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PROLOGUE

FALL, 2012.

AROUND MIDNIGHT.

BACKCOUNTRY OF THE

HIGH UINTA MOUNTAINS, UTAH.

 


“She’s getting away,” Whitney’s
female abductor screeched at her male partner. “I told you we
should tie her feet and padlock the box.”

The desire to survive spurred Whitney’s aimless mad
dash into the dark woods. Her bare feet pounded at breakneck speed
against the dirt path. Her arms pumped fast and hard, propelling
her forward.

She had to get back to the campground. Back to her
fiancé, Austin, a police cadet. Disoriented, she had no idea if she
was running in the right direction. The terrifying ride she had
spent crammed into the box towed behind the ATV seemed to last
hours. Though it could have been mere minutes. Regardless, any
direction away from the deranged couple was the right
direction.

The ATV’s revving engine drowned out the hammering
of her heart in her ears. If they caught up, she would be captured,
bound, and forced into the footlocker-sized storage container
again. No doubt, they would bind her ankles and latch the lid shut.
The chance for a second escape impossible. After that, god only
knew what they would do to her.

Whitney veered off the trail into the thickets. She
hoped the ATV was too wide to maneuver through the clumps of
trees.

The sharp needles from the labyrinth of pines
stabbed her face and arms and yanked out strands of her long auburn
hair by the roots. Her Bermuda shorts offered no protection from
the twigs and bushes scraping her ankles, shins, and knees. Jagged
rocks pierced the soles of her feet. But the pain didn’t slow her
down. Evading the kidnappers was a matter of life or death.
Literally.

“She cut into the woods over
there,” the woman shouted.

An instant later, the ATV’s engine fell silent.
Branches snapped and leaves crunched as her would-be captors
bulldozed their way through the underbrush, speeding in her
direction.

Breathing so hard her lungs felt like they were
about to explode out of her chest, Whitney paused to catch her
breath. She bent over into a half-squat position, rested her palms
on her bare thighs, and swiveled her head back and forth in search
of somewhere to hide.

The pale moonlight outlined the craggy mountainside
in the distance.

Blackness engulfed the foreground.

She couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of
her face. Let alone identify a suitable place to hide.

The crackle of foliage trampled under frenzied
footsteps foretold of her pursuers’ rapid approach. They were
getting closer by the second. She had to move. Fast.

Her mind a jumbled mess and heart racing a million
miles an hour, Whitney broke into a full-bore run again. Just as
the snap of twigs signaled the approach of the kidnappers, the
splintering of sticks beneath her frantic footsteps revealed her
location.

Seconds later, a narrow beam of light illuminated
the woods to her right. The brilliant spot bounced back and forth
across the ground in an erratic pattern.

Oh, shit! Whitney glanced over her shoulder.

Suddenly the intense light rested on her face.

“There she is,” the woman yelled,
excitement escalating the shrillness of her voice.

Squinting, Whitney raised her arm to block the
glare. But couldn’t see anything beyond the powerful flashlight
beam. Worse yet, the blinding light stole her night vision. It
would take minutes for her vision to fully adapt to the darkness
again. Minutes she didn’t have.

Whitney spun around and stretched her arms out in
front of her. As if blind she waved her arms back and forth,
feeling her way through the web of vegetation as she ran as fast as
she dared.

After a few strides, her foot caught on a low-lying
branch. She stumbled. Bashed her shin into the trunk of a fallen
tree and lost her balance. She let out a high-pitched squeal and
landed face-first into a leafy bush. The tang of blood filled her
mouth. Fear iced her fingers and toes.

Despite the pain ravaging Whitney’s body, terror
kept her moving. She crawled on her hands and knees, scrambling to
push herself to her feet.

“Gotcha!” He tackled her from
behind.

Flattened on her stomach, Whitney contorted her
body. She swung her arms backward, grabbing his hair and punching
his head.

“Get control of her arms,” he
yelled to his partner.

Whitney cranked down harder on his hair. Felt a
clump rip out in her hand.

“Ouch! Hurry up. She’s beating the
shit out of my head.”

“Knock it off, bitch!” The woman
kicked the toe of her hiking boot into Whitney’s right
temple.

The pain piercing her head felt like her skull had
been split open. She let out a childlike whimper, her fight
fizzling.

The woman latched on to Whitney’s wrists, yanked her
arms above her head, and slammed her hands into the ground.

Whitney doubled her fists and jerked her arms,
fighting the woman’s hold. “Nooooo,” she screamed. But under the
weight of her male captor, she was able to muster little volume and
even less physical resistance.

“Wooh! That was exhilarating.” His
hot breath lapped down the side of Whitney’s neck. “You’re one
feisty little chick.”

