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      She let her eyes fall closed with a sigh. Her dark coat absorbed the weak winter sun as the flat rock beneath her warmed her belly with the residual heat from soaking in direct sunlight all day. Even in the full light of day, she felt safe. Safe enough. Even if someone spotted her, it wouldn’t be hunters. They weren’t allowed out in the parks.

      Napping in a beam of light was a luxury. One she didn’t allow herself to enjoy nearly enough.

      This was something she had only recently learned to indulge in. Timing was crucial. She could never do this in warmer months when the area was crawling with outdoor enthusiasts. The winter months brought more than enough tourists to the region to make this a calculated risk. However, it was worth it.

      The psst and sharp snap of something hitting a nearby rock shocked her fully awake. It wasn't  something that had struck the rock. It had been a bullet.

      Every muscle in her body reacted with a triggered spring action. One second she was asleep on the rock, the next, she was gone.

      Yards away, she shivered in the shadows of an outcropping. The space was small, dark, and cold, the meager winter sun having never reached the tight space to melt the thin snow cover.

      The pupils of her eyes went wide, and her ears pricked. She couldn’t see anything. Forcing herself closer against the rocks, her heart pounded away like terrified prey, not the predator she was. Where had that shot come from? Hunting was not allowed in the local park system. It was one of the reasons she stayed, at least that’s what she told herself.

      Her ears pivoted in an attempt at identifying any and all sounds in her vicinity.

      Nothing.

      Maybe she could ease out and make a run for it?

      The sudden sharp ricochet of a bullet against rock, followed by the thunderous boom of the shot bouncing off surrounding rock walls, had her trying to merge her body against the rocks, doing her bestIsn’t Morgan to become one with the shadows.

      It took a few heartbeats before she realized the shot hit somewhere further away from her, not closer. Maybe the original shot hadn’t been aimed at her.

      Lowering down as flat as she could, she slowly crept out of the shadows she had sought refuge in. Once in the light, a quick scan of the area identified areas she could hide in. She needed darkness, shadows. She moved swiftly from one outcropping of rocks to another. Slinking from refuge to refuge.

      A third shot rang out. Her nerves coiled tight, unable to relax even though she knew that last shot was even farther away than the last one. Whoever was out there, they were not hunting her.

      The sense of safety and security the location had afforded her had vanished, evaporated on the wind with any warmth the late afternoon sun could no longer give.

      The light had shifted, and dusk elongated the shadows. Unfortunately, it was still bright in the unsheltered areas of flat dirt and rock. The edges of town were clearly located in the desert with no irrigated landscaping and trees that could bring shade.

      She spotted her goal: safety, refuge. To get there, she would have to run. With her belly against the ground, she eased out from the shadows.

      The rumble of a car engine sent her right back against the rocks and into hiding. She panted, her heart pounded. It was just a car, not another shot. But cars brought other problems into her life.

      As the sun progressed toward the horizon, cold seeped into her muscles, and a chill set around her bones. Just as it seemed she would never feel warmth again, she noticed city lights in the far distance. If she could see those lights, it was dark. Dark enough.

      Huffing a deep breath, she tensed her frozen muscles and shot forward. She moved as if she were a bullet launched from a barrel. She was nothing more than a shadow skittering across the dirt and rocks.

      Her paws made no sound as they landed against the deck of her small bungalow. It really was nothing much more than a mud brick shack on the edges where civilization met high desert.

      She hit the plastic cover to the doggie door and slid across the floor once inside, bunching up the cheap area rug underneath her body. She stayed in place, paws and limbs splayed. Her breathing came hard and heavy, loud in her ears, masking out any other sounds she was trying to listen for. Had anyone seen her? Followed her?

      She stayed frozen like a statue for far too long. She let the change roll over her, shifting her dark fur for smooth dark skin. Immediately she pushed to her feet. With a bang, she slid the metal doggie door cover into place and locked it. Even in her human skin, she felt hunted.

      “They weren’t shooting at you,” she muttered under her breath.

      She rubbed her hands over her upper arms, but it was no help in fighting off the cold— that was deep in her soul at this point. Shivering, she crawled into her bed and piled the covers on. A long, hot bath was what she really wanted, but the water heater had never worked, and she didn’t have a tub. Hot showers were almost as much a luxury as sunning herself on a rock. Luxuries were few and far between in her life. Maybe this curse was why she didn’t deserve them.
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      Step by step, Joe’s long stride ate up the distance from the parking lot to the office building. He didn’t understand why he was called in to visit the SeaQuence Labs directly.

