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There is trouble in the Okanogan. Benny and Ryder Garrison grew up there, a part of their father’s shifter pack. But their father has disappeared, and the pack has slowly disintegrated — and it wasn’t the most stable of packs to begin with.

The neighboring Penticton pack in British Columbia is causing problems — again — and the Penticton Alpha is thought to be a part of the pipeline that allowed Vancouver to amass a young shifter army. That fell apart when Hat Island Alpha Abby Stafford killed the Vancouver Alpha, but there are still all those young shifters, just waiting for a leader. The whole region is about to go up in flames — just days before the big meeting of the World Council of Alphas in Seattle.

Fix it, Abby ordered. And really, Benny and Ryder are the only two who probably can. Interlopers to the region aren’t welcomed in the best of times.

The region’s mess might be easier to face than their own demons, however — Ryder with nightmares of the Iraq war, and Benny with his growing realization of what the Hat Island pack has done.

Book 8 in the Wolf Harbor universe, Redemption Road follows Girls School.
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Day 156 of the re-emerged Hat Island pack, Sunday, Nov. 10, I-5 freeway

The day was like the day before — and the day before that — misty, overcast, gray. Benny Garrison was grateful, really, because the alternative would be windy, rainy and gray. Such was winter in the Puget Sound. He realized he hadn’t checked what the weather was like in Penticton — or the Okanogan, for that matter — where they were headed.

He was rusty at this — it had been a while since he rode out on a motorcycle with Ryder. Well, Ryder wouldn’t have forgotten to check. For the first time in a long time, Benny relaxed. He wasn’t in charge. He really was just along for the ride. Ryder was in charge, and the guards looked to him. Oh, if he asked something of them, they’d probably obey — all of them had been chosen because they’d ridden with Benny in the past. But they were Ryder’s men, not his.

Who knew his kid brother would turn out like this? Benny smiled, a bit wistfully. Ryder had been a stubborn handful even as a kid. Growing up Native American in the Okanogan region wasn’t easy. The schools were a mix of rural white kids, migrant Mexican-Americans, and members of the Colville tribe — and a whole lot of kids with mixed heritage like Ryder. Of course he hadn’t been Ryder then, just one more stubborn, belligerent George boy.

Ryder’s mother, Naomi George, had been the high school guidance counselor when Benny showed up in the Okanogan schools. And for all of the diversity in the district, a half-Cambodian teen with PTSD was in a category of his own. Benny credited Naomi for getting him through high school in one piece and off to college at the University of Washington where he found his feet.

She was as close to a mother figure as he had. He called her regularly. She accepted that he didn’t come to visit — after all, she thought he was in his 60s, just a handful of years younger than she was. He shook his head a bit. The truth was, he didn’t visit because he looked 25. It was hard to maintain relationships with humans.

But Benny’s father, Tom Garrison, had fallen in love with his son’s high school guidance counselor. They’d married, and at 26, Naomi had decided she wanted a child. Benny didn’t think his father had been consulted, which he had always found amusing.

Ryder looked like his mother. Warm brown skin, dark, almost black hair, stocky and strong. Benny looked more like his mother, a Cambodian woman who died in childbirth. They were actually about the same height — just under 6 feet tall — but Benny was slimmer, more limber. Part of the differences were genetic, but it was also because Benny practiced Muay Thai, and Ryder lifted weights for the upper body strength needed to manhandle a Harley Davidson motorcycle — and his men. Nurture did matter.

Benny followed Ryder out of Everett to I-5. Jessie Nickerson rode pillion behind Ryder, and she looked more comfortable; she had gotten the hang of riding after a long day yesterday. Ryder had been right to insist that she ride with him on that wild trip from Vancouver to Hat Island if she was going on this mission.

Jessie was a concern. An unknown variable in an already complex equation. Well, they’d just have to see what happened.

Benny suspected Jessie didn’t know herself what she would do. She was just following her promise to find her fiancé after escaping from the Vancouver Alpha’s house. That he might have switched sides and was now a member — perhaps even pack Second — of the Penticton pack didn’t deter her. Benny thought it was about having a goal, as much as anything. Jessie didn’t have to deal with what she was going to do with her life — she had a mission: find her fiancé. It gave her purpose. And right now, Jessie Nickerson needed a purpose.

Benny liked her. She’d worked with him at Margarite’s house for the last week, counseling the once-human women who had been rescued from that same pack house she’d escaped from. She needed counseling herself after all she’d been through, but she was holding it together better than most. Benny grimaced. Jessie was 23, a recent college graduate in psychology, whose grandfather had handed her over to the pack Alpha to be a fourth woman in his household. Who did that kind of thing?

Shifters, unfortunately. During a career as an intelligencer for the Northwest Council of Alphas, Benny had been in and out of more pack houses than most — and concluded there were more ways to abuse women than he’d ever dreamed. He’d quit after finding out that the Council used his intelligence to build power, not help the victims. Eventually, he’d ended up in Berkeley getting a PhD in psychology.

Physician, heal thyself, he mocked. Jessie wasn’t the only one who desperately needed the therapy they were being asked to give others.

Not going to think about that, he reminded himself.

The other guards of Ryder’s motorcycle club followed behind Benny, stringing out in the slow lane. There was no hurry. For them, it was just another day’s ride behind the boss.

No hurry, Benny thought with pleasure. Two hours to Abbottsford, and they’d be in Canada. Get lunch there — shifters, like armies, marched on their stomachs — and then head east. Beautiful rugged country along Highway 3, but the road was good. There might be snow, and that was always tricky on a bike. But that was later. Now? Just the road, and the freedom to think.

Although he found he didn’t want to think either. All the questions that Cujo had posed over breakfast this morning, plus all of his own, swirled in his mind, until finally he shut them all down. Today, he would ride. He could think later.

And if he felt like he was running away? Well, it was with his Alpha’s blessing, wasn’t it?

He carefully avoided thinking about what he was running away from.

His wolf whined a bit. Benny automatically reassured him that they weren’t literally running away from anything. No one was chasing them.

His wolf. One of the long list of things he didn’t want to think about. It felt like he was in a constant dominance fight with his own wolf, and that was a sign of impending disaster for any shifter. You lost that fight, and you went wolf. Supposedly there was no coming back from that. There were stories of insanely large wolves in the Canadian forests, smart, fierce, wolves. Wolves that had once been human — shifters. But they went wolf, for whatever reason. Some deliberately. Some because they stayed in wolf form too long. But there was no coming back, once you’d gone wolf.

Except Benny had.

The shifter world celebrated him for it. It had all the feel of the original Iditarod. Benny ran across Russia in wolf form to deliver the news of what caused all the deaths of young shifter girls when they faced first shift, and to call the shifters of Russia to a gathering that would decide the fate of the world.

Great stuff. Except he’d gotten trapped in wolf form for too long.

So, he and his wolf had bargained. Find pack, find the Alpha, friend-mate. Save the stories he was sent to deliver, save the stories of the Cambodian pack he’d been entrusted with decades before, jettison anything else the wolf needed to throw out, and go on.

His wolf whined again, troubled that he had done something wrong. No, Benny assured him. We’re heroes. You’re a hero.

