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      To the outside world, it appeared that Christina Pines sat at a bar sipping scotch neat and interacting with no one.

      In reality, Christina was drinking a Diet Coke that the bartender had poured into a whiskey tumbler for her, even though she had said the words, “Scotch, please.” She swirled the dark liquid in the glass occasionally as though it actually were fine, high-proof liquor.

      The other thing no one else noticed was that the bartender spoke to her. Every time he went past, he'd let her know whatever he gleaned from the other patrons in the bar.

      She'd sent him on little missions. The bartender would ask someone what they'd like to drink and, in the same breath, ask them if they'd seen a man. He'd flash them the picture Christina had handed to him: Dr. Murray Marks. The patrons would check their memories for the tall, lanky man whose dark hair was shot through with strands of silver. And the patrons would say yes or no.

      Mostly, they said no.

      In fact, all of them, but one. And that was all Christina needed.

      Next, she’d parked herself next to the man who said he'd seen Dr. Murray Marks about three days ago. Swirling her Diet Coke in her glass one more time, she leaned in close.

      The low buzz permeated her brain as she pushed him a little harder than usual, though she hardly noticed the sensation anymore.

      Casually, as though they'd been in conversation for some time, the man said, “Yeah, I saw him. He stopped for gas at the convenience store while I was there.”

      “What was he driving?” Her tone suggested she was asking about the weather.

      “Blue Volvo.”

      Not his car, Christina thought—at least, not the one they'd known about. She nodded. “What else should I know?”

      The man shrugged as though his remaining information was trivial. She didn’t care how he felt about it, though—only that he gave it to her. “Anything is helpful.”

      “He bought granola bars and bottled water, paid for gas, then headed north.”

      “Which gas station was this?” She pulled a napkin out of the little holder and a pen out of her pocket and slid them over to the man. He answered not with words now, but with a fair enough sketch so that she could find the place.

      Christina polished off the last of her Diet Coke and mouthed Thank you, even though he wouldn't remember it later. None of them would remember any of it. Even if they were questioned by the police, it would all be fuzz. It wasn’t worth the effort on her part to replace the lost memory with something else.

      The only part of it that had been real was the shot of pink color that ran through her hair.
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      Donovan had ridden in the back of the town car all the way down the rural road and up to his house. He should have been relaxing. The case was over. He had a driver from the airport to his front door. He didn't even have to pay attention to the roads.

      But there was nothing to relax about.

      Eleri had told him not to contact her. She’d been clear that she needed time and space. But how much time? And how much space? She hadn't given him numbers, and it had already been far too long in his book. But what did he know?

      All of this was out of his wheelhouse. If he couldn't sniff something and determine a disease, then it wasn't anything he was comfortable with.

      He ignored the twisting in the base of his gut, the one that said Eleri was his first real friend. Who else should he talk to about the fact that his friend needed time and space but the friend who wasn't answering her phone? He’d already broken down and called her.

      Just to check, he told himself.

      He’d rung through to her voicemail—not a surprise—and left a brief message.

      “El, I don't have your skills, so I have no idea how you're doing. Please, message me back . . . something. Any form of contact is acceptable. Let me know you’re okay . . . Thanks.”

      It had been only a few short, choppy sentences that he hadn't constructed well, despite the fact that he'd agonized over what to leave on the message for quite some time. He'd shoved the phone back in his pocket, not expecting anything. After all, he hadn't gotten any reply the last three times he’d reached out. Now he felt he was bothering her when she’d specifically asked him not to.

      But what if she wasn’t okay?

      The car turned the corner and Donovan could see his house in the distance. The long road was partially shaded by trees. He usually felt so good when he reached this street, and though he was forcing his shoulders down and his muscles to unclench, simply being here felt better.

      This was home.

      This was a house he owned—the only permanent residence he’d ever had. He’d fixed this place to his own needs with no concern for any landlord. He’d worked on it, knowing he’d stay and enjoy it, not get ripped out in the middle of the night or have to find something new at the end of the semester.

      The wide, covered front porch and tan paint job made it look like every other house on the street. Even though they were well-spaced—a selling point for him—he still tried to go unnoticed. He’d come a long way, but not that far. The house was the only thing about him that looked and felt like it belonged.

      In the backyard, he’d built the high fence himself. The lot was large enough and private enough that he could use the space in any form he chose, and it opened into a national park, giving him acres and miles and hectares of woods. He could run and stretch his legs, his paws pounding the ground, the smells of nature luring him farther. Even now, he was thinking he might go right in the front door and right out the back.

      The car pulled up the long drive, slowly winding its way across the gravel and coming to a stop.

      Donovan once again looked at his little house. No cursory glance this time, but a thorough evaluation.