Thoughts of Austin, their upcoming wedding, and her
mother flooded Whitney’s mind. She’d give anything to taste
Austin’s kiss one more time. Feel her mother’s loving arms around
her one more time. Live long enough to wear her beautiful wedding
dress and walk down the aisle…

Tears erupted. “I’ll do anything you want. Please
don’t hurt me.”

“Hurt you? We’re gonna kill you in
the worst way possible and make you famous,” the woman
cackled.

Whitney went berserk. She screamed at the top of her
lungs and fought with all her might. But her efforts proved
futile.

As the female assailant predicted,
days later when Whitney Marie Feinstein’s body was discovered, she
had become famous.

In the years to come, homicide
detectives would remember her as the first victim of the
sadistic Mountain Lake
Killers.


 ONE

WEDNESDAY MORNING.

SEPTEMBER 14, 2016.

THE CONFERENCE ROOM OF

THE REMOTE BWI LOCATION

KNOWN AS HOLD FEKETE.

 


“Viktor Balogh, you’re an official
Bureau of Werewolf Intelligence operator now.” Commander Bence
Csonka pursed his lips in a triumphant smirk. “Welcome to my
team.”

Team? What a crock of shit!

“As detailed in your contract,
you’re free to return to your old life and do whatever you please
with a few limitations. We’ll only contact you for special
assignments as needed. You won’t be a badge-carrying, paid BWI
agent unless we activate you.”

Viktor nodded, the lack of a few extra bucks and BWI
badge were of little concern. He leaned back into the plush
conference room chair, a welcome change from cement benches. It had
felt good to take a long warm shower with soap and wash his hair
with shampoo. He almost forgot what it was like to wear designer
briefs, Wranglers, a polo shirt, and cowboy boots. As well as to
possess a wallet, photo ID, credit cards, cash, and a cell phone.
Such ordinary items had become enviable objects.

For nearly three months, Viktor
had been confined four stories underground in the
Area 51-ish secret Hold
Fekete, Black Moon in English. During his incarceration in the
supermax prison section of the BWI compound, he had been stripped
of his identity and become a number: 717.

As an inmate, Viktor wore the same
outfit day in and day out. A neon pink baggy jumpsuit—sissy suits,
the guards called them—over boxers dyed brown to camouflage
the skid mark poop stains of other prisoners. He was permitted to change
into a clean sissy suit and dyed boxers once a week after taking a
timed three-minute cold shower with no soap or shampoo. Bright
yellow flip-flops, his only form of footwear, had rubbed the skin
raw between his toes.

Worse than the hideous clothing
and cold showers was the food. The radical change of diet had
weakened his rapid healing ability and zapped his superhuman
strength. He couldn’t wait to sink his teeth into a piece of raw
meat. Real meat. Not the canned meat
substitute crap he’d been fed every
breakfast, lunch, and dinner.

Viktor already had a plan. The second he was free,
he’d stop at the first grocery store he came across. Buy their
biggest beef roast, find a secluded spot, then devour it raw in one
sitting.

The throbbing kidney bean-sized bump on his stomach
distracted his thoughts from a decent meal. His bellybutton poked
out like a miniature erect penis. He rubbed his hand across his
stomach.

The commander noticed. “In a week to ten days, the
capsule will work its way deeper into your abdomen. Your navel will
return to its original size and shape. And by then, the pain will
be nothing but a memory.”

“But the threat won’t be.” Viktor
shifted his weight in the chair. “You know I own a cattle ranch.
What if I’m working the cattle, take a hard blow to my gut, and the
implant breaks?” He answered his own question. “I’m
fucked.”

Commander Csonka widened his eyes. “So don’t get hit
in the gut.”

Smart ass.

“Many of our operators choose to
wear a protective band.” He flattened his hands and drew his palms
across his lean waist. “You know, one of those man girdles husky
guys use to slim the outline of their physiques.”

A man girdle? Viktor wrinkled his forehead and shook his head. He had rock
hard abs and a trim waist. Wearing a man girdle would be an insult.
Not to mention humiliating. Then again, after wearing a sissy suit
and poop-stained dyed underwear, a man
girdle almost seemed
acceptable.

“This whole BWI setup is
bullshit.” Viktor couldn’t hold back the disgust from underscoring
his words.

“You made the choice to work for
us rather than die in solitary confinement.” Csonka pulled an
it-doesn’t-matter-to-me face and bucked up his shoulders. “But if
you’d rather, I’ll have that capsule removed within the hour. You
can trade your street clothes for a sissy suit and flip-flops. I’ll
escort you back to your windowless six-by-eight foot cell. Then you
can resume staring at gray cement walls twenty-four seven for the
next fifty or sixty years.”

