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Book 1 in Wolf Harbor Rescue

Promises to Keep

Cujo Brown owed no one anything. He had been a lone wolf for 40-plus years, and he liked it that way. No strings attached. Not to a pack. Not to a woman. Not even to his employer — most certainly not to his old employer. He had an NDA that didn’t even allow him to speak their name. And he was fine with that.

Back before he’d been banished from his home pack in Hayden Lake, Cujo Brown had attended a Scout Camp at Hat Island. And there, he’d formed some of the only bonds he has ever really known. When he retired from the agency-not-to-be named, something tugged him back to Wolf Harbor on Hat Island.

Dr. Stefan Lebenev, also one of those teen-aged scouts from long ago, had figured out a serum that would help young shifter girls get through their first shift. He had a grant to finish out the details, and he needed a security chief. Well, that was most certainly within Cujo’s skill set. And so Cujo took on a new identity — security chief and fitness coach.

Lebenev was a brilliant researcher. But he wasn’t any good with people. If he had been, well, maybe he would have vetted his grant funder better. Maybe he would have listened when people tried to tell him what was happening to his test subjects — post-menopause human women — wasn’t right.

But the stakes were so high. The survival of the shifter species was at stake. And everyone swallowed their objections and concerns.

Even Cujo. It wasn’t like he had a lot of morals or ethics to start with, he told himself. Why flinch now? He’d done worse for less gain. Much worse.

Then an elderly woman named Olivia Trainer came to the island. And Cujo was bewitched. Mate, his wolf said.

Lone wolves can’t have mates, Cujo told his wolf. 

Mate, the wolf insisted.

It didn’t matter. Stefan Lebenev traded Olivia for continued funding just as he had all the other test subjects. Wolf Harbor didn’t have the resources to counsel new wolves, he insisted. The grant funder did.

But that wasn’t what the grant funder was doing.

Mate, his wolf howled. They’re torturing our mate!

A fitness coach wasn’t going to be able to rescue Olivia Trainer. Not even a security chief for a fitness resort could do that.

But Cujo Brown had other skills at his disposal. And he is going after his mate.

Timeline: This book follows the prequel, Woman of Hat Island. It continues alongside book 1, Alpha Female, and book 2, Alpha’s Alpha. Cujo’s missions will continue in To Have and to Hold, and All the Hidden Places — a Wolf Harbor Rescue trilogy, out this summer!
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July, somewhere in Turkey

There was nothing worse than sensory deprivation for a wolf shifter. Shifters needed pack. They needed touch. All of their senses were heightened. A shifter could smell things a human couldn’t, taste flavors a human missed, and hear things that would save a shifter’s life when a human would be surprised and die. Cujo Brown knew those extraordinary senses had saved his life on any number of occasions. But they were killing him now.

Jedediah Jones had called his sensory deprivation tank, an ‘egg,’ when he had his thugs taser Cujo and put him in it. No way were they going to get him inside except to knock him out. It was shaped like an egg, inside at least, and it forced Cujo to lie in fetal position. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t stretch out his legs. His arms hugged his chest, and he couldn’t release the muscles in his back and shoulders that continually spasmed — a combination of the position he was in and the stress and tension the sensory deprivation caused.

It was completely dark — and a wolf could see something even in the darkest night. There was nothing to see in here. There were no sounds except for the harshness of his own breathing. He’d tried speaking, and then singing, but he had stopped. Hearing his voice and the echoes was too spooky.

There was no scent except for his own fear sweat.

It could be worse, Cujo repeatedly told himself. He’d heard that Jedediah Jones’ favorite ‘sensory deprivation tank’ was a coffin. Put a shifter in, give him an air tube and a water drip and leave him there. If he added nutrients to the water, Jones could leave his victim in there for a month. 

What came out of the coffin wasn’t sane. But it was obedient — it would do whatever Jones commanded to avoid going back in that coffin.

Cujo could relate. He wasn’t even in the coffin. He was in this ‘egg’ because Jones needed him. Periodically, he was pulled out, cleaned up, and assigned a task. So far the tasks had been doable — information, mostly. Anton Vuk, Chairman of the World Council of Alphas and Jones’ benefactor — had questions for him. Jones was only glad to give Vuk access to Cujo.

And Cujo was being used as the negotiator on behalf of Jones and Vuk. Negotiating betrayal with his own pack on Hat Island, a half a world away in Washington state. Wasn’t that ironic? The pack had something — several somethings — that Vuk wanted. And he was using Jones as his catspaw to lure the Hat Island pack to the Castle for a negotiated settlement. Cujo was alarmed by the treachery the two men planned, but he did the job they asked of him. He had faith that Lt. Colonel Jake Lewis, retired, as pack Second, would see the pitfalls ahead. He’d better — or he’d be pack Alpha, and the current Alpha would be in Vuk’s hands.

Or Jones’s hands.

Or dead, he supposed. And she might prefer that. He would.

The site for negotiation, the Castle, was the dream of a crazy pack Alpha in British Columbia who thought if he built a real, honest-to-God castle in the middle of nowhere, shifters would come. And they did. Packs used it when they went into mediation with other packs. Each pack flew into it from different airports. A mediator came in from a third. No other way in or out. It made the pack very rich. Not the Alpha — his Second took him out as soon as it became a success, because no one wanted a crazy man running a multi-million-dollar enterprise.

So Anton Vuk was agreeing to serve as the mediator between Jedediah Jones and Abby Stafford, Alpha of the Hat Island pack, over the ownership of the serum that Hat Island controlled but had been funded by a grant from Jones. What Jones really wanted was Abby Stafford. She’d humiliated him in front of others, and he wanted payback.

Anton Vuk wanted the serum. It represented untold power. The serum would see to it that shifter girls made it through first shift alive. Currently 80 percent didn’t, 80 percent! Shifters would be extinct at this rate — probably would already be, if shifters didn’t live such long lives. Although there was something odd about Vuk’s questions.... Cujo tried to grab at what had caught his attention, but it was gone.

Cujo thought Anton Vuk was interested in Abby Stafford too. The first female Alpha of a pack? Damn right he was interested.

There were currents, and undercurrents, and cross-currents. And the deprivation tank clouded his mind so much that he could barely think. Sleep would help, he conceded. But then the nightmares came. And when you couldn’t tell whether you were dreaming or awake because there was nothing to focus on, no reality to cling to?

