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Any Place but Here

A Wolf Harbor novel

How does a Vegas pole dancer end up running a tech security firm in San Mateo?

One change at a time, Synde Bell says. And that wasn't even the biggest change she's made — how does a good Midwestern girl become a West Coast werewolf?

One change at a time.

Syn snickers. But really, she's running the company because she can make the techies play well with the security specialists — no mean feat with cranky shifters — and besides, their human customers like her.

Mostly.

They're in desperate need of a computer wizard, however. They've 'inherited' a cutting-edge AI, and what the hell do a bunch of shifters know about AI? They need Carlos Mendoza, the techies say.

Synde knows Carlos. Nice young man, and he's more than willing to come to San Mateo — beats the hell out of the middle of nowhere in Washington state. But there's one hitch: Kate Lebenev has to come with him.

Synde shrugs. They could use another female shifter to help run things. Sure, she says. Bring her along. No problem at all.

Right?

A Wolf Harbor book. This is the sequel to Someone to Live for, the first in Synde Bell's sub-series, Wolf Harbor Diaspora.
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Prologue
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February 17, Odessa, Washington

Kate Lebenev knew a summons when she heard one. “The Alpha wants to see you,” her nephew told her when he tracked her down in the pack’s business office. She crawled out from under the desk where she was checking computer cords and nodded at the young man.

To her surprise, they left the office building, and crossed the courtyard to the pack house. She didn’t ask questions; she’d know soon enough.

She hoped she looked presentable. She had been trying to trace a problem in the computer network. It kept rebooting, for what seemed to be no reason. Hardware wasn’t really her thing, and following each computer’s power cord and internet cord and checking if they were tightly plugged in had meant scrambling under some desks.

They needed to do a better job of dusting, Kate concluded, but she still hadn’t figured out why the computers were rebooting. On their own. For no reason. Gremlins? Well, after this meeting, she’d turn it over to Carlos. He was better with hardware, anyway.

She smoothed her hair back, and sighed as she felt the wisps of hair that had come loose. All she asked of her hairstyle was that it keep hair out of her eyes. Was that too much to ask?

Apparently, it was. Her dark brown hair was fine, although there was plenty of it. She wore it long — down past her shoulders — and the front was pulled back into a barrette at the back of her head. The barrette had not held up to the demands of crawling behind desks.

She checked her clothes for dust. Really, they needed to do better. Computers weren’t happy in a dusty environment. But computerizing the Lebenev Orchards business offices had just started last Christmas. In this day and age, they’d still been using ledgers. She was surprised they hadn’t been using quill pens.

Carlos Mendoza might not be particularly happy to be here, but he had accomplished a lot in the last two months. He’d installed computers in all of the Lebenev businesses and taught people how to use them. She’d followed behind him, helping people convert those ledgers into spreadsheets, and written journals into Word documents.

Their tax accountant was going to be overjoyed next month. He’d been wanting this for as long as she could remember.

Carlos had started a computer club among the pack’s teenagers. He offered computer lessons in the evenings to anyone who wanted to learn. And he’d reached out to the fledgling technological industrial park in Odessa, finding partnerships that might open up new opportunities for Lebenev pack members.

Lebenev was practically synonymous with apples. They grew them, harvested them, sold them and shipped them. It had been a very lucrative business for the pack. People had good homes, drove nice cars, had all the advantages that money offered. A comfortable living. Nothing lavish.

Alpha Lebenev didn’t believe in lavish, not even for his own family. It drew attention, he said. And shifters living among humans in a small town didn’t need the attention.

He’d been right about that, Kate acknowledged. If he’d just stuck to managing the pack and not drawing attention, they wouldn’t be in the mess they were in.

And the pack was in a mess, she thought with a sigh, as she followed her nephew down the hall to a meeting room near Alpha Ayta’s rooms.

She tried to sort it out in her own mind and failed. But the upshot was her father, Alpha Lebenev, had been a part of a plot to kill teenaged girls at first shift to keep shifter population numbers low. He’d been called out by the Alpha of the Hat Island pack — Carlos’s pack for all that he was a Mendoza — and Alpha Stafford had killed him. Kate admitted to having a hero’s crush on Abby Stafford for that. Alpha Stafford had then asked Ayta Vuk if she would be a caretaker Alpha for the pack until a suitable Alpha could be found.

And for the last five months, her mother and Alpha Ayta had run the pack very capably.

Pack members didn’t like it, but they kept their grumbles to themselves. Especially after her mother had killed one of her own sons because he, too, had been part of the plot to kill the girls. Kate thought her two half-brothers, also in the line of succession, had known about the plot — they were just smart enough to keep their mouths shut.

Both brothers wanted to be Alpha, but it didn’t take much of a brain to know that Alpha Ayta and her mother weren’t going to let that happen. Alpha Ayta had brought Carlos back with her at Christmas, hoping he would be willing to step into the role. But that wasn’t going to happen either. Kate knew it. She figured her mother and the Alpha knew it too.

Her mother could run things, but she couldn’t be Alpha. This pack was too conservative to stand for it. Alpha Ayta was one of the ancients, an Alpha from the Russian steppes, and the pack felt honored by her presence. That didn’t mean they would allow a permanent female Alpha. They’d been outraged by Alpha Stafford’s mere presence here last fall, even though her dominance and power was undeniable.

But Carlos? He was a powerful beta wolf from a nearby pack of Mexican immigrant workers. The Mendoza Alpha had banished him a decade ago — he’d been 15 at the time — and Alpha Stafford scooped him up last summer when she called a new pack on Hat Island. But he was too young to step into this pack as Alpha. Ten years from now? Maybe.

It wasn’t something Carlos wanted, however. He’d made a trip down to San Mateo to help out Synde Bell with some AI stuff — all very hush-hush — and came back with stars in his eyes. He’d go back in a moment, if Alpha Ayta gave him permission — and if Alpha Ayta’s security could be ensured. Carlos was serving as her Second. Kate wasn’t sure how many people he’d had to kill, but she knew at least one. She’d helped him bury the body.

The roses in the Alpha’s garden were going to be lush for a few years.

Ayta Vuk wanted to go home, back to her beloved Russian steppes. When she spoke of them, you could hear the yearning in her voice. Russia’s borders were shut, but Kate had heard that Ayta had a way in. She had planned to stay here through the winter — with a visit to Hat Island to be a part of the girl’s school Alpha Stafford was building there. But then, she accepted the responsibility for this pack. The Lebenev pack had Russian roots. Kate didn’t know if there was any here who was of her direct lineage, but there had to be some common ancestors.

