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Chapter One

 


“Come on,
dammit, just give me a
starting point.”

Max’s fingers flew across the keyboard
with determined strokes as he muttered to himself, looking to find
any clues about the origin of emails he was trying to trace. Didn’t
help that the communications were downloaded to his laptop, which
was a secondary site, instead of working back from lab computers
where he had originally discovered them. Also didn’t help being
bounced along a road that could’ve used a fresh layer of pavement
to fill in the craters, which probably wouldn’t happen in this
Central American country with less-than-ideal
infrastructure.

He was just damn lucky he had not only
a state-of-the-art, military-grade laptop with a kick-ass
processor, receiver, and extended battery life, but a back-up
battery as well. Because who the hell knew when he would reach any
form of civilization allowing him to recharge or get a connection
to Wi-Fi.

Okay, that was a stretch as they
weren’t far from their destination of Tegucigalpa, which possessed
all the modern conveniences he was accustomed to in the States. But
as Max had come to expect, wild tangents seemed to be the norm
while on this mission and he’d count it as a minor win once they
finally reached the city. He was damned tired of being in the hot
and humid environment so far from home with little to no leads. At
the very least, knowing he was on the right track could’ve been a
major boost.

It’d been two days since he’d left his
partner, Brennon Underhill, at the airstrip in Villahermosa,
Mexico. Max could have been on the plane that had taken his friend
home to Arizona, but he felt compelled to follow a trail further
east based on whispered words he’d detected while running through
the Lacandon jungle on the Mexico-Guatemala border. After pushing
to get into Honduras, he and his new partner, Bode, had made a pit
stop in Puerto Cortes and were now winding their way south toward
the country’s capital.

As usual, Max would have preferred to
be in his wolf form, running freely, tracking his prey, but
necessity for his supplies negated those desires. Just as he was
about to access a program to help him break through a layer of
encryption surrounding the emails, the Jeep hit a deep rut, nearly
causing the laptop to go flying out of his hands.

“Son of a bitch!” Max
growled while managing to get a grip on the device. “This is
useless.” He folded the laptop with more force than an ordinary
piece of equipment would have handled then secured it within his
pack.

“Sorry man.” Bode jostled
in his seat while keeping a white-knuckle grip on the steering
wheel. “Barring any unforeseen complications, we’ve only got a few
hours ’til we’re there.”

“Thank fuck, ’cuz this has
been brutal.”

“Rather be stretching your
legs, too, eh?”

Max faced the man driving and grinned.
“You know it.”

“Soon, brother, soon.”
Bode flashed a smile before facing forward, concentrating on
navigating the highway.

As the road became less bumpy, Max sat
back and closed his eyes, taking advantage of this brief respite.
He cataloged the events that had already taken place, the
information gathered, and contemplated what was to come.

Being a member of the Tohono O’odham
Native American Tribe from Sierra Vista, Arizona, Maxwell Collier
was part of a wolf shifter clan. His partner, friend, and fellow
tribe member, Brennon, who had returned home, was a hawk shifter.
The two of them had been tasked with locating and shutting down
rogue labs responsible for experiments on human and shifter DNA
manipulation. After dismantling other labs in Northern Mexico,
intelligence led them over a thousand miles from home where they’d
located another lab. There they found the only survivor of the
experimentations, along with the doctor responsible.

Long story short, after breaching the
lab and securing the female, Mikki, and the doctor, Monterroso,
they’d copied information from the lab’s computers and destroyed
all the biological samples. When they attempted to make their
escape, they’d found the place wired to blow. While Brennon, Mikki,
and the doctor survived and got out, Max had been making his escape
into the jungle and stumbled upon the trail of others fleeing. Even
now as he took in a deep breath, he could still smell the sweet
scent of roses that had been inconsistent with the forest’s natural
flora. Although faint, it was as if the perfume’s molecules had
permanently attached themselves to his olfactory receptors, never
to be dislodged.

Not that Max cared. The aroma was
enticing, delicate, and much preferred over the putrid stench of
decaying wetness in the forest or the diesel fumes from the exhaust
of the other vehicles currently on the road.

