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For Jim Benton, who loved Wolf Harbor.

“You know, real wolf packs aren’t like that — with the alpha male ruling everyone.”

Yes, Jim, I know.

Rest in peace.

Free at Last

A Reckoning Long Past Due

Olivia Trainer had been assaulted, raped, abused at the hands of Elliot Bastion, one of Europe's richest and most powerful men. Cujo Brown had rescued her, but Bastion went unpunished for what he'd done.

His time has come.

It's going to take more than just the two of them. Jake Lewis, pack Second of Hat Island and a retired Marine lieutenant colonel, has assembled a team of the pack's security forces to follow them in to Bastion's castle and fortress in Liechtenstein.

Then communication from Olivia and Cujo stops. Now the mission has two goals: find them and stop Bastion.

And then a third goal: Alpha Abby Stafford has had voices calling to her in her brain, voices she can't understand until there's one word — Liechtenstein. She's going with Jake. Abby, two infants, and three teenaged nannies are headed into a battle that may engulf them all.

Is it the smart thing to do? Probably not, Abby concedes. But she's certain she must go. Those voices need her — and she has an uncomfortable feeling she needs them.

Book 12 in the Wolf Harbor series featuring Abby Stafford, Alpha of the Hat Island pack, and the people she loves most.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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Friday, May 23, Hat Island, WA, USA

It had been three days since they’d last heard from Cujo and Olivia.

Abby Stafford scrolled through all of her text messages, email — personal, university, Hat Island business office — and checked her phone for messages. She checked her spam folders, hoping it was just a routing error, as she had the previous three mornings.

Nothing.

Each morning for two weeks, the photos had arrived. First came the photos of the Italian coastline, where the two of them were vacationing. Cujo had promised Olivia a trip down the coast on a motorcycle and sidecar — just like she’d drawn in an illustration for one of her children’s books. The books featured Nellie Bly, a Husky mix who was out to see the world just like her human namesake had done over 100 years ago. In the book, Nellie Bly had a new sidekick, a troublesome pup named Cujo. It made all the Hat Island shifters grin — even Cujo.

Maybe especially Cujo.

So, there had been a photo of the two of them posed on the motorbike and sidecar — Olivia even had on a long neck-scarf and looked like Audrey Hepburn in Roman Holiday. Cujo looked... well like Cujo Brown, everyone’s favorite bad boy in a black leather jacket. Did he look like Gregory Peck? Maybe? If Gregory Peck grew a beard and went on a bender.

Most of the photos were scenery shots, however. But every morning there was one. No text, just a photo, date-stamped, with the location turned on. Abby wasn’t sure if it is was electronic equivalent of a postcard or proof of life.

On day seven, the photo was taken in Rome at an outdoor café. Cujo, Olivia, and an African man in a business suit who Abby finally recognized as Abraham Haile, Chairman of the African Council of Alphas. When she’d previously seen him at the World Council meeting last winter, on Hat Island, he’d worn traditional Eritrean dress. A man of many facets, Abby thought, exactly the kind of man they might need.

She carefully didn’t think about what they might need him for.

Last Saturday, day 10, there had been a photo of them dressed for the casinos in Monte Carlo. Cujo and his business manager, Kent Frasier, were wearing tuxes, and Olivia was wearing a short black dress that sparkled, black hose, and black high heels. Even then she was close to a foot shorter than Cujo, and almost that much shorter than Kent. No wonder she was so wedded to high heels!

Abby carefully saved the photo to her desktop computer. It would make a good gift for them someday.

Day 13, there had been a photo of a quaint village, the locator data on the photo said it was in Liechtenstein. Abby studied the village scene, marshalling what little she knew about the country. The country was small — both in land and population, and very wealthy. It had a constitutional monarch — a prince — and a lot of rich, reclusive men who found the low taxes to be a great benefit to staying rich. And it was home to Elliot Bastion, a rich man with a castle famous for exclusive parties where guests were flown in on a helicopter or a small plane, and stayed the weekend. Parties where there were no rules — not if you were a wealthy man who could call Bastion a friend.

If you were a beautiful woman like Olivia Trainer, however, it was a different story. Jedediah Jones had sold Olivia to Bastion to be kept in his ‘menagerie’ where women were expected to entertain his guests.

Abby didn’t know the details of what happened during the year Olivia was held captive  before Cujo finally located her and staged a rescue, but she knew it had been bad. The fact Olivia was sane was a testament to the woman’s strength of will. Two other shifter women were kept there with her — both had nightmares, still, almost a year later. One would probably never be able to live on her own again, even with all the best care the Hat Island pack could provide.

The photo of the village interested her, however. The village was small — all the towns in Liechtenstein were small — and built on a mountain. In the background you could see the mountain and half-way up stood a castle. Bastion’s castle, Abby assumed. The photo didn’t tell her much about the castle, but the street scene was charming: cobblestone streets, narrow sidewalks, ancient buildings of white-washed stone. It told her a lot, really. The village looked like the Swiss towns she’d visited years ago, and completely different from the thatched huts with open walls of the Thai villages where she’d spent more of her research days.

Houses in remote places were a function of available building materials and climate demands. It had taken her a while to get that it wasn’t necessarily an indication of wealth. It had taken a visit to a colleague’s home in Bangkok before she truly understood that walls which could be rolled into place during the rains and opened back up for the breezes were smart, not poverty. Shameful to admit, but it had taught her to leave her own preconceived expectations at home. Climate dictated building materials. The dry heat of Mexico had given rise to a different kind of house than the jungle climate in Thailand even though Mexico City and Chang Mai were on the same latitude.

Liechtenstein was about the same latitude as Hat Island, Abby estimated. But it was 3,500 ft in elevation, while Hat Island was at sea level. That mountain created a very different climate than the mild weather of the Puget Sound.

Liechtenstein was also an old country. The capital ‘city’ Vaduz — with fewer than 6,000 people — was founded in the 1300s. In the 1700s, a Crown Prince bought the territory of 62 square miles, and declared it a country of its own. Abby shook her head. That was an unconceivable amount of wealth. More than anything else, that was what Liechtenstein was known for — wealth. The only country with more wealth was Monaco — another small independent monarchy — the place where Cujo Brown had lived for the last two decades. Cujo had once said the difference was the rich in Monaco went there for casinos and car races, and the rich men of Liechtenstein wanted drafty, old castles hidden away in the mountains.

