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  A STORM BENEATH the Thunder Moon is both rare and powerful. My grandmother believed that on that night magic happens. She

  neglected to mention that magic could kill.




  Mid-July in northern Georgia was an air conditioner salesman’s wet dream. In theory, the creek behind my home should have been balmy. In practice, it wasn’t.




  Nevertheless, I dropped my robe and waded in; then I lifted my face to the full Thunder Moon and chanted the words my e-li-si, my great-grandmother, had taught me.




  “I stand beneath the moon and feel the power. I will possess the lightning and drink of the rain. The thunder is your song and mine.”




  I wasn’t sure what the chant was for, but it was the only one I remembered completely, so I said those words every time I came here. The repetition calmed me. The memories of my

  great-grandmother were some of the few good memories I had.




  According to her, a chant spoken in English was worthless. Only one spoken in Cherokee would work. Unfortunately, she’d died before she could teach me more than a smattering of the

  language. I’d always meant to learn more, but I’d never found the time.




  She’d left me all her books, her notes—what she called her medicine. But I couldn’t read any of the papers she’d gathered into a grade school binder, so they accumulated

  dust in the false bottom of my father’s desk.




  I’d loved her deeply, and I mourned her every day. I missed her so badly sometimes a great black cloud of depression settled over me that was very hard to shake.




  “Someday,” I whispered to the night. “Someday I’ll know all those secrets.”




  Lightning flashed, closer than it should be. The moon still shone, though clouds now skated across its surface. Thunder rumbled, a great gray beast, shaking the hills that surrounded me.




  The Blue Ridge Mountains had always been home. I could never desert them. The mountains didn’t lie, they didn’t cheat or steal, and, most important, they never left. The mountains

  would always be there.




  They were as much a part of me as my midnight hair, my light green eyes, and the skin that was so much darker than everyone else’s in town. My ancestors had been both Indian and African,

  with a good portion of Scotch-Irish mixed in.




  My toes tingled with cold, so I rose from the water and snatched my white terry-cloth robe from the ground. I slid my arms into it, and the silver glow of the moon went out as if snuffed by a

  huge heavenly hand. The wind whistled through the towering pines, sounding like an angry spirit set free of bondage.




  I stood at the creek and watched the storm come. I liked storms. They reflected all the turmoil I’d carried within me for so long.




  However, this storm was different from those that usually tumbled over my mountains—stronger, quicker, stranger. I should have started running at the first trickle of wind.




  Lightning flashed so brightly I closed my eyes, yet the imprint of the sky opening up and the electric sheen spilling out seemed scalded into my brain. The scent of ozone drifted by, and the

  thunder seemed to crash from below rather than from above.




  I opened my eyes just as the lightning flared again far too soon. A horrible, screeching wail followed, and a trail of sparks tumbled from the sky in the distance.




  “I got a bad feeling,” I murmured, then watched the roiling sky for several minutes until the cell phone in my pocket began to buzz.




  I don’t know why I’d brought the thing. Half the time I couldn’t get a signal out here. The trees were so high, the mountains so near. Often I got back to the house and

  realized I’d dropped the phone either at the creek or somewhere along the path. Nevertheless, I was too much my father’s daughter to ever leave home without it. Dad had been the sheriff

  in Lake Bluff, Georgia, too.




  “McDaniel,” I answered, wincing as needles of rain began to fall, the wind picking up and driving them into my face.




  “Grace?”




  The connection crackled, the voice on the other end breaking up. Lightning flashed again, and I wondered if I should be out here with a cell phone pressed to my head.




  Probably not.




  I started for the house and—




  Baboom!




  Thunder shook the earth. The wind whipped my long, wet hair into my eyes. The world went electric silver as lightning took over the sky.




  “Grace! You there? Grace!”




  I recognized the voice of my deputy, Cal Striker. Cal had spent most of his life in the Marines; then he’d retired after twenty and tried to relax back in the old hometown.




  Except Cal wasn’t the relaxing type. I could understand why, after tours in the Gulf War, Afghanistan, and most recently Iraq, the pace in Lake Bluff had driven him bonkers. He’d

  begged me to hire him for the open deputy position. I’d been happy to.




  “Right here, Cal.” I wasn’t sure if he could hear me. Above the wind and the rain and the thunder, I could barely hear me. “What’s the matter?”




  “We’ve got—” Crackle. Buzz. “Over on the—” Snap. “—problem.”




  Hell. What did we have on the where that was a problem? With Cal it could be anything. From a kitty cat up a tree to a domestic disturbance complete with shotguns, Cal handled

  every situation with the same calm surety.




