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            CROSS

          

        

      

    

    
      Cross del Cruz is a former Compliance Enforcer with the Shifter Council. He did his duty. He enforced the Council’s will around the country and even out of the country. Stress the word former, because all he wants now is to be left alone. He’s been living in his cabin on Bear Canyon Mountain Range, overlooking Bear Canyon Valley and enjoying the solitude of the forest. The quiet. The simplicity. The drama free environment that doesn’t involve other shifters. Not even family.

      Except now Mae Forester, who has dubbed him as one of her “nephews” has decided she needs his help. He can’t turn Mae down, not when she gave him and his brothers a home during the worst days of their lives.

      He didn’t expect Ariadne Fueller. Who could ever expect that curvy spitfire. She flipped his world upside down.

      Before meeting her, Cross never would have called his existence lonely—until he met her.
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      Cross del Cruz scratched at his jawline, the bearded growth there made a sound like dried grass being crunched. The beard, not really a beard, such as it was. No mountain man beard for this former Compliance Enforcer of the Shifters Supreme Council. He shaved every so often, then in between, let it grow into a scruffiness that irritated the piss out of him.

      He was almost at the top of the mountain. Crag’s Peak, one of the three peaks of the sister mountains that composed the Bear Canyon Mountain Range.

      His peak.

      His forest.

      His mountain.

      He’d never stopped thinking of it as his, from the moment he’d laid eyes on the peak from far down below, scouting with his brothers.

      And it was his.

      Not far from the top, almost at Crag’s Peak, Cross stood next to a pine tree, not completely hidden by the trunk—blame his wide shoulders, a legacy of the del Cruz men, judging by his brothers’ and his own shoulders. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other and studied the little fawn that lay in a bed of leaves, pine needles, and soft dirt. The fawn wasn’t resting, not at all. Its tiny hoof was caught in the roots of an upturned tree.

      Every few moments, the slight, rust-colored creature would stir, flail, bleat. From a few yards away, its mother watched with a wary eye.

      Probably hoping that it will shut up before it attracts any predators.

      Predators.

      Like me.

      Except Cross didn’t consider himself a predator. He may be a grizzly shifter, but he didn’t prey on injured, trapped, baby deer.

      Then again, Cross didn’t intend to leave the fawn alone and vulnerable. No, he had a plan. Step one was to make sure there weren’t any predators in the immediate vicinity. The tiny creature’s cries and thrashing could easily attract wolves or bears.

      A moment longer. Still no signs of predators.

      Not that a bear or a wolf worried a grizzly shifter like Cross.

      Hell, no.

      More like, Cross figured, the little fawn would probably die of heart failure if Cross had to shift and battle a predator in front of the baby deer. For sure, it would croak from fear.

      Cross stepped out from behind the tree. The brown mama deer’s ears twitched. Her eyes widened with fear. A shudder made her skin quiver, but she didn’t raise a hoof, neither fleeing, nor approaching.

      Could she smell the grizzly in him? He used hunter’s block to keep other shifters from scenting him, but would it keep his scent from the deer? It was bad enough she’d smell the human in him. That was probably alarming.

      The little one released a yelp followed by more floundering when it saw Cross.

      He gazed at it, staring into the dark eyes, trying to reassure the baby he meant it no harm.

      Yeah, like I’m some fucking deer whisperer.

      In Cross’s head, his bear growled.

      Yeah, yeah. I know. Bears don’t save deer.

      Cross and his bear didn’t always agree on matters.

      Fact is, his teen years were hell with his bear. But that was then.

      And yet, even though in the presence of a bear shifter, the baby hushed and lay perfectly still. Cross made his way with stealth, wary of unwanted intruders. He knelt next to the little one, placed one hand on its quivering torso to stabilize it, and freed the large knuckle that was trapped between two roots that were yielding enough to capture the hoof, but not to release it.

      With the baby’s leg freed, he took his hand off the soft fur, fingertips dragging across slowly, relishing the suppleness. Rising to his feet, Cross backed away.

      The fawn leapt up, gave one false start that made Cross hold his breath and say a tiny prayer.

      Then, just like that, it took off like a shot, joining its mama, with one last backward glance at the grizzly shifter who’d saved him.

      A smile made its way to Cross’s face. A rarity for him. Not that he didn’t like smiling, but he tended to be on the intense side.

