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			Prologue

			Charles—Charlie, to most people who knew him—was so lost he hadn’t any idea if he was walking on the ground or the sky. He knew the difference, of course, but it was so dark out tonight that if there had been a moon shining, he couldn’t see it. When he sat himself down on a log to get his bearings again, he paused in his thinking to look at what could have made the sound he’d heard.

			Terrified out of his mind when he saw glowing eyes looking at him, Charlie sat as still as he could. The eyes grew larger and incredibly more shiny as the beast made its way to him. He didn’t run, knowing that even if he knew where he was at the moment, the wolf would know it better. It would chase him down and kill him without any hesitation. 

			The wolf, a big gray fella, just stood there within a few inches of Charlie’s outstretched legs. When he laid down, putting his heavy head onto his leg, Charlie had another moment of fear. The thing never took his eyes off him. As soon as he felt he was brave enough to try and talk to the wolf, he was gone, and in his place was a man. A fully clothed man with the gray of the wolf’s fur colored into his hair. Even his eyes were the same as the wolf’s, Charlie thought. Still, neither of them moved until the man sat back on his butt and regarded him. 

			“You live on the property not far from here, is that correct?” Charlie told him he was only squatting there until they found him. But he was a mite lost. “Yes, I’ve been following you for some time. And in all that time, you did not harm any other animal you came across, and there were plenty. Why is that?”

			“You mean the rabbit and the family of deer?” The man nodded. “I don’t have a need for meat just now. I only kill when I have to. When my belly feels like it can’t go another minute without some meat in it. And even then, I use it up the best I can. What I can’t use, I leave out for some other animal that will use the rest. Why do you ask?”

			“I’ll get to that. You didn’t seem that surprised when I changed from wolf to man. Can you tell me why that is?” He nodded and told him what he’d been seeing a lot of lately. “Yes, wars—including the current Comanche War—have made a man wish for better times. So you were surprised but just wrote it off as being another strange thing that had no explanation. That’s a very good explanation, I think.” 

			“They say that the war is about over. I don’t know much about that. I can still hear shooting when I’m out and about. I don’t have any land left because the soldiers took it all when they was coming through. Not that it was much more than a bunch of rocks and stumps, to begin with.” The man only nodded. “I’m Charles Griffin. Most call me Charlie. A great deal more names, but I ignore them. Not everybody was able to go to school all the time. I had my family to feed when my daddy up and got sick. Momma died a few weeks ago, and I’ve been roaming around since looking for work. I don’t suppose you know anyone around here that might be wanting an extra hand or two, do you?”

			“I do, as a matter of fact. My name is Romeo Hank. The Hank is for when I need a last name. But I do have something I’d like to propose to you if you’ve got the time to listen.” Charlie told him he didn’t have anything but time right now. “All right. I have a medium sized pack. You can see a few of them over there watching over us. They’re all just wolves. I’m the only wolf shifter I know. They’re a good bunch. Hungry most of the time, but then all of us are, correct?”

			“Yes. Some more than others. At least I can find me a bit of string and fashion me up a hook to use.” Romeo told him that was excellent. “You need me to fish some fish out for you and your pack? I don’t mind at all doing that for you. In fact, I’d be powerful happy to help you out.”

			“Not just yet. But I think I will take you up on it soon. I have a daughter. Her name is Luna. Such a beautiful name, don’t you think?” Charlie asked if it meant moon. “It does. Thank you. You’re very well educated for a man with no means of living.” 

			“My mom was a school teacher when I was born. They fired her, of course, when she had me. She taught me to read and to figure. I can write too, but I do have to think about the spelling of things. Can you write?” Romeo said he’d been given a great gift in that. “I think so too. When I find me a newspaper or some little old book, I treasure it for a bit. Then I pass it on if I can. I don’t have to know the people in the paper. I just like reading about their stories. Are you going to tell me what this is about?”

			“I am. I was working up to it, but I believe you to be a man that can be trusted with things in life. I would like to change you into a wolf, one such as I am. You’ll be a man when you wish, a wolf when necessary. There will be magic, as well as wealth.” Charlie told him he didn’t have use for wealth, but food all the time would be nice. “That is precisely what I’m speaking about, Charlie, my good man.”

