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Women of Power

There exists a set of myths and prophesies known as the Wolf’s Codex — the Okami Kōdekkusu — probably the only written history of the shifter species. It comes from the before times, it’s said. Lost for a millennia, maybe more, most people dismiss it as a myth itself.

But some things are known. In an oral culture like the shifters, stories have been passed down from storyteller to storyteller. The Codex is supposed to have predicted a third way to come for shifters.

First way — Shifter warlords led troops of shifters into battle for land and resources. Women of power were forced to serve, channeling their power at the warlord’s command.

Second way —In current times, power resides with the Alpha, and a Council of Alphas mediates disputes without warfare, making the top Alphas very powerful indeed with no one to check their abuses.

And the third way. No one knows what is meant by that — neither those who fear it and are willing to destroy the Hat Island pack to stop it, nor those who want to see it come. But they all seem to think Abby Stafford might be the one to lead them there.

The Okami Kōdekkusu may have some answers. And now, one man might know where it is.

The race is on.
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Chapter 1
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Tuesday, Jan. 28, 6 weeks after the World Council meeting, Hat Island, Washington

Abby Stafford felt someone crying. She eased herself out of bed, padded out to the living room and looked out the front door to the koi pond and the garden beyond. She wasn’t sure what time it was. It was dark outside, but at this time of the year that was true of a lot of hours. A clear night, though. She could see the stars. 

She looked inward, seeking the member of her pack who needed her. Someone. Are you OK?

The crying stopped. Alpha? a voice said timidly. I didn’t mean to wake you.

Abby didn’t recognize the voice. Probably not inner circle then, she thought. It’s all right, Abby reassured the voice. She wasn’t even sure if it was male or female. We’re pack. This is what it means to be pack. We’re never alone.

Never mind that Abby thought that was both a curse and a blessing. She carefully kept the thought to herself. At least, she hoped she did. These days, very little stayed hidden within her mind.

Pack, the other voice sighed. It is nice to know you’re not alone.

Yes, Abby agreed. Are you OK now?

Better, the voice agreed. Sometimes things just get overwhelming, you know?

I do, Abby said. But if knowing you’re not alone isn’t enough, will you promise to seek out someone to talk to in the morning? Pete Craven and Maria Manjares are good people to go to. Or Mei Tanaka and Maggie Beaumont at the Harbor’s Nest apartments are good to talk to, too. And you can always find Yui Yoshida at the clinic in the lodge. They can all help.

Thank you, Alpha, I will, the voice said.

And if there’s no one else, you know where to find me, Abby added.

Alpha, the voice said, both submission and a claiming, Abby thought. I’m sorry I woke you.

It’s OK, Abby assured the voice again. And the voice was gone. Abby opened her eyes, and focused on the garden again. She could feel Jake standing close behind her, his arms were wrapped around her. She rested her hands on his.

“Are you back with me?” he asked gently.

She nodded. Jake had pulled on some sweatpants, she noticed. She was wearing one of his Ts as she usually did to sleep in.

“Yes,” Jake said. “Shifters may not be all that shy about nudity, but chasing after you across the island as naked as the day I was born might get talked about.”

Abby laughed a bit. It would be funnier if it hadn’t happened. She’d woken up, much like tonight, and felt someone in distress. She’d gone running out the door to find them. Back then she hadn’t always been able to tell when someone was screaming in the real world, or crying out in the pack bonds. And Jake had run out after her.

Back then. As if it had been a long time ago. The last time she’d gotten confused had been just 10 days ago. 

“Tonight, you could tell, though,” Jake said, following her thoughts.

Abby nodded. “I stop here at the door and look at the pond and garden,” she said. “And I check first.” She grinned up at him over her shoulder. “Not that anyone complained about seeing you streak across the lawn in front of the lodge. Probably enjoyed the show.”

Jake snorted. “A late-night audience is one thing. But I’d hate to put on a show for a bunch of teen girls.”

Abby laughed. She looked at him, and then laughed some more. “I’ll try to pause long enough for you to get pants on,” she teased.

“I appreciate it, Alpha.”

She sighed and rested against him, blanking her mind. She tried anyway. Wouldn’t do to wake the entire pack with her midnight thoughts.

“I’ll tell you what you just told that voice,” Jake said. “We’re pack. We’ll share your thoughts, too, Alpha. Just as you care for us, we care for you.”

Abby’s eyes burned with unshed tears. “I know,” she said. “I just wish I could barricade my thoughts again.”

Jake rocked her gently in his arms. Abby swallowed hard. She spent a lot of time in meditation these days, learning to have a quiet mind. She’d never liked meditation as a practice. She didn’t like it now.

That night at the World Council meeting, when Hat Island had been attacked, Abby had dropped her barricades. She opened all the sluice gates that controlled information flow from her to others, and opened the barriers that gave her some sense of privacy. She dropped them all, so those who were fighting for the pack and its territory could feel her and her command. And they had fought. She was so proud of her pack.

Then the Wolf Emperor had grabbed her. She actually didn’t think he intended to kill her — just gut her badly enough so she’d need to focus on healing herself, and not supporting Akihiro in a dominance fight with the Wolf Emperor. She didn’t think she mattered to Wolf Emperor at all. No, he wanted to test Akihiro Tanaka. He challenged Tanaka to fight him, and to pull power and dominance from her, even though it might cost her life. Was Tanaka ruthless enough?

But Abby wasn’t going to let the Wolf Emperor get his knife near her belly — she was pregnant! She didn’t think the Wolf Emperor knew that, but she also didn’t think he would have cared. His focus was on ending the World Council in favor of the first way, where shifter strongmen ruled and battled it out for power and dominance.

Was Tanaka ruthless enough? They’d never know — Wen Huang had stepped in and challenged her Grandfather instead. And she’d won.

Abby had bent over to protect her womb, and raked the bastard’s thighs with her shifted claws. Rather than gutting her, the Wolf Emperor’s knife got her carotid artery instead. Jake had saved her. Jake and Mei and Akihiro — and all of the pack, really. They saved her life.

Jake had called her back from the sea where she floated and felt connected to everyone, and lost her own sense of self and edges. Physically she healed — Mei Tanaka saw to that, somehow, using the energy the pack had shoved her way, and pulling from Alpha Tanaka, her great-uncle, as well. No one understood it, least of all Mei. And no one wanted to talk about it either. It was as if they’d all had enough of the woo-woo stuff and needed a breather.

Or maybe that was just how she felt about it.

But she wasn’t healed mentally. She still didn’t have ‘edges.’ Her map was still submerged in the sea, and she was getting messages from everyone — and everyone got messages from her. They knew how she felt, what she thought. They knew if she was making love, or fighting about what to have for dinner. She had no privacy in her own mind.

It freaked her out. Give it time, everyone advised. Let your brain heal itself. Then you can rebuild all of those metaphors and visualizations Benny Garrison helped you with to control the gifts your brain has given you. Rare gifts, Abby knew now. Those warlords of old the Wolf Emperor had admired so much had mental maps like she did — a map that showed every shifter in her vicinity: pack, employment bond, stranger. Benny speculated Abby had somehow turned the map into telephone wires. If you could see the links, why couldn’t you use them to communicate?

Benny’s visualizations had worked. Until December, Abby had felt like she was in control of her own mind — mostly — and that she determined what information flowed to her and from her.

And she needed the barricades back, because right now she was awash in emotion and information.

Except Benny wasn’t here. He was in China with Wen Huang helping her with the transition of the Emperor’s Court to a new leader. After having been led by the same man for more than a thousand years, Wen needed all the help she could get. And Benny was happy — she didn’t begrudge him that. She’d been the one to tell him to go, after all. She smiled at the happy-busy-learning buzz she often got from their link.

I’m only a thought away, Benny reassured her.

Sorry to wake you, Abby apologized.

