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        After everything she’s endured, Lady Amanda Ainsworth needs somewhere safe to rebuild her life.

      

        

      
        The Takhini pack offers protection, warmth, and a chance to start over.

      

        

      
        Unfortunately, safety comes with one enormous complication.

      

        

      
        Justin Cullinan.

      

        

      
        The powerful bear shifter bodyguard might not be the man in charge, but he’s the most dangerous one in the room. Strong, steady, and fiercely protective, Justin knows exactly what he wants.

      

        

      
        And he wants Mandy.

      

        

      
        Justin is willing to move at her pace—but when threats from her past begin closing in, patience stops being an option.

      

        

      
        Because protecting Mandy’s life is only the beginning.

      

        

      
        Winning her heart might be the real challenge.
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      Bedlam.

      Everywhere.

      Three male wolves chased a couple of laughing females through the common room at the Takhini pack house. Justin Cullinan pulled his feet out of the way in the nick of time to stop from tripping another couple as they argued loudly without looking where they were going.

      He swung his paper to the right and continued reading, ignoring the chaos best he could. He’d had a couple of months’ experience now, and while he was never going to be completely comfortable immersed in the community-loving wolf shifters, he still found it entertaining enough to put up with.

      Loud, boisterous, and in your face. Twitter bio for over half of the members. And the other half, the lone wolves who craved a little more silence, were tucked away into hidey holes around the building. Finding that balance between alone time and the pack they needed as much as they needed air.

      Justin reached without thinking and stole a sandwich off a passing plate.

      “Hey, man, that’s mine,” a teenaged wolf complained loudly before noticing who the thief was. “Oh, it’s you. No prob. You want the rest of it?”

      He held the plate forward good-naturedly.

      Justin bared his teeth in a grin. “Thanks, this is enough.”

      The kid glanced around to see who had seen him talking to Justin before he sauntered off cockily, as if he’d done something amazing like bearding a wild bear in his den.

      Justin chuckled before enjoying his stolen goods with gusto.

      He was still figuring out the nuances of wolf politics. Even with the time he’d been crashing at the pack house, he wasn’t sure where he fit into the hierarchy.

      The answer should have been nowhere, considering wolves had fated mates, mystical pack bonds, and Alpha/Beta leadership teams. Bears had…

      Well, in their animal forms they had claws and fangs, and they weren’t afraid to use them. But more than that, bear shifters didn’t usually willingly gather in groups, or spend a lot of time in each other’s company. Not the way these wolves did⁠—

      Yet they’d welcomed him into their presence. Probably more to do with circumstances than the fact he was charming.

      Although, he was charming, if anyone asked.

      The past months had seen a turnover in bear-shifter leadership, the political process a dangerous endeavour that had thankfully ended with a positive outcome. A new administration was in place that had removed a threat to all shifterdom and placed his boss Tyler, who was also his best friend, at the helm.

      But that was in the past, recent as it was. It was time to focus on the future—not just for the bear clans, but more importantly, for him.

      It was good to have a new, more personal goal to pursue.

      Justin wiped his hands on a handkerchief as he observed the chaos one more time.

      His phone went off, and he hurried to answer. His boss had been impossible to get a hold of for the past couple of days. The man was safe—the security detail Justin had put together ensured that, but heck if Justin didn’t miss the bastard.

      Of course there were reasons he hadn’t gone abroad with his friend. Good reasons. Good enough to make him temporarily ditch his role as bodyguard to the newly elected leader of the northern bear clans.

      “Tyler. You back on North American soil yet?”

      The other shifter sighed. “I wish. We were actually in the air when we got an emergency call from the Slovene family.”

      Justin whistled softly. “Impressive. I didn’t expect you to be called in to deal with Russian politics this early in your regime as Bear In Charge Of All Nations.”

      “BIC for the north only, which is a big enough pain in the tuchus in the first place, thank you very much. I guess they decided to hold joint meetings with all heads of state, and in typical shifter fashion, they thought of it one second, set it up the next.”

      Tyler sounded a little more out of sorts than usual, and Justin attempted to soothe the waters.

      “Hey, it’s better now than you relaxing at home then suddenly having to turn around and leave again. What’s a couple more days added to your trip?”

      “I suppose,” Tyler admitted. “Enough about my work. How’re you enjoying your vacation from watching my six?”

      Someone in the back of the pack house let off a set of firecrackers, the loud explosions echoing with a staccato pulse like a machine gun, and the screaming that ensued was only drowned out by the louder laughter.

