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Chapter 1

Friday, May 25, 2018
Offices of the Federal Bureau of Investigations
Flagstaff, Arizona

 

So many dead, on all sides. As he waited in the lobby of the FBI building for his fiancée, Special Agent Keesha Muller, werewolf Max Johnson stared at a wall covered with the portraits and names of agents who’d fallen in the line of duty over the past few decades.

The wolves had lost their share of lives over the decades, probably centuries, to the fight against evil. Like Peter the month prior. The pack and the FBI were brothers-in-arms, even if most humans didn’t know it.
Face after face stared down from the wall. Lives cut short by a fallen world. A victory for evil. It seemed to win at every turn sometimes.
“Max?”
He glanced over his shoulder in the direction of the male voice, pushed away the dark cloud that had hung over him most of the day, and forced a smile. “Special Agent Tapper.” He turned to face Keesha’s supervisor.
The agent nodded with a wide smile and approached, holding out his hand. “I thought that might be you. You could’ve gone upstairs. You don’t have to wait here for Keesha.”
Max gripped the man’s hand, firmly but not too much so, and released it after a quick shake. “I know. I’m not keen on elevators at the moment.” Keesha had admitted to talking to Cal about Max’s PTSD episode triggered by getting trapped in the elevator of her apartment building weeks earlier. The fact the full moon had risen soon after hadn’t helped. Cal knew about that, too, though he and Max hadn’t discussed any of it. Having a relative who was a wolf had given the FBI agent more insight than the average human.
Cal nodded. “Understandable, after what you went through. You still look a bit rough around the edges.”
“That’s a nice way of putting it.” He chuckled without his customary humor, which lingered beyond reach.
“Doing better though, I hope. Healed up from the shooting?”
“Yep. Still trying to put on weight, but I’ll get there.” His gaze returned to the wall of death. “Can you tell me something?”
“What’s that?”
“Why all this?” Max motioned with a hand to indicate the images staring at them. “A rather dark reminder that evil wins far too often, don’t you think?”
“Those aren’t up there to glorify evil or applaud its victories. This wall is to honor those who have fallen in the fight against it.” He shifted a few inches closer, glanced around, and leaned toward Max. “You’ve had warriors fall, too, right?”
“Yes.”
Cal nodded. “We honor them as a way of grieving the loss and renewing our sense of purpose. No matter how many fall, we don’t admit defeat or surrender to the evil out there. To do so would be to render worthless the lives lost. This is a memorial, honoring those sacrifices.”
“Like the war memorials all over the country.”
“Exactly.”
Maybe the pack should create some sort of memorial for their own fallen brethren. Start it with Peter. Perhaps that would help Carlos, Peter’s best friend, move beyond the grief. Something to talk to Ian about perhaps. If Max could figure out how to explain the need, anyway.
Cal shoved both hands into the front pockets of his trousers and rocked on the balls of his feet. “So, any big plans for this weekend?”
“I still need to talk to Keesha, but I’m hoping we can go camping at the Preserve.” He quirked a brow. “Assuming nobody tries to kill either of us for a change.” After a bomb under Keesha’s car then three assassins sent to the Preserve who had almost killed Max—on top of the attack before that by another werewolf pack that had left Peter dead and some members of the pack wounded—he hoped for peace and quiet for at least a few months.
The agent laughed softly. “Let’s certainly hope not.”
“Are you sure Monroe won’t hire any more contract killers?” Better to be safe than sorry.
“His assets have been frozen while he’s under investigation, so he doesn’t have the funds to buy so much as a pack of cigarettes. Also, all of his phone calls, emails, mail, and visitors are being closely monitored.”
“Good.” He’d prefer the guy be permanently removed as a threat, but human justice didn’t work that way most of the time. The fact Monroe had murdered his own four-year-old daughter just to hurt his ex-wife said the guy was no better than a rabid animal and should be put down. Werewolf justice was simpler. Sometimes Max truly appreciated that. If Monroe had been a wolf, he’d no longer be a threat. Instead, he loomed as a danger to Keesha. He’d already proven his reach extended beyond prison walls.
Movement over Cal’s shoulder caught Max’s eye.
A bright smile wreathed Keesha’s face as she closed the distance. She walked into his arms and wrapped hers around his waist, lifting her face to accept his kiss.
The dark cloud hovering over him retreated to the periphery, allowing in light.
“Hey, bunny.” He grinned.
Laughing softly, she freed one arm to poke him in the stomach. “You better knock that off, or I’ll show you just how not-bunny I am.”
Cal chuckled. “Bunny? Do I even want to know what that’s about?”
“I’m still waiting for her to prove beyond a shadow of a doubt she’s not a bunny.” Max bared his teeth slightly. “Bunnies are food.”
“I am not a bunny!” She poked him harder, and her eyes narrowed.
The agent laughed.
“Please.” Max rolled his eyes theatrically and met Cal’s gaze. “Help me out here. Doesn’t she remind you of a cute, cuddly bunny?”
Cal glanced from Max to Keesha then back again and raised both hands in a sign of surrender. “I think I’ll plead the Fifth and run away now.”
“Chicken,” Max grumbled playfully.
“Sometimes cowardice is the wisest choice. You know, that whole ‘he who fights and runs away lives to fight another day’ thing.”
Max and Keesha laughed.
“You two have a great weekend.” Cal waved and trotted out the front door.
“So, how was your first week back?” Max gripped Keesha’s hand and studied her face.
“Good. I could actually concentrate on my work for a change. Mostly.” She grinned and headed for the door without releasing his hand. “I had a random stray thought here and there that interfered.”
He let her lead him out of the building and toward the parking lot where she’d left her car. “Oh? About anything… or anyone in particular?”
“A certain private investigator who shall remain nameless.” A teasing glance shot sideways. “Suppose he had the same problem?”
