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Book 3 in Wolf Harbor, a feminist werewolf story.

Someone knows where shifters came from

Alpha Abby Stafford sent Benny Garrison, a Teacher in the Hat Island pack, with her mate to the oldest pack in the world — find their stories, she commanded, wishing she could go. 

But Benny didn’t come back, and he’s not responding to the pack links. So, Abby is going after him with Cujo Brown as her backup. Because the man who holds the keys to the shifters’ past might control their future as well.
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Day 68 of the re-emerged Hat Island pack 

Wednesday, Aug. 13

Abby Stafford was spotting Synde Bell at the bench press in the Wolf Harbor gym. At 9 a.m. in the morning there were dozens of men working out around them. Fit, healthy, vibrant men — all of them worth looking at.

It was hard to keep her mind on what she was doing, she admitted. Too many distractions — and not just the men. A lot was bugging her, and her mind couldn’t focus on anything, much less on Syn’s reps. Her mind was chasing rabbits, and unproductively too.

“Ten,” Synde announced, and Abby helped put the bar back in its rack. “Your turn.”

Abby slid under the bar, and Synde helped her balance the weight — 100 pounds. Who would have thought three months ago that she’d be benching 100 pounds? She had been buying dog food in 25-pound bags because getting 50-pound bags out of the car and into the house was too hard. When you had two Huskies, that made for a lot of dog food bags to carry in, but the 50 pound-bags had just become too much.

Well, she wasn’t a 52-year-old, over-weight college professor anymore, she thought wryly as she knocked out her first set. She was a wolf shifter and Alpha of the Hat Island pack. She looked 30 now, just two months later. She wasn’t over-weight. And she wasn’t sure about the college professor gig either. It was August — she needed to figure out what she was going to do about that.

She finished the set, and exchanged places with Synde, another woman who had been part of her cohort, test subjects for a mad scientist trying to find a cure for the high death rate of shifter girls during their first change. Shifter girls were in short supply; post-menopausal human women no one would miss weren’t, apparently. OK, so calling Stefan Lebenev a mad scientist wasn’t fair, she acknowledged. Focused. Brilliant. Clueless. Oh, so clueless.

But the brilliant part? Two weeks ago, they used the serum on three girls in the Tanaka pack facing transition. And all three of them successfully shifted. They’d thrown a celebration party that lasted all night. Even Stefan got a bit tipsy. Without the serum, probably only one of the girls would have survived.

They now had a waiting list of young women who were at the transition point: they’d started their periods. And they needed the serum. Peter Dawson, their business manager, had Stefan focused and on task. Abby basked in the pleasure that it wasn’t her who had to do it.

Her only regret was that Akihiro Tanaka, Alpha of the Tanaka pack, hadn’t been here to celebrate it with them. He’d been in Istanbul.

“Abby?” Synde said, as she finished her second set. Abby blinked and paid attention to the here and now. “Have you talked to Cujo Brown lately?”

“No,” Abby said with a sigh. She sat on the bench and looked at her friend. “He’s on my list, but I haven’t. Why?”

Synde looked troubled. “He’s been talking to Ricci a lot. And well, a psychopath berserker wolf isn’t my idea of the best mental health counselor for a troubled shifter.”

Abby snorted. She lay down and balanced the bar and its weights. Truth. She’d dated Rick Ricci back when she was human and had no clue shifters existed. He’d left her for dead and walked away. Then he’d turned up here this summer, and now lived in an isolated cabin with a guard 24/7 — alive only because he was their best insight into the uglier aspects of shifter politics. Synde, a former Vegas pole dancer turned journalist, was his most frequent interrogator. 

“Brighton thought I should tell you,” Synde said. Abby frowned. Brighton was in charge of security for Hat Island, and technically Synde worked for him, not the other way around. She wondered just how dominant Synde was, if Brighton was deferring to her? And how much time was Synde spending with Ricci? 

Synde must have picked up that thought. “Sweetie, he’s not the first homicidal psycho I’ve hung out with in my time,” she said. And given she’d been a pole dancer in Las Vegas, Abby supposed that was true. And then she’d become a journalist. Abby wondered idly which career had exposed her to more psychos. And she had to be more careful about her thoughts leaking out. 

“Come on,” Synde said. “Let’s go for a run instead of this. Every ear perked up at that last comment.”

Abby laughed. Watching the two of them work out had become her wolves’ favorite morning television show — especially since the island didn’t get cable and didn’t have internet access except in certain locations. The wolves entertained themselves best they could. Fights mostly. And watching their Alpha work out.

“How many fights yesterday?” Abby asked as they started out at an easy jog — another thing she couldn’t do three months ago. Walking her dogs four miles had exhausted her. Running twice that? She snorted. She’d worn a C-cup bra at 14. She’d never run eight miles before this last month. Ever.

“Down to 20,” Synde said. “If we stopped taking in new wolves we could eliminate them. But someone has to test the newbie. Or the newbie has got to figure out who’s top dog.” She giggled at the last phrase. Abby grinned at her. New wolves were a problem, she conceded. The pack topped 500, and there were betas and employees waiting for the opportunity. Something had to be done about that too.

Synde was 49, slim and fit, even before turning wolf, from her years as a dancer. She had flame-red hair — the kind that came out of a bottle — and she dressed flamboyantly to match her personality. Abby knew she was bribing Mei Tanaka to bring her better T-shirts and leggings than the black and white things the pack provided. Mei approved. She was a 24-year-old wolf who managed Wolf Harbor Resort and self-declared personal shopper for Abby. Mei wouldn’t mind shopping for anyone — and Synde was probably a lot more fun to dress than Abby was.

At 5-foot-10, Abby was six inches taller than Synde. She too had red-hair — the kind that came from genetics and accompanied fair skin and hazel eyes. She’d happily wear black yoga pants and men’s white Ts daily. Unfortunately, her life often called for more than that. She was the first female Alpha of a pack, and mate to the Alpha of the Tanaka pack in Seattle — a man who was now also the Chairman of the World Council of Alphas. Akihiro Tanaka was arguably the most dominant and powerful Alpha in the world.

It made her head hurt.

Abby sighed. “So about Cujo?” she asked. “Have you talked to Olivia?” Olivia Trainer, an author of wonderful children’s books, had been a test subject for the serum a year ago. She’d been taken by Jedediah Jones supposedly to foster into a shifter pack — in spite of being Cujo’s mate — and Jones had sold her to a human man who had a menagerie of women slaves. Power corrupts, absolute power corrupts absolutely? Near as she could see, obscene wealth worked the same way.

Well, Jedediah Jones was dead. Abby had killed him — Cujo had finished the job by ripping Jones’ head from his body. Abby grimaced thinking about that. Cujo had rescued his mate. But there was a week of time when he was in Jones’ custody that he wasn’t talking about.

