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        Bear With Me

      

      

      

      
        
        Peter Karhu left his bear shifter pack more than a decade ago, and he’s not once regretted the decision. He’s content living among the humans, pretending to be one of them.

      

      

      

      
        
        Until she shows up and rattles his perfectly crafted life.

      

      

      

      
        
        Winona Orzo. The one he left behind. They’d been best friends when he took off, and even though he regretted hurting her, they’d been kids and she’d had no reason to leave with him.

      

      

      

      
        
        Her unexpected return to his life should evoke all sorts of negative emotions, but instead, he’s feeling desires he shouldn’t have. Especially not for someone who is fated to be with another.

      

      

      

      
        
        Scandals and threats of exposure to shifters everywhere seem small when it's all he can do to keep from claiming Winona as his own.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, Pete, have you looked at the latest report yet?”

      Peter Karhu glanced up from his computer screen to glare at the intruder.

      Lance McCormick, the company’s head of sales and general pain in Peter’s ass, cleared his throat as his pasty face turned ruddy. “Sorry.”

      He should let it go, but Peter was in a mood. There would be a full moon tonight and he hadn’t shifted in far too long. His own damn fault, not that he’d admit as much to Lance.

      Of course, Lance didn’t know he was a grizzly bear shifter, so he wouldn’t understand anyway. And Peter would never share such personal information with the guy. Besides being human, Lance worked in sales, and Peter’s experience with people trying to push their wares on him had rarely been positive.

      Case in point: his own father.

      “Tell me, Lance. Why, after I’ve informed you—on more than a dozen occasions—that I prefer my given name, do you still insist on shortening it to Pete?”

      Lance tugged on his shirt collar, his face going a shade redder. He should get his blood pressure checked.

      Few people could intimidate Lance. Maybe that was the reason Peter took such pleasure in doing it.

      “Most people like to have nicknames,” he finally said.

      “You don’t have a nickname.” Actually, he did, but it wasn’t one he’d appreciate, and most of his coworkers referred to him as Weasel only when he wasn’t within earshot.

      “My parents didn’t give me a name that could be shortened.”

      Peter ground his teeth and clenched his fist under the desk.

      “My mother named me,” he surprised himself by admitting. His mom had been a Kermode bear shifter, one of the most revered species. “And she’s gone now.”

      She’d left when he was a cub. His father had tried to convince him she’d taken off of her own accord, but Peter knew the man had forced her to leave. And he’d not let her take her cub because, as far as Arthur Karhu was concerned, Peter was a possession he wasn’t willing to give up.

      Lance’s mouth fell open—probably shock at Peter providing this bit of personal information more than any sort of sympathy over Peter’s having lost his mother. “I’m sorry, man. I had no idea.”

      Of course he didn’t, because Peter spoke to him as little as humanly—or shifterly—possible.

      Peter shook his head. He needed this uneasy sensation tap dancing up and down his spine to go away, and there were only two ways to do it: shift or fuck. And the kind of aggressive fucking he needed to do right now was not the sort most human women could handle. Hell, a fair number of shifters would balk too.

      It was the urge to seek his mate, and he’d been ignoring it for years, which only compounded the problem. Unless his fated mate walked through that door before five o’clock this evening, the only way to calm his uneasy soul was to shift.

      Which offered up its own set of complications, since shifting into an animal wasn’t something he could do in front of humans. And there were an awful lot of humans in downtown Detroit.

      He couldn’t shift in his penthouse apartment; as spacious as his living quarters were, his bear form was too big—not to mention, once he was in that form, he’d want to run, to hunt, to act like a damn bear, and he couldn’t do that in a friggin’ apartment building.

      He could fight the traffic to get across the bridge into Canada, where he’d run the risk of bumping into one of his own kind, or he could head out of town to the west, park his truck in a rest area, and then wander into the nearby woods to shift. That’s what he’d done last time. And then there’d been reports on the news for months afterward of a grizzly bear sighting in the area.

      Guess he hadn’t been as stealthy as he thought he was.

      Peter scrubbed his hand over his face.

      Lance cleared his throat. “So, have you read the report?”

      Shit. He’d gotten so caught up in his own personal dilemma that he’d forgotten Lance was still in his office.

