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Safe Haven

Book 4 in Wolf Harbor, a feminist werewolf story

A Promise to Keep

Abby Stafford promised that all girls would have access to the life-saving serum that would see them through first transition. 

The first test subjects proved it worked. 

They had the doses they needed to begin.

What they didn’t have was access to the girls who needed it. And there were pack Alphas who would rather let them die than allow change to come to the packs. They kept to the old ways, they insisted. And they watched their daughters die.

Unacceptable. Abby Stafford just needed to figure out what to do about it. Because shifter girls deserved a future. And she was going to give them one.

Book 4 in Wolf Harbor, a paranormal suspense series.
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Chapter 1
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Day 125 of the re-emerged Hat Island pack, Oct. 11, Wolf Harbor

Stefan Lebedev knocked on Abby Stafford’s office door at Seattle University. She looked up at him in surprise. 

“Stefan?” she said, bewildered by why he was here and not on Hat Island. She didn’t think he ever left it. He rarely left his labs even — his studio apartment was part of the science lab complex. And the Wolf Harbor dining rooms were just a short walk away. Might explain his pallor, she thought amused, although she did know he regularly ran the circumference of the island.

Of course he did. His wolf wouldn’t accept anything less. 

But to leave Hat Island and seek her out here? What couldn’t wait until she got home? It was Wednesday — she’d be home tomorrow evening. That thought made her sit up a bit straighter, and she gestured him toward a chair.

Stefan was actually a good-looking man, although he hid it well. He was slender, with pale skin, dark eyes and hair, typical of the Russian immigrant community he’d come from. Although he was well-muscled — shifters were — he disguised it with clothes that were just a bit too big: a blue shirt, khaki trousers. And he wore glasses. 

They had to be clear glass. She kept meaning to ask him because shifter genes usually took care of any eyesight problems. But those black-rimmed glasses plus the shaggy dark hair that seemed to perpetually need a haircut made him look like a mad scientist. The kind that had a secret lab somewhere, where he was concocting some compound that could destroy the world.

Which actually wasn’t that far off.

She wondered if he’d been to the University of Washington campus where he was a professor of biochemistry? Maybe, although he didn’t go there very often. When she asked him what his colleagues thought of his youthful looks — he looked 25 instead of 55 — he’d just looked baffled. He hadn’t talked to any of them face-to-face since he made full professor 10 years ago, he’d replied. Why would he? Email sufficed.

She’d had to excuse herself and go somewhere private so that she could laugh her head off at that. She chaired the anthropology department at Seattle University, and she thought she knew all there was to know about reclusive faculty members. But even hers showed up for department meetings twice a term. Some of them did so reluctantly to be sure.

But 10 years?

Even given that he had major research grants to support his work full-time that seemed excessive. But it did make things simpler for a 55-year-old prof who looked 25.

She sighed. She wished she knew how to make the same thing simple for her. She’d left the university in the spring looking like a tired, burnt-out, overweight 52-year-old. And she’d come back three months later, looking 30 — and healthier, fitter and more energetic than she’d actually been at 30. She even had her flame-red hair back — not that it was any more controllable than it had been. 

Her faculty had been astounded, to say the least. A summer at a fitness resort — and rumors of a new lover — didn’t adequately explain things in their minds. And they seemed to think that repeated questions would eventually make it clearer.

She fantasized saying ‘I became a werewolf and it changed my genetic structure. Not only do I look younger, I’m in glowing good health and I’m going to live centuries, if someone doesn’t finally succeed in killing me. And no I’m not joking. I lost track at a dozen attempts on my life — not counting my trip to Russia in August. I don’t even know how to count those attempts.’

She wasn’t sure if her colleagues would want to sign up for their own wolf or have her committed. Both were possible, she guessed.

It had been a hard start for fall term. And actually, her problems here at the university were the easier ones on her list.

Somehow, Stefan’s arrival here bringing Hat Island problems to Seattle University didn’t bode well. 

“Stefan?” she repeated. “Why are you here? I’m headed home tomorrow. What couldn’t wait?”

He settled into the guest chair in her office. Abby got up and closed the door. Her secretary was a wonderful woman, but she could hear everything with the door open. And this was a conversation that shouldn’t go farther.

“I wanted to talk to you where there weren’t dozens of people listening in,” he replied. “Here seemed simpler. I had to make a trip to UW anyway. Contracts office wanted an update on the completion of my grant, and what was I doing for funding now?”

Abby grimaced. Stefan’s ‘grant’ was problematic, and completion? Well, she’d killed the man who was funding the grant. She guessed that was completion. “What did you tell them?”

“That I now had investors in the production of the supplement, called the Hat Island Cooperative, and I gave them Peter Dawson’s telephone number,” he said a bit impatiently. “He’ll handle it.”

“OK,” Abby said cautiously. So that wasn’t what brought him here. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

“What are you going to do to get the packs to accept the serum, Alpha?” he asked point blank. “We’re producing the serum. We’ve got it ready to go. But go where? Tanaka pack has all of its girls inoculated. We’re working on Bellingham now. But the other packs? They’re saying no, thanks! Would they rather their girl children die?”

His voice raised at the end of that, and she glanced at the door. He did too and slid lower into his chair. But he didn’t start speaking again, so apparently that was what he’d come here to say.

Abby took a deep breath and let it out. Really, he didn’t need to say anything more, that was a succinct appraisal of where they were at: confronting a bunch of stubborn, paranoid, isolated pack Alphas, and saying here is a serum that will prevent your daughters from dying in first shift. And they said, no? They offered all kinds of reasons — they kept to the old ways. It weeded out the weak so that their genes weren’t passed on. It was harsh, but it was nature’s way of seeing to it that the shifter population didn’t explode. If it did? Humans would learn that shifters existed, and they would hunt them down. 

Some just didn’t respond at all.

She had answers for all of those reasons, but no one was listening. And truthfully, some of the answers she was forbidden from sharing.

So here they were. Stefan Lebenev had spent his life working toward a solution for girl shifters dying at first shift in such high numbers — 80 percent of the girls died, compared to 20 percent of boys. 

It still astounded Abby that Stefan, who was so very clueless, would devote his life to this question.

And he solved it, which was even more astounding.

