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      The rain and the dog’s noseprints on the windshield made it hard to see into the twilight gloom ahead. Lucky whined from the passenger seat as Morgen guided the car through mud, over downed branches, and around water-filled potholes large enough to support a small flock of mallards. Possibly a large flock. And their cousins.

      Lucky whined again.

      “We’re almost to the house,” Morgen said. “You can hold it.”

      Lucky snuffled at the cracked window like a hedgehog with nasal polyps and did his best to shove his snout through the gap. His whip of a tail thwacked at the side of Morgen’s head, making her regret letting him out of his crate for this last leg of the journey. He stood on the armrest of the door, one paw finding the controls, and the window slid open further.

      “Just remember that goes both ways.” Morgen concentrated on the road, navigating around another pond-sized pothole. Maybe she should have rented an SUV instead of driving her electric car up here. “If you get your head stuck again, I’m not going to be sympathetic.”

      As Lucky inhaled deeply, oblivious to the rain spattering his copper-furred head, Morgen checked the GPS again. It had been years—decades—since she’d been up to the house. Was it possible she’d turned at the wrong spot? It was hard to believe Grandma had driven up the treacherous mile-long driveway every day on her motorcycle.

      A deer shot out of the moss-draped fir trees and darted in front of the car.

      An alarm on the screen flashed and beeped. Cursing, Morgen slammed on the brakes as the headlights illuminated antlers and startled deer eyes.

      Lucky slid off the seat but was too busy barking out the window to notice. The buck sprang off the road and into the woods.

      Morgen smashed the controls to roll up the window before Lucky could leap out, then gripped the wheel with both hands, willing her nerves to settle. That was hard with her dog barking loudly enough to be heard by the crews of freighters sailing through Rosario Strait miles away.

      “You’re not going after that deer,” Morgen said. “You’re a vizsla. Vizslas are bird dogs.”

      She was about to nudge the car into motion when a huge gray furry animal ran across the road after the deer. Blue eyes glanced in her direction before the creature—a wolf?—disappeared into the trees.

      “Where the hell are we? Grandma’s estate or Northwest Trek?”

      Morgen put the car in park. Her fraying nerves were on the verge of snapping.

      Surprisingly, Lucky stopped barking. He sank low in the seat and whined. It was different from the I-need-to-water-a-tree-as-soon-as-possible whine of earlier. This was a concerned maybe-we-should-have-gotten-a-hotel-in-town whine. At least that was how Morgen chose to interpret it.

      “We’re almost there.” She took a deep breath and checked to make sure the keys to the house hadn’t gone flying out of the cup holder. “We can—”

      The wolf leaped out of the trees and back into the road. Morgen couldn’t help herself. As those blue eyes stared through the windshield at her, she screamed.

      Lucky sank below the dashboard and whimpered. Morgen clamped her mouth shut, trying to calm herself, but the wolf stood in the mud three feet in front of the car and growled, lips rippling as white fangs flashed in the headlights. It was not a calming experience.

      If the fir and pine trees to either side of the road hadn’t been so close, she would have turned the car around. This was too much to deal with by herself with night encroaching.

      She honked the horn, willing the wolf to run away.

      Its blue eyes widened, an almost human expression of indignation, and it crouched lower, hackles rising.

      As a city girl, Morgen didn’t encounter wolves on a regular basis, but she was positive this one was far larger than typical. Its thick gray and black fur did nothing to hide the power of its muscular frame, and she could easily envision it chomping into her tires and stranding her here.

      She flashed her headlights at it and tried the horn again, but it didn’t budge. Maybe the quiet engine of the electric car didn’t alarm it the way a vrooming gas vehicle would have. The silence made it easy to hear the wolf’s continuing growls.

      “One more try,” she muttered, nudging the car forward. She wouldn’t hit the wolf, but maybe the bulk of the vehicle would finally scare it into moving. She dreaded the idea of trying to back a half a mile down the obstacle course of a driveway.

      Its blue eyes widened again, and it sprang onto the hood, fangs only inches from the windshield. Morgen threw on the brakes, but she wasn’t going fast enough for the wolf to fly off. It remained on the hood, snarling at her.

      “All right, all right,” she said, afraid the thing had rabies and that it might be able to break the windshield to get to her.

      Even as she put the car in reverse, something happened to the wolf. It blurred and morphed, as if it were as malleable as clay. Morgen had no idea what was going on, but she didn’t want to stick around to find out.

      She accelerated in reverse, but the back-up camera was spattered with mud, and rivulets of rain made it hard to see out the rear window. The car had barely gone five feet when a tire sank into a pothole. When she pushed the pedal harder, the tires only slipped in the mud.

      As she struggled to maneuver out of the pothole, the wolf’s fur disappeared, replaced with bronze skin. Bronze human skin.

      A naked man crouched on the hood, powerfully muscled arms and legs on display, along with male body parts that Morgen hadn’t seen since her divorce.

      She was too terrified to think straight. What was happening?

      The wolf—the man—leaped off the hood and landed in the mud beside the driver’s door. Now, she had a view of his upper body. Cut abs and pectorals, a head full of shaggy black hair, a mustache and goatee, and those same blue eyes. They were as striking against his dark skin as they had been in the gray-and-black furred face of the wolf. And every bit as angry.

      She double-checked to make sure the door was locked.

      “No trespassing,” he snarled through the window.

      She hadn’t lowered it, and had no intention of doing so, but she heard his gruff voice clearly.

      “Who are you?” she whispered.

      “Leave now, or I will tear your throat out.” His voice was accented, though she couldn’t place it, maybe because he was busy threatening her life.

      He thrust an arm back down the road, the veins visible under his skin. If she hadn’t been terrified that he would punch a fist through the glass and strangle her, she might have admired his physique.

      Lucky whined from the passenger seat.

      “I know, buddy,” she whispered, still trying to navigate the car out of the pothole. Afraid the wolf-man didn’t understand that she was attempting to leave, she raised her voice to speak and buy time. “Look, this is 137 Alder Lane, isn’t it? I’m not trespassing. This is my grandmother’s property.”

      Technically, it was now her property, left to her after Grandma Gwen’s passing. Her brothers had been bitter that they hadn’t been mentioned in the will, but Morgen wondered now what kind of mess she’d inherited.

      “Get out,” the man snarled, sounding more like the wolf that he’d just been.

      “Communication-link failure,” she muttered, quoting an error code she saw a lot at work. Or had before she’d been let go.

      Not taking her eyes from him, she grabbed her phone off the console, took a clumsy one-handed picture—though he was standing so close that all she got was his naked torso—then put both hands on the wheel again.

