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Chapter One

 


“If this turns out to be a
bust, well, then at least we enjoyed some terrific authentic
tamales.” Brennon tried to lighten the mood as he trudged along,
wishing he could be flying right now instead of trekking through
the Mexican forest. It would’ve been so much easier, not to mention
more enjoyable, as opposed to having branches whipped in his face
and hidey-holes giving way beneath his feet.

His partner, Maxwell, snorted,
obviously not thinking Brennon very funny. “Like we couldn’t get
that back home,” he grumbled under his breath.

True, Brennon thought. He was just
trying to take his friend’s mind off their surroundings, however
impossible that was. Whereas Brennon Underhill could’ve covered a
lot of territory on his own due to being a hawk shifter, Max
Collier couldn’t fly. Considering he was a wolf shifter, he would
still have had to run through the muck and brush. But they needed
the gear they each carried, and traveling in their human form was
necessary for now.

“This is a hell-hole to
the highest order, and I can’t wait to get back home to the
desert.”

“Aw, come on, it’s not
that bad. You’re just used to a drier climate. Look around at all
this lush beauty.” Brennon waved his arm in front of him as if he
were a tour guide and it was the most natural thing for him to be
in the middle of the humid jungle. Never mind that it was nearing
dusk and the dimming light made most everything look a monochrome
gray. Moisture hung thick in the air, plastering the men’s t-shirts
to their muscular torsos.

Max groaned as he pushed past Brennon,
fighting his way through the foliage. “We aren’t talking about a
gorgeous woman, we’re talking about a fuckin’ forest. Filled with
dense growth and annoying creatures I’d just as soon snap their
necks than listen to their hideous cries.”

Right on cue, a howler monkey scurried
in the branches above them and let out a truly god-awful scream,
startling Max. He stumbled back and became tangled in a curtain of
vines, and after a moment of flailing around, freed himself,
cursing even more. Standing still, hands on his hips, he took a
deep breath before facing Brennon with a Lord-help-me look on his
face.

“Remind me again why on
earth I convinced you to let me join? I’m ready to abort this
mission and find the nearest airstrip.”

Brennon approached his friend and
placed a hand on his shoulder. With what he hoped was a soothing
tone, he said, “Because there are twisted people out there doing
heinous experiments on not only our people, but innocent humans,
and we need to stop their asses.”

After another breath, Max nodded and
wiped away the sticky tendrils of hair from his sweaty forehead. He
turned, resuming his march as he refastened the band containing his
long, ebony hair. Brennon followed, offering a water bottle to the
man, who gladly accepted. Max downed it in two gulps before
stashing the plastic container in his pack. Brennon polished off
his own bottle as he thought about the past months that led them to
this remote part of the world, hoping their mission wasn’t just a
wild goose chase.

They had arrived in Mexico from Sierra
Vista, Arizona, a week ago, searching for a shady lab that had
supposedly been shut down already. The trail had started south of
the border, just outside of Magdalena de Kino, but one crumb led to
another, and now the pair found themselves in the Lacandon Jungle.
Located at the eastern edge of the Mexican State of Chiapas that
bordered Guatemala, they were over a thousand miles from
home.

Several months ago, Brennon had been
part of a project involving his people, the Tohono O’odham Tribe of
Native Americans, and the U.S. government. His clan was among many
with shifter abilities, and the purpose of the project had been to
develop more advanced listening and hearing devices for service
personnel and government operatives. Following some unfortunate
circumstances and the tragic death of individuals on the team, it
had been uncovered that a supervisor of the project—a U.S.
government employee—had been responsible for the operations of
several black market labs experimenting with shifter and human DNA
manipulation.

Thanks to the work of Brennon’s cousin
and soon-to-be clan leader, Mason Wegi, along with that of his
fiancée, Charity Masters, the culprit—a weasel named Benjamin—had
been discovered and operations were shut down. At least that was
what was thought. While some labs in the Southwest folded, those
that had still been operating were raided and taken care of. Others
in the government were tracking those who put up the finances for
the operations, but so far, only one entity had been discovered and
stopped. With the numerous labs and employees that had been
operating, more investors were involved but were proving difficult
to locate.

Benjamin eluded to a lab or labs in
Mexico, and with cooperation between the U.S. and Mexican
governments, two were finally traced and eliminated. However, logs
at one of the labs indicated that a third operational site was in
existence. Who was to say more weren’t operating that had yet to be
discovered?

Unable to stand the thought of
experimentations still taking place, along with the never-ending
red tape of the officials, Brennon had persuaded Mason to allow him
and Maxwell to investigate. Brennon’s original position put him in
charge of leading the task force tracking down the labs. But
Brennon wasn’t made for commanding from the comfort of an office.
He needed active involvement, hands-on work, and even though he
complained a bit about being in this jungle, he felt more useful in
this capacity.