      But his job wasn’t to ask questions until after the brief was delivered. At that point, he would have plenty of questions. Starting off with why did his alpha, and boss, Morgan Palatine, have him drive down from the compound in Sonoma to the DNA sequencing labs in the East Bay when Dr. Barns seemed to be putting in appearances at Mission Run every other week?

      He punched the ADA access door open button, barely slowing his pace to wait for the slow swing of the automated door.

      Once inside, he was surrounded by what he identified as generic corporate. If he didn’t know what this company did, he received no clues from the lobby. There was no screen wall showing a perpetual film of all the company’s advancements in… fill in the blank for the industry. That was because this place wasn’t for technological advancements in anything. They did the grunt work here.

      This was the laboratory where court-ordered biological testing was done. Tissue samples, DNA records, drug labs— it all sent a shiver skittering down Joe’s spine.

      He wasn’t big on bodily fluids unless he was directly involved. And even then, if it meant blood, he would prefer not to be present.

      He stepped up to the receptionist desk and waited five long seconds for the young woman behind the desk to look up from a tablet. He would have bet there was a no-phones policy, but turn that device into a tablet made whatever she did to pass the time look more official. The discrete headphones made him think she was trying to be sneaky.

      “I’m here for a meeting with Aventine,” he said as they made eye contact.

      By the quirk of her brow, he deduced that she didn’t immediately know who that was.

      “Roman Aventine… Dr. Barnes…” This time he let his voice linger on the names. She had to know the name of the man at the head of the corporate chain that ran this place.

      Her expression stayed held in twisted confusion with narrowed eyes and a pursed mouth for a few more seconds. Suddenly realization spread over her features. Her brow relaxed, her eyes went wide, and a nervous grin claimed her lips.

      “Dr. Barnes, yes! One moment.” She began tapping on the tablet. Okay, maybe it was a work tool and not a toy for wasting time on.

      A few more taps against the tablet, and then she pressed her fingertips to the earpiece. She tilted her head as if that would help the mic to pick up her voice. “One more for the meeting in the North Atlantic conference room. You’ll send someone down? Thank you.”

      She refocused her attention up at Joe. “Someone will be right with you. They’ll come through that door over there.” She indicated with a flick of her finger.

      Joe gave her a brisk nod, as if he were tipping a hat. And went to hover near the indicated door.

      It wasn’t long before a young man came crashing out the door. He looked too young to be one of the scientists here. Must be an intern. Joe shook off the thought like a wolf twitching all of his skin from shoulders to tail to resettle his fur. He was feeling his age, and the fact that adults were starting to look like children made him feel much older than he was. After all, forty wasn’t even around the next birthday corner. He had time before he was over that hill.

      “You must be Joe Diablo,” the veritable kid said.

      “Must I?”

      “You are the only tall redhead in the room, kind of a giveaway. I’m Alex, Dr. Barnes’ intern. Follow me.”

      Joe’s lips quirked into a smirk. He had been right. The kid was too young to be a scientist here. But as an intern, he was probably older than the mental thirteen years Joe had assigned to him.

      Joe followed the young man down a hall lined with glass walls. Cleanroom-suited scientists move about like human-shaped goldfish in a tank. They were obviously doing something important, thus the cleanroom suits. But it couldn’t be terribly important or secretive, considering they were on full display.

      “Are those windows one-way?” He asked as they turned into a normal-looking hallway with doors and only a few large plate glass walls.

      “I don’t think so. Why?” the intern answered.

      “I’d hate being on display like that when I’m working. Like a monkey in the zoo.”

      “Must be why they call it the fish tank. We’re right over here.” The young man opened a locked door with a key card he had on a lanyard around his neck.

      They entered an area that looked like every corporate cubicle farm Joe had ever seen on TV or in the movies. They continued past cubicles and down another long hallway.

      “Are you sure you know where you’re going?” Joe chuckled. He would be able to find his way out only because of counting steps and turns. He didn’t like getting into places he couldn’t get back out of.

      Alex chuckled. “Yeah, I know where we are.”