“Olivia isn’t comfortable with me,” Synde said matter-of-factly. “I guess authors of children’s books don’t hang out with Vegas hookers very much.”

Synde had been a dancer, not a hooker, but Abby suspected Olivia Trainer might not see much difference between the two. And probably there had been a period when Synde hadn’t seen much difference either. Synde had a tough life from the little she’d dropped.

“OK,” Abby said with a sigh. “Moving Cujo up to the top of my to-do list.”

“I don’t know that you need to do him, Alpha,” Synde murmured as they started their second lap around the island. “Just talk to him? Unless you want to do him — he’s fine, I admit that.”

Abby snorted. Synde’s irreverent humor made her a valuable friend. And she had to admit, Cujo was a fine-looking man. All the shifters were. Not uniform by any means, but their health and vitality made them all appealing. And the dominant ones? They were drop-your-panties sexy. And Cujo was dominant. Very dominant.

And apparently Synde picked up that last thought as she started to giggle and had to stop to catch her breath. She glanced at Abby and giggled some more. 

“Come on,” Abby said. “Race you to the hotel.”

Hat Island. A small island in Possession Bay — and didn’t that name make her snicker — home to a growing number of shifters. They were going to build a model community — one of Mei Tanaka’s relative was going to be the architect. Not that she’d told anyone yet, but they were. 

So the architect, Tom Tanaka, came out and talked to her about what she had in mind. She talked about an arts center, a boarding school for girl shifters, and communal living. She told him the gardens around the resort had to be protected, and so did the old-growth pines in the island’s center. He listened intently and said little. She had cautioned him he couldn’t discuss any of those ideas with anyone. He agreed and went away.

Last week he returned. He had a map of a proposed community that incorporated her ideas and more. “An intentional community designed to meet the needs of veterans with PTSD,” he said. Abby smiled, because that was good cover for a community that had an 80-1 gender ratio. And true — if you didn’t inquire too closely about which war the shifter fought in. She knew some went back to the Civil War. She thought she might have some that went farther back. Someday she’d like to interview them. Wouldn’t that be a cool way to study history?

She’d traced running routes and additional kitchen gardens. A greenhouse, her arts center, and the printing press for books. All of her dreams were there, blocked out in phases. “In a square mile?” she said with wonder. 

“Seattle has an average of 8,000 people per square mile,” he said. “You’ve been to Bainbridge Island? It has an average of 600 people per square mile. And Langley on Whidbey? 1,200 people. Grant you, we don’t want apartment towers here. We couldn’t get approval if we tried, but we can house a lot of people here if we do it right. And we can still have the beauty of the island.” 

But he had a request. He wanted a full-time employment contract and to move his office to the island. Abby thanked him for his time and vision, and said she’d get back to him in a week. The clock was ticking. She needed to take the proposal to the Inner Circle and the Women’s Council and then? They would all know about some of the things she was thinking about. And that terrified her. Not as much as talking to Akihiro Tanaka about it, which also needed to happen. So, she was procrastinating. And dealing with Cujo was as good a way to procrastinate as any.

She went looking for him after lunch and couldn’t find him. She’d been counseled not to use her mental map and the pack bounds for non-emergencies, and she was trying. But damn it! So, she looked at her map, spotted Cujo’s dark-green dot, and tugged on the pack bond that connected him to her. He resisted it, but with a second tug, he headed toward her.

Satisfied, she got more iced tea from the big 5-gallon dispenser that King Davis kept full for her. Now, in the hottest part of the summer, iced tea worked better than coffee. Coffee for breakfast, iced tea and bottled water all day. Wine at supper. Yui was after her to stay better hydrated. The wine didn’t count, but the rest helped. 

She’d come close to dying a month ago. Really close. A crazed shifter, Anton Vuk, former Chairman of the World Council, had savaged her with his claws — claws that had anticoagulant and poison on them. He was dead now as well. Tanaka had killed him, which was why he was now the Council Chairman.

Truth was she was still healing. Physically she was much better, but psychologically? She couldn’t let her second, Jake Lewis, use his hands to arouse her. Tongue? Oh yeah. His cock? She was fine with that. But fingers? No. Not after Anton Vuk had used his fingers, then changed them to claws inside her.

She turned her thoughts away from that. Away from thinking about sex altogether. It was better that way. Don’t think about the bad shit of yesterday. Plenty of shit to deal with today. She snorted. Her new mantra.

So, she sat on the terrace reserved for her and her people — eyeroll — and drank her iced tea and watched Cujo trudge down the beach. She’d spent a lot of time this last month sitting on this terrace watching the tide come in. She still liked it, but damn she’d gotten bored. Yui proclaimed her the worst patient ever. People were told to give her get-well books, not cards or candy or anything else. Books. Long books.

Abby grinned.

Cujo hopped up on the terrace from the beach. “You called?” he said dryly.

“Help yourself to some iced tea,” she said. “Pull up a chaise lounge chair. Let’s talk.”

“Yes, Alpha,” he said with resignation.

Abby let him get settled in. She looked at her map of pack bonds. His bonds seemed fine both to her as Alpha and to his mate. “You bored yet?” she blurted out.

He laughed. “That isn’t what I thought you’d ask,” he said, truly amused. He relaxed. “Hell, yes, I’m bored. You’ll laugh at this. I got a call from my old employer. And I was tempted to say yes just to stir things up.”

Abby was pretty sure his ‘old employer’ had been the CIA. “Oh?” She invited him to tell her more.

“Seems that an institution on their watch list has opened up an office in Seattle and is forging a relationship with the technology giant Tanaka Corporation,” Cujo said, and she didn’t need to check their bond to see he was enjoying this. “The institution is hiring, and they wondered if I’d be interested in a job closer to home.”

She looked at him skeptically and then it dawned on her. “The World Council of Alphas is on the CIA watch list?” she exclaimed. “As what?”

“Well it’s known in the world at large as the World Council for Peace and Reconciliation,” Cujo said, and he was openly laughing now. “How’s that for an Orwellian name?”

Abby laughed with him. The World Council of Alphas was not about reconciliation. And its notion of peace was to just kill the troublemakers. “I had no idea,” she admitted. “I assumed they kept it completely off the radar.”

“Hard to do these days,” Cujo pointed out. “Easier to hide in public view. But the CIA was skeptical — partially because it was headquartered in Istanbul. I mean that region needs peace and reconciliation — but the CIA though it was most likely a front for something. They just couldn’t figure out what. So, it went on the watch list. But now it’s got an office in the United States? That’s getting some scrutiny.”

Abby considered that. “How many languages do you speak?” she asked abruptly. 

