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Town of Walters, est. 1834


Upstate New York


LYDIA SUSI’S DESTINY came for her in the veil, on a random Thursday in the early spring.


As she ran along the wooded trail, two miles into a loop that would take her through the preserve’s northeastern acreage, she was measuring the glowing line that topped the contours of the mountains. Soon, the stripe would expand to an aura, and after that, the sun would accept the handoff from the moon, and day would arrive.


Her grandfather had always told her there were two twilights, two gloamings, and if you wanted to find your past, you went into the pines in the evening as the sun went down. If you wanted your future to come to you, you went alone into the forest in the veil, during that sacred transition of night into morning. There, he’d told her, when the distinction between that which ruled the light and that which held domain over the dark was at its narrowest, when the moon and the sun reached for each other before the rotations of their orbits tore them asunder, there was when the mortal could brush up against the infinite and seek answers, direction, guidance.


Of course, that did not mean you got good news. Or what you wanted.


But life was not an à la carte buffet where you could choose everything that went on your plate—another words-of-wisdom from a man who had lived to be 101 years old still smoking a pipe and drinking a glass of sima after his dinner year round.


Why limit spring to just Vappu? he’d said.


Lydia had never believed in his superstitions. She was a researcher, a scientist, and the kinds of things that her isoisä had gone on about did not fit in with that Ph.D. in biology she’d bought on layaway from the federal government and was still paying off.


So no, she was not out looking for any prognostication from the universe this morning. She was getting her workout done before she headed into her office at the Wolf Study Project. With the way things had been going lately, she was going to blink and it would be seven at night. Short-staffed and under-funded, everything was a fight for resources at WSP, and by the time she locked things up every evening, she was exhausted. So Carpe Cardio was her motto and why she was out in this misty darkness—


Lydia let her stride peter to a halt.


Her breath pumped in clouds that captured and held the moonlight, and as a breeze came across the trail, her body did the same with the chill, grabbing it out of the air and bringing it in under her windbreaker.


As she shivered, she looked behind herself. The trail she was on was the widest one in the preserve, a highway rather than a street, but she couldn’t see much into the trees. Pines crowded up close to the shoulders of the packed path, and the fog wafting through the craggy trunks and fluffy boughs obscured the forest even more.


In a quick calculation, she figured she was a good three miles from any other human, two miles from her car at the trailhead’s parking area, and a hundred yards from what had caught her attention.


There, up ahead, something was close to the ground, moving.


Fight or flight, Lydia, she thought. What’s it going to be.


She reached around to the small of her back. There were two cylinders mounted on the strap of her fanny pack, and she left the Mace where it was. Clicking on her flashlight and bringing it forward, she swung the beam in a wide arc—


The eyes flashed over on the left, a set of retinas flaring the light back at her as pinpoints. The stare was about three feet from the ground and the pupils were set close together, as predators’ were.


Lydia looked around again.


“I’m not going to bother you,” she said. But like the gray wolf spoke English?


The growl was soft. And then came the rustling. The animal was prowling toward her.


“Oh, shit.”


Except …


Lydia kept the beam down on the fallen pine needles as she, too, walked forward. Something was wrong with the wolf, its gait wobbly and uneven. Yet the spirit of the hunter remained undeterred—and she was identified as its target.


She was about twenty feet away when she got a sense of the fully mature male. He was filled out, at a healthy weight of about a hundred and thirty pounds, and his mottled white, gray, and brown fur was thick and lush, especially at the tail. But his head was hanging at a bad angle, and he was dragging his back paws as he continued to close the distance between them.


It was obvious when the wolf was going to collapse. Though his head remained forward, his body listed to the side, his will staying strong even as his rear legs, and then his forelegs, gave out.


He landed on the soft bed of pine needles on his side, and the struggle was immediate, useless paws batting at thin air and ground cover. As Lydia drew a little closer to him, he snarled, flashing long white fangs, his golden eyes narrowing.


“Shh … ,” she said as she kneeled down.


Her hand shook as she got out her cell phone. As she called a number from her favorites, she tried to keep her breathing steady.


In the flashlight’s beam, she could see the grayness of those gums. The wolf was dying—and she knew why.


“Goddamn it, pick up, pick up—” Her words machine gun’d from her mouth. “Rick? Wake up, I’ve got another one. On the main trail—what? Yes, it’s the same—enough with the talking, get your ass out of bed. I’m on the loop, about two miles into the—huh? Yes, bring everything, and hurry.”


She cut the connection as her voice gave out.


Letting herself fall back to a sit, she stared into those beautiful eyes and tried to project love, acceptance, gentleness … compassion. And something got through, the majestic male’s muzzle relaxing, its paws falling still, his flank rising and falling in a shuddering breath.


Or maybe it was dying right now.


“Help is coming,” she said hoarsely to the animal.
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Richard Marsh, D.V.M., gunned the ATV down the trail, the unmuffled engine echoing around the otherwise still and silent forest. As the tires hit tree roots, he fought with the handlebars, wrenching them to stay on course. With the wind in his face, he had to blink a lot. He should have worn goggles. Or at least not left his contacts in.


Almost ten minutes into the racing scramble, the glow of a flashlight registered through the trees, and he eased up on the throttle. Nailing the brakes, he skidded to a stop and dismounted. His med pack was a duffel large enough to haul a set of golf clubs, and its weight strained his bad shoulder as he hefted it off the cargo platform and started marching into the pines.


He stopped dead. “What the hell are you doing?”


Lydia Susi’s long, lean body was stretched out on a bed of pine needles … next to a full-grown male gray wolf which probably weighed as much as she did. Which was a wild animal. Which was capable of anything.


“Shh,” she said, like she knew he was yelling at her in his head.


Rick cursed. “Move away from the wolf. You are violating every common sense and professional standard—I mean, come on. You know better than this—”


“Just shut up and save him.”


The woman was no more than two feet away from that muzzle, her eyes locked on the closed lids of the wolf, her running tights and shoes crossed, her windbreaker a loose bag around her upper body. Wolves could run nearly forty miles an hour, but that kind of effort was not going to be necessary to bite her. That thing could just lunge forward and sink all of its forty-two teeth into soft skin—


“He’s cyanotic in his gums. It’s the same anticoagulant as before,” she said.