But that castle on the hill overlooking the village had been modernized, Abby thought. It was hardly a drafty, old castle. Those were in England, where they attracted tourists like her to pay the bills.

Center to the village photo was a café — Bäckerei, the hand-painted sign said in a flowery script. Abby figured it might be important. Or maybe it was just there and the mountain behind it was important. Use your words, damn it, she thought furiously at the two of them. But even her powerful link with Cujo was silent. She could tell they were alive and didn’t seem to be in distress.

But then, where the hell were they and why had they stopped sending photos?

The day after the village photo, there had been a closer photo of the castle and the gardens surrounding it. They were formal, Italianate gardens, on stone terraces that stepped down the mountainside. Abby had studied it carefully, and had been about to close out of her email for the day, when she noticed that this photo was different. It came with a zip file attached.

More photos. A lot more.

She’d perused them but thought they were really for Jake. Jake saw different things in the photos than she did. The photo of the village? He’d seen narrow, winding streets designed to slow down invaders. Houses built right up against the sidewalk? Easier to defend.

In the zip file of photos, she’d seen pictures of gardens; Jake had seen recon photos of what they’d face if they tried to breach the castle walls.

That’s what happens when you were in love with a former Marine, she thought now, as she sat back in her office chair. “Nothing,” she called out to him now.

He came to the doorway of her office, holding a baby to his shoulder. Inessa. It wasn’t that she was a fussy baby; it was more that she demanded to see the world. Since she wasn’t mobile yet, someone’s shoulder would do. Abby shuddered a bit at the thought of that girl being mobile. The twins weren’t even four months old yet!

David was a sweetie. He’d been the first to smile. He never fussed. It worried Abby some. Maybe he was too easy-going?

“I can’t believe you are worried about an easy-going child,” Jake said incredulously.

Abby started to laugh. “OK, maybe there are bigger things to worry about,” she admitted. She smiled at him. She would never tire of looking at him. A big, rugged man, Jake had the most gorgeous coloring she’d ever seen — a mix of his Black, Filipino and Yakama heritage. He was beautiful, she thought, although it embarrassed him that she thought that. But really, no other word would do.

For the last two weeks, she’d watched him slowly change from pack Second and father of twins, to the Lt. Col. Jake Lewis who had retired twice from the Marines. “Are we going to the Lodge for breakfast?” she asked now. Jake nodded, and she went to get David.

Breakfast at the Lodge was a good time to catch people if you wanted to talk to them without any formal meeting. Abby had used that strategy herself. For the last week, she’d watched Jake do it. He’d get her settled at a table with the twins, put a plate of food in front of her, and then he’d move quietly around the room talking to people.

He’s gathering a squad, she thought. He knows he’s going to have to take a platoon of men in after Cujo and Olivia.

It was interesting to watch, really. The men stood a bit straighter to talk to him. Sometimes she thought they were going to salute, but they stopped themselves, just barely. Not surprising really. The Hat Island pack was mostly made up of lone wolves, and many of them had a military or security background. This wasn’t the first time Jake had formed a platoon of men — he’d brought a platoon in to rescue her in Russia. And he’d led another platoon into Japan to defend the Wolf’s Codex. The military men of Hat Island pack were happy to follow their pack Second into battle. In fact, the biggest chore was winnowing down the number of willing — and qualified — men to 30, the number that best fit on one of Tanaka Corporation’s jets.

So far, she and Jake had not discussed what he was doing. She thought they were both hoping Cujo and Olivia would surface, and he wouldn’t have to go. But even if they did surface, Abby knew Jake was going to have to go to Liechtenstein — Bastion had to be stopped. If Cujo couldn’t do it as an assassin, then a platoon of gung-ho shifter Marines would get the job done. Abby would take bets on whether the castle would survive it, but she had no doubt that Jake would get the job done.

See the hill, take the hill. Ooh-rah.

“Does it bother you?” Benny Garrison asked as he sat down beside her with his own plate of food.

“Does what bother me?” Abby asked. She had a long list....

He nodded toward Jake. “He’s in his take-charge mode,” he said. “I saw it in Vancouver when we had to go in to rescue you — you rescued yourself, but we did get there in time to give you a ride home.” He smiled at her.

Abby laughed. It was one of the inside jokes of the pack — whenever she needed to be rescued, they had to work fast or all they’d be good for is a ride home. Inside jokes were good. They bonded a group together. Hat Island pack had several — she was the butt of most of them. 

“Why would I be bothered by that?” Abby asked, bewildered. 

“Because he’s in charge, not you?” Benny asked. He took a last bite of scrambled egg, and sat back with his coffee. “Some Alphas would feel threatened.”

“I’m not threatened,” Abby said. She couldn’t even picture being threatened by something Jake was doing. “I hope it doesn’t come to this. But why would I be threatened?”

“Are you unhappy then, that you’ll be left with me as your pack Second?” Benny asked, not looking at her. Instead he turned to check out the babies in their carriers. Abby glanced at him.

“Has Jake talked to you about it?” she asked.

He shrugged. She gathered Jake had. She considered him. He was lethal — every movement shouted here was a man trained to kill. She’d seen him fight demonstration bouts — even Cujo who had six inches and 40 pounds on him couldn’t best him. He’d grown up as a runner for the Chang Mai pack during Pol Pot’s reign of terror. She would go to battle with Benny at her side without hesitation.

“Why would you even ask?” she said finally, knowing he’d probably heard all of those thoughts — they were tightly linked.

“I told Jake you might rather have Emily or Wen,” he said, still avoiding her eyes. 

Emily had been in the Canadian Army before the former Vancouver Alpha kidnapped her and turned her into a shifter. She was a strong wolf, Abby conceded. And Wen? She had been the Wolf Emperor’s Messenger for 200 years before she finally took him out at the World Council meeting last winter. She was a formidable fighter.

“Do you not want to stand at my back?” Abby asked, hurt by the idea. “Either of them could easily defend me,” she added. “But your reputation would likely make any attacker think twice. And that’s a good part of Jake’s defense of me as well. Anyone coming for me knows they would have to go through him. But if you’re reluctant to do it, Benny, tell Jake. Both of those two are fierce fighters.”

He looked at her then. “No, that’s not what I’m saying,” he denied. “You know I’d fight to the death for you and for these two. But I’m not as dominant as I’d need to be to be pack Second, Alpha. Not like Jake, or Cujo. Wen is more dominant.”

