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            Prologue

          

          New Jersey Pine Barrens

        

      

    

    
      He stalked the forest in search of prey.

      One lone hunter sent into the wilds of America to bring the downfall of an entire lair and teach the meddling New Jersey Immorati conclave a lesson.

      He could do it. He’d done it before, back home in the old country.

      The sweet fragrance of fresh-tilled earth clung on the air and permeated all it touched. Life, death, and rebirth, the grand circle, all found in the rich marshes of the New Jersey Pine Barrens.

      Cloaked in the pungent peat came the harsh sting of Corpesetti sweat, anointing the foliage as the beast passed through the forest on the way to his lair.

      He sniffed again. No doubt the Corpesetti had been male, and on the hunt for a mate.

      The wind kicked up, bringing with it the alluring scent of a female. This one human. The sweet fragrance of her sex called to him.  He’d always loved the scent of human females. So fragile. So sweet. So mortal. Different from his kind—ignorant of their existence.

      He took a deep breath and let the perfumed air stir him to full erectness.

      She was the one. No matter if she did not bleed Immorati blood. The world would not care. They would only see the mutilated corpse of a woman, her heart ripped from her chest. The alliance between Immorati and Corpesetti would fall if it appeared the devils had begun to hunt human flesh—to dishonor the pact.

      Oh, yes. Her death would be the one to start the war.

      The covenant broken.
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          Pine Haven

        

      

    

    
      Maura Manning pumped her bent arms with each quick stride. The weighted workout gloves were drenched in palm sweat. Ugh, she hated working out, but it was either that or suffer the fate of all the women in her family and live the destiny of middle-aged spread. Granted, she had quite a few years to go before she hit middle age, but she intended to head the spread off at the pass.

      The sun had set about a half hour before, but that didn’t stop her from doing her power walk around the park. With darkness, the park’s automatic lights had come on, illuminating the track for those after-hours exercisers like herself.

      Sweat ran down her forehead and curled the tiny hairs that framed her face. Her ponytail swung back and forth with each movement and slapped her from shoulder to shoulder. The metronome effect helped to keep her paced as she worked. She’d use any motivation to help count the laps and keep her from quitting early to indulge in a greasy cheeseburger at the diner.

      A car rolled by on the access road. A rack of lights sat on top identifying it as a police cruiser. Karl’s departmental vehicle. Her heart lurched as it did every time she saw him or even thought about him.

      She picked up the pace and tried not to dwell on where he was headed, or where he’d been. In the year and a half since Edie Campbell married Aidan LaMont and left Pine Haven, Maura tortured herself more than once wondering if Karl would open his eyes and see her as a woman. Hell, simply see her as anything other than Tommy Manning’s kid sister. Lord knew it had been years since she’d been a kid.

      The track turned and edged closer to the forest. A breeze blew across her skin, cooling the sweat on the back of her neck. This was the worst part of the course, the side of the park closest to the trees. She would never forget the sight at the fall festival when the Jersey Devil charged from the woods and attacked Edie.

      There had been so much blood. It had painted the broken remains of the fair kiosk and pooled on the ground beneath her. And there at her side, had been Karl, pleading with her to live. All Maura had been able to do was stand in frozen shock and watch the scene as if it were being played out on a movie screen and not in the park of her hometown.  The Jersey Devil had shown his colors and they were vivid red.

      A snapped twig in the underbrush caught her attention. Something large moved along the tree line. She picked up speed, taking her brisk walk into a jog.

      Oh God! Please let that be a bear.

      At least with a bear she knew what to expect, how to react. Not that she’d welcome one. Fear clogged her throat. Surely it was only an animal. Maybe even a stray dog or a raccoon. But that big? No, that was definitely something bigger.

      The snapping grew to rustling. The trees shook. She left the track, intent on cutting across the park.

      Maura turned to look in horror as the being charged, vivid as a nightmare. She tried to run, but a pair of strong arms locked around her waist, pulling her from behind.

      The assailant dragged her into the trees. She kicked at his shins, trying to reach any place on him that might slow him down or even stop the assault.

      “No!”

      This time she wouldn’t be silent—couldn’t be silent. A film reel of rape scenes played behind her closed eyelids. She thrashed and kicked, sawing her body back and forth. He’d grabbed her so her arms were manacled in his embrace. She struggled to free them, but it was as useless as fighting against solid steel.

