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      Bobby paced the front porch of his Kahn and Karhyn’s home. Something was off, but he couldn’t figure out what. It made his chest ache, almost like heartburn. Rebecca’s family was coming today. She was his Karhyn, the head female of the clan. Well, her mother and siblings coming. Her father had been sanctioned by the council for trying to force Rebecca into an arranged marriage. He’d contracted with another male and only failed because Rebecca had fled. He’d even tried to do the same with her siblings, but had been stopped before it had gotten so far.

      Today though, her mother and siblings were coming to see the babies. As much as he understood the Karhyn’s desire to mend her relationship with her family, he didn’t like it. Not the mend the relationship part, that didn’t bother him so much. Still, he thought her family wasn’t good enough for her. At very least her mother should have stood up for her when her father had tried to force her to marry a man more than twice her age. That made her not worthy of his Karhyn, or her children, at least in Bobby’s eyes. Either way, after everything that had happened, Bobby couldn’t understand why Steve, his Khan and Rebecca’s mate, was letting them into their territory.

      It endangered them. Not main pack, they were strong enough to defend themselves. Bobby was worried about the babies. They were barely two months old and Bobby found he was far more protective of the tiniest members of the clan than he’d ever thought possible. He didn’t even like kids, and he’d never thought much of babies. Then again, he’d never been around them much. Somehow the Khan and Karhyn’s children were different. They didn’t do much more than sleep and shit, but still, they were cute and he didn’t want them hurt. That would cause major problems in clan happiness and it was his job to avoid that. Which is exactly what he feared would happen with the Karhyn’s family coming around. His gut told him something was off about it. He wasn’t sure exactly what yet, but experience had taught him never to ignore that instinct.

      “You’re unusually restless, what’s up?”

      Bobby jumped, then turned and found JV grinning up at him from the ground beside the porch. She looked pleased with herself for having snuck up on him. He wasn’t sure if she’d been quieter than usual or he’d just been distracted by his thoughts. Neither was good. JV liked trying to sneak up on him. She’d been working on perfecting her skills in the woods, but she rarely managed it.

      “My gut’s off.”

      “You tell Steve?” She meant the Shaku, her mate and the head of the enforcer team.

      He shot her a look that said this wasn’t his first rodeo. Of course, he’d told their boss.

      “What’d he say?”

      “What do you think? Suck it up, we can’t change it. Instead keep our eyes and ears open, be alert for any risk.”

      “That sounds like him.” She looked down for a minute, then back up. “Between you and me, I’m not so sure about it either. I can’t blame them for wanting to mend fences, especially now that it’s all out in the open and her father’s out of the picture, but,” she hesitated, “something’s off.”

      Bobby knew what she meant. A few months earlier there had been a meeting with the Karhyn’s parents in Denver. He, Steve, Jade and a few others had been there and seen what had happened. What they hadn’t known was that as soon as everyone had cleared out of his territory, Burke, the Khan of the Mile High Clan, had reported the forced marriages that were common practice in the Yellowstone Clan to the council. The council had investigated, even going as far as interrogating his Khan and Karhyn about why they’d not reported it themselves. Thankfully they’d accepted that they didn’t want to stir up more trouble in her family. Trouble with the council is something every clan avoided.

      He was pulled from his thoughts as a dark blue, over-sized SUV pulled into the gravel driveway. He was instantly alert. This had to be them. He needed to be ready whatever happened. One door opened and out stepped a young man. Bobby wasn’t sure of his exact age, but he wasn’t more than twenty-five. He recognized him from the trip to Denver a few months before. Bobby had been extra security, stationed away from the main meet so none of the group today would recognize him.

      Bobby waited as three more emerged from the truck, slowly, all women. They stood for a minute, stretching as if they’d been in the car for a long time. They may have been. For all he knew they came straight here from the airport which was close to a four-hour drive. He glanced at where JV had been and found her gone. Somehow, he’d missed her leaving.

      Head’s up. They’re here. Bobby used his telepathic talent to warn both the Shaku and the Khan, at least now they could be prepared. Whatever that meant.

      After a moment, the boy took the lead, with the older woman right behind him, her age was hard to guess because shifters didn’t age like humans, but Bobby would guess she was somewhere in her mid-fifties. Two girls trailed behind, their eyes on the ground. A surge of anger washed through him. He had no doubt these were Rebecca’s sisters. Neither looked to be more than about sixteen, but he thought one might be older. He wasn’t sure, but he thought he remembered his Karhyn telling him one sister had recently turned eighteen.