Even as muted as it had
been, a hint of something else had been woven in the air around
that feminine scent. Something altogether different than the dainty
roses. Tangy and heady, it made for the perfect combination of
aromatic delight that even now sent Max’s pulse racing. It was a
smell he wanted more of, felt he needed more of. With his keen
senses, he’d come across plenty in his life, but nothing had ever
stirred his blood like that which he’d encountered in the
God-forsaken jungle.

“Jesus,” he mumbled while
shifting his position, accommodating for the increasing tightness
in his cargo pants. He heard Bode’s chuckle and looked over at the
man with narrowed eyes.

“Must’ve been a helluva
daydream. I can smell the hormones pouring off you. You’re not
gonna lift your leg and start marking your territory, are you?” He
laughed harder.

“No, wiseass, I’m not.”
Max knew Bode was also a shifter, a mountain lion, so of course, he
could detect Max’s embarrassing loss of control that had him
emitting sweat and pheromones.

If just thinking about that scent,
imagining he could still smell it, produced that effect, what would
happen when he encountered whoever owned the enticing
aroma?

Max certainly planned to find out,
hoping he’d keep his body under control and not embarrass himself
like a naïve pup. He was convinced finding the person was
important, and hell, what were a few more hundred miles in what
seemed like an endless trek?

“How soon do you want to
make contact with the clan leader?” Bode’s question and sudden
seriousness brought Max’s focus back to where it belonged—on the
mission.

“As soon as you can
arrange it.”

Bode simply acknowledged with a
nod.

During the first part of their
journey, Max and Bode shared their history, which included their
shifter abilities, along with the project involving the labs and
intricately related background. Of course, Bode had prior knowledge
regarding Max’s background, as well as the mission he and Brennon
had been on. Bode had been part of the stand-by group arranged by
the head of the project within NETCOM—Network Enterprise Technology
Command—Christopher Sands, who was located back at Fort Huachuca,
Arizona. The stand-by-to-assist group consisted mostly of former
service personnel like Bode, previously a Marine who now contracted
with the U.S. government for assignments requiring no footprint
from said government.

Bode’s presence in Central America was
strategic and certainly beneficial since a clan of mountain lion
shifters resided outside of Tegucigalpa. Amazingly enough, the clan
had had no knowledge of the lab or its operations until recently,
when Bode made inquiries about any unusual activities involving
clan members or even the disappearance of members.

At first, Max found that hard to
believe, but given some clans liked to remain out of mainstream
society, he accepted the story. Fortunately, this clan had no
missing people. At least none to which they had
admitted.

Very few in today’s society knew of
the presence of shifters, and those that did were associated with
government entities, knowing discretion was of the utmost
importance. It wouldn’t do for the general public to know there
were humans among them with not only enhanced abilities, but also
possessing the capability to change into animals—mostly predators.
Not that members of the clans preyed on non-shifters. They lived
their lives as most other human beings would—working, loving,
raising families, and making the most of what the world had to
offer. It was bad enough some unknown entity had gained information
about shifters and were now doing heinous acts, trying to meld
shifter DNA with that of humans. If the populous as a whole were to
know of the existence of shifters, Max couldn’t even begin to
speculate the hysteria that would ensue. Not to mention those who’d
want to round them up for either termination or control.

Fuck that!

Then there’d probably be those
lunatics who’d want to acquire shifter abilities for any host of
reasons. Not going to happen if Max had his way. He’d seen
firsthand some of the subjects who’d had experiments forced upon
them and the devastating effects that resulted. At least he had
assumed they were forced. Was it possible some had volunteered?
Anything was possible, but Max had his doubts. The sole survivor he
and Brennon had rescued, Mikki, had been kidnapped, drugged, and
put through some shit. He sure hoped she was adjusting, and Max had
an inkling that Brennon was seeing to it.

The condition of those who weren’t so
fortunate to survive was cringe-worthy, even for Max, who wasn’t
squeamish in the least. He knew they were probably better off gone
from this world.

What were those associated with the
labs trying to accomplish? And to what end? Brennon had informed
Max that Alberto Monterroso, the doctor from the lab, claimed that
most of his family had been murdered and his daughter held as
collateral to ensure his cooperation. If that were true, then the
sick individuals behind the scenes were willing to do anything
necessary to see their labs continue with operations. That was a
chilling piece of information and it meant they were dealing with
certifiable lunatics, in Max’s humble opinion.