      If she could only get her hands up and hit him in the head with the weighted gloves. That would pack an extra punch that her own strength might not manage alone. Not against a determined attacker.

      When he’d dragged her a good way into the woods, he threw her to the ground. Long nails extended from a huge hand and reflected light from the moon as it came through the parted leaves.

      She looked up trying to find his face in the long, dark forever under the hood of his robe. All the while she continued to scream. Her throat grew raw from it and her voice cracked.

      He pulled his arm back, preparing to strike. Maura waited until he could no longer alter his path then rolled to her side. The long claws raked across her side and hip, slicing deeply.

      Pain exploded along her nerve endings. The warm rush of blood bathed her side, soaking into the ground. The thick, metallic scent hit her nose. She would die here in the woods and no one would know until they found her rotting body. But she wouldn’t go quietly.

      “Help me! He’s going to kill me!” She tried to project her voice but was afraid the sound got lost in her sore throat.

      He grabbed her shirt and turned her over onto her back. The lightweight fabric of her hoodie ripped with one good tug. He maneuvered a finger under her bra strap and severed it with the same razor-sharp claws he’d used to rent her flesh. With her breasts exposed to the cool night air, her nipples pebbled painfully. He took advantage of her vulnerable state, and ran a large calloused hand over them, tugging on the hardened peaks.

      She tried to push his hand away, tried to cover herself from his vile touch. He simply knocked her hand away then straddled her pelvis. The thick, heavy erection slid against her velour-covered mound.

      A crash through the brush signaled help—or was it another attacker come to assist the first? A loud angry roar exploded from deeper in the forest. The sounds of branches breaking, and leaves being crushed under the weight of heavy feet grew closer.

      Her attacker seemed unmoved by the impending interruption, and instead ran his fingers through her blood, smearing it up her torso and across her breasts. Then he leaned over and licked it from her skin.

      The stench of the blood and the feel of his tongue brought a lump to her throat. Clouds shifted, and the darkness became almost absolute.

      “Help me.” There was something terribly wrong. The words sounded faint and distant. Blackness enveloped her, as a second man joined the first. She hated that she sounded so weak, but the power to yell any louder seemed to fade with the light.

      Snarls and angry shouts rained down on her from above with a tinny quality one might hear from inside a tube. She lay on the distal end from the noise.

      Then all was quiet save the labored breathing of someone who leaned over her.

      Gentle fingers found the pulse in her neck and held there, then brushed the hair from her face.

      “Fear not. I will get you to safety.”

      “Karl?” she murmured.

      “No, angel. Lemar.”
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      Lemar knew the exact moment the woman in his arms lost consciousness. Her delicate hand had let go of his robe; her arm hung limply toward the ground. Blood continued to drip, leaving a trail of gore in their wake.

      He’d have to send a runner back to cover their tracks. The Corpesetti may be on the verge of making an overture to the mortals, but he’d be damned twice before he would allow them to find the lair.

      Originally, he’d wanted to take the injured woman to the Immorati compound, to their physician, but it was too far, and the bleeding had not slowed. He had to settle for the lair and hope she didn’t become alarmed and hurt herself when she woke inside the walls with a horde of Corpesetti surrounding her. Taking her into town would have been out of the question. He would have needed to stay with her until someone found her, and he feared she didn’t have the luxury of time.

      The mound of dirt and tree cover that hid the lair from the curious eyes of the world came into sharp focus as he neared. The woman in his arms did not stir as they entered the underbrush and he carried her down the long, covered walkway to the great room.

      “I need bandages and sealer quickly,” he commanded to two of the younger males who sat together looking over a book.

      Aris stood, his mouth hanging open to reveal his fangs. “Who is she?”

      “A human woman attacked in the woods.” Lemar started to put her on a palette when the curtain to the back of the lair opened.

      A tall female, with beaded braids on either side of her striking face, entered the room and looked down on the pale woman in his arms. “She’s weakening. Bring her to the back and let me look at her.”

      Caution raised its head. Talia had sided with Titus and his followers during the war that had seen the division of their kind. Though she had done nothing to make him distrust her since, he didn’t know if he’d trust her with the life of a mortal. She made no bones that she hated them as much as she did the Immorati.