But the truth was, Benny hated to shift now. He was afraid he couldn’t shift back. Just days ago, they’d been attacked, and Benny had shifted to fight. It had taken a command from Cujo to regain control of his own wolf. And he knew his reluctance to shift was causing his wolf to fear returning control to him — his wolf was afraid Benny would never shift again. And his wolf wanted to run. Wanted — needed — that freedom.

Benny couldn’t blame him. Hell, he wanted to run again like that. That was the lure — the real reason shifters went wolf, he suspected. The freedom to run and not be troubled by the world again? He desired it, like an addict looking for his next fix.

Riding a bike like this might be as close to that as you could get in human form.

He grinned. Back on that first trip out with Ryder, he’d experimented with letting his wolf surge to the surface and take control — shared control, really. His wolf had better motor skills, but no regard for things like speed limits or rules of the road. Remember? He asked his wolf. His wolf grinned back at him. Remember, it’s shared, Benny warned the wolf. I do the speed limits, you run the bike. His wolf agreed and surged closer to the surface.

Benny laughed as his wolf steered the bike, and Benny kept an eye on the speedometer and on the others on the road. They experimented with shifting levels of control — playing really, almost a form of tag. They ceded control back and forth, both of them laughing at each other.

This was exactly what he needed. Benny let go of all of his worries — except for speed limits and cops — and sank into the pleasures of the ride.

They ate at a bar in Abbottsford — one of Ryder’s regular stops. A good home-style hamburger with lots of meat, hand-cut fries, and good beer. There was a lot of banter among the men until the food was served. They seemed to ignore Jessie, and she was quiet, staying close to Ryder, as she’d been instructed. Benny approved. She was playing this right. He would have liked to have checked in with her — ask her how she was doing. But she was staking her position as Ryder’s girl — did she know that? — and he wasn’t going to interfere with that message just because he was snoopy.

He grinned as he got back on his bike. He was always snoopy, he admitted cheerfully. It had made him a renowned intelligencer back in the day, and it served him well as psychologist. And having an Alpha who was as curious as he was, was a joy. She had a tidier mind, he admitted. Her questions went onto lists, and often had bullet points. His were more of a jumble, like he tossed them into toy bins to be taken out and played with later.

His wolf sent him an image of a kid’s room with brightly colored bins, overflowing with toys, and a question mark. Exactly like that, he told his wolf. His wolf laughed. Benny grinned. The ride up I-5 had been good for both of them. A shared balance of power. Was that the way forward?

Something to consider. He envisioned tossing this idea into one of those bins, and it made him laugh. Well, they said that those who could laugh at themselves would never lack for amusement.

They slowly went through town, and then merged onto Highway 3. Benny could feel the ride already in unused muscles, especially in his abs used unconsciously for stability on the bike. He didn’t know what Ryder had planned for the night. He hoped it included a hot shower.

Ryder was taking the southernmost route, Highway 3, which had fewer towns, among other things, but it was slower. It was a winding highway that often had deep canyons to one side, and a steep mountain to the other. Taking the curves was a pleasure — Benny let his wolf do some stretches, but the wolf’s confidence in his reflexes made some of those curves a hair-raising experience. They traded off.

This was high desert like the Okanogan, with sagebrush and scrub pines, and the brown remnants of bunch grass, amid outcroppings of rock. But there was also the towering peaks and the canyons with dark forests and at the top, snow. Magnificent country. You could go for miles and see no evidence of human habitation besides the road itself. This land hadn’t changed since the gold miners had first worked their way north. Not since the fur trappers had come from the east centuries before that. 

Except for this road, the tribes who had roamed this land from time memorial would find it familiar. And Benny figured it would stay like this for generations to come. Some things you could count on.

This land was gray, too. Unlike the misty grays of the Puget Sound that played over the ubiquitous greens of the rhododendrons, this gray was dustier, and the browns of rocks and dirt substituted for those evergreen shrubs. He knew Yui could probably tell him a half-dozen different species that he was lumping into rhododendrons, and he was glad of it. Her knowledge, along with Okami’s, made Hat Island a garden masterpiece. But for his purposes, they were rhodies. And here? There was sagebrush instead — which probably was also more than one species, now that he thought about it.

The high desert was colder and drier than the Puget Sound. Benny could feel it on his jaw left exposed by his helmet, and one strip of flesh left bare above his right glove. He grimaced. Rookie mistake. He’d do better tomorrow. He had a balaclava in his pack. He’d need it.

There was wind too. Not enough to make riding difficult, but the cold reached him even through his leather jacket and wool sweater beneath.

It took nearly four hours to reach Penticton. Penticton was a town of loggers and farmers, overlaid with a booming tourism economy. The town sat on a lake that provided year-around attractions, and there was skiing in the winter. It used to be a party town, although Benny had heard it had cleaned things up for an older, more affluent crowd.

Pity. Benny had been up here many times when he’d been in high school. Later he’d been up here for the infamous MC Hammer concert where the street party after the concert got so out of control the local cops had called in the Mounties for help, and they’d eventually had to use tear gas. Benny grinned. Good times.

So while the fancy hotels and trendy restaurants faced the lake, there were plenty of seedier bars along the highway. Benny doubted they’d even bother to go look at the lake, although it was gorgeous. Some of the clearest, deep blue waters he’d seen. No, these men would be looking for a beer. And bonus if the bar had a big-screen TV to watch the game. He was sure there must be a game of some kind — there always was.

This was Canada — maybe it would be hockey. He grinned again.

Ryder pulled into the parking lot of a rather run-down, two-story motel, built in the ‘60s, with doors that faced the parking lot. While Ryder went into the motel office, everyone else stretched and undid their helmets and gloves. Benny stationed himself near Jessie. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust these men to behave themselves with her. They would, especially since Ryder had basically staked his claim. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t be intimidating; they were rough, hard men.

Jessie didn’t seem intimidated, Benny conceded. Well, she’d been through hell. These men probably didn’t even score in the top 10 of her nightmares.

And he was going to see to it that it stayed that way. He liked the men — Trip and Kev, Mucho and all the rest of them. He’d drank with them, fought alongside them, and even fought them. Sometimes a good brawl cleared the head. But he was clear-eyed about Ryder’s Wolves too. They weren’t a bunch of townies out for Sunday rides. They were all men who had a violent past, who couldn’t quite fit in with the norms of society, who had found Ryder and the Wolves to be a way of life they could live with. Much as a different generation of men had found his father in the Okanogan, Benny realized. For all practical purposes Ryder was their Alpha, although Ryder himself looked to their father as Alpha.

And Ryder ruled them with a kind of tough dominance Benny had seen demonstrated just yesterday. He could pound all of them into the ground and had when needed. Some of them more than once. And they were comforted knowing that he was in control of them even if they lost control. Running these men was a brutal way of life.

Benny looked at Jessie, considering her. Watching her and Ryder face off this morning had been revealing. He tried to estimate her dominance, to compare it with Ryder’s. But estimating a woman’s dominance was hard, he’d found. A man? He could size up where they stood with each other in minutes. And he was the most dominant shifter here. He chose to submit to Ryder’s leadership, to place himself under him, but he was the more dominant. And both of them knew it. The others probably didn’t — Benny had always been able to hide his dominance behind a shield of the ‘good-natured playboy.’ It was what had made him an effective intelligencer for the Council back in the day. It was a shield that was hard to set down, even still.