Calling it a supplement, he’d set up his labs on Hat Island, and got to work. He re-opened Wolf Harbor resort and invited post-menopausal human women to participate in clinical trials of a new health supplement. Coupled with the resort’s exercise program, the supplement would make them feel healthier, younger, more energetic.

It did that, all right. It also changed them into shifters — werewolves. 

Abby had been one of those test subjects. She’d turned into a wolf one night, right on schedule. But then, she’d howled at the moon, and the wolves on the island all howled back. And somehow, a pack formed among them, with Abby as their Alpha. 

None of that was supposed to happen. Hat Island’s pack had died during World War II when Japanese Americans were imprisoned in internment camps. No one really understood how new packs sometimes formed, but there it was — a new pack on Hat Island. 

Nor was there supposed to be such a thing as a female Alpha. No one in the Pacific Northwest had ever heard of such a thing. And a made-wolf? Only days old? Impossible.

There had been many attempts in the last few months to fix all that — kill her, disperse the pack, steal the serum. The traditionalists among the shifters had tried it all. And they’d failed. 

Hat Island still had a pack. And the pack Alpha was Abby Stafford, a professor and chair of the anthropology department at Seattle University. 

But the traditionalists could still defeat them at least on this one thing. No one could force them to give their daughters the serum.

“I don’t know,” Abby said frankly. “Ideas?”

He shook his head. “I didn’t expect this,” he admitted. “I thought they’d want it, that they’d want to see their daughters live.”

Abby nodded. There were some things she’d learned last month that she hadn’t told Stefan yet. Hadn’t shared with any of the pack really. The few who went to Russia with her knew. And that was something they would have to deal with soon too.

“Stefan?” she asked tentatively. “Why does this matter so much to you? You’ve made it your life’s work. And to be honest? That astounds me. It isn’t what I would have expected from you.”

Stefan smiled. It was a bit bittersweet and coupled with a small laugh. He shook his head. “I know,” he said. “I’m not empathetic, I don’t connect with others well. So why devote myself to something that doesn’t even benefit me? Isn’t that the thinking? And no one is wrong to think that either,” he added when Abby started to object.

“I grew up in the Lebenev pack out in eastern Washington,” he continued. “A gods-forsaken pack in the middle of nowhere who only allows its kids to go to school because the state makes them. They don’t hold with book learning.”

Abby had met his father. Alpha Lebenev had been one of the ones who had tried to kill Abby and take control of the serum. He was an arrogant and ignorant bastard of the first order. She’d run him off. He should be grateful. If it happened today, she’d kill him. 

“But you? You were different?”

“I was. Me and my twin. My sister.” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “She was so bright, Alpha. This amazing girl. I think of her now, and it’s like she was always dancing, laughing. And she was so curious! She thirsted to know things. She was an excellent student — the teachers were astounded, because the Lebenevs rarely were. And she pulled me into all of that with her. If she read a book, I had to read it too. If she decided to collect rocks? Then we both did. And she kept asking why? Why do caterpillars become butterflies? Why do cows know to eat clover but avoid bindweed?  Why? It was her favorite word, I think.”

He smiled again. “My father didn’t like how close we were. He thought I should toughen up. Be a man. And hanging out with my sister instead of the other boys wasn’t healthy, he said. So he sent me to Wolf Harbor to the Scout Camp run for the boys of the pack. You know about that — it’s where I met Jake and Cujo and the rest. And it’s why I came back to Hat Island when I needed to build my labs.”

He fell silent. Abby prompted him, “So what happened to your sister?” Although she thought she probably knew.

“While I was at camp, the summer we were 12, she started her period,” he said, painfully. “We’d talked about it. How she would probably go through transition before me. And she had this idea that she could draw upon my strength to pull herself through it.”

He paused. The lines of his face were harsh. “We had a link, a bond, I guess. We could talk to each other through it when we were close by. With me at Hat Island and her in Odessa, we could mostly just share feelings. So I knew when she started to go through transition.”

He swallowed hard. “And I felt her die.”

Abby wanted to cry. In fact, she thought she probably was crying, although she fought letting her eyes release the tears that filled them. My God, she thought, hurting for that 12-year-old boy. 

“I spent two weeks in the infirmary under Yui’s care,” he continued. “Yui pulled me through. But I nearly died with my sister. For a long time, I wished I had. It was like the light had gone out... you know? And all that was left was drudgery. I hated my father because I wasn’t there for her. He hated me because I was this bookish kid who didn’t like to hunt or play football, or any of the things he and my brothers did. And I became more bookish, because it was my escape. I think he expected I would die during first shift too, and he’d be rid of me.”

The words poured out of him. Abby wondered if he had ever talked to anyone about this before? Probably not, she decided. She wasn’t a therapist! And she suspected he needed one. She listened.

“But I survived first shift — I went through it at Scout Camp at Wolf Harbor, actually. I was back there as a counselor. I’ve often wondered if that was why I did survive it. It was Yui who pulled me through, not my father.”

Yui Ito Yoshida had spent her whole life on Hat Island; she’d been a child of the original pack. And she had kept the faith that one day there would be another pack on Hat Island. She’d lived there alone for nearly 70 years, and she’d been part of the camp as a nurse and gardener. She was responsible for the fantastic gardens nestled in and around Wolf Harbor Resort. An amazing woman, Abby thought. She felt privileged to call her a friend.

Yui was deeply rooted in the island. Then 15 years ago, she’d been kidnapped — shifter politics — and Okami Yoshida had rescued her and recognized her as his mate. They now had children; one of whom, Joy, was probably nearing first shift herself.

Yui ran the medical center for Stefan’s labs, and now for the pack — which got larger every day. She need to get Yui more help.

Also another problem for another day.

“So then what happened?” 

“Yui reached out to her uncle in the Tanaka pack, and I was admitted to Washington State University as a running-start student,” he said, dismissively as if that weren’t particularly interesting. Abby thought at the very least it indicated how very smart he’d been. It hadn’t been just his sister’s influence.

“I stayed on Hat Island until fall semester started, and I went to college.”

“So you didn’t go back to your pack? How old were you?” she asked.

“I was 15,” he said. “And no, I didn’t go back. My father banished me when I survived first shift. I didn’t mind,” he added hastily when he saw the sorrow on Abby’s face. “It wasn’t much of a home to lose. If Inessa had still been alive, it would have been different. But without her? It was pretty bleak, Alpha.”

