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Book 5 in Wolf Harbor, a feminist werewolf series

Alpha Abby Stafford keeps inheriting messes to clean up, and she feels like she’s just scrambling to stay ahead of the crises. And every crisis seems to lead to another bigger problem. She doesn’t have all the pieces she needs to solve them either. 

It wasn’t like her scholarly work. There was a process to that. A literature review of what was already known. Observation, interviews, data collection. A time for reflection and synthesis. And then she produced an article or a book.

It might be years before she was ready to write. And even then no one expected her to solve anything. Accurate description was amazing enough.

But as pack Alpha? And now Chairman of the Northwest Council of Alphas? She’s forced to decide for all the wolves, and she’s operating on less information than she needs.

A lot less.

Book 5 in Wolf Harbor, a paranormal suspense series.
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Day 140 of the re-emerged Hat Island pack, Thursday, Oct. 26, Hat Island

Abby Stafford was standing in the bridge of the Wolf Harbor Resort cruiser enjoying the early evening as Jake Lewis motored them home from Seattle. It had been a long day. And it wasn’t over yet. But right now she was going to enjoy the moment, searching the cloudy sky hoping to see a few first stars, while she leaned against Jake.

Cujo Brown was down in the cruiser cabin. Probably smart. It was a typical October day in the Puget Sound — rainy, a bit windy, cold. But Jake had one arm around her while he steered with the other, and she found she wasn’t too cold after all.

They didn’t talk. No real need to. Abby luxuriated in the closeness she had with this man, a man she loved and trusted like no other.

And considering how she’d just spent the previous night, that thought symbolized how weird her life was now that she was a shifter, and Alpha of a wolf pack on Hat Island. Stay in the moment and enjoy it, she told herself. Hysterics can come later.

Not as much later as she’d hoped. Peter Dawson, the pack’s business manager, was pacing on the dock when they pulled up. She grimaced. This wasn’t good.

“Alpha, Mei brought over a letter for you,” he said anxiously. 

Abby raised her eyebrows in surprise. She couldn’t remember the last time she got a personal letter. And hand delivered? “Who from?” she asked.

Dawson handed it to her. She glanced at him, and then at the letter. Her name was written across the envelope in perfect script. She opened it.

Alpha Stafford,

It is time we met. Bring your men — including that grandson of mine — and come to see me? This weekend perhaps? I hear you’re headed into Idaho; you can see me on the way back.

And bring Geoff. Tell him it’s time he came home. He’s needed.

Sincerely,

Margarite Lewis

Abby Stafford looked again at the note the pack business manager had handed her. He hadn’t even waited for her to get onto land —much less into comfortable clothes and maybe eat something. She’d never seen Peter Dawson look anxious. He generally looked like an Army quartermaster who had seen everything and wasn’t impressed.

A handwritten note from one of the legends of the shifter world apparently could flap even the unflappable Peter Dawson. Handwritten and hand-delivered. 

She handed the note to Jake, who had powered down the pack’s cruiser and jumped onto the dock behind her. He glanced at it and passed it onto Cujo who had her guard at the university for the last 10 hours. Damn she was tired. Very little sleep hadn’t helped. 

No, she told herself. Do not think about why you got so little sleep. If you do, you’ll think about the rest of it, and then you’ll be as panicked as Dawson looks.

“First I’m going to change out of these clothes,” Abby announced. She took the note back from Cujo. “Then I’m going to eat. And then we’ll gather up ‘my men’ and figure out what the hell we’re doing next.”

“We’re supposed to fly out to Mattawa tonight,” Jake reminded her.

She nodded, but she was already taking the stairs two at a time up to the Wolf Harbor Resort lodge, the center hub of pack life.

She paused, not wanting to go inside the lodge itself where dozens of people would waylay her. She just wanted to get to her house — the Retreat House — to change into comfortable sweats. She grimaced and headed to the kitchen entrance instead.

Before she tackled this next crisis she was determined to get out of the ‘business attire’ she’d worn to the office in the anthropology department at Seattle University. She had on a navy sweater jacket and turtleneck over a pair of navy tweed trousers. She’d thrown on an olive green rain jacket for the 45-minute boat ride from Seattle out to Hat Island — Seattle chic, she thought with a laugh. What every well-dressed Seattleite wore in October.

All of the clothes were just a bit too big. Camouflage. No matter what she did, she didn’t look like the 52-year-old college professor who had left campus last spring for a summer at a fitness resort. She looked 20 years younger than that now. Her red hair was brighter, fuller. She’d lost weight, gained muscle, and moved like she was on a prowl. And even the most clueless of her faculty had noticed.

She frowned. Did wolves prowl? Or was that only cats?

Her faculty speculated about the fitness camp, about the new lover in her life, about whatever had changed their chair from a frumpy middle-aged academic into... something. They weren’t sure what. But they were pretty sure they didn’t like it.

Well, that fitness camp at Wolf Harbor had worked miracles, she thought, rolling her eyes. That’s what she said to anyone who actually brought it up to her face. And it was true — if you called making her into a shifter, a miracle. She shook her head. It was something, all right.

So like a lot of shifters, Abby wore her clothes a bit looser than necessary when she was among those who had known a different Abby Stafford. A bit more matronly. Well, actually, she was still better dressed now than she had been before. Mei Tanaka had not been impressed with her clothing choices even when she was a human professor. Apparently she’d taken one of Abby’s large lecture classes at some point. Abby frowned at that. She thought Mei’s degree was from University of Washington. What had she been doing in Abby’s anthropology class at Seattle U?

Well, she was Akihiro Tanaka’s niece — great niece, probably. She shut down that thought. She wasn’t going to think about Akihiro right now — even if he was the lover her faculty speculated about.

Teaching at Seattle University, doing research, chairing the anthropology department — all that was before. Before. That was how she thought of it. Before. All the made-wolves did. There was now. And there was before.

They’d all had lives — interesting lives — before. Before Dr. Stefan Lebenev’s single-minded pursuit of a serum that would prevent the deaths of young shifter girls during their first shift swept up dozens of older human women as test subjects. It was a laudable goal. She believed that fiercely. But it had upended the lives of the women who were used as test subjects for his serum. They were shifters now, and there was no returning to their previous life, even though Abby was clinging to hers the best she could. Some two or three dozen human women had paid a high price indeed. Was it worth it? They may have saved the species from going extinct. So yes. But it didn’t change the price the women had paid. Some of them had paid with their lives. And some? The price might have been worse than death itself.

