
        
            
                
            
        

    
  SILENT WHISPERS


  TOTEM #2


  Christine Rains


  Silent Whispers (Totem #2)


  Christine Rains | Copyright 2016


  Kindle Edition


  All rights reserved. This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Amazon.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to any person, living or dead, any place, events, or occurrences is purely coincidental. The characters and story lines are created from the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.


  Tagline: It’s not only the dead who whisper upon the wind.


  Summary: An ancient totem pole has gone missing, and its pieces are scattered across Alaska. Restoring the seven totem tokens may be the only way to save every shifter in the world.


  Kinley Dorn, a geeky architect with a heart of gold and a polar bear shifter, jumps at the opportunity to help her family find the lost pieces. Their idea of “helping” involves staying indoors to research online. Work leads Kinley to sexy lynx shifter Ransom Averill. He coaxes her away from the safety behind her computer and into the path of a rampaging giant. Terrifying as the monster might be, she must brave its mountain because the owl totem is calling to her through silent whispers.


  Cover design: Christine Rains


  All photos came from BigStock. Kinley model – Photographer: Cheschhh. Background – Photographer: FrontierSights. Frost – Photographer: Rafinade. FrontierSights, Haida owl for chapter headings – Photographer: tukkki


  To receive information about new releases, cover reveals, and exclusive content, sign up for her newsletter.


  To geek girls everywhere,


  may we all have a cat to cuddle


  in some form or another!


  TABLE OF CONTENTS


  Chapter 1


  Chapter 2


  Chapter 3


  Chapter 4


  Chapter 5


  Chapter 6


  Chapter 7


  Chapter 8


  Chapter 9


  Chapter 10


  Chapter 11


  Chapter 12


  Chapter 13


  Chapter 14


  Chapter 15


  Chapter 16


  Totem Series


  Where to Find Christine Rains Online


  Other Works by Christine Rains


  Untethered Realms


  Acknowledgments


  About the Author


  [image: ]


  It would be wrong to ask a client to do a Dracula impression, but Kinley couldn’t stop imagining Berton Ellsworth doing exactly that. Bela Lugosi style, too, with all the blah, blah, blahs. Bert even resembled a young Lugosi but much shorter and with bigger ears.


  Bert, though, was a real vampire.


  “All the windows have the automatic iron sunblocks. You won’t even notice them as they’ll be installed within the walls.” Kinley pointed to her diagram on the table before pushing her glasses up her nose. “So when they’re open, your view will be unhindered and the interior aesthetics won’t be affected. You can close them by simply pressing a button. We can provide a remote, switches on the walls, and a manual crank in case the power goes out.”


  “Excellent.” Bert nodded as he flipped through the blueprints. His small hands looked even littler holding the large pieces of paper as he pointed to what would be his daytime vault. “Ah, this room. Are you certain the authorities won’t declare this a fire hazard?”


  His finely manicured fingernails reflected the fluorescent lights, and Kinley swallowed the urge to giggle when she thought of them sparkling. With his neatly trimmed black hair, conservative suit, and staunch manners, Bert didn’t look like a young, modern heartthrob. But in just the way he held himself, no one would doubt he was a powerful entrepreneur who owned several international businesses.


  “No, technically it will not be a bedroom. Only sleeping rooms require a window for a possible exit. With it labeled as a storage room, the inspector will see no problem with it.” The simple things that made it easy to get around building codes. Because those laws were made for humans. Kinley designed houses for supernatural beings, and her sisters, Ametta and Saskia, decorated them. Dorn Pararenovations was a thriving business, but its future teetered on a dangerous edge.


  She shouldn’t be so focused on the business. It was more than that which hung in the balance. The fate of all the shifters in the world rested on finding seven totem tokens and bringing them together to make an ancient totem pole. A grand quest. Yet she was denied the opportunity to put on her adventuring hat when Saskia declared Kinley should stay home and do research.


  Kinley’s phone vibrated in her pocket. She glanced at it and sighed. A message from Saskia. Always with the research. And while she did enjoy it, she wanted to be hunting too. She was no less a bear than her sisters, Dad, Sedge, and Lucky. Okay, maybe not Sedge. But he was The Bear, the latest incarnation of the old Inuit god, after all.


  “This is good. This is very good. I’ll be able to spend summers in Alaska rather than having to go…” Bert’s smooth baritone brought her back to the business at hand. He cocked his head and gazed at her with unblinking eyes. “You are more than a bit distracted today, Miss Dorn. Is there a problem with the design or the construction schedule?”


  “No, not at all. The foundation will be laid before the frost sets in, and if the weather holds, the frame will be erected.” Kinley gave him a reassuring smile. The building season was short in Alaska. It helped to have shifters working construction, but when the snow fell, the work had to stop. “If we have a mild spring next year, it might be ready for you by summer.”


  “Perfect.” He clasped his hands together, still staring at her. “So if not the house, then… a man?” His nostrils quivered slightly. “No, not a man. Ah, must be your sister. Quite the ordeal she went through a few weeks ago.”


  No matter that Kinley and her family tried to keep what happened with the hunters hush-hush, it spread swiftly throughout the shifter community and beyond. At least most everyone believed it to be over with.


  “But speaking of men, here comes my new daytime assistant now.” Bert turned to the door with a smile.


  Kinley frowned. She spoke to Genieva just the other day and all seemed fine. “What happened to your other assistant?”


  “It is unfortunate. She became too attached, and I had to send her back to her family in Nova Scotia. My fault, really. I know not to work so closely with humans. But I cannot resist a beautiful redhead who keeps an organized office.” Bert heaved a sigh more like a boy not being allowed candy than a man losing a trusted employee.


  There was a shave-and-a-haircut knock on the door to Bert’s windowless office, and not even waiting for permission, the new assistant opened the door and strode in.


  Kinley’s breath hitched. Dreamy hazel eyes peered at her from beneath tussled long reddish-brown bangs. Tall as she was, he was sleek and sexy and wore a brown trench coat. A brown trench coat. She pressed her knees together as her stomach zoomed into a flip and then flopped with a rubber landing.


  A smirk lifted one corner of his mouth as his gaze raked down her body. Oh great. And here she was in her dorky woman’s black pantsuit. Not that she needed to flirt with clients. Geez, not like she knew how to flirt at all.


  Drawing in a deep breath to calm her, Kinley caught his light herb and nut scent. Shifter. Feline. She breathed him in again, playing Jeopardy with the olfactory variances. What is a lynx?


  “Hello, welcome. A little late tonight, but I forgive you.” Bert walked around the table and embraced the shifter. “You’re in time to see all the magnificent designs. Oh the things they can do with today’s technology. Miss Dorn, I’d like you to meet Ransom Averill. I’ve been friends with his family a great long time, and I’ve known him since he was a babe.”


  “And he’ll tell you dozens of sordid stories about me if you let him rattle on. I’ll tell you a secret, though.” Ransom leaned into Kinley, his breath tickling her ear, and a shiver rippled through her insides. “Every word he says will be true.” He stepped back, winked, and held out his hand. “A pleasure to meet you.”


  What did someone say to that? Her sisters might have a snappy comeback, but Kinley could barely speak, let alone peel her gaze off the handsome newcomer. She swallowed and shook his hand. “Nice to meet you too, Mr. Averill.”


  “Ransom, please. I could never be one of those mister fellows.” Ransom held her hand in his a little longer than one might usually do. His fingers caressed hers as he let go.


  “Then call me Kinley.” Did she look like a starry-eyed fangirl? She couldn’t even close her eyes to blink the gleam out if it was there. Damn. She was supposed to be a professional, not some timid teen. Happened every time she was faced with a gorgeous guy, though. Only one man had ever treated her more than a shy nerd, and they lived together through their college years. Until they graduated and he wanted to leave Alaska and she didn’t. He moved to California and left her heart in pieces.


  Those wounds still ached even after five years. She had her family. That was all she needed. A man like Ransom would never be interested in her anyway. He seemed like a guy who loved a challenge. Ametta and Saskia would be… Well, if anyone looked at either of her sisters, Lucky and Sedge would be there to glare back. And maybe bite off a few limbs.


  “Now that the introductions are done, let us get back to my house.” Bert brought her mind back to business. She thought it might be difficult to stay focused with Ransom there, but he was enthusiastic about her designs and quite knowledgeable about where they could get local materials.


  An hour later, she rolled up the blueprints and slid them into a tube. Most of the little details were hashed out on the five thousand square foot castle. Bert called it a house, but in her head, it looked like a grand rock palace fit for a king. It would be nestled on the northside of a mountain to minimize the sun exposure.


  “I want to take you out to the site.” Bert told Ransom as he plucked his coat off the back of his chair. “The bugs are a nuisance, though. Well, at least to you, they will be.”


  “Really? It’s September. They should be gone by now.” Kinley’s last word drowned under the ring of Bert’s cell. He held up a pale finger and stepped into the hall to answer the call.


  Ransom swept around and took Kinley’s jacket off her chair. He held it up with a not so gentlemanly smile. “Will you be coming to the site with us? I’ll make sure none of the mosquitoes carry you away.”


  Said the cat to the bear. Kinley almost laughed out loud. She bit it back and shook her head. “It’s late. I need to get back home, check on my dad, and… stuff.”


  “Hope Kunik is doing well.” Ransom slipped her coat on as she held out her arms. He chuckled at her surprise. “Our fathers know each other. They fish together every now and then.”


  Of course. Her dad knew every freaking shifter in Alaska.


  Ransom’s hands radiated heat as he settled her jacket on her shoulders. She turned to thank him and found herself staring directly into his eyes.


  “Maybe you and I can go to the site one day ourselves. Bert likes to hear how the work is going, and he’s got a nice hunk of land to roam around in.”


  A nice hunk was an understatement. It was a piece of Alaskan paradise. Wait. Why was Ransom asking her to go with him? Business or something else? It had to be business. Trying to schmooze the boss’ architect and knowing it wouldn’t take much. Because it really wouldn’t. If she let him. Which she shouldn’t. Okay, she might.


  Bert was suddenly standing in the office again. “We must leave now. There’s been an incident at the site. Equipment has been tampered with.”


  Kinley’s hand fluttered up to cover her mouth. She lowered it to ask, “What happened? Was there any damage?”


  Ransom yanked on his trench and held open the door for them. No more humor in his gorgeous face. “Come on. Let’s go.”


  “A backhoe was crushed. By a three ton boulder.” Bert was out the door before she could respond.
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  Kinley drove her car even when Ransom offered to take them in his truck. A good thing, too, considering she couldn’t keep up with him on the road. Was he practicing to be a daredevil? It wasn’t pitch black out, but it was dark enough.


  The floodlights were on when she arrived at the site twenty minutes later. Before she even climbed out of the car, she spotted the boulder on top of the devastated backhoe. The shovel hung awkwardly to one side and two of the tires were missing.


  What the hell? She had the area checked for suitability. The mountain was stable. No loose rock slabs or records of avalanches. No underground rivers or caves. It was perfect.


  Kinley parked and exited her car. Mosquitoes buzzed too close to her ears, and she swatted them with a hand. An owl hooted from a nearby tree as she bent and grabbed the bug spray from her car door pocket. Even with a generous layer, it didn’t deter the insects. One of the thrills of living in Alaska.


  She jogged to where Bert and Ransom talked to the night security guard. While she hadn’t anticipated any trouble at the site over the course of the build, Bert had been firm about hiring twenty-four hour security. Perhaps he needed guards over the years—centuries—but they were in the middle of nowhere. She argued nothing would happen, but it seemed Bert was smart.


  “Miss Dorn, good.” Bert motioned her to him. “This is Adam Jones. Miss Dorn is my architect.”


  Kinley shook Adam’s hand. “Nice to meet you.”


  “You too.” Adam gave her a small smile and sighed. “I do wish it was under different circumstances, though.”


  She glanced at Ransom. Nothing carefree in his expression at the moment. His gaze raked the area, brows furrowing.


  “Quite.” Bert nodded. “Please relay to Miss Dorn what you told us.”


  “Okay.” Adam scrubbed his squat face with a hand. “So I was in the trailer.” He pointed to the small white trailer to his right. “And it’s not unusual to get big animals out here. Bears and cats and the like. So when I heard a roar, I thought maybe a bear. I had my gun. I didn’t think anything of it. But then there was another roar. A closer one. I’ve heard bears before. And this didn’t sound right. I grabbed my gun, and before I even made it to the door, there was a huge crash outside and everything shook.” He added in the rumbling sound effects. “I fell over. I couldn’t get to my feet ’cause it kept going.”


  It sounded like a rock slide. The roar, the ground shaking, but there was only the one boulder. Kinley pursed her lips and waited for more.


  “When it stopped, I ran out, and there was the biggest stinking rock. And I mean stinking because it smelled fucking rank out here. Sorry, Miss Dorn.” Adam dipped his head. She smiled to let him know it was all right. “I came back in and called Mr. Ellsworth immediately.”


  Kinley breathed in deep and caught the edge of a scent. Rot? A second good sniff confirmed it. Something dead. Dead a long time. Maybe a sick animal that died or a predator’s forgotten kill.


  “Dead flesh.” Bert wrinkled his nose.


  Ransom bobbed his head. “Yeah, definitely. You smell it too?” He looked to Kinley, and she nodded. “But notice it’s not coming from one direction. It’s been dragged all over the site.”


  She put her nose in the air again. He was right. She swatted a mosquito humming near her cheek. It sounded too much like a voice. Or maybe…


  “May I walk around?” Kinley asked Bert.


  “Yes, of course. Don’t go alone, though. I want to check the equipment with Adam. Ransom can accompany you.” Bert didn’t wait for anyone’s response. He strode toward the ruined backhoe, speaking even before Adam caught up to him.


  “Seems I’m your bodyguard tonight.” Ransom winked at her, his seriousness momentarily gone.


  Oh the many other things she’d like him to do to her body than guard it. God! She needed to not think about him like that. Hot guys always made her a mess, but Ransom with his swaggering pirate’s smile and brown trench was much too close to a fantasy come to life.


  She would not blush. Nope, she wouldn’t. Oh god! Was she red in the face?


  Walk. And concentrate on the situation. Anything other than the gorgeous shifter beside her. Damn mosquitoes!


  Kinley waved another few bugs away. “I’m all right on my own, if you want to have a look around.”


  “I’m sure you would be. You could take a bite out of anything that came out of the woods. I like women who can do that.” Ransom might be still flirting, but he didn’t sound insincere. In fact, she got the impression he was pleased with the thought she could take care of herself. His smile thinned, though. “I get the feeling that something more is going on than just a random falling rock. What about you?”


  As much as she tried to think of any logical reason for the boulder accidentally crushing the backhoe, she couldn’t. The putrid smell was a hint, but something still tickled her ears. She strained to listen with something beyond her five senses.


  “I don’t think we can say without checking the site for evidence. But it does seem odd.” Kinley wasn’t about to tell him exactly what she was doing. She was searching, yes, but the voices she sometimes heard weren’t something she shared with anyone lest they thought her insane. Her father and sisters had a general notion of what she could do, but they didn’t know and had never asked. Only her mother knew the truth.


  And she was dead.


  Kinley closed her eyes momentarily and attempted to push back all the emotions which surfaced with that thought. It was long ago, but not really. Not for anyone who’s lost a parent.


  “Are you all right?” Ransom’s quiet voice caused her to snap her eyes open.


  Her heart pounded harder. “Yeah. Just trying to catch any different scents and listening to the woods, in case there’s anyone else around.”