He frowned at the question that seemed to come from nowhere. “A dozen? After the first two European languages, they get easy. And I know Russian, most of the former Soviet bloc, really. And then the Middle Eastern countries. Afghani. Why?”

She considered the man next to her. He had dark blonde hair, brown eyes. Probably 6-foot-2, broad shoulders — typical shifter size. Just like their wolves were bigger than those found in nature, they tended to be bigger than their human genes might have predicted. But Cujo was rare among the shifters she knew; he was as Anglo-Saxon as she was. 

He’d grown up in the Hayden Lake pack — a northern Idaho pack that was embedded in the white nationalist movement Butler had promoted in the 80s and 90s. Cujo might look to be in his 30s, but he was her age. He’d been too dominant for the pack Alpha at Hayden Lake to be comfortable, so he’d been banished — declared a beta. And like a lot of betas, he’d gone into the military.

But his connection to Hayden Lake and his scores on military assessments made him very attractive to the CIA who was looking for someone to infiltrate the growing nationalism movements in Europe. They set him up as a mercenary for hire, and for nearly 30 years he’d done that — ran drugs and arms in war-torn areas — and gathered intel for the CIA.

And finally, he retired. Most men in his position lasted five years. Twenty was unheard of, and he was at 30 years? So he had been getting more notice than he was comfortable with. He quit and came here to Hat Island to run security for Stefan’s serum experiment. 

One of the test subjects was a woman named Olivia Trainer. And Cujo had found his mate. Common shifter lore was betas couldn’t have a mate — that turned out to be political truth not biological — and Stefan had sent her to Jedediah Jones along with the others in her cohort. Cujo had been willing to gut Stefan over it, but he was more focused on getting Olivia back — no matter the cost.

When Abby called a pack into being, bringing back the women who had been used so badly became a high priority for her, the pack, and Cujo Brown. They now had a dozen back. Another 14 to go. Abby focused on the present. Damn that was hard to practice. She needed to meditate and practice her yoga more.

“Alpha?” Cujo said, amused. “You still with me?”

“Back now,” she admitted with a laugh. “I think you might be the solution to a lot of problems. Want to go talk to Tanaka?”

“Now?” he said startled. He looked at how he was dressed — blue jeans and a band T-shirt that had seen better days — and saw them in the ‘90s when Alice in Chains first made a name for themselves. “I’m hardly dressed to go see Alpha Tanaka.”

Abby grimaced. She wasn’t either. She sighed. “Fine, we’ll go to dinner there. Then you won’t scandalize the staff of Tanaka Corporation.”

“I’m not dressed for that either,” he observed. He hesitated. “And I doubt Tanaka’s Second would let me in his presence.”

Abby considered that. “You going to challenge the man?” she asked. “You want to be Alpha of Tanaka pack or Chairman of the World Council?”

He snorted. “No,” he said. “But if I were running security for that man, I’d be damned cautious about letting a man with my background and known affiliations into his presence.” He considered that for a moment. “And my recent history of mental instability would be a concern.”

Abby looked at him. “Let’s talk about that?” she suggested. “You were pretty ragged when we rescued you at the Castle.”

He snorted. “Ragged?” he asked.

OK, Abby conceded, ragged was an understatement. He’d been in Jedediah Jones’ care for a week by then. He found her when Jones’ kidnapped Abby from the Castle’s courtyard and tore his head off because watching Jones bleed out was taking too long. Then he escorted her back to the team and passed out. Poison. Only forcing him to shift saved his life. Abby understood. She went through the same poison/shift routine later that night. She stopped that thought before she relived that evening. Not a productive way to go.

“Tell me,” Abby said quietly. “What’s bugging you still? Something. I thought because I didn’t get any pain through the bond that you were OK. That Jones and Vuk needed you too much to torture you. But I was wrong, wasn’t I?”

He sighed. “There are many ways to torture a person,” he muttered. He lay back on his chaise and closed his eyes. “Sleep deprivation for starters. Sensory deprivation.” He shrugged. “I was so disoriented by the time we reached the Castle I was hearing voices. Voices that told me you were lying to me about Olivia being safe, for instance.”

“Go on,” Abby said neutrally. As Benny Garrison had told her once, it’s like a rattlesnake bite. You have to get the venom out. She missed him — he’d be better at this. But Benny was in northern Russia still. She shut down that thought path too. Concentrate.

“I don’t know, Alpha,” he said wearily. “Even after I joined you and your guards, I was hearing voices. They said you were lying. That the only way I’d see Olivia again was if you died. So, I followed the guards who kidnapped you for Jones. But I got turned around. And when I got there, Jones was dying, not you. So, I killed him instead. You told me Olivia was with Okami, and that she was safe. And you reminded me that you could talk to people through the pack bonds. That you’d talked to me. And I remembered that. So, I decided the voice was lying and that Olivia was OK. And then? It was as if I was punished for not killing you, and the poison hit my system. But that makes no sense.”

Abby absorbed that. She’d come that close to dying and hadn’t even realized it. “Now that you’ve had some sleep? Synde says you’ve been talking to Ricci.”

Cujo nodded. “He knows Jones’ methods better than anyone,” he said. 

“And what’s bothering you still?”

He was silent for a while, and Abby let him mull it over while she drank her tea and watched the ocean. A fishing ship was far out along the horizon. She wondered if it was one of theirs.

“That voice?” he said finally. “It felt like it was Olivia.”

Abby tugged at Jake Lewis, her Second. He couldn’t be too far. She needed backup for this, and she wanted it now. 

“Have you heard the voice since we got back from the Castle?” she asked cautiously. She felt Jake coming at a run. 

Cujo shook his head. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I shut down the mate bond to a bare trickle. I barely have the pack bond open. But something’s not right. My Olivia isn’t right.”

She considered him silently. “I think you and Olivia need to have dinner with Jake and I tonight,” she said finally. “And you need to let me examine your bonds. All of them.”

“All? There’s just the two!”

Jake sauntered onto the terrace from the beach and he didn’t look like he’d been running full out just minutes before. Abby feasted her eyes upon him. He was the most beautiful man she’d ever seen. He was tall, thanks to his African American mother. She contributed to his hair and deepened the skin color he’d inherited from his father of Filipino and Yakama descent. His hair was black and silky and had enough curl that her fingers tangled in it when they made love. 

And his 40 years in the Marine Corps had done some very nice things for his abs and other muscles. He was 60, barely looked 30. Shifter genetics. She shook her head. Don’t go down that rabbit path either, she scolded herself.