He sighed and shook off the memories. He raised his eyebrows at Jessie. “Doing OK?”

She laughed. “I love it,” she said, surprising him. “That was great!”

The men around them grinned at that. She couldn’t have said a better line to win them over, Benny thought with amusement, especially because it was truly said, and the men could see it. 

“Have to get you your own bike,” he said, teasing her. 

She grinned. “I might like that.”

Ryder came out with a bunch of keys — real keys with large plastic fobs attached. He handed them out to the men. Two to a room, except for Benny who got his own room. And Jessie who didn’t get a key at all. She didn’t look surprised or upset, so Benny assumed she and Ryder had already discussed this when they laid out the plan for the trip.

He considered whether he should offer himself as her refuge. He’d come to like and respect the young woman during the week of counseling those broken women. It was a testament to her resiliency and strength that she wasn’t broken too. 

But this might break her, he feared. What was to come was going to be bad, no matter how it went down. Benny knew that Abby expected him to pass on the intelligence they’d gathered from their attackers, but he hadn’t figured out how to start the conversation. He, Benny Garrison, at a loss for words?

But how do you tell a young woman that the fiancé she loved, and had been fiercely determined to find, was probably the man who had sent those teams of wolves after them — and not to find her either. No, he’d made no effort to find her. She’d searched the whole Vancouver area for him all week since her escape. She’d go off for a morning or an afternoon, coming back grimmer each time.

The bastard. He’d abandoned her. And if he was strong enough to become pack Second in Penticton, then he had been strong enough to sneak Jessie out and take her with him. But he hadn’t. He’d left her there.

Had he known what he’d left her to? Benny considered that. Maybe not, when he left Vancouver after being banished, Benny conceded. But Penticton had been a part of the pipeline that had supplied Chen with his soldiers. By the time he challenged for pack Second, he had to have known his fiancé was going through hell.

Benny was cold-eyed and grim as he thought about why a man would do that. He hoped he’d be the one to take the bastard down and beat answers out of him. It would be a pleasure.

“OK, listen up,” Ryder said. “We all know the bar here. Last Chance. It’s not a bar the Penticton pack frequents. It’s a biker bar. A bar for men like us.” He smiled lazily at Jessie. “And our women.” Jessie blushed and laughed.

“So we’re going to go over there, park our bikes out front, and we’re going to have a good time,” Ryder continued. “But mostly we want to know what’s going on in town? You know the drill. We just went through this in Omak and Okanogan a week ago. Collect the dirt. We’ll figure out what it means in the morning — when we’re sober.”

There was more laughter at that. “So, don’t get into a fight I can’t get you out of,” Ryder said cheerfully. “Don’t flirt with a woman you can’t leave behind. And we’re leaving town early. We’re in Penticton pack territory, and I’m not ready to take them on directly, not yet. So we get up, eat breakfast across the street, and head out. We’ll set up camp down by Osoyoos. That’s outside of Penticton territory, and if they come for us, it’s not far to Dad’s territory where we have backup.”

The men nodded at that.

Ryder continued, “In particular, we’re looking for a newcomer to town. A man named Titus Black, although he may not be known under that name. He looks to be 40, but hard years, weathered, rawhide thin. Given to wearing cowboy boots and hat. He’s Dad’s Second, for those of you who don’t know, and we think he may have been kidnapped and held here.”

Ryder let out a long breath, and the next piece was said to the men, but he was looking at Jessie as he said it, “And keep your ears open for another newcomer, a college boy, Norwegian, 25, named Bjorn Hansen. We need to know all we can about him. We think he might be the new Second of the Penticton pack.”

Jessie met his eyes and nodded. Benny was relieved; at least she knew that much.

“I don’t have to remind you, we’re going into a human bar and we act as humans. That means pull your punches!”

The men laughed.

“All right, you’ve got an hour,” Ryder said. “Get some showers. You need them.”

The men laughed again, good-natured about the insult, and headed off to their rooms. Benny followed them slowly to his own. He felt protective of Jessie, he acknowledged. Benny glanced back at the two of them, who were heading to their own room — the one closest to the motel’s front office. He watched them carefully, worried Jessie didn’t know what she was getting herself into.

But then he caught the expression on Ryder’s face and blinked. Oh, he thought, enlightened. My baby brother is falling in love.

Did he even know?

Benny shook his head. Well, that will add a twist to the drama ahead, he thought sourly. Shit.
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Day 156 of the re-emerged Hat Island pack, Sunday, Nov. 10, Penticton

Jessie surveyed the double bed in the center of the motel room. Somehow she’d always thought motels and hotels were more glamourous than this. She wasn’t going to admit it to anyone, but this was the first time she’d ever stayed in one. Not even as a kid. Her family primarily traveled to see relatives, or to camp out in places like Victoria or Prince George. No motels.

She had to say she wasn’t impressed. The room was mostly done in dirty grays and grayed browns. The bedspread was a weird floral thing where the purple flowers had long ago faded into just another part of the grays and browns. There were beige drapes at the window, the old pinch-pleat kind, and they were limp — one corner sagged.

Ryder looked around too, as if he was seeing it through her eyes and he sighed. “It’s cleaner than it looks,” he offered.

Jessie started laughing, and he grinned. “Take a shower,” Ryder ordered. “And I had Mei pack an outfit for the bar. It’s tight, and glittery, and probably not your style at all. And no, I don’t know how Mei could pull that together on such short notice. Because it most certainly isn’t her style!”

Jessie giggled, picturing Mei dressed in tight blue jeans, and a glittery T-shirt. “Not to mention I’m probably 5 inches taller than she is,” Jessie agreed. “I suppose I need makeup and big hair to go with it?”

“Not big hair,” Ryder decreed after looking her over. She felt a bit uncomfortable under his regard. “Your hair is long enough, you can wear it down. But yes, makeup. It’s in there too.” He looked at her boots. They were black with a low heel which had been great for the bike. He shrugged, and she guessed they would do for the bar too. They would have to, they were all she had, unless Mei had worked wonders there too.

“There’s some earrings in the kit,” Ryder said. He glanced at her ears, which weren’t pierced. “She figured you didn’t have pierced ears, so we’re good. I don’t know what all else she gave you.”

Shifter women had a hard time with piercing their ears. If you did it, you practically had to wear studs 24/7. Jessie had never bothered.

Jessie hauled the pack into the bathroom with her and closed the door. She showered and dressed quickly, trying not to think about how she looked. The blue jeans were really tight; she was afraid she was going to have to ask Ryder to help her get them zipped. They hugged her legs all the way down, and then slid into her boots. The button-front shirt was sleeveless, and darts made it form-fitting. Really form-fitting. It was pink. Jessie rolled her eyes. And it did have sparkly shit on it. She did her makeup, the one thing she felt confident in doing, and she made it bold. It would have to be, to go with the shirt. And the earrings, which were long and dangling and had pink coral bits in them. With clip-ons, her ears were going to hurt. They would hurt probably even before they got to the bar.

Timidly, she stepped out of the bathroom, trying not to show her nervousness. But when she looked at Ryder, she felt braver — he liked what he saw. Liked her.

