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Tate Bardou is a successful horse whisperer living the cowboy dream. He's also a sweet heartbreaker with a panty-melting smile. As a dedicated Black Mesa Wolf Pack Guardian, his days have meaning and purpose. Yet despite his content life, something essential is missing from his soul. And damned if he can figure out what it is—until he meets stunning, half-wild Claire and everything falls into place. 

 

Wild wolf Claire lives by her sharply honed instincts, leading a fiercely guarded solitary existence. Growing up without a pack, she was raised to believe they inhibit freedom. An independent wolf, however, leads a lonely and precarious life. When she meets Tate, her untamed heart is finally captured. Tate, however, is undeniably bound to his Pack—and Claire will never submit to their restrictive rules.

 

But when a dangerous wolf from Claire's past returns, Tate and his bewitching wild wolf must find common ground. Otherwise, they risk losing everything...especially what matters most to them both.

 

 

If you'd like to know more about the Black Mesa Wolves books, please sign up for the newsletter to get the latest information on new releases.
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Dedication

 

For everyone who needs some wild in their lives

 

 

 

 


Chapter One

 

Tate inclined his head at the pretty young thing, who looked back at him with a coquettish expression on her face. Their gazes held for a moment, and Tate felt the connection between them, bewitching and ancient. Keeping his movements quiet and gentle, he took one small step toward her, then another. Slowly, he extended his hand toward her in the universal gesture of friendship.

With a sudden whinnying snort, the gorgeous filly tossed her head, kicked her heels up at him, and left him choking on dust as she galloped to the far end of the corral, bucking and farting the whole way. Once at the other end, she stood with her butt defiantly pointed at him.

Clearly, he'd charmed her.

Coughing and waving away the dust, Tate blew out his own snort of exasperation. He'd been rushing. Trying to impress new clients who had plenty of horses and deep pockets. He knew better. No female in the world liked to be hurried. They all wanted finessing and sweet talk. Even if they were a female of the equine persuasion. In fact, sometimes especially then. He'd built his horse training career based on that bone-deep knowledge. Today, he'd apparently forgotten his own rules. Love on those girls, whisper sweet nothings into their fuzzy ears, show them with his precise body language that they were queens but he was definitely king, and after the first training session he usually had them following him around as docile as a sweet, loyal pup. This one, though, was going to demand more proof he was truly worthy of being her leader.

Tate sighed. He definitely was out of practice with the ladies.

“You losing your touch, bro? Because I've seen 70-year-old guys with better moves than yours.” His brother Caleb lightly punched Tate's arm, shoving him off balance.

“Just means this one will be a challenge,” Tate replied, good-naturedly ignoring his pugnacious brother's joking insult. “Each horse teaches me something new.” Tate kept his eyes on the filly, who had both ears cocked back at them, listening. The breeze rushed by again, swirling another quick cloud of golden leaves onto the ground near his booted feet. Being mid-October, fall was literally landing in southwestern Colorado. “And I might have jumped the gun a little too soon,” he admitted. He slid his eyes toward the owners' house, a monstrous thing several hundred yards away from the horse barn. No sign of movement, and his sensitive shifter nose didn't catch a whiff of them outside. They hadn't noticed his little gaffe with their very expensive reining horse prospect.

“Never jump the gun with the girls,” Caleb advised him, tone utterly somber. “Total recipe for disaster. Take it slow. Best approach ever.”

“Right,” Tate said. He didn't bother saying that was his usual method, whether with a horse or a woman. Between the overwhelming joy and lust each of his siblings had gone through as they recently discovered their mates, Tate had felt like he was stuck in some hormonally-powered washing machine that banged him around each time he was near one of them in their happily besotted states. Every time he saw the formerly haunted Lily, she glowed. Whenever he ran into the usually reserved Rafe, his smile was content as a cat with cream. Now Caleb. His rough-and-tumble younger brother, the one who charged through life like that famous bull smashing up a china shop full of very breakable dishware, had fallen head over heels in love with a gentle, sensitive mate who'd somehow fallen right back for his dubious charms.

Tate was happy for them, of course. But it still made him slightly crazy. They walked around exuding so much bliss and spontaneous smiling, it about made a wolf a nervous wreck. Especially a single wolf who was perfectly fine with his life being that way. Uncomplicated and straightforward. No muss, no fuss. Easy and simple, just the way Tate preferred it. Not that he was opposed to a mate. But why rush into things?

His wolf rumbled with approval deep inside. Even so, the familiar deep sense of rudderless drifting nagged quietly at him. With a practiced flick of his thoughts, he banished it and grinned at his brother. Time to move on.

“You coming with me to Denver?” Some of Tate's favorite clients had taken such a shine to him they'd been recommending him to all their high society friends in the Western horse world, such as the people who owned this place about an hour southwest of Tate's home at the Black Mesa den. They'd also recommended him to friends of theirs near Denver. He flew there tomorrow morning, where a private car would pick him up and transport him to Evergreen, an insanely pricey horse enclave outside the city. There he would meet his insanely well-heeled new clients and see what they wanted done with their insanely pricey horses. He would do it depending on the actual needs of the horses, get the privilege of working with astounding animals during his weekend there, and collect a fat check at the end of it, some of which he would enjoy spending in the big city before he came back home.

It was a tough life, but someone had to live it.

Caleb shook his head, that goofy look slipping over it again. Tate rolled his eyes, which luckily were shielded by sunglasses.

“Nope. Got big plans for me and Ree this weekend. I'm taking her over the mountain to see the fall colors, then I booked a room for us at the hot springs resort.” Satisfaction rippled through his voice. “She's going to love it.”

Tate couldn't help himself this time. He groaned with theatrical alarm.

“You're such a goner. She's got you whipped pretty good.”

“Yup. She sure does,” Caleb said cheerfully, sounding not remotely concerned about it. “And I'm a better man for it.”

Tate huffed out a sigh. “Fine. At least I can head out of town on my own now. That rule of three thing got old, and fast.”

Caleb's expression darkened and Tate silently smacked himself upside the head. His wolf lowered his tail a bit and whined with regret. The agitating rogue threat had forced pack members to travel everywhere in groups of three for their safety. That very rule had helped get Caleb into some serious hot water—serious enough he'd been stripped of his Guardian duties. 

If Tate could, he'd switch with his brother in a heartbeat. Tate had nothing but loyalty to his pack. Upholding the family tradition of becoming a Guardian had seemed the obvious path to him when he was a teenager. Despite that, his heart was never really in it. He'd come to realize he would much prefer to spend his life training horses, hanging out with sweet girls in town from time to time, and maybe being an on-call Guardian during tougher times. Simple, fun, and low stress.

Of course, there was no such thing as an on-call Guardian. Especially right now, with crazed rogues and an even crazier pack from Canada apparently stirring up some sort of war with all the North American wolf packs. For now, Tate Bardou was a Guardian for the Black Mesa Pack, regardless of his heart's deepest desire. And he would never let his pack down.

“It was necessary for the safety of the Pack,” Caleb said. His clipped response sounded automatic.

“It also got in the way of my training schedule,” Tate said, shrugging. The rule-of-three injunction recently had been lifted, but only for Guardians. The rogues had been suspiciously quiet since their last violent encounter with the Black Mesa Pack. No one had caught a single whiff of them for three months. Alpha still wanted all other pack members to obey the group travel rule, but he now allowed Guardians to travel alone, although it seemed like they had to fill out forms in triplicate stating their exact destinations and modes of transportation. 

Despite the hassle, the reasons for which he understood, Tate had jumped at the chance to be able to train again without having an embarrassing entourage of Pack members with him—ones he had to pass off as apprentices to his slightly bemused clients. Today, Caleb had joined Tate merely as a cover up for Caleb's true mission: buying his mate some sexy present in the nearby town stores. Tate refused to know any more details than that, instead pretending to hurl when Caleb got that ooey-gooey look again as he started to describe the gift.

Caleb sure was a beaten down wolf now. But he was also an elated and frankly more peaceful one. Tate's own wolf whined again, sounding slightly puzzled. Yeah, you and me both, Tate thought. He pushed back the black cowboy hat he wore to get at an itchy spot just under the brim, then paused as the filly nonchalantly began to sniff at the ground in hopes of some food randomly lying around. Slowly, she'd inched her way a little closer to them, although one wary eye told Tate she wasn't quite ready to forgive him for his heavy-handed maneuvers earlier. Just as slowly, he began to amble toward the mare, making it seem as if he was just aimlessly meandering around the corral.

Caleb snorted and began to head back to the car. “Horses, horses, and then more horses. Someday, you'll find out what really matters.” 

“Mm-hmm” was all Tate said to that. The young mare picked up her head, noting his calm, nonthreatening approach. Despite what he knew was laser-like attention toward him, her overall stance remained relaxed.

“I'll see you in an hour,” Caleb said, his voice getting smaller as he jogged away.

“Yeah,” Tate murmured under his breath. It was too low for a human's hearing, but Caleb would catch it. The filly did, too, pricking her ears even more sharply toward him. “Yeah, girl,” he crooned softly. “You're okay. I moved too fast for you, didn't I? Won't happen again, girl. Let's start over.”

In the distance, his truck's loud diesel engine turned over. Tate shut it out, shut out all the other sounds except his breathing and every tiny movement of the watchful horse before him. He may not be as well-rounded as his brother thought he should be. But when it came to gentling wild souls, to calming horses that were high-strung or poorly handled or simply suspicious of anything to do with humans, he excelled. This was what he loved to do, and it balanced him like nothing else in the world.

How could any woman ever hope to compete with that?

 

***

 

For the second time that day, Claire gave the contents of her compact overnight bag a critical once-over. Traveling clothes, check. Pajamas and small case of personal necessities, check. Nice outfit for her reading Saturday night, check. Small bottle of a magical decoction that would keep her nerves calm and steady not only while out among throngs of people but while reading aloud from her deeply personal work in front of an audience.... Nope. That was missing. Wasn't even invented, in fact.

Her glance went toward the kitchen. Well, she could throw in a tiny bottle of firewater, she supposed. Whiskey would calm her. But since it would also leave her a blubbering idiot, it wasn't quite the right potion to make this whole thing any easier.

Heaving a sigh, she shut the bag. She was ready as ever, which meant not very much. The best part of being a writer was the ability to do her research, write her words, and get paid all without having too much interaction with the rest of the world. The worst part was having a publisher who insisted she do readings. In fact, she was legally bound to do them. She'd almost not signed her very first contract when she came to the marketing clause requiring she not only attend but be the star attraction at certain promotional events for her books. By now, she knew how to handle them, but being on such public display still wrung her out.

“I am not shy,” she said out loud, trying to force a certainty into the words. Her voice thunked into the deep, peaceful quiet of her little adobe house. It sounded false. She really wasn't shy, and in fact she enjoyed a little bit of big city time now and then. She just strongly preferred her quiet life out here in the desert canyons to the bustling movement of people in the big metro areas.

Straightening her shoulders, Claire took a deep breath through her nose. Her wolf senses brought the crush of sage and the tang of juniper to her. An overall crispness touched the air coming through her cracked window, promising a chill would settle in this evening. She loved autumn.

Run? Her wolf danced in her mind, sounding beyond hopeful.

Of course, Claire thought, firm and certain. She needed a run in her wolf form before leaving for Denver—the sprawling metropolis of the Rockies. A slight shudder rippled through her. Before she could head out, though, her phone jingled at her. Hurriedly, she checked the screen. 

The Ex! No Good, it read. The ringing suddenly sounded baleful. She'd replaced his name with this message to remind herself not to fall for his charms again. They'd been broken up for months now, and it had been a short relationship anyway. She was stronger in her resolve to ignore him, but during the past few weeks, he'd begun calling her again. She liked to think she was attractive, but his behavior was beginning to get slightly obsessive.

Claire narrowed her eyes at the offending instrument still loudly insisting she answer it. Some guys couldn't take no for an answer. She'd been saying it to him over and over. Somehow, he wasn't getting the message. Or maybe she wasn't being firm enough.

She almost ignored the call yet again, then decided action was the better part of valor. Maybe this time she could convince him to just leave her be. Bringing the phone up to her ear, she swiped it to answer. “Yeah?” she barked. Barking wasn't in Claire's nature—she was a wolf, after all; she definitely preferred a good, long howl over silly barking any day—but this situation called for it.

“Hello, beautiful,” said the deep voice of The Ex! No Good. 

The sound of it used to slay her until she figured out he wanted nothing more than to own her, to claim her as a possession. As a packmate. Just the thought made her want to flee. Claire was a solo wild wolf, and she enjoyed her life that way just fine.

“What are you doing, Claire?”

Claire impatiently tapped her bitten-to-the-quick nails against her hip. “You have to stop calling me. I told you no a thousand times before. It's over. Remember?”

He laughed. The sound of it traveled through her bones. Once, it had made her weak in the knees and idiotic in the head. Now, though, her wolf gave a low growl. Part disdain, part warning, the message was clear. Claire was a free woman, and she intended to stay that way. Even if there was the promise of some tension-relieving actions she could share with her ex, who admittedly had always been good in that department.

“If this had been over, you would long ago have stopped answering me.” His almost courtly way of speaking had been part of the initial draw. Now, though, it tended to bug her. “Delete my number. Block it if you must.” He laughed again, softly. “You're not done with me and we both know it, Claire. My beautiful white wolf. You and I are made for each other.” 

Satisfaction and something a little darker laced his tone. Claire shivered abruptly as a cold chill zinged down her spine. Before she could draw breath to answer him, though, he went on.

“I'll be in town early next month. I want to see you.”

“What? No,” she said, almost stuttering as her thoughts jumbled up. To be honest, one of the main things that had kept her from semi-crumbling under his insistence on getting back together was the fact he didn't live in Colorado. They'd only met originally when he'd traveled here on family business. She could keep her distance from him on the phone, but in person the physical temptation might be too much. She hadn't had sex with anyone since him, a fact of which her wolf lately had been reminding her she needed to remedy very soon. A low, distant whine in her head signaled dismayed agreement.

Even so, the distasteful knowledge that he wanted her as a possession helped steel her voice. “I keep answering because you're not hearing me. We're over. It was fun, but you want something I don't. You can't have me like I'm some toy.”

“You're not a plaything to me, Claire,” he shot back. His voice became almost deadly serious. “You're much more important than you can understand.”

“B—” she started, but he cut her off again.

“I needed you to know that.” A muffled voice in the background caught Claire's sensitive hearing, although she couldn't quite distinguish the words. “I have to go now. I'll call you again soon. And I very much look forward to seeing you.”

He hung up, leaving her with her mouth open to answer empty air.

“Augh! Men.” She tossed the phone onto her bed next to the overnight bag.

Suddenly fuming, she headed toward the door, already stripping off her clothes in anticipation of a relaxing lope as her wolf. She would shrug off the call, as well as every other little thing bothering her at the moment. Dancing in her mind, her wolf pattered at her with eager paws to be let loose.

Bright midday sun and the sharp air that was not quite yet tipped with frost greeted her as she leaped off her little covered porch. Shaking with pure delight at the prospect of being in her freest form, she bounded out into the desert. She shifted mid-leap, luxuriating in the stretch and play of her muscles. Her creamy white coat, so unusual in the wolf shifter world outside of the few Arctic packs in Alaska, northern Europe, and the farthest northern reaches of Canada, wasn't the best camouflage in the soft coral and light saddle-colored cliffs and mesas of her desert home. This canyon, however, boasted very few human residents. Her property backed right up to a protected wilderness area that offered almost immediate cover from any spectators, and her nearest neighbor was a half mile down the canyon, around a curve in the road and not visible from her place.

Then again, the only viewers around were usually lizards, crows, and the occasional jackrabbit. She wasn't very worried about them seeing her romping around in the desert as a wolf. Besides, the occasional snack of a cottontail was a tasty little treat. She huffed in laughter as her human made a disagreeable noise in the back of her head.

Stretching out into a lope, Claire felt the touch of the sun's rays on her back as she kicked dirt and pebbles out from under her paws with each landing step. Running like this always calmed her, as both wolf and human. Stretching out, she felt her muscles strain and play. She was in excellent shape. Her carefully-kept fitness soothed her physically, mentally, emotionally. Running, moving, jumping—everything to do with using her body kept Claire loose and comfortable in her own pelt.

Or skin, her human whispered. Chuffing with amusement, Claire leapt to the top of a pale yellow sandstone boulder and paused to take in the view. The landscape stretched out, seemingly enormous and empty. Immediately to the south, the sacred slumbering mountain rose in soft curves, guarding its ancient secrets. To the north, wild canyon lands jumbled together in alcoves and buttes and jagged falls of rock that beckoned the adventurous but repelled the fearful. Which, thankfully, meant the majority of humankind.

Few other shifters ever came here, either. This was free, lawless territory: free of pack restrictions, free of rules, free of the strictures of a life Claire had barely ever known and never wanted to live. She was a wild wolf, which meant she was free of the politics and regulations of the rest of the shifter world. Their rules didn't apply here, and she was not bound by them.

