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Leading Them Home

Book 4 of Wolf Harbor Rescue

A Wolf Harbor novel

Hungry for a Home

When newly made shifter men started turning up in Vancouver, the Alpha thought it was a boon — he wanted an army to march against the shifter rulers on the Northwest Council of Alphas. He didn’t ask many questions. He should have.

Now he’s dead at the hands of the Hat Island Alpha, but the young shifters keep coming. Some of them are from small packs or shifter families looking for a better life than the remote regions of northern Canada offer. But some? They were human not that long ago. And now they’re shifters. Clueless about shifter culture, clueless about most everything, really. On top of everything they’ve endured over the past year, the Hat Island pack is faced with the dilemma of what to do with hundreds of these newly made shifters.

One thing is clear. Someone has figured out how to make shifters out of humans. They call him the Pied Piper.

And he’s not done playing his tune yet.
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Prologue
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Saturday, Nov. 25, Calgary, Alberta, Canada

He liked college campuses, and this was a nice one — a large, modern research university in Calgary, Canada, with thousands of students. And among them were the young men he was looking for.

He’d rented an Airbnb in the rural area just outside of town. He had dogs, would that be OK, he asked the landlord? He was assured it was. The place was designed for dogs — a large dog run, even three heated kennels. They’d had mushers stay with their whole teams from time to time, he was told.

Then he dressed for campus — well-worn blue jeans, black ankle boots, a heavy gray wool sweater, and an even heavier jacket. He added gloves, a hat and even a scarf. He didn’t really need all of that. But it was well below freezing, and wandering around without a coat and gloves would look odd.

He knew better than to look odd.

He’d been here for three days now. He’d wandered around campus, seeking the men he needed. He always knew where to find them — knew who they were immediately. He didn’t tell them that, of course. He just handed them a flyer about a Dungeons and Dragons marathon that weekend. Old school, he told them. No electronics. You should come, you look like you’d enjoy it.

He knew what they saw: a Chinese-Canadian student, slightly older than themselves, a graduate student perhaps. Bio-engineering, he always told them if they asked his field. Just the kind of guy who would be running a D&D weekend marathon. They’d chat, and he’d pull just a bit. They rarely said no.

And if they did? He shrugged and moved on. On a campus this size there were plenty of young men who met his qualifications. He’d last been here six years ago, maybe? He had to be careful not to repeat locations in case someone remembered. But Calgary was a large city, and he’d come nowhere near this campus the last time. He’d be fine.

Well, he would be fine if it wasn’t for the men who hunted him.

Last night he and his guests gathered at the Airbnb, and he’d set up the game. Six young men, a mix of ethnicities as was to be expected in a place like Calgary. He liked that about the city. There was a lot to commend about this place. He thought about staying, but he’d been given orders. Be in Vancouver by Dec. 1.

Easier said than done with the hunters after him.

Last night everyone got acquainted, and since these were college students, he offered pizza and beer. Sometimes, he gathered up high school students — those got pizza, but not beer. Beer did make it easier.

His version of D&D was simplified, he explained. They were all to be wolf shifters in the familiar classes: fighter, wizard, cleric, rogue and rangers. There was a war coming — one that would change the fate of the world. Their mission: they’d been hired as a mercenary troop to eliminate the leader of the opposition who would shortly be attending a peace treaty negotiation. Intelligence said he was there in bad faith and would betray them all. And so, he must die first — preferably on the road to the negotiation.

He walked them through building their heroes. He enjoyed this part, actually. At first, they were often hesitant about using their imagination to create a character for themselves, but then they got into it, and their creativity came alive. It was sad really that these days imagination and creativity were not more valued than they were.

He encouraged them to interact over pizza and beer as if they were gathering for their quest in a bar for the first time. It really was a lot of fun.

And then he sent them home, and told them to come at 2 p.m. Saturday. He rarely had anyone fail to show up. But choice was important to him. He wanted them to choose to come on this adventure.

“You didn’t tell us your name,” one of them said as they were getting ready to leave.

He had smiled. “Call me Diogenes,” he said. “It’s a fitting name for a dungeon master.”

This weekend was different from the usual pattern, however. He was going to have to cut it short. His own pursuers were getting too close. Well, he’d roll the dice and then he’d live or die by the results.

It had been an interesting decade. Hard to believe it had been that long. And maybe it was time to quit this portion of the adventure altogether. His first bargain had been with Chen Dao-Zhi, Alpha of the Vancouver pack. But he was dead, had been for six weeks. There was a new Alpha in Vancouver — there were now two packs he’d heard. He knew the name of one of the Alphas, but not the other. Maybe he should pay them a visit. He had to admit he was intrigued.

He’d continued to send the young men to the Alpha in Penticton after Chen’s death. No one told him to stop. He didn’t know what Alpha McKenzie did with them now that Alpha Chen was no longer in place to receive them in Vancouver. It didn’t matter to him really.

His mission was two-fold: let the young male shifters of the family packs and isolated independents know that they were welcome in Vancouver. Talk to the Alpha in Penticton, he told them. He’ll guide you from there.

There were more disaffected young shifters than he’d realized. Most of the packs in northern Canada were isolated, subsistence packs. A lot of the young men yearned for something more. That was compounded by the unbalanced numbers of young men — where were all the young women?

He didn’t know, and he didn’t know who he could ask. Most certainly not the man who had sent him to these shores.

His second task was to identify the young men who could become shifters. Identify them, change them, and send them on to the Penticton Alpha as well.

