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United in Power

Mei Tanaka can’t remember what she did...

Mei walks through the new village of Daak, Alaska, and ignores the whispers. The whispers are respectful enough. They call her Mediator here. She’s the one you bring problems to. And a village of shifters and humans are bound to have problems.

She likes being the Mediator, just fine.

But there are other whispers when they think she can’t hear. They call her La Loba, Mu Lang, Mesu Okami — just words for a she wolf in Spanish, Mandrin and Japanese. Sometimes she hears bruja — witch. But the names seem to mean something more than just a descriptor. They’re names, it feels like. Names of something they fear.

What did she do?

Book 13 in the Wolf Harbor series.
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Tuesday, April 11, Daak, Alaska

Mei Tanaka woke up in a cold sweat. What had she done? 

In her nightmare, people surrounded her. They held stones in their hands, waiting for someone to throw the first one. She wasn’t fighting back — she was going to let them stone her to death because she knew she deserved it.

It wasn’t the first time she’d had the nightmare.

What had she done?

That was the thing that bothered her the most. She couldn’t remember. She’d done something. Something bad. She frowned at that. Not bad, maybe, but powerful? She’d done something that scared people, and scared them badly. She just didn’t know what.

She lay quietly in her bunk bed and practiced deep breathing rituals. Inhale six-count, hold six-count, exhale six-count. And again. She kept it up until the sweat had dried on her skin, and her body felt like it was her own again. She needed to remain in control, she reminded herself. Tight control. Every emotion, every motion, and every thought had to be deliberate and controlled.

Bad things happened if she lost control. She could almost grab the voice that was telling her that. Who? She didn’t know. What? She didn’t know that either.

Bad things no one would talk about. 

Mei took another deep breath at that thought, and then got out of bed. She dressed quickly in the black gi trousers and gray T-shirt she had adopted as her basic uniform here. Slipping into her sneakers, she ran a brush though her hair. It was not her day for a shower, although people would willingly let her shower daily if she wished.

They would let her do anything she wished.

She looked down at her clothes and shook her head. They were a far cry from how she used to dress. Clothes should always be appropriate — that was the key to dressing well, she reminded herself. And these were appropriate. Not stylish. Not even particularly clean. But appropriate.

After all, what did you wear when you were building a village from scratch in the remote islands of Southeast Alaska?

In April?

You wore this plus a good rain jacket with a hood. Her rain jacket was olive drab — also appropriate for a new village that didn’t want anyone to notice it was here.

Mei sighed. A friend of hers, Olivia, had a bright yellow slicker she’d kill for right now. She hadn’t seen any bright colors in months.

It was light out when Mei left her cabin on the ship, but she could still see some stars. Early then — dawn was at 4 a.m., and it didn’t get dark until 9 p.m. Wild. And apparently, nights would be even shorter come summer. Would she still be here to see daylight at midnight? She shuddered at that thought. She was a city girl.

She wanted to go home. Wanted it so badly her body ached with it. Funny how four months ago she wanted nothing more than to travel, to experience new things. She’d done that all right. She’d gone to Japan, then 10 days aboard a ship crossing the north Pacific, and now she was here in Daak, Alaska, a place that hadn’t even existed four months ago.

Be careful what you wish for, she thought, rolling her eyes. She had a small suite on the ship to herself — a luxury no one else got, a thought that made her flinch. She stepped into the hallway and didn’t bother to lock her door.

No one would think of taking something. She shook her head.

What had she done?

It was quiet on the ship, which was unusual, so it had to be very early. Fine with her, she valued the solitude. Craved it. It was so rare here. Hundreds of people had been crammed together on this ship, not only for the trip across the Pacific Ocean, but during the early construction phases. There were houses on the island now, but the ship had showers and electricity powered by the ship’s engines. People still came back aboard regularly to eat meals, to get clean, and just to sit and hang out with other people.

Shifters liked communal living, and apparently the humans of the Kōdekkusu no Gādian-tachi did too. Mei sighed. Personally, she liked having her own space. She liked her two-bedroom apartment near the boat harbor in Everett. She liked having her own office at the Wolf Harbor lodge on Hat Island. Her space!

Mine, her wolf agreed. It was her wolf’s favorite word. Could be worse. She knew a number of male shifters whose wolves said ‘kill’ and ‘eat’ and that was about it.

Her wolf huffed. Eat was fine. Kill was messy. They didn’t like messy, remember?

Mei snorted. She got a flash of dead bodies and the blood on her own hands. No, she didn’t like messy.

Silently, Mei took the stairs to the main deck and then padded along the contours of  the ship to the ladder that led down to the dock. She could do her morning tai chi on the ground instead of the boat, now, and even after two months here, she still felt grateful for solid ground. It felt good to be able to be on dry land. After a 10-day ocean crossing, she would never take it for granted again.

Pausing at the top of the ladder, she looked out over the village of Daak. It was starting to really look like a village, she thought with pleasure. Whatever the personal cost, it had been worth it to provide a safe place for these people. These very special people.

Abby thought they might hold the secret of how humans and shifters could live together — a kind of phase 2 thinking, because first they had to survive humans learning that shifters lived among them. No one was sure if that could even be done, but everyone agreed being outed was coming. The surveillance technology, the document-driven government — it was becoming much harder for shifters to live unnoticed.

Well, that wasn’t her problem, and she was grateful for that much at least. Creating this place was a big enough challenge.

It had been a lot of hard work to get to this point. She hadn’t been allowed to do much of the manual work of building homes, chicken houses, and a corral for the goats. She wasn’t allowed to help with the garden beds — not even to weed! Yui let her weed on Hat Island! But not here.

She wasn’t assigned a shift in the communal kitchen, or in doing laundry. She’d tried to insist on doing her own laundry — she wasn’t helpless! Yui Yoshida had pulled her aside to explain the villagers’ need to care for her. So she’d grimly let them wash her clothes for her, but only after she realized Yui and Okami weren’t assigned the shifts either.

“You’re the Mediator,” Yui had said. “You’ve a role to play — a tough one no one else seems to be able to manage — not even Okami. His notion of resolving conflict is to kill someone. There are plenty of people who can do the laundry.”

Mei had snorted at Yui’s description of her husband, and gave in. She hadn’t done her own laundry at Wolf Harbor, after all. But handwashing seemed more intimate than tossing her sweats in the lodge’s laundry room baskets. She sighed. Her thoughts were all over the place this morning. Fretting about laundry still? She really did need her workout.

