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I hopped into Elena's red Honda Odyssey, which vibrated so hard from the White Stripes' bass line that I felt, more than heard, my door thump shut. Elena tossed her blond hair and bared her teeth. "Ready to rumble?"
I threw back my head and howled my answer. It kicked ass to desert Montreal once a month and go wild. If my biological clock didn't demand it, I'd have to do it anyway.
Elena threw the van into reverse. "Good. You're gonna need it, Leila."
At first I thought she meant she was going to spar with me when we got to the campground I'm negotiating to buy, but her glance flicked to the rear view mirror. She grinned.
I checked out our compatriots in the rearmost seat. We always carpool. It's more environmentally sound, plus, worst case scenario, if one of us 'shifts too much on the way, someone else can drive. Elena almost always drives and I ride shotgun. Mac and Laurent usually fill the back seats, plus one to three other pack members join us.
I said hi to Mac, our resident redhead. He's a few years older than us, which means he'd broken through the big 3-0, but he still looked like Richie Cunningham. Like me and Elena, he doesn't 'shift until almost the last second the sun disappears and the full moon rises, so he drives occasionally.
Laurent's the opposite: bad five o'clock shadow two days before the full moon. We practically have to smuggle him out as our wolf dog if we leave too close to evening. Today he hung out by himself in the van's rearmost seat like a French Canadian version of Slash. What makes it more hilarious is that in the Real World, Laurent is a clean-shaven lawyer.
I twisted to look directly behind me and hissed involuntarily, baring my teeth.
"Nice to see you, too," said Jack. Also known as Jack Meng, paramedic, or as I prefer to call him, scum-sucking motherfucker.
I turned back to Elena. "His lips are moving, but all I hear is, 'Hey! I'm an asshole!'"
"Yeah, I'll bet that's what you're hearing." She merged on to the Décarie Expressway, gunning ahead of a police cruiser.
Was I that transparent? I sure hoped not. Of course, I also hoped I was impervious to Jack's Chinese-Canadian werewolf charms, but my triple-digit heart rate testified otherwise. My parents had always hoped I'd marry a guy who a) was Chinese like me, b) scored a good job, c) had sprung from a decent family, so we could d) make nice yellow babies. Until Jack, I'd never met an Asian guy who rang my bell. Before I could bring him home, though, Jack showed off his true player colors. Finito.
I changed the radio station and lowered the volume before the first, familiar chords of "Werewolves of London" came on. I stiffened.
"Aroo," said Elena.
"I'll change it." I reached for the button. The song was pure cheese. The only one that bugged me more was "Layla," by Eric Clapton, because kids used to tease me that the song was about me.
"Laisse-le," growled Laurent. Leave it.
"Yeah, don't you have any team spirit?" said Mac.
Elena laughed. I snorted.
Only Jack didn't say anything. Maybe he remembered how we used to laugh and kiss and do the wild thing to this song.
The chorus kicked in and we all howled along with it. Jack's tenor rose in the air. The hair on my neck prickled and my nipples stood at attention. I crossed my arms, but there was no way to get around it. Scummy motherfucker still sounded—and smelled—like heaven.
Eventually, I relaxed to Sheryl Crow while Elena munched beef jerky and gunned it along highway 20, weaving through April's early tourists and bad-tempered commuters. An hour later, we crossed the provincial border into Ontario. First exit, Curry Hill, toward the fifty acres of land our pack's going to buy.
I love nature. I love mosquitoes, sweat, and mud that sucks off your sneakers. I love to run and scream out of pure joy, and it doesn't matter because no one can hear you, or if they can, they're running and screaming too.
In four short weeks, this would be our new stomping ground.
Elena still drove like she was in Montreal, passing a tractor even though a black GMC truck was already pulled over on the shoulder. She took a left at the faded sign for KOA CAMPGROUNDS. Maples, ash, and pine trees unfurled their new leaves and needles in welcome. We bumped over the frost heave potholes in the dirt road.
"We'll have to fix the road," grumbled Laurent.
"The water and sewage hookups still work," I countered. "And wait 'til you see the river."
"The mighty Beaudette river," Laurent said.
"You can fish in it," I said. "Maybe not now, but next month."
"Awesome," said Elena. I grinned at her until she rolled down her window to toss a beef jerky wrapper on to our new homeland.
At my look, she stuffed the wrapper back in the cup holder.
"Thanks," I said. I sniffed the fresh air. I loved the smell of damp earth, that gentle hint of warmth and spring. I inhaled deeply, closing my eyes, and smelled Jack. Even for a werewolf, I've got quite the nose.
I blushed, which made me mad. I tried to concentrate on Elena instead. She smelled like herself, calendula, and beef jerky. She gets hungry before she 'shifts. Like PMS times a thousand.
"Great place," said Jack. "What's the closest city?"
I laughed. "Two towns, about 20 minutes north and west. This land'll be all ours. The Ottawa wers've been calling me, though. They want in on it, too."
Elena couldn't pull right up on the campground because the ground was too boggy. We carried our tents about 20 feet from the dirt road.
I set up my tent, trying to ignore Jack working on his to my right. My tent is a two-person job from Mountain Equipment Co-op, kind of like a little white nylon igloo held up by retractable metal poles. A tall five-year-old could set it up.
So I had plenty of time to watch Jack's forearm muscles and biceps as he set up his blue four-man wonder, the kind with an awning that's practically a porch. He probably held orgies in there. Somehow, this did not detract from his arm muscles. I love well-used muscles in a guy. Not steroid-induced, tanning bed, poser muscles, but the kind you get from hauling wood, running, and generally being a man.
Or a wolf.
"You have good taste," he said.
"What?" I snapped to attention. Conceited bastard, saying I have good taste for gawking—
"This land. I like it."
Oh. Right. Only the entire focus of my work life. "Yeah, thanks. I wanted a green space not too far from Montreal."
When I tore my eyes away from Jack's intense brown irises, Elena's little red tent caught my eye. It was still sitting in the open trunk of her van.
I started toward it, still feeling Jack watching me.
"Leila!" Mac flagged me to the south side of the campground.
I glanced at Elena's tent again before I jogged toward Mac. Jack matched me stride for stride.
"What's up?" I asked Mac.
His face looked paler than usual under his growing ginger beard. "Elena's missing."
Elena. Missing.
"No," I said. Laurent sometimes took off right away, stretching his legs, sucking in the air, just to get the edge off before he 'shifted. But not Elena.
Laurent galloped toward us, his face contorted behind his ever-thickening beard. "I could smell her up to the river."
The river! It made no sense that she'd walked away from her van, her tent, and her pack to dip her toes in the river 200 feet south of our campsite. And then I remembered something else. "She can't swim."
"Let's move," said Jack.
We raced toward the river, still on two legs, but faster than most humans. Laurent scouted along the bank, pointing out where he'd smelled her on in the bush along the riverbank.
The river was swollen with spring run-off—not fast-moving, but high. Elena could have lost her footing on the muddy bank. But what was she doing out here in the first place?
We split off, instinctively fanning out. Jack dashed downriver, Mac shot east, and Laurent waded into the river while I took the riverbank, hunting for another clue.
Down in the dirt, I caught a tang of the stupid calendula deodorant Elena insisted on wearing. I refused to get choked up. Find her first. Find her.
I clambered down into the river after Laurent, slipping despite my boots. Elena had driven up in ballerina flats. Had she slipped into the river?
And then I spotted her size eight footprint in the mud. And another, heading west. "Hey!" I said.
Jack's howl split the air.
He was dragging something heavy on to the riverbank.
I lost sight of Jack for a minute when he dropped to his knees in the dusky brush, but when I raced to his side, he'd braced his arms to pump up and down on Elena's chest.
I screamed.
Not something. Someone. Elena.
I scrambled to feel for a pulse in her cold, slippery neck. Her chest bounced every time he released a compression. But I couldn't feel any pulse.
Her lips looked purplish-blue.
"Do you know how to do mouth-to-mouth?" yelled Jack.
I started to tilt her forehead before I noticed the bloody knot on top of her head.
Jack yelled, "No, do the jaw thrust! Or take over the compressions!"
Mac knocked me aside. While I sprawled into the burrs, he started pumping his hands up and down on Elena's chest.
Jack swiveled his body around to Elena's head. His thumbs opened her mouth while the rest of his fingers hooked around the angles of her jaw and forced it forward. He exhaled into her mouth.
"No chest rise. It's blocked. Leila, get in there!" Jack shouted. "Scoop out her mouth!"
While he held her mouth open, I stuck two fingers between my friend's rows of even white teeth. I felt her tongue, and then something else. A piece of bone.
I yanked it out, scraping the backs of my fingers on her teeth, and flung it on the ground.
Jack immediately gave her two breaths before he yelled, "Good work!" To Mac, he yelled, "Keep up the compressions!"
I whipped my cell phone out of my jeans pocket and started to press 9-1—-
Laurent gripped my arm so hard, I nearly dropped the phone. "No doctors," he growled.
That was the code. No outsiders. But this was Elena's life. I ripped my arm out of his grip.
Or started to. His hand tightened until my hand bulged with engorged blood.
I snatched the phone with my other hand.
Laurent cursed and grabbed my left arm, too.
Jack stabilized Elena's head. "Call 911. She could make it."
Laurent pointed at the indigo sky and stark black tree silhouettes. When the sun's last rays faded below the horizon, we would all 'shift into wolves. Including Elena.
Laurent growled, "We've got to do this on our own."
"I want an ambulance," I said, but softer now. The pack came first. 'Shifting into wolves in the middle of the ER would not help the pack. We all knew this.
But I didn't want Elena to die.
Tears pricked my eyes. Laurent released my arms. The blood rushed back into them, but I dropped my phone and had to kneel to scoop it back into my pocket.
Mac kept pumping on Elena's chest so hard, he pushed the breath out of her body. I could almost hear her chest indent with every blow.
Jack bent over her face and gave two more breaths. Her waxy white skin contrasted sharply with his healthy tan, even in the dusky light.
Jack's head jerked up and dark brown eyes fixed on me so intently, I squirmed. I flashed back to a morning when he rode me in bed with the sun shining behind him, haloing him like the caramel-skinned god he was.
My heart throbbed in my throat and every hair in my body stood at attention.
Then Jack shook his head, snapping me back to the present. He said, "I need to secure her neck. And we've got to warm her up. I've got a bedroll and tape in the van."
"I'll get the van," I said.
Jack's teeth glinted at me, a sudden smile in the growing darkness.
"I'll come with you," said Laurent.
He didn't trust me not to call 911. I didn't waste time arguing with him, just started running back toward the camp. The trees cast shadows against the darkening sky. Every second counted.
I heard Laurent's heavy footsteps pounding behind me. Minutes later, he caught up and passed me.
I gritted my teeth and sprinted full-out toward the Honda Odyssey. I hit the driver's side door first and threw it open. The keys hung from the ignition, right where Elena had left them. I glanced in the back and spotted Jack's fluorescent orange backpack. I buckled my seat belt and gunned the engine while Laurent slammed his door.
I flicked on the headlights, threw the van in reverse and squealed out of there.
I knew there was a circuitous dirt road to the river. I just had to find it. For a werewolf, my built-in GPS was weak. "The road," I said.
Laurent pointed left at the fork.
I had to trust him, but I didn't particularly like him right now. "She needs a hospital," I said.
Laurent just looked at me. His brown irises seemed to fill his eyes more than usual, and I knew what he was thinking. The pack. Almost everything we do is for the good of the pack, not ourselves. It's instinct. Kinda like Japanese vs. American culture, only more so. If we took Elena to the hospital and she 'shifted—if we all 'shifted—we'd be carted off to a lab and doomed. Maybe our whole species would go down, hunted as an oddity.
"Jack has connections," I said. He was a paramedic. But I had no idea how far those connections stretched.