And that mission had allowed him to roam this amazing country for 10 years. But, Chen was dead. And now so was McKenzie in Penticton. A lot of change in a short period of time.

He didn’t like it.

Two weeks ago, he’d dropped off his last batch at a pickup point that had been long established, and made the call. The phone was answered, but not by anyone he knew — no one knew what he was talking about. That had worried him, so he’d hung around to make sure someone came for the lads. He didn’t know what he would do if no one did, but something. They couldn’t just be abandoned. He shuddered at the potential for havoc that made.

A young woman had come. She’d been driving a dark green Ford Explorer that was reassuringly familiar. But a woman? That was a surprise. His senses told him she was a shifter. After talking to the men briefly, she loaded them up. Then she’d paused, looking around, as if she sensed he was out there.

He’d held very still, and she’d gotten back into the Explorer and driven away. He wondered who she was. So he’d drifted into a nearby town and found a bar and picked up the gossip. Human gossip, but it wasn’t all that hard to know what really happened — if you understood that there were wolf shifters who walked this world unseen.

Mostly unseen.

Apparently, someone had challenged Alpha McKenzie the Penticton pack and won. Bet that old bull was surprised. The new Alpha was a guy named Garrison — now there was a name from the past. Not the same Garrison, he didn’t think, maybe a son. He and his mate had taken over the pack.

The woman in the Explorer was probably her, he decided. 

The drop-off point had been in a small town north of Penticton, a place called Kelowna. He had planned to go to Edmonton next, then down to Calgary — a plan driven by weather more than anything else. It was cold, and getting colder. He didn’t mind it much, but the young men he looked for would be indoors, and harder to reach.

That was when he realized he was being hunted. He wasn’t sure why, or by whom. But he could feel them. Their intent focus on him had caused him to see them on the map in his head, the one which showed him all of the young men he sought. That was interesting, he thought. Usually, the only thing the map showed him were his prey — now the predators who hunted him appeared too.

Maybe because it had been a long time since anyone had hunted him.

And they were going to trap him, he’d realized. If he went to Edmonton, his options were limited where he could go from there. 

He needed to move on from Kelowna. The hunters knew he was there. He couldn’t go west — that was where he’d taken the six young men he’d just turned over to that girl in the Explorer. They’d be looking for a stranger — someone who could explain the disappearance of six young men. He didn’t want to be the stranger they caught.

He studied the map, spread out on the table in the cafe where he’d gotten lunch.

“Haven’t seen a paper map in a while,” the waitress observed. “Everyone uses their phones these days.”

He smiled at her. “A phone map is good if you know where you’re going,” he agreed. “But when you’re trying to study a region and decide where to go next, it’s pretty small.” Truth was, he had never used his phone as a map. It had one purpose only, for the man who held his leash to reach him, and for his other partners in this crazy adventure.

The waitress laughed, and looked at the map. “Calgary,” she said. “Looks like you’re wanting to go east and north. Edmonton is great place, but it’s like one of the ends of the earth. From Calgary you can go anywhere.”

He heard the yearning in her voice, the desire to roam. He wondered if there were women like the men he sought. If there were, they didn’t show up on his internal map.

He thanked her for the advice, ate his sandwich, and left her a big tip. Calgary, he thought. He could go there, stage one last game, and while his hunters were occupied by the mess he’d leave them, he could turn west and make a run for Vancouver.

Worst case, he could to ground in Calgary. There was a sizable Chinese community there. He’d blend in. But he’d been told to return Vancouver, and quite frankly that suited him. His desire to go to Vancouver was almost overwhelming.

He was running out of places he could go, he realized.

Alpha Chen had warned him to stay out of other pack’s territory, especially the Dawson pack which he was going to run into if he went northwest. Chen’s warning, of course, had spiked his curiosity and in the early days of this mission, he’d ventured north to check it out. He got as far as Whitehorse before he realized that Chen was right. He was in pack territory, and a pair of wolves had shown up to ask him his intentions. A visit, he said, no more. A week, they’d asked? And he’d agreed. And he was gone before the week was up.

So, a well-run pack with strong borders. He approved. And he’d stayed away.

Besides, winter was coming. The Yukon was no place to hole up for the winter. But Calgary was on the outskirts of the Castle pack, and they were a bunch of riled up, paranoid crazies. He didn’t want to get near them either — not for long.

He could go a lot farther east. Saskatoon was a pleasant city — in the summer. But wintering there? No, that wasn’t high on his list of desirable places. And there was another problem. Saskatoon had a sizable indigenous population, but very few Chinese. He’d stick out. If he was being hunted, he needed to head back to Vancouver. He could go to ground there, in Chinatown. And the winter weather would be much milder.

He just had to figure out how to get there.

That was when he decided he’d do one more recruitment game in Calgary. It would give the appearance that he was heading east, while he doubled back and went to Vancouver. And he’d leave his converts for the hunters. While they paused to deal with them, he could make a run for it. And if he did it in Calgary, there was a chance that the Castle pack would come after his hunters and not him. He grinned briefly at that. It might be worth setting that up — turn the tables on the hunters.

Really this was not unlike one of the D&D campaigns he ran. That made him laugh.

He hadn’t been far out of Kelowna, when his phone rang. He grimaced. Only one person had that number. Once, there had been four partners. At least that was probably how the Alphas of Penticton and Vancouver saw it. In reality there had been three partners, and the man they answered to.

