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   After suffering an unspeakable childhood tragedy, firefighter Tanner Canagan uses his wolf shifter powers to rescue other helpless victims. But no matter how many people he saves, the dark history of his past prevents him from getting close to anyone. He doesn’t deserve to fall in love, especially not with a woman as gorgeous and amazing as Jordyn. 
 
    
 
   As a paramedic, Jordyn Lowe saves lives on a daily basis. As a wolf shifter, she’s dedicated to her pack. And as a woman, she’s head over paws in love with Tanner. Despite her own painful past with men, his tortured soul doesn’t scare her away. They just might be able to forge a union destined to last forever—if only they can trust that their broken hearts can heal one another.
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About This Book
 
    
 
    
 
   Fire Wolf is a crossover novella between the Dallas Fire & Rescue Kindle World and my Black Mesa Wolves paranormal romance series. Wolf shifters live alongside humans, but shifters are secret from humans. They live in pack structures with some exceptions, although they may live in their own separate housing within the general pack territory. Wolves have mates, can shift at will, and sometimes view their wolf side and their human side as being somewhat separate from one another, although they are still the same being.
 
    
 
   It is not necessary to have read any of my previous Black Mesa Wolves series books to understand this one, but doing so will enhance the experience. Either way, I hope you enjoy it!
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Chapter One
 
    
 
   Tanner's gut churned at the sight of the charred, smoking remains of what used to be somebody's home. He hated it when they lost a house. When a family was devastated. 
 
   “I'm just trying to help figure out who did this.” There had to be a reason this fire had started, and he was damn well going to discover it. “Which is the job you're supposed to be training for. Want to help out?”
 
   Zach raised an eyebrow. He was in the fire investigation training program. While Tanner was not, he had personal reasons to always help out the investigations. Reasons Zach knew well. With a short head shake, Zach said, “Sure. When my chief tells me I can start. It's his call, Tanner. Not yours.”
 
   Tanner blew out a harsh breath. "If I start now, I can maybe pick something up.” With their wolf senses, both Tanner and Zach had a distinct edge over the rest of the human crew. Not that any of the other guys knew about the existence of shifters. Still annoyed at being called out by the chief as well as Zach's reluctance to get going, he added in a curt voice, “Waiting doesn't help. I got this side." He walked away to examine the scorched remains of the house, trying to soothe his irritated wolf by extending his senses to see what he might pick up. 
 
   There was no answer behind him. He figured Zach was giving him another look, and probably shaking his head at him this time, too. Tanner didn't care. This was his self-appointed job, and he was doing it. He'd found clues before that he'd given to Zach to pass on to the investigation team. It wasn't like he was putting himself or Zach or anyone else in danger. The fire was contained. He was just doing his job.
 
   In the end, that was all that ever mattered. 
 
   Acrid smoke clogged up Tanner's lungs when the wind violently shifted. Coughing, he jammed his mask back on and sucked in the filtered air. 
 
   The chief leveled a dangerous glare at him through his own mask. "You know the damn rules, Canagan. Keep it on. Next time I see you pull that kind of dumb move, you're getting written up."
 
   Anger dropped over Tanner in an icy sheet. He opened his mouth to give an angry retort, but the chief thrust his head forward, neck tendons bulging out. “Not a word, son. Don't you make me regret giving you a shot here.”
 
   The look in his eyes said Tanner had better not even take a breath right now, let alone say anything. Slicing his hand across his throat in a sharp cut it out motion, the chief turned on his heel and headed back toward the engines parked in the little cul-de-sac in front of the house that had just burned to a crisp.
 
   Standing next to him, mask and helmet still firmly in place until they were given the go-ahead to remove them, Zach shot Tanner his own disapproving look. “He's the chief, man. Treat him with a little respect, won't you? You've been pushing the damn envelope too much lately.” 
 
   Glaring back, Tanner ignored his lifelong friend's advice. He had a hell of a lot of respect for human firefighters. They were brave, strong, and tough. However, they weren't wolf shifters, so that meant every single one of them ranked below him. Even the chief. He had to follow human law and order, but holding his temper in was getting to be harder and harder the longer he stayed at this fire station.
 
   Slamming his own glare after the boss, wolf pacing and huffing, Tanner made up his mind in a split second. As usual, he wasn't fitting in with the crew here. This firehouse had Zach, anyway. There were other places that needed Tanner's help. It was well past time for him to move on, anyway. He'd been here closing in on a year. It made him feel edgy as hell.
 
   Even though this was as close to home as he'd lived since he was a pup.
 
   “Chief, hold up a sec. I need a word,” he called out after the rigidly departing back of his chief.
 
   Behind him, Zach muttered, “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   As Tanner headed toward the chief, who had turned around, he gave a single glance toward the paramedic vehicle parked down the street. Looking through its windshield, he caught the flash of dark hair and smooth skin of the woman seated inside, lit up by the interior lights.
 
   Swallowing hard, he resolutely turned toward the chief. His wolf suddenly whining inside at the determined whirl of Tanner's thoughts, he ignored both it and the soft, sensuous pull of the gorgeous female wolf shifter inside the paramedic vehicle.
 
   The one who squeezed at his chest and confused the hell out of his mind every time he thought of her. The one who would have to understand the decision he was about to make.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Sean watched something through the front window of the rig, shaking his head. "Damn, there he goes again. Acting just like the lone wolf he is.”
 
   Jordyn Lowe snapped up her head. Following Sean's gaze, she saw one of the soot-marked yellow-clad members of Durango's firehouse peeling off on his own to check the perimeter of the burn. She had a strong feeling she knew who it was. Casually, side-eyeing her partner, she said, "Lone wolf?" Inside, her heart took a couple of extra beats, setting her own wolf to even more focused attention.
 
   "Yeah, look at him." Sean's voice took on a disapproving tone. "He's always doing that kind of stuff. Don't get me wrong, Tanner's an awesome guy. He can shoot some mean hoops and play a good hand of poker. But that's about it. No one really knows anything about him, you know? He just hangs out on his own all the time." Sean shrugged. "Lone wolf."
 
   Jordyn and her wolf both relaxed. Of course Sean hadn't meant it literally. He was human. He had no idea that shifters not only walked the world's population, but that Tanner was one of them. Or that Jordyn was. "He and Zach are friends," she pointed out. "Since they were kids."
 
   "Yeah, but Tanner hasn't lived here since he was a kid. I'd say they're not that close anymore. He's pretty buttoned up about most things."
 
   Shrugging a shoulder, looking back down at the paperwork on her clipboard, Jordyn let that go. Sean definitely did not need to know about the existence of the local wolf pack. But his next words had her hackles rising up again.
 
   "Unless, of course, he shares things with you." Sean elbowed her teasingly in the ribs. "Pillow talk. Spilling all his deep, dark secrets to his lady love." He ended his words on a singsong note.
 
   Jordyn rolled her eyes as both annoyance and that usual sizzling tingle when she thought of Tanner flashed through her. "I'm hardly his lady love. We just like to hang out together sometimes is all." As she said that, her wolf whined in her mind. Frowning, Jordyn shoved away the images of zipping through the woods with Tanner, both of them in wolf form. The images of talking with him, laughing, and plenty of quality "hanging out" time in bed together. With a small sigh, her wolf lay down, resting her chin on her paws and sighing. Even so, she still sent a last quick barrage of images at Jordyn: Tanner smiling up at Jordyn in bed, running with her as his wolf in the hills and desert to the west of town, and kissing her so soundly it shortened her breath and scrambled her thoughts.
 
   Taking a long breath in, Jordyn firmly thought at her wolf, No. Then she pointedly raised her eyebrows at the tablet in Sean's hands. "Hurry up and finish that, would you? I'd like to get out of here sooner rather than later."
 
   Not to be fazed, Sean lightly retorted, "And why would that be, huh? Got a hot date tonight with Mr. lone wolf? Aroooo!" he howled, dissolving into stitches.
 
   "Seriously, Sean," Jordyn snapped, "you have the maturity of a second-grader. It's amazing that you have advanced medical training and can keep a cool head in life or death situations."
 
   Still chuckling, Sean said, "Darlin', you know that's the only way to stay sane in our line of work." Teasing grin still on his face, he bent his head back to his tablet and finished filling out his notes from their call to the fire.
 
   Jordyn responded only with a muttered "Hmm" as she turned her attention back to her own tablet. He was right. Every day on the job, they were faced with the presence of death when they raced their ambulance to respond to 911 calls. Everyone in the medical profession knew that sometimes humor was indeed the only way to stay sane and still manage to live a somewhat normal life when dealing with the tremendous pressures of their everyday work life.
 
   Unlike Sean, Jordyn had the advantage of being a shifter. Her genes insured a long lifespan, quick healing, and a natural aversion to illness. It kept her somewhat removed from the realities of dealing with human trauma on a regular basis.
 
   Deep inside her, her wolf murmured, Humans important. Good to care.
 
   Quirking up an eyebrow and wrinkling her mouth into another slight frown, Jordyn thought back, Of course I care. But distance is required for this job. At that, her wolf lifted her lip to bare her canines, huffed with irritation at Jordyn, and padded toward a back corner of her mind. When Jordyn was in wolf form, she let her wolf lead the way. But she was in human form now. Her human mind was in charge. 
 
   She and Sean sat in silence for several minutes, filling out their reports. Luckily, there hadn't been a single real injury on this call. Mild smoke inhalation and some scrapes from where a neighbor had tripped over a garden hose while trying to douse the initial flames. But the homeowners had all escaped with their lives and their pets. It was not one of the heartbreaking calls.
 
   Thank god.
 
   A sudden rap at the window on her side made her jump. Turning her head, her heart stampeded again. Tanner stood there, helmet tucked under his arm, face covered in soot and sweat, hair plastered to his head. 
 
   None of that mattered. He was the most gorgeous man on the planet. Her wolf leapt back into the forefront of her mind, interested and intensely present again. Tanner motioned for Jordyn to roll down her window. The engine was off, so she just opened her door instead.
 
   “Hey, do you have a second to step out? Need to talk to you real quick. Alone,” he added, giving Sean a severe look.
 
   Sean shrugged, smiling, still working on his tablet. “I'm paying no attention,” he said cheerfully.
 
   “Whatever,” Jordyn muttered, cuffing him on the shoulder, then sliding out of the vehicle. Closing the door with a deliberate thunk, she walked to the back of it.
 
   Every part of her body felt aware of Tanner's presence as he followed her. The dark, brooding intensity he carried around with him was always there as well. That, and the way he could just arouse her like crazy without even touching her.
 
   Mine, her wolf whispered at her.
 
   Jordyn went behind the ambulance, which was tucked into the shadows on one end of the cul-de-sac the darkness of the night. Turning around, she began to ask what it was he needed. But Tanner had already stepped up to her, pulling her into his arms and pressing her against his long, hard body. "Just needed to taste you," he murmured before his lips crashed down on hers.
 
   Startled only briefly, Jordyn wrapped her arms around him. She opened her lips to his, welcoming his questing tongue and even the smoky, salty taste of him. The efforts of the past hours he'd spent fighting the fire exuded through his skin as he kissed her, the tension and stress making his mouth shake on hers, his arms hard bars as he leaned into her, pressing her back against ambulance's bay doors.
 
   She didn't mind in the slightest. Jordyn always needed what Tanner offered her. The hardness, even sometimes a harshness. The wild, sometimes close to rough sex they both reveled in and demanded from one another on a regular basis. He didn't see death on the job as often as she did, but the demons of his own past haunted him every time he got called out to an ugly fire that ended in brutal tragedy.
 
   They both offered one another release and relief. She gave to him as eagerly as he took, then flipped it around and took for him what she needed as well. Even though this one had been a clean call, no loss of life even though the property loss was total, she knew every fire reminded him. Just like every time she went out on a call, even though she kept herself at a remove from the emotions of the victims, the adrenaline always spiked through her. Always.
 
   For being nothing more than bed buddies, she and Tanner were damn well matched.
 
   Is more than that, the thought of her wolf unfurled like a snapping pennant through her mind. Need him. He is mine.
 
   Losing herself in the wild edges of Tanner's kiss, Jordyn just let her wolf's thoughts go in the moment, chalking them up to the need for physical release. Her wolf muttered something else at her, but Jordyn pushed it away, letting her body stay pliant and eager against Tanner's under the cover of the night that sheltered them from nosy eyes.
 
   Long moments later, the aching hardness of his cock pressing against her with the neediness she wanted to answer right then, he reluctantly backed away from the kiss. Her lips felt swollen. Tender. As always, with him, she wanted more.
 
   "That was a nice surprise," she said, managing to keep her voice cool and steady. Tanner was awesome, but she'd gotten a good enough sense of him and his natural restlessness in the past ten months that she was wary of feeling anything more for him.
 
   One heartbreak in a lifetime was enough, thank you very much.
 
   He nodded against her head, the scratchy roughness of his bristling cheek and chin scraping against her face with the deliciousness that always made her tremble in response.
 
   She expected him to make his usual offer next. To meet at her apartment in town after both their shifts were over for a long night of pleasure and the oblivion they both craved. The words he said instead startled her, causing her to drop back and look at him in the darkness with her wolf-enhanced sight.
 
   "I need to fight tonight. Come with me?" He sounded tentative for a second. "You know I always fight a lot better if I know you're watching me," he added in a low, almost off-handed growl.
 
   Jordyn's wolf paced and whined throughout her mind, worry and a funny little sense of protectiveness emanating from her. Jordyn stared at Tanner for a long moment, trying to read his face. But he'd reverted back to being just as contained she was. She rarely saw what was really going on with him play across his expression. Only when they were in bed together. 
 
   But a wicked smile lanced his mouth into a lascivious grin. "I'll make it worth your while afterward, sexy."
 