      “Maybe the police can use that to identify my murderer when my body is found,” she grumbled and wiggled the tires left and right as she tried accelerating again.

      This time, the car lumbered out of the pothole. She backed down the road as quickly as she dared. Fortunately, the man didn’t follow the car. He merely stood in the mud with his fists on his hips and his legs spread, like some sculptor’s statue. Some sculptor’s very angry statue.

      She spotted a place wide enough to turn the car around, then drove faster toward the road. Lucky grew braver as the wolf-man fell farther behind. He climbed into the back and resumed barking.

      “FYI,” Morgen told him, her heart still hammering against her rib cage, “that is also not a pheasant.”

      When she reached the main road, the rain picking up and spattering on the pavement, she turned to head into town. Maybe it was her imagination, but when she glanced back into the woods, she thought she spotted blue eyes watching her from the trees.
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      The Wild Trout was one of only two hotels in Bellrock, and it was the only one that took dogs, though the grumpy clerk had given Morgen a firm admonition to keep her pet crated and off the furniture.

      As she dialed her phone, Lucky lounged in the middle of the double bed, his legs stretched out and his head on the pillows. Earlier, she’d put a quarter in the ancient Magic Fingers machine, thinking the vibrations might scare him onto the floor, but he’d only nestled in deeper.

      “I can see you were traumatized by our adventure,” Morgen told him, wondering where she was going to squeeze in. Not that she had sleep on her mind. It was early, and she was too keyed up. What if she returned to Grandma’s property in the morning, and the wolf was still there?

      The werewolf.

      Unless someone had been playing an elaborate prank on her, that was all it—he—could have been. But werewolves didn’t truly exist, did they? They were like vampires and ghosts and witches and wizards. The stuff of Hollywood movies and fantasy novels.

      “Hello?” her cousin Zoe answered. “Morgen?”

      “Yeah. Thanks for picking up. I have… a problem.”

      “You want to list your house? I’d be happy to help. I sell houses all over Seattle and know your neighborhood really well.”

      “No, Jun got that in the divorce. He’s still living in it.”

      “He got the house? What did you get?”

      “Lucky, my car, and a lot of questions about my self-worth.” Also questions about whether she was as distant, aloof, and cold as Jun had told the lawyer.

      All those years together, and she hadn’t realized he’d felt that way. He was an engineer, a logical and analytical human being not driven by his passions. She’d thought they were similar types of people and that they understood each other.

      “Lucky?” Zoe asked. “That’s your dog, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “He’s a nice pup and all, but he’s not worth more than a house with ten years of equity in it.”

      “He’s good company,” Morgen said.

      On the bed, Lucky rolled on his back with his paws crooked in the air.

      “You know Grandma passed away, right?” Morgen added.

      “I know you were the only one to get anything in her will. I don’t care, but I bet your brothers are pissed about that. Your sister probably is too. I haven’t talked to her in forever.”

      “She’s not pissed. I called her and left a message when I told her about the funeral. She called back and left a message saying she couldn’t make it.” No need to mention that was what passed for a meaningful interaction with Sian. Jun might have thought Morgen was distant, but he’d called Sian an arctic glacier—based on the two times in ten years that they’d met. Morgen and Jun had been married for three years before the first time. Sian didn’t show up for weddings any more often than she came to funerals. “She didn’t sound irritated about the will.”

      “Probably because she’s in Botswana chatting up gorillas and can’t be bothered with such earthly things as money and houses.”

      “It’s Borneo, and her specialty is orangutans. Let me ask you a question. As a real-estate agent, have you ever driven up to a house with your clients and had something—someone—tell them no trespassing and scare them off?” Morgen shivered as she remembered the flashing white fangs less than a foot away from her windshield.

      “Uh, sometimes squatters will take up residence on a property that’s been vacant for a while. Though I don’t know how any squatters would have found Grandma’s house. From what I remember, it’s in the middle of the woods with state land on all sides.”

      “That’s right. I drove up about an hour ago, and a… man leaped out of the woods and tried to scare me away.” Morgen winced. “When I say tried, I mean he succeeded.”

      “Was he armed?”

      “He looked like one of those guys where his body is a weapon.” Morgen didn’t mention the werewolf possibility. It was far too kooky to share over the phone. Besides, she was a database programmer, a logical and rational person, not someone who spouted tales of fantastical creatures.

      “Oh, yeah? Did you get a picture?” Why did Zoe sound more intrigued than worried for her?

      “A blurry one of his chest.”

      “Send it over. I’ll give you my professional opinion.”

      “Your professional opinion as a real-estate agent? Are you going to appraise him?”

      “Absolutely, I will.”

      Morgen snorted and texted the photo. “I was thinking of calling the police to see if someone would go out there with me in the morning.”

      At which point, she would feel foolish, because the man wouldn’t show up, and there would be no evidence to suggest he’d ever been there. Wasn’t that how these things went?

      “If Bellrock has a police station, sure,” Zoe said. “Isn’t the population there like thirteen?”

      “It’s not that small. And it’s not that far to Bellingham.”

      “My professional appraisal of this chest is that it could indeed be used as a weapon,” Zoe said.

      “Thanks so much.”

      “Also that I’d pay fifty bucks to lick his abs.”

      “That’s disgusting.”

      “No, they’re quite nice.”

      “You didn’t see his face,” Morgen said.

      “Was it horribly maimed and disfigured?” There was that intrigue again.

      Morgen should have called her sister. She didn’t know what help a primatologist in Borneo could be with this problem, but she was positive Sian wouldn’t have offered to lick a stranger’s body parts.

      “No, just badly in need of attention from a barber. Or maybe a groomer. Does a squatter have any rights to be on a property if they’ve been there for a while?” It had only been four weeks since Grandma’s death, so Morgen couldn’t imagine that would have been enough time for anyone to have a legal right to stay on the property.

      “Probably not unless he was a renter and has a lease.”

      “I’m sure Grandma wouldn’t rent to a—” Morgen stopped herself before saying werewolf.

      “—an Adonis with abs of steel?”

      “You’re hilarious.”

      “That’s what my clients tell me. Hey, are you going to sell her house? I can’t really see you moving to Bellrock.”

      “If I can get to it and see what kind of state it’s in, probably.” Morgen had been relieved to have an excuse to leave Seattle and all the awkward condolences from her colleagues about the dissolution of her marriage.

      “I can list it for you and get a good deal. I’m licensed to sell property anywhere in the state, and I’m sure you could use the money.”

      Morgen winced at the reminder that she was not only freshly divorced but freshly unemployed, thanks to her company being bought out and the new owners deciding to dissolve the IT department. She didn’t yet know if this would qualify as the worst year of her life, but it was in the running. Just last winter, she’d turned forty and believed she and Jun were on a good path with stable futures; funny how a few months could change everything.