      Everything was in place.

      Breathing easier, he slowly opened the car door. The driver had already hopped out and gone around to the back to pull out Donovan’s bags. Whether he was trying to be ahead of his fare in a polite and courteous way, or if he was simply trying to get rid of the rider that had taken him so far out into the country, Donovan couldn't tell.

      For the effort, he offered a generous tip.

      Grabbing his largest bag, he headed up the walk, leaving the other luggage on the drive. No one was around for miles—at least not close enough to steal his suitcase. He would fetch the other pieces once the car was gone—and once he’d done a walkthrough. The large suitcase bumped along behind him, the gravel of the drive uneven. The walk to the front door was only a little smoother, though it was definitely more charming with its matching tan pavers. But it was not an easier place to drag the suitcase.

      He knew better than to try, and with a grind of his teeth, he slid the long handle down inside the case and reached for the short leather one, hauling the luggage up by his side.

      As he lifted it the last few feet, he reached the top step—and stopped dead.

      Despite the breeze, a scent lingered in the air around his front porch. With a sharp turn of his head, Donovan looked to see that the car he’d arrived in had already backed out and was heading down the street, far enough away. Donovan whipped his head from side to side. No neighbors were in view, so he took a chance.

      Tipping his head back slightly, he let his nose expand. He was listening, too, but some of what he might have heard was obscured by the slight popping of the bones in his face as they shifted. He felt his lower jaw ache as it dropped and moved forward.

      He didn’t need any more transformation to open his nasal passages. Sure enough, his initial assessment had been right. He felt the scent bloom in his head.

      Bodi had been here.

      In fact, his brother had been here only moments before. Dropping the suitcase with a heavy thud, Donovan whirled around. Bodi could not have gotten far.
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      Christina stared at the burner phone in her hand.

      To use it or not to use it?

      Across the street, she saw an old-fashioned payphone. I wonder if that still works . . .

      The problem was, if someone found the call, they could trace it back to this location.

      But would it trace to her? And who would even think to look for it?

      She could easily cover up the things she knew to cover, but could she cover an idea?

      Interesting.

      She hadn't grown her skills much in the past decade. She hadn’t really needed to; she'd been quite capable before she left high school. She could make people see or believe all kinds of things. Christina had gotten herself the most-sought-after prom date that way. She'd aced all her college interviews. In fact, to this day, she wasn't quite certain that she would have made it into the FBI without her special skills. Once she’d been accepted, she'd made a point to actually earn high marks during her training at Quantico. It was one of the few things she was proud of.

      Now, she needed information. It seemed the burner phone was the way to go.

      The place didn't look like it had too much going for it. The aging payphone in front was a mark against it. Christina stepped toward the small parking area at the side of the building, where no windows would allow anyone to look out and see her. She tapped the numbers she knew by heart and waited as the phone rang several times.

      “Westerfield.”

      “Pines,” she replied.

      “Oh, wonderful. We've been waiting to hear from you—” But the last word cut off as she'd intended it to.

      She couldn’t let him think to hit a button or start tracing the call. She couldn’t let him move his fingers and type out messages to himself across his screen . . . something that he could read later, after she’d wiped her boss’s memory.

      Moving fast, she took control of the situation.

      “If I told you that Marks had followed the de Gottardi’s family around the country and now it looks like he's beelining for their old compound, what would you say?”

      “I'd say I’ll send you four more agents.”

      “No,” Christina blurted. “I don't want more agents. I want your Intel.”

      There was a brief pause, which Christina found odd, but she waited it out. She was still pushing on him, even from across the country. He wasn’t going to do anything to help himself remember this call. He spoke again.

      “Members of the de Gottardi/Little crew have been moving back to the compound in small numbers. Flyover satellite data is showing a little bit of activity, though not as much as we suspect would match the number of people that we believe are now there.”

      There's a lot of conjecture in that statement, Christina thought. Then she remembered what she'd seen the last time she was at the compound. “Do we believe they're using the tunnels?”

      “It's entirely possible. In fact, it's highly plausible,” Westerfield commented, sounding like his usual self. She could hear his fingers drumming on the tabletop. In a moment, that would end as the quarter began walking across the backs of his knuckles. To this day, none of them had figured out if the trick was a physical skill or a mental one.

      For a moment, the conversation lagged. Westerfield apparently didn't have anything else to add, since he hadn’t been really mentally present for the conversation in the first place. Christina had not expected to find that anything was happening at the de Gottardi/Little compound. In fact, she’d believed that Marks was headed back there for his own purposes. But now, maybe not.

      Another thought crossed her mind.