Abby shook her head. “I’m dominant,” she said baldly. “If dominance is the issue, it’s my job. There is no one more dominant. And if the battle can be fought with words? I’m good. No, I need a fighter at my back. Someone who will fight dirty if need be. I have every confidence that you would fight for me and the twins.” She shook her head in disbelief — sometimes the rabbit hole she’d fallen into smacked her in the head. Was she really sitting here talking about needing a guard who was skilled in hand-to-hand combat?

She was.

“Besides you’re more dominant than you let on,” Abby continued. She took another bite of her bacon, but it had gotten cold, and the taste made her nauseous. Or maybe it was the topic of conversation.

Benny shook his head. “No, Alpha, I’m not in the same class as Jake or Cujo,” he said quietly. “Yes, I may hide my dominance. But I know. I know what it’s like to be helpless to prevent an atrocity simply because someone else is more dominant. I know.”

Abby looked at him sympathetically. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Feeling helpless is hard. But Benny, you’re talking to a woman here — we live with that our entire lives. Even when we have rank and power. Even if we’re trained to fight. When push comes to shove, every woman knows she’s likely to be overwhelmed by a man in a rage. It happens all too often. But more, it’s how our society keeps women in their place — it uses the fear. We know what can happen if we step out of our place. It’s pounded into us from the day we’re born.”

Benny looked surprised at her outburst. Well, she was surprised too. She looked at her daughter. “I hope that she’ll grow up in a world where no one tells her she has to accept second place simply because she’s a woman,” Abby said softly. “Where she doesn’t have to live in fear.” She snorted at that. “I guess that’s not going to happen, is it? She’s in danger now, and she always will be.”

Benny rubbed her shoulder gently. “She will have all the guards she can possibly have, Alpha,” he said. “You know that.”

Abby nodded. She knew that. But it didn’t matter, not really. Someone could always get past a guard. Could booby-trap a car. Could lie in wait and shoot from afar. She lived in a far more dangerous world now than when she’d just had to be wary of a mugger in Seattle.

She took a deep shuddering breath. If she dwelled on this topic for very long, she’d be a screaming mess.

“Have you heard from Maggie?” she asked. Maggie had gone to Louisiana with Indigo and Tim to find Bubba Smith’s pack and to track down a rumor of a government research facility down there. What Abby really wanted to know was how did Eliot Bastion, a wealthy European, hook up with Bubba Smith, an Alpha from the bayous? It wasn’t like there was a bulletin board somewhere that said, ‘shifter women wanted, no price too high.’

Or was there?

“That’s an interesting question,” Benny said, following her thoughts easily, although he was answering out loud. Jake did that too. Anchoring her to the real world. It helped, Abby admitted. “How about I give Maggie a call, and you call our branch campus in San Mateo and have one of them see if there is a dark website for human trafficking?”

Abby laughed at his description of Synde’s team now permanently settled in San Mateo. But Benny was right. If anyone would know about the dark web it would be Carlos Mendoza, and he was part of Synde’s team now. “OK,” Abby said agreeably. “Come to the Retreat House for lunch. We can compare notes then.”

Cujo, where are you? Abby sent through their link — all right, it was more like a bond, a pack Second bond. It had deepened after he returned from Japan. Abby wasn’t sure why. But then she didn’t know the why of any of what she could do with her mind. 

And ‘why’ wasn’t a question that interested Dr. Stefan Lebenev much, she’d found. He was interested in documenting what existed. In measuring and replicating. All that was very useful, she conceded. She did know more about her talent than when she had been just winging it, mostly out of desperation. Although it was also true that those desperation moments were when her talents had expanded the greatest.

That was the scary part. Her mental abilities were still growing.

She ruthlessly stopped that thought. Did she want to run out of here screaming? She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She looked at Benny; he was watching her carefully as if he wasn’t sure if she was going to have a meltdown. It made her laugh.

“I’m fine,” she assured him. “Want to watch the babies while I get more coffee?”

Benny’s eyes widened. “How about I get the coffee?” He didn’t wait for a response, but grabbed both coffee mugs and headed to the coffee urn. Abby laughed harder. Breakfast wasn’t usually this entertaining.

Jake looked over at her, and smiled, raising one eyebrow to ask if she was OK? She nodded, and kept laughing. If Benny was spooked by sitting with the two babies for 5 minutes, she could just see that the twins were going to run this place by the time they could walk.

Benny returned with coffee, and grumbled at her for laughing. Abby just chuckled.

“More seriously,” Benny said quietly. “Are you still having nightmares?”

Abby sobered at that reminder. She took a deep breath and let it out. “Not the drowned city,” she said. “But the voices I can’t understand calling me across the sea? Benny, I think they’re real people.”

Benny nodded, unsurprised. The sea — the vast space that called her to float away on it — scared Benny, although he had never been able to tell her why exactly. She suspected he didn’t know. But when her defenses had been blown to pieces at the World Council meeting, the sea flooded her brain, and she did float, pulled by the voices of people she knew. She’d just drop in for tea, someone described it. She still felt the call of interesting thoughts and conversations, but her barriers of willow trees kept her steady.

The willows, and Jake. He was the island she rested on, secure that he had her back. What would it be like if — when — he left? They hadn’t been farther apart than the Retreat House and the gym in the months since the World Council battle. And when Jake wasn’t near, Cujo had been.

Now she might be going it alone. Benny was her guide and her friend. She wasn’t sure he was her anchor, but she couldn’t imagine doing this without him. He’d been the one who had taught her the first visualizations that had kept her sane.

Was she sane? 

Some days she wasn’t sure.

Sane as any of us, Benny said through their link.

Abby snorted at that. She checked her links with the babies. David was wet. Inessa was hungry. Time to go home. “Carry one of them home for me?” she asked. 

Benny hesitated, looking around. “Where are your guards?”

“I don’t need guards to come up to the Lodge for breakfast!” she protested. 

“Alpha, you do,” Benny said soberly. “I can either be your guard and escort you home, or we can find someone else to guard and I’ll carry David. But if I’m the guard, I need my hands free.”

Abby started to protest, and then paused. It was true, Jake usually carried one of the babies in a sling so his hands were free. She sighed with frustration, but then she saw Joy Yoshida and Sarah Johannsen coming through the door. “Saved,” she said dryly. “Baby minders have arrived.”

The two girls were an odd pair — Sarah was tall and blonde, a daughter of the Bellingham pack that was full of Scandinavian shifters. Hiro Tanaka had bested her father in a challenge fight last fall, but Sarah had already left the pack by then. She’d come here, dressed as a boy, to ask for refuge. Abby wondered idly how Hiro was doing — a Japanese American Alpha grafted on top of a Scandinavian pack.

