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Former soldier Ron McBride thought his life couldn't possibly get any worse.  He's been physically transformed, hunted across most of North America and is haunted by his battles with addiction and PTSD.  But he’s been determined to keep a promise to a dead woman, even though he’s on the run.  Except now it looks like he’s about to die alone in the Canadian wilderness.

When he first wakes up in the tiny community in Bear Claw National Park, he thinks he’s found a little piece of heaven.  Particularly when he meets Lily Charging-Bull, a cheerful young woman whose family has been living in the sub-Arctic forest for generations.  For the first time in months, he just might have room to breathe.  But there’s a reason why no one has found this isolated community before.

Not every lalassu can hide their abilities in public.  For those who are visibly different, known as the Marked, Bear Claw is a refuge, a place to hide from fear and exploitation.  Lily and her family are skin-walkers, able to shift between human and bear form.  For generations, they’ve stood between the Marked and the outside world.

Ron has hunters on his trail, men with resources and globally-spanning grasps.  If they follow him to Bear Claw, the Marked cannot hope to escape.  

Lily finds herself having to choose between her duties and her heart, protecting the many or the one.  Ron has too many failures under his belt to see himself as anything but a burden.  Neither sees anything heroic when they look in a mirror but together they’ll learn the most important lesson of being a hero.  

Heroes aren’t born.  They become.
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“Revelations is a quick paced novel that changes the common perceptions of the ‘hero’, with journeys of self-discovery, acceptance and finding romance in unlikely places and people.” – Nada, Nadaness in Motion (nadanessinmotion.blogspot.ca)
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“This is one of the best love stories I have read in a long time!.... The pacing of this story is written so well that you feel like you’re a heartbeat away from more action and emotion than you can handle.  The characters are so well developed that they have the feel of real people.” – Ella, Writer in Progress (writerip.blogspot.ca)
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“The imagery and descriptions in this book are phenomenal, and I was on the edge of my seat with ‘Oh my gosh, WHAT HAPPENS NEXT?!’ almost constantly coming out of my mouth.... If a movie ever gets made based on this book, because one should, I would be first in line at the ticket booth.” – Lauren, Romance Novel Giveaways (romancenovelgiveaways.blogspot.ca)
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“This is a seriously cool book.... I loved the plot and twists and mysteries surrounding the gifted .... I want more!” – Maghon, Happy Tails and Tales Blog (happytailsandtales.blogspot.ca)
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“Absolutely Magical!.... After reading Revelations, I haven’t been this excited to pick up the next book in a series in a very long time.  Jennifer has a true talent & knack for reeling people in.  So proceed with caution if you plan on picking up this book, you’ll be hooked!” – Jessica, Taking It One Book At A Time (takingitonebookatatime.blogspot.ca)
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“What a wonderfully imaginative adventure.... There was just something magical and memorizing about this completely original and vivid world of Lewis’s imagination.” – Beth, Tome Tender (tometender.blogspot.ca)

Metamorphosis:

Book two of the lalassu

By Jennifer Carole Lewis

To all the warriors who have protected us at the cost of their own minds and bodies.

Thank you.
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​​​​Definitions
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​​Ekurru, (Hittite noun) definition: mountain house, a sanctuary

​​Lalassu, (Sumerian noun) definition: ghost, hidden or secret

––––––––

[image: ]


​​The Five Stages of Healing

​​Hemostasis: stopping the bleeding

Autolyzing: breaking down the dead tissue

Angiogenesis: reconnecting blood vessels

Epithelialization: rebuilding new tissue

Maturation: wound is healed
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​​​Part One: ​​Hemostasis
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​​​Chapter One
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Snow’s ethereal silvery beauty was best appreciated by someone who wasn’t having to slog through it, Ron McBride decided as he pushed past clinging white drifts. Halloween might be a few weeks away, but this far north, winter already had a solid grip. Dizzy and nauseous, he shook his head against the illusion of the dark trees merging with the sky to form a cage around him. He’d hated cages even before being held captive.

Without the strength of his enhanced muscles, the cross-country detour would have made him drop hours ago. As it was, he began to wonder if he’d made a fatal mistake. Hell of a thing if his paranoia ended up killing him. I only wanted to do what was right.

Four months of running. Four months of carrying the burden that weighed down his jacket pocket as he tried to fulfill a promise with little more than a name. The rules were simple. Never stay in one place for more than a few days. Keep moving north and west. Avoid getting drunk. Don’t be memorable. He’d failed them all repeatedly. He’d get caught up in someone else’s trouble or find himself lifting more or moving faster than human reflexes allowed. People would notice, and then he’d need to run before his hunters showed up on his trail. Sometimes a bottle offered the only hope of quieting his jangled and exhausted nerves enough to let him sleep.

Yesterday, he’d hitched a ride with a trucker who’d offered to take him as far as one of the remote supply towns in northern Canada, near the Alaska border. Ron couldn’t even remember the town’s name through the swirling fatigue fog clogging his brain. He did remember the man at the rest stop along the way, though. Dressed in plaid and jeans with a baseball cap pulled low over his features, the man poked at the collection of sunglasses, candy, and toiletries under the harsh fluorescent lights, like all the other truckers. But a jarring addition marred his traditional trucker uniform: expensive leather boots.

He didn’t know who the man was or what he was doing there, but he wasn’t about to take the chance that it had nothing to do with him. Ducking out the door, he began to walk.

Nearly twenty hours later, his choice didn’t seem very strategic anymore. There was a lot of wilderness up here. He could wander for weeks and never come across another human being. The picturesque puffs of snow floating down from the sky might make a lovely postcard, but they clung to his hat, hair, and clothes, melting and refreezing into dense chunks of ice, weighing him down. His fingers shook with cold despite being pressed into his armpits as he walked. 

The light faded rapidly into grey-blue twilight. He needed to stop and build a shelter, but his body seemed to have acquired a terrible inertia. It kept plodding forward, his mind and legs equally numb. He forced his arm up to grab at a nearby tree, but his frozen fingers missed, and he smashed into the trunk, rattling his chattering teeth. Dragging himself up, he forced himself to stop and actually look at his surroundings.

Black silhouettes of pine trees jutted into the sky all around him. The steadily falling snow piled into waist-high drifts. He needed some bare ground and a fire. Numbly, he remembered a lesson from his army survival training: birch bark burned, even when wet. Staggering through the snow, he peered into the forest, searching for telltale white trunks. 

His frozen fingers bled as he pried strips of bark from a birch and broke branches from a nearby pine. A small gap in the snow offered salvation. Scraping out its sparse accumulation of snow with a branch nearly did him in, but he managed the task and laid out his fire supplies with shaking hands. It took him three tries to get a match to light and another three before he got a piece of birch bark to spark and flame. Luckily, the branches were relatively dry and pitchy, catching easily and flaming brightly. 

The warmth hit him like a truck, sparking an irrational temptation to crawl directly into the tiny fire to thaw his body. He clenched his jaw against the pain of blood returning to numb extremities. He’d give himself a little time to warm up, and then he’d go collect more wood and see about a shelter. Just a little time.

His weariness seduced him into dangerous unconsciousness. Ron thought he’d only closed his eyes for a moment when a snuffling sound popped them back open. Charred black twigs blended into the ground without a hint of flame, and the cold ground had leached the remaining warmth from his legs. It was dark, far too dark.

His body wanted to collapse back into sleep. A tiny piece of his mind shrieked a warning that if he did, he would never wake again. He needed to stand up and get moving again.

As he rocked back, preparing to rise, the darkness in front of him moved.

Adrenaline cleared away the twin clinging cobwebs of exhaustion and cold. The image in front of him suddenly resolved into perfect terrifying clarity. A bear stood less than five feet away from him.