  Cal was a big fan of Chuck Norris, which had led to no small amount of teasing from the other officers, and someone had taken to leaving Chuck Norris jokes on Cal’s desk. I thought most of

  them were hilarious. My deputy did not.




  “You’re breaking up, Cal. Say again.”




  Hurrying in the direction of home, I skidded a bit on the now-slick trail, hoping I wouldn’t fall on my ass and wind up covered in mud. I didn’t have the time.




  I burst into my backyard and cursed. The house was dark. The storm had knocked out the electricity, probably all over Lake Bluff. The phones would be ringing off the hook at the station. I

  don’t know why people thought the sheriff’s department could do anything, but whenever when we lost power the switchboard lit up to tell us all about it.




  “Grace.” Cal’s voice was much clearer now that I’d escaped the interference of the towering pines. “Look to the north.”




  I turned, squinted, frowned at the slightly orange glow blooming against the midnight sky, right about where that weird flash of sparks would have landed.




  “I’m on my way,” I said, and hurried into the house.




  With no electricity and no moon spilling in through the windows, the place seemed foreign. Corners of furniture reached out and smacked my shins. I could stop and light a candle, try to find a

  flashlight, although it probably wouldn’t have any working batteries, but I was possessed by a sense of urgency.




  I kept seeing that orange glow in my head, and I didn’t like it. Forest fires were extremely dangerous. They could sweep down the side of a mountain and right through a town. They’ve

  been known to jump highways and waterways, leaving behind acres of blackened stumps and devastated dreams.




  I stumbled up the stairs to my room, found a towel, tossed the damp robe into the tub, then put on the same uniform I’d just taken off. As I shoved my .40-caliber Glock into the holster, I

  stepped onto the second-floor landing. The window rattled, and I turned in that direction, figuring the wind had shifted.




  A great black shadow loomed, and my fingers tightened on the grip of the gun. Wings beat against the glass; a beak tapped. I couldn’t catch my breath, and when I did I emitted a choking

  gasp that frightened me almost as badly as the bird had.




  Then the thing was gone, and I was left staring at the rain running down the windowpane. How odd. Birds didn’t usually fly during bad weather.




  Heading downstairs, I dismissed the strange behavior of the wildlife in my concern for Lake Bluff and its citizens. I hoped the deluge had put out any fire caused by the lightning, but I had to

  be sure.




  I ran through the rain and jumped into my squad car, then headed down the long lane that led to the highway. Once there, I hit the lights and the siren. I wanted everyone who might be stupid

  enough to be out right now to see and hear me coming.




  My headlights reflected off the pavement, revealing sheets of water cascading over the road ahead of me. The trees bent at insane angles. My wipers brushed twigs, leaves, and pine needles off my

  windshield along with the rain. I glanced in my rearview mirror just as a huge tree limb slammed onto the road behind me.




  “Great.” I fumbled with the radio. “I have a ten-fifty-three on the highway just north of my place. Tree limb big enough to jackknife a semi.”




  “Ten-four, Sheriff.”




  My dispatcher, Jordan Striker, was mature beyond her twenty years and as sharp as the stilettos she insisted on wearing to work. She was Cal’s daughter, and while the two of them

  didn’t see eye-to-eye on much, they shared a sense of responsibility to the community that I admired.




  Jordan’s mom had hung around Lake Bluff after the divorce, but the instant Jordan turned eighteen, she was gone. I never did hear where.




  Jordan dreamed of attending Duke University. She had the grades but not the money, which is how she’d ended up working for me.




  “I’ll send a car as soon as I can,” she continued. “Everyone’s out on calls. Storm’s something else.”




  “Try the highway crew. We need to get that tree off the road. Some dumb ass who doesn’t have the sense to stay in during a mess like this will run aground on the thing, and then

  we’ll have a pileup.”




  “The world is full of dumb asses,” Jordan agreed.




  As I said, wise beyond her years.




  I continued toward the place where I’d seen the orange glow. The sparks had appeared to fall near Brasstown Bald, the highest peak in the spine of mountains known as Wolfpen Ridge. Despite

  the name, there were no wolves in the Blue Ridge, hadn’t been for centuries.




  Static spilled from my radio, along with Cal’s voice. “Grace, take the turn just past Galilean Drive. Careful, it’s a swamp back here.”




  I followed his directions to the end of what would have been a dirt road but was now a mud puddle. Illuminated by the flare of headlights from his squad car, Cal wore a yellow rain slicker and

  the extremely ugly hat that came with our uniform. A hat I never wore unless I had to.




  With a sigh I slipped into my own slicker and slapped the wide-brimmed, tree-bark brown Stetson wannabe on top of my still-damp hair.




  “Where’s the fire?” I asked as I joined Cal at the edge of the tree line.