She set that train of thinking aside. No point in it tonight.

Instead she focused on getting inside her home as quickly as she could, so she could change into the clothes she preferred: black yoga pants, men’s T-shirts, and a jacket — usually a flak jacket she borrowed from Jake. Jake was following behind her, and so was Cujo. They’d lost Peter at the lodge. He’d headed back to his offices, she guessed. The problem of the note was no longer his problem.

She set aside the problem of the note as well. One of the pleasures of being an Alpha of a shifter pack ought to be that she could dress however she damned well pleased. Well, however she pleased, under the dictates of Yui Yoshida and Mei Tanaka who had firm ideas how the first female pack Alpha should dress. Abby let them decide when she was on stage — as chairman of the Seattle University anthropology department, as the lover and mate of Akihiro Tanaka, CEO of a large electronics company and Alpha of the largest pack in the world, or as her newest role, Chairman of the Pacific Northwest Council of Alphas. So many roles. All of them requiring her to have ‘presence.’ 

It made her cranky, she thought ruefully. She much preferred when she could just wear sweats.

She cut through the kitchens of the Wolf Harbor lodge, and then through the kitchen gardens, mostly mulched and put to bed for the winter. There were some beds with small greenhouse tops that provided salad greens. She glanced at them with interest. Yui’s mate Okami Yoshida ran the food side of the pack — a daunting task. And he insisted even wolves needed vegetables. Since he’d once been a feared enforcer for the Council of Alphas, the wolves of Hat Island pack obediently ate their greens. There had been a lot of broccoli of late. The beds out here said there was more broccoli to come.

A relatively new path led through the kitchen gardens and the small orchard to the Retreat House — her new home, made of cedar, that was nestled within a Japanese garden, complete with a koi pond. She paused to absorb the sight — it was still a new thing — but she didn’t think she would ever tire of its beauty. Even now, at dusk during a rainy fall evening, it was beautiful.

Sweats, Abby reminded herself, and she strode across the arched bridge to the porch that stretched across the front of her house. She still had that letter clenched in her fist — who wrote letters in this day and age? she thought irritably. Obviously Margarite Lewis did. 

She guessed when you were a shifter legend you could do whatever you damned well pleased.

Jake was behind her, in his usual location, a half-step behind and to the left. Behind him, Cujo Brown drifted along. He had been on the boat with the two of them, returning from Seattle, and obviously he wasn’t going to walk away now, curiosity unsatisfied. 

No, of course not. And behind him, appeared Benny Garrison, speaking of curiosity. Really the two of them should’ve been cats, not wolves.

“Alpha!” Benny scolded. “There’s no reason to be insulting!”

Abby glanced at him. Her thoughts were leaking again. She tightened her filters. She thrust the crumpled letter at him. “I’m going to get changed,” she announced.

“Where did this come from?” Benny asked after he read it.

“Peter Dawson was waiting at the dock for me,” Abby answered from the bedroom. “Someone delivered it to Mei Tanaka this afternoon, and she brought it over. Peter was in a tizzy.”

“Yeah, Margarite Lewis can do that to people,” Benny murmured.

Abby snorted. Rumor had it Benny would know. Abby came back out into the living room where the three men were standing.

Truly, there was much to be said for being a female shifter — starting with the eye candy in front of her, she thought as she looked at them. Jake Lewis was truly the most beautiful man she’d ever seen. His mixture of Filipino, Yakama and Black heritage gave him a medium brown skin color and silky, curly hair. Like most shifters he was taller, bigger than his heritage might suggest. The Marines had toned that body. She liked just looking at him.

Cujo wasn’t shabby either, she acknowledged with a mental laugh. He was about the same size as Jake — 6-foot-2, 220? something like that — but he was a white guy from north Idaho with brown hair and eyes, and a scruff of a beard. And Benny? He was slighter than the other two, courtesy of his Cambodian mother. Also buff, though; shifter men were. Their wolves allowed nothing else. Watching him move was always a pleasure — martial arts training coupled with the yoga and tai chi classes he taught. 

It helped to have genes that were constantly refurbishing the body, Abby thought. The three men looked 30 — although Cujo looked like some of those miles had been hard ones — and they were all in their 60s. And they’d look like this well past 200. 

Akihiro.... She shut down. She didn’t want to think about him or last night. Not right now. Not with these three men who were likely to ‘hear’ her thoughts. She tightened her filters.

“Read it out loud, Benny,” she repeated. Maybe it would be clearer if she heard it read.

Benny read the note out loud.

Alpha Stafford,

It is time we met. Bring your men — including that grandson of mine — and come to see me? This weekend perhaps? I hear you’re headed into Idaho; you can see me on the way back.

And bring Geoff. Tell him it’s time he came home. He’s needed.

Sincerely,

Margarite Lewis

“Interesting,” Benny said. “So we’re going to Vancouver?”

“Is that where she lives?” Abby asked.

He nodded. “Outside of there. Have you showed this to Okami?”

“No,” Abby drew out the word into a question. “Why Okami?”

Benny shrugged. “He knows her well.” 

Abby shook her head as if to clear it. Okami knew the legendary Margarite Lewis ‘well?’ Okami did? 

She knew there was a history between Margarite and Akihiro Tanaka. She stopped at that name again. Took a deep breath. “I’m going to go get something to eat,” she announced. “I’m hungry. Find Geoff. And Okami, apparently. I want to know why the legendary Margarite Lewis wants to see me — see us.”

She grabbed a flak jacket hanging by the door and fled.
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Benny looked at the other two men. “What the hell?” he demanded. “What’s wrong with the Alpha?”

“I don’t know,” Jake said troubled. He looked at Cujo. “What happened last night?”

Cujo hesitated. He glanced at the door Abby had just stormed out of. 

“Cujo?” Benny said dangerously. “What aren’t you telling us?”

Cujo rolled his eyes. “Abby, Tanaka and Haru Ito had a threesome last night,” he said finally.

Jake nodded. “OK. She told me she was going to try that,” Jake said. “She said you and Okami thought bringing in Haru might stabilize the mate bond and stop Tanaka’s destructive urges. Did it work?”

“Like overnight?” Cujo asked. “I stood guard last night until I felt her go to sleep. And she seemed fine.” 

