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            THE SHIFTERS OF DARKNESS FALLS

          

        

      

    

    
      Shifters aren’t easy – to know, to be, to live with. They’re a fragile contradiction: part wolf, part human, all shifter. They’re ruled by instinct and governed by convention.

      Darkness Falls, a small northern British Columbia community, is nestled in the northernmost access to the Rocky Mountains where the rugged wilderness, the vast back-country, and the lakes, rivers and streams are untouched and pristine. Darkness Falls is a haven for shifters and too many things can go wrong.

      The four packs that claim territory around Darkness falls try to be civilized, try to work with each other and the humans to co-exist and protect the community, but in the pack, human rules don’t apply and where pack justice is concerned, the lines between humans and shifters get blurred.
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        * * *

      

      Shifters of Darkness Falls is a paranormal contemporary romance suspense series with no cliffhangers, no cheating, and HEA. All books are standalone but are connected by common characters and themes.
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        Mid-Summer

      

      

      Aztec twisted his head from side to side trying to loosen the tense muscles in his shoulders as he entered the Darkness Falls’ cop shop. Another fucking meeting of the Integrated Territorial Crime Unit, ITCU for short. He was so tired of the bureaucratic bullshit, understood he needed to contribute to his pack, but why the fuck couldn’t Oz, the pack’s beta, be the Mountain pack’s representative? The betas from the Lodge pack and the Dominant pack were reps for the ITCU, so it logically made sense that Oz, not Aztec, sat on this fucking committee.

      It was mid-summer, the weeks marching resolutely towards fall and he had so many things to do to get ready for the winter. He lived and breathed the seasons, nature, his home in the mountains. If he could survive without a pack, he would live somewhere by himself, away from the burden of civilization. Some place peaceful where his past didn’t exist, and his present didn’t include a world where shifters and humans tried to coexist.

      The biggest problem—his biggest problem—with the unit was the presence of the female cop, Eva Blakely. He couldn’t stand to be in the same room with her and usually after an ITCU meeting, he took off like his house was on fire. She frayed the fragile grip he had on his emotions and after spending any amount of time with her, he needed to unwind, or he would lose himself to his temper.

      Those were the days he let his wolf loose to run off his aggression – sometimes he didn’t even make the two-hour drive back to his cabin, which was isolated in the mountains well away from main roads, surrounded by trees and wildlife. A place of peace, a retreat where nobody fucking bothered him.

      He knew already that today would be one of those days, knew that he would have to stop on his way home. He’d have to pull his truck over when he entered the Mountain pack’s territory and shift. Then he’d run until he was close to exhaustion, until his mind and body were numb, until he could breathe again. There were not enough acres of land to run the image, the idea of Eva out of his head, but sometimes he was able to shove her into the background, like unwelcome noise, so he could get home without crashing his truck into the side of a mountain.

      The woman was too much, always front and centre of everything, sitting next to the male shifters like she had a death wish or a sex wish. She was especially close to Raff, who she seemed to take a liking to. It was fucking irritating watching the two of them fire friendly taunts back and forth – the banter, the flirting, the affection. She didn’t have any filters when it came to the males in the room, not the shifters or the humans. Not afraid to push back like she was Wonder Woman, not backing down even when every single fuck on the team could take her out.

      On top of that, fucking Jackson Hayes, the team lead, always seemed to think a drink at Becker’s after the ITCU meetings was a good idea, unless the meeting itself became hostile. Which it often did because there were three dominant male shifters in the room, all from different packs. Sometimes Aztec turned down the invite to Becker’s and went home. Those were the days when Eva had been particularly lively, and he was strung too tightly, afraid that he would snap and unload his frustration on her. Those were the days he ran extra hard and long. But other times, he let himself be sucked into a drink. It always depended on who else was going, how Eva was acting. The last thing he wanted was to accidently end up alone with her. It would be a fucking disaster.

      As he paused at the doorway of the meeting room, he was surprised to see Raff with the Lodge pack’s omega, Trist. She was new to Raff’s pack. Gideon, the alpha of the Dominant pack traded her for a fucking piece of land. He sensed her nervousness as she leaned into Raff, keeping her head lowered, not acknowledging anyone else in the room and then he realized that she and Raff had officially mated, she was freshly marked. He had known it was inevitable that the two would mate, and he felt both relief and envy. Raff had found what Aztec wanted but couldn’t have – a strong pair-bond, a true mate.

      He took an empty seat at the table near the doorway, not next to anyone, especially not Eva. Didn’t matter, he could scent her a mile away and it made his blood heat up, made the tension in his body ratchet upwards, made him want to bolt from the room like a five-year old on Ritalin. He didn’t of course, because he was good at self-control. His entire life was an exercise in restraint and this situation was no different. He would stay until the meeting was over and then get the fuck out of Darkness Falls, back home where he could breathe without the heavy weight in his chest.

      As usual, Jackson Hayes led the meeting. Jackson was a sergeant with the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, or RCMP to avoid the fucking mouthful of syllables, and the superior officer in the room. Cooper, a physician as well as a shifter with the Dominant pack and Ivan Polski, a cop and forensic investigator were not present; they were not official members of the ITCU, but often sat in on meetings to lend their expertise. Clearly, neither had been invited to this meeting.

      “Two things to discuss today,” Jackson intoned. His voice always held an edge of authority, which along with his strong leadership, earned him credibility among humans and shifters alike. “Based on the legwork we did yesterday, I think we’ve narrowed down Adrienne’s movements before she went missing. I say missing, not killed because based on everything we’ve heard, her last sighting was at Becker’s six days before she was killed. A full 10 days before her body was discovered.”

