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      I glanced up from my examination of a basset hound named Horace to discover the Three Harbors police chief in the doorway. My assistant hovered in the hall behind her.

      “Can you take Horace?” I asked, but Joaquin was already scooping the dog off the exam table and releasing him onto the floor. Before I could warn him to leash the beast—my next scheduled patient was Tigger, the cat—Horace had trotted into the waiting area and found out for himself.

      Indoor squirrel!

      Since childhood, I’d heard the thoughts of animals. Call it an overactive imagination. My parents had. That I was right a good portion of the time, I’d learned to keep to myself. Crazy is as crazy does, and a veterinarian who thinks she can talk to animals would not last long in a small northern Wisconsin tourist town. I doubted she’d last long in any town. But Three Harbors was my home.

      Woof!

      Hiss.

      Crash!

      “Horace!”

      Tigger’s owner emitted a stream of curses. Joaquin fled toward the ruckus.

      “Kid gonna be okay out there?” Chief Deb jerked a thumb over her shoulder then shut the door.

      “If he wants to keep working here, he’d better be.” The waiting room was a battleground, when it wasn’t a three-ring circus.

      I sprayed the table with disinfectant and set to wiping it off. “What can I do for you, Chief?”

      “I’ve got a missing black cat.”

      My hand paused mid-circle. “I didn’t know you had a cat.”

      She’d never brought the animal to me, and as I was the only vet within thirty miles, this was at the least worrisome, at the most insulting.

      “Just because you picked up a stray,” I continued, “doesn’t mean the animal doesn’t need care.” Ear mites, fleas, ticks, old injuries that had festered—and don’t get me started on the necessity for being spayed or neutered. “A stray probably needs more.”

      “Chill, Becca, the missing cat doesn’t belong to me. Neither do the two other black cats, one black dog, and, oddly, a black rabbit that seem to be in the wind.”

      I opened my mouth, shut it again, swiped an already clean table, then shrugged. “I don’t have them.”

      “If you did, you’d be my newest candidate for serial killer of the week.”

      “I . . . what?”

      “After the first two cats went poof, I suspected Angela Cordero.”

      “She’s eight years old.”

      “Exactly,” Deb agreed. “But when the dog disappeared, I started to think maybe it was Wendell Griggs.”

      “Thirteen,” I murmured.

      “Missing small animals are one of the first hints of pathological behavior.”

      Apparently Chief Deb liked to read that healthy and growing genre, serial killer fiction.

      “Missing small animals are usually an indication of a larger predator,” I said. “Especially this close to the forest.”

      Three Harbors might be bordered on one side by Lake Superior, but it was backed by a lot of trees, and in those trees all sorts of creatures lived. Perhaps even a few serial killers.

      My imagination tingled. If I weren’t careful I’d be writing one of those novels. Maybe I should. Writing might be good therapy for my overactive imagination. Ignoring it certainly wasn’t helping.

      “I know.” Chief Deb sounded disappointed. Apparently she would prefer a serial killer to a large animal predator. Worse, she was kind of hoping that the serial killer was someone we knew, who’d yet to hit puberty.

      This surprised and disturbed me, though I didn’t know her well. We’d gone to school together, but Deb had occupied the top of the pyramid in high school—literally. Someone of her tiny stature and blond-a-tude had been a given for cheerleader of the year.

      She’d worried me when she’d danced on top of those ten-people-high pyramids. Now I was worried that she’d fallen off, once or twice, and hit her head.

      “Have you had any animals in here that have been bitten, scratched, mauled, or chewed on?”

      “Not lately.”

      “Any farmers complain that they’ve seen coyotes or wolves closer to town than they should be?”

      “Wouldn’t they report that to you, not me?”

      She tilted her head. “Good point.”

      Deb had cut her blond ponytail years ago and now wore her hair in a short cap that, when combined with her tree-bark-brown police uniform, Batman-esque utility belt, and Frankenstein-like black shit-locker boots, only made her resemble a child playing dress up.

      Dress up!

      I tapped the calendar. “Less than two weeks until Halloween.”

      “I hate Halloween.” Deb kicked the door, which rattled and caused Horace to yip in the waiting room. Wasn’t he gone yet? “Second only to New Year’s Eve for the greatest number of morons on parade.”

      “You said all the missing animals were black.”

      “So?”

      “A wolf or a coyote wouldn’t know black from polka dot.”

      While dogs and cats, and by extension wolves and coyotes, weren’t truly color-blind, they didn’t see colors the way we did. Instead they saw variations of black and gray and muted blue and yellow. Or so I’d heard.

      “Might be kids playing around,” I continued.

      “Sacrificing black animals to Satan?”

      “You think we have a devil-worshipping cult or maybe a witches’ coven? In Three Harbors?”

      She drew herself up, which wasn’t very far, but she did try. “There are witches.”

      “From what I understand, they’re peaceful. Harm none. Which would include black animals.”

      “Something weird is going on.”

      “Kids messing around,” I repeated. “Though I doubt they’re stealing black animals and keeping them safe in a cage somewhere just for the hell of it.”

      Which brought us right back to budding serial killer. Or two.

      “Would you be able to give me a list of all the animals you treat that are black?” she asked.

      “If the owners agree.”

      Wisconsin statues allowed the release of veterinary records with permission from the owner.

      “Why would anyone care about the release of the color of their pet’s fur to the police?”

      “Never can tell,” I said.

