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All the Hidden Places

Book 3 in the Wolf Harbor Rescue trilogy

A Wolf Harbor novel

A rumor says a mad man has one of the missing wolves

Cujo Brown stayed behind in Hayden Lake to make sure his birth pack didn’t self-destruct after the death of the old Alpha and the installation of the new Alpha — his father. 

His father had sworn allegiance to the Northwest Council of Alphas and promised to see to the well-being of the future generations of shifters — starting with giving the girls the serum that would save their lives at first shift.

It wasn’t that Cujo didn’t believe his father, exactly. But, well, truth was he wasn’t sure he did believe his father.

Not to mention, the Hayden Lake pack felt unstable. The old Alpha had been sliding into dementia before Abby Stafford took him out, and he’d been taking some of his pack with him. Too many were teetering on the edge of losing control. It would take just one. Just one to lose their grip, shift and attack the new Alpha — and they’d have a cascading meltdown of the entire pack.

It had happened before in shifter history. No one wanted it to happen again. Not here. Not now.

One week. Cujo could give his father that. And a pack medic could stay with him. They’d give the girls the serum. He’d back up his father as he sought to stabilize the pack — not as his Second, exactly, but as his enforcer? That was as good a term as any. And if he had to put down some of these mangy, deranged Lost Cause wolves? It wouldn’t break his heart.

Then his sister came to him. “While you’re here,” she said.... 

Damn those sisters, right? Cujo Brown may regret ever listening to her.
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Prologue
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Sunday, Oct. 27, Hayden Lake, Idaho

Abby Stafford, the new Chairman of the Northwest Council of Alphas, and Alpha of the Hat Island pack, reached the dining room doors of the Hayden Lake pack house.

As before, Jason and Geoff opened them wide for her to pass through. She squared her shoulders, lifted her chin and lengthened her stride. Jake Lewis followed at her left, looking like the ex-Marine that he was. Cujo Brown tried to mimic his posture, but he knew he didn’t quite get it right. Mei Tanaka had once described Jake as being like Cujo but with a backbone and morals.

She wasn’t wrong. Jake had the posture of 40 years in the Marines. Cujo had spent those years slouching around bars and dives with the bad guys.

Of course, Jake was Black — mostly — and Cujo was White. And here, in Hayden Lake that mattered.

It had almost cost Jake his life two days ago.

Today, Abby didn’t have to oust anyone from the main table at least. She headed there. The members of her pack following behind — including Burton Brown who the Hayden Lake pack Alpha Stark had banished just the night before.

Cujo braced himself. He knew they were asking for a fight by showing up here with Burton among them. Abby knew it too, but he sensed she’d welcome a fight, really. She’d had enough of this pack.

Well, they’d tried to kill Jake upon their arrival. Damned near got it done, too. He shuddered at how close it had been. Abby wasn’t going to forgive that. Not ever.

This pack had a sickness to it. Cujo might have been born here, but he barely recognized what it had become. At first, he thought it was because he had changed, but now, he thought it was more than that. Something was wrong — seriously wrong. He held himself on high-alert, ready to defend Abby, no matter what.

“Stop!” Alpha Stark roared when Abby and her entourage were about 10 feet from the table. “Do you defy me? Burton was told to be gone or die.” Stark stood up.

“He is no longer a concern of yours,” Abby said clearly. “He is part of my pack now.”

Stark roared his outrage. “You do not have the power to defy me,” he screamed. Then he leaped, turning wolf in midair. He was not a particularly big wolf — a small, vicious, brown wolf from the South. He brought his Lost Cause shifters here at the end of the Civil War, waiting for the South to rise again — waiting for the white nationalist movement to establish a white state. Neither was ever going to happen. Stark would die waiting.

He might die today. Cujo thought it was likely.

Abby waited, mostly to see who he was coming for. Jake started to move in front of her, but she gestured him off.

Jake stopped. That must be hard, Cujo thought. He’d done it with his mate once — let her fight her own battles. And it had been hard, and Olivia’s attackers had been human.  The attack headed Abby’s way was from a shifter — a rabid Alpha who had been fighting — and winning — dominance fights for 150 years. Abby? She’d been a wolf for less than six months.

But Jake stayed behind Abby, although he was ready to leap in if necessary. Well, so was Cujo — so were the other men of the Hat Island pack who were arrayed behind her. But Abby could fight her own battles. She wasn’t much of a fighter as far as skills went, but her dominance was off the charts. And with shifters that mattered. Mattered a lot.

Still, it was hard.

But Stark lunged for Burton Brown — the young banished wolf who was now part of Hat Island pack. Stark’s wolf was enraged — its fur raised, its mouth in a snarl. Burton calmly stood his ground.

Cujo had to admit the boy had sand. Burton was his nephew, but he’d never met him before last night. Cujo hadn’t been back here for over 40 years — and if Abby hadn’t needed him at her back, he wouldn’t be here now.

Burton was 20 — strong, stupid, stubborn. He reminded Cujo of himself at that age.

Abby stepped in front of Burton.

“No,” she said, putting force to it. “He is mine.”

Stark turned on her. He planted all four feet and growled at her.

In the pack bonds in his mind, Cujo could feel Abby’s wolf surge forward. Her hands grew claws, and her eyes turned blue — a warning of what was to come for those who could see it.

Stark stalked forward, more wary now that he faced her, another pack Alpha, and not a 20-year-old kid. He’d said he could feel her dominance at the first Northwest Council meeting a week ago. Stark was no fool — he had to know she was more dominant than he was or he would have challenged her then for the chairmanship of the Council.