      The boy, he was probably ten years younger than himself, stopped in front of Bobby. He was silent a moment then spoke with a soft, respectful tone as if he half expected to be turned away.

      “My name is Robert Sutton.” He looked down then back up. “I’m here to see my sister.”

      Bobby didn’t respond. He just stared at the boy, with what he knew was his stone cold, cross me and I’ll kill you face, waiting for word from his alpha.

      “Sir, please.” This came from the older woman behind him. The one Bobby had no doubt was Rebecca’s mother. “We were invited.” She paused. “We’ve come a long way and I’m tired, but I would like to meet my grandbabies.”

      “I know you were invited, but I’m waiting for permission before I let you in. I’m not going to risk my Karhyn nor her children for anything.”

      Fire flashed in the boy’s eyes, but his mother closed hers, then nodded.

      “I understand.” She laid one hand on her son’s arm. “Let him be. He’s just doing his job and protecting her.”

      “We’re not going to hurt them.” He was indignant.

      “I can’t be sure of that.” Bobby couldn’t help speaking up.

      “How dare you!” The boy turned his outrage on Bobby, but Bobby wasn’t putting up with any shit, not today.

      “Boy, the way I see it, you lost any right to her. You’re only here because she and my Khan allow it.”

      “She’s my sister. I’ve never hurt her!”

      “You didn’t protect her either. That’s where you failed. She’s been with us three years and this is your first visit. That’s not the way family acts, not in my book.” The door behind him opened and Steve, JV’s mate, stepped out.

      “That’s enough, Bobby.” His words were terse, but his tone told Bobby he wasn’t as angry as it might appear.

      Bobby had just said what they’d all been thinking. While it might not be the best for family relations, Bobby felt it needed to be said. Probably better it came from him and could be blamed on his being protective of his charges and his clan. Than the fall out, if there was any, would be less and could be blamed on a hot-head. Not that Bobby really was a hot-head, but if he needed to take the blame to make things easier for his Clan, then he’d take one for the team, so to speak.

      “You’re welcome to come in.” The Shaku spoke to the people Bobby had been blocking from entering.

      With his permission given, Bobby stepped aside and let them pass. One by one they filed past him. He scowled at each one, letting them know he wasn’t happy about this. Then he caught a scent that tugged at his senses in a way he’d never felt before. It smelled like fresh air and peaches. Two of his favorite things. Intrigued and determined not to let anything happen to his clan leaders or their children, he followed them inside. They wouldn’t have a chance to hurt them, not on his watch.
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      The thick man at the door with a scowl scared Rachel. In some ways, he reminded her of her father. Not in looks or even really the way he acted. It was the way he seemed angry. She’d never seen him before, but that was her instant impression. She kept her eyes lowered in hopes of not pissing him off more. She didn’t blame him. He was right. They hadn’t protected Rebecca. Not that Rachel had been in any position to protect anyone, except for Roxanne, the youngest of the Sutton children.

      When Rebecca had left Rachel had barely been fourteen and just as terrified of her father and their Kahn as Rebecca had been. At least her sister had been brave enough to run. Rachel hadn’t been. On the other hand, she hadn’t been being forced to marry a creepy old man either. She liked to think if she’d been in the same circumstances she would have been as brave as her sister, but she didn’t believe it. She was too afraid of her father. Or she had been until he’d been sanctioned by the council and exiled. The family hadn’t had it easy since then. They’d had to take refuge with Tahoe Chanat, one of the few who would have them after word spread about what their father had done. Life hadn’t been bad, just not easy.

      One of the men she’d seen when they met Rebecca in Denver stepped out and spoke to the scowling man at the door, Bobby the new man called him, then he let them into the house. Rachel filed after her mother and sister, taking up the rear because it was her place to protect Roxanne, since Rachel was older. She kept her head down as she passed the heavily muscled man at the door, so he wouldn’t think she was challenging him. Something stopped Roxanne and Rachel almost ran into her before she managed to stop. Bobby stepped behind her and her senses were filled with the scent of sunshine and tall grass along with something else. Something she couldn’t quite place. It made her want to close her eyes and bathe in the scent that made her entire body tingle with awareness. Roxanne started moving again and Rachel followed. In just a few minutes they were all seated around a good-sized living room, Rebecca holding one baby while their mother held the other. The man from outside had followed her in and now stood against one wall, watching her every move.

