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  Prologue

From the night shadows, he growled low in his throat, glaring at the woman visible through the restaurant window on the far side of the street.

She laughed at something the clueless idiot across the table had said.

Probably pretending to care about him, like women so often do. Like she’s done before. Laughing at jokes she didn’t find the least bit funny. Smiling when she wanted nothing more than to roll her eyes. Loving on a man then going behind his back to commit atrocities, only to fake remorse and shed empty tears when caught. Hypocrite. Death is almost too good for her.

Did the idiot know the horrible things she’d done? Had she confessed all to him as she’d, no doubt, done to her priest? Probably not. Why would she give him any warning of the type of woman she is?

Still smiling as though she was innocent, she got up from the table and followed her latest prey out of the restaurant.

Falling silent, he stepped deeper into darkness until they’d moved beyond the possibility of seeing him, then he tailed them from a safe distance.

A short walk later, they disappeared into an apartment building. No doubt, the idiot’s place.

Hunkered in the shadows, he waited. What lies is she telling the idiot even now? That she loves him? Will do anything for him? Be the woman he wants and needs?

His growls were too soft for humans to detect consciously, but that didn’t prevent passersby from hurrying along as they passed his hiding place. He ignored them, his gaze fixed on the door she’d exit.

She will pay for her crimes. All of them.



  Chapter 1

July 18, 2018

 

Brett,

 

I can’t possibly thank you enough for your willingness to advise on this case. I’m at the end of a rapidly fraying rope and desperate to stop this guy. Word of warning, the photos in each file are GRAPHIC and more than disturbing. I only included them so you can see the damage he’s inflicting on his victims. Though medical examiners’ reports provide details, I know visuals can be helpful, even if they kill your appetite for the next month, as they’ve often done me.

 

This guy first appeared on my radar in 2007 when a woman turned up dead in New York’s financial district. I’ve tracked his movements ever since. He’s been all over the map in the eastern half of the country. I haven’t been able to find a pattern to his movements.

 

What I know for certain:

 

1. He hunts and kills around the full moon. He appears to kill only one, two, or three months each year. Assuming lack of bodies means a lack of victims.

2. There’s no discernible pattern to victim selection. The two youngest were 12 years old. The oldest one was 50. They fit every race, nationality, and religion you can imagine. They come from all economic brackets, from homeless to affluent. The adults are everything from prostitutes to executives. The victims cover the range of marital status.

3. I have, at present, 71 bodies tied to him. I fear there might be more I simply haven’t connected to the case yet.

4. During winter months, he appears to prefer southern areas. During the summer, he moves north.

 

Along with the files, I’ve included a report containing general information about the case. For more specific information, you’ll have to dig into the files.

 

Cal said you may or may not be able to assist me. I hope and pray the Lord will give you special insight. If you have any questions, call me. My business card is attached, with my personal cellphone and home numbers on the back. I’ll take any information or suggestions I can get at this point. I don’t know where else to turn.

 