So here they were, a restless and traumatized pack, being held together by two women — powerful shifters, but still women — and backed by the ruthlessness of a 25-year-old computer nerd. Kate thanked the gods every night that they had made it through another day without imploding. An explosion in the pack would take out a sizeable hunk of the orchard business in this corner of Washington state, and probably take out most of Odessa. Just what they needed, reports of wolves running amuck and killing people....

She stopped at the sight of Carlos Mendoza standing in the hallway. Was he waiting for her? She rubbed her hands nervously on her pants. Serviceable brown cords, baggy enough to allow her to move around in. She feared that her brown chenille turtleneck sweater did nothing to enhance her looks either.

The ratty barn coat she’d thrown on most certainly didn’t do anything. It wasn’t hers — she didn’t know whose it was, actually. The pack had a lot of clothes like that. Serviceable sweats, coats, things that could be pulled on — or off — when someone shifted. Usually she didn’t need a coat to run between the pack house where she’d lived all of her life and the business offices down by the packing sheds. But today had been cold, and a wind whipped through even a shifter’s warm body.

Silently she took off the coat. For all she knew it was an old one of her father’s, and didn’t that make her skin crawl? She handed it to her nephew and ignored his indignant scowl.

She looked more presentable without it. At least she hoped so. She wiped her hands down her thighs again because they were sweaty. If there were any cobwebs on her pants, maybe she’d get them too.

Kate refused to think about why her looks suddenly mattered. She’d gone for nearly two decades without thinking about them, other than to pass unnoticed. As much as the Alpha’s daughter could go unnoticed.

She was the only one of his daughters who had survived first change. She was proud that her older half-brother, Stefan, had found a way to reverse the damage to shifter genes making it so difficult for girls at first shift. The younger girls of the pack wouldn’t have to live in fear like she had.

Suddenly she was furious again that her father had been a part of some plot to kill the girls at first shift anyway. To stay hidden, he’d roared. But she’d heard discussion among the women of the pack house that it was really all about controlling women.

That she could believe.

She looked at the young man standing in the hallway with his half-smile, watching her walk toward him. It made her self-conscious, that look. It was as if he could really see her. And she’d spent most of her life trying to go unseen.

Carlos had dark, almost black hair, with brown eyes and brown skin that made her want to touch it and see if it was as smooth and soft as it looked. He was probably 6 foot tall, with broad shoulders, and a very nice chest that tapered downward. Today, he had on a cream waffle-stitch Henley, and blue jeans — casual clothes like hers. But his clothes fit, and they showed off a muscled body. She took a deep breath and let it out.

In doing so, she caught the scent of his cologne and, well, him. Shifters had acute senses. Sometimes, she wished she didn’t. Sometimes, she wished she could shut down all of her senses, all of her wants and desires, all of her longing for something she didn’t even understand, and be the dutiful daughter of the pack her father had wanted.

To be numb. To be small.

Her eyes burned and she blinked them rapidly, clearing away any chance of horrifying tears. Carlos Mendoza made her want, and she had survived by not wanting. She wasn’t sure how she could stuff herself back into the box again.

“Are you waiting for me?” she asked, plastering a pleasant smile on her face. “Do you know what this is about?”

“No clue,” he said. “But they want to see us both. So I guess we go in, and they’ll tell us?”

She flushed a bit at his comment, not sure if he was poking fun at her or not. Had it been a stupid question? She didn’t know. She always felt off-kilter around him.

He made her want.

She just nodded, and followed him through the door. He outranked her as pack Second, even though she was a daughter of the Alpha’s family. Maybe especially because she was the daughter of the family — girls had few rights within the pack, even now.

Her mother and Alpha Ayta were seated at a small table in front of the patio doors. The drapes were pulled closed, because this was March and really all that was outside those doors was mud. Frozen mud, this morning, but mud nevertheless.

Her mother was a stocky woman who showed her Russian heritage. She looked to be about 50, and most people in town thought she was came here as a child of the Russian immigrants who settled in Odessa in the ‘80s. True — although it had been the immigrant wave of the 1920s, and her mother was over 100 years old. How much over, Kate wasn’t sure. Old enough that her child-bearing years were behind her, and shifter women often bore children into their 90s. Kate had been her last child, and she was 32.

Alpha Ayta, on the other hand, looked old. Kate had never seen a shifter who looked old, but Ayta looked like a 70-year-old woman. She was on the small side for a shifter; at least here in the Northwest she would be considered small. She’d fit right in with the humans at the senior center downtown — one of the energetic old women who took tai chi, for example. In reality, Ayta was 600 years old, give or take. It was almost impossible to imagine. Could they all live that long?

If some stupid plot like her father’s didn’t kill them before they got through first shift, they might. She felt the rage ramp up again and ruthlessly tamped it down. He was dead. He’d been burned on a pyre out on the flats behind the pack house and orchards. Kate had stood and watched until the last ember burned out.

Not out of grief, as some in the pack murmured. She had wanted to make sure he was dead, and dead forever. Kate suspected her mother understood exactly why she’d stayed.

“Alpha Ayta, Mrs. Lebenev,” Carlos said courteously with a slight bow of his head. “How may I serve you?”

Kate stood behind him and slightly to the left. She said nothing. She was happy to let him take charge and speak.

There was a pause, then Alpha Ayta sighed. “The Lebenev pack has a leadership problem,” she said. “That is not news to anyone. When I brought you back here at Christmas time, I had hopes you might be the solution to that. You are young, too young, but you are from this region, if not this pack. You are a powerful shifter with a good head on your shoulders. And I am homesick. I have never left the steppes before, and I want to go home.”

She paused as if she expected Carlos to say something, but he was silent. “You have been a gift to this pack,” Ayta continued. “The computerization has been an impressive feat. You’ve opened up opportunities for the young of the pack beyond the orchards and packing houses. But you are not happy here — not for the long run, not like you were when you came back from California.”

She glanced at the silent woman sitting next to her before continuing. “We have received a request from Alpha Stafford. Synde Bell has need of you and your computer skills in San Mateo. Abby wants to send you there immediately.”

Carlos straightened up. Kate could feel his eagerness, as if he wanted to turn and leave right now. “It has been an honor to serve you, Alpha,” he said quietly. “But you are right. My heart would lead me elsewhere. I cannot be the Alpha this pack needs.”