      Rachel should be used to being watched, she knew. Her family were being watched closely since they’d moved to Truckee to make sure they weren’t going to break anymore Kitsune laws. She didn’t blame their new clan leaders, after all, her family had been involved in what had turned out to be a large group involved in what the council was calling trafficking. What no one else seemed to realize though, was that they hadn’t wanted to be involved, they’d been forced by her father. Since he’d been exiled, she and the rest of her family were content to stay well within the lines drawn by the council. Her family had enough rule breaking and hurting others, they wanted more of it.

      “Do you want to hold her?” Rebecca looked at Rachel as she asked. Rachel ached to hold the tiny baby, but she was afraid of doing something wrong and hurting her.

      “Are you sure? I might squeeze too hard?”

      “How long ago was your first shift?”

      The question made Rachel remember something. When Rebecca had left, Rachel hadn’t shifted yet.

      “Almost two years.”

      “You’re past the learning to control your strength stage?”

      “I haven’t broken or crushed anything in over a year.”

      “Then you should be fine. Babies aren’t as fragile as they look.” Rebecca stood and carried her daughter, Rachel’s niece, over and laid her in Rachel’s arms. “Here. Her name is Elizabeth, but I’ve been calling her Lizzie.”

      Rachel stared down into the sweet, deep blue eyes that blinked up at her with curiosity and felt her heart melt. A deep ache started in her chest and she knew this was what she wanted. She just needed to find her mate first. Assuming he was out there, somewhere.

      The idea of a mate had been foreign to her when Rebecca started talking about it, so long ago that it hadn’t mattered. As she’d gotten older though she’d heard more. She’d come to realize how wrong what their father and Khan had been doing was. She’d been dreading meeting the man they chose for her, knowing only that he was closer to her father’s age than her own.

      An itch on the back of her neck told her she was being watched. She looked up from the tiny creature who had so captivated her attention to meet the steely gray eyes of the man from out front, Bobby the other man had called him. Knowing it was his eyes on her made her stomach flip and her palms sweat.

      Rachel wasn’t sure why. She’d been watched by a lot of people, many of them male and a good number of the enforcers, but she’d never felt like quite this. Maybe it was the situation? Her nerves were already on edge. She’d not been sure visiting Rebecca was a good idea, but once the invitation had come, her mother had insisted.

      She was the first to look away. Years with her father had taught her a staring contest with a man would come of no good, especially if the man was in some position of power. It was better to look away and avoid the punishment. And there was always punishment.

      Rachel focused her attention on the precious thing in her arms. An unexpected rush of warmth and tenderness washed through her as she talked and cooed to the little girl. She was so sweet. She would never have to fear being forced into a marriage with someone she didn’t know or worse, hated. This little tiny Elizabeth who barely filled Rachel’s arms was one of the luckiest girls in the world, at least as far as Rachel was concerned. Rachel was lucky too, she knew. Her father had been sanctioned before he could go through with forcing Rachel to marry. During her questioning, the council had tried to determine if their mother and the rest of the family was complicit in the scheme or merely its victims, Rachel had told them that her father had betrothed her. Unfortunately, all she knew about the man her father had promised her to was his given name. Her father had never told her, or if he had she’d forgotten, his last name. She didn’t know if her father had admitted to them who the other man was, but somehow, she doubted it.

      The baby her mother was holding, started to cry and fuss.

      “Are you getting hungry, Samuel?” Rebecca asked.

      Samuel was his name, Rachel hadn’t been able recall. Her sister stood and took him from their mother before sitting back down and lifting her shirt. In seconds, all they could hear was soft suckling noises as the baby nursed.

      “Let me hold the baby,” Roxanne said, her voice one step from a whine. For some reason Rachel wanted to clutch the little girl to her chest and not let anyone see her, much less touch her. It was such a sudden and strong urge that Rachel didn’t know where it came from.

      “I’m sorry, Roxy, but while you had your first shift over a year ago, you haven’t learned to control your strength yet.” Their mother’s words stopped her sister as she reached for the baby. She shot her mother a look that could have killed, but her mother continued, “Remember the lock you broke last week? An accidental grip like that could kill a little one, even a little shifter.”