  “Not sure. I saw it. So did you. Hell, so did everyone in a mile radius. But by the time I got here, nothing.”




  Considering the wind and the rain, the fire had probably gone out. However, the proximity of the town required us to be certain. All we needed was for the thickness of the trees to protect one

  small ember, which would smolder and burst into flames the instant we turned our backs.




  “You sure this is the place?”




  Cal nodded. He wasn’t a particularly tall man, maybe an inch more than my own five-ten, but he was imposing, still ripped, despite two years out of the Corps. I doubted I could even get my

  hands around his neck, if I was so inclined. Cal wore his light brown hair in the style of the USMC, and his face was lined from tours spent in countries that had a lot more sun and wind and sand

  than we ever could.




  “Ward Beecher called it in,” Cal continued. “Said all the trees were ablaze. He smelled the smoke.”




  I frowned. Ward Beecher wasn’t a nut. He was the pastor of the Lake Bluff Baptist Church. I doubted he was much of a liar, either, and he lived not more than half a mile from this

  spot.




  “There’s nothing now.” I walked around the clearing. The trees, the grass, the ground were all dripping wet; I couldn’t find a single charred pine needle.




  “ ’Cept this.” Cal indicated an area in front of his car.




  I joined him at the edge of a fairly large hole, which reminded me of photos I’d seen of meteor sites. Except there wasn’t a rock of any noticeable size to be had.




  “Could have been here forever,” I said.




  “Mebe.”




  He didn’t sound convinced, but what other explanation was there? The hole was empty. Unless—




  I went down on one knee, ignoring the mud that soaked through my uniform—I was already drenched—and studied the ground.




  “You think someone was here before us?” Cal asked. “Took whatever it was that fell?”




  I didn’t answer, just continued to look. I was the best tracker in the county. My father had made certain of that. But sometimes, like now, being the best wasn’t any damn good at

  all.




  “The rain’s washed away the top layer of dirt,” I said. “An elephant could have come through here and I wouldn’t find a trace of it.”




  I straightened, my gaze drawn to the tree line just as a low, bulky shadow took the shape of a wolf.




  I didn’t like that one bit. We’d had a little problem with wolves last summer.




  Werewolves, to be exact.




  I hadn’t believed it, either—until some really strange things had started happening. Turned out there were werewolves all over the place. There was even a secret government society

  charged with killing them.




  I’d thought they’d all been eliminated or cured—no one had died a horrific, bloody death in months.




  But maybe I was wrong.















  2




  BY THE TIME I drew my Glock, the animal had melted into the trees on the north side of the clearing and disappeared. I ran

  after it anyway, even though I didn’t have any silver bullets.




  In this gun.




  “What’s the matter?” Cal followed; he had his weapon out, too.




  “You didn’t see the—?” I stopped. Had I really seen a wolf?




  Yes.




  Did I want to tell Cal?




  No.




  “Never mind.” I put away the Glock. “A shadow. Maybe a bear.”




  Not a wolf in these mountains, but bears we had.




  Cal narrowed his blue-gray eyes on the trees. “They don’t usually come this close to people.”




  “Which might be why it took off so fast.”




  “Mmm.” Cal holstered his weapon, but he kept his hand on his belt just in case.




  I was kind of surprised he hadn’t seen the wolf. The animal had been right in front of him; he should have at least detected a movement, even if he had been focused on the mysterious

  gaping hole in the earth.




  I checked the ground but found no tracks. Though the rain still fell in a steady stream, a bear would have left some kind of indentation. A wolf should have, too.




  “We may as well head back,” I said. “I’m sure Jordan has a list of problems the length of my arm for us to deal with.”




  “Probably,” Cal agreed. “What do you think that orange glow was?”




  “A reflection?”




  “Off a UFO?”




  “Okay.” Hell, stranger things had happened—right here in Lake Bluff.




  Cal laughed at my easy agreement. “Anyone else live out here we could talk to? Maybe they saw something.”




  “My great-grandmother had a friend who lived—” I waved in a vague northerly direction. “Although I’m not sure how much she can see or hear anymore.”




  I hadn’t been to visit Quatie in a long time. My great-grandmother had asked me to check on her whenever I was in the area, but I’d had a helluva year, considering the werewolves,

  and I’d forgotten. I needed to remedy that ASAP.




  “Probably not worth going over there,” Cal said.




  “No,” I agreed, but made a mental note to stop by another day.




  We got into our cars and reached the highway without getting stuck. Then Cal went one way and I went the other.




  I decided to drive straight to the mayor’s house. Claire Kennedy was not only in charge of this town, but werewolves had nearly killed her, and her husband, Malachi Cartwright, knew more

  about them than anyone.