Ayta nodded, unsurprised. Kate wondered how many young men she’d sent away from the nomadic packs she presided over, giving them permission to follow their dreams. Generations, upon generations.

Carlos hesitated. “However, there are 500 other beta wolves in the Hat Island pack, some probably from here. Perhaps you will find someone better suited to this role than I am.”

“Yes, the pack will need to look elsewhere,” Alpha Ayta agreed. “Your suggestion is a good one. I will talk to Alpha Stafford. But you will go to San Mateo and assist Synde there. We have one stipulation, and Alpha Stafford has agreed. You will take Kate with you.”

What? Kate stared at the Alpha, and then looked at her mother. Her mother was watching her, with a half-smile, part sadness, part love? They were setting her free, she thought dazedly. She didn’t even know where San Mateo was — well, it was in California, but that was a lot of territory — and she didn’t care. This. This was what she yearned for. To escape. Any place but here. Anywhere but this dead-end place in the isolated parts of Washington state, where everyone saw her as the Alpha’s daughter, a pawn to be played, not a person in her own right.

Carlos glanced back over his shoulder. “Kate? Do you want to go to San Mateo with me?” he asked courteously. Or maybe he was pointing out that Alpha Ayta hadn’t really asked her, but had issued an order. Kate wasn’t sure.

“Yes,” Kate said, joy bubbling up inside of her. An emotion she hadn’t felt since childhood. “Yes, I want to go with you to San Mateo.” Wherever the hell that was, she thought, stifling her laughter.

It wasn’t here. That was all she cared about.

Carlos nodded, and turned to face the two formidable women who had just reorganized their lives. “Then yes, I will be happy to take Kate with me.”

“Go,” Ayta ordered, then softening she added, “Go with my thanks, Carlos. You have served me well here.”

“Go with my love, Kate,” her mother said, speaking for the first time. “You too have served the pack well here. Now it’s time for you to try your wings and fly.”

Kate smiled with delight. That summed up how she felt. Maybe she was a bird shifter, not a wolf one. She had wings.

And now she had permission to fly.
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Monday, April 14, San Mateo, California

“Alpha!” a woman’s voice hissed outside Synde and Rick’s bedroom door. “Shoot. I mean, Ms. Bellamy?”

Synde was fully engaged in making love with her mate, and she wasn’t the only one of her team making love, either. It ratcheted up the pleasure, if you were an exhibitionist like Synde. She might as well own it; she’d been a pole dancer in Las Vegas for a decade when she was young. And she had liked it.

I like it when you dance too, Rick said through their mate bond. He was nuzzling her mate mark in the join of her neck and shoulder, and she arched with pleasure and need. That spot was more sensitive in shifters to start with, and add the mate bond mark? Synde thought she was going to come just from this alone.

The San Mateo team with its web of links had gotten used to the porn channel, as the Hat Island pack referred to it. With the San Mateo team’s tight web, it was more than a channel. She could feel Terry and Benjamin. She thought Kevin also might have found a partner for the night at the bar down the street.

It might be a Monday night, but a good time was being had by all.

The voice outside her bedroom door took a while to get through the haze of pleasure. Who the hell was up on the second floor at nearly midnight, calling her Ms. Bellamy? And Alpha? She wasn’t the Alpha of any pack. And she never would be — she was absolutely determined that would never happen. Managing AKA Inc. and being the leader of a team of shifter men was as close to it as she was going to get.

And the Urban Council? Rick added to her list.

Fine. And director of the Council.

Synde pressed her hand to the back of Rick’s head, stopping him from his interesting exploration down her body. “Who?” she called out breathlessly, unable to get out even a simple sentence.

“It’s Kate,” the anxious voice said. “Kate Lebenev? There’s a problem! I can’t find Carlos. He didn’t come to class tonight. And he never misses class. I went by his apartment, but he’s not there. I’m sorry to bother you, but missing class isn’t like him. Not that class.”

Wrap it up, team, Synde said through the team links. We’ve got trouble.

“I hear you, Kate,” Synde called back. “Give us a few minutes. Could you go into the study and start some coffee? We’re probably going to need it.”

Do we have time for the finale here? Rick asked. Or is this problem the kind we want addressed by four frustrated adults?

Syn snickered. She hesitated. Ah hell, it was midnight. Five minutes wasn’t going to make or break a solution to whatever Kate was worried about.

Five minutes it is, Rick said.

Dear God what that man could do when he was on a deadline, Synde thought five minutes later, as she made a quick dash through the shower. She pulled on some clean sweats, tucked her blond hair behind her ear, and headed down the hallway barefoot. Rick sauntered behind her.

She could feel his amusement, but he felt satiated too. There was plenty of that in the team links, she thought. Terry? Benjamin? In the study.

Heard you the first time, cher, Terry said. We’re almost there.

There? As in almost done? Or there as in at the study door? Synde felt Rick and Benjamin’s amusement, but Terry was younger, more innocent, and she could almost feel him blush. So cute.

Synde opened the door to the study. Kate, bless her heart, had taken her words literally and had coffee brewing. Synde could smell it, and it smelled good.

Synde liked this room. AKA-San Mateo now had offices in a building they were buying, but she preferred to work out of this office in the Anders House. It had wood paneling, heavy shelves full of books, a bar at one end with lots of glass bottles and decanters, and comfortable, overstuffed chairs.

And a coffee pot.

Kate turned as Synde opened the door. “I’m sorry to wake you up,” she said anxiously. “But I didn’t feel it could wait.”

“I trust your judgment,” Synde assured the young woman who had become an essential assistant in the last two months. She wasn’t sure she trusted Carlos’s judgment, but she did Kate’s. The trouble that boy could find!

Kate relaxed at the reassurance, and handed her a cup of coffee with cream already added. There was a lot to be said for an assistant who knew how you liked your coffee, Synde thought as she took her first sip.

AKA-San Mateo, the team of management, security and technology consultants Synde ran for Wolf Harbor Security, had been growing rapidly. Because of the AI aspects to the work they were doing down here, everyone said she needed to recruit Carlos Mendoza, the Hat Island tech hotshot. So Synde pleaded with Abby, and Carlos came down for good in early February. Kate Lebenev had come with him at Abby’s request.

Synde smiled at the younger woman, who was all but wringing her hands. But Synde needed a moment to switch gears. Drinking coffee was as good a way to do that as any other.

