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This is for all the usual suspects—

Family, friends, cheerleaders, and task masters.

You know who you are and you know how I feel about each of you.

Cheers!
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THE FOUR bikers swaggered in as if they owned the place. Loud, rowdy, and stinking of beer and weed, they confiscated the table in the center of the room. All of them proclaimed their allegiance on the backs of their jackets and with bright-colored tattoos on their arms. Sean Donaldson choked on his laughter. Wolf Pack, the jackets declared, complete with the silhouette of a wolf’s head howling at the moon. Movement at the bar drew his attention. Two waitresses argued with the bartender over who would have to serve the group. The older of the two lost. She plastered a smile on her face and swaggered over to their table.

When the first biker put his hand on her butt, Sean was half-way out of his chair before he even realized he’d moved. Luckily, he’d chosen a table in the darkest corner of the honky tonk and nobody paid him any attention. The waitress was a pro. He watched her ease away from the biker and put distance between them as she took their orders. Her deft maneuver left the guy none the wiser. Sean settled back into his chair and watched the bikers like they were prey.

He’d only been in town, if you could call this miserable wide spot in the road a town, for a couple of days. Sean was ready to get the hell out but he was still waiting to meet with Danny Keegan. He didn’t have much to go on, just a cryptic phone call from the kid. Danny hadn’t been with the Wolves very long when Army Special SciOps Unit 69 was disbanded on orders from the Joint Chiefs. Together, they’d survived the raid in the Balkans despite a traitor in their midst. The team still hadn’t figured out who leaked their mission—or their special talents. When this gig was over, he’d head up to Oklahoma to check on Nate and Jacey and the men they’d rescued in Nevada.

Nevada. Area 51. More lies and more betrayals and they’d lost one of their own. Two, if he was honest. Jacob Nakai’s mate, Tala, had been murdered in Wyoming by the same group of mercenaries. She died protecting Michael Lightfoot’s new mate and a litter of wild wolf pups. Nakai never recovered from her death. No Wolf ever did, not from that kind of loss. He kicked back in his chair, balanced on two legs as the back of the chair hit the wall with a thunk. Sean ignored the bottle of beer leaving sweat stains on the scarred wooden table in front of him, far more interested in the patrons of the place than in drinking.

A group of roughnecks straight from the oil patch stumbled through the door. Their shift was over and they were looking for greasy burgers, limp fries, and cold beer. Sean studied each face. No Danny. Three days had passed and no sign of the kid. He was starting to worry. After the breakup of the 69th, Danny returned home and went to work in the oil patch. He’d called a week ago, nervous and dodgy, asking only that Sean come to this backwater town in east Texas to meet with him. Sean arrived the next day but laid low at the truck stop out on the highway. He appeared each night at this road house where he’d agreed to meet the younger Wolf.

One of the derrick hands got change from the bartender and ambled over to the jukebox. Damn. He wouldn’t be able to hear any of the conversations now. His lip-reading skills were rusty but he’d have to make do. The guy punched a series of buttons and returned to his table as Toby Keith’s voice and raucous music spilled from speakers hidden in the dim rafters of the place.

The front door opened and he caught a glimpse of the late afternoon sun as it played hide and seek with a bank of storm clouds crouched on the horizon. The bar babes would be out any time now. His cock reminded him he’d been without female company for far too long. Sean watched the younger waitress sashay over to the roughnecks, bottles of beer balanced on a tray. The men laughed and flirted with her. One even pulled her into his lap but Sean didn’t even lift an eyebrow at the action. Giggling, the woman extracted herself and headed back to the bar to refill her tray.

The older waitress—relatively speaking since she couldn’t be much older than twenty-eight or nine—approached the table of bikers. Her expression remained wary. The front legs of his chair clunked against the worn planked floor. Sean watched through narrowed eyes, his inner wolf pacing like a caged animal. His cock flared to life and even his balls ached. What the hell? Waves of anger rolled off him. The perpetual drunks sitting at the bar glanced over their shoulders nervously, watching for something they could feel but not see. He ratcheted down his emotions, but his gaze remained glued on the waitress.

“Order up, Annie!” The cook hollered from the steamy recesses back behind the bar.

She diverted and headed back to the service window to pick up a tray. Greasy burgers squatted on nests of stringy fries contained by red plastic baskets. His mouth watered but Sean wasn’t looking at the food. His eyes stroked the rounded curves of the waitress’s ass as he fantasized about jamming his hands in the hip pockets of her jean shorts just so he could cup her and press her against his aching dick. He needed to get laid in the worst way. But not her. No fucking way. As much as he wanted to fill his hands with her breasts and butt, to feel her legs wrapped around his waist, the tiny part of his brain thinking logically threw a bucket of ice water on his libido.