Laurent didn't bother to answer. He pointed me right, and soon we were bumping alongside the river. I hit the gas as hard as I dared without tipping us over the riverbank. The road hadn't been maintained and wasn't designed for passenger vans in the first place.
Laurent had rolled down the window and was sniffing the air. I did the same, but I figured out from his dilated nostrils that Elena was nearly in heat and it was easier for him to track her, even if she was almost—
Our headlights picked up Jack and Mac over Elena's body.
Laurent grabbed the door latch, ready to leap out of the still-moving van.
I slammed on the brakes. He dashed down the riverbank. I bumped along the road a few meters closer, then snatched Jack's backpack and followed him, leaving the engine running and headlines on to help us see.
I could hear Jack yelling over the motor. "No. I need you to hold her neck. Don't move. Laurent, take over compressions!...What'd'ya mean, you don't know first aid? What good are lawyers, anyway?"
I darted to their side, holding Jack's bag up like an Olympic gold medal.
Jack's eyes lit up. "I've got a face mask in there. In the right side pocket. Black case."
I unzipped it and handed him a triangular plastic mask with what looked like a crooked chimney coming out of it.
He said, "Great. Now you take over compressions, Leila, while Mac gets her neck again. Careful, Mac. Hold on to her shoulders. Use your forearms to brace her. That's it. Good. Leila, tell me when you get to thirty compressions."
I hadn't done first aid since I practiced on a dummy three years ago. But I got on my knees, locked my arms, laced my fingers together, and started pumping up and down on Elena's breastbone.
I tried not to think that this was my friend. That I'd never gotten this close to her C-cups before.
That I didn't know what I was doing.
That she still wasn't breathing.
Jack slipped top point of the triangle over her nose and the bottom over her mouth. His long fingers expertly opened her jaw and he bent over the mask to ventilate her.
My arms were shaking already.
"Use your body weight to do the compressions," said Jack. "Lift up. Yeah, that's it."
Fine, except now my knees ground into the cold mud. My teeth started to clatter. To distract myself, I said, "How's she doing?"
"She's been down twelve minutes since I found her. But she's cold, so she's not dead until she's warm and dead. Speaking of which, we've got to cut her clothes off. Laurent, I've got a pair of trauma scissors. Left side pocket, Laurent. Sorry, my left."
"Thirty," I gasped.
Jack gave two more breaths while Laurent started snipping the clothes. Then Jack helped tug her wet clothes off and unrolled his sleeping bag over her.
I said, between compressions, "Do. You. Have. Con. Nec. Tions. At. A. Hos. Pi. Tal?"
"Not good enough. She needs resus and then ICU. I can't see any way to bring her in without her 'shifting and throwing the whole hospital into pandemonium. Is that thirty?"
I nodded. He gave another two breaths.
"What about a vet?" said Mac.
"Yes!" I ground out.
Jack said, "I don't know anyone who's got that kind of set-up. I brought a kid in once who survived cold immersion, but they put him on a heart-lung bypass machine. It would have to be the most advanced vet hospital in the world. We're in the middle of nowhere." He glanced at the van. "And once we 'shift, we can't drive. We can't do CPR. And we can't stabilize her neck."
Tears swam into my eyes. I blinked them away and pounded harder on Elena's chest. Sweat trickled down my back. He was right. By the time we drove the hour plus back into the city, we'd all have 'shifted.
Elena would die.
Jack cut through my tears. "Let's get her in the van and warm her up as best we can. Is there something we can transport her on? A board? I don't want to carry her if I don't have to. Laurent, check the van."
While Laurent loped back to the van, Jack reached into his magic bag and grabbed three white plastic packages. "Warming packs," he explained while he squeezed the packs and shook them. Then he tucked one under each armpit and one on her inner thigh.
He touched my arm. "Stop compressions."
I blinked back more tears.
"Leila, stop compressions."
I did. I shook out my arms. I worked out every day, but my biceps and triceps felt like they'd been steamed.
Jack pushed two fingers on the side of her neck. He frowned and pushed harder. His body stiffened.
He met my eyes. "She has a pulse."
Jack's teeth gleamed, but all he said was, "Mac. Keep holding on to her neck. Leila, grab my stethoscope out of the front pocket." He felt her pulse and then I tossed it to him. He pressed the stethoscope against her chest and shook his head, but he was grinning. "We're not out of the woods yet. Still, that's amazing."
Laurent hustled out of the van, hauling something rectangular. "She had a carpet remnant on the floor."
Right. Elena kept an extra carpet in her van because of "dog hair." For a wolf, Elena sure was—is—picky about that kind of thing. I wanted to laugh and cry at the same time.
"Best I could do," said Laurent, rolling it out. He folded it in half to stiffen it up and it was still big enough to carry Elena.
"Good enough," said Jack. He exhaled into the face mask he held over Elena's face. He lifted his head and explained, "She's breathing now, but just once in a while. I'm helping her."
I nodded. When I got home, I'd brush up on my first aid, but I'd never know as much as Jack. He wanted to be a doctor, but there was no way he could excuse himself from call every full moon, so he became a paramedic instead.
Jack felt her pulse again. "It's there. Slow but steady."
Under Jack's direction, we rolled two shirts into cloth logs and taped them on either side of her head to help stabilize her neck on the carpet.
"Keep the carpet as straight as possible," said Jack. "I wish we'd taken my truck. I've got a real board. One, two, three."
We heaved her into the van. Luckily, Elena was tall but thin and we had lots of muscle power between Jack, Mac, and me. Laurent took the foot end, but I didn't trust him so close to 'shifting. At any second, his hands could warp into paws.
I glanced at Jack, trying to convey my worry with my eyes. He directed Laurent to fold down the rear bench so we'd have room to lay Elena down, even with the guys crouched around her. Then he said, "Leila, drive. Crank up the heat. Laurent, unroll the other bedroll over her. Mac, are you all right with the head? Good. I want her back at the camp before the moon rises."
I floored it. Laurent grunted to point me the way, but even I could follow the river road back now.
Over the engine's roar, I heard Jack say, "I'm losing her pulse."
I tensed, waiting for his verdict. I could hear him shuffling in the back, but I couldn't make out much in the rearview mirror at nightfall. As it got closer to 'shift time, my peripheral and motion vision sharpened, but central details and colors faded.
After a pause, Jack said, "Restart the chest compressions."
I swore under my breath and kept driving. I could hear Mac and Laurent's breathing, almost panting, in the enclosed space of the van.
Just before I screeched into camp, Jack said, "Let me check again."
I eased off on the brakes, as if that would help him feel or hear better, but Jack's grim voice floated into my ears. "More compressions."
I killed the ignition and glanced at the sky. I could feel the moon's incipient rise like a discomfort, like a calling. It was as if someone were staring at me. Even if I ignored it, I felt an increased awareness, almost unease along my spine.
Moonrise was less than ten minutes away. More like five.
I hit the automatic "door open" buttons and bounded around to the back to lift open the trunk hatch. "What can I do?"
Jack shook his head.
Even in the grey light, I could see the stillness in Elena's face and the passive way her body rebounded with each of Mac's compressions. As if she were a life-sized doll.
Or a corpse.
I suppressed a howl.
Laurent leapt out of the back hatch, a blur of black. He howled for me, his wolf voice rising into the night sky.
Mac tried to speak, but it turned into a moan. His forearms were marked by thicker fur.
He was 'shifting. I jumped into the van and thrust him aside. As I started up CPR, giving it everything I got, I barely noticed Mac hit the ground on four legs instead of two.
"OoooooooOOOOOOOoooooo..."
Laurent. Mac. Howling together, already a chorus of mourning.
My heart cried along with them, but I kept my arms locked and pumped with the entire strength of my body.
Jack's hands trembled on the face mask.
Oh, no. I spared a glance at his face.
His agonized brown eyes.
His growing muzzle.
The face mask dropped from his paws. He scrabbled to pick it up before he whined and nudged the mask with his muzzle.
I scooped up the mask and tried to arrange it on her face the way I'd seen him do it. Triangle shape. Pointed top over her nose. Right?
Jack nudged my hands with his muzzle. Yes, that was right.
My hands shook, but I pressed it on to her face. I bent over it and exhaled two breaths into her chest. Did I need to coordinate with CPR?
No one was doing CPR.
My fingers sprouted fur and nails.
I could no longer support all my weight on my hind legs.
The mask tumbled out of my paws.
I howled.
I dropped on to all fours, dancing to avoid Elena's still face and Jack's furry body.
I leaped out of the van, still howling.
Jack burst out after me, his call even more desperate than mine.
I raised my head to the full, serene face of the moon. She who commands us. She had risen, as she always did.
Elena lay swathed in the bedroll, her face and central chest exposed.
The moon had risen.
Elena had not shifted.
She was dead.
I had tended to elders who died, but this was the first time I had lost a friend.
My agony was sharpened by guilt. If I'd just insisted she help me unload the van, instead of fussing with Jack, she might be alive.
If we'd left Montreal an hour earlier, we might've gotten her to a hospital in time.
If I hadn't picked a piece of land so far away.
If. If. If.
I howled.
Jack pushed his shoulder against mine, trying to comfort me.
I shoulder-checked him. I was hurting.
He barely swayed with my shove. Then he pushed his shoulder against me, harder this time. He wasn't going to leave me.
My howl turned high-pitched. Why did this happen? Why couldn't we save her?
Jack's long tongue swiped over my face, his lupine version of a kiss.
Comforted despite myself, I let him.
Mac yapped at me.
The pack was moving.
I trotted back to Elena and nosed her foot, the one still trapped in her ridiculous shocking pink ballerina shoe.
The foot shifted with my muzzle, but when I let go, it immediately flopped outward again. Almost like she was doing final relaxation pose in yoga.
Corpse pose.
I could smell the difference in her body. Not decay, exactly, but a flattening of her usual scent into something heavier.
Jack nudged my shoulder with his muzzle.
After a moment's hesitation, I followed the pack into the forest next to the campsite.
Mud squished under my paws. The smell of pine and loamy earth surged up my nose. Yet I kept glancing back toward the van. We couldn't abandon her.
Jack nudged me again.
What if a human came and found her? I whined deep in my throat.
Jack trotted ahead, leading the pack deeper into the forest, leaping through bush and skirting trees.
He obviously didn't care, the scum-sucking mofo, no matter what guise he took. No wonder we'd broken up six years ago. I trailed behind Laurent and Mac, brooding.
Jack capered around a maple tree and reached a small clearing. He sniffed, stopped abruptly, and began to dig with his front paws. Mac joined him, followed by Laurent.
Out of curiosity, I sniffed around the site. I smelled pine needles, squirrels, old urine, and Jack. Did he find a clue? What was going on?
Still, I joined in with my front paws, digging more and more ferociously, as if I could tear away the memory of Elena's death.
We managed to dig a large, deep hole. Deep enough that, when I bounded into it, the dirt loomed taller than my head.
Long enough to fit almost two of us in wolf shape, end to end, not including our tails. Maybe seven feet long.
And finally, I understood what Jack had initiated. We were digging Elena's grave.
I reared back on my hind legs and dug all the harder with my front paws, although I had no idea how long we'd be able to maintain the discipline. The desire to hunt grew stronger with each passing moment.
Laurent's hackles raised and growled softly.
Our instincts were more powerful in this form. We couldn't hold back much longer.
A squirrel raced across our vision. Mac bounded after it.
I soared out of the grave after him.
We were off, running as one. Dashing through the night, free and alive, remembering Elena but also feeling the wind ruffle our fur and the humid spring air against our bared teeth.
Jack streaked ahead of me. I put on the juice, but he powered past me, even glancing back with a lupine grin. Bastard. But a smart one, the one who would have saved Elena if it had been at all possible.
