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      They say the hunter’s moon was once called the blood moon, and I know why. A full moon shining through a crisp autumn night turns blood from crimson to black.

      I much prefer the shade of blood beneath the moon to its shade beneath the stark electric lights. But I digress.

      I am a hunter. A Jager-Sucher to those in the know—of which there are a select few. I hunt monsters, and in case you’re thinking that’s a euphemism for today’s serial killers, it’s not. When I say “monster” I mean hell unleashed, tooth and claw, supernatural magic on the loose. The kind of thing that will give you nightmares forever. Just like me.

      My specialty is werewolves. I must have killed a thousand and I’m only twenty-four. Sadly, my job security has never been in jeopardy. A fact I learned all too well when my boss, Edward Mandenauer, called me early one October morning.

      “Leigh, I need you here.”

      “Where is here?” I mumbled.

      I am not a bright and shiny early person. This might come from living most of my life in the dark. Werewolves emerge at night, beneath the moon. They’re funny that way.

      “I am in Crow Valley, Wisconsin.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “Which gives you much in common with the rest of the world.”

      I sat up, awake, alert, senses humming. That had sounded suspiciously like dry humor. Edward didn’t do humor.

      “Who is this?”

      “Leigh.” His long-suffering sigh was as much a part of him as his heavy German accent. “What is the matter with you this morning?”

      “It’s morning. Isn’t that enough?”

      I did not greet each day with joy. My life was dedicated to one thing—ridding the earth of werewolves. Only then could I forget what had happened, perhaps forgive myself for living when everyone I’d ever loved had died.

      “Liebchen,” Mandenauer murmured. “What will I do with you?”

      Edward had saved me on that long-ago day filled with blood and death and despair. He had taken me in, taught me things, then set me free to use them. I was his most dedicated agent, and only Edward and I knew why.

      “I’m all right.”

      I wasn’t and probably never would be. But I’d accepted that. I’d moved on. Kind of.

      “Of course you are.”

      Neither one of us was fooled by my lie or his acceptance of it. Which was how we both kept ourselves focused on what was important. Killing them all.

      “The town is in the northern part of the state,” he continued. “You will have to fly to Minneapolis, rent a car, go . . . east, I think.”

      “I am not coming to Shit Heel, Wisconsin, Edward.”

      “Crow Valley.”

      “Whatever. I’m not done here.”

      I’d been working in Canada at Mandenauer’s request. A few months back hell had broken loose in a little burg called Miniwa. Something about a blue moon, a wolf god—I hadn’t gotten the details. I didn’t care. All I knew was that there were werewolves running north, plenty of them.

      But as much as I might like to, I couldn’t just blast every wolf I saw with silver. There were laws about such things, even in Canada.

      The Jager-Suchers were a secret branch of the government. We liked to envision ourselves as the Special Forces of monster hunting. Think The X-Files versus Grimm’s Fairy Tales on steroids.

      At any rate, we were supposed to work on the sly. A pile of dead wolves—threatened at the least, endangered yet in some places—would cause too many questions.

      The Jager-Sucher society had enough problems accounting for the disappearances of the people who had once been werewolves. Sad but true—it’s easier to explain missing humans than dead animals, but such is the way of the modern world.

      My job, should I choose to accept it—and I had, long ago—was to catch the werewolves in the act. Of changing. Then I was well within my rights to put a silver bullet in their brain.

      Bureaucracy at its finest.

      Catching them wasn’t as hard to do as you might think. Most werewolves ran in packs, just like real wolves. When they went to the forest to change, they often had a lair where they left their clothes, purses, car keys. Going from bipedal to quadrupedal had certain disadvantages, namely, no pockets.

      Once I found that lair . . . well, does the phrase “like shooting ducks in a pond” mean anything to you? It’s one of my favorites.

      “You will never be done there.” Edward’s voice pulled me from my thoughts. “Right now you are needed here.”

      “Why?”

      “The usual reason.”

      “You’ve got werewolves. Shoot them yourself.”

      “I need you to train a new Jager-Sucher.”

      Since when? Edward had always done the training, and I . . .

      “I work alone.”

      “It is time for that to change.”

      “No.”

      I was not a people person. Didn’t want to be. I enjoyed being by myself. That way no one around me could get killed—again.

      “I am not asking you, Leigh; I am telling you. Be here by tomorrow, or find another job.” He hung up.

      Sitting on the edge of the bed in my underwear, I held the phone against my ear until the line started to buzz; then I replaced it in the cradle and stared into space a while longer.

      I couldn’t believe this. I wasn’t a teacher, I was a killer. What right did Edward have to order me around?

      All the right in the world. He was my boss, my mentor, the closest thing to a friend that I allowed myself. Which meant he should know better than to ask me to do something I’d given up along with my life.

      I had been a teacher, once upon a time.

      I flinched as the memory of children’s voices lifted in song drifted through my head. Miss Leigh Tyler, kindergarten teacher, was as dead as the man I’d once planned to marry. And if she sometimes skipped through my dreams, well, what was I supposed to do, shoot her?

      Though that might be my usual method for solving problems, it didn’t work too well on the happy-go-lucky dream Leigh. More’s the pity.

      I dragged myself off the bed and into the shower, then packed my things and headed for the airport.

