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WHEN WYATT TURNS HIS back on the world—and her—Gillian knows he’s hurting and needs time to recover from whatever wounds were inflicted on his bear by the military. He reluctantly accepts her help as they flee from a secret group sent to eliminate the shifter-soldiers involved in a black-ops experiment, though he’s determined to maintain an emotional distance from her. But bears mate for life, and his human mate is just as stubborn as he is. Nothing could hurt her more than losing him, and she's just the one to help her wounded warrior move from the past and into the future—if they have a future... 
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Before you start reading, I wanted to offer you an opportunity to join my Mailing List (www.kittunstall.com/newsletter) to keep up with new releases across all pen names. As a special thank you, subscribers receive six free stories. If you prefer to receive notifications for just one, or a few, of Kit’s pen names, you’ll have the option to select which lists to subscribe to at signup.

“WERE YOU EVEN GOING to say goodbye?”

Wyatt stiffened in the process of shoving the last box into the back of his Jeep. The familiar tone of his mate had startled him, indicating his bear was buried deep, as he’d planned. He should have felt guilt at her words, but he didn’t feel much of anything. He steeled himself as he turned to face her, forcing away remorse when he saw her stricken expression. “It’s better this way.”

Gillian put her hands on her curvy hips, glaring at him. “Better for whom? We’re supposed to be getting married, and you’re just going to leave?”

He drew back his shoulders, trying to hide any hint of defensiveness. “The marriage proposal was made after we finished high school. A lot’s changed in eight years.”

Her big green eyes shimmered with tears, but he knew her well enough to know she’d fight letting them fall to the bitter end. Whenever she got angry, she had the urge to cry. He could tell she was furious with him, but also hurt and bewildered. He didn’t need his bear’s sense of smell detecting her pheromones to tell him that. If he concentrated, he could have discerned that information with his bear, but he was trying to suppress his bear instincts, and not call them forth.

“When we were thirteen years old, you told me I was your mate. That hasn’t changed. It doesn’t change for bear-shifters.”

He winced, remembering the moment to which she was referring. It was shortly after his bear had started stirring in his head, and one day he looked at his classmate—a girl he’d known all his life, since they’d grown up in the same small town—and she had been different. His bear had growled possessively in his head, and he’d known then she belonged with them. 

With all the sensitivity and subtlety of a Mack truck driving through a nitroglycerin plant, he had cornered her after school one day and told her about his revelation. At first, she had been skeptical, but then he’d shifted for her, and after that secret was out, she hadn’t doubted his bear’s sense any longer. She’d known from then she was his mate, and they had been together ever since, aside from the years they’d separated after high school while he was in the military, only coming home briefly for leaves. 

Even then, she hadn’t shown any sign of doubt. Even as he’d become more withdrawn, she remained resolute. He hadn’t seen her at all for the last three years, when the military suddenly withdrew his team’s permission to leave the base, unless they were on a mission, but when he did finally come home, she’d been waiting.

She’d been wasting her time. He was a new man, and his bear was only a sullen presence in his head occasionally now. He needed it to be that way, and after what had happened that afternoon, he had to leave and get as far away from people as he could, including Gillian.

Realizing he had never answered her, he said, “My bear’s practically nonexistent these days. I’m not going to hold you to an old promise.”

Her glare deepened. “I want to be held to that promise. I’ve been waiting for you. Even when you lost contact and stopped calling or visiting, I knew there had to be a good reason. I haven’t given up on us.”

He forced himself to sound completely unemotional, though there was more than a twinge of regret when he uttered the words he had to say, “I have. I’m leaving.”

A single tear escaped, and he knew it must have cost her a great deal to let it out. “Why are you leaving? It doesn’t make sense. You’ve only been back a few weeks. You won’t talk about what happened, and you barely allow me to see you. Now you’re leaving? Tell me what’s going on, Wyatt.”

He focused on the most pertinent question. “You saw what happened this afternoon. I nearly killed Clayton Walsh.”

She waved a hand, as though that wasn’t a concern. “Clayton Walsh is a jackass, and he was about to hit his pregnant wife. You did the right thing interceding.”

Some of the emotions he tried to suppress surged to the forefront, including a strong dose of anger. “Interceding was the right thing, but shifting into the bear and laying into him until six townsfolk had to pull me off wasn’t. It wasn’t my place to render a verdict or dole out justice. I crossed the line from protecting someone to nearly killing someone else. I can’t control the bear, so I have to get away from people.”

She crossed her arms over her chest, her expression placid. “Fine. I’ll come with you then.”

Wyatt shook his head, turning away from her to finish loading his things and closing the cargo door before turning back to her. “You can’t come with me.”

“We promised forever,” she said in a clear, strong voice.

He stared at her. “We were thirteen, and everything is different now.”

She shook her head. “I refuse to believe you simply stopped loving me despite whatever happened to you. I want to be there for you and help you get through this. If you feel like you need to get away from people, we’ll go somewhere with just the two of us.”