There was a place on the beach about 100 paces south of the boat dock Mei particularly liked. She didn’t know why — it didn’t look any different than the rest of the beach. But invariably she found her way here when she most needed the calming routines of tai chi. Ley lines, she joked to herself.

Someone was following her. She glanced back and recognized the familiar shape. Jason Wahlberg. Her shoulders relaxed. She hadn’t even realized they were hunched — it was a sure sign of stress when she looked like she was expecting to be hit. Jason made her feel safe.

He’d been at her back ever since she managed to link to a bunch of young male shifters last fall in what the Alpha of Hat Island called a dandelion burst. And yes, the links to a couple of dozen young shifters looked like a dandelion seed-head in her mind. It was still a ridiculous name.

Of course, connecting to a bunch of young shifters was ridiculous too. Maybe it deserved a ridiculous name.

Jason had stood at her back when she did it, and she’d felt his comforting presence ever since. They hadn’t talked about the link between them. It wasn’t a mate bond, both of them were very clear about that when people asked. It was more like the bond between an Alpha and pack Second, but it wasn’t that either, because she wasn’t an Alpha, and she didn’t have a pack. The dandelion burst was not a pack. She’d had to be quite firm with people about that, too.

But the two of them hadn’t talked about what it really was, either. Jason was a man of few words, and she could avoid confronting issues — personal ones, at least — like no one else.

Mei sighed.

So for her morning tai chi, she stayed on land, and kept her shoes on. Abby had warned her to take her power seriously. “Don’t call power when you’re in the ocean,” she said, pretending to be joking. “Daak won’t survive a tsunami.”

Mei had agreed hastily. No calling power in the water. No calling power on land — earthquakes were no joke, either. She flinched. There had been earthquakes, she remembered.

Maybe no calling power, period.

What had she done?

She centered herself, and closed her eyes. She began the first moves, slowly, meditatively. Tai chi could be used for that.

Or it could be used to kill someone.

There were a lot of ways to kill someone. Killing was easy, she’d discovered. Meditation was much harder. That tai chi could be used for both gave her hope — if she was a weapon that could kill, maybe she could be other things too.

She exhaled and moved into another pose, letting her mind sort the shards of memory into something coherent. Each day, she could feel another piece slide into place. Maybe someday she’d know what she had done.

Mei had been barely alive when they carried her aboard the ship in Japan.

She had been helping the monks load the last of the statues from the Buddhist temple from the mountain villages. Cujo hadn’t liked them taking the time to do it, but Mei had sided with the monks. The continuity of those statues and bas relief panels would be important in building a new community in a foreign land, she insisted. Cujo had reluctantly agreed, probably because she’d threatened to sic Abby on him. They both knew what she would say — Abby was first and foremost a cultural anthropologist. It would never occur to her to leave such important pieces behind.

Cujo left to escort trucks from the mountain to the harbor where they were loading the ship, and she’d stayed behind to load this last trip.

She remembered that much. She remembered going through the mountain tunnel to the other village to tell the last of those villagers it was time to go. There, she encountered some of the shifter guards of the Japanese Alpha in the tunnel — guards who planned to kill them all.

She’d killed the guards. From there things got hazy.

She’d killed more guards. Flashes of memories told her that. But the guards kept coming — coming for the people she’d sworn to protect. And she kept killing.

Then Cujo came. He’d held her. And then....

Then she’d killed him, too.

They’d been on the ship for 10 days coming across the Pacific to this island — an island Abby said had been promised to her as a refuge should she need one. Mei had been out of her mind for the first two days aboard ship. Someone had always been by her bed — Yui had been there a lot, she remembered.  She was very grateful for her soothing presence. Yui was a nurse, but she was more than that, something Yui denied. Mei thought Yui might be better at denial than even she was.

Okami Yoshida was often there when she woke up in the middle of the night, tormented by nightmares of being trapped in a tunnel so dark she couldn’t see, of pain, excruciating pain, of forced shifts for healing. She didn’t know if he'd stayed by her all night, or if the nightmares called him, and he came. She never asked. She was just grateful for his solid presence that anchored her in the real world.

“I killed him,” she had told Okami earnestly back then. “I did it, you know.”

Okami had not tried to answer her. He listened to her, and just his presence calmed her.

“How could I do that, Okami? What did I do?” she’d asked. Okami was the sensei; he would know.

“Sleep,” he had advised. “You must rest and heal. Then you can deal with whatever else you must deal with.”

She obeyed him. She always had.

Growing up in the Tanaka pack had been hard. She was the 26-year-old female heir to the pack’s Alpha; she carried the Tanaka name. And she was a strong shifter. Those who wanted power for themselves, or for their sons, eyed her with speculation. She could be the pathway to leadership. Marry her and inherit the pack and the corporation — a very lucrative proposition.

Okami had been one of a very few who saw her as a person and cared for her.

He called her ‘daughter of his heart.’

She was honored by that. Okami and Cujo had been her defenders when even her father and great uncle, the pack Alpha, had been more worried about pack politics than about her well-being. She would never forget that.

She could control her mind when she was awake, but even then, she felt disoriented. A part of her wailed she had killed him, and another part insisted Cujo was not dead. No one else believed he was alive. She didn’t want to tell them about the link she had with him, and the fact that it seemed like someone was still there.

She was afraid they’d dismiss her as a lovesick girl, and she couldn’t face that humiliation. She didn’t know what Cujo was to her — or what she was to him. She most certainly didn’t want to explain why she had a link to that man!

The second night, the nightmares were so bad she barely made it to the bathroom before vomiting. The next day, Okami arranged a satellite call to Abby. From the middle of the ocean? 

“I killed him,” Mei had blurted out. Abby had listened to her first blurted words, and suggested they use a mind link instead. Abby’s power must have grown, Mei thought. She didn’t think Abby could have reached her through a link like this a few months ago.

Abby didn’t think he was dead either. Did Mei have a link to Cujo? She confessed she did. Feed it energy, Abby advised. Olivia was doing the same.

“I was told to not count him out until I saw the body with the head removed,” Abby told her which made Mei laugh. It sounded so much like Cujo.

And Abby was right. Something was taking the energy she sent through her link to Cujo. On that slimmest thread of hope, Mei had been able to drink some water, and keep down some food.

