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        Return to Cougarville for another exciting adventure…

      

      

      As a senior in high school, Jase Saunders was a bad boy—the kind of kid who’s headed straight to prison by way of suspension. There was only one teacher who understood him—only one who cared enough to help him turn his life around. That teacher was Nikki Robinson and not only was she caring and kind, she was beautiful. She was also the only woman Jase ever wanted to claim as his mate—too bad she was married and fifteen years his senior.

      Fast forward fifteen years and Nikki has lost her husband and moved into middle age. She sees nothing but sorrow ahead of her…and then her life is changed completely. When the mysterious Mr. X breaks into her house and injects her with a compound that activates her latent Shifter Gene, she finds herself suddenly thrust into Regeneration. Managing to escape her attacker, she rushes onto the street…and straight into Jase’s muscular arms.

      Now Nikki must deal with the fact that she looks and feels twenty years younger and she’s being protected by her old student. She tries to tell herself that Jase is just being nice but she doesn’t realize that the Wolf Shifter has never forgotten her kindness to him…or the fire he felt for her. Can she stay away from the nefarious Mr. X, who wants her blood for an evil ritual? And will she let herself fall for the troubled boy who is now a man?

      You’ll have to read Big, Bad Wolf to find out…
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      It's been a long time since I wrote the first three books of the Cougarville series, and I always wanted to continue it. I loved the idea of women in their forties and fifties suddenly "Rejuvenating" and growing 20-30 years younger when their Shifter Gene activated, then winding up with sexy Alpha males. (Maybe some wishful thinking on my part!) I had written the first half of this book, Big, Bad Wolf, years before and suddenly got the inspiration to finish it. (This happens to me with books from time to time.) I sincerely hope you enjoy this return to Cougarville and don't worry—there's another Kindred book on the way for next month!

      Hugs and Happy Reading!

      Evangeline

      May 2021
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      Nicole Robinson sighed as she fit her key into the lock of the big old Victorian house at the end of the block on East Juniper Street. It was a grand old mansion—a real fixer-upper project and she and Gil had been going to do just that. They’d had so many plans—from remodeling the kitchen and bathroom to stripping the paint from the gorgeous old wooden banister and varnishing it to a high gloss. It was going to be their dream home—a place they could grow old together.

      “Only Gil never got a chance to grow old,” Nikki whispered to herself. “Not nearly.”

      Her husband had been struck with lung cancer when he was only thirty eight—an especially fast moving kind that metastasized in the space of weeks. He had gone from having a bad cough that wouldn’t go away to lying in a hospital bed inside a month. A month after that, he was gone.

      “Stop thinking about it,” Nikki told herself as she turned the key. “It’s been seven years already. Stop tormenting yourself.”

      But she knew why Gil was on her mind. It had been seven years since his death all right—seven years to the day. Though she knew it was morbid, the awful anniversary wouldn’t leave her mind. Which was probably why she’d been distracted at school today.

      Nikki taught AP English at Wolverton High and normally her job was her solace and her joy. But today she’d barely been able to pay attention to the senior poetry essay presentations. She still had a stack of them to grade in her briefcase, which would probably take her several days to plow through.

      “Well, at least it’s Spring Break all next week,” she muttered to herself. Although what idiot down at the School Board had decided to make Spring Break the first week in March she didn’t know. Normally it might have started warming up—at least a little—by now. Wolverton, North Carolina sat at the base of the Blue Ridge Mountains but it was far enough South that Spring came fairly early.

      This year, however, Winter was hanging on with a death grip. Far from warming up, there was snow in the forecast next week. It was enough to make Nikki wish she’d taken her sister up on the proposed family trip to Disney World in Orlando. But she hated feeling like a third wheel—or in this case, a fifth wheel—when she went with Jenny and Ted and their two adorable kids. She loved her niece and nephew but being around them reminded her of everything she’d lost…everything she would never have.

      She and Gil had tried for kids of their own of course—tried for years. But Nikki had a severe kind of endometriosis which had gotten so bad she had to eventually have a partial hysterectomy. After that, they’d talked about adopting. But just as they were really getting into the process, Gil had started coughing and then…

      “Stop it,” Nikki told herself in a low, fierce voice, brushing angrily at the tears that had somehow leaked down her cheeks. “Does everything have to lead back to that? Just stop it, Nikki!”

