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Introduction

Four brothers seek one woman. Mission: revenge.

Soldier Renee Paulson and her best friend witnessed a murder. When her friend dies in suspicious circumstances, Renee flees to a secluded town. A helicopter pilot, she flies tourists over the tundra and delivers supplies while keeping a low profile.

Like most werewolves, the Taktuq brothers are family oriented. Their younger sister is adamant Renee had an affair with her soldier husband, and they promise to investigate. Exhaustive research leads them to the Arctic town of Churchill. Renee Paulson or Renee James, the name she goes by now, is a sexy surprise. She’s solitary and wary, and it seems she is their mate. Perturbed, the brothers push on with wooing and romance while conflicted by their obligation to their sister. Peeling away Renee’s protective layers reveals a desirable, intelligent woman—one they wish to keep in their lives.

When an assassin catches up with Renee, the Taktuq brothers embrace their wolves to save her. They’ll do anything to guard their mate, even protect her from their sister.

Contains a strong, plain-Jane heroine, four werewolf heroes with attitude, lots of secret sexy times, a pissed younger sister and an assassin with a big gun.


1 – Misty Asks For A Favor

“What’s up, Misty?” Calian Taktuq entered their sister’s beach-side house in a suburb of Los Angeles. He was the oldest of the Taktuq siblings. His three younger brothers Matto, Kansas, and Dakota tromped after him sounding like a herd of bison rather than werewolves. City living had made them soft and complacent. Now that they controlled their full moon shifts with medication, transforming to wolf had become a luxury rather than imperative.

“Quiet,” Misty ordered in a loud whisper. “You’ll wake the baby. I’ve just put him down. Come to the kitchen and I’ll put on the coffee.”

Once they settled at the breakfast bar, Misty bustled about making a pot of coffee. Waves rolled into shore, visible through the large windows above the kitchen sink. The muted swish as the waves reached the seafront added an audible accompaniment, as did the two mothers and their brood of children building sandcastles on the beach.

Calian glanced at his brothers. Not one of them had any idea why their sister had summoned them. He turned back to Misty. Fatigue shadowed her eyes, but a new baby was a disruption. Hunter’s death had also shaken her. It couldn’t be easy going through the last months of pregnancy and having a baby after the death of her husband. They’d tried to be there for her—the reason they were all in California. That didn’t happen often because they ran a hotel conglomerate.

“Do you want us to hire help for the baby?” Matto asked.

“Already taken care of.” Misty tucked a strand of long black hair behind her ear. “I have nanny interviews scheduled for next week. The hospital called me yesterday. Hunter’s belongings—the things he had on his person at the time of the shooting—they located them. Evidently, a temp worker put them in the wrong place.”

“How did they know they belonged to Hunter?” Kansas, one of the twins, asked.

“The temp worker labeled the things correctly. They had Hunter’s name on them. His phone and billfold, cash and his watch.”

Calian exchanged a glance with Dakota, Kansas’s twin and shrugged. Misty would spit out whatever troubled her when she was ready. “Have the police any leads on who shot Hunter?”

“Nothing new,” Misty said.

“Is it something to do with the murder he witnessed?” Matto asked. “The one he couldn’t discuss?”

“They don’t think so, but the cop I spoke with admitted they couldn’t be certain. He said we’ll probably never know.”

Instead of the tortured pain Calian had seen since the funeral and the birth of their nephew, he saw something else. Anger. No, fury glittered in her brown eyes. Determination.

“I charged Hunter’s phone and guessed his password. It was our wedding anniversary date. His army buddy Chopper is a woman. There were photos on the phone. Selfies of Hunter and this woman. They were having an affair. I want you to find her so I can see her expression when she realizes their affair is no longer a secret. Bring her to me and I’ll spit in her face. The trips he took to meet his army buddies—the visits I encouraged—were to meet her,” Misty spat. Temper painted her olive cheeks with red and her eyes glittered with venom.

“Are you sure?” Dakota asked, the peacemaker in their family.

“You want proof? I’ll give you proof,” Misty snarled and stomped from the kitchen. She returned a short time later with a cell phone clutched in her hand. She reclaimed her seat and powered up the phone. After a few finger taps, she handed it to Matto, who was sitting next to her.

Matto thumbed through the photos and wordlessly gave the phone to Kansas. Dakota received the phone next and, finally, it reached Calian. He looked at the first photo of a woman in a helicopter. It was difficult to see her face with the helmet and sunglasses. The next photo was someplace in the desert. Afghanistan, he presumed since Hunter spent time stationed there before his deployment ended. Once he and Misty planned to start a family, Hunter hadn’t re-upped, instead taking a job with a local landscape gardener. A job he’d loved, according to Misty.

The third photo showed both Hunter and the woman in civvies, their faces pressed together as they hammed it up for the camera.

“There were more photos tucked in his billfold. I have no idea what he saw in her. She’s not even pretty.”

She wasn’t—not in the traditional manner. The woman didn’t smile much, but when she did, it lit up her face. Her brown eyes shone and two dimples dug into her cheeks, highlighting her plump lips and slightly too big mouth. In most of the photos she appeared somber, but it was obvious she and Hunter were relaxed with each other.

“Do you know her name?”

“No, Hunter only ever called her Chopper and let me assume she was a man.”

Part of Calian understood Hunter’s reticence. Misty was a jealous woman and had never shared well, but from what he’d seen of Hunter and his sister together… No, Hunter had adored Misty and his excitement on learning of his child had charmed their parents. He—hell, all of them had liked and trusted Hunter Kincade.

“Do you know where she lives?”

“All I know is that Chopper flies helicopters and was working north of here, helping with the fires,” Misty said. “I don’t know who she works for. I tried to call the number on Hunter’s phone but it doesn’t exist.”

Calian nosed around the rest of the phone. Hunter had heaps of photos of Misty, and in each photo that included both Hunter and Misty, he gave the appearance of an infatuated man. Calian skimmed past one of Hunter and his sister because of the Peeping Tom sensation that swirled through his belly. Although both wore clothes, Hunter held his sister tenderly, his hand pressed to her belly. It was the shared intimacy, the clear love and an intensely private moment that had Calian uneasy. This wasn’t a man who intended to cheat on his wife. Hunter appeared besotted and crazy in love.

“Can we take the phone?” Calian asked.

“Keep it. I have copies of the stuff I want.” Misty gripped her coffee mug so hard Calian wondered if the crockery would stand the pressure.

Calian sipped his coffee and set it aside. Cold. He detested cold coffee. “Is there anything in his billfold that might help us find the woman?”

Each of his brothers scowled. Their reluctance to put aside their work didn’t surprise Calian, but they had competent staff. They’d slogged to make their company run with or without their presence. It wouldn’t hurt for them to step away for a month. Besides, they all owned phones and could work remotely if necessary. It was the age of the digital nomad. Why not embrace the fact?

“I couldn’t find anything helpful, but take it if you want. There were business cards and phone numbers I don’t recognize in his billfold,” Misty said.

“Do you have the number for the cop in charge of Hunter’s case?” Calian decided the cop might give him something. Hunter and another army buddy had been in Miami with several of their friends. A reunion of sorts. Hunter and his friend had witnessed a murder. Both had been remote witnesses, questioned from afar by the lawyers for their safety.

Calian and his brothers had always thought Hunter’s murder linked with the drug lord’s son who had died in prison shortly after incarceration. Hunter’s death smacked of revenge, and Calian wondered if investigating Hunter’s friend might stir more trouble along with secrets. Yeah, speaking with the cop and laying out the truth might net answers. It was worth a try.

“Can we have a peek at our nephew?” Dakota asked.

Misty eyed them with a stern parental glare. “If you wake my son, you will stay to settle him again.”

“Misty, why don’t you grab a nap or take a relaxing bath?” Matto suggested. “We’ll stay for a few hours and keep an eye on Rufus.”

“You’d do that?” Tears formed in Misty’s big brown eyes.

“We’re your big brothers. Of course we’d let you rest,” Dakota said.

“And you’ll find this woman for me? I’d do it myself but it’s difficult with the baby.”

“We will,” Kansas promised.

“Thank you. I knew I could count on my brothers.” Her mouth opened in a huge and loud yawn. “I am tired. I haven’t slept through a night since I brought Rufus home from the hospital.”

Once Misty left the room, Calian stood and walked outside onto the terrace overlooking the beach. His brothers followed.

“Are we sure about this?” Dakota asked. “Hunter and Misty were mates. She’d bitten him. Hunter wore a mark.”

“He wasn’t a wolf,” Matto said. “While Misty bonded to him, it wouldn’t necessarily be reciprocal. She told me he didn’t know she was a werewolf. It’s easy enough to hide these days.”

“Look at this.” Calian pulled up the photo on the phone. “It’s a snap of Hunter and Misty. The intimacy between them makes me uncomfortable. That is not a cheater.”

“It’s a recent photo,” Kansas said.

“What are you saying?” Dakota asked. “That these other photos are innocent?”

“I’ve no idea.” Calian turned off the phone and shoved it in his jeans pocket.

Matto stepped off the deck and kicked at the sand. “We’ve promised Misty we’ll check it out.”

“And we will,” Calian said. “But we should do it with an open mind. I liked Hunter, and from what I saw, he loved Misty. We should tread carefully and build a case rather than jumping to conclusions.”

“Ooh! Big brother is reading mysteries again,” Kansas teased.

“They help me relax,” Calian retorted.

“You should try sex.” Kansas waggled his eyebrows. “Works for me.”

“It works for me too. But I like to have a little variety.”

The cries of an unhappy baby drifted to them, and Dakota and Kansas hustled off to tend to their nephew. They both possessed healing powers, their touchy-feely gift aiding those who experienced trouble sleeping. The twins also helped people with injuries. They’d send Rufus back to sleep in no time.

While Calian didn’t enjoy digging into Hunter’s past, it occurred to him it might present an opportunity for them to get back to their wolves. It was seldom they were in the same place together. A month spent bonding with each other and their wolves wouldn’t go amiss.

Yeah, he’d set plans in motion. They shouldn’t set aside their wolf heritage even if humans weren’t ready to accept myths and legends held more than a smidgeon of truth.


2 – Renee’s Quest For A Man Fails

Three months later

Renee James stalked down the broad Kelsey Avenue in Churchill, Canada. She’d worked all day, flying tourists over the tundra. The object—polar bears. With the growing number of visitors in town for the beginning of the polar bear season, she’d flown full loads, getting as much pleasure from seeing the big predators as her passengers. Now, she was off work and not due to fly her next trip until tomorrow morning, weather permitting.

Most people drank to forget. Or they did drugs. Renee loved her helicopters, rejoiced in her job and refused to do anything to jeopardize her flying. Each time she zipped through the sky—whether it was taking a load of tourists or running freight or fighting forest fires, she reveled in the sense of freedom. Flying offered her control and happiness—the joy she no longer experienced while earthbound.

No drinking to forget. No drugs to zone out, which left sex.

She excelled at sex, enjoyed it immensely, and while she was no stunner in the looks department, she did all right with the tourists who flocked to Churchill during the summer to see the beluga whales or during the fall to view the polar bears in their natural territory. She satisfied the men with a vacation hook-up. In return, she received uncomplicated company and pleasure to drive away the memories that stalked her during the hours of darkness.

Her boots struck with precise steps on the icy gravel edges of the road while her gaze swiveled back and forth, taking in the scenery. A remnant from her army days, and not a bad habit to have in Churchill. Although the polar bear patrol took care of most of the bears before they entered town—either scaring them off or trapping and placing them in polar bear jail—it never hurt to keep alert. Polar bears were powerful animals, and at this time of the year, they were hungry. Most hadn’t eaten for eight months, and Renee didn’t intend to become any creature’s next dinner.

A cool breeze tugged her hair, nipped at her nose and she wrapped her padded navy-blue jacket around her chest. She walked past the charred and blackened remains of Gypsy’s and thought longingly of their donuts. The fire had happened so fast not even the volunteer firefighters had arrived in time to save the Churchill landmark.

Instead of heading for the bar favored by the locals, Renee stomped the faint coating of ice from her boots and opened the door to a restaurant that catered to tour groups. The savory tang of roasting meat floated to her, and her stomach offered a sharp protest. It was early still, but she’d forgotten to pack lunch and her midday meal had comprised one muesli bar. She’d grab a steak—or maybe that was roast chicken she could smell. Her grumbling belly would appreciate anything she fed it.

Renee accepted a menu from the waitress. A new but bubbly stranger to Churchill, she bore the Australian accent common to many of the workers. Renee scanned the woman and the tension that had slipped into her muscles, eased.

“I’ll take the corner table. Is that okay?” Renee asked.

“No problem. We’ve put reserved signs on the tables for the tour parties. Any table without a reserved sign is fair game. Can I bring you something to drink?”

Renee started to say she’d have a soda, but at the last moment, changed her mind. She had to remember to change things up and not revert to old habits all the time. “A glass of house white wine is fine.”

“All righty then,” the waitress chirped. “I’ll be with you in a minute to take your order.”

Renee watched the woman sashay off. She couldn’t be much younger than her, yet Renee felt immeasurably older. Death and danger did that to a girl.

By the time Renee scanned the menu and the special’s board, the waitress had arrived with her drink and a basket of bread rolls and butter.

“What are you having tonight?”

“I’ll take the roast chicken dinner,” Renee said.

Cheerful chatter from the entrance announced the first tour group. Renee’s gaze ran over the different faces, both male and female. Her pulse bumped up a notch, and she forced herself to take a slow breath and reach for calm. She’d taken every precaution. Once she’d closed her social media accounts and left California, the constant stream of threats and abuse had ceased.

Hunter had helped her make a plan. Tears blurred her eyes for an instant, and she blinked hard, annoyed for letting emotion get to her. Emotion wouldn’t keep her alive. No, emotion would more likely get her killed.

Aware she rode a narrow precipice—a balance between safety and danger—in her search for a bed partner to drive away the memories, she studied faces. Mentally, she rejected men who wore wedding rings or accompanied another woman. No one in this group then.

The waitress arrived with Renee’s meal, and her stomach growled.

“Someone is hungry,” the waitress chirped.

Renee forced a smile of the sheepish variety. “I missed lunch.” It was hard not to like the bubbly redhead with her down under twang. With Hunter gone, loneliness filled her days. Another reason to find a man to share her bed. A warm body to chase away the pain of loss.

“Well, enjoy!” The waitress swished off to chat with the new arrivals.

Renee cut a piece of chicken and shoved it in her mouth. She moaned with pleasure on eating the first bite, and while her stomach still rumbled, it sounded marginally happier. Renee applied herself to her meal, appreciating the hot food. Although she mostly ate at home to save money in case she needed to disappear in a hurry, she wasn’t much of a cook.

More tour parties appeared in the dining room and took their seats. Renee spotted a few possibilities but soon rejected them. She pushed her plate away and finished her wine. What a bust. She might as well head for the bar and drink her usual ginger ale before heading home.

As a last resort, she had several audio books. Mysteries and thrillers were her thing. Although it made little sense, something about immersing herself in other people’s dramas helped her to forget her problems.

Renee paid for her meal in cash, left the waitress a tip and departed the dining room. Just as she exited the building, she noticed a local taxi pull up at the Tundra Inn. Four men climbed from the vehicle, all big with black hair. They were enough alike for her to assume they were family. Brothers. Although each wore jeans, coats, and boots—casual clothes—something about their manner screamed money and privilege. Men used to issuing orders and expecting instant obedience.

Alpha males.

A sigh escaped Renee. Not a man she wanted to tangle with. She’d met enough of those type of men during her years in the army. They were pretty but way too much trouble for a casual fling.

Renee zipped up her jacket and after scanning the area behind and in front of her, she rushed away from temptation.

What she needed was an uncomplicated tourist. No wedding rings. No cheaters. Several of the locals had asked her out, and while they were nice enough, they came with hitches. Sometimes she had nightmares and she woke herself up screaming. If it was a one-night thing, she could say she had a bad dream and most accepted her story. If she slept with the same man and they learned she suffered lots of nightmares, the questions started.

Renee pushed through the door and spotted two of her fellow pilots sitting at the bar.

The local hangout wasn’t much in the looks department—a rectangle room with worn gray carpet and battered wooden tables with mismatched chairs. Grimy black and white prints of Marilyn Monroe plastered the wall. The owner’s idea of classing up the place. But, with cold beer and tasty bar snacks, the locals called it home away from home.

Renee lifted a hand in greeting and joined the closest friends she had in Churchill. “Hey, guys.”

“Where have you been?” Tim asked. Another Australian, he had surfer-blond, messy hair and a grin that never stopped. His easy-going humor made him popular with everyone, local and tourist alike. Renee liked him because he reminded her of army friends, still on active duty.

“I missed lunch. They had roast chicken at the restaurant, so I ate dinner there. The place is crammed with tourists. It was lucky I got there early. My usual, please,” she said to the barman.

“The reason we came down here.” Charlie grimaced, or at least she suspected he did. He sported a bushy beard that, according to him, kept out the cold. Since most of the local men wore beards, Renee decided there must be truth in Charlie’s assertions.

“What’s the new waitress like?” Tim asked. “I heard she’s from Queensland.”

“Bubbly and friendly,” Renee replied. “I didn’t get her name, but I liked her.”

The bar door opened, and Renee froze, her glass halfway to her mouth. The four men she’d seen earlier entered and sauntered to the bar. Customer chatter and banter ceased for a millisecond while locals sized up the new arrivals. Almost instantly, the din started again and a lanky man with a runner’s build put money in the jukebox. A Celine Dion ballad poured from the speakers a beat later, and Renee, along with Tim, Charlie and the barman, groaned.

“Bother.” Renee rolled her eyes. “If I’d known Billy and Sarah had broken up again, I would’ve stayed home with my audiobook.”

“Can’t you turn it off?” Charlie demanded the barman.

“Unfortunately, no. Hello, gentlemen. What will it be?” the barman asked the new arrivals.

“Four beers,” one of the men replied.

Two men—brothers, Renee decided again—took possession of empty barstools while the other two who looked like mirror images seemed content to stand.

“Draft or bottle?” the barman asked.

“Draft is fine,” the man doing the drink ordering replied.

Score points for the new arrivals. Most tourists were fussy and only drank beer with what Renee called designer labels.

“You here for a polar bear tour?” the barman asked.

The man hesitated. “Yes, but we’re also here in a different capacity. We’re thinking about building a new hotel in Churchill. Something that caters to the luxury market rather than the normal tourist.”

Renee drank her ginger ale and eavesdropped as did her two friends. A fancy hotel might work up here if they targeted the correct market. The Hallsten brothers had built a luxury lodge out on the tundra that took limited guests. For their first season, which would be next year, they’d already invited a select number of guests and photographers wanting a shot of a polar bear mother and her cubs leaving the den. She’d flown out there several times a week during the summer, taking out the Hallsten brothers and different supplies. Yet Churchill was missing the high-class component in the town.

A second ballad started, the singer crooning about broken hearts and torment. Renee pulled a face and drank the last of her soda. She sighed and set her glass on the bar. No warm body to cuddle tonight. “I can’t stand any more of these they-done-me-wrong songs. I’m going home to listen to my audiobook.”

“You got an early shift?” Tim asked.

“No, usual start time.”

Charlie drank his last mouthful of beer. “I’ve had enough of the music too. I’ll walk you to the dorm.”

When they left the bar, Renee did her usual scan of her surroundings.

“It will snow,” Charlie said.

Charlie had spent the last three years working in Churchill, so Renee didn’t doubt his weather forecasting abilities.

“Hard enough to halt flying?”

“No, I think we’ll be right. I heard they placed another bear in jail this morning. That’s two in jail plus a cub.”

Renee nodded, her mind on the four new arrivals. Tall and muscular, all but one with short black hair, they gave off a military vibe. Watchful. Aware of their surroundings. Leaders and confident of their abilities. Even though the men hadn’t stared at her, something about them bothered her, and she’d learned to trust her instincts.

So far, they’d kept her alive.

* * * * *

“I’ll shift along the bar so you can have a seat,” a blond guy with an Australian accent offered.

“Thanks.” Calian held out his hand. He approved of the Australian man’s handshake. Firm and brisk without issuing a challenge. “I’m Calian. My brothers Matto, Kansas and Dakota.”

“Ah, I figured you must be brothers. You’re alike, but I guess you get that a lot. My name is Tim.”

“We do,” Matto said. “Most of them say I’m the handsome one.”

Tim guffawed as both Kansas and Dakota elbowed their youngest brother.

“How long are you up here for?” Tim asked.

“We’re not sure yet,” Calian said. “We’re not pressed for time and thought we’d do the tourist thing and have a good look around the town to learn what’s available for the visitor.”

“You’ll want to take a helicopter flight then. I work for the local company and we fly a lot of tourists around the area.”

Ah! The perfect opening to ask nosy questions.

“We’d hoped to do that while we’re in Churchill. How many helicopters does the company fly?”

“We have six,” Tim said. “The man and the woman who were drinking with me are pilots too.”

Calian and his brothers had recognized the woman earlier when she’d left the dining room after eating a meal. They’d decided to follow her later. Easy for a wolf once he or she caught the scent. Super easy in Churchill with the limited population.

“How far ahead do we need to book a sightseeing flight?” Dakota asked.

“Check with the office. We’re weather dependent, so prepare for a cancelation if we get a storm coming through.”

“How many passengers per helicopter?” Matto asked.

“We take five. That gives every passenger a window seat and a good view.” Tim scowled when another song started—something sweet and sappy with a country flavor. He downed the last of his beer. “Pop into the office and the receptionist will take care of you. We’re on Kelsey Boulevard.”

“We appreciate the info,” Calian said. “Can we buy you a drink?”

“Thanks for the offer, but I can’t take much more of this music. Billy broke up with his girlfriend. No doubt someone will take bets as to how many days pass before they get together again.” Tim jerked his head in the direction of the beanpole of a man making a beeline for the jukebox. He stood. “I’ll probably see you around. It’s a small town.”

The brothers issued their farewells and drank without speaking until Tim had left.

With an eye on the barman, Kansas murmured, “I didn’t expect to find her so fast.”

“We have time,” Dakota said. “We know where she works, and I bet she’s contracted for the season. She won’t disappear without warning like she did from the job in California. Besides, it won’t be easy for her to leave. Most of the flights are full, and the train is still out of commission.”

Calian lifted his beer bottle in salute. “All true. Anyone up for a run tonight? It’s the ideal time to check out the place.”

Dakota wrinkled his nose. “I suppose. Now that we’ve got the rental, we can drive farther out of town. What will we say if someone sees us nosing around and asks questions?”

“You don’t have to come.” Calian had to handle this with care. His younger brothers were too comfortable in their human bodies. If they wanted to preserve their heritage, they needed to shift on a more regular basis. Something that their chosen career as hotel tycoons made difficult. He shrugged and lowered his voice even further. “My wolf is restless, and it’s driving me crazy. I need this.”

“I’m in,” Matto said abruptly. “It’s the ideal way to check out the town and learn where the woman lives.”

“Is it my imagination or can you smell shifters?” Kansas murmured.

“Something,” Dakota agreed. “Not sure what. Bear or cat?”

“We should find out.” Calian leaned back so his gaze could sweep the patrons remaining in the bar. “If we can sense them, they’ll know we’re here too. We don’t want trouble.”

“The thought of shifters never occurred to me,” Matto said. “Calian is right. We should reconnoiter sooner rather than later.”

“Let’s go.” Kansas shoved away his empty bottle.

Jubilant, but trying to keep this hidden, Calian drank the last of his beer and stood. He and his brothers left the bar.

“I checked the map of the area during the flight from Winnipeg. If we head out toward the airport and keep going, we’ll get to the Wapusk National Park. If we go the other way, we’ll hit Hudson Bay and the beach area,” Matto said. “Not much of a beach. It’s rocky.”

The main road, broad and straight, ran from one end of town to the other with smaller roads breaking off. Their boots crunched over ice as they sauntered toward their accommodation at the Tundra Inn.

“I have her scent.” Matto’s voice sounded strange, almost confused. “I think it’s her.”

Calian sucked in a deep breath and worked his way through the layer of scents. The road. Vehicles. The slightly gamey aroma he’d got at the bar. Gas and oil. Food from the café to their right. And lastly, a light floral note along with another muskier one.

“She smells good,” Dakota’s tone emerged close to grudging.

Calian agreed and more astonishing, his wolf stirred within him—a flutter of another presence.

Kansas shook himself. “She’s irritating my wolf.”

“You too?” Matto asked. “It’s like my wolf has woken from a long sleep.”

Interesting. Calian didn’t comment, but that described his wolf’s ultra-awareness. To his knowledge, a wolf only reacted this way if he sensed a mate. None of them had responded in the bar, but she hadn’t been there for long. The gamey fragrance of other shifters had overlaid her lighter one, suppressing it from their wolves.

“She left with the bearded man. Do you think they’re together?” Dakota asked.

Kansas growled, the sound so wolflike they all gaped at him. “What?” he demanded irritably. “She has upset my wolf when I was fitting in with the human side and becoming comfortable.”

Calian bit his tongue. Luckily, their parents lived in Arizona and didn’t realize the damage their sons had done to their wolves by suppressing them long-term.

“Okay,” Calian said. “This is the plan. Let’s follow the trail and discover where she’s living. There aren’t many people about this evening. I think we can risk shifting near the vehicle. The last one to shift can toss the clothes into the rental.”

“I haven’t shifted for almost a year,” Kansas confessed. “It’s gonna hurt like a bitch.”

“I’ll transform last,” Calian volunteered since he tried to run in wolf form most weeks. His mind and body worked better if he embraced his wolf side, turning him into a formidable force. At least that’s what he told himself. He grinned in an acknowledgment of his arrogance. A weakness and a strength.