“He might’ve.” Max shrugged then sighed, humor sliding away. “I had a ton of emails to catch up on after so much time off. Not to mention phone calls.” He shook his head. “I was out of the office too long without warning.”
“Not your fault.” She halted beside her car and turned to face him. “You couldn’t have foreseen all that happened. None of us could.”
“I know.” He lowered his gaze to their connected hands. “Never mind me. I’m feeling a bit maudlin.” Scowling thoughtfully, he muttered, “Do people use that word anymore?” He shook his head. “I’ve had better days lately.” Considering he’d nearly died from gunshot wounds the week prior, that said something.
“Why? What happened?”
“Get in the car.” He gently pulled the keys from her hand, unlocked her car door, and opened it for her, dangling the keys between his thumb and index finger in front of her. “We’ll talk while you drive.”
She took the keys and scanned the parking lot. “Where’s your truck?”
“At my place. I walked to work this morning and then to here. Needed the exercise. Hoped it’d clear my head, but I guess not.”
“Oh, okay.” Keesha slipped into the driver’s seat.
He rounded the car and slid into the passenger seat. “I thought we’d do dinner and a movie at my place tonight.” He grimaced. “You and I both know I’ll fall asleep after dinner before the movie’s over. I don’t want you stuck with me on your couch all night. This way, you can drive home when you’re ready.”
Key inserted into the ignition, she released it and reached over to grip his hand. “You’re still healing. Cut yourself some slack.”
Easier said than done. He’d been fully on the rebound for a week, and still his body insisted on shutting down after a meal of any decent size. Jeremy said that would stop once he’d put on sufficient weight. It might happen more quickly if he could go for a good hunt or two, but he’d been too busy throughout the week to take the time. Human-sized meals on the go didn’t cut it.
He’d been relegated to a fair-sized meal each evening. Enough to keep him from losing ground. Not enough to replace the weight he’d lost. Besides that, continued weakness would’ve made hunting, especially alone, too dangerous. Unless he stuck to rabbits, which wouldn’t be much more than a snack.
Keesha let go of his hand, clipped her seatbelt, and flipped the key in the ignition. “Now, what happened today?”
Depression swooped in. He secured his seatbelt and slouched into the seat. “Remember the call I told you about last night? The missing teenager?”
“Sure.” She backed out of the parking spot. “Fourteen-year-old boy. Parents said he’d run away early yesterday afternoon, right? Wanted to know if you’d find him?”
“That’s the one. I was supposed to see them after lunch today if they hadn’t heard from him.” A pang shot through his chest. “They called late this morning. They’d received a call from the Phoenix Police Department. The boy was found dead in an alley early today.”
“Oh, no.” Sorrow etched her face as she pulled into evening traffic and headed for his apartment. “Was it accidental? Suicide? Murder? Do they have any idea?”
“The police say it appears to have been a hit-and-run accident. A witness claims the boy was trying to turn tricks. The parents don’t believe it. They’re saying he didn’t use drugs or engage in prostitution and wasn’t involved in any other criminal activity.”
Keesha grimaced. “A lot of parents are in denial about that sort of thing.”
“I know.” Max shook his head. “Sadly, that’s already proven to be possible with this boy. The father admitted they’d found drugs in his son’s room a couple of times. Pot once; crystal meth once. The boy claimed it belonged to friends, and he wasn’t using. His dad believed him. I’m not sure whether it was true or not. Hopefully the medical examiner will find something definitive upon autopsy. Otherwise these parents will wonder for the rest of their lives.” He rubbed a hand over his short hair and leaned his head back against the headrest. “After no sleep last night, I guess I wasn’t up to hearing such news.”
“Nightmares again?”
“Some more, you mean? Yeah.” He closed his eyes. No need to go into it. They’d already discussed it on the phone during the week and when they’d had dinner together on Wednesday evening. “They’re taking their lollygagging sweet time settling down.”
“How long did it take before?”
Snarling before he could stop him, Max opened his eyes and rolled his head to look at her. “A few years. Please, don’t tell me it’ll take that long again. Many more sleepless nights like I’ve had this past week, and I’ll be useless.” He scowled. “The wolf could get out of control, too. Come to think of it,” he added as a thought occurred to him, “until it resolves, maybe I should return to the Preserve each night to sleep in one of the basement cells at Ian’s. I’ve completely lost control of the wolf twice in the last month, so it might not be a bad idea. If I go feral in an apartment building….” Sickness turned his stomach. “Do you have any idea how much harm I could do?”
“Nightmares didn’t cause that. Have they ever?”
“No… but there’s always a first time. I’ve had uncontrolled Shifts in the past because of nightmares, but never to the point of being feral.”
“Alright then. You don’t need to be caged. You need time for the PTSD to settle.”
“What if it takes years again?” He shook his head. “Dakota talked me through it before. I’m alone now.” He fired her a sharp look. “Not that I’m pressuring you about marriage or anything. I don’t want you to think that’s what this is about.” I probably shouldn’t have pestered her quite so much over the past week about setting a wedding date.
“I know, Max.” Keesha reached over and gripped his hand tightly, smiling softly. “Don’t ever feel you can’t talk openly with me. I’ll do my best to not assume you’re trying to manipulate me. Deal?”
“Deal.” He smiled and relaxed. “Anyway, maybe it’d be good for me to stay with Ian at night for a while. To be on the safe side. He might be able to help like Dakota did.” He shrugged. “Something to consider anyway, especially if I don’t get a good night’s sleep soon.”
Silence fell for the final few minutes of the drive to his apartment complex. She parked next to his truck, and they walked to the front door without a word.