      She pushed open the door and was greeted by a joyous bark.

      “Max!” she exclaimed, getting inside and pushing the door closed with a foot, while she caught the big bundle of fur in her arms. Max was a rescue—part sheepdog, part Alaskan Malamute, and part horse, as her sister Jenny liked to joke. He was one hundred and fifty pounds of pure protective love and he never failed to make Nikki feel better, even on her darkest days.

      As he licked away the tears, she felt her heart melt a little bit.

      “Oh, Maxie,” she whispered, kneeling down so she could put her arms around his thick neck with its shaggy ruff. “You don’t know how glad I am to see you!”

      He whined softly and licked her cheeks again, as though asking what was wrong.

      “Just a rough day,” Nikki told him. “You know how it is. This is the seventh year since Gil…since he had to leave me.” She sighed and straightened up, stroking her dog’s huge head. “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t come into my life. I’d be lost without you, boy.”

      Max barked softly and leaned against her legs, nearly knocking her over. Nikki gave a surprised laugh and steadied herself against the wall but she knew her dog was just trying to cheer her up. His big dark eyes shone with intelligence and he always seemed to know how she was feeling.

      “Good boy,” Nikki told him, feeling marginally better. She gathered her briefcase and purse, which she’d put down to hug him, and hung them up on the hooks by the doorway. “Come on—into the kitchen. I know you’re hungry.” She picked a curled brown leaf out of his shaggy black and gray coat. “You’ve probably be out running in the woods all day, huh?”

      Getting a doggy door installed that was big enough for Max to get in and out had been interesting—it took up nearly all of her backdoor. But her property was right on the edge of the forest and her big dog loved to run and explore in the trees, especially when it was cold.

      Nikki thought briefly that she ought to go out with him—maybe running around in the cold would get her blood pumping and do her some good. But there were all those animal attacks that had been happening lately. A woman in her own neighborhood had even been killed. Nikki hadn’t known her personally but the thought still made her shiver and of course, she felt terrible for the woman’s family.

      No, better to stay indoors where it was safe. She didn’t worry about Max—the big dog could take care of himself. But for herself, well, she was going to stay inside where it was warm and she didn’t have to worry about a hungry bear, or mountain lion or whatever it was out there, getting her.

      After feeding Max and pouring a glass of white wine for herself, Nikki decided to take a hot bath. The bathroom had been the only room she and Gil had finished restoring before he had gotten ill and she loved to spend time in it. The deep, old-fashioned claw-foot tub was especially nice for soaking in.

      She picked up the wine glass, debated, and then brought the bottle as well. One glass was usually her limit but tonight felt like a two-glass occasion for sure.

      As she waited for the tub to fill, Nikki looked at herself critically in the mirror. She had to admit, she looked substantially different than she had when Gil was still alive.

      She’d chopped her long, lush hair short for one thing. Long hair was a bother and she didn’t want to deal with the hassle—or so she told herself. Her sister had accused her of going into mourning, the way women in the distant past had—shaving their heads and wearing sackcloth and ashes when a beloved husband died.

      “Wearing only dark colors, chopping off your hair…honestly Nikki, I know how badly you’re hurting but you need to try and move on,” Jenny had told her about a year ago. At her sister’s insistence that she needed a change, Nikki had gone blonde—a color she wasn’t entirely sure suited her. But it made it a hell of a lot easier to cover the gray hair that seemed determined to sprout all over her head like weeds in an untended garden.

      The short, blonde bob screamed “middle aged” but that was all right with Nikki—she wasn’t exactly trying to catch a man. That part of her—her sexual desire—had died with Gil. It wasn’t like she’d completely let herself go—she still did yoga twice a week and exercised daily. But she no longer watched what she ate quite as much, which had resulted in spreading hips and a much bigger behind than she used to have.

      There were wrinkles around the corners of her full lips and her gray-green eyes too—further proof that she was forty-five and staring down the barrel of fifty. As for her full-to-overflowing double D breasts which used to be so high and firm, well…they weren’t anymore.