Different time zone, remember?

Abby knew that. It was tomorrow where he was. That had always perplexed her. She understood it theoretically. She’d crossed the international date line several times. And wherever you were, you glanced at your watch and went about your life. But? It bugged her. Take an important date in history like 9/11. It hadn’t happened on 9/11 in China, right? It had been 9/12. So did they hold a memorial for the dead on 9/11 — when it hadn’t happened? Or did they call it 9/12? Some day she was going to have to look that up and figure it out, because it bugged her.

Add it to the list, she thought amused. The lurkers in her brain perked up. Not yet, she told them, but I’m getting there.

More than anything else, her lack of curiosity, the absence of questions and lists for research, was worrisome — not just to her, but for all of those who were used to hearing Abby’s musings as a background to their own thoughts. The inner circle was particularly troubled by the silence, for all they had teased her mercilessly about the tangents her brain regularly detoured to. Abby would be worried about it too, except she was too busy trying not to think at all. There were secrets in her brain, things that shouldn’t be shared with others, and she didn’t want them to leak out. They mustn’t!

She wasn’t sure if even she could keep it all straight anymore.

And the sea called her. One of her favorite poems as a teenager had started out, “I must go down to the sea again, the wild and lonely sea....” But the lure of this mental sea scared her.

No edges. She had no edges that defined her as separate from all of them.

The only solid thing she could count on was Jake. He was a stable island in her mind’s eye, a place she could rest and know herself. She anchored herself firmly to his solid presence. It probably wasn’t fair to him, she thought guiltily, but she had no other anchor in the sea of all the others in her brain.

“It is a privilege that you think I can anchor you,” Jake said quietly. He often answered her mental thoughts out loud — pulling her back into the real world. And it helped, she admitted. There was so much information and emotion flowing in her brain, she couldn’t sort out reality. Spoken words? She clung to them gratefully.

You need to re-establish those edges first, Abby, Benny advised. Who are you? Who is Abby Stafford when she isn’t being Alpha of the Hat Island pack?

Abby considered the question. I am Dr. Abby Stafford, professor of anthropology and chair of the Anthropology Department at Seattle University, she answered. It was almost automatic, a part of how she introduced herself. Except right now she was on sabbatical and so she wasn’t teaching or running the department. It might be better if she was, but she thought even her clueless colleagues would be perplexed about how she could be pregnant at 53 after a hysterectomy, no less.

Turned out that her new shifter genes thought a hysterectomy was a healable injury. She snorted. Imagine explaining that to her colleagues.... So she’d taken a sabbatical to work on the new Center for Storytelling in Oral Cultures. And I’m a scholar, Abby added to her answer to Benny, because it felt like he was waiting for more than her professional title. I study emerging cultures when they engage with a more technologically advanced culture. Cultures like the hill tribes in northern Thailand, the craft villages of the Michoacán region in Mexico, or the indigenous groups of Alaska.

She’d looked forward to exploring storytelling with the Center, but Ayta was now in Odessa, struggling to help that pack right itself, and Benny was in China. It was a Center in name only.

When Wen and I were at your house, she understood the organization of your books — which is more than I ever had figured out, Benny said, and he sounded a bit grumpy about that. She laughed. She said you collected your research materials around your desk and computer, and then when you were done with that project, you cleared off space somewhere else for those books, and started collecting new materials.

True, Abby said after thinking about it for a moment.

She wanted to know what materials were on your desk at the Retreat House? What were you planning to study next? And I did not know. I’m sorry about that, Abby. I should have asked you. I, more than anyone, should have shown an interest in what you were interested when you weren’t having to solve all the pack crises. So I will ask you now? What are you collecting to study next?

Abby hesitated. When she came to Hat Island last summer she’d been planning to research all of the small, ethnic communities in Washington state. It had fascinated her really. So she’d brought her I-Pad full of material for a lit review. 

Turned out a lot of those isolated communities were shifter communities — or had a shifter community embedded within it. She didn’t see how she could continue with that study without violating shifters’ first rule — do nothing that would reveal shifters to humans. It carried a death penalty. So she had set that project aside. And Wen Huang was right. She’d moved those books away from her desk so that she could make way for her next project.

It had been months since she’d ventured into her study here at the Retreat House. Months since looked at the materials she’d collected on linguistics — including some of Wen Huang’s own works, she now realized. She regretted that they had not had time to talk about their research interests.

She does too, Benny said, evidence that he was following her thoughts with ease, in spite of the physical distance. It worried her that destroying all of her barricades had increased the strength of her gifts.

Benny’s response to that worry was a mental shrug. She guessed it was as good a response as any.

What is the topic that has interested you? Benny pursued. He’d gotten good at keeping her on topic, because if someone didn’t, she’d detour all over the known world.

I was intrigued by the terms dònglì diànchí and istochnik sily, Abby told him. Chen translated dònglì diànchí as power battery, remember? And Taisiya said the word was istochnik sily in Russian. The Tulalip tribe call it lushootseed — magic in the blood — and apparently originally it meant the power to command the earth and had connotations of disaster.

Yes? Benny sent, when she paused to reflect on that.

So I don’t think power battery is an accurate translation of either phrase. I wanted to look more into the root meanings of the phrases. She took a deep breath, and then added, almost reluctantly, because who knew who was lurking in her brain, I wanted to know if they were engendered terms.

Benny was silent for a moment. You wanted to know if they referred to people, not descriptions, and if they were always women.

Yes. And it was important to know, Abby thought a bit defensively. Chen had wanted the twins who were in her care because he thought they were dònglì diànchí and that he could use them to become powerful enough to take the World Council away from Tanaka.

The twins had also been targets during the attack on Hat Island during the World Council meeting.

And it’s what the Wolf Emperor thought you did for Tanaka, Benny said thoughtfully. 

But I didn’t, Abby protested. Not if I understand the term correctly. I pulled from the pack, Benny, and then used it to boost Tanaka’s power in his challenge fight with Wu. But I didn’t manufacture it from the earth.

Still impressive, and nothing I’d seen done before, Benny said. But if you think it’s important, maybe you should use this sabbatical time to study those words as you’d like — consider it your contribution to the Center, if you will. A case study in how words matter when they’re handed down from generation to generation.

Abby laughed at that. The Center had always been a facade really. It had started so that Michil Bogun could leave his position at a university in Russia to accompany Ayta and the twins to Hat Island. And then again for Abby’s sabbatical.

It shouldn’t be a facade, Benny disagreed. How shifters save their culture and pass it on through stories might be the most important work we do on Hat Island, Alpha.

He could be right, Abby conceded. Something to consider. How meaning attached itself to words and then changed through the passage of time was important — more Wen Huang’s field than her own, however. Her field was the culture itself and how it evolved; but language was most certainly a part of that.

I’m fading, Abby. But let me put on my psychologist hat for a moment? A person shouldn’t be defined by just their job. I get that your job, pre-shifter as well as post-shifter, is integral to your identity. But it shouldn’t be everything. There’s an old psychological exercise I would like you to consider. Complete the sentence, I am....

Abby blinked. I am a woman?

Good, Benny said. Now complete it 20 more times.

What?

Complete the sentence I am... 20 times, he repeated. I am an anthropology professor. I am the owner of two spoiled Husky dogs....

Abby laughed at that one.

Come up with 20 of them, Abby. And then we’ll talk.

Yes, Dr. Garrison, she teased. And then she sensed he was gone.

“Earth to Abby,” Jake’s low voice rumbled in her ear.

Abby opened her eyes and smiled at him over her shoulder. “Benny thinks I lack a knowledge of who I am,” she said. “That perhaps I can’t find the edges in my brain because I never knew them in the first place.”

“And?”

“I’m supposed to complete the sentence, ‘I am....’ 20 times,” she said with a laugh, but she was actually intimidated by the exercise. Could she do it? Maybe she wasn’t much more than her job — first as an anthropologist, now as pack Alpha.

