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Dedication

Thank you to my family and friends.
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Chapter One 
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William Conall sat at a shadowy table in the far corner of the bar with his back to the wall. He was nursing a drink and watching my every move.

I could feel his dark eyes on me even though I hadn’t looked at him in over an hour. I could detect his scent and it tantalized me, making me extraordinarily aware of him. It also made me think about the last time we were together, and I had to squash that thought without mercy. I had a job to do.

There was no way I was going to avoid having a conversation with Will. The more I thought about it, the more I welcomed the idea. I was glad he had found me. Maybe we’d finally get a chance to clear the air. Possibly, we could save our professional relationship, if not our personal one. Although, I knew I would have preferred the latter.

Most of the Kicking Horse’s patrons didn’t notice the tall dark-haired man in the corner. He wore snug jeans and a black T-shirt that hugged his hard, lean body, and over it all, he wore a black leather coat. I knew that under the clothes his arms and chest were scarred, but he was fit and well-muscled.

I had run my fingertips over that hard body. I still remembered the texture of his skin and the heat that burned within me as we lay side by side, skin touching.

The clothing did help to conceal him, but Will had a talent for making people ignore him. Eyes seem to slide right off of him. I couldn’t really explain how it worked, but it did. Mine didn’t. I could see Will quite clearly, but then I was a shapeshifter and we had excellent eyesight.

“Get your head back in the game, Helly,” I muttered to myself.

I kept the beer and hard stuff coming for the waitresses at the Kicking Horse. It was a rougher than average watering hole in an industrial section of Edmonton.

Jimmy was the bar manager and my current boss. He kept the guys sitting at the long wooden bar lubricated while he pretended to clean the scarred surface.

The majority of our clientele were males. I avoided serving the regulars sitting at the bar as much as possible—to avoid unwanted attention and the need to break any bones. Many of these guys were old enough to be my father, and that alone made me cringe. Some were too young to bother with and I was pretty sure most of them didn’t own a mirror.

There was also the fact that, in the late evening, a few of them would try and tap out the Breathalyzer machine. It was a game they played to see who was the drunkest. Now there’s a recommendation for you.

I used my Aunt Rita’s line on most of them at one time or another. “I don’t shit where I eat.” It made them laugh and also let them know I wasn’t interested. Words could be powerful weapons when used correctly.

I listened to them and collected rumors about the bar robberies that happened before I got here. I sorted information from their conversations. Some of what they said was even useful.

“Hey, Alice,” Belinda slumped against the bar, plunking her damp cork bottom tray down next to her.

I used Alice Munro as my name for this contract. Nobody at the bar asked if I was the Nobel laureate for literature, but then I hadn’t expected anyone to.

Belinda’s breasts were bulging out of her V-neck tank top with the aid of an industrial-strength push-up bra. Her tiny denim shorts were riding up her ass showing a considerable amount of cheek. Belinda was well tipped for her efforts. Her brassy blonde hair with the odd splash of green and too much makeup took most of the attention, and thus the heat, off me. My natural blonde hair looked washed out in the dim lighting, but Belinda blazed, and I was good with that.

Jimmy didn’t have a dress code. The waitresses decided on their own how much harassment they wanted, versus how high they expected their tips to be.

I stuck to jeans and T-shirts and, with my assets, I did okay. Especially if the looks I was getting from Will across the room were anything to go by. It was all for appearances anyway, I wasn’t here for the tips.

“Hey, Belinda, what do you need?” I gave her a commiserating smile. We only had another forty-five minutes to go and we could close down for the night.

“Fifteen minutes to last call and table six wants a dozen tequila shots and two pitchers of Purple Plank.”

“Purple Plank?” I asked to make sure I had heard her right. “Nobody likes it.” That was an understatement. It was one step below swill. It was the cheapest draft beer you could get. I had looked it up.

“I know, Jimmy isn’t going to re-order it, we’re supposed to get rid of it as fast as we can.” Belinda pushed bright green bangs out of her eyes. “I told them there was a discount on it tonight. You know, like the featured beer? Not to worry, they aren’t too choosey and probably can’t taste much right now anyway. Most of them are having trouble standing.”

“Ah, smart.” I nodded as I continued pouring out the dozen shots. I’m afraid I’ve had too much practice at this.

I’d hired on as a bartender to investigate the robberies. Unfortunately, since I started, no one from any biker gang had materialized to hold up the place. At least while I was here, the building owner got his rent on time.