“You’re assuming.” Rick put his duffel down and unzipped one side of it. “Now get the hell back—”


“You are not tranq’ing him,” she hissed as she sat up.


“And you’re not a vet. You’re also clearly not thinking. Has it occurred to you that that animal could have rabies?”


“He’s not foaming at the mouth—” She lowered her voice. “If you tranquilize him, you’re going to kill him.”


“Oh, okay. So I’ll just cozy up like you have and ask him for his consent to treat. He can put his paw print on the forms—”


“Rick, I’m serious! He’s dying!”


As she raised her voice again, the wolf twitched and opened its eyes. Rick became an instant focal point, and the animal lifted its head to growl weakly.


“Get away from him,” Rick said in a grim voice. “Right now.”


“He’s not going to hurt me—”


“I’m not treating him until you’re out of range.”


Rick rose to a stand, the tranq gun in his right hand, his trail boots going absolutely fucking nowhere. Predictably, Lydia kept talking, but when he didn’t move … she eventually did. As she finally shuffled away from the gray wolf, Rick let out an exhale he hadn’t been aware of holding in.


Then again, when it came to the Wolf Study Project’s behaviorist, he shouldn’t have been surprised by any of his reactions. Lydia had been the outlier he had not been looking for since the day he’d met her.


At least now, things moved fast. As she covered her mouth with both hands and curled her knees up to her chest, he discharged a tranquilizer into the animal’s flank. Due to the wolf’s low blood pressure, the sedation took longer to have an effect than normally, but soon enough, those golden eyes were closed and going to stay that way.


Hopefully not because Lydia was right and he’d killed the animal.


Rick brought his duffel over with him, and he led with his stethoscope, pressing the metal disk to the chest wall. Moving it around.


“Do you have the vitamin K? You brought the vitamin K, right?”


Lydia’s voice was right by him and he jerked back. She had repositioned herself at the wolf’s muzzle, lifting that head into her lap, stroking the mottled gray fur of the ruff. For a moment, Rick became lost in the way her fingers soothed through the—


“Can you let me finish my exam first,” he said. “Before you start prescribing antidotes?”


“But you have the vitamin K?”


Rick peeled back the jowl. The gray gums, the sluggish, uneven heart rate … he knew what was going on, and not only because this was the third wolf they’d found in this condition in the last month.


“I’ll do what is medically appropriate”—turning away, he grabbed his penlight—“when I’m ready. And can you please put his head back on the ground. Thanks.”


As he returned to the animal, she did what he asked—sort of. She scooted to the side, but stayed bent over, still calming the wolf.


He separated the eyelids and shined the light in. Nonresponsive pupil.


Rick went to click off the little beam when a raindrop landed on the wolf’s cheek. As the crystalline droplet coalesced and then slowly trailed off the fine facial fur, he glanced at the sky. Strange, the moon had been showing when he’d come down the trail and was still—


“Oh, Lydia,” he said.


When she looked up at him, their faces were close together. So his hand didn’t have far to travel.


As he brushed the next tear off her cold cheek, she stopped looking at him. And refocused on the wolf.


“Just don’t let him die,” she whispered.


Rick felt time slow to a crawl. In the lunar glow that filtered down through the pine boughs, Lydia’s face was cast in loving light, the planes and angles that made her who she was visually enhanced by the illumination. Her naturally highlighted hair, which was pulled back into a ponytail, had tendrils that curled by her ears and at her neck. And her lips were a promise of things that kept a man up at night and distracted him during the day.


Rick now also looked away. “Of course I won’t let him die.”


On so many levels, he was not surprised that this woman was making him promise something he couldn’t deliver on. But an inspired heart could make stupid out of anybody.


It also made you pretty frickin’ lonely.


But who was counting the benefits of unrequited love.
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ONE HOUR AND forty-five minutes after Lydia found the wolf in the veil, she was on the ATV heading back out into the preserve. The sun had now fully risen over the mountain range, the rays piercing through the pines and making her think of gold coins spilled from God’s pocket. Up ahead, the trail was as empty as it had been before, nothing but shadows cast by all that beautiful light—


The engine sputtered without warning, the interruption of the smooth purr the very last thing she needed. Cranking the gas, she was relieved by a surge of speed, but it didn’t last. All forward momentum ended as the horsepower choked off and the vehicle’s heavy, knobby wheels and complete lack of aerodynamic design dragged her to a standstill.


“Damn it,” she muttered as she tapped on the gas gauge.


The red pin didn’t budge from the E on the far left.


“Shit.” Dismounting, she looked up and down the trail. “Shit.”


She resisted the urge to kick one of the big back tires, opting instead to take her frustration out by locking grips on the back grate and leaning her weight into a shove. When the ATV was off on the shoulder, she put it in park and took the keys.


Starting off at a jog, she rounded the corner on the trail, her footfalls steady. About a quarter mile later, she came to the pattern of trunks that marked where she had seen the wolf’s eyes in the darkness. She followed her own shoe prints into the trees and stopped when she came to the disturbed place in the pine needles where the wolf had collapsed, and been treated, and finally, been carried out to the ATV.


After a moment of sad helplessness, she kept going, heading farther away from the trail. As she went along, she diverted around the pricker bushes, the rotting stumps, the occasional fallen pine. She followed a gradual decline that took her to the water shed trough that cleaved a descent through the elevation’s west-facing flank. When she came to the river way, she looked up the pathway of polished rocks. The spring rains had not started, so the torrent that would rush over them a month from now had yet to get going. Soon, though, there would be so much more than damp sand and mud between the boulders and stones.


Lydia jumped into the puzzle-piece-bed and hopscotched upward, leaping from flat top to flat top, keeping her balance by throwing her arms this way and that, making sure that she avoided the lichen and moss growth that could make her slip.


Overhead, crows circled and called to each other, aviary judges that seemed to be following her and running a commentary. She refused to look and acknowledge their paparazzi presence.


Anthropomorphize much? And to think she considered herself a scientist.


