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The Truth Sets You Free

The last time Indigo Barnaby had been in Georgia, his name hadn’t been Indigo Barnaby. He’d been happy to leave the state behind, and he didn’t much want to go back either. But apparently, he was going there.

At least he wasn’t going alone.

A shifter biker chick — that was how she described herself, he thought defensively — named Maggie Beaumont, was leading the way. Things had really changed in the shifter world, Indigo admitted. For the better, he supposed. Or at least, he wasn’t going to tell Maggie Beaumont he had any doubts about it.

It wasn’t just the two of them. Cujo Brown, security chief for the World Council of Alphas, was going. So was an Irishman named Timothy O’Brien, and another Navy vet like himself named Jason Wahlberg. It was a good team, Indigo admitted. He was reasonably confident they’d be able to overthrow most small countries with that team.

He wasn’t sure they would get out of Georgia alive, however. That was a whole ‘nother kettle of fish.

A Wolf Harbor Rescue book.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


Monday, January 6, Seattle

Cujo Brown waited while his mate chose the best umbrella in her collection to match her outfit. She kept several in an umbrella stand outside her office door these days. It was a typical Seattle winter, wet, rainy, windy, wet. Very wet. Cujo had been here long enough that he just resigned himself to being damp for three months, like any respectable Seattleite.

Not Olivia Trainer. Nope. She was going to beat this weather. If anyone could, she would. Cujo had faith that she might.

Today she was wearing a dark red form-fitting, sleeveless dress, that ended at her knees. And of course she had on high heels, also dark red. She looked good. Real good. Maybe we could have lunch upstairs, Cujo suggested through their mate bond.

She rolled her eyes and didn’t bother with a reply. He hadn’t expected one. They spent a lot of time in Tanaka Towers in Seattle’s downtown. They lived here, worked here. Cujo had been up at Hat Island for most of the last three weeks, which meant Olivia was almost trapped within this building. It was a very luxurious building, with all of the amenities a person could ask for. But with the exception of the early morning runs with Tanaka and his guards, she didn’t get much chance to leave it.

She didn’t complain. But, she was also very determined that today she was going out to lunch. Even though today Seattle was rainy enough that she was willingly wearing a rain slicker to go out to Ivar’s, a classic seafood place down on the waterfront piers, six blocks away, she was determined to go. Cujo never got tired of being able to see the water — even on a rainy day like this — so Ivar’s was fine with him. Actually, any place was fine if Olivia was going to be there. 

Olivia threw on the slicker with a hood, a cheery yellow one unlike his own slicker of olive drab, and they left the Towers headed toward the waterfront.

“You need to be a regular Seattleite,” Cujo teased. “Leave the umbrella home.”

Olivia rolled her eyes. “I got jeered at by teenaged boys the last time I went out with an umbrella,” she said determinedly. “I refuse to be laughed at for common-sense raingear! But a hood is easier, especially if there’s wind, and so here I am.” But she carried one just the same, he noted.

Cujo laughed, and tucked her in close with one arm. “With the umbrella up, we couldn’t walk like this. You’d poke my eye out.”

She smiled up at him as they headed toward Alaskan Way, the multi-lane highway that used to divide the city from the piers with their combination of ferry terminals, docks, shops, and restaurants. Now the highway dives under the waterfront via a billion dollar tunnel.  Cujo missed the old viaduct style highway, which at least allowed pedestrians to stay out of the rain. And he noted, the whole area felt like it was always ‘under construction’ and likely to be that way for years to come as the city worked to beautify the Seattle waterfront. Change made him grumpy.

It was overcast enough that cars had their headlights on at noontime, and few people were out. Most people dashed from building to building — frequently heading to coffee shops from their work places — and like Cujo, just resigned themselves to getting wet. Cujo guided Olivia into a dark alley-like street that reminded him of Vancouver’s Chinatown — a memory he could have done without. But the shortcut actually offered some protection from the driving rain.

It was Olivia who sensed them first. He wondered at that later, but in the moment, he barely had time to react at all.

“Cujo, someone’s there,” she hissed at him. In hindsight, it might not have been the safest route to take. But Seattle was a safe city! It was the middle of the day! His mind was still protesting when someone plowed into him like a football tackle taking him down to the ground. He felt the sting of a drug injection device against his neck. Enraged, he threw off the man with a roar. Tranq, his hind-brain identified. Must have been a heavy dose, because he could immediately feel the effects of it. His field of vision narrowed, and he staggered. He could hear Olivia screaming, but he couldn’t distinguish the words.

He went down to his knees. Wolf, he thought, even his thoughts felt slurred. Protect our mate.

His wolf surged to the surface. Don’t change, he reminded. Just protect. Not even the hands. Unlike most shifters, Cujo could partial shift. Now was not the time for that, either.

He struggled to stay conscious. Add another line on the possible CIA research agenda — strong enough drugs to bring down a shifter. He’d have to remember to tell Stuart Glenn that when they got back to Tanaka Towers.

If they got back.

He heard someone scream‚ a high-pitched wail that came from a man’s throat. He opened one eye — a technique he’d learned from his Alpha who used it to cope with migraines — and saw Olivia had found a use for that umbrella. She’d shoved the end spike into some man’s groin. Cujo winced. That had to hurt!

He took a deep breath, and followed it with another one, shoving air into his lungs, to fuel his body’s ability to throw off drugs. He frowned, still woozy, but.... Those were humans attacking them, not shifters. “Call Haru,” he said, the words slurring badly. His phone didn’t recognize the command, but Olivia picked up on his words.

“Phone. Call Haru Ito,” he heard her repeat. He sank back down to his knees and hoped Haru got here before the cops did.

Cujo groaned. Stay conscious, he commanded himself. Olivia. His wolf howled inside: mate! At least he hoped it had been just internal.

“Easy, Cujo.” Olivia’s voice was soft. “Stay with me. They ran. Took their injured man with them.”

