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____________________________

Chicago: February

“SADE, CALEB IS MISSING.”

Sade’s first thought was, “So?” Then she sat straight up in bed—an interesting exercise considering the extremely sexy vampire next to her who was rather intent on keeping her in his arms and otherwise occupied.

Caleb had gone “walkabout” before. He did it when he purportedly resigned from the FBI, and she’d spent a couple of months tracking him down. This time, though, she had a Really Bad Feeling™. She swatted at Sinjen’s hand as it tried to get fresh. The resounding smack and his resulting mutter was gratifying. The question was—did Caleb disappear on purpose? Or was he actually in trouble?

“Dammit, dammit, dammit.” Sade growled into her cell phone.

“Language,” Sinjen reminded her with a sigh. His effort was rewarded with another stinging slap against the back of his hand as he caressed the silken skin of her abdomen.

“How long?” she demanded of the caller, FBI Director George Bailey and her boss.

Sinjen gave up trying to lure her back to more pleasurable pursuits. His beautiful FBI agent had turned all business on him. Throwing back the covers, he got up and padded naked into the kitchen to start coffee for her. While he couldn’t drink the brew, he enjoyed the scent and the taste of it on her lips and tongue. He’d also been with her long enough to know a cup would earn him a kiss. Returning to the bedroom a few minutes later, his smile turned sultry as he recognized the light in her eyes as she openly admired him.

With a great deal of reluctance, Sade pulled her eyes away from the prime specimen of sexiness standing beside the bed and gratefully accepted the steaming mug he held out. She swallowed a gulp of the hot, black coffee and asked. “So he was on a case? Or did he go undercover?” Sade knew Caleb tended to immerse himself when he went “dark,” sometimes not surfacing until time to make a bust. She listened for a long moment, and her hand started to shake. “Gawdammitalltohell.”

Sinjen rescued the mug from her hand before the contents spilled over his silk sheets. Setting it on the nightstand, he eased onto the edge of the bed and gathered her into his arms. His lovely spitfire wasn’t yet as strong as she pretended to be. The memories of how close he’d come to losing her washed over him, and he couldn’t suppress the shudder that surged through him.

Sade’s eyes narrowed, her face looking like it had been carved from ice as she growled into the phone, “If he’s dead, I’m going to kill him!”

She left his bed—their bed—with alacrity as she said those words and ended the call with a promise. “I’ll find him.”

With her declaration, Sinjen’s world changed. Again. After centuries of darkness, Sade had arrived to shine light into his black soul. How was it possible that this brittle woman with her lean frame, her bottle-green eyes, with her dogged determination would be given the key to his salvation after all this time? Those words she spoke would steal her from him. Take her from his arms, his bed, perhaps even his heart. His wounded warrior would face the demons of the world, fighting any assistance he might offer, even his very existence at her side, every step of the way. Very few held her loyalty. He feared he was not one of them.

She snatched up the thick robe tossed across the foot of the bed and stormed through the glass door leading from his bedroom to the railed balcony. Outside, Sade faced the frigid, ice-capped waves of Lake Superior. A dark aura radiated around her. Loneliness. Despair. Both swamped her. Sinjen hated the words he had to utter, wanted to spit them into some black void to be swallowed and forgotten. Instead, he stood behind her and pulled her into his embrace.

He didn’t want to speak the words so he whispered them against her hair. “I can’t go with you.”

“I know.” She pushed away and stepped toward the railing, keeping her back to him. “No big deal. You aren’t an agent, and this is official business. Besides, I’m headed to Arizona. Or New Mexico. Somewhere in the desert. Not a good place for a vampire. All that sun and stuff.”

Sinjen reached for her, but she jerked away. “Sade, look at me.”

She twisted her head, and light glinted in her bottle-green eyes. Her chin lifted in the show of defiance he’d come to know so well. “You aren’t invited anyway.”

As if that would stop him? Nothing could keep them apart—nothing but the demand for his appearance at the Conclave—a command he’d received upon awakening and ignored in favor of staying in bed with Sade. Mathias issued the Conclave’s edict, and he could not disregard it for long. Not only was the master vampire the Conclave’s Veşnic, he was also Sinjen’s sire. He could not deny a direct order from either entity for long. Though time was short, he curled a lock of Sade’s silky hair around his index finger and gave a little tug. “Come here.”

“No.”

He stepped closer, only relaxing once she turned toward him. Her arms circled his waist, and she buried her face against his neck. He kissed the top of her head. “I’ve been summoned to the Conclave. I’ll catch up to you. When I’m done.”