      “Me? I’m so Zen. The peace and quiet tranquility of life in Whitehorse makes me sad you’re not here to experience it as well.”

      His boss laughed. “You know you don’t have to stay with those animals. I can afford to get you a place of your own in town. Heck, you can afford to get a place while you’re in town—and I did offer for you to stay in my house.”

      “I’m kind of enjoying the Takhini pack-house experience. It’s entertaining.”

      “Sure it is. And you’re not sticking around there for any other reason than it’s a convenient, central location to deal with work?”

      “Pure convenience, you got it.” Justin caught himself rising to his feet as the door on the far side of the pack house opened and a vision slipped into the room. “Sweet mercy,” he muttered helplessly.

      “What’s that?”

      “Gah…”

      Justin’s tongue tripped over itself as Mandy Ainsworth leaned against the nearest wall and cautiously glanced around the room as if to get her bearings. The petite, dark-haired shifter wore faded jeans that were so pale they’d turned white-blue. They looked soft, as if he could caress a hand over her hip and around her butt, and the silky smoothness would tease his palm. A trim pink blouse with white pearl buttons flared over her breasts, the entire vision enough to set his heart pounding and his mouth watering.

      She pressed her hands against the wall as she examined the room, her tongue leaving a layer of moisture shining on her lips visible even from this distance.

      Justin suddenly became aware of a knocking sound beside his left ear followed by a high-pitched whistle.

      Drat. His phone.

      He hurriedly answered. “Sorry about that.”

      Instead of his boss, a female voice responded. “Are you still drooling over Mandy?”

      “Hello, Caroline.” He ignored her question. “Are you having a good excursion?”

      “You bears are crazy, and don’t try and change the topic.” His boss’s new wife had a lifetime of experience dealing with shifters and all their shifter games, and she was far too curious for her own good.

      Or his peace of mind.

      “Spill the beans,” Caroline ordered. “When are you going to make a move on that woman?”

      “Considering you’re seven thousand kilometers away and fifty thousand meters in the air, perhaps you should defer to my good judgment about the best way for me to go about arranging a date, hmmm?”

      “Sorry about that.” Tyler was back on the line. “I tried to explain to Caro that you don’t need any help with your love life⁠—”

      “—he hasn’t convinced me yet,” she shouted in the background.

      Justin laughed even as he kept an eye on Mandy who was slowly inching toward the kitchen. “I’ll answer both your questions, because I know you’ve got me on speakerphone. You know exactly why I’m stationed in Whitehorse. No, Caroline, I don’t need any help with my love life. Yes, Tyler, I have everything else under control, with both the diamond factory and Harrison Enterprises, even though I am slightly distracted by…something else. I’ve had enough years of multitasking, though. I’m fairly certain I can handle the situation. Are we clear?”

      Caroline made a huffing sound.

      Tyler chuckled. “I told you, sweetheart. Now say goodbye to Justin so I can give him some final work instructions.”

      “Goodbye, Justin. I expect a wedding invitation—no eloping, you got it?”

      “Goodbye, Caroline.”

      Background noises quieted as Tyler put the phone back to regular mode before he spoke. “She really does care about you,” he offered in apology.

      “Caroline’s lived her entire life around wolves—if she wasn’t trying to interfere I’d be worried something was wrong.”

      “But you’re doing okay?” Tyler asked sincerely.

      Mandy fully lifted her gaze off the floor for the first time since she’d entered the room. When she spotted Justin looking in her direction, her eyes went wide and she stumbled for a second before offering a small smile.

      “I’m doing wonderfully,” Justin said. “Let me know if any emergencies arise, but otherwise, trust me. I’ve got the business side of things under control, and I’m working on the other parts.”

      “I know you are. Have fun with that,” his boss and friend said with a soft laugh. “The other parts are worth the trouble. Most of the time.”

      “I heard that,” Caroline said in the background.

      “Of course you did,” Tyler told her. “Excuse me, Justin. I have a wife to deal with…”

      Her shriek of laughter cut off into dead air as Tyler hung up, probably with his woman draped over his shoulder en route to the private plane’s bedroom.

      Justin tucked his phone into his pocket then straightened his tie, smoothing it over his shirt as he wove his way through the laughing-talking-fighting collection of shifters milling around the living room.

      He was a bear in a wolf den—and the real reason he’d remained in town stood mere meters away. Even a few weeks ago she’d tried to avoid him altogether, but today she offered a shy, yet welcoming smile that sent a thrill through him from top to bottom.