The next night, it was Jason who woke her up out of a nightmare. “Come topside and walk with me,” he said.

She didn’t even think to question it. Jason was as trustworthy as it got. She pulled on her sweatpants and tucked in the T-shirt she slept in, and followed him up the ladder. Silently, they made a lap around the ship. “Thank you,” she said sincerely. “This helps.”

Jason grunted. Okami was standing by the captain’s bridge when they reached it. “You were right,” Okami said sourly. Jason nodded, but it didn’t look like he was happy about it.

“What?” Mei demanded to know.

“We had a strange storm come up,” Jason said. “A small typhoon. Last night, we hit a rain storm. The night before....” He shrugged.

Mei stared at him. She turned to look out at the ocean. It looked calm, at least as calm as the Pacific ever looked. “Is that normal? For a storm to pop up and then blow through?” she asked. Seattle was a wet, stormy place, but generally a storm lasted longer — sometimes they seemed to last forever.

“No,” Jason said. “I’ve been on the ocean and around the ocean most of my life. Never saw anything like it.” He looked at Okami, but if he wanted Okami to explain for him, Mei could have told him it wouldn’t work.

Then it hit her. “You think I have something to do with it?” she whispered. She wanted to run, maybe shift to wolf and run. But there was no place to go. She couldn’t outrun this storm.

“Not deliberately,” Jason said. He sounded reluctant. This might be the longest conversation they’d ever had, Mei thought wildly. But Jason was captain of this ship, and he took that seriously. If she was jeopardizing the ship, he’d toss her overboard. He’d regret it, but he would.

No, daughter, Okami said through their link — not something he did often. No one is going to toss you overboard, and Jason would be the first in line to protect you if someone tried. Although a woman who can call a storm probably doesn’t need much protection.

Mei laughed through her tears at that. “I didn’t mean to,” she said.

“We know,” Jason assured her. “Maybe you’ll keep me company up here during the night shift? And someone can watch you sleep in the morning.”

She’d nodded, and followed him up to the bridge. Perching on the stool there, she watched him and the other bridge crew manage the ship. It was interesting, she conceded.

What had she done?

After that, she caught short catnaps, and someone watched her sleep, always.

During the day, she paced the ship. Paced on the upper deck where people were crowded along with cages of chickens, and a small corral for goats.

The goats were not happy. She sympathized. She thought the donkey might be seasick. Poor thing, but her miserable braying was making people wonder how donkey meat might taste.

There were three decks below the top one, all of them crammed with people. People were sleeping in shifts in some of the rooms. Other rooms had children on the floors, a couple sleeping in a bunk designed for a single person. There were people in the hallways. In the mess. If there was a square foot of floor, it had a person on it.

Mei paced all decks, which felt more like an obstacle course than a morning stroll. She wondered about Cujo, worried about him really. Was he alive? Why didn’t he respond? Was he dead? Had she killed him? She might have. She wasn’t sure what happened.

What had she done?

The entire trip across the ocean, she tried not to think about it. Just breathe, she’d told herself, over and over again. Don’t think. Just breathe. Don’t sleep. Don’t dream. Just breathe.

The dojo master had started training sessions on the bow of the upper deck, and Mei attended every session. “No bo,” the master said severely. Mei just nodded meekly. She wasn’t sure why he didn’t want her to use it — she liked the bo. It felt good in her hands. But she would have done anything he asked as long as she could train. She needed it desperately. He’d nodded once sharply, and she joined the others — the sōhei, the guards of Hat Island, and a handful of her Lost Boys — all following his instructions for hours at a time.

And Okami Yoshida, the Wolf Guardian of these people, the last shifter samurai, was there too. She thought he sought the training for his own balance. It had been a rough few months. Okami was not the man he thought he was. He insisted he wasn’t the man these people thought he was either, but Mei could tell he wasn’t sure. She sympathized. She wasn’t the girl she thought she was either.

On the fourth day, as she walked the deck, she noticed some people arguing. Not two people — that was common enough, but two groups of people, and that concerned her. Factions could destroy them.

Of course there were factions. She kicked herself for not realizing it sooner. For starters, there was the group from Japan and the group of Americans who crewed the ship. But there were divisions within that — shifters and humans in the Japan group. Her Lost Boys, Jason’s crew from the Hat Island pack, Okami and Yui — more shifters in the American group. And there were the three men from Panama — humans, who she had managed to capture in another dandelion burst on the flight to Japan. Humans! Was no one safe from her links?

Mei had stopped at the confrontation, and asked if she could assist. They demurred. “We are not worthy of your time,” said one older woman.

“I would be delighted to be of service,” Mei said. Then she had grinned at the woman. “To be honest, I’m bored. How can I help?”

The woman had laughed at that, and explained the situation, something involving the goats and maybe fertilizer for some salad greens? Not being a country girl at all, she barely understood the words — that it was in Japanese didn’t help, but she wasn’t all that knowledgeable about farming, no matter what the language. Really though, she didn’t need to be. She understood people. She listened to both sides, and by the time they’d had their say, they’d also found a solution. She praised them all, and nodded when they thanked her.

It soothed her to mediate like that. It was what she had done so many times in the Wolf Harbor lodge. Strong personalities like Okami, Stefan Lebenev and Peter Dawson. Different groups of workers — the kitchen staff, the cleaners, the business office, the construction crews, and of course, the medical researchers. It had been gratifying to work out their problems and keep things running smoothly.

Doing it aboard ship reminded her of those times, normal times, and it had calmed her.

One man, who said his name was Ren, had separated himself from the crowd, and fell in step with her. She felt Jason move closer, just in case, but Mei didn’t feel any threat from the man. Besides, he was human, and she hadn’t seen him in any of the training sessions. He would be no challenge.

She felt something rise inside of her, eager for a challenge. No, she said firmly. I am in control. I will not lose control. You hear me?

Dear God, she’d thought, appalled. Lose control on a ship in the middle of the ocean? She didn’t know what that would look like. She had no desire to find out, either.

Like a small typhoon? She hastily set that thought aside.

“You are good at that,” Ren had said. “We need someone who can settle disputes. May we call on you to do so again?”

Mei had looked at the man. Probably 30. An inch or so taller than her, so maybe 5-foot-9, with a softer body than any shifter she knew. Fit enough, but there was an extra layer of fat — it reminded her of her college days, when she’d first explored sex with human lovers. The memory made her smile. He had black hair, haphazardly cut, kind eyes, smooth skin.... Don’t think about his skin, she chastised herself. How can you think about a man, when you killed....

