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      Eleri looked around, unable to deny the prickle at the back of her neck but not seeing anything.

      She high-stepped through the snow, sinking up to her knees more times than she cared to count. Though she was carefully wrapped up, the snow came above the top edge of her boots each time she sank in. It was just a matter of time before it snuck inside.

      Following Donovan’s tracks, she tried to catch up, but her partner was nowhere to be seen.

      Trees stuck out of the landscape, snow weighing branches and muffling sound in the stillness around her. Everything else was a blanket of thick white. All her senses told her she was alone. Only two things denied this clear fact. One—she knew Donovan was out there, ahead of her, sniffing out what needed to be found. And two—the prickle at the back of her neck.

      She pulled her foot out from the hole she’d sunk it into and climbed once again onto the surface of the snow, hoping it held. She could see farther, hear just a little better from this spot about a foot and a half higher.

      Donovan’s tracks went out of sight, a straight line of holes and drags where he, too, kept breaking the icy surface and then bounded forward.

      She had all his clothes in her pack, as well as a blanket and emergency gear for both of them. Which was all well and good if they didn’t get separated. It was always a gamble: outfit him with what he needed and make his oddity more obvious or send him out unencumbered and bank on him returning safely. He hadn’t always. Eleri thought about the last time he’d been taken out, how she’d had to rouse him, cover for him, make up for the fact that he’d gone missing in the middle of a crowd.

      Lifting her hand, Eleri checked the GPS. Donovan was headed off in a different direction from the coordinates. She frowned.

      He wouldn’t go that way if he didn’t smell something, right? She’d have to catch up before she could ask.

      Surveying the area once again, she spotted tracks in the distance. Not Donovan’s. She had flags in her pack, ground flags—which she now laughed about, she hadn’t seen ground since she got here—and tall flags. She pulled one and marked where she stood. Then for good measure, she grabbed a pink ground flag and used the weight to toss it up ahead, near where Donovan’s tracks shot off in front of her.

      Just the thought of marking her trail sat uneasy. The national forest they were in was closed to the public now. The signs at all the entrances said it was due to weather, but Eleri knew that wasn’t true.

      Some college professor had reported the human bone found in the forest, in this area. The initial filing triggered an FBI alert for a missing man, which hadn’t panned out. Whatever they had found, though, got through to her boss. Special Agent in Charge Derek Westerfield decided he needed his people on the case, and the next thing Eleri and Donovan knew they were headed to the Huron-Manistee National Forest.

      Eleri veered off the trail, heading for the tree line and the other tracks she thought she saw. Had she been taller, she might have been able to look down enough to distinguish them, but she wasn’t. She managed three steps before she hit a weak spot and crashed through the thin skin of ice on top of the snow.

      It didn’t hurt; it would just be embarrassing had she been trying to impress anyone. There was a sound, but she was pretty certain it had come from her own throat as her foot suddenly dropped out from under her. Still . . . something was off.

      She should have climbed back out and headed on. Honestly, she couldn’t stay on the surface for all that long any way. Every handful of feet, she would crash through, then climb up and continue on. But right now, she stayed low, peeled her arms out of the pack as quietly as she could and scanned her surroundings.

      The bulky clothing hindered her; she was no Donovan, that was for sure. For a moment, she considered leaving the pack, searching the area. But if she was caught away from her things, then what? She wasn’t fast even without them—the coat, the boots, the ski pants, nothing moved well enough for an easy escape. So she surveyed.

      Nothing.

      Eleri sighed. No evidence at all to back up what she was feeling.

      In her old life, she’d occasionally followed her hunches and eventually found specific support. Since joining NightShade, those hunches had been admired rather than thought odd. She’d been pushed to develop them, use them, and believe that they weren’t just the occasional blip on her radar that may or may not be true. In NightShade, sometimes she was the only evidence.

      Three years ago, even just one, she would have brushed this feeling off, told herself she was making it up. Now she knew better.

      But there was nothing to support her odd feeling.

      Slipping the straps of the pack back over her arms, she stood up. Waiting a beat for a shot that didn’t come, Eleri gave a mental shrug and headed again toward the tree line. She fell through the ice a handful of times, making the journey slow and probably getting her even farther behind Donovan.

      The ranger had offered them both snow shoes. Donovan had, of course, declined. He had no need for snowshoes when he was going to do that weird double-jointedness/werewolf thing he did—that he still hadn’t let Eleri see him do—and go off bounding through the snow as his bad wolf self. Eleri, on the other hand, had read up. This time of year, the snow would have an ice layer on top of it, and at her weight, she wasn’t that likely to go through.

      Well, she did. A lot. But she really couldn’t say if that was better or worse than sludging around in snowshoes—which she’d never used before. The rangers asked if she’d been in snow before. Of course, she had. Her family had homes in Kentucky and Virginia, both of which saw what she thought was decent snowfall. Especially Bell Point Farm, just outside Charlottesville. These past years, as the weather had gotten wonkier, they’d seen even more of it. So she’d said yes, she had seen snow. She’d ridden her pretty horsies through it. It sounded just as dumb in her head now as she crashed through one more time.

      She was in great physical shape, dammit. Her heavy breathing was more the result of sighing than lack of stamina, but she felt like that kid in the Christmas movie, the one whose snowsuit was so bulky he couldn’t put his arms down.

      As Eleri approached the tracks, she became more worried.

      “Son of a bitch,” she muttered as she got close. Probably cougar. Looked like a big one, too.

      She wasn’t worried about herself; she was hardly bait-worthy in all her winter gear. But Donovan was a threat, and he was heading right through the territory. Surely he could smell the big cat?