She felt out of the loop on what was going on in the state. Maybe they needed a Northwest Council meeting. It had been six months. How often were they supposed to meet? “Are we making progress on getting a mixed guard unit assembled for the summer trip to Alaska?” Abby asked Benny. On top of all his other duties, she’d asked him to be the factotum for the Council, stepping into Okami Yoshida’s shoes.

“We’ll have three groups coming in — four shifters each,” Benny said. “Alpha Goode is sending a team, so is Alpha Dawson. And White Swan.”

Abby nodded absently. She could fill all other guard positions from her pack — they had plenty of trained security. And she would be using her own people for leadership! But the tradition of a mixed guard was sound. She was glad to have Benny running things.

“Thank you, Alpha,” Benny murmured. Abby rolled her eyes. She didn’t trust Benny’s formality one bit.

Abby smiled at the two girls as they approached. Joy Yoshida was Sarah’s opposite. A small compact Japanese American 13-year-old waiting to go through first shift. The daughter of Yui and Okami Yoshida, Joy was special in so many ways — ways that Inessa shared. Abby hoped fervently that Joy’s obvious success boded well for Inessa.

She set that thought aside too. “Don’t you two have classes?” Abby asked, handing each of them a baby to carry.

“I’m done,” Sarah told her. “I passed my last final today. I am now officially the first graduate of the Hat Island Boarding School.”

Abby hugged her, baby and all. “Congratulations,” she said. “I can’t think of a better first graduate. You’ll be the inspiration for all the girls who follow.”

Sarah blushed, but she was obviously pleased with the praise. She’d be starting a pre-med program at the University of Washington in the fall. Abby was proud of her.

We need to talk about her, actually, Benny said. Her healing gift is strong. We need to find someone to mentor her in how to use it.

Has there been a problem? Abby asked.

No, Benny said. But one of the girls fell, skinned her knee — pretty badly actually. And Sarah ‘encouraged’ her wolf to heal it. That’s how Sarah described it. A lot of people observed her, and there’s talk.

How common is that gift? Abby asked as they walked out the front door of the Lodge. Abby paused to take in the gardens around the open lawn. Best time of the year, she thought.

You’ve been saying that weekly for months, Benny teased. And I suspect you’ll be saying it for months to come.

Possibly, Abby conceded. But not in the winter. Winter was pretty gray, I have to admit. All the dark evergreens shrubs and trees didn’t help. Sarah’s gift? She nudged.

Variations of it are common enough, Benny said, switching back easily. Most of our medics have at least some of it. The ability to sense what is wrong. A gift for massage that heals muscles rather than just loosens them. But Sarah talked directly to the other girl’s wolf, and wounds healed. I don’t know that I’ve seen anything quite like it.

So how do we find her a mentor? Abby asked. What about Emiyo? Does she have the gift? Or is it training and empathy?

Benny shrugged. You might ask her, he said. And you might ask Stefan — or maybe Michel — if any of our medics are particularly gifted in healing. Michel might have the gift, now that I think about it. His peacekeeping is certainly a gift.

Abby couldn’t deny that. Stefan was a genius, and his serum had probably saved shifters from extinction. But he was arrogant and difficult. Michel, his assistant director, was much easier to deal with. Everyone was properly grateful. She wondered why Benny thought Michel might have the gift of healing.

I’ll talk to Michel and Emiyo, Abby promised. But Benny? Most people think you have the gift — just for the mind, not the body. Couldn’t you mentor her?

What? Benny stopped and stared at her. I do not! Why would you even think such a thing?

What do you think you’re doing when you know exactly what to say to help one of the women? Or you create the visualizations I and Cujo and others need in order to deal with these new talents of the mind? Abby was honestly bewildered. Didn’t he know?

Benny glared at her, walking faster. The girls were startled, but they kept up, and Abby hurried to walk alongside. They reached the bridge, and then the porch, and Benny did a quick glance around the house before letting the three of them go inside. Abby could have told him it was empty — at least of shifters — from her mental map. But she let him do his routine, hoping it would soothe his agitation. She’d never seen him like this!

Benny?

I am not a mental healer, Abby. There isn’t any such thing. You’re talking about mental manipulation — and I don’t do that! I’m a trained psychologist. I’m using the tools I learned. I’m not messing with people’s minds.

Abby stared at him, and shook her head. “Girls? Could you take them into the bedroom? David needs his diaper changed, and they could both use a bottle. Benny and I will be in my study.”

“Yes, Alpha,” Sarah said. Joy got bottles out of the refrigerator, while Sarah carried David into the room to change him. Abby watched for a moment, to make sure they had it under control. Truthfully these two knew as much about caring for the babies as she did. But at least she didn’t feel quite so ill prepared as she had those first few weeks! 

She pulled Benny into her office, and closed the door most of the way. “Talk to me,” she said. “I didn’t mean to accuse you of something untoward, Benny. I’ve been grateful for your healing presence since day one. Why is that any different than what you say Sarah can do?”

“To be honest, what Sarah can do scares people too,” Benny said. “I heard ‘witch’ muttered when she healed Naomi’s knee — from one of the staff, not the girls. They might think she’s a witch, but they’d think it was cool to be a witch. The girls all look up to Sarah.”

Abby knew that. Really the school had been created for Sarah — a 16-year-old girl who had run away from her father who was going to ‘give’ her to the new Alpha in Kodiak. She’d come here and asked for sanctuary. Abby had granted it, and then started the boarding school. Sarah had been joined by Kristina and Taisiya from the St. Petersburg pack — they were 15 years old, now. Then, more girls arrived. But most of them were 12-14 years old; they came for the serum and stayed for the school. They had over 100 girls — really a powerhouse of talented young women.

A witch? Abby considered that. She knew there had been mutterings about Mei Tanaka being a witch when she pulled power from the mountain to fight off the intruders in Japan. “Talk to me about witches,” Abby said.

Benny stared at her for a moment, and then burst out laughing.

“What’s so funny?” Abby asked, almost offended.

“You,” Benny said, still chuckling. “Here I am having a meltdown because you’re accusing me of meddling with people’s minds, and you get distracted by a word and want to discuss it.”

Abby started to say something, but her computer chimed with incoming mail. “Hold that thought,” she said, and checked her email. And yes, there was a photo.