No, he wouldn’t sleep again until he had to.

He’d considered trying to make Jones’ thugs kill him. Each time they put him back into the egg, he fought harder against it. He thought he might have killed one of them this last time before they tasered him. He felt his wolf’s satisfaction at the thought. It wasn’t a planned strategy — he just could not let them put him in there. He would do anything to not go into this tank. Anything. Betray his pack? Done. Give up information? Done.

Betray his mate? He didn’t think he had done that yet, but he was under no illusions. If it got him out of the tank permanently, he’d probably do that too.

His wolf hated the tank, and it was getting wilder and more out of control with each exit and then forced re-entry. Cujo wondered if Jones’ realized that. He was afraid Jones not only realized it, but that enraging his wolf was his goal.

Cujo felt his wolf’s rage now. In some ways, he’d be better off to endure this tank in wolf form. But Jones had put a collar on him that fit snuggly against Cujo’s neck and prevented his shift. A wolf’s neck was larger than a human’s — even larger than Cujo’s well-muscled shoulders and neck. It was the only body part of a shifter that could be constrained, preventing a shift and an escape. Obviously this wasn’t the first time Jones had done this.

Shifters were great escape artists. But a collar like this prevented it. Well, Cujo supposed he could try a shift in a collar — and die. It was hard not to do that — to seek his death that way rather than endure this. But strangulation was a nasty way to die, and he couldn’t do it to his wolf.

His wolf was almost entirely rage at this point. Cujo crooned to him in his mind. Patience, he said. It’s a long patient hunt, but we will take down our enemies in the end. Patience.

His wolf understood the patience of a long hunt. Cujo had been a mercenary for nearly four decades. He’d been in and out of most of the world’s hot spots over 30 years of wars, brutal regimes, genocide, police actions, and rescue missions. Oh, his wolf understood a long, patient hunt.

That Cujo also had been on the payroll of the CIA wasn’t well known. He thought Chairman Vuk might know. Anton Vuk had been the head of the governing body of shifters for 200 years. There probably wasn’t much he didn’t know.

Jedediah Jones didn’t know, however. They’d been competitors in many of those hellholes. Cujo traded in information and quiet assassinations. Jones traded in weapons and drugs. And lately, Jones had been into human trafficking. 

It was the other reason Jones was furious with Hat Island. Dr. Stefan Lebenev, the scientist behind the serum, had used post-menopausal human women as his test subjects. Stefan figured if the serum would work on them and turn them to shifters, then it would work on shifter girls, who had the genetics in the first place. And Lord knew there were more post-menopausal humans than there were pre-shift girls.

And it did work on the women. But the Wolf Harbor Resort on Hat Island wasn’t prepared to deal with newly made shifters. Jedediah Jones, as the grant funder for the research project, graciously volunteered to take them off their hands. He’d help them through the transition, he promised, and then find them packs to live in. No one liked it. But the future of shifters was at stake, and so Stefan had agreed — essentially trading the women for continued grant funding, although Cujo didn’t think Stefan had allowed himself to see it that clearly.

Jones might run grant programs, but he was not into charity. He saw a lucrative product — newly made shifter women? Among the high-end collectors of human beings, they’d go for millions. A few for gifts to the powerful — like Vuk, Cujo suspected — and the rest? Millions in profit.

One of those made-shifters was a woman named Olivia Trainer. His mate.

And the real reason Cujo was helpless inside this egg was Jedediah Jones had her.

Mate, his wolf said mournfully.

As if the thought of her had opened up their erratic mate bond, he could feel her. In this complete deprivation tank, he latched onto her with all the desperation of a drowning man. And then the abuse began, as if they knew he was now so immersed in Olivia and their bond that he wouldn’t be able to pull away. He’d feel it all, as if it were being done to him. Jones, or some of his thugs, were torturing Olivia. He could feel her pain. Her outrage, and fear, and hate. Feel it as if it were his own. Mostly there was pain.

It wasn’t the first time he’d lain helplessly and felt them torture her. He knew now what it was like to be raped. What it was like to be humiliated and forced to service a man you hated. What it was like to be whipped, knowing that the wolf inside her would heal her body and there would be no scars.

Cujo! she wailed in her mind — in his mind. Please! Do whatever they want! Cujo!

Mate, his wolf howled. They’re killing our mate!

His wolf was frantic as rage consumed it. Cujo could feel his human rage grow as well. It burned. And soon there nothing left. 

It was deliberate, Cujo knew. It was how a berserker wolf was made. Take a shifter like Cujo whose rage burned hot and his wolf was near the surface all the time. Control his mate. Torture her to the point that the shifter will do whatever it takes to make it stop. And then there came a tipping point. Rage won. The wolf would kill whatever was in his path — would do whatever he was ordered to do. Cujo would be on Jedediah Jones’ leash, to do as Jedediah commanded. 

Cujo shut down the mate bond as much as he could. There was no way to shut it down completely, but he did his best. Otherwise it created a feedback loop. Olivia’s pain and rage triggered his pain and rage, which then she experienced as if it were her own.

Olivia didn’t know much about a mate bond, didn’t know how it worked. A week ago she hadn’t even known what it was. He should have taught her when they were at Wolf Harbor. Should have introduced her to her wolf early. Should have.... 

He should have done a lot of things.

Shoo, shoo, he crooned to his wolf. I have a new word to teach you. It’s called vengeance. We must be patient. We must conserve our strength. And then there will come a moment and we will seize it. We will destroy them all. We will kill all of those who have dared to cause our mate pain.

And we will know justice. Vengeance.

And his wolf listened.

This time.
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Thursday, May 1, Monte Carlo

Cujo’s penthouse overlooked the Fontvieille marina in Monte Carlo. He’d bought the apartment 30 years ago for cash after his first spectacular success as a mercenary. When a client paid you in cash, a lot of cash, Monte Carlo was a place you could spend it. And investing in Monte Carlo real estate was a sure thing — unlike the gambling tables that had made Monte Carlo famous.

Although Cujo recalled he might have spent some of that first success money there too. He grinned at the memory.

His apartment wasn’t even in the top tier of Monte Carlo properties, even though it was probably worth $30 million. Some of the most expensive properties in the world were here. There were only about 35,000 residents, and 30 percent of them were millionaires — 10 percent were billionaires. Including him.

