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Synde Bell never had much. She grew up poor in Iowa, ran away at 16 to Las Vegas, and clawed her way to success as a dancer the hard way. But dancing was a young person’s game, and at 48, she knew she wasn’t going to be dancing much longer. So she took a leap of faith and went to a fitness resort called Wolf Harbor.

And well, things happened.

Now she’s a wolf shifter. She’s got a mate — acknowledged by everyone, including him, to be a damaged, psychopathic berserker wolf. And she’s got a job to do in San Mateo — ‘disappear’ the most public AI creator in the world without outing the wolf shifters in the process.

But when you never had much, you value what you’re given. Synde Bell is going to take care of her team, her mate, and do the job — no matter what it takes.

A Wolf Harbor book.
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Chapter 1
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Thursday, Dec. 17, somewhere in California. Maybe.

Did these asshole men ever think about confining a woman some place that wasn’t dark? Synde Bell thought irritably. This was the second time in six weeks! The first time had been in a flotation tank. This might be worse — she was bound, and it was completely dark. She thought she might be in the trunk of a car. No wait. There’d been a helicopter, she remembered. That’s what the odd motor sound was. A helicopter? Damn it.

She reached out to her mate. She could feel him, but she couldn’t seem to talk to him. She considered that. The last time it had happened, she’d been in southern Oregon, and he’d flown back to Seattle. Portland-Seattle had been fine, but apparently there were limits — 200 miles was OK, but 500 miles wasn’t? That might tell her where she was, or where she was headed to? As far as she knew, Rick Ricci was still in San Francisco. So where was 200 miles away from San Francisco?

Synde sighed. Geography had never been her strong suit.

She checked her pack bonds. The Hat Island pack was still here, but they were quiet. She didn’t get much from them usually. Just a warm blanket kind of feeling. She got more from Abby, the Alpha. She paused for a moment, but Abby didn’t come visit. She didn’t know whether to be disappointed or relieved.

And finally she checked her links with ‘her guys.’ They were there, but the links weren’t strong enough to pull on. Synde narrowed her eyes, thoughtfully. She’d been back to Hat Island for the recent World Council meeting. Benny Garrison had ‘grown’ a link with another Keeper of Stories who had been kidnapped. They’d made the link strong enough to find her by telling each other stories.

Would that work if you weren’t a Keeper of Stories? Synde didn’t know. But since she didn’t have anything better to do, she might as well try it.

Hey guys? Listen up. Here’s the story of Rick’s and my trip home from the World Council meeting.

***
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Thursday, Dec. 11, Highway 101, Synde’s memory

SYNDE HAD BEEN TORN between never wanting to let Abby Stafford out of her sight ever again, and knowing she needed to get back to California. Just three days before, she’d felt Abby drop out of the pack bonds — and for a brief moment she’d thought they’d lost her. Abby had come back, but she wasn’t whole, not yet. There was a lot of speculation about what had happened, but Syn didn’t care, as long as Abby Stafford, Alpha of the Hat Island pack and her best friend, was alive. Abby would heal, Syn told herself. She would.

How extraordinary to feel so attached to someone she hadn’t even known six months ago. They had both been part of a cohort of ‘post-menopausal women’ invited to the Wolf Harbor Fitness Resort to test a revolutionary supplement, guaranteed to make you feel younger, healthier. Abby, a 52-year-old college professor, and Syn, a 48-year-old Las Vegas pole dancer, seemed unlikely friends. But trauma bonded people. And if there was anything more traumatic than realizing you weren’t human anymore, Syn didn’t know what it would be.

Well, she did, she guessed. A lot of the test subjects had gone through hell. That Syn hadn’t was due to Abby Stafford calling a pack of wolves one night. It always made Syn laugh. Abby Stafford was the last person you’d expect to shift to a wolf and howl at the moon. But she had, and Syn’s wolf — one she hadn’t even known about yet — had howled back. Wolves had howled all over the island that night.

So there was a pack back on Hat Island, and its Alpha was a made-shifter named Abby Stafford. And there wasn’t a person in that burgeoning pack that wouldn’t fight to the death for her and the pack. Three nights ago they’d done just that — again. They’d battled against a dissident family in the Tanaka pack, against the troops of the China Council and the Wolf Emperor, and even against some no-account shifters from Bubba Smith’s Southern Council.

OK, that was unkind. So sue her. But they’d tried to kidnap women and children! They’d tried to kill Abby, and her mate, Alpha Tanaka. They’d wanted to burn the Hat Island pack to the ground, because they feared what a female Alpha represented.

They’d failed. It had been a near thing, but they’d failed because of this one absent-minded, somewhat awkward, college professor who had become one of the most powerful shifters in the world.

Go figure. Syn had always thought that karma was a bitch with a warped sense of humor.

We need to leave, Rick Ricci said through their mate bond. They were sitting on the patio of the Beach House with Abby and other pack members. Abby had been spending a lot of time on that patio, even if it was winter and Hat Island weather was blustery at best.

But speaking of karma’s sense of humor? She felt Rick’s amusement as that thought leaked. She was still getting used to having a mate, a mate bond, and that her thoughts leaked to someone — a male someone. She’d always had a warped sense of humor herself, and her running monologue wasn’t something she thought she should share. But here she was, mated for the last month, and he could hear everything.

Not everything, Rick denied. Just the good stuff.

Syn grinned at that.

Besides, being privy to your snarky take on life hardly compares to you having to put up with a psychotic, berserker wolf.

Whatever, Syn sent back. Just remember, you’re my psychotic, berserker wolf. Do you hear me? Mine.

Syn felt Rick’s pleasure at that. If he were in wolf form, he’d roll over and want his belly scratched.

I could do that in human form, too, if you want, Rick offered. Syn laughed. She just bet he would, too. But we really do need to get out of here, Syn. I just talked to Terry in San Mateo. Things are getting dicey. We’ve got to get back. Is Abby OK enough for you to leave?

Abby was wrapped up in a quilt in front of the fireplace at the Beach House with Jake’s arm around her. Jake Lewis wasn’t going to move very far from her for some time to come, Synde reckoned. Actually, she didn’t think he intended to be very far from Abby for the rest of their lives — very long lives, if people stopped trying to kill them. Others out there on the patio were surrounding Abby with their care and support. Syn considered Mei Tanaka, the young woman who ran the Wolf Harbor lodge, and who had probably saved Abby’s life three nights ago. She was sitting on the floor next to Abby’s legs, and she seemed content to stay right there. Syn didn’t know what Mei had done to bring Abby back. She just knew she had. 