Special Agent Alex Robinson

FBI New York Office

~~~

Friday, July 20, 2018

Home of Brett & Kelly Mitchell

Campbell Wildlife Preserve

Outside of Flagstaff, Arizona

 

Already overwhelmed, Brett set the letter on his desk and eyed the boxes stacked on the floor a few feet away the same way he’d observe a rattlesnake. Three boxes of files. He had to go through all of that? Oh, boy.

FBI Special Agent Cal Tapper, supervisor of Keesha Muller-Johnson (one of the newest members of the pack), had requested help with a serial killer case a friend of his was handling. Ian had volunteered Brett. Without talking to Brett first.

As alpha of the Campbell Wildlife Preserve werewolf pack, Ian often made decisions without consulting anyone. More times than could be counted over the past decades, in fact. Brett was used to it, and normally fine with it. Not so much at the moment.

He grabbed the satellite phone off the desk and dialed Ian’s number. It rang and rang.

Finally, “Hello?”

“What did you get me into?”

Ian chuckled. “Um… you’ll have to explain. I don’t know what you’re referring to.”

“The agent Cal Tapper told us about? Alex Robinson? He sent the files for that case to Tapper, who had them brought to me. They arrived a few minutes ago.”

“Good. Hopefully, you’ll find something that’ll help catch the guy.”

He studied the stack of file boxes again. “You have no idea how monumental the task is. I think you should come over here.”

“Okay. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” Ian hung up.

Brett dropped the phone on his desk. A manila envelope was taped on top of the uppermost box. He carefully removed and opened it. Lord, let it be a thorough enough summary that I don’t have to go through those files.

He slid a stack of papers out. The top few pages were the report Alex had spoken of in his letter. A simple spreadsheet listing year, month, date, location, age, and race, along with a last column for extra details, mostly noting body dump locations. The oldest cases were at the top of the list with the newest ones at the bottom.

Brett scowled. The dates for January…. He returned to his desk, opened a calendar he kept there, and flipped to January. The full moon had fallen on the second. There’d been murders three days before and three days after. None on the full moon itself. That was an especially strong supermoon.

A similar pattern, three bodies instead of six, showed for the month prior. December had been another supermoon, though not as strong as the one in January.

Brett narrowed his eyes. Were supermoons significant? He studied the list further but couldn’t recall the dates of previous supermoons.

Wait…. In 2015, there’d been a strong one after Tanya had joined the pack in June, but before Kelly had come in October. What month… September? Any on the list for then? Yep. A string of murders had occurred in Louisiana that month. Ian would probably know if the dates fit the wax and wane of that supermoon. He kept track of lunar cycles, especially the supermoons.

One thing, at least, they could check out.

The report was too skimpy for further analysis. Brett sighed. He definitely couldn’t wade through all of those files by himself, and he wouldn’t ask Kelly to do so and expose his mate to the photos Alex had warned about.

Maybe I should call Max. Ultimately, it was his mate who’d gotten Brett into that mess, aside from Ian volunteering him. Besides, finding missing persons was Max’s specialty. Technically speaking, the killer fits that category.

Carlos might be able to build a map of the kills and dig online in places none of the rest of them even knew how to find. Alex had probably done a map already, but he probably hadn’t looked for the same things they would.

O’Neil, too, possibly. He’d helped find rogues in Flagstaff, including the ones who’d kidnapped and Turned pack members Tanya and Donna and killed a bunch of other women.

He reached for the phone and dialed.

“Johnson Investigations. Max Johnson speaking.”

“Do you have plans this weekend?”

“Uh… Keesha and I are going to veg in front of movies. Why?”

“Remember the serial killer case her supervisor told us about?”

“The one Cal’s friend has been investigating?”

“Yes. The files arrived. I’d like you to help go through them. I’m calling in Carlos and O’Neil, too.”

“I can come to the Preserve after I close the office, so I should be there between five-thirty and six.” No hesitation.

“I’ll see if Kelly can fix something for all of us to eat.”

“Sounds good.”

“See you this evening.” He hung up. One down, two to go.

“Did I hear my name?” Kelly entered the study, her gaze settling briefly on the stack of boxes.

“Yes. I’m having O’Neil, Carlos, and Max come this evening to help me go through those files.” Brett pointed to the boxes. “Could you prepare something for all of us to eat?”

“Absolutely.” She grinned. “Better yet, I’ll ask Sophia to do it. She’ll be thrilled.”

Sad but true, he thought with a snort. Ian’s mate wouldn’t be happy until the entire pack was fat and happy. Apparently, you could take an executive chef out of a restaurant, but you couldn’t get her out of the kitchen. “Whatever you prefer is fine.” He dialed the phone again. “Let me get hold of O’Neil and Carlos, and you can have the phone.”

Minutes later, calls made, he handed the phone to Kelly and glanced at the boxes again. “It’s going to be a very long weekend.”

His mate chuckled and left the room.

He yanked the lid off the top box and removed the first file, flipping it open. The top page provided basic information about the victim. Name, age, race, marital status, profession, religious affiliation, the last place she’d been seen alive, and where the body had been found.

The immediate file was for the first victim. Hamtramck, Michigan. October 2006. A 31-year-old white nurse. The second page was an eight-by-ten photo of a smiling young woman who’d never made it past her prime. Third page, the medical examiner’s report. Graphic details of how the woman had suffered and died. Right behind the report… pages and pages of gruesome crime scene and forensic photos.

Swallowing hard, Brett set the file on his desk without reading further. He’d seen a lot of evil in his lifetime, served in multiple wars, and killed more murderous rogues and feral wolves than he could recall. Nothing had been as horrifying as those photos, though. No wonder Alex was “desperate” to stop the guy. Evil like that had to be stopped.

“Would you like my help?” Kelly laid the phone on his desk.

“I’d rather you didn’t see the photos in these files.” Smiling faces of dead women weren’t the problem. The rest? No, his mate didn’t need those images forever etched in her memory.

The purr of a vehicle engine came through the open window.

“That’ll be Ian. I called him to come see the mess he volunteered me for.”

Kelly shot him a concerned glance then left the room. Moments later, he heard her say, “He’s in his study.”

“Thanks.” Ian strolled in.

Brett pointed to the stack of boxes. “That’s your fault.” He picked up the file off the desk and offered it to his friend and alpha. “Look at this. It’s the first case in those files.”

Ian accepted it and dropped into one of the chairs across the desk. He opened the file and studied it page by page. After perusing a few of the photos behind the ME’s report, he closed it, shaking his head. “This guy’s gotta be put down.”

“Tell me about it.” Brett sighed. “I don’t particularly want to see any more bodies like that.” He pointed to the file in Ian’s hand. “I don’t see another choice but to help. What if we’re the only ones who can provide the information needed to stop him?” Picking up the summary spreadsheet and letter from his desk, he rounded the desk to give them to Ian. Then he sat in the chair a couple of feet away, waiting quietly for Ian to read the letter and glance through the report.

“Seventy-one dead. That he knows about.” Ian whistled and shook his head. “And that doesn’t count Cal’s uncle.”

“Something jumped out as I looked at the latest kills.” Brett lightly tapped the summary. “They occurred during supermoons, I think. Is it possible all of them are connected to supermoons? I don’t have the dates for the supermoons going back to October 2006 when the murders started, but I thought you might.”

Ian nodded. “Since I started researching it, I’ve kept records of when they occurred and how many days they produced enhanced effects on us. I didn’t start looking at that until about ten years ago, but it shouldn’t be difficult to go back a few more years and extrapolate.” He glanced at the dates at the top of the report. “October 2006. I’ll start there.”

“I’ve called in O’Neil, Carlos, and Max for help. They’ll be here this evening.” Brett scowled. “We’ll probably be here all weekend. I hope it’s not a total waste of time.” Having all the graphic images forever in my head better be worthwhile.

“Me, too.” Ian handed him the letter, summary report, and case file. “I’ll compile a list of supermoons and get it to you as soon as possible, so you know whether they do, indeed, play a role in this guy’s killings.”

Brett nodded and stared blankly at the documents in his hand.

“Are you alright?”

“Honestly? No.” He slouched against the back of the chair. “Evil keeps coming. If it’s not one of us killing people, it’s humans killing each other. Sometimes, living way out here and not having much contact with the bulk of humanity, I forget how rampant evil really is.”

“I know what you mean. Truth be told, I look forward to the day God wipes it out of existence forever. In the meantime, all we can do is fight the evil He brings to our attention. We can’t be like so many humans, and idly stand by and let evil have its way.” He rubbed a hand over his short beard, his expression troubled. “We’ve done that for too long, I think.”

“What are you talking about?” Brett scowled. “We’ve fought evil ever since we were Turned. Look at what we’ve faced just in the past few years!”

“All in our territory, or at least in our vicinity, before we settled here.” Ian waved a hand to indicate beyond them. “There’s far more evil out there than what shows up on our doorstep or in our path. We need to watch for it.”

“What are we supposed to do? Become national werewolf law enforcement?” He smirked.

“If need be.” The alpha chuckled. “We have a pilot and plane at our disposal, you know.”

Shock ripped through Brett, and he shot upright in the chair. “You can’t be serious!”

“I’m quite serious.” A brow rose. “I’ve been thinking that could be why the Lord put Cal in our path. Maybe we’re supposed to work with him and Alex on cases like this.”

Brett frowned. “You realize, of course, that will put us on the government radar. How long would Cal and Alex be able to hide their consulting source from their superiors?”

Ian glanced sideways, and both brows rose. “Would you prefer we sit and do nothing while innocent people die at the hands of one of our kind?”

I’m usually the one who comes up with arguments like that. He leaned back in the chair and sighed. “Fine. Fine. You’re right, of course. We can’t allow the willful murder of innocent people if it’s within our power to stop it.” He snorted. “We’ve been friends way too long. You’re sounding like me.”

His friend laughed. “Well, at least I’m not the one being whacked upside the head with logic this time.”

Annoyed but able to appreciate the irony of the role reversal, Brett chuckled. After a moment, he sobered. “Let’s hope we can provide insights Cal and Alex haven’t already thought of.”

“The possible tie to supermoons could be important. There wasn’t any mention of that in the summary report or the case file you had me look at. Maybe they don’t know how extreme lunar activity affects us.” Ian shrugged. “If they don’t, or merely missed it, there could be other things they’ve overlooked or not known to be relevant.” He got to his feet. “What time are the others supposed to arrive?”

“Six at the latest.”

“Good.” Ian headed for the door. “I’ll let you know as soon as I have the supermoon schedule.”

Brett nodded.

~~~

Keys. Keys. Where’d you drop the keys? Good grief, ace. You had them when you came in the door! Standing in the living room of the apartment he shared with his mate, FBI Special Agent Keesha Muller-Johnson, Max Johnson scanned every surface. He had to get to the Preserve. No keys, no driving. Where had he dropped the things?

Light glinted off something metallic under the edge of one of the dining chairs. He retrieved them, shaking his head. They must’ve slid off the table when he’d tossed them there on his way through minutes prior.

Just as he reached the door on his way out, it opened, and his wife entered. They’d been married about a month, the wonder of that lingering. More staggering still? She’d chosen to become a wolf and survived the ordeal. She was definitely one of the Lord’s greatest gifts to him. Hopefully, it wouldn’t come back to haunt her.

A shadow descended over his mind. A far-too-frequent visitor of late.

“On your way to the Preserve?” She smiled and pushed the door closed, blocking his path.

“Yep.” Mentally shaking off gloom, he cocked his head and grinned. “I can’t go anywhere with you between me and the door. You realize that, right?”

“Of course.” A soft chuckle brought a sparkle to her brown eyes. “Can you give me a few minutes?”

“Um… sure, but why?” Max glanced at his watch then grinned wolfishly. “Did you have a fun distraction in mind to delay my departure?”

Keesha laughed. “No, but that’s not a bad idea. If it wasn’t Brett expecting you, I’d say make him wait an extra half hour.”

Shoulders slumping in faux despair, he sighed theatrically. “Squash a guy’s hopes and dreams, why don’t you?”

“You’ll live, I’m sure.” She rolled her eyes and held up a finger. “Wait right here while I change clothes.”

“Okay.” Max leaned his back against the front door with a glance at his watch. Thankfully, his mate wasn’t one of those women he’d so often heard men complain about who took an hour to change clothes or get ready to go somewhere.

Keesha emerged from the bedroom in minutes, having abandoned her pencil skirt business suit and high heels in favor of blue jeans, a t-shirt, and comfortable sneakers. “Okay. I’m ready to go.”

Confused, he frowned. “Did we have plans tonight that I forgot about?” Why hadn’t she said anything when he’d called her earlier, after Brett’s phone call?

“No, goofy. I’m going with you to the Preserve.”

“Um….” Brett hadn’t said she could come, but… he hadn’t said she couldn’t either, so…. “Brett didn’t ask for you.”