Ron’s hands trembled as he watched the monstrous animal, whose shaggy head was easily the size of a man’s torso. Even on all fours, the animal’s shoulders would reach Ron’s waist, and the massive hump over them would be halfway up his chest. Standing on its hind legs, he guessed the bear would measure ten feet. Dark-brown, shaggy fur blended into the darkness except for a short slash of golden brown over its shoulder, shaped like a crescent moon.

The bear huffed at him, clacking its jaws together. Controlling his fear, Ron carefully moved up, using the tree trunks for balance. If he could go slowly enough, maybe he could get out of range before it took an interest in him. His legs were numb and sore, ensuring he would have no chance of outrunning the creature.

Except it didn’t seem aggressive. 

It kept looking at him as if trying to figure out what he was. Perhaps it hadn’t seen a human before. If ignorance kept it from trying to eat him, Ron wasn’t going to push for enlightenment. He thought bears were supposed to hibernate in winter, though. He vaguely remembered reading that if a bear was awake in winter, it was considered especially dangerous.

“Good bear. Nice bear,” he croaked.

The bear’s ears went flat against its skull, exactly like an annoyed cat. It snorted and shook its head.

“You don’t want to eat me, Mr. Bear. Go on and find a pik-i-nik basket somewhere.” Ron stopped as the creature let out a low growl.

Okay, so much for the human-voice-calms-wild-animals theory. The bear reached out with an enormous paw and raked through the remains of his fire. A few glowing coals shone amid the ashy flakes. Then it poked at the remaining crisped fragments of birch bark, growling again.

When it turned and began to amble away across the clearing, Ron saw his chance. He eased himself around the trees and started walking slowly in the opposite direction. It was a good plan and might have worked if his legs had cooperated.

His stiff limbs collapsed under him, dropping him to the ground with a massive thud. The bear’s attention immediately swung back to him, and Ron’s primitive instincts took over. It didn’t matter how many times he’d been told to never run from a wild animal—his feet were pumping before his brain could consciously give instruction.

Running wildly through the woods, he heard the bear crashing behind him. This is it. I’m going to die now. He tried to summon his enhanced strength for a leap into a tree, but his abused muscles refused. He slammed into the trunk and then rolled down the hill on the far side of it, his backpack flying off and scattering his belongings across the snow.

A tree graciously halted his downward tumble, abruptly catching his head and shoulders with a tooth-rattling stop. Stunned, he could only stare at the top of the ridge as the bear looked down on him.

The life of Ron McBride ended by Canadian wildlife. Embarrassing, but at least no one would ever know. He braced himself for the inevitable crunch of jaws.

The bear, outlined against the inky sky, stared at him. Then it turned and walked away.

It left me. I’m not even good enough to eat. Instead of being a bear’s before-bedtime snack, he was going to get to die of a combination of exposure and a concussion. He patted his jacket, feeling for the hard lump. Still intact. He tried to force himself to his feet, but he was too weak. Wearily, he stared at the green and blue lights floating in the sky above. Maybe this was for the best. All the things he’d done and seen... maybe they should go to his grave with him.

Resignation pulled him down into the darkness.
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Death felt surprisingly warm and soft. Ron decided it wasn’t so bad. He didn’t remember his body freezing, which was probably a good thing. He remembered a man’s voice telling him it was going to be okay. Maybe his grandfather? Pops had died when Ron was little. His father was still alive, so it couldn’t be him. It wasn’t how he’d pictured death, but he might finally be safe and home.

He took a deep breath and coughed in surprise. Why did Heaven smell like bacon? His eyes opened, but it took time for his brain to process the images. Blinking helped resolve the warm brown blur into carved wooden panels. Only a few feet from his nose, he could see the individual chisel marks. He looked down, and bright colors flared across his vision. A quilt. Several quilts in eye-popping primary colors. He patted the topmost layer with his hand, surprised at the soft, close-woven fabric.

“Good morning!” a woman’s voice cheerfully called out. He caught movement to his right, and a head appeared—one with a bright, merry smile and dancing black eyes framed by long black hair that spilled around her face like a fall of silk fringe. 

He jerked back without thinking and cracked his head on the carved wood paneling beside him.

“Oops. Sorry.” She reached out to probe the tender spot on his skull. Belatedly, it occurred to him that he might not be dead.

“Where am I?” he demanded, trying to convince his adrenaline centers to relax. He wasn’t captured and being held. Not like last time.

“Bear Claw Station, part of Kluane National Park in the Yukon. I’m Lily. Let me see your fingers.” She didn’t wait for permission, manipulating his hand with strong, supple fingers. He took advantage of the opportunity to study her beyond basic threat assessment.

She was pretty, with creamy skin the color of fresh-baked bread. A pale, fine-knit sweater clung to her full breasts and slender waist. Her touch was gentle as she flexed and examined his hands. To his chagrin, Ron found himself growing hard under the blankets, and he snatched his fingers back. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had the energy to be attracted to a woman. That was something old Ron did, not the new hunted Ron.

She didn’t take offence. “I don’t think there’s permanent damage from the frostbite, but they’re going to be sensitive for a while. Are you hungry?”

“Where am I?” he asked as she moved out of sight.

“I told you. Bear Claw Station. Are you sure your head is okay?” Lily popped back into view, her smile twisting into a concerned frown.

“My head is fine. And people don’t live in national parks.” He shoved the covers away, irritated and suspecting she was laughing at him, playing him for a fool. Suddenly, he realized he only wore an unfamiliar grey cable-knit sweater and threadbare dark sweatpants. “Where are my things?”

“Doc gathered up what he could, but we had to get you back here quickly to keep you from freezing to death. Everything is over there.” She pointed to a small pile of folded clothes perched precariously on a stack of bright-yellow plastic bins. Relief sagged in his chest as he spotted the sleeve of his worn jacket poking out.

Lily continued. “This is Doc’s cabin. The ranger resupply station is about a half a kilometer away. Are you hungry?”

“I don’t need a doctor.” He’d had enough of the entire medical profession. He swung his legs over the edge of the bed, jumped out, and promptly tumbled to his knees since the floor was still a good two feet below his heels. 

She knelt beside him to help him up. “I should have warned you about the bed platform. Doc likes sleeping up high. Says its warmer.” 

Yes, she should have warned him. He managed to regain his feet without looking like any more of an idiot in front of her. She studied him with her arms crossed and full lips pursed—neither of which helped to subdue his somewhat embarrassing erection since the pose emphasized her generous breasts and the softness of her mouth. Now that he was out of bed, he could also appreciate her long and shapely legs, outlined in black leggings. That’s not helping. Remember the rules.

“I’m not sure you should be out of bed yet.” She hesitated. “Maybe I should get—”

“You mentioned food?” He wasn’t ready to deal with anyone else. He needed to figure out where he was and get moving again.

​​“Sure. The table is kind of full...”

Full would have been an understatement. Small mountains of paper must have been breeding for generations to create so much accumulation. The cheap card table looked as if its skinny metal legs might collapse at any moment.

“Doc usually eats in his chair. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.” She gestured toward a worn-out armchair perched beside the stove.

Ron ignored the chair, reaching for the pile of clothes instead. The familiar hard lump still bulged inside the inner jacket pocket. He hadn’t lost it. Releasing the imprisoned air in his lungs, he exhaled as quietly as he could. He might not have much of his old self left to cling to, but he still kept his promises. 

“We’re isolated. Not thieves,” Lily said quietly behind him.

​​He winced. “I didn’t think you’d taken it—”

“What do you have in there anyway?” she interrupted, staring at the jacket in his hands.

He pulled out the sealed grey plastic container. “The ashes of a woman I knew. I promised I’d take them back to her family.” It was the least he could do, given how he’d failed to save her.

