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            Chapter One

          

          Gemma

        

      

    

    
      “Creed.” With the disposable cell cradled in the crook of my neck, I waited for whoever had dialed my work number to say something.

      There was a long silence. Sometimes silence meant fear, and fear meant I could charge more.

      “Is this...is this Creed?” It was a man’s voice on the phone, unfamiliar and shaky.

      And given I’d led with my last name, he already had his answer.

      “You’ve got ten seconds to explain the job or I’m hanging up.” I stepped out onto the deck and shut the slider behind me. The chilled mountain air bit my skin, even through my thick flannel shirt. From here, there was nothing to see but sloped earth and a blanket of pines, all of it shrouded in shadow as night fell over the forest. It was peaceful, tranquil, and comforting, especially when times were rough.

      “I’m sorry...I just didn’t expect...uh…”

      I knew he wanted to say he didn’t expect a woman. He wouldn’t have been the first. At least he had the sense not to finish the thought.

      “Five seconds.” If I did have to hang up on him, he’d call back. They always did. Better to play the hardass than to let them think having ovaries was a weakness.

      “Okay, okay. I’ll explain,” he said. “But it’s just...well, you won’t believe me.”

      “Goodbye.” I pulled the cheap flip phone from my cheek, ready to clap it shut and end the call.

      “A werewolf!” the man yelled. “I need you to kill a werewolf!”

      This guy was scared. Good.

      I put the phone back to my ear. “Who am I speaking to?”

      “My name is Robson. Glen Robson. I’m a foreman for Timber Brothers Logging. We’re working a job in Wakeforest—little town outside of Fairwater.”

      I’d never been to Wakeforest, but I was familiar with Fairwater. It was only about an hour’s drive from home.

      “And what makes you think there’s a werewolf in Wakeforest, Mr. Robson?”

      “It was here, came into our camp.”

      I held back the first question that came to mind—how much alcohol had been in his system—and stuck to the not so insulting line of inquiry.

      “And you saw this creature?” I asked.

      “Well, no, but my men did.”

      The tale of a few drunks didn’t make for compelling testimony, but they were slightly more reliable than the story of just one.

      “And do they think it was a werewolf, too?”

      “All except for Jim.”

      Maybe Jim was the smart one. “What does Jim think?”

      “Jim’s dead!”

      Okay, now I was definitely interested. A fatality meant I could charge triple. Or more. I was sorry this Jim guy died, but momma’s got to get paid.

      “To be clear, how did Jim die?”

      “The werewolf killed him. Snuck up out of the darkness and just went to town.”

      “And by went to town, you mean…”

      “Tore Jim to shreds. The werewolf cut him up, with claws and fangs.”

      Now we were getting somewhere.

      “And where were you when this happened?”

      “I was hiding in one of the trailers. I think I passed out.”

      What a coward. Chances were this was just a starved wolf that had wandered down from the hills. This guy probably could have saved his friend with a little loud noise.

      “I can handle it,” I said. “What’s the pay?”

      “I’ll give you a thousand bucks. Just get here and get rid of it!”

      A thousand? I got more for the ‘chupacabra’ I bagged in Texas last week, and that turned out to be a mangy coyote that had only eaten a few chickens. A dead human meant the job was worth more.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Robson. This sounds like dangerous work; I can’t do it for that little.”

      “Fine! Two thousand!”

      Better, but he could do more.

      “Just not worth my time to deal with those razor-sharp fangs—”

      “Five thousand!”

      “And gnarled claws—”

      “Ten! Ten thousand and that’s it!”

      Getting better still.

      I continued, “Ripping through tender fl—”

      “Fifteen! Please! I’ll have to dip into my personal account!”

      I guessed he’d had enough. “You have yourself a deal, Mr. Robson. Fifteen thousand for one dead werewolf. I’ll meet you at your job site in Wakeforest in the morning.”

      I flipped the phone closed.

      Fifteen thousand.

      I slid the phone into my pocket and stepped back inside.

      The dry, smoky air from the wood stove was a welcome embrace. And my brother was waiting in his recliner by the fire.

      “You’re smiling.” Miles narrowed his eyes at me, the same muddy green gaze that greeted me when I looked in the mirror. One of the few drawbacks of being a twin—Miles could see right through my bullshit.

      “So? I can smile if I feel like it.”

      “Sure, but I know that grin. And I know you. You’re scheming.”

      I looked at my brother. He looked like a shell of the man he once was, overly thin, weak. Even the usual playful mischievousness of his expression had dulled. Hell yes I was scheming, doing what I had to do. For him.

      “What’s the job?” he asked.

      “Nothing you need to concern yourself with.” I avoided his gaze and went into the kitchen, then pulled out all the fixings for dinner—bologna, mustard, and bread.

      I’d never claimed to be a master chef.

      “Are you taking a partner?” Miles asked.

      I smeared the mustard around with a knife, put the meat on, one more piece of bread, and then it was ready. I carried both plates to the living room.

      “I know you can hear me.” Miles accepted the plate I offered.

      “Of course I can,” I said, taking the seat across from him. “And no, I’m not taking a partner. Why would I want to split the cash when I handle the job myself?”

      The sandwich was a little off. Too much mustard. I took another bite.

      “I know you think you have to carry this weight alone, but you don’t. I can wait on the list, just like—”

      “No.” I met my brother’s gaze.

      “Gemma, it’s okay.”

