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Synopsis

The only thing that frightens shapeshifter Selene
Rhodes more than the full moon is the idea of falling in love.

Selene Rhodes has lived her whole life with a
terrible secret: not only can she take the form of any animal at
will, but once a month the full moon transforms her into a fierce
wolf-creature without a human conscience. Managing her condition
means living by a strict routine, and more importantly, abstaining
from intimate relationships with human beings. Selene is convinced
that love and friendship can only bring her pain.

Forensic pathologist Eve Thomas is well-acquainted
with the pain of romantic love. Swearing off relationships after
having her heart broken by a cheating ex, Eve throws herself into
her work: catching murderers. When Selene comes to her aid after an
attack by a masked man in Golden Gate Park, Eve is shocked by how
powerfully she is drawn to her mysterious savior.

Shaken by her own feelings for Eve, Selene is even
more terrified to realize she isn’t even close to being the
scariest monster stalking San Francisco. There is someone out in
the city who is killing for pleasure, and his next target is the
one woman he thinks might be able to stop him: Eve.
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Chapter One

Selene Rhodes hated the full moon. Not just what it
did to her after the sun went down, but the way it hijacked her
body during the long hours leading up to its appearance in the
night sky. How it had her in its grip from the moment she woke up
in the morning, skin too tight and nerve endings screaming. The
sensations only intensified as the sun arced overhead, bringing not
pain but pleasure so intense it nearly crippled her. By the time
the escort arrived an hour before sunset, she was so aroused that
even the simple brush of fabric against her arm threatened to usher
her into mindless release, and that made an already difficult
appointment absolutely unbearable. No matter how crazy the full
moon made her, fucking wasn’t an option, not even with a
professional.

Tonight was particularly painful. Not only was it
the perigee moon, the biggest one of the year, but she had to train
a new escort for the first time in fourteen months. She was proud
of the last girl for graduating from medical school, but this
change in routine had Selene sick with worry. She had finally
settled into some sort of rhythm and hated to start from scratch
again, especially while battling horniness that would kill a weaker
person.

And because the universe clearly hated her, the
agency had sent a redhead. A gorgeous, curvy one who stood on
Selene’s porch oozing sex and looking like she knew a secret that
would make Selene happy for the rest of her life. Selene suppressed
a groan at the bolt of pleasure that shot straight down to her
toes. Next time she definitely needed to request they send a
blonde. This monthly ritual was hard enough as it was.

Gathering all her strength, Selene said, “You’re
late.”

“I’m sorry. Traffic was a nightmare.” The escort
stepped inside Selene’s house with a subtle glance around. “I’m
Renee, by the way. Not sure if they told you who they were
sending.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Renee.” Selene stayed calm
even as she eyed the wall clock. She didn’t have much time to
explain the routine, but what was done, was done. Now she had to
focus on making it through this next part. “I hope you don’t mind
if we start immediately.”

“Not at all.” Renee searched Selene’s face but
betrayed no reaction other than attraction. She was very good at
her job. “So you were one of Kelli’s clients?”

“For over a year, yes. Really nice girl.” Selene
hoped she sounded polite and that it wasn’t obvious she was
struggling to put one foot in front of the other as she led Renee
to her spare bedroom. “What did they tell you about this
appointment?”

“Only that you like to be dominated. Tied up.”

The smell of Renee’s shampoo briefly chased away
thoughts of the urgency of the situation. It would be so easy to
push her up against the wall, to kiss her full lips and slide a
hand under her skirt. To take her hard and fast while she still had
time. She could smell that Renee wanted it, not just because she
was being paid. Selene stopped in front of the guest room door and
closed her eyes, exhaling.

Not an option.

“I think I’m going to enjoy tying you up, Selene.”
Renee’s fingers trailed lightly down Selene’s arm. “Very much.”

Selene pulled away sharply, gritting her teeth as
her pussy contracted and a weak orgasm rolled through her body.
“Please don’t—”

“Did you just…?” Renee’s grin reached her eyes.
“Wow.”

Eager to put some distance between them, Selene
opened the door to her guest room. Then she turned to gauge Renee’s
reaction to the large metal table bolted to the center of the
floor. This was the part she hated, when the escort got her first
notion that Selene wouldn’t be her average client.

“Okay.” Renee flashed a seductive smile. She was
definitely a professional. No hesitation at all. “Why don’t you
tell me what you like?”

Selene untied the belt of her robe, letting it slip
off her shoulders and fall to the ground. She picked up Renee’s
quiet inhalation at the sight of her nudity, then the quickening of
Renee’s heartbeat. Resisting Renee would be easier with her clothes
on, but when Selene shifted tonight, she would become very large.
The clothes would tear, which would lead to questions tomorrow
morning. Naked, she would leave no evidence, nothing to indicate
that she was anything other than a garden-variety fetishist.

“It’s very simple.” Without allowing her gaze to
linger on the woman who obviously yearned to give her exactly what
she craved, Selene hopped up to sit on the edge of the table. “I
want you to secure me with the wrist and ankle cuffs, then tie me
down with rope as tight as possible. Tighter than you think you
should. Put the keys to the cuffs in your pocket when you’re done.
Then go home. You’ll take my house key with you and lock up when
you leave. In the morning you’ll come back at eight o’clock and
unlock my restraints.”

“That’s it?” Renee raised a perfectly sculpted
eyebrow. “You don’t want me to get you off?”

Even the words made Selene want to come. It had been
years since she’d been with someone, and she burned to experience
that closeness again. But she’d learned a hard lesson the last time
she allowed herself to share such intimacy, one she never wanted to
forget. Sex wasn’t purely physical—at least not for Selene—and she
refused to do anything that might cause her to form an attachment
to a human. It could only end in heartbreak.

“No.” Selene kept her tone as brisk as possible.
“It’s not about that for me.” She pointed to a wad of bills and the
house key she’d placed on the end of the table. “Half your fee up
front, half when you release me in the morning.”

Renee picked up the money. Her throat moved as she
thumbed through the bills. “This is practically my entire fee right
here.”