She felt such overwhelming relief she thought she was going to pass out. She clicked on it. It was black. Abby frowned, and looked at the locator information. And then the sender info — it was the same as all the other photos. “Benny? Where is Brestovitsa? And why would Olivia send me a butt-dial photo from there?”

“No clue,” Benny said. “Weren’t they in Liechtenstein?” 

Abby nodded, and googled the town, then sat back. “It’s in Bulgaria,” Abby said blankly. “Why would they be in Bulgaria? That’s nowhere near Liechtenstein!”

“Bulgaria,” Benny said flatly. He took a deep breath. “That’s not good. Not good at all, Abby. That’s where Jedediah Jones’ old home was. Did anyone ever figure out who picked up the pieces after you killed him?”

Abby stared at him. “No,” she said. She tapped her fingers on the desk. Then she pulled out her phone. “Call Synde.”

She looked at Benny. We’re going to need Jake and Geoff Nickerson here ASAP,” she said. Benny nodded and moved out of the office to start calling people. “And call Maggie!”

“Hey girlfriend,” Synde’s cheerful voice said. “What’s up?”

“Cujo and Olivia? I just got an SOS photo with a locator of Brestovitsa, Bulgaria,” she said rapidly. What else would you call a blank, black photo? “I need to talk to Rick. And Benjamin too. Where are they?”

“Bulgaria?” Synde repeated. “That’s.... Rick says that was always Jones’ threat — the only way out of his employment was a grave on a hill in Bulgaria.”

Abby shivered. “Set up a conference call, and call me back,” she said.

“On it,” Synde said. “Give me a half-hour. Where do you want me to call?”

“Call this number back,” Abby said. “I’ll put it on speaker at this end.”

Brestovitsa, Bulgaria? Where was that? And what the hell were they doing there?
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Chapter 2
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They ended up going back to the Lodge to use the conference room as the numbers grew. Abby, two babies, two minders, Jake, Benny — quite a parade, Abby thought with amusement. Geoff and Emily joined them there, and so did Wen Huang. Abby wasn’t sure how she knew about the meeting, but her expertise was welcome. Jake pulled in a couple of men he’d been talking to — men who would be his seconds in command if they went after Bastion. When, Abby corrected. She had no doubt that they were going, the questions really were: where and when?

Was Bastion even still the mission, Abby wondered as she settled babies and minders into Mei’s office. It had become the de facto nursery when she was up here. Sarah followed Abby out the door, and asked, “Is Ms. Trainer in trouble?”

“Don’t know yet,” Abby said. “But Cujo is with her. And we’ll do what’s necessary to get them back.”

Sarah looked like she was about to say something else, but finally just nodded and went back into Mei’s office. Abby frowned thoughtfully. She’d been around the girls enough to know the signs — Sarah was thinking about something. She wondered if she should sound the alarm.

She’d wait and see, Abby decided and went back into the conference room where Peter Dawson was setting up video conferencing for them, a laptop at each chair. When he was done, he pulled a chair up to one of the computers, and sat down as if he had a right to be there. Abby wasn’t going to argue. Ex-military himself, Dawson knew more about organizing a mission than probably anyone. A quartermaster, everyone said with approving nods. All she knew was he kept the pack and the Wolf Harbor security business running smoothly. Not small tasks.

Benny had been talking to Maggie on the phone while they walked over, and Dawson linked her in so she was on the big screen. “Well, hello, y’all,” she said in her southern drawl made more pronounced now that she’d returned home to Louisiana.

Small views popped up in the corner of the screen — Rick, Synde, and Benjamin from San Mateo.

Pretty cool, Abby thought. A strategy meeting with people from three states done on the fly. She sat down at a computer next to Jake. “Every day for two weeks I received a photo from Olivia and Cujo,” she said. “They stopped three days ago. Today, I received this.” She let them see the black square photo with the date and location stamp. “Looks like a butt-dial to me,” she said, and people laughed. “But the real question is... why would they be in Bulgaria? They were in Liechtenstein.”

“Start from the beginning,” Rick said. “Why were they in Liechtenstein?” Then he blanched. “Don’t tell me they were going after Bastion!”

“Recon only,” Abby said. “Or so Cujo said. Jake? You want to bring everyone up to speed?”

Jake gave her a sour glance, and she chuckled silently. He hated to be the main speaker, but he was the better briefer — he didn’t go off on tangents like she did.

And we’d all be better able to focus on what he’s saying if you weren’t thinking about tangents quite so loudly, Benny said dryly. Abby hastily raised all of her barriers.

Better, he approved. Now focus!

Hey, Abby said. That’s Olivia’s line. It didn’t surprise her that he was circumventing her barricades. He always had.

Jake took her phone and walked everyone through the photos laying out their itinerary. “Part vacation,” he said. “That’s the coast of Italy. There they are at a café in Rome.”

“Is that Abraham Haile?” Rick interrupted to ask.

“Yes,” Jake said, but he didn’t elaborate, and Rick didn’t ask him to. “And then a night out in Monte Carlo. But the next photo is of a village in Liechtenstein. Picturesque. A bakery, the narrow, cobblestone streets, and then the mountain behind it. And a castle. Elliot Bastion’s. Anyone need an explanation of who he is?”

No one spoke. Abby thought it might be interesting to hear what Rick and Benjamin knew about Bastion — they’d worked for Jedediah Jones. That would be a different perspective. She added the question to her mental list. If it didn’t come up, she’d ask.

“The next day, this photo came in, with a zip file of a number of other photos — recon of the castle grounds, essentially,” Jake continued. “Nothing inside, of course. But Cujo was inside before — and of course Olivia was all too familiar with the upstairs part, at least. Maggie? Are Indigo and Tim around?”

Two more small windows popped up. When Tim started to speak, his window took over the big screen. “It was a set up,” Tim said bluntly. “I’m not sure how Jedediah Jones got word we were coming, but he was waiting for us. Cujo had someone tracking him — Jones was supposed to be in Istanbul. The tracker was compromised, obviously. Anyway, Indigo and I went out the third-story window with the two women we were holding. We were miles away before we even slowed down — when Cujo tells you to run and puts his dominance behind it, you run. Surprised I’m still not running.” 

“How did you get in?” Benny asked.

“Cujo got us all tickets to a weekend party,” Tim answered. “We had tailored tuxes, the whole thing. He used his real name — said he’d come off a nasty job and was in the mood for some R&R. He was known. We were his security. So we gambled and drank for a while, and then Cujo talked to a hostess, and she got us permission to go upstairs.” Tim stopped talking. He tried to say something, and then just shook his head.