      No one in Elk Snout—or wherever it was I’d been hunting—would notice I was gone. As I did in every area I visited, I’d rented an isolated cabin, telling anyone who asked, and it was shocking how few people did, that I was with the Department of Natural Resources, studying a new strain of rabies in the wolf population.

      This excuse conveniently explained my odd hours and my penchant for walking with a gun or three, as well as my cranky nature. The hunting and fishing police were not well liked by the common folk. Which got me left alone—my favorite thing to be.

      I arrived at the airport, where I was informed only one plane a day flew to Minneapolis. Luckily, that single flight was scheduled late in the afternoon and there were plenty of seats.

      I had ID from the J-S society, which established me as a warden and allowed me to ship my weapons—a standard-issue twelve-gauge Remington shotgun, my personal hunting rifle, and a Glock forty-caliber semiautomatic, also standard DNR issue. An hour after touching down, I hit the road to Crow Valley.

      I didn’t bother to call ahead and announce my arrival. Mandenauer had known all along that I would come. No matter what he asked of me, I would agree. Not because I respected him, though I did, more than anyone I’d ever known, but because he let me do what I had to do. Kill the animals, the monsters, the werewolves.

      It was the only thing I had left to live for.
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      By the time I reached the little town in the north woods, the moon was rising. Not that I could see more than half.

      But the orb was out there—waiting, breathing, growing. I knew it and so did the werewolves. Just because the sky wasn’t glowing with a silver sheen didn’t mean the monsters weren’t changing and running and killing.

      As I slowed my rental car, which I swear was the same four-cylinder piece of shit I’d turned in at the airport in Canada, a flicker of movement from an alleyway caught my attention. I coasted to a stop at the curb and got out.

      The place had a deserted air that all small towns get after the supper hour. However, I wasn’t sure if this was the usual “rolling up the sidewalks” tradition or the populace had started to stay indoors after dark because of the wolves.

      Edward had to have a more serious motive than the common werewolf outbreak for bringing me here. Even if I was training a new guy, there had to be a reason to do it in Shit Heel. I mean Crow Valley.

      The shuffle of a shoe against concrete drifted to me from the alleyway.

      “Better safe than sorry.” I reached into the car for my sidearm.

      The rifle or the shotgun would be better, but as much as I might like to, I couldn’t waltz along Main Street carrying a firearm as long as my leg. I might have the necessary ID, but I wasn’t in uniform. Someone would stop me; then there’d be questions, answers. I didn’t have time. Nevertheless, if there was a wolf in that alley, he’d be close enough to pop with my Glock.

      I crept to the opening and glanced down the aisle. The single streetlight threw the silhouette of a man against the wall for just an instant before he disappeared at the far side of the building.

      I’d have let it go, except for the howl that rose toward the waiting night The hair on the back of my neck prickled and I shook my head. Once upon a time the thick braid that had reached to my waist would have waggled and rubbed away the itch. But I’d hacked off my hair long ago and now sported a near military crew cut. Life was so much easier that way.

      As I was slinking along the front of the structure in the general direction of the man I’d observed, a chorus of answering howls rose from the forest that surrounded the town.

      I glanced around the corner just as a wolf padded toward the trees. Good. I wouldn’t have to wait. Only an amateur would shoot a werewolf midchange. Then you’re left with a half-man, half-wolf, which is a little hard to explain.

      Believe me. I’ve tried.

      Though I always burned the body, I never knew who’d wander across my path while the bonfire was blazing. Always better to wait until they were complete wolves to do the deed.

      But dallying can be hazardous to the health. Lucky me, I’d come across a fast changer—either an overachiever or a very old werewolf. This one wasn’t as large as the usual male but definitely a wolf and not a dog. Even huge dogs have smaller heads than timber wolves, one of the differences between Canis familiaris and Canis lupus.

      The wolf loped toward the woods as the howls faded into the night. I let him get as far as the trees before I followed. The wind was in my favor, blowing into my face as I scuttled across the street. Still, wolves had excellent hearing, werewolves even better, so I didn’t want to get too close, too fast.

      I didn’t want to get too far behind, either. I took three steps at a half-run and entered the cooler, darker arena of the forest.

      Immediately the lights from Crow Valley became muted; the air cooled. I’d been born in Kansas, land of very few trees, and to this day whenever I entered woodlands I got spooked.

      The evergreens were gargantuan, as ancient as some of the things I hunted, and so thick it was hard to navigate through than. Which was probably why a majority of the wolves, as well as most of the werewolves, gravitated north.

      My eyes adjusted to the gloom quickly, and I hurried after the bushy gray tail, my gun ready. I’d done this enough times to know better than to put my weapon away.

      I wasn’t Wyatt Earp, and I didn’t plan to draw down on a werewolf. They were quicker than spit and twice as nasty.

      A sound to the left made me freeze and spin that way. I held my breath, listened, looked. Heard nothing but the wind and saw even less. I’d stopped in a small clearing—the shadowy sheen of the moon lightened the area just a bit.

      I turned back, hurried forward, blinked. Where was that tail? Nothing lay ahead of me but trees.

      A low growl was my only warning before something hit me in the back and drove my face into the dirt. My gun flew into the bushes. My heart was beating so fast I couldn’t think.

      Training kicked in as I grabbed the wolf by the scruff of the neck and flipped the animal over my shoulder before he could bite me. If there’s one thing I’d hate more than being alive, it’s being alive and furry.

