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        Chase Johnson lives between two worlds—and belongs in neither.

      

        

      
        A rare crossbreed who shifts between cougar and wolf, he’s spent years surviving among the Yukon outcasts far from civilization. Once a year he returns to Whitehorse to represent the shifters no pack will claim.

      

        

      
        He never expected to meet someone who makes him want to stay.

      

        

      
        Shelley Bradley has fought her entire life to prove she belongs—even though she’s the one thing no pack respects: a shifter who can’t shift.

      

        

      
        Now the new town veterinarian, she’s determined to help her community any way she can.

      

        

      
        Even if it means treating the mysterious, frustratingly attractive crossbreed who walks into her clinic with an injury no one can explain.

      

        

      
        But the deeper Shelley digs, the more dangerous the truth becomes.

      

        

      
        Because something is killing the outcasts—and Chase may be next.

      

        

      
        If they can’t find the cure in time, their growing connection might end before it ever truly begins.

      

      

      
        
        Takhini Wolves

        Black Gold

        Silver Mine

        Diamond Dust

        Moon Shine

      

      

      If you’d like to know what new books I have coming, and stay up to date with releases, please sign up for my newsletter!
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        So gaunt against the gibbous moon

        Piercing the silence velvet-piled,

        A lone wolf howls his ancient rune⁠—

        The fell arch-spirit of the Wild.

        O outcast land! O leper land!

        Let the lone wolf-cry all express

        The hate insensate of thy hand,

        Thy heart’s abysmal loneliness

        “The Land God Forgot”—Robert Service
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      Chase stood aside to allow the morning sunlight to fall onto the front porch of his log cabin and highlight his handiwork. He attached another piece of duct tape to the rocking-chair arm, circling three times to tighten the sticky material around the wrist he’d strategically placed along the broad armrest. He repeated his actions on the left side before kneeling to secure the young man’s ankles, one to each side of the sturdy extended rockers.

      Another strand of tape around Jones’s naked torso pinned the wolf shifter against the chair back. For extra measure, Chase tore off two more long pieces and pressed them in an X across the shifter’s hairy chest.

      Finally satisfied, Chase sat in the Adirondack chair next to the rocker and sighed contently.

      “You know, if you’d asked, I would have been happy to let you stay.” Chase tipped the mouth of his beer bottle toward the silent figure beside him. “It’s not that difficult a job, opening your trap and asking permission. Sometimes that’s called conversation.”

      A long slow drink followed. Chase gazed to his left over the tall pine trees crowding the base of the remote wilderness lake as he sipped the cold amber liquid. “Beautiful, isn’t it, Jones? I can’t think of another place I’d prefer to be. I’m mighty proud of what I’ve built here.”

      “Why, yes, Chase, you’re right. This is a fine home you’ve got.” Chase raised his voice, matching the higher tones of the arctic wolf shifter as best he could. “And, Chase, I’d sure appreciate getting to stay here while you’re gone. I promise to take care of things.”

      The rocking chair creaked as Jones moaned, his head lolling from the left to the right, mouth gaping open. Chase watched for a sign the young man was coming around. A low snore escaped instead, and Chase shook his head.

      “Boy, you don’t know how good you got it. I should have tied you to the boat and sent you floating into the middle of the lake. I’m going soft in my old age.”

      He adjusted his chair to face fully toward the water, ignoring the incapacitated wolf on his right. It was a glorious late June day, and hell if he would allow Jones to mess with the tranquility of the moment. Chase drank slowly, enjoying his view. Summer had officially arrived in the high Yukon, which meant there were only a few pockets of snow left in the shadowy places under the thicker sections of forest. The sun was hot enough the new green grasses were edging toward drying already, the limited growing season of the north a rush of forward motion hurtling toward death.

      It was the most serene and idyllic of settings, if he ignored the hairy beast beside him trussed up like a chicken.

      Serene, and lonely. Appropriate for most of the men who lived in these parts. Men like him.

      Chase laughed as his thoughts followed a familiar path. He could have set his watch on it. Seemed every year this time he tended toward a bout of philosophical musings. He chewed on his bottom lip for a while and debated going fishing. He really should head out again, but until he had dealt with the disaster on two legs next to him, his hunting would have to wait.

      Quiet. Nothing disturbed the air but the light creak of the rockers against the wooden deck boards and the wind playing with the pines. He was used to silence. Didn’t mean he loved it, but it fit the setting.

      Nearly an hour later he woke from a catnap, an extra loud gurgle echoing from the wolf at his side.

      “Hello, the house.”