Leaping off the rock to land with a soft thud on the ground, she easily loped northward, deeper into the canyons. Being a wild wolf meant she could do whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted. Frankly, that suited her just fine.

Deep inside, her human uttered a resounding, Yes. Tongue lolling out in a fierce grin, Claire raced on. She had miles to run before she relaxed enough to head into Cortez for some last-minute errands before her flight out this evening. The desert welcomed her easy strides with all the soft yet fierce wildness in it that she loved with all her heart.

 

***

 

Tate settled into the driver's seat of his truck as Caleb slid over the passenger's side. A large, shiny pink bag carefully nestled in the back seat raised Tate's eyebrows, but he refused to mention it. The gruesome details earlier of Caleb's gift for his mate were enough to mess with Tate's appetite, and at the moment he was hungrier than any horse. Breakfast had been a long seven hours ago. Shifters always needed food, and plenty of it.

Caleb grumbled at stopping in Cortez for some lunch instead of heading straight home. Tate playfully swung at his brother, who easily countered it without even looking. Guardian to the core.

“I'll have to shift and hunt down a deer otherwise,” Tate said. “Won't make it to Durango.” When a shifter needed to eat, he needed to eat now. The pack den north of Durango was an hour from Cortez. By the time they reached it, Tate would eat his own arm if he didn't grab some lunch first.

The engine rumbled as he kicked an awesome amount of horsepower down the road. His sister said he was ruining the environment in his monstrously huge diesel truck. Well, that was tough. Cowboys pulled horse trailers, and wimpy little “clean” cars weren't exactly up the job. To be honest, deep down Tate always felt a little bad about adding more pollution to the environment. Not, however, bad enough to give up his truck. One day, when he could afford it, he would upgrade to a more environmentally friendly eco-diesel truck. He needed more horses to train first, though, so he could pad that bank account. His wolf chuffed in agreement. Even in his wolf form, Tate appreciated equines and everything that came with a lifetime of being fascinated by them.

No one else in the family truly understood his love for horses. Most shifters didn't relate well to prey animals, because those creatures could often sense the wild predator lurking somewhere deep inside shifters. Some shifters, though, had a special touch that didn't bother most prey animals. Tate didn't feel particularly special. He just knew horses responded to his approach, and he liked working with them more than anything else on earth. He was a true cowboy, and his life was complete. That was all he needed to know.

“Can you at least grab it to go?” Caleb was texting as he spoke. “I really want to get back soon. Gotta pack before we have that meeting.”

Tate had nearly forgotten about the pack meeting scheduled for that evening. Since all the rogue wolf madness began happening earlier in the year, his head had been in the game less and less. He was there for his Pack, no question. He would fight to the death, if absolutely necessary. He would defend the weaker Pack members with his life as trained to do. The realities of the lunatic rogues had just made him begin to question certain things more and more. Such as how long he could be an effective Guardian for his Pack when being a Guardian wasn't in his bones as deeply as it was in someone like Caleb.

His wolf whined in mild alarm at Tate's swirling thoughts. Forcefully, he made himself lose them. “Sure,” he said in response to Caleb. He remembered passing a tiny strip mall that sported a fast food joint on the way out to the clients' place. Pressing down on the gas pedal, he aimed the truck toward a few juicy burgers and some fries. The late lunch of champions.

A line of cars spoked out from the drive-through lane. Tate groaned as his stomach growled. Inching through the line of cars and hoping he wouldn't actually gnaw off his own arm before they got their food, trying desperately to ignore Caleb's intensely broadcasted interest in whatever texts his mate was sending him, and wondering if he needed to wash anything before he packed for his trip, Tate almost missed the scent.

A whiff of pure snow, the kind that filled the air with its crisp newness. Fresh ponderosa pine, a wild and whipping wind. Something so compelling, so perfect, zinged right through his entire body and brought him sitting bolt upright.

A wolf. A female wolf, one Tate had never smelled before. His own wolf stirred and sprang into the foreground of his mind, eagerly sniffing through Tate's human nose, enhancing its abilities. Yes. An unknown female wolf walked through this little town southwest of Durango, where as far as Tate knew no wolves lived. And for some reason, she was totally, utterly fascinating to him.

“Hello and welcome to the Best Little Burgerhouse in Colorado,” a disembodied voice came through the box. “May I take your order please?”

Tate automatically smiled and said, “Sure, just give me a minute, please.” Inside, though, his wolf paced in a sudden, wild restlessness. He longed to leap out of the truck and bound through the streets, seeking out owner of that incredible smell. Taking in a long, deep sniff again, he committed her scent to memory. It was filled with a sort of primitive, unsettled longing. Just a tickle to begin with, the alluring scent started to fade even as his nostrils flared to search it. Dammit! Whoever she was, she was getting away.

Well, hell. Tate hadn't been with a female wolf shifter in years. No one in their pack had ever interested him, and there were enough sweet human women in the area to grab his attention when he felt the need for their companionship. He wanted simple, and human women gave him that since none of them could never be his mate. But in the meantime, he'd forgotten how enticing a female wolf could smell. At least, the kind of female wolf who interested him so much he felt ready to shift into wolf form right here and run through the streets looking for her.

“Whenever you're ready.” The voice grated out from the hidden speaker.

“Yeah. Sorry,” Tate said back to it. He ordered with hardly a clue about what he said, drumming his fingers against his denim-covered thigh as Caleb leaned over him and shouted his own order into the speaker. As they slowly crept up to the take-out window, Tate turned to his brother.

“Did you smell that?”

“Mm-hmm,” his brother said, fingers flying over his phone screen again as some sickeningly pleased grin pulled up his mouth.

“Really?”

“Yeah. Burgers and fries. Smells great as usual.”

Tate frowned, his anxiousness increasing every second. “No. Did you scent that wolf?” He let the car roll up to the pay window.

Caleb's head snapped up so quickly Tate thought it might hit the ceiling of the truck cab. “What wolf?” he demanded, voice suddenly a growl. He took a long sniff of the air, searching. Glaring, he said, “I don't smell anyone. You sure?”

Tate couldn't keep still as he, too, searched again for the beguiling scent and couldn't find it. “Calm down,” he said, as much to himself as to Caleb. “It was a female wolf. Definitely not a rogue. I've never smelled her before.” He glanced back out the window as if he would see whoever she was just loping down the sidewalk. 

His wolf whined, then growled, straining against the hold Tate had over his more feral side. Crazy as it seemed, his wolf was about to win this round if he didn't take charge right now. Between one breath and the next, he made up his mind.

“Pay and drive,” he said as he opened the door and tumbled out, barely remembering to put the truck into park. The clerk at the window drew back in surprise at the lanky cowboy suddenly departing his vehicle. “I've got to find her.”

“What the hell are you doing?” Caleb demanded. “Tate!”

But Tate was gone, hurrying around the fast food joint and sprinting to the main street. Inhaling deeply as he desperately kept his highly agitated wolf from forcing a shift, he headed south down the sidewalk, easily dodging a few passersby with his long strides and focused determination to find her.

Whoever she was. For whatever unknown but undeniable reason he needed to find her.

There. He caught it again, just another slight whiff, but it was definitely her. Fresh, clean, wild and pure. She seemed oddly untouched, although he wasn't quite sure what that meant. His wolf carried him along, lending speed to his gait. A light wind gusted through, swirling down a few leaves from the trees planted here and there in little patches along the sidewalk.

Rounding a corner almost at a run, he stopped so suddenly he almost fell over his own feet. There. She was right before him, walking down the sidewalk, her scent washing over him with a sweet strength he would have let knock him down without resistance. Slim, her posture relaxed and loose as she moved, eyes hidden behind huge sunglasses, body clad in form-fitting yet not revealing clothing. Everything about her electrified him, from the nearly white-blond hair flowing over her shoulders down to the dark jeans she wore that beautifully outlined her sexy legs.

Her scent and something else raced over him, shivering into his bones, settling deep within him into something he'd never felt before but recognized with such surety there was no denying it.

His mate. This female wolf was his mate. He had no idea how he knew that, but the truth of that awareness emanated from his every molecule. And he'd never seen her before now.

She came to a sudden halt, having apparently recognized his own shifter scent as well. Mouth suddenly opening, body rigid with surprise and possibly fear—fear? Why did he sense that from her?—she inhaled sharp and quick. She stood completely still as she scented the air for danger from him. Her entire body was tensed, ready to flee. Even so, Tate could tell her own wolf was just beneath her skin, itching to claw out just as his was, as desperate to get to him as he was to her. 

Which was completely insane. His wolf was never this close to being out of control. And he'd never had a female wolf so eager to get to him she clearly fought against her human side, wanting to be loosed right on the side of a busy street in front of countless human eyes.

Then again, he'd never before met his mate.

“Who are you?” he asked, wonder and confusion marking his voice. He took a step toward her. “Please. I've never...I mean, I don't know.... Dammit,” he muttered, at a total loss for what to say or even think. What a way to sound like an idiot.

Swallowing visibly, the beguiling woman retreated one step, then another. Her hair drifted soft and silky smooth around her face and shoulders as she moved away from him. Her wolf was so close to the surface Tate could sense her very essence: a tight bundle of wariness, wildness, and an easy freedom that oddly set him to feeling constricted and lost.

“Wait!” he said as she took another step back. She paused, her entire body framed for escape. “Just tell me your name. Please. What pack are you from?

A disdainful snort blew out of her nose, although even that was feminine and strangely attractive.

“My own pack,” she finally said. The gossamer lightness of her voice smoothed itself all over Tate, making his already sizzling nerve endings even more raw with some undefinable need. “And that's all you need to know about me.”

With the speed and grace of a natural predator, she spun on one heel and practically ran down the sidewalk, away from him.

“Wait!” he said again, going after her. “I just want to talk to you.”

Her only answer was to actually begin to jog, flicking one glance at him over her shoulder. Even behind her sunglasses he could tell she leveled a glare at him. One that said, Back off, buddy. Not welcome here. 

A mother walking by with her child gave Tate a highly suspicious look, pulling her kid in closer to her as she made an exaggerated path around him. Right. He probably looked like some lunatic stalker. Forcing himself to stop moving, clamping down so hard on his wildly upset wolf he thought he might explode from the effort of it, he watched the beautiful, unknown female wolf run away from him. Despite his instinct to give chase, he forced himself to stand still. He'd never threatened a woman before, and he wasn't about to start now. Especially not with this most unbearably alluring one.

His mate. Someone he didn't know, had never thought he would meet, and who already seemed to distrust him because he'd ruined the moment like an overeager fool. She was leaving, and he could do nothing about it but watch her go.

 

 

 


Chapter Two

 

Claire gave herself a critical once over before she stepped out of her hotel room. Her clothes armored her. Dark jeans tucked into tall brown boots, a fitted white shirt, and a deep green cowl-necked sweater that flowed around her in a way that managed to be neither baggy nor clingy. She felt protected, strong, and ready to face the masses. Okay, they weren't exactly masses. Still, more and more people came to her readings with each new book she released. Her fiction apparently touched a core deep within many people. Her personal style and in-depth research added cachet to her books, according to her agent.

It also helped that she was a “looker,” or so her agent had insisted. Claire would prefer not to have her author photo on each of her books. That, however, was something her publisher had strongly argued for, and won. Claire at least always appeared wearing either a hat or sunglasses, like a movie star trying to hide from fans. Not that she had rabid fans or anything like that, but as a wild wolf, she simply wanted privacy from the pack wolf world.

The one battle Claire really won with her publisher was that her place of residence was secret. All anyone could ever find out about her was that she lived in Colorado. She valued her privacy almost as much as her freedom. It was the one battle line she'd drawn so firmly in the sand no one could successfully challenge it. She also used a plain last name on her books as a pseudonym. No sense advertising her true self more than strictly necessary.

Shrugging into a fitted black coat she wore for looks rather than necessity thanks to her always heated shifter metabolism, she left the hotel and went outside into the brisk fall night air. The crispness of the air delighted her senses as much as the leaves that crunched beneath her feet each time she passed the striking red- and gold-leafed trees planted every several strides along the sidewalk.

Best season, her wolf whispered. Yes. Fall was her favorite by far.

As she walked to the bookstore a few long city blocks away, she took a deep breath, inhaling all the fascinating scents of the city. And finally, finally, she allowed her thoughts to drift to the life-altering encounter a few days ago with that gorgeous, strange male wolf. The one who'd shocked a bolt of sudden recognition through her, as if she not only knew him, but that he was important to her. Essential, even.

Yes, her wolf said again, although this time it was not a whisper. This time, it was strong and certain. Claire had almost had to sit on her wolf the other day when that man had come barreling into her senses, as if he'd been chasing her. Her suddenly excited wolf had nearly leapt through Claire's control to force a shift, which was something she'd never experienced before.

Over the years, from her few interactions with other shifters and from what her mother, Melle, had told her, Claire had come to understand that her human side and her wolf side shared a much more symbiotic relationship than most shifters. The flow between her selves was smooth and easy. She was just Claire, and sometimes she viewed the world from a more human angle, and sometimes from a more wolf angle. She never had to work hard to “control” her wolf, nor when she was a wolf did she have to work to keep from letting her human side dictate her actions more than necessary. She simply—was.

Until yesterday. Her wolf had surged to the forefront so quickly and so hard Claire had literally feared for an instant that she would shift right there on the street. She might be a wild wolf who happily and successfully lived without a pack, but even she knew the basic rules of surviving as a shifter in this world. Letting humans know of her dual existence would be a death sentence. Or at least a quick trip to some sick Dr. Mengele-type lab, where she would never again see the light of day as she was poked and prodded by human scientists eager to discover what she was and how they could use her for their own ends.

Despite that bone-deep knowledge, shared by both woman and wolf, the presence and scent of that male wolf had nearly tipped her right into her most primal self, utterly driven by instinct alone and momentarily lacking all sense of self-preservation. It had been a nearly unbelievable experience, shocking for two main reasons: One, she'd never experienced such a lack of balance between her human and her wolf before. Two, she'd never encountered anyone who just seemed so undeniably entwined with her soul.

And she didn't even know the guy.

Letting out a long sigh, she gently let her wolf come to the front of her mind as she walked. Her instincts as a wild wolf were sharply honed after being raised by Melle, who was naturally a deeply suspicious wolf. Always be aware of her surroundings. Always be ready to flee. Always be ready to fight if fleeing wasn't possible. Always be aware of what wolves were in close proximity to her, who they were, and what sort of danger they threatened.

If she really admitted it to herself, she'd also been shocked when she suddenly ran into the strange wolf in Cortez because she thought she'd scented the area beforehand and hadn't noticed anything but old scents of shifters passing through the area. She knew about the existence of the nearby Black Mesa Pack, since they were the closest one to her, but they only rarely came to Cortez. Their pack boundary ended right about there, just before the substantial free zone Claire called home. If she were to be fully honest, though, she sometimes didn't do a complete area scenting before she went into town. So few shifters ever frequented the area, she'd let down her guard some. 

Stupid.

The shock had eased a bit when he inevitably asked about her pack affiliation. Typical male wolf, just like her no-good ex. A male wanted to keep her all nicely contained within his pack, like she was a trophy or a prize. Absolutely not. Being free meant no encumbrances.

Even if his voice had smoothed itself over and through her like rich, dark honey, somehow tapping into her very nerves and enflaming them with intense physical awareness. Even if every inch of him, from his black cowboy hat shading a very attractive face, to his jeans draped over very sexy thighs, to his dusty, authentic boots had riveted her attention. Even if her wolf demanded to be let out so she could rub up against him like she was a cat in heat.

Shaking her head half in wonder, half to dispel the magnetic hold the strange wolf seemed to hold over her even several days and hundreds of miles removed, Claire reluctantly pushed aside thoughts of him and kept walking. 

She made sure to scent the air every several strides. The local wolf pack in Denver was a friendly one that never gave her any qualms about being in their territory. She'd called the pack's alpha weeks before her planned visit to let him know she would be there for business. Every alpha in the entire country knew what she did for a living, even though she used a bland, pseudonymous last name on her books so as to keep a greater degree of privacy. In fact, every alpha in the country knew the general whereabouts of every wild wolf. Wild American wolves were so few as to be counted only in the dozens. They kept to themselves and didn't bother the packs. For their part, the pack alphas never broadcasted the home grounds of any wild wolf, never overtly tried to force them to join a pack, and in fact never even mentioned the names of wild wolves to their packs. All wolf shifters regardless of pack rank knew about the existence of the free zones, of course, but few knew or probably even cared about the wild wolves who lived in them. In general, free zones simply meant areas that were not claimed by any pack. Neutral territory.

Of course, a few rules were observed by the wild wolves in turn: No joining forces with any rogue wolves. No trying to coerce any pack wolves into living as wild wolves. No sharing with any humans, ever, the existence of shifters.