      If there was one thing I’d learned in this job it was that people were a lot stranger than animals.

      At five-thirty, Joaquin flicked the lock on the front door and turned off the waiting room lights, then followed me through the exam room to the rear exit.

      Trees ringed the parking lot that backed my clinic. Only my Bronco and a waste receptacle occupied the space. However, I’d had a night-light installed, and it blazed bright as the noonday sun.

      “Sorry to leave you with the Horace and Tigger problem,” I said.

      “It was my fault for letting Horace run free.”

      It had been, and I’d bet he’d never do it again. Between patients I’d seen him sweeping up dirt from an overturned potted plant and wiping the floor beneath one of the chairs. It was anyone’s guess if Horace had peed and Tigger had knocked over the plant or vice versa.

      I’d never had a better assistant than Joaquin. His long-fingered, gentle hands calmed the wildest pet. He also had the best manners of any adolescent in town, not that there’d been much of a contest. From what I’d seen of the Three Harbors youth, being a smart-mouthed uberdelinquent was the current fashion.

      “You going home or did your mom work today?” Joaquin lived in a trailer park outside of town. Not a long trip, but one that involved a sketchy stretch of two-lane highway, with only a bit of gravel on the side. I didn’t want him walking it after dark, and at this time of year, dark had come a while ago.

      “She’s working.”

      “You’re going straight to the cafe?”

      His lips curved at my concern. “If you saw where we lived before we came here . . . This place is safe as houses, my mom says. Although I don’t really know what that means beyond really safe.”

      Three Harbors was safe, at least for people.

      “Have any of the kids mentioned . . .”

      I wasn’t sure what word to use. Did they call Satanism something else these days? And if so, what?

      “Cults?” At his blank expression, I kept trying. “Sects? Devil worship?”

      “That’s why the chief wanted the list of black animals?” His voice was horrified. “Someone’s killing them?”

      “We don’t know that.”

      “What do we know?”

      I hesitated, but now that I’d opened the door, I couldn’t close it without freaking out Joaquin worse than he already was.

      “There are several cats, a dog, and a rabbit missing. They’re all black, which almost surely rules out a feral dog, coyote, or wolf.”

      He nodded. The kid knew nearly as much about animals as I did.

      “Since it’s so close to Halloween, I thought maybe some kids were messing around. Hear anything?”

      “No one talks to me at school.” He twitched one shoulder in an awkward, uncomfortable half shrug. “I’m Mexican.”

      Three Harbors didn’t have a lot of Mexican-Americans. Counting Joaquin and his mom we had two.

      “I don’t fit in. I’m dark and foreign and new.”

      Joaquin was a beautiful boy—ebony hair, ebony eyes, ridiculous lashes—also ebony—smooth cinnamon skin. “Doesn’t that make you exotic and exciting?”

      “Not,” he muttered.

      “No one’s talked to you?”

      “Teachers. I heard one of the kids say that I didn’t speak English.”

      “And what did you say to that?”

      “Hablo Ingles mejor que usted habla Espanol, estupido.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “You understood me?”

      “I’d have to be estupido not to understand estupido. Once I got that much, the rest wouldn’t really matter. Have you been participating in class?”

      “Have to.”

      “In English?”

      He cast me a disgusted glance. “Have to.”

      “Then why would anyone think you couldn’t speak the language?”

      He rolled his eyes the same as every kid I’d ever met. “Hence my use of estupido.”

      I pursed my lips so I wouldn’t laugh. I liked this kid so much. Why didn’t everyone?

      Because kids were mean. I knew that firsthand.

      But were they mean enough to sacrifice helpless, harmless animals? I hoped not.

      I lived in an efficiency apartment above my clinic. When I’d taken over Ephraim Brady’s practice after college, it was part of the deal.

      My mother hadn’t wanted me to move to town, but it wasn’t practical to live on the farm when over half of my business was done in the office. Not to mention the small kennel where we housed post- and pre-op patients, boarders and strays. In the winter, I might be prevented from making it into the office for a day or two, and then what? If I was already there . . . half the battle was won.

      I exchanged my khaki trousers—which repelled animal hair better than most—for track pants, my white blouse—out of which anything could be bleached—for an old T-shirt. I covered that with an equally old sweatshirt, switched my comfy shoes for the expensive running variety, then grabbed a hat and gloves, put my cell phone in one pocket, my keys in the other and trotted down the stairs then out the door. Time for my nightly wog—my twin brothers’ word for the walk-jog I did to stay in shape.

      Instead of wogging down Carstairs Avenue—yep, named after my family which had lived in Three Harbors from its inception in 1855—I took the path into the forest.

      Three Harbors was a small town, but it was also a tourist town, and these days that meant bike paths and hiking trails. They were well lit and meticulously maintained. I still kept Mace on my key ring. I couldn’t very well jog with a nine-millimeter, even if I owned one.

      The forest settled around me, cool and deep blue-green. The trail had lights every few feet, some at ground level, others high above. Still, I rarely ran into anyone after dark, and I loved it.

      My feet beat a steady wump-wump. That combined with the familiar crunch of the stones beneath my shoes at first drowned out the other sound. But eventually, I heard the thud of more feet than two.

      At the edge of twilight, loped a huge black wolf.
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      I’d been seeing this wolf since I was a child. As they lived eight to ten years in the wild, I should realistically be on wolf number three. That I wasn’t was one of the many reasons I’d never told anyone about her.