      There was another thing that was clockwork reliable this time of year. Chase rose smoothly to his feet and stepped to the railing, leaning his flannel-clad elbows on the sturdy log crossbar as he stared across the meadow at the old-timer approaching on an even older horse. A rattle carried across the distance, the beast’s easy gait jostling the miner’s gold pans and his solid tin coffee pot together like leaves on a wind-blown tree.

      Chase waited until his company drew closer before he spoke. He wasn’t sure how well Delton’s hearing had held up over the past year, and there was no need to rub in the fact the man was getting older. Heck, they were all getting older.

      “New saddle,” Chase noted.

      Delton nodded. “Wilson quit. Passed it on to me.”

      Silence returned as Delton pulled his horse up and laid the reins over the mare’s neck. She was already tugging lazily at the long grass as he slid off her back, hitting the ground without a lot of give in his knees.

      Chase hid his wince.

      Delton untied a sachet from the saddlebags and tossed it over his shoulder, pausing to pat his horse’s withers before approaching the wide porch staircase.

      He was at the top of the stoop before his gaze fell on the shiny-striped man propped up like a freaky Christmas tree. Delton didn’t stop, just shook his head a little and made for the door.

      “I take it the boy’s been a pain in the behind.”

      “You might say that.”

      Chase followed his friend into the cool of the cabin. The old cougar’s low cussing nicely echoed his own thoughts as he glanced at the damage inside his usually pristine home.

      Delton wandered to the kitchen, shoving garbage out of the way with his feet. Bags and boxes crackled underfoot, shards of broken dishes snapping like shotgun blasts.

      “You looking for something specific, old man?”

      His friend dragged the broom from behind the fridge and hoisted it for a moment. “Didn’t think you’d mind if I did a little work.”

      It was so like Delton—so like all the men that Chase cared for. Shit happened. You moved on.

      He nodded and turned to grab a garbage bag, stuffing it with the items broken beyond repair like the plates and shredded cushions. Mentally making a list of all the things he’d need to replace as he cleaned methodically alongside Delton.

      Silently. Companionably.

      The place looked a whole lot better within a short time, and Chase sighed. “You know, you’ve gone and ruined my plans to make Jones clean up the mess in his wolf form.”

      “Must have been in his wolf while he caused some of the damage.” Delton pointed to the scratched edges of the couch where the raw wood showed in deep gouges. Claws marks marred the corner, like a cat on a scratching post.

      “Jones is usually half in his wolf form. The boy’s mostly feral—brain just doesn’t switch all the way back to human anymore.”

      And now Chase felt a little bad about having taped the kid to the chair. Wasn’t really unexpected Jones had gone insane in the cabin. Although, he hadn’t asked to be allowed access in the first place. At the least a little pain might drive home that message of basic politeness.

      Delton paused his sweeping, his grey beard sticking up wildly, the perfect image of an out-of-control Grizzly Adams. “You were gone for a few days?”

      “Grabbing information from the Miller boys. I plan on heading north soon to track down everyone else who hasn’t been in contact during the past couple months. If I can find folks quick enough, I could be in Whitehorse by the third and home by the eighth.”

      Five days in civilization. It was enough—and the only reason he’d go was he had to. No one else in those parts could handle the trip, and there had to be some contact with the outside world, if only to deal with banking and food orders.

      Delton nodded. “I brought you my list. You’re a good man, Chase Johnson.”

      He shrugged. “I’m the only person available. That doesn’t make me good, just makes me the one who can do it.”

      “We ain’t gonna argue about this.” Delton leaned the broom to the side and motioned toward the kitchen. “I suppose it’s too much to assume you’ve got anything edible in there after Jones took the place apart.”

      He hadn’t even looked. Chase had returned from his trip into the bush and found the tore-apart house and an unconscious wolf shifter half in, half out his front door. “If he’s ruined everything in there, I have supplies hidden in the shed. Can I make you supper?”

      Delton’s gap-toothed grin lit his grizzled and lined face. “You find me some grub, and I’ll do the cooking.”

      Chase’s stomach grumbled at the thought of something other than raw game he’d been eating while shifted. “You cook, and I’ll care for your horse.”
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      Two hours later Chase wondered if he’d explode if he ate one more biscuit. Also on the pondering list, would the wolf duct-taped out front ever stop snoring at the extreme decibel level and wake up? And three, what promises could he make to convince Delton to move in on a regular basis as chef because, man, the old-timer could cook.

      Delton topped up their coffee cups and groaned in satisfaction. “Your stash of supplies is mighty fine. I could stay here and look after things for you while you’re gone. I’m getting tired of my bean and rabbit rations.”

      Having a house sitter was the solution to a number of problems. Chase nodded. “I’d appreciate that. And Jones—well, I guess he can stay around if you’re willing to babysit, but I’ve got two requests.”