Lydia found the first dead vulture about half a mile up the riverbed. Three days old, going by the state of the remains. A raccoon was the next body. Also by the river’s edge, about two hundred yards up.


As the going got steeper, she debated whether to continue the climb because this was real needle-ina-haystack stuff. Taking a pause to catch her breath, she looked over her shoulder at the valley below. Cradled between the palms of the deep green mountains, a blue lake in the form of a salamander caught the sun—and gave it back. The glinting made her blink even from a distance, but how could anyone begrudge the splendor.


In her soul, she knew it was inevitable that she would end up here. All this natural beauty, all this space … all this lack of people.


It was also inevitable that someone with dollar signs in their eyes would fuck it up.


On the other side of the valley, at the exact elevation she was, a half-mile section of evergreens had been cleared by machines and explosives. The ragged, raw earth and exposed granite ledge were an injury to the other mountain, something that would take a decade to patch over and partially heal if left alone. But that wasn’t the future. Off to one side, enormous steel I beams extended upward, a forest of man-made trunks that were soon to be thick walls to support heavy ceilings.


The resort was going to sit on that site, a blight on the landscape, and service people who were looking for a “luxury spa experience.”


Meditation and wellness brought to you by American Express and the fine folks at Diners Club—


The snap of a stick made her turn around and go for her Mace at the same time. But she instantly recognized the tall, intense man who had come up behind her without making a sound. Until he had wanted his presence to be known.


“Oh, it’s you, Sheriff.”


Sheriff Thomas Eastwind was forty-ish, with strong features and long black hair that was always kept in a single braid. In his uniform, he was fully armed and in charge even out in the wilderness—then again, he was the boss of Walters. With a staff of three other officers, he enforced the law for not only all of the preserve, but the half dozen little towns between Walters and the Canadian border.


“I found what you’re looking for,” he said. “This way.”


Eastwind turned and cut into the forest—and there was no question that she was going to follow him. Fortunately, she kept up easily, even though his stride was long and he never misplaced his feet on the rocky, uneven ground.


“Will the wolf survive?” he asked as they wound around pines.


There was no reason to ask how he knew another one had been found. “We’ll know more in the next twenty-four hours. At least that’s what Rick says.”


“Was it one of yours?”


“It was tagged, yes. A male. He was magnificent—is magnificent, I mean.”


There was no more talking until the sheriff stopped and pointed. “Over there.”


The instant Lydia focused on what he’d found, she jumped ahead, shoving boughs out of the way. The bait trap was chained to a sapling, the stainless steel box vented and open at the top. Inside, remnants of meat secured by a wire had dried out.


“Motherfucker,” she whispered as she knelt down and tested the links of the chain. “I need to take this with—”


“Come stand behind me.”


Looking up, she saw that Eastwind had unholstered his service weapon and was holding it by his thigh.


“Don’t shoot me,” she said.


“I won’t.”


Hustling out of the way, she put her arms over her face—which was a little ridiculous—


Pop!


As the bullet hit the chain, there was a clang and a pfft of loose dirt, and in the pause afterward, a crow flushed from a branch, squawking as it flew off.


Going back to the trap, Lydia uncoiled the links from the trunk, and hefted the thing up onto her shoulder.


“You know they’re killing the wolves on purpose,” she said. “To protect people who haven’t been bothered by animals that have more right to be here than we do.”


“I’ll take you back to your headquarters.” He pivoted and started to walk off. “My vehicle is this way.”


“You can’t let them do this.” Lydia stayed put. “I know that resort is bringing jobs here, but they’re too expensive on the wildlife.”


The sheriff just kept going. “I’ll get Alonzo to trailer your ATV back.”


“They’re taking what does not belong to them,” she called out in a voice that cracked.


When Eastwind continued to ignore her, she glared across the valley at the construction site. That fucking hotel and its five hundred acres of “serenity and rejuvenation.” If she could have blown the place up, she would have lit the fuse and tossed the dynamite right this second.


It was the first time in her life she’d seriously considered murder.
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The Wolf Study Project’s facility was located at the head of the preserve, just off the county road that wound its way around the base of Deer Mountain and the shores of Lake Goodness. The parking lot was just packed dirt with an overlay of gravel, and the building was a modest sprawl along the landscape, one-storied, cedar-shingled, hidden by hemlocks. As Lydia and Eastwind pulled up, there was a Jeep and a sedan in place, plus Lydia’s hatchback and a WSP truck that had last worked back when Clinton was president.


“Thanks for the ride,” she said as she opened her door.


“You’re welcome.”


With a grunt, she dragged the bait trap out of the wheel well. As she slung the weight over her shoulder, she went to shut the door—


“Lydia.”


She stopped and leaned back into the SUV. “Yes?”


Eastwind’s dark eyes were grave. “I don’t offer to help you with that only because I know you’ll say no.”


Looking down, she shook her head. “I need you to take care of our problem across the valley. That’s the only thing I need you to do. Stop protecting the powerful, it’s unseemly in a man of what I’d always assumed was your kind of honor.”


She didn’t wait for a response. She just closed things and strode off, not to the front of the building, but to the back clinic entrance. As she stepped through into an open area full of vet supplies and tracking devices, she smelled antiseptic cleaner and blinked in the glare of the fluorescent ceiling panels. Rick’s exam rooms, where injured wolves were treated and released, and healthy ones were examined and tagged, were completely isolated from the administration part of things.


“I saw you on the monitor,” Rick said as he came out of a room. He stopped in the process of drying his hands. “What is that. And no, you don’t know that whatever was in there was—”


“Is he still alive.” She held out the trap. “And of course this is what poisoned him—”


“Do we have footage of the wolf taking—”


“Test what’s left! Jesus Christ, Rick, I’ll get you the video—”


“Shh, keep your voice down.”


Lydia looked away. Looked back. “Please. I just … is he still alive?”


“Yes, but it’s going to be a fight.”


Lydia shoved the trap into Rick’s hands and went to the open doorway of the exam room. In the center of the tiled space, on a stainless steel table, the wolf was intubated and limp, his side pumping up and down thanks to a machine. An IV ran into a shaved portion of his foreleg and soft beeping tracked a sluggish heart rate.