“What if I can help? You said he called O’Neil and Carlos, too, right? Maybe that means he needs all the help he can get. I’m willing and able, so….” She shrugged.

“Okay. Hopefully, he won’t be upset.” Max pushed away from the door, turned, and opened it, waving his wife through. “If Brett decides to kill me, it’s your fault.”

An elderly neighbor lady passing in the hall blinked wide-eyed at him.

He smiled, nodded to her, and kept walking as though he hadn’t noticed her surprise. At least he’d said “kill” and not “eat”. Then she really would’ve worried about him. Although, maybe either was bad from a human standpoint. Oh, well. Too late to take it back.



  Chapter 2

Maybe twenty files in, Brett already wanted to call it quits. He’d read them while waiting for the others, figuring he might as well see if anything jumped out at him. Nada. Zero. Zilch.

He’d glared at Max when the man had arrived with Keesha in tow. Max had shrugged with a sheepish smile but said nothing. Well… she did work for the FBI and had been with the Phoenix Police Department before that. If the photos in those files caused her nightmares for the rest of her life, she deserved it for showing up uninvited.

O’Neil, Carlos, Max, and Keesha were arrayed on various chairs around the study. Keesha quietly studied the summary report Alex had sent, having asked for it almost the moment she’d walked in the door.

Brett lifted his head, straightened his shoulders, and forced his body language not to betray his uncertainty and the fact he was in over his head. “I’ve gone through some of the files. There’s a lot of information. Victims are between twelve to fifty years old. All races, multiple professions, all religious persuasions, and every socioeconomic profile. We’ve also got a variety of body dumpsites. Anyone have any idea how to make it easier to identify patterns in behavior and… victimology?” He glanced at Keesha. “That is the right term, correct? Victimology?”

She nodded.

O’Neil cleared his throat. “Well, um… Hannah loves to watch crime dramas on TV. One of the things some of them do is create a victim board. It holds photos of the victims and details about each one. We could do something like that. Put up photos and important information.” He shrugged. “Would give us a good visual, I think.”

“We’d need a sizable wall for something like that. We’ve got seventy-one victims.”

The man paled and nodded.

“What about the basement?” Max suggested. “There’s a lot of wall space down there.”

“Good idea.” Brett nodded.

Keesha raised her hand. “Uh… I have a rather anal suggestion.”

Brett studied her for a moment. When she put it that way, did he really want to know? “What’s that?”

“We could color code the notes. I’ve done it for cases in the past.”

“What do you mean?”

“Use sticky notes and highlighting pens. If victimology truly is all over the map like you said, demographics might not help much. We can break it down into pieces. For example, use one color of sticky note for body dump locations with different color highlighters for various types of dumpsite. Looking over this list, I already see some crossover.”

“Such as?”

“Multiple bodies dumped at churches. Others at museums. Quite a few dumped in parks.” She flipped through the report then glanced up at him. “Where bodies were dumped might tell us something about the killer, as much as the victims he chooses and where he kidnaps them from.”

Not bad. Not bad at all. With one exception. “Okay.” He motioned to everyone in the room. “Anyone bring a huge supply of sticky notes and highlighters?”

Everyone shook their heads.

Keesha raised her hand again.

He resisted the urge to grin at the fact she reminded him of his students when he’d still taught at the local university. “You don’t have to raise your hand. Just speak.”

She nodded, lowering her hand. “Can’t we call someone to bring some?”

Brett considered it.

At the moment, most of the pack was sitting in his home or elsewhere on the Preserve. Only a few lived in town. Jeremy had called earlier that day to let Ian know Annie had gone into heat. They were already in isolation at the cabin on the Preserve’s southern boundary where Max and Keesha had spent their wedding night. David was out of town, having flown a client back east. Maybe Graham or Donna. They live on the outskirts of Flagstaff. “Let me call Graham, see if he or Donna can run an errand for us.”

He grabbed the satellite phone off his desk and dialed Graham’s cellphone number.

“Hello?”

“Graham, it’s Brett. I need sticky notes and highlighting pens in a variety of colors. Do you have time to pick some up and bring them out to me? Like now?”

“Um… sure. Donna and I just finished dinner. We can stop by one of the office supply stores and head out to the Preserve. Any particular colors?”

No idea. “Whatever they have.”

“How many colors do you need?”

The fact the man hadn’t even asked what he needed them for should worry him, shouldn’t it? “Hang on a sec. Keesha, how many colors do we need?”

“I’d say six for sticky notes and ten for pens.” She frowned in thought then nodded. “Yes, that should do. If we need more, it won’t be much help, anyway.”

“Did you hear?” he asked Graham.

“I heard. We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

Brett hung up the phone, belatedly realizing he should’ve thanked the man. He set the phone on the desk. I’ll thank him later.

Keesha glanced around. “While we wait, could we split the files between the five of us? I mean, that’s what? Seventeen files each? If we each familiarize ourselves with a group, we can compare notes while we wait for Graham.”

“I’ve already gone through the first twenty or so files.” Brett pointed to the stack on his desk. “Divide the rest between you. I’ll go through mine again. Before we start, though, we should set up downstairs. Tables, chairs, and anything else we need.”

“Might I suggest heat?” Max grimaced. “I know from personal experience that it gets mighty chilly down there.”

Brett chuckled and nodded. “Heat is doable. Max, Carlos, Keesha, grab those boxes of files. O’Neil, help me get the folding table and chairs from the storage room off the kitchen. We’ll meet in the dining room after that and eat before we start.” Hopefully, that didn’t prove to be the worst idea ever. Food consumed before seeing those grisly photos might revisit. Literally.

Everyone hopped to their feet. Max handed Keesha the partially empty top box then picked up the next one down. Carlos grabbed the last.