 

~ ~ ~

 

Laughing softly, Keesha returned from the bathroom to find Max half-asleep, leaning in a corner of his couch. They’d watched a movie on Netflix neither of them had found particularly impressive and ordered food delivered. He’d eaten enough for at least four men of the growing, athletic variety, and his body demanded rest. She recognized the signs too well. At least a healing sleep would prevent nightmares, so that was something.
“Alright, you.” She tapped him on the shoulder. “You need to go to bed. You’re about to crash, and I can guarantee your neck and back won’t appreciate the position you’re in.”
“I don’t want to say goodnight yet though. I like having you here.”
She chuckled. “I like being here, but you’re slurring your words. I don’t think you have any choice besides bed or couch.”
Max sighed. “Fine.” He climbed to his feet and wobbled.
She waited to see if he’d ask for help. Nothing appeared forthcoming. Shaking her head, Keesha smiled and hurried to his side to help him to the bedroom.
“Thanks.” He leaned against her.
Oof, he was heavy. Good thing he only leaned and hadn’t put all of his weight on her shoulders.
When they reached the bed, he flopped onto it, rolling onto his back the instant he landed. “Can I pick you up in the morning to go to the Preserve? Spend the night at Peace Ridge?”
“I’d like that.” Keesha untied and removed his sneakers then stretched over him to grab the edge of the comforter. She couldn’t get him into pajamas, but she could cover him. “I’d love to see what it’s like at night.”
“Dark. Cold. A campfire would help though.” He frowned. “Need to get the extra sleeping bag back from Brett’s.”
“Okay.” It had been used to carry Max, seriously wounded and unconscious at the time, from Peace Ridge to the Mitchells’ house early the week before.
“Um… sposeebinwooshed?” he muttered.
Keesha laughed. “Max, I have no idea what you just said.”
Max growled softly and rolled onto his side. “Do you suppose it’s been washed?” He carefully pronounced each word.
“I don’t know. We’ll find out tomorrow.” Hopefully it wasn’t still covered in blood and wadded up in the corner of a bedroom at the Mitchells’. She hadn’t seen anyone remove it, which didn’t mean much. Her focus had been on Max.
“Breakfast. Ian.”
Not sure if she deciphered that correctly, she asked, “You want to have breakfast with Ian?”
“What I said,” he protested even as his body relaxed.
“Of course you did.” With an amused shake of her head, she leaned down to kiss his cheek then straightened. “Rest.”
His breaths fell into the slow, shallow rhythm she’d learned to recognize as the healing sleep. A coma-like state, the pack physician, Dr. Jeremy Richardson, had said. If she hadn’t become accustomed to it, it would’ve worried her.
“Lord, give him a peaceful night. He desperately needs sleep.”
With the exception of a small lamp in the bedroom, Keesha walked through the apartment to shut off lights then let herself out. She locked the deadbolt with a key he’d given her.
It was still early enough she could get a couple of loads of laundry done at her place. Then she’d be able to enjoy the weekend at the Preserve without the need for clean clothes hanging over her head.
The next morning, after Max picked her up, she’d talk to him about the decision she’d weighed all week. No telling how he’d feel about it, but she needed more information.