Had she killed Cujo? She was no longer sure. If Abby thought not? What she recalled was fractured, like someone had smashed a painting under glass. She had killed so many. Had she killed Cujo too?

She was silent too long, struggling with the memories that started to overwhelm her, and Ren had started to stammer an apology. She shook her head, but she couldn’t find her words. Jason stepped in closer, to the point where she could feel the warmth of his body. Not touching, but there. Supporting her.

Mei had taken a deep breath. “I would be honored,” she said seriously.

Ren gave her a charming smile and a deep bow, before disappearing into a throng of people.

“Good,” Jason said from behind her. “This ship is about to blow. Too many people. Even for us shifters, it is too crowded. People are scared. Just your walks through the decks helps calm people.”

She’d been bewildered by that, but if walking helped, she was glad to do it.

After that, Ren would find her, and lead her to the stern of the ship, which he seemed to have designated as her courtroom. No, she’d corrected, she wasn’t a judge. She was a mediator. People seemed to understand the difference, and after that, she seemed to have acquired that as a title.

Mediator.

She forced them to structure a new life. After a long talk with the Buddhist abbot, he agreed he and his monks would begin the rituals again. She secured a part of the deck for them. She decided her Lost Boys needed to learn Japanese, and drafted Okami as their instructor. She was beginning to understand why Navy ships had their young men swabbing decks in all the movies. Tired young men caused less mischief and got into fewer fights.

Jason approved. He had them actually swabbing the decks too. On the way to Japan, he’d made them paint the ship — a gleaming white ship was pretty, but noticeable. He grabbed every bucket of paint Hat Island had, and mixed them into a serviceable brown-gray. And then he’d had his crew of Lost Boys paint the ship.

They’d even managed to paint the part of the ship below water. Mei couldn’t figure out how he’d gotten that done — throw them overboard when they annoyed him? It was tempting....

When she finally got around to asking, she’d learned it was much more prosaic — they’d done that part before even leaving dock in Washington, while they waited for necessary provisions to be bought and loaded. Her method was tempting, however, Jason agreed. They were trying to sort out some brawl the young men had gotten into at the time. No one knew why they were fighting, not even the participants.

Mei suspected it was some form of ‘he’s looking at me, mom’ that all young boys seemed to find offensive. She thought the Lost Boys were in their late teens and early 20s, but maybe they still did it? What did she know — she’d been an only child.

But Jason thought it might be dominance fights. The young men were organizing themselves, like in a pack.

“Not a pack,” Mei insisted, automatically.

“A burst,” Jason agreed. She thought he might be amused by her insistence. “But dominance rank matters even in a burst.”

Mei had considered that. “Smokers?” she asked. Jason had nodded, and gone off to talk to the dojo master. There would be smokers again.

More normalcy.

She welcomed the title of Mediator, and nodded in response to those who greeted her as such on her laps around the ship’s decks. But there were other names she heard, whispered in the packed hallways. Names that freaked her out.

They call her she wolf, La Loba, Mesu Okami — just words for a female wolf in English, Spanish and Japanese. But something nagged at her about them as names.

And, then there was the name Mu Lang. Mandarin, she thought. But there were no native speakers of Mandarin aboard.

She didn’t think so, anyway. Some of Jason’s crew might have spoken it in a previous life, but they all spoke English now. She knew where the Spanish name came from, and she had some choice words for her small Panamanian group about it. Didn’t stop people from using it.

But Mu Lang was different. It had bothered her enough that she’d asked Okami about it. He’d gotten very still. “A myth,” he said at last. He said it was indeed Mandarin, but very old — “maybe coming down from Tibet.”

Mei grimaced. They’d learned that ‘stories coming down from Tibet’ often meant werewolves. It did mean she wolf like the other names.

“It’s just a myth,” Okami insisted. “A story.”

He refused to say anything more. Refused to tell her the story. She’d let it go. She couldn’t handle much more, she conceded. But talking about stories made her seek out one of the mayors and suggest they might have evening storytelling on the deck. Would he organize it?

He would. Would she be willing to help him solve a problem?

Of course, she assured him.

In Japan, they had been two villages, the mayor said. In Daak they would be one village, and people were arguing about who would rule, and how things could be distributed fairly.

Mei grimaced. She could see the problem clearly — it might actually explain some of the fights that seem to have no purpose. She promised to give it some thought.

“Thank you, Mesu Okami,” he said. She wolf, again. She shook her head.

“Mediator,” she corrected. “It is English for chōtei-sha.” She’d smiled at him. “Ren chose it.”

“Mediator,” the mayor said, trying it out. He nodded. “Ren is a smart man.”

“He is,” she agreed. She wondered about Ren, but she asked no questions, content to just let him be her administrator among the villagers. The villagers respected him, she knew that much. She’d seen him with the littles seated around him once — was he a teacher? She thought that might be so.

Mei might have become infected with Abby’s curiosity, but her mind could handle nothing new. Especially not a new man. She had shut that thought down hastily — more than once.

She returned to the mayor with a proposal — a city council for Daak — much like the group Abby had pulled together to decide if they should leave Japan or not. Both mayors, the abbot, the dojo master, and Jason to represent the American shifters. It might be wise to find a leader of the Japanese shifters as well, although they had always been happy with the mayors of the villages. She would ask Yui to guide them in how American city councils worked — she was the mayor of Hat Island after all.

The two mountain mayors agreed with the idea, and Yui accepted her role as their guide. “You owe me chocolate, much chocolate, for this,” Yui had muttered. Mei had chuckled and promised to find chocolate. She couldn’t imagine the Lost Boys had come aboard this ship without a serious stash of chocolate. The only question was there still some left?

There was. She’d borne it back to Yui triumphantly.

The council had their first meeting, and selected the dojo master as the head of it. Yui started them talking about a charter. The group met each morning on the top deck in view of everyone. And people did come to watch — Mei was happy about that. She believed in representative democracy, although she wasn’t sure how that could translate into a pack. But with a village of so many kinds of people? She hoped democracy would prevent them from self-destruction.

And so they limped into the harbor at the coordinates Abby had given Jason. Really, Jason had gotten them there faster than anyone had any right to expect. It was the people, one disaster away from a mob riot, that worried the leadership.

