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Wolf Hunt

Bon Voyage

War with humans may be on the horizon, but that doesn’t get Abby Stafford out of her duties as the new Chairman of the Pacific Northwest Council of Alphas. She still needs to call a Council meeting. She still needs to form a guard for herself of shifters from regional packs — even though she’s got plenty of security guards on Hat Island — ones she can actually trust. And she still needs to meet more pack Alphas and accept their pledge to Council and to her as its Chairman.

So even though times are tense in Seattle, she’s heading north to the Canadian and Alaskan packs on the Council ship. Her pack members are taking bets on how many regime changes this trip will cause. So far, she’s at seven out of nine visits. Abby just ignores them — they weren’t her fault. Really, they weren’t.

But here she is on a ship with enough important people to make a bullseye you could see from the moon. What were they thinking? The former council did it all the time, she’s reminded. Perhaps. But did they do it with infant twins, a mysterious guard no one can quite see, several people of mythic status, and a collection of scarily smart high school girls?

Book 14 in the Wolf Harbor series featuring Abby Stafford, Alpha of the Hat Island pack, and the people she loves most.
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Friday, June 30, Hat Island, Washington

Abby Stafford had a glass of red wine in her hand and was thoroughly enjoying herself just watching. Really, people watching was one of her favorite things. And among the people gathered in this room were some of her favorite people.

Tomorrow was the second Northwest Council of Alphas meeting since she’d inherited the chairmanship last fall. The first meeting had been just the six board members, and had been boring. Well, except for when Paul Lewis, the new Alpha of the White Swan pack, tried to kill her, and she’d killed him instead.

There had been so many deaths.

She had decided they’d open up this meeting to Alphas of all packs to attend and watch the Council deliberate. And she kicked off the meeting by having a Friday night gala — because that had gone so well at the World Council at Christmas, she jeered to herself. Invading troops, open warfare.... Hopefully, this one would be less eventful.

Hopefully.

King Davis, who ran the Beach House, had done his usual impressive job in setting up the room for the event. The dining room opened out to the patio and down onto the beach of Puget Sound. There were strings of fairy lights outside, and people would be able to move from the food buffet to the beach and back again. It was gorgeous. Even the weather cooperated. Really, this was the best time of year for outdoor events in the Puget Sound.

The center of the rooms was filled with round tables covered with white tablecloths, and more lights in the centerpiece. It was magical.

Dotted around the room were clusters of people enjoying themselves. She mentally catalogued who was with who — a habit from her anthropology days. You could learn a lot about a society by watching the connections.

So her pack Second, Jake Lewis, was with his mother, Karen Lewis, and the new Alpha of the White Swan pack, Harold James. The White Swan pack was a mix of Yakama, Filipino and Black — representing the complex history of the southern Washington region. Karen Lewis was actually out of the Craven pack in Rosyln — a Black pack. Pete Craven was talking with them; Pete was her much younger brother, and once in line to inherit the pack.

The Craven pack was interesting — Black miners had been imported from the East Coast to break a miners’ strike in the Cascades. A shifter pack had come along with them. They’d stayed. Pete’s and Karen’s father had been called the Mayor of Roslyn because he was popular enough to get elected by humans, decades ago now, Abby thought, frowning slightly. Pete’s cousin had overthrown the man, and banished Pete a decade or so ago, so at least that long.

Standing with Pete was Maria Manjares, a once-human shifter, who had come here as a serum test subject in the same cohort as Abby. She and Pete were mates.

See? In one small cluster of people, she could tease out enough about shifters and how they organized themselves to write a treatise on the subject — if shifters allowed their people to write histories or stories. They were an oral-based culture, something Abby struggled with. Her training said if it wasn’t in her notes, it wasn’t real.

And Lord knew, shifters were real enough.

Thirteen months ago, she hadn’t known shifters were real. Thirteen months ago, she hadn’t known any of these people. She’d come here to Hat Island to participate in a research program at Wolf Harbor Fitness Resort that was supposed to make you feel younger, lose weight and regain your energy. It had done that all right, and more. She rolled her eyes. They’d neglected to mention the wolf that came with all of that. The joke was on them, really. She woke up one night, shifted, and howled at the moon. The shifters of Hat Island howled back, and a pack was formed with her as Alpha — a woman who couldn’t run the length of the island on two feet or four. The first female Alpha in hundreds of years.