      “Name them.” The cougar scratched his belly and yawned, pushing back the empty plates stacked in front of him.

      “He’s got to do chores every day in human form. No shifting and bringing in game for the table, or some such excuse.”

      Delton nodded. “I’ll try to explain to the boy, but it’s not easy when they’ve already got that touch of the wild in them. What else?”

      The grin stretching his cheeks felt good. “Don’t release him. Force him to get out of that chair on his own.”

      “Shit, you’re a mean one at times, Chase Johnson.”

      Chase shrugged. “He’s got claws and teeth.”

      “He’s gonna have a lot less hair by the time he gets free.” Delton shuddered. “Gonna be like peeling off a Band-Aid. Or them fancy ladies who rip the fur off their privates.”

      Chase choked on his coffee. “You know about that?”

      One bushy brow rose in the air, and Chase snorted at the old man’s expression. It wasn’t as if shifters were shy about sex, but he hadn’t imagined well-groomed women were high on Delton’s experience list.

      The cougar shook a finger in the air. “Oh Lordy, I’ve seen more and done more than you’ll do in your entire life. Bright lights of Dawson in her heyday—that was an education and a half for a young man.”

      The old-timer was still chuckling as Chase stood and grabbed the small bag he used for his annual trip. He loaded it with paper and a few writing instruments before draping the handle around his neck, checking to be sure the strap was set wide enough not to choke him once he shifted.

      “You heading out already?” Delton asked.

      “No use in waiting if you’re going to stick around. Sorry for leaving you with the rest of the cleanup.” To be honest, he couldn’t bear to have to throw anything else away. It would hurt less to simply have the destruction gone when he got back.

      Delton waved a hand at him, then braced himself on his knees to push to vertical, bones creaking as he stood. “Least I can do to enjoy a roof over my head for a bit. Good hunting, Chase, and don’t worry about anything here. I’ve got you covered.”

      Chase stepped outside. The sun was lower, but the sky remained full bright. There was tons of time to get into the bush. He stripped off his clothes and tucked them into the carrying sack, leaving his shoes behind to the side of the door.

      A loud snore reverberated off the log walls, and he strode over to stare at Jones. The wolf shifter’s head hung back now, tongue dangling as he rattled the windows with his snoring. He was just a youngster, really.

      Didn’t mean he couldn’t learn.

      Chase tore one final strip off the roll of duct tape and carefully applied it across both Jones’s bushy eyebrows. The shifter wiggled under his touch before settling back into a deep sleep.

      It might be evil, but it was just. “That’s for shredding my Gramma’s quilt.”

      Chase strolled into the sunshine to take one last look around. Through the cabin windows, Delton was visible wandering back and forth as he cleaned. Jones rocked slowly in the breeze, light glinting off the silver tape. The trees and the clouds and everything seemed so damn peaceful.

      Nothing was exactly as it appeared, now was it? Chase mused.

      He shifted, body changing into his wild side. Always took a moment to fine-tune his thinking—waiting for the animal to fully form. He stretched, the big paws before him indenting the ground with the weight of his cougar. So, it was the cat’s turn to hunt. He wiggled to adjust the sachet against his chest, then padded his way to the trailhead.

      He ran.
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      “No.”

      “Yes.”

      “No.” Shelley Bradley pulled the stethoscope from her sister’s fingers, tugging to get her to release it. “I’m busy.”

      Caroline gave her an evil grin. “I’m busy, busy, dreadfully busy⁠—”

      Oh God, no. Shelley slapped a hand over Caroline’s mouth. “If you start singing VeggieTales, I will be forced to make you watch repeats of The Muppet Show.”

      Caroline’s nose wrinkled, her lower face still covered by Shelley’s hand.

      “Can I let you go? Will you promise to be a good girl and sit quietly while I finish?” Shelley knew her tone of voice would get a reaction if nothing else did. Sure enough, Caroline rolled her eyes back in her head until only the whites showed.

      Shelley released her, and they both fell apart with an attack of giggles, Shelley to finish unpacking the box that rested on the shiny metal examining table, her sister to lean against the doorframe that led to the waiting-room area.

      “The parts of the clinic you’ve got completed look great.” Caroline gestured around, including Shelley in the sweep. “You look great. Gack, you and your damn wolf genes. Put on a few pounds once in a while.”

      The only thing her wolf genes seemed to be good for. “It’s not my fault. I don’t even exercise.”

      Caroline mock glared. “Yeah, well, don’t brag.”