  Ransom stared at her for a moment and then nodded once. “I don’t smell anyone else. It’s strange.”


  Leave.


  One word. Kinley frowned and looked to the ground. Was that leave or leaf?


  Whispers upon whispers, none comprehensible. Too quiet. And no matter her focus, she was too aware of Ransom beside her. His alluring heat, his intoxicating scent, and damn, just everything about him.


  She walked away from the lighted area along this side of the mountain. It wore a small crown of clouds on top. Funny. It seemed proud of itself. Not like it was a volcano. She made certain of the site before choosing it for Bert. Alaska had many volcanoes, dead and alive, but Mount Ellsworth, as he liked to call it, was just a gigantic hill of rock.


  “I think I might scout around. Would you hold my clothes for me?”


  Kinley’s head jerked back to Ransom. Did he just ask her to hold his stuff? That meant… whoa. “Uh, are you sure it’s okay? We can ask Mr. Ellsworth, and you can change in your truck.”


  His beautiful lips hooked up in a smile. “I’m certain he won’t mind, but perhaps I’ll escort you back to him. Bert is a bit old-fashioned when it comes to the treatment of the fairer sex. He assigned me to be your bodyguard, after all.”


  Of course. What she really wanted was a few minutes with no distractions. “You don’t have to worry about—”


  Kinley stumbled forward after stepping into a hole. Ransom caught her arm before she could fall to her knees. Yup, she was a graceful creature. It was probably downright funny to a cat. She didn’t dare look at his expression.


  “Are you okay?” He helped her straighten and kept a hand on her arm.


  “Yes, sorry. I wasn’t paying attention to this…” She swiveled her head slowly from side to side. Hole? No. Maybe a now empty pool made by the rain the other day. Yet it had a more distinct shape. An impossible shape. “Footprint.”
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  “A giant footprint?” Saskia snorted and nabbed the freshest plate of pancakes off the kitchen counter.


  Kinley poured another cup of batter into the frying pan. It was her second big batch of pancake mix that morning. Feeding her family and friends was like feeding a small army, and she was the only cook. And the one that would end up doing the cleanup too. Plus folding the clothes that piled up in the small laundry room.


  “It was likely just a mark left by some equipment.” Ametta didn’t look up from her cell as she spoke. The wounds from two weeks ago were gone. In fact, she looked like a woman who had never set a foot outdoors.


  Her sisters. Always the supportive ones.


  “The rock could’ve made the marks itself. Boulders can roll quite a ways on their own.” Kunik stuffed his mouth, leaving a drop of syrup in his beard.


  And her father. At least they appreciated her cooking.


  “No. It wasn’t any of the other equipment or the boulder itself. We checked thoroughly.” Kinley flipped the pancake. Her stomach rumbled, not having gotten a chance to eat herself yet. “The mark was in the shape of a huge bare foot. There were other possible prints, but none as clear as that one. Is it possible—”


  “This is no fantasy world. There’re no such things as giants.” Ametta rolled her eyes.


  So said the woman who could turn into a polar bear from a family where they all could shift into bears. Kinley was as reasonable as the rest of them, but there were other things in the world they didn’t know about. Last year she designed a house for a pixie couple. Pixies who were five feet tall rather than an inch, but they did have beautiful dragonfly-like wings. So why not giants?


  “There aren’t any giants anymore. Bear and Raven destroyed the last of the evil beasts. Obliterated them into tiny ashes.” Kunik finished his last bite and washed it down with half a cup of coffee.


  “Telling tales about me again, Kunik?” Sedge walked into the kitchen from the way of the bathroom. A pair of jeans hung low on his hips, and his muscled chest was bare.


  Kinley directed her gaze to the pan. It wasn’t often she could manage to speak around Sedge. Not just because he was absolutely gorgeous, though that didn’t help matters, but he was The Bear. Or rather, the latest reincarnation. She wasn’t certain how that worked, and she didn’t ask. She would google it when alone, though.


  “You know me, the gossiping hen.” Her dad chuckled and stood, offering his stool to Sedge. “Sit, eat. I need to clean up before we head to Stebbins.”


  Using her spatula, Kinley moved the cooked pancake onto a new plate. “Why are you flying all the way out there, Dad?”


  “Bears acting weird, slaughtering seals and not eating them.” Kunik shook his head and went to his bedroom.


  “Could be a lead on the bear totem.” Sedge took the plate with the fresh pancake on it and lathered butter over the top. “Saskia, I need—”


  “Sorry.” Saskia dropped her fork, leaving the last few bites of her breakfast uneaten, and pushed away from the counter. “Azarius is already waiting for me. We’re searching fox territory up north. Kin, keep me updated on the weather. The first big snow will hit soon.”


  Kinley’s hand froze in midair, holding a cup of batter, and even Ametta paused, looking up.


  Saskia didn’t look Sedge’s way as she strode over to the front door and crammed her feet into her boots. The Bear’s eyes were on her the whole time. It suddenly became hard to breathe. Well, at least for Kinley. Whispers tickled her ears. Ones she’d heard before about Saskia and Sedge, but oh, they were so wrong about those two. Saskia was more likely to rip off his head than kiss him.


  “When were you going to tell me you were going?” Sedge turned and slowly rose.


  “I figured Az would have said something.” Saskia shrugged and plucked her coat from the rack. “Is it necessary we tell you every little thing we’re doing?”


  “Yes.” The one word rumbled in Sedge’s chest. “I am in charge—”


  “Not of me.” Saskia opened the door. “I’m not one of your Shamans. I’m not your anything.”


  Saskia stormed out the door, and Sedge was fast to chase after her. He followed her out in his bare feet and slammed the door behind him.


  Ametta glanced at Kinley. “I kinda want to watch.”


  Kinley resumed making breakfast. “Let her be. She hates taking orders from people. And he does try to boss her around a lot.”


  “Yeah, like commanding her to the bedroom.” Ametta snickered and sipped her coffee.


  Kinley’s cheeks heated. Sedge wanted Saskia for more than just one of the Black Shamans. Her sister was too stubborn to ever give in, though. Just like Ametta with Lucky. That poor man was fighting a losing battle trying to woo Ametta.


  God. Kinley did not want to be thinking about her sisters’ love lives. Flip the pancake and think about something else. “So, work. Caught up on things?”


  Ametta nodded. “Yes, just finished with the Meyers yesterday. I swear, if someone dares put an orange with a purple again, I’ll just die.” She groaned and then scrolled along her phone’s screen before grinning. “I did get an email from Mr. Ellsworth. He’s already thinking about the interior. This winter, I get to take him shopping for pieces. In Russia.”


  “Wow. He’s getting an early start on things.” Kinley pursed her lips to one side and then the other. “You know, he has a new assistant. He had to let Genieva go.”


  “What? No. I liked her. She knew the right colors to wear as a redhead.” Ametta sighed. “I supposed her mind got a little too…” She made a swirling motion with a finger beside her head.


  “Yes, prolonged exposure to vampires does that to humans.” Kinley put the last pancake onto a plate. No one else around and her sister had eaten. Finally she could have her meal.


  “So who’s his new assistant? I bet it’s a redhead. He has a thing for them.”


  Kinley wasn’t even certain if it was a romantic thing or a flavor Bert liked to feed from. Maybe a detached fascination thing.


  “Well, I guess he is.” Kinley’s stomach flipped thinking about Ransom. His saucy smile and impish eyes. He had changed last night, but in his truck. There was a wee part of her that was disappointed in that. In lynx form, he was just as gorgeous. Oh to cuddle with that great big cat.


  “He?” Ametta gasped and laughed, leaning forward. “I didn’t think Ellsworth swung that way.”


  “No, no, no. He doesn’t. It’s not like that.” Kinley sputtered, reddening even more.


  “Did they make out in front of you or something? ’Cause you’re as red as a beet. And only…” Ametta paused and her eyes widened. Her grin grew even farther. “You think the new guy is cute. Ha! Does he have horn rimmed glasses and wear argyle sweaters?”


  Yes, how her family imagined her. The nerd. Kinley wanted to bang her head on the cupboard doors.


  “No, he carries his own lightsaber!” Ametta laughed, leaning back on her stool.


  Yup, bang her head really hard against the cupboards.


  The front door opened, and Sedge stepped in. “Kinley, there’s someone here for you. And your sister is no bear. She’s a damn impossible dragon.”


  Sedge stomped through the cabin and into the spare bedroom, shutting himself inside.


  Everyone knew not to mess with dragons. Geez.


  And who…


  Ransom stepped inside, sweeping the door closed behind him. “Good morning, ladies.”


  Tussled hair, brown trench, and a faded blue Captain America t-shirt. Kinley wanted to faint. She didn’t. She couldn’t even move. But she needed to faint to stop gawking at the incredibly hot guy gracing the entrance of the house.


  “Hope you don’t mind if I come in. Sedge said I was welcome even though the woman—your sister?—had a few choice words for him.” Ransom sauntered over and sniffed. “Smells good.”


  Kinley pushed her plate toward him.


  “Thanks.” He winked and picked up the fork.


  Ametta cleared her throat and gave Kinley a holy-hot-bod-introduce-me look.


  Kinley wet her lips and was glad her voice didn’t squeak. “Ransom, this is my sister, Ametta. She does the interior design. Saskia, my other sister outside, is the carpenter.” She glanced at her sister. “This is Ransom Averill, Mr. Ellsworth’s new assistant.”


  Ametta choked on a laugh before holding out a hand. “Good to meet you. Kin told me Mr. Ellsworth had a new assistant, but I had no idea—”


  “That I was so good-looking?” Ransom smirked as he shook her hand and chuckled. He raised a brow. “I’m glad to meet you too.”


  Kinley cringed just a little. Oh great, now he was flirting with Ametta. No, wait. He let go of her hand pretty quick. And he’s staring at… what? Kinley peered behind her. Nothing of interest there. Was he staring at her?


  “Um, so, what are you doing here?” Kinley flipped off the stove and busied herself by loading dishes into the sink. If she kept her hands occupied, no one would see them trembling.


  “Thought we could go back to the site, see everything by the light of day.” Ransom took a bite and chewed with delight. “Mmm.” He peered at Ametta. “Kinley tell you about the giant throwing rocks over there?”


  “She never said a thing.” Ametta shot a look at Kinley.


  “But I did!” The frying pan was in her hand. To use it on herself or her sister? She’d scream, if she was a screamer, but she’d never been. Violence and insensible wailing never solved anything. She was the quiet level-headed one. She dropped the pan into the sink. “Dad said giants no longer exist, but I would like to know what’s going on. There must be an answer for it. So I’m going to get my equipment and load it into my car.”


  “Ride with me in my truck. No sense in taking two vehicles, right?” Ransom smiled as he continued to devour her breakfast.


  “Right.” Kinley couldn’t argue with that. She grabbed a banana from the bowl of fruit and ignored Ametta’s smirk as she went to fetch her equipment. Alone in a car with Ransom. She could do it. She’d talk about the mystery of the rock and work. It was all about focus.


  Just don’t focus on how the t-shirt stretched across his chest or the fact she had put on her Captain America underwear this morning after her shower. Nope. Just a weird coincidence no one needed to know about.


  [image: ]


  A new backhoe had been delivered, and workmen were digging the last of the ground where the cellar would be. Hopefully they could get everything marked out and pour the foundation before the first big snow. Letting the foundation settle before building next spring would be optimal.


  Kinley watched them work. Fast and efficient and most of them shifters. This type of work was perfect for bears because the season was short and nothing could be done in the winter so they could hibernate. Well, they didn’t exactly sleep for months, but they definitely slowed down.


  Ransom sat in his truck, talking on his cell while she waited. The rumble of equipment drowned out the voices that tickled her ears. Somewhere an owl called. It must be annoyed with the noise keeping it awake during the day.


  She waved away a mosquito and imagined what the manor would look like when it was finished. It was one of her finest designs. Bert had let her get fancy and mingle different styles. And if Ametta was going to shop with him in Russia, the décor would be just as ornate. She closed her eyes. Lush Old World with a hint of the rustic and modern.


  The truck door opened and closed. Ransom walked around to join her. “I like what you’re thinking.”


  Kinley opened her eyes and peeked at him. “How do you know what I’m thinking?”


  “You’re smiling. So it must be me.” Oh, that gorgeous, smooth grin.


  Would her face ever not feel flushed around him? She shook her head. “Just thinking about what the house will look like when it’s done.”


  “You mean the castle, right? This place is not going to be a little house.”


  Kinley laughed and covered her mouth. “I think of it that way too, but Mr. Ellsworth doesn’t like it to be called that.”


  “Pfft. It’s Bert’s castle whether he admits it or not. And you did an amazing job designing it. The observatory room, the secret passages, the dungeon. It’s perfect.” Ransom nudged her with a gleam in his eyes.


  “There’s no dungeon.” Oh, wait. Was he teasing her? Guys didn’t often behave this way with her. At least online, she could read what they were feeling from their emojis. And Bert let Ransom see the secret plans. That said something about him. Carefree as Ransom seemed, Bert trusted him. It intrigued her all the more. “Uh, thank you.”


  Ransom chuckled and crooked a finger at her. “Come on. Let’s go talk to the foreman and then take a look around.”


  Glad the attention was taken off her, Kinley followed him to where Ian Kirk stood by the trailer. The guys shook hands, and Ian gave Kinley a fatherly hug. He was a black bear shifter and friends with her father. It was rare to find a shifter who wasn’t in Alaska.


  “That massive print, damn, it’s something.” Ian shook his head. “Might be some kids made it. You know, like the guys who made those crop circles.”


  “Oh right, I remember hearing about that.” Ransom hooked his thumbs in his pockets. “I didn’t catch the scent of anyone out here that wasn’t supposed to be here. No other human sized footprints. We did smell that carcass, though. You guys took it away? I can’t smell it anymore.”


  “Carcass? Nope. But I know that smell. Once in a while, we’ll come in bright and early, and it’ll be in the air. I just figured it was something from a landfill or something.” Ian scratched his bearded chin.


  “There’s no landfill nearby.” Kinley pursed her lips. “Has anything else been vandalized? Or even stolen?”


  Ian furrowed his brows. “Well, not like with that big rock over there. Which we’re going to have to smash up to move. A jackhammer went missing, some shovels, and a dump truck that parked here overnight dropped its load. The driver swears he didn’t do it. But things happen at sites. Kids getting into trouble. Think they’re so big if they steal something. We just report it all back to the insurance company. They take care of it all. Just part of the business.”


  Maybe a few little things gone missing or even teens taking a truck on a joyride was normal, but these were repetitive incidents. What would that mean when they started on the build? No, this couldn’t keep happening. “We should get more security here at night. Get a guard dog to keep the night security guys company. Maybe even think of putting up a fence.”


  “You’d have to get more guys in to do that. Lots of area to surround and too close to the first snow. We’ve got to concentrate on getting the foundation down.” Ian motioned toward where the backhoe plunged its shovel into the rocky soil.


  “Yes, you do. I’ll take care of things.” Kinley gave him what she hoped was a reassuring smile.


  “I know a few guys who could lay a fence,” Ransom offered.


  She thanked Ransom and let Ian get back to work. Once the foreman had walked away, Ransom leaned over to her and whispered, “What about some of the guys on site? Could they have done anything like this?”


  While Kinley didn’t know the rest of them as well as Ian, she shook her head. “No. They’ve worked with both me and Ian before. Never any trouble like this.”