“Yeah. Sure.”

Sade hadn’t cursed since getting off the phone, a tell-tale sign of her depressed mood. It worried him so he prodded. “Don’t do anything until I get there. I’ll find Caleb.”

Her head jerked back, anger flaring in her gaze. “The hell with that. I don’t need your fucking help.”

“Ah, there’s the woman I love.”

“Fuck you.”

“Yes. You will. Right now.”
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Standing Outside the Fire

____________________________

Six months earlier, Carlsbad, New Mexico

“RIGHT NOW, I’D GIVE ANYTHING to be somewhere else.” Caleb muttered the sentiment as he gazed around. There wasn’t much wind to speak of, and heat waves shimmered around the headstones making them look ghostly despite the solid, salt-of-the-earth granite squares delineating each gravesite. He was surprised at how many trees dotted the cemetery, though their leaves were the color of dried sage. The grass beneath his feet was brown. This was desert country—hot, desolate foothills pushing toward the Guadalupe Mountains. This part of New Mexico was Apache territory—the stuff of western movies and penny dreadful novels. As the crow flies, he wasn’t all that far from Lincoln County, of Billy the Kid and the Lincoln County cattle wars fame.

A friend of a friend had called, asking if Caleb had seen the news. He hadn’t. When he tuned in, he learned a buddy had died. A Border Patrol officer. Shot and killed in the line of duty. The guy was human, wearing a vest, looking for coyotes at the border. Someone sliced Bear’s femoral artery. He bled out right there on the scene in a matter of minutes. Left behind a pretty little wife, two boys and a baby girl. So here he was, on a hot August day, watching the internment of a man whose life he’d valued.

Bear’s widow and her family sheltered beneath a dark green canopy. White folding chairs squatted in formation atop a square of Astroturf. As many mourners as could fit under the false shade crowded in close. The flag-draped coffin hovered over the open grave, a mound of flowers and ribbons sending odors into the air that reminded Caleb all too much of the Fae. On the opposite side of the grave, almost hidden by the flower arrangements, the honor guard stood with rifles grounded at their sides. The color guard propped up limp flags and tried not to sweat through their dress uniforms.

Caleb stood back from the crowd. He’d found a nearby tree and leaned a shoulder against its sturdy trunk. His jeans and boots were clean, his dress shirt pressed. A few men wore suits and ties and looked miserable for it. The women at their sides were dressed in their Sunday best. Marrying and burying, Caleb thought. Why folks always dressed up when they knew it was going to be a long, hot day of standing on their feet was beyond his comprehension.

He wasn’t alone in the circle of shade provided by the tree. A few other men and a couple of women migrated over. As each one stepped into the relative cooler temperature of the leafy canopy, he checked them out as they assessed him in return. Law enforcement personnel were unmistakable to the knowing eye. Their eyes moved constantly, watching, weighing, planning. A cop always had an exit strategy in case things went wrong. They could gauge a person with a quick glance. Even when relaxed, cops looked ready, just like the small group flocked around the gnarled trunk of the tree nearest the gravesite.

“Did you know him well?” an old veteran with a face weathered by the sun asked Caleb.

Caleb nodded. “Long ago and far away. We worked a couple of cases.”

The man nodded. “Roy was a good kid.” He stuck out his hand. “Tucker Moran, Texas Rangers.”

Grasping the old ranger’s hand in his own, Caleb nodded. “Caleb Jones. FBI.”

A loud wail followed by a small commotion near the grave ended the conversation. Bear’s widow had collapsed, and people gathered around her to help. A small figure in a dark suit darted out from between the legs of the adults and took off at a run. No one in the knot of people around the family realized Roy’s oldest boy had taken off for the hills. The group under the tree glanced around, the women mostly studying the ground in front of them. Caleb flashed an easy smile.

“I’ll go round the boy up,” he murmured. Without waiting for a reply, he turned and headed in the direction the kid had fled, his long-legged stride quickly making up lost ground.

Caleb tracked the boy to the Community Center located across from the cemetery. The child was pulling on the locked doors and banging his fists futilely as tears streamed down his round cheeks.

“Good way to break a hand,” Caleb said with quiet certainty.

The boy jumped a mile, whirling around. “Who...who’re you?” he stammered, trying to swallow the lump of fear in his throat.

Caleb didn’t move any closer. “My name is Caleb. I knew your dad. What’s your name?”

