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Chapter 1

Monday, April 16, 2018
Campbell Wildlife Preserve
Outside Flagstaff, Arizona
 

Oh, boy. Ian won’t be happy about this. Max Johnson followed the other vehicles out the main gate, his gaze halting on the woman standing beside a beige sedan beyond it. Annoyance etched her lovely face as cars and trucks passed without stopping. A stranger at the Preserve. Not good. If anyone else found it odd or noticed her, they didn’t indicate by so much as slowing down. They’d just left an emergency pack meeting at the home of their alpha, Ian Campbell, headed out to see to assignments.

Smooth, milk-chocolate skin had a natural, healthy glow. Dark brown hair was pulled back in a tight bun, which gave him a clear view of her pretty face. Light makeup highlighted beautiful brown eyes. A navy business suit fit well on a short but trim form. She stood no more than five-and-a-half-feet tall with curves in nice places without being overly fleshy. The suit, upright carriage, and faint outline of a gun in a shoulder holster under her suit jacket said, “Fed.”

Ian really won’t like this. What’s she doing here?

Max slowed the truck then stopped and rolled down his window. “May I help you?”
Annoyance faded, and she smiled. “I was beginning to think I’d become invisible.” She stepped to the side of the vehicle and reached into an inside breast pocket of her jacket.
A light floral scent wafted through Max’s window. So different from many women in Flagstaff, who had clouds of artificial fragrances following them, choking sensitive noses like his. The scent she carried was probably lotion or deodorant, possibly even shampoo or conditioner. Whatever it was, she sure smelled nice, the floral aroma blending perfectly with the scent that was just her.
The wolf wanted to get closer, sniff her over more carefully.
Unaccustomed to the wolf’s oddly intense and sudden interest in a female, Max swallowed and forced a chuckle. What had she said? Oh, yeah. Invisible. “Not at all. They knew I’d stop since I’m the last to leave.” He didn’t know that for sure, but it sounded good. He pointed over his shoulder. “No one behind me, so no traffic jam.”
“I’m Agent Keesha Muller of the FBI.” She showed the ID she’d pulled from her pocket. “I need to speak to Ian Campbell. Are you him?”
“Afraid not.” He scrutinized the identification but kept his face trained to semi-bored neutrality, grateful Ian wasn’t one to shoot messengers. FBI. Ugh. “May I ask what this is about?”
“A woman named Clara Brimfield.”
Kelly’s sister. Which meant, Kelly’s mate, Brett, the pack’s second… the enforcer wouldn’t be happy either.
Tension tightened his stomach, but he forced his body language not to betray that. “Let me give him a call.” He grabbed the satellite phone off the console, ignoring the cellphone next to it. Cells didn’t work at the Preserve. Too far from the closest telecommunications tower.
“Yes.” Ian picked up on the first ring, his voice tense.
“I have Agent Keesha Muller of the FBI at the front gate.” He added the last for the agent’s benefit. Ian’s eyes were probably on the computer monitor in his office that showed the security camera feeds. Those cameras were hidden. The agent didn’t need to know they existed. “She wishes to see you about Clara Brimfield.”
“Leave her car where it is. Bring her to the house.”
Yep. Unhappy. That grumbly tone left no doubt. “Sure thing.” He’d barely suppressed the automatic “yes, boss” that nearly slipped past his lips. He tried to avoid such turns of phrase when anyone who wasn’t pack was in hearing range. A federal agent most definitely wasn’t pack. Too bad, too, in this case. She was a pretty one.
He dropped the satellite phone back on the console and turned to her, smiling as though he dealt with feds every day and nothing about her presence had rattled him or Ian. “Climb in. I’ll take you to the house.”
“Um….” She glanced at the sedan.
“You can leave it there. Except for friends, no one really comes up here.” Normally. “It’ll be safe. I’ll bring you back after you and Ian talk.”
“Are you sure? You were on your way out.”
Max waved a hand dismissively. “No problem. I’m not in a hurry.” Only sort-of-true, but Ian wouldn’t have asked him to return to the house with the agent if his assignment was urgent. His pack-mate Carlos Mendez, their computer guru, would get started without him.
Suspicion and doubt flashed in her eyes.
He waited for her to make up her own mind.