      He’d traveled fairly deep into the mountains of Bear Canyon Mountain Range, seeking Crag’s Peak. Every so often, he made the trek. Not just for the majestic beauty of the view of the mountain range and Bear Canyon Valley down below, but because that was the place he’d set up the antenna, capturing signal. The same signal that traveled through underground wiring and fed his equipment with the information the digital age offered.

      Just because I live in a remote area, doesn’t mean I can afford to be out of touch. Especially not a man who’d been in his line of work. Once an Enforcer, always an Enforcer.

      So he trekked to Crag’s Peak every few days, or couple weeks, to double-check everything.

      Not that he minded the view.

      Lies.

      He loved the view. He’d loved it since he was a teen and would leave his foster mother’s home to climb to this peak. He’d leave for days on end, living off the land, scaring the shit out of Mae Forester, his foster mother. Sometimes he’d take his brothers with him, sometimes he’d slip out just to be left alone.

      His brothers got it. Both Lance and Judge had each claimed one of the other peaks as their own. Each had set up a cabin on the mountain they’d claimed. Each had purchased the land around them. Three brothers, orphaned, given a home by Mae, the widow of Brad Forester.

      The del Cruz brothers were too old to need a mother, but not too old to need the influence of an older woman to guide them and temper their decisions. Mae Forester had been good to them, until one by one, all three boys had taken the same path, joining the Compliance Division of the Shifter Supreme Council as Enforcers.

      Cross hadn’t kept up with Mae like he should have—guilt ate at him for that. He’d get an occasional email from her, and once in a while she’d leave a message on his voicemail. He’d been a teen when he’d moved in with her, and he’d been just out of his teens when he left her home to train as an Enforcer.

      His time at Mae’s had been his happiest. He’d been close to his brothers back then, much closer than he was now. He’d even been close to Fiona, a falcon shifter Mae had given a home.

      He climbed the last few feet and stood on the large boulder. His acute shifter sight allowed him to view the area below him with the sharpness of an eagle. Nothing was amiss on his mountain. It was still isolated, still uninhabited, still a haven from the world.

      A lonely haven.

      Mae’s words from long ago echoed in his mind. “You can’t lock yourself away from the world,” she’d said. “Cross, you need to live.”

      “You’re one to speak, Aunt Mae. You have no one in your life.”

      “I have you. Your brothers. Fiona. And countless others.” Her smile had been sad. He knew she missed Brad. Shifters mated for life. She wasn’t a shifter, but once she’d couplebonded with Brad, that had sealed their love in a vacuum that was eternal.

      And still, he’d always wished she’d found someone. Found some happiness.

      I should pay her a visit.

      He hadn’t told Mae he was back at Bear Canyon.

      She probably thinks I’m still an Enforcer.
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      Ariadne Fueller tapped the brake pedal, and avoided looking into the rearview mirror. She’d see her own swollen eyes, bloodshot from crying for days on end. She wrapped her fingers around the old locket on her neck, seeking comfort she wouldn’t find. This was not the time for sentimentality.

      So this is Bear Canyon Valley.

      What the hell was Fiona thinking, sending her here? Ariadne and Fiona had been close once, during college. As close as sisters. Fiona had shared with Ariadne that she’d been adopted by Mae Forester when she was very little, and that she grew up in a quiet little place called Bear Canyon Valley.

      Then Fiona had gone into some sort of law enforcement after college, and Ariadne had gone a completely different direction.

      And then, when Ariadne had no one to turn to, no access to her accounts, credit cards property, she’d reached out to the only person who wasn’t connected to her current life.

      Fiona.

      Who also happened to be the only person she could trust.

      It was as if all that time and all their differences vanished.

      Fiona jumped into action, made sure she had funds, and told her to go to Forester Cuts in Bear Canyon Valley.

      “Talk to Mae,” Fiona said. “She knows what to do.”

      “But…” Ariadne hadn’t even told Fiona the situation, not really.

      “Listen, just go see Mae. She fixes things. And people.”

      I’m not broken, Ariadne had wanted to tell Fiona. But she knew that wasn’t completely true.

      She glanced at the handwritten note scratched out on the back of a diner’s receipt.