  Myself, I’d been skeptical about the supernatural. Even though my great-grandmother had been a medicine woman of incredible power and she’d believed in magic, I’d been tugged

  in two directions. I’d wanted to be like her; I’d wanted to believe. But I’d also wanted to please my father—hadn’t learned until much later that such a thing was

  impossible—and he’d been a cop, filled with skepticism, requiring facts. I’d been confused, torn—until last summer when I’d had no choice but to accept the

  unacceptable.




  I turned the squad car toward Claire’s place, uncaring that it was nearly midnight and she had a new baby. Claire would want to hear about this.




  Before my tires completed twenty revolutions, headlights wavered on the other side of a rise. I was just reaching for the siren when a car came over the hill, took the curve too fast, and

  skidded across the yellow line. Out of control, it headed straight for me.




  I yanked the wheel to the right, hoping to avoid both a head-on collision and being hit in the driver’s side door. The oncoming car glanced off my bumper, but the combination of speed and

  slick pavement sent me spinning. I was unable to gain control of the squad before I slammed into the nearest tree.




  My air bag imploded, smacking me in the face so hard my head snapped back; then everything went black.
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  I awoke to the sound of the rain and the distant beat of something that could have been a drum. Maybe thunder.




  No, that wasn’t right.




  I frowned and then groaned as pain exploded across my face and chest. Slowly I opened my eyes.




  The squad was crumpled against the trunk of a towering oak, my face squished into the air bag. I tasted blood.




  The car wasn’t running. The radio was smashed. I felt for my cell phone, peered blearily at the display, which read: No service.




  I was dizzy, nauseous. A quick glance into the rearview mirror didn’t reveal much, although from the dark splotches on my shadowy face, I just might have broken my nose.




  I released the seat belt and fought my way from the car. Then I stood alone on a deserted, rain-drenched road. The prick who’d hit me had taken off. He was going to be toast when I got

  hold of him.




  The rain had already drenched me to the skin. I’d removed my slicker when I’d gotten in the car. My head had been too fuzzy to remember to put it back on before I’d climbed

  out.




  The trees spun. I wanted to sit. Instead, I leaned against the rear bumper and grasped for a coherent thought.




  I was stuck in the mountains with no way to contact anyone. I could walk back to Lake Bluff; I’d probably have to. Just not right now.




  Branches rustled. I blinked the rain from my lashes. Everything was still blurry. I could see my nose swelling up. I was going to have two black eyes. Wouldn’t be the first time. I did

  have four older brothers.




  Not that they’d beat on me—much—but I’d always tried to keep up with them, and with the lack of supervision that came from a father obsessed with his job and a mother

  who’d taken off when I was three, I’d often ended up bruised and bloody.




  I’d also ended up tough, able to take care of myself and compartmentalize pain, which were exactly the skills I needed right now.




  “Thanks George, Gerry, Greg, and Gene,” I muttered.




  I’d often wondered if my mother had chosen names that began with G for sentimental reasons or because she hadn’t cared enough to be original. Unless she showed up one day, and

  I wasn’t holding my breath, I’d never know. My brothers had refused to speak of her, as had my father.




  Had her desertion screwed me up? Sure. Whenever I cared about someone, I knew it was only a matter of time until they left. So far, no one had disappointed me.




  I moved closer to the edge of the trees. Even though I was dizzy, my head ached, and I wasn’t sure just how “with it” I was, those trees were bugging me. They weren’t

  swaying with the wind, as I’d first thought, but shaking as if something was coming.




  I drew my gun. Would I even be able to hit anything in my condition? Would a lead bullet do me any good tonight?




  Why hadn’t I given in to my own unease and started loading all my weapons with the specially made silver bullets I’d ordered last summer? I was the boss here. No one would say

  anything.




  To my face.




  I spread my feet, clasped the weapon with two hands, trying to steady it. Whatever was coming was big.




  I heard again that weird rumble—not thunder, not drums, maybe the wind, I wasn’t sure. Then a shadowy figure appeared between the pines.




  Too tall to be a wolf, too thin to be a bear—my mind wasn’t firing on all cylinders or I’d have recognized a man even before he popped out of the forest and stopped dead,

  staring at my gun.




  “Usually takes people a day or two before they want to shoot me,” he said.




  His accent was odd—not Southern, not Northern, but something in between. I couldn’t see his face in the darkness, but he was several inches taller than me, with wide shoulders

  tapering to a lanky build. His hair was long, dark, and as soaked as mine.




  I tightened my fingers on the grip as the world wavered. “What . . . what are you—?”




  I’d meant to ask what he was doing out in the rain, but suddenly everything shimmered, whirled, and my entire body jarred as my knees hit the pavement.