They managed to get backing from
Christopher Sands, the original project leader with NETCOM—Network
Enterprise Technology Command—at Fort Huachuca, Arizona, who was
arranging for support to meet them in Villahermosa in three days if
their recon proved worthy.

That didn’t give them much time to
investigate their lead and backtrack over a hundred miles as the
crow flies—or in this case, the hawk. Brennon and Max had to decide
if the information they’d been given was worth pursuing or if they
were wasting their time.

After locating some locals who had
been employed in secondary jobs at one of the labs, they managed to
find out there were hints of an operation moving into Guatemala, as
there was too much heat in Mexico. Heat, as in authorities
searching for the lab. People asking questions—just like Brennon.
He’d used his finesse, along with a healthy monetary donation to
the family that helped him in order to garner this sliver of news.
This allowed the family to relocate and avoid any backlash should
the wrong people find out they’d given up any
information.

And considering one of the scientists
reported to have been associated with the operations was Alberto
Monterroso, a Guatemalan national, it was a lead they couldn’t
afford to pass on.

Monterroso’s name appeared in a few
entries on documents that had been salvaged from a lab in
Magdalena. Much of the entries were either in code or scientific
speak, but between Charity Masters and James Collier, a scientist
from Brennon’s tribe and Maxwell’s father, they had deciphered
them.

That was the good news.

The bad news was if the entries were
to be believed, the doctors had successfully integrated shifter DNA
with that of a few humans, allowing them to take on shifter
qualities. Full-on shifting had not been achieved, but from what
the scientists were hypothesizing, it wouldn’t be long before that
could be accomplished. Unfortunately, the experiments came with the
cost of more lives lost within the labs. Humans were suffering from
failed tests and serums, causing horrendous side effects and often
painful deaths. And captured shifters weren’t faring any better,
what with not only blood being taken, but tissue samples and bone
marrow. Hell, even organ harvesting.

Again, if the notations were to be
believed.

Even now, Brennon silently cursed and
raged just thinking about the situation. He couldn’t wait to get
his hands on the fuckers responsible!

A shrill whistle caused him to freeze
in place. Looking for Max, he found him crouched behind a fallen
log, indicating for Brennon get low. He immediately reacted,
soundlessly putting himself on the ground and crawling low to Max.
The buzz of insects and the smell of rotting leaves cooking in the
heat invaded his senses.

“Wha’cha got?” Brennon
whispered as he tried breathing through his mouth to reduce the
stench winding its way into his nostrils.

“Activity up ahead, among
that cluster of trees. Looks like indigenous people. I can’t see
any vehicles, but doesn’t mean there aren’t any beyond that
grove.”

Brennon lifted his head and focused on
the spot Max pointed out. He scanned the area, noticing a group of
older men and women dressed in brightly colored garb with woven
baskets attached to their bodies like backpacks. They looked to be
scraping bark from the trees and depositing it into the baskets. As
he continued to scan, many of the trees had been filleted open,
revealing the brighter flesh of the trees beneath their dusty
gray-colored bark.

More movement beyond caught Brennon’s
attention and he noticed a handful of younger men strolling toward
the group. They were armed with rifles, and most had machetes
hanging from their utility belts. These men were dressed like
soldiers in dark-green uniforms and caps with black boots on their
feet.

Brennon heard the unmistakable squawk
of a radio and a muffled voice coming through the device. Whether
the men were soldiers or guards didn’t matter—same difference. One
of the men pulled the radio from his belt and gave an affirmative
reply. After reattaching the device, he started yelling for the
group to finish up and get back to the vehicles.

“Vamos! A los
camiones!” Let’s
go! To the trucks!

Brennon and Max exchanged a curious
look before watching as the armed men started forcing the others
beyond the trees. Once they were out of sight, the sound of the
trucks starting up and being driven away could be heard.

Brennon shrugged off his pack and
quickly started to undress.

“What the hell are you
doing?”

“I’m going to shift and
follow that truck. Why would armed soldiers be shepherding those
folks while harvesting bark?”

“How would I
know?”

“And we won’t until we
figure it out. Take the packs and follow. Watch for me to lead you
in the right direction. If I call out, that means take cover. I’ll
find you and tell you what I find.”

“Dammit, Brennon, this
could be nothing, and you chasing them could be a waste of valuable
time.”

“Or it could lead us to
answers. Come on, Max, you have to admit this looks weird. We don’t
have much to lose, and if it’s a dead end, well, then we pick up
another trail in the morning after finding a spot to rest. There’s
just enough light left to see what this is all about. Once it’s
dark, there’s no way we’re negotiating this jungle, even with our
enhanced abilities.”