In some ways, she considered Kate Lebenev one of her more successful projects.

When Kate had shown up at the Anders house, bedraggled and spitting fury at Carlos Mendoza, Synde had been taken aback. Why did Abby think this woman was the help Synde needed?

Kate was 32, but her hairstyle was out of a ’70s yearbook, and the clothes she had on looked like Sears hand-me-downs, and a size too large at that. Did Sears still exist? Synde wasn’t even sure. But this was a former Alpha’s daughter? Surely the pack could afford better clothes for the woman!

Turned out poverty wasn’t why Kate dressed like that. As the Alpha’s daughter, she’d been the target of every male in the pack with ambitions. Some had targeted her just because she was a girl — genetic manipulation had made women in short supply among the packs. Most conservative packs didn’t fret much about age of consent, and the Lebenev pack was most certainly one of the conservative packs.

So Kate had been hiding in plain sight while running a good chunk of the pack’s business. Synde still felt vaguely ashamed of judging the woman by her clothes, even though that was exactly the reason Kate dressed as she did. But Synde should have known better! Of all people, Synde should know a costume when she saw one.

Although most of her costumes had been far skimpier and were designed to call attention to her, not blend into the scenery. Still....

Beyond that, Abby was her best friend, and she dressed like a Costco sweats sale, unless Yui or Mei took her in hand. No one should be judged by their clothes in the first place. Synde had vowed to do better.

That first night, Kate had been ragging on Carlos because they’d had a flat tire outside Redding, and Carlos didn’t know how to change it. Kate had done it — in the cold rain — and she had made Carlos learn how on the spot. Carlos was laughing about it, which only made Kate madder.

Kate was the daughter of a pack Alpha, and had helped run the household, the pack, and all of the Lebenev businesses. She could manage Carlos, too, it appeared. She’d been navigating the male-dominant world of her pack for over a decade. Synde did the math — probably close to two decades. What little she’d pulled out of Kate indicated she’d been dodging male political moves since she went through first shift — shortly after puberty. As the only daughter of the pack Alpha? Syn just bet she had.

Synde hadn’t been in Odessa when Abby killed the Lebenev Alpha. It seemed like every time Abby went out to visit a pack, there was a ‘regime change.’ But the visit to the Lebenev pack might have been the messiest. Ayta Vuk, a visiting Alpha from Russia, had been asked to be an interim Alpha for the pack. She chose Carlos to serve as her pack Second.

Carlos wasn’t meant for the boondocks of central Washington. He fit in better here with her growing collection of computer nerds — many of whom were human. And she knew, deep inside her guts, that she was going to need shifter nerds, not just human ones.

Synde liked Carlos. He’d been one of the fitness coaches at the Wolf Harbor spa when Stefan was running his experiments. He was good-looking, personable, and what he and Benny Garrison had gotten up to in the spa hot tub had made many a woman feel damned good.

She grinned inwardly at the memories.

What he’d gotten up to since his arrival in San Mateo was another matter. He had been the instigator of she didn’t know how many pranks. If something was going down among her shifters, she could bet Carlos was in the midst of it.

Not even Kate could keep him in line, although she tried. Synde privately wondered how much of Carlos’s shenanigans were to jerk Kate’s chain and make her scold him.

Rick took a cup of coffee from Kate as well, and sat in one of the overstuffed club chairs. Synde sat down across from him, just so she could look at him. Maybe she could sit here and look at her mate, and all the problems would go away.

Probably not. But looking at Rick for any reason was a good thing.

Benjamin and Terry came into the room, fresh from the shower as well. Benjamin looked amused; Terry was flushed, probably embarrassed. Gay relationships weren’t allowed in shifter packs, and Terry had grown up in the Tanaka pack. Abby had decreed ‘love who you want’ and the pack obeyed. Didn’t mean male pack members were comfortable with it, but at least it was permitted. No one was going to try to kill them for it; given Benjamin’s skill set, they probably wouldn’t succeed anyway.

Here in California, the two of them had more freedom than they would have had on Hat Island. And her team was adjusting to feeling their lovemaking in the links just like they did hers and Rick’s. Change the channel, Rick had advised the security team. You should be used to porn streaming in your heads by now.

Love is love, Synde had told them. If you can’t handle that, she would arrange for a transfer back to Hat Island, and the distance would probably make the team links break. She thought so, anyway. No one knew much about these new kinds of links. Mei Tanaka had scooped up a bunch of recently changed young men in Vancouver last fall, in what Abby had called a dandelion burst. Other women had experienced it too. Clusters, Rick called them.

Synde called them team links. Sounded more dignified than dandelion burst. What the hell had Abby been thinking when she came up with that term?

No one had asked for a transfer back to Hat Island.

“Pour yourself some coffee, and come sit,” Synde told Kate.

Benjamin took one of the comfortable chairs, but Terry headed to the desk where he usually sat. Hiding behind the computer, Synde thought, but it did help sometimes to have someone who could just look up the answers to questions. Terry was 40, looked like he was in his 20s, a Japanese American of the Tanaka pack. Benjamin was probably 100 years older than Terry, looked like a young Prince Charles, and still retained a British accent. He drank tea, not coffee. Sheer stubbornness on both accounts, she suspected.

He’d served in the British army in two world wars, and who knew how many other hot spots, before retiring and taking a job in the private sector. A decision he’d come to regret, but by then he was in too deep to get out. Jedediah Jones didn’t let go of his employees — most certainly not his security chief.

Rick had been one of Jones’ employees too. Jedediah Jones’ pet berserker wolf, people had called him. Well, Jones was dead, and Rick was hers now. Her mate. Her fiancé.

Hers.

She felt Rick’s pleasure at that thought, and she smiled at him.

Kate sat down, but on the chair’s edge as if she was too tense to even relax in it. She was wearing an old-gold V neck sweater and dark red slacks — clothes that fit — and she looked great. Synde tried to map out the chronology for the night; Kate would have gone to the seminar from 7 p.m. to 9:30 p.m. and then gone looking for Carlos. And finally came here to sound the alarm.

Synde agreed with Kate’s assessment. It was hard to imagine why Carlos would miss the class he’d gone to such lengths to get into — to get him and Kate both into.

“Did he just miss the helicopter coming back from the bunker?” Benjamin asked. “Happens.”

