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Chapter One


 


“You know, I really don’t
do this.” Serena tore herself away from their kiss, breathless,
heart pounding, every nerve in her body alive and on fire as his
skillful hands moved across her body.

“Don’t do what?” He growled, nuzzling her
neck, hands sliding up to gently caress her breasts.

“Have one night stands with strangers.” She
gasped as he palmed her sensitive nipples, arching herself against
his hands.

“Who says this is a one
night stand?” He lifted his head and his eyes met hers,
heavy-lidded, his full lips curved into a seductive smile. Serena
drew a breath and pulled him down to
her into a heated kiss.

They’d met at Andy’s, the only bar in town.
Serena certainly hadn’t been looking to hook up with him, or with
any guy for that matter. It was Friday, the start of a glorious
weekend off from work, and all she’d wanted was a quiet beer, one
of Andy’s to-die-for burgers, and maybe to have a conversation with
someone that didn’t revolve around her job.

He came in after she did and sat down next
to her. She nodded at his polite greeting and then he’d turned
away, watching the football game on the television mounted above
the bar. She’d never seen him before, and in this little town, she
sure as hell would have noticed someone as ruggedly handsome as
him.

In the subdued light, she
studied his profile: straight nose, high forehead, nice mouth. Even
when he was relaxed, it was curved into a slight smile. His hair
was messed up from the winter wind outside, darker brown near the
back, the lighter strands in the front probably leftover summer highlights.
She could imagine him, tanned and shirtless, mountain biking or
perhaps hiking. She sighed, pushed aside that silly daydream,
turned her attention back to her burger, and ate in a blissful haze for
several minutes.

“That looks amazing.”

She turned, with a mouthful of food, to find
him watching her. He pointed to the half-eaten burger she held in
her hands.

Serena nodded and he waited while she
finished chewing. “It is. Andy’s a pretty good cook when it comes
to burgers. Ask for one with everything, including the sauce. The
sauce is the key; without that, it’s just a good burger. With it,
it’s heaven on a bun.”

The guy flashed her a
killer smile that she knew she’d never forget and she found herself
smiling back. She couldn’t help herself. She noticed his eyes.
She’d seen many blue eyes over the years, but these drew her in.
They were such a clear blue they looked bottomless, like the summer
sky reflected on still water. When he smiled, the corners of his
eyes crinkled. She liked that – liked it a
lot, actually.

“I’m Serena Daniels.” She
held out her hand. He took it, holding it firmly for a moment
rather than shaking it quickly. A minor tremor raced through
her and she drew in a deep breath,
feeling her pulse quicken.

“Brody Sullivan.” He released her hand, his
smile deepening.

She exhaled a nervous laugh. “It’s really
nice to meet you, Brody.”

And so they talked. Serena relaxed, laughing
more than she had in a long time. Slowly the conversation subtly
shifted to flirting—serious flirting—and then to Serena asking him
to come home with her. Maybe her original intent was just to
continue talking, to get to know him better, but it really didn’t
matter; they both knew where this night was headed.

Once inside her house, things escalated
pretty quickly, Brody taking control and Serena letting him. The
energy between them was charged with breathtaking passion, and she
felt herself get lost, immersed in the desperate need to belong to
him if only for the night, to let him take her wherever he
desired.

They’d started out on the sofa in her living
room, hands exploring, touching, clothes coming off slowly at
first, then with wild and reckless abandon. She’d found herself
distracted by the downstairs windows, which did not have curtains
to block the view from curious neighbors. And distracted was the
last thing Serena wanted to be, not while wrapped in the muscled
arms of such a gorgeous, fiery man.

Finally she’d just grabbed his hand, both of
them laughing as she pulled him up from the couch and up the stairs
to her bedroom.

The only light came from the moon and the
faint glow from the lone streetlight at the corner, casting
everything in shades of blue and gray. They stood beside her bed,
bodies pressed together, locked in a deep kiss. She suddenly felt
anxious, a mix of curious desire and frenzied desperation fusing
together, an overpowering grip on her heart that she didn’t quite
understand. He lowered his mouth to her shoulder, his soft lips
tracing the curve, dipping into the sensitive spot on her neck.