In silence, they glided through the darkness, instinct making them stick to the shadows rather than the areas illuminated by streetlamps.

The floral perfume trail took them past the Tundra Inn and down a side street. The scent led to a boxy gray house.

“They must have limited paint colors up here,” Kansas muttered, still sounding snappish.

True. The town didn’t have much of a personality, giving off a real frontier vibe.

“We’ve discovered where she lives. What now?” Matto asked.

“We do a perimeter check,” Calian said.

“The guy went inside with her,” Kansas telegraphed his disapproval.

An answering growl formed in Calian’s throat, echoing his brother’s displeasure as he stared at the gray door. This woman had problem written all over her. He and his wolf sensed this with every particle of their being.

As they slunk into the shadows cast by the building and checked the scents and sounds, a feminine scream rang out.

Calian froze, the hair at the back of his neck bristling.

“Noisy during sex?” Matto asked.

Kansas and Dakota stilled near the closed window of the room where the scream had come from. Both cocked their ears and concentrated. As Calian joined his brothers, he caught a whimper. It wasn’t sexual. Instead, he gained an impression of a scared child. Silence reigned for two tense minutes. He knew because he timed it with his designer watch. The light inside the room flicked on, and Calian and his brothers retreated to watch from the shadows.

“That wasn’t sex,” Kansas said. “If I were to guess, I’d say bad dream. She must’ve fallen asleep fast. She wasn’t much ahead of us.”

“Nightmare. That’s my reading,” Calian agreed. “It should be easy enough to learn more about the living situation.”

In the distance, a group of people exited a restaurant, their exuberant shouting and laughter floating on the night air.

“We’d better go in case some of them head in this direction,” Matto said. “Back to the inn?”

“Yeah,” Dakota agreed. “The more I learn about this woman, the more interesting she becomes.”


3 – Breakfast Flirtation With Renee

Renee dragged herself out of bed the next morning, her eyes heavy, her mind dull and thumping at her temples. A quick glance at her phone confirmed the earliness of the hour. Fallen army buddies and the enemy had stalked her sleep last night. As was normal with dreams, memories scrambled and the foe became the murderer from Miami, his contorted face hideous as he tried to shove a knife in her ribs. Then, his knife had morphed to a big-ass sword.

“Off with her head!” he’d roared. “Kill the traitor.”

Her reality had transformed into a full-on medieval battle. Heck, she’d staggered under the chainmail dragging on her shoulders. That would teach her to fall asleep listening to Game of Thrones. Next time, a cozy mystery or a boring autobiography might blunt her imagination.

And blast those men turning up last night. Something about them, something she couldn’t explain, had set her on edge.

She grabbed her dressing gown and drew it around her body, thrust her feet in flip-flops and gathered a change of clothes. When she exited her room, the communal part of the dormitory held a silence and an emptiness that echoed through her heart.

Once she’d showered and dressed, she checked the communal fridge and muttered under her breath. Someone had used the last of the milk and a quick search of the pantry showed no further long-life cartons.

Renee stomped back to her room to grab outerwear to combat the cold plus her billfold. If she hoped to be alert for flying, she needed a hot drink.

Customers packed the Lanky Moose when Renee arrived. She joined the line at the counter and perused the offerings in the cabinet. After checking her money, she decided she could afford a muffin today but that would be it for the week.

“Hey, Emily,” she greeted the redhead behind the counter.

Emily’s apron bore a splotch of what looked like blood. Renee shivered. She suspected tomato sauce but averted her gaze before her stomach churned.

She focused on Emily’s face—her wide, welcoming smile and kitchen-frizz hair. “I’d like a large coffee and a blueberry muffin to have here—if I can find a table.”

Emily accepted her money and handed over change. “The one in the corner is freeing up. Grab it and I’ll come by to clear the dishes once I’ve taken these orders.”

Renee retreated to the corner and stacked the plates to make Emily’s job easier. She’d done a stint or two as a waitress before joining the army.

Emily bustled over to remove the tray and wipe the table surface. “You shouldn’t have a long wait. I’ll bring the muffin with your coffee.”

“You’re busy,” Renee said.

“I know. It’s great, isn’t it? Especially considering the café was dead a few months ago. Kendall cooks amazing food and the word has spread.”

Renee nodded, a fixed smile in place. The warning bell on the door rang for a new arrival. It was one of the men from the previous night. The one with the long black hair. His gaze swept the café, alighting on her.

In seconds, his long strides brought him to her table.

“Hello,” he said in a cheerful voice. “This place is busy. Would you mind if I share your table?”

Hell, no. This wasn’t a good idea. “Of course.” Politeness compelled her to do the right thing. Once her coffee arrived, she’d drink fast and make her excuses.

He towered over her, and Renee puffed out a breath of relief when he sat. Even then, his big body dominated their corner of the café. Not that he was fat or overweight. Renee sensed if she poked his chest or belly, the tight muscle might buckle her finger.

“I saw you in the bar last night,” he said.

Renee couldn’t tell much by his drawl. Most people reckoned she bore a hint of an accent but couldn’t place it, which wasn’t surprising since her New Zealand mother and American stepfather had moved all over the world, dragging her with them.

“My name is Matto Taktuq.” He extended his hand.

“Renee James,” she said, accepting his handshake. His hand bore calluses. A surprise because he and his brothers were businessmen. Filthy rich, since she recognized the surname. How did a millionaire get hands like that?

“I hear you’re a pilot.”

Renee shot him a look, concern stealing her breath. “Who told you that?”

Her abrupt reply held a hysterical edge. Even she heard it as her words settled between them. The truth, since she’d heard about Hunter’s death, she kept waiting for a bullet to strike and cut her down too.

“We were chatting with Tim last night after you left.” Matto’s expression remained impassive. Businessman cool.

Renee’s panic subsided. Of course, they had. Tim was an outgoing guy. He’d never met a man or woman who wasn’t a friend.

Emily arrived with Renee’s coffee and muffin plus a menu for Matto. By the time Emily left, Renee had regained her equilibrium. She sipped her coffee, and when Matto studied her instead of his menu, she knew she had to say something.

“Yes, I fly helicopters for the same company as Tim.” There, she’d done polite. He could return to his menu and she’d eat and run.

“Tim suggested we take a flight while we’re here.” Matto flashed a smile—a flirtatious and practiced one that quickened her heartbeat and, to her chagrin, left her breathless.

An idea popped into her head. She shoved it away, but like bad trouble, the notion lingered. Was he trying to flirt with her? You should let him, a little voice whispered. Weirdly, the wee voice sounded like Hunter. Renee swallowed, yanked her gaze from his handsome face with its sculpted cheekbones and intriguing dimples. The morning stubble and the smiling brown eyes. His long black hair. She swallowed a second time. He looked way too healthy and alert for this time of the morning.

“You’re one of those morning people,” she blurted. “Disgustingly cheerful and wanting to spread the joy around.” And now she sounded plain rude. “Sorry,” she apologized almost immediately.

He studied her intently, and Renee picked up her knife to dissect her blueberry muffin. Move along. Nothing to see here. She wasn’t pretty. Her face wasn’t symmetrical enough for that. Her nose was a little too big as was her mouth. A sexy Julia Roberts mouth, Hunter had informed her. Not that they’d ever used their mouths on each other. Hunter had been her best friend and clashing lips would’ve been plain weird. She bundled her brown hair into a tight ponytail most of the time. During her soldier years, she’d kept it short to make it difficult for others to grab her by the hair. But Hunter had always told her she had a great smile, and she beamed with her entire face. He’d told her one drunken night, when they were celebrating a successful mission, that she could pull any man she wanted. She knew about makeup stuff to make her eyes big. All she needed to do was smile and a man thought of sex.

She’d punched him, but the next time she’d dressed to go out for the night, she’d taken heed. Hunter had been right. Men liked her smile. Heck, maybe that was why she’d failed the previous evening. She hadn’t bothered to try. The truth—not much fueled her smiles these days.

Renee cut her muffin in the other direction and picked up the smallest portion. She popped it into her mouth.

“Do you have any recommendations for breakfast?” Matto asked after she’d washed down the bite of muffin with more coffee.

“Everything is tasty, hot and plentiful. You can’t go wrong with anything on the menu, but if I ever order breakfast, I go for a blackboard special.”

Matto who had slanted his chair, so he had a view of the entire café, glanced at the blackboard. “Blueberry pancakes. My favorite. I wonder if they’re as good as the ones my mother makes?”

“Only one way to know.” Instinct had her practicing a smile, and heat gathered in her cheeks when he cocked his head and stared.

“Would you go out to dinner with me tonight?” he asked abruptly.

Renee stared, her coffee cup halfway to her mouth. “I can’t afford to pay for another dinner out.” In her haste, she’d spoken the truth and wished she hadn’t. She set herself a strict budget and saved as much as she could. Next year, she hoped to go to New Zealand. She’d get work easy enough and hopefully outrun the man who’d placed a target on her back. They’d gone after Hunter, and she wasn’t dumb enough to consider herself bulletproof.

“It’s a date. I’ll pay for your dinner.”

“Why?” Renee cringed. Good grief. Talk about uncouth. This man rattled her, and he kept drifting into her head. She needed to keep her wits about her. Perhaps she’d go home and change into her running gear. She hadn’t run for two weeks.

Matto grinned. He placed his order when Emily arrived. “Another coffee for Renee too,” he said after ordering a stack of pancakes and a side of bacon.

“No, thanks. I’m going for a run before I head to work.”

Emily hurried to the next table to take another order.

“I’ll pay for your dinner because I want to spend more time with you. You intrigue me.”

“Why?” Renee shoved muffin into her mouth since her mind stuck on the same question—a cringe-worthy one—and she was making a fool of herself.

“Do you usually interrogate the men who ask you out on a date?” He smiled, which made her stare. His smile did magic things to an already handsome face, digging those dimples deeper.

“I, no,” she admitted. “Thank you, I’d enjoy having dinner with you.”

“There, that wasn’t so difficult,” he teased.

Silence fell between them, and Renee sought something to say to ease the tension tightening her chest. She came up blank and shoved more muffin into her mouth instead.

“We have a tour booked for tomorrow,” Matto said. “We’re heading out on the tundra to see polar bears.”

“They’re amazing. It’s a privilege to see them in the wild.” Renee’s conversation came easier now that he’d introduced a neutral topic.

“What time do you finish work?”

“Around five or six. It depends on flying conditions and what jobs we get in.”

Matto nodded. “All right. How about if I book dinner for seven-thirty? Is that time enough for you to change and do whatever you women need to do? My sister says we never give her enough time to put on her makeup.”

“Seven-thirty is fine.”

“Where do you live? I’ll pick you up. Will you wear heels? I love the way a woman looks in high heel shoes.” His brown eyes glowed with humor and a hint of heat.

“You are the strangest man,” she said. “I own a dressy pair of shoes.”

“And your address?”

“I live in the dormitory, owned by the company I work for. It’s on Melville Street, off Kelsey Boulevard.”

“Excellent.” He rubbed his hands together. “Ah, breakfast. I’m starving. Must be all the fresh air in Churchill.”

Renee finished her coffee and shoved away her cup and crumb-covered plate. “I’d better go for my run before it’s time to start work.”

“Okay, Renee. I’ll see you at seven-thirty.”

Renee nodded and stood. As she strode to the door, a gaze bored into her back. Matto. She forced herself not to look back. This date was a means to an end. A warm body in her bed to help her keep nightmares at bay. A short-term fling with fun and hot sex before they parted on affable terms. No muss. No fuss. Just how she liked her relationships.

Matto watched Renee until she vanished. His wolf wriggled beneath his skin. Sexual tension. Happiness and joy. Excitement had slid into his gut from the second he’d noticed Renee sitting in the corner of the café. He and his brothers had discussed her the previous evening, and they’d come up with what they hoped was a workable plan. It differed from their original one since their wolves had exerted a say in the debate. The one sticking point—their sister. Misty would not understand. Forgiveness—forget about it. She’d act the bitch and to hell with their fledgling relationship.

Yeah, Misty was the big, bad wolf standing in the way of happy times with Renee.

Matto set down his knife and fork and speed-dialed Kansas. “Hey,” he said when his brother answered. “Want to go for a run?”

“Two-legged or four-legged?”

Matto barked out a laugh. “Two. I met up with Renee in the café and invited myself to share her table. We have a date tonight,” he added smugly.

In the background, Dakota let out a string of curses, and Matto bit back his humor. He’d figured Dakota would listen in on the phone call. “Renee is going for a run this morning before she goes to work. One or both of you could bump into her, ask her to show you a safe place to run. I mean, you wouldn’t want to get eaten by a polar bear.”

Kansas snorted. “They’d have to catch us first.”

Ah, so the twins intended to implement his suggestion.

“I didn’t expect to enjoy last night,” Dakota commented in the background. “Calian’s idea was an excellent one, but I won’t admit that to big bro.”

“I had fun too,” Matto admitted. “My muscles are looser after the run, and my wolf is peaceful instead of half asleep or tense. Where is Calian?”

“He went for a walk. Told me he wanted to check out the place in daylight,” Dakota replied.

“I have the urge to run right now,” Kansas said. “Gotta go.”

Matto laughed and ended the call.

A faint movement had him looking up with a frown. The three men from the neighboring table had stood and approached while he had spoken with his brothers. He hadn’t noticed until now. Heck, Calian was right. Neglecting their wolves blunted their natural senses.

“You’d better not be thinking about hurting Renee,” one said in a hard voice. He had black hair and blue eyes.

Matto inhaled and tension slid through his gut. Shifters.

The two blonds standing alongside the man radiated protectiveness.

Matto followed an impulse. “My brothers and I met Renee last night. She interested us. Not in a creepy way. None of us have ever hurt a woman and we don’t intend to start now.”

One of the blonds leaned closer. “We’re watching you, wolf. You and your brothers. Renee is important to us. She’s a friend.”

“That’s fine. You won’t see anything out of order. What you will see is four brothers battling it out to win her attention. Our wolves want her.”

The three men relaxed.

“What are you?” Since his direct approach seemed to be working, Matto figured the honesty might boomerang back to him.

“Polar bear shifters,” the man said. “We don’t see many wolves around here.”

“We come in peace. Honestly. We’re thinking of building a luxury hotel up here.”

The dark-haired man pulled out a business card and handed it over. “Sax Hallsten. My brothers Tate and Ran.”

“Matto Taktuq. Your reputation precedes you. My brothers and I admire your work. What are you doing in Churchill?”

“We were born here,” Sax said. “We’ve built a lodge out on the tundra, but we’re lining up our projects for the next six months. If you go ahead with your hotel, we’d like to submit a tender.”

“Thanks. I’ll discuss it with my brothers,” Matto said.

Sax dipped his head. “We’ll probably see you around. Our mate works here, so we often stop by for meals.”

Matto stilled. “One mate for all of you?”

Sax grinned. “We’re lucky men.”

The three brothers left, leaving Matto to his breakfast and his thoughts. They all liked Renee. Their wolves had reacted to her even though their instincts had grown sluggish from lack of shifting. Was a relationship like that possible with Renee? And would she be amenable to the arrangement? Would his brothers? Something to think about and discuss.

It promised to be a busy day.


4 – Haunted By The Taktuq Brothers

Renee started her run at an easy pace to warm her muscles. Also, she had to be careful of polar bears at this time of the year.

“Hello, pretty lady.”

By the time she slowed and turned to identify the owner of the voice, two runners flanked her.

“I’m haunted by Taktuq brothers,” she muttered.

“What do you mean?” one man asked.

Her gaze flicked from left to right as she studied their faces.

“We’re twins,” one informed her. “I’m Dakota. He’s Kansas.”

“Did your brother tell you I was going running?”

“Which brother?” Dakota asked. “We haven’t seen any of them this morning.”

“We like to run,” Kansas said. “It makes a change to watch for polar bears instead of idiot drivers and city hazards.”

“True that,” Dakota agreed, flashing a broad smile that had her stumbling a step before recovering her stride.

“How can I tell you apart?” she demanded, charmed even though she didn’t want to soften toward the pair. Her instincts screeched at her to run each time she found herself in the same vicinity as these Taktuq men. Yet her other less sensible side suggested they’d warm her bed nicely. Ugh!

Kansas laughed. “Get to know us better.”

He and Dakota kept pace as she ran to the outskirts of town.

“Our friends and family can tell us apart without difficulty. They say there are subtle differences to clue them in,” Dakota explained.

“There are quite a few twins and triplets in Churchill. I often work for the Hallsten brothers. The two youngest are twins but they make things easy for me because Tate Hallsten has a scar on his chin.”

Kansas barked out another laugh. “We’re not that obvious.”

“Come to lunch with us. We can drink to our new acquaintance and to a greater understanding.” Dakota suggested.

His cocky grin turned her mind onto Sexy Drive. These two were as handsome as their youngest brother. With brown eyes, military-short black hair and solid builds, they were in their prime. They probably had to beat women off with a sharp, pointy sword. No, scratch that. The brothers likely urged women to step through the revolving doors of their bedrooms and gave them a number to keep the line organized.

“So, about lunch,” Kansas prompted.

“I’ll be at work. I start soon.”

“Dinner then,” Dakota persisted.

She smiled. “I have a date.”

“Dang it,” Kansas muttered. “Do you have a boyfriend?”

“No time for romance.” Renee slowed and jogged back toward town. It was time for the truth. “I have sex when I have an urge, instead of playing the mating game. Much less mess and emotional chaos.”

Her two escorts didn’t comment, merely kept pace as she ran. She’d shocked them. Too bad. She didn’t do romance. First, it had been because of her time in the army. In the male-dominated occupation, she’d known to keep things to friends only and save everything else for her leave.

“How about dinner tomorrow night?” Dakota asked. “The three of us.”

“You still want to spend time with me? When I admitted I don’t expect or want romance?”

“It’s just dinner, honey,” Dakota said. “We don’t have to braid each other’s hair.”

Renee spluttered—a surprised laugh. “I can’t see much braiding happening with your hair.”

“Dinner,” Kansas prompted as they reached Renee’s starting point and slowed.

“You really want to spend time with me?”

“We wouldn’t have asked you otherwise,” Dakota said.

“My date tonight is with Matto.”

“What?” Kansas scowled at her. “He worked fast.”

Dakota muttered under his breath, words too low for her to hear. “We’re asking you out for dinner the following evening. Please say yes.”

Renee wrinkled her brow. “You’re a pushy bunch.”

“We’ll pick you up at six-thirty tomorrow night,” Kansas said. “See ya later, sexy.”

Renee gaped after the twins. Difficult not to notice their hard physiques while they wore running gear. Matto hadn’t told his brothers she’d agreed to have dinner with him. Interesting.

She should stay away from the Taktuq brothers. Every instinct warned she should try, but they kept popping up like homing pigeons. And worse, they pushed every one of her buttons—each brother attractive and cocky. All attributes she liked in a man. Damn it all.

On the plus side, she didn’t have to face this temptation for much longer. Soon, the brothers would return to their regular lives, and she’d continue with her routine.

With a shake of her head, Renee opened the front door and marched through the common rooms to reach her bedroom. Work always helped her to forget the past. It was her place of safety.

Twenty minutes later, Renee entered Tundra Helicopters. She wore her uniform of navy pants, a white polo shirt bearing the Tundra Helicopters logo and a navy jacket to keep out the cold. A braid confined her hair, and she’d shoved her uncertainty and doubts to the back of her mind.

Work-mode.

The best place for her, and her place of comfort.

“Hey, Janet.” Renee greeted the receptionist.

“Ah, Renee. I have a private charter for you first off. Two hours. They want to see the sights and as many polar bears as you can find.”

“Sounds good. Let me know when they arrive and you’ve completed the safety talk. I’ll do my pre-flight checks.”

Janet escorted two men toward her helicopter ten minutes later.

“Hi.” Renee offered her hand to each man. “I’ll be your pilot on the flight today. Would one of you like to sit in the front with me?”

The two men exchanged a glance. In their thirties, they wore jeans, boots and leather jackets. Their gazes were assessing. Not that she could see much of their faces with those bushy black beards. Her spidey senses tingled, but she didn’t recognize either man.

No, she was imagining things.

The Taktuq brothers had her instincts tipped upside down. Some passengers disliked a female pilot. Something that just was even if she hated the fact.

“No, we’ll both sit in the back.”

“No problem.” Renee forced a pleasant expression and opened the rear doors to her bird. Neither carried bags or bulky coats requiring storage in the fuselage hold, so she remained silent.

The first man clambered inside. Renee indicated the seatbelt and the headphones, and once he settled and clicked the belt into position, she closed the door.

“If you’ll follow me,” she said to the second passenger. “Where are you from?”

“Texas,” the man told her, his gravelly accent not fitting his reply.

Those spidey senses jumped to the fore again.

“Are you here to see the polar bears?”

“Yes.”

She nodded. If he didn’t wish to talk, she could deal with that. She’d give them the requested tour and move on. Renee opened the door on the other side and waited for the man to seat himself. Once her passenger buckled in, she shut the door and trotted to the front. Within minutes, she spoke to the office for clearance.

Renee pressed the start switch and the motor burst into noisy life. The helicopter gave its normal starting sway, the back-and-forth shimmy giving way to the standard vibration. As always, her mind emptied of everything except her helicopter and the flight procedures as she lifted off and hovered. Her joy of flying centered her and let any worries seep away. Once her helicopter rose and cleared the heliport, she took a quick breath and stepped into tourist leader mode. “Hello there. Can you hear me?”

She received a grunt and assumed both men could hear her via their headphones.

“Today we’ll do a circle around the town of Churchill. Over to our left, you get a great view of Hudson Bay. The entire bay will ice over in a matter of weeks. If you have questions, just let me know, and I’ll do my best to answer them. We use the numbers of a clock to show the direction of any animals we spot. Okay?”

“How long have you been flying helicopters?”

Renee grimaced as she used her right hand on the cyclic stick to turn the helicopter toward the tundra. “Since I turned seventeen. Below us, you’ll notice a plane wreck. The plane’s owners overloaded the cargo hold and the plane crashed shortly after takeoff. Luckily no one was injured. The locals affectionately call the plane Miss. Piggy.”

“How long have you been working here?”

What the devil was up with these two guys? Most of the tourists she flew were all about the polar bears. These two seemed more interested in her flying qualifications. Unless they were here for other reasons. Her. Just then, she spotted a lone white spot. Saved by the bear.

“If you look to your left at eight o’clock, you’ll see a single polar bear curled up near the lake.”

No comment came from the rear. No camera sounds.

Weird. Totally weird.

Unease slid through her gut, and the hair at her nape stirred. The sooner this flight ended, the better for her nerves and sanity because this didn’t feel right.

To Renee’s relief, she spotted lots of polar bears on the ground. She even spied a wolf, not that her passengers seemed impressed. Renee breathed out a sigh when the end of the two-hour tour neared, and she could turn her bird back to base.

Once she’d contacted base and landed, she jumped out of the copter and strode to the rear to open the doors and let out her passengers. Each of the men climbed out and walked away without a word of thanks.

Renee frowned after them, ill at ease because of their unsociable behavior. She mentally flicked through her contacts on the outside. With Hunter gone, there weren’t many she trusted. Maybe it was her imagination, and she was worrying over nothing. Yeah. She watched the men disappear into the main building.

They hadn’t given off the soldier vibe although it had been difficult to discern their builds beneath those jackets.

A sliver of fear stalked down her spine. No, if they’d meant her harm they would’ve acted during the flight while she was alone with them. Unless they were gathering intel…

Mind busy with what ifs, she took her time going through her checks and preparations for the next flight, giving the two passengers plenty of time to leave before she entered the office.

“What’s next, Janet?”

“A family group for a tour,” she said.

“My last two passengers were peculiar. They didn’t seem interested in the polar bears. All they wanted to know was how long I’d been flying.”

“Funny you mention that,” Janet said. “They asked me about your flying experience. I told them our pilots are qualified and had years of on-the-job training.”

The two men still weighed on Renee’s mind when she entered the dorm room at the end of her workday. Someone had taped a note on her room door. She ripped open the envelope and smiled.

Hey, sexy Renee,

I’ll pick you up for dinner a little earlier at seven. Looking forward to seeing you.

Matto

Renee glanced at her watch and decided there was time to check her email account. Only one other person had the address. Renee needed to know if there were any changes in the ongoing case. They hadn’t caught Hunter’s murderer or deemed his death connected with the killing she and Hunter had witnessed. Yet every one of her instincts screamed only an idiot would believe the two events unlinked.

Even though her inbox was empty, Renee sent a query to her contact Susan—the detective in charge of the case. It was Susan who’d suggested a move elsewhere—just in case. Renee had met a guy who’d worked a season flying choppers in Churchill. Her fascination with the place increased tenfold once she discovered the restricted entry to the town. Now that the train was out of commission, a flight in from Winnipeg or Thompson were the only options. Tourists filled most of the spots on the planes, and it was necessary to book in advance. Weather became a factor too, restricting inward and outward flights and the small town looked after its own. Strangers stood out, especially those who didn’t fit the tourist mold.

She opened the compose screen and hesitated. What should she write? That she had two weird passengers who’d given her the willies as her mother used to say. She ended up shutting down her email without sending a thing.

A glance at her watch made her yelp. She needed to hustle. Tonight, she wanted to look her best, and that meant makeup.

A knock on her bedroom door came at precisely seven. Renee gave her eyelashes a final stroke of mascara and checked the result. Not bad. Tonight, she’d gone for a dress. Her one red dress that made the most of her slight curves. She’d already pulled on her jacket, and she picked up her one purse and strode to the door, wobbling a little in her dressy black boots.

Even though she suspected Matto had arrived, she opened the door with caution.

Matto stood waiting. So handsome in his black pants, his pale blue shirt and his black hair tied back to reveal his chiseled features. A smile crawled across his face, and his brown gaze brightened in masculine approval. “Hey, sexy lady.”