Chapter 2

Saturday, May 26, 2018

 

Fighting a case of sluggish-morning, Max trotted up the two flights of stairs to Keesha’s floor then walked down the hall to her apartment. Probably not the best activity after a restless night, since he could misstep and skin himself up on the stairs or break something, but he wasn’t getting on the elevator again.

The healing sleep induced by last night’s dinner had kept him beyond the reach of nightmares until shortly before midnight. After that, he hadn’t been able to rest without a bad dream rising with a vengeance. He’s almost gone into an uncontrolled Shift with the last one. That had made him give up altogether. Sleep wasn’t worth losing control of the wolf. If he hadn’t made plans with Keesha, he’d have gorged himself into another healing sleep, but he hadn’t wanted to oversleep. Besides, the healing sleep helped his body but didn’t provide the right kind of rest for his mind.
Lord, I don’t get it. The nightmares abated before. Granted, it took a few years, but this time should be easier.
No answer came, not that he expected one. He hadn’t exactly asked a question. More just spitballing concerns than seeking real answers. Not enough time at the moment. He’d have to try when he had more than the few seconds it took to go from the stairwell to Keesha’s front door.
He knocked and leaned against a palm braced on the frame.
Maybe the wolf had complicated matters. He shook his head. No. He’d dealt with the combination of nightmares and wolf before. In fact, he’d had to deal with them at the same time, which had made learning to cope with both more taxing, but he’d managed. So, no, the wolf wasn’t the problem. Granted, it could make the problem worse. An uncontrolled Shift could be bad enough, depending on where he was at the time. If the wolf took full charge—
The door opened.
“Good morning.” Keesha’s warm smile chased away troubled thoughts, scattering them into the dark corners of his mind.
“Morning.” He crossed the threshold only far enough to pull her into his arms and drop a gentle kiss on her lips. Nothing to stir the wolf too much. No unnecessary chances. “I missed you.”
She giggled. “You saw me twelve hours ago.”
“That’s eleven hours and fifteen minutes too long. As in, forever.”
A puzzled frown appeared.
“Don’t you know? Forty-five minutes is almost forever in canine life. Go beyond that, and it’s truly forever.” He shrugged and whispered, “No reason it’d be any different for us lupines.”
Keesha laughed and shook her head. “You truly are a goof sometimes. Let me grab my keys, and we can head out.”
Max grinned and released her. “I spoke with Ian.” Far too early to suit Max, but he’d been up, so he’d figured he might as well use the time constructively. The alpha was up early every morning anyway, so the pre-dawn phone call hadn’t bothered Ian a bit.
“And?” She handed him a small duffle bag, herded him into the hallway, and turned to lock her front door.
“We’re set to have breakfast with him and Sophia. He said to come prepared for a big meal. Sophia’s suffering people-withdrawal.” He slung her bag over his shoulder, the straps hooked on a couple of fingers. Sophia had been an executive chef until a few months before meeting Ian. Cooking and baking were her lifelines, she claimed.
Confusion once again rippled her brow. “People-withdrawal?”
“Yeah. She likes having people around to feed, and there haven’t been too many visitors at the house since the end of last month.” The night of the full moon, but he wasn’t prepared to discuss such details where their conversation might be overheard. “A few of us have dropped by in the last week, but no one’s stayed for a meal. She’s jonesing to chef for people.”
Keesha laughed. “I’m not sure that’s a legitimate sentence, in any sense.”
“Sure it is. I just said it.” He grinned and led her toward the stairs beyond the elevator door.
She halted in front of the elevator. “Do we really have to take the stairs?”
“Do you really think I’m getting back on that elevator after last time?” He quirked a brow teasingly. “Besides, you’re about to spend the day hiking in the mountains. What’s a few stairs?”
“Fine.” She rolled her eyes and followed him into the stairwell, muttering, “A few stairs? Two flights is more than a few stairs.”
Max chuckled. “After breakfast, we’ll head out into the Preserve for a hike before going to Peace Ridge to camp. Hopefully that’s how the morning will go. We’ll see.”
“If Sophia stuffs you with food, you’ll probably sleep the rest of the morning.”