Abby’s got plenty of people taking care of her, Syn said reluctantly. She was here for herself more than Abby. How are we getting back? Flying?

I thought we’d rent a car and drive, Ricci said. Tanaka has gone back to Seattle. Cujo and Olivia went with him. Really, finding a pilot, and someone to give permission for us to fly out of here would take more time than just renting a car and leaving. I’m talking with Dawson. He says he can get us out of here right now, if we ready to go.

Syn took one last considering look at Abby. She could feel her in the pack bonds, and in their own link too. Abby felt adrift, Syn thought, but she was healing. Even today she felt stronger than yesterday.

Well, yeah, Abby said, yesterday I felt like warm shit.

Syn jerked. She wasn’t used to people just popping into her brain to say hi. 

Sorry. Sorry. I have no boundaries, no filters, Abby apologized.  Something catches my attention, and I stop to talk. I’m sorry, Syn. I know you don’t like it.

It’s just a surprise, Syn said, lying through her teeth. And Abby probably knew she was. Rick says we’ve got to get back. Something is afoot.

Did he say what? Are you going to be OK? Abby asked.

I’m fine, Syn reassured her. It’s you we’re all worried about.

Don’t I know, Abby muttered. Go ahead, then. Besides, it looks like all I have to do is reach out and touch someone. She paused. Do people even remember that slogan from AT&T? We were just kids, right? It wouldn’t make sense in today’s culture. We used to pay for long-distance calls, remember?

Syn thought Abby would be just fine — there was one of her side-track lines of thought she was famous for. We did, Syn said. The slogan has outlived its origin.

Huh. Abby considered that for a moment, and then added, Thank you for coming up, Syn. It made a huge difference. Thank Ricci too. Everyone, even Tanaka, is singing his praises. He organized the shit out of this World Council meeting. They’d give him the job permanently if he’d take it.

Hell no, Syn said adamantly. I am not going to be locked up in Tanaka Towers. Let Olivia run it. She’s good at running things.

Already told Akihiro that, Abby said complacently. He’s considering it.

Things have changed if he can consider Olivia as the director of the World Council, Syn said. She might not know politics, but she knew people. And Akihiro Tanaka was an arrogant, sexist son of a bitch.

Yeah, Abby said. But like you said about Ricci, he’s my son of a bitch.

Syn absorbed the fact that Abby had heard those thoughts, and tried not to freak out. Tried not to freak out that Abby might feel her freaking out.

Abby was laughing, however. People are entertaining, she said. And you know what? They aren’t as mean as people think.

Syn blinked. She’d have to sit with that. She laughed and gave Abby a careful hug, and then patted Jake on the shoulder. He smiled at her. “Don’t be a stranger,” he said.

“I won’t,” Syn promised. “San Mateo is just temporary, remember? We’ll be home before you know it.”

And in her brain, she heard Rick laughing about that. She didn’t blame him. San Mateo was a cluster in the making. They might never get it fixed.

You can say clusterfuck you know, Rick offered.

Cluster is more refined, Syn said. She was sticking to that. Not much about her was refined, she admitted. She didn’t know why that word would be the sticking point, but it was. She felt Rick’s amusement. He was easily entertained, she thought morosely, making him laugh.

I have everything packed. If you move it, we can make it on this ferry.

Syn moved it.

Rick was driving the rental car, a small Kia. Gets great gas mileage, Peter Dawson said, laughing. Syn didn’t know why that was funny — the car was kind of cute. Rick grunted at that. She was getting so she could actually hear the grunts and eyerolls in their bond. Somehow.

But she has happy to let him drive. He actually knew how. 

“You don’t know how to drive a car?” Rick asked, startled.

“Las Vegas,” she reminded him. She’d run away from Iowa at 16 for the bright city lights. And she never really left the city again. She was one of the few people who actually lived on the Strip, and keeping a car would be expensive. 

“But you have a driver’s license!” he protested. 

She shrugged. “I have all kinds of ID that say I am Cynthia Bellamy, 27 years old, with a degree in communication from University of Northern Iowa in Cedar Falls, and an MBA from University of Seattle. None of that is true.” She considered it for a moment. “Well, I do have a degree in journalism from UNLV, but not in the year on my new resume. It freaks out everyone when they realize I was a journalist. And an MBA? Please.”

“Even freaks me out,” Rick agreed. “We should give you some driving lessons.”

“Sure,” she said agreeably. “When we next have free time. I’ll pencil it in for spring two years from now.”

Rick laughed. “Point.”

“Rick?” Syn asked, feeling a bit uncertain about her question but she wanted to know. And well, she was sitting next to a 200-year-old werewolf. Who better to ask?

He glanced at her, then refocused on the road and waited for her question. But she’d gotten sidetracked just looking at him. He was gorgeous with his dark hair and eyes, and the perfect features. He wasn’t all that big, not like some shifters, but he was perfectly proportioned — she secretly thought the Romans had used him to model for some of Italy’s greatest statues, although he protested he was old, but not that old.

“Syn,” Rick growled at her, and she laughed.

“New mates,” she teased. New mates were famous for wanting to hole up and ‘fuck like bunnies’ after sealing the bond. She was beginning to think they were never going to get past that stage. She wanted him every time she looked at him.

Or thought about him.

“Back at you,” Rick said, the growl of arousal still in his voice. “You had a question? Because otherwise this drive is going to be damned uncomfortable.”

She could do something about that, she thought, her eyelids lowering with pleasure at the thought.

“Cynthia Bellamy! Ask your damned question!”

She laughed and then sobered. She was afraid it was going to be a downer of a question. But she felt like it was important for her to understand.

“I don’t really understand what happened at the World Council meeting,” she confessed. “That first dinner, and then the smoker? It felt like Tanaka....” She trailed off. It had felt like Tanaka had been dumping dominance — of all kinds — on Abby. Somehow it had helped him dominate all of those members of the Council. And they were all powerful old wolves. She’d danced with some at the gala before the Wolf Emperor blew everything to hell and gone. And the dominance poured off of them.