“When Abby flooded the pack bonds because she needed to pull from the pack to save Tanaka’s life — the first time — she broke down what gates she had between her and the pack,” Jake said. He sat down in another chair and sighed. “So, Benny Garrison did this visualization exercise with her — and me — where she rebuilt the sluice gates, not just to the pack but to the Inner Circle, and to specific people. You, for instance. She wanted to make sure you could reach her. So, one of the things I realized was that I had allowed a lot of people to attach themselves to me directly when they should be attached to Pete Craven or Benjamin Brighton. And I unhooked those links and handed them over. Visualization is really powerful.”

Jake shrugged a bit. Abby bit back a laugh. All that woo-woo stuff as he called it made him uncomfortable. He still used it though. If it worked? It worked.

“So, you can look and see if I’ve got someone attached to me? Maybe using the mate bond? And if it’s attached to me through the mate bond? Doesn’t it have to be attached to Olivia too?” Cujo wasn’t happy with any of that. 

Abby nodded. “That’s why she needs to be here,” she said. She looked at Jake. “I want Cujo to talk to Akihiro, but he says he can’t until he’s sure he’s stable.”

Jake snorted. “No shit.” Cujo relaxed and grinned at Jake. The two of them spoke the same language in many ways. Most of the hellholes Jake had been in during his two careers in the Marines, Cujo had been there too. On the other side, often, but he’d been there. And Cujo, like Stefan, had known Jake when they were young Scouts coming to Hat Island to summer camp. Jake had been their teenaged camp counselor. Stefan turned to those connections from those summers when he began to run his trials on the serum. Abby needed to find time to think more about that. There was something there, a key to the future, that she needed.

But that was yet another rabbit trail she couldn’t go down right now. 

She was getting tired just from being disciplined about not chasing the bunnies.

“Call her,” Abby said. “Tell her to come down for supper. We’ll talk.”

Cujo hesitated. “OK,” he said slowly. “But Abby? Something’s wrong with Olivia, she may not be....” He trailed off as if he was hunting for a word. “She’s been snippy of late about the other women here. The made-wolves. She may....” He hesitated again. “Forgive her if she’s rude?”

Abby raised her eyebrow at that. She thought back to the last spa day — an irregular event where the women of Hat Island converged on the spa in the medical complex and relaxed. Manicures, pedicures, lots of wine, and mostly talk and laughter. She realized Olivia hadn’t been there.

“Of course,” she assured Cujo. She seemed to be adding people to her to-do list rather than scratching them off.

He nodded and went to make the call. Abby eavesdropped. It sounded like Olivia had turned down the invitation? She looked at Jake silently. Cujo was explaining that it wasn’t optional, but a command. More objections. Cujo glanced at Abby, and finally said, “Come, Olivia. Now.” And he hung up.

“You heard?” he said wearily. “I’m sorry. She doesn’t understand pack life. And she doesn’t want to. She hates all of this. And she resents that someone upended her life. She isn’t writing. She isn’t doing anything.”

And no one told her? Abby was a bit pissed about that. Was she supposed to notice on her own? Damn it. “You should have said something,” Abby said in as neutral a voice as possible. “Has she made any friends among the women? Are any of her cohort here?”

“Two of her cohort,” he said. “But she’s been standoffish. She goes for long walks. She’s done some gardening with Yui, I think. She likes being with Yui’s and Emiyo’s kids.” He shrugged.

Worrisome, Abby thought. “Cujo?” she said impulsively. “Let me look at your bonds? I won’t do anything, just look.”

He hesitated, then nodded. “Yes, Alpha,” he said. 

Abby closed her eyes and tried to relax. She hadn’t really done this before. She found Cujo’s bond with her and tugged on it. She felt him start. “Find where that’s connected in your brain,” she murmured. “Feel it? Now near it ought to be a warm and fuzzy place that’s the pack. Feel that?”

“Yes,” Cujo said. Abby could hear the wonder and pleasure the former lone wolves had at the pack bonds. 

“Now, see me? I’m standing there next to that. Can you see me?” Abby said softly. 

“Yes,” he said. 

“Good. Now show me your mate bond. Can you see it?”

Cujo could, and he walked Abby over to it. Abby frowned. It didn’t look right. She compared it to her own. “I’m going to touch it,” she warned. “Jake, keep an eye out for Olivia. She’s going to feel this and wonder what’s going on.”

“Should you wait?” Jake asked.

Abby considered that. “No,” she said. “I’m doing it now. Cujo? You ready? This is going to feel pretty intimate.”

Jake chuckled. “She means it’s going to feel like she grabbed your crotch.”

Cujo laughed. “Go for it, Alpha — mentally or for real.”

Abby grinned. Such a shifter response. She took Cujo’s hand in his brain, and wasn’t that a weird sentence? And she reached out and touched the mate bond. And suddenly she realized there was two bonds there. Two mate bonds? That couldn’t be. She back away.

“What the hell are you doing with my mate?” Olivia demanded. “Cujo!” 

Abby opened her eyes. “Olivia! Stop,” she ordered, and she put some force into it. All of the women were strong dominants. She wasn’t going to argue this with her. “Sit down. Someone doctored your brains when you were in Jedediah Jones’ custody. We’ve got to get it fixed. Right now.”

She was afraid she’d given the other person a heads up, and that worried her.

“And whose fault was it that we were there?” Olivia muttered. 

“Shut up,” Abby said. “I’m going to ask you some questions. Alpha’s questions. And you will answer them. Cooperate, Olivia. But I will do this.”

She glared at Abby. Abby ignored it. “Who are you bound to?” Abby asked.

Olivia frowned. “I don’t understand the question.”

“Who do you have bonds to?” Abby asked again, using a slightly different phrase. 

“Cujo,” she said promptly. 

“Who else?” Abby persisted. Olivia hesitated, and frowned as if her head hurt. Abby looked at her map. Was Olivia not pack? Odd. She tugged on Cujo’s pack bond, saw his mate bond, and tugged on the mate bond. There, she thought. There’s the shadow bond. Who does it go to? She delicately detached it from Cujo, then detached it from where it adhered to Olivia’s bond. She tugged on it. 

Someone laughed. “Alpha?” someone whispered. “You think to command me?”

The bond snapped, and Abby stumbled back into her own mind. She heard Olivia scream, and Cujo growled. And then she blacked out.

When she came to in a darkened room, she wasn’t even surprised. It wasn’t the first time she’d blacked out and came to in a dark room, with someone sitting beside her bed. She tried to peer at who it was. But she couldn’t tell. She looked at her map in her head.

“Don’t,” said Akihiro Tanaka. “You stretched yourself too thin again. Rest your brain.”

“You’ve had time to get here? How long was I out?” she said hoarsely. Akihiro helped her drink water from a bottle sitting beside her bed. “Jake? Cujo? Olivia?”