      His gaze slid to the human. Indecision was a luxury he could ill afford. Talia was a more accomplished healer than he. With a swift nod of assent, he carried the woman to an empty den at the end of the hall.

      He laid her down on the soft pallet of weavings and straw used for a bed and finished removing her clothes. Her attacker had ripped her shirt in two but had left the pants intact, other than the area of the wound. They would have to come off, so Talia could put the spider silk on the injury to stop the bleeding.

      Long, curved claws sliced the pants from the waistband down. Pale skin glowed luminescent in the low light. She was a delicate beauty, with a strong muscular frame.

      “Move out of the way.” Talia nudged him as she knelt by the woman and began to clean the wounds. As she worked, she spared a glance to Lemar. “A Corpesetti did this?”

      “He didn’t smell of our blood. He smelled more of Immorati.”

      She raised a brow at him, sparing him but a glance. “But you don’t believe it was?”

      No, he didn’t believe it was. An Immorati would never kill for killing’s sake. Nor would they be tempted into an act of attempting rape on a human. Such atrocities were not in their makeup—had never been. Though there was no guarantee of such a thing, Lemar would never credit it. However, he would need to speak with Edie and Aidan on the matter.

      The woman moaned in pain as Talia cleaned the long gashes. Fresh blood came to the surface and ran down the woman’s side.

      “She must have a blood disorder. It doesn’t clot the way it’s supposed to.” Talia picked up a few more pieces of the spider silk to hold it over the wound.

      Lemar glanced up sharply to take in Talia’s worried expression. “Can you stop it?”

      She gave a decisive nod. “I can.”

      Light blue eyes opened and stared up at Lemar, but he didn’t think the woman processed what she saw. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes and rolled into her hair.

      He moved to her other side and stroked her hair back from her face. “Be easy, angel. Talia will see you well.”

      She continued to sob while Talia worked to staunch the blood that flowed much too freely. Saving her life would take a miracle of the Origins.
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      Pine Haven

      

      Police Chief Karl Urich sat at his desk, finishing up on paperwork before calling it a night. Here lately, it seemed all his spare time was spent looking at the depressing beige walls of his office, finding any and all excuses to not go home and sit in his empty house. For a man who had more friends than he knew what to do with, and a family that worried over him, the constant tether of loneliness pulled him like an undertow. Then there was the mayoral race that Edie had talked him into joining. He’d never thrown his hat in the political ring before, and more than once he’d questioned his decision to do so now.

      Shouting from the squad room brought him back from his pointless thoughts.

      “I swear I saw that thing kill her.” The voice sounded like Ed Hughes, the man who owned the diner. “He picked her up as she tried to run away…”

      Karl came out of his office and into the squad room. “Ed, what’s the matter? What happened?”

      “Karl, you gotta bring some men and go into the woods at the park. That thing is back, and it killed Maura Manning. I saw it with my own eyes.”

      Maura dead? No. It wasn’t possible. Couldn’t be possible.

      His heart dropped to his feet and his dinner didn’t feel like it would stay in his stomach. He’d just seen her as he passed by the park, doing her nightly walk. She had looked fine.

      “Donnelly, bring some shotguns and let’s go to the park. Lola, call all cars and have them meet us there.”

      Every emotion he’d buried for the last fifteen years sat on his chest like a damn elephant. Maura wasn’t strong enough to fight off a creature as big as the Jersey Devil. She was so sweet and delicate. One hit from one of those massive hands would probably break her neck.

      With heart pounding, Karl took a shotgun from the rack and headed to his cruiser. He had to find Maura. Alive.
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      The scene that greeted Karl and the other officers was enough to make his blood chill. A lone shoe lay on the ground, abandoned by its owner. From the size, it looked about right for Maura’s foot. Dirt had been stirred and he could make out two sets of prints. One set led off into the tree line.

      They tracked the area of disturbance into the woods in a direction southwest from town. A large pool of blood soaked the ground not far from where Ed said he’d seen the creature pull Maura into the woods. Judging from the site there had been a struggle.

      Large halogen flashlights illuminated the scene and showed what appeared to be two different sets of footprints. The first were compatible with what Karl had seen before with the other Jersey Devil attacks. The others looked more human and as if they belonged to a rather large foot wearing a boot of some sort.