      While his bear would’ve enjoyed more luxurious and mellow accommodations, if living in werewolf central was what he had to deal with to get close to the woman of his dreams?

      Bring on the chaos—Justin was ready to face anything for her.
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      Lady Mandy Ainsworth ordered her heart to slow down. It was pumping hard enough to power a high-speed motorboat, but all the willpower in the world only eased the edges of her adrenaline-fed reaction.

      Adrenaline? Yes, but from good causes, not bad.

      She was still in the crowded Takhini pack house, a guest in the wolves’ home…but the one place where it was most important, something had changed.

      It was that small yet vital change that gave her the strength to meet the big, sexy grizzly shifter in the eye. Surrounded by a sea of motion, the energetic and happy wolves of the combined Whitehorse packs flowed past, oblivious to how rapidly her world had tilted with the arrival of word from her lawyer.

      She wasn’t scared of Justin. As broad and as tall and as handsome as he was, she’d seen the way he looked at her before carefully turning his back and giving her space.

      And it was a fine back, all six foot six of it, covered with sturdy muscles and most usually a devilishly expensive suit. As the assistant and bodyguard to a very rich man, Justin dressed and acted far more like his boss’s colleague than his flunky.

      She appreciated how he looked in the suit, but she enjoyed his more casual look as well. The soft flannel shirt he’d worn the previous day layered over a dark T-shirt had made her fingers itch to touch.

      To stroke, and pet…

      …and there went her heart rate again. Because while the thought of becoming intimate with the big beast might make her animal side sit up and preen, it also carried her into dangerous territory.

      She’d been the possession of a wealthy man before, and that situation never ended well for the possessions.

      No. That direction lies madness.

      Mandy was working hard to make sure her previous relationship didn’t define her forever, but she was not about to throw away the lesson she’d been forced to learn. Protecting herself—body and soul—was not wrong. This next bit of time was for her, and she was determined to make the most of it.

      Big sexy bears would just have to fit themselves into her agenda.

      Someone leaned against the wall by Mandy’s side, folding their arms and staring into the room while standing quiet guard. The female Alpha of the wolf pack, Amy, waved back to someone in the gathering, but mostly she just stood there like a sentinel, waiting for Mandy to speak.

      “You don’t have to protect me, you know. I trust your people,” Mandy shared.

      Amy shrugged. “Don’t consider it protection. Just a friend looking out for a friend.” She twisted to face her. “How are you doing this fine evening? And who are you thinking of, as if I couldn’t already scent it?”

      Her cheeks must’ve gone instantly red, and Mandy looked back across the room to discover Justin had been interrupted by the male half of the Takhini leadership team. Evan stood with his arms folded, his body a solid roadblock between the debonair bear and where she and Amy were chatting. Justin was clearly attempting in vain to cut the conversation short.

      Mandy’s embarrassment turned to amusement. “You wolves really have a problem with privacy,” she complained.

      Her friend offered a grin. “I’m glad you’re ready to move out of the pack house.” She held up a hand. “To be clear, we would never kick you out, but for the sake of our youth’s delicate sensitivities it’s great that you’re moving your courtship to a more private location.”

      Oh My Word. Mandy’s jaw hit the floor then bounced back into position. “That’s rushing things a little. Courtship? I’m moving out and yes, I’m ready to move on, but I’m not getting myself tangled into another relationship right away.”

      “Oh, honey, don’t lie to yourself. You and me both know you’ve had your eye on the big sexy brute since day one of getting yourself free from that rat bastard you used to call a husband—and the offer’s still open, by the way, if you ever want me to rip out Todd’s throat.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Mandy insisted. Her marriage to Todd Ainsworth had been an arranged event, complicated by family secrets that had sealed her lips. It was only a couple months earlier that his cruelty and lust for power had come to light and allowed her to escape. “The last I heard, he’s broke and being made to work to provide restitution to the people he hurt. I’d like him to stay alive so he has to toil for as long as possible.”

      Amy patted her on the arm. “You’re far less bloodthirsty than me, but your choice.” She reached into her back pocket and pulled out a room card. “This is for you.”

      Mandy accepted the plastic rectangle, looking it over carefully. “Keys to the kingdom?”

      “Suite at the top of the Goldenside Manor. A little more privacy than the single room where you’ve been camping out, and a lot nicer than the hotel room you booked. Spectacular view of the Yukon River from the living room and master suite. It’s yours for as long as you like.”

      Mandy gave the Alpha a heartfelt squeeze. “You’ve been so generous. I feel as if I haven’t done anything except take advantage of you.”

