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Book 2 in Wolf Harbor Rescue

How do you confront your fears when they are all in your head?

The email had been clear: Cujo Brown needed to return to Monte Carlo now. It wasn’t going to be all that easy to get away from Hat Island. The pack — and especially his Alpha — needed him. And he didn’t want to admit it, but he needed them. Needed them a lot. He stopped that kind of thinking immediately. There be dragons, he thought whimsically. His wolf snorted in his head. Cujo grinned.

His mate slid her arms around his shoulders from behind. Cujo blanked his screen hastily. Olivia pulled back. “If you don’t want me to see your email, just say so,” she said frostily.

Cujo considered her for a moment, then he slowly smiled. “How would you like to go with me to Paris?” he asked.

She stared at him for a moment. “Get off this island?” she asked with growing excitement. “Do you know how badly I want that? Cujo I’ve been going crazy here! Confined to one square mile when I’m used to traveling the world? Of course, I'll go to Paris!”

Then she looked at him suspiciously. “Why are we going to Paris?”

Cujo shrugged. “Some business to take care of,” he said vaguely. “And a vacation. We deserve one, don’t you think?”

She kissed him fiercely. 

He guessed she did.

Cujo pictured her at his club in Paris and grinned. Yes, he thought. They deserved a vacation like that. For a moment, he hesitated about taking her. Too late to back out now — she’d kill him. But really? How much danger could there be in a trip to Paris and Monte Carlo?
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Thursday, Oct. 12, Hat Island, Washington

Cujo Brown woke up in a cold sweat and worked to slow his rapid breathing. Another nightmare. He closed his eyes briefly. Had it been his nightmare? He thought so, but it could have been his mate’s. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d shared her nightmare — or she’d shared his.

He looked down at her. Olivia Trainer was sleeping soundly, curled up against his shoulder. Such a tiny thing! But formidable. He grinned at that. No, it didn’t look like it was her nightmare. She got them. After the last 15 months of her life? It was a miracle she wasn’t curled up in fetal position somewhere.

She was stronger than he was apparently. He shook his head briefly, then eased out of bed, not wanting to wake her. After pulling on some sweatpants, he walked out onto the porch of the small cabin they shared and breathed deeply. He could smell the pine trees and salt air from the ocean. The smells comforted him. They reassured him that he was here on Hat Island in the Puget Sound, not at a hotel in Istanbul.

In the nightmare, he’d been in Istanbul. All of the events since then had been fake, just another imaginary world the voice in his head had created to jerk him around. He still didn’t know for sure how long he’d been in Istanbul at the mercy of that voice.

Call it what it was, he told himself. A spider. A wolf shifter who could create links in another’s mind that mimicked the bonds that were already there. The spider — one of the Vuks — had created links in his mind and in Olivia’s. From there he’d planned to leap into others of the Hat Island pack.

Alpha Abby Stafford had snapped those links.

And I killed that bastard, he reminded himself. He’d blown his head off in Russia. And yet, he could hear the echo of laughter in his mind. Was he really dead?

He was, Cujo told himself, as he started out to run the perimeter of the island. He visualized the scene one more time: He’d been left at the plane to protect Abby when two of the Vuks showed up. Not the Vuk heir, but his Second, and his third — the spider — and some guards. He’d killed them all, all but the Second. Abby had killed him — with her hands. He grinned briefly. She’d called it icky.

Well, when you grabbed a man’s balls with your shifted hands and pulled them off, it was icky, he supposed. He’d never done it that way, himself.

So yes, the spider was dead. The voice in his head, the laughter he heard in nightmares like tonight? They were just nightmares.

He felt someone on the bank above him, and then a shadowed man came down and joined him on the beach. Cujo glanced at him — Jake Lewis, pack Second. “Nice night for a run,” Jake said conversationally.

Cujo snorted. “Are you out here because I am?” he asked. “Or are you running from your own nightmares?”

“The second,” Jake admitted. “Actually, I’m running so that I don’t go across to Seattle and tear that bastard apart.”

That bastard was Akihiro Tanaka, Alpha of the Tanaka pack in Seattle, the largest pack in the world. An urban, modern pack, people called it. Maybe so, but Tanaka was 187 years old, and mate to Abby Stafford, who had been a shifter for just months. It wasn’t going well.

And truthfully, Jake Lewis might be the only person who could take Tanaka on and win. Probably couldn’t take Tanaka and his pack Second Haru Ito on successfully, however, and that might be the only reason he hadn’t killed the man last night.

Had it only been one night? No, two nights ago.

It worried him how disoriented he got. He lost track of time, just as he had in Istanbul.

There were many ways to torture a man, and not all of them involved physical injury. Sleep deprivation, sensory deprivation — in some ways, they were more effective than physical harm. Sensory deprivation was especially hard on a shifter.

Cujo knew he was no saint. He’d used interrogation techniques in the past — and this hadn’t been the first time he’d been interrogated either. But these had been shifters torturing him, and they knew exactly what to do to a shifter. They’d planned to break him, then turn him into a berserker wolf on leash to someone — a Vuk. On leash to the spider, he thought. He shuddered.

“Cujo?” Jake said quietly. “Did I lose you?”

“A bit,” Cujo admitted. Jake Lewis had been a lieutenant colonel in the Marines. Twice, actually. He’d retired once, then reinvented himself as shifters did, and went back in for another 20. Retired again as a lieutenant colonel and came out here to take on the Wolf Harbor serum project as security chief — following Cujo who had resigned to search for his missing mate.