The Wolf Emperor of China didn’t have ‘partners.’ He had minions. And he was one of those minions. So were Alpha McKenzie and Alpha Chen for all they pretended they were the Chinese Emperor’s equals. They weren’t.

He pulled over and answered the call. He listened to the instructions — be back in Vancouver by Dec. 1. He assured the Wolf Emperor of China that he would be there.

He didn’t bother to tell him about the hunters. The Emperor wouldn’t care. He did tell him about McKenzie’s death, but he already knew that. Diogenes shrugged and headed on to Calgary.

And there was something a phone was good for, he conceded. He found his Airbnb home, made all of the arrangements, and called the owner to double-check about dogs. He was set.

So far, it was all working according to plan. He checked the hunters on his map. They were in Calgary. He wondered how they were tracking him. Did someone else have a map like he did? He’d like to meet him, if so. The Emperor had told him that once the great shifter warlords had used such maps to wage battle against each other. But even the Emperor hadn’t seen one in a long time. Just his. He’d gotten the impression that his map was incomplete, different.

But he hadn’t asked the Emperor questions. One didn’t, if you wanted to live a long life. Instead he accepted the Emperor’s decree and came here to Canada. He was directed to go to Alpha Chen and build an army of shifters.

To do that, they needed young men. His earliest recruitment had been to the disaffected — the restless who were trapped in dead-end locations and situations. Go to Vancouver, he told them. And then, when McKenzie joined the partnership, he directed them there first. Let them get some exposure to the larger world before going on to the big city.

But Chen said he needed more men. The Emperor had told him about Diogenes’ gift, and Chen insisted he use that gift here.

Gift. That wasn’t what he called it, but he supposed it was. He had the ability to see the potential wolf in some men and call it forth. He didn’t know why that potential was there in some, and not in others. He didn’t know why he could see it — Chen Dao-Zhi said he couldn’t. Chen had never heard of it before.

But calling forth a wolf in someone who didn’t even know shifters existed was complicated. He’d never done that. What he’d done before was.... He shook his head. Live in the now, he told himself. He tried to think of his life as having started when he stepped off the plane in Vancouver 10 years ago. It was better that way.

So he bore the news to all the small groups of shifters, and dear Lord, this New World had a lot of them! Did people really understand just how many shifters there were out here? New World, he thought with a roll of his eyes. Hardly new to the indigenous tribes who had called this land home for millennia. It wasn’t new to him, either. He’d been here before — a century ago, now.

He’d found that he had to open up the potential shifters’ minds to the possibility of a wolf first. Then lower their resistance, and call the wolf forward. Once the wolf presented itself, it was hard to deny that shifters existed. What happened after that, he didn’t know. That was McKenzie’s job, to teach them how to be a shifter. And it was Chen Dao-Zhi’s job to make them into his army.

He didn’t know what the army was for. He thought Chen Dao-Zhi was bonkers, to use a word he’d picked up from the young men he gamed with. And John McKenzie was an ambitious old fool. What did that make him, he thought bemused, to partner with men such as them? A credulous seeker? He didn’t even know what he was seeking. Something.

Or someone.

He looked at the time, and shook his head to chase away the memories and the foolish thoughts. He fixed himself some lunch, and then cleaned the place thoroughly. He’d be leaving in a hurry, tonight, and he wanted as few traces left behind as possible.

It was cold, too cold to even snow. He frowned. Even with heated kennels, he couldn’t just leave them. He’d have to watch, just as he had before. Maybe he’d even get a look at the men who hunted him.

Although his map told him all he really needed to know. There were two of them, and they were on his trail.

Still, he couldn’t abandon these young men. He always felt connected to them — for a while at least. Until someone else took them on, and then he reluctantly let them go. It was not good for a wolf to be alone — especially these bewildered new wolves. They needed an anchor.

He ordered more pizza, and picked up more beer. Today he’d also add the peyote smoke. The indigenous people of this land had used it for generations upon generations for their dreams and vision quests. He honored them by using it with these young men. It lowered the barriers within the mind and made people more open to the possibilities that awaited them there.

The young men were prompt. They’d carpooled as he’d suggested. Wouldn’t do for a half-dozen cars to be parked here.

They played a straight game until supper. Pizza came, and they ate — staying in character as their werewolf selves. He watched his internal map carefully. Wouldn’t do to get caught unawares by his pursuers. “Do you ever wish you could be a shifter?” he asked casually, late into the game. “I see you all as that, you know, shifters.”

There were some grins at that; one was a pretty lopsided grin, he saw with amusement. They were so young, he thought suddenly. “Would you like to see what I see?”

“Sure,” said the bravest. “Bring it on.”

***
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“WE LOST HIM, BOSS,” Indigo Barnaby said glumly when he called Cujo Sunday evening. “We were so close.”

Cujo Brown walked into the dining room of the apartment he shared with Olivia at Harbor’s Nest. He and Olivia had been cooking dinner together, and this was a call that probably shouldn’t be overheard. “What happened?” he asked.

“We tracked him to Calgary,” Indigo said. “Benny was right. Some of McKenzie’s Lost Boys did have a link to the bastard. But I got to tell you that young guy they sent with us was as dumb as a box of rocks. Dear God. Anyway. So, the Pied Piper must not have gotten word of McKenzie’s death, because he requested a pick-up in Kelowna. Jessie went to get them, and we followed. But he went to Calgary, and we lost him, because that’s a big-ass city. Will — our ‘guide’ — could tell he was there, but not exactly where. So, we figured he was renting an Airbnb — he has before — and we went into their database.”