“Upstairs was the menagerie,” Indigo said bluntly. “Never seen anything like it. It was a cross between a zoo and a museum — all women for men to pleasure themselves with. Sick fucks.”

“Cujo said Bastion wasn’t up there,” Jake said. “But it was clear from the dungeon master that they knew what the shifter women were. Is that your opinion?”

Tim nodded. “They had them in cages at the end of the room,” he said. “And the dungeon master — is that what he’s called? — he tried to talk us out of taking them out. Cujo thought it meant one of them had killed someone. But Cujo just laughed and said he thought the three of us could handle three women — who were on leashes after all. They even made us sign waivers. So, I guess they were serious about the risk.”

There were fierce grins all around. Olivia and the other two had done some damage. Abby wondered if it would be worthwhile to talk to the other two women — maybe not, given the nightmares it was likely to cause them.

“So we went out the window and left them there,” Tim said painfully. “Cujo says it was the right thing to do — he ordered it. But it has always set badly with me.”

“Jedediah tortured them for a week,” Abby said quietly. “Tortured Olivia to make Cujo obey. If you’d stayed behind, there would have just been more victims for Jedediah to work over.”

Tim nodded. “I know. Still hits like a punch to the gut though.”

Dawson interrupted. “I’ve got Kent Frasier on the line. Want me to add him in?”

“That would be helpful,” Abby agreed. Kent Frasier was an omega wolf out of Scotland who was Cujo’s business manager in Monte Carlo. She didn’t have the whole story of why he was a lone wolf — packs usually valued their omegas. But he’d been Cujo’s business manager for over a decade, and was probably the only man Cujo counted as a friend in all those years when he was working for the CIA and running mercenary gigs as a cover.

Or maybe he’d been a mercenary running CIA gigs for cover — Abby suspected there were days when Cujo hadn’t been sure.

“Hi, Kent,” Abby said. “Have you heard anything from Cujo and Olivia? They went silent on us, three days ago — but today we received an all-black photo with a locator stamp of Bulgaria.”

Kent muttered something she didn’t catch. Pity. She bet the Scotsman had some pithy swear words. “As if Bastion’s castle wasn’t dangerous enough?” he asked rhetorically. “No, I was getting the same pictures you were, and like you, they stopped three days ago. But I didn’t get the new one today.”

“Can you feel where Olivia is?” Abby asked. There was silence as everyone looked at her. “Dandelion burst,” she added succinctly. 

“A horrible name for it,” Kent said sourly.

“We call them team links,” Maggie said helpfully. 

“Better, but as I understand it, your team links are temporary. These do seem permanent,” Kent said. He sighed. “Max, Tighe and Bandit showed up this morning for breakfast. We can all sense that she’s on the move, and that she feels sluggish — I’m guessing they drugged them.”

Which would make sense, Abby thought. So Olivia surfaces — or maybe Cujo — found they still had their phone, snapped a picture and sent it. A locator photo.

“We’ve been trying to decide what to do next,” Kent said. “Cujo’s instructions are to wait — give him time to get out of the situation and not provide extra hostages he needs to rescue.”

There was rueful laughter at that. It sounded exactly like something Cujo would say. In fact, that was why Cujo had ordered Indigo and Tim to run.

“But, well, it’s Olivia,” Kent said. “She’s ours, you know? Not an Alpha, not exactly. But we belong to her — and she belongs to us. I’ve never heard of such a thing, but it’s been six-seven months, and we still feel the links, even at a distance. It’s nice, you know? We’re lone wolves. And wolves aren’t meant to be alone. With Olivia, we’re not alone, not completely.”

Abby wondered how many times she’d heard someone say, wolves aren’t meant to be alone. It tugged at her heart each time.

“Kent, do you have a tracker on Bastion?” Abby asked, as the question occurred to her. She couldn’t imagine Cujo wouldn’t have done that.

“We’ve had him under surveillance for a long time,” Kent said. “You remember those French teachers we found to escort the girls to you? Guess who showed up at their apartment a week later — Bandit was quite devastated. He was sweet on one of them.”

“Was not!” Someone called from the background, and there was male laughter. Abby grinned. She was afraid to ask if the women were still alive. Probably, she decided. If they’d already talked to Bastion, then killing them was pointless. Cujo had been wondering if they’d been put up for the job by Bastion or the CIA.

“Bastion was involved with the BDSM club owner that Cujo killed, right?” Abby asked Kent. He nodded.

“Apparently there was a consortium — probably still is — across Europe of clubs like that one — most of them apparently are seedier, and in some, the women aren’t there willingly. We should probably do something about that. Bastion was one of the investors,” Kent explained. “But he owns the castle outright in his own name. Human trafficking is lucrative. Well, the castle is hereditary. And he mostly runs manufacturing plants — weapons.”

“But he’s human, right?” Benny clarified. “Bastion? How did he get involved with Jedediah Jones in the first place? How did Jones get away with selling shifter women to a human — I don’t care how rich he is. And Vuk knew?”

“Vuk knew,” Abby agreed, thinking back to what she’d known at the time. She knew a lot more about shifters now, and some things still didn’t make sense. “Jones got away with a lot of things. But I’m not sure Vuk saw the women in the serum project as shifter women. It wasn’t like the women knew enough to give shifters away. They knew nothing — they barely knew they had a wolf.”

Benny flinched. Abby wanted to comfort him, but she knew he wouldn’t want it. He would always feel guilty. And maybe he should. Maybe they all should. But Benny at least had done a lot to help the women recover.

And Cujo had been the one to rescue most of them. You made the amends you could, Abby thought.

“So Bastion has some kind of clout we don’t see,” Jake said thoughtfully. “He’s rich — a billionaire several times over — but that’s not enough to get a pass on a first-rule violation. When I think about it, I’m surprised there hasn’t been a kill order from Chairman Tanaka.”

“There is,” Dawson said. “But no one has had time to take care of it. Things have been chaotic, to say the least.” More laughter. “Cujo said they had to run it past the Chairman of the European Council — turf issues. But the European Chairman about wet his pants at the thought he’d have to be the one to take Bastion down. So I think you’re right. He’s got more pull than we’re seeing. A call to that Chairman might be productive.”

“Benny?” Jake asked, and Benny nodded. He’d take care of it.