But Jake had been in some hellholes himself, and probably had the nightmares to show for it. 

“I do,” Jake said absently.

Cujo sighed. He tightened his mental barriers. All of the pack members closest to Abby got that bleed-through at times. Usually during times of high stress, or when Abby was in trouble. And damn, that woman got herself into more trouble!

Jake snorted.

Cujo supposed he got that thought too.

“So Tanaka?” Jake began. He paused for a moment. “That’s more your world, than mine. I never was interested in those kinds of games.”

Cujo grimaced. Jake meant BDSM. And yes, they were more his thing than Jake’s. Two nights ago, Akihiro Tanaka had used a snuff hood on Abby to force her into having sex with two strangers — she hadn’t even known they weren’t alone. He hadn’t gotten her permission. Hadn’t given her a safe word. No, he’d drugged her with a mega dose of roofies, and.... He shut down those thoughts, or he’d be on a boat to Seattle with Jake. Those weren’t the rules he played by! Weren’t the rules in any of the clubs he’d played in — all over the world.

But they were the games very rich bastards played when they thought they were above the rules — above the law. The kind of slavery that Jedediah Jones had sold the made-wolves of the Wolf Harbor Resort into. Cujo had rescued his own mate from one such slaver just months ago. And he’d found some of the others since then. Abby Stafford had given him the orders — find all the women and bring them home.

The women had been test subjects in the serum project run by Stefan Lebenev at Wolf Harbor. The theory was that if the serum could change human women into wolves, then it could help young shifter girls go through first shift successfully. Stefan had been right, Cujo acknowledged. Instead of facing an 80 percent death rate, shifter girls were getting through first shift! It felt like a miracle, one that could save the shifter species.

But those human women who were now shifters? They couldn’t go back to their old lives. The main grant funder, Jedediah Jones, had volunteered to take them for a rehabilitation and integration program. Stefan had agreed.

And God help him, Cujo had gone along. He knew what kind of man Jones was! But he’d put the good of the species above the good of the individual. Or so he’d told himself. It sounded better than he’d just looked the other way.

Then Stefan handed over Olivia Trainer to Jones in spite of Cujo’s protests that she was his mate. Lone wolves can’t have mates, Stefan had said impatiently.

Political truth, not biological truth.

For over a year, Cujo had experienced what his mate was going through at the hands of Jedediah Jones, Elliot Bastion, the man Jones had sold Olivia to, and Bastion’s friends and customers.

He would never be the same, Cujo admitted. He’d learned empathy — and quite frankly, empathy sucked.

So here they were, rescuing some of the made-wolves of Wolf Harbor from the corrupt and depraved of the world, only for their own Alpha to experience the same thing at the hands of her mate?

What the hell? It had been rape, pure and simple.

Abby had blasted them all — Tanaka and his two guards — with that powerful mind of hers once she realized what was going on. Gave them all a massive headache — knocked the guards out, actually.

Cujo had forced Haru Ito to let him in the bedroom at that point. He relived that heart-sick moment when he’d been afraid he’d been too late. He swallowed hard.

“How did the role-playing go this morning?” Jake asked.

Cujo rolled his eyes. “I’ll happily play with Abby anytime, anywhere,” he said. “But truthfully? She thinks it’s all a bit silly. Why play games to get off, when it’s so much simpler just to do it?”

“A woman after my own heart,” Jake said. Cujo could hear the humor and the love in his voice. Pack Second Jake Lewis loved his Alpha with all of his heart. She might have a mate bond with Tanaka, but Abby loved Jake back just as intensely as he loved her.

Shifters weren’t monogamous, although it was complicated. Sex and relationships ran on dominance, just as everything else did among shifters. No one expected a dominant Alpha to be monogamous — polyamory was the most common practice. Even with a bonded mate, a pack Alpha usually had other wives. Or in Abby’s case, partners. Shifters might have issue with her because she was a female Alpha, but the polyamory part of her life was familiar territory.

In another world, Abby would probably have been happy to settle into marriage with Jake, continue to be a professor at Seattle University, and live out her years as a human in love with her husband.

And he thought Jake would have liked that just fine too.

Instead, they were running one of the largest packs in the Northwest, and Abby was the first female Alpha in the New World. Female Alphas might have been common practice once upon a time, but it hadn’t been known in the last few centuries. She was the target of every retrograde Alpha in the Northwest who thought she should submit.

And apparently that included Akihiro Tanaka.

Another man slid down the slope toward them. They were on their second lap around the island. Hat Island is just too damned small, Cujo thought irritably. One mile square — a four-mile run? It wasn’t enough. Not on a night like this.

“Is she asleep?” Benny Garrison asked as he fell into stride alongside them.

Jake nodded. It had been a hell of a long day.

Cujo glanced at Benny Garrison. Benny was probably the most gorgeous man Cujo had ever seen, although Jake Lewis was none too shabby. But Benny’s human Cambodian mother had contributed a light golden cast to his skin, while his father’s shifter genes had contributed height and muscles. Benny Garrison taught the woo-woo classes at the resort — yoga, Thai chi, mindfulness, those kinds of things. And he fought Muy Thai. Cujo always felt like a muscle-bound ox next to him.

“Ahhh,” Benny cooed. “You think the nicest things.”

“Stuff it, Benny,” Cujo said with a laugh. He raised his barriers a bit higher. At least he thought he did. He was tired.