Abby could picture it. “So you were a beta at 15?” she asked.

He nodded. “A lone wolf,” he corrected. “Unlike Jake or Cujo whose growing dominance threatened their Alphas, I was banished for being a bookworm,” he said ruefully. “You met my father. And my brothers. I’m not dominant enough to be a threat to them. I just didn’t fit in.”

“You fit in here with us,” she said, with a bit of push of her dominance to make him believe it. 

He smiled at her skeptically.

“Stefan, you’ve created this wonderful serum that will save the lives of thousands of girls. You’re why the Hat Island pack exists!” He was still looking at her skeptically. “All right, so you’re a bit of a mad scientist, but you’re our mad scientist,” she said firmly. “And don’t you forget it.”

He laughed then.

“All right,” he said agreeably. “I can be the mad scientist of Hat Island. But how do we get those paranoid, isolationist, arrogant SOBs to let us give their daughters the serum?”

Abby smiled at him, and for the first time she thought she might learn to like the man. She admired him for his brilliance and his dedication. He was pack, and he was hers, and she would defend him to the death. But she had labeled him clueless, and that was charitable. He hadn’t cared what happened to the women who were his test subjects. Dozens of women transformed into shifters and were handed over to Jedediah Jones, who was also his grant funder. Jones told him he would take care of their transition into shifter life and find them packs to relocate to.

Never mind that all the women had lives they were forced to give up. Never mind that Jones’ notion of transition into new packs was to sell them to the highest bidder as slaves. Never mind that some of them died. And some of them they still hadn’t found and brought back to Hat Island.

And the ones they had found? Abby gritted her teeth. Providing them with the psychological care they needed was high on Abby’s list of problems.

Stefan must have picked up on some of her thoughts, or maybe her emotions, because he was sitting very still, his eyes averted — a shifter acknowledging submission to his Alpha, something Abby didn’t require. It made her uncomfortable.

She reined in her own feelings, because she too had had her life disrupted by this man’s single-focused drive to end the unnecessary deaths of girls at their first shift. And, she reminded herself, it would be worth it all, if it saved their lives. They were talking thousands of girls, worldwide, who might live. And their continued existence might save the shifter species as well.

That was worth a bit of sacrifice on her part.

But they had to get the serum to the girls. And now she was as frustrated as Stefan was.

She considered the problem. “OK,” she said. “We need to meet on this. I don’t know enough about packs to solve it. But someone does. Who do we include?”

“Beyond the pack leadership?” Stefan asked. He considered the issue. “Mei? Sarah?”

Abby chewed her lip as she looked at him. “Good idea,” she said slowly. “A very good idea. And King Davis too. We need the pack members who are young — who know what pack life is like now.”

“Although Mei is a Tanaka, and Sarah is from the Bellingham pack — both packs are using the serum shots,” he pointed out. 

“They’re creative thinkers, all three of them,” Abby mumbled while she thought about it. “Let’s get out of here. I’m done for the day. My mind is now on other things besides this department’s problems.”

Stefan looked at her, puzzled. “Your department has problems?” he asked. “I thought your department was highly regarded.”

“It was, and it is,” she said, but she was a bit grim. “But the president asked that we do a program review. We shouldn’t have to for another two years. And that’s a hell of a lot of work to just dump on us. And the dean had promised to support another tenure-track position, but that’s not going to happen, either. It’s been put on hold. So has the support position we desperately need. So dump program review on us, and deny us the two positions we desperately need — and let’s not forget the 10 percent cut in lecturer funds — and what does that add up to?”

“Angry faculty,” said Dr. Stefan Lebenev, professor of biochemistry at the University of Washington. 

“Exactly,” she said with a laugh, pleased to have someone who understood an academic department. “And who are they angry at? Not the provost or dean. Most certainly not the president who is behind it all. No, they’re mad at me.”

She gathered up her jacket and bag — too large to be called a purse, really. She was wearing black slacks and a gray-green top that matched her eyes. Neither item were things she would have picked out herself. But Mei Tanaka had decided she was Abby’s personal shopper. Abby had protested, but Mei and Yui had been firm. Abby represented them, the pack, and she couldn’t look like a ragamuffin — whatever that was. Besides, Mei pointed out, nothing she owned fit anymore, and when did she plan to find time to shop?

Point, she had conceded. Although she would have been fine to add a jacket to the black yoga pants and white T-shirts that made up most of her wardrobe on Hat Island, the two women were dismissive of the thought. So here she was, dressed in clothes that Mei said were right for her. And damn it, Mei was right.

The two of them walked out together, and she told her secretary she was leaving for the weekend. Her secretary nodded and smiled at Stefan. He smiled back.

Abby snorted. As they left the building, an older, returning student fell in step with the two of them. Cujo Brown was a lot older than he looked. Not 32, like his application had stated, but 60 — a shifter starting over again.

“You’re leaving a bit early,” Cujo said. He was her on-campus guard. She didn’t like thinking about why guards were standard to her life these days, but they were.

Cujo Brown was a good-looking man with light brown, almost-blond hair, and brown eyes. He was tall, broad-shouldered and moved more like a predator cat than a wolf. As usual he was wearing black jeans, a black V-neck T-shirt and a leather jacket. She studied the jacket. It looked like he must have gotten the blood off it from the last assassination attempt on her life. Or he’d bought a new one. Could you buy leather jackets that looked that disreputable?

As she’d predicted, her Second, Jake Lewis, and her mate, Akihiro Tanaka, had insisted she have a guard if she were going to return to the university. She’d already lined up Cujo, who was going to finish his degree. No one argued with her choice. Cujo was more than qualified to be her guard. 

He was also running Tanaka’s security office for the World Council. When her Second worried he couldn’t do both, Cujo just sighed. “Jake, Seattle University is a mile from Tanaka Towers where the World Council offices are. It’s like saying you can’t be at the Wolf Harbor Resort if Abby is at the Beach House hotel. Get a grip.”

Abby hadn’t been consulted about the details, in spite of her being Alpha. Which made some sense, she conceded. She knew nothing about security.

She did know campuses, however, and having a guard would make people ask questions. And she was already fielding all the questions she could handle. So she insisted Cujo make good on the cover he’d laughingly suggested in August — return to school and take classes. It gave him a reason to be there.

