I thought. As I heard the water shut off, I shoved the cheese behind the lettuce and jogged for the phone. Philip was the sort who’d answer the phone during dinner rather than subject someone to the answering machine. I tried to live up to his example—at least when he was around. I was halfway across the apartment when the machine clicked on. My recorded voice sang out a nauseatingly cheery greeting and invited the caller to leave a message. This one did.

“Elena? It’s Jeremy.” I stopped in midstride. “Please call me. It’s important.”

His voice trailed off. The phone hissed with a sharp intake of breath. I knew he was tempted to say more, to issue a call-me-or-else ultimatum, but he couldn’t. We had an agreement. He couldn’t come here or send any of the others here. I resisted the urge to stick out my tongue at the answering machine. Nyah-nyah-nyah, you can’t get me. Maturity is highly overrated.

“It’s urgent, Elena,” Jeremy continued. “You know I wouldn’t call if it wasn’t.”

Philip reached for the phone, but Jeremy had already hung up. He lifted the receiver and held it out to me. I averted my gaze and walked to the couch.

“Aren’t you going to call back?” he said.

“He didn’t leave a number.”

“He sounded as if he expected you to have it. Who was it anyway?”

“A—uh—second cousin.”

“So my mysterious orphan has family? I’ll have to meet this cousin someday.”

“You wouldn’t want to.”

He laughed. “Turnabout’s fair play. I inflicted my family on you. Now’s your chance for revenge. After Becky’s shower you’ll want to sic your worst on me. Dig up the mad cousins who’ve been locked in attics for years. Though, actually, crazy attic-dwelling cousins would probably be the best kind. Definite dinner party interest. Better than the great-aunts who’ve told you the same story since childhood and fall asleep over dessert.”

I rolled my eyes. “Ready for that walk yet?”

“Let me finish my shower. How about giving 411 a call?”

“And get dinged with a service charge whether they find the number or not?”

“It’s less than a buck. We can afford it. Call. If you can’t find his number, maybe you can get someone else who can give you his number. There must be more of these cousins, right?”

“You think they have phone service in those attics? They’re lucky if they get electric lighting.”

“Call, Elena,” he said, giving a mock growl as he disappeared into the bathroom.

Once he was out of the room, I stared at the phone. Philip may have joked about it, but I knew he expected me to call Jeremy back. Why wouldn’t he? It was what any decent human being would do. Philip had heard the message, heard the urgency in Jeremy’s voice. By refusing to return what seemed to be a very important call, I’d appear callous, uncaring. A human would call back. The kind of woman I wanted to be would call back.

I could pretend I’d made the call. It was tempting, but it wouldn’t stop Jeremy from phoning again … and again … and again. This wasn’t the first time he’d tried communicating with me in the past few days. Werewolves share some degree of telepathy. Most werewolves ignored it, preferring less mystical ways of communication. Jeremy had refined the ability to an art, mainly because it gave him one more way to get under our skin and harass us until we did his bidding. While he’d been trying to contact me, I’d been blocking him. So he’d resorted to the phone. Not quite as effective as bombarding someone’s brain, but after a few days of filled message tapes, I’d cave in, if only to get rid of him.

I stood next to the phone, closed my eyes, and inhaled. I could do this. I could make the call, find out what Jeremy wanted, politely thank him for letting me know, and refuse to do whatever it was he demanded, knowing full well he was going to demand something of me. Even if Jeremy was the Pack Alpha and I’d been conditioned to obey him, I didn’t have to do it anymore. I wasn’t Pack. He had no control over me.

I lifted the receiver and punched in the numbers from memory. It rang four times, then the machine picked up. A recorded voice started, not Jeremy’s deep tones, but a Southern drawl that made me fumble to hang up before I heard the entire message. Sweat broke out along my forehead. The air in the apartment seemed to have shot up ten degrees and lost half its oxygen. I wiped my hands over my face, gave my head a sharp shake, and went to find my shoes for my walk with Philip.

Before breakfast the next morning, Philip asked what Jeremy had wanted. I admitted that I hadn’t been able to get in touch with him, but promised to keep trying. After we ate, Philip went downstairs to get the newspaper. I called Jeremy and once more got the answering machine.

As much as I hated to admit it, I was starting to worry. It wasn’t my fault, really. Being concerned about my former Pack brothers was instinctive, something I couldn’t control. Or, at least, that’s what I told myself when my heart pounded on the third unanswered call.

Jeremy should have been there. He rarely went far from Stonehaven, preferring to rule from his throne of power and sending his minions to do his dirty work. Okay, that wasn’t a fair assessment of Jeremy’s leadership style, but I was in no mood to be complimentary. He’d told me to call and, goddamn it, he should have been there when I did.

When Philip came back, I was hovering over the phone, glaring down at it as if I could mentally force Jeremy to pick up.

“Still no answer?” Philip said.

I shook my head. He studied my face more closely than I liked. As I turned away, he crossed the room and put his hand on my shoulder.

“You’re worried.”

“Not really. I just—”

“It’s okay, hon. If it were my family, I’d be worried. Maybe you should go there. See what’s wrong. It sounded urgent.”

I pulled away. “No, that’s ridiculous. I’ll keep calling—”

“It’s family, hon,” he said, as if that answered any argument I could come up with. For him, it did. That was one thing I couldn’t argue with. When Philip and I first became serious, the lease on his apartment came up and he’d made it clear he wanted to move in with me, but I’d resisted. Then he’d taken me to his family reunion. I’d met his mother and his father and his sister and seen how he interacted with them, how integral they were to his life. The next day I’d told him not to extend his lease.

Now Philip expected me to go to the aid of someone he thought was my family. If I refused, would he think I wasn’t the kind of person he wanted? I wouldn’t take that chance. I promised to keep trying. I promised if I didn’t get hold of Jeremy by noon, I’d fly to New York State to see what was wrong.

Each time I called over the next few hours, I prayed for an answer. The only reply I got was the click of the answering machine.

Philip drove me to the airport after lunch.


CHAPTER 3
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.
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“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 mine 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 woodchip 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 two-hundred-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 sank 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.


CHAPTER 4
MEET

No matter what Jeremy had said, I knew better than to leave. He might pretend not to care what I did, but he’d stop me if I tried to leave before he’d told me whatever he’d wanted to tell me. I had three choices. First, I could call him on it and walk out. Second, I could storm to his room and demand he tell me what was going on. Third, I could go to my old bedroom, sleep, and find out what he wanted in the morning. I weighed the options. Getting a cab back to Syracuse would be impossible now, since the local taxi service shut down over an hour ago. I could take one of the cars and ditch it at the airport, but my chances of catching a flight to Toronto at three A.M. were next to none and I didn’t relish sleeping in the airport. Nor did I relish the idea of fighting with Jeremy. One didn’t fight with Jeremy Danvers; one shouted and raged and cursed him while he stood there with an inscrutable look on his face, waited until you’d exhausted yourself, then calmly refused to discuss the matter. I’d learned ways of getting under his skin, but I was out of practice. No, tonight I’d fight back by refusing to play their games. I’d go to bed, get a good sleep, settle this in the morning, and leave. Simple as that.

I grabbed my overnight bag and went upstairs to my old room, ignoring the fact that—although supposedly no one knew I was coming—the bedroom was aired out, window cracked open, fresh bedding on, and covers turned back. I took the cell phone from my bag and called Philip. With each unanswered ring, I felt a stab of disappointment. He was probably in bed already. When the machine clicked on, I thought of hanging up, calling back, and hoping the additional ringing would wake him, but I knew I was being selfish, wanting to talk to him to reestablish my link with the outside world. So I settled for leaving a brief message to let him know I’d arrived safely and I’d call again before I left the next day.
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The silence of the house woke me the next morning. I’d become accustomed to waking in the city, cursing the sounds of traffic. When nothing conspired to get me up this morning, I bolted awake at ten, half expecting to see the world had ended. Then I realized I was at Stonehaven. I can’t say I was relieved.