      Adrienne Powell, human troublemaker, mate to Oz, Aztec’s pack beta, had been murdered by a shifter, which explained the ITCU’s involvement. Humans had their laws, shifter packs governed and policed their own packs, but in a case like this, where a human was the victim, and the killer was a shifter, it involved both shifters and the RCMP.

      Aztec’s gut roiled as Eva pulled a small puff of breath into her lungs and glanced at Jackson. “That means that it’s likely that her killer had her six days before he murdered her.”

      “That’s interesting,” Varg said. He was standing, leaning against a wall, arms crossed over his chest. Aztec didn’t like the Dominant pack beta on principle, because he and Varg were both powerful male shifters from rival packs. But Varg was also an asshole, even by shifter standards. “Wonder what he did with her over those six days?”

      “Or to her,” Eva added, her lips tugging down as a visible shiver coursed through her.

      Varg nodded, his dark glare glued to the female cop in a way that made Aztec want to tear the fucking beta’s throat out. “I talked with most of my pack yesterday and today. Men and women.” He threw a notebook on the table in front of Eva. “You can finetune the list.”

      Eva’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not your fucking secretary.” So typical of Eva to run her mouth and cause chaos instead of letting nature take its course.

      Aztec heard the small intake of breath from Trist and a quiet chuckle from Raff. That was typical Raff, always appreciating Eva’s antics, egging her on. Varg stared down Eva until she dropped her eyes, but it didn’t stop her from aggressively shoving the notebook across the table towards Jackson.

      Jackson ran a hand across his face before looking to Raff, eyelids partly closed like he hadn’t had a decent sleep in a month. “And what about you?”

      “Meeting tonight with the pack. I’ll start one-to-ones afterwards and tomorrow. Shouldn’t take long.” His eyes flicked to Eva, a small smile playing at his lips. “I’ll make sure my writing’s neat so you can decipher it.”

      “Fuck off, Raff,” Eva snarled, her middle finger in the air.

      Aztec gave a small shake of his head, mostly out of frustration. These meetings were always like this, the female unable to control her emotions, always taking offence.

      She turned to Jackson. “Can we move on?”

      Jackson nodded, kept his face impassive, not calling her out for her unprofessional behaviour. “Other thing is that Trist was attacked last night. Sounds like it might be our guy.”

      All eyes turned to Trist, who kept her head bowed.

      “What the fuck happened?” Varg snarled at Raff, too aggressively, too possessively as if Trist was still a member of Varg’s pack.

      Raff stood, reacting to the beta’s hostility. “She was fucking attacked!”

      Varg didn’t take the hint. Instead, he pushed himself off the wall, straightened his back. “We didn’t send her over to you so one of yours could savage her! Why the fuck aren’t you looking out for her?”

      Raff rounded the table before anyone had time to react, grabbing Varg by the neck and slamming him up against the wall he’d been leaning on. Everything rattled. “Back the fuck off, you prick, or I’ll tear your throat out!”

      Aztec shoved back his chair and stood as did Jackson, but Eva was closest to Varg and jumped into the fray, shoving her body between the two betas, shoving Raff back with her hands to his chest, her ass planted squarely on Varg’s crotch. Aztec’s temper surged through him at the betas, at the fucking female cop who thought she was invulnerable.

      Jackson was moving towards them. “Stand down, both of you!”

      Raff took a step back for some reason, not because Eva’s strength made a dent, but most likely because she was in between Varg and Raff and was stubbornly holding her ground. Aztec knew Raff wouldn’t hurt Eva under any circumstances.

      Varg though, was another matter. Varg’s wolf was straining at Raff’s attack, roaring at Eva as he gripped her arms and propelled her forward. “The next time you shove your ass up against me, you better be prepared to bend over.”

      Eva’s face was flushed as she turned, her fist raised, about to strike Varg, but Raff caught it, pulled her away even as she struggled and cursed. Aztec’s self-control snapped at Varg’s provocative words, at Raff’s hold on Eva. He grabbed Eva and pulled her towards him, not touching Raff but holding on to Eva, almost carrying her out of the room, his arm at her waist.

      “Let go,” Eva snarled at him between clenched teeth as he hauled her down the hall to the back entrance of the RCMP precinct and out the door. She was struggling in his hold and as soon as the door closed behind him, he whipped her around, shoving her against the back of the wall and crowding her with his body, his arms trapping her as he planted his palms on the brickwork on either side of her head.

      Eva was tall for a human woman, 5’8” or 9” and solid from her workout routine. Long silky blonde hair, toned tanned arms, and strong shoulders along with her gorgeous curves drew men’s admiration, something she seemed to revel in. Another thing about her that pissed off Aztec. “Shut the fuck up, Eva!”

      She stilled for a minute. He couldn’t scent an ounce of fear; the beating of her pulse was rapid, but there was anger behind it and adrenaline. She wanted to scrap. “You don’t get to tell me what to do, you fucking ape!”

      Even as tall as Eva was, Aztec towered over her, all 6’5” of him, outweighing her by a 100 plus pounds. He leaned into her, his lips inches from hers. “I do, Eva.” He was pissed now too, at her unhealthy need to prove herself as capable as the men, at her disregard for shifter instinct. “I do get to tell you what to do. And you will stop screwing around with the asshole betas on the team. You’re gonna fucking get hurt!”