“Still out, but Yui says they’re fine, just knocked cold. King Davis heard someone scream, and came running,” Akihiro said quietly. “He is a level-headed young man. He called for Okami. Okami called me when he couldn’t rouse you. But I had already gotten a whiplash headache, and we were on our way here. What do you remember?”

Abby closed her eyes briefly. Her head hurt. Akihiro gave her two tablets, and another bottle of water. 

“Cujo said he heard a voice speaking to him in his head at the Castle,” she said. She told him the rest of the story. “And there was a... shadow bond, that lay alongside his mate bond. So, I wanted to detach it from both ends at once — to prevent a whiplash. And when I did, whoever controlled that bond, laughed and said something.” Abby frowned. “Said you think you can command me? Something like that. And then he jerked the bond from my hands, and Olivia screamed. I heard Cujo growl. And that’s the last thing I heard.”

Akihiro sat quietly for a moment. “May I look?” he asked. Abby nodded. Her mate was more courteous than she was. She usually just peered at the mate bond until he invited her in. He snorted as he caught that thought. He examined their mate bond carefully, and satisfied it had taken no harm, he looked at her memory of what had happened. 

Then he sat back in his chair. He was holding her hand, stroking the palm of it absent-mindedly. It made her shiver with desire. He blinked, and then smiled at her. “You are feeling better,” he said dryly.

She smiled at him. She could just barely make out his features in the dark. A man about her height, with even balanced features, Japanese American. He had all the well-groomed marks of a successful — very successful — 60-year-old businessman. A crisp haircut, smoothly shaved skin. A fit body.

She shivered a bit thinking of the well-muscled body beneath that very fine suit and white dress shirt. 

“Abby,” he said, a bit exasperated. And aroused. She could feel the later through their bond, and she grinned. Akihiro Tanaka. Alpha of the largest, most progressive pack in the world. He was 187, not the 60 he looked, and he was now the leader of all the shifters in the world. More or less. 

“The CIA is interested in why the World Council for Peace and Reconciliation has opened an office in Seattle,” she informed him. She closed her eyes again. “They asked Cujo to investigate. I was going to bring Cujo in to have supper with you, but he said your Second would never allow him in your presence. Especially after his quote mental health issues end quote this summer. And in that frame, he could finally talk about what happened.”

“I got some of that,” Akihiro said. “You asked him about languages. You were thinking he might be useful to me because of that?” 

“And because better to know the CIA agent you have, than for them to send in someone you don’t know,” Abby agreed.

“True,” Akihiro allowed. He paused. “Haru says Jake is awake and asking after you.” 

And yes, she felt him too. Her Second. She relaxed, not even realizing she’d been tense, missing that ever-present link. “Our Seconds are anxious?” she said with a laugh. Haru Ito was Akihiro’s Second and had been for 80 years. 

“And here they come,” he agreed, but she could tell that Haru’s nearness let him relax as well. 

There was a knock on the door, and then it opened. “Are you OK?” Jake asked anxiously. 

“I am,” she assured him. “Just staying out of the pack bonds for a bit. Headache.” She patted the edge of her bed and he sat on it. 

“Alpha Tanaka,” he said acknowledging the man seated in the chair beside her. 

“Second Lewis,” Akihiro Tanaka replied. “What can you tell us?”

“Nothing worthwhile,” Jake admitted. “A shadow bond? I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

“I have,” said Haru Ito. “And it’s not good. Do we know how long it was there?”

“Probably just since the week before the Castle,” Abby said. Something, something nagged at her. Oh! “Where’s Okami?”

Jake tugged on his bond with Okami so that she didn’t have to, and the man tapped on the door and entered. “Alpha?” Okami Yoshida said softly. “Are you feeling better?”

“I am,” she said. “Thank you for coming to my rescue — again.” She smiled at him. She valued his quiet presence, his knowledge, his power as a shifter. “Cujo said something that seemed reasonable at the time, but now concerns me. He said Olivia visited your children? Since she was a teacher and then author of children’s books, I didn’t think anything of it. But given this shadow bond? Perhaps you should check on them?”

“Immediately, Alpha,” he said, and he left the room.

There was silence then. Finally, Abby said, “I’m hungry. I hope you’re staying for dinner?”

“I’ll check with King,” Jake said, and he left. Then he opened the door back up. “Don’t talk about shadow bonds without me,” he warned. 

Abby grinned, and lay her head back down on her pillow. She hurt. Again.

Food called, though, and she struggled out of bed. Akihiro helped her up. “You spend yourself too much,” he said in a low voice. 

She nodded. It wasn’t the first time he’d said it. Wasn’t the first time others had said it. But the needs of her pack called to her, and it was as if she could hear a clock ticking in the background. Counting down. She wasn’t sure to what, but it was counting down.

Akihiro sighed. “We have that fundraiser dinner Friday night,” he said, changing the subject. “Will you attend?”

“Of course,” Abby said, smiling at him. “I hope that invitation includes a stay at your place?”

“It does,” he agreed, and she felt his humor at the exchange. 

But truly, they were protective of each other, almost formal, after a rocky start. Two people from completely different cultures, different species even, raised in two different centuries. It was easy to make mistakes — even with a mate bond. Maybe especially with a mate bond. 

And then everything got put on hold. She’d been badly hurt. And before she was recovered, Tanaka had left for a month-long trip to the Russian steppes to visit his inherited pack — possibly the oldest in the world. Abby sulked that she couldn’t go, but Yui wouldn’t permit it. Benny had gone in her place — and he hadn’t come back. So now she was sulking about that.

But Akihiro Tanaka had only been home a week. She’d attended a dinner reception for him at his penthouse last Sunday evening that included most of his top-level pack and business vice presidents. But she hadn’t stayed the night. The reception had gone late, and she had gotten too tired. And she could tell Akihiro was exhausted through their bond — not that he would show it to his people.

So their reunion was still pending. And Abby didn’t know how she felt about that exactly.

“Are you staying the night?” she asked as they walked downstairs to the main dining and living area. The construction crew had started the foundations for her retreat, but truly she liked living at the hotel. She had her own suite on the second floor, with rooms for Jake and for Akihiro and Haru. Even for Benny when he came home. She wished he was here. Akihiro said he had been making progress with the language and developing a relationship with the pack’s storyteller, and he didn’t want to lose it.

Well she understood that! She’d overstayed her plans every time she went into the field. And she could feel his bond — feel his happiness through his bond. She smiled.

The first floor of her wing was a dining/living/conference room that opened out onto the terrace and the beach. Truly she wasn’t sure she wanted to give it up.

“I wouldn’t,” Akihiro agreed with her unspoken thoughts. “I’ve thought about getting a larger, permanent suite here myself. One that opens onto a balcony over the water.”