Well, the Wolf Emperor hadn’t survived, so there was that. It made her calm down a bit. Avoiding hysterics was a good thing. But she’d gotten some of the overflow of what Tanaka had done to Abby, and it wasn’t pretty. Lord knew, she was familiar with all of the sex games men played. But that....

“Why did he do that?” she asked, assuming he’d followed her thoughts and they didn’t need repeating out loud.

Rick was silent, and she couldn’t get anything from their mate bond either. He had more control about what they shared than she did. There were reasons for that. She understood. So she just waited.

“I heard someone describe it as using her as a grounding wire,” he said at last. “But that might not have any meaning to you.”

“An electricity term,” she said. She’d done her share of helping out on stage sets to know this much. “Positive, negative, and the grounding wire that allows you to ramp up the flow safely.”

“Very good,” Rick approved. “So think Tanaka the man, Tanaka the wolf, and then Abby as the grounding wire that allowed Tanaka-man to use his wolf to dominate the members of the Council without losing control of the wolf — because that would have been a disaster. And the only reason he could even risk doing what he did, is because he has Abby.”

“He doesn’t have complete control of his wolf?” she asked slowly.

Rick shook his head slightly, then sighed. “There is a rumor that he has a berserker wolf,” he said reluctantly. Syn understood his reluctance — Rick had a berserker wolf. A wolf he hadn’t introduced her to. He’d seen her wolf plenty of times. But he was afraid for her to meet his; she didn’t completely get why. “But it’s more like he has two wolves — one regular one. That’s the one that runs on the ocean shore in the early mornings with Abby-wolf, right? Then there’s the berserker — the wolf that tore Anton Vuk to shreds because he was hurting Abby. And then laid down in Abby’s lap and ceded control back to the man because Abby asked.”

Syn knew about that, for reasons she didn’t discuss with anyone. She wasn’t sure how Rick knew. But he’d been gathering intelligence for centuries. It hadn’t stopped simply because Hat Island pack thought he was locked up in a cabin near the ocean. 

“Something bothers you about that story?” she asked. 

“The definition of a berserker wolf is a wolf the man can’t control. The wolf is rage,” Rick said flatly. “I don’t have a berserker wolf, Syn. I am a berserker wolf. And in wolf form, I will kill everything in sight. Hell, in human form, I’ll kill with little provocation, and no regrets.”

Syn didn’t argue. It was true.

“But Jedediah Jones controlled you and your wolf — a leash,” she said. 

He nodded, but he didn’t comment about how that came to be. She didn’t expect him to — it involved torturing the mate of his youth. Now he had a second mate, her, and it scared him. He’d fought the bond until she’d been in danger and he couldn’t fight it anymore.

“So, I still don’t get it,” Syn said in frustration. “I don’t get why dumping all that sex fantasy crap on Abby did anything for him. I don’t get any of it.”

He snorted. “Tanaka is a dominant shifter, but he also plays dominance games as a human in the BDSM clubs, particularly one in Paris, where they call him El Lobo. Jedediah had quite the file on him. So part of what you got the edges of is just his personal sexuality, tainted, if you like, by the rage of his berserker wolf. He was siphoning some of it off, throwing it at Abby, and in return Abby was throwing back clean pack energy that allowed him to dominate those bastards, and win that fight against Chairman Wu. I would never have guessed it could be done, but as is frequently said about Abby Stafford — someone forgot to tell her it was impossible.”

Oh. Syn considered that, watching the scenery go by. “It was risky,” she said finally. “To Abby.”

Rick frowned thoughtfully. “No, I don’t think it was,” he said slowly. “I mean she could have been repulsed by it. Those kinds of games aren’t her style. Or they weren’t.” He looked at her questioningly.

“Still aren’t,” Syn said. “I mean she’s gotten better at playing sex games with Akihiro. And she’s set some firm boundaries about what she’s willing to do and not, although I think that just makes him want to blow through them.”

“She tell you all this?” Rick asked. 

Syn shrugged. “They pulled me in to help when Abby initiated the mate bond, and again when they sealed it. Neither went smoothly. And Abby lets down her guard with me, sometimes.”

Rick smiled at her. “People talk to you.” 

He was one of them. She’d been his chief interrogator for the pack. Some of what he’d told her had made her vomit. But she’d always gone back in his fenced yard and asked him another question.

“People talk to me,” Synde agreed. “More than my body or my ability to dance, what pulled men to me was my ability to listen. And it’s what made me a journalist.”

He flinched at the word, and she grinned briefly, still looking out the window. It was so cute how he and all the shifters flinched at the thought of her being a journalist. Like she was going to go running to an editor and say werewolves are real? Please. They’d lock her up in a mental institution.

Sometimes she wasn’t sure she wasn’t insane. Werewolves?

“I’m missing something,” Synde said, feeling frustrated. “Why does all of that make me so uneasy?” 

“You might be picking up on my uneasiness,” he said.

“OK,” she said agreeably when he didn’t say anything more. “Why does that make you so uneasy?”

Rick sighed. “Because of that story about how he killed Anton Vuk,” he said, reluctantly. “It’s Abby who controls Tanaka’s berserker wolf. And the wolf is just fine with that.”

That made her head hurt, but it didn’t clear anything up, Syn thought crossly. She didn’t know whether it was because so many of the shifters she knew were men, or because they were so damned secretive about being shifters, but it was like pulling teeth to get information from them!

Rick smiled unwillingly.

“So she’s leashed his wolf?” Syn asked, making a stab at it.

Rick shook his head. “No, it’s not a leash,” he said definitely.

“Then what?”

“Tanaka’s wolves — if you believe that there are two of them, and I do — have acknowledged her as the dominant wolf,” Rick said as if that cleared it up. Syn wasn’t sure it did, and then it hit her, and she stared at him.

“You think Abby is more dominant than Tanaka.”

Rick nodded. “Well, kind of,” he amended. “I think Tanaka’s wolves think she is. And, in shifter circles, wolves usually have the deciding vote on dominance. You’ve seen all the dominance fights — it’s frequently between the wolves, right?”

She had. There had been a lot of wolf fights for dominance before Abby instituted the smokers. Smokers were great — fights between men — buff, fit men without their shirts on. Best entertainment she and the other women had had in a long time. 

