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Black and Shadow

Shadow Walker
Tribe Romance Series

Book
Three

Joseph Running
Bear is a member of the Shadow Walker’s, a covert black ops unit,
and head of security for Isanti, Inc. So when one of his men gets
killed by terrorists, he takes it personally. Once the terrorists
are destroyed, Joe is left with the guilt and loss of his friend,
Fred Black. All that’s left to do is send the man’s belongings to
his little sister in New York City.

Jessica Black
heads west to New Mexico to find out what really happened to her
brother. The police haven’t been any help, stating national
security, but Jessica doesn’t buy it. Fred would never be caught
unawares if he was mixed up with terrorists. Plus there is the
company, Isanti, Inc. that her brother worked for, a company he was
trying to get her to join. She knows something more is going on.
Why all the secrecy and runaround if this is a simple case of her
brother being caught in the crossfire?
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Chapter One

 


“Hey, Joe. You going over to the
Silver Pony after work? Few of the guys are getting together to
have a drink.”

Joseph Running Bear, head of security
at Isanti, Inc. looked up from the file on his oak desk. Hugh
Thunder Hoof stood in the doorway to his office, a hopeful gleam in
his eye.

“Sure, I wouldn’t mind a quick one. I
could use it after taking down a terrorist cell. We can toast the
newlyweds. Raven and Cara are safely checked into the bridal suite
at the North Shore Hilton on Oahu. We won’t see the chief for two
whole weeks.”

“Any news on Derek?” Hugh shuffled in
and plopped on the leather chair in front of the desk.

“Damn idiot is freelancing for the
general. Raven won’t be happy. He worries about his little
brother.” Joe tapped his fingers on the pile of files.

“Derek’s all right. He’s got skills,
not to mention his pretty face.” Hugh laughed.

Joe shook his head. “Yeah, but he
found his mate and left anyway. Katherine is devastated at his
abandonment. I can’t handle weepy women. One tear and my heart
twists into a knot.”

“Really? I thought you could handle
anything, Joe.”

“Most anything; there’s a
difference.”

Hugh laughed and stood. “Well, don’t
get so caught up in everything around here you forget the Silver
Pony. The staff needs a boost since losing Fred.”

Fred Black worked security for Isanti,
Inc., alongside Joe for many years. His death at the hands of the
terrorists shook everyone up. “Yeah, I hear you. I’ll be there.
I’ve got to mail his personal possessions from his desk to his
younger sister in New York. I’ve got everything boxed
up.”

“Let your secretary take care of it,
or take it down to the mail room.”

Joe frowned and clenched his jaw.
“Fred was a friend. I’ll take care of it.”

“Okay, don’t get touchy.” Hugh held
his hands up in surrender. “See you at the Silver Pony at six.
Don’t forget.”

“I won’t forget.” Joe ran a hand over
his close-cropped black hair.

Hugh waved and walked out the door.
Joe sighed. He pressed the intercom button. “Mrs. Hampton, put on
my schedule drinks with the staff at the Silver Pony, six o’clock
tonight.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Thank you.” Joe wasn’t normally
formal with his employees, but Mrs. Hampton was old enough to be
his mother. He couldn’t bring himself to call her by her first
name.

Joe glanced at the box on his desk as
he picked up another file. He’d almost mailed it several times, but
never seemed able to let it go. Fred had been a good man. Joe
trusted him, something he didn’t do lightly. Fred had several
pictures in his desk and locker; each one a picture of his little
sister, whom he’d raised after their parents died. Fred planned to
ask her work at Isanti.

Joe already looked into her background
and intended to push her application through. Finding good computer
security specialists like Jessica Black got harder every day. She
was rumored to be a prodigy. Joe wanted her.

“Shit, you don’t even know her.” Joe
shook his head and laid the file down, unable to concentrate on the
words with his thoughts centered on Jessica. But he’d like to know
her. He opened his desk and took out the pilfered photograph he
kept hidden. Looking at it, he felt the same warmth in his chest
and feeling of possessiveness he always felt. Eyes the color of
sapphires smiled at him. Red hair curled softly around her
porcelain face. Her smile took his breath away. He rubbed his
finger over the image.

The phone ringing jarred him from his
reverie. He opened the drawer and hid the picture before he picked
up the receiver. “Running Bear.”

“Sir, this is Sarah Garber on Team
One.” Sarah was a pretty brunette who could shoot the wings off a
fly at 100 yards. Joe hired her to replace Fred.

“Call me Joe. Is everything
okay?”

“Yes, sir, er, Joe. Mr. Thunder Hoof
suggested I call you. I, uhm, need a ride to the Silver Pony
tonight.”

