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      I have always loved the dark of the moon, when the night is still and serene, when all that can be seen are the stars.

      There are those who term the dark moon a new moon, but there is nothing new about the moon. It has been here from time forgotten and will be here long after we are dead.

      I spend my days, and most of my nights, inside a stone fortress in the wilds of Montana. I’m a doctor by trade, though not the kind who gives out lollipops after dispensing vaccines and pills. Instead I mix a little of this and a little of that, over and over again.

      My degree reads “virologist.” In English, that means I have a Ph.D. in the study of viruses. Don’t worry, I won’t let the excitement kill me. The boredom might, though, if the loneliness doesn’t do it first.

      Of course, I’m not completely alone. There’s a guard at the door and my test subjects, but none of them are great conversationalists. Lately I’ve started to feel watched, which is pretty funny considering I’m the one in charge of the surveillance cameras.

      Paranoia is one of the first signs of dementia—except I don’t feel crazy. Does anyone? I’ve come to the conclusion I need to get out more. But where would I go?

      Most days I don’t mind being locked tight inside the safest place in the West. The world is pretty scary. Scarier than most people realize.

      You think the monsters aren’t real? That they’re merely the figment of childish imaginations or delusional psychosis? You’re wrong. There are beings walking the earth worse than anything in Grimm’s Fairy Tales. Unsolved Mysteries would have a stroke if they got a look at my X-files.

      Since lycanthropy is a virus, werewolves are my specialty. I’ve devoted my life to finding a cure. I have a personal interest. I’m one of them.

      The powers that be say a life is formed by changes—decisions made, roads not taken, people we’ve left behind. I’m inclined to agree. On the day my whole world changed—again—a single decision, that fork in the road and the one I left behind walked into my office without warning.

      I was at my desk updating files, when the scuff of a shoe against concrete made me glance up. The man in the doorway made my heart go ba-boom. He always had.

      “Nic,” I murmured, and in my voice I heard more than I wanted to.

      The strong nose, full lips, wide forehead were as I remembered. But the lines around his mouth and eyes, the darker shade of his skin, hinted at a life spent exposed to the elements. The flicker of silver in his short hair was as shocking as him being here in first place.

      He didn’t smile, didn’t return my greeting. I couldn’t blame him. I’d professed love, then disappeared. I hadn’t spoken to him since.

      Seven years. How had he found me? And why?

      Concern replaced curiosity, and my hand inched toward the drawer where I kept my gun. The guard hadn’t called to clear a visitor, so I should shoot first, ask questions later. In my world, an enemy could lurk behind every face. But I’d always had a tough time shooting people. One of the many reasons the boss kept me isolated in the forest.

      I’d learned long ago how to gauge a suit for a shoulder holster. Nic had one. A disturbing change in a man who’d once been both studious and dreamy, in love with the law and me, not necessarily in that order. Why was he carrying a gun?

      Since Nic hadn’t drawn his, I drew mine, then pointed the weapon at his chest. Loaded with silver, I was ready for anything. Except the punch of his deep blue eyes and the familiar timbre of his voice.

      “Hey, sweetheart.”

      In college that endearment had made me all warm and stupid. I’d promised things I had no right to promise. Now the same word, uttered with cool sarcasm, annoyed me. I’d left for his own good. However, he didn’t know that.

      I got to my feet, stepped around the desk, came a little too close. “What are you doing here?”

      “I didn’t think you’d be thrilled to see me, but this isn’t exactly the welcome I expected.”

      His gaze lowered to the gun, and I was distracted by the scent of him. Fresh snow, mountain air, my past.

      He grabbed the weapon, twisted it away, then tucked me against his body with an elbow across my throat. I was no good with firearms. Never had been.

      I choked, and Nic released the stranglehold on my windpipe, though he didn’t release me. Out of the corner of my eye I caught a glimpse of metal on the desk. He’d put my gun aside. One less thing to worry about.

      “What do you want?”

      Instead of answering, he nuzzled my hair and his breath brushed my ear. My knees quivered; my eyes burned. Having Nic so close was making me remember things I’d spent years trying to forget. The memories hurt. I still loved him.

      An uncommon rush of emotion caused my muscles to clench, my stomach to roil. I wasn’t used to feeling anything. I prided myself on being cool, patrician, in charge: Dr. Elise Hanover, ice queen. When I let my anger loose, bad things happened.

      But no one had ever affected me like Nic. No one had ever made me as happy or as sad. No one could make me more furious.

