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CHAPTER  ONE

ROSS MARSHALL WAS dressed for stealth. Black knit shirt, comfortable black pants, black running shoes.

Just before sunset he pulled under the sheltering foliage of a low-growing maple and cut the truck’s engine. After rolling down the window, he sat motionless behind the wheel of the Jeep Grand Cherokee, his dark eyes scanning his surroundings, his ears pricked for telltale warning sounds in the depths of the forest.

His senses were only those of a man. Still, he had trained himself to watch and listen with as much skill as a human could acquire. In the branches above him a few birds still chirped and rustled. And he saw a doe and a fawn come through the woods on the far side of the road. She stopped, sniffed the air, and tensed, then turned and bounded back the way she’d come, taking her offspring with her. He was sorry he had frightened her. Yet her instincts had been right.

As the gray of twilight edged into the darkness of night, he grabbed the knapsack from the seat beside him and exited the truck, uncoiling his six-foot-plus  frame and brushing back the mahogany hair that fell across his forehead. For a moment he stood breathing in the scents floating on the spring air. Tipping his head up, he looked toward the heavens, toward the pinpoints of light winking to life in the black velvet of the sky.

As he focused upward, a vision stirred in his brain, and he imagined his long-ago ancestor standing in a sacred grove and asking the gods for powers beyond those of mortal men. His request had been granted. By the gods, or fate, or some cosmic jester. It had been granted for his sons, as well, and their sons after them, down through the generations.

Fingers of wind shaking the branches above his head brought Ross’s mind back to the present. The world was different than it had been for his ancestors, yet some things never changed. Men still reached for the forbidden—and suffered the consequences.

His face set in hard lines, he hoisted his knapsack over a muscular shoulder and set off, blending into the shadows of the forest.

With an eagerness for the hunt, he quickened his steps, his running shoes crunching the brown leaves that still lay on the ground. The chain-link fence topped with razor wire was a hundred yards ahead. When he reached it, he squatted, opened his pack, and pulled out the wire cutters he’d brought. The pack contained other tools, as well. It would be too damn bad if he needed them later.

After laying his pack on a pile of leaves, he cut the links, and pulled the edges of the fence apart, making a hole wide enough to accommodate a low, lithe body. Then he quickly stood to pull the knit shirt over his head and toss it on top of the pack.

Pants and shoes followed. He hadn’t bothered with underwear. The air was cold on his bare skin, but he stripped to the buff.

Closing his dark eyes, he called on ancient knowledge, ancient ritual, ancient deities as he gathered his inner strength, steeling himself for the feeling of disorientation, even as he said the words that he had learned on his sixteenth birthday.

“Taranis, Epona, Cerridwen,” he intoned, then repeated the same phrase and went on to another.

“Gá. Feart. Cleas. Duais. Aithriocht. Go gcumhdaí is dtreoraí na déithe thú.”

The words and the blinding pain that came immediately after them had been the death of his older brother. Ross had had more luck. At least that was what he thought at the time, when he’d still been giddy with relief at his own survival. It was only later that he’d understood that he’d given up as much as he’d gained.

On that night so long ago, the words had helped him through the agony of transformation, opened his mind, freed him from the bonds of the human shape. He had tried more than once to watch in a mirror, but his vision had blurred as if his own consciousness rejected that which was beyond a man’s comprehension.

But comprehension was apparently unnecessary for reality. Even as the human part of his mind screamed in protest, he felt his jaw elongate, his teeth sharpen, his body contort as muscles and limbs changed into a different shape.

The first few times he’d done it had been a nightmare of torture and terror. But once he’d understood what to expect, he’d learned to ride above the physical sensations of bones crunching, muscles jerking, cells transforming from one shape to another.

Thick gray hair formed along his flanks, covering his body in a silver-tipped pelt. The color—the very structure—of his eyes changed as he dropped to all fours, no longer a man but an animal far more suited to the forest around him.

A wolf.

A surge of freedom rippled through him, and he pawed the ground with the joy of a creature totally at one with nature. Raising his head, he sucked in a draft of air, his lungs expanding as his nose drank in the rich scents that were suddenly part of the landscape.