“You look great,” he said huskily. 

She smiled at him. “Better get your own shower,” she said. 

Ryder nodded and ducked into the bathroom. She had a momentary image of him undressing — did he really have tats? Wolves didn’t, as a rule, for the same reason piercings didn’t work — the wolves saw them as injuries and healed them.

She supposed that wasn’t quite accurate. It was their genetic heritage that predisposed them to healing all injuries quickly. But most shifters tended to think of it as something their wolves did, maybe because shifting to wolf and back often aided recovery.

Jessie roamed the room restlessly, not that there was much to explore — a big screen TV sat on a large dresser; did people really use the dresser? There was a small table with two chairs. And one oversized reading chair. An ugly one. A small nightstand was attached to the wall on each side of the double-sized bed. The lamps were sconces, also attached to the wall. Were they afraid someone would steal them? She couldn’t imagine why. There was a heater/air unit under the window. It kicked on and made such an ungodly racket that she jumped. She turned it off. It wasn’t cold in here, not really, not for wolves. And if the alternative was that noise, she’d freeze first.

But mostly she was trying to not focus on the bed. One bed. And not a particularly large one either. Well, Ryder had warned her. She swallowed hard. Her reactions were pure chaos, she acknowledged to herself. She tried to sort them out and failed. But none of them were fear, she realized.

She was not afraid of Ryder.

She had been wary of the men at Margarite’s — all of them: Chen’s recruits, the men from all the families and independents and Vancouver pack who had let Chen commit his atrocities, even Margarite’s men. Well, not Alefosio, not after she got to know him and saw his patience in working with the women who had been changed by Alpha Chen. Same with Benny. She had become easy with him, but she stayed away from the others of Hat Island. She knew they were good men, but they were big, and dominant, and well, she wasn’t sure she’d ever trust a man again.

She wasn’t sure she trusted Ryder. But she wasn’t afraid of him, and maybe that was a start.

Reassured by that, she sat on the edge of the bed and waited for Ryder to come out of the bathroom. And my, my, didn’t he clean up nice! He was wearing black jeans that were snugger than the leathers he’d had on earlier and outlined strong, powerful thighs. A black sweatshirt with the sleeves ripped out revealed his biceps. Very, very nice biceps!

And he did have tats. She swallowed hard. She’d liked reading romances that featured bikers and billionaires and well, romances. And men with tattoos always did something for her — maybe because it was so foreign to her. She didn’t know anyone with one!

She wanted to ask about them, but then realized she was staring at this man and he was staring back. She hastily averted her eyes. She’d learned the hard way, you shouldn’t look men in the eyes. And the more dominant the man, the more dangerous it was. And Ryder was very dominant.

So was Benny, but he hid his dominance. She wondered why.

She had so many questions! She sighed a bit, wondering if she’d ever get to ask them.

“Where did your mind go?” Ryder asked, amused.

She blushed. “I was wondering about your tats; I was told wolves couldn’t get them, and then I was wondering about how dominant you are, which made me think about Benny, who hides his dominance, and I don’t know why. I have so many questions! And no one to ask.”

“You can ask me about all of those things later,” Ryder teased, still amused. “I promise not to tell you to ‘stop asking questions!’” He said that last, mimicking an exasperated mother, and Jessie laughed. It sounded just like her own mother when she’d been 6. “But we need to get out of here now, because all the men are waiting on us.”

She started to apologize, but he shook his head. “I wouldn’t have gone out until they were all there,” he said quietly so that no one outside could hear. “Being respected as the dominant one is often about the little things.”

Jessie considered that. It made sense, she conceded. The Alpha didn’t wait on someone else to show up, everyone else waited on the Alpha. She nodded her understanding, but she couldn’t help think that it seemed like a waste of a lot of time, all this posturing.

Ryder grinned, as if he could read her mind. He opened the door and escorted her out.

The bar wasn’t far, just up the block, but on the other side of the highway. Probably would have been faster to walk, given that they had to go up to the light, and back down the other side of the median. But they rode the bikes anyway. She guessed it was more about appearances again. Really, she was fascinated by all of this. If she ever got the chance to go back for her master’s degree, would they let her do her thesis on masculinity displays among shifter bikers? She had a wistful thought about her hopes and dreams of just a year ago — graduate, get married, start a family, go back for that master’s degree....

She shook her head. She’d been naive.

Not that there was really anything wrong with being naive at 22, she thought defensively. But....

Well, at 23, she wasn’t naive anymore.

The bar was the kind she’d never walk into by herself. They added their bikes to a line of bikes already parked out front. For a Sunday evening, the place looked busy. It was a one-story wood building with only a small porch over the door, a solid steel thing. The darkened windows had neon beer signs in them: Coors, Bud Light, Molson. Jessie swallowed hard. This was no place for a good girl like her. But then she glanced at the man walking alongside her, and she straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. She was safe, she was sure of it. Ryder would see to it, and she would get to see the inside of a biker bar. The thought of that put a bit of lift to her step. Ryder grinned at her. 

“Good girl,” he approved. “Remember your line?”

“I’m with him,” she answered, laughing a bit. And yes, she was suddenly confident that line would solve any problem she might face.

The bar was loud, smoky, and smelled like beer. Were they really allowed to smoke in here? Mostly men, but there were a few women — sitting on barstools, perched on the arms of the chairs of the men, and even sitting in men’s laps. Jessie looked around. She saw no woman with a chair of her own. Well, that shit wasn’t going to fly.

Margarite had found her having a panic attack that first weekend after she’d escaped Chen’s pack house. She’d been doing her darnedest to act all in control and strong, but she didn’t feel that way, not inside. Margarite had held her head while she vomited and assured her she was doing just fine. “Always start as you mean to go on,” she advised. “If you tell them you’re strong — and you did just fine with that, by the way — then they’ll accept you’re going to be strong. Always start as you mean to go on.”

It seemed like good advice then, and it seemed like good advice now. She followed Ryder and Benny to a table, and she took a chair next to Ryder and sat down. Benny snickered. “Noticed, did you?” he murmured.

“I did,” she replied. “And I’m entitled to a seat at the table.” That made her laugh. Shirley Chisholm had said that once about politics. Wouldn’t she be surprised to be quoted by a shifter girl trying to hold her own?

Well, maybe not, she thought. That woman had been fierce.

A waitress came around and took their order for beers. Coors, Ryder said, one for me, and one for the lady. Benny ordered the same. Jessie watched her walk away — tight jeans and high heels put a swing to her hips. She wondered if she could walk like that if she had higher heels on? But she sure wouldn’t want to work as a waitress in them for eight hours!

The place was so interesting. Most of Ryder’s Wolves were still wearing their colors and they crowded around the bar to place their orders. But Ryder got waited on. Huh. “Future beers, you should go up and get me one,” Ryder whispered in her ear. “Watch.”

She glanced at him and saw the amusement in his eyes. She rolled her own eyes and looked around. There was a band setting up in the back. Some of the men were playing pool, and that looked like a darts competition taking place on the side. But most of the women were perched around a group of men who had staked out a large table back by the dance floor. Ryder had chosen a table closer to the door. She snickered to herself. Smart man, if a fight broke out, they’d be first out the door. And then she rolled her eyes. Run from a fight? This crowd? Hardly.