   Despite herself, Jordyn laughed, shaking her head. "You're incorrigible. But of course I'll be there. Why tonight? It's not your usual m.o. after a fire." Tanner usually worked off his steam at fires, needing only the sensuous bubble of the two of them wrapped together afterward rather than a fight.
 
   He stepped back. Glancing down, he took a breath before looking right back at her with his stunning mahogany brown eyes, clearly visible to her despite the darkness. She felt herself melting all over again.
 
   Until his next words.
 
   "Jordyn, I'm leaving.” 
 
   It was like a gut punch. Her wolf sat up and howled in her mind. Jordyn knew she looked out of her eyes, which would be close to glowing with her wolf so close to the surface.
 
   Tanner exhaled, hard, keeping his eyes locked hard on hers. She could see his wolf in them as well. “I just gave the chief my notice. It's time for me to move on.” She heard a ragged beat in his tone as he added, “So I really need to beat the crap out of someone tonight. Then I just want to lose myself in you afterward.”
 
   Long self-protective habit made her nod coolly, despite her wolf's agitated whirling around in her mind. “Okay. Okay. Yeah. Sure.” She sounded like a mindless automaton. Smoothing out her words, she added, “I understand, Tanner. We knew this was coming.” 
 
   He paused for a long moment, still gazing at her with his fathomless eyes. The sheer strength of his presence flooded over her. He finally nodded. “Yeah. We did know.” 
 
   She had to take a moment herself to be sure her words would come out lightly. “Where are you heading? Did you get a new job?”
 
   He half shrugged, wiping away a trickle of sweat tracing down along the hard, gorgeous planes of his face. “Dallas.”
 
   Her heart thudded hard. Dallas. That was a long way from Colorado.
 
   “I spent about a month there last year. This guy I know, Jax, he works for Station 58. He's been bugging me to come back, and apparently there might be an opening soon. Just talked to him the other day about it.” Tanner shrugged again, his eyes still studying her. “Chief rode my ass again one time too many. I'm just not a good fit here, Jordyn,” he added in a low voice.
 
   She tilted her chin up at him. Even though they'd both known the score when they first began hooking up, they both acknowledged that their—friendship—her wolf snorted very inelegantly in her mind—went beyond just casual. She felt comfortable enough to challenge him somewhat. “This is your home. You do fit here.”
 
   Silence wrapped around them again. His eyes lightened a little more. A sure sign of his wolf pushing at him. Looking out of his eyes. Slowly, though, he shook his head. “Once it was. It's—just not the place for me.”
 
   The weight of ugly history dropped heavily between them. Keeping herself breathing evenly, willing her heart to stop thudding out of whack and her wolf to settle down, Jordyn finally just nodded back. It wasn't an argument open for more discussion.
 
   Yet, at any rate.
 
   “So,” Tanner went on more briskly. “See you there later? About an hour?”
 
   “Yes.” She nodded firmly, clenching her fingers together in the dark.
 
   He gave her one last hard kiss before turning to stride off back around the ambulance. Then he paused, looked back at her, and simply said "Thank you" before disappearing back around the corner of the vehicle.
 
   With a small smile, Jordyn locked her sigh inside her throat. Resolutely, ignoring the chills running down her skin despite the remaining heat of the smoldering ashes, she went back to work.
 
   Maybe after he shed some shifter blood tonight, and they spent some of their favorite sort of “quality time” together—and at that thought, a more genuine smile ghosted across her face—she'd get back to her own equilibrium.
 
   Or, feeling the restless pace of her upset wolf in her mind, maybe not.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Around the other side of the ring, lumbering alongside the ropes like the giant pile of bumbling bruin he was, the huge grizzly shifter stared at Tanner with what was pretty much a crazy-ass grin on his face. Behind the bear, throngs of amped-up shifters growled, howled, shouted and chanted their support. This particular fighter was well known for being slightly unhinged. Known as Crazy Bear, he had a legion of fans. Tonight, he also had bloodlust in his eyes that promised he wanted to do some serious damage to his opponent.
 
   On the other side of the ring in his own corner, Tanner smiled to himself, although he kept his face outwardly expressionless. Good. He was itching for one hell of a throw down, and this crazy dude was just the one to bring it.
 
   Behind Tanner, another section of the crowd whooped and hollered their own encouragement for him. The shifter fight rings were underground only as far as humans were concerned. Obviously, if any human ever stepped into one of these rings they'd be killed simply due to the complete imbalance of strength between humans and shifters. In the shifter world, these fights were sanctioned, legal, and extremely popular. They offered an outlet for many shifters who needed to release their wild side in a way that was challenging to do in the modern world. These fights were also extremely lucrative. Encouraged and regulated, betting was the second highlight of the fights, after the violence. Tanner knew full well plenty of money would be exchanging hands this evening.
 
   He let a cold smile cracked across his otherwise granite expression. Crazy Bear saw it. He roared back his trademark rebel yell, the one that was some sort of mangled war whoop that was half human, half grizzly, and all crazy.
 
   The crowd went nuts. Glancing at the referee, another giant-ass shifter whose lineage Tanner wasn't quite able to decipher, Tanner gave a very small shake of his head to indicate he wasn't quite ready. The referee nodded at him, keeping his arms tightly crossed over his massive chest in the signal that meant nobody was to start nothing just yet.
 
   Casually, Tanner turned his back on Crazy Bear, which elicited another outraged bellow and an answering echo from the crowd behind the bruin. The insult of turning one's back on one's opponent was often used in these fights, although no one ever did it to Crazy Bear. Tanner didn't care. The usual red stream of rage was flowing through him tonight. He felt confident. Even so, he needed one thing before he started the fight. 
 
   He needed to see Jordyn's face. 
 
   There were far too many scents in the room, a mashup of aggro tensions, heightened pheromones, and razor wire anticipation. He wasn't able to single out her personal scent. But she had said she would be here, and Jordyn was always a woman of her word. Casting his gaze over the crowd behind him, he casually searched for her distinctive form.
 
   There.
 
   Tall, lithe, stunningly beautiful even in a crowd of shifters, who naturally tended to be attractive, Jordyn stood out like a beacon. The long sheet of silky dark hair flowed around her face, while her cool, assessing gaze that subtly said back off settled on her like a protective mantle. But as his gaze settled on her, she pulled up a corner of her mouth into that smile he knew was just for him. 
 
   Her support for him during these fights always felt essential. She was a good luck charm that he needed each time. The thought that this would be one of the last times poured over him like frigid water. He took in a shuddering breath while his wolf snarled and snapped in his mind. His wolf was close to the surface, where Tanner kept him just barely leashed right now as per the sanctions of human form fighting in the shifter rings. There was an edge to the sound that went beyond his readiness for the impending fight. An edge that somehow seemed to dig at Tanner himself.
 
   Must protect her. Mine, his wolf snarled at him.
 
   She's not mine, Tanner thought back, gaze still caught on the woman in question. I'm not mate material. And she isn't either. There's nothing keeping me here.
 
   His wolf howled, flinging himself against Tanner's mind. Everything is here. His wolf abruptly hammered him with images of Jordyn. Of his puphood home, a few hours west. Of the local wolf pack that had raised him after the worst time of his life.
 
   Tanner inhaled again. He couldn't have this division between his human side and his wolf side right now. He needed to focus. His wolf knew that as well as he. Lip still curled, he simply murmured another firm, Mine, before turning his attention back to the fight almost at hand. 
 
   Jordyn gave Tanner slow wink, standing still and unruffled in the charged masses around her. Tanner felt the blast of her cool strength reach out to him, surrounding him in a brief yet powerful wave that would help him in the fight to come. She always did this for him. She willingly shared her strength with him at these fights. Keeping him centered.
 
   He hoped he'd shared enough back with her over their months together as well.
 
   Keeping his face impassive so no one in the crowd would notice him looking at Jordyn and shift their unwanted attention on her, he dipped his chin the tiniest bit at her before swiveling back around. Looking at the referee, he gave a sharp nod. The referee nodded back at him, looked over at Crazy Bear, who nodded back with a savage grant, then unfolded his arms and stepped out of the center of the ring.
 
   The fight was on.
 
   Crazy Bear lunged, the hysterically screaming crowd behind him wildly encouraging him. Tanner was ready. They met in the middle of the ring, fists, blood, and grunts flying as they went to town on each other. The main rule of fighting in the shifter rings was no shifting into one's animal if it was a sanctioned human form fight. That was pretty much the gist of it. Being faster, stronger, and able to heal far more easily than humans, most of the sorts of rules that governed actual human fight rings did not apply here.
 
   Tanner let the roaring of the crowd egg him on as well, though he kept a somewhat cooler head thanks to Jordyn's presence. He parried, ducked, lunged, snapped out his leg for a devastating kick at Crazy Bear's torso. Somersaulted out of the way when the lumbering bear tried to mow him down by dint of his sheer body mass and strength. Tanner was smaller, but he was faster and far more agile. He also had a deep, burning anger that always fueled his fights. He was never angry at the other fighters. Hell, he didn't really know them. But the bone-deep fury he'd carried his entire life always gave him the extra edge in these fights.
 
   That, and the sliver of coolness Jordyn lent him. The part that let him keep the edge he needed.
 
   Twenty heart pounding, sweat-spilling, blood-streaming minutes later, Tanner delivered a slamming blow to Crazy Bear's face. It knocked the bear out cold, sending him crashing to the floor of the ring. Screams that were a mixture of exultant winning along with enraged howls of the despair of loss mingled together. They pounded into Tanner's head. His wolf peered out of his eyes, howling and snapping his glee at having won again. The referee grabbed Tanner up, yanking his hand above his head in the classic sign of officially declaring a winner.
 
   Inside Tanner, the outraged flames that were always present banked down to embers. For the moment at least.
 
   Another ten or so minutes later, he'd collected his winnings, been congratulated by a happy throng of shifters who also clutched their winnings in their hands, and hustled out the back door to his car. Dammit, his hands stung and his face throbbed. That bruin definitely had quite a punch on him. 
 
   As he headed toward his truck, the beautiful woman leaning against its hood shook her head at him. "You know, one of these days a fight isn't going to go so well for you." Jordyn's tone was light. No disapproval underlay it. She was a shifter too. She understood the need to let things get crazy sometimes.
 
   Yet he also heard another tone in her voice. The one of sweet, slick arousal. It wasn't that she got turned on by watching him fight. She wasn't like that. It was just that Jordyn was always looking for his embrace the same way he sought hers. She was always ready for his touch—the same way he was always, always ready for hers. All Tanner had to do was look at the woman to go harder than steel and want to spend the next week with her, exploring every possible position. To hear all the different notes of her gasps each time he touched her.
 
   “So.” Her voice still casual, he nevertheless caught the slip of darkness over her expression for a brief moment. “You got your bloodshed. Feel better now?”
 
   He snorted as she peeled away from the truck and came toward him. “I do. Needed it after today. C'mere,” he added.
 
    She nestled into him. The top of her head nestled just below his chin. Her long, slim, yet strong shape fit his. She relaxed into him, holding him back just as strongly as he held her.
 
   They stayed that way for long moments, letting their heartbeats play against one another as they breathed in and out as one. The sounds of the other fights going on inside occasionally rumbled out as the door opened and closed, shifters slipping in and out under the careful observation of tonight's bouncer. The nights were getting cooler as they got deeper into fall, adding a pleasantly sharp tang to the evening.
 
   Tanner felt the ugly, sharp stab of something kick at him again. The one that had rustled through him the second he decided to go to the chief and give his notice. Frowning, he pushed it away. With a growl born more of arousal than anger, he murmured, “Let's go.” The heat rose in him as anticipation of the rest of the evening suffused him. He wanted to lose himself in Jordyn.
 
   She nodded against him, turning her face to trace his neck with her lips. Feeling the heated shiver ripple over him from her touch, he squeezed her against him again before releasing her. Getting into their respective vehicles, he followed her to her home.
 
   Mine, his wolf again thought, sharp interest focusing him on the taillights of Jordyn's truck. Mine.
 
   Taking a long breath, Tanner brushed aside his wolf's assertion with a single response. For tonight. And that's good enough for now.
 
   His wolf forcefully disagreed as Tanner followed the sexiest, most intriguing woman in the world to her bed.
 
   The woman he'd be leaving much sooner than later, regardless of the cost to either of them. But it was the only way to protect her from his own fragmented soul and the relentless anger he couldn't seem to shake.
 
    
 
   *** 
 
    
 
   Jordyn held tight to Tanner's shoulders as she rode him. She knew her fingers dug sharply into him, but the sparking red fire of her climax had her in its grip. She was incapable of worrying about hurting him too much right now.
 
   "Jordyn!" Tanner's voice ripped through the room in a half yell, half howl of exultation.
 
   She responded with the long, low keen of her gasp. His eyes, wide-open, nearly black from the power of his release, stayed locked on hers as they clung to one another. In the back of her mind, Jordyn's wolf howled in deep approval along with them. She knew Tanner's wolf joined them as well, both their animal sides close to the surface, pushing them together in this ecstatic union. Jordyn knew her mouth was open, her face completely exposed and vulnerable to Tanner's, but she didn't care. This one moment in time was the same one in which he was completely open and vulnerable to her as well. The feral joy and openness on his face matched hers as the echoes of their ragged cries filled the room.
 
   "Babe," he groaned, his hand still holding her hips tightly to his where they fused together. The last tremors shuddered through him, as evidenced by his last convulsive small thrusts inside her.
 
   She just nodded, the tangled dark curtain of her hair covering her face, clinging to her neck and cheek with the sweat of their earlier exertions. The bright tang of their combined scents mingled into the room with a familiarity that soothed her.
 