“I’m not safe to be around.” His words came out as more of a growl than actual syllables, and he could feel his control wavering. “I could hurt you.”

She shook her head. “You’d never do that.”

Before he could stop himself, he surged forward, one hand clamped around her throat as he dragged her closer to him. He allowed some of the turbulence inside to show in his eyes as his hair bristled, starting to turn to fur on his arms. “I can’t control it. I have to get rid of it, and until I do, I’m a danger to everyone I’m around.”

Considering how he was holding her, and his obvious anger, she appeared remarkably calm. “What do you mean, get rid of it?”

“The bear,” he said with another snarl as he pushed her away suddenly. “I can’t control it. They did things to me...” He trailed off, having no intention of sharing his nightmare with his mate. 

No, she wasn’t his mate anymore. She had been identified by the bear, and he had to excise everything that had anything to do with that side of his nature, including Gillian.

“You can’t just get rid of half of your nature. The bear’s part of you. Please let me help you, Wyatt.” She held out a hand to him as she spoke, her voice trembling.

He looked away from her, too tempted to give in for just a moment. Only a brief moment spent imagining her broken and torn body after his bear gained the upper hand and turned on her allowed him to withstand the pleading in her voice and the need in her eyes. “I can’t take you with me. Don’t you understand it would destroy me if I did something to hurt you? What if I killed you?”

She sniffled, wiping at her eyes with the back of her hands. “I’m sure you’d never do that.”

“And I’m just as sure that I could. You have to let me go, Gillian, because I can’t stay.”

She shook her head. “I’ll go with you,” she said again.

“If you still love me at all, and you seem to, you have to let me do the right thing. Turn around and walk away, unless you want to see me driving out of town. Say goodbye now and forget about me.”

Sadness appeared in her expression, and this time when tears flooded her eyes, she made no attempt to hold them in check. He could tell the difference from her angry tears, and if he’d been able to feel much of anything, her face would have broken his heart just then. Luckily for both of them, as he’d spent time distancing himself from the bear, it had also blunted his emotions, and he wasn’t able to feel her pain deeply enough to allow it to sway him. 

Without another word to her, he turned away and walked around to the front of the Jeep. He started the vehicle and pulled forward. In a moment of weakness, he allowed himself one final glance in the rearview mirror. He was unsurprised to see Gillian still standing there, arms crossed over her chest, and tears streaming down her face. It was a heart-wrenching site, but he kept going, in fact pressing the accelerator harder down to the floorboard. 

Leaving her was the right thing, the only thing he could do to ensure she remained safe. She’d get over him. Gillian was just a human, so she didn’t feel the mate bond that his bear recognized. He didn’t feel it very much at the moment either, and he was relieved for the reprieve. He had enough guilt on his conscience that he didn’t want to add another face to the long list that paraded through his mind. He was certain Gillian was bound to pop up anyway, but at least he knew he was doing the right thing even if it hurt her.

He drove straight through Shifter Springs without looking at the buildings lining the tiny Main Street. He kept his gaze focused straight ahead, except for when he reached one of the town’s two four-way stops. He glanced briefly from left to right to determine it was clear and kept going. Soon enough, Shifter Springs was little more than dust behind his wheels.

He was about thirty minutes out of the town when he realized he couldn’t completely disappear. There might be a genuine emergency. It was just him and Garrett left now, since their parents had both passed on, but he couldn’t leave without telling his brother where he was going.

He pulled over to the side of the dark road, leaving his headlights on to cut a swath through the thickness of the night, and extracted his cell phone from his pocket. He dialed his younger brother’s number, and Garrett answered on the second ring, sounding tired. A glance at the clock revealed it was after eleven p.m., and his brother had no doubt been asleep for a while, since he was still attending the family farm and ranch. “I’m leaving, Garrett.”

All trace of sleep disappeared from Garrett’s voice when he answered. “For how long this time, Wyatt? Did the government call you back to service?”

“I’m leaving forever. I can’t be around people. I wanted you to know where I’m going to be, but you aren’t allowed to tell anyone, and you can only contact me if it’s a true emergency.”

“I’ve been expecting this,” said Garrett softly. “Where are you headed?”

“The bugout cabin high in the mountains.”

Garrett let out a low whistle through his teeth. “I don’t think Mom and Pop finished building everything before they passed. It’s probably a mess up there. Unlivable.”

“I’ll make it work. You know where to find me, but don’t look unless you absolutely have to.”

“What about Gillian? Is she with you?”

“No, and she won’t be. Most of all, you can’t tell her where I’m at, and I need your word on that.”

Shock bled through Garrett’s voice. “She’s your mate, and you can’t just turn your back on her.”

“She’s not my mate anymore. I released her from the promise, and I have to turn my back on everything if I’m going to survive—and if people will survive me.”

“You’re making a mistake. She’s your mate. Your bear told you that years ago. You can’t just undo that.”

“Watch me,” said Wyatt coldly. “Do I have your word? If not, I’ll find somewhere else to stay, and you won’t have any means to contact me.”