      “Did anyone ever find Shray Menon’s body?” She’d asked this particular question several times as recently as a month ago. So far, she’d gotten no satisfactory answers. Today wasn’t going to be any better.

      “No. There’s no intel on either of the men,” Westerfield replied quickly, letting her know that he’d known this for a while.

      “Thank you.” She said it to end the conversation and because she still couldn’t quite shake the manners her conservative mother had drilled into her. Before she could hang up, Westerfield spoke up.

      “What about extra agents?”

      Christina found it odd that he was pushing his way into the conversation without her directly asking him a question. She thought for a moment, but not about the agents. “No.”

      “I'll send you one anyway. Where are you?”

      Fuck! The conversation was getting away from her. That was not okay.

      “No,” she said again. This time, she pushed the extent of her power behind it, effectively shutting Westerfield up.

      If he sent her an agent, there would be a record of it. If she had a partner, that would mean she had someone she had to control almost twenty-four/seven to make sure he or she didn’t report back to Westerfield. That was unacceptable. There was also the issue that she liked the people she worked with—maybe the first friends she’d had that she hadn’t “made,” and she wasn't willing to mindfuck them just for the sake of her own goals.

      Everything in her plan worked better if she was on her own. A partner would be paid, and therefore tracked, and the FBI could therefore track her as well. There were so many reasons she couldn't do this. She said it again with as much force as possible. “No.”

      “All right. If you insist.” This time Westerfield’s tone was docile in a way he would never be if he were the one controlling the conversation.

      “Thank you,” she said again, that damn etiquette rearing its stupid head. The people she pushed were never going to remember the conversation later. Then again, maybe it was like people who suffered short-term memory loss—they didn’t remember specifics, but they had a “gut feeling” about whether they should or shouldn’t do something.

      Christina pushed the button to hang up the phone and then dropped it onto the blacktop and ground her heel into it. She stomped it again, crushing it into little black shards. Looking around first, she bent over and scooped up as many of the fragments as she could. She would dole them out to various trash cans along the way.

      Westerfield wouldn't remember their conversation. In fact, none of this would ever come up, unless someone was combing his call records. Because she called his personal cell, that would also make it more difficult to track.

      Five miles down the road, she dropped the first handful of plastic into a trashcan near a roadside gas station. It did occur to her that Westerfield might very well be scouring his personal calls. The more she thought about it, the more she was confident that he would do it. She was actively missing—she knew that much—and he knew what she could do. All the other agents did too, thanks to some very well-timed tricks she’d shown them.

      Son of a bitch. She’d believed she'd done everything she needed to cover the conversation. But because he knew what she could do, her boss would likely be looking for traces of contact from her. He would certainly check his phone periodically to see if he’d missed a call. Or better yet, to see if he had taken a call he didn’t remember.

      She turned the car engine off and sat for a moment at the side of the second gas station. Taking a deep breath, she pushed, doing the best she could to erase Westerfield's desire to find his rogue agent.
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      “I don't even know how this happens!”

      Noah Kimball flinched as his SAC slapped the report down onto the desk in front of him. Being called in for a review was shitty, even when you were an FBI agent. Maybe especially then.

      “What you're saying,” his boss continued, as though Noah hadn't replied, “is that this suspect—who had been running from officers for hours—suddenly stopped, got out of his car, and decided to surrender. He went face down on the pavement of his own accord, and laced his fingers behind his head?”

      Noah sighed.

      Yes, that’s exactly what happened. But he didn’t say it out loud. It was in the report. In fact, there had been five Miami PD officers and two other agents there who had seen it all happen exactly that way. Noah was confident their reports matched his, even if the others had no idea why it had happened.

      “What did you say to him?”

      His SAC demanded an answer, as though he hadn't asked this same question five times before, as though his tone conveyed some fresh irritation.

      Noah had been here before. He had a knack for making his suspects comply. Sometimes they called it “good luck” or “karma.” Mostly they called him “The Perp Whisperer.”

      “I asked him to get out of the car, get on his knees, place the keys on the ground beside him, and lace his fingers behind his head,” he repeated wearily. Though others had said the same thing, it was when Noah’s voice had broadcast over the bullhorn that the suspect had suddenly complied.

      Every once in a while, someone up the chain of command demanded an extra explanation. Noah always told the story exactly as it happened, and he was always let off the hook. After all, he brought people in who needed to be brought in. So right now, he worked at remaining calm as he added details. “I stood behind my car door.” He didn't add as per protocol. “My fellow agents and the Miami/Dade officers had their sidearms drawn and aimed.”