Brett led O’Neil to the other end of the house. He’d swing through for the files on his desk after the table and chairs were set up.

~~~

Max growled, drawing Brett’s attention from his perusal of file number fifteen in his stack for the second time. The man shook his head. “Is it me, or does this guy seem to hate churches? Of the thirteen cases I have, seven bodies were dumped on the grounds of a church. Anyone else see something similar?”

Everyone flipped through and sorted files.

Keesha frowned. “Eight of my thirteen were dumped at or near churches. One more was dumped at a Catholic university, even though the victim had no ties to the school.”

Brett scowled. “I have fourteen out of nineteen. O’Neil?”

“Six of my thirteen.”

“Carlos?”

“Nine of thirteen.”

“That brings us to a total count of how many dumped at churches?”

Carlos scribbled on a piece of paper. “Forty-three of seventy-one victims. Forty-four, if you count the university Keesha mentioned.”

That had to be significant, right? Wouldn’t Alex and/or Cal have noticed it, though? A question to ask later. Brett made a note of the observation on a pad of paper. “Anyone else notice other crossovers?”

“Parks.” Max growled softly. “More accurately, parks and museums. I have four victims dumped in parks, two at museums.”

Keesha frowned, flipping through the files she’d separated from those of victims discovered at churches. “I have three in parks.”

“All of mine are minors ranging in age from thirteen to seventeen.” He glanced at his mate. “Are your three all minors?”

She double-checked then nodded. “Twelve to sixteen years of age.”

“Really?” Brett raised his brows then looked at the list he’d made of his own files. “I have four found in parks. Three were younger teenagers, but one was eighteen.”

“Still a child in some people’s eyes.” Keesha nodded.

Carlos tapped his pen. “I’ve got two in parks. Sixteen and seventeen years old.”

Children dumped in parks. What was that about? “What about you, O’Neil?”

The man frowned as he flipped through files then shook his head. “I’ve got four bodies in parks. A thirteen-year-old and two seventeen-year-olds. The fourth was fifty.” He studied the file more closely. “Hm. That one might be an entirely different message from the others, though.”

Leaving dead kids in parks was a message? If so, not a good one. Public parks. Lots of kids and families about. Did the rogue hope to invoke fear in people who never even saw him? “Why do you say that?”

“The kids were dumped. This woman was posed in such a way that she appeared to be staring at the police department headquarters.”

“Possibly thumbing his nose at law enforcement?”

O’Neil shrugged. “That’s certainly how it looks to me.”

“Hm.” Brett found a specific file from his stack and opened it, scanning the contents. There. “The case that got Agent Robinson involved. Adult victim dumped at a police museum. Possibly the same message?”

“Could be.” O’Neil shook his head. “If so, he’s an arrogant bugger. That kind of behavior… daring cops to catch him.”

“He’s leaving bodies in public places, probably to evoke fear. That’s sure to rile up police in those communities as it is, particularly when the crimes involve minors.” Max growled softly. Pale green rimmed his honey-brown irises, testifying to his wolf’s proximity to the surface. “Taunting the cops takes it to the next level.”

Brett studied the private investigator. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked Max to help. He’s been through a lot the past three months. Something is still off about him. Max had never had a volatile temper. In fact, he’d always been the most laid-back member of the pack, adapting to whatever circumstances arose better than the rest of them. Not anymore. He hadn’t been himself since Keesha had come along. Why?

“These medical reports are outright gruesome,” Keesha muttered.

All eyes turned to her.

“I assume the removal of each victim’s liver is significant.”

Dismissing worry over Max for the moment, Brett nodded. “Select meat, as horrible as it is to contemplate when discussing human bodies. A predator will go for the choicest meat on their prey first.”

She paled and nodded then flipped another page. “What about the reproductive organs being ripped out?”

O’Neil closed the file on his lap, scowling in disgust. “Police think it was a forensic counter-measure to remove evidence of rape, which is possible, of course, but they could be wrong. Seems extreme for getting rid of evidence. I’ve watched forensics shows with Hannah. There are other ways to go about it that aren’t so ghastly.” He dropped the file on top of the stack on the floor and picked up another one. “Of course, that could be the motivation. Given how in-your-face this bastard is, it could simply be intended to increase the horror and shock factor for those who find the body.”

Silence fell while each perused their assigned files.

Brett puzzled over the observations they’d already made. They were dealing with a predator who clearly wanted his victims dead. With or without rape, death was his end goal. The fact he’d removed their livers proved it. The removal of the entire reproductive tract was beyond overkill. Were the police right? Was it simply a way of baffling crime scene investigators and medical examiners by destroying evidence, or was there a deeper, more personal reason for it?

~~~

The more files Max dug into, the deeper the anger rooted in his core and the more it festered, spewing forth poison. He tried to suppress it—reason it away, even—but it wouldn’t subside. It grew with each ME report. Every bloody photo. One after another. Thirteen victims in his hands. Four of them minors. More if he looked at the stacks of files the others had. Seventy-one total. Lives ended by a scumbag who needed to be put down in the most painful fashion possible.

Snarling, the wolf paced the dark recesses of his mind, desiring blood.

“Max?”

He flinched and glanced up.

Brett’s brow furrowed in concern. “You’re growling.”

“I am?” He blinked. Had he actually voiced the wolf’s snarls?

The pack enforcer nodded.

He lowered his gaze to the photo staring up from the open file. A fourteen-year-old black girl in Kentucky. Innocent. Butchered and left in a public park. Other children had found the body, according to the police report. Heaven only knew what sort of trauma that had caused.

The victim list reached far beyond the dead. How many families had those murders touched? How many siblings, friends, and co-workers lived in fear because of violence wrought on someone they loved, for which there’d been no justice? How many parents grieved for lives cut short far too soon by a beast? How many witnesses to the grisly body dumps still had nightmares?

The wolf pushed for release, but there was nothing to kill. No one to kill. Not yet.

Max slammed the file closed, threw it on the floor, and got to his feet. “I need fresh air.” He trudged from the room and up the basement stairs.



  Chapter 3

Worry wreathing her face, Keesha closed the file she’d been studying and laid it aside.

“I’ll talk to him.” Brett waved her to remain in her seat and headed for the stairs. He tracked Max’s newest scent trail to the unlit study.

Standing in front of the windows, the man stared into the night. A half-moon provided light beyond, not that wolf eyes needed it. Tension radiated from him and corded the muscles in his neck.

As Brett approached, Max glanced around at him through the pale green eyes of his wolf. Disconcerting against the man’s dark skin. Avoiding eye contact, Max tilted his head slightly to expose his throat, though Brett wasn’t sure why.

“Are you alright?” Stupid question really, given Max appeared braced for disciplinary action on Brett’s part. He hadn’t done anything wrong, so….

“I’m not sure I should be here…. I can’t help with this. I just… can’t.”

“Lay it out for me, Max.” Brett leaned a shoulder against the window sash and loosely crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not a mind-reader like Ian, so talk to me. What’s going through your head?”

Max scowled, closed his eyes, and took long, deep breaths. Anger gradually faded from his scent, leaving disgust and fear. When he opened his eyes, they had returned to their normal dark brown. “It’s too much.”

Vague at best. That won’t cut it. “In what way?”

The man wiped a hand over his eyes then rubbed the top of his head. “Looking at all those photos…. They’re making me hungry for blood.”

Alarm shot through Brett. Some wolves craved human flesh. He’d been there a couple of times, though he’d been half-starved and/or seriously wounded each time. Turned loose, Ian’s wolf enjoyed killing. Though he’d never eaten a human, to Brett’s knowledge, Ian’s wolf loved nothing more than to pursue weak human prey, especially if they were afraid. Was Max saying the same thing? Don’t assume the worst. Ian would never take such a comment at face value. “Whose blood?”

Max snarled, his irises instantly transitioning to pale green. “The scumbag who did that to women and girls. He deserves a slow, painful death, and I want to give it to him.” Rage poured off of him in a cloud thick enough to choke.

Whoa. Max bloodthirsty? Not good. Bloodlust…. That’s it. Brett studied the man. Am I reading the situation and his words, right? “We all want him stopped, Max, and only death will do that.”

“You don’t understand.” Max tilted his head down and away. “I want his blood. I want to taste it and feel the life drain from his body. To savor his fear as he recognizes that death has come for him.”

Oh, boy…. Ian, I think I need your help with this, old friend. Although… Brett had heard Max describe similar feelings back in May when he’d decided he was too dangerous to be in town and locked himself in a cage at Ian’s. “Is it the same feelings you had when you saw that child rapist in Keesha’s favorite coffee shop?”

Surprise flitted across Max’s face, and he flinched. “How’d you know about that?”

Brett frowned. “You don’t remember telling me about it the night you locked yourself in Ian’s basement?”

Eyes narrowed in thought, Max slowly shook his head. “My memories of those couple… few days are spotty at best.”

“You remember the coffee shop incident, though, right?”

“Yes.” His jaw flexed as he gritted his teeth. “The way I felt then… it’s the same as now. Enraged. I wanted to tear the guy into itty bitty little pieces for what he’d done, and it almost didn’t matter that we were in a very public place. The animal inside said those humans didn’t matter. That I could and would kill them, too, if they got in my way.”

So unlike the Max I’ve known over the years. Maybe I don’t know him as well as I thought, or is this something new? “Have you experienced that kind of rage in the past?”

Max frowned then slowly nodded. “Not long after my Turning, I got into a fight with my childhood nemesis and came within a hair’s breadth of slitting his throat. It was a close thing, but I walked away.”

1952 or thereabouts. Long time ago. “Any others since then?”

“No.” A moment later, comprehension flashed across his face. “Then again….”

“What?”

“Back in January.”

Brett scowled. “Of this year?” He couldn’t recall any significant events until April, with the arrival of Sophia, who had married Ian soon after. The winter and early spring had been quiet, despite two supermoons.

“Yes.”

“I don’t remember anything happening in January.”

“It didn’t involve the pack.” Max turned his head away and lowered it, hiding his expression, but rage blended with sorrow and guilt in his scent. “I didn’t tell anyone about it. Not at that time, anyway.”