It also meant he and others would do
their damnedest to find them and shut them down.

Max remained quiet and reflective
during the remainder of the ride until they came to the northern
edge of the city. He opened his senses and became alert as Bode
negotiated the winding streets that soon became nothing but a
maze.

“I sure hope you know
where you’re going because I’m already lost.”

“Given enough time in the
city, you learn your way around.”

“Well, since I don’t want
to spend any more time than necessary here, you can keep doing the
driving.”

“Planned on it.” Bode
chuckled as he dodged a dog running across the road. Turning a
sharp corner that had Max bracing himself against the roll bar,
Bode brought the vehicle to a stop next to a faded blue building
that looked like it’d seen better days. In fact, much of this area
looked rundown with paint chipping from the structures and tattered
cloths covering holes that Max supposed were meant to be
windows.

After shutting off the vehicle, Bode
grabbed his pack, pocketed the key, and jumped out, intent on
heading toward an open doorway, it seemed.

“What the hell are we
doing here?” Max had yet to make a move to get out of the
vehicle.

“Meeting Roberto, clan
leader of the shifters and tribe leader among his people, the
Lenca.”

“The what?”

“Lenca. They’re the
indigenous people of this country, also part of El Salvador. It’s
estimated that evidence of their history goes back to the
pre-Columbia era, which means before Christopher Columbus. Roberto
claims he can trace his ancestry back over two dozen generations.
And—”

“All right, all right.”
Max held up his hand as he began to climb out of the rig. “While I
enjoy history as much as the next guy, let’s get on with what we
came here for.” He shouldered his pack and eyed the building with
caution. “Any chance there’s food to be had?”

Bode grinned before
suddenly slinging an arm around Max’s shoulder and steering him
toward the entryway while mimicking the Spanish dialect. “Irena,
Roberto’s wife, is the best cook you’ll ever find.
Anafres,
chicharrones, and the
piece de resistance,” he continued after switching to French,
“tres leche pastel. That’s three-milk
cake.”

“And what was the rest of
that you spouted?”

Just as they reached the
interior, which was shrouded in shadows, a deep voice answered
softly, “Only good stuff, mi
amigo, only good stuff.”

Max’s gaze swung in the direction of
the voice, catching sight of a darkened figure. The glow of the
burning end of a cigar barely illuminated the man’s profile as he
took a long drag.

Max felt the slap of Bode’s hand and
watched as he stepped toward the shadow.

“Roberto,
como estas, mi amigo?”

The man, who apparently was Roberto,
stood and gave Bode an exuberant one-arm hug along with a back
slap. From the sound of it, it would’ve broken a couple of ribs on
a non-shifter.

“Bien,
bien, come, sit.” He gestured toward
chairs around a small table Max was able to see, now that his sight
had adjusted to the dimness of the room. He had to admit, it felt
considerably cooler in here than outside, given there was no air
conditioner. Thank goodness for
that, he thought as he wiped the sweat
from his brow then slid his hand down the leg of his
jeans.

First-world
problems.

Max chuckled to himself as he
approached Roberto. “Max Collier.” Out of respect and courtesy, he
offered his non-sweaty hand. “Thank you for meeting with us, uh…”
His gaze swung to Bode, who had settled comfortably in a chair and
began sipping on a beverage already gracing the table. “On such
short notice.”

“I am at your disposal.
Welcome.” Roberto gestured to an empty chair as he reclaimed his
seat. Just as Max set his pack down and plopped his tired ass in
the chair, a petite woman breezed into the room, humming and
bringing with her the scent of powder. It smelled refreshing,
clean, and seemed to sprinkle the air like pixie dust. She carried
a tray with several small dishes that she began placing in front of
each man.

“Ah, mi amor. Gentlemen, this is Irena,
the love of my life.” As he perched the cigar in an ashtray, he
snaked an arm around the beautiful older woman and nestled her onto
his lap.

Smiling, she flung the empty tray as
if it were a Frisbee, and Max watched as it expertly landed on a
nearby table. The woman then playfully patted Roberto’s cheek. “If
I am the love of your life, then why don’t you make me your
wife?”

Bode chuckled as Max looked back and
forth between the couple, a smile tugging at his lips.