“You what?”

“Well, we called Carlos, and he went into their database,” Indigo clarified.

Better, Cujo conceded. Indigo had been on the first submarines in World War II’s Pacific Theater and liked technology. But hacking? Carlos Mendoza, on the other hand, was a 20-something shifter who liked computers. He’d set up the security for Girls Who Howl, and so far so good. “Go on,” Cujo said.

“So Carlos pinpointed the likely rentals, and we went to check them out. And we found where he’d been all right.” Indigo sounded frustrated. 

“He’d already gone?” Cujo asked.

“Yes, and left us six new shifters in wolf form in kennels.”

Cujo whistled. “I take it you handled this without a first-rule violation? You aren’t asking for help cleaning this up, are you?”

“Nah, boss, we’re good,” Indigo assured him. “Will does have his uses. He stayed with the pups until we could go to town and rent a van. We loaded them all up and took them to Jesse. And left Will there too. He said he’d help them adjust. Boggles my mind, that guy, but he was really good with them on the drive. Trust me, you do not want to drive 500 miles in a van with six wolves. They were freaking out — who can blame them? But Will just sat back there and soothed them, while Tim and I took turns driving. We ran inside and got hamburgers twice. Those were some big-ass wolves, too.”

“They never shifted back to human?” Cujo asked, troubled. That was part of first shift — not just to become a wolf, but to become human again.

“Yeah, they did, but Will kept it simple — I doubt he could get complicated about anything — and explained. And then he had them shift back to wolf. Six hyperventilating wolves were bad enough, he said. Six panicked, naked men was worse. Hard to argue with that. But I think they were still drugged somehow. It took a while for them to come out of that.”

“So the Pied Piper just abandoned them?” Cujo was outraged by that. 

“Will says he thinks he was still in the area,” Indigo said. “I think he kept watch to make sure we found them. The guys called him Diogenes, by the way. And his modus operandi was the same — a Dungeons & Dragons game spread over two days. Having them stay in character as werewolves. Then some kind of incense — I think it was peyote, actually — and then he asked if they wanted to see the wolf inside of them. And they changed.”

“They aren’t picked at random,” Cujo said. “Stefan is sure that they have to have a latent gene for shifter. He’s sending a team up to Penticton to run some tests.”

“Probably,” Indigo agreed. “But he knows we’re after him, Cujo. He has some way of seeing us coming, I think. And he has some way of seeing those with the potential to become shifters. I think he’s got one of those brain maps like the Alpha, but it sees prey and predators.”

That was interesting. For all of Indigo’s down-home, aw-shucks language and mannerisms he was as shrewd an operator as Cujo had ever seen. He and Timothy O’Brien made a good team. Tim was a veteran — Irish army — as well, although he was more of a Boy Scout than Indigo was. More than Cujo was too, for that matter. And sometimes it was good to have someone who would put the brakes on.

“Do you want us to continue?” Indigo asked. “I think we’re just pushing him to take more clusters of young men, quite frankly. From our interviews in Penticton, I don’t think he was doing them this fast before we started pursuing him.”

“No, I need you back here,” Cujo said. “We’ve got the World Council meeting coming up. And I’m going to need all hands-on-deck — and more.”

“Fine with me,” Indigo said. “It’s bitter cold up here. And I could use a Thanksgiving dinner.”

“Go see Mom,” Cujo said with a laugh. “That’s as close to a Southern-style Thanksgiving as you’re going to find in the Northwest. And then get your butts down here.”

“Will do, boss,” Indigo said. “Tell your mom we’re on our way.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

[image: ]




Monday, Dec. 15, Seattle

Cujo propped himself up on one elbow to watch his mate dress for work. He was being lazy. He needed to get up and head into the shower too, even if he was just floors above his office in the Tanaka Towers, and Olivia was his boss.

They’d moved into an apartment in Tanaka Towers when Olivia took the job as director of the World Council of Alphas — or World Council for Reconciliation and Peace, if you were talking to a human government official. It was a very nice apartment, Cujo conceded. The living area had windows that wrapped around two sides, one faced Mt. Rainier and the other faced Puget Sound. He might prefer Olivia’s apartment at Harbor’s Nest, or even the cabin on Hat Island — this building gave him the creeps, sometimes. But this apartment had a big bed which he was currently lying on, and it had Olivia. That was all he really needed.

Olivia gave him an uncertain half-smile, as if she was unsure what he saw so he opened up their mate bond and let her feel his pleasure and arousal. She rolled her eyes.

“I fail to see how you can be aroused by me putting on moisturizer,” Olivia said dryly.

“What’s not to like? A beautiful naked woman running her hands all over her body?” he asked, and his voice was husky with arousal. “You luxuriate in it, in the touch, don’t you?”

She considered that, as she turned to the mirror and started to dress. He liked this too. She had such a precise routine for getting dressed — panties first, left leg, then right. Then her bra. She didn’t need one really. Shifter genes had seen to that, but he suspected she hadn’t needed one before.

She was such a small thing. She was barely 5 feet tall without the high heels she always wore. Small boned. She had such a forceful personality it was easy to overlook just how delicate she was.

She glanced at him over her shoulder. Her shoulder-length dark, almost black, hair formed a peak in the center of her forehead, giving her face a heart shape. She looked sweet.