Owning property in Monte Carlo suited his persona as a very rich — and therefore successful — mercenary with a penchant for gambling and luxury. And the property would always be a good investment. A lot of his money was discreetly in banks here as well — Monaco had no income taxes.

A playground for the very rich.

And let’s face it, To Catch A Thief with Cary Grant and Grace Kelly had caught his imagination at a very young age; it had been one of his mother’s favorite movies. For a kid growing up in the backwoods of northern Idaho, the movie — and the place — had symbolized wealth, glamour and luxury for him.

He didn’t regret the purchase. Not on an evening like this where he could watch the sun set over the marina and the Mediterranean beyond it. And there were many evenings like this one. He admitted to himself that he loved the apartment. It had an Old World ambience so many homes in Monte Carlo surprisingly lacked. The wealthy here were not necessarily old money. They weren’t into castles owned by their greats-greats and affectionately tolerant of cranky toilets and drafty floors. They were the kind who enjoyed the casinos and hotels, and the Grand Prix races. And they wanted the most modern apartments as well — very well appointed modern apartments with every conceivable luxury.

But Cujo had fallen in love with this place, the top floors of the house, with its 10-foot ceilings and terracotta tile floors. It was on three levels, although the rooftop was barely more than a sunroom surrounded by a covered patio. Kent Frasier, his butler and manager, gardened up there. Something fragrant was always in bloom — rosemary right now. And it had views in all directions. Cujo made a point to go up there every morning and night to meditate. He snorted. It wasn’t really meditation — he spent an hour focusing on his mate bond. He had hopes he’d one day reach his mate and learn her location.

So far the meditation hadn’t helped. The only time his mate bond worked was when his mate was being tortured. He’d wake up in the middle of the night, trapped in whatever she was experiencing — not the actual experiences so much as her reaction to them. He thought of it as torture, because she experienced it as torture. Rage, humiliation and pain.

He pulled his thoughts away from that. He hadn’t felt her in a few days. He didn’t know why. The connection was random. Stop it, he told himself. Think about something else — anything else.

He continued his mental walkthrough of his home. The floor below the rooftop was his bedroom, bath, and office. The main floor was the living room, kitchen and dining room, with a maid’s room and bath off of that. 

Or in his case, the butler’s room.

Kent Frasier lived here full-time. He managed Cujo’s property, his finances, his home, and even his reputation, if Cujo was honest about it.

Most of all, he was a friend. Perhaps the only friend he had where he could be himself — all of his selves.

“I didn’t expect you back tonight,” Kent observed. He handed Cujo a brandy snifter. Cujo grunted. He had shed his suit jacket, but he was still wearing black trousers and a white dress shirt. He’d loosened his tie, but he’d obviously been out for the evening. He had taken a woman to dinner, and he fully expected to follow her inside her apartment and spend the night. Instead he’d left her on her doorstep with a tame goodnight kiss.

Marissa was not pleased with him.

“It’s been a year,” Cujo said simply. “An anniversary of sorts. Of when I lost her.” His eyes burned a bit with unshed tears. If nothing else, this last year had introduced him to his emotions. He couldn’t say he liked it much.

Mate, his wolf mourned.

“Ah,” Kent said. He sipped his own brandy and stood next to Cujo as he looked out over the view. Sunset over the marina? It was amazing — still, after all these years. Nothing like it.

Well, actually, he knew of several places in Seattle and the Puget Sound that had magnificent sunset views, now that he thought about it. He felt a wave of homesickness. He might be due for another trip home.

“You’d like the Northwest,” he said abruptly. “It’s a lot like Scotland.”

Kent snorted. “I left Scotland, Cujo,” he reminded him. “And I left it because I hated it there. I’ve never gone back. So that might not be the selling point you seem to think it is.”

Cujo laughed. “No, I guess not.”

Kent Frasier was a rare submissive wolf — and a lone wolf. Cujo had never met another lone wolf who was submissive. It wasn’t that a submissive wolf was passive or weak. A submissive wolf didn’t have the drive to dominate. There was no challenge there. No testing to see who was the most dominant. It was incredibly restful to have Kent around, Cujo admitted.

A Scotsman, Kent had brown hair and brown eyes, and he was shorter and thinner than Cujo — well most men were, even shifters. Cujo was 6-foot-3, weighed 220, and had since he was 20. He had to have his suits and tuxes tailored or he looked like a thug from some badly made Mafia movie. Kent, on the other hand, had one of those elegant builds that his tailor sighed over.

Cujo didn’t know what his backstory was. He didn’t know how old he was. Or what pack had been his birth pack. Kent had never volunteered why he was a lone wolf. And it was unheard of for a submissive wolf — but Cujo had never picked up even a whiff of a story about a pack turning a submissive wolf loose. Packs kept their submissive wolves close to home, and they were cherished for the stability they brought a pack. He didn’t know whether Kent had chosen to go lone wolf or it he’d been banished. Didn’t know anything at all, really.

Twenty years ago or so, Cujo had heard snarling wolves in a back alley of Paris. He’d gone to investigate — in Paris? Shifters in wolf form? Dear God.

Four wolves had cornered a man — a shifter, Cujo realized. Their intended victim was using a pole to fend them off and doing quite well for one man against four wolves. Cujo had been impressed. He waded in, more to run off the idiots who were showing themselves in wolf form in cosmopolitan Paris than in any rescue attempt.

One wolf made one last lunge at their cornered victim, catching his belly and ripping it open, before racing down the cobblestone street. Cujo forced the victim to change, then change back to human, to stop the bleeding and aid in the healing. Still, the victim was barely alive when Cujo carried him back to his own hotel room. He’d nursed him back to health over the course of the next few days. Other than giving Cujo his name — Kent Frasier — he’d not told him anything else. Cujo still didn’t know who the other wolves had been, or why they’d been so focused on killing the man.

He figured if Kent kept his own secrets so well, he’d probably keep Cujo’s secrets too.

Not that Cujo had shared much, not at first. But he was in need of a manager, for lack of a better word, and he offered the man the job. Kent had hesitated, but when he heard it was out of Paris, he accepted — for six months, he’d said. Said it 20 years ago.

Gradually, Kent had taken over more management of Cujo’s day-to-day life. And gradually, Cujo had trusted him with the complicated life he lived — a wolf living in a human world. A mercenary who took great risks to have the lifestyle he did. And all of it a cover for the CIA agent he really was.