“Fine. Just be careful.
And don’t let me lose sight of you.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”
Brennon winked and removed his remaining clothes. He didn’t waste
time folding and handing them to Max, knowing seconds counted.
Standing to his full height on top of the fallen log, he
concentrated on shifting. Brennon moaned, not from pain, but from
the exhilaration he felt at becoming his hawk. Within moments,
compact muscles, lighter bones, and thick feathers replaced his
hulking form. Golden eyes scanned left then right before he spread
his wings and arrowed into the sky. Rising above the treetops, he
listened for the rumble of the trucks, finding them on what passed
as a dirt road, heading east.

Keeping slightly behind the
three-vehicle convoy, he looked back to ensure Max was moving in
the right direction. With his keen eyesight, Brennon located his
friend beneath the canopy, and when he was convinced Max was
following, he faced forward, scanning up ahead. He could just make
out some sort of compound, and as they drew closer, he noticed
several buildings centrally located with tall towers at the western
and eastern edges. At least a dozen tables, like picnic benches,
were located beneath open shelters, a short distance beyond the
furthest building. No fence surrounded the area, allowing the
vehicles to easily drive to a lot at the southern edge.

Once parked, the guards exited the
trucks and started ordering the occupants to do the same, and to
hurry it up.

“Vamos!
Apurate!”

As the older men and women climbed
out, they obviously knew where to go as they began marching like
ants in a line toward the biggest building in the compound. They
all lifted their baskets from their backs and cradled them to their
front as they slowly entered the building. In one door, out another
as one-by-one they began reappearing, minus their baskets. Like
robots, they continued toward the furthest building, only to exit
with what looked like a tray of food and drink. They meandered over
to the tables where they dutifully sat, silently eating and
drinking while more guards looked on.

Just what the hell is
going on?

Brennon circled around, assessing how
many guards there were and the extent of their firepower. After one
more pass, he headed west to locate Max. Spotting him within a
hundred yards of the guard tower, he let out a shriek and was
relieved to see Max halt and take cover near thick, rotted-out tree
stumps. Brennon dove toward his friend, weaving through the canopy
and landing on one of the stumps. He then hopped to the ground and
shifted back to his human form.

No sooner had he finished when he felt
material slap against his body. He easily caught his clothes and
chuckled. “Are you intimidated by my impressive sight?”

Max snorted. “You wish. Get dressed
and tell me what you saw.”

As Brennon pulled on his jeans and
t-shirt, he detailed the compound and his guesses on manpower,
along with their weapons.

“What the hell could be so
important about this bark that someone would have armed guards
forcing old men and women to harvest the damn stuff?” Max tried to
keep his voice low as he growled.

Brennon softly chuckled.
“Remind me again why I chose you
to tag along with me. Certainly wasn’t for your
cheery disposition and conversational skills.”

Max grunted. “Because I keep it real
and provide the muscle. Although I’m not your damn pack mule.” With
that, he tossed Brennon’s pack to him, putting enough force behind
it to cause him to take a step back.

“Muscle my ass,” Brennon
countered. “I’ve got more muscle and skill than you could ever hope
to have.” He grinned.

“Yeah, right. Should we
whip out our dicks next and take measurements?”

Brennon laughed. “Nah, wouldn’t want
to embarrass you, kiddo.”

Max joined in with laughter this time.
“Fuck you, old man.”

“I’ll pass. The only
dangly bits I like on my partner are luscious breasts.”

Both men tried to contain their hoots
of laughter, knowing sounds could carry even through the dense
forest.

Brennon, at age thirty-two, had only
two years on Max, but he liked giving him a hard time anyway. And
this only being Max’s second ‘hands-on’ mission, he was still
trying to prove himself. Given that the man’s father was one of
their leading and highly respected scientists, he obviously wanted
to impress as well as make his own mark within the tribe. In
Brennon’s opinion, he was doing a fine job so far.

There was, however, the little matter
of his temperament though.

Brennon knew all about being gung-ho
and impatient for results. Hell, he wished they had already located
this elusive lab, along with Dr. Monterroso, so they could wrap
things up and get back home.

It was only a week ago he was
celebrating with Mason and Charity at their engagement party, along
with the announcement of her pregnancy. Not only were they settling
into their new home, raising Charity’s niece, Leah, and preparing
for a baby in early January, but they were also making arrangements
to be married at the end of September. Mason had a lot on his plate
and Brennon wanted to be there to assist.