“Humans,” Cujo forced out.

“Yes,” she said, troubled. “They seemed to want you out, so they could grab me. Cujo? Why do they want me so badly?”

That was a $30 million dollar question, wasn’t it.

And the day had started out so well.
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Cujo Brown was leaning against the wall of the conference room where he could watch everyone as they filed in, and still keep his eye on his mate through the door to the main offices. Olivia was always worth looking at, but it was her security that he was most concerned with. There had been another rash of attacks on her — one had even made it into the World Council offices, here in Tanaka Towers, two days ago.

She should be safe here, he thought, grimly, not for the first time.

Not even for the 100th time, Olivia said through their mate bond. Stuff it, Cujo. I’m tired of hearing it. I’m safe. That attacker is dead. All of the attackers are dead. I’m fine.

That wasn’t completely true, he knew. The hyper-alert status this required was wearing her down. It was foreign to her, for one thing. She was the author of children’s books for Christ’s sake!

That was then, she said. This is now. Now, I’m a shifter and the director of the World Council of Alphas. Get over it.

He laughed at that, and focused on the drama going on in the conference room. He couldn’t hear the words between Maggie Beaumont and Indigo Barnaby, but the body language was highly entertaining. Indigo was losing. Well, if he was stupid enough to take on Maggie Beaumont, he deserved a loss.

Last fall, Maggie had showed up at the newly formed pack in Delta, British Columbia, with Ryder’s Wolves, an outlaw motorcycle club made up of mostly shifters. Ryder’s Wolves helped get a bunch of vulnerable women and clueless young men to safety on Hat Island — one of the wildest rescue ops he’d ever been on. And he’d been on a number of them.

Maggie had seemed intrigued by the women who had been recently changed, and had taken over a lot of the safety responsibilities for them. She was well suited for it — she’d served eight years in Iraq. More recently, she was Olivia’s guard and backup. She’d killed one of the attackers last week.

Maggie was a dishwater-blonde, with a ponytail that perched high on her head. She was tall and fit, with big boobs.

Cujo!

Well, she does, he said defensively. Today Maggie was wearing a black turtleneck under a black leather jacket that almost had as many zippers as his own favorite jacket. Her blue jeans were snug, and tucked into black leather boots. Biker boots.

And Indigo Barnaby thought he had a chance of winning an argument? 

Cujo shook his head. He liked Indigo. He’d recruited him for undercover missions even before Akihiro Tanaka took over the World Council. Indigo was about 6-foot tall with wispy blond hair. He usually partnered up with Timothy O’Brien, an Irish shifter with 20 years of experience in the British Army, who somehow always seemed more innocent than Indigo. Indigo, a shrewd man in spite of that aw-shucks drawl, had been one of the early submarine sailors in World War II. Cujo didn’t know how old he really was — like most shifters he looked to be in his early 30s.

Like Cujo looked, and Cujo was 63. He frowned. He thought he was 63. He did the math. Yup, 63.

Cujo, I declare!

Cujo grinned.

Tim O’Brien walked in with Jason Walburg, another Navy vet like Indigo, although of a more recent era — Vietnam, Cujo thought, but he wasn’t completely sure. Cujo didn’t think he’d heard Jason put two sentences together. Smart, capable, but damn, he didn’t talk much. Most certainly, he didn’t talk about himself or his past.

Behind them, was Haru Ito, pack Second for Alpha Akihiro Tanaka, looking like the cut-throat attorney he was. He was 5-foot-9, tall for a Japanese American, and he took great pains to look 60 instead of 35, and in spite of being nearly 200 years old. He was given to expensive suits. His suit today was a dark gray pinstripe and it was particularly fine. Cujo wouldn’t mind having one like it, although these days, he rarely needed to dress up like that. Cujo was wearing black trousers and a white dress shirt today, only because Olivia liked dressing for the office. He had to look acceptable if he wanted to take her out to lunch after this meeting. He had a black leather jacket here somewhere.

Haru Ito was one of the few people who could make Cujo bow his neck. His mate, and his Alpha could, as well. He bowed his neck to a few others out of courtesy and respect, but he was wary of Haru Ito. People called Haru a stone-cold killer. They weren’t joking.

Shows you’ve got more brains than you look like you have, Olivia observed. 

He rolled his eyes.

With Haru was their newest member of the intelligence wing of the World Council of Alphas, a man named Stuart Glenn. He had been Cujo’s handler, back when Cujo worked for the Agency and Stu Glenn rode a desk in D.C.

The room got quiet when Stu entered, and people took their seats. Stu glanced around; he knew he wasn’t completely accepted here. The fact that Stu had Haru Ito’s backing was nothing short of a miracle.

Stuart Glenn was human. Not a once-human shifter like Olivia, but still human. And apparently, he would die a human unless he was willing to become a shifter the old-fashioned way — be gutted and then brought back with shifter blood. There was a shifter who could spot latent shifter genes and pull them through first shift, but he’d taken a look at Stu and shook his head. No latent genes.

No one had broached the old-fashioned way with Stu. In the few short weeks he’d been here in Tanaka Towers, he’d become invaluable. He actually knew how to run an intelligence unit. They couldn’t risk losing him. And if he wasn’t in danger of dying, you weren’t doing it right.

After Stu joined them at Tanaka Towers, Haru had called the Bellingham Alpha who also ran the software division of Tanaka Technologies, and asked for a half-dozen ‘geeks.’ Alpha Hiro Tanaka had sent them on gratefully. He had more young male shifters than he knew what to do with — even with a booming software business and living in a university town.

So, the fifth floor had become a geek haven. Stuart had an apartment with windows that overlooked the harbor, but the geeks had a more barracks-style arrangement as they requested. Shifters didn’t do well in isolation. There was a large room with all of the computer hardware and software a bunch of 20-year-old geeks could dream of — and really that was all they wanted.  That, and the Tanaka kitchens had added pizza to their repertoire.