I gathered up the shots between my spread fingers and deposited them on her tray. “Do they have a designated driver?”

“They have a van coming for them at closing. Don’t worry. I don’t want any of these guys on the road when you and I are driving home.” Belinda winked at me.

“I appreciate that,” I said, filling the second pitcher from the tap.

“That guy in the corner has been keeping tabs on you all night,” Belinda commented glancing over her shoulder and looking at Will.

He ignored her completely I noted when I glanced up. His eyes locked on mine for a second, and then I broke the contact.

“Yeah, I know,” I said as I took the money she offered me. Jimmy didn’t let anyone run a tab. You paid up for each round or you didn’t get served.

“Do you know him, or should I have Donny roust him out?” She offered to involve the bar bouncer to protect me as she gathered up her tray. “Or, better yet, let me take care of him,” she said as she gave me a sly smile and laughed at her own joke.

“No, it’s okay I’m acquainted with him, but thanks for the offer.” I smiled at Belinda as I gave her back change for the fifty she had handed me. I was sure it would all be tip money.

“He looks like trouble with those dark eyes and that body.” Belinda grinned at me. “I hope he shows you a good time.” She turned away to head back to deliver the order.

I didn’t have time to comment. Sindy was waiting for her order to be filled, and I knew Mattie would be back shortly, too.

“Last call!” Jimmy’s bellow cut through the country western music and conversation like a hot knife through butter.

After I placed the pitcher of beer on Mattie’s tray and added two rum and Cokes to Sindy’s, I could feel eyes on me, so I glanced over at the bar manager.

Jimmy gave me a wordless frown from his end of the bar and tipped his whiskered covered chin at Will in the corner. I was touched that our grizzled, grouchy old boss was concerned that Will was eyeing me.

I shook my head and gave Jimmy a thumbs-up. He narrowed his eyes at me but, as usual, didn’t say anything. Jimmy was a man of few words.

I returned to my section of the bar and did a fast cleanup of the surfaces before Belinda made a return trip with one more order. I still had a beer keg to change out too.

* * *
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Will Conall took a shallow sip of the room temperature Glenlivet from the short glass. He’d been slowly turning the tumbler between his hands for the past few hours. It was a younger whisky than he usually drank, but it was the only thing the bar served by way of a decent brand.

His server Sindy, ambled over again as she had every half hour.

“Can I get you anything else?” she leaned on the table, giving him a good look at her considerable cleavage. She cocked one hip so her painted on jeans tightened. The girl was pretty enough with her fuchsia pink hair and her heavily made up dark brown eyes, but Will didn’t care.

“No thanks, I’m good,” he said, shaking his head and turning his eyes back to the lean, hard-bodied blonde behind the bar.

“Okay.” Sindy looked him over one more time, gave a little sigh, and moved on.

There was only one woman in this establishment Will was interested in. When her charade of a job was done for the evening, he would corner Helly Cooper.

Helly had only looked up at him three times all night, and each time those blue eyes rested on him, he’d felt them strike him right in the heart.

Her expression had remained blank when she saw him. No reaction at all. Like looking at him was the same as looking at one of the grubby oil-patch workers. She hadn’t given him any sign of recognition. She’d acted like she could have cared less that he had been sitting here since nine o’clock, waiting for her.

Stupidly, he had hoped for some emotion. Whether Helly had intended it or not her attitude had gotten under his skin. They had known each other a long time, but Helly was a cool one. She always had been.

Will had stopped being angry with her months ago. He had to admit he had driven her away. She hadn’t cut all her ties to him and Security and Protection Services on a whim. It was his fault, even though admitting it to himself still stuck in his throat.

He’d to concede he was the one who had crossed the line. It was past time to do something about it if he was ever going to get her to come back to the company.

He had reconciled himself to the fact that he couldn’t be with Helly, not like she wanted. He couldn’t, not with his issues, but they could still work together and, for him, that would be enough.

* * *
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We got through last call and Donny only had to pour two people into cabs. No one argued with big Donny.

True to their word, table six had a van pick them up. It was nice to see people were occasionally doing the smart thing. I figured they must be from one of the bigger drilling companies.

Horizontal drilling was the new hot technology for oil and gas companies. The technology allowed access to pockets of the resource previously too expensive to go after. Now that the price of oil had gone back up, Edmonton was back to feeling like a boom town. The Kicking Horse patrons had the disposable income to prove it. I knew Jimmy pulled in several thousand each night, a tidy sum for a dump like this.