      The FBI and the SBI—Florida’s state investigation system—had been called in when the suspect began crossing county lines. Hence the chase and the drawn weapons. Again, per protocol. Noah kept going in his best calm, steady voice. “He got out of the car when I asked him to, and then proceeded to set down the keys and lay face down on the ground⁠—”

      “—yeah, yeah, with his fingers behind his head. He performed each task as instructed.” The SAC walked through the last steps in an exasperated tone.

      Jesus, Noah thought, what else was there to say?

      “You saw the video,” the SAC snarled.

      Something about those words broke Noah’s calm demeanor. He’d been questioned before, but never quite like this. He felt stunned and confused.

      His boss had a point. No one really knew what had happened—except Noah—but there was very clear video of him saying exactly those words, and the suspect who had led them on a long-winded car chase had finally been forced to pulled over. When Noah had issued the commands, the suspect had simply obeyed.

      Taking a deep breath, Noah tried to put himself back together. It made sense to question him about his methods when he'd been the only one on the scene, or his partner had been looking away or chasing another suspect at that exact moment. That was reasonable. But that hadn’t happened here.

      Other law enforcement officers had been on the scene. Multiple body cameras supported everything in the report. Noah suppressed the urge to physically throw his hands in the air. “Look, Agent Larkin, if I could tell you why he suddenly decided to comply, I wouldn't be in this job and neither would you. We wouldn't have suspects or warrants. They’d all be in custody. We might not even have criminals!”

      Larkin picked up the report, as though he were going to do something with it. But what he did was slap it back onto the surface of the desk. “I can't even suspend you.”

      Noah felt his head snap back. His SAC sounded as though his continued employment presented a problem.

      “Why in the hell would you suspend me?” Noah demanded, more confused than ever. He shouldn’t have sworn—even the baby swear he’d let slip in—but he hated feeling like he was in trouble.

      Their perp was suspected of robbing multiple convenience stores and committing a murder while fleeing. He’d woven in and out of traffic, endangering lives all over the Miami area. They’d had to cut off traffic to both freeways and side roads, to make his flight safe—not for him, but for the others who might be on the road and become casualties of a chase. The general public didn't understand exactly how expensive that was, but the officers all did.

      Noah had likely saved them miles and miles of chase, and he’d definitely saved them from eventually giving up and deciding that the pursuit was far too dangerous to civilian lives and letting this asshole get away.

      “I just don't get it,” Larkin muttered, now staring him dead in the eyes. “He’s hightailing it hell for leather out of the city with five cop cars and two unmarked vehicles on his tail. And then he just hops out and surrenders because you asked him to?”

      “We got him pretty well boxed in, sir. Maybe it was just time,” Noah offered, though he knew that wasn't the case. He knew he had had everything to do with their suspect’s suddenly altered decision. It was because Noah had finally gotten close enough to see the man at the wheel, so he could use his skills. But he couldn't say that to his boss.

      Larkin sighed heavily at him as though he didn't know what to do with Noah. Right now, Noah figured that was a pretty accurate assessment. His boss suddenly announced, “I’m putting you on administrative leave.”

      “What? Are you serious?” Noah almost came out of the chair he’d been fidgeting in.

      The case had been textbook. He’d made sure of it. “I asked him to get out of his car and he did. We caught him. No one was harmed. Are you mad that we didn’t catch him earlier?”

      Noah hadn't even been involved in the car chase in the early stages. Like a well-oiled machine, the local officers had followed until they lost jurisdiction. Other districts had come in. One car would attempt to blockade the runaway car and leave other officers to drop in and out as necessary. Noah had only been part of the pursuit for the final leg—the part that had gone well.

      Maybe he needed to let some of these guys slip through the cracks. Get a less-than-stellar record.

      Maybe he wasn't even going to get the chance to do that.

      “Here's the thing,” Larkin said as he lifted a stack of folders from the chair beside him.

      Noah’s brain skipped out of the conversation. That was the real travesty—that somehow so much of their shit was still on paper. Even though Noah had filed most of the reports electronically, someone had had to kill some trees, print them up, and put them in a good Manila file folder for backup. And now Larkin was using it for visual weight.

      “This is the problem. It's not the first time this has happened.”

      “Right?” Noah said, drawing the word out with a question mark at the end. “It's not the first time I've arrested someone or told someone to get on the ground on their knees. It’s not the first time I’ve made a clean arrest.” He left it hanging like a question.

      “No one else has a stack of files like this, Kimball.”

      He could only shrug in response. It was absolutely not the appropriate response to his boss, but he was holding back his exasperation as well as he could.

      “When the numbers are unusually high, they get reviewed. I haven't seen anything in here myself, but I'd be remiss if I didn't have you fully investigated.”

      “Are you fucking serious?” I shouldn't have said the F word.