“That’s a market we haven’t considered,” Abby said thoughtfully, and made a mental note to mention it to King. Which reminded her, she needed to praise him for his fast thinking. He was young, the age he looked — 24 — and he was enthusiastically running the Beach House hotel. And doing a good job of it. And she still hadn’t been up to visit his pack on Whidbey Island. She sighed.

“Perhaps we could take my boat and go up for a weekend,” Akihiro suggested. “The boat is large enough for both of us, our Seconds, and King Davis. And we can sleep on the boat, which will make things easier.”

He might call it a boat, Abby thought with amusement, but it was a yacht. A real yacht with bedrooms. “Deal,” she said promptly. “Not this weekend, but next?”

Cujo was standing on the terrace looking out at the ocean when they entered the dining room. “You’re up!” Abby said, and patted his arm. “How do you feel?”

“Better, actually,” he said, turning to look down at her. Not many men could, but Cujo, like Jake, topped her by 5 inches. “Like I’m waking up. I feel like I’ve been sleepwalking.”

“Not a bad description,” Haru Ito said. 

“What is it?” Abby asked.

“A special talent, very rare, thankfully,” Ito said. “We call it a spider. A shifter can mimic a link, laying down his own, and then use that person’s links to create new links. And they whisper things — so victims feel like they’re hearing voices in their heads.” He looked grim. 

“How do you get rid of one?” Abby asked. “I can see the links if they’re pack, or even employed. But that’s rare too, right?”

“Your map and ability to trace bonds is very rare, but a more welcome gift,” Ito agreed. “Although it can be a heavy burden for the Alpha who has it. I suspect all of the great shifter warlords had it, in some form or another. Even Jake. Did you always know where your people were in a battle?” He turned to Jake.

Jake considered it. “Yes,” he agreed. “I could look at a map and visualize where my people were, where insurgents were, where non-combatants were. Not as precisely as Abby can with her map. And I couldn’t communicate with anyone, not even the occasional shifter, in my units. Interesting.”

Abby smiled at him, delighted to know she wasn’t as much of an oddity as she thought. But she turned back to Ito and pursued her question. “So, what does a pack do if a spider invades it?”

Ito glanced at Tanaka, but he wasn’t volunteering to answer anything. “If the pack can, they isolate the infected,” he said reluctantly. “Then they try to find the spider and kill him.”

Abby frowned. “You’re leaving things out, Second Ito,” she said, using his formal title. “We may need to know this, since we appear to have caught the attention of one.”

He sighed. “Some packs kill the infected,” he said. “If you can’t locate the spider, you will probably get him if you kill all the infected.”

She looked at him appalled. “Is being infected that dangerous?”

“That voice commanded me to kill you,” Cujo reminded her. “And it had me convinced you were lying to me about my mate. That’s dangerous enough, don’t you think?”

Abby shivered. 

Jake glanced at his watchphone and turned away to talk to someone. They waited until he was finished. He was grim when he turned back. “Okami asks if we can come to his house. He needs Abby to look at the children.”

Scared by that request, Abby was willing to run there with Jake leading the way. Yui and Okami had a ranch house on one of the small peninsulas; the Katos also had a house there. The peninsula was fenced and separated from the rest of the island. Both families had children, the only children on the island. There were five of them, the oldest was 10. And Sarah. Sarah was 16 and staying with the Yoshidas.

“Okami?” Abby asked anxiously when they arrived at the gate. He let them all in, with a sideways glance at the number of them. “Tell me?”

He just gestured down to the sandy beach. A child had built a sandcastle. Abby was unsure why that was a concern — it looked like a great sandcastle — but she walked down and took a look at it. Then it hit her.

“It’s a replica of the Castle,” she whispered. “How?”

“It’s Emi, Emiyo’s oldest girl,” Okami said. “She’s been infected, that’s the only explanation.”

Abby heard someone sobbing. “Please Alpha,” Emiyo said. “Don’t kill my girl!”

“Of course not,” Abby said appalled. “We aren’t going to kill anyone. But explain this to me. Kids don’t have bonds? Not until they shift for the first time and become pack. Right?”

“True,” Tanaka said. “They have family links. But they also have the capacity for bonds. It’s what makes them shifters. Just as you have the capacity for sex hormones, but you don’t actually get the effect of them until puberty.”

Abby frowned. “So how did the spider get a hold of her? And why would he want a child?”

“That’s a more difficult and longer answer,” Ito said. “But, if a spider gets a hold of child and it goes unnoticed? The child will likely become a spider after transition. We think. But an infected child? Think of a Stephen King character — like Carrie.”

Abby thought about how to access a child’s brain. No pack bonds. No mating bonds. “Emiyo?” she asked. “I need to study your bonds through our employment bond. May I?”

“Of course, Alpha,” she murmured. 

Abby found Emiyo’s bond on her map. It wasn’t as solid as a pack bond, but she thought it would do. She followed it to the dark green dot that represented Emiyo. “Do you feel me there?” she murmured to the distraught woman. “Can you invite me in?”

And then she was inside the dot, and she could see Emiyo’s pack bond with Tanaka pack, and her mate bond with her husband. Both of those bonds looked normal — she saw no evidence of a shadow bond there. Emiyo had three links to her children. They were different than the bonds she’d seen before — this was the first time she’d looked at family links — but they were strong. She tugged at one, spotting the... what to call it? It wasn’t a dot like adults had on her map — was she still on her map? A circle, waiting to be filled? Yes, that metaphor worked. And one circle had a shadow. She frowned, and she grabbed the circle and jerked it back to Emiyo’s dot. The shadow resisted a moment, and then there was a snap feeling, and the shadow dissipated. Abby could hear a child crying. But she examined the other two children’s circles before letting go of the bond to Emiyo. 

Her head hurt. She’d never gone down to that level of the map — she’d never looked for family links. Pack bonds. Employment bonds. Mate bonds. But the links within a family were somehow on a different layer of the map. And it was hard to surface. She latched onto her mate bond and pulled herself up. 

Bless Benny and his visualization lessons.

“Okami?” she managed to say out loud. “May I look at your children’s circles while I’m doing this? I will need to go into your mind.”

“Of course,” he said. “Do what you must.”

She followed the pack bond to his mind, and he let her in. She repeated the steps, found his links to his children — and experienced his joy and wonder at having children, and that hurt a bit, but she ignored it. She looked at the two circles. No shadows. Thank God. She wasn’t sure she had the energy for another tug of war game with the spider. 

She let go of Okami’s bond and opened her eyes. “Only Emi,” she said hoarsely. Yui handed her a bottle of water, and Abby took it gratefully, and drank the entire thing. “Where is Sarah?”

The tall, quiet, blonde teenager gave her a bow. “Alpha,” she said. 