      “At some point you’ll pay that favour forward,” Amy assured her. “Maybe not to me, but to someone else. That counts.”

      “I’ll be sure to do that.”

      Amy cleared her throat. “By the way, I already had your bags moved to the suite. Oops?”

      Mandy laughed. “You’re bossy.”

      “Guilty, but I mean well.”

      A flutter of excitement tickled Mandy’s belly. It was time to make the next move. “Does Evan plan to keep Justin standing in the middle of the room for the entire evening?”

      “If you want him to.” Amy offered a sly smile. “It’s good to see you ready to move on.”

      Mandy straightened up, nodding her agreement. “It’s good to feel ready to move on, and in fact, there’s something I need to do before I leave. Excuse me?”

      With a broad arm sweep, Amy gestured her to the center of the living space before responding to someone’s call from the kitchen.

      Mandy watched her friend leave the room, then gathered her courage and forced herself to leave the safety of the wall. Her feet refused to move quickly, but then again she reassured herself, it didn’t matter if she did this in an all-out run as long as she did it.

      Crossing the room took mere seconds, and she boldly stepped between the men.

      Justin jerked back in surprise.

      The Takhini Alpha turned to her with a broad grin. “Lady Mandy. So happy to see you this evening.”

      Evan took her by the hand and pressed his lips to her knuckles.

      Every wolf in the room froze, and the sudden hush made Justin’s deep growl echo all the louder.

      Evan rolled his eyes, dropping her hand to smack his fists to his hips as he pivoted on one heel, glaring around the room. “Good grief, do none of you have even the slightest understanding of chivalry? I wasn’t kissing kissing her, you fools.”

      Some card in the back shouted what they were all thinking. “If Amy spots you not kissing kissing anyone again, she’s gonna rip off your lips. That’d make it really hard to not kiss kiss, period.”

      “Hardy har har,” Evan muttered, before shaking his head sadly as he turned back to Mandy. “So much for trying to impress you.”

      She caught his fingers in hers and gave them a squeeze. “All your wolves have impressed me. Thank you for your hospitality these past months, and for your kindness to me.”

      He’d been the next best thing to a father figure for the past while, and now he looked her over carefully, caring in his expression. “Sounds as if you’re ready to say goodbye.”

      Beside her, Justin tensed as if nervous to hear her response.

      “It’s time for me to move on, but I’m not going far. At least, not at first. I have some decisions to make.”

      “We’ll always have a place for you,” Evan promised. His gaze darted back and forth between her and the bear before a devilish smile lit his face. “Here, I’ll get Shaun to drive you. Or better yet…”

      He gave a low whistle.

      Instantly a handsome, dark-skinned wolf popped up at his side, grin in place as the young man glanced in quick appreciation over Mandy before averting his eyes. “Yo, Alpha-dude. What’s hanging?”

      Evan pinched the bridge of his nose. “Kent, do you remember our discussion about showing a little more respect?”

      “What’s…happening?”

      “Better.”

      Evan offered an apologetic smile. “Have you met Kent yet? He’s Caroline’s younger brother. He’s supposed to be learning to be my assistant, but he’s mostly a pain in the ass.”

      “Younger siblings have that gift,” Mandy suggested, but she smiled at the young man.

      “Kent, drive our friend where she needs to go for the night. You’ll probably want to pick up some groceries and⁠—”

      “I’ll take care of Mandy,” Justin interrupted, loud and clear.

      He’d stepped closer, one foot between her and the new wolf. Everything about the way Justin held himself made it clear he was staking a claim, and that flutter of anticipation inside her belly raced in a new and unexpected direction.

      She twisted on the spot and looked up.

      And up.

      And up a bit more.

      Jeez, he was big.

      Mandy swallowed her fears and forced every bit of authority possible into her voice. “Excuse me? Did I ask you to take care of me?”

      A whole lot of oh shit, what did I just do? hit his expression, and Justin backpedaled rapidly. “Um, no, but I thought that⁠—”

      Mandy slapped up a hand to gesture for him to stop.

      She liked him, she really did, but if this was going to work, he had to figure this out now, and not a moment later. “And did you ask if you could take care of me?”

      He, and the entire room of wolves—who were watching breathlessly as if this was the best live soap opera ever—all shook their heads. It was like being surrounded by a room of bobbleheads, and she bit her lip so she didn’t burst out laughing and ruin everything.

      Instead, she drew herself up as regally as possible. “Then, I’d suggest you try again—some other time. Tonight Kent is taking me to my new home.”

      She turned on her heel and walked away without looking back.
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