      “I’ve got my 401(k) and enough in savings to be okay for a while, but I’ll let you know once I get up to see the house.”

      “Send some more pictures, and I’ll give you my professional opinion.”

      “Of the house or the, uh, squatter?”

      “I’m happy to opine on both.”

      “Thanks so much.” Morgen hung up and searched for a number for the authorities, her introvert tendencies making her cringe at the idea of calling strangers. Strangers who would ask her questions she didn’t know how to answer. “It looks like the county sheriff’s department covers Bellrock. At least their office is close. I’ll call in the morning.”

      Lucky flopped back onto his side and swished his tail against the comforter.

      “Are you going to make room for me in there?” Not yet ready to tackle pushing a seventy-pound dog over on the bed, Morgen walked to the window and peered out into the rain.

      Across the street, the shops were closed for the night. The brick buildings with large glass windows and displays inside looked little different from when Morgen had visited Bellrock with her siblings when they’d all been kids.

      Since their mother’s death, none of them had come up here. Grandma had always implied that she preferred to live alone and didn’t care much for company, but Morgen wondered if she should have tried harder to establish a rapport with her. Losing her daughter must have been hard on her, and she might have been lonely.

      At the least, Morgen should have come up and checked on her. But Grandma hadn’t been frail and sickly; the last Morgen had heard, she’d been living on her own without trouble, riding her motorcycle around the state, and reading all the books she hadn’t had time for when she’d worked. Even though she’d been ninety, her death had been a surprise.

      On the far side of the street, someone in a long dark jacket—or was that a cloak?—stepped out of the shadows between two buildings. A woman? It was hard to tell with the glass reflecting Morgen’s own brown eyes and shoulder-length auburn hair back at her. Further, the person wore a hood that hid her face. Not surprising, given the rain, but she turned to look straight at Morgen’s window. It was probably only in Morgen’s imagination that the woman had a menacing aura.

      A braid of damp gray hair had escaped the hood, and something black adorned the ponytail holder at the end. Morgen was too far away to see it clearly, but it reminded her of a spider. It probably wasn’t one, but that would fit with the menacing aura.

      Morgen, figuring she was framed in the window and noticeable with the lights on in her room, didn’t want to stare back. She gazed up and down the street, as if she was checking out the scenery of downtown Bellrock. When she looked back, the woman was still staring at her.

      Morgen backed from the window and closed the curtains. “Bellrock isn’t as friendly as I remember.”

      She hoped the werewolf would be gone in the morning.
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      The second time Morgen drove up the long muddy driveway, the sun was out and a deputy sheriff’s big SUV trailed her car past the water-filled potholes. As she sipped from a cappuccino from Bean Me Up, a drive-through coffee stand on the way out of town, she peered warily into the woods. She didn’t see any wolves or anything amiss until they reached the spot where she’d stopped the night before.

      And she stopped again. A dead deer lay across the driveway.

      Morgen swallowed and closed her eyes, not wanting to look at the mangled body. She loved animals, even wild animals that darted in front of her car. It was one of the reasons she hadn’t fought her doctor’s recommendation that she become a vegetarian.

      Her stomach churned at the thought of having to deal with this. What did one even do with a dead deer in the driveway?

      A knock at the window startled her.

      Lucky barked from inside his crate behind her seat, startling her further. Morgen hadn’t wanted him to be tossed about on the bumpy driveway again, so she’d put him in it before they set out.

      Fortunately, it was only Deputy Franklin, a big-eared man with a pot belly that slumped over the belt of his olive-green uniform. When she’d mustered enough extroversion to call the sheriff’s office and ask for help, she’d envisioned driving up to the property with someone like Wyatt Earp, not Droopy Dog.

      Franklin raised his bushy eyebrows and stepped back so she could open the door.

      “I saw you stop and got out to see what the problem was,” he said as she eased out, mud squishing under her shoes. “You ought to be able to drive around that.” He waved to the deer carcass.

      Even though Morgen tried not to look at it, she couldn’t help but glance and see that it had been eviscerated and partially eaten. Was there a whole pack of wolves out here? That was a distressing thought.

      And—she blinked and looked again—why was the head missing? Did animals usually chew off the heads of their prey? She’d never heard of such a thing.

      “Can you check it?” she asked.

      “Check it for what, ma’am? It’s dead.”

      “I know, but it’s… right in the driveway.” Morgen waved at it, wondering if she would sound crazy if she said the wolf might have dragged it there as a message to her.

      Stay off the property, or I’ll do this to you.

      Franklin shrugged. “Someone probably hit it.”

      “Causing the head to pop off?”

      “That would have happened later.” He stuck his thumbs in his belt and puffed out his chest—and his gut—as if to convey his supreme authority on this matter. “Some scavengers came in to take advantage and had themselves a nice dinner.”

      “I drove up last night, and I didn’t hit it. I’m sure nobody else has come up here since then.”

      Nobody except the werewolf…

      Franklin looked up and down the long driveway, trees and bends hiding most of it from view. Morgen expected to have to argue further, but he shrugged and walked up to examine the area.

      Lucky swirled in his crate and barked twice.

      Morgen shook her head. “You can run around when we get to the house. Assuming there aren’t corpses strewn all over the lawn.” She shuddered at the idea.

      When Franklin returned, a puzzled furrow creased his brow. He removed his hat and pushed a hand through his short brown hair. “You’re right that it doesn’t look like it was hit by a car. Some coyotes or maybe a wolf got it.”

      No kidding.

      “Are wolves a big problem here?” Werewolves?

      “Yeah, there are some wolves in these parts.” As Franklin put his hat back on, he peered warily into the trees, losing his earlier nonchalance.

      She almost asked him if he’d heard anything about werewolves, but she couldn’t bring herself to voice something a normal, sane human being would scoff at and say was nonsense.

      “This is still a pretty wild area,” he continued, “despite our proximity to civilization. Lots of state land around here. Preserves and hiking trails and the like.”

      “Any hikers ever run into wolves?”

      He hesitated. “Sometimes.”

      “Any hikers ever get eaten by wolves?”

      “Sometimes.”

      Morgen blinked. “Are you serious?”

      He smiled and thumped her on the shoulder. “Nah. Just joking around with you, ma’am.”

      She wasn’t the best at reading people, but that smile didn’t seem authentic, and he glanced into the woods and at the deer again before saying, “We’ll drive around. Don’t worry. I’ll stick with you.”

      Franklin patted the firearm at his waist before heading back to his SUV.