      Roxanne turned pink and her lips tightened until they turned white, but she sat down and didn’t say another word. Rachel turned to their brother and watched him for a few seconds. He looked relaxed as he sat back on the sofa, but looks could be deceiving. As much as she wanted to keep the baby in her arms, keep her forever if she could, she knew she should share and give others a chance to hold her.

      “Here Robert, you hold her for a few minutes.”

      “No, I’m okay.”

      Rachel didn’t listen to his words, instead she stood moved toward him, Elizabeth snug in her arms. Robert’s eyes widened with every step she took until she lowered the baby into his arms, moving his arms to support her tiny head then standing.

      “See, she’s not gonna break.” Rachel’s chest ached at having let the baby go and she needed to get out, just for a moment, just to catch her breath. “I’m going to step outside for a minute if that’s okay?” She looked to Rebecca.

      “Go ahead. We’ll be right here. Before long she’s gonna figure out her brother’s getting something she’s not, but by then hopefully he’ll be full, and I can hand him off and feed her. I feel a little trapped with one in each arm.” Her sister shot her a helpless smile and Rachel didn’t know what to say.

      “Fingers crossed.” She gave her a halfhearted smile, but was desperate to get outside, to get away, so no one could see how badly giving up Lizzie had hurt. She turned for the door and concentrated on not running, not rushing, but taking it one step at a time so no one would realize the turmoil bubbling inside her.

      Rachel barely made it out the door, the screen door slapping shut behind her, before tears blurred her vision. She was helpless as several fat drops fell while she quickly made her way out to the SUV they’d rented in Phoenix. She moved around to the back, using the vehicle to block anyone at the house from seeing her as she let the sobs she’d been holding back free. She let the tears flow unchecked down her face and waited for them to pass. Long ago she’d learned how to cry silently, no matter how badly she felt or how hard she was crying, and she was so focused on keeping quiet, so no one would know how upset she was, she didn’t hear the screen close again or footsteps in the gravel.
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      Something wasn’t right. Bobby wasn’t sure how he knew, only that he did. He followed the girl out the door, careful not to let the screen smack against the frame the way she had, then followed his nose as it led him to the rear of the vehicle they’d arrived in.

      “What was that all about?” he asked as he stepped around to confront her.

      Shock echoed through him when he found her silently crying, tears streaming down her face almost faster than they could form.

      She turned and looked at him a moment, eyes wide and mouth open then an actual audible sob came out of her mouth as she moved into him. Women’s tears had always thrown him off and his first instinct was to get the hell out of dodge and leave her to deal with whatever it was by herself. But he didn’t move fast enough. Before he knew what was going on, she had her face buried against his chest as she continued to cry. At a loss for anything else to do, and driven by instinct, he wrapped his arms around her and just let her continue. He had no idea what to say to get her to stop. Hell, he didn’t know why she was crying in the first place. He was so thrown, first by her tears and second by the way she’d thrown herself in his arms, he didn’t even notice the energy rushing through him at the touch of her skin against his.

      After a while her tears subsided, only to be replaced by hiccups. He held on a few minutes longer then as she started to pull away, he released her. As the girl stood, he looked at her a moment and tried to figure out why he’d been compelled to stay. Normally, he would have ducked away, even from someone reaching for him and high-tailed it. Weeping women drove him nuts, but something about this one was different.

      “I—I’m sorry,” she looked at the ground as she sniffed and wiped at her eyes, “I’m not usually so touchy.”

      Bobby narrowed his eyes as he watched her. “Touchy as in crying or as in walking into a stranger’s arms to do it.”

      “Either one.” She shook her head, but wouldn’t meet his gaze. “I’ve never turned to a stranger, though I do cry sometimes.” She shrugged as she looked out at the tall pines that surrounded the ranch house.

      “Why did you this time?” he pushed.

      “Which one? The crying or the stranger?”

      “Either… both.”

      She sighed and glanced at him before looking away again, almost as if she was about to make a confession she didn’t want to see his reaction to.

      “I don’t know.”

      Before he could stop it, he gave a grunt of disbelief.