I struggled up from the embroidered bedsheets and thick feather pillows and pushed back the curtains from my canopy bed. Waking up in my room at Stonehaven was like awakening into a Victorian romance nightmare. The canopied bed alone was bad enough, something straight out of “The Princess and the Pea,” and it only got worse. A Hepplewhite cedar chest at the foot of my bed held wood-scented down comforters, just in case the two Egyptian cotton duvets on my bed weren’t enough. Layers of opulent lace billowed around the window, streaming over a satin-covered window seat. The walls were pale pink, adorned with watercolors of flowers and sunsets. Across the room was a huge carved oak vanity, with a floor-length gilt mirror and silver vanity set. Even the top of the dresser was cluttered with Dresden figurines. Scarlett would have felt right at home.

The window seat was the reason Jeremy had picked this room for me, that and the cherry trees that had been blossoming just below the window. It had seemed appropriately pretty and feminine. The truth is, Jeremy had known squat about women and expecting me to go gaga over cherry blossoms had been the first of many mistakes. In Jeremy’s defense, he couldn’t be expected to know any better. Women played the most insignificant of roles in the world of werewolves. A werewolf’s only reason for delving into the mind of a woman is to find the best way to get her in bed. Most of them can’t even be bothered learning that. If you’re ten times stronger than the gorgeous redhead standing at the bar, why waste your money buying her a drink? At least, that’s the mutt point of view. Pack werewolves have developed more finesse. If a werewolf wants to live in one place, he can’t make a habit of raping a woman every time the urge strikes. Pack werewolves even have mistresses and girlfriends, although they never form what humans would call close relationships. They certainly never marry. Nor do they let women raise their sons. As I’ve said, only sons inherit the werewolf gene. So, while daughters were ignored, it was a law of the Pack that all male children must be taken from their mothers in infancy and all ties with the mother must be severed. Jeremy couldn’t be expected to know much about the opposite sex, having grown up in a world where mothers, sisters, and aunts were only words in a dictionary. And there were no female werewolves. Except me, of course. When I’d been bitten, Jeremy had expected a docile childlike creature who would meekly accept her fate and be happy with a pretty room and nice clothes. If he’d foreseen the future, he might have tossed me out the door … or worse.

The person who bit me had betrayed me in the worst possible way. I’d loved him, trusted him, and he’d turned me into a monster then left me with Jeremy. To say I reacted badly is an understatement. The bedroom arrangement didn’t last. Within a week, Jeremy had to lock me in the cage. My Changes became as uncontrolled as my rages, and nothing Jeremy could say would make me listen. I despised him. He was my captor, the only one around upon whom I could heap the blame for every torment, physical and emotional, I was undergoing. If the cage was my hell, Jeremy was my Satan.

Finally, I’d escaped. I’d hitched rides back to Toronto, trading in the only commodity I had—my body. But within days of my arrival, I’d realized my assessment of the cage had been horribly inaccurate. It was not hell. It was only a way station on the voyage. Living unrestrained and being unable to control my Changes was the ninth circle of the inferno.

I started by killing animals to stay alive, rabbits, raccoons, dogs, and even rats. Before long I lost all illusion of control and sank into madness. Unable to reason, barely able to think, I’d been driven entirely by the needs of my stomach. The rabbits and raccoons weren’t enough. I killed people. After the second one, Jeremy found me, took me home, and trained me. I never tried to escape again. I’d learned my lesson. There were worse things than Stonehaven.

After struggling out of bed, I trotted across the cold hardwood floor to the throw rug. The dresser and closet were stuffed with clothing I’d accumulated over the years. I found jeans and a shirt and yanked them on. Too lazy to comb my hair, I raked my fingers though it and tied it into a loose braid.

Once semi-presentable I opened the bedroom door and glanced across the hall. As Clay’s deep snores reverberated from his bedroom, some tension eased out of my shoulders. That was one problem I could avoid this morning.

I slipped out into the hall and past his closed door. With an uncanny abruptness, the snoring stopped. Cursing under my breath I hurried down the first few stairs. Clay’s door creaked open, followed by the padding of bare feet on hardwood. Don’t stop, I warned myself, and don’t turn around. Then I stopped and, of course, turned around.

He stood at the top of the stairs looking exhausted enough to tumble down them at the slightest touch. His close-cropped gold curls were an unruly mess, rumpled and plastered down by sweaty sleep. Sandy blond beard shadow covered his cheeks and square chin. His eyes were half-lidded, struggling to focus. He was dressed only in the white boxer shorts with black paw prints that I’d bought him as a joke during one of our better periods. With a yawn, he stretched and rolled his shoulders, rippling muscles down his chest.

“Rough night guarding my escape routes?” I asked.

He shrugged. Whenever I had a bad day at Stonehaven, Clay spent the night staking out my possible escape venues. Like I’d ever be so cowardly as to sneak off in the night. Well, okay, I’d done it before, but that wasn’t the point.

“How ’bout some company for breakfast?” he asked.

“No.”

Another drowsy shrug of his shoulders. Let a few more hours pass and he’d never take the rebuff without a fight. Hell, in a few hours, he wouldn’t bother asking if he could join me. I started back down the stairs. I got exactly three steps when he jolted awake, trotted down the stairs after me, and grabbed my elbow.

“Let me get your breakfast,” he said. “I’ll meet you in the sunroom. I want to talk to you.”

“I don’t have anything to say to you, Clayton.”

“Give me five minutes.”

Before I could answer, he’d jogged up the stairs and vanished into his room. I could have gone after him, but that would have meant following him into his bedroom. Definitely not a good idea.

At the bottom of the stairs, a smell stopped me in my tracks. Honeyed ham and pancakes, my favorite breakfast. I stepped into the sunroom and checked the table. Yes, stacks of ham and pancakes were waiting on a steaming platter. They hadn’t materialized on their own, but I might have been less surprised to find that they had. The only person who could have made them was Jeremy, but Jeremy didn’t cook. Not couldn’t—didn’t. That isn’t to say he expected Clay or me to serve him, but when he did fix breakfast for us the only thing that steamed was the coffee. The rest was always a hodgepodge of breads, cheeses, cold meats, fruits, and anything else requiring minimal preparation.

Jeremy walked behind me into the sunroom. “It’s getting cold. Sit and eat.”

I said nothing about the breakfast. When Jeremy made a gesture he didn’t like it recognized, much less thanked. For a moment I was sure this was Jeremy’s way of welcoming me back. Then the old doubts resurfaced. Maybe he’d only fixed breakfast to placate me. With Jeremy, I could never read his intentions, even after all these years. Sometimes I was certain he wanted me at Stonehaven. Other times I was convinced he only accepted me because he had no choice, because I’d been thrust into his life and keeping me calm and under control was in the best interests of his Pack. I knew I spent too much time dwelling on this, struggling to interpret his every gesture, far too eager to see some sign of approval. Maybe I was still stuck in the old patterns of childhood, wanting a father more than I’d admit. I hoped not. Needy waif wasn’t exactly an image I cared to project.

I sat down and dug in. The pancakes came from a mix, but I wasn’t complaining. They were hot and filling, and came with butter and maple syrup—the real stuff, not the imitation junk I always bought to save a few bucks. I gulped down the first stack and reached for a second. Jeremy didn’t so much as raise his eyebrows. One good thing about Stonehaven: I could eat as much as I wanted without anyone commenting or even noticing.

While Clay had staked out my bedroom window last night, it looked like Jeremy had been lying in wait for me here this morning. His easel was set up between his chair and the window. On it was a fresh sheet of paper with a few unconnected lines. He hadn’t got far on the new sketch. The few lines he had drawn had obviously been erased and redrawn several times. One spot of paper was threatening to break through to the easel behind.

“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” I asked.

“Are you going to listen? Or are you trying to pick another fight?”

He drew a new line over the ghost of the last, then erased it. The brown of the easel peeked through the hole.