      And then it happened. Her pupils dilated, her breaths came out in soft gasps and her desire wafted around him like expensive perfume. He went rigid as his nostrils flared, his back, his arms, his cock. And his fucking wolf… years of training it to be an extension of him, a shadow within him, obedient and intelligent, acting on will, not instinct. All of it gone out the fucking window because the scrappy blonde woman in front of him wanted him. Like he wanted her, like he had wanted her from the day he met her, three fucking years ago.

      He curled his fingers into the palms of his hands as he fought for self-control, but his wolf was howling and fighting inside, pushing at his aggression, thumping against his chest. Claim her, his wolf demanded. This woman was his to take, to mate, to keep.

      His eyes dropped to her lips, pink and lush, small breaths escaping, and he leaned closer, his mouth poised to capture them when the door opened. The sudden appearance of Chief Francois Levesque, unlit cigar in hand, snapped Aztec out of his haze of lust. He dropped his hands and jumped back, abandoning Eva against the wall.

      “Everything okay?” The Chief’s assessing gaze slid between Aztec and Eva, whose breath was still rapid, her heart still thumping loud enough for Aztec to clearly hear.

      Aztec nodded once as he looked from the Chief to Eva.

      She was settling, but he saw the confusion in the depths of her eyes as they raked Aztec.

      “It’s good,” he said. “Had a flare-up in the meeting between Varg and Raff – decided we needed some air while they settled down.”

      The Chief grinned. “I’m always impressed that you manage to get through the ITCU meetings without painting the walls in shifter blood.”

      Aztec nodded without smiling. “We should get back, so we can get this fucking meeting over with.”

      He looked at Eva, who had yet to say a single word. She stepped past him and the Chief and pulled the door open. Aztec dogged her footsteps as they re-entered the building.
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        Late September

      

      

      The sun was high in the sky, casting bold swatches of expertly spun gold interspersed by shifting shadows as the day marched towards noon. A small warm breeze playfully teased the strands of hair that escaped Eva’s loose ponytail.

      Eva was sensitive that there were only a few days remaining in September. The optimism of the sun was misplaced – the brightness of it was a portent of winter, a promise of frozen toes and fingers, of power outages and blackout blizzards. Autumn in Northern British Columbia really didn’t exist – the leaves turned quickly, the sun exhaled its final breaths of warmth and then winter took over, edging the land in its icy white version of hell.

      Eva was alone, standing with her back straight, safety glasses covering her eyes, sound absorbing muffs on her ears. Her shift started in a half-hour and she wanted to try one more time before packing it in. She lined the sights of her police-issued firearm towards the human silhouette and pulled the trigger. Three times. All three shots went wide. Again. She’d been practicing for days, weeks, but there was no improvement. She couldn’t hit the goddamned target.

      “Dammit,” she muttered as she shot two more rounds in frustration then lowered the gun with hands that were trembling with fatigue. She took a quick glance to her left and right to make sure she was still alone while she flexed her right hand to work out the stiffness from holding the gun too tightly. A button to her left was the gateway to her evidence of failure, but she pressed it anyway. She dragged off her earmuffs and safety glasses and discarded them on the bench behind her as the target buzzed up to her like a clothesline being reeled in.

      Fucking waste of paper, Eva thought as she studied the target. Of the five shots, two hit the rectangular sheet, which meant nothing, since one went well wide of the silhouette and the other barely clipped the body outline. None of her shots would slow down a suspect, let alone drop him in his tracks.

      The Chief refused to allow her return to active duty until she could show him that she was back in fighting form. Two months now and she was still struggling with both her post-attack emotions and the physical injuries that resulted. Her right arm had been shredded by a shifter she ultimately shot to save her life. The shifter, an asshole by the name of Rusty, was dead, but his actions haunted both her and Trist, a female shifter that the asshole had been obsessed with.

      Trist had not been physically harmed and her mental recovery was aided by Raff, her mate and the shifter equivalent of a vicious, highly trained guard dog. Compared to Eva who was sleeping alone with a fucked-up arm, Trist was no doubt having a better time of it with Raff next to her in their bed. Not that she blamed the other woman; Eva would find her own comfort too if hooking up in Darkness Falls wasn’t so complicated.

      During the first couple of weeks after the attack, her parents tried to convince her to come home, but she refused. She loved them, but they would smother her, try to convince her to quit her job, find a safer career. And the way she had been feeling at the time, she might have listened. But she loved her job, loved being a cop. Couldn’t see herself doing anything else.

      Eva emptied the ammo from her gun, then ripped the target down, folding it over several times. No one needed to see the testimony to her failure. The angry raised scars from the attack drew enough attention without her inability to hit a target drawing further looks of pity from her friends and smiles of smugness from some of her male colleagues.

      She had been the best shooter in the detachment, better than everyone else because she trained relentlessly. Competitive, sure. What girl wouldn’t be growing up with four older athletic brothers who were the apples of her father’s eyes? Her mom had wanted a girl who would bake cookies with her and wear frilly frocks, but Eva resisted anything remotely feminine as soon as she realized that the way to her father’s heart was to keep up with her brothers. She snubbed the pretty pink dresses in her closet, refused to be coddled, rejected the ‘princess’ endearment her dad tried to christen her with.

      Daddy issues? Yep, no doubt about it. But four overprotective brothers forced her to forge out on her own because ultimately, she couldn’t compete with them for her father’s attention. It’s why she joined the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. It was something her father would respect, but also, she knew her first posting would likely be somewhere small and remote, away from Regina, Saskatchewan, where she grew up, where her parents and two of her brothers still lived.