      He hit the ground, yelped, twisted, and bounded to his feet. I used the few seconds I had to spring to a crouch and yank the knife from my boot. There was a reason I wore them even in the heat of summer. Kind of hard to conceal a knife in a sneaker.

      I’d yanked out tufts of gray fur when I flipped the wolf, and they fluttered in the breeze. The animal growled. Eyes pale blue and far too human narrowed. He was pissed and because of that didn’t think before leaping.

      The beast knocked me to the ground. As I fell, I shoved the weapon into the wolf’s chest to the hilt, then twisted.

      Flames burst from the wound. Silver did that to a werewolf, one of the reasons I preferred killing them from a distance.

      The animal snarled in my face. I held on to the knife despite the heat, despite the blood, and as the thing died in my arms I watched his eyes shift from human to wolf. It was an oddity I’d never get over, that change at the end.

      Legend says that werewolves return to their human form in death, but that isn’t true. Not only do they remain wolves, but they also lose their last remnant of humanity as they go straight to hell—or at least I hope that’s where they go.

      When the fire was gone and the wolf stopped squirming, I shoved the body off me and yanked out my knife. Then I saw something disturbing.

      The wolf I’d killed was female.

      I scanned the area, searching for the male I’d expected. I was certain the shadow I’d observed in the alley had been a man’s. I’d followed the wolf that had come out the other side. Hadn’t I?

      This one? Or had the male from town been following her as I had? If so, he would have attacked when she did. They couldn’t help themselves.

      Another mystery. Why wasn’t I surprised?

      I retrieved the gun, cleaned off my knife in the grass, then stuck it back in my boot and wiped my bloody hands on my jeans—they were already stained, as was my shirt, but at least the dark material of both, combined with the less than bright sky, helped disguise what was staining them.

      My palms tingled. A quick examination proved they were sore but not blistered, so I ignored them, following standard J-S procedure as I made a wolf bonfire to get rid of the evidence.

      After sprinkling the body with a special accelerant—a new invention courtesy of the scientific division of the J-S society—I threw on a match. The flames shot past my head. Hot, strong, fiery red. Just what I needed to get my job done quickly.

      Until recently, burning wolves took a long, long time. In order to remain secret and undetected, Jager-Suchers needed to do their jobs and dispose of the evidence before anyone was the wiser. The new accelerant was a big help in that direction.

      I thought to check in with Edward while I waited for the flames to abate. Unfortunately, I’d left my cell phone in the car. Oh well, if I woke him it would be payback for his waking me. And I liked payback—almost as much as I liked killing things.

      “Isn’t that illegal?”

      The voice, coming from behind me without warning, had me pulling my gun as I spun. The man stared at my Glock without blinking.

      Most people flinched when you stuck a gun in their face. And mine was in his face. He’d gotten so close I had nearly clocked him in the nose with the barrel. How had he snuck up on me like that?

      I gave him the once-over. This was fairly easy, since he wasn’t wearing any shirt.

      The veins in his arms stood out, as if he’d been lifting—reps for definition rather than weight for strength. His chest was smooth yet defined, with flat, brown nipples that only accentuated the pale perfection.

      I’d never been much for beefcake. Hell, be honest, I’d never been much for men. Seeing your fiancé torn into bloody pieces in your dining room did that to a girl.

      However, I found myself staring at this one, fascinated with the taut, ridged muscle at his abdomen. Even his shaggy brown hair was interesting, as were his oddly light brown eyes, which shone almost yellow in the wavering light of the moon. I figured in the daytime they’d be plain old hazel.

      His cheekbones were sharp, his face craggy. As if he hadn’t been eating well or sleeping any better. And despite the pale shade of his eyes, there was a darkness to them that went deeper than the surface. Still, he was handsome in a way that went beyond pretty and stopped just short of stunning.

      He had managed to pull on some black pants, though the button hung open, and his shoes must be with his shirt, which explained how he’d gotten so close without me hearing him.

      Suspicious, I kept my Glock pointed at his left nostril. “Who are you?”

      “Who are you?”

      “I asked you first.”

      He raised an eyebrow at my juvenile retort He was awfully calm for a guy who had a gun staring him in the face. Maybe he didn’t think I had silver bullets inside.

      The thought made my hand tighten on the weapon. Was this the man I’d seen in the alley? The one I’d thought had become a wolf, then run into the woods.

      “You mind?” He grabbed the barrel, shoving it out of his face, then twisting the gun from my hand in a single motion.

      I tensed, expecting an attack. Instead, he handed it back to me butt first. I’d never seen anyone move that quickly. Anyone human, that is.

      If he was a werewolf, he’d have shot me already or attacked along with his girlfriend. I relaxed, but only a little. He was still a stranger, and Lord knows what he was up to in the woods, in the dark, without his shoes.

      “Who are you?” I repeated.

      “Damien Fitzgerald.”

      Damien? Wasn’t that the name of a demon? Or at least it had been in some 1970s horror movie I’d refused to see. I’d never been much for gore, even before such unpleasantness entered my life on a daily basis.

      The name Fitzgerald explained the pale skin and dark hair, even the auburn streaks placed there by the sun. But the eyes were wrong. They should be blue as the Irish Sea.

      Their hue bothered me almost as much as their soul-deep sadness, the flicker of guilt. I’d seen that expression a thousand times before.