He grinned. “It felt like she had a good time. And she seemed fine this morning.”

Benny was looking at the two of them. “And you didn’t think to tell me what was going on?”

Both men shrugged. 

“Now you know,” Jake said. “So go. Be Dr. Garrison. Figure out what’s got her all in turmoil. Because I can feel it in our bond.”

“Me?” Benny asked. “Why me?”

“Because you’re the one with the degree in psychology?” Cujo said. “As much as that thought makes my mind hurt. The Shifter Playboy is actually Dr. Benny Garrison, psychologist, and now a headmaster for a girl’s boarding school. That should make any sane person’s head hurt.”

Benny rolled his eyes. It made his head hurt, he admitted privately. “So Margarite wants to see us? Is that what set her off?” he mused out loud. “I don’t know why it would.”

“Benny?” Jake said with exasperation. “Go find out.”

“And what are you going to be doing while I talk to the Alpha?” Benny said as he headed back out into the night. 

“Find Geoff,” Jake said. He looked at Cujo. “And you can track down Okami. And I guess Jason Wahlberg? I assume he’s going to be her guard captain again?”

Satisfied that they weren’t going to sit there and have a beer while he was sent off to solve problems, Benny went across the bridge and trailed along behind Abby. He had his own private link to her mind. He would find her. Besides. She said she was hungry and the dining room in the lodge was the closest place for supper.

Dr. Benny Garrison, psychologist. It was pretty funny — not so much that he’d gotten his doctorate in psychology from Berkeley, but that everyone was so astounded by it. He snorted.

He’d spent over 20 years working as an intelligencer for the Pacific Northwest Council of Alphas. He was often sent into pack houses where the Alphas were a bit touchy about dominance. Benny could tamp down his dominance and come across as the easy-going, charming ‘beta from the Okanogan.’ He’d been in and out of more pack houses than probably any other shifter alive.

Or dead for that matter.

And then one day, he found out that the sons of bitches who made up the Council weren’t using the information he gathered for the good of shifters. No, they were using it for power — to gather power, stay in power, and to use the power to make themselves richer, more powerful.

Corrupt bastards.

And they leveraged the information he brought them, and the analysis he built, to serve themselves and a tight collection of allies. 

They’d sold out one of his informants to her Alpha, and he’d killed her. Brutally and painfully, as an example to others. Benny’s eyes burned in anger still.

So he quit. It had been about 15 years ago, now. He drifted a bit, decided that wasn’t healthy, and he went to Berkeley to study alternative psychology.

Like Stefan Lebenev, he was deeply troubled by the number of shifter girls who died in first shift — 80 percent. Horrifying number. He could see the shifters would be extinct shortly if they didn’t fix it. Probably would have already been extinct if it wasn’t for their long lives — he wondered what the average age was for shifters? Table that question. 

So he had decided that if girl shifters were given tools to reduce their fear and panic, there wouldn’t be so many failed shifts.

Berkeley offered him the chance to study ways other cultures reduced fear and panic, because God knew the medicate and ‘tell me your feelings’ approach of American psychology didn’t offer much hope to 12-year-old shifter girls.

Turned out Stefan might have found a ‘medicate’ solution after all, although Abby said she’d used his ‘woo-woo classes’ to pull a woman through her first shift when it looked like it was going to be a failed shift. So maybe it was worth pursuing. He’d seen a failed shift; he never wanted to see another.

He shoved his hands into the REI jacket he was wearing and walked up the center path to the lodge. Not a lot of people out. Well, it was a rainy, windy night. He couldn’t say he blamed people for staying inside.

So damned many people here now. When he’d come here three years ago, there’d been two shifter families, and a dozen or so human families living out here on Hat Island. It took a real commitment to live on the island year around. It was a 20-minute commute by ferry to Everett, and then a 40-minute drive into to Seattle. And everything came in by that same ferry.

Then Stefan got a large grant to do trials for his serum under the guise of restoring health and vitality to aging women. Benny snorted. It did that, all right. It also turned them into werewolves, but no one seemed concerned about that. The test subjects were post-menopausal women who had few ties to people or places where they would be missed. Although the last cohort Abby was in was more mixed than that, as Stefan broadened his research parameters. Benny grimaced. That should probably be explored, but he hated dealing with Stefan. It wasn’t going to be him who brought it up.

It wasn’t quite true no one was concerned about the fates of the test subjects after the tests finished, he conceded. They were all ‘concerned.’ But the grant funder, a shifter named Jedediah Jones, assured them all that he would help the women transition into new lives as shifters. After all, they were giving up a few years as elderly women in exchange for long lives as shifters. After the initial shock, they’d be grateful.

And so they’d all shoved down their misgivings and focused on the benefit of the serum to shifter girls. After all, if it could help human women transition to wolves, it surely would work on shifter girls who had the right genetics. 

And it did. He softened at the thought. Last Sunday, a group of girls had shifted for the first time at the island’s boarding school. It had warmed his heart to see the five giggly girls become young wolves and go chasing after Abby as she led them on a victory run around the island.

Worth the cost, he thought.

Of course, he wasn’t one of the ones who paid.

Jedediah Jones had sold those women to the highest bidder for either money or power or favor. Benny shook his head. He felt guilty, would always feel guilty, about what happened to their test subjects. Abby was committed to making things right for the women — the made-wolves. He’d do whatever he could to help.

When Abby shifted the first time last June, she’d howled at the wolves of Wolf Harbor, and the wolves howled back. And somehow, a pack arose on Hat Island where there hadn’t been one in 80 years. And Abby Stafford was its Alpha.

How a new pack coalesced was a mystery; he’d been through it twice — here, and in the Okanogan. His father had gotten fed up with the lawlessness of the Vietnam vets who had found a home there and one night, he called a pack. Benny had been 20 at the time — or thereabouts. His exact age was somewhat of a mystery.

His father had been a CIA agent in Cambodia before Pol Pot rose to power. His mother had been a human woman who had died giving birth to him, and his father had raised him with the help of a series of Cambodian women who floated in and out of their lives. His father had sent him out to the pack in Chang Mai Thailand right as Pol Pot took power.

When Pol Pot fell — did his father really have something to do with that? — his father had collected him, and like a lot of the veterans of his era, headed to the remote and rugged lands of northern Washington called the Okanogan.