			Throughout the rest of the night and well into the morning, they spoke of things that Romeo needed from him. It wasn’t brought up again about him being changed, but Romeo did tell him more about his daughter and that he, plain old Charlie, was her mate. The soul reason he’d not been harmed while wandering around in the woods.

			“Do you understand what it is I want you to do?” Charlie said he thought so. “No. I’m sorry, I can’t allow you to go into this, only thinking you understand. Please, ask me anything you’d like. You must be clear on this. I need you to be clear on how it is I wish you to someday take over for me.”

			Romeo never got upset with him when he asked his questions. If Charlie was honest with himself, which he usually tried to be, he was afraid that Romeo had picked the wrong man. That he’d be better off finding himself someone else to take over his empire.

			“You’re the right man, Charlie. When I told you I’d been following you around, I want you to know it wasn’t just last evening, but for some time now. I’ve seen you share your last bit of food with people. Work for someone that cannot do for themselves and not take anything but a bit of bread and water. You’re a very good man. A better man than I am.” Charlie started to protest. “No. I’m correct in picking you as my replacement. And if that is some of your worry, being an alpha, you’ve no worries there either. I will not leave this earth for the next until you are comfortable with what is needed of you. Now. If you’ve no more questions, I shall leave you to allow you to think on it. I’ll be back here tomorrow so you can tell me your answer. I know I have picked the right man, Charlie. It’s something you can do easily to save this pack and my daughter.” 

			Luna followed him as he walked around. He’d thought about calling back Romeo and asking more questions, but he didn’t. Sitting down again, his leg bothering him from sitting so long, he looked at the big, beautiful wolf. 

			“You’re not really his daughter, are you?” She shook her head. “I didn’t think so. Are there any more of the others that he claims are his children?” She nodded this time, and he determined by asking questions that it was one other female. “I don’t know what to think about all this, to be honest with you. Are you my mate? Is he telling me the truth? I just don’t know what to think.”

			She nodded or shook her head after each of the questions he put to her. Yes, she was his mate. Yes, Romeo was telling the truth. There were many more questions and answers. 

			He was headed back to the area that he’d first seen Romeo when he felt the pain take his breath away as it slammed into his left shoulder. Falling back, he hit his head and laid there while trying his best to catch his breath. That was when he heard the other gunshots, the wolves howling and trying to hide. Pulling Luna toward him, he whispered harshly into her ear, hoping that at least she’d understand him enough to know that she must warn the others.

			“Go. Tell Romeo to hide the pack. To make sure you and your sister are safe.” She didn’t want to leave him, whimpering at him as she laid her head on his shoulder. “Go. Please. Run and escape before they hurt you too.”

			When she left him, Charlie closed his eyes. Opening them when he felt the shadow darken over him, he looked up in time to see the barrel of a large rifle. He was a goner. He knew that. He could only hope that Luna and the others were safe.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Present Day

			“You’ve never been one for parties, have you, son?” Edwin winked at his mom and hugged her tightly. “However, in this, I’m ever so happy that you decided to invite your dad and me to come. It’s not every day that a man retires from the army as a command sergeant major. My goodness, I’m so very proud of you. My oldest boy, a major. However, it’s hard to believe others could understand how a man who looks as young as you could make it to that rank. Do they?”

			“Thanks, Mom. I feel good about it too. And since I ranked so high—you’re right, being an immortal took care of it so I could—others believe it, and I’m taken care of for the rest of my life too.” With a quick hug, she moved away from him when the commander in chief came to shake his hand. He asked what his plans were now. “I’m going to go home when my parents do and try to maybe sleep past five in the morning a couple of times. I might come to like that too.”

			They both laughed, knowing full well he’d not be able to sleep late. “Have you given any thought to what I talked to you about a few days ago? The recruiting offices could use a good role model like you hanging around.” Edwin told Mr. President that he didn’t want to make any decisions for a few more months. “I understand that. When my term is up in another three years, I’m going to try and be a man of leisure myself. I don’t know how that will set with my wife. Emma has a list as long as I am of things she wants to get done. I thought for sure that being the president would have her cutting me some slack, but alas, it didn’t.”

			Mingling around with the president, Edwin was glad he was able to introduce his parents to the man. He was a nice guy. Polite. But Edwin had never cared for his wife. Too many dealings with her, he supposed, to form a positive opinion of her.

