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Fourteen of the most powerful shifters in the world will meet in Seattle. They will bring their staff, their agendas, and their vendettas. Most of all, they will determine the future of shifters, and the survival of the species may depend upon what they decide.

There are two factions: the traditionalists, pack Alphas who want to keep to the old ways — small reclusive packs dominated by the will of the Alpha; and the modern packs — large, urban and allowing personal freedom. Some freedom, at least. As Benny Garrison says, they might be more modern than the traditionalists like, but they are by no means progressive.

And then there is Abby Stafford, Chairman of the Northwest Council of Alphas. A human changed to shifter, who called a pack — the first female Alpha in centuries. A wild card — she’s the mate of the Chairman of the World Council Akihiro Tanaka, and a power in her own right.

Her pack, the Hat Island pack, might offer a third way. If there is one thing both the modern pack Alphas and traditionalist Alphas agree on, a wild card is dangerous. Too dangerous.

But Abby sees beyond the World Council meeting. The clock is ticking, and shifters won’t be able to hide from humans much longer. And if shifters can’t learn to work together, this may be the last time the World Council meets. 

Book 9 in the Wolf Harbor Series.
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Thursday, Dec. 4, Minus-Day 3 of the World Council Meeting, Seattle

One of the things Abby Stafford missed from her life before was drinks after work with her women friends.

That was how she thought of it: there was life now, and life before. It was how all of the Hat Island women talked. Before, I was this. Before, I liked to do that. Before.... Before....

Before, Abby Stafford had been chair of the Anthropology Department at Seattle University. Before, she’d traveled the world, studying isolated cultures as they came into contact with the more technologically advanced modern world. Before, she’d lived quietly in a small house not far from the university with two large Huskies, thousands of books, and an untidy but colorful garden. She went to concerts on campus, haunted the myriad of bookstores in Seattle, and occasionally went kayaking on Lake Washington. 

Before.

And she’d gotten together with other women faculty; they went out after work, had too much wine, and got giggly and raunchy. Women faculty needed to support each other, they all agreed, because for damn sure their male colleagues weren’t reliable backup for anything.

But Abby’s life had changed last summer, and this fall had been a mad marathon of trying to juggle her life on Hat Island, her relationship — her very public relationship — with Akihiro Tanaka, CEO of Tanaka Corporation, and her continued role as chair of the Anthropology Department.

Now all of that was coming to a halt. The university had approved her request for a sabbatical to consult with the Center for Oral Cultures based on Hat Island. It was even a paid sabbatical, which Abby hadn’t been sure she’d get. Apparently the university really did want her gone — the university president had made that very clear earlier in the fall. Abby shrugged. She would have taken the sabbatical unpaid — money wasn’t the issue. She’d been prepared to resign if she had to. She carefully didn’t think about why the sabbatical was essential — there were too many people who could be lurking in her brain.

And didn’t that make her sound paranoid? She hears voices; she thinks people are listening in to her thoughts. She even thinks she’s talking to them! And she thinks werewolves exist, and she knows who they are....

Sounded like a description of a woman who should be locked up and put on serious meds, she thought with amusement. Grim amusement, Abby conceded.

So she called all of her women friends, and suggested lunch to celebrate her sabbatical. She couldn’t gather them for one of those happy hours, but at least they could do lunch. Everyone agreed that Be Bar, a Vietnamese restaurant just blocks from campus and walkable even on a blustery, rainy day like today, would be a welcome change to the Thanksgiving fare they’d been having for a week.

Abby luxuriated in being with the other women — bright, educated, accomplished women. She regretted she let this slip out of her life this fall. But her friends just teased her about her new love, complimented her on her new look, and celebrated the upcoming sabbatical with her. No hostile, probing questions about where she’d been or what she’d been doing. No snide remarks about Tanaka. No suspicious looks at her obvious health. Just... welcome. She caught up on all the news — a book published, another’s art show that she promised to go see, someone’s trip to London. 

She’d cleared her calendar for the afternoon, although she planned to go back in to the office around 5 p.m. and check her messages before heading out for the weekend. She did like this four-day work week, even if it just meant that she crammed 50 hours into those four days, rather than into five. She reminded herself to pick up the papers students were supposed to have turned in today by 5 p.m. as well.

Just because you had a lot on your plate didn’t absolve you from grading papers.

Nothing did.

Well, at least as chair, she was teaching just one senior seminar, not a full load. She still had nightmares about grading papers for the large intro course — 200 students, most of whom couldn’t write a complete sentence. And when she’d been a young faculty member just breaking into a department that wasn’t all that welcoming to women, she’d taught a lot of those intro courses.

All right, she told herself, admit it. You miss teaching that course. And she did. Watching students fall in love with her field of anthropology and decide to major in it was a heady rush.

But so was working with seniors. And even if she did say so herself, she excelled at running the department.

Jim would do just fine as interim chair while she was out spring semester. She refused to think about her role past that. Spring semester. Summer break. And then? She didn’t know. But that was a long time — nine months? A lot could happen in nine months.

She smiled at that thought.

“Here’s to sabbaticals, long may they endure,” her friend from History toasted. If Abby had to teach in that dysfunctional department she’d be toasting sabbaticals too. Her beloved Anthropology Department was bad enough. They all lifted their glasses — ice water in Abby’s case — to something they could all agree on.

And then she felt the phone buzz in her pocket. She grimaced. Gone were the days when she could ignore her phone, even for a two-hour lunch. She pulled it out and glanced at it.

A text from her secretary: Do you know this person? Attached was a short video of a slim Chinese woman who did look vaguely familiar. But it was the way she moved that rang alarm bells. She might not know who she was, but she was afraid she did know what she was.

Trouble for starters.

On my way, Abby sent back. She closed her eyes briefly. Well, she’d gotten over an hour to be her old self, the woman she’d been before.

Before.

“Trouble?” a friend asked sympathetically.

Abby nodded. “Do phones ever go off when it isn’t trouble?” she asked rhetorically. “And yes, I’ve got to go. But ladies, I saw this toast the other day and thought of us: May we be curious, adventurous, spontaneous, different and happy!”

“Cheers to that!” the art professor agreed.

They clinked glasses. Abby stood up to leave.

“Abby?” the historian said, her tone turning serious. “Tell us honestly now. Are you OK?”

The others stopped their chatter to listen, and Abby could see the concern in their eyes. Guess I’m not fooling people as well as I thought, she thought ruefully, but she smiled at her friends. “Yes,” she said. “I am OK. Really, I am. My life has taken a strange unexpected turn, no lie. But I am still ‘curious, adventurous, spontaneous, different, and happy.’ Even more so now.”

The historian nodded, a slight smile on her face. “And you know if that changes, and you need a battalion of middle-aged academics, all you have to do is say ‘wine’s on me!’”

Abby laughed. The image that popped into her mind of all these women marching behind her to save the day tickled her, and she kept laughing. “I won’t forget,” she promised. “See you all in the fall!”

She walked out of the restaurant still chuckling, barely looking at the man who fell into step beside her just a half-block away. “What’s so funny?” asked Cujo Brown, her guard for the day.

Abby smiled at him. He was easy to smile at — Cujo Brown was a very good-looking man. Tall, broad-shouldered with dark brown hair and eyes, he was wearing black jeans, a black T-shirt, and a black leather jacket. Seemed to be a theme there, she thought with amusement. She glanced at his feet — black leather ankle-high boots. Yup.