      Yeah, he definitely needed to shift tonight, if only to get his head back into the human corporate game.

      Where he wanted it to be.

      “I was in the middle of it when you interrupted,” Peter said, waving at his laptop.

      Lance inched deeper into his office. As the compliance officer for a multibillion-dollar medical research firm, Peter got to claim one of the coveted corner suites with windows from floor to ceiling. You’d think, as the head of the sales department, that Lance would have the same luxury, except Lance couldn’t sell his products if Peter didn’t give his stamp of approval first.

      “See anything interesting?” Lance sounded far too hopeful for Peter’s state of mind.

      Not that he didn’t want the company to thrive, but whenever Lance was excited over something, it generally made Peter uneasy. Lance wasn’t the most ethical guy. He was one of those salespeople who’d sell you swampland in Florida with a smile on his face.

      They had another sales director, Shelly Johansen, whose numbers were almost as impressive as Lance’s, and yet she had the completely opposite tactic: she sold their research to various drug and medical equipment companies based on the high level of ethics Peter held them to.

      Guess which salesperson he liked better?

      His computer pinged. and Peter glanced down to see a notification flash on the screen.

      Speak of the devil.

      Ignoring Lance—he’d become rather good at that—he opened the email from Shelly.

      That report about the current experiment is a crock of shit.

      Apparently, he hadn’t gotten to the really good stuff yet. If Shelly didn’t like what was in the report, likely he wouldn’t either.

      “You’re going to have to give me more time, Lance,” Peter said without looking away from his computer. “Tomorr—” He needed to shift—tonight—which meant he couldn’t work late.

      “Two days,” he amended. “You’ll have my analysis in forty-eight hours.”

      “I can summarize it for you.”

      He didn’t trust Lance to summarize a lunch order. He’d likely insist the fresh catch of the day was salmon when it was cod.

      “Forty-eight hours,” he reiterated.

      Lance opened his mouth, and Peter lifted his pointer finger. “Do not push me.” His voice was low, menacing. Hell, he sounded like a freaking grizzly bear at that moment.

      Lance slunk away but paused at the door. “Forty-eight hours from now is Saturday,” he said without turning around.

      Right. Damn, Peter wasn’t even conscious of the day of the week anymore.

      “Fine. It will be in your inbox by the time you log in on Monday morning.” He’d just committed to working over the weekend, but that was okay. It gave him a couple extra days to read through the latest research study and give his feedback without Lance and the rest of the sales team breathing down his neck.

      Besides, he didn’t have any other plans this weekend.

      In the twelve years since he’d walked away from pack life and moved to the human world, Peter had trained his body and mind to mostly ignore his more animalistic urges.

      But he’d never been able to train his soul.
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        * * *

      

      He cut out of the office early, taking his laptop with him in case he was able to get this whole shifting business out of his system and would thus be able to work tonight.

      Slinging his computer bag over his shoulder, he strode the few blocks to his apartment building. Once he’d secured this job, he’d deliberately sought out a living space close enough to walk. He hated driving. Had never been particularly good at it, and all the other drivers on the road pissed him off and pushed him to the point of road rage, so he generally tried to avoid it whenever possible.

      He’d have to drive to wherever he planned to shift, unfortunately. His own damn fault for settling in the middle of a city. Although corporations that wanted and needed his particular skill set weren’t exactly abundant in the middle of nowhere.

      All that aside, Peter liked the city. The vibe. The abundance of activities, restaurants, eclectic people.

      So different from pack life.

      Such a reprieve. A constant reminder that he never wanted to go back.

      He keyed in his code and rode the elevator to the top floor and entered his apartment. Dropping his bag in the foyer, he toed off his shoes and headed for the kitchen, tugging his tie loose and shaking off his suit coat to drape over the back of a chair.

      Wearing dress clothes all day was an aspect of the corporate world he admittedly enjoyed.

      Custom-tailored suits, cut to fit his body like an elegant, silken glove. A well-fitted suit spoke volumes about someone’s power and control.

      By the way, he looked better in his suit than Lance did in his.

      He grabbed a beer and a salmon steak from the fridge, seasoning the steak and then heading out to the deck to start the grill.