   I'm leaving. His stark words from earlier fell unwelcome into her head. She blinked as a wave of sharp regret slammed through her. Still shaking from her orgasm, she knew the hollowness of impending loss slid across her face. It broke the magical lust spell, as they jokingly referred to it. Tanner smiled at her, a slight coolness now slipping over his face as well. The mask he wore. With a brief smile, Jordyn finally released her grip on his shoulders and sank down onto him, nestling her head into the hollow of his neck, her cheek against his slicked chest.
 
   She couldn't blame him. It was part of their unspoken agreement. Don't get too close. Never get too close. Because what was happening now would always happen. 
 
   Someone would leave. Willingly or not. And neither one of them was good mate material. They were damaged goods, and no good in a relationship.
 
   Her wolf smacked her mind with an angry paw. Jordyn blinked again, a small grunt of surprise catching in her throat.
 
   "You okay?" Tanner's deep voice eased over her, just as one of his hands rubbed slow strokes over her back, his other arm pulling her even closer against him.
 
   The dichotomy of what they each said and did to one another struck her as painfully ironic. Despite herself, she huffed out a stiff laugh. "I'm good. That was good," she added, running her free hand over his shoulder and winding it beneath his neck. "It's always good.” 
 
   Redirect, she ordered herself. “So. What did your dad say?"
 
   The hand rubbing her back abruptly stilled. "About what?" Suspicion laced Tanner's voice.
 
   "About you moving to Dallas.” Her voice came out steady. “He said he enjoyed having you back."
 
   This time, it was Tanner's turn to bark out the ghost of an irritated chuckle. Blowing out a breath that ruffled her hair, he nodded against her head. "He does enjoy having me here. But I haven't told him yet."
 
   Well, that was interesting. Jordyn pushed herself up and off to one side so she could lean on her elbow and look at Tanner. He looked back at her, dark eyebrows slightly raised. Challenging her. Twisting her lips a bit, she shook her head at him. "I'm on your side. You said you came back here for him. I just thought you would have already discussed your decision with him."
 
   Another pause held them as Tanner studied her. She saw his wolf looking out of his eyes, which were bright with the peculiar glow shifter eyes got when their animal was very close to the surface. She felt the longing of her wolf, answered by his. But unlike her wolf, she knew it was for the best. For her, at least. Ignoring her wolf cuffing her again inside her mind, she added, "Will he be okay with you gone again?"
 
   She held Tanner's gaze, not backing down an inch. Although neither one of them was suited to being a long-term mate to any wolf, she still knew she was closer to Tanner than almost anyone else on earth. She could ask this sort of question. It was fair. 
 
   Tanner finally relaxed another fraction. "He'll be okay. He's been doing a lot better the last several years anyway. Besides, he's got Tessa nearby. She'll look out after dad.” 
 
   Jordyn had to nod. Tanner's sister lived with her pack a few hours west, close to their father.
 
   “The firehouse here just isn't working for me, Jordyn. Dallas will be a good new place for me. I liked all the guys there, and the local pack is really decent. This—" he broke off, shaking his head. Jordyn knew him well enough to know he was done with the touchy-feely of the conversation.
 
   But he surprised her by adding in a low voice, very gently brushing his finger across her cheek, "What about you? What's my favorite badass she-wolf gonna do in Durango without me to entertain her by patching him up after fights and listening to his stories about the dumb rescue calls?"
 
   Jordyn found herself laughing again in spite of herself. She reached up and caught his hand where it brushed her cheek. "Yeah, that's the main reason I keep you around. The 911 calls about dishrags on fire, exploded cars that turn out to be a kid's toy car, kittens stuck up trees. It's okay," she added lightly, feeling her heart beat hard in her chest for reasons she didn't care to explore at the moment. "You and I have no holds on one another. We agreed to that."
 
   She said the words casually, and they were nothing new. They'd both been very clear about that from the beginning. Even so, silence descended again. Outside her apartment, a few cars shift down the streets. An owl called from the trees across the way, its deep hoots indicating the lateness of the hour. Tanner's eyes were dark, once again fixed on hers because he'd shot his gaze back up to her when she spoke. Yet his face stayed composed, as still as hers.
 
   Deep inside, Jordyn's wolf whined, sidling forward on her belly to the front of Jordyn's mind, still staring out longingly through Jordyn's eyes at Tanner and the dark wolf hidden deep in his own gaze.
 
   Finally, Tanner took a deep breath, then gently pulled his hand out from under hers to put it onto her back again. With his other hand, he gently pressed her head down so she laid on his chest again, breaking their eye contact. His heart beating and strong, steady rhythm beneath her ear, he said simply, "Yes. We did agree on that."
 
   Silence around them again for a long time, Jordyn finally dropped off into a fitful sleep, disturbed by dreams of her wolf prowling through empty forests, calling out again and again but never getting an answer.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Tanner's and Zach's footfalls slapped out along the sidewalk as the sun broke over the ridge on the east side of town. The morning was chilly, but both were clad in T-shirts. Even if they hadn't been running, they wouldn't have noticed the cold. The higher metabolism of wolf shifters insured that they didn't feel chilly temperatures as much as humans.
 
   Breath puffing out a faint white, Zach said again, "But seriously. Isn't Dallas stupid hot? I don't understand the wolves who can live there."
 
   "Says the wolf shifter whose livelihood is fighting fires and therefore being exposed to extreme amounts of heat all the time," Tanner pointed out in a dry tone as he glanced down at his watch. "Five more minutes and we head back to the station."
 
   Zach nodded. Their shift started in an hour. They had enough time to get back to the station house to shower and eat when Gerald got on shift. Gerald, one of the human firefighters, was also a wannabe chef. He practiced his most excellent recipes on the very willing guys at the station. It was something none of the guys liked to miss when they were on shift. Everyone made sure they were ready to eat, forks and knives in hands, the second Gerald put out food. The only time that ever went awry was if they got called before they could dig in. Hopefully, that wouldn't happen today.
 
   "Yeah, well, that's just part of the job. But being that hot all the time?” Zach shook his head. “That's just not natural.”
 
   Tanner shrugged his around the corner and headed up the hill that was the usual halfway point on their routes. "I like all the guys there. They're cool. And Jax knows me. He knows I do a good job. Plus the local pack will accept me. I've already had that conversation with its alpha."
 
   After a pause, Zach said, panting very slightly as they tackle the hill, "What about your pack here? And your dad?"
 
   Shoving out a breath, Tanner snapped, "Why does everyone keep asking me about him? He's fine. He's a grown ass wolf. He's got one adult kid here to babysit him as needed. He doesn't need us both."
 
   Another pause as they ran down the middle of a quiet residential street that had no sidewalks. Pushing, Zach went on, "I highly doubt he needs a babysitter. How long has he lived there by himself for now? I'm pretty sure he's got the system down for surviving. Besides, he's got back up if he needs it. If he wants it," Zach added. This time, there was a different note in his voice.
 
   Tanner snapped his head around to give Zach a look. Calmly, Zach turned his own head to look back at him. Although neither one of them was an alpha wolf, they both ranked high enough that each one was fairly dominant anyway. They'd also known another since they were cubs. Zach wasn't about to back down.
 
   Looking forward again so he would run into a curb or something, Tanner growled to himself. First Jordyn, now Zach. What the hell. They were treating him like—
 
   "You treat me like I'm a pack mate.” He snarled, even as his wolf protested. “But I'm not. My pack and my alpha are totally fine about me going to Dallas. And yes, my father is perfectly fine on his own as well. He chose his life, and he lives it just fine."
 
   Even as he said the words, Tanner's wolf gave a somewhat sorrowful snarl in his mind, pacing. It hadn't actually been a choice. Not really.
 
   Turning down another street, they kept up their steady pace as they headed back into town and toward the station. Undeterred, Zach said, "That may be true. But I've always considered you a friend. Even when you behaved like a jackass."
 
   Tanner snorted, but the tension of the moment loosened.
 
   "What about Jordyn?” Zach's tone probed. “Can't imagine she's taking this very well."
 
   Tanner snapped his gaze on Zach again. "Jordyn is fine with this decision." His voice went colder than the air. "She and I have an understanding. No one's going to be hurt."
 
   "Really? That's not what I would have thought." Zach puffed as they picked up the pace.
 
   "Why do you say that?" Despite himself, Tanner's wolf lunged forward in his mind, eagerly flipping images of Jordyn's sleek, beautiful wolf at him.
 
   "Because," Zach said with exaggerated patience, dodging a car parked in its driveway with the tail end hanging out of the sidewalk, "the way she looks at you says otherwise."
 
   Tanner's wolf whined, scrabbling at his mind. He thumped his tail in agreement. No, Tanner thought immediately. It's not enough to make a difference. His wolf snarled at him.
 
   He was getting damned tired of his wolf getting mad at him all the time lately.
 
   "She looks like that just because she and I know how to have a good time together." Tanner forced his voice to stay light, even though he respected Jordyn hell of a lot more than it sounded like. "We enjoy each other's company. We have similar interests. That's all."
 
   Zach's loud guffaw of laughter startled a woman wheeling her trashcan drown her driveway. Waving apologetically at her, he said to Tanner, "Yeah, buddy. If you say so."
 
   "I say so," Tanner said. He was unable to keep the growl of his wolf out of his voice.
 
   Startled, Zach shied away from him, then laughed. "Yeah. Also proving my point about the other thing."
 
   "What other thing?" Tanner said suspiciously.
 
   "The part where you look at her the same way she looks at you." Zach tone was matter-of-fact yet sharp.
 
   Tanner was silent for several streets as they neared the fire station. Finally he muttered, "It doesn't matter, Zach. Even if we were mates, which we are not, I am not good mate material. At all. You know that. All the wolves here know that," he added in a low voice.
 
   Their backs to the sun as it rose completely over the ridge and flooded Durango with light, they made a final turn and headed down the street to the station house where the promise of hot showers as well as a good breakfast awaited. Quietly, Zach said, "That doesn't have to be true, man. You don't have to end up like your father."
 
   Mid stride, Tanner stopped dead. His wolf obviously alerting him to sudden danger, Zach stopped as well, spinning around to face Tanner. But of course he didn't bow down in the face of Tanner's bright flare of anger. Instead, he said in a forceful tone, "Being a lone wolf is a choice, Tanner. It sucks what happens to your dad. To you. Your whole family. Nothing will ever make that not horrible. But you deciding to be alone for the rest of your life isn't going to bring them back. It'll just make everything worse for you over time."
 
   Fist clenched at his sides, Tanner struggled to control himself. His wolf, completely agitated by the flurry and mix of emotions swirling around, growled and snapped inside him. Looking for something to rip into. To slice open with deadly claw.
 
   Zach advanced a step toward Tanner, finger pointing at Tanner's chest. "See that? That's what I'm talking about right there. You getting angry. You burn it off at the fights, you burn it off on the job, and you get yourself in trouble by letting your temper get out of hand. But a wolf like Jordyn? Do you even realize what she does for you, man?"
 
   Tanner felt his breath slicing out of him as Zach came even closer to glare at Tanner.
 
   "She soothes you. Classic beauty soothing the beast stuff. Corny but legit. Dammit, Tanner," Jesse snapped when Tanner still refused to answer, matching him glare for glare. "Why won't you face the fact that she is your—"
 
   The fire station alarm, barely half a block away, blared out loud and shocking through the early morning air.
 
   "Dammit," Tanner muttered, brushing past Zach to sprint for the station house with Zach hot on his heels. It didn't matter that their shift didn't start for another twenty minutes, they would still be on this call. Unshowered and unfed.
 
   In Tanner's case, also wildly enraged, confused, and definitely looking for something to take it out on. Might as well be the flames of another devastating fire. 
 
   You don't have to be a lone wolf, Zach's voice lingered in his mind as they barreled into the station and raced for their respective lockers. You don't have to make it your choice.
 
   One thing Zach didn't understand, could never understand, was that it was a choice. And it was a choice the Tanner would willingly make, even if it meant losing Jordyn and her sexy laugh, her understanding eyes, and the rich depths of her heart that even he and his pigheadedness acknowledged was the one thing he was really running from.
 
   It was the only choice he could make to save her from his own damaged self, and that was a truth he meant to hold onto.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   "Wait, then he said what—oh! The baby kicked. Quick, Jordyn, you'll be able to feel it." Lia grabbed Jordyn's hand and placed it on her bulging stomach. Jordyn tensed for just a second, but she couldn't let down her sister-in-law. Lia's face glowed with excitement and anticipation that seems typical to all new mothers to be.
 
   Letting her hand relax on the side of her sister-in-law's wide expanse of belly, Jordyn waited. Suddenly, the distinct ripple bumped beneath her hand. Startled, she jerked her hand and gasped. Lia laughed, as did Connor, Jordyn's brother and Lia's mate.
 
   "Keep your hand there. He'll do it again." Connor's face shone with the same sort of excitement as Lia's. Jordyn rolled her eyes at herself for her own silliness, her wolf snuffling at her to keep her hand there. Her wolf wanted to feel it, too.
 
   Again, the bizarre ripple fluttered over Lia's stomach, beneath Jordyn's fingers. "It's amazing," she whispered, watching the ripples with fascination. "I am so happy for you both." She said that with utter sincerity. Connor and Lia had traveled a bit of a rocky path together. But they were now both very happily ensconced together here, building a life filled with joy.
 
   Building a life filled with one another. 
 
   Connor leaned forward to soundly kiss his mate on the lips. Jordyn sat back in her chair, biting her lip. Yes, she was very happy for them both. Then why did seeing their joy highlight the abrupt sense of emptiness in her life?
 
   "You must be excited too, to be auntie Jordyn." Lia smiled over at Jordyn. "But don't think I won't fight you both on the path this little one takes," she added in a teasing tone, shaking her finger at both of them. "I may be outnumbered by the doctors in this family, but I'm really good in the courtroom. If this little boy," her other hand curled protectively across her stomach, "ends up being anywhere near as good a debater as I am, I'm steering him straight into a life practicing law."
 