      He paused and opened another set of doors into a conference room.

      Julia Palatine’s head snapped up, and her gaze narrowed on Joe before she turned her glare to the intern. “I said five minutes.”

      The kid next to Joe blanched. His eyes went wide, and he took a step back.

      “He took me the long way, didn’t you, kid?”

      “Um, yeah, I…” the kid stammered.

      “Let up, Julia.” The hand of a tall blonde man landed on her shoulder.

      She placed her hand over his and looked up the man, Roman Aventine. Her business partner and mate.

      “Fine, but next time, knock,” she said briskly.

      “That will be all for now, Alex. Why don’t you go back to aligning that database project?” Dr. Stacey Barnes, an average-height woman in a white lab coat with her hair pulled back in a slick ponytail, said as she walked up to Alex. “We’re discussing proprietary systems. You understand the importance, right?”

      “I’m so sorry. I thought I had taken enough time.”

      Dr. Barnes led the kid out of the conference room before returning. She paused next to Joe and extended her hand. “Nice to meet you again.”

      He shook it. “Same.”

      “Sit, sit, we don’t have all day,” Julia directed.

      As Joe took a seat across the table from her, he looked around the room. Julia, Roman, Dr. Barnes, all the people he expected. “Isn’t Morgan coming?”

      “He can’t make it; that’s why he sent you. Didn’t my brother explain anything?” Julia snapped.

      Joe reached out and took one of the small yellow pads of paper stacked in the middle of the table and grabbed a pen from the cup placed there for this reason, taking notes.

      Julia slid a file folder across the table to Joe. “You remember when we were talking about bears?”

      “Yeah, Dante found the guy,” Joe said as he flipped through the documents in the folder. None of them immediately made sense to him. “Bears, that’s wild.”

      “We’ve had a few more DNA samples come through the lab that are concerning.” Dr. Barnes started.

      “Is that what this is?” Joe held up a sheet of paper.

      “Yes, profiles,” she confirmed.

      “There are a couple of confirmed wolves from Las Vegas in there that I know Morgan will want to follow up on,” Julia said.

      “But some of the other ones we can’t confirm as wolf shifters. But we are pretty certain they are shifters of some kind,” Dr. Barnes continued.

      “Okay.” Joe scribbled a few notes. He took a moment to actually read the pieces of paper in front of him. Other than an ID code, address, and other not immediately evident information at the top of the page, the rest looked like a medical chart with codes and check marks. “What am I looking at?”

      Dr. Barnes leaned over his shoulder. She dragged her nail down the sheet until she landed on a section about three-fourths down the page. “This, section 3B. It’s the same on all of these. This is where we can tell if they are shifters.”

      She took the five sheets of paper from the folder and set them into a group of two and a group of three. She returned to point at section 3B. It was a box with a black bar that indicated some type of scale, with tick marks.

      “These three are all wolves. When that black bar scales across that far in the box, that's a wolf shifter. We have confirmed that over and over again.”

      Joe scanned over the other pages in the same group. Yes, the black bar made it slightly past the halfway point. But the black bar on the other sheets went farther.

      “These are different. What does that mean?” he asked.

      “That’s what we need Morgan to figure out. Take good notes so he understands what he’s missing,” Julia said.

      “Shouldn’t Dante be here for this, if Morgan can’t?”

      Julia scoffed.

      Roman shook his head. “Geena is expecting any minute now. Dante won’t leave Atlanta for anything.”

      Joe nodded. “Understood.”

      Dante was the Palatine’s top investigator. Well, Dante and Shane were the top contenders. But with both men elbow deep in growing families and mates, Joe had found his job getting increasingly more interesting. He took careful notes, knowing this was going to settle back in his lap before long.
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      Joe kicked back in one of the chairs in the front living room. He crossed his ankles and let his head fall back. The meeting with Morgan wasn’t scheduled for a quarter of an hour, at least. It wasn’t worth the effort to find something to fill the time. He had no problem waiting.

      The chair was soft and comfortable. His eyes drifted closed, and his head rolled back.

      Joe wasn’t sure if he had actually fallen asleep or if he had simply zoned out. He vaguely remembered hearing people speaking and moving around in the background, but nothing pulled his attention away from resting his eyes.

      The front door opened and closed, followed by a loud sigh.

