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Chapter 1

 


Allen was in Luke’s office when Luke
came into the room. He watched Allen for several seconds while he
fussed with the new desk, then the chair. He looked up when Luke
cleared his throat.

“If you sit in my chair
before I do, Slone might be a little pissed. She has it in her head
that I should use everything first.” Allen backed away from the
chair like it was going to attack him. “I was kidding, Allen. If
you sat in it, no one would care at all.”

“I would.” Allen moved
back as Luke came fully into the room. He sat down and looked at
the impressive desk that Slone and Hunter had purchased for him
when he took the job as mayor. “It’s really nice. She has excellent
taste.”

“She does at that. I
wonder where you’d even get a desk this big. I mean, I thought they
made them sort of streamline nowadays. This looks like something
that might have come from an old estate or something.”

“It’s not new. I mean, I
don’t think it is. The guys who brought it in said that they’d
picked it up from a warehouse in Maine and brought it down. Along
with a few other items for Mrs. Emerson. She must really like
antiques. But one of them mentioned that it came from her own home.
He said the place was filled with them.” Luke nodded and ran his
hands over the smooth oak surface. “I have two appointments for you
today, sir. I thought to ease you into this slowly. The first one
is with the chief of police, Mr. Granger. He is…I don’t think he’s
happy with the turn of events.”

“He can fuck the hell
off.” Luke leaned back in his equally wonderful chair and asked
Allen to have a seat. He sat down, but he didn’t look happy about
it. “Tell me what you know about him. And so you know, I don’t want
you to keep things from me. If you know something, anything that
might help me make this a better town, I want to know.”

“I can do that.” He got up
and went to the outer office, then returned with a thick notebook.
“I have taken notes on everything when the other man was in office.
I know that sounds paranoid, but in this business, it’s better to
have your ass covered than not. I have this in my desk drawers as
well as on a thumb drive if you ever want to look at it. I will
give you a copy of it weekly if you would like.”

“I would. And so you know
as well, we’ve had you investigated.” Allen paled before nodding.
“I know that you were arrested about four years ago for not having
a license or insurance. Also the little problems with the drugs and
how that got you put into jail. But we can see that you’ve
reinvented yourself, became a better man. I want you to know that
while I want to know these things, I have no intentions of holding
them against you. You paid for what you did and you have been an
immaculate citizen since. But you fuck up again, and I will take
you to the cleaners. Understood?”

“Yes, sir. I didn’t
disclose it before because I knew that I’d be fired. Or worse yet,
targeted by the former mayor. I had in here to tell you first
thing.” Allen handed him an envelope and stood up. “I’ve lied to
this office, and I know that the consequences for that is
termination. There is my—”

“Sit down.” Allen sat,
perched on the edge of his chair, and Luke pulled out the paper.
Just as he’d thought, it was Allen’s resignation. Luke put it on
the desk and looked at him. “Do you want to quit?”

“No, sir. But I did lie to
you and all the others. I have been entrusted with this job to
uphold the laws, and I know that breaking them is a terminable
offense.” Allen stood again, and Luke pointed to the chair until he
sat again. “You need to fire me, sir. If word gets out that you
kept me on after this, there will be hell to pay from the
others.”

“You let me worry about
them. And you’re not leaving. No matter what.” Allen looked unsure,
but Luke decided that Allen was definitely going to be a part of
his team. “These meetings today, who else is coming in and what do
I need to know about them?”

Luke picked up the resignation and
tore it in half. Then he dropped it in the trash can. Allen sat
there for several seconds before Luke said his name again. The poor
man looked ready to cry, but pulled open his small computer and
began to speak.

“Mr. Osborne will be
coming in after lunch. He is the contractor that owns the city
contracts to do repairs. I have enclosed in his file a list of the
projects he’s working on. Or at least ones that he’s supposed to be
working on. Most of them are unfinished and have been for a long
time.”

Luke pulled them out and looked them
over for a few minutes. “Can you find out the start date of each of
these projects and the amount of work that is complete to date?”
Allen said he could. “Good. And can you get them to me—not all,
because it looks like there are more than a dozen of them, but at
least the most current ones—by the time he gets here?”