      I slammed my spike heel onto his shiny black shoe and ground down with all my weight. Nic flinched, and I jabbed my elbow into his stomach. I forgot to pull my punch, and he flew into the wall. Spinning around, I watched him slide to the floor, eyes closed.

      Oops.

      I resisted the urge to run to him, touch his face, kiss his brow. For both our sakes, we couldn’t go back to the way things had been.

      Nic’s eyelids fluttered, and he mumbled something foul. I let out the breath I’d been holding. He’d be all right.

      I doubted he was often on the losing end of a fight. Since I’d seen him last he’d bulked up—the combination of age and a few thousand hours with a weight machine.

      What else had he been doing in the years we’d been apart? He’d planned to become a lawyer, except he didn’t resemble any lawyer I’d ever seen. The suit, yes, but beneath the crisp charcoal material he was something other than a paper-pushing fast talker. More like a soldier decked out in his Sunday best.

      My gaze wandered over him, catching on the dark sunglasses hooked into his pocket.

      Suit. Muscles. Men in Black glasses.

      “FBI.” Now I was really ticked off.

      Nic’s eyes snapped open, crossing once before focusing on my face. “You always were smarter than you looked.”

      I’d been the victim of enough dumb-blonde jokes to last me several lifetimes. The moronic jabs and riddles had bothered me, until I realized I could use the speaker’s attitude to my advantage. If people thought I was stupid, they weren’t expecting anything else. So I didn’t rise to Nic’s bait. He’d been sent here by the big boys, without warning, and that meant trouble.

      “You want me to hand over my gun?” he asked.

      “Keep it.” A weapon filled with lead was the least of my worries.

      He struggled to his feet, and I experienced an instant of concern when he wobbled. I’d hit him too hard.

      “Let me give you some advice,” he said. “I’ve always found that the people we least expect to shoot us usually do.”

      Funny, I’d found that too.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “No hugs, no kisses? You aren’t glad to see me? If I remember correctly I should be the one who’s angry.” He sat on a chair without being invited. “Oh, wait. I am.”

      Nic had every reason to be furious. I’d snuck out in the night as if I had something to hide.

      Oh, wait. I did.

      Nevertheless, being near him hurt. I couldn’t tell Nic why I’d left. I couldn’t apologize, because I wasn’t really sorry. I couldn’t touch him the way I wanted to. I couldn’t ever touch anyone that way.

      “You didn’t come here to talk about our past. What does the FBI want with the Jager-Suchers?”

      I wasn’t the only one fighting monsters. I was merely the geeky member of a select group—“hunter-searchers” for those a little rusty on their German.

      Though financed by the government, the Jager-Suchers were a secret from all but those who needed to know. If it got out that there were monsters running all over the place, people would panic. Not only that, but heads would roll. Unlimited cash for a Special Forces monster-hunting unit? Someone would definitely lose his or her job, and we’d lose our funding. So we pretended to be things we weren’t.

      For instance, I was a research scientist investigating a new form of rabies in the animal population. Most of our field agents carried documentation identifying them as wardens for various natural resource departments. Until today, the precautions had worked. No one had ever come snooping before.

      The question was: Why now?

      And why him?
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      “I work in the CID.”

      Criminal Investigations Division, my mind translated as Nic reached into his suit and withdrew his ID, flipping it open with an ease born of practice.

      I didn’t bother to look. I knew who he was. I didn’t care about his badge. I wanted to hear why he’d stepped out of the past and into my life. I wanted to discover where the boy I’d loved had gone and when this man had taken his place.

      Seven years ago Nic had been easygoing and fun. I’d laughed more with him than I’d ever laughed with anyone else. He’d been a wealth of contrasts. Quick with numbers, clever with words, fast hands, slow smile, a great kiss.

      We’d both been alone in the world, searching for something, or maybe someone. We’d found it in each other. My life had forever been divided into before and after Dominic Franklin had come into it.

      I still don’t know if I believe in love at first sight. I saw him so many times before I loved him. But a true, deep, forever love? In that, I do believe.

      “Why you?”

      I didn’t realize I’d said the words out loud until he answered them.

      “Because I’m the best at what I do.”

      “Which is?”

      “Finding missing persons.”

      “What does that have to do with us?”

      “You tell me. What do you do?”

      Could I put him off by telling the lies I’d told a hundred times before? Wouldn’t hurt to try.

      “I’m studying a new strain of rabies in the wolf population.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “The government doesn’t want people to know the virus is becoming resistant to the vaccine.”

      “It is?’

      “No, I made that up.” My teeth clicked together as I snapped my mouth shut. Why couldn’t I keep quiet?