      Were there two attackers, or had someone tried to help free Maura from the monster?

      The flashlight beam revealed one print considerably smaller than the other two. Images of how it went down rolled through his mind like some crime drama unfolding on television. It appeared Maura had been lying on her back and kicked out with her foot along the ground, creating a smeared print that left the impression of her track shoe sole at the very end. However, all they had were prints and blood, no body.

      Where had they taken her? Had she escaped?

      His heart rose to his throat and pounded. He rubbed his chest. “Maura!”

      If there wasn’t a body, he could still hold out hope they’d find her alive. He’d consider that a good thing for the time being. However, if she were badly injured, they may not have the luxury of time. Edie’s injuries had been life-threatening.

      Crushing pain tightened a band around his chest and made it hard to breathe. Was he having a goddamned heart attack now? He rubbed a hand across his heart and pointed the flashlight beam toward the woods.

      “Maura!”

      Calling her name elicited no response from the shrubs or underbrush. Not even the slightest hint of noise came from the depths of the darkened forest.

      “Let’s spread out and see if we can find what direction they went after the initial attack.” He pushed the button on his radio and spoke into it. “Allans, Cassidy, Beachum, secure this crime scene.”

      He took the rest of the crew and started into the darkness.

      They followed the blood trail for over a mile before it disappeared under the leaves and debris of undergrowth. If they were to continue on in this manner they’d have to wait until the daylight came to see any patterns. It appeared as if the leaves had been disturbed in some places, but he couldn’t discern any notable trail. Footprints had disappeared as well.

      He pushed the button on his radio. “This is Chief Urich. I need the canine unit out here. Quicker than yesterday.”

      “Copy that, Chief,” came the crackly voice on the other end of the radio.

      It would take time for the dogs to get to Pine Haven. The small municipal police force didn’t have a K9 unit. On the extremely rare occasions when they had need of them, they called in the New Jersey State Police. He didn’t relish the idea of getting them immersed with anything involving the Jersey Devil, but with Maura’s life on the line, he hadn’t a choice.
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      Dim light filtered through the slits in Maura’s eyelids. Her side felt like hamburger sizzling on the grill all the way down to her hip bone.

      “She’s waking,” a whispered voice said from beside her. She couldn’t tell if the voice belonged to a male or female, it had a youthful quality to it, but the cadence was strange. The accented syllables were in odd places. Not the speech pattern of a native English speaker. “Get Lemar.”

      The sound of movement and the swish of air above her, made her try to force her eyes open. But they hurt. God, how they hurt. It felt like someone had switched her Visine for sand and rubbed it in. Hard. She closed them again to help against the pain.

      She took a deep breath and let it ease out, trying for a place of calm. As long as she was still alive, all was good. She had a chance to survive. No matter how much pain, or how complete her weakness, she had to stay alert. Had to live.

      A horrible taste coated the inside of her mouth and made her tongue feel hard as shoe leather. She couldn’t even work up enough saliva to spit out the wretched flavor.

      Shadows moved across her lids. A large palm cupped her cheek and the sharp edge of something hard and cold brushed against her flesh. Was that a knife?

      Fear made her sick. All the horror of her attack came rushing back in sight, smell, and feel. Despite the overwhelming pain, Maura opened her eyes and beheld one of the most beautifully horrific faces she’d ever seen.

      Obsidian eyes stared down at her. A frown wrinkled a wide, smooth forehead.

      “How do you feel?” The voice was low and sounded like he’d been eating gravel. But the most amazing thing was the fact the Jersey Devil stood over her injured body and asked her how she felt.

      Words escaped her. How was she supposed to respond when her eyes couldn’t believe what her brain tried to process?

      Another of the Devils leaned over her. This one she guessed to be a female. Long dark braids framed a triangle-shaped face. Pearlescent fangs hung over a full lower lip. Strong dark brows winged upward, framing eyes just as dark and fathomless as those of the male.

      “Move,” she commanded, pushing the male out of the way. “I have to see her injury.”

      Maura winced as the female pulled the soft silk sheet back and began to poke at the gash with a long, clawed fingernail.