“You are much more than your job,” Jake said. “And I know a very good way to prove it to you if you want to come back to bed.”

Abby’s smile softened. “You do, do you? I could get interested in that.”

Jake kissed her, lingering over the corner of her mouth, teasing her lips to part for him, exploring her mouth.

“Very interested,” Abby murmured, pulling back just a bit. She turned and urged him toward the bedroom. “I am Jake’s lover.”

“See? Another identity established,” Jake said as she tugged him down onto the bed.

She rolled on top of him and kissed him as he had kissed her. She felt the lurkers sigh with pleasure. All was as it should be — their Alpha and her Second were making love.

I told you, shifters don’t require privacy like humans do, Jake said in her brain. We’re all voyeurs, every one of us.

Which requires us to be exhibitionists, Abby said, a bit breathlessly, because Jake was doing interesting things to her body.

Exactly, Jake said. Another identity. I am a hedonist, both a voyeur and an exhibitionist.

Jake? Abby said. Shut up and make love to me.

Yes, Alpha, Jake said. God, yes.
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Chapter 2
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Wednesday, Jan. 29, Hat Island, Washington

“Do you really think shifters are hedonists?” Abby asked as she savored her first cup of coffee the next morning. Jake was cooking — not because she was the dominant, but because her notion of breakfast was a bowl of cereal. Really, she couldn’t cook worth a damn. It hadn’t mattered before. Oatmeal, blueberries, and coconut milk for breakfast. Lunch out with friends. A salad or a tuna fish sandwich for supper. Her main meals were those lunches — and Seattle had plenty of wonderful places to eat at — so why cook?

But Jake cooked a shifter’s breakfast: eggs, bacon, ham, hashbrowns — yes, bacon and ham, not or — and fruit because Okami Yoshida insisted shifters needed fruits and vegetables. This morning, the eggs were scrambled, and the fruit was honeydew melon.

Besides, who could resist drinking coffee and watching a Marine-buff man cook?

Jake glanced at her. “I’m not sure what the word ‘hedonist’ really means. But we live in the now, and the pleasure of our senses is everything. We are very physical beings.”

Abby nodded thoughtfully. Bunny trails, she used to call these tangent questions. Her wolf laughed at her.

Rabbit trails, Jake said in response. She could sense his amusement. Rabbit trails, Alpha, please.

That put Abby in the right frame of mind for her study — the shifter phrase of rabbit trails had been one of her first linguistic curiosities post-shifter. She squared her shoulders and walked inside the study after breakfast. What was causing her reluctance? Her study — this one or others like it over the years — had always been a place of refuge. She sat down at the desk. The pack had put a lot of thought into building and furnishing this house for her. She ran her hand over the edge of her desk. It was plain and simple, much like her old house on Capitol Hill. And then, giving into impulse, she pulled out paper and pen and began a list.

Shifters weren’t just an oral-based culture, they were militant about it. No journals, no notebooks, nothing where the word shifter or wolf or anything else might give humans an inkling that shifters existed. Shifter children attended human schools, and they learned to read and write there. But that was for human knowledge. Shifter knowledge was not to be written down.

Abby had tried to retrain her brain to fit an oral culture. She stopped making her written lists and made mental ones instead. But the truth was, she literally wasn’t wired that way — most humans weren’t, not anymore. More than that, she was a trained observer, used to taking copious notes that could be used later for reflection and study. Her field notebooks were important to all of her research. It validated her research with her peers. Her whole reputation was based on those fieldnotes.

To hell with it, she thought rebelliously. If someone made it all the way into her study and found her lists, the pack was already done for. The Wolf Emperor had, she reminded herself. Come to think of it, Tom Garrison had before him. She grimaced.

Tough. Today she was making a list of words she wanted to explore. A written, concrete list starting with dònglì diànchí, istochnik sily, lushootseed. She added Okami Kōdekkusu — the Wolf’s Codex. Okami — Okami Yoshida’s name could be translated as Luck of the Wolf, Tom Garrison had told her. That seemed too pat to be accidental. Ayta’s surname Vuk also meant wolf. She’d come across that more than once —shifter names derived from wolf in some language or another. For such a secretive species, it was odd. Had Okami chosen the name at some point? She added his name to her list.

She looked at the list, and that reminded her of a question she’d been meaning to ask Akihiro about the shifter packs in Japan. She tapped her pen on the desk thoughtfully. And really, she should have been asking questions about what happened when Council Alphas returned to their regions — one of them on a stretcher.

I am a woman who asks questions, Abby thought, and added it to her list, the mental one, for Benny. And I have not been asking questions like I should be.

She glanced at the clock. “Any reason we can’t head into Seattle for the day?” she called out to Jake.

“Nope,” he said. “Your calendar is free. Do you want to go into Tanaka Towers, then?”

“Yes,” she answered, and maybe she’d make it into town in time to have lunch with Olivia Trainer, now the manager of the World Council. She sent her an email, and got back a thumbs up. And she tapped on her mate bond. May I join you for dinner this evening?

Of course, Akihiro replied. This is your home, Abby. You are always welcome here.

Nice of him to say so, and she did have a room of her own there, but still. It seems only polite to ask.

Politeness is rarely a bad thing, Akihiro agreed. I will see you for dinner, then.

Which seemed like a particularly Japanese thing to say, she thought with amusement. Or maybe an Asian thing? Most Americans, especially Anglo Americans, were more likely to say politeness was over-rated.

Abby put her list in her desk drawer and locked it. Then she went to get dressed for Seattle — well, for Akihiro’s Seattle. She could wear what she had on — gray sweats — and no one in Seattle would blink. But Tanaka Corporation was a different world, where everyone wore business attire. She always dressed more like that when she was at Akihiro’s. When she’d been teaching, she often came home and dressed up for dinner — which said a lot about her teaching clothes.

Of course, her teaching clothes had deliberately been a bit dowdy and loose to camouflage all the changes the shifter genes had made to her body. She could just see Mei Tanaka’s eyeroll at that. Mei said Abby had dressed like a professor before she became a shifter, which meant that her clothes had always been a bit dowdy and loose.

Abby snickered to herself as she dressed in a pair of navy slacks and a blue sweater set trimmed with a navy band at the hem and wrists. Mei did most of her clothing shopping now; Mei liked shopping, and she had strong ideas about what a female Alpha should be wearing. Abby was happy to let someone else make those choices for her. 

She tried to calm her wayward hair, and gave it up as a lost cause. By the time she got across on the ferry, her hair would be out of control anyway.

Jake had changed into black trousers, a soft gray shirt and added a black leather jacket. He was on his cell, talking to someone, when she came out of her bedroom. “OK,” he said. “We’re good to go. And I even managed to convince Geoff that I was enough backup to escort you to Tanaka Towers without four additional guards.”

Abby grinned. “Then let’s get out of here before he changes his mind. We should just make the ferry.”

Hat Island wasn’t all that far from Seattle — as the crow flies. But it required a 30-minute ferry ride to get to Everett, where they picked up the car from the Wolf Harbor Resort’s dockside office, then a 30-minute drive to Seattle navigating nasty traffic to get Tanaka Towers down on 1st Ave.

Or, you could do what Akihiro did when he came out to the Beach House on weekends — he came up in his yacht — a 50-minute trip. Or he came by helicopter....

During good weather, Jake had often taken Abby down to Seattle on the resort’s cruiser and docked at Akihiro’s boat slip in the harbor. The problem with that was then you didn’t have a car — not that you really needed on in downtown Seattle. When she taught, she’d gone all week without a car.

But this was January, not September. The weather was unreliable — or maybe she should say it was reliably wet and cold, and often windy. Abby considered it fortunate that they could get across on the ferry.