“Shift and run?” Jake asked. Cujo nodded and shucked out of his sweatpants. Jake beat him and headed out. Cujo mentally marked the place where the pants were — although someone would collect them for the pack laundry if he didn’t make it back to get them. 

And then he headed out, a big brown and gray wolf, following Jake’s even bigger gray wolf. Benny ran alongside him, smaller, with more brown than gray. 

Run, don’t think, his wolf said grumpily. Cujo laughed and gave himself over to his wolf.

Then a red wolf joined them, and Abby led them on a follow-the-leader run over the rocks, through the pines, in and around the new housing, through the small downtown that was being built, past the older resort lodge, and even through the kitchen gardens. Cujo ran full-out, but she stayed ahead of them. Well, she was their Alpha, he thought amused.

But when they ran past the quad of cabins where he lived, Cujo dropped off. He shifted on the porch and went inside, intending for a shower.

“I suppose you were with her,” Olivia said from the bedroom doorway. “Did you leave my bed for her?”

“Not in the way you mean,” he said, and he continued into bathroom. “I went for a run. Jake joined me, then Benny. We shifted, and ran, and yes Abby joined in too. You could have come out for a run too, you know. You would be welcome.”

“Right,” she said, dismissing the idea. 

He paused and looked at her. “You are shifting and running every day, right?” he asked slowly. She’d nearly killed herself last summer, trying to starve her wolf, not realizing if the wolf died, she died. She’d wanted her old life back, she’d wailed. He thought she was better now. Not happy, and he fiercely wanted her to be happy. But better.

“Yes, Dad,” she said sarcastically. “I go running with Tom every day. You remember Tom, don’t you?”

Cujo snorted. Yes, he knew Tom. 

Tom McCain had come to the island on vacation last summer. An elementary school teacher from Bellingham, he’d become friends, then lovers, with Olivia. Cujo had him checked out, and he was what he said he was, a shifter of the Bellingham pack, down on vacation. Good enough.

Tom had stayed rather than returning to Bellingham. He was helping with the home schooling for the few families who had small children. Cujo figured he stayed because of Olivia.

Olivia kept throwing him in Cujo’s face. She didn’t get shifter dynamics, he thought yet once again. Was she trying to make him jealous? He thought she was. Was he jealous? He wasn’t sure of the answer to that. Not jealous because she had sex with the man — Olivia was a generous lover, and that was one part of their lives that seemed to go well. Maybe he was jealous because she was relaxed with the man in a way she couldn’t seem to relax with him.

She’d never been an easy woman, Cujo thought ruefully, even in the early days when she was just a human client of the resort, and he was her fitness coach. Prickly, sharp-tongued, bitchy — yes, she was those things. 

And it didn’t matter. He had been infatuated from day one, when she was a frail 73-year-old human woman.

Mate, his wolf said with satisfaction. It was his wolf’s favorite word. His wolf’s grin showed in his mind, and Cujo smiled.

There was silence behind him, so he stepped into the shower and let the cool water wash away the sweat of the run and the last vestiges of the nightmare. He got out, wrapped a towel around his waist and padded out to the living room. The cabin wasn’t large — a bedroom and bath, the living room with a kitchen and dining area. Truth was, they ate most of their meals at the lodge — or at the Beach House. Olivia preferred the Beach House with its white tablecloths and gleaming silver. Beach House was a resort hotel, and it was most certainly less of a madhouse than the lodge at Wolf Harbor Resort.

He glanced toward the bedroom where Olivia had disappeared back into and decided to check his email. He wasn’t up to sparring with her tonight. And something was itching at him. Something beyond the situation between Abby and Tanaka, or the nightmares, or even the problems between him and Olivia. As if that list wasn’t enough? There was something. Something was wrong.

He found an email from his old buddy from his CIA days and grimaced. He would have to read that carefully. And there it was. An email from Kent Frasier, his property manager — his friend. He opened it: I was attacked. Come if you can.

Cujo Brown needed to return to Monte Carlo now. That wasn’t going to be all that easy. The pack — and especially his Alpha — needed him. And he didn’t want to admit it, but he needed them. Needed them a lot. He stopped that kind of thinking immediately. There be dragons, he thought whimsically. His wolf snorted in his head. His wolf thought he could take on dragons if they needed to. Cujo grinned.

His mate slid her arms around his shoulders from behind. Cujo blanked his screen hastily. Olivia pulled back. “If you don’t want me to see your email, just say so,” she said frostily.

Cujo considered her for a moment, and then he slowly smiled. “How would you like to go with me to Paris?” he asked.

She stared at him for a moment. “Get off this island?” she asked with growing excitement. “Do you know how badly I want that? Cujo I’ve been going crazy here! Confined to one square mile when I’m used to traveling the world? Of course, I'll go to Paris!”

Then she looked at him suspiciously. “Why are we going to Paris?”

Cujo shrugged. “Some business to take care of,” he said vaguely. He turned back to his computer and sent off an email to his travel agent to book two tickets to Nice as soon as possible. He cleared the cache and shut down the computer.

“And a vacation. We deserve one, don’t you think?” he said, as he stood up.

Olivia kissed him fiercely. 

He guessed she did.

Cujo pictured her at his club in Paris and grinned. Yes, he thought. They deserved a vacation like that. For a moment, he hesitated about taking her. Too late to back out now — she’d kill him. But really? How much danger could there be in a trip to Paris and Monte Carlo?

He returned her kiss and then swept her up in his arms and carried her back to bed. Bill Mason’s email could wait.