“It hasn’t gone away, has it?” I said. “The reason I left. You’re still angry.”

He didn’t look up from his sketch. Damn it, why didn’t he look up?

“I was never angry with you, Elena. You were angry with yourself. That’s why you left. You didn’t like what you did. It frightened you, and you thought you could make it go away by leaving. Has it gone away?”

I said nothing.

Sixteen months ago, I’d gone to investigate a report of someone selling werewolf information. Now, the Pack doesn’t chase down every joe who says he has proof of werewolves. That would be a full-time job for every living werewolf in and out of the Pack. We do keep an eye on stories that sound legitimate, excluding anything with keywords like silver bullet, baby killing, and ravaging half man–half beast creatures. What’s left is a part-time job for two people: Clay and me. If an outside werewolf was causing trouble and Jeremy wanted to make an example of him, he sent Clay. If the trouble had gone beyond the point of a quick fix—or if it involved a human—then it needed caution and finesse. For those, he sent me. The case of Jose Carter required my brand of troubleshooting.

Jose Carter was a small-time con man who specialized in paranormal phenomena. He’d spent his life bilking the gullible and vulnerable with tales of loved ones trying to make contact from the beyond. Then, two years ago, while working in South America, he came across a small town that claimed a werewolf was preying on their village. Never one to miss an opportunity, Carter moved in and started gathering what he assumed would be phony evidence that he could sell in the United States. Trouble was, it wasn’t phony. One of the mutts had been touring across Ecuador, hitting village after village and leaving a trail of dead bodies. The mutt thought he had the perfect gig, raiding villages so remote that no one would see the pattern. He hadn’t counted on Jose Carter. And Carter hadn’t counted on ever finding the real thing, but he was quick to recognize it when he did. He left Ecuador with eyewitness reports, hair samples, plaster paw-print casts, and photographs. Returning to the United States, he’d contacted several paranormal societies and tried to sell the information. He’d been so certain of his find that he’d offered to accompany the highest bidder back to South America to track the beast.

I’d caught up with Jose Carter at his “information auction” in Dallas. I’d tried to discredit him. I’d tried to steal the evidence. When nothing worked, I’d taken the only route left. I’d killed him. I did it on my own, without orders from Jeremy and without even contacting Jeremy. Afterward, I’d gone back to my hotel, cleaned up, and enjoyed a good sleep. When I awoke, the full impact of what I’d done hit me. No, not so much what I’d done, but how I’d done it, how easily I’d done it. I’d killed a man with as much moral compunction as I would have swatted a fly.

On the way back to New York, I’d prepared my argument for Jeremy, to explain why I’d acted without consulting him. Carter had been a clear threat. I’d done everything I could to stop him. Time had been running out. Had I called Jeremy, he would have wanted me to do the same thing, so I’d saved a step and taken care of matters myself. Before I’d reached Stonehaven, I’d realized the truth. It wasn’t Jeremy I was trying to convince. It was myself. I’d crossed the line. I’d acted with the single-minded purpose of protecting my Pack, devoid of even a drop of compassion or mercy. I’d acted like Clay. That scared me, scared me so bad I’d run and sworn I’d never go back to that life again.

Had it gone away? Did I once again feel in complete control of my instincts and impulses? I didn’t know. For over a year, I hadn’t done anything so blatantly wrong, but nor had I been in a position where the opportunity arose. One more reason why I hadn’t wanted to come back to Stonehaven. I didn’t know if it was gone and I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out.

A commotion at the front door snapped me out of my memories. As I glanced up, a tall, dark-haired figure burst into the sunroom. Nick caught sight of me, covered the room in three running steps, and swung me up off my seat. My heel caught the edge of my chair and toppled it over. He gave a mock growl as he squeezed me.

“You were gone too long, little sister. Much too long.”

Lifting me up, Nick kissed me. Whatever his greeting, the kiss was definitely not fraternal, but a deep kiss that left me gasping. Anyone else would have gotten smacked for it, but anyone else wouldn’t have kissed with half of Nick’s expertise, so I overlooked the indiscretion.

“Well, just make yourself at home,” Clay drawled from the doorway.

Nick turned to Clay and grinned. Still holding me captive in one arm, he strode across the floor and thumped Clay on the back. Clay’s arm flew up and grabbed Nick in a headlock. He pulled me free and shoved Nick away. Nick regained his balance and his grin, and bounced back to us.

“When did you get in?” he asked me, then poked Clay in the ribs. “And why didn’t you tell me she was coming?”

From behind, someone grabbed me in a bear hug and lifted me off the ground.

“The prodigal has returned.”

I twisted to see a face as familiar as Nick’s. “You’re as bad as your son,” I said, wriggling out of his grasp. “Can’t you guys just shake hands?”

Antonio laughed and let me down. “I should squeeze harder. Maybe that would teach you to stay home for a while.”

Antonio Sorrentino shared his son’s wavy dark hair and heart-stopping brown eyes. They usually passed themselves off as brothers. Antonio was fifty-three and looked half that, which owed as much to his passion for healthy living as to being a werewolf. He was shorter and sturdier than his son, with broad shoulders and bulging biceps that made Clay look like a featherweight.

“Has Peter arrived yet?” Antonio said, pulling out the chair beside Jeremy, who was sipping his second cup of coffee, undisturbed by the uproar.

Jeremy shook his head.

“So everyone’s coming?” I asked.

“Finish your breakfast,” Jeremy said, giving me the critical once-over. “You’ve lost weight. You can’t do that. If you don’t get enough energy, your control will start to slip. I’ve warned you before.”

Finally pushing his easel aside, Jeremy turned to talk to Antonio. Clay reached over my shoulder, snatched a hunk of ham, and downed it in one gulp. When I glared at him, he gave me a disarming “just trying to help” shrug.

“Keep your fingers off her plate,” Jeremy said without turning around. “Yours is in the kitchen. There’s enough for everyone.”

Antonio was first out the door. When Nick went to follow, Clay grabbed his arm. He didn’t say a word. He didn’t need to. Nick nodded and bounded off to fill two plates while Clay took the seat beside me.

“Bully,” I muttered.

Clay lifted his eyebrows, blue eyes flashing innocently. His fingers darted out to snag another piece of ham off my plate. Grabbing my fork, I stabbed the back of his hand hard enough to make him yelp. Jeremy sipped his coffee and ignored us.

Antonio came back into the sunroom, plate piled so high I expected the pancakes to slide to the floor at any second, especially since he was holding the plate with only one hand. His other hand was busy forking a pancake toward his mouth. Nick followed his father and dropped Clay’s plate in front of him, then pulled up a fifth chair, turned it backward, and straddled it. For a few minutes, there was blessed silence. Werewolves weren’t much for mealtime conversation. The task of filling their stomachs demanded full concentration.

The quiet might have lasted even longer if the doorbell hadn’t shattered the silence. Nick went to answer it and came back with Peter Myers. Peter was short and wiry with an easy grin and wild red hair that always looked as if he’d forgotten to comb it. Once again, we went through the rituals of bear hugging, back-thumping, and mock punching. Greetings amongst the Pack were as exuberant as they were physical, often leaving as many bruises as a few rounds of roughhousing.

“When’s Logan coming?” I asked as everyone settled back to the business of eating.

“He’s not,” Jeremy said. “He had to fly to Los Angeles for a court case. Last-minute legal substitution. I contacted him last night and let him know what’s going on.”

“Which reminds me,” Clay said, turning to me. “Last time I talked to Logan, he let something slip about speaking to you. ’Course, that’s not possible, since you cut off all contact with the Pack, right?”

