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      Author’s Note

      

      The idea for Immorati first came to me as a dream. Of course, it wasn’t fully formed and the Corpesetti was a werewolf, but I wanted to give this a stamp all my own and decided the best way to do that was to create my own species based off the legends of the Jersey Devil. Of course mine are over six feet tall and have a culture rich in language and proud traditions.

      

      At the time I originally wrote this, my husband and I had lived in NJ for about fifteen years and I wanted to showcase something of a state I’d come to think of as home. There hadn’t been that many books written about the Jersey Devil outside of volumes on cryptozoology or urban legends. So, I took those myths and legends and gave them a spin of my own—without ever really answering the question on if the species is indeed the Jersey Devil.

      

      This version of Immorati is what I call the final cut. If you’ve read it before, I thank you. If you are reading it again, please note that this version has changed somewhat. Not in essentials, but some of the dialogue, both internal and external. I think it’s a better, tighter book than in previous incarnations.

      

      I hope you enjoy it and will continue to read the series when Corpesetti makes its debut later in the year.

      

      Happy Reading,

      

      MK Mancos
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      This book is dedicated to all the dreamers, wherever you are.
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      Pine Haven, New Jersey

      

      He could smell her.

      Subtle scent, delicate and delicious, carried on the wind, taunting him to join the chase.  Leaves and twigs cracked underfoot as he pursued her deeper into the woods.  All his stealth had deserted him hours ago. This meeting was the most important of his life. He’d not rush it.

      He stopped near a pine tree and lifted his nose into the air.  Ah, by the Origins she was close.

      Night blanketed the area, giving her ample coverage to hide.  Now and then, small fingers of moonlight braved the dark to illuminate the forest.  Even without his heightened nocturnal vision, he would have known the path she took.  Her essence hung to every leaf, branch, and blade of grass.

      Thundering heartbeats rammed against his chest wall.  Clawed hindquarters dug into the ground.  Arousal gripped him.  If he continued on, he’d scare her—that was not what he wished for their first mating.  Too many risks had been assumed, too much time spent in courtship—he refused to cause her more hurt.

      A lilt of perfumed skin caressed his senses.  The fragrance soft, like forest flowers and cedar, underscored with the unmistakable tang of female arousal.

      Talon-tipped fingers gripped the tree in an effort to check his emotions.  He couldn’t reach for her in his current state, so he growled her name.

      “Nanine.”

      Something brushed against the bell sleeve of his robe.  Moonlight cut a path through the trees as she stepped from behind him.

      “My love.” She whispered the words and launched herself into his arms.

      He relied on his hyper-reflexes to catch her.  His arms tightened around her small human-like body.  Even with his hindquarters bent—he towered over her much smaller frame.

      He braced his back against the tree and lifted her higher.  Soft breasts pressed against his deep chest.  Warm breath caressed his neck.  Slim arms tightened around him, and her hands began to stroke the hair at his nape.

      “I didn’t think I would be able to get away.  The Elders are watching me.  I think they know.” A tremble of fear moved through her slender body. If they were to be discovered, he’d be killed and she’d be turned away from her people.

      Though he’d not see her hurt, he’d risk all for love and maybe find a way to break the curse.

      He slid downward, taking her with him to sit her on his lap.  “We have to be careful.  If either of our people should find out…”

      Slender fingers covered his mouth.  “I know.  Let’s not waste our time thinking of what will happen if we’re discovered.”

      He kissed her fingertips then moved her hand away from his mouth.  They had so little time before she had to return to the compound, he didn’t wish to waste it.  Who knew when she would be able to sneak away to meet him again?

      “I’ve waited so long for you.” He lowered his head to capture her mouth.  Ah, she tasted sweet.  Like life and passion—so unlike the women of his kind.

      Soft moans swelled from her throat and vibrated along his tongue.  The gossamer silk of his robes could not hide his full arousal when she leaned closer to return his kiss.

      Alarmed, she pulled back.  “Hedric?”

      “I won’t hurt you, my love.  I’ll be gentle.”