      The view always hit him as hard as the blast of air when he opened the sliding glass door to step outside. His apartment was on Jefferson Avenue, just north of Belle Isle. He had a gorgeous view of the Detroit River and the island. It both calmed him and made him ache for his previous life, which meant it had been stupid of him to buy the place, because the last thing he wanted was to wish he were back in the pack.

      He lit the grill, then rested his forearms on the railing and stared out over the swirling green-blue waters. After he’d moved to Detroit and felt that first urge to shift, he’d waited until the middle of the night and then he’d done so while hiding in a thicket of scrubby trees and bushes near the riverfront. Then he’d proceeded to catch one of the tastiest steelhead he’d ever eaten. Probably because it had been so forbidden. In the wilds of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, on pack lands, bear fishing in rivers was commonplace.

      Not so much in the middle of Detroit.

      He’d never done that again, partially for fear of getting caught and also because he’d hated himself afterward. The action had felt too much like home, and home was definitely not where his heart was.

      He took a pull from his beer. His gaze strayed to the island perched in the middle of the river, connected to the mainland by the MacArthur Bridge. From this vantage point he could see the small lake on the easternmost edge and, more importantly, the two-hundred acres of forest that was more than enough space for a grizzly bear to run free for a few hours.

      How come he’d never thought of this before? Hell, he could practically walk there, although the trek back after shifting and running all night would feel like a million miles. It was probably best he drive and park his car on the island, but still—it was perfect. And right in his backyard.

      If this went well, he could start doing it regularly, which would go a long way toward improving his overall attitude. He’d heard people whisper the word “grizzly” as he passed them in the hall on some of his more irritable days in the office. It was kind of funny that they were utterly clueless about how close they were to his true nature.

      He drained his beer then headed inside to grab the salmon steak to put on the grill. And then he settled in to chill until dark.

      He couldn’t wait to shift.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      It was easier than he expected.

      Waiting until late in the evening meant traffic was a breeze. Peter made a loop around the island, then parked on the shoulder, on the side facing Canada, between the river and the woods. Tucking the keys under the floor mat, he strode straight into the thick cover of trees to his left.

      His body was already tingling, ready to shift. He definitely needed to start doing this more often. It was good for the soul—and his mental health.

      Focusing his senses, he listened for any signs there were humans nearby. An eagle family, plenty of other animals, but no humans. It was a Thursday evening in May, and the weather wasn’t particularly warm. Most people had to work or go to school tomorrow.

      He was safe.

      He could let his bear out.

      Shedding his clothes, he left them in a pile at the base of a tree, and then he summoned the shift, squeezing his eyes shut and fisting his hands as he dropped to all fours and braced for the change.

      It wasn’t painful, but it wasn’t a fun experience either. The magic of the shift forced his body to change from a human who walked on two legs and did not have much hair—relatively speaking—into a thick, heavy, lumbering bear that was covered in fur and preferred to walk on four legs but could stand on his back two if need be to scare off potential enemy.

      Sparking energy chased down his spine, pushed to his extremities, elongating his bones, his nose, widening his head, adjusting his ears. His body filled out, and thick, brown fur sprouted everywhere. This was the most annoying part, truth be told, the itching that accompanied the almost instantaneous hair growth.

      The moment the shift was done, he hurried over to the nearest tree and leaned against it, scratching his back, his shoulders, his ass. Why the hell did it have to be so damn itchy, every single time?

      Finally, he’d scratched every area that needed it, and he rested on his laurels, breathing heavily from the exertion but feeling…good.

      Yes, he felt good, really good for the first time in…way too long. He’d leave it at that.

      Lifting his heavy form, he trotted to the tree line and looked up and down the two-lane road that separated him from the river. No sign of life. Well, human life, at any rate.

      He lumbered across the road, one giant bear paw in front of the other, deciding for once not to resist the pull of his shifter side but to revel in it. He’d always thought he had to choose one world or the other, but maybe his father was wrong.

      Maybe he could have the best of both worlds.

      He reached the river’s edge and stepped onto a section of sand, peering down into the water, his shifter senses alerting him to the presence of fish, some big ones, too. Just waiting for him to pounce. Damn, he loved fresh steelhead.