      A part of Morgen wanted to flee back to the safety and normalcy of Seattle, but she already felt guilty about not seeing her grandmother in recent years. The thought of abandoning her property and having it be overrun by squatters and wolves was repugnant.

      Morgen took a deep breath and got back in the car. She drove carefully around the deer, wondering again what she was supposed to do with it. If she let her cousin list the house for sale, there would be showings. She couldn’t imagine they would go well if the potential buyers had to maneuver past a headless deer carcass on the way up the driveway.

      With branches scraping at the windows, Morgen made it around the obstacle. She couldn’t keep from peering into the woods as she continued on, afraid she would spot a whole pack of wolves watching her. Or a single pair of icy blue eyes.

      But the trees opened up ahead, and she finally glimpsed the clearing where Grandma’s old house resided. A large red barn rose up to the side of it, the paint surprisingly fresh and the roof and sides in good condition. The nearby three-story, early 1900s Craftsman was in more need of work, with the green paint and yellow trim peeling and moss growing on the roof. Even so, it was much as Morgen remembered, and she exhaled slowly in relief. Despite triple-checking the sole address sign at the turn-off, she’d started to doubt she was indeed trying to reach the right property.

      The fenced garden out front was also in better condition than expected, though weeds had grown up in the weeks since Grandma’s passing, mingling with the strawberry plants sprawling across several beds and the green beans and tomato vines growing on trellises. The large lawn surrounding the house and barn had been mowed recently.

      Maybe a caretaker had come up regularly to tend the yard for Grandma? If so, Morgen would have to find out who it was and let them know she’d passed on. Maybe she could employ the same service until she was ready to sell the house.

      Reminded of her cousin’s request, Morgen got out of the car, intending to take some pictures. The deputy had also stepped out and was looking around with his hand on his firearm. Had he seen something? The naked man? A hulking wolf far too large to be of natural origins?

      Morgen felt safer out in the open with the sun shining on the damp grass, but firs, alders, pines, and spruce rose up all around the hilltop property. In the distance, the water of Rosario Strait was visible through the trees. When she’d been a girl, there had been a better view. A real-estate agent would probably want to cut some of the trees down to put water view in the description, but Morgen didn’t think they belonged to Grandma. The agent would have to list this as a peek-a-boo view.

      “I didn’t realize how isolated this place is,” Franklin said.

      “You’d heard of it before? Did you know my grandmother?”

      “It’s a small town. Everybody knows everybody, but Gwen was a recluse, so I can’t say that I knew her. Just heard a few rumors now and then. She rode through town on that Harley of hers even though she had to be creeping up on seventy.”

      “Ninety, actually.”

      “Huh, she didn’t look all that old. A shame it was the motorcycle that did her in.”

      “Yeah.”

      Whines from the car reminded Morgen that she’d promised to let Lucky out. She released him, and he sprang free, beelining straight for the barn. He immediately started sniffing and pawing at the ground next to the wall.

      “Might want to keep an eye on him,” Franklin said.

      “Because of the wolves?”

      “That’s right. Usually, they’d leave a pup that size alone.” He waved to Lucky’s seventy-pound frame; the dog was large for his breed. “But people have spotted some big wolves around here.”

      “Imagine that.” For the first time, Morgen thought to check the hood of her car for claw marks. The night before, it had been dark by the time she reached the hotel.

      She grimaced at the scratches all over the hood and pointed them out to Franklin.

      “That’s from your dog?” he asked.

      “No. A wolf jumped on my car last night.”

      He squinted at her. “You only mentioned a man who blocked your way.”

      “The man was the one who threatened to rip my throat out if I didn’t leave.” Technically, he may have made the same threat in the wolf language when he’d been growling at her. “That left a larger impression.”

      Not exactly true. The whole scenario, including the wolf transforming into a naked man right before her eyes, was indelibly imprinted on her mind.

      “Are you planning to stay up here?” The car door was still open, and Franklin waved to the luggage visible in the back.

      “That was my original plan. I need to figure out what to do with Grandma’s belongings and get the house ready to sell.”

      She dreaded the necessity of sorting through her grandmother’s things and deciding what to do with them. Her mother should have been here to spearhead this. Morgen, remembering so little of Grandma, didn’t feel qualified. Most of what she remembered was that Grandma had been a librarian and loved books. They’d had that in common. And Morgen knew what it was like to prefer solitude to crowds of people—even family.

      Right now, she wouldn’t have minded less solitude. Even though she wasn’t close to her brothers, she wished some of them had volunteered to come up and help, but they’d all made excuses about how busy they were. She’d sensed their bitterness about not having been left anything and suspected that was the real reason they hadn’t come. Grandma had bequeathed all of her liquid wealth to charity, and the house was the only thing Morgen had received, though she wondered why she’d been singled out for that. As far as she knew, she hadn’t been any closer than her siblings to Grandma.

      “Maybe you should stay in the hotel,” Franklin said, returning to the parked cars.

      “Oh?”

      “I didn’t want to scare you, but…” He looked back toward the driveway.

      Morgen didn’t see anyone, but she had the feeling someone was watching them.

      “Is this about the headless deer?” she asked.

      “There were prints in the mud around it. Very large wolf prints.” Franklin cupped two hands in the air to demonstrate the size.

      Morgen nodded. After all, she’d seen the wolf that made them.

      “Also, it looked like it was dragged into the road after it was killed.”

      “Like… to make a point?”

      “I wouldn’t necessarily attribute that much intelligence to an animal, but…” Franklin paused, then shook his head. “Never mind. I don’t want to worry you. It might not mean anything.”

      Uh huh.

      “I’ll look around the property a little more,” he offered. “See if I see anything peculiar or dangerous.”

      “Thank you.”

      As Franklin headed off to do an investigation of the property, Morgen grabbed the keys out of the cupholder in her car. Her fingers trembled a little, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching her.

      After making sure Lucky hadn’t gone far—he was still sniffing around the barn—she headed for the covered front porch. The wood had recently been sanded and sealed. Courtesy of the caretaker who’d mowed the lawn? Most of the house appeared old and in need of repairs, but parts here and there looked good, with the barn almost gleaming, though it had to be a hundred years old, if not older.

      She halted at the top of the porch steps. A large firewood box rested on the doormat and blocked the door. Odd.

      Morgen bent, intending to push it to the side, but a twinge of foreboding came over her, and something made her reach for the wooden lid. She lifted it and screamed for the second time in a day. The decapitated deer head was inside, dead eyes staring up at her.
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      Morgen’s hands wouldn’t stop shaking as she walked around the exterior of the house, taking pictures from different angles. Deputy Franklin was toting the firewood box with the buck’s head inside to the back of his SUV. She had no idea if he intended to run fingerprints on the hinges of the box or do any kind of investigation or if he was simply calming the terrified newcomer to his town by taking it away.