Even so, her name sang through every sinew, every cell in his body. Annie. His cock twitched and throbbed. The door opened, distracting him from his hard-on, and a gaggle of women sashayed in. Short skirts, skimpy tops, cowboy boots. Sean eased back into the shadows.

“Let the games begin.” He settled in to wait and watch. The women were looking for a good time. So were the roughnecks and the cowboys who wandered in. The jukebox cranked out country western hits at ear-bleeding volume. Each time the door opened, Sean tensed, waiting to see if Danny had arrived. The kid was late. And that wasn’t like him at all. If Danny didn’t make their meet tonight, he’d talk to the driller in charge of the crew. Maybe something had happened.

Time ground slowly. People came and went but none of his kind arrived. His wolf wanted nothing to do with the women who found him back in the dark corner but every time Annie appeared, the damn thing sat right up and begged like some big ol’ goofy dog. He needed to get outside, breathe clean air for a change. Stale smoke, sour whiskey, and the ripe scent of spilled beer clogged his senses. He slipped through the door as a group of partiers arrived.

A moon just past full floated on a sea of silvery clouds. Sean inhaled deeply to clear his nostrils of the stench from the roadhouse. Several breaths later, he could pick out different scents—the dust coating the parking lot, the big pine trees sheltering together just beyond. One, dry and acrid, burned while the bracing pine scent soothed. His wolf whined, wanting to be back inside, close to the waitress. Annie. He needed to have a come to Jesus meeting with his animal side. She was off limits. If he ever tasted her, he would crave her for the rest of his life. He had no room for such a tie. Not now. Not when things were heating up and each mission turned more dangerous.

Sean walked over to his truck and leaned against the front fender. He could watch for Danny from out here.

Annie brushed her bangs out of her eyes and sighed. Her lungs filled and emptied fully for the first time all night, like a big weight had been taken off her chest. She wondered if a storm was moving in. The air had felt oppressive all night. She glanced at the table in the far corner. The big guy who’d been sitting there was gone. Disappointment flared but the feeling warred with a sense of relief. The man was intense. Big. Dark. She could feel his eyes following her and that unnerved her. Belinda had been only too happy to serve him.

The bikers waved her over for another round so she filled her tray. Keeping out of reach of their grabby hands was a chore. Annie glanced at the back table again. Still no sign that the guy had returned. With reluctance, she headed to the center table. The bald biker grabbed her ass and she almost dumped the tray. She managed to keep it steady while she offloaded the beer bottles, a fake smile firmly in place. Manny would fire her if she lost her temper and she needed this job. Bad.

Unless a gal was strong enough to work the oil patch, she didn’t have much choice in and around Dollar, Texas, not if she wanted to make a living wage and save up some money to get the hell away. This backwater dump was no place for her and Cody. She’d do whatever it took to get shed of the single-wide they called home. For now, she could work here. Not forever. Definitely not forever. She ignored the lewd suggestions shouted in her ear and the hand squeezing her butt as she bent over the table to clear the empty bottles.

Back at the relative safety of the waitress station of the bar, Annie decided if the assholes didn’t give her a good tip, she’d key the fancy paint jobs on their motorcycles. That would serve them right. The air in the room seemed to swell and then deflate as if all the oxygen had been sucked out. He was back. She knew it without having to turn around.

Annie’s shoulders stiffened and she straightened. Her chin rose in a gesture of defiance. Instantly on alert, Sean scanned the room looking for some threat. He couldn’t find one. He dropped into the chair he’d previously occupied. His wolf was a happy camper but he was pissed. He wanted to stay outside, away from the noise and confusion, from the odor of sweat and perfume, of lust but then another aroma wafted on the stale air. Annie. His nose could pick out her scent anywhere. Fuck.

Two hours later, he couldn’t stand it any longer. He had to get away—put some space between him and the waitress, if he was honest with himself. Sean waited until the dance floor filled before heading to the men’s room. He ducked into the dimly-lit hallway where the bathrooms squatted behind graffiti-laced doors. He gulped a breath before entering but even so, the scent of ammonia and dried piss assaulted his nose.

A high window was propped open but did nothing to dispel the odor. He’d fit through that window if push came to shove and he had to escape. He was a stranger and sure to attract attention sooner than later. He’d have to come up with a cover story. Unable to tolerate the stench any longer, he opened the door. It felt like he walked into a solid wall of sound. Part of him wanted to climb through the window and disappear. But he’d promised Danny.