The wolf fights were terrifying.

“I don’t think Tanaka-man thinks she is more dominant,” Rick went on. “But he’s not sure. And that’s why he tries to make her submit so harshly. Often it bewilders even him, because he refuses to admit it’s a possibility. And let me tell you, the notion of that man, with all of the shifters he controls, being of a divided mind with his wolf — a berserker wolf — scares the bejesus out of me. And probably out of Abby’s men, because I’m sure at least one of them has figured it out.”

Syn stared at him. “But Abby says he’s the more dominant. She likes that, I think.”

Rick nodded. “And for the good of us all, she should keep insisting that is true. Or take him out. Those are her options, Syn. Just talking about this makes me hyperventilate. I can’t imagine what Cujo thinks.”

“Why Cujo, in particular?” Syn asked. 

“Because Cujo understands the dark side of the shifter world, more like I do,” Rick said. “His own birth pack narrowly missed a melt-down when their Alpha went insane last month. Cujo — or Abby — I’m not clear which, fixed it. But he knows. And he probably knows he’s the one who would have to take out Tanaka.”

He paused. “Or take out Abby.”

Suddenly the human politics they were facing in San Mateo didn’t seem so bad. Syn resumed staring out the window, carefully blanking out what Rick had said. Abby had said she had a storage shed in her mind for things that shouldn’t leak out. After Portland, Syn had thought that was a good idea, and she’d built herself one, too. She carefully locked this discussion inside it — along with the events of the last two weeks in San Mateo that were already there. She figured the shed must be working — no one had asked her about anything beyond how things were going.

If anything had leaked out, she and Rick both would be in some locked room in Tanaka Towers being interrogated by Haru Ito, Tanaka’s pack Second, about a first-rule violation.

How the hell had they gotten themselves into this mess?

Well it started as a big mess, she thought, rolling her eyes. Literally. And then when they tried to fix it, it got to be a bigger mess.

Tim Anders was a high-tech poster boy for AI — artificial intelligence. He was in his early 30s, riding high on public acclaim, when he’d gotten wind of a drug treatment that would restore youthfulness and increase your longevity. Tracing it to the Eugene homestead of the Oregon pack, Anders had offered the pack Second billions of dollars for the secret — enough to encourage the pack Second to dream of overthrowing the Oregon Alpha in spite of the risk of a first-rule violation.

Hell, the stupid ass had already violated the first rule by just talking to Anders, Synde thought disgustedly. Anders thought he was talking to a drug dealer. It was the pack Second who let the wolf out of the bag. She snickered at her new phrase, but really, the whole disaster was riddled with people being stupid shits, as Benny Garrison was fond of calling them. A number of people had set new lows for stupid in this disaster-in-the-making.

But then Tim Anders had been offering a whole lot of money. It was a good thing Stefan Lebenev, the creator of the serum, wasn’t particularly interested in money. Even she had paused at the amount of money Anders had been throwing around.

So the decision was made to ‘sell’ Anders doses of the serum for himself. For one thing, that made him a shifter, and poof, no more first-rule violation. No one was really so naïve that they thought that would be the end of it, but it would have been a start to getting the whole thing under control. Stefan had administered the two shots, and they’d waited.

No wolf showed up. Instead, the urge to shift resulted in a very messy explosion. Anders literally blew up into pieces all over Oregon pack Alpha Kenton Bird’s dining room. Turns out the serum only worked on women — something about the Y chromosome. Stefan wasn’t sure, but he was eager to study it. He’d been the least upset by the whole mess.

Mess? It had been a real cluster. A cluster to end all clusters.

But first rule crisis was adverted — temporarily, at least. Killing the human worked, after all. Bird had also killed the pack Second involved, and a couple of co-conspirators. It left them with two problems, however. One, others in the Oregon pack thought billions might be worth outing the shifters to humans, even with their buyer in pieces all over Bird’s floor. There would be other buyers. Really, it said something about Stefan’s naivete that this hadn’t been considered before.

And something about Jedediah Jones’ stupidity too, Rick agreed through their bond. He saw the serum as something he wanted to control because he could control the future of shifters. And he could make millions selling it to rich Alphas for their daughters. He never even considered the human market for the drug — selling the women, yes. But the drug? Didn’t occur to him.

Synde considered that for a moment. I wonder what Anton Vuk thought.

Rick laughed out loud at that, and she raised one eyebrow at him. “Really, it’s funny,” he assured her. “Anton sabotaged girls genetically so they died in first shift because he didn’t want humans to learn about shifters. His form of birth control. Crazy bastard. And his favorite gun dealer and fetch-it man was subsidizing the serum which would undo that, and selling shifter women to rich bastards — often humans. Undoing all the work Vuk had been doing for a century. And yes, I think Vuk knew about the possible future for the drug — he wanted control over it, remember?”

Huh. Well, Vuk was dead. Jones was dead. Not her problem.

Her problem was containing the knowledge of the serum from the human world. So, she and Rick had spent a week traveling with Oregon Alpha Kenton Bird while he cleaned up some of the worst of his pack.

But the second problem was bigger. They needed to make Tim Anders disappear in a way that didn’t lead cops to Alpha Bird’s pack house. Their housecleaning had been good, but not that good. Not if a forensics team showed up, knowing who they were looking for. There would be traces....

So disappearing a person was a job Rick knew how to do. It said something about shifters that there were men who had that skill set, Synde thought as she watched the scenery out the window. They were almost to Portland. Too bad they didn’t have time to go down Highway 101 instead of I-5. She’d heard it was gorgeous. 

She’d like to see the Pacific Ocean.

“You’ve never seen the Pacific?” Rick asked, revealing he was following her thoughts.

Synde shook her head. “Hat Island isn’t in the Pacific — not really, is it?”

“No,” he agreed. “Although we usually talk about the ocean side, it’s in Puget Sound.”

“I’ve seen San Francisco Bay,” she said. “Did the tourist things there on a trip to see my editor one time. But that’s not the ocean either. Have you seen the Pacific?”

Rick chewed on his cheek. “We probably could drive down along Pacific,” he said slowly. 

“I thought we had to get back?” Synde asked, looking at him. 

He shrugged. “Not that much longer of a route, I don’t think,” he said. “One thing I’ve learned is there is always going to be another crisis. And it always seems like it has to be handled right now, when it probably doesn’t.”