As she went to the animal, she could sense Rick’s eyes on her. But fortunately for him, he didn’t say one damn thing about how she needed to be more arm’s length with the wolves.


“I’m right here,” she said softly as she stroked its shoulder. “You’re going to be okay.”


Over on a counter, a knobby fleece blanket was clean and folded. Reaching for it, she flipped the soft weight loose of its order and draped it over the lower half of his body. Then she just stood there.


Her eyes roamed around the wolf’s lean and powerful body, searching for the answer to whether he lived or died. All she got was the pattern on the blanket, an animated beagle chasing flying bones and water bowls across a faded green field. The smile on the cartoon dog’s face struck her as false optimism, something that shouldn’t be peddled to children.


But like denying them the years before adult reality hit them was any better?


“I’ll test what’s in here,” Rick said with resignation.


Lydia rubbed one of the wolf’s paws and then walked over to the doorway. “Let me know what it is?”


“Sure, I’ll give you a call—”


“I’m just in my office.” When he frowned, she tilted her head. “What?”


“You’re not going home to change?”


Lydia looked down at her running tights. “Who do I have to impress? And it’ll take too much time.”


Yeah, because fifteen minutes back to the little house she rented was something she should pack an overnight bag and a sandwich for. Leaving, though … felt wrong.


“Let me know what you find out?” she repeated.


When she turned away, Rick said, “I will.”


At the far end of the clinic area, she pushed through into the administration offices. The executive director’s door was closed—no news there. The conference room was empty. Supply closet and printing alcove were, too. But there was fresh coffee brewing in the break room, and out front, Candy McCullough’s no-shit-Sherlock voice was rapid firing something about a UPS delivery that hadn’t come yet.


It was hard not to feel sorry for whoever had picked up the phone at What Can Brown Do for You?


That was the old slogan, though, wasn’t it, Lydia thought as she flipped the switch in the doorway of her office.


As the lights flickered on, she frowned.


Something was …


Crossing the rough rug, she went to her desk and looked at the landline phone, her computer, her lamp. Her mug full of pens and pencils. Her pad of paper and the two files Candy had left in her inbox.


With a shaky hand, Lydia pushed the lamp out of its strict alignment with the edge of the desk. Then she put it back in place.


“You’re nuts,” she said as she fell into her office chair.


“I don’t see why you gotta get personal.” Candy was talking as she swung around the doorjamb. “Was that Eastwind who brought you in?”


“Yes, I had to get something out in the preserve.” She rubbed her tired eyes. “He’s going to tow the ATV back. It ran out of gas—”


As Candy made a dismissive sound in the back of her throat, Lydia looked up—and lost her train of thought. The sixty-year-old woman was, in her own words, “round as a billiard ball, but not as smooth,” and her stocky body was currently squeezed into a pair of khaki slacks and a white turtleneck. Her hand-knit vest had a three-dimensional quality to it, knotty flowers and twisting vines circling her torso, the granny-chic not matching her level stare or Brooklyn accent or her high and tight in the slightest.


“I …” Lydia still wasn’t sure what she was looking at. “Is your hair pink?”


“Yeah.” Candy made a duh gesture with her hands. “Where’s your coffee? You get your coffee yet?”


“Um, it looks good. The color suits you.”


Which was a surprising truth. It also matched some of the knit roses.


“Doris did it. And I’m getting you coffee.”


“You don’t have to.” Lydia leaned to the side and opened the lowest drawer. “I am not tired in the slightest, trust me.”


“You’re going to need it, trust me.”


As Candy walked off, Lydia paused. Then shook her head and outed the Lysol wipes. Popping the lid, she snapped two free and rubbed down the laminated top of the desk, skirting the pads, the pens, the phone, the monitor, the inbox. An itch to clear everything off and do a series of long pulls made her check the doorway and do a quick mental calculation on how long Candy was going to take to come back with the coffee that hadn’t been asked for.


When you were acting nutty about cleanliness, an audience was the last thing anybody wanted.


“Okay, you ready?” Candy demanded as she came in and banged a mug down on the drying, hospital-worthy antiseptic.


“No offense, but what—” Actually, the coffee smelled great, and as she palmed it up and took a test sip, she decided Candy was right. She did need this. “What’s going on?”


“Well, first of all, you and I are using the boys’ bathroom again.”


Lydia let her head fall back. “Maybe I shouldn’t be drinking anything all day long.”


“But that’s not the big news. I’m sending the big news down to you. It’s all gonna make sense when you see it.”


“It?” Lydia shot the woman a hard stare. “Please do not tell me you overpowered that UPS driver and duct-taped him to that hand truck you like so much. You cannot hold a human being hostage in exchange for a package. Even if it’s a week late.”


“Hey, thanks for the good idea. You’re an inspired leader. But no, that’s not it.”


As Candy headed back to the waiting area, Lydia called out, “Just to be clear, I am not ever signing off on hostage taking. You keep a person locked in a closet, it’s a felony—”


Cologne.


She smelled … cologne. A woodsy, very … delicious … cologne.


And that was when she heard the footfalls. Heavy. Really heavy. A man’s.


Candy reappeared in the doorway, a sly smile on her face. “The applicant is here.”


“Applicant?”


“You know, for Trick’s replacement?”


“Oh, no, Peter’s supposed to interview—”


“I explained that as our executive director’s in a meeting, you’re going to conduct the preliminaries.” Candy eased back. “Lydia Susi, meet—what did you say your name was?”


“Daniel Joseph.”


The man who stepped into the open jambs was so tall and so broad, he was like a living, breathing door: He blocked out all light and made it impossible for anyone to come or go.


As Lydia’s eyes traveled up, up, up, she saw jeans that did little to hide muscled thighs, and a worn flannel shirt that had been freshly pressed, and a set of shoulders …


That made someone think things that should never be part of any job interview.


“Should I come in?” he said in that deep, smooth voice.


The chuckle Candy let out drifted off as the woman left.


The man’s face was a double-take and a half, his features put together in such a way that you couldn’t help but drink them in, everything balanced, symmetrical, powerful. Sensual, too, thanks to that mouth. And of course, his dark hair was on the long side of a short cut, the ends brushing his neck, and pushed back off his forehead, and curling, thick and shiny, over his ears.