      Sighing, she admitted that she certainly looked her age. Would she have tried to keep up with things better if Gil had lived to reach middle age with her? She honestly couldn’t say. Jenny was always urging her to try a dating site and get matched with some eligible man in her area but Nikki just didn’t have the desire to do that. Gil was the only man she’d ever cared for and she was too old to start over again. She might get a little lonely sometimes but Max was great company and completely loyal, which was more than could be said of most men.

      Nikki looked down the full-length mirror on the back of the bathroom door and frowned at the twisted white scar on her lower abdomen—a reminder of her hysterectomy which hadn’t exactly gone smoothly. The scar still itched if she didn’t rub coco butter into it every night, especially in cold weather. She was getting low on coco butter, she reminded herself. Better pick some up the next time she went to the store. But for tonight she should be okay.

      With a moan of pure relief, she sank down into the claw-foot tub and took a soothing sip of the white wine. The warm water swirling around her felt both calming and healing. It seemed to wash away some of her sorrow and anxiety, leaving her in a mood that was more mellow sadness than total bereavement, which was what she’d been feeling for most of the day.

      Or maybe it was the wine working on her, Nikki reflected as she took another sip and then another. She really shouldn’t drink on an empty stomach like this, but having a glass of wine was better than going into the kitchen and binging on carby comfort food—right?

      “Definitely,” Nikki muttered to herself, emptying the glass and pouring another. “This is most definitely better.”

      She sighed and relaxed deeper into the tub, anticipating just another quiet evening at home with her dog.

      She had no idea her house was being watched.
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      One hungry eye stared at the big Victorian mansion with its picket fence and gingerbread trim. It was painted white with green accents and it looked big and ghostly in the rapidly deepening twilight. The kind of house that could easily get the reputation of being haunted, especially if a grizzly murder was committed inside it.

      Of course, he wouldn’t kill her inside the house, the one-eyed watcher reminded himself. That would make it too hard to cover up as an animal attack. But the grounds around her house—those overgrown woods in the back especially—would be an ideal place to end things if he had to.

      Not that Mr. X wanted to kill the woman—oh, dear me, no. He hoped she would finally turn out to be the one—the answer to all his hopes and prayers. The one who could help him change, even without the help of the furry, spotted pelt he carried with him at all times.

      The little witch was supposed to have been that one, he reminded himself—she’d had the elusive Shifter Gene in spades and he’d been this close to breeding her. If he had, some of her power would have flowed to him, giving him greater control over his second form. Unfortunately, she had ended up with another—with the same Fox Shifter who had taken his eye.

      Mr. X rubbed his empty socket irritably. Never mind. Soon, if things went as planned, he would have the strength and power and skill to do what he wanted—maybe even to take revenge.

      But first things first. He had to find out if the woman he was watching was the one. If only that idiot Lounds had kept copies of his records and the list of the women he’d found that had the Gene. But when the lab in the Everglades had burned after his death, all his data had been lost. Well, almost all of it. Thank goodness the rejuvenation formula had already been sent to Mr. X in an encrypted email. That, at least, had been saved.

      He’d spent the last month tinkering with the formula, modifying it a bit. His first four kills had been uninformed—too haphazard and uncertain and none of them had turned out to have the Shifter gene as he’d hoped.

      Now he’d added a marker—a way to be certain if the one he injected would turn out to be not only a Shifter, but the perfect kind of Shifter, once she rejuvenated. That special kind of female who would fulfill the requirements of both science and magic, which he was mixing liberally in order to achieve his desired results.

      Mr. X wondered what his colleagues back at the company would think if they knew what he was up to and laughed. Black magic…moonlight sacrifices…spilling innocent blood… He’d always been considered something of an outlier, but his wealth meant he was tolerated and kept on as a silent partner, even when his practices were a little far-fetched.

      Well, this was a lot far-fetched, not that the aforementioned colleagues knew about it, but if it worked it would be perfect. He would be able to change without the help of the pelt and not worry about getting stuck in his animal form if there was no suitable prey around after he shifted.