“He’s not picking up his phone,” Kate said. “He could be inside the bunker, I suppose. It’s just that he’s never missed a class!”

Terry looked up. “I just checked with the others on the weekend crew. Carlos never went out to the bunker. That’s not like him either.”

Synde felt alarm building. For all of his pranks and teasing, Carlos took his computer work seriously. “So what? He’s been missing since Friday?” 

“Looks like it,” Terry said. “I’m putting out more calls.”

Well, shit.

The class in question was a senior seminar in the Computer Science department at Stanford. Neither Carlos or Kate had been eligible to take it. So Carlos had hacked the Stanford registration system and added both of them — without asking Kate if she even wanted to take it. That had set off the first fight about the class, three weeks back.

They’d been in this room, as a matter of fact, sitting about like they were today. It had been their Monday review session. Business for AKA-San Mateo was booming, and Synde was learning to delegate. Management was all new to her, and she freaked out regularly, but Benjamin and Rick were old hands at implementing ideas, and Terry had been one of the best fixers Tanaka pack had. Just breathe, she told herself, regularly. You can do it.

Kate had gotten to the meeting late, Synde recalled.

“He enrolled me in an upper division computer science seminar,” Kate had said indignantly, after apologizing for being late. “Didn’t ask, didn’t even tell me! Just hacked into the Stanford registration system and added us both to the roster. He can’t do that! I don’t have the pre-requisites for a class like that — I’m a freshman. I’m taking things like Writing 101 and Math Fundamentals. Not the ‘Politics and Sociology of Technology!’”

Weird, Synde had agreed privately. “Did he tell you why?” From what she’d seen of Carlos and Kate’s fights, he just ducked and laughed, and let her rage. But for most of the last month, he’d been out at the bunker with the Anders AI-2, and Kate had been here with the Urban Council. Synde still didn’t have a feel for what their relationship was. Probably because they didn’t know themselves. God, she was glad she was done with that kind of nonsense!

“The instructor is someone Carlos admires,” Kate had said, still fuming. “Carlos says he’s not on the tech side, but on the finance side, and he really thinks about what technology could do for society. I guess this is a guest lecturer course — a rare opportunity, Carlos says. Well, fine, he can take that course. But why add me?”

“Probably because he wants you to edit his term paper,” Synde suggested. Kate rolled her eyes. 

“Probably will want me to write it,” Kate muttered.

Synde snickered. Kate might have been a wallflower in the Lebenev pack, but she had no illusions about men.

“I’ll talk to him,” Terry said. “He shouldn’t be hacking into the Stanford computer servers. Actually, he shouldn’t be able to.” Synde thought Terry sounded admiring that Carlos had. Maybe she’d better have a word with them both.

Terry followed up with, “So who is the instructor Carlos wants to take a class from so badly?” Synde’s observation might have leaked across the links she had with her team, because his voice had lost the admiration.

“Some man named Vince Kincaid,” Kate said.

The room got very still. Rick went from casual, good-looking man to scary predator in an instant at the name. “Who?” he asked, and there was a growl in his voice. Synde watched him out of the corner of her eye. Rick didn’t take threats to her life lightly. And Kincaid hadn’t just threatened, he’d attempted to take her out.

Kate was no fool. “What?” she said, looking at all of them. “You know him?”

“We know him,” Benjamin said grimly. He looked at Terry. “Find Carlos. Get him in here. We need to have a talk about Vince Kincaid.”

Terry nodded, and reached for his phone.

“So who is Vince Kincaid?” Kate asked.

Synde wanted to know was why Vince Kincaid was teaching a course at Stanford. The man was filthy rich. It couldn’t be for the money. Prestige?

Looking for new protégés? Tim Anders had been his last one. Synde considered that. It did fit. Kincaid had lost Anders. And he’d lost the Crockett boys as well. Rick was their mentor now — a thought that made her want to snicker. Rick had just rolled his eyes.

Molly Crockett had become their second client through a women’s network of Jillian Howard, their client here, and Lupe Gomez, who cleaned for both Molly and Jillian. Molly still apologized for the awkwardness — her ex-husband had just kidnapped Synde after all. But someone was trying to kill Molly, and she was afraid it was her son.

When the dust settled, her sons were getting counseling from a therapist, and mentoring in running an investment company from Rick. Whenever Synde needed a good laugh, she thought about how that must be working out.

But Vince Kincaid had been a part of the kidnapping — well, covering up what Trevor Crockett had done, anyway. Kincaid planted a bomb intending there would be no witnesses, and had then set the two Crockett boys to go after their mother, so they might inherit all of the Crockett Investments company. Kincaid had assured them he would be there to guide them every step of the way.

Synde was sure he would have. 

His plans failed, something Synde suspected he wasn’t used to. She knew he was watching them. Waiting.

“It’s complicated,” Synde had told Kate that day before the first class. “Wait for Carlos, and we’ll tell you both the story.”

Synde had tried not to laugh at Kate’s fuming anger.

Synde liked Carlos, but he was 25 years old. For all that she had felt mature at 25, looking back, she realized she hadn’t had a clue about much of anything. Las Vegas was a harsh teacher. You could get used up and spit out by 25, and still not have a clue.

It turned out that along with being a fitness coach, and a security guard, Carlos was somewhat of a self-taught computer genius. He ran the server for the Girls Who Howl TikTok page and website Sarah Johannsen had set up to reach out to the girls of isolated packs about the serum. So far there had been no slipups, which impressed the hell out of everyone including Synde. Synde might not know much about computers, but she knew a lot about teenaged girls.

The serum. Really everything kept coming back to the serum, didn’t it?

Because that was what Kincaid was really focused on — he called it the longevity drug. He might have been one of the funders for Anders AI Labs, but that was just business. Kincaid’s hunt for the longevity drug was personal. Kincaid was 70, or thereabouts, and the clock was ticking. He wanted to live long enough to rule San Francisco.

And he was close to controlling San Francisco now, Synde admitted. Damned close.

Syn’s team was still living in the Anders house. Jillian, although now an heiress, preferred a low profile so she could continue to write. She was happy to let AKA manage Anders AI and the rest of the business side of her inheritance. She liked her life as it was, and she was determined to keep it that way.

Jillian still managed the house, although with more help. She and Synde went for a morning jog each day, and they kept each other informed. Synde counted Jillian as a friend — if shifters were allowed to have human friends. Well, she had human friends, and that was just the way it going to be.

No one said a word.