“I’m willing to pay extra for discretion.” Taking a
deep breath, Selene lay back and raised her arms above her head.
She placed her hands at the corners of the table, then spread her
legs, lining her feet up with the ankle cuffs. “And for very, very
tight rope.”

Renee pocketed the money and the key. Her gaze ran
down the length of Selene’s body, then up until she met Selene’s
eyes. Licking her lips, Renee murmured, “You’re wet.”

That was an understatement. Selene’s inner thighs
were slick with arousal, and she could only imagine how she must
look. “I take pleasure from the loss of control.” Selene was so
used to spouting the lie, it rolled off her tongue easily. But it
still embarrassed her to tell it. “I like knowing I’m helpless in
here, dependent on you to set me
free.”

“And what if I get hit by a bus?” Renee laughed, but
Selene heard genuine concern behind the question. “Not that I have
any plans to get killed tonight, but don’t you worry about
that?”

“I have an arrangement with your boss.” Selene
glanced at the door to the room, wishing she could see the evening
sky. No windows in here, for her own safety. The sun had to be
nearly down by now. They needed to hurry or Renee would get a hell
of a lot more than she bargained for. “I’ll call her tomorrow after
you untie me. If I don’t, she’ll send someone to do it…and I
imagine you’ll lose your job.”

Renee’s eyes hardened slightly, but Selene didn’t
mean it as a threat. She paid for high-price escorts from a
reputable service for a reason: She counted on their dependability
and willingness to do what she required without asking questions.
And she wanted to put Renee at ease, to convince her that she had
no reason to fear leaving her helpless and alone. Renee had to
follow her instructions to the letter, for everyone’s sake.

“Please,” Selene said quietly. “We need to hurry. Do
you understand what I require?”

“Yeah.” Renee grasped Selene’s wrist and fit it
inside the metal cuff attached to the corner of the table. This
businesslike contact was no less potent than the previous seductive
caress, and Selene had to grit her teeth not to react to the
pleasure of warm fingers on her skin. “You really want the rope,
too? Seems like these cuffs are more than enough to make sure you
won’t go anywhere.”

“I need the rope. Yes.” The cuffs alone might not
hold her once the full moon rose and tore away the last of her
humanity. She possessed a frightening strength on these nights, and
tonight—with the perigee moon and the touch of a beautiful redhead
lingering on her skin—she would no doubt be nearly impossible to
contain. “As tight as you can, remember.”

Renee secured the cuffs on her other wrist and her
ankles in efficient silence. Then she picked up the rope and gave
Selene a wary look. “Okay.”

Selene concentrated on her breathing as Renee
tentatively wrapped the rope around her upper body, lashing her to
the table. “Perfect.”

“Like this?” Renee tugged on the binds gently, then
began to tie her first knot. “Is this tight enough?”

“Tighter.” Renee was too tentative. The last girl
hadn’t been afraid to practically cut off her circulation, which
was what she required. Renee was treating her like a porcelain doll
that might break if handled too roughly. “I told you, tighter than
you think you should.”

Renee cinched the rope down slightly, but not nearly
enough. “This will have to be good enough, Selene. I’m afraid you
won’t be able to breathe otherwise.”

Selene shook her head forcefully. “No, that’s not
enough. You’ve got to do better.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m paying you for a service, Renee.” Selene
twisted her neck, watching as Renee tied the knot. “Please do as I
ask.”

“Listen, I don’t care how much you pay me. And don’t
bother to threaten my job again, either. You’re not the one who’s
liable if something happens to you. You want me to tie you down and
leave you for hours, fine. But I’m going to make damn sure you
won’t suffocate while I’m gone.”

Goddamn it. Renee didn’t intend to listen to her,
and it was far too late to call the agency to ask for a
replacement. All Selene could do now was send Renee on her way as
quickly as possible and hope for the best. “Fine. At least tie my
legs, too. Okay?”

Renee clenched her jaw but did as she was told. She
left the rope just as loose around Selene’s lower body as it was on
her chest, and Selene knew these restraints wouldn’t hold her
tonight. Not with the pull of the full moon this strong. Her
stomach churned, both at what would inevitably happen and how much
damage she would surely cause.

“There you are. All set.” Renee looked Selene up and
down, then sighed. “You’re sure you don’t want to just…” Her hand
landed on Selene’s forearm, tickling her bare skin and igniting a
surge of lust so fierce it took Selene’s breath away.

“No.” Selene’s voice came out harsher than she
intended, but Renee was killing her. And the clock was ticking.
“It’s time for you to leave. I’ll see you tomorrow. Eight
o’clock.”

Renee blinked and stepped away from the table.
“Fine.” She walked to the door, glancing back with a strange
expression before stepping out of the room. “I’ll be here.”

Selene nodded, trying to conceal her tears of
frustration. Whether she would also be here tomorrow morning was
doubtful. She closed her eyes and listened for the sound of the
front door. Only when she heard Renee leave the house did she allow
her tears to fall.

She was so tired of this. Tired of relying on
strangers who could never understand the stakes of the sex game she
hired them to play. Tired of worrying that the ropes were too loose
or that she would wrench the metal cuffs free from yet another
solid steel table. Tired of being alone in the world with her
terrible secret, of fearing that she might be capable of doing
something truly monstrous.

Tired of the goddamn moon.


Chapter Two

Selene startled awake, opening her eyes to stare at
gray sky filtered through dark branches. A large rock dug into the
bare skin of her back, and her whole naked body ached. Turning her
head to the side, she exhaled shakily as she took in the grass and
trees surrounding her. Two years without incident, and now here she
was, waking up once again without any idea where she was or what
she’d done the night before.

Stomach turning, Selene fought not to vomit. She
closed her eyes and tried to filter through the meaningless jumble
of memories that flitted through her mind. There was Renee, of
course, and the loose rope. How scared she had been at the moment
of transformation, and how quickly the fear dissipated as nature
took over and conscious thought slipped away. But as for her night
on the prowl, she had only flashes: the moon, dark city streets,
and the trees her beast-self always sought out. She knew only that
she was currently in Golden Gate Park, unless she had run very far
indeed.