      She told herself he would, then set about examining the tracks a little more closely. Had she not known what she was seeing it would have looked like only two feet hit the snow, but many big cats were known for stepping their back paws directly into the tracks of their front ones when in deep snow. The method was more efficient and meant the cat probably hadn’t just hopped down from a tree and gone for a stroll; it was definitely conserving energy for something.

      “Son of a bitch.” She muttered it again. The tracks headed in the same general direction Donovan had. There was nothing she could do about it. She had a gun, but the ability to pull the trigger on anything but the flare gun was questionable in this get-up.

      She headed back to her own tracks, to the path Donovan had laid out as he bounded happily ahead. At least the pink flag she’d thrown saved her from backtracking.

      Maybe the cat was what was watching her.

      The thought didn’t make her feel any better.

      Picking up her pace, Eleri followed Donovan’s tracks still not seeing him. She did find a spot he’d marked for her.

      The snow had been dug up in a neat paw-marked pattern, tossed back into a pile, revealing a singular neat bone. Eleri came to a dead halt. Tracks forgotten, she stared down at what Donovan had revealed.

      It was a humerus. Her first thought was bear, the bone was so thick, the two pieces revealing that the marrow was long gone and the bone itself made to support more weight than the human version. Pulling out her camera, she snapped off a series of pictures before she touched anything. Then she grabbed a forensic scale and brushed away parts of the snow before laying out the marked ruler and taking more pictures.

      In her previous cases, evidence was usually brought to her. One time, she and Donovan had searched a yard for pieces of bone, but there would have been no court case, no need to catalog it.

      Now she just might need some of her skills. Or not. It might be an animal bone. She was cataloging it anyway, because Donovan dug it up. There were surely tons of animal remains out here. So why would he have dug it up if it wasn’t pertinent? She took another picture, then stared at the site, thinking.

      Looking around, she saw nothing of use. Normally, she would find north with a compass, lay out a line or a grid if she wanted. Mark the site by GPS coordinates and triangulate the remains to several immovable objects. She sighed. Well, one out of three would have to do.

      She looked down at the GPS and marked the spot. She would have liked a paper document but her gloved fingers were too fat to work a pen with anything better than kindergarten skill. This would have to do, the hair on the back of her neck was prickling again. She wouldn’t take the time to map it full out. Donovan wasn’t here and there wasn’t the option to call in more people.

      She dug out the spot more, still not sure yet what she was looking at. She’d be more careful if it turned out to be human. But she kept her eyes open. Donovan marked it as something important. It wasn’t just that he’d dug it up. Small x’s marked the snow, a signal they’d worked out before he ran off. So she kept digging.

      The pieces were scattered, but she found a radius and ulna—the lower arm. She moved the scale, took more pictures. Now she was equally convinced it wasn’t bear and it wasn’t human.

      Forty minutes and seven bones later she was more confused than ever. What had Donovan found?

      Down near the ground, she was practically soundproofed by the snow piles she’d added to the one Donovan had started. She peeked her head up and looked around, still seeing nothing but white. The sky was a little overcast, keeping the snow from glaring, but that didn’t make much difference.

      The snow huddled in lumps that could hide rocks, bodies, or a plant that created a stop, building up a drift. The trees formed the edges of the white expanse, but beyond the first line lay only a dark tangle of branches, trunks, and undergrowth. Unless something came out onto the snow, Eleri wasn’t going to see it.

      She rolled her shoulders, wondering why she still felt watched. They’d been out here for hours, separated, each with a task and she was following hers. Maybe it was because she’d learned some interesting facts on their last case. Donovan and his direct line weren’t the only ones of his kind. They could smell each other and they could smell something on her they didn’t seem to like. So maybe her paranoia was founded but not real, not here.

      Eleri dug further, following where the bones pointed. There was every possibility the skeleton was scattered and she wouldn’t find any more, but she had a little more time before she had to go after Donovan, before the light faded. At least the day hadn’t been a wash. She got to dig up some animal.

      With the break in the humerus, she’d made an educated guess about which way to look next, hoping for a shoulder, spine and skull. Instead she found the lower arm and some finger bones. That’s what had convinced her it wasn’t human. The fingers, too, were thicker than human hand bones should be. But she was pretty certain—had the body decomposed intact and not been scavenged by other animals, hacked by hunters and tossed, or worse—she was aiming toward the skull now.

      She stopped, stood up, took a drink of water while turning a full three-sixty and seeing nothing but the same trees and snow staring back at her. This time she set her timer. Forty-five minutes then she was done here. She’d have to come back. Normally, she would flag the site, but honestly, she didn’t trust this place. This spot was marked on her GPS and that would have to be good enough.

      Eleri looked into the tree-line, uncertain if she saw a glint of light there. She didn’t take the time to cap her water bottle, just tossed it to the side and reached for her binoculars. As she held them to her eyes she saw nothing but trees. Dark patches in the woods that could conceal anything. She felt nothing but paranoia. There were three creatures out here that she knew of: herself, Donovan, and that cougar. Two humans—well, in both their cases there were arguments against full status—and one animal. She was certain there were other animals out there, but none that she could specifically account for.

      Tamping down the feeling she couldn’t do anything about, she turned back to the work at hand.

      Thirty minutes later she had several more arm bones and was blinking at the skull.

      It was human. She should have put down the scale, taken photos, but she picked it up, her mind churning. It was heavy. Heavier than it should have been. Just like the other bones. The eye sockets didn’t come to a delicate edge, but were rounded. Her first thought was Neanderthal—something before Homo sapiens—but the shape was sapiens. The size was sapiens. Still, it was all wrong.

      Holding the skull in one hand she quickly dug around for the mandible, her gloved fingers brushing against something quickly, but it turned out to be spine. C1, the top bone of the vertebral column, and it was wrong, too. She found C2, with its telltale spike, fitting perfectly into C1. Setting the skull down, she held the two together, then set them aside, too, still wanting the mandible.