Renee’s stomach did a slow churn and heat converged in her cheeks. She shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble. She should’ve dressed in smart-casual—her black pants and a nice blouse.

“You look beautiful.”

Some of her anxiety dispersed at his sincere compliment.

“Are you ready?”

“Yes.” She picked up her keys and locked her door before following Matto down the corridor to the front door.

He opened the door of a red SUV for her, and once she settled in the front seat, he rounded the vehicle.

“Did you have a good day?” he asked.

Matto charmed her with his easy smile and interest.

“All my flights today were groups of tourists. The family group was the most fun—a mother and father and three kids. The kids were so excited to see bears. In contrast, I had two strange men who were more worried about a woman flying them than the view outside my helicopter.” At least she hoped that was their problem.

“Do you get many passengers like that?”

“A few. I guess life would bore us if we were all the same.”

Matto laughed. “That is true.”

“Where are we having dinner?”

“Are you hungry?”

“Yes. H—my friend used to tease me about having hollow legs.” Renee cursed herself for getting too comfortable. She couldn’t mention Hunter. It was too dangerous. She hadn’t needed Susan to remind her to keep her past close to her chest.

“Oh? And was this friend jealous of your slender build?”

Renee snorted before she could censor her reaction. “No, he was just giving me a hard time.”

“A boyfriend?”

“No, an old friend from the army. Married and crazy in love with his wife.” Renee paused, huffed a breath and went for honesty without giving details. “I found it best not to step beyond the bounds of friendship with my army pals. I valued my reputation, and they gossiped worse than any small-town biddies.”

Matto pulled up in front of the Tundra Inn. “My brothers threatened to crash our dinner. It annoyed them I asked you out first, so I organized a private dinner in my room. I hope that’s okay?”

“I… Yes.” Renee frowned, thinking about Kansas and Dakota Taktuq. And was it even safe dining alone with a man she didn’t truly know? “What’s stopping your brothers from interrupting our dinner here?”

“First, they don’t know I booked another room, and second, I didn’t tell them.” He winked at her. “I’ve learned to be one or two steps ahead of the twins. It’s a survival technique.”

Renee forced a smile as he exited the vehicle. She opened the door before he could do it for her. It must be nice to have brothers. She missed her army buddies. For their safety and hers, she maintained radio silence and stayed away from social media.

“What have you ordered us for dinner?” Was she going to do this? Trust him?

“You have a choice,” he said, taking her arm and leading her into the lobby of the inn. “Coast is clear. Let’s move before we get busted.” Matto propelled her along a passage and up a short flight of stairs. He produced a keycard and in seconds flat, he had the door closed behind them. “And my brothers think I’m not as crafty as them.”

Renee laughed at his satisfied tone, although she still wondered at the sense in dining alone with him.

“Let me help you with your coat. I realize dining alone like this could be a red flag for some women since we’ve just met. Do you want to ring a friend to let them know where you are and who you’re with?”

She stared at him for an instant, then nodded and plucked her phone from her purse. After a brief mental debate, she rang Sax Hallsten and explained the situation to him. Although she ended the call with heated cheeks and Sax’s amusement ringing in her ears, her lingering trepidation faded. “Thank you. Not many men would think of that.”

“No problem. I want you to enjoy our dinner because I’m hoping to repeat the experience.” Matto took her purse and set it aside. Her tummy fluttered at the skim of his hands as he removed her coat. Her breath caught on recognizing the alternative craving and uneasiness he induced in her. Sexual. She shifted her weight, aware of him and the fit of her clothes.

“You… That dress.” Matto clasped her forearms and drew her nearer. He nuzzled her neck. “Lavender.”

“Yes.”

He pulled back a fraction. “Are you going to let me love you tonight?”

Renee let out a startled laugh. “You don’t muck around.”

“I find plain speaking is best,” he agreed. “You’re an attractive woman, Renee.”

“Is that why you booked a room?”

“I’d be a liar if I didn’t admit the thought occurred but you have the last say. If I’m mistaken about a mutual attraction, we’ll have dinner and I’ll take you home.”

Renee’s skin prickled. Her nipples tightened against the cups of her best bra. It was obvious this man admired honesty. “I enjoy sex, but I don’t do serious.”

Matto stared at her for a long moment, and she trembled, wondering if he actually saw right to the depths of her soul. It was a heady yet unnerving experience.

Finally, he nodded. “I can work with that.”

Renee wasn’t certain of his meaning, but before she queried him, he changed the subject.

“We can have roast beef, steak or there is fish if you’d prefer.”

“Roast beef,” she said.

“And something to drink? I have champagne.”

Renee wrinkled her nose. “Could I have a glass of red wine? Sorry, but champagne doesn’t do much for me.”

Matto laughed in delight. “Most women of my acquaintance demand champagne and expect dinner at the best restaurant in the area. Anything else horrifies them.”

“My stepfather always told me it was best to state my mind as much as possible. He told me men are simple creatures and seldom understand the subtle messages women send. It was his opinion that men appreciated honesty and direct information.”

“Hmm,” Matto’s quiver of lips told her she’d amused him. “Did you like your stepfather?”

“Immensely.” Renee’s heart squeezed with a wave of emotion and enduring memories. “I got my love of flying from my stepfather. He was wonderful, and he changed my mother’s life. We both loved him.”

“Loved?”

“He and my mother died in a vehicle accident when I was nineteen. I miss them both.”

“That’s rough.” Matto picked up the phone and rang through an order for two roast beef dinners and a bottle of red wine. “What do you say to a bit of necking before dinner?”

Renee spluttered out a laugh even as a roar of heat skimmed her body and landed at the juncture of her thighs. Maybe he’d even let her stay the entire night. A relaxed and nightmare free sleep sounded like heaven.

* * * * *

“Boss, I think we’ve found her.”

A surge of satisfaction struck Jason Vega.  At last. At long last.

He’d had his men and contacts searching the States and only recently, he’d broadened the search to Canada.  “Describe this woman,” he ordered.

“We took a photo and can email it to you. The name is different. The hair is a different color and longer. The photo isn’t real clear because we didn’t want to spook her, but if you think it’s her, it won’t take long to learn where she is living. Churchill is a small town.”

“Churchill. Never heard of the place,” Jason barked.

“It’s the place with the polar bears. In Manitoba on the Hudson Bay. Canada.”

Didn’t ring any bells with Jason. He reached for his tablet and did a search. Good grief. The place was in the middle of nowhere. “Isolated place. How the fuck did you know to look there?”

“The trail went cold after she left California. We had a sighting at the airport, but we didn’t know where she was going. We’ve researched the flights and eliminated them one by one. It took time.”

“Send me the photo.” Jason tapped his fingers on the desktop while he waited for the photo to arrive. When it did, he clicked on the attachment and noticed the tremors of his hand. Cam had died because of this bitch and her friend, and he intended to get revenge for his son if it was the last act of his life.

The photo wasn’t clear, and he couldn’t be sure.

“I need another photo,” he said. “More information. What name is she going by?”

“Renee James.”

“Have you done a background check?”

“A basic one. Nothing jumps out. It’s more a gut instinct that tells me she’s the one.”

“I want to be certain,” Jason said. “The last thing I want is to draw attention.”

“Understood. I’ll send you the information we have. Billy and I will try to get a better photo for you. We’ll have to keep our distance for a day or two. We’ll watch from afar, and we might need to call in a third party to get closer. Maybe Maggie. This woman is smart, and the last thing we want to do is scare her.”

“There will be a bonus for you if you’re right.” Jason cut the connection and waited for another email to come through. His men knew what this meant to him. They’d been Cam’s friends, and they wanted the bitch as bad as him.

A beep sounded, and he read through the email. Satisfaction filled him, along with certainty their search was ending.

Revenge would be his.

“Cam,” he murmured. “I’ll dance on her grave in celebration, and you can give her hell from the other side.”


5 – Sexy Times With Matto

“Let me take off this sexy dress,” Matto whispered.

Renee turned her back to him and lifted her loose hair to allow him to reach her zipper. A shiver worked through her as he tugged the zipper down. She stepped from her dress.

“Nice,” he murmured, his gaze hot as he skimmed her body. She’d discarded her boots earlier and now wore a pale pink bra and matching panties along with a pair of thigh-high stockings.

Matto disrobed, his gaze on her the entire time. He lacked shyness and kept going until all he wore was skin. She eyed his broad, hairless chest, the flat male nipples she couldn’t wait to taste. His ridged stomach and abdomen cried out for feminine fingers to explore while his erection drew her close attention—thick and perfect.

Anticipation curled through her stomach as they fell into each other’s arms and dropped onto the bed. Her pulse raced in excitement. Eagerness. Matto claimed her mouth, and Renee sank into the pleasure, emptying her mind of fear and doubt and anxiety. She teased the tie from his hair and tangled her fingers in the black, silky locks.

Sex.

She loved the physical pleasure, and if a man knew his way around a woman’s body, even better.

Their tongues tangled while hands wandered, caressed and bodies pressed closer. Matto pinched one nipple through her bra before pushing the cup down to bare her breast. His mouth fastened on the hardened peak, and he sucked, drawing a moan of delight from her.

Matto slipped his hand behind her back and the tightness of her bra loosened. He drew the straps down her arms and tossed her bra aside. Her panties followed, stripped down her legs with brisk efficiency.

“Do you have condoms?” she asked.

“A box.” His eyes gleamed with mischief. “We won’t run out in a hurry.”

His mouth cut off her bark of amusement, and she sank back into a world of sensations. Arousal ripped through her and dampness seeped between her thighs.

“Now,” she demanded. “Now.”

“I don’t want to hurt you, sexy lady.”

“You won’t. I’ve been imagining this throughout dinner.”

“A woman who knows what she wants.” He parted her legs with his thigh and lifted her butt. Seconds later, his mouth and tongue danced along her slit. A finger slid into her channel, working in concert with his tongue teasing her clit. He curled his finger and stroked her inner wall. For a second, nothing, then he hit the perfect spot.

“Matto.” Her voice trembled as he pushed her higher, faster. She shuddered while his talented fingers massaged and played her like an instrument. His mouth closed over her swollen clit. When she expected a hard suck, he gave her gentleness. Spot-on pressure. She soared and swooped, freed from everything except the pleasure of the sensual frolic.

Her nub prickled, and when he rubbed that special spot again, the blissful sensation bloomed, spilling over to rapid pulses. Her channel flexed and grasped his finger. A moan escaped her, and Matto eased away. He rose up her body and kissed her. A passionate kiss. A tangle of tongues.

Renee rubbed against him, dazed with joy and relaxed under his touch. His cock brushed her stomach and left a damp trail.

Matto parted their lips and reached to open a drawer. He pulled out a condom, his gaze never leaving hers as he rolled the latex onto his shaft.

“Ready?” he asked in a husky voice.

“Yes.” She smiled at him, eager to experience the stretch of his possession. A large man, every part of him was in proportion.

He pushed inside her with one steady thrust. The faint drag of flesh grounded her, and she writhed against him in a silent demand for him to move.

“There is no hurry, sexy lady.”

But he withdrew and slid back with a sigh of contentment.

“Aw, Renee. You—this is perfect.”

Renee slid her finger between them and rubbed her clit. It was tender, still swollen, so she used the gentle strokes she knew would arouse.

Matto laughed.

“What?”

“You’re not shy.”

“Learned the hard way. If I don’t grab what I want, I’ll miss out. Not all lovers are created equal.”

“That’s true. Hold on,” he ordered and increased the pace of his strokes. “Move your hand so I can change my angle.”

“Bossy much?”

“I know what I want,” he promised. “I’ll get you off again, even if we don’t get things perfect.”

“Deal.” Renee removed her hand and slipped it around his neck, holding him close and searching for his mouth. Their kiss set her on fire, enjoyment spreading downward and outward. Matto withdrew and thrust hard. He grunted and stilled. A small burst of pleasure came and faded, but she savored holding Matto as he climaxed. His big shoulders trembled, and he claimed a possessive kiss.

“Thank you, sexy lady.” He remained in place but lifted his body a fraction. He stroked her nub, driving her high with excellent precision work. She groaned as she came again, her pussy grabbing greedily at his cock. As the sensations tailed off, peace flooded her busy mind.

“I like a man who knows what he’s doing.”

“A high compliment.”

Her happiness spilled over to a grin. “Yes.”

Regretfully, they had to move, and Matto pulled from her body to remove the condom.

“I should go,” she said, aware it was getting late.

“What time do you need to start work tomorrow?”

“Eight.”

“Stay. I’ll make sure you’re up in time to grab your work clothes and have a quick breakfast. Please, I’d like you to stay the night.”

Renee hesitated. “Most men prefer to get rid of a woman.”

“You shouldn’t compare me or my brothers to other men. We’re different.” He met her gaze, his brown eyes serious.

Renee scrutinized his features, seeking truth. After working and living in close quarters with men, she’d become an excellent judge of reading people. Matto meant every word and the tension that had slid stealthily into her shoulders released. “If you’re sure.”

“I am.” He stood to pull back the bed covers. “Get in before you catch a chill,” he ordered. “I want to hold you.”

She stared, waiting for a hoot of laughter, a joking aside. It never came. Renee shook herself, confused. No, that wasn’t the correct emotion. It was more an off-balance sensation whenever she spent time with Matto. The twins had ruffled her mood in the same way, raising wariness instead of determined calm.

“Renee?”

Heck, she hated to invite questions. She slid between the cool sheets, shivering now that the physical pleasure of sex had retreated.

Matto switched off the light and joined her in the bed. His arms came around her, and he nuzzled her neck. He nipped her without warning, making her jump. An instant later, his tongue soothed the spot, and the ache faded, replaced by a sizzle of pleasure.

“You must be tired. Go to sleep, sexy lady. I promise to wake you for work in the morning.”

Fatigue pulled at her after her restless night the evening before. Her mouth stretched wide in a yawn, and Matto’s chuckle rumbled through his chest. It was the last thing she remembered before she slid into sleep.

Matto dozed throughout the night, happy yet disturbed because of his brothers. He’d bitten Renee. Not a full bite, but he suspected it was enough to leave a physical sign of his intentions.

Dakota and Kansas might object because they wanted Renee. Calian had already admitted she’d piqued the interest of his wolf. And Misty… Well, he hated to imagine her reaction.

Matto supposed he could share, and that might be a fair outcome. He should’ve waited, discussed the matter with his brothers. He should’ve explained the truth to Renee because he and his brothers refused to go through life like Misty, keeping secrets. All of them wished for honesty with their mate.

Yet, despite knowing this, Matto didn’t regret his actions. He’d gone with his gut. One thing he was ninety-nine percent positive of was that Misty was wrong about Hunter having an affair with Renee. Although Renee hadn’t named Hunter, she’d started to and stopped. Matto believed her explanation—that she’d never slept with her fellow soldiers because of gossip and potential work conflict. Hell, maybe she’d hung out with Hunter because of his marriage. There must’ve been things Hunter couldn’t discuss with Misty while Renee had lived the same events.

At half six, Matto shook Renee awake. “Hey, sexy lady. Time to wake up.”

She came awake instantly, one of those people who went from sleep to full consciousness in seconds flat. Tension slipped through her body, tightening her muscles.

“Renee, it’s almost time to move. You need to get changed for work.”

Her gaze drifted to his lips. With his wolfish senses, he saw her focus, despite the darkness in the room.

Immediately, blood flowed into his dick. “We have time for a quickie—if you want.”

“Perfect way to start a day,” she whispered, leaning closer to kiss him.

Her confidence, her lack of concern about body image or morning breath thrilled Matto. He let her take the lead, merely blinking when she rolled from his arms and clambered on top of him.

“Condom?”

“Foreplay?”

Renee snorted, making his amusement break free. “Shouldn’t that be my line?”

“I enjoy exploring and seducing a woman. Pain or discomfort during lovemaking is a crime.”

“You’re not into rough stuff? Spanking?”

Matto reached for a condom before he replied. “I’ll spank you any time you like. Other kink? Sure, I’ve tried stuff. Multiple partners—that I enjoy.”

“Hmm.” Renee accepted the condom from him, opened the foil packet and had it rolled down his cock before he blinked. Then, she clambered over him and took him inside her warm body. This time was even faster than last time. Renee set a frantic pace, her hand burrowed between her thighs as she stroked herself to orgasm. Her slight breasts bounced. Her eyes squeezed shut. She hummed as she found the perfect angle, her lips curving in satisfaction.

Matto stared. In this moment, her beauty shone through. While others might not consider her beautiful, her intelligence and honesty and inner goodness did it for him. Renee James was a dangerous woman. Dangerous to him, at least. She’d already made him lose his head, and now, she’d lay siege to his heart.

Renee squeezed her internal muscles around his shaft, and a moan of pleasure escaped him. Now focused on one thing, Matto gripped her hips and urged her to speed, to take him harder and deeper.

He came in a quick rush, the pleasure searing his balls and forcing semen from his cock in a blissful torrent. He cried out as Renee’s channel squeezed his shaft, extending his enjoyment.

Long seconds later, she fell forward and his arms wrapped around her shoulders.

“The perfect way to get the blood pumping,” she murmured.

Her plain speaking and comfort with her body made her unusual. Most women fussed about their hair, their makeup, their excess pounds. Renee was such a refreshing change.

“Would you like to shower here?” he asked. “I can rustle up a T-shirt and sweatpants for you to wear back to your place.”

“Yes, please.” She never hesitated. “At this time of the day, I have to fight the guys for the bathroom.”

“All right,” Matto said. “Jump in the shower while I find clothes for you.” He stared after her as she stalked into the en suite and closed the door. Seconds later, the shower started.

Absently, Matto dumped the condom and pulled out a T-shirt and a pair of his sweatpants for her.

A tap at his door had him scowling. His brothers. He knew it without checking. Unwilling to face them yet, he hesitated. A second knock told him if he didn’t answer, things might escalate.

He opened the door. “What do you want?”

Kansas scowled. “Aren’t you inviting us in?”

“No.”

“It smells like sex,” Dakota said.

“Yes.”

“He’s not talkative this morning,” Dakota said to Kansas without taking his gaze off Matto.

Calian joined his brothers. “Did you sleep with her?”

“Yes.”

“Damn fool,” Calian snapped. “What about Misty?”

The shower turned off.

“Not now. I’ll meet you at the Lanky Moose for breakfast. Order something for me and Renee. I have to run her back to her place to grab work clothes, so leave it for fifteen minutes. That should give us plenty of time.”

“We can’t risk talking about this with her present,” Dakota pointed out.

“Later,” Matto snapped and closed the door in his brothers’ faces.

“Who was that?” Renee asked, exiting the en suite wrapped in a towel. She peered around the room and spotted her bra and panties sitting on top of the T-shirt and sweatpants. “Ah.” She pounced on the clothing. “Thank you.”

“It was my brothers. We’re joining them for a quick breakfast. I asked them to order for us.”

“You don’t have to buy me breakfast.”

“No, but I want to.” Matto strode into the en suite and switched on the shower. A brisk wash later, he was out, and he dressed in jeans, a long-sleeve shirt and a sweater.

Renee clutched her clothes and purse, and stood by the door, chewing on her lip.

“Were you thinking of leaving without me?”

“Yes.”

Matto picked up the keys for the rental. “Come on. The clock is ticking.”

They made it back to the Lanky Moose in ten minutes. Renee had donned her uniform and given him back his borrowed clothes. Matto presumed the army had given her the ability to move fast and decisively. Once again, he compared her with the women from his past. He couldn’t recall one who wouldn’t have pouted and offered numerous objections about him rushing them.

Matto spotted his brothers at a table over the far side of the café.

“The waitress recommended the special,” Calian said. “We ordered the same for everyone.”

The waitress arrived bearing plates of scrambled eggs, bacon, and sausages almost as soon as they sat.

“See, I told you there was plenty of time for breakfast.” Matto glanced at his brothers and noticed they were gaping at Renee. Or more specifically, staring at her neck where his nip stood out, highlighted by a bruise.

“What have you done?” Calian demanded with big-brother sternness.

Renee frowned at his oldest sibling, not understanding the way the rest of them did.

“Renee, do you know Hunter Kincade?” Matto asked, deciding to shift the conversation. A gamble, but suddenly, he wanted full disclosure. Honesty.

She paled, her knife falling to her plate with a clatter.

“Renee?”

“Yes,” she said, not giving more information.

It was clear she didn’t trust him or his brothers. Every muscle in her body tensed, ready for her to bolt. Matto decided to give her more information.

“Hunter was our brother-in-law,” Matto said. “He married our sister Misty.”

If anything, the information alarmed Renee even further. She half stood before Matto grasped her arm.

“How did you find me? What do you want?” Her bottom lip trembled, and she blinked. “Did you sleep with me to get information about Hunter?” Now she sounded pissed.

“No! Of course not. That wasn’t why I asked you to dinner. I liked you at first sight, and I wanted to get to know you better. Please believe me. I wasn’t—are not playing you,” Matto said.

“We don’t want to harm you,” Dakota murmured. “All we want is information.”

Renee swallowed audibly. “About what?”

Matto glanced at his brothers. There was something wrong here. Terror leaked from Renee, a full body tremor and bulging eyes, and that wasn’t what he’d intended.

“Misty found photos of you and Hunter on Hunter’s phone after the police returned his belongings to her. She’s convinced the pair of you were having an affair.” Matto watched her closely.

“That’s a lie,” Renee snapped. “Hunter and I—we never even considered sleeping together. He was my best friend. I told you I never slept with my army buddies.”

“We saw the photos, Renee,” Calian said.

“Were they the ones in the photo booth? You try squeezing Hunter plus me in a photo booth. He was huge, and I’m not exactly a shorty.”

“Are you saying Misty is wrong?” Kansas asked.

“I’m saying your sister has a screw loose if she didn’t know how much Hunter loved her. All he discussed the last time I saw him was Misty and his unborn son. He was so excited to become a father. And then a lowlife shot him and…and…” Tears filled Renee’s eyes. “He was my best friend and I miss him.”

Matto squeezed Renee in silent encouragement and gently shunted her back to her seat. “Eat your breakfast. As soon as you’re done, I’ll drive you to work.”

“Why did you change your name?” Calian prodded. “You didn’t make it easy for us to find you.”

“How did you find me?”

“We talked to your army buddies and your old workmates. They mentioned you’d told them you needed a change and had asked for suggestions of places for work. By a process of elimination, we found you here,” Dakota replied.

“I see.” Renee shoved away her breakfast. “I’m surprised my friends talked to you.”

“They didn’t at first. It helped we were Misty’s brothers, and we could prove she was married to Hunter. We told them Hunter had left you some stuff in his will, which is actually true. Misty was so angry she threatened to toss the items in the trash,” Calian said.

“I need to go.” Renee stood.

“You have time for a coffee,” Matto said.

“You don’t understand. If you’ve found me, others will too. I thought it was safe here. Someone murdered Hunter. I don’t want to end up the same way.”

“Why would you think that?” Kansas asked.

Calian shoved a forkful of eggs into his mouth and swallowed, never taking his gaze off Renee. Matto knew his brothers were weighing every word, and although she’d convinced him, he didn’t think she’d won over his siblings.

“Although the cops couldn’t prove it, they suspect a link between Hunter’s murder and the court case against a Florida crime boss’s son. We both testified from California because of our work commitments. The lawyers agreed to that, but they knew our names. It wasn’t difficult for them to track us down. There was another murder. A woman died two days after Hunter. The cops in charge mentioned she resembled me. They suggested it might be safer for me to relocate. I’m not under witness protection, but they helped me with the name change and with references. Damn it. I like it here. I don’t want to start over again.”

Matto frowned. “You’re thinking about those two passengers you took out yesterday.”

“They were odd,” Renee said.

“But you haven’t seen them since?” Calian demanded.

“No.”

“I’ve been watching for anything strange,” Matto said. “I haven’t noticed anyone follow Renee.”

“You believed me?” she asked. “About the men, I mean. I’m telling the truth about Hunter too. We were never more than friends.”

“You didn’t go to his funeral,” Kansas commented.

“The police told me they couldn’t guarantee my safety. I left Los Angeles before Hunter’s funeral.”

“Are you going to run again?” Calian asked.

“It’s difficult to get a flight during polar bear season,” Renee said. “I need to go to work.”

Matto stood. “Come on. I’ll take you now.”

Renee walked out without another word.

“Are you angry at me?” Matto asked.

“Because you slept with me even though you suspected me of coming between a husband and wife? Hell, yeah,” she snapped in a furious undertone. “I told you before I never mix work and pleasure. I meant every word.”

“I liked you from the first moment we met, and that is the reason I asked you out. Look, we were doing Misty a favor. I doubt your friends spoke to anyone else. They only talked to us because of Misty. Even then, none of them gave us details. We still had to check every lead. When we got here, we had the wrong name. It was only the photo that gave you away and the fact you fly helicopters.”

Renee climbed into the passenger seat. “No more talking. Just take me to work.”

“I want to see you again.”

“I’m too angry at the moment,” Renee snapped as Matto pulled up in front of the helicopter office. “What will you do now that you’ve found me? Let your sister loose on me? She has only my word Hunter, and I were never more than friends. I have no proof.” She sucked in a harsh breath and jumped from the SUV. “Just stay the hell away from me. You and your brothers.”

Renee strode away without a backward glance.

Dispirited, Matto drove back to the café to join his brothers. They were drinking a second coffee when he joined them. “That went well.”

Dakota snorted. “What did you expect?”

“Do we believe her?” Matto asked.

“I watched her closely,” Calian said. “I believe she’s telling the truth.”

“Misty will be harder to convince.” Kanas tapped his fingers on the tabletop. “She’s made up her mind already, and you know how stubborn she can be.”

