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The last thing Abby Stafford expected to find herself was pregnant. She was 53! More than that, she’d had a hysterectomy five years ago. But her new shifter genes had done more than just make her youthful again — those genes had healed her missing uterus, and well, she’s going to have a baby — twins, as a matter of fact.

The father? She wasn’t sure — and that alone said how much her life had changed this last year! Shifters didn’t submit their DNA for testing — too much of a chance someone might notice that they weren’t quite human. So she’s going to learn that the old-fashioned way — when the babies are born.

She’d like nothing more than to hole up on Hat Island and gestate, but the world isn’t going to allow that. She’s got problems.

Big problems.

Nothing new there, Abby thinks sourly. The last year has been nothing but problems. Well, not just problems — she’s found love too, right? After all, someone fathered those babies!

Book 11 in the Wolf Harbor series.
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Friday, March 6, Hat Island 

Benny Garrison: You awake?

Abby Stafford: No.

Benny: Well, you’d better wake up. We’re going to land on Hat Island in a few hours. We’ve got problems.

Abby: That’s Cujo’s line.

Benny: Cujo is the problem, Abby.

Abby struggled up out of deep sleep at that comment. Now she was talking to people even when she was asleep? That sucked. She nudged Jake awake. “Benny says they’re landing in a few hours, but there are problems.”

Jake was instantly awake. “With the plane?” he asked with alarm, turning to look at the clock. Abby glanced at it; it said 3 a.m. Her bladder said that was about right — being pregnant sucked, too.

“Not the plane,” she said hastily, because that would be a problem. “He said it’s Cujo that’s the problem. Let me up. I’m going to the bathroom, and then I’ll see what else he’s got to say.”

“I’ll make coffee,” Jake said.

Bless the man, Abby thought. And bless shifter genes that meant she could still drink coffee. She pulled on clean sweats, brushed her teeth, and ran a brush through her hair. She grimaced. Curly hair was a pain — why hadn’t her new shifter genes fixed that while they were making all these other changes? Instead, her hair was redder and curlier — maybe even more than it had been 30 years ago. She shook her head. Becoming a shifter had meant dealing with a changing body. Most of the changes had happened fairly rapidly last summer, but her new genes seemed to still be tinkering with some things.

And then there was the whole grow a new uterus thing. Abby crossed her hands across her belly protectively. It still didn’t seem real that her body had ‘repaired’ a hysterectomy!  It could have warned her, she thought, a bit defensively. Like let her have one period? But no. It wasn’t until another one of the serum test subjects returned to the island with a baby, that Yui Yoshida thought to check. 

By that time, she was pregnant. Abby smiled, though. As surprising as it was, she fiercely wanted these babies. Twins. She shook her head. She tried not to think ahead — what did she know about a baby? She thought her 18-year-old university students were impossibly young!

Jake handed her the cup of coffee without words when she came out of the bedroom and into the kitchen. He was more of a morning person than she was, but 3 a.m. wasn’t morning — not by any stretch of the imagination. “Maybe not,” Jake said, answering her thoughts. “But I’m going to cook breakfast anyway.”

Abby’s stomach rumbled, and she nodded. She was eating for three, she reminded herself — three shifters, no less. She was always hungry.

Anxiety drove her to the living room of the Retreat House, and she paced restlessly. She needed to reach out to Benny, but she dreaded it. She didn’t want more problems. She wanted to be a first-time mother-to-be and think happy thoughts and names for the twins. Maybe even have a baby shower.

Did shifters do baby showers?

We have so few children, each one is celebrated, Benny said. But usually at birth. Are you ready to talk about Cujo?

I have coffee, Abby said, without commenting that he’d been lurking in her brain. What would be the point? After this winter when she just randomly showed up in people’s brains — often at the most interesting times — she could hardly protest. Why is Cujo a problem?

Benny was silent for a moment. I’m not sure how to start, he said at last. So the pilot you call Pirate brought Cujo and his team to us four days ago. Cujo was in bad shape, and the other two weren’t much better. Vincent Garcia had been injured, and as a human, he takes time to heal. Wen took Cujo and Riku up to the Emperor’s Court, but Vincent and the Pirate couldn’t be seen up there — because... they’re humans.

Abby grimaced. She could just see how well that would go over in one of the oldest packs in the world? Not going to happen.

I stayed at Wen’s house with the two humans. But Cujo.... Benny hesitated, then blurted, He tried to go wolf and run away. Wen stopped him — with the help of the twins. But he’s damned powerful, as you know.

Abby blew out a long breath of air. Cujo Brown might well be the most personally powerful shifter in the world. In the top 10 at any rate. And the twins? Wen — who was no slouch herself as the Wolf Emperor’s Messenger and Chairman of the China Council of Alphas — had taken two 14-year-old girls as her backup?

Well, what could she say? Abby had taken them as backup herself once. And they’d done a bang-up good job too.

So then everyone ended up down here where I could help with Cujo, Benny said. The Storyteller, Rakugo, and the twins, too — I should have sent them out of here on a commercial flight when they first got here, but who knew all hell would break loose?

Not criticizing, Abby assured him. I’m sure the girls have had a blast learning Chinese.

They have, Benny agreed, his anxiety softening at the thought of his two students. Benny Garrison, Keeper of Stories, and Teacher of the Hat Island boarding school for girls. People still snickered, but no one denied he was good at it — at both things — and as a psychologist for the women of Hat Island. And whoever else needed help.

No wonder he’d fled to China as Wen Huang’s backup!

It wasn’t like that, he protested.

I know, Abby soothed. You needed to go, and she needed you. But I’m glad you’re coming home, no lie.

Why? What aren’t you telling me? Benny asked. You’re OK, right? The babies?

The babies are fine, I’m fine, Abby said. It wasn’t a lie — at least not the way he meant the question. So is that what you needed to tell me? Did you have to refuel somewhere? Are you over land yet?

Oh, I’m just getting to the good part, Benny said sourly. None of us considered that the plane is basically a tunnel on wings. With no way out. And Cujo lost it.

While you were still on the ground? Abby asked.

No, he held it together long enough for us to get airborne. Benny didn’t sound like he thought that had been a good thing. Well, it was hard to blame him. And then he went wolf.

He what?

He went wolf, Benny repeated. We had a terrified wolf trapped in the tunnel with wings — having flashbacks to the tunnel that caved in, I’d guess. One powerful werewolf, and all of us.

Benny! Abby was horrified. What happened?

Benny snorted. Damnedest thing I’ve ever seen. Kristina and Taisiya crouched down beside the wolf, and said, ‘We’re scared, will you protect us?’ And the wolf settled down on the floor of the galley and the girls curled up on either side of him. And they’ve been there ever since. I’d swear they were asleep, but with them, who knows?

Abby checked her links with the twins. She’d taken them into the pack nine months ago when their home pack in Russia pleaded for her to take them to the States. The girls were scary smart, scary powerful, and sometimes just scary. Their links seemed calm enough, although she might be just too far away to get much from them. But they didn’t seem distressed. She told Benny that.

Benny grunted. Really, dealing with male shifters mind-to-mind had required a whole new interpretive language — strange how the grunts and eyerolls and the like came through.

So everyone else settled down too, Benny continued. We had to refuel, but Pirate knew of a place outside of Seoul — one of those off-the-books landing strips. He’s quite a resource. It doesn’t help that three people speak only Japanese. Vincent Garcia has been translating, but he doesn’t know Chinese.... Doesn’t matter as much now that we’re on the plane, no one wants to talk to anyone else anyway.