      Morgen had only screamed once, but it had been enough to bring him running up to her side. He’d admitted it was disturbing and apologized for not offering to go inside the house first.

      After he put the box away, he took the keys from her and went in to look around. Normally, Morgen prided herself on being the independent type and not needing a man’s help for anything, but the last twelve hours had worn down her bravery. She poked around outside while Franklin went through the rooms inside, making sure there weren’t any more body parts in boxes lying in wait.

      She came to an old root cellar, the grass grown up to either side of the yellow double doors. A path around the house to them suggested Grandma had visited often. Since she had the garden, that probably made sense.

      Morgen tried to remember if she’d ever been under the house as a kid, but she didn’t think so. Curious, she reached down to tug one of the doors open, though a part of her wondered if she was making a mistake. Maybe she should ask the deputy to check out the root cellar first.

      She was almost relieved when the doors didn’t budge, though it was puzzling, because she didn’t see a lock. Maybe Grandma had done some remodeling, and the cellar was now accessible from inside the house.

      A star-shaped indention in one of the doors made her take a closer look. Cut into the wood and painted in dark blue that stood out from the surrounding yellow, it was a little larger than an old silver-dollar coin. She touched it, and a buzz of electricity ran up her arm.

      Startled, she jerked back and looked at her finger. It was already turning red, as if she’d been burned.

      “Because this day wasn’t weird enough,” she muttered, frowning at the indention.

      She’d touched wood, not metal, so she didn’t see how current could have been conducted through it. She glanced up, as if she might spot high-voltage electrical wires running over the house that she hadn’t noticed before, but the only notable thing was a crow perched on the peak of the roof. Or was that a raven? It was large to be a crow.

      “None of the wildlife is normal-sized around here.”

      She touched the indention again, to see if it had been a fluke. It buzzed her once more. Almost as if it were an alarm or a warning not to touch the doors.

      “Huh.”

      “Ma’am?” Franklin had come around the corner of the house and frowned at the doors. “Do you want me to check down there too?”

      “They’re locked.”

      “Good.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Did you find something in the house?”

      Something that would make him reluctant to explore further?

      “Oh, no. I’m just…” Franklin gazed out into the woods again. Ready to get the hell out of here, his eyes said, though he didn’t voice the words. “No, there’s nothing in the house that you need to worry about. Your grandmother was a little quirky, but that’s all. You should be fine looking around. But uhm, I’m still going to recommend the hotel. I don’t think a woman should be out here alone in the woods at night.”

      Never mind that Grandma had lived alone here for years after Grandpa passed.

      “I have Lucky.” Morgen pointed to the dog, who’d taken a break from sniffing to roll on his back in the grass.

      “He looks ferocious.”

      She decided not to mention how he’d spent the night on the bed at the hotel with his head on both pillows.

      Franklin handed her the keys to the house. “I can wait while you look around if you want.”

      Though she was tempted to say yes, she didn’t want to keep him out here all day. “That’s all right. Maybe you could just take that head away and, uh, who should I call to have the rest of the body removed from the driveway?”

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      “Thank you.”

      He smiled and tipped his hat. “Call if you need anything.”

      Morgen flipped through the keys on the ring she’d inherited, looking for something to match the star-shaped indention, but nothing was similar.

      Lucky bounded up to the deputy, demanding to be petted before he left. Franklin might not have been the badass law enforcer Morgen had hoped for, but at least he indulged the dog.

      She headed into the house to look around and take more pictures. As she stepped into the living room, scents of sandalwood and sage enveloped her, and she remembered the pungent smells from visits in her youth. She vaguely recalled Grandma burning candles and pouring oils into diffusers.

      Floorboards creaked as she walked through the house and into the kitchen. A surprisingly modern gas range was wedged between chipped yellow countertops, with numerous copper pans hanging from a rack over it. Maybe preparing meals here wouldn’t be that bad. Though the word icebox came to mind when she looked at the pale blue refrigerator with rounded corners. It probably ran on electricity, but she wouldn’t be surprised to find a compartment for a block of ice.

      As she wandered through the second floor, the house large for only one person, more memories returned, mostly of her in her room reading while her brothers ran through the hallways and played outside in the yard. Her sister had always claimed the library full of books and locked herself inside, not even letting Morgen in to share the solitude. She’d done her reading from a ledge atop a closet, filling the nook with blankets and pillows. Their father had admonished them for spending their summer vacation with their noses in books and told them to go out and play in the woods. If giant wolves had been lurking in the trees back then, Morgen was glad she hadn’t heeded that request.

      She’d never been in her grandmother’s room before, and when she ventured in, the scents were even stronger, as if incense had been burned in there recently. Wrinkling her nose, she opened a window wide to air the place out.

      The artwork on the walls was an eclectic collection of pressed leaves, dried berries, and words in foreign languages. A number of ropes were coiled decoratively on the ceiling above the bed, made from braided horsehair or something of that nature. A desk held a mortar and pestle and numerous candles. Maybe this had been the room that had led Franklin to label Grandma as quirky.

      A number of belts and necklaces dangled from a bedpost. Not that big on jewelry, Morgen started to ignore them, but a hunch drew her over, and she sorted through the collection. A silver chain with an emerald-green star-shaped medallion made her think of the root-cellar doors. She couldn’t see how it could be a key, but she removed it to see if the medallion would fit in the indention.

      A caw came from the window, and she dropped it. The raven that she’d seen outside now perched on the sill. To her shock, the big black bird flew into the room, cawing loudly.

      Morgen sprang back, bumped the bed, and almost pitched to the floor. Black wings flapped, feathers flying, and the raven dove toward the medallion.

      “What the—” Though alarmed, Morgen lunged for it.

      No way was she going to let some bird steal her grandmother’s jewelry.

      Wingtips brushed her face, almost beating her about the head, but she snatched up the medallion. Talons flashed, and pain stabbed the back of her hand. She almost dropped the medallion again, but she tightened her grip and ran into the hallway. She slammed the door shut and plastered her back to the opposite wall.

      Several caws of protest came from the bedroom before the house fell silent again. Morgen stared at bloody gouges in the back of her hand and the heavy medallion she gripped.

      She was tempted to leave the door closed and walk away, but if the raven was left inside, it could tear up the room and make a mess.

      “I’m starting to think that preparing this house to sell won’t be easy.” Morgen ran to the kitchen, grabbed a broom, and returned, bracing herself in case she had to battle the raven to drive it out of the house.

      But when she opened the door, the bird was gone. After double-checking, she hurried to the window to close it. The raven cawed at her from the roof of the barn.