“There is another alternative,” Dakota said. “We could ask Hunter’s army buddies.”

“They won’t speak to us.” Calian sipped his coffee. “Hunter was close to those in his squad. I doubt they’d tell us anything.”

Kanas tap-tap-tapped again before leaning back in his chair. “They might if we give them honesty and show them the photos. Tell them Misty has just given birth. She’s not thinking straight and is making our lives hell with her weird ideas.”

Calian set down his coffee mug with a decisive click. “I’ll text Misty and ask her to email us a list of names and addresses if she has them.”

“Some of them will be out of the country,” Dakota said. “On active service.”

“We can still email them.” Matto’s gut jittered in turmoil because of Renee. The expression on her face before she’d walked away. Damn it.

The weight of a stare snared his wolf, and he glanced up to find Calian’s focus on him. The big-brother glower that used to make him quiver in his boots. Age had rendered the gaze less effective. In the past, he’d prickled like a porcupine. Now, he patiently waited.

“You bit her.” Calian attacked with a clear accusation.

“I did.”

“You knew we were interested too.” Calian picked up his phone and tapped several keystrokes.

“I nipped her, rather than give her the full mating bite. A good thing as it happens since it will ensure she has a slight tie. You didn’t see her. She’s angry. I battered her pride, and she thinks I slept with her to get information. She didn’t understand the nature of the bite. To her, wolves are an animal that roams the forests.” Matto sighed, the enforced break from her presence chafing him. Restless and edgy, it was as if someone stroked his fur the wrong way.

“What about the fact we all want her?” Kansas snapped. “Dakota and I had persuaded her to go out with us for lunch. She won’t want that now.”

“No use fighting amongst ourselves,” Dakota said in a soothing voice, always the peacemaker when they squabbled.

Calian set his phone aside. “I’ve sent Misty a text, asking for the info. Once we hear from her, we’ll email those we can.”

“Is Hunter’s Facebook page still up? That might be a shortcut to his army buddies,” Matto said. “Didn’t a lot of them leave messages?”

“That is brilliant.” Calian’s smile of approval was big and wide.

“What about Renee’s fears for her safety?” Dakota asked. “Is she overreacting?”

Kansas shook his head. “Doesn’t strike me as the type.”

Matto nodded. “I agree. Renee is tough and competent. She’s fought in Afghanistan. She’s not the sort to jump at shadows.”

“We watch her back,” Calian suggested. “In secret. The last thing we want is for her to rabbit.”

“The trouble is there are a lot of tourists arriving and departing,” Kansas said.

“It’s the ones who hang around and stay that we need to watch.” Matto paused. “She had two passengers yesterday who creeped her out. But she made a joke of it and told me some people were plain weird and couldn’t help it.”

“Let’s keep watch today,” Calian said. “Matto, do you want to take care of the Facebook messages? Tell them the truth and lay out why we want the info. Tell them we think Renee is innocent but Misty is a hard sell. I want to approach the town officials to check out the building rules. I’ve searched online and have the info but I need to clarify a few things. The idea of a luxurious hotel seems popular. I know it was our cover story for staying longer than the average tourist, but I’m thinking it’s not a bad idea. Kansas, you and Dakota could book us a helicopter scenic flight. Make sure they put us with Renee. Check out the town facilities. Poke your nose everywhere and see if you can spot anything out of the ordinary. Questions?”

“Aye. Aye, Captain.” Kansas saluted.

Dakota rolled his eyes.

“We’re on the same page.” Matto chuckled. “We try to clear Renee’s name and keep her safe.”

“One more suggestion.” Calian leaned closer and lowered his voice. “We shift again tonight. The stronger our wolves, the better our chances of protecting Renee.”

“Agreed,” Matto said.

“Yes,” Dakota and Kansas spoke at the same time. The twin thing in action.

Calian nodded, and Matto studied his older brother, puzzled by his satisfaction. Something pleased Calian. Something he didn’t wish to discuss. No doubt, he’d tell them in time, but right now he was staying silent.

Their big brother had an agenda.

Interesting.


6 – The Truth Comes Out

Groups of tourists kept Renee busy for most of the day. Her mind and mouth worked on auto-pilot, pointing out the sights and the polar bears congregating for the freeze. On the plus side, the constant flights throughout the day shifted her mind from the Taktuq brothers. She’d liked them a lot, and the sex with Matto… Simply the best.

At least she’d missed lunch with Kansas and Dakota.

A scoffing sound escaped her, drawing Janet’s attention.

“Something wrong?”

Renee forced her lips to curve—a response to head off nosy questions. “Forgot my mother’s birthday.”

“Oh! You’ll be in trouble,” Janet trilled.

“Yeah.” Renee concentrated on her paperwork, then set down her pen. “I’d better grab my jacket. I left it in the helicopter.”

“Before you go, you have a booking for tomorrow. Two actually. You’re a popular lady. Both groups requested you in person.”

Renee froze. “Oh?” she managed.

“A woman for next week. She wants a longer tour and is happy to pay for the entire helicopter instead of sharing. And tomorrow, there is a group of men. The woman came from a family recommendation. The guys say they know you.”

“The Taktuq brothers?”

“Yes, that’s the name.”

Renee worked to keep her expression neutral since Janet enjoyed a good gossip. Renee didn’t intend to add to the town crier’s arsenal. “Sax Hallsten mentioned they want to go out to the lodge this week. Did they book a time? I saw him at the Lanky Moose.”

“They’ve booked several slots. You will be busy.”

Renee shrugged. “It makes a change from tourists. See you tomorrow.” Once she’d grabbed her jacket, she darted back through the office, lifting a hand in farewell. Janet waved as Renee exited. After her normal pause to check her surroundings, she took two steps before Kansas and Dakota slipped from concealment behind the building.

She ignored them and kept walking.

“Renee, you promised to have lunch with us.” Kansas darted in front of her and stopped her forward progress.

“You bailed, so we’ve come to take you for a drink instead,” Dakota added.

“You think I slept with Hunter.”

“You categorically denied it, and we believe you,” Kansas said.

“Matto slept with me thinking I was a cheat.” Pain sliced through her chest. She’d thought he’d liked her for herself. He’d been different from her previous lovers. Even though she’d accepted the date, thinking he’d be like all the others, her thoughts had shifted right about the time he’d ordered dinner. He’d turned their outing into a real date. He’d treated her like a lady instead of an evening of quick sex. She gave an irritable shrug. None of her thoughts or jumbled mood made sense, considering she preferred casual sex. All she knew was that Matto and his brothers had hurt her.

“No.” Dakota’s expression turned serious. “Matto told us about a conversation you had—one that occurred before your date. He trusted you, respected you. Matto never sleeps with a woman unless he’s interested in her.”

“It’s true,” Kansas confirmed. “And here’s more honesty for you. We all want you. Even Calian, and he doesn’t trust lightly. He had a wife for a while, you know. She cheated, so that was why we couldn’t refuse our sister’s request.”

“I’m not a play toy.” Renee’s hands curled at her sides and the urge to strike Kansas and slap Dakota next was so strong, she trembled with the force of it. She was not like her father. She would control her temper in the way her stepfather had shown her. She breathed in, exhaled and repeated the action twice more.

“Please,” Dakota said. “My brother is an uncouth fool. Come for a drink with us. We’ll tell you about Calian’s and Matto’s bad habits and the stupid things they did while growing up. We can buy food as well. You have to eat and might as well share a meal with us.”

Dakota had a way about him that soothed away the rough edges of her temper. She sucked in another breath and let it ease out, the tension fading from her stiff torso.

“Friends only?” she asked.

“We want more, but we’ll settle for friendship at this stage.” Kansas opened his mouth again as if to say more but shut it with a click when Dakota elbowed him.

“Can we talk about Hunter?” she asked. “He truly was my best friend, and I miss him so much. It’s killing me that I can’t speak about him with anyone.”

Dakota nodded and took her arm. “We can. He has a son now.”

Renee walked with Dakota and Kansas. “Hunter was so excited about having a child. It was all he talked about the last time I saw him. What is his son’s name?”

“Misty called him Rufus Hunter,” Kansas replied. “She and Hunter had agreed on a list of names.”

“Should we go to the local bar?” Dakota asked.

Casual. Yes, that suited her perfectly. “They sell bar snacks. That will be fine for dinner.”

When they walked into the bar, Kansas and Dakota steered her to a quiet corner with a table and chairs instead of to her normal position, sitting at the counter.

“Do you want a beer or something else?” Dakota asked.

“A ginger ale, please.” Renee waved to a couple of her fellow pilots and sat with Kansas while Dakota walked to the bar for the drinks. “I know you and your brothers are in hotels. Are you really going to build one here or was that an excuse while you checked me out?”

“We’ve spent today visiting the facilities in the town and learning what is available. Calian is researching planning consent and the official stuff. We’ve checked out the job situation. We’re serious.”

“I’m glad. I’ve heard quite a bit of chatter from locals. They’re excited. You know food and other supplies can be tricky because the railroad is still not functional?”

“We’ve heard. Calian is taking that into account in the costings. If the budgets work, we’ll go ahead.”

“The Hallsten brothers are based here for part of the year. They’re award-winning builders and designers.”

“We’ve heard that too. I believe Calian has an appointment with Sax Hallsten.”

“I ordered food,” Dakota said as he arrived back with the drinks. “Are we good?”

“Not yet,” Renee said in a tart voice. “I get you want your sister happy, but that doesn’t mean you can accuse me of things or insult my integrity. None of you know me, and you have no right to judge.”

“You’re right,” Dakota soothed. “We only thought of our sister. We didn’t take the time to consider your reaction. We should have, and we’re sorry.”

Renee blinked. A man who wasn’t afraid to admit he was in the wrong. It sort of took the oomph out of a good grump. Her gaze skittered across their faces and away to land on those of two new arrivals. Every muscle in her body tensed. The two visitors from the previous day. They hadn’t even bothered to look in her direction, both ordering beers at the bar.

“What is it?” Dakota demanded.

“What’s wrong?” Kansas asked at almost the same instant.

Luckily, both men kept their voices low.

The door opened again, and Calian and Matto strode inside. Matto continued to the bar while Calian joined them.

“Did you tell your brothers we’d be here?” Renee asked.

“No, they tracked us down. They’re a pain that way,” Kansas said.

Calian smirked while Renee focused on the two strangers at the bar. They had to have seen her, recognized her from the previous day.

“Renee?”

Calian diverted her attention but didn’t halt the burst of trepidation sliding through her chest, the urge to run.

“Those two men—they were passengers in my helicopter yesterday. They didn’t ask the normal questions. They didn’t take photos. All they asked about was my experience with helicopters. When I didn’t answer, they pushed me.”

“You think whoever killed Hunter is after you too?” Calian asked in a low voice.

“No. Yes. I don’t know what to think. The police never found his murderer. Word on the street said it was a paid hit, and when the cops didn’t deny that, I decided to leave. The detective in charge of the case agreed to help me disappear. Someone was stalking me online, threatening me, and I didn’t want to end up dead.”

Matto had arrived while she was speaking. He set down the two beers he carried and squeezed into a spot beside her. He claimed her hand, enfolding it in his bigger one. Her heart—the traitorous organ—began to race.

“And that was when you closed your social media accounts,” Kansas guessed.

“Yes. I don’t have an email account, apart from a secret one I can use to contact the detective in charge of Hunter’s case.”

“The cops never mentioned a hit to Misty. They told her it was bad luck, with Hunter in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Dakota said. “Misty has been so angry because Hunter got through two stints in the Army. Two tours to Afghanistan and then he gets shot walking down a neighborhood street during an innocent trip to buy a carton of milk and a chocolate bar for her.”

“Do you think these guys are following you?” Matto asked.

The barman shouted out their number, and Kansas collected their snacks.

“I don’t know if I’m being overly suspicious or not,” Renee confessed. “They don’t act like tourists. That was enough to send up warning flags.”

“A plan,” Calian murmured. “When you’re ready to leave, you go with Kansas and Dakota, and Matto and I will stay and see what the men do. If they follow you, we’ll be on their trail.”

“You don’t want to spook them,” Renee protested.

“Don’t worry,” Calian said. “They won’t know Matto and I are following them. I promise.”

“We could bet on it,” Matto teased. “If they don’t notice us, you can spend the night with me again.”

Renee snorted. “I haven’t forgiven you yet. I’m staying at my place tonight.”

“But you’ll have breakfast with us tomorrow at the Lanky Moose,” Calian said.

“I can’t afford to have meals out all the time.”

“Our treat,” Dakota countered.

“I prefer to pay my way,” Renee snapped. “That way I owe no one.”

“All we’re expecting in return is your company.” Calian radiated sincerity.

“You should give in.” Kansas beamed at her, and it made his brown eyes sparkle. “We won’t give up trying to feed you. You’re too skinny.”

Renee puffed up in indignation. “I’m perfectly healthy. There is nothing wrong with my weight.”

“I suspect you work too hard and you’re saving every cent you can in case you have to run again.” Matto cocked his head, his gaze watchful as he waited for her comeback.

She opened and closed her mouth and suspected she resembled a stunned fish.

“You called it, bro,” Kansas said.

Instead of wasting energy arguing with them, she reached for a handful of fries and crunched down on one. Hot and crisp. Delicious.

Calian picked up his drink and took a sip, his gaze thoughtful. “Did your detective check for links between Hunter’s death and the murder you saw? I know Hunter testified. Did you too?”

“Yes, we both did but from Los Angeles. Our names were out there so it would’ve been easy enough for someone to track us down. I don’t think it occurred to anyone we were in danger, especially since the original crime took place in Florida. The detective checked alibis of the guy’s family but they never left the state. No one saw the shooter who killed Hunter. It was a dead end. The cops had rumors and nothing to substantiate them.” Renee reached for more fries, her stomach gurgling. She’d missed lunch again, and they were right, dammit. She had lost weight she couldn’t afford to lose.

Talk drifted away from her problems. A relief. The more she talked about Hunter’s death and her leaving California, the more she worried. Her gaze kept roving to the two men who seemed happily ensconced at the bar.

“Renee, are you ready to leave?” Dakota asked.

“Sure.” Calian’s plan was a good one. At least she’d learn if her fears were groundless. And another concern ate at her. If she left Churchill, where could she go next? She’d hoped leaving the US would be far enough. New Zealand perhaps. She still had family there, but she’d need to travel with her real passport.

Renee forced her mind from what ifs and stood. She followed Dakota from the bar, Kansas’s presence at her rear a comfort.

It was dark outside. Out of habit, Renee did her normal checks for polar bears. Dakota lifted his head and sniffed, which was kind of odd.

“He has an excellent sense of smell,” Kansas said from behind her. “Come on. Let’s move. If those guys are following you, I don’t want them to get too close.”

“No polar bears. Not close, at any rate,” Dakota said. “Let’s go.”

Renee slowed her footsteps. “You can’t smell polar bears.”

Dakota slipped his arm around her waist and propelled her onward along Kelsey Boulevard. “I can. One day I’ll prove it to you.”

“Is he telling the truth?” she demanded of Kansas.

“Yes. Our hearing is exceptional too. Damn it.” He cursed under his breath. “I think they are following. Let’s up the pace.”

“It could be other customers,” she pointed out, moving faster at Kansas’s urging.

“It could, but I don’t think so. Do you want to come back to the hotel with us?”

Renee hated this hunted sensation. “I want to go to my room at the dorm. Once I’m inside, it should be safe enough.”

Dakota hesitated and shared a glance with his brother as they hustled her along the road. “You know what’s best.”

Dakota and Kansas escorted her to the dorm and went inside with her.

“Let us check your room,” Dakota said. “Please, it will set our minds at rest.”

It’d make her less jumpy too. She watched them check the public rooms and find them empty. The faint sound of music came from a room at the far end of the corridor, but other than that the place was silent.

“This is my room.” She plucked her keys from her right pocket and unlocked the door.

Dakota sniffed while Kansas checked the windows and under the bed.

“Nothing out of the ordinary,” Dakota said.

Bemused, Renee shook her head. “I’ll lock my door once you leave.”

“What about the main door?” Dakota asked.

“It’s always left unlocked. Only the pilots ever come in here. We’ve never had any trouble.”

Kansas scowled. “Anyone could walk inside. All they need is a gun to deal with your door, and they’d be inside.”

“The other pilots will be back soon,” Renee said. “We’re all on early tomorrow, so they won’t stay out late.”

“I don’t think you should stay here alone.” Kansas’s posture signaled his intention to argue the point.

Dakota placed his hand on his twin’s shoulder. “It’s Renee’s right to do as she sees fit. Let’s go so she can get some sleep. Lock the door after us,” he ordered.

She nodded. “Thank you for walking me back.” While she knew nightmares would keep her awake, an instinct bade her to seek the security of her own territory tonight. She thought she’d be safe here, but she’d take extra care each time she walked outdoors. “Goodnight,” she said and shut the door with a firm click before turning the lock.

The handle jiggled, and she rolled her eyes. Honestly, some men.

“Good night, sugar,” a voice rumbled.

She waited a beat longer before hearing the main entrance door close. Only then did she perch on the edge of her bed and let panic roar through her.

What the hell was she going to do now?


7 – An Outing With The Taktuq Brothers

Calian and Matto followed the two men at a distance, hanging back and using their wolf senses to locate their scent trail without difficulty.

“I don’t like this,” Calian murmured.

“How are we going to keep her safe?” Matto asked. “She doesn’t trust us now. Misty must’ve known some of this. Surely?”

“Perhaps Hunter kept quiet because she would’ve been pregnant when it happened. He wouldn’t have wanted to stress Misty,” Calian said.

“True. And after he died, she had enough to worry about.”

“Watch it,” Calian whispered. “They’re heading back this way. We’ll keep walking toward the inn. The meeting with the town officials went well. They’re excited about attracting new business to the town.”

“We should book with a company that takes tourists to see polar bears,” Matto said. “We’d get an idea of the type of person who might stay at our hotel. We should speak with tour management. Learn if they have requests for upmarket accommodation. How many rooms did you tell them we wanted to build?”

“I told them a maximum of twenty-five rooms, but more likely we’d go for twenty. We want to make sure we can fill the rooms for most of the year.”

Matto continued talking as they passed the strangers. “That will be a bit of a stretch when the temperatures drop to minus twenty or worse.”

As the two men walked into a restaurant and disappeared, he and Matto stopped walking and stared after them. Dakota and Kansas turned onto the main street and joined them.

“They were about to enter the dorm when we came out,” Dakota said. “They changed their minds when they saw us. It was obvious.”

“We need to watch over Renee. She is in danger,” Calian said.

“I’m still hungry,” Dakota declared. “Did I see those two guys go into the restaurant?”

Matto winked. “I could eat.”

“We’ll make a plan during dinner,” Calian decided. “All this fresh air has made me hungry too.”

Renee dragged herself out of bed when her phone alarm buzzed. As she’d expected, sleep had been elusive. She grabbed her washbag and towel and left her room. The hot water of the shower prodded her awake, but she had a long day of hard concentration flying her helicopter ahead of her.

As she made her way to the kitchen, a knock on the front door made her jump.

She cautiously opened the door to a smiling Matto and older brother Calian. Calian handed her a coffee.

“Thank you! I was about to make coffee. Do you want to come inside?”

“Come for breakfast with us. Even if you don’t want to eat,” Calian said.

She bristled when it sounded more like an order than a suggestion. “I don’t—”

“Please.” Calian’s brown eyes remained steady on her face. He radiated sincerity and some of her angst faded.

“I can’t stay long. Where are Kansas and Dakota?”

“Are you ready to go?” Matto asked. “We’ll talk on the way.”

“We decided to keep watch on the men.” Calian slipped his arm around her waist. “That’s what the twins are doing now.”

“What if they catch Dakota and Kansas spying on them?” Renee asked, frowning.

“They won’t.” Calian’s absolute confidence in his brothers soothed her fears. He opened the café door for her and ushered her inside and to an empty table.

She scowled. It was a large table, big enough for the five when the twins arrived. Whenever she wanted to dine in the café, she was lucky to find a spot.

“I’ll order at the counter to speed things up,” Calian said.

“You didn’t sleep.” Matto lifted his hand and traced the area beneath one eye. “Will you manage work today?”

“I have to,” Renee said.

“Stay with me tonight,” Matto said. “Or with one of my brothers.”

“I don’t think so.” Renee shook her head for emphasis.

Matto straightened. “Kansas and Dakota are here.”

The two men strolled over to join them, drawing the attention of a part-time waitress and several of the female customers. The waitress who was topping up coffee cups overfilled one because her attention fixed to Dakota’s backside. Renee couldn’t fault the woman for staring, but old Victor Bannerman yelped when the hot coffee flowed from the cup and onto his pants.

She shook her head as Dakota and Kansas took possession of two empty seats. Matto was grinning.

“What?” Kansas asked.

Dakota frowned. “Why are you laughing?”

“The pair of you got the waitress in trouble,” Calian said.

“How? We’ve just arrived,” Dakota said. Kansas appeared equally mystified.

Renee took pity and enlightened them. “The women were busy staring at you when you made your entrance. The waitress poured coffee over Mr. Bannerman.”

“What women?” Kansas glanced over his shoulder. “Oh. We didn’t take any notice of anyone but you, honey. You look tired. Didn’t you sleep?”

Renee stared from Kansas to Dakota and back. They meant every word.

“Sugar.” Dakota leaned closer. “Are you okay to fly today?”

Their concern tightened her chest, made it difficult to draw air. She’d been alone for so long now, and since Hunter’s death, cut off from her other friends. An ache sprang to life at the back of her eyes, and she blinked hard and fast, astonished at her reaction.

She never cried.

When her father had been around, weeping set him off, so she’d learned to remain stoic and to lock down her emotions. Her stepfather had never made her want to cry, and she’d loved the man who’d given her and her mother stability and unstinted love.

“I’ll be fine,” she murmured, puzzled how these four men had dug their claws into her frozen heart. Despite her anger, she liked them. She liked them a lot.

“We have good news,” Dakota whispered.

“Those two men got on a plane this morning,” Kansas stated. “We watched them board. They’ve gone.”

“Renee, who do you think is behind this?” Calian asked.

“The murder we saw—the guy who killed the young woman was a drug boss’s son. One of the other inmates murdered him while he was in jail. I heard his father was off his head with grief. Susan, the detective in charge, reckoned the father was the most likely to order a hit, but they couldn’t rule out Hunter being the victim of a chance killing.”

Calian leaned back in his chair. “They told Misty—or rather, she overheard the cops talking. They thought he’d been plain unlucky getting in the middle of a turf war between two local gangs.”

“The gang members they scooped up denied a war. Every one of them,” Renee said. “Susan didn’t believe that theory.”

Matto glanced at Calian. “What do we do?”

Renee gaped. “What do you mean?”

“We have contacts,” Calian said. “Tonight, at dinner, you tell us everything you know about the drug boss. What is his name?”

“Jason Vega.” Renee checked the clock hanging on the wall behind the counter. “I need to leave or I’ll be late.”

A waitress bustled over with a tray. “Here’s one to go. Who does that belong to?”

Calian jerked his chin in Renee’s direction. “The food to go is hers too.”

“Renee, we’ll walk you to work,” Dakota said.

Before she knew it, she was out the door with Dakota and Kansas escorting her. Kansas carried a bag of food while she cradled the large coffee Calian had ordered for her.

“What time do you finish?” Dakota asked.

“After five. It won’t all be flying. The paperwork takes time.”

“One or more of us will be here to walk you home,” Kansas said.

“They’ve truly gone?” Renee blurted.

“Honestly,” Kansas said.

“Them leaving makes me nervous,” Renee admitted.

“You realize they might be innocent tourists,” Dakota said.

Renee grunted as they approached the heliport. “Acting paranoid has kept me alive. I don’t want to end up like Hunter.”

Kansas handed her the food, and once she accepted the bags with her free hand, he stole a kiss. It wasn’t an innocent one either. He used tongue and nipped her lower lip. His eyes glowed a golden brown when he pulled back.

“My turn,” Dakota whispered in a husky voice. He claimed a kiss that was every bit as suggestive as the one Kansas had given her. “Later.” He pulled away without haste and opened the front door of the offices for her.

Renee stared after them as the twins strode away. A cheerful whistle floated in their wake.

“Who are they?” Janet asked.

“Friends.” Renee knew better than to offer more information. “They’ll be back later for a ride over the tundra.”

Renee kept busy as usual, which was the way she liked it. The Taktuq brothers arrived for their flight at two and conditions were perfect.

“I spoke to Sax Hallsten,” Calian said. “He suggested we land near the lodge they’re building and check it out. He told us you’d know where he meant.”

“It will eat into your tour,” Renee warned.

“No problem. We can book for another one. Let’s do the lodge first and fit in what you can once we’re done,” Calian said. “Have you seen the building? Sax told us the exterior is done, and they had completed most of the interior.”

Interest piqued in Renee. “I’ve seen it from the air and moved in freight and passengers for them. Are you going to walk around?” She seated three of the brothers in the back of her chopper, supervising their seat belts and headphones before guiding Calian to the seat in the front with her.

After making certain they could hear over the headphones, she settled behind the controls and checked in with the office. Given the all-clear, Renee moved the cyclic stick in her right hand while increasing the power with the collective lever in her left. The helicopter climbed for long seconds before she leveled off and used the rotor pedals to turn.

The town of Churchill grew small beneath them as Renee ran through her after-takeoff checklist. Satisfied all was in order, she settled into her flight and the familiar vibration of her chopper.

“You’re good,” Calian said.

“I should be. I’ve had plenty of experience. My stepfather taught me to fly when I was a teenager.”

“Bears at three o’clock,” Calian said.

“Looks like a mother and cubs.” Renee smiled. “I never get tired of seeing the bears. The beluga whales are awesome too. I got to go kayaking, and a beluga pushed my kayak along. It was magical.”