      Her fingers closed around it and she pulled it from the ground. Her professors would be so mad. The investigators would arrest her for mishandling evidence if they could. But she was protected by the umbrella of the NightShade division. It wasn’t free rein, but the fact that she feared for the evidence itself, that she was afraid to leave it? That would save her the shoddy work. She didn’t think of that much as she looked at the mandible. It, too, was thick.

      That wasn’t that uncommon. Not normal, but not abnormal either. Many humans, more men, had what was known as an “iron jaw.” This thickened bone that took a punch easily, delivering more damage to the hitter than the ‘victim.’ The teeth were what interested Eleri, most were intact. And they were distinctly human.

      Just then, her timer beeped. She was turning it off, punching awkwardly at the buttons with fat, gloved fingers when she heard it.

      Three heavy barks. Angry, low, and definitely issuing a warning. They stopped as abruptly as they came, her head snapping in the direction of Donovan’s path.

      Then she heard a male sound, low and distinctly full of pain, followed immediately by Donovan’s voice.

      “Eleri!”
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      Donovan stood up, knowing full well he was completely naked in sub-freezing temperatures.

      “Eleri!” He yelled it again. He could hear her out there, not that far behind him. She’d lingered just beyond where he could see, his ears always keeping tabs on her. She’d dug where he marked.

      He’d smelled the cat in front of him a ways back and had been on alert. To say he’d been ready would be an understatement, but he’d known this was a possibility. He’d thought ahead. Hence the change.

      As a man, he was taller. His fingernails still strong, his muscles still ready. He’d hoped the act of changing would frighten the cat off.

      It hadn’t.

      The cougar stayed a handful of feet away, stalking back and forth in front of him. Her eyes stayed focused on him regardless of which way she turned.

      “Eleri!” He hollered again, his heart pounding at the possibilities. He did not want to die here in the cold. Not at the hand of this hungry cat. Not naked in the middle of nowhere.

      “Coming!” Her voice carried back to him.

      He was sure if he could turn his head, he’d see El behind him. But he couldn’t afford to look away from the hungry, two-hundred-pound female in front of him. He could hear his partner, her heaving breathing indicating her work to get to him. She was almost here.

      Donovan lowered his voice and offered a deep growl. The sound was human, given the change in his vocal chords, but his growl was still better than most. He also knew which growl to do. He didn’t offer a “stay away” sound, but an “I will fucking kill you” in return to her low threats.

      “I’m here.” Eleri had come up behind him now, her voice whispering to him. It didn’t matter what she did. Simply outnumbering the cat should mean they were the automatic victors and the cat would stand down. She’d go find food for the cubs he’d smelled on her somewhere else.

      But the cat didn’t turn away. Still she stalked.

      Donovan’s heart pounded.

      “Don’t breathe.” Eleri’s voice carried on the still air, reaching his ears almost as if by psychic power.

      Her hand appeared over his shoulder, glove missing, bare fingers wrapped around the can of bear mace.

      Oh, go, Eleri, he thought just before the mist rushed forward.

      He stepped back, his arms out, taking Eleri with him. Just a few steps. She backed up with him, her puffy coat brushing against his bare skin.

      As he predicted, the cat stepped forward, making an aggressive move toward him. It stepped directly into the spray before issuing a pained yowl and retreating.

      As Donovan watched, the cougar headed for the tree line. It shook its head as though it could shake off the oleoresin capsaicin that was stinging the ever-loving hell out of its eyes and mouth.

      Donovan pushed Eleri back farther, hoping to keep both her and himself out of the spray she’d unleashed. He didn’t know if she was sensitive to it—most people were—but he knew he was. His eyes were already starting to water.

      Eleri added to the sting. “That’s a nice outfit you’re wearing, Donovan.”

      “Listen Stay-Puft, I don’t need your comments. I just stared down a cougar bare-ass naked.” He didn’t turn around. She was, after all, his professional partner.

      “You want your clothes?” She asked casually, as if it was a perfectly normal conversation.

      “Yes,” he ground out, still not turning around. He watched as the cat passed into the trees and disappeared out of sight. Holding his hand up over his shoulder, he waited as he heard Eleri rummage through the big pack she carried until she slapped a stack of clothing into his hand.

      Tucking pieces up under his arms, he hopped into pants, then a shirt. The cold finally was starting to hurt his feet, the adrenaline that kept the sensations at bay receding. He hopped around thinking about how to get his socks on, then boots while standing in snow.

      “Here.” Eleri was holding out one sock and his left boot.

      Donovan didn’t know if she was reading his mind or if she was just smart enough to see what he needed. She even offered a shoulder for him to brace one hand on while he pulled on his sock, then boot, before setting his foot back down into the snow. They did the other boot and he finally stood on his own two feet.

      “Hey, El, that’s a human skull in your bag—actually, in our bag.”

      “Yeah, kind of.” She nodded while she searched the landscape as though looking for something.

      “Is that legal?” he asked before re-thinking it. “No, wait. Just how illegal is that?”

      “Pretty illegal,” she replied. “I’m counting on Westerfield and NightShade to cover my ass on this one.”

      “Why didn’t you leave it?” He was frowning at her as his body heat warmed his clothing. He was grateful he had it. He needed to maintain it, as the rumble in his stomach reminded him. Pushing past the handful of bones she’d apparently also stolen from the site, he reached into the inside pocket where he’d stashed his energy bars.

      Eleri was standing with her back to him; she spoke just a little louder to make up for it. “I took them because I don’t feel confident they’d still be there when we returned.”

      “No one’s supposed to be out here, Eleri.” But now he was looking around, too. “I didn’t pick anything up. So if someone was here, they wouldn’t have come through the main area and would be staying downwind.”

      He turned his head to look at her, just enough to see her nod before she turned back to him. “You picked up on the cat, right?”