“I don’t do one night stands either.”
Brody’s voice was now muffled against her heated skin, his fingers
woven through her hair. He suddenly straightened, his blue gaze
searching her face in the soft, cool light. He brushed a strand of
hair away from her cheek, tucking it behind her ear, his eyes never
moving from her.

“I’m not married, if that’s your worry.
But…it’s…a bit complicated. I’ll tell you the story…later…after…”
His words were lost against her lips and she gave herself up to
him, letting him do with her as he pleased, his soft kiss replaced
by the desperate need to possess. His story could wait.

 


* * *

 


Serena had no idea what
time it was other than it was
very late. She quietly climbed out of bed,
avoiding the floorboard in the hall that squeaked. Brody was asleep
in her bed, and she watched him for a minute in the moonlight,
wondering what the hell she’d just done, what she had gotten
herself into.

What she’d just
done was bring home a
stranger, taken him to bed with barely a second thought, something
she’d never done before. She thought she should be panicked, trying
to get him out of her house as quickly as
possible. Maybe feel ashamed of herself, or
at the very
least embarrassed, wanting to put it behind
her.

But somehow this – Brody Sullivan – was
different. It seemed right on all levels. No panic at all, just the
sated feeling after a night of great sex. More than just great sex,
it was unforgettable sex; a connection with a guy that went well
beyond just the physical. It was such an overwhelmingly foreign
feeling, but a good one, and she fervently hoped he felt it as
well.

In the
bathroom, she ran
the tap and looked at her face in the mirror while she waited for
the water to get cold. Somehow she thought she should look
different, although she wasn’t sure how. Sex with a guy wasn’t
supposed to make your eyes change color or your straight hair
curly. Her eyes were still brown, her hair still long and straight,
albeit a tangled mess. Other than the goofy grin she was wearing,
she looked just the same.

She filled her glass, taking a long drink of
the icy water. The glass clinked against the porcelain as she set
it down. The tile floor was cold and she shivered, anticipating
crawling beneath the covers, Brody warm in her bed. She hurried
back down the hall to her room.

She paused before she
passed her bedroom window. The moon was still high, casting
a silver light over the
landscape, reflecting off the snow. It was bright enough for her to
see out across the lake. As she turned, movement caught her eye.
She stepped closer to the glass, looking out over the
lake.

On the ice, walking
parallel to the shore, was a lone wolf. Serena had never seen one
in the wild and she was amazed at just how incredibly large it was.
As she watched, eyes unable to move away, the wolf followed the
shore for a distance before
turning, breaking into a lope, heading
north across the center of the lake.
It was clearly outlined against the bright
white snow. Within seconds though, it was gone, its long legs
carrying it out of sight. Goose bumps covered her arms and she
shivered, hugging herself, before turning back to her warm bed and
the gorgeous man who slept there.

 


 


* * *

 


Detective Serena Daniels stepped out onto
the ice of Lake Monona, gloved hands jammed into the pockets of her
thermo-fleece jacket, knit hat pulled low. The thin layer of snow
over the ice crunched beneath her boots and the sound sent a shiver
through her. There was a body on the lake and from the description
of the scene, it probably wasn’t going to be an ice fisherman who’d
had a heart attack and died of hypothermia. It was a brutal way to
kick off a Monday morning.

Serena knew this was her case, that she’d be
lead, and she took a deep breath, the cold air filling her lungs.
Being a detective was still new, the responsibility of being in
charge causing a twinge in the pit of her stomach. But this was
what she wanted, and she knew she had whatever it took to be a good
detective.

She straightened her stance and picked up
the pace as she walked toward the small group of police officers
clustered around a shadowed form that lay still on the snow. Even
from here, she could see the vivid scarlet of frozen blood splashed
in an irregular shape around the body. She tugged the collar of her
jacket higher and trudged on.