“Sounds like she was important.”

The memory of Nada’s final moments flashed in his mind, the pop of the gun firing as blood sprayed across his face. His body wouldn’t obey his instructions, moving too slowly to stop it. Ron’s heart pounded in his chest, and his fingers curled into fists. He’d failed her. As he’d failed so many others.

Lily’s hand on his chest pulled him out of the awful memory. “I won’t push. I know what it’s like to lose someone close to you. Supper’s ready.”

As she began to scrape his meal out of the iron skillet, Ron sat down, struggling to find something to say to bridge the awkward silence. He guessed this was a cabin or cottage from the paneled walls. There was only one room, equally dominated by the heavy iron stove blasting out heat and the paperwork cluttering every horizontal surface. His gaze hit the bed he’d fallen out of: a twin mattress resting in a narrow alcove. The only bed in the tiny cabin. “Do you live here?”

“Me? No. My family has a cabin to the east.”

He shouldn’t have been relieved that Lily wasn’t involved with Doc. You have to keep moving, he reminded himself. As much as exploring this budding attraction tempted him, he needed to stay focused. Lust intoxicated as easily as liquor.

Lily continued to explain. “I help Doc out. Make sure he’s got a hot meal waiting when he gets back at the end of the day. He asked me to do cleaning, too, except then he couldn’t find anything after I moved it.” She shrugged, handing him a tin plate full of crispy bacon and soft white fish. “What’s your name?”

He hesitated. After six months of aliases, the questions should have been easy. But he felt strangely reluctant to lie to this woman.

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want.” A sad, sympathetic smile appeared briefly. “Running away from the past is our favorite community pastime.”

“Who said I was running?” Ron countered, taking a hearty bite of the fish. Fried in bacon grease, it tasted delicious.

Don’t take me for an idiot. Her pointed look couldn’t have been clearer with subtitles. “Either that, or you have a suicidal appreciation of Northern wilderness. No one goes out in a blizzard without the right gear or supplies unless they don’t have a choice. So, if you don’t want to tell us your name, don’t worry about it. We’ll make one up for you.”

“How about Too Stupid To Come Out of Snow?” He hoped it would make her smile.

It worked. Her grin lit up the entire cabin. “Maybe Man Who Hugs Trees. Or we could always go with something less Indian cliché. Like Blue Eyes.”

“How is that less cliché?” He chuckled, scraping his plate to get the last of the fish.

“It’s a mobster cliché instead of an Indian one. You want some more, Blue Eyes? I have some dried berries and mushrooms here.”

He handed his empty plate back. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten fresh-cooked food from someone other than a short-order cook. For that matter, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d talked to someone more than absolutely necessary.

The realization turned the succulent grilled fish into a flaky stone in his mouth. He couldn’t afford to forget what he was running from. And what he’d promised to do. It was the only hope he had.

“Don’t go there, Blue Eyes,” Lily warned him, perching on a stool.

He swallowed with difficulty. “Go where?”

“Whatever alone place made your eyes go all sad.”

“You don’t know what I’ve dealt with,” he said gruffly, putting aside the plate and standing up. 

“You’re right. I don’t. And you don’t know us.” She watched him as he picked up his pile of belongings. “Grandfather will have us all tracking you down if you leave before Andrew says you’re healed. If we let you go now, with what you have, it would be murder.”

Just walk away. Ron shook out his jeans, fully intending to listen to logic for once. Except she was right. If he tried to go out with his jeans, a worn black sweater, and leather jacket, he’d freeze before he could reach any place with supplies. He was going to be stuck here. “Who’s Andrew?”

“My brother. Grandfather and Dad taught him traditional healing, and he did an EMT course down in Vancouver. He takes care of most medical stuff around here, stitches and stuff. He said we should be careful not to let your hands get cold again or you’d lose your fingers.” Lily seemed equally comfortable whether he was snarling or smiling. Ron had the uncomfortable impression he’d lost control of the situation.

“What about the doctor?” he asked, feeling like an idiot.

“What about him?” Lily asked, her head tipping slightly to one side.

“Why doesn’t he fix people up?”

“Oh, Doc’s not that kind of doctor. He’s a scientist. He studies bears. Population, behavior, food. All the fun stuff.” Lily waved her hand at the piles of paperwork.

“Bears.” Her explanation didn’t help him to feel any less like an idiot.

“He wants to work out ways for bears and humans to coexist peacefully. A lot of bear habitat is being ripped up with logging, mining, and new subdivisions.” Lily pulled another slab of fish out of a glass container and put it in the frying pan. “He thinks bears have a bad rap for being vicious attackers.”

The animal he’d encountered hadn’t been interested in attacking him. It had seemed curious, not hostile. He thought it might actually have been trying to be nonthreatening, but maybe the concussion was messing with his memories. “What do you think?”

“I think humans and animals aren’t as different as they like to pretend.” Lily’s words were punctuated by a quick jab of the spatula. “They both lash out without thinking, but a bear doesn’t even have to be angry to do big damage, just irritated.”

A repetitive crunching sound outside of the hut sent Ron’s senses into high alert. Footsteps. Coming closer. He glanced over at Lily. She didn’t seem concerned with anything other than the skillet. There was only one exit, the door to the cabin. He’d have to fight through whoever was coming.

“You’re disappearing again,” Lily said quietly, not looking at him. “You can trust us, you know.”

Maybe he could trust them, but they shouldn’t trust him. Lily and the others had saved his life, and he refused to put them in jeopardy. He owed them the truth. “I have some nasty people looking for me. I don’t want you to get hurt, and if they think I’ve been here...” He couldn’t finish. Memories of the dead clutched his voice with cold, stiff fingers.

Lily snorted in amusement. “Who’s going to find you? We’re past the Arctic Circle, surrounded by primordial forest. It’s a three-hour hike along a narrow trail to reach the nearest road. And then another day to drive to the nearest town, home to about two hundred people and a small airport for bringing in freight. Once you leave this settlement, you won’t see another human being for days. There are less than a dozen people who live here, and we know every single one of them on sight.” She paused. “You should give yourself time to rest and heal. There are worse places.”

Ron couldn’t quite process her words. A dozen people? Days of travel before reaching other humans? It didn’t seem possible. Intellectually, he was aware of the North’s isolation, but his mind had trouble grasping the reality. Besides, didn’t people come here to get away from other people? Shouldn’t they be rushing him out instead of helping him? He tensed, suspecting a trap. People didn’t help strangers, particularly the potentially dangerous ones. Not if they were smart.

The footsteps stopped outside the cabin, and Ron tensed at the hollow knocks against the wall before the door opened to reveal a tall, wiry man with a long, snow-dotted grey beard. His glasses steamed up in the heat, hiding his eyes, as he pulled off a snow-laden toque and jacket and shook them outside the door.

“Those tracks to the east are definitely Big Bart’s. He’s headed out to find a more suitable hibernation spot than the ones around here.” The man wiped his glasses and only then seemed to notice Ron standing in the middle of the floor. “Oh good, he’s awake. Close call there, boy. Should feel lucky.”

“You must be Doc.” Ron had been prepared for a fight, but the old man standing in front of him completely failed to register on Ron’s paranoia-enhanced internal threat meter. He looked like a doting grandfather, the kind who carved wooden toys for a horde of grandkids.

“Sure you don’t want to tack an ‘I presume’ onto the end of that? Don’t get too many chances for that line.” Doc grinned as he continued peeling off layers of protective clothing. “Osmund Svensson. Doc is fine. I assume Lily’s told you I’m not actually the useful kind of doctor.”

“She mentioned you study bears.” Ron started to wonder if everyone here suffered from some kind of shared delusion. Maybe their isolation made them eager for new faces. Or maybe they’re genuinely nice people who don’t deserve to get caught up in my mess.