With what sounded like a heavy sigh, his younger brother capitulated. “Fine, I won’t tell anyone where you are or try to find you unless it’s a dire emergency.”

“Especially Gillian,” he prompted.

“Especially Gillian,” repeated Garrett with obvious exasperation. “I still say you’re making a mistake.”

“It’s a good thing it’s mine to make then,” said Wyatt with a hint of coldness. He didn’t bother with goodbyes. He simply hung up the phone, rolled down his window, and tossed it onto the road. Though he had been suppressing his bear as much as possible, he still had a keen sense of hearing and eyesight, and he both saw and heard the flimsy device shatter as soon as it hit the asphalt. With a nod of satisfaction, he rolled up his window, put the car in gear, and kept driving without allowing even one more look behind him.
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EIGHTEEN MONTHS LATER

The sound of someone knocking on his door was so unexpected and foreign that Wyatt dropped the teakettle he’d been filling into the sink with a loud clatter. He quickly turned off the water, cursing under his breath, and moved to the front door. On the way, he grabbed a handgun from the open gun safe. Since it was just him at the cabin, he didn’t bother to lock it anymore. There was a mountain lion that liked to hang around, and he’d had to fire a warning shot more than once to discourage it from getting closer. 

His bear could have dissuaded the mountain lion from hanging around, but Wyatt had successfully locked the beast deep inside. He could barely transform anymore even if he wanted to, and it made his life easier, though he was still in an emotionless void. 

Or so he thought, until he opened the door and saw Gillian standing there. Myriad emotions filled him, chief among them anger at the sight of her and Garrett’s betrayal at revealing his location, along with a fierce wave of longing he quickly suppressed.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Wyatt spoke more harshly than he’d intended, but the sight of her had sent his bear surging to the forefront, bringing the animal to life in his mind in a way it hadn’t for several months. He had gotten accustomed to the near-silence of ignoring his ursine side. To have her shatter that was an unexpected and unpleasant shock. “You shouldn’t be here. Garrett promised he wouldn’t tell anyone where I was unless it was an emergency.” 

Gillian stared at him, expression revealing nothing. “It is.”

He snorted. “I’d hardly call it an emergency if you’ve come to change my mind. I haven’t altered my decision. I’m finally at a place where I have some balance, and I can’t risk letting anyone in.”

“Yes, but if you—”

He put up a hand. “There’s nothing you can say that will change my mind, Gillian. You were my mate once, but you aren’t anymore.”

She flinched, but her lips pursed, indicating she was digging in her heels. “I think you’ve made that plain, but I’m here for a reason.”

“I don’t want to hear the reason. It’s not going to change anything.” He started to close the door, surprised when she shoved her foot into the space between the door and the jamb. If he wanted to close it fully, he’d have to hurt her to do so. He wasn’t that big of a bastard yet. “There’s nothing here for you.”

She let out a sound of frustration, a sound he rarely heard from her in all the years he’d known her. It sounded almost like a shriek. “I’m here because Sam, Joanna, and Donnie are dead.”

He faltered for a moment. “Who?”

“Jax, Jester, and Dick, short for...” She trailed off, looking slightly uncomfortable.

“Dick face,” he filled in softly, realizing who she meant when she used the call signs for his former teammates. A wave of grief washed over him, threatening to stir to life all the emotions he’d been suppressing, and he quickly eased away from allowing himself to feel anything when he heard the bear roar in the back of his head. It was the most verbal the animal had been for months. “I’m sorry to hear that. How do you know?”

She licked her lips, those gorgeous, full lips he sometimes still dreamed about, though he’d never admit that to her. “After you left so abruptly, I reached out to former members of your team, trying to find out what happened, and why you were so broken. I know some of the details, but they’re all pretty scant with information. I wasn’t at all surprised to find most of them are in various states of broken as well, so you must have all gone through hell. In the process, I made friends with several of them. When I didn’t hear from them for a while, I started to get concerned, and I finally got hold of one again. Malcolm.”

He allowed a faint ghost of a smile to touch his lips as he thought about his former team leader. Mal had not needed a call sign, since Mal had been close enough to all the adjectives that described him—malcontent and maladjusted, primary among them. “What is Mal up to these days? Still as crazy as ever?” He posed the question affectionately, surprised at the surge of warmth sweeping through him that slipped past his defenses. Like everything else, he tried to blot out memories of his teammates and friends, needing to disconnect himself from the world in order to control his bear.

“I don’t think he’s crazy at all,” she said with a hint of chill in her tone. “He’s the one who told me three of your teammates are dead in strange accidents, and at least three are missing or out of contact. He said they’re coming for you.”

Wyatt stiffened, inadvertently allowing his hold on the door to go lax enough for her to slip inside and slam the door behind herself. He didn’t miss how she carefully checked that both of the locks were engaged. Her paranoia was contagious, but he shook his head. “Mal always assumed they’d eliminate us, but if they had planned to do that, they wouldn’t have just discharged us from service after the funding for the program ended. They would have eliminated us then.”
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