      Joe cracked open one eye and glared at the offending noise maker, JoJo. He didn’t need to see her long pigtails swishing side to side to know it was her.

      “Is it just you here?” JoJo sneered at him.

      Joe dropped his feet from the coffee table and adjusted in his chair. He wiped his hand over his face and through his hair before swiping it down and pulling his beard into shape. He turned his head as he glanced around the sitting arrangement.

      “Yeah, just me. Why?”

      JoJo let out another loud sigh that was more of a groan. “Morgan said some new guy is coming for a meeting.”

      Joe huffed out a chuckle. “I thought you swore off men?”

      She shrugged. “All the men I know. This is someone new. Maybe he doesn’t suck.”

      Joe’s eyebrows lifted. “Who is this guy?”

      JoJo shrugged. Her hair bounced. “Some guy Roman is sending over, I guess. I overheard Morgan on the phone with him. Roman is a real man, you know what I mean? Maybe this guy he’s sending is just like him.”

      “You mean tall and blond?”

      “I mean, he understands the importance of taking care of his woman no matter what she’s going through. He’s not going to get a side chick just because she gets hormonal or call her ugly and make fun of her when she’s not wearing makeup.”

      A growl rumbled in Joe’s throat.

      “Right?” JoJo’s head tilted to the side. “A guy like Roman is going to love his woman in or out of makeup. And not pick on her when she’s actually sick.”

      “Any man of worth is going to be like that,” Joe pointed out. He knew if he was lucky enough to have a regular woman in his life, hell, a mate even, he would never treat her the way JoJo’s ex had behaved.

      “Donny—”

      “Look, JoJo,” Joe cut her off. “Your ex is your ex for a reason. I’m sorry he didn’t show his true colors right away.” He stood and took a few steps until he stood in front of her. He opened his arms. She clearly needed a hug.

      JoJo stepped in for the offered hug. They stood that way for a long moment. Joe had yet to meet the one person he would ever describe as the love of his life, his mate. But JoJo had been convinced that her ex-husband had been the love of her life. She was bitter. She was hurt.

      It didn’t help that she lived in a place surrounded by happy couples.

      The doorbell rang. JoJo pushed out of Joe’s embrace. “Get off me.”

      She jumped to the door and yanked it open.

      “Um, I’m here for a meeting with Morgan Palatine. Am I in the right place?” A man who met the description Joe had offered earlier, tall and blond, stood at the door.

      JoJo bounced around, and suddenly her arm was looped through the stranger’s as she led him into Mission Run.

      “I’m JoJo, Morgan’s sister. What are you here for? You have got to be related to Roman Aventine. You know Roman, right?” JoJo spoke at top speed.

      “Is Morgan here?” the man asked. He turned a concerned expression to Joe.

      Joe had to suppress a laugh. JoJo was a force of nature when she got started, and this poor man was under attack without any warning. He offered his hand to the man, a life vest tossed out in the storm of JoJo.

      “Joe Diablo, Morgan should be here soon. She’s right. You bear a remarkable resemblance to Roman.”

      “He’s my cousin. Dallas Winter.”

      The two men shook.

      “JoJo, let Dallas go,” Morgan said as he strode into the space.

      “But I—” she started.

      “Let go of the man. He’s here to work, not fend you off.” Morgan gave her a leveled glare.

      She let go of Dallas with a huff. “You’re no fun, Morgan.”

      “Good, now take a hike.” Morgan hitched his thumb over his shoulder shooing her away.

      “Don’t leave before saying goodbye,” she said brightly and twinkled her fingers at the man.

      Everyone watched as she skipped away. Her long pigtails swaying back and forth.

      “Please excuse my sister. She’s coming out of a bad depression following a nasty divorce. Nice to meet you. I’ve heard good things about your work.” Morgan and Dallas shook. “You’ve met Joe.”

      “Technically,” Joe said.

      “Come, I’ll explain everything,” Morgan said with the tip of his head.

      As Morgan stepped toward the formal dining room that did double duty as a conference room, Joe stepped back and held out his arm to direct Dallas in the right direction.

      By the time Joe stepped through the doors, Dallas was already seated, and Morgan was sorting through a file folder of paper. Morgan nodded at the chair next to Dallas.

      Joe slid into the seat.