“I guess we’ll get to try that once we sort out our newest hotel,” Matto said from the rear.

They flew for a time, and since they didn’t expect the tourist thing, Renee relaxed and enjoyed the flying and the sights on the tundra below. Myriad lakes covered the landscape, most shallow and a few of them frozen over, judging by the animal prints she spotted on the surface.

Stubby trees, most of them bare on the side of the prevailing wind, grew in patches and she spotted the rough roads the tundra buggies drove along in their search for bears. The massive wheels kept the vehicles off the ground and the tourist passengers safe from the bears.

“That’s the Tundra Hotel,” Renee explained when they passed over the linked train of six tundra buggies. “I’ve heard the hotel is very expensive and guests stay there for three or four nights.”

“Might be worth booking in—if we can at this late stage,” Calian commented. “It never hurts to check out the competition.”

“Did Sax mind you guys visiting their lodge?” she asked, curiosity grabbing her.

“He suggested it. He also proposed we work together with our advertising since we’re going after the same luxury market. I like him,” Calian said.

“Sax and his brothers are great guys,” Renee agreed. “They’re professional and the locals like the fact they’re from around here. I’ve heard some of the older ladies discussing the Hallsten brothers and the Swenson brothers. Evidently, they were all considered losers and no-hopers. They have a high approval rating now, and they’re used as an example for the local teenagers.”

“I heard the brothers found partners from outside the community. The brothers share one woman. Well, one woman for each set of brothers,” Kansas corrected himself.

“Real subtle, bro,” came Dakota’s voice.

Renee laughed. “I’ve met Kendall and Fiona at the café. I’ve had coffee with them a couple of times.” She checked her instruments and scanned the horizon. “That’s the lodge. At nine o’clock.”

“They’ve done an excellent job. Even though it’s a new build, it blends well with the surroundings,” Matto said. “I’ve heard about their designs but haven’t seen one before in person.”

“Sax told us Fiona Swenson does graphic design,” Calian said. “He told me she’s excellent, and that they’ve already started an advertising campaign. He also suggested we make a bid for the big warehouse on the outskirts of town. Most of his team is still here, and he thought the warehouse would convert into a hotel, and if the weather held and we could get building supplies up, they could work on the conversion during the colder months.”

“Is that what you intend to do?” Renee asked.

“Not sure,” Calian said. “This is the first chance I’ve had to tell the others. We’ll discuss it and check out the building when we get back. Sax knows the owners and has a key.”

Renee took her helicopter down and settled on the landing pad the Hallsten brothers had made for this purpose.

The first thing she heard when she powered down was the rumble of her stomach.

“Woman, why haven’t you eaten?” Calian demanded, his tone exasperated.

“I’ve been too busy, but I have food with me. I intend to grab something right now as soon as you guys are checking the place out. Watch for bears, eh? There are usually a few out here.”

Matto clambered from the back of the chopper, and Renee stared as he lifted his head and sniffed.

“What is he doing?” she asked Calian.

The edges of Calian’s eyes crinkled with humor. “I don’t ask. Eat, and then you can come with us. I doubt anyone will steal your helicopter.”

Without further urging, Renee practically inhaled the ham and cheese sandwiches and the date scone she found in the bags of food Calian had bought earlier in the day. More alert after the food and a bottle of water, she followed Calian and Matto to the lodge. Dakota and Kansas walked behind her.

Renee counted ten bedrooms, all with small en suites. Each room bore the name of a jewel and the color of that jewel dominated the bedroom. The passage needed completing and all but one bedroom was ready for guests. There was a separate dining room, connected to the kitchen by an archway. She imagined the chef would pass plated food through the arch for the waitress to transport to the table. A peek through the area showed a compact but well-designed kitchen. The lounge overlooked the tundra and the area where Sax had told her the polar bear mothers had dens. The big windows were high enough off the ground to avoid a polar bear leaping up and forcing his or her way inside, yet gave the guests incredible views. A polished bar filled a back corner.

The Hallstens had chosen warm, rich ruby as the dominant color, using contrasting greens as accents. The cream walls and carpet provided the perfect backdrop for the jewel theme.

“It’s gorgeous.” The use of space impressed Renee. A high fence would surround the lodge, only partially completed at present, yet the finished barrier wasn’t noticeable from the lounge or dining room.

“We need to speak with their decorator,” Matto said. “Whoever chose the color palate has done a stellar job.”

“I agree,” Calian said. “The interior design complements the outdoors.”

After going through the inside of the lodge, Renee followed the men outside and they explored the exterior. She’d thought the fence would make the place seem like a jail, but it didn’t.

Something moved, and when Renee focused on the spot, she froze. “Bear.”

“It’s all right,” Matto said. “We knew he was there. He won’t come any closer.”

“But we’re outside the fence,” Renee protested.

“It’s fine. We’re not in danger,” Dakota murmured.

“You don’t understand. They move fast. We don’t have weapons or anything to scare him away.”

“He’s curious. That’s all,” Calian said.

A wash of fear prickled down Renee’s spine. The men closed ranks around her, seeming to sense her unease.

“I think we’ve seen enough. Let’s head back.” Calian glanced at his watch. “Do we have time to fly along the coast?”

“Sure.” Renee frowned at the polar bear. It had wandered closer and was clearly following them. “If we make it to the helicopter in one piece.”

“He’s old,” Kansas said.

“He’s skinny and hungry. I don’t want to be a faux seal,” Renee snapped.

“You’re safe with us,” Matto promised.

“He’s probably thinking you’re not worth the effort since you’re skinny too,” Kansas declared. “You’re having dinner with us, so we can make sure you eat.”

Renee didn’t rise to the dig. Instead, she held her breath and didn’t relax until she reached the helicopter. The men clambered inside and after overseeing seat belts, habit had her checking the doors. She scampered around her bird, tugging at doors, checking and rechecking, before she scurried to her side and climbed aboard.

Routine took over then, and soon her chopper rose into the air, and she headed back to Churchill. A quick glance at her watch confirmed they had time to take the scenic route, and she flew along the shore. The bay hadn’t frozen yet, but local gossip reckoned it wouldn’t be much longer.

“That’s the wreck of the Ithaka that ran aground during a storm in 1960,” Renee explained as they flew over the rusty skeleton of the ship.

She landed in her usual position on the heliport. Calian and his brothers thanked her, telling her they were off to check out the warehouse.

“Don’t forget,” Kansas said before he walked away. “We’ll be back around five to pick you up for dinner.”

“Bossy much?” Renee snapped, but Kansas laughed, grabbed her for a quick hug and strode away to join his brothers.

Later that night, Dakota winked at his twin. Renee appeared adorably confused by their attention. She didn’t know it yet, but she was spending the night with him and Kansas. They’d discussed the matter earlier with Matto who’d told them she’d slept well during the night he’d spent with her. Calian had agreed she looked as if she required more sleep, which is when they’d come up with their plan.

The waitress arrived and slid plates of roast beef in front of them.

He heard Renee’s stomach rumble and grinned, although he didn’t comment. They’d not only protect her and maintain her safety but make sure she fueled her body. They’d keep Renee healthy and functioning while they built trust.

“What did you think of the warehouse?” Renee said. “Will it work for your purposes?”

“Eat,” Calian said. “We’ll talk. You need to eat.”

Dakota grinned at her scowl. He and his brothers were large men, yet she wasn’t fearful to speak her mind. He liked that about her. In the past, girly-girls had grabbed his attention. Obvious sexuality. Blondes with stacked curves.

Renee looked nothing like the women of his past. Kansas had enjoyed similar tastes to him, yet all it took was Renee to walk into their lives and cause chaos.

Misty wouldn’t be as easy to convince.

Renee ate with easy efficiency, making Dakota smile with satisfaction.

“We think the warehouse is too small and will restrict our footprint, but we can use it to store our supplies,” Calian said.

“We’ve decided to buy the warehouse and the empty lot next door,” Matto said. “If the owner will accept our offer.”

“You sound excited,” Renee said.

Kansas grinned. “Normally, we buy existing businesses and improve them. Building from scratch is a challenge.”

“I wish I could see the finished hotel.” Renee popped a piece of roast potato into her mouth.

Dakota shared a quick glance with his brothers. Had they missed something? “Aren’t you staying in Churchill?”

“My contract ends at the end of November. There isn’t enough work for more than one or two pilots during the worst of the winter,” Renee said, her tone matter-of-fact.

“What will you do?” Calian demanded.

Renee set down her silverware. “I’m not sure. Have a vacation before I decide where to work next. New Zealand, I think. It’s a long way from Florida.”

“But—” Kansas halted his objection when Matto nudged him.

Dakota forged ahead. “I thought you enjoyed Churchill.”

“Yes, I do. The variety of work. I enjoy seeing the animals and looking into a starlit sky. But I don’t want to stay here forever.” Renee glanced at each of them. “I loved fighting fires despite the danger. It was like being back in the army with the comradery, and I enjoyed the challenge.”

“Not the woman to fritter away the day shopping, huh?” Calian grinned. “You are a refreshing change.”

“What sort of women do you guys normally hang out with?” Renee leaned to the side to let the waitress take her empty plate. The waitress cleared the rest of the table and disappeared toward the kitchen.

“We’ve never found anyone who grabbed our interest,” Calian replied.

Renee wrinkled her nose. “Casual sex, huh? Works for me too.”

“Anyone for dessert?” the waitress asked on her return, chirpy with her Australian accent.

Renee hesitated, her gaze flicking to the menus the waitress held in her hands.

She wanted dessert. Dakota watched her make the decision to pass even though temptation caused her to hesitate.

“Calian claimed dessert is calling his name,” Dakota said, scanning the menu. He cupped an ear with one big hand as if listening. “Yes, I hear the call. Hmm, I’m having trouble deciding which is shouting loudest. There are five of us. Why don’t we get one of each dessert and share?”

“You want one of each?” the waitress asked.

“Yes, please,” Kansas said.

When the desserts arrived, Dakota watched Renee. “You choose first.”

“Chocolate,” she whispered.

Dakota shunted a chocolate brownie with fudge sauce and whipped cream to her. “Calian? Matto?”

“Lemon tart.” Matto grabbed the plate bearing a slice of tart with whipped cream.

“I’ll take the blueberry crumble,” Calian said.

Kansas claimed the crème brûlée, which left Dakota with a meringue-type dessert.

“What’s this one?” he asked the waitress before she bustled away.

“Pavlova,” the waitress said. “The dessert was invented in Australia.”

“No, New Zealand,” Renee countered. “Researchers have proved this.”

The waitress chuckled and backed away with her hands in a surrender position. “Whatever,” she chirped. “Enjoy.”

“I’m not sharing mine.” Matto held a protective hand over his plate in case any spoons flashed in his direction.

Renee laughed, the sound musical and full of happiness. Dakota tilted his head, enjoying this lighthearted side of her that none of them had experienced before. It made him realize the tension she carried around with her like a heavy bag.

“Renee, you want to try my pavlova stuff?”

“I’m sure it’s not as good as my grandmother’s. She used to make a huge pavlova for Christmas dinner.” Renee licked her lips, the slight curve of her mouth letting Dakota know this was a fond memory. “Fresh strawberries, lashings of whipped cream and flakes of dark chocolate decorated the dessert. Pavlova reminds me of summer.”

This was the Renee he ached to know. The open, happy woman who grinned, her brown eyes full of laughter and memories. He glanced at Kansas, saw the arrested expression on his twin’s face. A smile played around Calian’s lips while Matto stared.

“Have I got chocolate on my face?” Renee asked.

“No, honey,” Dakota said. “You look relaxed and happy. It makes us realize how tense you’ve been recently.”

The smile slid from her expression. “You are sure those guys have gone?”

“Positive.” Dakota reached for her hand and squeezed it in encouragement. “Kansas and I watched them board the plane.”

Calian glanced at the surrounding tables. He leaned nearer. “Last night, I started making inquiries about Jason Vega. My contact says he’s in Miami. She’s working on a list of Jason’s enforcers. I’m hoping she’ll have the information for me this week.”

“You think if those two men were here because of Jason Vega, that someone else will replace them,” Renee said flatly.

“It’s possible,” Calian replied. “But if it’s one of Vega’s known associates we’ll be prepared.”

Renee didn’t seem so convinced, but Calian changed the subject.

“Matto, I’m going for a walk through the town. I thought I might wander around the warehouse again since we still have the keys. You want to come with me?”

“Sure. I’ve been thinking about the design. I wouldn’t mind another look.” Matto savored his last bite of lemon tart, pushed his plate away and stood.

He glanced at Renee and tossed Dakota a quick wink.

“Breakfast at seven,” Calian said before he followed Matto from the restaurant.

“I should head to the dorm,” Renee said.

Dakota reached for her hand. “Stay with us tonight. Get a good night of sleep.” They could also use their healing powers to aid her in a restful slumber.

Renee wrinkled her nose. “You’re not intending to sleep the entire night.”

“No.” Kansas winked at her. “What do you say?”

“I like sex. I’d be using you as a sleep aid,” she replied.

The slice of honesty charmed Dakota, but he didn’t believe a word. She was warming to him and his brothers. “Honey, we can live with that.”

When Kansas opened his mouth to speak, Dakota shot him a shut-the-hell-up look. Thankfully, the twin code worked and Kansas buttoned his lips. His twin wasn’t known for his tact, and Dakota intended to reel Renee in like a trout. Made sense for them to play to their strengths. Besides, Calian had stepped aside tonight, when Dakota sensed his wolf wanted to mark Renee with his scent.

Kansas’s phone buzzed with an incoming message. He pulled it out of his pocket and glanced at the screen. “Calian wants a word before we go. I’ll be right back.” He rose and disappeared outside.

“I mean what I say.” Renee’s chin lifted in determination.

Dakota withheld the smile trying to burst free because he sensed he’d injure her pride. “Honey, we enjoy sex too.”

“Do you have condoms? Lube?”

That stubborn smile of his pushed harder for an entrance. “Kansas is like one of those scouts—always prepared for everything. We have supplies.”

Kansas returned. “Let’s go.”

“Is something wrong?” Renee asked.

Dakota shot his twin a cool-it glower.

“It’s a problem with one of our hotels,” Kansas said.

His brother was lying. Dakota sensed it in his gut, but he didn’t comment. Something to do with Renee. The obvious conclusion. He stretched his mind and came up with one scenario that might rattle his twin. Misty calling for a report on their status.

On cue, his phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen and turned off his phone. Mystery solved. Calian and Matto could deal with their sister. He and Kansas had more pleasurable things in their future.


8 – More Brothers. More Sex

The hotel room door closed behind them before Renee’s reservations jumped to the fore. It was weird sleeping with brothers, wasn’t it? The sex with Matto had been great, and she’d break her rules to repeat the event. She scanned the room, taking in the twin beds, the neutral cream palette of the furnishings. The television bolted onto the wall. The single brown easy chair. The desk. A door leading to what she assumed was an en suite. This room resembled every hotel room she’d ever seen. A bland personality that didn’t encourage the visitor to linger.

“Are you having second thoughts, honey?” Dakota’s hands closed on her shoulders, and he pulled her against his warm chest. “We’re having sex. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

“What about Matto?”

“He’d prefer to be here, but we’ve discussed this. We like you. Please, don’t worry about us.”

Sex always made her sleep well. It pressed away the memories and let her relax enough to drop into slumber for most of the night. She was so tired, yet part of her brain danced and jittered in a way that told her sleep wouldn’t arrive easily if she went home.

She came to a decision. “Strip.”

“No, sweetheart. You’re mistaken about one thing. We might agree to be your sex toys, but we’re taking charge,” Kansas said in a smooth voice.

“Dakota?” His name was a question.

“Afraid he’s right.” Dakota’s warm breath drifted against her neck. “You’ll get your pleasure and unwind enough to sleep but it will happen on our schedule.”

Renee frowned, thinking back to Matto. He’d followed some of her orders.

“Non-negotiable, honey,” Dakota said. “Strip.”

Renee’s forehead squeezed tight, and she consciously inhaled to control her mind and body. The scowl fell away as did her pique and confusion. Silly, really. Why would she fight them on this when she sensed the awaiting pleasure? Bottom line—even after their short acquaintance, she trusted them. More than she’d trusted anyone outside of her army mates.

She stepped away from Dakota, her hands going to her heavy jacket. Dakota and Kansas ogled her with expectation and a buzz started in her chest, tendrils writhing down to her pussy. She didn’t try to tease or taunt, yet by the time she stood in her bra and panties, arousal dampened her folds and her nipples were hard peaks, signaling her mindset.

“Nice,” Dakota whispered.

“Too skinny,” Kansas said. “You work too hard and miss too many lunches.”

Renee blinked and stared at Kansas. Sexual heat darkened his eyes to almost black. While his words were on the mean side, she thought it was one of the nicest things anyone had ever said to her. He cared about her health, and by proxy, he cared about her.

“Imbecile,” Dakota shot at his twin.

“Truthful,” Kansas flung back. He cupped his erection, the one pressing against his jeans. “Does this look like a man who finds you unattractive? All I’m saying is you need to take care of yourself.” He glanced at Dakota. “A job for me.”

Renee grinned, and the tension left the room. Kansas was kind of cute with earnest etched into his striking masculine face. He had the tact of a charging bull elephant, but somehow the quirk was endearing. “I was wondering how we’re going to manage with single beds.”

“Easy,” Kansas said with confidence. “We’ll arrange ourselves in one cozy pile.”

“A big-ass bed is always better,” Dakota commented. “But we’ll make do with what we have. Want to change your mind?”

“And miss out on this sex-fest? No, never.” Renee struggled to keep a straight face. Sex and laughter—a brilliant combination. Matto had made her laugh too.

“Thank you, God,” Kansas said with bubbling joy. He flung off his clothes, not stopping at his black boxer-briefs. He shoved those down his powerful thighs and gave his cock a quick caress.

Kansas guided her to the closest bed. “Can I take these off?”

“Sure. Please don’t rip anything. Lingerie isn’t easy to come by in Churchill.”

He turned her back to him to unclip her bra. Next, he tugged her panties down her legs, holding her arm so she could step out of them. He placed her lingerie on the brown chair, something she noted with approval. Sure beat tossing them willy-nilly. That kind of carelessness made a quick getaway difficult.

Dakota wrapped his arms around her torso and claimed a kiss. It was unhurried and started off slowly before morphing into hungry and intense. He stroked his tongue against hers, lazily tangling them in a sensual dance.

Kansas stepped behind her, and warmth enveloped her. She relaxed as Kansas planted open-mouthed kisses on her neck. One cock brushed her belly while another pressed into the small of her back.

Both big men, they made her aware of her femininity and yet gave her a sense of safety. Her breath eased out in satisfaction as a hand shaped one breast. The tweak of a nipple sent pleasure surging to her sex.

“Let’s move this to a bed,” Dakota whispered.

“Should we take bets about how many of us end up on the floor?” Renee teased.

“We would never let you fall,” Kansas said. “I’d hate to see a bruise on this pretty skin. It’s so smooth.”

“Smells good. Is that lavender?” Dakota asked.

“My one indulgence,” Renee said. “Lavender is meant to help sleep and relaxation.”

Dakota lifted her with ease and placed her on the mattress. The two men squeezed onto the bed, one on either side of her. They were right. They did fit, but one ambitious move would send one or more of them tumbling off the narrow bed.

“At least I’m in the middle.”

“If we pushed the beds together, someone—namely you—would be in danger of falling down the gap in-between,” Kansas said with reasonable logic. “Besides, I find myself wanting to hurry.” He grasped her hand and wrapped her fingers around his cock.

Renee gave him a quick stroke and Kansas groaned.

“You have two hands,” Dakota pointed out.

She grinned and grasped his shaft too. She coordinated her strokes and received two masculine rumbles of contentment in return.

“Don’t tease us,” Kansas ordered, removing her hand. “Neither of us have had sex with a woman for a good month.”

“That sounds like a bad month,” Renee quipped.

“You had sex with Matto, so don’t poke the wolves in the room,” Kansas retorted.

Renee laughed, her merriment spluttering when the two men moved as one. Their mouths fastened on her breasts, the twin sensations zipping south to strike at the juncture of her thighs. A moan of enjoyment spilled free.

Things got serious then. Hands stroked her rib cage, her thighs, her hips. Kansas widened the gap between her thighs and used his hands while Dakota concentrated on kissing and playing with her breasts.

Kansas—she knew it was Kansas because he wore a silver pendant around his neck—ran one finger down her slit. He grazed her clit, giving her a ghost of pleasure. He leaned closer and then she couldn’t see because Dakota blocked her line of vision. He nibbled her bottom lip and nipped her, instantly soothing the sting with the sweep of his tongue.

She moaned against his mouth and he took the kiss deeper. Meanwhile, Kansas used his mouth on her, teasing her bud while he stroked a finger into her channel.

Renee coasted, the two-fold pleasure allowing her to ride on a never-ending peak of bliss.

Dakota pulled back on his kiss and stood. A drawer squeaked and the telltale crinkle of packaging told her he hadn’t exaggerated about supplies. “I’ll go on the bottom,” he said to Kansas.

Kansas lifted his mouth from her pussy, “Works for me.” He backed away while Dakota climbed onto the bed and lifted her so she straddled him.

“Put me inside you,” Dakota ordered.

Bemused, Renee did as he asked. She guided his cock to her entrance and pressed downward, enjoying the hell out of the way his big shaft burrowed inside her in an easy slide. When she went to lift up again, Kansas halted her, his callused hands cupping her hips.

“No,” he snapped. “Together.”

Renee giggled and tightened her inner muscles around Dakota’s dick.

“Stop that,” Dakota growled. “Save that for later.”

“Is she misbehaving?”

“In the best way,” Dakota confirmed.

The wheeze of a bottle told Renee things were about to get serious. Cold lube coated her rear entrance seconds later, her screech of protest filling the room along with masculine laughter.

“Payback,” Kansas chortled as he ran a finger around her pucker. He stroked and stretched, his easy confidence releasing the last of her fears. These two men knew exactly what they were doing. She relaxed and enjoyed the burn of his fingers. Dakota kissed her, and she barely moved when more of the cool gel coated her channel.

Kansas took his time until arousal had her wriggling and trying to rock. His big hand in the small of her back kept her still.

“Ready yet?” Dakota asked.

“Impatient much?” Kansas retorted.

“You’re not the one with a warm, snug pussy squeezing the life out of you.”

“Patience,” Kansas said.

The bottle wheezed yet again, but this time she thought she heard the rip of a foil package. The push of a cock at her pucker told her she was right.

She sucked in a breath, let it ease out and forced herself to relax while Kansas did his thing.

“Okay?” Dakota swept a lock of hair out of her eye.

“More than okay.”

He smiled, his gentle kiss fracturing something in her chest. Immediately, she shored up her outer shell, plastering reality against the tender emotions trying to squeeze free. This was about sex and pleasure. Nothing else, no matter what her traitorous heart tried to assert.

Kansas eased in too, and Dakota let out a pitiful groan. “Have mercy, bro. My cock wants to detonate.”

“Don’t,” Kansas suggested, and Renee laughed.

Kansas retreated and pushed back inside her, going deeper this time. Dakota distracted her with another kiss, catching her moan with her mouth.

Finally, he bottomed out, and he paused, letting her experience the fullness and the pulse of their cocks inside her. “Are we good to go?”

“Yes.” Dakota sounded on the grumpy side.

“Yes,” Renee agreed, velvet tension gripping her, a coil of energy building in her lower body.

Kansas pulled back before surging inside her. Dakota fell into a rhythm, retreating and invading in counterpoint. The two men surrounded her with ridged abs and bulging pectorals. Their mouths pressed against her flesh and she coasted onward, upward, propelled by their measured strokes. The bolts of pleasure grew, and she strained to reach the blissful finish line.

Their male scents surrounded her while heat and pressure rampaged the length of her body. Chills and fire warred, and a thought struck Renee. Sex was the only way she knew she was alive. The rest of the time, she existed in the waiting zone. It was only a matter of time before Vega caught up to her. She’d admitted this to herself during the early hours of the morning. Sometimes, she wondered why she didn’t give him a call and tell him where to find her. Except that would be giving up, and Hunter would hate her for surrendering. He’d wanted to live for his child.

A sharp nip at her neck refocused her. A second nip, slightly harder had her writhing in the heat of her lovers.

“That’s better,” Dakota muttered. “Kansas and I prefer our lover to pay attention. Drifting off in that way isn’t flattering to us.” He slid back into her and hunger grew—a razor-sharp desire.

“Aw, man,” Kansas said.

A hand slid between their bodies and masculine fingers gave her clit the perfect stroke. Her breathing went shallow and the muscles of her inner-thighs quivered. She fought a little whimper as tension crawled through her belly. A prickle grew at her clit, bigger and more intense and her flesh pulsed—a sharp spike of enjoyment before the sensations expanded with molten force into a series of languorous waves. Her channel clenched Dakota’s cock, and his next thrusts became erratic. He groaned in her ear and nipped her shoulder. Behind her, Kansas shoved into her with less precision and seconds later, he moaned his release. He, too, nipped at her flesh, the twin pains causing more rapid spurts of pleasure.

Renee’s heart took time to settle into its normal beat as she came down from the ecstasy. Warm and replete and boneless, she exhaled.

“Thank you, sugar,” Kansas purred in her ear. He pulled back without haste and wandered off to the en suite. She heard the water running but didn’t have the energy to move. Dakota wasn’t protesting her weight on his chest, so she stayed right where she was and sighed with satisfaction when Dakota wrapped his arms around her.

Kansas returned, leaving the light on. “Want a quick shower to clean up?”

“Good idea.” Dakota lifted her off him, taking care to make sure the condom remained in place. “The hot water will relax your muscles.”