Selene steeled herself, then sat up, checking her
body for evidence of the night’s activities. Dirt and bits of
leaves were stuck to her skin and in her hair, but she didn’t
detect any blood. At least not much. Selene studied a smear of
crimson near her elbow. It was probably her own, though she
couldn’t find the source. That wasn’t surprising—only a very recent
wound would still be open. Along with the ability to shift form,
Selene was capable of rapidly accelerated healing.

When her adoptive parents had found her the morning
after her first uncontrolled shift, sleeping near the carcasses of
the dead family sheep, Selene had been covered in blood. The sweet,
pungent smell, so difficult to wash off her skin, stank like the
end of childhood, like the severing of human ties. Since that day,
her greatest fear was waking up with that scent in her nose again.
That’s what her whole routine was about, the charade she put on
with call girls. She never wanted to harm another living thing. The
absence of blood now, after a night out in the city, made her hope
that her beast-self knew her human heart and had simply run free
among the trees, hurting no one.

“Miss?”

Selene jolted at the sound of a deep male voice.
Heart racing, she drew her knees to her chest, startled to see a
dark-skinned man in a T-shirt and sweatpants standing on a walking
path not fifteen feet away. Her senses were still heightened beyond
normal, so he shouldn’t have been able to surprise her like
that.

The man held up his hands. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean
to scare you. Are you okay?” He shifted his weight nervously,
clearly uncertain about how to interact with a dirty, naked woman
in public. Judging from the light sheen of sweat on his forehead,
he was in the middle of a run. He kept his eyes locked on her face.
“You look like you’re in some trouble. May I help?”

“No, I’m fine.” Selene grimaced at the foreign sound
of her voice inside her head. It was always like this the morning
after. She felt a strange disconnect with the body that had so
recently betrayed her, not to mention the mind that withheld the
details of what she’d just been through. “I’m okay.”

“Do you…know where your clothes are?”

Selene exhaled, then shook her head. She knew
exactly what the man thought had happened to her and realized that
she wasn’t likely to convince him otherwise. She didn’t know what
she would rather have him believe. “No. I’m not sure.”

The man hesitated, then said, “I’m going to take off
my shirt now. But I am not going to hurt
you. I just want to give you something to wear, okay?”

Selene nodded, shamed by the kind gesture. Here this
man thought she was a victim of assault, when in reality she’d been
the baddest monster stalking the park last night. “Thank you.”

Stepping closer, the man held out his shirt and
scanned her body. He was obviously trying to be subtle, but she
curled in on herself slightly. She couldn’t imagine he would see
anything that might give away her true nature, but the scrutiny
made her feel vulnerable and unsettled.

“Do you know who did this to you?” The man dropped
the shirt next to her, then backed away, averting his eyes as she
pulled it over her head. He folded his arms over his bare chest, as
though shielding her from the sight of his skin. “We need to call
the police.”

“No!” The ferocity of her refusal caught Selene off
guard, so she wasn’t surprised when the man flinched, too. While
she appreciated his genuine concern, she certainly didn’t want the
police to start asking questions about why she had woken up naked
in the park. “Please don’t. I don’t want to talk to the
police.”

“But they need to find the guy who…hurt you.”

To get him to back off, she had to appeal to his
obvious good nature. He clearly didn’t want to upset her, so she
let her emotion come to the front. Standing up, she tugged down the
hem of his shirt, thankful that it covered the top of her thighs.
“Please. After the night I just had…I just want to go home. I’ll be
fine there.”

“But—”

“It’s my decision.” Selene played up the genuine
guilt she felt at her deception, knowing he would interpret it as
embarrassment or shame. “Please.”

The man glanced helplessly up and down the path
before nodding reluctantly. “Okay. It’s your decision. But at least
let me make sure you get there all right.”

“That won’t be necessary. Really.”

He sighed and shook his head. Gripping the back of
his neck, he asked, “You always this stubborn?”

“Most of the time.” Selene smiled. It was ridiculous
to try to convince him that she was okay, but she needed him to
believe she could at least make her own way home. She didn’t want
him to know any more about her than he already did. It was bad
enough that he’d seen her like this. “Listen, I live near the park.
I promise I can get there myself, no problem.”

The way he stared at her made Selene worry that he
was growing suspicious of her behavior. After all, if she wasn’t a
victim of something terrible, if she really was all right, why
would she be out here like this so early in the morning? But then
his eyes softened and he dropped his hands to the waistband of his
sweatpants. “Let me at least give you these.”

Selene shook her head. She was lying to a man who
would literally give her his pants. This was a new low. “No. That’s
okay.”

“I’ve got running shorts on underneath.” The man
raised an eyebrow. “Look, you want me to let you go alone, I get
it. But I can’t in good conscience leave you to wander through the
park without panties on. I just can’t. So either take the sweats or
allow me to walk you home. Your choice.”

It wasn’t worth arguing over. And the longer Selene
stayed in the park, the greater the chance someone else would see
her there. She had no idea what kind of devastation she’d left in
her wake, and she didn’t want to be connected in any way with
whatever her beast-self had done.

“Okay,” Selene said. “I’ll wear them.”

The man blinked. “Yeah?” At her nod, he slowly
pulled them off.

Selene took them quickly, tugging them on, then
cinching the waist tight. “I hate to take your clothes.”

“I’ll be fine. My car isn’t far from here.”

“Okay, then.” Selene glanced behind her at a stand
of trees. She had no idea where in the park she was at the moment,
but she didn’t want her Good Samaritan to know that. As soon as she
was able to get her head on straight, she’d figure it out. “Thank
you.”

“You’re welcome.” The man laced his hands in front
of his shorts, glancing away. “Take care of yourself, okay? Think
about calling the police.”

“I will.” Selene hesitated, then said, “Is there
some way I can return these clothes to you?”

“Don’t worry about it. Just…what’s your name?”

“Michelle.” Selene hated to lie, but she couldn’t
let him know even that much about her identity.

“I’m Clarence. Just be safe. Okay, Michelle?”