“Or do we go somewhere else?” he asked.


Oh, I’ve gone somewhere, Lydia thought. And it’s going to get me in trouble with HR.


As she considered all the internal policies she was breaking—and weren’t there some federal laws, too?—she decided that she really should have just rolled over and gone back to sleep when her alarm went off at five a.m. Really and truly.


But thank God for Candy’s coffee.
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I—AH, NO.” Lydia stood up and extended her hand over the desk. “I mean, please come in. And meet you. Meet me. Please to.”


Oh, FFS.


“Thanks,” the man said.


It took him two strides to get to her, and his arm was so long, he didn’t have to bend at the waist to take her palm. His grip was firm and strong, and the contact lasted a second and a half, maybe two—yet the warmth lingered as they both sat down. At least for her—


Well. What do you know. She’d never realized that chair on the far side of her desk was dollhouse-sized.


She grabbed her mug and decided Candy was right. She didn’t need the caffeine for sure, but the coffee gave her something to do with her itchy hands.


“So,” she said.


As her mind went blank, she smiled in what felt like a fake way—because it was either that or she giggled: Meeting this man in the eyes created a sixteen-year-old vortex, sucking her back to Justin Bieber crushes and that kid in her math class … what was his name?


“Isaac Silverstein.”


“What?” the man across from her said.


Crap. “I apologize. I’m just making a mental note to call—it doesn’t matter.”


God, those eyes of his were the strangest color she’d ever seen. Something that was both fire and hazel. Something that glowed.


“Anyway, Mr.—I’m sorry, what was your last name?”


“Joseph. But call me Daniel.”


“Right, well, Daniel, our executive director is very busy.” Doing frick-only-knew-what. “But I’ll be happy to give you an overview of the position.”


He shrugged. “I’m just looking for a job—”


Curling up a hand, he covered his mouth as he coughed. Cleared his throat. Coughed again.


“Oh, no—it’s the wipes, isn’t it.”


She clipped the Lysol’s top closed and put the container away. Then she waved her hands over the desktop. When he coughed again, like she’d made it worse, she cursed under her breath.


“I’ll open a window.”


“It’s okay, just allergies.”


“I’d prefer the fresh air anyway.” She cranked the vertical window behind her desk a crack. “I’m a little weird about keeping things clean.”


“Nothing wrong with that.”


Turning back around, she rubbed her nose in a show of solidarity even though nothing was tickling or irritated on her face. Then again, her sinuses had probably been fried years ago by that linen-fresh scent.


“I hope that’s better.”


“Thanks.”


“Hey, do you want some coffee? I’d be happy to get you some.”


“I try not to touch the stuff.” He coughed one last time. “About two years ago, I went on a health kick and got rid of everything. Except cheeseburgers.”


“A clean liver. I’m mean, not the organ. Like, your life.”


Annnnnnd this was why she studied behavior in other species. ’Cuz she needed tips herself.


“I am now.” He linked his hands and leaned forward, the chair letting out a groan at the load shifting. “Look, I’ll be honest with you. I’m not here for long, and maybe that takes me out of the running. I’m a drifter and my employment history is going to show that. But it’s also going to tell you that I’m reliable, I do good work, and I’m not a lot of trouble.”


“How long is not long?”


“I dunno, through the warm season and into the fall. Maybe past the winter, but by next spring, I’ll be moving on. If that makes me unattractive, I understand.”


Even the ugly stick for a week couldn’t get you to homely, she thought.


“Well, we’d certainly rather have someone who’d be willing to stick around, but that’s not a deal breaker. And I’m glad you’re being up front about it. Tell me, where did you last work?”


“Over in Glens Falls, for an apartment complex. And before that it was up in Maine.” He thumbed over his shoulder. “I gave my paperwork to—”


Candy reappeared with a folder, like she’d been listening out in the hall. “His application and his résumé, Ms. Susi.”


As Lydia took what was delivered with a glare, the older woman jogged her eyebrows and took her pink-haired peanut gallery back out front.


When they were alone again, Lydia made a show of looking at what she’d been given. High school education. Handyman jobs, at apartment and condo complexes. An elementary school. A mall in Jersey. No big cities. No jobs that lasted longer than eight to ten months, but no gaps in employment, either.


“Looks like you’ve stayed in the New England area.”


“I prefer the cold, so getting me any further south than Pennsylvania is tough. Oh, and yeah, sure, I’ll take a drug test and agree to a background check. I have nothing to hide.”


He’d handwritten the responses on the application form, everything in neat, block letters.


“So you like cold weather?” she asked.


“Yes, and I need to be outdoors. That’s why what you’re looking for is good for me. I can take care of your trails, your buildings, your vehicles. I can handle anything from plumbing to electric to Sheetrock.”


“A Dan of all trades.”


“You got it. And I’m not afraid of long hours, either.”


“You were born in Rochester, huh?”


“Yup. But we moved around a lot. Mom had to take what she could find for work. She was pretty much on her own with me. Small family, you know the drill.”


Lydia looked up. There was no emotion showing on his face, but like that would have been appropriate? He was here for a job, not an amateur therapy session.


“I come from a small family, too,” she murmured.


“Oh, yeah?”


“Just my granddad and me. We stayed put, though, until he died.”


“I’m sorry you lost him. Where’d you grow up? If you don’t mind me asking.”


“The Pacific Northwest, actually.”


“Ah, so that’s why you’re here. You like the trees and the mountains.”


Lydia smiled. “Yup, exactly. I’m an outdoor person, too.”


“What do you do here?”


“I’m like the census taker for wolves. I track the pack numbers and locations throughout the preserve, and study patterns of behavior from feeding to breeding. I also work with our vet to monitor health. The gray wolf population all but died out in the Adirondacks and Upstate New York in the late eighteen hundreds, but they were reintroduced here on the preserve in the sixties when the balance of everything tilted.”


“Balance?”


“Biological systems are all about equilibrium. You take one piece off the table, everything rebalances in ways that are not always beneficial. The best thing to do is leave nature alone. Humans don’t like to do that, though—” She stopped herself. “Sorry, I’m on my soap box.”