Several hours later, the bartender announced last call and cut the power to the jukebox. The sudden silence numbed Sean’s ears. He’d be deaf if he’d had to listen to the raucous music any longer. While everyone else clamored for one last drink, he headed for the front door. He shifted through the shadows flitting across the parking lot, using the patchy moonlight to his advantage. The storm clouds gathered closer now, the outrider scud racing across the three-quarter moon. His wolf growled. Animal and man both anticipated the weather. When Mother Nature was on the rag, she could be a real bitch, and she looked to be building up for a major tantrum.

Sean gained the obscurity of his black pickup truck. The overhead didn’t flicker on as he opened the door and climbed into the driver’s seat. He’d disabled the courtesy lights the same day he bought the truck. Parked toward the back of the lot, he could see both the front door and the back. Lights spilled from the front and a knot of people emerged. Couples. Men draped over women. Shrill giggles. Husky-voiced innuendos. His cock throbbed with the scent of lust wafting in his open window. Fuck.

Yeah, his wolf agreed. Get with the program, dude.

The oilfield workers left—some with girls, some alone. A few of the women came out gaggled together, unlucky at love tonight. The back door opened and spilled a narrow shaft of light. The cook emerged, dragging a black plastic bag. He didn’t bother tossing it into the dumpster. More patrons staggered from the front. After a few cajoling pleas for company, cars and trucks rumbled to life. The bikers emerged and swaggered toward their motorcycles.

The back door opened again. Annie. With more trash. She tossed her bag into the dumpster then heaved in the bag left by the lazy cook. The bikers noticed her. His wolf growled and he had the door open and one booted foot on the gravel before he reined in his emotions.

Annie ignored their crude catcalls. Head up and shoulders squared, she walked back to the door, slipped through, and shut it. He hoped she locked it, too. The first splattering drops of rain hit. The bikers ran for their machines, kicked them to life, and roared off into the darkness. Sean settled back into his seat, waiting.

He hated waiting. He’d never been a patient hunter. Lightfoot was. Mac was. Not him. Sean wanted to lead the charge, lighting up the night with explosions and splitting the silence with gunfire. He’d chafed in the years since the 69th was decommissioned. A part of him still resented Hannah McIntire for her part in that. He understood the reasons.

Hell, he’d seen the horror done in the name of science. His pack would have been the ones locked in that underground lab in Nevada if Hannah hadn’t recognized the danger. He owed her respect. Hell, he probably owed her his life. Even now, she, Mac, and their former commanding officer, Joshua Harjo, were working to ensure that the fucking corporation behind it all was dismantled. Paperwork. He was no more adept at shuffling paper than he was waiting. That’s why he’d jumped on the chance for action when Danny called.

“Sean? It’s Danny. I...can you come? Something weird’s goin’ on. Bad weird.”

“Sure, kid. I’ll come. Tell me what it is and where you are.”

“I’m in Dollar, Texas. It’s sorta close to Beaumont but in the boonies. I...I’m not sure what’s going on, Sean, but...just come, okay? We’ll talk in person. I’ll meet you at the Half Dollar Saloon. Just outside of town. Tomorrow night.”

Sean had heard a door slam over the open phone line and Danny said something muffled before the connection broke.

The last time he’d tried to call the kid’s number, he’d gotten a “voice mail full” message. His hackles rose even as a growl rumbled in his chest. Things had gone from weird to bad. He’d check in with Mac come morning. Sean didn’t pretend to have ESP or any of that bullshit woo-woo stuff but something was off here. His wolf agreed. Fear permeated the air and not even the gust front that kicked up dirt and leaves could hide the stench.
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Chapter 2
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ANNIE TWISTED the deadbolt key and shoved the metal bar into place. With the back door secured, she headed back to the kitchen to dump glasses into the industrial dishwasher. Tommy, the cook, insisted cleanup wasn’t his job. He sat at the bar, smoking an unfiltered cigarette and hacking up wads of phlegm he spit into a paper cup. He used beer mugs until she’d threatened to serve his drink in one. Manny, the bar’s manager, checked supplies and shuttled back and forth from the storeroom restocking the booze. Belinda, the other waitress, filled the beer cooler.

Pushing her bangs off her sweaty forehead, she reached for the next tub of glasses and stacked them in the washing rack. Why the hell Tommy couldn’t do dishes as the evening wore on baffled her. The lazy jerk would never change. After doing dishes at the Half Dollar, the last thing she wanted to think about was the sink full of dishes she’d probably find when she got home. It was hard enough to find a babysitter to cover the night shift while she worked. Hiring one who would actually do something more than watch her little boy was too much to hope for.