Cujo was agreeable. It also gave him a reason to wear comfortable clothes and his black leather bomber jacket to the World Council office. She’d laughed. She’d reviewed his transcript — his real one, not the bogus one that had been crafted for him when he’d left his former career behind. He’d resurfaced in Seattle as a 30-year-old mustering out of the Army. Shifters had confusing lives. Cujo was 60, she thought. On paper he was 32. He’d spent a 35-year career as a CIA agent with a mercenary cover. That was gone. Poof. In its place was a four-year degree and eight years in the Army.

“I want you to take the language tests,” she had said when she met with him as academic advisor, not his Alpha. “You could probably get enough credits from those alone, but you still wouldn’t have a major. What interests you?”

“I don’t suppose they have a major in disruptive politics?” he said, tongue-in-cheek.

“International economic development?” she shot back at him. He shouted with laughter. 

“But what do you want to do next, Cujo?” she asked, serious now. “You’ve been CIA’s bad boy for 35 years. What next?” 

He looked over the list of majors she’d called up. “Urban sustainability?” he said slowly. “Isn’t that what you want to do with Hat Island? I could get into that. Do you think they’d give me credit if I could get tomatoes to grow on Hat Island?”

She grinned at him. Growing tomatoes had become Cujo’s symbol for a return to civilian life. It wasn’t going to happen until they got the greenhouse built — there weren’t enough sunny days in the San Juan Islands to ripen tomatoes.

Well, it was a civilian life if you counted being Chief of Security for the World Council, the front for the organization of Alphas from around the world, as civilian life. Fourteen districts each had a council of the six most dominant alphas in the region. The most dominant of them was the chairman of the regional Council. All the chairmen made up the World Council. 

And Akihiro Tanaka, Alpha of the Tanaka pack, was now also the Chairman of the World Council. 

And if she thought she had problems? Her mate’s list of problems made hers look insignificant. Heartened by that thought, she picked up her pace. “Let’s go,” she said. “We can walk down to the dock and put Stefan on the boat back to the island. I need some fresh air and exercise.”

“Yes, Alpha,” Cujo said, in his mock resignation voice he’d used on their trip to Russia. “Of course.”

“Stuff it, Cujo,” she ordered. She could feel Okami on the boat at the Tanaka dock waiting for them. “Okami’s waiting. Pick it up. I wish I was going home tonight instead of tomorrow.” She got away with working a four-day week at the university — many people did. But three? No, that would be nearly scandalous.

Both men smiled at her. “Home is a good word,” Stefan said. “Almost as good a thing as pack.”

Cujo snorted, but she could feel his agreement. For those of the pack who had been banished from their birth packs for being too dominant — betas — coming to the Hat Island pack gave them back that connection. And they had made it clear — they were willing to kill to keep it. 

Abby reached for the pack bonds in her mind, and she smiled. The pack bonds were a warm feeling that said we’ve got your back. You’re not alone. And you will never be alone again. And who knew? She actually thought that was a good thing.

“Let’s go,” she repeated. “Before I get all teary-eyed and maudlin about pack. You all would give me grief about it forever.”

Cujo glanced about to make sure no one was watching and then gave her a one-armed hug that didn’t interfere with their progress toward the dock. “We’ll let you get maudlin and teary-eyed for us all,” he said. “Because trust me, pack resonates for us too.” 

“I know,” she said, and leaned into the hug for a moment, before he dropped his arm. “I can feel it. It’s this intense connection. I would have told you six months ago that no way did I want something like this. But here I am, connected to 563 Hat Island wolves, and I revel in it. And I’d kill anyone who tried to take it away.”

She walked a few paces as she considered that statement. 

“In fact I already have,” she said grimly. “And I’ll do it again if I have to. Hat Island pack is mine. Hat Island and Wolf Harbor are mine. And yes, I’ll kill again if I have to.”

“Good,” Cujo said with satisfaction. “I mean, my job is to see to it that you don’t have to. At least not at the university. But you can’t rely on that alone. You have to be prepared. Without you there is no pack for any of us.”

“But no pressure,” Abby muttered. Cujo laughed.

Stefan was in his own world even as he kept up with the two. “Stefan?” Abby asked.

“How are we going to get the serum to the girls who need it?” he said plaintively.

Abby shook her head a bit at his single-minded focus. She considered the question again. “Gunpoint?” she said facetiously.

“Jake says I can’t,” Stefan said. “Says it won’t work. That once word got out, they’d be ready for my team, and we’d be dead.”

Abby was stopped by the fact he’d actually pursued it that far. He’d consulted with her Second about it? Of course they couldn’t shoot their way in! 

OK, brilliant one. How do we get the serum doses to the girls?

She mulled it over until they were at the island’s cutter. And then it came to her.

Delegate. When in doubt, delegate. Sarah Johannsen wasn’t going to know what hit her. Who better to figure out how to reach 12-year-old girls in isolated packs than a 16-year-old girl who left her birth-pack to escape an arranged marriage to a man old enough to be her great-grandfather? She might have escaped worse than that, but Sarah didn’t know that. 

“Stefan?” she said. “Tell Sarah Johannsen she’s in charge of devising a plan to reach girls in the packs. She can put together a team of whoever she wants — and Benny Garrison is their advisor. Tell them they’re on the agenda for Saturday’s meeting.” Benny Garrison was running the boarding school; he’d be perfect to advise Sarah.

“OK,” Stefan said doubtfully. He was on the boat, one foot on the gunwale. “But she’s 16!”

“She is,” Abby said. “She’s also smart, devious, and perfect for the job.”

Okami grinned at that, and he eased the boat away from the dock. Okami had taken Sarah under his wing when she’d lived with them last summer.

Abby stood there for a moment wishing she could go with them. Then she resolutely turned away and looked up the street toward Tanaka Tower. She squared her shoulders, and said, “Let’s go.” 

Cujo looked at her shrewdly but she ignored him. Nothing was completely private between her and the men who made up her closest guards: Jake Lewis, her Second and the man she loved, Benny Garrison, Teacher and Keeper of Stories, and Cujo Brown, third in the pack, and her guard on the mainland.

“Let’s take the long way around,” she said suddenly. “I left early. No one is expecting me for another hour at least.”