“What’ve we got?” She glanced around the
group and nodded a greeting. The two uniformed officers nodded back
before one looked down and away. The other one stared at her,
either in defiance or confusion; Serena couldn’t really tell. His
face looked frostbitten so he might have just lost the ability to
look anything but confused or scornful. She was used to both looks
since she had made detective.

Her partner of six months, Detective Mike
Sparks, flipped open his notepad with a great deal of difficulty.
He was wearing thick bulky mittens and the little white pad looked
ridiculously small in his large hands.

“Animal Control got a call from a runner in
Law Park right around dawn. Guy thought he saw a dead deer on the
lake. AC sent out a unit to investigate.” Sparks paused, eyeing
Serena over the edge of the note pad.

“The guy from Animal Control vomited…there.”
Sparks pointed dramatically to the snow with a barely concealed
look of disgust. Serena glanced down at the mess, grimaced, and
waved her hand.

“Go on. What else?”

“The AC guy called it in and these guys were
first on the scene.” Sparks nodded toward the two uniforms. “They
secured it.” Yellow tape fluttered in the chill wind, the yellow
bright against the snow.

“Has CSU been here? And the medical
examiner? When’s he arriving?”

“Crime Scene Unit was here. You just missed
them. They documented everything, took photos. ME was here too. He
said…ah …” Sparks flipped awkwardly through his pad.
“…um…preliminary cause of death was massive blood loss from
injuries sustained, ah…pretty much everywhere. But he probably bled
out from the neck wound.”

As if on cue, all three men turned to look
down at the body. Serena looked down as well, her brows drawing
together.

The body was naked, a male, lying on his
back in the thin crust of snow. One arm was raised, frozen in
place, as if summoning someone unseen. The throat was gone, torn
away, the ragged edges of the wound frozen in place. The chest and
abdomen were also torn open, organs and viscera clearly visible.
She didn’t blame the Animal Control guy for losing his morning
coffee and doughnut.

Serena squatted down, looking more closely.
She could see arcs of arterial spray radiating out from the body,
then diminishing before being lost in the frozen pool of blood
beneath the man. He’d been alive when he was attacked.

“Anything else? Footprints? Weapon?” Serena
rose, eyes traveling across the frozen surface of the lake. The
wind picked up and it stung her cheeks, making her eyes water.
Small drifts of snow were forming against the body, beginning to
fill in the tracks she saw in the snow.

“No weapon. Lots of different tracks.
Birds…crows. They’d already started in on the body; that’s what
caught the attention of the guy running. Lots of boot tracks,
mostly old though, from ice fishermen probably. Nothing that looks
fresh.” Mike hesitated, glancing at his notes. “Oh. And a dog.”

“Dog? Where?”

Mike gestured and Serena walked to where he
was pointing. He followed, huddled in his parka, his broad back to
the wind.

“Just one set, coming from the south and
then heading back the same way.”

Serena scanned the horizon, turning in a
circle. They were within twenty yards of the north shore of the
lake, the wedding cake tiers of the Terrace to the northeast
stained pink in the morning sun. Cars were backed up along John
Nolan Drive, in part due to morning traffic, but also because of a
heavy contingent of rubberneckers trying to get a glimpse of what
the Madison Metro Police Department could possibly be doing on Lake
Monona so early on a frigid Monday morning.

She turned to the south. From here, the
distant shoreline looked like a mass of leafless gray trees, but
she knew it sheltered some fairly upscale homes, all perched on
narrow lots, all with lakefront access.

“How far is it down to Monona from here?”
She shaded her eyes against the morning sun, squinting into the
distance.

“Straight line? Little more than a mile, I’d
guess. A bit more down to Squaw Bay. Beyond that’s Mud Lake,
Waubesa, and then Shadow Falls. Can’t tell you how far that is
without a map.”

“And no other tracks from here to Law
Park?”

Mike shook his head. “Nah. The ice fishermen
all come from down by the bridge from the south, then walk up. Not
many come through the park.”