His body quivered. The blood sang in his veins. He wanted to throw back his head and howl for the sheer joy of it. But he checked the impulse, because the mind inside his skull still held his human intelligence. And the man understood the need for stealth tonight.

An owl screeched above him, flapped away into the night, and he saw the wings beat the dark air—saw the grace and power of the bird as it went in search of prey.

His own prey was on the other side of the fence. He pressed low to the ground, slithered through the hole he’d cut, then shook the dead leaves from his thick fur. Sniffing the wind again to get his bearings, he trotted into the woods. He knew that a house lay to his right, hidden by a dense stand of trees. Instinctively the wolf gave the place a wide berth—avoiding the evil that lurked there.

Eyes and ears tuned to his surroundings, he noted the rustling sounds of small animals scurrying to get out of his way. But he wasn’t here to hunt the creatures of the forest tonight.

He had come to this tract of land for evidence that would satisfy human laws.

Scent was his most important sense, but his eyes were sharp, too, helping to guide him through the inky darkness under the trees. A quarter mile from his point of entry, he was stopped short by the thick, sickening odor of decaying flesh—too faint for a man to catch. Cautiously he approached a mound of newly turned earth where someone had dug in the forest floor, then piled the dirt back into place. The grave hadn’t been there long. Only a thin layer of leaves and other debris had fallen to cover the fresh scar on the land.

He circled the mound, fighting the cloying scent, then pawed at the loose dirt, carefully removing the top layer of soil, and more. Less than a foot below the surface he discovered what he had been certain he would find—the partially decomposed remains of a woman’s body, the flesh marred by stab wounds. Backing away, he scratched in the leaves to clean the tainted dirt from his claws.

Penny Delano, he thought. Or maybe Charlotte Lawrence. Both of them had been missing for months. Both of them, he was certain, had ended their young lives on this piece of property. Alone, except for their torturer. A son of a bitch named Donald Arnott.

It was Penny’s parents who had hired him to find their daughter—and his investigation had led him to this grave in the woods. He had hoped that perhaps he was wrong, but now there was little doubt where their daughter was buried.

He was too focused on the grim pictures in his mind, too sickened by his discovery, to hear the crackle of dry leaves, the stealthy crunch of human footsteps.

The sound of a rifle shot and a bullet plowing into a tree trunk inches from his head brought his mind zinging back to his own present danger.

He was already sprinting into the cover of the forest before the next slug splatted into the ground behind him.

But he wasn’t fast enough. The third shot caught him in the right hind quarter, sending a shaft of fire through the leg.

He didn’t let it slow him down. Mind clenched against the pain, he put on a burst of speed, zigzagging through the woods, even as the sound of more bullets echoed behind him. Despite the fire in his leg, he was faster than any man as he circled into the forest, then headed back toward the opening he’d made in the fence, his ears tuned to sounds of pursuit.

Breathing hard, he reached the fence and flattened his body to the ground, his right hind leg in agony as he clawed his way toward freedom. Relief surged through him once he was on the other side.

Panting, he stood on wobbly legs, staring at the knapsack and pile of clothing he’d left on the ground.

If he changed back to human form, he could pick up his belongings, carry them away. But transforming  now, when Arnott was closing in on him, was too dangerous. The shock of changing with a bullet in his body might knock him out cold.

When his wolf ears picked up the crunch of leaves in the distance, he was forced to make a decision. Snatching up his trousers in his teeth, he left everything else where it lay and headed toward the truck.

Arnott’s own fence would stop him for the time being. He wouldn’t be able to wiggle through the wolf-size opening—not without enlarging the hole. And the tools for doing that were on the other side.

Dragging the trousers along the ground, the wolf made it back to the truck and stood with his sides heaving.

As a wolf he was unable to utter the words of transformation aloud. But the silent chant echoed in his mind as muscle and ligament, skin and bone transmuted themselves once again—this time from wolf shape to human.