      It’s how she ended up in Darkness Falls as a rookie cop and the only woman in the detachment. Three years later, she was still here, still the only woman, and loving almost everything about it.

      A couple of months ago, she would have said everything, but since the attack, she’d become less enamoured with shifters in general, and male shifters, in particular. These unsettled feelings were something she didn’t share with anyone, not even the psychologist she was required to see under RCMP regulations when an officer fired a weapon or was injured in the line of duty.

      Darkness Falls, British Columbia was so far north that it edged the Yukon. Millions of acres of untouched forest made Northern Canada and Alaska the perfect home for shifters, many of whom settled their own small towns cut off from the modern definition of civilization. Four packs made their homes around Darkness Falls, claiming and aggressively defending their territory.

      Shifters packs were highly organized and self-governed, but their pack laws had no jurisdiction in Darkness Falls and incidents between shifters and humans fell under the authority of the Integrated Territorial Crime Unit or ITCU for short, of which Eva was a member.

      The token female. Being the only female in the Darkness Falls RCMP detachment, she was designated for a lot of law enforcement committees in the area. She liked being that female, it got her attention and respect, both of which she craved. It made her privy to information in the law enforcement world that she might not otherwise have access to, and it meant that she would be up for promotion sooner.

      She knew she was ambitious, that she sometimes ran off at the mouth and was too quick to action at times. She wanted to make sure her male colleagues understood that being a woman was not an obstacle to success, that she would not be held back by archaic male ideology, and she would call out any asshole who suggested she wasn’t capable of holding her own against a man. It was an exhausting uphill battle because Darkness Falls was a typical northern city and its citizens were tough, hard and somewhat misogynist when it came to the advancement of women’s rights.

      Darkness Falls was cut off from bigger centres, literally in the winters when storms hit, which downed power lines, blocked roads and made travel impossible. It was also a haven for crime, although most of it was routine – public drunkenness, bar brawls, assault, petty crime, domestic abuse.

      The shifter leaders around Darkness Falls worked together, although not always successfully, to ensure their packs played nice with each other and the local human population. They contributed to the misogynistic mentality because of their way of life, though for the most part, shifter females were as tough and aggressive as shifter males. They might respect their alphas, but they were as unlikely to back down when pissed off as their men. She didn’t mind any of it, or hadn’t, up until Rusty attacked her.

      She looked down at her right hand, tracking the vivid scars to where they disappeared under her long-sleeved blouse. These scars, not yet fully healed, were the visible evidence of her near death, her inability to protect herself and others around her. Her brashness and belief in herself failed her after the attack, and her emotional recovery was slow, though no one knew about the anger or fear she struggled to contain when she was in the vicinity of male shifters.

      And then there was the physical ugliness of the scars. Angry raised lines, deep puckers, a painful abstract of jagged, treacherous terrain under her fingertips instead of the smooth silky canvas of skin it used to be.

      She hadn’t thought herself vain, but before the attack she’d loved sleeveless tanks, loved showing off her long, toned arms, loved the looks of appreciation she got from men. She was tall, curvy and athletic with long wavy blonde hair, a generous smile and lively blue eyes. She didn’t dress provocatively or at least not in the conventional sense. She liked her jeans and tanks, liked her long hair loose and flowing when she wasn’t on duty, wore a little makeup to highlight her blue irises. It’s all she needed. She knew men found her attractive and she enjoyed the attention, even if she rarely let that translate into anything more than a date here and there.

      But now, she didn’t get the looks, mostly because she didn’t swagger, didn’t sway her hips like she used to. She didn’t smile at men, did her workouts mostly at home now, did her running alone. Kept to herself. The scars stole her confidence, and no amount of surgery was going to make them disappear. It was something she was going to have to learn to live with.

      She was glad it was late-September and that winter this far north hurtled towards them like Santa’s sleigh on Christmas Eve. It meant it was almost sweater season and she could wear long sleeves without the curious looks of everyone wondering why she was keeping herself covered when the weather was hot.

      She sighed as she entered the reception area of the gun range and threw a quick wave of her hand at Paisley, the front-counter attendant. The range was a public facility, used by both Darkness Falls’ civilians and the police force. The RCMP paid for specific blocks of time so that its officers could practice without interruption, and Eva often took advantage, before and especially now, after the attack.

      It was less than a 10-minute drive from the range on the outskirts of Darkness Falls to the RCMP precinct where she parked her cruiser in its designated spot, then entered through the front doors, fishing her access pass from her wallet and buzzing herself through to the back.

      Dagmar Judson, a rookie cop who had been with the detachment for four months, looked up from the on-duty officer’s desk, a scowl marring his pretty-boy looks. “Why aren’t you answering your cell? I’ve been calling.”

      Dagmar was an asshole who had little respect for Eva – he was young and as competitive as she had once been; the difference was that even as a rookie, Eva understood rank and order, was respectful to her colleagues, including the ones she wasn’t enamored with.

      She frowned as he stood in her personal space, trying to intimidate her with the measly few inches of height that separated them. A few months ago, she would have kicked his ass for his shitty attitude, but the attack stole some of her fire and she hadn’t yet gotten it back. “I’m not on duty…” She glanced up at the clock. “For 15 more minutes, so I’m under no obligation to answer your calls.”