   It was a common, silly little family argument that was totally in jest. Even so, Jordyn played along as always. "I'm only an EMT."
 
   "Without EMTs," Connor said firmly, "doctors would lose a lot more patients before they ever even got the chance to see them. Your job is just as important as mine, Jordyn."
 
   This time, Jordyn softly snorted. "Yes, oh golden child brother dearest." Connor mock thumped her on the shoulder as Lia laughingly admonished them to settle down. Connor had always been drawn to those helping those who were weaker, less powerful, and hurting. He ran a low-income clinic in town for the poorer residents. It didn't matter that nearly all his patients were human. Connor wanted to save everyone he came across.
 
   "Anyway," Lia picked up the topic she'd begun before the baby interrupted them, "I thought he enjoyed being here. He specifically left Dallas to come back to his home pack again, right? To help out his father, or something like that."
 
   An uncomfortable silence descended. Lia, realizing she'd stepped into something, immediately began to apologize. Jordyn shook her head. "It's okay." She glanced at Connor, who sighed. "We were pups when it happened. The adults didn't talk about it very much back then, but we knew what happened. Besides, some of the survivors came to live with our pack."
 
   Lia's eyes had widened. "Survivors?"
 
   Jordyn took a breath. Nodding, she went on. "Tanner's pack. When he was very young, it was attacked by rogue wolves."
 
   Lia's face paled.
 
   "They killed the majority of the pack. The youngest survivors were sent to our pack to live for a while until their pack could regroup and figure out what to do." She shrugged, the shiver of old tragedy winnowing through her even though it had happened so long ago. "Tanner, his sister, and their father were on a camping trip when it happened. The rest of his family was killed.”
 
   Clutching her hands in a protective, unconscious gesture over her belly, Lia simply nodded. But her face was still stark. 
 
   “His father kept him and his sister with him for some time,” Jordyn went on, “and they just traveled. They traveled all over the country, never staying anywhere longer than several months. When they were old enough to just about take care of themselves, he decided they need a little more stability. He sent them back to our pack, and they stayed until pack law said they were allowed to strike out on their own. His sister stayed in the area, but she ended up mating with one of the other surviving wolves from her old pack. They live back there now. Tanner—"
 
   She took a breath. Her wolf whined in her mind, sending image after image of Tanner as his wolf, the fierce growls lifting one lip. Guarding himself against the world. Slowly, she finished, "He bounced around again. He'd always wanted to be a firefighter. He—"
 
   She stopped again. A hard knot had formed in her throat. Her brother, sensing she couldn't say it, finished for her.
 
   "The rogues apparently were trying to take female wolves. For mates. Tanner's mother was an alpha, and she fought bitterly. Along with most of the other pack, she barricaded herself and her two other sons into the main pack den.” Connor's voice uncharacteristically hardened. “The rogues blocked all the exits and set the place on fire. Everyone still inside burned to death."
 
   This time, Lia gasped in absolute shock. Connor, sitting beside her around the kitchen table where the three of them had just finished eating lunch, put a strong arm around her shoulders and gently pulled her to him. "Those rogues were all eventually caught, tried for their crimes, and executed. But it destroyed the pack. The Abajo Pack exists now, but it's a small adjunct pack under the protection of the Black Mesa Pack."
 
   Jordyn soundlessly drummed her fingers on the table. After another several moments, Lia said in a thoughtful voice, "It makes sense, then, what he does."
 
   Jordyn nodded. "Yes, he really is good at his job. He's rescued many lives."
 
   Leo shook her blonde head, her eyes gentle as she fixed Jordyn with a look. "No. What I mean is, it makes sense why he always leaves. Everything and everyone he really knew from his puphood was lost. That created his rootlessness. He never stayed anywhere very long.” Very softly, she ended, “Creating a bond with someone is too painful. He might lose them."
 
   Connor raised his eyebrows, looking away from his sister while keeping a protective arm around his mate. Jordyn frowned at him.
 
   "He doesn't get along with the chief at the station here. His sister is mated and settled, so she doesn't really need him around. All painful memories for him are here. I don't blame him for wanting to go to Dallas. It's a fresh start. He'll be okay." She echoed Tanner's own words to her despite the knots in her throat having moved down to her stomach.
 
   Connor opened his mouth, but Lia beat him to it. "I know you've had a couple of jerk exes hurt you badly, Jordyn." The no-nonsense words were softened by her understanding tone. "Believe me when I say that sometimes, we do have to take a chance on love and trust that it will work out." She looked at Connor, her glance filled with the joyous richness of their own story together. 
 
   Jordyn frowned again, her wolf pacing in her mind. "You're right," she admitted in a low voice. "I'll be the first to admit the thought of getting hurt again scares me. But Tanner's not my mate, and I'm not his. He's free to be rootless."
 
   Her wolf howled so sharply in her mind that both Lia and Connor blinked, instinctively leaning back from her. Lia quickly smiled again, however, her sharp eyes missing nothing. "I'd say your wolf doesn't agree. Listen, you know I'm the first one to say that I don't really believe a woman should drop everything and follow the man she loves." She rubbed her hand up and down Connor's arm as he snorted in good-natured agreement. "But with your background, you'd get a job in Dallas no problem. Have you thought about just telling Tanner that you'll go with him?"
 
   Jordyn tightened her lower jaw a little bit even as her wolf huffed around in her mind. Lightly, she answered, "Could be a good idea. I'll try that."
 
   They didn't need to know the truth. That Tanner didn't want her coming with him. Despite her wolf's howl of protest, Jordyn firmly held onto that knowledge. He didn't want her. That was the truth, and she had to accept it.
 
   Even if it shattered her heart.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Tanner loped through the sagebrush, the squat little pinyon pines, the spindly junipers. Early afternoon, and it was a gorgeous day. Perfect for running through the foothills of the Abajo Mountains of his puphood. He'd been moving at a steady pace for the past half hour, simply wandering through the uninhabited area that sprawled out around the home base of the Abajo Wolf Pack. The two-hour drive from Durango had been an impulsive decision that morning. He'd woken up alone, because even though he'd spent the night tangled into the warm lusciousness that was Jordyn, she'd left very early for her morning shift. He missed the sensation of her body next to his.
 
   He missed knowing that she would not be there when he moved to the far away place where his human had found a new job.
 
   He already missed the cool, collected, devastatingly sexy wolf he wanted at his side for all the rest of his days. Deep inside his mind, his human gave an irritated grumble. But Tanner ignored him, shoving him into a dark corner of his mind. He was in charge right now. In his wolf shape, he was running free through the hillsides and free to think about whatever he chose. Whomever he chose.
 
   Even as he let the image of Jordyn as her wolf fill his mind, the other reason why he'd decided to come out here today rapped at him like sharp little pellets. Stride lengthening as his paws hit the ground ever harder, he let the high, dry desert climate fill his senses. Every deep inhale he took flooded him with the memories of his youth. They were tangled, sometimes shimmering just out of reach. The rogue attack on his native pack and family had occurred when Tanner was barely three. Immediately afterward, he and the other surviving young ones had been taken to the Black Mesa Wolf Pack outside of Durango. Then just months after that, his father had plucked him and Tessa out of the tenuous normalcy there and hauled them along an itinerant life on the road for years. His memories of this place, his first home, were sparse. Yet they were also very strong.
 
   Tanner shook his head. Dwelling on the less positive parts of that did him no good. It was a part of his history. Part of what had made him. Just like the rogue attacks in the first place that had stripped him of mother, of two older brothers, and nearly his entire pack.
 
   It was what made him who he was today. Driven, still angry, strong. Also, he could easily acknowledge to himself in this form, shut off. Closed.
 
   Fearful, even.
 
   Roaring up from the back of his mind, his human shouted, Bull! Fear is weak. I run into burning buildings and save people's lives. That's not weakness, that's strength.
 
   Unperturbed, Tanner immediately shot back at his human, Then why go far from here without Jordyn? He pictured her sleek, beautiful dark brown wolf. Why leave her here? Why not stay with her, and family? Should not leave.
 
   His human grunted, the sound a mixture of disagreement and quiet uncertainty.
 
   Home, Tanner whispered to his human with a slightly melancholy note. He always loved the scents out here. The sight of the mountain, currently draped in its colorful autumn glory, made him happy. Because of Tanner's job, he lived in Durango rather than here. The Abajo pack was an affiliate pack of the Black Mesa pack, so he was free to move around the whole area without needing special dispensation from its alpha. But also because of the job, Tanner rarely came out here to visit the Abajo pack, and his sister and her mate.
 
   Or his father, who lived in a small, isolated dwelling outside the territory of either pack. Living as a lone wolf. A life he had chosen after years of grappling with his devastating sorrow at the loss of his mate and two of his pups.
 
   That is fear, he quietly thought at his human.
 
   His human didn't answer, although waves of irritation laced with his own sorrow shivered through his mind. His father had lost his mate, Tanner's mother, in one of the most horrific ways possible. He'd decided to never again take a mate. Tanner knew it was a conscious decision. Just as Zach had said.
 
   Zach, his human muttered, though it was tinged with deep affection for his lifelong friend. He always likes to be right about everything.
 
   Zach is friend, Tanner amiably thought back, still calm as he slowed down to a trot, lifting his head to sniff the air currents. It smelled like deer. Perhaps he could hunt while he was out here, and help chase away some of the demons that rattled his human.
 
   A hunt would be good, his human agreed. A quick image of Jordyn as her wolf, prowling through the sagebrush and pinyons beside him, carefully stalking the trail of the deer, floated through Tanner's mind with another whiff of sadness.
 
   Huffing again in irritation at his human's reasoning—reason is how we have to live in this world, his human muttered at him—Tanner edged closer to the line of junipers where they started to melt into taller pines, among which the deer were.
 
   Fighting not from reason, he logically pointed out to his human, sending an image of the shifter fight rings and bloodshed. Fighting driven by instincts.
 
   Fighting helps me get rid of the anger so that I don't make anything worse, his human lightly retorted, looking out through Tanner's eyes at the thickening forest ahead.
 
   Jordyn helps get rid of the anger, Tanner whispered.
 
   This time, there was no answer from his human. Keeping an image of Jordyn pressed next to his side, lending him solid strength and love sheerly by her unwavering belief in him, Tanner focused on the hunt at hand. This was simple. This was easy. This was how all things should be.
 
   I wish that was true, his human quietly whispered. I really wish that was true.
 
   Quietly, Tanner paced on, silent and alone into the woods. The deer ahead of him, a buck, still hadn't caught his scent. On stealthy paws, deliberately pushing away thoughts of all other things, he slunk lower to the ground as he stalked the creature. Nibbling on an aspen leaf, the buck, a young two-point, caught a slash of sunlight across its haunches. Hide dappling as the sun played through the whispering leaves and needles on the mix of conifers, the buck was unaware of Tanner's approach.
 
   Not very smart, his human murmured. 
 
   Tanner slowed a bit more. He didn't like to hunt if it wasn't a fair game. Deliberately, he placed a heavy paw down on a crisp leaf. It rustled with a sharp noise in the stillness of the day. The buck whipped his head around, frozen in place, a tiny piece of green leaf sticking out the corner of his mouth. Staring straight at Tanner, he became a statue.
 
   Much better. Very slowly, Tanner crept forward one step, eyes fixed on the deer's. This time, the buck saw him. With a springing leap that would be the envy of a gymnast, or so Tanner's human observed, the creature pivoted and bolted away to the west. Tanner crouched down so he too could spring off his paws—then about had heart failure when something from behind reached out to smack his side.
 
   Jaws open, snarling and growling in a choking cry born of being startled, he whirled around, ready to do battle if necessary.
 
   A large, rather grizzled older wolf sat behind him, paw still raised from where he had whacked Tanner in the ribs.
 
   Pulse hammering, Tanner uttered a snarl of disgust at himself for having been so oblivious he had not noticed the other wolf come up behind him. Then again, his father always had been one of the quietest, most stealthy wolves Tanner had ever known. It was a good part of the reason why he'd survived as a lone wolf as long as he had.
 
   The silvering wolf shook his head at Tanner. "Well, that was careless. I could've had deer for dinner and bragging rights for having taken down a big wolf such as yourself. You didn't tell me you'd be out here," he added. His words were calm.
 
   Shaking off his annoyance at having let his father get the drop on him, Tanner gave the wolfish equivalent of a shrug. Glancing in the direction the deer had run, knowing the creature was probably at least a mile away by now, he turned and started down the ridgeline south. As his father fell in beside him, Tanner said, "I didn't know what I was doing till I got up this morning. I just decided I wanted to see this place again before—"
 
   He snapped the words off.
 
   Right. He hadn't told his father yet that he was leaving. Both Zach's and Jordyn's questioning of that decision hung over him with slight accusation. He slipped the cautious glance at his father beside him.
 
   His father kept slowly jogging alongside him, eyes fixed on the rise of the hill ahead of them. But his left ear was flicked in Tanner's direction. Listening intently.
 
   Tanner huffed out a breath. His father needed to know of his decision.
 
   "I wanted to come back out here and see it one more time before I leave." Tanner's voice pitched low. His own ambivalence about that decision showed in his tone. His human grumbled, but Tanner stayed firm.
 
   No startled reaction from his father. Instead, the older wolf simply said, "The view from that little knoll right there is pretty good. Let's sit a minute and enjoy it."
 
   In silence, they covered the last quarter-mile up the scrubby hillside that jutted out with its junipers and pinions just ahead of where a wall of towering conifers spread out over the higher reaches of the mountain. The view was indeed astounding. It revealed an almost endless expanse of flats and canyons of the desert land below them, reaching far east and south to the rise of Sleeping Ute Mountain. Lifting proudly in the northeastern horizon, the San Juans bucked and reared into the corner of Colorado.
 