      Morgan pushed a file folder toward Dallas first, and a second one to Joe.

      Joe pulled the file in close and flipped it open. “These are the documents from SeaQuence.”

      “Yeah, and we need to check in on these folks.”

      Dallas flipped through the few pages. “Why do you need me here? It’s five people.”

      “I’m not sure how much Roman has filled you in on, but um, there’s no simple way to ask this… Are you aware there are more than wolf shifters out there?” Morgan asked.

      Dallas let the file folder fall closed.

      “Say that again? Because you aren’t talking about the vampires.”

      Morgan chuckled. “I am not talking about vampires. These profiles are of unknowns. Shifters with no family connections.”

      “The two in Vegas are wolves,” Joe volunteered information he remembered from earlier in the week when meeting at SeaQuence Labs.

      “You say that like these other ones aren’t,” Dallas commented.

      “Well,” Morgan started. He shrugged and sat back in his chair. “We don’t know what they are. According to Dr. Barnes, she says the DNA evidence is there for shifting capabilities, but because of the measurable difference, it doesn’t match wolf.”

      Dallas turned his gaze from Joe to Morgan. “You’re shitting me. Shifters that aren’t wolves? We would have heard about that. Roman would have said something.”

      Joe snorted. “Sounds like he dropped you in it without all the intel you needed.”

      “We have one confirmed bear shifter identified,” Morgan continued.

      “Bears? So these are bear shifters?”

      Morgan shook his head. “We don’t know. My understanding is that the data isn’t clear. Dr. Barnes was able to isolate and identify wolf shifters because she has access to wolf shifters to compare and basically confirm. Without a secondary source to confirm, she can’t say. Or won’t say.”

      “But you’ve got a bear shifter. Isn’t that enough to support your evidence?” Dallas asked.

      “I would have thought so, but apparently not.”

      “Bears,” Dallas muttered to himself with a shake of his head. “Who would have thought? So why exactly am I here?”

      “Basically we wanted to get this taken care of sooner than later. We don’t know how tricky the pair in Vegas are going to be. They can be rather difficult based on their history,” Morgan said.

      “Oh yeah, that was some nasty work Lazarus conducted. Heard about it all the way on the other side of the country. Trying to interbreed vampires with shifters, damn. I’d go into hiding myself after that,” Dallas said.

      “Which is why we expect them to be problematic. Let’s take a look at the other cases, shall we?” Morgan flipped open the duplicate folder he had in front of him. He pulled the top two sheets out and set them aside.

      Joe did similar, pulling the wolf shifters located in Las Vegas out and setting them aside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      After long minutes of reviewing the documents in front of them, Morgan sat back.

      “I’m gonna go to the kitchen and order some food. Do you want anything specific?”

      Joe looked up. “Chips and guac.”

      Morgan turned to Dallas. “And you?”

      He shrugged. “Whatever is good. I’ll take a drink.” Dallas looked down and scanned two of the documents. “I feel like I need a beer, but I also recognize that now is not the time. I’ll just have a soda.”

      “Sure. Coke or Pepsi?” Morgan asked.

      “I have a choice?” Dallas asked. “I mean, most places you just get what they buy.”

      “Oh no, Connie stocks the kitchen better than a country club resort. She knows people have their preferences, and she doesn’t want to fight over them,” Morgan said as he stepped out of the dining room.

      Joe turned to Dallas. “Honestly, personally, I think she’s a Pepsi person, but everyone around here drinks Coke, so she buys both. She’s not about to let herself run out of her favorites.”

      “And who’s Connie?” Dallas narrowed his eyes before answering himself with an understanding nod. “Connie runs the show.”

      Joe smiled. “Connie runs the kitchen, and the kitchen is the heart of this house.” He circled his hand over his stomach. “She knows how much we like our food, and she takes good care of us.”

      Dallas chuckled as he picked up the small stack of papers and flipped through them again. “You ever have one of these done?” he asked.

      “Morgan made sure all of us have had our DNA run ever since they figured all of this shifter shit started showing up in the test results.”

      Dallas nodded. “Anybody get a surprise they didn’t like?”

      Joe shrugged. “I don’t know if it was a surprise they didn’t like, but it was definitely a surprise. Oh yeah. We found out the connection between one of our uncles and one of our cousins.”