Cujo suddenly wondered if all of this had been designed for one thing — to get Abby to take him out before he brought more damage to his pack. Stark’s Second — Cujo’s father — wasn’t quite strong enough to get it done. Cujo’s father had said he was afraid to try, because if he failed, no one would be able keep the pack from following Stark into madness.

Stark’s wife couldn’t bring herself to do to it — and wasn’t it a horrific state of affairs that anyone expected her to? But there was no one else who was allowed close enough to the Alpha to do it. And the sane part of the pack — which was growing smaller and weaker by the day — knew someone had to.

The brown wolf kept coming toward Abby, not looking away. Do it, he seemed to be saying. Challenging her — are you strong enough to take me?

When Stark got within leaping distance, his muscles started to bunch as he prepared to attack. He was going in such slow motion even Burton could probably have gotten the job done, Cujo thought. And for the first time since he’d come home, he felt some compassion for the man. And maybe some respect. What did you do when you knew you were sliding into madness and there was no one to take you out?

Cujo swallowed hard. That touched on his own secret fears. He knew he wasn’t all that stable himself. The torture he gone through last summer left him struggling for balance. He wasn’t sure how strong his grasp of reality really was. He took comfort in the fact there were shifters who could take him out if he did lose control.

He thought they could, anyway. Because if he lost control of his wolf, lost touch with reality, he’d be worse than feral, worse than mad like Stark, he’d be a berserker wolf. And they were damned hard to kill.

Cujo shunted that thinking aside. No good would come of it. He focused on the room. Abby could take care of Stark. And Jake would protect her from any other attackers. But this room was a powder keg set to blow. He scanned the Hayden Lake pack who were gathered here. A hundred wolves or so — not the whole pack, but a lot of them — all of them intently focused on their Alpha.

Focused on their Alpha who was going to die in minutes, here.

Cujo looked up at the head table. His father had stood up, but he was making no effort to intervene. It looked like he was bracing himself for what was to come.

And well he should. Because in minutes, he was likely to be the new Alpha of the Hayden Lake pack. Cujo flashed briefly to a pack in Scotland, where for a few minutes, he’d held the pack bonds until they went to the rightful Alpha. Cujo shook the image off. Be prepared, he thought at his father, although his father couldn’t hear him. It hits hard.

Stark leaped, and Abby side-stepped while her wolf slashed Stark-wolf’s jugular. She pulled down forcefully with her claws, slicing open a deep gash. Stark dropped to the floor with a thud. 

Wolves around the room started howling, sounds not meant for human throats. Derek’s wife, Mandy, dropped to her knees beside Stark as he changed back to a man.

“Mandy, my love,” he said hoarsely through the gurgling blood. 

“Hush,” Mandy said. “Let your wolf heal you.”

“No,” he said. And he sounded saner than Cujo had heard him during this visit. “It’s better this way. It’s time — past time —  for me to go. I’m glad it wasn’t you that had to do it.”

“No, Derek,” she said helplessly. “I love you. I couldn’t bring myself....”

“I know,” he said. He reached up and touched her face. “I love you.”

The pack bonds shifted. Cujo could almost feel it. Most certainly, he could see it in his father’s face. Cujo’s father, John Brown, Sr., howled — anguish for the Alpha’s death, ecstasy at the rush of assuming the bonds. 

Abby watched Stark until she was sure he was dead, then looked up to the dais. “Second Brown,” she said loudly. He could barely focus on her but he tried.

“Chairman?” he growled.

“Do you swear your allegiance to the Northwest Council?” she asked. “Do you promise to care for the next generation of shifters? Will you accept the serum for your girls that they might live?”

“I so swear,” he said. It came out as a shout.

“Welcome then, Alpha Brown,” she said. “The Council now recognizes you as the Alpha of the Hayden Lake pack.”

Cujo tugged on his link with Abby, and she focused on him.

“Let me stay,” he said quietly. He dreaded it, but he knew it was the right thing to do — and something only he could do. “The pack is a mess. Stark nearly took a dozen wolves with him just now. Dad is struggling to accept the bonds. I can stand in support while he asserts control.”

Abby considered that. 

William Bellamy volunteered, “I’ll stay, too,” he said. He was the medic who had come along to give the life-saving serum to the girls of this pack. “It’s too soon to give the girls their second shot — another eight hours would be best. And you need to get out of here. Cujo is strong enough to call the girls through first shift, if his father isn’t ready to do it. He’s done it before — with the test subjects, right?”

Cujo nodded.

“A week?” Abby said, turning back to Cujo. 

“I won’t stay longer,” Cujo said. “But we don’t want a Death Valley meltdown, and it feels like it could still happen.”

He could tell she felt it too. Too many wolves had been sucked into Stark’s dementia over the last few years. Too many were teetering on the balance of losing control even now. It would take just one. Just one to lose their grip, shift and attack. 

Abby glanced at Jake, who nodded briefly.

“Do it,” Abby said. “Tell your father. Then we’re going to get the hell out of here, before they realize who it was that killed Stark.” 

Although it had been more of a suicide. She met Cujo’s eyes and raised her eyebrows. He nodded. They agreed, apparently. Suicide by wolf.

Burton was still standing there, in shock, staring at the dead Alpha on the floor. A couple of other women had joined Mandy as she wept kneeling beside the man she’d loved for 150 years.

Cujo wondered what that would be like to love someone for that long. Well with a mate bond, he might find out someday.

If Olivia didn’t kill him first. He grimaced. She wasn’t going to be happy about this.