  “Hey,” the guy said, hurrying forward. “You’re hurt.”




  “What was your first clue?” I muttered, and then I passed out again.




  I wasn’t unconscious long, or at least I didn’t think so. The storm still raged; the stranger rested on his heels next to me. His fingers flitted over my face, my neck, then pressed

  just below my ear.




  I slapped him. “Watch it.”




  “I’m a doctor.”




  “That’s what they all say.”




  He hesitated, as if he wasn’t quite sure I was kidding, or maybe he just didn’t find me funny. So few people did.




  I still couldn’t see his face. The moon remained hidden by the clouds, and we were hell and gone from any streetlights.




  I lay on grass instead of pavement. The guy had had the good sense to drag me out of the road. If he’d wanted me dead, he could have left me there.




  And why would he want me dead? As he’d said, it usually took people a few days to wish for that.




  His hand fell away from my neck, and chilled from the deluge, I missed its warmth. Rain dripped from his head onto my own.




  “You’ll live,” he said.




  “Goody.”




  He sat back on his heels. “What happened?”




  “Idiot driving too fast. Came over the hill, skidded into me; then I hit that tree and kabam—air-bag face.”




  He laughed, or maybe he coughed, I wasn’t sure which. “I don’t think you broke your nose, though you should probably have X-rays just to be sure.”




  “Why? Can anything be done about a broken nose?”




  “Depends how broken it is. You probably don’t want a permanent bump or a crook in the middle.”




  I could care less how I looked. I’d been told a hundred and one times I was beautiful and exotic. What I wanted to be was average, normal, loved, but it wasn’t going to happen.




  “Since you lost consciousness for a minute,” he continued, “you’re probably concussed.”




  “Wouldn’t be the first time.”




  “Because?”




  “I’ve got brothers.”




  “Ah, then you know the drill.”




  I did, if I could only remember, which, come to think of it, was a symptom of a concussion.




  He must have seen my confusion, because he kept talking. “If you start to throw up, get to a doctor. Have someone wake you once in the night.”




  I snorted, which made my head and nose scream. The only someone at my place was me. Not that I’d be getting any sleep tonight anyway.




  “Ice for your face,” he finished.




  The wind picked up and slapped a hank of his hair across his eyes. He lifted a hand and shoved it back. A stray shaft of moonlight sparked off his ring. I couldn’t tell if the circlet was

  silver or gold.




  He turned his head as if he’d heard something and a single, thin braid swung free, tangled with a feather of some kind. In the slight gray light his profile revealed a sharp blade of a

  nose and a slash of cheekbones any model would kill for.




  This guy was as Indian as I was.




  Had he walked out of the past? Was he a ghost? An immortal? How hard had I hit my head?




  “Let me help you stand,” he said.




  I wanted to lie there a while longer, but a flash of red and blue lit the sky, and beneath me the ground vibrated with the roll of tires approaching from the direction he’d been staring.

  How had he sensed the car before I had?




  I managed to gain my feet. My rescuer let me go, and I was pleased when I didn’t fall down.




  The squad came over the hill. I lifted an arm, but Cal was already pulling over in front of my mangled vehicle.




  He jumped out, ran over. “You okay, Grace?”




  “So he says.” I waved my hand toward the stranger.




  Cal’s face creased in confusion. “So who says?”




  I turned to ask the man’s name, but no one was there.
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  YOU’RE STARTING TO worry me,” Cal said.




  “I’m starting to worry myself.”




  I strode to the edge of the trees. Too much grass to distinguish any footprints. I found small areas of indentation, but with the rain they could have been from anything.




  First the disappearing wolf and then the disappearing man. Were they connected?




  “Yeah,” I muttered.




  “Grace?”




  Talking to myself again. People who lived alone often did. I should probably stop, but I doubted I could.




  “Never mind,” I said. “How’d you find me?”




  “Nine-one-one call from a cell. Probably the guy who hit you.”




  “Jerk,” I muttered, although I was grateful someone had called. “I guess you’ll have to take me home.”




  “I’m taking you to the hospital.”




  “No, you aren’t.”




  “There’s blood all over you!”




  “Which is why I want to change my uniform before I go back out.”




  “You’re not going back out. Not tonight.”




  “You seem to be under the impression that you’re the boss of me,” I said.




  Cal’s lips tightened, but when he spoke his voice was nothing but calm. Talk about the patience of a saint. “You can’t drive around, especially in this mess, when you’re

  dizzy. At least take the rest of the night off.” He jerked a thumb toward my ruined vehicle. “You’re going to have a hard time getting that thing to run anyway.”




  “I have a car of my own, Cal.”




  He mumbled something that I instinctively knew I didn’t want to hear. Cal was just trying to look after me, but I wasn’t very good at being looked after.