      “I’ve never…”

      He gave a tender smile she couldn’t see with her more human-like vision in the dark forest.  The knowledge that she remained untouched would make their loving all the sweeter. Long blonde hair cascaded over her shoulder and covered her breasts.  Gently, he curled a claw around the silky strands and brushed them out of his way.  Erect nipples pressed against the fabric of her shirt.  He flicked one with his claw and she shivered in desire, her eyes closed and mouth plump from his kisses.

      “Ah, Nanine, you want me.”

      “Into my eternity.”

      A lump formed in his throat.  He knew enough of Immorati lore to know when one spoke of their eternity, it was akin to the lifebonds of his own people.  But his people were not made by the Origins to have an eternity.  “If I only could promise the same.”

      He kissed her and tasted the tears that fell from her beautiful eyes.  Slowly, as if she would break, he tried to undress her, but it was impossible to negotiate with his clawed hands.

      Nanine smiled at him and began the work herself. “Next time, I’ll wear a robe like yours.”

      He laughed despite his hyper-aroused state.  “That would be appreciated.”

      Pale skin glowed luminescent in the moonlight. He took his time appreciating every exposed inch—the long legs, slim arms, and curvaceous hips.  He teased and laved her breasts before moving down her body.  When he reached her sex, he took his time learning her scent and taste, as she kept up a steady litany of his name and thrashed in ecstasy beneath him.

      When he could stand his torture no longer, he rolled her to her stomach and lifted her hips off the ground to mount her.

      He bit into her neck and shoulder with sharp teeth, careful not to break the skin, before moving up to whisper in her ear, “I love you, Nanine.”  Then, he thrust into her.

      Pained cries filled the hand he slid over her mouth.  Her breathing sawed in and out. She whimpered.  He waited until she adjusted to his size.  All the while, the exquisite warmth surrounding him was fast becoming too much to bear.  He would not be able to stay still inside her forever.

      “Are you, all right?”

      After a few moments, she nodded.

      Slowly, he moved.  Small, movements of his hips—more of a grind than an actual thrust.  Nanine sighed into his palm.  A slight tremor shook her, moving down the length of her spine.  He felt it travel through her and when it reached where they were joined, he became lost to the unbearable pleasure of her.

      Their lovemaking turned wild, animalistic.  The points of his claws indented the skin of her rounded hips and blood ran down onto his fingers.  Realizing he held her too tightly, he loosened his grip. “I am sorry, my love. So sorry.”

      She moaned. “Don’t be, Hedric. I love you.”

      Her sweet declaration made him unable to control the wild movement of his body.  He needed to complete the mating with his female.

      Ah, by the Origins, his female.

      “Hedric!”  Nanine screamed as her body clamped his member with vice-like tension. She spasmed around him.

      A cry of triumph tore from his throat.

      His own release jetted into her body—filling her with the seed of her mortal enemy.
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      Near the Pine Barrens of New Jersey

      Immorati Compound

      

      Aidan sat at the banquet table staring at the dais where the Elders stoically presided over a feast that should have been a joyous occasion.  The last few years had seen a decline in the number of Immorati.  The ongoing attacks by a plague of Corpesetti had taken its toll on those living at the compound.

      The Corpesetti were the natural enemies of the Immorati and the only thing besides the abdication ritual that could kill a member of the immortal race.  Aidan’s mother had fallen to a Corpesetti not two years ago.  Her death still had the power to bring him acute pain.

      His brother, Seth, sat to his right, and his best friend and conclave guardian, Cletus, to his left.  They were both engaged in conversations with women sitting close to them.  No doubt they would both have company in their beds tonight—Cletus his lovely wife, Seth one of the other young Immorati females.  Aidan, however, would spend another lonely night gathering reports and trying to determine why the trail to his mother’s killer had gone cold.

      Then there was Nanine.  Where had she gone?  No one had seen her all day. It wasn’t like her to miss a feast.  But she’d been secretive lately.  He hoped she hadn’t gotten herself into trouble.  His young, female cousin was known to go into the city every now and then, but she generally left word and would have never gone off near a feast day.

      Movement from the dais pulled his attention away from the troublesome thoughts.  His father, Jainus, stood and tapped the side of his wine glass with a knife.

      Conversations stopped, and attention focused forward.

      Jainus cleared his throat.

      “On this day, the Feast of Ancar Schavar, the first immortal, we need to reflect upon those lives taken from their eternity prematurely. It is only through proper preparation and the ritual of abdication that we Immorati walk to the Gates of the Great House and live an afterlife in the bosom of our ancestors.