“Don’t apologize. I like your passion.”


Lydia cleared her throat. “Do you have any questions for me? About the job?”


He tilted his head to the side. “Yeah, how do you keep tabs on them?”


“Them? Oh, the wolves, you mean. They have GPS chips, just like domesticated dogs, and we have monitoring cameras posted around the preserve. I also get out in the field and use drones from high altitudes. We have two thousand acres here so it’s a lot to keep track of.”


“That’s really interesting.”


“You’re humoring me.”


“I have no sense of humor, actually.”


Lydia laughed. “What?”


“No, it’s true. I can’t tell jokes and I rarely smile.”


Closing the folder, she frowned and sat forward. “That’s really a shame.”


“It is what it is. I have other skills.”


“You never laugh? Ever.”


“No, not really.” He shrugged those powerful shoulders. “It’s just a gene I don’t have.”


“I’ve never thought of humor as a recessive trait. Were your parents also comedy-challenged?”


His stare got a faraway look as if he were running through his family tree. “Well, there was my Uncle Louie. He was the black sheep of the family, laugh wise.”


“How so?”


The man with the strange, beautiful eyes refocused on her. “Knock-knock.”


“Who’s there?”


“Uncle Louie.”


“Uncle Louie who?”


“See? It’s not funny.”


“Wait, what?” Lydia shook her head and laughed again. “That’s not a punch line.”


“Which is my point. He tried one, pathetic knock-knock joke and it’s a disaster. It has no punch line.”


Holding up her palm, she really tried not to smile so much. “But I thought he was the black sheep of your—that would mean he can tell a joke.”


“No, that’s how far down the unfunny hole we are. Even the black sheep can’t get far at all. We’re just that sad.”


As Lydia shook her head, she didn’t dare try to hide her smile behind sipping from her coffee mug. She was liable to have something come out of her nose.


“You’re funnier than you think you are, Daniel Joseph.”


“Will it get me this job? Because if I need to stand up on a stage and—well, do stand-up, I will?”


“I’m not sure how that would help with the nuts and bolts of things.”


“Well, have you got anything that’s broken I could demonstrate on?”


Try our executive director.


“How much do you know about toilets,” she said under her breath.


“Take me to your plumbing, ma’am.” He got to his feet. “I’m in.”


“Really?”


“If the toilet’s broken, you’d call your handyman, right? Rather than waste money on a guy with a wrench decal on his truck. So let me fix it for you.”


Lydia stood up, too. “It’s in the women’s bathroom.”


“Show me.”


Coming around her desk, she felt a pressure of speech that made no sense—and a tingling in her body that made the kind of sense she didn’t want to think about. She also had the desire to flip her hair over her shoulder, which was ridiculous: Considering she was calling a man in to do a job she could probably figure out herself, she was not going the ingénue route. Nope.


Pride goeth before the flirting.


“Here we are.”


Out in the hall, she pushed a door wide, and got hit in the face with a wall of strawberry: Pink walls, pink stall, pink sink, pink pink. And the air freshener on the counter as well as the hand soap and the lotion followed the Nesquik theme.


As Daniel coughed behind her, she was not surprised. “Candy likes the smell.”


“There certainly is a lot of it to go around.”


“And here is the patient.” She hipped the stall door open. “We’ve been having trouble with it—well, since nineteen seventy-three if you go by Candy’s timeline.”


When Daniel came forward, she eased back against the tile wall—and still there wasn’t enough room. So she got a brush of his soft shirt on the back of her hand, and more of that cologne in her nose.


Which canceled even the fake Fruity Pebble air freshener.


There was a scrape and a clunk as he removed the back of the toilet and toggled the handle. And Lydia absolutely did not look at the fit of those Levi’s in the rear.


Really. She didn’t.


“You’ve got two issues,” he said. “One, the stopper is so old, it’s cracked and can’t make a good seal. Does this leak a lot?”


“Yes. I hate the waste, and when it gets really bad, I turn the water off underneath.”


“Yeah. And the second problem is that the chain arm is shot.”


“Do we need to get a new toilet?”


“I wouldn’t replace this. These old boys are worth their weight in gold. The new low-flush versions don’t work well with old pipe systems because there’s not enough water volume to them and this leads to stop-ups due to low pressure. Looking at this building, I’m guessing it was built in the late sixties, early seventies. So in addition to fifty years of buildup, you’ve got terra-cotta pipes running out to your leaching field.”


“Is that bad?”


“Tree roots. Big trouble.”


“I feel like you’ve just diagnosed our plumbing with tuberculosis before the era of antibiotics. Be honest, are we terminal?”


“You got slow drains?”


“Now that you mention it, Rick struggles with that in the clinic.” She went over to the sink and ran some water. “How’s this look?”


He leaned out of the stall. “Slow.”


Daniel ducked back in and there was some sloshing. A clank or two. The sound of a chain. Flushing. A grunt and some water running.


As he came out, he held his hands together and went to the sink. Using some of Candy’s strawberry soap, he washed things vigorously.


“ ’Scuse me,” he muttered.


When he sneezed into the inside of his elbow, she shook her head. “You’d swear we’re trying to kill you with fragrance. And God bless you.”


“Thank you.” He snapped two paper towels out of the dispenser and dried his palms in the same powerful way, clapping his hands. “Here’s the plan. I’ve jury-rigged the toilet, but it’s not a long-term solution. I can look online for a set of replacement guts, however, and keep it working well enough.”


“What about the rest of the system?”


“Well, that’s a larger conversation.”


“By the word ‘conversation,’ do you mean ‘expensive.’ ”


“Yeaaaaaaaah.” He tossed the paper towel wad into the trash bin, nailing it perfectly so that the force of impact triggered the pink top to spin in its moorings. “But that’s above my pay grade. You’re going to need a proper company to auger the pipes—although then you run the risk of cracking a hole in something while you’re trying to fix drains that are slow but not broken. It’s like what you said, balance.”


“So we’re okay now?”


“For a while. And as long as you don’t put a huge load on the system, you could skate along as you are for a year or two. Sooner or later, those roots will get you, though.”