      Lucky ran back and forth below, barking up at it.

      “I guess that’s closer to a pheasant than the other things you’ve been trying to get,” Morgen muttered.

      As she headed downstairs, she sent the photos she’d taken to her cousin. She resisted the urge to text: if you don’t hear from me again by tomorrow, send the police. Though maybe it wouldn’t have been a bad idea.

      The raven was probably a fluke—weren’t they known for stealing shiny objects and squirreling them away in nests?—but the werewolf squatter was another story.

      She left the broom in the kitchen and grabbed a butcher knife. Just in case.

      Outside, Lucky continued to race back and forth while barking at the raven on the roof of the barn. From thirty feet above, it looked down, indifferent to the dog.

      Morgen kept the medallion close, in case the bird was still contemplating theft. Deputy Franklin had driven off, so she would be on her own if she had to retrieve it from some forest nest.

      “You barking at it isn’t going to make it fall off the roof and into your mouth,” Morgen told Lucky as she passed him. This common sense did not leave an impression on him. She finally called, “Treat!” to get him to stop.

      It didn’t always work, but this time, it did. He raced over and sat in front of her, his floppy ears cocked.

      “Good boy.” She dipped into the treat bag she kept in her jacket pocket and gave him a piece. “How about giving your vocal cords a rest for a while?”

      He licked her hand, dropped to his back, and rolled in the grass.

      “That works.”

      A call came in from Zoe as Morgen knelt in front of the root-cellar doors.

      “What do you think?” Morgen answered, assuming her cousin had looked through the photos.

      “It’s got good bones. You should remodel it before listing it. You’ll get a lot more. People with money want granite countertops, walk-in closets, and heated floor tiles in the bathrooms. Even better if there’s a steam shower, a jetted bathtub, and towel warmers.”

      “Towel warmers?” Morgen placed the star-shaped medallion into the indention.

      It was a perfect fit. Coincidence?

      “After you spend a few million on a house, you don’t want to have to endure chilled towels when you step out of the shower.”

      Morgen scoffed. “This place isn’t worth millions.”

      “It’s only five minutes outside of town, and it’s on a bunch of land, right? And Bellrock is close to Bellingham and not all that far from Seattle. Trust me, that much land by the water is going to go for a fortune.”

      “I think it’s mostly state land. There’s only an acre or so around the house.”

      Morgen tried turning the medallion, though the indention was cut into the wood, so she didn’t see how it could turn. And it didn’t. It lay there, the emerald glass gleaming in the sunlight but nothing else happening.

      “Are you sure about that?” Zoe asked. “It’s not unheard of, but it would be uncommon to find a private parcel surrounded by state land.”

      “Pretty sure. If it was truly worth a lot, Grandma never would have been able to afford the property taxes. She was a retired librarian, and I don’t think Grandpa left her much when he passed.”

      “Seniors can get discounts on property taxes. Let me check on it. Text me the address.”

      “All right.”

      Wingbeats sounded as the raven flew off. Lucky growled, but he wasn’t looking toward the bird but into the woods. Morgen didn’t see anything among the trees, but she again had the feeling that she was being watched.

      “Let me know what you find,” she told her cousin, the urge to finish searching around and get out of there as soon as possible filling her. Another night at the Wild Trout sounded more and more appealing. “Bye.”

      She was about to give up on the medallion doing anything but decided to try pressing it. It didn’t depress far, but a click sounded. When nothing else happened, Morgen pulled out the medallion. She tried opening the doors again. This time, they creaked open, revealing wide earthen stairs that descended under the house.

      A hodgepodge of strong scents that she couldn’t identify wafted out, making her wrinkle her nose again. It was even worse than in the house. How did discerning buyers who liked jetted tubs and towel warmers feel about homes reeking of incense, dried herbs, and who knew what else?

      “Stand watch, Lucky.”

      He’d returned to sniffing around the barn, making Morgen wonder if another dog—or a wolf?—had been marking the area.

      As she descended, she hunted for a light switch, but the walls were made of dirt. It truly was a root cellar.

      Except that it didn’t contain jars of pickles and cans of tomatoes.

      Enough daylight filtered down for Morgen to make out unfamiliar tools on pegboards and shelves filled with quirky potion bottles, ceramic crocks, and jars holding everything from powders to agates to organs and eyeballs in formaldehyde. Some of the powders were glowing. Would the real-estate listing have to mention that parts of the house were radioactive?

      Boxes and crates were stacked against the back wall, along with bookcases that overflowed with weathered tomes that might have been older than the house. With some books stacked horizontally and others perched vertically or leaning diagonally, they didn’t seem to be categorized in any way, and the urge to spring into the morass and arrange them in a logical organizational paradigm made her fingers twitch.

      But the sheer strangeness of everything collected within kept her feet rooted to the floor as she gaped around. The rest of the walls were lined with counters and workbenches, the tops cluttered with daggers, vials, bottles, cauldrons of various sizes, and more mortars and pestles. A staff with antlers attached to the top leaned next to the stairs. In the center of the sprawling cellar, the packed dirt floor held a pentagram in a circle painted in red. Blood red.

      If one of Grandma’s motorcycle helmets hadn’t dangled from a hook next to the staff, Morgen would have thought she’d wandered into an alternate dimension. Or that Grandma had unknowingly rented out her root cellar to a witch.

      But the key to this place had been in her bedroom.

      Morgen shook her head and set the butcher knife down next to a wavy-bladed kris. The kitchen tool looked like a toy in comparison to it.

      Her grandmother had kept to herself and been aloof, but that ran in the family. It wasn’t that weird. This… What was Morgen supposed to do about all this? Put it in the description for the listing for the house under bonus room?

      Lucky barked, and the rumble of a car engine floated down.

      Now what?
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      A white Land Rover rolled up the driveway and parked in front of the house. Lucky had stopped barking, but Morgen grabbed his collar as soon as she came out of the root cellar—the witch cellar. He was more likely to jump on a stranger and knock him over with an energetic greeting than to bite anyone, but not everybody appreciated that.

      The windows were tinted, so Morgen couldn’t see inside, but the owner soon stepped out. He had short white hair, a bushy handlebar mustache, and wore a denim shirt under a brown suede jacket with fringes. A ten-gallon cowboy hat topped off the ensemble. In Texas, he might not have looked out of place, but jeans and flannel were more typical along the misty coast of western Washington.

      “Morning, ma’am.” He tipped his hat toward her.

      Lucky woofed.

      “Morning, hound.”

      Lucky wagged agreeably.

      “Hi,” Morgen said.

      “I’m Magnus Christian, best real-estate agent in these parts.”