He felt a smile break out on his face
as he thought of Leah, a delightful six-year-old, soon to be seven.
Charity had become Leah’s ‘new mom’ due to the fact her own mom
passed two years ago from cancer, and her father, Jake, Charity’s
brother, had been one of the unfortunate casualties orchestrated by
that dickhead, Benjamin, back at Fort Huachuca.

At least that man was rotting in a
jail cell, which wasn’t nearly what he deserved.

Ah, the judicial
system.

“Hey, Brennon, are you
done daydreaming? What’s the plan?”

Max’s words snapped Brennon back to
the present and the situation before them. He looked at his friend,
contemplating their next move.

“I say we wait until
nightfall and do some recon of that compound, see what’s so
important about this bark and why the need for armed
guards.”

Max raised his brow but didn’t
protest. Finally, he nodded. “Right on. So do we go in like this or
do we shift?”

Brennon knew why he was asking. Max
hadn’t shifted in a few days and had to be itching to be in his
wolf form. But even in their human form, they were gifted with
heightened senses and reflexes, so they had a huge advantage over
the ordinary men in the compound. Chances were these men weren’t
even well-prepared to be guards or soldiers. Most were probably
simple men quickly recruited by the lure of money.

“Like this. We’ll need to
easily slip in and out of the buildings. But should we need to
shift for any reason, we go in with only our jeans on. We’ll stow
our packs where they can’t be found. If we separate, which we’ll
probably have to in order to cover more ground quicker, a few
shrill whistles will do as a warning if either of us encounters
trouble. We’ll then plan to hightail it back to our rendezvous
point where we stash our packs.”

Brennon had already begun to organize
his pack, placing the satellite phone he had, courtesy of
Christopher Sands, at the top of the pile, just in case he needed
to make a hasty call for help.

“And what if one of us
finds something and needs the other to join him?”

“Let’s make a plan of
attack. Come look.” Brennon squatted down and cleared a space in
the dirt. He then placed a few rocks and drew a quick layout of the
compound. “Here and here are guard towers.” He pointed to the two
rocks on either side of his drawing. “You approach from the west
and I’ll circle around to the east where we’ll take out the guards
and secure their weapons and radios. I only saw one man in each
tower. Then we’ll each take a side and go building to building,
leaving this biggest one for last. This is where the baskets were
dropped. Once we clear a building, we’ll exit and signal the other
with an all-clear. If we find something worthwhile, we’ll know when
one of us doesn’t exit, then the other will enter that building and
see what’s up. Take out any and all guards along the way, secure
any weapons, and turn off all other radios.” Brennon paused to look
pointedly at Max. “And I don’t mean kill anyone, Max, just knock
’em out and tie ’em up if you can. If we encounter any of the
workers, which, hopefully we won’t as they should all be sleeping,
but if we do, try to question without raising any alarms. It seems
obvious they aren’t here under their own free will, otherwise, why
the weapons? If at the end of all this we find nothing pertaining
to our mission, then maybe we just free these people and be on our
way. Got it?”

“Got it. No killing.” Max
looked up and grinned.

Brennon rolled his eyes as he
chuckled. “Jesus, help us.”

“I got it, Brennon. We do
this right and we get out of here with our asses
intact.”

Brennon nodded. “Let’s eat and get
some rest. We’ll give everyone time to settle down for the night
and go in a few hours. Once we near the guard towers, I’ll shift
again and scope it out. If all looks clear to proceed, I’ll give
you a fly-by and return to the eastern tower to get started.
Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

Each dug food from their packs and sat
down in a relatively dry area by the stumps. Once they ate and
drank more water, they squared away their packs and tried to
relax.

Brennon hoped this would be a quick
in-and-out with no problems, but a niggling told him something here
was important, and they’d be lucky to leave unscathed.

Nope. Luck has nothing to
do with this, only our skills and smarts.

Closing his eyes, Brennon cleared his
mind of any doubts and focused on resting, knowing he’d need his
senses sharp to deal with what was to come.

cover.jpg
VERNIGHT PUBLISHING
=2 T

SHIFTER CLANS BOOK2 ‘

........................

LAU RA M. BAIRD





tmp_d881a93ee8e9a7e6f8bfe729ab11835f_9aLbtn_html_7ace8fdb.png
)
[

BXxX xt

!
|

.o





tmp_d881a93ee8e9a7e6f8bfe729ab11835f_9aLbtn_html_30fb041d.jpg
NIGHT PUBLISHING »
SAD YR

K7l

o

SHIFTER CLANS BOOK 2

an they rise ab aos to find love
and balance w e another?
LAU RA M. BAIRD





tmp_d881a93ee8e9a7e6f8bfe729ab11835f_9aLbtn_html_449c17e4.png