      In the mirror.

      He folded his incredible arms across his smooth chest and stared down at me. He wasn’t truly tall, maybe six feet if that, but I was five-four in my shoes.

      I hated being short, petite, almost blond. But I’d learned that guns were a great equalizer. It didn’t matter if I weighed a hundred pounds; I could still pull a trigger. A few years of judo hadn’t hurt, either.

      Back in my Miss Tyler days, I’d highlighted my hair, worn pink lipstick and high heels.

      Look what that had gotten me. Scars both inside and out

      “What’s with the dead wolf bonfire?” he asked.

      It was hard to tell what I’d been burning, but maybe he’d been hanging around longer than I realized. So I gave him the same song and dance I used with every civilian.

      “I’m with the DNR.”

      He made a face, the usual reaction to the Department of Natural Resources, I’d discovered. But he didn’t behave like most people did when I introduced myself—getting away as quickly as possible and never coming back.

      “Why are you burning a wolf? I thought they were endangered.”

      “There’s an itsy-bitsy rabies problem in the wolves here,” I lied.

      He frowned. “Really?”

      He didn’t believe me? That was new. I was a very, very good liar.

      “Really.” My voice was firm. I didn’t want any more questions. Especially questions I’d have a hard time answering. Like how did we know the difference between a rabid animal and one sick with something else?

      In truth, we wouldn’t without testing at the Madison Health Lab. Standard DNR procedure was to contact the local wildlife manager, then APHIS—the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, a federal agency that deals with nuisance animals.

      Thankfully the common man didn’t know government procedure, so my lies usually worked. It helped that the word rabies freaked everyone out. People wanted the virus obliterated, preferably yesterday, and if someone with a uniform or an ID was willing to do that, they didn’t ask too many questions. They just got out of my way.

      Too bad Damien wasn’t like everyone else. He tilted his head, and his unkempt brown hair slid across his cheek. “Rabies? How come I haven’t heard about it?”

      I’d fed this lie a hundred times before, and it tripped off my tongue without any thought at all.

      “The news isn’t for public consumption. We’d have a panic.”

      “Ah.” He nodded. “That’s why you aren’t wearing your uniform.”

      “No sense upsetting people. I’m taking care of things. So you can go back to . . . wherever it is you came from. Where did you come from?”

      “New York.”

      “Just now?”

      His lips twisted in what should have been a smile but wasn’t. “No, originally.”

      Which explained the slight accent—the Bronx maybe, I wasn’t sure. A Kansas girl who’d spent the last few years in the forest chasing werewolves didn’t have too many opportunities to check out the accents of hot Irish men from New York City.

      “Have you lived here long?” I used a hefty stick to poke up the fire.

      “You never told me your name. Do you have some kind of ID?”

      I continued to stir the fire. It wouldn’t hurt to give him my name. I had DNR ID in my back pocket. The resources of the J-S society were far-reaching, even downright amazing in some cases. But why was he so interested?

      “What are you?” I countered. “A cop?”

      “Actually, yes.”

      I let out a yelp and spun. Damien Fitzgerald had disappeared as if he’d never been.

      The woman who stepped into the clearing wore a sheriff’s uniform. She was both tall and voluptuous, which annoyed me on sight, and she walked with a confidence that bespoke someone who could take care of herself, even without the gun. Her dark hair had been cut short to frame an attractive, though not exactly pretty, face.

      Her gaze took in the wolf pyre, then lifted to mine. “You must be the Jager-Sucher.”
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      I winced and glanced around the clearing. “Shh!”

      Her eyebrows lifted. “Who do you think’s going to hear me? The raccoons?”

      “There was a man—” I frowned. “Didn’t you see him?”

      “No. You were talking to yourself when I got here.”

      “I was not. There was a man.” I waved my hand. “He was wearing pants.”

      “Always a good choice.”

      “But nothing else.”

      “Even better. The last time I met a naked man in the forest it was the start of something big.”

      “He wasn’t naked. Completely.”

      The woman shrugged. “Too bad. Where’d he go?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You’re sure there was a man?”

      Was I? Yes. Definitely. I hadn’t lost my mind since . . . I’d found it the last time.

      “He said his name was Damien Fitzgerald. Don’t you know him?”

      “Can’t say that I do. But then Mandenauer and I just got here last week. From what you’re telling me, he sounds like a prime candidate for the fanged and furry club.”

      Finally I heard what she’d said, what she’d been saying. She knew about the Jager-Suchers, the werewolves, Edward. The guy I was supposed to train had just turned into a girl.

      “You’re . . .”

      “Jessie McQuade. And you must be Leigh, my trainer.”

      We’d see about that. I could think of few things I’d like to do less than teach this spectacularly competent woman all my tricks.

      “You are Leigh,” she said.

      I grunted.

      She took that as a yes. “Mandenauer is waiting at my place. Follow me.”

      Without so much as a by-your-leave, she kicked apart the remnants of the fire and stomped on the cinders. Then she marched in the direction I’d come.

      My gaze scanned the clearing, but there was no sign of the half-naked man. I even hurried to the place I’d last seen him and crouched in the leaves to examine the ground for a footprint. But the earth was hard and he’d been wearing hardly anything.

      A wolf howled near enough to make me jump, far enough away so that I followed Jessie at a walk instead of a run. I wasn’t going to let her, or them, know just how spooked I was.