She shook her head slightly at the memory. Well, they’d defended the island, defended the pack, and defended the serum — and the serum worked! Shifter girls no longer died at first shift. It would be worth it just for that, she reminded herself fiercely. And really, there had been many joys to go along with the pains.

And love, she thought, softening, as her eyes sought out Jake again.

“You got a good turnout,” Akihiro Tanaka observed. She turned to smile at him — the Alpha of Tanaka pack, the Chairman of the World Council, and her mate. He was wearing a black suit, white shirt, and a black tie with a thin gray and blue diagonal stripe. He looked every inch the wealthy CEO that he was. Standing next to him was his pack Second, Haru Ito, known as a cutthroat corporate attorney given to expensive suits. This one was black too, but his tie was gray with a small diamond pattern in black. She glanced around the room — every man here was wearing some version of the same suit.

Men had it easy.

Abby was always uncertain about what to wear — left to her devices, she’d wear sweats from Costco. Well not to teach in, obviously. She did know that world. But this one? Just how did a female Alpha dress?

Fortunately there were women who took care of her — she was wearing a short black dress with a halter top of spaghetti straps, that plunged deep in back. She had on thigh-high cling black hose, something she was always skeptical of, because they often didn’t cling as promised, but Yui said these would. So far, so good. Abby had faith in Yui Yoshida. Her black sandals had just a small heel. At 5-foot-10 Abby didn’t wear heels very often, and had never mastered the art of walking in them. And wearing a dress that plunged like this showing she wasn’t wearing a bra? She would never have dreamed of dressing like this.

She stood a little straighter, because being braless in a dress like this could result in some unexpected exposure, if her posture wasn’t impeccable.

All the women were gorgeous, she thought with pleasure. There were a few other black dresses and a lot of jewel-toned ones. And of course, Synde Bell was wearing bright red now that she had white-blonde hair instead of the flaming red she used to have. Synde wasn’t an Alpha, but she was the director of the Urban Council down in San Mateo, and Abby had wanted her here. Besides, no one minded having Synde as part of the party — any party.

“It is a good turnout,” Abby agreed. “The six board members are here, of course.” Right? She looked around the room to make sure. Where was Robert Goode? She frowned.

Benny? Have we heard from Goode?

He called. Ran into some traffic in Issaquah and missed the ferry. We sent the cruiser over to get him.

Abby thanked him. Benny Garrison had been organizing all of this until Okami Yoshida made it back into town with the Council ship. She still shook her head at that — why did the Council need a ship? She’d heard all the answers, but still.... And God help them all, she was getting on that ship Monday and heading north to meet more Alphas. She pulled her mind back to the conversation with Akihiro.

“But we’ve got a dozen other Alphas here with their spouses and pack Seconds in most cases,” she continued. “And of course, a lot of the Hat Island pack are here. Security is tight.”

Akihiro started to say something, but King stuck his head out of the service door and gave her the high sign. She nodded and stepped forward to greet everyone.

“We’re glad you’re here,” she said, projecting warmth. This was no different than any Anthropology Association conference, she thought, giving herself courage for this. Of course, anthropologists would only cut you up with verbal knives, not with real claws and teeth. Focus!

“The council agenda begins in the morning, and all of the sessions are open — probably boring, but open,” she continued. There was some polite laughter at that. “Tonight is purely social. King Davis and his staff have provided a wonderful buffet of salmon caught by Hat Island fishermen, beef from the Penticton’s cattle ranch, and chicken....”

She paused, frowning. “Probably from Costco,” she conceded. More laughter. “The salads are grown in our own greenhouse — cherry tomatoes curtesy of Cujo Brown, who insists that was his retirement plan.”

The laughter at that was more genuine. Cujo Brown was the security chief for the World Council. He had a formidable reputation as a mercenary, and a lesser-known resume as a CIA agent. He might want to grow tomatoes, but his skill set was needed elsewhere.

“Wines come from Penticton Wolf’s Head winery, and, of course, there will be dessert,” she continued. She thought of this as a Chamber of Commerce speech. It promoted the idea that packs could be commercial successes — not something a lot of the remote packs had even considered. She’d heard Akihiro do it at the World Council, and took mental notes to do it, too.

“We have a special guest with us tonight, Akihiro Tanaka, Chairman of the World Council,” Abby said. “Of course, he’s also an Alpha in this region, so he’s playing two roles here.”