   Where Jordyn was. Something tightened in Tanner's chest. She was his. She was his. His human, as usual, started going on about the reasonable reasons he had to leave. The reasons why he couldn't keep her happy. The reasons of how his restless nature would eventually break her heart.
 
   Beneath the reason, Tanner knew his human was right. He had a restless nature. He liked to run. To roam. To get away from—
 
   He snarled slightly to himself. His father swung his dark silver head to look at him before returning his attention to the golden-tan vista before them. "Something is weighing heavy on your mind, Tanner. Tell me.”
 
   As his father sat there, surrounded by the smells of sage crushed beneath their paws, the piney scents of the forest behind them, and the occasional tantalizing whiff of rabbits nearby, Tanner gave another soft huff, the wolfish equivalent of a sigh. Being honest and straightforward in wolf form was simply what came naturally. The human need to hold things back for silly reasons never made much sense to him. His human snorted softly in the back of his mind, but sighed in agreement. Guess I actually did come out here to talk to dad, he murmured thoughtfully.
 
   After another few silent moments of enjoying the scenery, Tanner said, "I got a job offer with a fire station far away.” He thought of the image his human sent, the place he called Texas. “It's a good job. Good people there."
 
   His father flicked an ear back and forth, the wolf equivalent of nodding. "How soon?"
 
   "Another couple weeks. It's not really a firm offer. It was more of a we have an opening, you've been recommended, so if you're interested, come out here."
 
   Keeping his gaze on the ripple and flow of the dry lands spread out before them, his father said, "So there hasn't been an actual offer yet."
 
   A small shudder rippled through Tanner's frame. His human began pacing in his mind, confusion and conflict radiating out of him. Feeling off kilter, Tanner slowly said, "Not really. No. I could stay here," he whispered. His human leapt to the front of his mind, pushing reason and logic at him. Tanner bared a fang. He was his human and his human was him, but they had different objectives right now. Quietly, he said, "There are good reasons to stay."
 
   Reasons, he thought smartly at his human. I reason, too.
 
   His human rolled his eyes. Even so, Tanner knew that all parts of him thought strongly about Jordyn. About his father. About his duty not to leave his pack again. About his duty toward the members of his crew at the local firehouse. They were very good people, too.
 
   There was another long silence before his father spoke again. "I would never wish upon you the life I have chosen."
 
   It startled Tanner so much he snapped his head around, staring at the silver wolf seated next to him.
 
   "I did the best I could by you two pups for as long as I could.” He pictured Tanner and Tessa as he spoke. “When I got to missing your mother so much that I knew I just couldn't be a good father to you anymore, I sent you back to the pack because I knew they were strong enough to raise you both. Unlike me."
 
   At Tanner's protest, his father lightly snapped at him to indicate that he wasn't to be interrupted. Tanner settled back, tail flicking softly against the ground. He stared over the ragged lines of the landscape in front of them as he listens.
 
   "At that point, it was much better for me to be alone. For me to live as a lone wolf, knowing that you both would grow up protected by a strong pack. But Tanner." His father turned to look directly at him with his piercing amber eyes. "You atone all the time for the horrors of our past. You manage your baseless guilt by saving other people from fire—"
 
   Despite himself, Tanner flinched as always at the thought of another family dying horrifically in flames.
 
   "—and you manage your rage by drawing blood in legal ways on the shifter rings."
 
   Tanner uttered a short whine. He hadn't known his father knew about that.
 
   His father huffed out a chuckle. "Your sister told me just before you moved back to Durango. She wanted me to know just in case you got your ass beat bad in the rings and I found out. She thought I'd be upset you hadn't told me."
 
   Tanner snorted out half-annoyed bark. At the same time, something warmed him. He and Tessa were actually fairly close despite the fact that he'd spent the past ten years bouncing around the country. He knew she cared fiercely for him. She only ever did what she thought was right to protect him. 
 
   To protect what was left of their family.
 
   "I understand all that, Tanner,” his father went on, “because I did the same thing right after I left you both with the Black Mesa Pack."
 
   Another whine of sharp surprise erupted out of Tanner. "So I'm not the only one with secrets," he murmured, giving his father an appraising look.
 
   His father chuckled, his gaze taking in the mostly empty expanse of land before them. "I decided to simply lose myself in the idea of beating up something. Because I could. It was the only way I could really exorcise my demons, back then. So I wasn't surprised when Tessa told me you were engaged in the fights as well. What does surprise me, though,” and he tipped an ear at Tanner, adding a huff to underscore his surprise, “is that you would leave the wolf of your heart. Not every wolf in the world finds his mate, you know. It is a rare and precious thing. That is something you should hold onto."
 
   Another frustrated whine-bark lurched out of Tanner's throat. His human was gritting his teeth, shaking his head. "She is mine," Tanner said. The next words dragged out him, but he had to acknowledge that his human's “reason” did have some merit. "But I'm leaving because I don't want to hurt her. I'm too broken for her. I'm too dark for her. I can't protect her. And I can't promise her forever."
 
   His human rocked back onto his heels in Tanner's mind, utterly surprised that his wolf shared his concerns.
 
   Tanner's father snarled at him. "Your wolf side and your human side need to come into better alignment. I know this much.” He ruffed his back, the mantle of fur sticking up from his agitation at his son. “A wolf doesn't run from his mate. He stands his ground and fights for her. There are no promises in this lifetime, Tanner. I learned that in the most heartbreaking fashion possible. But if you leave, you will never get another chance with her. And I love you enough, son, that I don't want to see you experience the pain of feeling half empty for the rest of your life because you walked away from the one wolf you know deep down is your mate."
 
   Biting back the howl that longed to escape him, Tanner instead lashed his tail against the ground as he stared out at the sprawling landscape. A raven called its hoarse croak as it caught the air currents. Otherwise, all was silent for more long moments.
 
   Finally, his father stood up and shook himself. Turning back the way they'd come, he said, “Don't stay for me. Or your sister. Or your memories. Stay for what's most important to you. I leave that up to you to figure out.”
 
   With that, he slowly trotted off, only once turning his head back to bark at Tanner, urging him to follow. Head still whirling, longing indeed for the one wolf he knew without a doubt was his mate, no matter what his human thought, Tanner finally turned as well.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Jordyn was buried shoulders deep into one of the supply closets when the soul thrilling scents of crisp autumn leaves, cedar, and sage all wrapped up into the most sensual man she knew caught her attention. She had just begun to straighten up when a large, warm hand cupped her hip and slowly slid up over her ribs, then curved around to hold one breast beneath her uniformed top.
 
   Tanner. Her wolf flooding her with an indulgence of pheromones and eager yips, she turned around to face him. That dark, seductive smile played across his lips. It had slayed her time and again during the past six months. Right now was no exception, as the fire always banked between them turned up several notches right between her legs.
 
   "The guys said I'd find you here," he said, just before leaning forward and capturing her mouth with his. She murmured softly into his mouth as he kissed her, eagerly welcoming the exploration of his tongue and meeting it with hers.
 
   A long, delicious moment passed during which everything in the world fell away except for the taste of Tanner in her mouth, the fit hardness of his body as he encircled her with his arms and pulled her close, and the sensation of each of her nerve endings exploding to attention. She could have stayed this way forever, but they were at work. The heartless knowledge of his impending departure also loomed, casting a shadow onto the moment. Reluctantly yet firmly, she pulled back.
 
   Shadows passed through his eyes as well, although a small smile still tugged up his mouth after their kiss. "Missed you at the fights last night." His rich, deep voice soothed along her skin.
 
   "I couldn't switch shifts." She shrugged an apology, although inside she felt half relieved, half worried that she hadn't been there. She knew perfectly well that he had a tendency of fighting better, more clearheaded, when she was in attendance. Slightly tentative although she kept her eyes locked on his, she asked, "How did it go?"
 
   He pulled in a breath through his nose and frowned. Glancing down for second before he looked back into her eyes, he admitted, "Not that well. I got a sanction."
 
   Jordyn's eyes widened. "What? What happened?" She kept her voice low, as did Tanner. If humans nearby might overhear them, it might sound like they were just fighting talking about regular fights, like MMA or boxing. Even so, all wolf shifters had had it deeply ingrained in them to never, ever speak about the existence of shifters near human ears. Cautious doublespeak was common among shifters when around humans, but they were always careful with what they said regardless.
 
   Tanner stepped away from her, leaving her slightly chilled at his absence. Glancing out the window at the rainy day, his voice was controlled when he answered. "I half-shifted in the middle of it. Lunged for the guy with my canines out.” He shrugged in irritated acceptance of his actions. “Referee slammed my ass to the ground, give me a sanction, then let me up so I could finish the job unshifted."
 
   He looked back at Jordyn, the familiar bravado showing in his stance and words. "After the sanction, I played by the rules. I won that fight fair and square. But," he paused.
 
   Folding her arms across her chest, Jordyn asked in an arch tone, "But what?" She knew his bravado covered the hefty dose of guilt he carried with him each day of his life for having survived the rogue attacks. She understood that, and let it go. But she wasn't about to let him slide on sharing all the details of last night's fight with her. Half-shifting during a fight was not who he was.
 
   She worried it meant that he was getting more out of control with his own anger at the tragedy of his puphood.
 
   Taking a deep breath, stretching his arms out to the side and behind as he shook out the kinks she knew could happen during a long shift in the firehouse without calls, he didn't answer for several moments. "But, the sanction is countrywide. I'm restricted to the lower tier fights for the rest of the calendar year. That includes in Dallas, course."
 
   Jordyn let a heavy pause stretch between them before simply saying, "I see." At her tone, he flicked a sharp glance at her, but she turned back to the supply closet and blindly busied her hands on whatever was on the shelf closest to her. 
 
   He liked to cover up the things he didn't want to look at with his bravado. She covered up her own fears, those born of a general wariness toward men after her past disastrous relationships as well as the legitimate pain of knowing she was losing Tanner, with an icy tone and even icier face. It had earned her the nickname "Ice Princess" when she first started working here as an EMT several years ago. Her relationship with Tanner, though, finally made it very clear to all the guys here that her nickname wasn't apt. She had no problems letting them think that Tanner was simply a magic man with the ladies and she was just the latest to fall for his charms. To soften for him.
 
   Have you thought about just telling him you'll go to Dallas with him? Lia's honest question drifted through her mind again, punctuated by her wolf's ardent agreement.
 
   Go with Tanner, her wolf urged. Follow mate.
 
   And have him turn into a male version of an ice princess? Have him freeze me out and send me running back to Durango with my tail between my legs? No way, she thought back. Because he would do that. He's not ready for anything more. And neither am I, she tried to add in as convincing a tone she could muster.
 
   Even to her ears, she sounded weak and mournful. Disgusted, her wolf lifted her lip in an irritated snarl, turned her back on Jordyn, and retreated to the corner of her mind. But not one too far away. Not while Tanner was actually here.
 
   Behind her, Tanner blew out a rough sigh. She softened a bit. He had to be pissed with himself for losing control that way. And it was somewhat her fault for not being there. Suddenly feeling a little contrite, she turned back to him. "I'm really sorry I couldn't be there. Maybe if I had been, you would have been able to control yourself better."
 
   Tires whined on the wet pavement of the street outside the window. Almost immediately, Tanner shook his dark head at her. "No way, Jordyn. I take responsibility for that. Yes, you definitely keep me centered. I can admit that."
 
   Something deep and longing filled the brief pause after he said that. They looked at one another, unmoving. Frowning slightly, Tanner slowly went on, "But you're not responsible for me, babe. You're not responsible for saving me. For making me a better man. Chasing away my ghosts. That's not on you." His voice was soft as he spoke that last sentence.
 
   The utterly raw, honest words shocked the hell out of her. Apparently they startled him as well, to judge by the bright flare of his eyes that indicated his wolf hovered just beneath the surface. Jordyn's own wolf leapt up from the back corner of her mind and peered out of Jordyn's eyes as well, which she knew had to be close to glowing right now. Far brighter than her usual shade.
 
   She had no idea how to respond to what he just said. Apparently, that wouldn't be necessary. Tanner followed up with a far more typical casual statement, bringing the conversation back around to less treacherous depths. "Look, that's another reason for me to go to figure out stuff on my own. I'll be on my own in Dallas. Maybe I'll finally get my head on straight."
 
   Jordyn nodded, feeling her pulse thump in her throat. Of course. See? This is why I can't go to Dallas. He doesn't want me there. Or anyone who might get close to him.
 
   Needs someone who cares about him, her wolf insisted, restlessly pacing Jordyn's mind even as she stared at Tanner. Needs family near him.
 
   This was dangerous territory still. But before Jordyn could change the subject, Tanner did it for her. “I came to find you to ask if you'd come check out a burn site with me. One from the other day I wanted to get to before all this rain.” He glared out the window, the muted light from outside catching on his hair and lending it deep bronze hues. “But it's better than not going at all. We still might pick something up.”
 
   Taking a deep breath to settle herself, Jordyn nodded. That would be good. An activity they often did together. “Sure. Let's go.”
 
   Twenty minutes later, Tanner prowled through the blackened debris, all of which was still cordoned off with the bright yellow do not cross police line tape. Nerves tickled at Jordyn as she carefully followed him around the ruin of what had been someone's home. It wasn't as if they were completely barred from being here. Tanner was on the fire department, Jordyn technically was as well. Besides, with their two noses, enhanced even in human form, they had the possibility of smelling or seeing something that the human investigators had missed earlier. This family had died under suspicious circumstances. What had been initially suspected to be a simple grease fire from the home's kitchen had been shown to have a burn pattern that wasn't natural. But at this point investigators were stumped. They had no leads. If Tanner and Jordyn could come up with anything at all, their being here right now would be brushed aside.
 