Benny? You’re rambling, Abby observed. I’ll want every detail, face-to-face, but later. But my head hurts — whether it’s because of the distance or because this is the most convoluted conversation, I’m not sure! What do I need to know, right now?

You need a plan to contain Cujo, and get him to your place, probably in wolf form, Benny said bluntly. He’s dangerous. No, don’t protest, Abby, he is. We all are, really. But his wolf is in control — and what’s even more appalling, I think the wolf is the saner of the two. And yes, I know. I’ve been there, and have the T-shirt. But Abby? I am not a powerful wolf. Not like Cujo is. And he’s bloody aggressive, even when he is in control. He scares the bejesus out of me — and that was before all of this happened to him. I love the guy, don’t get me wrong. But if he got it in his head that the inhabitants of Hat Island were a danger, the place would be a ghost town by the end of the weekend.

Abby let him rant until he ran out of words. I hear you, she said soothingly. But his wolf just listened to the needs of two teenaged girls, Benny. We’ll get it worked out. Jake and I will meet the plane, and we’ll bring Cujo down to the Retreat House in wolf form and take it from there. You can take everyone else over the boarding school. Get them rooms and feed them. They’ll probably need some sleep. And then we’ll sort it out.

She could feel his relief. And Olivia? Benny asked. Maybe she shouldn’t come out just yet.

Too late, Abby said. Jake just called her. Do you really think you can keep his mate from coming to him? Don’t be foolish. And if he’s protective of the twins, he’ll be equally protective of her.

And if he thinks someone is a threat to her? Benny asked.

He’ll kill them, Abby said matter-of-factly. That’s not new.

As long as he’s not seeing dangers that don’t exist, Benny said.

Abby frowned. Wasn’t like Benny to be this pessimistic. It must have been a hell of a couple of days.

You have no idea, Benny said. I haven’t had sleep in almost four days. And one other thing on your to-think-about list? We’re bringing in two humans. We don’t have to worry about hiding the reality of shifters from them — that ship has sailed. But shifters aren’t going to be happy if they learn that these humans know about shifters.

True, Abby conceded. It was shifters’ first rule: Don’t do anything to reveal shifters to humans. And it carried a death sentence — for the humans, and for the shifters. But it was a whole new world now. Now they had a whole community of shifters and humans living and working together — in Daak, Alaska. Them and.... She stopped that line of thinking, but Daak made her happy. We might buy the Pirate a float plane and send him up to Daak, Abby said. Send the sōhei — Riku — with him? He’s a part of that community, right?

That’s a good idea, Benny said. And Vincent Garcia? 

Vincent was more difficult, Abby acknowledged. He had a family here in Everett, who weren’t aware of shifters. She figured he’d made up some excuse for why he was gone, but he’d been gone a lot longer than he’d planned. He is owed, she said firmly, and felt Benny’s relief. We’ll figure it out.

Jake nudged her leg, and she opened her eyes. He handed her a plate full of bacon, eggs and hashbrowns, and took her coffee cup away for a refill. She started eating. Rest, Benny, she ordered. It will be OK.

She felt him fade from her awareness.

“Your head hurts,” Jake observed, as he massaged her neck and shoulders.

She nodded, rolling her head to take advantage of his fingers. It felt so good. “Did you get most of it?” she asked, talking with her mouth full. It used to be that she had to make an effort to include others in conversations in her head. Now, that was the default, and she struggled to keep things private. The girls of the boarding school had been instrumental in creating the new metaphors she used for her mind map. She had groves of willows that she carved into fences, with arches and windows, that protected her from the sea, and gave her dry land to rest upon.

It sounded all very fanciful and woo-woo, she admitted. But it worked. She could screen her thoughts, block out people from hearing everything in her brain, and yet reach out to people when she needed to. However, she had to admit that this metaphor left her mental defenses more porous than they had been.

And she had secrets that shouldn’t drift out across the sea to all the people she was connected with — the pack, the inner circle, the leaders at Daak, the women from the serum studies, and assorted individuals, including Jake, her pack Second, and Akihiro Tanaka, her mate.

And people like Benny, who had a strong link because he’d needed her when he’d lost so many memories in Russia, and she needed him because he could help her make sense of this new world she found herself in.

And Cujo. Cujo had locked down their link when he went missing, and even now, it was still silent. She’d based her belief that he was still alive because of that link. Something was accepting the stream of energy she’d fed him through it. So she convinced Olivia to do the same.

Olivia, and Mei, both.

She wasn’t sure what Mei was to Cujo, or vice versa, but there was a link, and Mei was powerful. Maybe the most powerful shifter alive. Odd, she’d just thought that about Cujo. But Mei? No one knew how much power she had. No one, least of all Mei, wanted to find out, either.

Abby hastily checked all of her barriers at that thought. It was one of those that shouldn’t get out. Not to anyone. But Mei Tanaka was up at Daak helping to build that community. Abby felt a pang of envy. She’d like to be there herself — a community of shifters and humans building a town together. She thought about Mei’s last communication — apparently the third species had made contact — the yeti. That’s what she was really envious of. The yeti had sent one of their own to Hat Island last fall. Gene Zoots. And he’d promised there would be refuge in the Tongass forest for her if she needed it.

She’d sent the Kōdekkusu no Gādian-tachi — the community that had protected the Wolf’s Codex for generations — to Daak instead. Daak wasn’t a place, really, at least not on any map, which made it perfect to build a community that most said shouldn’t exist. Humans and shifters. And maybe yeti. She grinned. She really wanted to be there!

Jake handed her a bottle of water and she guzzled it gratefully. Mind-to-mind talk made her dehydrated. She wasn’t sure why.

“I got most of it,” Jake said. “And I did call Olivia. She said she would be out as soon as possible, but there are complications. I woke her up, and she said she’d call back when she was awake enough to be coherent.” He snorted. “What she meant was, she wasn’t alone.”

Abby shook her head. Olivia and Cujo were mates, but not monogamous. Shifters didn’t place much importance on monogamy — her own life made her want to laugh hysterically at that — but Olivia’s liaisons were infamous. Cujo just shrugged. If anything he encouraged her. Jake said Cujo basically had declared Tanaka Towers to be a BDSM club, with Olivia the dom in charge. And Cujo was the enforcer. No one was going to argue with him.

Well, given Akihiro Tanaka’s and Haru Ito’s own sexual preferences, who could?

Abby rolled her eyes. People weren’t logical, rational beings. They were emotional. Shifters, humans.... That was especially true around sex and love — relationships in general, she supposed. And who was she to judge? She rested her hands on her belly. No, she wouldn’t be casting stones at others. She was pregnant, and she didn’t know who the father was? The very definition of a hussy.

“She said there were problems at Tanaka Towers, but she was heading out, no matter what,” Jake continued.

Abby frowned. She checked her mate bond with Akihiro. It was quiet. Well, it was 3 a.m. — he was probably asleep like any normal person. But it had been quiet all yesterday, now that she thought about it — had he shut her out? Maybe, she conceded. Everyone had been trying not to distress her for months now, letting her have time for her brain to heal. She appreciated it, really, she did. But now she felt left out — and no one was telling her... left out of what?

Her phone rang, and she picked it up. Olivia.

“I’m on my way,” Olivia said. “Although I’m not sure I should be. I’ve half a mind to turn around and go back.”

“Are you alone?” Abby asked, startled at the idea. No one let her go anywhere alone — she was hardly allowed to go to the Lodge by herself, and it was a 5-minute walk!

“No I have a driver — one of the Lost-Boy guards,” Olivia said. “Are you kidding? I can’t leave the building without at least two of them escorting me. I’m surprised they let me have just a driver.”