  “Yeah, but they’re building for a vampire. Not all shifters would be good with that.”


  True. “But they knew before they took the job. They could have said no.”


  “Okay.” Ransom gestured to the squashed backhoe. “No bunch of teens did that. So that leaves us to wonder what else might be in these mountains. Fe, fi, fo, fum.”


  Funny and hot. Kinley’s heart beat more swiftly as she led the way to where the massive footprint lay. “I was assured that there are no more giants. But maybe…” She positioned herself at the toes of the print. “Maybe we’re looking at it wrong. We see a foot, but it might be something else if we can get past our preconceived notions.”


  Ransom tilted his head to the side, studying the print. He walked around it and rubbed his chin. “Put two eyes and a mouth on it, and it could be a ghost.”


  Kinley’s mouth fell open slightly.


  “I know, right? I’m really very clever. It could be a land jellyfish too. Or a massive arctic hare with an extra foot. Imagine how much luck that would be worth if you could chop it off?”


  Was he teasing? Or insulting her? She’d been serious about looking at the print in a new way. There was something about it they were missing. A clue as to what it truly was. Now she couldn’t concentrate because she was too worried about what he really meant. He hadn’t laughed, but he was smiling. Was there an LOL attached to his words or a roll of the eyes? Houses were not as complicated as people. They were so much easier to work with.


  “Okay, maybe not a giant rabbit.” Ransom swatted at a mosquito on his neck. “What are you thinking?”


  Kinley turned toward the mountain. Blocking out the noise of the construction, she tried to pick up the silent whispers in the air. Like last night, it was just out of her reach. Too much going on at the site.


  As a bear, she could hear more keenly on all levels. They needed answers. She glanced at Ransom. “I’m going to shift and take a look around. Maybe I can see something higher up that we’ve missed down here.”


  “Good idea.” Ransom stripped off his coat and tugged off his shirt.


  Heat washed through her body at seeing his bare chest. He had a lean athleticism, not big and broad like her father or Sedge. And he had a swirling tattoo that curled around one of his nipples. She didn’t catch what it was before she averted her gaze to the ground. “Um, you don’t need to come with me.”


  “I’m your bodyguard, remember?” That was accompanied by the unbuckling of his belt. “I’d like to see the site from above too.”


  Right, okay. Two sets of eyes would be better than one. “May I change in your truck?”


  “Of course.” And there went his zipper.


  Kinley nearly ran back to his truck. A lot of shifters had no problems with nudity, but she had a feeling he was daring her to strip down right there. Clearly he was mistaking her for a different type of woman.


  She undressed and stashed her clothes neatly in his truck before shifting. She relished the wispy tingles of changing skins. Like a cool breeze carrying fluffy seedpods sailing over her body. Maybe when someone developed a teleporter, this was what it would feel like.


  Shaking herself, she stretched her four legs and jogged to where an immensely content lynx sat waiting for her. None of the workers paused what they were doing to watch them, as if a polar bear and a big cat hiking up the mountain were nothing unusual. It actually sounded like a joke waiting to happen.


  Ransom led the way upwards, and she followed. The mountain grew bare as they distanced themselves from the thick forest below. Bigger rocks and less rubble made walking easier.


  Her ears twitched. The whispers became urgent as the sudden stench of decay assaulted her nostrils.


  A roar unlike anything she’d heard before shook the ground, and she crouched as small stones rolled down on either side of her.


  From around the side of the mountain, a humongous bald head emerged. Shoulders, arms, a bloated body.


  This was no joke.


  A giant stomped toward them.
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  Kinley froze as every bone in her body screamed to run. Part of her wanted to say she was watching a monster flick on a big screen. A cheesy one with a horrible budget. The giant didn’t look well put together. Its head was too small for its body and its mouth too big for its face. Gray skin sat in odd lumps growing to thick rolls around its belly and above—


  It was male. Pitifully male at that.


  And he was reaching toward her. Fear lanced through her veins.


  Ransom growled and smacked her on the rump. Kinley jumped down the hill, sliding a bit before she got her footing, and ran. Not as fast as the lynx, but polar bears were quicker than many people thought.


  Workmen hollered, scrambling away from the work site and to their trucks. A few of them had shifted. A wolf and two black bears. One of which dashed into the woods away from the mountain.


  Each step the giant took shook the ground. He wasn’t fast, but he didn’t need to be. There was no way to outrun the monster.


  Kinley’s heart hammered. She couldn’t think above the noise. And the stench. She gagged and nearly tumbled into the foundation hole. Running around it was taking too much time.


  Shotgun blasts made her slip again. Two men stood by the trailer and fired at the giant. His misshapen head twisted to them, and he roared.


  Time. They’d given her and Ransom time to get away.


  She sped around the hole and dared a glance back. The guns had no effect on the creature other than angering him further. The men raced away as he swung a huge hand and missed his attackers. Instead, he grabbed the trailer and picked it up.


  Please let there be no one in it.


  Ransom whacked her behind again with a paw and nodded his head to the woods.


  Run away. Yes, that would be the smart thing to do. She wanted nothing more than to flee this terrible creature that was not supposed to exist. But men were still there.


  The giant lifted the trailer and chucked it at the men who darted in between the trees. The building shattered as if it were made from Popsicle sticks. Did the workers make it? Did they die while giving her time to get away? Time she didn’t even use.


  The remaining wolf and bear howled and stood their ground. What were they thinking? That thing could crush them without blinking.


  Ransom pushed her with his body. She ignored him.


  The giant slapped the ground, and the black bear rolled away. Brave or stupid, the wolf went for a thick hairy ankle. He was kicked away like an annoying Chihuahua.


  No! Kinley bellowed. She couldn’t let anyone else get hurt or die.


  The giant’s filmy gaze settled on her. He bared his blackened teeth, or really, the stumps of them, and walked toward her. Not paying attention, he stumbled into the foundation hole and went down on one knee.


  This was the part in the movie where the heroes filled the hole with quick drying cement. Yup, because cement would totally hold a behemoth like that.


  She grunted as Ransom headbutted her shoulder and took a few steps toward the woods. If he was big enough, he’d likely toss her over his shoulder and run off with her. While the thought held some appeal, it wasn’t going to happen now. Not while there were people still in danger.


  The black bear hadn’t gotten up. Was it Ian? And even if it wasn’t, she couldn’t leave him to the giant.


  The werewolf slunk away, and the last truck kicked up dirt as it tore away from the site. Grumbling, the giant struggled to rise.


  Now or never. Kinley sprinted toward the fallen bear. He was the same size as her. No way she could carry him, and there was no time to drag him away.


  Ransom zipped by her and skidded to a stop beside the unconscious shifter. He transformed back into his human self. “Get out of here, Kinley! It’s focused on you. Go! I got this guy.”


  He flipped the black bear over and hooked his arms under the forelegs. Though the shifter easily weighed four hundred pounds, Ransom dragged him fast backward into the trees past the remains of the trailer.


  If Kinley could have cheered him, she would have. Instead, she spun around to take off in the opposite direction. She wasn’t going to lead the giant to the others. Let them get away—


  The giant swiped at her and knocked her off her feet. She hadn’t gotten back up when he seized her and picked her up. She bit and clawed at his hard flesh and vomited when a piece got in her mouth.


  Dead. He a walking corpse.


  Bear and Raven might have destroyed the last of the giants, but did they ever think one would come back from the grave?


  Raking with all her paws at once, she opened a huge wound on his palm. He bawled and threw her.


  Kinley barely had time to register she was flying through the air before she smashed against the boulder atop the crushed backhoe. Her side exploded with red-hot pain, and black dots erupted before her eyes.


  Stay awake, stay awake. She couldn’t pass out.


  The giant stomped closer and ripped a huge chunk of granite from the mountain. Lifting her head hurt. Everything hurt. Her legs flailed as she tried to right herself.


  A second rumble joined the steps of the giant. Rain? No, not thunder but the hum of an engine. Both Kinley and the giant turned their heads to stare at the dump truck puffing out black smoke.


  Who the hell was that? Hadn’t everyone gotten away? That truck wasn’t going to move quickly enough. It lurched toward the giant, gaining speed as the transmission squealed.


  Holy smash-up derby! It was going to plow right into the monster’s legs.


  The giant snarled and bent forward as if puzzled by this machine that dared to charge at him. But the truck kept coming. Just before it hit him, he flung the rock at Kinley.


  The granite landed on her, or rather, against her, and pinned her to the boulder. Her world went black. But it wasn’t Death’s cloak.


  A crash and an unearthly shriek. Then only the idling of the engine.


  What happened? She tried to dig in her claws and pull herself forward. No go. She was stuck. Her ears twitched listening for the giant, for the whispers, anything.


  One minute passed. Two.


  Every inch of her sang with pain. How was she going to get out? Someone would have to dig her out. But no one in their right mind would come back to the site.


  “Kinley!”


  Ransom?


  “Kinley!” A scuffle of rocks and dirt. “Kinley, are you there? Please say you’re okay.”


  She chuffed and just that little movement made her cringe with pain. Cringing hurt too.


  “Thank fucking God.” Ransom shouted and lowered his voice. “The giant’s gone. It just, I don’t know, went poof when I hit it with the truck. I can see you, but the space is small. Are you pinned by the rock?”


  Kinley made a sound like “uh-uh” and wished she could see him, but he was talking from the end where her rear was pointed.


  “Good, okay. Shift and crawl back if you can. You should be able to slip out here.”


  A way to escape. Yes! The giant was gone but for how long? She needed to hurry.


  Wait. Shifting meant turning back to her human self. Her naked human self. With Ransom watching her bare butt coming out at the other side. Oh God. Maybe it was better just to stay trapped under the rock.


  “Are you hurt too badly?” Ransom’s tone softened. “I can try to break some of the rock.”


  Kinley shifted out of her bear form. Cold lanced into her and amplified her agony. “No. I can move.”


  Inch by torturing inch, she wiggled back toward him. Her chest burned with agony. She had to get out. They needed to get away in case the giant came back from… Did Ransom say he poofed? What did that even mean?


  Ransom tugged her out when she got close enough for him to latch onto her ankles. He scooped her up into his arms and stood as she bit back a cry. “If you’re hurt, let it out. Scream all you want.”


  Kinley shook her head. Every bone ached, and blood trickled down her back. No screams. She didn’t bawl or howl. She squeezed her eyes and hands shut, silently urging him to go. And hurry he did. Nimble in his human form as he was as a lynx.


  “Wait!” She snapped her eyes open. “The others. Where are they? Are they okay? We can’t leave anyone.”


  “Ian came to, and I told him to go get some help. The wolf took off. There’s no one else. Just me and you, you damn foolish, damn brave bear. And to think I was the one wearing a superhero shirt today.” Ransom ran to the side of his truck and opened the door while still holding her. He gently put her in the passenger seat and closed the door.


  Everyone was gone. Safe. Good.


  Ransom hopped into his side and started the engine. She wrapped her arms around herself as her eyes fluttered closed. More questions swam in her mind than when they arrived that morning. But first, rest. Her chin dropped to her chest.


  Maybe she was being foolish not running away from a giant. This was far more dangerous than the adventuring she had imagined.
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  Kinley slept for over twelve hours and woke being able to breathe considerably easier. In her own bed. Dressed in bandages and pajamas.


  Okay. Best not think too much on how that happened.


  The night sky twinkled with countless stars. The view over the lake was perfectly framed by her immense picture windows. She designed her cabin for that Alaskan beauty. Her inspiration.


  A toilet flushed and the tap ran. She cocked her head. Maybe Ametta was playing nurse. Not the usual role anyone pictured her younger sister in, but with her father and Saskia gone, Ametta was the only one left.


  Kinley sat up in bed, slow and careful. Her back demanded she be gentle. Would it let her go to the bathroom? Wiggling her toes and feet, she judged she could walk.


  The bathroom door opened, and Ransom padded out. Bare chested. Wearing a pair of her oversized flannel pajama bottoms. Her heartbeat quickened, and a wave of dizziness had her clutching the blankets on either side of her. Maybe she was wrong in her judgment that she could walk.


  “Hey, you’re awake.” He smiled and sat on the bed next to her. “How do you feel?”


  Heat rose to her face. Ametta wasn’t there? That meant Ransom dressed her and put her to bed. He dressed her! Well, she had been naked. She supposed she should be thanking him. But she found it immensely difficult to speak at the moment.


  Ransom eyed her for a few seconds and grinned a little wider. “I hope you don’t mind I took you back here. I figured you wouldn’t want to go to a hospital, and no one was at your dad’s place. Your driver’s license had your address, and the keys were in your bag.” He shrugged and reached to brush back a lock of hair from her face. “Bert sent out his private physician to have a look at you. You had two broken ribs, which we bound up. That was the worst of it.”


  Broken ribs? Kinley had never gotten more than a bruise in her entire life. Why was it strangely exhilarating? She should be scared out of her mind.


  “He left some pain pills in case you needed them and his number if you wanted to call him for anything. Bert says you have full access to the doc and all his resources. Anything you want.” Ransom leaned in and did a comedic shift of his eyes. “Personally, I’d go for a Harley Davidson Night Rod Special. Maybe a trip to Tahiti.”


  Better yet, Comic Con in San Diego.


  God, she hoped she didn’t say that out loud.


  “Do you need a drink? Something to eat? I made some soup, but you didn’t have too much in your kitchen. Except chocolate chip cookies. While your fur might be white, I get the feeling you’re actually a cookie monster and not a bear. There were like five bags!”


  “Were? There should be exactly five bags.” Yup, certifiable cookie addict. And so embarrassing that’s what her mouth chose to respond to. Would it be believable if she pretended to pass out again?


  Ransom chuckled. “I didn’t eat any, don’t worry. How do you feel?”


  “Sore. But I can breathe better.” Kinley wet her dry lips. A drink of water would be good. She glanced at her night tables, and Ransom nabbed a bottle of water before she could ask. He unscrewed the cap and held the bottle out to her. She accepted the water and took a few sips, dipping her head. “Thank you. For the water, for taking care of me… for saving me.”


  “I’d never leave you.” The rawness of the statement took her aback. Whatever caused it fast disappeared, though. He leaned back, resting on one hand. “Besides, it’s not every day a guy gets to slam a truck into a giant.”


  Oh, yes. The giant. That’s what they needed to be talking about. Not how sexy Ransom looked sitting there. With his tattoo drawing her gaze along his lean torso. Tribal designs, swirls, a lynx in the mix, and a guitar? Interesting.


  Giant! Focus, Kin. “So yes, the giant. You said you rammed the truck into it, and it just poofed. Like exploded? Disappeared like a ninja? Not that it had the dexterity to be one. I mean, him. He was definitely, yeah. He was clumsy. And dead! That’s right. Well, I guess you have to say undead now. A zombie giant. Those don’t go poof. They go splat.”


  “He didn’t go splat. The truck hit him. I had my eyes closed, expecting shattering glass, but only an airbag smacked me in the face.” Ransom rubbed his right cheek. “When I looked again, the giant was gone. Not like he ran off. He vanished.”


  “So ninja zombie giant. Or wizard. Or maybe he was summoned by a wizard.” The scenarios she could create for her role-playing group from this were endless. “Can you get me my laptop, please? On second thought, I’ll get it. I need to go use the bathroom.”


  Kinley shifted to swing her legs out of bed and winced. Slow. Move much more slowly. Perhaps she should take a pain pill too.