Stuart ran the unit. They had to be aware he was human, Cujo thought, but none of the geeks seemed concerned about it. Haru Ito pointed out that Tanaka Corporation hired both humans and shifters. Stuart was just the first human on this side of the divide who knew about shifters. 

That was a big jump, though. Haru had shrugged. He seemed to like Stuart. It occurred to Cujo that the two were a lot alike. They didn’t look anything alike. Stu was a 6-foot white man around 40. But they had that same cold, analytical approach to life — and death — that could weigh the options and determine that the risk to your life was acceptable and send you out on that mission. Cujo could take risks, and had for 40-plus years — often at the direction of these two men — but he hated putting others at risk.

Which was why for this next mission, he wasn’t the leader. He was going. Oh hell, yeah. But he wasn’t going to be the team leader. The mission to Vancouver last month had about given him ulcers.

And shifters didn’t get ulcers.

No, Maggie Beaumont was leading this one. And he couldn’t wait to see Indigo’s reaction to that announcement. For a moment he just basked in anticipation.

Olivia sailed into the room from the front offices, however, and everyone took their seats, including him. She was 5-foot-nothing, with dark hair cut to frame her eyes. She was wearing a dark red dress today. It was sleeveless to show off toned arms, and came down to her knees. And she had her trademark high heels on, a matching dark red. Cujo had enjoyed watching her put them on this morning.

Stop it, Olivia ordered, as she took the front chair. Cujo lounged into the chair to her left. Haru Ito was to her right, and Stuart sat next to him. Interesting, Cujo thought. Something was coming out of the geek cave that he didn’t know about?

As security chief for the World Council, he usually knew what was going on. Well, he guessed that was what this meeting was for — bring them all up to speed. On something.

“All right,” Olivia said crisply, and people looked attentive. “We have several strands of information that have come together recently, and we need to deal with them. So pay attention, and hold your questions until I ask for them. No detouring the conversation.”

Cujo was amused. Olivia, unlike Abby Stafford, Alpha of the Hat Island pack, did not like digressions. She would have had agendas, handouts, and minutes if she could. But shifters were an oral-based society for good reason. Nothing written down about shifters, nothing to fall into the wrong hands — human hands. They’d made some compromises in the last month — Olivia made notes in her phone, and at the end of the working day, Cujo made sure they were all erased. And Stuart, another addict to reports and the written word, had managed to convince them that an old-fashioned overhead projector was useful for him to show them charts and graphs. But same rules applied. No copies. Nothing left the room. Stuart’s presentation was destroyed at the end of the meeting.

Cujo had to be firm about it. He’d made several raids upstairs in the geek room, because even though they were shifters, they couldn’t get their minds wrapped around the idea that they were now working on shifter projects, not Tanaka Corporation’s projects intended for humans. He suspected he missed things — his computer literacy wasn’t up to the task.

But his dominance was. He usually just glowered at them all until they ‘fessed up and handed stuff over.

You paying attention?

Yes, ma’am! Cujo focused on Olivia’s words.

“First. Alpha Smith, Chairman of the Southern U.S. Council. No one has seen or heard from him since the World Council meeting last month. Maggie?”

Maggie nodded. “Bubba Smith has disappeared.”

“Bubba?” Olivia interrupted. “That’s his real name? Not just an insult?”

Maggie looked amused. “Real name,” she assured her. “Not even a nickname, as I understand. He uses it on his driver’s license.”

Olivia closed her eyes briefly. “Go on,” she said. “Sorry I interrupted.”

“I was asked to call my Alpha in Louisiana and have him check on Bubba and his pack right after the attempted coup,” Maggie continued. Maggie was actually a member of a pack in Louisiana— her birth pack — even if she’d been hanging out with Ryder and his Wolves for a decade or more. “If you remember, Bubba was after women — Olivia in particular, but any women would do. And he refused to let the packs of the Southern U.S. region access the serum for the girls. Many of the packs, especially in the southeast part of the country, were able to get the serum from the Chairman of the Eastern Seaboard Council. My Alpha was pretty pissed. He wants the serum ASAP, by the way.”

“Part of today’s discussion,” Olivia assured her.

Maggie nodded. “So, Joey — that’s my Alpha — sent a couple of his wolves down into the bayous to check whether Bubba had returned to his pack. Bubba runs the Council out of his pack house — most Council Chairmen do, I guess. Anyway, the pair came back and told Joey they couldn’t find Bubba. They found some women and their children — who were in a bad way — but the men left with Bubba and haven’t been back. So Joey sent down some aid. He wants to know what you want him to do.”

“Nobody’s heard anything?” Stu asked, sounding incredulous. “No gossip coming out of there? Where is the nearest pack?”

“A big one in New Orleans,” Maggie answered. “Some smaller ones scattered about, north of I-10. Then nothing until you get to Texas. The Texas packs don’t much like Bubba and his wolves. For all that Bubba is supposedly the chairman of the whole Southern portion, truth is, most of the packs ignore him. And he’s OK with that, really. Means they don’t ask anything of him either.”

“No gossip?” Stu asked. “You shifters gossip like crazy!”

Cujo chuckled, and there were smiles on other faces. Hadn’t taken Stu long to figure that out. He was right. How else was an oral-based culture to communicate — of course, they gossiped like hell. And storytelling. Storytelling was king. He frowned. That triggered something.... Benny Garrison had been talking about some story about Bubba Smith and how he became pack Alpha, and then Chairman of that regional council.

“Did Benny Garrison ever tell the story he threatened Smith with at the World Council meeting?” Cujo asked.

Haru shook his head. “And I hadn’t ever heard of it, which is odd. I vaguely remember the Southern Council asked for someone to mediate some dispute, and I suppose Garrison was the intelligencer who was sent down there. But that’s all I know.” He grimaced. “And Garrison’s still in China, right? Someone needs to tell that boy to come home.”