Well, she was in a vehicle.... “What’s going on?” Abby asked. “Is there a problem?”

“A problem?” Olivia responded. “Dear God, Abby, where have you been?”

“Out of the loop apparently,” she said dryly. “Tell me.”

Olivia did, starting with what Abby did know: Cujo had killed the Japanese pack Alpha without taking on the pack bonds. No one was sure how he had done that. Abby didn’t comment. She had a guess, but it wasn’t anything she was going to speculate about out loud.

“Haru was torn between wanting to know how it was done, and wishing it hadn’t worked so that Cujo would now be the pack Alpha in Japan,” Olivia said. Not only was Olivia the director of the World Council offices, she lived in Tanaka Towers and dined often with Akihiro and Haru. She knew all the good gossip. Abby felt a moment of envy.

Olivia was explaining the situation in Japan. “Apparently there is no pack Alpha. The Second was already dead — Mei killed him, we think. So the bonds just... evaporated. They didn’t go anywhere. All those shifters were suddenly without their pack — many of whom had lived through that once before when the pack Alphas died at Hiroshima.”

Abby closed her eyes in pain. Jesus, what a thing to suffer through. Shouldn’t the bonds have gone to the pack third? She was pretty sure that’s how it would work here — to Jake if she was killed, then to Cujo? From there, she wasn’t sure there was a clear chain of command. Okami, probably. She focused back on the problems of the Japan pack instead of hers.

“Akihiro put a team in the air as soon as we got word — what was that? Four days ago?” Olivia continued. “A negotiating team. At the time we thought we were just faced with a new Alpha, and we could convince them to come aboard the World Council of Alphas. The team got there and found a whole lot of shifters teetering on insanity,” Olivia said, barely pausing for breath. “So we sent more backup. And then finally, yesterday afternoon, Haru went.”

“What?” Abby exclaimed. Haru Ito was pack Second to Akihiro. She doubted he had left Akihiro’s side in 50 years.

No that wasn’t true, she thought, even more troubled. Fifteen years ago Haru had been kidnapped by the then-World Council president to be made into a leashed berserker wolf. Akihiro had felt the torture Haru had been subjected to through their bond. 

“How is Akihiro handling that?” Abby asked.

“Not well,” Olivia said grimly. “Oh he’s all stiff upper lip, as you can imagine, but he was pretty grim at dinner last night. But they couldn’t see who else there was to send. Okami isn’t picking up his phone in Daak. Probably knows what Akihiro is going to ask him to do — go to Japan and become Alpha of that pack.” She paused. “Have you heard from them lately? Everything is OK, right?”

Abby checked her link with Mei. It seemed fine. When was the last time they’d talked? “Mei talked to me four days ago — when I called to tell her Cujo had made it out,” she said finally. “She didn’t mention any problems up there.”

“Good,” Olivia said, and she did sound relieved.

“Are you always this frank in front of a guard?” Abby asked, frowning.

“You think they don’t know?” Olivia demanded. “How do you think I know — I ask the guards!” There was a muffled question, “Isn’t that right?”

“Yes, ma’am,” a young man said. Abby grinned.

“So, who is at Akihiro’s back?” she demanded.

“Riki Nakano,” Olivia said. “He’s an attorney in Haru’s international law unit, or he was, until he was seconded to be my third — and then stepped up to take Cujo’s place at my back. Now he’s standing at Akihiro’s back.”

Abby looked at Jake, who nodded. “I know him,” he said briefly. “Or rather, I did — he was a camp counselor out here when we were all young.”

“Do you trust Tanaka Towers and the guards?” Abby asked Olivia. “Is Akihiro safe?”

“I don’t know,” Olivia said troubled. “And really, I should go back. He’s got all those guards, and they’ve been vetted by Hiro, and Haru, and Cujo, even. But it worries me for Haru to be gone, no lie.”

It did Abby too. “Olivia, go back,” she said finally. “Bundle Akihiro and this Riki Nakano into the helicopter and come out to the Beach House. Akihiro and Haru usually come out for the weekend anyway. This is just a day early.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Olivia said slowly. “But....” She trailed off.

“But what?” Abby prompted. 

Jake was tapping his wrist. She grimaced. It was time for her morning torture walk through the Lodge. She finished her coffee, and went to get her rain jacket, still holding the phone to her ear.

“I might need to bring out more people than just Akihiro,” Olivia warned. “Is there room for a team of computer geeks?”

“I’m sure there is,” Abby said, puzzled by the request. “Akihiro has his rooms at the Beach House. Riki Nakano can stay in Haru’s room. Put the geeks up in my suite — there’s a main room for them to work in, and then a couple of private rooms. They’d have to double bunk, but there are individual rooms across the hall for guards, if they need them.” Abby paused. “Why a team of computer geeks?”

Olivia sighed. “Cujo didn’t tell you, did he?”

“Tell me what?” Abby demanded. “When would he have had time? I was still leaking thoughts everywhere right up until the day he left for Japan, and when I got there, we were in battle!”

“I know, I know,” Olivia soothed. “And I should have talked to you when you got back. But Cujo....”

Abby calmed down. “Yeah,” she said softly. “Cujo. So, I know I was kept out of the loop on a lot of things all winter — I told people to do it! I couldn’t guarantee things wouldn’t leak. I got bits and pieces  — you were in Vancouver; I knew that, right? And Synde called a couple of weeks ago and caught me up on what happened down in San Mateo over Christmas.”

“Really?” Olivia asked with interest. “Because I don’t know the details of that. Ricci talked to Haru about it, but Haru doesn’t share information.”

“Call Synde,” Abby advised, rolling her eyes at the very idea of Haru sharing information. “She’ll tell you. You two should talk regularly anyway. But you saw all those new women at the book club, right?” 

“I do know that much — there’s now an Urban Council of Alphas, a subset of the Rocky Mountain Council,” Olivia said. “And Synde and Ricci are running it. Is there more?”

“Oh yeah,” Abby said, and she couldn’t stop laughing. “There’s more. But talk to her. Now, tell me what I’ve missed.”

“Too much for this phone call,” Olivia said. “Just be prepared when I get out there. And I’ll bring you up to speed. Or Cujo can.”

Abby glanced at Jake. Had he not told her? “Cujo may not be in good enough shape to be the narrator,” she said quietly. “Benny warned me. He’s still got some recuperating to do. Not physically, but....”

Olivia was silent for a moment. “Is that why he’s still got our bond blocked?”

“Probably,” Abby agreed. “I’m getting nothing from him. But then I’m getting nothing from my mate either!”

“Chew Tanaka out when I get there,” Olivia said, suddenly cheerful at the very thought. “I want to watch.”
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Chapter 2
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It was raining when Abby and Jake headed to the lodge. No surprise, there. And windy and cold — she didn’t feel the cold as much as she used to, but the wind drove the rain into her face. March in the Puget Sound. But the grass was green, bulbs were popping up everywhere — daffodils, early tulips, snowdrops and a bunch of early blues.... Usually Abby focused on spotting each new bud and bloom as they walked. This morning, she couldn’t make herself do it.

They weren’t doing the long route around the island perimeter — a four-mile walk, and Jake made her do it three times a day. She grumbled, but it was mostly for show. The walk settled her spirits, and grounded her in the pack and the territory it claimed. But they couldn’t skip showing up at the Lodge for an early breakfast, even if the plane landed and had to sit for a bit. She glanced at her watch, 5 a.m. — yeah, they’d still be there.