Or maybe he was really a mercenary, and the CIA agent was the cover role?

There were many days when Cujo wasn’t sure.

When Cujo decided to retire from the CIA and return to the Northwest, he kept the apartment. Only a fool would sell it — real estate in Monte Carlo was the best investment in the world. And he left Kent Frasier in charge. Hedging his bets, he thought now. He grimaced.

For a year on Hat Island, Cujo Brown had been someone else. Maybe the someone he would have been had he done his eight years in the Army and mustered out at 27 — a fitness coach and security chief for a fitness resort. He’d found it surprisingly satisfying. 

Then Olivia Trainer showed up in a cohort of test subjects.

“And in a year you haven’t found her,” Kent said, interrupting Cujo’s thoughts.

Cujo shook his head.

“That strikes me as really odd,” Kent continued. “You? You’ve got contacts all over the world. You’ve rescued people from all kinds of situations. And you can’t find her? Even with a mate bond?”

Cujo tipped his head to the side as he thought about that. “It doesn’t make much sense,” he admitted. People paid him millions to find and rescue people. He’d done a lot of that over the years.

“You keep coming back here,” Kent said. “Why?”

Cujo shrugged. “It’s my home?” he said wryly. He sighed. “I realized I was in the wrong persona. Rescuing Olivia from whoever Jones sold her to wasn’t going to get done by a security chief and fitness coach for a health spa — even one that was really a front for a medical research lab. I had to become the mercenary again.”

“I think it’s more than that,” Kent said. “I think the mate bond pulls you here. She’s nearby.”

Cujo nodded. He thought the same. “When I’m in Seattle, I can feel the tug,” he admitted. “And it pulls me back to Europe. To here. But once I’m here, I can’t seem to get a bearing on her. I’m in the vicinity, but short of driving around the south of France and northern Italy hoping the bond kicks in, I can’t figure out how to find her.” 

He wasn’t going to admit it, but he’d actually done some of that. More than once, the restlessness would hit, and he’d taken out his elderly — vintage, call it vintage — Peugeot and gone for a drive. Running from the memories. Hoping the erratic bond would kick in. So far it hadn’t.

No, when it kicked in, it was during the night usually, waking him up. He’d suffer through whatever they were putting Olivia through, and then try to send her consolation and support. He had no clue if she received any of that.

“Part of it is that Olivia doesn’t know what a mate bond is,” Cujo said, thinking out loud. “I should have told her what she was, and what we had, much earlier. But the research protocol said we couldn’t. Stefan could have lost all his funding if we did. What he was doing was too important to risk. So I followed the rules.”

He smiled wryly at his friend. “Me! Following rules. I can see why I never did it before.”

“So she can’t tell you where she is,” Kent said thoughtfully, with only an eyeroll in response to Cujo’s joke. A pretty pathetic one, Cujo admitted.

“No,” Cujo said. “I get strong emotions mostly.” He swallowed hard. He got her pain and rage. And once? He’d gotten satisfaction — she’d killed her attacker, he thought. He sent his congratulations. It was the one time he thought he got something back. A thank you.

“Do you think they know she’s got a mate bond? That you’re the man she’s got a bond with?” Kent pursued.

Cujo’s eyes narrowed as he studied the man. “You’re going somewhere with this,” he accused. Kent was extremely good at collecting information within Monte Carlo. And truthfully most good gossip came through here eventually. He considered the question. “Maybe,” he answered slowly. “I mean, they started torturing her, and I suddenly leave Hat Island and head here? Anyone who knows anything about mate bonds might guess.”

“And Jedediah Jones would know the signs,” Kent pointed out. 

Cujo nodded slowly. “You think she’s bait?”

Kent made an equivocating gesture with his hand. “Yes,” he said. “I’m picking up the phrase berserker wolf among the shifter community, Cujo. Do you know what that is?”

He did. Cujo just nodded, though. He wasn’t going to give away Tanaka pack secrets, even to this man. The Tanaka pack in Seattle was one of the largest, most powerful, packs in the world. And it was headed by a berserker wolf — something he didn’t think Alpha Akihiro Tanaka knew he knew. And if Cujo wanted to stay alive, he’d keep it that way.

Ironically, about 15 years ago, someone had kidnapped Tanaka’s pack Second in an attempt to make a berserker wolf out of him. They’d failed.

“Do you know how one is created?”

Cujo grimaced. “Contrary to popular opinion, they’re born, not made,” he said slowly. “Although I think some sort of great trauma brings the berserker wolf form to the forefront.”

Kent considered that, then nodded. “That makes sense actually. A latent trait, brought forth as a response to trauma? I guess my actual question is do you know how a berserker wolf is leashed?”

Cujo frowned. “Spill it,” he ordered.

“You’ve heard Rick Ricci called Jones’ pet berserker wolf, right?” Kent said.

Cujo had. Ricci was a scary psychopath in Jones’ employ. He was a berserker wolf who attacked and killed on Jones’ command. He was also an intelligent, erudite man who had been Jones’ representative to Stefan’s Wolf Harbor project. It wasn’t every man who could hold their own with Stefan Lebenev. People pictured a berserker wolf as some slobbering werewolf caricature. Not true with Ricci — well, it might be when he shifted and became the berserker wolf, Cujo admitted. Cujo had never seen Ricci in that form — most people who did, died. 

“I know him,” Cujo said. “Leashed? He works for Jones — has for a century, I think.”

“Jones controls him,” Kent said. “He has him on leash. Rumor has it that a century ago, Jones kidnapped Ricci’s mate. Tortured her — and then tortured him when he came to rescue her — until the berserker presented itself. And Ricci would do anything to stop the torment. Anything.”

Cujo nodded. He understood that. “He doesn’t have a mate now, though, does he?”

“No, she died,” Kent said. “But Ricci has never broken free of that leash. I don’t know if he can’t? Doesn’t want to? Maybe it’s just that he has no place to go.”

Cujo felt a wisp of pity for the man. He banished it. Ricci was a psychopathic killer. Cujo thought he killed for Jones because he liked it.

He considered what Kent was saying. “So you think Olivia being held by someone who’s torturing her to see who shows up?” he said slowly. “But it’s not Jones. I’m 95 percent confident that he no longer has her. He sold her — to a human collector, I think.”

“Probably true,” Kent agreed. “He doesn’t need to keep her, although I bet he plans to get her back if he can pull this off. In the meantime, he’s got their money, and someone else does the torture. And he watches you. Have you been attacked recently?”