			She’d been caught out too many times by a patrol and had to be taken home. Drunk and disorderly hadn’t been nearly enough for her. No. Emma was nasty and a mean drunk. Not only that, but she wasn’t a quiet one either, shouting to whoever would listen about who she was and how unsatisfying Mike was to her sexually. Edwin didn’t like her at all.

			At one in the morning, things began to break up. If he’d had any say about it, he would have left hours ago, but his parents were having a wonderful time, and he just couldn’t say no to them. Going back to the hotel where they were staying, his dad caught him just as he was going out the door.

			“You’re not going back, are you, Edwin?” He told his dad that he was finished. “Good. There is no reason for you to be around when things start to hit the fan. And they will, as I’ve told you boys before.”

			“I know, Dad. I don’t know whether to be glad for that second site of yours or think it’s a curse. It’s nothing I’d want to have.” Dad just stared at him for a moment before Edwin turned away. “Dad, you know I don’t use anything like that anymore. Not only is it too dangerous, but it’s difficult to explain where I might have gotten the information. It’s just easier to let things go where they roll.”

			“It is. But not where my family is concerned.” 

			Hugging his dad, Edwin went to the room across the hall from them. Not that he had lied to his dad, but he figured he was better off telling his dad what he wanted to hear rather than the truth. Not only could Edwin see a great deal into the future, but it had made them very wealthy over the years and had saved his brothers from being hurt quite a few times as well. But the most important thing he’d been able to do was to save himself quite a bit of trouble as well.

			Lying on his bed, Edwin thought about what his life was going to be from here on out. Not having any plans wasn’t helping him. He already had a home he could move right into. A car sitting in the garage that Dad had told him he’d had serviced just a few days ago. Also, he had a part-time job that he was actually looking forward to working at. 

			He and Garfield had been best friends since his little brother began to talk. Not that either of them were all that talkative, but when either of them had something to say, they said it and were quiet again. Edwin could spend hours with Garfield, and the two of them wouldn’t say a word. It was just how he liked it. Garfield too.

			Getting up, knowing he wasn’t going to sleep, Edwin pulled out his computer. Three days ago, he’d turned it over to be cleaned. When he’d gotten it back, not only hadn’t anything been taken off of it, but there were more programs, as well as icons than there had been. Opening up one of them now after making sure he was offline, Edwin read over the files in the first folder.

			Nothing too big. A few menus for some upcoming dinners at the State House. There was a list of the people working them and their levels of clearance. There was even a notation by some of the names and their allergens. The president was allergic to peanuts. He’d not known that.

			As he went through each file, careful to keep checking for any kind of trouble, he was just about to close up one of the last two files when the hotel phone rang next to the bed. Getting up to answer it, he paused just before touching it when his extra senses seemed to tingle just a little. Moving back to his seat, he sat there staring at the phone as it continued to ring for several minutes. When it stopped, Edwin touched his finger to the phone handle and closed his eyes. Reaching beyond this room and to the switchboard area in the hotel, the magic led him out of the hotel to the high hanging lines above the city. 

			Following the current that ran along the phone lines—he always thought this was one of the stupidest gifts he’d been given, to be able to trace a current from a phone call to him. He’d never tried doing it for someone else, too embarrassed to find out what might be on the other end of the line. 

			By the time he was at the phone where the call had originated, Edwin could only stare at the people sitting around the room. Of the nine people in the room, he knew only two of them. One of them was Mike, the other Vice-President Jamison Current. The men were drinking beers, it looked like to him, as well as smoking big cigars. They were staring at the phone as if they were expecting something to happen to it.

			“He said he’d think about it, but I know he’s going to turn it down. Edwin is a good man, too good to be sitting in a recruiting office for us.” Jamison nodded but didn’t speak when Mike did. “What makes you think he’s going to want to work for us after this? We can’t have him out in the open. He’ll stick out like a sore thumb. I’ve never seen anyone as built like he is and still able to eat like he’s never getting another meal.”

			“I told you why, you idiot.” Jamison looked around the room, then leaned closer to Mike. “He’s not human. I know we can’t ask that of our men nowadays, but I know for a fact that he’s not even close to being like us. And he’ll do the job we need him to do, or we’ll have to go to the next level. Griffin is the only one that will be able to fall from grace with this and not have it come back on the two of us.”