For Claire, those rules were laughably easy to keep. Rogues were crazy wolves to be avoided, pack wolves never wanted to leave their packs, and she wasn't about to compromise her very life by telling humans she could shapeshift into a wolf. Unless, of course, her suddenly nearly uncontrollable wolf tried to force a shift because she'd encountered a sexy male wolf who was apparently so fascinating she couldn't help it.

Her wolf made a disparaging sound, batting away Claire's somewhat censorious thoughts with a careless paw. Yes. He is fascinating, was all she thought, the words and emotions connected to them so deep Claire couldn't really tell if it was her wolf or her human thinking them. Frowning a bit, she again pushed away the intriguing male wolf and tried to focus on the here and now.

Through her wolf, as she walked she picked up on the surrounding smells more strongly than even her unusually heightened human senses. A bakery café across the street sent enticing aromas of newly baked bread and yummy pastries. Smoky car exhaust, pavement wet from the light rain earlier, the smell of freshly-applied paint that whooshed out an opening door of the business she was just passing by, an autumnal snap to the air, the conflicting smells of thousands of people in varying states of cleanliness, all battered at her nose. Despite her general aversion to crowds, she actually did enjoy opening herself up to the full sensory experience, at least for a little while. It fueled her writer's brain, and it offered such a contrast to her mostly solitary life that she absorbed it all with a small yet real sense of fascination. She could only handle it for a few days, but during that time, she liked to collect the nuanced memories that would spill out in her writing.

Smells different here, her wolf thought, even more fascinated than Claire. Wolves?

No. The Pikes Peak Alpha had told her she would not encounter any of his wolves while she was in town these few days. They were being closely monitored and restricted in movement due to some looming rogue threat. He'd gently warned her to be careful herself. Rogues may not know about her existence, but they'd likely try to get her to join their cause if they found her. “And they wouldn't hesitate to use force if necessary,” he'd added in a stony tone. “Just keep yourself alert while you're here. Call me if you need any help, Claire.”

Instantly, she'd bristled at his paternalism, even though rationally she knew he meant well. She was certain all wolf packs would like to have all wild wolves under their control, even if they said they didn't. The Denver pack's alpha was a reasonable man, and since he was a distant cousin of her mother's she'd known him since she was little, when they'd stayed with his pack for a short time. But her mother had never wanted to join his pack, and neither did Claire. While she did shiver a bit from the depth of his concern about rogues, she mostly brushed it off. She traveled by herself often enough. Not once in her life had she encountered any rogue wolves. They couldn't pursue what they didn't know existed.

Dodging a cute young couple pushing a baby warmly bundled into a fancy stroller, Claire ignored her wolf's abrupt longing fixation on the child. Her wolf wanted cubs of her own. Claire, though, knew better. Her rational human mind very occasionally conflicted with the more immediate, emotional mind of her wolf. Cubs meant a mate, and a mate meant being tied to a pack. That was never going to happen, as far as Claire was concerned.

Not even if any wolf in the running was the sexiest, kindest-seeming pack wolf she'd ever met. Or the most fascinating. Ultimately, they all wanted one thing: to possess her, as was the way in all shifter packs. That was never going to happen.

No way.

The bookstore appeared two doors down. Her wolf whined just a bit at the sudden nervousness Claire felt in anticipation of her reading, then softly thumped her tail in a supportive gesture. Squaring her shoulders, Claire lifted her chin a bit and strode to the door. Opening it with determination, she stepped inside to her necessary fate for the evening.

 

***

 

Strolling along the crowded downtown Denver streets, leaves crunching beneath his boots, Tate felt like a wealthy man. He was pretty frugal about his money, investing it right back into his business. But this working weekend had netted him enough to be able to play a little tonight in the big city. He'd also gained enthusiastic new clients who wanted to fly him out here every weekend for several months to work with their horses. He'd have to talk to Alpha about that, but it would work out as long as those rogues didn't do anything stupid in the meantime. If they did, he'd have to talk to his clients about sending their horses to him instead so he could continue their training at the local barn he worked out of. One day, he'd have enough for a big spread of his own. In the meantime, he worked his butt off for clients like this, building his reputation, his training knowledge, and his bank account one horse at a time.

His wolf growled, low and worried, at the thought of rogues. They'd killed a good friend of his a few months ago. The memory of that senseless, wasteful death still made Tate clench his jaw even as his eyes prickled. Tate didn't get crazy upset about things the way Caleb did. Nor was he as coolly calculating as Rafe. His modus operandi was to consider the situation, then throw his weight behind whichever plan seemed best. That usually tended to be his Alpha's plan, or Rafe's. Tate would never charge off after the rogues on his own to exact vengeance. That wouldn't solve a thing except likely get him killed, too. He really wasn't all that interested in fighting anyway. Sure, he could fight, and he could do a darn good job of it. But there were better ways to solve problems. Even when the price paid had been the life of a cubhood friend.

Rogues are danger, his wolf whispered in his mind. Worry still underlined his tone.

Yes, they were. There'd been no reports of any of their activity in this area, however. No rogues prowled here right now. He didn't have to think about them anymore tonight.

Stepping aside to let a couple with a stroller pass him, he took a second to smile at the cute little baby in it. He often babysat for the few Pack couples with very young cubs. He'd always liked babies, despite the fact no way was he ready for something like that himself. His wolf grinned at the thought of cubs before quickly sending an image of chasing deer in the mountains, unencumbered by young wolves who needed far too much attention. Tate laughed to himself and kept walking.

Inhaling a deep whiff of the crisp fall air, he relaxed even more as he wandered through his favorite time of year. The trees above him were loaded with bright golden leaves haloed by the glow of streetlamps. The scent of leaves midway between green and dead had always fascinated him. Humans couldn't really tell, but there was a subtle difference in the fragrance released by the leaves right during their peak colors. To him, fall leaves smelled like an exciting promise. Everything was so bright and clean and alive with the slight chill in the air, after the lazy days of summertime.

Smells like outside. Smells good, his wolf murmured in his mind.

Denver hopped with energy this evening, people walking and laughing and chatting as they ebbed and flowed along the sidewalks, heading to their evening's entertainment. The smell of woodsmoke, probably from some trendy restaurant, drifted through the air as Tate stepped back into the crowds and continued his easy stroll.

Relaxed by the surroundings, he let his thoughts drift for the millionth time to the strange female wolf from a few days ago. His mate. He still couldn't believe it. He'd pretty much not slept that night, restless with excitement and anxiety, though thankfully he'd conked out on the short plane ride in the morning so he hadn't been totally useless on his first day with his new clients. Tate had never given serious thought to a permanent female wolf in his life. Women were great, easy company, especially because they went to their house at night and he stayed at his, and no one got upset about anything. No muss, no fuss. He stayed friends with the ones he dated for longer periods of time, and never in his life had he had any woman truly mad at him. He kept things honest and easy, and that kept everyone happy.

His wolf hurtled images of joyful hunting, playing, and tussling together with the nameless female wolf. His mate, he thought again in some awe. A passionate sense of aliveness held the images, a sense of being truly alert and aware for the first time ever.

“Right,” he muttered to himself as he sought again the memory of her crisp, pure scent. He'd just found the one woman who could rocket him into a higher level of being, and he didn't know who she was. Nor was he sure he was ready for this mate thing. Of course wolves mated, that was a given. It was to be expected. But the encounter had been so unexpected, so startling, he wasn't quite sure he could wrap his mind around it just yet. And immediately recognizing his mate upon seeing her—that wasn't necessarily common, either. Some mates took years to realize they were meant for one another. He just hadn't ever really given much thought to the matter. 

Now, though, the intoxicating scent of the beautiful strange wolf stayed with him every moment, teasing him. He could hardly wait to get back home so he could track her down and talk to her. The next time he saw her, he would be sure to approach her much more carefully so she didn't flee again. His no-holds-barred galloping up to her, he recalled with a grimace, had been a stupid mistake on his part.

With a disgusted huff, his wolf agreed.

Rounding a corner, Tate paused as his cell vibrated in his jeans pocket. Slipping it out, he stepped aside to peer at the message while not getting trampled. It was a group message to him, Lily, and Caleb from Rafe.

Remember birthday gifts. 

Tate groaned, drawing a slight frown from a passerby hurrying down the sidewalk. He'd totally forgotten it was his mother's birthday next week. Leave it to responsible eldest brother Rafe to remind them all.

His phone jumped in his hand again. Rafe sending a message to just him.

Tate, you should pick something up while you're in Denver. She likes old books. There are some great bookstores there.

“Good point,” he said under his breath. There had to be a bookstore nearby. Thumbing his screen to the browser, he quickly searched for local bookstores. A decent one was around the next block. Still ambling and enjoying the evening, he headed in that direction.

His phone buzzed again. This time, though, it was ringing. Rafe must have decided he needed a verbal reminder.

“Hey,” Tate greeted his older brother good-naturedly. “Got it. Book for Mom. I'm almost at a bookstore.” 

Rafe chuckled, sounding eerily like their father. “How's Denver?”

“Big,” Tate replied, dodging a group of laughing people as they spilled out restaurant doors almost right into him. He crinkled his nose just a bit at their tart smells. Seemed most of them had ingested a bunch of garlic with their dinners.

“I have a question for you,” Rafe said. “Alpha talked to me the other night. After the meeting. He wants us to leave week after next to get things actually started.”

“Already?” Tate said, surprised. 

Rafe had been tapped by the Alpha to start a new pack far up north, almost to the Canadian border, to keep a sense of order and lawfulness extending farther up toward the wilder reaches where fewer packs existed. With the rogue threat and the realization the most powerful pack in Canada was run by a sick old wolf who planned insurrection, the placement of this new pack was even more important. Even so, Tate hadn't realized his father wanted Rafe and his mate, Sara, to go quite this soon. The sense of the impending loss had already been hard for him to think about, even though he rationally understood all the reasons for the decision.

“Tate,” Rafe said. His usual seriousness became even more firm, alerting Tate's wolf into watchfulness. “I asked Alpha for a substantial favor, and he said yes.” Rafe paused and took a breath before continuing. “We want Caleb to join us in our new pack.”

“Whoa,” Tate said, his thoughts suddenly tripping over themselves. He tried to imagine Caleb's reaction to that invitation, and failed. Caleb and the Black Mesa Pack went together like a cowboy and his hat. Or in this case, like a sometime cage fighter and his gloves. And Caleb answering to Rafe might be a major issue. They got along just fine as siblings, but as an alpha, Rafe would not tolerate even an ounce of Caleb's fired-up temper. 

 “I need him,” Rafe said simply. “He's incredibly valuable for many reasons. He might even be a Guardian again someday, if he demonstrates he's ready to resume that role. He will respect my authority. He also knows I'll wipe the ground with him if he ever tries anything stupid.”

Both siblings laughed, although there was an uneasy, somewhat unhappy edge to it. Reactive Caleb was not known for making the most well-thought out decisions. Then again, Tate mused, slowing his steps as he approached the bookstore, Caleb's temper had been, well, tempered by Rielle. She was definitely a saving grace in his volatile younger brother's life. Maybe Rafe was counting on that.

Tate's wolf shot him an image of the gorgeous strange female wolf gently rubbing up against his side, washing his face in the way wolves did when they wanted to relax one another. Hmm.

“What did he say when you told him?” Tate asked.

There was a pause before Rafe answered. “We haven't asked him yet. I needed to talk to you first. I wanted to wait until you were done meeting your new clients this weekend, so you could focus on them first.”

Tate frowned. His brother carefully thought out his words as well as his actions before ever doing anything because he always had an endgame. “Why me first? I don't want to have to hide something from him.”

Rafe sighed. “I know. I'll meet with him tomorrow, after you're home. That's also why I wanted to talk to you now, so you have the evening and flight home to think about it.”

Suddenly suspicious, Tate said, “Think about what?”

Another slight pause before Rafe went on. “If Caleb comes with us, it means you'd need to one hundred percent commit to being a Guardian.”

Tate bristled very slightly, making his wolf whine in reflected agitation. “I am one hundred percent committed to my pack. You know that as well as anyone.” He kept his tone neutral.

“You're also very committed to your other career, Tate,” his brother shot back. His voice was understanding, but firm. “Caleb enjoys being a fighter, but it's always been for fun. He always made it clear that he would drop that part of his life in an instant if it came down to a necessary choice. What I know better than most, except probably our parents with their alarming ability to apparently read our minds”—despite himself, Tate laughed in agreement—“is how much you love what you do. How much it defines you. And I'd bet these new clients you just worked with loved you so much they wanted to hire you to continue working with them, right?”

Tate let his silence answer. Another few beats went by before Rafe continued. “We're facing an unprecedented threat at the moment. Just like Alpha said at the meeting the other night.”

Tate nodded even though his brother couldn't see him. The pack meeting a few nights back had revolved around reviewing the current pack safety measures and stressing the fact that even though no rogues had been spotted in the area for months now, there'd been reports of increased violent activity stemming from the Upper North Woods Pack in Canada, which was spiraling down throughout the Western U.S. as well. In a private meeting with only the Pack Guardians after the main meeting, Alpha had let them know there was also a very disturbing pattern of those activities meshing with reports of rogue activity throughout the entire country. There was no question the rogues were not all really rogues, but somehow working in tandem with a dysfunctional pack bent on exerting more power over all shifters.

“Getting our new pack up and running is essential for the safety of all wolves in the Western region right now,” Rafe said. “Just as it is with Luke's new pack here.”

“Yeah. I still wish him good luck with that,” Tate returned. Luke Rawlins had until recently had been a runaway rogue originally from the Upper North Woods Pack. His entry into the Black Mesa Pack had been filled with drama underscored by his own edgy, angry presence. Even so, everyone had to admit the man carried the natural leadership tendencies of a born alpha. The decision of the Black Mesa Alpha to make Luke the alpha of his own affiliate pack, to be located very nearby, was a masterful move, but one still greeted with concern by some pack members. Trying to run a pack on his own was going to be an uphill battle from the very start for the former rogue wolf.

Very quietly, Rafe said, “Luke is committed. Of that I'm certain. But what about you?”

Tate stopped completely, ignoring a muttered comment as a few guys dodged around him. Taking a deep breath, he moved to the side of the building. His usually laid-back attitude took a dive into sudden defensiveness. “I'm a member of our Pack and I always will be,” he said. His wolf paced in his mind, confusion and doubt pulsing from every ruffed-out tip of his pelt. “What exactly do you want to know, Rafe?” Tension made his words short.

A long beat on the other end. Tate let the sounds of the street wash over him, uncharacteristically struggling to maintain his composure. He wasn't even certain what had triggered him to feel so attacked. Rafe knew how much his horse training business meant to him, and his question was valid.

It just felt really damn personal, and that suddenly chafed him.

Finally, Rafe said, “I want to know you'll choose defending your pack with every bit of your strength and life after I leave and take Caleb with me. I want to know your loyalties lie with our native pack, even though I know at heart, you're not truly a Guardian.”

Tate felt like someone had punched him in the gut. Reeling, he put a hand on the brick wall to steady himself. His wolf half-growled, half-whined, the sound burbling up in Tate's throat until he was afraid he'd actually growl out loud.

Before he could respond, Rafe said, “I'm sorry to have to be so blunt, but it's a fair question. You don't have to answer me right now. We'll talk when you're home.” There was another short pause before he softly added, “Tate, you actually were my first choice to come with us. But your natural ability to smooth over tense situations is needed by the Black Mesa Pack more right now. And Caleb's tremendous strength as a fighter will be needed by my new pack more. However. I just wanted you to know I value you just as much for either pack.” Quietly, he disconnected the call.

Tate stayed by the wall for a few more moments, collecting himself. His thoughts whirled with the sudden overload of information. Equally conflicted, his wolf paced his mind, fur still ruffed up. Tate finally sighed and pushed it all away for the moment. He didn't usually get upset at much. Just the feeling of it was unusual enough to bother him. His wolf pressed up against his mind now, trying to offer comfort. Taking a deep breath, then another, he blew out hard to dispel the aggravation. He'd worry about it tomorrow. Time to move on for now. 

With a shake of his head, he looked up the busy sidewalk. Just steps ahead, he saw the bookstore's awning and well-lit display of books in its expansive front windows. It was a much bigger place than he'd thought, although it was an independent store rather than a chain. They must be doing better than dire news reports about the demise of bookstores everywhere would have him believe. 

Pushing open the door, he entered, boots smacking the wooden floor. Hmm. Bit loud. He mellowed his steps and took a look around the shop, wondering what the heck to get his ridiculously well-read mother for her birthday. Focused and somewhat overwhelmed by the aisles of bookshelves lining the store with thousands of pages of words, he distractedly filtered out the scents of wood, furniture polish, paper pulp, and the faint remnants of ink on the pages. 

Two strides later, everything changed in the blink of an eye. 