Was Hugh match-making? Joe shook his
head. “I’ll be happy to take you into town Sarah. Meet me at the
garage at 5:30.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir, er,
Joe.”

Joe chuckled. “I’ll see you then,
Sarah.” He hung up the phone. Sarah was a good addition to his
unit. He liked her. Too bad they possessed no chemistry; not like
when he looked at Jessica’s picture. Glancing at the clock, Joe
went back to his reports. He needed to finish a few things before
he left for the day.

He glanced at the box addressed to New
York City. Sighing, he hit the intercom button.

“Mrs. Hampton, could you please
deliver a box to the mail room?” It was time to let him
go.
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Joe took the elevator to the garage.
He could take any company car he wanted, but pulled the keys from
the locked cabinet for his baby, the red pick-up. The elevator
doors opened and Sarah stood waiting. She smiled and her whole face
lit up. She’d changed out of her security uniform into a pair of
hip hugging jeans and a blue T-shirt that showed her curvy figure.
Yup, she would make a man happy one day.

“Hi,” she said softly, her voice
coming out with a breath. She clutched a group of files to her
chest.

“Sarah, how are you settling
in?”

“I’m doing okay, sir. Oh, sorry,
habit.”

“Not a problem. We don’t stand much on
ceremony. My truck is over here.” Sarah obediently followed. He
opened the passenger door for her then went around to the driver’s
side. Climbing in, he did up his seatbelt and started the engine.
In moments, they pulled out of the garage complex and passed the
security checkpoint at the parking lot entrance. Joe waved to the
guard on duty as the man lifted the gate, and turned left toward
Albuquerque.

After a couple of minutes of enjoying
the warmth of the sun, he pressed the button for the air
conditioning. The reds and browns of the landscape calmed his
senses, and he enjoyed looking at the occasional cactus and scrub
brush alongside the road. New Mexico was a beautiful state. Joe was
glad the Nuni Nagi Tribe, or Shadow Walkers, decided to use it for
their business’s headquarters. He smiled and glanced at
Sarah.

“The sun feels good after being in an
air-conditioned building all day.”

“Yeah,” Sarah answered
noncommittally.

“You don’t like the high
desert?”

“It’s pretty.” Sarah eyed the scrub
and frowned. “But I like trees. Lots of trees.”

“I see. How are you getting home
tonight? I’d be happy to take you.” Joe grimaced. That sounded a
lot like a proposition.

“No need. I’m meeting the sheriff at
the Silver Pony.”

“Delaney? He’s a good man.” Joe
glanced at Sarah. She seemed interested in studying her hands,
balled tightly in her lap.

“You know him?”

“Sure. I knew him in the service. I
voted for him, too.”

“High praise, then.” Sarah nodded and
took a deep breath. “I applied to become a sheriff reserve. I like
helping out when I can.”

“Sure. I’ve been known to help out
occasionally, mostly at the Fourth of July parade. When the
tourists come into town things can get kinda rowdy. I encourage
service work. If you ever need a day off to get it done, let me
know.” Joe watched the tension seep out of her frame. She rubbed
her palms on her knees.

“Thanks, I will.”

The rest of the ride went quickly. Joe
enjoyed Sarah’s company. She was smart, and when she loosened up,
she was funny, too. A nice combination. But he felt no warmth in
his chest, no strong feelings. Damn.

He pulled into the parking lot of the
Silver Pony. It was filling up rapidly. Friday night in town could
be a little crazy. Everyone wanted to let off steam. Joe escorted
Sarah inside. The place was packed. Country music filled the space
competing with the people laughing and chatting.

Hugh and a couple of the guys waved
from the back. Sarah waved in return as they made their way through
the crowd. Joe waited for her to slip into the circular booth by
Hugh. Other members of the team sat at two nearby
tables.

“What’ll you have, Sarah?” Hugh asked
speaking over the tune about a woman’s broken heart.

A waitress hurried over to get their
order. Joe watched the men and Sarah with a critical eye. The men
seemed friendly, but not overly interested. Good, he didn’t want
Sarah feeling uncomfortable.

About forty minutes later, Sheriff
Thomas Delaney walked over to their booth. Greetings quickly
rounded the table, which by this time was full of members from his
three teams, there to celebrate Fred and say goodbye. The funeral
took place back east, so only a few people got to attend. Joe
wondered about Jessica and how she was handling Fred’s
death.

“Joe, could I speak to you a minute? I
need to ask you something, and Sarah can finish her drink before I
drag her off,” Tom said.

“Sure. Be back in a minute, folks.”
Joe followed the sheriff outside. The sun started to set. Beautiful
colors of pink and orange banded across the blue sky. A warm breeze
blew tumbleweed across the parking lot from a nearby empty
field.