“All right,” Abby said. “Rent a car when you’re ready to come home. Brighton says no Greyhound.”

That was becoming a pack joke, and he smiled a bit.

“You’ve got the money for it,” she added. 

Cujo rolled his eyes. He’d probably just buy a car. It wouldn’t be the first car he’d bought for the pack. They were always short on transportation. And it wasn’t like he didn’t have the money. Ill-gotten wealth socked away in off-shore accounts seemed to make even more money just sitting there. Blood money. Some of it his blood. Cujo didn’t think he could spend it all — no matter how many cars he bought for the pack.

Abby turned to Burton. “You have to make a choice,” she said. “I can release you, and I’m sure your grandfather would restore you to this pack. Or you can continue as we planned and go to Mattawa and be a part of the pack there. Your choice.”

Burton Brown was startled. “I choose?” he said. He looked around the room. Whatever he saw there upset him. Cujo glanced around, too. Some blamed Burton. And some? It felt like a mixture of ridicule for his failed challenge last night and despising him for his submission to the Alpha who had dismissed him. Something like that. Cujo wouldn’t want to stay, but it would be Burton’s choice. Go, he thought silently, Hayden Lake is a dead end for you.

He couldn’t say Mattawa was all that much better. Still, if Burton was ever to become something more than a Lost Cause wolf working in the mills and hating everyone, he needed to go. But Cujo waited, just as Abby waited.

Burton chewed his lip. “I’d like to go to the Mattawa pack,” he said slowly. “A fresh start. If you’re sure they’ll accept me?”

Abby nodded. “You’re already pack,” she reminded him. She was the caretaker Alpha for Mattawa right now, and last night she’d made Burton a member of the Mattawa pack. Probably saved his life. Derek Stark had been brutal when he’d banished the boy and severed his pack bonds.

Cujo thought Stark had been extra brutal hoping to provoke his Second into defying him over his grandson’s banishment.

Abby had done it instead.

“So be respectful, stay quiet, and watch and learn,” Abby was saying. Burton nodded and looked relieved. He didn’t look around anymore, just focused on Abby as his Alpha. 

Cujo approved. Boy might make something of himself. Cujo looked around, looking for his brother, Burton’s father. He didn’t see him. Cujo frowned, wondering what that meant. Something. Probably not something good. He looked around again. In fact none of his family were here — not his mother, his two brothers, or his sister. Not any of their families, either.

Had his father told them to stay away? Why? What had his father planned for this morning? Cujo frowned. That was a hell of a question, wasn’t it?

“William? Come out to the van and get everything you need,” Abby said, and headed for the door. 

Cujo forced himself to make his way to his father. He would stand as his Second, his temporary Second, he corrected himself. He was not getting sucked back into this pack under any circumstances. Call him his father’s enforcer — just until he could choose a Second. The Council had enforcers in the past, right? Cujo felt a bit better at establishing that, even just in his head. He was here, on loan, from the Council Chairman, as an enforcer to help the new Alpha.

Got it, he thought with amusement.

Cujo was more dominant than anyone in the room — including his father. He knew it. He glanced at his father as he took his position behind him. And yes, his father knew it. That could get touchy.

He watched the Hat Island packmates follow his Alpha out of the room, and he wanted to scream, ‘No, I changed my mind, I’m not staying here!’ But he heard the murmurs in the room, and some of them were ugly. 

He was needed here.

We aren’t abandoning you. He heard Abby through the link they shared. A link like no one had ever seen before in pack structures. But it was there, and he was grateful for it. You will have my attention, Cujo. I’ll link with Bellamy too, just in case.

They both knew that if things went bad — went south, and Cujo snorted at how appropriate that expression was for this pack — he was on his own.

Well, it wouldn’t be the first time. Cujo had been in worse spots than this, although he doubted he could name more than three of them. And didn’t that say everything?

Welcome home, Cujo, he mocked. Let’s see how long it takes before someone tries to kill you.

Benny Garrison, part of the pack that was walking away and a Keeper of Stories, had told Mandy last night what happened when an Alpha went mad and took his pack with him.

“The last time an Alpha lost his battle with insanity was in a town high in the Sierras,” Benny had said. His voice took on the same cadence it did when he told stories. Mandy had focused intently on Benny’s story. She wasn’t alone. Cujo had listened carefully, too, and it wasn’t the first time he’d heard Benny tell it.

“It’s a ghost town, now,” Benny said. “But in the late 1800s it had been a booming mining town. Eventually most of the human miners moved on to the next boom. In 1932, the last 853 people died there. The Alpha took his whole pack into insanity with him. They killed everyone — their own children and women, the humans in town, everyone. And then they turned on each other and fought until there was no one left. The Southwest Council of Alphas went in and burned the town to the ground and spread a rumor about a small boy and matches.”

Benny had looked at Mandy Stark with sympathy. “It’s now part of Death Valley National Park.”

There weren’t too many things more frightening than a shifter pack going insane. And if Cujo read the signs right, this pack was on the verge of doing just that.

Was he strong enough to prevent it?

He’d been on his own for 40 years as a undercover CIA agent masquerading as a mercenary in some of the world’s worst hot spots. Or maybe he’d been a mercenary masquerading as a CIA agent. Some days, looking back, he wasn’t sure which. But he knew mob violence intimately. He’d sparked a couple revolutions. Stopped one. Couple mob hysteria with shifters’ pack bonds? It would spread like wildfire.