I looked at Clay, but didn’t answer. I didn’t need to. He could see my reply in my eyes. His face flushed with anger and he stabbed a slice of ham hard enough to rock the table. I’d spoken to Logan at least once a week since I’d left, telling myself that so long as I didn’t go see him, I wasn’t exactly breaking my vow. Besides, Logan was more than my Pack brother; he was my friend, maybe the only true friend I’d ever had. Although we were the same age, we shared more in common than being able to name both members of WHAM! … Logan understood the allure of the outside world. He enjoyed the protection and companionship the Pack offered, but he was equally at home in the human world, where he had an apartment in Albany, a long-term girlfriend, and a flourishing legal career. As soon as I realized that Jeremy had called a Meet, my first thought had been, Great, Logan’s coming. Now I wouldn’t even have that compensation for this unwanted visit.

A few minutes later, Jeremy and Antonio went out to the back porch to talk. As Jeremy’s closest and oldest friend, Antonio often served as a sounding board for Jeremy’s ideas and plans, a court adviser of sorts. Antonio and Jeremy had grown up together, sons of the Pack’s two most distinguished families. Antonio’s father had been Pack Alpha before Jeremy. When Dominic died, many in the Pack had assumed Antonio would take over the role, even though Pack leadership was not hereditary. As with real wolves, the Alpha of the Pack was traditionally the best fighter. Before Clay grew up, Antonio was the Pack’s top warrior. Moreover, he had brains and more common sense than a dozen normal werewolves. Yet, on his father’s death, Antonio had backed Jeremy, recognizing in him strengths that would save the Pack. With Antonio’s help, Jeremy had been able to squash any objection to his succession. No one had challenged him since. The only werewolf with the power to contest Jeremy’s position was Clay, and Clay would sooner cut off his right arm than challenge the man who had rescued and raised him.

When Jeremy was twenty-one, his father had returned from a trip with a strange story. He’d been passing through Louisiana when he’d scented a werewolf. He’d tracked it and discovered a preadolescent werewolf living like an animal in the swamps. To Malcolm Danvers, this had been nothing more than an intriguing dinner tale, since no one had ever heard of a child werewolf. While hereditary werewolves didn’t experience their first Change until adulthood, usually between the ages of eighteen and twenty-one, a human bitten by a werewolf was a werewolf immediately, regardless of his age. The youngest person known to have become a werewolf was fifteen. It was assumed that if a child was bitten, he would die, if not of the bite, then surely from the shock. Even if he miraculously survived the attack, a child couldn’t have the fortitude to survive the first Change. This boy in Louisiana looked no more than seven or eight, but Malcolm had seen him in both forms, so he was clearly a full-fledged bitten werewolf. The Pack chalked up his survival to sheer luck, a fluke of nature having nothing to do with strength or willpower. The wolf-child may have lived this long, but he certainly couldn’t survive much longer. The next time Malcolm visited Louisiana, he expected to find the boy long dead. He even laid a few hefty wagers on this with his Pack brothers.

The next day, Jeremy caught a flight to Baton Rouge where he’d found the boy, who had no idea what had happened to him or how long he’d been a werewolf. He’d been living in the swamps and tenements, eking out an existence killing rats and dogs and children. At such an early age his Changes were uncontrollable and he vacillated continually between forms, reason having almost given way to madness. The boy had looked like an animal even in human form, naked with matted hair and nails like talons.

Jeremy had brought the boy home and tried to civilize him. As it turned out, the task was as impossible as civilizing a wild animal. The best you can hope for is to tame it. Clay had lived on his own as a werewolf for so long that he no longer remembered being human. He had become a wolf, more of a true wolf than any normal werewolf could be, governed by the simplest of instincts, the need to hunt for food, to defend his territory, and to protect his family. If Jeremy had questioned this, Clay’s first encounter with Nicholas had banished any doubts.

As a boy, Clay would have nothing to do with human children, so Jeremy decided he should meet one of the Pack sons, thinking Clay might be more willing to accept a playmate, who, while not a werewolf yet, at least had the blood in his veins. As I’ve said, sons of the Pack were taken from their mothers and raised by their fathers. More than that, they were raised by the Pack itself. The boys were indulged and cherished by the whole Pack, maybe to compensate for a difficult life to come, more likely to foster the bonds necessary for a strong Pack. The children would often pass their summer holidays moving from one house to another, spending as much time as possible with the “uncles” and “cousins” who would become their Pack brothers. Since the Pack was never large, there were usually no more than two boys of a similar age. When Clay came to live with Jeremy there were only two Pack sons under ten: Nick, who’d been eight and Daniel Santos, who’d been almost seven—the age Jeremy decided Clay would officially be. Of the two, Nick would be Clay’s first playmate. Maybe Jeremy picked Nick because he was the son of his best friend. Or maybe he already saw something in Daniel that made him decide he’d make an unsuitable playmate. Whatever the reason, Jeremy’s choice was one that would resonate throughout the lives of the three boys. But that’s another story.

At their first meeting, Antonio brought Nick to Stonehaven and introduced him to Clay, fully expecting the two boys to run off and play a good old-fashioned game of cops and robbers. As Antonio tells the story, Clay stood there for a moment, sized up the older and taller boy, then sprang, pinning Nick to the ground with his arm on his throat, whereupon Nick promptly pissed his pants. Disgusted at his adversary’s lack of worthiness, Clay decided to let him live and soon found Nick had his uses … as a wrestling dummy, an errand boy, and a devoted follower. Which isn’t to say the two never engaged in a good old-fashioned game of cops and robbers, but whenever they did, no matter which role Nick was given, he always ended up being the one gagged, bound to a tree, and sometimes abandoned.

Clay eventually learned better instinct control, but even now it was a struggle against his nature. For Clay, instinct ruled. He’d learned tricks he could employ if he had advance notice, such as hearing hunters on the property in the distance. But without such warning, his temper took over and he’d explode, sometimes endangering the Pack. No matter how smart he was—his IQ was once measured at 160—he couldn’t control his instincts. Sometimes I thought this made it harder, having the brains to know he was screwing up and being unable to stop himself. Other times I figured if he was so smart, he should be able to control it. Maybe he just didn’t try hard enough. I liked that explanation better.

Jeremy and Antonio returned from their talk and we all moved to the study, where Jeremy explained the situation. There was a werewolf in Bear Valley. The wild dog story was a plausible explanation devised by locals desperate for an answer. There had been canine tracks around the body. The kill itself was canine, throat ripped out and body partly devoured. Of course, no one could explain how the young woman had come to be wandering around the forest at night in the first place, particularly in a skirt and high heels. It looked like a dog kill, so the locals had decided it was. We knew better.

The killer was a werewolf. All the signs were there. The surprise was that he was still in Bear Valley, even that he’d arrived there at all. How had one of the mutts gotten so close to Stonehaven? How had he killed a local woman before Jeremy and Clay had even figured out he was there? The answer was simple: complacency. After twenty years of not seeing a werewolf set foot north of New York City, Clay had relaxed his guard. Jeremy had continued to monitor the papers, but he’d paid more attention to events in other parts of the Pack territory. If he expected trouble, he expected it elsewhere, maybe in Toronto, or Albany where Logan kept an apartment, or the Catskills, where the Sorrentinos’ estate was, or across the border in Vermont where Peter lived. But not near Stonehaven. Never near Stonehaven.

When the dead woman had disappeared Jeremy knew about it but paid little attention. Humans went missing all the time. There had been no suggestion that the disappearance had anything to do with a werewolf. Three days ago the woman’s body had been found, but by then it was too late. The window of opportunity for quickly and safely dispatching the trespasser had passed. The townsfolk were up in arms over the killing. Within hours hunters were combing the woods looking for predators, human or canine. As much as Jeremy was respected in the community, he was still an outsider—someone who lived there but held himself apart from the community. For years people in and around Bear Valley had granted the Danvers their privacy, prompted in part by the large checks that came from Stonehaven each Christmas earmarked for school improvements or a new library or whatever else city council was struggling to pay for. When danger came calling, though, it was human nature to look to the outsider. It wouldn’t be long before someone looked toward Stonehaven and its generous yet mysterious inhabitants and said, “You know, we don’t really know them, do we?”

“What we need to do first is find this mutt,” Jeremy said. “Elena has the best sense of smell, so she’ll be—”

“I’m not staying,” I said.