   "There." Tanner strode to a corner of what had been the house. "Can you smell that over here? It's just a whiff, hard to pick up under the smells of the smoke and everything else. But I think I'm catching something that doesn't belong."
 
   Carefully, Jordyn went to where he indicated and sniffed deeply. Though the rain had abated, it had already washed away most of the scents. She couldn't smell anything that didn't belong. Shaking her head, she began, "No, nothing—wait a minute." The faintest whiff of something chemical and unpleasant tickled at her ultra-sensitive nose. She wrinkled it even as her wolf also curled her lip back in her mind.
 
   Tanner waited, a grim set to his mouth.
 
   "You're right,” Jordyn said, taking another long inhale to catch the bare remnants of the nasty scent. “What is it?"
 
   Tanner, now crouched down on his heels and peering closely at the sodden, blackened beams of timber, gave a grim shake of his head. "Accelerant. Some son of a bitch deliberately started a fire so this family would burn to death well they were sleeping." 
 
   There was a stark silence broken only by the sounds of water dripping off the blackened tips of pine branches that once had made up a pleasant backyard for the mountain home that had burned. Jordyn could sense the equally jagged shards of pain and fury throbbing out from Tanner almost as if they were tangible. She tried to stay calm and cool, the way she did during his fights so she could lend him some clarity. However, she too was bitten by rage and horror.
 
   "What drives people to do this kind of thing?" she murmured, more to herself than for an answer. "Humans, I mean. I know why the rogues did it," she added without thinking.
 
   Tanner rounded on her so quickly her wolf stumbled back in her mind even as Jordyn rocked back on her feet. "And why the hell did the rogues do what they did?" 
 
   His voice held a tinge of the white rage she saw in him sometimes. She was never afraid of him, though, even when he startled her. Tanner wasn't angry at her, even though she had been careless to voice her thoughts. Quietly, she said, "The rogues were desperate. They were also packless, which led to a breaking down of reason and kept them more on the side of base instincts. Not to mention they were the vicious, worst dregs of our society. You know that, Tanner." 
 
   She kept a firm gaze on him, willing calmness to flood from her toward him. Sure, she might not be responsible for his actions and emotions, but it didn't mean she couldn't do what came naturally to her. "There's a reason rogues are sometimes just put down. As for humans?" She blew out a sigh edged with sorrow as she gestured around the pitiful remains of what had been people's lives. "I guess it just means they can be as insane as any rogue wolf."
 
   Tanner jerked his head in a nod, some of the stark fury leaving him. But then he added in a low tone, looking back down at the spot where the faint unpleasant odor lingered, "That's another reason I'm leaving, babe. I can't go through that kind of thing again."
 
   She blinked in surprise. Well, now. Twice in one day. Seemed her iceman was cracking a bit.
 
   "Anyway," he said brusquely, rising to his feet. "I'll tell Zach. He'll tell the investigative team. It'll give them something more to go on."
 
   Jordyn nodded. Zach was actually actively working towards being an arson investigator, and his word would be taken a little more seriously than Tanner's. "He'll be mad that he didn't pick it up when he was out here." She smiled. Tanner and Zach had one of those competitive good buds thing going on that she suspected had endured since they were pups together. It was one of the things she had hoped would keep Tanner here.
 
   Tanner snorted. "Yeah. He'll just have to own up to the indisputable fact that my nose is far superior to his.”
 
   Jordyn laughed, then scanned the burned-out ruin again. Slipping a quick glance at Tanner, she wondered for the thousandth time how he could handle seeing sights like this given his childhood history. She knew the answer to that immediately, of course. He let his anger carry him. His desire to avenge all others so similarly harmed. There was no literal revenge to be had, since all the rogues responsible for the loss of his original home pack had been killed many years before. Yet the demons of memory still haunted him. Her wolf whining softly in her mind, she slowly pivoted in a circle, looking over the charred remains of land on which the home had once stood.
 
   Something small and bright glinted in a quick flash from the midst of a pile of debris. Her wolf-sharpened eyesight focused on it, and she let her wolf look through her eyes for the added acuity. "Tanner." Her suddenly sharp tone of voice to his attention. "What's that?" She pointed.
 
   Instantly, Tanner headed for the bright glint. Once again crouching down, he peered for a long moment. Finally, he yanked out a pair of latex gloves from his pocket and snapped them over his hands. Picking up a small item, he closely examined it. The stony lines of his face spread into a smile. Standing up, closing his hand around the object, he strode back over to Jordyn.
 
   "Another piece of evidence. Damn, Jordyn. We make a good team."
 
   He swept her into an abrupt, brain-melting kiss. Startled both by what he'd said as well as the unexpected gift of feeling his lips against hers, she melted herself against him again for long moments. She only had so many of his kisses left. She wanted to enjoy every single one of them.
 
   Long, heady moments later, Tanner slowly loosened his grasp on her. Pulling away just far enough that they could gaze into one another's faces without going cross-eyed, she thought she saw the shadows of regret briefly slip over his expression. 
 
   "We do make a good team." His voice was low. "You know that as well as I do. And I know," he added, his voice simultaneously wary yet sure, "that you feel the same way."
 
   A faint breeze stirred the damp charcoal dust, sending its acrid scent to both of them. 
 
   Shutting his eyes, leaning his head against hers, Tanner gently stroked the back of Jordyn's neck with his fingers. "But you and I are too alike." True regret framed his words. "We've both been hurt in different ways. Neither one of us wants to risk it again. I honestly believe you and I both genuinely care for one another enough to not want to do that. Am I right?"
 
   His last words were harsh. Yet the truth in them resonated through her as well, despite her wolf's howling. It was all he had to give. 
 
   The brutal truth was, it was all she had to give, too.
 
   Simply nodding against his head, closing her own eyes, she squeezed her arms around him. They stood there, together, the dank breeze beginning to threaten more rain. After several more heartbeats, Tanner pressed a kiss against her forehead, then pulled away to head back toward the truck. "Come on, she-wolf. Let's get back so we can tell Zach about this evidence. At least one good thing can come out of this day."
 
   Taking a few deep breaths to center herself, feeling her wolf's mournful acceptance of the truth of Jordyn's own brokenness when faced with Tanner's brokenness, she followed him back. They returned to town in silence, the whole time during which she bit the inside of her cheek raw to banish the tears that wanted to flood out.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Merely a week later, and Tanner was losing his mind. Without the fights, all he had to keep the raging demons at bay were fighting fires—and spending every other available free minute with Jordyn. Without this woman, he thought as he looked into her soft brown eyes right now, he would have fallen over the edge already.
 
   Need her. Need balance. Need mate. His wolf's tone had begun to turn implacable lately. As if Tanner's wilder side was done putting up with his more rational side.
 
   No mates. And I'm with her now, Tanner muttered back, his body already sizzling in anticipation of the next few hours. They'd had dinner together earlier and were back in Jordyn's little apartment. 
 
   Must be with her always, his wolf insisted. Must be with mate always.
 
   Not my mate. And just being here with her for now is good enough. It has to be. Tanner held onto the thought despite the hollow ache inside.
 
   Pushing it aside, he focused on the woman and the moment. Right now, his world was narrowing to her and her alone.
 
   "Come here," he said. He heard the low timbre of his wolf's voice growled through his voice as he spoke.
 
   Jordyn's eyes darkened as a slow, sensual smile played on those lips of hers that he loved feasting on. "Oh, is it going to be like that?" her voice teased back in a deep, sultry register, although he heard the slight flicker of pain race through it as well. Feeling something wrench deep inside him, he simply nodded, opening his arms. She stepped toward him, into his embrace.
 
   "Yes," he murmured back, letting the sweet need of arousal that was always just banked stirring into bright flames in her presence. "I want to taste you, touch you, travel every inch of your body, Jordyn. I need to carry the memory of you etched into my skin."
 
   He felt her swallow, then her head nodded against his neck. "Yes," she whispered. "Me, too." She began kissing his neck, trailing her lips along his skin like hot brands.
 
   Tanner tipped his head back, exposing his neck to her and letting her kiss and nibble and lick at it. He bared himself to her that way. Made himself vulnerable to her. He would let everything drop away and allow her in. 
 
   It still didn't mean he could be good for her. Not forever.
 
   Inside, his wolf said with increasing firmness, She is mine. Mine always.
 
   Jordyn gently kissed her way down his neck and over his collarbones, the top of his chest. Her hands light but quick, she began unbuttoning his top, letting her fingers swirl over his pecs and then his hard nipples as she went. This time he sucked in a loud gasp, letting her name groan past his lips. He felt her smile where she kissed him, and she unbuttoned the last button and gently shrugged his shirt off his shoulders. He tugged it past his hands, blindly throwing behind him to the floor. Holding her tight and close, he let his hands travel down over the silky shirt she wore. Fingers coming to the sweet swell of her hips, the soft roundness of her ass, he stroked and squeezed, eliciting her own gasps that rippled throughout the room.
 
   Quickly, he shucked off his pants and kicked them aside so that he was fully naked. Then he growled, "My turn to lead, gorgeous." With that, he abruptly hoisted her into his arms. She gasped again, her dark eyes locking on his as she twined her hands behind his neck. Not looking away from him as he strode over to her bed, she felt entirely relaxed in his arms. Just as trusting and vulnerable with him as he was with her.
 
   Pushing aside the ache that centered in his chest and swept through his body, he focused on the excitement of knowing that within moments, her beautifully naked body would be beside his. Gently, he lowered her to the bed, then reached for her clothes, intending to tear them from her.
 
   But she shook her head with a smile, hands going to her own buttons. "Let me do it." Her voice was deep. Roughened with the sound of her own wolf and desire. "Let me strip them off so you can watch."
 
   Breath stuttering out as the flames of arousal intensified in him, Tanner just nodded. She slowly unbuttoned the flattering rose-colored blouse he'd so admired during dinner, letting her gaze travel over his naked body as she stripped. Smiling again, letting her tongue dip out the corner of her mouth, which made his already heavy cock tighten even more, she drank in the sight of his body from tip to toe and back again. Looking back into his eyes, she finished unbuttoning her blouse and let it slip off her shoulders to land in a silky puddle beside her on the bed. "If you know how much it turns me on to see you watching me like that while I do this..." Her voice trailed off as she spoke, although her breathing had increased.
 
   Voice still a low growl, feeling the blood throbbing into his cock, Tanner answered, "Damn straight it does. It's half killing me to stand here watching you do that and not touching you."
 
   The velvet stroke of her laughter wrapped around him. "Good. That was the intended effect."
 
   With that, she lay back on the bed to unbutton and unzip the soft gray pants she wore. Gently shimmying them down her hips and off her feet, when she was done she leaned over onto her side, cocking one leg in front of her and resting her head on her hand like a pinup model. "What do you think now, my sexy firefighter wolf?"
 
   He thought he might swallow his tongue was what. Jordyn's succulent breasts beautifully filled the dark red bra she wore. Matching panties hugged her hips, the whole of it so damned gorgeous Tanner's breath quickened even as his cock hardened and lengthened. How well he knew her glorious body. How familiar he was with it, how sure he was of his ability to draw soft moans of delight and unfettered screams of bliss from her. He knew just how to touch her, exactly where and at just what rhythm. 
 
   The same way she knew exactly how to touch him. The same way she knew everything about him.
 
   "I think," he finally managed to growl, the soft burn of pleasurable anticipation lighting through him, "that you're stunning."
 
   Jordyn's eyes darkened even more. Her jaw fell slightly open, her pulse beating hard in her neck. Carefully, Tanner stepped onto the bed and straddled her with his knees. Caught on her side, she started to roll over onto her back. But he shook his head. Leaning down for a long, slow kiss, one in which he pressed into her mouth with his tongue, tasting the rich spices of her and feeling the heat of her mouth.
 
   "Wait," he murmured into her ear. "I want to kiss you all down the side of your body. Stay just like this for a minute longer."
 
   Just the sweetly hissing inhale of Jordyn's voice told him how much she liked that idea. He started with her ear, gently nibbling the shell before kissing and sucking on the soft lobe. With one hand, he reached around to slip his fingers into her bra and gently stroked her breasts, first one, then the other. The nipples tightened immediately beneath his touch, and she slightly arched her back. An appreciative moan slipped out of her mouth. With his other hand, he reached around to unclasp her bra. Gently tugging the straps over her arms, he tossed it to the edge of the bed and let the beautiful bounty of her freed breasts fill both his hands after he slipped his other one beneath her back and around her front. Slowly sliding his body down alongside of hers, he licked and kissed his way down her neck, over her shoulder, down her taut, fit biceps. He moved his head to kiss and nibble along her ribs, gently pushing her arm out of the way. She moved it so eagerly he laughed, enjoying the fact that as always, she loved him touching her.
 
   For his part, he felt the molten heat slipping like liquid through his body merely from being right beside her. From touching her. From breathing in her intoxicating scent of sweet, musky jasmine.
 
   "Keep going," she urged him in a throaty voice. The one that told him how aroused she was.
 
   Smiling against her sweet, bare skin, he kept moving downward until his lips tipped over the curve of her waist, and up along the gorgeous swell of her hip. The red, lacy underpants met his mouth. Moving his hands down so he could slightly brace them against the bed, he gripped the light slip of fabric with his teeth and tugged it down her leg. She helped by pushing it down on the other side. As he went, he trailed his fingers along her long, smooth thigh, down to her toes.
 
   She giggled suddenly. "Don't you dare kiss those feet of mine. I think they smell like feet.”
 
   He huffed out an amused bark of laughter. This was one of the many things he loved about her. Her sense of humor, even during—
 
   Wait. Pausing slightly just before he pulled her underpants all the way off her feet, his mind tripped over the word he'd use. Lovemaking.
 