“It’s so he can see who comes in,” Benny murmured, reading her accurately. She wasn’t sure how he did that, and she was pretty damn sure she didn’t like being so transparent to the man. Even Ryder didn’t seem to have any problem reading her.

“You’re young,” Benny said. He took a good slug of beer. None of the wolves had to worry about getting drunk — they could drink all they want. “And let’s face it, a curious person like you — like me — is going to have the same initial questions.”

She glanced at him. Yes, she decided, Benny was probably as curious about people as she was. He’d been an intelligencer for Northwest Council of Alphas she’d heard. And then he became a psychologist. She’d caught him listening in on conversations just like she did. Feeling better about her curiosity, she watched the room.

It was fascinating really, she thought, how Ryder’s men mingled, having a good time, playing pool and darts. And yet, she sensed their alertness. They really were gathering the intel Ryder had asked of them.

But her eyes kept drifting back to the women. If anyone knows about a new man in town, it would be them, she thought, her eyes narrowing.

“Come on,” Ryder said. “I want to dance.”

She started to protest that she didn’t know how, not like this. Frat parties that Bjorn had taken her to? Sure, you just got up and moved to the music. But this? This looked like it required moves — moves she didn’t know. But Ryder hadn’t been asking, she thought with a laugh, as he tugged her onto the dance floor. He pulled her into a loose embrace, taking her right hand in his and holding it close to their bodies, while wrapping his other arm around her, resting his hand on the small of her back. Oh, she thought. This I can do. She relaxed, and put her arm around his neck, and let the music guide her steps. She’d expected country music, but this was rock, with a thumping bass and steel guitar — she grinned.

“You like this place?” Ryder asked her.

She laughed. “It’s wild,” she said. “I like the music, though.”

He smiled at her, and his dimple showed. She wanted to touch it. “I expected you to be uptight about it all.”

“Don’t expect me to take shit like those women are,” she warned him. “I can drink the beer. I like the music. But you pat my fanny like that man just did the waitress? And I’ll lay you out on the floor.”

Ryder laughed out loud — the first real laugh she’d ever seen from him. She was amazed at the difference it made in him. He looked younger, freer, less worn. Oh, she thought. I want.

And Bjorn? A voice said in her head. What about that fiancé? What about him, she asked the voice. Did he come for me? Before or after? No. But she knew the voice was partially right. She wasn’t finished with Bjorn Hansen. And she needed to do that.

And then what? She didn’t know. She thought the Alpha of Hat Island would find a place for her, or her great-grandfather, who was an assistant security chief there, would; he’d said so. But was that what she wanted? She wasn’t sure. Well she had time to figure that out — she had to find Bjorn first. Settle that, and then she could worry about the future.

“Relax,” Ryder murmured. “Give that sexy, smart brain a rest.”

She gave him a half-smile, bewildered by what he meant. He just smiled, and pulled her into another dance, this time a little tighter. She found she didn’t mind. She didn’t mind at all.

They danced for a while, and then Ryder started to escort her back to the table — Benny was still there, tipped back in his chair, chatting with the waitress. She rolled her eyes. That man. But then, the waitress was probably the best source of information in the room. “I’m going to follow the women into the restroom,” she murmured to Ryder. “See what they have to say.”

“Good idea,” he approved. She chatted with Benny for a few minutes, while Ryder sat down, and the waitress fetched more beers without being asked.

“Are you known here?” Jessie asked.

Ryder nodded. “We’re through here probably once, twice a year. So Ryder’s Wolves are known. The men change, of course.”

Yeah, that perennial problem for shifters who didn’t age. Sometimes she thought it would be easier if shifters did come out to the human population. Just said: here we are, deal with it. She knew it would be bad, at least everyone seemed to think so. Chen had thought that Alpha Tanaka and ‘that bitch on Hat Island’ were going to get them outed. It was how he justified his plans to overthrow Tanaka as Chairman of the World Council. And all the while he’d been kidnapping so many women that the Vancouver police had started looking for a serial killer — and had come to Chen’s pack house to ask questions.

She shook her head but set those thoughts aside when she saw a group of women head for the rest room. She followed.

The rest room was surprisingly clean, Jessie thought with relief. And the women were chatty. “You’re with Ryder?” one of them said. “I’m envious, girl. That’s a real man you got there.”

“Is he as good as he looks?” another said, glancing at Jessie in the mirror as she fixed her hair. “Because he looks yummy. All that brown skin, the dark hair pulled back? And those arms.”

“Those arms are to die for,” Jessie agreed. “Well, swoon in at least.” She giggled a bit — just a young, tipsy girl with a great guy. She’d played this role before — sorority sisters weren’t all that much different than these women. They might be cattier, even.

The women laughed with her. “Yes, we could use a few new men like that,” another woman said. “Not many new men come to Penticton.”

“That new manager at the feed store,” someone said. “But for all he looks good, he acts like his shit don’t stink.”

Jessie giggle at the description. “Yeah, I know the type,” she agreed. “They look down their noses at me and think they’re so smart because they wear a suit and tie to work.”

“You got it,” the same woman said. “I work there. And he’s expecting all of us to call him Mr. Hansen. Like, get over yourself. In Penticton? We don’t even call the preacher mister.”

Jessie forced herself not to flinch at the name. So that’s what Bjorn was doing? Managing the feed store? It didn’t seem like his kind of job, unless the store was bigger than she pictured. And it might be, she conceded. What did she know about feed stores?

“You got to keep your eye out for the newcomers,” Jessie said seriously. “Grab them early, train them right.”

The women laughed. “For sure,” one said. “I might just do that, if I find me a good one. Wouldn’t mind a couple of kids someday. And this crowd isn’t going to settle down.”

Jessie suddenly pictured Ryder with a couple of kids who looked like him, and it made her heart hurt. Was that impossible for him?

Be honest, girl, she told herself. What you really mean is that impossible for you?

She blew out a breath of air. “Bet you guys could name all the newbies in town,” she teased as they left the room. “We should play a drinking game, see how many you can name. And we drink for each one.”

“Grab your beer, then, girl,” one of them said, “’cause I’m game.”

They crowded around the bar, and the bartender good-naturedly served them beers. “Keep it flowing,” one woman ordered. “And we can start with a toast to the shit-don’t-stink manager at the feed store, Bjorn Hansen.” All the women solemnly drank.

Jessie kept egging them on, but Titus Black’s name didn’t come up. If he was here, they didn’t know about him. That didn’t bode well for the man.

Ryder wrapped his arms around her from behind. She controlled her flinch and leaned back and smiled up at him. “Dance?” she asked.

He smiled lazily at her, but his eyes were watchful. Damn it, he’d felt the flinch. But he didn’t ask about it, just led her back to the dance floor. They danced like they had before — didn’t matter if the music was fast or slow, Ryder danced the way he wanted to dance. And he wanted to hold his woman.

“How long are we here for?” Jessie asked after she finished telling him about Bjorn and the feed store. “Tonight, I mean.”

“We close it down,” he answered, taking her back to the table again. “So, 2 a.m.”

Jessie nodded. “Then I’m going to need food.”