Benny didn’t belong to the Okanogan pack now. His father had declared him beta and sent him to college and told him to come back when he was ready to take on the pack as Alpha. Which would be never. He didn’t need the responsibility of a bunch of psychotic wolves suffering from PTSD a million miles from anywhere. But he and his father were on good terms. When his father needed a guard he could trust, he called Benny. Benny went home for most holidays.

So if we’re on such good terms, where the hell is he, and why isn’t he returning my calls, Benny mocked himself.

Another item to put on the list of things to think about later.

Benny pulled open the big doors to the front of the lodge. It looked like a lodge — like a lot of the hunting lodges of the Okanogan. It was made of pine logs, probably from the island, with a grand two-story entrance. Inside was a gathering place with a big stone fireplace. There were people gathered there now.

He nodded in their direction but stayed focused on getting to the dining room without anyone wanting to add a problem to his already long list. 

When Abby called the pack into being, it had fewer than 100 people. They were now approaching 600. That was a very large pack. It was probably the fourth largest in the region, Benny thought. Maybe as high as second. Packs were secretive. Shifters had been designed to hide among humans, if you believed the origin myth, and first rule was you didn’t expose shifters to humans. Not ever. And if it looked like you were going to, someone on a Council of Alphas dispatched an enforcer — an assassin — to take care of the problem.

In the Northwest, the enforcer most likely to be dispatched during most of Benny’s lifetime had been Okami Yoshida. One day Yoshida disappeared, and people figured he was dead. So it had been quite a shock when Benny showed up here at Wolf Harbor to be a fitness coach for Stefan’s serum trials. There was Okami as chief cook, married to Yui Ito, with two children.

Benny had had a hard time eating Okami’s cooking for a long time without thinking about poison. Turned out Okami was a good cook.

As Okami pointed out, shifters lived long lives, and you might be many things over the course of a long life. 

True, Benny conceded. Okami would know. He’d lived a very long life.  Which was another thing on Benny’s list of things to deal with some day: Okami had called Abby Shogun. It had freaked her out. 

Freaked him out, Benny admitted to himself. Fighters – and Okami was a highly skilled fighter — who called someone Shogun had been known as samurai. Had Okami been one? What did that mean? He didn’t have a problem with Okami as a samurai, but the idea that he saw Abby as Shogun — warlord — scared him. What did Okami see coming?

A problem for another day. Yet another problem for another day.

He went into the dining room and frowned. Where was she? Okami was standing in the door to the kitchen, and he looked troubled. It had taken Benny three years, but he was pretty sure he could read Okami now, and that was Okami’s worried look. He turned to look where Okami was looking.

Whoa.

Abby sat at a small table in the far corner of the room, her back turned to everyone else. Well that was a clear ‘leave me alone’ message. And people were honoring that unspoken wish — but the room was anxious. The pack took their mood from their Alpha. All packs did, but Hat Island more than most. Abby’s links to her pack were amazing — unless she wanted privacy, and then the links were a burden instead. He was afraid personal privacy for her was a thing of the past.

Benny went to the buffet and filled a plate. He took it over and sat down at Abby’s table, sitting kitty-corner to her. She glanced at him.

“You got the short straw?” she asked.

He grunted a bit. “What I want to know is, did you really have a threesome? And how could you do that and not include me?” he demanded. “You still owe me a threesome in the resort hot tub, you know.”

Abby laughed. Some of her tension eased. “Do I now?” she teased. “I think I’m the only one who didn’t go through that rite of passage.”

Benny grinned. He mourned the fact that those memories had been some he’d lost in Russia, because he could use some good erotic memories these days. He set that thought aside too. Ayta Vuk was in Odessa helping sort out the Lebenev pack. It wasn’t like he couldn’t find someone to share his bed, he assured himself. 

But yes, during the serum trials, Benny and another trainer, Carlos Mendoza, had managed to seduce most of the women into the hot tub. And a good time was had by all — or so he heard.

“So what happened that got you all uptight?” Benny asked. “A good threesome should at least leave you relaxed.”

Abby hesitated. “Finish eating,” she ordered. “And then we can walk, and I’ll let you peer in my brain and see for yourself.”

Obediently, Benny started eating. The food was always good here. If you wanted a fancier meal, you could go to the Beach House. Since they actually had customers at the hotel these days, they served real meals with a menu and everything. No one lacked for food on the island.

And of course many people had their own small cabins now with a kitchen. Benny did. He just preferred to eat with people.

Damn it, he missed Ayta.

“You know I don’t actually do that,” Benny said after he finished the broccoli. His strategy was to eat the damned veggies first, and then enjoy the meat. Tonight was chicken-fried steak with gravy. Mashed potatoes too. And broccoli.

“Don’t do what?” Abby asked.

“I don’t actually see inside your brain,” he said. “I guide you to visualize your brain, and I hear what you say.” He thought about that for a moment. “Well, you’ve pulled me in through our link a couple of times,” he conceded. “Into a visualization you created for me. Like that dinner party when I couldn’t reach you through the cavern at the Lebenev place.”

Abby looked at him. “So you can’t really see my links? The bonds? The headwaters, or the sluice gates?” she demanded.

He shook his head. “No, you see them,” he said. “I just help you create visualizations that make sense of what you’re experiencing.”

“No pump house with safe storage?” she said incredulously. “I’m making that all up on my own?”

He nodded. “Yes?” he said, startled by how ferocious she seemed to be about this. She knew how guided visualization worked. 

Didn’t she?

“So maybe none of it is real? It’s all part of my imagination?”

“Abby, wait,” he said, trying to calm her down. “The pack bonds are real. You can feel them. I can feel them. The bond you have with Jake as Alpha and Second. It’s real, right? Your mate bond? That’s real. And you do things with visualization through that bond that is just amazing.”

She flinched.

Benny frowned. He ate the last of his potatoes. “Come on, let’s walk.” He smiled at her. “We’ll take a route that ends at the Beach House and see what they have for dessert.”

She almost laughed at that, but she bused her dishes and followed him out the door.

“So you can’t look in my brain and see if something is real?” she asked as the went down the stairs by the resort’s boat dock. 

Benny frowned. “You can invite me in, maybe, through our link,” he said slowly. “I think of the links more like phone lines. We communicate — emotions mostly. I can tell you’re agitated. I heard you scream ‘No Means No’ at Akihiro. We all did. When you invite me to, I have been your spotter with Akihiro.”