She and Jake walked across the bridge over the koi pond that Okami had built. She blessed Okami every time she looked around the garden he’d made for her around the Retreat House. A Japanese garden for a house modeled after a teahouse. She smiled. Her recent trip to Japan hadn’t included time for tours of Japanese gardens and teahouses. Maybe next time.

The path they were on led through the gardens Yui had built with Haru, her uncle, when Haru had first discovered one of the Ito pack had survived the evacuation of the island’s Japanese Americans to Tule Lake — a 15-year-old, nearly feral, niece. The gardens had given Yui her humanity back.

And they’d helped generations of shifters and now human-women-turned-shifters, ground themselves on Hat Island. Abby worried about the gardens. They needed to find people to take on their care this spring. It would break Yui’s heart if the gardens suffered in her absence. She needed to get someone to take charge of the spring work.

The Lodge was mostly dark — a few lights on, in the kitchen and the entry way. People who had jobs on the mainland would be showing up for breakfast. Abby grimaced. 

The Lodge was the center of pack life; it was a massive sprawling building built in Pacific Northwest lodge style of large timbers and expansive peaked roofs. They had expanded it twice now — once to give themselves a gymnasium, and once to add rooms for shifters who didn’t need or want to live alone. There were apartment buildings being built across the island as well — private studios with communal kitchens and living spaces. And they’d built clusters of small cabins for couples. The architect for the whole project was kept busy — it was a priority for Abby, and for the pack, that the island not lose its wild areas. Focusing on communal living helped with that.

And it helped the shifters who preferred not to be alone — especially the lone wolves who had returned to the island, often with PTSD or other issues. You are not alone, she chanted in her mind daily to wolves who needed to hear it. You are pack, and you are not alone.

There were just a few people out — at 5 a.m.? Of course there weren’t many. Security guards on patrol. Some people headed to the Lodge to get breakfast started. Abby nodded and greeted each of them. They were pack, and they needed to know they were not alone.

But really, the island always felt empty to her these days. She was missing her people, she thought wistfully. Yui and Okami were up north in Daak, along with Mei. Pete Craven and Maria Manjares had stepped in to run the Lodge, and they were doing a great job — Pete had calmly explained to Stefan Lebenev it would be best if he stayed in his lab and sent his assistant Michel to any meetings. Stefan had done so. Abby grinned at that.

Peter Dawson, the pack’s business manager, had too many irons in the fire and he needed a whole flock of assistants, but he was scrambling to keep Wolf Harbor Security staffed — and something called AKA Inc.? Synde had explained it, but Abby was still confused. And there were the grants for the community for veterans with PTSD and for the Center for Storytelling. She needed to insist that he get the staff he needed.

With Benny not at the school — Michil Bogun was very capably running it, but Michil didn’t talk in meetings. No one did. Karen Shumate had taken over the construction management that Okami had once done, and she, too, was very competent. Geoff Nickerson was an excellent security chief, but she missed Benjamin Brighton’s wit and cussing.

Dear God, the man could cuss. But he was with his partner in San Mateo; Abby couldn’t begrudge him that. And Synde needed him.

She really missed Synde. She was lonely, Abby realized. How very odd. She had more people in her life than she ever had before, and yet she missed these select few people fiercely — people she hadn’t known a year ago.

She continued her inventory of people. Maggie Beaumont was running Mei’s apartment building in Everett. Another very competent person.

“Might have her come over,” Jake observed out loud. He often answered her thoughts that way, trying to anchor her in the real world, Abby guessed. It did help.

“Call her,” Abby agreed. Jake pulled out his phone, and made the call before Abby remembered what time it was. Oops.

But Maggie had been military. She might have been groggy for a moment, but she snapped out of it. “I’ll get Indigo and Tim,” she said. “If Cujo is struggling, we can help.”

Abby frowned. They could? Another story she was missing, she guessed.

She might need another inner circle meeting this Saturday and just go around the room and say, what story or stories do you need to tell me?

She’d had one inner circle meeting while they still thought Cujo was dead, and she’d barely held back tears. She hadn’t had another one since. Pete Craven ran Lodge meetings, she knew. She figured they’d tell her if they needed something.

Jake opened the door for her at the Lodge. Abby took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. Breakfast at the Lodge, even though it had only been an hour since she ate, was necessary.

She wasn’t sure when the undermining of her as Alpha started, sometime while she was ill, she supposed, although it mostly centered around her pregnancy. But she knew who was spearheading it, even if most of the men involved thought it was spontaneous ‘concern.’ A guy named Marcus Wilson thought he should have more power in the pack. Maybe even be a ‘caretaker’ for the Alpha while she was pregnant. It wasn’t fair to expect her to lead the pack when she was pregnant.

He wants to be pack Second, Jake said. This wasn’t a new conversation. Or pack Third.

He isn’t going to be either one of those things, Abby said grimly. I don’t suppose it would be fair to throw him out of the pack — for being over-solicitous?

Abby, Dad would have killed him for just being annoying, Jake said. Abby was surprised — Jake rarely referred to his father at all, and when he did, usually called him Alpha Lewis as if they weren’t related. She wondered what had changed. Jake ignored her reaction, and continued, You’re the pack Alpha. You don’t have to put up with shit from some no-account shifter who doesn’t even carry his own weight.

And if she’d caught the problem early, she probably could have expelled him — not kill him, dear Lord, shifters could be brutal — and that would have solved it. But she was afraid it had taken on a life of its own, and getting rid of the instigator wasn’t going to do it.

She didn’t think Marcus Wilson had even been a beta, just a lone wolf, when he joined the pack. Abby didn’t think he’d be powerful enough to take on any of her inner circle. He’d come into the pack during the first early rush. Yui had called the lone wolves home, and Abby had honored her promise. Okami had given them some vetting — he knew most of the region’s malcontents from his years as a Council enforcer — and Abby had brought them into the pack.

Really, she’d been fortunate. There hadn’t been many bad apples at all. They’d missed a few bad actors in the employment bonds — like the genocide doctor, for example, who had been hiding in plain sight — but she didn’t have too many shifters with employment bonds left. Most of them were Tanaka pack who didn’t want to leave their home pack, but who now worked for Hat Island. The others had been offered pack status, and most had accepted. The rest were eased out after the exposé of the genocide doctor. Bringing someone into the pack allowed closer scrutiny.

Didn’t eliminate assholes, however.

Be a much smaller pack if you eliminated all the assholes, Jake observed, which made Abby laugh, and that was the perfect way to enter the Lodge dining room.

Meals were served buffet-style at the Lodge. A lot of good hearty fare. You went to the Beach House if you wanted something fancy — or, of course, you could go into the city. Abby suddenly yearned for that. She’d not been into Seattle since early December when she finished the grades for her fall class and said goodbye to her staff at Seattle University. It wasn’t her first sabbatical, and no one was surprised about her absence.

They would have been surprised if they’d known she was pregnant, she thought, suddenly amused again as she pictured that. Well, that was why she’d taken a sabbatical — no baby showers at the office for her! Officially, she was a consultant to the Center for Storytelling in Oral Cultures. Now that Benny and Wen were coming back, maybe they’d actually make that Center a reality.

She needed to get Ayta back too. At the very least she should call and see how she was doing as a ‘caretaker’ Alpha out in Odessa.

But if Marcus Wilson thought he was going to be the caretaker of this pack, he was delusional. She didn’t think he could be the caretaker of an outhouse.

She considered that. Maybe she should find an outhouse and assign him to it.

Now she really was laughing, and Jake was smiling at her, as if he thought she was the best entertainment ever.