      “My own sweet Giselle was taken from me these two years past, and every day I wonder if she has found a path to our ancestors.  With that in mind, I have discussed with the other Elders and we agree, the time has come for me to follow my heart and abdicate.”

      Shock reverberated through the room.  Aidan considered his father’s face.  At four-hundred years, Jainus was too young to abdicate.

      Surprised murmurs filled the hall. Jainus held up his hands to quiet those assembled. Aidan glanced at his brother who had gone pale with the announcement.

      “The Elders and I have also discussed my vacancy, and we have unanimously decided that Aidan should take my place on the Council.”

      No!  He was only two hundred and fifty years old—too young to be an Elder.  How could he be an Elder?  He hadn’t even selected a lifemate.

      “The ritual will take place on the next full moon.”  Jainus lifted his wine glass.  “To eternity.”

      The diners raised their glasses and repeated.  “To eternity.”

      Seth leaned over and grabbed Aidan’s sleeve.  “You have to talk him out of it.  He can’t possibly mean to go through with it.”

      Aidan studied their father.  For an immortal he looked old and worn out, and he missed his wife so.  “Perhaps he does, Seth.  He misses Mother.”

      Sorrow and frustration pulled Seth’s mouth down at the corners. “We all do, but we’re not about to chuck our eternities and take the path to the Ancestors!”

      “It’s his decision.  Not ours.”

      Cletus looked around Aidan to Seth.  “Leave it, Seth.”

      Seth immediately shut his mouth and sat back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest.  Cletus raised a brow.  His broad ebony face was a mask of contempt as he looked at the younger man.  The guardian loved Seth like a brother, but the younger man had too much passion and took risks that were foolish in the given climate.  It was Cletus’ job, as guardian, to protect the Immorati and Seth’s headstrong and poorly thought out excursions often invited mishap.

      Eliah, a perimeter guard, perched at the edge of the banquet hall.  His gaze searched the room until it rested on Aidan. He hurried over to kneel down in front of him.

      “We have reports coming in that there was a woman attacked in the woods near Pine Haven.  Her physical description fits Nanine.” Eliah spoke in a low voice.

      Aidan rose and shot a look to Cletus before answering.  “Is she all right?”

      “No, sir.  She’s dead.  The body was taken to the morgue for autopsy.”

      Anger and fear chilled his blood. His fist tightened in rage. Another of their number lost before she could mate and reproduce.  Another of their number denied the chance to walk the path to the heavenly estates of the Ancestors.

      “Come, Cletus.  Let’s go to Pine Haven and bring her home.”
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      Pine Haven, New Jersey

      

      Edie Campbell slid down into the warm sudsy water up to her neck.  Her back rested against the inflatable pillow, stuck by suction cups to the tub. Her eyes slid closed.

      Nothing like the pure indulgent bliss of a bubble bath to unwind after a long day pouring over texts and archival documents in the research library.  Pine Haven State College boasted an impressive collection of local and regional folklore. Oftentimes she’d get lost in the stacks and down a rabbit hole while on a search for some little-known tale kept hidden in the college’s massive store.

      On days like today she wished she’d indulged in a more physical career—one that didn’t include her sitting for long hours, pouring over documents. However, working as a cultural anthropologist, specializing in myth and folklore was both stimulating and exciting.  The drawback was the long hours spent chasing down the origins of obscure tales could be mentally exhausting.

      Currently she was working on a book of familial myths passed on from one generation to the next. Her own family had a rich history of lore that came down from her maternal line.  Often, the near fairytale proportions of those stories served as the fare for her and her sister, Liza’s, childhood bedtime stories.  The amount of embellishment that stuck like decorations to the tales was rich and detailed, but helped little in uncovering the stories’ origins.

      Among her favorites were the ones that told of a race of immortals living near the Pine Barrens on a compound—away from the prying eyes of the world.  The very idea immortals would choose to live in New Jersey was suspect enough, but according to Grandma Keirnan, they still lived in the area.

      Edie had lived in Pine Haven most of her life and had never heard anything of immortals except from Grandma Keirnan.   She suspected the tale had been fabricated from a long dead ancestor to explain the family’s miraculous longevity.  It was nothing on her mother’s side to live well over a hundred.