      The note read:

      Mae Forester

      Forester Cuts

      1456 Elm Street

      Bear Canyon Valley

      

      Moments later, looking at the numbers over a door, Ariadne realized she had passed Mae’s beauty salon, Forester Cuts. She examined the sidewalk in front of the beauty shop. Nothing special, the street was empty, no guys waiting for her. No one anticipating her next move and ready with a silenced Glock.

      A sigh of relief exited her lungs in a whoosh. Her stomach released the knots it held hostage.

      She pulled into the parking lot on the side and studied the sign blowing in the wind on the desolate street. Fiona used to tell her stories about how they rolled up the sidewalks early in Bear Canyon.

      Guess it was true.

      She fidgeted. Looked at the note. Mae Forester. She looked back up at the sign.

      Quit stalling, she told herself.

      She opened the door. A blast cool of air greeted her.

      She went to close it again, but only got half way. The door was blocked. She looked up at the source.

      A tall man, wide chest, broad shoulders, and large hands held the door. “Can I help you miss?”

      “No, I’m fine, thank you.” She glanced at his hand pointedly, hoping he’d take a hint, and let go of the door. She was ready to bolt.

      “You’ve been going back and forth about going into Forester Cuts.”

      Was he watching me? Who is he?

      Fear’s fingers traveled across Ariadne’s spine. The flash drive tucked safely into the front pocket of her jeans felt like it was burning a hole straight through to her skin.

      She was sure the man thought his smile was supposed to put her at ease. Right now, she didn’t think anything could do that.

      He continued to talk. “My mate—wife works there.” He stuck a hand out. “Grant Waters. Chelsea—my wife—cuts hair for Mae.”

      “Mae Forester?” She stepped out of her car, shook his hand, making sure she didn’t say her name.

      God, that’s all I need, for someone to know who I am.

      “That’s right. You need Mae?” He made a silent, curious assessment.

      “I’m supposed to see her.”

      “Come on.” He indicated for Ariadne to precede him toward the front door.

      With a backward glance at her car, wishing she’d not been put in this spot, Ariadne reluctantly followed him.

      Grant Waters opened the door to the salon, and indicated for Ariadne to go in first. A blonde flew out of the back, a little less curvy than Ariadne. She bypassed Ariadne and flung herself into Grant’s open embrace.

      “Ready?” The blonde had a purse in one hand and her coat in the other. Then as if realizing just at that moment that Ariadne was there, she looked her up and down. “Hi.” A look of concern slipped over her features before she hid it with a smile. “You have an appointment?”

      Grant laughed. “Don’t worry. We have plenty of time to make it to our reservations. She’s not here for a haircut though. She’s here to see Mae.”

      “I’m Chelsea.” The blonde glanced at Grant. “Chelsea Waters.” She smiled sheepishly. “Still getting used to that.”

      “Newlyweds?” Ariadne asked, trying to be polite.

      “You could say that.” Grant held Chelsea’s coat for her.

      Chelsea slipped her arms in. “Mae’s in the back. I’ll go get her.” She buttoned her top button, kissed Grant, and turned around.

      “It’s okay.” Ariadne moved to intercept her. “You two have reservations. I’ll go get her.”

      Plus, the less eyes and ears around, the better.

      “You sure?” Chelsea stopped midstride.

      “Absolutely.” Ariadne took several paces toward the back, as if it was totally normal for her to be doing this, as if she’d been there before.

      She glanced back at the couple near the door, looking at each other, then back at Ariadne. “Enjoy dinner.” She made shooing motions.

      The door closed behind them as she pulled the door to the backroom open.

      An attractive, dark-skinned brunette looked up from the towels she was taking out of a dryer. She cocked her head.

      It seemed her eyes flashed an indigo color for a second.

      I’m clearly sleep deprived.

      “Mae?”

      The brunette nodded. Then her face lit up. “Ariadne?”

      Looks like Fiona called. Hope she didn’t tell her too much. Not that Fiona knew everything, anyway.

      “I guess Fi called you.”

      “She did.” Mae shoved the last towel into the basket. “You don’t look so well.” She laid a comforting hand on Ariadne’s shoulder. “Folding can wait. Let’s get you to Cross.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “Not where. Who.”

      Fine then. “Who’s that?”

      “He’s a… he’s sort of like my nephew.”

      “Sort of like your nephew?” Ariadne felt bad for asking questions, particularly since she wasn’t willing to answer any about herself, but how in the hell could someone be a sort of nephew?