      “Sure, but she was trying to alert everyone she was here. She has cubs.”

      “True.” Eleri shrugged, “I mean I didn’t know it was a female or that she had cubs, but I saw the tracks and recognized that it was a cougar.”

      He sniffed at the air, wishing he was still in wolf form with his nasal passages more open. Even so, his smell now was superior to a normal human and he took in the air around him. Mostly, it smelled like snow. He inhaled again, this time slower, letting the air slide past his nose in an easy, steady flow.

      “El.” He frowned and did it again.

      She watched, not asking, waiting.

      He got it again. “Something’s here.” He couldn’t place it.

      “What? Something?” She was looking around again, trying to see through the trees, beyond the snow covered rise that kept her from examining the site.

      “Someone.” Then he recanted it. “Maybe.” It was only a hint. Could be someone who’d been here before and was long gone. “Someone could be here now. Look at you, you’re all bundled up, you’re masking most everything. Then again, it could be residue. I can’t tell.”

      She was looking at him again, another—different—frown on her face now. “We have to make camp.”

      “Oh, hell no.” Then he sighed. “Why do we need to camp?”

      “You saw the bones.”

      “And they’ll be there tomorrow,” he countered. Changing clothes in the great white north was not his cup of tea and he’d already done it once. Donovan looked up. The sky had been a pale shade of overcast all day, making it harder to track time. Still, the day was waning; they would have to start the trek back to make it to the station before it got too dark.

      “I’m not sure they will.”

      “El,” He sighed. Donovan wanted a bed, but the case always came first. “Whatever happened, that body stayed there, covered by snow, decomposing with little interference. So why would that change today?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      “But you know that it does?” He looked right at her this time. Eleri’s hunches had become legendary at the profiling division she’d been a part of before she went into NightShade. SAC Westerfield told Donovan about it once—her hunches led to arrests and amazing finds and some accusations that she’d been involved in the crimes in the first place. Her stint in a mental health hospital afterward pretty much erased any desire for anyone to track her. Westerfield snatched her up, making her Donovan’s senior agent partner and training her to push those hunches.

      Eleri’s ability netted them some serious finds. But right now? When it wanted them to stay overnight in the frozen wilderness? He wanted to believe she was a sham.

      Eleri took a deep breath as though she, too, could smell the air. “I have a feeling. Someone’s watching.”

      “Not the cat?”

      “No. Human.” She looked worried. “We need to get back to the site and set up camp. I didn’t get the whole skeleton.”

      “Did you get enough?” He spoke as though he remained hopeful of a bed and hot shower. In reality, he’d given up on that already. His question was just a Hail Mary.

      “No, I want the whole thing. It doesn’t match the one on the report, so it’s a second find.”

      “How so?”

      She looked up into the sky for a moment as she thought. “The report said ‘humerus, right.’ Well, I found the right humerus and the left, so unless they have absolutely no knowledge of bones, this one isn’t that one. Come on.” She turned and started to lead back the way she came, her footprints showing a clear path from the site to where they now stood.

      “Wait, Eleri.” Had they been on solid ground, he could have run two steps and grabbed her arm. As it was, he was sinking into several feet of snow and any fast movement was nearly impossible.

      Luckily, they’d developed a level of trust. She turned. “What?”

      “There’s another site over here.” He pointed just to the right of where they stood. She’d veered off his path to rescue him, missing the other site he’d found.

      Her head snapped around, immediately seeing what she’d missed. From here it was just a pile of snow and an obvious spot where he’d dug.

      She was already doing the odd, high-step run required by more than a foot or two of snow. “What was it?”

      “Another skeleton.” He was right behind her, his long legs eating up the ground.

      “Human?” She wasn’t looking at him and the word was nearly eaten by the space around them.

      “Pelvis. Looks like.” He’d seen enough of them in his days as an M.E. But it had been almost a year now. Maybe he wasn’t quite up to speed, and he’d only looked at it quickly, but . . . “Something’s wrong with it.”

      She stopped, turned again. “Like what?”

      “Don’t know really.” He picked up the pack and easily passed her, leading the short distance to the other site. “You check it.”

      Despite being a trained forensic pathologist, she was the one who was better equipped to say when something was wrong. She had degrees in forensic chemistry and toxicology as well as a strong forensic anthropology background. Had she not gone into the FBI and been tapped by the behavioral unit, she would have been someone the medical examiner would have called to help with skeletal cases like this.

      He was standing over it when she pulled up behind him and stopped. Like the last time, he’d dug down to reveal what it was, then he marked the surrounding area with the small x’s. Turning to let her lead, he asked, “How are we doing this?”

      “We’re noting the location, digging quickly, and hoarding what we can.” Her mouth was set in a grim line.

      “Hoarding?”

      “I don’t trust these bones will still be here when we come back. I want to see enough to determine which site is more forensically interesting. Then we cover the other and camp near the better one.” She dropped to her knees and pulled the small spade from the pack.

      After breaking the surface of the snow in short, sharp jabs, she tossed the spade carelessly to the side. Using her gloved hand, Eleri picked up chunks of the surface ice and tossed it, too. Then she began hand-digging.

      Donovan dealt with bodies that were brought to him. On very rare occasions—before his NightShade assignment—he’d visited scenes. Eleri was the one who taught him to dig without disturbing the body, to catalog the pieces, to do all the things they weren’t doing now. He looked around again, still not seeing anything.

      He inhaled deeply, searching for the scent of other humans but finding nothing. So he dropped to his knees next to her and began shoving snow aside, trying to achieve the opposing goals of being careful and quick at the same time. The sky was already just a little darker; he didn’t like it.

      “This.” Eleri held up the coccyx, matching it to the two major pelvic bones he’d already exposed. “You’re right. It’s weird.”