Renee yawned and let Kansas lead her into the en suite. He pushed her under the warm water and soaped up a cloth. By the time Dakota joined them, Kansas had her cleaned. He tugged Renee from the shower to give Dakota room.

Five minutes later, they were back in bed, tucked under the covers. Renee yawned again and her eyes slid shut, relaxing into the closeness enforced on them by the single bed.

When Renee woke, only one man held her and it was neither Dakota nor Kansas. She froze, assessing the level of danger. The man with his arms wrapped around her smelled of mountains and greenery, yet the gloom hid his features. He wasn’t exerting pressure or trying to choke her. She made a guess and came up with Calian. “What are you doing here?”

Calian cupped her cheek and kissed the tip of her nose. “I wanted to spend time with you.”

“What time is it?” Off-balance, she wasn’t sure how to react. Should she react with anger or go with her instincts?

“It’s early. Almost five in the morning. Not a morning person, sweetheart?”

“I always need coffee to wake.”

“I’m a fan of coffee,” he agreed. “Do you mind me being here with you? I’ll leave if you want.”

“Where are Dakota and Kansas?” she asked, avoiding an answer just yet.

“Kansas fell out of bed. He accused Dakota of pushing him. It’s a wonder you didn’t hear the commotion.”

“I didn’t hear a thing.” Which was strange since these days she was a light sleeper.

“They’re in my room, catching up on sleep. Believe me, we don’t want the twins sleep-deprived. It’s not a pretty sight.”

“Your eyes glow in the dark.”

Calian cocked his head, or at least she assumed he did because the glint of golden eyes changed position. “Really? No one has mentioned that before. Do I look scary?”

“No. You smell nice.”

Calian made a sniffing sound. “Do I?”

“I can smell the outdoors. You know the scent that fills your lungs when you’re walking through a forest. Kind of clean and fresh.” So going with instinct, it was.

Calian kissed her neck and sucked a fraction. “Can you go back to sleep?”

“Not likely. I’ll doze and drift into nightmares.” It seemed much easier confessing the truth when darkness clung to the room. Generally, she avoided discussions of the memories that crowded her mind and jumped out at her in the small hours. On the odd occasion, the recollections took her by surprise and made a daylight appearance—usually when a specific noise triggered her. Thankfully, she hadn’t suffered through one of those episodes for months.

“Sounds unpleasant.” His hand coasted down her bare arm in a rhythmic stroke.

“Yes.” How many times could Hunter die? Her other friends and acquaintances from her army days. Over and over. That’s how many times. Countless. Endless. Pointless. The blood and gore… A shudder raced through her. A tiny gasp escaped.

“You’re thinking too hard,” Calian murmured next to her ear. He nipped at her earlobe, the jolt of sensation jerking her mind from its well-worn path.

In the next instant, his mouth claimed hers. No getting-to-know-you kiss from Calian. He dived right in, dominating her mouth, mastering her with skilled lips and a talented tongue. All Renee could do was grip his powerful shoulders and hold on tight. An intense burst of heat roared down her body. Liquid arousal gathered at her pussy while her head whirled with the pace of his sensual attack.

His big hands wandered her body while he consumed her mouth. Their tongues tangled, then he gentled the kiss, and it turned sweet as well as hot. He parted their lips and trailed kisses down her throat. Like his brothers, he seemed to enjoy nipping, and she winced when his teeth dug into the fleshy part where neck and shoulder met. Without warning, the pain of the bite receded, and a raft of enjoyment prickled in her breasts. Every part of her body ignited with heat that led directly to her clit.

A moan escaped her, and she arched her body. Her thighs clamped together to assuage the savage need building, building, building.

He lifted his head and licked, his tongue velvet smooth against the tender flesh.

“Aw, sweetheart,” he whispered. “You make me crazy.” He separated their bodies and took her hand. Seconds later, her fingers landed on his erection. His cock wept with his arousal while the smooth shaft glided beneath her palm.

“Fuck me,” she whispered. “I’ll never sleep now.”

He hesitated, and she wondered if her explicit demand had shocked him. The truth—some men talked a good game, but they were big prudes at heart. Then, before she formed a question, he rolled away from her. A drawer opened, although how he could see in this pitch-black room, she had no idea.

“Don’t panic,” he whispered, humor coating his husky words. “Just grabbing a condom.”

Her ears told her of his competence and soon he wrapped his arms around her. She thought they’d do plain old missionary, but he flipped their bodies.

“Hands and knees,” he ordered.

She found herself obeying the stern note in his voice, and soon she knelt on all fours in front of him. Instead of diving into the main act, he kissed and teased her body. He licked the bumps of her spine, his lips warm and playful. He caressed and tormented her breasts and nipples, alternatively using hard and soft strokes. Finally, he parted her legs and strummed her folds, manipulating her clit but not giving her enough pressure to orgasm. He repeated the caresses, adding in variety to keep her off balance. A nip at her neck. A squeeze of her breast. A lick across her buttocks. A slide of a finger into her channel.

Renee quivered, riding the pleasure he dished out and letting her mind empty of everything else.

Calian explored to his heart’s content. She was too skinny, but they’d see she ate properly. In every other way, she was perfection. It was obvious she enjoyed sex, and she gave herself over to him, letting him explore her at will. Like his brothers, he hadn’t been able to resist marking her—not fully, but enough to let other shifters know she was unavailable. While their bite wouldn’t change her to a werewolf, the act of marking her had his wolf howling, singing inside his head with an alpha celebration.

“You’re so sexy, sweetheart. You make me want to howl.”

She snorted. “I doubt the guests in the neighboring rooms would approve.”

Calian smiled and dragged the tip of his cock along her slit. Impatience gnawed him, while his wolf continued his happy howl, eager to claim their mate in all ways. And none too soon. He’d noticed the polar bear males around town, observing Renee with interest.

Too late, bears.

Calian slipped inside her glorious heat. “Your pussy is amazing. Warm, cozy snugness.” He forged deeper until he could go no further. A harsh sound of animal enjoyment squeezed past his lips. He stilled, hoping his wolf hadn’t startled her.

“Move. Please move and give me relief.”

He growled again and pulled back, going oh-so-slow. A curl of arousal spiked from his tight balls. Too soon. He needed to stretch this out and lengthen the enjoyment. He flexed his hips and pushed back until she enveloped him with fiery heat.

Renee sighed, and he curled his body over her back, kissing her neck. He cupped one her of breasts, then used his fingers like a clamp, giving her a touch of pain as he continued his easy invade and retreat.

She trembled and sighed, pushing back against him in a silent demand to hasten his pace.

Calian rocked his pelvis forward and laughed softly when she tightened her inner muscles around his girth. Bite her, his wolf urged, and he found himself nipping her shoulder even as he hastened his glides into her receptive body.

“Yes. Calian, yes,” Renee cried out.

Helpless against her pleas, he increased his tempo. Her sheath rippled around his length, and she moaned her enjoyment. The soft, needy sounds ramped up the tension in him, and seconds later, his climax thundered free. The pressure in his balls released and his semen shot from his dick in hard pulses.

Breathtaking.

Amazing.

A mate.

His wolf panted happily and threw back his head. Calian pressed his lips together and rolled, taking Renee with him. He held her against his chest, their bodies still joined. Perspiration coated them. He’d need to move soon, but for these precious seconds, the woman in his arms accepted him as her lover, and he wished to treasure the moment. Although Renee wasn’t as standoffish now as she had been during their first meeting, they needed more time.

Calian rested his eyes and tried not to think of the information he’d received from his contacts. Yes, they could rid the world of Jason Vega’s menace and treachery, but calling off a dog already unleashed wasn’t so easy.

Word on the street—Renee was a dead woman walking.

Some way, somehow, he and his brothers had to save her from the same fate as Hunter.


9 – The Big Fall

Renee jogged up the steps leading into the office. She opened the door and strode inside.

“You look bright and chirpy today,” Janet said.

“Had an early night.” Renee had no intention of giving the office gossip extra fodder, but she’d slept better than she had in months. The Taktuq brothers were good for her. Pity they intended to leave. She shoved aside the shaft of pain that struck her without warning. She liked them way more than she should, and them leaving would hurt.

“Rumor says you had dinner out with the Taktuq brothers.” Janet watched her like an owl intent on dinner.

“I met them as they were going in and we decided to eat together.” Sort of true. “What do you have for me today?”

“First up is a run out to the Hallsten brothers’ lodge. One of the interior decorators wants to take measurements before she orders tiles.”

“What time will she arrive?” Huh, the place had appeared finished to her, but what did she know?

“Any time now,” Janet confirmed.

“Okay, holler when she arrives and has completed the safety talk.”

That was the start of her busy day. She spent ten minutes securing the woman’s bags of equipment inside the helicopter, utilizing the spare seats since the three bags wouldn’t fit in the fuselage hold. Friendly and vivacious in her scarlet coat, the woman oversaw the loading as if her samples were children. Renee supposed, given the isolation of Churchill, the samples couldn’t be easily replaced and strove for patience.

After the delay, she flew the interior decorator to the lodge and left her there with her bags of samples and equipment. Two loads of tourists oohed and aahed over the polar bears she pointed out to them plus the red fox that scampered across the tundra. During the afternoon, she flew two scientists out to a remote cabin. They intended to spend a week there while researching the flora and fauna, which meant she struggled to load their equipment too.

“The weather reports are saying a storm is heading this way and will strike at the end of this week,” Renee said.

The head scientist tugged on his straggly gray beard. “Yes, when I checked before we left it looked as if the weather might deteriorate sooner than that. Maybe even tonight. We’ll be fine for a few days though. We have plenty of supplies.”

“You have a way of contacting the office?” Renee asked. Personally, she’d prefer a warm bed, preferably with one of the Taktuq brothers. She grinned. One or more of the brothers.

“We have a satellite phone. We’ll be checking in every day,” the scientist assured her.

“Good.” Renee checked her helicopter and as usual, she found missed items belonging to the scientists. Shaking her head at their absentmindedness, she delivered the forgotten bag to the cabin before contacting the office.

“Janet, I’ve delivered the scientists to their cabin, and I’m heading back to base.”

“Can you swing by the Hallsten lodge to pick up that interior decorator? Tim was meant to collect her, but she contacted us to say she wanted to spend longer at the lodge. He’s out on his last flight with another group of tourists.”

“Sure, I have enough fuel. Tell her I can be there in forty-five minutes,” Renee said.

She took off, enjoying being the sole passenger for a change. Her mind drifted to Calian, the twins Dakota and Kansas and the youngest brother, Matto. Somehow, she’d found herself in a relationship. At least it seemed that way to her. The brothers made sure she ate, they made certain she slept, and they worried about her safety, even though they’d initially come to Churchill for more nefarious purposes. She hoped they believed her about Hunter. She hadn’t lied.

As she flew over a ridge, wind buffeted her chopper. Renee frowned at the sullen sky—a strange gray that promised snow. She spotted the lodge through the gloom and hoped Maggie, the woman she’d dropped earlier, was ready to leave. Renee hated abrupt weather changes.

During her approach, Renee scanned the area around the lodge, searching for Maggie’s scarlet coat. Drat the woman. She’d drag her feet and expect Renee to lug her bags of samples to the chopper.

Renee flew closer, still not seeing the interior decorator. The woman must’ve heard the chopper. Renee skimmed over the top of the clump of trees and made the approach to the landing pad. Her chopper swayed and fought her control more than normal in the gusty wind.

Splat. Splat. Splat.

Something slammed into the side of her chopper, close to her head.

Renee cursed. Checked her instruments. Everything was normal.

Splat. Splat. Splat.

She was taking fire!

Instinct had Renee lifting her helicopter in a rapid climb. More gunfire. Her bird hovered, unresponsive to her controls. The helicopter went into a spin. Renee gripped her controls. Control the spin. Bullets bombarded the cab.

“Come on. Come on!”

The copter continued to spin, but she cleared the ridge and increased the distance between her and the shooter. For a few minutes, she thought she might make it, keep her chopper in the sky. But the wind was stronger here. It caught her bird, flung her right, and she dropped. Her tail rotor failed to respond.

Fuel.

Goddammit. The sharp tang filled her nostrils.

Renee fought to remain airborne, to halt the spin.

Another gust of wind flung her chopper left.

The skids whacked against a tree. Damn, she was too low. Her copter spun again. Hit a tree. A branch shoved against her side. The entire helicopter shuddered away from the tree. Alarms sounded. The ground was close. Too close.

Renee kept fighting even though she knew it was a lost cause.

Her helicopter smashed into a bank of snow. Her head thumped against the back of her seat and snapped forward to hit the window. Then everything went black.


10 – Where Is Renee?

Matto stalked toward the heliport, eagerness giving his steps a spring, despite the wail of the wind and the gathering darkness. Renee. He’d thought about her all day, and he suspected she lingered on his brothers’ minds too since none of them had gotten through as much of their planning as they’d intended. He jogged up the three front steps and burst through the doorway of the office.

Immediately, the back of his neck prickled. His wolf, which had become more active since Calian had forced them into daily runs, stilled then rumbled a growl. The warning sound must’ve bled free because the two men in a huddle with the receptionist sprang around. One was a pilot. Tim, the Australian, from memory. The other was an older man with salt-and-pepper hair and a close-trimmed beard.

“Where’s Renee?”

The three shared a quick glance.

“She is still out on a run,” the receptionist said.

Something in her voice, the sliver of fear, of concern bled through enough for his wolf to growl again.

“The truth this time,” Matto demanded. “Where is Renee?”

The bearded man jumped into the fray. “She is picking up a passenger from the Hallsten Lodge.”

Truth, but neither he nor his wolf approved of the answer. “Renee told me you seldom fly at night.”

“While that’s true, we offer night flights to some passengers,” the man replied. “Renee will arrive back any time now.”

“Are you in contact with her? She was expecting me or one of my brothers to meet her.” Matto observed their reactions and uneasiness writhed through his gut.

The receptionist winced while the men remained impassive.

“What has happened?” Matto asked, their silence leaving a sour taste in their mouth. When not one of the three answered, he pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Calian, I need you and the twins at the heliport. Something is up with Renee.”

“There is no need to panic,” the man with the beard said. “She is only half an hour overdue. I’m sure she’ll arrive soon. The storm has come in quicker than predicted.”

“Have you contacted her?” Matto demanded.

The door burst open and his brothers poured into the reception area.

“What is it?” Kansas demanded. “Is Renee hurt?”

“She is overdue.” Matto focused on the bearded man. “Have you spoken with Renee?”

“There is no reply,” the man whispered.

Calian bristled beside Matto. “Have you called the authorities?”

“It’s too early yet. We have a protocol.” An air of apology filled the man’s words.

Matto got this. She was half an hour late. That might mean nothing. The fact that the communication was down might be due to the storm. Or it could be something worse.

“Tell us about your protocol,” Calian ordered.

“Tell them,” Tim said. “Renee is never late, and it makes little sense the communications are down. That is my opinion as a pilot.”

“We wait for an hour before we report to the RCMP. Unfortunately, with the upcoming storm and the time of the day, we can’t do much. There’s no point risking lives,” Tim’s male co-worker said.

“Who was the passenger?” Dakota asked.

“We don’t divulge passenger details,” the man said, his voice close to prissy.

“You mentioned Renee was doing a pickup from the Hallsten Lodge?” At Tim’s nod, Matto turned to Calian. “We’ll hunt down the Hallstens. Once they understand our concern, they’ll give us details.”

“Do you have paper?” Dakota asked.

The receptionist handed him a scrap pad.

Dakota scrawled his contact number. “Please call if you learn anything. We’re Renee’s family.”

“She never told us,” Tim countered.

“Renee is a private person,” Dakota explained. “She keeps things to herself.”

Tim nodded. “That’s true.”

Matto tromped from the heliport reception into the cold bluster of the storm. “What do you think?”

“I don’t like it,” Calian said. “I know the storm complicates flying, but Renee is an expert. You saw the way she handled the helicopter. She’s a natural flyer.  Matto, your idea to check with the Hallsten brothers is a good one.”

“I’ll try Renee’s cell phone, just in case she’s near,” Kansas said.

Calian was already ringing one of the Hallsten brothers. “It’s Calian Taktuq. Renee flew an interior designer out to your lodge this morning. She’s late back and the heliport can’t contact her. Wait…what? Okay. I don’t know. Thanks.” He ended the call and shoved his phone into his jacket pocket. “He told me they intended to finish the remaining tasks themselves. They had no contractors there today.”

They exchanged a concerned glance.

“Vega?” Matto asked.

Calian didn’t answer but stormed back into the heliport. “The Hallsten brothers didn’t have a contractor at the lodge. Who was the passenger? Male or female?”

The bearded man blinked, his jaw dropping at the disclosure.

“Did they have bags with them?” Matto demanded.

“No contractors today? Are you certain?” the man asked.

“I’ve just spoken to Sax Hallsten. They are doing the final finishing themselves and don’t require further help from contractors. The last one returned to Winnipeg on Monday,” Calian replied.

“It was a young woman. She spoke with confidence and didn’t give the appearance of a liar.” The older man glanced at the receptionist as if seeking backup.

“What was her name?” Calian asked.

“Maggie Hutchins,” the receptionist said. “She booked the flight last week via phone.” She paused and stroked her chin. “Come to think of it, she did request a female pilot if we had one. Implied she’d be more comfortable flying into the wilderness with another woman. She made her request sound normal.”

Kansas scowled. “Age?”

“How long has she been in Churchill?” Dakota asked.

“Where was she staying?” Matto barked.

“We don’t require those details,” the bearded man said.

“How did she pay?” Calian asked.

“In cash,” the receptionist replied. “Most clients pay via credit card, but she told me her last customer had paid in cash and she was pleased to get rid of it instead of carting it around because she hadn’t had time to get to the bank.”

Calian shifted his weight. “Description?”

“About my height. Blonde. She wore a bright red coat, big sunglasses, and a beanie. That’s about all I remember. She was friendly and chatty about her work, but she didn’t wait for long before Renee flew her out to the lodge.

“Renee returned to base, did two tourist runs and took two scientists out to a remote cabin. I called her on the way back and asked her to stop by the lodge to pick up the woman. Tim was scheduled to do it but the woman wanted to stay longer, told me she needed at the least another half hour. A group of tourists came in at the last minute, and Tim took them instead.”

It sounded to Matto as if the woman had maneuvered the receptionist. She’d discovered Renee had to take out the scientists and had planned her day accordingly.

“Crap,” Kansas said, summing up Matto’s thoughts exactly.

Not a single part of this story filled him with confidence.

“Let’s go,” Calian said. “You have Dakota’s number. Please call if you hear anything.”

They followed Calian outside.

Matto’s wolf growled, and Calian halted abruptly in front of him. His older brother whirled, grabbed his upper arm and exerted pressure. “Quit that,” he snapped. “Control your wolf.”

His wolf subsided with a whimper. “Sorry,” Matto said. “I didn’t realize I was broadcasting so loud. What are we going to do? This woman sounds fishy.”

“She is.” Calian grunted. “Vega’s favorite assassin is a woman. My contact told me this assassin goes by the name Maggie. He didn’t know her entire name or if Maggie was an alias. Not much is known about her, but she’s an expert with disguises.”

“What’s our plan?” Dakota asked.

Kansas, with his usual lack of tact, verbalized what they were all thinking. “What if we’re too late?”

“The storm is getting worse, but our sense of direction should suffice. I say we shift to wolf and go to find Renee,” Calian said.

“It’s a bloody long way to the lodge,” Kansas commented.

“I’m in,” Matto said. “I can’t sit here and do nothing. It sounds as if the locals won’t call for a search party until at least morning, and even then, they’ll wait for the storm to pass.”

Dakota nodded. “I agree with Matto. The idea of hanging here while Renee is in danger… No, I’m all for a private search.”

“You think we can do this, Calian?” Kansas asked.

“If we stick together as a pack. We’d better stop by to see Sax and his brothers. Tell them what we’re doing.”

“The polar bear shifters aren’t fans of wolves,” Kansas said. “Apart from the Hallstens, they’ve kept their distance.”

“That’s why we’re letting Sax in on our plan,” Calian said.

Matto frowned. “Renee will see us in our wolf forms.”

“We’ll explain if we need to. I’d rather ensure Renee’s safety than worry about her exposure to our wolves,” Calian said. “We’ll sort that out later.”

They left their clothes at the Hallstens’. Kendall Essex, the Hallstens’ mate, helped them fashion a bag to carry a satellite phone and a tracker beacon. Hopefully, the two plastic bags plus the waterproof pack strapped to Calian’s belly would keep out the moisture.

Big drops of snow fell from the sky as they trotted out of town. Wind swirled the flakes, sending them dancing across the sky. Once they reached the lodge, Sax told them they’d have access to food, and a First-Aid kit, but until then, it was just them and the elements.

Four to five hours of an icy hell.

Matto prayed they had enough time to get to Renee.

He prayed she wasn’t already dead.


11 – It Starts To Make Sense

A groan echoed, setting painful spikes jabbing at Renee’s temples. She attempted to move, her arm protesting the action. She blinked and even that hurt. Something dripped down her face, and she struggled to make sense of her situation. Her brow wrinkled.

Frigid air tugged at her jacket.

Her head turned a fraction. The door of her chopper. It was gone.

She’d crashed.

She remembered…

The woman in the red coat—she’d fired a gun at Renee.

Her chopper had crashed.

Renee searched her surroundings, forcing herself to examine the shadows.

Darkness surrounded her, the cry of the wind sending a shiver down her limbs. Above her, something rustled. A tree? Or something else?

Labored breathing filled the air. It didn’t belong to her. She swallowed, cold fingers of sweat prickling her torso. Renee fought with her seat harness, the burning of her biceps rendering her left arm next to useless.

Gritting her teeth, she struggled with her right arm. Lifting it hurt just as much, her ineffectual jabbing at the release mechanism not doing a thing.

A gamey scent filled her shallow breaths, and with a heavy stomach, she turned her head. Her eyes widened on recognizing the new arrival.

A polar bear.

Her heart tried to burrow through her rib cage as she held her breath, not daring to budge.

The giant beast thrust its head close and snuffled. Renee gasped, her pulse racing at double-time. She took in the black nose, its blue eyes and small ears. The bear stared right back. It snuffled again and inched closer. Sharp white teeth filled her vision. A scream built in her chest, the pressure immense, yet the cry refused to crawl up her throat and burst free.

The bear lifted a huge front paw and swiped at her seat harness. A whimper escaped her, and she realized how much she wanted to live. The bear repeated the move, tearing at the harness, but somehow missing her flesh. Without warning, the harness gave way, and she tumbled forward.

Before she could regain her balance, the bear grasped her arm and hauled her from the cab.

She cried out, and the bear growled, releasing her once she hit the snow-covered ground.

Her heart hammered as she stared at the bear. Instead of attacking, the bear padded over to the helicopter and pushed its way inside.

With her gaze on the bear’s hindquarters, she took stock of her injuries. Her left arm throbbed with the nagging intensity of an aching tooth. She tried to put weight on it and almost howled at the white-hot thrust of pain.

Where the devil was she? A decent length of time must’ve passed because full darkness had fallen. She shivered, wetness seeping through her navy pants.

That woman. Maggie of the red coat.

She’d had a gun.

She’d shot at the helicopter.

A chuffing sound came from the bear, and it backed from the helicopter, dragging the First-Aid kit. It dropped the kit beside her while she froze, petrified to make a wrong move. The animal scanned the surrounding terrain before turning its attention back to her. That blue gaze freaked her out—the glint of intelligence.

Without warning, the bear’s head lifted. His nose twitched and his chest expanded. He cocked his ear and chuffed, the harsh expel alarming Renee.

A second chuff had another layer of goosebumps scuttling across her arms and legs to join the ones caused by cold. Every instinct told her to close down, to hide from her fate. But stubborn pride, her determination to survive had her trying to crawl. A whimper escaped, and she froze, breathing deep to ride out the pain.

Her legs hurt. Her arms throbbed. Her head thumped.

Her entire torso ached like one humongous bruise.

Leaving—no, impossible.

Her gaze returned to the bear. His blue eyes were trained on her. He grunted, cocking his head as if he were listening to something again. He bared his teeth.

Sharp. Yellow.

His ribs stuck out on his sides. He’d be hungry, going for months without food and waiting for the Hudson Bay to freeze over.

Why didn’t he eat her now? Get it over with.

Renee edged away and tears spilled free. She gritted her teeth. At least the nagging pain might stop then.

He shifted his weight from his front right paw to his left. If he’d been human, Renee might accuse him of dithering.

Without warning, he lumbered away, soon lost in the gloom.

Renee burst into action, fingers fumbling at the First-Aid kit. She needed the survival blanket before she froze. And the radio in the chopper. Did it still work?

Maybe not in this storm.

In a piece of luck, her chopper had gone down in a sheltered spot, but the wind whistled above the surrounding trees. Snowflakes drifted through the canopy, leaving a white tinge on the ground.

Renee gathered the courage to crawl for the radio. One more breath.

She forced her limbs to move and cried out.

“I heard you. I’m coming to get you Renee Paulson!” The harsh feminine voice floated on the wind. “Prepare to die, if you’re not already dead.”

It was a jolt to hear her real name screamed across the tundra. Renee stilled, the gunfire, the woman in the red coat making more sense.

An assassin.

But why hadn’t she killed her during the flight to the lodge?

An answer popped into Renee’s mind. Daylight. Loss of communication to base. Someone might have located her. The woman had required darkness to complete her job, although how had she expected to leave? No doubt, the woman had a plan, and meantime, she was toying with Renee. She knew Renee had crashed, and now she wanted her terrified.

Maggie’s plan was working.