      “Adopted, more or less.”

      Again with the vagueness.

      What the hell is more or less adopted?

      “And it’s not that I don’t trust you…” Fiona trusted Mae, but it’s not like Ariadne knew her. “…but how is it he can help me?”

      What did Fi tell her I need?

      “Cross can help almost anyone, with anything.”

      Great. A MacGyver sort of guy. He better be packing more than duct tape and paperclips if he’s going to help me.

      “I’m not sure this is such a great idea, Mae. I didn’t really tell Fi everything, and I don’t know if it’s fair for you to try to help me when you don’t know what I need.”

      “She said that money would be a temporary fix for what you need help with.”

      Ariadne nodded. That was true enough. Money would only get her so far. What was that saying: You can run but you can’t hide.

      So what could this Cross guy do that could help her?

      Probably some geek that can give me a new identity and passport and all that.

      Maybe that wasn’t such a bad idea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      About an hour later, Ariadne was playing driver to Mae, following her directions, taking a road up a mountain. The higher up Ariadne drove, the narrower the road became, and the steeper the incline was.

      This wasn’t a good time to mention she had a fear of heights. She avoided looking out the window because every now and then, when there was a break in the trees, she had a glimpse of how high up they’d traveled.

      “I hope he’s home. Maybe I should have called him.”

      “Do you want to call him now?” She glanced at the scowl on Mae’s attractive profile.

      “No. Cross is different. He isn’t always…” Mae frowned, as if searching for just the right word. “… up for visitors.”

      Mae finished with a smile that Ariadne could only describe as weak, on a good day.

      Great. An antisocial nerd who lives on a mountain. Lovely. I’m so screwed.

      “Stop,” Mae screeched the words out.

      Ariadne slammed on the brakes, sending both of them pitching forward, saved from smacking the dash by their seatbelts.

      “Here, pull in here.”

      “Where?” Ariadne studied the wooded area out the side window.

      “There.” Mae pointed.

      “That’s not even a road.”

      “It’s sort of the driveway, just a little longer.”

      Crunching beneath her tires, and near encounters with trees while bushes brushed against her car characterized the moments it took for Ariadne to reach a cabin set in a grove. She felt like she’d been transported back in time, to the era of frontiersmen. This wasn’t the kind of place she’d expect a forger to live in.

      God, I’ve watched too many spy movies.

      Ariadne pulled up in front of the cabin. Mae jumped out, and headed for the front door. Ariadne followed, climbing the steps slowly. She paused to take in the tranquility of the cabin’s surroundings.

      Peaceful.

      That’s the only way she could describe the place. It was a haven away from the hustle and bustle of the world. It was purity and silence.

      Mae’s knock on the solid wooden door broke the forest’s silence.

      She crossed her arms, waiting.

      When there was no response after a moment she knocked again. This time Mae tapped her foot on the cedar planks that composed the cabin’s front porch.

      She looked at Ariadne, smiled sheepishly. “Maybe I should have called.”

      Ariadne gave a small shrug and raised her brows. “There was no way to know.”

      After thirty impatient seconds, Mae huffed in exasperation. “He’s probably fishing at the stream.” She glanced at Ariadne’s heels. “I’ll go get him. Why don’t you wait in the car? Safer there.”

      “Safer from what?” Ariadne looked around.

      “Bears. Wolves.”

      The irony of the situation wasn’t lost on Ariadne.

      Great. I’m trying to stay alive and here I come to a forest where a bear could possibly eat me.

      “I’ll be back in a bit. The stream’s a good fifteen or twenty-minute hike.” With that, Mae was gone.

      Bears. Wolves. Really. I’d think that they’d stay away from people and their homes.

      She leaned against the black hood of the car she had paid cash for. It barely made the trip. The snap of a twig breaking made her change her mind. Quickly. She jumped in the car.

      Ariadne waited as patiently as she could, but after thirty minutes had lapsed and her bladder was threatening to rebel, she had to make a tough decision.

      I’m not peeing in the woods. Not while I might get attacked.

      She eyed the cabin. Surely she could borrow the facilities, for just a quick second.

      Please, please, please don’t be locked.

      She hoped that Cross guy didn’t think she was merely being nosy. Nosy had nothing to do with it. She needed to tinkle. End of story. And she needed to do it bad.