      “I have to do it,” Larkin told him, but his voice didn’t hold the regret that Noah thought it should. “You're officially on leave.”

      It took half an hour before Noah made it back to his own apartment. He was still shaking from the interview.

      He'd done what he thought was good work. And now he'd gotten put on leave for doing his job too well.

      What Larkin couldn't know was that Noah did actually have something working in his favor. He couldn't have explained exactly what it was. He just knew it had always been there. But the investigation wouldn’t find that. Or if it did, no one would believe it.

      Noah had handed in his badge and gun, and wandered home. He’d bought a burger and fries as if the grease would fill the hole in his chest or unknot his gut. After he fell onto his couch, Mercury and Jupiter both jumped into his lap and began purring.

      “Yeah,” he told them. “Really shitty day.”

      He stayed there for nearly an hour, just feeling rattled. Then he tipped his head back and took his first good, deep breath. Standing up, he went to his desk, opened the side drawer, and pulled out the card.

      It read, FBI Special Agent in Charge Derek Westerfield.
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      Christina Pines sat at another bar in another town, looking for all the world, like she was sipping at a scotch. She swirled the dark liquid in her glass and appeared to be talking to no one.

      She was getting closer.

      She liked bar patrons. It was easier to erase herself from their minds when they were already liquor-hazed. The day drinkers were a wealth of information. And, for the first time, someone had seen Dr. Marks less than twenty-four hours earlier.

      Good, she thought.

      She'd considered calling GJ Janson and asking what she knew about her grandfather, but it seemed wrong to press GJ for information that could easily end with her beloved grandfather getting killed.

      Christina had met the youngest agent often enough to know that it wouldn’t be something she’d want to be part of, but she’d feel obligated to tell what she knew. Hunting her grandfather had been hard enough the first time around. Christina considered squeezing information out of GJ and then erasing the conversation from the other agent’s mind, but she wasn’t ready to go that far yet.

      This time, Christina saw no other end for Dr. Murray Marks than death. They'd captured him once. Six months ago, he’d disappeared from prison.

      Three weeks ago, Christina had disappeared, too.

      Being solo was her default setting these days. Christina wasn't one much for partners in the first place, and having finally found one she trusted, it had been beyond difficult to lose Dana Brantley in the line of duty just a year ago. The two little shits that had been responsible for Dana's death had met their own end not much later. But the fact that they were both gone didn't change Christina's need for revenge.

      She knew exactly what she was doing.

      Heading out the back door, she aimed for the shadows at the side of the building where she’d left her car. She’d picked this spot in part for the location—it backed up to the woods and lacked security cameras.

      She was getting close.

      Though she'd always believed Marks was headed to the de Gottardi/Little compound, she was now certain of it. She pulled open the door to her car and was about to climb in when a movement just off to her left caught her attention.

      A noise made her jump back. Using the car door as a shield between her and the stand of shifty trees, she looked around and saw nothing. It was probably a raccoon. But just as she had that thought, two spots of blue light caught her attention, and she recognize them for what they were: eyes.

      Not a raccoon.

      Moving slowly toward her with a sway that suggested a four-footed gait, the eyes slowly became clearer, as did the outline of the creature that owned them.

      Oh my god, Christina thought in awe. It’s a wolf.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Eleri hit the button for her voicemail and listened dispassionately as Donovan's voice came through clearly.

      Where all his previous messages had been calm—or at least she could hear he was attempting some serenity—this time there was no pretense.

      “Eleri—” he stuttered it out. “El.”

      She didn't know why he needed to say her name at all—it was a voice message that was clearly only for her—let alone twice.

      “I'm at my house. I just arrived . . . and it looks empty. But I can smell him. Bodi was here less than five minutes ago.”

      That might have been the only thing he could say that would have made her sit up straight. The only thing that would have shaken her out of the funk she had been in for almost a full week.

      Bodi Bannerjee? she wanted ask, but voicemail wouldn’t answer her.

      Donovan's brother.

      Bodi’s response to meeting his older brother had been less than ideal. More than once, Bodi had come close to killing Donovan, though neither Eleri nor Donovan had ever figured out if those were actual attempts on Donovan’s life or just hardcore threats.

      Donovan had been blindsided, of course. He'd had no clue he had a brother at all, while Bodi Bannerjee knew all about Donovan and had been spending his time looking for him. Bodi Bannerjee had been born to Amisha Bannerjee Heath, whom Donovan believed died when he was seven.

      Poor Donovan, Eleri thought for a moment, as she reached out to toy with the screen of the phone. Should she call him back? What could she even do in this scenario? How would she be useful?

      She was hundreds of miles away.

      But not that many hundreds, she thought.