      The splashing from his first attack was unnaturally loud in the otherwise quiet, but it also netted him a paw full of bluegill, another favorite fish, although they were so small it took a hell of a lot of energy to capture enough to fill him up.

      The next couple of attempts offered up a face full of river water but no reward, so he sat back on his haunches to wait until his prey was lulled into a false sense of security before he pounced again.

      He heard crickets, bullfrogs, an owl hooting somewhere nearby, rustling behind him. Nocturnal creatures were searching for their own meals. Nothing on this island could best a bear, and since he knew it wasn’t a human, he didn’t bother to turn around to check out what else was wandering close to the river’s edge.

      He spotted a shadow in the water. A big one. Slowly, quietly, he inched closer, every sense focused on that bad boy waving his tailfin back and forth, totally within reach now.

      Peter tensed, about to leap, when suddenly something brushed past him and dove into the shallows, drenching him in a wave of water. He growled and prepared to attack…whatever it was that had just scared away his late-night snack.

      Except they hadn’t scared it away; they’d caught it.

      And they were a grizzly bear.

      Not just any bear but another shifter.

      In Detroit?

      The bear strutted past him with the flapping fish in its mouth, walking up the bank and across the road toward the small forest on the other side.

      What the hell?

      He scrambled after the animal, far too curious as to their presence here to consider any of the ramifications of another bear shifter so close to where he was living, deliberately out of reach of his own pack.

      A flare of energy—the other bear was changing form, and by the time he stepped off the road and into the cover of the trees, a naked woman stood before him, the freshly caught fish resting at her feet.

      Peter stared at a petite lady with thick, wavy, auburn hair and huge eyes in an otherwise pixie-like face. She had a dark complexion, a narrow neck and shoulders, breasts that were on the smallish side and tipped with brown areolas.

      He dragged his gaze south to a taut belly, flared hips, and athletic, almost colt-like legs.

      “You done yet?” she asked in a clipped tone, folding her arms under those small and entirely delectable tits.

      He shook his head. If she could tell he was staring while he was still in his bear form…

      She crouched and picked up a pair of black leggings, which she proceeded to pull on. “Well?” she said as she dressed. “You going to shift so we can actually communicate?”

      Right. He supposed he should so he could figure out who the hell she was and why she was here. He summoned the shift, demanded his body return to its human form, and then he stood on his hind legs and stretched and morphed, the fur disappearing and his bones shifting, moving, retracting into their smaller form.

      Well, some things were smaller. Others had grown, he realized when he was back to his human shape and his dick stood at full mast. Ready to conquer the world.

      Or the beautiful woman standing before him.

      He probably should be embarrassed, except shifters grew up seeing each other naked all the time, since shifting with their clothes on resulted in overly stretched, shredded, unwearable outfits.

      He took his time dressing, noting that she’d left her clothes in a pile next to his own. Had she come here all on her own and noticed his shorts and shirt and went to investigate, or had she deliberately sought him out? His money was on the latter. There weren’t any other shifters in this area. He wouldn’t have settled here if there were.

      “Who are you and what do you want?” he finally asked, adjusting his cock because damn, the thing would not calm down. It had a mind of its own, and all that mind wanted was to be inside this woman. Yeah, he was a hot-blooded man with a hefty libido he hadn’t fed in probably too long but his body’s reaction to this woman was seriously over the top.

      “Straight to business, eh? I guess you learned that from living in the human world.”

      She knew he lived here in Detroit. Which meant he was right that she’d come here deliberately looking for him. Which also meant she was likely from his pack.

      Shit.

      “What do you want?”

      She waved at the fish lying on the ground at her feet. “Actually, I’m starved. I haven’t eaten since lunch.”

      He bit back a groan. Most shifters in human form preferred their food cooked. Well, unless it was cut up and served with rice and wasabi, but he didn’t have any sushi ingredients handy at the moment.

      Proper etiquette said he should invite her back to his apartment so he could cook this fish for her, but he really didn’t want anyone from his pack invading his personal space. Even a woman the brain between his legs seemed to think was perfect for a sleepover.

      No sleep required.