Dress for first class, he’d told Olivia, and she had — a slim black skirt, a cobalt blue sweater, high heels. He wasn’t sure about the last; he wouldn’t want to spend a transcontinental flight in high heels, but they were her feet. He had pulled out a medium gray suit, white shirt and tie. Polished his shoes. They got dusty sitting in a closet. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d worn dress shoes — they weren’t really a Northwest thing.

He called Jake and told him he needed to talk to the Alpha. Then he printed out the travel documents and saw that they were going to have to hustle to make their flight. Jake called back and said to meet them at the Beach House.

Abby was startled when he asked permission to leave, and more startled yet, when he asked permission for Olivia to go with him. “She’s not a prisoner!” she exclaimed. 

Sure feels like it, Olivia muttered through their mate bond.  

Cujo took a few precious minutes to make sure Abby understood the ramifications for why she needed to give permission for Olivia to travel. 

“Permission?” Abby looked at Olivia. “Do you want to go?”

Olivia nodded. “I used to travel a lot,” she said, more politely than her snark through the mate bond. “That’s why I created the Nellie Bly series, really. I’m getting a bad case of cabin fever — Hat Island is a bit confined for my tastes. And...,” she hesitated. “And I need to put my fears of the world to rest.”

“Going with Cujo will do that,” Abby agreed. “He’ll keep you safe. Why are you asking me for permission?”

Cujo snorted. “I keep forgetting you don’t know ‘traditional’ pack life,” he muttered, and then added, “Most packs keep their women close to home. Ask Mei about it sometime. She chafes at it, but she doesn’t leave the Seattle area. It’s forbidden.”

Abby raised her eyebrows at that.

Mei, Olivia snorted. You all think she walks on water.

“Some of it is about safety,” Cujo said, ignoring Olivia’s backchannel snark. “And yes, some of it is a form of purdah. But you’ve kept the made-wolves close to home, too. So I thought I should get permission.”

“You’re not planning to out the shifters to humans, are you?” Abby asked Olivia. Olivia shook her head no.

“Although I guess I already did,” she said with an anxious look at Cujo. 

“Don’t think it counts, since you killed the man shortly afterwards,” Cujo said comfortably. “That’s always been a shifter-approved solution to inadvertently disclosing shifters to humans. Had to do it once or twice myself.”

Abby looked from one to the other, shaking her head slightly in disbelief. “Then go on with my blessing,” Abby said. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. Or rather, don’t do anything Benny wouldn’t do.”

“Did you ever get that list from him?” Cujo asked with interest. “I bet it’s short.”

“No bet.” Abby laughed. “Go on, or you’re going to miss the ferry and your flight.”

Cujo shouldered his bag, and Olivia’s too. Olivia carried only an oversized purse. 

“He made me carry my own bag,” Abby complained to Jake behind them. 

Cujo turned back and grinned at her. And then they were off.

They made their flight, but only because Cujo had expedited check-through coverage. He handed Olivia her ticket; they checked in and checked their bags. Cujo wasn’t sure Olivia’s bag was quite small enough, and he had weapons in his. Properly permitted ones here in the States, but they still needed to go as checked baggage.

And then they were seated in first-class and taxiing down the runway. Olivia looked over her tickets before stuffing them into her bag, then put the bag under her seat.

“I thought we were going to Paris,” she said. “Nice?”

“Paris on the way back,” he said. “But I need to check on something at home in Monte Carlo.”

There was silence, and he glanced over at her, wondering what he’d said now. She was staring at him with her mouth open, her red-lipstick lips making a perfect O. “You have a home in Monte Carlo?” she said with almost no inflection. “Cujo? Are you rich?”

“Enough,” he said out loud. Letting questions hang unanswered drew attention. Bond talk, he added through their link.

Olivia nodded briefly, then said, “Up too early. Wake me if they serve mimosas.” She tipped her seat back and closed her eyes.

He laughed and leaned back as well. He was missing some sleep himself.

You’re a wealthy man? she asked. You rent a home in Monte Carlo? You must be.

He didn’t think of himself as a wealthy man, actually. The image that came to mind was someone older, a businessman perhaps. Akihiro Tanaka for instance, was a wealthy man.

Nothing wrong with Akihiro Tanaka, Olivia agreed. The man’s got it all — looks, wealth, dominance. He can put his shoes under my bed anytime.

Cujo laughed internally. Been a while since he’d heard that phrase. When did you meet Tanaka? he asked.

Haven’t met him exactly. But we’ve all slipped down to take a look at the mate of our Alpha. Well, not my Alpha since I’m not pack. But he’s a fine-looking man. Someone said he’s over 100? Hard to believe it.

Cujo told her about Tanaka’s role as Alpha during World War II when he’d taken his pack into the internment camps and then brought them home again to build one of the largest corporations in America.

Wow, Olivia said. Do you suppose Abby will share?

Cujo thought she was poking at him, looking for a reaction, but he ignored it. He flashed on the memory of Abby trussed up, wearing that bondage mask that allowed the dominant to control her sight, hearing.... He heard Olivia gasp.

Don’t flirt with Akihiro Tanaka unless you mean it, he warned. Unless you’re willing to play, and I mean play as in BDSM. He’ll take you up on it. And he won’t take a refusal lightly.

No, she said quietly. Is that what happened to Abby this week? Is that why you and the others have been so off balance?

He nodded.

I wouldn’t think Abby would be into that.

She’s not, he said tersely. He didn’t ask permission.