By the time I had finished running all the dishes through the dishwasher and stacked the trays of glasses, the bar was almost empty.

Jimmy was cashing out and shoving wads of bills into the deposit bag. The rest the staff were cleaning up and wiping down the tables. I was faster than usual at this task because I wanted to get out on time. I wanted to get Will out of here. Why had he felt it was necessary to sit for hours scrutinizing me while I poured drinks? He hadn’t come up to the bar and tried to talk to me. He could have left me a number to call him later, but maybe he thought he’d lose me again. He had to know I had been expecting him to track me down for the past couple of weeks. I had stopped covering my tracks as well as I had in the beginning. I was getting tired of being alone.

I hadn’t seen Will in over ten months, and we hadn’t parted on the greatest of terms.

I knew he wasn’t comfortable working with me anymore, so it had been time for me to move on. I left SPS after working for them for almost nine years and hadn’t been in contact with him or the company since.

That being said, something compelling must have made him find me. I knew he wanted to talk to me because he had stayed seated at his table as I worked my way over to him. I glanced over at him now, and we exchanged a watchful look.

He was waiting. Like a predator stalking his prey.

Every time I met his dark eyes, I felt something. It was hard to describe, but even after ten months I still had feelings for that man.

I was spraying cleaner on a worn table top when the front door of the bar slammed open, hitting the wall.

I cut my eyes to the entrance.

Three men walked in wearing dark windbreakers, dark jeans, and ski masks, each carrying a weapon. The last one across the threshold paused by the door to close it and to throw the dead bolt.

Donny was still outside.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Will get quietly to his feet.

“Nobody moves,” ordered the male leading the three new arrivals. He was wearing a navy windbreaker with a splash of white paint on the sleeve. He raised his pistol in a one-handed grip and walked up to the bar, no doubt trusting the hand gun would freeze us where we stood. He leveled the pistol right at Jimmy’s face. “Hand over the cash and keep your hands on the bar.”

He couldn’t know about the shotgun Jimmy kept loaded under the bar. Probably it was just as well, if Jimmy went for the rifle, Jimmy would be dead.

The taller guy at the door swung a rifle up and pointed it at the waitresses. Who brings a hunting rifle to a robbery? 

“Get over to the wall,” he growled at them.

They scurried to the wall by the kitchen doors and froze like deer in the headlights. Each one of them clutched a tray of dirty glasses like it was a shield.

The third guy advanced farther into the room and held a rifle as well. He didn’t have it braced correctly against his body and waved it around like an idiot. He clearly wasn’t sure who he should cover—me or the two old guys to the left of Jimmy, still seated at the bar.

At least Jimmy’s cronies were following the bar manager’s example. They each kept one hand flat on the bar and had a death grip on their beer mugs with the other. They weren’t moving, but their eyes were bulging pretty good. To these thieves, it must have looked like a nearly empty bar with a few old guys and some women.

Easy pickings?

That almost made me smile. They hadn’t counted on me or Will. They certainly didn’t look like members of a biker gang, so this had to be something else.

I knew Will would take out the guy at the door first. I would have to go for whoever seemed like the most imminent threat. I was almost equidistant between the leader and his idiot sidekick. I watched both of them carefully. With my shapeshifter abilities, I would be on my target before he knew it.

I could move faster than standard humans, not faster than a bullet, but close. We shapeshifters considered ourselves human too. But we were enhanced, where regular or standard humans were not.

None of the gunmen had noticed Will. I could pick him out by the back wall in the gloomy light. He made his way effortlessly across the room to the door. He soundlessly skirted the tables and chairs and got behind his target.

Will moved quickly and efficiently as he grabbed the guy by the door. He wrapped his arm around the guy’s neck and squeezed off his air. Will grabbed the rifle with his other hand as he eased the gunman down to the floor with almost no noise.

It was a practiced move, and Will did it fluidly. Had I been facing the opposite way, like the others, I wouldn’t have known anything was going on either. One down, two to go.

I turned my body toward my target as I prepared to make my move, now that we were down to two. I would take the guy at the bar because he was their leader. Cut the head off the snake so to speak.

Idiot here, waved his weapon between me and the bar regulars. If I took out the leader, this guy would probably fold without a fuss.

The kitchen door swung open and Juanita, Jimmy’s wife and the bar cook, shuffled into the room. She was completely unaware we were in the midst of a robbery.