      Had there been a man named Damien? Probably.

      Was he merely a man? Or had he been more? I might never know that for sure.

      Jessie’s place was an apartment located in a small complex adjacent to the sheriff’s office. I parked beside the squad car and followed her up the flight of stairs to the second floor.

      “Are you really a cop?” I asked. “Or is this just pretend?”

      “I’m a cop.”

      She didn’t elaborate and irritation flared again. Jessie got to do her chosen job while she saved the world. I got to pretend I was a warden and earn the scorn of every community. But I couldn’t exactly be a werewolf hunter and a kindergarten teacher. The thought was ludicrous.

      The door sprang open before she could touch it, and a tall, emaciated silhouette spread across the hall floor.

      “Edward.”

      Jessie cast me a quick, surprised glance, and I realized I’d said his name aloud in a delighted voice that didn’t belong to me.

      As I couldn’t afford attachments, not even to him, I straightened my shoulders, cleared my throat, and stuck out my hand. “Good to see you, sir.”

      “Jeez, why don’t you click your heels and salute?” Jessie pushed past him.

      Edward Mandenauer was as unlikely a leader of an elite monster-hunting unit as could be imagined. Cadaverous thin, he owned every one of his ninety-plus years. But he could still pull the trigger, and he’d killed more monsters than anyone, even me.

      I admired him. More than I would ever say.

      “Why did you not come directly to me, Leigh?” Edward stepped back so I could enter the apartment.

      “I’m here.”

      “You took a detour.”

      “How did you know?” I scowled. “How did she find me?”

      “Your car was abandoned in town. Jessie ran the license plate, then tracked you into the woods.”

      My interest was piqued. Tracking had never been my strong suit. I wasn’t patient enough. Jessie had to be very good to have found me as quickly as she had in the thickness of a forest that must be as strange to her as it was to me.

      “From the look of the bonfire,” Jessie tattled, “she’s already started blasting away.”

      “That’s my job.”

      “This is my town.”

      “Girls, girls,” Mandenauer murmured.

      “Don’t call me a girl,” Jessie and I said at the same time.

      We glanced at each other, scowled, and turned away.

      Mandenauer sighed. “You need to work together. There is something odd happening in Crow Valley.”

      That got my attention. “Odder than werewolves?”

      “To be sure. Did you make note of the name of this fair city?”

      Crow Valley. I hadn’t thought about it. Stupid me.

      For reasons unknown to science, wolves allow crows to scavenge from their kills. Some naturalists believe that the birds fly ahead, locate suitable prey, then circle back and lead the wolves to it. In gratitude, or perhaps as payment for services rendered, the wolves don’t chase the crows off the corpses.

      Whether this is true or not is anyone’s guess. But the fact remains, where there are a lot of one, there are a lot of the other. Wolves feel at home around crows. Werewolves appear to as well.

      “The wolves in this area have always been abundant but they increased in number recently.”

      “And you know this how?”

      He just gave me one of his stares. Edward knew everything.

      “When the sheriff in this town left⁠—”

      “Left or was eaten?”

      “Not eaten. Not this time. The odd occurrences with the wolves disturbed him. He called the authorities with his tall tales, and I was notified. I convinced him to take a leave of absence, then gave Jessie his job.”

      You think there are a lot of conspiracies in the government? You don’t even know about the ones Edward is involved with. Any odd report—unexplained events, wolves run amok, monstrosities wandering over hill and dale—the information is forwarded to Edward and he sends a Jager-Sucher to determine what needs to be done, then do it.

      “What about Jessie’s other job?” I asked.

      “We had accomplished all we could in Miniwa. The wolves ran from there. We waited, but they did not return.”

      “What’s going on here?”

      “Tell her what we know.”

      Jessie hesitated, but in the end she flopped onto the couch, gesturing me into a chair nearby. The apartment was sparsely but adequately furnished, as if she’d only brought the essentials.

      No pictures on the walls, no knickknacks on the tables, though Jessie hardly seemed the knickknack type. Instead, every spare surface was covered with books, papers, notebooks. She didn’t seem the studious type, either, but what did I know?

      “Werewolves are being killed in Crow Valley,” she began.

      “Good for you.”

      You may wonder how we know the difference between a dead wolf and a dead werewolf. I’ll let you in on a little secret. If you shoot them with silver, they explode. Live or dead, doesn’t matter. I kind of liked putting a bullet into the dead ones. Call me sick. Everyone else does.

      “They were being killed before we got here,” Jessie continued. “From what I can tell, it started a little over three weeks ago.”

      I sat up straighter in my chair. A little over three weeks ago would have been the last full moon. That couldn’t be good.

      I glanced at Edward. “You’ve got no one working in Crow Valley?”

      “No.”

      “Rogue agent?”

      “Doubtful.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the werewolves are not being killed with silver.”

      “Then how can they be dead?”

      “There is only one other way to kill a werewolf,” Edward said.

      “How come I never heard of it?”

      “Because it rarely happens.”

      “And why is that?”

      “The only other way to kill a werewolf, besides the silver, is for a werewolf to kill one of its own.”

      “They never kill their own kind. It’s against the werewolf rules of conduct.”

      “Apparently we have come across one who can’t read.” Humor again. What was wrong with the man?