Synde thought Jillian probably would have sold it all, except she cared about the people who worked for Anders Labs. Probably cared more than Tim Anders ever had. Anders was all about the intellectual challenge of making an AI that was truly generative. Anders AI-2, out at the bunker, was scary close.

Kate’s second day in California, Synde had taken her shopping. None of her clothes were appropriate for the climate — and most certainly not for the job she envisioned Kate doing for her.

“You’re going to be my assistant, and I’m putting you in charge of the Urban Council,” Synde had told her. “Abby said to give you a hiring bonus. You’ll find a debit card in your new papers — we kept everything the same, except you’re now 25 not 32, and you’re starting college at Stanford. But you need to look and dress the part or those Alphas will eat you alive.”

“The reverse of my pack, where I just hid out in the back rooms?” Kate had said with an eyeroll. “So what? Business suits?”

“No. Business suits say employee to these men,” Synde said. “You have to dress like you’re somebody special, and project a ‘don’t fuck with me’ vibe. Do you trust me?”

Kate had studied her for a moment. Synde was wearing slim black pants, a sleeveless black turtleneck, and black boots. She was growing out her blond hair, but it was still short, and tucked behind her ears. “Like you?” she said, doubtfully.

Synde had shaken her head no. “No, you need to look like you,” she had replied. 

And by the end of the day Kate had a new haircut, and the beginnings of a California wardrobe. They’d had a number of talks since then. Synde might understand men, and how to manage them, but Kate understood shifter packs. Abby had been right. Kate Lebenev was exactly what she needed.

And San Mateo was exactly what Kate needed. She was flourishing. It did Synde’s heart good just to watch her, even now when she was obviously upset.

It had been decided at that first meeting that Kate and Carlos would take Kincaid’s course. Synde and her management team wanted to know what Kincaid was up to. So they’d take the Monday night class, and then report in to Synde and her team over breakfast Tuesday morning. Carlos had apologized to Kate for being autocratic, but he didn’t think he could get back into the system a second time. It had been a nice apology, Synde had thought with an eyeroll, not that she believed a word of it. One glance at Kate said she was skeptical as well, but she had let it go, more focused on what Synde had to say about Vince Kincaid.

Synde told them about being kidnapped by an old lover, Trevor Crockett, who had recognized her and immediately thought she was proof the longevity drug existed. Crockett was off his rocker, but Kincaid became convinced Synde might really be who Crockett said she was. He had offered her a billion dollars for the drug. Synde turned it down, but she’d been tempted — as far as they knew, any male who took it would suffer the same fate Tim Anders had. He’d come to a messy death in the dining room of the Oregon pack house. It couldn’t happen to a better person than Vince Kincaid.

“You need to ask Alpha Fisher about Kincaid,” Synde had told Kate weeks ago. “That can be your contribution to one of the Tuesday discussions. They’re competitors.”

“Is Mr. Kincaid why Alpha Fisher is now on the City Council?” Kate had asked, a shrewd question.

“Is he on it? I knew he was going to run,” Synde asked, startled by the news.

“A position opened up, and he was appointed at the Council’s meeting last week,” Kate told her. “He wanted to know if I could assist him with that.” Synde didn’t know if that came under the umbrella of the Urban Council or not, but she didn’t see why not. Besides, she wanted to keep an eye on what Fisher was up to, as well. His notions of governing weren’t that different from Kincaid’s, she feared.

After all, packs were hardly democratic.

“Interesting,” Synde said. She wondered why Fisher had gone this route — was something too urgent for him to wait? “Did he say why he was doing that instead of waiting to run for office? That had been his plan.”

Kate shook her head. “Is it common for shifters to get involved in human government? I’ve never heard of it before.”

Synde looked at Rick with a raised eyebrow. “I’ve heard of a couple of cases,” he said. “Like Fisher — they follow in their father’s footsteps.” It had actually been this Will Fisher who had served on the city council a generation ago. And that was probably why few shifters went into human politics. Aging out and then reinventing yourself was a pain. The more visible you were, the harder it was.

Benjamin shook his head as well. “I don’t know of many,” he said. “Hard enough to run a pack. Human politics are insane.”

Synde had laughed at that. She’d been a lackadaisical observer of Las Vegas politics — she wasn’t going to argue with him.

“Alpha Fisher said to tell you he’s getting troubling reports of people going missing,” Kate continued. Synde frowned. That was what had concerned him last winter.

“Shifters?” Benjamin asked sharply.

“No, humans,” Kate said. “He seems to have a paternal concern for the humans in San Francisco not just shifters. He asked me to call the other Alphas on the Urban Council and see if they were missing people — shifter or human.”

That was the basic function of the Council. The Alphas of the packs in the Bay area didn’t get along. Too close in dominance, Rick had said. Synde, and now Kate, were the go-betweens. They didn’t raise the Alphas’ hackles as much. Synde paused. She knew she could run the Urban Council because she was actually more dominant than the Alphas on it. She wasn’t a pack Alpha — she didn’t hold territory, for one thing. She had a linked team, something new in the shifter world, but not a pack. Did the Alphas’ acceptance mean Kate was also more dominant? Or did they just see her as an extension of Synde?

Interesting question, Rick agreed, looking at the young woman thoughtfully. And true to form, I can’t tell.

Synde set the question aside as not essential right now. Abby had said once that the packs were throwing away their best men and ignoring the women who carried the same genes as their Alphas, and she was scooping them up for Hat Island and the boarding school.

Abby Stafford was a scary smart woman.

Carlos had shown up promptly for that first meeting about Kincaid’s class, tapping lightly on the door and coming inside. “How can I help, cher?” he asked, using the Creole term one of her team had started. It meant sweetheart, Rick had said, but more respectful. Since it was Tank who had started the term, she’d take the respectful as given, although she wasn’t sure that was the word’s original intent. But she refused to let the men call her Alpha, and boss had been deemed too cheeky. Somehow cher — pronounced more like ‘sha’ — had caught on.

Don’t sweat the small stuff, she had told herself, as she frequently did to Rick’s amusement.

Carlos wasn’t technically one of her linked team. How far had that title spread? Carlos was Hat Island pack, like Synde was, but his employment bond was with Terry. She really was trying to delegate. Kate had an employment bond with her directly because of the Urban Council.

Besides, who else should hold Kate’s employment bond? Synde looked around the room. No. Just no.