      He reached into his jacket pocket and made certain the syringe along with the other testing equipment was safely stored. In the backpack he was wearing was a single item—a long, spotted, scruffy pelt with the head of the animal it had been taken from still attached. A sour smell came from the fur but Mr. X barely noticed it anymore. It was so much a part of him—his alter ego, so to speak. And soon maybe he wouldn’t even need it anymore.

      Not if things went according to plan and this woman turned out to be the one. He certainly hoped she was.

      Otherwise, he’d have to drag her out into the woods and kill her, as he’d done with all the others.
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      Nikki woke to a hand around her throat and a sour, musky stench in her nose. Hot breath panted against her cheek and a low, ugly voice snarled in her ear,

      “Don’t move, bitch. You move and you’re dead.”

      Her heart seemed to stop in her chest. It was her worst nightmare—the nightmare of any woman living alone, as she had been for the last seven years. That was one reason she’d gotten Max—for protection.

      Max? Where is Max? Dimly she remembered letting the big dog out for a last run before going to bed. No matter how cold it got, he always had to have one last frolic in the forest before he settled down in front of the fire in the living room, which was where he slept most nights. But wouldn’t he be back by now? What time was it anyway? Her brain still felt addled by the amount of wine she’d consumed but the terror of her situation was rapidly bringing things into focus.

      “Who…who are you?” she gasped. “How did you get in? Please don’t hurt me!”

      “I’ll only kill you if I have to,” the man snarled. Or was it a man? In the semi-gloom of the bedroom he seemed to have a shaggy, furry outline with pointed ears near the top of his head. It must be some kind of fur coat with a mask to conceal his identity.

      A freezing gust of wind from an open window answered her second question at least. Damn it, she’d gotten too complacent about safety lately! How could she not even latch her windows? How careless could she be? But it was freezing outside—barely 15 degrees Fahrenheit by the thermometer when she’d gone to bed. How could she know that someone would come out in the bitter cold to attack her?

      “Please,” she gasped again, as he shifted his grip on her throat and reached into his pocket with the other hand.

      “Shut up, bitch! Now open your mouth.”

      “But—”

      A blinding light was suddenly shining full in her face and the hand around her throat tightened warningly.

      “I said open your fucking mouth!”

      Feeling sick, Nikki parted her lips. She could imagine what the attacker wanted to shove in her mouth and the very thought made her want to retch. His sour, musky smell was bad enough without—

      To her surprise, what felt like a common cotton swab was thrust roughly between her teeth and scraped at the inside of one cheek. Then it was withdrawn and the attacker dropped the super bright flashlight to the bed and fumbled something else out of his pocket. In the glow from the dropped light, Nikki saw what looked like a small round glass vial with a screw-top lid.

      Working one-handed, because he still had his left hand clenched around her throat, her attacker awkwardly unscrewed the vial and shoved the swab he’d just put in her mouth into the narrow opening. At once, the clear gel began to turn green, tendrils of the new color spreading from the tip of the cotton swab and infiltrating the gel in emerald threads.

      “Finally!” the man above her breathed. “You have the Gene—I knew it!”

      “I…I have the what?” Nikki asked but the attacker didn’t answer.

      He pocketed the tube of green gel and drew out something else—a syringe.

      “What…what is that?” she gasped, shrinking away from the needle shining in the beam of the flashlight. “What are you doing?”

      “Giving you what you need. Hold still, bitch!” he growled roughly as she tried to get away.

      “No…no!” Nikki begged, twisting this way and that. She didn’t know what was in the syringe and she didn’t want to know—she only knew she didn’t want it stuck in her.

      The hand on her throat squeezed tighter.

      “It doesn’t matter where I inject this, you know,” her attacker snarled. “I could shove it in your juicy little cunt if you want. Or what about your eye?”

      He leaned forward, suddenly shoving his face into hers. Most of his face was in shadows but Nikki was horrified to see that one eye socket was empty.

      “Please!” she gasped, jerking her head back from the leering face. She had an idea she ought to be trying to commit his features to memory but all she could stare at was that empty socket—that one missing feature which horrified her so completely she felt like she might be sick. Especially since his other eye seemed to blaze yellowish-orange in the reflected light of the flashlight—an inhuman, demonic color.