A cold sheen of sweat filmed his skin, but there was nothing he could do about the bullet torturing his flesh except grit his teeth and push past the agony. In the end, the effort was too much.

He realized he’d lost consciousness when he woke up on the ground beside the vehicle. He was still naked and now shivering with cold. His head was cradled in a pile of leaves and his leg was lying in a pool of blood.

Muzzy-headed, vision wavering, he longed to simply lie there on the cool ground and close his eyes again, but giving in to that impulse was a death sentence.

Summoning all his remaining strength, he pushed himself to a sitting position and grabbed his trousers, fumbling in the pocket for his keys. Thank God they hadn’t fallen out during his wild dash to the truck.

Crawling toward the driver’s door, he pulled himself up and managed to get the key in the lock. There was no point in wasting energy getting dressed. He simply tossed the pants onto the floor of the passenger side, wincing as his leg hit the console.

For a moment he sat gripping the steering wheel to keep from passing out again. Then he reached for the bottle of water he’d left on the passenger seat. Fumbling off the cap, he took a long swig, spilling some down his chest and belly.

With clumsy fingers he reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a first-aid kit. Unwrapping a bandage, he wound it around his thigh, stanching the flow of blood.

He held back a groan as he turned the ignition key, then pressed on the accelerator, wondering if he could stay conscious long enough to make it home. He’d made a mistake tonight by underestimating the man who’d dug the grave. Or maybe it had only been bad luck that he’d been discovered.

But it didn’t matter what had gone wrong. Either way, he was in a hell of a mess.

 

DONALD Arnott stood with the rifle pointed toward the ground as he stared at the hole someone had cut in his fence.

Playing the flashlight beam over the forest floor on the other side of the chain links, he could see a trail of blood leading toward the road. The dog was hurt, all right. Maybe it was bleeding too bad to get much farther.

He swept the beam in an arc. When the yellow light struck a knapsack and a pile of clothing, he went rigid, then charged toward the fence, his fingers gripping the cold metal links as he stared in disbelief.

Holy shit!

He’d expected to come upon the big dog dazed and wounded—cowering against the barrier—waiting helplessly for the kill shot.

Instead he’d found someone had cut a damn hole in his fence. A hole large enough for the dog to squeeze through.

Turning, he trotted back to the house, where he  quickly exchanged the rifle for a Beretta and grabbed a plastic trash bag. Then he jumped in his Land Rover and sped toward the gate.

Jesus. What if he hadn’t come outside tonight?

He’d been walking through the woods—the need for another woman building in his gut like gas expanding through a rotting body. It had been weeks since he’d finished with Charlotte. And the memories of the things he’d done to her no longer had the power to bring him to hard, aching arousal.

After the first little blond bitch he’d taken, he’d waited almost a year before daring to repeat the delicious adventure. Last time, he’d been able to hold off for only a few months.

He made a guttural sound in his throat. Charlotte had been too weak, given up too easily. And he hadn’t gotten the full measure of gratification he craved. That’s why he’d been so restless tonight. But he was thankful now that he’d been out of the house because he’d heard the animal digging, taken aim, and scored a shot.

He screeched to a halt at the gate, jumped out of the SUV, and worked the combination on the padlock. After driving to the other side, he carefully relocked the barrier before barreling down the driveway and turning right, heading for the spot on the road parallel to where the knapsack was lying.

Was the man coming back for his stuff? Unlikely. Probably he’d gotten the hell out of the area while the getting was good, with or without the dog.

He found the knapsack and the clothing easily enough. Squatting, he stared at the abandoned possessions, wondering if this were some kind of trap. Like what? A bomb stuffed into a shoe?

With a snort, he pawed through the knapsack, finding a collection of tools. Then he picked up a shirt and shoes. Only the trousers and underwear were missing.

Touching the discarded clothing sent a shiver of dread slithering down his spine. Thrusting the feeling  aside, he stuffed everything into the plastic bag he’d brought, hoping the guy had been stupid enough to have put an ID tag on the knapsack.