Selene nodded. “Okay.”

Clarence stared at her a moment more, then gestured
to his left. “So I’ll just be going…”

“Thank you. Again.”

With a nod, Clarence jogged down the path. Selene
exhaled as she watched him go. She appreciated the clothing—it
would be harder to avoid drawing attention if she were naked.
Worst-case scenario, she could have shifted into a dog or even a
bird for the journey home. But it was better she didn’t have to.
Shifting right after the full moon took a lot out of her. And doing
so in public, even when she sensed she was alone, meant risking
exposure. She rarely shifted these days, too concerned about
keeping her abilities a secret to enjoy using them.

Home. Selene winced and looked at the sky. The
morning was gray and overcast, and she couldn’t see the sun through
the clouds to know what time it was. Had Renee already come back to
her house to find her bonds broken, the room destroyed? She had to
get back there quickly if it was possible Renee hadn’t discovered
the evidence yet. If she could meet Renee at the door and concoct
some story to explain why she was out of her restraints, it would
be far better than letting Renee see the destruction she’d left
behind.

Selene ran onto the walking path and set off in the
opposite direction of Clarence. She would be able to orient herself
once she had the presence of mind to trust her senses, but in the
meantime, she wanted to put some distance between them. Hopefully
she’d be able to avoid seeing anyone else.

Only thirty feet down the path, Selene was hit by
the sickening smell of fresh blood. It stopped her mid-step, and,
for a moment, she felt like vomiting. That smell—she knew exactly
what it meant. It was the same one that had covered her when she
was sixteen and had slaughtered those sheep. That heady, pungent
scent left no doubt that she’d killed again.

The thought sickened her. But she didn’t know what
it meant yet. Perhaps she’d torn open a squirrel as a meal—not
acceptable, for sure, but not nearly as horrible as killing a human
being. Selene scanned the trees and bushes surrounding her, but
didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. She stepped off the path,
letting her nose lead her to the source of that terrifying
scent.

She would have given anything not to follow this
trail. But her feet moved of their own accord, even as she dreaded
what she might find. She couldn’t run away. She was most likely
responsible for whatever was bleeding. If it was still alive, she
couldn’t just leave it to suffer.

As a human, Selene had senses much more acute than
those of a normal person. She preferred tracking as a dog but could
easily follow a scent trail even in her natural form, especially
when she had such an overpowering odor to work with. Selene brought
a hand to her nose as the smell strengthened, then skidded to a
stop when she saw the body lying at the base of a large eucalyptus
tree.

At first she saw only the blood. Not the age or
gender of the corpse, or even the nature of the injuries. Just
blood, soaking into the ground, smeared over every bit of skin
visible. Selene gagged, then forced herself to take a breath and
look closer. Maybe the person was still alive and needed help.

It was a woman. In her thirties, maybe, with dark
skin and hair, possibly Latina. Definitely beyond help, she stared
with sightless eyes up at the sky. Was the last thing they saw an
inexplicably enormous creature, fierce and unrelenting, under the
full moon?

Selene stumbled backward, losing her balance and
falling on her ass. Numb, she simply sat where she landed. For all
these years this had been her greatest fear. If killing a couple of
sheep had made her a monster, she had no idea what she was now. A
murderer. A demon. Selene covered her face with her hands and
moaned quietly. Even as her beast-self, could she really have
murdered this woman?

She didn’t know enough about how an animal attack
would look to say whether she was responsible. Multiple deep slices
covered the woman’s body, but it was hard for Selene to determine
whether her teeth or her claws could have made them. The sheep had
looked torn apart in a way this woman didn’t, almost as though
whatever killed her had used more precise instruments of death.

Who was she kidding? She stood with effort, weaving
on shaky legs. What were the chances that someone else had killed
this woman when Selene had woken up the morning after a full moon
not even three hundred yards from her body? It seemed naïve to hope
that she wasn’t the culprit. Then again, with this much blood, why
wasn’t she covered in the stuff?

No matter what had really happened, she had to call
the police. With that thought, her feet were already moving,
walking her back to the path like she was on autopilot. Calling the
police was the right thing to do. Turning herself in might also be
right, but she wasn’t ready to take that step yet. Not before she
was absolutely certain of her own guilt. She’d spent too long in
hiding to throw everything away only on probability, no matter how
strong it was.

As Selene drew closer to the sound of early morning
traffic, she finally recognized where she was. Maybe a half mile
down the road from her house, which did indeed border Golden Gate
Park—but on the other side. She sighed. This would be a long walk
without shoes. It would be so much easier as a cat or, better yet,
a bird.

Not having a watch, she could only guess how long it
took her to hurry back to her house. It felt like hours but was
probably only twenty minutes. She was out of breath when she
reached her front door, but she was relieved to see it still in one
piece, and locked.

Obviously she’d escaped from her spare room somehow,
but not out the front. Thank the universe for small favors. Did her
human concerns guide her beast-self? As much as she feared terrible
destruction, those few times she did get loose she’d caused only
minor damage. Almost as though her beast-self knew to be
cautious.

Selene walked to the side of her house. A windowsill
jammed at an awkward angle showed that she’d broken a pane and
wrenched the window open. Taking a quick look around, she pulled
over a garbage can and climbed up, boosting herself up and easing
inside.

Now in her bathroom, she surveyed the minor mess—a
towel lying on the floor, toothbrush and facial wash in the sink,
knocked off the counter. She’d been in a hurry, but at least she
hadn’t trashed the place. She quickly tidied up, then walked to the
spare room, steeling herself.

The wooden door was ripped off the hinges, no
surprise. A steel door would have been better at keeping her in,
but she couldn’t afford that type of modification when paying San
Francisco prices, especially when it probably wouldn’t have held
her, either. Her steel table was still bolted to the floor, but she
had torn the cuffs from its surface and thrown them into a corner.
The ineffectual rope lay scattered in pieces across the floor. One
wall had a hole she’d need to patch.

“Damn it,” Selene muttered. To her horror, tears
welled in her eyes. Not for her table or door or window, but for
the poor dead woman in the park, and for herself.