I sped after him, mock-snapping at his tail. Jack was very vain about his tail and its fine plumage. Werewolves tend to have more meager tails than wolves, I'm not sure why. But his was quite long and well-furred for a wer. He liked to groom it.
About fifteen feet from the riverbank, Jack stopped so abruptly that I almost ran into his hind end. I rolled head over heels through the mud, yelping.
Jack panted out his laughter: ha, ha, ha.
I would have laughed too, except I looked like such a doofus. I jumped at him and managed to yank a tiny tuft out of his tail.
His turn to yelp. He turned glittering yellow-brown eyes on me and my heart accelerated. Now I was in for it.
I spat out the hairs and dashed behind a cluster of rocks and a dead stump.
Jack sailed over the stump and landed lightly beside me.
Show-off.
A show-off who'd just trapped me next to his long, furry body. The heat radiated from his frame so strongly that it felt like he was stroking me.
My nose twitched, relishing the dark scent of his arousal.
He growled deep in his throat.
I arched my neck. I ached to rub my side against his and nip the skin of his neck, inviting him to mount me.
Instead, I eased my body between him and the stump and tore west along the riverbank.
This close to the river, my paws squelched in the mud, slowing me down. Jack ripped after me. His long strides ate up the ground and soon I could hear him panting almost directly behind me.
I twitched my tail off to the left a half-second before Jack dove for it. I heard the click of his jaws snapping closed on empty air.
My turn to ha-ha-ha. Only for a second, though, before Jack shoulder-checked me.
Not hard, but his greater bulk pushed me toward the river.
River. Elena.
We were only about ten feet from the spot where we'd found Elena.
I stumbled on the root of an oak tree. I rolled on the side of front left paw. I yelped and slowed to a stop.
Jack immediately backed off, whining in apology.
I ignored him and tested my paw. I could still walk, or at least limp on it, so it wasn't broken, just strained. I snapped at him in mock anger.
Jack nosed my paw and licked the fur. His tongue felt warm and wet. His touch loosened something deep inside me.
Scum-sucking motherfucker, I reminded myself, but that didn't break the spell. I stood still, waiting for more.
Jack licked upward, exploring the rest of my foreleg. I trembled. My muscles felt rigid now with the effort of holding myself in place.
I waited for him to lick my nipples. That was the usual sequence of events for human guys: kiss on the mouth, finger the breasts, fuck. And Jack was in wolf mode, something we'd never explored during our brief fling six years ago, but which I knew from personal experience made you even more likely to spring for the main event.
But Jack, the delicious, daring Jack Meng, licked back down toward my hurt paw.
He paused and sniffed the ground near my paw.
Sniffed it again.
His muscles snapped to attention.
He growled softly.
Growling at dirt? What on earth?
I would have laughed in human form. Even as a wolf, I grinned. My long, pink tongue hung out of my mouth.
Jack growled again, raising his nearly black eyes to compel my own.
We stood almost muzzle to muzzle. I smelled something on his nose, a faint, musky odor that made blood shoot directly into my groin.
Desire electrified me.
I moaned deep in my throat and crouched closer to the ground, throbbing with want.
Before I had time to take my next breath, Jack leapt behind me and slammed his cock into my wet and ready opening.
I ululated with pleasure. Jack panted against my neck. The moon beamed down on us and the river rushed by while we rocked and howled, howled, howled into the night.
When I woke up in the morning on the nylon floor of my tent, I was stiff and sore and aching in all the right places. I stretched my arms and legs luxuriously and sniffed the air. I smelled good, clean earth, a delicious male in his prime—
Oh, Christ.
I seized the soft burgundy sleeping bag lying on top of me. I was pretty sure I hadn't placed it there myself.
I squinched my eyes shut against the sunlight—and the dread rising over me- but I could still hear someone breathing hard. Someone trying not to laugh, in fact. And I'd already caught a glimpse of spacious blue nylon walls. Jack's tent. Not my own little white igloo tent.
I don't always remember exactly what happened in wolf form. But slowly, the memories percolated back, kind of like after a night of drinking. The scent of his arousal. His fur against mine. His breath against my neck. Him riding me until I just about fainted with pleasure.
I said, "Scum. Sucking. Mother. Fucker."
"You called?"
He sounded amused, which annoyed me even more. I eased all of my bits under the sleeping bag so only my head stuck out. The cold, uneven earth underneath my body had woken me up early, but I'd be damned if exposed my body to crawl inside the bedroll in front of Jack.
I cracked open my eyes to peer at SSMF, my ex-boyfriend and recent wolf lover.
Who was also naked.
No hiding under a sleeping bag for him. I belatedly remembered that he was a furnace, naturally warm-blooded. Some guys stick their feet out of the covers; Jack liked to sleep buck-naked and with everything sticking out.
And I mean everything.
My eyes trailed down in order to check out the everything before I snapped them back up to his face.
Jack's grin was one of the most wolfish things about him in human form and therefore one of his most seductive. He could wear the same grin in bed or while gamboling in the forest.
I realized I was grinning back at him.
Then I remembered. Forest.
River.
Elena.
Dead.
My face must have crumpled, because Jack placed his hand on my naked shoulder. His warm, callused fingers awoke nerve endings I hadn't remembered I possessed until last night.
I forced my thoughts back to Elena. I twitched my shoulder away from Jack, although I smiled to make it seem more natural. Well, I bared my teeth at him, anyway. "Thank you for the sleeping bag."
"You're welcome."
I blushed. My complexion is darker than Jack's so I thought maybe he couldn't tell, until his smile spread across his face and I had to glance away. I hadn't thanked him for the sex. That was a one-time thing, a wolf thing, a my-friend-is-dead-and-I'm-so-fucked-up-I'm-fucking-you thing. Not to be repeated. Not even to be acknowledged. As soon as he left, I'd wrap the sleeping bag around myself, hold my head high, and walk back to my tent to get dressed.
I said, "We have to take care of Elena." I couldn't quite bring myself to say, "Elena's body." But we'd dug her grave last night and we certainly couldn't leave her remains in the van.
Jack nodded. "I know. I was talking to the guys—"
"Mac? And Laurent?"
Jack nodded. For some reason, it surprised me that the trio had made plans without me. This was my pack, not his. They didn't even know each other before this trip and now Jack was schtupping me and high-fiving the guys. "Go on," I said ungraciously.
"We have to report this to the district leaders."
The earth felt even colder under my back. Elena's death was starting to feel all too real. I could smell her body even from inside the tent.
I tried to concentrate on our conversation. I had nothing against Bernard and Sylvie St-Hubert, the Glengarry district heads. I'd met the alphas briefly before making the offer on the land. I'd also invited them on our inaugural run last night, but they'd declined because of a prior engagement. If they'd come, could they have helped save Elena's life?
If, if, if. I said aloud, "I don't know what Elena was doing by the river."
Jack's brow pleated. "I was going to ask you about that. I don't know—didn't know her, but it was kind of strange for her to run right over."
"She couldn't swim," I said. "She didn't even like the water. I remember her saying she didn't mind sitting on the beach with a martini or taking a quick drink as a wolf, but she never wanted to play in it, even as a kid."
The unspoken "So why...?" now hung in the air between us instead of sexual tension.
Jack rummaged in his backpack and tossed me a white T-shirt. My heart sank further. Even though my friend was dead, a selfish sliver of me still wished Jack would pay me the courtesy of ogling my body. He even turned his back as I slipped the T-shirt over my head. It hung well past my hips. Still, I felt a little better now that I was dressed, like I was in more control.
Meanwhile, Jack grabbed a pair of boxers and jeans. I womanfully averted my eyes, but I was conscious of the lean muscles of his ass and his long legs sliding into the jeans.
Okay, maybe the sexual tension hadn't completely dissipated.
The sound of the zipper pierced the tent. I shivered.
"It's strange that she went to the river, but we don't have any evidence of foul play," he said, snapping his jeans.
"True." Now I could meet his eyes again, even though his well-defined pectoral muscles looked good enough to lick. I seemed to remember me nuzzling his furry chest last night, but my hands wanted to play with that smooth brown skin today. Focus, Leila! I swallowed hard and said, "There's no evidence. I just have this feeling."
He glanced sidelong at me. I don't get feelings often, but I knew he remembered the time I called him and told him to check the apartment. Someone had broken in and stolen his laptop. His home insurance covered it, but neither of us discounted my feelings after that.
"We have to bury her today," he said finally.
I averted my head. I did not want to think about this, but I had to. "I know we couldn't bring her to a hospital last night in case we all 'shifted. But we're human now. Do you think someone could do an autopsy?"
"I know the coroner for my district," said Jack. "He's not one of us. We could never explain why we did CPR but didn't call 911."
"Aren't there any wer doctors around?" We're a shrinking breed, but not that shrinking.
Jack slowly shook his head.
"It's still impossible to work around the call schedule." He wouldn't meet my eye. It obviously still bothered him that he hadn't made M.D., even though he'd almost saved Elena's life last night. "There's one guy I met from Romania. He's a foreign doctor trying to get his license in Canada. I'm pretty sure he's wer. But he's not legal yet."
I guessed the key word was "yet." Like Mark Twain said, one word made the difference, like lightning versus a lightning bug. "We don't need anyone legal. We just need some answers."
"We'd need a pathologist, not just any doctor. And I don't remember the guy's name."
I drew up my legs, still cocooned in the sleeping bag. Jack's eyes flickered toward my chest, but he kept listening while I brainstormed aloud. "How 'bout a wer vet? Or a taxidermist?" Both of us grimaced. I hate people who kill animals and stuff them, but they'd know anatomy, at least. I said, "Just, something. I'll have a look through my phone book and maybe everyone else can, too."
"Good idea." He smiled. I loved when he loved me for my mind and not just my body. "I know a wer vet. I'll give her a call. I'll take a look at Elena, too. See if there's anything major. I didn't last night, but—"
"It would have been a miracle if you had," I said. He'd pulled Elena out of the river, started CPR, and coordinated her rescue from the bush, which was crazy enough for a human, let alone for a werewolf at moonrise. "I'm going to make some calls. Do you, ah, have some extra pants?"
"Aww," said Jack, but he tossed me some plaid shorts and left the tent.
Clad in my own clothes, I joined the guys clustered around the back hatch of the Honda Odyssey. I didn't want to look at Elena, but I did.
Her face was terribly still and grey. Her dirty blond hair was tangled and knotted and clotted with blood. From under her nearly-closed eyelids, her now-dry, filmy blue eyes peeked out between the lids. I was just grateful that someone had unrolled her own shocking pink sleeping bag over her, since she was still naked.
I tried to hold my breath. I did not want to smell her, but I couldn't help it. Her flesh had started to decompose.
Jack pointed at the bloody lump at the top of her forehead, bordering her hairline. It looked as wide as my pinky was long, but maybe that was partly the matted, bloody hair. I winced.
"She must have hit her head," said Mac.
I nodded. I still couldn't speak.
"I didn't see any blood," said Laurent.
"We didn't look in the river, though," said Jack.
I closed my eyes. I tried to imagine Elena alive and chomping on beef jerky. That felt better than standing before her corpse. Next, I remembered her modeling her "jeggings," or jeans/leggings, and telling me they were the greatest invention since the curling iron. I started smiling a little, imagining her in heaven, dancing with a random hot guy—or two—in those jeggings while they fed her some beef jerky. The G-rated kind.
My fists started to uncurl and I could breathe again.
"Sorry," said Laurent. "You were the closest to her."
Mac nodded. "You were Elena's best friend, weren't you?"
I hesitated. Best friend was a little strong. "We hung out a lot," I said.
Mac glanced quickly at me and away. I remembered that he and Elena had dated a few years ago and it never took off, but Elena hadn't offered details and I hadn't asked. Should I have?
Jack sighed. "Sorry, Leila. I wanted to check on Elena before Kelly—my vet friend—gets here. But I completely understand if it's too disturbing for you."