“Then there’s no need to go over it again and bore you to tears. Andrew said you should stay put for a while until your hands and head are fixed up. Plenty of room in here. And Lily is a fantastic cook.” Doc winked at the girl.

“Only compared to you.” She smiled sweetly back at him, her laughter barely concealed.

“True. True. I burn everything.” He chuckled indulgently. Ron half expected him to pull out a pipe and settle in front of the fire like some kind of lean Santa Claus. For a moment, Ron let himself feel the envy roiling in his gut. He wished he could go back to the innocent days when he didn’t know what lurked behind the curtain of normalcy. He wanted to laugh with his parents and repeat jokes they’d told each other a thousand times. He wanted to not worry about strangers and questions and secrets.

“Gerry asked me not to keep you late tonight.” Doc passed on the message to Lily with a good-natured, conspiratorial grin.

Lily’s cheeriness froze, but she quickly put on a polite smile. “Supper’s on the stove.”

Ron wondered what she was hiding. An abusive family? A surge of protective violence tightened his shoulders and knotted his fists.

“We’ll see you in the morning, then.” Doc glanced over at Ron.

Lily gathered up mittens, hat, and a thick parka. As she bundled herself up, she paused to meet Ron’s eyes. “Don’t disappear on me. Give Bear Claw a chance.”

She slipped out into the twilight, leaving the two men alone in the cabin. Ron forced his hands to relax. He couldn’t walk away if she needed help.

“Great Ghost of Ursus, you weren’t thinking of heading back out there?” Doc asked, his bushy eyebrows poking above his glasses in surprise.

“It’s not good for me to stay in one place too long,” Ron answered honestly. “For me or the people who live there. Only I don’t think I’ll be ready to go anytime soon. Not if I want to survive the trip.”

Like Lily, Doc seemed to be completely deficient in survival awareness. He didn’t blink at the news of possible danger, focusing only on the practicalities. “True. I’m sure we can find some gear for you somewhere. I don’t know what you’re running from, but this is a good place to catch your breath. It’s got to be pretty bad for us to find you slumped over a burned-out fire in the middle of the forest. Especially without mitts or a parka.” Doc’s shrewdness peeked past his jovial exterior. “We’re not about to let you head out to freeze, so you might as well relax and indulge an old man with some company. Have you tried the fish?”
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Lily hurried through the woods to the steeply sloped log cabin she shared with her brothers and grandfather. She wasn’t looking forward to the conversation she knew was coming. With luck, Lou would still be in the bush. Grandfather and Andrew she could deal with. Lou would be another story. She missed her twin, Mark. He could always be counted on to find the less serious side of life.

That faint hope died when she heard dogs barking. If the team was home, then Lou was back. Sure enough, a dozen dogs were frisking around their elevated squat boxes. She lingered among them, letting them sniff and jump around her in a frenzy of reacquaintance.

“Hey there, Pepper, Ginger, Molasses,” she called out softly, rubbing their wide heads with her mittened hands.

“Lily.” Her grandfather’s gentle voice cut through the dogs.

Without another word, she left the animals and went into the house. She’d been dreading this moment since Doc had first brought the man back to Bear Claw. She hung up her outer clothes with meticulous care, her stomach heavy with trepidation.

Out of the corner of her eye, she watched her brothers in the common area. Lou hunched over the table, his thick fingers twisting wire into traps. He glared at her, a roughly made leather cap jammed over his long black hair. He only wore clothes he made himself out of the animals he trapped out in the forest and tundra. Andrew was his twin’s opposite, reclining in his chair by the fire as if he hadn’t a care in the world, but his sharp eyes missed nothing. He kept his hair neatly trimmed and ordered all his clothes from catalogues.

Grandfather cleared his throat, signaling an end to her delaying tactics. He sat quietly, unaffected by the tension. As a shaman, he always seemed to be prepared for disaster.

“Is he awake?” Andrew asked. No need to clarify who.

“He is.” Lily lifted her chin defiantly.

“And?” Lou prompted gruffly.

She took a deep breath before answering. “I don’t think we’ll have to kill him.”
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​​​Chapter Two
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“He’s a threat,” Lou growled, his heavily muscled frame straining against his handmade leather garments. Lily had tried for years to convince him to try Georgette’s hand-knit and handwoven garments, but he always refused, saying they were too flimsy for proper use.

“He’s hurt and lost.” Lily kept her voice level. Pointing out Lou’s paranoia wouldn’t help the situation. He had some justification, having tracked too many hunters and poachers. She understood the need to protect Bear Claw but couldn’t agree with his ruthlessness.

“He has to go,” Lou snapped back.

“I did not put effort into treating him only to have him banished. He needs to stay.” Andrew sounded amused, speaking in the same tone he used when training the puppies for sled duty. Dressed in plaid flannel with soft, wool-lined slippers, he refused to play to the stereotype of a medicine man despite Grandfather’s training. He’d returned to Bear Claw because of the family’s obligations, not out of any distaste or discomfort for twenty-first-century society.

“He is running from himself, from his memories,” their grandfather interrupted.

None of the Charging Bull siblings bothered to ask how he knew. Their grandfather had long ago mastered the knack of maintaining an otherworldly mystique in all circumstances. Lily personally believed he made up at least half of it as he went along and took credit for things he hadn’t considered or intended. But then, she’d never been terribly spiritual. She preferred to concentrate on practical matters.

She’d never admit her doubts to his face. Although Grandfather was shorter than all of them, his commanding presence could not be denied. His age would be impossible for an outsider to guess. His hair was still dark, with only a thin scattering of white and grey. Pulled back neatly in a tail and tied with a leather thong, it framed his face in a smooth oval. Multiple layers of wrinkles folded into each other, a mixture of age and weathering. He looked as he had always looked for as long as Lily could remember. He might be older than anyone else in their settlement, but he wasn’t so old or weak that the siblings could dismiss one of his irritable cuffs across the backs of their squabbling heads. Grandfather poked another log into their antique enameled stove before turning to Lily. “What else did he say?”

“He doesn’t want to talk much about himself. Every time I got close, he pulled back.” Lily took a deep breath. Her obligations were clear, but when she thought of the pain she’d seen in Blue Eyes’s face and heart, she couldn’t turn away. She might not be a shaman, but the drive to help still ran deep. “He needs us, Uzumati.”

His formal medicine title caused Grandfather to raise an eyebrow. “Your brother is correct in his concerns. The trouble chasing this man may find him here. We already have too much attention on us with the geological survey’s discoveries last year.”

Lily winced, remembering the flurry of excitement when the surveyors had discovered a large deposit of rare minerals beneath Kluane. Mining companies immediately began sniffing around, trying to revoke their national park status and offering bribes and considerations to the local tribes and settlements.

“I know, Uzumati. But this is one man, someone who will die if we don’t help him.” She needed to turn her family’s focus away from all the other dangers they faced. If Grandfather could just see Blue Eyes as a man, there was a chance.

“He’s not a lost puppy, Lily.” Andrew failed to hide the hints of amusement tugging at his mouth.

“He’s dangerous to us,” Lou snapped.

“He’s lost and alone, and we’re talking about whether or not to kill him. I’d say we’re more dangerous to him.” Lily knelt by Grandfather’s worn, padded chair. “Are our hearts as frozen as the river? He deserves our compassion.”

Grandfather nodded slowly, considering her point. “You argue from the heart. Is there a strong motivation behind your words?”

Because I couldn’t possibly want to help someone without the impetus of destined fate driving me. Lily kept her gaze fixed on Grandfather’s face to keep from rolling her eyes. Blue Eyes might be cute, but she could want to help someone without it being part of true love or biological drives. She had enough to occupy her.