Akihiro had been up to Hat Island all but one weekend since the World Council, even with the winter weather. And that exception was a symphony weekend, and Abby had joined him in town — her only trip off the island in nearly two months.

Her reluctance to leave Hat Island worried her. Was she becoming a recluse? A lot of Alphas found it difficult to leave their territory. Being an Alpha hadn’t affected Abby that way, not when she went to Russia, not for her more common trips into Seattle to stay with Akihiro and to teach at the university. But it had started to change even before the attack in December.

She suspected it might have something to do with being pregnant. Did she want to hunker down? To make a nest for herself? A den, she corrected herself. Did she want to stay in her den?

She’d asked Yui, but Yui didn’t know. Stood to reason — Yui Ito had always been strongly rooted at Hat Island, and being pregnant with her two children hadn’t changed that. No one knew how pregnancy might affect a pack Alpha — Abby was the first female Alpha in over 100 years. She could ask Ayta, but Ayta hadn’t been pregnant in centuries. Abby shook her head. Wasn’t that a sentence?

Feeling vulnerable after the attack at the World Council hadn’t improved her reluctance to leave. She felt both personally vulnerable, and also defiantly protective of her pack and territory — they’d been attacked!

And we fought back, and protected ourselves, she reminded herself as she had many times before. We won.

It was true they had. They’d lost six men of the pack. She’d felt each of them die.

They’d been defending themselves against 100, or more, from more than one pack: the Sato family who had rebelled against Tanaka, the Southern U.S. Council Chairman’s pack wanting Olivia for the bounty on her head, the China Council’s guards, and the Wolf Emperor’s guards. Hat Island’s isolation had helped protect them. It hadn’t been easy for the attackers to get enough men on the island. They’d gotten a little over 100, Abby thought grimly. That was nothing to sneeze at.

Of course, one of the other targets had been Mei’s apartment building in Everett proper. They’d been after the women who lived there, especially Olivia, although Olivia had been on the island that night.

It left Abby feeling like she was defending against all comers, and she trusted no one who wasn’t pack. Paranoia, suspicious, isolated — exactly what she’d criticized a number of pack Alphas for when she’d visited them last fall. Now she was one of them.

Abby had been quite proud of herself to have made the trip into Seattle for the symphony two weekends ago.

But Akihiro’s trips out to Hat Island were unusual — and she knew he was coming out because he worried about her. She thought of Akihiro holed up in his Towers where he lived and worked, and she shuddered a bit. Yes, he went to the symphony and art gallery openings and enjoyed the cultural life of Seattle. He attended dinners and such representing Tanaka Corporation. He hosted quarterly pack events. And most mornings, he and his guards went for a run as wolves in Bridle Trail Park before it opened. Amazing what a large donation could get you — in this case, exclusive use of the closed park for a club devoted to giant dogs.... Abby rolled her eyes in amusement at that cover story, but when she stayed there, she’d gone running with them. It felt good to run for an hour as a wolf. On Hat Island you’d have to run the circumference of the island three times to get in that long of a run. Or race the beach side, a dozen times — and she did that with her wolves. Race the ocean waves crashing on the shore? It was an amazing experience.

Still Bridle Trails was nice.

She was always careful to run behind Akihiro, however. She’d learned from that disastrous first time she’d run with him and his guards. Her wolf had seen it as a game of chase. Akihiro had seen it as a deliberate flaunting of his dominance.

Oops.

But most of the time, Akihiro Tanaka was inside that building named for him and the company he founded. Still, these last six weeks, he had come out to Hat Island to spend the weekends with her.

I am Akihiro Tanaka’s mate, she thought, adding it to her list for Benny.

It wasn’t easy for Akihiro to leave his own territory, but he came. He had to have the same nightmares that haunted her — his Towers had been invaded by a rebel family within his own pack. That might even be worse.

All fall, she’d spent three nights a week in town, but now she wasn’t teaching. That he was willing to come out here was pretty amazing. In his own way, he loved her. No, cherished her. That was the word they’d agreed on once — they cherished each other. She smiled.

Jake parked in the underground garage at Tanaka Towers, checked in with security, and they went up to the fourth floor where the World Council offices were. Olivia came out to greet them. “Talk first, then eat,” she decreed. “And then we’re not going to talk shop again. Cujo is going to lunch with us, by the way.”

Abby hadn’t expected anything else. Cujo Brown was Olivia’s mate and security chief for the Council. He would no more let Oliva wander around Seattle without a guard than he — or Jake — would let her do it. Neither Olivia nor Abby were used to it. They both were frequent travelers all over the world, and they’d gone by themselves. The notion that they couldn’t roam Seattle on their own was foreign, but they were both in more danger now than before. Generally, anthropology professors and authors of children’s books weren’t prime targets — not like a pack Alpha or a prominent female shifter were.

Or maybe they had just been oblivious to the dangers they were risking before? Abby didn’t think so. She wouldn’t have gone out after dark in Bangkok alone after all. Well, probably not.

Abby explained that she was regaining her curiosity. Olivia looked amused. She might not be pack, but Cujo was, and she got most of the pack’s insider gossip through him. “So do we have Council Chairmen in all the districts?” Abby asked.

Olivia grimaced. “That’s the question, isn’t it?” she said. “And you’d think there was an easy answer. Yes to this one. No to that one. But that would be too simple — shifters being their usual paranoid and private selves. None of your business, is the answer from two of them.”

Chairman Wu of the China Council barely made it back to his pack before someone disposed of him, and took over the pack. But that didn’t mean the new Alpha was Chairman of the Council. It didn’t even mean the new Alpha was on the Council.

That was no news to Abby. Hiro Tanaka had killed the old Chairman of the Northwest Council which made him the Alpha of the Bellingham pack now, but that hadn’t put him on the Council. Maybe he should be, Abby thought, making a mental note.

The next in line for Council Chairman had been Jake’s father, the Alpha of the Lewis pack in White Swan. He’d died in Abby’s arms, and Abby had inherited the Council bonds because Gabe Lewis threw them at her.

Damned near killed her, she thought grimly. Might be the death of her yet.

“So who is the China Council Chairman, then?” Abby asked.

“They’re not talking,” Oliva said. “I get most of my information from Benny. My sense is they want the Wolf Emperor to step in, but right now there is no Emperor, and Wen Huang as the Emperor’s Messenger is running the court — and the Council, much to the dismay of the others.”

The Wolf Emperor had been old. No one was sure how old, but at least 1,000 years old, more likely close to 2,000. Old enough that he was called an Emperor not an Alpha and his pack was called a court. When Wen killed him, she should have inherited the pack bonds. Abby wasn’t sure if she had or not. She did know that Wen didn’t want to keep the bonds.

Good luck with that, Abby thought. Truly, she would welcome Wen back to Hat Island, but it was harder to set down responsibilities than one might think.

“So what other region?” Abby asked.

“The Southern United States,” Olivia said grimly. That Alpha had been trying to kidnap Olivia for the bounty on her. “Again, no one is talking. He might even still be alive, I don’t know. Basically, no one is answering their damn phones down there.”

Abby snorted. “What about Maggie? Have you talked to her? She’s actually a member of a pack in that region — thinks highly of her Alpha, I understand. She was just restless after Iraq.” 

“She’s not Okanogan pack?” Olivia asked, startled. “I thought she was one of Ryder’s Wolves.”

“She rides with Ryder, but she’s on leave from her pack,” Abby said. “Which speaks well of her Alpha.”

Olivia jotted something down on a notepad. Abby raised an eyebrow in question. Olivia grimaced, looking in Cujo’s direction. “I burn the notes at the end of every business day,” she said. “Mr. Paranoia over there sees to it personally.”

Abby grinned. Cujo just looked resigned.

“What do you know about the Sato family?” Olivia asked. “No one upstairs is talking, and since it doesn’t affect the World Council, I haven’t felt like I could pry. Still, I feel like I have a direct interest in knowing.”