She gave herself exactly ten seconds to experience
the full scope of her grief and self-pity, then forced the tears
back. Sniffling, she walked to her closet and withdrew a wad of
bills. The rest of Renee’s payment. No matter how the evening had
turned out, it wasn’t Renee’s fault. She hadn’t understood the
rules of the game they’d played, let alone the stakes. Selene was
solely responsible for the breach.

She went to the kitchen and checked the clock—only
six thirty. Renee wasn’t due for another hour and a half. That gave
Selene time to clean up a little, then do the thing that most
weighed on her mind. She had to call the police. Not with a
confession, not yet. With a tip. Once the police found the body and
examined the crime scene, maybe they would allow the media to
provide some details about what had happened, especially whether it
was an animal attack. Maybe by then she would know how to move
forward if she really had done the unthinkable.

If she made the call from the pay phone at the edge
of the park, nobody would be able to trace it to her. She put on
her shoes, propped the ruined door to her spare room against the
splintered frame, and headed out.


Chapter Three

When the man in the ski mask tore out of the brush
to her left, Dr. Eve Thomas truly regretted not listening to her
ex-girlfriend about the dangers of Golden Gate Park at sunrise. Jac
had never liked Eve’s early morning strolls when they were
together, so Eve made them a daily ritual after they broke up. As
the man intercepted her on the walking path, drawing back his fist
with hatred in his eyes, Eve wished she hadn’t felt the need to
flaunt her newfound freedom. Even with pepper spray in her pocket,
she was outmatched.

Eve was reaching for the canister when the man’s
fist crashed into her nose. The blow tore the glasses from her
face, stealing her vision, but she didn’t have time to panic before
a second punch knocked her off her feet. Her world went into slow
motion, up until the moment her back hit the pavement. Then
everything sped up: The man grabbed a fistful of her hair and
dragged her toward the trees, and Eve’s one recurring thought was
that Jac would be so upset about what would probably happen.

Once they were out of sight of the path, the man
threw her onto the ground. Then he was on top of her, pressing the
sharp edge of a knife to her throat. “Do I need to use this?”

Eve shook her head and swallowed. He had her arms
pinned beneath his bulk, and she would never reach the pepper spray
before he sliced her jugular. Her best bet for getting through this
alive was to cooperate.

She waited for the inevitable assault to begin. But
he stayed still, staring at her with piercing blue eyes that sent
sick dread rushing through her. She yearned to turn her face away,
but didn’t want to move. Not with that cold blade against her neck.
Forced to look back up at him, Eve studied what she could make out
of his appearance, already thinking about the statement she would
give the police if she survived. He was Caucasian, she could see
that much. Taller than her, and heavier.

“I can do anything I want.” His tone made it clear
that he wasn’t just talking about here and now, but in general. The
way he looked at her, like she was less than an animal, made her
certain that he wouldn’t hesitate to end her life.
“Understand?”

Eve’s stomach turned over. “Take my purse. Please
let me go.” She doubted she could talk him out of whatever he had
planned, but she couldn’t think of anything else to do. If nothing
else, she would buy some time, maybe give someone a chance to
discover them and intervene. It had to be almost seven o’clock by
now, so foot traffic was bound to increase. She just had to keep
him talking.

“I don’t want your goddamn purse.” The knife left
her neck and his free hand took its place. He dug his thumb into
the center of her throat, restricting her breathing and sending
bright pinpricks of agony to her brain. Just when her vision began
to dim, the pressure eased and she gasped in relief. “I can do
anything. Nobody will stop me.”

Eyes burning, Eve whispered, “I have money. And an
iPod.”

“I don’t want your iPod.” The man blinked, then bent
so close she could feel his breath through the black cotton mask.
“I can fuck you. Kill you.” He eased back, meeting her gaze again.
“Make you cry.”

Terror invaded the pit of Eve’s stomach and squeezed
painfully, loosening a wave of intense nausea. She’d never felt
this before, this bone-deep fear: of pain, humiliation, maybe even
her own end. She wanted to scream, but the fear held her back.
Possibly no one would hear. And she would surely make him angry.
The corners of his eyes crinkled. He looked pleased.

“Scared?” He dragged the knife over the center of
her chest, snagging her shirt on its tip. Jerking the blade upward,
he sliced through the thin material like it was nothing. Eve
yelped, then whimpered when his hand shot up and caught her across
the face. “Shut up.”

Eve turned her head to the side and closed her eyes.
Tears threatened to fall, but she refused to give him the
satisfaction of seeing her cry. He grasped the front of her shirt
and widened the tear he’d made with the knife. She waited for him
to maul her breasts, then stiffened when instead the wicked edge of
the blade traced a path from her cloth-covered nipple to the bare
skin that rose above the cup of her bra.

The anticipation was the worst part. Imagining all
the things he could do but not knowing which one would be her fate.
He could strip her naked, rape her. Or maybe he got off on slow
pain and would cut her instead. What if he skipped the pleasantries
and just plunged the knife deep into her heart?

A scream rattled at the back of Eve’s throat, the
sound of pure, total terror, desperate to escape. Give it voice,
and the man would probably just finish her quickly. Even that
thought didn’t quell her urge to call out. How else to deal with
his looming menace, with her sudden, sick certainty of pain, then
death?

“Look at me.” The man drew the point of the knife
over her clavicle, then placed the edge against her throat. “Open
your eyes and look at me.”

She did.

“This is easy for me.” He ran the knife down between
her breasts. His hand was steady, but a trace of uncertainty
flickered in his eyes. “All I have to do is push the knife in and
you’re dead.”

Eve’s vision blurred as the tears she had been
holding back came to the front. “Please don’t.”

The man froze on top of her, halting the motion of
his knife. Eve held her breath, waiting to feel the sting of her
skin being sliced open. To her surprise, he raised his head and
looked at something just past Eve’s line of sight. She yearned to
see what had caught his attention, but stayed still, too scared to
move.