“How are you this morning, Alpha?” Marcus Wilson asked solicitously from his table right in front of the buffet line. He and five of his cronies had an early breakfast every morning before they headed out to catch the ferry and go to their jobs in Everett and Seattle.

“I’m doing good,” Abby said cheerfully. “Except for eating for two and peeing for three. How are you doing?”

The men laughed at her joke, and she grinned at them. She didn’t think they had a clue what their buddy was up to.

“Doing well, thank you for asking,” Marcus said. “But I do worry about you. There’s a reason why Alphas are male — bearing and raising a child is enough of a job for anyone, don’t you think?”

Abby smiled at him. “Bearing a child takes 9 months, and it hardly takes all of a person’s time,” she said. “Raising a child takes 18 years — and my babies are going to have a whole island full of people wanting to help! I almost feel sorry for them. They won’t be able to get away with anything without someone seeing them. Were you raised in a pack?”

Marcus glared at her. She wasn’t sure why. Usually their exchanges were very affable — fake, but affable. She looked at him quizzically. “Were you?” she repeated, curious now.

“Of course I was raised in a pack,” he blustered. Abby studied him for a moment. 

“There are family packs,” Abby pointed out. “I don’t remember. Where are you from?”

Not exactly a polite question in shifter circles. Nor was asking about age. But the pack was used to Abby’s curiosity, and usually answered patiently. Not so with Marcus.

“We’ve got to go or we’re going to be late,” he snapped, ignoring the question. He stood up, and bused his dishes to the kitchen window. His friends looked puzzled, but they finished their food, and cleared the table. 

“Alpha,” they murmured, with smiles. The smiles lately seemed directed at her belly, Abby thought, but she didn’t really mind — as long as they were smiles. The pack was very happy about the babies.

“Have a good day,” she wished them all, and headed to the buffet. The few who were in line, stepped back to let her go first. She did so, without needing Jake to prompt her. Early in her life as an Alpha, she would have looked around wondering what everyone was waiting for.

She filled her plate, watching Marcus Wilson out of the corner of her eye. He was mad. It showed in his body language — the hunched shoulders, his clenched fists that made his biceps bulge, his head jutted forward. Like most women, she knew the signs of an angry man. Learned the signs early, honed her skills in higher education, and now they gave her warning of danger from shifters. But what she didn’t know was what had made Marcus so angry.

Questions about his home pack?

Maybe we need to know more about Marcus Wilson, she said to Jake as they sat down at a table to eat. They needed to eat quickly, to meet the plane, but then, shifters typically did.

I’ll ask Dawson, Jake agreed. Something about that wasn’t right.

A whole lot about Marcus Wilson wasn’t right, Abby thought. But that had been very curious.

Abby was no stranger to the passive-aggressive undermining a man could do to a woman in power. She’d actually found shifters refreshingly direct. You didn’t like the person in power? You either challenged them for the position, or you left. Within the pack, they were orderly — now that they’d established dominance throughout. Early on, there had been dozens of dominance fights every day; the smokers had allowed the most dominant to sort things out without killing each other.

She was sure there were ways shifters undercut their bosses if they didn’t like them — they were human after all. 

Odd that phrasing — the dual use of the word human. Shifters called non-shifters human, but they also acknowledged their own humanity. They could interbreed — and that made them one species, right? But shifters generally called themselves a separate species.... Interesting. She should ask Stefan Lebenev about that sometime.

She felt Jake’s amusement at her distracted thought, and smiled at him. She used to apologize, but she’d discovered her pack liked her stream of consciousness that ran as a backdrop through their bonds. When she’d tried to stop it from leaking out during the winter by not thinking, the pack had worried. Their Alpha was a brilliant scholar, and she should have a running list of questions, they told each other. Their Alpha. It made her smile, just thinking of the pack and the regard they held her in. Everyone had been relieved when she started having questions again.

But Marcus Wilson hadn’t been relieved, nor amused, not even tolerant. He hadn’t answered her question either. Yes, she said to Jake. Ask Dawson to find out about him. That was interesting.

Abby knew she should do something about the problem in the pack. But really, she didn’t want to. Maybe it would go away. Less than two months to go.

And then Wilson will be solicitous about you needing time with the babies, Jake predicted.

Probably. She wondered if Synde needed another team. No, she didn’t deserve to get Abby’s rejects, and they might see San Francisco as a reward. Maybe Ryder and Jessie needed some ‘mature’ helpers? They had dozens of Lost Boys to contend with. Or Ayta? God, Marcus would fit right in with the macho men she was dealing with.

Banishment to another pack or outpost of this pack wasn’t going to work. Everyone she knew had worse problems that she did. Well, Margarite could handle the problem. They’d just burn the body out in the Bog.

But she was beginning to wonder if Marcus’s problem was more than just a macho man who thought he should run things instead of a woman. He was lessening her authority under the guise of concern. And that concern played well with a lot of wolves, because they were genuinely concerned about their Alpha.

She’d become aware there was a problem when she asked a shifter to do something, and he questioned her order because he was concerned about her well-being. She’d made him grovel, asking for forgiveness, before ordering him again to do it. He’d done it.

But she’d never had an order questioned before — not even when she was all but begging her inner circle for debate on her ideas and plans. She’d come to realize it was almost a biological imperative — you obeyed those who were more dominant. And you obeyed your Alpha most of all.

She’d had a breakout of the ‘we didn’t want to bother you’ last fall among her inner circle. That had almost cost her Maria’s life! But they’d gotten back on track, she’d thought. No, she knew they had. This was coming from outside the inner circle — which was even more baffling, when she thought about it, because Marcus Wilson wasn’t even dominant enough to be inner circle.

She’d honed in on early breakfast last week. She’d woken up early, and was restless, roaming the house, touching things, looking out the window. When Jake started breakfast, she’d shaken her head. She wanted to go to the Lodge for breakfast, she announced. Jake silently followed her out the door and up the path to the Lodge. And as they approached the dining room, she’d heard a man talking about his concerns for her well-being. They’d stopped to listen, just outside the door.

The man turned out to be Marcus Wilson. She’d gone inside and thanked him for his concern. He faked his way through an apology: “Just worried about you, Alpha; you take on so much for us. More than a mother-to-be should have to do.”

She had smiled at him. “I have many people who make the job easy,” she’d replied. “There are always those who make it harder, of course, but I focus on those who are helpers, not burdens.” She’d met his eyes, and let her wolf enforce her dominance. He’d looked away, baring his neck, but he hadn’t liked it. His wolf had done it, she thought, because the wolves knew. But the man? He hadn’t liked it at all.

So Abby and Jake had started dropping in for early breakfast at the Lodge.

I think you were picking up something through the bonds that morning, Jake said now. That happens pretty frequently. Most Alphas can put down a rebellion in its early stages because they feel it coming.

Abby considered that. Is that what we’ve got? A rebellion brewing?

Jake shook his head. I’m not getting anything to indicate it, he said. Geoff hasn’t said anything either. And the Security Chief is pretty wired in. Jake hesitated, then admitted, I’m not sure either of us would catch the passive-aggressive undermining until you pointed it out. Shifters aren’t known for passive anything. And it’s something men do to women, isn’t it?

It was. Although at the university, men could do it to other men — passive-aggressive behavior was the norm among all the men in higher ed, she’d found. Women were more direct. They had to be, or they got trampled on.