“Ah, words of rhyme from
my sweet little bird. You are my wife in every sense of the word.
Papers are not necessary to prove my love and devotion to you. All
that I have is yours, but most importantly, mi corazón.” Roberto held Irena’s
hand to his chest as he kissed her enthusiastically, uncaring about
the presence of an audience.

Max smiled as he looked away, suddenly
thirsty for the cool glass of liquid in front of him. After testing
the drink, he took a deep guzzle of the sweet tea before looking
back to the couple once they parted from their kiss. Roberto was
deeply tanned with lines on his face, and his head was covered in
curly hair of salt and pepper. Irena’s skin was also tanned, but
with much fewer lines on her delicate face. Silver hair trailed
across her shoulder in a thick braid. Crystal-blue eyes sparkled as
they stared into the deep-brown depths of her mate’s.

While they engaged in another
blush-worthy kiss, Max looked to Bode, who suddenly became
interested in the mural covering the wall next to him. No doubt
he’d seen it countless times, given his familiarity with the
couple, who couldn’t seem to tear their lips away from one another.
But he gave them some modicum of privacy by focusing
elsewhere.

Max took a moment to consider and
appreciate the differences between himself and his new partner.
While both Max and Bode reached a height of six feet, Bode
out-muscled Max’s leaner build by a good forty pounds, he guessed.
Where Max had black hair that reached the middle of his back, Bode
kept his sandy-blond hair close-cropped as if he were still in the
military. Although Max had spent only a day in the man’s presence
so far, Bode seemed to be the calm to Max’s hot-headedness. He was
patience to Max’s eagerness.

If Max had to work with Bode for an
extended period of time, he felt sure they’d complement one another
nicely.

When the older couple finally parted
again to draw in air, Bode’s deep-green eyes turned to Max, humor
shining in them.

Irena obviously caught sight of their
exchanged glances, causing her to chuckle. “Roberto, enough.” She
started to climb off her mate’s lap. “Perhaps we should let them
eat and enjoy. You talk while I finish up in the kitchen and bring
out the rest.”

Roberto held on to Irena’s
hand and kissed her knuckles. “Gracias, mi
pequena paloma.” My little
dove.

Irena kissed Roberto’s cheek as he
released her hand, and before she walked away, he swatted her rear.
She reciprocated with a playful swipe across the back of his head
before disappearing into what Max assumed was the
kitchen.

Roberto chuckled and picked up the
cigar, inhaling deeply before releasing a plume of smoke above his
head. Rolling the tobacco between his fingers, his gaze zeroed in
on Max.

“Tell me more of these
labs.”

Max nodded, appreciating Roberto’s
direct approach. He too was ready to get down to business. As
succinctly as possible, he gave the man the bare-bones
background.

“The existence of the labs
became known in a convoluted way. Turns out a tribe member, a hawk
shifter, was donating blood to an operation that claimed to be
aiding shifters. She did this for her grandfather who was an
outcast from the tribe. He was in need of services but apparently
didn’t want to come to us for help. So his granddaughter, Vita,
went along with his wishes. When results weren’t happening as
quickly as she thought they should, she pressed them for answers.
Somehow, she came to find out their true intentions, which
consisted of collecting much more than blood from shifters, both
willingly and unwillingly.

“She shared her findings
with her boyfriend, Jake, who also happened to be working with the
U.S. Army, NETCOM to be precise. The more they dug, the more they
uncovered. Experimentations were being conducted on blending
shifter DNA with that of normal humans. Unfortunately, Vita and
Jake paid the price for their investigations with their lives. They
were murdered.”

Max still became incensed at that
thought, wishing he could rip out the throat of every despicable
individual responsible.

Roberto’s expression didn’t waver.
“And several labs have already been found and operations have
ceased?”

Max nodded. “Yes. Jake left notebooks
with information for his sister, Charity. Amazingly enough, she and
his daughter, Leah, were able to decode them. He also left a flash
drive with more information, much that’s still being processed. But
the operator of several labs in the Southwest of America and
Northern Mexico was apprehended and the labs shut down. More intel
led myself and my partner, Brennon, to another lab in the Lacandon
jungle where we secured the only survivor as well as the doctor
responsible for the experimentations that took place
there.”

“This is the lab that was
blown up,” Roberto stated, obviously already knowing that fact from
Bode.