      His lips twitched, almost a smile. But the expression faded as quickly as the moon did at dawn. “You always wanted to be a doctor.”

      “I am.”

      “A Ph.D. isn’t an M.D.”

      I’d given up any hope of treating people after I’d turned furry the first time. Kind of hard to build a practice when you never knew if you were going to wake up covered in blood the morning after a full moon.

      In truth, I’d always been fascinated by viruses—where they came from, how they were transmitted, how we could cure them. One of the few bright spots in the past seven years had been my work. I’d been given carte blanche to study something no one else even knew about. What scientist wouldn’t be tempted?

      Nic continued to stare at me, no doubt waiting to hear the reason I wasn’t delivering babies or performing brain surgery. He’d be waiting a very long time.

      “You were going to be a lawyer,” I said. When in doubt, point the finger elsewhere.

      “I am. A majority of our agents have backgrounds in accounting or law.”

      I guess we do learn something new every day.

      “This facility seems huge,” he continued. “How many researchers do you have?”

      We’d reached the end of my lies and my patience. “If you want more information, you’ll have to talk to the boss, Edward Mandenauer.”

      One call from Edward to Washington, D.C., and Nic would be out on his ear.

      “Fine. Where is he?”

      “Wisconsin. That’s east of here, by a lot.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Where in Wisconsin?”

      “Classified.” I shrugged. “Sorry.”

      “Elise, you’re starting to piss me off.”

      “Only starting?”

      The smile nearly broke through again, and I thought, There you are, an instant before he caught himself and frowned.

      This new Nic disturbed me. Had he become so serious and sad because of the job or because of me? I didn’t like either choice.

      Leaning back, he laced his fingers together and rested his head against his palms. “I’ll just wait until he calls in.”

      I couldn’t have him hanging around. I was behind schedule. Besides, how was I going to explain that there wasn’t anyone in the compound but me, a single guard, and the werewolves in the basement?

      I could throw Nic out, or have the guard do it; however, that kind of behavior would only add to the questions, and no doubt insure we enjoyed more visits from the FBI. Better to convince Nic to leave on his own if possible.

      “Edward won’t be calling for several days. He’s in the field. You may as well tell me what’s going on.”

      Nic stared at me for a few seconds before leaning forward and lowering his arms to the table. “I’ve been working on a case for years. A lot of people are no longer where they’re supposed to be, and they haven’t shown up anywhere else.”

      “Since when do missing persons come under FBI jurisdiction?”

      “Since we have good reason to believe we’re dealing with more than disappearances.”

      I heard what he wasn’t saying. The FBI thought they had a serial kidnapper, if not a serial killer, on their hands. They probably did. What they didn’t know was that the culprit was most likely less than human.

      “A lot more people vanish in this world than anyone knows about.”

      Nic rolled his eyes. I guess I didn’t have to tell him that. His business was finding the missing. Which made him dangerous to my business.

      To keep the populace calm, part of the J-S job description was to invent excuses, smooth over the edges, make sure that those who were murdered by evil entities were not searched for by the authorities or their families.

      “I still don’t understand how we can help you. Is one of the missing people from this area?”

      “No.”

      “Did you trace someone here?”

      “No.”

      I threw up my hands. “What then?”

      “We were sent an anonymous tip.”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. The bad guys were forever trying to throw the government at us. If we were unwinding red tape we weren’t hunting and searching for monsters. Until today, all such attempts had been quelled higher up. The word in Washington was that Edward Mandenauer stood above reproach. He was not to be bothered, and neither were any of his people. Obviously Nic hadn’t gotten the top secret memo.

      Another possibility came to mind. The Jager-Suchers might be a clandestine organization, and the location of our compound closely guarded, but recently many of our secrets had gone on the market. We had a traitor in our midst, and we never knew when someone might die.

      “What was this tip?”

      “E-mail. Said I’d find what I was seeking here.”

      I frowned. “Not much of a tip.”

      “Imagine my surprise when I saw your name on the employee roster of the Jager-Suchers.”

      Which explained how he knew so much about me, how he’d remained so calm upon seeing me, while I’d been paralyzed. He’d already known I was here.

      “There was precious little information in those personnel files, considering this is a government installation.”

      Since quite a few of our agents had been on the wrong side of the law at one time or another—sometimes it took a monster to catch a monster—it wouldn’t do for their records to be available to anyone who cared to look. Our personnel files were carefully constructed to reveal the very least necessary—or in some cases nothing at all.

      “I thought you were dead, and you were right here.”

      Strange how one small thing was often all it took to break a mystery wide open. People don’t realize how often killers are caught because of an accident, a coincidence, nothing more than a sharp eye skimming an unrelated report and finding a connection.