      Shelley smothered her grin. This was the reason she’d come back. Getting her veterinarian training in the south, and the six-month mentorship in Calgary that followed for shifter specialization had been an exciting mental challenge. She’d missed the emotional ties of family though and, as always, the love and acceptance her sister gave was absolute and mind-bogglingly sweet. It felt so good to be back in the same room as her. Same town. But not the same situation as years ago.

      Time to head down a new path. Shelley took a deep breath, and crossed all her fingers and toes that returning to Whitehorse would work.

      Her sister wandered away a few steps, picking items off the shelf and checking them over. “You heard from Kent lately?”

      Another rock-solid family member, although a little harder to track down than Caroline. Their younger brother was constantly on the go. “Other than the weekly email update from last Saturday, no.”

      “He’s too busy seducing half of Ottawa to spend much time online.”

      Shelley shook her head. “No wonder Mom and Dad followed him out there. They’re attempting to keep an eye on a moving target. That boy got all the party genes that missed me.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” Caroline scolded. “You’re a ton of fun.”

      Her instant and involuntary snort of disbelief was so intense it hurt. Shelley gave her sister the look.

      “Really,” Caroline insisted. “I mean it. In fact, I want you to come out tonight with me. Please?”

      Drat. She’d been dreading this topic coming up, and Caroline had gone there way faster than expected. Why was it so hard for her sister to understand? “Honey, I might have moved back to Whitehorse. That doesn’t mean I’m going to dive into pack activities.”

      “It’s not a pack event—it’s the whole city. Music, games…come on. You’re going to miss Canada Day celebrations just to avoid seeing pack?”

      Damn right. She’d do more than miss a party to avoid some of the cold-blooded jerks who’d made her life miserable when she was young. “I’m here because Whitehorse needs a new vet who can confidentially deal with shifters. I love the Territory, and I want to be close to you. The pack as an official entity can go stuff itself as far as I’m concerned. So, yes, avoidance is a fine option.”

      The concern on Caroline’s face deepened. “You know you can’t hide from them forever.”

      “I don’t intend to.” Shelley closed the door on the supply cupboard and took apart the shipping box for recycling. “I’m going to be acting as a kind of doctor to them, for heaven’s sake. How is that avoidance? Plus, I already contacted the Takhini Alpha and⁠—”

      “When?” Caroline snapped upright. “I’m his secretary. How the heck did you get to him without me knowing?”

      Interesting reaction. Shelley stopped her unpacking to observe her sister more carefully. Caroline’s near-panicked response seemed out of place. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”

      Caroline blinked. “No. I’m just surprised. Usually I have his entire agenda memorized. And he didn’t say anything about you calling.”

      Because she hadn’t called. She’d gotten a human kid to drop off a note. That alone should have gotten his curiosity up enough to agree to wait. “It’s fine. He knows there’s a new wolf in town, and that I’ll get together with him at some convenient time.”

      Like…never, but that was beside the point.

      Caroline pushed the party invitation again, but Shelley ignored her, methodically placing supplies on the shelves. Her older sister had never seemed to learn the word no. While her determined assaults could be frustrating at times, like now when Shelley was on the wrong end of one, her never give up spirit was also inspiring. Fully human, Caroline managed to hold her own amidst the wolf pack of Whitehorse in a way that Shelley admired.

      Wished that she could imitate, to be frank. So make that planned to imitate.

      The rest of the family had left the north looking for more accepting packs. Shelley had left for the longest time as well, but Whitehorse was where she wanted to live.

      This time it was going to be on her terms. That was the bottom line. Pack or no pack, this was going to be home.

      Caroline sighed, stopped her rambling and slipped into the main area. “Fine. I’ll change the topic since you’re being all Sphinx-like. You hired someone for the front desk?”

      Shelley joined her, admiring the tall glass windows that let in the July sunshine. “Not yet. I’m still waiting for a few permits to finish clearing. I’m not going to be able to officially open until mid-August, so there’s no rush. There’s a bit more work to be done in here, like the flooring, and I haven’t completed the surgery area in the back. I also want more shelving, and to finish the boarding and exercise yard. That kind of thing.”

      “I can get someone⁠—”

      “No.” Seemed as if she was saying that word a lot, but it was necessary. “Caro, I’m doing great. I know you want to help, but I don’t need a big sister fixing things for me and making things easier. There’s tons of time to get the shop ready, and I want to do the work myself. What I want for us is to spend time together. To enjoy life.”

      The glint in Caroline’s eyes warned Shelley she’d made a mistake. “Awesome. Then you’re going to come over for supper before the celebration? We can enjoy each other’s company a little before dealing with the crowds. There’s no fireworks, not with how light it is in the evening, but the music they have planned should be great.”