Abby couldn’t argue with that. The Sato family in the Tanaka pack had been after the same bounty as the Southern Council Chairman. It had been a very large bounty. Sato had also been hoping that if the Wolf Emperor took down Tanaka, he’d pick up the pack bonds and become pack Alpha.

“Hiro Tanaka spent days out at the Sato family residence putting the Alpha’s question to every man in the Sato family and the auxiliary families,” Abby said with a glance at Cujo. He could have told Olivia this. “He’s an easy-going man, but his wolf is ruthless, I understand. And he was pissed. If he missed anyone, I’d be surprised.”

“Women and children?” Olivia asked.

“Will be provided for, I was told,” Abby said, rolling her eyes. “It’s on my list of things to discuss with Akihiro. It came up in Penticton. They should inherit, not be provided for, damn it. This isn’t the Middle Ages!”

“Could have fooled me,” Olivia muttered, with another glance at Cujo. Cujo didn’t even flinch. Abby wondered what the two of them were fighting about now. Well, she’d get it out of one or the other of them soon enough.

“But the other Councils are stable?” Abby asked.

Olivia nodded. “As far as I know. Good job, Abby — you only took down 15 percent of the Alphas this time.”

“I didn’t do it,” Abby protested. She was developing a reputation among the packs of the Northwest for causing changeover during her visits. The last thing she needed was to get the blame for turnover at the world level!

Olivia looked amused. “The good news, though, is that the Mexico and South American Chairmen have changed their minds on the serum, and we’re sending teams of guards and medics down to give the serum to all the girls in those regions.”

“That is good news,” Abby agreed. Hat Island provided the serum and the teams free of charge for any pack who wanted it for their girls. You’d think they’d jump at the chance to save their daughters’ lives. Alas, that wasn’t always the case. “What about the Southern U.S. region?”

“Jacques Cartier from the East Coast Council is providing the serum to any pack who wants it — regardless of which region they’re in,” Olivia said. “So they’re getting access to the serum, in a roundabout way. There’s some gossip that Cartier might just take in the Southern region packs and the two Councils would merge.”

Not a bad solution, Abby thought. She liked Cartier. “Anything else?” she asked. “I’m hungry.”

“Can’t have that,” Olivia said. “Let’s get out of here. How does Elliot’s sound?”

Abby’s stomach rumbled. “Sounds pretty good, apparently,” she said, laughing.

It was just a few blocks away, and they walked quickly to get out of the weather. Elliot’s was right on the waterfront, and they got a table with a view of the harbor. And Olivia kept them to her decree — no shop talk. Music, books, theater — normal people stuff, she said. Abby wasn’t sure she had anything to say about normal people stuff. The symphony. What else? Suddenly she realized why Akihiro made himself participate in the cultural life of the city — you could become isolated in more ways than just choosing an isolated physical location like so many of the packs did. She needed to work on that. I am a music lover, she thought, adding it to her ‘Benny’ list. And a reader.

“I want to go shopping,” Olivia announced after lunch. Abby stared at her in horror.

“Shopping? I don’t...,” she began and then stopped. “Bookstores? Art galleries? We could browse our way up to Elliot Bay Books?”

She could feel the amusement of both Jake and Cujo and ignored them.

“With maybe one shoe store?” Olivia bargained, and they set off.

One shoe store wasn’t so bad, Abby acknowledged, not when you were with someone who actually knew what they were doing. Abby ended up with a pair of low-heeled dress shoes that she thought Mei would approve of. Olivia tried on several pairs of heels, but didn’t buy. “I’ll be back,” she promised the clerk.

But it was at Elliot Bay Books that Olivia fell in love. “Haven’t you been here before?” Abby demanded.

“I’m not from here,” Olivia reminded her. “And no, no one has thought to bring me here since we moved into Seattle.” Both women stared at Cujo who looked a bit sheepish.

“Cujo,” Abby said with disapproval. “What is the point of living in town if you don’t show her the bookstores?”

“I’ll do better,” he promised meekly. Abby rolled her eyes. Cujo and Olivia had moved into an apartment in Tanaka Towers weeks ago when Olivia accepted the job as director of the World Council. Had he not taken her out? What was he thinking?

“And look!” Olivia said. “They’ve got the new Nellie Bly book!”

“Well of course they do,” Cujo said. “Where did you think I bought all of the Olivia Trainer books back in the day?”

Olivia looked at him affectionately. “It was pretty funny,” she confided in Abby and Jake. “Here’s this macho fitness trainer making me read children books to him. I thought maybe he couldn’t read.”

Abby giggled. She looked at Cujo’s insulted expression and giggled again. “I want this one,” she announced, and added it to her stack.

“I’ll buy it as a gift for you,” Olivia said. She had her own stack of books.

“Better not,” Jake said reluctantly, and then explained softly when both women looked at him in confusion. “Someone might notice your ID is the same as the author’s name — and you don’t look like the author’s photo.”

No, Olivia didn’t, Abby acknowledged. She looked like a polished, 30-something professional. Her book photo was of a 72-year-old woman with gray hair.

“What? They’d think I rolled granny for her credit cards and then used them to buy her books?” Olivia said incredulously, and she laughed, shaking her head. “So many details to trip you up. Come on, let’s get back, and I’ll tell you the ‘rest of the story.’”

Back in Olivia’s office, Abby settled into a chair and pulled out the Nellie Bly story — a series of adventures by a Husky named Nellie Bly who was determined to go around the world in 90 days just like the human Nellie Bly had done a century ago. Abby had the series too — someone had given her one as a white-elephant gift one Christmas because of her own Huskies, and she’d collected them all. They were truly great books.

She did this one last year when we went to Monte Carlo, Cujo said through their link. On the way home, we went up to Canada to meet Cartier and check on a Hat Island woman who was there. Olivia read the draft to Sherry’s kindergarteners. I heard it for the first time, and I thought we just might make it as a couple someday. We’re mates, no changing that. But a couple? 

Abby glanced at him and then back to the book. When she got to the new character, a bumbling trouble-magnet of a pup named Cujo, she laughed out loud. Nellie Bly wanted to go to the Oceanography Institute in Monte Carlo where Jacques Cousteau once worked — but Cujo kept getting into trouble and needing rescuing. In the end, Nellie Bly adopted the pup because he no longer had any people. And maybe having someone to share adventures with was worth the trouble.

The story made Abby choke up. She looked at Cujo and smiled at him. He smiled back with a slight nod.

“So I have a son,” Olivia said after Abby closed the book. “And grandchildren, and even greatgrandchildren. And of course, they have all of my books — I give them out for Christmas gifts usually. So, when I disappeared, my son came looking for me. Do you know that part of the story?”

Abby nodded.

“And he met Cujo, who Tanaka tasked with finding me,” she continued.

Abby didn’t remember exactly how her son had gotten to Tanaka, but he had. And Tanaka appeased him with a promise that his own troubleshooter would take on the job.

“So when Cujo rescued me, I sent out emails and phone calls telling everyone I was fine,” Olivia said. “And thanked them all for their concern and assistance in getting me out of a Turkish jail.”

Which wasn’t where she was, but it was more believable than a harem in a Liechtenstein castle, Abby guessed.

“So, my son reads this book, and makes the connection between the 30-something troubleshooter and the Cujo pup,” Olivia continued, her amusement showing. “And he sends me an email, saying what were you doing in Monte Carlo, Mama? And with Cujo Brown, Tanaka’s troubleshooter?”

Abby started laughing. “What did you say?”

“I said, I was in Monte Carlo to see the Oceanography Institute — that Cujo took me there after rescuing me from the Turkish jail. What did he think I was doing in Monte Carlo?”

“And?” Abby asked.

“And silence. His next email was about something completely different.” Olivia started laughing, and even Jake grinned. But Olivia’s look at Cujo was affectionate.