 
~ ~ ~
 

How many young women had she warned over the years about getting into a vehicle with a stranger? Keesha hesitated, studying the smile on the dark-skinned man watching her patiently from the driver’s seat of the truck. How many serial killers had hidden behind the same kind of friendly smile aimed her way? How many women had trusted such a smile, only to turn up dead or never be seen again?
Okay, this isn’t the same. Not even close. She’d told her supervisor, Cal Tapper, where she was headed and why. If she disappeared, the Campbell Wildlife Preserve would be the first place he’d look. Hopefully the good-looking guy behind the wheel of the truck was as safe as he appeared.
“Let me lock my car.”
“Sure.”
Keesha secured her vehicle then circled the truck to climb into the passenger seat, relieved she’d grabbed trousers that morning instead of a skirt. Pencil skirts and trucks weren’t a good combination. She closed the door.
The truck didn’t move.
She glanced at the driver.
He grinned. “You work in law enforcement and don’t use a seatbelt?”
“Oh, sorry.” She clicked the seatbelt into place then rested her hands in her lap, forcing herself not to grip them together.
He shifted the truck into gear, pulled past her car, and made a clean three-point turn-around and drove back through the gate. It closed behind them, though he hadn’t touched anything, that she noticed anyway, to tell it to do so. Sensors? Or hidden cameras with someone watching them drive back through the gate? The latter possibility gave her chills. How many wildlife preserves utilized hidden security cameras? Was poaching that much of a problem?
“By the way, I’m Max. Max Johnson.”
“Max? Short for Maxwell, or is it Maximilian?”
“Neither.” He grimaced. “Do I really have to admit the whole thing?”
Keesha chuckled. “It’s that big a secret, huh?”
“Well, yeah. I hate it with a purple passion, so….”
“Strong words.”
“Strong feelings.” He cast her a faint grin. “I really do hate it that much.”
“Is it a family name?”
His gaze shifted to watch the road, and he hesitated for a heartbeat. “You could say that, I guess. My mother saw the name somewhere in family records and loved it. Slapped it on me at birth.”
Had he just lied? His explanation had sounded true enough, but the pause before it…. Why would he lie about something so simple though? Keesha studied his profile. “You could have it changed.”
“I’ve thought about it from time to time.” Dark brown eyes turned on her again. “Have you ever considered all that would mean? People think a change of address is a pain in the backside. Having to contact friends, family, and all the companies you get mail from, updating magazine subscriptions and drivers’ licenses. That’s got nothing on changing your name.”
“I suppose you’re right. I never really thought much about it.” Keesha smiled. “Maxfield? Maximo?”
“No.” Max chuckled.
“Hm… are there any other Max names?”
“Yep.”
“Are you sure? I think you’re pulling my leg.”
“I wouldn’t do that to you.” A sly grin curved his mouth. “Well, not about this anyway.”
Keesha laughed softly. “And I should trust you why?”
He quirked a brow. “Because I’m such a sweet, good-looking guy?”
“Humble, too, I see.”
“Absolutely.” A big grin brightened his face.
The truck stopped at another gate.
Keesha leaned forward to get a better look out the windshield. That fence and double-gate had to be twenty-feet tall. Nothing like overkill. What are they keeping in there? Dinosaurs?
The big gates slid sideways.
Max eased the truck forward, following the dirt road into more trees.
Keesha turned in the seat to look at the gates, which closed with a thunk. Her gut clenched. I’m so glad Cal knows where I am.
The forest soon revealed a colossal two-story house situated in the middle of a clearing as big as two or three football fields. Lots of windows. Other than that, the house had a cabin look. How many bedrooms did that thing have? Did they host biologists who came to study local wildlife? Perhaps it was a bed-and-breakfast? If so, shouldn’t there have been a sign on the gate saying so or some way for guests to get through the gates? A commune maybe? That could explain why it was the last known address of Clara Brimfield’s sister Kelly Mitchell, though the Campbell Family Trust was on record as the owner of the entire Preserve. There’d been no record of legal trouble there. At least, no red flags had popped up on her initial search.
The truck stopped partway around a circular driveway at the end of a flagstone walkway leading to the front door. Max hopped out and came around to open her door while she gawked at the house.
“That’s some house.” She accepted his hand, dropped from the seat to the ground, and stepped away so he could close the door.
Max smiled, nodded, and released her hand.
“How many people live here?”
His smile tightened ever so slightly. “Depends on the day.”
Hm…. Skirting the truth without lying? Then again, maybe I’m too suspicious for my own good.
He led her up the walkway to the house, entered the unlocked front door, and stopped on the other side to look back at her.
She followed him into the foyer then studied her surroundings. Wood and glass everywhere. Rustic with an abundance of natural light and a gorgeous view of the forest and mountains through a back wall almost entirely made of windows. A huge stone fireplace nearly filled one inside wall. Ceramic tile in pale earth tones covered the floor.
The tall, broad-shouldered man standing in the living room watched her without welcome or even a hint of friendliness. In fact, the way his light eyes narrowed hinted at suspicion and accusation, though what he thought she’d done, she had no idea. He stood nearly a foot taller than her with the breadth of a bear she’d once seen as a kid. Long blond hair was tied back from a bearded face. Red blended with the blond in his beard.
He glanced behind her briefly. The front door closed.
The void she sensed at her back said Max had left. “I’m Agent Keesha Muller. Are you Ian Campbell?” She pulled her ID from her pocket as she closed the distance between them and showed it to him.
“I am.” He barely glanced at her identification before motioning for her to take a seat.
She chose the couch.

 

~ ~ ~

 

No sooner had the front door closed than the wolf inside hit Max with the desire to pace. Something he never did. He wanted to know more about the woman. Federal agent or not, she intrigued him, both human and wolf. He paced the width of the porch. The crawly feeling under his skin warned that the wolf was too close.
Just go!
Max trotted around the side of the house to the garage, stripped off his clothes, and Shifted. After several seconds, he stretched, enjoying the feel of once again being wolf. Sometimes it felt more natural than his human form, though he’d never confessed that to anyone else in the pack. They might jump to the conclusion he wanted to go wolf and not come back. Not a good thing—either the action or their possible response.
He trotted around the far corner of the house to the sliding back door, which stood open, as it often did during the day. Ian would have his head for what he was about to do, but the wolf could get close to the woman in a way the man couldn’t. At least, not without getting the pumpkin slapped out of him. Then again, she was armed, so she might shoot him for being rude and call it self defense.
From the doorway, he saw Ian sitting in a chair at one end of the couch, facing the back door. Max kept his gaze on the woman and off of Ian, avoiding eye contact with the other man as he entered the room. He stopped and cocked his head, studying her from a distance, waiting to see how she’d respond to him.
Agent Muller glanced over. Her eyes widened, and she smiled. “Wow. That’s a wolf.”
Well, at least she hadn’t mistaken him for a dog. Positive sign. Another positive sign—she exhibited no fear. In fact, awe and invitation warmed her smile.
“Yes, it is.”
No mistaking the barely discernible growl in Ian’s tone. Don’t look at him. Don’t look at him.
“He’s beautiful.” A faint grin emerged. “And huge. I don’t think I’ve ever seen one so big.”
Max closed the distance between them, keeping his head and tail relaxed and neutral so she wouldn’t feel threatened. He bumped the hand resting on her knee with his nose. Definitely no fear. Her scent hadn’t changed a bit.
Her gaze shifted to Ian. “May I pet him?”
“He’s inviting you to.”
The agent ran her fingers through Max’s scruff and then caressed one ear. “So gorgeous.”
He lifted his head until it was almost level with hers and did his best to smile, wagging his tail low and slow.
She smelled just as good close up as she had across the cab of his truck. Non-smoker. No pets. No traces of a husband or other males on her skin or clothing, except the most transient, like those picked up from work or public places. Coffee drinker, but not regular black. One of those special ones.
Max inhaled more deeply. Something with caramel, if he wasn’t mistaken. The floral scent was on every inch of skin he could reasonably check. Body wash?
“So, you have wolves? I hadn’t realized that’s what you seek to preserve.”
“My personal project, I suppose you could say. The bulk of the Preserve was established to protect native, local wildlife.”
Max crowded closer to Agent Muller, his chest touching her knees, and nuzzled her cheek, inhaling deeply of her scent. The wolf wanted to crawl on the couch and cuddle close to her. Too much? Hm. Probably.
She laughed softly. “He’s very friendly. I thought wolves were supposed to be standoffish with strangers.”
“They generally are. It appears he’s taken a fancy to you.”
Her fingers worked magic at the base of one of his ears.
He leaned his head into her touch and sighed.
“What’s his name?”
“Max.”
He glanced sideways at the growl underscoring the word and intercepted a glare from Ian. Max lowered his head, letting his ears fall to each side. Ian really wasn’t happy with him. How was he going to explain his actions? “I had to get a good sniff of her, Ian. Surely you understand.” Yeah, that’d go over well. He turned back to the woman and altered his position so the alpha wasn’t in his peripheral vision.
“Like the man who met me at the gate.”

Oops!

“His namesake,” Ian said without missing a beat.

Nice save.