      If she got in her car and started driving, she could be there relatively soon. That might be a good transition. Being alone in the car would still be alone, which was the whole reason she'd hid out at Bell Point Farm in the first place.

      The only outgoing contact she’d had was to text her mother several times. A simple, I'm fine. Then Mom, I need some time alone, followed by, Please leave me alone. I'm actually fine.

      The only part that had been true was the “alone” part. She wasn't fine, and she knew it. So how would she be any help to Donovan? Even if she sat in the car for a good number of hours, and hopefully made a transition from self isolation to seeing people, could she handle it if the “people” was Donovan?

      What if she screwed up?

      Because her issue was that, in the middle of all the shit that had gone down in the Caribbean, she'd killed a man.

      It was one thing when she pulled her gun and squeezed the trigger. If you squeezed the trigger, you intended to kill. That was it. FBI agents were trained to aim for center mass and take out the target permanently. So if she pulled her gun, her decision was already made.

      But what she'd done in the Caribbean had merely been a fight. She felt it in her blood—the heat, the anger, the desire to kill. And then she had killed him. Not with a rational decision or a gun. Not with reason and planning, but with skills she hadn't even quite realized she had.

      Her anger had controlled her . . . rather than the other way around.

      What if she showed up at Donovan's doorstep and his brother was still there? What if they fought and she got mad and killed him, too? If Bodi attacked Donovan, would she simply end him to protect her friend?

      She didn’t know. She also didn’t know if Donovan would ever forgive her.

      It wasn't that he and Bodi were great friends, not anything of the sort. But what if she killed his brother before he got a chance to find out what he needed to know about their mother?

      Donovan now knew his mother had lived at least a decade beyond the date she’d supposedly “died.” He needed answers. Bodi was the key.

      Eleri stayed put on the plush couch. She gazed out the wide windows and played the nearly frantic voice message once again. But again, she didn't respond.
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      Christina stared at the wolf.

      The wolf stared back.

      She didn’t know these eyes personally, not that she remembered, but she knew the intelligence behind them. This wasn’t any regular woodland creature. Still, she knew that no matter what she said, it wouldn't speak English words back to her, though it definitely knew them.

      For a moment, they simply sized each other up.

      “What are you doing here?” she finally asked in plain English. This bar was too far from the de Gottardi/Little compound for a casual visit. Then again, she knew wolves were everywhere. Was this one a lone wolf, or maybe a member of a local family?

      It wasn't Wade. It wasn't Will Little—he had much whiter fur. She could list off a few others that she knew this wolf wasn't. Its fur was dark, almost black, and she couldn’t rattle any recognition from her brain.

      “Are you local?” she continued, thinking a series of yes/no questions might serve her better.

      Sure enough, the wolf wagged its head side to side.

      “Are you with the—” She almost said “de Gottardi/Little families, north of here” but she didn't want to list names. Not all wolves were good wolves. That was a lesson they'd all learned the hard way. “Are you with a family compound?”

      This time, the creature nodded yes.

      She knew the de Gottardi/Little compound wasn't the only family compound around. Christina was not going to start listing known locations of wolf families and give away whatever intel she had—not to a wolf she didn't recognize. “Are you in trouble?”

      No yes answer, but not a no either. The head just tilted slightly to the right as the eyes looked at her questionably.

      “Do you need help?”

      The tilt changed to the other side. Not the answer she was looking for.

      This time, she gave the animal a little push. The wolf tipped his head back to the right. She pushed again.

      The response once more was only a blink. Then the head turned slightly and he gave her the side eye, as if to ask, What do you even think you're doing to me?

      It occurred to her then that she didn't know if she could push wolves or not. Did they not respond?

      No, that wasn’t true. She’d pushed Donovan more than once. Wade, too. As demonstration only, she told herself, because just thinking that she’d used her skills on her friends was more than her psyche could handle. But both men had seen the information she’d fed into their brains.

      Suddenly she was at a loss. She'd never met a person she couldn't push. And honestly, she could push most animals relatively easily. If she wanted a dog to bring her a newspaper, she usually said the words out loud so she could later just claim she had a “way with animals.”

      Pressing her lips together, and knowing it looked stupid to appear as if she were grunting as she mentally pushed this wolf, she tried one more time.

      But no answer came.

      “Well then, I'm leaving. Have a really nice day.” She said the words haltingly, because clearly this was not how she’d hoped this encounter would go. Not that she'd intended to run into a wolf behind the bar where she was chasing a wolf killer.

      She was climbing back into the car as those thoughts congealed, and she asked the creature one more question. “Do you know who Dr. Murray Marks is?”

      She was standing behind the car door with her arms folded across the top edge, trying to appear casual.