      A needle plunged into her arm, just below her elbow, and a fiery burning pulsed through her veins. Nikki tried to scream but the cruel hand around her throat tightened even more, choking the air from her, making her feel like she was drowning. Her hands beat weakly at the strong arm holding her and she gasped for air, bright stars exploding in front of her eyes.

      “Now we wait,” the man snarled in her ear.

      “Wait…for what?” she choked out.

      “To see if you’re the one. But of course that can take a little while. Let’s help it along with a little selective breeding.” He straightened up, his hand loosening just enough for her to get a sip of air to her starving lungs. “Of course I can’t breed you like this. First I’ll have to change.”

      Nikki had no idea what he was talking about or what he had injected her with.

      He’s crazy, she thought, her heart slamming against her ribs in terror. Completely crazy!

      Then the one-eyed attacker reached for the top of his head and pulled the furry robe he was wearing low over his shadowed face. It had an animal muzzle attached to it, she saw—a long, snarling maw filled with sharp yellow teeth.

      He began to change, to grow…to shift somehow. And to Nikki’s horror, it seemed like the animal face he had pulled over his own, actually became his face.

      The eye—he still had only one—blazed to malevolent life and the jaws— formerly frozen in a permanent snarl—opened and closed. At the same time her attacker seemed to be getting bigger and hairier. The sour stench rose to a reek, filling the entire room with a miasma of foulness. The fingers wrapped around her neck were suddenly tipped with claws—they dug into her flesh, leaving long, bloody scratches.

      “No!” she screamed. “No!”

      “Spread your legs, bitch,” the thing on top of her growled. “I’m gonna breed you hard—make sure that shot takes effect.”

      Suddenly the door to her room burst open and Max hurled himself straight at the creature’s throat with a volley of furious barking.

      The thing her attacker had become was clearly caught off balance.

      “What—” it began and then it fell off the side of the bed with Max on top of it, tearing at its hairy pelt and growling furiously.

      Nikki didn’t waste any time. She jumped out of bed and ran from the room, not even stopping to throw on a robe or slippers.

      The police! I have to call somebody—have to get help!

      But her cell phone was back in her bedroom and there was no way she was going back in, not when she could hear snarling and shouts and hoarse, animalistic screams. She had to get out of here—out of the house—had to get to safety.

      Throwing the front door open wide, she rushed out into the freezing night wearing nothing but her nightgown.
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      Detective Jase Saunders couldn’t sleep. Probably because he was one of the few people who knew the truth about the recent killings that had been plaguing his small hometown of Wolverton, North Carolina. Recently four women in their mid forties to mid fifties had been found slaughtered—torn and mauled by some kind of animal.

      Only Jase knew they weren’t animal attacks—they were murders.

      Unfortunately, there was no way he could convince his captain of that. Unlike Cougarville, the small town across the mountain from them, Wolverton wasn’t a place where the Shifters were out in the open. Though most of the Dire Wolf pack lived here—Jase, in fact, was their Alpha—there were also plenty of norms—regular humans who had no idea that Shifters were real and lived among them.

      The captain was a norm too, and while he was calling out wildlife experts and setting bear traps, Jase was the only one who knew they ought to be looking for a human perp—or at least one who was human part of the time.

      He was walking the streets where the last murder had taken place—a pretty, old-fashioned neighborhood that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a movie about Southern grace and charm. Steel Magnolias or The Notebook maybe. But almost all the houses here had backyards that led into the forest—which was where Sophie Tucker, a divorced woman in her fifties, had been mauled to death by some kind of animal.

      Only he’s not an animal—he’s a rogue Shifter. Or a rogue Skin-Walker if Reese Cooper is right.

      And Jase had no reason to think he was wrong. He’d been down at The Cougar’s Den a few months back, talking to the mechanic who ran Fox’s Autobody as well as Liam Keller, who was the mayor of Cougarville, and Mathis Blackwell, a buck Shifter who lived in the area. Reese had actually fought with the Skin-Walker and taken his eye when the bastard tried to rape Jo, Reese’s mate.