She wasn’t. He liked that about her. She was a tough, smart woman.

“Cujo, stop it,” she said crossly.

“Stop what?” he asked innocently. He knew. He could feel it through their bond, see it in the flush spreading across her cheeks and chest. His arousal at watching her was turning her on. He visualized stripping off her underwear, and taking her back to bed, sharing it with her through their bond.

“Cujo!” It was more of a wail now. He grinned and lunged for her, sweeping her up and dumping her on the bed. He carefully stripped off her lingerie, because Olivia liked expensive stuff and tearing it wasn’t cool. This set was silk, and a pink color that matched her nipples when they were aroused. He bent over and sucked on one, until she arched against his mouth.

He grinned against her skin, and nibbled his way down her belly. He could taste the moisturizer mingled with the taste of her. Her hands clutched in his hair to guide him. He’d just reached the dark curls that covered her pubic area, when his phone rang.

“Don’t you dare stop,” she threatened.

“Wasn’t planning on it,” he murmured, tasting her, stroking her with his tongue as if he had all the time in the world.

The phone stopped, and Cujo relaxed, his attention fully focused on the woman’s body spread out for his pleasure. He nibbled a bit, and felt her arch against it. Just a bit more, and she’d come.

The phone rang again.

Cujo raised his head and stared at it, as if by will alone he could make it stop.

Olivia wrapped her legs around him, and pushed his head back to her. “More,” she said huskily. “Please, more.”

Cujo snorted at that, and bent down to her again. It might have sounded like pleading, but he knew better. That was a clear order.

The phone stopped. Then started again. This time, Olivia’s phone went off too.

And they were not in sync.

“From now on we leave the damned things in the living room,” Cujo growled. He rested his forehead against Olivia’s belly.

He could feel Olivia’s laughter, and he grinned.

“Stop fooling around, then,” Olivia ordered. “And get the job done!”

“Yes, ma’am,” he drawled.

“Cujo! Answer your damn phone!” Tanaka pack Second Haru Ito shouted from the hallway outside their apartment.

“Busy!” Cujo hollered back before raising up and plunging into his mate’s body.

“Cujo Brown! Get out here. There’s an emergency.”

There was always an emergency, Cujo thought sourly. And it always ended up on his to-do list. 

“You heard the man, Haru,” Olivia said loudly. “He’s occupied right now.”

Cujo grinned at her and thrusted again. She guided him with her hands and legs, and he could feel her climax building. Handy thing, that mate bond. He timed one last thrust so that their release came together. He let his weight rest on her for a moment, and then lifted himself up on his elbows, and bent down to kiss her. “Good morning,” he said huskily.

Olivia’s laughter pealed out. It was such a good sound to hear. There had been a time not that long ago, when he’d been afraid she’d never be able to laugh again.

He hadn’t been sure he would laugh again either.

But here they were, loving and laughing, and living a good life. “I love you,” he murmured in her ear. 

“Good job,” Olivia approved. “Say it early, and then you don’t have to worry you’ll forget.”

He chuckled. He’d promised her he’d tell her he loved her daily if she wouldn’t leave. It wasn’t easy to be vulnerable. But he did it. He’d do a lot more than that to keep this woman happy and in his arms.

She kissed him, and then rolled out of bed and headed to the shower. “I love you too,” she called over her shoulder, before picking up her panties and tossing them into the clothes hamper. He shook his head. She’d only had them on for a few minutes — they were hardly dirty.

Damp, she said through their bond. You made my panties wet.

Cujo grinned at that. And when his phone rang the next time, he answered it. He was in a good mood. A very good mood.

The good mood didn’t last long. He glanced at the readout. Why was Gerard Gauthier, Alpha of the Vancouver pack, needing to talk to him this badly?

“Good morning, Alpha,” Cujo said. “What brings you to call this early?”

“You need to answer your god-damned phone, Cujo,” the man grumbled. “We’ve got a crisis up here. I thought you put that damned Diogenes out of business. He just dumped six wolves on my lawn.”

Cujo’s good mood vanished. “Did anyone see them? Do we have a first-rule violation?” he asked sharply. Olivia was coming out of the shower as he said that. She dressed quickly — black slacks, and a black sleeveless turtleneck designed to show off her toned arms. There was probably a jacket somewhere. She liked jackets.

She slid onto the bed next to him to listen. “Olivia is here,” Cujo told the Vancouver Alpha. “I’m putting you on speaker so she can hear. Saves me having to brief her later.”

“A woman director of the World Council of Alphas,” Gauthier said. “Who would have thought it?” There was a pause, and then he added hastily, “I’m all for it, of course. Doing a good job, I hear.”

Cujo smirked at Olivia as she rolled her eyes.

“So tell us what happened,” she ordered.

“Woke up to find six wobbly wolves in the courtyard. They were panicked — not hard to guess why — and they ran for the forest behind us,” Gauthier said. “We were able to corral them, finally. And I got them to shift back to human. So now I have six naked young men who are having nervous breakdowns because 24 hours ago they didn’t even know shifters existed. What am I supposed to do with them?”

“Get them some clothes?” Cujo suggested. He liked the man, actually, and Gerald Gauthier was facing a tough battle as the new Alpha of the Vancouver pack. But he’d interrupted his morning lovemaking for this?

Olivia frowned at him, but he just shrugged.