I swallowed hard and shook my head. "The more people who get in on this, the better. Like I said, I have no idea why Elena would run off, especially down to the river."
He watched me for a long moment. "If you're sure."
"I'm sure." I didn't realize I was tugging at the sleeve of my windbreaker until his gaze flicked down toward it. I stopped fidgeting. "You're practically a doctor. Go for it."
He winced. "Listen. I could drive her away, closer to the entrance, if you want to have some breakfast."
I licked my dry lips. "No way. I'm in."
"You want to watch him examine her?" asked Laurent.
"Uh huh." I crossed my arms in front of me and wished I'd thrown on a warmer jacket.
Jack nodded slowly. "Okay. But if you think you're going to faint, let us know. Or at least lie down or sit with your head between your legs."
I snorted. I've never fainted in my life.
Of course, I've never had a friend die on me, either. And I've certainly never seen an autopsy except on TV. But I waved Jack on. "Forget about me."
"Okay." Jack turned back to Elena. "Like I was saying, I'm not a doctor. I don't even play one on TV. So I just want to take a quick look and get an idea what might've happened."
Laurent pointed at the bump on her head. "We know what happened." He glanced at me and muttered, "Sorry."
I ignored it and waited for Jack to answer.
"But what caused that head injury? Are there any other clues?" Jack said.
Mac nodded. "I thought she drowned."
"Could've been both," said Jack. "Let's keep looking." He pulled out a small cobalt camera. "If you don't mind..."
I shook my head. It'd be better if they forgot I was here, so I'd decided to shut up until they forgot I was Elena's friend and that they'd voted me most likely to have a breakdown.
Jack shot some pictures of the lump on Elena's head. He said, "I don't want to move her if I don't have to, so I'm just going to move down her body." He pulled the sleeping bag down to show her neck and shoulders. "We protected her C-spine because of her head injury—"
I flinched, remembering how I tried to do a head-tilt chin lift on her.
"—but I don't see any obvious neck fractures."
Phew.
He quickly uncovered her breasts. Elena always posed proudly with the girls in the locker room, and I have to say, she still had quite a rack, even after death. Laurent and Mac goggled for a second before Jack moved the pink bedroll south and kept talking
"She's got a few bruises and scratches, especially on her right side." He pointed at her right hand, cheek, and a few dull bruises on her right ribs. "I think she was trying to break her fall."
"Do you think she slipped on the riverbank?" asked Mac.
Jack made a face. "I'd have to ask a pathologist, but I'd be surprised if a young, healthy wer got hurt this bad slipping on a riverbank."
Not to mention why she'd gone on a river run in the first place. I mulled over that while Jack took a few more pictures, including some close-ups of her bruises and scratches. Her right eye had started to swell, too, now that he'd mentioned it.
When Jack checked under Elena's acrylic nails, Mac said, "What are you doing?"
Jack flushed slightly. "I remembered hearing about this. If she was being attacked and she fought back, you can find stuff under the fingernails."
We all fell silent, but we each took a quick peek under the red and white polka-dotted nails. She'd broken the right index nail and saw a bit of dirt under the rest, but no blood or flesh or whatever it was supposed to be. I felt better.
And then I caught a whiff of musk. My legs wobbled. My mouth dried up and my eyes shot straight to Jack, telegraphing two words: do me.
Jack's eyes widened. Message received and noted.
Mac stirred, glancing at us. His back straightened, but I was staring too hard at Jack to care.
Laurent's harsh voice cut the tension. "Hey, what's going on between you two? Didn't you get enough last night?"
Jack ripped his eyes away from mine.
I stalked away from the guys, breathing hard. What had gotten into me? Yes, I wanted Jack. Yes, he attracted me more than any other guy, human or wer, I'd ever met. But when we first hooked up six years ago, it hadn't been this intense. Or inappropriate.
After my head cleared, I walked back just in time to see Jack quickly separate Elena's legs and glance at her most vulnerable area. I'd shoved a hot pack in this region before, but somehow it felt even more wrong to see the lightning bolt shaved into her "landing strip" of pubic hair in broad daylight.
Jack shot a quick photo of her entire body before he covered her back up and we all started breathing again.
"Do you think someone raped her?" Mac said.
Jack said, "No. We haven't detected anyone else around here and I don't think she had time to be raped. We got here after five. It would have taken her at least 20 minutes to walk down to the river."
"Less to run," muttered Laurent.
"Even so. I found her at 5:38. I can't rule out sexual assault, but it seems unlikely." Jack made a face. "I don't carry around a rape kit."
Of course not. I felt ill at the thought.
"I don't think a vet would have one, either," said Jack.
We laughed uneasily.
It was bad enough that my friend was dead. What if it hadn't been an accident? My gut clenched. Even though that's what had been gnawing at the back of my mind, I hadn't let myself contemplate it.
"You think she might have been murdered?" asked Laurent. His tone was belligerent, like a student who asked the teacher a question but already knew the answer.
Jack delivered a flat brown stare to him. "I'll leave that to the experts."
"Whoever they are," said Mac.
I wiped my hand across my forehead. Jack was doing his best, and so would his vet friend. But was it enough?
Mac checked his watch. "I've got to make a call."
His human girlfriend kept him on a short leash. Laurent snorted. Mac gave him the finger. We all laughed a little.
I retreated near my tent to grab a granola bar out of my backpack and curse myself for not preventing Elena's death.
Jack sat beside me on a rock. He watched me tear open the package and chomp on the oatmeal apple bar. I could feel the humidity in the air and smell the rain building in the low-slung clouds, but in the meantime, my granola bar was dry as toast.
Jack said, "It's not your fault."
"I wasn't paying attention to her. I was—" I bit back the words "distracted by you." No need to add humiliation to guilt. "—setting up my tent. I didn't even notice she was gone. Someone else had to tell me. And then I flipped out. I couldn't even do the jaw thrust right. You had to do it, on top of everything else—"
"Leila." He stood and folded me in his arms.
For a second, he felt so right, I let myself lean against him and bury my nose between his shoulder and his neck. He smelled like wood smoke and coffee and wolf and man. Tears pricked my eyes. Elena was dead, and even in the middle of mourning her, I wanted Jack so badly. I let myself hug him back. I ran my hand up the back of his leather jacket, feeling the muscle and bone and sheer strength beneath.
He made a noise in his throat. I knew he was feeling it too. "Leila," he almost growled. And then he kissed me.
His lips were firm. I hesitated a second before I tilted my head back and returned the pressure. His lips softened and he ran his hands up my back. I could almost feel him saying, I missed you.
I closed my eyes. I'd missed him too. His smell. His taste. His tongue. The way he could raise goosebumps on my arms with a single look.
He placed his hands on either side of my face and inhaled deeply. I knew he was smelling me and I was glad. I wanted him to want me in the same deep and primal way I wanted him.
He kissed me until I was breathless with want. Then he dotted one last kiss on my lips and said, "Leila." That was all. But the word felt like another caress and also, faintly, a warning.
I kissed him again. It was like I'd been starving for him for the past six years. I'd been doing okay, ignoring my hunger, concentrating on my work and saving the world as best I could. But one car ride with Jack Meng and I was ready to press my naked body against his and run with him under the moonlight.
For a second, his lips responded. He inhaled deeply and wrapped me in his embrace and I felt like I could live their forever. Then he pulled back, more firmly this time.
My heart thudded. I do not take rejection well. I yanked my arms away from him and glared up at him. "What is it?"
"First of all, I'm about one second away from throwing you back in the tent and having my way with you."
My heart started beating again, in a better way. "You just try it."
"I might. But first, we should talk about what happened before."
My chin snapped up. "You mean how you were a scum-sucking motherfucker six years ago?"
He sighed. "If you want to call it that. I want to talk about that, too. But I meant what happened to Elena. I want to go down to the river before everyone wanders over and destroys the trail."
Guilt ripped through my stomach. Once again, I'd started lusting after Jack—and even bringing up ancient history—instead of focusing on my friend. What was wrong with me?
I rubbed my palm against my forehead. I felt grit rub against my skin and dust made my eyes tear, but I didn't care. I'd rather cry over dirt than over Jack. He was so intelligent and so practical, but now I remembered how that sometimes left me cold.
He was the smart one, which made me the dumb one. He thought with his head and I led with my heart. Theoretically, we were equal, but it didn't always feel that way.
Out of the corner of my eye, I felt Laurent and Mac's eyes on us, adding to my humiliation. I turned away.
Jack said, "I'd rather kiss you. But I want to find out why she died."
My head jerked up at the pain in his voice. Our eyes met and I noticed dark shadows under his eyes. I hadn't remembered him looking this beat up even after a bunch of night shifts, six years ago. After a minute, I realized it was the sorrow buried in his deep brown eyes. And I realized that although I felt guilty about Elena dying, because I hadn't noticed her running off, Jack truly blamed himself for not saving her. Detective work was the only way he could atone.
I wanted to find out how she died, too. I knew we shouldn't mess up the crime scene for the experts, but it couldn't hurt to take a look. "Do you know how to track?" I asked Jack.
"No. But you do," he said.
Finally, I smiled. "Follow me, city boy."
Mac ambled in front of us and blocked our way. "When's your vet getting here?"
Jack paused. "About lunch time. She's coming from Montreal. The district heads might make it here first, but I'm not sure. I just left messages on their voice mail."
"I think the St-Huberts live pretty close to here," I said. "That's what they told me before, anyway."
Mac nodded. "I've gone snowmobiling with them on the trails. They're only about half an hour drive away from here. I'd expect them anytime. I should text them."
"Cool." I jerked my head toward the river. "Jack and I are going to check the trail."
Laurent snorted. My cheeks flamed. I felt like yelling, "That was not a euphemism!"
Jack ignored it. "We want to take a quick look through the woods before the whole gang comes."
"I'll come with you," said Mac.
The last thing we needed was a mass exodus to Elena's drowning point. The trail would probably be messed-up enough by the resus and the truck. We'd never find anything. I opened my mouth, but Jack spoke first.
"No. Call Bernard and Sylvie. The fewer people on this, the better. Leila knows how to track and I've got a good camera. We'll report back to the group in a few minutes, before it starts to rain."
Mac made a face and eyed Jack up and down. I calculated that Mac had to be at least six feet tall, so at least three inches taller and twenty pounds broader than Jack.
Jack stood with his feet braced on the soil. The wind stirred his hair while he stared back at Mac without blinking.
After a long moment, Mac grunted and looked down. No words were exchanged, but I figured that Jack nearly saving Elena's life had made him the temporary alpha.
Mac looked at me and said, "Be careful. I'll expect you back within the hour."
Be careful? With Jack? I hid a laugh and shrugged. "That'll give us time for a preliminary scout."
"Don't touch anything," said Laurent.
I waved him off. Even I knew that from Dexter and the rest of the crime shows.
Anyway, my first destination was a lot closer: the minivan. It was surrounded by footprints, but I was looking for a woman's prints. Only Elena and me qualified.
I explained to Jack, "I don't know where she went after we pulled up. I went to set up my tent. See, this is me." I pointed to some boot prints in the mud, already drying out, on the passenger side of the van. "Women's prints tend to be smaller than men's, with a shorter stride, and we walk more pigeon-toed, which means the toes are pointed in. So even though I'm wearing boots like the rest of you, you can see the difference between you—" I pointed to Jack's prints, bigger and pointing straight ahead. "—and Mac. He's the biggest. See how the prints dig into the mud more?"
Jack nodded, drawing his brows together in concentration. I felt good about being the one teaching him.
I walked more slowly over to what had been the driver's side. "Elena's not hard to spot. She was the only one wearing flats instead of boots."
Jack pointed at the footprints. Elena had walked more on her toes than I did, probably because of her shoes.