      He dragged his hand through his hair and glanced up, past the branches at the bright, round, practically glowing moon. That was the problem. A full moon, breeding season, and he hadn’t let his dick out to play in far too long. The perfect storm. It wasn’t this specific woman; it was all those outside influences combined.

      “Why don’t you tell me who you are and why you’re here, and then you can shift back to your bear form and I’ll let you have the damn fish.” Definitely a better plan than inviting her back to his place.

      Her eyes widened. He had no idea what she expected, but it clearly was not an easy dismissal.

      She glanced down at the fish. “You don’t want to share? I mean, it should have been your catch.”

      Yeah, it should have. “I’m good. I ate dinner not too long ago. This was more sport than anything else.” Because when one lived in the human world and held down a job that paid really, really well, one didn’t have to worry about hunting for one’s dinner. He could just go to the grocery store. Or even easier, to a restaurant. There was an excellent sushi place a few blocks from his apartment.

      She huffed. “We need to talk. And I’d rather not do it here.”

      He’d rather not do it at all.

      She glanced around like she thought they might not be alone.

      He arched one brow. “Who else do you think would be out here in the middle of the night?”

      “Humans.”

      “There aren’t any humans on the island right now.”

      She frowned. “How can you be sure? Their scent is everywhere.”

      Shrugging, he said, “I’ve lived among them long enough to distinguish fresh scent from old ones.”

      “Huh.”

      He waited for her to say more, but she fell silent.

      “So, you gonna tell me your name at some point?” he asked.

      She canted her head. “You seriously don’t recognize me?”

      Shit. She was from his pack. And no, he didn’t recognize her. Well, sort of. He had the sense that his shifter did, and his body most certainly wanted her, but he honestly had no idea who she was.

      “Winona. Winona Orso,” she bit off.

      He stared at her. “No way.”

      Now that she’d said it, he did see it. Definitely in the eyes—he remembered Winona’s big, all-too-knowing eyes, even when she’d been a cub, always underfoot, irritating the hell out of him and his friends. She was five years younger than him, which meant she’d been thirteen when he left the pack. On the verge of her first shift. When he left, she’d still been a child.

      Now, she was all woman. And he’d just seen her naked.

      His dick wanted to again. Hell, his entire body wanted her naked again. His entire being.

      He grasped the back of his neck. “Winnie the Pooh is all grown up.” He didn’t even bother fighting the grin.

      “Call me that again and I’ll show you just how grown up I am.”

      “Is that a promise?” For fuck’s sake, he wasn’t seriously flirting with Winona, was he?

      Ignoring the question, she said, “Now that I’ve jogged your memory, can we go get something to eat? I really am starved.”

      Now that he knew who she was, he was even more torn. Since it was Winona, he wasn’t worried she was here to try to talk him into returning to the pack. If he recalled correctly, she’d been hugely pissed off at him when he left, so he doubted she wanted him back.

      But his body’s reaction to Winona Orso—for fuck’s sake—was really messing with his head. He was vaguely afraid to take her anywhere near the vicinity of his bedroom.

      Except they had that magnificent steelhead still lying at her feet. And freshly caught fish was the best, hands down.

      And maybe he was a little bit curious as to why she was here.

      “Damn it.”

      “What?” she asked.

      He scooped up the fish and nodded at his truck parked on the side of the road.

      “Looks like we’re going back to my place.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Peter Karhu had done well for himself, living here in the human world. His residence was on the top floor of a tall, cylindrical building with gorgeous views of the river from every window. His kitchen was fully equipped with shiny, fancy appliances, half of which Winona didn’t even know their purpose. He even had wine in his fridge, good stuff that paired perfectly with the grilled steelhead and a salad topped with fresh berries.

      He’d also gotten insanely more handsome, which definitely hadn’t needed to happen.

      All that thick, black hair, those broody dark eyes, that five o’clock shadow. Skin that seemed to be permanently tanned and muscles upon muscles upon muscles.

      Winona refused to let her mind dwell on one particular muscle that had most definitely been showing off after he’d shifted, lest she start panting like she was in heat.

      Which wasn’t entirely inaccurate.

      When Peter had lived with the pack, her feelings for him had morphed from big-brother-like adoration to teenage crush to vehement resentment. She’d held onto that last one the longest.