      Considering the nature of today’s visit, I should have mentioned the wolf to Chief Deb. Except I still wasn’t quite certain the wolf was real.

      I’d never gotten close enough to touch her. No one had ever seen her but me. While I heard the thoughts of every other animal I came near, not a whisper from this one. Add to that her seemingly eternal—or at least freakishly long—life span, and her oddly human, bright green eyes, and she seemed even less likely to be fact than fiction.

      Soothed by both the forest and her presence, I continued to wog. These runs had come to be as much a part of my life as breakfast.

      For the past several days, my wolf had been oddly absent; I’d even wondered if she were gone for good. The last time I’d seen her, she’d been nervous and twitchy, then she’d howled for no reason at all and run off. Hadn’t caught a glimpse of her since. I was glad she was back.

      I reached the end of the trail, paused, stretched, straightened, and a light flickered in the distance. I stepped off the path, and the wolf growled.

      The hairs on my arms lifted. She’d never growled at me before. One look in her direction, and I realized she wasn’t growling at me now. She was growling at that light. Which was exactly where no light should be—the McAllister place.

      In every small community there was often a woman who skated the edge of sanity—a recluse, a druggie, in this case all three—who from time immemorial was branded the local witch.

      Mary McAllister heard voices, even when she was on her meds. Sometimes she self-medicated. Then she heard them more.

      I started toward the light. I should have pulled out my cell phone and called Chief Deb. Hindsight always has the best damn ideas.

      The wolf bounded in front of me. At first I thought she would crowd me back, growl again, maybe even bare her teeth. Instead, she led the way along a well-traveled and narrow deer trail.

      About a hundred yards in, the dark closed around us and I was glad for her superior eyesight. Every once in a while we reached an area where the trees weren’t so thick and the moon shone down, but I still would have been lost without her.

      Tiny animals skittered away from us. A doe started up, and danced off, white tail shimmering beneath the silver night-light.

      The wolf glanced at them, but she didn’t follow. Another oddity. Predators didn’t ignore prey. I hadn’t thought they could.

      The distant light became less distant, less a flicker, more a window. Then the house loomed up from a small clearing sooner than I’d thought it would. Traveling as the crows fly, rather than the roads do, cuts off a lot of time.

      The witch’s house stood not far from my parents’ place. Long ago it had been a farmhouse too. But in the intervening years, government programs which gave tax breaks to farmers who planted trees instead of crops had led to the previously cleared fields becoming forest again.

      The windows were broken; the front porch listed north. Local kids liked to dare one another to sneak inside and stay overnight—especially at this time of year— so close to All Hallows’ Eve.

      The light, this place—and the missing animals—converged to give me a nasty, bone-deep chill. I pulled out my cell phone but I had no signal. Too many trees.

      If there were just a bunch of kids inside, I could probably disperse them with the threat of telling their parents. However, if Chief Deb’s idea of a budding serial killer were true, I didn’t really want to volunteer as his, or her, first human victim. I had no choice but to head back toward town, at least as far as I needed to for a cell signal.

      A door opened; the figure of a man appeared in the halo of light. He held a shovel.

      The door closed; the silhouette disappeared. But the porch creaked as he walked across it, then the steps groaned. A minute later, the chink-whoosh of digging filled the night. What could possibly be urgent enough to bury in the dark?

      Something he wanted no one to see, which meant I could not let him see me.

      My heart pounded; my palms had gone damp. I took one step backward.

      Snap.

      I swear the entire forest froze. Not a single bug buzzed. Not an owl hooted. Not a dog barked anywhere. More importantly . . . the digging stopped.

      I remained still as an opossum confronted with anything. Sooner or later he’d think a deer had tromped past and go back to digging. Wouldn’t he?

      Slowly, quietly I let out my breath, equally slowly and quietly I drew in another and waited.

      The wolf gave a warning huff. She followed that with a low, vicious snarl as the man materialized from the darkness.

      I stumbled back, arm up to deflect the downward slash of the shovel. I closed my eyes, braced for the impact.

      “Becca?”

      I opened one eye, closed it again.

      Of all the people in the world to find me cowering in the bushes, sweaty, tired, and wearing workout clothes, why did it have to be him?
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      Owen McAllister’s fingers loosened on the shovel that he’d brought along for protection. Against what, he wasn’t quite sure. But considering what he’d found in his house, he was understandably on edge.

      At the first crack of a branch in the darkness, his hand had gone to his hip and found only hip, no gun. He’d had to check his weapon in his luggage when he’d flown home, and he hadn’t yet taken it out. He hadn’t thought he’d need it.

      Becca lowered her arm, straightened, then glanced longingly toward Three Harbors. The movement caused her riotous red hair to slide over one much-missed breast before she glanced back. “What are you doing here, Owen?”

      “I’m the one who should be asking that.” It was, after all, his house. Just because he hadn’t been in it for ten years, didn’t make it any less so.

      “I saw the light.”

      Her parents’ place lay in the opposite direction from where she stood. Even if she’d seen the light from there, which she couldn’t because of the ridge in between, she would have had to circle around to arrive where she stood, and why would she? He had no more explanation for that than he had for her being here in the first place.

      “You saw the light from where?” he asked.

      “Town.”

      “Did not.” There was no way his single battery-operated lantern had shone that far through the forest.

      “Not town exactly. I was at the end of the hiking trail.”

      “What hiking trail?”

      “I’m not going to explain all the changes to Three Harbors since you left. If I hadn’t seen a light do you think I’d be out here?”