      She jumped out of the car and wasted no time hastening up the few porch steps to the front door. Knocking was clearly useless, since it did Mae no good at all.

      She’d try the knob. If that didn’t work…

      She grimaced at the idea she’d have to use the bushes to the side. And bare her ass while she was vulnerable to an attack.

      She could just see the local headlines. “Unidentified woman mauled by bear while pants were gathered around her ankles.”

      She snorted a small laugh.

      Then turned the door handle. It gave instantly.

      Well of course, what did I expect? Who would lock their doors out here?

      It’s not like anyone could happen on this place accidentally. And suddenly she found herself a little envious of this nerdy guy called Cross who forged identities. She had this mental image of him. Short, skinny, glasses, hair that hadn’t been washed in a good week, if not more. A knit cap hiding most of that unwashed hair.

      She slipped into the door, closed it behind her, and took stock of the cabin.

      The owner was clearly not a slob. The place was immaculate. Almost with military precision. Nothing out of place, everything ordered and orderly. That seemed out of character for the kind of guy she figured he was.

      Now where’s the restroom?

      She spied a hallway with several doors. All closed. She opened the first one.

      Woops.

      A bedroom.

      She closed the door quickly, feeling like an intruder.

      On to the next one.

      She opened the door slowly, apprehensive about violating the guy’s privacy again.

      Whoa.

      Jesus. What the fuck is this?

      She surveyed the room, all thoughts of her full bladder gone. The room looked like a control room at NORAD or NASA.

      Bookshelves lined two walls, but instead of literary works it appeared as though they were three-ring binders or manuals.

      Three desks were tucked in between the bookshelves. Monitors covered the other two walls, with a large executive type chair on an elevated platform set strategically to watch the screens.

      Lights blinked on screens, computer fans whirred quietly, a radio on one of the desks made a low static sound. It resembled a radio she saw on an old wartime movie.

      This was no ordinary forger’s cabin. This was no ordinary man’s cabin at all. What kind of work did this Cross guy do that would require this kind of technology?

      The practical side of her wondered where the hell he got internet from.

      A creak came from behind her.

      Her face chilled, the blood pulled from it.

      I can only hope that’s Mae.

      But would Mae have come in? She didn’t earlier.

      She turned slowly, readying a smile, trying to seem like she was harmless.

      First thought: He’s huge.

      Second thought: He’s hot.

      Now why the hell would she think that when this man was regarding her with a look that threatened bodily harm—if not death.

      Because truthfully, he was unbelievably handsome. No man had a right to be this good a vision. His face was composed of angles and planes, brought together perfectly to create a modern day, rustic, Greek god of war.

      Wide chest tapered to a vee. Wide shoulders, no pencil neck, a scruffy beard that did nothing to hide sensuous lips.

      But heaven help her, it wasn’t just looks. He had this way about him. She couldn’t peg it, even though his eyes were hard, jaw chiseled.

      “You’re trespassing.”

      That voice. It flowed like honey on a warm day, with just a slight hint of a lilt to it, like maybe he’d spent some time overseas, though she couldn’t peg the accent.

      “I didn’t mean to be. I needed to use the restroom.”

      “A likely story. This look like McDonald’s to you?”

      “No, you see—”

      “Save it.”

      Before she could finish her sentence. Before she could anticipate, with a speed that she’d never have expected from such a tall, big guy, she was facing the wall, her cheek pressed against it roughly, a hand over her mouth, while her wrists were held behind her back by his other large hand.

      “Who sent you?

      She tried to respond, but the only sound that she could make behind the fingers over her lips was a muffled whiny whimper.

      “Shut up. I don’t know who’s out there, but you make a sound, you’re a dead woman.”

      Really? I left the city to save my life and now this…?

      She shook her head to let him know she was in agreement.

      He removed his hand slowly, she heard rustling, felt something tight on her wrists, then heard a zipping sound. Her hands were bound tight. He roughly flipped her around to face him, a zip-tie clenched between straight and white teeth.

      His eyes were a dark chocolate brown, with a ring of gold on the outer perimeter of his irises.

      He ripped the zip-tie from his mouth, then slipped it into a pocket, pulling out a bandana. “Open wide.” His voice wasn’t much more than a whispered hiss.

      She gave him a look. “Seriously?”

      “Now. And shut up. I meant it about being dead. They’d never find your body out here. Or the body of whoever is out there.”