“And what happens then? Do we have to dig up the whole thing?” As he nodded, she shook her head. “I wonder if there’s a plumbing deity somewhere out there I can pray to.”


“You want me to build you a shrine to Drano?”


“Will you?”


“Lumber, nails, and we can buy bottles of that bald guy in bulk and make an altar. It’ll be great.”


Lydia stared up at him for a moment. “You know, I feel like you’re perfect for this job.”


“I’m a can-do kind of man, what can I say.”


“I’m going to check your references. But if it were up to me, I’d say you’re our prime candidate.”


“Thanks, that’s good to hear.” He held open the door into the hall for her. “You’ve got my cell phone. You can reach me anytime. I’m staying with a buddy in Glens Falls, so if you need me back, I can be here in about two hours. Unless it’s raining.”


“You lose the top to your car?” she said as she stepped out of the pink bathroom.


“Motorcycle.”


As nineties-era romantic movies shot through her mind, she pictured him in a slo-mo shot with a Whitney Houston soundtrack. “Ah.”


There was a pause, and then he did that head tilt thing again. “Well, it was nice to meet you, Ms.—what was the name again?”


“Susi. But call me Lydia.”


“Okay. Hope to hear from you, Lydia.”


He lifted his hand in goodbye, and then he turned away. And walked away.


As she watched him go, she had a sense of homesickness. Which made no sense. You couldn’t miss a stranger, who’d come in for a job, and been in your presence for, like, twenty minutes. Tops.


But he had fixed a toilet.


And he’d smelled terrific.


Down in reception, she listened to his deep voice, and heard Candy’s replies, and then the outer door creaked open and squeaked shut.


The speed with which Lydia returned to her office was nothing she wanted to dwell on, and as she went over to the window she’d cracked, she parted the venetian blinds. Out in the spring sunlight, Daniel Joseph was striding across to the parking area, his heavy boots crunching over the gravel.


His motorcycle was matte black and old-school looking, not that she knew a damn thing about Harleys. And as he threw a leg over it and kick-started the engine, she braced herself for a roar—but the thing had a good muffler that quieted the exhaust. Walking the bike backward, he checked over his shoulder, pulled a pivot, and hit the gas.


Again, she prepared herself for an explosion of sound. There wasn’t one. Just a deep, throaty growl as he disappeared around the bend of the lane, the steam trail from the twin tailpipes dissipating in the cold fresh morning.


Standing there at the window, staring out into a parking lot that now felt like a deserted wasteland, she tried to remember the last time she’d been on a date. As the year reversal closed in on grad school, she shook her head. Passion had welded her to the wolves, this preserve … this fight to protect a native species against humans’ bright ideas.


Not a lot of eligible bachelors in Walters—


The knock was sharp on the jamb.


Wheeling around, the blinds clapped as she dropped them. “Rick. Hi, did you do the analysis on the bait already?”


The WSP’s vet shook his head. “Not yet. I was starting some new coffee—oh, you got some.”


For no good reason, she thought about how that stranger had made such a huge impression and yet Rick, who she’d been working with for just over two years, hadn’t been noticed much at all. As a man, that was. He, too, had dark hair, and a nice enough face. Also, his eyes were a fine, warm shade of brown, and although he didn’t smile much, either, when he did, his off-kilter front tooth made him look younger … and charming. And he was in great shape from running the trails.


“Candy took care of me,” she murmured.


“She’s good like that. As long as you aren’t a deliveryman.”


“True.” Lydia looked down at her mug. Looked back up. “When did you say you were testing that bait?”


“I’ll get to it.” Rick nodded toward the window. “So who was that guy?”


“Just someone interviewing for Trick’s job.”


“Looks more like a bouncer.”


For a moment, Rick stayed where he was, staring across the room at her. And then he said something about his coffee being ready and left.


Lydia pulled over the folder with Daniel Joseph’s application in it. As she reread what he’d written, lingering on the precisely constructed letters and the periods that were dropped like pins on a map, she wondered about the information beyond what he’d filled out.


Family. Background. Beliefs.


Girlfriends.


Wife.


“I really have to get a life,” she muttered.
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The Black Dagger Brotherhood Mansion


Caldwell, NY


FUCK!”


Xhex, beloved shellan of the Black Dagger Brother John Matthew, shot upright in bed and grabbed the center of her chest. Yanking at what was covering her, she tore her way down past the duvet and the sheets, and when she came to her naked skin, she clawed at her—


Big, broad hands captured hers, and as she blinked, she didn’t see her mate. She saw a man, a human, in a white lab coat, taking control of her body, pushing her down, so he could put a hypodermic needle in her—


The scream that came out of her shattered the dim quiet of their bedroom, and her panic took over. She fought hard, kicking with her feet, bucking her body, twisting under the iron bars locked on her wrists. Baring her fangs, she struck at the forearm, at the bare bicep, at anything that came close, blood flowing into her mouth, onto her naked breasts.


She was going to lose this battle. She always lost. No matter how hard she tried to fight, sooner or later, she was overpowered and at the mercy of the white coats, of the experiments, of the torture.


A raw sob broke free of her throat. “Nooooooooo—”


The whistle was high pitched and ascending, an audible flare that rose in volume and octave until it owned the air around her, surrounding her and penetrating through the incendiary terror.


Xhex paused her battle, her hoarse breath still tearing up and down her throat. “John?” she said in a whisper.


That whistle repeated in precisely the same cadence and pitch, a slow ascension that went from low to high. And that was when the veil lifted from her eyes and she could see properly the male facing her.


John Matthew was exactly as he always was, from his dark hair to his blue eyes, his strong face and his wide shoulders.


“Motherfucker,” she moaned. “Oh, God, what have I done to you …”


He was bleeding from bites all over his arms, the drips staining the sheets red, the horror from the nightmare being replaced with the horror that she had hurt him. Again.


“I’ll get a towel—I’ll get some towels—”


As she went to pull away, he tugged at her wrists. Then he mouthed, I’m fine. I’m okay.


“No, no, no, no …”


This time, when she tried to take her hands back, he let her go—and she fell out of the bed, landing in a heap on the rug. Before he could help her, she thrashed her legs around and jumped up to her feet. As she lurched for the bathroom, one of her ankles was killing her. She must have knocked it on the mattress frame.