"She usually changed into her boots first thing at the camp site, but I don't see that. I see her walking to the back of the van, but before she got to the back hatch, she spun to her right and started walking toward the river."
We followed the trail. At first, Elena had followed the path, but then she veered west, into the trees. The spaces between her prints widened and the toe prints became deeper than the heel.
"She's running now," I said. Fear rose in my chest. I stamped it down with anger. What was Elena running from, or to? What made her take off from the safety of the pack? How and why did she die?
Her prints were less obvious off the trail, but still clear in the mud and trampled grass. I pointed silently at twigs and even a few rocks that had been kicked out of the way. Elena hadn't been paying any attention to the ground. She'd been intent on reaching her goal. What goal?
Jack said, "We're getting closer to the river."
I nodded. The muddy water neared the lip of the riverbed during spring run off, so we could see it from a good fifty feet away. Although the current didn't look strong, it had been enough to kill Elena.
I was breathing faster now. Exertion, tamped-down panic, and—I glanced at Jack out of the corner of my eye—ever-present lust.
He did it for me. He always had. His black hair stuck straight up, spiky. He was starting to sweat, too. I had the sudden, crazy urge to start rolling with him in the grass and make some tracks of our own.
He caught me looking at him and frowned. His frown deepened as he spotted the look in my eye. "Leila—"
The breeze batted the collar of his windbreaker. I smoothed it with my hand without taking my eyes off his.
I traced the side of his neck and then his face, echoing the way he'd held my head as we kissed.
His lips pressed together. He looked angry, but his Adam's apple bobbed up and down and I knew desire outweighed his sense of duty.
I fit my body against his. He felt so warm. When other guys wore down coats, Jack could get away with a lined leather jacket. He radiated heat. I inhaled his scent again. Now that I'd found him again, I didn't know how I'd be able to let him go.
I rubbed my hips against his and felt how much he wanted me.
"Leila," he said, sterner this time. Jack's pupils were dilated and his nostrils flared, but he wove his fingers in my hair in order to lift my head away from his neck.
Great. I couldn't keep my hands off him, and he played little Mr. Prude. I jerked my entire body away from him and stood two feet away.
The wind had changed, now blowing from the east. His collar lay flat. No further excuse to touch him. Not that I cared.
I shook my head and bit the inside of my cheek. Ouch. There. Now I didn't need to touch him anymore.
Right.
To distract myself, I turned back to Elena's trail. It stopped at an ash tree overhanging the river. I paused. "This is bizarre."
"What?" Jack said from five feet behind me. He was trying to keep his distance now.
I could act professional, too. "It's not unusual for people to try to throw off a tracker around a tree. They'll keep up on the trail for another 5 to 10 paces, then walk backwards in their prints to take a 90 degree turn at a big tree. The tracker's supposed to think he lost the prints on the trail, but the tree helps to hid the real trail."
Jack stared at the mess of prints at the base of the tree. "You think that's what Elena was doing? You said you thought she wasn't paying attention to where she was going."
"I still don't. She did something even weirder. She was pacing all around this tree, especially here." I pointed at the tree side facing the river. "I think she was jumping up and down. Normally, if you're just walking and not paying attention, the print is deeper at the heel and the soil gets scuffed in the direction of movement. But here, I see a lot of prints where both her feet are facing forward and the prints are deeper at the toe. Plus there's bits of bark on the ground."
Jack pointed to the trunk, which looked a bit scuffed. I raised my eyes to the lowest tree branch. Most of it was covered in green lichen, but some areas were definitely worn off. Some of the higher, thinner tree branches were broken. I glanced around, but none of the other trees had sustained such obvious damage.
"You think she climbed up the tree?" I asked. "But you found her in the river."
Before he could answer, I smelled blood.
If the wind hadn't started blowing from the east, I would have smelled blood sooner. I picked my way through the rocks and mud, conscious of our many footprints. I didn't want to mess it up too much for other investigators, but it was probably too late for that and now curiosity had gotten the best of me.
I found it. A heavy smear of blood on a rock. I bent over it. This had to be Elena's blood.
I felt light-headed. I would not faint. Would not. I gritted my teeth and tried to summon up a memory that would keep me grounded.
The sniper can determine a wound's location from the quality of blood. I almost laughed when I recognized the source of that memory. An old army guy taught me how to track a few years ago. I wanted to get back to the land, but since I'd been raised as a Chinese princess and not a wilderness survivor, I didn't know how. I hired the old guy to take me out on "wilderness training." I thought he'd teach me about making a fire and how to find north. He did, but he really loved the blood and guts. He'd say stuff like, "A lung wound is pink and frothy. A head wound is wet and slimy. Guts leak bile, so the blood is lighter and it smells like acid."
At the time, I rolled my eyes and say, "Sounds real useful." But now I clung to that memory to try and figure out what happened to Elena.
I crouched to stare at that rock jutting out of the riverbank. The part that showed was only about the size of my two fists put together, although of course, like an iceberg, most of the rock would be submerged, and the jagged point at the end was the important part.
I stared at the smear of my friend's blood, only about two inches across. On closer inspection, I spotted a single blond hair.
My throat closed up.
"Stay with me," said Jack.
I took a deep breath. I could do this. I didn't even feel nauseous anymore.
"Good work," he said. "Do you mind if I talk?"
I shook my head. I just didn't want to talk myself.
"I found her just downstream from here," he said, watching me to make sure I could handle it.
I nodded. My hands clenched into fists.
"I marked the spot with my bandana in case I had trouble carrying her back."
I spotted a worm of red and black fabric material two feet from the rock. I focused on that instead of the bloody rock.
"How did you find her, anyway?" I asked.
He turned his head west. A muscle flexed in his cheek. He said, without meeting my eye, "I could smell her."
I stared at him. I was a top smeller in my pack, second only to Elena. Women traditionally have a better sense of smell. Why hadn't I picked her up first?
Then I remembered that Elena had been nearing heat.
Here I'd been thrusting myself at Jack all morning, and he hadn't been attracted back enough to do anything about it this morning beyond the usual male reaction, which was probably as personal as a pogo stick.
Meanwhile last night, he could track Elena down to the river. Water cuts the scent, so he must've really been gunning for her.
I closed my eyes. Did he have sex with me last night because he'd smelled Elena?
"Don't go there," I muttered to myself.
Eventually, I tuned into Jack's voice. "And I could hear her. Or at least, I thought I heard something. Like a tree branch break." He frowned and glanced at the ash tree again.
I shivered. Was it possible Jack had heard Elena fall out of the tree? If so, she must have barely tumbled into the water before he found her. Why didn't she make it?
"I was going to the river anyway," he said, almost to himself. "I figured that was the most dangerous place she could be, and we could work our way back from there."
Great. Very logical. I could try to forget about him and the other guys sniffing after Elena.
I unclenched my jaw. Don't take it personally. Don't take it personally, I chanted to myself. Elena used to coach me on that, actually. She said it was from "Toltec Wisdom," whatever that means. I think she got it off Oprah.
But she had a point. As wolves, we were ruled by biology. In human form, most of us are fertile every month and we get periods like everyone else, except we're more prone to irregular cycles and other problems. That would be me.
We're supposed to be most fertile in wolf form, but that only happens once a year. For me, it was back in February. And when that happens, the male wolves—all of them—think you are the hottest thing on four legs. It doesn't matter if you're fat or thin or bandy-legged or cross-eyed. To every male, you are desire incarnate.
I don't think Elena was in full-blown heat, or the guys would have gone collectively nuts. She was probably a month away, but still shooting up on the lust scale.
I pinched the bridge of my nose and pretended to study tracks so I didn't have to look at Jack. You'd think I'd be immune to him after six years of radio silence. Particularly when I already knew he sucked scum.
"You okay?" he said.
I nodded without looking at him. Even his voice did it for me, a mellow tenor that used to make me curl up in bed with the phone pressed against my ear. Back in the day, I once teased him that he could be a phone sex operator. He said, "I'm not a girl." I told him I was sure a gay sex line would hire him, especially since he was bilingual—actually, trilingual, with English, French, and Cantonese. He tackled me and showed me how he could operate my sex anytime.
Why was I thinking about the nasty again? Not like me. At all.
I cleared my throat and pointed at the river. "I don't want to go too close in case we mess up your tracks. I can see where you went down." And, although I didn't mention it, we both eyed the obvious impression where Elena's body had lain, surrounded by numerous footprints.
Next, we walked to the van's tire tracks, where I'd pulled up and we'd loaded Elena in the back, but we already knew that part of the story.
"That didn't help that much, did it," I said about the tracking. I started walking back to the camp, crossing away from the previous prints so we wouldn't mess up the track more than we already had.
Jack didn't speak for a moment. I noticed that his pace matched mine. It was something we'd always done effortlessly in synch. Like Leonard Cohen wrote, our steps would always rhyme.
Then Jack said, "I found it helpful. She left the camp on her own. No one kidnapped her. She was running, so it seemed like something urgent."
"But the whole tree thing was so bizarre. Why would she climb up a tree? And remember the bone I pulled out of her mouth? How'd that get in there? She liked beef jerky, especially just before she 'shifted, but it'd have to be a really bad batch to have a bone stuck in it." Anyway, I couldn't imagine Elena sprinting toward the river, still noshing on beef jerky. "She didn't get it out of the cooler in the back because she never got to the back hatch. So she found chicken somewhere around here."
"Good point." But I could tell Jack was distracted. He glanced back over his shoulder and headed back toward the ash tree. "When we get the all-clear, I'd like to check this out more."
"You mean like fingerprint it?" I was curious, too, so I matched his pace back to the tree.
"I'm not sure. I'm no police expert, but I know a few guys in the force. I could ask them." He paused. "If the St-Huberts don't mind."
Once the district heads got here, they'd run the show. I glanced toward the entrance, but I hadn't heard or spotted them yet.
Jack stopped a few feet from the tree, frowning at the bark.
I took a deep breath of fresh air. I couldn't get enough of this after the exhaust fumes of Montreal.
Wait a minute.
I sniffed again, more attentively. Even in human form, after a full moon, when my nose was less acute, I could still detect mud and pine trees and—what was that?
I smelled meat.
I sniffed once more, but the fickle breeze had shifted again. Still, I knew I hadn't been hallucinating.
I began circling the trunk of the tree.
I felt Jack's eyes on me, but he didn't demand what I was doing. That was one thing I always liked about him. Instead of asking questions just to hear the sound of his own voice, he paid attention.
I sniffed once more and caught a good whiff.
Chicken.
Chicken tinged with something else. Maybe a seasoning.
I'd heard of wild turkeys breeding in the area, but not wild chickens.
And definitely not seasoned chicken.
It meant a human had been around this tree.
The obvious candidate was the man selling the land to us, Mr. Tabassian. He could've checked out the grounds before signing the last of the paperwork. But I doubted he was the one strolling by the ash tree. He had the kind of gut he had to adjust when he sat down. I knew he hired a guy to take care of the mowing and snow removal instead of doing it himself. A real hands-off kind of man.
"Do you smell that? It's chicken," I said to Jack.
He burst out laughing, but stopped at the look on my face. He frowned and smelled the air. His brow pleated even more.
He bent to sniff the tree base and worked his way up the branches. "It's strongest here." He pointed to a branch that dangled about a foot out of his reach.
I wanted to climb up the branch and get a good whiff, but I knew I shouldn't. I closed my eyes and inhaled. "You're right." I'd call that point maximal. I noticed the end of the branch had broken off, exposing fresh, pale wood.
"Why would someone hang a chicken from a tree?" Jack squinted into the sun as if he was trying to visualize it.
"Well, that's what you're supposed to do in bear country. But I doubt there are any bears here. It's mostly farms and a few houses. Not bear habitat."
"So one of the campers might have left it," said Jack.
"Mr. Tabassian hasn't rented out to campers in the past 18 months. He let his insurance lapse because he wasn't making enough money on it. That's when he put it up for sale."