Serena walked a few paces south, her eyes on
the trail of paw prints in the snow. The tracks seemed huge, but
they were being slowly being distorted by the wind, the depressions
filling in with snow. She remembered the wolf she’d seen on the
lake, ghostly in the moonlight, its powerfully large frame wreathed
in shadow.

She walked back to Mike. “CSU get pictures
of these?”

“Yeah. And the crow tracks.” Mike followed
her movements as she circled back to the body, his breath visible
in the morning chill.

“Okay. We got the name of the guy who called
it in? And the Animal Control guy?”

“Yeah. Both.”

“Okay, good.” Serena turned to the two
officers. “You two wait for the morgue van. And keep them at
bay.”

She pointed toward the shore. Two large news
vans were parked in the narrow strip of land between the lake and
the street, crews milling about, cameras ready. The officers looked
at each other and some silent communication passed between them.
The one with the frozen face began the long walk toward the vans,
eliciting a flurry of activity from the news crews. The second
uniform took a stance that spoke as much of resolutely doing his
job as it did the resigned knowledge that he was going to be stuck
here in the cold for the foreseeable future.

“Serena, you want to head in? I’m about as
frozen as our victim here.”

Mike stamped his feet, encased in huge
insulated boots. She motioned him to follow her and started back to
where she’d parked her car close to his truck. She heard him heave
an audible sigh of relief.

“Mike, how long have you been in
Wisconsin?”

“This will be my third winter.”

“And that thin Kentucky blood of yours still
hasn’t gotten used to this?” She grinned at Mike, watching him walk
gingerly across the snow-covered ice as if it was going to give way
beneath him at any moment.

“No, ma’am. I’m miserable from October
through April and then happy for about a month in the summer.” His
voice was muffled by the hood of his parka.

They walked in silence back to their
vehicles. Serena glanced at the news crews, now fully engaged with
the officer who’d walked over to meet them.

“Mike, send someone out later to follow that
dog track south, see where it goes, okay? I’ll meet you back at the
precinct.”

She heard a reply that sounded like an
affirmative and climbed into her car, letting it run for a few
minutes, waiting for the heat to kick in. Even though she’d grown
up in Wisconsin, her feet still got cold no matter what type of
high tech socks or boots she wore. But it would be a cold day in
either hell or Wisconsin before she’d admit that to Mike.

Mike drove away and she watched the
taillights of his truck blend with the traffic. She could do worse
than Mike Sparks for a partner, much worse. He’d accepted her as an
equal from the start and despite the peculiarities of his Kentucky
speech and his abiding hatred of the bitter Wisconsin winters, she
thought he was a really good guy.

She appreciated Mike’s acceptance. Her
rocket-fueled promotion to detective had sent waves of discord
through the force. She was viewed as incompetent by some or worse,
thought of as someone’s girlfriend, using whatever means she had as
a way to advance through the ranks, the assumption being that she’d
earned her badge on her back.

The endless digs and jabs
at her ability to do her job bothered her, but she kept her head
down, deciding her work could speak for itself. But the innuendos
and rumors, and sometimes the comments, whispered behind her
back, but just loud enough for her to
hear, had her gritting her teeth and
clenching her fists. All that got under her skin in a way that
surprised her. She’d worked hard to get to where she was and to
have it reduced to the assumption she’d traded sex for a title
disgusted and infuriated her.

But she loved her job, and as much as she
wanted to turn around and face the guys talking behind her back,
she knew she’d just come off as defensive or bitchy and it would
only make things worse. So she bit her tongue, held back her words,
and did her job.

She pulled out onto John Nolen Drive, merged
with the traffic headed downtown, and promptly came to a stop.
Madison was built on an isthmus, a narrow stretch of land between
two lakes. She was pretty sure the guys who designed the city never
envisioned anything like morning traffic in downtown Madison on a
Monday.