Cujo watched the doors close behind the pack — his pack. He took a deep breath and thought about how to stop a pack from going mad.
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Chapter 1
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Sunday, Oct. 27, Hayden Lake, Idaho

Cujo turned to his father and realized the man was shaking. He’s close losing it himself, Cujo thought with alarm. Taking on the pack bonds could hit a man hard. He had a first-hand appreciation for that now. He’d just been a caretaker Alpha for minutes. But damn.

And Cujo thought his father had been struggling even before that. Of course he had! He’d had a Second bond with a crazy Alpha. He might have seen himself as a key member of the sane faction, but it had been affecting him. Cujo grimaced. Benny had commented on it. And Benny was rarely wrong. Not that he was going to tell Benny that.

“So this pack’s not good enough for you? You’re bringing in an outsider to keep us in line?” a man shouted. Cujo scanned the room, looking for him. Buddy, he thought; of course it was. The man had blasted a shotgun through the front door aimed at killing Jake Lewis — because Jake was Black. And because the Alpha — the former Alpha — had ordered it. 

Of course it would be Buddy.

Abby had taken Cujo’s shotgun and shot Buddy with it, leaving him in the entryway holding his guts in. Obviously she should have taken a second shot.

“This is my son,” the new Alpha said, and there was a growl to his voice that said his wolf was close to taking over. People — the smart people, if there were any left in this room — got very quiet. “You know him. You watched him grow up. And now he’s come back, and he stands at my back while we get things sorted out. You OK with that, Buddy? Because if you’re not, you need to challenge me now. Taking on the pack bonds is tough. You won’t get a better shot than right now.”

The man was silent.

“Well?” the Alpha roared.

“No,” the man muttered.

“No, Alpha,” Cujo corrected. “You will give your Alpha the honor he is due.”

“What are you going to do about it, if I don’t?” Buddy taunted. “You bow to a female Alpha.”

Cujo let go of his wolf. Might as well get this over with. He was going to have kill someone sooner or later to prove.... Prove what, he wondered. Prove something to these wolves who had been ruled by the might of the strongest all of their lives? Seemed like a damn stupid reason to kill a man, even a worthless one like Buddy. But he would do it — and more — to keep this pack from melting down. For a brief moment he wondered if a pack meltdown here would be all that bad. Was this pack worth saving?

Then he thought of the women and children of the pack — they didn’t deserve what a meltdown would do. Nor did the 600 humans in Hayden Lake. And then there was the 150,000 humans in the Coeur d’Alene metro area.... Was the pack really that dangerous? Cujo thought about the havoc a pack of 50 rabid wolves could do. Wolves egged on by the mania and madness flowing through their pack bonds?

Yeah, he concluded. They were really that dangerous.

As isolated as this pack was, it wasn’t the same kind of isolation that existed in Death Valley a century ago. Suck it up, he told himself. Do what needs to be done. 

Cujo changed and leaped over the table, much like the former Alpha had done just an hour ago. But Cujo was no small scrawny wolf. He was large, one of the largest, like a brown and gray timber wolf who weighed 220 pounds. And he was a hair-trigger moment away from going berserker. He always was.

Only the knowledge that there would be no coming back from berserker wolf enabled him to keep his wolf in check.

Cujo-wolf landed in the midst of the table where Buddy was sitting and people scattered. He grabbed the man — who hadn’t even had time to think of shifting himself, apparently. Well, Buddy wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed. Cujo remembered him dimly from his youth — he never had been.

Cujo-wolf shook him. The crack of Buddy’s neck breaking was audible in the now silent room. Cujo’s wolf whined, asking for permission to finish killing him. Do it, Cujo told him. And the wolf clamped his teeth around the man’s neck and bit through. Buddy’s head went flying, and blood spurted from both body and head. Cujo grimaced internally. Be a mess for someone to clean up.

Cujo-wolf picked up the head and trotted back to the table. He laid it at the Alpha’s feet. Cujo changed back and pulled on his sweatpants. The sweatshirt would be in shreds, he knew from experience, but the pants were serviceable.

The room was silent.

“You will show the Alpha the respect he is due,” Cujo said quietly. No one challenged his directive this time. “I have accepted the role of temporary enforcer for my father until he has a chance to reorganize the pack. It is his due as my father and has the blessing of the Chairman of the Northwest Council of Alphas. Does anyone else want to challenge that?”

Mandy Stark stood up. “Thank you for standing with your father, Cujo,” she said quietly, her dignity shaming the crowd better than his killing had done perhaps. “Alpha? May I and the other women take my husband’s body to our home and prepare it for burial? There is much to be done for a proper funeral.”

“Of course,” the Alpha said gently. “Whatever you need, Mandy. I’ll ask my wife to help you make arrangements.”

Mandy nodded. The Alpha gestured to a couple of men near the women to carry the body out of the room. “Breakfast is over,” the Alpha said. “You all need to get to work, those of you who have jobs to go to. And if you don’t? This room is going to need a thorough cleaning. Don’t tempt me to make you do it with your tongues.”

Cujo snorted. His father sounded like an old sergeant he’d once had. And it hadn’t been a false threat either. Cujo had cleaned a bathroom that way once. Shaped him right up. He learned to control his tongue, sure enough.

His father turned to leave the room, then stopped as if he realized he didn’t know where he was going. “Keep moving,” Cujo murmured with barely any sound to his words. “You’re doing good, but don’t hesitate. Stark must have had an office, right?”

His father nodded slightly and kept moving.

“Don’t ever hesitate,” Cujo said quietly as he walked slightly to the right and behind his father. “You can be wrong. Mistakes can be fixed. But hesitate? And they’ll eat you alive.”

His father glanced back at him but kept moving.