“Cujo, be serious,” Gauthier said. “I can’t handle six new shifters. I’ve already got a dozen of these once-human shifters to rehabilitate. I’m running a pack that hates my guts. I can’t trust my pack Second to have my back. And now six more of these young men? I’ve half a notion to send them to your Alpha. Let her deal with them. Then maybe you’ll make finding this man a priority!”

Cujo paused, and took a slow deep breath. “Gerard, you listen to me,” he said coldly. “You will not send them to Alpha Stafford. She nearly died two weeks ago helping to defend the World Council from the Wolf Emperor’s attack. She’s still recovering, and you will not make your problems her problems, are we clear?”

There was silence. How quickly they forget, Cujo thought sourly. Make the man an Alpha and a month later he thinks he’s God’s anointed.

“I didn’t realize it was that serious,” Gauthier said quietly. “Is she going to be OK?”

“She will be,” Cujo said, and told himself that was true. “But Hat Island already has a couple dozen of those young men. And we have all the once-human women that Chen brutally changed, and then brutalized.” He shouldn’t have to remind Gauthier that the Hat Island pack was already shouldering some of Vancouver’s problems. Not to mention they had their own survivors of the serum cohorts to deal with.

“And you’re not the only pack to deal with them either — we’ve got them spread throughout the Northwest region. Alpha Hiro has some in Bellingham. Odessa and Hayden Lake even have some. Hell, Posey took some in at Tulalip!”

“What about Tanaka? Cujo, I’m serious. I cannot take them in,” Gauthier pleaded. “And before you ask, I’ve already called Margarite, and she hung up on me. She’s got her hands full too. We need help up here.”

“Explain it to me,” Olivia said. “Why are these six men too much? You’re down to a dozen hold-overs from Chen’s numbers. Jessie and Ryder out in Penticton are dealing with a hundred of them!”

“They don’t have a pack self-destructing in the midst of a major metropolitan city,” Gauthier muttered. 

Which wasn’t quite accurate either, Cujo thought. Penticton wasn’t a metropolitan area like Vancouver, but the pack made up a sizable portion of the city, and it was still reeling too.

Gauthier sighed. “Can Tanaka take some in?”

No, Cujo thought, he can’t. Tanaka had to put down a coup at the World Council meeting and ended up killing nearly 100 men — many of them were his own guards. Not something he was going to share with another pack Alpha. Tanaka could not afford to look vulnerable right now.

“Haru took on a crew,” Cujo said levelly, holding onto his temper. “He’s trying to train them for guard duty. As you probably can guess, it’s not going well. Humans don’t seem to train their young men for the military anymore.”

But then the military wasn’t the path out of poverty like it had been for his generation, according to Jake Lewis. And he would know. The military didn’t want ignorant, fresh-off-the-farm youths. They wanted technicians. Educated people. Officers, not cannon fodder. Hard to argue with that, but what about all those youths with no direction?

“All right,” Gauthier said. “Sorry to be such a whiny mess. But you’ve got to catch that bastard, Cujo. None of us can take any more!”

“I thought he’d stopped,” Cujo admitted. “It felt like he’d finally found out his partners were dead. I figured he’d gone to ground and was living the good life in Chinatown — yours or somewhere else.”

He considered it. “I’m told one of the names he uses is Li — not sure of the spelling. But you could do some discreet checking for me if you would.”

“Right,” Gauthier said dryly. “The most common last name in the whole Vancouver area — something like 10,000 people, Cujo. I’ll hop right on that.”

Cujo snorted. “Fair enough — his first name is Barry, though. That’s an unusual combination.”

“For a Chinese man named Li, it is,” Gauthier agreed. “Plenty of Englishmen have that last name too. And the Li spelling is the eighth most common last name up here. That’s a whole lot of people, Cujo. So anyway, that’s not going to lead us very far. And you need to act fast. This whole region is teetering. We can’t have someone actively trying to destabilize it.”

Truth.

“I hear you,” Cujo said. “I’ll send up a team. But talk to me, Gerard. What do you mean your Second doesn’t have your back?” That was the most alarming thing he’d said, really. An Alpha who had a Second he couldn’t trust was a dead man walking.

Gerard Gauthier sighed tiredly. “So I killed Chen, and became Alpha, right?”

Cujo could hear the quote marks around killed. Abby had left Chen a zombie so that Gerald could do the final blow and assume the pack links. All honor to the man, because he’d done it. Not something Gerard Gauthier had aspired to, but he’d stepped up. Gauthier was an attorney with a prosperous practice, and he would have been contented to stay that way.

The authoritarian pack, however, was real — and nearly 1,000 pack members had liked it that way. It was comforting, he supposed, to be told what to do and all you had to was obey. The whole region was teetering on that divide — authoritarian packs with new leaders who thought a more communal structure was better. Cujo didn’t much care which they chose, personally. He’d be on top no matter what.

Abby got blamed for it all. And she was vulnerable to attack too.

“I’m not likely to forget how you became Alpha,” Cujo said dryly. Gerard laughed. 

“No, I suspect not. So, pack Second Nickerson was dead too — Emily killed him, right? But she didn’t inherit the bond, I think because Chen was still Alpha, if in name only,” Gauthier mused. “So I asked a man I respected who had stayed with Chen in the pack, and he agreed.”

Gauthier had thought he’d left the pack, Cujo remembered. He hadn’t really. Anyone who had actually been declared a lone wolf could have told him that — banishment was painful. Cujo was grim as the thought triggered the memory of his own banishment 40 plus years ago for being a powerful beta wolf. But no one pried into what was going on within Vancouver, and so a lot of families that thought they were banished weren’t.