She’d had to fight for every promotion, every election at the university. She’d written her first book to get tenure, and then did the research for her second book on the sabbatical that followed. When she came back, the department was in disarray, and she ran for chair. And got it. But when she ran for re-election four years later, she’d run into this kind of faux concern. If she was chair, her research might be impacted, a colleague had said earnestly — and her growing reputation was important to the department, too. Abby had pointed out she had brought out her second book during that chairmanship. “And teaching is time consuming too,” she told them, adding, “If you do it right.” She didn’t look at her challenger, but one of the reason his supporters wanted him as chair was because he was dismal in the classroom. Not what the department needed, in her opinion — a lazy man and poor teacher? He’d destroy the department’s growing reputation within a year. Others agreed with her, and she’d won that election. She hadn’t had serious opposition since then. But she’d never forgotten the lesson — ‘concern’ could be camouflage for malice.

Ah hell, it seemed like everything could cover malice when it came to prejudice.

Abby sighed. Whatever Marcus Wilson was up to would have to wait. She had a more pressing problem, apparently.

They took the path to the airstrip over by the Beach House. There were roads on the island, not used much now that no humans lived on the island anymore. The roads connected the ferry docks to the Lodge and to the Beach House, and were used to move goods from the ferry or from the airstrip. The pack consumed a lot of food — mostly meat. During much of the year they were self-sufficient for vegetables and salads, and they had quite a fishing fleet, but everything else came in from the mainland.

They passed the boarding school off to her left; she always had such a burst of pride when she saw the school. In the distance, she could see the ferry pulled into dock. It made her smile. Might be due for another coat of paint. Maybe the girls at the school would take it on? She’d like to see what they came up with!

The ferry was still in dock? She thought again of Marcus Wilson. So there’d been no need for him to hurry his crew out of the Lodge. Interesting.

Jake was making her take a longer loop than necessary — not the beach walk, but covering the island’s perimeter. She needed it. She felt so adrift. Walking the island re-staked it as her territory. And no, she wasn’t going to give it up to anyone. This was her place to care for. And these were her people.

Maybe she felt ungrounded because she wasn’t sure who she was anymore. There were really three Abby Staffords. The ‘real Abby’ — Dr. Abby Stafford, professor of anthropology at Seattle University, was on sabbatical to serve as a consultant to a new grant-funded Center for Storytelling in Oral Cultures (usually shortened to Center for Storytelling, thank God). That Abby had the rooms at the Beach House where her lover, the wealthy Akihiro Tanaka, CEO of Tanaka Corporation, joined her most weekends. If there was gossip about why she no longer accompanied him publicly, no one had said so to his face. She snickered at the very idea.

And then, of course, there was Alpha Abby Stafford. She was what made the pack possible, and 700 former lone-wolves focusing on her could be unnerving at times. Now that she was pregnant? The Alpha’s babies were the topic of much discussion, and since her mental boundaries were porous at best, she got a lot of it. Well, if her sex life was the pack’s porn channel, then their baby gossip was her tabloid news. It was only fair.

She was still figuring out what it meant to be Alpha of a pack. It was part spiritual shepherd, part CEO, part... she didn’t know what. Synde said someone had explained that being an Alpha was always paternalistic, ranging from ‘you must please me’ to ‘I take care of them.’ That made sense.

“You should call her more often,” Jake observed. “She’s good for you. So is the video book club.”

Abby grinned at that. The video book club had actually been a Cujo idea — a way to link his mother in Hayden Lake, Idaho, into a larger community of shifter women. He had introduced his mother to Olivia, and the two of them started a monthly video club — with his mother, Cherise McDougal Brown, doing most of the book picks. It had gone to weekly quickly — all the women seemed to hunger for that connection.

Connection, there was that word again. Amazing how often it came up when Abby thought about the larger issues facing the shifter species.

But the book club gave the women connection. Abby didn’t even know how many women were participating now. All the women in leadership roles up and down the West Coast, but a lot of other women did too. In December they’d read bell hooks’ book Belonging. January had been poems by Mary Oliver, and February they’d read a ‘why choose’ werewolf romance and laughed themselves silly. Cherise had said, ‘bring wine.’ Tipsy shifter women discussing a romance novel? She should have sold tickets.

She wasn’t sure what the book was for March. She wondered if there was a book called ‘so you’re having twins.” Probably.

And that was the third Abby Stafford — well, Abby Nielsen, a single mom-to-be from Minnesota, distantly related to Professor Stafford. When Abby Nielsen needed an escape from a bad situation, Professor Stafford offered her a teaching position at the boarding school. And she’d fallen in love with one of the security staff, a former Marine named Jake Lewis....

Most days now, that was the Abby who felt the most real. Weekends she became Dr. Stafford with her rooms at the Beach House if Akihiro came out. But most of the time she was just Abby, teaching at the boarding school, living with Jake at the Retreat House and... gestating. She was beginning to wonder if she should become Abby Nielsen completely — and the Alpha, she guessed. That seemed to be a permanent position.

“That’s why most shifters live sequential lives rather than juggling two identities at the same time,” Jake said, looking at her with concern. “But Wen Huang is doing it this way — elderly scholar in seclusion, a young protégée at the university in Xi’an, and Messenger of the Wolf Emperor up in the mountains. I thought perhaps it would work for you?”

Abby smiled at him. “I think it does,” she said. “But some days I’d like to take Dr. Abby Stafford out on a boat and sink her. Don’t get me wrong. I loved being Dr. Stafford. I love the research, the teaching, and even, God help me, running the department. It’s just juggling it all — while being pregnant.”

“It’s something to consider,” Jake said slowly. “But you lose the ability to be in public with Akihiro. You lose the university. You lose access to all the arts and music you love. And you lose the research — you love that too.”

Abby nodded. “I do,” she said. “It just seems so distant right now. I’m pregnant, Jake! I can’t do any of those things anyway.” Her department had been suspicious of her all fall with her new-found youth and vitality, not to mention a very rich lover. Showing up pregnant — at 53 and after a hysterectomy — wasn’t in the cards.

“Two more months?” Jake asked.

“So we think,” Abby agreed. “That’s what the doctor says. But twins often come early.” She had an anxious moment about that. Early? She wasn’t prepared!

With Yui gone, Emiyo Kato had assumed responsibility for her pre-natal care. A nurse and former hospital administrator in Everett, Emiyo had found an ob-gyn for her, and she’d gone with Abby to several appointments. Starting April 1, Abby was moving over to the Harbor’s Nest apartments where many of the other shifter women were living. Last thing she wanted was to be trapped on the island by bad weather and go into labor.

Last thing Dr. Stefan Lebenev wanted as well. He was a researcher, he reminded her every time he saw her, not a medical doctor. Technically, he was an M.D., and Emiyo had confided that he had saved her life during a miscarriage. “He’s a better doctor than he admits to,” Emiyo said. “He is even gentle. He’s just a horrible pain to work with!”

That he was. And yet? His serum was saving the lives of young shifter girls all over the world.

They walked past the gated community Okami had built at the south end of the island for the shifters who had families. Within the walls, children could play freely. There was a school — really just a collaborative homeschooling effort. The pack was mostly male wolves, but there were more families every day. That gave Abby a rush of pleasure.

Abby looked up from the path to see the airstrip — a holdover from a rich man with no sense who refused to accept that you could rarely fly in and out of the island. He had hated being dependent on the Hat Island ferry. He’d given up eventually and moved back to the mainland.

But he’d been human. Shifter pilots were made of sterner stuff — or were more into taking risks, Abby thought, rolling her eyes. Two smaller planes belonged to the Northwest Council of Alphas, and they were here in the hangar. Technically, she guessed they were hers, since she was the Chairman of the Council. Akihiro came out in his helicopter most of the time. But he had larger planes, including the one that had gone to China after her people.