      “No, really. I was so touched by holding Lizzie. It was surreal. When I handed her to Robert the urge to snatch her back and keep her all to myself was so strong I had to get away. I couldn’t sit there any longer. Then I made it outside and it was just too much, giving her up, not having any clue when I might have one of my own, despite the burning ache for a child. It all was more than I could handle. The tears started, and I couldn’t stop them.” She started to turn away, but Bobby stopped her with a hand on arm.

      “Wait.”

      She turned back and watched him with curious eyes. He wasn’t sure why he’d stopped her, but he wasn’t quite ready to let her go. Not yet. He wanted to ask if she was okay, but she had no reason to trust him. No reason to tell him what she was feeling. And he needed to know for some reason he didn’t understand.

      “Has it been hard for you? For your family?” He glanced toward the house. “Since the council edict?”

      She lifted one shoulder. “It’s not been easy, but when have things ever been easy?” She turned toward the house. “I better be getting back, they’ll wonder where I’ve gone.”

      “Wait.” Bobby didn’t know why he needed to know, but he did. “What’s your name?”

      “Rachel.” She said the single word then headed back inside without even a glance back.

      Something deep inside him wished she’d at least glanced in his direction. That she’d at least hoped he was following. It was foolish, he knew. He didn’t want to look too closely at where the craving came from, but he wanted her to use those pale gold eyes to look for him. He wanted to hear his name on her lips. It was weird that he was so drawn to her, that he felt like he should hold her tight and protect her from anything that threatened. She was almost half his age and as far as he could tell, she was the threat. Her merely being there, along with the rest of her family, endangered his clan.

      They had a good thing here, he knew. He’d grown up in the White Mountain Chanat, but had left for a while to ‘sew his wild oats’ as his mother had put it, and he’d seen the way a lot of clans were run. It was enough to send him home to a job he loved more than he’d realized when he left. To the public, normal humans and anyone outside the clan, he was just a ranch hand. Well, the foreman, but still a ranch hand. He might oversee the day to day ranch operations, freeing Nick, his Kahn, up to deal with clan issues, but that wasn’t his only job. He was an enforcer, too. He could admit to himself that he was basically muscle. Protection. A guard. As an enforcer he wasn’t in charge, and he was thankful for that. There was too much crap and too many politics to deal with as Shaku. Bobby was content to let Steve deal with that and to just do what he was told. He wasn’t about to let a group of cast outs ruin the good thing they had. And Bobby knew, if any harm came to either of those babies inside, things would implode.

      How exactly would depend on what happened. The Kahn was a good man. He took care of the entire Chanat as if they were family. Bobby couldn’t fault him for that, but he knew, things were different when it was your blood, or your children being hurt. Depending on the circumstances, he knew Nick could likely be out for blood. Revenge. Wipe anyone who dared to harm the innocents, his innocents, off the face of the Earth. That was least likely, but Bobby could see it happening. More likely was that Nick became so absorbed in the sorrow of his little family that he let the clan fall apart. Bobby had no intention of letting either happen. That meant he would watch them all. Nothing was going to happen to his clan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      “Rachel, are you all right?” her mother asked as Rachel stepped back inside the house. She could only hope her crying jag didn’t show on her face. She’d wiped her entire face, hoping to rub away any tear trails, but couldn’t do anything about the swollen puffy look she often developed when she cried for very long except hope her loss of control hadn’t lasted long enough for that.

      “I’m fine, Mama. I just needed to get some air.” She glanced around and saw her brother still holding Lizzie as if she were made of glass. No. Wait. Lizzie had a green blanket and the one he was holding was yellow. Rebecca must have taken Lizzie and given him Samuel, not taking any mercy on him at all. The thought made her smile as she glanced over at her sister and found her smiling back. Rebecca had done it on purpose, just as Rachel had. They had both always enjoyed picking at Robert, when they could get away with it. She was glad to see some things hadn’t changed.

      Resuming her seat on the far end of the sofa from Robert she glanced at her mother then Roxanne before looking back to Rebecca.

      “Do you love it?”

      “Love what?”

      “Being a mother.”

      “I do.” Rebecca looked down at Lizzie in her arms and a soft smile crossed her face. “There are a lot more diapers involved than I imagined, but I don’t care.”

      “Were you expecting two?” Rachel glanced over at Robert who still stared at the sleeping baby cradled in his arms watching him as if Samuel was about to explode.