Wiping his tears with the back of a hand, the boy squared his shoulders. “If you really knew my daddy, you’d know my name,” he declared.

“Your dad called you RJ,” Caleb told the boy. “Your name is actually Roy Edward Montoya, Jr. But Bear, he called you RJ.”

RJ nodded solemnly. “He did. Ever’body called him Bear ’cause he was s’big. But he told me that Big Bear and Little Bear sounded stupid, and while bein’ a junior was an honor, bein’ called Junior would probably suck too.”

Caleb’s smile remembered better times. “Yeah,” he agreed. “That was your dad’s logic. I was with him when you were born. It broke his heart he couldn’t be there for you and your mom.”

The kid tilted his head back to stare up at Caleb. He had to shade his eyes to see the man clearly. “Daddy’s never comin’ back, is he?” Caleb shook his head solemnly but didn’t speak, sensing the boy had more on his mind. “Grandma says I have to be the man now.” Caleb ignored the squeak in RJ’s voice. The boy sighed. “I’m only nine,” he complained softly.

Turning his head, Caleb glanced back across the cemetery. There was movement around the grave. “Looks like they’re finishing up. Think we might better head back?” RJ nodded so the two of them slowly retraced their steps. “You don’t have to be grown up, RJ. Be a kid for as long as you can,” Caleb advised. “There’ll be men who step up for you and your brother and sister. That’s one thing about what your dad did. It’s a family. You have a problem, you can go to one of your dad’s friends. Your mom needs something done around the house, somebody will be there. You do what you can. You look after the little ones. But like you said, you’re only nine.”

RJ nodded slowly. “Then it’s okay?” he asked with a slight hitch in his voice. The boy blinked rapidly as his eyes filled with tears.

“Yeah,” Caleb said. “It’s okay.” Damn, he thought. What’s wrong with the world that a nine-year-old has to ask permission to cry at his dad’s funeral? He slowed his steps even more. Caleb’s sharp hearing picked up the droning of the preacher at the graveside. Once he was done, there would be the flag folding ceremony and presentation and then the twenty-one-gun salute. A bugler and a piper stood with the color guard. That meant both “Taps” and “Amazing Grace.”

The boy’s soft sniffle drew Caleb’s attention back to him. He reached in a pocket and pulled out a clean handkerchief. He’d stopped at Wal-Mart and bought a package the night before when he’d rolled into town. Caleb held it out for the boy without looking at him and hid his smile when the handkerchief was snatched from his hand without a word. Studiously avoiding looking at RJ, Caleb started reading the names on the grave markers they passed. One in particular caught his attention. BUJAC, the staid granite marker declared. Caleb paused, looking closer. “Etienne Pelissier Jacques de Bujac” the inscription read.

“You ever watch John Wayne movies?” he asked RJ. The boy glanced up, his eyes red-rimmed now. “One of the guys in a lot of his films is buried here,” he explained with a nod of his head. “His Hollywood name was Bruce Cabot.”

RJ’s head nodded like a bobbin head doll. “He was in ‘Hellfighters’. That’s my favorite movie of all time. Daddy and I watched it over and over.”

Caleb blinked, a bit taken aback. “I figured you for an Iron Man kind of guy.”

The boy shook his head emphatically. “Naw. Those movies are for kids. Daddy loved the Duke.”

“He did indeed. An interest we both shared. That’s how I knew Cabot’s real name.”

RJ flashed a hesitant smile. “I’ll bring flowers for him when I come to visit Daddy. That way he’ll be remembered, too.”

When a murmured “Amen” from the crowd drifted through the arid air, Caleb started walking again, RJ keeping up easily now. “Do you know what comes next?” Caleb asked. The boy looked up, a question reflected in his eyes. “Part of the color guard will fold up the flag, and give it to your mom. You should be beside her when they do.” He glanced down. RJ gulped but looked stoic. “Then the honor guard will fire their weapons. Three times. Your dad was a hero. He gets a twenty-one gun salute.” Caleb was surprised when a hand crept into his but he gave it a reassuring squeeze. “Then either the bugler or the piper will play followed by the other one.”

RJ squeezed back. “Taps,” he whispered. “I hate that song.”

Caleb understood the boy’s reaction. “Taps” always made his chest tight, too. “Yeah.”

They parted ways at the back of the canopy. RJ slipped around to the side to rejoin his mother. Caleb stood watching for a moment, a quiet smile on his face as the kid settled in the chair beside his mom, reached over and took her hand. “You’ll do, Roy Edward Montoya, Jr.,” he murmured before striding back to rejoin the group of law enforcement professionals under the tree.