A thought Cujo had had almost daily since Benny had followed the Emperor’s Messenger home to China to help her establish order in the Emperor’s Court. Benny needed to be here running the intelligence division for the World Council! Abby needed him too. But he’d broached it with Abby more than once, and she just shook her head. Benny was where he needed to be, was all she said.

Besides, he missed the bastard. Not that he was going to admit it.

“Ayta Vuk knew the story too,” Haru said thoughtfully. “She’s out in Odessa, isn’t she?”

Cujo nodded. “We could probably get her on speaker phone, if we need to. Carlos Mendoza is out there with her, and he’s tech savvy.”

Stu snorted. “Tech savvy? The geeks upstairs talk about him as if he’s a god among men.”

Cujo shrugged. “All I know is he does the tech work for the girls’ TikTok account, Girls Who Howl, and there hasn’t been a security breach yet.”

“Which brings me to my next segment,” Olivia interrupted. She nodded to her assistant, a nice, if naive, young man out of Bellingham named Blake Cassidy. He did something and the display on the screen was of Sarah Johannsen, one of the girls at the Hat Island boarding school and the usual spokesperson for the girls. 

“Sarah? Were you able to reach out to the girls of the southern Louisiana area?” Olivia asked.

Sarah, age 17, was a quiet, very fair blonde typical of Northwesterners with Scandinavian heritage. She looked troubled. “We tried, Teacher. And we do have some Girls Who Howl in that region. We reached them last November when we were getting the word out about the serum. But no one has responded. We’ve pinged them individually. Nothing.”

Well, that was alarming, Cujo thought. There was a murmur of concern in the room. “Has that happened before?” Haru asked. “A pack or a region has dropped off the map for a while? It’s storm season down there, isn’t it?”

Sarah nodded. “Storms could be breaking up their satellite links,” she agreed. “But Carlos checked for us. There haven’t been any logins from that pack since before Christmas.”

“Do you have individual names?” Stu asked. “Of the girls? Can we reach them through other means?”

“First names only, Mr. Glenn,” Sarah answered. “We take security pretty seriously. But Carlos has some ideas he’s pursuing. And we’re going to monitor for them 24/7. It seems like one of the girls might try to reach us. If so, we want to be there.”

Cujo frowned. That seemed like an odd way to phrase things. He started to ask her about it, but saw 
Olivia’s slight headshake. He settled back into his chair. Some of those girls out at the school were darn spooky.
“Thank you, Sarah,” Olivia said, and the screen went blank.

“So we’re missing most of a pack — one that includes the Chairman of the Council for that region?” Haru asked with a frown. “Smith never went home?”

“Or went home, and left again,” Maggie said. “I actually think that’s the case. But left for where? I don’t know. I’m not surprised the pack’s women and children would leave while he’s gone, either. That man is nasty business.”

“Still,” Haru said.

“Haru, we’ve got China in a meltdown,” Olivia pointed out. “The Wolf Emperor is dead. Chairman Wu made it back to China but he was dead before he got home to his pack — by his own pack Second, who couldn’t hold the pack either. Doesn’t really matter, that pack isn’t no longer a contender for the Council Chairman position.”

A fair, if somewhat calloused, summation. Chairman Wu had challenged Akihiro Tanaka for the Chairmanship of the World Council. He lost. No one had mourned, not even his own Second. Maybe especially him. And Council membership wasn’t inherited. You earned a spot based on dominance. It was unlikely that a new pack Alpha would have the dominance it took — especially in China where pack Alphas ruled for decades. Centuries, even.

“No one seems to have the support to become the Council Chairman,” Olivia was continuing to explain. “The Emperor’s Messenger is running things on a day-to-day basis, but says she doesn’t want the chairmanship. And they don’t want her, either — a woman? Hell, no.”

There were tight smiles around the table about that. Olivia’s directorship was getting pushback, not that the pressure would come to anything. This was not a democracy; Akihiro Tanaka and Haru Ito liked Olivia right where she was. And Abby Stafford as Chairman of the Northwest Council? The old guard had about died of apoplexy over that, and the OG in the U.S. was nothing compared to countries like China. China had pack Alphas who were older than the United States. Much older.

“She’s trying to get a successor for the Emperor’s Court — they haven’t had a new one in over  1,000 years, so it’s taking a delicate touch, as I understand it,” Olivia continued.

Which was why Benny was there, and not here. 

“No one can find Chairman Tsao of the Southeast Asia Council in the past couple of weeks either,” she added. “And no one is talking. At least not to me.”

Haru nodded in apology. “I didn’t mean to imply any fault of yours or your staff,” he said courteously. “Shifters do take secrecy to extremes.”

Cujo wanted to snicker. Haru wouldn’t give you the time of day without grilling you first.

Olivia nodded. “Apparently so. Stefan Lebenev tells me we’ve got a dozen packs, along with a bunch of small family packs along the I-10 corridor through the South, who want the serum. Stefan has two teams ready to head out. But he’s nervous about security, especially given that Smith is gone, and we don’t have permission to give out the serum in his region — Smith opposed the serum, remember? Stefan wants us to send a security team along. And given everything else, I agreed we would.”

“Everything else?” Cujo asked. “This isn’t all?”

He wasn’t up-to-date about what was going on at the World Council, Cujo admitted. After their return from Vancouver, he’d gone out to Hat Island, mostly to support Abby, and also to talk to Jake. Jake had looked fried, so Cujo had stayed out there. He could anchor Abby almost as well as Jake could, and it freed Jake up to go for a run or get some uninterrupted sleep. Cujo had come back to town last night, and quite frankly he had had better things to do than get a work update.

Much better things, he thought, smiling at his mate. She rolled her eyes.

“Jason? Update us on the Montana site,” she said.