      Nic withdrew a sheet of paper from his jacket. “Can you check with your people, with Mandenauer, see if anyone knows any of the names on this list of missing persons?”

      His face was set, his eyes gone icy blue—back to business. I was alive; I was no longer missing. I could almost see him checking my name off a list in his brain. Would he ever think of me again once he walked out of this room? Probably not, and that was a good thing.

      So why did I feel so bad?

      Nic still stood with the list in his hand. I took the paper and tucked it into a pocket without a glance.

      “My number’s at the top.”

      He rose and his gaze was captured by something on my desk. My breath caught as he stared at the small stuffed crow he’d once won for me at a local fair.

      Actually won was too lenient a term. He’d spent five times what the cheesy toy was worth trying to sink a basketball into a hoop. Back then he’d been more bookish than buff.

      My eyes touched on the broad shoulders packed into the dark suit. He could probably make a basket now, or ram the ball into the hoop by sheer force of will.

      I didn’t know what to say. That I’d kept the item all these years was far too sentimental a gesture for the cool, distant woman I wanted to be.

      “I like crows.” My voice came out impressively blasé, as if the toy meant nothing, but my eyes stung. I had to look away or embarrass myself.

      I blinked a few times, swallowed, turned to see if he’d believed my lie and discovered him halfway out the door. Surprised, I scurried after, then paused in the hall.

      He was leaving without pressing me for more answers about the Jager-Suchers. I should be glad. People who annoyed Edward Mandenauer often found themselves on the wrong side of dead.

      I’d left Nic once so he wouldn’t learn the truth, so he wouldn’t be hurt. This time I’d let him leave for the same reason.

      I continued to the front of the building so I could watch Nic walk out of my life forever. He might come back, but he wasn’t getting in. I left explicit instructions to that effect with the guard.

      I should contact my boss, tell him about the visit from the FBI, but it was just past noon. Edward would still be sleeping after hunting all night. There was time enough to call him once I checked on my latest experiment.

      The only way into the basement laboratory was through the elevator located outside of my office. Disguised as a wall panel, the door slid open at the press of my palm to the security monitor.

      “Good afternoon, Dr. Hanover.”

      The computerized voice never failed to irk me; I’m not sure why. Extreme security was part of my life. Though what I was doing was important, there were nevertheless those who would stop at nothing to keep me from doing it.

      As the elevator descended to subterranean level, the same mechanical voice intoned, “Retina scan, please.”

      I positioned my face in front of the camera. Without the appropriate retinas, anyone who managed to get this far would be trapped inside. Of course, there was always the possibility someone would cut off my hand and dig out my eye in order to access the basement. Luckily, or perhaps not, most of the beings capable of that level of insanity were already incarcerated on the other side of the door.

      The elevator slid open. A bank of rooms fronted with bulletproof glass lined the walls. All of the chambers—let’s be honest, they were prison cells—were occupied.

      I hadn’t been kidding about the werewolves in the basement.
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      Werewolves are nocturnal—just like the wolves they resemble. Even underground, beneath fluorescent lights, they continue to behave like the animals they are. Therefore, at this time of the day, the majority of my guests were sleeping.

      I hurried down the corridor. While most rooms held a hint of light, the better to simulate the muted rays of the sun, the last was completely dark.

      As dark as Billy Bailey’s soul would be, if he had one.

      In front of each cell stood a table with equipment appropriate for that subject’s experiment. I checked the slides I’d made with Billy’s blood. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for; I only hoped that when I saw it something would click. But after years of searching, I wasn’t certain I’d ever find the answer.

      A body slammed against the wall with enough force to shake the barrier. Calmly I lifted my gaze from the microscope to the naked man plastered against the see-through sector of his prison.

      “Billy.” I made a notation on his chart.

      “She-bitch,” he said in a conversational tone.

      “Redundant."

      He slammed his fist into the glass.

      He wanted me to shriek, to gasp, at least to jump. But why give him any more satisfaction than he’d already had in this lifetime?

      Out of the corner of my eye I watched Billy slither back into the gloom. Only then did I release the breath I’d been holding.

      Billy Bailey scared the living hell out of me. I never should have asked that he be brought here, but I was desperate. I’d tried everything I could think of to devise an antidote that would put people back the way they’d been before they were bitten. I kept coming up empty.

      I had invented a serum that eased a werewolf’s craving for human blood on the night of a full moon. As well as a counteragent that eradicated the virus if the victim was injected before their first change. Sadly, the remedy didn’t work on the already furry.