She was silent then, and Cujo opened his eyes to look at her. She looked a bit pale. Maybe a trip to his club wasn’t in their future, Cujo thought. Did she realize that what she went through wasn’t the same as a club where people chose to play?

Choice and consent. They were lodestones for him now. He had always believed in them, required them. There were plenty of women who were willing, so why force ones who weren’t? But after the last two years, and all that the two of them had gone through, they were hot buttons for him. He could only guess that they were even more so for Olivia.

Guess? Why did he need to guess or assume? They hadn’t talked about the past much, both of them were the type of people who wanted to put bad things behind them and move on.

Until those bad things came out in nightmares. Or leaked across mate bonds? 

They should talk about it, he realized. Maybe he needed Benny to offer couples’ therapy — and not in a hot tub kind of way.

Although Olivia had been in that hot tub with Benny and Carlos, he remembered with amusement. Back before. That’s how he thought of things. There were his years as a mercenary and CIA agent. Then there was the year as a fitness coach and security chief for Stefan’s serum research — that had been a good year. It had kind of a glow about it in his memories, and when he thought about ‘back before’ it was that year. And then there was the two-year search to find Olivia and bring her back. And now?

Now what was he? It had been several months since he returned with Olivia. He served as pack third, he supposed, although Abby used the term ‘management team’ to the amusement of the pack. The pack called it the ‘inner circle.’ He did what Abby needed done — usually guard duty.

Well he had the skill set for that.

And then Tanaka had hired him as security chief for the World Council now that it was in Seattle. The Council moved to where the Chairman was — so Seattle, now that Tanaka was Chairman. Before that, it had been in Istanbul for 200 years.

And there was Istanbul again. Cujo shunted it aside.

So, he had a job. He had a pack Alpha who leaned on him for security when Jake couldn’t be there. But he was restless. He didn’t know why really.

Because Hat Island is too small for you too? Olivia said through the mate bond. Neither of us are used to being in one place for very long.

Cujo grimaced. He wasn’t sure how much Olivia got of his thoughts. And some of them were under an NDA — a non-disclosure agreement — with folks who took that kind of thing seriously.

And, he thought tiredly, some of his thoughts weren’t fit for anyone to hear — much less his mate who had been through hell herself.

They should talk about that too.

And he still needed to think about going to the Paris club. He needed to find someone — to track down a rumor he’d once heard in Paris about a high-end player, Master Lobo. He thought it might be Tanaka. He needed information, and maybe the club would prompt some conversation between him and Olivia. He considered that. A negotiated contract for an evening?

An idea started to take form.

The flight attendant came by then, and they did have mimosas. She smiled at Cujo, but she wasn’t rude to Olivia either. They took mimosas and croissants. Flying Air France had its advantages.

So you don’t see yourself as a wealthy man? How do you see yourself? Olivia returned to their previous conversation.

He shifted uncomfortably. Maybe he didn’t need to talk to Benny Garrison for psychotherapy, he could just talk to his mate. As a dangerous man, he said finally. A dangerous man with lots of ill-gotten wealth.

If you can rent a place in Monte Carlo, I guess so.

Have you been there? he asked. He ignored the word rent, and then grimaced. She’d learn sooner or later. I own a place, he said, stressing the word ‘own.’ Monte Carlo is a good place to invest ill-gotten wealth. One of the best actually.

There was silence again, and he opened his eyes to look at her. She was staring at him. He shifted uncomfortably, and then abandoned the bond for conversation. “Have you been to Monte Carlo?” he asked out loud. “Or Nice?’

She shook her head. “No, I’ve been France. I like it there,” she said. “But Cannes is as far in that direction I’ve gone. I spent more time exploring the Paris-Madrid corridor.”

“For one of your books,” he said. Olivia wrote a series of children’s books featuring a Husky named Nellie Bly who was off to the see the world just as her human namesake once had. He loved them — as did most shifter children, he was told. They saw Nellie Bly as a shifter undercover. Which reminded him of Olivia’s son coming out looking for her. He told her that story through the bond.

You let my son believe that Tanaka was a slightly befuddled old man whose employees were grateful that they had something to occupy his time with? Olivia sounded astounded.

He grinned. Most fun I’ve had in a long time, he admitted.

She laughed out loud, and then he got her talking about the other places she’d gone and where she wanted to go next. She was still talking excitedly about Morocco when the flight attendant brought them lunch.

After lunch, she snuggled up against his shoulder, and went to sleep. Cujo tightened his filters as best he could — it wasn’t easy on the mate bond when they were in physical contact — and thought about what he’d just learned. No wonder she was snappish! She had as bad a case of cabin fever as he had ever seen. Here was this woman who had been on her own, traveling for large chunks of the year before retreating back to her home along the California coast to write. And Stefan had plucked her out of that and turned her into a shifter, and then blithely handed her off to Jedediah Jones.

Cujo hadn’t seen it either. Yes, she’d been a frail 73-year-old woman when he first met her. Easy to think of her as nearing the end of her life. He’d been horrified at how old all of the test subjects had looked, how frail they were. But that wasn’t how she’d seen herself. She’d been still living a great life, traveling and writing. She owned her own home. She had a son who she didn’t see all that much of but stayed in touch with. She had grandchildren and great-grandchildren who she delighted in sending gifts to from all of the places she visited, as well as copies of her books.

Wolf Harbor had taken all of that away from her. And Stefan hadn’t even thought about it.

And he was no better, he thought grimly. They’d been living together on Hat Island for most of the last three months, and he hadn’t asked her where she had been? He’d read her books!