That plane was sitting on the runway now. Abby winced. She’d been slow.

“It’s OK, Abby,” Jake said gently. “They can wait. You’re the Alpha.”

Her thoughts were so scattered though, she thought disturbed. She needed to get her act together here! Cujo needed her. And she didn’t know what she was supposed to do for him.

Jake stopped and looked at her with that expression he got when he was looking for words to explain something he knew instinctively. She waited. Waiting was fine — she could spend hours looking at the man. He was a fine-looking man, as Karen Shumate had said once with the soft drawl of her southern roots. He was that, Abby agreed.

Abby wrapped her arms around him, and buried her face in the join of his neck and shoulder — a sensitive spot for shifters, one of the few physical differences between the two species.

Well that, and shifters’ longevity and good health.

Jake wrapped his arms around her, holding her securely. She sighed with pleasure. She was becoming more and more a shifter every day — not just a human who shifts, as she’d once described herself and the other women of the serum studies. She was addicted to this physical pleasure. She could touch him whenever she wanted, and he touched her too.

“You could probably touch anyone you wanted, and they’d respond enthusiastically,” Jake teased her. She still struggled with that, she acknowledged. She patted arms and shoulders a lot, acknowledging that the pack needed touch from her. But she would be horrified if she propositioned someone who didn’t feel they could say no to the Alpha. That thought made Jake, Benny and Cujo howl with laughter, and even Akihiro and Haru had snickered. But how did you know if a person was willing, if they couldn’t say no? She set that question aside — it was a perennial one. She didn’t know why it came up again today.

“Explain it to me,” she said.

“What Benny describes sounds a lot like a flicker — you’ve seen that, right?” Jake asked. “When Maria started to change and panicked? It’s what happens during a failed first shift — the child and the wolf can’t settle on one form or the other, and ends up dead in a mix of the two. But, Abby, that’s why a pack Alpha is there during a first shift. The Alpha can often stabilize the shift. You’ve done that.”

Abby listened, her head still pressed against his neck, and his arms still wrapped around her. Jake didn’t talk a lot. When he did, it was always worth paying attention to.

“I’m guessing, but I think Cujo did something like that when he was trapped in the mountain cave in. Switching back and forth to heal, and then switching back and forth to dig himself out,” Jake continued slowly, thinking it over. “Smart. Really smart. But then this wasn’t the first bad situation he’s gotten himself out of. But you won’t have to ‘do’ anything. Just being in the presence of his Alpha will help him to stabilize and control his shifts. Benny understood that instinctively, I think, and that’s why he bundled him up and brought him home. Cujo needs his Alpha to heal.”

“That’s better said than I could,” Benny said from the dark. “And I’m supposed to be the one with words. But I came out to suggest that you might want to stop with the canoodling and let’s get this plane unloaded.”

“Shut up, Benny,” the two of them chorused, grinning at each other. Benny laughed.

“I suggest we get Cujo out of there, and you two can take off with him back to your place,” Benny said. “Then I’ll get everyone else over to the boarding school.”

Abby let go of Jake reluctantly. Her eyes sought out Benny standing a few feet away, his shoulders slightly hunched, protecting himself from the rain, she thought, but it looked like he was expecting a blow. She took the two paces toward him, and hugged him, pressing his head against her shoulder. She felt him tremble, and then with a shudder, he hugged her tight.

“Thank you,” she said softly. “You did well. And I am so glad you’re back.”

She felt him nod, his head still against her shoulder. “Tired,” he mumbled.

“Go get some sleep,” she said. “But I want everyone to come off the plane before I leave. I want to welcome them to the island and thank them for what they’ve done.”

Benny considered that. “Cujo,” he began and stopped.

“Have the girls walk out with him first,” Jake suggested. “He can stand guard over Abby while she greets everyone. It looks like guarding is hardwired deep inside him.”

Benny nodded. He stepped away from Abby, letting go of her reluctantly. He took a deep, shuddering sigh. “Yes, Alpha,” he said wryly, and the three of them walked closer to the plane.

Abby reached out to the twins. You two OK? she asked Kristina. 

Yes, Alpha. We’re with Cujo.

Abby smiled at the answer. Can the three of you come out first? Tell Cujo to stay in wolf form, and come be my guard.

OK, Kristina said. Will Teacher Garrison come open the door?

He will.

Abby smiled at Benny. “Kristina wants Teacher Garrison to open the door,” she said lightly.

He shook his head. “You’re getting all too used to that label,” he muttered. He walked up the steps to the airplane door, and it opened from inside to let him in. Abby watched as he stepped aside, and let the two young women and a very large wolf come down the steps.

Abby frowned inside, hoping she kept it off her face. Is he bigger? she asked Jake.

Jake considered it; she felt his reluctant agreement.

Yes, Benny said. I didn’t know how to tell you, but he doesn’t always shift back to the same form. His beard changes. His wolf markings are a bit different, and yes, he is sometimes bigger. And... he hesitated. What color are his eyes?

Brown, Abby said, puzzled. Cujo was a very good-looking man with dark blond hair and brown eyes.

Last time I looked they were blue, Benny said grimly. It’s as if his genetics have forgotten the details. I don’t know if it’s related to his ability to partial shift — or maybe this is why we’re taught not to do that.

Like Cujo, Abby could partial shift. No one had been around to tell her she couldn’t — a perennial joke among the pack. Did she know for certain that her paws were the same each time? She didn’t, she thought, somewhat disturbed by that.

You should talk to Okami about this sometime, Benny said. Someone asked him if he’d been shorter when he was a samurai — obviously he must have been, right? They were usually 5-foot-4 or 5-foot-5, and he’s 5-foot-9 now. So an inch or two bigger, sure, but 4 inches? It really bothered him that his genes had refurbished his body, not only to stay young, but to grow taller. When you think about it, it makes sense. Better nutrition — the genes can make use of that. The imperative to blend in.... But it bugged him — even more than knowing we can replace a missing organ or limb.

Like a uterus, Abby said dryly. Benny snorted out loud at that one.

The twins were walking slowly toward her. She wasn’t sure why they were moving so slow — almost like a state visit.

It is, in a way, Benny offered. They are coming home to their Alpha.

Abby rolled her eyes, glancing down at her mismatched sweats— although she guessed sweats generally came in colors that went together, even her olive-green pants and a plum sweatshirt with a hood — topped with an olive-green REI jacket. A different olive green, unfortunately.

Must have been a sale at Costco again. She just wore whatever the Lodge had available when she had needed a bigger size, which happened frequently these days.

Abby looked at the twins. They were 14 years old — unless they’d had a birthday since coming to the pack. She frowned. She should know those things, shouldn’t she?

We’re 15 now, Alpha, Kristina said shyly.

Abby thanked her for the information, and slowly raised a filtering willow fence between her and the girls. She wasn’t sure they should hear her thoughts, but she didn’t want them to feel shut out either. They were 15 and beautiful. They had long dark-honey brown hair, thick and rich, and big dark brown eyes. And like she had done herself, they had developed physically faster than they had emotionally. They were still girls — but their bodies were adult bodies. The teachers watched out for them carefully. Abby hadn’t been as... stacked... as these girls were, but she’d been 5-foot-10 at 15. She remembered what it was like to be treated like an adult woman by men when she was still interested in horses, not boys, and books, not sex.

All the girls at the school were guarded carefully. The men of the pack would die to protect them, but that didn’t mean they all understood consent and dating and relationships in the same way the girls might. The girls were actual teenagers, and even though there was an international mix, they understood things as this generation did. The men? They might be anywhere from 20 to 200. 