Idiot was startled and swung his weapon toward Juanita. He fired his rifle at her. Everyone snapped their heads in his direction.

Juanita shrieked, the waitresses screamed and dropped their trays. Juanita threw her arms over her head, turned tail, and ran back into the kitchen. Thank God the shot went wide and hit one of the wooden posts, splintering it.

With the commotion, I changed direction. I ran toward the idiot and, before he could turn on me, I grabbed the gun stock and pushed the barrel up and away from everyone. Then I pulled him into me, easily landing a punch to his throat.

He gagged, his throat was constricted. I pulled the weapon out of his hands and swung the rifle at him. I cracked him in the jaw with the butt, effectively shutting out his lights.

He dropped to the floor as well. I flipped the gun around and pointed it at the leader. Will had beaten me to him. The leader of this ragtag crew was lying unconscious on the floor at Will’s feet. I dropped the barrel down and away from Will.

He flicked one eyebrow up at me before he returned his attention to the weapon in his hand. He ejected the clip from the pistol, checked the breach to make sure it was clear, and then laid the pistol on the bar.

Will had the tall guy’s rifle that, from here, looked like a Remington 700. He cradled it in the crook of his arm as he leaned down and pulled the balaclava off the robber’s face.

Will’s eyes met mine, and he gave me a slight shake of his head. No one we knew. Which meant the leader wasn’t on any list SPS would have been aware of such as a Canada-wide warrants. He was probably a local.

Will straightened and turned to Jimmy. “Call nine-one-one,” he ordered the stunned bar manager.

In the four weeks I’d worked at the bar, I had never seen a look like that on Jimmy’s face, he was at a loss for words. Yeah, seeing Will work would do that to you.

“Jimmy?” I prompted to get him moving.

“Yeah, I’m calling.” Jimmy growled and reached for the phone under the bar as he aimed a scowl first at Will then at me. I ignored him and turned back to Will.

“I’ll go check on the bouncer,” Will was already moving. “Have you got this?”

“Yeah, all good,” I said. I flicked my eyes over to Mattie, Belinda, and Sindy. “One of you, go to the kitchen and check on Juanita,” I ordered.

All three scurried into the kitchen. They paused only briefly to avoid the broken glass and trays in their path. I couldn’t blame them for being scared, but the danger was over.

One handed, I flipped my assailant on to his stomach. His weight was nothing to me. I nudged his hands away from his sides with my booted foot. I needed to keep an eye on all three of the gunmen while Will was outside.

My old boss wouldn’t have asked for the police if he had killed the guy by the door. There was no smell of death either. If he had, we would be calling SPS for a cleanup crew. They would handle the body and scrub the vicinity. 

The front door swung open again and Will had his shoulder braced under the big bouncer’s armpit. He helped Donny through the door and down onto a chair.

“Did he get shot?” I asked, looking at the blood running down Donny’s forehead.

“No, he took a blow to the head,” Will put a hand on Donny’s shoulder so he wouldn’t slide out of the chair.

“Belinda!” I yelled to the kitchen. “Donny needs the first aid kit.”

Will returned to the entrance and grabbed the tallest gunmen’s left ankle. He dragged him over to where the idiot was laying prone next to me. I rolled him onto his stomach as well. This was so that, if any of them regained consciousness and were sick, they wouldn’t choke.

He also dragged the leader over to the other two thieves, again by his ankle, to complete the set, and I flipped him over too.

It was Juanita who came bustling out of the kitchen, carrying a first aid kit and apparently unhurt. She called over to Jimmy and he waved her off dismissively. So she turned to Donny and began fussing over the bouncer.

I frowned. Juanita seemed to have regained her equilibrium remarkably quick.

Jimmy was on the phone with emergency services dispatch, explaining what had just gone down. He rolled his eyes at me as he listened to the dispatcher’s instructions.

I leaned down and removed the ski masks from the other two guys. I lifted their heads by their hair to get a good look at their faces. Nope, nobody I recognized. Well, that sucked.

“Have you got cuffs?” Will asked as he gave them a cursory look as well.

“I have riot cuffs.” Will had the Remington in his hand and the Ruger now lodged in his belt at the small of his back.

So I dropped the Winchester’s barrel to point at the floor. “Give me a second to get them.”

I walked behind the bar and dug my shoulder bag out. I extracted the white plastic restraining cuffs. The cops could trade the plastic cuffs for real ones at their leisure.