“Little britches gonna be all right?” the ranger asked.

Caleb nodded. “Yeah. He’s gonna be just fine eventually. A lot like his dad, that one.”

The ranger nodded. “Roy was a fine man. I hope we catch the sorry son of a bitch who bushwhacked him.”

Cutting his eyes toward the other man, Caleb tried to bite his tongue. He wasn’t a Fed any more—at least not to these law enforcement professionals. This wasn’t his jurisdiction or his job. Not at the moment anyway. “They know who did it?” he asked despite his resolve.

One of the two women in the group nodded. “Yeah. A coyote drug runner by the name of Santos Santana. Roy had been staking out some of the bastard’s trails.” She growled low in her throat. “Marti Atkins. Border Patrol,” she added by way of introduction. “Santana has been in our sights for years, but we can’t ever get anything concrete on him. I swear the guy is made of Teflon.”

Caleb searched the databank in his memory. “Santana. Wasn’t he a low-level coyote working out of El Paso?”

Atkins nodded. “He was. A year ago, we started picking up whispers. Now the guy has a big hacienda out in the desert. A private jet. Hell, last I heard, he just bought some fancy French helicopter.”

“You talking about the long-range chopper built by Eurocopter?” Caleb asked.

One of the men nodded, and Caleb realized he was wearing pilot’s wings on his uniform. “Yeah. Santana got an EC 130 B4. Damn thing is faster than my Bell 206 Long Ranger. He sends it up just to tease us.”

Caleb nodded, considering. “But he’s still using mule trails to transport?”

“The aircraft is just for fun, apparently. And giving us shit.” Atkins spat, the wet glob sending up a puff of dust from the dry grass before disappearing. In the desert, any moisture was a blessing.

The men around her all nodded.

“How’d he move up the food chain so fast?” Caleb kept his voice low so the conversation didn’t drift toward the mourners.

One of the men shrugged. “Santana has always been around, hanging out there on the outer edges and flying under the radar.”

“Until a year ago,” Atkins interjected. “All the sudden, everybody’s whispering Santana’s name.”

The man nodded. “Yeah. Suddenly, Santos Santana’s shit don’t stink. DEA sends a boy down there to check things out. He reports back about the new house, the fancy cars and fancier women, and planes. Santana built his own airstrip. Then put in a landing pad for that swanky French helicopter.”

Atkins broke in, her frustration bubbling over. “But he only uses the aircraft to run to Vegas, or his place up in Aspen. He’s so cocksure of himself we don’t even have to get a warrant. He invites us in to search. The plane and the chopper both are clean as a whistle. The little pipsqueak thinks he’s an international playboy now. “

The blue New Mexico sky faded to white under the heat of the sun. The group grew silent, unconsciously coming to attention as the color guard stepped into place to remove the flag draped over the coffin. Slowly, each step of the procedure was carried out meticulously as two men folded the American flag into its familiar triangle shape, stars on top. One member of the color guard smartly paced over to a tall, lean man wearing the dress uniform of the US Border Patrol—tan slacks with stripes up the outside seam and an Eisenhower jacket. Presenting the flag, the color guard saluted, executed a precise about face and returned to his former position. The man in uniform, most likely Roy’s commanding officer, stepped to Mrs. Montoya, and bent from the waist to place the flag in her hands. She remained ramrod straight in her chair, the black veil hiding the woman’s tears. Straightening, the man nodded to the honor guard.

Seven rifles pointed to the endless blue sky. Seven fingers pulled triggers with a surety born of hours of practice. Seven gunpowder reports echoed across the cemetery. Acrid smoke drifted on dead air as seven more shots rang out, then seven more. Caleb winced, unable to hide the involuntary twitch of his shoulders. Every professional under that tree did the same.

The others drifted off but the old ranger dallied. He studied Caleb unblinking. “Find the sumbitch, Mr. Jones. Find ’im for little britches and them tykes. Find ’im before we have t’bury another good man. Or woman.”

Caleb stared at the man, convinced the ranger knew—knew he was more than he appeared. “I will,” he vowed.

He waited until the mourners had all departed. He waited until Roy’s coffin was lowered into the ground, and a backhoe filled in the hole. He was nothing if not patient. The cemetery was empty at last—empty but for the souls of those confined there. A breeze kicked up, the heated breath of the desert, and it teased Caleb’s hair with ghostly fingers as he stood at the foot of the fresh grave and contemplated the scene.