Her scent hit him so hard he almost staggered. The unknown female wolf. A light skiff of snow, bright cedar, and the promise of something feral and free all crowded his senses at once. He lost all recognition of any other scents but hers, all thoughts of anything else, as he snapped his head up to look.

She's here, right here, he thought, even though he still didn't know who she was. All he knew was that he had to get to her, now.

Where? his wolf demanded, instantly leaping to the front of his mind and peering out Tate's eyes, scenting through Tate's nose. Where is she?

Tate's mind still boggled. His beautiful, enticing mystery wolf was here, in Denver. He took another quiet step forward before he realized that while the bookstore was hushed as bookstores tended to be, there was a speaking voice at one end that seemed to be holding space. His sharp nose followed the sweet tang of her scent in that direction. Forcing his wolf back again, he took another step toward the back of the store.

“Did you come for the reading?” A bookseller behind a long sales counter pitched her voice low as he passed by. As he looked over at her, she motioned toward the back of the store. “She's started already, but you should be able to slip right in. I think there might even be a chair left.”

“Uh-huh,” Tate said. He felt dazed. His wolf prowled through his mind so restlessly he thought he might burst out of his own skin. “Thank you.”

The bookseller smiled, her glance lingering on him with slight puzzlement as he touched his fingers to his hat and started to make his way down the aisles. He needed to avoid close up eye contact with people, because his wolf must be staring out very hard though him right now, making his eyes begin to glow. 

The scent of the unknown wolf pulled at him, tugging him forward while it teased and whispered through his mind. Her scent mixed with his, almost stroking him with its intense beauty and indefinable importance. Images slammed through his mind: smooth, naked skin sliding against his. The whiff of pure snow tinged with sweet, fresh citrus covering him. That indescribably wild desire, mixed between running and mating, restless freedom with tangled sweatiness, suffused him again. He almost gasped from the sudden, sheer intensity of his reaction.

His very aroused reaction. The other day it had been the shock of recognition. Today, it was a much more primal response. One of a physical longing so sharp it almost hurt.

She is here, his wolf said again. Mate. The words sounded so softly in Tate's mind, so carefully. Afraid of frightening her away. Of spooking her like a skittish horse. Right. Slow approach. Don't frighten her again.

The voice, female, got slightly louder as he neared the back of the store. A small crowd of people filled chairs facing a small podium. The woman at the podium was reading into a microphone from a book. Her rich voice carried through the listeners, reaching Tate and doing something very strange to his whole system. He felt hot, then shaky, then electrified. His wolf danced in his head. 

Heart suddenly thudding out of whack, he pinpointed on the female wolf. Thick, long blonde hair so light it almost seemed silvery white, an instantly captivating face filled with deliberation, one graceful yet determined hand that gestured every now and then to punctuate her words. She commanded the area with a presence both assured and wary at the same time. 

Alert, his wolf softly rumbled. She watches all.

In other words, she was a predator acutely aware of her surroundings, somewhat uncomfortable in large groups, and probably not really in favor of feeling trapped at the back of this store.

Here. Finally, his wolf said. Satisfaction, awe, and deep knowing filled his tone.

At that moment, she looked up at her audience, surveying everyone in a sweeping glance as she finished her sentence. Then her eyes snagged on Tate's. Mid-speech, she paused and stared back at him. As he kept looking at her, the world constricted. Nothing else existed except him, the unknown female wolf who smelled like the deep canyons and sage-tumbled deserts near his home, and his own breath sounding loud in his ears as his head filled with a distant roaring noise.

 


Chapter Three

 

Claire felt jarred so sharply she thought she might fall onto the floor. He was here. The sexy, strange male wolf from the other day was right here, in this Denver bookstore. Listening to her. Looking at her with such intensity from beneath his cowboy hat brim she thought he might laser holes through her. And this time, she couldn't run away.

Dark haired, compact yet easy in his skin, he stood staring with the same element of shock she felt whipping through her, although something else framed his countenance as well. Pure cowboy through and through, he looked completely at home in the jeans that hugged his legs and skimmed his thighs and waist, in the rich mahogany boots encasing his feet, in the dark brown cowboy hat that shadowed his face just enough to leave his wolf-enhanced eyes nearly glowing. Starting, she felt her own wolf staring back out her eyes, eager with the crazed desire to leap across the room to him.

Here, here, he is here, her wolf chanted in her head. She twirled in ecstatic little whirls, almost panting with the desire to be loosed. It sent warmth straight to the suddenly heavy, full-feeling spot between Claire's legs that hadn't seen any action in months. She clenched there, just a little, and felt her breath hitch.

But who is he? Claire wondered for the thousandth time since she'd first encountered him. And simmer down, she ordered her wolf. Can't be like the other day. Not with all these people staring at me. Burningly aware of the rows of people before her, sitting in polite silence while she had some sort of mini nervous breakdown right before their eyes, she forced her usual wary caution to drive her motions. Keep reading, she thought hard at herself. 

She forced her eyes back down to the page. With a quick, “Sorry,” she cleared her throat, took a sip of water from the full glass provided by the bookstore, and began the sentence again.

Somehow, she made it through the next five minutes of reading her work without losing her composure despite the sweetly alluring scent of the male wolf who stood at the back of the space, watching her. Somehow, she gracefully concluded and smiled while the audience clapped. Somehow, she answered questions in a steady voice, managing to sound knowledgeable and confident in her responses despite both her general aversion to this part of her life as a writer and her shivering awareness of the gorgeous male wolf eating her up with his mere presence.

Somehow, she managed to not pass out from some bizarre sort of hormonal reaction to him—a guy who was by all standards sexier than any wolf had a right to be—as he stood rock still the entire time, never taking his gaze from her face. Not that she slipped any glances at him, of course. 

Maybe just five dozen or so. Give or take.

Somehow, she managed to not have a heart attack when he joined the line of people afterward who wanted her autograph in their purchased copies of her book, getting closer to her with every signature of her name she made with an only slightly shaking hand.

She even managed to not dissolve into some sort of puddle of senselessness when he finally reached her, the very last person in line. She could make a break for it now, she supposed. But that would look and be crazy by anyone's standards. And why exactly she wanted to flee him was a bit of mystery, too. She couldn't figure out what on earth was going on with her. Her wolf seemed also to explode into sheer emotion as the male shifter approached, just like the other day, although this time there was some deeper awareness at play. Claire could only pick up on some sort of euphoria from her wolf, who danced and strained inside her mind, shakingly desperate to leap out and greet him. He looked like some kind of delicacy, one that would taste like mocha and cream and espresso, with spicy cayenne shot through.

I don't even know him, Claire thought in a befuddled daze as he eased to a stop right before her.

He'd somehow maneuvered himself to be the very last person in the line. Velvet brown eyes shot with sparks of gold from his wolf also peering out drank her in as he silently looked at her with what seemed like the thirst of a man long parched.

She, on the other hand, must look like a deer in the headlights.

Hormones, she thought wildly, although her wolf trembled with some sort of deeper emotion. This must be her recently unsated hormones reacting powerfully to a very attractive male wolf who broadcasted clear interest in her. It had been months since her body felt this aflame, alive, sexual.

Never, her wolf instantly disagreed. Never felt like this. 

She watched as a slow, gentle smile curved up his lips and made his entire face open and warm. Without question, he was the kind of man who laughed often, smiled in automatic, genuine reflex to the world, and kept kindness at the forefront of all his interactions. She felt oddly comfortable in his presence, as if she'd known him her whole life. Dark, close-cropped hair teased from beneath the brim of his brown hat. Bare laugh lines etched his eyes and mouth, which still captured a smile. 

“Hey, there.” The slow, sweet molasses of his voice slipped over her. A sharp clench between her legs sent such a definite surge of desire washing over her. She sat, still freshly speechless, still staring back at him like a gape-mouthed idiot. “It was really nice to be able to listen to you read now. You have a beautiful voice. Really liked it the other day.” He paused and tipped his head to the side as he looked at her, as if weighing his next words. Then he went on, the gentle grin tugging his lips up as he spoke. “Wish you hadn't run away so fast. I kinda wanted your voice wrapped around me some more.” 

Claire's mouth dropped open as all the blood in her body seemed to simultaneously drop to that sweet spot between her legs, creating such a sense of heavy fullness and desire her breath stuttered in her chest. 

“I,” she began. His eyes mesmerized her, bringing the warmth slinging through her closer and closer to a feverish pitch. Where was she? Oh, yes. Bookstore. Must remember there were others around who might be listening to their conversation.

“Ah, thank you so much for coming.” Coming? Had she really just said that? Suddenly thankful she never blushed, Claire cleared her throat and hurried on. “Did you want me to sign my book for you?”

He glanced at the stack of her books artfully arranged on the table before her. Making a curious sound, he picked one up and turned it over to read the back. Claire took the opportunity to examine his every inch while his eyes remained trained on the book. The way he fit into his jeans spoke of an easy grace, a sense of sureness in his outfit and how it defined him. Downtown Denver wasn't exactly teeming with cowboys, but the way he so surely wore his clothes didn't make him stand out like a sore thumb. 

“'Claire Anderson lives in Colorado,'” he read from her bio, flashing a glance up at her. “Anderson, huh? Pretty common name in some worlds.”

Although his tone was easy, she instantly tensed. Despite her undeniable fascination, she couldn't help her natural wary reaction. “Some worlds” meant in the human world. No shifter would ever have a name like that. He knew it couldn't be her real last name. He belonged to a pack, and he was trying to find out her affiliation as well. Just like all pack wolves. Just like the other day, when that had been almost the first question out of his mouth. A sudden rush of disappointment that he was like all the others caused her wolf to whine a bit, drooping her tail.

And why would she care that he was like all the other male shifters she'd ever met?

Because he is not like them. Her wolf trembled in anticipation, fixated on the gorgeous male before her. Not at all.

Before she could answer him, though, he took a casual step back and averted his eyes back down to her book. Almost as if he was aware of her bristling and didn't want to alarm her. “Wow, this is your third book? You must have started writing when you were about twelve.”

Despite herself, Claire let a quick smile at the compliment flash across her face, even though he was still looking down and couldn't see it. Yes, she'd started seriously writing when she was young, but not that young. She'd been lucky enough to publish her first book while she was still taking classes from the small college near her home.

His tone conveyed his admiration as he went on, “That was a good crowd in here tonight. You must be pretty popular.” With that, he looked back up at her again, although he kept his eyes from looking directly into hers. A gentle smile was on his face, which was so sunny and open she couldn't help but relax.

“I've been lucky. My books have been well received,” she managed to say without stammering, feeling the usual shyness about her writing evident in her tone. She was proud of her work, but the difference between writing in her private space at home and reading her work out loud to strangers in crowded bookstores was still significant. She was always taken aback when people came up and told her how much they loved her books. 

“Well, then,” he said, plunking the book in front of her and gesturing at her pen. “I'll just have to read it myself, then. Would you sign it for me?”

Claire swallowed. Still a little shaky from the force of her ricocheting emotions in the presence of this alluring stranger, she nodded and picked up the pen. Then she paused.

“What's your name?” she asked, looking back up at him. Her wolf wiggled and rolled and jumped, dancing with the desire to shift and run with him. Claire felt her pulse beating hard in her neck.

“Tate,” he said, his expression suddenly serious as he looked back at her. “Tate Bardou. Pleasure to meet you, Claire.” He extended his hand to her, the natural cowboy charm making it such a genuine gesture she reached out her own hand over the signing table.

The second their skin touched, Claire knew she was utterly lost.

 

***

 

Tate felt the blood rush from his head the moment his fingers connected with hers. A bolt sizzled between them, sending little shocks up and down his spine. His wolf shivered and stared so intently at Claire from Tate's eyes he knew they glowed even more. 

Then again, her eyes were glowing as well. The startled expression on her face captivated him, since he knew it matched his own. Just like the other day on the street in Cortez, there was a huge spark between them. The spark that said she was his mate.

Claire abruptly pulled back her hand, breaking the moment. By the increase in her breathing, though, not to mention her unshielded eyes, Tate knew she'd felt it as well. He also knew she was nervous around him, although he still wasn't sure why. Even so, he knew how to handle that. He was a horse trainer who often worked with flighty, suspicious fear. Claire exhibited the same symptoms. This, he understand how to approach.

“I wondered if I'd ever see you again,” he said, keeping his voice and his stance casual despite the yearning need to leap across the damn table and claim her. Which was crazy. He never in his life had had any desire to “claim” any woman. What did that even mean, exactly? “I guess you were in a hurry the other day. Were you getting ready to come out here for your reading?”

She nodded, the spill of thick white-blonde hair waving over her face with the movement, teasing at her full mouth. Tate suddenly imagined her beautiful lips parted beneath his. Hurriedly, he went on. “Sorry about being so pushy that day,” he said. Carefully, he smiled at her. “I was just interested in you the moment I knew you were there.”

Claire visibly swallowed. With another quick nod, she bent her head back down to her book and scribbled some lines in the front of it. Then she gently shut it and handed it to him. “You'll have to pay for it up front,” she said. Her smooth, rich voice flowed over him, sending tightness to his groin.

“Yes, ma'am,” he said, lips still tipped upward. She shot a quick glance at him to see if he was kidding with her. He tucked the book under his arm and almost imperceptibly leaned away from her again, as if he wasn't terribly interested in her presence. 

It was maybe the hardest thing he'd done all day.

“Claire,” he said, pausing a moment at the sound of himself saying her name. He hoped he'd be saying it a lot more often. “Claire, do you have plans tonight?”

Clearly caught off-guard, she stared at him. He let his gaze meet hers directly, although he still angled his body away from her. Even though she was still sitting and he towered above her, he hoped he didn't seem to be in her space. 

“I don't,” she finally said. Her pulse had jumped in response to his words, and he tracked the delicate movement in her neck. The sight of it beating there, just below her creamy skin, sharpened his breath. He had the sudden urge to lean across the table, catch the delicate skin there between his teeth, and lightly nip at it.

His wolf shivered with the effort of not doing just that. Giving himself a hard internal shake, Tate tried to speak normally. “I don't want to miss out on this opportunity a second time. May I take you out for dessert? Drinks? A late dinner if you didn't already eat?”

Clearly still a little wary, Claire regarded him with those wide, beautiful green eyes. He found himself wondering if she retained that color when she shifted into her wolf. Her scent, though, she couldn't hide from him this close. She was just as wildly aroused as he was, despite the shock he also sensed still lingering beneath it.

“I already ate dinner,” she said after another few long, agonizing moments had passed. The look in her eyes, though, said she was still hungry. “But....” Taking a deep breath, she tipped her chin up, as if she'd made a decision. Unexpectedly, a smile bloomed across her face, making her even more stunning. “Do you have anything else to offer, cowboy?”

Tate felt what seemed like every drop of blood in his body rush straight to his cock, which suddenly strained against his jeans. He blinked at Claire for a moment, unable to articulate any words as he processed her clear invitation. 

When he was certain his voice wouldn't crack, he said, “Yes, I think I do. I'd love the great pleasure”—he paused for the briefest moment on that word, smiling as he saw her pulse beat hard in her neck—“of your company this evening, Claire.”

Casually, trying to restrain his wildly excited wolf, Tate offered this most alluring female wolf, this beautiful woman, his arm and a smile at the same time, still keeping himself as unassuming as possible. If ever in his life he'd wanted to make a good impression, this was it. Holding his breath, he waited for her answer.

Eyes flicking around the bookstore as if still uncertain, Claire slowly nodded yes. “I'm leaving early in the morning,” she said as she pushed back her chair and stood. To Tate's pleasure, he saw she was almost as tall as he was. All the better to kiss her with. “But there is an evening still ahead of us, isn't there?”

She took his arm and flashed that sudden smile again, melting Tate's brain in the process. “So. Your hotel or mine?”

 

 

 

Claire kept stealing sidelong glances at Tate as they walked the few blocks to her hotel. Her awareness of everything else around them was present as always, but she was alarmingly distracted by him. She found his easy stride, his natural gentleness, and his obvious interest in her all fascinating, although she still didn't completely understand why. It went beyond pure physical attraction, although that was definitely high on her radar. Something in him made her feel comfortable, relaxed, and centered in a way she never felt unless she was out running in the desert canyons. 

“After you,” his deep, soft voice said as he opened the door to the quaint old hotel her publisher had put her up in. 

She slid another glance at him as she entered. Quivering slightly from sheer hormonal reaction as she passed his very male self, she also felt even more curious. Good old-fashioned manners weren't something she found in a lot of men anymore. Granted, she'd usually stuck to very casual relationships, with the exception of two—her very first boyfriend, and her most recent ex. That one had been courteous as well, although it always seemed as if he had an ulterior motive to being gentlemanly. As if he thought he was supposed to do it, rather than he did it because it meant something to him.

She could tell Tate was genuine when he held open the door for her to pass through first. He cared more for her comfort than for his own image. Despite the fact he was paying so much attention to her, she didn't feel overwhelmed at all. He was sincere in his motions, but it wasn't as if his entire being was pinpointed on her in a way that would feel uncomfortable.