That would make things easier, although it wasn’t essential. Someone had sent a dog to his private grave-yard tonight—and he had to assume that it wasn’t a random act of bad luck. Some bastard had discovered what he was doing and had come after him with a bloodhound. No, not a hound. Something with thicker, shaggier fur. Maybe a shepherd mix.

His hand clamped around the butt of the gun, the cold metal digging into his flesh.

He was going to find out who it was—because failure was not an option, not when failure meant the end of everything. Life. Freedom. And the sexual satisfaction he needed to exist.




CHAPTER  TWO

MEGAN SHERIDAN FOLDED her arms across her chest, rubbing briskly at the sleeves of her lab coat.

She’d already tried to turn up the heat, but a newly installed plastic box covering the thermostat made it impossible to change the setting without a key. One more Monday morning surprise at Bio Gen Labs.

“Is Walter trying to freeze off our fingers, then collect on the insurance?” she muttered under her breath.

Her coworker Hank Lancaster gave a sharp laugh and handed her a hot mug of coffee. The mug was a freebie from a drug company pushing a new diuretic, and the picture emblazoned on the side of the bright yellow ceramic showed a pair of kidneys.

“Here, maybe this will help. And don’t let him hear you. He may think it’s a good idea.”

Megan rolled her blue eyes as she cupped her hands around the mug’s warmth. Two years ago, after her medical internship at Johns Hopkins and a year of postdoc work, she’d had her pick of job offers from the bio-genetic laboratories clustered around the Washington-Baltimore area.

She’d gone with Bio Gen because the CEO, Walter Galveston, had sold her on the potential of his up-and-coming company. Now in his early forties, Walter had learned the ropes at several area labs, then gone out on his own. After telling her he was looking for projects that would bring in money as well as scientific prestige, he’d listened attentively to her proposal for using gene therapy to treat Myer’s disease, an inherited form of macular degeneration that struck in young adulthood. Walter had given the project priority at Bio Gen until some of the well-publicized deaths caused by gene therapy had hit the news.

Now he was holding up her clinical trials until she dotted every “i” and crossed every “t” in her proposal. Not only that, but in the past four months, she’d watched Walter shift her hours away from her project to routine paternity testing, chromosome studies, and genetic profiles—jobs that paid nice fees in the short run but contributed nothing to the basic genetic research that fired her enthusiasm.

From where she stood, it looked like Bio Gen had a cash flow problem. Only Walter hadn’t bothered to share the information with his employees. And he hadn’t bothered to come in on time this morning, either, Megan thought with a snort—then suffered a pang of guilt for her mutinous attitude. Bitching behind her boss’s back made her feel uncomfortable. Yet sharing her frustration with her coworker was turning into a ritual, probably because their research goals were so similar.

She and Hank were both in their early thirties, both highly educated, both dedicated to their research projects. She’d gotten her MD, then realized it was impossible to keep her distance from her patients. She cared too much, was affected too much by their suffering and their deaths. And so she’d withdrawn to a safer venue—where she could impose the veil of lab procedures between herself and flesh-and-blood patients.

Hank had gone a different route—earning a Ph.D. in biology before coming to Bio Gen. He was different, too, in his feelings about people. While she appreciated the unique human qualities of each individual, he was the kind of man who classified everyone he met according to IQ. The smarter they were, the more he respected them.

She watched him walk down the hall to the front office, pause for a brief conversation with the receptionist, Betty Daniels, then return with a clipboard in his hand and a carefully bland expression on his face.

The feigned nonchalance didn’t fool her. Sweeping back a lock of dark blond hair that had fallen across her eyes, she said, “You might as well hit me with the bad news.”

He gave an upward thrust to the clipboard, managing to make it look like an obscene gesture. “We’ve got eighteen paternity cases this week. And almost as many clients who want genetic profiling before they consider having children.”

Megan did a rapid calculation. That was going to suck up most of the workweek. Which meant that if she were going to do anything with her own project, she would be doing it after hours. Damn, what was wrong with Walter? Didn’t he know that if she succeeded in her treatment protocol, Bio Gen would have plenty of money? Not to mention credit for a major medical breakthrough?