Panic rushed through Renee again. A helicopter crash. A polar bear. A crazed assassin. Odds were good she’d meet with Hunter sooner than later. She’d tell him about his son. Perhaps she’d tell him about his son’s hot uncles.

“Fuck, I hate snow!” the woman shouted. “I hope you’re still alive, Renee Paulson. I want to slit your throat for making me suffer through this bloody cold.”

The woman was closer now.

Too close.


12 – The Taktuqs Take To The Tundra

Calian forged his way across the Arctic landscape, and his brothers followed in single file. Instinct, passed down from his ancestors, guided him across the tundra while fear and desperation drove his speed.

An hour passed. Two.

He slowed, his sides heaving.

A rest. They’d become city boys. While he possessed the reserves to continue, his brothers required a break.

He halted, and his brothers did the same. Calian let out a whine and nuzzled each of his brothers, checking on their health. To his relief, each of them appeared fine. Fatigued, yes, but he glimpsed determination too. Pride rose in him.

Matto grunted. An inquiry.

In answer, Calian found a spot, sheltered from the worst of the snow and wind and curled in a ball. His brothers got the message and heaped around him. A short rest before they continued their journey.

Renee, please be okay. We’re coming for you. Calian’s last waking thought as he fell into an exhausted sleep.

On the move again, Kanas trotted after Calian. His paws hurt and the quick nap hadn’t been long enough. When they returned to the city, he intended to listen to Calian. Since he’d started shifting on a more regular basis, the connection to his wolf had strengthened, the link growing stronger to his heritage.

But not fit.

If this wasn’t so urgent, he might have planted his butt in the snow, thrown back his head and howled in frustration.

Behind him, Dakota yipped.

Dakota’s exhaustion ricocheted through their twin bond, but also his determination and love for Renee. His twin’s emotions echoed his own, so he kept putting one paw in front of the other, kept following Calian, kept up the relentless journey to reach Renee.

His big heart squeezed as he thought of her, the sensation bouncing back to his mind from Dakota.

The twin factor.

Renee. Since they’d met her, his wolf and human sides joined and connected with synergy. While he’d never considered sharing a woman with his brothers, Renee brought them together, made his ties to Calian and Matto closer. Dakota too.

Renee, hold on. We’re coming for you. Kansas shoved aside his fatigue and kept pushing his weary body onward.

Thoughts of Renee filled Dakota’s mind as he trailed Calian and Kansas. Weird how they’d automatically arranged their single file in age order. Exhaustion pushed at the edges of his mind, his limbs moving on automatic because if he thought about the process of running too much, he might stumble and fall.

Renee.

The unexpected joy he’d experienced on meeting her had grown with the physical expression of passion. No. It was love. His heart did a slow pulse at the idea of Renee lying someplace, helpless in the snow. She was alive.

Certainty kept him mobile.

No matter what Misty’s reaction or how she responded when she learned of their involvement with Renee, he refused to turn away. For Renee, he’d face his sister’s temper. Kansas would do the same—he sensed his twin’s determination through their bond. They’d all placed their mark on Renee—some of them more than others. They’d linked themselves to her, and he didn’t regret the tie to the human woman, not when the rightness of the action pulsed through his mind.

Dakota kept moving for the next hour, the tundra growing increasingly white with the unrelenting snow and more difficult to navigate. His confidence in his oldest brother’s navigation didn’t falter. Calian had always kept in contact with his wolf. He’d get them to Renee, and he and Kansas with their twin bond would help her heal.

Stay strong, Renee. We love you, and we’re coming. Stay strong.

Matto had it easier, following in the footsteps of his older brothers. Ahead, Kansas and Dakota struggled, their fitness levels not as high as Calian’s. Matto embraced the meaning of his name. Brave warrior. He maintained the fierce pace, set by Calian, his love of running and rugby helping him to keep up without difficulty.

He noted their surroundings. The stunted trees, looming like gray wraiths in the dark. The frozen lakes, some shallow that they splashed through and others deeper that Calian skirted. The rocks. The first three hours of their journey was across flattish land with minimal plants. Now, as they edged into the final part of their run, the panorama turned into undulating ground. The wind whistled over the ridges, blowing snow into drifts. Some they avoided while others they waded through of necessity.

Calian led them unerringly toward the lodge, the starting point in their systematic search.

Renee. Her name pounded through his soul. Renee. Renee.

For this woman, he’d do anything. His brothers, the same.

They’d claimed her, and they were coming for their mate.


13 – On The Trail Of Renee

“Where are you, Samantha? I hate the cold. I hate the snow. And I hate you for making me come to this godforsaken place.”

The assassin sounded closer, her mood increasingly grumpier. Hide or try to find a weapon?

Weapon. If the assassin didn’t finish her off, the polar bear might. She still couldn’t figure out why the bear had left, why her limbs remained intact. Where had this extra jacket come from?

And more troubling, had she hallucinated? She was almost certain the bear had turned into a man, yet when she’d managed to turn her head all she’d seen was a bear.

Renee bit back the agony racking her limbs and crawled across the uneven ground toward the helicopter. Each chopper came equipped with a pistol for use in emergencies. If she reached that, she’d have surprise on her side.

Her chopper lay in several pieces. It hadn’t burst into flames, but she smelled fuel. When her shots at Renee had missed, the assassin had struck her tail rotor. A lucky shot had downed her chopper.

A menacing growl rippled across the clearing.

Renee froze.

A shot fired.

A blood-curdling scream rippled through the air. Another savage growl. An equally terrifying scream that cut short.

Then nothing but silence.

Renee groaned and attempted to shift her bodyweight to a more comfortable position. She listened for the assassin’s next move. She listened for the bear.

She heard nothing, and that was the worst of all.

* * * * *

Calian spotted the lodge through the fall of snow and released a yip of encouragement. Sax had told him to eat from the stores in the kitchen and try to get a call back via the satellite phone to let the Hallsten brothers know that they’d made it that far.

He doubted he’d make contact in this white-out. The weather had grown increasingly worse as they traveled. After leading his brothers to the rear door, he shifted to open the lodge. They needed to start a fire to warm up and to heat soup or canned meat stew. Maybe both since they’d burned through a lot of reserves during the run here. Part of him was still amazed his younger brothers had gone the distance.

In the kitchen, he crouched in front of the potbelly stove, thankful to the thoughtful person who’d left the fire ready to start. His fingers trembled as he lit a match, but soon the flame caught and, reassured the fire would go, he turned to his brothers.

Sax had suggested he switch on the generator. He’d do that in a minute.

Kansas and Dakota appeared the worst, their faces gray with fatigue. Matto didn’t look as if he’d run all those miles. His youngest brother’s eyes sparkled and a healthy tinge colored his cheeks. His bright gaze told Calian that Matto had more miles in him yet.

Calian poured glasses of water for the twins first. “Drink this slowly. Don’t guzzle or you’ll vomit it back up.”

After handing Matto a water, he drank one too, then examined the cans. The meat stew would work best. More sustenance to replace their lost energy. He found a can opener and dumped the contents of all six cans into a pot.

“Here’s a plan.” He studied the twins with concern. They’d need to rest before they had any chance of helping to heal Renee.

If she was still alive…

No, wouldn’t he and his brothers sense if Renee had died in the crash?

“Calian,” Matto said in a raspy voice. “What just ran through your mind?”

“Renee,” Calian replied. “If her helicopter crashed, or the assassin got her, we’d know, wouldn’t we? I nipped her throat a couple of times. It was hard not to. I came close to marking her properly.”

“She’s not dead,” Kansas stated.

“Misty knew when Hunter died. Remember her frantic call to us?” Dakota said.

The rich scent of the heating stew had Calian’s stomach rumbling. He checked the pot and its contents. Warm enough. He spooned food into bowls and handed the stew to his brothers. “That’s what is keeping me going.”

“Your plan?” Matto prompted.

“We split up and communicate with howling.”

“No, look at this logically. Sax told us the scientists are further north. Renee would’ve flown toward this lodge from the north,” Matto said. “It makes sense the assassin would set up and shoot at Renee as she landed. What would Renee do? She’s a trained soldier. No fear to paralyze her thoughts. She’d react instinctively, get her helicopter higher and fly toward the trees in that direction. Once she cleared the trees, she’d make the assassin’s job harder.”

“Unless the assassin got a clean shot at Renee first,” Kansas commented.

“But in that case, the chopper should’ve crashed near to the lodge. I didn’t spot anything. Didn’t smell anything either.” Calian shoved a spoonful of stew into his mouth and swallowed. “Despite the snow, our sense of smell is still excellent. We would’ve scented the fuel for one thing.”

“So which way do we search?” Matto asked. “Do we pick the most logical direction? Or do we play it safe and each head in a different direction?”

Dakota pushed his empty bowl away. “I say we use logic. Renee is smart. She’d have flown toward the ridge because as soon as she cleared it, she’d have protection from a gunman.”

“Depends where the gunman set up,” Calian pointed out.

Kansas scraped his bowl clean. “Yeah, Renee might’ve assumed the woman was still inside the lodge.”

“We could search for the assassin’s scent, that’s if we can find it in this snow. She would’ve followed the chopper,” Dakota suggested.

“Vote on it,” Matto said.

Ten minutes later, three wolves plus Calian exited the lodge. Once Calian shut the door, he shifted and he and his brothers split up to search for scent trails. Almost immediately, Kansas howled to attract attention. He stood on a clear patch of ground, sheltered by the upward swell of the land and three tall trees. A track ran past the trees before snow covered the land again. Not much, but enough to give them a direction.

Calian glanced at his brothers. Each nodded, and Calian dragged in the scent. Confident he had enough to track the woman, Calian trotted along the rough path leading away from the lodge.

Shell casings.

He paused, anger digging its claws into his flesh. Jason Vega’s fault.

The man had done this because of his son. He’d wanted revenge.

Calian growled, pissed at the man who’d gone after Renee, but he continued slogging along the trail, steadily climbing a rise. The path taken by the woman assassin wound in and out of spruce trees. The fall of snow had obliterated most of the prints, especially in the windier sections unsheltered by trees.

Then he scented polar bear. He slowed, allowing his brothers to catch up and notice the same as him.

Matto yipped while Dakota whined. Kansas remained silent but appeared unhappy. Calian didn’t blame him. Renee was already in trouble. Add in a polar bear and things became a mite trickier.

Calian continued following the trail, backtracking once when he took a wrong turn. Then he caught the scent of blood. His stomach hollowed out and fear gripped him by the ruff. No, not Renee.

His brothers sniffed the blood too, their forward progression behind him forcing him into the clearing.

A skinny polar bear lay on the far edge by the trees while a figure in camouflage clothes was curled up in a ball closer to them.

Calian approached the woman with caution since she clutched a gun. When he stuck his head closer, he heard no breathing. Dakota and Kansas pushed past him, healers at heart. Both nudged the woman’s face with their noses before retreating.

Dead.

The assassin was dead.

Curious, Calian used his head to move her onto her back. Blood had pooled beneath her, turning the pristine snow scarlet. Someone or something had ripped open her chest.

The polar bear.

Calian approached, wary since the bear’s chest rose and fell. Blood covered his fur. A gunshot.

The bear opened his eyes. Blue. A shifter then.

A pained grunt escaped the bear. He sucked in a hoarse breath and shifted, the transformation taking longer than normal. An older man dressed in ragged jeans and a T-shirt appeared, and Calian recalled Sax saying their clothes morphed with polar bear shifters. The man’s skin bore a yellow tinge while it was obvious a bullet had caused the wound in his chest. Dakota and Kansas shifted as did Calian.

His twin brothers placed their hands on the man, imparting some of their mystical healing energy.

“You’re here for the girl. Your mate,” the man rasped.

“Do you know where she is?” Calian asked, his voice sharp with urgency.

“Not far,” the man whispered. “Injured but still alive. Helicopter went down that way.”

Matto galloped in the direction the man indicated.

“What’s your name?” Calian asked.

“Gunnar Hallsten. Saw your girl many times with my boys.” His voice emerged strained and hoarse.

“Don’t talk,” Calian murmured. “Let us help you.”

“Dying anyway,” Gunnar said. “Saw the woman setting up her shots. Glad I could help your girl. Done something right.”

“We can’t help,” Dakota murmured to Calian. “He’s too sick.”

“Go find Renee. I’ll stay with him,” Calian said.

The twins shifted and raced after Matto.

Gunnar wheezed, his breathing labored. “Tell my boys…tell Sax I love him. I’ve watched them work…” He coughed weakly, groaned. “Proud of them all. So proud.”

Calian grasped the elderly shifter’s hand and squeezed. “I’ll tell them,” he promised.

Gunnar’s breath rattled. Once. Twice. Three times. Then he didn’t breathe at all.

Calian murmured a short prayer before he stood. A shiver worked through him, the chill from the snow much worse when he stood in human form. He envied the polar bears who, as he’d observed, transformed with their clothes. Nature’s way of survival since polar bears lived in cool regions while werewolves generally inhabited warmer climes.

After a swift shift, Calian charged after his brothers. He ran through the towering spruce trees, following their tracks and scent.

Gunnar had implied she was injured. How bad?

Urgency had him running at full stretch. The stench of fuel struck him first. Next, he registered the wreckage of the helicopter, which had landed in bits and now littered the landscape.

“Over here,” Matto called.

Calian found his three brothers—all naked—hovering over Renee. He shifted again, his crazy race through the trees having warmed him.

“She’s breathing, but she’s not conscious,” Matto said in a terse voice. “It looks as if she tried to get to the helicopter. There’s a blood trail.”

“Bullet wounds?” Calian asked.

“Not major. She has scrapes, it looks as if a bullet grazed her left arm and her right arm is broken.” Kansas brushed a snowflake from her cheek. “We need to get her to the lodge. Her skin is cold as an icicle. I’ve no idea how she managed to avoid worse injuries. The helicopter is a mess.”

The snow wasn’t falling as heavily now. In fact, it had stopped, and the snowflakes striking them were falling from the towering spruce.

“Is it safe to move her?” Calian asked.

“If we don’t, the cold will kill her.” Kansas stood. “Damn, it’s freezing. My balls are trying to crawl into my body.”

“We’ll take turns carrying her,” Matto said. “While the rest of us run as wolves. No point us all dying of the cold.”

“There must be a First-Aid kit someplace,” Calian said. “With one of those emergency blankets.”

“I’ll do a search,” Matto volunteered. “You guys start back to the lodge.”

“What about the bear?” Dakota asked.

“Dead,” Calian said. “The Hallsten brothers’ father. He gave me a message for them before he died.”

“He was sick.” Kansas sighed. “His flesh was rotting inside. A cancer of some sort.”

Calian nodded. “We’ll retrieve him in the morning.”

“I’ll carry Renee,” Dakota said. “Kansas after me to speed her healing.”

Calian stared at her still form. “Will she make it?”

“As long as we warm her up fast,” Kansas said. “Let’s move.”

The trip back to the lodge seemed to take much longer than the outward trip. Exhaustion clung to Calian, and one glimpse of his three brothers told him they suffered as much as him.

It was with relief that they reached the lodge.

“Kansas and I will warm her in the shower,” Dakota said.

Calian wanted to protest, but the twins with their healing powers were the best option. He and Matto stoked the fire in the kitchen and another in the lounge. They manhandled a mattress from the nearest bedroom and placed it in front of the fire. Once they’d done that, Calian heated several cans of beef and vegetable soup.

He and Matto were drinking soup when Dakota and Kansas carried Renee out to the lounge. They placed her on the mattress.

“Grab the First-Aid kit for us,” Kansas ordered.

Wordlessly, Calian followed the order.

Dakota knelt beside Renee’s still form. “We will set her arm and bandage it. It’s best she remains asleep. Her breathing is better now, so we’re not too worried. Grab a shower to warm up. Once you’re done, we need to change to wolf and sleep on either side of her. She couldn’t have crashed in a better place. It was more sheltered from the wind, and the polar bear had given her his jacket, or at least that’s what I presume. The jacket reeked of bear.”

Calian and Matto headed for the shower. The warm soup and the hot water helped to chase away the chill lingering in his bones.

When he and Matto returned to the lounge, Kansas and Dakota lay in wolf form, one either side of Renee. They’d stoked the fire and covered Renee with two woolen blankets.

Calian checked the kitchen fire and added more wood to that one too. The empty soup pot told him the twins had eaten. One more thing to do before he slept. He’d try the sat phone. The sky appeared clearer now, and he might get a call through to Sax.

The call went through, and to his relief, Sax answered almost instantly. “Did you find her?”

“Yes,” Calian said. “We’re at the lodge. The twins are healers, and they say she has a broken arm along with bumps and contusions and a close run-in with a bullet. She’s unconscious but they say she will recover. We have another woman who is dead. We think she was an assassin.”

“I’ll let everyone know this end. What do you need?” Sax asked.

“A helicopter out as soon as possible. My brothers heal by touch, but I’d like a human doctor to check her over.”

“Understood. I’ll let you sleep.”

“Wait,” Calian said. “There’s something else. Your father. He saved Renee from the assassin. I’m sorry, but he died of a gunshot wound.”

The line went quiet, but the connection hadn’t dropped. Sax’s steady breathing still drifted down the line.

“Gunnar?”

“Yes. He told me to tell you he’s proud of you and your brothers, that he loved you all.”

“He saved Renee?”

“He mauled the woman before she could get to Renee. He said he’d been watching the lodge and the woman setting up her gun, ready to fire on Renee. You will want to take him home too.”

Sax remained silent for a beat. “No, we’ll do a ceremony there. He loved the lodge. I think he’d like to wander the tundra in the afterlife. I’ll sort everything this end. Weather permitting, we’ll be there in a few hours.”

* * * * *

Warmth filled Renee—a decadent heat and a sense of wellbeing. She tried to move and moaned at the pain in her arm. Her eyes flicked open, her gaze drawn to the embers in the nearby fireplace.

A head lifted to her right. One to her left.

She blinked several times, but the sight was clear enough in the light from the fire and the daylight creeping through the windows.

Dogs surrounded her. No, not dogs.

Wolves.

Her heart attempted to leap up into her throat.

Had she bumped her head too hard in the crash?

Polar bears. Polar bears changing to men. Wolves.

She closed her eyes and opened them again. Nope. Not her imagination.

One of the wolves stood, its golden gaze on her. Renee stared back at the huge gray beast, trying to trudge through the syrup of confusion that was her mind.

The facts: she was indoors. The lodge?

Wolves. Four of them.

Polar bears. None.

Status—alive.

She observed the standing wolf.

Alive for now.

As she stared at the wolf, its furry outline wavered. A male body formed. A naked male body. A familiar, naked male body.

“Calian?” She swallowed. “I don’t understand.” Not quite true. She’d heard whispers, observed strange things since arriving in Churchill and told herself to mind her own business. Much safer that way.

“Yes, how are you? Aches? Pain?”

“Sore.”

She counted heads. Three wolves. All awake and watching her intently, intelligence glittering in their golden eyes. Hunter had mentioned wolves one time when he’d been drunk and missing his wife. She’d thought he was crazy, his assertion that men could change into wolves, one of fiction.

“You’re safe now. You have nothing to fear from us,” Calian said. “Will you let Dakota and Kansas check you? They have the healing touch.”

Renee hesitated. She’d slept with these men. Hunter had married their sister. She nodded. How had they got to her? Heck, she couldn’t get over the fact they were here.

At her agreement, the three wolves moved. Two stepped away, and she gaped while they transformed to human. “Does that hurt? It doesn’t sound attractive.”

“The first time hurts.” Calian smiled. “Now the shift is merely uncomfortable for a few seconds. You have nothing to fear from us. I’ll protect you to my last breath.”

A naked Dakota glanced at her in concern. “Your color is better.” He lifted the blankets off her while Calian stirred the fire to life.

“My arm isn’t as sore. I thought I’d broken it,” Renee said.

“It is,” Kansas agreed, approaching her as cautiously as her brothers.

Their restraint astonished her, their care with her. No one—apart from her stepfather—had worried about her wellbeing. Certainly not her mother, although she’d settled after meeting Jamie Paulson.

“Why so guarded? Aren’t you the ones who bite?” she asked. “My teeth aren’t sharp enough. Besides, I’m not strong enough to swat a midge.”

Kansas’s mouth rounded. Dakota appeared equally stunned while Matto, still in wolf form, offered a doggy grin.

Calian chuckled at the twins. “With those wide mouths, a midge will think you’re extending a welcome.”

“We set your arm,” Dakota said.

“How?” They weren’t doctors, yet the nagging pain in her arm had subsided a fraction.

Kansas placed his hands on her upper chest. “We’re not sure how our healing works, but if we touch you at the same time, we sense parts of the body and can tell how or why a person is sick or injured. It works best on wolves but we helped you. It looks as if a bullet grazed your left arm, but that should heal well.”

Dakota placed his fingertips on her bandaged arm. It ached, but nowhere as bad as earlier.

“Relax,” Kansas ordered. “Keep your breathing normal.”

Renee complied. Warmth emanated from their fingertips and palms. After a while, it tingled while heat spread inward, relaxing her muscles and relieving the lingering pain.

When they lifted their hands, her eyes popped open. Both Dakota and Kansas appeared pale and drawn.

“I’ll make us something to eat,” Calian said.

Dakota and Kansas curled up, one each side of her. This time the heat coming from their bodies held comfort and friendship. She glanced left to Dakota, and her breath caught. She searched Kansas’s face too. Wonder filled her on seeing his expression.

Love.

So much love in their features, along with relief and gratitude.

She cleared her throat. “How did you get here?”

“We ran in our wolf forms,” Kansas said. “Just about killed me. City living has made me lazy.”

“You ran?” The idea stunned her. These men had risked their lives for her.

“All the way from Churchill. It took over four hours to get here and find you.” Dakota sighed “It made me realize I need to pay more attention to my wolf.”

“I can’t believe you braved the storm for me,” Renee murmured.

Calian entered the lounge with a tray of what smelled like soup. “The last thing we wanted to do was hang around Churchill and worry.”

“It concerned us when you failed to arrive back after your flight.” Matto helped her to sit up and handed her a mug of soup. “We care about you.”

“I-I thought you would leave Churchill.” Renee shrugged. “I didn’t mean to get serious, but I did.”

“You noticed how stubborn we are?” Calian said. “We persisted when you didn’t want to go out with us.”

Renee took a sip of her soup. “Yeah.”

“There was no way we’d have left without making sure you knew we were committed to you.” Calian’s gaze remained on her face. “My brothers and I are all in, and when we thought you might be dead… That was the worst moment of my life.”

“The woman tried to shoot me. I was able to get away, but a lucky shot took out my tail rotor. I don’t know how they tracked me down. I’ll have to get in touch with my contact. Maybe move again.”

Calian cleared his throat. “Let’s worry about the important things first.”

“Yeah,” Matto said. “One of us intends to marry you, then we’re all gonna live together, happy ever after.”


14 – Found: Bumps And Bruises

Two helicopters landed around ten-thirty. Sax, Ran and Tate Hallsten arrived with a bag of clothes.

“Thank you,” Calian said. “I was wondering how we’d manage to get back to Churchill. I hated the idea of sneaking into town naked.”

Sax laughed. “Didn’t fancy the run back to town?”

“Not this morning,” Dakota said.

“Renee needs a checkup at the hospital. Dakota and Kansas, you want to go back with Renee?” Calian shot them a big-brother warning. Keep her safe.

Their inclined heads told him they’d received his silent order and understood.

The twins trotted inside and returned not long after with Renee. The pilot of the first helicopter strode over to them and spoke to her. Calian watched the greeting for an instant before turning away and following Sax and his brothers.

“We’ve eaten quite a few of your stores. We’ll make sure we replace them,” Calian said.

“No problem. You told me our father helped Renee,” Sax said.

“He saved Renee’s life,” Calian corrected. “As far as we can work out, thanks to your father, Renee survived when the assassin came after her. It looks as if he killed the assassin, taking a bullet to stop the woman from getting to Renee.”

“Who was the woman?” Sax asked.

“I’m not one hundred percent sure.” Calian scanned the tree line to his left, marveling at the blue, cloudless sky and the sun glinting off the pristine snow after hours of wind and sleet. “My theory is she was doing a hit for Jason Vega, a drug baron from Florida.”

“A hit on Renee?”

“Yes. Matto and I will come with you to collect Gunnar and the woman.” Calian changed the subject even though he trusted Sax.

Sax blew out a breath. “My brothers and I saw our father in Churchill around two months ago, late one night. We assumed he’d see us the next day, but he disappeared. We haven’t seen him since. He told us he was sick and hadn’t long to live. When he didn’t make a reappearance, we thought he’d returned to the tundra to die. Gunnar told us that was what he preferred.” Sax swallowed. “How did he look?”

“Thin. The twins intimated that cancer riddled his body.”

Sax nodded and consulted his brothers. Calian stepped away to give the polar bear shifters privacy.

“Do they want help?” Matto asked.

“I think so.” Calian’s satellite phone signaled an incoming call. “Yes.” He listened for a time. “Thanks for letting me know.”

Matto studied him. “Good news?”

“Jason Vega is dead. Hopefully, that will be an end to Renee’s problems.”

* * * * *

“Can’t I go home?” Renee asked the white-coated female doctor who was currently surveying Renee’s chart.

“You have quite a bump on your head, and you told me you blacked out. I want to watch you overnight.” With a stethoscope flapping around her neck and her black-rimmed glasses, the young doctor projected calm and efficiency.

Renee sighed, sensing the doctor’s mind wouldn’t change.

“I can’t believe how fast you’re healing.” The doctor frowned at the mottled bruises on Renee’s torso. “Your arm is also healing well. Both arms. You say you crashed yesterday and were out in the storm?”

“Yes.”

“I can’t believe you don’t have any frostbite.” The doctor tapped her right fingers on the chart, her frown still in evidence. “Well, despite the rapid improvement with your injuries, I still want to watch you overnight.”