That kind of isolation was deadly. He added it to the list of shifter problems he needed to get to — probably never, he conceded.

“He lasted a week; someone challenged and took him out,” Gauthier continued. “The new Second is part of the old Chen loyalists, and I’m sure he used some kind of treachery to take down Paul. But he holds the bond. And no one is willing to challenge him. So I watch my back.”

Cujo glanced at Olivia. She was taking notes on her phone. He grimaced. He would have to remember to have her purge them this evening. Olivia, like Abby, had a hard time with oral-only rules.

“Gerard? Did Abby talk to you about the Vancouver pack women they rescued in Penticton?” Cujo asked tentatively, changing the subject. 

Gerard Gauthier was silent, then he sighed, and it sounded defeated. “She told me,” Gauthier said. “I could hardly believe it. Eight families? And no one challenged Chen on it? But then I went to talk to the families. To let them know their daughters were alive, and they could come home.”

Cujo closed his eyes briefly. He figured he knew what came next. “And?” he prompted softly.

“One said he had no daughter,” Gauthier whispered. “Most of the others said they were mine now — they’d been given to the Alpha, and I inherited them with the others of Chen’s household. Only one wept with relief that she was OK, and even they said it would be better if they didn’t come home. Daughters, Cujo! When we, as a pack, are desperately short of women, they callously throw them away? Daughters they raised, and presumably loved. How could they do such a thing?”

“I don’t know,” Cujo said, at a loss for words. He glanced at Olivia who looked horrified as well. 

“I hate these people,” Gauthier burst out. “I hate what they’ve become. Spiteful, backstabbing, nasty people who let their daughters be taken for a brothel without challenging, without regret. Because the Alpha is entitled to do as he wants. Because if the Alpha can do what he wants, then so can the man of the house. Why the women go along is beyond me, but they do.”

“Where would they go if they disagreed, Gerard?” Olivia asked. “It’s all they’ve known. If the woman leaves — goes to Margarite, for instance — she gives up her family and all she knows. And she’s still got a pack bond. Women are trapped.”

This wasn’t good, Cujo thought, troubled. A pack needed an Alpha who genuinely cared for them. Oh, some of the Alphas were abusive, no lie. But he’d never heard an Alpha talk like this about them.

“I know,” Gauthier said. “I practice family law, remember? But Olivia, the women are just as bad! You wouldn’t believe the vipers’ nest of women in Chen’s household. Toxic people.”

Some of them had been a part of the previous Alpha’s household. Seventy years ago, they’d backed Chen when he staged a coup — not a challenge, a coup. Cujo knew the former Alpha, Geoff Nickerson, and he’d met Chen. No way Chen could take Nickerson in a formal challenge. But the pack wanted to return to the old ways — the authoritarian model of a pack. And Chen had promised he would take them there. And for 70 years, he had.

“I’d walk away,” Gauthier continued. “But I love Vancouver as a city. I love its people. And I can’t bring myself to walk away and let 800 shifters self-destruct and take the city down with it. And you know that could happen, Cujo, couldn’t it?”

“Yes,” he said simply. His home pack in Hayden Lake had come damned close earlier in the fall. And that was an isolated pack in north Idaho. In Vancouver? Gauthier was right — it would be catastrophic. He needed to quit jerking Gauthier’s chain and support him all he could. He just didn’t know what he could do.

Well, for starters, Cujo needed to catch Diogenes. But that pack Second situation needed a solution too, and fast. “We’ll be coming up with a plan to catch Diogenes today,” Cujo promised him. “Gerard? If I found someone who might be willing to challenge for pack Second, would you be interested?”

“Yes,” Gauthier said. “But he needs to know what he’s getting into. Or she, I guess. Is it true? Ryder’s mate is also his Second?”

“Yes,” Cujo said, his amusement leaking out. No one more gossipy than pack Alphas. “And she’s running a tight ship out there.”

“Amazing times we live in, Cujo. But yes. Maybe that’s what I need — an outsider to back me up. And Diogenes locked up — or dead. Dead would be good.”

“On it,” Cujo promised. He ended the call, and looked at Olivia. “Breakfast?”

She glanced down at his naked body, and back up to his face. “You might want to dress for it,” she said dryly.
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Chapter 2
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Haru Ito was waiting for them in the hallway, when they left their apartment — professionally attired. Cujo had been right about Olivia; she’d already set out a red jacket next to her black heels, and some gold jewelry. The woman was obsessively organized. He’d come out of his shower and started to pull on a pair of black sweats before he caught her glare and got dressed in black trousers instead. He put on a long-sleeved blue dress shirt and grabbed his leather jacket. Black boots. Really, he could just pad around barefoot — they weren’t going to leave the building, were they?

Olivia took pride in how she looked, and Cujo took pride in her. So dressing professionally wasn’t that big of an ask, he decided.

Haru Ito just shook his head, and didn’t comment as he walked along side of them. He looked like the international law attorney that he was — dark gray suit, white shirt, tie. He took pains to look 60 instead of 180 plus. Or the 35 year old he looked like when he was relaxing on the Hat Island beach.

Being a shifter was all about those disconcerting shifts in perspective, he’d learned long ago. Cujo perfected it himself; he looked early 30s on campus and in the Everett hotel he liked. His former colleagues — humans who knew he was in his 60s — thought he’d had work done. You just had to keep straight who knew you as who.