“I had a dog named Max when I was a kid.” Agent Muller braced Max’s head on top of both of her open hands and looked into his eyes.
The softness in her eyes warmed him. His heart skipped one beat, then another, and his breath caught. She truly had no fear. He licked her nose, ready to be pushed away in disgust. She didn’t pull back.
“A German shepherd mix. I adored that dog. I didn’t think my heart would ever recover when I lost him.” Sorrow filled those beautiful brown eyes.
I’m not sure mine will recover from your touch. He fought the urge to rub his whole body against her, to lay claim to her.
Mine, the wolf growled with utter certainty.
She didn’t react to the growl, so he must not have voiced it other than in his own head.
“What happened to him?” Ian asked without any inflection, as though discussing the weather.
“He didn’t like fireworks.” The sadness deepened. “My father left the back gate open one Fourth of July. Max spooked and got out of the yard. A car hit and killed him.”
“I’m sorry.”
Max nuzzled her again, hurting for her loss.
Over her shoulder, he caught sight of a very unhappy Brett exiting the hallway. Enforcer. Max tensed. How would he handle the agent?

 

~ ~ ~

 

“Ian?”
The new voice pulled Keesha’s gaze over her shoulder to a tall, thin man. He passed the breakfast bar and stopped a few feet from the couch. He barely acknowledged her existence, flicking her no more than a brief, dismissive glance before his attention focused on the other man.
“Clara won’t come out of her room. Kelly’s trying to change her mind.”
She pivoted in her seat, a hand still on the thick fur of Max’s neck, and frowned. “I need to see her. Her neighbor filed a missing persons report. I need to see for myself that she’s alive and well, and I have to confirm she’s here by choice.”
“Choice?” Mr. Campbell’s growl drew her gaze. He scowled. “Exactly what choice do you think Clara has in anything? The woman had to run with nothing more than the clothes on her back, unless she wanted to end up dead. She had nowhere to go except here. If you could’ve seen her when she arrived, you wouldn’t question whether she’s here willingly. This is her sanctuary, not a prison. She’s free to come and go as she pleases. We didn’t kidnap her, and we aren’t holding her against her will.” He pointed toward the end of the house where the other man had come from. “That woman is so battered and traumatized, she won’t even come out of her room.”
Remain calm. Getting riled up won’t help matters. Maybe he’s just trying to protect the woman. If she believed he was only being protective, it would be easier, but for all she knew, the woman truly was a prisoner in that home. Saying so wouldn’t win any popularity contests though.
“Mr. Campbell, I mean no disrespect, and I don’t mean to be difficult or come across as suspicious, but I have certain procedures I must follow in cases like this. For potential abductions, I must talk to the alleged victim face-to-face, personally. It’s required. If I go back and report to my superiors that you told me she’s safe and here willingly, I’ll be out a job.”
Max nosed her cheek again, apparently having sensed her unease.
“I’m here.” The soft, weak voice pulled her gaze to the hallway.
The big man who’d come through it before retreated to the kitchen.
A thin, pale, bruised, shaky woman was helped into the room by another woman. A third woman stood in the entrance to the hall, but Keesha was barely aware of her. Horror and sorrow ripped through her, seeing the condition Clara was in. More emotions tried to surface, but she buried them under her best professional mask. “Mrs. Brimfield?”
“No. My name is Darrow. Clara Darrow. Farley Brimfield and I were never married.”
“Miss Darrow then.” Keesha made a note in a small notepad from her jacket pocket. “Your neighbor, Mrs. Calloway, reported you missing. She feared something bad had happened. From the looks of you, I’d say it did.”
“Farley beat me so bad I thought I’d die. I took the first opportunity I found to run and came here to be with my sister, Kelly.” She patted the arm of the woman next to her.
“I see.” She stood up and rounded the couch, making sure not to step on Max’s toes. “I’m sorry to see you in such rough shape, but I’m glad you’re alive and safe now. Have you seen a doctor?”
The woman nodded. “I’ll be fine. Eventually. There are no internal injuries. Just a lot of bruises and a few minor fractures to ribs.”
“Do you wish to press charges against Mr. Brimfield?”
“I just want him out of my life forever.” Her chin dropped toward her chest, allowing her to break eye contact. She leaned heavily on her sister. “Can I go back to bed now?”
“Of course. Thank you for coming down to talk to me.”
“I wouldn’t have if not for Sophia.” She pointed to the woman loitering in the hallway entrance. “She explained that you can’t leave and file your report unless you speak directly to me.”
Keesha nodded. “That’s correct. I’ll do what I can to close the case and let your neighbor know you’re alright.”
“Thank you.”
The two women turned slowly and carefully and headed back the way they’d come.
“One other thing, Miss Darrow.”
They stopped, and Clara glanced over her shoulder.
“According to the missing persons report, you were pregnant when you went missing.”
“I lost it due to the beating.” She broke eye contact again. Tears started. “I’ve lost babies before because of him.”
Keesha’s heart squeezed. She needed to get out of there before she burst into tears, too. Too much pain. “I’m so sorry, Miss Darrow.”
The woman nodded and turned away. Silence descended as they left.
The third woman stepped to one side to let them pass then came farther into the room, stopping at the end of the breakfast bar to study Keesha. She wasn’t sure what the other woman was looking for and had no idea who she might be, since no one had introduced themselves. Not the friendliest bunch of people, for sure.
Keesha turned to Mr. Campbell, shaking her head. There was no sign of Max. “I’ve never seen anyone who’d been beaten that badly.” At least, not and still be alive. How had the woman survived such a beating, especially in light of losing her child?
“Neither have I. It’s a miracle he didn’t kill her.” The stern expression broke for a moment, betraying sorrow and anger, then returned as though it had never slipped. He might not be friendly, but he cared about Clara and was angry about what had been done to her. Common ground for Keesha and him.
“Someone who’s been victimized like that will need counseling, especially if the abuse has gone on for a while.” She pulled a business card from her pocket. “I can email you a list of good counselors, if you need it.” Hopefully they took the offer seriously. Otherwise…. Don’t go there.
“Thank you. If we need help finding one, I’ll contact you.” Worry filled the gaze that flicked toward the empty hall. “Right now, she’s not willing to interface with too many people. I don’t think she’d talk to a stranger about all that’s happened.”
“Understandable.” She glanced around then forced a neutral smile. “Well, say goodbye to Max for me. It was good to meet you, Mr. Campbell.”
His lack of comment or reciprocation was stark.