Abby found her pack link, examined it, saw no problems. “You’re OK,” she assured her. She looked at the adults. “I’m surprised, just the one?”

It was Sarah who answered. “Mrs. Trainer made my wolf nervous,” she said. “I thought it was stupid because I loved her books when I was a child and I couldn’t see why she shouldn’t come here and read the books to the children. But my wolf insisted there was danger, and I shouldn’t leave her alone with a child. But Emi is head-strong.” Sarah grinned at Emi’s mother. “She reminds me of me, actually. And when Mrs. Trainer wanted to go down to the beach and asked Emi to take her there, Emi went. I tried to go along, but Mrs. Trainer insisted I should stay with the other children and finish the book.”

Sarah looked back toward the house where Emi was with her father and still sobbing. “I’m sorry,” she said to Emiyo. “I should have stopped her. Should have told you that my wolf was afraid. But it seemed so weird.”

“Wolves are smart,” Abby said. “You were right to listen to her. And next time, you must tell someone if your wolf is trying to warn you of a problem. But you did really well, Sarah. You probably saved the other children from having to go through that.”

Sarah nodded, but she still looked worried about it. Well Abby didn’t blame her; she wasn’t all that calm either. She glanced back at the sandcastle. She wanted to smash it, but she didn’t. She needed to think about its significance — after she ate something. And she needed to think about the fact that Sarah’s wolf recognized there was something wrong with Olivia Trainer.

Sarah added, “Something was wrong with Mrs. Trainer’s wolf, I think. That’s what my wolf sensed. It was as if she had a collar on? And it was choking her.” She frowned as if that didn’t do it justice, but it was enough to alarm Abby. And to give her flashbacks to the collar that Vuk had put around her own neck. She took a deep breath and rode out the flashback. When she opened her eyes, people were watching her. 

She grimaced. She wanted to go back to her room. Wanted to go back and eat dinner! But there was one more person who needed to be checked first, and it couldn’t wait.

She sighed. “I need to see Synde,” she said. “And then? I need to go to Ricci’s cabin.”
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Four years ago, Abby had met a charming man and fell in love. They’d traveled to Italy together for a summer, and she thought she might even consider marriage — something she had never really been interested in during the first decades of her adult life. But Rick Ricci was charming, intelligent, well-traveled. And gorgeous. Really, the biggest doubt she had was why he might be interested in her. 

They’d been together for two years when they were in a car accident. Rick was driving, she remembered that much when she woke up in the hospital two days later. She’d had emergency surgery that had included a hysterectomy. Doctors kept pushing her to remember how she’d done such damage to her abdomen in a car accident. She couldn’t remember.

She still didn’t remember; but now she knew that Ricci, a shifter, had attempted to change her at the orders of his employer Jedidiah Jones. And when the change failed, he’d staged the car accident and walked away. Turned out, you can’t turn a person if they are more dominant than you are. And Abby Stafford was very dominant.

And while she was still recovering in the hospital, he sent her a note, ending their relationship. 

It broke her, she admitted now. It took six months for her to heal physically. And even then, she didn’t regain her old energy. She gained weight. She struggled to do even the simplest things. Her doctor prescribed an antidepressant but it didn’t seem to help. If anything, she seemed more sluggish. More fatigue. More pain. 

She did her job at the university. She taught her classes. She went home and walked her dogs. Really, if it hadn’t been for the dogs, Abby wasn’t sure she would have survived the last two years. Suicide had been a real consideration, but what would happen to Margaret and Mead? And so, she slogged on through the bleak landscape her life had become.

Then one day last spring, she got an invite to Wolf Harbor Resort, to be a test subject for a new supplement aimed at improving the quality of life for women who were post-menopause. A few details might have been left out — like now you’re a werewolf — but she was fitter, healthier, and younger, that was all true. Then one night she howled at the moon, and the wolves on the island responded. And somehow, they became a pack, and she was their Alpha. 

She smiled at that memory. Two months later, it still gave her this sense of joy to remember that night. 

And then two nights after she called the pack, she faced down Jedediah Jones for control of the serum, and came face-to-face with the man she’d known as Rick Ricci — Jones’ number two man. When Jones fled the island, he’d left Ricci behind. 

Rick Ricci was insane. Abby conceded that he had good reason to be. Didn’t stop her pain at what he’d done to her. But she was pragmatic. He earned his keep. Every day that he answered questions was another day that he got to live — he had a well-guarded and fenced cabin in a secluded part of the island. No one — least of all Abby — had any delusions about Rick Ricci. He was a killer. A berserker wolf made into a weapon of attack and used as such by Jedediah Jones for more than a century.

And Cujo Brown, who had been tortured by Jones, had turned to him as a source of information? Or commiseration? Perhaps Cujo had just gone to the one man who would understand what Jones had started to put Cujo through. 

Abby thought about that as she walked with her growing entourage to Ricci’s cabin. “Cujo?” she said softly, with a backward glance to see if Tanaka could hear. “Do you have the genetic capability of going berserker?”

He was silent for a bit. “I don’t know,” he said at last. “I didn’t go berserker. But then Vuk really stopped Jones from going through the process to weaponize me. I’ve been in life and death situations — but no, I never went berserker. So, I don’t think so. I’m just a very dominant shifter who can kill if need arises. But I’m more like Ito. You know they tried this with him, right?”

She nodded. 

“He and I? We’re pretty cold about killing,” he said matter-of-factly. “And berserker is a hot rage. I think Jones misjudged my genetics. But I guess he thought it was worth a try. He had my mate. He could get me to come to him. A round of torture or two? Who knows? And quite frankly, he might not have gotten a berserker wolf out of it, but a shifter will do almost anything to protect his mate. And killing? I’m very good at that.”

She couldn’t quite tell how he felt about that last statement — it gave her the creeps, but then she was surrounded by men who could all say the same thing. Hell, she’d gotten pretty good at killing herself these last two months. She patted him on the arm and walked up to Ricci’s cabin.

Benjamin Brighton and Synde Bell were waiting at the gate. Brighton, who had been SAS before he’d accepted employment with Jones, was another of their rescues. He’d been willing to accept an employment bond, but not pack. Abby didn’t know why, and it worried at her. What was he hiding? She could force the issue. But she hadn’t. He ran security for the island under Jake’s guidance, and he’d saved them more than once. She could give him the gift of time.

She hoped.

“Abby?” Synde asked. “What’s up?”

“I need to look at your pack bond,” Abby answered. “We have a problem. I’ll explain later, but for now, I just need to make sure that you, Benjamin, and Ricci don’t have a parasite using your pack bonds.”

“Rick doesn’t have a pack bond,” Synde said with a frown. 

Abby nodded. “Benjamin?” she said. “May I?’