They walked down a short hall that led to the residence of the old Alpha. Mandy had described the building as a meeting hall with an attached parsonage and additional bed-bath suites for visitors. He and William Bellamy would continue to stay in the one assigned to Abby, he supposed.

Cujo glanced around. Bellamy was right behind him. “Stand guard out here,” Cujo said quietly. Bellamy nodded. Cujo didn’t know him well. He was a solidly built man with sandy hair, and although he wasn’t one of the pack’s guards, he’d acquitted himself well enough in the smoker the old Alpha had set up last night. Cujo trusted him to fight if necessary — and holler for help if need be.

Because that was what you did right? Try to kill a visitor on the front steps, then expect your half-mad wolves and the visiting pack to fight in brackets? It had gone better than anyone had a right to expect. Cujo had ref’d a lot of the fights — his father had ref’d others. Cujo actually had a good time.

And he and Jake had done a demonstration bout for the first time. Jake had won two falls out of three. Cujo wasn’t stupid; you didn’t best the pack Second. He wasn’t even sure he could, and he took comfort in that.

Now he sucked it up and followed his father into the study. His father barely made it into the bathroom before he threw up. Cujo winced. Well at least he made it into a private bathroom first. But it worried him some. Abby had reacted like that when the Lewis pack Alpha challenged her at the Northwest Council meeting two weeks ago. She’d killed him and inherited the Lewis pack bonds.

She already had absorbed the Mattawa pack bonds in what she’d termed a ‘caretaker’ arrangement, and the bonds to the region’s Alphas when she became Chairman of the Northwest Council. The Lewis bonds had been too much — the bonds had nearly killed her. Jake found a former pack member among the Hat Island betas and compelled him to become the next Alpha of the Lewis pack. All the while Abby was throwing up, just like his father was now.

Sometimes a new Alpha couldn’t handle the links forming in his head. You didn’t know if you could until you tried. Vomiting, migraines, then strokes and death — if someone didn’t take him out in a challenge while he was vulnerable. The transition from one Alpha to the next could go through several men before the pack stabilized. It left the pack reeling when it happened that way.

And they couldn’t afford to have that happen here.

“Dad?” Cujo called softly. “You OK?”

“The bonds,” his father replied. “It’s like there are these voices in my head, and they’re all screaming.”

Cujo knew what the voices felt like. The Cameron pack bonds had almost felt sentient, whispering things to him he couldn’t quite understand. “I can help with that,” Cujo said. “Benny Garrison — you know him, right? — he had some visualizations that helped Abby with the bonds. At least you know what they are. She had no clue.”

His father ran some water, splashing his face, and then he came out from the bathroom. “I had respect for her before,” he said tiredly. “After experiencing this, I am in awe she survived it.”

Cujo nodded his agreement. “Benny says she often can do things because no one has had the time to tell her they can’t be done.”

His father ran his hand through his hair. “I’m willing to try anything,” he said frankly. “They won’t shut up!”

Cujo laughed. It struck him funny, because that must be how it felt to be a pack Alpha. You had all these whiny wolves demanding things — in person and in your head. And they wouldn’t shut up.

“Glad you find it funny,” his father said dryly.

Cujo snorted. “Well, that’s the life of a pack Alpha in a nutshell,” he pointed out. “You’ve got a bunch of whiny wolves who are going to be at you for the rest of your life.”

“Joy,” his father muttered.

There was a tap on the door. “I may be able to help,” Bellamy said. He stepped inside with a bag and closed the door behind him. “Start with this,” he added, and handed the Alpha a bottle.

“What is it?” the Alpha said suspiciously.

“Just water,” Bellamy assured him. “You’re dehydrated, and that makes it worse. Got a migraine, don’t you?”

“And how did you know that?” The Alpha took the water bottle and guzzled it down.

“A good guess,” Bellamy said. “I was one of the people who cared for Abby when she went through this.”

Cujo glanced at him sharply. So he saw the similarities and was concerned too? William Bellamy met his eyes briefly, then looked back at Cujo’s father. “I have something that will help with the migraine too, if you’d like. It’s the same thing I gave Burton last night when he came to us.”

“I’m glad you all could do that for the boy when I was helpless to do anything,” the Alpha muttered. “Worst night of my life. I could feel his pain — really bad pain — must have been coming through the family links, I think. Or maybe the whole pack was feeling it, I don’t know. And there was nothing I could do. He was just the chew toy Stark was using to taunt me. And I couldn’t....”

“Which is why Mandy brought him to us, not you,” Cujo said, soothingly. Feeling helpless sucked. “He’ll be fine, Alpha. Abby took him into the Mattawa pack — we didn’t think he was ready to experience the... diversity of the Hat Island pack. Mattawa is a better spot.”

Calling him Alpha in public was just good politics. And it would help his father to come to grips with his new role.

“One of these days you can explain to me how she could do that,” his father muttered. He sighed. “Mattawa is a Mexican pack. How is he going to fit in there?”

Cujo shrugged. “Sink or swim. Like I did in the Army.”

The two men stared at each other. In his father, Cujo could see what he was going to look like as he aged. They had the same brown eyes and light brown hair. His father’s face had more lines — squint lines around his eyes from working outside in the sun, deeper groves at his mouth. But there was the same dimple on the right side of their mouths. Cujo had a beard these days, a close-cropped scruff of one, because Olivia liked it. And if that made him pussy-whipped, he didn’t care.

Cujo and his father had the same build. Both of them were strong, powerfully built men. Cujo was a bit taller at 6-foot-3. His father carried a bit more weight through the chest and abs. 