“Yes. Brennon and I
managed to copy all their files from the computers as well as
destroy all biological samples prior to it being blown. The place
was rigged. They knew who we were and were prepared to sacrifice
the facility should it be located and compromised.”

“What of the survivor and
the doctor?”

“The survivor is Mikki and
she’s safe in Arizona with my people. The doctor, Alberto
Monterroso, was also taken to Arizona and is being held at Fort
Huachuca. He claims his family was murdered and his daughter is
being held as an incentive to ensure his cooperation.”

Only at the mention of the doctor’s
name did Roberto’s eyes widen a fraction. “I remember the story of
the doctor’s family. It was thought he and his daughter were also
murdered even though their bodies were never found. I understand
why he was chosen. He is one of the world’s leading geneticists.”
He took a drag on his cigar, releasing smoke as he began again.
“And what of his daughter? Any leads as to who is holding her and
where?”

“Not yet. I have the lab’s
information on my laptop and I’ve been trying to trace emails to
find the source. I haven’t gotten very far, but I feel close to a
breakthrough. The guys in Arizona are working on their end as well.
Someone’s gotta find something. These maniacs won’t remain elusive
for much longer.”

Roberto titled his head, his eyes
shining and assessing Max with a curiosity that would probably make
most squirm in their seats. Not Max. He may be a novice on these
missions but he had drive, conviction, and skill. And he trusted
his intuition.

“Max, you’re going to
accomplish great things in your life. You have a sense about you,
about the world around you that will guide the way. You’ll
see.”

The words of his mother suddenly
sprang to mind, dulling the room around him. He had to shake his
head to clear his thoughts and focus on Roberto’s voice.

“Why have you come to
Honduras? What makes you think you’ll find answers
here?”

Max shrugged. “A hunch.” He smiled
broadly, bringing his glass to his mouth for a long
drink.

Roberto released a boisterous laugh as
he pointed his cigar at him, flicking ash across the table. “I like
this one,” he proclaimed before turning his smile to
Bode.

At that moment, Irena reentered the
room and smacked her mate across the back of the head, with more
force this time, tsking at him. “Why do I bother with an ashtray
when you disregard its presence? Roberto, put that damn thing out
so we can eat.”

She placed another tray on an adjacent
table while the big, bad clan leader looked at the men with
chagrin. He put out the cigar, placed it in its holder, and stood,
moving it across the room. When he returned to their table, Irena
had distributed dishes around, the delicious smells alone making
Max’s mouth water in anticipation. Roberto stooped to place a kiss
on his woman’s cheek before holding out a chair in order for her to
take a seat.

“Thank you,
mi amor,” she said,
giving him a stunning smile. Once Roberto sat, Irena held out her
hands to him and Max, who sat on her other side. “Let us give
thanks.”

Max linked hands with her, noticing
how smooth and warm her skin felt. He then held out his hand for
Bode who gave him a crooked grin when their roughened hands
met.

Irena began a prayer, blessing their
food, their lives, and their world, and asking for their continued
protection. Max could’ve sworn he felt his hand warm further in
Irena’s hold as a subtle power washed over him. He felt a calmness,
yet at the same time, a buzz of energy flew through him. When the
prayer was over, he looked up at the woman next to him, her blue
eyes sparkling as she winked at him.

As they all released hands, Roberto
clapped his together and said amen. He then began dishing up the
food, beginning with Irena’s first. As the dishes were passed
around and more drinks poured, this time from a bottle of red wine,
the group settled in to enjoy the feast and lighter
talk.

Soon enough, they’d return to the
mission with Max hoping his hunch would pay off.


Chapter Two

 


Caterina leaned against the stone on
the cool side of the building, eyes closed, listening to the talk
from within. A smile stretched her lips as Irena’s laughter rang
out, resonating within Caterina’s chest, down to her very core. She
wished she could be sitting among the company of those inside,
savoring good food, drink, and carefree conversation. Enjoying a
night without worries instead of always being hypervigilant about
exposure. Even now with only a layer of cheaply painted cinderblock
separating her from possible detection, she took the chance. She
needed reminding, if only for a moment, that joy still existed in
the world.

That there were still those who
embraced the true meaning of love, honor, respect, and
conviction.