Jason had been trying to figure out who all had been involved in the Montana site — a veterinarian clinic where they had intended to hold the newly-made shifters from Vancouver. Something had worried Jason about all of that; he’d been focused on it since he and Indigo returned with computers from the lead agent and from the lab itself. Cujo didn’t think computers were Jason’s thing either, but he’d spent a fair amount of time upstairs with the geeks.

“It was a very different setup from what Indigo described as his experience,” Jason said. Indigo grimaced in agreement. Cujo had rescued Indigo from a lab in Virginia, and then recruited him to work for Haru Ito. “Cujo, you said if they learned about the wolf, it would change how they see us. The lab in Montana was set up for animals, not humans.”

Cujo nodded, unsurprised.

“The one lead we got during the visit was that the man we were tracing was very active in a megachurch there,” Jason said. “Questions in that regard raised suspicions, however, and we got out of there. But that led me to look at the lives of the Methuselah Project men. It worried me. We do not need Christian imagery mixed into this. So I talked to Stu about it.”

Stu took over the presentation, to Jason’s obvious relief. “So, Jason asked the geeks to run a search about whether there had been an escalation of the imagery of casting out demons in sermons, especially at megachurches.”

“You can do that?” Cujo asked, because that was an interesting leap!

Stu nodded. “Most churches these days post sermons online. So, we did a sampling of churches, and ran search strings to see if the key scriptures or certain keywords came up.”

And now Cujo knew even less about how that worked than before he’d asked. “And did they?”

“Yeah,” Stu said with a sigh. “They did.” He gave Jason a nod of respect.

“I think a group within the Methuselah Project is from the old white Christian Nationalist movement,” Stu explained. “Not surprising, really. The CIA has always been a home for the conservatives and die-hard hawks in the federal government. The charismatic figurehead may be gone, but that movement is alive and well. To them, shifters would be of the devil, full of demons that must be cast out. That feels different from what Indigo described, which was more like medical research — these people have genetic capabilities that would enhance human life.”

What Stu was describing made Cujo sick to his stomach. Kill the wolf and the shifter dies. He stole a look at his mate. Olivia had tried that, once. Revolted at the idea of being a shifter, she’d tried to kill the wolf. It had been a near thing. Olivia was still looking poised, if pale. He sent her encouragement.

“So you don’t think the Methuselah Project is all one group?” Haru asked.

Stu shook his head. “No,” he said. “Looking over what happened with me, you can see that. I caught two shifters in wolf form and called my boss, asking to be put in touch with the Methuselah Project that I’d worked with briefly in Paris. I get a call back; I describe what I’ve got. And then I get another call from my new ‘handler.’ He gives me directions for collecting more werewolves, and promises a bus to take them off my hands. The bus would come out of Montana.”

Stu swallowed. It wasn’t easy for him to talk about this. “My handler had a southern accent — I’d guess Louisiana, maybe Cajun, but education had modulated the accent. Cujo said the man who showed up in Vancouver didn’t have an accent. And they didn’t have time to get someone out of Montana to Vancouver when I was discovered — Milton Roberts was already in Vancouver. A man I didn’t know about, by the way, but my assistant did.”

Stu looked at the confusion on people’s faces. “May I use the overhead?” he asked. Olivia nodded.

He quickly sketched out an organizational chart. “So Methuselah Project Chief — probably back in D.C.,” he said, pointing to the top box on his chart. “He decides what I have is best linked up with the Werewolves are Animals part of the task force. They’ve got a research facility somewhere, run by the man with Cajun accent, and are setting up a new facility in Montana that my captives will be perfect for. I don’t think Milton was the lab head there, by the way. Just part of the team. And when everything goes sideways, the lab head, makes a decision to walk away from Butte, Montana, at least for now.”

He considered his drawing. “But there’s another wing to Methuselah, and that’s the medical advances research — the lab Cujo broke up. But it’s got to have a new location, too. We just haven’t found it.”

“What does the demon data have to do with this?” Olivia asked as she frowned at the chart.

“We mapped where there are the highest concentrations of demon sermons,” Stu said. “So, first, it’s up all over the U.S. We did a spot check in other English-speaking countries, and it doesn’t seem to be a theme at all. But within a certain kind of megachurch in the U.S., it’s there, and it’s been growing over time. There are hot spots, however. And I think they’d be fruitful locations to look for Methuselah labs — maybe even the medical lab, but most certainly the others.”

Cujo studied the way Stu had drawn the org chart. He thinks there are other wings of Methuselah, Cujo realized suddenly. There was room for at least one more unit, maybe even two, on his chart. He glanced at Stu. Ask now? Or in private?

“Cujo?” Stu said. “If you had to pinpoint where the labs are, where would you guess? Don’t think, don’t protest that you don’t know, just guess.”

Cujo jumped. It wasn’t where his thoughts had been at all. He shrugged, however, and gave Stu the first answer that came to his mind. “I think the demon group probably does have their base in Louisiana; I’d guess east of New Orleans. And I think the medical lab went to Georgia — Sumter National Forest outside of Augusta is where I’d start to look.” He felt a bit embarrassed like he’d just blurted out ‘those pants really do look too tight on you,’ but damn it, Stu had asked. And left to his own devices he had wanted to go to Augusta and look for that doctor for some time.

The head researcher of the lab Cujo had destroyed, Jonathan Michaels, had disappeared, according to Cujo’s inside source. For a while they thought the Boulder pack might have snagged him back, but Indigo had gone to Boulder to check. He didn’t think they had Michaels — they were still hunting, too.

Cujo wanted to focus on finding the man, but things always intervened.

Things. He snorted mentally. Full-blown crises, attempted coups, attempted assassinations. Things.

But Stu just nodded, with a glance at Olivia, as if it confirmed something they’d been discussing. Cujo’s eyes narrowed. What was that about? Later, he decided. If he couldn’t get Olivia to talk, he’d pound on Stu until he got answers.

“Not Alabama or Mississippi? Or Florida?” Stu asked.