      I peered into the darkness where Billy hovered, waiting for me to make a mistake.

      “You need more blood,” he said.

      His voice slid out of the shadows, and I stifled a shiver. Billy was always watching me. He knew I was something, but he wasn’t sure what. Because I was like him, and then again I wasn’t.

      As in the legends, most werewolves are created by being bitten. There are other ways for humans to become furry, of course. The list is as endless as the monsters. I was a perfect example. I’d spent the first twenty-plus years of my life blissfully unaware of werewolves. Then one night I had just ... become.

      I was a werewolf, but I didn’t have the demon—shorthand in the J-S society for the psychotic joy in murdering anyone who crossed our path.

      Killing sickened me. Nevertheless, I was still possessed every month by the lust for blood. Hence my first invention.

      Yet even when I took my medicine, I continued to change whenever the moon was full. I had little choice. However, no one but Edward and myself were aware of my secret. Which was why my very existence was driving Billy more insane than he already was.

      He materialized again from the darkness. Billy refused to wear clothes. I’m sure he sensed that his nudity disturbed me, though not because of any sexual interest. His extreme height, incredible breadth, and large ... feet would disturb anyone, even without the crisscross of scars that peppered his chest and back. Since any scars received before a person became a werewolf remained, I’d come to the conclusion that in his previous life, Billy had been a very bad boy.

      “Your arm, please.”

      Despite the bulletproof glass, I felt the fury pulsing from him like a flame. Yet his gray eyes were the coldest I’d ever known. Just looking into them for an instant could make me nauseous for an hour.

      “What if I don’t want to give you my arm?”

      With Billy everything was a struggle.

      “You know I can make you.”

      He ran forward, banging against the clear wall again. Sometimes I thought Billy wasn’t the brightest crayon in the box. How many times did he have to test the glass before he believed it was impenetrable?

      “It’s no use, Billy.”

      Billy had been a trigger away from oblivion when I’d requested his presence in my compound. After chasing him for decades, Edward hadn’t wanted to let Billy live.

      He was a very old werewolf. No one knew how old, and Billy wasn’t saying. He’d been difficult to apprehend since he didn’t play well with others.

      Wolves are social animals, werewolves too. Very few live their lifetimes alone. They seek out those like themselves and create a pack.

      A lone wolf is not only a dangerous animal, but mighty hard to find running loose in the forests and large cities of the world. A needle in a haystack had nothing on Billy.

      His size made me think Viking, except he was as swarthy as a Hun. The shape of his face recalled Cro-Magnon man, accented by his shaggy black hair.

      No matter when Billy had been born, no matter when he was made, the fact remained, he was ancient, deadly, and he’d had practice being crazy for longer than I’d had practice at anything.

      “When I get out of here I’m going to fuck you. First in this form and then the other.” He began to massage himself. “I’m going to screw you until you scream. I’m going to fuck you until you die.”

      Though my hands were trembling, I met his gaze without flinching. “You’re never going to get out of here. Ever.”

      He recited his fantasies of rape, bondage, and torture every time I came near him. They did wonders for my guilt over keeping men and women in cages. They weren’t human.

      Not really. Not anymore.

      I snapped on a pair of gloves, lifted a syringe, and pushed a button on the wall of the cell. A whirring noise preceded the presentation of the contraption for Billy’s arm. He was supposed to place his forearm in an indentation. Manacles would clamp down, and I could draw blood without risk of injury.

      Instead of following procedure, Billy ripped the device from the wall. Sighing, I tossed the gloves and syringe onto the table, as a steel door slid over the hole in the glass.

      I’d wanted Billy for this very reason. He was the oldest living werewolf on record. He couldn’t have existed for the centuries I suspected without incredible strength. I was hoping powerful blood would allow me to cure a powerful virus.

      I considered my options, which were few. I’d tested the other werewolves throughout the cycle of the moon. None of them had been any help. I needed to test Billy’s blood tonight, and every night for the next week. I couldn’t drug him; that would throw off the results. I’d have to restrain him, which was as frightening as it was difficult.

      Billy smirked. He knew what I was thinking, planning, and he couldn’t wait.

      A frantic howling erupted from the speaker on the wall. The real wolves, which I kept outside.

      Not even close to their usual feeding time. Perhaps a raccoon had trotted past the outdoor run. Done a little “na, na, na, na, na” dance on the other side of the fence. That always set them off.

      The howls turned into yips, then lowered to whimpers. Something wasn’t right.

      “They sound upset.” Billy bared his teeth in a grin that was more of a snarl.

      The wolves erupted again, and the hair on my arms tingled.