Asshole. He shuddered at the thought of life as a Hold Fekete
prisoner. No printed material. No television. No radio. No window.
A solid steel door. A hole in the floor for a toilet, no toilet
paper. A stainless steel tube to lick water from like a bottle for
a giant hamster. No mattress, blanket, or pillow. No break from the
recessed ceiling light on twenty-four seven or the constant camera
monitoring every move. No socializing with other inmates. Only
silence. Gray walls. And the hell of one’s own thoughts.
“Gee, thanks, but no thanks.”

“Then what are you complaining
about?” The commander rose and stood at the head of the large
rosewood table. “We’ve given you an offer that’s more than fair.
The deadly nightshade capsule in your gut is our insurance you’ll
do exactly as we say when we say.”

As if the threat of returning to a
god awful cell wasn’t enough he almost
blurted. Viktor wanted to spout off about being forced into a form
of slavery but continued to hold his tongue. All he wanted was to
leave that godforsaken hellhole. The sooner the better. “So where’s
my truck? You said I could return to my life. I need my pickup for
the ranch.”

Csonka reached into the side pocket of his brown
coveralls and pulled out a wad of keys attached to a fob. He
jingled them in the air then tossed them onto the table.

The keys slid across the shiny polished surface and
stopped within inches of Viktor’s reach.

“You only have two rules to obey,
Mr. Balogh. No unauthorized human harvests and no contact with
Florianna Erew.”

“Exactly what does
no contact with
Florianna mean? What if I happened to bump into her while we’re
shopping at the same store? Or I pass her on a road? And what’s so
special about Florianna that you don’t want me around her? Is she
working for you?” Viktor tilted his head. “Or maybe you want me out
of the picture so you can have her for yourself.”

“I owe you no explanation of my
interest in Ms. Erew.”

“Then at least answer my question
about what you consider having no
contact with her means.”

“Mr. Balogh, I consider you
intelligent, though somewhat bullheaded. What do
you think no contact
with Florianna Erew means?”

“Okay, fine. You want my
interpretation, I’ll give it to you. It refers to physical contact.
Close contact, as in no hugging or kissing. Other than that, I can
talk to her on the phone, take her to lunch, even shake her
hand.”

“Interesting
interpretation.”

“What the hell does that
mean?”

The commander drilled his red-orange eyes into
Viktor’s. “Let me be clear. If you disobey either rule spelled out
in your contract, the capsule in your torso will activate. Within
seconds, you will die a horrible death. Much like your cousin,
Patrik’s.”

The prick won’t answer my
question! “Yes, Sir.” Viktor saluted, his
words and gesture laced with resentment.

“You’re dismissed.” Csonka pointed
to the conference room door. “Take the elevator up to the
mezzanine. Your truck has a full tank of gas. It’s been washed and
detailed inside and out. Once above ground, you can activate your
GPS to guide you to your ranch in Wyoming.”

Viktor rose out of the chair and scooped up the keys
from the table. Eager to breathe fresh air and feel sunlight on his
face, he hightailed it out of the conference room. A jumble of
questions plagued his mind.

Was the capsule implanted in his gut capable of
killing him, or was it nothing more than a scare tactic? Why had he
been forbidden to have contact with Florianna? Did the commander
want her for himself? Or had the commander abused his authority to
stack the deck in a fellow law enforcement officer’s direction? Had
Csonka taken him out of the picture so Laszlo had a clear shot at
winning Florianna’s heart?

Then again, Florianna could be a BWI operative
working a case. Or maybe her grandmother was a BWI agent…

The possibilities were endless. He had much to
ponder on his drive home.

“Hold on a minute.”

Now what? Viktor slammed on the brakes and turned to face the
commander.

“The moon is waxing gibbous
tonight.” He approached Viktor. “Tomorrow night the moon will be
full for three days. I know your powers are weak and need
rejuvenating.”

No shit.

“You have permission to harvest
two humans within the next week.”

Viktor couldn’t help but perk up and let a smile
skitter across his face. “Do you have any particular subjects in
mind?”

Csonka shook his head. “Not for your first harvests
acclimating back into the free world. Just don’t get sloppy. I
don’t want to have to clean up after you.” He flicked his wrist,
making a shooing gesture. “Happy hunting.”

Viktor spun on his heel, almost skipping into the
foyer. He tapped the elevator UP arrow button.

Though his back was to the
commander, he felt the man’s eyes surveying him from head to toe.
Wanting to ensure the bastard didn’t tour his mind, he envisioned himself
wearing a helmet made of deadly nightshade vines; a werewolf’s
kryptonite.

The image reminded Viktor of the conspiracy
theorists who sculpted hats out of tin foil to protect themselves
from alien—or government—thought manipulation.

But unlike a foil hat, a deadly nightshade helmet
was created in the mind and worn only as a mental picture.