Well, his father had to be approaching 180 years old — Cujo hoped he’d be in as good of shape 120 years from now.

His father had been one of the original shifters to come west with Stark after the Civil War. Cujo wondered how many of those original shifters were still alive. There’d been about 20 of them, he thought — 20 men. He realized that’s how everything in the pack was counted, by the number of men involved. Women and children were tacked on. He did know that Mandy had come out with Derek. He didn’t know if there were others.

His own mother hadn’t been one of them. Cujo was a bit hazy on his own family history. It hadn’t really interested him as a teen, and he hadn’t given it any thought since he left here. He thought his father had been married before and she’d died in childbirth. He then married one of the girls from Blue McDougal’s pack in Kettle Falls. Well, not McDougal’s pack any longer, Cujo thought with some amusement. Abby was cutting quite a swath through these old, cantankerous Alphas.

But Cherise McDougal was his mother. Cujo, at 63, was her oldest child. He thought they might have been married a while before they had kids, but he didn’t really know. But that reminded him. “None of the family was there this morning,” Cujo said. “I looked. Not Mom, nor my brothers or my sister. None of their families. Deliberate?’

The Alpha hesitated, but he nodded. “Most of them stay away from here if they can. Especially, Susan and her husband. I’ve encouraged it, to be honest. And I’ve avoided going home. I wasn’t sure how close I was to losing it myself.”

He paused, and then he added, “I’m still not sure.”

Cujo glanced at Bellamy. Probably better if he wasn’t here for some of this discussion. “Can you get more water?”

Bellamy nodded. He handed each of them another bottle of water from the bag he was carrying. “I’ve got some Gatorade in our rooms. That would even be better. I’ll go after it.”

Cujo hesitated. Would William be safe on his own, wandering the halls? He looked at the links in his head. Abby had said William would be part of the inner circle links, but he didn’t see those as clearly as she did. He really didn’t see them at all unless Abby was using them to communicate. He wasn’t sure he could initiate, and he thought Bellamy probably couldn’t either. Well, maybe. He could probably tug on it and get Abby’s attention. That was why she gave it to him, after all.

“Most people went to work,” Bellamy said, interpreting Cujo’s concern. “I’ll be fine.”

“If not, don’t hesitate to tug on that link Abby gave you,” Cujo said, ignoring his father’s narrowed glance. “She’ll tug on me, and I’ll come running.”

Bellamy frowned. “I don’t want to bug the Alpha,” he objected.

Cujo shrugged. “That’s why she gave it to you,” he pointed out. “She’d be damned pissed if you get beaten up because you didn’t use it.”

Bellamy laughed. “Guess so.” He opened the door cautiously and left, still carrying his bag. Cujo figured he had the serum in there too — and he wasn’t going to let it out of his sight until the girls got their second dose this afternoon. And no, he wasn’t going to consult his father about that either.

“You really think he’s in danger?” Cujo’s father asked, somewhat disparagingly.

Cujo regarded him silently. “Your pack tried to kill us on the front steps two days ago,” he said finally. “And it’s unstable as hell right now. So yes? I’m responsible for his safety, as I am for yours.”

“So this morning. You killed a man without warning?” his father said, changing the subject. “What good did that do?”

Cujo took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “We need to have a long talk about what my expertise is,” he said. “But first, let’s see if we can give you some barriers to all those voices.”

“I’ll get used to it,” his father said. “Alphas do.”

“Not all of them,” Cujo said grimly. “So let’s make sure you’re one of the ones who survive.”

His father started to object. “Dad? Sit down and shut up,” Cujo said calmly. His father’s eyes widened. “Right now? You need to listen to me.” He shook his head. Damn it. He was going to have to break his NDA contract with the CIA or this knuckleheaded Alpha wasn’t going to listen at all.

Cujo paced restlessly in the small office. This pack house had been built in the 1990s after the Aryan Nation compound to the north of the lake was demolished. The Southern Poverty Law Center and local activists had sued the white nationalist militia and bankrupted it — using the courts to take it down when the FBI failed. Stark, devastated by the loss of a dream — and the loss of a friend, albeit a human one, when Richard Butler died — had purchased this land on the south side of the lake and built a new pack house. But for all of that, it had an old-fashioned feel to it. This office had knotty pine paneling, even though it had been built 40 years after that went out of fashion. He glanced around it. A heavy wooden pedestal desk. Bookshelves, but few books. Instead it displayed Confederate memorabilia. Cujo grimaced. There were photographs too, of family and pack. He’d like a better look at those, actually. A lot of history there.

Cujo was afraid that the pack was much the same as the office. Even with a new Alpha, the pack was going to regroup and rebuild exactly the same kind of pack it had always been — a bunch of white supremacist, Lost Cause assholes. They thought the South was going to rise again and build a white nationalist state. This time the South would win, they insisted. They venerated Butler and Randy Weaver of Ruby Ridge who fought it out with the FBI in what was considered a founding event in the white supremacy militia movement. That and Waco. White nationalism had been one of his specialties for the FBI because of his roots here. And because it was a specialty, he knew more about it than he wanted to.

He wondered if they were involved in the white nationalist militia groups that were proliferating among the humans.

Probably. Cujo grimaced.

“OK,” he said finally, turning to look at his father who was leaning against Stark’s old desk and watching him warily. Well, traditionally the most likely person to take out a new Alpha was his Second. And his father was well aware that Cujo was more dominant — as if he’d want this pack! But every Alpha lived in fear that someone did. Someone who was more dominant or a better fighter or just more treacherous would come along and take it from them.