Cujo shook his head no.

Stu put up another overhead. This was a map of the South, with dots on it. The dots were intense around some place he’d never heard of in Louisiana — Franklinton in the Louisiana boot — and another one in Augusta. There was also one in Virginia — the old lab? He didn’t know what the dots represented.

“These are where the demon sermons have intensified,” Stu said quietly. “There are a couple of other clusters — Butte, Montana, as we would expect, a few more. But the biggest centers are here.”

Demons? They were going hunting for demons now?

No, Olivia said impatiently. We’re looking for the demon hunters. Catch up, Cujo.

“I want to go to Augusta,” Cujo said immediately. “Fly out tomorrow?”

“We’ve developed a different plan,” Olivia said. “Stefan has two serum teams ready to go. We’re going to escort them. One team will be based out of Denton, Texas, the other team goes on to Shreveport, Louisiana — to Maggie’s old pack. Then this team can go on to Augusta from there.”

“Not the Louisiana site?” Haru asked, studying the map.

“No, it’s too isolated,” Olivia said. “We need more time to study that area. Might free up a couple of people to sneak around after Augusta. We’ll see. But if they have anything to do with Smith being missing, we’re not going to take them on with six people. Smith is on his own — for a while at least.”

Smith could go to hell as far as Cujo was concerned. He’d tried to kidnap Olivia. And his rage was nothing compared to Olivia’s — she could hold a grudge like no one’s business.

Haru didn’t look happy, but he nodded. 

“Maggie is leading this team,” Olivia continued. Cujo knew that — they’d discussed it. He didn’t want to be the team leader. Maggie would do just fine. “It’s her Alpha and her old pack we’re working with.”

“But we’re not going into Smith’s pack territory?” Indigo confirmed.

“His region as Chairman of the Southern Council, but not his personal pack territory on this trip,” Olivia clarified. “I’ve got feelers out looking for him. But I’d just as soon get this serum to the packs without him being aware we’re there. And all evidence says that Cujo is right — the medical lab is in Georgia. So we make a quick run through the South, avoid alerting Alpha Smith, and hit that lab in Georgia.”

“Why that lab?” Jason asked.

“Reasons,” Cujo answered. He didn’t want it discussed here. Finding Jonathan Michaels was paramount. Cujo was convinced he held the keys to a lot of what was going on in the Methuselah Project. Haru was skeptical, although he agreed that Michaels needed to be found. It was what came next, that they didn’t see eye to eye on. He didn’t want to have that discussion — again — here. 

“We’re still gathering some intel — I’ll brief everyone in Shreveport,” Cujo promised. Jason looked at him thoughtfully but didn’t argue.

“And we’re going on bikes,” Maggie said. Cujo slowly smiled at her. Now that he could get behind — even in winter weather. “We’ll stop off at Ryder’s winter base,” she continued. “Pick up some extra guards. They’ll stay with the serum teams, and we’ll continue on.”

There were questions, of course there were. But Cujo just kept staring at the map. Augusta, he thought. My prey is in Augusta.
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Chapter 3

[image: ]


Stu caught Cujo as they were leaving the meeting. “Need to talk to you,” he said quietly. “My place?”

Cujo hesitated. He was pretty sure Haru would have Stuart Glenn’s apartment bugged. “Better come back to ours,” he said.

Stu rolled his eyes. “I know about the bugs, Cujo,” he said. “I have the greatest respect for Haru Ito. And if you think yours isn’t bugged also, I will lose all respect for your own spycraft.”

Cujo laughed at that. He supposed it was true. “Do you have food?” he asked as he followed Stu to the elevator and then up a floor to the apartment Stu had been given. “I have food,” Stu said dryly. “Roast beef for sandwiches. I find if I just feed everyone who visits I get better results.”

Cujo looked at him thoughtfully as he followed him to the small kitchen, wondering how many visitors he got, and why. He didn’t ask. Stu pulled out sandwich fixings and handed them to Cujo who made a sandwich. 

It did help, he conceded. “What’s up?”

“You saw my org chart,” Stu began, leaning against the counter, and watching Cujo eat his sandwich. “And you probably realized it was incomplete.”

Cujo nodded.

Stu sighed. “I asked myself if there was more than one team, what would be my research questions? The first team was focused on gaining the medical advantages for humans — a laudable goal really, even if their methods might not pass muster.”

Cujo started to protest, but stopped and thought about it. Their biggest fear had been that the research would out shifters to the human population. If there was a way to give better health to humans, he didn’t object. But cutting off a man’s leg? That was pretty sick. And they had some way of identifying shifters, even if they didn’t know what they were finding. That was worrisome. “OK,” Cujo said cautiously. “You said questions.”

Stu nodded. “The second question probably started when someone — that rogue agent in Paris perhaps — learned about the wolf. About werewolves. That would freak out a number of people, including the Christian right wing. And you know the CIA — as well as the FBI, DHS, all of the national security agencies — are full of Christian nationalists.”

Cujo nodded and took another bite of his sandwich. One of the reasons the CIA had hired him in the first place — his white nationalist credentials from Hayden Lake made him a good undercover agent in the rising fascist movements of Europe. It was only later that he realized it made him attractive to the Christian right wing within the CIA, too.

When Cujo didn’t comment, Stu continued, “So the fanatics want to know how to cast out the wolf. Can werewolves be made human again? That’s the folks who are moving into areas, joining local churches, and creating an interest in casting out demons. I don’t think that’s a ploy, by the way. I think it’s who they are. Bible thumpers, to use an old term. And they’re probably working with the medical team, as well, although not leading it, which is why the demon sermons show up there too.”

“Both of those were on your org chart,” Cujo observed. “What’s not?”