“You can’t mean—” Lou jumped to his feet. “Not with an outsider!”

“Calm down. This isn’t anything more than human decency. Shouldn’t that be enough?” She turned back to her Grandfather.

He glared at Lou. Grandfather never had much patience for sibling battles. “Very well. This man needs time to recover. For now, we will refrain from judgment. It will be best if he is allowed to leave without realizing we are more than a collection of social misfits. Andrew will continue to treat him. Lily, you pleaded for his life. You will be responsible for him.”

“Yes, Uzumati.” She lowered her eyes respectfully. Her grandfather clasped her shoulder for a moment. In any other family, it would have been a hug. They both understood what he meant.

“I don’t like this,” Lou growled.

“Perhaps you can check the southern trap lines again if his presence so disturbs you.” Grandfather’s voice was mild, but Lou flinched under the rebuke. “I have made my decision. You will all abide by it.”

“The others will have to stay out of sight while he’s here.” Andrew stretched in his chair. His twin’s belligerence never seemed to get under his skin.

“An unfortunate result of having temporary strangers here. But a necessary one.” Grandfather got to his feet, preparing to end the discussion.

“We don’t need to operate blindly.” Andrew pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and held it up. Lily frowned. The lack of cell service was part of why they’d chosen this particular pocket to settle in. “I took his picture and gave it to Bob. He’s on his way to Juneau for a pickup. He’ll send the picture to his contact and find out who our mystery man is.” A freight pilot and a member of their community, Bob checked out the rangers posted to Bear Claw and the occasional tourist for them. Still, Lily couldn’t help feeling she’d made a mistake in telling anyone about Blue Eyes. 

“It could bring his troubles right to our doorstep,” she protested.

“Bob understands what’s at stake. I trust his contact. He’s found information for me before. It doesn’t have to be all drum circles and visions.” Andrew glanced at Grandfather, making it clear whom his last sentence was intended for. They must still be arguing about his commitment to the shamanic path. 

“You know how I feel about modern technology. It spreads lies and weakens the spirit.” Grandfather thumped his fist on the table.

“Ignorance isn’t protection,” Lou said reluctantly. “We need to know everything we can.”

Lily straightened. She wouldn’t have expected her traditional brother to ever support Andrew’s course of action. She’d dismissed his gruff outbursts as just his typical personality, but if he was truly worried, she’d have to be even more careful. 

Grandfather saw it, too. He nodded, accepting the decision even if he didn’t like it. Which left Lily with no choice except to do the same. She served up the evening meal, trying to distract herself from the ominous feeling souring her belly. Grandfather and Andrew settled by the stove with a game of chess. Lou continued to work on his traps. After years of living in close quarters, they all knew when to walk away. Small grievances quickly turned into major fights if allowed to develop, and none of them had the option of leaving Bear Claw permanently, so they needed to maintain at least a veneer of civility at all times.

“You will not eat with us, Lily?” Grandfather asked.

“I ate at Doc’s. I think I’ll go to bed.” It was a polite way of saying she needed to retreat. She walked away from her brother, disappearing into the tiny curtained alcove she called her own—a small handmade bed with built-in drawers for her clothes, overhung with a shelf for her books and trinkets. Making sure the curtain had closed completely, she opened the top drawer to pull out a pamphlet and package of letters. The pamphlet had once been glossy, but she’d gone through it so many times that the pages were soft and worn. She could still see the Northstar Communications logo clearly, though.

Her family would have a fit if they knew she had it. Lou and Grandfather would, at least. Andrew and Mark might have some sympathy, given their own leanings toward modern society. Bear Claw couldn’t possibly afford the kind of exposure a mining operation would bring, but this company was different. They wanted the minerals, but they also were offering to use the various settlements in Kluane National Park to launch a prototype for a communication network that could link isolated communities and give them easy, cheap, and reliable Internet. It could open up the whole world.

Edyta, the Russian expatriate who ran Ptarmigan Shipping, had given her the pamphlet, and the two of them had been exchanging letters for the better part of a year. Lily’s family didn’t trust Edyta, especially since the businesswoman frequently used her influence to pressure the local communities. As the only source of shipping, she held a lot of power. But Lily liked the tiny, blunt businesswoman. Edyta and Evonne, Lily’s best friend, were the only two who knew how much she dreamed of connecting to other people and places. She would never abandon Bear Claw, but if there was a way to reach out without endangering them all... her train of thought was as familiar and worn as the pamphlet.

Maybe that’s why I feel such a connection with Blue Eyes. He wasn’t one of the dozen people she’d grown up with. He’d been to places and seen things she’d only dreamed of. That made sense, much more sense than Lou’s fears and Grandfather’s hopes. She didn’t have room in her life for setups with a cosmic dating service, and only a fool would believe in the fantasy of instant connection and lifelong partnership. Lily prided herself on being practical. Evonne was the dreamer and had been since they were little girls. She’d married Bob after only knowing him a few months, though they were still together after five years, so there must have been something there.

“She shouldn’t go back there,” Lou growled from the common area. Lily kept quiet. Her brothers never remembered how good her hearing actually was. A little sister needed to use whatever tools she had.

“She’ll be fine. You worry too much,” Andrew replied. Grandfather must have been out or in bed for them to be talking so freely.

“You’ve seen him. Should I be worried?”

“I can’t speak for Lily, but he’s not really my type.” Andrew would be smirking. “You can’t have expected her to never be interested in a man.”

“He’s not one of us,” Lou said. “She should stick to her own kind. For all our sakes.”

“She may not have a choice.” Lily heard the chairs scrape across the floor as Andrew continued. “We need more wood for the fire.” 

The door closed, and Lily decided she’d hidden long enough. The events of the day left her muscles twitching in restless agitation. She needed to go out, burn off some energy.

She crept outside, avoiding her brothers, who were still talking loudly by the woodshed, arguing about her. She made the familiar dash to the woods, headed for her own private sanctuary, a small cave near the cabin. Usually she went there to read or have a little privacy. Tonight, she stripped off her clothes and stuffed them into a thermal-lined bag to keep them from freezing.

There wasn’t much time before her exposed skin would crystallize and freeze. Lily closed her eyes, letting her consciousness sink into the sounds of the forest: the echoing creak of ice-gripped wood shifting in the lowering temperature, the endless hiss of wind scraping across the frozen ground, the almost inaudible plop of tree-caught snow losing its battle with gravity to fall to the ground. It was the familiar melody of her life, one that had soothed her since birth.

The icy wind would have ripped the life from her naked body if she had been human, but Lily’s ancestors had long ago claimed this arctic land as their own. Even as the cold beaded her skin in intricate patterns, a thick coat of fur began to sprout from her tan flesh. Evonne had told her that the change was disturbing to watch, describing it as painful, but Lily never felt that way. It wasn’t any more uncomfortable than stretching muscles after a period of being hunched in a single position. Everything stretched outward, finding new equilibrium and balance.

She dropped to her forepaws, the bulk of her alternate form settling around her, lending weight and strength to every step. The power of her grizzly form both reassured and intoxicated her. In this shape, she need not fear any natural creature. Only unnatural hunters such as humans could threaten her, and they would not find her easy prey.

Things were simpler in the fur. Moral ambiguities had a tendency to disappear, leaving her mind clearer and more focused. She found it both alluring and terrifying. Her great-grandmother had retreated deep into her animal form, abandoning her family to live in the forest. Lily always worried about succumbing to the same fate.