      This time, the wolf nodded.

      Suddenly, the one-sided conversation got interesting. “Do you know where he is right now?”

      No, the wolf replied, softly shaking its head from side to side.

      Defeated, Christina once again decided to drive off, but she realized she had too good a source to not use it.

      “Do you know where he went?” was answered with a soft shake of the head. “Was he here?” was answered with a nod.

      “One day ago? Two days ago?”

      At two she got a nod. In moments, she’d ascertained that he’d gone North, confirming the information she'd gotten inside the bar.

      “Is there anything else I should be asking you?”

      This was a great question, one she’d learned in interrogation class, because sometimes it made people spill their guts. The wolf shook his head side to side, and Christina decided that she finally had to be done.

      Thanking the creature for its time, she closed the door and pulled onto the street. She sped north toward the de Gottardi/Little compound and hoped that she got there in time.

      Whatever hell might be coming their way, she wanted to be there first.
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      Noah knew it the moment he hit the Ozarks. The smell changed. It wasn't bad, but it was a little riper, a little more farmland-y and loamy than the air from the open spaces he'd driven through on the way here. It certainly did not smell like Miami. The feeling that everything was wrong, or somehow “off” only solidified as he hit the foothills and drove farther and farther away from civilization.

      Special Agent Derek Westerfield had offered him a job a while ago, and Noah had turned him down flat. But this time, it had been Noah reaching out, and Westerfield hired him from that initial inquiry call. Interesting that he could join one division of the Bureau while on forced administrative leave from another branch, but he got the feeling that Westerfield’s division didn’t operate the same way as the others.

      Still, the fact that Noah had immediately been sent out on an assignment was beyond disturbing.

      There had only been a phone call and a few emails. They hadn’t even met in person—ever.

      But now he was a specially deputized consultant—the only way Westerfield could give him a gun and badge without alerting the Miami branch. Noah had never heard of that, but the new boss had been far more concerned with getting Noah on the road than with getting him properly up to speed about what he was doing.

      During the call, Noah had been able to hear the SAC’s pen tapping on his desk. Westerfield wasn't any happier with the situation than Noah was.

      “The wolves you met,” Westerfield had stated when Noah had asked what he would be doing. “There's a family compound of them in the Ozarks. I have reason to believe that an agent who's gone AWOL is headed that way.”

      You've got to be shitting me, Noah had thought. He knew what NightShade officers could do—at least, he knew about the ones he’d met.

      As he drove along the back roads of Arkansas, Noah reminded himself that he wasn’t completely out of his element. He was, after all, an FBI agent with years in the field. He knew how to handle a gun. He knew the laws pertaining to when he could and couldn't arrest someone, what a warrant could and couldn’t do, and much more. Still, there seemed to be very real differences between the NightShade division and the branches he’d worked in before.

      Also Westerfield was sending Noah Kimball out merely ten minutes after being anointed. Noah wasn’t sure he was willing to hunt a rogue agent. He’d used his best per my last email wording. “I'm not sure this is wise.”

      “Do you want the job or not?” Westerfield had pushed, not answering the question Noah had implied.

      For a moment, he wondered what kind of powers Westerfield might possess himself, if he ran a unit like NightShade.

      Noah had almost declined the job, but then again, he had nothing better to do. It was plausible he was going to lose a job that he loved, simply because he was too good at it. Even if he did get his old position back, the agency would investigate him with extra care the next time he made an arrest or—God forbid—shot someone.

      At least at the NightShade division, he could use his skills. Maybe not completely openly, but he wouldn't get reprimanded for them. Or put on leave.

      Westerfield had been talking, and Noah realized he hadn’t been paying enough attention. “The family compound is in the Ozarks. It was burned to the ground by a madman, but he didn't get all of it. A good portion of it is underground. I'm sending you the coordinates.”

      Lovely, Noah thought. Westerfield had taken Noah’s silence as a yes.

      “I believe that's where agent Christina Pines is headed.”

      Noah took advantage of the brief pause to get his own question in. “If and when I find her⁠—”

      “Call me. Let me know that you saw her.” There was an odd pause, and this time, Noah didn't fill it, despite the questions still bouncing around in his head. Sure enough, Westerfield jumped in. “It's possible that when you see her, she'll disappear.”

      “I'm sorry. Do you mean like actually disappear?” Noah had to ask. He’d seen Eleri Eames blink in and out of existence more than once. “Is she like Agent Eames?”

      His question indicated that he knew just what some other agents could do, even though Westerfield should have already put that together.

      “No, not like Eames at all.”

      Huh. Noah almost made the sound out loud. Very unprofessional.