Jack closed his eyes and smelled as hard as he could. He was concentrating, but it reminded me of a sommelier smelling a fine vintage. Or a man in the throes of a different kind of ecstasy.
When he opened his eyes, the irises had darkened slightly, the way they did in bed.
I swallowed. All morning, we'd done the push-pull sex tease thing, but I felt like I'd been the instigator.
This time, though, Jack walked up to me and kissed me with such thorough hunger, my knees buckled.
In answer, he kissed me harder. He tasted my mouth, exploring my tongue and teeth.
My heart pounded in my chest. I kissed him back. I wasn't capable of hiding my emotions. I still wanted him, even though I'd forced myself to forget about him. In fact, my desire was even more acute after six years of deprivation. I moaned deep in my throat.
He muttered what sounded almost like a curse before he tangled his hands in my hair and sank his fingers into the curves of my ass.
I jumped. This was very aggressive for the buttoned-up Jack I used to know.
As if reading my mind, he thrust his hips against mine, rubbing against me, making me dizzy even before he shoved his fingers under my bra and pinched my nipple.
I cried out. Usually, I liked tenderness, but I just felt so crazy, I wanted it like this.
He ripped open my bra. I hardly knew what he was doing except within seconds, I felt a cool breeze on my skin, closely followed by his hot, smooth mouth and tongue with just a nip of teeth.
I shoved my hand down his pants and grabbed him, long and hard and already slick with anticipation. I squeezed him.
He swore. We both tore open his pants so I could tease him with my mouth, too. He was so urgent, I had barely tasted the salt on the head of his cock before he shoved it as deep as it could go.
I didn't choke, but only because I automatically pulled back. That brought me to myself for a second. This was madness. We were investigating the spot where Elena had died. With the tiny remaining part of my brain, I gasped, "No," pulled myself off of him, and started to run back to the camp.
I hadn't gotten ten feet before he tackled me from behind. I'd been half-expecting that. I tumbled to the ground, cushioned by Jack's arms and muscular body, but still getting well-rolled in the mud and dead leaves and the barest shoots of green grass. We rolled around, laughing, before he kissed me and unbuckled my jeans. Then he looked into my eyes and paused. For the first time, a hint of uncertainty crossed his oak-colored irises. "Leila—"
Oh, no, you're not. No more games. I rolled over so I was on top. I yanked his own jeans—no boxers—down to his knees and straddled his hips, bare flesh against bare flesh.
He grimaced, almost a silent scream, before he flipped me over and entered me slowly, so slowly, making sure I was ready.
He felt so right. God damn it, I was ready. I wrapped my legs behind his hips, urging him onward. I urged so hard, my hips lifted off the ground. Sweat gleamed on his face, his nostrils flared, he smelled like all man, and the tendons stood out in his neck and arms, but he still wanted to go slow.
"Leila," he breathed. "This isn't—"
"You're fucking right this isn't! Fuck me, you fuck fuck fucker!" I tried to slide down on him.
Instead, his eyes narrowed. He looked almost like he loathed me, but instead he shoved his cock into me so hard I screamed. "Like that?"
"Yes, like—" I arched to put more pressure on my clit. And then I couldn't speak any more, it was so fantastic, my vision blurred. I saw red and blue and green and yellow and he smelled like heaven and he rode me like an animal while he played me like an orchestra. He teased my breasts with his mouth. He kissed my stomach, my armpits, my neck, my mouth, my hair. He hit my pleasure points with his cock, over and over, and augmented them with his thumb.
I exploded. I shuddered. I screamed.
I think he was having a good time, too, but I was having too much of an out-of-body experience to care. But by the time he collapsed on top of me, my throat was raw from screaming and the rest of me was pretty tender, too. I became aware of twigs trying to pierce my skin and the wet earth chilling me.
We were both still breathing fast. In fact, our breath was coordinated. I smiled at that. We still matched.
"Leila," he said.
I tensed. Here came the recriminations. I didn't want him to admonish me, or to point out we were mindless boobs who had probably destroyed key evidence, not to mention done it without a condom. I wanted to bask for one more second. "Jack—"
"That was phenomenal."
My mouth stretched into a smile. I relaxed into the cold ground for another few minutes. At least Jack's body was still heating me up on top. "The best I've ever had," I agreed.
"Hey, what about me six years ago?" He narrowed his eyes in mock anger.
"You've gotten better." I refused to think who he must've practiced on. Now was not the time to dwell.
"I think it's you," he said. I snorted, but he kissed me until my cynicism melted. He said, "No, seriously."
"Let's say we're both sex bombs and leave it at that." He was so beautiful. I loved the tenderness in his eyes and the way he threw back his head and laughed at my joke.
"Sex bombs?" he repeated, still laughing.
"Right. You know. Like the Tom Jones song." I smoothed out his hair. It stuck up in the back. My fingers found a twig, which I removed. I did not want to stop touching him. He must have felt the same way, because he was still inside me.
"Am I too heavy?" he asked.
"Never." I heard the fervency in my own voice and flinched. "Well, not unless you gain another 30 pounds."
He snorted, but I did have to shift my legs, and he ran his hand down my arm. "You have goosebumps."
I shrugged, but he rolled so I was on top and he took the ground. He managed to stay inside me. "Damn, this is cold," he said.
"Yes," I agreed. I was starting to shiver from the cool air. Jack was a furnace on my front side, but I was always kind of thin-blooded for a wer. The fact that we were about ten minutes away from a spring shower didn't help. The humid air carried a chill, almost an angry pinch.
"We have to get back." He paused.
"I know," I said.
Neither of us stirred.
"I didn't mean to...take advantage of you. I mean, I wanted to, but this was..." He paused again. The corners of his mouth jerked up in the smile I loved. Used to love. Loved again. Whatever.
"Phenomenal?" I said innocently.
"Precisely. You have a way with words."
"I remember them well. Especially when they're complimentary."
Jack kissed my cheek. "I never said one bad word about you."
I couldn't muster up the energy to dredge up bygones. Not after the best sex of my life. "Keep it that way."
"You're smart. You're obviously"—his breath changed—"so sexy, you should be illegal." He ran his hand over my backside and my breathing altered too. He said, "You keep your head in a crisis. I admire that."
Crisis. Elena. Dead. The afterglow drained away and we stared into each other's eyes. What had we just done?
Jack cocked his ear. He had the best hearing of any wer I knew. He said, "Someone's coming."
Jack and I barely made it back to the campground, clothes on and hair smoothed-down, in time to see a black Honda CRV pull into the lot.
I relaxed minutely. "It's Bernard and Sylvie," I whispered to Jack. The district heads had beaten the veterinarian.
Bernard held the door open for Sylvie. Even from a distance, I detected his nostrils flaring. He could smell all the new wers in his territory. He nodded at me, but his lips stayed parted in a half-smile/snarl. He didn't trust anyone. Maybe that was a good thing in a leader.
Bernard was wiry, about 50 years old, with salt and pepper hair, but obviously still sharp and strong enough to lead the district. Sylvie, the female district head and also his common-law wife, held on to his arm as they walked toward us. Even though we'd called them before 7 a.m., she was beautifully turned out, from her cap of chestnut hair to her black low-heeled boots. I imagined that even as a wolf, she'd be the first to rip the burrs out of her tail and lick the hairs back into place. Elena and I liked to dress up or down for fun, but Sylvie was a woman for whom appearance was a serious consideration.
Laurent, Mac, Jack, and I stood in a line beside the main building while we waited for them to approach. When they neared striking distance, we lifted our chins, exposing our necks.
They surveyed us for a long, silent moment. I could feel my blood throbbing in my throat.
Bernard spoke first. His voice rang into the trees. "Why did you call us?"
For obvious reasons, we hadn't revealed much over the phone except that it was urgent. Since I headed the campaign to buy this campground, I stepped forward, but I kept both my voice and my face lowered as I spoke. "One of our members died last night."
"I see," said Bernard, while I studied his shoes. Good quality brown leather hiking boots, broken in, well-polished. He and his wife both cared about appearances. Bernard said, "Explain what happened."
First, I introduced Jack, Mac, and Laurent. They continued to expose their necks until Bernard gave them a curt nod to relax.
Although Jack kept perfect form in following the ritual, his dark eyes didn't blink. He had not fully accepted Bernard as his leader.
Bernard waited for me to continue. I said, "Elena drove us here. That's her van." I pointed at the Honda Odyssey. "As far as we can tell, she ran off the campground almost immediately and headed toward the river." I paused, unsure if I should add the chicken smell and the broken tree branches. No, better leave that until later. "Mac and Laurent noticed she was missing and told me and Jack about it. We searched for her. Jack found her in the river. He's a paramedic, so he started CPR. Laurent and I got the van to bring him more equipment. We almost saved her. I mean, her pulse came back, but the moon—" My voice broke. My hands flexed into fists. I forced them to relax and took a deep breath so I could continue. "The moon rose. We all 'shifted. She died."
Bernard nodded, averting his eyes from my emotion. Sylvie stepped forward to pat my hand. Her skin was cool. "What are you not telling us?"
I glanced at Jack. He said, "This morning, Leila and I searched the area where we'd found Elena. I wanted to know if there were any clues."
Bernard exhaled, but I heard the growl underneath. The hair rose on my arms and neck. He said, "Why didn't you wait for us? We arrived within 90 minutes."
Beside me, Jack's stance remained fixed with his legs apart and planted on the ground. He said, "Leila's a good tracker. I thought it might rain and wash away the evidence. We tried to call, but we couldn't reach you."
Bernard stepped close enough to smell Jack. Bernard's snarl to smile ratio now reached 70/30. He was also taller than Jack and accustomed to being obeyed.
"We apologize," I said.
Jack's lips tightened. I held my breath, but Jack retained enough sense-to-testosterone ratio not to object.
Bernard snorted. "I'd rather hear it from this one." It was a mild form of disrespect not to name Jack.
I eyed my lover again. He locked eyes with Bernard.
If they were going to fight, it would be now. With their bare hands.
After a long moment, Jack's shoulders relaxed even as his quadriceps muscles tensed. "We apologize for searching the area before you came."
It was a specific apology, less submissive than my own. Bernard knew it. His brows drew together, but his tone was mild. "I accept your lack of judgment. You were probably concerned about your friend. However, you must know how seriously we take a death. We do our own investigations and we can't afford to compromise any evidence."
Jack and I nodded. I fought the urge to chew the inside of my cheek. Wers are very attuned to body language and I was probably already telegraphing too much with my face and hands. If the rest of them figured out we'd had sex at the scene, we were toast. Burnt toast.
Sylvie watched me with a particularly haughty expression. She raised her nose and sniffed the air once. Twice.
Oh, no. She could smell the fluids on us. Women tend to have a better sense of smell than men, both in human and wolf form.
I turned scarlet. My lungs squeezed into apple-sized chunks of flesh. My heart paused.
"I believe the scene has already been compromised," said Sylvie.
Bernard waited for her to explain, but she shook her head, still watching me. I didn't dare look at Jack, but his stance didn't alter. Either he didn't catch this new threat, or he didn't feel threatened. Sweat broke out on my forehead and prickled my armpits. My heart started up again, but faster than a jackrabbit's. I'd been so proud of myself, negotiating a piece of land for my pack. Now Elena was dead and Jack and I were whores who'd ruined the investigation before it even began.
Thunder rumbled in the distance, low and threatening.
A drop of rain hit my cheek. Then my hair.
Rain.
Washing away the evidence. Evidence of what happened to Elena, but also of Jack and my foolishness.
I wanted to cry and laugh at the same time.
Bernard said, "I must make some phone calls." He squinted at the sky, assessing the upcoming downpour, before he marched toward the main building with his cell phone in his hand.