“Even Jeremy?” Surely he’d said something to his best friend, at the very least.

Max shook his head.

That didn’t bode well. “What happened?”

A long silence followed, then Max met Brett’s gaze, his eyes ice-cold and pale green. “I killed two humans.” He bared his teeth slightly, in a combination of grimace and grin that struck Brett as flat-out eerie on the otherwise gentle man’s face.

He blinked. Breathe. Handle this like Ian would. Don’t jump to conclusions. Get more information before you react. “Explain.”

The man’s gaze returned to the window. “I received a call about a missing teenager.”

Made sense. Professionally, Max was a private investigator who specialized in missing persons. Brett had known that for years. No surprises there. “And?”

“Sixteen-year-old girl. Honor student. No history of drugs, alcohol, rebellion, or running away. Broken family, but she was on good terms with both parents. The police dismissed her disappearance as another runaway. Teen angst, they said. Probably ran off because she’d gotten a poor grade. Give it a few days, they said. Her parents decided not to wait. A friend of theirs knew about me and told them to call. I started looking for her right away.”

Max took a deep breath. “She’d been taken out of Flagstaff. I tracked her to where they’d taken her.” Some of the starch went out of his shoulders, and he lowered his head. “The police department there doesn’t take the rising sex trade seriously, even when it involves minors, so I knew I couldn’t rely on their help, so I went in myself.”

Gutsy. Risky. If he was caught by police as a prowler or something…. Brett remained silent, letting the story play out.

“I found her in the basement. Chained to a bed by her ankles and wrists, drugged half out of her mind.” He seemed to shrink even more. “I was too late, in a sense. She’d been beaten and raped by the two scumbags who kidnapped her.”

His hackles rose, but Brett forced himself to remain calm.

“She carried five other scents as well. Men who’d paid her captors for the opportunity to rape her. Bound, drugged, and helpless, and they’d raped her. All of them. Repeatedly.” The muscles in Max’s neck corded again, and he breathed harshly in and out through flared nostrils. Tension slowly ebbed, and his breathing normalized. “When I tried to free her, she became hysterical. Even in her dazed state, she knew I was there and thought I’d hurt her like the others. I knelt beside the bed and talked to her for I don’t know how long before she finally calmed down.” Tears gathered in his eyes.

Brett’s heart ached for what both man and child had gone through.

“I don’t know if it was the sound of my voice, the words I spoke, or the drugs wore off—maybe it was all three—but she finally looked at me and pleaded to be unchained.” He swiped a hand across his eyes to wipe away tears. “I almost had her free when the scumbags came back from wherever they’d been.” He flexed his shoulders, which had gotten stiff again in appearance. “They offered me free use of her if I’d pretend I hadn’t found her.”

Brett growled.

“Tell me about it.” Max snarled, his gaze still on the window. “I told them no, in no uncertain terms. They pulled guns.”

“So… it was self-defense. Not to mention, you had to protect the girl.” That put a whole different spin on killing two humans. Brett relaxed marginally.

“It’s not so simple.” Max’s body language shifted, curving inward and away from Brett. “After Brimfield’s attack in April, Ian warned if we see a red aura at the edges of our vision, it means we’re close to losing control of the wolf. Remember?”

“Of course. He said the next step would be a black aura, and then nothingness, and the rest of us would have to deal with a feral wolf.” The fact Max would bring that into the conversation…. Brett suppressed a shudder. No, if the man had lost control of the wolf that day in January, they’d definitely know about it.

“I knew exactly what he meant. It happened that day, facing those two thugs with guns. I saw the world through a red haze. The wolf craved their blood, and I let it out. I ripped out their throats and took pleasure in it.” He shook his head without looking up. “You know the rush we get when we bring down a deer or elk?”

“Yes.” Brett swallowed bile.

“It was like that. Only… better. Deeper. Richer. Even more intoxicating.” Max rubbed a hand over his short hair again. “I almost forgot about the girl. Her whimpers reminded me she was there. I thought for sure seeing me kill them on top of everything she’d already endured would bury her so deep in trauma she’d never come out. Instead, she grabbed onto me and clung like a vine. By the time she stopped trembling and crying, I had calmed down and could extricate myself from her grasp. I grabbed my clothes, went into a small bathroom in the basement, returned to human form, cleaned up best I could, and dressed. Then I went to finish freeing her.”

He fell silent long enough, Brett thought the story might be over, but a question remained. “How in the world did I not know about this? Surely the police got involved.”

“No.” Max shook his head. “She became hysterical when I mentioned cops and hospitals. So, after she got dressed, I put her in my truck and returned to the house to take care of the scene. I couldn’t leave the bodies and wanted to make sure no trace of either of us remained for the authorities to find. I scoured the area for anything connected to us. Once I was sure it was clean, I used chemicals I found in the basement to set a delayed fire and left. We were several blocks away before the fire took hold. Even farther before the neighbors probably noticed it and called 9-1-1.”

“That, and the bomb under Keesha’s car….” Brett frowned. “How’d you know that stuff?”

“Back in the eighties, I worked on a demolition crew. Part of that involved explosives and working with fire. I learned a lot of chemistry on that job, including how some explosives smell.”

Interesting fact I never knew about him.

“Anyway, the investigator decided the scumbags were firebugs, which was true, and had too many flammable chemicals stored improperly in a confined space. Also true. They’d been setting fires in the area. He concluded their deaths resulted from careless criminal behavior.”

Apparently, O’Neil wasn’t the only one who knew how to conceal evidence of werewolves. Max’s approach lacked the crime scene cleaner’s finesse, sure, but it had gotten the job done. “I gather you got the girl home safely?”

Max nodded.

“How’s she doing?”

“She won’t leave the house yet, but she’s healing step-by-step. Only one scumbag who raped her left to identify and deal with,” Max muttered and scowled. Pale green rimmed his pupils again. “One more, and she’ll know they won’t come after her again.”

“What do you mean… deal with?” Considering the disclosures of the past few minutes, those words had an ominous ring. “What about the others? You said there were five?”

The man nodded.

“What happened to them?”

“One’s dead.”

No assumptions. Keep asking questions. “You?”

“No. Murdered by a friend of his.”

That’s a relief.

“Symington, the one Carlos tracked down, is awaiting trial for murdering his wife. Two others are also facing very long prison sentences, thanks to investigations into their illegal activities.”

“You had something to do with those, I gather.”

“Yes. I anonymously provided the initial evidence that began legal actions. It doesn’t take much sometimes to prompt law enforcement and prosecutors to ask questions. Scumbags are far too predictable, too. If they’re involved in one sort of criminal activity, they’re generally doing more.” Amusement underscored the words, along with something much darker.

“I see.” At least he didn’t kill any of them. Yet. The one who remained might face teeth and claws if Brett couldn’t figure out what was going on with Max. “So… let’s get back to when you killed those two rapists.”

“I haven’t felt such rage in decades,” Max muttered. “If I could’ve prolonged their deaths, I would have. For the sheer fun of it.” The bite in the words, as well as the anger rolling off him in waves, lent credence to his claim.

Brett narrowed his eyes. “When in January did this occur?”

“Right at the first of the year. She was taken the last Friday in December. I got the call about her New Year’s Eve Day, and I found her on New Year’s Day. In fact, I barely made it back to the Preserve for the full moon that night.”

Supermoon. Amped-up aggression was normal for them at that time. How much worse had it been for Max to have that on top of justification for being royally ticked off? “Hm. I believed the turmoil created by Keesha’s appearance in your life had changed you. Maybe that wasn’t the trigger point, after all. What if your experience in January started the cascade and later events compounded it?”

“How so?”

“You’ve always had firm control of your wolf, correct?”

“Once I got used to it, yeah. It’s been decades since I had issues.”

“Exactly. It seemed uncharacteristic for you to lose control so quickly and completely when things went south during the full moon at the end of April. There was no warning. No gradual change or decline. Just bam. Feral wolf.” Brett scowled. “Finding out what happened to you New Year’s Day shines a whole new light on it, though.”