“I can. Most of the work
is incomplete, as I’ve said before. I walk by two of the projects
he’s been working on daily and to be honest, I’ve never seen a
single man working. They’re there, but they seem to be enjoying the
outdoors and their meals much more than they seem to be working.
Not to be pointing fingers either, but most of them are drinking on
the job. That is a violation of the rules of the contract as well.”
Allen flushed. “But then, I don’t know a great deal about
construction sites.”

“You know more than you
think. And I want you to stop undermining yourself as well. When
you have an opinion, it’s fine. I might not have the same one, but
that doesn’t mean it’s not valued.” Luke looked over three more of
the contracts for business and then at Allen. “Can you get my
brother Ellis on the phone for me? I think he has his cell, but I
left mine at the house. It was dead anyway. ”

“Of course.” He left and
returned in less than a minute. “He’s on line two. And he said that
he has your phone and is bringing it to you. Would you like for me
to set up a conference room for you two to talk?”

“Please.” Luke picked up
the phone and hit the button. Before he spoke to Ellis, he finished
with Allen. “Also, I need for you to get me all you can find out
about Osborne and his construction company. Personal as well. See
if you can find out when the man comes to work—if he does—and when
he leaves for the day. I think Slone mentioned there was a workmen
clause in his contract with her.”

Allen left the room, and Luke turned
to the phone. Ellis was laughing when he said his name. It took
Ellis a good two minutes to be able to tell him what was so fucking
funny. The man was going to make him beat the shit out of him if he
kept this up.

“You. Big bad mayor is
ordering people around like he knows what the fuck he’s doing. I
suppose next thing, you’re going to be trying to order me around.
Won’t work, in case you’re wondering. I know your deepest secrets.”
And Luke knew his. “I have your phone. I charged it on my way
in.”

“Thank you very much and
right now, I hate you.” Luke laughed before getting to the point.
“Can you do me a favor? There’s a building on Main that has been
under construction for nearly nine months. I have an address, and
if it’s the one that I think it is, it should be a good deal
further along than it is. I saw trucks there once in all the time
we’ve been here, and there is some concrete poured, but little
else.” He gave him the address, but Ellis told him he already knew
the place.

“I can see it now. I’m
parked in front of it. And you’re right. Walls should be up, and
there should be some windows in place. All they have is a footer
poured and some beams lying about. Does it say how big this place
is supposed to be?” Luke looked over the contract and told him.
“The form isn’t nearly big enough for those dimensions…not nearly
so. Not unless they’re planning to build it about fifty stories
high to accommodate the square footage. As it stands now, this
thing is smaller than Slone’s shed. The bigger one.”

Luke looked over the rest of the
contract and his brother laughed suddenly. He was almost afraid to
find out. “What’s going on now? Please tell me that someone has
finally showed up to work and is right now doing something to the
thing.”

“Nope. But a guy with
Osborne Construction printed on the side of his truck has just
pulled up and he’s coming toward me. Could be he wants my advice on
how to get this thing started, but I don’t think it’s going to be
that simple. He looks a little high if you ask me. Wait. Yeah, he’s
high. I can smell it on him. Hang on.”

As Luke waited he stood up and looked
out his front window. It happened to look out over the main street,
and he could just make out his brother’s truck. The sign blazing
across it was a gift from Slone last night, and it proclaimed
Emerson Construction as the best in the state. He doubted that was
true, but it certainly looked like it in comparison to the other
crew in this town.

The guy from Osborne’s stepped back
from Ellis’s truck when the door opened. His brother was getting
out, it seemed.

It was over almost as soon as it
began. The guy took a swing at Ellis, and Ellis ducked. When he
came back up, the other man was sailing across the road and hit his
parked truck with his body. The truck was one of those nice big
suckers, but it didn’t stand a chance against a powerful wolf like
his brother was. Luke shouted for Allen to call the police. In
seconds, less time than he thought it should have taken, the
cruiser pulled up and they shoved Ellis against his truck. Luke
left his office to go to his brother.