      “Stay still or you’ll start to bleed again.” The female pushed on the site with the rough pad of her finger. “Your blood doesn’t clot as it should. If it bleeds again, I don’t know if I’ll be able to stop it a second time, or if you even have enough left.”

      Maura frowned. There wasn’t anything wrong with her blood, except the fact there wasn’t enough of it now that they had tried to kill her.

      The male took Maura’s hand and held it in a surprisingly humane gesture. “Talia needs to cleanse the wound again. We don’t know what matter of thing it was that attacked you, but it seems to have caused an infection.”

      They were trying to help her? Hadn’t one of these things tried to kill her?

      “Not one of you?” Her voice was weak. He didn’t react to the question.

      She studied his face. With his expression softened by compassion he didn’t look at all like the horrible monster she’d seen attack Edie at the festival two years before. Seeing how there was a male and a female indicated there was a hell of a lot more than just the two or three that had previously stalked Pine Haven.

      “Who are you?” Her voice was low, raspy. This time he heard her.

      “Forgive me, angel. You probably don’t remember my name.” He squeezed her hand in his as Talia poured a strong scented medicinal, pungent as vinegar on Maura’s wound that burned hotter than acid.

      The pain was so stark, so unreal her breath fled and she was unable to scream. She squeezed his hand and bore down on his bones. He didn’t seem to mind.

      “Take a breath, angel,” he crooned.

      Maura gasped and shook her head. “No.”

      “Hold fast, she’s almost finished.” He pushed the hair back from her forehead. “Take another deep breath. It helps to hold the pain at bay.”

      The advice was given as Talia poured more vinegar on the wound, and fresh pain streaked like lightning through her body. She tightened her hand in her unnamed savior’s.

      “That’s it. It’s all over now.” He continued to brush her hair back as the wound was bound and the sheet placed back over her.

      Questions tripped one over the other inside her brain and fought to get out. However, she didn’t quite know where to begin. But the most basic seemed the best place to start.

      “Your name?”

      The large male fussed about her like a mother hen, trying to make her more comfortable on the hard pallet bed. “Lemar.”

      “Where am I, Lemar?” She looked around the spacious chamber at the bare dirt walls. No discernible markings indicated her whereabouts or gave her a clue as to if she were hidden in a cave or hut.

      “The Corpesetti lair. Not that far from Pine Haven.”

      Corpesetti? The name didn’t sound familiar to her, but at that moment her eyes became so heavy she could no longer keep them open. Talia must have put something in the topical agent she’d spread over the wound that made her tired.

      “How long have I been here?” she managed as the dark blanket of sleep began to pull her under.

      “Three days. Now sleep. We’ll talk more when you wake.”

      Though unsure of the meaning of it all, she closed her eyes and let sleep claim her. If Lemar and Talia hadn’t hurt her yet, when she had been so vulnerable, they probably meant her no harm. She’d either have to trust them, or never wake again.
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      Maura woke sometime later—she supposed, there was no real way to tell time within the darkened lair—and turned her head to see if Talia or Lemar remained with her. Neither of them were in the room, but a younger male sat by her pallet with a book in his lap.

      The surreal sight was odd to wake to, a beast skimming a clawed finger down a page and silently moving his lips as he read. Suddenly, he looked up and smiled. Sharp fangs glowed white in the low light.

      “I’ll get Lemar. He said to let him know when you woke.” He pushed to his feet in one quick, graceful movement and hurried from the room.

      A few moments passed before Lemar entered, carrying a half of a spaghetti squash. He knelt beside her and helped her to sit. The squash had been hollowed out and filled with a thick brown liquid.

      “If you can keep something down, I’ll take you back to your humans.” When she would take the cup from him, eager to have the chance to go home, he withheld it from her grasp. “But you must promise me that you’ll speak to no one of this lair and what you’ve seen here. The survival of my race depends upon your word.”

      Edie would be better at something like this, but no matter what Maura thought of the Jersey Devils, she couldn’t look in Lemar’s gentle eyes and not agree to his promise.

      She nodded.

      He handed her the drink and she took a sip, spitting it out the moment it hit her tongue. “Yuck. What is it? A liver smoothie?”

      Lemar looked offended and took the drink back from her. “It’s full of protein. You need to feed your blood.”