Like she fucking cared.


Their bathroom was across the way, and she felt like it took a hundred miles of flat-out running to get to it—and as she stubbed her toe on the lip of the marble floor, she caught the door and slammed it shut by mistake.


The light in the shower’s bright white expanse had been left on, so as she went to the sinks, its illumination flooded from behind her—and turned her into a ghost with substance, nothing but a black outline of a figure.


Her hands were shaking so badly that cranking the faucets was like brain surgery, and when she finally got the water running, she didn’t wait for the warmth to come up the pipes. She cupped her palms and splashed her face.


The fact that the dark wine taste of her mate’s blood was still in her mouth shamed her to the point of nausea—and just in case, she glanced over to the alcove where the toilet was.


Yeah, she could make it. If she had to.


Her legs felt better.


More with the water. Splash. Splash. Splash.


Every time she closed her eyes, she was back in that lab, and not in a memory kind of way. As in, she was actually there, in her body, trapped and being worked on by humans.


The cool water was good, but the fact that she shut her lids every time she made the round with her palms was making things worse. She needed to reground in this reality.


In the real reality, that was. Splash. Splash. Splash.


As she finally turned off the water, the dripping into the basin was a soft sound, almost a chiming, and she threw out a hand and patted around, hoping to run into a towel. When she felt some softness, she pulled it over and pushed her face into the terry cloth folds. Then she swept them up and over her nearly shaved head, rubbing, as if that would somehow scrub away the remnants of the trauma.


That was when she heard the voices. Out in the bedroom.


Goddamn it.


See, this was the good news and the bad news about living in the mansion with the Brotherhood. You were never alone when you were in the house … but you were never alone when you were in the house.


Taking the towel with her, she went to the closed door and leaned into the wooden panels.


“—sure you’re both okay.”


That was Qhuinn, which made sense. Qhuinn and Blay’s bedroom was next door—oh, shit. Off in the distance, she could hear the high-pitched howl of a young who had been roused from what had been blissful sleep in its crib.


Great. She draws blood on her hellren, wakes up the neighbors, and scares the shit out of an infant.


There was some silence as John signed whatever response he had. And then Qhuinn was murmuring things about getting help for days like this. Days when Xhex woke up in a fit from a recurrent nightmare that hadn’t been happening anymore.


Until recently.


Now the fucking thing was like the worst houseguest you could have—rude, noisy, and never leaving.


There was another stretch of silence as John communicated with his hands what he could not share with his voice. Then Qhuinn spoke some more. Another silence, briefer now. Then the other Brother was taking his leave.


As the door into the Hall of Statues was shut, Xhex sagged. Then re-braced herself and stepped out of the bathroom.


“Here,” she said briskly. “I’ll clean up what I did.”


John Matthew was … well, pretty fucking resplendent in their now messy, bloody bed. His naked torso was padded with muscle, from his shoulders to his arms to his ribbed stomach—and as she approached him, her eyes lingered on the star-shaped scar that marked his pectoral.


The sign of the Brotherhood. Something a male received when he joined.


Yet John Matthew had had his since birth.


Sitting down, she took his hands and carefully wiped where she had bitten him. He was in such incredible shape, and so well fed from taking her vein on the regular, that she could practically watch the marks of her fangs and front teeth sealing themselves up.


“I’m so sorry,” she said when she could trust her voice.


And even then, it was a croak of syllables more than actual words.


“I’m fucking sorry.”


John shook his head. Then took his hands back and signed, Don’t be. I don’t care about—


“You should. You should care—you’re being terrorized in your own fucking bed.”


Xhex, what can I do to help?


She folded and refolded the towel in her lap. “Wear chain mail? I’d suggest tying me up—but that’s what got me into trouble in the first place.”


In that lab, she added to herself.


Her mate was signing more things, supportive things, things that broke her in half. How this male stayed with her, she had no clue. He was better than her on so many levels.


“Yes,” she said. “I’ll deal with this. Somehow.”


Yeah, because the subconscious was easily controlled. Which was why people only ever did shit they were fully in charge of.


No problem.


“I am sorry,” she whispered.


Ordinarily, in her job as head of security for various clubs, and in her life, as a half-breed symphath, she was a hardass, capable of staring down drunk humans who were out of their mind on Molly and wouldn’t have recognized even God Himself standing in front of them.


But in this bedroom, behind their closed door …


John Matthew stopped signing and just held out his battered arms. There was no censure in his face or his eyes, nothing but love and acceptance.


Well—and worry.


Xhex wanted to be strong. But as she collapsed into her hellren’s arms, she didn’t have a choice.


I’ll make it up to him, she vowed.


Somehow, sometime … she’d figure out a way to be normal.
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BACK AT THE Wolf Study Project’s headquarters, at just before six p.m., Lydia looked up from a dismal financial spreadsheet. “He’s still not here. Like, not at all?”


Candy pulled on her puffy down coat. “Nope, and before you ask, no, I didn’t put our executive director in a closet. My kidnap fantasies stop at UPS men.”


Sitting back in her chair, Lydia did some math. Peter Wynne hadn’t been in the office for a week and a half now. Unbelievable.


“Hey,” she said. “I heard the vacuum going. Are the cleaners here early? They’re supposed to come in Saturday mornings.”


“They don’t come in on Saturdays anymore.”


“So five-thirty tonight works better?” Lydia frowned when there was no response. “What aren’t you telling me. Did they quit?”


“No, they didn’t quit.” Candy walked forward and put an envelope on the desk. “Here’s your paycheck.”


“What happened to the cleaners?” As Candy fussed with something in her purse, Lydia put her pen down. “You’re kidding me.”


Candy lifted her palms like it was a holdup. “Hey, I happen to like vacuuming. And don’t get me started on Windex. I’m obsessed.”


“That’s not your job—wait, who’s going to take care of cleaning the clinic?” As Candy just lifted a brow, Lydia swallowed twelve kinds of curses. “No, Rick is not cleaning the—he needs to take care of my wolf. The wolf, I mean.”
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