 

~ ~ ~

 

Max returned to human form and dressed quickly then trotted around to the front of the house, pushing open the front door.
Agent Muller turned and smiled. “You have impeccable timing. I’m ready to go back to my car, if you don’t mind.”
“Don’t mind a bit.” He grinned and bowed deeply, motioning with one hand for her to exit. Don’t look at Ian. Don’t look at Ian. Even from a few yards away, Max could smell his alpha’s displeasure. If he didn’t look at him, he could pretend he hadn’t noticed. He breathed a soft sigh of relief when he closed the door between them.
The agent was silent until they passed through the first gate. “Not the friendliest guy in the world.”
“Ian has a lot on his plate, and he doesn’t care much for strangers.” Especially the kind who worked for the government, at any level.
“And the other guy?”
“Brett Mitchell. He was worried about you upsetting Clara, I’m sure. He’s very protective of his wife, Kelly, and by extension, her sister.” All true, though Brett’s distrust of the government went even deeper than Ian’s. That made both men uninclined to be more than civil to a federal agent.
“Are they running some sort of commune up here?”
Max laughed. Interesting conclusion, though probably not surprising given the history agencies like the FBI had with cults and the like. “No, nothing like that. It’s a long, complicated story. Brett and Kelly live in a house elsewhere on the Preserve. Clara found her way to Ian’s home when she came looking for Kelly, which is why they’re all there at the moment. They haven’t wanted to move her.”
“Understandable.” She nodded. “And the other woman?”
“Sophia. She’s a friend of Ian’s.”
“A friend, or a friend?”
He raised a brow and glanced at her. “Ian’s a strong Christian. He doesn’t believe in friends with benefits or any other form of sex outside of marriage, though I suspect he’s interested in more than friendship. She’s visiting from out-of-state.”
“Mind if I ask another question?”
Max shrugged, hoping it was something mundane. “Fire away.”
“Why is the inner fence so tall?”
He smiled. “Rather ominous, isn’t it?”
“Yeah.”
“That keeps all but the most determined wild predators like mountain lions away from the house.”
“Oh.” She nodded. “I’m glad Max is safe there.”
“Me, too.” Probably the only place he’d felt completely safe in years, not that he’d tell her that since she had no idea Max the wolf and Max the human were one and the same.
“You know, Mr. Campbell might consider adding a phone or intercom at the gate so people can let him know they’re here.”
“He rarely has unannounced guests, other than friends like me. All of us have the gate codes. Others usually call before they come so someone can be there to let them in. On those rare occasions when someone unexpected has shown up”—like Clara Brimfield or a certain FBI agent—“another friend of the family lives near the main gate and usually escorts them up to the house. He was one of the folks who drove past you earlier, or it would’ve been him instead of me who took you to see Ian.”
“Is he as friendly as you?”
Max grinned. “Nope. God blessed you with the friendliest in the bunch today when you met me. You must’ve been a very good girl.”
Keesha chuckled. “Are any of the rest as goofy as you?”
He feigned offense. “I’m not goofy! I just have a great sense of humor.”
“Still humble, I see.”
“Yep. Always.”
He eased the truck through the main gate and stopped beside her car. A weird, heavy weight settled in his chest. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Agent Muller.” He moved the satellite and cell phones to his lap and opened the console to remove one of the business cards he kept there. “If you ever need to reach Ian but he’s not answering the phone, feel free to call me.”
She accepted the card with a smile and stuck it in her pocket without looking at it. “Thank you. Hopefully I won’t need to bother him, or you, again.”
Hopefully she would.
“Oh.” She halted with the door open and pulled a card out of her breast pocket. “This is mine, in case you ever need it.”
“Thanks.” He pocketed the card then watched as she rounded the truck and got into her car, waiting until her engine turned over before he put the truck into gear and headed down the road. She followed him all the way back to Flagstaff then turned south onto I-17. Probably headed for her office.
Go after her, the wolf demanded.
Max forced himself to stay on the road toward his own office. Even if he went after her, what would he say? He couldn’t stalk the woman, and he had no reason to follow her around. She’d relaxed and stopped studying him as though he might be an axe murderer. No reason to revive those suspicions.









Chapter 2

Friday, April 20, 2018
(4 days later)
 

Reprieve over. Max grimaced as Ian exited the house, closed the back door, and headed for him.