She pulled out her phone and looked at Google maps. It was a 13-hour trip out of Portland to go down the coast, rather than 9 hours to go down the Interstate. Not that much different, she thought, but they’d have to stay overnight somewhere. She smiled at the thought. That wasn’t so bad an idea either. She looked at Rick. “Mates, right?” she said teasingly. “We can blame it on being newly mated.”

He chuckled. “Coast it is. Although it is December. Probably be rainy and windy.”

Synde nodded. “You mean like Hat Island?” she said dryly. She checked the weather app on her phone. “You’re right. And I don’t care. Let’s do the coast. What’s your favorite place?”

Rick gave her a quick smile. “I’ve never been there either — not the Oregon Coast. Been to some beaches in California. But this isn’t my turf.”

Somehow that pleased her. She settled back into her seat, and spent a few minutes on Google looking up places to stay. Who knew? Maybe they’d even have time to run in the surf. Run as humans. It would be too much to ask for a run as wolves. Her wolf whined. Well, maybe they needed to make time for that too.

They had lunch in Portland, and neither of them suggested calling Kenton Bird for an update. They probably should, Synde thought glumly. But then he might want an update too — about San Mateo.

Or maybe worse, about the World Council meeting. It was an axiom among shifters that shifters gossiped, and pack Alphas gossiped the most. She couldn’t imagine Bird hadn’t heard about the meeting.

“Probably,” Rick agreed. “And no, I don’t want to be grilled for lunch either.”

She grinned at the play on words. “Good.” She googled a place to eat, and found a steakhouse that would be on their way to the beach. They could drop down to Lincoln City from there, it looked like. Fresh-caught seafood for supper.

For all that Rick hadn’t wanted to go to Seattle when Abby called, Synde had been glad to go. She had needed a break from San Mateo. She didn’t want to go back either, but she knew they needed to.

“Why?” Rick asked. “What makes you dread it that much?”

Synde bit her lip. She didn’t want to talk about it.

“OK,” he said agreeably. “When you’re ready.”

She looked at him, consideringly, and then back to looking out the window. They were leaving the city now for rolling farmland. Wet, green, rainy. For a moment she yearned for Las Vegas and it’s dry climate. She glanced at Rick. Maybe they could go there sometime. She snorted. Hard to see how that would happen — even with all the changes, someone might recognize her.

Synde had changed her hair from flame red — her signature as a dancer — to white blonde before they’d gone to San Mateo. Terry had made her new ID photos with the blonde hair. She liked it, but it still caught her off-guard when she saw herself. She’d had that spiky, flame red hair for so long. She’d left her hair spiky, but she was considering a change. She knew she should, but she could only take so much change at a time.

When she’d first headed to San Mateo, Synde and Mei Tanaka had gone shopping for a whole new wardrobe, too. Since the only things that still fit from her old wardrobe were sweats, that seemed like a no-brainer. And Mei loved to shop — really loved to shop.

Synde thought she looked good in some new signature looks like slim blue jeans and sleeveless tops that showed off her muscled arms. Today, the top was a black turtleneck, a red leather bomber jacket, and black boots with a heel. Her office look wasn’t much different — slim black pants instead of the jeans. Or a short black skirt and tights.

“I like that skirt,” Rick said.

No surprise there, she thought, and he grinned at her. The grin, a half-smile that actually seemed genuinely happy, did something to her. He’d glance at her out of the corner of his eye, and smile like he was pleased with himself — or with her. Made her want to jump his bones, it did.

“Synde,” he growled. 

She grinned at him, a much eviler grin, and patted his leg. “Down, boy.”

“So think out loud,” he said. She snorted at the phrase, because he got most of her internal thoughts, snarky and chaotic as they might be. “You were thinking about Anders in pieces. And then we went down the I-5 with Stefan to make sure the girls got their serum, and with Alpha Bird to make sure he didn’t have any more insurrectionists. Did seeing how the pack lives bother you?”

She rolled her eyes. “No,” she said. “I grew up poor in a trailer park, Rick. Mom was really good at waitressing; she could always find work. But she drank. She’d show up drunk, or not show up because she was drunk, or get drunk, find a man, and not show up ... she’d get fired, sober up, and get a new job at the next restaurant. Life was chaotic, to say the least. Mom had sisters and cousins, and they were all like that — or they were married to someone like that. Some were more stable with houses and jobs — and usually lots of kids. But there was just Mom and me.”

Her new ID and backstory made her into one of those other kids, actually. Syn, the pole dancer, was a distant relative — one often gossiped about, but whom she’d never met. It was wild, Synde thought, but shifters took this kind of re-invention for granted. She was now Cynthia Bellamy, age 27, of Cedar Rapids, Iowa. She should probably get used to being that person. She sighed.

“But we were all working-class poor,” Synde continued, trying to explain. “So really? The pack lives pretty well. It might not seem like that, but they do.”

“Tell me,” he encouraged. “I was taken aback.”

“You were? Have you never been poor?” Synde asked.

He shook his head. “Prosperity looked different when I was young,” he said. “But we had a prosperous vineyard. The family did well. And Jedediah Jones paid his people well. He believed in the carrot and the stick. His punishments were brutal, and you knew there was no escape but death. He’d tell you that — and you saw others killed. I killed more than a few myself. He’d say the only way out is an unmarked grave on a hill in Bulgaria.”

Rick paused to reflect on that. “Somehow that detail about a hill in Bulgaria made it all the scarier,” he added ruefully.

Syn snickered.

“But he also made sure we lived well,” Rick said. “I have more money tucked away than I’ll ever need. Not enough to fund this operation — we needed Tanaka Corporation for that — but, close.”

Syn stared at him. They were burning through money like crazy. He shrugged in acknowledgement. “When I was doing a job — like being the grant administrator for Stefan’s research — I had all the money I needed to live well while I was doing it. Jones could afford it. He was making money hand over fist running drugs and guns into war-torn countries. And then he added human trafficking....”

He trailed off. That was dangerous territory. Rick didn’t like to talk about the last five years.

Except when asked. She’d been the one to ask those questions when needed for the pack. She didn’t need to ask again.

“Never had to delay getting gas until the first of the month? Never skipped meals?” she asked.