      Shoot. Walked into that one. “Oh, Caroline…”

      Her sister batted her lashes. “I’ll make your favourites.”

      The dinner invite was tempting, and there were positive points to meeting the pack in a public setting, but tonight was too soon. Caroline would be surrounded by wolves, and Shelley wasn’t ready for that yet. “No supper, but…” she raised a hand to stop Caroline’s protests, “…fine, I will come to the Canada Day party. If you’re willing to sit off to the side and avoid pack.”

      Caroline’s instant smile lit her eyes. “We can totally do that. They’re all hanging at the Rotary Peace Park. We can sit beside the SS Klondike paddle wheeler and listen to the band from there. The reflections off the Yukon River will be pretty. Deal?”

      It was a start. A start to finding her place in the north, which in itself was huge, since she’d never fit in before. “Deal.”

      A soft brush against her ankles was followed by a loud insistent purr as Enigma demanded to be picked up. She hoisted the tiny black creature and settled him in her arms for a cuddle.

      Caroline gasped, the sound breaking apart into laughter. “Oh my God, Shelley, you have a cat?”

      She nodded as Enigma opened his mouth and meowed. “He’s a rescue. Loves to be scratched right⁠—”

      “You’ve got to be kidding. A cat. Shell—owning a pet is strange enough, but a cat?”

      “You got some weird biases for a human who grew up in a shifter home.” Shelley buried her face in Enigma’s soft fur and breathed deeply. “He’s been nothing but giving to me. Far more than your typical feline. We get along fine.”

      Caroline rearranged her face into a semiserious mode with some effort. “Love me, love my cat? Fine, Shelley, he is rather gorgeous.”

      She brushed a hand down Enigma’s back, and the feline rewarded her with a rumbling purr.

      Shelley smiled as she passed the small ball of fur over to her sister.

      It was a start.
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      Chase leapt from the high cab of the trucker’s rig and waved his thanks as the man geared up and headed away along the Alaskan highway. The trip into Whitehorse had never taken such a short time before.

      He hoisted his backpack and started down the long, steep road that led into town. The fresh air made his nose twitch after being confined for the past four hours, the trucker’s heavy foot on the gas moving them southbound on the Klondike Highway at more than legal speeds.

      Still, Chase couldn’t complain too hard. He’d grabbed all the needed information and paperwork from the men double-quick this time around. Arriving in Whitehorse on July first meant he could possibly be out of town by the fourth, if all went well. He adjusted his pack to stop the strap’s weight from hitting the raw parts of the claw wound on his shoulder.

      One of the downsides of being a Good Samaritan. The loners he cared for were prone to be wilder than your average shifter. The puma he’d accidentally cornered had slashed first, asked questions later. After the fact, the man had been very apologetic, but that hadn’t removed the four long gouges Chase carried over his scapula. Worse, the damn wound didn’t seem to get any better, no matter how many times he shifted.

      The scent of coffee drew him forward like a siren’s call. He stopped in the doorway of a small café, checking the occupants with his nose and eyes before fully committing to entering.

      There was a reason he didn’t live in town on a regular basis.

      Two wolves looked up at him from where they sat in the corner. They narrowed their eyes but stayed put, staring intently as if judging him. Chase nodded politely, and that seemed enough to put them at ease.

      He took the chance and strode forward.

      The blinding smile he received from the pretty girl behind the counter was as enjoyable as the lingering deep roast of the coffee beans in the air.

      “What can I get you?” She was checking him out. Hot damn. Chase pushed down the urges that had no right to be rising in a public place, even if it had been a long time since he’d been with a lady.

      Another good reason to come to town. Maybe he should try for more than once a year.

      “Coffee.” He dug in his pocket as he checked the baked goods on the counter, secretly checking out the goods behind the counter at the same time. Oh yeah, there was one bonus to being in the big city that he fully intended to take advantage of. “Couple brownies, three of them gingersnaps and a piece of the apple pie.”

      She laughed softly. “You’ve got a sweet tooth.”

      Chase leaned his hip against the counter and admired the soft swell of her breasts peeking from the low scoop of her top. “Some things are sweeter than others.”

      Another giggle escaped, and he grinned as she turned to get his order together. Maybe the extra days in town wouldn’t be a hardship after all.

      There was a tap on his shoulder, and Chase stiffened, cursing inside that he’d lost focus and ignored that he was in unsafe territory.

      Women were distracting creatures.

      He twisted slowly to see one of the wolves standing nearby. The man slouched lazily, his body language screaming friend, not enemy.

      “Hey. Come and join us once you’ve got your things.” The dark-haired man leaned past him and whistled softly at the server. “Carly, put his order on my tab.”