The room went silent. Everyone turned to look at me, Jeremy’s expression inscrutable, Clay’s jaw setting for a fight, Antonio and Peter looking shocked, and Nick staring at me in confusion. I cursed myself for having let things get this far. The middle of a meeting was not the time to assert my independence from the Pack. I’d tried to tell Jeremy the night before, but he’d obviously chosen to ignore it and hope it went away with a good night’s sleep. I should have taken him aside this morning and explained it, instead of sitting down for breakfast and letting the others think everything was back to normal. But that’s the way Stonehaven worked. I came back, got caught up in it—running with Clay, arguing with Jeremy, sleeping in my room, reuniting with the others—and I forgot everything else. Now, as Jeremy began to make plans for me, my memory improved.

“I thought you came back,” Nick said, breaking the silence. “You’re here. I don’t understand.”

“I’m here because Jeremy left me an urgent message to call him. I tried calling, but no one answered, so I came out to see what was wrong.”

I realized this sounded lame even as the words left my mouth.

“I called,” I said. “And called and called and called. I was worried, okay? So I came to find out what Jeremy wanted. I asked him last night, but he wouldn’t tell me.”

“So now that you know, you’re leaving. Again,” Clay said, his voice low but hard.

I turned on him. “I told you last night—”

“Jeremy called you for a reason, Elena,” Antonio said, stepping between Clay and me. “We need to find out who this mutt is. You keep the dossiers. You know them. That’s your job.”

“That was my job.”

Nick straightened up, confusion now mixed with alarm. “What does that mean?”

Clay started getting to his feet.

“It means Elena and I have something to discuss in private,” Jeremy said. “We’ll continue this meeting later.”


CHAPTER 5
LEGACY

Peter and Antonio cleared the room quickly. Nick lingered, trying to catch my eye. When I looked away, he hesitated, then followed his father. Clay thumped back into his seat.

“Clayton,” Jeremy said.

“I’m staying. This has as much to do with me as it does you. Probably more. If Elena thinks she can show up, then walk right back out, after I’ve been waiting for over a year—”

“You’ll do what?” I said, stepping toward him. “Kidnap me and lock me in a hotel room again?”

“That was six years ago. And I was only trying to convince you to talk to me before you left.”

“Convince? Hah. I’d probably still be there if I hadn’t convinced you to set me free by hanging you off the balcony by your ankles. If I’d had any sense, I’d have let go while I had the chance.”

“Wouldn’t have done any good, darling. I bounce. You can’t get rid of me that easily.”

“I’m getting rid of you now,” Jeremy said. “Out. That’s an order.”

Clay paused, then sighed, hauled himself to his feet, left the room, and closed the door. That didn’t mean he was gone, though. No footsteps receded down the hall. The floor thudded as he dropped down to sit outside and eavesdrop. Jeremy chose to ignore it.

“We need your help,” Jeremy said, turning back to me. “You’ve researched the mutts. You took that on as a job. You know more about them than any of us.”

“I took on the job when I was part of the Pack. I told you—”

“We need your nose to find him and your knowledge to identify him. Then we need your help to get rid of him. It’s a tricky situation, Elena. Clay’s not the one to handle this. We need to proceed with absolute caution. This mutt has killed on our territory and he’s insinuated himself into our town. We need to lure him out without calling attention to ourselves or making him panic. You can do that. Only you.”

“I’m sorry, Jer, but this isn’t my problem. I don’t live here anymore. I’m not supposed to be looking for mutts. It’s not my job.”

“It’s my job, I know. This should never have happened. I wasn’t paying enough attention. But that doesn’t change the fact that it’s happened and we’re all in danger because of it—even you. If this mutt continues making trouble, he runs the risk of being caught. If he’s caught, what will prevent him from telling the authorities about us?”

“But I—”

“All I want is your help dealing with this problem. Once it’s cleared up, you can do as you wish.”

“And if I wish to leave the Pack? Did you mean what you said last night? That the choice is mine?”

Something flitted across Jeremy’s face. He brushed his bangs back and the expression was gone. “I was angry last night. There’s no reason to be in such a rush to make this decision, Elena. I said I’d let you go and live your own life and I’d only call you back if it was urgent. This is urgent. I haven’t phoned you for anything else. I haven’t let Clay contact you. I haven’t summoned you back for the other Meets. I haven’t expected you to maintain the dossiers or anything else you normally do for us. No one else would get that kind of treatment. You get it because I want to give you all the freedom you need to make the right decision.”

“You’re hoping I’ll grow out of it.”

“Adjusting to this has been more difficult for you than anyone else. You didn’t grow up knowing you’d become a werewolf. Being bitten would have been bad enough, but the way it happened, the circumstances under which it happened, make it ten times harder. It’s in your nature to fight something you didn’t choose. When you make your choice, I want it to be because you’ve spent enough time out there to know that it’s what you want, not because you’re stubborn and want to assert your right to self-determination here and now.”

“In other words, you’re hoping I’ll grow out of it.”

“I’m asking for your help, Elena. Asking, not demanding. Help me solve this problem and you can go back to Toronto. No one will stop you.” He glanced toward the door, listening for Clay’s protest, but only silence returned. “I’ll give you some time to think about it. Come see me when you’re ready.”
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I stayed in the study for over an hour. Part of me cursed myself for coming back, cursed Jeremy for putting this on me, cursed Clay for … well, for everything else. I wanted to stomp my feet in a two-year-old’s tantrum and shout that it wasn’t fair. But it was fair. Jeremy was being perfectly reasonable. That was the worst of it.

I owed the Pack a debt I hadn’t finished paying. I owed Antonio and Peter and Nick and Logan for their friendship and their protection and, even if they were inclined to treat me like a kid sister, someone to pet and coddle and tease, they’d accepted me and looked after me when I couldn’t look after myself. Most of all, though, I owed Jeremy. As much as I railed at his demands and tyrannical authority, I never forgot how much I owed him.

When I’d been bitten, Jeremy had taken me in, sheltered me, fed me, and taught me how to control my Changes, rein in my impulses, and fit into the outside world. The Pack often jokes that raising Clay was Jeremy’s greatest challenge, the seven labors of Hercules all rolled into one. If they knew what Jeremy had gone through with me they might change their minds. I put him through hell for one solid year. When he’d brought food, I’d thrown it at him. When he’d talked to me, I’d cursed and spat at him. When he’d come near me, I’d attacked him. Later, when I’d escaped, I’d put the entire Pack at risk. Any other werewolf would have given up, hunted me down, and killed me. Jeremy hunted me down, brought me back to Stonehaven, and started all over again.

When I was well again he’d encouraged me to finish my university degree, footing the bill for tuition, an apartment, and anything else I needed. When I’d finished school and started doing freelance journalism he’d encouraged and supported me. When I’d announced I wanted to try living on my own he’d disagreed, but he’d let me go and watched over me. It didn’t matter whether he did these things because he was fond of me or, as I feared, only because it was in the best interests of the Pack to keep me safe and under their control. It only mattered that he’d done it. Now I cursed him for interfering with my new life. The truth was that without Jeremy’s help I wouldn’t have a new life. If I’d survived at all, I’d be like the mutts, barely able to control my Changes, completely unable to control my impulses, killing humans, moving from place to place one step ahead of suspicions, no job, no apartment, no friends, no lover, no future.

Now he asked something of me. One favor, not even phrased as such. Just a request for help.

I couldn’t refuse.
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I told Jeremy I’d stay long enough to help them find and kill this mutt on the condition that, when it was over, I could leave without him or Clay trying to stop me. Jeremy agreed. Then he went to tell the others, taking Clay out back for an extended explanation. When Clay returned, he was in high spirits, joking with Peter, mock-wrestling with Nick, chatting with Antonio, and offering me the couch when we went back to the study to resume the meeting. Since Jeremy wouldn’t have sugarcoated my arrangement, Clay had obviously reinterpreted the facts through his own filter of logic, a logic as indecipherable as his code of behavior and ethics. I’d straighten him out soon enough.