			Edwin didn’t know what was going on, but he was sure it had nothing to do with him being a recruiter for the army. As it was right now, he most assuredly wasn’t taking the job. One of the other men came to hand something to Jamison, who then handed it off to Mike.

			“So? He’s gone back to his hotel and didn’t leave again. What does that have to do with anything?” Jamison told Mike that he had a tracker on Edwin. “What sort of tracker? And why the hell would you do that? Do you want him to catch us? Jesus H. Christ, Jamison, you’re stupid if you think he’s just going to let it go if he finds it on his person.”

			“He won’t. I have ways that will even astound you about getting those little suckers where no one will find them. They’re so little nowadays that I was able to get one made into an aglet.” Mike looked confused. “The little tip at the end of a shoe lace. Don’t you ever do crossword puzzles? I’ve had them put on each and every pair of his shoes that he had in the service. We both know he won’t toss anything away until it’s worn out completely. This will let us keep an eye on him and know when he comes back around. Trust me when I tell you, we’re going to dig up so much shit on that boy that it’ll be easy to convince him to work with us again. On the sly, too.” 

			Edwin thought of the shoes he had with him and the few pair he’d been meaning to send home. He was going to get rid of them all as soon as possible before he went back to his house. As the men talked about the upcoming dinner they were hosting, as well as ad campaigns, he looked around the room. Going back to keep checking on the two most powerful people in the United States, he learned very little from the other guests. 

			When he was able to leave the room they were in, Edwin thought about what he’d learned. Basically nothing. He was going to be the fall guy for something the two of them were planning. They needed to keep track of his every move, and—this bothered him the most—they thought him to be very stupid. Perhaps he had been, but he wasn’t now. 

			When the phone rang again, he felt the familiar vibrations of his parents and picked up the phone. Deciding it was time he came clean with them, Edwin would tell them on the plane. But not where there could be anyone around to overhear him. Instead, he decided to meet his parents for breakfast in the hotel and leave all the trouble brewing for later.

			“I, for one, am thrilled to be going home.” He told his mom he was looking forward to it as well. “I’m so glad to hear that. While I don’t have any plans for you this summer, I would like to make up for lost time and visit with you a good deal more. Your brothers are home as well now. Even Jeffery.”

			Jeffery had been away most of his life. While Edwin had been in the army, Jeffery had gone on to be one of the best kept secrets in the world. He was a satellite engineer and could take a picture of a person several thousand miles away and tell you what their shit looked like. He was fond of telling them that. He went by the name “Junkie,” and not even the president knew they were related, nor where Jeffery hung his hat. He was that good.

			Tony, his brother and litter twin who had been born when he had was an electrical engineer. There hadn’t been anything made that he couldn’t take apart and put back together better. He could wire up a house so it used little to no electricity, as well as tweak an engine, so it ran better than anything on the market. Smiling to himself, he thought of all the trouble the two of them had gotten into as boys growing up, just by taking things apart and seeing how easy they could tweak it when put back together. 

			Garfield was the quiet one, but he was also the smartest man he knew, besides their dad. Perhaps it was magic or something more, but Garfield could take a penny and make it into hundreds of dollars in very little time. That was another thing that had made them very wealthy. The way the two of them knew just what to invest in and exactly when to pull out or sell something that was going to take a dive.

			Harman, second from the youngest, seemed to be adrift most of the time. Not that he wasn’t busy—he was that and more. But Harman had his hands into a great many things going on. He’d written several books on different subjects, from flower gardens to the volcanic ash that still fell to the ground and its effect on the earth. He’d been an oceanographer as well as a zoo keeper. Harman was a man you went to when you had a question about any subject you could think about. He was also a killer at crossword puzzles. 

			Then there was his brother Stone. The youngest of all of them, Stone had been born a lone pup. Good thing too, Mom always said, as he was the largest by far. Each of them had weighed about three pounds when they were born, bigger than a regular wolf pup by double. But Stone had weight seven pounds. For all his size and muscle, he was a kindergarten teacher at the local elementary school. Stone was well-loved by all his students, as well and the unmarried and married parents.

			As soon as he disembarked from the plane, he was engulfed in big strong arms. It wasn’t as if he’d not been home in the last twenty some years, but now that he was home
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