For too long, she’d been among those
who displayed a warped sense of meaning to those words. Those who
loved power, using it for greed and evil. Who honored only their
selfish ways, caring nothing for others.

But not for much longer. Caterina had
plans in place, and soon, she’d be free of their hold, ensuring
they could never again dig their claws into another innocent
soul.

She shifted with the shadows,
remaining against the wall, letting the low timber of Max’s voice
wash over her. He spoke fondly of his family and friends back in
Arizona, the longing evident in his words, his tone. The wolf
shifter was eager for answers, a resolution, so that he could
return home. He was smart but impatient, full of energy but
possibly reckless.

Caterina needed Max for the completion
of her mission and felt no remorse in using him because the
shifters would be safer in the long run. After all, the end would
justify the means. She tried not to scoff at that cliché. How often
had others said the same thing? Only their means were far worse
than anything Caterina would put Max through.

At least she hoped so.

The scraping of chairs and shuffling
of boots brought Caterina upright and on alert. Max told the others
he needed to stretch his legs and would be back in a few. Caterina
listened closely to his movements, rounding the corner opposite of
where he’d exit. Even in the early evening, there remained plenty
of daylight, leaving few shadows in which to hide. She had been so
focused on tracking Max that Caterina was unprepared when a hand
curled around her arm as a soft voice whispered in her
ear.

“Remain quiet and come
with me so you won’t be seen.”

Caterina whirled and came face to face
with Irena. Staring at the woman’s ice-blue eyes rimmed with black
was almost like looking into a mirror. If that mirror could show
the future. Instead of flawless creamy skin and plump lips set in
determination, she saw a tanned face with fine lines bracketing
lips that offered a smile. Her instinct to run prickled just
beneath the surface, but Irena’s insistence under her calm demeanor
urged Caterina to follow the woman, lest she be found by the man
she wasn’t yet ready to face.

“Come, child, I promise no
harm.” Irena patted her arm before turning into a doorway. Caterina
quickly followed and nearly bumped into the woman, which would’ve
sent her tumbling down an opening in the floor. Irena stood next to
a thick rolled-up rug, holding open a door leading into the
entryway. She nodded her head toward it. “Go, you’ll be safe. I’ll
follow in a moment.”

Caterina scoffed and was on the verge
of telling the woman she was crazy when Roberto’s voice boomed
nearby.

“Mi
pajarito, I think we need more
wine.”

As he drew closer, Caterina mentally
kicked herself for foolishly letting down her guard and trusting
this woman. She started to retreat and take her chances outside
when Irena snatched her hand. Warmth tingled up her limb, causing
her to suck in a breath. Her gaze collided with Irena’s and watched
as they crinkled in the corners while the woman continued to give
Caterina a kind smile.

“Komdu, litli refur,
Treystu mér.”

Another surprised gasp
escaped Caterina’s mouth at hearing Irena speak to her in her
native Icelandic language, telling her to come, my little fox, trust me.

Irena quickly continued in a whisper.
“I know you have reservations, as well as questions, and they will
be answered, but you must go.” She nodded to the opening in the
floor. “Go. I promise to join you soon.”

With little choice, Caterina rushed
down the short, narrow staircase descending into the earth. Once
she reached the bottom, she was cast into darkness as Irena softly
closed the door. Caterina remained frozen, listening for any sounds
while her eyes adjusted, seeking any minute source of light. With
each passing second, she detected a faint glow on both the left and
the right, giving her enough light to inspect the space. The area
at the foot of the steps widened slightly, and Caterina gauged the
room to be about ten feet long and maybe eight feet wide before it
narrowed again into another passageway. Looking up, she could
almost touch the boards on the ceiling, telling her it wasn’t even
six feet in height.

As her eyes fully adjusted, she
realized the glow came from Himalayan salt lamps, one on each side
of the room. There was a small couch on one side and two chairs on
the other, giving some resemblance of an intimate parlor. Caterina
almost chuckled, thinking this could be a cozy place to sit and
visit.

Who had something like this below
their store? And for what purpose?

And where did the passageway
lead?

Just as she was about to take steps
toward the other side of the room, she heard shuffling above the
door before light spilled in from the opening. Caterina moved
quickly to crouch between the two chairs, barely giving her any
coverage. She
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