As expected, the plan was to hunt down and kill the mutt. Given the dicey nature of the affair, this would take place in one or two phases. Tonight, the five of us, excluding Jeremy, would go into town to track the mutt down. We’d split into two groups, Antonio and Peter in one, the rest of us in the other. If we found the mutt’s lair, Antonio or I would determine whether or not the mutt could be killed safely. If it wasn’t a safe kill, we’d gather information to plot the killing for another night. After the Jose Carter fiasco I was surprised Jeremy was willing to give me the responsibility of making such a decision, but no one else questioned it, so I kept quiet.

Before lunch I went to my room and called Philip. Downstairs, Peter and Antonio were loudly debating some fine point of high finance. Drawers in the kitchen banged open and shut and the smell of roasting lamb wafted up to me as Clay and Nick made lunch. Although I couldn’t hear Jeremy I knew he was still where we’d left him, in the study poring over maps of Bear Valley to determine the best areas of town for our search that night.

Once in my room I walked to my bed, pushing back the canopy, crawled inside with my cell phone, and let the curtain swing closed, cutting off the outside view. When Philip didn’t answer his office number, I tried his cell phone. He picked up on the third ring. As his voice crackled down the line, all noise from downstairs seemed to stop and I was transported to another world, where planning to hunt down a werewolf was only a B movie plotline.

“It’s me,” I said. “Are you busy?”

“Heading off for lunch with a client. Potential client. I got your message. I went downstairs for a thirty-minute workout and missed your call. Can I get your number there? Hold on while I find some paper.”

“I’ve got my cell phone.”

“Okay, I’m an idiot. Of course you do. So if I need you, I can call your cell, right?”

“I can’t take it in the hospital. Against the rules. I’ll check for messages though.”

“Hospital? Damn it. I’m sorry. Five minutes into the conversation and I haven’t even asked what happened to your cousin. An accident?”

“His wife actually. I used to come down here in the summers and a bunch of us hung out together, Jeremy, his brothers, Celia—that’s his wife.” Philip knew my parents were dead but I’d told him none of the gory details, such as how young I was when it happened, so I was free to improvise. “Anyway, Celia was in a car accident. Touch-and-go for a while, when Jeremy called me. She’s off the critical list now.”

“Thank God. Geez, that’s awful. How’s everyone holding up?”

“Okay. The problem is the kids. Three of them. Jeremy’s really at loose ends here, trying to look after the little ones and worrying about Celia. I offered to stay for a few days, at least until Celia’s parents get back from Europe. Everyone’s pretty shaken up right now.”

“I can imagine. Hold on.” Static buzzed down the line. “Good. I’m off the expressway. Sorry about that. So you’re staying to help out?”

“Until after the weekend. Is that okay?”

“Sure. Absolutely. If I wasn’t so tied up with work this week I’d come down to help out myself. Do you need anything?”

“Got my credit card.”

He chuckled. “That’s all anyone needs these days. If you max out, give me a shout and I’ll transfer some money from my account. Damn—passed my turn.”

“I’ll let you go.”

“Sorry. Call me tonight if you get a chance, though I expect you’ll be pretty busy. Three kids. How old?”

“All under five.”

“Ouch. You will be busy. I’ll miss you.”

“It’ll only be a couple days.”

“Good. Talk to you soon. Love you.”

“You too. Bye.”

As I hung up, I closed my eyes and exhaled. See? Not so bad. Philip was still Philip. Nothing had changed. Philip and my new life were out there, waiting for me to return. Only a few more days and I could go back to them.
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After lunch, I went to the study to check my dossiers, hoping to find something that might help me figure out which mutt was causing trouble in Bear Valley. One of my jobs with the Pack was to keep tabs on non-Pack werewolves. I’d built a dossier of them, complete with photos and behavioral sketches. I could recite over two dozen names and last known locations, and separate the list into the good, the bad, and the ugly—those who could suppress the urge to kill, those who couldn’t, and those who didn’t bother trying. Judging by this mutt’s behavior, he fell into the last category. That narrowed it down from twenty-seven to about twenty.

I turned to the cupboards below the bookshelf. Opening the second one, I cleared a path through the brandy glasses and felt around the back panel for an exposed wooden nail. When I found it, I twisted the nail and the rear panel sprang open. Inside the secret compartment we kept the only two condemning articles in Stonehaven, the only things that could link us to what we were. One was my book of dossiers. When I looked, though, it wasn’t there. I sighed. Only Jeremy would have taken it out and he’d left for a walk an hour ago. Though I could always go looking for him, I knew he wasn’t just taking in exercise but was finalizing the plans for our mutt hunt that night. Interruptions were not appreciated.

As I was closing the compartment I saw the second book lying there and, on a whim, pulled it out and opened it, though I’d read it so many times before I could recite most of it from memory. When Jeremy first told me about the Legacy I expected some musty, stinking, half-rotted tome. But the centuries-old book was in better shape than my college texts. Naturally the pages were yellowed and fragile, but each Pack Alpha had kept it in a special compartment, free from dust, mildew, light, and any of the other elements that could kill a book.

The Legacy purported to tell the history of werewolves, particularly of the Pack, yet it wasn’t a straightforward account of dates and events. Instead, every Pack Alpha had added what he considered important, making it a mishmash of history, genealogy, and lore.

One section dealt entirely with scientific experimentation on the nature and boundaries of the werewolf condition. A Pack Alpha during the Renaissance had been particularly fascinated with legends of werewolf immortality. He’d detailed every one, from the stories of werewolves becoming immortal by drinking the blood of infants to the tales of werewolves becoming vampires after death. Then he’d proceeded with well-controlled experiments, all involving mutts that he’d capture, work on, then kill and wait for their resurrection. None of his experiments worked, but he’d been remarkably successful at decreasing the European mutt population.

A century later, a Pack Alpha became obsessed with the pursuit of better sex—the only surprising part of this being that it took several hundred years for someone to do it. He’d started with the hypothesis that human-werewolf sex was inherently dissatisfying because it involved two different species. So he bit a few women. When they didn’t survive, he concluded that rumors of female werewolves throughout the ages were false and such a thing was biologically impossible. Moving right along, he tried variations on sex in both forms—as a wolf and as a human with both normal wolves and humans. None approached being in good old-fashioned human form having human sex, so he went back to women and started experimenting with variations on positions, acts, locales, et cetera. Finally, he found the ultimate act of sexual satisfaction—waiting until the first notes of climax struck, then slashing his partner’s throat. He described his formula in vivid detail, with all the flowery emoting of a new religious convert. Fortunately, his practice never gained popularity among the Pack, probably because the Alpha was burned at the stake a few months later, after having depleted his village’s entire supply of eligible young women.

On the less factual side, the Legacy contained countless stories of werewolves through the ages. Most of these were “my father told me this when I was a child” sort of yarns, many dating back to before the first edition of the Legacy was written. There were tales of werewolves who’d lived their lives in reverse, staying wolves most of the time and changing to humans only when the physical need demanded. There were stories of knights and soldiers and bandits and marauders who’d supposedly been werewolves. Most of these names had vanished from history, but one was still known, even by those who’d never cracked open a history book in their lives. Human history tells of the legend that Genghis Khan’s family tree started with a wolf and a doe. According to the Legacy, that was more truth than allegory, the wolf being a werewolf and the doe being a symbol for a human mother. According to that line of reasoning, Genghis Khan himself would have been a werewolf, which explained his lust for blood and his near-supernatural abilities in war. It likely wasn’t any truer than the countless human genealogies that include Napoleon and Cleopatra in their family tree. Still, it made a good story.