“Bastion’s got some kind of connection to the CIA,” Kent said. “There were CIA agents at the club when Cujo went back to discuss things with the club owner. Cujo was told they were rogue agents, but I’m not sure Cujo believed it.” He hesitated, then said vaguely, “Some questions in that direction might be fruitful.”

He meant Stuart Glenn, Abby thought. “On my list,” she said, claiming that interview. At least she knew who Kent was referring to — a human who was embedded in Tanaka Towers, and running the information gathering team for the World Council. She still had a hard time getting her mind wrapped around that. She would never have imagined that Akihiro — much less Haru Ito — would be that flexible.

She wasn’t sure how many of the people on this call knew about Stu. Best not to spread the information any farther than it already was.

“Which brings us to you, Maggie,” Abby said. “Any news on how a polished European billionaire was connected to Alpha Bubba Smith from the bayous of Louisiana?”

Maggie snorted. “You had to get his name in there, didn’t you?” she said. “We’re not all hicks down here, you know.” She considered that. “All right, there may be hicks... makes no difference. So we busted the research lab, and sent the hard drives to Stu. You might ask him what he’s found when you talk to him. But the pack is a mess. We’re still trying to find all of them. They faded into the swamps, I think, when the DoD came for them. DoD, by the way, was the one running the lab down here — Department of Defense. So yet another agency doing research on wolves. And they wanted women and children.”

Maggie looked grim. “Do we know why?” Abby asked.

Maggie shook her head no. “The victims have no idea,” she said. “And the children were mostly too young to be able to shift. Most of the men went with Bubba to Seattle and then to Japan. So a lot of them are dead. Indigo is trying to decide whether we should rebuild this pack or just farm everyone out to other packs. They’ve been down here for generations, and as you know, shifter generations get long. Some of these people call Sidell the big city, and it’s got 20,000 people.”

Abby winced. Culture shock. But then, what was there for the children? A question she’d ask later.

“Were they harmed?” Jake asked.

“You mean raped?” Maggie replied bluntly. “They say no. But... some of them are pregnant — and they’re in shock about it. Joey sent a doc down, and he did physicals on all of them. There were six women in the research lab; four of them are pregnant. They swear they weren’t raped, didn’t have sex with the guards, nada. So I’m guessing they artificially impregnated them while they were under anesthesia. The women said that happened at least twice. Tests, but they didn’t know for what. They weren’t told much.”

Dear God. Abby could feel the dismay and the fury that ran through the group in the room. The people on the screen didn’t look any better.

“Research for what?” Abby asked. “Why would they do that?”

“Testing to see if we can interbreed?” Benny offered as a guess. “That’s the definition of whether we are one species but different subspecies, or different species.”

“What other kinds of research were they doing?” Abby asked when the silence grew long. That was her job, right? Ask questions. Move them along when the subject got too painful.

“I think they were studying the children too,” Maggie said. “Were they human or shifters? Maybe Stu’s investigation into the hard drives and the data will give us an idea.”

“Were they kept in kennels or in jail cells?” Jake asked. Abby winced. They had found both setups before.

“This was more of a compound,” Maggie said. “They were all together. They cooked their own meals, had their kids with them. A more humane setup than any we’ve found so far.”

Except they knocked them out and artificially inseminated them, Abby thought. She didn’t doubt the Defense Department was capable of doing that. Anyone who had read about syphilis research would never question what the government was capable of doing in the name of research.

“And Bastion?” Abby asked.

Maggie shook her head. “It makes no sense to me,” she admitted. “But Jones? Jones had ties down here. He knew Bubba, and met with him in New Orleans. Rick? Does that ring a bell?”

“It does,” Rick said. “Jedediah liked New Orleans. He liked places with bright lights, lots of parties, and the possibility for graft.”

“That would be New Orleans,” Maggie agreed.

“Bubba was funneling drugs from Jones’ labs in Europe into the States, particularly in the South,” Rick continued. “That was Bubba’s main source of income, I think — drug running.”

“Probably Bubba met Jones at a World Council meeting,” Abby mused.

Rick nodded.

“Rick, what do you know about Bastion? Why was Jones selling to a human customer?” Abby asked.

Rick hesitated. “Jones had a lot of human customers — drugs and arms running,” he said finally. “The human trafficking was a relatively recent expansion of his business. So many refugees on the move. But he didn’t start trafficking shifter women until the serum project. Shifter women are well-guarded, and I just don’t think it occurred to him. But like you said about Vuk, Jones didn’t really see the women from the serum project as shifters. Something separate — a novelty.”

Rick looked sick, and it was obvious talking about it was hard on him. Had the man grown a conscience? Abby studied him for a moment, then noticed Synde had her hand on his arm. Not a conscience, she decided, a mate.

Abby started to ask another question, but then saw what Benny was doing next to her. He had a piece of paper and was drawing lines and circles — people and the connections they had. Useful, she thought, trying to read it. Benny glanced up at her, and tapped the paper. Abby looked at what he’d found. He’d drawn lines with arrows in both directions between Bastion and Jones, and then to Istanbul, and finally to something he called Rogue CIA. 

Istanbul. That was where the old World Council had been headquartered during Vuk’s tenure — 200-year tenure — as Chairman. Abby frowned. Benny had spent some time in Istanbul when Akihiro went there to take over the Council. Had he seen something then?

Benny tapped something into the browser, and looked up. “It says that Bastion made his fortune in manufacturing machine parts. True?”

Benjamin snorted. “If a gun is a machine, it is,” he said. “He manufactures weapons — ships them to war zones as machine parts and they’re assembled there. Jedediah bought ‘parts’ for his clients from him, and he was the transporter for Bastion’s other customers.”

“So Jedediah was both customer and supplier?” Abby asked thoughtfully.

Benjamin nodded. “Old family business, the Bastions,” he said. “Jedediah did business with his father as well — going back to World War II.”

Liechtenstein had been neutral in the war, but Abby wondered if that applied to a weapons manufacturer. Or to Jones for that matter. 

Rick sighed. “Something that’s occurred to me — usually when we’re knee deep in trouble and I don’t have time to bring it up — who took over Jones’ business? Businesses, really?”

Everyone snickered about the half-serious complaint. A lot of things had gone unresolved because there was always another crisis. Abby considered Rick’s question. “Well, I guess we can rule the two of you out,” she said dryly, and then regretted it when she saw them wince. “Sorry. Did Jones have an heir? He wasn’t a pack Alpha, but he had a shifter community that worked for him, didn’t he?”