  Quick on his feet, Ransom helped ease her to a standing position. “You need to take it easy. I’ll help you to the bathroom. Then I’ll go get your laptop.”


  There was no point in protesting. Every step renewed the pain.


  She closed the door once she was in the bathroom and did her business. Washing her hands, she looked into the mirror and flinched. Dark rings circled her eyes, and her hair stuck out at odd angles. Damn. She looked like she was the one he ran over with the truck. Well, she did get thrown by a giant.


  Suffering the pain, she brushed her long hair and tried to tame it as much as she could before putting it back in a loose braid. Messy, but not as wild as it had been.


  Ransom was standing near her bed texting when she opened the door. He came to her side with a smile and helped her back into bed. “Just told Bert you woke up and that you’re okay. He said he wants to talk as soon as you’re feeling up to it.”


  “I can call—”


  He shook his head. “Nope. Right now, you rest. No business. Besides, it’s probably a good idea to let Bert cool down. Vamps can be pretty territorial, and with a giant on Bert’s land, yowzah.”


  “Okay, but I need to send messages to my family. They need to know about the giant, and it might…” It might mean there’s a totem near. Sedge did say the tokens would cause unusual things to happen. Not that Kinley could guess which totem it was. But that was something she didn’t need to drag Ransom into. She pulled her computer onto her lap and opened her email.


  “Is it because they’re Black Shamans?” Ransom sat at the foot of the bed. She glanced at him, and he nodded. “Yeah, I heard Sedge and Saskia arguing. Man, that woman can yell.”


  He had no idea how loud her sister could get. Both of them. “Sedge is. Saskia is not, but she’s just as capable.”


  “And so are you.”


  Kinley snorted before she could stop herself. She covered the lower half of her face with her hand. Ransom was a flirt and a flatterer. She was nowhere near the warrior Saskia was. Heck, the word warrior couldn’t even be applied to her.


  Ransom raised his brows. “Who is the one that refused to run away when a giant zombie was coming after her? You stayed, risking your life, for the sake of others.”


  “Well, anyone—”


  “No. Not everyone. You did. Don’t belittle it.”


  She swallowed. “You stayed.”


  “Only for you. I would’ve run otherwise.”


  Only for her? Kinley found that difficult to believe. Did he take it seriously when Bert told him to watch over her? Maybe Bert threatened Ransom if he failed in his job. Bert was protective, and he was fond of her, but that was going a little too far. Though, really, it was the only thing that made sense.


  Yes. It’s was all Bert’s influence. Ransom didn’t know her, and how could a woman like her interest him? He wanted a motorbike and a tropical vacation. She wouldn’t be caught on either.


  She turned her attention back to her screen and began typing a message to her family.


  “You can believe me or not.” Ransom stretched out on the bottom half of her bed. “I’ll convince you of it, though.”


  Nope. She wasn’t going to look at him. While he probably could convince many people of several things, she was not as easily swayed. Not even the whispers which confirmed his sincerity would make her think otherwise.
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  Ransom fell asleep on her bed and stretched out, hogging over half of it. When her eyes started to droop, Kinley considered moving to her couch downstairs, but she didn’t want to try the stairs by herself. So for the first time in years, she slept beside a man.


  She awoke close to noon with a loud knocking at her front door. Nudging Ransom with her elbow, he murmured something and snuggled closer to her.


  He was beautiful in the peace of sleep. Another knock and Kinley started to slip out of bed.


  Ransom snagged her arm, and she yelped. “Where do you think you’re going?”


  “Someone’s at the door.” She could have sworn he was sound asleep.


  He hopped out of bed and hurried down the stairs from her loft to answer it. Kinley stood, feeling less sore, and peered over the railing. The second the door was opened, Ametta pushed her way inside.


  “Kin!” Ametta looked around and then up, shoved a brown bag into Ransom’s arms, and ran up the stairs. Her heels clicked all the way. She threw her arms around Kinley. “Oh my God. Are you okay?”


  “As long as you don’t squeeze too hard.” Kinley patted her sister’s back. “A few bumps and bruises, but otherwise fine.”


  Ametta let her go and put her hands on her hips. “You’ve got broken ribs. You’re not fine.”


  “Who told you?” Kinley peeked over to the first floor at Ransom.


  “Not me.” Ransom held up a hand and shook his head. He pointed to the bag. “Your sis brought Chinese. Hungry?”


  “Of course she’s hungry. She’s wasting away.” Ametta snapped and looked back to Kinley. “You were too thin before and now your body is eating itself to heal. Tell your boyfriend to bring it all up here while I put you back in bed.”


  Before Kinley could protest the boyfriend part and being too thin, Ametta walked over to prep her bed. “It was Bert who told me. Why did I have to hear how hurt you were from him?”


  “I didn’t want to worry anyone. I mean, it’s enough with the giant. You got that email, right?” Kinley wrapped her arms lightly around herself. She wasn’t used to people fussing over her. She shifted from foot to foot.


  “Yes. Sedge and Saskia both replied. Azarius is coming back as he can get here the fastest, but Saskia is staying up north one more day before the first big snow hits. Dad wants you to stay in bed. Don’t leave the house.” Ametta fluffed the pillows and motioned to the bed. “Flannel sheets, Kin? Where are the silk ones I got you last Christmas?”


  In the back of her linen closet. “They’re in the wash. I think I need to take them to be specially laundered, right?”


  “Yes. You do.” Ametta nodded, and apparently satisfied with her rearranging of the pillows, she motioned to Kinley. “Come get in bed. I’ll bring you some food. Do you need anything else?”


  “I’ve got the food.” Ransom came into the loft with the boxes of Chinese, silverware, and drinks on a tray.


  “Good. I’ve got a meeting this afternoon, but I can come back this evening if you want.” Ametta smoothed out her skirt.


  “It’s—”


  Ransom interrupted Kinley. “Don’t worry about your sister. I’m here to take care of her as long as she needs it. You staying for lunch?”


  “No. I should get back to Anchorage. I just wanted to see Kin. Make sure she rests. I’ll call later.”


  Kinley resisted the urge to yank on her hair. She was right there, and they were talking about her as if she wasn’t in the room. Or even worse, talking over her head as if she were a child.


  Taking a deep breath, she pushed back her irritation. “Thanks for stopping by and bringing food, Mett. You don’t need to worry. I have everything I need. Just plan on having a Firefly marathon and sleeping for the next few days.”


  Ametta hugged her once more, lighter this time. She squeezed her arms. “Good. Take care of yourself. Don’t ever scare me like that again.”


  “I’m fine. Go on.” Kinley smiled and sat on the bed against the pile of pillows showing she was safe and sound.


  “Okay. Talk to you later.” Ametta gave them a little wave and hurried down the stairs and out the front door.


  Ransom set the tray down and settled back on the bed next to Kinley. “Your sister’s really worried about you.”


  “Yes.” Kinley picked up a random box and popped it open. Beef and rice. A good start.


  “No, seriously. Did you see how she was acting? She barely looked my way. And every woman stares at me.”


  Kinley paused, cocked her head, and gaped at him. “So because she wasn’t gazing at your gorgeous body, something must have been wrong.”


  “Well, yeah.” Ransom plucked a chicken ball from a box and put it into his mouth, chewing lazily.


  She shook her head. “Of course she’s worried about me. She’s my sister. She doesn’t like seeing me hurt. If Saskia and my dad were here, they’d be even worse.”


  Kinley had been a hovering nurse herself when her father was shot and then when Ametta had been hunted. They griped about it, but they complained more when she wasn’t there to get something for them. She was the caretaker, and she was fine in that role. Being taken care of, well, she didn’t want to be a burden on anyone.


  Ransom swallowed. “There’s that, but there was more. She’s more scared it happened than she lets on.”


  “It’s an undead giant. That’s pretty damn scary.”


  “Yeah, that too. But there’s more. There’s something I’m missing. Care to fill me in?” He didn’t even use his magic smile when he asked.


  Kinley picked up a fork and poked at the rice. What was it he wanted? Surely he couldn’t have any idea about the totems. But what else could he mean?


  God, he was staring at her. Could he read her mind? No, that was silly. Why didn’t the whispers tell her more about him? Actually, they hadn’t said much about him at all. Not that she was listening at the moment.


  “I can almost see those gears whirling in your head.” There was that melt-worthy smile. “We don’t have to talk about it right now. When we get together with Bert later, we’ll talk more in depth about it.”


  “What? I’m supposed to stay home.”


  Ransom raised his brows. “Do you always do what your family tells you to do?”


  Yes. No. Maybe. Okay, yes. Why wouldn’t she? She needed to rest. But she did want to talk to Bert. Maybe he knew something about the giant.


  Wait a second. Ransom promised to take care of her and keep her at the house. It was her turn to raise her brows. He already had to have planned the meeting with Bert. “Are you always so sneaky?”


  He laughed. “I didn’t lie. I said I’ll take care of you, and I will. No one wants to be cooped up inside all the time. Unless you’re serious about that Firefly marathon.”


  “I never kid about Firefly.” Kinley grabbed the remote from her bedside table and flipped on the television.


  A hot guy who loved Firefly. Surely he had to be a figment of her imagination. But there he was beside her, eating and laughing and saying some of the lines along with the characters. No one would believe her.


  Hell, a giant and a hot guy in her bed in the same twenty-four hour period. She didn’t believe it herself. The missing totems must really be screwing up the world.
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  After some food, Firefly, and another nap, Kinley felt more like herself. Of course it helped to have good company. Someone who made her laugh so hard it hurt her ribs. Not that it was difficult to do at the moment. Who knew she’d feel this good after being hurt so bad?


  At eight in the evening, she showered and dressed in loose black yoga pants and a baggy Doctor Who hoodie. Not exactly professional wear, but she wasn’t putting on her pantsuit with her sore body. Bert would understand. Hopefully. Sometimes vampires could be strange about things.


  Ransom drove them in his truck, laying his arm across the back of the seat and toying with her hair. Such a simple thing and yet it sent zings all the way to her toes.


  They arrived at Bert’s office where they were greeted at the door by the vampire himself. He escorted Kinley in and set her tenderly in a cushioned chair. He gestured to his assistant. “I have some tea brewing. Pour a cup for Miss Dorn.” Bert turned back to Kinley and clasped her hand. “I’m so sorry you had to endure this, my dear. The tea is a special herbal recipe my mother used to make. It will help you heal and nurture the blood.”


  Kinley’s stomach tightened. She didn’t feel threatened, but to hear a vampire wanting to nurture one’s blood, it was a bit unnerving. “Thank you, but I’m fine.”


  “Yes, I’m certain you are.” Bert took the cup and saucer from Ransom when he brought it over and handed it to Kinley. “Drink up, my dear. And when you’re ready, you can tell me what happened. Ransom told me his version, but I very much want to hear yours.”


  Ransom sat on the edge of the desk. Casual and seemingly unconcerned, but his hands gripping the edge of the desktop said otherwise.


  Kinley sipped the tea, pleased to find it tasting a bit like chamomile. She told Bert every detail she could remember. Starting with talking to Ian, then to the giant throwing her and trapping her under a rock. She didn’t make herself sound brave. In fact, saying it out loud, it sounded like she was a fool with a superhero complex running back to save the black bear.


  By the time she was done, she had finished her tea and was breathing like normal. Some potent herbs there. Though likely more for dulling her pain.


  “There aren’t any more giants in the world.” Bert’s lips thinned.


  “This one apparently doesn’t know that.” Ransom snorted.


  “But it was dead. It still is. Which brings forth the question: how did it rise from its grave?” Kinley tapped a finger on her chin. Though, really, it wouldn’t have a tomb. Bear and Raven burned the giants to ashes. If the tale was true. Sedge never said otherwise.


  “Magic. Necromancy.” Ransom suggested.


  Bert’s face hardened. He stared at her for a moment, supernaturally still, before he bared his teeth. “Detestable. And on my land.”


  “Do you think it’s an attack specifically against you?” Kinley found herself craving another cup of tea. She stood and walked over to the pot, hand ready to pour another.


  Bert’s hand caught hers and led her back to her chair. “One cup is enough, my dear. There was enough of my blood in it to heal you fully.”


  Kinley’s guts roiled. Vampire blood? Oh no. That couldn’t be good. No matter that Bert was a nice guy, how well did she really know him? And what did it mean? Was she going to turn? Be his slave? Her heart hammered as she gripped the arms of the chair.


  “Be at ease. It does nothing but heal you. Maybe perk up your senses for a little while until it runs through your system.”


  Okay. Good. Still, vampire blood in her body. Such a weird thought.


  “Yeah, it’s fun stuff. I’ve had it a few times.” Ransom winked at her.


  “A few times?” Bert turned to look at the shifter. “I remember four. And one of the times was because you set yourself on fire.”


  “I was making a movie. My brother said the rubber suit would protect me.” Ransom laughed. Laughed at setting himself on fire? Was the man crazy?!


  “Your brother isn’t the brightest feline in the family.” Bert shook his head.


  Kinley took an account of her senses. Nothing seemed different. Maybe it took a little while to take effect? Just as long as she didn’t turn into a mindless slave or something. Damn. She’d read too many vampire novels.


  “But back to the subject at hand.” Bert tapped his fingers on his desk. “I need to see the giant for myself.”


  “What?” Kinley burst out of the chair as Ransom stood, gaping at Bert.


  “I’ve seen several undead creatures in my long life. Of course, the vampire is superior to them, and so there is nothing for me to fear. If the giant is indeed as you described, I should be able to dispatch it with little trouble.”


  Bert was so matter of fact about it. This was no shambling zombie or possessed corpse. No slingshot could take down that Goliath. Not that she expected Bert to be wielding one. Maybe a sword or a big ax. That would be something to see.


  No. It was idiotic. “Mr. Ellsworth, you can’t—”


  “I’m afraid I’m going to require your presence, Miss Dorn.” Bert clasped his hands behind his back.


  “No.” She shook her head and took a step back. Bert was more insane than Ransom.


  “I will make certain you stay safe, but all the stories seem to agree on one point: the giant was focused on you.”


  Shit. “Maybe it was because my fur is white. The giant’s vision could be bad. Or maybe because I was the largest of the shifters and thus the biggest threat. That would make the most sense.”


  Reaching, grabbing at anything. Kinley didn’t want to go back. She wasn’t equipped to fight such a monster. Maybe Bert could do it or Sedge. Even Azarius had more experience. Could she get Bert to wait until Azarius arrived? A Black Shaman would turn the odds in their favor. From next to nothing to slim.


  Ransom rested a hand on the small of her back. “I’ll be with you. I won’t let anything happen to you.”


  She turned to glare at him. He was going along with this madness? Yes, of course he was. Let’s take Kinley and dangle her in front of the giant so Bert can chop the beast’s head off. Did either of them stop to think about this? They knew nothing about the giant except that it was strong, undead, and could disappear like a ninja.


  Seriously, this was a bad idea. Why wasn’t she screaming that at them?


  Oh, maybe this was why Bert had her drink his blood. So she would have to do as he said. Though, she felt no urge to do so. In fact, she did not want to go.


  Kinley sat down and folded her arms. She had control over her self. No one was going to make her do something stupid. “We need to think this through and come up with a plan. One of the Black Shamans is on his way now. He might even be here tomorrow night. I say we wait—”


  “The Black Shamans are trained to deal with rogue shifters. Not to demean their impressive skills, but I am the one with experience in dealing with the undead.” Bert remained in the same spot, unmoving and unmoved by her fear. “I assure you I know what I’m doing.”