A deep, rumbling growl cut through the noise of
Eve’s pulse pounding in her ears. Her attacker’s eyes bulged, then
she exhaled as he pulled his knife away from her chest. Another
growl, like nothing Eve had ever heard, not up close, not in real
life. Taking a deep breath, Eve craned her neck, then gasped at the
animal standing not five feet away.

Without her glasses, she could make out only an
indistinct gray beast, almost certainly a canid, but not a dog. It
looked like a wolf, no matter how improbable that would be in the
middle of San Francisco.

The beast snarled, drawing back its lips to reveal
wicked teeth. Eve’s heart pumped into overdrive. She had no idea
how to react. A wolf was fierce, wild, and out of place in Golden
Gate Park. In some ways it was just as dangerous as the masked man,
yet its presence had stopped the assault.

“Keep still.” The man shifted on top of her, clearly
weighing his next move. “Don’t provoke it.”

The wolf stepped closer, its watchful eyes fixed on
her attacker, challenging him. Eve held her breath, as frightened
of being mauled as she was of getting raped and murdered. But the
wolf never looked at her. It focused solely on the man in the ski
mask, turning predator into prey.

With a vicious snarl, the wolf leapt onto the man,
knocking him to the ground at Eve’s side. As soon his weight left
her body, she could breathe again. Brain finally engaged, she
decided to run. She struggled to her feet as man and wolf wrestled
for dominance beside her. Searing pain shot through her ankle as
soon as she stepped down onto it. Panicking, she stumbled, then hit
the ground hard.

Eve watched helplessly as the wolf drew back and
sank its teeth into the man’s arm. He yelped in incoherent rage,
slashing out at the wolf. His knife sliced through the air in a
frantic arc, but his aim was off and the wolf danced away
unharmed.

The wolf took another step backward, almost as
though giving the man a chance to escape. He took it. With a quick,
angry noise, the man in the ski mask broke into a stumbling run,
disappearing into the trees and out of Eve’s range of vision. She
squinted after him, then turned her attention to her new problem.
The wolf.

To her surprise, it was sitting in front of her,
staring at her with quiet intensity. Startled, she fumbled in her
pocket and withdrew the canister of pepper spray. “Stay back.” Her
voice wavered, hardly a surprise when she was about to burst into
tears. She raised her arm and aimed. “Go away!”

The wolf tilted its head, then trotted off as though
obeying her command. Eve exhaled as it retreated. When she could no
longer pick out the wolf’s shape from among the trees, she finally
dared to move. Slowly, this time, Eve struggled to her feet.
Careful to keep weight off her ankle, she could finally stand
unsupported, but pulling herself together was a far more difficult
task.

Caught between logic and the primitive, emotional
need to fall apart completely, she didn’t know what to do next. She
desperately wanted to run away from this place as fast as her
injured ankle would carry her, but she had to find her purse with
her cell phone inside so she could call for help. Without her
glasses, she wouldn’t be able to drive.

She decided to give herself one minute to find her
purse. More than sixty seconds, to hell with it. She wasn’t about
to wait around so the man or the wolf could return.

Limping around the clearing, she conducted a frantic
search before concluding that he must have taken it when he ran.
That meant he had all her most important stuff: her wallet, her
identification card for work, car keys, the contact list in her
smartphone, even her spare tampon. Everything.

Eve fought back despair as she turned in the
direction of the walking path. She couldn’t think about it now. She
had to keep moving, had to find help.

Taking slow, cautious steps through the brush, she
tried not to stumble on unseen obstacles. She hadn’t made it very
far before the unmistakable sound of someone approaching made her
break into a clumsy run, heart in her throat.

“Wait!”

Eve stopped immediately at the sound of a female
voice. Turning, she saw a woman emerge from behind a tree to her
left. At the sight of another person, someone who presumably didn’t
want to harm her, Eve put her hand on the trunk of a eucalyptus to
steady her trembling legs.

“You look like you need some help.” The woman
stepped closer, holding up her hands as though pleading with Eve
not to flee. “I won’t hurt you.”

Eve couldn’t place the dark-haired woman’s accent,
but her low, soothing tone immediately lulled Eve into tentative
safety. Swallowing, Eve said, “We have to get out of here. Before
he comes back.” Her voice sounded harsh to her own ears. She could
only imagine how she must look, terrified, blood trickling down her
face. “The man who attacked me.”

The woman narrowed the distance between them. Quite
beautiful, with worried green eyes, she offered Eve her hand.
“Let’s go, then.”

Eve took the woman’s hand, grateful for the warm,
human connection. Though it loosened her control on her emotions,
it also kept her tethered securely in the now. She was safe. “I
lost my glasses when he punched me. I can’t see without them.”

“Then we’d better find them.” The woman gave her
fingers a gentle squeeze. “I’m Selene.”

“Eve.”

“Eve, where were you when he hit you?”

“On the path.” She glanced over her shoulder as they
emerged from the trees, half expecting to see him. “He came out of
nowhere. I didn’t have time to react.”

“That must have been terrifying.”

“I’ve never been so scared in my life.” Eve’s throat
ached as she remembered being held down by the neck. “I thought he
was going to kill me.”

“But he didn’t.”

“No.” Eve took a deep breath as they approached the
path. “I know it sounds crazy, but a wolf…stopped him, chased him
away.”

“A wolf?” Selene didn’t do a very good job of hiding
her skepticism. “I didn’t see anything like that. Just…you.”

“It ran off before you found me. And it looked like
a wolf, but I don’t know. Maybe someone in the city is keeping one
illegally.”

“What matters is that you’re safe.” Selene tightened
her fingers on Eve’s as they approached the path, urging her to
stop. “There they are.” Selene knelt and picked up two objects.
Rising, she held them out. One hand cradled Eve’s damaged frames,
the other, a single lens. “Looks like the lens popped out. We can
fix that. The other one’s scratched, so you’ll need to have it
replaced.”

At the sight of her broken glasses, Eve heaved a
sigh. Severely nearsighted since childhood, she’d grown up haunted
by the fear of being unable to see. Becoming an adult hadn’t eased
that phobia. Simply knocking her glasses behind the nightstand in
the morning could cause mild panic. Seeing them in pieces,
especially after having just experienced excruciating
vulnerability, was more than enough to shatter her control.