When a werewolf visualized wearing
a deadly nightshade helmet, it blocked the mind-reading ability of
any other werewolf wanting to infiltrate—tour—thoughts.

Viktor wasn’t taking any chances. He’d imagine the
deadly nightshade helmet covering his head until he was out of the
commander’s sight.

A faint chime announced the elevator’s arrival. The
doors slid open.

“Don’t get any ideas about trying
to remove that capsule,” Csonka called out as he stood in the
conference room doorway.

Viktor stepped into the elevator, turned and faced
the commander.

“That capsule is oxygen and
pressure sensitive. Even if you manage to cut it out, you will
still die. The moment the capsule is free from your body, the
exterior disintegrates. Milliseconds later, a mini explosion
occurs. Tiny deadly nightshade darts are launched, shooting in
every direction. It’s impossible to avoid being hit.”

Impossible? That sounded like a challenge. Viktor pressed the M button.
Almost wanted to thank the bastard for the information. Information
that would prove valuable when developing a plan to extract the
capsule of death.

“Did I mention it also contains a
microchip GPS tracker? I can monitor your location twenty-four
seven anywhere you are in the world.”

Now the killer capsule contains a GPS tracker? Damn
convenient.

“There’s no escape from the deadly
capsule, Mr. Balogh.” A menacing grin grew on his face. “No escape
from me.”

Wanna bet? Viktor’s mind whirled with ideas. He’d figure out a way to
either detonate the killer capsule or plant it in someone
else.

Only then would he be free to resume the pursuit of
the love of his life, Florianna Erew.


 TWO

 


FRIDAY.

SEPTEMBER 16, 2016.

CLOSE TO MIDNIGHT.

UINTA MOUNTAINS, UTAH.

 


“I’m nervous as hell,” Homicide
Detective Laszlo Veres confessed. His sweat-moistened palms stuck
to the leather steering wheel. Heart thumped in his chest like a
drum solo. He was en route to participate in an experience
described as indescribable.

“Slow down or you’ll miss the
turn,” Lt. Brandon Philburn said.

Laszlo raised his foot off the accelerator. He poked
his head closer to the windshield, straining to find the road
barely visible in broad daylight.

“Are you nervous or
excited?”

“A bit of both.”

“This is a night you’ll never
forget. I remember my first time. It was the most exhilarating
experience of my life.” Philburn let out a truncated laugh. “If you
thought the first time you rolled hot as an officer on SWAT got
your adrenaline pumping, wait until your first bite.”

Laszlo nodded then shook his head. “I know I should
be excited but my stomach’s in a knot with worry. I’m concerned
about Florianna out there alone. God only knows what the Mountain
Lake Killers might do to her before we get there.”

Philburn tipped his head back in laughter. “You
should be more concerned there won’t be anything left of the serial
killers by the time we arrive.”

His boss had a point. Florianna was more than
capable of taking care of herself.

“Plus Florianna’s not without
backup. Zsazsa’s not far away.” The lieutenant’s fondness for
Florianna’s grandmother came out in the tone of his voice when he
spoke her name.

Despite Zsazsa’s close proximity to Florianna,
Laszlo’s SWAT experience told him even the best-laid plans can turn
to shit in a nanosecond.

“There’s the road.” Philburn
pointed to the right.

Laszlo wheeled his black Cadillac Escalade off the
highway and onto the road resembling a rugged covered wagon trail.
The front end of the Escalade mowed down the bumper-high weeds.

“Turn off the headlamps and roll
down the windows,” his boss said.

He cut the lights, lowered the front and back
windows, and opened the sunroof.

The thick forest filtered the brilliance of the full
moon. The pine-scented mountain air carried the chatter of nature’s
twilight creatures through the open windows.

Without headlights, Laszlo had to rely on the power
of his wolf eyes to see through the darkness. His nose would tell
him when they were close to the rendezvous area. He tilted his head
back and parted his lips. Inhaled a deep breath.

His boss did the same.

Laszlo shook his head, unable to pick up either of
the killer’s odorprints. Or Florianna’s. “We’re not close enough
yet.”

He drove the SUV down the bumpy path as slow as if
in a school zone. Eyes, ears, and nose seeking a sign they reached
the point to stop.

Nothing yet.

“So what do you think about
the great and powerful Commander Bence Csonka appearing out of nowhere?” Laszlo
asked with an overtone of sarcasm.

“What do you mean?”

“You know damn well what I mean.”
Laszlo bulged his eyes. “I’m talking about him taking Zsazsa out to
dinner last week.”

“Oh. That.” Philburn blew out a
stiff sigh. “How the hell do you think I feel?”

“The same way I felt about Viktor
when he was in the picture with Florianna: threatened.”

“Pfft, threatened! That’s an
understatement. But I’m not going to roll over. I’m willing to
fight for Zsazsa’s heart.”