And wasn’t that a strange sentence?

“You need to stop Diogenes,” Haru said. “Make it a priority. Perhaps that’s something Gauthier should be able to handle, but he’s had about all he can take. And he’s not the only Alpha like that in this region either.”

True enough, Cujo conceded. And one of them was upstairs. Akihiro Tanaka was at the end of his tether too. He was struggling with the aftermath of the attempted coup within the pack, the battle for the Chairmanship of the World Council, and the near-death of his mate. Haru Ito was doing everything he could to keep his Alpha steady.

Cujo gave Tanaka credit, however. He’d gone out to Hat Island every weekend to be with Abby. For a recluse like him, that was quite the gift. But then, everyone was worried about Abby. She knew it too, and unfortunately that increased the burden she was carrying.

Another Alpha barely holding on.

Cujo thought it would be interesting to make a list — an oral list, he thought with a glance at Olivia’s phone — of all the packs that were in trouble right now. Ironically, some of the worst packs in the region had stabilized — Hayden Lake was doing fine now that his father was in charge. He hadn’t heard any disturbances from Kettle Falls, Mattawa or White Swan. Even Penticton and Okanogan were steadying now that Ryder and Jessie were in charge. But the I-5 corridor was a mess. 

He frowned. It was interesting that he thought of them together. He wasn’t sure he knew the names of most pack Seconds. They were the shadow at an Alpha’s back. But Jessie was a force to be reckoned with. He felt like that was significant, but he didn’t know why. He filed it away thoughtfully.

That didn’t even begin to address the world stage. “Has Alpha Smith surfaced yet?” Cujo asked Haru. He shook his head. So did Olivia. Smith had come to the World Council meeting as the Chairman of the Southern U.S. Council. He’d been a part of the takeover attempt — and he’d wanted to kidnap Olivia for the bounty on her head.

“What do we hear out of China?” he continued down his mental list of hot spots.

“Mind your own business,” Olivia answered. “Said very politely, of course. But quite firmly.”

Cujo snorted. Maybe Benny could cough up more, since he’d gone haring off there instead of staying on Hat Island where he belonged.

“Good news, however,” Olivia said as they reached the World Council offices on the fourth floor. “Mexico and South America have invited us to send the serum down to those packs.”

That was good news. The serum would save the lives of countless girls during their first shift. Literally countless — Cujo had heard a presentation a month ago about how there were probably more shifters in the world than they thought.

“You still working with Sarah Johannsen about a census?” he asked Haru. Sarah was 17 years old, but she and the other girls at the boarding school on Hat Island had put together some numbers that were astounding — and led to the discovery of the probable existence of the Pied Piper — Diogenes — or Barry Li, whatever you wanted to call him.

“She and the other girls are doing some interesting work,” Haru answered. “I give them what information they ask for. But truthfully, they’re getting more information through their network online than I would get if I asked Alphas for it. We’re a paranoid, suspicious bunch.”

Cujo snorted. Haru Ito was one of the worst of them. He assumed you had an ulterior motive if you asked him what time it was.

Hiro Tanaka, Akihiro’s nephew and the new Alpha in Bellingham, was managing, but it wasn’t easy. He’d overthrown the Bellingham Alpha last summer when the man had come for Tanaka Towers while Akihiro was in Russia. Hiro Tanaka was the vice president for software development for Tanaka Corporation — you’d think that would be a good fit for a college town. Apparently not. Well, that would just take time. Or if Hiro got impatient, he could let his wolf out. The survivors would decide Hiro made a fine Alpha.

Ayta Vuk, the caretaker Alpha in Odessa, was about to throw up her hands and leave them to their own devices, he’d heard. Carlos Mendoza had gone out there with her after the World Council meeting, and he kept Mei Tanaka informed.

Actually, Mei was his source of information for both her father’s pack and the Odessa pack.

Ayta, a 700-year-old Alpha from the Russian steppes, thought pack life should be communal. The Odessa pack had been as hierarchal as any pack in the Northwest, and apparently, they too liked it that way. He suspected she was training Carlos, intending to dump the pack on him — he came from a neighboring rural pack. But he was only 25. That was pretty young to be Alpha of a suspicious and resentful pack.

Not his problem, he told himself. And that was true. It was no way near the crisis level that would require the intervention of the security chief of the World Council.

He had a couple of other crises brewing, though. Elliot Bastion from Liechtenstein still had a bounty on Olivia. On him too, but Cujo couldn’t even list all the places where he was wanted, dead or alive. So Bastion could take a number, he thought sourly. But Olivia was different. And then Bastion went screaming about wolves to rogue CIA agents, which upped the ante considerably. Something needed to be done about that. He really thought he might toss it at Jake and let him take a commando team of Marines in. Lord knew, Lt. Col. Jake Lewis, and a team of Hat Island wolves with commando experience, could do the job. But that wasn’t going to happen until Abby healed. Right now, Jake didn’t leave her side. Neither did Mei. He chewed on his cheek. He didn’t really understand what was going on there, but he knew that Mei was the reason Abby lived.

They all owed Mei. He should tell her that and watch her freak.

And there was the other issue — a human researcher who the CIA thought had promising leads on the existence of a sub-species who had longer lives and better healing genes — shifters in a word. That was the can of worms he should be going after. He’d originally accepted jobs from Haru because he had connections in the human intelligence community. His focus had been on preventing shifters from being outed to the human world before shifters were ready.
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