Hank rolled back the top sheet of paper and stabbed his long finger at a line on the second page. “There’s a notation on this one—about a client who lives in Lisbon. Apparently he wants someone from the lab to go out there and get a blood sample.”

“Lisbon, Howard County? Or Lisbon, Portugal?”

He laughed, apparently giving her points for the quick comeback. “Howard County.”

“That’s an hour’s ride from here.”

“Maybe he’s got some nasty genetic defect that  causes warts all over his body, so he doesn’t go out in public.”

“Sure.”

“Or he could have a sick kid who can’t be left alone.”

Megan felt her stomach clench in that old familiar way. She didn’t even know the man, but she could imagine what his life might be like. If he were taking care of a critically ill youngster with a serious genetic defect, he might well have trouble getting to the lab.

“Whatever it is, you can bet Walter is charging him through the nose for the house call.” Hank let the top sheet fall back into place, set down the clipboard on the edge of her desk, and pulled a quarter out of his pocket. “I’ll flip you for it.”

“Sure. Why not?” she agreed, wishing she could be as blasé as he was. She called heads. And lost, of course. Her luck hadn’t been particularly good lately.

“I’ll cover the next house call,” Hank offered as he took in her gloomy expression.

“Like we’re going to get another one anytime soon,” Megan answered, picking up the clipboard.

The conversation came to a halt when the outer door slammed open with enough force to shake the walls.

“What the hell was that?” Hank muttered as they exchanged glances.

In the reception area, a man was bellowing at Betty.

The administrative assistant’s voice was unnaturally high as she responded—and hardly anything usually disturbed her equanimity. She was a veteran office manager whom Walter had enticed away from NIH. He liked having her in the front office for the combination of motherly warmth and polished efficiency she projected. And her word processing skills were nothing to sneeze at, either.

By unspoken mutual agreement, Megan and Hank started down the hall, bent on rescuing the poor woman.

They both stopped dead when they saw that the person bellowing at Betty was Walter Galveston. Ordinarily their boss looked like he’d just sauntered out of a photo session for GQ. This morning, his charcoal gray suit was rumpled, his expensively cut hair was mussed, and Megan thought his face appeared to have aged five years since she’d seen him Friday afternoon.

Her own features contorted. “Walter, what is it? What’s wrong?”

He flapped his arm in an angry gesture. “Some bastard ran me off the road on the way here. Then he sped away before I could get his license number.”

“Oh, my God. Are you all right? What about your car?”

His jaw trembled with emotion. “I’m just shaken up. But there’s a gouge on the side of the Mercedes where I sideswiped a traffic barrier.”

“Did you see what kind of car it was?” Hank asked.

Walter shook his head. “It all happened too fast, and I was busy staying out of that ditch where they’re laying sewer pipes on Montrose Road.”

Megan pictured the intersection he meant. “Were there any witnesses?”

“Probably, but everybody just kept driving by. You know—the usual behavior these days. People don’t want to get involved. And no wonder. If you stop to break up an argument between two motorists, you could get your head blown off.”

As she nodded in agreement, Hank asked, “What exactly happened?”

“The car came up behind me, nudged me to the side, then sped away.”

“You think it was an accident?” Hank asked. “Or road rage? Did you do something to yank his chain? Cut him off or something?”

A guarded expression crossed Walter’s sharp features. “I don’t know.”

Megan wondered if he had cut the other guy off—or done something else he wasn’t going to admit.

Before they could ask any more questions, he was shoving open the front door. “Come see what the bastard did to me.”

Bio Gen was in an industrial park, near the end of a one-story building of buff-colored brick strung out along a parking lot. Separating the entrance and the paved area was a five-foot strip of crabgrass. Walter’s only concession to charm was a couple of conical evergreens in fancy cement pots on either side of the front door.

As Megan and Hank followed Walter down the short sidewalk and across the blacktop to the parking spaces, she braced against the late March wind. Betty trailed behind them, clutching a baby blue cardigan closed across her ample breasts.