      She tipped her head one way then the other, looking at the bones she held together. “Looks juvenile, well, not fully adult.”

      “That’s not wrong, though, is it?”

      She shook her head, but didn’t say anything about what she was seeing that was so off. Eleri dug further, following a pattern that she saw but he didn’t.

      In a few minutes, she said, “The bodies appear intact. The bones seem to be resting where the body lay. So nothing scattered them. Not that I can tell with what I can see.”

      “How long have they been here?” Donovan asked as he uncovered the torso and Eleri headed toward the skull.

      “Total skeletal decomp—in this weather—it wouldn’t happen. The temperature hasn’t gotten above freezing since the beginning of December.” She sat back for a moment, grabbed a bottle of water from the pack and took a deep swig. “So it must have happened last summer. If not before.”

      Donovan nodded at her and continued to push back the snow and dirt. The first skeleton looked like it had decomposed on the surface of the dirt, but this one was partially buried. The pelvis had stuck up out of the ground a little, giving Donovan something he could see, something he could leave for Eleri to find. He hadn’t expected the cat to come after him. He should have smelled too odd for her to approach him; she must have been starving. He pushed more snow and dirt, ruining his gloves. He hoped he wasn’t staying out here overnight, but he was pretty certain he was.

      He dug his fingers down until he hit something hard. A few more swipes and he saw the thing he’d hit. Dark with both smooth and lumpy patches, it was rounded, long. “I think I have the humerus.”

      Eleri didn’t answer. Donovan knew what she wanted, she wanted him to be certain. He pulled a plastic art tool from the bag Eleri kept. It shouldn’t be hard enough or sharp enough to damage the bone, but fingers and brushes were preferred. Still, daylight was fading and a bed was preferred. Neither of them was going to get what they wanted. “We don’t have much longer.”

      “Humerus?” was her only reply.

      Five minutes later, he told her, “Yup. Right.”

      “Shit.” She drew the word out on a Southern drawl and some astonishment. “This makes skeleton number three. Unless someone had three arms.”

      “I haven’t seen any gross anomalies in anything I’ve dug up.” He treated her ridiculous statement as though it deserved scientific merit. “Nothing that would indicate the kind of malformation necessary for three arms. It’s getting late, Eleri.”

      She nodded but didn’t quit. She only dug faster.

      Giving up on a good night’s sleep, he asked her, “Which site are we covering?”

      “This one. I think.”

      “You gotta decide quickly, El.”

      “Skull!” She yelled it the same way a kid might yell, “Birthday cake!” and dug a little harder. “I want to get this out. To be sure the other site is the more interesting one.”

      Donovan still didn’t know what she meant, but he came and dug his fingers into the dirt.
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      The woman watched from the woods as the two in puffy jackets covered the spot where they’d been digging. The smaller one—presumably a woman—stuffed some of what they found into her bag. Stealing finds from a national forest was illegal. Maybe she could get charges brought up.

      Then the taller one sat up and looked right at her.
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      Eleri sat in the tent, knowing she was warm enough, even if she didn’t feel like it. She stayed on the inflatable mattress, the only place to sit that wasn’t hard earth.

      “Donovan, look.” She had two skulls, though only one lower jaw. “See this one—” She hefted the one in her left hand toward her partner. “—it has a more regular weight, but the top of the head is flatter than normal. The shape of the eyes is off. Whereas this one—” she turned the other skull toward him, “—is more normal shaped, but the weight’s all wrong.”

      Eleri handed him the skull, watching as he tested the heft for himself. He seemed to agree, but she got the feeling he might not have noticed it on his own. His previous work had been mostly wet stuff—bodies with tissues still attached.

      “Look.” She pointed at the eye socket. “See how thick this is?” She didn’t wait for him to nod. “Look at the zygomatic.” She referenced what was usually a slim arch of bone. “See how thick it is?”

      This time his head snapped back. “Oh, wow. The nasal area too, the sinuses are all . . . wrong. What I can see of them.” He was tipping it and looking up through the spaces into what should have been there. “What is it? Is there a disease that you know of?”

      “No. That’s your jurisdiction.” She was looking at him oddly now.

      “Paget’s. Arthritis, but⁠—”

      “That would cause deposits. This looks like the bone just grew that way.” She was discounting the diseases outright.

      Donovan was, too. “This density isn’t clustered at the joints in odd growth patterns. It’s a uniform thickening of the bone. I don’t know a disease that does that.”

      She inspected the skull she still held, turning it one way then another. She’d photographed them, labeled them, done what she could, given the circumstances. Donovan had dug out this spot, set up the tent, and inflated the mattresses, while she used the last of the light to get decent photographs of the specimens she’d basically stolen.

      Eleri prayed her decision wasn’t in vain. She’d destroyed a good bit of evidence—some of which they might never recover—based on the idea that there was someone out there. Someone she still hadn’t seen.

      “So is this a birth defect?” Donovan broke into her depressing thoughts. “Or something that happened after?”

      “Hold on.” She had the broken humerus. It was from the thicker skeleton. Setting down the skull she’d been holding, Eleri picked up one piece of the long arm bone and looked at it end on. “Hmmm. Hard to say.”

      She flipped it around and examined the end, checking the epiphyseal plate. “It looks like it maybe wasn’t from birth. But if it wasn’t it was only a little while after that the changes started. The laydown of bone is so normal, except for being thicker.”

      Donovan traded her the skull for the long bone and examined it himself. “It’s definitely thicker. Is the break ante-mortem?”

      Eleri shook her head. “It looks like it was not only after death, but relatively recent. Maybe even someone stepping on it.”

      “That makes more sense than someone with bones this thick breaking them in a fight or fall or something.”

      “Fight or fall?” she asked, wondering how he’d gotten to that. Her stomach growled and she reached into the bag for yet another energy bar.