      Because she’d always suspected what she now knew to be true, and she’d been furious at him for leaving without her.

      He was her damned fated mate.

      She’d felt it the moment she’d run up next to him and plucked that fish from between his paws. Her body had practically veered all on its own toward him, ready to consume him instead of her freshly caught dinner. Since he hadn’t realized who she was, she had to assume it was a result of living for the past twelve years as a human instead of a shifter.

      Which meant he wasn’t aware of their connection.

      That was both fascinating and disappointing. It might as well be twelve years ago with her as a desperate-to-be-loved teenager and him as an oblivious, surly pack leader’s son who refused to do his father’s bidding. She’d had a feeling he planned to leave, and she’d gone to his house that night to ask him to take her with him—and he’d laughed in her face.

      “Winnie the Pooh, you belong here. I don’t.”

      Damn, she hated that nickname.

      Their bellies were full, the kitchen had been cleaned up, and they were back out on the balcony, leaning against the railing, listening to the river and the sounds of a sleeping city. It was well after midnight, but she was too wired to even think about calling it a day. Besides, she hadn’t yet told him her purpose for showing up tonight.

      “I came here once before, you know,” she said, almost absently.

      He angled his body slightly to face her, resting his forearm on the balustrade. “No, I didn’t know that.”

      She nodded, staring out over the water. “I had just graduated from high school. You were in college not too far from here.”

      “Wayne State University.”

      “Yeah. You had just finished.”

      “My bachelor’s. I stayed for another two years to get my master’s.”

      “And you had already decided you were definitely not ever coming home.”

      She had no intention of telling him that evening had been the fourth or fifth time she’d snuck away to try to find him. It had been the first time she’d been successful.

      After his graduation ceremony, he’d gone to a party with a bunch of humans. He’d been hanging all over some pretty blonde, and Winona’s bear had been practically howling with jealousy. He’d been so into that chick that his own bear hadn’t even sensed her presence.

      And then she’d watched as he took that other girl’s hand and led her upstairs to a bedroom, and Winona knew damn well what they were about to do. She’d slipped out the door and went back to the pack with her tail between her legs, vowing never again to return to him, fated mate or no.

      And yet, here she was.

      But this was different. She wasn’t here for selfish reasons this time.

      This had nothing to do with their connection.

      This was pack business.

      “That isn’t my home anymore,” he said. “I don’t know that it ever was.”

      “How can you say that?” Shifters were pack animals; it was in their nature to want to belong to a group of others just like them.

      Peter arched that damned sexy brow. “My mother was an outsider. My father forced her to mate with him, then when she didn’t produce exactly the cub he wanted, he forced her to leave.”

      “You don’t know that,” Winona half-assed her argument. As much as she hated the idea, she wasn’t convinced he was wrong.

      “I don’t know it isn’t true,” he pointed out.

      “Okay, fine, that sucks.” There was a whole lot about the theory that sucked, from the fact that he believed his father forced his mother to abandon her cub to the fact that his father was their pack leader and there were never consequences to his actions. “Is that why you left?”

      He turned back to face the water. “I couldn’t be my own person if I stayed. I would have turned into him, or I would have challenged him and one of us would have died. Both were shitty choices, so I took matters into my own hands and I left.”

      She grasped the railing, holding it so tightly her knuckles went white. “I had no idea.”

      “Of course you didn’t. You were just a kid.”

      And there was the reminder of how he really felt about her. How was it possible that they were fated mates and he didn’t even realize it?

      It sure as hell wasn’t fair.

      “Now that you know, does this mean you’ll go back and forget all about me?” he asked.

      Fat chance. “I didn’t come to find you just to make sure you were happy without us.”

      He groaned. She lifted her brows. “What?”

      “I figured if it was you who found me, I was safe. You hated me, so you wouldn’t want me back.”

      Such a fine line between hate and fated mates. “I didn’t hate you. I don’t hate you. I resented you, though. But that’s a story for another time. Right now, we have a totally different situation, and it’s far more dire than my silly little crush.”

      “Your cr⁠—”

      “Your father’s gone missing.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He really wanted to go back to that crush comment.