Abby handed the book over to Olivia. “Autograph, please.”
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Chapter 3
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Upstairs was a different matter. It was... gracious, Abby decided was the right word. More formal. Akihiro invited Cujo and Olivia to join them for drinks and dinner. Apparently, it wasn’t the first time. Abby glanced at Cujo. You warned Olivia, right?

Cujo: I told her not to flirt unless she meant to say yes. And not to say yes, unless she was willing for a night like at the BDSM club I took her to. So she knows. And she’s a big girl. I haven’t asked further.

No, he wouldn’t. The two of them weren’t monogamous. And Cujo didn’t seem to get jealous about it either. Abby suspected Olivia might prefer it if he did, at least a little bit. She sensed Cujo’s amusement at that. Men, Abby thought with an eyeroll. Abby and Akihiro weren’t monogamous either. Akihiro had many human lovers in the past, and he might still, for all Abby knew. And she....

Abby closed down that thought. But Cujo’s warning seemed sufficient enough. She shrugged. 

Akihiro’s Second Haru Ito handed her a glass of red wine. Abby sipped it with pleasure. Akihiro served good wines. Wasted on her, she conceded, since she was just as happy with the special at Trader Joe’s, but still, this was a good wine.

With the extra people, Abby didn’t bring up what she wanted to talk to Akihiro about. She already knew it was a sensitive topic. So it was more gracious conversation over a great meal of beef medallions in a mushroom sauce. Olivia and Akihiro did most of the work at keeping the conversation going, but Abby did her best. The other three men contributed. Some. 

And, of course, there was dessert, chocolate molten lava cake — at least that’s the name Abby had for it. Was there some kind of more upscale name for it? If there was, she didn’t know it. Didn’t care, either, she thought, as she took the first bite. It was so good.

You’re almost orgasmic, Akihiro said with amusement, eavesdropping on her thoughts.

She just grinned at him and took another luxurious bite. This was her third large meal today, and she was enjoying every minute of it. She would never get over the pleasure of eating all she wanted and not having to watch her weight.

Cujo and Olivia excused themselves after dinner. Jake did too. “I think I might go see if there’s a pinochle game in the guards’ quarters,” he said, adding through their link, Are you OK with that?

Abby nodded. 

“I’ll go with you. If they don’t have one going, we’ll get one started,” Haru said, and that did surprise her. Haru didn’t usually leave Akihiro unguarded, even with just her. If he didn’t join them, he stood guard outside.

She guessed he’d decided she wasn’t a potential threat.

“We could both pick up that you had something on your mind you wanted to talk about, but we couldn’t tell what it was,” Akihiro said, offering her more wine. “You may not have barriers yet, but you’re getting better at not thinking.”

Abby snorted. “That’s about right,” she said, smiling at him. “I’ve spent five weeks perfecting the skill of not thinking at all.”

Akihiro smiled at that, but he looked stressed, she thought, puzzled by that. “I wanted to ask about the Japanese packs, and their Council,” she said. “It came up a couple of times before the Council meeting, and everyone said to ask you. But I never got the chance. Which regional council represents the Japanese packs?”

“That’s what has been on your mind all day?” Akihiro demanded. He started laughing. Abby stared at him, flustered. “Never mind,” he assured her. “We have speculated about all kinds of things, worrying ourselves needlessly, it appears. But that question? I may need Haru back here to help me answer.”

Abby nodded, and waited until after Akihiro called Haru. “Do I want to know what you feared I would ask?”

“No,” Akihiro assured her. “I feel foolish, actually. I should have realized your curiosity would kick back in, and we should be prepared for it.”

Abby looked at him skeptically, but she didn’t push. Haru came in from the stairwell, bearing more chocolate cake. “An apology,” Haru said. Abby scowled at him. Maybe she’d get it out of him tomorrow what they’d worried themselves with.

She obligingly ate more cake, and drank a bit more wine. Chocolate cake went well with red wine. “So the Japanese packs?” she prompted.

“It’s a sad story,” Akihiro said. “Made even sadder because we know so little. We are Japanese Americans to the world, but truthfully, we shifters have lost most of our knowledge of Japan.”

“Weren’t you born in Japan?” Abby asked puzzled.

Akihiro nodded. “I was 5 when we came here, however,” he said. “And that was....” He paused to calculate it. “Just shy of 182 years ago.”

Abby blinked. Gold rush era? OK, she conceded. He might not have many memories of Japan left. She saw a wisp of a smile cross his face. Her thoughts were truly transparent.

“When Pearl Harbor happened, our elders were appalled,” Haru said. “We were all horrified. How could our homeland do this? Some elders....” He hesitated. “They went wolf. A form of shifter suicide. They shifted and headed into the mountains — the Cascades, the northern Rockies. We think most of them headed north. There are rumors of larger-than-normal wolves in northern Canada. Some of them are probably former Tanaka pack.”

Abby could feel their sorrow. It hurt to think that these elder shifters had been so devastated. “And then the camps,” she prompted gently.

“And then the camps,” Akihiro agreed. “Some of our elders just laid down and died. Didn’t eat. Some stayed to help care for the women and children, but then they too left after we returned. It is hard to blame them. But the truth is we have few elders left in the pack to pass on the old stories. Maybe only a couple who are older than Haru or me, and they have retired from life, become almost monk-like.”

“Okami? He’s older,” Abby said.

“Yes, but he’s not really Tanaka pack, Abby,” Haru answered. “He joined us in the camps. We would never have made it without him, but he isn’t Tanaka pack.”

Abby knew what he was referring to. No need to go there. She saw Haru’s brief nod. Maybe this open communication of thoughts had its value. 

“Okami doesn’t have any knowledge of the old ways of the Tanaka and Ito packs. He could probably answer questions about Tanaka pack since World War II, but he knew nothing of us before then,” Haru continued. “And what he does know of Japan he hasn’t shared. Not more than the basics. I think he’s told Yui some, but I’m not even sure of that. He’s very old. And he manages that by living in the present. I respect that.”

What would it be like to have 400 years of memories, Abby wondered. If you didn’t have a hell of a filing system it would be overwhelming. Or, you shove them all into the past and lock the door. She suspected Okami had done the latter — maybe more than once.

“So we were too busy trying to survive after the war,” Akihiro explained. “It wasn’t until the 1960s that we began to wonder what happened to the packs in Japan. We were doing more and more business on the international scene, but all of our contacts in Japan were with human companies. That wasn’t all that surprising. As you can tell from the World Council meeting, most of the packs, especially those in power, are rural packs. Many of them do not run any businesses as a pack, but tax their pack members to support the Alpha. Doing business as a pack is a mark of modernity.”

Abby nodded her understanding, adding an asterisk to modern. Modern only by comparison to packs that still thought running water was a modern-day miracle. And she wasn’t exaggerating.

“So Haru and I decided we would pay a visit to Japan, and seek out the Japan Council of Alphas,” Akihiro continued. “We were denied visas.”

“What? You’re businessmen,” she exclaimed.

Akihiro nodded. “And our business sales reps have always been granted visas. But not us. In recent years, visas haven’t been required for Americans, but we haven’t tried to go — it stopped being a priority of our interests. Over the decades, we’ve learned some of the story, and it is tragic.”

He paused, and took a deep breath. “As you heard with the Wolf Emperor, the China and Japan packs were often at loggerheads. So Japan had its own Council, and because there were a lot of shifters in Japan, it made sense. Shortly after World War II, Chairman Tsao moved to Taiwan with Chiang Kai-shek, and started the SE Asia Council, unifying a number of packs in that region who had not been represented on the World Council. But communication was spotty. It’s hard to remember how spotty it was in those days. Most of it done by couriers, and rarely did they fly, either. The first Council meeting after the war was in Istanbul in the ‘50s.”