Akihiro nodded politely to the scattering of applause.

“Finally. Security for this weekend is tight,” Abby said. “If you are not staying in this hotel, please ask Okami Yoshida for an escort to wherever you need to go. No unescorted wandering is allowed.” There was a murmur of displeasure at that. “We have a lot of security, and I would hate to see someone get shot by accident,” Abby continued. “I’m afraid after the World Council attacks, Hat Island security has a ‘shoot first, ask questions later’ attitude. Of course you’ll heal, but why risk it? There will be guards outside all housing for your convenience and safety. In the morning, they can escort you back here. We do have some fun scheduled for early morning — you’ll be able to run as wolves on the beach! We’ll start the run at 6 a.m. Breakfast buffet will begin at 8 a.m. and our agenda begins at 9 a.m. If you haven’t run as wolves in the surf, this is an experience not to be missed!” She smiled at everyone generally, not allowing anyone to catch her eye.

“Are you saying we will be shot if we go out for a short walk on the beach tonight?” a man said, incredulously.

“Not if you have a guard with you — Hat Island’s beaches are wonderful at night,” Abby said, trying to pinpoint who the questioner was.

Trey Latham, the South Idaho Alpha, Jake said through their bond.

Well that figured. Trey Latham was Mormon. He was openly hostile to the idea of a female Chairman, caused in part by religion, part shifter, and part age — he’d actually ridden out here with Brigham Young. When Young got older — and Latham didn’t — he’d moved his extended family up to Southern Idaho. It was quite a large pack, actually. One of the things Abby needed to do this weekend was collect Latham’s pledge to the Council and set up a medic’s trip to bring the serum to his girls. It would save her a trip to Southern Idaho.

“Think of it as any guard you might have,” Abby continued. “I don’t go anywhere without my Second and at least one guard. Usually more. Even here on the island. It’s for your protection.”

And yes, she had approved the ‘shoot first then ask questions’ order that went out to all the security stationed around the island, especially those around the boarding school and the family village. There had been kidnapping attempts at both locations. She would not tolerate them being at risk.

She didn’t trust anyone, not any more. She especially didn’t trust these power-hungry men who were eying her like the jackals they were. Any weakness, and they’d bring her down.

Never let them see you flinch, she chanted to herself. Not a shifter saying — no, it came from her years in academia. Not all wolves were, well, wolves.

“Akihiro, will you start the line through the buffet?” Abby said, gesturing for him to proceed her. He nodded and went through the buffet, filling his plate with mostly meat, but he dutifully took some of the green beans too. Abby went behind him, and Haru followed them both.

She glanced behind the three of them. Cujo and his mate Olivia Trainer, the director of the World Council, were next in line. Following him was Cujo’s father, Alpha John Brown, the new Alpha of the Hayden Lake pack. They looked a lot alike — brothers perhaps, ages 32 and 38? Instead, Cujo was in his 60s, and his father had fought for the South in the Civil War, and rode out with the old Alpha to start anew in northern Idaho. She was surprised Brown outranked all the others. His wife Cherise probably outranked some herself. She was a force to be reckoned with. Abby liked her a lot.

Shifters went through food lines in order of dominance and position. She’d learned that with her own pack who would wait patiently for her to remember and go through first. For them it was instinct; for her it was a recently acquired behavior. 

Maybe John Brown should be on the Council, even though he had only been Alpha for six-seven months. She chewed on her lip as she thought about the Council. There was still one vacancy.... 

She really wanted to take a seat and watch how people organized themselves. It would tell her a lot about the relative dominance of all these people. And supposedly the most dominant in the region were on the Council, and the Chairman — her — was the most dominant of all. She rolled her eyes at that thought. Well, she was, she guessed. It just seemed ludicrous.

The table she led Akihiro to was by the fireplace inside the dining room — the head table, if there was such a thing tonight. Of course, by definition, any table Akihiro sat at was the head table. Cujo and Olivia joined them. Abby relaxed. She could count on Olivia to keep conversation going while she enjoyed herself — observing.

There was somewhat of a scuffle at the buffet line. Abby craned her head around to see what was going on. She frowned. Benny Garrison was escorting Alpha Ayta and Alpha Margarite Lewis to the line, when someone — another man she didn’t know tried to cut in front. “Back off,” Benny growled. “Have you no manners?”