“I’m not sure I get your meaning. I was fine through the middle of April, when I met Keesha.”

“Did anything happen during those few months that made you angry?”

After a moment, Max shook his head. “No.”

“Then there was no provocation to set you off.” He let that sink in for a bit. “The fact remains, you killed two humans in very bloody fashion while enraged during a supermoon cycle.”

The man grimaced and nodded.

“Had you ever killed a human before?”

“Not since my Turning, and before then, only as a marine fighting in the war.”

“Your wolf got a taste for human blood and liked it.”

“But… you’ve killed humans, right? You don’t seem to have any problem.”

“I’ve only killed humans in times of war, never in a rage. Even when I put down other wolves, I rarely feel anger. It needs doing, and I do it. Period.” Brett frowned. “I wonder if rage adds a component the killing alone doesn’t have. Like with Ian in Germany. Driven by rage and grief, he massacred about a hundred Nazi soldiers in the span of ten days. Decades later, he still has to be careful about killing humans or other wolves. His wolf is more volatile than it was before. It sounds like something similar has happened to you.”

“I didn’t feel any of this when Brimfield’s pack attacked,” Max mumbled.

“Different situation. You’ll find you don’t react to every circumstance the same way.” Brett smiled, pushed away from the wall, and laid a hand on the man’s shoulder. “As long as you aren’t desiring the blood of innocents, you’ll be okay. Confrontations with scoundrels, we’ll have to see how you do.”

“I feel different, though.” Max scowled. “The wolf seems to be right there, so close, all the time. In the past, he stayed deeper inside until the days around a full moon.”

“January taught him the pleasure of human blood. I don’t think that can be untrained.” Brett shook his head. “Maybe you should talk to Ian. He’d understand what you’re dealing with better than I do. He knows how it is to have the rules changed.”

Max glanced at the clock. “Think he’d still be up?”