      “Wolves and werewolves may appear the same,” Jessie said, “but they’re not.”

      “No kidding?” I was already sick of Miss Know-It-All-Come-Lately.

      She ignored me. Point for her.

      “Though it’s rare, wolves will kill another wolf, but werewolves won’t. They’ll fight, drive one another from their territory, but they won’t kill. I’d say it was a remnant of their humanity shining through, but we all know that most humans aren’t very humane.”

      How true.

      “So what’s going on?” I asked.

      “That’s what we’re trying to find out.”

      “Why? What difference does it make who kills them as long as they’re dead?”

      Jessie glanced at Edward and he took over.

      “It does not matter who kills them. What matters is that there is a werewolf out there behaving unlike a werewolf. I do not like it.”

      “Because ...?”

      “The last time one of them behaved oddly, we met the wolf god.”

      “You think someone’s trying to raise another wolf god?”

      He shook his head. “A wolf god can only be brought forth under the blue moon. That time is past.”

      “Then what?”

      “I do not know. But I have a very bad feeling.”

      I’d been around Edward long enough to understand that when he had a very bad feeling, the shit was usually going to hit the fan real soon.

      “What’s the plan?” I asked.

      “You teach Jessie all that she needs to know.”

      “Why? You’ve always taught the new guys.”

      “I am not as young as I used to be.”

      “Yeah, join the club.”

      His lips twitched, almost as if he might laugh. Wonders never ceased these days.

      “I have enlisted the help of an expert to search the pages of history. Perhaps we will find a mention of what they are up to this time before it is too late. Until then, I must go back to headquarters. Elise needs my help.”

      Elise was Dr. Hanover, head research scientist at the Jager-Sucher Compound in Montana and Edward’s right hand. There was something else between them, too, though I’d never quite figured out what that something was. He was old enough to be her great-grandfather.

      “You’re not going to leave me alone with her?”

      “There are at least four hundred people in this town. You will not be alone.”

      “You know what?” Jessie stood and put her hands on her hips. “I don’t need her help. I did just fine in Miniwa without any training at all.”

      “Yeah, I heard about that. Thanks to you, the werewolf population has doubled in this area and there are fresh new recruits running all over Canada. I just spent the last three months thinning them out.”

      Jessie’s fingers clenched into fists, and she took one step toward me before the apartment door opened.

      I had only an instant to register that a man was running through the room; then he grabbed Jessie around the waist and lifted her off her feet.

      I started forward, but Mandenauer’s hand on my arm stopped me. Good thing, too, because the guy locked lips with Jessie and the two of them shared the deepest, hottest, wettest kiss I’d ever witnessed outside of a pornographic movie.

      I couldn’t tear my eyes from the sight. In my line of work, I didn’t get a chance to see much affection. I didn’t get a chance to see anything but death, and that was the way I wanted it. So why was I watching Jessie and whoever with misty, longing eyes?

      Because I’d caught my first sight of a half-naked male in several years. My libido was acting up. My skin felt prickly, my stomach wobbly. I couldn’t get Damien Fitzgerald out of my head, and that just wasn’t like me.

      The man stared into Jessie’s face and very gently touched her cheek with his knuckle. She smiled and covered his hand with hers. It was as if Edward and I, maybe the whole world, didn’t exist.

      True love. Hell.

      “She’s going to get us killed,” I said.
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      Jessie and her boyfriend turned toward me.

      I gritted my teeth so my mouth wouldn’t fall open. Not only was he Indian, but he also was quite possibly the most gorgeous man I’d ever seen. Even better than Damien, the possible figment of my imagination.

      His body lithe and strong, the way he held himself screamed some kind of martial art training. His hair was short, and a golden feather swung from one ear. He was exotic—both wild and tame. I couldn’t seem to stop staring.

      “You must be Leigh. Welcome.”

      “The man held out his hand, but Jessie yanked him back. “Just one minute there, Slick; the duchess is being pain in my ass.”

      “Since that’s awful easy to do, Jess, I’m not going to hold it against her.”

      I smiled. He had her number.

      “I’m Will.” He offered his hand again, and I managed to shake it before Jessie could stop us. “Will Cadotte.”

      “Leigh Tyler.”

      “And you think Jessie is going to get us killed why?” Not only was he sharp, but his hearing wasn’t bad, either.

      “Attachments.” I shrugged. “You can’t have them if you’re going to be a Jager-Sucher.” I flicked my gaze to Edward. “What’s the matter with you? Didn’t you check her out better than this? Or is he a new development?”

      I couldn’t say I blamed her. Cadotte was a damn fine development. But I wasn’t going to get my throat torn out or my head blown off because Jessie couldn’t keep her mind off his assets.

      “He is one of us, too.”

      I stared at Edward for a long moment. “It’s finally happened. You’ve gone senile. I must say, you hide it well.”

      He narrowed his pale blue eyes. “Watch your mouth, young lady. I know what I am doing.”

      That remained to be seen.

      I glanced at Cadotte. “No offense, but you don’t seem like much of a hunter.”

      “Probably because I’m not.”

      “He is the expert I spoke of.”

      I looked Cadotte up and down. “I just bet he is.”

      Cadotte threw his arm out stopping Jessie before she could spring across the room and kick my ass. Or at least try. We were going to go round and round before this was over. It was only a matter of time.