He grimaced. “I know, but if I don’t eat enough to please her, she might not react well. She’s the last person I want to insult, believe me.” In some ways, she was even scarier than Brett. Well, scarier than Brett had been before Max had gotten to know him better. The pack second wasn’t quite so scary anymore, though Max hadn’t told him so.
Minutes later, they were in the truck and headed toward the Preserve. The scent of fear drifted through the interior of the cab. Not his.
Max glanced sideways at Keesha, who sat more rigid than made sense, her gaze aimed out the passenger side window. What could she possibly be afraid of all of a sudden? “What’s wrong?”
“I’ve been thinking. I need to talk to you, but I’m not sure how to start the conversation.” She pivoted in her seat to face him, a troubled frown furrowing her brow.
“Come straight out with it.” The aroma of his anxiety blended with hers. What could she need to discuss that would bother her so much?
“Alright.” She took a deep breath. “I’m thinking about being Turned.”
He stopped at a red light and glanced at her, blinking a couple of times as the words penetrated his fogged brain. “The subject in general, or you specifically?”
“Me specifically. What if I decide I want it? Would you do it?”
“It’s not my place.” Max faced forward. The light turned green, and he eased the truck through the final intersection on their way out of town. “Those decisions fall to Ian.” He frowned. “Are you sure about this?”
“No, but I want to discuss the possibility. Pros and cons. Possible ramifications and consequences, regardless of whether I remain human or choose Turning. I know both come with advantages and disadvantages.”
“Big con, the Turning could kill you outright.”
“Being human will do that, too.”
“Not immediately.” He scowled and glanced at her. “Unless you know something I don’t.”
“I’m not sick or anything, if that’s what you mean.” Keesha reached over and laid a hand on his right arm. “If I stay human, I’ll grow old and die, assuming I don’t get terminally ill or die in an accident before then.”
“God willing, we’d be together for years, possibly decades, before old age brings death.”
“We could have that if I become a wolf, too. Possibly even more. And you wouldn’t have to watch me fade with age. I mean, think about it. Brett is over two-hundred years old. We could have a century or more together.” She paused for a moment. “Unless you’re afraid you’ll get tired of me.”
He shot her a glance, only to see the teasing sparkle in her eyes. Chuckling, he shook his head. “Not likely, bunny.”
Eyes narrowed, she made a soft sound that reminded him of a cat’s gentle purr.
“Is that supposed to be a growl? You sound like you’re purring.” He laughed and turned his attention back to the road. “Joking aside, I could have a hundred years with you and still crave another century. It’s the Turning and first Shift I’m worried about.”
“I talked to Jeremy about the Turning after you were shot. He told me he believed most people died from the injuries it requires. Although, he didn’t give me any statistics.”
Max barked a short laugh. “Do you really think someone’s kept statistics? No one knows how often the Turning fails. People are Turned by accident, when their attackers fail to finish them. Intentional Turns die from their injuries. No one keeps records. All we know is that women survive less often than men, and even men tend to die more often than not.”
“Your pack seems to have beaten the odds more than once.”
“Tanya survived the Turning and first Shift on her own, by some miracle only God can take credit for. The same with Sophia. Donna survived the Turning but will tell you she wouldn’t have survived the first Shift without Tanya’s guidance. The only one who opted for a voluntary Turning was Isaac’s wife, Imelda, three years ago. She died as a result of her wounds.”
“Didn’t she have late stage cancer?”
“Yes.”
“Okay then. She doesn’t count. I’m not sick.”
She had a point.
“What about Annie? She chose to be Turned.”
“She was dying.” He frowned. Like he’d been when Dakota offered him a new chance at life. “She didn’t know much about us when she had to make that choice.”
“Did you know more than she did when you had to choose?”
“No. Not really.” When it came right down to it, he’d love nothing more than for Keesha to become a wolf like him, so they could spend decades, possibly even centuries, together, God willing, but the reality could be so much harder than she realized. So many things would change for her. “What about your job?”
“What about it?”
“Do you truly believe you can remain with the FBI if you’re a werewolf?” Max glanced over and captured her gaze. “You know what the job entails. You’ve worked hard to get where you are. Are you prepared to give it up? You told me yourself two or three weeks ago
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