An equally good tale is one that was also found in human werewolf mythology. A newlywed nobleman’s village was plagued by a werewolf. One night, while staking out the beast, the nobleman hears a noise in the bushes and sees a monstrous wolf. He jumps from his saddle and gives chase through the woods on foot. The beast flees from him. At one point, he gets close enough to swing his sword and lops off one of the wolf’s front paws. The creature escapes, but when the nobleman goes back to retrieve the paw, it’s turned into a woman’s hand. Exhausted, he returns to his home to tell his wife what happened. He finds his wife hiding in the back rooms, binding the bloody stump where her hand used to be. Realizing the truth, he kills her. Now, the human version of the story ends there, but the Legacy goes further, giving the ending a pro-werewolf twist. In the Legacy tale, the nobleman kills his new wife by slicing open her stomach. When he does so, out tumbles a litter of wolf pups, his own children. The sight drives the nobleman mad and he kills himself with his sword. Now, as a female werewolf, I’m not particularly keen on the thought of a bellyful of puppies. I prefer to interpret the pups as an allegorical symbol of the nobleman’s guilt. When he realizes he’s killed his wife without giving her a chance to explain, he goes mad and kills himself. A much more fitting end.

In addition to these stories and musings, each Alpha chronicled the genealogy of the Pack during his reign. This included not only family trees, but brief descriptions of each person’s history and life story. Most family trees were long and convoluted. In the current Pack, though, there were three blips, one name with no others before or after it. Clay and I were two. Logan was the third. Unlike Clay and me, Logan was a hereditary werewolf. No one knew who Logan’s father was. He’d been put up for adoption as an infant. The only thing that came with him was an envelope to be opened on his sixteenth birthday. Inside the envelope was a slip of paper with two surnames and two addresses, that of the Danvers at Stonehaven and the Sorrentinos at their estate outside New York City. It was unlikely that Logan’s father was Pack, since no Pack member would put a son up for adoption. Yet his father had known that the Pack wouldn’t turn a sixteen-year-old werewolf away, whatever his parentage, so he’d directed his son to them, ensuring Logan would find out what he was before his first Change and, in doing so, have the chance to start his new life with training and protection. Maybe this proved that not all mutts were lousy fathers, or maybe only that anomalies were possible anywhere in life.

Most other Pack family trees had plenty of branches. Like the Danvers, the Sorrentino family could trace its roots to the beginning of the Legacy. Antonio’s father, Dominic, had been Alpha until his death. He’d had three sons, Gregory, who was dead, Benedict, who’d left the Pack before I arrived, and Antonio, the youngest. Antonio’s only son was Nick. In the Legacy, the annotation LKB was marked in parentheses beside Nick’s initials. Nick didn’t know what it meant. As far as I knew, he’d never asked. If he’d even read the Legacy, which I doubted, he’d have figured that if no one had explained the notation to him it must not be important. Nick was like that, totally accepting. The letters were important, but there was no sense telling Nick what they stood for, stirring up questions that couldn’t be answered and emotions that couldn’t be satisfied. LKB were Nick’s mother’s initials. It was the only place in the Legacy where a mother was memorialized. Jeremy had added it. Neither Jeremy nor Antonio had explained this to me. It was Peter who’d told me the story years ago.

When Antonio was sixteen, attending a posh private school outside New York City, he’d fallen in love with a local girl. He’d known better than to tell his father, but had let his best friend, fourteen-year-old Jeremy, in on the secret and the two had conspired to keep the relationship hidden from the Pack. It worked for a year. Then the girl became pregnant. On Jeremy’s advice, Antonio told his father. Apparently, Jeremy had thought Dominic would see that his son was in love and break Pack law to help him. I guess everyone is young once. Young, romantic, and very naive. Even Jeremy. Things didn’t exactly work as Jeremy had envisioned. Big surprise there. Dominic yanked Antonio out of school and put him under house arrest while the Pack waited for the baby to be born.

With Jeremy’s help, Antonio had escaped, gone back to the girl, and declared his independence from the Pack. From there, things got really ugly. Peter glossed over the details, saying only that Antonio and his girlfriend had gone into hiding while Jeremy ran interference between father and son, desperate for a reconciliation. Somewhere in the midst of this, Nick was born.

Three months later, Antonio had his first Change. Over the next six months, he’d realized that his father was right. No matter how much he loved Nick’s mother, it wouldn’t work. Not only would he ruin her life, but he’d ruin his son’s, sentencing him to a life as a mutt. One night he took Nick, left an envelope of money on the table, and walked out. He delivered Nick to Jeremy and told him to take the child to Dominic. Then he vanished. For three months, Antonio was gone, not even Jeremy knew where. Just as abruptly, he returned. He took Nick to raise and never mentioned the girl again. Everyone thought that was the end of it. Years later, though, Peter came to visit Antonio and tracked him to a suburb, where he’d found Antonio sitting in his car outside a playground, watching a young woman playing with a toddler. I wondered how often he’d done that, wondered if he ever did it now, checking up on Nick’s mother, maybe watching her playing with her grandchildren. When I look at Antonio—boisterous, loud, self-assured Antonio—I can’t imagine him holding a torch for a lost love, but in all the years I’ve known him, I’ve never heard him mention any woman in his life. Oh, there are women in his life, but they come and go, never staying long enough to make it into even the most idle conversation.

At the time, I wondered why Peter told me that story, a chapter of Pack history that would never make it into the Legacy. Later I came to realize that he’d thought letting me in on a harmless Pack secret might make me feel more a part of the Pack, might help me better understand my Pack brothers. Peter did a lot of that. Not to say that the others shut me out or made me feel unwelcome. Nothing of the sort. The only person whose acceptance I’d ever doubted was Jeremy’s and maybe that was more my problem than his. I’d met Logan and Nick, through Clay, before I became a werewolf. After I was bitten, they’d both been there and, when I was ready to accept their help, they’d done whatever they could to cheer me up—as much as you could cheer up someone who’s just learned that life as she’s known it is over. When I met Antonio at my first Pack meeting, he’d flattered and teased and engaged me in conversation as easily as if he’d known me for years. But Peter had been different. Acceptance wasn’t enough. He always went that extra step. He’d been the first to tell me his background, like a newfound uncle filling me in on family history.

Peter had been raised in the Pack but, at twenty-two, decided to leave. No major argument or rebellion precipitated his departure. He’d simply decided to try life from the other side, more an experiment in alternate lifestyles than a revolt against the Pack. As Peter put it, Dominic saw him neither as a dangerous non-Pack liability nor as a necessary Pack asset, so he let him leave. With a college degree in audiovisual technology Peter had gone after the most glamorous work he could imagine, as a sound technician for rock bands. He’d started with bar bands and, within five years, had worked his way up to big concert venues. That was when his thirst for new experiences got dangerous, as he’d lapped up the whole rock band lifestyle—drugs, booze, and parties past dawn. Then something happened. Something bad. Peter didn’t elaborate, but said it was bad enough to warrant the death sentence if the Pack found out. He could have run, hid, and hoped. But he didn’t. Instead, he’d looked at his life and what he’d done and realized it wouldn’t get any better if he ran. He’d only screw up again. He decided to throw himself on the mercy of the Pack. If Dominic ordered his execution, at least his first mistake would be his last. He hoped, though, that Dominic would grant him absolution and let him return to the Pack, where he could get help regaining control over his life. To improve his chances, he appealed to the one Pack brother he trusted to plead his case with Dominic. He’d called Jeremy. Instead of going to Dominic, Jeremy flew to Los Angeles, bringing ten-year-old Clay. While Peter babysat Clay, Jeremy spent a week erasing all traces of Peter’s mistake. Then he took Peter back to New York and orchestrated his return to the Pack with nary a word about his misstep in California. Today no one would guess Peter had ever made such a mistake or had ever left the Pack. He was as devoted to Jeremy as Clay and Antonio, though in his own way, quiet and accepting, never arguing or offering so much as a dissenting opinion. The only trace of Peter’s wild years was his job. He still worked as a sound technician, one of the best in the business. He routinely took off on long tours, but Jeremy never worried about him or doubted that he was anything but absolutely circumspect in his outside life. Jeremy had even let me take off with Peter for a few weeks back when I was still getting my bearings as a werewolf. Peter had invited me along on the Canadian leg of a U2 tour. It had been the experience of a lifetime, making me forget all the problems of my new life, which was exactly what Peter had intended.