      She opened her mouth. He shoved the fabric in. She fought back a gag at the thought of what it may have been used for.

      He’d regret it when Mae showed up. He’d eat crow.

      She would storm out of here and fuck him and his help.

      What if he’s not Cross? What if he’s an intruder and has already killed Cross? What if he was bluffing when he accused me of trespassing?

      Too late to sort that out now.

      Wait. Fuck. What if he killed Mae already?

      He led her to the other room.

      Her bladder protested the procrastination.

      Now it’s back?

      “Don’t make a sound,” he said with a low voice. “Sit on the couch. Not a sound. Got it?” He stared at her—waiting. “Well?”

      Ariadne nodded.
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      Cross stared at the woman sitting on his couch. In his head, Cross’s bear was making grumbling and growling sounds.

      Cross didn’t want to hear the message the bear was sending. Not now.

      His bear was attracted to the woman. He’d never done this before. No female had every pulled his bear’s attention.

      Quit, already. I have to figure out what the hell is going on here.

      His bear bellowed.

      Knock it off, would ya?

      As if his bear could really tell that someone was their fated mate.

      Just like that. Yeah. Right.

      Okay, the hottie on the couch might be all that…

      And a damned bag of chips, thank you very much.

      But that didn’t mean she was “The One.”

      She glared at him, bandana stuffed in between luscious lips. Her glare golden and green, at the same time. A definite vee pulling her brows down, distorting that pretty face with a frown.

      Bottom line, no matter how hot, she was a fucking trespasser.

      And who the hell sent her? What the fuck was this about? The car outside had out-of-state plates. He saw another set of prints, leading toward the woods, small shoe, not heels—he glanced at the shoes of the delectable woman on his couch.

      They picked right.

      Under other circumstances, he’d have been interested in her.

      If she wasn’t breaking into my house.

      If she hadn’t found my control center.

      If I didn’t think she’d try to kill me.

      He let his eyes travel slowly over the woman in black slacks, pumps, and a white top.

      No jacket. That’s stupid, considering the mountain nights get chilly.

      Maybe she had one in the car.

      First order of business, find the other person. Also a woman, he figured.

      So whoever sent them clearly thought that sending a woman would make their mission more successful.

      He put his fingers over his lips, letting her know that silence wasn’t an option.

      With a final glance at the brunette with the golden-green eyes, he headed toward the front door.

      He stopped, alerted by the sound of a board groaning as if someone had taken a step on to his porch. He knew exactly which board it was. It spanned the entire length of the stairs on the second step from the top. He’d personally designed it and built it to make a sound, thereby alerting him when there were intruders on his porch.

      Cross took a step back.

      The door opened. “Ariadne?”

      He knew that voice.

      “Cross?”

      Yeah, he definitely knew that voice, though he hadn’t heard it in person in a hell of a long time.

      “Mae.” He paused when Mae gave him a look. “Aunt Mae,” he corrected himself.

      Mae stepped in the door—the woman who’d given him and his brothers a home when they were destitute, hopeless, as well as homeless.

      She sprinted toward him, wrapped her arms around his waist. “Cross! Good to see you. I—”

      Mae pulled away, her eyes on the woman on the couch—was this Ariadne? Mae slapped Cross on the arm.

      The woman was struggling to get up but couldn’t because his couch was low to the ground and her hands were securely fastened behind her back.

      “Cross del Cruz! What have you done?” She hurried toward the woman on the couch, ripped the bandana from her mouth and pulled her to her feet. “Cut this off her.”

      Cross shrugged. “She was trespassing.” He reached into his pocket for his knife and flicked it open. “Turn around.”

      The trespasser was glaring at him, but she complied.

      He slipped the blade between her flesh and the tie and sliced it cleanly.

      The woman whirled around quickly. “You never gave me a chance—”

      “You were trespassing. You have no rights.”

      “Just like you did now. You won’t let me finish a sentence.” Her face crunched into a grimace of pain. “Restroom, please.” She shifted from one leg to the other.

      Cross laughed. He couldn’t help it. The idea she’d been holding it and now was about to start a peepee dance was amusing.

      “First door to the left.”

      She gave him a pointed look.

      “Not the right,” he emphasized.

      “Got it,” she snapped.

      When she was safely out of earshot, he pulled Mae to the porch. “What is she doing here? She’s a human. You brought a human woman to my den—home?”