Sylvie stayed by my side. "May I see you for a moment?"
"Of course," I murmured. She was the district head. Old term: alpha female. Either way, she outranked me and it was my duty to obey.
Sylvie pitched her voice low, almost seductive, in the close confines of the CRV. "Tell me everything that happened. Don't leave out a single detail unless I stop you."
I glanced out the passenger window of their vehicle. My breath was already fogging up the window. My legs sank into the black leather car cushions. I could smell the new car scent overlaid with Sylvie's floral perfume and natural musk. I felt trapped. And, although I wouldn't admit it aloud, I wished Jack could stay by my side.
Sylvie's classic red nails tapped on the driving wheel. "Let me make it easier for you. This is why I ask. Bernard is very good at evidence. He pieces together information. He is logical. He uses reason."
I breathed a little more normally. Jack was like that. I found it either comforting or aggravating, depending on the circumstances.
"I use more intuition, Gestalt, and a certain amount of human psychology to put the picture together. That is why Bernard and I are such a good team. Now. He is calling his policemen friends and getting advice. And I am putting the story together. For that, I need you. I know you are hiding something, whether it's consciously or subconsciously. That is not helping your friend. So tell me everything." She straightened her already impeccable posture and reached for the door handle. "We will start from the beginning, when you drove here from Montreal. You can show me where everything happened. Where did Elena pull up the van?"
I licked my lips. "I know Bernard was worried about too many people on the trail, especially—"
She waved her hand. "I insist."
I opened my car door, leaving smudges on the polished metal handle. I had to obey her. My only move was to delay her. "Well, okay. From the beginning. We pulled up next to the old camp building, where they used to sign in the guests."
"Show me."
There was only one road into the campground, but it fit into my plan. I pointed at the road and the camp building. I could still see our van's tracks in the mud, so I pointed them out. She looked at the tire tracks and flattened grass, since Elena hadn't quite managed to stay on the gravel road, and said, "Hmm."
"We got here not long before moonrise. About 5 p.m. We were setting up our tents when Mac and Laurent noticed that Elena had...disappeared."
"They saw her go?"
"No. But she wasn't setting up her tent with the rest of us, and Laurent smelled her heading away from the camp. He was worried because she was moving toward the river and she couldn't swim."
Sylvie's gaze shifted to her husband, who was still talking on his cell phone. He'd moved closer to the camp building, presumably looking for better reception. "Laurent knew her well?"
I was surprised. I thought she'd go right for the money, how we'd found Elena, but she meant it when she said she wanted all the details. "No. Or, I don't know what you mean by 'well.' We were all friends because we were part of the Côte-des-Neiges pack and we hung out once a month. But Laurent didn't socialize much. He's a lawyer. He's always working. In fact, he's helping me close this land deal. Elena was a businesswoman and she—" I paused to try and phrase this. "She liked to have fun. She wouldn't hang out in Laurent's office or anything."
"What about Mac?"
"She and Mac went out for a while, but that was over a year ago. He's sweet, and she was trying to date werewolves, but it didn't work out."
"He's her ex?" Sylvie swung to check out Bernard again as she spoke. Her husband had closed his cell and was walking toward us.
"Yes, but no hard feelings. They're friends now." Mac was one of the good guys.
Sylvie gave me a cool look. "We're not finished. I will talk to you again later."
"I'm sure." I lowered my head to hide my relief. Saved by the rain and by Bernard. Now I could concentrate on trying to figure out what happened to Elena. Well, once Sylvie and Bernard were finished with us.
Bernard eyed each of us in turn. We stood in a loose semi-circle while the rain dripped off our windbreakers. We could've all squeezed into Jack's tent, but I got the feeling Bernard wanted us to stay off-kilter.
Bernard stared a little longer at Jack, who stood on my right. "Sylvie and I have made a plan."
"Please sit down," Sylvie added. "This is a difficult time for you."
That made me even more wary. It must be bad news. Still, we slid onto a picnic table that was so old, its grey wood bench sagged under our weight. The four of us chose to sit together, across from the district heads. Jack stayed on my right. Although we weren't touching, I could feel the warmth radiating from his body. I felt more confident with him at my side.
Bernard cleared his throat. "I have spoken with my connections. They will investigate the area today. No one is to go there in the meantime. Obviously, we can't set up yellow police tape, but it is just common sense. Let the professionals do their job." I didn't even realize I had gulped until his eyes darted to my throat. He was very perceptive. "Now for the more difficult part. When humans die under strange circumstances, their pathologists can do an autopsy to try and determine the cause of death. We do know of a pathologist who is sympathetic, but he is now in Calgary. In any case, many of our members are wary of allowing any tissue samples in case they are sent for DNA testing."
I resisted the urge to crack my knuckles. It was hard for me to sit still when I was pretty sure I didn't like where he was going.
"For that reason, we have asked a...colleague to take a look at Elena. She is not a pathologist. She is a veterinarian. She will not do a formal autopsy. However, she can learn what she can and then she will report back to us."
As a wer, I'm used to strange stuff. I wasn't surprised about the no-tissue-samples thing. It's a huge debate in our community. Some people want to try and figure out what makes us what we are, biologically, and the rest of us are terrified government wackos will hunt us down and put us in concentration camps if they get the slightest genomic hint of our existence. In case you're wondering, I'm in the second camp. Keep your hands off my body. I'll raise money to fund a private wer lab with heavily guarded information, but I wouldn't trust it to any regular human pathologist.
Still, I needed more details. "Who's the vet?"
"Dr. Valentina Flores."
I'd never heard of her. Not too surprising, since we were out of my regular territory. But I kept talking, ignoring the rain dripping into my eyes. "Jack called a vet—"
Sylvie answered. "No. We are keeping this in the district. Dr. Flores is our vet. She lives about 15 minutes away."
"Is she one of us?" asked Laurent.
Bernard nodded once.
I relaxed.
Jack didn't. "Is she trustworthy?"
Bernard snorted. "We wouldn't have called her if she wasn't."
Jack shook his head. "Where will she perform the P.M.? Here or in her clinic?"
Bernard and Sylvie exchanged a look. "We haven't arranged all the details."
"I'm sure she'd want all her equipment, but I think it's dangerous to transport Elena's body to her clinic. What if Dr. Flores were stopped on the way? The police certainly wouldn't understand what she was doing."
A muscle clenched in Bernard's jaw. "Point taken."
"So she'd have to bring whatever equipment she could. She might want to take photos. And what about lab tests? We might want to do a toxicology screen to make sure Elena hadn't ingested something. Would you feel safe if she took blood or urine samples, as long as she cleaned the equipment afterward? It would probably be safe to transport just the samples, if not the body. Dr. Flores might need ice—"
Bernard began to look pained. "Perhaps you would like to speak with her."
"I'd love to."
Mac gave me a look. I shrugged. That was my man. Always thinking, right down to the details.
And then I caught myself. Jack wasn't my man, my wolf, or my anything. It was too easy to get caught in that loverboy trap. We were exes. We'd gotten stupid on the trail, maybe thrown by Elena's death. But we weren't going to take it any further.
Still, I found myself watching Jack walk away. I adored the proud way he held his head and straightened his shoulders against the raindrops. I admired his trim waist, recalling the satiny skin over his taut abs. Not to mention his god-like ass.
Oops. If he wasn't my anything, I really shouldn't drool over his ass.
But when Jack glanced my way, I found myself blushing so hard, I turned into the wind to cool myself down.
Mac shook his head. Laurent snorted. And worst of all, Sylvie's cool eyes rested on me.
Dr. Flores showed up within half an hour, during a brief lull in the rain.
I liked her immediately. First of all, she wasn't much taller than me, which is pretty rare when you only stand five foot two. Secondly, her tanned face showed more laugh lines than frown lines. Thirdly, I liked her accent, the streaks of white in her long, wavy black hair, and even the fact that she wore pearls with her jeans. Not the most practical mode of dress today, but cool. She'd make a distinguished wolf.
Right after we introduced ourselves, Jack said, "I'd like to help. I'm a paramedic and I did two and a half years of medical school."
I filed that away for future reference. He never talked about med school.
Dr. Flores surveyed him from behind her wire glasses. "Fair enough. I'll need a private area to work."
"I was thinking about that. We don't have a key to the main building yet."
Dr. Flores said, "Yes. We have to consider the need for privacy, if a stranger comes to investigate, versus the very real possibility that someone might investigate a building later and find evidence of our work."
My knees wobbled. Evidence. She meant Elena's blood and other body parts.
Dr. Flores's sharp brown eyes turned to me. "You. Leila Fan. You were friends with this girl?"
I nodded.
"You had better stay far away. Stand guard at the main road, perhaps. We don't want anybody fainting on us. Do you understand?"
I nodded. She certainly wasn't touchy-feely, but I understood.
So I didn't hang around for the grisly autopsy stuff. I patrolled near the road, along with Laurent and Mac. When I heard a saw buzzing, I hummed K'naan's "Wavin' Flag" and tried to think about soccer instead of saws. Then I gave up and said a quick, wordless prayer that if there was an afterlife, Elena might get to see her parents, who'd both died years earlier. Even though she'd joked about being little orphan Elena, I knew she'd valued friends even more because she had very little family left.
When the saw finally paused, a few birds chirped. I walked back toward the main dirt road and ran into Mac leaning against a tree. When he spotted me, he yanked himself upright and shoved his hands into his pockets.
"Are you all right?" I asked.
He shrugged. He looked pale. Redheads often do, but I thought he'd reached one shade away from puking.
I realized I'd asked a stupid question. None of us were all right. Our friend had died.
Mac said, "I'll manage. But you watch out, Leila."
I frowned at him. It was the second time he'd warned me about Jack, but I had no idea why.
"It's obvious that you and that guy have it going on. But you don't know him. He's a stranger."
"I know him from six years ago."
"Yeah. Elena told me."
I did a double take.
He smiled slightly. "Yesterday, before we picked you guys up on the ride over. She told me and Laurent that you and Jack had a history, but not to worry about it."
"There. You see?" It ticked me off that Elena had warned Mac and Laurent but not me. No, I had to find Jack lurking behind me and leading me into temptation on the ride over.
But then I smiled and shook my head. The girl liked to tease. I'd miss her.
Mac said, "All I see is you losing control. I can't stop you, but I'm just pointing it out. As a friend." He nodded at me and walked back out on the trail, toward the main road, still patrolling.
Leaving me with my thoughts. Okay, everyone here knew I burned for Jack. And maybe they'd even figured out that he'd played me six years ago. Which made me a chump a million times over, both as a wolf and as a human.
I couldn't keep playing the "my friend died and I lost my head" card. I had to develop self-control around the guy.
Had to.
Uneasiness rippled along my spine. I trusted Jack instinctively. He'd been right beside me, setting up his tent when Elena took off. The only time he'd been out of my sight was when he pulled Elena out of the river.
He'd almost saved her life.
Hadn't he?
Mac was just paranoid. I couldn't let him affect me. But I found myself patrolling deeper in the forest, crunching through the brush, trying to ignore my spiraling doubts.
I spotted a shadowy figure creeping toward the river. Skinny, dressed in a black wind, still heavily bearded. Laurent.
I didn't feel like talking to anyone after Mac, so I retreated back toward the main road. I couldn't help wondering what Laurent was doing, though. The district heads had expressly forbidden us to go back to the site and the police were due any minute.
Dr. Flores surveyed us around the campfire, where we'd all congregated under the leaders' instructions. Even in the flickering light, I could see the whites surrounding her nearly black irises, which usually made people look startled, but somehow just made her more intimidating. She held my gaze for a long, unblinking moment before she moved on to Laurent. The faint but detectable odor of blood hovered around her.
The St-Huberts flanked her left. Jack stood on her right. The fire cast light and shadow over his face, masking his expression. He stood with his arms behind his back and his feet separated, reminding me of a soldier at ease. He smelled a little like blood, too, but also like himself and soap and deodorant and his hair was wet-combed, so he'd tried to clean himself up.