Cujo blew out a breath of air through pursed lips. He needed to do a better job of taking care of his mate, he told his wolf. The wolf whined. He assumed he knew what she needed, and he didn’t. A revelation, he told himself. And not a pleasant one.
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Chapter 2
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Saturday, October 14, Paris

They had an early-morning layover in Paris — really just enough to walk down the concourse and board the smaller plane into Nice. They stopped at a coffee stand to get coffee and stood side-by-side at a small table to drink it.

There’s a man staring at us — at you, Olivia said suddenly. Do you know him?

It startled Cujo that she would notice someone before he did. He was usually more aware of his surroundings.

Women learn to be aware from an early age, Olivia said. By the time you’re my age, it’s practically hard-wired in.

He supposed that was true. Being in the grasp of a slaver for a year had probably increased her hyper-awareness. And paranoia. He felt her indignation. Easy, he said. In my world, paranoia is a marketable job skill.

Almost unwillingly, she smiled at that.

He took a last sip of coffee and casually looked around for a garbage can. Olivia was right; there was someone staring at them. Someone he knew.

“Wait here,” he murmured to her. She nodded and continued to sip her coffee as if there was nothing unusual happening.

Cujo strolled down the concourse to the young man who was leaning against the wall. He was dressed in a suit, although his tie was loosened a bit. His hair was crisply cut short, and he wore glasses. He looked like every desk jockey the CIA had.

Once, he’d been Cujo’s handler. And no, he wasn’t here by coincidence.

Cujo didn’t believe in coincidences, for one thing. For another, Stuart Glenn was based in D.C. like all ambitious CIA staffers were.

“Fancy meeting you here,” Cujo said dryly, and held out his hand to shake as if they were two old acquaintances meeting by chance in the Paris airport.

“Cut the crap, Cujo,” Stuart Glenn said. “Who’s the lady? Bit young for you, isn’t she?”

Cujo stilled at that question. The two of them looked right together. But Stu knew he was in his 60s, and Olivia looked half that. “Part of my retirement plan — wine, women and song,” he said lightly, adding, “My fiancée.” 

“Congratulations,” Stu said automatically. He studied Olivia a bit longer, then got to the point. “We need you to do a job. A courier job.”

“I retired,” Cujo said, and he turned to go. 

“Don’t be an ass,” Stu said. “Walk with me.”

“Not out of sight,” Cujo said. “And we’re on a tight clock. So deliver the message you came all this way to deliver and let me tell you no, so we can get on our way.”

Stu started moving in a slow circle around the circle of eateries and shops. Most of them were closed at this time of the morning — but the coffee shops and newsstands were doing a brisk business. “I was already in Paris,” Stu said. “We had a courier go missing, and I flew in two days ago for triage. Got a call yesterday. Someone spotted your name on the watch list. You were headed this way. I was told to intercept you and convince you to take this in for us.”

Cujo noted the lack of details — like what and where? He didn’t expect any different. “And I’m telling you again, I’m retired.”

“You know better than that, Cujo,” Stu said tiredly. “You don’t retire from us. Did you really think they were going to just let you walk away?”

Cujo wondered when Stu last got some sleep? And what in God’s name had someone been thinking to send him away from his desk? Stuart Glenn had multiple degrees from prestigious universities. He had zero field experience. Even Paris was a stretch.

“Well, yes,” Cujo said, belatedly responding to his question. “That’s how it works, right? You resign and get on with your life.”

“I must say, retirement does agree with you,” Stu murmured, taking a closer look at Cujo. Cujo didn’t flinch.

“It does,” Cujo said with a comfortable laugh and a glance toward Olivia. “It really does.” He turned to walk away. “Tell your bosses no for me, OK?”

“I’m afraid it wasn’t meant as a question,” Stu said. “What happened to Jedediah Jones, by the way?” Cujo stilled.

“Did something happen to him?” Cujo asked. “I completed my rescue, pocketed my fee, and went back to enjoying razor clams on the docks of Seattle.”

“No one has seen him for a while,” Stu said, and he was watching Cujo’s body language carefully. “Since we shared our information about him with you, we thought you might know.”

“No,” Cujo said. “But if someone took him out, we all owe them a heartfelt thank you.”

“No shit,” Stu muttered. “But we’re calling in the favor for that information, Cujo.”

Cujo considered that. There’d been no mention of a quid pro quo, but Cujo knew how the world worked — and in the shadows nothing in life was free. “Stu, I can’t,” he said honestly. “I’m taking my fiancée to Monte Carlo. I can hardly abandon her there — or here for that matter.”

Stu shrugged. “We could detain the two of you for questioning,” he said matter-of-factly. “That would guarantee her safety until you got back.”

Cujo felt his wolf rise, and he stared at Stu. Stuart Glenn was no fool. He could feel the predatory menace. “Don’t,” Cujo said softly. “She’s not on the table. Not now, not ever. And I’ll hold you personally accountable if someone tries to use her in any negotiation — now or in the future. And I will come for you, Stu. Do you understand?”

Stu nodded once. “Still, we could protect her, if you want,” he said, backtracking a bit. “Or she would be safe in Monte Carlo with that CI you’ve got running your place for you. This won’t take long, Cujo. In and out.”

“Is that what you said to the last courier? The one you lost?” Cujo asked dryly. The CI — confidential informant — he was referring to was Kent Frasier. Cujo had listed him that way years ago for his own protection — protection from the CIA. “Don’t bullshit a bullshitter, Stu. You’ve got plenty of couriers. You’re desperate, or you wouldn’t be waylaying me in an airport. What would you have done if you hadn’t spotted me on the watch list?”