  He never met a giant. How could he know what he was doing? Kinley’s nails dug into her arms.


  “You know, I think we can draw it out ourselves.” Ransom walked around the desk and picked up Bert’s coat. “Let’s not put Kinley through the trauma of seeing the monster again. Clearly she isn’t ready for it. And if something does go wrong, at least it will only be you and me at the site. No one else will get hurt.”


  Bert silently regarded his assistant for a moment and then dipped his head. “Yes, I believe that is the best way to go.” He took his coat and slipped it on. “Miss Dorn, you may stay here if you like or fetch a cab home. I will, of course, pay for it.”


  They weren’t serious. It was as if they were preparing for a business meeting!


  Her breathing quickened. They were going to fight the giant just like that. What if something happened to them? Her stomach twisted.


  Go with them.


  Kinley jerked and nearly fell out of the chair. Never before had any whisper been so loud and clear. It was almost as if there was someone standing behind her speaking right by her ear. So this was the sense that became amplified by Bert’s blood.


  It was a fool’s quest.


  Go.


  Dammit! The whispers sounded insistent. Never before had she not listened to them. They wouldn’t lead her wrong, right?


  Sighing, she stood and marched to the door. “Let’s do this.”
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  Ametta called while they were on their way to the site, and guilt settled heavily on Kinley’s shoulders when she had to swiftly cut off their chat. All her sister knew was that they were doing some work at the site, and Bert and Ransom were with her. What if something happened and no one knew if they were alive or dead? But if she told Ametta what they were doing, her sister would rush out there or send everybody they knew to their rescue. Probably both.


  Kinley couldn’t let that happen. It was safer for everyone this way. Well, safer for everyone who wasn’t in Ransom’s truck.


  What was she thinking? Oh, that’s right. The whispers told her to go.


  It was rare that the whispers told her to do anything. Most of the time, they were bits of the past or present, and sometimes, she’d get something from the future. Not anything she could control. She wasn’t like a medium who could ask spirits questions or divine a particular future. It was more like she was listening in on private conversations.


  That was the trick about the whispers. Since most of what she heard was from the present, she had to be careful what she deduced from it. Things they said didn’t always come true.


  When her mom got sick, all Kinley heard was how she would get well and their family would be together forever. So when her mother died, it was an even bigger shock. Later she realized that she might have heard the hopes her family had rather than whispers about the truth.


  None of them spoke in the truck. Not Ransom or Bert or even the whispers. Ransom tapped his fingers on the steering wheel to the beat of a rock song she didn’t recognize on the radio.


  Was something going to happen to him? Was that why she had to be there? Her chin quivered, and she bit her lower lip.


  The floodlights were on when they arrived at the site, but no one else was there. Bert confirmed he told the security guard not to come in for the night.


  Much of the destruction had been tidied up. The remains of the trailer were gone, and the dump truck had been hauled out of the foundation hole. The boulder still sat upon the flattened backhoe and the remaining equipment had been moved closer to the road off the main site.


  Ransom switched off the engine, and the three of them sat in silence.


  After a minute, Bert opened the passenger side door and stepped out. He breathed in deeply and surveyed the land with his unblinking eyes.


  Ransom reached over and squeezed her hand. “You ready?”


  “No.” Never. But she slid out of the truck.


  The second her feet touched the ground, it sounded like she was in the middle of a full blown party. Whispers from everywhere. Not like the ones she heard earlier either.


  Danger. Leave. Mine. Go. Revenge.


  Kinley steadied herself with a hand on the side of the truck. She might have whimpered because Ransom and Bert both turned to look at her.


  She covered one ear with her hand. Not that it mattered. She wasn’t hearing the whispers with her ears. And oh, they were zealous. “We have to go. It’s not safe to be here.”


  “You’ll be fine. I am confident I can take care of this problem.” Bert spoke as if he had an infestation of cockroaches rather than a giant on his land.


  Ransom came to stand with her and wrapped an arm around her. “It’s okay.”


  The neighborhood owl screeched in the distance. “Even the owl knows it’s dangerous here.”


  “An owl?” Ransom peered at the dark woods. “I didn’t hear one.”


  Kinley stiffened. His ears were as good as, probably better than, hers. There was no mistaking the owl.


  Peering around, she couldn’t see any birds, but she heard it. Clear as glacier water. And it hadn’t been with her ears.


  Oh. The Owl. The totem. She’d heard it with her sixth sense. All this time, it had been here.


  She could follow the sounds and find it. What would her family think if she brought home the first totem token? She’d no longer be the research nerd. She’d have something better to show her worth than an adventuring hat.


  Leave.


  The force of the word knocked her against Ransom.


  “What’s wrong?” Ransom held her tighter against him.


  “It’s not here.” Bert frowned and turned to face them. “I need you both to shift.”


  There was a hard “now” unsaid at the end of that command. Ransom squeezed her and let her go to start taking off his clothes. He didn’t hesitate or question the vampire. Made her wonder what sort of hold Bert had over Ransom.


  “I don’t know…” Kinley’s skin crawled. Or it could have been the number of mosquitoes buzzing around them.


  “My dear,” Bert said with flat patience. “You’ve been to this site numerous times. The only time the giant appeared was when you shifted. Does it not make sense for you to be in your other form?”


  Yes, dammit, it did make sense. But that was beside the point. They shouldn’t be doing this. Fighting giants was way out of her league. Out of Ransom’s league too. Bert? She didn’t know. Yet she had always been one to play it safe rather than sorry.


  “Well?” Bert raised one eyebrow slightly.


  “She’s shy. You want to go around to the other side of the truck, Kin?” Ransom was out of his shirt with the top button of his jeans undone.


  Her mind momentarily flashed to highly inappropriate things she wanted to do to him right now. Right now, with an unblinking vampire watching and the threat of a giant who could crush them. Strange the things a person thought about in the face of danger.


  The whispers told her to leave. She put her trust in Bert and Ransom.


  Drawing her hand along the truck, Kinley walked around to the other side. It would be okay. What were the chances the giant would show up again? She removed her hoodie. No bra, but she unwound the now unnecessary bandages wrapped around her middle. Shoes, pants, and panties. And before the cold could set in, she transformed.


  Kinley lifted her head to sniff and caught sight of Ransom sitting on top of his truck. She hadn’t even heard the lynx jump up. Was he smiling at her?


  She walked around the truck, sniffing and studying the mountain. Would the giant come from the same way if it attacked again? Where exactly did it come from to begin with? While she wanted these questions answered, part of her still begged to flee. Four paws on the ground gave her a little more confidence, but not as much as she’d like.


  BEAR!


  Oh shit. Not a whisper. Fury. Raw rage.


  She took a few steps back. Maybe if she shifted back to her human self…


  The giant’s roar shook the truck and trees and made her fur stand on end. He descended from the top of the mountain and sent mini avalanches of rock and dirt down with each step. The horrid scent traveled much quicker, and she fought back her gag reflex.


  Bear. It was her that triggered the giant. But why?


  Bert, or rather the blur that was the vampire, met the monster before it could reach the site. He had a sword in one hand. When did Bert pick up a sword? Not just any blade but, from its curve and decorative guard, a saber. A big thank you to role-playing games for making her a weapons’ expert.


  Kinley stayed by the truck, and Ransom kept his position on the roof. Nothing either of them could do but watch.


  Bert was ignored by the giant until he skillfully climbed up to his shoulder and thrust his sword through his milky eye. No pus or goo, nor even a great geyser of blood erupted from the wound.


  She couldn’t see Bert’s face, but she imagined him looking disappointed. The giant, on the other hand, wailed. He fell to his knees and slid the rest of the down the mountain. Bert held on with his saber still in the giant’s eye.


  Was the vampire going to take down the monster so easily? Bert probably didn’t even break a sweat. Not that she thought he could sweat anyway.


  Kinley dared to move forward, transfixed by the crying behemoth and tiny man perched on him. Not a minute ago, she wanted to run. Now she was witness to one of the greatest victories in history. At least in this century. And she was part of it. As bait, sure, but it wouldn’t have happened without her.


  If she was a wolf, she’d howl. A bird, she’d sing. This grand moment—


  The giant snatched Bert and bashed him into the ground. Over and over and over.


  No! Kinley couldn’t scream. Her mouth yawned silently.


  “In the truck! Now, now, now!” Ransom sat naked behind the wheel and cranked the engine.


  Bert was gone. She couldn’t save him.


  She ran to the passenger’s side and shifted as she climbed inside. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She shouldn’t have let them come out here.


  Ransom reversed down the drive and out of sight of the bellowing giant. Kinley barely had time to shut her door.


  She should have listened to the whispers. They told her to leave. Wait. Didn’t they also tell her to go with them?


  None of it made any sense. And because of it, Bert was dead. Like really dead.
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  Ransom pulled up to an elegant old building of red brick. Bert’s office. Had they driven that far from the site already?


  “Come on. I want you to wait for me inside.” Ransom turned off the engine. His keys jingling snapped Kinley out of her fugue. She still couldn’t grasp the meaning of what he said.


  She jerked her head toward him, not opening her door. “Why aren’t we going to my place?”


  Yes, home. Safe and cozy.


  “This is closer to the site than your house. I need to go back and find Bert before the sun comes up.” Ransom reached down to the floor, moving clothes until he retrieved his boxers. He slipped them on and reached for more.


  Kinley’s heart thudded so hard she wouldn’t doubt the whole cab vibrated with it. She twisted in her seat and put her feet on top of the pile of clothes. “No. You can’t go back there.”


  “I’m sorry, but I have to go. Bert needs me.” Ransom rested an arm on the steering wheel. His hazel eyes no longer hooded and sexy, but wide and shimmering.


  She reached to grab his shirt, but he wasn’t wearing one. She grasped at nothing, pressing her fists to his bare chest. “You can’t. The giant—”


  “Is likely gone by now.” He tenderly laid his hands over hers and lowered them. “All it wanted was you.”


  “You don’t know that. It could be any intruder or any shifter. We know nothing for certain.” Kinley shook her head and blinked her eyes rapidly. She couldn’t cry. She wouldn’t let anyone else die.


  “You know it. And I know it.”


  “Don’t go!” Kinley rose onto one knee, half-standing over him. He had to listen to her. “I’m a bear, and I’m not afraid to use that to my advantage to keep you from going back.”


  Ransom smiled, and his teeth briefly caught his lower lip. “And damn, if that’s not turning me on right now. I wish I had the time for you to tie me down and use me to your advantage.”


  Heat flooded her face. Dear God. She was naked. How could she forget? She plopped back down in her seat and crossed her arms over her chest, folding herself half over her groin. Maybe she should let her arms down, crook a finger at him, and distract him until he forgot he wanted to go back to the site. It would be easy. She didn’t need to have a good sense of smell to tell his arousal was apparent. She could see it.


  Instead, his smile faded. “I’ve got to get Bert. The giant will be gone. It only wanted you. I heard its cry for bear.”


  All thoughts of seduction fled. He heard? “You can… hear them?”


  “Them?” Ransom cocked his head a little to one side. “I heard the giant. Loud and clear.”


  Her stomach quivered. “Did you hear the owl?”


  “No.” He shook his head. “Just the giant. Sometimes I hear other things. Not really hear, but more intuit them. I got the feeling from the first night I met you that you have a similar gift.”


  “I hear whispers.” Kinley’s voice softened to just above a whisper itself. “I don’t know what they are. Spirits, maybe of the land, maybe of the dead. I think both, or something else even. They told me to go with you to the site. Then they demanded I leave, that it was dangerous.” She swallowed heavily. “Please don’t go back.”


  Ransom slid closer so that their knees met and wrapped an arm around her. “Those voices sound like they were looking out for you. And I’m glad they are. But I’ll be okay. I don’t only know it, I feel it.” He pushed her hair back from her face. “It’s my job to see to Bert’s safety. And I’d do it even if it wasn’t my job. He’s like family to me. I’m not going to leave him there to fry when the sun rises.”


  “But—”


  “It takes a lot more than a beating, even by a giant, to kill a vampire as old as him. I’ll be fine.” He pressed his forehead to hers. “And fuck, I’ve got some really good motivation to stay alive. I want to get you naked at a time when our lives aren’t in danger.”


  Kinley stiffened and pulled back a foot. He wanted to get her naked? That was a lot more than just flirting. It was a flat-out proposal to get naughty together. Did he really feel that way about her? A hot guy like him wanting a geek like her? Where were the damn whispers when she needed to know something specific?


  “I mean, if you’re interested. I thought perhaps…” He ran a hand through his hair. “Damn, you’re not like any other woman I’ve met. Smart, gorgeous, brave. I feel like I’m flailing around blindly when I try to reel you in.”


  So he didn’t put it in poetic terms, but a man like Ransom blundering about trying to impress her? All her defenses went to mush. And she gave him what he wanted. What she wanted.


  She leaned in and kissed him, long and increasingly steamy.


  When they pulled apart, the windows were fogged. Ransom’s grin gleamed hungry. “Definite hardcore motivation to return.”


  Kinley’s eyes widened as she fought to catch her breath. Hardcore? Zings of electric desire zoomed through her.


  Ransom chuckled and kissed her nose. “Yeah, word choice. I know.” His lips pressed to hers again before he sat back. “And as much as I hate saying this, we need to get dressed.”


  “Right.” Her mouth still hummed with the heat of his kisses. She pulled on her hoodie and then her bottoms. He wanted to get naked with her. Was it wrong under the circumstances she was imagining herself doing a happy dance?


  Once dressed, Ransom brought her inside the building. “Bert has an emergency vault here. I’m going to bring him in. Can you watch for my truck and open the door for me when I get back?”


  “Yes, of course. Be careful.” Kinley nodded and was rewarded with a fiery kiss.


  Her sense of reason didn’t come back the second he left. She wandered through the mostly dark building smiling what she was sure was a goofy grin. It had been so long since any guy that wasn’t in a show or book made her feel this way.


  He wanted her as much as she wanted him. Sex with him would be like… She giggled as her stomach fluttered.


  But then what? Reality hit her harder than a speeding train. And backed up to run over her again.


  Ransom didn’t say he was falling for her or anything. He only said he wanted to hook up. And while sex with him was extremely appealing, she didn’t know how to do it without being emotionally attached.


  She fell for his charms like any other woman. No, she fell for him, which was worse. What was scarier was that she still wanted to share a bed with him. Not just for sex, but for Firefly marathons and munching cookies as a midnight snack.


  Kinley closed her eyes and listened to the whispers. They said nothing about him. Just echoes of history that reverberated in the building.


  She dug her phone out of her pocket and stared at it. Ametta would give her advice. Though, from the way things were between her and Lucky, it might not be the best advice. And besides, how would it look if she texted her sister about a guy when there was far more important business going on?


  Taking a deep breath, she sent messages to her family and Sedge about the giant and the owl totem. She didn’t doubt for a second it was the token they were searching for. Sure, she hadn’t seen it and didn’t even know exactly what to look for, but she felt it in her soul. Almost like the owl had called to her in particular.


  She sat behind the reception desk so she could watch out the front window. If the owl wanted her to find the totem, she’d best learn more about owls. Research time.


  Three messages from her family ranting about how she should’ve stayed at home, one big cup of coffee, and two hours later, she spotted a set of headlights. She sprang up and went to the front door.


  Ransom parked out front and hurried around to the rear. He opened the hatch and removed something wrapped in a blanket before rushing toward the office.