      She slipped apple pie onto a plate and nodded. “Sure, Shaun. You and Evan want anything else?”

      “Well, if you’re offering…” He winked, and she shook her head at him, a smirk on her face.

      “Your fiancée is going to tear your ears off if she hears about you flirting.”

      “Who’s flirting? I just want some pie.” Shaun’s outraged tone made Chase smile. Okay, not all wolves were assholes, and it seemed he’d found a couple of the good ones.

      Shaun slipped away, and Chase took a moment to look around more closely as he waited for his order. The walls of the coffee shop were covered with artwork, price tags attached to each one. Local artists, from the looks of it. Some good, some not so good. The rest of the place was an eclectic mix. Straight-backed chairs sat at sturdy tables—people with open laptops clicking madly through colourful screens. Overstuffed chairs tucked into the places between, people reading books or staring at thin metal book-shaped objects. Low music played in the background.

      He accepted the tray of goodies from Carly and joined the wolves in the corner. He didn’t recognize either of them from his previous trips into Whitehorse—must be new to the pack. Maybe he could get a hint of the way things were operating from these two before he had to approach the current leadership.

      Once he’d lowered the tray to the table, the second wolf rose to his feet and offered a hand. “Evan Stone. You look as if you could use a bit more than a coffee and a few snacks.”

      Chase shrugged. He might be leaner than your average wolf, but he wasn’t about to explain his specific shifter metabolism problems to anyone on a first meeting. “It’s as good a place as any to start. I can get steaks aplenty back home. Baked goods? Not so much.”

      Evan nodded, and they all sat, pulling plates forward and digging in enthusiastically. When shifters were hungry, there was not much that stopped them from enjoying their food.

      The pie and one of the brownies went down first as a base. Two cups of coffee later, Chase came up for air to find both wolves grinning at him. Damn, he’d done it again—totally lost track of where he was. This wasn’t his style. If he’d been this inattentive in the bush, he never would have lasted.

      “Thank you for the food.” Chase nodded at Evan who seemed to be the one in charge.

      Evan leaned back, tilting his chair until the top rail hit the wall. “No worries. Like I said, you look as if you could use it. You north Yukon?”

      “Mid. Keno area is home.”

      That was all it took. Shaun whistled, long and low. “You don’t look like a crazed maniac—no offense meant. I thought most of that area was pack-less. Pretty dangerous territory for your average wolf.”

      The tension between them didn’t exactly rise, but Chase made sure he had a clear space to defend himself, just in case. “Packless doesn’t always mean without morals. And pack living doesn’t suit everyone. That’s all.”

      Evan and Shaun glanced at each other, as if making some kind of decision. Chase was ready to grab his things and head out—if there were going to be any issues he’d prefer to be dealing with the right people. He wasn’t making trouble, wasn’t doing anything unusual.

      He buried the dry comment in his head that muttered you are unusual.

      “Why do you smell different?” Evan eased back again, Shaun leaning away this time as well. Somehow they’d made a decision in his favour, which seemed odd, but hell if he was going to argue.

      The cause for his unusual scent wasn’t a secret—he just didn’t share until asked. “Métis ancestry.”

      “Holy shit.” Evan came to life. “What’s your second form? Because I can smell your wolf, but he’s buried deep. The other side seems stronger.”

      “You know about Métis?” Chase wasn’t sure if this was good or stunk to high heaven. “I’ve only met three people I didn’t have to explain it to.”

      “And I’m not one of them,” Shaun complained. “What the hell does that mean? I thought you were a wolf.”

      Evan shook his head, the look of delight on his face as bizarre as it was reassuring. “Dual nature. I heard of a wolf/wolverine once, and there were rumors of a wolf/polar bear crossbreed back in my old pack territory by Hudson Bay. The French Voyageurs who married the First Nations mixed the shifter blood, and for some reason the European strain breed true. Well, not true—instead of the kids being one kind of shifter or the other like usual, the next generation could shift into either of their parents’ clans.”

      Shaun’s mouth gaped open.

      Evan elbowed him in the side. “You never take history in school? Louis Riel? Red River Rebellion?”

      “Fuck you. That was a long time ago.”

      “The rebellion, or your schooling? Because maybe you need to head back and get a refresher. Doesn’t look good in front of visitors, you being a dumb-ass and all.”

      Chase watched silently as the two of them bantered. Not your typical pack, that’s for sure. And definitely not like the solitude-loving men he’d just touched base with far to the north.

      The unorthodox bitch session was entertaining to say the least. He considered sneaking away before they concluded, but the cut-downs were too comical to leave.