Cujo nodded and they headed north on Alaska Way rather than toward Tanaka Tower. Away from her mate. Away from Akihiro Tanaka and the complex relationship they shared. She set that aside, too, and lengthened her stride. It was a clear day, a bit brisk, and it would probably rain for the rest of the month. She was going to enjoy the day while she could.
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Chapter 2
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The walk had done her mood some good, Abby conceded. She was in her bedroom suite in the penthouse of Tanaka Towers where she stayed Monday through Wednesday nights. Three nights with her mate. Four nights with her pack. There wasn’t any doubt in anyone’s mind which she preferred — not even in Akihiro’s, unfortunately. She thought he probably understood. Alphas needed their packs as much as their packs needed their Alphas. Didn’t mean he had to like it. 

There were a lot of things Akihiro had found uncomfortable about being mated to the first female pack Alpha. Well, she wasn’t really. Ayta Vuk was Alpha of a pack in Siberia and had been for centuries. Once it had been common. Then a shifter named Anton Vuk had taken the reins of the World Council and changed the shifter species into a male-dominant culture. And since he’d done that 300 years ago, the packs in North America, especially those in the West, had never known anything else. The problem with a long-lived species, she thought grimly. They became resistant to change. Male Alphas were all they’d known, so therefore it was How It Was Supposed to Be.

Until Abby Stafford, a made-wolf no less, came along.

She dressed for dinner, mostly to please Akihiro. They often entertained on the nights she was here, although she thought they were dining alone tonight. There were also times when she’d come back in on a Friday or Saturday night for a function Akihiro needed to attend. 

Akihiro Tanaka had a reputation for being reclusive, and she supposed by pack standards, he was. Most pack preferred living communally — as extended families or in other cooperative situations. They were designing Hat Island to provide exactly that with a combination of small complexes that Abby privately called dorms and small cabins for couples or those who wanted a bit more privacy. Working with the architect on that project was the most rewarding thing she’d done these last few weeks since her return from Russia.

But Akihiro had this huge penthouse to himself — nearly 3,000 square feet. Three bedrooms, each with their own baths, and an additional study although Akihiro’s business office was only three floors down. The living room was lavishly done to accentuate the large windows that overlooked Puget Sound. Windows on another wall in the dining room showcased a view of the city itself. It was a magnificent space, full of art and books. Abby thought she might have fallen in love with the man she imagined living here rather than the real-life man who was her mate. She shook off that thought. She tried not to think about her feelings or her mate when she was here. It was too easy for thoughts and emotion to overflow her filters into her mate bond. 

The floor below was home to revolving teams of guards. Guards staffed a station in the basement as well. Guards were everywhere, it seemed, although she acknowledged they weren’t obtrusive. Akihiro took it for granted.

Cujo stayed in the guards’ quarters when they were in residence here. Haru Ito, Akihiro’s Second, also had an apartment on that floor, the second floor down. And while there was a kitchen in the penthouse, most of Akihiro’s meals were brought up from the restaurant-sized kitchen on that floor. 

Below that were floors and floors of offices for Tanaka Corporation. Akihiro went down three floors, and he was at work. She kind of envied him that luxury. She seemed to spend a lot of time in transit.

Mei had packed for her week here, just as she had the last three weeks. All Abby had to do was wear what she was told and then try to replicate the makeup and hair style Yui seemed to do for her effortlessly. Abby grimaced. Being a redhead meant that makeup had to be done with care or she looked like a clown. For most of the last 20 years she’d not bothered, unless the occasion was very special, and even then the makeup was minimal. 

And hair?

She sighed. It had always been uncontrollable and that hadn’t changed. When Yui did her hair for special occasions, she made it even more flamboyant. Abby was afraid to try that.

She took a last glance in the mirror. She was wearing a short black skirt and a heavy silk blouse in cream. Pumps with low heels. And jewelry. The blouse was simple enough to display one of Mei’s finds: a heavy necklace of sliced agates. Mei believed Abby should wear jewelry that represented the San Juan Islands — staking her claim, as it were. Abby was happy to do so. Her earrings were simple gold hoops so as to not detract from the necklace. Abby shook her head. Perhaps nothing exemplified the changes in her life more than this. That she, at 52, was wearing a short skirt and heels? And she looked good in them, she conceded. She hadn’t been brave enough to dress like this even when she was young and thin.

She left her suite. The apartment was dimly lit so that the magnificent views out the large, plate-glass windows that formed two of the walls were highlighted. Akihiro was standing where he could see the sunset over Puget Sound. He turned when she stepped into the living room and smiled. “You look lovely,” he said. “I have wine.”

She took the glass from him, a red. She was sure it was expensive and the best of its class. Wine was wine in her view. She did like the reds best, however, and Akihiro always served it when she was in residence. Not that any wine gave more than a temporary feeling of well-being for a shifter. Still, she savored the taste of it as they stood and watched the last of the sunset.

The elevator dinged. “That’s dinner,” Akihiro said, escorting her to the dining room. He seated her before taking his own seat. He had impeccable, old-fashioned manners. Abby found them intimidating, but then Akihiro was 187 years old. She should be grateful they weren’t the manners of 19th century Japan. She caught his slight smile and sighed.

“Spillage?” she asked with resignation. Her thoughts often spilled over through their mate bond. He was better at blocking his thoughts from her, although she did pick up things now and then. 

“Yes,” he answered. “But I live for those stray thoughts. I am always entertained.”

She rolled her eyes and then laughed. She was getting better at filtering her thoughts, but she had been a wolf for — she counted — four months? And her bonds and links to her pack and to Akihiro as her mate were more extensive than most Alphas. Even the idea that mates could use words through their bond had been new to Akihiro. He had been much intrigued by that. It wasn’t the only thing that intrigued him about their bond.

She firmly shut down that line of thought. Bunny trails, or rabbit trails as the shifters called them. Those intriguing little trails that were hard to resist. It made her laugh. A whole scholarly paper of analysis could be done just on that one phrase and what it revealed about shifters and the bleed-through between wolf and human. Not that there was anywhere to publish it. She snorted. The Journal of Shifter Anthropology. Now that was a thought.

A waiter silently placed a plate in front of her. She thanked him and smiled. He barely glanced in her direction. Some of the Tanaka pack had a hard time dealing with her. She was their Alpha’s mate, but she was an Alpha in her own right. And they could feel that. Feel her dominance. How did you deal with that? 