Colors. Red roses looked like blood splattered against the pale tan of the grass. The blinding blue sky stretched toward forever. He closed his eyes against the assault to his senses but saw only the black of the widow’s dress outlined by the white chair in which she slumped. An American flag, left in a stand beside the grave, snapped like a gunshot as the wind kicked up a dust devil.

Standing alone, he raised his right arm, his hand angled ramrod stiff across his forehead in salute. He lowered his hand to his side and spoke from his heart. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you, Roy. But rest easy, my friend. I’ll take care of it.” He turned away and trudged toward his car. “I’ll give the devil his due.”
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[image: ]




To Know a Man

____________________________

TIME TO GIVE THE DEVIL HIS DUE. Caleb was back in New Mexico after only a month. Maybe August’s heat had cooled with September’s arrival. He strode through the Albuquerque airport with a martyr’s air. Until the girl brushed past and halted him in his tracks. A dancer. She had to be. Shoulders square, chin high on a neck stretched as elegantly as a swan, making her look taller than she was. She passed down the concourse with a gliding step, arms swinging a graceful arc in counterpoint despite the backpack negligently hanging from one shoulder. Men turned to watch her pass. Women looked down their noses at her, both jealous and admiring.

Caleb followed, quartering the girl’s back trail so she wouldn’t notice him. His nostrils flared ever so minutely as he caught whiffs of her scent. Magic. It cloaked her in verbena and ginger, masking her true fragrance.

She tossed her head, sending her hair flying in a silken arc, and looked over her shoulder, as if giving him a come-hither glance from under fringed eyelashes. Busted. But he didn’t care. His werewolf senses strained at the leash his humanity clutched in tight-fisted control. So focused on the woman, he missed the flash of magic roiling up his rear until it flashed over him, singeing the tips of his hair.

Nothing like the smell of burnt fur to shake a man out of his daydreams. He whirled and grabbed the magick by the front of his high-dollar shirt.

“She better be with you, and the both of you better have more control than what you just showed me.” Caleb growled the words, knowing they’d made the appropriate impact on the young dragon he’d collared. He could see the red feral gleam of his eyes reflected in the kid’s pupils. He laughed. Kid? The dragon was probably a hundred years old but compared to human growth, he was barely twenty. The dragonet sputtered until Caleb flashed his FBI badge.

“Not in this airport,” he growled again. “Don’t make me go all furry on your ass.”

“Yessir. I mean, no sir. I mean...We’ll be good, sir.”

Caleb turned the kid loose and watched him run to catch up with the female. Yeah. She was a dancer all right. A fire dancer and way too hot for him to handle. Good thing Sade hadn’t been tasked with this assignment. If she had one more run-in with the Drakon, human and dragon relations would be set back a century or two. He continued toward the baggage claim, chuckling. Nikos Constantine continued to sniff around his FBI partner and foster sister, Sade Marquis. She didn’t take grief from anyone, much less an arrogant dragon enforcer. He lined up at baggage claim, and his suitcase was the first one on the conveyor. He snagged it and headed to the car rental desk.

In a better mood, he stepped out of the Albuquerque airport and sniffed the air. He appreciated the desert. Things were cut and dried out here. Clean. He collected his SUV at the car rental lot and headed toward Buhmfuch, New Mexico. The town wasn’t on any official map, but he found the place from the directions he’d received by email. The hand-painted city limits sign was befitting the little hole in the wall too small for any of the national chains to have a motel. The local place was clean enough and looked like it should have been the subject of a 1950’s postcard...or would have been before the neon sign got busted.

The TeePee Motor Court was one of those iconoclastic places—a motel left over from the days of the great Mother Road, Route 66. Square adobe cabins connected by carports marched around a square courtyard with an empty pool—empty of water, anyway. It was brimming with tumbleweeds. The office was just a tiny bit bigger than the cabins, with living space behind the postage-stamp sized lobby for the owner, a crotchety old woman with wispy gray hair and watery blue eyes that didn’t miss a thing.

The woman snapped at him as he entered. “Rooms are twenty-five a night, thirty-five if ya run the window unit. I’m Marjorie Dawson. That’s Missus to you. You want somethin’ I ain’t got, tough shit.” She pushed a clipboard at him, with a card stuck on it. “Fill it out.”