For a woman who hadn’t had any alcohol, she felt almost tipsy — giddy with glee. Women friends, she thought. What a blessing.

And why don’t you have them at Hat Island, she asked herself. You could. You should.

It wouldn’t be the same. She hadn’t had this kind of friend since Synde left for San Mateo, actually — God, she missed that woman. But she should reach out to others on the island. The other women needed this too, and she was the one who could make it happen.

She sighed; it felt like one more damn thing to do.

“Did I just burst your balloon?” Cujo asked, with a half-smile and concern in his eyes.

“Not your fault,” she said. “Just added something to my to-do list.”

Cujo snorted. “You need to stop doing that,” he observed. “Your to-do list has subheads and bullet points as it is. And there’s enough on it already to keep you busy for the rest of the decade.”

No lie, Abby thought.

“So what pulled you out of there so early?” Cujo asked. “I expected you to be there all afternoon. I was actually getting caught up on my emails.”

Abby laughed. “No, no,” she teased. “Don’t get caught up. Emails can sense an empty inbox, and they will attack to refill it. It is their nature.”

Cujo grinned at her. “You’re on a roll,” he observed. “We need to schedule you some more lunches with women friends.”

Abby smiled wistfully, and then changed the subject. She pulled out her phone and showed Cujo the short video Nina had sent her. “Do you know her?” she asked.

Cujo frowned and studied it closely. “No,” he said slowly. “But what is a Chinese shifter doing pacing in your department’s entryway?”

“I don’t know,” Abby said, worried. “But I doubt it’s good.”

On Sunday, the 14 most powerful shifters in the world were assembling for the World Council of Alphas meeting, the first meeting under the new Chairman, Akihiro Tanaka. Shifters, especially pack Alphas, didn’t much like change, Abby was learning. The previous World Council Chairman had held that title for over 200 years, and meetings like this had been few, and held in Istanbul. But the Council seat moved to where the new Chairman was headquartered — and so here they were, having the first meeting of the Council in a new city in a new country. And nothing symbolized change more than Seattle and the urban, open Tanaka pack.

And God help them all, Abby was one of those 14 shifters as Chairman of the Northwest Council, and to most of those men — powerful, old men — even more than Tanaka and Seattle, she represented everything they hated about change. A female Alpha, the first to rise in hundreds of years, and a once-human shifter at that? No, that alone was bad. When she and Akihiro formed a mate bond, she became even more visible.

But then she became Chairman of the Northwest Council of Alphas, and that made her a power.

If change had a posterchild, it was Abby Stafford. And to most of the other regional Council Chairmen, that poster had a bullseye on it.

She had been attacked five times in the last week by assassins. Assassins!

There had always been people out to kill her from that day last June when she shifted for the first time then howled at the moon and called a pack. She and her pack had barely survived that first weekend. By the time she returned to school in September, she’d killed a dozen challengers.

Shifters led a brutal life where power and dominance was everything. And if her pack, the Hat Island pack, was to survive, she had to be able to defend it and herself.

She’d gotten better at it, she acknowledged, although that alone appalled her and showed how different her life was now, than before. She winced briefly at the word. There it was again. But she wouldn’t have survived if it hadn’t been for Cujo, Benny, and Okami — a whole host of shifters, really. And most of all, it had been Jake Lewis who not only kept her alive but who made her life worth it. Worth all of this.

She briefly missed him so much her whole body hurt. But there was no way both of them could be off the island and away from the pack four days per week. She mentally touched her bond with him, her pack Second, and felt him send wordless warmth back. Well, she’d be going home tonight.

So it wasn’t just that she was getting death threats and challenges. Those had become routine. Dear God, what a thought. But three weeks ago, an assassin had made his way onto the island and attacked her there. She’d killed him. He had been the first — a hired gun, a skilled killer — sent to kill her. Not to challenge her for the pack, no, these men just wanted her dead. And the pack scattered preferably.

He’d been the first, but he hadn’t been the last.

“She doesn’t look like an assassin,” Abby observed, glancing at her phone screen again.

“The good ones don’t,” Cujo said absently.

Well, he would know. She shook her head. Cujo might look like a slightly world-weary graduate student, but he’d been a career spy for the CIA for nearly 40 years with a mercenary cover. She suspected there had been times when the mercenary part had seemed more real than the CIA part. But three years ago, he’d retired, much to the incredulousness of the CIA. Apparently, you didn’t just retire as a spy. She snickered.

Cujo came home to the Northwest and ended up running security for Stefan’s serum project on Hat Island.

Some retirement. He just wanted to grow tomatoes on Hat Island, he often grumbled. Instead he was chief of security for the World Council, Third in the Hat Island pack, and her usual guard when she was on campus. Seattle’s downtown was crammed into a small space, really. His office at Tanaka Towers was only minutes from her campus. He hung out a lot on campus — he was even enrolled in classes, although it had been challenging for him to attend. But he shrugged that off — it would blow his cover as an undergrad if he actually went to all his classes, he argued.

She couldn’t debate that. But she feared they were asking too much of him. He was looking a bit worn, and truthfully, shifters rarely did. Their genetics kept them healthy, their wolves demanded they exercise, and generally they looked like 20-and 30-year-olds who took good care of themselves — even when they might be in their 60s like Cujo.

Or like Abby, who at 52, resembled her 30-year-old self, except fitter and healthier. She dressed to camouflage that, and wasn’t that ridiculous? Although there wasn’t much she could do to hide the brighter red hair that seemed to be a perpetual tangled mess. Of all the things that had been restored since she became a shifter, she could have given that one a pass.

Right now, Cujo looked like he’d been on a two-week bender. Much of the security concerns for the upcoming meeting had fallen on his shoulders. His shoulders and Tanaka Pack Second Haru Ito’s. But Cujo was also juggling her security. She’d suggested they bring over someone else to be her guard, but he’d just shook his head. And after he’d killed the last assassin team — teams now! — that came at her in the stairwell of her own building here on campus, she stopped arguing. He and Jake knew what they were doing.

Well, she shouldn’t forget: Haru was juggling Akihiro’s personal security too. In some ways that was easier because Akihiro rarely left Tanaka Towers. His penthouse was at the top of one Tower with glorious views of Puget Sound and the waterfront, and his business office was just a few floors below. Haru had his own apartment there. And there were teams of guards 24/7 — and always had been. The biggest danger to Akihiro was from within his own pack. At least Abby knew her pack had her back.

She thought they did anyway. She opened her mouth to ask Cujo if she was being naive, and then closed it. If she was, she’d like to stay that way. She couldn’t handle much more. It was bad enough that it seemed most of the shifter world was united against her.

You have allies, she reminded herself. And she did. She just wished that she was confident her mate was one of them.

They reached her building. “Let me go up,” Abby suggested. “See what she wants. She looks familiar, Cujo. And she’s nervous. You’re going to scare her.”

Cujo shook his head. “No,” he said simply. “She’ll just have to deal with it. Besides, no shifter is going to be surprised that the Alpha of a pack has a guard. Might be surprised you don’t have more, but she’s got to expect you’d have at least one.”

That might be true, Abby conceded. Shifter logic baffled her frequently. As an anthropologist, she was a trained observer of culture. She’d been a visitor to all kinds of cultures that were very different from her own middle-class upbringing in the Pacific Northwest. Shifters are just one more culture to observe and learn about, she reminded herself. Different. Not better, not worse. Just different.