Walter’s gold Mercedes was parked in a reserved spot next to the handicapped space.

Her lab coat whipping around her legs, Megan followed Walter’s gesturing hand and squinted, trying to locate the damage to the vehicle. Finally her gaze lit upon a hardly noticeable scrape in the gold metallic paint.

Behind Walter’s back, Hank raised his eyes toward the heavens. “It shouldn’t take too much to fix that,” he commented.

“Yeah, well, it’s not just the paint. There’s a dent underneath you can feel if you run your hand along it. I’m going to start making calls to body shops right now.”

As he strode back inside the building, his bemused audience followed.

Walter paused to grab a phone book from the drawer in Betty’s desk and then stalked down the hall to his plush, private office, leaving his three employees in the reception area.

Standing with the others, Megan felt the awkwardness of the moment. Obviously nobody knew what to say about the boss’s uncharacteristic behavior. The clipboard was still in Megan’s hand. To give herself  something to do, she looked at the name and the phone number of the guy in Lisbon. “Ross Marshall,” she murmured.

Betty responded almost instantly. “The guy who doesn’t want to come in to the lab.”

“Right. I guess you talked to him.”

“Uh-huh.” She paused for a moment, taking a pencil from the holder on her desk and fiddling with it. “He’s got a very . . . compelling voice.”

Perhaps Hank was worried that the Ross Marshall job was still up for discussion, because he turned and hurried out of the room.

Megan stood where she was, studying the secretary’s unfocused expression and the fingers she ran up and down the pencil shaft. It wasn’t like Betty to react to clients in anything but a professional way.

“Walter confirmed an appointment for this afternoon,” the assistant informed her. “Mr. Marshall said he’d be home. So you or Hank just need to set the time.”

“I’m doing it.”

“I keep wondering what he looks like. Since I’m not going to see him, I expect a full report.”

Megan blinked. “Okay,” she agreed, as much to end the conversation as anything else.

Her curiosity piqued, she returned to her desk and dialed the phone number on the sheet. On the fifth ring, an answering machine picked up. Five seconds into the recorded message, she understood what Betty had been reacting to in the man’s voice. It was assured, compellingly masculine. But there was something more. An inviting quality that set off a subtle vibration deep within her.

“This is Ross Marshall. I’m out of the office right now. Please leave your name and number, and I’ll get back to you as soon as possible.”

When he finished speaking, she looked again at the sheet in front of her. According to the notation, she  was supposed to be calling a home number. Well, maybe the guy worked from home.

She’d hoped to get directions to his place. So she asked if he’d call her back, then added that she planned to be at his house around four-thirty. What she didn’t say was that she was going to be really pissed off if she drove all the way to western Howard County for nothing.

 

A couple of miles away at the Second District police station, Detective Jack Thornton stared down at the thick file in front of him as he rubbed his thumb against his lean jaw.

Inside the file was a name he hadn’t expected to encounter: Ross Marshall. One of his most useful contacts.

He’d met Marshall three years ago. Jack had just been promoted to detective and was working a seemingly unsolvable homicide case. A woman named Helen Dawson had disappeared from a car later found pulled into a patch of weeds along Falls Road. There were no suspects—except the estranged husband who was the beneficiary of an insurance policy that the woman had neglected to alter when they’d separated. The man had an alibi, though, that stood up to extensive investigation.

With no police leads, the woman’s distraught parents had hired Marshall to find out what happened to their daughter. A week later, the PI contacted the department, saying he had some pertinent information. Jack had been skeptical at first, but he’d agreed to a meeting with Marshall at a coffee shop on Rockville Pike.

He remembered their first encounter with vivid clarity. The PI had been tall, athletic, intelligent looking, and reserved in a way that made it hard to get a handle on him.

Telling himself not to make any judgments until he heard the whole story, Jack had listened to the tale  Marshall had to tell: that Dawson had been abducted, raped, and killed by a man named Billy Preston, a mechanic who had done some work on her car several weeks before and who had become obsessed with her. When she’d stopped for gas on the night she’d disappeared, Preston had asked for a ride to a nearby shopping center. But they had never reached that destination.