Both of the regulars left at the bar took the opportunity to head to the men’s room. The older one stumbled a bit as they made for the restroom. His friend grabbed him by the arm to lend support as they wobbled unsteadily out of the room.

“This was amateur hour,” Will said quietly as he drew each man’s hands behind their back and I secured their wrists.

“Yeah, when they walked in, I was hoping we would nail someone from a biker gang tonight. Maybe we should see if we can get anything out of navy windbreaker here.”

The former leader of the awesome trio was making groaning sounds. He had a serious bruise on his jaw were Will had clipped him.

I went through his pockets. “No wallet or ID,” I commented. That was what I had expected, but I had to look anyway.

I tried idiot’s coat pockets and, running true to form, idiot had ID on him. “Percival Jenkins,” I said reading his license. The photo matched, but anything could be faked. “Who names their kid Percival?”

Percival was coming around too. He was fairly young, maybe eighteen. The other two were older, between twenty and twenty-five.

All three had average builds with Percival on the skinnier side. They had medium brown hair and unremarkable features. Upon closer inspection I could tell the clothing was cheap, worn, and several years out of date. Possibly, from a thrift store.

“Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” Will asked.

“I think so,” I said.

Will leaned close to Percival’s ear and said in a low tone, “Hey, Percy, what’s your big brother’s name?”

“Alvin or Marvin?” Percival asked. His voice was hoarse and groggy as his eyelids fluttered.

Will and I shared a grin.

“I need ice for Donny, cosa dulce,” Juanita called over to me as she cleaned up Donny. The bouncer hung his head and hadn’t moved from his seat.

I raised an eyebrow at Will. “Is Juanita talking to you, sweet thing?”

“Funny,” Will said dryly, even though there was humour in his whisky-colored eyes. It had felt good to work together again. I had missed this.

I left Will to keep an eye on the idiot squad. He was going through the third guy’s pockets as I went behind the bar. I found a clean towel, dampened it slightly, and added a scoopful of ice.

“Who’s that guy?” Jimmy asked me as I replaced the scoop in the ice bin.

I knew who he meant so there was no point in pretending. “He’s a friend of mine. He does security.” Will was much more than that, and so was I, but I didn’t think it was necessary to give Jimmy all the details. Will certainly wouldn’t thank me for it.

Jimmy grunted at my answer as I brushed a strand of blonde hair off my cheek. The hair must have been dislodged from my pony tail when I took out Idiot Boy.

I looked steadily back at Jimmy, but he didn’t say anything about Will, even though I could see he wasn’t happy. Instead, he changed the focus to me. “That was some punch, Alice. You have some experience taking guys down?” It wasn’t really a question and I had already tipped my hand.

“Some,” I said. My expression told him that was all he was getting out of me.

“Yeah, I’m still here,” Jimmy said into the phone, but his eyes bored into me.

Dispatch wouldn’t let him off the line until the uniforms got here. I raised my eyebrows at Jimmy. He shook his head and turned his back on me. I took it our conversation was over. I headed back around the bar to take Juanita the iced towel for Donny.

The idiot squad were all sitting up, though still on the floor with Will standing to one side and keeping an eye on them. All three looked embarrassed, and scared, I noted as I passed them.

I handed Juanita the towel, and she gently placed it on the left side of Donny’s head, where his bald patch started, covering the swelling.

Flashing blue and red lights hit the window. “Cops are here!” Sindy called from the kitchen.
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Chapter Two
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It was coming on to five in the morning when Will and I made our way to the parking lot and over to his black 1998 Dodge truck.

“Thanks for the help,” I said as I walked beside him, falling into the same gait as Will.

“I enjoyed it,” Will said as he flashed a grin at me. “Just like old times.”

I couldn’t help smiling back. Over the past few months, I had had no one to watch my back. It had been good to work with him again, someone I trusted.

Will had made it plain he wasn’t leaving without me after the cops arrived. The police took a while to get to us, but finally, we gave our statements and contact information to the Edmonton Police Service, and we were free to leave.

Not that the contact information we left would be any good to them. We were not the type of people that were easily accessed.

Will’s phone number would ring through to a handler, who would either divert the caller or forward them on to someone else. It depended on the instructions Will had left.

For myself, I gave a false number to go with my false name. The police didn’t need me. They had several other people they could talk to about the attempted robbery. I would be just another old employee who had moved on. If Jimmy suspected something, there wasn’t much he could do about it now.