By the time he was outside, Ellis was
being cuffed. The other man was being helped up and someone was
treating his wounds. Luke stood in front of the cruiser door and
asked them what the hell they were doing. They’d either answer him
or stand there all day for all he cared.

“He assaulted this man,
and in case you didn’t know it, that’s a crime here abouts. There
was no cause for it, as Danny here was just walking down the
sidewalk and Emerson here attacked him. What kind of pervert does
shit like that? Your kind I guess.” Luke looked at the injured man,
then at the cop who continued talking to him in the same,
I’m-better-than-you sort of tone. “You might want to stand back
there, Mayor, before I have to arrest you too for obstructing
justice.”

“I have no idea what you
mean by my kind, but I’ll have to assume you mean upstanding
citizens. But I want you to also know that I saw the whole thing.
That man was the first person to swing. My brother was just
defending himself.” The cop just chuckled. “You think this is
funny? You do know that I can have you arrested for false
imprisonment, don’t you?”

“I’ve not put him in
prison as yet. I’m only taking him downtown to cool off in one of
the cells. If you want to come and bail him out, you be my guest.
But I have to tell you now, you’ll need to bring a lot of cash.
Your kind…well, we don’t take checks from animals.”

Luke felt his wolf run along his skin.
The cop must have felt it too because he took a step back before he
crossed his arms over his chest and glared. Luke turned to his
brother, and when he nodded, Luke turned back. He had a sudden
idea.

“You’re fired.” The man
threw back his head and laughed. “I’m not kidding you. I want you
to turn over your gun and badge now, and then we’ll go in and file
the paperwork. I’ll call your—”

“What the fucking blue
blazes is going on here?” Luke turned to see who the newcomer was
and saw Allen coming out of his building. He mouthed the word
“chief,” and Luke turned to the man.

“I’ve just relieved your
officer of his duties. And then I’m going to take his gun and badge
until we can get a replacement for him.” Like the officer, the
chief laughed too. “You know, it would be nice if one of you would
let me in on the big joke. I could certainly use a good laugh about
now.”

“You’re the joke, you dumb
shit. You think you can come in here and just fire my men? That’s
not going to happen. You might want to rethink that bit of
stupidity for a minute there. Who the hell do you think would keep
the peace? Your kind? I think not.” He reached over for Ellis, but
Luke put his hand out to stop him. “You might want to think real
hard on that one a bit, buddy. I have a gun and the law on my side.
You fuck with me and my men and I will make your life a living
hell. Might anyway just for you breathing the same air as real
people.”

Luke felt his temper rise, and his
wolf wanted blood. Not just enough to scare the man, but enough to
kill. Every time his wolf snarled at him, Luke had to fight really
hard to keep him at bay. It wasn’t working as well as he needed it
to. Trying his best to talk slowly so the idiot would understand
how pissed he was, Luke spoke to the cop.

“Let him go or so help me
I will rain a terror down on you that will make you hide in a
corner and beg for your mommy while you suck your thumb.” Luke had
spoken softly, but he could see by the look on the cop’s face that
he’d heard. “Let my brother go. Right. Fucking. Now.”

Granger let him go, but he didn’t move
back. The anger boiling off the man was secondary only to his own.
Luke was working extra hard to calm his wolf, but he was having
trouble because he wanted to kill the man. Not only had he
threatened him and his family, but he’d also made it perfectly
clear that he wasn’t going to respect his title. When he finally
moved back from Ellis, Luke took a step back as well. As both the
cop and the chief moved away, the Osborne employee said he’d find
him, like that was supposed to scare Luke. That’s when Hunter
touched his mind.

Are you all right?
Luke didn’t answer him because he wasn’t sure
what to say. Luke, either tell me or I’m
coming down there. Slone can feel it too, and she’s looking for a
gun right now.

I’m okay. Not fine but
okay. There was an altercation and things didn’t go well. Still not
going well. I’m in trouble here that I might be shot for. But tell
Slone that I’m fine and that I’ll explain later.
Hunter told him he’d try. Granger, the fucking police chief, just threatened me. Said
he was going to make our lives hell. I’m with Ellis now. I don’t
think he’s any happier than I am right now.