He hadn’t known he was on a watch list, to be honest, but it didn’t surprise him. He wondered what they’d made of all his trips to Europe during the last year? Well, he did own a flat in Monte Carlo. They probably wondered more why he was in Seattle.

“You probably would have had this conversation in Seattle with someone else,” Stu said. “We need your skill set. Yes, we’ve got couriers who could get in. As our last courier proves, it’s getting out that’s the challenge. And you’ve demonstrated your ability to do that for a long time.”

“Retired,” Cujo reminded him. “Rusty.”

Stu snorted and seemed to think that was the only response needed for that comment.

Cujo sighed. Might as well cut to the chase — he had a plane to catch. “Twenty-four hours? In and out?”

Stu nodded.

“What and where?” If it was the Sudan, he wasn’t going.

Stu gestured to the briefcase he was carrying. “This,” he said, and when he named the place, Cujo stared at him. It wasn’t the Sudan, but it was close. And it was worse. Much worse.

Damn it. He was going to have to do the job anyway.

Cujo glanced at his watch. “You’ve got two minutes to brief me,” he said succinctly.

Stu pushed a button on his smart-watch and spoke into it. The pack had tried those for security purposes, but they all had felt damned silly talking into a watch — Maxwell Smart-esque. Well at least it wasn’t a shoe, he guessed. They’d drifted back to using cell phones. For some of the wolves, even cells were newfangled technology.

Cujo? Oliva said through the bond. What’s going on? We’re going to miss our flight.

No good turn comes without a price tag,” Cujo said sardonically. Change in plans. I’ll tell you as soon as I can.

“My colleague will have them hold the plane,” Stu said. “But we don’t have long. It’s been too long as it is. I don’t want to be noticed talking to you.”

Cujo’s eyes widened briefly. This was something big enough that France was assisting? Even more, Air France was. That wasn’t a good sign.

“Go,” Cujo said, all sparring done.

Refugees were on the move — pouring out of Sudan, then pushed out of the neighboring countries, sweeping others up with them. Stu didn’t have to explain how that worked. Cujo knew. But someone, an important someone, had gotten swept up in the flow.

“We think he knew he was compromised, and so he just walked away with some people, and got out of there,” Stu explained. “But now, he’s being held by another armed group, and they’re demanding a ransom. Well, to be honest, I think they’re desperate too, and it's not so much a ransom as money to escape where they are.”

Cujo nodded. “And you’re willing to pay? U.S. government has a policy of not paying.” A public policy that didn’t quite jibe with private practices.

Stu rolled his eyes. “He’s important,” he repeated. “You need to get this cash in there and bring him out.”

“So a rescue, not a courier job,” Cujo pointed out. “The bill just got bigger.”

“And we’ll even pay it,” Stu promised. Cujo’s eyes narrowed. He hadn’t expected that. He had thought this was payment for the favor he owed them. Who the hell was this man?

And suddenly he knew. “Oh shit,” he said.

Stu glanced at him, saw the awareness, and laughed. Not a lot of amusement though. “Figured it out, did you?” he said. He handed Cujo the briefcase, and he took it automatically. “Come on, let’s collect this child bride of yours and I’ll walk you to your gate, just in case there’s a problem.”

Cujo nodded, and they paused at the table where Olivia still stood, sipping her coffee, and nibbling on her croissant. “All caught up?” she said pleasantly. “We’re going to be late, Cujo.”

Cujo nodded. “We’re on our way,” he said. She slung her purse over her shoulder, and the three of them strode down the concourse.

Are you going to introduce me? she asked.

No, Cujo said. And you don’t need to volunteer anything. Or answer anything. I’ll explain later. But he’s not a friend.

OK.

Cujo and Stu made small talk as they walked. It wasn’t far. A grim flight attendant was standing at the gate waiting for them. “Monsieur,” he began, a bit heatedly. Stu pulled an envelope out of his inside suit pocket and handed it to Cujo. “Safe travels,” he said, and it didn’t even sound sarcastic.

Then Stu pulled the flight attendant to one side and started soothing him in perfect French. Cujo handed his and Olivia’s tickets and passports to the other attendant. She glanced at them and waved them on.

First class didn’t mean the same thing on a smaller plane as it did on an intercontinental flight, but they were seated quickly and graciously. The plane was taxiing down the runway as soon as they fastened their seatbelts.

What’s going on? Olivia asked anxiously.

Cujo sighed. Well, it was their own damned fault, he thought. He’d never planned to tell her, and now he was going to have to. When we’re in Monte Carlo, he assured her. I’ll tell you everything.

They reached Nice at 9 a.m. on Saturday, time zones being what they were. Even in first-class seats that was a long flight. They got off the plane, and Cujo picked up the rental car keys at the counter. “You speak French?” Olivia asked as they walked out to the car.

He nodded. “You?”

“French and Spanish,” she said absently, like she was thinking hard about something. He didn’t ask. She’d tell him if she wanted to. Instead he stretched in the warmth of the Mediterranean sun and smiled. Even with that envelope Stu had given him burning a hole in his pocket, he couldn’t help but relax and just enjoy the Mediterranean sun. 