Pointing her snout toward Doc’s cabin, she breathed deeply. It was time to patrol and hopefully find more answers about her mystery man.
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After struggling out of a nightmare-filled sleep, Ron poked about Doc’s tiny cabin. With no clock, and having broken his watch during the fall, he had no way to gauge how much time had passed. He only knew it was the next day because Doc told him so before leaving to do his morning rounds, as he called them. He’d promised to return to the cabin soon, but Ron was already stir-crazy. There was no TV, nothing except masses of notebooks and sample containers. He’d hoped Lily might come back, but instead, the hours dragged on endlessly, broken only by a few scientific books about bear behavior and anatomy and a battered Tom Clancy novel with the last three pages missing.

He was torn. On the one hand, this looked like the perfect place to take the recharging time he desperately needed. He could figure out a plan, maybe even figure out a way to safely go home. The idea sent a surge of longing through him. The last time his family had seen him, he’d been headed straight for an ugly death and an anonymous grave. If only he could talk to them, tell them he was trying to get better and stay sober. But if he did, he’d lead his pursuers right to them, and he couldn’t risk that. Not without a plan.

His head shrilled with too many competing alarms. The man from the truck stop—if he was connected with Ron’s captors, he could conceivably find this little community. In fact, from what Lily had said, there weren’t many other options. If he kept moving, he’d stay ahead of them. Every time he’d let himself be seduced into staying still, they’d found him. There were already too many deaths on his conscience. He pushed the heels of his hands into his temples, trying to silence the pounding headache in order to think rationally.

Lily might have something he could take to ease the pain. Ron sagged in the chair, realizing that no matter how he tried, his mind kept circling back to her brilliant smile, her gentle touch, her delightfully curvy body. He groaned, feeling like a randy teenage boy trying to catch a glimpse of a girl between classes. But he wasn’t a teenage boy. He was a man, one who knew better than to let his selfish desires put someone else at risk.

A knock at the door caused him to jump up, banging into the tiny table and sending the piles of paper tumbling to the floor.

“Who is it?” he called out, squatting to pick up the papers.

The door opened, revealing an older man with weather-tanned skin, dressed in a fur hat with flaps covering his ears and a brown parka. “I’m Bill Miller, the senior ranger for Bear Claw. Doc mentioned you were up and feeling better.”

Why would Lily and Doc have betrayed him like this? Ron forced himself to keep still despite his mind screaming at him to lash out before he could be recaptured and made helpless again. The mental noise drowned out what Bill was asking.

“—out there?”

A crackling told him that he’d crushed the papers in his hand. Ron sat down, putting the crumpled pieces carefully on the table and rubbed at his head. Stay calm. “Sorry, could you repeat that? My head is still killing me.”

Bill’s tired eyes narrowed slightly, but he nodded pleasantly enough as he took the other chair. “I asked what you were doing out there.”

I can do this. Keep it simple. “I got lost.”

“Have to be pretty lost to end up in Bear Claw.” Bill started stripping off his gear, revealing a worn blue-denim shirt and jeans, ending Ron’s hopes of a quick interview.

Ron decided to go with a variant of the truth. “I’ve been traveling a while, trying to keep a promise I made.” He pulled the hard plastic box out of his jacket. “I said I’d bring her home to her family, and I’ve been searching to find the place ever since.”

“That’s one heck of a promise.” Bill didn’t reach for the urn, although his long fingers twitched toward it.

“I was told it’s on the border near the Yukon, Alaska and British Columbia. It doesn’t show up on any maps. I hoped once I got closer, I’d find someone who knew about it.” He felt more confident now. The ranger was distracted from wondering how Ron had ended up alone in the woods. With luck, that part of the story wouldn’t come up again until Ron was well on his way.

“We’ve got pretty extensive maps of the area at the ranger station. Show a lot of the individual cabins and smaller settlements. What’s the name of this place?” Bill asked.

“Ekurru.” Ron pronounced the word awkwardly. Walter Harris had refused to write it down for him.

Bill’s eyes widened, and his lips pressed together. The mood shifted from curiosity to hostility, raising Ron’s already tense nerves to painful alertness.

“Who are you?” Bill demanded.

Ron bolted to his feet, his adrenaline firing and ready to fight. He would not be caged again. Bill leaned back in his chair. His hands were spread with rigid fingers, prepared to defend himself, but the casual pose seemed designed to defuse the situation rather than antagonize it.

Ron took a deep breath, trying to regain his composure. His hands were shaking, and his headache swelled with each thumping heartbeat.

“Didn’t mean to upset you. Easy now.” Bill kept his voice level, giving Ron time to calm down.

“What do you want?” Ron retreated from the table, putting his back to the wall.

“When I came here, I planned to file a report about you being found. Let your family know you were all right and call off any search-and-rescue efforts.” Bill relaxed slightly, but his right hand still hovered near his belt. Ron suspected the man had a weapon there. “From your reaction, I suspect it wouldn’t be a good thing.”

“I don’t have any family, and no one is looking to rescue me.”

“I can see this is difficult. Sit down, son, and I’ll put my cards on the table if you’ll do the same.” Bill held up his hand before Ron could object. “I’m not asking for your secrets, but it might be best if you stopped asking about Ekurru.”

Ron slowly sank into the chair, his body still thrumming on high alert. There was no way Bill would still believe he was an innocent lost hiker. Rationally, he should cooperate. Emotionally, his legs twitched, ready to smash and run—anything to escape the older man and his accurate suspicions. Rational thinking scraped out a victory by a very thin margin.

“I take it there’s trouble following you. Trouble you’re looking to avoid.”

Ron nodded.

“Is it likely to follow you here?”

“I don’t know. I was hitchhiking, and then I saw someone I thought was following me. I took off into the woods to get away. I got lost and tried to build a fire, but I fell asleep and then there was this bear—”

“What kind of bear?” Bill’s attention sharpened even more.

“A big one, brown. Had a little golden crescent on one shoulder.” Ron described the animal, the muscles bunching even tighter around his spine. Why did the ranger care about the bear?

“That’s Litonya. One of Doc’s.” Bill frowned. “What happened next?”

“I woke up here.”

“And no one on your trip told you anything about this Ekurru place?”

“That’s right.”

Bill relaxed, raising Ron’s suspicions even more. He wondered if Walter had given him a fake name, something to flag him as he traveled. Maybe that was how people were tracking him. His brain shied away from the memories of his captivity.

“I don’t want the people around here getting hurt. I won’t put you in any official report, but I want you out of here as quickly as possible.” Bill stood up and started pulling on his gear. “Understood?”

Ron nodded. His mind and body still raced in high gear, refusing to give him the space to think and act. He barely noticed Bill leaving—he was too overwhelmed and exhausted from the constant struggle to control himself. His palms crushed against his eyes as if he could physically force his brain to close down. He couldn’t quite seem to breathe. The air kept getting sucked back out of his lungs faster than he could pull it in.

A drink. I need a drink. If he didn’t get some relief from his hyper-awareness, he was going to be sick. He remembered Doc telling him how he kept food and other supplies in a storage bin beside the front door. No need for a fridge, the old man had chortled. Not when it’s thirty below out there!

Ron’s body bolted for the door before he could consciously finish the thought. He struggled with the locking mechanism for the bin before managing to open the lid. He scanned the contents, praying Doc would have a little something to warm up with on a cold night.

The bottle of vodka was nearly full, and Ron breathed a sigh of thanks. His bare fingers stuck to the chilled glass, reminding him that he had dashed outside in socks, jeans, and a sweatshirt. The cold woke his brain to the implications of his actions. Remember the rules. One drink would inevitably become more, and he’d suck down the entire bottle in pursuit of temporary oblivion. His fingers refused to let go of the smooth, chilled glass. As he retreated back to the house, his mind raced so quickly that he could barely grasp his own thoughts.

The bottle called to him, promising to blunt the raw nerves locking his body and mind in hyper awareness. His nails scraped along his cheek, and the pain gave him room to think. He wasn’t safe. Just one. I can do just one this time.