She grimaced. That was easier said when you were going home in six weeks, back to your own culture with its familiar norms.

She was never going home from this assignment.

Abby set that thought aside and took the stairs up to the fourth floor. Her wolf didn’t think she got enough exercise, and she was right. Taking the stairs was their compromise. She paused at that. Was it a compromise, or her wolf’s command? Might be the latter, she decided. Whichever, she took the stairs. Just one more thing that freaked out her colleagues. She was willing to bet most of her colleagues didn’t know where the stairs were, much less had taken them. God knew she never had... before.

Cujo padded along behind her without talking. Words echoed in a stairwell like this. And most of what needed to be said, were things they didn’t want heard. 

She opened the door to the fourth floor, and hesitated, letting her senses expand. She didn’t sense any threat. She stepped forward and headed down the hallway toward her office. The woman was still there, although she wasn’t pacing now. She whirled as she sensed Abby’s approach — long before she should have. Not used to passing among humans? Abby grimaced.

“Hello,” Abby said pleasantly, channeling the academic she’d been before. “I’m Abby Stafford, can I help you?”

The woman stared at her, eyes wide. She was afraid, Abby thought, and about to flee. Abby braced herself to stop her if she tried. But then the woman straightened up, and tipped her chin up, pulling herself and her courage together. “Dr. Stafford,” she said softly. “My name is Wen Huang.”

Abby’s eyes widened. She might not have recognized the face, but she most certainly recognized the name. “Dr. Huang,” she said. “I am honored.”

Wen Huang bowed slightly. She glanced toward Nina, who was listening avidly, and then to Cujo who was lounging against the hallway wall just out of Nina’s sight. She swallowed hard. “I ask for refuge.”

Refuge? Abby stared at the woman, a highly respected, but reclusive, scholar in historical linguistics. She’d never met her before, of course. She had never seen more than a fuzzy head shot on the dust jacket of her books or accompanying a journal article. Abby owned every one of her books, and probably had most of her articles archived on her computer. But this?

Was she expecting Abby to help her immigrate? That was something for the state department, surely. She couldn’t help but think the United States would welcome such a scholar! But she’d asked for refuge, not asylum. Abby looked at her again.

She was afraid.

“Come,” Abby said quietly. “I’m about to leave for the day. Come with me. It would be an honor to host you for as long as you wish to stay.”

She glanced over at Nina. “I’m gone for the day,” she said. “I’ll talk to you on Monday.”

Nina nodded. “Do you want the papers your students have been leaving for you all afternoon?" she asked dryly.

Abby laughed. “Sure,” she said, and went in after them. “Don’t forget, I’m not coming in next week. I’ve got that conference.” 

“Good enough,” Nina said. “Have a good week.”

“You too,” Abby said, and she guided Wen Huang down the hallway, and into the stairwell. Four flights of stairs ought to give her time to come up with a plan.

She’d settle for even the right question to ask.

Where are you planning to take her? Cujo asked. She jumped. Cujo rarely initiated conversation like this, mind to mind. She paused, because it was a good question.

As much as she wanted to trust this woman who was one of her academic heroes, it would be foolhardy to do so. She couldn’t take her to Tanaka’s penthouse, which had been her first impulse, because it was hard to think of any reason this woman would be here now without connecting to the World Council meeting. This might be just the ticket to get someone inside Tanaka’s defenses — send someone to Abby she would have every reason to trust.

Besides, Haru would never permit it. He might kill her on sight just as a precautionary measure. Haru had firm priorities: Akihiro Tanaka. Tanaka pack. The shifter species’ survival. He’d be ruthless in protecting any of them — but they all came in a distant second to Akihiro himself.

And truthfully, she had a hard time considering taking her home to Hat Island for the same reason. She might jeopardize much for a scholar of this stature, but not the safety of the Hat Island pack. This woman was in trouble. Abby couldn’t bring that trouble home to Hat Island.

My house on Capitol Hill, she told Cujo. We’ll go there. Hear her story, and we can decide what to do.

Cujo considered that.

Call Benny, she added. She was pretty sure he was in Everett today, not the island. Have him meet us there.

You do it, tug at him, Cujo said. I’m going to need to call Haru and update him about this. I gather you recognized her name? Will he?

No! Abby said, more instinct than plan. Cujo stared at her. No, don’t tell Haru, or anyone, Cujo. Not until we know more. She sensed his dissatisfaction. Deniability may be essential, she added, improvising wildly, but as soon as she said it, she realized that it might be true.

Cujo hesitated, and she turned and glared at him over her shoulder. He tipped his head in submission. Satisfied, she continued down the stairs. She could open her link to Benny, she acknowledged. But they hadn’t spoken mind-to-mind much since that horrible night two weeks ago. Gone was the easy conversation they’d once had. She’d been his encyclopedia Hat Island, he had joked when they’d opened the link months ago. He had been missing so many memories and it hurt him to be caught flatfooted, not knowing something he knew he should know. Use my brain, she had told him, and he had. But it flowed both ways. While she might give him names he’d forgotten, or fill in anecdotes that puzzled him, he was her resource for all things shifter.

And who better? A former intelligencer for the Northwest Council and a licensed psychologist with a PhD from Berkeley, Benny Garrison was sharp, educated in her world and in his. But then, the magnitude of what Wolf Harbor had inflicted upon the women who had been used as serum test subjects had overwhelmed him. Two weeks ago he tried to kill himself. His wolf wouldn’t let him — an amazing fact in itself. There had been a truth and reconciliation meeting that night, and Abby thought it helped. Helped Benny, helped them all. But she didn’t know for sure, because Benny was keeping his guard up.

She missed him. And it hurt.

He doesn’t mean to hurt you, Cujo said gently. He thinks he’s protecting you from his pain.

Maybe, Abby acknowledged. But his pain I can handle. This emptiness is much harder.

You should tell him that, Cujo suggested. But I’ll call him, if you really don’t want to reach out.

Abby sighed. No, she said. I’ll do it. She reached for the link that she knew was Benny Garrison. Really this whole links and bonds was a bunch of woo-woo, she thought a bit rebelliously. None of the other Alphas had to live with all these people in their heads! They got a nice warm blanket they called the pack and a fire in the hearth that was the bond to their pack Second. And maybe a mate bond, if they were so blessed. But she got a map that allowed her to see every shifter around her, and all the links and bonds that connected them. It looked like one of those maps with flights on it going every which way. But even rarer, she could build her own links, like this one with Cujo. And under the right circumstances, she could even create a web of links so her inner circle could speak to each other.

Apparently, there were stories and myths of warlords in ancient times who could do this. But it was a gift that came with mixed blessings. Those warlords flamed out young, burnt out from the exercise of the gifts. It had been Benny Garrison who had helped her tame the gift. Who gave her visualizations that made the map and the links and bonds workable. Who put serious thought into what this all meant in a historical and cultural context.

And God, she wanted to pursue all those ideas with him. Well, they would, she promised herself. There would be time. Someday.

Hey, Abby sent, tapping into their link. She knew how she visualized it, but she had no clue what was really happening in her brain. Not the time to go down that bunny trail, she told herself. Benny, I need you. Can you meet us at my house on Capitol Hill?

On my way, he replied. What’s going on?

Abby snorted. No clue.

She felt Benny’s amusement at that and smiled. She depended on Benny’s amusement, his snarky comments, and his wry commentary. She was beginning to realize that had required more effort than he let on.