  “Take me home,” I ordered.




  The short drive to my house was accomplished in total silence. When I tried to get out of the car, my head ached so badly my stomach rolled.




  I glanced at Cal and sighed. “Okay, you win. I’ll go to bed, but call me if anything serious happens.”




  From his somewhat sarcastic salute, there was nothing Cal would consider serious enough to wake me for tonight.




  I hesitated. My father had rarely delegated authority. If he were here now he’d sneer and call me a girl. In my family, the ultimate insult.




  “You need help getting inside?” Cal asked.




  “Not since the mayor and I split a box of cheap wine when we were sixteen and I puked for three days.”




  “You two must have been a real treat.”




  “Oh yeah, we were swell.”




  I made it to the porch, then lifted my hand as Cal turned his car and went back to work.




  I was mud splattered, blood spattered; my uniform had been soaked and partially dried so many times it was stiff and uncomfortable. My hair had come loose from its braid and slapped against my

  neck like wiry hanks of hay.




  A long, hot shower eased the stiffness, the mud, and the blood from my body and face. I took a bag of ice to bed. It wasn’t the first time.




  I set my alarm for 3:00 A.M., happy that I woke easily when it rang. The ice bag was water. I tossed it to the floor and went back to sleep.




  I dreamed of lightning and of birds trapped in a glass box so that the beat of their terrified wings sounded like distant thunder. My eyes snapped open as I realized what that odd sound had been

  in the woods last night.




  “The wings of a really big bird.” I shook my head and was rewarded with a dull ache behind my puffy eyes.




  I was more concussed than I thought. I’d heard the wind, maybe thunder. There was no bird big enough to create the sound that had seemed to make the earth, the trees, the very air

  shudder.




  Of course there weren’t any wolves in Georgia, either, but last summer we’d had some. We might have some again, considering what I’d seen in the storm.




  I climbed out of bed, got dressed, and went to see Claire.




  Most nights it took me a while to fall asleep. As a result, I often overslept and had to race to work, hair still wet after I’d drunk a single cup of coffee in the shower.




  This morning, dawn had just spilled over the horizon as I drove my dad’s faded red pickup down Center Street. A bread truck was parked outside the Good Eatin’ Café. The

  open sign sprang to life in the Center Perk as I went by. The coffee shop specialized in the fancy lattes and teas popular in big cities—over the summer we earned a good portion of our

  income off the tourists—but the Perk also sold good old-fashioned java in a go-cup to appease the locals, like me.




  A moving van idled in front of what used to be a doll shop, until eighteen months ago when the owner died. The store had been empty ever since. I made a mental note to see who’d bought the

  place and then welcome him or her to the neighborhood.




  Claire owned the largest house in Lake Bluff. Not that she’d planned to, but when her dad—the former mayor—had died, he’d left her not only the family homestead but also

  his job.




  Claire had never wanted to be the mayor. She’d wanted to be a news anchor, and she’d run off to Atlanta to do it. There she’d discovered that the talent and brains that had

  made her hot shit in Lake Bluff only made her average, or less, in the big city. She’d wound up a producer instead, and she hadn’t liked it.




  She did like being the mayor, and she was a good one. Much to her own, and pretty much everyone else’s, surprise.




  I was just glad to have her back. Claire and I had been pals since our mothers had left. Hers to Heaven, mine to Lord only knew where.




  Our fathers had been friends, too—the mayor and the sheriff—and they’d thrown us together often, leaving one or another of my brothers in charge. Claire and I had survived.

  Then, as now, we’d depended on each other.




  I parked in front of the white rambling two-story near the end of Center Street. Claire walked to work every day, as her father had before her. In a town of just under five thousand, nothing was

  very far away.




  The door opened before I knocked.




  “Who hit you?” Claire demanded. “And what did you say to make them?”




  Her hands were clenched into fists, and she appeared ready to take on anyone who’d dared touch me. Not that she wouldn’t get her ass kicked. Claire was a girl in the true sense of

  the word—soft, round, with the fire red hair, moon-pale skin, and clear blue eyes of her Scotch-Irish ancestors.




  “Why do you think I said something?” I demanded.




  “Because you always do?”




  “Not this time. My face had an intimate encounter with an air bag.”




  Her fingers unfurled. “Are you okay?”




  “Fine. But the squad car doesn’t look half as good as I do.”




  She lifted a brow. “Lucky we can afford another.”




  Since Claire had taken over, the town treasury had done a complete about-face. Not only had our last Full Moon Festival been a huge success, despite the werewolves, but she’d also figured

  out a lot of other ways to bring tourists to town the whole year through, instead of only during that single week in August.