In the evening of the tenth day, they dropped anchor and turned the top deck into a festival, celebrating their arrival. There were those who wanted to go to shore immediately, but Okami forbade it, and they listened to him.

The two of them had talked long into the night about who needed to know. Now that they were here, how did they make sure it was OK? They all knew Abby had been given this place as a refuge. No one had asked who had given it to her. But people would need to know. At least some people. Who though?

They were hammering out a list, when Abby blasted the news into Mei’s mind: Cujo was alive. The pilot Abby called Pirate had brought him and his team to Wen and Benny in China. They would be on their way home to Hat Island as soon as Cujo and the team were healed enough to travel.

Mei told Okami and Yui the news, and then went down to her room where no one would ask why she was crying. Cujo’s link was still silent, and she fed it more energy. Her wolf curled up next to the link, and for the first time, Mei slept without nightmares.

No typhoons either.

Now, two months later, Mei finished her mental review, fixing a few missing pieces as she always did, and opened her eyes to see not only Jason facing her, but Ren next to him, and a collection of others — Lost Boys, Panama burst, villagers and ship crew. Okami and Yui were in the back. She bowed to them all, eyes facing outward, and they bowed back, then dispersed to their tasks of the day, until only Jason, Ren, Okami and Yui were left.

“We need to figure it out,” she said to Okami. “I would have expected them to reach out long before now. It worries me.”

Okami nodded. “We still haven’t decided who should know,” he answered, glancing at Jason and Ren. Yui knew, of course. Abby might not have told her, but Mei assumed what Okami knew, Yui knew. “But I feel the urgency too. I’m not sure it is my own.”

Mei winced at that. She knew what it was like to have thoughts and feelings you didn’t know if they came from yourself or from another. Her own thoughts were frightening enough.

“Start with us,” Jason suggested dryly. “I’d love to know what you’re talking about for a change.”

Ren laughed and agreed.

Mei took a deep breath and let it out. “The people of this island who offered refuge to Alpha Stafford if she should need it are not human. Not wolf shifters. They are something else.” She smiled at their shocked expressions. She called up the image Abby had shared with her, a Hat Island guard named Gene who had shown Abby his other form and offered her refuge. A yeti. People of the Pacific Northwest might call them Bigfoot, or Abominable Snowman, but neither term seemed right for these creatures. Abby had described them as white grizzlies, and called them yeti. Close enough.

Mei didn’t often use her link with Jason for anything but location and comfort. She used it now to share the image. Jason’s eyes widened. “That’s what Gene was?” he asked. Mei nodded.

“Explains a few things,” he muttered.

She turned to Ren and smiled. “Would you accept a link and an image?” she asked.

He nodded. “I would be honored.”

Mei relaxed the barricades of her mind. Really, preventing a link with the man had been more work than linking would be — human or shifter, it didn’t seem to matter. She touched his shoulder near the place that was so sensitive for shifters. It wasn’t the same with humans, she knew, but it still somehow implied connection.

Ren swallowed hard, and swayed a bit as Mei connected the link. She sent the picture to him. His eyes widened, and he looked up the mountain behind them. She nodded.

“We are not alone,” she said, smiling at him.

“We might not be alone, but neither have they come down to greet us,” Okami said.

“I’ve sensed something and so have you,” Mei said. “They are watching us, observing. It may be because Abby isn’t with us. The offer of refuge was for her, after all.” It was a debate they’d had more than once.

“Yeti,” Ren said, ignoring the conversation. He had a soft smile on his face. “There are yeti.”

“There are,” Mei agreed. She smiled too, remembering the wonder she’d first felt when Abby had shared the image with her in the mountain caves of Japan. “There are yeti.”
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Chapter 2
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Tuesday, April 11, Daak, Alaska

Mei had worked out a routine with Okami where they rotated mediation periods, hoping to connect with the yeti — or at least let the yeti know that they were here because of the refuge offer Gene had made to Abby. So for two hours each day, Mei sat by the spring that fed the village, and thought good thoughts. Mei rolled her eyes. Truthfully, she sucked at mediation.

The second day of her vigil, the villagers built her a bench. It made her nervous how attentive they were, but she thanked them with a smile. Her mother had taught her to be gracious. Manners mattered.

And her mother was right. Good manners and the ability to listen had solved more than one argument, both in the past at the lodge, on the ship, and now in the village.

Okami chose the location because Jason said he didn’t think the spring was completely natural. Jason’s engineering background was becoming essential to the village. Who knew? Not Mei. To her, he was one of the Hat Island guards, a man she’d always valued for his no-drama competence. She’d known he was a veteran — Navy, she assumed, since he had been the captain of the ship that brought them all here. She felt vaguely ashamed for not knowing more. But it wasn’t like the man talked about himself!

Apparently, Jason had been some kind of engineer in the past. He understood things like engines and solar panels and generators and storage batteries. He’d packed the bottom of the ship with the things they needed to build those things. Abby had made a wise choice in who should captain the ship. Mei wondered if she had known, or if it had just been good luck. Either way, if Daak made it as a village, it would be because of Jason.

And he knew about the springs they could use to pipe clean water to the village. It was the only sign of human intervention they’d found so far, although admittedly they hadn’t explored very much. They might be here by invitation, but it still felt like someone else’s house. Invitation or no, you didn’t just go wandering about, peering into their cupboards.

Well, most people didn’t. She could name a couple of people who might. Abby was one of them, actually.

Okami took a different two-hour shift in the afternoon. She wondered what he meditated about, but that wasn’t something you ask a person — especially not Okami Yoshida, enforcer for the Northwest Council of Alphas, guardian of the Wolf’s Codex, and the last shifter samurai.

She wasn’t sure which title was the scariest, but really it was Okami himself that made a person walk softly around him. Except for Yui. Even Okami bowed his head for his mate.

She could picture Yui giving a firm nod to that, and saying, ‘as it should be.’ Mei grinned.

After nearly two months, Mei had established a routine. She held ‘office hours’ in the village for those needing conflict resolution in the afternoon. Ren had organized that. All she had to do was show up and listen. Then she checked on the Lost Boys to make sure they were learning Japanese and doing OK. Ditto with the Panamanian team. She did a thorough walk-through of the village, because Okami said it helped keep anxiety levels down for them to see her regularly. Personally, she thought the villagers wanted to see Okami more than her, but she had no real problem with the walk-throughs. Okami did his own walk, she noticed.