He shook his head. Except in punishment. For failing.

Ugh. Synde didn’t follow up on that thought.

“OK, so the Oregon pack,” she said, resuming her analysis. “It took me a bit to realize why they lived like that, but that trailer park? The compound out in the woods? The apartment complex in the university towns? Those are lifestyle choices, not because they’re too poor to have posh houses up in the hills, but because pack members like to live close together. Pack needs pack, isn’t that what everyone says? So the homesteads use the models they’re given by the humans around them that allows for them to live neighborly like that. The homestead Seconds often lived better and separately, though, didn’t they?”

Rick nodded. “They did,” he agreed. “If you’re running the pack, you need a bit of separateness, and a big enough space for people to hang out. But the others?” He considered it.

“So they were new mobile homes,” Syn explained. “Or manufactured houses in a complex. Even that condo complex in Ashland. Solidly middle-class, Rick. Not even as poor as how I grew up. Probably because wolves can’t be alcoholics.”

He grunted at that. “What else did you notice?”

“The kids,” she said promptly. “They were all healthy, well-cared for. No one was hungry. They all went to school. Did you hear? Abby made Bird promise that he would provide schooling even through university for any child of the pack — shifter or human. He agreed without a blink.”

“Good to hear,” Rick said. “By the time we got to Ashland, I was pissed. I was beginning to think someone needed to take out Bird.”

“Nah,” she said. “For all of his flaws, he actually does a good job. Only in Oregon, though, could a pack be a bunch of cannabis growers.”

She snickered at that, and Rick laughed too. It was funny. But it was also a lucrative business. Some of the homesteads focused on growing it. Others processed and sold it. There was even a pack near Oregon State University that was looking at psychedelic mushrooms for a future crop. 

“Okami may have done them a favor,” Rick observed.

Synde laughed. Okami Yoshida had been the enforcer who told Bird to clean up his act when his pack had been in Humboldt County, California. The pack had been playing games — and there was film that looked like Bigfoot and werewolves.... Faked, everyone claimed. But if you knew what you were looking at? Someone was having too much fun. Okami had been dispatched to take care of it. 

Bird had assessed the situation and moved his people north, scattering them along the I-5 corridor. Still doing enforcement work for other growers, and doing some growing themselves, the pack had settled into Oregon’s illegal marijuana business. When Oregon made marijuana legal, Bird and the Oregon pack practically controlled the industry.

“OK, so it’s not the Oregon pack that’s made you uncomfortable,” Rick said. “Is it me?”

“What?” she exclaimed.

“You had to watch me kill on that trip through Oregon,” he pointed out. “I thought that might have bothered you.”

“And you’re just now asking?” Syn asked. “Two weeks later? Hell, Rick.” She shook her head. “No, I’m not squeamish anymore. They were going to sell out the pack and shifters to make a buck. And they wouldn’t recant. You did what was necessary.”

An amazing statement for a woman who had been human six months ago, she conceded. She hadn’t even believed in the death penalty, much less this. But since then, she’d fought for Hat Island. She’d killed. She hadn’t talked about it, but when the new pack had come under attack? Hell, yeah. She’d shifted and killed the bastard.

Was there a better way? She thought about that for a moment. There should be, she conceded. But she’d have to leave it to smarter people than herself to figure it out. Shifters were violent. They settled their problems up close and brutally. She thought about the smokers — and they were better than the dominance fights that had preceded them, which had often been to the death.

She wasn’t ready to deal with the battles she’d just witnessed in the World Council meeting.

“A moment of culture shock?” Rick asked with a wry twist.

“Sort of,” she admitted. “How did I go from an anti-death-penalty liberal to this? Now I’m a shifter who will kill to protect her pack — and is OK with an Alpha serving as judge and jury? And I am OK with it, Rick! That’s the thing.”

He nodded. “I’ve been somewhat of a chameleon,” he said slowly. “I can walk into a group, and become one of them. That’s part of what it means to be a psychopath, I think — I have so little self, I can be whatever it is you want me to be. So I know what it’s like. I’d immerse myself into the group, become one of them, and then one morning wake up and go what the hell have I become?”

She chuckled as he meant her to, but she didn’t like his label for himself. Oh, everyone called him a psychopath — a psychopathic berserker wolf. But having him label himself that? She didn’t like it. “And is that what you’re doing with me?” she asked softly. “Just being what you think I want you to be? Not really being yourself?”

Rick hesitated. “You see a version of me I like,” he said finally. “Someone I would like to be. And your grasp of reality is really strong. So I can cling to it — and maybe if I work at it, I’ll become it.”

She started to object, and then didn’t. After all, didn’t they all do that to some degree? Wasn’t that what Abby was doing with the whole pack? She had an image of what they could become. It was an image the pack liked, and so they aspired to be that. She aspired to be that — and she’d never wanted to be a part of anything bigger than her own little life before. But Abby made her want to be part of her mission to save the shifter species — even if she had to save it from itself first.

Synde patted him on his leg again, and then looked out the window. They were going through old-growth forest now; fir and cedar trees that were like how she liked her men — strong, tall, dark and silent. She felt Rick’s amusement at that thought. He truly did like her snarky stream of thoughts. Go figure.

“Let’s go for a run,” she said suddenly. “Find a place we can pull off, and we can shift and run.”

He hesitated, and then nodded. She spotted a dirt logging road that led off to the north. “There,” she said. 

Rick stopped, and got out of the car, leaving it running. He walked up the road a bit, and then came back. “It’s a Kia, not a four-wheel-drive SUV,” he said by way of explanation. “Don’t want to get it stuck.” 

Syn snickered as he eased the small car up the road a ways where he could park out of view of the highway. “Well, the good news is if it does get stuck, between the two of us we could just pick it up and put it back on the road,” she said cheerfully. Rick grinned at that. It was probably even true.

“All right,” he said. “Go ahead. Shift and run. Just don’t forget — downhill will get you out.”

Synde paused. “You’re not coming?” she said slowly.

He shook his head. “No,” he said. “It’s too dangerous, Syn. I don’t run with others. Well, Brighton would come down and take me for a run on the beach some nights. But my wolf is dangerous. And too volatile.”

Synde bit her lip. “I want to see your wolf,” she said softly. “I don’t think your wolf will hurt me — mates, remember? Rick, it matters to me. I want to run with my mate. Shift. And if you don’t think it feels safe, you can shift back.”