Real. The content voice of her wolf drifted through her mind.

Yes. Tate Bardou seemed like the real deal. Whatever that might mean for Claire.

As her wolf rolled in excitement, Claire realized she was thinking in terms of the future. Filing that away for more examination later, she passed through the doorway ahead of him, skin buzzing when she moved past him and took a quick, surreptitious inhale of his light yet unmistakeably male scent. After giving her another one of his seemingly endless natural smiles, he breezed into the hotel after her. This was a man who seemed completely confident in his own skin.

And what a magnificent skin he had, she admitted to herself as she continued her admiration while she walked to the hotel's sole elevator. She could scent the desert of home on him, though the wildness of the mountains also touched him. A healthy tan spoke of significant time spent outdoors, as did the faintest crinkles at the corners of his eyes, although he looked to be right around her age of only mid-twenties. 

For a split second, she imagined his hands traveling over her body, smoothing along her flesh, dipping into her hollows and caressing over her curves. A gasp rose in her throat at the force of the image, which she knew was underscored by her wolf's firm attention on him. Swallowing it down before she embarrassed them both, she blindly jabbed at the elevator's “up” button.

Wolves had a tremendous amount of sexual energy. It simply defined them as what they were. To be perfectly frank, Claire had no problem acting on her needs, especially with her wolf very eagerly urging her on. She'd had casual, fun one night stands before when she traveled for readings. Just one night, then she never saw them again. Those encounters never worried her before, or made her gasp with longing before she'd even touched the guy. And, of course, they were almost always human men. But Tate—something was incredibly different about him. Something drew her to him in a way she'd never felt before. It was as unsettling as it was exhilarating.

Following her instincts to get naked with him was not unusual for her. He was gorgeous and as interested in her as she was in him. What kept frying her brain was the crazy sense that she already knew him—and that she would see him again after this.

The elevator door softly opened. Attempting to keep her stride steady, Claire walked in. Every sensation in her body was wildly alive, keenly attuned to the presence of the sexiest man she'd ever set eyes on just a few feet away from her. The man she'd invited up to her room. 

“So,” Tate said, leaning back against the elevator wall and eyeing her in that soft way, one lip curved up in what she'd begun to suspect was a perpetual smile. “You write. You read your writing to groups of people. You live near my home, but I've never seen you before. Yet for some reason, it almost feels like I know you already. What to make of that, huh?”

Claire jumped inside as he echoed her own thoughts. But despite the fact his last words were a question, his tone was so utterly nonchalant she didn't even tense. Something about him put her at ease so totally, she felt on a core level that she could trust him with her life.

Aside from Melle, Claire never felt that way about anybody. Ever.

“But enough about you,” Tate said, a sudden twinkle in his eye and a flash of a cute dimple—a dimple! Who knew she'd ever find a dimple on a man to be so sexy?—letting her know he was teasing. “Bet you wondered why a dusty old cowboy was wandering the urban streets of Denver.”

“You're hardly old.” Teasing him back came so naturally she still felt a little startled. 

“Old enough to know how to treat a beautiful woman who clearly has a brain, her wits about her, and is getting more intriguing to me every second,” he returned. This time, although his voice was still mild and the grin still shaped his mouth, something with a more serious intent crept in as well.

Something more seriously sexy.

In her mind, Claire's wolf stretched and rolled, exposing her belly, then leapt to her feet in a playful fashion. She liked this game of repartee. The deep ache throbbed between Claire's legs again, and she drew in a somewhat shaky breath as strong desire pierced her.

Tate abruptly stilled, his eyes going straight to hers. The smile eased away from his features, leaving them focused. And aroused.

Claire tipped her head to the side and met his gaze head on. There was no way she could hide her attraction to him. Any wolf within a mile of them would be able to sense it as well. But she wasn't afraid of her attraction to this dark-haired, gentle wolf. Nor was she afraid to let him see it.

The only fear she really had was acting on it. After her most recent brush with a possessive male from a wolf pack, she wasn't keen on letting that possibility happen again. Even though every erotic possibility with Tate, especially the kind that led to them both being sweaty and satisfied, was looking more enticing with each moment she felt herself falling into the gorgeous pool of his velvety brown eyes.

 

***

 

As soon as Claire focused her gaze on him, the sensuality behind it had Tate futilely pressing his hands behind him against the elevator wall to keep himself from making some dumb move that would startle her off and end this very promising evening far too prematurely. He heard the hitch in her breath, smelled the spike in her arousal.

His wolf pawed at his mind, demanding to be allowed to lead Tate into his natural state. Bit by slow bit, Tate relaxed his control, allowing his wolf to join the forefront of his more rational human mind. He'd let his sides merge closer, as long as he didn't scare her off. He often relied on his wolf when he was training horses, to let that more instinctive side hold forth. 

Hopefully, the technique worked just as well on a somewhat skittish, utterly absorbing woman. Not that she seemed remotely skittish about her own interest in him. Claire was a wolf, and clearly fully in tune with the sexual side of herself. That, he was pretty clear on. Something else, though, held part of her back. Damned if he wouldn't figure out what it was. He just needed to take his time, go slow, and not make her run away again.

If only he could remember exactly what it was he'd said in Cortez the other day that made her take off. He'd never broach the subject again, if it kept him close to this bewitching female.

 His mate. His human mind still boggled with that knowledge, despite his wolf's total acceptance of it. Then again, wolves naturally mated for life, while humans didn't necessarily have that tendency. In the wolf shifter world, it was the extremely rare wolf who never discovered a mate and instead might share a less deep bond with a random partner of choice. Tate had just assumed he'd have years before stumbling across his mate. Then again, he also knew full well what the word “assume” really meant. It was a good way to make an ass out of “u” and “me.”

He reached for careful words, although he didn't drop his gaze just yet. “You're the most intriguing woman I've ever met, Claire. I know you can sense that. We both know.”

Clearly not one to blush, she nevertheless shifted on her feet. Just the sight of her soft curves moving beneath her clothing sent an abrupt thickness to his cock, making it necessary for him slightly adjust his stance as well.

Was that sudden amusement in her face? Not one to let a potentially humorous moment slip by, Tate said, “Obviously I'm interested. I don't like to hide things. Especially not important things like letting a woman know I like her.”

A smile broke across her face, illuminating it to the point of almost painful beauty. Tate wanted nothing more in that moment than to rub his face against hers, nibble at her ear, softly kiss his way down her beautiful neck.

“I can tell you aren't one to mince words,” she said. Her rich voice still wrapped around his senses, keeping his arousal firmly ignited. She'd dropped her gaze again, fingers fiddling with her dark jacket. But the smile remained. “So, okay, I'll bite. Why are you wandering around Denver, anyway? There can't be many horses downtown.”

Tate laughed. She was matching him on the scale of humor. He liked her more and more every second, beyond his purely male appreciation of her body and his deep knowledge that she was meant to be his. And he hers.

“I train horses. I flew here the other day to see clients outside the city. Flying home tomorrow, too.”

Watching her carefully since her eyes were still averted from his, he caught the light twitch of her eyelid when he said the word home. A-ha. That was a trigger for her. Seemed he still had to be somewhat delicate in his approach with her.

“Horses? That's an unusual occupation for someone like us.” 

Someone who was a wolf shifter, she meant. 

Tate shrugged. “It's always come fairly naturally to me. The connection to horses part, I mean,” he hastened to add, in case she thought he was bragging. “The training—well, let's just say I've had a steep learning curve over the years, and I'll never stop learning.”

Claire sighed a bit wistfully. “I love horses. But I've never really been near them.” She looked back up at him. Something in her face softened, despite the ever-present natural wariness that seemed to live under her skin. God, he couldn't wait to stroke that smooth, beautiful skin. “I don't really understand what's happening here,” she said, changing the subject so suddenly he felt briefly unmoored. “But I feel totally comfortable around you. At ease.” Pausing for a split second, she went on in a very quiet voice touched by curious wonder, “Like you'd never hurt me. Maybe that's how horses feel around you, too.”

Tate tilted his head a bit and looked at Claire. He couldn't let this woman walk away from him again. Ever. Studying her closely for a moment, he carefully read her body language. She was aroused. She was letting him up to her room. She might recognize he was her mate—or maybe not yet.

Even if it seemed arrogant to admit it, Tate knew he was extremely good at reading body language. And Claire's body language was crystal clear, even if he still sensed some hesitation behind her eyes. In a split second, he firmly made up his mind on how to approach the rest of the evening.

The elevator stopped and the doors opened. Without skipping a beat, Tate reached for Claire's hand and gently tugged her out. Trying not to stagger from the sparks of flaming desire as his skin touched hers, he quietly said, “Which room, Claire? Because right now, darlin', I can't even remember my own name for wanting you so badly. So please take me to your bed before I explode right here in this hallway.”

Her beautiful lips slowly parted as her pulse wildly sped up. Clear green eyes wide and focused on him, Claire stared at him. His wolf pushed hard at his mind, demanding to be let out so he could claim his mate. Gently, Tate brought her hand up to his mouth and grazed the back of it with his lips, never taking his eyes from hers.

Claire closed her eyes. A small, needy sound escaped her, nearly causing Tate to spasmodically crush her hand in his as he struggled for control for at least another several moments. Swallowing hard, Claire opened her eyes. They'd darkened to a smoky green with her arousal. Voice low and full of an intent that had Tate swaying on his feet, she said, “Follow me, then.”

 

 


Chapter Four

 

Claire held her breath as they hustled into her hotel room. The pressure between her legs seemed full to bursting. Behind her, Tate was completely silent. She was so keenly attuned to his presence, though, that she could sense his own undeniable need as loudly as if he were yelling it. The second the door softly clicked shut behind him, Claire turned a half step and looked over her shoulder at the gorgeous man who prowled into the room after her.

Tate sucked in his breath, then breathed out, “Claire.” All laughter was gone from his expression. The intensity in his chocolate-brown eyes touched Claire on an equally deep level. Her wolf stirred even more strongly, staring back at Tate through Claire's eyes with an avid hunger. Easily, Claire let her wild side guide this most instinctual of dances.

“Yes,” she breathed back, nodding her head once. “Yes, please.”

The dark-haired cowboy needed no further invitation. A groan spilling out of his mouth, he strode forward the two steps it took him to reach her and enveloped her in a embrace that tangled their lips, their tongues, their arms together. Claire felt fire lick along her limbs, racing through her in alternating hot shivers as Tate's mouth descended on hers, gently demanding and finding entrance. The spicy, heady maleness of his scent overwhelmed her as the mingled sound of their breathing filled the room.

He felt so right. His body molded against hers perfectly. Claire moaned into him as his tongue explored her. Her legs shook a bit. Tate slid a hand down her back, then over the swell of her rear. Gasping, she tipped her head back a bit as sensations zinged through her. She felt her rational human reasoning drift away as her feral side took over, guiding her movements with joyous excitement. The sense of utter acceptance she felt about this man still somewhat baffled her, but she wasn't about to question it now. Not when she knew down to her toes he was about to touch and stroke her body into stratospheric sensations. She'd missed this.

Not only that, it somehow felt like she'd also missed this particular man.

Tate leaned down and nipped at her neck. His teeth grazed the hypersensitive skin there, sending mini earthquakes of desire skittering through her.

“I like it when you groan like that,” he murmured. The movement of his lips made a delightful buzzing against her skin. “Have to admit I'd been wondering what you'd sound like when I kissed you.”

“Oh, really?” she managed to say. Her voice came out in a ragged whisper. The faint background roaring of something huge and undeniable began to overtake her, pushing her rational human side ever farther back as her purely instinctive wolf side reveled in this sensual moment.

“Yes, indeed, darlin'. Since the very moment I saw you.” 

His lips traveled up her neck, slowly exploring, each centimeter of their movement causing more ripples to shimmy their way down her skin. She'd never known her neck was so capable of sensation. When Tate's lips reached her ear and carefully played with the soft lobe, Claire gasped in surprise at the intensity of the feelings that made her shiver and twist in his arms. A bolt of wet need pulsed between her legs so powerfully she wondered if she was actually about to climax on the spot.

“God, Claire,” he murmured, amazement sounding from his own voice. “You are so responsive to my touch. Can you tell what that does to me?” He growled those last words, pressing hard against her body.

Yes. Yes, she could indeed feel the impact she had upon him. The hard length of his cock pressed into her thigh, hot and straining against his jeans. Whimpering a bit, Claire let the little shudders of anticipation race up and down her spine. A hot wave rolled through her, seeming to melt her bones and her mind into a puddle of goo.

Pulling back from him, she tugged at his fingers and pulled him to the king-sized bed. The hotel cleaning staff had left it neatly made. She was about to muss the hell out of it with this man. This man, who made her weak in the knees, scattered in the head, and tingling all over her body. This man she'd just met, didn't even know, but who felt so comfortable it was if she'd been with him her entire life.

This gorgeous, stunning man she was about to get very naked and sweaty with. Breath hitching in her chest, she turned around to face him when they reached the foot of the bed. Tate's eyes were darkened almost to black with his desire. Slowly, she rubbed her hands up his arms, feeling him shiver as she did. The slide of his muscles beneath her fingers made her pulse bang as she felt the strength in them. He could hold her so easily, keep her safe in his arms.

The faraway thought that she didn't need him to keep her safe, she could protect herself just fine, flared briefly before flickering out completely as she batted it away. This moment. This moment was all she cared about right now. 

She lightly ran her fingers up to his shoulders, then traced the collar of his shirt before dipping them under it to touch his bare skin. A satisfied male groan told her how much he liked that.

“Come here.” She whispered the words, watching him closely. His pulse jumped and his black licorice eyes, darkened from his arousal, were half-lidded but far from sleepy. “I want to feel you close to me. Like this,” she added, and pushed herself up against him. The long, firm length of his body against her once more made them both inhale, hard. Claire could smell the sweet need of his desire as much as hers. Caution fled her as she allowed her senses to drive her fully.

Gently, Tate leaned on her until the backs of her knees bent at the edge of the bed. Guided by his hand at the small of her back, she slowly felt herself reclining in a half-sitting, half-lying down position onto the mattress. Tate braced himself on his arms above her, looking into her eyes. She saw the focus of his wolf staring out, making Tate's eyes glow behind their darkness. Carefully, he urged them both farther up the bed until they lay completely on it. Silence held them in thrall the entire time, although Claire's heart beat so loudly she was positive he had to hear it.

“Claire,” he said in a casual voice. 

“Mm?” She wondered if it was possible for her heart to beat its way out of her chest.

“How attached are you to your clothes, darlin'?” His voice hoarsened. Lowering himself to one elbow, the other arm still bracing above her, he trailed a fingertip along her side.

Sucking in a sharp breath at his touch, Claire shook her head, slightly confused. “I have other clothes. Why?”

Tate smiled and hooked a finger beneath her blouse. “Because I want you out of them, now. But I don't want to make you too mad at me just yet.”

Despite the nearly overwhelming sensations zipping through her tensed, ready body, Claire stuttered out a small laugh. “If you make me mad, guess you'll just have to pay the price for it.”

Tate groaned. “Don't tease me like that. Oh, god,” he muttered. Closing his eyes for the briefest second, when he opened them again their rich glow stole Claire's breath. “I can't hold back anymore.”

Arching herself into him, pressing her breasts against his hard chest, she urgently replied, “Then don't.”

With another small groan tearing out of his throat, Tate ripped her blouse off in one move, sending popped buttons zinging off all over the bed and onto the carpet. Claire gasped from shock and a sharp, aching spike in her wild desire. Her panties immediately flooded with hot, wet warmth. Tate gazed down at her breasts, encased in a lacy rose-colored bra, with the worshipful attention of a man who was aware of nothing else in the world at the moment. Muttering a low swear word, he reached down to cup one breast in his hand.

Claire uttered an inarticulate cry, thrusting herself into his hand as her nipple stiffened just from the touch of his fingers on her bra. Hot swirls of feeling puckered her nipple even more as he began to play with it through the silky fabric.

“Christ, Claire,” he muttered. “You're beyond stunning.” She closed her eyes, spinning in the sensations his light touch caused. “Claire, beautiful woman, look at me,” he suddenly demanded.

Dragging her eyes back open, she stared back at him, feeling as if a lit firecracker was bouncing around inside her, beautifully enflaming everything it touched. 

“Am I going too fast here?” His voice was heavy with need.

“No.” She shook her head hard to emphasize it. “Not fast enough,” she added, reaching up her arms to him and pulling him down to her for another long, deep kiss.

Tate said something but it muffled in her mouth. He tasted just like his spicy chocolate scent, all smoky and rich and exploding on her tongue. This time, though, his hands explored her body. One lingered on her breasts, exploring first one, then the other. His other hand traveled down her hip, tracing her leg through her pants. He slowly swirled his fingers, heating small infernos under her skin and eliciting more small cries from her.