Laszlo cleared his throat and glanced at his boss.
“Speaking of heart, I’m not going to lie. I don’t know about my
part in tonight’s op. I’m not sure I’m ready to—”

“Ready?” Brandon twisted his
features into a grumpy Walter
face, resembling the Jeff Dunham puppet. “Zsazsa
and Florianna think you’re ready. The
great and powerful Commander thinks you’re
ready.” He dismissed his Walter look and slapped Laszlo on the
shoulder. “And I know you’re ready. It’s natural to second-guess yourself.
Consuming a beating human heart for the first time
is a big
deal.”

Big deal? Understatement, to borrow Philburn’s word.
Laszlo forced a smile. The last four months had
been a whirlwind of life-changing events. First his big promotion
to homicide detective in June. Then a few days later, meeting the
woman of his dreams, Florianna Erew. Shortly thereafter, learning
she’s a werewolf and he is too. Along with his boss, Lt.
Philburn.

Zsazsa, Florianna, and his boss had pared down the
usual five to seven years of training necessary to perfect the
skills of a full-fledged werewolf to three and a half months. They
crashed-coursed Laszlo in the basics of detecting odorprints,
touring minds, calling upon his animal attributes at will, and
finessing the art of the kill.

Likewise, his graduation ceremony—the harvesting of
a female human and consuming her beating heart—had been
fast-tracked to tonight.

Two weeks ago, Commander Bence Csonka contacted
Philburn. Said he had a proposal that was the perfect opportunity
to kill three rats with one throw of a stone.

Laszlo chuckled to himself,
recalling when he heard Csonka say three
rats. Right away, he thought the commander
meant the police chief, fire chief, and mayor, known in West Sage
as the Three Muskrats. Emphasis on rats.

But that wasn’t the commander’s
pitch. He wanted them to use their werewolf skills to track and
eliminate a man and woman covertly operating as the Mountain Lake
Killers. Their deaths would offer the opportunity to graduate
Laszlo, renew the werewolf powers of everyone involved in the hunt,
and rid humanity of two sadistic killers who had literally gotten
away with murder for the past four years. Thus, the
so-called killing of three rats with one
stone.

“Cut the engine.” Philburn tilted
his head back and inhaled. “I picked up Florianna’s
scent.”

Laszlo’s heart raced harder than he imagined humanly
possible. Of course, he wasn’t a purebred human. Nonetheless, his
heart pounded so hard it felt like it might breach the confines of
his chest any moment.

Brandon rested his hand on Laszlo’s shoulder in a
fatherly way. “Relax.” He cracked a smile. “You don’t want
Florianna to catch a whiff of the stress in your sweat.”

Laszlo felt his cheeks redden.

“Let’s get undressed and
transform. We have two killers to dispatch…,” he paused and winked,
“Greenie.”


 THREE

 


FLORIANNA stood high on her tiptoes, her hands restrained above her
head to the limb of a towering pine tree. The coarse fibers of the
sisal rope binding her wrists gnawed into her skin.

The full moon’s luster reflected on the tiny beads
of sweat dotting her naked body. A cool breeze rustled leaves and
swelled her long blonde locks over her shoulders. Mosquitoes buzzed
her head. Nature’s twilight creatures crooned their eerie songs.
Pine needles scented the crisp wilderness air.

The sights, sounds, smells, and sensations more
surreal, more invigorating, than she imagined. Appropriate for her
new adventure in playing bait for sadistic murderers.

“Whet-whew,” the male partner of
the Mountain Lake Killers
whistled at Florianna. He turned his head to the
squatty redhead standing next to him with her arms folded over her
chest. “Now that I have a chance to scrutinize her, you outdid
yourself with this one, Sugar. This one’s a real looker! Where did
you find this babe?”

“I just dragged her down from the
moon.” His sidekick rolled her eyes and pointed down the path.
“Where the hell do you think, Andy? Same place as the others. The
trailhead parking lot.”

Andy and Sugar.
Florianna noted her captors’ names. She surveyed
them as Andy’s dark eyes analyzed every inch of her
figure.

Neatly dressed in jeans and a blue plaid shirt, he
possessed good looks and charisma. Appeared more as the archetype
of a handsome hero than a dastardly serial killer.

His partner, however, looked like a disheveled
homeless woman wearing blue jeans with holes in all the wrong
places to be fashionable and so many layers of mismatched shirts it
made the grunge look seem high-class. Perhaps the getup was used in
tandem with her story to lure victims into the woods. Then again,
she might always dress that way.

Regardless, Florianna didn’t know
why any clear-thinking woman would fall for Sugar’s ridiculous
ruse: Please help me. My son’s sick and I
don’t know what to do. But for whatever
reason, six kind-hearted women had bought her story and paid the
ultimate price.