And for two hours every morning after tai chi, she came to the spring, and ‘meditated.’ It too had a routine. She set up a mental slide show of the Hat Island pack with Abby front and center, and then other people and sights Gene Xoots might have known. And then she focused on other things. It was a gift, really to have the luxury of two hours to just think.

Sometimes she checked in with Abby who was doing the contented mother thing now that the twins were born. The lull before the storm, Mei feared. In July, Abby was planning a tour of the Alaskan and Canadian packs of her region as the new Chairman of the Northwest Council. Daak had to be independent of the ship by then, because Okami and Yui were taking the ship back to Hat Island. They’d load up the pack leadership, and return to Daak, and then head on up to Kodiak.

Mei had faith the village would be self-sufficient from the ship by then. Pirate had come up last week with his new airplane — one with pontoons. He’d been making supply runs from farther afield than the small towns of southeast Alaska, to everyone’s relief. They were eating a lot of eggs.

Eggs, and the beef the villagers had butchered before they left Japan. Mei really missed fresh vegetables. Okami helped the villagers build raised beds and mini-greenhouses, but they were just now beginning to enjoy salad greens. Other vegetables were growing, however. Turned out that long days encouraged vegetable growth, to Okami’s satisfaction.

And they had fish.

A team brought up Okami’s fishing boat the second week they were here, along with another smaller boat. She had gone to Sitka with Okami after supplies twice — they would always have to buy flour, for instance. And salt. Although Jason was muttering about setting up a desalination still. With all this salt water around them, buying salt did seem silly, Mei conceded.

She didn’t care why they went to Sitka — just that they did. She needed to see people, and stores, and sidewalks! They were due for another trip, soon. She made a mental note to remind Okami. Even now when Pirate could make a regular supply run to Vancouver, it was important to make a regular appearance in Sitka, the nearest city of any size.

There were a thousand islands in Alaska’s Inland Passage. Some of them, like this one, were just unnamed dots on the map. Sprinkled among them were towns like Sitka and Ketchikan with 8,000 people each, a number of smaller towns like Wrangell and Petersburg, and Native villages like Angoon where it was probably more suitable to count families rather than people. Juneau, the state’s capital, was to the north of them and had a whopping population of 30,000. It was the second biggest city in Alaska.

What the hell was she even doing here? She was a city girl, she reminded whatever gods might be listening.

Come summer, the plan was to establish regular appearances in more communities. Sometimes, it was best to hide in plain sight — something shifters were quite experienced in.

So they could live without the big ship. What she was more concerned about was Daak without Okami and Yui. Yui’s nursing skills were invaluable — they needed to get a medic up here to replace her, she thought, making another mental note. But she was also this oasis of peace. Women congregated around her, forming work teams, or going to the baths. She formed community; Mei wanted to be like her. For now, she followed Yui around, content to live in her shadow.

But Okami’s absence worried her the most. His presence kept things on an even keel. People would turn to her for more things without him, she feared. Scared the crap out of her, actually.

Being the Mediator was fine. She liked doing it. But part of her confidence was knowing Okami had her back. Who wouldn’t be confident with him to back them up?

So far, they hadn’t even needed to bury any bodies.

She set that worry aside. It was months away — who knew what disasters lurked between then and now? Today, she wanted to think about links, and how easily she made them — even to humans. Need a link to Ren? Just lower her barriers and reach out. At least it was intentional this time. The two dandelion bursts had been accidents.

Olivia and Abby had a theory that linking was normal for alpha women, and it took effort to prevent the links from developing. Abby thought that might explain why packs tended to keep women in seclusion, and a whole host of other behaviors that baffled her. The theories kept the anthropologist humming happily. Mei smiled reluctantly. It was hard not to smile about Abby’s delight in trivial facts that could offer insight into the baffling world she’d been thrust into. Mei respected her a lot — had respected her when she had been the human Dr. Abby Stafford, a noted anthropology professor at Seattle University. Mei suspected shifter culture was no more rational than any other culture.

Well, Abby probably wouldn’t disagree with that assessment either. Mei had heard Abby’s discourse about how humans — and shifters — were emotional-based not rational-based. Heard it more than once.

For a moment Mei missed Hat Island so much it felt like physical pain.

Think about something else, she told herself. Who knew when she’d finally go home? Not until late summer at the earliest. Someone had to stay here while Abby was galivanting around the Northwest causing all kinds of chaos. Okami had to go with her and bury those bodies if nothing else.

Mei shook her head, then refocused on dandelion bursts. Had they once been common things? Olivia thought so. She had one with some shifters in Europe — friends of Cujo’s. Quite a few of the alpha women from the serum study had them, actually. Might not call them that — Synde called hers a team. Maggie tended to pick them up and release them again among Ryder’s motorcycle club as needed. And then, of course, there was Margarite and her men in Vancouver. That was probably the oldest version Mei knew of.

Everyone knew about Margarite and her men. But she’d always been a maverick and no one thought much about it. Gossiped like hell, of course. But studied it as a phenomenon? No, of course not. As Abby often pointed out, it was appalling how little curiosity shifters had about themselves.

Well, that was changing. Abby’s curiosity seemed to be contagious. And Stefan Lebenev believed in studying each new phenomenon. Not magic. Not woo-woo shit. Science, he insisted. Links were just science.

Mei wasn’t sure about that. Links felt pretty woo-woo to her — and the dandelion burst most of all. Bad enough to establish a link from one person to another, a burst connected them with each other as well. As one of her Lost Boys had said earnestly, it helped to not feel alone.

It made her furious that powerful Alphas had ordered a bunch of human young men changed to shifters without providing them with pack bonds so they wouldn’t be alone. It really was unconscionable.

And that fury might have been what caused her to grab them up in the first place, she thought ruefully. Someone needed to care for them! No one really knew how dandelion bursts worked. Jessie, the Okanogan’s pack Second, had a theory — you needed dominance and a promise to take care of them. Feeding them worked, she had said, grinning. But then both Mei’s and Jessie’s bursts were of the young men the old Vancouver Alpha had been recruiting. Mei had found that you could solve most problems with young men by feeding them.

Her link with Jason was a part of the Lost Boys dandelion burst. She visualized him as the strong stem that connected the burst and her at the hub to the ground. The other dandelion burst? Mei sighed. She’d just wanted to link to Okami and Cujo at the same time! And the next thing she knew she’d linked to the team from Panama who had come to assist Okami. They were still in Daak, all except one. She’d suggested the Panamanian team might want to go home, but they said they were here for as long as Okami needed them to serve.