      “Why are you? It certainly wasn’t to make sure the house hasn’t been vandalized. From the looks of the place that ship sailed nine and a half years ago.”

      She lowered her gaze. Guilt? Why? It wasn’t her house.

      Had she been the first one to throw a stone through the window? Considering what had happened between them, or hadn’t, he couldn’t blame her.

      He shouldn’t blame anyone. Why he’d thought he could leave the place untended for ten years and everything would be right where he’d left it, he had no idea. In truth, he hadn’t cared. He hadn’t ever planned to return. Now he had, and it was worse than he could have imagined.

      Of all the people to turn up on his first night back he never would have expected Becca Carstairs.

      “You’re right. I shouldn’t be out here.” She contemplated the shovel he leaned upon. “What are you burying?”

      “Bodies.”

      She blinked and took a step back, landing on another stick. The resulting crack made her flinch, and he felt bad for scaring her. But didn’t she know him better than that?

      Owen rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. He might have been gone from this town for ten years, but he would always be “that McAllister boy.” When there was trouble, everyone pointed his way. To be honest, a lot of the time they’d been right.

      Even after he’d found football and discovered he was pretty good at it—knocking heads on the field kept him from knocking heads anywhere else—folks still saw him as Mary McAllister’s son. And Mary had never met a pharmaceutical she didn’t love.

      As she’d gone about obtaining them in both creative and illegal ways . . . Well, in a town like this that was hard to live down. Certainly it wasn’t fair to visit the sins of the mother on the son, but when had life, or small towns, ever been fair?

      However Becca had always believed the best of him. She’d befriended him, stood up for him, protected him. She’d loved him.

      Which was why he’d had to leave.

      “I found dead animals in the house. I’m burying the bodies.”

      “Are they black?”

      “Blackened.” The moon cast just enough light over her face to reveal her confusion. “They were burned.”

      The scent of charred flesh and fur still lingered—in the house, the yard, his nose. For an instant when he’d walked into the place, he’d thought he was having a flashback—wasn’t the first one, probably wouldn’t be the last.

      “Show me.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s not pretty.”

      “I’m a vet. You wouldn’t believe what I’ve seen.”

      “You don’t want to see this.” He wished he could unsee it. But he’d wished that about a lot of things, and that never, ever happened. Which was how most wishes went.

      “I’m sure I don’t want to see it.” She made a “move along” gesture with both hands. “But I have to.”

      Owen shook his head, refused to move, and she stomped her foot. More twigs died.

      “There are missing pets.”

      “You think these are them?”

      “Only one way to find out.” She tilted an eyebrow.

      He stayed where he was. “Maybe we should call the police.”

      “We will. But if the bodies are burned like you say, they’ll call me to identify what they are. Better if I peek first. Besides, my phone doesn’t work. Does yours?”

      He hadn’t checked, and his phone was in the house anyway. “After you,” he said.

      The ground was uneven; Owen leaned on the shovel a bit. He still had a slight hitch in his giddyup he didn’t want anyone to see.

      The light wasn’t good but what there was revealed that ten years might have passed but Becca didn’t seem to have aged a day. Not a wrinkle around her hazel eyes. Her skin was still redhead pale and smooth. Her only freckles dotted places no one could see. He remembered tasting them, tasting her.

      Owen took a deep breath, but that only served to reveal another thing that hadn’t changed. She still smelled like lemons and sunshine. He hadn’t drunk a glass of lemonade since he’d left. Lemonade had always tasted like her.

      He stumbled, badly. Lost his grip on the shovel, which fell into her, and she stumbled too. He reached out and snatched her arm—just because he was lame didn’t mean he was . . . lame. His hands were still quick, even if the rest of him wasn’t.

      The snarl that rumbled from the darkness had his skin prickling. His free hand went to his empty hip again as a huge, black wolf loomed from the night.

      Becca stepped in front of Owen. He still had a grip on her arm and pulled her back, which only made the wolf snap, jaws clicking shut centimeters from Owen’s free hand. Again, quickness was everything. He’d learned that the hard way in the Marines.

      “He isn’t hurting me,” Becca said.

      The wolf crouched, still grumbling but no longer snarling and snapping, its freakishly light green gaze fixed on Owen.

      “You have a pet wolf?”

      She stared at the beast as if it were the first time she’d seen it; considering the animal’s behavior that couldn’t be the case. “Wolves aren’t pets.”

      “Got that right.”

      The beast showed Owen her teeth. If he’d been confused before, he wasn’t now. Definitely not a pet.

      Frantic barking commenced. A bolt of brown fur vaulted through one of the now glassless windows of the house and hit the ground running.

      Owen had time to shout, “Reggie, nein!” an instant before the two animals slammed into each other and rolled. Snarls filled the air. Spittle flew; teeth snapped.

      “Call her off,” he ordered.

      “She isn’t a pet. Call him off.”

      Reggie wasn’t a pet either, but he had been trained by the best.

      “Nein!” Owen ordered. “Aus!”

      Reggie released the wolf’s leg, as ordered. The black beast circled the brown one.

      “Hier!”

      The dog hesitated, eyes flicking to Owen, then back to the wolf. Owen couldn’t blame him, but he also couldn’t let Reggie disobey.

      “Lass das sein! Hier!”

      This time Reggie followed the commands of “don’t do that” and “come.” Though his neck craned so that he could keep the wolf in his sight, he trotted to Owen’s side and sat without being told to sitz!