      Edie shut her eyes and tried to turn off thoughts of her project and speculations about people who never had to fear aging or natural death.  She smiled groggily.  Longevity did have side benefits. At thirty-five, she still had the firm body and tight skin of an eighteen-year-old.

      Her phone rang—startling her awake.  How long had she'd slept? The tub water had gone from piping hot to lukewarm.  Goose bumps broke out on her skin, as she leaned over and picked up her cellphone sitting on a low table near the bath.

      “Edie, sweetheart, I need you to come down to the morgue.”

      “Karl?”  She barely recognized his voice. A subtle inflection of agitation had devoured his normally calm tone.

      Karl Urich, local police chief and heartthrob, had tried for years to persuade Edie to make their friendship into something more permanent. She’d known him too long to take an extremely pleasurable relationship deeper, but that didn’t stop them from being very good friends and occasional lovers.

      “Yeah. I’m sorry to bother you. I know you wanted to spend a nice quiet evening relaxing, but we have something here I want you to see.”

      Interest piqued, she sat up straighter. “At the morgue?  What is it?”

      “I haven’t a clue and neither does Tyler.  We were hoping you could shed some light on it.”

      Edie pressed the phone between her cheek and shoulder, while she stood and hurried to dry off.  “Is it animal, vegetable, or mineral?”

      “Animal. Most definitely animal.” The gruff edge of awe and disbelief in his voice took her aback. It took quite a bit to ruffle Karl’s stoic demeanor.

      “Why’d you call me? Why not a game warden or zoologist?”

      “You’re an anthropologist. I thought maybe something in your field background would be helpful.” Even through the phone it sounded like a drawing at straws kind of situation.

      “I’ll try, but you caught me while I was in the tub.  Give me a chance to dress and I’ll be right there.”

      A beat of silence filled the phone.  “How long?”

      “Give me about fifteen.”

      They hung up, leaving Edie uneasy. Karl had not sounded like himself. Never a good sign. Something extraordinary must have been found, especially if Tyler, Pine Haven’s medical examiner, couldn’t identify it. Not to mention, if it was an animal, why bring it to the medical examiner in the first place.

      Odd. Very odd.

      She made it to the morgue in under fifteen minutes.  Karl met her in the parking lot and opened her truck door.  Instead of his uniform, he wore jeans and a plain t-shirt.  His short dark blond hair looked finger-combed and a slight stubble of beard dusted his square jaw.  Deep brown eyes locked with hers and then he shook his head.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this.” He draped his arm around her shoulder as they walked into the morgue and down the hall to the examination room.

      Tyler Fitzjohn glanced up from her work and did the same head shake as Karl.  “Hi, Edie.  Thanks for coming.  Grab a gown, gloves, and mask before you join me over here.”

      Tyler had lived in Pine Haven most of her life but had grown up and went to school with Edie’s mother and father.  She was not only a friend but an honorary aunt.

      Edie put on a paper gown over her clothes and allowed Karl to tie up the back.  Then she donned a pair of surgical gloves, hooked a mask over her ears, and stepped around the sinks into the examination room proper.

      The corpse lay on a stainless-steel table, a big hulking specimen—both fascinating and frightening.  Edie swept her gaze downward from its head.  It wasn’t just big. It was massive.

      She moved under the bright florescent lights to get a better look at the creature.

      So many questions swirled around in her head, but her mouth didn’t want to work. A definite disconnect ran between her eyes, brain, and mouth.

      After a moment of staring in awe, her voice finally returned. “Where was it found?”

      “In the woods outside of town.  A couple of teenagers stumbled over it while hiking.”  Karl, donned a paper gown as well and moved to stand across from her. Tyler took a step back to give Edie room to examine the specimen.

      It was humanoid—that much was evident.  The facial features were too human-like to be anything else and yet they appeared alien. Fascinated, she leaned in for a closer inspection. The head was large and proudly shaped.  Pale waxy skin stretched taut over high prominent cheekbones.  The mandible was square and powerful.  She gave a passing thought as to how much pressure such a jaw could exert when it latched onto prey.  And looking down at the creature, she had the strange sensation that it was definitely a predator of some sort.