  Kinley opened the door for him. The stench reached her before he did. She cringed, wondering how much of that stink was the giant’s and if any was Bert’s.


  “Thanks. If you open his office door for me, you can then wait out here.” Dirt and blood streaked Ransom’s handsome face. “I might be a while. There’s a couch you can nap on in the lunch room.”


  Her chest tightened. She wanted to hug him and take all this weight off his shoulders. Serious and sad didn’t suit him. It was a cloak she was used to wearing, though.


  But, no, not now. He had a job to do, after all. And so did she.


  Kinley opened Bert’s office door. “I’m actually going to head home. I need a solid sleep in my own bed. After everything that happened tonight and still not being fully recovered from the other day, I’m exhausted.”


  “Yeah, okay. That’s probably a good idea.” Ransom set his bundle down gently on the desk. Could Bert really be in there? It didn’t seem big enough to be a man. Or, well, vampire. He plucked his keys out of his pocket. “Here. Take my truck.”


  She stared at the keys for a few seconds. Taking his truck would mean she’d have to come back very soon. She bit her lower lip, debating the offer.


  “It’s okay. I trust you.” He flashed her a small smile. “And I’d kiss you if I weren’t…” He glanced down at himself. “Yeah.”


  “All right. Thank you.” Kinley took the keys and fiddled with them in her hand. “Um, take good care of Mr. Ellsworth. I know you will, but I really hope… Will he be okay?”


  “Eventually, yes.” Ransom sighed and his shoulders sagged.


  Forever changed.


  Kinley’s heart skipped a beat at hearing the whisper. No doubt Bert would be changed by the beating he took. She shouldn’t have let them confront the giant. And if she was right, it was the totem’s effects bringing the monster out, she could make certain no one else was hurt by finding the token.


  “I’ll see you soon then.” Kinley turned to the door and started walking out.


  “Get some sleep. Eat some cookies,” Ransom said in a soft tone. “And take care, Kin.”


  She quickened her pace and trotted outside to the truck. The totem token was waiting for her. But she’d be careful and bring Azarius or Dad and Sedge with her. She’d give them until morning.
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  Tap, tap, tap.


  Kinley bolted upright in her bed and winced at the bright light. Dammit. How long had she slept? She set the alarm on her phone for eight. By the position of the brightly glaring sun, it had to be closer to noon.


  Tap, tap, TAP.


  She cursed and leapt off the bed. No one in her bedroom and, looking over the railing, no one downstairs. Rising her head, she stared out her big window to find her view obstructed by a big black bird. No, a raven.


  Azarius.


  She let out a long breath and waved at him. He hopped off the wooden frame and glided down toward her front door. She hurried to change into jeans and noticed she had not placed her cell properly on its dock. It had run out of power.


  Figures. She fixed it so it would charge and rushed down the stairs. At least she caught up on sleep.


  Unlocking and opening her door, she smiled at Azarius. Relief flooded through her. While she thought Bert very capable of several things, Azarius was already a hero in her eyes.


  Just after her mother passed away, Kinley had taken Ametta out to a lake to teach her to swim. Both girls were way too young to be off on their own, but their father was wallowing in his sorrow and Saskia was raging at the world. Their mom had always taken them to the lake on nice summer days. Kinley wanted to preserve those traditions.


  Polar bears were naturally good swimmers, but swimming in human form wasn’t quite the same. They’d always been told not to shift without an adult around for their own safety. Kinley swam out with her little sister, but Ametta became tired and started to drown. Kinley, not much bigger than Ametta, tried to swim with her back to shore, but holding onto Ametta, they started to sink and both of them started to panic.


  Azarius flew over and dropped a life jacket into the water. He landed on the dock and shifted, swimming out to collect them. Never once did he give Kinley trouble. He not only saved her, but her sister too.


  A few years later, Azarius recruited Saskia to become a Black Shaman, making her his apprentice. When Kinley turned eighteen, he asked her if she was interested in training and stated he could help her hone all her talents. She’d never told him about the whispers, but somehow he knew. While she declined his offer, she was proud that Azarius thought her worthy enough to join the ranks.


  Ametta didn’t remember the drowning incident, but Kinley never forgot.


  “Please come in.” She held open the door for him.


  He nodded and flashed her a quick smile. Still the handsome dark-eyed and dark-haired man he was when she was little. Being a Black Shaman had its perks.


  Kinley shut the door behind him as he came in, shivering from the chill. “Let me go turn on the coffeemaker. Or would you prefer tea? Something to eat?”


  “Tea, please. And something to eat would be wonderful. As soon as you contacted Saskia, I flew here. Has anything else happened since?” Azarius’ footsteps made not a sound as he followed her to her small kitchen.


  Had anything else happened? Kinley turned from him to fill her kettle and put it on to boil. She blinked away the sudden wetness in her eyes. Bert near death, other shifters injured, and Ransom… She fell too easily for him. Not that it was what Azarius meant, but the stab of emotion was as sharp as everything else.


  Calming herself, she told him from the beginning what happened. Azarius asked questions, looking for specific details, and focused on the owl totem.


  “Only I heard the owl’s call.”


  Azarius’ fingers wrapped around his mug. The steam from the hot tea meandered in front of his face. “The owl is a messenger. It carries messages from the unknown. And you can hear them.”


  Kinley sucked in a breath. It made sense the owl would contact her. When she researched the owl online, she read about the animal itself, not the totem meaning. She could list off the types of owls in Alaska, their habitats, diets, and mating rituals. How could she be so stupid? This was no ordinary bird.


  “Can you hear… such things?” She peered at him from over the rim of her cup.


  Azarius glanced up over her shoulder, the corners of his eyes crinkling slightly. “Not quite like you do. Your talent is innate. Mine was taught by another raven shifter. What I hear is more like… chattering on the wind. And what I hear right now is someone approaching your door.”


  Neither of them said anything until ten seconds later when there was a knock at the door. Kinley hadn’t heard the car approach. She got up and answered the door, smiling at Ametta.


  “Sorry I’m a little late. Meeting ran longer than I expected. I brought burgers today. Got a few extra in case your boy…” Ametta walked in and stopped as she saw Azarius. “Thank God you’re here. Dad has been freaking out since Kin got hurt. Maybe you can talk some sense into her and make her stay in bed to heal.”


  “I’m fine.” Kinley gestured to her ribs and held out her hands at her sides. She’d ingested vampire blood to heal herself, but that was probably something her sister didn’t need to hear.


  Ametta set the bag of food on the kitchen counter. “You’re not. Dad’s going to make you stay inside for the winter.” She turned, crossed her arms, and looked to Azarius. “Please tell us that you can slay the giant and retrieve the totem token.”


  The fate of all shifters hung on them getting this token. Kinley would’ve done this to save strangers, but her family was included in this. All the people she loved.


  Azarius dipped his head slightly to the left. “I do not believe we need to battle the giant. Kinley’s belief that it is there because of the totem is likely true. I will fly over and search for the owl myself, but it may be Kinley is the only one who can find it.”


  “She’s not going back out there.” Ametta shook her head.


  “Mett,” Kinley sighed.


  “No.” Ametta firmly set her jaw.


  “If I need her to find the totem, she will come with me,” Azarius stated and sipped his tea.


  Ametta’s lips thinned as her face twitched. There was a war brewing behind her dark eyes. Kinley saw the same internal conflict whenever it came to Ametta and Lucky. It was more amusing then than it was now.


  “You know how vital the totems are.” Kinley began, and Ametta silenced her with a zipping motion.


  “Yes, I do. And if you can find it, you’ll find it. But I don’t have to like it. And Dad will absolutely hate it.” Ametta grabbed the bag and unloaded the wrapped burgers and cartons of fries. “Let’s not talk about it anymore right now. I’m hungry.”


  “Kunik will agree to do what’s right for all of us.” Azarius fetched the napkins from beside the fridge.


  Oh yes. Kinley’s dad would rant and rave about her going back to where the giant was, but in the end, he’d let her go find the token. Maybe he’d send in a small army, but the fate of all shifters rested in locating the totems and reassembling the ancient pole.


  “I said we’re not talking about it.” Ametta nabbed three bottles of water from the bottom of the bag and set them down with a solid thud. “So that truck out front isn’t yours, Kin. Did your boyfriend spend the night again?”


  Kinley imagined banging her head on the counter.


  Talking about the fate of all shifters was easier than anything dealing with Ransom.
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  After an uncomfortable lunch, Azarius flew off to search for the owl totem. Kinley began her cleanup and wished she hadn’t eaten that third burger, but she kept stuffing food in her mouth so she didn’t have to talk.


  “So Ransom’s a lynx.” Ametta smirked.


  “Yes.” Kinley closed her eyes and rubbed her temple with one hand.


  “Oh yeah, Dad’s so going to love that your new boyfriend is a lynx.” Ametta snickered and then puffed out her chest to speak in a gruff voice. “What’s wrong with bears? You don’t want to give your old man any grandbabies? Are you trying to drive me to an early grave?”


  Kinley let out a little snort and threw all the wrappers into the garbage. “God, that whole grandkids thing. You’d think we’re all a bunch of spinsters.” She shook her head. “And he’s not my boyfriend.”


  “He slept in your bed.”


  “Because I was hurt.”


  “You’ve seen each other naked.” Ametta grinned.


  “Because we had shifted!”


  “He kissed you and you liked it.”


  Damn. That was true. Kinley’s head dropped forward into her hands. “That doesn’t make him my boyfriend.” She ran her hands through her hair and finished her cleanup. “So how’s Lucky?”


  “Shut up.” Ametta snapped and then was blissfully quiet.


  Once everything was wiped down and back in its proper place, Kinley looked to her large desk and then out the window at Ransom’s truck. Work. She needed to do work. Her gaze stayed on the truck.


  “Hey, Mett, do you think you could drive into town with me? I want to drop off Ransom’s truck, but then I’ll need a ride home.”


  “Want to see him that bad, huh?” Ametta slid off her stool and smoothed down her skirt.


  “No. I’m hoping he’ll be sleeping. I’ll leave his keys with the receptionist at Mr. Ellsworth’s office.” Though Kinley wanted to know how Bert was doing, she would have to wait until the totem was retrieved. She wanted the giant gone before she dealt with anything else, including her feelings for Ransom.


  Ametta drove and Kinley followed. When they arrived at the office building, Kinley parked the truck out front and hopped out. She stood beside it, fiddling with the keys.


  Would Ransom be there? Did she want to see him? Touch him, kiss him…


  Yes, she did, but she shouldn’t. It was time to focus on much more important things than a hot guy. The quest must be first in her heart and mind right now.


  “You want me to take the keys in?” Ametta rolled down her window and gave an impatient sigh.


  “No. I’ll do it.” Kinley squared her shoulders and walked into the building. The receptionist appeared frazzled as she talked on the phone, but she took Ransom’s keys and promised to give them back to him. She barely gave Kinley more than a quick look.


  Good, good. Fast and easy.


  Kinley was almost to the door when she heard Ransom call her name. She paused and attempted to brace herself. No fairies dancing in her belly or rushes of lust. Nope. She was going to turn around, and he’d just be a nice guy who loaned her his truck.


  Feeling strong, she turned, and there he was, cupping her face and kissing her like mad. She almost lost the ability to stand!


  Brace herself? More like melt into a puddle of happy goo.


  No, no. She patted his chest and whimpered when she pulled away from the kiss. “Uh, Mr. Ellsworth. Yes. How is he?”


  “I think he’s going to be fine after some time. I’m afraid you’ll have to tell your sister the shopping trip to Russia is off, though. I don’t know which one of them is going to be more disappointed about that.” Ransom chuckled and gathered her to him, his body molding to hers.


  Thank God. Though there was little relief to be had at the moment wrapped in Ransom’s arms. “I left your truck keys… There. At the desk. Thank you.”


  Could she not even form a full sentence? It was embarrassing, especially for a geek. Damn, he made her dizzy with want.


  “Mmhmm.” Ransom nudged her hair back from her neck and brushed his lips over her sensitive skin. His hands wiggled into the back pockets of her jeans. “Did you sleep well?”


  “Slept hard. Didn’t even hear my alarm. Azarius arrived. He’s out looking for…” Kinley almost said the owl totem. She bit back the words and rattled on. “The giant. He’s a raven. He can fly, so it’s safer for him to do it. He’ll know what to do. Have the problem cleared up within a couple days. Then the crew can fix the damage and maybe get the foundation laid before winter.”


  Ransom eased back a little and raised a brow at her. “Well, just as long as he knows what he’s doing. And as long as you don’t go back out there. I won’t be able to come along to be your bodyguard. I’ve got to stay here for a few days. Bert needs to be fed a lot.” He smiled his pirate’s smile. “Speaking of food, maybe you want to pick up something and bring it here later. We’ll have dinner together. I have my own private office.”


  The implications of that statement. The immensely naughty implications. Kinley swallowed and raised a shaky hand, pointing at the door. “My sister’s waiting. I’ve got to go. We’ve got lots of work to do, but, um, I’ll give you a call, okay?”


  His smile fell. It was like she kicked a small dog. And she felt just as horrible too. She repeated to herself she was protecting him from danger and protecting herself from future heartbreak.


  “Call me.” And then he released her.


  Ransom looked like she felt. She wanted to hug him, tell him she’d be there with chicken and biscuits. Holy cow. Even her imagined make-ups weren’t sexy. Chicken? He was the type to eat sushi off a beautiful woman’s body.


  Her chin dipped, and it became difficult to breathe. “Okay. Bye.”


  Kinley stumbled a little over the lip of the office door. Yup, total klutz. And a boring nerd. Spinster was her future.


  She climbed into Ametta’s car and shut the door.


  “What the hell was that?” Ametta pulled away from the curb before Kinley even put on her seatbelt.


  “Nothing.” Everything. Life sucked.
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  Ametta made Kinley promise to stay safe before heading back to Anchorage. Safe in her family’s minds meant staying inside and sitting behind a computer. Which Kinley did while waiting for Azarius.


  Every single one of them knew that there was no real safety in hunting the totem tokens. That’s why they told Kinley to stay at home.


  She was neck-deep in research when Azarius returned early in the evening. Neck-deep meaning she had twenty tabs open in her browser. Having read more on the meanings of the totems, she didn’t need Azarius to tell her what she already worked out.


  “I need you to come find the owl totem.” Azarius didn’t greet her with a hello or a smile. He walked in when she opened the door for him and gazed at her with intense dark eyes.


  It was meant for her to find. She might be a bear shifter, but the owl fit who she was. Intelligent, wise, intuitive, and a messenger.


  Kinley offered him something to eat after realizing she hadn’t eaten since lunch herself. “Did you see the giant?”


  “No.” Azarius shook his head as he stood in the kitchen while she fixed sandwiches for them. “They were creatures of the earth. I did not step foot on the land nor was there anyone else there.”


  “I can’t fly, though. I will have to walk the land.” Kinley nipped her lower lip as she placed a cold cut sandwich on a plate and pushed it over the counter to him. “The giant wanted me. Me as a bear, though. So it might be safe if I didn’t shift.”


  “’Twas Bear and Raven who killed the last of the giants.” Azarius stated. He didn’t sit as he started to eat.


  He had a point. Was it going to piss off the giant even more to have both of them there? Instead of poking a hornet’s nest, they might end up whacking it with a stick. She couldn’t fly off like Azarius could. And he wouldn’t leave her, so he’d have to battle the monster.