      Jase had interviewed Jo as well, who was a Wiccan. He had gone to her looking for insights on the killer, hoping to find a way to trap the bastard before he killed again…

      

      “Bianca—the witch who turned him into a Skin-Walker—just called him Mr. X,” Jo said, looking uncomfortable as she helped Fiona ShadowTree, the pharmacist who ran and owned The Cougarville Chemist, sort ingredients. The two women were picking through what appeared to be a random pile of feathers, leaves, bones, and shells and separating them into smaller piles as far as Jase could see. He wondered what kind of medicine Fiona would turn them into.

      Fiona ShadowTree was a woman of indeterminate age with a cable of thick auburn hair shot through with skeins of the purest silver—not white and not salt and pepper—silver. On the day of Jase’s visit she was wearing a deep crimson caftan under her white smock coat and enough gold and amber jewelry to sink a ship.

      But despite her eccentric appearance, or maybe partly because of it, Fiona was revered as a Wise Woman by all the Shifters in the area. She often arbitrated disputes which couldn’t be brought to the norms, who ran the local law enforcement , and gave advice to anyone seeking help.

      “To send a Skin-Walker out into the world is dark magic indeed,” she said softly, turning her large, dark eyes up to Jase. “For they cannot return to their human form until they kill.”

      “Which means every time he turns, he has to kill afterwards,” Jase growled, raking a hand through his thick black hair. “So why is he turning so often? And why is he killing these women?”

      “You say they’re all around the right age for Rejuvenation, right?” Jo asked, frowning. “Forties and fifties—just about the time the Shifter Gene kicks in if it’s going to.”

      “But the Gene only begins working if the woman in question is unmated and hasn’t had sexual relations with a male who claims her as his own for at least six months,” Fiona reminded her. “It sounds to me like all of the victims fit that description and yet they hadn’t begun to regenerate. Which makes me think that if they had the Gene, it must have been recessive or latent in all of them.”

      “Right.” Jase nodded and looked at Jo. “But according to your mate, this Mr. X is a highly placed executive in one of the top pharmaceutical companies. Right?”

      Jo nodded, her bright, reddish-gold hair looking muted in the dim light of the pharmacy.

      “Samantha and Keller think the company has to be Pfizer,” she said. “The man who kidnapped Samantha and did all kinds of awful experiments on her was working for them and apparently he mentioned someone high up in the organization was bankrolling him.”

      “I’ve checked Pfizer,” Jase said, hearing the frustration in his own voice. “They don’t have any executives who have recently lost an eye. In fact, I can’t find any one-eyed executives in any of the major pharmaceutical companies. And I’ve looked into them all.”

      “I’m sorry, Detective.” Jo shook her head. “All I know is that whoever Mr. X is, he must have access to the Rejuvenation formula. Samantha was injected with it and it forced her Rejuvenation. In my case, one of our elder witches, Bianca, allowed it to be dumped into the drinking supply of the compound where I lived with my sister Wiccans.” She shrugged. “I was the only one it worked on—I guess because I was the only one with a recessive Gene.”

      “Can anything be done about this Skin-Walker bastard—magically I mean?” Jase demanded. He wouldn’t normally have asked such a thing. Though Shifting was itself a kind of magic, it was something a person with the Shifter Gene was imbued with—their animal self was a part of them. He didn’t particularly care for spells and incantations or anything that wasn’t completely straightforward.

      Jo shook her head.

      “Nothing to make him better, no.”

      “What?” Jase demanded. “Are you saying there are magical ways to make it worse?”

      The petite red-haired witch had looked unhappy but she lifted her chin and looked him in the eye.

      “Yes.”

      She was considerably too tiny and skinny for Jase’s taste—he preferred a woman with meat on her bones—but he could see why Reese loved her. There was courage in her eyes and her voice didn’t tremble when she spoke.

      “If he found another witch to help him—or even if he found the right ritual himself—he might be able to change himself from a Skin-Walker to more of a Shifter. That is, he’d be able to Shift back and forth at will like we can. Well, those of us who aren’t pregnant, anyway.” She put a hand to her softly rounded belly. “But he’d need a Rejuvenating female—a Juvie—in order for it to work.”