He fumbled the screw cap off and managed to pour a generous amount into a mug. Tipping it down his throat, he welcomed the icy burn of the alcohol. It stole along his nerves, muting the alarm like a hand pressed against resonating guitar strings. Just one more. Then I can stop.
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“Lily, we weren’t expecting you! Bob took your letter with him when he left last night.” Evonne greeted her warmly from her place by the squat little stove. Her black hair was pulled into a loose braid over one shoulder, and her grey-tinted fingers were busy knitting an intricate pattern.

“I was hoping to talk.” Lily’s socks could barely grip the satiny-smooth wooden floor. The matching walls gleamed in the lamplight, broken only by the brightly painted doors. When they were little, she’d envied Evonne for having a solid frame to keep her space private instead of a simple curtain. Several new woven blankets hung on the walls, done in soft blue-green geometric patterns. “I see Georgie’s been bored again.”

“She’s testing out some new designs on her loom.” Evonne shrugged, unimpressed by her sister’s talent even though the rugs and blankets Georgie made were the family’s major source of income. “Tea?”

“Please.” Lily chose a mug from the shelf and filled it from the kettle warming on the stove. The heat seeped pleasantly into her fingers.

“So, are you going to tell me, or do I have to drag it out of you?” Evonne put aside the knitting, careful to only use her elbow to open the bag where she kept her works in progress.

“There’s been a new development,” Lily said carefully. She’d spent the night staring sleeplessly into the darkness.

“Is it because of the new guy hanging out at Doc’s?” Evonne asked breathlessly.

“You heard about him.” Lily had hoped to break the news herself. Her fingers tightened around her mug. She hoped Evonne wouldn’t see her interest in Blue Eyes as a potential betrayal of the community. Lily couldn’t bear another lecture.

“Bill stopped by and warned us to keep away from him. He was pretty upset, went to talk with Doc up at the Colony.” Evonne turned around, her big eyes wide. “Did they find out about Northstar?”

Lily shook her head and took a swallow of tea to warm and loosen her voice. “Not yet. But things are happening faster than I expected.”

“You haven’t done anything wrong. It’s talk—nothing to be ashamed of.” Evonne might make a good show of determination, but she and Lily both knew what was at stake. Evonne’s grey fingertips were actually covered in nearly invisible sensitive hairs, giving her incredible tactile sensitivity and condemning her to a life of isolation. Ekurru was the home of the Marked, the lalassu whose physical characteristics made it difficult or impossible to blend with typical human communities. 

“That kind of thinking is what got us into trouble in the first place.” Lily grinned, sipping her tea.

“What we want isn’t wrong, Lily. No one should have to live in a cage. It might be made of ancient trees and traditions instead of cold iron and concrete, but it’s still a cage.” Evonne hesitated, biting her lip. “I’ve been thinking, and I want you to bring the new guy here.”

Lily had no idea what to say in reply. Are we planning to offer him smoked salmon with a side of freak-out? She carefully put her mug down on top of the stove. “Are you serious? Does Bob know?”

Evonne looked at the wedding photo on the wall. Bob beamed at the camera, his round, pale face almost split in half by his grin. In the picture, Evonne looked nervous, her hands covered by delicate lace gloves to disguise their color. Bob’s head only came up to Evonne’s chin. He often joked that his small size made him the perfect freight pilot since he didn’t take up much extra weight. He never let his stature slow him down or backed away from a fight. Evonne had told her that when they first met, she’d loved that about her husband. His protectiveness made her feel safe. Yet Lily knew that somewhere along the way, safe became a prison.

“He doesn’t know. He’d freak out. He wants me to stay in this cabin all the time. We had a fight last night. He told me to go up to the retreat while he was away. Georgie’s already there.”

The hot tea turned cold in Lily’s stomach. The retreat was a bunker dug into the tundra, a final place of retreat if Ekurru was ever discovered. The dank, cold, and claustrophobic tunnels would be torture for Evonne and Georgie. Their tactile sensitivity easily overloaded them with information. If Georgie went down there, she must be terrified about Blue Eyes and whoever is after him.

Evonne continued. “You remember how I stopped going on the sales trips? It was because Bob worried I’d expose myself and get lynched. I’m tired of it, Lily. He gets more scared each year, and I’m starting to feel strangled. That’s why I want to meet this man.”

A surge of jealousy surprised Lily. Evonne was married. She shouldn’t have been looking for someone else. Lily might not be sure she wanted to act on her attraction to Blue Eyes, but she certainly didn’t want to compete with her best friend. Don’t get caught up in fantasies. Keep your feet on the ground. Something of her thoughts must have leaked through, because Evonne hastened to explain.

“Bob thinks any normal person who meets me would be freaked out. If we can show him that this man knows who I am and what I can do and isn’t hurrying to find pitchforks and torches, then it should help him to relax.”

“What if he does freak out?” Lily needed her friend to look at the possibility. “What then?”

“We can control the meeting. He won’t have any proof, and if he runs away, blabbing about strange people in the North, he’s only one more crazy person. But I don’t think it will happen. I don’t think people are as afraid as Bob believes they are.”

Lily considered the plan. “It feels like we’re taking advantage of Blue Eyes being lost and alone. It doesn’t feel right. Last night, my family was deciding whether or not to kill him, and it was close, Evonne. This would put him in even more danger.”

“It’s not like we have a lot of lost hikers to choose from,” Evonne insisted. “We don’t have to let your family know.”

Keeping a secret in such a small community was impossible. On the other hand, Blue Eyes obviously had practice keeping his mouth shut if he was running from something. No, I can’t. Lily shook her head.

“You like him.” Evonne’s eyes lit up.

Of course, her best friend figured it out faster than she had. “Yeah. I do. I think. I don’t know—he’s also one of the only men I’ve ever seen who wasn’t related to me. Whatever I’m feeling, it doesn’t mean we’re mates.”

“I never said anything about the m word. Besides, you don’t like Steve, and he’s not related to you.” Evonne leaned back in triumph.

Lily’s lip curled automatically at the mention the latest temporary ranger assigned to help Bill. Steve kept flirting even when she made it clear she wasn’t interested. He refused to back down, and she’d been tempted to solve the problem with a few well-placed rifle shots. “Dr. Damali is welcome to him.”

“I wish they’d both leave,” Evonne grumbled. Every stranger meant additional danger for the lalassu. Between Steve and Dr. Damali, a fellow biologist who drove Doc up the wall, tensions had been running high.

“Forget Steve. Back to this Blue Eyes. If you like him, you should go for it,” Evonne suggested eagerly. She’d always been the more romantically inclined of the two of them, devouring the romance novels that Edyta sent them every other month. They’d spent many evenings together with Lily reading the books since Evonne couldn’t handle the texture of the pages. Lily liked the stories, but they were just that: stories. Not the basis for real life.

“Give me details.” Evonne kept her fingers tightly together as she slid her hand through her long but narrow mug handle, picking it up with her palm to avoid touching it with her fingertips. It fit snugly in her hand.

“Blue eyes. It’s the first thing I noticed. Like glacial pools, deep blue with little green flecks in them. He’s tall, but thin, like he hasn’t been eating well for a long time. Light-brown hair, cut short and curling a little bit under his ears. Nice shoulders. He says he came here to bring a woman’s ashes back to her family.” Picturing Blue Eyes relaxed Lily. It had been such fun to try and coax smiles from his serious face.

“An old girlfriend? A wife?” Evonne sipped her tea, keeping the mug balanced with her lips and palm.

Why had that particular jealousy-inducing possibility not occurred to her? Lily’s contentment fled. “I don’t know. He didn’t say.”

“Either way, she’s dead. Not exactly competition.” Evonne waved away the possibility. 