Jack remembered asking Marshall how he’d come up with that kind of detailed scenario. The PI had declined to reveal his methods, but the look on his face dared Jack to ignore the information. Still figuring it was a long shot, he had pursued the lead, using an outstanding traffic violation as an excuse to search Preston’s car. He’d hit pay dirt when he’d found Dawson’s bloodstained sweater stuffed in a gym bag.

Marshall never had explained how he’d fingered Preston, but the Dawson case had been the start of a working relationship between the two of them. On his end of it, Jack ran license plates for Ross, checked outstanding warrants, and meted out inside information available only to the department. In exchange, Ross provided leads that could have been obtained only by illegal means—or magic.

Jack didn’t believe in methods impossible to verify. Which meant that Ross was collecting information through clandestine searches and other questionable procedures. The assumption put a barrier between him and the PI, a barrier that neither one of them had been able to breach.

Yet Ross kept coming to him when he had something he thought the police department could use. Although Jack admitted to himself that he still had suspicions about the guy, he continued to accept his help.

He stared across the squad room, his blue eyes unfocused. Then the phone rang on a nearby desk, and his attention snapped back to the file on his blotter—a five-year-old missing persons case, a man named Edward Crawford.

There was more in the folder than simply information on Crawford’s disappearance. The man had been a suspect in the killings of several young women from the Baltimore-Washington corridor. Then his sister had reported him missing—and the murders had stopped.

That was the end of it—a Stone Who Done It. An unsolvable case. Until three weeks ago when torrential rains had washed a skeleton out of the ground in a rural area near Sugar Loaf Mountain. It had been identified by dental records as Crawford.

It hadn’t been Jack’s problem five years ago. The dead man’s folder had ended up on his desk because the primary investigator, Ken Winston, was now retired.

Jack had started by going over everything in the file: pages from Ken’s notebook, a couple of Post-it notes, an old envelope with the sister’s address, a couple of business cards, and neatly typed official paperwork.

One of the notebook entries had yielded a very interesting piece of information. A private detective named Ross Marshall had been hired to find out who murdered one of the missing women, Lisa Blake.

Jack paged to the medical examiner’s report. Because of the deterioration of Crawford’s body, the cause of death was undetermined. If the man had been shot, the bullet hadn’t shattered any bones. If he’d been strangled, the hyoid bone hadn’t been crushed. And there was no skull-crushing trauma to the head.

But a soil sample estimating the decay placed the burial at about the time of Crawford’s disappearance.

The Frederick County officers who’d been called to the scene had searched for evidence. Things like old cigarette butts, a lighter, buttons—anything that might provide clues. But there was nothing useful. Either physical evidence had been covered by falling leaves, or someone had carefully cleaned up the burial site.

Next Jack studied the pictures of the grave, then of the skeleton, along with a few shreds of clothing that  still remained. Also included was a close-up that showed the victim’s neck and one shoulder. Accompanying text noted that these areas had been gnawed by a predator. And there had been some dog hairs near the body.

As he looked at the photo, an unaccustomed sensation of cold traveled across his skin. He had certainly seen far more gruesome bodies—like jerks who went up in the attic in the middle of summer to hang themselves and weren’t discovered until several days later. So he wasn’t sure why he was having such a reaction to the pictures of Crawford’s remains.

Still, he had learned to pay attention to his hunches, and he had the feeling that Ross Marshall could tell him something about this case.

He went back to the folder, spreading out several sheets of Ken Winston’s cramped handwriting. One cited a meeting requested by PI Ross Marshall to talk about Lisa Blake. Marshall had pointed the finger at Crawford, but Winston hadn’t followed up on the tip. Well, that fit what Jack remembered about Winston, a tight-assed type unlikely to act on information he couldn’t verify for himself.

A week after the meeting, another woman had been found murdered, although, again, there was no proof to link her to Crawford. Two days after that, the man had vanished off the face of the earth.