Cujo shrugged. He was attacked often enough that he barely registered it. He had a lot of enemies out there. For every satisfied customer, there were a dozen people he’d pissed off — often on the same job. Some of them were very powerful people with long memories and formidable resources. “No more than usual,” he said.

“Any that seemed more like capture rather than kill?” Kent pursued. “Any that involved shifters?”

Cujo considered that. “Two,” he said slowly. “One with humans, and it did seem like they were trying to kidnap me. You know not to pay ransom, right?”

Kent rolled his eyes. He knew.

“The other was two nights ago,” Cujo continued. “Two shifters. Pretty good fighters, too.”

“Did you kill them?”

Cujo shrugged. “Left them bleeding out,” he said. “But I suspect they lived.”

“Getting soft, Cujo,” Kent observed.

Cujo shrugged again. He’d seen enough death. But he admitted, to himself at least, that Wolf Harbor had changed him. Working as part of a team? A team that included a number of people who could kill — men he’d hesitate to take on — and yet they didn’t. They’d found other ways to live. And Cujo had changed to be like them. To be someone they could respect.

He wasn’t sure he liked the changes. Getting soft, as Kent called it, could result in getting dead. 

“So you think Jones is behind the attacks?” Cujo asked. “That he’s trying to capture me? Wants another leashed berserker?” Now that was a thought that scared the bejesus out of him.

“Do you know what one would be worth?” Kent asked. “Jones doesn’t need a second one. But create one and sell him? Perhaps to Chairman Vuk? You bet that man would pay whatever it took to have a berserker on leash.”

Anton Vuk, Chairman of the World Council of Alphas, was the most powerful shifter in the world. Yeah, if he wanted a leashed berserker, he’d happily pay billions for one. Rumor had it, he and Jones were friends. At least Jones thought so.

Cujo had to admit the concept of being someone’s pet berserker scared the hell out him.

“Do you think you have that innate gene?” Kent asked.

Cujo frowned and thought about it. “I’ve been through some shit,” he said. “Torture? Near death? And I killed them when I got free, but I didn’t go berserker, Kent. Either there is another part of that puzzle, or I’m not genetically capable of berserker. Although I’d probably do anything to stop the torture of my mate — berserker or not.”

Kent nodded. “I think there is more to the process,” he agreed. “But Cujo? Try not to get caught and find out? Because the notion of you as someone’s leashed berserker gives me nightmares.”

Cujo snorted. “I’d die first,” he said. 

“If you could,” Kent agreed. “But I bet Ricci said that once too. And here he is.”

A valid warning, Cujo thought. “I’ll do my best to not get caught,” he said out loud.

Kent nodded, and went off to his room, leaving Cujo standing there, brooding. Brooding! he thought. Since when did I become the brooding type?

Since Olivia, he admitted. He’d screwed that up in too many ways to count. She was paying a high price for his fuckups. And while it was nowhere near the same level of abuse, so was he. He looked at his reflection in the window. The sun was gone now — just the night sky out there. His reflection showed a man who had been through some hard times. His face looked worn. He’d lost weight. The gray in his hair, he added to age himself — Monte Carlo knew him as a 60-year-old mercenary, after all. He strived to look 45 — a 60-year-old man who took extremely good care of himself. And people bought it. After this last year, no one questioned it. He looked like hell.

Two years ago, the age thing had been harder to fake. It was why he’d needed to retire. People were speculating about his youthful appearance, and even the rumor Kent kept alive about plastic surgery, didn’t completely explain it. Shifters took a dim view of shifters who raised that kind of speculation. So he dropped out of sight.

When he showed up for work at Wolf Harbor, he looked 30. And he had the paperwork to show that he was 30. Paperwork that was in a deposit box in Seattle waiting for him to return and resume that identity. He wished he could. He wished he really was just a fitness coach for a health spa on Hat Island. A spa that was home for him and his mate.

Someone else had that job now. Jake Lewis, he’d heard. He snorted. And what was a retired Marine lieutenant colonel doing acting as security chief for a fitness resort? 

Probably the same thing he’d been doing, he conceded. Cujo had been pulled back to the island because it was the last time he’d had any real connection to anyone. And wasn’t that pathetic? He’d been 15, sent to Scout Camp on the island. He’d been going there since he was a Cub Scout, and it had been a revelation. He’d grown up at Hayden Lake, Idaho. The pack was part of Butler’s white supremacy movement. A bunch of Confederate shifters who had drifted up to northern Idaho after the war had ended. They’d welcomed Butler — of course they had. His Alpha thought Butler would bring about a white state, and they would finally win the War between the States.

But the Scout Camp had teenagers with a mix of races and backgrounds from all over the Northwest region. Cujo had been forced to interact with guys who weren’t white and who could out-think him and out-fight him. Guys like Jake Lewis, who was a mix of Native American, Filipino and Black. Or Pete Craven, a Black guy from Roslyn, Washington, or Benny Garrison, who was half Cambodian. They were all pulled back to Hat Island when Stefan started his research labs there.

And there had been Yui Ito, a Japanese American woman who had been the camp nurse — and probably the first crush of every boy who passed through that camp. Not that she paid them any attention. He smiled fondly. He actually thought it was Yui who was doing the pulling; if so, it was instinctive, and not deliberate.

He’d returned home from the camps a changed kid. His Alpha hadn’t liked it. Didn’t like those new-fangled ideas he was bringing back each summer. But he didn’t want him hanging around Hayden Lake either. His increasing dominance was a problem. Eventually the Alpha banished him at age 19.

Cujo hadn’t been back to northern Idaho since then, not since the Alpha declared him a lone wolf — a beta, a powerful wolf capable of being an Alpha. He hadn’t been unkind — he’d funded Cujo’s first year of college. Cujo had resented the banishment, and college had no appeal, so he enlisted in the Army. And then he’d been recruited by the CIA.

His Hayden Lake credentials opened doors in the far-right movements throughout Europe. He gathered information the CIA wanted and passed it back to his handlers. Now, looking at the mess the United States had become, he sometimes wondered exactly what the CIA had done with all his intel. Had they acted to prevent fascism from spreading or had they provoked it further? He could make an argument either way.

He became known as a man who could get things done — for a price. With the CIA’s blessing, he took the jobs. Sliding the CIA jobs among them went unremarked. For over 30 years it had been an excellent persona.