She saw no signs they actually wanted to go home. In fact, one young man was courting a young woman from the mountain villages. Well, at least he spoke Japanese. Mei was watching a couple of Lost Boys who were interested in some of the other girls. How that was going to work out, she didn’t know, since the Lost Boys barely spoke English coherently by her standards. But the young men were learning Japanese. Maybe she should suggest to Okami that he include romantic phrases in their vocabulary building activities.

She pictured Okami’s expression and snickered. She’d do it just to tweak his tail.

And now there was Ren.

Her wolf liked that they’d linked to Ren. Human, Mei said. Her wolf didn’t seem to care. Well, that was interesting. She should mention that to Abby sometime for investigation. Did the wolves make the same human-shifter distinctions shifters made?

See? She was becoming as curious as Abby was! She had carefully schooled herself to ask no questions since she was very small.

Mei tried to visualize her mind as Benny had taught her. She wasn’t very good at it, but she could feel Tanaka pack, a distant warmth, and her family links woven through it. Really, she had always felt her family links more than the pack itself. Not uncommon in the Tanaka pack, unfortunately. Tanaka pack was too large, too dispersed, and especially for her generation, too disconnected. It had allowed for problems to develop unseen.

Mei had an employment bond with Abby, and it was front and center. It probably dominated her connections with the shifter world. She’d be Hat Island pack if she could — but everyone knew that wasn’t going to happen. Abby treated her as if she were pack, however. Mei suspected Abby forgot she wasn’t most of the time.

All good and well. Nice, stable, traditional bonds. Family, pack, employment.

And then? A link with Cujo. She checked it as she thought of it. He was still struggling, she knew. He kept the link barricaded, but he sometimes showed up in her mind to talk. The energy she sent helped, he said, but did it drain her? Because now that he was back on Hat Island things were easier, and she shouldn’t do anything that drained her. Her power might be needed to protect Daak and its residents.

It didn’t drain her, Mei had assured him. She had all the energy she needed — happy to send some his way. It actually felt good to dump some energy, but she didn’t tell him that. He’d probably suggest she get rid of excess energy the same way Abby got rid of hers — fun times in bed.

Not that she had any problems with fun times in bed! She just couldn’t get past the awe everyone seemed to hold her in to find a bed partner. Everyone had thought it was funny when Abby worried about making a pass for fear the man wouldn’t think he could say no. Any of the men in the pack would be delighted, they assured her. But Mei got it now.

Cujo, of all people, might know what she’d done. She didn’t ask him, however. She hadn’t asked Abby either.

What had she done? She no longer wanted an answer. It was in the past. She wasn’t going to do it again — whatever it was she’d done.

And yes, she saw the problem with that thinking.

She had a link with Yui and Okami, and it had always seemed like a link to the two of them, not two links. It had been there a while — formed about the same time as her link with Cujo — in the early days of the Wolf Harbor serum project. Back then, she’d been sucked into Yui’s dreams through that link more than once. She shuddered. Yui’s dreams weren’t for the faint-hearted.

And now she had a link with Ren. She pictured it as resting near Jason’s. She wasn’t sure why it belonged there, and not next to Okami and Yui, for example. Or even Cujo. It just did.

She wasn’t the most introspective of people, she acknowledged. Just the opposite, actually. She found it best not to think about herself at all. She’d grown up basically an only child to older parents — much older. She had brothers who were old enough to be her father! She actually thought her parents forgot about her frequently. Her father was absorbed in work — the software division of Tanaka Corporation — and her mother was an artist. A very good one, who deserved more credit from the pack than she got. Mei fumed over that for a moment, and then set it aside. It was what it was.

Mei had gone her own way. Really, she’d led a mostly human life growing up. Her friends at school had been human, and later at college, her lovers had been human too.

There hadn’t been any other teen girls in the pack. She paused for the sorrow that always hit when she thought about that. So many girls lost.... Pack functions had felt like family reunions that just happened occasionally — like the family reunions the other girls at school talked about. She had known dating one of the young men of the pack would have serious pitfalls. Her father’s attempts to set her up were even worse.

And then there had been that last setup, and she had to kill the man.

Killing didn’t bother her much, not anymore, but that first man? It had bothered her a lot. It had been Okami and Cujo who had helped her bury the body and get through the political implications of his death. Cujo was worried about the small pull of energy? She owed him her life! That energy was nothing.

Maybe that was why she could link to humans, she thought now. She’d always been connected to humans. It wasn’t until her great uncle — Alpha Tanaka — had requested she get a job at Wolf Harbor to monitor what Stefan Lebenev was up to, that she’d really become immersed in the shifter world. If you could call a resort run by a bunch of lone wolves the shifter world.

A lot of water under the bridge in the three years since then — most of it in the last year under Abby’s reign as a pack Alpha. Abby had brought major change to the shifter world. Chaotic change. Changes shifters needed, but the powerful among shifters didn’t like change. They resisted. Abby persisted. Chaos ensued. Mei grinned. It was entertaining, really.

So Ren. She resolutely turned her thoughts to him, a man roughly her age, with a kind smile, and steadfast support for her as the Mediator. She’d been right on the ship; he was the school teacher for the littles of the village. She’d drifted by to watch him with the children more than once.

She needed to focus on the link, make sure it was well-rooted in her mind. But really, she was happy just to focus on the link, and on the man....

Speaking of making passes and excess energy? Not going there, she chanted. Nope.

Suddenly Mei realized she was not alone.

She opened her eyes, and maybe eight feet away, nearer to the spring, was a man she didn’t know — and by now, she knew everyone in Daak. He had a half-smile on his face like he’d been studying her and liked what he saw. She flushed a bit at that thought. He had dark, almost black, hair, brown eyes, and was medium-tall with broad shoulders. She thought he might be part Tlingit, but mixed with something else. He might be the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen.

Thank you! the voice in her head sounded pleased. Loud. But pleased.

Mei winced, and hastily raised her mental barricades.

Too loud? the voice asked, concerned. It was softer, but still loud. Mei nodded.

Gene warned me, but I didn’t realize.... His mental voice trailed off in a mutter.

“You could try speaking,” Mei said dryly. She was pretty sure the yeti had a spoken language. Gene had spoken with pack members, right? If Gene had been coaching this man, she was talking to a yeti. She tugged on Okami’s link, panicked to be the one doing the first contact.