The alpha had been distracted by a threat to the pack that had resulted in the death of one of their members and injuries to several others, including Max and Ian’s new mate Sophia. That had bought Max four days. More than he’d expected. The man’s direct gaze said the day of reckoning had arrived. No escape, even if Max could bring himself to tuck tail and run. He deserved to be punished. He’d endangered the pack by letting a federal agent see him, and the pack included women and children.
So he kept his butt in the Adirondack chair on the deck and waited under a blue sky that was far more cheerful than the stern look on the alpha’s face. He probably should apologize for breaking the rules, but without true remorse, it would be a lie. Given the same situation, he’d do the same thing over again. He couldn’t deceive himself or Ian about it. He’d needed to get close to Agent Muller.
Ian settled in the chair next to his, his gaze never wavering. “Do you want to tell me what happened the other day with that federal agent?”
Some of the tension slipped from his muscles. Ian sounded curious instead of angry. Max took a deep breath, but the breeze blew from him to his alpha, so he couldn’t smell what the man might be feeling. He’d expected Ian to be furious, especially since Max had intentionally turned his back when Ian had tried to get his attention on Monday. “I’m not sure I can even begin to explain.”
“Try.” The growl left no room for misunderstanding. It was an order.
Max leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees, letting his hands dangle between them. “I know it was against the rules, but… I couldn’t resist the need to get closer.” Or could he? If he’d really tried, could he have stayed away? Maybe he hadn’t tried hard enough. “She smelled like flowers,” he muttered. “Carnations.”
To his surprise, Ian chuckled. “You do realize most folks don’t consider carnations to have a lovely smell.”
“Maybe so, but I’ve always liked them. They’re subtle and unobtrusive. Soft. They don’t scream and demand attention like roses. They whisper like God.” Max grimaced. Wonderful. Now I’m waxing poetic. What’s that about? Think about something besides the way she smelled. He smiled. “She wasn’t afraid of me.”
“She doesn’t know what you are.”
“True, but how many people have you seen come face-to-face with a werewolf and not be at least a little afraid? Even if they like animals, they know a predator when they see one and experience some degree of trepidation until they’re certain they’re safe.”
“Perhaps she didn’t have the good sense to be afraid. Like an ignorant child.”
Max shot him a sideways grin. “Do you really believe that?”
Ian sighed. “No. She struck me as intelligent and perceptive.”
“I think she suspected me of being an axe murderer or something along those lines.” He leaned back in the chair. “It’s funny, you know. She was worried about the man but not the wolf, though she tried to hide the former.” Max turned his head to look at his alpha. “I’ve never been so drawn to a woman before. I thought the wolf would crawl out without my consent if I didn’t set him free. I’ve lived eighty-seven years and never felt anything like I did on Monday. Either before or after I became a wolf. What happened to me?”
“I’m not sure you want me to answer that.”
He straightened in the chair, lifting his head and shoulders off the sloped back. “Please. I need to know.”
Ian scowled then pinned him with a displeased look. “Your wolf chose her as your mate.”
“But… doesn’t that only work when the female is also a wolf like with you and Sophia?”
“It’s easier that way, since the wolves choose each other, but the wolf doesn’t always wait for a female of our species. David and O’Neil can certainly vouch for that. Sometimes, for reasons we may never understand, the wolf chooses a human mate. Even Jeremy can tell you about it, since his wolf chose Annie months before she became one of us.”
“It won’t work.” Regret lashed Max’s heart and clawed his gut even as the words passed his lips. “She’s a federal agent. Even if I decided to pursue a human mate, Keesha Muller works for the FBI. There’s no escaping that.”
“I know.”
“It doesn’t strike me as particularly wise on the wolf’s part. Anyone who works for the government is a serious threat to all of us. He might as well have chosen a mountain lion or grizzly bear.” He shook his head. “Unless we Turn the human females, the children they produce aren’t wolves, so what’s the point of reproducing with a human?”
Ian chuckled. “You assume all the wolf cares about is procreation.”
“It’s an animal. Of course that’s all it cares about.”
“If that’s true, then why engage in monogamy? Most of the time, the wolf is as inclined to it as we are as Christians. If all it cared about was procreation, it would want us to Turn any female that might be a fertile mate and have multiple mates to ensure our chances of having as many surviving children as possible. Like the Casanovas among wild wolves.”
Max frowned. “I hadn’t really thought about that.”
“What the wolf desires, much like the man, is companionship. Let’s face it. We men can only offer so much comfort and companionship for each other. We don’t think like women, and we don’t have quite the same need to nurture that God builds into them.”
“True.” Not that it mattered anyway. He needed to stay away from her. “It’s for the best, I guess.”
“What is?”
“That I’ll most likely never see her again.” The pain in his chest intensified. The wolf wanted to pace and growl, but he restrained it and kept his backside in his seat. How could seeing a woman once stir the animal so? He’d never acted like that before. The wolf had always been a practical creature. At least, his had. He couldn’t speak for Ian or the others.
“Yes. That’s probably for the best.”
Had Ian sounded unconvinced? Max shook his head. “I’m sorry I endangered the pack. I had no right to do that.”
“No, you didn’t.” Ian leaned forward, reached over, and patted Max on the knee. “I’m not sure I’d have done different in your place though. I understand what drove you.”
“So… you’re not going to lock me in one of the cages downstairs or put me on roadkill pick-up duty for Brett?” The pack second had a trio of regular wolves and utilized roadkill as the bulk of their diet to keep it as natural as possible.
The alpha laughed softly. “Not unless you want me to.”
“Not really.” He grimaced. “Roadkill stinks, and I think two wolves locked in the basement right now is enough.”
Humor faded. “I agree. We’re still keeping an eye on Carlos, as you know. I didn’t realize he and Peter had become close friends.”
“I don’t think any of us did.”
Peter had been killed in the battle with the pack that had come to take Clara back by force. All but one of the invaders had been killed. The survivor, Michael Phillips, was the other wolf locked in the basement. Both Carlos and Michael were locked in by choice. Carlos, out of fear his grief would drive him into a rage and he’d hurt someone. Max had spent time with him over the past few days. There wasn’t much he could say, but he’d sat with his back against the bars of the kennel to let Carlos know he wasn’t alone.
As for Michael… well… Brimfield, the alpha of the invading pack, had allowed the newly Turned submissive wolf to be brutalized by his pack, leaving Michael afraid to leave his cage. The fact they were all dead hadn’t alleviated the young man’s fear. Only time would convince him that none of Ian’s pack would hurt him. Assuming Carlos quit growling at him.
Ian shook his head. “Anyway, I think you’ve got enough to deal with. No need for me to punish you for breaking the rules. Even if you never see Agent Muller again, the wolf won’t soon forget he’s found and chosen her.”
That sounded ominous. “How long…?” How did he even word the question? And what, exactly, did that mean? Wouldn’t the wolf move on when he realized she was out of reach? The man had felt attraction at times over the years. He’d denied it, moved on, and hadn’t given any of those women a second thought. Wouldn’t the wolf do the same?
“I wish I could tell you.” Ian got to his feet then turned to face Max again. “One thing, though. If you have a hard time with the dark moon in May, go to Brett and Kelly’s. Don’t come here.”
Max frowned. “Why?”
“Sophia goes into heat around the first of May. She and I will be locked down here for two to three weeks, no one coming or going. Brett will stand in as temporary alpha in my stead. If Michael’s still hiding out by then, we’ll have to figure something out for him.”
He shivered. “Oh… okay. I think I’ll probably lock myself in my apartment if things get bad.” The pack’s enforcer had never struck him as a particularly understanding or sympathetic guy.
“It’s better if you’re not alone at such a time. Brett understands how bad the dark moon can affect us when life’s in turmoil. You can trust him. Go there.” Ian smiled.
Max nodded, but doubt filled him. Hopefully he wouldn’t need anything on Brett’s watch.
Oh, he liked the man well enough, not that he knew him very well despite seventeen years in the same pack. Brett had never shown himself to be anything but a calculating, unemotional protector of the pack and his alpha. Nothing stopped him from doing what needed to be done. He would’ve been a good marine. Even when enraged, there was something cold in his eyes that warned others he’d just as soon rip out their throats as look at them if they crossed him. Ian seemed to think highly of the man, though. They’d been best friends for over a century, in fact. Maybe he knew something Max didn’t. Then there were recent events to consider.
The pack’s second had stood between Ian and the pack only two days prior when the alpha had lost control of his wolf. Max hadn’t witnessed that, having been on the other side of the house, engaged in a battle of his own, but he’d certainly heard about it. That had to have been difficult for Brett, knowing he might have to kill his best friend to protect the rest of the pack. Max shuddered to think how things might have turned out if Sophia hadn’t interceded.
A hand landed on his shoulder, jarring him from his thoughts. He glanced up into his alpha’s concerned but stern face.
“Even if you’re unsure of Brett, trust me. I wouldn’t leave the pack in the hands of someone who might bring any of you harm. Go to him if I’m not available.”
Max nodded. “By the way, I’m headed home today. I need to take care of some things, like bills, before I return to work Monday.”
“Do you have a new case?”
He shook his head. “Not yet. The phone call I got this morning warned one might be headed my way. Another runaway teenager. At least, my friend said the parents hope she ran away. With the sex trade ramping up the past few years, they fear it could be worse.”
“And if it’s worse and you find her and her abductors?” One of Ian’s eyebrows rose.
“I’ll decide then, depending on which police department I’m dealing with.” Some departments took the crime seriously. Others had their heads in the sand, pretending it wasn’t an issue. The last time he’d dealt with the latter, back in January, things had turned bloody. Very little of those bodies had been found.
He’d assured sixteen-year-old Shelley she had nothing more to fear from the men who’d kidnapped and repeatedly raped her over a weekend. The least he could do to help her recover emotionally from all she’d been through. The last time he’d seen her, she still wasn’t leaving the house, but she’d joked about turning into a mushroom and needing sunlight. The return of her sense of humor had to be a good sign. He hoped. Her divorced parents had reunited and hired a Christian trauma counselor willing to go to the house for sessions until she could regain the confidence to step out the front door.
He’d hated killing humans, but his time in the Marines had taught him sometimes it was necessary. Innocents had to be protected, and those who hurt children topped his list of predators to put down. Particularly repeat offenders who exhibited no remorse. Those last scumbags had tried to bribe Max into looking the other way, even going so far as to offer him use of the girl he’d been there to rescue. Max had freed the wolf to finish them off.
Hopefully this latest girl was a runaway. If the case came to him, he’d track her down, make sure she was safe, and either convince her to go home or assure her parents she was alive and not in immediate danger.
“However it works out,” Ian said, disrupting Max’s thoughts, “be careful.”
He nodded.