Good. And Granger can
try. Luke thought he’d more than try and
told Hunter that. What are you going to
do? If he gives you too much trouble you can always have him
arrested. I’m sure that there is enough to have the Feds come back
and look into him.

I’m sure there is, but I
need a replacement first. The town might be better off without him,
but I have no clue. I’m going to have to see about finding someone
that wants the job before I go firing him. Hunter didn’t answer. I don’t
suppose you want the job, do you?

Fuck no.
They both laughed, and after assuring his brother
that he was going to be all right and that he’d get back to him
later to explain what had happened, they closed the connection.
Luke asked Ellis to come with him to his office, and they were both
sitting at the conference table when Ellis suddenly looked
amused.

“You aren’t pissed?” Ellis
got up to pace and then went to the small refrigerator that Luke
had brought in the day before. As he pulled out a bottle of water
and drained it, he stood there for several seconds before he
answered.

“I wanted to shift and
have his ass for lunch. I have never…Christ. How on earth did you
not take him when he said he was going to shoot you?” The bottle
hit the rim of the trash can and tipped it over. “I’m going home to
go on a run. It’s that or…I’ll talk to you later.”

Nodding, he watched his brother leave
his office. Luke got up to see that he made it to his truck all
right, then went back to his desk. All the plans he’d had for the
day were shot to shit right now. And Luke didn’t really care at
that point. When Allen came to tell him that the chief had canceled
their meeting, Luke was actually disappointed.

~~~

Hank Granger was feeling pretty good
about the turn of events. Damned if he didn’t want to take out an
ad in the local rag about how he’d gotten the better of the fucking
mayor. And right there on Main Street too. The guy would learn his
place or he’d be run out on a rail. He picked up the phone to call
Emmett Osborne.

“Just had a fun-filled
morning with your competition. I gotta tell you, there isn’t anyone
dumber than he seems to be. He even had the balls to threaten me.”
His partner laughed. “You should have seen him. Nearly pissed
himself when I ordered him to back off. I think this one might be
as fun as the guy before Conklin. And that mother fucker better
keep his mouth shut too.”

The story could go any way he wanted
it to since nobody would say anything different. It was gospel when
he said something, and there wasn’t a fool in this town that didn’t
know that. Hank was the man who got things done, and he would kill
you if you didn’t agree with him. It was just the way things were
done. Conklin, however, was a different story. That guy knew too
much and had way too many dirty secrets about everyone.

“I heard all about it from
Danny on how he was simply walking by when the Emerson punk jumped
him. He said that you tried to arrest that Emerson kid for hitting
him. Stupid fuck said he was going to find him in a dark alley one
night soon and take his ass out. I’m thinking if he wants that to
happen, he’d better lay off the drugs and shit.”

Hank had to agree with that. The
Gilbert boy had always had a bit too much fun with the recreational
drugs. Not to mention, he was skimming Osborne’s books too. Hank
wondered if Osborne knew that, and decided to bring it up next time
he saw the man. Instead, Hank changed the subject from the boy to
another pressing matter.

“You still having that
meeting with him, the mayor-elect? I canceled mine as soon as I got
to my office. I’d hate to have to hurt the little shit, and it’d be
all over if I had to sit in a room with him for more than five
seconds. You know as well as I do that my temper isn’t the best
when I’m riled up.” Hank did have a moment of unease when he
thought of the way the man had practically vibrated with his
animal, and the fact that he’d seen more than just a little fur on
the bastard. He’d had long canines too, for a second. But Hank
figured his gun trumped the guy’s big teeth any day of the
week.

“I just had Margaret call
him. I’m not going to sit in his office all day while he tells me
what I have and haven’t finished in the way of work. Does he think
I got nothing better to do with my time than to run down each and
every contract and make sure the work is being done? Fucking little
prick. You think he’s scared of me?” Hank doubted that but didn’t
comment on Emmett’s wishful thinking. Emmett was an overweight guy
who could barely make it from his recliner to the toilet without
having to take a rest. “He isn’t going to be taking any bids from
me anyway. Not so long as you pick the winners for me. Ain’t that
right? Or did he take that away from you too?”

“No. He’s not said a word