He stopped. Did she even know she did that? Tugged on him when Akihiro initiated something that was outside her comfort zone? She was pretty vanilla, sexually, and Akihiro? Well, he wasn’t. 

Neither was Benny, which was probably why she did link to him. Although he had to admit Akihiro was outside his comfort zone too. Cujo got to handle those questions.

“I eavesdrop,” Abby said. “You all do too.”

“We do,” he agreed. He smiled in her direction. “You’re pretty entertaining.”

“Thanks,” she said dryly. “You weren’t eavesdropping last night?”

“No,” Benny groused. “You didn’t tug our link and tell me there was good stuff going on.”

Abby snorted. 

“Abby, you have to use your words,” he coaxed. “Tell me what’s bothering you? I’m in Dr. Garrison mode here. You can tell me anything. I’ll make comforting noises, and ask you how you feel about that?”

Abby rolled her eyes. “So Cujo or Jake? They told you about the threesome?”

“Not much more than that. Something about a third might stabilize a mate bond?”

Abby told him about what Okami and Cujo had told her Monday night — that a third might act as a grounding wire. And in her case, might reassure Akihiro that he really was the dominant in the room. With Haru Ito at his back, no one could doubt it.

“I don’t know about the woo-woo part of it,” she said. “But as far as the dominance balancing part? It made sense.”

Benny thought that over. Akihiro seemed intent on forcing Abby to submit. Evidence suggested it was because Abby was actually the dominant of the two of them — and that Akihiro’s wolf might be OK with that. The man sure wasn’t. Akihiro Tanaka probably had never met someone he came second to — not since his old Alpha had stepped down anyways. And that had been in the 1930s? Something like that.

Close dominance wasn’t easy on wolves. They usually fought it out and established rank. Akihiro seemed to be using sex to do the same thing. And that was some scary shit.

Not to mention he was at odds with his own wolf — the very definition of insanity for a shifter. Benny was grim. His race across Siberia as a wolf had taught him a lot about what it meant when the wolf took control — in either form. Probably better than anyone else, he understood how precarious things were for Tanaka. On top of that, Tanaka’s wolf was a rare berserker wolf. If Tanaka lost control to his wolf over his refusal to accept Abby’s level of dominance, he could take the whole Tanaka pack with him into insanity.

The Tanaka pack, the Hat Island pack, the city of Seattle, the whole West Coast....

So adding Tanaka’s Second to the mix did make some sense. Haru Ito had stood at Tanaka’s back for decades. He thought about it — OK, for a century. The two of them together were confidently more dominant than anyone. That might ease Tanaka’s subconscious desire — his need — to prove dominance.

Abby didn’t even want to be more dominant. She liked knowing Tanaka was the powerful one of the relationship — that he was the leader of the shifter species as Chairman of the World Council. But dominance wasn’t really a choice.

“OK,” Benny said. “I see that. Did it work?”

Abby started laughing. 

Alarmed, Benny watched her. He wasn’t sure she was in control of the laughter — hysterics, really. Finally, he grabbed her into a hug and held her tight, crooning to her softly. She wrapped her arms around his waist tightly. They were of a height — she was tall for a woman. Benny thought that made for a nice fit.

“Abby?” he said gently. “You don’t have to stay at Tanaka Towers if you don’t like what goes on there. If you can’t trust Tanaka? We’ll come get you every night. No biggie.”

She choked on a sob. “Oh God, Benny, that’s not the problem.” She reconsidered. “Well it was the problem, but I fixed it. Yeah, having Haru in bed with us? Changed the dynamic completely. And God knows the sex was great.”

“So?” he prompted. 

“So I created a new problem,” Abby said, still struggling to control the hysterics. “Duh. That’s how it goes, right? Fix something, and oops! Now there’s a bigger catastrophe. Like the Lebenev pack. Fix the resistance to letting the girls have the serum. Simple. And the next thing I know I’m the Chairman of the Northwest Council? How the hell did that happen?”

Benny grinned at her. “OK, I’ll grant you that,” he said. “Things escalate around you. Not surprising. There’s never been a female Alpha before. You’re a change agent.” Well, there had been female Alphas — Ayta was one — but in Russia, not in the Americas. Not here.

“Chaos agent, more like it,” Abby muttered.

Benny didn’t argue. “So you fixed Tanaka’s desire to make you submit to prove he’s dominant,” he prompted, returning to the original topic. You had to be ruthless or Abby would lead you down a dozen paths none of which was the problem at hand. “And in doing so, you created another problem?”

She nodded. She pulled free of his arms and started on down the beach. “That’s why I hoped you’d be able to look in my head and see for yourself.”

Benny frowned. “But, Cujo said you were fine this morning,” he said. “A bit sleep-deprived — as one should be after a threesome. And you seemed fine to Jake on the boat. It was the note from Margarite that seemed to push you over the edge.”

“Last straw doesn’t have to be the biggest straw,” she mumbled. “It was the phrase ‘your men.’ And I realized I didn’t know who she meant by that. Jake. You and Cujo? Okami? Obviously she wants to see Geoff. And then I just saw these rings of people.... Akihiro? Haru? How many men do I have?”

“Last count, 535 of them,” Benny said. “And a couple of dozen women.”

Abby laughed, and he could hear the hysteria lurking in her voice. She was really freaked out by whatever this was. She stomped off down the beach.

“Abby? What happened?” He kept pace with her. It wasn’t easy. She was on a mission to conquer this beach.

“I formed another mate bond — with Haru Ito,” she said tiredly. “I have two mate bonds. Akihiro has a mate bond with me, and a bond with Haru as his Second. Our threesome wasn’t just a night of fun. It’s permanent. A threesome mate bond.”

“Jesus,” Benny said, startled. “Does anyone know about this?”

“Haru and Akihiro,” she said. “And now you.”

Benny grimaced. “You’re going to have to tell at least a few people,” he said. “Are you sure it’s a mate bond? Not just a link like you and I have?”

Abby shoved her hands in her jacket. “It’s sitting right there next to Akihiro’s,” she said glumly. “I met Haru’s wolf — the only other wolf I’ve met is Akihiro’s. The bond is a bit smaller than the one with Akihiro. And there’s no scar tissue. But it looks like a bond.”