 

~ ~ ~

 

Keesha’s Home
Flagstaff, Arizona
 

10:17 PM. At least, so the green numbers on the digital display of the alarm clock said. Keesha stared at it. The last twenty-four hours or so, she hadn’t been able to get Clara Darrow off her mind. Every time she closed her eyes, the image of the woman’s battered face filled her mind. A less than stellar cap to an already distracted week. The private investigator she’d met at the Campbell Wildlife Preserve on Monday had popped to the front of her mind at odd times, both day and night, distracting her at work, during the drive to and from, and even when standing in line to get coffee at her favorite shop.
Max Johnson’s cocky grin haunted her, which made no sense. He wasn’t the best looking guy she’d ever met, and he was too arrogant for his own good in some ways. Still… there was something sweet and endearing about him. Memorable, to say the least. Then there was the fact she couldn’t shake the feeling a predator peered out through his dark eyes, despite the humor reflected there. That made even less sense than the rest. He’d done nothing to warrant such suspicion, and she couldn’t honestly say she’d felt threatened by him. Such ambiguity was new and unsettling.
Don’t obsess on the man, for pity’s sake. You were worried about Clara, remember?
Which only brought her back to Max Johnson. He was the only one at the Preserve for whom she had contact information. Ian Campbell had accepted her card, but he hadn’t given her so much as a phone number in return. Max had handed over one of his cards.
She reached up to turn on the lamp on the bedside table and sat up, leaning against the headboard. The business card lay next to her cellphone on the nightstand. The edges had become soft and ragged from too much handling. Not that she’d let him know how worn the card was already.
Another glimpse at the clock reminded her it was only getting later by the minute. If she didn’t find out about Clara, she wouldn’t sleep. Tossing and turning all night would not start her weekend well. Would the private investigator mind a late night call?
Only one way to find out.
Keesha picked up the phone and dialed the cell number on the business card. If his phone was turned off, she’d wait until morning and hope she could sleep in the meantime.
“’Lo?”
The husky tone made her wince. She’d awakened him. “Mr. Johnson, I’m sorry to wake you at this hour. This is Keesha Muller.”
Silence.
He probably couldn’t place the name. “Um… Agent Muller of the FBI.”
“Uh… yeah. I know. I’m just surprised to hear from you.”
“I didn’t want to bother you, and I know it’s far too late to be calling. I’m sorry. I should’ve waited until morning.”
“Not at all, Agent Muller. What can I do for you? Did you need something more to close your investigation?”
Was that a smile in his voice? He sounded… pleased. Nonsense. “No. That’s done. I’m not calling in an official capacity.”
“Oh?”
“I wanted to find out how Clara’s doing. She’s been on my mind.”
Another silence. Then he sighed and murmured, “Clara’s dead. She killed herself late last night.”
A sharp pain pierced her chest. She pressed her free hand over it. “Oh, no. I’m so sorry.” Tears burned her eyes.
“She left a note, saying she couldn’t live with the memories of Brimfield’s brutality.” His voice had softened even more. “I’m sure if you need to see the note, Kelly can show it to you or get you a copy for your file.”
“That’s not necessary.”
There was a long pause. “Are you alright?”
“I’m fine.” A fib of monumental proportions, but she didn’t know the man well enough to share her burdens with him.
“If you don’t want to talk about it, just say so.” An edge of annoyance crept into his voice. “There’s no need to lie.”
Keesha flinched. How had he known?
He huffed a sigh. When he continued, the momentary anger was gone. “Would you like me to call when I have funeral details?”
“I’d appreciate that.” Would it strike them as strange that she wanted to attend the funeral of a woman she’d met once and hardly even knew? “I know it must seem odd that I want to be there.”
Max chuckled. “As odd as I am, do you really think I’m in any position to judge someone else’s weirdness or normalcy?” He paused. “Anyway, I suspect the funerals will be in the next few days. We’re burying a friend of ours, too. He died trying to help Clara.”
“I’m so sorry…. I didn’t realize…. Maybe I shouldn’t intrude.”
“You couldn’t have known, and it wouldn’t be an intrusion. He was fairly well-known in the community, so I assume quite a few people will be there I haven’t met. It’d be good to see a familiar face in the crowd.”
“If you’re sure….” She was a familiar face? He really must be desperate.
“I’m positive.”
“Okay. Well, please, do call me with the details, so I can pay my respects.”
“Sure thing.”
“Thanks.” She bit her lip, trying to figure out what else to say. Now that the conversation was wrapping up, she didn’t want to stop talking to him. How weird was that?
“You’re welcome.”
Come on. Nothing? Really? Since when are you at a loss for words? “Goodnight.”
“’Night.”
Keesha hit the END button and laid the phone on the nightstand. Well, that was tragically pathetic. And just plain tragic. Clara was dead….

 

~ ~ ~

 

Max’s Home
Flagstaff, Arizona
 

She’d called him. Max lay in bed and stared at the ceiling, fighting the urge to get up and dance through the apartment while the wolf locked inside wiggled and wagged with excitement. The agent could’ve called Ian for information—which would’ve been perfectly logical since Clara lived in his house—but she’d called Max.
Wait. Maybe she had called Ian and he hadn’t answered the phone. Hm. No. She probably would’ve said something about being unable to reach him. So, she’d called Max instead of trying to reach Ian.
The melancholy that had hounded him the past few days lifted somewhat. He’d see her soon.
He smiled and closed his eyes.













Chapter 3

Sunday, April 22, 2018
Campbell Wildlife Preserve
Home of Ian & Sophia Campbell
 
“How’s Kelly?”