Many of them dealt with it by ignoring her. She shrugged mentally. Not her problem.

The meal was protein heavy as all shifters preferred, with pork medallions in a mushroom sauce, but it also had green beans and some kind of squash dish. A salad was placed beside her plate. She began eating. Shifters, when not sharing the meal with humans, focused on their food. There was no need for conversation until afterwards. It had made her laugh at first, but now her own shifter metabolism drove her to eat the same way. 

And this was very good food. 

Akihiro Tanaka was the CEO of Tanaka Corporation, an international company that built electronic components and equipment among other things. He was a very wealthy man, and he lived like it. And so he should, Abby thought. He’d earned every penny of that wealth.

Akihiro had been a fairly new pack Alpha when the U.S. government rounded up people of Japanese descent and interned them in camps after Pearl Harbor. The Japanese of Seattle had been sent to Tule Lake, and the Tanaka pack had been swept along with the rest. Akihiro, with his Second, Haru Ito, and Okami Yoshida, third in the pack and now a member of hers, got the pack through the years of internment, and back to Seattle where they rebuilt their lives. Akihiro was practically worshiped by his pack, and for good reason.

Abby leaned back in her chair and smiled at her dinner companion. “Stefan came to see me today on campus,” she said, and she told him of Stefan’s concerns. Akihiro grimaced. 

“I’ve received the last confirmation from the Alphas of the World Council,” he said. It sounded like a change in subject, but Abby didn’t think it was. “We will meet here, December 1, as I requested. Some will be here reluctantly, but they will be here. And chief on the agenda is the serum, Abby. You and your pack will present what it can do, and how the other packs around the world can access it.”

She stared at him. “That’s just six weeks away!” she protested. 

“You don’t have to have enough serum produced by then,” he countered. “Just the presentation.” He hesitated. “It would be good if we can show that our own region is aboard and has found the serum effective,” he conceded.

She scowled at him. “But no pressure.”

He laughed. It was just a small, polite sound, not like he was really amused. She cherished the times when she made him laugh freely at something. His amusement was complicated usually; it felt like shards of glass in her mind, rather than the lightness that came with true good humor. She set that thought aside as well.

“And do we tell the whole story?” she asked. “I haven’t even told Stefan or the others what we learned in Russia. Do we tell them all that Anton Vuk deliberately weakened the genetics of shifter girls so that they would fail the shift? That he was obsessed with keeping shifter numbers low, and female shifters dominated? He practically committed genocide on his own people!”

In the ‘40s and ‘50s, humans had been succumbing to polio. The polio vaccine had changed all that. It was a miracle drug.

Abby didn’t think shifters were actually susceptible to polio — they were immune to most disease — but they’d gotten a vaccination too, one designed for shifter children, just in case. Embedded in that vaccine, however, had been a compound that had altered those girls’ genes, a change that was then passed on to future generations. 

“I don’t know,” Akihiro admitted. “I am still studying all the ramifications of releasing that knowledge.”

Abby chewed the corner of her mouth. “Have you found him?” she asked. The scientist who invented that vaccine might still be alive. All traces of him, even his name, had been carefully erased from the archives of the World Council. She itched to access those archives and do her own research. But she had too much on her plate to even begin thinking about a research project such as that. 

Rabbit trails indeed.

“No,” Akihiro said. “I don’t think the answer will be found in the archives. We will need to access the memories of people who lived through that time. I’ve asked Haru to investigate. The doctor was quite a hero, as I recall. But I was a new Alpha and had too much on my plate to pay much attention to the details of the vaccine. We had just returned from Tule Lake and begun to rebuild.”

She nodded. “I worry how Stefan will take it,” she admitted. “Although it doesn’t change the need for the serum to correct what was done. But to know that what has caused the death of girls for three generations was deliberate? It will hit him hard.”

“It will hit all shifters hard,” Akihiro said. He hesitated. “And we need to think about population control. Obviously, that was a horrific solution, but we must think about this as well.”

“Birth control,” she said with a shrug. “Humans have coped.”

“Not very well,” he muttered. “And birth control fails with shifters. Our bodies reject it, just as they do most medications.”

She hadn’t known that. But then she’d had a hysterectomy a couple years ago to save her life — she wouldn’t have been selected for the serum study if she hadn’t been post-menopausal. She felt the pang of regret she always did at that memory.

“Not my problem,” Abby said, setting aside the question of population growth. Akihiro smiled, almost unwillingly. It had become Abby’s new mantra. She chanted it daily about something.

“We have dessert,” Akihiro said. “Would you like more wine? Or coffee?”

It still felt decadent to drink coffee this late. But her body would metabolize the caffeine quickly, just as it did the wine. “Coffee,” she decided. 

The dessert was a chocolate cheesecake with a raspberry topping. Shifters loved sweets. It made her laugh. Here were these buff people, who took such care of their bodies — their wolves permitted no less — but to a person, they indulged in desserts. Chocolate, gooey, rich ones. Fruit cobblers. Cake with thick icing. Cookies, donuts, ice cream. And now her metabolism let her indulge as well. She ate every bite of the cheesecake, and then leaned back to savor her coffee. 

Akihiro was watching her with a smile.

“What?” she demanded. He laughed. And that was the last thing she remembered — that smile she hated; a smile of dominance tinged with cruelty that didn’t quite reach his eyes. Shit, she thought, wondering what he had planned now.

When she revived, she was in the dark. She started to panic before she realized she was blindfolded. She was kneeling on something cushiony. The ottoman in Akihiro’s room, she thought. She tried to control her breathing, but she knew she was hyperventilating.

Akihiro had blindfolded her before. She didn’t really like it, but it seemed easy enough to give him that. But this seemed to go beyond just a blindfold. She couldn’t hear any sounds, and there were always sounds now with her enhanced hearing. She opened her mouth to protest, and realized she was gagged in some way. That made her struggle a bit, only to realize the extent to which she was bound. She was on her knees, her ankles were bound together, and yet her knees were wedged apart exposing her to Akihiro’s gaze. Her hands were cuffed and attached to a collar around her neck. She tried to pull them free, only to learn that it tightened the collar. She froze.

Akihiro? she asked through their mate bond.

It’s a hood, Abby, he replied. It limits all sensory input so that you just feel. You can’t hear. You can’t see. You can’t speak. All you can do is breathe and feel. Feel my touch.