“Gods, girl, you can’t eat the food here,” Benny said, sounding scandalized. She looked at him suspiciously. She didn’t trust a word that came out of his mouth.

“Oh the fries are decent,” the waitress said, passing by. “We make them fresh. Want me to get you some?”

“Sure,” Ryder said, smiling at her. “A big bunch, and some secret sauce to dip them in.”

The fries were pretty good, she agreed. Benny left them to go dance with a woman from the big table. “How are they going to take that?” Jessie asked. Really, the dynamics were just like a frat party! She was revising her thesis topic: a comparison of similarities of masculinity behaviors between frat boys and bikers. It could be done, she thought. Gussy up the labels a bit....

Ryder looked amused. “Probably someone is going to take a swing at him,” he said, unworried. “Benny’s bored.”

She stared at him open-mouthed, and then asked the waitress for more fries. “The nachos aren’t bad either,” the woman said, encouraging her. “You seem hungry. Doesn’t that man of yours feed you?”

Jessie looked pitiful. “No,” she said plaintively. “Rode all day, didn’t feed me dinner. What’s a girl to do?”

Ryder was laughing again. She grinned at him. “Nachos?” she asked. He nodded, and the waitress went after some.

And Jessie’s prediction was right — the man who Benny’s dance partner had come with took exception to Benny dancing with her. She took exception to him interfering. “You won’t dance with me!” she yelled. Benny just laughed at the man. Enraged, the man swung at him, and Benny dodged it.

“That’s all you got?” Benny taunted. Ryder watched unconcerned, and Jessie settled back in her chair. 

The man swung again. This time Benny slugged him in the gut, and the man tumbled back into the table behind him. The bartender came around the bar with a shotgun. “Take it outside,” he ordered. “Both of you, out.”

Benny bowed slightly to the bartender, and the man took advantage of it to punch at him again. He missed, somehow. Jessie’s eyes narrowed — how had Benny done that? Could he teach her? For the first time, she considered that. Could she learn to fight?

She thought she might like that.

Benny plowed into the man and forced him out the front door.

Ryder just helped himself to the nachos the waitress put in front of him. “Aren’t you going to go help him?” Jessie asked.

“Help Benny?” Ryder snorted. “He doesn’t need help. Not even if the man’s buddies go after him too. And they’re not going to — you go out to a fight, and you’re not welcomed back. Joe and his shotgun makes that rule stick.”

“But,” she started, then ate a nacho. They were pretty good. She ate another one.

Ryder bent closer to her ear. “Benny wants to go check out the town,” he said. “But leaving would be noticeable. Getting thrown out? No one’s thinking twice about his absence. Don’t worry about Benny. He’ll be fine. He’ll beat us back to the motel, and best guess? He won’t be alone.”

Jessie’s eyebrow arched. She was skeptical about all that, but Ryder didn’t seem worried, so that was that. “Teach me to play darts,” she ordered.

“You’ve never played darts?” Ryder was astounded. “Come on then.”
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Day 157 of the re-emerged Hat Island pack, Monday, Nov. 11, Penticton

It was early and cold. Benny was loitering outside the West Winds Motel waiting for Ryder and Jessie. He’d sent the rest of them on, but he wanted to make sure she was OK, and he needed to talk to Ryder about what he’d found out. But he wished they’d hurry up. He could use some breakfast.

He trusted that Ryder wouldn’t force himself on Jessie, that wasn’t even a question. But two people with PTSD sharing a room and a bed? When one of them was triggered by men in general and beds in particular? He should have warned Ryder that she might have nightmares, he castigated himself. Or warned her that Ryder had nightmares.

The two of them came out, dressed much like they had yesterday. Neither of them looked upset. Benny didn’t pick up any vibes to the contrary. And now he was curious — just what had happened last night after he left the bar?

He’d thrown a few more punches in the parking lot, and then walked away, swearing at them all good-naturedly. By that time his target had the help of a couple of friends — all of whom were too drunk to matter. They shouted a couple of insults back — and a good time was had by all. Not his first bar fight.

He’d roamed the entire town it seemed on foot and given that it was a city of 30,000 people, that was saying a lot. He’d ducked into another bar just before closing, and had a drink, making it seem like he’d been there longer than he had. And then he’d gone searching again.

He’d found several houses where shifters lived. Not the pack house — it was out of town along the lake. Interesting that he knew that, although he couldn’t remember having been there before. But he’d been there, he was sure of that. He was pretty sure he’d even met the pack Alpha when he’d been an intelligencer for the Council. But he didn’t remember anything about him if he had. He didn’t even have a memory of what he looked like. Damn his lost memories. He didn’t know whether he had never met him, or just had lost the memories of meeting him.

His wolf mourned. Not your fault, Benny reassured him, although it kind of was. But no, Benny had gotten them into that mess. His wolf had done spectacularly well to get them out. Alpha, the wolf said. Friend-mate. Pack.

Benny agreed. Pack. Alpha. Friend-mate.

Not a shifter term, although Abby said it could become one, it seemed useful. She wasn’t wrong, but it pointed out yet again that the bonds and links among shifters were more complex than they actually acknowledged.

Why was that? Benny didn’t know, and he wanted to.

Contrary to his reputation he’d come back to the motel alone. He could have swung back by the Last Chance, lingered by the back door until the waitress came out. She was a good sort, and he’d liked her. But he didn’t. Didn’t know why, because he really didn’t like sleeping alone lately. And he didn’t know why he’d been feeling so needy either.

Physician, heal thyself, applied to psychologists too, it appeared.

Benny greeted them both and got grunts in response. Not morning people, he interpreted. He quickly ran down what he’d learned last night, which could be summed up with “nothing.”

“I did find where Hansen is living,” Benny said, careful not to look at Jessie. “He’s got quite the house in a subdivision on the lake, on the way out to the Alpha’s pack house. He was the only one living there — and he was home alone last night.”

It had been all he could do not to go in and demand answers from the young man who had abandoned this woman to her fate. But he hadn’t. They needed to find Titus Black first. Then they could make a plan and take this pack down. Burn it to the ground if need be. The Penticton pack had been a problem for way too long. After all, if they demolished the pack completely, no one need worry about who was going to become Alpha.

“I found a boarding house for young men — more young shifters,” Benny said. “It’s down by the feed store — which isn’t a feed store like we had in Omak. It’s practically the size of a square block, and it has all kinds of services. And it has a day-labor office.”

“So that’s how he’s keeping the young men busy, and not letting them become obvious around town,” Ryder observed.

“I’d say he’s got about a dozen men here now, living in that dorm,” Benny said, considering what he’d felt last night. “Probably always does — just turnover. He moves them on, then others drift in.”

“Just a dozen? Coordinated?” Ryder asked. Jessie was listening silently, but Benny thought she’d be able to repeat and synthesize the whole conversation.

“Has to be,” Benny said, considering it. “Because Chen had more than a dozen men. Or maybe the Alpha here sends them on when new men show up.”

Ryder nodded at that. They were at the restaurant, and Benny opened the door for them. The  other men were already there, and food was on the table. No one was eating, however, waiting on Ryder. Really, they should just recognize Ryder was a pack Alpha, and give him status, Benny thought. He might bring it up to Abby when he got back. For all intents and purposes, Ryder was these men’s Alpha. Sure, Dad was technically their Alpha, but that wasn’t how these men acted.