      The lips were full and beautifully shaped, as if molded to perfection by the loving hands of a sculptor.  She leaned forward and placed her fingers on the mouth. Pulling back the upper lip, she was treated to the most horrific canines this side of the food chain.

      The nose was flattened across the bridge, but still most definitely human in nature.  The brow was broad and high, as well as the forehead.  Both those features suggested a well-developed frontal lobe and the possibility of higher intelligence.

      She spread the eyelids back, and black eyes stared sightlessly back at her.  They were odd, without sclera or iris.  Long thick black hair hung down to broad shoulders, but there appeared no evidence of facial hair.

      The chest was deep and broad with over-developed pectorals.  In the center, where the heart should be, was a gaping wound.

      “What violence.” Edie inspected the jagged claw-like serrations that edged the wound.

      Her fingers trailed downward to his flat, yet muscled abdomen and farther.

      Karl coughed behind her.

      She turned to peer at him over her shoulder for a moment.  “You wanted me to look at him.”

      He put up his hands and backed off.

      She moved down to the creature’s genitalia—there could be no doubt this specimen was most definitely male.  The long, thick penis sat nestled in a patch of dense black hair and encased in a thick, spongy foreskin. She pulled the foreskin back, exposing the glans penis.  A pearly, viscous fluid was caught on the tip and inside the protective cover.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Karl frowned.

      “It’s exactly what you think it is.  Tyler, get a sample of this.  I’ll be interested to see the DNA profile. And how it compares to human or any other known species.”

      “You and me both.” Tyler quickly placed the semen sample into a container to have it run at the State crime lab.

      “I wonder if the creature mated prior to the killing.” A subtle shift of tension in the room made her look up. “What?”

      “I’ll check the other victim.” Tyler moved to another table and uncovered a second body Edie hadn’t noticed in the dim ambient light.

      “There are two of these things here?”

      Karl shook his head.  “No, the other victim is a young woman.”

      Edie’s throat constricted.  She didn’t even wish to contemplate the ramifications of what that meant.

      Tyler worked on the second body for several moments before she lifted her head.  “There is a positive presence of semen. And quite a bit of blood. I’ll have to check for vaginal trauma.”

      Edie turned back and looked at the creature on the slab.  What exactly had happened in the woods? Did he rape the poor young woman and then kill her?  If so, what killed him?  A cold sweat broke out on her forehead and between her shoulder blades.

      “Sweetheart? Are you, all right?” Karl touched the middle of her back, giving her gentle support.

      “I think I need to sit down.” No sooner had she said that, Karl hooked a stool with his foot and pushed it near the wall.  She shook her head. “Bring it here. I want to finish examining this thing.”

      Tyler marked the samples with a pen.  “I do have a call in to a zoologist, Edie, if you want to go home.”

      “Go home? Are you kidding?  I’m not going to let a little light-headedness stop me from examining the find of the century, no matter how disturbing the facts seem to be.”

      She returned her gaze to the creature.  His long muscular arms ended in disproportionately large hands, tipped with six-inch pointed nails.  Edie picked up the hand nearest her and studied the claws.  Dried blood decorated the point of each one.  Odd, if he had been the one to kill the girl, there would have been blood all over his hands and arms—not just the very tips of the nails. Not to mention it was highly doubtful he inflicted the same injury on himself.

      The legs were the most amazing things.  Like the rest of the body, they were long and well-muscled.  Powerful thighs and calves proposed an excellent runner or jumper and tapered down to long canine-like feet with talon-like toenails, complete with a dewclaw.  The configuration of both arms and legs suggested the creature could move on all fours for speed if the need arose.

      “I haven’t a clue what this thing could possibly be.”  Edie looked up and stared at Tyler before shifting her attention to Karl.  “I’m sorry, but if I didn’t know better, I’d say someone, or something, killed the Jersey Devil.”
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      Karl folded his arms over his chest and raised a brow.

      “What?” Edie imitated his questioning posture.

      “Don’t even joke around like that.”  He rubbed his hand down his face and over his mouth.  “It’s going to be hard enough keeping this thing under wraps once those teens start talking.  I practically had to threaten them with overnight accommodations in the town lockup to keep them quiet.  I don’t want this turning into a media circus.”

      Edie bit her lower lip in thought.