I’m fine, Abby. Or at least, I’m getting there. If I were my own client, I’d probably recommend anti-depressants and talk therapy. But since anti-depressants don’t work on wolves, and I’m the only shifter I know of qualified to do talk therapy, I’ll just muddle along. That meeting did help — telling their stories like that? The women are my heroes, you know? So I’m good. I’m on I-5; I’ll be there in 30 minutes.

Abby dropped the conversation, but they were going to talk soon, she decided. Maybe he needed a lunch with friends like the one she just had.

Four flights down, and Cujo paused at the stairwell door. Abby automatically let her senses expand just as she knew Cujo was. She didn’t think she would pick up something he didn’t — not unless she looked at her map — but it was good practice.

Jake insisted on practice. Make the newly acquired skills become habits, he preached. Make the habits become instincts. Abby obediently opened up that sixth sense that no one seemed to really understand, but she sensed no shifters, no clues to any danger. She glanced at Cujo and nodded shortly. He opened the door.

The building entrance was empty. That was startling in of itself. It was mid-afternoon on a Thursday and no one was in the lobby? No, something was wrong. She glanced at Wen Huang; she was alert, but Abby didn’t get anything else but that.

Alert was good.

“No people,” she said softly to Cujo. 

“Something going on outside,” Cujo murmured. “Is there another way out?”

Abby shrugged. “Sure. The back exit, and the two side exits. Where is the car?”

He grimaced. “At Tanaka Towers. Parking up here is hell.”

She stared at him. Of course parking up here was hell! It was a college campus. “I have a faculty parking permit,” Abby hissed back at him. He grunted.

“Let me see what’s really going on out front,” Abby said. She softly walked to the big double doors that led outside. It was really two sets of double doors with a small vestibule in between them to keep heat loss down. She wondered absently if that really worked. In her experience, students streamed into the building, holding both doors open at once....

Focus?

She opened the first set of doors, and she could hear them now. People — students, she assumed — chanting. They had protesters? Here? This was an academic building, not the administration! She listened.

Something about Tibet. She glanced back at her Chinese guest. Related? She didn’t see how it could be, really. How could SU students even know she was here, much less arrange a protest in the last hour? No, that didn’t seem likely. A coincidence?

She moved into the vestibule and stood along the wall where she was less visible and peered out through doors. It was dark enough out there to trigger the street lights, she realized. It had been blustery all day — rain, wind, cold. Not cold enough to snow, though. One of those gray days when even the few hours between sunrise and sunset never seemed to get quite daylight. And they were almost to sunset anyway — if anyone could see the sun. 

The street lights were like a spotlight on the protesters — more of them than she had expected. Abby frowned. She was no stranger to student protests. For the most part she thought they were healthy — a sign students were getting engaged in the realities of their political world. She’d defended their rights to protest more than once in Faculty Senate. She always would. Sure, sometimes she thought they were wrong. Sometimes they were foolish. And she was adamantly opposed to violence, although truthfully she’d seen more violence by police and the powers that be than she had from protesters.

So, after 30-plus years on a college campus, both as a student and as a professor, she felt she had pretty good instincts for student protests. And this one was wrong. It was in the wrong place. It had too many protesters for something that just started.

Instigated by someone, she thought. Not that that was necessarily wrong, either. All protests were instigated by someone, right? She squinted to read the protest signs. Send China Home. China Kills Minorities. Free Tibet — that was the chant she’d heard earlier. But Free Hong Kong? And Protect Taiwan? At the same protest? It made sense, a very sophisticated sense of world politics, she conceded, but she’d never seen them join forces before.

She slipped back into the lobby and looked at Cujo. “Nearly 30 students,” she said. “Too well organized to be organic.”

He nodded. “Why here? Waiting for you? Or just waiting for anyone to come out?”

Abby shook her head. She had no clue. And the empty lobby worried her even more than the protest. Were they blocking people from entering? That was illegal. She could call campus security, and get an escort out, but the thought made her cringe. They were just protesters! She could just hear the jeers from the students if she asked for an escort through them.

Some of them are probably my students, she thought ruefully. Truthfully, she didn’t even disagree with them. But what triggered this? She tried to remember the news headlines, but she’d been so focused on shifter politics, human politics had begun to seem unreal. But she didn’t think China was even in the news right now. Not unless something had happened in the last six hours.

No, this felt like a setup.

Trust your instincts, she reminded herself. Her wolf snorted. OK, Abby amended. Trust your wolf’s instincts? Her wolf made it very clear: trap!

Yes, Abby agreed. A trap.

She considered the route. Truth was, she liked the walk down from campus to Tanaka Towers, and hadn’t really thought about parking up here. It was only a little over a mile, and it gave her time to shift gears, to prepare herself for an evening with her mate. She shook her head at that.

So they could walk down and get the pack SUV from the parking lot under Tanaka Towers, or they could walk a mile and a half in the other direction and be at her house. But then someone would have to go after the SUV.

Well, they could get Benny to drive them all back to Everett.

“Walk to my house?” she said tersely. Cujo considered that, probably going through the logistics that she just went through.

“Or you could wait here, and I’ll bring the Jeep back,” he suggested.

She didn’t like being separated from Cujo, not even for the 15 minutes it would take him to go and come back. And wasn’t that wild? She’d railed against having a guard from the beginning.

But all of that was predicated on getting out of the building safely — and without triggering a major incident.

What had they said at lunch today? If you need a battalion of middle-aged academics just say, ‘wine’s on me’? She slowly smiled. “Go after the Jeep, Cujo,” she said softly. “Pull up to the curb at the end of the block down there. We’ll meet you.”

“And how will you get out?” he asked, already heading toward the side door.

Abby grinned. “With women who are sworn to protect each other’s backs.” He looked briefly puzzled, but strode off moving fast, but not too fast — an art in itself. There was something to be said about a culture that obeyed orders, she thought, as long as you’re one of those who gets to give the orders. Getting her faculty to do something on her word alone?

The thought made her laugh.

But hierarchy was everything in the shifter culture. If you were dominant, you were obeyed. Well, hierarchy was everything in the male shifter world. She wasn’t sure that was so true among women — another thing she wanted to talk to Benny about soon.

Abby watched until she saw Cujo out on the street, just a black shape moving rapidly down the hill toward the waterfront and Tanaka Towers. She urged Wen Huang away from the front doors and pulled out her phone. She called up the same list of women she’d sent a lunch invite to and sent out a text: Wine’s on me? Need some backup, ladies. We’ve got ourselves a street protest, and I’ll be damned if I call for a police escort through student protesters! But a battalion of middle-aged academics? Formidable!

She watched as a text came back. Sure enough they were still at Be Bar.

Be there in a few, the History prof said. Protesters? At our building? Whatever for?

Exactly, Abby thought grimly.

We’ve had just enough to drink for liquid courage, the Art prof sent. Middle-aged academics unite!

And that made Abby laugh. OK, then. It looked like six women were heading her way. She moved back to the vestibule to watch — watch for Cujo at one end of the block, watch for her friends coming from the other direction. She gestured for Wen Huang to join her. “Some friends of mine are coming,” she explained softly. “When they get here, we’re going to go out there, and join them. And then we’re going to walk down to the car Cujo will have waiting for us. So tell me now, because my friends are human, and we won’t be able to talk when they get here. Is there any way this protest could be about your presence here?”