Traffic inched forward and she cut left,
heading north on Broom, across the isthmus toward the precinct
house. She navigated the Rubik’s cube of one-way streets that were
the bedevilment of commuters who worked anywhere close to downtown.
As the state’s capital, the Capitol building dominated the
narrowest point of the isthmus. The streets were arranged in
alternating directions surrounding the square. Further complicating
traffic patterns were the angled streets that radiated out from the
corners of the square, bisecting the one-ways at odd angles. And on
the western side, the pedestrian-only State Street ran down from
the Capitol to the university, adding another layer of
complications for commuters.

Serena pulled into the lot across from the
precinct house and darted across Gilman Street, hurrying through
the brick plaza in front of the building. The precinct was located
on the north side of the isthmus, on the shores of Lake Mendota,
the much larger sister to Lake Monona. The wind swept across the
lake, and even in the relative shelter of the building it swirled
erratically, catching her in its wintry grip. She ducked her head
and pushed open the glass doors.

Once inside, she stopped. The jolt of
anticipation and excitement she’d experienced the first time she’d
walked through these doors as a detective over six months ago still
ran through her. She wondered how long it would last until the
newness wore off.

There was a crowd waiting for the elevators
so she ducked into the stairwell, jogging up to the third floor,
working to get the blood flowing to her cold feet again. She
arrived on her floor a little breathless but warmer.

The door to the office she shared with Mike
was open, the lights already on when she stepped inside. Mike was
at his desk, his hands wrapped around a giant mug of coffee. She
pulled the hat from her head, her hair crackling with static,
strands that had escaped her ponytail sticking to her face. She
pushed them back impatiently, wishing again for the hundredth time
she had the nerve to cut it all off. But it added a layer of warmth
beneath her hat so she kept it long.

“How is it that you always manage to get
back here before me?” Serena peeled off her gloves, hanging her
jacket on the back of the door.

Mike shrugged. “Just lucky, I guess. Or good
driving.” He smiled at her, that slow lazy smile he had, blowing
steam off his coffee.

“I suppose you can find your way,
blindfolded, out of the woods in the dark of night without a
compass?” She poured herself a cup of coffee. Mike had brought a
coffee pot from home. They split the cost of better-than-average
coffee and guarded the stash as if it were gold. It was one of the
things they discovered they shared, along with a love for reading
good books and watching bad horror movies. She’d been to Mike’s
house a couple of times, having dinner with him and his wife Robin,
and then settling down with Mike to watch a B-grade horror flick.
Robin just shook her head at them.

“I thought Mike was the only one who laughed
through horror movies. Now you. I guess you two do make a good
pair.”

Now Mike laughed at Serena. “A compass
wouldn’t do me much good if I was blindfolded, would it? But yeah,
I’ve gotten myself home after dark a few times.”

Serena sat at her desk, sipping her coffee.
Mike slid a stack of photos across to her.

“Here, these came in: lots of footprints,
the crows, and the dog.”

She shuffled through the photos, glancing at
each one briefly. The images showed a welter of boot tracks, some
old, some newer. None appeared fresh. There were shots of scratches
in the snow, the hectic tracks of crows, the opportunistic
scavengers who fed on almost anything they could find in the
winter, which apparently now included human remains.

Finally she found the photos of the dog
tracks. The prints were huge, clearly the size of a Great Dane or
larger. She squinted at the photos. Something was off. No dog track
had ever looked like this. It might have been distorted by the mind
and snow, but still, something looked wrong, out of place.

“Mike, who’s that guy that you know at the
university? In the Zoology Department?” She held up the photo.

“The guy Robin introduced me to at her
Christmas party last year? I think his name is Beckley.”

“I’d like to have him take a look at this,
tell me what kind of dog he thinks this is from.”

“You think a dog did this?” Mike flipped
through the battered Rolodex sitting next to his desk phone. He was
the only person she knew who still scribbled names and numbers on
little cards and methodically stuck them into the Rolodex. He’d
complained recently that those little cards were becoming harder to
find, but he refused to give up his beloved method of
organization.