I looped the strap of my leather bag over my shoulder and zipped up my gray hoodie against the cold November air. I was glad I’d added a down-filled vest over my top. I wished I had added gloves to the pockets. I wasn’t like a wolf that thrived in the winter. I could handle it, but as a cougar, I’d rather be warm.

Usually, I took the bus to the bar and cabbed it home. The bar was right on the edge of the Warehouse District. Which meant all the old industrial brick buildings were in the process of being converted to pricy condos. Parking was at a premium around here, although this area did have excellent bus routes.

The shabby bar was one of the last holdouts to sell to the condo development. The owner had hired me to look into a few things. One of those things was Jimmy and his financial situation. He complained he was cash strapped due to several robberies over several months. As a result, he couldn’t pay his lease. Jimmy told the building owner a biker gang was pressing him for protection money. So, I looked into that, too.

I wasn’t sure if my client was more worried about the crime rate and his condo development or losing the lease money. I did suspect that one way or another the owner wanted Jimmy out. I bet Jimmy wanted to put the screws to his landlord before he moved on. It didn’t matter to me, it was a job.

I paused behind Will briefly as we reached his vehicle and he popped the truck locks.

“Why don’t you spend some of that huge pile of money you’ve squirrelled away and buy yourself a decent ride,” I said as I climbed into the cab and buckled my seat belt.

“Look who’s talking, where’s your car?” Will countered with that sexy half smile I had missed seeing over the past months.

“Okay, point to you,” I conceded with a nod.

“There are no CPUs in these old models. That means I don’t need a computer to be hooked up to my vehicle to run diagnostics. It’s not necessary. I can figure out why I have an oil pressure light and fix it myself,” he said turning over the motor. “No chips, no tracking either.”

As I sat beside him, I breathed in his scent. It filled me with a yearning for opportunities missed.

“Does that save you money?” I was searching for something to say so as not to appear to be off balance. I had fallen back into my old habit, hiding my feelings for Will.

“A bit, but mostly it gives me peace of mind. I know who worked on my brakes.”

Our eyes met briefly. “Ah,” I said in understanding.

“Breakfast?” Will asked.

He wasn’t looking at me now. Will was focusing on the empty street and automatically scanning the area. He was taking everything in. This behavior was one of the things we did without a thought. It was the way we were trained.

Will had something on his mind. Hearing him out over breakfast was not an undesirable way to find out what he wanted. Well, and I’d get fed.

“Absolutely, head down Fourth Avenue, and take a right after three blocks. There’s a good breakfast place six blocks on. They open early for the truckers.”

“How do they fix their hash browns?” Will put the truck in gear and we rolled out of the lot.

“Real potatoes, diced, boiled, and fried in butter with green onions, salt, pepper, and a dash of paprika.”

“Sounds like a keeper.”

Good food was one of the few pleasures we could enjoy in the field and, like many organizations, we ran on the fuel we took in. Better fuel meant better performance. However, I reminded myself, I was no longer a member of SPS and that status still felt odd.

Will followed my directions and, in the light early-morning traffic, we arrived in minutes.

We were seated in a retro vinyl booth with menus that we didn’t need. Strong coffee in large white porcelain mugs sat in front of each of us.

I waited until our waitress took our orders and then figured enough was enough, I was done with waiting.

“So, what brings you here all the way from the west coast?” I sipped my scalding coffee while I watched Will’s brown eyes consider me. I loved the way gold flecks shimmered in their depths.

He finished his own sip and put his mug down with deliberation before answering. “I need you back.” He looked directly back at me, he wasn’t playing games. “I can’t wait any longer for you to return to SPS on your own so I came to find you and ask you to come back in person.”

I stilled.

His eyes were sincere. I breathed in, and his scent said the same. I had to force myself not to react. But wait, in what context did he want me back? It was too much to hope for that he needed me for personal reasons. It was also long past time for that. And yet, I wanted confirmation from him. I had to know where I stood.

“I need to know why. I hate to drag up ancient history, but when you woke up next to me, you made it pretty plain that you didn’t want that to happen again. I also couldn’t leave town fast enough for you.” There, let’s cut to the bone shall we?

“I never said I wanted you out of town because we shared a night together.” He dropped his eyes as he fiddled with his coffee spoon.