Once the racks were loaded with glassware and dishes, she fed them along the conveyor belt and into the machine. It hissed steam and grumbled as gears grated and whined. While she waited for the parade to exit the other end, she counted out her tabs. The bikers were cheapskates. They’d left her a whole five dollar tip. The same with the bar flies. They expected the men to pick up their tabs and didn’t tip as a rule. The guys from the oil patch had been pretty generous though. She might be able to get that oil leak in her old car fixed. She could have paid for the repair just in the cost of oil she had to pour down the junker’s gullet but while she could pay five bucks for the occasional can of oil, she hadn’t been able to cough up the two hundred bucks the guy at the garage wanted. He’d offered to barter for the repair but the idea of doing it with him left her gagging. Throwing up on the guy boinking you was not a way to gain free car repairs.

Annie totaled out her sales and cleared the cash register with Manny.

“I’ll get the breakables, hon. Storm’s about to hit and I don’t want you out on the roads in that ol’ clunker of yours.”

She looked around. Belinda was already gone and Tommy shuffled out of the employee’s room headed for the front door. She smiled her thanks. “Back door is locked up. See ya tomorrow night, Manny.”

Outside, she stood on the wide porch for a moment and inhaled deeply. She could smell rain in the air. The hair on her arms prickled and she glanced around, absolutely positive someone watched her. The parking lot was empty and she could see the taillights on Tommy’s old truck as he turned onto the highway. With keys in her hand, she sprinted for her car. She’d just made it inside when lightning lit up the sky. Damn. She’d have to drive like the devil to get home before the rain hit. Her babysitter would be in a pissy mood because of the weather.

She pulled out on the highway and headed toward town. Annie clenched her fingers around the steering wheel as a flash in her rear-view mirror blinded her for a moment. Headlights? Following her? She caught the flash again and relaxed. Lightning. Just the storm. Maybe the rain would cool things off. She fiddled with the radio hoping to find a weather report but all she heard was static.

By the time she pulled onto the gravel road leading to her trailer, Annie was white-knuckled again. The feeling of being watched persisted as she dashed through the spatters of rain and ripped open the front door of the trailer. Her babysitter looked up, groggy and sleepy-eyed, from where she was stretched out on the couch. The flash of lightning echoed by thunder a few moments later galvanized the girl.

“Shit. I fell asleep. How bad is the storm?” The girl scrambled to grab her purse, cell phone and other necessities.

“It hasn’t hit full on yet, Heidi. If you hurry, you can beat it home.” Thunder boomed again, punctuating Annie’s words.

“Mommy!” Cody wailed from his bedroom. He hated storms. If she was lucky, he’d consent to sleeping in her bed as long as she dragged a huge assortment of toys to tuck in. Otherwise, she’d have to curl up on his bed and suffer the crick in her neck and backache that would result.

“I’m outta here!” The front door banged and thumped against the side of the trailer, caught by a fierce gust of wind as Heidi dashed out.

“Just a minute, Cody.” Annie wrestled the door closed and got it latched as she watched the car drive away. Within moments, the red taillights were swallowed by a cloud of dust. Rain drummed against the metal roof and Cody screamed again, his voice a full octave higher in pitch.

“It’s just rain, honey.” She flipped on his bedside light.

“No. It’s a bad storm. We gotta go to the cellar!”

Ever since they’d been caught in a tornado two years ago, Cody panicked whenever there was a storm. She picked his favorite bear up from the floor and tucked it into his arms. “Come get in the big bed while I get into my jammies. I promise it’s just thunder and lightning and rain. We’ll turn on the TV and look at the radar, okay?”

He stared at her, a little owl peeking from his nest of blankets and pillows. “Can Boobear come to?”

“Of course.”

“And Malarkey?”

Here it comes, she thought. She dug out the stuffed shark, a souvenir from a trip to Sea World in San Antonio. “And Malarkey.” He opened his mouth for the next request but she shook her head, cutting him off. “Boobear and Malarkey will keep you safe. Besides, I’ll be there, too.”

Cody pouted a moment but then threw back the colorful quilt and climbed out, still clutching the bear. He snagged the shark as he passed her and padded down the hall to her room. She’d really wanted a hot soak but with the lightning, being in water wasn’t a good idea. She couldn’t even grab a quick shower. She unplugged the TV in the living room and the microwave, just in case and after a lick and a promise with a washcloth, she shrugged into sleep pants and a cotton camisole. As promised, she clicked on the small TV in her bedroom and tuned in to the local channel. The radar looked raggedy and filled with snow so she fiddled with the rabbit ears until the picture was a bit clearer. She couldn’t afford cable. Not any more.
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