He was so strong. So exciting. So—so him.

Mine, her most primal part thought in a firm rush of possessiveness that left Claire breathless. Mine.

 

***

 

Tate wondered if he might pass out from the sheer intoxication of Claire's kiss. Feeling her soft, supple body beneath his, so pliant and open, was shutting down all thinking in his brain. The bewitching scent of hers, that wild pure snow scent that also enveloped him with the sense of his home, suffused him on all levels.

Breath catching in his throat again as he pulled back a bit to look at her gorgeous face, he felt the spiraling desire rocketing through him. Slowly. Take it slowly.

Claire growled just the slightest bit, startling and arousing him at the same time. “More,” she demanded, and pulled his face back down to hers, greedily exploring him with her lips and tongue.

After another long moment lost in the kiss, Tate pulled back again with reluctance. Just as she protested, though, he slid his hand around her back and managed to fumble off the clasp of her bra. The strap loosened, freeing her breasts. Claire half sighed, half groaned, the sound lengthening Tate's cock ever more and forcing his control to be tightly leashed. Otherwise, he'd just rip off the rest of her clothes and plunge into her sweet, willing warmth.

“I like the sounds you make,” he said, nuzzling his face into her neck before sliding the bra straps down her arms and off. As the gorgeous fullness of her breasts tumbled free, Tate groaned himself. “Christ, woman, you're going to kill me.”

Claire smiled, running light fingertips over the nape of his neck as the green of her eyes glowed with rich desire. Then Tate nestled his face into her breasts and gently sucked one raised nipple into his mouth. She arched her back into him, her breathy cries and moans urging him on. Tasting her sweet nipples one at a time, he gently swirled them with his tongue. She pushed his head into her, making him ever more bold. Light nips at her breasts with his teeth excited her more, to judge by her immediate response.

“Don't stop,” she said. “Don't stop, don't stop, don't stop.” The nearly breathless chant drove him on. He splayed his fingers around one breast, still biting the nipple, amazed at how the simple act of tasting her there set his brain on fire and made his body shake.

“Not stopping now,” he said. “No way. Well,” he pulled back to look into her face again, which was flushed and needy, “except maybe to do this.”

Coming onto his knees so he straddled her body, he ripped off his own shirt, making more buttons fly onto the bed. Claire giggled and gasped at the same time, though her eyes darkened to a deep, smoldering green. “That's a nice shirt you're ruining there, cowboy,” she said, voice caught between teasing and craving. 

“Don't need it for what I'm about to do.”

Claire's breath caught in her throat as she continued to stare at him, pulse battering against the side of her neck. Tate smiled at her, then slowly inched himself down her legs so he could reach the zipper on her pants.

 

***

 

Feeling like her heart was trying to bang its way out her chest, Claire drank in the sight of a shirtless Tate with all the avidity of a woman long parched. The muscles rippling along his arms shot small shudders of desires racing along her skin, as did his stunning chest and abs.

Not that she was shallow, but wow, was the man utterly gorgeous.

When his hand reached for her pants zipper, she felt light-headed and spinny. The soft snicking sound as he slowly drew it down sent a new flood of warmth through her belly and her already desperately aching clit. She throbbed so hard between her legs it was nearly painful.

“Tate,” she said, voice low and feral. 

She didn't have to say anything else. His eyes caught on hers as he started to shimmy her pants down her hips, then completely off. Only her panties remained to cover her. The look in his eyes as he took a long moment to examine her body told her he was barely holding onto his control.

She didn't want him to.

“Tate,” she said again, reaching her hand toward him. Gently dragging her fingers against his own hard nipples and down his sculpted chest, which made him gasp, she said in a low, urgent voice, “I want you. Right now. Don't hold back.”

His entire face rippled with a quick succession of emotions, from surprise to pleasure to pure lust. With only the barest of grins to signal his intentions, he reach down and tore off her panties. The shredded fabric got tossed to the side. Taking a moment to travel his eyes down and then up her body, Tate then stood up on the bed, legs on either side of Claire's stretched out, utterly naked body.

“Anything you say, darlin'.” With that promise, he shucked off his jeans, staying balanced with an oddly catlike grace above her. 

Claire's jaw slowly fell to her chest as she stared up at Tate, standing naked above her in all of his glorious maleness. Her brain completely fuzzed out for a moment at the sight of his lean, strong legs, the narrow waist topped by rippling muscles, and that gorgeously engorged part of him she was suddenly desperate to touch. Reaching out to him, struggling to sit up from the softness of the bed, a tiny gasp tore out of her throat when Tate suddenly jumped back down to stretch his body along hers. His long, hard shaft pressed up against her inner thighs, which she parted with a needy moan. But Tate shook his head at her, letting just a touch of that teasing grin play at his lips.

“Let me lead you, darlin'.” His whisper teetered at the edge of control, but she was fully aware he knew what he was doing. With a quick nod, she breathlessly waited for his next move.

With one hand, Tate grabbed both of hers and pulled them over her head, where he lightly held them together. Claire gave a token struggle to test his strength, then another. He tightened his grasp in small increments, still watching her carefully despite the roiling need she saw almost completely surfaced in his eyes. But she let a pleased smile linger on her face so he knew how she felt about being held down by him.

She loved it. She wanted nothing more than to open for him utterly, to let him consume and possess her in a way she'd never before allowed. Never before known she wanted.

“Yes,” she whispered, the word almost lost in the ragged breathing that filled the room. “Please, yes.”

“Claire,” he groaned her name. Lightly nipping at her ear, her neck, tracing her collarbones with his tongue, he let his other hand slip back down her body. It first fondled her breasts, gently tugging at her nipples, setting off more seismic shudders deep inside her. His hand danced over her ribs, slowly curved over her side, then dipped in to explore her belly button—which made her ticklish, so she arched away from that touch with a tiny shriek. She felt him grin against her shoulder, which he then lightly bit. The sensation of his teeth gently scraping over her skin triggered the desire to feel him do exactly that farther down. Between her legs, where she burned with an aching need to be filled. Something huge built inside her, some sort of frenzy that had her writhing beneath him, thinking of nothing and no one else in the world.

“Now,” she said, a growl making it an order. “Now!”

But he chuckled and shook his head. “You're letting me lead this dance,” he said, raising his head to look into her eyes again. His eyes glowed fully. She knew he was being driven almost completely by his wild instincts. “You have to be patient just a little longer.”

“No!” She practically wailed the word. Thrashing against his hold, bringing her longing hips up against his, she spread her legs so she could wrap them around him, to capture him close to her. But Tate was too quick for her again. His free arm inexorably pushed her left leg back onto the bed. She fought again, until his hand quested right to that one spot her entire world had narrowed down to. Immediately, she stopped struggling, almost holding her breath as she waited for his first touch there.

As soon as his fingers touched her wet folds, Claire cried out from the exquisiteness of it. Tate made a choked sound as his fingers explored her, one slipping inside her while another gently twirled around the hardened little nub above. “Ah, you're so damn wet for me. Christ, woman, you're ready, aren't you.” The richness of his voice was framed with a rough edge. “Ah, god, I can't hold back, Claire.”

“Then don't. Please, please, I need to feel you inside me.” She was begging and she knew it, and she didn't remotely care. All she wanted was to have his gorgeous cock deep inside her, filling her with his hugeness, making her his. “Tate. I need to come.” She barely whispered the words, already so close to the precipice but unable to fall over it until he was inside her. 

“That's what you need to come, darlin'? Me deep inside you, filling you all up?” His heavy-lidded eyes looked into hers as he stroked her inside, his long finger crooking in a beckoning motion. 

Claire's hips undulated of their own accord, rocking frenziedly in time with his finger. Her thoughts had scattered away so thoroughly all she knew was him, this gorgeous man holding her close, teasing her to the point of explosion with his deliciously talented finger, and her insane need to shatter apart right now.

“Yes!” She half-moaned, half-shouted the word, begging him with her entire body to make it happen.

“Anything for you,” he said in a ragged voice.

 Abruptly releasing her hands, he reached down and pushed her thighs apart, his fingers sliding in the slickness that had dripped there. Quickly bracing his hands on either side of her, he looked down with an expression completely feral and hungry. No trace of laughter sparked in his face, focused on hers with razor-sharp desire. A brief moment held them, Claire's entire body quivering in anticipation as he hovered over her, drinking her in like he could never get enough.

Without another warning, he drove his cock deep into her hot center, slamming into her with such beautiful force they both cried out. Just as quickly he pulled back, then thrust in again. Claire was so slick he entered her without any resistance, but the thickness of his shaft brought another cry to her lips, then another. He filled her completely, fitting into her as if he'd been made to do so.

Tate pistoned in and out, holding her gaze with his the entire time. Claire held onto his back with her hands, urging him into her again and again. The enormous swell of feelings rocketing out from that sweet, hot, eager place threatened to spin her head off her shoulders. A haze of solid lust descended over her as Tate's nearly black eyes, backlit by the glow of his feral side, kept her grounded in the moment that was about to explode her into a million spasms of utmost pleasure.

She was so close—so close—

“Claire!” Tate snarled, cupping her chin in his hand so gently even as he thrust into her so hard they both slid across the bed. Seeming to swell inside her even more as his hard length suddenly spasmed again and again, Tate roared out something deep and guttural, his face displaying the ecstasy sweeping through him. He kept his eyes open and on hers despite the shudders wracking his body and the cries he didn't bother to rein in.

Just like that, Claire tipped hard over the edge as her own orgasm exploded within her, blasting out hot and sudden and deep. As her entire body lifted up, slamming back against Tate, her climax raced tremors over her entire body. A keening moan wrenched itself from her lips as her nails gripped his back, both holding him close and also holding on as her body bucked with the force of it. She screamed his name, followed by a senseless babble of noise as the entire world seemed to explode into brilliant shards of light and Tate's own glowing eyes capturing hers.

She stayed on the plateau as long as she could, hips quivering and jerking beneath him, feeling solidly filled and held like never before. Slowly, so slowly, the rush of ecstasy gently ebbed away. In its place, a powerful wave of relaxation spread out over her entire body.

Tate finally dropped his head to her shoulder and gently lowered himself onto her, though he stayed inside her. Only their heavy breathing surrounded them for long moments. Claire felt so blissfully relaxed, sated, and secure, she was still aware of nothing else in the world but the sensations gently leaving her body, and the gorgeous man settled on top of her who'd caused them.

Tate mumbled something by her ear, but it was so low she couldn't catch it. “Hmm?” she murmured back, trailing her fingertips along his spine.

Lifting his head a millimeter, he said, “You just about killed me there, darlin'. I'm gonna pass out on you. Sorry to be such a guy.” A small chuckle followed, though it was as as drowsy as his words. One hand managed to stroke the side of her face as he shifted so his weight was more evenly dispersed to the side of her.

Claire laughed softly and wrapped her arms more tightly around him. “Don't worry, me, too. I think,” she whispered, nuzzling his neck, “you just fried my brain. I need to recharge a bit.”

Tate moved his head again so he could look into her eyes. That playful grin teased at his lips. “Recharge so we can go at it again in awhile, I hope?”

“God, yes, please,” she said, smiling at him. Ignoring the tiny, doubtful voice that was beginning to awaken in her pleasure-drunk mind, she pressed her swollen lips against his for a long moment before pulling back to say, “Oh, yes. Very much so.”

 

***

 

Tate woke in increments. The intensely satisfied heaviness of his limbs made him smile. Claire. Images of her moving over him, under him, arching into his kiss, gasping at his touch, filled his mind. Rolling over, he stretched out an arm, reaching for her soft, supple warmth.

The sheet beside him was cool and empty. Snapping open his eyes, Tate sat bolt upright. Light snuck into the room in the cracks between the drapes and the window. It wasn't super bright, but neither was it the dim glow of dawn. His wolf padded to the forefront of his mind, suddenly alert and upset.

She was gone. Her bags were gone. He was alone in the hotel room.

“Dammit!” The angry curse jumped out of him in an unusual outburst. His wolf whined and paced, tail half lowered.

Tate scrambled out of the bed, almost falling when the top sheet tangled around his legs. Claire's scent was still strong in the room, but he could tell she'd been gone for at least an hour.

“Well, hell,” he muttered. He must have been zonked out hard.

Then again, they'd had a busy night. He couldn't help but smiling as the memory surfaced of the several times they'd woken up and hungrily reached for each other again. He'd never been with such a sensual, sexually assured woman before. She was utterly aware of her body and its needs, and also completely uninhibited in sharing those needs with him. Not to mention answering his own desires.

Maybe that's just what mates did, though.

His wolf turned agitated circles in his mind, searching for Claire. Wondering if he'd scared her off again, or if she'd simply come to her senses in the cold light of morning and realized that mere physical attraction wasn't enough to keep her around, Tate stumbled over to his clothes and reached down to pull on his jeans.

Claire's intoxicating scent wafted up to him from his pile of clothing so strongly it almost overpowered his senses. Grabbing his pants and swinging them up to his nose, he inhaled hard, letting his wolf sniff so he could really find all the nuances.

She had rolled in his clothing. In her wolf form. Scent-marking him as hers.

Waves of hot pleasure rushed through him again as he stood there, nose pressed into his own jeans, covering himself with her scent as well. Oh, Claire wanted him. No doubt about it at all. Not only that, leaving her scent so strongly was a clear message to him as well: Catch me if you can.

“Bet on it, darlin,'” he murmured to the empty room, a smile breaking over his face as his mood lightened considerably. “I'm coming home to find you.”


Chapter Five

 

For the third time during the long Guardian meeting, Tate found his thoughts drifting off to a gorgeous female wolf he was beginning to get half-desperate to find. In the two weeks since he'd met Claire in Denver, he'd taken what time he could back home between his Guardian duties and horse training sessions to search her out. But so far, every lead had been a dead end. 

Starting back in Cortez where he'd first scented her, he tried and failed utterly to make any progress. She definitely didn't live there, which of course she wouldn't because he would have known about her existence. Cortez was close to the western boundary of Black Mesa territory. No Pack members lived there right now, and of course no wolves from any nearby packs would live there either. Wolf territories were highly regulated and enforced. 

Just west and south of his pack's lands lay an enormous, sprawling tract of free territory, which meant no wolves had claimed it and any were free to come and go as they pleased. Since it was mostly empty, wild lands, some wolves on occasion hunted out there or simply used all the space for long, solitary runs, but none would call it home. Certain sections of it were, however, in what would become Luke Rawlins's new pack territory, which would strengthen security for Black Mesa wolves.

To the west northwest of Black Mesa lands lay the boundary with the small Abajo Pack, an affiliate pack to the Black Mesa Pack that had been started by the Alpha's sister's son. Tate knew Claire didn't belong to them, but he'd double checked with them anyway. Black Mesa lands extended northward right up to the Silver Mountain Pack, which was also not Claire's pack. Nor was she from the New Mexico pack that touched the southernmost boundary just above Santa Fe.

Then again, she'd clearly told him the first time he'd met her that she was from her own pack. He'd assumed she'd just been throwing him off her trail, but maybe she was serious. He hadn't brought it up in Denver because he picked up on her wariness about the general subject of packs. And, of course, they'd been too busy with a more single-minded pursuit. 

Her existence was a fascinating and fast-becoming aggravating mystery. However, he knew the last name on her books, Anderson, was definitely not a shifter name. Unless she'd been raised by wild humans—his wolf chuffed at the play on words—Claire was hiding something.

He'd looked for her online, but all the information he could discover on her merely said she was an up and coming young fiction author, she lived in Colorado, and when he checked with her publisher they wouldn't release any more information on her than that. In the age of rampant social media and excessive navel-gazing, Tate was surprised he could find no traces of her. Of course, he barely went online himself except to update his website with new photos and videos of his clients' horses and where he might be giving a demonstration of his training skills. Quietly, he was pleased to think she might be just as private about her life as he was about his.

“So you'll cover this afternoon's shift with Lily and Kieran, correct, Tate?”

He jolted badly at his Alpha's bland voice. “Yes, sir,” he automatically said, despite not having the slightest clue what had just been discussed. He found a roomful of Guardian eyes on him, everyone seated in chairs in the Alpha's office. There were only nine pack Guardians, with him included in that count. At this particular moment, it felt like an army of a thousand staring at him.

His father raised an eyebrow at him. “And you'll be gathering what information before heading out with them?”

Damn. Well, nothing to do about it but confess he hadn't been remotely aware of the past five minutes of conversation.

“Sorry, sir. I wasn't paying attention.” His voice fell into the stark silence, although he was pretty sure he saw Lily covering a smile. Rafe, of course, frowned.

“Indeed,” his father and alpha said in a dry tone. “I am certain you'll be following my words quite closely this time, of course.”

“Yes, sir,” Tate said again in submissive tones. He focused his entire being on his leader as Black Mesa Pack Alpha Channing Bardou reiterated exactly what Tate was supposed to be doing the rest of the day.