Stu chewed on his lip, and Cujo waited. “I suspect there’s another group that’s thinking about how they could use werewolves for their own purposes — in defense, undercover, exploration — all kinds of things. Before I was born — probably before you were born — the CIA was heavily into paranormal research in the 1970s and ‘80s. So was Russia. Telepathy was a big one — remote-viewing, ESP, all of that stuff. A lot of money was made by some scientists running a program called Stargate Project. The documents were recently released, and they’re....” Stu shook his head. “I won’t ever understand Cold War mentality. A lot of things were justified by someone claiming the Soviets were already doing it.”

Cujo had been a child, and he’d stayed away from any discussion of paranormal activities while he was an agent. Didn’t read about it, demonstrated that he was completely uninterested in such things, ignored it all. But the fact that he had to do that was alarming enough.

“When did it end?” he asked.

“The Stargate Project was officially closed in the mid-‘90s — so after the Soviet Union fell apart,” Stu answered. “But there’s still a contingent of CIA higher-ups who think it has potential and that paranormal phenomenon should be investigated.”

“And UFOs,” Cujo said. “And aliens.”

“Even I think that, Cujo,” Stu said, a bit impatiently. “There are too many of those phenomena. Even if they all have an explanation, they should be examined. If for nothing else, a significant number are spy balloons from our enemies.”

Cujo held out placating hands. “Fine,” he said. “But why does this worry you enough that you left it out of your briefing?”

Stu chewed on his cheek. “Why do shifters fear coming out to humans?” he asked.

Cujo paused: wasn’t it obvious? But he stopped to actually think about an answer. “We fear humans will destroy us,” he said. “That there will be a witch hunt to kill every shifter — or even a suspected shifter.”

“And is that fear rational?”

Cujo shrugged. “Humans aren’t rational,” and he held up his hand when Stu started to protest. “And neither are shifters. We’re emotional. Fear is a big motivating emotion. Humans traditionally fear anyone they perceive as ‘the other.’ There’s ‘us.’ And there’s ‘them.’ Some people are able to make the ‘us’ large and inclusive. All praise to them. But for some people, ‘us’ is pretty damned small. And they kill anyone else. Ask the Neanderthals.”

“OK,” Stu agreed. “I buy that. In fact, I would posit that there is a subset of the demon crowd who are more politically astute and are thinking about how they could use shifters as a deliberate ‘other.’ The far right of the country has about run out of groups to hate. Shifters would be deliberate red meat to that crowd — and it could unite them again behind a new fascist candidate.”

Cujo nodded. He could see that. “But Stu — look at you. You’re the opposite of those kinds of people. You’re well-educated, well-read, open to all kinds of people. And yet, your response to those young men was to see them as animals, not humans.”

“And I will carry that shame with me forever,” Stu said quietly. “In my defense, my handlers from Methuselah encouraged that kind of thinking. They didn’t use demons with me — I wouldn’t have been receptive. But animals? I saw the wolf, and yeah, it broke me. It completely destroyed my world view. There were things out there that I didn’t know about.”

“There really are things that go bump in the night,” Cujo said sympathetically. “You aren’t the only one to struggle with that. Olivia does too.”

“She’s a shifter,” he said frowning.

Cujo opened up Stu’s refrigerator and found a beer. He got one out, and handed another to Stu without even asking him. “Living room, time for recent shifter history 101,” Cujo said. He sat down in the chair that allowed him to look out over the harbor. “So, Olivia has been a shifter for maybe three years now — and most of that time she was completely ignorant about what that meant, or how to even access her wolf,” Cujo said. “She and the Alpha of Hat Island were part of the serum study. Alpha Stafford — Abby — says it’s probably better to think of her and Olivia and the others as humans who shift. Genetically shifters, now, but culturally humans. They’re navigating a culture not their own.”

And they were appalled at what they found, Cujo thought. But that was a conversation for another day.

Stu nodded. “I knew that. Hadn’t thought about the culture aspect.”

“So, then there are born shifters,” Cujo continued. “But we come in different categories, too. I was banished from my home pack at age 19, because the pack Alpha saw me as a potential challenger some day. Better to banish me while I was young and dumb. We call shifters who were banished because of their dominance, betas. A lot of the Hat Island pack are — were — beta wolves. Powerful wolves, but most of us spent our entire adult life living among humans. A lot of other wolves were banished for other reasons. We’ve got a lot of male shifters, Stu. So lone wolves are genetically shifter, but culturally human in many ways. Most of us went into the military, law enforcement, security world — a specific kind of human culture.”

“OK,” Stu said cautiously.

“And then you have wolves who have been pack all of their lives. Maggie’s a bit odd, because her birth pack is primarily veterans, and she went off to war like a lot of them. Same with Tim O’Brien. Tim’s pack declares their soldiers, temporary lone wolves; Maggie’s doesn’t. She’s pack — she’s just been given the freedom to roam. That’s rare for a woman, and I suspect her pack expects she’ll come home some day. She might. Tim didn’t; he followed Jake Lewis here instead.”

Cujo hesitated. Did Stu need to understand Jake at this point? Maybe it could wait. “But most pack wolves are more like Akihiro Tanaka or Haru Ito. They’ve always been pack. And in the case of those two, it’s nearly 200 years. Genetically and culturally shifters.”

“But they interact with humans enough that they understand human culture,” Stu said, his frown deepening.

Cujo made an equivocating gesture with his hands. “They understand it enough to manipulate it and to hide among it. They enjoy the arts, sports, that kind of thing. But they’re shifters, Stu. Instinctively, culturally, genetically. Don’t think they understand you. They don’t.”

Stu said nothing, so Cujo continued with his lecture: “So we divide packs into two categories — Tanaka pack is considered a modern pack. It’s within a city, people have their own homes and lives, although many of them — most of them — work for Tanaka Corporation, the pack, or its subsidiaries. The other kind of pack — the traditionalist packs — are isolationists, extremely patriarchal and authoritarian, and are usually rural and smaller. They would kill you on sight. I’m actually surprised Haru didn’t kill you, but as he pointed out, Tanaka Corporation does have human employees, just not in this tower.”