After he checked in, Caleb placed his credit card on the scarred Formica countertop. Mrs. Dawson stared at it like it was rattlesnake. Snorting in disdain, she asked if he didn’t have cash or a check. Before he could reply, the office door opened, the bell above it jangling like an old-time telephone. The dude that walked in was about twice Caleb’s size. At 6’1” and two hundred pounds, Caleb wasn’t exactly undernourished. The newcomer wore a dingy, red-plaid Western shirt, faded jeans and scuffed cowboy boots. The guy’s belt buckle was hidden beneath his beer gut, and greasy brown hair straggled out from beneath a battered baseball cap.

The man pressed up against Caleb and all but smelled his butt. Evidently satisfied, he stepped back and nodded to the old lady behind the counter. “Evenin’, Miz Dawson. This feller is a guest of Orrin’s. Put ’im in yer best room.” The woman nodded and pushed a key—a real, honest-to-god key on a ring with a plastic tag—across the counter. In chipped white paint, the numbers 101 stood out against the scratched black background of the tag.

Caleb picked up the key and waited for the big guy to move. They stared at each other for a long, tense moment. Caleb didn’t blink. He could take the fat slob in a heartbeat, letting that fact show in his expression. The other guy blinked first, backed down, and let Caleb precede him through the door. Caleb’s lip curled. Damn but he hated werewolf politics—all that posturing and “I’m bigger and badder than you” swagger. Like Romulus, his pack Alpha, Caleb’s physical appearance was wiry and therefore misleading. Even without his werewolf strength, he would have been able to pick up the other man and toss him. And like Romulus, he had developed The Look™—that unblinking stare of a stone-cold alpha predator. He didn’t have to use it often. Even humans had a tendency to recognize he was something more and backed away from picking fights with him. Mostly easy-going, his reputation as a badass amused him.

Out in the barren courtyard, Caleb watched a little dust devil kick up its heels. “I take it the bossman wants to see me now?” he asked the lump behind him without turning around.

The big man sneered and tried to sound tough. “Yeah. He said to fetch you.”

“You got a name?” Caleb wasn’t intimidated. In fact, he had to bite back a snort of laughter. Fetch? Was the guy a dog or a werewolf?

“Buddy. Buddy Johnson.” He added the last name like that was supposed to impress Caleb.

He shrugged. So the big lout was related to the Alpha. Big deal. He’d lay odds that the whole pack was related one way or another. Isolated packs tended to inbreed. It was bad for the species but what could you do about it? Caleb looked around. His rented Ford Explorer was the only vehicle in the lot. “You hike in?” he asked, eying the big guy incredulously. Since he was fully dressed, the man hadn’t shifted and run in.

“Naw,” Buddy confirmed. He spat into the dust, the glob of phlegm landing about an inch from the toe of Caleb’s boot. “Garth dropped me off. Figured I’d ride back with you.”

Caleb stared at the gooey mess near his boot then slowly raised his head to stare at the man standing a few feet from him. One sardonic eyebrow arched. He didn’t have to say a word. His brown eyes had gone flat but with a flash of reddish gold deep within them. Buddy took an involuntary step backwards.

“C’mon, then. Orrin don’t like t’wait,” Buddy muttered grumpily, trying to hide how much Caleb intimidated him.

With a curt nod, Caleb turned on his heel and strode purposely to the Explorer. The surface of the SUV was coated with a fine layer of dust, and it was all Caleb could do to keep from sneezing. He remembered now why he was a city wolf, and it had nothing to do with cable TV, the internet, or indoor plumbing. He slid in behind the wheel and allowed himself a momentary chuckle. Who was he kidding? It had everything to do with those things, plus restaurants and pubs, and, if he were perfectly honest, pretty women.

Buddy climbed into the passenger seat, and Caleb was glad this was a rental instead of his personal car. The dude smelled ripe—not in the way that an apple or orange smelled ripe, full and sweet with a hint of musk. No, Buddy smelled ripe like week-old garbage does—or a pro wrestler who forgot his antiperspirant. Caleb hated those little cardboard evergreen trees people hung from the rearview mirrors to cover up odors of a host of sins from cigarettes and weed to BO, but he would have to buy one somewhere once Buddy got out of the vehicle. Despite the dust, Caleb rolled his window down and leaned toward the dribble of fresh air that wandered in.

“Where to?” he asked as he started the Explorer.

Without looking at Caleb, Buddy pointed. “Hope you got four-wheel drive in this buggy, city boy,” he growled.