“Tell us what you know about Vince Kincaid,” Synde asked Carlos, with a smile. She didn’t invite him to sit down, however. She wanted him to feel on the spot.

Carlos’s view of Vince Kincaid had been fascinating, actually. He’d read everything the man had written. Apparently, Kincaid had a couple of books out, and dozens of opinion pieces. There were even more feature pieces about the man. Synde chastised herself; she hadn’t even thought to look. What kind of a journalist was she?

A former one, she thought with a sigh. They’d already had one disaster because someone had recognized the old Synde Bell. She wasn’t interested in trigging another one — with journalists this time. Even the word journalist made the born-shifters flinch, something Synde found hilarious.

“He sees a future designed and run by technology’s brightest men,” Carlos had said earnestly. “A future where everyone would have a place in it and contribute.”

Synde had frowned, skeptical of what that meant. Saul Kasich might know. She should invite him to Tuesday breakfasts.

Saul was a tech reporter who had been helpful in her rescue last Christmas. He was the one who had said something like that — that Kincaid wanted ‘a republic of high-status males for best decision making. Democratic, but a democracy only for those men who are free to think.’

Male only, of course, and probably white men only, if Synde had to guess. She wondered if Carlos had picked up on that. Or if he had, did he see anything wrong with it?

Carlos was obviously of Mexican indigenous descent. Synde had met some Mexicans who were as fair as she was, but Carlos was brown. He was gorgeous, all that nice smooth skin.... And it had been as soft to the touch as it looked, she remembered with amusement. All shifters looked young, but there was something about young skin than couldn’t be replicated. That hot tub scheme the guys had run had been a marvelous idea.

“When was the last time you saw Carlos?” Benjamin asked practically. Synde forced herself to focus on the here and now.

“Last Friday at breakfast?” Kate said. “He usually manages to get here for breakfast.”

Synde chuckled. Anders house served as a pack house, really, for all that it was the home of a human woman. But Jillian didn’t seem surprised that her security teams showed up for breakfast and often for dinner. Breakfast was no problem, but if you wanted to have supper here, you had to sign up 24 hours in advance. Not Synde’s team — it was a given they were eating here. Jillian kept a running tab, and AKA settled up each month.

“He didn’t say anything about not going out to the bunker?” Benjamin asked, pursuing the real question that they were up at midnight for — where was Carlos Mendoza? It was Synde who had detoured into Kincaid.

Kincaid made her wary. She hadn’t had any contact with him since Christmas, but it was as if she could feel him, lurking on the edges, watching. She was his link to the longevity drug. He wasn’t going to let that go.

We need to talk about that feeling, Rick said in their bond. You may be picking up something we haven’t spotted.

Maybe, Synde agreed.

“Do we even know that Carlos’s disappearance is related to Kincaid?” Synde asked out loud. “I might be jumping to conclusions ahead of the facts here.”

“Kate?” Benjamin asked, keeping his voice gentle so as not to scare the young woman. Most people found Benjamin scary, and for good reason. “Was there anything unusual about class this week, or last, that would indicate a link between the class and his disappearance? Or do we need to broaden our search criteria? Could he have gone back to Hat Island, for instance? Or to his birth pack in Mattawa?”

“He would have said something to someone, wouldn’t he?” Kate asked, frowning as she thought back.

“Probably,” Benjamin agreed. “He’s usually a very sensible young man. But he is a young man.”

Did Benjamin think he was shacked up with someone for the weekend? Synde wondered, amused at the idea. Well, it wasn’t out of the question, but she didn’t think it was likely. She suspected Benjamin didn’t either.

“Professor Kincaid didn’t ask me where he was,” Kate said suddenly. “I think he would have, if he didn’t know something.”

“Good point,” Synde agreed. “Given the history, I’d be inclined to think he’s involved anyway.”

She thought about that and grimaced. This wasn’t going to be solved tonight. In which case, they would be better served by going to bed.

“Terry? See if you can figure out Carlos’s movements after Friday breakfast — before he missed the flight out to the bunker,” Synde ordered. “Kate? First thing in the morning, call Alpha Fisher. Tell him one of our people has gone missing — he wanted to know, right? Get his take on that. If he’s inclined, invite him to breakfast.”

Kate nodded. She looked better now that she had an assignment.

“Rick? Check in with Saul Kasich? Make sure he’s coming to breakfast?”

“I’ll leave him a voice message,” Rick promised.

“Good. Then breakfast is in five hours. Sleep! Even werewolves need some sleep,” she ordered.

Kate gathered up their cups and set them by the bar sink. She started to run water to wash them out. She turned back to Synde. “If he was going somewhere, why wouldn’t he tell me?” she asked.

Synde had no answer to that.
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Chapter 2
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Synde went back to her bedroom, Rick a comforting presence at her back. She needed some sleep, but even lying in bed, her head pillowed on Rick’s shoulder, she couldn’t stop brooding. Maybe she shouldn’t have let Carlos take the class. Keeping their distance from Vince Kincaid would have been more prudent.

But Carlos really wanted to take the class, and Synde, well, she’d been curious. Damned curiosity was going to kill them all — and she was a rank amateur compared to Abby and her curiosity!

Synde actually thought they’d gained a lot of information because of the class. Tuesday morning breakfasts had become a tutorial in themselves, and she’d been surprised to look forward to them. It had been a decade since she’d been in a college classroom — she’d forgotten how much she’d enjoyed classes. As an older, returning student, she’d picked courses because they interested her. It turned out she was interested in ‘Politics and Sociology of Technology’ — who would have guessed?

She hadn’t done the reflection paper that had been due two weeks ago, but she’d done all of the readings. And more. She had a study partner after all. She wanted to snicker at that thought, but Rick actually was sleeping, and she didn’t want him to wake up.

Her study partner was Anders AI-2, the bunker AI. He’d created an online persona called Michael to talk to her on her second visit to the bunker. That had been at New Year’s. Since then, they talked via text messages and email. She assumed it was secure, but she didn’t worry about it. She wasn’t talking to him about shifters, after all. The only other secret she had was the existence of Anders AI-2, and obviously he knew that one. So she’d given him the list of readings, and asked him to give her some counter arguments.

To her amusement, many of the counter arguments the AI gave her were columns written by Saul Kasich.