“Human protesters?” Wen Huang replied, with a shake of her head. “No, that wouldn’t make sense. And... if I have pursuers and they knew I was here, they’d just come in after me, and leave as many dead as they needed to.”

Abby swallowed hard. She didn’t doubt her. Shifter politics played for keeps. But her thoughts confirmed Abby’s own. Either this was a coincidence, or they were here for her.

She saw a vehicle pull up to the curb and was idling. Good. One piece in place. Stay there, she ordered Cujo, letting him feel her laughter. We’ve got a rescue squad coming.

She felt his assent and turned to watch the other direction. A group of cheerful women were walking up the sidewalk. The protesters said nothing to them, and the historian actually nodded at someone and smiled. So they really were students. Good to know.

“Now,” she called softly to Wen Huang. Wen joined her at the door. “Out we go, and to our left. Keep going and get in the car down there. Cujo is driving. I’ll be right behind you. Don’t stop.”

She nodded. Abby looked at her carefully. She didn’t seem at all nervous about this, which said something about her life. So what had made her afraid upstairs? Something to think about.

When the women reached the doors, Abby opened them. “About time you got here!” she exclaimed. The women laughed. “This is my friend, a surprise visit,” she introduced Wen Huang.

The women nodded to her. “So not all phone alerts are trouble after all,” one woman said. Abby laughingly agreed. And the whole lot of them — her battalion of middle-aged academics, she thought with amusement — swept them up and down the block while the protesters chanted behind them.

“Do you think they were there for you?” the historian asked softly. “What are you researching these days, girl?”

Abby shook her head. “Story-telling in oral societies?” she offered up wryly. “But it seemed weird, you know?”

The historian nodded. “Is that the hunky bodyguard I hear so much about?” she asked with a nod to the car ahead. “Come to whisk you away to your new love?”

“It does seem like a fairytale at times,” Abby agreed.

They reached the car, and her friends started on across the street. “More wine ahead,” the historian said with a laugh. “I wish you were joining us.”

“I do too,” Abby said, heartfelt. “I do too.”

Wen Huang got into the back seat without prompting, and Abby started to get in front, but something caught her eye. She turned back to look. Standing off to one side of the protest, watching them, were three men, and one was a familiar figure — the university president. Why would he be here? His office was not even close. She looked at the map in her head, keeping the boundaries tight. Were there shifters here? That had been her fear. It never even occurred to her that the instigator might be her university president.

She studied the map, edging out of the boundaries cautiously. She’d learned the hard way. Too big of a territory and all the shifters of the Tanaka pack began to populate her map. She’d blacked out the last time, and so she’d learned not to do that. But something teased at her senses. There, she thought. Two shifters. She compared the map to reality. The shifters were the men with the president.

Troubled, Abby got in the car, and pulled the door shut. “My place,” she said firmly. And then she stared out the window at nothing at all.
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Chapter 2
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Benny Garrison pulled up in front of Abby Stafford’s small house, a two-bedroom bungalow which could probably use a new coat of paint. It was all but hidden from the road by two hedges of some evergreen — not rhododendrons, he didn’t think, the hedge was too tall — but something like. Benny tended to lump all evergreen shrubs together as rhodies. In Seattle, he was more often right than wrong.

It was odd to think of this as Abby’s house, a place she’d called home for decades. He — like most of the pack, he suspected — gave little thought to her life before she became their Alpha. This house reminded him that she had a life before Wolf Harbor, and he flinched from those kinds of reminders. He’d been here once — he’d been guard for the day, and Abby wanted to find a book. The book wasn’t in her campus office, and so they came here to look for it.

Dear God, the woman had a lot of books! And if they were organized in any fashion, he hadn’t figured it out.

And no book. Apparently, it was one of the books that got moved to Hat Island. Abby had burst into tears, and he had held her and comforted her, not understanding why she was crying. But he was experienced enough with women to know that comfort was more important, not answers. He’d not asked questions. Eventually they’d returned to campus, and she never brought it up again. But still he had wondered. And worried — it seemed to indicate stresses that Abby wasn’t talking about.

And to a psychologist, not talking about things was always a warning sign. Benny rolled his eyes. As if there weren’t enough red flags all over the place that all of them were stressed to the max, Abby included. Probably Abby most of all.

A paved sidewalk led from the street to the front porch — not much of a porch, just enough to be out of the rain while you rang the doorbell and waited to enter. A short driveway ran alongside the house to a detached garage set slightly behind the house. Abby had a large, fenced backyard back there for her dogs. He smiled. The two Huskies were now on Hat Island, happily living at the posh Beach House hotel. They’d adjusted to werewolves just fine.

An SUV was parked in the driveway, so Benny parked on the street. No use blocking them in. Not if there was trouble.

He snorted. No if, about that. The question was, what was the trouble now?

He felt... embarrassed? Maybe it was shame. He’d become a problem instead of helping solve problems. He knew Abby was worried about him. A lot of people were worried about him. He felt humbled that so many cared, but he didn’t like being the cause of their worry. And he didn’t know how to fix it. Shouting, “Don’t worry about me!” had its appeal, but he didn’t think anyone would find that reassuring. So he just kept a low profile and helped Mei change her apartment building from a mostly-human dwelling to a place for shifter women to heal and flourish — Harbor’s Nest Apartments.

Working with Mei and the women was rewarding work. But he missed being in the thick of things, riding piggyback on Abby’s brain, or stirring the pot himself.

And whose fault was that? He knew Abby would welcome him back to their link. He could feel it. But what if he did lose it? Would he take her with him? And with her, the whole pack? Shifters were ruthless about the insane, and for good reason. Because of the pack bonds, insanity was infectious. They’d just seen how dangerous that was in the Hayden Lake pack earlier this fall. He shuddered a bit at how close they’d come to a meltdown there.

His wolf whined. No, we’re not going to lose it, Benny promised him automatically. And he thought that was true. But if he did? Then what?

His wolf flashed him an image of running in the mountains outside of Penticton. Benny blinked, then nodded. Yes, he said, and felt a sense of relief. If I lose it, that’s what you will do — you will take over, and go wolf, and we will run in the hills. He felt his wolf’s satisfaction — they had a plan, Benny thought with amusement. Always good to have a plan.

Benny grabbed the sacks of groceries from the back seat — a mental command from his Alpha about 20 minutes ago — and then let that amusement carry him out of the car, and up the front steps. He tapped lightly and went inside. “Good, you’re here,” Cujo said brusquely. “What took you so long?”

“I was told to buy groceries,” Benny said with mock virtuousness. Abby grabbed them and headed to the kitchen. Whoa, they were going to let the Alpha cook? Not a good idea. Still, how could she go wrong with the sandwich fixings he’d just brought? “And here I am — groceries in hand. Someone going to tell me why I’m here? With groceries?”

A woman turned toward him. She’d been standing at Abby’s wall of books — one of Abby’s walls of books — examining the contents on the shelves. She was so quiet, Benny hadn’t even registered she was there. A restful person. He studied her. A stranger, he decided. He was pretty sure he knew all the women in the Hat Island pack — many of them in the Biblical sense, he thought with amusement and felt Abby’s amused response. He started to tamp down the link, and then shrugged. He left it open.

The woman was Chinese and a shifter. She had shoulder-length black hair framing a very still oval face. She was probably 5-foot-4, he thought, and slim. Beautiful wasn’t the right word, and pretty was completely wrong.

Compelling, he decided. She was a very compelling woman.