With a sponge bath?
I imagined Jack stripped to the waist, running a wet cloth over his smooth pecs. A drop of water fell on his jeans, so he unbuttoned them...
No, no, no, no, no. No more Jack. I'd declared myself a Jack-free zone. Zero tolerance for Jack.
Fortunately, Dr. Flores began to speak. "I will issue a formal report on Monday, after further tests in my laboratory, but Bernard and Sylvie suggested I share my preliminary results with you today."
I licked my lips and tasted my fake cola lip gloss. I could also smell Laurent's nervous sweat.
Dr. Flores frowned. "Again, I must stress that I am not a forensic pathologist or even formally trained in human anatomy. However, as you all know, Elena suffered a head wound." She pointed to the top of her right forehead, at the hairline. "It bled a lot, as a lot of scalp wounds do, but I didn't find any extra bleeding under her skull." She paused. I tried not to imagine how she must have looked for the bleeding under the skull.
"The biggest question is if Elena died from this head wound or from drowning. The short answer is, I can't tell you at this point."
I exhaled and Jack looked at me. I raised an eyebrow at him: bullshit or truth?
Jack's mouth quirked and he nodded almost imperceptibly. It was true. She wasn't holding out on us peons.
"But isn't there some way you can tell something? You spent hours on her," said Mac.
Dr. Flores sighed. "Are you asking me for my opinion, or for fact?"
"Both," said Mac. I nodded. You go, boy. He'd always struck me as the strong, silent type, but he went on, "I did a quick search on Wikipedia. I didn't understand all the stuff about wet drowning and dry drowning, but they basically said you can tell if the person drowned."
Dr. Flores said, "Yes. Naturally, if we had unlimited resources—multidetector computerized technology, for example—I could scan her body and tell you if the fluid in her airways, sinuses, lungs, and stomach looked like she had drowned. I wouldn't have to make a single incision."
"And in the real world?" asked Laurent, with a hint of sarcasm. Both he and Mac were testing the limits of politeness with her.
Dr. Flores managed to stare him down even though she was more than half a foot shorter than him. "I took photos and samples of everything. We will run the tests we can and destroy the samples afterward. I will do my best."
"Dr. Flores. If I may," said Jack.
She nodded stiffly.
He looked at Mac. "I know this is hard. You knew Elena a lot better than I did. And believe me, I don't understand all the science even though we did some searching ourselves this afternoon." He turned to Laurent. "But this is what we know. Most people panic when they hit the water. They hold their breath, which makes them flail around and use up their oxygen reserves. Then they panic more. After a while, your body won't let you hold your breath anymore and you must breathe. Then you suck in water and your throat closes and you choke. That's how you drown. So if Dr. Flores finds water in her lung tissue, Elena was conscious when she drowned."
I twitched involuntarily.
Jack nodded in sympathy at me. "The problem is, some people close up their throats so well when they drown their lungs are dry anyway. It's called 'dry drowning.'"
Laurent said, "If I understand you correctly, you are saying that if her lungs are wet, we will know that she drowned. But if her lungs are dry, we are still at an impasse."
"That is a close enough approximation," allowed Dr. Flores.
Mac asked, "So how accurate is your testing? How can you tell if her lungs are wet?"
"I could weigh them. But since we haven't decided what I'll be able to transport, I might just have to take samples to examine under the microscope."
Bernard interjected, "Sylvie and I think it's too dangerous for you to transport anything intact. We would not be able to explain human body parts to the police. Although we have some sympathizers, our network does not extend that far."
Dr. Flores inclined her head in acknowledgement.
I dropped my eyes to the fire. It popped on some wet wood and I tried to sort out my feelings. This sure wasn't as satisfying as watching CSI because we were just guessing. And my real, flesh and blood friend was still dead.
I tasted blood and realized I had bitten through the inside on my cheek.
Dr. Flores took over again. "The most likely scenario is that she hit her head and drowned. I can't speculate how or why she hit her head. Drugs or alcohol could have played a role."
I cleared my throat. I wanted to say, "No fucking way," but I tried to match their more formal tone. "That seems doubtful."
Dr. Flores's eyeballs pierced me. "Have you done a toxicology screen on her already?"
"No. But she wouldn't drive impaired. And I can tell you she almost never took anything—"
"Almost?" Dr. Flores's mouth hooked upward.
I decided to be honest. "Well, a few drinks if we were going out on the weekend. And ecstasy once in a while. Like, maybe three times a year. But otherwise she was totally clean." I didn't mention that Elena wouldn't smoke pot because she was afraid the munchies made her fat. Let her have some dignity.
Dr. Flores shook her head. "I will go to my clinic and begin running tests. Mr. Meng, would you care to join me?"
She wanted Jack to join her. The blood seemed to freeze in my veins. My upper lip lifted in a snarl.
Jack said, "Thank you for the offer, Dr. Flores. I've learned a lot from you today. However, I think I'll stay here, if that's all right."
"Certainly," said Bernard. "We've hired a private investigator who'll want to speak to all of you tomorrow morning."
Investigator. Tomorrow morning. Even so, the tension eased out of my body. Jack was staying. For now.
Wers aren't squeamish and most of us aren't too religious, but we have our rituals. One of them is that we bury our dead as soon as possible. Maybe that's just common sense from when our ancestors lived in the forest, but it felt right.
Soon we could lay Elena to rest. As soon as the investigator arrived and gave us the green light.
We took turns working on the hole we'd started as wolves. Bernard and Sylvie had fetched some shovels and flashlights. The nearly-full moon lit our way as well. Bernard apologized for not bringing his tractor, but said we needed to be as quiet as possible.
My shovel bit the dirt hard enough to jar my shoulders. I heaved the dirt out of the grave, thinking about Elena.
We dropped into an easy friendship almost from the first day we met at McGill University. We hung out. If there was a movie I wanted to see, or I felt like going for a run, I might call Elena. But it wasn't deep. We probably wouldn't have kept in touched if we weren't both wer girls in the same neighborhood.
You know how with some friends, you can talk about whatever's on your mind and not censor yourself? If I brought up the war in Iraq or greenhouse gas emissions with Elena, you know, just as fun party talk, she'd let me run on and then she'd change the subject. Same thing if I complained about my family or current boyfriend. So I just never went deeper with her. She didn't offer confidences or seem particularly interested in mine, and she obviously didn't get fired up about injustice the way I did, so we didn't connect. We did okay in a group or over another activity, but I didn't know her know her, even after—holy smack, could it really be?—ten years.
I had a Cree friend who told me that the Cree are not too friendly when they meet you. In fact, people might think they're cold. But if they take you in, you're like a brother to them. The Inuit are much more friendly, all smiles right from the start, but you never really get past that veneer.
Elena was definitely the Inuit kind. Fine on the surface, but we'd never taken it to another level.
Still, she was my friend. My crazy friend. The one who went skydiving regularly. The one who breezed through boyfriends and toasted them with tequila before moving on. The one who introduced me to Bal en Blanc, kind of the world's last rave where 15,000 people wearing white dance to house music all night. Elena donned a white ball gown and held out for the full fifteen hours last year.
She was fun. She was life. She was Elena.
When I finished digging, I wiped the tears away, rubbing grime across my face. My shoulders ached. I placed the shovel carefully against the tree.
Bernard ran his construction flashlight over the grave and nodded his satisfaction. It was done.
I looked up into Jack's shadowed eyes.
There were so many things I could have said. How bone-weary I felt. Or how conspicuous this crater of freshly-dug dirt looked in the middle of a clearing. We'd have to buy this piece of land now, no question.
Jack walked around the grave to my side. He placed his hand on my lower back as lightly as a friend might have done, but my skin tingled underneath my clothes.
I bit my lip. I'd sworn off Jack, but surely a small touch couldn't hurt.
"We will all mourn Elena Shapko, a bright spirit who died too soon." said Bernard. "May her soul rest at peace."
Did werewolves have souls? Did anyone? I liked to think of Elena roaming the happy hunting grounds, chasing rabbits or hunting men, depending what form she'd take. Would we shift in the afterlife, or stay locked in a single form?
Sylvie said, "We've prepared a bonfire tonight."
I made a noise low in my throat. No. When Elena and I had talked about a bonfire this weekend, I'd said we should blast Nickelback's "Rock Star." She'd said, "Only if we dance naked."
Sylvie said, "It will be her wake. She would want us to celebrate her life."
I turned away. I hefted the shovel over my right shoulder, the side Jack wasn't on. We walked back toward the fire pit, Jack's hand still lightly resting on my back. He said, "We could eat beef jerky."
I felt comforted that he'd noticed that about Elena. I added, "And drink Corona."
"That's what she liked to drink? I thought she might like frilly girl drinks."
"Sometimes. She liked wine, too. But if we went camping, she broke out the beer. She said beer went better with three things: barbecue, Indian food, and camping."
Jack laughed.
"She liked those putrid coolers, too," Mac said from behind us. "She tried to make me drink a Caramilk one."
"And did you?" Laurent's voice swooped out of the darkness, also behind me, but off to the left.
Mac said, "We played a poker hand over it."
"Who won?" I tossed over my shoulder.
"She did," he said. "I chugged that frigging thing."
Our laughter rang through the woods. Even Sylvie murmured in pleasure.
"But I won the next few games. Strip poker," said Mac.
I heard a slap while Laurent high-fived him. The guys laughed, but I sobered a little, remembering my last sight of Elena's cold, naked body.
Still, when Bernard lit the fire and Sylvie invited us to roast some deer sausage, the mood felt lighter. I impaled my sausage on a real stick.
"I brought skewers," said Sylvie, hoisting up a picnic basket.
I shrugged. Everyone else grabbed a skewer, including Jack, but I held on to my stick.
"You're the rebel," said Jack.
"I just think she would've done it like this," I said, pointing to my long, slightly crooked, mildly dirty stick.
"You mean she'd have her stick burn off and waste good meat in the fire?"
I laughed. "You're supposed to hold the meat above the fire. Got it?"
Jack made a face. "What's the fun in that?"
But while the fire crackled, we held our sausages above the flames, smelling smoke and barbecued deer. Our shoulders bumped every so often. My eyes filled with tears. Elena would have loved this so much.
Jack slung his arm around me. He still used his other arm to keep roasting his sausage, turning it lightly above the flames.
I punched him lightly in the stomach. "The meat's more important, huh?"
"Baby, the meat is always more important." But he kissed the top of my head, surprising me, before he handed me the sausage. "Ladies first."
I pulled my stick out of the fire. "I think mine's ready, too. Oops. A little toasty." One side was blackened.
He sighed and took the stick from my hand. "I'll take the hit. C'mon."
So I accepted his deer sausage in exchange. It tasted a little dry compared to the usual beef or pork, but it was cool that Bernard had hunted the deer himself. Mac passed me a beer. His eyes flicked from me to Jack.
I shrugged a little. As far as I was concerned, we were still pretty G-rated. At least, we'd managed not to hit it again, which practically deserved a medal.
I felt Jack's body stiffen against my side and, seconds later, I figured out why.
A car purred up the driveway toward our parking lot.
Bernard held out a hand, silently telling us to stop moving. But we already stood on alert, sausages forgotten.
The car's engine cut. A door opened and slammed. Soon a man's figure weaved its way through the trees toward us. I could see him, but I could hardly hear his light footsteps, despite my sensitive wer hearing.
He moved like a wolf even in human form: light, long-limbed and sure-footed in the darkness.
When he stepped closer to the bonfire, I saw that his skin was darker than mine, more the color of chicory. I could hardly make out his deep-set eyes, but I admired his smooth-shaven head and his large, capable hands.
He smelled right. Powerfully male, almost dizzying.
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