      “She needs help. She’s Fiona’s friend.”

      Fiona. Who’d been as close as a sister to him. She’d been in New York for a spell when she’d been in the area. It had been good to see his “foster sister.”

      “How’s Fi doing?”

      “We didn’t really have time to talk much. She’s back together with Jonah.”

      Cross had met the polar bear shifter once, when he and Fiona had been together. Then Cross had heard they’d split up, and Cross hadn’t seen either of them. Rumor had it Fiona had gone out of town.

      “I hope she’s happy. They seemed a good mating. Speaking of mating, Aunt Mae…”

      “You stop.” Mae slapped his arm, gently this time. “I’m with Doc.” A red color kissed her pretty face, highlighting the twinkling eyes. A flash of indigo travelled the depths.

      “You’re with Doc? When did that happen?”

      He didn’t tell her he’d figured out long ago that she was an elemental—able to control the elements around them. He’d found out about elementals when he’d joined the Compliance Unit. He’d always wondered what the deal was with Mae’s occasional eye color changes. Now he knew.

      Until she decided to mention it, he wasn’t going to open up the topic.

      “Not too long ago. What’s time to a shifter, anyway? It’s not like shifters live normal life spans.”

      True. His kind lived for eons, aging slowly, and weren’t easy to kill, what with their accelerated hibernation healing powers.

      Cross knew Mae’s first mate was grizzly. Jake Evans, called Doc, was also a grizzly. He was happy that Mae finally had someone in her life again.

      He should have noticed her couplebond status earlier. It wasn’t visible, but it marked a mate, with an aura that was often visible to other shifters and supernatural beings. He’d have noticed if he hadn’t been distracted by the trespasser.

      The very hot trespasser, his bear corrected, with a growl.

      Oh, now you show up? Seems you could have been on a higher state of alert. Like maybe noticing that it was Mae’s scent?

      Cross and his bear had a rocky relationship. Both too alike. Both hardheaded, each wanting what he wanted, even if it was at odds with what the other one wanted. When he’d been a teen, he’d struggled with it greatly. Mae had tried to help him, but ultimately it came down to teen hormones and bear hormones clashing.

      Mae was watching him, expecting something…

      “Maybe we should get together sometime, to celebrate your couplebonding with Doc.”

      “Yes, after you help Ariadne out.”

      Cross heaved a sigh. “I don’t freelance—”

      “You haven’t even heard her situation.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest and tried to keep from looking too foreboding, though he knew Mae wasn’t intimidated by him, not in the least. “What’s her situation?”

      Mae had the audacity to look sheepish. “I’m not sure. Not really.”

      He cocked his head, lifted one brow.

      Mae continued, her voice embarrassed. “You see, Fiona said she was close to her. That she needed help. She didn’t say what kind.”

      “And you didn’t ask her yourself when she got to Bear Canyon?”

      Very unlike Mae not to find out things. Mae usually had her finger on the pulse of everything that happened in Bear Canyon Valley. She was at the core of the return of shifters to the valley, after so many were killed off during shifter wars.

      “I tried, on the drive up. She’s better than Fiona was at evading questions.” Mae lowered her voice. “I don’t think she trusts me and I’m pretty sure she’s scared to death.”

      He had noticed the red-rimmed eyes. That woman had been crying, a lot, for a while now.

      “Mae.”

      She gave him a look.

      “Aunt Mae.” It was odd calling her that, when now they almost appeared the same age. The couplebonded mates of shifters aged slowly, just as shifters did.

      “Look, I can’t just take care of her. What does she need? A ride?” He pointed to the car that looked like it would fall to pieces anytime soon. “Want me to help her get a vehicle?”

      “No. Just watch her.”

      He glared.

      “Just for a couple days. No more. While I figure out what’s wrong and how it can be fixed.”

      “How will you do that?”

      “I have my ways. Give me a chance.”

      No doubt she did have her ways, but two days with this woman?

      When the last thing he wanted was to be around humans? When he needed to recharge his mind, body, soul, and bear, that was a lot to ask.

      He thought of the fawn from earlier. What am I? The guy who helps the lost and wounded?

      Then it occurred to him, he’d once been lost and wounded. And Mae had been the only one who helped him and his brothers.

      But still, this left a question in his mind. “Why? Why all this trouble for one human woman?”