      Dallas narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “Huh?”

      “One of our guys, one of our wolves. Nobody knew exactly who his father was. Clearly, he was somebody around here, but we didn’t know exactly who. It didn’t stop the family from embracing the kid. They knew he belonged here. No one knew exactly how. Then we found out it was everybody’s favorite uncle.”

      “And how did the kid take that news?”

      “I wasn’t there when he found out, but he seems to be fine with it. Apparently Remy knew the entire time, and he didn’t tell the kid.”

      Dallas practically snapped to attention. “How did that work out?”

      “Not my story to tell,” Joe confessed. “But my understanding is Les’s mom knew the whole time and didn’t want him to know until he was ready to know. And Remy followed her lead.”

      “So when Les was ready to know, he took that DNA test, and everything seems to be fine, as far as I can tell. I mean, I was never really close with Les. And like I said, Remy is pretty much everybody’s favorite uncle.”

      “Including yours?”

      “Naw, not my uncle. I like the man just fine. But I’m not related by blood. Palatines are a family by choice. But I respect the man. The kid’s mother told him it was up to Les to make the decision if he wanted to know who his father was.”

      “Do you know your family?” Dallas asked.

      “Basically. I’m one of the nonexistent wolves out of Vegas. We didn’t track family ties, and we didn’t admit that we existed. We sure as hell didn’t admit— and would never admit— that we knew vampires were real. To be honest, I’m surprised there are any of us left in the city—” He shook the two pages, indicating the subjects still located in that area— “My parents were together for a while, and then they weren’t. My old man was trash, and my mom had a hard life. When I was old enough to get myself out, I did.”

      “You want me to check those two out? Is that going to be a little too close to home?” Dallas asked.

      “Oh no, I’m good, and it’s probably best if I do it. It shows no DNA relation in our database, so it’s not like I’m going to run into a long-lost sister or something.”

      “One of them is a woman,” Dallas said, flipping the page back and forth. “The other one looks like a juvenile. A kid. I wonder why there isn’t a third one, you know, for the father.”

      “Why would you automatically assume there’s a third one?” Joe flipped the paper over and ran his eyes over the information as if he could glean the same information from the scientific jargon Dallas was reading.

      Dallas flipped the pages again. “This feels entirely too much like a paternity test to me. So where’s the father?”

      “Well, if he’s not a shifter, his test wouldn’t necessarily be sent to our labs, and Dr. Barnes wouldn’t get her hands on it,” Joe explained.

      “Is that how it works?”

      “Not always. How about you? Have you done this?” Joe paused. “You sound like you’re not exactly a fan of the results.”

      “You said the kid here didn’t want to know who his father was, but his father knew the whole time?”

      “Yeah.” Joe nodded.

      “Well, I went through something like that. Only I discovered my father was not well-loved or admired, and I had a brother I didn’t know about. And my mother had never bothered to tell me.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah. I look like Roman Aventine because we’re essentially biological brothers.”

      “Say what?” Joe shook his head.

      Morgan stepped back into the dining room. “Connie’s gonna send a tray,” he announced. “What’d I miss?”

      Joe managed to make not much more than a choking noise in his throat.

      “I was just about to tell Joe here how DNA tests can pack a real nasty surprise,” Dallas said, “and that I look like Roman because he’s my brother.”

      “But your last name— you’re not an Aventine,” Morgan started.

      “I was never claimed. My mother and his mother were sisters, so I was raised by a single mom. The scandal would have destroyed the pack, so they kept it hushed up. I have mom’s last name.”

      “Is that why you’re on this side of the country?”

      “Not really.” Dallas shrugged partially. “Roman said you guys could use some extra manpower, and I thought it would be nice to get out from under anything Blackston Aventine might cast his nasty glare over.”

      “Ooh, I see.” An awkward pause lingered in the room.

      Joe reclaimed the conversation. “Which one of these you want?”

      He lifted the pages one at a time in each hand, as if he were weighing them. “I can’t tell which will be more interesting.”

      “This one,” Dallas said, flipping a page over and scanning the back. “Sounds like a real beauty. Ninety percent chance of hazel eyes, darker skin tone, black hair.”

      Joe put his hand on top of the pages Dallas had set aside on the table. “I’m definitely taking the Vegas case. Why don’t you take that one?” He pointed to the page in Dallas’s left hand. “That leaves you with three and me with two.”