Then one day he looked in the mirror and realized it wasn’t a persona any longer. It was who he was. And it was time to get out while he still had any humanity left.

Cujo finished his brandy. Thinking about those years made him tired. He’d done things that helped people. Things that had made the world a better place. But he’d also done despicable things. Things that gave him nightmares. 

And some of the worst jobs had been done for the CIA. Not all of them. Some of the money he had stashed away here, and in Caribbean banks as well, was blood money, no lie.

So he retired, and the next thing he knew, he was doing security and coaching Stefan’s test subjects. It had been satisfying work. Watching women regain their health and vitality? It had been amazing. Sometimes, it had been hard to remember it was just a front for the real purpose of the resort — develop a serum that could save the lives of young shifter girls. 

But that goal seemed far away while helping the women who came to the resort was immediate gratification. And Cujo had always been into immediate gratification. He rolled his eyes.

Olivia Trainer showed up as part of the third cohort. A 72-year-old woman, who was tiny and frail, Olivia had this lively interest in the world around her. He’d been entranced from the moment she stepped off the resort’s boat. 

She wrote children’s books — a series of books about a Husky named Nellie Bly who had decided to go around the world in 80 days — just like her human namesake had done 100 years ago. On one of Cujo’s trips into Seattle, he’d stopped at a bookstore and bought them all. Olivia had laughed, but Cujo wasn’t the only one at the resort who liked listening to her read them.

Yui, who had two children, said the books were popular with shifter children — in their minds, Nellie Bly was re-interpreted as a shifter. It made him grin. Someday he hoped to be able to tell Olivia that.

Olivia couldn’t figure out what a 30-year-old fitness coach would see in her, and of course, part of the answer was he was 62, closer to her age than she realized. But he also admired her — he just liked her.

Oh, she could be a right bitch. He wasn’t blind! She’d accused him of being a boytoy looking to tap into her money. He didn’t tell her, he could buy and sell a dozen of her.

Maybe he should try that — make Jones an offer he couldn’t refuse. He’d have to go through an intermediary....

Mate, his wolf said now, as he had said pretty much from the first time he saw Olivia.

Cujo-the-man had fought the mate bond. Denied that was what it was. Common wisdom said a lone wolf couldn’t have a mate. Well, it turned out that was a political rule, not a biological mandate. Stefan might theorize that becoming a lone wolf destroyed the capacity for a mate bond, but it wasn’t the case. And he wasn’t the only mated pair that proved it.

Okami Yoshida had been a lone wolf when he rescued Tanaka pack Second Haru Ito from a Canadian Alpha who was trying to turn him into a berserker. They’d also kidnapped Ito’s niece, Yui Ito. Cujo considered what he knew of that incident. If they knew what they were doing, and Cujo thought they had, leashing a berserker required the torture of someone near and dear to the potential berserker. And Yui might be the only person that Haru Ito cared about beyond his own Alpha. 

It hadn’t worked. Okami rescued the two of them and realized Yui was his mate. He brought her back to her home on Hat Island to heal — and 13 years later, they were still there when Stefan came calling. It was considered a romantic story among shifters. But Cujo had known Yui back when she was the nurse for the Scout Camp. And he was privileged to rekindle a friendship with her when he returned to Hat Island as security chief. He could see the toll that time of torture had taken, a toll that even 12 happy years hadn’t erased. From what Okami had told him, those emotional scars went deep.

He worried briefly about the emotional scars that Olivia must be developing. Well, that would be dealt with down the road. The task at hand was her rescue. 

Berserker wolf. A leashed berserker wolf. Cujo thought Kent had that right. The latent berserker was genetic. Trauma made it surface. Cujo thought Tanaka’s berserker wolf had first surfaced in the ‘40s when his pack was rounded up and sent to an internment camp after Pearl Harbor along with all the humans of Japanese descent on the West Coast. Well that was trauma, all right. Cujo could barely imagine it. 

They’d lost everything. But Tanaka had led his pack into the camp at Tule Lake, and he led it back out again. Haru Ito and Okami Yoshida had stood as his left and right hands. And the three of them made it happen.

Then Alpha Tanaka had focused on rebuilding all that they’d lost and more. Now, Tanaka Corporation, and its subsidiaries, was a large international corporation. The pack was thriving and had 2,000 members, plus or minus. Too big for anyone to take down. People had tried. The attempt to leash Haru Ito was one of those attempts, actually. 

But too big to fail meant they were also too big to be unnoticed. Cujo sighed. He needed to check in with some people about that.

Cujo wished he could talk to Haru about what had happened to him. He only knew what little Okami had said about it — and most of that was focused on Yui and the aftermath. But not even he was brave enough to question Haru Ito about anything. The man was a stone-cold killer, and as intimidating as hell.

Was Kent right? Was that what they were doing? Tormenting Olivia left him off-balanced and sleep-deprived. He was not at the top of his game. Could someone take him?

Anything was possible.

He’d be careful, he told himself. Extra careful. He wanted Olivia back — not to join her in captivity.

Cujo rinsed his glass and left it in the sink. He went upstairs to his bedroom, and on impulse he went up to the roof-top patio. He sat in one of the chairs that faced northeast.

Olivia? Where are you?

For an hour he focused on the mate bond, sending encouragement through it. He didn’t get anything back.

I love you, he sent. Where are you?
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Chapter 3
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Friday, May 2, Monte Carlo

Cujo woke up the next morning, took a shower, got dressed in black trousers and a olive green T-shirt. He could hear sounds from the kitchen below, and his stomach growled. Before going down to breakfast, however, he checked his email.

There was one from a man who he’d bribed to tell him of Jedediah Jones’ movements. And Jones was on the move — headed to Hat Island. Cujo frowned and looked at a calendar. Was this a pickup week? It was... of course, it was — one-year anniversary, hello? He tapped his fingers on the desk as he thought. He should go back, he decided. Someone knew who Jones had sold Olivia to. So far, Cujo hadn’t been able to grab the right person — Jones’ men ran a tight ship. Since failure carried a death sentence, it stood to reason that the men who were alive to continue working for Jones were good at what they did. Very good.

Jones had bought land on Hat Island and built a 15,000-square-foot eyesore so he’d have a place to stay one week every four months when he picked up the women from Stefan’s cohort. Well, that wasn’t entirely fair. The house — a small hotel really — was a beautiful building. If it had been built in the south of France. It was just so out of place on Hat Island which was home to mostly aging hippies and retirees — people who were more focused on their boats, not their houses.