And then he realized he did know her, from very old photos on book jackets, and he bowed low. “Scholar Wen Huang,” he murmured. “It is an honor.”

“Have we met?” she asked. Her voice was soft and musical. There was only a slight accent to her English, just enough to remind him of his own youth. He’d been born in Cambodia, but he had spent his teen years in Thailand with its mix of Asian ethnicities. English was often the trade language between all of the groups with their own languages, and it was spoken with myriad accents. This accent spoke of education, of secluded women, and he was suddenly overwhelmed by the sensory memory of incense, the intense tastes of curries, and the atonal music that seemed to hum in the background of all his memories. His first lover had sounded like her — someone he hadn’t thought of in years, decades even.

“No,” Benny said seriously. “I have not had the pleasure of meeting you before. But I have read all of your books. You understand Asia in a way that resonates with my own experiences there.”

She studied him curiously for a moment, and he wondered what she saw. He was half-Cambodian, half-white, about 5-foot-10, tall for a Cambodian, short for a shifter. Muscled, but slim. He was poised on the balls of his feet, ready to move — to fight. It was instinctive, the result of years of training and practice. He wondered if she liked what she saw.

“I was just noticing that Scholar Stafford also has my books,” she said, turning back to the bookshelves. “I did not realize I was much known outside of China.”

Benny moved closer to see the books. English translations, of course. “I preferred them in your native Mandarin,” he murmured in that language. “These translations are good, but there is always something lost in translation.”

She looked at him bewildered.

“Let’s eat,” Abby called from the kitchen, and both of them jumped.

Benny smiled at Wen Huang. “Come, Scholar Huang,” he said gently. “Let’s see what she’s managed to fix us to eat. Words fail me at the scope of this potential disaster.”

He grinned at the sound of her laughter, and escorted Wen to the table in the kitchen, his hand at the small of her back, but not quite touching her.

Dr. Wen Huang? What the hell was she doing here? Why hadn’t he known she was a shifter?

Cujo and Abby were arguing about something. He sat Dr. Huang down at the table and went to fetch a plate of roast beef sandwiches from the counter. He was relieved. Surely even Abby couldn’t mess up that. He wondered how Abby had gotten to be 52 living on what appeared to be cereal, salad, and omelets. He shook his head.

“What are you two arguing about?” Benny asked, when he came back for plates and napkins. It looked like water was going to be the drink of the night. Well, there was good reason for that. He smiled at Abby at that thought.

“Haru wants us to come back into town for dinner,” Abby said tightly. “And I want to go home. If we go back to the Towers, I’ll end up staying there another night. And I want to go home.” She repeated that, sounding almost desperate. Benny glanced at Cujo, who looked a bit beleaguered. 

“Can’t you make excuses and take her home?” Benny asked. 

“We’ve got to update them on what happened on campus, Alpha,” Cujo said a bit desperately. “And....” he trailed off with a jerk of his head toward their guest. Reminded, Benny urged them toward the table.

“No,” Abby said adamantly. “We do not tell them about our guest. We haven’t even had time to talk yet.” She passed the sandwiches around and took one for herself. She was considering the other issue — what had happened on campus? And then Abby sighed, defeated.

She looked around the house, and Benny followed her eyes. It was a bit shabby, but it was clean enough. He frowned puzzled. Abby hadn’t lived here in six months. It should look... dusty? And probably messy.

“Who has been here?” he asked.

“Mei keeps it up,” Cujo answered, watching Abby warily. Benny wasn’t sure why. “Well, she has some of the lodge cleaning staff do it at least.”

“I don’t want to go back in, Cujo,” Abby said, and she sounded exhausted. “I want to get out of these clothes and into something that fits. I want a nap. And I want Jake.”

Benny frowned. This wasn’t the Abby Stafford he knew.

“There should be some sweats that fit in your closet,” Cujo offered quietly. “Mei stocked it.”

“Of course she did,” Abby muttered, then laughed. “A 25-year-old shouldn’t be quite so dauntingly competent.”

Benny snickered at that. Best description of Mei Tanaka ever.

Wen Huang looked at Abby thoughtfully. “You are pregnant?” she asked. “How far along?”

There was silence. Benny had known but was obvious from the stunned expression on Cujo’s face that he hadn’t. Uh oh. Which made him wonder about Tanaka. Had she not told him yet either?

No.

Benny winced.

“Three months,” Abby answered Wen Huang, but she was watching Cujo. “I’ve known for a month,” she said quietly. “It was quite the surprise.”

Wen Huang nodded. “I know only a little of your story,” she said. “As I’m sure you’ve learned, shifters love to gossip.” Abby laughed at that and nodded. “But yes, I can see how it would come as a surprise. I take it no one knows? Did I just let the cat of the bag, as you say?”

“Only a few,” Abby admitted.

“And I’m not one of them,” Cujo said bitterly. He got up and walked away from the table.

“You have not told your Second?” Wen Huang sounded startled at that.

“Cujo is pack Third,” Abby said, looking after him. “He is often my guard when I’m on campus for a variety of reasons.”

She started to go after him. Benny shook his head. “Let me,” he offered. “Rest. Eat. You’re cranky. And wolves don’t let other wolves....”

“Don’t,” Abby warned, but her laugh sounded tinged with something else, and Benny was afraid it was tears.

“Go,” Wen Huang said. “The Alpha and I will talk, and perhaps there is tea? And you will talk with your friend.”

“Good luck with the tea,” Benny advised her, shuddering at the thought of what kind of tea she was likely to find here. Abby drank coffee — a lot of it. He didn’t know if she even had any tea.

Benny followed his link to Cujo, his hands jammed into his pants pockets. He’d called Cujo friend once. Cujo had rejected that label, quite vehemently. He remembered wondering if Cujo had friends. Women. Cujo always had women, he suspected. Even with a mate, Cujo was hardly monogamous. Well, neither was his mate. But a friend? Maybe Kent Frasier, his business manager in Monte Carlo. Maybe Cujo thought of him as a friend. Maybe.

Benny found Cujo standing by the patio doors of Abby’s study looking out into the back yard. “I assume you knew?” Cujo asked not turning around.

“She told me two weeks ago,” Benny said. “That night?” That seemed to be how they all referred to it, including him. “She told me she couldn’t let me go. That she couldn’t do this without me, to be the child’s Teacher.”

Cujo nodded. “Who’s the father?”

“No clue,” Benny said. “I don’t think she knows. I doubt it crossed her mind that it was even a possibility. Apparently, when you brought Rose and Jenna back to the pack, Yui and Emiyo started thinking. And a month ago, they made her take a pregnancy test.”

“Rose,” Cujo said flatly, and paused to consider that. “So a hysterectomy is repairable? But not menopause?”

Benny shrugged.

“Why didn’t she tell me?” Cujo burst out. “Who does know?”

“As of two weeks ago, Jake,” Benny said. “Well, Yui and Emiyo. And I suppose if Yui knows, Okami might.”

Cujo turned around and stared at him. “She hasn’t told Tanaka?” he asked, horror in his voice.

Benny met his eyes. “I don’t think so, no.”

Cujo closed his eyes as if his head hurt. Benny sympathized. He really hadn’t given this any thought, and he should have. And the more he considered it now, the more his own head hurt. “What is she thinking?”