  “There’s something I have to talk to you about,” I said.




  Claire waved me inside and headed for the kitchen. “Coffee?”




  “God, yes.”




  I glanced around for Oprah, the cat—named during Claire’s talk-show-host phase—before I remembered that she’d developed an instant adoration for the baby and rarely left

  his side.




  Whenever Noah slept in his crib, Oprah lay beneath it. If he fell asleep anywhere in the house, she stayed right next to him, and if anyone came in the room, she set up a squalling that would

  wake the dead yet never seemed to wake the baby. Oprah was the next best thing to a watchdog Claire could find.




  “Where are the guys?” I asked.




  “Still sleeping, thank God.”




  Claire had married Malachi Cartwright early last fall. Their son, Noah, had been born in May, which meant Claire was getting far too little sleep. Luckily, Mal took care of the baby during the

  day so she could take care of Lake Bluff.




  Mal was an oddity here, and not just because he was a househusband. He had come to town with his band of traveling Gypsies to entertain at the festival. After a whole lot of spooky stuff had

  gone on, he’d stayed behind when the rest of his people left.




  From the beginning a more unlikely pair could not be imagined—the mayor and the Gypsy horse trainer, the First Lady of Lake Bluff and the hired help. I could go on and on, making

  comparisons directly out of historical fiction. But the truth was, they’d been destined to meet, fated to fall in love, and they were the happiest couple I’d ever seen. I guess Claire

  had forgiven, if not forgotten, that Malachi had come here to kill her.




  Claire set two mugs on the table, and we each took a chair. “What’s going on?” she asked.




  Quickly I told her about the previous night. The strange, flickering light. The fire that wasn’t. The crater and the wolf.




  “Not again,” Claire muttered.




  “I’m not certain I really saw it. When I checked for tracks, there weren’t any.”




  “You expected to find tracks in a storm like the one we had last night?”




  I shrugged. “You never know.”




  “Did you hear a howl?”




  “Nothing but thunder and wind.” And the rhythmic beat of the giant wings of an invisible bird. I decided to keep that to myself.




  “There was also a man. He came from nowhere.”




  “As in now you see him, now you don’t?”




  “Not sure. He was in the woods. I couldn’t make out his face clearly, but he was Indian. For a second I thought—” I broke off, remembering. “Grandmother used to

  tell a story about a band of Cherokee who’d hidden in the mountains to escape the Trail of Tears. They hid so well that eventually they become both immortal and invisible.”




  “I guess you had hit your head.”




  Though I’d thought the same thing, I couldn’t resist needling her. I could rarely resist needling anyone.




  “This from a woman who saw people turn into animals.”




  She toasted me with her mug. “Got me there.”




  I tapped my own mug against hers, then drank. “After my head cleared, it occurred to me that a wolf had gone into those trees and, not too long after, a man had popped out.”




  “Did the wolf have the eyes of the man?” Claire asked.




  We’d discovered last summer that a werewolf resembled a real wolf in every way—except for the human eyes.




  I tried to remember the eyes of the wolf, the eyes of the man, but I couldn’t. I would think I’d recall something as bizarre as human eyes in the face of a wolf, but with the

  residual effects of the concussion . . .




  “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I have certain gaps in the gray matter since the air-bag incident.”




  Concern washed over her face. “You want an aspirin?”




  “No, Mom, but thanks.”




  “Watch it, or I won’t let you hold Noah when he gets up.”




  I had a serious weakness for Noah Cartwright. Who’d have thought that rough, tough, gun-toting, order-giving Grace McDaniel would go gooey over a baby? Certainly not me.




  “Sadly, I’m not going to be able to wait for His Highness to get out of the crib.” I stood, draining the rest of my coffee in one gulp.




  “I’ll mention what you told me to Mal.” Claire and I went to the front door. “He’s pretty good at spotting the unusual.”




  Considering Mal had been cursed to wander the earth for centuries, he’d had his share of experience with shape-shifters.




  “That’d be great,” I said.




  I’d do it myself, but I had the distinct feeling I’d be a little busy with the human inhabitants of Lake Bluff for the next several days. Having never actually seen a werewolf, I was

  at a disadvantage. Not that I didn’t believe they were real. Long before they’d shown up, I’d seen other equally amazing things, which had eventually made me a convert.




  “I’ll be in and out this week.” I stepped onto the porch, marveling at the bright sunshine after such a terrible storm. “I’m going to have to check on all the

  people in outlying areas.”




  There were still quite a few old-timers who insisted on living in the mountains without a phone or even electricity. Hell, there were a few new-timers who thought it was all the rage. I thought

  they were nuts. Probably because every time a natural disaster occurred I had to check on them.