      “You mean if he gets his hands on a Juvie and works this spell he could turn back to his human form without killing?” Jase asked. “How is that worse?”

      “Because it might not go that way,” Jo said in a low voice. “If the spell goes wrong—and it’s dark magic so there are infinite ways it could go wrong—then, well…”

      “He could become a monster. Even more so than he is now,” Fiona put in. “Unable to change back to human form at all—unable to stop killing.”

      “He appears to be fucking unable to stop that now. Pardon my language,” Jase growled. “He’s killed four women so far—I just don’t want there to be a fifth.”

      “I hope you find him Detective Saunders. I…” Jo swallowed hard. “I still have nightmares about that night. If Reese hadn’t been there…and if you hadn’t come when he called for help…”

      “I just did what was necessary,” Jase said, uncomfortable, as always, with any kind of thanks or praise.

      He himself had killed Bianca, the elder witch who had been working with Mr. X, because Reese had begged him to do it. Jase had been in wolf form at the time, running with his pack during the full moon, when he heard Reese’s howl for help. The older witch had been working a spell to drain Jo’s life force at the time and she had almost died before Jase intervened. Mr. X was long gone by the time he got there, though—he had fled after Reese had taken his eye.

      “Well, we appreciate what you did,” Jo told him firmly. “A hell of a lot, Detective.”

      “And I for one believe that you will be rewarded for your bravery,” Fiona said. “Lady Moon has her eye on you, Jase Saunders. I’m certain she has. She might even have a mate for you. Reese told me you were wishing for one.”

      “Reese said that?” Jase felt his cheeks heat. He had mentioned wishing that Lady Moon—the Shifter Goddess—would send the right female into his life, as she had sent one to Mathis and Keller and Reese, but he’d thought that conversation was private. Just guy talk down at the Cougar’s Den. He cleared his throat and straightened up. “Well right now, I don’t have time for a mate, Fiona. I have to solve this case first and catch this son-of-a-bitch before he kills again.”

      “Oh Jase, when Lady Moon is involved, we don’t get to choose the time we fall in love.” There was a twinkle in Fiona’s dark eyes that had made him somehow uneasy.

      “Uh, thanks,” he muttered. “But I meant what I said. I honestly wouldn’t have time to get romantically involved with anyone even if she ran right into my arms at this point.”

      “We’ll see,” was Fiona’s enigmatic response.

      Jase had thanked her and left but he was honestly much more interested in catching the elusive Skin-Walker, Mr. X, at this point than he was in trying to find a female to settle down with.

      It had been over a month since the last attack and the rest of the police department had started to relax, thinking that the rogue bear or mountain lion or whatever it was that had done the killings had simply wandered off. But Jase knew better. Mr. X was a serial killer and he had a taste for killing now—as well as a reason to kill, apparently. He didn’t believe for a minute that the bastard would stop until he got what he wanted.

      Where was he now? And when would he strike again?

      

      Jase pondered these questions as he patrolled the empty, deserted streets in the early pre-dawn hours of the morning. It was freezing—barely ten degrees outside—but at least there was no wind to make things worse. As a Shifter, he ran hot, so the biting chill didn’t bother him nearly as much as it would have a regular human. It was so cold and quiet the world seemed to hang in a state of suspended animation as he walked up and down, looking for something—anything—he might have missed.

      Suddenly sounds shattered the silence of the night. Frightened panting and the slap-slap of bare feet on the pavement behind him made Jase turn. Running down the road towards him was a woman wearing only a short, thin white nightgown. There was blood on her neck and a look of pure terror in her eyes.

      “Whoa…whoa!” Jase held out his arms to stop her and she ran right into them.

      “Please!” She looked up at him, her eyes wild with terror. “Please help me! He…he…” She began to sob.

      Jase was struck dumb—he didn’t usually have to deal with sobbing females. Instinctively, he put his arms around her and held her. She was shivering in the cold and no wonder—the nightgown she had on was so thin he could practically see through it.