      If it had been a true emergency, the call would have been made through the crisis channel and she’d know to get her ass to the shop.

      Dagmar narrowed his eyes. He was a good-looking guy, six-feet tall, broadly muscled and younger than Eva by a couple of years. He caught the attention of most of the young women in Darkness Falls, which added an element of arrogance to his already overinflated ego. He also had a hate on for Eva because she had rebuffed his advances and she didn’t think he was used to women telling him, not in this fucking lifetime if you were the last man on earth. Okay, maybe her response had been harsh, but then again, his pick-up line was, how about you and me go somewhere and fuck.

      Eva didn’t have to do a lot of deep self-reflection to know who she was. She was a flirt, a hothead, and liked to hang with her male colleagues. And she fit in seamlessly because she had years of practice with her brothers. But she wasn’t into assholes like Dagmar who only saw her as a piece of ass and if he wasn’t getting any from her, she was no longer relevant in his world.

      Besides, if she was going to screw around with any of her colleagues, it would be Sergeant Jackson Hayes, her superior. But that was never going to happen because Eva and Jackson were good friends, nothing more. Never would be. If they were shifters, they’d say there weren’t mates, but as humans, there was not enough of an attraction between them to risk their working relationship. Besides, Jackson could be a controlling prick sometimes, which made him as bad as most other men she encountered.

      The way to stay on top of things was to give back as good as she got. The male shifters were always posturing, making asinine comments but they had never crossed any lines with her. Except Aztec, a shifter who was the Mountain pack’s representative on the ITCU.

      It wasn’t exactly a line he crossed. He rarely said anything to her unless he was pissed at her. Once or twice, he intervened, got between her and Raff or Varg, betas from rival shifter packs, but never in a nice, protective way. Nope, he’d pull her out of the fray and then give her hell for getting involved in the first place. Which was her job, but fucking male shifters never understood that because she was a female and that seemed to bring out male shifter instincts.

      She tried to step past Dagmar, but he blocked her path. “Chief has a job for you since you aren’t on active duty.”

      His arrogant smile caused Eva’s face to heat and her body shook as she fought the haze of self-pity that threatened to engulf her. She swallowed her fuck you, electing to respond with disinterest. “I’ll change and go see him.”

      “Nope. See him now before he blows a stack and takes it out on me.” He was acting like he was the commanding officer and she wanted to punch him in his fucking throat, but that would earn her a suspension and maybe even forced leave, because the Chief would decide she wasn’t ready to come back to work at all let alone active duty. It might be worth it though, she thought as she glared into Dagmar’s smug, asshole face.

      Nope, not worth it, she decided as she stuffed her aggression down and muttered, “Asshole,” under her breath.

      She turned and stalked towards the Chief’s office, muscles thrumming with tension, fuming in a way that heated her face. Maybe Dagmar was a good person to have around. Maybe his assholeishness would jar her out of the lethargy that kept threatening to drown her.

      She rapped lightly on the Chief’s door and then opened it and stepped inside his office. As she closed the door, her attention was drawn to the man seated in a chair across from the Chief. It would have been impossible not to gape.

      He was huge, tall, muscled with long, light brown hair and an unkempt beard. She had no doubt he was a shifter and her anger gave way as fear assaulted her senses. She had one hand behind her and clutched the door handle with it as she tried to subtly breathe through her anxiety.

      “Chief, you wanted to see me.” Her voice sounded steady to her ears and she was relieved that at least she was able to fake out the boss. The shifter was another matter. His sensitive nose would scent her discomfort, his ears would hear the drumming of her heart.

      Chief Francois Levesque smiled warmly and invited Eva closer to the desk with a wave of his hand, which of course brought her closer to the male shifter. She reluctantly let go of the doorknob and shuffled forward.

      The Chief was in his mid-40s with greying hair that was fast receding, but he was generous with his time and his smiles, and Eva liked him for both those reasons. She also liked that he treated her like a capable police officer, not a woman to be rescued or pampered. She suspected that the Chief’s wife, Magali, and their two teen-aged daughters made him toe the line on what was acceptable male behaviour towards women.

      “This is Gunner Reeves. Mr. Reeves, this is Corporal Eva Blakely.”

      The shifter stood, his size diminishing her, and offered his hand. Eva tried not to tremble as she took a step towards him. His handshake was firm, dry and brief, barely touching her, but his gaze lingered on her hand, on the scars peeking out from under the cuff of her shirt. He said nothing, which wasn’t really a surprise. Male shifters tended not to extend social niceties towards females, human or otherwise. To be fair, they tended not to extend social niceties to anyone.

      “Mr. Reeves,” she murmured, then returned her attention to the Chief.

      The Chief met her eyes with an inscrutable expression. “Mr. Reeves is looking for his brother, Aztec.”

      Eva raised her eyebrows slightly, trying her best to school the surprise, making sure her jaw didn’t drop while she fought the heat in her belly that always seemed to flare when her mind turned to the mountain shifter. “Aztec?” She turned to Gunner. “I didn’t realize Aztec had a brother.”

      Gunner’s dark gaze was aggressive, his tone abrasive. “You know Aztec that well?”

      She shook her head even as untidy emotions bloomed. “Guess not.”

      The Chief inserted himself into the exchange. “Eva, since you’re not on active duty, please drive Mr. Reeves up to Aztec’s cabin.”

      Eva sucked in a breath, her heart beating harder in her chest. So many wrong things about that, but how to voice them without showing disrespect and vulnerability. “Sir?”