He rubbed his thumb over her nipple and it hardened under his touch. She writhed helplessly. She could feel his pleasure in her reaction, and it increased her own.

You can’t come unless I say so, he warned. Yes, she knew this part of the game. This wasn’t the first night he’d bound her. Or put a blindfold on. And then he’d arouse her, commanding her to beg for her release. It broke something inside her to beg. And she feared he not only knew that but reveled in it.

Focus on my touch, he commanded, and she heard his amusement. The hood usually does that for a woman, but you live so much in your mind, you can distract yourself endlessly.

This was true, she acknowledged to herself. 

So you must focus. Focus solely on my touch. Here, see yourself through my eyes. Feel how much it arouses me to see you like this.

And then she could see herself as he saw her: a woman with a black leather hood that obscured all of her face. Her red hair flared out below it. Her wrists were cuffed in black leather and anchored to the black leather collar that circled her neck. She wore nothing.

She pondered that for a moment. Why couldn’t she remember anything since dessert? Had she truly walked into Akihiro’s bedroom and stripped, and allowed him to bind her this way? It was something to think about later when Akihiro was less likely to hear her thoughts.

She was kneeling, rocked back on her heels, and displayed for his pleasure. He let her feel that pleasure, and she moaned. No sound escaped, but he could feel it through the mate bond, and that aroused him more.

It was one of the amazing things about the mate bond, Abby thought, this ratcheting up of arousal and desire as it echoed back and forth between them. She had never felt anything like it, not even with Jake.

It was addictive.

Yes, Akihiro said, catching that last thought. Yes. You are at my mercy, Abby, he added, as he broke the connection that allowed her to see herself. 

She felt him suck at her nipple, arousing her more, and she arched with pleasure. Of all the gifts of becoming a shifter, this sensitivity to touch was one of the most glorious. Why he withheld orgasms was beyond her. Another bunny trail, she told herself. Focus on the pleasure you’re feeling.

She felt his approval at that last thought. His lips trailed down her belly, and he teased her clitoris with his mouth. She arched some more. Then he pulled back and pressed her head forward toward him. She struggled a bit, fearing she would face plant. 

Use your abs, Akihiro directed with amusement. He pulled out her gag, and she worked her mouth and used her tongue to relax the muscles of her mouth that had been stretched by the gag.

She was arched forward, off-center, helpless, and dependent on his hands to hold her upright.

This was actually what had started them down this road, she remembered. Akihiro had been surprised to realize that she actually liked using her mouth to arouse him. He had assumed his lovers did it because it pleased him, and they were eager to please. She had laughed at that, saying very few actions survived centuries of practice unless people actually liked doing it. 

Very little about sex was new to Akihiro at this point in his life. But this was — to use the mate bond to experience sex as she experienced it. And he had been experimenting with it since their return from Russia. Not every night. She thought about it: every Wednesday night — as if he knew they might need time apart after a night like this. She couldn’t argue. She needed the distance, the reconnection with her pack and territory, before she could find her serenity and return to Tanaka Towers.

But this went beyond anything he had tried before. It worried her. His sexual sophistication took him farther than she was comfortable with. And shifter culture permitted behaviors she found unacceptable. In addition, she had some triggers from when Anton Vuk had raped her in this very apartment.

I survived, she reminded herself. Anton Vuk didn’t. But he had used his fingers inside her, and then shifted them to claws and savaged her. And even after she’d physically healed, she couldn’t tolerate a man using his fingers to arouse her. Tongue, yes. A mind was an odd place, she had decided. She couldn’t tolerate sex from behind either, which annoyed Akihiro. Both triggers did — he felt they were evidence that she didn’t trust him.

Well, she didn’t, not completely.

She reached out through the pack links to Benny Garrison. Alpha? she felt him say. 

Just as backup, as witness, she told him. She felt him settle in the back of her mind, a blaze of heat against the backdrop of the warmth of the pack. She relaxed a bit with his presence.

Focus! Akihiro commanded.

It felt different, but her mind was sluggish and she couldn’t concentrate to figure out why. 

Nice, Akihiro approved.

He pulled her farther forward and now she was buried in his lap, her butt in the air.

But then she felt someone touch her butt. Lube, she thought, puzzled. How could he reach? She started to struggle. No, she said firmly in her mind. 

Suck him off, and I’ll give you permission to come, Akihiro said. 

Him? 

Horrified, she realized the person behind her was a second man. And neither of them were Akihiro. She focused on the map in her head, the one that showed her the shifters around her. It hadn’t occurred to her to do that before — hadn’t occurred to her that she and Akihiro weren’t alone. The deep green dot that represented Akihiro wasn’t even near her. Was he reclining on his bed, watching? Watching as two men prepared to rape her at his command?

I did not give permission for this! she shouted angrily at him through the mate bond. She tried to pull back from the man in front of her, but he forced her head back into his lap. 

I didn’t ask your permission. This is for my pleasure. To watch, and to feel it from your viewpoint and from mine. You will submit, Abby. 

No, she insisted. No means no....

And then as the man behind her touched her again, she screamed it in her mind, NO MEANS NO.

And everything stopped. She was poised there, unable to move. The man at her head no longer held her tightly, but his hands rested heavy on her head and she couldn’t seem to pull back. The man at her back was not there anymore. No means no, she repeated helplessly, wondering what she had done.
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Chapter 3
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Benny Garrison was enjoying a bottle of wine with his partner, Ayta Vuk. She had been the Alpha of the pack he’d been sent to in Russia — she still was, actually. Abby had offered her a teaching position on Hat Island for the winter. Ayta had accepted, if Benny could serve as her Second. Abby agreed. Benny knew Abby didn’t understand the implications of that, but it wouldn’t have mattered to her if he’d tried to explain. He accepted the role, and the shift in priorities and allegiances it meant. And he now shared one of the new cabins with Ayta. She was learning English, delighted with all the new experiences. He was learning Russian, more to please her than any real need for yet another language. 

His brain was damaged, he acknowledged. He’d lost memories, a lot of them. It hurt. Abby let him tap into her brain and use it as the Encyclopedia Britannica Hat Island edition, and that helped. But learning Russian also helped. It reassured him that he could learn, could replace what he had lost.