      “You’d better check on them.” He tilted his head. “But that isn’t your job, is it?”

      How did he know so damned much about me when he was locked in here?

      “I wonder what you’re afraid of. Then I imagine bringing it to you.”

      Billy sidled close enough to the glass that his ever-present erection thumped against it. He started giving himself another hand job, no doubt excited at the prospect of my fear.

      “Big, bad Jager-Sucher.” His voice had gone breathy. “Oh, yeah. Be scared, baby.”

      I was going to have to take Edward’s advice and get rid of Billy. He was too crazy, even for this place.

      I got into the elevator, its whir soothing, as was the click of my heels along the tile floor leading to the back door. I was headed away from Billy, the basement, and the compound. What wasn’t to like?

      After punching in the code to release the alarm, I stepped through, then lifted my face to the sky. Dusk approached. I’d been downstairs longer than I thought. I always lost track of time when I was working.

      A security camera shared wall space with a machine gun that could be operated from the inside. Edward spared no expense to keep the compound impenetrable—except from the FBI.

      I slipped off my heels and shoved my feet into the sneakers I kept near the back door. I didn’t come out here very often, but when I did I always changed shoes. High heels and a dirt trail went together like spaghetti and tuna fish.

      I set off down the path, my feet sliding around inside shoes that were made to be worn with sweat socks.

      The fence began about thirty yards from the compound and encircled a living area of several miles. Though much smaller than the typical territory of a wolf pack, the reduced size was necessary in order to keep the animals close enough for observation. Still, a prison was a prison no matter how we pretended otherwise.

      Inside, the four adults and two pups had stopped howling, although they crouched at the edge of the trees as if frightened.

      I’d done some initial experiments with them, but wolves weren’t werewolves. Just as werewolves weren’t people. These hadn’t been of any help.

      As soon as they saw me, the wolves scuttled even farther into the shadows. Like Billy, they knew I wasn’t what I appeared and stayed as far from me as they could. Sighing, I turned, and my heart slammed against my chest.

      Nic stood a few feet away.

      How had he snuck up on me? No one did. Perhaps my senses had become muted from too much easy living.

      “They wouldn’t let me in,” he said.

      My mouth moved but nothing came out. Nic didn’t seem to notice my sudden inability to speak. He jerked his chin at the wolves. “What’s with them?”

      “I—I’m not sure.” There. I could talk. “They were howling. Upset. Have you been lurking around out here?”

      That might explain why the wolves were acting strangely, although they were used to humans. The guards took care of their needs, so Nick’s presence alone shouldn’t have set them off.

      I narrowed my eyes on the security camera. However, Nic’s presence should have alerted the guard—especially since I’d told him Nic wasn’t welcome here.

      “I left,” Nic answered. “When I came back your goon wouldn’t let me talk to you.”

      “There’s nothing else to say.”

      “I disagree.” He crossed the few feet separating us and flicked a finger toward the animals. “Are these wolves infected?”

      His shoulder brushed against mine, and I nearly blurted “Infected?” as if I had no idea what he was talking about.

      That single touch, which wasn’t a touch at all but an accident—cloth against cloth, not skin against skin—made me remember far too many things. The taste of his mouth in the darkness. The scent of his hair covered with rain. The length of his legs tangled with mine.

      We’d never had sex, but we’d done just about everything else. I’d wanted him with all the pent-up passion of a deprived youth. Never having had him only served to make Nic Franklin the subject of every one of my fantasies.

      “No.” I clenched my hands until my nails bit into my palms. “These aren’t infected. I need healthy wolves too. I can’t cure a disease if I don’t know what its opposite looks like.”

      Which was true. I was trying to cure lycanthropy, a virus that made men into wolves—or something like them.

      Nic stared into the woods. The man I remembered would pick at a problem until he had the answer, an annoying trait, which would have made him a terrific trial lawyer. Probably made him an even better FBI agent. I only hoped he wouldn’t pick at the mystery of the J-S society until it unraveled.

      My boss would do anything to keep us in business. He knew, as did I, that we saved more lives than we lost. What we did was important, and we had to be allowed to keep doing it.

      I rested my palm against the chain-link fence. I should go inside, but out here in the forest, with my back to the stone compound, I could almost forget what life was like in there.

      Nic’s fingers covered mine. His hand was large and dark, both gentle and rough. Startled, my gaze flicked to his, and he kissed me.

      In an instant I was young again; I still had hope and a future. All the love rushed back, filling me up yet leaving me achingly empty. No matter how much I touched him it had never been enough.