Kansas let out a loud yawn. “She’ll stay.”

The young doctor sent Kansas and Dakota a piercing look. A faint flush grew in her cheeks, and Renee’s brows squeezed together. Jealousy. Good grief. Renee gave her head a hard shake and wished she hadn’t. A flurry of cutting pain assailed her skull.

“Headache?” the doctor asked, her tone sharp enough to stir another wave of pounding.

“Yes,” Renee admitted. At least the doctor wasn’t ogling her men any longer.

“You two need to sleep. Depriving yourself of rest won’t make your friend get better quicker,” the doctor declared.

Renee gritted her teeth and glared. She caught Dakota sniggering.

“Dakota. Kansas. Are you still here?” Calian asked, long strides taking him to Renee’s hospital bed. “You both look as if you’ll collapse. Matto will give you a ride back to the hotel.”

“My patient needs rest too.” The doctor replaced the chart at the end of Renee’s bed. “Five minutes.”

Calian nodded. “I’ll be out in a few minutes.”

His brothers plus the doctor left, and Calian pressed a light kiss to her lips. “You’re lucky you survived the crash.”

“I know.”

“Jason Vega is dead.”

Renee swallowed. “What? How? Are you sure?”

“The person who informed me is reliable.”

“Who?”

Calian met her probing gaze without difficulty. “A friend. Check with your police contact if you don’t believe me.”

Renee opened her mouth then shut it with a clink of teeth. “If he’s dead and his son is dead, it’s unlikely the hit on me will continue because there’s no one else left to pay an assassin’s fee.”

“That’s right, sweetheart.” Calian leaned closer and kissed the tip of her nose. “We’ll come to pick you up in the morning.”

“Assuming the doctor will let me go.”

Calian grinned. “You leave that to me.”

The next morning, the doctor signed release papers for Renee on the condition Calian and his brothers made sure she rested.

Matto seated her in the front passenger seat of their SUV rental and checked she fastened her seat belt. He joined Dakota and Kansas in the rear while Calian took the wheel.

“Before we leave,” Renee said. “Can I say something?”

“Can’t it wait until we get back to the hotel?” Calian asked.

“No, I need to say this now before I chicken out,” Renee said. “When my chopper went into a spin, I was convinced that was the end. And the one thing that ran through my mind was I hadn’t told you guys how much I like you. Um, heaps. I’ve hesitated telling you because it happened so fast. The strength of it scared me. That’s all. We can go now.”

The silence in the SUV almost deafened her. Had she made a mistake telling them? She risked a glance at Calian, and her breath caught on seeing his expression. His face shone with pride and satisfaction and…

Renee sneaked a glance into the back seat. Each of the three brothers grinned at her.

“Renee?” Dakota asked. “Are you trying to say you love us?”

Renee’s throat worked in a swallow. “Ah… Maybe.”

“Would it make things easier if we fessed up first?” Matto asked.

Kansas cleared his throat. “You should know none of us would consider running through the middle of a storm for anyone else. All the running almost killed me. I’m never letting myself get that unfit again.”

“Renee, I love you,” Calian said without hesitation. “My younger brothers love you too, although I’m sure they’d be happy to tell you themselves.”

Renee gave each of them a quick glance. While they were making fun of her, she thought they were telling the truth. “Okay. We can go now.”

“Just so you know, sweetheart. Our wolf sides have already claimed you.” Calian reached over to take her left hand in his. He squeezed a fraction, careful of her injuries. “Remember how each of us bit your neck during lovemaking?”

“Yes.”

“While we haven’t claimed you fully because you didn’t know our secret, we are very serious about our relationship with you.”

A chorus of agreement came from the rear seat, and Renee relaxed. For so long she’d lived one day at a time, never thinking of her future because danger stalked her. Now, thanks to the Taktuq brothers, she had a series of tomorrows and hope. Such a precious thing.

Renee smiled as Calian drove down the main street of Churchill. She had love too. All she needed to do was trust in Calian, Kansas, Dakota, and Matto, close her eyes and jump.


15 – Misty And A Future

“I spoke to Misty,” Calian said. “She isn’t thrilled with what I told her. She wants to speak to all of us.”

Renee studied each of the brothers, only listening with half concentration. She shifted her bodyweight, attempting to get comfortable. The sling on her right arm annoyed the heck out of her. Already, she counted the days until she no longer required the support for her arm.

“Translation: our sister had a hissy fit,” Matto suggested.

Calian ran a hand through his hair. “I told her we’d call her together.”

Something she didn’t wish to witness. Renee stood. “I’ll leave you to it.”

“No.” Calian grasped her left hand, tugging her to a halt. “She wants to speak to you most of all.”

“Why?” That had emerged with a whining air. She paused, freed her hand and squared her shoulders.

Calian pushed out a breath. “No idea. Misty marches to her own rules.”

“It’s better to get this over with then we can enjoy ourselves.” Kansas’s eyes gleamed leaving her in no doubt as to his meaning.

“Renee.” Dakota rose and reached her side in two rapid steps. He placed his hands on her shoulders, his gaze solemn. Ever the peacemaker. “Misty can’t hurt you. Yes, she has a sharp tongue. Yes, she’s obstinate. Yes, she expects loyalty from us. But remember this, each of us has claimed you. We believe you and Hunter were friends and nothing more.”

While Dakota was working his peace magic on her galloping nerves, Calian used a tablet to call Misty. With butterflies doing trampoline bounces in her stomach, Renee forced the military part of herself to the fore. The experience with the army aided her during stressful times. Now would be no different.

Hunter had shown her pictures of his wife. He’d kept a photo in his billfold and one by his bed wherever the army sent him. But seeing her via a live call propelled a different response. Still beautiful. Still sexy. Yet now, the woman’s force of nature jumped from the screen.

“Hello.” Misty’s low, rich voice pounced into the hotel room. “Is she present?”

“I have a name,” Renee snapped.

Dakota squeezed her hand in support and sat on the chair Renee had been using. He grasped her hips and settled her on his knee.

“Did you have an affair with my husband?”

“No! How many times do I have to explain? Hunter was my friend. My best friend. He loved you and was excited for the birth of your first child. I never saw him look at another woman.”

Misty narrowed her gaze, cocked her head. “You’re not his type.”

Renee stiffened at the insult crouching inside the woman’s words.

“That’s enough, Misty.” Calian’s sharp tone didn’t cut through the tension, but it did attract his sister’s notice.

Renee inhaled, glad to be away from that forceful gaze. If she were Hunter, fear would’ve kept her in line. Then there was Hunter’s assertions of wolves—the ones Renee had considered crazy. Another inhibitor to cheating, although from what Renee had pieced together, this was one discussion Hunter hadn’t had with his wife.

“Why are you standing up for her?” Misty demanded.

“Because she is our mate,” Kansas snapped into the strained silence.

On the screen, Misty blinked. “You’re making a joke. Very funny. Ha-ha.”

Renee glanced at the brothers. Each wore a poker face but their bodies looked as if they might spring into action at any second. A palpable tension stepped into the hotel room.

The humor slid off Misty’s visage, leaving her sultry lips last. “You’re serious,” she said in astonishment.

“Misty, you need to accept this and move on. Renee promised she never had romantic ties with Hunter, never thought of him in that way, and we believe her.”

“Her word,” Misty scoffed. “What about the photos?”

“What photos?” Renee asked.

Misty disappeared and reappeared. She held up a strip of photos. “What about these?”

A laugh escaped Renee. “Oh, those. We had a party off-base, and the organizers brought in a photo booth. I have similar photos of me and other soldiers in our unit. From memory, Hunter squeezed into the booth with Max, another friend.”

“Hunter is smiling,” Misty snapped.

“Yeah, well. We’d all been drinking. It was before we shipped out on our last tour. Nothing happened between Hunter and I. You can believe me or not, but you’re bloody stupid if you intend to go through the rest of your life thinking Hunter cheated on you. He loved you, but if you want to taint that love with your suspicious mind, you go right ahead. Just don’t taint Hunter for his son too because that would make you a real bitch.” Renee climbed off Dakota’s knee and hit the end call button. “Well, that was fun.”

A beep indicated a return call from Misty.

“Don’t answer,” Dakota said. “Renee is right. Misty has to sort this out for herself. We can’t fix it for her. Let’s grab something to eat.”

“A drink to wash the bad taste out of my mouth.” Renee raised her chin in challenge.

Matto laughed. “I don’t blame you. I had trouble sitting still while Misty was sniping at you. My wolf refused to stop growling inside my head.”

Calian barked out a laugh. “I thought it was only my wolf. I was frightened to open my mouth in case a growl spilled free.”

“You’re all frightened of your sister?” Renee scowled at them. “Big, brave wolves who raced to my rescue through a snowstorm.”

Dakota chuckled. “We gravitated to you because you’re capable of standing up to Misty. Not many people tell her off in that manner. It rankled her.”

Renee groaned. “Excellent. My boyfriends’ closest family hate me. What will your parents think?”

“I’ve already spoken to them,” Calian confessed. “They’re looking forward to meeting you. If you can’t make it to California because of work commitments, they’ll fly here.”

“They’re okay with our relationship?”

“They were surprised at first until Dad reminded Ma about our ancestors. Three brothers mated with the same woman. It’s part of our family oral history,” Calian replied.

“Dinner,” Kansas said when the tablet beeped yet again. “We’ll leave that here. Whose room are you sleeping in today?”

“You guys decide,” Renee said, hiding her amusement. “I’m not up to any acrobatics, anyway.”

* * * * *

A month later

Renee loaded her passengers in her replacement helicopter. She batted away a hand that caressed her butt. “Enough of that, Kansas. I need to concentrate.”

The truth. It was her first time flying since the accident and the Taktuq brothers—her lovers—were helping to ease the anxiety clamoring for priority in her mind.

She turned to Calian who was still standing on the tarmac. “Do we have the supplies from the office?”

“Everything is loaded in the fuselage hold,” he confirmed.

Renee opened the door at the front of the chopper for him. “At least the weather forecast is good for the next three days.”

With Calian settled, headphones over his ears and the door closed, Renee trotted around the chopper to take her own seat.

Her chopper rose off the helipad, and she hovered, the familiar vibrations and sounds filling her mind while she reconnected with her love of flying. The accident investigators had made their reports, and after speaking with Renee’s police contact, they informed her employers of their findings and closed the case.

They soared over the tundra, the Hudson Bay frozen. During the flight over the white landscape, she didn’t glimpse a single polar bear. Not surprising, given that the healthy bears were out on the ice, gorging on seal pups.

The rolling surface of the tundra gave way to snow-covered trees and rocky ridges. They soared past a waterfall, frozen in winter-white splendor.

A flash of movement caught her attention. “Arctic fox at three o’clock.”

“Where? Oh, I see it,” Calian said.

“They blend better than we do,” Matto commented. “With our sooty-gray coats, we stand out like zits on a teenager.”

“Charming,” Renee said. “There’s the lodge now. I need one of you to jump out and clear off the landing pad. I could land but I’d prefer a pristine pad.”

“We’ll get out,” Matto said. “Go for a flight farther inland. Give us ten minutes before you return.”

The three younger brothers jumped out when Renee told them too. The helicopter rose, sensitive to her every touch of the collective, the throttle, the cyclic stick and the tail rotor pedals.

“You were nervous about this flight,” Calian said.

“I was hoping you didn’t notice my hands shaking.”

“You’re skilled at your job, sweetheart. We had confidence in you.”

“Oh! Caribou.” Renee pointed to the shaggy beasts on the ground to their left. “I don’t see them often.”

The caribou herd galloped into the trees, disturbed by the whop-whop of the helicopter.

“Time to head back,” she said.

When the lodge came into view, three wolves hurtled around, playing in the snow.

Renee laughed as she settled her bird on the cleared landing pad. “Why don’t you play with your brothers? I can handle unloading the boxes of groceries.”

“There’s time. The unloading won’t take long if I help, then you can play too.” His brown eyes glinted gold for a few seconds.

The twins and Matto shifted on their return and yanked on pants and footwear. Many hands made rapid work of their task, and soon Calian and his brothers were tossing their clothes into a plastic bag to keep dry. Four wolves, ranging in color from silver to sooty-gray dashed around in the snow, yipping and throwing back their heads in victorious howls.

Renee picked up her camera and snapped photos, something she knew they wouldn’t allow if they didn’t trust her. In the distance, a wolf answered their joyful howls, the cries echoing over the landscape.

Sax had told them that Artic wolves sometimes came around the lodge, hoping to snag a polar bear cub left on its own. Now, the dens were empty.

A wolf sidled close to her, and she dug her hands into his thick coat. She wasn’t certain of identities yet. She’d learn. A cold nose nuzzled her cheek, and she laughed in protest.

“I’m getting cold,” she said. “And I’m hungry. Anyone else ready for food?”

The darkest of the wolves shifted to reveal Calian. The twins were silver while Matto’s coat came between—a mostly silver coat with dark ears, legs, and tail.

Renee handed out clothes, and they hurriedly dressed. “I adore the scenery,” she said.

“I’m not hungry for food,” Kansas announced, his eyes gleaming with a different kind of appetite. He swooped on Renee and whisked her into his arms.

Laughing, she nuzzled his neck with her cold nose. During the last month, they’d given her space to heal. While they’d kissed and cuddled and touched her on a regular basis, not one of the brothers had pushed her. Now that Kansas mentioned it, she was up for a little sex.

“We don’t have lube or condoms,” Matto said. “I never thought of it.”

“We’ll make do.” Calian’s husky voice told Renee exactly where his thoughts had wandered.

Winter sun poured through the lodge windows, warming the lounge in addition to the fire they’d lit earlier.

While Matto, Kansas, and Calian organized a makeshift bed in the sunlight, Dakota divested her of clothes and footwear.

Once she was naked, he scooped her into his arms and settled her in the patch of warm winter sun.

“You look like ravenous wolves,” she said with a laugh as she surveyed her men. “I have the birth control part covered, so you don’t need to worry about that.”

“We want to mark you properly this time,” Calian said. “This is your last chance to escape.”

“I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life. Once my contract finishes I can find work in California again. Susan assures me I’m safe now.”

The brothers stripped again, flopping down on the temporary bed. Each claimed a spot and started to kiss and caress her. Renee sighed, her eyes drifting shut as she rode the blissful enjoyment of many mouths and fingers, talented tongues and the rasp of teeth across sensitive skin.

A tongue ran across her hipbone. Another teased a nipple while a mouth settled over the tip of her other breast. Renee floated, basking in the joy of open love and affection. Hunter had brought her to these wonderful men. She believed that. She’d known of his admiration for his brothers-in-law, and it was easy to see why.

A hand grasped her upper thigh. A second stroked the inner thigh of her other leg. Her stance widened, and two tongues teased her folds, driving her pleasure upward. Hard lips claimed hers, the kiss tender and loving. Each stroke and kiss melded, driving her upward until her climax burst over her without warning.

“Open your mouth for me,” a husky voice ordered.

Renee smiled and obeyed, her eyes remaining closed while her body hummed with the residual delight of her orgasm.

A cock ran around her lips, teasing her until her quick move meant the shaft slid into the heat of her mouth.

“Can I go first?” a husky voice asked. One of the twins.

In the next instant, a hard cock slid into her, going balls deep with one easy glide.

Renee focused on the cock filling her mouth, sucking and laving the shaft, concentrating on dragging groans from her lover.

“Renee,” Matto whispered. “You look so sexy taking my brothers.”

It was easy when they treated her like a goddess, capable of great things.

Matto tweaked her breast, rolling her nipple between his fingers. The hint of pain propelled a thick slice of pleasure to her pussy.

Sharp teeth nibbled her neck, and she breathed through her nose, struggling to contain the sensations and emotions coursing through body and mind.

One of her men moaned. Calian? She licked the underside of the cock filling her mouth, and the shaft pulsed against her tongue. She upped her efforts, and the moan repeated. The pinch of teeth at her neck grew harder, yet Renee never hesitated or shied from Matto’s bite. From what she’d understood, once they marked her in this way, they’d never stray. Their pride and support for her, their unshakeable assurance she was the one to complete them uplifted and gave her confidence in return.

“Thank you, sweetheart. That was amazing,” Calian whispered against her ear.

With her mouth free, she turned her head, searching for a kiss. She got it—a slow mating of mouths and the tangle of tongues. Calian lifted his head to nuzzle her neck. His mouth sought her throat and just as a sizzle of pleasure flared to life—the result of a finger cruising across her clit—he bit down.

Long seconds later, it was over.

“Are you okay?” Matto whispered. “Can you sense us in your consciousness?”

She could, and it was amazing. While she couldn’t read their thoughts, she got an impression of their emotions. The joy. The excitement. The pride and satisfaction that emanated from Calian and Matto.

A finger darted along her slit and grazed her clit while Kansas continued his thrusts.

Dakota pulled back, and a protest squeezed past her lips.

“Steady, sweetheart,” Calian whispered. “We’re changing positions.”

Dakota claimed her mouth, her tart juices flavoring their kiss. A finger teased her clit with the perfect pressure, and when she came, Dakota bit the fleshy part of her neck where Calian and Matto had bitten her a short time earlier. It should have hurt, but the bite pushed her deeper into a maelstrom of pleasure. Each of Kansas’s strokes grew wilder and seconds after Dakota lifted his head and shifted out of the way, Kansas bit down at her throat.

This time, the bite hurt more. Renee bit her lip as Kansas raised his head. He used his tongue to lick the spot, and the pain subsided to a dull ache. Dakota cuddled against her side, claiming her mouth in an easy kiss.

Her flesh tingled. The twins doing their healing thing again.

Kansas slipped from her body, and she sighed. Now they’d all bitten her she detected their presence in her mind, the sense of well-being filling her with excitement.

“I perceive a presence—you—in my mind.” Renee hadn’t truly understood until now. “Is this how it was with Hunter?”

“Misty claimed him, but she never told him of our heritage,” Calian said.

“He sensed something,” Renee said. “We never discussed it properly, but he used to talk in his sleep, especially if he’d had a drink or two. Do you guys experience the same as me?”

“We’re aware of you, and through you there is an extra element of connection to my brothers.” Matto grinned. “I never expected closer family ties, but it’s cool.”

“It’s family and commitment and loyalty,” Dakota said.

Calian and Kansas nodded in agreement.

Two orgasms had left Renee relaxed and sleepy although she hated for any of her men—mates—to think they’d missed out. “Matto. Dakota. What about you?”

“This isn’t a contest,” Dakota said. “We have tonight and all our tomorrows. We’ll also have lube and a soft bed.”

“All true.” Renee never offered an argument because she sensed her lovers wanted what was best for her. “Where will we live when I move to California?”

“We have a big house, near to the border with Oregon. I think our new favorite thing to do will be shifting and running through the forest,” Dakota said.

“I’m sure you’ll find a job in the area,” Kansas said.

As Renee listened to her men describe their future home, she smiled, wallowing in contentment. She’d never experienced this level of happiness, this sense of excitement and joy. She considered the future and the word adventure sprang to mind. Love and adventure with these special men. She had trouble imagining anything better.

Her mates.

Life had a way of throwing curve balls, and this one she intended to hold close and savor for every day of their future.
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Excerpt – My Second Chance

Middlemarch Shifters, book 10

Charlie McKenzie stepped outside onto the tiled courtyard in Emily and Saber Mitchell’s garden, joining the partygoers who had spilled into the night air. He spotted Gavin Finley over on his left, his heart lurching and his feet heading in that direction almost before he’d decided to give in to his curiosity and the weird attraction he sported for the feline doctor.

Embarrassing really. From the moment he’d spotted Gavin a few weeks ago he’d thought of him sexually, the yearning spilling over into frankly explicit dreams that had him waking in a sweat and with a dick hard enough to cause damage. Charlie had initially fought his attraction to Gavin—to no avail. Something compelled him to seek out the shifter male, and since Gavin seemed to welcome his company, Charlie had given up his fight. He liked Gavin, and the physical attraction didn’t repulse him since he’d experimented in his late teens. Recently, fate had led him to date only women, and in small country town Middlemarch he’d expected to continue in the same way. Maybe not.

The shifter community had welcomed him and Laura Adams, the other Middlemarch cop, and he enjoyed the forward thinking of a species some would call beasts. Laura had hooked up with a shifter, so the thought of becoming romantically involved with one didn’t perturb him. So far the feline shifters he’d met were decent, and he was proud to call them friends.

“Charlie,” Gavin said, sweeping him into a manly hug before he could speak or avoid the contact.

When their chests touched, Charlie’s cock bucked and an electric current surged through his body. A soft groan sounded and, mortified, he realized it came from him.

“Damn,” Charlie muttered, realizing this was more serious than he’d thought. He wasn’t sure what to do next, where to look. His stomach roiled with nerves and mortification.

Gavin pulled away slowly, his curly black hair falling over his forehead. His green eyes sparkled, crinkles of humor forming at the corners. Gradually heat replaced the amusement. He raised his right hand and brushed his fingers over Charlie’s jaw, the rasp a soft sound in the night, barely discernable above the chatter of the other guests. “Good.”

Charlie groaned again at the heat in Gavin’s eyes, the weight of his fingers now resting on Charlie’s shoulder, and moved out of the light into the shadows cast by a large oak. As he hoped, Gavin followed to the relatively private spot. “You knew?” He shook his head still unsure of where to look. He ended up scowling at his feet. “That’s embarrassing.” Helplessly, he glanced at Gavin, apprehension a jumpy sensation hollowing his stomach. “Good?” he demanded, Gavin’s words finally pushing through his self-consciousness to make sense.

The dim light screened Gavin’s expression, which gave Charlie hope. If he couldn’t see Gavin clearly, then the feline wouldn’t witness the tinge of color creeping into his cheeks. Memories of an awkward first date came back to haunt him. He’d thought age and experience would get him past discomfort and give him confidence. Not today. No, right now he felt like a green kid, panicking about how to kiss without bumping noses.

“It’s only embarrassing if I don’t return the feelings,” Gavin said, his voice a shade huskier than normal. He lifted his hand and stroked his fingers over Charlie’s cheek again before letting his arm fall to his side. “And I do, so what are we going to do about it?”

Charlie’s body pulled tight, awareness arcing between them, the silence throbbing with possibilities. He cleared his throat. “Damn it, man. Did you have to pick a public place to tell me?”

“I’ll be happy to tell you later, in private.”

“Are you flirting with me?” Bloody stupid question. Of course the man was flirting with him.

“I must be out of practice.” Gavin paused a beat. “Yeah, I’m flirting with you. You know how it was between Jonno and Laura?”

“Yes,” Charlie said cautiously, remembering the atmosphere when the two were in the police station together—the way he’d felt like a voyeur. “You mean the mating thing?” He drew in a sharp breath when Gavin’s meaning hit him. “You mean we’re mates? That’s why I’ve been jumping out of my skin each time I see you?”

“Yeah.” No mistaking his tone for anything but satisfied. Gavin glanced over his shoulder. Charlie followed suit and saw no one was watching them. Gavin turned back to him and, after a slow grin, prowled closer, pushing right into Charlie’s personal space. Automatically Charlie stepped back until the tree trunk at his back halted his retreat.

“You’re not frightened of me?” Gavin whispered, his breath warm on Charlie’s face. “I’m a real pussy cat.”

Charlie’s fingers curved into Gavin’s muscular shoulders, neither holding him off nor drawing him closer. “That’s reassuring,” he said dryly. “I’ve seen Jonno’s teeth. I suspect yours are just as sharp.”

“All the better to nibble with,” Gavin said with a wolfish smirk.

“I suppose I should be thanking the gods you’re not a wolf.”

Gavin barked a laugh. “You fancy yourself in Little Red Riding Hood’s shoes?”

“Yeah, must have a fetish of some sort.” Amusement faded. “Seriously, what does this mean?” Charlie wanted to know even though he admitted deep down what other people thought wouldn’t matter a damn. The way he felt and the things he wanted to do with Gavin were more powerful than the thought of public condemnation. He might worry about the speed of the attraction if he hadn’t witnessed Jonno and Laura together along with the other feline couples. To hear them tell the story, the attraction was instantaneous and made stronger by sexual contact. It took a strong person to resist. “The mates’ thing between men. How does the shifter community view same-sex relationships?”

“About the same as humans. Some think gays are an abomination while others don’t mind. I’m hoping Saul Sinclair and Lucas Huntingdon will come tonight. Emily said she invited them. They’re mates.” A chorus of welcomes had Gavin glancing at the door. “Speak of the devil. Leticia’s here as well.” The way Gavin’s voice softened had Charlie frowning, glancing at the doorway. A tall, slender woman stood with Emily and two men. One male looked like many of the locals—tall with dark hair—while the other man was a big blond. But the woman, she stole his breath. She seemed all legs in her short red skirt. Her low-cut blouse showcased a set of stunning breasts without tipping over into obvious and tacky. Her profile promised beauty but he couldn’t tell what color hair she had because she wore a black hat.

“That’s them now. Come on. I’ll introduce you. Charlie?”

“Yeah?” He couldn’t take his eyes off the woman and wondered if she’d come with anybody. Probably. In his experience, women who looked like her were snapped up pretty quick.

“Charlie?”

Fuck, what was up with him tonight? He’d just admitted he was attracted to Gavin. He was genuinely interested in seeing what happened between them, but this woman…this woman drew him too. Weird. Plain weird. He couldn’t blame it on alcohol because he hadn’t had a single drink. Swallowing his unease, he dragged his attention off the stunner to give Gavin his total concentration. He hoped Gavin hadn’t noticed his fascination with the new arrival.

Gavin wore an intense expression, a glitter of arousal darkening his eyes. “Don’t bother looking at anyone else tonight. You’re coming home with me.”

How is Charlie going to deal with this dilemma? Read more here…
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