      “Ah.” Morgen could already guess what this visit was about. Maybe she shouldn’t have shut the doors to the root cellar on her way out. Seeing all of the bizarre paraphernalia might have deterred an agent from wanting to list the place. “Morgen Keller,” she said, still getting used to using her maiden name again. “I inherited this place from Gwen Griffiths.”

      “Wonderful to meet you.” Christian smiled and reached for her hand.

      Morgen hid a grimace as she let go of Lucky’s collar so she could accept the clasp. She’d never been one for hugs—or handshakes—from strangers, but people tended to raise their eyebrows when she jerked her arm away.

      Fortunately, all he did was clasp it and nod to her before letting go. “You’re the daughter of the deceased?”

      “Granddaughter. I guess that’s what I get for not bothering with makeup.”

      Christian blinked and looked her up and down. “I didn’t mean to insult you, ma’am. You don’t look a day over thirty, and if I were to walk through the shopping district with you, I’d feel quite smug at having attracted such a young lady.” He winked at her. “I just hadn’t realized that Mrs. Griffiths was old enough to have grown grandchildren.”

      “She was ninety.”

      “Really?” Christian patted Lucky. “Did you hear she died in a motorcycle accident?”

      “Yes, how did you hear about it?” Morgen forced a smile, though she was already inclined to be suspicious of this man.

      How had he known she was up here? It hadn’t even been a full day since she arrived in town. Had Deputy Franklin said something? And if so, to whom? And why?

      For some reason, Morgen thought of the woman who’d peered into her hotel room window the night before.

      “It was in the local news a few weeks back,” he said, “and I’d met Mrs. Griffiths a few times. She contacted me this past spring about selling her property. She was thinking of moving into a condo up north. One of those assisted-living facilities.”

      Given what Morgen had seen in the root cellar, she highly doubted Grandma had been contemplating anything of the sort. Assisted-living facilities had to have rules about how many cauldrons and jars of organs one could store in one’s room. And surely, drawing pentagrams on the floor was discouraged.

      “Interesting,” Morgen made herself say, though she was already contemplating how to get rid of this guy. Lucky had lost interest in him and returned to investigating the barn—or whatever creatures might be living under it. “My cousin is a real-estate agent, so I’m sure Grandma would have used her if she’d been serious about selling.”

      His eyes narrowed. “An agent where?”

      “In Seattle.”

      Christian scoffed and waved dismissively. “You can’t use an agent who doesn’t know the local area. That would be ludicrous. I’m sure I can get you much more. I understand you are the sole heir to the estate?” He lifted his brows.

      “Not to be rude, but how do you know that?”

      He shrugged easily. “As I said, it’s a small town. I regularly have lunch with Abraham, the estate attorney who handles most of the cases in these parts.”

      So he could find out which aggrieved descendants might be willing to list properties with him and beat his competition to their doors? This time, Morgen didn’t bother hiding her grimace. She eyed his SUV, decided it had cost him a fortune, and felt pleased about the fresh mud spattering the sides. If nothing else, he would have to pay to have it scrubbed after coming out here. Somehow, she doubted he was the type to wash a car himself.

      “I can help you get a great offer,” Christian said. “I already know lots of developers who are interested in Bellrock and are buying up land all over the area for their projects. Do you realize how rare it is to find an estate this size left this close to town? I’m surprised the county hasn’t already rezoned it. A developer could put hundreds of houses and condos in there. And is that a view of the water over there?” He peered off toward the Strait. “If you cut down those trees, you’d be able to see the sunset and all the ships passing below. Magnificent.”

      “Cut down all the trees?” Morgen wasn’t as anti-progress as some, but the idea of bulldozers coming in and clearcutting the woods—even if they were infested with werewolves—horrified her. The local deer were having a hard enough time staying alive as it was.

      “Oh, they’d leave some, I’m sure. For aesthetics.” He waved his hand. “People like trees.”

      “Yeah, I hear they’re good for the planet.”

      “I’m more interested in getting you what’s good for your pocketbook.” He glanced at her hand. “I don’t see a ring on that finger. Are you single? Divorced? It’s not easy for a single lady to make it in the world, is it?” His pitying smile made her wonder if he’d researched her and knew she was out of work.

      Morgen gritted her teeth. “Look, Mr. Christian. I just got up here, and I need to sort through Grandma’s things. I’m not thinking about selling right now.”

      “Of course, of course. Take your time.” He pulled out a gold card holder encrusted with emeralds and diamonds—were those real?—and withdrew an embossed business card. “Call me when you’re ready.”

      He pressed it into her hand, tipped his hat, climbed back into the hulking SUV, and drove off. She hoped the wolf leaped onto his hood and threatened to tear his throat out for trespassing.

      “I’ll call you the first of never,” she muttered and tore up the card.

      “Do you object to him personally or to developing the property?” a man with a growly voice asked from behind her.

      Morgen swore and spun, realizing that she’d left the butcher knife in the cellar. What had she been thinking?

      She recognized the owner of the voice right away, though he’d been naked the last time she’d seen him. Now, he wore jeans and a brown leather vest that revealed almost as much of his muscled chest and arms as his last outfit had. A single tooth—some animal’s fang—hung on a thong around his neck, and wide studded-leather bracers circled his wrists, as if he were an archer who needed them to protect his forearms. He towered six and a half feet tall, making her feel much shorter than she usually did at five-eight, and was close enough that he could have reached out and grabbed her.

      Morgen skittered back, wishing she had the knife, especially since his cool blue eyes hadn’t changed. They lacked warmth, and they reminded her of the wolf he’d been the night before. The wolf he still seemed like with that wild black hair and powerful build. This was a predator, whether he was in fur or flesh.

      “Do you object to him or to developing the property?” he repeated slowly, as if she were an idiot who needed help comprehending simple words, though he was the one for whom English had to be a second language. Was that a Mexican accent? What would a Mexican werewolf be doing in Washington?

      “Both.” Though Morgen was afraid to look away from him, she glanced around for Lucky, worried the man might have done something to him. Otherwise, he should have barked to alert her to a stranger—to a threat.

      Lucky stood off to the side. He didn’t appear injured, but his tail was clenched between his legs and his head was low, as if he’d been scolded.

      “You will not sell the property?” the man asked.

      “I don’t know yet, but not to someone who wants to bulldoze the woods and put in a thousand houses and condos.”

      He watched her with those cool eyes, and she wasn’t sure if she’d given him the answer he wanted. Maybe she should have said a plain and definitive no. But that wasn’t the truth, and what business was it of his anyway? He was the trespasser here.

      “Gwen was your grandmother.” He didn’t ask it like it was a question. He already knew.