Eve’s legs gave out, and she would have hit the
ground if Selene’s reflexes weren’t lightning fast. At once, Selene
held her in strong arms, supporting her as though she weighed
nothing.

“Shh,” Selene murmured, cradling her. “It’s all
right, I’ve got you. He can’t hurt you now.”

“We should go.” Even though she meant it, Eve buried
her face in Selene’s neck and returned the embrace. The coldly
rational part of her brain, the one she was used to relying on,
recoiled in horror at the way she sought comfort from a stranger.
But her lizard brain, still reeling from the threat of brutal
slaughter, needed Selene like her lungs needed air. “He could come
back.”

“He won’t,” Selene murmured. Her hand stroked Eve’s
hair. “It’s okay. Give yourself a minute. Then we can walk.”

Eve allowed herself exactly five more seconds of her
meltdown, then stepped back and wiped away her tears. “I’m parked
on Thirtieth Avenue, not too far from here. If you could help me to
my car…”

“Can you drive without your glasses?”

“No.” Eve’s lip trembled when she remembered that
she didn’t have her car keys anyway. “And I think he took my purse.
So I guess I’m not going anywhere. Maybe you have a cell phone I
could use?”

Selene fingered a lock of Eve’s hair, tucking it
behind her ear. “Come to my apartment. You can use my phone, and
I’ll do what I can to repair your glasses.”

“Thank you,” Eve said. She wasn’t about to refuse
the offer. Already her mind raced with things she needed to do:
call Jac, order new car keys, cancel her credit cards, change the
lock on her apartment. Amazing how five minutes in the park had
upset the ordered balance of her life. “I’d like to clean up my
face, too.”

“Of course.” Selene placed a gentle hand on Eve’s
arm. “May I lead you?”

Eve nodded and hooked her arm into Selene’s.
Gritting her teeth, she tried to match Selene’s slow pace,
determined not to show her pain. “Thank you, Selene. Really.”

“You would do the same for me.” Selene glanced at
her and smiled. “I can tell.”

Eve surprised herself by returning the smile. “Let’s
hope I never have to.”

Selene led them to the edge of the park, where Eve
was both relieved and embarrassed to see the moderate traffic on
Fulton Street. Though the presence of so many people reassured her,
she faltered as a powerful wave of self-consciousness rolled over
her. She used one hand to pull the two halves of her shirt closed,
covering the bra she only now realized was showing.

“It’s okay,” Selene said, pulling her closer. Eve
felt a surge of unexpected strength from the contact and leaned
into Selene hoping for more. “My place is just a block away.”

Nodding, Eve held her head as high as she could as
they walked down the sidewalk. The few people they passed stared at
her in concern, but nobody said anything. Eve was almost glad not
to be wearing her glasses, so she wouldn’t have to see the
questions in their eyes.

“Here we are.” Stopping in front of a light blue
house, Selene jogged up the short flight of steps and pushed open
the front door. “Home sweet home.”

“Do you usually leave your door unlocked?” Eve
walked inside carefully, wishing she still had Selene at her side.
“If nothing else, I hope you’ll reconsider that after this
morning.”

Selene gave a nervous nod. “I had only just stepped
out for a moment. Or that was the plan, anyway.”

Eve limped out of the foyer into a hallway and
glanced around. Selene strode past her, to a room with a door
propped within its open entryway. She seemed embarrassed by the
state of her apartment, and Eve inhaled sharply as a pang of shame
hit her squarely in the stomach. The emotion was so intense it
seemed almost foreign, as though it had been forced upon her.

It disoriented her so completely that for a moment
she didn’t know herself. Was this post-attack Eve, full of volatile
emotion, lacking rationality? She hoped not. She normally clung to
her sense of order and reason, her controlled emotions, so she
could excel at her job. Studying dead people to help catch their
killers was hardly a career for someone who couldn’t detach.

“Excuse the mess.” Selene placed the door in the
frame, blocking Eve’s view of the room. “I’m in the middle of some
home repairs.”

Eve managed an uneasy shrug. “I hate to
intrude.”

“Not at all.” Selene walked to the door across the
hall and pushed it open. “Here’s the bathroom. Take your time.” She
moved aside as Eve approached. “I’ll go get you a shirt and be
right back.”

“Thank you.” Eve paused in the doorway, not
particularly wanting to be separated from Selene. It was silly, but
her presence made Eve feel less afraid. She was nervous what would
happen once Selene was out of sight. “You’re a lifesaver.
Literally.”

Selene’s face reddened. “All I did was walk you
home.”

“It’s more than that.” Eve paused, unsure how to
describe what Selene was doing for her. Though she didn’t normally
believe in such things, she felt an instant connection to Selene
and was sure it was the only thing allowing her to function right
now. “I don’t know what I would’ve done if you hadn’t found
me.”

Selene hesitated, then touched Eve’s hand gently.
“I’m glad I did.”

Warm arousal, a welcome stranger that Eve hadn’t
heard from in months, inexplicably rushed through her and set her
heart pounding. Hand shaking, she drew away from Selene and backed
into the bathroom. “Me, too.”

“I’ll be right back.” To Eve’s relief, Selene
betrayed no sign that she’d recognized Eve’s reaction for what it
was. “You’ll be okay?”

Eve nodded, then shut the bathroom door. Alone
inside, she fell back against the wall and closed her eyes. That
was totally unlike her. She usually didn’t feel instant attraction,
especially after what she’d just been through. What was it about
Selene that inspired such uncharacteristic behavior?

Whatever it was, Eve hoped she could make it out of
Selene’s apartment without making a fool of herself. Straightening,
she walked stiffly to the sink and steeled herself for her first
look in the mirror. Determined to assess the damage as
unemotionally as possible, she still had to stifle a gasp at the
sight of her face.