Most of them lived in houses that were only one step up from a beach shack.

And then there was Jones’ big white — glaringly white — stucco house that faced the ocean. He’d refurbished a landing strip there so he could fly in and out. And to the incredulous disbelief of the island residents, he didn’t even own a boat!

Cujo grinned.

The security of Jones’ Hat Island residence was in the hands of Benjamin Brighton. He was smart, loyal, and had been trained by a 40-year-plus career in Great Britain’s military. What the hell he was doing working for Jones? Cujo had no clue.

A year ago, when Jones had arrived at Hat Island to pick up the women of Olivia’s cohort, someone had tranq’d Cujo. And kept him tranq’d until Jones was gone — taking Olivia with him. Cujo didn’t remember the details of the weeks that followed. It was the downtime between cohorts, and most of the staff at Wolf Harbor were gone. Cujo was out of control in rage and pain at the loss of his mate. And he was just starting to get Olivia’s rage and pain through the bond. Sometimes he couldn’t tell which he was feeling — his own rage and pain, or Olivia’s.

And sometimes, his wolf took control and howled mournfully for his mate.

Stefan had gone to Okami and Yui and pleaded for them to do something. With humans living on the island, they couldn’t afford to have a wolf howling like this! Okami had agreed to talk to Cujo. But it wasn’t that Cujo didn’t already know that. When he slept — and he slept poorly as it was — his wolf would grab control.

And his wolf wanted his mate.

The only way to prevent that was to not sleep. That left him more disoriented, and less in touch with reality. One night, he’d shot a hole through his bedroom door in the lodge. He wasn’t sure what he’d been dreaming — he actually thought he’d been reacting to something he was getting through the mate bond. But it worried him. The lodge had been empty, but what would happen when people were back? He was a danger to everyone.

That was when he made his first trip back to Europe, hoping for a lead to where Jones might have taken Olivia. In hindsight, it was a stupid move. It probably alerted Jones that he was connected to Olivia. It had also been fruitless. He’d come back and done what he should have done in the first place — he called his old contacts at the CIA and asked for information. He wanted them to sanction the removal of Jones, but he didn’t get it. Just as he hadn’t gotten it a decade ago when he’d first brought it up. Jones had just started moving into human trafficking back then. 

But the Powers That Be at the CIA didn’t think Cujo could get it done.

Now his old handler admitted they should have given him the green light back then, because Jones had only grown in power since then. But they didn’t think Cujo could get it done now either — as the repercussions of a failed attempt would be even more disastrous.

“And yes, I understand how ludicrous this is — and we’ll be back here in five years for a repeat of this conversation, complete with the regrets,” his handler said cheerfully. Cujo snorted. 

“If I end up having to take him out to get my client’s friend back? Will the CIA be pissed at me?” he’d asked. He’d made up a client who thought Jones had kidnapped ‘a friend.’ His handler hadn’t even questioned the story. Cujo had rolled his eyes. His handler was probably 30, and long on book learning, and short on street smarts — just what the CIA liked for their desk personnel.

“Nope,” the handler said. “We’ll throw you a party, even. But try and fail? We had nothing to do with it. And there won’t be a rescue party coming to your aid either.”

“So business as usual,” Cujo had said. But the information they sent over was gold. And it was troubling. How was Jedediah managing to fuel this growth in power and wealth? He grimaced when it hit him. Strategic use of those women Wolf Harbor was handing over to him? Use them as bribes? Sell them, use the money judiciously? And Jones was beefing up his own drug manufacturing operation as well — making drugs that would work on shifters, Cujo thought. He frowned. Something had to be done about Jedediah Jones. But he wasn’t sure he could get the job done either. Jones had some pretty formidable defenders.

Cujo had returned to Hat Island for another cohort, but it was obvious to everyone that he was off-balance. Out of control. And when you were a very dominant wolf, being out of control took new meaning. If he went crazy, the only person on the island who stood a chance to take him out was Okami. Maybe he’d get the job done. Cujo hoped so.

So he’d quit. He spent more time in Europe. He studied all the information on Jedediah Jones, re-assessing it in light of his own knowledge of Jones as a shifter. A very old shifter, with a home base in Bulgaria. He’d gone there. No one would talk. Cujo didn’t blame them.

Cujo still made trips back to Hat Island when Jones did. And it was time to go again. Some time, one of Jones’ men was going to get sloppy. And Cujo would have an inside track into Jones’ organization. He’d get answers to his questions then.

And since he was pretty sure it had been Brighton who tranq’d him, he figured Brighton owed him some answers. He watched Brighton, hoping the man would make a mistake and Cujo would be able to take him down. Give him a bit of his own tranq. Ask him some pointed questions.

But Brighton didn’t make mistakes. Cujo shook his head. The man made it look easy, actually, and it wasn’t. The house had a staff of 20 — cooks, gardeners, maids — and a security staff of 12. All for a man who visited periodically. Brighton kept it all running smoothly — and to Cujo’s disgust, securely.

Well, not just Jones used it. Rick Ricci did too. Ricci was in Seattle pretty much full-time as Jones’s liaison with Stefan and the research program. Cujo frowned. That didn’t require Jones’s pet berserker to be in Seattle full time. He wondered what else Ricci was up to?

Ricci used the house as his getaway and a place where he could entertain. Okami and Cujo made sure the residents of Hat Island were safely away from that house during those times. Ricci’s notions of entertainment were not safe for humans — or shifters, for that matter. Okami fretted because Yui tended to roam the island at night, chased by her nightmares. And there were children to consider. Okami and Yui weren’t the only Wolf Harbor employees with children. Okami built a walled community for the families to segregate them from that end of the island. But he was helpless to do anything about Yui’s nightly wanderings.

Cujo fretted a bit. He worried about Yui too.

While Cujo might entertain ideas of how to question Brighton, he had no intention of trying to grab Ricci for questioning. Brighton was sane. Ricci was not. And questioning an insane berserker wolf was to risk death. A brutal, ugly death at that.

So he gave Ricci a wide berth. Brighton had possibilities as a source, but no one else did, except when Jones was in residence. He brought additional security with him. And someone had to be in charge of placing the women with buyers. Cujo couldn’t imagine that Jones did his own paperwork. No he had a manager who sold the women and delivered them. Took care of all those details. That was the man Cujo wanted. If he could just figure out who he was, and how to get him.