“What happened, Akihiro?” she asked gently.

“Many of the Japanese shifters enlisted during the war,” Haru answered for him. “They probably had little choice. They were able-bodied young men to all appearances. And shifters do well in the military, as your own pack attests to.”

Abby nodded. Hat Island pack was made up primarily of lone wolves — most of them betas — and they often served in the military, on police forces, or doing security work. The hierarchal structure appealed, and they were good at it.

“They died like all soldiers do,” Haru said heavily. “Japan had 9 million soldiers out of a total population of 73 million — about 13 percent of the total population. And over 2 million of those soldiers died — it’s estimated that 24 percent of the Japanese army were killed. So that alone took its toll.”

Abby nodded. The aftermath of the war had been harsh as well, she knew.

“It was made worse by the bombing of Hiroshima,” Haru said. “The summer of 1945, the Japan Council of Alphas had called a meeting to discuss what to do after the war. The U.S. had signed an Accord with China, and offered it to Japan. I think the Alphas thought it was only a matter of time before Japan figured out a face-saving way to accept it. Shifter men would be coming home. Women and children had struggled to stay afloat during the war. What should the packs do now?”

“And they were meeting in Hiroshima when the U.S. dropped the nuclear bomb,” Akihiro said bluntly. “A direct hit, and it wiped out all of the most powerful Alphas in Japan. Their deaths had a ripple effect, of course. People died as they felt their Alphas die. Packs went mad. It probably explains a few of our own deaths among the elders who might have still had some family ties to the old country. We didn’t know any of this until much later.”

Abby looked at them stunned. “So are there shifters in Japan at all?” she asked at last.

Akihiro nodded. “Our people report picking up the feeling that shifters are nearby occasionally. But none has ever reached out to them. There are no recognized packs, no Council. It is hard to imagine that they are anything but feral. However, if they are able to come into Kyoto, where our reps have felt their presence, they aren’t truly feral. We don’t know. And as we told you, we were prohibited from entry. I do not know if anyone else has tried.”

Abby thought about that last. “Someone had you on a no-fly list,” she said slowly. “That suggests a knowledge of shifters at a government level.”

“It does,” Akihiro agreed. “And that is troubling. Troubling enough that I backed away. I do not want a confrontation with the Japanese government.”

No, Abby thought, that would not be good.

The three of them sat in silence. Haru Ito got to his feet. He looked old, Abby thought. He was a few years older than Akihiro, but she didn’t know his exact age. And like Akihiro, he presented himself to the world as a 60ish well-to-do attorney. Abby had seen him on the Hat Island beach, however, and without that camouflage, he looked 40. Tonight though, he looked like his persona, a 60ish attorney who had just lost an important case at court.

“I think I’ll see if Jake’s pinochle game is still going,” he said at last. “Good night.”

“Good night,” Abby echoed. Akihiro didn’t say anything, at least not out loud.

“He and Yui are the last of the Ito pack,” Akihiro said after he left. “It hits him hard sometimes. He’s more of a historian than I am. And it was Haru who pieced together that story, and what little we do know. It’s a hard story. May I ask what brought it up?”

Abby tried to think back to what started the question. “At first it was just a matter of clarification,” she said slowly. “I was trying to figure out the regions. But then.... Have you ever heard of the Okami Kōdekkusu? The Wolf’s Codex?”

Akihiro frowned, and shook his head no. “It’s a Japanese term,” he said, puzzled. “A Codex? Isn’t that a collection of written works?”

Abby nodded. “What little I know — and it’s a couple of sentences worth, is that supposedly a Keeper of Stories was worried that she couldn’t find a successor to pass on the stories. She was from the before times, it is said. Finally she found a scholar to write them all down so that they wouldn’t become lost if something happened to her. She came under attack, and she fought so that the scholar could flee and take the stories to safety.”

“In Japan,” Akihiro said. 

Abby nodded. “Supposedly.”

“And do you think it still exists?” he asked.

“I thought it might, until I heard your story tonight,” Abby said. “Wen Huang seemed to think it might. But after that story? I don’t see how it could — or at very least, it’s probably lost. What a tragedy if it is.”

“Did the Emperor’s Messenger say why she was interested?” Akihiro asked, his eyes narrowing in thought.

Abby looked at her mate. She carefully blanked out her mind of her brief discussion with Wen Huang. “She is a scholar,” she said instead. “And historical linguistics is her specialty. Of course she’d like to see it! So would I. To hear the myths and stories of shifters from millennia ago? What losses. A loss of life. A loss of a shifter culture. And possibly a loss of the Okami Kōdekkusu.” She smiled at him. “Come to bed, Akihiro. I could stand to be held after that story.”

Akihiro nodded. “I could use some comfort myself,” he admitted, and then he smiled. “And perhaps something more?”

Abby’s smile widened. “It most certainly should be considered,” she said solemnly. Akihiro laughed, and led her into his bedroom.

Sex with Akihiro always had dominance and arousal intertwined. That had scared Abby at first, and with good reason, she thought, in part, because it was a dominance game that she dare not win. And yet, the more she became at ease with herself as a dominant shifter, the harder it was to submit — and the more important it became to Akihiro to make her submit. She’d worked to set boundaries. He said she must trust him. She said he needed to respect her. And over the fall, they’d negotiated their way toward a balance, she’d thought. But the World Council had put that balance to the test, as Akihiro had used her to balance out his berserker wolf’s rage and dominance that he needed in order to control the Council.

And dominance and control were everything in the shifter hierarchy. If you weren’t the dominant, then someone dominated you. And if you weren’t in control, then someone controlled you.

Akihiro had succeeded in controlling the Council, in part because Abby could lend him her power and dominance when he fought Chairman Wu’s challenge for the chairmanship. In part, because demanding Abby’s arousal and lust allowed him to remember he was a man and not just berserker wolf.

It had been an interesting couple of days, Abby thought, with a roll of her eyes. And mostly the details were lost in the blur of everything else — the battle and her near-death experience.

Since then, Akihiro had been incredibly gentle with her. She wasn’t sure she liked it.

How was that for being a fickle woman, she thought wryly. And of course, because she had no boundaries, Akihiro picked up on her thoughts.

“I nearly lost you,” he said roughly. He stood close to her, looking her in the eyes because they were of a height — something that had never seemed to bother him. Mei Tanaka had been indignant that Abby would think he was so easily threatened. She grinned at the memory.

Akihiro stroked her face gently, moving his hand down to the sensitive join of her neck and shoulder. That alone reminded her that she was different now, a different species. That spot on her neck aroused her. A shifter thing. It was no coincidence that the mate mark was there as well.

Abby rolled her head toward his hand, seeking his touch. “I could have lost you too,” she said huskily. “But we are both here. Both alive.”

He kissed her then, exploring her mouth, stroking her neck and shoulder, moving down to push off her cardigan. He paused at the sweater underneath. “Too many clothes,” he said roughly. “Take them off.”

Abby laughed at that, and then she pulled the sweater off over her head, and kicked off her shoes. She folded both sweaters neatly on the bench at the foot of Akihiro’s bed. He watched her, his focus unwavering. She pulled off her slacks, and added them to the pile.

“Nice,” Akihiro said. “Now, take off that bra — why you wear it at all, I do not understand — and your underwear. Perhaps I should forbid you to wear either one.”

Abby didn’t respond to that provocation. She knew better now.

“Ah, but I can hear you,” he said. “Hear your thoughts, feel your emotions. I can scent your arousal, Abby. It excites you for me to take control.”

Abby smiled at him, as she stepped out of her underwear, and added it to her pile. “It doesn’t take much for you to excite me, Akihiro,” she said. “I can feel how much you want me. I feel your arousal too. And yes, that excites me even more.”

“Does it?” he asked, with a half-smile that Abby had never liked. It had a cruel edge to it. “Then undress me and see how much you excite me, Abby.”