Caleb followed the direction of Buddy’s finger which was pointing out toward the middle of nowhere back behind the motel. He could make out the vague outline of a road snaking up the hill. It looked more like two scuffed tracks heading out into the desert than a road. He put the SUV in gear and pulled forward, engaging the four-wheel drive as he did so. Caleb might be a city boy but he wasn’t stupid. There was a reason he had a satellite phone. Out in the desert in pack territory microwave cell phone towers were few and far between. He’d been warned that his client lived in the boonies.

Aiming the nose of the SUV through a gap in the cabins, Caleb had to pull hard on the steering wheel to miss the fenced-in satellite dish behind the motel. This touch of civilization seemed incongruous but he kept his sardonic smile to himself and kept driving.

After about an hour of grudging silence on Buddy’s part and careful negotiation of the ruts and rocks that comprised the so-called road, Caleb was thinking about calling the whole thing off, going back to Albuquerque, checking into a real hotel and ordering up a cold beer from room service while he caught the Cowboys and Jets game on the tube.

“Stop,” Buddy snarled at him.

The nose of the Explorer had just tilted up to make a fairly easy climb up out of a dry wash. Caleb eased the SUV to a stop and set the parking brake.

“Wait here,” the other werewolf ordered. Climbing out, Buddy slammed the door and trudged up the hill. He topped the rise and disappeared over it.

The hair on the back of Caleb’s neck prickled. He looked around carefully and suddenly felt like he was in a John Wayne movie surrounded by Indians. He couldn’t see anybody but instinctively knew he was completely surrounded. He now wished he’d gotten the supplemental insurance from the rental agency. Running over a werewolf did a lot of damage to a car’s bumpers and paint job. Wolves tended to dent the fender, bounce, and leave long scratches in the finish.

Despite his uneasiness, Caleb waited. The Alpha had contacted him, after all, and he was here under the leader’s “flag of truce.” Werewolf packs were funny, even the civilized ones. They just didn’t cotton to outsiders sticking their nose into pack business. Whatever was going on out here in the desert, it had to be bad enough that Orrin Johnson was willing to suffer an alpha from another pack in his territory.

Caleb chuckled. Folks just didn’t get the distinction. There was the Alpha in a pack. Alpha with a capital A. This was a werewolf who fought his way to pack leadership and was the smartest and the strongest. Usually. Sometimes, just the strongest. The pack got their flavor—their personality from the Alpha. Then there were alpha and beta wolves, and omegas. Caleb was an alpha. He was strong, had good senses, shifted easily, and wasn’t afraid of fighting or doing what needed to be done—in either form of his “self”.

Betas were weaker. They cowed and went belly up when an alpha looked crosswise at them. And then there were the omegas. In the wild packs, omegas often got drowned at birth. They were the weakest. In an unhealthy pack, the alphas picked on the betas, and everybody picked on the omegas. Civilized packs took care of the omegas but kept them hidden away. Omegas wet the bed and couldn’t control their changes, no matter how old they got. They were born whipped and never got over it.

It said a lot about both Orrin Johnson and his pack that his second in command was a beta. Either the man didn’t want a challenge, or the pack was weak. Either way, he would be wary.

Not for the first time, Caleb wondered if he’d bitten off more than he could chew. All he knew about this case was that a couple of pack members had gone missing. Problem was, this was a pair of young’uns—15 and 17. Two brothers who wandered off to do some hunting hadn’t come home, and nobody had seen hide nor hair of them or the ATV they’d been riding. If a werewolf from their pack couldn’t track those youngsters, they were well and truly gone. Caleb’s contact said it appeared the boys had just disappeared off the face of the planet.

When the Old Man got wind of the situation, Caleb had no say in the matter. Pack territory bumped up against land claimed by a certain drug lord with expensive tastes and a penchant for murdering law enforcement personnel. Caleb hadn’t forgotten his last trip to New Mexico a month earlier so he didn’t whine with Director Bailey sent him undercover.

He sat inside his SUV for thirty minutes before he started getting really antsy. All the hair on his neck remained at attention and ready to salute, and his palms itched. That was a sure sign of trouble to come. The old wives’ tale talked of itchy palms predicting money. To a werewolf, it was an indication that fur was bristling right below the surface. Before it got too bad, Buddy came huffing back over the top of the rise, waving an arm, urging Caleb to drive forward. As he put the Explorer in gear, the sense of being watched vanished. “Guess I’m in, then,” he muttered.

Just over the hill, Caleb found a settlement, for lack of a better term. Campers, RVs, a couple of ramshackle cabins and even an old school bus were scattered around a loose circle. He pulled past Buddy and didn’t stop, chuckling as the other man jogged to keep up. He drove slowly. As much as he wanted to, he didn’t kick up a cloud of dust or spin the tires to pelt Buddy with loose rocks. The man’s huffing and puffing, and red face in the rearview was payback enough.