He shook his head to clear it, flipped over to the website of his travel agent, and sent him an email. One first-class ticket to Seattle, leaving tonight.

He skimmed through the rest of his email, and then paused on one from an anonymous address — one his email security flagged as unknown. Cujo grimaced and opened it. As he thought, it was from Bill Mason.

Not that Bill used his name in it. Didn’t use Cujo’s name either. Bill Mason might staff a desk these days, but he hadn’t forgotten the fieldcraft he’d learned as a CIA agent. Unlike Cujo, Mason had looked to the future and saw that field agents rarely moved into analyst positions. Told you something about the CIA, Cujo thought. On-the-ground knowledge wasn’t valued. 

Cujo had never planned to move to a desk job. He didn’t have the academic credentials the CIA demanded, but more than that, it would be impossible to hide his youthful appearance. Someone was bound to notice that he didn’t age if they saw him daily. Easier to fake it from a distance when most communication was by phone or email drops. 

Email drops like this one.

Bill, however, was smart — both academically and strategically. He got his master’s in world history, and then did a PhD in international economics. When he hit 35 and knew he was slowing down, he applied and got a desk job. He settled down in the D.C. area. Alexandria, Virginia, Cujo thought. He got married, and they had a family now. 

Then he got tapped for a hush-hush program. The wonks and nerds of the backrooms of government had become interested in people who might be living longer than normal. People who healed faster and survived things that normal people didn’t. Methuselah’s children, Bill had called them when he’d come to Cujo a year ago.

He was hitting the anniversary for that too.

Bill Mason was as close to a friend in the CIA as Cujo ever had. A mentor of sorts, someone he’d actually partnered with on a couple of jobs. Mason had saved his life once — and saved his sanity more often than that. Cujo had saved his life twice.

There was a list, Bill said a year ago when he tracked Cujo down in Seattle. And Cujo’s name had been added to it. So Bill hunted him up — managing to break his new identity within a week — and they’d had a heart-to-heart talk. Or as close to it as two professional paranoids could manage. 

Bill didn’t like the direction the program was heading. He didn’t like the creation of a list, because he suspected that it wouldn’t be long before someone rounded up some of those people and ran some tests to see what made them tick. So he deleted Cujo’s name. 

“If there are people who have natural longevity and healing, the government is going to want it,” Mason had told him a year ago. “They’re going to study it — and doesn’t that give me nightmares to think about how they’re going to study it? And yeah, they’ll round them up.”

Hard to look at history and argue with that. Cujo thought back to that first conversation now — Bill Mason was an interesting man.

“I think the subspecies exists,” Mason had said. “I don’t think they’re doing any harm, but they’re not going to be able to hide much longer. We’re closing in on some we think can be... compelled to being test subjects. And then the hunt will be on. I don’t like it. I don’t like what I see coming. History shows what dominant cultures will do to indigenous cultures if the indigenous have something they want. And I don’t think this will be any different. Long life? Better health? Look young again? What do you think Americans will do?”

“Hunt them down,” Cujo had said grimly. “Try to get it for themselves. Kill them if they can’t. And Bill? It won’t matter if they actually have it. It will be a witch hunt. Someone will say — like Ricci did to me — he’s one of them. And the name goes on the list. Wait until that’s happening on Twitter or Facebook. Or on a jogging path in downtown Seattle.”

Bill nodded. Obviously, he’d already thought about that. Well, Cujo had always thought Bill was one of the smartest men he knew.

“So, I’m here, because you’re the first person to show up on the list that I actually know, and within the parameters of our profession, trust,” Bill had said to him. “I don’t know if it’s true. I don’t know if it’s true about you. But you might know. And you can send a message if you do: trouble is coming. And if you agree? I’ll keep you posted on developments.”

Cujo had not expected that. Bill Mason was putting his job on the line — probably his life as well — because he saw what was ahead. “And in return?”

“And in return, there may come a day when I call you for sanctuary,” Bill had said. “I’m violating all kinds of oaths here, Cujo. NDAs? That’s just to start. They could lock me up and throw away the key for this visit alone. For treason. And treason carries a death penalty, remember? So some day, I may need a way out. And I have family.”

Cujo considered what he was committing to. And what he was committing shifters to. But an early heads up? That was worth almost anything. He nodded. “I appreciate you doing this,” he said carefully. “And even though I think the whole thing is bogus, you’re right — this could turn into a witch hunt of unbelievable proportions.” He’d almost called it a wolf hunt. “And yes, I will come to your aid. To you and your family, if necessary. Because we are friends — as you say, as much as our profession allows — and yes, because my curiosity demands I stay in the loop.”

And because Akihiro Tanaka and Haru Ito were already on the list — too big to fail, meant too big to miss, not just by shifter competitors, but by a suspicious human government as well.

They’d agreed. Set up some alarms and drop boxes. Cujo had gone to Tanaka, and Ito had been tasked with vetting Bill Mason. He was on the up and up, Haru Ito concluded to Cujo’s relief. It would have felt like betrayal if he wasn’t — not to mention it would have been a death sentence for the man. Haru Ito would have dispatched Mason before he even got back to Virginia.

Periodically since then, Cujo had gotten an email like this. Ironic that it was now — one year later. At the time, Cujo had thought it would take two years for the government to move to a completely black ops agency with the necessary budget. Bill had agreed. Cujo read the email quickly, and then reread it again, slower this time. 

The list had hit 500 names. Cujo skimmed the list — he recognized the last names of probably a third. Probably more on the list were shifters who he didn’t know. He hadn’t been in the States for a long time. Ito would know. Cujo was convinced he probably knew every shifter in North America — and maybe beyond. Haru was one of the best intelligencers the shifters had.

But to Cujo it was clear — whoever was compiling this list knew something. Knew how to spot shifters. Cujo would like to know what the markers were. And then maybe they could figure out how to camouflage them.

Mason wasn’t even writing about that, really. The black ops budget had been approved. The agency was getting organized. He’d been asked to sign on, and he had done so. It wasn’t an offer he could really refuse, he wrote. He was in too deep already. His exit at this point would include a burial plot, and if he was lucky, a headstone so his family would know he was dead. But he would have signed on anyway. They needed to know what was happening.
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