      “Well, do you think he died out here? Or was he brought here?” Donovan flipped the bone over again as though it might speak to him. He sniffed it, sniffed again. “Do you think he was shot? Maybe hit by a car and dumped here?”

      Eleri didn’t think a car hit could have left no marks on this bone—although with the thicker shaft it was possible. “Gunshot could have happened, we’ll examine the whole skeleton for that. Tomorrow.”

      She was looking at the zipped-up tent door wishing she could see out of the tent. She’d seen clear ones advertised in the past, but it would also mean someone could see in. “If we’re lucky, there will be some anthropological information on the bones indicating manner of death.”

      “Part of the skull is missing,” Donovan pointed out. “Head trauma?”

      “Looks post-mortem, too,” Eleri told him. He should know that.

      “No, I mean, the missing piece might hold the evidence of a trauma.”

      “Gotcha,” she was conceding just as his head snapped to the side wall of the tent as though he could see through it.

      “What—” she started to ask, but his hand was already up, indicating she should be quiet.

      “Stay here.” He spoke in a low voice, knowing whispers carried better than true voice.

      Before she could protest, he’d lifted the zipper and stuck his head outside the tent. Then he was back in. “Kill the lights, El.”

      He was stripping even before she got the light turned off. She heard a sound like knuckles cracking and something akin to Donovan suppressing his own voice. She felt the shift in the air around her, but he was out the opening before she could do more than reach out and touch fur as he went by.

      She was left sitting in the dark tent, now alone under the starry sky and in the middle of almost one million acres of wilderness. Donovan had wondered if the body was dumped here, but that didn’t make sense. Who would dump a body in the middle of an open field in the middle of massive amounts of forest? Under the trees, the undergrowth would have covered the body. It would have been harder for someone to stumble upon it. It made more sense that he died there. Well, she thought it was a “he.” Given the anomalies in the bone formation, she wasn’t sure of the gender.

      Tomorrow, she told herself ignoring the fact that she and her partner had been split up again. Tomorrow she would examine the bones and see if the skeleton was male or female and if there were any identifying marks indicating manner of death.

      Her head jerked up at a sudden series of sharp barks.

      Donovan.

      She knew his bark now and his growl, which she didn’t hear. She knew the panting noises he made when he’d run hard. But this was just the bark. Then another. Another.

      She considered climbing out of the tent. But if he’d heard or smelled something he thought he could take care of it.

      He’d changed and she’d been dumb. Now, quickly, she reached for her weapon, slid a magazine into place and chambered a round. No longer distracting herself, she focused.

      Listening into the sounds of the night, she thought she heard more than just Donovan’s paws. Did she hear feet? She did hear another low growl, of that she was almost entirely certain.

      Eleri waited, both her hands on the gun now, bones set aside. Donovan had gone after whatever was out there, so it was her job to protect the find. She was ready, but she wasn’t comfortable.

      She didn’t check her watch, but it was a while before a nose pushed through the half unzippered tent opening.

      “Donovan!” She kept her voice low, setting the gun down with one hand, using the other to feel his fur in the dark, examining him briefly as he went by.

      He shook her off and she waited while he changed back.

      She was fascinated. He’d never changed so close to her before. He never let her watch, despite her need as a biologist to see what exactly he was doing. Donovan didn’t care. He equated it to watching her shower, so she didn’t press. But he was changing in the tent! Right next to her in the dark! “Donovan?”

      “One sec, El.” He was breathing heavily.

      “Are you hurt?” It was the most important question. She knew from history that he wouldn’t tell her about changing.

      “No. Just tired. That was fast.” His breathing was calming down.

      She reached in the bag for the small container of fruit she’d brought. She had oranges, apple slices, and grapes. A small indulgence should she get caught out in the open overnight.

      “Here.” She held the now open container toward the sound of him shuffling into his clothing.

      He answered as he snaked out a hand to grab several pieces of the fruit. “Someone was out there.”

      “What?” She paused, the orange slice only halfway to her mouth. She’d been right?
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        * * *

      

      The woman stepped back into the woods, grateful for the ghillie suit. Her heart pounded and her muscles ached as she slid into the tree line. Staying low, she worked to blend into the drifts, and waited until the huge wolf disappeared.

      Her breathing heavy, she waited. She’d thought he was going to eat her right there. Though he’d barked at her harshly, advanced on her until she nearly ran screaming, and growled low like he was going to attack, he didn’t.

      Once she calmed down and the wolf didn’t come back, the woman retreated farther into the woods back toward her camp. It was a mile away, not easy going in the snow in the woods in the dark. But she knew her way around out here.

      She’d been out here a while now and she’d seen some strange shit, that was certain. But none weirder than that crazy-ass wolf. She’d seen him during the day, too, running in front of the woman in the red puffy jacket, almost as though they were together. The two hadn’t interacted, not anything she could put her finger on, but that was exactly the problem: they hadn’t interacted. That close? The wolf should have run away from a human so close behind him. Or else the human should have. Neither had.

      Then the wolf dug up the bones but left them behind. It made sense that the wolf didn’t want the bones, they were just bones, but the woman came along behind the animal and worked at the site he’d dug. Was she tracking him? It was hard to tell. If she was, she was doing a piss-poor job, stopping for a while and ignoring him. It was confusing.

      Later, the woman heard the snarls of the big cat. The cat had been around for a while. She was doing her best to stay clear of mama cat, though she’d seen the cubs out one day and they were freaking adorable. She’d watched from a distance as mama found a snow hare and let the babies play with it like the cute little murderers they were. The hare didn’t last long with three cubs and one mother cougar. They were magnificent, but deadly.

      The big cat had come up against the wolf later in the day. She’d heard the barks and yowls, then the woman’s voice. Then a man’s voice.