Benny knew what she meant. Her bond with Akihiro had been hard. She’d done it to save Akihiro’s life. But it hadn’t been easy — in part because she was in love with Jake. Alphas often practiced polygamy, but Abby was mostly human still. A made-wolf, she called it. Shifter biology, but human culture. So her bond with Akihiro had scar tissue — Abby’s ability to do visualizations was startling. And maybe dangerous. Also something he already had on his ‘later’ list.

“Let’s go to the Beach House,” Benny said. “Tug on Cujo and Jake. And Okami too — since he’s the one who started all of this. And let’s see if you can invite any of us — or all of us into that amazing mind for a glass of wine and a look see.”

Abby laughed. “I invited Akihiro in for popcorn and movie once.”

“And could he see the movie?”

Abby nodded. “He couldn’t taste the popcorn though.”

Thank God for small blessings, Benny thought. That would be too woo-woo even for him.
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Chapter 3
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Abby was very grateful for Benny Garrison. He made her laugh. And if you could laugh at a problem, it got smaller, more manageable. And truly, last night had been so much better — until she started thinking about it. Maybe she should stop overthinking things? 

Last night, she could relax. She didn’t worry she would somehow challenge Akihiro’s dominance and end up in a hood and chains.

No, as odd as it seemed, she was now involved in a threesome with two of the most powerful shifters in the world. And she was OK with that. 

And that freaked her out more than the threesome itself did.

It didn’t even limit her to just those two either. Her relationship with Akihiro wasn’t exclusive. She and Jake would continue as they had. She might still do a scene with Cujo, or even cuddle up with Benny. She glanced at him. Somehow he seemed off. Lonely? Well, she’d add that to her list of concerns.

But that second mate bond scared her. Not because the mate bond was there. It seemed like a natural extension of deciding that they would be a threesome in bed. That statement made her freak a bit, but it wasn’t the problem. It was that she could create such a bond. That’s what freaked her out. She heard Joseph Manjares’ voice in her head, and she slammed him back into the storage shed. The storage shed she now didn’t know if it was real or not either.

Joseph Manjares. The man had created a polio vaccine for shifters in the 1950s that had weakened the genetics of shifter girls so that they would die in first shift — and it was inheritable. A shifter had done that. Abby had killed him two weeks ago. Before he died, he’d called her an abomination. And she wasn’t sure he was wrong.

She took a deep breath and let it out. They’d reached the patio of the Beach House that she had considered her own living room for the last few months. Until the Retreat House was finished, she lived here. She still had rooms upstairs, and she might keep them — at least until Beach House had so many customers that King Davis threw her out. 

And her dogs were here. They came racing toward her — two huskies, Margaret and Mead. She laughed and dropped to her knees to roughhouse with them. King Davis, the young manager of the Beach House, took care of them. She likened herself to a weekend parent who dropped in with gifts and runs. But she was glad she had them with her. They were one of the touchstones she had to the Abby Stafford that she used to be — them and the university. She was grimly determined to hold onto a few things. She hoped she would continue her ethnographic work, but it seemed a far-off dream right now. 

Abby sighed. When she came to the resort in June, she’d planned to use her time at Wolf Harbor to do her lit review for her next ethnography — a look at all the small, isolated communities in Washington state. There were a lot of them, and they were often ethnically diverse enclaves. Not just one ethnicity either — several. Mexican-American migrant communities in central Washington. Several Native American reservations. A Black community in the small mining town of Roslyn. A Filipino-Yakama community in White Swan. A Russian immigrant town in Odessa. The list was long. It had intrigued her.

Of course, she now knew they were also often shifters — or in some cases, there was a shifter pack embedded within the communities. So she didn’t think she was going to be writing that ethnography anytime soon. Talk about a violation of the first rule! She wondered if she as Chairman of the Northwest Council would have to order an enforcer — Okami? — to stop herself?

OK, she was punch drunk. Although she did secretly wonder if that would be her crowning work — ethnographies of shifters before, during, and after human contact. She saw it coming. She thought Akihiro did too.

Akihiro Tanaka had first found her because of her ethnographic work with isolated groups who encountered more technological advanced societies — the hill villages in Thailand, the native communities in Alaska, indigenous communities in Mexico. He thought she had answers shifters might need. So he tossed her into Stefan’s serum study.

The day was coming when shifters would have to come out — or be outed, she thought soberly. Technological advances were making it hard for shifters to hide. Harder to reinvent themselves when they stayed young and their peers didn’t.

Alas, she had no answers for Akihiro, only questions. Lots of questions.

She looked around at the men gathered around the firepit on the patio. That was new — a nice touch. These were her men, she thought suddenly. Akihiro — and now Haru — were a different thing altogether. A liaison formed to save the shifters species, really. 

But these men she trusted completely. Recognizing that, and seeing the difference, settled something inside of her.

“OK,” she said. “So Margarite Lewis sent me a note inviting me for a visit. Feels more like a command appearance, but so be it. She specifically mentioned you, Geoff.”

He jerked at that, but said nothing.

“We’ll get back to that,” Abby continued. “But we’re heading to Mattawa, in the morning it looks like now, then Kettle Falls, Hayden Lake and finally, it appears, to Vancouver, B.C.” She looked around at the men gathered there. No one seemed willing to meet her eyes. She raised her eyebrows.

“Someone does know how to find her, right? Jake?” Margarite was his grandmother after all.

“Not me,” Jake said. “I don’t think I’ve ever met her, to be honest. I’ve heard all the stories, of course. Often a half-dozen variations of the stories, all by people who claimed to have been there when it happened. I used to swear I could walk up to the fire of the most isolated shepherds in Asia, and eventually someone would tell a story about Margarite Lewis.” He smiled at Abby. “I suspect they tell stories about you in the hills of Thailand just like that. A woman with flame-colored hair who passed through these parts.”

Abby laughed. They might actually. “You never met her?” she asked.

Jake shook his head. “She and my Dad had that falling out long before I was born,” he said. “I suppose I might have been taken to see her when I was really little, but I don’t remember it. But don’t worry. Rumor has it Benny knows the way there.”

There were grins around the firepit. Benny shrugged. “I can get us there,” he said. “So can Okami.”

Everyone stared at Okami, but he didn’t look up from the fire. “Did she say what she wanted?” Okami asked.