      He tasted the same—like red wine on a cold winter night. His heat had always melted my ice. With Nic I’d been warm, safe, alive. I hadn’t felt that way since.

      Which was the only reason I didn’t shove him away as I should have. Opening my mouth, I welcomed him in, trailed my tongue along his crooked eye tooth. He moaned and crowded me against the fence, aligning our bodies just right.

      I forgot where I was, who I was, and who he was, loosening his jacket and tie, then several buttons of his shirt, so I could slip my fingers inside and trace the soft, curling hair that matted his chest. His muscles shuddered and flexed. Calluses he hadn’t had seven years ago caught on my panty hose as he traced his hands up my thighs and beneath my skirt.

      We shouldn’t be doing this for more reasons than one. The most important, the security camera through which the guard was probably getting a year’s worth of jollies.

      The thought made me stiffen, but I couldn’t escape. My shoulders to the chain link, my front was plastered to Nic. He tugged on my lip with his teeth, then lifted me just enough to grind us together in the best, or perhaps the worst, possible way.

      I forgot all about the camera. Right now, I didn’t give a damn who saw me. I needed.... something. Or maybe someone.

      A body slammed between my shoulder blades, and I grunted at the impact. If not for Nic, I would have fallen.

      He lifted his head; his eyes widened and he loosened his hold. “What the hell?”

      I spun. The four adult wolves went berserk, throwing themselves at the steel fence, growling and snarling. The two pups slunk back and forth at the edge of the tree line. Whining periodically, they waited and they watched, but they didn’t come any closer.

      “You said they weren’t rabid.”

      Nic’s arm was still around me, my right side pressed to his left. I moved away. I couldn’t be close to him and think straight.

      “They weren’t. They aren’t.”

      “That looks like rabid to me.” He frowned at the spittle dripping from their muzzles and the rolling whites of their eyes.

      I’d tested these wolves inside out. There was nothing wrong with them. Present psychotic outbreak aside.

      They were scared but not of Nic. They were angry but not at me. Instead, they continued to hit the fence, slaver, snarl, and stare at the compound as if it held something they’d enjoy tearing into bloody pieces.

      Contrary to popular belief, wolves aren’t vicious—unless starved or rabid. My wolves were neither. I’d bet my life on it. Which meant...

      I took one step in the direction of the compound, and the building blew sky high.
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      The force of the explosion sent us both to the ground. Through some acrobatic maneuver, Nic managed to cover my body with his.

      Debris rained everywhere. My ears rang. I thought I’d gone deaf until I realized the wolves were howling right next to my head.

      Nic eased off me. “What was that?”

      I sat up, staring at the flaming compound. “My guess is a really big bomb.”

      “Bomb?” He leaped to his feet. “What makes you think a bomb?”

      “You’re the hotshot FBI agent. What does that look like to you?”

      “Gas explosion?”

      “If we had any gas out here. Electricity fired this place. And last time I checked, electricity doesn’t cause fiery, explosive death.”

      He peered at his suddenly dirty shoes for several ticks of the clock, then offered me a hand. “You’re right.”

      Since touching him was a stupid idea and kissing him had been an even worse one, I got up on my own. When I touched people, bad things happened.

      I contemplated the heat and the flames. Really bad things.

      The building was little more than a flaming crater. The guard was dead. I wasn’t sure about the werewolves in the basement.

      Burning the bodies after they’d been shot with silver left ashes, but would a firebomb kill a werewolf? I didn’t have a clue.

      A chill came over me that had nothing to do with the wind. What if Billy were alive?

      I swayed and almost fell. What if he were alive and free?

      Nic, who’d been creeping closer to the blaze, hurried to my side and clutched my elbow. “Are you dizzy?”

      I closed my eyes on another cheery thought. Not only did I have to worry about Billy, but my notes, my serum, the antidote were gone.

      “Elise, you’d better sit down again.”

      I shook Nic off, took a deep breath, let it out slowly, then took another. “My work,” I managed. “Everything was inside.”

      He glanced at the compound, then at me. “You must have it backed up off-site.”

      True. However, I didn’t know where that somewhere was. Only Edward did, and he was in Wisconsin.

      “You don’t?” Nic’s voice was incredulous.

      “Yes, of course. But there were things in there I’m going to need.” I contemplated the lopsided, three-quarter moon.

      Soon.

      Nic patted his pocket, and a bewildered expression crossed his face, followed almost immediately by a dawning understanding. “Left my cell in the car.”

      Dazed, I followed him around the crackling building to the front parking lot. He stopped walking, and I ran into his back.

      “Uh-oh.”