A knock at the door interrupted them. Lily frantically reviewed the last few minutes of conversation. She’d been so preoccupied she hadn’t heard footsteps approaching.

Evonne called out, “Come in.”

Andrew poked his head inside. “Good morning, Evonne. Lily, we need to talk in private.”

Lily bit back a sarcastic reply and got to her feet. “Sure. I’ll be back later, Evonne.” 

“Don’t rush. And think about what I said.” Evonne waved them off cheerily, and Lily found herself wading through the fresh, loose snow behind her brother in the Arctic early-afternoon twilight.

“Your rescuing impulses have landed us in some serious trouble.” Andrew slogged ahead, his voice grim. “Your new friend asked about Ekurru.”

The wind’s chill bit deep into Lily’s cheeks as they drained of blood. “How?”

“He told Bill that he promised to bring someone’s body home. He claimed it was the name of the town and that it was near the three borders.”

“He did show me a plastic container which he said held a woman’s ashes.” This latest upheaval was too much for Lily to begin to process. At worst, she’d suspected Blue Eyes might be a refugee or fleeing some criminal situation. Given a thousand years, she would never have guessed that he would spill out one of Bear Claw’s guarded secrets. She couldn’t even begin to think what this meant for Evonne’s plan. “What else did he say?”

“He gave no hint of Ekurru’s true purpose, but Bill is not a skilled interrogator. Your Blue Eyes would have quickly realized something was wrong. Doc and Bill are waiting for us.” Andrew’s long strides cut easily through the snow.

“What did Grandfather say?” Had the death sentence been put back into place? Lily’s ribs clung together, refusing to part long enough for her to draw breath.

“He wants to know more—who this man truly is and what he knows of us. We can guess who he carries.” Andrew never glanced back as Lily fell farther behind.“Nada.” The old woman usually came in spring and fall to visit her nieces, Evonne and Georgette. This year, she hadn’t arrived. Lily’s mind couldn’t quite accept the idea that she might be gone. Nada had always seemed like an unstoppable force of nature.

“We’ve heard nothing of her death. And we should have been informed.” Andrew’s voice was grim and strained. Their communication network with their fellow lalassu relied on dead drops and passed messages. The links could all too easily be broken. They’d heard very little over the last few months. But it couldn’t be anyone else. No one was missing from their little community.

The ground had been steadily rising beneath them as they walked, but now it dropped away in a steep cliff. A series of pathways were carved across the irregular cliff face, linking the various caves. Lily glanced into them as they passed. Most held furry lumps curled into the back, and the smell made guessing unnecessary: the caves were all occupied by bears.

Any student of bear behavior would immediately recognize this place as unusual. Bears did not den close together. They didn’t tolerate fellow members of their own species except during mating and raising cubs. Yet these caves held a dozen bears happily hibernating together.

One bear slowly uncurled as Andrew and Lily approached. She ambled to the entrance of her cave, each dinner-plate-sized paw stepping as delicately as a lady picking her way across a puddle.

“Hi, Setsuné.” Lily offered her hand, unafraid of the giant animal. She’d known this bear since she was a child. Setsuné had always taken an interest in Lily’s comings and goings. Her name meant “grandmother” in their language. 

Setsuné clacked her jaws in greeting, allowing Lily to bury her mittened hand in her thick ruff of winter fur.

“How’s your friend?” Lily smiled at the enormous bruin.

“What friend?” Andrew asked.

Setsuné’s fur bristled and rumbled with her growl. Lily hastened to reassure her. “It’s all right. Andrew won’t cause any trouble.” She turned her attention back to her brother. “I’ve seen signs that she’s sharing her cave with another bear. A smaller one. I’m not sure who, and she doesn’t like me poking around.”

“We have more to deal with than Grandmother’s roommates. Doc and Bill are waiting for us.” Andrew gestured for her to hurry.

“Sorry, Setsuné. I’ll be back soon,” Lily promised. Setsuné yawned and ambled slowly back into her cave to nap again.

The siblings picked their way down the switchback to where the ranger and biologist were waiting by the circular firepit. Surrounded by four-foot-tall walls made from massive river stones, the bed of embers sent up a wave of heat. Bill tossed a fresh chunk of dry wood into the firepit, and it quickly began to flame.

“I assume Andrew brought you up to date?” Doc asked.

Lily nodded.

“Bear Claw is getting too crowded. First, Dr. Damali poking around.” Bill ignored the automatic grumbles from Doc at the mention of the other biologist. “Then, the visitor that I’m still not asking questions about. Now, this man who’s claiming to be a lost hiker returning a body. It can’t all be coincidence.”

“We’ve always drawn our share of hunters for the size and abundance of our game. Not to mention the occasional Sasquatch enthusiast,” Andrew reminded the others. “We’re too small a community to tear ourselves apart looking for traitors who may not exist.”

“He might not know about Ekurru,” Lily interrupted, a new possibility crystallizing in her mind.

“He asked for it by name,” Bill interjected, his lined face full of worry.

“Nada knew about Ekurru. She told me that she wanted to be buried up here, away from the electronic noise of the city.” Nada’s gifts made her painfully aware of any electronic field, no matter how faint. Lily’s voice caught as she realized it might be time to honor her final wish. “If she died, she would have wanted to be brought up here.”

“She could have asked any number of lalassu to bring her here. Why take the risk with someone unknown?” Doc asked the question as if it were part of a scientific inquiry. He wasn’t condemning her theory, merely exploring the hypothesis for holes.

“We don’t know the circumstances of how she died. She may not have had a choice,” Lily argued. “Blue Eyes can’t know what Ekurru really is. Otherwise, he never would have mentioned it to Bill. He’s asking as if it’s a town like any other.” 

“He is running from something. It could be whatever killed Nada.” Andrew nodded thoughtfully as he spoke. “If he is risking himself to fulfill a promise, it speaks well of his character.”

“We still need to gather more information.” Doc threw another chunk on the fire.

“If he doesn’t know of Ekurru’s special nature, perhaps we can stage something suitable,” Andrew suggested.

“I think we’d be better off taking him down to Kluane and handing him over to the authorities.” Bill wearily wiped at the soot-smudged walls of the firepit. “There are too many moving parts to keep track of.”

Lily opened her mouth to protest, but Andrew beat her to it. “We have to keep him where we can watch him. Between the four of us, we can surely manage to prevent him from causing any trouble.”

“He’s been left alone all day. I suppose I shouldn’t have done that.” Doc’s beard and moustache folded together in consternation. “Only... Elxeli’s been hurt, and I’ve been trying to get him to let me see what’s wrong. I didn’t want to leave him.”

“You go ahead. I’ll take a look at Elxeli. He and I get along well.” It would give her time to try and untangle the knotted skeins of her reactions. The situation was more delicate than she’d ever imagined, and she couldn’t risk making it worse. She made her way to Elxeli’s cave. The massive bruin growled softly as she stepped into the cave. She chided him. “Don’t be silly. I won’t hurt you.”

A loud huff expressed his skepticism more than adequately.

Lily knelt down beside Elxeli, trying to make out details in the dimness. “I need a flashlight.”

When the bear didn’t react, she clicked on the tiny penlight she carried in her pocket. Leaning closer, she saw Elxeli cradling his front paw closely, refusing to put it on the ground. She held out her hand. “Show me.”

The bear rumbled softly.

“Don’t be a baby. Show me,” Lily insisted.

He extended his paw, gingerly resting it in her outstretched hand. Lily turned it and immediately spotted the problem: a deep puncture in the second toe. It wasn’t hard to guess what had happened. Elxeli had earned his Dene-inspired name as a cub, using his paws to drum on trees, rocks, cabins, or whatever he could reach. Even as an adult, he couldn’t resist a hollow tree. He must have crashed through and jabbed himself on the splinters.
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