Pulling up next to a battered old pickup, Caleb shook his head. “Frankentruck,” he muttered, getting out of the Explorer. A Chevy bed had been grafted onto a Ford cab—or at least, that’s what the model marquees pronounced but you couldn’t prove that by him. He strode across the open space between the structures, his gait loose-limbed and loping. As he approached the man sitting in a lawn chair in the center of the open square, Caleb noticed wolves literally coming out of the woodwork. He slowed down, finally coming to a stop about ten feet from the man. He took off his sunglasses.

“Alpha.” Caleb greeted him with a quick nod and a brief lowering of his eyes.

“Took ya long enough,” the man growled at him.

Putting his sunglasses back on, he stood quietly facing the man, his arms loose at his side. The Alpha was almost as big as Buddy, but while Buddy just looked dumb as a stump, there was a wily glint in Orrin Johnson’s eyes. Caleb watched the other man from behind the dark lenses of his shades, quietly assessing. The Alpha had spent a lot of time in werewolf form as evidenced by his ears, which were slightly elongated and pointed with hair growing in them. He wore a denim shirt that had seen better days and his chest hair spilled out the vee of the plackets of the snap-front shirt. He hadn’t shaved in a couple of days, and as the wind kicked up again, Caleb was thankful he was upwind. The Alpha hadn’t bathed at least since his last shave.

“So, boss...you plan to keep wasting our time or are you going to tell me what’s happening that’s got you worried enough to bring in a stranger to deal with your business?” Caleb remained loose, at least on the outside. Inside, he was coiled tight ready for fight or flight.

“Somethin’ weird’s goin’ on ’round here,” the Alpha drawled. “Got two come up missin’.” He brazenly looked Caleb up and down. “But you know that. We can’t find no sign. You know what that means?”

Caleb nodded. “Yeah. They’ve been snatched.” He deliberately took off his sunglasses and looked around the desolate settlement. “I don’t care one way or another, mind you, but I gotta ask, boss. Any of your boys running...contraband?” Caleb fixed his gaze on the man in the chair.

Orrin shook his head emphatically. “Fuckin’ druggies,” he spat—literally. The glob landed about six inches in front of Caleb. Impressive range. He’d do well to remember that. The man continued. “We’re too far north for the coyotes but yeah. We get low flyin’ planes now and again.”

Lips pursed, Caleb considered. Orrin’s reference to the coyotes had nothing to do with the four-legged variety, and there were no werecoyotes. He was talking about the two-legged varmints who trafficked in illegals—people, drugs, and guns. The fact that smugglers used the area didn’t surprise him much. The Mexican border was like Swiss cheese—easy to cross if you knew where the holes were. Santos Santana sat about twenty-five miles away, as the crow flies.

“You know what it’s gonna cost you?” Caleb finally replied.

“Your room’s taken care of.” Orrin waved a fist the size and shape of a small ham. A girl of about 15 or 16 slunk out of the crowd and approached Caleb. She pulled a wad of cash out of her cleavage and held it out to him. “That’s the first thousand. More when you say so.” Orrin hacked up another glob and spat, this time between his own scuffed boots. “An’ that’s Mimi. She’s one’o mine. She’ll treat you right.” He leered at his daughter. “Or else.”

The girl flipped her father off and headed toward the Explorer. “C’mon, dude.” She huffed an aggrieved sigh before blowing and popping a chewing gum bubble with a smack of her lips. “Let’s get this over with.”

Caleb wisely held his tongue. He liked his women older and more enthusiastic, but he wasn’t going to turn down the Alpha’s offer—not in front of him anyway. Very bad form, especially since the girl was one of the man’s daughters.

“I’ll be in touch,” he called over his shoulder as he followed Mimi to the SUV.
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​Chapter Three
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Talk Is Cheap

_____________________________

“I’LL BE IN TOUCH.”

Caleb ended the call, unsure if he’d hear back from the DEA agent but the guy had always been a solid source before. Being patient under these circumstances wasn’t easy. His best guess was that drug runners had stumbled across the kids, shot ’em in the head, and left ’em out in the desert. Yeah, wolves were pretty impervious to gunshot wounds except for silver bullets, or a head shot. Oh, yeah. A heart shot might take a werewolf out too. To be positive, werewolf hunters went for the head shot and then cut off the head just to make sure.
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