So for the last six weeks he’d been the headmaster of the boarding school on Hat Island — a role that made his friends howl with laughter. The shifter playboy? Running a school primarily for girls? Who thought that was a good idea? He accepted it as teasing, although it offended him slightly. Did they actually think he’d harm a girl child?

Ayta helped. They were teaching the girls to be storytellers, to be able to accept the story directly mind to mind, and to make the story their own. Michil Bogun, another Alpha from Russia who was more scholar than Alpha, was teaching languages. The girls soaked it up. Well girls, and his one boy student, Pi, a 15-year-old from Cambodia. Pi reminded Benny of himself at that age. 

Benny’s Cambodian mother had died giving birth to him, and he’d been raised by his father, a shifter and CIA agent stationed in Cambodia. When Pol Pot rose to power, his father had sent him to the pack in Chang Mai, Thailand. He’d been about Pi’s age, he thought. He wasn’t completely sure. After Pol Pot fell, his father collected Benny and brought him to the States, and to the Okanogan where a lot of veterans were settling — humans and shifters.

Benny had looked young for his age, and his English had been rusty, so he’d enrolled in high school before going on to college. He remembered the feelings of bewilderment — why had his brain chosen those memories to save over others? He’d lost memories like some of his experiences with the women who had come through the Wolf Harbor Resort during Stefan’s experiments. Memories that would be useful when he encountered those women now on the island. He shook his head.

Anyway, Pi reminded him of all of that.

He was going to have to talk to Abby about what was happening at the school, he decided. Maybe this Saturday at the meeting of the inner circle. He didn’t know how that name got started for the management team of the pack — and that was a foreign concept to shifters as well — but it fit. That decided, he refocused on the woman who sat on the porch swing beside him.

Ayta was 700 years old, give or take. She looked like a spry 70-year-old. And Benny loved her. Loved her mind, and the stories she carried that dated back a millennia, loved her as a person and his Alpha, albeit temporarily. He loved her lusty enthusiasm for everything, her delight in learning new things. He thought Abby would be a lot like her someday. He hoped he would be around to see it.

And Ayta brought all that to making love, and he loved that too.

Tonight, he was introducing her to a new varietal of red wine from a vineyard in southeastern Washington. Siberia had good wine, especially red, but it was what wine makers here would call table wine. Ayta was delighted to experience all the nuances that wines could have.

So they sipped the wine and discussed what Stefan had dumped in their laps. “Sarah Johannsen is to put together a plan to reach the girls of the remote packs in the state so that we can get the serum to them. Abby says you’re to be her advisor,” Stefan had said and then stalked off. They’d watched him go in befuddlement. 

They still weren’t sure what that meant, but they’d agreed that if anyone could reach 12-year-old girls, it was probably Sarah at 16, along with the other girls of the school. So tomorrow they’d offer it up as a case study for them to work on. Having reached that agreement, they relaxed, enjoying the wine, and the view out over the ocean as the world darkened around them.

And then he’d felt Abby tap their link. She needed a spotter — his term for it. Akihiro was playing games again, and she was uncertain about it. It wasn’t the first time she’d done it. Benny sent encouragement and support her way. The last two times that had been all she needed.

But tonight... something... something wasn’t right. Benny couldn’t even put it into words, but something was wrong. He sat down his wine glass. 

“I need to go,” he said. “Abby needs me.”

Ayta smiled and cupped his cheek with her hand. “I’ll be here,” she said teasing. He laughed and kissed her.

Jake, he sent through the pack links, meet me at the boat.

It might be nothing, but they were 40 minutes from being able to help their Alpha if it was something. Jake had the boat powered up and was backing out when Benny hit the dock at a run. He jumped in as Jake pulled away.

NO!

Jake jumped, and looked at Benny. “Did you feel that?” he asked.

Benny nodded. “Can you go faster? I’ll get Cujo to go upstairs to her.”

Jake increased the speed of the boat. It was night, and he needed to be careful, but it also meant there was less boating traffic in the busy Puget Sound and Seattle harbor.

Benny focused again on the pack links. The links were different than the pack bond. He thought they might be unique to Abby and her connections to the pack. She thought of it as being the headwaters of a stream with sluice gates that allowed information to flow to and from her. And those closest to her — Benny, Cujo and Jake — could communicate with each other, as well as with Abby, especially when Abby was in distress. She likened it to going from a trickle to a spring stream flooding the irrigation ditches, to a saturated rice paddy field. And in the latter stages, they all experienced the overflow of information and feelings from each other as well as from Abby.

And what he could feel from Abby wasn’t good. She was... distraught? He couldn’t quite tease out the mess of emotions he was getting from her.

Cujo! he tugged on the man’s link. Abby needs you!

Abby: NO MEANS NO!

Jake: What the hell?

Cujo: No means no? What is that?

Benny had been to school more recently than they had, getting his PhD in psychology from Berkeley after he stopped working for the Northwest Council as an intelligencer. It’s a saying universities teach the young students about boundaries and sex, he said tersely.

Cujo: And if someone ignores those boundaries? Do they teach what to do then?

Benny was grim. Not really, and yes, I think it produces a naive self-confidence that someone will respect boundaries when they are stated. You need to get up there, Cujo.

Cujo was already on his way up the back stairs. He didn’t trust the elevator in times like this. It would be too easy for Haru Ito to tell the guards in the basement to stop the elevator and trap him inside. The door at the top of the stairs might be locked, but he was confident he could solve that problem — by brute strength if necessary. 

He’d pulled on a pair of gray sweats. Rushing into battle naked might have suited his ancestors, but he preferred a pair of pants. Especially if he was going to have to confront two of the most dominant shifters in the world. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
SAFE
HAVEN

L.J. BREEDLOVE

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg
WOLF HARBOR

AFitness & Health Spa Like
You've Never Experienced Before

Cinderella? How difficult was that? | mean really. She was.
young, and fit from manual labor and lean eating. Piffle. Any.
Nordstrom personal shopper could get her dressed to meet a
handsome prince.

Now Abby Stafford? She's a middle-aged, over-weight, burned

out college professor — making her over for a handsome
prince? Now that's a challenge.

Your free short story is waiting.
Sign upforth newseter Teing Sores

10 et your e soriog conus

at oroediov com Jus lck o the covet

Ly

BREEDLOVE






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