      “It’s gross.” She stuck her tongue out and rubbed it on the sheet. It wasn’t as if she didn’t have a bad taste in her mouth already; now she’d have that disgusting liver taste to contend with as well. “I don’t mean to be unappreciative of all you’ve done for me, but if you really want me to keep something down, you have to give me something besides liver.”

      He pushed to his feet again. “Fruit?”

      “Fruit would be fine.”

      Lemar spoke to the younger male in a language Maura didn’t understand and he left the room. “While we wait for your fruit, I want to discuss your attack. Do you remember much?”

      She gave a final wipe across her mouth and then let her hand fall to her lap while trying to hold the sheet to her naked body. “I was at the track at the park, walking, when someone grabbed me from behind. I couldn’t see who.” She let her gaze fall to the long dark robe he wore over his muscular frame. “He dressed the same as you, but he kept the hood over his head.”

      Lemar held up his hand to her, turning it forward and back.  “He had hands like mine?”

      There could be no mistaking the long, thick fingers and the curved razor-sharp claws. “Yes.”

      “I pledge to you, angel, that if I find the one responsible for the attack in this lair, I will mete out justice for you.”

      “Maura,” she said. “My name is Maura.”

      “Mour-rah,” he repeated, giving the vowels an odd, elongated sound and rolling the ‘R’ like a cat’s purr. The strange accent made her name sound exotic. Beautiful.

      The need to know more about his people and how they came to live in a lair in the middle of the Pine Barrens filled her with curiosity. How had they survived with only spot sightings over the centuries? Most importantly she wanted to know why he wondered if the thing that attacked her may or may not be from his lair.

      But then, they really looked nothing like the Jersey Devils of legend.

      She asked him why the discrepancy.

      He gave her a long-fanged smile. “We’ve never claimed that name. We’ve always been Corpesetti. Since the Origins made us.”

      “Origins?”

      “Our Creator.” He tilted his head. “The beings you call the Jersey Devil are the orsaca. They are our, what you’d call, watch dogs.”

      Interesting. Not in all the sightings of the Corpesetti had anyone noted seeing the classic Jersey Devil—the orsaca. If they were watch dogs, where had they been when all the killing started?

      The young male returned to the room and handed another hollowed-out squash to her. “Fruit. Wild berries. Pine nuts. Acorns.”

      She took a cautious sip. It had a woodsy flavor and a bit of a kick, but it tasted good. She nodded as she swallowed the thick liquid. “Now, this is really good.”

      Wide beautifully shaped lips tilted up in a smile. “I’m glad you approve. Humans have such fussy palates. Corpesetti eat from the land. The earth provides all we need.”

      There was that word again.

      “What does that word mean? Corpesetti? Is that your race?”

      He turned and said something in that odd language again. Then turned back to her. “It is. We and the Immorati were created by the same Origins as brothers.”

      “The Immorati?”

      “It is a long story and one I have no time to tell. The sun will set soon and when it does, I’ll take you home. Your humans will be worried for you.”
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      For three days, Karl had been out of his head looking for any sign of Maura Manning or the beast that attacked her. The trail the rescue dogs had tracked ended abruptly and sent them into confused circles. Their trainers had no explanation for the behavior other than the trail had gone cold.

      Fat lot of good it did when he had a woman missing and another rampaging Jersey Devil on the loose.

      Yesterday, his office had been bombarded with calls from Maura’s family and the school board wanting answers on the missing teacher’s whereabouts and what his office was doing to find her. Tommy had been in his face more than once.

      He ran his hand through his hair and then pinched the bridge of his nose. The beginnings of a tension headache had started the moment Ed announced the attack on Maura and had blown to full scale migraine in the days that followed. But he couldn’t stop. Couldn’t take the time to nurse it properly, no matter how hard it pounded and how many colored lights danced before his eyes.

      It had been a long time since he’d suffered from a migraine. He hadn’t missed them.

      He laid his head on his arms across his desk, only for a moment, and woke when his phone rang.

      The jangling caused white sparks to fly and his hearing to fade as the blood pounded in his ears. He lifted the receiver if only to make the noise stop.

      “Urich.”

      “This is Dr. Schrader at the state crime lab. We’re faxing the results from the blood found at the crime scene to you. I’m calling myself to let you know there was something very unusual found in the samples.”

      Karl sat up straight and gripped the phone harder. “What’s that?”