      Winona Orso had a crush on him? When? How had he not realized?

      Wait.

      “Did you just say my father is missing?”

      She nodded solemnly, watching him with steady eyes.

      Holy shit. “Who’s running the pack?”

      “No one at the moment. I mean, I’ve been managing things, but with everyone else so freaked out, it’s been a hella struggle and⁠—”

      “Winona, hold on. Let’s go inside.” Without waiting to see if she’d follow, he jerked open the sliding glass door.

      His father was missing? Winona was running the pack? Everyone was freaked out?

      What the hell was going on?

      “Sit,” he said, pointing at the couch as he strode into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of wine from the fridge. They’d already killed the first one, and he really wanted a drink right now. That shift had calmed something inside him, something he hadn’t even realized was on the verge of exploding. But now, with this news, suddenly he was tied in knots again.

      He returned to the living room and thrust one of the glasses at her before sitting in the chair perpendicular to where she perched on the edge of a couch cushion.

      “Now, explain. Slowly.”

      She furrowed her brows and gave him a good glare before deliberately taking her time sipping her wine.

      “Winona…”

      “Pack members have been going missing for about seven months now. They just disappear without a trace.”

      “How? What’s going on?”

      She shrugged. “Don’t know. They literally just disappear.”

      “Is this a new twist on the whole bear shitting in the woods thing?”

      She narrowed her eyes and glared daggers at him. Okay, not the time for jokes. “I don’t understand.”

      “Neither do we.”

      “No, I mean, I really don’t understand. How does a bear shifter just disappear? Did anyone see them disappear? Were they alone? If so, how do you know they disappeared?”

      “Okay, they didn’t disappear literally, like magic or something. They just left and never came back.”

      “Like I did.”

      “No, nothing like what you did,” she retorted. His leaving was obviously a touchy subject for her.

      So noted.

      “The first one went to a pack over in Canada to visit his daughter and her new cubs. Only he never arrived and never came back home either.”

      “So something happened to him along the way.” It could have been anything. He injured himself and couldn’t call for help or defend himself when the predators came. He had a heart attack. He drowned. If it was winter—and if he was visiting newborn cubs, it probably was—he could have frozen to death.

      There were a hundred explanations.

      “Yes. We blew that one off. I mean, it sucked, and his daughter and mate were devastated, but that one was fairly easily explained, even though we never found a body.”

      She paused and drank more wine. Okay, she could speed up her story now if she wanted.

      “The next few were explained in the same way. Each time, the shifter left in a very benign way and never returned. Each time we never found a body, yet we convinced ourselves it was a terrible accident. It wasn’t until the fifth one that someone said, ‘Hey, is it just me, or do shifters keep disappearing from our pack?’ And then we started looking more closely at what was obviously a trend. The fact that we had not found a body a single time was suddenly really, really suspicious.”

      Peter frowned. He didn’t want to admit it, because he didn’t want to get involved, but… “I agree. Sounds suspicious.”

      “Yeah, and the most recent disappearance was your father, and we’re no closer to figuring out the mystery, and now we’re trying to do so without a pack leader.”

      He leaned back against the chair cushion and tried to sift through the myriad emotions battering at his head.

      He wasn’t sad that his father had disappeared; he’d long ago come to terms with the fact that the two of them would never have the sort of relationship a father and son should.

      In fact, Peter would think his father’s disappearance was a good thing if not for the pack. They needed a leader, and even if he was a shitty person, Arthur Karhu had kept the pack running smoothly.

      Peter could only imagine the chaos reigning at the moment. When Peter had lived there, Arthur hadn’t had a beta—he was too egotistical to allow someone to work that closely with him. Winona stepping up no doubt helped a little, but the fact of the matter was, shifters needed a leader, someone to ensure the day-to-day processes happened the way they should.

      Peter had no ill will toward any of his pack mates. In truth, there were plenty who he’d missed after he left. He’d count Winona among them, not that she’d likely welcome that news.

      Hell, now that his father was out of the picture, he wasn’t so against maybe paying a visit. Maybe…

      “Oh hell.”

      She sipped her wine, the image of calm, cool, collected. “What?”

      “You’re here because you do want me to go back.”
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