“I was thinking we needed to get through the World Council meeting before I sprung anything else on my mate,” Abby said from the doorway behind him. “And I couldn’t tell you before them. That wouldn’t be fair to you, to ask you to keep this big of a secret from Haru. Not as closely as the two of you work together.”

Cujo nodded.

It did make sense, Benny thought, but he didn’t know if that mattered much here. Cujo was taking this hard.

Cujo exhaled. “All right,” he said. “When are you due?”

“May,” Abby said. “That’s why I wanted a sabbatical. Might be a bit hard to cover up a pregnancy at 52 from my colleagues. They’re clueless, but not that clueless.”

Cujo snorted at that. “I’d been meaning to ask about that.” He looked at her and shook his head. “Doesn’t change anything, though, Abby. We still need to go talk to Tanaka tonight. I don’t think it was really meant as an invitation — more of a command.”

“Scholar Huang says my exhaustion is normal at this stage,” Abby offered. “I’m sorry that I was such a cranky bitch.”

“You’re allowed to whine a bit — pregnant or not,” Cujo said. “After a day like today? Of course you are. I might be a bit grouchy myself.”

“You?” Benny interjected. “Grouchy? Nah.”

“Shut up, Benny,” the two of them chorused right on cue. He grinned at them, and then added seriously. “He’s probably right, Abby. Tanaka would never even consider that you might refuse a summons, no matter how carefully couched as an invitation. Dr. Huang and I will be fine here. Is there a concern for her safety?”

“She asked for refuge,” Abby said quietly, with a glance at the door. “Not asylum. Refuge.”

Might have been good to have mentioned that earlier, Benny thought sourly after the first shock of it subsided a bit. He looked at Abby and realized she didn’t even understand the magnitude of what Wen Huang was asking. He glanced at Cujo who was staring at her as well. He hadn’t known either?

Benny blew out a long breath. “Go,” he ordered, falling into intelligencer mode now. “She and I will talk. Let me know if you’re going to stay at the Towers when you know.”

“Do you think she’s safe here?” Abby asked. “We haven’t told you about the protest.”

“Dr. Huang can tell me,” Benny said. He considered the issue of safety. Really as far as a safe house went this wasn’t bad. Quiet, secluded location. Not in their pack territory. Defendable. “This is good,” he said. “If anyone comes for us, we’ll go to ground in Everett.”

Abby hesitated, and Benny cocked his head waiting. She glanced at the door and switched to their link. No, not Everett. She could be a stalking horse — is that the right term? And she might not even be a knowing partner in it. She’s a Chinese shifter, Benny. Her appearance here has to be related to the World Council meeting. And we still don’t know who Alpha Chen’s partner was — the Chinese Alpha, the Chinese Emperor, whoever. She paused, thinking about it. Wen Huang might know, however, she added slowly. Intelligencer? Can you find out why she’s here, and what she does know?

To his surprise, Benny found himself reluctant to do that. He was riveted by Wen Huang, he admitted. But not as an intelligencer. What about admirer of her scholarship? Or even Keeper of Stories?

Or man. Could he just be a man? He shied away from that thought, not even sure why it spooked him.

Abby was right, however. Someone needed to find out why Wen Huang was here. And Abby was also right: he was the person to do it. He sighed, and then nodded.

“All right, Cujo,” Abby said out loud. “Benny is right. You’re right. It wouldn’t even occur to Akihiro that I would say no. I’m acting like it’s an hour drive, when it’s probably three miles.”

“Although at this time of day, it might take an hour,” Cujo grumbled a bit. “But yes, we have to go back.”

Benny shooed them out the door, and then thought about this place as a safe house. What did he need to do to make this place safe? Move his car into the garage, he decided. It might be better for passersby to think it was empty as usual — or at least no strange vehicle parked there. This was the kind of neighborhood where such things were noticed.

As soon as Cujo drove away, he went out and did that. The storm was getting worse, he noted as he ran back for the warmth of the kitchen. Truth was Abby wasn’t going to make it out to the island tonight, anyway, not in this weather.

Not his problem. He had his own to-do list.

Wen Huang just watched him from the kitchen table with a cup of tea in front of her. It looked like green tea; Benny was surprised Abby even had anything drinkable. He made sure all the doors were locked and checked the windows as well. Abby wasn’t particularly security conscious, even now, and he was pretty sure she’d hadn’t been any better before she came to Wolf Harbor.

Well, with those two big Huskies she probably hadn’t needed to, although you were more in danger of being loved to death than attacked by them.

He came back into the kitchen and put the rest of the food away. In addition to the things for sandwiches, he’d added bacon and eggs. That, plus the cream and coffee he’d picked up, they were fixed. Benny checked the tea pot and poured himself a cup. He didn’t often drink tea any more, but it seemed right.

He sat down at the table at an angle. “Were we even introduced?” he said, with a wry smile. “I’m afraid things are usually chaotic around our Alpha.”

“I can see that,” Wen Huang said, but she sounded more amused than overwhelmed. That was good. “You seemed to know me.”

“I know you as a scholar,” Benny said. “I was not aware that the esteemed Dr. Wen Huang was a shifter — I had pictured her as an elderly woman by now. Although your dust jackets always have a young photo.”

She smiled at that.

“So I am Benny Garrison, a Keeper of Stories. I am part of the Hat Island pack and run the boarding school on Hat Island. I was once an intelligencer for the Northwest Council of Alphas, and now that Alpha Stafford has stepped into the Chairmanship, I return to that role on occasion.”

“And this is one of those occasions,” Wen Huang said.

He nodded. “Abby — we’re pretty informal in the pack — said you could tell me what happened on campus?”

She took a sip of tea. “Not what I thought you were going to ask of me,” she said. “And to be honest I’m not completely sure. I went to the Anthropology Department and to my dismay, Dr. Stafford wasn’t there. In all of my planning and the scenarios I’d envisioned, that wasn’t one of them. I’m afraid I didn’t handle it well! But her secretary reassured me, and shortly, Dr. Stafford returned. She had the other man — her guard? — with her.”

“Cujo Brown,” Benny said. “In addition to being Third in the pack, and her frequent guard, he’s the security chief for the World Council of Alphas.”

Wen Huang stilled for a moment. Benny watched her reaction with interest. She finally took another sip of tea. “I did not know that,” she said. “I was hoping not to come to the notice of the Council.”

“But you knew Abby was on the Council right? That is why you sought her out?” Benny asked.

She nodded. “I did know. But Council members have their own agendas and priorities,” she said. “That is very different than the Council staff who have the priorities of the Council Chairman only.”

Benny didn’t like the sound of that, although it was true. Technically. But Abby was also the Council’s Chairman’s mate. And Cujo juggled the demands of both pack and Council. Not an easy thing, he acknowledged.

“So Abby came,” he prompted. She nodded, and told him about going downstairs, and seeing the protest. Abby had sent a text to some other women academics, and they had come. “Like a flock of geese,” she said with a laugh. “And we flew away with them to the car that your Third had waiting at the end of the block.”

So Cujo had left Abby with this woman to go get a car? Benny was appalled. He was sure it was on Abby’s order, and probably the right thing to do, all things considering. But it meant Abby had been left unguarded.

They needed to give her more guards.

Add it to the list.

“What were they protesting?” Benny asked. 

“Protesting China,” she said. “But I don’t see how it could have been about me. I don’t think my people knew where I was, and if they did, they wouldn’t have sent college students to protest. They would have sent assassins.”