      “There was a high level of anti-coagulants found in the blood.”

      Shit. “What does that mean?”

      “It means there would be a higher percentage of your victim bleeding out from a wound that wouldn’t normally be fatal.” She breathed heavily into the phone. “It means the chances of you finding your victim alive have been dramatically reduced.”

      Karl’s chest tightened. His head pounded with each beat of his heart. Christ, he needed to find Maura more than ever.

      When he hung up, he took the bottle of extra-strength pain relievers he’d been taking the last few days, and popped a few of them into his mouth, swallowing them down with cold coffee.

      He stood and headed out the door.  Maybe if he went into the woods one more time, he’d find something they had missed before.
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      Main Street curved around the park, hugging it along with the small hill that varied the landscape. Usually this time of night, just after sunset, had people out enjoying the crisp spring air. Not tonight. People had stayed clear of the park since Maura’s attack, thinking they too could fall victim to the Jersey Devil.

      Karl scanned the area, trying to piece together the last moments of Maura’s…No! Don’t think it, don’t say it. She was missing, or injured, or both, but not dead. Never dead.

      From where he sat in the police cruiser, he had a clear view of the little cape house she’d bought last year. Damn it, she’d been so excited the day she’d moved in. Karl knew. He and her brother, Tommy, along with their friend Brian had helped her cart her belongings from her cramped little apartment over the hardware store.

      All day long her happy laughter had filled the empty house, echoing off the walls until they rang like church bells. By evening, amid boxes and debris, Karl had not wanted to leave. He’d wanted to stay with her in that little house forever. Maura, however, would have never agreed to the idea. Though she’d never been rude to him, she always acted like she couldn’t wait to get away from him. As if his presence made her realize she had something more important to do across town. He could count on one hand the number of times she’d actually looked him in the eyes.

      Lights came on in her living room.

      Adrenaline kicked hot and low in his gut.

      Who in the hell was at Maura’s house? As far as he knew, she wasn’t seeing anyone. A well of anxiety opened in his belly. Hell, if she was dating someone Tommy had never mentioned it.

      And he would have after she went missing. Karl knew enough about Tommy’s protective nature toward Maura to understand that a boyfriend might be a potential suspect in her disappearance—no matter what Ed Hughes claimed.

      Karl studied the scene. The only car in her driveway was her small Toyota. Neither Tommy’s truck, nor her parents’ Lincoln were parked anywhere in the vicinity. He didn’t know if any of her neighbors had a key to her house, but he needed to investigate all the same.

      He started the car and pulled around the park, stopping in her driveway. Walking to the porch with his hand on his gun, he looked for any overt signs of forced entry. No windows were broken or gouge marks marring the locks.

      The blinds were drawn so he couldn’t tell who was inside. The door was locked against intrusion.

      He knocked firmly and with authority. “Police. Open the door.”

      A soft scuffling noise came from inside. The wooden planks under his feet vibrated with movement. Then the door opened, and Karl’s heart flipped.

      Maura held the door so only half her face could be seen. “Hi. What are you doing here?”

      He put his hand up in a gentle suggestion for her to let him in. She didn’t take the hint. He dropped his arm. The headache from earlier came back with a vengeance. “I’ve been out—the entire force has been out—looking for you for the last three days.”

      Her bright blue gaze slid away from him. “Why?”

      “Let me in and I’ll tell you.”

      From what he could see from the crack in the door, she had on a bathrobe and slippers. Her hair was still wet from a recent shower. Christ, if she’d been raped and washed away evidence, he wouldn’t be responsible for his actions. He would have thought with all the crime scene shows on television she’d have known better.

      “Can we talk tomorrow? I’m so tired. I haven’t been feeling well the last few days. I just want to go to bed.”

      Instinct had him looking over her head. If her abductor was still in the house with her, she’d be too afraid to let a cop in. But if that were the case, why hadn’t she given him some sort of sign that she was in danger?

      “Is that why I’ve had the school board and your family breathing down my neck trying to find you? Or the reason why Ed Hughes came into the station the other night saying he’d seen you killed?” His voice cracked on the last word. Embarrassment bloomed across his cheeks and heated his neck.

      “Obviously Ed was mistaken.” She shook her head. “I need to lie down now.”