      “Well, there are many variations on the tale and very few of them are consistent. The marshes and wetlands here are filled with tales of their sightings. There are legends that go all the way back to the Native American tribes that lived in New Jersey and sightings from the Revolutionary War. The truth of the matter is the stories are urban legend.  No one’s actually verified a sighting, so how do we know what it looks like if it actually exists? And when you dig into the tales, none of them are one hundred percent consistent in descriptions.”  She pointed to the creature on the table.  “This is as good an example as any.”

      Her nose started to itch, and she bent her face into the crease of her elbow and wiped at it.  There was something about having on examination gloves that always made her nose itch, especially after handling something she wouldn’t touch without the latex barrier.

      Her gaze traveled along the length of the creature again. Or man.  What was it?  Did it have cognitive thoughts?  Was it sentient?  Did it know love or only the drive to mate? Edie turned to study the young woman on the other gurney.

      She stood and walked over to examine the body.

      The young woman couldn’t have been over twenty and was so perfectly beautiful, even in death, Edie could do nothing more than stare.  Long, pale blonde hair framed a heart-shaped face.  Her brows were slightly darker and arched over wide eyes. Not a feature on her face had even a hint of imperfection.  How could someone so ethereal die?

      An identical injury as the creature marred her chest, creating a cavernous hole between two of the most naturally beautiful breasts ever created.  The same claw marks shredded the side of the wound.  Whatever killed it had killed her.  Did he die by the hand of someone who witnessed her killing or as a revenge for the murder?  Or did he die protecting her?

      A slow ache began in her sacrum and rose.  “Has anyone reported her missing?”

      “No.” Karl gave her a stern look and rocked on the balls of his feet.  “And the items found near the scene didn’t have any identification with them.”

      “What was found near the scene? Anything interesting?” It was worth a shot in the dark.

      Karl shook his head. “Clothes. But they were found quite a ways from the scene. A woman’s blouse, pants, shoes. A long black, silk robe. Extra large.”

      She frowned and pointed at the beast on the table. “It was wearing clothes?”

      “I’m not willing to say yay or nay on that one. I’ll only admit to their being clothing in the woods.”

      Edie took a minute to digest that bit of possible information. Then, “She’ll be missed by someone.”

      “We’ve got a description of her out to the media.”

      Edie looked at him across the room.  His shoulders were bunched up under his gown—he was wound tight.  If she was disturbed by the events that brought these two corpses into the morgue, knowing such a crime happened in his jurisdiction had to weigh heavy on him.  “But that’s all?  You didn’t give the degree of injury, did you?”

      He shook his head.  “There was no need for that.  But like I said, it’s only a matter of time before the story gets out.  If she has family, I’d like them to find out from me or Tyler the cause of death, not some reporter bent on sensationalizing the story.”

      Edie’s admiration for him grew.  “You’re a good man, Karl.”

      For the first time that night, a faint trace of a smile curled his mouth, and his dark eyes caressed her.

      His cell phone rang, echoing off the stainless-steel surfaces of the morgue.

      The conversation was short and to the point.  He nodded to Edie and Tyler.  “I have to go.  Two men just showed up at the station to identify the woman.”

      “That was quick.” Tyler moved to the exam table with a sheet.  “Help me cover him, Edie, and then we’ll move her into another room.  I don’t want family to speculate about what’s under the sheet, and he’s too big to stuff in a drawer.”

      Edie hurried to comply. It was good thinking on Tyler’s part.  Even covered, anyone could tell whatever lay under there was too large to be human.  They didn’t need questions from curious family members.  Especially when they didn’t even know how to classify his species.

      

      An ink-black night stared back at Aidan from the square window in the police chief ’s office.  He looked past his reflection to the man who pulled up in a squad car outside.

      The chief appeared to be around thirty-five and in relatively good physical condition for a human.  He also looked like he hated this aspect of the job. His mouth was set in a hard line and his jaw clenched.

      He came into the office and held out his hand to Aidan.  “I’m Chief Urich, thank you for coming in so soon.  We haven’t had the description out that long.”

      Aidan took the mortal’s hand in a firm grip and pumped it up and down a few times, gauging the mettle of the man before him by the quality of the grasp. “Aidan LaMont.” He turned and indicated the guardian with a sweep of his hand.  “This is Cletus Feucheux.”