Winston had gone back to Marshall with some questions. Ross had no alibi. He’d been home alone in his house in Lisbon, he said. But there was no evidence that linked him to Crawford’s disappearance, and Winston had been forced to give up on that angle.

Yet as Jack sat at his desk now, he couldn’t stop his mind from playing out an interesting scenario:

Marshall goes to Detective Winston with evidence he’s sure will nail Crawford. When Winston presses him for details on his sources, Marshall clams up. So Winston blows him off. Marshall stews over the lack  of police cooperation. Then Crawford kills again, and Marshall takes the law into his own hands.

Jack thought it a fascinating line of speculation, even if he did say so himself, but it didn’t fit with the Ross Marshall he knew. Marshall was calm, controlled. Had he been a hotdog five years ago? Angry and outraged enough at another woman’s death to put Crawford away?

Jack drummed the blunt-cut nails of his left hand against the papers.

There were no other leads in the case besides the tie-in to Ross Marshall. If the media had known Crawford was a murder suspect, then the families of the victims might be possibilities. But the investigation hadn’t gotten far enough to go public.

Which led him back to Marshall.

He’d never run a background investigation on the PI beyond checking to see that he didn’t have a police record and that he wasn’t a former cop who’d washed out and had to settle for the next best thing. Thinking about it, he realized how little he knew about the man—and how little he’d wanted to know. Because Ross had been a good contact, he hadn’t wanted to rock the boat.

That might have been a mistake.

He’d gotten the impression from the Jeep Grand Cherokee Laredo Sport that Ross drove and his clothing that he lived a reasonably upscale life. And from their talks, he’d assumed he was a serious, career PI.

But working as a private investigator didn’t usually bring in big bucks. Was freelance investigation Ross’s main source of income? Was there something hiding in his background? A child custody battle? A lawsuit?

Mentally Jack checked off other sources of information. Utility bills. Cable and phone company records. The man’s credit report.

Then, flipping open a notebook, he reached for the phone.

ROSS’S body was burning up. His mouth felt like a desert wasteland. And it took a major effort of will to distinguish reality from the fevered imaginings swirling in his brain.

Crawford. Arnott. His family. Father, mother, brothers—and all the children who had never had a chance.

In his lucid moments, he knew that if he didn’t get to the bottle of antibiotics in the kitchen cabinet, he was going to die from the infection spreading from his leg to the rest of his body.

He’d arrived home yesterday—or was it the day before? He wasn’t sure anymore because the hours had blended into each other like watercolor paint splotched by an unexpected spill.

He remembered sitting in the truck, gathering his strength for the drive home. He remembered the pain in his leg when he’d pressed on the accelerator. The rest of the trip came to him in nightmare snatches. Then he’d staggered into the house and down the hall to the bathroom, where he’d dug the bullet out, working in the oversize bathtub so that he could wash the blood down the drain. And he’d sloshed antiseptic onto the wound before tying on another bandage. If he’d been thinking more clearly, he’d have started antibiotics, too.

Too bad the disinfectant hadn’t done the trick. Or perhaps the infection was just more of the bad luck dogging the Crawford case.

No. Not Crawford. Arnott.

Keep them straight, he ordered himself.

Crawford had died a long time ago. Or maybe he was coming back to get him. In his present condition Ross wasn’t sure.

Yet he knew he needed to get out of bed, get to the antibiotics. Because an enemy might come charging through the door. And he suspected the pain of trying to change to wolf form now might finish him off. So  he pulled open the drawer in the bedside table, got out his Sig .40, and slid in a clip.

Wrapping his hand in a death grip around the weapon, he heaved himself off the mattress and stood swaying on his feet, gritting his teeth with the effort to remain erect. By the time he reached the hall, his vision was blurring. Moving to the wall, he slid his shoulder against the vertical surface, willing himself to stay erect.

Every step was agony, but he pushed himself along, even when his muzzy brain forgot where he was going and why.

Blackness gathered at the edges of his vision. He made it as far as the rug in front of the sofa before he went down, first to his knees, then flat on his face—consciousness slipping from his brain even as he tried to struggle to his feet again.
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