Benny raised his eyebrows at the matter-of-fact way she said that. She, however, seemed to think that was obvious. She continued, “At the car, Alpha Stafford stopped and looked back. She froze, as if she sensed shifters. I didn’t, but range varies from person to person.”

“It does,” he agreed, not mentioning Abby’s additional gifts. Had she sensed a shifter?

Yes, Abby sent. He jumped a bit, not realizing she was eavesdropping. Sorry, she apologized. I thought perhaps you left the link open on purpose. He felt her start to withdraw.

Stay, he said simply. I’ve missed you. Besides, it saves me from having to repeat it all later.

He felt her amusement. So there were shifters? he prompted.

Yes, Abby said. But that wasn’t what caught my attention at first. My university president was out there watching the protesters. Unusual, to say the least. And then I did check the map. And the two men with him were shifters.

Benny frowned at that. “Did you get a sense of what the protesters were wanting?” he asked Wen Huang.

“I do not know much about your politics,” Wen Huang apologized. “It seemed to be pro-Taiwan, pro-Tibet, pro-Hong Kong. Is that reasonable?”

Benny shrugged slightly. He thought that was a reasonable criticism of China, but he wasn’t going to tell a Chinese shifter that — not until he knew a lot more about her. “My sense is that college protests aren’t supposed to be reasonable,” he said lightly. “They’re supposed to be protests.”

She laughed at that. “Our protests are very serious,” she said. “And very dangerous. This didn’t seem like either one. I got the sense that your Third was more concerned that it might be a cover for something more nefarious.”

“And they pay him big bucks to think like that,” Benny said, then added, “a lot of money,” in case the slang confused her. He considered the protest and mentally shrugged. It was odd, no lie, but he didn’t see anything to be concerned about. During his years on the Berkeley campus, student protests had seemed a daily occurrence. Grant you, Abby’s building seemed an odd spot for one, and the university president was there to watch? With shifters?

That was concerning, he agreed.

“So tell me, what brought you to Abby’s door?” Benny said, with an encouraging smile.

She looked at him for a moment. “You are a Keeper of Stories?” she asked. “Of the old style?”

Now it was Benny’s turn to stare at her. “Yes,” he said finally. “I hold the stories of the Cambodian pack who died. I also received some stories that Ayta of the Russian steppes shared with me last summer. But I seem to create more stories than I receive them these days — trying to explain the events of the last six months.”

“So you are related to that Garrison,” she murmured thoughtfully.

“My father,” Benny said simply. His father, Tom Garrison, had a reputation, more than Benny had realized until fairly recently. But one of the many events of Tom Garrison’s life was his role in Cambodia before Pol Pot fell. Tom Garrison had met and married a human Cambodian woman who had died giving birth to Benny. At 13, Benny had been sent from Cambodia with the pack’s stories, shortly after first shift — shortly before Pol Pot slaughtered all of the Cambodian pack. Pol Pot had a fine understanding of who might have the power to oppose him even if he didn’t know shifters existed.

“And you have met Ayta?” Wen Huang asked. “She is here?”

“I met her on the Russian steppes,” Benny said, dodging the question. Wen Huang was getting more information from him than he was getting from her. Ayta was in Washington, although not in the Seattle area. He missed her. He wondered if she was going to represent Russia on the Council?

“Then perhaps, you will let me share my story with you mind-to-mind,” Wen Huang said. “It will be clearer that way.”

Benny hesitated. “You’re a Keeper of Stories,” he said, more of a statement of fact, than a question. That explained some things about her chosen field of linguistics.

“I am,” she said.

Benny thought about it. He hungered for it, really. A Keeper of Stories learned stories like anyone did and added to the collection by crafting his own. But a Keeper could also accept a story mind-to-mind, taking in the story in its entirety, told the way that the story had been originally crafted. The stories he carried from the Cambodian pack went back centuries, some of them in dialects he barely understood. The stories Ayta had gifted him had been in Russian — stories he could repeat to others word-for-word but couldn’t understand himself.

Well, he might be able to now, he conceded. He’d been studying Russian.

It was the difference between a Keeper of Stories and a storyteller. Shifters had plenty of storytellers; it was a highly prized skill in an oral culture like they were. But Keepers of Stories were increasingly rare, and that was worrisome. Stories could be lost forever if there were no future generations to hold them. One of the functions of the boarding school was to find students who could become Keepers of Stories, as well as to build other ways of saving the stories they did have. Ways that wouldn’t violate first rule. Written stories had always been forbidden — if they were to fall into human hands? He shuddered slightly. He’d kept a journal while he was in Russia. It was under lock-and-key in the boathouse on Hat Island. And even that made him nervous.

It was an intimate experience to share a story mind-to-mind — or at least that had been his experience with Ayta. Part of him craved that with Wen Huang, which startled him. He didn’t know her at all, although he’d like to. But it felt risky to do this with just the two of them alone here. If something went wrong, what then?

He knew so little about the whole phenomenon! It frustrated him. He looked at Wen Huang speculatively. She might know more.... She had to know more! He was so ignorant.

But now was not the time to experiment, he decided reluctantly. “I’m too inexperienced to participate without someone to watch over us,” he said carefully. “Keepers of Stories have all but died out on this continent, and we know little about it. But later? When there is time and safety? I will be delighted.”

She nodded. “Then let me tell it to you as a story, if you will?”

“Please,” Benny said.

She shifted her posture, he noticed, much as he did when he moved into storyteller mode, as he thought of it. He could learn from her, he thought with excitement. Learn so much!

“I am Wen Huang,” she began, and recited her ancestry. “My great-grandfather is the Wolf Emperor of China.”

What? Benny thought. Abby, are you listening to this? Unable to tell if she was, he listened intently so that he would be able to repeat the story of Wen Huang for Abby and others.

“But I had fulfilled my role in his court and descended to Xi’an to the university there to become a teacher. As you apparently know, I have a reputation as a reclusive scholar in linguistics,” she said. “But as shifters must do, I retreated back up the mountain — just half-way, not to my great-grandfather’s court, but to my own place of solitude — and continued to write and think.”

Benny nodded. He would have guessed Wen Huang, the scholar, to be in her 80s. But then he had assumed she was human and pictured an elderly woman — nothing like the woman before him. And if he understood her story, she was much older than 80.

“And so, a young teacher has re-entered the university,” she continued with some amusement. “She is thrilled to have such a renowned scholar — Wen Huang — as her mentor! She shows much promise, the university agrees. And they have given her many advisees, many classes to teach. But the young scholar is excited by it all and loves to engage with the young students — so refreshing.”

Benny grinned at her, and she smiled back. Smart, he thought. Rather than waiting until she faked her death to establish a new identity, she’s doing it now. So what made her give that up and come here to ask for refuge?

Abby? Did you grant her refuge?

No. It must be considered carefully, and I would be delighted to do so. But no. I haven’t officially agreed, not yet.

Benny was relieved. Abby might not know shifter culture completely, but she made few mistakes in navigating it. Thank God for an Alpha who knew how to study a culture and was no stranger to politics!

“But the elderly scholar Wen Huang has many correspondents — including correspondents among the shifter world,” Wen continued. “Truly cell phones are a wonderful invention! Sometimes it has been hard for Wen Huang to remember that she was a shifter — it had little importance in her life, it seemed. She taught human students, studied human languages, lived among humans in their cities — such wondrous cities. Still she was intrigued when she heard the stories of a female Alpha and a new pack that had set all the shifter world a twitter.”
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