      They both stopped in mid-sentence and turned to face him, two dark-haired men who radiated power, and Chase swallowed his amusement. Shit. He’d made another mistake in judgment. Stuck out in the bush for so long where authority was often imposed with a tree branch instead of shifter hierarchy, he’d missed the now all-too-noticeable clues. “You guys are leadership.”

      Evan nodded curtly. “I took over Takhini last August. You got a specific need, you ask me.” He tilted his head to the left to indicate the other man whose eyes were still a little wild. “Shaun’s Beta, new to the role. We’re just getting a few things established. I take it you haven’t been out this way for a while.”

      The damn Alpha of Takhini sat across from him. Sheesh, Chase had lost all his hard-learned civilization skills. “I came out last July. Same reason as this time. I’ll only be in town for a few days, and I’m not looking for trouble.”

      Shaun frowned. “We never said you were. You need a ride anywhere, though? A place to stay while in town?”

      This was so not happening. “You’re serious?”

      Evan snorted. “You’ve been packless for too long. A Beta just offered you a place to stay. You want it or not?”

      This was as fine a moment as any to test the waters. “What if I say not?”

      Shaun shrugged. “No hair off my chest.”

      The remembrance of leaving poor Jones lashed to the chair stole through his mind, and Chase winced. In hindsight, he might have been a touch rough on the boy. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate the offer, but I’m not interested in staying in a pack house. It wouldn’t be a good idea.”

      Shaun’s indifference slid away as his attention sharpened. “If you’re worried about troubles because you’re from out of town, don’t be. The pack’s not about to go around our authority.”

      Just what he wanted. “And maybe having people ordered to tolerate me isn’t something I enjoy. So, not to seem ungrateful, but I’ll take care of myself for the night.”

      Evan’s firm pat on his shoulder reassured him there was no harm caused by his insistence. “A ride though? We can drop you anywhere. By the way, you didn’t mention the specifics of your reason to visit Whitehorse.”

      That wasn’t a secret either. Chase pulled out his papers, including his shopping list, and showed it to Evan. He kept the others’ to-do lists tucked aside—it was one thing to share his personal information and another to let a virtual stranger, Alpha or not, know exactly how many men were scattered through the bush in the Keno area.

      Evan scanned the stack, his expression unreadable. “I can’t imagine. Supplies for an entire year all at one go. How the hell you know how much to buy?”

      “Stays about the same. If I guess wrong, I can always radio for someone from Dawson to do a drop, but Whitehorse is far cheaper to deal with. Plus my bank is here.”

      The papers were passed back without another word, near indolence in Evan’s attitude now. “And that’s more than I need to know. I’m not interested in your finances. Not unless you ask for help, and that seems to be low on your list of things to do—the asking-for-help business.”

      Chase remained still, waiting for the next question.

      Shaun whooped as he shot to his feet, turning to flick a salute Chase’s direction. “Lovely to meet you. Drop by the Moonshine Inn if you decide you need anything. Later.”

      He rushed out the door without a second glance.

      Evan and Chase exchanged puzzled looks before turning streetward. Shaun raced up to a pretty African American, swept her off her feet, and kissed her madly.

      Evan laughed. “It’s okay. We’re not all insane. That’s his mate—she’s been gone for a week, and he didn’t expect her to be back for a few more days.”

      An itch tickled up the back of Chase’s spine. The mention of mates was enough to make most of his type twitchy.

      After one final nod, the Takhini Alpha rose and left. Chase sat alone in the corner of the café, the remains of their repast cleared away quickly by the efficient Carly.

      “Can I get you anything else?” She smiled at him again, that flirtatious lilt to her voice, but for some reason he wasn’t interested anymore.

      He shook his head. If he wanted a little female companionship this week, he’d have to look elsewhere. She wasn’t a wolf, not by her scent, so it was safe enough in terms of avoiding pack.

      But something wasn’t sitting right. Maybe the visit had been too much companionship after all his time alone. Even Delton wasn’t real intrusive company. Heck, often the man was so quiet the two of them could be in the same room for an entire day and not get in each other’s way.

      The Takhini leaders vibrated with life and energy. Power of an entirely different type than mere hierarchy. The kind of vitality that was scary on a whole different level to a man who after years of isolation felt at home staring at the side of a mountain for days on end.

      Solitude called to him like a wild creature, and he could hardly wait to discharge his duties and return to the bush. He picked up his pack, carefully draped it over his left shoulder and escaped into the street to find his room for the night.
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      Evan watched the Métis from a distance, not wanting to crowd the man, but not willing yet to drop his curiosity. And with Shaun distracted by Gem’s early return, there was no use in trying to do any more planning for the Grand Master Plan, as Shaun had taken to calling it. Evan laughed as he tracked Chase. Hell, he could hear his Beta using capital letters every time he said the words, like some freaky Pooh Bear imitation.