He hesitated, and then nodded. She poked at his employment bond, saw nothing weird there, and then looked to see what other bonds he might have that could be a shadow bond. She blinked. So that was why? We’ll talk later, she said through the bond. She detached herself from his bond, and just nodded at him. He sighed and nodded.

“Synde?” Abby asked.

“Sure,” she said with a shrug. “Don’t know why you even ask. It’s your bond too.”

“It’s a bit more invasive than just tugging on it because I want to get coffee,” Abby said with a small laugh. “This is more of a warning that here I come.”

She tugged on the bond, then walked into her friend’s brain to see what other bonds might be lurking about. And she saw the beginnings of the one she’d been afraid she’d find — not the spider’s shadow bond, but a mate bond with Ricci. She closed her eyes and paused. She felt Synde’s alarm and reassured her internally. And then she followed the mate bond into Ricci’s brain.

Get the hell out of my head! Ricci screamed at her. 

Spider got ahold of Olivia and Cujo, she said, figuring he would know what that was. I’m contact tracing. You’re one of them.

How did you get in here?

You know how, Abby said. And you’re clean.

He was silent. Don’t tell her, he said at last.

Don’t hurt her, Abby returned. She’s my friend.

Deal.

She let go of Ricci’s mind, and then eased out of Synde’s.

“Clean,” she announced. “Looks like we’re good.”

Synde tipped her head as if she was about to ask a question. Abby shook her head. “Not today, Synde,” she said. “I’m not even sure I’ve got the energy to stagger back to the hotel and eat.”

Synde looked from her to the cabin. Ricci hadn’t even come out. “OK,” she said slowly. “Is he all right?”

Abby nodded. “Pissy,” she said lightly. “Didn’t much care for my intrusion, and I can’t blame him.”

“Time to go,” Jake said firmly. “We can cut through the woods. But I’m not carrying you over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry. People will talk.”

Abby grinned. 

By the time they got back to the Beach House, however, she was considering letting people talk. Jake shook his head and swung her up in his arms. “You over-extend,” he scolded. He carried her onto the terrace and deposited her on one of lounge chairs.

King Davis put a plate of food on her lap and she ate ravenously. It tasted so good. She considered her to-do list as she ate. Shifters focused on their food when they ate. It was the one time she could count on having a moment to herself to think.

“Do we press on you that much?” Akihiro asked her.

She grimaced. A moment to think, but with lurkers, apparently. “I have no complaints,” she assured him with a smile. He looked skeptical, but he didn’t press.

Most troubling, she decided, was Olivia Trainer. Sarah’s description made Olivia more pressing than learning more about spiders — she didn’t think the collared wolf was the spider’s doing, actually. She finished a second plate of food, slowing down to actually enjoy it. Dafo had become a really good cook under Okami’s guidance. She praised the meal, and King said he’d pass it on — their evening ritual. They smiled at each other. But Dafo was important to Beach House, and to its well-being. Building his confidence was an easy enough thing to do.

And it was really good food.

Abby headed to the room where Olivia was resting. She hoped to do this alone, but of course Jake was at her left shoulder where he always was. And Cujo was following as well. He looked grim. So, he’d heard Sarah.

She knocked, but she went into the bedroom without waiting for an invitation. Olivia looked at her. “I should thank you, I suppose,” she said.

“You should,” Abby agreed. “But I won’t hold my breath. Olivia? Change.” And she put some real force into the command. She didn’t often command shifters to change. She’d known she could, but she had only done it to Cujo when he was dying. Well, this might not be that different.

And there was a small gray wolf laying on her side on the bed, and it struggled to get into a crouched position. Her fur was matted and dull; her eyes were glazed. And there was a collar around her neck.

Cujo swore. He strode over to the bed to pull off the collar — the collar wasn’t real, and it disappeared when he tried to touch it. The wolf gasped for breath as if the collar had been so tight as to make it hard to breathe. “Who did this to her? The spider?” he asked furious. He got a damp towel from the bathroom and started to groom the wolf. 

Abby sighed. “She did,” Abby said with sorrow. Her own wolf was keening in anguish. She swallowed. “Olivia did. She was trying to kill her wolf.”

“What?” Cujo asked incredulously. “You can’t do that! The wolf dies, you die.”

“I don’t think Olivia knew that,” Abby said. “Akihiro told me that as a new wolf I needed to change every day. Does Olivia shift to wolf? When was the last time?”

Cujo considered that. He sighed. “I should have been more aware. I doubt she has shifted in the month we’ve been here. And they had a collar on her when we found her to prevent her from shifting. Might be what gave her the idea.”

He was sitting on the bed, petting the wolf and crooning to her.

“What happens if you go to long without shifting?” she asked. “In either direction?”

Cujo frowned. “I spent a week in the northern Cascades as a wolf once, just to see,” he said slowly. “By the end of the week I had periods of time where I forgot I was a shifter — I thought of myself as a wolf. Scared the crap out of me, and I hightailed it back to my car and shifted to human. But my wolf has always been dominant and close to the surface. As a human, if I go longer than 10 days without turning wolf, I’m crawling out of my skin. Even if it’s just to lock myself in the bathroom somewhere and shift, I have to let the wolf out.”

Jake nodded. “About the same. I can go wolf a bit longer than that — I did the northern Pacific Crest Trail as a wolf one time when I was in college. But yes, it’s easy to become a wolf and not change back. Some of the old ones do that, I think.”

“So, what do we do for Olivia?” Abby asked. The wolf was struggling to get to its feet now.

“Keep her wolf for a couple of days,” Jake said. “Cujo, you’re dominant enough to do that. Keep her with you. If she shifts back to human, command her back to wolf. Give her wolf time to recuperate.”

“Why would she do this? Solely out of ignorance?” Cujo asked. He sounded bewildered.

Abby glanced at Jake. He looked grim. He knew, she thought. “You said it, Cujo,” she said gently. “She doesn’t want to be a shifter. She wants her old life back. So, she figured if she killed the wolf, she could have it.”

Cujo looked at her, then back to his mate. “And where is Benny Garrison when you need him?” he muttered.

Abby snorted, no lie. It had been a shock to learn that good-times Benny was actually a psychologist, with a PhD from Berkeley no less. But damn, he would be useful right now. Instead, she’d stupidly sent him off with Tanaka to visit a pack reputed to be the oldest in the world. And he’d stayed, damn him.

Abby wanted to go lay down and sleep, but she remembered she had guests. She left Cujo standing over his mate’s wolf and went to find Akihiro and Haru Ito. Maybe a walk on the beach would give her the courage she needed to talk to Akihiro.

“Walk with me?” she asked Akihiro, who fell into step beside her. It was a beautiful time of night. The sun had set but there were still the gorgeous colors along the
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