As soon as the interminable meeting was over, Tate slipped into the long hallway outside his father's office and waited for Lily and Kieran. His smart leader of a sister was destined to be a powerful alpha female who one day would lead the Black Mesa Pack with Kieran. For now, though, she was happily a Pack Guardian alongside the others. When his fiery red-headed sister and her equally spirited mate joined him, Kieran shook his head at Tate, although he was grinning. 

“Can't be off your game like that today, Tate. Because if you are, I'm going to lose a bet I have with your lovely sister. And since the stakes of this bet are very interesting, I definitely don't want to lose.” Kieran sent a very suggestive look toward Lily, who managed to blush while at the same time awarding her mate a come-hither look.

Tate threw up his hands and took a step back. “I have no interest in knowing the stakes of this wager.” Shifters were very sexual and they were accustomed to that most awesome fact of life. Even so, he didn't want to know or see details about his sister's private time with her mate. He gestured at Lily and said, “Sister here. Way too much information.” He gave a pretend shudder while Lily lightly smacked him. “But I do want to know why you have a bet going on about me?”

Lily laughed, then grabbed Tate's arm and dragged him farther down the hallway, away from the small clump of wolves still in the office talking to Alpha. Kieran followed.

“Because,” Lily said when they were father away, lowering her voice a little, “I am your all-knowing big sister and I have magical powers of perception.”

“Except right now she doesn't really,” Kieran said, “and I decided to call her on it with this bet. Which is part of why I requested you come with us today on patrol.” His tone was mildly triumphant. 

“Okay,” Tate said, dragging out the word in bewilderment as he looked from one to the other.

Lily leaned in a little toward him. “Ever since you came back from Denver, you've been distracted, gone a lot, and asking about wolves in other packs. I know exactly what's going on.”

“No,” Kieran broke in, dark eyes sparkling as he slipped a hand around his mate's waist and tugged her close to him, “she's got it all wrong.”

Tate threw his hands up in the air again, this time in surrender, laughing despite his confusion. “I still don't know what either one of you is talking about. You make it sound like I'm involved in espionage or something.”

Lily tucked a red-gold lock behind her ear and gave Tate an earnest look. “It's a woman,” she said at the exact same time Kieran said, “It's a horse.”

All three wolves burst out laughing, drawing quizzical looks from the ones farther down the hall. 

In a heartbeat, Tate decided to come clean. Not being able to find Claire was driving him nuts. After two weeks, he was climbing the walls with impatience and frustration. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Claire's face, head thrown back in ecstasy beneath him.

Mine, his wolf growled, so clearly both Lily and Kieran fell silent and gave him searching looks.

Yes, indeed. His. But he needed help finding the darned enticing woman, and he knew it. Taking a breath to calm his wolf, he nodded at them.

“You both got me. There's a woman. And there's a horse.” He winked at his sister's first excited, then slightly crestfallen expression. “Bunch of horses, of course. New clients are keeping me busy.”

“Aha. So we both win the bet.” Kieran leaned down to nip at Lily's nose before settling a quick kiss on her lips, which turned into something deeper and longer when Lily drew him in closer.

Tate sighed and looked away. 

Lily giggled. “Sorry,” she directed at Tate. “I don't like to miss any kisses from this guy. However, I'm very interested in the fact that I was at least partially right! Tell us all. I knew there was a special woman. You're not usually this distracted. In fact,” she went on, narrowing her eyes at her brother, “you're never this much out to lunch.”

Tate snorted good-naturedly. “Since you're both super-sleuths, I'll tell you about it when we go on patrol. And frankly, I'm hoping to hell at this point you can both help me.”

He hadn't yet mentioned Claire to any of the Black Mesa wolves. For some reason, he hadn't been ready to share the knowledge of her existence. Her agile mind and earthy sense of humor; that rich, lingering laugh; the lustrous white-gold hair he couldn't wait to have brushing over his naked skin again; her incredibly clear green eyes; and those lush, fascinating lips were all things he'd been holding close to himself. But if he didn't find her soon, he was half afraid he'd either explode or melt into a puddle of senseless idiocy. That, or his Alpha would really teach him a lesson in paying attention.

Kieran placed his hand to his chest and staggered back, a look of mock shock spreading across his face. “What's this? You're asking for help from your elders? Will wonders never cease,” he finished, shaking his head in a grave fashion.

Tate pretended to tackle him, which turned into a playful rough and tumble as Caleb spotted them just as he came in the main front door to the den and sprinted toward them, whooping as he crashed into them both. 

“Who's top dog now?” Tate's younger brother shouted as he tried to flip Kieran to the floor while fending off Tate's undercut. 

Lily stood back with a critical eye before she, too, leapt into the fray with a blood-curdling howl that momentarily froze every wolf in the hall, if not the building. “Ha!” she yelped as she managed to snatch Caleb's arms into a clinch hold and land a soft but well-placed drop kick at Kieran's lower leg, felling him instantly. “Never underestimate the females in this pack!”

As Tate fought his way out from the bottom of the pile, laughing and wrestling simultaneously, he wondered for the millionth time in his life how any wolf lived without a pack.

 

***

 

The desert ground thwacked Claire's paws with a low thumping noise before her next bounding stride took her into the air, then back down to earth again. Thwack. Thwack Thwack. The rhythmic sound eased her as she loped through the cool night air, every sense alive under the star-dappled sky overhead.

Her ear cocked toward a slight sound in the distance. An owl sliced through the air, hurtling toward its tiny, hapless prey on the ground far below. Lolling her tongue just a bit, Claire picked up the pace, curving more northward. Deeper into the moonlit shadows of the canyons.

To the oldest ruins, her human whispered. My favorite.

Yes. The crumbling, tumbling down rock ruins of ancient homes for the people who used to live here. They scratched things into the rock, dug storage holes down into the earth, and left their bones behind to turn brittle under the weight of the dry sands. She enjoyed slipping into their sites, alone and lonesome but for the ghosts they'd maybe left behind. Not that she'd ever seen a ghost. Even so, she'd heard things some nights that didn't account for owls or coyotes or small animals like mice or squirrels. It was most likely her human's imagination—her human snorted at that—but the ruins were still very intriguing.

I wonder if Tate would like them as much?

Claire silently loped along, thinking of the male wolf who captured her interest so strongly she could hardly think of anything else the past few weeks. No matter how she tried to turn her mind to other things, such as working on her next book, or ignoring the phone calls of her ex, or mulching her sparse garden, his face would slowly drift into her mind. The perpetual laugh, the kindness in his chocolatey hazel eyes, the strength of his sinewy body, the expression on his face when he'd claimed her body as much as she'd claimed his—the images would form in her thoughts until she suddenly found herself panting.

She wondered what his wolf looked like.

Strong and lean and gentle. Her human imagined a dark gray wolf with amber eyes like her own. Her white pelt would show brightly next to his.

Claire ran on, pulling the desert scents into her nose as the miles disappeared under her steady paws. Sharp sagebrush, a whiff of hackberry, the soft, lazy smell of the puffy bright yellow flowers, the ones that blanketed arroyos and lined the sides of the highway cutting through far to the east behind her. 

Rubber rabbitbrush, her human thought, picturing the yellow flowers.

Claire shrugged away the thought. Unless the plant hid real rabbits beneath it, she didn't need to know those details. All she needed to know was the sliding movement of her muscles under her coat, the strength of her legs as they carried her through this quiet landscape, and the certainty that the quiet, gentle, wildly sexy wolf she'd met the other day was part of her destiny. Even if she didn't understand why, she knew the truth of that down to the tip of her tail.

A coyote's mournful howl pierced the late night air. Claire abruptly pulled up and stood still, breathing hard but evenly. She listened for more voices. One by one, the other coyotes in their small pack joined in, yipping and barking until the full-fledged howls left their snouts and spiraled up into the air. She sat firmly on the sand. Here, she was so far off from any human habitation no one could hear her. Even if they did, none would believe their ears. Pointing her muzzle at the sky, she opened her mouth and loosed a long, singing howl of her own, crying deep into the dark night.

The coyotes immediately hushed. A silence even deeper then the one already holding the night fell over the desert as Claire's voice rang out, echoing off the cliffs of the nearby canyons. She could sense all living creatures within earshot of her keeping their own mouths shut, not moving a muscle as the cry of an arctic wolf howled across the desert lands. No one else would dare share their presence when they knew she was there.

No one, that is, except another wolf. A long, soft howl answered hers from far up the canyon opening ahead of her. Pricking up her ears, Claire howled back in answer before leaping forward again, racing toward the other wolf.

She hadn't seen her mother in nearly half a year.

 

***

 

“Your mate, really? Tate!” Lily jumped across a small sagebrush bush to grab up Tate in a hug. “Are you sure? I'm so thrilled for you. Oh, you have no idea,” she said, joy spilling over in her voice as she cast a quick glance at Kieran, who smiled back at her. She pulled back and critically regarded her brother for a moment. “I thought it might take longer for you to meet your mate, actually. You've just always seemed the most balanced of us all.”

Tate smiled. By “us all” she meant them and their siblings. The eldest, Rafe, was balanced enough, but he'd seemed too aloof for a mate. Until Sara finally tamed him, of course. Caleb—well, it had been a surprise that any woman could handle his graceless wild side, but sweet Rielle was actually the best thing that had ever happened to him. And Lily. For a few years, everyone had worried about her after a devastating tragedy had caused her to shy away from anything to do with men or much else. When Kieran had shown up, he'd been the perfect answer to helping Tate's sister find her smile again.

He shrugged. “I wasn't really sure what it would feel like. But the second I scented her, I just knew. I've never felt anything quite like that before, actually,” he added, hearing the wonder creep into his voice again.

He'd been out on patrol with Lily and Kieran for the past several hours. It was late at night now, and there was a definite bite to the wind in the mountains above the den. Fall was completely present at the higher elevations. Even with his human nose, he could smell the promise of the colder months already hovering at the heels of autumn. He wouldn't be surprised if snow began to dust the flanks of the mountains in the next few weeks. It wasn't uncommon here for snow to first appear at the higher elevations during October.

Despite being focused on his Guardian work now, after his mild chastisement from his Alpha earlier, images of Claire kept drifting in and out of his mind all day. He saw her laughing face, caught a whiff of her scent, clean and sharp and wild like the snow he predicted would soon appear. The reality of her existence teased him to distraction. There was something about her life she wasn't yet convinced she could share with him, unless he proved himself worthy of making the effort. That, and he sensed she'd been burned by whomever she'd dated last. She wanted to make sure Tate wouldn't do the same.

Never, his wolf's low, certain voice rumbled deep inside. She is mine.

Yes. As soon as he found her again, that is.

“So why do you think she wouldn't mention what pack she's from?” Kieran asked, echoing the question that most tugged at Tate. “From what you've told us so far, she's not from any of the nearby packs, but she lives somewhere around here. Or out more in the desert?”

“I got the sense she lives on her own, so probably not at any pack den.” Tate paused to reach down and grab for his clothes near the car. They'd just finished their patrol in wolf form and were about to head back to the den for the night. “But the only packs I can think of whose boundaries touch ours say they've never heard of her. Even knowing her last name has to be a pseudonym for her books, none of the wolves I've talked to know a wolf by her description. Wouldn't Dad tell us if there was a lone wolf living nearby?” he asked Lily.

His eyes, still keen from his wolf, could see his sister shrug in the darkness. “Not if he didn't think we needed to know,” she said. “Besides, I'm sure all the packs that have lone wolves have called them in anyway. Especially a female. There'd be too much danger in the rogues trying to take her.”

Lily's voice darkened with her last words. Tate sensed the protective growl coming from Kieran despite his human form. As a Guardian, Lily could take care of herself. But if she were faced up with a group of rogues looking for females, she wouldn't be able to put up a fight for long. A lone female wolf, one who wouldn't have the training a Guardian did, wouldn't stand a chance.

Lone wolves chose a life spent not directly in the melee of a pack. As such, they usually lived on the outskirts of pack boundaries. Although generally loyal to and protected by their packs, they held no significant pack roles, such as Guardian, or historian, or medic, and they had the choice of either joining another pack that would take them in, or remaining lone for the entirety of their lives. Often weaker than most pack members or pushed out due to hierarchy issues, lone wolves were extremely rare.

They also almost never found a mate.

Tate frowned as he carefully thought this out. Claire was definitely not a lone wolf. She was too confident, had too much of a sense of self. She definitely wasn't weak. And he knew with every fiber of his being she was his mate.

“Earth to Tate.” Lily playfully snapped her fingers in front of his nose. “This is why I made the bet with Kieran. I had a hunch even the most amazing horse in the world couldn't distract you as much as the most amazing woman in the world could.”

On that sly note, she opened the door to the car and slipped into the front passenger seat.

Kieran eyed Tate over the roof of the car before opening his door. “Truer words were never spoken, my friend. We've got to help you find her. Trust me when I say life won't be the same until you do.”

“I'm getting that,” Tate said ruefully. “Earlier today I forgot about a client appointment I have tomorrow morning. I would have been a no-show if they didn't call me to ask a question about what part of the training we'd be working on.”

“When it comes to the right woman, you might just forget your own name at times,” Kieran said softly before he slid into the car beside his own right woman.

As they drove down the curving road back toward the den, Lily continued to pepper Tate with questions. What were the names of Claire's books? Did she remind him of any neighboring pack members? Where exactly had he looked for her so far? Even though he'd asked himself those same questions over and over for the past two weeks, he eagerly answered, hoping she'd come up with a new insight he hadn't been able to see.

“Maybe she's a cousin from a pack that's farther away?” Lily's voice was thoughtful as she turned over the possibilities in her head. “Maybe she's visiting.”

“She said she could smell the desert of home on me,” Tate replied. “I'm positive she lives here somewhere.”

“She lives down in the desert, you mean,” Kieran interjected. “She's got to live near Cortez, where you first scented her.”

“Then why have none of us ever scented her before? It's not like none of us ever go over that way.” Tate blew out a slightly frustrated breath. “How is it that none of us knows about her existence if she lives so close to us? We know every wolf who lives within two hundred miles of here.”

He didn't think it was possible he could have lived here all his life and not met Claire yet. Unless maybe mates were only meant to meet when they were ready to meet. Kind of like how certain horses came into his life to be trained at just the right time. The ones that were fearful, or shy, or had been abused by heavy hands and needed a new, light start.

Not, of course, that he was comparing Claire to a horse. His wolf snorted, plainly disgusted with that line of thought. Claire was a sleek, dangerous predator like him. 

“The part I really don't get,” Kieran said, sounding both puzzled and troubled, “is how she's able to be by herself in public. As far as I know, all the packs within five hundred miles and more are using the rule of three for their own wolves as well.”

Tate nodded, more to himself since they couldn't see him from the front seat. “That's been really bugging me, too. I can't imagine a pack whose alpha would let that rule slide. Even if the rogues haven't been spotted in months.”

“You didn't ask her?” Kieran questioned.

Tate shook his head, smiling a bit as images of him and Claire sweaty on the bed rocketed through his mind again. “Didn't get that far in our conversation.” Before his sister could make a teasing comment on that, he added, “And there's something she'd just hiding. I didn't want to ruin the moment, to be honest. Besides,” he hesitated for a moment, then confessed, “my wolf was close to out of control around her. Had to deal with one thing at a time.”

Over Lily's triumphant “A-ha! She is definitely your mate,” Kieran said with confidence of a man who knows, “There are definitely some things that need to be handled before any other situations can be addressed.”

Tate let a grin tug up his mouth. “Apparently. Though I wish to hell I could figure out why she's being a little cat-and-mouse about it all. I've never felt anything like that connection, and I know she felt it, too. But there's some kind of wariness there I don't think I've encountered from another shifter.”

Silence blanketed them for another several miles along the curving, dark road back to the den. Until, several miles later, Lily's thoughtful voice broke it. “Wait,” she said slowly. Tate could practically hear the gears turning in her head. “What if actually we don't know every wolf who lives near us?”

Kieran flipped his high beams on and off at an oncoming car whose own brights were still on. “The only ones that could ever be anywhere near that we didn't know or couldn't find out about would be rogues. And she can't be a rogue.”

Only male wolves were rogues. They took unwilling female wolves to mate and start new, desperate packs.

“No, of course not a rogue.” Lily turned her head toward her brother in the back seat. “Tate. How much do you know about wild wolves?”

 

***

 

Melle sat patiently at the old ruin, waiting for her daughter. Claire wiggled and danced and pranced as she ran up to and around her, touching noses and rubbing her head along the face of the wolf who had birthed and raised her.

“I've missed you.” Wolves didn't speak like humans did, but their own method of speaking, mostly with body language, made them very clear to one another. 

“I knew that. I felt you needing me from far away.”