Abby handed him the now-crumpled piece of paper. He read the letter and handed it back to her.

“It’s never good when Margarite decides to meddle,” Okami said. “She is a power. A legend. But she has a mind of her own, and she changes it constantly.”

The last was said a bit morosely, and the men snickered.

“She saved Akihiro’s life after his mate died,” Benny said. “Or so the story goes. Was it you who went after her and brought her down to Seattle?”

Okami nodded. “Haru suggested it, but I went. It gave him something to live for,” Okami said. “They fought constantly. In bed. Out of bed. Dying would have been capitulation.”

Abby giggled at that. She wasn’t sure if that said more about Akihiro or Okami. But she could see it. 

“Is she a pack Alpha?” Abby asked. “Could she have been, I mean, if you all weren’t so misogynistic?”

“Not us, Alpha,” Benny said. “We like our female Alpha just fine.”

“It’s possible,” Jake said, ignoring Benny. “I told you the story of her marriage to the man I’m named for, Jake Lewis of the Yakamas. He became Alpha, only to be killed by his son in a challenge fight. I know Gabe said he didn’t mean to, but I’m not sure Margarite would believe it. Not that it matters. Gabe Lewis is dead too. The timing makes me suspicious of this invite.”

Gabe Lewis. Jake’s father. He’d banished Jake at 13, declared him beta, broke his pack bonds. He’d paid for his schooling, all the way through college. But they never spoke again. Last week, Gabe had told Benny it was to save Jake’s life, and maybe that was true. Abby thought it might be. But when you believed something one way for 50 years, learning it might not be the full story didn’t change all those years of feelings. 

And for the good of the shifter species, they’d needed a hero to make sense of what had happened at Lebenev’s pack house in Odessa. So Gabe Lewis became a hero in the teaching stories that Benny and Ayta had created. As Benny said, Gabe was dead and couldn’t protest.

Abby was grateful she wasn’t the star — oh, she was in the story as the slayer of the evil vaccine doctor, but the story celebrated Gabe Lewis who gave his life so that she might protect them all.

It said something about shifter society that they celebrated someone who sacrificed his life rather than the avenging hero, Abby thought with narrowed eyes. Exactly what it said, she wasn’t sure. But she filed that away to think about later. 

Damn, she had a lot of things on that think-about-later list.

“OK,” Abby said, returning to the subject at hand. “That brings us to you, Geoff. Are you one of her men? Is that why you’ve remained a beta, rather than become Hat Island pack? We would have welcomed you at any time.”

Geoff looked tense. “No, I’m not privileged to be one of Margarite’s men,” he said with a snort. “I’ve met her. But no.” He glanced at the letter that someone had passed him. He shook his head. “Can it wait? Can my story wait until we see what she wants? It’s not just my story, and I don’t want to talk out of turn if she’s not talking about that.”

Geoff grimaced. “That made no sense,” he muttered.

“It made some sense,” Abby said. “Does this story of yours jeopardize those of us who will be going with you? Or the Hat Island pack? Or the girls who need the serum?”

Geoff was shaking his head no, until the last question. He stopped to consider it. “Dear God,” he whispered. “He wouldn’t.”

“Geoff?” Jake said. “Tell us?”

He shook his head no. “Please? Let it be until Sunday when we get to Margarite’s?” he asked. He didn’t sound like he expected to be given that privacy, Abby thought and that disturbed her. 

“Yes,” she said. “But Geoff, if it changes, if for any reason you see a threat, you must tell me, or Jake, do you hear? Will you promise that?”

“On my honor,” Geoff whispered, and they could all hear the gratitude in his voice.

She nodded. “Jason? You’re going to be our guard leader?”

“No good job goes unpunished,” he joked, but his eyes were on Geoff, and he had a thoughtful expression on his face. 

“Ain’t that the truth?” Benny joked back. Easing them all past the tense moment. 

What had Benny said at Lebenev’s? That Joseph Manjares, who had been hiding most recently among the betas of Seattle and Hat Island, might not be the only time bomb among the betas waiting to go off. Pack bonds prevented that for the most part. It would be hard to hide something so monumental as Manjares’ previous role as the vaccine doctor if he’d been brought into the pack. But as a beta with an employment contract? He’d hidden among them. 

Even Okami, who had done most of the vetting of the betas, had missed it. But then, Joseph Manjares hadn’t been the vaccine doctor in 40 years. She thought about that for a moment. What had he been doing those 40 years? She saw Okami start and glance her way. Yes, she thought, perhaps someone should look into that.

When they had time. Abby actually thought Joseph Manjares had been part of the World Council staff that had relocated from Turkey to Seattle when Akihiro Tanaka became Chairman of the World Council. And then drifted up to the Hat Island pack? She wondered why he would do that?

She frowned. “Okami, do we know what Joseph Manjares had an employment bond with the pack to do? Security?”

It was Geoff who answered. “No, he wasn’t usually security. But he volunteered to go out with the security teams to Odessa,” he said. “He said he spoke Russian, and it was thought that might be useful. But he wasn’t security.”

“What did he do?” Abby asked. It troubled her now.

Jake pulled out his phone and called someone — Peter Dawson, probably. He put his phone away, and now he looked worried. “Construction,” he said. “He was put to work on the extension to Stefan’s labs to produce the serum.”

They all looked at each other. And then there was a flurry of action as Jason called Benjamin Brighton, the island’s chief of security, to update him. “We need to put a team on that building,” Jason said as he finished. “Go over every inch of it. Make sure he didn’t leave us any unpleasant surprises. Find someone who worked on that team. Did Joseph have access to the labs? Benjamin? Joseph Manjares was a doctor.”

He listened as Benjamin Brighton ranted. Abby couldn’t make out the words, but she got the tone just fine.

“Shut down production,” Abby ordered. She blew out air through pursed lips. “Someone needs to tell Stefan. He’ll need to test every bit of serum. If he’s got any doubts, toss it out....” She trailed off as she realized everyone was looking at her with appalled expressions. Appalled at the magnitude of the problem, but even more appalled at the notion they might have to be the one to talk to Stefan about it. She grimaced. “Fine. Give me a phone, I’ll tell him,” she said. 

Jake handed her his phone.

“Alpha? Before you do that?” Okami said suddenly. “Can you check your link with Yui? Our bond doesn’t feel right to me. Something isn’t right.”