      She hadn’t watched the interaction. She couldn’t afford to be seen. So she’d stayed hidden, listening but not seeing and becoming more confused than ever.

      There was a man and a woman. Even if she hadn’t seen the man, she’d heard him speak. They covered the second site, pushing the snow, backfilling the hole the wolf had dug earlier. With the freshly fallen snow from two days ago blanketing everything in a smooth sheet of new, white powder, the spot was easy to find. So as far as hiding anything it was a crap job. All it did was cover the bones. So why would they do that?

      But nothing about this had been anything but confusing since day one.

      She kept up her pace on the trek back to her camp, wearing herself out in the process. She’d gone out under moonlight, wanting to check out the bones the wolf found. She dug up the site the man and woman had backfilled. She wanted to check the other site, too, but she could see a tent there. They were guarding that one.

      She’d thought she could just come out and see what they’d done, until the wolf came out. He’d snuck up behind her and barked, scaring the shit out of her.

      Back in her tent she did all the necessary work, shaking off the snow, checking the small heater and the battery she was running it off. She checked that nothing flammable was near the heater and peeled the outer layer of her clothing. She climbed into her sleeping bag and passed out for a while, trusting in the camouflage netting and snow she’d covered her space in.

      When she woke, she reached into the bag and pulled out the three bones she’d pilfered from the site.
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      “Shit.” Donovan stood over the second site, the one farther from the tent.

      Eleri stood next to him, her ski pants and jacket turning her into a puffy, touristy-looking red lump. She shook her head and muttered Southern-drawl-laced swears.

      Finally, she looked up at him. “Man or woman?”

      “Woman.” He answered. “I.D. by smell, couldn’t tell by look. Only height.”

      “So she was all dressed for the weather like me.” It was a comment rather than a question.

      Donovan answered anyway. “Actually—shape unidentifiable like you, yes, but she was in a ghillie suit.”

      A ghillie suit was white, fluffy warmth and camouflage, usually used by military. Eleri’s head pulled back. “She was ready for this.”

      Donovan agreed, though he didn’t have to say so. “She was ready for snow, ready for night, and she stole some of our find.” He turned to Eleri then, an action that required his whole upper body to turn in the outfit designed for the subfreezing temperatures. “You were right that we needed to camp out and you were right to grab what bones you could.”

      “It’s a good thing you stopped her.” She replied.

      Now that the acknowledgments were done, he had to ask, “What did she want?”

      “Same as us. The bones. Knowledge of what they’ll reveal.” She shrugged.

      “You know,” Donovan said, looking at his partner now, rather than at the bones of the dead kid in the ground. “I thought this case was kinda cool when we started. Now it’s pissing me off.”

      Her head tipped. “Only proves that something is going on here and Westerfield was probably right to send us.” She looked around and seemed to be taking stock. Donovan did the same.

      “So we take the bones out?”

      “Yeah, we get them all up today, photograph them and head out tonight.” She checked the area again as though she would see the intruder. “Make a sled? Or carry them?”

      “Carry,” Donovan voted. They’d brought a second pack, rolled into the first, in case they needed to bring things back. “We don’t have time, resources, or even an empty park like we’re supposed to.” Then he smiled. “We can at least arrest her for trespassing on closed federal land.”

      “And for stealing archeological finds. That’s a little bigger.” Eleri dropped to her knees almost as though she’d been shot, and started pushing the snow back again.

      Donovan took a deep breath, not getting anything human, and joined her. The other woman had cleared out the snow they’d used to backfill the site, which made the job a little easier. The morning helped.

      This was the harder skeleton to excavate, the one half buried in the soil—packed soil. Donovan used the small tools on the painstaking work. If they nicked anything, they would ruin any finds. They might not be able to figure out what killed the kid.

      Working side by side, they periodically stopped to take pictures with the scale. Occasionally, Eleri would look up at him, questioning. Donovan shook his head. No, he didn’t smell the woman.

      “Do you still feel it?” he asked.

      She nodded, her eyes flitting one way then another, looking for the source of her concern.

      They turned back to the work, finally exposing the whole skeleton. Eleri stood up then, looking down. Standing next to her, taller than her by almost a foot, Donovan tried to see what she saw. He made his best guess. “Juvenile. My guess is male, given the height.”

      Eleri nodded at him, agreeing but disagreeing at the same time. “You can’t do more than guess at sex though. It’s not a given.”

      “Yeah, I’m used to things with more obvious signs of gender,” he conceded, then looked up at the sky. A light snow was starting to fall. “I don’t like the look of this, Eleri.”

      “Me either.” She didn’t look up. “The bones are basically full size, but they don’t show full gender development. Not even early secondary sex characteristic development. This would be a nearly six-foot tall eight-year-old. Not impossible, but pretty implausible.” She was picking up the bones now, examining them since they’d mapped the layout and taken their pictures. She rotated them in her hand, looking at the ends. “Also, the epiphyseal growth plates are fused, not indicative of an eight-year-old.”

      Donovan picked up another of the long bones and examined it for himself. “Are all the growth plates fused? This one is.”

      “All the ones I’m looking at.” But she didn’t look at him, didn’t look up.

      “So female growth plates are usually fused around twelve to fourteen years. Males later, by around sixteen.” He thought the bone looked odd too, but nothing he could put his finger on. “That would make this skeleton more likely female than male.”

      “Right. Not adding up.” She pulled out a bag and labeled it “left hand,” then began scooping the small carpal pieces into the bag. Then she made a second bag for the right hand. She scooped the other set of nearly identical pieces, then sealed the bags before looking at him. “Donovan, it’s snowing.”

      No shit, Sherlock, he thought. He’d been trying to tell her that for five minutes while she worked her way through her thoughts about the skeleton. But he didn’t say that. “There’s a front coming in. It looks like it’s moving our way pretty quickly.” He didn’t like the way the sky had darkened. “We need to gather this up and get the hell out.”