      “What was that?” Becca asked.

      “German.”

      She cast him an exasperated glance. “I got that much, but why?”

      “Reggie’s a military working dog. Er gehorcht auf Kommando. He obeys German commands.”

      Most K-9 working dogs were purchased from Germany. There they not only nurtured the bloodlines necessary for K-9 work, but they had the best training programs for the same. Even dogs purchased young and trained in the States still learned commands in German to match their initial training—sit, come, stay—as well as to align them with all the other dogs.

      “That’s a Belgian Malinois.”

      Most people thought Reggie was an oddly unmarked and slightly small German shepherd. But Becca knew her dog breeds. Always had.

      “He is. A lot of Belgians are bred in Germany.”

      Becca offered her hand to Reggie, palm down, nonthreatening.

      He glanced at Owen. Military working dogs—MWDs for short—accepted admiration as their due, but only if it was allowed by their handler. Anyone who knew anything about MWDs would never touch one without asking first. That was a good way to lose a finger.

      Reggie was better than most, he didn’t need a muzzle in crowds, but he still wasn’t cuddly and probably never would be.

      “In ordnung,” Owen said. Okay.

      The dog sniffed her fingers, and the wolf growled. Reggie pulled back, with a low woof.

      “Hush,” Becca murmured, to one or both of them, Owen wasn’t sure, but they both hushed.

      The wolf paced back and forth a dozen yards away. There was something odd about the animal that went beyond its far too human eyes.

      “What sort of military work does he do?”

      Owen didn’t want to say, but from Becca’s expression she already knew or at least suspected. It wasn’t rocket science to figure it out, and for a veterinarian even less so.

      “Explosive detection.”

      “Then why is he here?”

      The world shimmied, as if something had exploded nearby, though Owen knew nothing had. He was still hoping that remnant would fade along with the constant urge to hit the dirt after any loud, sudden noise. It was embarrassing, though much better now than it had been at first. Back then, a door closing could make him shake like a tree in a strong breeze.

      “There was an accident.”

      “An accident with a bomb-sniffing dog would involve a bomb.”

      “Can’t put anything past you.”

      “Must you be sarcastic?”

      “Apparently.”

      She looked like she wanted to smack him, except that would involve contact, and from the way she hovered just outside his reach, that wasn’t going to happen. Was she keeping her distance to avoid setting off the wolf, or to avoid setting off Owen?

      Owen wasn’t sure what he’d do if she touched him. That single second of touching her—before the wolf took offense—had been bad. Or maybe it had been good. He couldn’t decide.

      “You’re in one piece,” Becca said, “and so is he.”

      Only because they’d been put together again better than Humpty Dumpty, but he wasn’t going to tell her that. He also wasn’t going to walk where she could observe him long enough to register that he still couldn’t walk quite right. While the coldness in those eyes that had once gazed at him so warmly was hard to stomach, the pity would be even harder.

      “We’re fine. Home on leave. I plan to get this place ready to sell, then we’ll be out of here.”

      “You’re staying in the house?”

      “Where else?”

      She eyed it as if it might collapse in a heap any second. He wouldn’t be surprised.

      “I’ve slept worse places.”

      Her hazel eyes flicked to his. “Where?”

      He wasn’t going to talk about that. Not now. Not with her.

      Actually, not ever and with no one.

      “I’ll only be here until I sell the place.”

      “Sell?” she echoed, as if hearing the word for the first time. “But your mother⁠—”

      “Isn’t ever going to be well enough to come back.”

      It had taken him a long time to accept that, even longer for his mother to, but now that they had, the house was an unnecessary burden.

      “You don’t want to live here when you⁠—”

      “No.’ Here was the last place he wanted to live. Here was too close to her.

      “Shouldn’t your enlistment be up by now?”

      “I re-upped.” Several times. “I’m due to re-up again.” And he would if he could. “Men die if I don’t do my job.”

      Her gaze narrowed on Reggie. “If he’s a bomb-sniffing dog that makes you his handler.”

      “Becca, you had to have known all this⁠—”

      “How would I? You never wrote, Owen, except to tell me you wouldn’t be writing.”

      He’d had his reasons. They still applied.

      “I’m sure there was plenty of scuttlebutt on the Three Harbors grapevine.” And as the local veterinarian, Becca had to have heard all of it.

      “If it concerned you,” she said. “I didn’t listen.”

      That shouldn’t hurt, but it did.
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      I was being a bitch.

      Heard it. Knew it. Couldn’t help it. He made me so damn mad.

      Ten years since Owen had left Three Harbors, left me, and he hadn’t come back. You’d think I would have gotten over it, over him.

      Guess not.

      “I . . . uh . . .” Why was I here? What was I doing? “I should check those animals.”

      “No one’s stopping you.”

      Now he was being a bitch too. Great. I headed for the house.

      Owen was different. Why wouldn’t he be? He’d been gone a long time.

      He’d always been handsome, with a grin that could charm the socks off just about anyone. He’d charmed more than the socks off me.

      Back then his dark brown hair had been long, curling over his nape, sloping across his equally dark eyes. I’d loved how those eyes could go from icy—when he was glaring at someone who’d dissed him—to smoldering whenever they stared at me.

      His hair was now brutally short, and his eyes seemed darker, sadder—though there’d never been anything light about Owen McAllister. He’d always been a big kid— taller than everyone else, muscular long before the other boys. That hadn’t changed. He was taller than he had been by over an inch, shoulders wider by more than that. His biceps bulged; his thighs seemed too large for his jeans.