   Love.
 
   Yes, his wolf murmured at him, completely in the moment with him.
 
   A small shock of confusion and conflict roared into him once again. Jordyn, sensing his hesitation, turned on her back and leaned up on her elbows to give him a quizzical look. "Everything okay down there, fire wolf? Is the smell of my delicate tootsies giving you the vapors?"
 
   This time, a genuine peal of laughter snorted out of him. He tossed the pretty lacy panties aside and shook his head. Damn, she knew how to make him smile. "Never," he assured her. "I was actually just thinking about how much I love the way that you can make me laugh even in our most intimate moments."
 
   He gazed up at her from his position down by her feet, feeling as though he worshiped at the feet of a goddess. She looked back down at him, silken strands of her hair caught up on one cheek, face slightly rosy in what was another one of her signs of arousal. Her gorgeous nutmeg-brown eyes had the added sheen to them that meant her wolf was just as present as his. As they looked at one another, he felt all the desire racing and tumbling back through him, carrying him along in a growing inferno he welcomed.
 
   Voice a deep, growled whisper, he said, "Spread your legs for me, babe. I need to taste you right now."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As soon as Tanner said that, Jordyn was lost. Something deep had stirred in his eyes just a moment before he spoke. Inside, her wolf murmured at her, Mine. Jordyn let the truth of that flare over her, lighting her senses with a sizzling zap. She felt electric. About ready to pop off into dazzling fireworks.
 
   Tanner always did this to her. Always.
 
   Silently, just looking at him, she let first one leg, then the other slide open over her bedspread. A dark, desirous smile spread over Tanner's face. The smile of a man being gifted most incredible thing he could imagine. Barely breathing the words, he said, "So damn beautiful, Jordyn. You are so damn beautiful."
 
   Then he slid himself up, nestled his face between her legs, and took a long, dragging stroke of his tongue through her damp folds. Jordyn didn't even bother to stop the ragged groan that tore out of her mouth at his touch. Every nerve ending she had down there immediately responded, the feeling crackling through her like wildfire. There long, flirtatious foreplay during dinner had primed her body. That, combined with the deep knowledge that she needed to enjoy every single second she had left with this man, made the wildfire he started with his touch instantly turn into an explosive inferno.
 
   "Oh, Tanner, I—now!" she commanded, breath heaving.
 
   Another long, slow drag of his tongue down, then back up to all her folds and crevices. She exploded into what felt like a million shooting stars beneath his tongue and lips. Bucking her hips into him, reaching down to press his face into her, she let a wild cry rip out of her throat as the orgasm exploded throughout her. He kept licking, swirling his tongue up and down, back and forth, with rhythmic intensity as she arched against him again and again from the force of it. 
 
   Finally, boneless, spent, she fell back onto the bed, gasping for breath, relaxing what she belatedly realized had been a death grip on his head. He gave her a long last taste before moving his head back. "Jordyn, you taste so good. Just listening to you to come made me so hard I was about to lose it right then." 
 
   She managed to blink open her eyes and focus on his face. She caught her breath at the utterly focused, feral expression he wore. 
 
   Oh, yes. She knew that look. She knew exactly what it meant.
 
   He didn't disappoint her.
 
   "Turn over and get onto all fours, Jordyn." His order was pure gravel that mere human ears would not have been able to understand. "Now, babe, now. Please." That last, ragged word was still an order, but the shaking need beneath it tugged at both her molten core and her hammering heart. 
 
   Feeling her pulse slamming in her neck, a new wave of excitement thundering between her legs and arms making her dizzy with renewed need, she swiftly obeyed. Getting on all fours, turning her back to him, she leaned her head down on her arms and nestled her rear back toward him. His answering groan shivered through the room.
 
   Without another word, he reached forward, grasped her hips to pull her back even closer to him, and plunged his steel-hard length deep inside her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tanner thought his head might shoot off his body the second he thrust himself into Jordyn's slick center. Her sweet heat enveloped him just as her soft cry did, mingling with his own rough groan. She looked up at him from her head nestled on her arms, her eyes dark and smoky, her lips parted as her breath came in pants between her own groans. "With me," she whispered, her movements already matching his. “With me, Tanner."
 
   Her soft command rattled through him, shoving aside all reason, all thoughts, all concerns and inner conflict. Their bodies melded in tandem so that they could explode at the same time. Higher and faster, like the winds whipping the flames of the fire he never wanted to go out, they spiraled up with one another. Eyes locked with hers the whole time, slamming into her willing caress and being met stroke for stroke, he felt his climax shatter out of him in a crashing explosion at the same time she shuddered and tightened and spasmed wildly.
 
   His bellow of joyful release echoed off the walls of her room, matched in harmony by her long, keening cry.
 
   He stroked into her with almost desperate final thrusts, riding it until the very end. Utterly lost in the fiery explosion of stunning release that happened each time he was with this woman. Each time he let go when he was with her. 
 
   Each time trusting her, his wolf whispered in the back of his mind. Each time letting her trust me.
 
   His mind totally scrambled from the explosive bliss and the sensation that he was exactly where he was meant to be and that everything in this world was right, Tanner could only agree with his wolf.
 
   Eventually, he slowly collapsed down on top of her, still nestled inside her. He rested his face against her neck, kissing her shoulder and reaching down with one hand to take her hand in his. They interlaced their fingers as he reached his other hand around to gently curve around her head and softly tangle in her hair. 
 
   Slowly, her breathing returned to normal. Slowly, he felt her heartbeat beneath his settle back into a quieter rhythm. Slowly, he became aware of the other noises he'd completely blocked out in the moments of passion with her. A car alarm going off somewhere in the distance, the slight whoosh of traffic coming from the main drag a few blocks down from Jordyn's apartment. The creaks and ticks of the building itself, which was one of the older ones in town.
 
   All the things of which he'd been utterly unaware while he was wholly focused on Jordyn and her pleasure mingled with his.
 
   Her hand squeezed his. "You take my breath away," she said simply.
 
   He smiled against her neck. "Sounds like you have enough breath to talk right now," he teased back.
 
   She giggled and halfheartedly flailed around with her other hand to try to slap him on the butt. She missed by mile, amidst both their laughter.
 
   Dammit. What the hell was he thinking, leaving this woman behind anyway? His wolf immediately supported that line of thinking by rubbing up against the corners of his mind, giving a short bark of approval.
 
   "Jordyn," he started slowly.
 
   She tensed slightly beneath him, alerted by his cautious tone. "Yes?" Her voice sounded a mixture between deliciously sated and cautiously questioning.
 
   "I'm not sure—" he managed to get out before his phone suddenly went crazy, quickly followed by Jordyn's.
 
   "Damn," he swore, pressing a firm kiss against her neck and giving her as much of a hug as he could while lying on top of her before gently easing out of her to spring to his feet.
 
   She was moving just as quickly. But when he glanced at her he saw the regret in her eyes. Both their phones blared out with the special alert that was calling them in. These sounded when there was a really bad fire for which the department was simply asking for anyone who was available to show up to report to the station immediately.
 
   People's lives could be in the balance right now.
 
   Yanking on his clothes while Jordyn whipped over to her closet and did the same, Tanner said through his shirt as he pulled it over his head, "I got something to say to you, babe. After this call, though, okay?"
 
   She nodded at him, darted back over to give him a quick, sound kiss on the lips that they both lingered over for just a moment. Then she rushed back to continue shoving on her own clothes.
 
   Together, they ran out the door and downstairs, heading straight to the station and their jobs.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Gouts of flame sliced out through the open windows of the building. Smoke billowed into the sky. Sirens, people yelling, the enormous rush of water from the hoses and an official-sounding voice through a megaphone sharply commanding bystanders to get back and allow the fire department do its job all added a sense of urgency to an already acute situation.
 
   "Tanner! Over here!" Zach's shout got Tanner's attention. Tanner ran over, still tugging on his oxygen tank over one shoulder. Small knots of the team had gathered near a side entrance, each of them calmly and efficiently working as they prepared to go in. 
 
   "People still inside?" Tanner dodged around a visibly shaken woman being escorted back to the fire trucks and presumably paramedics as he called out his question.
 
   Zach nodded, jerking his head toward the front of the building and jabbing his thumb into the air. "Upstairs. Two men. We only saw one, he was shouting to us through that window.” He pointed at it. “He said his father has a heart condition and is having a lot of issues with the smoke. He couldn't get them down his own but he said he thinks there's still a clear path up to the back. Moving down fast, though. We need to get to them."
 
   Tanner nodded, situating his tank and making sure his helmet was jammed firmly on his head. "Let's do this."
 
   Behind him, a newly sharp siren drew his attention. The ambulance. Turning, he watched for a brief moment as it pulled up and Jordyn and Sean jumped out. Jordyn, focused on her job with the businesslike precision that had insured her steady career rise and cemented her place here, was sexy as hell as she went about checking on the dazed woman Tanner had brushed past moments earlier. Jordyn's touch was gentle yet thorough as she checked the woman over, her expression professional and utterly caring. 
 
   Ice Princess, my foot, he thought with a mixture of growl and incredible pride in her abilities. His wolf, utterly focused on the job at hand yet also definitely aware of Jordyn's presence, give a sharp bark of agreement in Tanner's mind. He turned back to Zach and the burning building. "I'm right behind you," he called out, striding quickly to enter the building behind Zach and the chief.
 
   Inside, it was dark, smoky, and what Tanner knew must be terrifying for those still trapped upstairs. Luckily, they weren't actually trapped. The narrow yet perfectly serviceable staircase marched up ahead of them, free of flames, heat, and all but the barest wisps of smoke. The chief called behind him as he took the stairs two at a time, "Looks all clear, boys. It'll be a clean run. Everyone stay in position."
 
   Tanner bristled slightly at that. Everyone here damn well knew their role in a fire rescue. That warning was aimed directly at him. The chief was still sore at Tanner's supposed insubordination.
 
   Angry to lose teammate, his wolf thought in a short, sharp staccato in his head. Knows each one is strong and smart. Important.
 
   Huh. That was interesting. His wolf was often far more attuned to the hidden intricacies of other people. Their body language. 
 
   Or maybe, he allowed himself to think in stark honesty, it was just that Tanner himself had been so focused on his own personal blind spots he didn't want to allow for the inherent humanity in his chief.
 
   Snorting slightly to himself at the touch of irony of having his wolf force him to consider his own humanity, he followed quickly behind the others to slam through a door that opened into a hallway. The smoke was definitely heavier here, but still not bad enough to be instantaneously hazardous. At the end, he saw two figures. One was seated on the ground, leaning against the wall, breathing into a mask. The other figure knelt behind beside the seated one, but he jerked his head around and jumped up at the sound of the burly firefighters quickly heading down the hall toward them.
 
   "Thank god," the guy said as they approached. Probably in his fifties and relatively fit, he still clearly wasn't capable of hefting the weight of the far larger, definitely not-in-shape man seated on the floor next to him. "Dad's having trouble breathing."
 
   As Zach and Max knelt down beside the older man to quickly assess him and get him into position to carry out, the chief said, "You sure the two of you are the last ones up here?"
 
   The other guy shrugged even as he shook his head. Coughing slightly, he said, "I think everyone else got out, but I can't say for sure. I pounded on a couple doors, but when dad went down, I ran to the window to yell for you guys, then I came back stay with him. There are only six apartments on this floor," he added, pointing farther down the hallway. "That one belongs to my folks, across from it is empty. The one next to him and this one I knocked on. The other two, I don't know. My mom is outside already," he added. The relief on his face was palpable.
 
   The chief looked at Tanner. Tanner was already nodding and moving down the hallway. "I got the north apartment," he said, knowing chief would check the other one while Zach and Max got the guys out. Pounding hard on the door, he shouted, "Fire department! You in there? We need you out now."
 
   Behind him on the outside of the hallway, he heard the chief doing the same. Zach and Max's voices faded along with those of the two men they were rescuing as they descended the two brief flights of stairs to the ground floor, the hallway door slamming shut behind them. With a practiced aim, aided a bit by his wolf's strength, Tanner kicked down the apartment door and ran inside to check it out.
 
   No one.
 
   Heading back out to the hallway, he looked over at the chief. "It's clear. Yours?"
 
   Chief nodded. "We're good. Good work, Tanner,” he added, his voice short but approving. “Let's get out of here." He headed with purposeful stride toward the exit door. 
 
   Well, that was a first.
 
   Just as the chief started to head down the first stairwell, he turned his head as if to say something else to Tanner. The words never came. An enormous explosion rocked the building, quaking through the walls. The chief, unbalanced by the rolling floor, stumbled forward. 
 
   Straight toward the stairwell. Pitching over it, he fell with a sharp yell before landing in a motionless pile at the landing.
 
   "Dammit," Tanner swore as he was flung violently off his feet back into the hallway. Slamming into the wall, he swore loudly again as his shoulder smashed into it. His wolf barking in surprised pain in his mind, he kept still for a second, quickly assessing the damage to his body. It didn't seem major. Shoulder hurt like the devil, though. He tried moving it a bit, and immediately winced at the sharp burst of pain. Damn thing was broken. Well, whatever the hell had just exploded, it could happen again. No time to worry about his shoulder right now. He didn't even have time to race to a window and yell for assistance in hauling the chief's unconscious, hopefully not dead, body down the stairwell. 
 
   Without waiting to see if another explosion would rock the building, Tanner jumped downstairs, his shoulder furiously protesting. Leaning down, he quickly checked the chief's vitals. The chief was definitely out cold, his helmet knocked off his head, but alive. There was no time to assess for broken bones or potential internal injuries. 
 
   Tanner had to get them both out of there before anything else happened.
 