As I was thinking this, a pair of hands grabbed me under the armpits and hoisted me off my chair.

“Wake up!” Antonio said, tickling me, then dropping me back onto the chair. He leaned over my shoulder and picked up the Legacy. “Just in time, Pete. Five more minutes of reading this and she’d have been in a coma.”

Peter walked in front of me, took the book from Antonio, and made a face. “Are we such bad company that you’d rather hide out in here reading that old thing?”

Antonio grinned. “I’d guess it’s not us she’s avoiding, but a certain blond-haired tornado. Jeremy sent him to the store with Nicky, so you can come out of hiding now.”

“We came to ask if you felt like taking a walk,” Peter said. “Stretch our legs, get caught up.”

“Actually, I was—” I began.

Antonio lifted me by the armpits again, this time putting me on my feet. “Actually, she was just going to come find us and tell us how much she missed us and is dying to get caught up.”

“I was—”

Peter grabbed my wrists and tugged me toward the door. I dug in my heels.

“I’ll go,” I said. “I was just going to say that I came in here to read the dossiers, but Jeremy must have them. I was hoping maybe they’d help me figure out who could be behind this. Do you guys have any ideas?”

“Plenty,” Antonio said. “Now come for a walk and we’ll tell you.”
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When we’d left the backyard and headed into the forest, Antonio began.

“My money’s on Daniel,” he said

“Daniel?” Peter frowned. “How’d you figure that?”

Antonio lifted a hand and started counting off reasons on his fingers. “One, he used to be Pack so he knows how dangerous this kind of killing on our territory is, that we can’t—and won’t—leave town. Two, he hates Clay. Three, he hates Jeremy. Four, he hates all of us—with the exception of our dear Elena, who, conveniently, wasn’t at Stonehaven to be affected by the mess, which I’m sure Daniel knew. Five, he really hates Clay. Six—oh, wait, other hand—six, he’s a murderous cannibalizing bastard. Seven, did I mention he chose to strike when Elena wasn’t around? Eight, if he caused enough havoc, Elena might be in the market for a new partner. Nine, he really, really, REALLY hates Clay. Ten, he’s sworn undying revenge against the entire Pack, particularly those two members who happen to be currently living at Stonehaven. I’m out of fingers here, buddy. How many more reasons do you need?”

“How about one that involves utter suicidal stupidity. Daniel doesn’t meet that qualification. No offense, Tonio, but I think you’re seeing Daniel in this because you want to see him in it. He makes a convenient fall guy—not that I wouldn’t like to help him with that final fall. But if you’re placing wagers—small wagers, please, I don’t have your capital to blow—I’d go with Zachary Cain. Definitely dumb enough. Big brute probably woke up one morning, thought, Hey, why don’t I kill some girl on Pack territory for a kick. Probably wondered why he hadn’t thought of it before. Because it’s stupid, stupid.”

“It could be someone minor,” I said. “One of the bit players tired of being banished to the wings. Any mutts been making a ruckus lately?”

“Petty stuff,” Antonio said. “None of the minor leagues making any major plays. Of the big four, Daniel, Cain, and Jimmy Koenig have been quiet. Karl Marsten killed a mutt in Miami last winter, but I don’t think this Bear Valley problem could be him. Not his M.O., unless he’s taken up not only killing humans but eating them. Unlikely.”

“Who’d he kill?” I asked.

“Ethan Ritter,” Peter said. “Range dispute. Clean kill. Thorough disposal. Typical Marsten stuff. We only know about it because I was passing through Florida earlier this spring on a tour. Marsten caught up with me, took me to dinner, told me he’d offed Ritter so you could strike his name from your dossiers. Had a nice little chat, rang up an astronomic bill, which he paid for in cash. He asked if we’d heard from you, sent his regards to everyone.”

“I’m surprised he doesn’t send Christmas cards,” Antonio said. “I can see them now. Tasteful, embossed vellum cards, the best he can steal. Little notes in perfect penmanship, ‘Happy holidays. Hope everyone is well. I sliced up Ethan Ritter in Miami and scattered his remains in the Atlantic. Best wishes for the New Year. Karl.’ ”

Peter laughed. “That guy has never figured out which side of our fence he’s on.”

“Oh, he’s figured it out,” I said. “That’s exactly why he takes us out to fancy dinners and updates us on his mutt kills. He’s hoping we’ll forget which side of the fence he’s on.”

“Not likely,” Antonio said. “A mutt is a mutt and Karl Marsten is definitely a mutt. A dangerous mutt.”

I nodded. “But, as you said, not likely to be eating humans in Bear Valley. I’m as biased as you, but I really like the idea of Daniel. Do we have his last known whereabouts?”

There was a moment of silence. More than a moment. Much more.

“No one’s been keeping track,” Peter said at last.

“Not a big deal,” Antonio said, breaking into a grin, grabbing me and swinging me in the air. “Forget Pack business. Tell us what you’ve been up to. We missed you.”

It was a big deal. I knew why they were making light of it. Because the big deal was my fault. Tracking mutts was my job. If I’d told Jeremy I was leaving the Pack last year, he’d have found someone else to do it. If I’d called at any point and said I wasn’t coming back, he’d have found someone else to do it. But I’d left my departure open-ended. I always did. I’d left Stonehaven before, getting into a fight with Clay and storming out for a much-needed rest. Days, maybe weeks later, I’d return. This time, the weeks had turned to months, then to a year. I thought they’d figure it out, know I wasn’t coming back, but maybe they hadn’t, maybe they’d still been waiting, like Clay waiting all day at the front gate, confident that I’d eventually return because I always did and because I hadn’t said I wouldn’t. I wondered how long they would have waited.

After dinner, I was heading to my room when Nicholas pounced out of Clay’s room, grabbed me around the waist, and dragged me inside. Clay’s bedroom was opposite mine, both in location and decor. The color scheme was black and white. The thick carpet was snow white. Jeremy had painted the walls white with bold, geometric black shapes. Clay’s bed was king-size and brass, covered with a black-and-white bedspread embroidered with symbols from some obscure religion. Along the west wall was a top-of-the-line entertainment system, complete with the only stereo, VCR, and television in the house. The far wall was covered with pictures of me—a montage of photographs and sketches that reminded me of the “altars” found in the homes of obsessed psychopaths, which, all things considered, wasn’t such a bad description of Clay.

Nick threw me onto the bed and jumped on top of me, pulling my shirt from my jeans to tickle my stomach. He grinned suggestively, white teeth glinting beneath his dark mustache.

“Looking forward to tonight?” he asked, running his fingers from my belly button farther under my shirt. I slapped his hand back down to my stomach.

“We aren’t supposed to have fun,” I said. “This is a serious matter, requiring a serious attitude.”

A whoop of laughter exploded from the bathroom. Clay came out, wiping his hands on a towel. “You can almost say that with a straight face, darling. I’m impressed.”

I rolled my eyes and said nothing.

Clay thudded down beside me, making the bedsprings groan. “Come on. Admit it. You’re looking forward to it.”

I shrugged.

“Liar. You are. How often do we get to run in town? An officially sanctioned mutt hunt.”

Clay’s eyes glinted. He reached down to stroke the inside of my forearm and I shivered. Nervous anticipation twirled in my stomach. Turning his head to the side, Clay looked out the window at the gathering dusk. His fingertips tickled against the inside of my elbow. My gaze swept over his face, taking in the line of his jaw, the tendons on his neck, the dark blond shadow on his chin, and the curve of his lips. Heat started in the pit of my stomach and radiated down. He swiveled back to face me. His pupils were dilated and I could smell his excitement. He gave a hoarse chuckle, leaned toward me, and whispered those three magical little words.

“Time to hunt.”
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