“I’ll call him.”

~~~

The night sounds of the forest accompanying him, Max walked the dirt driveway through the gate to Ian’s house. Crickets and cicadas. A rustle here or there as a rodent of one sort or another scurried through the undergrowth. Peace surrounded him and, yet, remained out of reach. He shoved his hands deeper into his jacket pockets and hunched his shoulders. His discussion with Brett hadn’t left him any more settled or confident. In fact, matters were worse.

“As long as you aren’t desiring the blood of innocents, you’ll be okay,” Brett had said.

What would Brett have said if he’d known about what had happened at the end of June? Max had wanted to kill an innocent woman. She’d been weak. Vulnerable. Prey, his wolf had assured him. The thought had been fleeting, but he’d wanted to rip out her throat. Still did sometimes. Did that mean he wouldn’t be okay?

He scuffled up the front walkway, letting his feet drag on the flagstone. Ian expected him, and the risk of walking in on something was non-existent, so Max opened the front door and walked in without knocking, like he’d done all the years prior to Sophia’s arrival.

Curled up in a corner of the couch reading and clearly enjoying the fire in the fireplace, Sophia glanced up and smiled. “Ian’s in his office.”

“Thanks.” Max nodded and headed that way. The last time he’d reported to Ian’s office, he hadn’t been in trouble. This time….

Back to the door, Ian sat at the desk, his attention going from the computer screen in front of him to a notepad on his desk. He jotted notes. “Come on in, Max. Have a seat.”

He didn’t question how the man had known he’d arrived. Ian always seemed to know things. Max had stopped questioning the phenomenon years ago. He dropped into the chair beside the desk.

After a moment, Ian laid the pen aside and leaned back in his chair. “Okay. Now, what’s going on?”

If only Brett had explained it over the phone, so Max didn’t have to go over every detail again. He sighed, lowered his gaze to his lap, and reiterated his discussion with Brett.

Ian listened in complete silence.

When he was done, Max braced for whatever might come next. He’d wrecked himself by killing humans. Brett hadn’t considered it horrible, but Ian might see things differently. Regardless, if Brett was right about it changing things with the wolf… what then?

A long silence ensued.

“Max?”

He swallowed and slowly lifted his head only enough to peer into Ian’s face.

The alpha’s smile held a touch of sadness. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I have my doubts.”

“Do you regret killing those two monsters?”

How could he answer that?

“Let me put it another way.” Gaze firm, Ian swiveled his chair and leaned his elbows on his knees. “Would you have preferred to leave that girl in their hands?”

Max startled upright. “Absolutely not!”

“Was there any other way out of the situation without killing?”

He considered it then shook his head. “Not that I’ve been able to think of.”

“You know, for a fact, they were the ones who kidnapped, drugged, beat, and raped the girl, and then sold use of her to others.”

“Without question.”

“Then you did nothing wrong.” Ian shook his head. “Does Keesha know about it?”

“Yes.”

“Good. You shouldn’t keep secrets from your mate.” A scowl crossed the alpha’s face. “Brett’s right, I’m afraid. Unfortunately, sometimes even doing the right thing comes with unforeseen consequences. Your wolf has gotten a taste of fear-rich human blood and the pleasure of such a kill. Harder still, it occurred during a supermoon-driven rage. And, yes, this changes the rules, just as Brett suggested. That can’t be undone, so you’ll have to adjust.”

“How?”

“Time and practice, like after you were Turned. Learn to live with the wolf and its impacts on your emotions and way of thinking. Adapt, move forward. There’s no other choice, unless you wish to die.” Ian’s frown tightened.

“No.” Not yet, anyway.

“Good.” The alpha nodded, and his face cleared. Mostly. “Brett’s correct about something else, too. I understand your struggle. Germany changed the dynamic between me and my wolf. I had to learn a different kind of control and to be discerning about the situations I got into. It didn’t take long for me to realize how eager my wolf was for blood whenever I got into a fight with another wolf. The same problem arose when I came face-to-face with a human monster, though I’ve rarely fought them. I wanted to kill them.”

“Right… that’s the reason you let Brett handle the killing that occasionally needs to be done.”

“Yes.” His brows drew together. “I hate putting that on him, but better that than me going feral because I overestimated my authority over the wolf in those situations.”

Max nodded. “I’ll never be confident in that again, will I?” Maybe especially because he’d desired the blood of an innocent woman.

“I’m afraid not.”

He sighed and lowered his gaze.

“So… Max, what are you not telling me?”

He hunched his shoulders. Ian denied being psychic, and Max didn’t believe in such things anyway, but sometimes, the alpha’s ability to read others was downright scary. Still… did Max dare admit everything?

“You might as well tell me. You’re not leaving until I’m satisfied everything’s in the open.”

Ian had the authority to enforce it, too. Max sighed and stared at the floor. “How does it change things if… if we want to kill an innocent?”

Silence.

Max took a slow, deep breath through his nose, scenting the suddenly heavy air.

No anger. No fear. Simply stillness.

He finally lifted his gaze to Ian, who studied him intently.

“Did you tell Brett?”

Max shook his head.

Ian cocked his head, and his eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Why not?”

He swallowed. “He said I’d be okay if I didn’t desire the blood of innocents. Assuming I hadn’t, of course. I was afraid of what he might do if he found out the truth.”

A sad smile curved the alpha’s lips, and he shook his head, rolling his chair closer to lay a hand on Max’s shoulder. “Brett wouldn’t have made such a decision or taken extreme action without speaking with me first. You could’ve told him the truth. You were in no danger.”

I should’ve realized that. After everything that happened in May, I should’ve trusted Brett. He came through then, when he had every reason to give up on me. Why did I think this would be any different?

Ian straightened, new lines etching his face. “I have another concern you should know about. An issue Brett might not have considered. Your wolf has experienced total freedom. More than once. I believe that may complicate matters further.”

The good news just keeps coming. “What do you mean?”

“You killed those two in January, but your wolf remained in control until the end of April. Right?”

Max nodded.

“You had three different episodes in the course of a few weeks where your wolf took full charge. He got a taste for human blood in January and enjoyed freedom on three different occasions in May and June. The beast desires both again.” Ian’s expression darkened. “I understand to some degree.”

Max met the alpha’s gaze and cocked his head. “What do you mean?”

“Since I got lost inside the wolf during Brimfield’s attack, I’ve had a similar problem. I have to work harder to keep the reins tight on the wolf.”

At least I’m not alone. “So… what do I do?”

“We’re both navigating unfamiliar territory here, Max. Most wolves who go feral are put down before they ever have to deal with what we’re facing, so there’s no precedent from which we can draw wisdom. That said, I’ve given my situation a great deal of thought, and I can only advise from that place. First, you’re definitely not alone. I’m right there with you, and we’ll figure it out.”

Max nodded.

“Second, don’t put yourself into situations where you’re likely to lose control, especially not while you’re trying to settle things in your heart and mind. I believe our control will increase, possibly even beyond what we had before, but it’ll take time to re-assert ourselves over the beast inside.”

Finally, something encouraging.

“Third, I hate to be the bearer of ill news, but you need to understand you may deal with bloodlust for the rest of your life.”

So much for encouragement. Max slumped in his chair. “It really won’t go away?”

“Hasn’t for me. It’s been over seventy years since Germany. I haven’t killed another human since then. Yet, I still deal with the craving occasionally. It’s easier when I stay away from the bulk of society. When I go into town, I have to be on guard the whole time.”

“That’s why you isolate up here.”

“Yes.”

“Wow…. I had no idea,” Max muttered. “I thought you simply didn’t care for humans. Brett certainly doesn’t seem to like them very much.”

Ian chuckled. “He doesn’t, so his reason for isolating is different from mine. That said, I truly don’t like some humans. That’s the problem.” He leaned back in his chair. “I don’t like men who abuse their wives and children, or people who treat others hatefully. If I run into one of those, it sets off the bloodlust, and I have a hard time walking away without ripping someone’s throat out.”

Wonderful. Just wonderful. Max sighed. How would Keesha figure into it? “Has Sophia changed things?”

“Yes, in both good and bad ways.”

Not what I want to hear.

“She’s helped my control of the wolf overall. Despite the wolf’s taste of freedom, when Sophia’s around, he settles nicely and doesn’t push for release. Even when we argue, he stays out of it and leaves me to my own devices.”

“But?”

“In public with her, I’m more defensive and protective than if I go alone. The need to protect my mate pushes my control almost to its limit at times.”

Would Ian be upset if Max slammed his head into the desk and got it over with? You’re totally screwed, ace. He groaned. “What am I gonna do?”

“About what, exactly?”

“Keesha and I live in an apartment in town. We’re surrounded by people every stinking day of the week, some of whom we don’t like and don’t like us. That’s aside from the criminal element that can show up at every turn. For even more fun, Keesha works for the FBI and is in danger because of it. She’s nearly been blown up and had assassins sent after her. Both before we were fully mated, but I still wanted to rip their throats out.” He’d dismissed the bloodlust then as a response to the immediate threat to Keesha. Though he’d tried in one case to sink his teeth into the guy’s throat but missed, thanks to a bullet, point-blank, in the chest, he’d still killed the guy. Just not the way he’d wanted to. “Are you saying our living and work arrangement might push my buttons?”

“Possibly.” Ian scowled. “In fact, you could be in more trouble than I’ve been. Aside from the fact we live way out here, my mate’s not in actual jeopardy.”

Max sighed. Great. “I guess I should get back to Brett’s. Pretty sure I can’t help with this serial killer case, though.”

“You’ll find a way.” Ian got to his feet and laid a hand on Max’s shoulder. “For now, rest. Hit it fresh in the morning.”

Easier said than done. Rest probably wouldn’t come easy.



  Chapter 4

Saturday, July 21, 2018

 

A river of thick, dark red flowed over charcoal gray and black asphalt, marring painted white stripes.

Panting heavily, Max watched blood course around his paws. His heart quickened with satisfaction and pleasure.

A scream rent the air, drawing his gaze across the parking lot, past the church looming beside an expansive green space.

Eyes wide, frozen in terror, a teenage girl stared at him from the edge of the park.

He snarled and launched. Before she could do more than turn to run, he slammed into her, knocking her to the ground. His teeth snapped closed around the soft flesh of her neck.

Blood spurt, but bone and cartilage resisted.

He bit down harder.

Bone crunched and crackled. Cartilage popped.

Her scream fell silent in an instant.

Blood pulsed.

Life drained.

Movement ceased. No breath. No heartbeat.

He lifted his head to scan for more prey. No one standing. Bodies of women and girls strewn as far as he could see. Familiar but not familiar faces surrounded by gore. All dead. His gaze settled on the last to die in his teeth. Only her facial profile was visible, the eye glazed and lifeless.

I know that face.

Adrenaline surged, jarring Max awake. Searing pain zipped along every nerve. Desperate for air, he sat upright in bed and gasped. I killed her. Killed them all.

Agony grew, wrenching muscle and bone, and he collapsed onto the bed.

In moments, the worst of the pain retreated, leaving him panting on his side.

Failure. Again. Another nightmare-induced, uncontrolled Shift. It had been over a month since the last one. So much for thinking Keesha’s presence had resolved them.

Keesha…. He scanned the room. Where is she?

Max slowly climbed to all four feet, stepped off the bed, and searched for his mate. Her freshest scent trail took him to the dining room, where she sat at the table reading.

Keesha flipped a page of standard copy paper from one stack to another then glanced up. Her eyes widened. “Max?”

Head low, tail tucked to his belly, he rounded the table to her side and leaned against her and the chair.

Keesha rested a hand on his shoulders. “Nightmare?”

He hunched even lower and sighed.

“I’m sorry. Tanya gave me the manuscript for the story she wrote about us. Wanted me to read through it. I probably should’ve done it in the bedroom instead of coming out here. You were sleeping so well. I didn’t want to disturb you with the light.”

Max lifted his head far enough to rest it on her lap. Not your fault, he wanted to say.

She caressed his ears. “I’ll come back to this later. Why don’t we return to the bedroom?”

He grunted. If they did that, she’d expect him to return to human form and tell her about his dream. Standard operating procedure with nightmares, as far as she was concerned. Granted, it had helped since a traumatic incident in an elevator the night of the full moon at the end of April, but… those nightmares had been about the past. Not harbingers of a blood-soaked future.

Keesha smiled softly. “I know. You don’t want to discuss it, but you need to. Come on.” She nudged his head off her lap, pushed the chair back from the table, and stood.

Resigned, Max turned and led her back to the bedroom he’d awakened in. Then he plopped on his butt and waited for her to enter and close the door. Head down, he whined softly. Do we really have to do this?

“Come on, Max. You know it helps to discuss the dreams.”

That doesn’t make it pleasant to discuss. He sighed, calling for his human self.

Back in two-legged form, he crawled onto the bed and under the covers and curled up on his side.

Keesha stretched out against his back and draped her arm over him, her nose against his neck. “Now, tell me what happened.”

Max gripped her hand and drew it close to his face as he tucked his chin to his chest. Her familiar carnation, coffee, chocolate, and wolf scent permeated his nose and lungs, easing the wolf into rest. “So much blood….” He shuddered in revulsion, even as the beast inside licked its lips then yawned. “They were so small and defenseless.”

“Who?”

“The women and girls in those files.” Even as the words tumbled almost soundlessly free, recognition clicked. That was why the faces had been familiar and yet not. Their photos lined the walls downstairs. Another shiver raced through him, and he drew further into himself. “I killed them all.”

“No, Max. You’ve never harmed an innocent. Those bodies weren’t your doing. A monster did that, not you.” She snuggled closer. “You had nothing to do with a single one of those deaths.”

“But I could.” If he lost control of the wolf, if he went feral, the bodies could be his responsibility. The blood on his soul. That’s what the last victim warned of. “It wasn’t just them,” he admitted in a whisper. “I dreamed I killed Shelley.” Had he saved her from two scumbags, only for her to face death in his teeth in the future?

“Oh, Max.” Keesha’s arms tightened still further around him. “You’d never hurt her. Surely you know that?”

Once, he’d known, but now…. He’d gone to bed the night before without telling her about his discussions with Brett and Ian. Working for the FBI was important to her. If she realized it made his life harder, she’d feel pressured to resign. If she did so at some point, he wanted it to be because she was ready. Not because of an issue with his wolf.

When she’d become a wolf, Ian and Brett had been concerned about a werewolf working with the FBI. How stable would her relationship be with her inner animal? What if she lost control at work? They hadn’t given a bit of thought, at least not that Max knew of, to her werewolf mate having serious problems because of her job. The irony was not amusing.

Maybe Ian had been right. Max shouldn’t keep secrets from Keesha, regardless of how pure his intentions in doing so. Going to bed without telling her the truth may have been a humongous mistake.

Before he could second-guess the decision, Max spilled every detail of the discussions he’d had with Brett and Ian the night before. Then he waited, barely breathing, for her response. Would she regret marrying him? Wish she’d never met him?

“Max, I wish you’d told me all of this last night.” Keesha’s grip on him tightened. “If my job is causing problems for you, I’ll quit.”

“I don’t want that.” He shook his head. “If and when you leave the Bureau, it should be because you’re ready to move on to something different. Not because I’ve become the werewolf version of a head-case.”

“I knew my choice to become a wolf, to be a mate to one, would change my life. That includes my job.”

“Not like this.”

“It doesn’t matter how it came about. The fact remains, I need to resign. It’s the least I can do to help you. I don’t want my job to create problems between us. I won’t put either of us in that position.” Cool lips touched the back of his neck, and she chuckled softly. “Besides, you’ll finally get what you wanted.”

Max smiled despite himself. “More bed-time with you?”

Keesha laughed. “Well, that, too, but that’s not what I meant. I’ll be able to work with you as a private investigator.”

“You’re okay with that?”

“Yep. I knew my time with the Bureau would be short. If things work out, when I have my first heat next summer, I’ll get pregnant. I hadn’t planned to stay with the FBI after that, anyway. This just accelerates my plans.”

Max sighed, relief coursing through him. She didn’t regret their mating, and she loved him despite the new problems. “I love that idea. More face-time and more bed-time.”

“You’re incorrigible.”

“I know, and you love me for it.”

She chuckled and kissed the back of his neck. “So humble.”

Humor faded quickly, displaced by renewed worry. “Are you sure you don’t wish you’d never met me? I’ve made your life a lot more complicated, and that was before I realized I was trying to turn into an innocent-murdering, feral wolf.”

Keesha’s warmth disappeared from his back as she sat up. She yanked her hand free and pressed on his shoulder, rolling him toward her. Even if the scowl on her face wasn’t apparent enough, the anger darkening her scent would’ve gotten his attention. “Stop that, right now!”

He blinked.

“You won’t go on a rampage and start killing women and children. It won’t happen! I realize the rules have changed on you, and the wolf isn’t as readily controlled as before, but you’ll figure it out. You’ll learn how to cope and adapt as needed. That’s what a marine does, right? Adjust, as necessary, to the situation so you can survive and fight on?”

Max grimaced. She had to bring his military background into the mix. He couldn’t very well wallow in self-pity in the face of that, no matter how tempting. “You don’t play fair.”

“Suck it up, marine. Life isn’t fair, so why should I be?” She glared at him.

If she won’t play fair, neither will I. Max reached up and grasped the back of her neck to draw her lips down to his. In moments, the anger in the air faded, replaced by desire, and she stretched out beside him. He eased the tension in his hand, letting her draw back a few inches.

Keesha shook her head. “That’s not the way you’re supposed to respond when I’m mad.”

“Yeah, I know, but it’s way more fun.” Max grinned. “Besides, you’re not mad anymore, are you?”

She sighed. “You really are hopeless.”

“I know. Good thing you love me just as I am.” Rolling toward her, Max nudged Keesha onto her back and hovered over her. “So… are you in a hurry to get back to Tanya’s manuscript?”

“Not really. I’m pretty sure I already know what happens.”

He chuckled and kissed her.