Hands linked behind his back, Brett pivoted away from the office window to look at his best friend as Ian came in and lowered his tall frame into his chair. Stress lined the man’s face. The loss of Peter weighed on all of them, but Ian worried more about Carlos. Why hadn’t they realized how close Peter and Carlos had become? After the two had fought over Tanya almost three years prior, and both lost, Brett had thought they’d pretty much avoided each other except when the pack ran together. Apparently not. That incident seemed to have bonded them in friendship in a way no one else had noticed.
Ian hiked a brow in question.
Kelly. Right. Brett shook his head. “She’s struggling. Clara’s death has hit her hard.”
“Understandable, I suppose, given they were sisters.”
Worried but knowing there was only so much he could do, Brett nodded then dropped into the empty chair beside Ian’s desk. “We met with Pastor Fleming today after church to make the funeral arrangements. Jeremy’s contacts at the funeral home have already done the cremations, so everything is set for tomorrow morning.” They’d seen no reason to delay.
“What are you having him say about Clara? None of us really knew her.”
“Even Kelly.” Brett frowned. “We’ve opted for Clara’s service to be only a few minutes of silence out of respect for the sacrifice she made for the daughter we can’t admit to the outside world she had. We can honor that and allow Kelly time to say a final goodbye. It’ll only be pack, and I’ve already let them know what we’re going to do and why, so no awkward explanations to others will be necessary.”
Ian nodded, then he cut Brett a sideways glance with one brow quirked. “Have you talked to Max?”
“Briefly, at church.”
“Did he say anything about Agent Muller?”
“That FBI agent?” Brett tensed.
Ian dipped his chin once, his gaze steady.
“No. Should he have?”
The alpha ran his fingers thoughtfully through his short, trimmed beard. “His wolf has chosen her as his mate.”
“What? Is he out of his mind?”
Ian chuckled. “The wolf has chosen a mate, so I think you know the answer. How clear do any of us think under those circumstances?”
“Yeah, well, at least we didn’t choose government agents.” Brett scowled. “He knows he can’t surrender to it, right?”
“He knows.” Humor fled. “I’m not sure fighting it will do much good though.”
“He doesn’t have a choice. He has to fight it. A government agent can’t find out about us. It would be disastrous.”
“Only if she told others,” Ian muttered as though thinking out loud. He sighed and met Brett’s gaze. “You know how strong the need to mate is when the wolf chooses. You, the confirmed and determined bachelor for over two-hundred years who surrendered in less than twenty-four hours.” A corner of his mouth cocked up in a half-grin.
“Yeah, well, that was different. Kelly’s one of us.”
“Is it truly any different?”
The steady gaze of his alpha and friend challenged Brett. He lowered his gaze. His mate might not have worked for the government, and she was indeed a werewolf, but he’d had a very long-standing refusal to get married. Kelly’s arrival had changed everything, turned his heart upside down, and made him desire things he hadn’t wanted before she came along. Recalling how sickened he’d felt when he’d believed she intended to marry Ian…. “Okay, okay. Maybe you have a point. The desire to mate isn’t easily thwarted.” He frowned. “Can it be?”
“I don’t know.” Ian shrugged and shook his head. “I’ve never see anyone reject a mate the wolf has chosen, at least not for long. I honestly don’t know if the wolf’s mind can be changed on such a matter.”
“We better hope it can be, or we could all be in trouble.” Brett settled against the back of the chair, forcing tension from his body. “Should we tell the rest of the pack?”
“Not yet. Let’s give it a bit of time. See how things go.” Ian smiled slightly. “If it appears the pack could be in danger, we’ll alert everyone. I don’t want anyone putting any more pressure on Max than he’s already under. Adding still more stress isn’t likely to help the situation. In the meantime, we need to be praying for direction and guidance for all of us.”
Brett nodded, battling both annoyance and worry. They’d just lost a pack member and Kelly’s sister. It wasn’t the time for complications. Especially one as serious as an FBI agent. If she found out what they were and told her chain of command—
“Stop fretting.”
He blinked.
Ian laughed. “I know exactly what you’re thinking, so don’t even try that look with me. We’ve known each other too long, old friend.”
“If things go sideways….” He shook his head.
“We’ll put plans into motion we made long ago.” Determination lit the alpha’s eyes. “We keep the pack safe at all costs.”

 

~ ~ ~

 

Max’s Home
 

“You’ve reached the voicemail of Keesha Muller. Please leave a message after the tone.”
Max gritted his teeth. He hated answering machines and voicemail. They always made him feel like a stuttering, girl-struck boy who couldn’t put two words together intelligently. The devices were bad enough, but knowing the message was for a woman—this woman—made matters worse. What if he sounded stupid?
The beep startled him. Pay attention to what you’re doing.
“Uh, this is Max Johnson. I got the funeral details we discussed. Both services are set for tomorrow morning. Um, Monday. Peter’s is at nine. Clara’s at ten.” He rattled off the name of the church and the address. “If you need directions, give me a call. Otherwise, I guess I’ll see you there. Maybe.” He waited, trying to think of something clever or even half-way interesting to say. Nothing came to mind, so he hung up.
Good grief. That was pitiful.













Chapter 4

Monday, April 23, 2018
Christ Community Church
Outskirts of Flagstaff, Arizona
 

Five to nine. Maybe she’d decided not to come. Max glanced at his watch for at least the hundredth time in the past ten minutes. Like checking the clock every few seconds would change things. She probably couldn’t get away from work at the last minute. Her boss wouldn’t have had much warning, unless Keesha had contacted him or her over the weekend.