“Sugar, go get the camera,” Andy
said.

“A camera?” Florianna attempted to
act frightened but knew she failed the instant she heard her voice.
Switching to Plan B, she batted her eyelashes. Tried to play naive,
which came easier to her than feigning fear. “What are you going to
do?”

Sugar jumped at the opportunity to answer. Her eyes
danced with delight. “We’re gonna make you famous.”

Okay, I’ll bite.
“Famous?” she repeated, her eyes wide to
reinforce her harmless-as-a-dove act.

“We’re gonna make another
movie.”

“Another movie?” Florianna thought
her curiosity came across genuine because it was. “How many movies
have you made?”

“This one will be lucky number
seven.” Sugar screeched a laugh and eyed Florianna. “And guess who
the lucky dumb blonde is to star in our movie?”

Dumb blonde?

Sugar tapped her finger against
her chin and rolled her eyes to the side in a hammed up gesture
that she was thinking. “Oh, did I mention we make
real slasher movies and
the starlet gets carved up by a crazed killer?”

Oh, did I mention I’m a werewolf and you will be
eaten alive in celebration of my boyfriend’s advancement in his
training?

Sugar blew Florianna a kiss and turned on her heel.
She jogged down the path toward their campsite, a good quarter-mile
away.

Florianna’s keen hearing honed in on the thumping of
Andy’s heart beating triple-time. Her better-than-a-bloodhound’s
nose detected his adrenaline-spiced perspiration, slightly altering
the scent of his distinctive odorprint.

Suddenly she picked up a familiar scent that fired
delightful tingles down her spine. “Laszlo,” she whispered. Then
Brandon’s odorprint wafted past her nose, mingling with Zsazsa’s
scent which had been constant while she baited the killers.

Fully transformed into a sleek black wolf, her
grandmother remained hidden in the brush. Mere feet from where the
killers had parked their ATV.

The hunt was developing as planned.

Andy stepped close to Florianna. A menacing grin
spread across his face. “Lucky for me and Sugar, you didn’t heed
the warnings about a so-called madman abducting and killing lone
women around these lakes.”

Oh, but I did. Luck had nothing to do with our paths
crossing.

His hot breath lapped over her cheeks and down the
side of her neck. She opened her mouth, tilted her head back, and
inhaled.

The olfactory gills on the roof of her mouth enabled
her to decipher the aroma lingering on the murderer’s breath in
great detail.

He had recently eaten elk jerky seasoned with
garlic, onion, Worcestershire sauce, and a hint of liquid
smoke.

Interesting last meal.
Her lips twitched into a faint smile. She desired
to reveal her fangs and claws but refrained. Had to play victim a
little while longer. Had to wait until the rest of the pack was in
place.

She closed her eyes and focused on touring the
killer’s mind. The instant she penetrated his thoughts, whatever he
was thinking became known to her.

A curvy woman with short brown hair, their last
victim, appeared in Florianna’s mind. The woman stood naked in the
darkness of the forest. Her arms and legs bound spread-eagle
between two pine trees. Her ear-splitting screams of hideous pain
shattered the tranquility of the backcountry.

Sugar stood to the side, filming the torture with a
hand-held digital camera.

Fighting the ropes, the victim writhed in agony as
Andy’s bloody gloved hand raked the razor tip of his hunting knife
between her shoulder blades. With choppy up and down strokes he
carved ragged block letters deep into her flesh. His signature:
REHLIK.

His thoughts revealed he surmised
the police would continue to decipher the saw-toothed inscription
as the misspelling of relic. Even after four years, no one
in law enforcement had matched his own intellect to discover his
inventive play on the word. No one realized the word had been
written backward to achieve a chilling double meaning:
kill her and
killer.

Privy to his ego-driven, yet simplistic, fondness
for word tricks, Florianna believed the demented killer would
understand—perhaps appreciate—her father’s cleverness in naming
her. She couldn’t resist toying with him.

Florianna disengaged from touring his mind, opened
her eyes, and lifted her chin high. She cleared her throat to
redirect his attention from ogling her bare breasts.

“Do you have something to say?”
Curiosity plastered the psychopath’s sparsely whiskered
face.

She looked him square in the eyes. “My name is Flo
W. Erew.” Her voice calm, tone self-assured.

“Wow. Pretty and smart. That’s impressive, but…”
He made a clucking noise with his tongue and shook his finger at
her. “I know what you’re doing, Flo. You believe telling me your
name will persuade me to view you as a valuable human rather than
an expendable plaything.”

He reached into his hip pocket and
pulled out a pair of cream-colored latex gloves. “You think if I
know your name and call you by your name, Flo, that will prevent me from
carving up your beautiful back and slicing and dicing your body
until you beg me to kill you.”