The man, who had to be the Castle Alpha, taunted, “You going to make me?”

Benny’s smile was dangerous. “With pleasure.”

The man backed away slowly, and the line moved forward. Name? Abby asked Jake. That’s the Castle Alpha, right?

Matthew Nelson, Jake replied.

Nelson was the other Alpha here she needed to collect the pledge from. Joy. Two assholes who probably didn’t think she deserved to Chairman — or thought she was Akihiro’s puppet. Tomorrow’s problem. Unless, of course, he pissed off Benny, and Benny put him in the emergency room.

No, she’d still have to get his pledge. It was either that or make a trip out to Glacier National Park. She’d been to the castle once. She’d just as soon never go back. The pack, which probably had some other name that no one used, had once had an Alpha who built a medieval castle in the middle of nowhere, and insisted people would come. And shifters did. They used it as a neutral zone for mediation and negotiations. As soon as the money started coming in, the pack Second killed the Alpha — a poor pack with a crazy Alpha was one thing, but no one wanted a rich pack with one. And that’s who she’d be taking the oath from.

The castle pack wasn’t as neutral as they proclaimed, unfortunately. Abby had a grudge, but she didn’t think she’d do anything about it. Maybe she wouldn’t.

Abby tried to eat slowly, because she didn’t want to wait in line to get dessert. But it was hard. Shifters really didn’t do small talk at the table, although Olivia was giving it a try. Olivia regularly ate with Akihiro and Haru, now that she and Cujo lived in Tanaka Towers in downtown Seattle. Lived there. Worked there. Abby shuddered. When she was still teaching last fall, she’d lived there three days a week. It gave her claustrophobia. But she’d been on sabbatical since January, and what with birthing the twins, she hadn’t gone back to the Towers except for a chamber concert last month. Akihiro came out here most weekends instead. Healthier for him — he needed a break too.

A waiter came out and took their plates, and then returned with a tray of desserts for them. Smart. This table especially would foul up the line. Did you make the most powerful shifter in the world wait his turn? Probably not, if you were a shifter.

Besides, it was cheesecake with fresh strawberries.

The meal didn’t take long, and Abby called for King and his cooks to come out for a bow. “These are the people who will be keeping you fed all weekend,” she said smiling. “And if you want to schedule a visit some other time, that’s what the hotel is here for! Now if you’d move out the patio and enjoy the beach, the staff will remove the tables. There’s music and dancing yet to come.”

Everyone obligingly went out to the patio and beach. King had a dozen staff ready to put up the tables. She did love competent people.

“Walk with me?” Akihiro asked. Abby obligingly fell into step with him as he headed north on the beach. Haru and Jake fell in step behind them. There was a pretense of privacy, but Abby knew they’d hear every word. So it shouldn’t have been a surprise when Akihiro used their mate bond to talk rather than out loud, but it kind of was. There was little that Akihiro wouldn’t say in front of Haru — and he usually gave Jake the same courtesy. Abby tensed, but it only showed in a straighter spine. She hoped.

When we return you need to flaunt your physical dominance, Abby, Akihiro said. Use your sexual dominance. Make the male Alphas bow their heads to you.

What? Abby didn’t know what he was talking about. She wasn’t a sexual dominant — did he mean like in his BDSM world?

No, not like that, Akihiro said, and he sounded amused. I think you called it sexual charisma when I did it at the World Council meeting. That is a powerful tool at your disposal, Abby. And you must use it! You can’t be the neutral observer that you’d prefer.

Abby frowned and considered the World Council. Akihiro had used his sexual charisma to wow the Alphas of the Council, she conceded. He’d used her as a ballast to do it, and to keep control of his berserker wolf. It had resulted in her being aroused to the point of pain as he threw sexual arousal at her. And it had worked. He’d been the most powerful man she’d ever seen when he walked into the dining room that night.

But women were different. She’d been chair of the anthropology department at Seattle University for a long time now. She’d had to navigate the infighting and power struggles of academics for 30 years. With men, she’d found she needed to stifle all evidence of sexuality or they could turn nasty. The rules were different for women. Flouting her sexuality would get her talked about in academic circles, and they’d gang up to take her down. Just like the jackals, she’d thought of earlier.

They can be impressed with my dominance and intellect, can’t they? Abby asked, knowing that he’d probably followed her thoughts. Bringing sex into it rarely works for a woman in power, Akihiro.
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