Ryder sat down, snagged some toast off of Ken’s plate, and ate it. That broke the wait — and the men started to eat. Ryder ordered, then Jessie, and finally Benny. A good, big, greasy breakfast was just what they all needed.

Ryder had said they’d head out and go down to Osoyoos to camp. Ryder had a good spot down there. They’d camped there before, a flat spot out on the hillside — high ground. protected from the wind and from sight. They could discuss what the other men had heard there. Benny was looking forward to it actually. It had been too long since he’d camped in the Okanogan high country. There was something clean about the air, and even this time of year, the sagebrush had a slight astringent smell that made things seem fresher. Or maybe it was the wind. He expected there would be wind, and maybe even snow. He started to ask Ryder about the weather forecast, when the waitress came up, looking anxious.

“You’re Ryder, aren’t you?” she asked. Ryder nodded. She hesitated, then said softly so the other diners couldn’t hear. “There’s man out back asking for you. I started to run him off, a disreputable bum, no lie, but he kept repeating your name. And I thought I’d better check.” She glanced down the table. “Are you missing someone?”

Ryder faked a nonchalant frown, but Benny could see his tension. “No,” he said easily. “But it doesn’t do any harm to take a look, does it?”

Reassured, the waitress nodded, and Ryder got up to follow her back through the kitchen. “Go,” Benny quietly ordered the two men sitting next to him. “Get around back of this building. I don’t think it’s a setup, but let’s play it safe. If it’s who I think it is, he’s going to need help.” The two men were out the front door before he’d finished his words.

“Wrap it up, boys,” Benny said. “And I’m buying.” He pulled out his wallet, multiplied nine times big appetites and threw down enough money to cover it, and give the woman a large enough tip to reward her for coming to talk to Ryder about a bum.

Titus Black, he thought. It had to be. Somehow, he got himself here. Pack bond? Maybe. He might have felt there was Okanogan pack in town. Ryder was pack, after all, and Benny thought maybe two of the others were as well.

He smiled at Jessie. “Let’s go,” he said. He considered the logistics. They needed to get checked out, settle up over at the motel, and load up the bikes. Once in the parking lot, he looked at everyone. “I want you all on your bikes and ready to go in 10. Grab everyone’s bags,” he said tersely. The men didn’t argue, they just headed across the highway, back to the motel.

“Jessie, you need to pack up Ryder’s stuff and your own, and haul it out,” Benny said. He handed her his room key. “Grab my bag for me, if you would. I’m going inside to pay.”

She nodded and moved faster. Benny looked around — no Ryder. He didn’t see the two men he’d sent after Ryder, but he didn’t see any disturbances either. He took a deep breath and let it out, sending his senses outward. The only shifters he scented were their own — and the one Ryder was helping. So the bum was a shifter, he thought, convinced it had to be the man they were looking for.

Ryder and the others were still behind the restaurant. Well, if they hadn’t crossed the street by the time he’d paid, he’d go after them.

If it was Titus Black, and he’d somehow escaped from wherever the Alpha had him stashed, the Penticton pack would be coming after him soon. Benny considered that as he waited to sign the credit slip. Titus hadn’t been at the Alpha’s, nor at Hansen’s. Someplace else. Didn’t matter really. Titus might have sensed him doing a search pattern for all he knew. They no longer shared a pack bond, but Titus had known Benny since he was a teenager. He might sense him. Or just sense a strange shifter. Who knew what that crafty old man could do?

Benny thanked the office manager and pocketed his wallet. Time to get this show on the road. He saw Ryder across the street at the corner of the restaurant where they were better hidden than the motel parking lot. Good job. He looked at the men crowded around their bikes. “You two, mount up, head out slowly,” Benny said, with a quick gesture of his head. No one questioned his right to give orders. He let a bit more of his dominance show, just in case someone might. The two men got on their bikes and road out, slowly, without looking around. Good.

“Be prepared,” Benny said softly to Jessie. “Ryder’s going to come over with our new guest, and you need to hop on behind him, and get out of here.”

She nodded, her face pale but determined.

“All right,” he said to the other two men. “Off you go. We want a long string of bikes to make it hard for anyone to get an accurate count of how many bikes, and how many riders.” The next two men headed south after the first two.

And Ryder brought Titus Black across the road. He had his arm under the man’s shoulder. The other two men were guarding his back.

“Good,” Benny said. “He rides pillion behind me.” He straddled his own bike, and the men got Titus settled on behind. One of them put a helmet on him. Benny didn’t know where it came from — stole it for all he knew — and he didn’t care. He was just grateful for the man’s ingenuity. A helmetless man was noticeable.

And that was the one thing they couldn’t afford.

Benny wasn’t sure Titus was completely conscious. “Ryder get out of here,” he ordered. Ryder didn’t comment, just mounted his bike. Jessie jumped on behind, and they were gone.

“Titus? It’s Benny,” he hissed over his shoulder. “You need to hold on tight. Remember me? We’ve got you, man, so just hang on.”

“Never fell off a horse, not going to start now,” the man slurred.

Close enough. “I’m out,” Benny said. “You two are bringing up the rear.” He didn’t wait for an answer. He just headed down the road toward Osoyoos.

Benny rode slowly. He wasn’t sure he could hold Titus on, if he started to fall. He hadn’t gotten a good look at him, but Titus had been in bad shape. What was the point in that? He pondered that question as he rode. He realized Titus was shivering — cold. Benny pulled over, took off his jacket, and made Titus put it on. Titus protested. “You’ll keep my back warm,” Benny pointed out. “This will keep your back warm.”

He got back on the bike and waited until the two men behind him caught up. Relieved that there’d been no trouble for the last of them, he rode on. It was 40 miles, and usually took an hour, if he remembered correctly. As always, it was frustrating to remember something that trivial, but then not being able to picture the Penticton Alpha which would actually be useful.

Well, he’d forgotten more important things than a no-account Alpha. He could deal.

Even as slow as they were going, Ryder was going slower, because they caught up to him about 10 miles out of town. At the 20-mile marker, they caught up with the others. As a bunch again, Benny felt safer. All his chicks were in sight, he thought with amusement.

Of course, Ryder thought they were his chicks. Benny chuckled.

It was a hard ride this morning, and it took closer to two hours. They couldn’t go very fast — if Titus slid off, they needed to be at a speed he’d survive the fall. And the quick look he’d gotten of the man said he couldn’t survive much more.

Which brought him back to the question: Why would the Penticton Alpha brutalize the man? For the pleasure of it? Because McKenzie was frustrated? Because he thought Titus Black knew something that he wanted to know? Like where the Okanogan Alpha was?

Benny considered that. The Penticton Alpha couldn’t challenge for the Okanogan pack, because the Okanogan Alpha wasn’t around to be challenged. But surely John McKenzie didn’t think he could win a challenge fight against his father? McKenzie couldn’t be that stupid.

Brutalizing the pack Second had to be part of what was agitating the other wolves in the Okanogan pack; Benny worried about that. No wonder they were even more unstable than usual. They’d all feel it through the pack bonds, even if they didn’t know for sure what it was they were feeling. Benny shuddered. This man had been in captivity for months. Months of abuse, filtering through the pack bonds? Dear God.