      It was damn time, though, for the Grand Master Plan to be implemented. All along Evan’s goal had been to rejoin the two rival Whitehorse packs into one, amalgamating the dominant Takhini wolves with the more elusive Miles Canyon pack, and it was taking bloody forever to figure out how to go about it. There weren’t many places in the world that two packs sat in such close proximity to each other, and for good reason.

      Territory wars were common in the old days, violence and bloodshed hidden in the more violent nature of the historic settling of the wilderness. Now the battlefields were more likely to involve spreadsheets and accountants than shotguns and hangings.

      Evan didn’t mind a good fight. A physical challenge that would make his wolf side howl. But there was a subtle beauty in taking an opponent totally unaware—and that was far more possible in the financial world than while wearing his wolf skin.

      Chase disappeared into a boarding house, and Evan relaxed. It was a wolf-friendly accommodation, but not one frequented by the pack. Which was good, because even though he’d teased for the details of why the lone wolf was visiting, Evan had failed to push for the other information the man hadn’t shared—what his second shifter form was.

      But the tickling sensation at the back of his throat was enough to let Evan suspect it might be cat-based. Just what he needed dropping in at the pack house, driving all the less sensible members crazy. Not.

      He didn’t even want to think about triggering his damn allergies. Evan pulled out a tissue and blew his nose, wondering if he’d turn into a sniffling, sneezing mess if he happened to be around when Chase changed.

      Although—Métis. Damn. Evan pondered the logistics of the shifting business but got distracted by the buzz of his cell phone.

      “Evan here.”

      “You won the bid.” His accountant’s pleased tones spread happiness all the way to Evan’s toes. “And there were no second glances at all. Business as usual. You’re now official owner of three more shops in town. Congrats.”

      Celebrations weren’t going to be scheduled until he’d gotten a little farther down the road on his plans, but it was a start. “What about the college? Any word on the housing project?”

      The other man went on for a while, sharing details. Evan made mental notes as he strode back to the hotel the pack owned. The new landscaping they were finishing around the parking lot had turned the old landmark’s tired façade into a special feature, with sitting areas and fountains.

      If he was going to put the place on the map, getting more of the seasonal visitors to stop at the Moonshine Inn and Pub was vital. Money was only part of the project—they had to keep traffic coming.

      The wide glass doors slid open with a soft sigh as he approached, the tinkling water fountains in the lobby a refreshing contrast to wash away the street noise.

      Behind the front desk, Caroline, his highly efficient head receptionist and personal assistant, raised her head and smiled. Evan made his way over, nodding at a few of the pack who were working as bellboys or cleaning staff to keep the place immaculate.

      “You’ve had a couple calls you should return, and there are questions from both the bakery and the pizza place about your order for the party tonight. I’ve arranged for the rest of the supplies—drinks and such, but you’d better deal with the food. Oh, and just so you know, I’m not going to be at the pack party. I’ve made other plans. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “I guess not. You want to drop by later, you’re always welcome.”

      He checked the lobby, but there were no human visitors in sight. Well, no humans other than Caroline. He tugged her against his body and enjoyed the way she softened, accepting his kiss with enthusiasm. Hmm, yeah. She wasn’t his mate, but their arrangement as bed partners suited him fine. Evan slipped his fingers around her ass and held her close as their kiss deepened.

      She smiled when he finally let her up for air. “You’re not getting your work done this way.”

      “Maybe I need you to come and take a few notes in my office. That would be more efficient.”

      Another itch tickled his nose, and he jerked back before he sneezed in her face. Damn, he must be coming down with a cold.

      The heat that rose to her eyes was gratifying, though. “I’d love to join you, but there’s no one else on the front desk for an hour. You’ll just have to deal with the food for the party all by your lonesome.”

      Evan sighed, tweaking her butt before he headed into the back. “I hate being efficient all by myself.”

      She waved him off and returned to her organizing, and once again he speculated why she’d suggested they pair up. Having her as a partner had done wonders for his ability to finally get things happening in the pack—until she’d moved in with him he’d experienced constant disruptions from female wolves wanting to get a piece of him, or more accurately a piece of the pack.

      The higher rank the wolf, the higher their partner was considered. Since Evan hadn’t had a sniff of a mate in all his nearly forty years, the arrangement with Caroline was working well, even with her a human. Especially since she was a human.

      At least he knew she wasn’t using him to get ahead in the wolf game.

      Evan dropped the papers she’d given him onto his desk and opened his computer, distraction taking over as he considered the next stage of taking all of Whitehorse under his control.
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