      “No. We didn’t know there were two until contractions started again after Samuel was born.”

      “So, he was first?”

      Rebecca nodded and ran one finger down the side of Lizzie’s face. “And this was my precious surprise bonus baby.”

      Rachel couldn’t help the deep burn of envy in her belly. She’d been dreaming of having babies of her own for a while. Someone who would love her unconditionally. Someone who would never know her father’s cruelty. Someone she could show all her love to without filter. She’d known when her father found her a husband that she’d be expected to have children. She’d not been looking forward to having to sleep with some stranger, but the baby part, she’d been looking forward to that. Now it was gone. Not that she regretted the end of her betrothal, but she did feel the loss of the family she’d planned to have. And watching her sister cradle the little one to her breast, with the small suckling sounds as the wee one fed made the pang of that loss just a little stronger.

      She struggled to keep her feelings off her face. She wasn’t ready to let anyone in on her pain, not the sister she had seen once in the last three years, not her brother, her mother, and especially not the rest of her sister’s clan, several of which stood around guarding their heirs.

      “What an amazing bonus she is.” Rachel had a sudden urge to snatch Lizzie from her sister and run. But she wouldn’t. Was there anything worse for a mother than losing her child? Rachel didn’t know, but she couldn’t imagine anything worse.

      “Right?” Her sister grinned at her then back down to the tiny girl in her arms. She pulled the baby away from where she’d been nursing, tugged her shirt down and lifted the baby to her shoulder, patting her gently on the back until she let out a loud burp. “It’s time to lay these two down. Robert, want to bring him?”

      Their brother looked up, eyes wide with panic.

      “I’ll do it,” Rachel spoke up. She stood and gently lifted the sleeping boy from her brother’s arms, ignoring his grateful look, and turned to find her sister already standing.

      “This way.”

      Rachel followed her down a short hall and through a door. She was surprised to find herself in her sister’s bedroom. She watched as Rebecca laid a groggy Lizzie in a bassinet and set the thing to gently rocking before she turned to take Samuel.

      “She’ll fall asleep in just a minute. The downside of twins is that you don’t have enough arms to rock them to sleep.” She let out a soft laugh. “Or maybe that’s the upside. By the time they’re weaned they’ll be masters at falling asleep on their own.” They stood for a moment watching the babies, then Rebecca waved for her to follow and they made their way out of the bedroom.

      “Don’t you need a monitor or something?” Rachel asked as soon as her sister pulled the door closed.

      “Monitors were developed by those without our superior hearing.” Rebecca reached up and touched one ear and Rachel realized she was right. If either of the babies did so much as mumble in their sleep, every shifter in the house would hear them.

      “It must be nice, having so many to look after you.” Rachel kept her voice soft out of deference to the sleeping babies, though, she knew it wasn’t keeping anyone else from hearing her.

      “It is nice. So much different than what we grew up with.” Rebecca looked toward the kitchen, where Rachel knew her husband, — no, her mate — was sitting, letting her have time with her family without getting in the way. Rachel hoped in time he’d come out and spend time with them, get to know them. But she didn’t know how long that might take. It made her a little sad to think they might be a spot of contention between Rebecca and her mate.
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      A few hours after they’d arrived, Bobby watched as his Karhyn’s mother and siblings left. He’d spent the rest of the visit, after Rachel’s crying jag, on the front porch. He’d watched in case anyone else came in and pretended he couldn’t hear every word said on the other side of the thin glass only a couple feet away.

      He pretended he didn’t hear the envy in every word Rachel breathed and didn’t feel an aching need to pull her aside and shield her from any more hurt. He shook his head as the thought ran through his head again. He didn’t know where it came from and he certainly wasn’t going to act on it, but damn, the urge to get in his truck and follow wherever they were going, probably to a hotel in Springerville, was strong.

      “What’s with you?” Steve clapped him on the back as he came up to stand beside Bobby.

      “Not much, sir, just making sure they’re gone.”

      “What have I told you about that ‘sir’ bullshit?”

      “Sorry. It just pops out sometimes.”

      “One of these days it’s gonna pop out and I’m just gonna pop you.”

      “Not if JV’s around.” Bobby shot his friend, and boss on the enforcer team a grin, as he was half teasing. “She doesn’t like it when you, what was the term she used last time? ‘Engage in fisticuffs’.”