“Is that so? You said, and I quote—” I hooked my fingers in quotation marks. “—‘this never happened.’” I dropped my hands into my lap and leaned back. “When the next assignment came in, it was mine. I was packed off to North Africa to deal with a team I had never met, let alone worked with before.” Saying this made me realized his attitude toward me back then still hurt now.

“You did a great job.” Will spread his hands with a how-can-you-complain air. “Your team brought back the victim in one piece. The kidnappers were caught and dealt with by MI6. The ransom was returned to our client with a hefty bonus for SPS. Of which, you received a very large cut.”

“Hugh would have been the more logical choice to go instead of me,” I said evenly. “He had history with the required team members. His knowledge of the geography was superior to mine. Hugh also fit in better because he had contacts and a network to draw from.”

“He shared all that with you?”

I read Will’s tone to mean he hadn’t expected me to have spoken with Hugh McAvery. Not about who should have been assigned to the job anyway.

“Of course he did,” I said derisively. “Hugh was a big help to me. He shared detailed intel on the political situation in the neighboring countries. Especially ones that foster terrorist activity even passively. Info like that sometimes gets missed. But that’s not the point and you know it.”

I folded my arms over my chest, raised my eyebrows at him, and waited.

“All right,” said Will after a long moment with a sigh of resignation.

He ran an aggravated hand through his thick dark hair. “I’m sorry I sent you away,” he said, returning his eyes to me. “I don’t want you to think I sent you on that assignment to get rid of you. It wasn’t because you and I spent the night together. It wasn’t about that.”

“You have trust issues,” I said, relaxing a bit. It felt good to get some of this off my chest. It was good to hear him apologize, too.

“Like you don’t?” Will tossed back at me.

“Duh, we all have issues. Why else would we be in this line of work? Well, besides being adrenalin junkies.” I uncrossed my arms and reached for my coffee cup.

Will compressed his lips.

He didn’t like my bluntness. Tough, you came looking for me.

“Okay maybe it was a little about putting some distance between us. We’re professionals, we can’t get personal. I have to stay detached and so do you. If we don’t, there’s a chance we could put our teams at risk. You know this.”

I was silent for a bit. I could see the issue upset him. I had no idea why.

“It was just sex,” I said, testing to see if he agreed.

“No, it wasn’t.” Will shifted his eyes. He poured us more coffee from the plastic carafe our waitress had left, along with silverware and napkins.

So, it was like that, was it?

“Best secret Santa ever,” I said, taunting him with the words I had used on him before I left his apartment.

Will had about as much of a sense of humor right now, as he had then. None. 

“I can’t get personal with you,” he said, soberly. He hit me with those intense eyes of his, and I could see he was deadly serious. I could tell my teasing bothered him.

“Stop it. Please, Helly.”

His words contradicted what his scent was telling me. He wants me. “How are you going to make me? I don’t work for you anymore, remember?” I tipped my head to one side, giving him a flirty look from under my lashes, daring him.

Will narrowed his eyes as he considered me for a moment. “Cut it out, or I’ll release the details of your real identity to the rest of SPS.”

My lip curled. “Heloise is not on the table,” I said, leaning forward. I hated my given name.

“It is if I put it there.” He was adamant about telling my friends and former coworkers my real name.

I swallowed and asked the question I was afraid to hear the answer. “Is it because I’m a shapeshifter?” I needed to know. “Is that why you don’t want to get involved with me?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, of course not,” Will said, giving me that ‘don’t be stupid’ look. “I don’t care that you’re a shapeshifter.” Again, he sounded sincere.

“You know, being with someone like me, a shapeshifter, can add an element of danger to the relationship. A lot of guys would jump at the chance,” I said lightly. “We are exceedingly open to new experiences and very flexible.” I all but purred at him.

Will gave me his thousand yard stare.

“Fine,” I said dropping the flirty tone. “I’ll forget about it if you will.” My ego was a bit bruised by his attitude.

“Oh, I have,” he assured me. He looked relieved when he turned and smiled at our approaching waitress. She deposited our huge breakfasts in front of us.

Steak and eggs for me with a side of fresh fruit and rye toast, heavy on the butter. Will opted for back bacon and eggs. Also, his previously mentioned hash browns, and whole wheat toast, again heavy on the butter.

We dug in. I ate as I examined my feelings and Will’s relief regarding my assurance we would never mention our indiscretion again.

So he wanted me for work only. Fine, his attitude wasn’t going to stop me, I decided, as I gave him a calculated look.