A small, bloody cut marred her forehead, and the
skin around her eye was swollen and angry red. By tomorrow she’d
have an ugly shiner. A trail of dried blood from her nose painted
her upper lip reddish brown. Bits of leaves and twigs were tangled
in her hair. None of that even hinted at the damage she felt
inside. She wouldn’t take any more early morning walks in Golden
Gate Park.

Suppressing the urge to fall into self-pity, she
turned on the faucet and began to gingerly scrub away the dirt and
blood. Taming her hair was a bigger challenge, but she did her
best. It would be easier to put on a brave face about going to work
if she didn’t look like she’d just been on the losing end of a
brawl. And she was definitely still going, just as soon as she
picked up a new pair of glasses. She had to perform an autopsy this
morning, not to mention the mountain of case-related paperwork
waiting for her.

Going to work was about more than just a sense of
duty, of course. In a perfect world she’d run home and lick her
wounds, happy not to face anyone. Given that they had an open
homicide case, Jac would almost certainly come in to the medical
examiner’s office today. Eve couldn’t imagine seeing her like this.
But in a perfect world, the man who’d attacked her wouldn’t have
her driver’s license and the keys to her apartment. She couldn’t
even think about going home until she called a locksmith.

It wasn’t entirely about fear of being in her
apartment, though. Eve needed to go perform that autopsy to prove
that she hadn’t lost the essence of who she was, that the man in
the park hadn’t stolen it from her. She needed to reassure herself
that she could still handle violence and death in her professional
life even after her terrifying personal encounter with it. That he
could have damaged her in that way hurt far more than any physical
wound he had inflicted. Her work was her life.

A knock on the door startled her so badly she gasped
out loud. Heart racing, she gripped the sides of the sink and
exhaled. Calm down, she chanted in time with her breathing. Just
calm down.

“It’s only me, Eve. I have your glasses and a
shirt.” The sound of Selene’s apologetic voice instantly soothed
her nerves. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

Checking herself in the mirror one last time, Eve
opened the bathroom door. “Not your fault.”

Selene stood awkwardly with Eve’s glasses in one
hand and a green shirt in the other. “I thought you’d probably want
your glasses as soon as I could get them to you.”

“You were right.” Eve took them from Selene,
gratitude overwhelming her. Regaining her vision was the first step
to returning to herself. Being able to see would ground her. “Thank
you so much.”

“The frames are a little bent, and one of the lenses
has a bad scratch. But it’s better than nothing, I’m sure.” Selene
shifted her weight anxiously. “You clean up really well, by the
way.”

Eve pushed back another strange twinge of arousal as
she settled her glasses on her nose. Then she lost the battle with
her hormones completely. Blurry, Selene had been beautiful. In
sharp focus, she was stunning. Eve had seen her brand of dark,
exotic beauty only in magazines, and even then, it had been nowhere
as extraordinary as what was now standing right in front of
her.

Unable to speak, Eve fumbled with the front of her
shirt, pulling it closed. Her attraction to Selene made her feel
powerfully self-conscious, almost silly. After not having been
enough to keep Jac interested, entertaining the notion of being
with a woman who looked like Selene was positively delusional.

“I hope I didn’t embarrass you,” Selene said
quietly.

Eve shook her head, not trusting herself to
speak.

“Can I get you anything else?”

Eve shook her head again. “I’ll return your shirt as
soon as I can. I promise.”

“No worries.” Selene arched an eyebrow. “I have
more.”

Incredibly, Selene’s good humor put Eve at ease. She
loosened her grip on her torn shirt and took the one Selene
offered. “I’ll still return it.”

“I’d like that.”

Eve swallowed. If she didn’t know better, she’d
think Selene was flirting. But that wasn’t possible, was it? “If
it’s all right, I’ll just leave my shirt in your trash. I…don’t
want it anymore.”

“Of course. I get it.” Selene’s gaze wandered down
to Eve’s chest, but before Eve could feel bashful, Selene’s eyes
widened. “He cut you.”

Eve looked down, allowing the two sides of her shirt
to gap open. For the first time she saw what had caught Selene’s
attention: a small slice along the curve of her breast where it
rose above the cup of her bra. A thin line of blood had been
raised, the cut so small and shallow she hadn’t even noticed him
make it. Feeling as though she had a rock in her throat, Eve
struggled to breathe. “Oh.”

“I should have been there sooner.” The guilt in
Selene’s voice was palpable, far out of proportion with any
reasonable sense of responsibility. “I wish I’d known sooner.”

“You can’t blame yourself,” Eve said. For some
reason, this one minor injury shook her more than all the other
cuts and bruises combined. “I was the idiot who decided to walk
alone in Golden Gate Park at sunrise.”

Selene pulled Eve into a tight hug that should have
made her claustrophobic. For the second time that morning, her body
was trapped against a stranger’s. But discomfort was the last thing
she felt about the subtle, luscious joy of being in Selene’s
arms.

“You’re not an idiot. What happened wasn’t your
fault.” Selene placed her hand against the center of Eve’s back.
“He shouldn’t have done that.”

It was true. It was exactly what Eve would tell the
victim of a violent crime, regardless of the circumstances. But
that didn’t make it any easier to believe. “I know better than to
blame myself. I’ve helped investigate dozens of homicides, and not
once did I ever think someone deserved to be victimized. It’s
different when it’s me, I guess.”

Selene pulled back from their embrace. “You work for
the police?”

Eve wasn’t entirely surprised to see a slight
reticence in Selene’s eyes. Women rarely met her choice of
profession with enthusiasm. “I’m a forensic pathologist for the
medical examiner’s office. I deal with a lot of murders and
accidental deaths.” She stopped there, not about to tell Selene
about her minor celebrity within the forensic world, the result of
having helped identify one of the most twisted serial killers San
Francisco had ever seen. That tidbit would almost certainly
alienate her from a woman she wanted to get to know.

“That’s fascinating,” Selene said. She appeared
interested, but Eve could feel her unease. “Do you enjoy your
work?”

“I do.” Blushing, Eve stepped backward into the
bathroom. “I should change. And if I could use your phone to call
the office and let them know I’ll be late…”

“You’re going to work?” Selene searched her eyes.
“Maybe you should go home and get
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