“The oldest community was the one that still makes wine in Bulgaria,” Rick replied. “Outside Brestovitsa — the location on that photo, to be exact. He had a... call it a workers’ community in what used to be East Germany outside Munich. A lot of his business was behind the Iron Curtain. He believed — and it panned out — that in a repressive government, the rich got richer and the demand for luxury items increased. Jones became known as a man who could provide whatever luxury you wanted. In return, the wealthy elite protected his factories and labs. He used to joke he was in the transport business. And that was basically true. After the Soviet Union crumbled, he changed the direction of his operation, and moved more luxury goods to the Middle East, and of course, the demand for weapons increased. A lot of those weapons were paid for with drugs — in places like Afghanistan.”

It wasn’t that Abby didn’t know this. But putting a face to the man who was doing this kind of thing changed it. Of course, Cujo had been doing the same thing, she reminded herself.

“And the human trafficking?” she asked. “When did he get into that?”

“When Ghaddafi fell in Libya,” Rick answered. “A lot African refugees were on the move, adding to refugees from wars in the Middle East. Desperate people are prime victims. He staffed his own factories with some of them. Sold others. But the high end of trafficking eluded him — until the serum project.”

“Some of the women he gave or sold to Alphas,” Abby said slowly. “How many ended up in human hands?” Cujo would know the answer to that, but damn the man, he wasn’t here.

Rick shook his head. “I wasn’t in on that end of things,” he said. Benjamin shook his head as well. “But Cujo got Jones’ accountant last October and turned him over to Haru. Haru probably has a list of all of Jones’ clients — and suppliers.”

Abby frowned. Cujo had done what?

That’s the guy that was causing havoc in Cujo’s birth pack, remember? Benny said. He’s the one who gave Rose to the Alpha there as a ‘gift’ so he would be welcome if he needed a bolt hole.

Abby grimaced. Got it, she said. So who talks to Haru about this?

Benny considered that, his eyes traveling around the table. Finally he settled on the screen. Of this group? If you don’t want to talk to him about it, Ricci is your best bet.

Was she willing to talk to Haru about this? Abby wasn’t sure. Should Haru and Akihiro be brought in on this? After all, they were talking about the director and security chief of the World Council — people who theoretically worked for them.

Benny? Jake? Do we need to get Akihiro and Haru involved?

Jake: I briefed Haru when I talked to him about using one of their planes. Do you think I shouldn’t have?

Abby: I trust your call. But Benny says the accountant was the man who was causing trouble in the Hayden Lake pack last October. Cujo turned the man over to Haru then.

“I’ll talk to Second Ito,” Jake said. “We’re going to use his plane — but he doesn’t know about this latest development. So back to Bubba. He was essentially a drug dealer for Jones? Wholesaler?”

Rick nodded. “For the South. For the West Coast it was the Alpha in Mendocino.”

“What?” Synde said, turning to look at her mate. “Is that why there’s tension between the two of you?” 

Rick shrugged. “No, that’s something else — personal,” he said, avoiding her eyes. “But the Mendocino Alpha got the drugs from Jones, and then had an agreement with the L.A. Alpha to look the other way while he distributed them throughout L.A. and the rest of California. Alpha Bird kept him out of Oregon. Jones didn’t think Bird was all that bright — lucky for Bird.”

Kenton Bird was shrewd, Abby thought. Maybe they did need a Northwest Council meeting. Before they headed north in July?

Wouldn’t hurt, Benny agreed. I’ll pencil it in. But could you focus on this meeting?

It’s not my meeting, Abby said defensively. It’s Jake’s.

Which was true, although she should pay attention. It just wasn’t how shifters normally operated. It was always the Alpha’s meeting. Always the Alpha’s expedition. Her delegated authority to a man who actually knew what he was doing was novel. Abby sighed. They needed to break that feudalism if they were going to stand against human government.

“Back to you, Maggie,” Abby said. “You said that research lab was DoD? You’re sure? Not CIA?”

“We’re sure,” Maggie said. “All uniformed guards and spit and polish. And they’re guarding a lab with women and children. If I’d had my way, we would have killed them all.”

“You didn’t?” Abby asked. Maggie shook her head. 

“No, Joey wanted an operation that wouldn’t be noticed,” she said regretfully, referring to the Alpha of her birth pack who was now the Chairman of the Southern Council. “So we did a smash and grab. They pulled out, and it’s an empty lab now. We’re going to go back and burn it.”

Abby nodded, bemused at Maggie’s regret that she couldn’t kill all of them. “Uniforms? which branch?”

“Army Reserves,” she answered. Benny added a notation on his map of connections.

“Joey question them?” Abby asked.

Maggie’s grin was fierce. “He did. I have the tape. I’ll send it up to you — keep it safe, will you? It’s swoon-worthy.”

Abby laughed at that. “But we don’t know why women and children?” she asked.

“The grunts didn’t have any clue why or what the women were there for,” Maggie said. “They said they thought it was some new incarceration style that allowed women to keep their children with them while they served their sentence. They never went inside the compound. We took all the researchers’ hard-drives and sent them to be analyzed already. But we went in during the night to get the women and children out. The women said they were doing blood work daily. Doing a lot of stress testing — both the women and the children. But the women know to match human behavior, and children pre-shift aren’t all that different from human children. So researchers were baffled. But....” Maggie stopped. “Have you met Jonathan Michaels?”

“Yes,” Abby said shortly. Stefan had finally told her that story as well. Michaels was a trained medical researcher who had a recessive shifter gene. His whole extended family were in Stefan’s care, although one sister and her family were still in the dark about shifters. Stefan was like a dog with a ball; he wasn’t giving up his new researcher! Apparently, Wu Kong could see the wolf in him, as he described it, and was able to pull him through first shift — just as he had hundreds of young men across southern Canada. Stefan had gotten quite enthusiastic about being able to observe Wu Kong doing that. But he hadn’t been able to replicate it with anyone else doing what Wu Kong could do, but he would. Jonathan had a sense for shifters, Stefan had explained. If he could sense them, could he change them like Wu Kong could?

Abby pulled herself back to the topic at hand before Benny could chastise her again.

“Anyone else got a question or a line of inquiry for the group?” Abby asked. No one said anything. “Thank you all for your contributions. Don’t hesitate to call me — call Jake — if you think of something.”

“Are you going in after them?” Benjamin asked.

Jake hesitated. “This morning, my mission was to go in after Bastion based on the intel Cujo had sent me,” he said slowly. “I’m inclined to continue that plan. As Kent says, Cujo can get himself out
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