She didn’t argue further, she just started taking off her boots. By the time she’d undressed and stood shivering in the light rain, Rick was watching her, looking uncertain. He wanted to, she realized.

Hell yes, I want to! he said in her brain. I want to run with my mate as much as you want it! But Syn, I’m....

He didn’t finish the thought. Scared, she thought. And maybe he was right to be.

Shift, she ordered. Shift and trust me, your mate. 

Rick looked at her for a moment, and then he nodded, and started to undress.

Shifters didn’t think much about getting naked to shift, but Synde wasn’t really a shifter. Abby called the women of the serum study ‘humans who shifted’ and that was true. She liked watching Rick get naked, for any reason. He glanced at her and rolled his eyes. She grinned.

“Shift,” she said softly.

Rick took a deep breath, and suddenly there was a medium-sized gray wolf standing there. She smiled, and shifted, and headed up the hill, secure that Rick-wolf would follow. She trotted up the road for a while, but this forest wasn’t dense like she’d expected. There were ferns and some kind of evergreen shrub thing, but it was easy enough to run through it and dart out among the trees. She grinned and picked up the pace.

Synde wasn’t sure how long they played a wolf version of follow the leader. Up over downed trees, running flat out on a barren spot, jumping a small stream — and then jumping back again. Finally she crossed the rutted dirt road — at least she hoped it was their road — and she headed downhill, just as Rick had said. She was moderately relieved when she saw the Kia waiting for them. When she reached the car, she shifted back. “Wait,” she said huskily. Rick paused, still in wolf form. Synde crouched down and held out her hand.

“Hello,” she said softly. “I’m so glad to finally meet you.” 

The wolf stared at her hand with old-gold eyes, scary ones, she admitted. She waited a moment. “I’d like to touch you,” she said. “Is that OK?”

No! Rick shouted in her mind. Synde, I don’t know what he will do. Do you understand? He’s in control, not me.

She soothed Rick in her mind, and let the wolf think it over. Finally, the wolf nudged her hand, just like Abby’s huskies did when they wanted to be petted. She touched his head between his ears, then ran her hand down his back. “You’re beautiful,” she crooned to him. “And your coat is soft and dense. Do you like this?” She thought he did.

Of course, he does, Rick said in her head. So do I.

She laughed at that. Deciding she’d been squatting naked in the rain and mud long enough, she stood up. “Time to go,” she said cheerfully.

The wolf stared at her.

“I don’t know how to drive,” she reminded him. “I need human-Rick now.”

And then there was Rick in human form, crouching low. “You control my wolf,” he said slowly.

Synde cocked her head, wondering what that meant to him. He didn’t say anything more, just got towels out of the back of the car and tossed her one. She dried off, got dressed and scrambled back into the car. Rick carefully backed the car down to the road and headed west.

“Rick?” she said uncertainly. “Are we OK?”

He smiled at her. “Better than OK,” he said, and she believed him. “We’re great.”

They drove the remaining hour to the beach in companionable silence.

The Pacific Ocean was awesome, Synde thought, as they drove slowly down Highway 101 from Lincoln City to Newport. At Newport, they got out to stretch their legs in the quirky downtown. They wandered down to the docks to look at the boats, and Synde stood amazed at sight of the bridge that arched over the harbor. They found a chowder house called Mo’s and ate chowder from sourdough bread-bowls, even though it was only mid-afternoon. Okami would approve, she thought with amusement, when they found marionberry pie on the menu and ordered some.

“How far south do you want to go before we stop for the night?” Synde asked as they went back to the car.

Rick considered that. “Why don’t you drive for awhile?” he asked. “This is as easy a car as you’re going to find. And when you get tired of driving, we’ll stop.”

Since he’d been brave enough to shift and show her his wolf, she could hardly wimp out now, she thought morosely. She nodded and took the keys. 

“Most people like driving,” he said with amusement. “You act like it’s a 10-year sentence to hard labor.”

She laughed at that, started the car as she’d seen him do, and carefully drove back to the highway. At least it wasn’t tourist season. And it wasn’t the weekend either. Still, this was a road that required her to pay attention with its hills and curves. She couldn’t look at the ocean and do that.

But an hour later, she was grinning. Driving was fun! And the curves and hills made it even more fun. “Don’t get cocky,” Rick warned, laughing at her. “You speed through here, and you’ll get pulled over.”

She grinned back at him. The nice thing about being the driver was that she could pull into every scenic byway she wanted to. She looped through to see the lighthouses, and places with names like Devil’s Punchbowl and Devil’s Elbow. The names made her laugh.

Finally in some place called Bandon, she’d had enough. She looked at the clock on the dashboard — three hours! She’d driven for three hours? That was pretty good for a first-timer.

They found a hotel right down on the pier and checked in. The clerk recommended the Wheelhouse for a steak and gave them directions. “I want a shower first,” Synde announced. Rick just nodded, and they headed to their room. She opened the patio doors and they could see and hear the surf. Although to be honest, she thought Hat Island was just as good. The Beach House probably served better food.

Probably, Rick agreed. But different is also a good thing. Some place new?

Synde thought about that. Really, she was a creature of habit. Hat Island had been too small for her tastes. But the Las Vegas strip was no bigger geographically, and she’d been happy there. There and the city that surrounded it, she amended. Maybe she lacked curiosity.

She caught the expression on Rick’s face. “What?” she said crossly.

“You?” he said, laughing. “Lacking curiosity? You, who never lacked for another question? You might lack the instinct to explore new places, Syn, but you’ve never lacked curiosity.” He laughed harder.

She had to laugh at that too. She went to take her shower, and then put on one of her black skirts and a vibrant blue silk top that draped down over it. She toweled her hair dry, used some gel to spike it and added makeup. 

The expression on Rick’s face was worth it.

Hungry, she thought. He looked hungry. Well, maybe that was literal, but they’d eaten well all the way down. Hungry for her.

Yes, he sent her. And if we don’t get out of here, I’m going to act on that hunger instead of going for steak.

You mess my hair, and I’ll make you pay, she warned.