      Steve chuckled and shook his head slowly. “Jade’s something else, isn’t she?” Jade was a nickname for JV that only her mate was allowed to use, he’d called her that since she was a small child.

      “She is. You know I think almost as much of her as I do of the Karhyn, but man, she leads you around by the balls.”

      “Just you wait. One of these days you’ll meet your mate. Then you’ll understand.”

      “Pfft. I don’t have any desire to deal with that shit. Keep the mates and mystical bonds to you men who don’t mind being led around by your dumb handle.”

      “Don’t let Jade hear you say that, or it won’t be me you have to worry about. She’ll do her own engaging in fisticuffs. You might find yourself wishing you’d kept your mouth shut.”

      “Do I look stupid?” Bobby knew better than tangle with JV. He sparred with her often as they were the closest in size, at least in height and it made for a better work out for them both. She’d flipped him more than a few times and that had been when she was holding back and trying not to hurt him. He didn’t want to know what she’d do if she was pissed or out for blood. Though, now that he thought about it, it might be a sight to see, as long as her ire wasn’t directed at him.

      Steve only laughed.

      “What’s up with not letting them in? You knew we were expecting them.” The Shaku nodded in the direction the SUV had taken, the same way they’d come in, the dirt driveway that led through the trees and out to the highway that stretched between Alpine and Springerville.

      “Something’s not right. I was trying to figure out what it is.”

      “What is it? Are they leading her father in?”

      Bobby stared after the vehicle for a moment then shook his head once. “I don’t know. I can’t tell you what, but something’s off.”

      “Says what?”

      “My gut.”

      “Hmm.” Steve fell silent for a moment and Bobby knew he was considering things. “You know I trust you and your gut, right?”

      “I do.”

      “Right now, at least until we’ve got something stronger something we can follow, we’re just going to have to suck it up. We’ll deal with them and whatever comes, but we’ll keep our guard up and our eyes open.” Steve glanced over to watch Bobby a moment. “Got it?”

      “Got it.” He did. Their Karhyn was serious about reconnecting with her mother and siblings, especially now that she was a mother herself. They had to have a good reason and evidence to show her in order to stop it. He wasn’t looking forward to having to tell her about whatever had his gut churning. Better to know exactly what it was before they had to do that.

      “They’re supposed to be back tomorrow, about ten a.m. Can you be back here then to help out?”

      “Sure. I’ll line out the hands on what’s on tomorrow’s agenda tonight, then I just have to make sure a few things are done in the morning before I head over.” He took a deep breath and glanced in the direction of the road one more time before turning his back on it. “I’ll be here by nine. I want to make sure I’m here well before they arrive.”

      “Sounds good. I’m sure you’ve got things to do, so I’ll see you later.” Steve clapped him on the back again then went inside.

      Bobby looked at the door and considered going in to say goodbye, but decided against it. Rebecca had said she was going to lay down for a while. Bobby knew from experience that if there was nothing to stop him, then Nick would lie down with her and they wouldn’t be sleeping, not for a while. He didn’t want to disturb them or over hear what they were up to. Instead, he walked around to the side of the cabin that was really a house and only called the cabin because of the log style exterior and climbed into the seat of his pickup.

      A few minutes later he pulled up in front of the bunkhouse and killed the engine. He sat for a moment and looked at his home, seeing it from another perspective for the first time in years. It was an old-fashioned bunkhouse, meant to house ranch hands in one large barracks style room. But that was just what it used to be and what the exterior still looked like. Somewhere along the line, before Bobby had come along, it had been remodeled and now was more of a home. It had a couple bedrooms, a living room and a full kitchen, not that he used it for much more than eggs and coffee in the mornings.

      When he’d made foreman and moved in, he’d been glad not to have to pay rent. He hadn’t cared what it looked like as long as he had what he needed. He still felt that way. But after Steve’s comment about finding his own mate, Bobby wondered how a woman might feel looking at the place. The shingle siding was weathered and faded and the porch, though he knew it was sturdy, he’d shored it up himself, looked as if even the slightest breeze would leave it in a pile of rubble. The inside was only marginally better.

      With a sigh, Bobby shook his head and pushed the fanciful thoughts out of his head. He had no need of a mate and he wasn’t going anywhere looking for one. He popped the latch on his old pickup, slid out and went inside. He pulled out the
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