      “I tried to call Aztec, but he’s not picking up. Either weather or he’s simply out checking his traplines without his phone. I got hold of Ren and told him.” Ren was the alpha of the Mountain pack and if possible, even bigger than Aztec and the man standing before her in the Chief’s office.

      “And Ren’s okay with it?”

      Chief Levesque nodded. “As long as you go directly to Aztec’s cabin and stay with Mr. Reeves until he leaves the territory.” He flicked his attention to Gunner. “And as long as Mr. Reeves respects the boundaries.”

      Gunner’s nostrils flared slightly, and Eva saw the resemblance to Aztec in the set of his mouth. “Of course. It’s shifter protocol.” As if that explained anything.  He turned to Eva, his voice subdued. “I’d like to go now.”

      Eva couldn’t hold his intense gaze and dropped her eyes to his chest. “I need a few minutes to change into my uniform.”

      “You’re just taking him up to Aztec’s. You don’t need your uniform for that and you’re not on active duty.”

      Thanks so fucking much for the constant reminder, Chief. But she had to admit that it was her own fault for pretending all was wonderful with her world. “Right,” she said, her stomach knotting, but she willed the butterflies away and tried to summon pre-attack Eva. That Eva would find this exciting, an adventure, something to talk about over beers with the guys.

      To Gunner, she said, “My cruiser’s outside. It’s well over an hour to get there and we’ll lose daylight soon. I’d rather be there and back before the sun goes down.”

      Gunner nodded, offered his hand to Francois. “Thank you for your help, Chief.”

      Eva opened the door and stepped out of the office, then strode through the reception area ignoring Dagmar’s smirk, Gunner on her heels. Outside, she turned to the hulking shifter. “Will you be coming with me or are you following me in your vehicle?”

      “Aztec’s alpha,” he spit the word alpha out as if it were distasteful. “Indicated that I be escorted by a police officer or Aztec, so I will ride with you.”

      “Great.” She tried and failed to infuse some enthusiasm into her voice as she pointed to her squad car and opened the passenger side door for Gunner.

      He stopped, his hand resting on the top of the door and turned to her. “I can smell your fear.”

      “I’m not afraid.” This time she met his eyes and held them for a brief few seconds before stepping back from him and stalking over to the driver’s side. Fucking asshole. What was wrong with him, saying that shit to her? Yeah, she was quaking inside, but he didn’t have to point out the obvious.

      As they buckled up and Eva started the car, Gunner said, “You don’t have to fear me, female. I won’t hurt you.”

      She clenched her teeth as she pulled out of the parking lot and into the light traffic. “My name is Eva.”

      He smirked and settled back into the seat. “You don’t have to fear me, Eva.”
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      Aztec cursed under his breath for the twentieth time that afternoon as he checked his traps. A fucking fox had been through, running his trapline, helping itself to the small game that Aztec had caught. He was surprised at the critter’s audacity given that Aztec was the apex predator in this area of the backwoods. The fox would know it and was pushing its luck.

      He sighed as he knelt and reset yet another trap. He didn’t want to kill the fox, but he was going to have to do something to keep it out of his traps. Not now, though. Tonight. Right now, the fox was curled up in its den, snoozing on a full belly. It would go on the hunt after the sun was down. Aztec hoped that asserting his dominance over the territory would be enough to run the fucker off.

      He rested his hands on his knees for a moment as an emotion rippled through him, one that was becoming more prevalent these days. Loneliness. Over the past several years, he’d relished his solitary existence, selfishly clinging to it, even sometimes at the expense of his pack. He’d been a member of the Mountain pack for almost seven years and for most of those years he’d had only a handful of relationships with women, and of those he did have, they didn’t last long because he was never invested in them.

      He stood, dusted his pantlegs free of dirt and pine needles and trudged back to his cabin empty-handed. He wasn’t going to starve over the winter, he had plenty of stores and if he ran out, he’d go hunting. His wolf got restless when the snows came and while it got fucking frigid in the mountains during the winter, his wolf didn’t mind; it would spend hours outside if he let it. He liked the turning of the seasons, the winter, the snow. It was part of who he was as a shifter, it was in his blood. It’s what he loved about his pack, his cabin, his home in northern British Columbia.

      He was a self-confessed loner, guarding his seclusion like a tribal swordsman. His pilgrimage to Darkness Falls seven years ago wasn’t intentional. It was supposed to be a temporary stop on his way to somewhere else. But he met Ren, the alpha of the Mountain pack, got to know him, got to like the area and decided to stay. The Mountain pack fit him because they weren’t an interdependent pack like the ones closer to Darkness Falls. They preferred the isolation, spread out and far from each other, occasionally coming together at the community hall to discuss pack business.

      He kicked up the deadfall on the forest floor as he walked towards his cabin. It held that earthy smell that was prevalent in dense wooded areas. An aphrodisiac to Aztec, it teased his nose with so many different scents and he inhaled deeply. The air told him that winter was around the corner, the temperatures would drop, and the forest floor would soon be buried in hard white impassible sheets of snow. Impassible to humans, not to shifters.

      He liked the winter – it appealed to the solitary man inside him. Even so, this far up north and this high in the mountains, it was a long season to spend alone. A woman to pass the time, to warm his bed, to share meals would make the season pass more pleasantly, but he didn’t fool himself into thinking that any woman would be good enough.