“What’s going on, Tom?” Joe
asked.

“We’re having problems with
drugs coming up from Mexico.” Tom shook his head and sighed. “Rumor
has it a big-wig drug lord chose to make Albuquerque his home. Goes
by the name Thanatos, means death in Greek. There’ve been several killings in the
last month, supposedly from the takeover. I don’t know, Joe.
Something big is going down and I can’t put my finger on it. DEA
sent a man over, but I think he’s on the take. The hair on my neck
goes up every time I see the guy.”

“You want me to ask around? Look into
his background?” Joe asked. The Shadow Walkers retained connections
after contracting with the government for years.

“If you wouldn’t mind, I’d appreciate
it. His name is Kurt Kramer, came out here from the New York City
office. He said he was moving west for his health.”

“I’ll see what I can find
out.”

“Thanks, Joe. I knew I could count on
you. So, uh, what do you think of Sarah?” Joe heard the undertone
in Tom’s voice.

“You like her.” It wasn’t a
question.

“Yeah. The timing sucks, but I like
her, maybe too much.” Tom looked sheepishly at Joe.

“Don’t underestimate her. She’s smart
and damn fine with a gun. She can probably out shoot you. I
wouldn’t mess up with her.” Joe grinned.

Tom smiled. “I’ll keep that in
mind.”

“Don’t hurt her, Tom. She’s a good
woman and part of my unit,” Joe said, his face turning
serious.

“I hear you. Don’t go all papa bear on
me. I wanted to make sure you didn’t have feelings for her
yourself. You acted kind of protective inside.” Tom’s hands came up
in a placating gesture.

“She’s new to the team. I want her to
settle in okay.” Joe’s tone turned gruff.

Tom shook his head. “Same old Joe.
You’re not their father, you know.”

“No, I’m their commander; the person
who expects their loyalty and asks them to risk their lives in
return. You aren’t that different, Tom. We both learned to take
care of our team members from General Holland.” Joe crossed his
arms and glared at Tom.

“Guilty as charged.” Tom smiled. “Hey,
listen, we better get inside before Sarah thinks I’m MIA.” Tom
patted Joe’s arm. “Speaking of Holland, how is the old buzzard? You
heard from him lately?”

“Same ol’, same ol’ with the general.
You know how he is.” Joe let his friend lead him inside. They both
liked and respected their former commander.

Once at the table, Tom made a point of
sitting by Sarah. That left Joe without a seat. He joked
good-naturedly with the men and sat at one of the tables across the
aisle. From the twinkle in Tom’s eye when he looked at Sarah, it
was obvious the man was smitten. Joe shook his head and drank the
last of his beer. It was time to go home. Tomorrow he’d make a few
inquiries about DEA Officer Kurt Kramer.

“Well, I’ve gotta go, boy and girls.
You all be safe, no drunk driving. I’ll see you at work
tomorrow.”

He heard grousing, but his people knew
Joe meant business. A DUI on their record was grounds for
dismissal. Joe didn’t bend the rules for anyone.

“Wait up, Joe.” Tom pulled Sarah from
the booth seat. “Sarah and I need to get to the precinct to finish
up her paperwork for the sheriff reserve position. We’ll walk out
with you.” Joe nodded and led the couple through the crowd. Several
people shouted out to the sheriff and he stopped to chat a moment.
That’s what came with being an elected official; one turned into a
politician.

They stepped outside. The sun had set
now and the parking lot was poorly lit from several of the lights
burned out or broken. Joe frowned. The bar should fix the
situation. It would be easy for someone to get mugged. He said his
goodbyes and headed for his truck. He barely put his key in the
lock when he heard his name called. Sarah rushed over.

“I almost forgot those files from
work.”

“You wouldn’t want to do that. Your
boss might think you’re slacking.”

Sarah laughed, a light, musical sound.
Joe smiled. He could understand his friend’s attraction.

The sound of an explosion filled the
air. The blast thrust Sarah forward and she slammed into Joe taking
them both to the ground. He tried to cushion the landing for her
but hit hard. In seconds he rolled her off him. “You okay?” he
asked, helping her up. She nodded.

Joe jumped up and ran toward the
flames, and Tom’s parked car. A raging inferno filled the cruiser.
No one could have survived. Sarah ran up, eyes wide. If she hadn’t
come for the file, she’d have been in the blast too. Tears welled
up. Joe put his arm around her shoulders and she turned into his
chest.

Hugh ran up. “The whole building
shook. What the hell?”

Joe couldn’t agree more. “Call 911,
Hugh.”
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