He grinned, and handed her a black jacket and they went back out into the rain. She didn’t know when she’d last laughed this much, even in this last month they’d been mated. Things had been intense. First the whole Portland disaster, then the trip through the Oregon pack. Then back up to Hat Island to get everything ready for San Mateo.

And San Mateo.

She stopped that thought, and added the World Council meeting to her list of intense times.

They deserved a carefree day like this.

We need to talk about your dis-ease over San Mateo, Rick said. If the World Council meeting is easier for you to think about? I find that alarming.

Tomorrow? Synde asked. Tomorrow, we’ll sort out San Mateo.

Deal, Rick said.

And he morphed into a charming, sophisticated man, the sort that might have wined and dined her in Las Vegas. She raised an eyebrow at him, but he ignored it, and chatted with the waiter about the wines they had available. This Rick she could see in a tux. The kind of man who played for high stakes at the tables. She wasn’t sure how she felt about this Rick.

Well, he’d told her he was a chameleon, she reminded herself.

But this kind of man was the kind she’d once set out to charm. They’d wined her and dined her, and in her early days in Vegas they’d paid to take her home. Did Rick realize she’d been a hooker early on? Call it like it was, she thought. What else did a 16-year-old runaway do in Vegas?

She’d run away because her mother had brought home a man who decided he liked having two women for the price of one. Synde didn’t think her mother knew about that. But the man had liked her mother’s cooking, having a rent-free place, and her mother.

And when her mother was working — because he sure didn’t — he’d liked having Synde too.

So she waited until her 16th birthday and ran away — stole all his cash too. He always had a stash of cash — drug money. She figured he owed her.

She’d gotten on a Greyhound bus, and bought a ticket to Las Vegas because it looked so glamorous in the magazines her mother bought. She’d been a naïve dumb kid, she thought now. But she’d had the body, and the looks, that drew men’s eyes.

And it turned out she could dance. She took lessons, did auditions, got roles in the chorus lines. And yeah, one day, she became a star.

Nothing lasted forever, of course. When she’d gone to Wolf Harbor fitness spa last summer, she’d been 48, and back in the chorus line. Still making good enough money. But no longer a star. That was fine, really. She’d been morphing into a writer for a decade. The San Francisco Chronicle had liked a piece she’d done, and they had found it easier to hire her in Las Vegas than ship reporters over for stories. She knew people. Knew a lot of their secrets too, she thought with amusement.

Rick was watching her carefully as she mused about the past and about men like him. Well, probably not just to herself. She met his eyes, and smiled. “It’s fine,” she said. “I like the person I am. And it’s the experiences that we have along the way that make us who we are, right? Sometime I’d like to take you to Las Vegas.”

He smiled at her, and relaxed a bit out of the persona he’d adopted. Back to Rick again. “I’d like that very much.”

“Have you been there?” she asked.

He nodded. “Jedediah liked places with bright lights, gambling tables and loose ethics,” he said. “All of that can be found in Las Vegas.”

She chuckled. “So they can. So tell me, where is your favorite place? I’ve hardly been anywhere.”

“Seattle, actually,” he said, but then he told her about some of the other places he’d been — Paris, London, and Amsterdam, and more unusual places like Dubai and Cairo. She listened fascinated, but she didn’t have the desire to go to any of them. Olivia would, she thought suddenly. Probably had gone to a lot of them, and then turned them into children’s books. A more unlikely children’s author she couldn’t imagine. 

“So if you don’t have the urge to travel to new places, where do you want to land?” Rick asked.

Synde considered that. “I’m not sure,” she said slowly. “I don’t want to go back to Las Vegas, and couldn’t even if I did. Too risky — someone would recognize me — and me now would be hard to explain. I look too much like me 20-30 years ago. And there are photographs.” She rolled her eyes. “But not Hat Island. I love the people, but the weather? It sucks. And let’s face it, being able to see the stars is great — now and then. Hat Island is just a bit too rustic for me. So I don’t know. Just some place to call my own?”

Rick smiled at her. “And a seat next to it for me,” he agreed.

She smiled back.

They walked back to the hotel along the shore, holding hands. The waves crashing along the beach had white caps. She wouldn’t want to be out on the water tonight, she thought absently. But the noise meant they didn’t have to speak either. And she was OK with that, too. This was a man she could be silent with. He didn’t expect her to entertain him, to always be on.

He glanced her way at that thought, but he didn’t interject — not through their bond, or out loud. Really, he was a restful person to be with.

Once inside their room, she turned to him. “Love me,” she whispered.

“With pleasure.” He kissed her gently, then trailed kisses down her jaw. Tugging at her turtleneck, he pulled it over her head, and then undid her bra. She arched slightly as he sucked gently on her nipples.

She’d had a lot of lovers. She had to imagine a man who had lived for 200 years probably had as well. She was past the need for games or teasing — although they could be fun. For her, sex was about satisfying body hunger. The desire to touch and be touched. Sometimes the hunger was general, and satisfied by any man she found attractive. Sometimes the hunger was for a certain man, a man she cared about.

And then there was what she found with this man. She hungered for him. He looked up from her breasts at that thought, and she opened up their mate bond completely. He kissed her mouth. 

Yes, he said. Hunger.

Syn explored his ear with her tongue, and sucked lightly on the lobe. He tasted of rain mixed with the slight salty tang of the ocean, but mostly he tasted of him, Rick Ricci. Eyes half-closed, she stroked the nape of his neck, feeling the silky texture of his hair, and the slight roughness left by the razor cut. She kissed his jawline, and then his neck, and especially the join of neck and shoulder, feeling him tremble. She smiled against his skin, and then nibbled at his mate bond.

His arousal flooded her through their mate bond at that. She smiled again, and then looked up at him. “Time for clothes off, don’t you think?”

He didn’t answer, just stripped off his sweatshirt, and then his jeans — and he wore nothing beneath them. She paused taking her own boots off, to look at him, letting him feel her pleasure. Forget the nonsense about women not being visual creatures, she thought. Who the hell came up with that farce?

“Pay attention to what you’re doing,” he said severely. “You’re falling behind.”

She laughed at that, and stood up to shimmy out of her own jeans, and the brief thong beneath them. Because she wasn’t a complete hussy, she thought, laughing.

Well, yes, she was, she admitted. Always had been. But especially with this man.

“Bed,” she said, and tugged him to it, stripping back the covers. “Bedtime.”
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