There were a few who were even older than that. She shook her head at the idea. She’d issued an edict that the girls were to be left alone. Was that enough? Well that, and the round-the-clock guards and live-in defenders should be. She would be devastated if it wasn’t. She adored teaching these girls. They were so bright, and eager to learn. 

And so powerful. She had a storehouse of the most powerful wolves of the next generation, and she doubted that had ever even occurred to the powers in the shifter world.

Benny was at the top of the stairs into the plane, but he stopped, turned and stared at her. Had he picked up that thought? Probably. 

We need to talk, Benny said grimly.

Welcome home, Abby responded wryly.

She pulled the two girls into a group hug, while Cujo-wolf stood near the girls protectively. “I’m glad you’re home!” she said, smiling. “Did you have a good time?” The same question her mother had always asked her when she returned from summer camp.

Taisiya smiled at her and nodded, but Kristina was bubbling over with enthusiasm. “We’re learning Chinese and Japanese, and it is so cool,” she said. Abby laughed. 

“Good,” she said. “You can stand here and be my interpreters as I welcome everyone to Hat Island.”

Kristina’s eyes got big, but she nodded. 

Abby looked down at Cujo-wolf. “I’d squat down and give you a hug to welcome you home, too, but then someone has to get me up — and last time it took two people, not just Jake. So welcome home; the hug will have to wait until we get to the house.”

The wolf huffed at her, and then padded up to her, and nuzzled her belly with his nose. “Yes,” she said softly, ignoring the alarm she was getting from both Jake and Benny. “The twins are doing fine. They’re just getting big, and active.”

The wolf huffed again, then sat down on her right, facing the plane and the others getting off of it. Well, no one could say she wasn’t well guarded, Abby thought, a bit hysterically. Jake on her left, Cujo on her right.... It was like old times.

Sort of.

Kristina took her interpreter responsibilities seriously. She introduced each person to Abby, starting with the man who went by Rakugo, the storyteller, but who was Kei Ito, brother to the Alpha who died in Hiroshima. Rakugo bowed to her, and she bowed back, welcoming him to the island, and thanking him for his chaperonage of the two students.

“It was a pleasure,” he said, smiling at the girls. “I look forward to seeing this school they’ve told me about.”

Behind him was Wen Huang, the Messenger of the Wolf Emperor and a renowned scholar of linguistics in the human world. Again, mutual bows. “Thank you,” Abby said, sincerely. “You have brought my people home. I look forward to our conversations!”

Wen Huang was accompanied by two men, obviously guards, whom Abby hadn’t met before. Neither Kristina nor Wen introduced them.

Guards the China Council foisted on her, Benny said grimly. She’s not happy about them. There are all kinds of nuances to the situation — sending guards implies she’s in danger here, and that neither she nor I can keep her safe. That’s insulting to you, the pack, and to both of us. But the Council is still rocky, and it seemed more diplomatic to accept them. Wen thanked them for their care. Benny seemed to find that amusing. Abby thought his sometimes-oblique sense of humor probably hadn’t been improved by dealing with Chinese shifters, who took oblique humor to a new level.

The Japanese pilot, now to be called Pirate, apparently, sōhei Riku, and Vincent Garcia were followed by Benny, again. “Welcome,” Abby said warmly. “Thank you for bringing Cujo home. He is very dear to me, and essential to the pack. We will have much to talk about, but know that you are owed.”

Abby looked around at the little crowd. “Go with Benny to the school,” she said. “Sleep, eat, relax a bit. We will need to talk about the future, and your plans, but we have time.”

Kristina repeated her words in Japanese and Chinese. She must have done a good job, because Rakugo had that proud teacher look on his face. Abby knew the feeling — apparently some things crossed cultural borders.

Benny hung back. “The pilots said they want to leave, if you’re OK,” he said quietly.

Abby nodded. “Akihiro is on his way here by helicopter,” she said. She felt Cujo-wolf stiffen, his fur bristling. “Not about you,” she assured him. Although that wasn’t completely true, it was close enough for the wolf. “He comes out most weekends now. Olivia is with him, however. I’ll explain more when we get to the house.”

“That should be interesting,” Benny said dryly. “Do I want to know?”

“Of course, you do! You’re like me — you hate to be left out of anything,” Abby teased, forcing her voice to be light-hearted. I’ll let you eavesdrop, she added through their link.

Benny grunted and turned back to the plane and gave it two thumbs up. “I’ll get people settled, and drift your way,” he said, and turned to follow the other guests.

Abby chuckled. “Get some sleep first,” she advised, and then she turned to Cujo-wolf. “Let’s go,” she said. “We’re walking back on the beach. Jake makes me do this loop three times a day. So, joy — you get to do it with me.”

She set off toward the beach, only to be stopped by King Davis, the young shifter who ran the Beach House. He handed her an insulated hot bag. “Cinnamon rolls,” he said. “Looks like you won’t be stopping in this morning.”

“I love you,” she said, and kissed his cheek, watching him blush. “The way to the pregnant lady’s heart is through cinnamon rolls.”

“Good to know,” he managed to say before retreating back to the hotel. Abby grinned and headed down the beach, clutching the bag. She should feel bad, teasing the young man like that, but... she didn’t, so there. So much for her values she’d just been thinking about so virtuously.

Jake stayed to her left, and Cujo padded along between her and the island’s interior. This beach faced the ocean — well, it faced west, from where the worst weather came from. Really Hat Island was protected from a lot of bad weather, snuggly situated between Whidbey Island to the west, Camano to the north, and the mainland, just six miles away — you could swim it in good weather. People had. The ferry took 30 minutes, though, because of the jetty that divided the harbor from the bay. Sometimes it felt like they were surrounded. Other times, it felt protected.

During winter weather was one of the times it felt protected. Still, the rain was coming down harder, and Abby was getting chilled. She picked up the pace. She thought about breaking into a jog. Pregnant women jogged, after all. But truthfully, every time she tried, it felt like her body had changed, yet again, and her balance was off. It wasn’t like she had been a skilled runner before getting pregnant — before coming to Hat Island, she didn’t think she’d run anywhere in 30 years. She did the math... 35 years.

Still, there were cinnamon rolls. Jake had been bribing her with them all winter. Go for a morning walk, stop in at the Beach House for a treat and coffee. And when King had seen how much she liked the cinnamon rolls, they became a staple on the Beach House menu.

Even when the hotel didn’t have guests, it still had a full restaurant going for the times when the island residents wanted something different than the Lodge fare. Pack didn’t have to pay at the Lodge, but it was hearty, wholesome, repetitive food. Most of the pack had money, and they spent it at the Beach House. King had predicted that the hotel would turn a profit within a year — she thought they probably already were from the restaurant alone. King Davis had good cooks and the staff were excellent.

She suddenly wondered if anyone had told him Akihiro was coming out early, with extra people? Did King have others with hotel reservations for the weekend?

She glanced at Jake, who nodded and pulled out his cell phone to talk to King. He shielded his phone with his hand and shoulder as he talked to him. He’ll get the rooms ready, Jake reported. He does have two couples with reservations for the weekend, but they’re in the visitors’ wing, not ours.

Good enough, Abby said, relieved to leave it in King’s hands. She looked down the length of the beach and sighed. She broke into a light jog. Cujo-wolf looked at her, and she could have sworn, even in wolf form, he looked surprised. But he obligingly trotted beside her. Jake, of course, could run the circumference of the island all day without a breaking a sweat.
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