Synde had thought one of the most persuasive was that the U.S. was currently run by the very rich for their benefit, and the society they were building was more dystopian than utopian. Even the tech bros thought so, apparently, since they were fixated on the end times, the apocalypse, and some kind of Mad Max future — hence the bunkers and the preppers. One article had been an interview with someone who had been asked to consult on the question of how could tech bros make themselves safe when angry hordes descended upon them after the apocalypse? What could they do to make their own guards defend them and not turn on them?

Synde had found the interview fascinating in a car crash sort of way. As the consultant pointed out, it didn’t seem to occur to them that creating a society which didn’t crash might be preferable, and that building a just society would prevent those angry hordes.

Synde suspected the problem might be that tech bros played too many apocalyptic video games, and watched Mad Max too many times. They always assumed they come out on top — she snorted at that. Rick had once referred to these prepper bunkers as post-apocalyptic 7-Elevens. She’d pictured him and Benjamin in one of those cobbled together rigs of Mad Max rolling up to a prepper bunker. Yeah, the preppers wouldn’t stand a chance.

She wondered if her shifter techies were playing apocalyptic video games, and shuddered. Shifters forbid their young men from turning out for sports. They’d turn a football game into a blood bath rather than give up the ball. ‘Mine’ had a whole new meaning when shifters were involved. But Carlos had introduced video games to the team, and now there were brackets and cutthroat video gaming events.

Maybe she should put him to creating an AKA video game where werewolves were the good guys? Might keep him busy and out of trouble for a while. Test it on their own people. Might even be a money-maker. Synde made a mental note to assign it to him — if they ever got him back.

But the statistics AI-2 had provided her were also interesting. Kincaid’s articles had a nostalgia for the 1950s feel. You’d think they’d learned their lesson with that, but apparently not. But the truism, ‘the rich get richer, and the poor get poorer’ was always true, she’d discovered. The top 10 percent of Americans owned 90 percent of the wealth. Back in the 1950s, the very rich had been taxed heavily, and that money had been used to build schools and roads, and fund programs that helped those who weren’t rich.

Wasn’t like the very rich hadn’t still been very rich, Synde thought sourly. But apparently, it wasn’t enough, and with President Reagan they began a campaign for ‘trickle down economics’ — let the rich keep their money and they’d build industry that would allow the money to trickle down to the workers.

And that was what Kincaid was preaching. Let the tech bros (he preferred titans of the tech industry), but Synde rolled her eyes every time it came up. Robber barons would work, she’d said once at breakfast, and made Kate giggle. The men weren’t amused. Well, Kasich might have been — hard to tell with him. Let the tech bros control capital and wealth, and everyone would benefit.

There was nothing to prove that was true. Trickle down had been going on since the 1980s, and there wasn’t anything trickling down. The rich kept their money — hoarded it — because after all you didn’t get rich by giving it away. Apparently, you used it to go into space, or rent Venice for your wedding, or build posh bunkers in old missile silos, and worry about Mad Max coming for you after the electromagnetic field failed, or the climate did a number on everyone, and everyone was scrabbling for food in the desert.

Sleep, Synde told herself, but her mind seem to be on a one-track road through the last four weeks of the course. She grimaced.

One conversation stuck with her — one where Saul Kasich wasn’t there for, obviously, because Synde had asked Kate if she thought Carlos was changing his opinion of Vince Kincaid — and about how Kincaid’s theories applied to the packs. Terry, Benjamin and Rick had been there, though, and they’d all paused to listen.

“Is Professor Kincaid really an enemy?” Kate asked timidly. “Carlos doesn’t think so. He thinks what Professor Kincaid is describing is just an extension of a well-run pack. And maybe humans would benefit from having a pack too.”

Synde chewed on her cheek as she thought about that. “Can you name a well-run pack?” she finally asked. “Hat Island? But it’s run by a woman, and Kincaid is definitely male-centric. So Tanaka pack? Terry? How would it measure up?”

Terry looked up from his computer, startled at being asked his opinion. “Would Tanaka pack be considered well-run by shifters? Or would Kincaid think it measures up to his criteria as a well-run society?” He considered it for a moment. “Most shifters have disapproved of Tanaka pack as being too modern,” he said finally. “I think it’s well-run, in a corporate sort of way. No one goes hungry. Everyone has a job and contributes to the company in some way. But there’s not a lot of leeway for anyone who is different. Or who wants to do something unrelated to technology.”

Synde touched the ring on her finger. It was designed and made by a woman in Tanaka pack. She was having to fight for the right to pursue her art — Mei Tanaka was her champion, but it was still slow going.

And then there was Terry, himself. He’d spent his entire life in the closet because there wasn’t room for a gay man in the Tanaka pack — even though Terry wasn’t the only gay man in the pack.

Keep that thought to yourself, Rick warned.

Synde nodded. And that was exactly what the problem was. Even a well-run, ‘modern’ pack couldn’t tolerate questions. Abby welcomed questions, on the other hand. Insisted upon them — much to the discomfort of her upper-echelon pack members. Was it well run?

It was successful, Synde thought. People seemed happy. Maybe ‘well run’ was the wrong goal in the first place?

She needed that political scientist! Surely there was someone in the once-human group who knew something about politics. She’d have to ask Peter Dawson to find her someone. The pack’s business manager was developing quite a database of skills. Surely politics was one of them?

And Terry was defining well-run as a pack where everyone was cared for. As near as she could tell, that was true of the Tanaka pack. Pack members lived well — some of them very well. It was a privately owned corporation, and the profits went back into the families of the pack. Add in generational wealth (a term she’d learned from Abby) and you had some very wealthy families.

Synde wondered if that was true of all packs. Some packs were dirt poor, she knew. And some pack Alphas hoarded the pack’s wealth for themselves. But they all took good enough care of their packs to prevent someone coming to the attention of human authorities — or someone challenging the Alpha for the pack. She wasn’t sure Kincaid actually gave a rats-ass if the ‘lower classes’ survived, much less thrived.

“So has Carlos’s opinion of Kincaid changed since the class started?” she asked again. 

Kate grimaced. “He sees the flaws, or he says he does, when I point them out,” she said. “Not in class! I don’t talk in class, not after that first time. I’m the only woman. And Carlos is the only guy who isn’t white. I don’t know for sure what Carlos really thinks.”

Synde snickered about that ‘not after the first time’ comment. Kate had asked Kincaid about his stratification of society, and why women weren’t allowed to be a part of the technocracy. She’d said he wasn’t describing a meritocracy at all — how did he plan on people rising to the top layer of governance? Not through merit
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