He’d gotten some of that with Cujo last summer. Cujo — and Abby — had managed to keep most of the abuse he’d received from flowing out to the pack. But the inner circle had felt it. Just this sense that something wasn’t right, someone was hurting. Someone had likened it to feeling a toothache for a missing tooth that hadn’t grown back yet. But that had been a week.

Multiply that by a missing Alpha, and an unstable pack to start with? He was surprised more of them hadn’t lost their minds.

Or maybe they had. How many men had lost their battle with their wolves, or their nightmares? Benny grimaced. They’d have that to sort out as well. Or the new Alpha would. Not something he needed to think about now, he reminded himself. One step at a time.

Was that McKenzie’s intent? To further destabilize the pack? Maybe? Although Benny couldn’t see the point of it. Especially if McKenzie wanted to take over the pack.

Or maybe McKenzie wanted his father to feel the injuries to his Second and come home. But again, McKenzie couldn’t possibly think he’d defeat Benny’s father in a challenge fight.

But if McKenzie knew where his father was, he could send assassins, Benny thought suddenly. If you looked beyond McKenzie’s ambitions to take over the entire Okanogan/Okanagan region, there were several people on the global stage who might give a pretty penny to know where his father was. Benny swore under his breath. When he started looking at the larger picture, this was a fucking disaster.

Ryder was leading now, with Jessie tucked in closely behind him. Benny smiled. He liked the — what to call it, the energy signature? dominance signature? — he was getting from the two of them. He just hoped they were emotionally stable enough to make it work.

Who was he to talk about emotional stability, anyway?

Not that either of them had indicated they were thinking of trying. You’re a romantic, now? Benny jeered at himself. But that was a very powerful energy signature on that bike up there. Two people, very similar in dominance, forming a mate bond? At least he thought it was a mate bond, not just interest. There was something....

This was exactly what Cujo had described with his sister and her husband, he realized. Cujo had been impressed with their combined dominance. Just the fact that his sister and brother-in-law could do that was astounding. Benny had never heard of it before.

Well, add it to his growing list of bonds and links he hadn’t heard of before.

Ryder slowed way down to take a narrow dirt path that traversed the hillside. The bikes growled as the riders shifted down for the climb. These were road bikes, not dirt bikes, after all.

Benny heard Titus mumble something, but he couldn’t make it out. The old man held on though. Good enough.

Titus Black had been with his father since that first night when his father howled at the moon and called a pack. Actually he’d been around before that. As far back as Benny could remember, Titus Black had been there in the hills of the Okanogan. He’d had a cabin out at the end of a dirt road that had signs all over the place to deter anyone from coming up there. His Dad had ignored them all, and Benny had just tagged along. Dad wanted to build a cabin himself, and he thought it would be a fine idea to buy some land from Titus Black to build it on. They’d spent the day talking about nothing much, and then after darkness fell, the three of them had gone for a run as wolves. They’d come back in the early morning hours, and Titus Black agreed to sell his Dad the land.

It had been a fair trip to get down to the road to catch the school bus, but Benny hadn’t cared. The peace and silence of the cabins at the end of the road had been necessary — not just for his Dad, but for him too. It had taken him a long time to realize that he too had come out of Southeast Asia with issues. He ended up under the bed by instinct more than one night during hunting season — they weren’t supposed to be shooting at night, but they did, the drunken fools. There were a lot of vets — human and shifter — out in these hills, and they all had PTSD issues. Every damn one of them. Hunters — like fireworks — set them all off.

That Benny had survived his transition to America, and to an American high school, he attributed in great part to Ryder’s mother.

He probably should give her credit for his father’s sanity too. His father hadn’t come out of Southeast Asia any better than he had. He never talked about what he’d been doing. And like any self-absorbed teenager, Benny hadn’t really questioned it. He’d been somewhat resentful that his father had pulled him out of Chang Mai in the first place. He’d liked Chang Mai. He’d been treated with respect for his abilities to get in and out of places others couldn’t. He’d run information, weapons, drugs — whatever the pack needed moved, he could do it. And he was accorded adult status. Not pack status. He hadn’t sought that. He had still been Cambodian pack, holding the Cambodian pack memories, and for all that he was practically feral, he honored that.

And then he’d felt them die.

His eyes burned as he remembered. It had almost taken him with them. Pol Pot had a fine sense of who might stand against him, and the members of the pack had an inner strength he resented, even if he didn’t know where it came from. So he killed them. Every man, woman and child.

Well he’d killed a lot of others too. Every educated person. Every person with a job that wasn’t in agriculture.... Benny took a deep breath and blew it out.

It had only been since the Hat Island pack had formed that he’d been getting hints that his father had something to do with Pol Pot’s fall, and that Tom Garrison was renowned among the human intelligence community — a historic figure. Who knew?

Everyone but him, apparently.

But Benny had been there the night in the Okanogan Tom Garrison got fed up with the lawlessness of human and shifter alike and howled at the moon. The wolves had howled back — including Benny — and the howls had echoed through the hills.

It had been quite the topic of conversation the next day at school — about all the wolves in the hills, he remembered with amusement. But there was a new shifter pack, and Benny had been a part of one again, swept up in his father’s call. It had felt good to belong.

Huh, he thought with sudden insight. Banished by his father at 25 hadn’t been the first time he’d lost his pack. He hadn’t thought of it like that. Bemused, he considered that factoid, and then added it to his bins. He grinned. Looked like that was going to be a permanent visualization for him and his wolf.

But this man clinging to his back had stepped up that first night to guard the new Alpha’s back. Titus Black had stood at the Alpha’s left hand, and Benny had been at his father’s right. And they’d brought order and law — Alpha’s law — to the hills.

Now all of that was coming undone.

Someone had brutalized this man. They would pay, Benny thought grimly. They would pay dearly.

When Benny finally maneuvered his bike into the campsite on the hill, Ryder was already directing his wolves in setting up camp. Two men came to help Titus off the bike. Jessie was with them. Benny nodded his thanks. “Go with them,” he murmured to her. “Titus is not completely in touch with reality. He may fight them — male wolves — but accept your touch. Try to get him cleaned up and see if he’ll shift.”

She nodded.

“We need red meat,” Jessie said. “I didn’t see a whole lot of supplies coming in with us.”

Benny grimaced. “Ryder!” he called. “Send a couple of wolves out for a deer?”

Ryder nodded, and gestured to two of his men, who stripped and shifted. Benny noticed Jessie carefully avoided the sight of the naked men. He winced. That wasn’t normal — wolves got used to the casual nudity of shifting. More evidence that she had healing to do. And instead she was out here with a small pack of unstable wolves? His jaw muscles clenched. Well, he’d just have to see that she didn’t incur more wounds to heal.

Benny watched Jessie as she directed her two helpers to strip Titus. She’d found a towel of sorts and was using that to clean the man up some. Titus was protesting, and finally, with some exasperation, she ordered, “Shift, damn it. You need to heal!”

And there was a wolf standing there on wobbly legs staring at her balefully.

Benny stilled. He looked at Ryder who had the same shocked look on his face. Had she just commanded the Okanogan pack Second to shift? And he’d done it? True, he was ill. But still....
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