The wolf growled and paced deep inside, becoming more restless each minute. Stop watching the time. Max forced his backside to remain in his seat and still and turned his attention to his surroundings before the wolf broke free in front of a whole lot of people. The entire pack sat in pews in front of him. Humans unknown to him squeezed into seats behind him and across the aisle.
He didn’t mind being relegated to the hindmost pew in the pack. Though humans would probably see it as a dismissive slight, he knew the truth. They were surrounded by potential enemies. The pack trusted him to watch their backs.
Brett and Ian sat with their mates on the front pew near one of the exits, with Carlos between them. Neither looked comfortable, which wasn’t surprising, given the fact they spent most of their time isolated from the rest of society. At least, Brett had since retiring from teaching at the university a couple of years prior. Even before that, he hadn’t been the most sociable person in the world. Ian never had been. Only a few of the pack, like Max, lived in Flagstaff or along its perimeter and interfaced with people daily.
A hand resting on Carlos’ shoulder, Ian focused on Sophia. They’d been married less than a week, so it was possible he had other things on his mind than the people around them. Either way, he sat still, but tension showed in the set of his shoulders and the fact he kept his head turned slightly to listen behind him.
Brett’s tension increased noticeably (to a wolf’s keen senses anyway) as the crowd of “noisy humans” grew. He’d griped earlier about the volume, and it had been much quieter then. If not for his grieving mate, he wouldn’t be there at all, no doubt.
Carlos sat between the two men, head down and shoulders hunched. Hurting over the loss of his friend, he’d spent the weekend in wolf form and surrendered control to his human self only to attend the funerals. He’d been snarly enough with Michael that Ian had refused to let him stay at the Preserve unsupervised that day. Not while he manifested aggression toward the new arrival. The fearful submissive was locked in his cell, too afraid to leave even if they’d left the door open but not yet trusted by Ian to have free run of the house and property when no one was there to keep an eye on him.
I wish I knew how to make it better. For everyone. Max sighed and forced his gaze onward.
Colin, the pack alpha’s son, generally liked people but apparently not in such large numbers. He scowled and glanced at a door from time to time, probably kept in his seat only by his mate Tanya and their one-year-old son Duncan sitting at his side. Tanya had been a wolf less than three years, so she still liked being around the Regulars (Kelly-speak for non-wolf humans). The noise and smells didn’t seem to bother her as much as it did the older wolves, despite her wolf-sensitive hearing and sense of smell.
They shared the pew behind Ian and Brett with Graham Caldwell, his mate Donna, and her “almost fourteen” brother Tommy. Why the teenager thought fourteen was significant, Max hadn’t quite figured out, but the boy reminded them all, constantly, that his birthday loomed.
O’Neil and his human mate Hannah occupied the third pew, along with their teenage children.
David Rogers and his human mate and children had taken the fourth.
Dr. Jeremy Richardson and his mate Annie shared the fifth pew with Max. Jeremy and Max had become best friends soon after the then-new doctor had joined the pack over a decade prior.
As the room filled, the noise escalated. Max had little doubt people were being reasonably quiet, probably even reverent. He’d been in boisterous crowds. The one in the church didn’t qualify as loud, but wolf ears were more sensitive than those of humans. The room was certainly noisy enough to make a wolf jumpy and grumpy, especially one like Brett who didn’t care for people as a rule.
The sounds didn’t bother Max much, but the smell made him want to cough and gag. So many roses in a confined space was cloying. Why hadn’t folks stuck with carnations or lilies? Wasn’t that what most humans still used for funerals? Maybe you’ve been a wolf too long and things have changed. He frowned and resisted the urge to snort. Clearing his nose would do no good anyway. Colognes, perfumes, and artificial fragrances from the host of personal hygiene products humans drenched themselves in made it even more dangerous than the roses to breathe too deeply. He grimaced. All those smells in a confined space. Nasty.
The air shifted slightly, and a light aroma peeked through the cloud of roses and artificial reek like the sun peering through thunderheads. Carnations, coffee, and… chocolate? Max closed his eyes and focused on it. Don’t inhale too deep. Just enjoy it.
A gentle touch on his shoulder opened his eyes. He didn’t even have to look to know who it was. She made it! Max turned and smiled, scooting over on the pew and forcing himself not to touch her. The wolf craved contact, but they barely knew each other. Humans weren’t as physical as wolves, and he most certainly didn’t want to offend or frighten her. “Agent Muller, I wasn’t sure you’d make it.”
“Please, call me Keesha. I’m not here in an official capacity.” She sat beside him, scanning the room.
The scent of her surrounded him, pushing away the other aromas. Definitely chocolate in her coffee. What had happened to the caramel? He couldn’t exactly ask.
When her gaze returned to him, she shook her head. “Lots of people. You weren’t kidding about your friend being well-known.”
“Peter was a lawyer. Wills, trusts, that sort of thing.” He motioned vaguely to the strangers around them. “Some of these people are co-workers from the law firm. Others were clients.”
“And the guy sitting next to Mr. Campbell? He looks ready to crawl into a cave and curl up for a while.”
Not an unrealistic possibility if the man had his way. Carlos’ posture hadn’t changed.
I wish I could make this easier for him. “That’s Carlos. He was close to Peter.”
“You hurt for him more than for your own loss,” she murmured.
Max looked straight into sympathetic brown eyes, surprised by her insight. Then he shrugged. “Yeah. I guess you could say that. I didn’t know Peter as well as I probably should, but Carlos and I are pretty close. I hate seeing him hurt.”
She laid a hand on his arm and smiled. “You’re a good man, Max Johnson.”
He grinned. “Glad you noticed.”
She chuckled and opened her mouth, but a throat clearing into a microphone cut off whatever she’d meant to say. Her arm brushed his as she turned to face the front.
The wolf sighed and settled, content.

 

~ ~ ~

 

The church cleared of all but the people sitting in front of her. Keesha sighed. Peter had been a believer. Even the clients who’d spoken of him had known him as a man of faith. Always good to hear. Funerals for those lost for eternity were so difficult by comparison. She’d attended too many like that over the years.
Most people cleared out, and the atmosphere changed, as they transitioned to Clara’s funeral. The air grew heavier somehow. Cloying. As though the people who’d attended Peter’s funeral had stripped the energy from the room when they left. Only a weighty silence remained. Keesha shuddered.
For long minutes, no one moved toward the podium, and the pastor who had officiated the previous funeral remained in his seat to one side of the platform, his head down. The few people who remained matched his posture.
Keesha glanced to her side at Max, only to find he had his head down and his eyes closed. She nudged him gently with her elbow. When he opened his eyes and peered sideways without lifting his head, she gave him a questioning look.
He covered her nearest hand with one of his and leaned closer to whisper in her ear. “I’ll explain in a bit.”
His warm breath danced across her neck, making her shiver.
Max drew back a bit and studied her for a moment with a slight frown. He took an unhurried, deep breath, and a slow smile formed, then he lowered his head again before she could identify the emotion that flitted through his dark eyes.
She sat in silence, waiting and watching. No one moved, other than a faint shift in a seat here and there that quickly subsided to stillness once again.
After several more minutes, a woman in the front row stood. Keesha recognized the waist-length, dark brown hair and tall, muscular build as belonging to Clara’s sister. Kelly made no move to stand at the podium but turned in place to face everyone. Tears swam in her pale eyes, sending a pang across Keesha’s chest.
“Thank you… all of you… for being here for me. Most of you didn’t know Clara. The rest of you knew her only a very short time, so I know you’re here for me.” A tear slipped free.
A knot wedged in Keesha’s throat. Kelly’s pain…. I know. I understand, Kelly. I truly do. The knot grew, and tears burned the backs of her eyes.
“Clara came to me for help….” The grieving woman closed her eyes and lowered her head. “I failed her.”
A band constricted Keesha’s chest and lungs, making it difficult to breathe. She managed
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