  Bloody images of what happened to Bert flashed in her mind. No. She didn’t want that to happen to Azarius or anyone else.


  “We need to go in with a plan.” Kinley said after they’d eaten in silence.


  “We cannot plan for what we do not know.”


  “How did Bear and Raven kill the giants?” A sword and a truck weren’t going to do it. Her father owned guns, but they’d be of no use.


  “With fire, burned them to ashes. They then flung the ashes to the winds so they’d fly all different ways for even those tiny bits were still hungry for human blood.” Azarius made a flinging gesture with one hand, but that was as far as his showmanship went.


  Fire. So where could they find a gigantic flame thrower?


  Yeah, right. Best not to even engage the giant. Fleeing would be the best option. She could only hope the giant was tied to his territory and couldn’t leave.


  “We’ll go in through the forest and not onto the site proper. For that was where you heard the owl’s call, yes?” Azarius did have a plan. And she was relieved it was sound.


  “Yes.”


  Maybe the owl would come to her if she responded to its call. That would make things so much easier. Of course, if this were like any role-playing game she played, she would have to earn the owl’s token, and the obvious way seemed to be to defeat the giant.


  Kinley played over several scenarios in her head as she drove them to Ellsworth Mountain. Stick to the woods and don’t shift. It should be okay if she didn’t turn into a bear.


  She parked along the road. The sky turned pink as the sun set in the west. Pretty and ominous.


  As soon as Kinley stepped out of the car, the owl hooted. It was waiting for her. It wanted to be found. Silently, she called to it, trying to make it understand it was best if it came to her.


  “What do you hear?” Azarius stepped around her car. His keen eyes searched the treetops surrounding them.


  “The owl. I’m trying to see if it will come to me.”


  One minute. Two. A third passed by. Nothing.


  Maybe if she called it out loud. “Who-who-whooo!”


  Azarius gave her a sideways glance. Yes, her owl call was horrible. She figured it was the intent that mattered.


  The owl hooted back, but it didn’t sound any closer.


  Leave it.


  Kinley sucked in a breath. The same voice that told her to leave before. Why would the whispers tell her such a thing? It was incredibly important that she find the totem. For everyone she loved.


  “What?” Azarius clasped her arm.


  “It’s not getting any closer. We’re going to have to go look for it.” She wasn’t going to leave it. She couldn’t.


  Azarius nodded and released her. “You lead. I’ll follow from above.”


  He shifted into a raven, his bird’s feet never touching the ground as he flapped upwards. She envied the Black Shamans for their trick for transforming with clothes on and being dressed when they shifted back. It would have saved her so many embarrassing situations.


  Kinley headed into the woods and ignored the urgency of the whispers. She’d listened and obeyed them her whole life. Not now. Not when so many people needed her to find this totem.


  The next hoot she heard was closer. So she was moving in the right direction. Except it was leading her up and toward the mountain.


  While Azarius flew above, loneliness snugly wrapped around her allowing fear to creep in. She wished Ransom was with her. His strength, daring attitude, and the way he could make her laugh would help her feel less afraid.


  No. He was safer elsewhere.


  The ground grew steeper and rocky. She slid a few times, grabbing tree trunks for support.


  Another cry from the owl. Kinley stared up at the surrounding trees. It was up there. Fifty or sixty feet. Maybe eighty. She pointed up, waiting for Azarius to come into view so he could see her and check out the treetops.


  He flew from one to the other. With the amount of time he was taking, she guessed he was being thorough. But what if he couldn’t find the token? What if she had to climb up there?


  The owl called to her once more. Up the mountain farther away.


  Was it playing a game of chase? Kinley didn’t like it. The stakes were far too high.


  With the sky growing darker, she swatted at the mosquitoes beginning to swarm and picked up her pace. She could see well enough at night, but she was unsure if Azarius could. Ravens weren’t nocturnal animals. Though being a Black Shaman could give him some advantages.


  Kinley came to a spot where she had to scale a twenty foot rock wall. Not very high, but she’d never been great at climbing. The owl’s hoot echoed from upward in a small copse of trees on the side of the mountain. This has to be it. Please don’t let it lead me up any farther.


  She began her slow climb, taking time to find proper holds. Inch by inch, she’d make it. She had to make it.


  One of her feet slipped, and she let out a cry, clinging to the rock face.


  Azarius cawed and shifted, landing softly on his feet on the edge above her. He lay on his belly and held out a hand to her. “Grab on.”


  Could she reach him? Would her other foothold remain stable with most her weight if she let go with a hand? Her heart pounded in her chest. The fall wouldn’t kill her, but dammit, she didn’t want to start over.


  “Grab my hand.” Azarius urged.


  Taking a deep breath, Kinley let go with one hand and stretched her arm up. Her fingers grazed his. Not enough.


  Azarius seized her fingers and hauled her up with a speed that made her squeal. Her fingers throbbed as if he’d crushed them, but she was up and on solid ground.


  A piercing hoot caused her to cringe.


  “Where?” Azarius glanced around.


  “That group of trees. It’s close.” As long as it doesn’t move again.


  He didn’t wait for her to say anything else. Shifting, he hopped off the side of the rock and flew upward.


  One hop on the mountain.


  RAVEN! The voice shrieked like a spaceship falling from the sky.


  The stench of decay rolled over her, and from the west, from the site, the giant roared.
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  Not now. Not when they were so close to the totem.


  There was no turning back. Kinley had to get to the token. But which tree?


  The ground shook as the giant approached. Was that the owl’s shriek or hers? Pick a tree. Any tree!


  The one in the middle was the biggest. That was the best bet. It would allow her to see the tops of the others if she was wrong.


  Wait. There were no low branches. The closest one was about sixteen feet above her. Kinley swallowed hard. Time to piss off the giant even more.


  “Kinley!”


  She cried out as if struck by a gauntleted fist. No! She spun to see Ransom running toward her. What was he doing here? Why was he here?


  “What the fuck are you doing? Run! Get away from here!” Ransom leapt over a big rock and snagged her around the waist.


  “No!” Kinley pried herself from his grip. Damn. Why did he have to show up now? If he died, it would be her fault. She couldn’t cry. Not now. “I’m so sorry. I can’t run. I can stop the giant. I can save us all.”


  Without taking off her clothes first, she shifted. Her favorite hoodie shredded around her expanding form as she dug her claws into the trunk of the tree. The remnants of her clothing fluttered to the ground. The giant raged, bellowing for Bear, even as she lifted herself from the ground and climbed. No easy task, but she wouldn’t be able to do it at all with human hands.


  “Kinley!” Ransom growled and transformed. He slinked out of his clothes and ascended the tree much quicker than she. Well, he was a cat, after all. How she wished for his dexterity now.


  Twenty feet. Thirty. The branches were too close together for her big bear body. She hugged the trunk and shifted back to human form. The cold hit her first and then the prickliness of the needles. To top it off, naked Ransom jumped onto a branch beside her.


  “What’s going on? How will you stop the giant?” He breathed heavily with his beautiful hazel eyes boring into her.


  “The owl.” Yes, like that was going to explain it all. Ransom must think her insane. She started climbing again. Was that the giant’s bald head she could see in the distance? How close was he?


  Ransom followed behind her as if he was her spotter on a rock climbing exhibition. “I don’t understand.” When she didn’t reply, he grunted out a sigh. “Come on, Kin. I can’t help if you won’t tell me. I’ve known for a while that there is more to this than you’ve let on. You know I’m with you, whatever you have to do.”


  Kinley didn’t need the whispers to confirm he meant what he said. She could trust him. He’d proven that over and over again. Scratches covered her as she continued to climb, but the cold didn’t bother her so much anymore. The warmth from his body near hers helped on so many levels.


  “The owl isn’t an actual owl, but a token. A magical token from a stolen totem pole.” That wasn’t helping explain it either. She took a deep breath, tried to ignore how close the giant was getting, and started again. “Last month, Ametta found a sacred cave. It once housed a totem pole fashioned by the gods to store the magic in which they used to create shifters. The pole is gone. We must find seven totem tokens and reunite them with the pole to save that magic. If we don’t, it could mean the end for all shifters.”


  “Holy shit.” Ransom hiss through his teeth. “You could have told me this before. I can help.”


  Sixty or seventy feet up, Kinley stopped. “Could you imagine what would happen if every shifter knew about this? It would be chaos. The Black Shamans know and are searching. My family knows. But that’s all we wanted to involve because, well…” She gestured toward the giant. “The magic screws things up. I think it called the giant from the grave. Once I have the token, things will return to normal on the mountain.”


  Ransom climbed up beside her and perched in a crouch on the branch. “Why couldn’t one of the Black Shaman find this token? If you’re wrong…”


  “No one else can hear the owl. I think the token was meant for me.”


  The giant neared the copse of trees. Ransom grabbed her and the tree trunk, holding them steady as everything shook.


  A series of caws rang over the giant’s roars. Kinley dared to stand, hugging the tree, and leaned to peer through the branches. Azarius flew up and dove down, whizzing by the monster. The raven did this again and again, and the giant only grew more furious.


  “Your friend is distracting it for us. Come on!” Ransom nudged her as he grabbed the branch above them.


  Kinley started upwards again. So close to the top. But where was the owl? And what was she looking for exactly?


  Her fingers stopped hurting. Numbness spread through them and her toes. A soft hoot drew her to the right. But the branches were growing too thin to support her. A flash of feathers. Big wings stretching.


  Glancing at Ransom, he appeared not to have seen what she did. Another affirmation that the owl token was meant for her.


  She held out a hand to stop him, and he did so without question. Trust, loyalty, and respect. Maybe she had judged the cat in him too harshly before. This was a man of honor. No matter how carefree and wild he might seem, Ransom was a guy you wanted by your side. And he was hot on top of that!


  Calling without words to the owl, Kinley startled when a pair of large golden eyes blinked at her. A great horned owl fluffed itself up as it sat on a nearby branch. It regarded her in silence as she gaped at it.


  The world around her seemed to freeze. Caught in one heartbeat, she and the owl linked together mind to mind. No, deeper than that. Soul to soul.


  Whispers swirled around them, but they were like invisible Tweets. She could pick which ones she wanted to read and let the others disappear into the feed. Messages from the Otherworld. Not tied to the bird’s leg, but flying free as it did.


  The moment shattered and the owl was gone. Cold jabbed into her skin like a thousand pins, and her ears rang from the giant’s furious shouts. In the owl’s place was a necklace draped over the branch. A carved and delicately painted owl hung between beads of ivory and stone. Or was some of that bone? Whatever it was, she had found the token.


  Ransom said something below her, and she looked to see him pointing at the necklace.


  “I’m going to crawl out to get it.” Kinley climbed up a little farther and knelt on the branch, testing its strength.


  Azarius’ screech jerked her head to the west. He flapped upwards, listing to the left. She didn’t need to be an ornithologist to tell something was wrong with his wing. The giant swung his hand, batting Azarius from the sky, and stomped on him.


  Kinley screamed, and the giant’s milky gaze turned toward her.


  Not Azarius. He was a Black Shaman. He was her savior. There was no way he could survive being crushed no matter his magic or long life. Unlike a vampire, Azarius was mortal.


  “Kinley!” Ransom grabbed her ankle and shook her. “Get the token!”


  The giant was coming. Azarius was dead. She was stuck at the top of a Sitka Spruce, naked and with no weapons.


  “Kinley!” Ransom shouted again.


  She stared at him as if through a haze. Was he really there? Maybe her mind conjured the image of Ransom to keep her company in the tree. That way, she wouldn’t have to die alone.


  The giant pushed through the tall evergreens, reaching toward her, but not being able to seize her. He stood on his toes, but no luck. So huge and yet not big enough. Kinley wanted to laugh, but no sound came from her mouth.


  The monster pounded at the trunk with his fists. Kinley wrapped her arms and legs around it and held tight. Ransom shifted and dug in with his claws, yowling.


  Somehow the necklace remained on the branch. Magic, of course. It waited for her. Now if only the giant would stop and allow her a few seconds to retrieve it.


  Ransom launched himself at their tormentor. He hissed as he landed on the giant’s face and raked his claws down the bulbous eyes.


  Tears stung her eyes. Kinley had seen how an attack like this ended twice already. Ransom was there for her and her alone. She couldn’t let him die.


  She twisted and leapt toward the token. Slipping as she did so, she tumbled and was caught by two branches below. The force of it knocked the air from her lungs, and she struggled to get a hold to keep from falling farther.


  Steadying herself, she looked back in time to see the giant swipe a hand across his face. Ransom jumped back into the tree, but his claws caught loose bark. He tried to grasp it again, but his claws only tore more of it to shreds. Shifting, he locked his fingers around the branch and dangled sixty feet off the ground.


  “Kinley!” Ransom’s cry drew a sob from her.


  She pulled herself up, getting a steady footing again, just as the giant stumbled and flailed his arms about. He managed to snap off a large branch a few feet under Ransom’s feet. His massive hand hit another tree, snatched it, and shook it.


  That’s when she spotted the gouges on his eyes. The monster couldn’t see. Ransom blinded it.


  A few more precious seconds. She could get the totem token. It still sat upon the branch, unaffected by the nightmare events rocking the mountain.


  Kinley glanced at Ransom to see his hands slowly losing their grip. No! He just needed to hold on. One more minute. Not even that.


  With a terrifying snarl, the giant swung around and lashed out at all the trees around him. One punch slammed their tree, and Ransom almost lost his hold. The shifter tried to get his feet up to help, but everything was shaking with the giant’s furious fit. Ransom wouldn’t be able to hold on long enough for her to reach the token and then him.


  If he dared to yell, he would tell her to get the necklace. He would sacrifice himself for the possibility she would live. Shouldn’t she honor that sacrifice?


  No. He wasn’t dead. He didn’t have to die. She wouldn’t let him.


  Kinley swiftly scaled down the trunk and stepped onto his branch. It mattered to her if he died. She squatted and sat, wrapping her legs around the branch and leaning forward to grab his wrists.


  Ransom shook his head, but didn’t fight as she lifted him high enough for him to get his limbs around the branch. He righted himself and scooted to her to mash his mouth against hers. Not even the giant’s rage could ruin that kiss for her.


  “Get up there. Get that token.” He panted.


  Kinley turned just as the giant smacked their tree again. He wrapped his arms around the base and roared as he began to tug.


  No time to think it through. She stood with Ransom’s help and climbed to the branch where the necklace hung.


  A frantic flapping of wings blasted her from the right. Was the owl back?


  With a piercing cry, a golden eagle swooped in and snatched the necklace with its feet before flying quickly away from the mountain.


  The giant’s bellow ended abruptly. The tree stopped shaking. The monster was gone.


  And so was the token.
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  The smothering silence froze Kinley in place with one hand on the branch that had held the token. That could not have just happened. The totem was meant for her, not for…


  It wasn’t possible. Ametta and Lucky said they killed the hunter who could turn into a golden eagle. They’d shot her with a flare gun and pummeled her into the ground. The eagle was dead.


  But no ordinary bird would take the necklace. No animal would dare be in this area right now where the giant had been rampaging.


  It had to be that hunter. But how? Why?


  “Kinley.” Ransom’s soft voice lured her from her thoughts.


  Her lips perked up just a little. He was alive. He had taken on the giant and lived.


  She climbed down and held the trunk with one arm while wrapping the other around him. Burying her face against his neck, she could almost block out the horrid stench of the monster that still blanketed the mountain.