   The explosion had jolted doors out of their frames. Smoke billowed down the stairwell. Reaching both arms forward to grab the chief, Tanner half howled, half screamed when his right arm felt like a thousand volts of electricity had touched it. Pain lanced through every nerve ending. Even his accelerated wolf shifter healing couldn't help him at the moment. Shifters healed fast, but not fast enough right now. Clenching his teeth, savagely calling on all the strength of his wolf that he could, he did his best to ignore the shocking pain as he hoisted the chief over his shoulders and stumbled down the stairs.
 
   Hoping like hell he got them both out of there before was too late.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   "Did you ever fall down while you were in there? Any possibility you hit your head at any time?"
 
   The woman, who was pale and shaking despite otherwise seeming fairly healthy, shook her head. Jordyn couldn't blame her one bit. Being in a building that suddenly caught fire was terrifying to the strongest, healthiest person. Calmly, she methodically went through her questions as she assessed the woman.
 
   Sean, who had been checking out another of the residents who managed to get out shortly before they arrived, said, "You're good to go. If you would please go back behind the police line, that would help everyone out."
 
   The young guy he'd been helping nodded, looking just as shaken as the woman. A sudden commotion around the corner of the building caught their attention. Zach and Max came out of the door, carrying a heavy older man while a slightly younger one followed behind them, face anxious. Jordyn's elderly patient immediately noticed. Standing up, she called out, "Brian! Brian, honey, I'm here!"
 
   "Hey," Jordyn said, gently grabbing the woman. "Stay here. They're bringing him over here. You know him?"
 
   Trembling, the woman nodded. "My husband. He has a heart condition.” Her voice shook. “Our son was over having dinner with us when the fire started. But there was too much smoke for Brian with his heart. Michael made me leave.” Her chin trembled as she spoke. “He said the firefighters would help them." 
 
   Jordyn smiled reassuringly as she could. "And that's exactly what happened. I just need you to sit tight until I'm done checking you over and then we'll get to him, okay?"
 
   The man's eyes caught sight of the woman. A huge expression of relief spread across his face as he croaked, "Marge, honey, I was so worried about you."
 
   The other man hovering behind them rushed over to the woman and put a strong, supportive arm around her. "Don't worry, mom. I told you the firefighters would get to us just fine."
 
   Tears trickling down the woman's face, she clapped her hands together and effusively thanked Max and Zach. They offered her good-natured smiles, Max murmuring something about it just being their job. Jordyn bit the inside of her lip, which trembled suddenly at the scene. She'd seen this type of tearful reunion so many times before, but today it was really hitting her in all the feels.
 
   Every time she spent stolen moments with Tanner, she ended up feeling open and loving and vulnerable to all the heart-tugging scenes in the world.
 
   As Jordyn and Sean looked over the man, they decided his condition demanded he needed transport, although he wasn't in imminent danger. "Any others?" Jordyn asked Max.
 
   He shook his head. "Don't think so. Tanner and the chief stayed back to check the other apartments." Catching her suddenly alarmed gaze as she flicked her eyes at him, he quickly added, "Don't worry. The floor is pretty clear. The restaurant where the fire started is on the other side of the building, so it was just their adjoining doors that the smoke was getting through right now. But it wasn't that much smoke, and the worst of it is on the front side where the rest of the team is. Everyone in the restaurant got out in time."
 
   Relieved, even though she knew Tanner knew exactly what he was doing, Jordyn went back to pulling out the gurney to get the patient onto it. With Max's help, and both Zach and Jordyn surreptitiously adding some of their wolf strength to the situation, they got the man onto the gurney and easily loaded him into the back of the ambulance. Shutting the doors, she headed around to the driver's side while Sean stayed in the back with the patient.
 
   "We're heading in with this guy," she told Zach. 
 
   Zach nodded, smiling in reassurance as he opened his mouth to answer. But a short, sharp explosion shattered through the building, setting off car alarms in the street and drawing gasps and screams from the watching crowds. The blast wasn't enough to knock anyone to their feet except for the few who stood right by the building. 
 
   Her wolf dancing crazily in her mind, rigid with fear, Jordyn blindly screamed, "Tanner! Tanner!"
 
   Heedless of anything else in the world, she began to charge toward the building. Strong arms caught her around the middle, holding her back. She turned and snarled, angrily swiping at whoever was. Zach's wolf strength was an easy match for hers, however. He held her tightly, shouting at her, "You can't! You don't have the right equipment. He'll get out. Don't worry."
 
   Still fighting against him, screaming Tanner's name, Jordyn stared in utter horror at the flaming, explosion-rocked building in which the one person in the world she cared for most was inside.
 
   Tanner. Her mate.
 
   Her mate.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   The chief's bulk was an absolute deadweight around Tanner's shoulders as he half stumbled, half slid down the stairs. Leaning heavily against the wall with his good shoulder, trying to hold as much of the chief's unconscious body on that side as he could, his other shoulder and arm were half useless. He knew the only reason he was actually able to move right now was his superior wolf shifter strength. No normal man could hoist a guy the chief's size, wearing all his equipment, with a broken shoulder. Anyone else could only try to drag the guy downstairs. Even so, his strength was ebbing low due to his screaming shoulder.
 
   Behind him, fresh, dark billows of smoke pulsed down the stairwell. Dammit. He was still breathing just fine because of his apparatus, but every instinct he possessed still screamed at him to get out of the building. To get into fresh, clean air. To make an all-out run for it just in case the building blasted again.
 
   The second landing materialized in front of him through the smoke. Almost there. Still carefully stagger–step–sliding his way down the staircase, he swayed briefly under the chief's weight, but managed to stay upright and still moving. Wondering how bad the blast had been on the other side, wondering what it was like outside, feverishly hoping that Jordyn was okay out there whatever she was doing, he forced himself to struggle on. A few ominous creaks in the building caused his breath to stutter in alarm. Inside, his wolf lent him all the strength he could, keeping him focused and steady.
 
   Keeping him alive.
 
   Five steps away from the door.
 
   Four steps away. 
 
   Three steps away.
 
   One step away. Tanner reached forward, relief flooding through him as he grabbed the door handle and twisted. Opening the door, taking a step outside into the sharply clean air, he started to mutter to himself and the unconscious chief, "We made it. Hell, yeah. Made i—"
 
   A huge, shuddering boom rattled the entire building, sending Tanner and the chief pitching forward onto the pavement. Trying to lunge and twist so the chief didn't land on his unprotected head, Tanner heard yells and shrieks from outside. Then a sudden tangle of legs and arms met him as he and the chief him fell straight to the ground.
 
   Landing directly on Max's body, who stared at him dazed from where he'd been thrown to the ground by the blast just as he'd apparently reached from outside to open the door at the same time as Tanner.
 
   Inside the building, the ominous roar of the fire gaining strength charged the atmosphere with manic frenzy.
 
   "Move!" Tanner barked, grunting as a sharp pain sent another agonizing blast through his injured arm. 
 
   Heavy running steps alerted them to the arrival of several other crew members. Rough, quick hands grabbed them up. Howling in pain, Tanner forced himself to get up and stagger along with them, as they grabbed up the chief as best they could and ran with him back toward the vehicles.
 
   Uniformed officers of all sorts were blowing whistles and waving people away. There was a stampede on the sidewalk and the streets as all the bystanders fled in panic.
 
   Head down, still helping carry the chief, Tanner about ran into the guy in front of him who stopped suddenly. Looking up, he saw the ambulance.
 
   And Jordyn. 
 
   Zach was holding her from behind, his arms wrapped around her waist in a pose Tanner knew perfectly well was one meant simply to keep her from running forward pell-mell. Even so, he couldn't help the snarling lift of his lip at the sight of another man's arms wrapped so intimately around Jordyn.
 
   Around his mate.
 
   Catching his eye, Zach managed to roll his own eyes despite the situation, instantly letting go of Jordyn. She lurched forward, straight toward Tanner. 
 
   Her mouth was open, saying words, but he couldn't understand them. He couldn't hear her. Peering at her, he shook his head. Everything was disappearing into a long, black tunnel. Frenzied and scared, his wolf snarled and snapped inside him as Tanner swayed. Safe, he thought in a dazed muddle at his wolf. She'll keep me safe.
 
   Unconsciousness reached out its long dark fingers to finally claim him as he passed out at Jordyn's feet.
 
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jordyn smiled at the guys in the firehouse as she entered. “Hey,” she called out, waving with one arm, the other loaded down with her jacket.
 
   They smiled brightly at her, waving back with a weird animation.
 
   She and her wolf stared back, puzzled, as she walked across the big room toward the little office she and Zach shared.
 
   Tanner had been out of the hospital for a week now. Both human doctors and the pack healer had declared him fit again. The chief was going to be fine, too. So fine, in fact, that he'd told Tanner a stunning thing after his own recovery.
 
   He wanted Tanner to stay.
 
   “He admitted that he pushes me because he sees how I'm really a good part of this group,” Tanner had told her, his voice crinkled from surprise. A few days after he'd been released from the hospital, they'd gone for a walk through the streets of town, slowly strolling and window shopping. He'd talked as they walked. “He said he used to be just like me.”
 
   “A little too tough and strong for his own good?” Jordyn had let a smile tug at her lips as she said that.
 
   He'd snorted a light laugh. “Something like that. Said he used to be a lone scrapper himself, but when he finally realized being part of a team didn't make him weaker, it made him stronger, it changed his whole life. He also said I have his blessing to go to Dallas and try to find my place there. But then he told me,” and now Tanner's voice filled with even more surprise, “he thought maybe I already had my place here. I just couldn't see it quite yet.”
 
   “Hmm,” had been all she'd said in response.
 
   He stopped talking about Dallas after that, though he didn't say anything about staying. Her wolf twirled in hopeful ecstasy in her mind. But Jordyn remained cautious. She was pretty sure he was just processing what it had been like to save the chief's life so directly.
 
   And to almost get killed himself in a fiery building, just as his pack had so long ago.
 
   Now, feeling the eyes still staring at her in the firehouse, she stopped suddenly and quickly turned. Two of the guys quickly covered up grins, but they were definitely staring. As was Sean, who wasn't in their office at all. He was lounging against one of the fire trucks, watching her with an openly huge smile.
 
   “What?” she demanded, exasperated. Twisting her head around to try to look at her own rear, she added, “Do I have something stuck on my pants? Why are you guys all being so weird?”
 
   “Because,” Tanner's rich rumble of a baritone sounded behind her, “they know what's about to happen.”
 
   She whirled, mouth open to keep demanding what was going on.
 
    She stayed that way, jaw inelegantly dropped, as Tanner walked over to her with something held tightly in his hand. Then stopped about three feet away from her and dropped to one knee.
 
   “Holy,” she started to say before her voice strangled in her own throat.
 
   Tanner's strong jaw and dark eyes were as gorgeous as ever. But what really caught her, what really shocked her even as it made her chest heave with a barely restrained thump of joy, was the sheen in his eyes. More than the hint of his wolf in them, the sheen was—something suspiciously emotional.
 
   “Jordyn.” His voice, though quiet, seemed loud in the dead silent firehouse. “I was going to say this before the fire. But this is even better, because I can say it now in front of all the guys. Say it with witnesses. Say it publicly with pride, babe.”
 
   His eyes stayed on hers, strong yet soft, vulnerable and hoping, certain. She felt prickling behind her own eyes, felt almost dizzy from the excited whirling of her wolf in her mind.
 
   “The fire also proved to me that I am a member of this crew.” He waved his free hand generally around the room. “I have their backs, and they have mine.”
 
   “Bout time you realized that, you thick-headed dumbass,” Zach's voice muttered out to be greeted by a round of agreeing chuckles. The guys all quickly got quiet again, though. 
 
   “Yeah,” Tanner said softly, drinking in Jordyn with his eyes as if she was the most amazing being on the planet. “Took me a while to really accept a few things. Like the fact that my past had some terrible stuff in it, and I ran like hell from it all my life.”
 
   Jordyn's throat felt thick. Tanner wavered before her watery gaze.
 
   “What I never should have done, though,” he went on in a quiet yet sure voice, “was choose to run from you, too. To leave you. You're not responsible for me or my happiness, no.” A corner of his mouth tipped up. “But I sure as hell will be the happiest guy on earth if you accept my request that you spend the rest of your life with me as my wife, Jordyn.”
 
   The room was so quiet now that Jordyn's ears banged from the odd loudness of the silence.
 
   “My wife and soulmate,” he put an extra little emphasis on the word mate, smiling even more at her as he now did let his wolf flare just the smallest bit in his eyes, “because you definitely are that. My mate in everything, babe.”
 
   He took a deep breath and held out his hand, revealing a shining ring that glittered at her, though her eyes were so teary now she couldn't even see it clearly.
 
   “Will you marry me, Jordyn?” The simple words seemed to echo through the hushed room.
 
   Nodding, not daring to speak just yet, she dropped her jacket on the ground and put out her shaking hand toward him. Still not taking his eyes from hers, he gently slipped the ring on her finger on her left hand.
 
   As he began to stand up, his smile getting so big it transformed his entire face into a tableau of joy, Jordyn finally felt steady enough to talk.
 
   “Yes,” she said quietly. Then again, louder. “Yes, Tanner. Yes, yes, yes!” Launching herself at him, she pretty much jumped into his arms as the firehouse erupted into clapping and cheers.
 
   “Yes,” she murmured again against his lips, seeing his own tears running down his cheeks as well. “Whatever comes at us, we can face it together. Mate,” she added in a whisper, her wolf adding a low rumble of pure approval to her voice.
 
   “Mate,” he murmured back against her mouth before his lips were too busy on hers to do any more talking.
 
   Then the firehouse bell abruptly went off, scattering everyone there as they raced off to do their jobs. Smiling at Tanner, Jordyn kissed him again hard before they too headed off to rescue people. Secure in their work, their home, and each other. Forever.
 
    
 
    
 
   the end
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