~~~

Brett glared at two long walls of photos and cheerfully colored sticky pieces of paper covered in notes and equally garish highlight markings. I wish we were done and could hand Agent Robinson some brilliant analysis so all of this can disappear. Not happening, though.

They’d made no progress after Max’s departure the night before, but Brett was sure they all had images of murdered women and children forever etched into their minds. If he lived another two hundred years, he’d still recall them in vivid color.

Carlos clicked away on a computer keyboard behind him, compiling information. He’d thought of something during the night, he’d said when he’d arrived far too early. Hopefully, it proved useful and didn’t turn out to be an abandoned game trail.

The scuff of a footstep on the stairs warned they were about to have more company.

He glanced toward the staircase.

Keesha reached the bottom of the stairs, followed closely by Max’s furry form.

Brett raised a brow but refrained from commenting. Having not spoken to Ian since Max’s visit the night before, he couldn’t be sure how the struggling man had been advised. I should call Ian. See what he said last night. They needed to be on the same page in their dealings with Max. Brett didn’t want to inadvertently contradict their alpha. It might confuse Max and create more problems. “You’re back at it earlier than I expected.” He glanced at his watch. Not even seven AM yet.

Keesha nodded. “Max may have hit on something, and I wanted to check it out.”

“Oh?”

“Carlos, I’m sorry for interrupting, but could you possibly create a chart or something for a couple of pieces of numerical data on the victims?”

The man glanced up from his computer. “Depends what it is.”

“I want to see line graphs on their heights and weights.”

“No problem.” He leaned back to the keyboard. “Give me a minute, I’ll expand what I’m doing to add that information for each case file. I’ll need you to read the numbers off to me.”

“Sure.” She nodded.

Heights and weights? “What’s your thinking?”

Scowling, she organized the files into three stacks and pulled out a chair to plop into. “Max made a comment about the victims being small and defenseless. I thought maybe he meant the children, but it suddenly occurred to me that he might’ve subconsciously noticed something about all the victims.”

Max slinked under the table and curled up around Keesha’s feet, resting his head on his front paws.

“Okay.” Carlos straightened. “I’m ready when you are. Give me the case number so I can be sure I have the right victim file, and then read off the height in inches and the weight in pounds. In that order.”

Hands behind his back, Brett turned back to the wall, barely listening as numbers flew and fingers tapped the laptop keys.

“That’s the last,” Keesha announced a while later, pulling Brett’s gaze back to the table.

“Okay. Give me a minute.” Carlos bent over the laptop. Before long, he straightened. “Got it.” He frowned thoughtfully. “Well, isn’t that interesting….” A grunt was followed by a scowl. “Hm….”

“What is it?” Brett finally asked, annoyed at the lack of disclosure.

“First, what I wanted to check. Every single victim has a church affiliation.”

That was significant why?

Keesha’s spine straightened, and she frowned deeply. “Seventy-one victims all over the eastern part of the country and every single one belonged to a church?”

Apparently, it meant something to her.

“Exactly. Baptist, Catholic, Methodist, Pentecostal, Episcopalian, Lutheran, Presbyterian, and a couple of others. The chances of every victim being part of a religious organization in our current culture if they were truly random…?” Carlos shook his head. “Slim to none. Statistically speaking, a good portion of them should have no church or religious affiliation. Atheists and agnostics are rampant through American society, as are people who claim faith but don’t attend church. Why isn’t at least one victim part of those subcultures?”

“So… you think he’s targeting church-goers?” Brett scowled.

“It certainly appears so.” Carlos nodded emphatically. “Most of the victims had attended a church function of some sort shortly before they disappeared.”

He raised both brows. “Are you saying they were taken from church parking lots or something? I don’t remember that in the files I read myself.”