Abby swallowed hard at that. She focused on the links in her head. Are you even real, she thought. Or are you just a visualization I make up? Was there a difference? She set aside those questions and doubts. Yui Yoshida was part of Abby’s inner circle, and part of the women’s set of links. Usually she kept those incoming links open — if any deserved to have access to their Alpha it was the women of Hat Island pack. Most of them were made-wolves, those who had been brought here as test subjects for the serum.

Abby isolated the link that belonged to Yui. Her filters had been raised pretty tight. Last night hadn’t been something she wanted to get out among the pack. Sometimes she thought her sex life was the pack’s version of reality TV. She didn’t ask. There were things it was best not to know.

She tugged gently on Yui’s link. The response was sluggish, just a gentle tug back. Abby frowned. She tugged again. A bit firmer. This time there was no response at all. 

“Get us in the air, Cujo,” she said out loud. She gestured toward the small airstrip and hangar. Amesworthy’s Folly, Yui had called it. It had been built by a man who resented being forced to use the small island ferry. But the truth was getting a small plane in the air during much of the year was tough. He’d finally admitted defeat and took the ferry like the rest of the islanders. 

Three years ago, the airstrip had been brought back into use when Jedediah Jones had built this place as his personal residence and needed a place to fly in and out of.

Lately it had started to get used by some guests of the hotel, she’d been told. Apparently the hotel was attracting a wealthy clientele — a wealthy shifter clientele, because King Davis wasn’t taking humans. If the island came under attack again, he said he wanted customers who might survive it. He hadn’t been joking.

This week, they’d brought in an airplane for the pack’s use. Dawson had sent a couple of pilots up to Bellingham to get it from where the Northwest Council had it stored. It was at Abby’s disposal now that she was Chairman of the Council. She hadn’t even had a chance to check it out yet. This was to be its inaugural voyage — a ceremonial visit to a couple of packs with a stop in Kettle Falls to handle the situation there. 

Blue McDougal, Alpha of the Kettle Falls pack, had killed a couple of his own girl shifters at Joseph Manjares’ orders. They’d been the only girls they’d failed to protect. And Abby as Chairman of the Council would dispense justice. 

Was there any way to sentence him to a failed shift?

“Find those pilots,” Abby told Cujo. Cujo could fly the plane, but he didn’t have a current license. Fortunately, there were people in the pack who did. One of the things Dawson was working on was a database of exactly who had what skills. And more important, current licenses.

Cujo nodded. He stepped aside to make some calls. Abby looked at Jason. “Get whatever we need. Change in plans, we’ll catch Mattawa on the way home. We need to go to Kettle Falls right away.”

Jason headed toward the hangar. 

“She’s alive,” Abby told Okami. “But something. I think she’s been drugged?”

He nodded. He’d guessed that too, Abby figured. “Not many drugs work on shifters,” he observed.

“Roofies will if you give them enough,” Abby said. Akihiro had done that to her not long ago. “And Cujo says some shifters like Jedediah Jones were working on ramping up drugs that would work on shifters.”

That wasn’t helping, she realized. “Okami? Get packed? Find Synde for me?” Abby asked. “I still need to talk to Stefan.” Just because another crisis had erupted, didn’t mean that one went away.

Synde — Syn — was one of the made-wolves from Abby’s cohort. She, like Yui, was a friend. Abby could have just tugged on her link, but she couldn’t do that and talk to Stefan, and well, Okami needed something to do right now. She could feel his terror for his mate, even though his exterior demeanor showed nothing. Okami nodded, and went out to the sand beyond the patio to call Syn.

Abby found a comfortable chair next to the firepit and called Stefan. He’d already heard from Brighton, it appeared.

“What the hell, Abby?” Stefan shouted at her. “It’s just now coming to light?”

“You didn’t think of it either, Stefan,” Abby shouted back. She dealt with academic prima donnas all the time, and well, the best defense is a good offense didn’t just apply to college football. “So yes. Joseph Manjares, the vaccine doctor, was on the construction crew for the lab expansion. So tell me he didn’t have access to the serum.” Please dear God, let that be true. She thought of the bright young girls who had shifted for the first time last Sunday.

“No, of course he didn’t,” Stefan said impatiently. “Why would we let construction workers into a science lab?” Arrogant, but Abby wasn’t going to quibble right now. 

“The serum and its components are kept under lock and key. Only Michel and I have keys. And we were extra careful during construction — we were worried about sawdust, not sabotage, but still. I’ll have Michel lead a crew to test all the serum and the ingredients while I’m gone.”

“Gone? Where are you going?” Did she know about this?

“To Oregon, remember? I’m going down to do the genetic testing the Oregon Alpha requested,” he said, still impatient. Really, that was his default tone of voice. “We’re driving down tomorrow.”

“Now? Who’s going with you?” Abby asked, calming down. OK, she had known about this — she just hadn’t realized he was going so soon.

“Brighton assigned me four guards,” he replied. “And I’m taking a medic who has been working here in the labs. Peter Dawson has someone going along to handle logistics.”

“Pack?” Abby said, scrambling to catch up on this. “Not betas on employment contracts?”

“The medic is pack,” Stefan said slowly. “I don’t know about the guards. Does it matter?”

“Yes,” Abby said. She was sure about this, although she didn’t know completely why. “Jake says Manjares couldn’t have hid who and what he was if he’d been pack. Easier for a beta to accept an employment bond and not reveal everything.” 

She was going to have to redo the questions for employment bonds. She grimaced.

“Good point,” Stefan said. “I’ll ask. If they’re not, Brighton can find others who are. It’s not like we lack for security experience here.”

“Truth,” Abby said with a sigh. Most of the betas had done a stint in the military or in some kind of security job. It was a natural for a shifter. They understood hierarchies, and they could fight. Dear Lord, they could fight.

“Before you leave — like do it tonight — you need to get with Michel and Brighton and figure out why Manjares would want to work construction on your lab,” Abby warned. “We’ve already thought of bombs, and Brighton will be combing the building inch by inch. But what else, Stefan? If he wanted to sabotage the serum and its distribution, what could he have done? You’ve got a creative mind. A brilliant one. Out think that bastard.” Abby wasn’t flattering the man. Stefan was brilliant. But oh so obtuse about people. His assistant, Michel, and Brighton were more people savvy. She couldn’t ask for a better team really.
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