“I can,” the man said out loud. “Is this better?”

Mei smiled at him. “It is,” she said. “Thank you. I’m Mei. You mentioned Gene? Are you related to him?”

He paused, and tipped his head, as if that question required thought. “We’re both yeti, is that what you mean?” he asked finally. “Gene said that’s what Alpha Stafford called us, right? But he is not my father or brother. Not that kind of family.”

His English was colloquial, Mei noted. “What should I call you?” she asked out loud.

“Gabe — Gabriel,” he said. “And yes, my English is colloquial. I just got back from a wander year. My people were waiting for me to return to greet you.”

Picked that out of my brain, did you, Mei said. My barriers don’t keep you out?

Gabriel paused. I’m sorry. I don’t use mind speak with anyone but us, and we don’t use barriers with each other.

So he hadn’t even noticed barriers were there? That spoke for a very powerful telepath.

“We knew we were being watched,” Mei said. She wondered where Okami was. “But no one came. They were waiting for you?”

“May I sit down?” he asked politely, gesturing to her bench. She nodded, but tensed up, until he sat at the other end of it, leaving space between them. She relaxed, and smiled at him.

“Gene shared images of Alpha Stafford so people would know who to watch for,” Gabe said. “But there was no one who looked like her — not at all.”

Mei laughed at that. The majority of the people here were Japanese or of Japanese descent. She didn’t think they had a redhead even among the Lost Boys.

Lost Boys? he asked quizzically.

A story for another time, Mei promised.

“Is Gene not here then?” she asked. “He would recognize some of us. Okami especially.”

“No he is not here physically,” Gabe agreed. “Okami is known to some of us. So everyone decided to watch and wait for me to return.”

“Why you?” Mei asked, making a mental note of his phrasing about Okami.

He considered that for a moment. “Gene said Abby Stafford had no problem with his mind link,” he said at last. “But others had trouble when he spoke to their mind. He is very loud.”

Mei laughed at that. Abby had told her part of this story. Gene had blasted Jake’s brain with an image of the women who needed help in Vancouver. Even diluted, Benny found the message overwhelming when Jake passed it to him. And they were both powerful shifters. “His mind voice and power saved Abby’s life,” Mei said. “We will always honor him for it — loud though he may be.”

“He was afraid that we had just found her, and we were going to lose her to the Vancouver Alpha and his political games,” Gabe said soberly. “We have been watching for her for a very long time.”

Mei’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “For Abby in particular, or for a female Alpha?”

“A story for another time,” he said, using her words back at her. “But the yeti of the mountain here were afraid to try and contact one of you mind-to-mind because of Gene’s experiences. They didn’t want to hurt any of you, if you were here to establish a village of refuge for Alpha Stafford. You seemed to be good stewards of the land, and you were doing no harm. They settled in to wait.”

And not come to speak in person? Mei asked. Out loud?

It is difficult for some, Gabe replied. Many of them don’t speak English — or Japanese. Some speak only mind-to-mind and have never felt the need to leave the mountain. Others speak Tlingit. No one was sure what you all were speaking, to be honest. And, they were in no hurry. I would be home soon.

“And two months later, here you are? Mei was amused. Shifter tended to say things like, ‘you’ve got time,’ referring to long lives, but even they might want to know about squatters on their land faster than two months.

She could feel him share her amusement. His mind voice had quieted to match her own, she noticed. She resisted the urge to try again to shut him out. She wasn’t used to being this open to someone.

“So today you got home?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I’ve been home for a week or so,” he said. “But we weren’t sure anyone here could accept my mind voice, or create a mind link. No one had felt any sign of someone creating a new mind link. And we didn’t want to kill one of you, if you were of Alpha Stafford’s pack.”

The lightbulb went on. “So you felt me link to Ren, and you decided you could try a link with me?” Mei asked. Do we have a link? I guess we must, if we can exchange thoughts.

There is a link,” Gabe agreed. Not a permanent one, just one to communicate. But yes, the watcher sensed you create a new link with your man — Ren, did you name him? And I was told to come down.

Gabe looked up. Someone is coming.

Mei nodded. Okami, probably, she said, checking her link for his presence. Yes. I tugged on his link with me when we first spoke.

She looked back at Gabe, but he was gone.

“I got some of that,” Okami said softly. “Was someone here?”

Mei looked bewildered. “Did you not see him?” she asked, looking around for evidence that it hadn’t been a figment of her imagination. “He was here, I swear it, Okami!”

Okami looked at her curiously. “I would never doubt you,” he said. “Why do you doubt yourself?”

Mei didn’t have an answer for that. She got up and looked at the damp soil around the bench, and to the spring where she’d first seen him. No footprints. She looked at her own path — footprints. How could there not be?

Seattle had mud season. As near as she could tell, Southeast Alaska had a very short no-mud season — July and August. It rained nearly all the time, she’d learned. Ketchikan got more than 200 inches of rain a year, and 30 inches of snow. The rainiest spot in the Southeast islands wasn’t far from here¸— it got nearly an inch per day on average. The vegetation showed it — it was lush and green. And the ground? She didn’t know how he could have been here without leaving footprints!

Was her mind playing tricks on her?

“He was here,” she said numbly.

“I’m sure he was,” Okami said. “I could almost hear him in our link. I think Cujo is the only other person who has done that — and Abby, of course.”

Of course, Abby. She did things people thought were impossible. They forgot to send Abby the memo, Mei thought with a laugh.

“But you could hear Gabe?” she asked, wanting reassurance.

“I heard that first mind blast,” he said. “It sounded like Gene.”

Mei relaxed a bit. So the man could walk on water — or at least water-saturated ground — and not leave footprints. “He toned it down,” she said. “Apparently Gene had warned them.” She looked at Okami.

“He said you ‘were known to them,’” Mei said slowly. “Have you met a yeti before?”

Okami shrugged. “Have I crossed paths with one unknowingly?” he said. “Perhaps. But I didn’t know of their existence until Abby told us.”

That made sense. Mei was learning a lot of the shifter world had known of ‘the Wolf’ long before Okami had become a part of Tanaka pack, and then Hat Island. Okami might have forgotten his past, but the world hadn’t.

She told him the rest of her conversation with Gabe. It had been real, she told herself. Her wolf whined. Real, the wolf said. Mine.
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