The latex snapped against his skin and released a
faint cloud of powder as he wiggled his thick hands into the
tight-fitting gloves.

“You believe if I know your name,
I won’t kill you for our movie. You might even believe because
Sugar’s a woman, you can soften her heart. And in turn, she’ll
soften mine.” He flaunted a smile of superiority. “Well, Sugar’s
the movie director. She gets as much pleasure as me, if not more,
in torturing to death beauties like you. So you see,
Flo, you’re wrong. Dead
wrong.”

“Perhaps you and Sugar will be the
ones to end up wrong and dead.”

He gawked at her. Opened his mouth and worked his
jaw as if to say something but no words came out.

“You carve kill her, one L, backward across the
shoulders of your victims as your so-called signature. And you think it’s
ingenious. You believe you’re smarter than everyone else, including
the police.”

He dipped his head and massaged his gloved palm
against the back of his neck before re-establishing eye contact
with her. “How the hell do you know—”

“Let’s see if you’re smart enough
to figure out the hidden meaning of my name when it’s written
backward. It defines who I am and will give you a clue of what lies
ahead for you and Sugar.”

“What lies ahead for me?” A
nervous laugh escaped his lips.

“And, Sugar,” Florianna
added.

“Leave Sugar out of
this.”

“Pay close attention, Andy. I’ll
spell my name for you: F-L-O-W-E-R-E-W.”

“Fine. I’ll play your childish
game.” He rolled his eyes upward and to the side then made a
scoffing noise. “That’s a no-brainer. Your parents were in some
kind of tree-hugging, drug-induced, hippie mood when you were born.
So they stuck you with a goofy name that spells a version of
flowery.”

“I said my name spelled
backward, you
idiot.”

His eyes narrowed. Face compressed. “Who the hell
are you calling an idiot?” He drew the fixed blade hunting knife
from the leather sheath at his side and waved it in front of her
face.

Florianna didn’t flinch. “Werewolf.” She cocked a
brow. “If you write my name in reverse it spells werewolf.”

“Werewolf?” His eyeballs about
popped out of his skull. “You expect me to believe you’re a
werewolf?” The Mountain Lake Killer lowered the knife, slapped his
free hand on his thigh, and erupted into laughter. “I’m surprised I
haven’t heard you howl yet.” He arched his back, raised his chin
toward the night sky, and bellowed several rounds of third-rate
howls at the moon.

Amused, she listened to him mock her. Tempted to
demonstrate a proper blood-curdling howl, she held her tongue. Soon
enough it would be her turn.

Gaining control of his laughter, he turned an
admiring eye on her and grinned. “I gotta admit, Flo, you’re
nothing like any woman I ever met.”

You can say that again.

Sugar marched out of the woods and into the clearing
where Florianna and Andy stood. A high-end Nikon camera with a
microphone mounted on the top was slung around her neck. She zeroed
in on Andy’s gloved hands. Her face contorted. “What the hell do
you have those gloves on for? She’s not staked out and not ready to
be carved yet.”

He waved Sugar over to him and draped his arm around
her shoulder. “Flo tells me she’s a werewolf.”

Sugar jerked her shoulder from under his arm and
smacked the back of her hand against his stomach. “You’ve been
talking to her?”

His mouth gaped in silence at
Sugar. He pointed at Florianna. “She started it.”

“Grow up, Andy.” Sugar exhaled a
long huff. “You can’t fool me. I know what you’re up to. She’s such
a looker, you
want to screw her before carving her up. Tell me I’m
wrong.”

“No, Baby. You’re wrong. You’re
the only one for me. She’s just interesting. Different than the
others. That’s all.”

“Riiight.”

“Hear me out.” He angled his head
to the side and wrinkled his forehead while analyzing Florianna.
“She says her name spells werewolf backward.”

“Werewolf?” Sugar bellowed a
laugh. “So what? Your name spelled backward could be interpreted
as, Why DNA?” She mashed up her face at him. “Good god, Andy.
You’re not buying she’s some kind of monster are you?”

“Think about it. She didn’t
startle when I jumped in front of her on the trail and threatened
her with this big ass knife.” He wagged the point of the blade near
Florianna’s bellybutton.

Sugar shifted her weight to one side and looked at
him with disgust. “That’s because she’s a dumb blonde, Andy. Not
because she’s a werewolf.”

He glanced at Sugar, then returned his gaze to
Florianna. “She didn’t protest when we bound her feet and hands and
made her kneel inside that trunk.” He nodded at the
footlocker-sized metal box secured to the ATV’s trailer.

“Like I said, Andy, she’s a dumb
blonde. What did you expect? She was probably so scared, she
couldn’t move or talk or scream. Not because she’s some monster
that only exists in Hollywood movies.” She shrugged. “Besides, what
difference does it make if she freaks out or not?”