His scent called to me. It always had. Some things were meant to be and it didn’t matter to me that he was a standard human. Shapeshifters had fallen in love with standard humans before. My situation wasn’t unique. It would mean a few restrictions but I could deal with that.

I had been in love with Will since forever. It also didn’t hurt that he had a great body. He was not too tall, just shy of six foot, and extremely fit. He had a nice square jaw. It was currently darkened with whiskers that matched his thick wavy hair and eyebrows. How can a girl pass up a guy like this without a fight?

While reflecting on his many attributes my favorites were Will’s hands. His were capable, and I found capable sexy. I’d seen him handle every type of weapon or tool you could imagine. He could knock the bullseye out of a target or fix a piece of tech when it broke. He was faster than me at hot wiring a truck when under fire. He was also a good commander.

I liked his attitude about trying something new every chance he got, and stuff he liked, he stuck with. Like scuba diving or kayaking. I wanted him interested in starting something with me. Will paid attention to detail and he was a gentleman. That was probably the reason nothing happened between us. Not before, and not that night after the Christmas party.

I had been pretty drunk even with my shapeshifter metabolism and so had Will. We simply didn’t progress that far. But it had been close, obviously too close for Will. I had left his place, thinking we had done the deed, but it had all come back to me after my head had stopped pounding.

We’d been the last to leave the restaurant. Everyone else had headed off to see family, or they were going on a vacation in the sun. The office was closed for the holidays, except for emergencies.

We had taken the on-call position for Christmas and Boxing Day. In case something happened over the holidays. Our team was on stand-by and ready to respond if required. Will and I also didn’t have any family to speak of so that wasn’t a problem. We both had always felt it was better to work during that time of the year. I never minded spending the time with Will.

I glanced at the heavy watch on Will’s wrist and looked at the date indicator. Tomorrow would be a eleven months since that party. Huh.

Will had invited me to his place for one more drink before he would send me home in a cab. Or that had been the plan.

It was the first time I had ever been to Will’s apartment. He rarely invited anyone to his place. I think I only knew one other person we worked with who had been to Will’s condo. He kept his private life private.

Will poured us some twenty-five year old whisky, and it had gone down too smoothly. We had talked. A lot. He told me a little about his growing up in foster care. I had told him about growing up with my brother and parents outside of Rocky Mountain House, Alberta. Until all the bad crap had happened.

We realized we shared some common ground, and it opened us up. I was not the type to cry on other people’s shoulders. I was pretty self-sufficient and so was Will. So talking about our pasts with someone that didn’t lay on the sympathy too thick had been good.

Since we didn’t have anyone waiting for us, and the on-call didn’t actually start till Christmas Day, we drank too. A lot.

Being that toasted, Will invited me to crash at his place. While he had made it sound innocent, we both knew where it was headed.

I had shimmied out of my dress and shoes, and tossed them on the floor. Then slid into Will’s king sized bed and watched him strip. While I’d seen Will in various stages of undress over the years, this had a different feel to it.

I only had on my tiny black laced panties when I stretched out beside him. I remember how his eyes had burned as they slid over me. I also remembered how good I felt when his fingertips had followed.

In turn, I ran my hands over his scarred abs and chest. He closed his eyes and sighed with pleasure as my hands moved over his body. He felt so warm and smelled so good, like coming home—comfortable, safe, and warm. The last thing I remembered was resting my head on his shoulder. Then we had both dropped off to sleep.

By morning, it all came apart and Will couldn’t get me out of his bed fast enough.

What an opportunity I had missed. Ah well, water, bridge, history, move on, Helly. I couldn’t help but wonder what it would take to get close to Will. To see if I could trust these feelings I had for him.

“Why do you need me back?” I asked. I had to think about something else. “I have to warn you, I have a pretty good thing going on with being a freelance contractor.”

“I’ll bet you do. Tell me about this contract.” Will finished off his eggs and moved on to his hash browns. He saw me looking at his plate. “What?”

“You eat weird, mix it up for heaven sake.” Why had I never noticed this idiosyncrasy before?

“I like to finish one food at a time. Deal with it. The contract?” He slid his fork in to the crispy golden-brown potatoes and green onions.

I shook my head and returned to dunking my rye toast into my egg yolks. “I was hired to look into the shake downs the Kicking Horse manager said he was suffering. His bar was being victimized by a biker gang called the Pendejos. Or at least that’s the story Jimmy was feeding my client. If there were shake
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