      Mae gave him a stern look. “Because she saved Fiona’s life when they lived in New York together. She doesn’t even know she saved her life. Fiona didn’t give me the details. Just said that she wanted her protected as if Ariadne was Fiona herself.”

      Fuck.

      Cross knew what this would mean.

      “And I told Fiona that I knew just the man who’d be able to help. I’d heard you’d finished your time with the Compliance Unit.”

      Her statement was exactly what Cross feared it would mean.

      “Goddammit. How did you hear that?”

      These matters were highly confidential. The general public of shifters was not supposed to know the location or actions of a CU Enforcer. Nor were they supposed to know when they left active duty. All Enforcers served for four years, then were put out on a hiatus, with the option to re-up—reenlist—their services to the CU after that year.

      Mae shrugged.

      “Tell me.”

      “I have a friend in New York.”

      “That damned polar bear shifter. Romanoff.” He should have known. Mikhail Romanoff was to the New York territory what Mae was to Bear Canyon Valley.

      So now Fiona’s debt would be his own.

      He nodded.

      Mae understood. “Thank you, Cross.”

      He grumbled under his breath. Didn’t mean he had to like it.

      “What about her car?” Mae asked.

      “Either you can take it down and have Grant hide it in one of the caves on his property. Or I can stash it up here until she’s ready to go and run you into town.”

      “Oh, no need. Jake’s on his way up to get me.”

      “You were that sure I’d do it?” Cross wanted to be angry with her.

      “You’re a good man, Cross del Cruz. You’ve always been good. I knew you’d do the right thing. I’ll follow Doc down the mountain with her car. Just in case it can’t make the trip. That thing looks like it’s held together with duct tape and prayers.”

      Perfect timing.

      Doc pulled up in his pickup and Ariadne stepped onto the porch.

      Conversation over.

      Great. Just great.
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      Ariadne stepped onto the porch. Whatever Mae and Cross had been discussing, they clammed up when they saw her.

      Of course it was about me.

      And somehow, for some damned reason she didn’t want to explore, it bothered her.

      A truck drove up just then. A man, almost as large as Cross stepped out. His eyes were focused on Mae. Mae stepped into his embrace.

      “How rude of me.” Mae turned to Ariadne. “This is Doc. Doc, Ariadne Fueller. She’s staying with Cross.”

      Cross grunted.

      It took Ariadne a second or two to process what Mae said.

      Staying with Cross! Staying with Cross?

      Thought he was helping me, like maybe with a new identity.

      “Wait,” Ariadne began. “I don’t think… that’s not what…”

      “You need to stay hidden,” Mae stepped forward. “That’s what Fiona said.”

      “Not forever. I can’t.” Who could live like that?

      “Just for a bit. Let me get something worked out.”

      How the hell can Mae work anything out? The only thing that can be worked out is to have Ben Corbin dead.

      As if she had another choice. Ariadne bit back any further protests she had.

      A few moments later, it was with a measure of sadness that Ariadne watched Doc and Mae drive away. She felt Cross’s hard gaze on her back and was reluctant to turn around.

      Fuck it.

      She grabbed the bull by the horns. “You could have told her no.”

      He was leaning against the doorjamb, his wide shoulders blocking the open door. She’d have to brush against him to enter.

      “Told who no?”

      Oh, so now he’s going to play stupid. “Mae. About my—about me.”

      His eyes narrowed. His jaw muscles worked. “No. I couldn’t have.” His words were crisp.

      “Why not?” She took a step closer to the door, rubbing her arms as if she were cold.

      He didn’t take the hint. He remained in place, unmoving. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Like I’m some sort of lower life form?

      He shook his head. “She’s practically family. Hell, she is family. You don’t let family down. They don’t let you down.”

      “And you don’t think I’d understand that?” Tears pricked her eyes at the thought of her father. Anger at Cross allowed her to push the thought aside, though she had never learned how to push it aside completely—not in months.

      His eyes locked on hers. She didn’t blink for fear that’d make the tears cascade.

      Think of something. Anything. Don’t think of the hurt. Don’t think of the betrayal.

      She asked the first question that popped into her head. “What’s up with that room you have set up like a scene from a war room in a sci-fi movie?”

      “Why do you need my help? Who are you running from?” He spat questions back, rapid-fire, without delay.

      She glared at
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