He poked his head forward, the veins on the side of
his neck pulsating. “What difference does it make?” He stomped up
to Florianna and hammered his gloved index finger into the middle
of her sternum. “This bitch cheated me out of the thrill of the
chase and the takedown of our victim. You know how important that
is to me.”

Your turn to be chased and taken down is rapidly
approaching. It will be thrilling, which is important to me
too.

“Well, maybe you’re not scary
enough, Andy,” Sugar snapped.

His eyes widened. “Not scary enough?” He skimmed the
edge of the knife down the side of Florianna’s throat, across her
chest, and around her left nipple.

The cold steel felt like an ice cube against the
heat of her skin. Yet she remained statuesque. Nary a twitch of a
muscle.

He glared at Florianna. “I’ve come to expect
pathetic begging when I demand my victim take off her clothes. But
not you. Not a peep. Not even a whimper. You just stripped, folded
your clothes, and placed them on top of a rock as casually as if on
a skinny-dipping outing in the moonlight.”

Florianna shifted her stance but not for the sake of
comfort. Her tiger genes permitted her to hold a position with ease
for hours. Rather, she moved in preparation to morph into a
creature once considered only to exist in the annals of
folklore.

Sugar frowned and rolled her eyes. “You’re getting
weird on me, Andy. I’ll get the rope. Let’s get your bimbo staked
out so I can start filming my movie.” She lumbered toward the ATV
parked among a cluster of pines about ten yards away.

Andy shook his head at Florianna. “You didn’t cry or
beg us not to tie you up to this tree. Even now, as I graze my
knife over your body, you don’t seem frightened.” He back stepped a
few feet and crossed his arms over his chest, evaluating her.
“Frankly, your lack of fear is spoiling my experience. The begging,
screaming, and crying is foreplay to the mutilation. It’s an
important part of the rush I delight in when I’m terrorizing
women.” He charged up to her. Stopped when their noses almost
touched. “What the hell’s wrong with you? Are you a retard or—”

The sudden snap of twigs cut him off
mid-sentence.

Eyes ballooned, he whirled around in the direction
of the rustle. “Who’s there?” He held the knife in front of him in
a forward hand grip with his thumb on the spine of the blade.

Sugar stood frozen at the side of the ATV. She gazed
into the blackness of the heavy brush.

A knowing grin parted Florianna’s face.

Laszlo and Brandon had arrived. The tables were
about to turn. The sadistic murderers of six women were about to
experience unadulterated terror firsthand. Florianna couldn’t
imagine more worthy sacrifices for Laszlo’s maiden harvest of a
human.

“GRRRRRRRRRR.” A long baritone
growl reverberated through the trees as if broadcast in surround
sound.

“Nagymama,” Florianna said to
herself, referring to her grandmother in Hungarian.

A visible shiver jolted the killers’ bodies.

“Andy,” Sugar whispered, slowly
backstepping away from the ATV. She clutched her hands over her
chest. “There’s-there’s something—”

“Who-who’s there?” Andy called
into the darkness. Alarm rattled his voice. Black panic seasoned
the smell of his sweat.

Florianna picked up the ammonia odor of the hot piss
drenching Sugar’s dirty denim jeans.

The murdering couple was ripe for slaughter.

With one mighty twist of her wrists, Florianna broke
the coils of rope binding her hands. She crouched on all fours at
the base of the tree. Willed her body to shape-shift.

Her jaw and limbs elongated. Eyes turned a glowing
gold-green. Silky black hair burst from every pore. Paws with
retractable claws replaced her hands and feet.

Within nanoseconds, she had transformed from a sexy
blonde woman into a sleek black timber wolf the size of a grizzly
bear armed with the sharp teeth and razor-like claws of a
tiger.

She let out a howl meant to ice the blood of her
human prey.

Andy and Sugar spun around. Their eyes wide. Mouths
agape. Feet frozen in fear.

“You enjoy the thrill of the
chase,” Florianna spoke in plain English through her wolf lips.
“You relish the terror you instill in your victims.” She curled her
lips and bared her teeth.

“When you kill, you’re filled with
sensations more powerful and satisfying than the most intense
orgasm you’ve ever experienced.” Florianna raised her right paw and
extended her claws. “Guess what? Me too.”

Andy lost control of his bladder.

Sugar’s bowels let loose.

Florianna crouched like a tiger about to pounce.
“Run.”

Terror-stricken, Andy and Sugar stood shivering.

“I’ll give you a head start. When
I reach ten, I’m coming after you. So you better start
running.”

The couple turned and bolted into an all-out
sprint.

“Ten!” A grin curved Florianna’s
wolf lips. She never said she’d start counting with the number
one.
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