  Ransom rubbed his cheek against her head. “What happened? That other bird… Why did it take the token?”


  “She’s a hunter of our kind. Maybe one of the people who stole the totem pole. We thought she was dead…” It would do no good right now to tell the tale. They were naked, hurt, and up a huge tree. She swatted a mosquito that buzzed near her head. They’d get eaten alive by the bugs if they didn’t get down and indoors.


  Eaten alive.


  Kinley stiffened. Oh shit.


  “We need to get down now. Fast as possible.” She let Ransom go, immediately missing his warmth, and began her descent.


  “What’s wrong?” Ransom followed, more quickly and skillfully than she.


  “We’re not out of danger yet. The giant isn’t gone.” Foot on branch, hand on trunk, squat and climb. Again and again. Just don’t slip. “Do you know the story of how Bear and Raven defeated the last of the giants?”


  “No. But I’m going to assume it was like Mortal Combat.” Ransom somehow maneuvered under her and led the way. “Except, you know, they weren’t mortals.”


  A video game reference. Could he be any more perfect?


  Time for blushing over the hot guy later. “Bear and Raven burned the giants. They scattered the ashes to the winds so they’d fly in all directions because even those tiny bits of ash were still hungry for human blood.”


  Thank you, Azarius, for sharing the story. She wondered if he knew the truth. But if he did, would it have made a difference? Not likely.


  “Okay. So if we had made a huge bonfire, we could have scared off the giant.” Ransom hopped down to the next branch and helped her slide down next to him.


  Kinley took hold of his arms and stared him right in the eyes. “The tiny bits of ash are still hungry. The mosquitoes. The giant mosquitoes at this site. It isn’t natural for them to be out at this time of year. The giant is here all the time. Only when something triggers him does he come all together.”


  “Something like a bear.” Ransom’s eyes gleamed.


  “Right.” Kinley nodded. “If we can kill off most of the mosquitoes, we slay the giant.”


  “I like the sound of that.” There was that gorgeous grin. She so loved to see it. He kissed her and laughed. “Follow me. I’ll get us down.”


  “Then to the site. They don’t have flame throwers, but they have fuel.”


  They got to the ground, but not fast enough for her liking. She wasn’t willing to shift, though. If the giant came together now, they’d be dead.


  Dead like Azarius. She glanced over to where he’d been killed. Black feathers and blood marred the ground. She blinked back tears knowing Azarius would not want her taking time to mourn him yet. To honor him, she’d finish what they started.


  Ransom and she ran through the woods. Her feet felt no pain from the rocky ground, numb as they were from the cold. The mosquitoes assaulted them in swarms like she’d never experienced before. Good for the purpose she wanted, but she was going to be one puffy bug bite afterward.


  The whispers said nothing. Did they want her to do this? Was she right?


  Before she found the totem, they’d told her to leave it and she ignored them. But she did leave it in favor of saving Ransom. Did the whispers wish for her to lose the token? She always felt they were on her side. But maybe she was wrong.


  Too much to think about now. Kinley needed to concentrate on the situation at hand.


  When they got to the site, Ransom went to the pole with the junction box and flipped on the flood lights. She squinted at the brightness. Not that either of them needed the lights to see at night, but it would attract more mosquitoes.


  “The propane tank from the trailer is the biggest. If we can make that explode, the fire will be hot and brief. We can do it in the foundation hole.” Ransom jogged toward the metal canister, motioning for her to help him.


  “But how will we ignite it? And it will have to be at the right time.” Kinley pressed her shoulder to the cold container and followed his lead in pushing it to the hole. “How will we get it in there?”


  “Push it. It won’t explode. It needs a hot spark to do that.” Ransom heaved and grunted as he gave the canister one last push. It clanged as it rolled into the hole. “As for igniting it… A gun.”


  Kinley rubbed her arms and smacked away the bugs. How were they going to get a gun? They were standing nude in the middle of a ruined construction site.


  “I’ve got one in my truck. I’ll be fast.” Ransom shifted just as he said that last word and darted toward the road.


  Alone on the side of a mountain. She was a prime candidate for a scene for a horror film. Except she wasn’t a screamer.


  The mosquitoes were getting worse. She was the only food source for them. They’d never been so aggressive before. She flipped her hair around and flapped her arms to keep them off her.


  Their whining buzzed louder. A few tried to fly into her ears. Her nose and eyes were next. She squeezed her eyes shut, jumping and flailing in one spot.


  Beneath the hum, something whispered.


  Kinley honed in on it and picked it out like she did earlier. As easy as reading a text message.


  Run fast and hide.


  Oh yes, she’d love to run away as quick as she could and hide from these hungry monstrosities too. But there was still a job to be done. She had to make certain the giant was gone.


  Her whole body crawled with the feeling of mosquitoes on her. How many were there? One got stuck in her nostril, and she frantically blew it out. She covered her nose with one hand. They were going to suffocate her.


  A gun shot and a ping near her feet.


  Ransom was back. But why was he shooting while she was still standing there?


  Kinley turned toward the sound and opened her eyes a crack. She faced the mountain and the darkness carpeting it. It was the opposite direction Ransom had left.


  Oh God. It wasn’t Ransom.


  Run fast and hide. Her legs wouldn’t move fast enough.


  A second shot clanged against the propane canister.


  Faster. The boulder. Could she make it in time?


  The third shot hit its target. The explosion deafened her as she dove. She closed her eyes as she smacked into the ground. Rock and dirt scraping up her already battered skin. Searing heat enveloped her for a few brief seconds.


  Two more shots. Everything hurt. She couldn’t make her body move.


  “Kinley!”


  Ransom. The ground crunched with his footsteps. She managed to force open one eye.


  With a shotgun in one hand, he fell to his knees at her side. “Oh fuck. Are you shot? Burned? Can you hear me?”


  No mosquitoes. Other than his heavy breathing and her fluttering heart, there were no other sounds.


  Gone.


  Yes, the giant was gone. She didn’t need the whispers to tell her. Every fiber in her being assured her of it.


  Gone.


  Repetitive, but comforting. She swallowed and tried to say Ransom’s name, but it came out more as a croak.


  “I’m turning you over.” Ransom laid down the gun and gently rolled her. He blew out a long breath. “You’re not shot. Maybe a little crispy, but nothing that won’t heal after a good meal and sleep.”


  She smiled. At least she hoped her mouth curved that way. She lifted her hand and put it on his.


  Ransom gripped her hand and gave it a light squeeze. “Did you see the gunman? He’s gone now. The bastard was trying to kill you.”


  Kinley stiffened and sucked in a breath. Gone. The hunter had escaped. Disappeared with the token.


  “I’m going to pick you up and carry you to the truck. We need to get somewhere safe. Can you hold the gun and help me keep an eye out?” Ransom slipped one arm under her legs and the other behind her back.


  “Yes. Hurry.” She took the shotgun as he rose up with her in his arms.


  Ransom ran to his truck parked on the road. Kinley watched over his shoulder, but nothing moved on the mountain. The hunter had fled and taken a piece of hope for all shifters with her.
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  “The hunter’s dead. I’m certain of it.” Ametta folded her arms and held her chin high.


  Lucky nodded and sighed. “She was definitely dead.”


  “But it was a golden eagle shifter who took the token. Then she shot at me. It certainly sounds like the same hunter.” Kinley placed her hands flat on the counter and leaned. Her burns itched, and she needed to keep herself from scratching. After a day, she was mostly healed, but nightmares kept her from getting a good sleep.


  “It could be another hunter. Or she could’ve been playing possum.” Ransom suggested, resting his hip against the counter.


  “She was fucking dead!” Ametta snapped. “And no one asked you. You shouldn’t even be here.”


  “Mett, don’t—”


  “All of you need to stop your bickering.” Their father cut Kinley off. “There’s a hunter still out there. Whether it be the one from before or another, we know she’s there. And she has the owl totem. We need to find her and get it back.”


  “Kin shouldn’t have been out there looking for it.” Ametta shook her head. Her knuckles grew white with the grip she had on her own upper arms.


  “No, she shouldn’t have, but—” Her dad grumbled and gritted his teeth when Kinley interjected.


  “It wasn’t as if I was off by myself. I had Ransom and Azarius with me.” Her throat tightened at the mention of Azarius.


  “Now Azarius is dead, and he shouldn’t even have been there!” Ametta flung a hand in Ransom’s direction.


  “You do know if he wasn’t there, I’d be dead, right?” Kinley squirmed with the heavy tension in her house. She hated when her family fought and hated it even more when she argued with them. Ametta’s attitude was uncalled for, especially in relation to Ransom.


  Ransom placed a hand on the small of her back. It eased a small bit of stress, and she breathed a little easier.


  Her father growled low in his chest. “Stop it. What’s done is done. No one does anything else until Sedge and Saskia return. You girls need to stay inside, be cautious. The hunter could strike at any time. Never go anywhere alone.”


  “We girls?” Ametta snorted. “In case you haven’t noticed, Dad, we’re grown women. I don’t need an escort. I don’t need anyone.”


  Ametta turned and marched out of the house. Lucky watched her go out and slam the door behind her. He turned his head back to the others. “Don’t worry. I’ll look out for her.” He pointed a finger at Ransom and then at Kinley. “And you keep an eye on this one.”


  Ransom nodded. “Already am.”


  Lucky rushed out before Ametta could drive away and got into her car with her. Kinley leaned to better see the two of them arguing and smiled a little. She hoped Lucky wouldn’t back down. Few people could hold their ground when it came to Ametta. She was used to getting her way.


  Her dad walked around the counter and hugged Kinley. “Stay inside, rest, heal. Please say you’ll do that this time.”


  Kinley squeezed her father. “I will.”


  “I haven’t managed to get a hold of Saskia or Sedge yet, but hopefully soon. They’ll come back immediately once I tell them what happened.” Kunik heaved a sigh. “I’ll go see to Azarius. Then wait until everyone is here before we send him to the sky.”


  “Okay.” Kinley couldn’t get any other words out other than that one.


  Her dad kissed her head and fetched his coat before exiting her house. The tension had lifted, but she didn’t feel any lighter. There was still so much to do. What if the hunter found all the tokens? What would she do with that power?


  Ransom wrapped his arms around her from behind and pressed his cheek against her head. “I don’t think your family likes me very much.”


  “Oh, that’s not true.” She shook her head.


  He chuckled. “Sure, it is. Your sister wanted to scratch my eyes out. Your brother-in-law gave me that I’ll-beat-you-into-a-bloody-pulp glare when he told me to look after you.”


  Kinley choked on a half-laugh, half-gasp. “Oh God. Don’t let Mett ever hear you call Lucky my brother-in-law. She’ll flip!”


  “Oh, come on.” Ransom lightly tickled her sides. “I’m sure if I made some not so nice comment about the big guy, she’d rip my tongue out. The two of them are like some old married couple. They fight and fight some more, but then BAM! Super-duper sex.”


  Kinley wriggled, trying to get free, and laughed. Not that she wanted to think of her sister having sex, but Ransom nailed that on the head.


  “And your dad, he didn’t even say a word to me. He doesn’t think I’m good enough for his little girl.”


  How did Kinley miss that? Her dad didn’t even look Ransom’s way. Huh. “I’m sure he doesn’t think that. Or it could be he doesn’t think anyone is good enough for his daughters.”


  “He likes Lucky well enough. Now your big sister, geez, she might just try to tear my head off.” Ransom stilled. His breath warmed the back of her neck. “None of them think I’m good enough to be your boyfriend.”


  Whoa. Hold on.


  Kinley turned to face him. Did he mean what he said? Did it mean the same thing as it did to her? Should she even consider being in a relationship with everything going on and with a hot guy way out of her league?


  “You’re giving me a look like you’re trying to analyze every word I’ve just said. It’s kind of sexy.” He leaned in to kiss her, but she put a hand between them.


  “I don’t know you very well…” She started and realized that probably wasn’t the best way to begin.


  “Uh oh. Is this the part where you tell me I’m a nice guy, say it’s you not me, and send me on my way?” He said this in jest, but she caught a slight tremble in the last few words.


  “No. What I mean is you’re not a nice guy.” Dammit! “Okay. You’re gorgeous and you know it. Cocky and wild. And loyal and brave. Clever and funny. And I really like you. A lot.” She swallowed and dug inside herself in an attempt to gather her courage. Hot guys made her a mess. “But I don’t know what you want with me. I’m the nice girl. The quiet one. Not the sort…”


  “Exactly the sort of woman I like. Incredibly smart, beautiful, and brave with a huge heart. And good taste in shows.” Ransom reached and caressed her cheek. “Yeah, maybe we don’t know each other very well. We can fix that. Give us some time. We’ve already proven we’re an awesome team.”


  Yeah, that they were. She caught herself before she could smile. “I’m not the type for flings or casual dating. When I invest myself in something, I’m serious about it. I don’t take relationships lightly.”


  “Good because I’m damn serious about it too.”


  Her stomach fluttered at his words, but she studied him. Did he mean what he said? She hadn’t had a boyfriend in years. Was she even ready for this?


  “Look, I know to most of the world I’m an irresistible bad boy.” Ransom smirked and lightly wet his lips. God, could he get any sexier? “And it’s fun. But inside, I’m a romantic. Just ask Bert. He’ll help you make fun of me.”


  At the mention of Bert, Kinley gnawed her lower lip. Though several of his organs and bones had been crushed by the giant, he was healing fast. He was even able to speak on the phone when Ransom called him to let him know the giant had been defeated.


  Drawing her from her thoughts, Ransom drew her against him fully. “Give us a shot. We’re so good together. Please. I’ll beg if you want.”


  Kinley grabbed his arms as he started to lower down to his knees. “I don’t want you to beg. I just want you to understand how I feel about this if I say yes.”


  Saying it out loud gave her more clarity. She did want to give them a chance. Wanted it a lot. She couldn’t let her eagerness run on ahead of her, though. Not that they were whispering, but she didn’t want to fall for sweet nothings murmured in the heat of the moment.


  Whispers. Leave it.


  Her eyes widened. Did the voices from the Otherside know? They told her to leave the totem token even before she made the choice to save Ransom over grabbing it. Was it a warning about the token? Or was it a blessing for a relationship?


  “Did you hear something?” Ransom cocked his head a little to the left.


  “No. I think I understand now.” Kinley slid her arms around his shoulders. “Yes.”


  “Yes?” He raised an eyebrow.


  “Yes, I want to give us a shot.”


  Ransom let out a victorious whoop before kissing her with equal enthusiasm. “Sealed with a kiss. Now you’re stuck with me.”


  “Yes, poor me.” Kinley giggled and playfully tugged on his hair.


  “We could seal the deal further by having wild sex… or maybe you’re the type to wait until after three dates or something like that.”


  It amused her to see him trying to figure her out. What made it even better was that she had no doubt he would be happy either way. He wanted to be with her. A hot guy wanted her. She should be the one cheering and jumping around.


  “Three dates seems like a statistically good number.” She kissed his cheek and headed to the stairs. Turning, she smirked at him over her shoulder. “But since I haven’t had sex in a few years, I have some pent-up energy I need to expend.”


  “That’s the hottest thing anyone has ever said to me.” Ransom’s eyes gleamed as he raced up the stairs to the loft after her.


  Her laughter was cut off as he tackled her to the bed and crushed his lips against hers.


  Kinley had thought the totem was meant for her, but she’d made the right choice in saving Ransom. Any victory would be hollow without him. The more he kissed her, she was certain that it was him who was meant for her instead.
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