      The people in Bellrock knew far too much about her.

      “Yes. I’m Morgen. And you are?”

      Besides the freak who’d threatened to rip out her throat after leaping naked onto her car…

      “He who protects this place,” he said.

      “That doesn’t roll off the tongue as easily as you might think.”

      “Follow me. I will show you something.” He strode toward the front of the barn.

      “Uh.” She glanced at Lucky, who’d lowered to his belly in the grass, as if commanded to stay. His tail was still clenched. If the werewolf tried anything, she couldn’t count on her dog to help. “Be right there,” she called, then ran back to the root cellar.

      She grabbed the butcher knife off the workbench, then wondered if she would be better off grabbing the kris or antler staff, but shook her head and stuck with her first choice.

      The werewolf was waiting at the large rolling door, the wood scorched with a symmetrical pattern that reminded her of snowflakes. Without explaining it, he shoved it aside, but he pointed at her knife before walking in.

      “You intend to prepare a meal?”

      “No. A wolf jumped on my car last night and threatened to kill me. It seemed like a good idea to be armed.”

      He grunted. “You should have grabbed the boline knife.”

      While Morgen wondered if that had been one of the tools in the root cellar, he strode into the barn.

      Though still hesitant, and not at all certain he wouldn’t kill her, she followed him inside.

      Wood chips scattered the cement floor of the cavernous interior. When Morgen had been a kid, there had been horse stalls on the left side of the barn, but those had been taken out, replaced by a huge workshop. Tables, benches, and even a totem pole in progress rose up amid power tools and sawhorses. Some of the furnishings had fine wood carvings in the flat surfaces, and a few had been decoratively charred, as if by a blowtorch.

      To the right of the work area, stairs led up to what she remembered as a loft but now looked like more of an apartment. Near the base of the stairs, a tarp lay over something lumpy. The werewolf tugged it off, revealing a wrecked motorcycle.

      Morgen grimaced. “Is this… was this… Grandma’s?”

      “Yes. By the time I learned of the crash, the paramedics had pulled her body out of the ravine. I found this at the bottom, mangled among the trees.” He nudged a couple of parts that must have fallen off in the crash. “At the time, I didn’t yet know that she was dead. I brought it back in case she wanted it.”

      “Wait, do you live here?” Morgen glanced at the steps leading to the apartment.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you pay rent?” She thought of her cousin’s words that if the werewolf had paid rent, it might be more difficult to evict him from the property.

      “Why?” His eyes narrowed, and his words turned into more of a growl again. “Do you wish to charge me to stay here?”

      “No. I…” Maybe saying she wanted to evict him wasn’t a good idea either, not when he crouched there, radiating menace toward her. She didn’t know what this guy had against her, but she definitely got the feeling he didn’t like her. “I was just asking. Grandma didn’t mention you.”

      “You never came here. How could she mention me?”

      “Well, there are these things called phones.” Morgen almost brought up email too, but she hadn’t seen a computer in the house and couldn’t remember Grandma ever communicating with the family that way.

      “Which you did not use to call her.”

      Was that what he had against her? Morgen had always thought that was what Grandma wanted, to be left alone in peace. But what if she’d resented that her grandchildren hadn’t come up to visit? It boggled her mind that this werewolf might have known her grandmother better than she did.

      “This was on the bike when I found it.” He pointed to a bone-colored clip fastened to a fluid line. Or maybe the clip was made from bone.

      Was that the brake line? Morgen had put together her own computers when she’d been in her teens and twenties, but she knew little about cars and even less about motorcycles.

      “Touch it,” he told her, the words a command, not a request.

      She bristled, not wanting to obey him—or crouch shoulder to shoulder beside him. But curiosity kept her from voicing a protest. She bent over, touched a finger to the clip, and jerked her hand back when it buzzed her the same way the indention in the root-cellar door had.

      His eyes glittered with triumph. “It is magic, yes? I knew it.”

      “Uhm.” Nothing more articulate came to mind.

      “And you have the witch blood of your line.”

      That deserved another uhm or maybe something more profound, but Morgen couldn’t do anything but alternate between staring at him and at the clip. It had felt like an electrical current had buzzed her—not magic, whatever the hell magic felt like—but as with the door, the clip didn’t appear to be made from a material that could conduct electricity.

      “I don’t know what any of that means,” she said.

      He pointed at the clip. “That means that someone murdered your grandmother.”
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      “You think someone tampered with the motorcycle?” Morgen asked.

      “Yes. That was under a housing before.” The werewolf pointed at the bone clip. “It would not have been visible to Gwen. I am surprised she did not sense it, but I do not know how witch magic works.” He squinted at her. “Do you sense it?”

      “Sense it? No, but I’m not a witch.” Nor did she believe in witches, magic, hexes, potions, wands, or werewolves, for that matter. “I’m a database programmer. I also enjoy reading, organizing, cooking, hiking with my dog, and music with lyrics that mean something. As you can see from my list, I have no witchy hobbies.”

      “You felt its magic.”

      “I felt… something.” Morgen rubbed the finger that had been zapped. “Like electricity.”

      “Magic can feel like many things. Often, it is painful.” He grimaced, as if remembering some specific incident. “You will research this device.” He removed it from the motorcycle with a faint snap. If it buzzed him, he gave no indication of it. “You will learn who made it and tell me their name.”

      “You like to give orders, don’t you?”

      “Gwen allowed me to take the fallen trees from Wolf Wood for my work and to live on this land. I owe her. You will find out who murdered her.” He held out the clip.

      Morgen hadn’t the foggiest idea how to research a magical item, nor did she want to get zapped again by taking hold of the thing. “The sheriff’s report said my grandmother died in an accident, that it was late, the roads were wet, and she went around a curve too quickly.”

      “She was murdered.” He stepped closer to her. His height and prominently displayed muscles would have made him intimidating even if she hadn’t seen him transform from a wolf into a man. “You will find out who did it so I can kill them.”

      “How about if you want my help, you offer me something or at least ask politely instead of being a big bully?” The words came out braver than she felt. After the day—and night—she’d had so far, she wanted to run and hide somewhere, not deal with this guy.

      “I am not a bully.”

      “You haven’t given me your name, you’re ordering me around, and you’re about to knock my face in with your prodigious pecs. What would you call that?”

      He squinted down at her for several long seconds, and she didn’t know if he was debating whether his actions—and his pecs—were or weren’t bullying, or if he was contemplating throwing her over his shoulder and locking her and the clip in the root cellar until she solved his mystery.

      Finally, he stepped back. She realized she was gripping the handle of the knife so hard that her knuckles ached.

      “My name is Amar Guerrero. If you research this item, find out who
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