      “No, it’s really not. You can’t wait until they happen to get around to you. The doctor said it could take years. It’s already been fourteen months.”

      “Gemma—” He was being calm, rational, reasonable.

      I couldn’t. I wouldn’t.

      “I’m getting you into that trial. You’re getting your heart fixed. Now eat your damned sandwich.”

      He needed his strength. And I needed to come up with the money now. Time was running out.

      “Even if I get the spot, if you can somehow come up with the money, it’s not worth it if you get yourself killed.” Miles frowned and looked down at his plate.

      I shrugged. “I’ll be fine. Now eat.”

      He took a bite and I nodded. Good. All that was left was to let the nurse know I’d be away for a few days. Then I could pack.

      Fifteen thousand. Finally, we’d have enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Sebastian

        

      

    

    
      The narrow road was carved into the mountainside, curving along a jagged wall of rock. Twisted and battered guardrails were completely broken in several locations from past travelers careening over the steep cliff. I was content to heed the suggested speed posted every few miles and remain on the path.

      Growing up from the ravine were thick-trunked pines—old trees, gnarled with the scars of every storm and wildfire they had withstood. Beyond the single road heading into the sleepy mountain town of Wakeforest, this place had remained untouched for hundreds of years. The deep, dark woods called to my wolf with promises of long trails to run on and clear streams to drink from.

      Little daylight remained, the remnants peeking through the jagged needles of the treetops.

      Perhaps after night fell and business was completed, I would be free to roam the forest.

      One last curve, and a cluster of buildings came into view in the valley below.

      I followed the road down into town, between log cabins and old stone structures, and parked my rental in front of the quaint police station.

      The envelope on the seat beside me had all of the required information, false credentials, and funds for my assignment. I had familiarized myself with the particulars before I’d left Fairwater. Now all that was left was the actual mission, which would have been better left to an actual field agent.

      I pulled my newly printed badge from the envelope and headed toward the building. The air outside was cool and crisp, fresh like mountain air was meant to be. It had been too long since I’d left the city.

      With one last deep breath, I grabbed the knob.

      The heavy wooden door dinged as I opened it, and again as it slowly closed itself.

      The interior was reminiscent of Mayberry, if the Mayberry PD had smelled like urine and Barney Fife had a drinking problem. The red-faced officer with his boots propped up on his messy desk glared at me as I approached.

      “Good evening, sir,” I offered.

      The man grunted in response. So much for country hospitality.

      “My name is Sebastian Wolfwood, Forestry Service Warden.” The alias was a bit on the nose for my taste.

      The officer’s gaze flicked up to meet mine.

      “Oh yeah, they said you was coming.” He swung his legs to the floor and brushed some crumbs off his uniform. Turning his head slightly, he yelled, “Sheriff!”

      The building was small enough to only have two empty jail cells beyond the desk, an open door to the toilet, and one closed door. That had to be the superior’s office. Likely there was a basement as well, but I couldn’t see a stairwell from the entry.

      After a few moments had passed, the door opened, and a second man joined us. White streaked his cropped black hair, and scowl lines framed his squinted eyes. He appeared to be in his fifties, and to be everything the deputy wasn’t. His uniform was pressed and crumb-free, and he carried himself with an air of confidence—and better yet—competence.

      “This is the guy from the thing,” the slob said.

      “Sheriff Hernandez,” the other man said, seeming to understand the nonsense the other had spoken.

      “Sebastian Wolfwood.”

      “Can I see some credentials?” the sheriff asked.

      “Certainly.” I reached into my suit jacket and pulled out the fake ID the Therion Tribunal had provided.

      The sheriff took it and looked it over. He bent it gently and moved the plastic around under the light. From what I had heard, he was a lot more thorough than most small-town police, and I was finally seeing that firsthand.

      Part of me wanted him to realize the ID was phony, because if he did, I’d be sent away. I had never had interest in field work, and preferred to return to my rightful place in the lab, even if it meant missing a chance to explore the woods.

      But I knew that wouldn’t happen.

      The Tribunal had the resources to make every false identity ironclad. Unless I turned into a wolf right in front of him, the sheriff would never have any inkling of the truth, not about me, and not about the creatures that existed out in the world.

      After what felt like an age examining my card, he handed it back.

      “Why are you interested in this case?” the sheriff asked.

      I wanted to tell him the truth—I wasn’t interested in investigating the attacks at all. But the Therion Tribunal, who keep the existence of shifters and other supernatural things a secret, was. Human deaths at the hands of wild animals were always cause for investigation. There was always the possibility that stories of a starved wolf or rabid bear could be referring to a rogue shifter. All it took was one mistake and shifters could be known to the world.

      Typically, a trained field agent would be sent to determine the truth, which more often than not turned out to be that the animal was not a shifter. With any luck, that was all I would have to deal with—a starved animal straying too far from his home. Because I was most certainly not an agent.

      Yes, I’d had the required combat training, and yes, I could hold my own in a fight. But given a choice, I would much rather be in my lab working on research and hypotheticals, not in the field talking to people and collecting samples. The sooner I could return, the better.

      I realized the sheriff was still waiting for his answer. Why here? Why this case?

      “We’re concerned about the balance of predators and prey in the forest. This may have been a rogue wolf, perhaps rabid. However, it could be that the rapid deforestation in the area is driving the wolves to hunt where they normally wouldn’t. This case is crucial to my
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