      “Pines has the mental ability to push the people around her into believing whatever she wants them to. She can make you think the walls are on fire. She can make you think you're in a different city, suddenly, and she can easily make you believe that she was never there at all.”

      Noah could make people feel as if they’d been tapped, or that they’d tripped, but. . . “She can erase my memory?”

      “Faster than you can think about it. Yes. So you need to have me on speed dial. And as soon as you get a glimpse of her, you push that button. Honestly, if I answer and you say, ‘I don't remember why I just called you,’ I'm going to assume you just saw Pines.”

      Well, hell, Noah thought. This was more than he’d bargained for. He felt like he'd agreed to hear about it, but he hadn’t actually said yes.

      But Westerfield was talking again. “You'll be getting more emails. Company card information. Temporary badge, all of that.”

      A temporary NightShade badge? He hadn’t been issued one the last time he’d worked with them. Interesting.

      “You’ll get these emails within the next hour. By the time you get the last one, I expect you to be packed and hitting the road. Any questions?”

      Noah was opening his mouth as Westerfield replied to his own question with, “That's great. Check in from the road.”

      And he hung up.
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      Christina pulled into the small gas station to get gas that she didn't need and a bottle of water that she did. As usual, she interrogated everyone inside. Sadly, all of it would show up on the video replay later if anyone bothered to look. Westerfield might.

      He'd been calling her repeatedly, though the time between calls had gotten longer. It was as if he'd finally realized she truly was not going to call him back.

      She had called him. He just didn’t remember it.

      Only one of the people in the gas station—an older man with a ball cap, buying a very large bag of chips and a Coke that spoke to the shape of his figure—seemed willing to talk to her. He’d raised his hand and said, “Ma'am, I think I saw the person you're talking about. Are you looking for someone alone or with someone else?”

      “Either,” she replied, turning her attention to him and smiling. Flies with honey and all that. Also, the odd question about a companion piqued her curiosity. Had she been right?

      “I think he might actually be traveling with someone, though I’m mostly looking for him,” she said sweetly.

      If she was right, the man Murray Marks was traveling with was supposed to be dead. She repeated Marks’ description. “Older man. White, tall, thin, salt-and-pepper hair.”

      “A little shaggy?”

      “Maybe.” Hair grew, hair was cut, hair could be colored. The description was correct for Dr. Marks, and so was the build. That probably hadn't changed much, unless he'd gotten thinner in prison. She nodded and smiled to encourage the man to give her more information. “And who was he with?”

      “Another guy. Also thin and lanky. Indian fella. Short hair. Pitch black. Straight nose. Seemed to be like a sidekick.”

      Damn, Christina thought. He’d just described Shray Menon to a tee. “I see. Well, thank you for your time.”

      Then she erased the whole conversation from the man’s memory.

      She paid for the bottle of water, of course. If the video came back and showed her not paying, that would raise more red flags than if she actually followed protocol.

      She caught the cashier’s eyes and erased herself from his memory, too. She could do it even if they weren't looking at her, but it worked faster and she knew it would take better if she managed to make the eye contact. There were four other people in the store to take care of.

      Making a mental note to see if she could learn to keep people from seeing her on video replay, she headed back out to the car, climbed in, and aimed north again.

      She was getting closer. Thirty minutes later, she recognized the name of one small town from the last time she'd been in the foothills. She also remembered the people here had known all kinds of things. In fact, there had been several murders in previous years that Christina and the other agents had figured out, even though the townspeople didn't realize the deaths weren't just a series of unfortunate accidents.

      On a whim, she turned onto a side street and headed into the nearest store. A mom-and-pop place, it ranked somewhere in between a grocery and a gas station convenience store. She checked first with the woman behind the counter, but she hadn’t seen Dr. Marks.

      Maybe the professor was smart enough not to show his face where he might be recognized. He was most likely coming through this way, but he could have passed right through this postage stamp of a town without meeting anyone face-to-face. He might have even made a straight shot all the way to the de Gottardi/Little compound, or wherever it was that he stayed nearby. They'd never found that out during the previous investigation.

      Christina wandered the aisles looking for locals and quickly found another man who looked to be about the same age as the woman at the checkout. Though she asked him several questions, he'd not seen Marks, so Christina turned away.

      She crawled the aisles carefully but found nothing. Then she turned the corner and almost physically ran into a tall, good-looking blond man. He tilted his head toward the left, almost exactly as the wolf had. But his eyes were not the same color, and the wolf had not been blond.

      She frowned at him and was opening her mouth to ask if maybe he'd seen Dr. Murray Marks or his sidekick—the supposedly dead Shray Menon. But he tipped his head to the other side and said, “Christina Pines, I presume.”
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