      “All right, now. Everything is going to be all right,” he soothed. “Whoever hurt you, he won’t get near you again, I promise.”

      “You do?” She looked up at him, tears filling her big gray-green eyes and streaking down her cheeks. She looked somehow familiar but he couldn’t quite place her. Had he seen her around town? Maybe down at the station?

      “Of course I promi…” Jase began, then trailed off, frowning. Could it be? Even in the dim light of the streetlamp the woman looked like someone he knew…or had known a long time ago. He looked at her uncertainly, peering down to get a better look at her pretty face.

      “Um…” He cleared his throat. “Mrs. Robinson? Is that you?”
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      Nikki looked uncertainly at the tall man—the very tall man—holding her comfortingly in his strong arms. He was so big—well over six foot six, she was certain—with a broad muscular chest and pale amber eyes that looked down into her own.

      Suddenly she knew him. It was the eyes that did it—she had only known one other man with eyes like that. Only back when she’d known him, he hadn’t been a man—not quite.

      “Jase?” she said hesitantly. “Jase Saunders? From my AP English class?”

      “That’s right.” He nodded. “You remember me?”

      “I do but you’re…different now. So tall…So big…”

      He shrugged self-deprecatingly.

      “I had a growth spurt in college.”

      “You certainly did,” Nikki whispered. He’d been seventeen and so hurt…so troubled but so promising, she remembered now. God, talk about a blast from the past! “It…it’s been a long time,” she managed to say.

      “Fifteen years.” He smiled charmingly, then his face grew serious. “What happened to you tonight? Are you all right?” He touched her neck gently and looked down at his fingers which came away red and bloody. “From the look of this, I’d say you’re not.”

      “I…I…” Nikki felt like she was stuck in some kind of surreal dream. The attack in the middle of the night…the strange, awful man who had turned into some kind of animal…and now running into a troubled student from her past in the middle of the road. Surely she was going to wake up any minute with a pounding headache and vow never to drink a whole bottle of wine again, right?

      But the biting cold of the night around her and the fact that Jase Saunders stayed right where he was and didn’t dissolve into morning sunlight pouring through her window, convinced her she was awake.

      “It’s okay, Mrs. Robinson,” Jase said, clearly mistaking her confusion for distrust. “I’m a detective now with the local PD. If you’re wondering what I’m doing here in the middle of the night, I was out here looking for something I missed on a case. Do you want to see my badge?”

      “Badge?” God, she sounded like an idiot! And who could have guessed that Jase—who had been barely an inch taller than her back when she taught him AP English—would turn into such a giant? “No,” she said. “No badge. I…I trust you, Jase. It’s just…tonight has been so awful I…I can hardly believe it.”

      “You can tell me,” he said gently…his voice deep and intense. He took her by the arms and leaned down, getting on her level. “What happened?”

      “I…” Suddenly the attack came rushing back to her and she had to fight to keep in a sob. “Someone…something got into my house and….and attacked me tonight. I…my dog, he…he helped me get away. I…” Oh God, Max! What if the huge, hairy beast-man thing had hurt him? “Please!” She grabbed at Jase’s jacket. “Please, you have to come back to my house! My dog Max might be hurt and he’s all I’ve got. That thing was huge.”

      His face grew grim. “Point me in the right direction.”

      “This way.” She tugged at his arm, leading him quickly down the freezing asphalt. There was sharp gravel on the road and she had an idea she was probably cutting the hell out of her feet but they were so cold and numb she barely noticed.

      They got to the front of her house, the door still swinging wide open. Nikki explained where her bedroom was and started to lead the way but Jase took her arm and pulled her back.

      “No way,” he said grimly. “You’re not going back in there—not until I clear it. He could still be there, Mrs. Robinson.”

      “But Max—”

      “I’ll take good care of your dog.” A grim little smile tugged the corner of his mouth, as though he was thinking of a private joke. “I’m, uh, good with animals. In the meantime, I want you to wait in my truck with the heat running. It’s freezing out here—you’re shivering.”

      “I…but I…” Nikki tried to argue but he wouldn’t hear it.

      “Come on.” He towed her down about half a block to where a nondescript black truck
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