      No, there was only one woman for him. Eva Blakely. It didn’t matter that she was human, he knew the first time he saw her, three years ago, that she was the only one for him, she was his mate. A rookie cop with a big smile and a lot of attitude, a body that made his mouth water and a recklessness that sent his protective side into overdrive. It was an explosive combination that forced Aztec to revisit some of his long-held beliefs.

      He hadn’t realized it was possible to have a human mate. His old pack would never have sanctioned the joining of a shifter and a human. Located in the dense wilderness of Alaska, the Luna pack held a large territory and interacted with many other shifter packs from Alaska and further east into the Yukon and Northwest Territories; even as far as Nunavut. It helped to keep the shifter line pure, and the Luna pack was prohibited from crossbreeding with humans. To do so was grounds for expulsion from the pack.

      This was, in part, why Aztec never made a move on Eva. This belief system was deeply ingrained in him and hard to shake off. Since coming to Darkness Falls, he’d witnessed human/shifter relationships, not only as lovers, but also friendships. It was novel for him, seemed unnecessary but at the same time he understood. This far north, life could be challenging and sometimes happiness was fleeting so had to be grabbed when it was there for the taking.

      And Eva, she was different. Not meant to be a momentary distraction, or a quick fuck. Not even friendship material, because he couldn’t be near her without fighting every instinct he was born with. She was always in his sights, under his protection whether she knew it or not.

      The night she was attacked by a psychotic shifter almost brought him to his knees. He hadn’t been there, too far away to protect her and his wolf aggressively protested the distance between them. Had she not been so badly hurt, he would have taken her to his cabin, willing or otherwise, and locked her up until she agreed to mate with him.

      Eva didn’t realize on a conscious level that she and Aztec were pair-bonded. Primally, she was influenced by the mating call and her response to Aztec was evidence of this. He scented her desire whenever they were together, and her human habits gave away her interest, her eyes drifting to him when they were in the same room, her pretense of indifference and even her aggressive hostility spoke to her innate understanding that there was something between the two; she couldn’t or wouldn’t connect the dots.

      Since the attack this summer, she’d changed, though he couldn’t blame her. The attack was traumatic for her and his reaction had been less than supportive. He was furious with her, at her recklessness, at her patent disregard for her own life. He couldn’t be in the same room with her anymore without wanting to haul her ass back to her cabin, lock her up, and keep her there.

      Physically, she was healing, but emotionally, she was struggling. Her colleagues didn’t see the degree of turmoil she was in because they only saw what she wanted them to see and she was good at hiding her emotions now. That was one of the things that changed. Before the attack, she was reactive, uninhibited in her interactions with shifter and human males. She didn’t take shit from anyone, refused to believe being female was a vulnerability. Now, she was fearful of him, of all the male shifters. During ICTU meetings, she sat next to Ivan or Jackson, the only two human males in the unit, when previously she would choose to be near him.

      She was quieter in the meetings too, less interactive, less abrasive or joking. It was still early in her healing process and Aztec understood it would take some time. Logically, Rusty, her attacker was nuts, but his behaviour underscored male shifter instinctual behaviour. Rusty was not that far outside the norm for male shifters, especially when their mate was threatened. Eva drew the parallels in a way that made her leery of all the shifters on the team.

      Aztec blew out a breath at his train of thought, annoyed with himself, with his wolf. So typical, whenever he wasn’t focused on what he was doing, his mind turned to Eva. Everything about her was embedded in his brain, her beauty, the sweet lilting tone of her voice, the flush that suffused her cheeks whenever he caught her eye. As he neared the treeline of his homestead, he picked up her familiar scent in the breeze – as if his thoughts made her materialize.

      Hers was the first scent that reached his nose in a crowd. Her heartbeat was easily distinguishable from all others, no matter how many were near. His wolf prowled aggressively whenever he was in Darkness Falls, searching for her like she was a hidden treasure. The hair on the back of his neck stood up whenever there were males near her, his heart beat faster, his wolf went nuts. Her sweet scent was hard enough to handle but add her fear to the mix and Aztec was barely controllable.

      And that’s what he scented now, fear underlying the scent of honey and citrus. He could hear her pulse beating, the blood pumping through her veins too hard. She was nearby and the realization caused his heart to jump in his throat.

      What the fuck was she doing here and what was scaring her? He broke into a sprint, his feet flying over the deadfall until he barrelled out of the forest to see her standing in his yard cutting a pensive, unsmiling figure.

      So focused on his cabin, she didn’t immediately notice his approach. Standing with a rigid back, her arms crossed, she appeared out of her element. Even though she was next to a police cruiser, she wasn’t in uniform and it didn’t appear that she was armed. Her jeans hung loosely on her frame, a pale blue blouse under a light plaid jacket heated Aztec’s blood. She could wear a burlap sack and he’d get a hard-on for her, but the jut of her breasts, the silkiness of skin, and the small pout on her strawberry lips would have been enough to bring him to his knees if it hadn’t been for the fear coiling through her body.

      She jumped when she saw him, then flinched as he stalked up to her and barked, “What’s wrong?” He was a big man, massive by human standards, almost 6’5”, well-muscled, but not as lean as most other male shifters. That didn’t matter. He was as fluid and graceful as any shifter, his wolf larger than most and more vicious when necessary. The problem was that he forgot that his size intimidated most humans, but not Eva, at least not before the attack. The pair-bond with Eva had caught his attention, but it was her willingness to take him on that kept it.

      “Hi,” Eva said, then pursed her lips, looking past him, towards the cabin.

      He swung around, saw the open door and growled deep in his throat. “You went inside?”