      The police chief greeted Cletus in the same manner and turned toward the door.  “How are you related to the woman?”

      “I’m her cousin.” Aidan followed Cletus out into the hall, and Chief Urich closed the door behind them.

      Chief Urich stopped and gave Aidan a speculative glance.  “No closer relations than you?”

      Aidan shook his head.  “None.  She was my responsibility.”  Tears threatened to unman him. His throat tightened around the emotion.   He’d failed his mother and Nanine by not protecting them against the Corpesetti.  Some hunter he was!  And his father wanted him to be an Elder.  Ancestors weeping!  He would not, however, show emotion to the human.

      Placing an expression of haughty indifference on his face to hide his pain, he faced the chief.  “I am the spokesman for the family.”

      “I see. Well, if you would follow me, I’ll take you to identify her.”

      They climbed into their separate vehicles. Aidan sat in the passenger’s side of a sleek black Mercedes sedan and looked out at the night.

      Cletus turned the key and pulled out of the parking lot to follow the police chief to the morgue.  “Chief Urich plays his hand close to the vest.  There is a power there.  Very animal.”

      “I felt it, too.”  The fewer dealings they had with the police chief the better.  He seemed the type to dig his nose into matters until he understood or uncovered them— whichever suited his purposes. “We’ll identify Nanine and be done with him.”

      “Agreed.  The less said to him, the better.”

      They pulled into the morgue parking lot and noticed three vehicles:  one in the space marked Medical Examiner, one beside that, and the other in a visitor’s spot.  At least they would not have a large audience for the identification.  It would be better that way.  The less people who saw the marks a Corpesetti left when he made a kill, the fewer questions the curious populace would ask.

      Chief Urich stood by the door, holding it open for them.  Silently, he ushered them into a small annex room where a gurney sat parked with a sheet-draped body.

      The M.E., a handsome woman, most likely in her early fifties, stood sentry by the body. She held her hand out to introduce herself.  Aidan took it in greeting, only partially listening and nodding in the appropriate place, but his attention remained fixed on the sheet.

      Behind him, Cletus leaned in a little to give support if needed.

      It all seemed surreal.  The M.E. pulled the sheet down to reveal Nanine’s still face.  Beautiful, even in death, she lay in the cold of the morgue as if sleeping.  The sweet remains of some dream made the sides of her mouth curl at the corners.

      “That’s her.” He heard himself say, but didn’t remember uttering the words, nor giving his brain the command to do so.

      The stench of the Corpesetti clung to her skin like a rotting cloak.  Anger surged through his bloodstream.  It should be him lying on the gurney, taken prematurely to the Ancestors for failing to protect the people in his conclave.

      As if needing to verify the death, he jerked the sheet back to see the empty hollow where her gentle heart once beat so pure.

      The M.E. gasped, but the police chief stood as stoic as an oak.

      Aidan clenched his jaw and turned to the police chief while dropping the sheet back on the body.  He and Cletus had much work to do before they could return home.

      “Where was the body found?”

      “In the woods.” Chief Urich stood with his arms braced across his chest.  His tawny brow was raised as if in challenge.

      “The woods are large.  Where in the woods?”

      “Doesn’t matter.  It’s a crime scene.”

      An unsettled feeling wound its way into Aidan’s belly and traveled up.  His heart pounded hard.  Too close.  The faint smell of Corpesetti flesh filled the room.  It wasn’t the stink from a kill, but the stink when one was in close proximity to a full-grown male.

      He turned to Cletus.  With a silent understanding they moved to the door.

      “Wait!”  The M.E. yelled. “You have to give us a name.”

      “Her name is Nanine Shea and we’ll return for her.”

      They hurried out the door and onto the trail of the Corpesetti that pricked the hair on the back of Aidan’s neck and charged his senses.  The hunter in him awoke.

      

      Edie sat in the office for a few more moments trying to bring her breathing and heart rate back to normal range.  If she let her body take the lead, she’d have hyperventilated when the two men entered the annex. Something about the one pulled at her—made her want to follow him from the morgue to see where he went.  The compulsion started low in her gut and churned upward to her heart. He and his companion had left the morgue with determination and purpose.