that I’ve been privy to. Heard a lot of bullshit, but nothing’s
been said to me.”

Emmett snorted with disgust. “I’m
thinking the guy needs to be made gone. We need someone like
Conklin back in office. He was a straight shooter.”

Conklin, like him, was only out for
himself. But Hank agreed that Emerson had to be gotten rid of. The
sooner the better too. The cut he got from giving the bids to his
friend had put in a nice pool, as well as paid for that wonderful
vacation he’d taken his family on last year. And this year he was
going to be taking his in-laws as well. There was no way that he
could have this much fun on just skimming the books like he did. He
needed Emmett as much as Emmett did him.

“You just leave the bids
to me. You put in one for that new building the rich cunt wants,
right? The one that is supposed to be the library for the school
kiddies?” Emmett told him he had and the amount. “Nice. Nice. I can
really use my cut from that. And she doesn’t really need a library
for them kids anyhow. They already have a really nice one at the
school. If she wants to put her name on something, she should come
to my office and I can let her put her name on my desk when I have
her bent over it fucking her. A bitch like her would be tight
too.”

They both laughed, knowing that
neither of them would get within ten feet of the woman without her
husband tearing them a new ass. He was a possessive
motherfucker.

They moved on to their plans for the
weekend. Fishing and beer. Rarely did their hooks get wet, but they
did put away a great deal of beer. And food. Hank had already made
arrangements to take up ten of them big subs that Mable put
together. Even though she wasn’t a human, the woman could put
together a nice sammich when she had to. He could almost taste the
roast beef one. He’d ordered an extra so he could enjoy it on the
drive up.

After about another hour of bullshit,
Hank hung up. He had shit to do. First on his list was looking on
the interweb to find that necklace his wife wanted for Christmas.
His thinking was another man’s loss was his gain, and he put in a
bid for the thing hoping that nobody was stupid enough to outbid
him. Laughing to himself, he decided that he wanted some lunch for
himself, and left at a little before noon to go and get it. The
thought of Mable’s sammich made him want one today, and he headed
that way as he took in the lack of activity going on at the
construction sites with Osborne’s name on them. The man was a card,
he’d give him that.

Mable didn’t like him. Hell, everybody
knew it, but here lately she’d been getting a little lippy with him
when he came in. Like her wanting him to pay off his outstanding
bill. She was the only person he knew that kept tabs on how much he
charged each month. Last time he was in, she told him right off
that it was his last freebie. He’d either pay up or no food, and
that was final.

He went into the diner and was told to
wait a minute. Hank could just about taste his lunch now. When
Mabel came out of the back room, he smiled at her as she held his
bag.

“It’s four hundred and
twenty-three dollars.” He looked at her, wondering how the hell
she’d come to that. “It includes your past bill as well as today.
How do you want to pay? I got me a new charge machine and I can
take that if you want.”

“You know damn good and
well I don’t carry that much money on me. And I never carry around
my credit card while on duty. That kind of shit can get you into
trouble. I’ll get you next time.” He reached for the bag and she
pulled it back out of his reach. “Now, Mable, I’ve had a bad
morning so far, and you keeping me from my lunch is not going to go
well for you. Just be a good little woman and hand it over nice and
easy like.”

“You pay or you don’t eat.
It’s as simple as that.” He reached for it again and she moved back
several steps. If the counter hadn’t been between them, he might
have gotten it. As it was, he’d have to leap up over it to get her,
and his leaping days were well over.

“Give me the fucking food.
I’m not in the mood to fuck with you.” She turned, went to the
large totes that held dirty dishes, and dropped the bag into the
top one. “What the fuck? Give that to me this minute or so help me
I’ll chase you down every time you come out on the streets and give
you a ticket for breathing. Hand it over right now or so help
me….”

She just stood there. Hank moved to
breach her side of the counter when he found himself pinned to the
wall. The man holding him didn’t look familiar right away. Then he
realized it was Pete Skills.

“You’ll take your filthy
hands off me or I’ll shoot you where you stand. Your kind don’t
touch real people like me.” The gun at his side was suddenly torn
from his hip, and Pete snarled at him. “You’re going to jail for