      We’d been friends first. Good friends. Best friends. I missed that. You could always find another lover— theoretically; I certainly hadn’t—but a friend like Owen didn’t come around every day. Or any day apparently.

      Then again with a friend like him, who needed enemies? He’d broken my heart, and I hadn’t yet figured out a way to mend it.

      I reached the listing porch, glanced back. Owen and his dog hovered, unmoving, at the edge of the yard.

      “Go ahead.” He bent and pulled something from Reggie’s coat. “He’s got some burrs that I don’t want in the house.”

      From the appearance of the house, a few burrs wouldn’t hurt it. Perhaps Owen had seen enough of what was inside. I didn’t blame him. I didn’t want to look either. But I had to, so I climbed the steps and went in.

      I stopped just past the threshold—not only because of the smell—charred flesh and fur—but the sight. The place was ruined. It hadn’t been in that great a shape to begin with, though Owen had done the best he could. He’d been a kid with very little money—all he’d had was time and hope.

      The years had taken a toll. Damage had been done not only by the elements but by the teenagers that had come here to drink, dope, screw. I saw evidence of all three—bottles and cans, the stubs of cigs and joints, several used condoms—scattered everywhere.

      What I found in the living room was worse. The other had been kids being kids. Asshole kids, but still kids. This . . .

      My eyes felt glued to the charred remains.

      This was evil.
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        * * *

      

      Owen waited for Becca to disappear into the house.

      Though she’d probably seen worse, or at least seen similar, he didn’t want to let her go inside and face that alone. But more than that, he didn’t want her to see him walk.

      Childish. Foolish. Selfish. He silently berated himself with every ish he could think of as he gimped in her wake. He could have added gimpish, but he didn’t think it was a word.

      Should be.

      Shrapnel had made a mess of his leg. Tendons were damaged, nerves too. The break in his femur had been ugly. The doctors said he wouldn’t walk again. He refused to believe them, and he’d been right.

      They’d also said he wouldn’t be able to return to active duty. He refused to believe that too. Owen had nothing else. He was good at nothing but the job he’d learned in the Marines. If he wasn’t Sergeant McAllister, who was he?

      Owen stopped walking to rub his thigh, and Reggie yipped. The dog, which had healed much faster than Owen had, stood at the bottom of the listing porch steps.

      “I’m okay,” he said, as if Reggie could understand. Sometimes he swore the dog could.

      He’d certainly understood when Owen had shouted, “Run,” that day Reggie had found the turned-up earth at the same time Owen had seen the boy with the cell phone.

      Which was why Reggie was in better shape than he was.

      The kid had activated the IED a bit too soon, which meant that Owen and Reggie were alive and not dead after the big⁠—

      “Kaboom,” Owen said.

      The dog climbed the steps. Now he was gimping too.

      Owen sat on the top step, patted the area next to him. “Sitz.”

      He ran his palm over the animal’s injuries, masked now by fur. When he reached the worst one, Reggie flinched.

      Owen moved the hair away from the scar. No blood at least. This far out, there shouldn’t be.

      “Looks like you’ve bought yourself an aspirin in your kibble, pal. Shouldn’t have been rolling in the dirt with a wolf today. Probably not any day with a wolf.”

      Speaking of . . .

      The wolf had disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. Where had it gone? Why had it gone? Why had it come in the first place? Becca seemed to know the animal, which wasn’t surprising. She’d always had a strange affinity for them.

      When they were children, she would entertain Owen with tales of “what the bunny said,” and “what the fox thought.” Forest creatures would eat right out of her hand. The first time his mom had seen them surrounded by raccoons and opossums and squirrels, she’d flipped out. Started screaming about rabies, scared all the little beasties away.

      He’d been six years old and already adept at knowing when he could calm her down and when he needed to call the EMTs. He avoided the latter as much as possible. Because if his mom went to the mental health facility, Owen went to foster care—at least until they’d moved here. Once he and Becca became friends, the Carstairs allowed him to stay with them while his mom “rested.”

      He owed that family more than he could ever repay. Another reason he had left when he had.

      Reggie’s tongue lolled. He appeared to be smiling.

      Owen rubbed behind the dog’s ears. “You liked tussling with that wolf, didn’t you?”

      Reggie barked.

      Owen had heard the Belgian Malinois described as the “sugar-hyped kid” of the dog world, and that could be true when they weren’t handled correctly. A Belgian did not make a good pet, unless you had a huge amount of land and all day to spend throwing sticks. Without constant activity, they got into trouble. Left alone and bored they would destroy anything, everything, just for something to do.

      But that drive to go, go, and keep going was what made them excellent bomb-sniffing dogs. Belgians didn’t stop until they found something; they weren’t afraid of much, and most didn’t get twitchy when bullets blazed all around them. Owen thought Reggie kind of liked that too.

      “Steh.” Reggie stood, but he didn’t move until Owen showed him the red rubber ball that was his reward, and said, “Voran.”

      Reggie nosed open the door, which Becca had left ajar. Owen followed at a slower pace, using the railing, the wall, the door for balance. He should probably use a cane. He had one, but he hadn’t been able to make himself hold on to it for more than a minute, let alone walk with it.

      He’d been on a plane since yesterday. Exhaustion, combined with more walking and more sitting than usual, then driving from Minneapolis, as well as the digging, had made Owen shakier than he liked.