Serena shook her head. “I’m really not sure.
Too soon to tell without hearing from the ME. But I’d like to know
what this is just the same.” She looked up at Mike. “You ever see a
wolf before, Mike? In the wild, I mean?”

“No, not back home. We don’t have them
anymore, really. Well, we had one, last year or so, but some guy
shot it. Thought it was a coyote or something.” Mike cleared his
throat. “Thing was huge; looked more like someone’s German
Shepherd. Far cry from a coyote, that’s for sure.”

She spread the photos out on her desk while
Mike made the call. She looked at each one carefully, lost in
thought, trying to construct a three-dimensional image in her mind
from the flat photographs. Mike’s voice faded into the background.
Something more than the unusual dog prints were wrong. She pulled
out the shots of the body, spreading them out on her desk as
well.

The man was completely naked. The snow
around his body revealed footprints, but there were no signs of a
struggle. Yet he was alive when his throat was torn out; only a
beating heart could have made the arcs and sprays of arterial blood
on the snow. And none of the boot tracks in the snow disturbed the
blood splatters. They were all old prints, there before he was.

The only print that did appear to be fresh
was the dog track. Serena arranged the photos until she had a
sequence of just the dog prints. They came from the south, walked
directly to the body, made a circle, and then walked back, the
southbound track almost covering the tracks coming in. It was
almost as if it came to look at the body.

“Looks like a wolf track.”

Serena’s head jerked up. Mike was gone and
there was a man standing beside her desk, looking down at the
photos. Serena quickly slid them together, turning them face down
on her desk. She rose, meeting the man’s eyes. She blinked and
immediately felt at a disadvantage, like prey held in the gaze of a
predator. It unnerved her.

“Can I help you?” She kept her voice
neutral, her posture relaxed. He’d startled her but she didn’t need
him to know that.

“No, but I think I can
help you.” The man
held out his hand and Serena glanced down, accepting it
reluctantly. His grip was strong and firm, his hand warm as it
engulfed hers. With a quick shake of her hand, he released
it.

“I’m Wes Callahan.” His voice was low,
confident, his mouth curved into a cocky grin. He was too
confident, too certain of his reception. A prickle of apprehension
ran up her neck.

“I’m Detective Daniels, Mr. Callahan. Have a
seat.” She indicated the chair next to her desk and waited until he
sat down before taking her chair.

“Sorry if I caught you off guard. The door
was open.” Wes gestured behind him toward the open door.

“That’s fine. What is it you think you can
help us with?” She folded her hands across the back of the photos
and wondered just how much he’d seen.

“You found a body this morning, early, out
on Monona.” He said that in a tone that gave Serena the impression
it wasn’t a question but that he was stating a fact. He was, but
how he knew that fact bothered her.

“And how did you come by this information?”
She wondered if it was already on the early news, then decided
probably it was. There’d have to be some kind of statement made or
there’d be panic from the public.

“I have contacts. But more importantly, I
think we’re hunting the same killer.”

“Really? Are you a police officer, Mr.
Callahan?”

“Please, call me Wes. And no, not anymore. I
was, back in Wichita, but that was years ago. Now I’m an
independent tracker.”

“A tracker? Of killers?” He was either a
vigilante on a mission or a bona fide crazy person. She wasn’t sure
yet. Wes leaned forward, tapping the photos beneath her hands.
Serena resisted the urge to pull her hands away. As uncomfortable
as he made her, there was an aura about him that drew her in, a
dark magnetism. She became aware that her breathing was shallow and
she straightened, drawing a deep breath.

“I’ve seen this before.” His voice dropped
lower, his eyes locked with hers. But this time Serena refused to
blink.

“You’ve seen what before?”

“This type of body dump, in the open, the
killing bloody and brutal.”

“Again, Mr. Callahan, how exactly do you
think you can help us?”

“I’m a tracker…”

Serena looked up at the thud of Mike’s boots
as he came back into their office. He raised an eyebrow at her,
coming around to stand next to her. She inclined her head toward
Wes, eyes on Mike.
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