      Morgan looked at the pages. “That’s not what we’re gonna do.”

      “Oh, come on, I—” Joe started.

      Morgan took the page from Dallas and then set it in Joe’s pile. “This one is closer to where you’re going to be anyway. These two are an entirely different part of the country. Hell, one of them’s in Canada.”

      “Yeah, but the dark hair, the ninety percent chance of hazel eyes,” Dallas complained.

      “That describes eighty percent of the people at Mission Run,” Roman said. “I don’t think it’s going to mean much of anything. However, this one’s in Moab. Joe’s already going to Vegas. Makes more sense. Unless—” Morgan turned back to Dallas. “You feel like zigzagging across the country? Canada, Utah, back up to Washington?”

      “Nah.” Dallas shook his head.

      Dallas gathered the two profiles of the people he was going to have to track down. “I’m good with these, but if she’s pretty, you owe me a beer.”

      Joe sneered at his three sheets of paper. “Great. You’re sending a redhead into the desert.”

      “It’s the middle of winter,” Morgan said. “You’re not going to get a sunburn.”
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      Joe’s not wanting to head into the desert had little to do with a fear of sunburn, and a lot to do with simply not liking the bleak vastness of it all. Deserts felt too empty. They felt wrong. Beyond his tainted youth in Las Vegas, he stayed away from desert regions as much as possible.

      Joe had not been from one of the families who had been directly tortured, or victimized by the local vampire coven Lazarus or Moreau. Not the way Shane had been. Shane had grown up a favorite victim of that evil man’s plans.

      No. Joe had grown up in the shadow of parents in fear. They may not have exactly known what was happening, but something bad happened when wolves made their presence known in Las Vegas. That meant heads down, make no waves. And for some reason it meant low-paying jobs and no real escape plan.

      Joe’s parents lived in fear and tried to hide who and what they were at every turn. There was no rich, all-protective alpha— at least not one that he had been aware of.

      Like most wolves he knew from Las Vegas, they were from, past tense… He didn’t know. He didn’t understand why his parents had never left, and he never fully understood why anybody had stayed, even after the vampires had been ousted like so much vermin.

      Las Vegas meant too much trauma and too much recovery involved with anybody from that region. He wasn’t an exception. He also wasn’t a gambler, and he didn’t hold on to beliefs like what happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas. Even if he wanted to party, there were plenty of opportunities without having to return to the scene of his troubled youth.

      And he knew well enough that if you didn’t want your bad deeds to come back and haunt you, you were highly selective with who you included in said activities. If Joe didn’t trust a person, he didn’t act the fool in front of them. As a matter of habit, Joe didn’t act like a fool if he could help it, ever.

      With that said, he didn’t shy away from taking on the responsibility of being the person to go in and check on these folks.

      He didn’t feel as though he courted any kind of disaster or personal trauma beyond the aggravation of the long drive to get to where he needed to be— even including having to drive through the greater Los Angeles area, the trek from Sonoma to Vegas was barely more than a long day’s drive. He now had the income level and the backing of the entire Palatine family so that he had access to a top-of-the-line truck and quality hotels that provided a breakfast service.

      His plan wasn’t to sweep in, make grand statements, and vanish from these people’s lives. He needed to know more about them before he approached.

      Why did the wolves in Vegas still pretend they didn’t exist? Were they still without an alpha to take them under his wing and protect them? So little information came out of the region that Joe understood he’d be hanging around, scoping out the area, and seeing what was really going on. It would have been too presumptuous of him to show up on this family’s doorstep and announce his intentions without fully understanding their situation.

      That was the whole point of this. Go in, see what needs to be done, and offer the necessary assistance.

      The investigation portion meant he began his first full day in Las Vegas doing surveillance. He sat in his truck, watching the apartment complex that was the address identified on the two profiles he followed up on.

      Not knowing how early the woman and her kid would be up and out meant he had to start even earlier. He was up and sitting out  front of her apartment building before dawn. He only waited a few hours before the woman and the child made their appearance. As Dallas had suggested, the DNA samples had probably been submitted for paternity, and Joe waited to see if another adult followed the two outside.

      When the woman turned and locked her door behind her, Joe immediately jumped to the single mother conclusion.