And Cujo was all three. He also didn’t want a pack. Not any pack. Most certainly not this one.

“There’s some things about me you need to know,” he said. “But I’m breaking a non-disclosure agreement to tell you. The information has to stay with you. No one, and I mean no one, is supposed to know what I did these last 40 years.”

“You were a mercenary,” his father said, and Cujo couldn’t tell if he disapproved or admired that. “Running guns, working with rebels, that sort of thing.”

Cujo nodded. He looked around the room, wondering if there was a stash of booze somewhere. They both might want to take the edge off for this discussion. “Stark keep anything to drink in here?”

His father shook his head briefly at the change in subject, but he got up and opened up a cabinet. “Bourbon,” he said. “Not as good as the stuff you send me every year, but it’s drinkable.” His father poured two glasses and handed Cujo one before taking a deep swallow out of his own.

“Go on,” his father said.

Cujo took a large gulp of his own. He did send his father bourbon for Christmas every year. Or rather, he had a service that did it. Bourbon for his father. Sweets for his mother and sister. Gift certificates to Cabela’s for his brothers. Age-appropriate toys for all of their kids. He would have missed most holidays without a service. Some years he’d not even noticed it had come and gone until New Year’s hit.

He called his mother for Mother’s Day. His father for Father’s Day. He usually managed another call to his mother for her birthday. He didn’t know why he’d bothered. He couldn’t remember them ever reaching out or reciprocating.

Maybe he wanted to rub their noses in how successful he was.

Or maybe any connection was better than none. Wolves weren’t meant to be alone.

“So, I left here, went to University of Idaho, didn’t like college — I was a stupid shit as Benny Garrison terms it,” Cujo said. “A lot like Burton, actually. So I enlisted in the Army. Learned something about the world out there. And then I was approached by the CIA. Something in my psych evals said I’d be good at living undercover.” Cujo grinned — even 40 years later he found that funny. “Could have something to do with the fact a beta lone-wolf shifter is essentially living undercover among humans 24/7,” he continued. “And they liked the fact that I came from here. They wanted me to go undercover among the white nationalist groups that were rising in Europe. I built a mercenary persona as cover.”

His father started to say something. “Oh, it’s real enough,” Cujo said. “I really was a mercenary. It’s just not all I was. Over time, I probably managed to make it to every hot spot the U.S. has found itself in, and even a few hellholes more — ones the U.S. wanted to stay out of. So they’d send me.”

His father stared at him. Cujo smiled again — and if it was more ruthless than humorous, so be it. His father needed to accept him as he was now, not the punk kid he’d been when he’d left here. “I’ve guarded princes and warlords, corrupt gunrunners, and even a president or two. Not U.S. presidents, but other presidents. I’ve infiltrated small countries, helped topple a few of their governments — shored up a few others. You name it, I’ve probably done it. Successfully, I should point out, or I’d be dead.”

“Does your Alpha know this?” his father asked slowly.

Cujo nodded. “She does,” he said. “So does the pack Second, Jake Lewis. Of course, he was in some of those same hellholes. Your backwoods wolves tried to kill a decorated Lt. Colonel of the U.S. Marines, Dad. Be grateful he survived, or Abby would have pulled this pack house down to the dirt and buried you all. And I would have helped her.”

“If you could get it done,” his father said, disparagingly.

“Dad, you aren’t listening,” Cujo said with exasperation. “That’s what I did.” That’s what I do, he thought to himself, but he wasn’t going there with his father. “I took out rebel forces, a corrupt government once. And with Abby’s dominance and power? This pack? This wouldn’t be a challenge at all.”

Cujo paced again. “So that’s why Abby left me here. She’s worried we may still have a pack meltdown. I can feel it — and I’m not pack. It’s like it permeates the air. You have to be able to feel it! We could still slide into it. And I’m the best hope you have of preventing it. But you’re going to have to listen to me. And that starts with letting me help you with getting some filters in place for those voices in your head. Or they’re going to drive you insane.”

“And what do you know about it?” his father said irritably. 

Cujo ignored the irritation, even though it was pissing off his wolf. “Two weeks ago, I helped a pack in Scotland,” he said. “Not my story to tell. But for about 10 minutes I held their pack bonds. It damned near drained me for good. And I’ve been at Abby’s back as she’s learned to deal with the pack bonds of three packs and beyond that, the Council bonds. I’ve listened to Benny’s work with her. But those 10 minutes were a revelation. So yes, I can help you. If you’ll let me.”

His father refilled his glass and raised the bottle in question to Cujo. Cujo nodded and got another glass. Alcohol didn’t affect wolves much, but it did soften the edges a bit. And right now, they both needed it. 

“So filters, you say?” his father said at last.

Cujo nodded, relieved. It looked like he was going to be receptive to this. Cujo couldn’t wait to see what his father thought about visualization exercises. He snorted to himself. And he was no Keeper of Stories like Benny. “So you’ve seen those old sluice gates high up in the mountains?” Cujo said, adopting Benny’s metaphor and even his cadence. Hey, if it worked for Abby, surely it would work for his father who had probably actually seen those gates. “They control the water flow of mountain streams coming down the mountain for irrigation. And they’ve got a wheel that you turn to control the flow.”

His father nodded. 

“So you need to look at your pack bonds,” Cujo said. “Can you find them? Mine sit next to my wolf, and they feel like a warm blanket to wrap around myself. Can you find yours?”

“They’re no warm blanket now,” his father said dryly. “They were, I grant you. Now they feel like the littles banging on the window, wanting to be let into the house after a day playing in the snow.”