      His dark hair looked a little on the long side but remained impeccably groomed.  Deep blood-colored highlights glinted in the glare of the overhead lights.  Amber eyes glowed in anger as he looked at the body of his loved one.  When he tore the sheet from her body and exposed the gaping wound, Edie had stopped breathing, waiting for a reaction.

      There had been none.

      His expression had been stoic.  He’d not flinched, moved, blinked, or winced. If she hadn’t known better, she’d have sworn he’d seen it all before. But he couldn’t have. Could he?

      If someone had been going around the area killing people in a similar manner the locals would have heard about it and Karl would have made sure those in town knew to protect themselves from the threat.

      To top it off, he’d demanded to see the crime scene.  Holy cow!  The man definitely had revenge on his mind.  Even though his mouth had been set in a grim line, his eyes had flashed with fury before he hid it from the others.

      How would it feel to have someone love you so much they felt compelled to seek revenge if you ever came to harm?  Edie had never been the object of such devotion.  Sure, Karl would probably be angry—his profession demanded outrage when an innocent came to harm, but she doubted he’d feel it justification to go outside the law to avenge her.

      The door opened, and Karl stuck his head inside.  “You all right in here?”

      She looked up at him.  Guilt washed through her for letting her flights of fantasy get away from her.  “Ah, yeah. Sure.”

      “Tyler’s going to start examining the girl a little more closely now.  She wanted to know if you wanted to stay and watch.”

      “Not really.  I think she can handle this one herself.” Edie stood and pulled the paper gown off.  “If she would call me when the zoologist arrives, I’d appreciate being in on that.”

      “Should be sometime tomorrow morning.”

      “Fine.” She started through the office door and watched Tyler and her assistant turn the body over.  Marks in the girl’s buttocks caught Edie’s attention and she walked back over to the gurney.  “My God.”

      Tyler looked up at Edie.  “What?”

      “These marks.  The creature must have made them while he…” she couldn’t finish the sentence.  It looked as if he had gouged her flesh to keep her in place while he mounted her from behind.  Bile rose to the back of her throat and burned.

      Tyler frowned. “I’ll measure the marks and his claws for confirmation, but I suspect you’re right given the presence of semen.”

      Karl put his arm around Edie’s shoulder and lowered his mouth to her ear.  “Are you all right to drive yourself home?”

      “I’m fine.  Don’t think I’ll sleep tonight, but I’m fine.” Not sleeping would be an understatement.  How could she sleep when every time she closed her eyes her imagination would build the last few terrifying moments of that poor girl’s life?  She’d be lucky if she ever slept again.  No myth or folktale would ever come close to the gruesome reality displayed as proof on the cold metal slab of the morgue’s exam table.

      “I’ll come over later and check on you if you want?” Karl offered as he rubbed a hand up and down her back.

      “Walk me to my car?” She turned from his embrace and pulled on his hand.  He followed with little encouragement needed.

      They had just reached the door when the two men who identified the body came from around the back of the building, and the brooding one descended on Karl like an avenging angel.

      “Where is it?”  He demanded. Dark hair ruffled in the breeze, and his odd eyes glowed.  The tails of his long black trench coat flapped like raven’s wings behind him.

      Karl took his hand from Edie’s and stepped in front of her.  “Where is what?”

      “The thing that took Nanine’s life.” He took a step closer. His eyes were wild from anger and grief.

      “Thing?  It was a man.  Or a tiger.  We did have some captive tigers get loose near here a while back.” The lie rolled off Karl’s tongue without missing a beat.

      “A tiger cannot rip a heart out and leave the rest of the body intact.” The deceased’s family member touched the middle of his chest in emphasis.

      The large African-American man with him tried to pull him away.  “This isn’t the way, Aidan,” he said in a deep, calm voice.

      Aidan shook off the hands. He started back toward Karl, coming closer. “Why are you protecting it?”

      “I’m not protecting anything.” The denial was flat and brooked no room for opposition.

      “Lies!”  His gaze swung his wild gaze to Edie as she poked her head out from behind Karl to watch the spectacle.

      His amber stare held hers and a little electric shock startled her.  She gasped.

      A trembling hand reached out to her.  “Come with me.  You’re in danger if you stay here.”

      “Aidan, please,” the
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