      “You must forgive Leigh,” Edward said. “She is devoted to the job.”

      “Don’t apologize for me. I’m the one who has to train her. I can see she’s gaga over him. If he’s in danger, they’ll be useless.”

      “On the contrary, Jessie was very useful, even when Will was in grave danger. It is one of the reasons I chose her.”

      Edward was determined and I accepted the inevitable. Jessie was one of us now, and so was the boyfriend.

      “What kind of an expert is he?”

      “He’s right here,” Cadotte said. “I’m a professor of Native American history, with a specialty in totems.”

      “Which will do us any good why?”

      His lips twitched. For some reason Cadotte found me more amusing than annoying, which only annoyed me more. Of course that was very easy to do. Jessie and I had more in common with each passing moment.

      “I live to acquire obscure data.”

      “Will was invaluable during our escapade with the wolf god,” Edward said.

      “The wolf god is gone.”

      “But not forgotten.” A shadow flickered across Jessie’s face.

      Will took her hand. I wondered what was up with that, and since I’d never been one to shut my mouth, I asked. “You knew the wolf god well?”

      “She was my best friend.”

      “Nice friend.”

      “At least I had one.”

      “Girls—” Mandenauer broke off as Jessie and I both snarled at him. “I mean, ladies, must you?”

      “I think they must,” Cadotte said. “It’s a territorial thing.”

      “Why don’t they just pee on the trees as we do?”

      “It’d be quieter,” Cadotte agreed.

      “What did you do to him?” I asked Jessie.

      “Nothing.”

      “He never made jokes before he met you.”

      “Then my work here is done.” She brushed her palms together.

      “Leigh, if we cannot laugh once in a while, what good is living?”

      “I don’t know; what good is it?”

      Silence fell over the room. Jessie and Will stared at me with something akin to pity . And they didn’t even know me.

      I threw up my hands. “Never mind. Where am I staying? Just don’t say here, because you can forget it.”

      “As if,” Jessie muttered.

      “There was one room for rent in Crow Valley,” Edward said.

      “Only one? No cabin? No hotel?”

      “You aren’t in Kansas anymore, Duchess.”

      Kansas. Did she know? Or was that just a lucky guess?

      Edward, ever sensitive to my pain, jumped in. “Crow Valley is not a resort area. No one comes to this town on vacation.”

      From what I’d seen so far, I understood why.

      “Why do they come?”

      “To retire.”

      “Here?”

      “What’s wrong with here?” Jessie asked. “I’ve lived here—or near enough—for most of my life.”

      “My sympathies.”

      Her eyes narrowed. Yep, she definitely wanted to punch me. Which worked out well, because I wouldn’t mind slugging her just for the hell of it.

      “Crow Valley was originally a mining town,” Cadotte said. “That’s why they call Wisconsin the Badger State.”

      “I thought it was because you had too many badgers.” In my opinion, one was too many. I’d met a few badgers in my travels, and they were mean little fucks.

      “We do.” Will’s expression said he’d encountered a few himself and had about as high an opinion of them as I did. “But the nickname originated with the miners, who were called badgers because they dug in the ground.”

      “What kind of mines?”

      “Lead mostly. Some zinc and copper.”

      “There’s a mine here?”

      “Yes, but it closed a long time ago. The town remained. It’s a beautiful area. Very peaceful.”

      “If you like snow eight months out of twelve, summer for one month, if you’re lucky, and so many trees you can’t see the sun half the time,” I said.

      “Some people do.”

      Cadotte was very good at smoothing the waters and imparting information without seeming to lecture, even though he was. He must have been an excellent professor. Just as I had once been an excellent teacher.

      I put that thought right out of my head and focused on what he was saying.

      “A lot of folks from the big cities who came north with their families for vacation have retired in Crow Valley. They don’t want to live in a tourist trap.”

      “So this entire town is made up of old people.”

      Easy pickings for the werewolves.

      “Not entirely. An older community needs a lot of services. Medical, restaurants, entertainment. I’d say Crow Valley is fifty-fifty between retirees and the regular Joes who wait on them.”

      “A very large transient population then.” In my experience, waiters, bartenders, and other service people moved around a lot. I know I would. “Which makes it hard to tell if there’s a new werewolf in town.”

      “I never said this was going to be easy. That is why I called you.”

      Edward’s praise warmed the cold spot in my chest that had been there since I’d met Jessie. She was too tall, too confident, too friendly with Edward, and too lucky to have Cadotte.

      I needed to get over my jealousy. It wasn’t as if I wanted her life. I knew better than to get close to anyone, and sooner or later Jessie would know better, too. I didn’t want to be around when that happened. I’d do my job and get out of Dodge.

      “Point me toward my room, would you? Nighttime’s a-wastin’.”

      Everyone exchanged glances.

      “What?” I hated being treated like an outsider—even when I was.

      “It’s just . . .” Cadotte shrugged. “Since I’m not sure what’s going on yet, it might be a good idea to refrain from killing them for a while.”

      “Sounds like a bad idea to me.”

      “What if killing them is what they want?”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “Does anything make sense with werewolves?”

      Good point. If I could believe in werewolves and assorted other creatures of the night, pretty much anything was possible. Even that killing them was what they wanted. Still, if I wasn’t going to blast a few werewolves, what was I good for?

      “You can train Jessie,” Edward said, as if he’d heard my thoughts.