      He followed behind her at a discreet distance as she first drove her beater of a car into another neighborhood and delivered her child to an older woman at a stand-alone ranch-style house. Joe took notes as he recorded everything on camera. Who was this woman? Was this a daycare or a relative?

      Then he followed the mother to one of those mega gas station quick stops. She parked her car toward the back of the lot and shrugged into a light blue vest as she headed into the shop. She ground a cigarette out in the tall ashtray receptacle by the front doors before stepping inside.

      Joe waited twenty minutes.

      He sat outside watching everyone who walked through those doors before he made his way inside the shop. He saw her behind the counter at the register, grabbing cigarettes for clients and ringing up people’s purchases.

      He took his time selecting a drink and then grabbing snacks from the chip aisle before he made his way to the register.

      Her name tag said Traci. He finally had a name to add to the profile, since the only information he had been provided with was a case ID and a contact address. The details of the DNA test were how he knew her age, gender, and that she was a shifter.

      Joe spent the rest of his day sitting in his truck, watching the doors, waiting for Traci to return to her car.

      Each time, he followed her— first to a Kentucky Fried Chicken drive-through and then back to the house, where she picked up the small child from the same haggard-looking woman.

      On the surface she seemed to have a steady routine. Work. Daycare— assuming that house was a daycare. It could have been a grandmother.

      She stopped at a big box store, and when she and the kid came out, they had a cart approximately half full of groceries. She drove through another fast food restaurant and then headed back to the apartment.

      The kid appeared to be somewhere between four and possibly five. But he didn’t move like he was that old. The kid was tall, so Joe thought he might be older. Joe recalled the age on the profile wasn’t that old.

      He grabbed his leather case from the back and pulled out the file folder, lifting out first the mother’s profile. In his chicken scratch, he had written T R A C I across the top of the page. Then he pulled out the second page he had identified as K I D.

      He flipped the page back and forth, trying to identify a date of birth. The way some of this information was documented seemed overly cryptic. It felt excessive and unnecessary to Joe. Why couldn’t they just say male child, five years old?

      The kid turned out to be three when Joe finally figured out which set of numbers was the actual birth date. The numbers were in year, day, month order when he expected them to be in month, day, year order.

      He grumbled to himself. Being stupid on this job, no matter how easy it should have been, wouldn’t earn him any favors with Morgan.

      When Traci and the kid didn’t reappear after another two hours, Joe headed back to his hotel.

      He stopped at a chain restaurant where he knew he could continually order food as needed. He was hungry. He hadn’t done much during the day, including eating, and he wanted to spend time typing up his notes. Not that there was much to write.

      A quick internet search did not supply him with the necessary information regarding the house where the kid had been dropped off. He would need to do some more digging when he got back to his room later.

      Right then his dinner was served, and Joe planned on giving the double cheeseburger with the excessive amount of toppings all of his attention.
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      Joe had been able to focus on the information he needed to extricate from the internet back in his hotel room. It should have shown up on the quick search he had conducted in the restaurant. After all, the woman ran a state-licensed, in-home daycare, which made sense considering the next day Traci drove her kid there again and dropped him off before she made her way to her job at the gas station.

      Not that a few days in a row defined a pattern. After another day of observing Traci and her habits, Joe was confident that he had all the additional information he needed.

      She was a single mother working a dead-end job, and she was a shifter without any obvious support from other shifters in the area. There was no evidence of a live-in boyfriend or father figure for the kid around.

      Joe let them settle in for about an hour after returning home. They hadn’t stopped at a fast-food place, so odds were good they would be getting ready for dinner, and he wanted to catch her before she started the nighttime routine with her kid. There were enough new babies being born into the Palatine family that lived at Mission Run that Joe understood the importance of not interrupting the bedtime routine.

      He took the steps to the second-floor apartment two at a time and rapped his knuckles in the familiar shave-and-a-haircut pattern.

      “Give me a second!” A muffled voice yelled from the other side of the door.

      “What do you want?” Traci barked as she yanked the door open.

      She took one look at Joe, scanned him up and down, immediately said, “No,” and attempted to slam the door in his face.

      He was prepared for this. His foot was in the way. His strong boots took the brunt force of her action.

      “You’re just gonna slam the door on me like that and not listen to anything I have to say?” he teased.
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