      Her eyes jumped back to him and her pupils dilated. Fear again, no desire, just discomfort, anxiety, unhappiness. No wonder – his words sounded like an accusation. Why the fuck couldn’t he settle when he was around her? She needed gentleness, not an overaggressive asshole.

      “I didn’t…” Her attention shifted to the cabin door again and Aztec saw why.

      A male shifter stepped outside. Fuck, not any male shifter. Gunner – seven years since he’d seen his brother and still too fucking soon. “What the fuck are you doing here?” Aztec’s heart beat so fast he was sure Eva would hear it. He had no doubt that Gunner could.

      Gunner strolled up to them and Aztec took a step towards him so that he blocked Eva.

      “Nice to see you too, brother.” Gunner had always been more expressive than Aztec as was evident by the smirk on his lips as he aggressively studied Aztec. Gunner hadn’t changed in the intervening years. Long hair, bearded, heavier set than he used to be, but that was maturity. He had been a young man of 22, when Aztec left.

      Aztec kept his attention steady on Gunner’s face. “Leave, Eva.” He reached a hand behind him and touched her arm. “Now!”

      Eva sucked in her breath and he expected her to tell him to fuck off, but instead, she said, “I can’t leave without Mr. Reeves.”

      Furious, Aztec turned towards her, sideways so that he could keep Gunner in his sights and tried to school the expression on his face, knew he hadn’t succeeded when she paled. “You’re not to be alone with this asshole. Ever.”

      A small breeze rifled Eva’s blonde hair and picked up a few loose strands, flying across her face in a way that made Aztec’s groin tighten. She reached up and tucked them behind her ear. “The Chief ordered me to bring him to see you and to take him back. Ren was notified that I was bringing him up if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      Aztec tilted his head, still choking back his anger. He didn’t give a fuck about what the Mountain pack’s alpha thought. “This isn’t about Ren. I don’t want you alone with my brother. I’ll bring him back to town.”

      Eva drew in a deep breath and leaned her ass on the hood of the car. She was unable to hold Aztec’s intense gaze, so she spoke to his chest instead. “My orders are to stay with him and make sure he leaves, so I’ll wait here if you want to go inside for privacy.” She looked past him and frowned. The sun was settling behind the trees. “Maybe you could be quick so I can make it back before dark.”

      Aztec scowled at her, then turned to Gunner. “Why are you here?” He couldn’t keep the hostility from his voice, the anger that his old pack had tracked him down.

      Gunner held his ground, several feet from Aztec. There was not going to be a happy reunion, but at the same time, Gunner was respecting Aztec’s space. He cast a glance to Eva. “It’s a private conversation.”

      “We could have met in Darkness Falls; you didn’t have to come up here, disrespecting my pack’s territory.” Aztec ran a frustrated hand through his long hair. “And whatever you have to say, say it. I’ve got nothing to hide from Eva.”

      Gunner cocked his head to the side, his dark eyes sliding over Aztec first, then Eva, lingering on her curiously. Aztec sensed the interest and stepped closer to Eva, crowding her space. When he glanced at her, she was looking at the ground, her arms still tightly held to her chest, leaning into him. It mollified him that she didn’t reject his protection, that she wanted him close to her, that she viewed him as safe.

      “Father’s dead,” Gunner said with a dramatic pause. When Aztec didn’t respond, he added. “You need to come home for the passing ceremony and to stake your alpha claim.”

      Aztec heard Eva’s small intake of breath and glanced at her, but she darted her eyes away from his face the minute he caught her looking. He said, “I let my claim go when I left. I don’t give a fuck who leads the pack.”

      He searched inside him for the grief he should be feeling at Gunner’s announcement, but it wasn’t there. He blamed his father for his estrangement from his family, his flight from the pack he was born into. The pack that was his now by birthright. Still, his heart wasn’t made of stone and he thought of his mother and the sadness she’d be feeling from the loss of her mate. He kept his face impassive though – Gunner was gearing up for an argument and Aztec didn’t want to give him any extra ammunition.

      Gunner took a step towards Aztec, which meant he was also closer to Eva. Aztec crowded her and growled, but that didn’t deter his brother. “You know the pack will be divided if you aren’t there to stake your claim. The Elders are led by Luther, who is still beta. He’ll bully the pack into supporting Mace to take over and Mace will win because without you, our family isn’t strong enough to challenge him.” He paused, watching Aztec expectantly.

      Aztec dragged a hand over his beard as he thought of Luther and his son, Mace. Both were assholes, and a powerful force to be reckoned with. Gunner wouldn’t be able to take them on by himself and Bolt, their youngest brother, was barely out of his teens and couldn’t back up Gunner. “So what? So the Reeves’ are no longer shifter royalty. What does it matter?”

      “Fuck, you know what will happen. Luther and Mace will come after us to make sure we don’t stake a claim down the road. Luther will either kill us all or insist mom mate with him, so we become one big dysfunctional family. But mom will never agree to that and he and Mace will pick us off one by one rather than take any chances. Luther’s loyalty to us died when dad did.”

      Aztec knew that Gunner was right, knew that Luther wielded a lot of power and wouldn’t hesitate to use it. Mace as the alpha, Luther as the beta and head of the Council of Elders, his family would be wiped out. His wolf was prowling inside, hearing Gunner, its primacy growing. The lure of power, the need to protect almost overwhelming. He dropped his chin to his chest and closed his eyelids for a few seconds, letting his brain catch up
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