      I scowled. She grinned.

      “As soon as Will has some idea of what we’re up against, the two of you can begin to hunt.”

      There was no way I was hunting with Jessie or anyone else. There was no way I was sitting on my ass and letting werewolves wander free to do their dirty deeds and make more werewolves. But I didn’t have to tell them that.

      “Fine,” I said. “We’ll start tomorrow.”

      The way Edward beamed at me, I would have felt bad for deceiving him. If I were capable of such a feeling.

      Everyone talked at once, offering to show me to my room—on the other side of town. But I wanted to be alone. How else was I going to sneak away?

      “Just give me the address.”

      “No problemo.” Jessie snatched a paper from the end table, scribbled something on a corner, and tore it off.

      Will flinched at the sound. “Jessie, could you check and see if that’s a rare document or something important before you go tearing it into shreds?”

      “Sorry.” She shrugged and handed me the corner anyway, then dug into her pocket for the key.

      As annoying as she was, there were times when I sympathized with her. How did she stand living with an egghead like Will Cadotte?

      He pulled a pair of glasses from his pocket, settled them on his nose, then bent over the end table to read what was left of his precious paper. I got a good glimpse of his ass. Maybe this assignment wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      I’d never been much of an ass woman, even before I’d caught sight of Fitzgerald’s chest and become bewitched by all that pale Irish skin and manly muscle. However, that didn’t mean I couldn’t admire beauty when it was displayed right in front of me.

      I pulled my gaze from Will’s jeans. My eyes collided with Jessie’s. While most women would be angry to see another ogling their boyfriend’s behind, she merely looked amused and shrugged as if to say, What can you do? For just an instant I liked her.

      Then she opened her mouth.

      “I’ll be at your place at seven a.m.”

      “Like hell.”

      “Leigh is not a morning person,” Edward said.

      “I have to work at night, so morning is when we’ll train.”

      “We’ll train when I say we’ll train. At noon.”

      We stared each other down. I was reminded of films I’d studied of real wolves. Dominance struggles. Alpha and beta animals. Well, I was the alpha around here, and she’d damn straight better get used to it.

      We might have stared at each other all night but Cadotte grabbed Jessie and kissed her again. Edward showed me to the door. The first round hadn’t gone at all the way I’d planned.

      He stepped into the hallway behind me. “I must leave.”

      “Already?” My voice sounded wan and needy. Pathetic. What was the matter with me?

      Thankfully Edward didn’t seem to notice my sudden regression to the wimpy girlie-girl I’d once been.

      “Elise requested I come to the compound as soon as I could. There is an issue that requires my attention. You do not need me here with both you and Jessie, as well is Will, on the job.”

      “When can you get back?”

      “You’ll be fine. Just show Jessie everything I showed you and anything new you have learned along the way.”

      He put his hand on my shoulder. His fingers felt like dry twigs. Would they snap under too much pressure? For the first time I could remember, I was worried about Edward. He was very, very old, and today he seemed even older.

      “Keep me informed,” he said. “On the lovely Internet. What an invention.”

      Edward was fascinated with the Internet His was both a charming and a convenient obsession.

      We walked out together, climbed into separate cars. I watched his until the taillights disappeared over a far hill, then drove down the main street of Crow Valley, which had been quaintly labeled Main Street until I found a road called Good.

      “They are hysterical in this town,” I muttered as the carriage of my rental car scraped along the rutted, gravel-strewn surface of Good Road.

      I clattered along in the night for quite a while, even began to wonder if Jessie’s idea of a joke was sending me off on a path that led nowhere.

      The trees made a canopy over my car, shutting out any light, making the air seem to throb against the windshield in a cool, velvet haze. I could smell the forest—the evergreen scent of pine, the musty aroma of dying leaves, and the tang of summer gone away too soon.

      I had almost decided to turn back when I heard it. The faint, exotic drift of music.

      The sky glowed dimly, as if city light pulsed in the distance. But I knew from the map I’d studied before leaving Minneapolis that there wasn’t a town of any identifiable size within a hundred miles.

      So what were those lights, and who was playing music?

      I nearly ran into the answer. My car rolled up one side of an impressive bump, then slid down the other. I shot into a clearing and nearly slammed through the front wall of a tavern.

      Cars were parked all around the building at odd angles, as if the patrons had arrived drunk. Music spilled out the open windows—jazz—as out of place in this forest as I was.

      There was no sign on the building, no neon lights announcing McGinty’s or Cheers, just a bright yellow spotlight perched at every corner, blaring into the trees as if to keep whatever lurked there at bay.

      It was one hell of an odd place for a bar.

      But in the single day I’d been in Wisconsin, I’d noticed they did taverns up right. There had to be one on every corner of every town I’d driven through. Why should Crow Valley be any different? Although I didn’t see a corner anywhere near here.

      There also didn’t appear to be anything resembling a room for rent. I was going to hold Jessie’s head under a faucet when I got back to her place.

      I glanced around for a space big enough to pull a U-turn and caught a glimmer of motion from the woods.

      Damien Fitzgerald slid out of the trees and headed for the front door.

      He’d found his shirt and his shoes since I saw him last. He appeared to have a penchant for black. What had he been doing between then and now? Only one way to find out.

      I shut off the engine, climbed out of my car, and hurried across the grass toward the tavern without a name.
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