      What he should do was take a pain pill, then sink into a warm bath and fall into a fluffy bed. However, thanks to his mother’s drug issues, he didn’t take pain pills. He doubted the water heater worked any better now than it had when he lived here. Considering the electricity was off, along with the water, it wouldn’t matter if it did. The mattresses were as trashed as the rest of the furniture, and even when they hadn’t been they weren’t fluffy.

      He’d grit his teeth and get along. One of the first things he’d learned upon joining the Marines.

      Inside there was no sign of Reggie. As Owen had mentioned kibble, he’d thought the dog would be waiting outside the still-closed kitchen door to the right. When he’d gone out to dig the grave, he’d put Reggie behind it, not wanting him to mess with the disgusting scene in the living room.

      Reggie was a well-trained dog, but he was a dog, and sometimes he grabbed things he wasn’t supposed to—like a terrorist—and dragged them around. While Owen often enjoyed that little mistake, having Reggie ingest charcoal pet remains would be a lot less amusing. So he’d confined him in the kitchen. That the windows were broken wide open had escaped him until the dog vaulted through one.

      Becca spoke in the living room. Was she talking to Reggie or herself?

      Owen had told the dog to voran, which was a command to go forward, in working-dog-speak to do what he was supposed to do. While Reggie was usually searching for explosives, he might also find and detain insurgents if he came across one. Though Becca was neither, she was standing near a scene that had to smell darn near irresistible to a dog.

      Owen swallowed. But not to him.

      “I know,” she murmured, and Owen frowned. Had he said that out loud?

      He entered the living room as she smoothed her palm over Reggie’s head. The dog’s tail thumped once. She’d been talking to him. Not a shock. When they were kids, she’d believed that dogs talked back.

      Becca eyed the display atop the old table that someone had dragged from the kitchen, which gave Owen a chance to move closer unobserved and take a seat on the arm of the water-stained couch.

      Reggie joined him, gaze on his beloved red ball. Owen handed it over, and, enthralled, Reggie dropped it, chased it, chewed it. The dog would do anything for the red ball, which meant Owen kept the toy in his pocket 24/7—and carried a spare in his duffel.

      “The chief had reports of three missing cats, a dog, and a rabbit,” she said. ‘There’s more than that here.”

      “Some people must have figured their pets ran off or got snatched by a wolf.” Becca cast him a narrow glance, and Owen held up his hands in surrender. “I didn’t say it was your wolf.”

      “Not mine.”

      “If not the wolf then a coyote, fox, bear.” He paused. “Do bears eat meat?”

      “Yes. Though they don’t digest it well. Which is why most of their diet is plants and berries.”

      “They still might snatch a Pekinese that’s wandered too close to the woods.”

      “No ‘might’ about it,” she agreed.

      “But if an owner lives next to the forest and Fluffy disappears, most of them wouldn’t report it to the police. The cops aren’t going to arrest Yogi.”

      “As Yogi is smarter than the average bear, he’d probably be above stealing then eating Fluffy, but I take your meaning.”

      Even before he’d fallen in love with her, Owen had liked her so much. He still did.

      Be honest, dumbass.

      He still loved her. He always would.

      Becca pulled out her cell phone, looked at the display, cursed, and put it back in the pocket of her track pants. “I need to call Chief Deb.”

      “Chiefdub?”

      “Deb. Debbie Waldentrout is the police chief now.”

      “Debbie Waldentrout is three feet tall.” The idea of her in a police chief’s uniform was somewhat cartoonish.

      “Is not.” Becca headed for the door.

      As she went past, Owen took her elbow and she stilled. He should have let her go, especially when she shivered. Instead he rubbed his thumb over her ulna, and she shivered some more. Because he was sitting on the edge of the couch and she was standing, his gaze was level with her chest, which rose and fell so quickly he was captivated.

      That scent of lemons overshadowed the scent of death, and Owen breathed in, out, and in again. From the moment he’d met her, she’d cleansed him, healed him, elevated him. He’d become so much more while he’d been with her. He’d become so much more because of her. She had loved him. She had saved him. He’d always wanted to tell her that, but he’d never been quite sure how.

      What he saw in her gaze made Owen tighten his fingers—to push her away or pull her closer? —he never knew, because she leaned over and he had time to do nothing but say her name. A whisper. A plea. A prayer. And then she was kissing him; he was kissing her.

      The years fell away. It was their first kiss. Their last.

      That first one had been tentative—soft, a little afraid, yet so full of hope. The last had been shocked, a little tearful, and full of despair. This one tasted of both. How strange. What did she hope for? What did she fear? Why did she despair?

      Questions for another time, right now he delved, taking her mouth, tasting her teeth, wishing, hoping, praying for more, even though he knew it could never be. For so many reasons . . .

      Suddenly she was gone. His mouth followed hers in retreat, seeking those lips he still dreamed of. His arms reached; his fingers closed on nothing. He started to stand. The pain sent him right back.

      His breath hissed in. Reggie yipped and rushed over, shoving his precious ball into Owen’s hand, sharing what always made him feel better. Owen put the toy into his pocket, then pushed his fingers into Reggie’s fur to keep them from doing what they shouldn’t.

      Rubbing his leg. Yanking her back. Making a fist and punching a wall.

      “I don’t know why I did that,” she said. “It’s just—” She waved a hand toward the table, and he suddenly remembered what he had completely forgotten.