  “Feel free to rack up the overtime,” Claire said.




  “Oh, I’d planned on it.”




  I headed down the hill where the sheriff’s department shared a square of land with town hall. Instead of turning into the parking lot, I continued on to where the moving van had been

  parked earlier but was no longer. The front door of the store stood open, so I walked in.




  I probably should have called out, but the place was empty. Had the moving van been taking things away rather than delivering them?




  Smart thieves usually pretended they belonged somewhere, that what they were taking was theirs by right, and few people questioned them. What better way to clean out a place than to hire a

  moving van and dress like a mover?




  I’d just turned, determined to find out if anyone had bought this place, when a floorboard creaked upstairs.




  Slowly I lifted my head. I’d forgotten an apartment occupied the second floor.




  Through the back door of the shop, in a small space that used to be a called a mudroom, lay a staircase. The stairs led up to a long, shadowed hallway full of closed doors, except for the last

  one at the opposite end, which gaped open. As I headed in that direction, I had the sudden sensation of being watched. A quick glance over my shoulder revealed nothing.




  One door, two, three doors, four—I opened my mouth to announce myself and a whisper of air brushed the back of my neck.




  Impatiently I turned, trying to stop my overactive imagination from harassing me by giving it a full view of an empty hallway.




  The man was so close my breasts brushed his chest.
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  INSTINCT TOOK OVER, and I reached for my gun. He grabbed my wrist before I was halfway there. My left hand swung for his

  head, and he caught that one, too. Then we stared at each other, him grasping my wrists tight enough to bruise, our bodies so close every breath skimmed the front of me against the front of

  him.




  He wore a black suit and tie with a shirt so white it glowed even in the dim light. But the suit wasn’t what threw me—it was the long hair adorned with a single braid and an eagle

  feather.




  At least I hadn’t imagined him.




  He didn’t look Indian in this light, except for the feather. His skin was much fairer than mine, and his eyes were an oddly light shade—not brown, not green, not gray, but a swirling

  combination of all three.




  “Hey!” I tugged on my hands.




  He didn’t budge; he didn’t speak as his gaze wandered over my face. I struggled; I couldn’t help it. Ever since my oldest brother, George, had held me down while Greg painted

  my face with maple syrup, I got a little wiggy when trapped.




  I continued to thrash. He continued to ignore me. The friction created by all that rubbing started to feel better than it should. My nipples, despite the protection of a padded bra, responded,

  which only made my breathing and the subsequent friction increase.




  I considered kicking him in the shin, but from the strength of his grip and the expression on his face, he’d continue to hold me anyway.




  “You often sneak into private property and pull a gun on people?” he asked.




  “Only when I see a previously abandoned storefront with an open door and then someone creeps up on me. You’re asking for trouble.”




  “I hear that a lot.”




  “You’re gonna hear more than that if you don’t let me go. Catchy phrases like ‘assaulting an officer’ and ‘held without bond.’”




  His only response was a smile that flashed his slightly crooked but very white teeth. However, he did loosen his hold. I backed up, absently rubbing first one wrist and then the other.




  My gaze caught on the eagle feather. In Cherokee tradition, only great warriors dared to wear the trappings of the sacred bird. Did he know that? Did he care?




  “How’s your head?” he asked.




  “About to explode.”




  “It shouldn’t hurt that badly still.”




  He moved so quickly I couldn’t think, let alone escape, yanking me so close my nose scraped against his shirt as he began to probe my skull.




  “Ow!” I shoved him away, even though he’d smelled really good, as if he’d rubbed fresh mint leaves all over his skin.




  He stared at me with a combination of bemusement and concern.




  “My head’s fine,” I said. “Why’d you sneak up on me?”




  “I didn’t sneak.”




  “I didn’t hear anything.”




  “I’ve always been quiet.”




  He was a lot more than quiet. I was quiet. My father had trained me to track both man and beast in complete silence, but this guy had tracked me. Something about him set my instincts

  humming—or maybe that was just my libido.




  “Who are you?” I asked.




  “I told you last night, or don’t you remember?”




  “You said you were a doctor, yet I find you creeping around abandoned storefronts manhandling women.”




  His lips curved. “You didn’t mind.”




  If I could blush I’d have been beet red. As it was, my blood pressure went up so fast my pulse seemed to pound out a painful song behind my blackened eyes.




  “I should take you in for squatting in an abandoned building.”




  “Do I look like a squatter?”




  I took the opportunity to give him the once-over. In contrast to his expensive tailored suit, he wore sandals. His right ring finger sported the band I’d noticed last night, glaringly gold

  in the sunlight. I’d think it was a wedding ring, except he wore it on the wrong hand.




  “Officer?” he pressed when I continued to stare.
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