this. You just wait and see if you don’t.”

Fear made sweat bead on his forehead.
His back was starting to get a little damp too, and he tried to
ignore the way Pete’s eyes seemed to darken. Anger spilled out over
him, but it wasn’t any competition to the fear he had. Hank finally
understood the term “sweating bullets.”

“Pay the damned money.”
Hank had a hard time understanding him, so Pete had to repeat it
before he got it. His big teeth seemed to be getting in the way of
him talking plainly.

“I don’t have to pay shit.
She should have to pay me for letting her soil my town.” His head
banged hard against the wall and he felt his teeth bite into his
tongue. “Let me go, you motherfucker, or else.”

“Let him go, Pete.” The
man standing just behind him spoke in a low calming voice, but
there was a hardness there that Hank almost envied. “Let the chief
go before he pisses his pants.”

Pete let him go, but he hit his head
against the wall again before he stepped back. Hank turned to the
other man to tell him he had it under control when he saw the rich
cunt and her husband standing there. She was laughing and Hank
wanted to strangle her. But the man seemed to know what he was
thinking and stepped in front of her.

“You should keep better
track of your animals there, Emerson. One of them might get his ass
run over one day.” Emerson handed him his holster that was empty.
“There was a gun in this when I dropped it. Where the fuck is
it?”

“Dropped it? No matter.
I’m turning it over to the mayor. I’m pretty sure that when you
allow a person to take your gun, you should no longer be able to
have it.”

Hank tossed the ruined holster on the
table and laughed. He hated the way it sounded forced but didn’t
care at the moment. He turned to Mable, who hadn’t said a word
since her boyfriend had grabbed him up.

“Where’s my lunch?” She
glared at him but didn’t move to get him anything. “Are you denying
me service, Mable? That’s not very good business sense to not let
your patrons have their food. And you know as well as I do you need
me coming in here just for security purposes. A lot can happen when
the cops aren’t too friendly to you. Might just burn to the ground
without us.”

She snorted. “Security like yours I
can do without. You are as useless as tits on a bore hog, Chief. I
told you the last time you were here, you need to pay up. I can’t
be carrying your ass any longer. When you pay, you can eat. But no
more credit. And that means your order for the weekend too. I don’t
care if you ever set foot in here again. As you can see, I have
that under control as well.”

“I see how you are. You
think that because there’s a new alpha in town you’re going to show
him what you’re made of.” He lunged at her and she moved back. Hank
had a good laugh over that. “Lookee at how brave you are now. You
might remember how scared you are right now. ‘Cause I got news for
you, it ain’t nothing to what’s gonna happen to you
later.”

The rich cunt stepped up to him and he
glared at her. When she smiled at him, Hank doubled up his fist to
teach her a lesson too. She only laughed when he drew back to slam
his fist through her head if he had to. He was ready to let it fly
when she spoke.

“You’ll be dead before you
touch me.” He felt the chill of her words when she smiled again.
Hank watched her as she stared at him and had a feeling that she
was right. And the man standing next to her wouldn’t have to lift a
finger. “You might want to remember how afraid you are right now,
Chief, because when I’m finished with you, you’ll not have a pot to
piss in.”

“I’m the law here.” She
laughed and lunged at him in much the same manner that he had
Mable. And just like the older woman, he stepped back as well. She
was still laughing as he moved out of the restaurant.

“The whole fucking town is
getting a bit too uppity right now. Might have to take them down a
peg or two.” As he moved to the deli down the street he noticed
that a sign in the window had a list on it, and there on the top
was his name, just under the heading that said “Deadbeat People,”
along with the amount he owed. Shit. He had to come up with three
hundred bucks for them if he wanted their mediocre sammich, it
seemed.

Mother fuck. As he moved home to have
his housekeeper make him something to eat, he thought of different
ways he was going to get back at each and every one of them. Right
at the top of the list was having his men pull each and every one
of them over for even having their hair messed up. If they drove.
He just realized he’d never seen any of them in a car. Hank decided
to look into that right fucking now. Or tomorrow. His belly was
telling him that he had to fill it or it would rumble at the worst
times.
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