“With pleasure,” she said. She helped him out of his suit jacket.

“Hang it up for me,” he ordered. She complied. “My shoes next.”

She knelt before him, and removed his shoes and socks. “Put them in the closet as well.” He was drawing this out, she realized. And God help her, it aroused her more. Akihiro knew way too much about a woman’s arousal — more than she did herself.

“Shirt and tie, next,” he said. “Take your time. Unwrap your present, Abby.” She laughed at that. She’d always thought that watching a man undress was like watching a present unwrap itself. Apparently, Akihiro had heard her.

“Yes,” he said. “I hear your thoughts all the time now. It’s become my favorite radio station playing in the background of my mind.”

Abby looked up from unbuttoning his shirt. “Should I apologize?” she asked uncertainly. “I don’t mean to broadcast like that. I’m trying to get it under control, really I am.”

Akihiro laughed a bit. “No apology necessary,” he said. “Never apologize for arousing a man, Abby. Now the trousers, and they need to be hung up too. Careful, keep the creases neat.”

Abby shuddered a bit with her own arousal. How could that be arousing?

“Good job,” he said, his approval showing. “You demonstrate the care needed to become a body servant.” She laughed at that. “Now. Kneel before me again. Pleasure me. Let me feel your pleasure and your arousal.”

Abby was happy to do so. Didn’t need to ask her twice, she thought with amusement, as she took him into her mouth. Loving a man like this aroused her. Watching him lose control as she tasted him, laved him with her tongue? Priceless.

“No, I am in control,” he growled. “Always. I am the one in control.” He used his hands to trap her head against his body, and forced himself deeply into her throat. “Pleasure me.”

Abby did, sucking him, teasing him with her tongue. She put her hands on his thighs to brace herself.

“No, hands in your lap,” he ordered. “I control your body. Do you feel it? Feel that control? Do your nipples tighten at my words? Do your female parts quiver? They do, don’t they — I can feel it in your mind.”

Abby moaned, as her body responded.

Yes, he said in her mind. Feel me here in your mind. Feel my arousal, and my pleasure at your submission, Abby. I want to you to do nothing but feel. No stray thoughts. No curiosity. Just feel arousal and want and need. Feel nothing but me.

She shuddered, and he moved her head, pressing her closer to him as he widened his stance. Yes, he said with approval. Like that. Now come. Come from nothing more than feeling my presence in your mind, my body in your mouth. Feel your passion rise, Abby. Feel it, and come.

Abby felt her body shudder to climax. Now let that climax fill your mind, Akihiro said. Let everyone feel you come at the command of your mate. Come, now.

Alarmed a bit at that command, she struggled to contain her arousal, to keep it within her own mind. No, Akihiro said firmly. You don’t get to decide that. I control your arousal, Abby. Come, and let it flow outward to everyone who lurks in that brain of yours. Now.

Abby didn’t think she could stop it if she wanted to. She felt herself tip over the edge into an orgasm, and it rippled through her body. She arched back, but Akihiro’s hands kept her head firmly pressed against him as he thrust deeply into her throat, and then again. And again.

She struggled a bit, losing herself in his arousal that he pushed into her mind while he pushed into her mouth. Yes, he said. Feel how much you arouse me with your submission. Feel it? Feel your own pleasure at your submission? Yes....”

Abby started to drift toward the sea. No, she said. I control me. I do. I feel your pleasure, and God, do I feel mine! Pleasure, Akihiro. Pleasure.

Akihiro laughed. “Then please me again, Abby,” he said out loud. “Come to bed. And we’ll see if you can bring me to climax again.”

Later, satiated and nearly asleep, Abby rested her head on Akihiro’s chest, and she listened to his heartbeat — a steady, reassuring sound. In spite of the pleasure, tonight disturbed her. She needed to find her edges and then rebuild her barriers.

Yes, you do. Benny’s mental voice was troubled. 

How? Abby asked. I try, but it isn’t working, Benny. Visualizations have always worked.

Maybe you need some new images to visualize, Benny suggested. Think of the Ballard locks. A system to move boats without flooding the land. I think finding your edges, as you call it, is probably the first step. I should come home.

No, Abby said. You need to be where you are. I’m convinced of that. But I can’t have every thought broadcasted. I have too many secrets — that locked shed survived, but it’s full to the bursting point, and I need to think!

Benny soothed her. It’s OK, Abby. Take your time. Heal your mind. Find your edges.

Abby felt sleep overtaking her. I’m working on ‘I am a...’

Benny chuckled. I can’t wait to hear them.

Abby smiled, and fell asleep, listening to Akihiro’s beating heart.
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Chapter 4
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Wednesday, Jan. 29, Seattle

Abby ate breakfast downstairs with Jake and the Tanaka guards since Akihiro and Haru had gone into the office by the time she got up. The guards seemed a bit stiff. She suspected Akihiro probably didn’t drop by for a meal. Haru might, but not their Alpha.

She was back in pack clothes, as she thought of them, blue jeans though, instead of her usual sweatpants, with a Seattle University hooded sweatshirt.

“Homesick?” Jake asked as they went to the basement to the pack Jeep.

“What?” Abby asked, startled. He nodded at the sweatshirt. “Maybe a little,” she admitted. “I’m not used to being at loose ends like this. Usually I have my research all planned out for my sabbatical, and I’m off to whatever site I’ve selected to visit.”

Jake nodded. “Getting out of the military is a lot like that,” he said. “What do you mean I have to choose what to do today?”

She grinned at him, and then, “Could we go by and see the Ballard locks?” she asked. “Benny suggested maybe I needed new visualizations for my leaky brain. He mentioned the locks, but I don’t know if I’ve ever been to see them — maybe a school field trip decades ago.”

Jake just went around the block to get on 1st Ave, heading north. Abby watched the sidewalks — she was always entertained by the people she saw. She nodded at the Space Needle when they turned onto Denny Way and then on through Queen Anne to the Magnolia neighborhood. Abby knew about the locks, they linked Lake Washington and Lake Union to Puget Sound. Through a series of channels, boats were lowered or raised as much as 26 feet and went from fresh water to salt water. An impressive engineering feat.

This was hardly the busy season, Abby thought with amusement. They were the only onlookers, and just one boat was going through the locks. But that was enough to give her an idea of how it worked.

She grimaced. “A whole lot of concrete to keep the ships moving,” she muttered.

“Not what you have in mind?” Jake asked. He was watching the boat go through, one foot on the bars of the fence, his arms resting on the top bar. Abby would rather look at him. He caught the thought, and turned to smile at her.

She smiled back. He really was gorgeous. She turned to look at the locks, and shook her head. Not only was it hard to picture something like this in her head, she didn’t want it there! All that concrete blocking her off from her pack? That wasn’t what she had in mind.

“Let’s go,” she said, and they walked silently back to the Jeep. She tried to explain why she didn’t like it as a visualization — the sluice gate and water weir that Benny had led her to visualize was almost organic by comparison. You could imagine finding it hidden away in some forest, doing its job, channeling water from where it was to where it needed to be. This? This was a magnificent man-made structure designed to do a job, and did it well.

Jake listened intently. She gave him high points for not laughing at her. It sounded so silly, even to her.

“No, Alpha,” he said seriously. “It’s not silly at all. Before you can win at something, you have to have a clear image of what winning looks like. This is no different. We all liked your creaky old gates that leaked a bit — usually at the most interesting of times.”

Abby laughed at that. 

“So maybe you need something more organic,” Jake suggested. He backtracked to the Ballard Bridge and headed north up the Pacific Highway instead of going out to the freeway. Abby was grateful for the distractions out the window. “You used to refer to it as flooding the rice field when you allowed us all to communicate with each other. What do the rice fields look like? Or the dikes that prevent the ocean from swamping the Netherlands?”
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