      When she started to close the door on him, he held his hand against it to stop her. “If you don’t let me in, Maura, I’m going to think you have someone in there with you, and after the reports I’ve gotten of the Jersey Devil showing his face again, I’m going to be the one not sleeping tonight.”

      Her gaze finally locked on his. “What have you heard?”

      It wasn’t exactly a confession, but even with only half her face showing she couldn’t hide her expression. “Let me in.”

      She let out a long sigh and stepped back. “Only for a few minutes.”

      He stepped in and closed the door behind him. Under the bright lights, he could see what the shadows at the door had hidden, Maura was a sickly pale color and her lips were leached white. Dark circles ringed her eyes.

      Looking at her, he could believe she’d been sick the last few days. Or injured. She moved to the sofa, favoring her side, bracing it with her palm.

      “You’re moving kind of stiff there.” He helped her ease down onto the cushions.

      “Pulled something working out the other night.”

      He stepped back from her and turned to the side, so he could watch her more closely. “I saw you at the track when I passed by on my way back from dinner.”

      She nodded. “I try to get in at least thirty minutes of exercise a night. I probably won’t be doing that for a few days.”

      “Have you been to the doctor?”

      She shook her head and her gaze slipped away again. “If I feel as bad tomorrow, maybe.”

      Damn it, he couldn’t play this word game any longer. He knew what Ed Hughes said and he knew the evidence he’d seen with his own eyes. He shot up off the sofa and paced in front of her. Let her see his anger and pain at thinking she’d died on the blood-soaked ground of the woods.

      “Don’t lie to me. We’ve known each other too damn long for you to sit there and tell me that you’re sick. I have an eyewitness and blood splatter that says you were attacked by something that night. You can sit there and hold your side, look me in the eye and try to make me believe you hurt yourself exercising, but I’m not buying it.”

      “Fine. I don’t care. You’ve seen me. You know I’m not dead. I don’t know what else to say to you.”

      A sick kind of sadness fell over him. He softened his voice, and the words were almost too thick to come out. His heart and body ached with the hopelessness of his situation. He had to clear his throat to get the words out. “Look, I know you’ve never liked me, but I hope you know that if you’re hurt or being threatened into silence by someone, that you can trust me to protect you.”

      She blinked a few times, and then cocked her head to the side. Surprise and confusion filled her face. “Is that what you think?”

      “I don’t know. You tell me. Are you being threatened?”

      An incredulous laugh rolled out of her, and she covered her mouth, shaking her head as she did. Her impossibly blue eyes sparkled for a moment before she winced and grabbed her side again. She sucked in a breath. “Why are men so stupid?”

      Something was definitely wrong with the conversation. She thought him stupid? All right, that rather cut his ego in two. He moved back to the couch and sat down next to her. Bending over, he rested his forearms on his legs, folding his hands together. “All right, I give. Why am I being stupid?”

      She reached out and placed her hand on his arm. “I’ve never disliked you, Karl. In fact, I think you’re the best man I’ve ever met.”

      Fire raced up and down his arm when she touched him. He covered her hand with his own just to touch her back. “Oh, yeah? Then why won’t you tell me what happened in the woods?”

      “Because nothing happened.”

      The words sounded convincing, but the lack of eye contact undermined her believability. He scratched at the light stubble that had started to grow in since he’d shaved that morning. Perhaps a change of tactic would get her to open up to him. “All right, I’ll drop it. But tell me this, before you injured yourself exercising, were you on blood thinners for any reason?”

      She couldn’t hide her shocked expression fast enough. He had her now.

      “No. Why would you ask that?”

      She wasn’t even going to admit to that much, even if her life was in danger. He stood. There wasn’t a reason on Earth other than wanting to bash his brains against a brick wall for him to be there. Maura wasn’t about to cooperate with his investigation. Nor would she ever admit she’d been hurt more than a pulled muscle.

      “I’m sorry to have wasted your time.” He started for the door. “Lock up behind me.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      He opened the door then turned toward her. “You haven’t really been answering mine either, now have you?”

      “I have been.”

      He nodded. She’d lied to him, but she had answered. Time to shake her up. “The blood at the scene where Ed Hughes saw you abducted had high doses of anti-coagulants in it. Enough that the doctor at the state crime lab called me personally
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