“I haven’t seen a human since Olivia brought me here,” Stu said. Cujo studied him for a moment, but Stu smiled at him. “Call it an immersion study-abroad experience.”

“If it gets to you, have Olivia take you out to Hat Island for a visit,” Cujo said. “It’s less suffocating than the Towers.”

“I liked it out there,” Stu agreed. “Learning with the girls and Scholar Bogun was a trip. You were right — it was easier to start there. I understand why I’m here — and the geek squad is fun. I’m OK, Cujo. Really, I am. I eat dinner upstairs with Akihiro and Haru most evenings. They are sophisticated, knowledgeable men. I like them very much. And I find it exciting that I am likely to be at the center of things when all of this breaks.”

“But?”

“I need to be able to reach out to others!” Stu burst out. “I need to rebuild my networks among my peers. I get that no one trusts me, and I don’t blame them. But I can’t do what needs to be done effectively if I’m cut off from the networks that actually make me valuable.”

Cujo considered that, and then he nodded. “I’ll talk to Haru,” he said. “I agree with you. It would probably need to be done through email, and Haru would want to read all of the emails that go out — and come in. You OK with that?”

“Sure,” Stu said, relaxing a bit. “Email is the norm, anyway.”

“Additionally, you need to build Haru some dossiers,” Cujo said slowly. “We’re focusing on the sectors of the intelligence and defense community that would harm shifters. But who are our potential allies? We need to know who we should approach. We’re going to get outed — and either we control the revelation or it will be a catastrophe.”

“That’s what I started to tell you,” Stu said. “That paranormal segment? Cujo, they would want to use you. Think of all the ways shifters could make the defense community stronger! You could, if y’all wanted to, enlist their aid in keeping you a secret — a secret weapon, as it were.”

Cujo grimaced. “Many of us have already served, Stu,” he pointed out. “So sure. We might continue to serve in exchange for privacy. But there’s a problem — well, two. What about all of the shifters who don’t want to serve, or who aren’t suited? We have families, you know — and none of us want to serve for hundreds of years!”

“You really live that long?” Stu interrupted.

Cujo nodded. “I don’t think wolves on this continent even know what our real life span is. There are wolves who came here 400 years ago and are still alive, Stu. I know a wolf who came in with the fur trappers. And there are Native American packs — they aren’t talking about how long they’ve been alive. But I recently met some Chinese shifters who claim — believably — to be over 1,000 years old. What retirement age would your militant crowd give us?”

Stu grimaced. “And you will look 30.”

“Will physically be 30,” Cujo corrected. “Depending on the shifter, it might be 40? You going to let me retire? I’m 63, but I look, and have the papers for, 32. No one questions the 32, Stu. No one. But there’s a bigger problem with the CIA militants. Shifters aren’t just a U.S. thing. All those other countries have shifters too.”

Stu stared at him. “I should have realized that,” he said slowly. “Canada was where this started. But North America? I guess, I figured it was a North American phenomenon. It’s not?” He answered himself. “No, of course it isn’t. I saw all of those girls at the school. Damn.”

Cujo continued his shifter 101 lecture. “Shifters originated in northern Siberia, the myths say. Most certainly the earliest packs we know of are in the Tibetan plateau, China, Russia area and then they spread outward in all directions from there. The China Council and the Wolf Emperor of China have always maintained a hands-off approach to human governments. Same with the Russian nomadic packs. But I encountered lone wolves in other countries’ services all over the world, and in criminal organizations as well. What did you think Jedediah Jones was?”

Stu stared at him. Obviously, that hadn’t crossed his mind. Cujo grimaced.

“So, if U.S. shifters struck a bargain with the U.S. government, China would be forced to do the same thing,” Cujo continued. “And so would Russian wolves. And you’ve just escalated the conflicts without doing anything positive to reduce international tensions at all.”

“Shit,” Stu said.

Cujo snorted. “Yeah,” he said. “So yes, it’s possible. But it’s almost worse than being cast as demons — at least we wouldn’t be pitting shifters against shifters. That’s something we want to avoid — trust me. We almost destroyed the world when shifter warlords fought other shifter warlords for power and lands. We don’t want to return to back then.”

“No,” Stu said faintly. “I suppose not.”

Cujo didn’t tell him that there were plenty of shifters who were thinking in that direction as it was. And two of them were upstairs.

Cujo left Stu and went to find Haru to discuss restoring Stu’s connections through email, and for Stu to start building portfolios of potential allies. Haru listened impassively. “He understands I have to vet everything,” Haru said. Cujo nodded. “Creating dossiers is a good idea,” Haru continued. “I’ll clear both of those ideas.”

“Were you listening?” Cujo asked, as he turned to go.

“Yes,” Haru said without any shame. “It was... enlightening.”

Cujo grunted. “I bet it was.”

Cujo found Olivia and took her to lunch. Yes, he’d eaten two sandwiches with a beer. Yes, he’d eat lunch with her. And then he would find the gym and work out. He had some thinking to do. Top of his list was getting Stuart Glenn out of Haru’s influence and under Abby’s. Abby’s perspective would be useful. She stood outside the shifter world, and had the trained mind to study it, just as she would any other culture she encountered. Stu would benefit from that. He felt protective of Stu, but also protective of shifters and the threat Stu represented.

But they couldn’t take Stu out to Abby right now. Not until she had her barricades back in place. She already had secrets that shouldn’t leak out to the shifter world, and to her credit, she seemed to have prevented that from happening.

According to Jake, she visualized him as an island of safety that she could rest on as she gazed out over the flooded field that had washed away all of her barriers and filters. And she’d been able to keep the storage shed safe on that island as well. Just her, the island that was Jake, and the shed that held her secrets.

And the flooded field — or something she sometimes called the sea, which was larger than the flooded field? More enticing? Cujo wasn’t
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