      Leaning to the side, I saw the problem. The cars were on fire too.

      “That makes sense,” Nic said, almost to himself. “This kind of damage, usually a car bomb.”

      I guess he should know.

      “How many vehicles were supposed to be in this lot?” he asked.

      I counted the piles of fiery metal. “One less than we’ve got.”

      His lips tightened. “Doesn’t really tell us all that much, but I can get someone here who can. Got a phone?”

      “In my office.”

      “Swell.” He scrubbed his fingers through his hair, leaving a few strands standing on end.

      If he hadn’t been six-three and about two-twenty, he would have looked like a little boy with cowlicks. As it was, I found myself charmed far beyond what was good for me.

      “This makes no sense,” he continued. “Why would anyone want to blow up a medical research facility?”

      Since we were a lot more than that, there were quite a few people, and nonpeople, too, who would love to blow J-S headquarters to hell and gone. Not just the building, either, but me, Edward, and any other agents they could take out in the process.

      We didn’t need the FBI here. Lord knows what else they might uncover when they started sifting through the rubble. If I could get to a phone ahead of Nic, Edward would take care of the cover-up.

      A cool wind sifted through the trees, bringing with it the scent of winter. We’d been lucky so far; it was November and we’d only had a dusting of snow. I glanced to the west where dark clouds billowed on the horizon. That was about to change.

      Something cracked and fell inside the smoldering crater, the sound echoing through the forest. A wolf yipped, beyond the fence, not one of mine, and I started to get nervous about being in the open without a gun.

      “Where’s the nearest town?” Nic asked.

      “Sixty miles, give or take.”

      His stare was blank. He couldn’t get his mind around the concept. “Where do you live?”

      I pointed to the flames.

      “You live and work here?”

      “There isn’t anywhere else.”

      Besides, I worked all the time. Why bother to rent elsewhere, even if it was safe to do so?

      Sure, sometimes I left the compound, even the state, on special orders from Edward. But once those orders were completed, I hurried back and disappeared once more behind the locked doors.

      “What about groceries, clothes ... ?” He spread his big hands wide. “Stuff and junk?”

      “Supplies arrive twice a month.”

      He opened his mouth, then shut it again, and his eyes narrowed. “There’s more to this place than medical research, isn’t there?”

      I didn’t answer. In the end, I didn’t have to.

      A shadow scooted behind a tree at the edge of the parking lot. I turned that way, wishing I’d brought my gun. Nic had one, but without silver bullets it wouldn’t do much good against most of the things that were after me. Still ...

      I reached for Nic’s arm, planning to ask for his weapon, or at least tell him to pull it out, and the shadow shimmered, almost taking form, before blending into the half-darkness once again. Curious, I let my hand drop and took a step toward the trees.

      A sound came from the woods, one I’d heard only a few times before. However, when dealing with gunshots, once is more than enough. I yanked Nic with me to the ground.

      The bullet whistled through the air where our heads had been, then thunked into something solid on the other side of the parking lot.

      Nic had a Glock in his hand, and I hadn’t even seen him move. Impressive.

      “Where did that come from?” he asked.

      “There.”

      I pointed to the tree where I could have sworn I saw the shape of a human being—except in my world, they might not be human anymore.

      If Billy was alive, he wouldn’t bother with a gun. He had so many better weapons in his arsenal. Besides, Billy was the kind of guy who liked to get his hands, as well as his fangs, dirty.

      Nic made a move to get up, and I pulled him down. “I don’t think so.”

      “I’m not going to be a sitting duck. I’ve got a gun too.”

      Which wouldn’t do him a bit of good when shooting at a werewolf.

      The conundrum made me hesitate long enough for Nic to slip out of my reach. Instead of running into the woods, he stared at me with narrowed eyes. “Who did you piss off, Elise?”

      “Me? Who says they weren’t trying to kill you?”

      His eyes widened. Guess he hadn’t thought of that.

      Nic lifted the leg of his slacks and handed me a .38 from the ankle holster. “I’ll be right back.”

      He headed into the forest. When no shots were fired, I concluded that whoever had been there was gone.

      I inched across the parking lot, avoiding the burning piles of metal that had once been cars. Gauging the trajectory from the tree where I’d seen the shadowy figure, to the area where we’d been standing, then beyond, I was able to find the bullet embedded in a smoldering signpost. The spent ammo looked like any other. However, my fingers burned the instant I brought them close to the bullet. The reaction could have been from the continuing heat of the fire, except it wasn’t. The bullet was silver.

      “Huh.” I drew back my hand. “Guess they were after me.”
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