Cujo laughed. “Good description,” he said. “So, near them you can install those sluice gates. Two of them. One controls the flow of information from them to you. The other controls the outward flow from you to them. See if you can visualize the two gates. Then slowly crank that wheel around until you’ve dimmed the whiny bastards to a manageable roar.”

His father snorted at the description, but he focused inwardly, his eyes half closed, as he attempted to do what Cujo suggested. Cujo was impressed. He hadn’t been sure his father could do this. It was a bit woo-woo even for Cujo.

“Don’t close the gates all the way,” Cujo said in the same quiet voice he’d borrowed from Benny. “You want to hear them if there’s a legitimate emergency. And you want them to know that you’re here — to let them have that warm blanket feeling.”

His father’s breathing slowed, and his hunched shoulders loosened. Cujo watched him and nodded. “That’s it,” Cujo said. “Better?”

His father blew out a breath of air. “Sluice gates in my brain,” he muttered, and glanced up. “For God’s sake, don’t tell anyone.”

Cujo laughed. “I know,” he said. “We joke about Benny’s woo-woo stuff, but damn, it does seem to work.”

“Anyone who can fight like that man can, I’ll listen to,” his father said. Benny and Jake had done a demonstration bout using Muy Thai last night, and his father had ref’d. He’d finally called it a draw. Pretty damned impressive, because Jake was clearly the dominant and he had four inches and 40 pounds on Benny. Skill did matter.

“Better?” Cujo asked. His father nodded.

There was a tap on the door, and William Bellamy walked in. He gave Cujo’s father an appraising glance and then nodded. “You look better. Here,” he said and handed the Alpha a bottle of Gatorade. Cujo’s father guzzled half a bottle and grimaced. “I prefer the bourbon,” he said wryly.

Bellamy snorted. “Don’t we all.”

Cujo started to say something, but there was a rapid knock at the door. “Alpha!” a young woman’s voice said. She sounded frantic. “Please, we need you. It’s Mandy. She’s....”

Cujo glanced at his father. He looked better, yes, but he still looked unsteady. The pack shouldn’t see him like this. They needed him confident and in charge — or at least faking it better than this. “You two stay here,” he suggested. Well, ordered, but he tried not to sound like it. “I’ll go. Don’t let anyone in unless it’s Mom.”

His father snorted. “Are you sure she can be trusted? She’s pretty furious with me.”

Cujo grinned. His mom had a temper. “We’ll add that to the list of problems to be fixed.” He glanced at William Bellamy. “Lock the door behind me. I don’t think this is a ruse but caution never hurt a man.”

Bellamy nodded. “You might need me,” he said softly, with a backward glance at the Alpha.

“I might,” he agreed. “But we protect the Alpha at all costs. Nothing is more important than his survival.”

Bellamy hesitated, then nodded slowly. “Go.”
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Chapter 2
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Cujo walked out into the hallway and waited until he heard Bellamy turn the door lock. Good man, he thought gratefully. He looked at the young woman pacing in the hallway. He thought she was one of the young women who had brought Burton to their rooms the night before. She was in her early 20s, dressed in blue jeans and a pink T-shirt. Her brown hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail. She looked like any 20-something in Coeur d’Alene. He wondered what she thought of the pack.

“Where is she?” Cujo asked. The girl looked at him and hesitated. “The Alpha needs time to absorb the pack links,” he explained, projecting confidence as if this was to be expected. No big deal. Nope. Nada.

She relaxed a bit and nodded. “She says she wants to die,” she whispered and led him toward the parsonage part of the building. “She says she wants to go with Alpha Stark.”

They could not afford to lose her, Cujo thought grimly. He lengthened his stride. “Who is with her?”

“Some of the women,” the young woman stammered. “But she’s not listening to us. We thought maybe she’d listen to the Alpha....” She trailed off and looked at Cujo skeptically.

Cujo didn’t blame her. “What’s your name?” he asked conversationally. Damn, this building was like a rabbit’s warren!

“Megan,” she replied. “I’m a cousin of Burton on his mama’s side.”

Cujo interpreted that. They were both related to Burton, but not to each other. And if that statement didn’t remind him that he was home, nothing would.

“Is Burton really all right?” she asked.

Cujo nodded. “He’s fine,” he assured her. “He’s my nephew, you know. I wouldn’t let him come to harm. My Alpha took care of things, and he went with her to be a part of the Mattawa pack.” He smiled at her. “It will be an adventure.”

She laughed a bit at that. “An adventure. That would be nice,” she said wistfully.

Cujo didn’t reply. They both knew that unless she was willing to walk away from everything she knew, she was unlikely to have adventures in her future. And that was another thing wrong with packs like this one, he thought grimly. Well, maybe it was true of all the packs. He thought of Mei Tanaka who also wanted adventures. She had said she wanted to see Japan. And given who she was, that shouldn’t have been a problem at all — Tanaka pack and the Tanaka Corporation employees went to Japan all the time. But she was resigned to the fact she would never be allowed to go. Never allowed to leave Seattle.

It had bothered him for Mei. And here was another young woman, about Mei’s age, who wanted adventure and was confined instead to Hayden Lake. At least Mei had all of Seattle. Mei had been given a college education. Cujo wondered if that actually might make it harder. Mei was allowed to see the horizons, and not go. Megan didn’t even know what was out there beyond her doorstep. Had she even been allowed to go to the community college here?

Megan wanted something. Something the pack would never let her have. Did shifter women really need this level of seclusion and protection? Or was that another biproduct of Anton Vuk’s desire for domination?
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