      The travesty in his living room.

      How could he have kissed her and dreamed of doing so much more, with that only a few feet away? Because, for him, a room that contained Becca Carstairs was devoid of anything else worth noticing.

      “You always made everything better,” she blurted to the wall and not to him. “At least until—” Her breath rushed out.

      “Until I made everything worse.”

      After a few seconds of silence, during which Reggie glanced back and forth between the two of them, brow wrinkled, mouth open, she shifted. “I’m going up on the ridge to see if I can get a signal.”

      The ridge lay between this house and her parents’ farm and was the highest point for miles around.

      “Try the porch first.” Owen jabbed his thumb toward the stairs that led to the bedrooms on the second level. The largest, his mother’s, had a flat, porch like area that extended over the garage. The trees had been shorn away from the utility poles more than once in the past ten years and created a tiny avenue to the sky. “Higher might help.”

      “If I can’t get through I’ll have to head to my folks’ and use their landline.”

      He wanted to say he’d go with her, but the idea of climbing up one side of the ridge and down the other made his leg pulse.

      “If you go, take Reggie.”

      “Why?”

      “That wolf is still out there.”

      Becca glanced at the front door. “In the yard?”

      “I didn’t see her, but⁠—”

      “Yeah, no,” she said.

      “What do you mean, no?”

      “Did I stutter? The last time your dog saw a wolf, he attacked her.”

      “Exactly.”

      “She wasn’t doing anything but protecting me.”

      “And why was that?” he asked.

      “Because you had a shovel and you appeared ready to use it. On my head.”

      “I didn’t mean why did she protect you, but why did she protect anyone? She’s a wild animal. They don’t protect humans.”

      “Wolves are different.”

      A long, low, mournful howl rose toward the moon.

      “That one sure is,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      I escaped upstairs while Owen was distracted by the wolf howl.

      He hadn’t looked so good. I suppose finding a pile of charred fur in your living room wasn’t the best welcome home, but it hadn’t been aimed at him. Had it?

      No one could have known he’d be coming home. Could they?

      I hadn’t lied when I said I hadn’t listened to scuttlebutt about him. I couldn’t bear it. I’d loved him so. His leaving had been difficult, but I’d tried to understand.

      I have nothing, Becca.

      You have me.

      I wasn’t enough. I’d tried not to let him know how much that hurt. I got up every morning hoping for his letter. When it came at last it was agony.

      So why had I kissed him tonight like the foolish girl I’d once been—crazy in love with a boy who would only hurt me?

      My father’s words. He couldn’t help it. He loved me.

      He’d loved Owen too. But us together . . . Not so much.

      In the end he’d been right. Owen had left me. I’d been so devastated my first year of college was still a blur. I’d managed not to flunk out, and at the University of Wisconsin that wasn’t easy. The school was hard and my major, zoology, not for sissies.

      Considering our history and my heartbreak, why had I kissed him? Because he’d been sitting on the couch where we’d first touched? Because when he came near me all I could do was remember every single other time that he had?

      Or had it been because the sight on that table had scared the shit out of me, and I’d needed to forget for an instant in the arms of the only man who’d ever made me feel strong, capable, and enough? Even though I hadn’t been.

      Hell, be honest, Owen was the only man who’d ever made me feel anything. The first brush of his mouth and I’d been lost.

      I was twelve, and he was taking my hand, holding it tight during one of the many horror movies we’d seen together. He’d loved them. Me, not so much, but I’d gone for him.

      I was thirteen, and he was kissing me in that very room, tasting my tongue, his palm hot at my waist, his thumb almost brushing my breast.

      We were fifteen, and they’d just taken away his mother for what would be the last time. Those damn voices had told her to kill him. Was it any wonder I’d never mentioned hearing voices of my own?

      The expression on his face—confused, crushed, helpless. I’d held him in my arms; we’d both fallen asleep on the couch. My parents had found us. I’d begged them to give him a home, and they had. Soon after, I’d tried to give him me. To his credit, he’d refused.

      For a few years more.

      Memories tumbled through my mind as I ran up the steps, down the hall, through a room as trashed as those below. At least the windows weren’t busted, but the door leading onto the porch was warped, and I had to put my shoulder into it to get the thing open enough to slip outside. I was just glad I didn’t have to ask Owen for help. I needed some distance, and I needed it now. I cursed him for bringing everything back. I hadn’t thought of Owen McAllister in . . .

      Days.

      I moved to the edge of the porch. There wasn’t even a railing to keep stupid people from tumbling off. Obviously not up to code—if Owen tried to sell the place, there was going to be a lot he’d have to add, subtract, and update first.

      I stood there breathing for a minute—lovely fresh air that didn’t smell of blood and fire, flesh and mold. But mostly it didn’t smell of sun and grass, hay and midnight.

      Of him.

      The wolf called to the moon that swelled heavy and ripe and cool straight above, but she was so far off maybe it wasn’t even the same wolf. And about that wolf . . .

      Owen had seen her. His dog had rolled around with her. Which made the animal a lot less imaginary. I had to wonder why she’d shown herself to someone after all these years and why that someone had been Owen.

      My phone had a signal. Yay! I didn’t want to go to my parents’. I didn’t want to explain why I was here, what I had seen.

      And who I had seen it with.

      I located the police station’s direct number in my contact list. Less than a minute later, the dispatcher put me through to Chief Deb.

      “You know those animals you were looking for? I found them.”
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