He would never come back here to live full-time, but he admitted to himself that he loved the weather. The air itself was different — it felt different. Colors were different. In the Northwest, the blues had a grayed tone to them, all kinds of blues, true, but even on those rare, bright-blue days, it wasn’t like this. Here everything seemed turquoise, almost so bright it was white at times. The sea, the sky. He sighed happily.

Olivia was smiling at him. “You like it here, don’t you?”

He nodded. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get home to Monaco. I can’t wait to show you Monte Carlo.”

He tossed their bags in the trunk and seated her into the passenger side of the car — it was a small red convertible. Why not? It wasn’t going to rain, not even in October. The drive wasn’t fast; he took the route that hugged the Mediterranean coastline. Even the place names made him smile: A lot of them ended in sur-Mer — on the sea. They were indeed.

So are you going to tell me why we are here? Olivia asked while she looked around in delight. The route had magnificent views.

Well, things have changed, Cujo said, somewhat uncomfortably. What we were here for? I got an email from Kent — the man who manages my place here. He’d been beaten up. Asked me to come.

Is Kent a shifter? she asked.

He nodded. A lone wolf out of Scotland. I don’t know his backstory; he’s never told me. Something sent him running decades ago. I rescued him one night in Paris. Some shifters — in wolf form, the idiots — had him cornered on a back street. I chased them off, took him to my hotel room to heal up for a couple of days. I liked him — he’s very easy to be around. When I offered him a job as my ‘butler’ — house manager — he agreed. But he’s never told me what that was all about. And he’s a submissive wolf. I don’t know if you’ve ever met one. There aren’t many in the pack.

Olivia said she had, actually. She’d been helping teach English to the submissive wolves that had staffed the Beach House for Jones when he’d owned it as his house — and then abandoned them when Abby tossed him off the island. Most of them had elected to stay with the pack.

How had he not know that?

Started while you were in Russia, she said. Jake asked if I could help. And it gave me something to do.

He was silent for a moment. I’m sorry, Olivia.

For what? You’re not responsible for me, Cujo Brown. I’m making a life for myself just fine.

He smiled a bit at how indignant she sounded. A shifter should care for his mate, he said stubbornly.

Take me on a trip like this every six months, and I’ll consider your job as my caretaker done, Olivia said, humorously.

Done. Cujo felt a sense of relief. That was all it would take? Done, and done. He glanced at her. She was staring at him again. He smiled at her, and reached out for her hand, and rested it on his leg. She left it there, and he drove into Monte Carlo feeling better about their chances than he had in some time.

A mate bond didn’t mean they were compatible as a couple. He wanted.... Ah, hell, he didn’t know what he wanted. And that might be the problem, he admitted. But he wanted his mate to be happy. He knew that much. He didn’t know much more than that, but surely that was a good place to start. 

And he didn’t think Olivia was happy. She’d tried to kill her wolf in the days after they returned to Hat Island. She hadn’t realized she would die too — or maybe she hadn’t cared. And then there had been the spider — the spider he had nightmares about had been in her brain too. What whispers had the spider laid there?

Cujo shook his head. He hadn’t asked — he’d gone off to Russia with Abby and left Olivia in Jake’s care. Well, there was no one better, he thought. Jake cared for those in his care. But as the pack lurched from crisis to crisis, he had just assumed things were OK with Olivia, and if they weren’t, she’d say something.

But now, he realized that was stupid thinking. 

What did he know about a relationship? This was the first one he’d had with a woman. With anyone really — Kent was a friend, he guessed. And Bill Mason was, which reminded him he hadn’t read his email yet. Cujo grimaced. Two male friendships, both with men as closed down as he was himself, might not be the best models for how to interact with a woman he cared about and wanted to spend the rest of his life with — hopefully a long, happy life.

And damn it, this job Stuart Glenn had just foisted upon him was going to undo all the good-will this trip was supposed to generate! But he couldn’t see any way out of it. No matter what Stu and the CIA thought they knew, they didn’t know enough.

Damn it.

Cujo glanced at Olivia who was looking around her with delight. He smiled, and relaxed. Things would work out, he told himself. They had time, after all.

Cujo found a parking spot out front of his apartment. Good fortune there. Parking could be impossible. He pulled out his phone and called Kent to let them know they were downstairs. Then he got out of the car and got their things from the trunk. When he turned back, the door was open, but Cujo couldn’t see Kent. He frowned. “Stay behind me,” he said quietly, and he handed her their bags. It wasn’t like she couldn’t carry them, after all. She might look small, but she was a shifter. She could carry him if need be.

He didn’t have a weapon, and he cursed himself for not taking the time to get one out at the airport. Well, he’d make do, he thought wryly, and he shoved his hands in his pockets, shifting them to claws. Not many wolves could do that, and those who could didn’t advertise it, even to other shifters. Shifters were taught early on to be one thing or the other, nothing in between. It was considered a sign of psychosis.

Not that he’d argue if someone called him psychotic, he thought with a grimace. He led the way up the cobbled sidewalk toward the door. 

“Kent?” he said softly.

“Here,” Kent said. “I don’t want to be seen on the street.”

Worrisome. Cujo opened the door wider, and let Olivia go ahead of him. Probably not wise, but she could hardly close the door with both hands full. He made sure it locked tight, before turning to face Kent. He stifled an exclamation. The man still had bruises on his face.

“Yeah,” Kent said. “They really did a number on me. Five of them. Probably would have killed me, but some friends happened along, and chased them off.” 

He smiled at Olivia. “And you must be Olivia,” he said, with charm and warmth. “Cujo has talked about nothing else for a year and a half. I’m glad to finally meet you.”
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