      Now she was looking up, worried. “I’ll get this, you get the tent.”

      “Only what’s necessary.” He scanned the sky. Shit. It was rolling up fast. He hopped up and headed for the tent, the wind kicking up at his back.

      Donovan picked up his feet and headed toward the other site, the tent. At first, he was trying to beat the storm. He worried about Eleri behind him, still packing up bones. He worried about them getting out of the damn area before the weather hit, but as he crested the rise, he had another worry.

      The camp site had been picked over. Fuck.

      At the top of the little ridge, he turned back to Eleri and yelled into the wind. “Get it all. Fast! We need to get this site, too.”

      She was standing, looking at him, her heavy head tipping in question. She could tell he was yelling but not what about. The wind had stolen his words. Donovan tried yelling at her again, but found quickly that it didn’t work any better the second time. Using his hands, he gestured toward the site, then made a big X.

      Eleri took off running for him, but he held a hand out to stop her. “Get that!” He yelled even knowing the words were useless. Then he gestured to her until she turned around.

      Point made, he took off toward the first site. Toward the ghillie suited figure he could now see running into the tree line. Taking off after the person, Donovan gave chase for just long enough to use up his resources and to know it was futile. The storm was coming down now, enough to distort his vision of the fleeing figure. Then again, that was the idea of the damn ghillie suit—the white streamers blending with and distorting the never-ending whiteness of the snow.

      When Donovan hit the site he saw that the bones had been picked up. Moved. Shit.

      Then he looked up. The tent flapped open.
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      Eleri shoved the baggies with hand and feet bones down into the big pack with the larger ones. Despite the missing pieces, she had a good portion of the skeleton.

      The snow was coming down harder now as she stood and looked over the ridge toward Donovan and the other site. He was down in the dug out portion, probably putting bones into bags like she had.

      The site wasn’t as obvious with the daylight getting sucked away, with the tent down. Hopefully he’d gotten it rolled up and bagged. The mattress inflators reversed and packed up, too. She wasn’t sure now if she liked the red jacket she wore and the bright blue he did. It made them easier to spot, which might no longer be a good thing.

      Donovan was kneeling over the other specimen, pushing things around that she couldn’t see through the flurries. When she got close, she saw that the site was empty—but was that because he’d gathered it up or because something had happened?

      “Donovan?”

      He didn’t look up, couldn’t hear her even though she was just a few feet away. She could now feel the wind through the heavy clothing she wore. It pushed at her, tried to knock her over, push her around.

      “Donovan!” She yelled it this time and he finally looked up. Though she still wasn’t sure if that was because he was done or because she’d yelled. He did seem a little surprised to see her there.

      “We have to go,” he urged.

      Duh. She almost said it out loud but figured she’d need to conserve her energy. The weather report had only listed a low chance of light flurries today. The rangers said the same thing, telling them they’d be pretty safe. Then again, maybe the rangers were mad because the offered escort was turned down.

      Not Eleri’s decision. Westerfield’s. He hadn’t wanted anyone in the loop on this. Which Eleri now counted in the “dumb as shit” column. If she and Donovan died out here, then the only person in the loop would be whoever that woman was running around in the ghillie suit and stealing the damn bones.

      Turning, now sideways to the wind, she pulled out her compass and GPS as Donovan lifted the smaller of the two packs and helped her into it. It wasn’t made for hiking, just a spare, big, lightweight pack they’d brought along just in case. It didn’t slide easily over the bulky parka. Once it was on, she reached back and tried her best to brush the snow out of the hood she’d let flop back during the earlier, sunnier part of the day. She pulled it up, snapping it in place and essentially deafening herself. But the storm had already done that.

      Beside her, Donovan was shouldering the bigger pack himself. It had an internal frame and was made for this. Well, it was made for humans to carry it, so Donovan wasn’t changing and running off. They would stick this out together.

      “Come on!” He grabbed her hand as the words carried to her on the blowing snow and started off on a path between the distant lines of trees.

      They each had their talents, and while she had a fine sense of direction, she was no wolf in the woods. She let him lead. He also had longer legs and it didn’t take much before she realized he was stepping a little short to allow her to use his tracks. It was kind, but it still made her roll her eyes at the thought of all the short jokes she would wind up enduring after this.

      An hour later, she was hoping for short jokes.

      They’d barely covered half the ground they’d made in the same time on the way out. The landscape had grown more and more unrecognizable. While before she’d had wry thoughts about dying with the evidence out here, she hadn’t really believed it. Now . . .

      As Eleri looked around and saw virtually nothing she could identify, her heart kicked up. Her thoughts took off even as she tried to slow her heart rate. She was already exerting herself in the high snow.

      Who was out here pilfering their sites? Who even knew about them besides Westerfield?

      She put one foot in front of the other despite the fact that she was wearing thin, despite the fact that there wasn’t time to stop and get water or food out of the packs. The storm was coming up behind them faster than they were getting ahead. She pushed the worry back with logic.

      The professor had reported something about the find to the FBI. He’d thought it was a missing person, and so did they. The case had fizzled and died—it didn’t match anyone on the missing list.

      That right there, that was a bunch of people. But none of them should have any reason to come back here. She didn’t know how much of the other skeleton had been gathered. Westerfield said it was incomplete; she knew they had a right humerus. So neither site that Donovan had found was the skeleton from the original find. So how did that woman in the ghillie suit know about them?

      Eleri stepped higher, the snow drifting up around her knees now. Each step was requiring more work than the one before. She wanted to ask Donovan if they were close to where they’d left the ATV, but didn’t have the extra energy to yell. Besides, she had no idea if they’d been walking for three hours or fifteen
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