Ever since Melle had left, she and Claire had shared what was close to a psychic bond. Claire didn't begin to understand it, but she accepted it without question. When she was particularly sad, or lonely, or simply deeply missing the one and only wolf who'd been a constant in her life, her thoughts somehow alerted Melle, who always came. It might not be for weeks or even a few months, but she always returned to the canyons when her daughter needed her.

“Play?” Claire asked. Before Melle could answer, Claire darted away, leaping behind a low wall made by long-dead human hands.

With the wolfish equivalent of a laugh, Melle gave chase. They raced down hills, behind small pinyon trees, beneath the cliff walls with the old designs and markings on them made by the people who once called this place their home. The moonlight chased them as well, slowly arcing its way westward.

After a long time of enjoying racing around, Claire finally stopped, settling atop a small hillside that gave them a view of the canyons and valleys stretching out around them. Melle sat beside her, nose tipped into the air, sniffing.

“They're not here any longer. Good.” Despite these words, Melle still surveyed the wide spaces around them for any hint of danger.

“I haven't scented them for a long time now.” Claire wrinkled her nose, baring her teeth a little. Strange wolves had wandered her canyons for some time earlier this year. She'd discovered from the alpha of the local pack that they'd been rogue wolves who might have unpleasant intentions for her if they ever found her. “They never bothered me, anyway. You told me to always cover my scent. I still do.”

“Rogues are smart because they are desperate,” Melle reminded her. “Never forget that.”

“Never.” Claire lightly shoulder-bumped the other wolf. “You taught me well.”

Melle settled into the earth, laying her head on her paws as she kept half her watchful attention on the landscape around them. The rest of her focus was on her daughter.

“So. Tell me why I came all the way here to you.” 

Taking a deep breath, Claire told her about her progress on her book and her most recent reading. Then, still quivering with the intensity of it, she told her about meeting Tate. Not all the details, of course. Wolf or not, she wasn't going to share that much with her mother. But Melle would figure it out anyway.

“I've never felt that way before,” Claire concluded. “He's somehow part of me? But I don't understand.” Even just thinking about him brought a shiver of anticipation to her fur, rippling down along her spine. “I want to be with him. I almost want to go to his pack and find him and talk to him more.”

She paused, but Melle patiently waited.

“But my human wants him to find me instead. To prove something.” Aggravated, she whined. Her human laughed deep inside her, though a note of wariness was shot through the sound.

“Your human is too bound by thoughts,” Melle said. “Thoughts can trap us.”

Claire heaved another sigh and flopped down onto her stomach. Small pebbles and sand crunched beneath her weight as she wallowed her belly into the ground. Mimicking the wolf beside her, she lay her head on her paws and watched the vast, silent desert around them.

“But you need your human side. You aren't like me,” Melle said gently.

Claire hadn't seen Melle shift into human since she was very young. In fact, the other wolf no longer could. Any shifter near her would think she was a natural-born wolf. All traces of her shifterness were gone, as far as Claire could tell, except the fact she knew perfectly well she'd been a shifter, and could communicate with Claire as easily as ever.

It was a choice she'd never wanted Claire to follow, but one she'd said was right for her. She'd never said why exactly, but Claire knew it had something to do with the native pack they'd fled when Claire was extremely young.

“Listen to your head, but act by your instincts.” Something knowing and pleased touched Melle's voice.

Claire's tail lashed the ground in some confusion. “Why do I want to be around him so much? It's as if I can feel him tugging at me. Even from here.”

Her mother tilted back her head and sent a single, soft howl echoing through the air. Claire sensed every living creature within a mile of them hold its breath and stay motionless. After the echo of the howl ended, Melle tipped her nose into Claire's side and tenderly nudged her. Then she sat back on her haunches and rocked Claire's world with her next utterance.

“Because he is your mate. You have found your mate, and nothing will be the same until you accept him as yours.”

Claire bolted upright, scattering small twigs and inadvertently sending one of the pebbles bouncing and skittering across the slickrock nearby. On all fours, she swung her head toward Melle in shock. “But I can't. That's impossible. I'm a wild wolf!” She felt slightly frantic as she said that. Her human paced in her mind, just as agitated. “I can't have a mate.”

Melle let out a half-whine that sounded a bit apologetic. “Yes, you can. Wild wolves can and do have mates. I never did only because I never met mine.”

No sadness tinged her words. Merely acceptance. Claire had always known her father not only wasn't her mother's mate, he wasn't particularly kind to her. It had been a relationship of convenience and expedience, one forced by her pack's alpha. The only good thing that had come of it, Melle often said, was Claire.

It had also been the reason why Melle had finally fled her native pack, eventually finding her way here in the red rock desert. A place as far from the natural home an arctic wolf could find. They would never think to search for her here. She'd raised Claire alone, teaching her how to be self-sufficient, self-reliant, and highly distrustful of anything and everything pack related.

“But he's pack!” Claire began to pace on the sand and rocks, matching the restlessness of her human. “I thought—I mean, I knew he was pack, but he was just so—so interesting. Fascinating.” She bit back a growl. “How can a wolf who is pack be my mate? How can I be his?”

Melle sighed. “Wild wolves have mated with pack wolves before. One of them must make a compromise.”

“To be pack?” Claire half-howled, feeling strangely torn. She barely knew Tate, but the draw she felt toward him was undeniable. “Never. I won't compromise for that. To see him again, to enjoy his company, to be around him—yes. That much, yes. That's what I thought might happen.” What she'd hoped would happen, despite her deeply instinctive wariness that had told her to make him find her, to not just roll over and show him her belly merely because he was the most stunning wolf she'd ever seen before.

He sure is. Dammit, her human muttered. 

Very gently, Melle reached over and nuzzled Claire again. “Enough for now. Worry isn't good. But another run is.”

With that, she gracefully leapt up and bounded off into the desert, darting around the small, rugged trees and jumping over the healthy sagebrush clumped here and there. Claire sighed but joined her. Two wolves, running through the empty canyons under the moonlight. As she ran, she shook off thoughts of a very intriguing male wolf with chocolatey-hazel eyes. Her mate.

Her human harrumphed at her as she stretched her legs and ran.

As the sky began to lighten far to the east, Claire and Melle gradually ambled their way back to Claire's small home at the farthest southern reach of the sprawling canyons. Before they got to the point where they would exit the shelter of the wilder spots, though, Melle's steps slowed, then stopped entirely. With a small sigh, Claire stopped as well.

Melle never came any closer to human places anymore. Then again, she never became human anymore, either.

“Will I see you again later today?”

A small shake of Melle's head deflated Claire's spirits somewhat. 

“If you need me, I'll know.” Melle turned and began to silently pad back into the canyons as the sky brightened more. But then she stopped and swung her head over her shoulder, pinning her daughter with an inscrutable look.

“The wolf who is your mate, Claire, will never leave your heart. And you will never leave his. Think about that before you make a choice.”

With that, she flipped her tail and loped away, her coat blending into the grayish play of shadows and light that held forth just before the sun actually rose.

Claire sat and watched after Melle long after the other wolf had disappeared. When the sun lifted above the canyon rim, its merely faint promise of warmth indicated fall was indeed reaching into the desert lands. Inhaling hard to pull the soothing, familiar scent of sand and sage deep into her lungs, Claire finally turned and trotted the ten or so minutes back to her house.

She was so deep in thought about Melle's words, feeling stupidly comfortable so close to home and therefore not as alert as she usually was, she didn't notice him lounging on her porch until she was mere strides away from her own front door. His voice startled her so badly she shied a few feet into the air and sideways, landing with her back fur ridged and her teeth bared in shock.

“A white wolf.” Tate's rich baritone was filled with surprise and deep admiration, and the same hunger she'd seen in his eyes on that one amazing night they'd spend together. “I knew you were unusual, Claire. But I sure didn't expect to ever find a wild arctic wolf living by herself in these canyon lands.”

 

 


Chapter Six

 

Tate couldn't take his eyes off her, despite his instincts telling him to soften his body language and lower his gaze. Claire was an arctic wolf. He'd never met one before, although of course he'd seen pictures and knew they existed. Most arctic wolves stayed in their native territories of Alaska, very northern Canada, Russia. He'd even heard there was a pack in Greenland, though they were the only shifter pack there. Intermingling happened, of course, since a wolf was a wolf was a wolf regardless of color, but it was fairly rare. 

Finding an arctic wolf living in the desert was like finding wild elephants foraging in Maine.

She still stood with a snarl on her face, though it clearly was from surprise and not actual aggression toward him. On the contrary, he immediately felt the same pull toward her as he had during the too brief evening they'd spent together in Denver. Yes, she still was more than interested in him. She was still his.

 Just the recognition of that truth sent shivers bolting along his spine. 

Standing there, regarding him closely, she seemed to make a quick decision. With a shake of her beautiful head, she abruptly stalked around to the side of her house and disappeared in the back.

Tate remained where he was, about ten different thoughts firing in his brain simultaneously. When Lily had brought up the subject of wild wolves, he'd first dismissed it. By the time they'd reached the den, however, she'd given him enough ammunition to consider the idea a little more seriously. Wild wolves existed. But they were just as rare as lone wolves, if not more so, and they very much kept to themselves. They neither liked nor wanted to be affiliated with packs. Wild wolves were required to live in the free territories. Aside from not interfering in any local pack business, they could come and go as they chose, living life completely on their own terms.

In his mind, his wolf's tail twitched at that thought. For a brief moment, he imagined running free through the mountains and canyons, unrestrained by some of the slightly more chafing pack rules. I belong to my own pack, Claire had said. That was clear to him now. He'd never met a wilder wolf, one so easy in her own skin, so attuned to her needs, so self-assured about her place in this world.

Then again, life as a wild wolf wasn't necessarily easy. There was no protection, no camaraderie, no relationships with pack members who would support them in any situation. For a female wild wolf, such a life could be especially dangerous. Especially if any rogues decided to sever ties with their own packs and create new ones—by force if they had to. Just the thought of any rogues sniffing around Claire raised Tate's hackles. His wolf growled, low and menacing.

Kieran said Alpha would know for sure if Claire lived nearby as a wild wolf. But Tate was reluctant to bring his father into it just yet. He wasn't quite ready for the rest of the family to be aware of his new fascination. Especially not his Alpha—and especially not if Claire did indeed turn out to be a wild wolf. Who had ever heard of a pack wolf mating with a wild wolf?

Mate, his wolf insisted. My mate. There was no question about it. Especially not after the unforgettable night they'd spent together.

Swearing Lily and Kieran to secrecy for the time being, Tate had set off for the canyons southwest of Cortez despite the sleepless night patrolling. Just the thought of finding the bewitching green-eyed woman who'd been front and center in his thoughts for the past weeks and getting to the bottom of the mystery of her existence was enough to give him a good boost of energy.

When he'd arrived in Cortez earlier this morning, instead of stopping in town again to fruitlessly search for her scent, he headed straight for the most likely areas a wild wolf might live: the far outskirts of town, outside the Black Mesa boundaries. He realized a wild wolf might well try to cover her tracks as much as possible, using scent disguises and simply not interacting much with the local human population. He didn't exactly go around knocking on people's doors to ask if they knew about a beautiful blonde writer living alone nearby, but he carefully prowled dark, sleeping neighborhoods in wolf form, seeking the tiniest whiff of Claire's scent.

By the time he finally got his break, the sun was almost up and he was much farther away from town than he'd thought. McElmo Canyon ran east to west, just beneath the soft sprawl of sacred Sleeping Ute Mountain. Very few people lived here, and there was immediate access to the mountain to the south, to protected canyons to the north, and to the empty lands to the west. It was the perfect place for a wild wolf to live. Just inside the free zone, and isolated enough to make what was probably the ideal writer's retreat, but close enough to town for errands. Tate admired Claire's insight in choosing this place to call her home.

Despite that, he was intensely curious to find out why she had chosen this entire life. If she was indeed packless by choice, what had driven her to it? A faint doubt niggled at his mind as well, but he brushed it aside. First things first.

As soon as he'd wandered up to the next to last little place in the canyon, a tiny parcel of land tucked way back at the western end, he'd finally caught her scent. It was faint, but it was there. He also immediately realized why he'd had such a hard time finding her in the first place and why neither he nor anyone else in the Black Mesa Pack had ever noticed her in the area before. She used a scent blocker. Such things were often used by wolves, especially Guardians. Easily available to any human hunter, let alone any wolf shifter, scent blockers were primarily useful when a wolf wanted to travel incognito through another pack's territory, for Guardians in dangerous territory, and of course for rogue wolves. No scent blocker could entirely mask a wolf forever, of course. Claire must have a lot of it stockpiled.

Again, Tate wondered at her insistence on living in such a careful manner. It couldn't be an easy life.

His wolf whined softly. Choice, he thought. Her choice.

A door banged at the back of the compact little house. He shifted position slightly, but stayed put. The ball was in her court now. Besides, he could still definitely sense her very female interest in him. She'd scent-marked his clothes. She still claimed him as hers. 

Whatever that might turn out to mean with a wild wolf.

Claire's front door opened. She stood on the other side, giving him another searching look. Although now human and fully clothed, there was no mistaking the fact that she'd just spent hours as her wolf. Something feral clung to her, showing itself in her eyes, her stance, even in the wild tumble of her hair.

An image of that hair spread out over a pillow while she looked up at him with sleepy, satiated green eyes flashed though his mind. He firmly ground down the very enticing thought almost as soon as he had it. She'd dared him to find her, but now that he had, she seemed a little less eager to invite him. Once again, he had to tread gently. 

Before he could open his mouth though, she stepped back, swinging the beautiful wooden door wide and wordlessly gesturing for him to enter. Taking off his hat, he let a corner of his mouth crook up a just a bit as he carefully stepped into her house.

 

***

 

Claire's heart pounded hard as Tate passed by. Her nipples perked up, too. Sternly reining in her very needy body, which had flared to life the second she'd realized he was actually here in her presence, and still just as intrigued by her—her wolf thumped her tail in full agreement with that assessment—she shut the door behind him, though not without taking an automatic glance around her yard for anyone else. She didn't exactly have a security system, but she did keep an eye on everyone who came through her tiny, remote little neighborhood. No wolves had ever bothered her here before, because they didn't know of her existence. Even so, her mother had drummed safety and careful observation into her head from the time she could walk. Despite that upbringing, Claire sometimes still let her guard down around her own home, where she felt safest and most comfortable.

Tate's presence filled up her small space. It felt a little strange to have him here. She didn't entertain often. She had a very few human writer friends over at times, and her recent ex had spent time here of course, after she finally allowed him to come into her small sanctuary. Her best friend, a human girl who grew up in Cortez but moved away after college for a job and ended up settling out of state, sometimes stayed with Claire when she came back to visit, but that was getting more and more rare. Otherwise, Claire spent the majority of her time alone, and she liked it that way. This was her private retreat.

Despite that, Tate being in her space felt—natural. Normal.

Because he was her mate? That simultaneously unsettling yet elating thought had stayed with her, swirling through her mind despite the long run with her mother, through her trot back to the house, right up until the moment she finally saw him and nearly had heart failure from being so startled. It was also the second time she'd come upon Tate and not sensed his presence in advance. Was she getting too distracted just by thinking about him all the time now? Or was she letting her guard slip because since she'd been unbothered for so long, she didn't pay quite as close attention to her surroundings in familiar areas as she should?

“Very nice little place you have here, darlin',” the sexy man on her mind said. He wasn't wandering through her house, checking it out. Instead, he politely stood in the middle of her small living room, which was really one large room that opened right up into the kitchen, a dining area, and her office, all in one. “That view is amazing.” He gestured toward her huge south-facing window, which framed the mountain in a postcard perfect scene.

He seemed as comfortable here as she felt having him. While he wasn't looking at her, she took a moment to inhale his scent. It flooded her with its tantalizing maleness, the one licked by hints of dark chocolate, a dash of cayenne, the light snap of ginger. It set her nerve endings to tingling and stirred the banked fire between her legs. Not to mention her darn nipples, which pebbled beneath the shirt and thin sweater she'd tossed on when she entered through her perpetually unlocked back door while still in wolf form, which could be opened simply by pushing hard on it. She didn't worry much about thieves here in the canyon. No one really did.

The sudden image of Tate leaning over her, braced on his arms, his face slicked with sweat and concentration while he penetrated her, whipped through her so fast and vividly she swallowed a gasp, then almost choked on it. Tate turned toward her as she began coughing.

“You okay? Been drinking already?” His teasing voice again. She really liked that about him. He'd pulled more laughter out of her the other night than she'd probably done in months.

And orgasms. Definitely more orgasms than in months. And the best orgasms in—ever.

She tried to breathe normally before answering. “I'm fine. Just—um, I'm fine.” Time to change the subject. “Speaking of drinking, would you like some coffee? Or tea, if that's your poison.”

“Coffee, please,” he said, still polite but with that wickedly funny edge just beneath. “Let me know if you need help in there. The way you just choked on air alone, a whole pot of java is likely to drown you.”

“Ha ha,” she returned, but a silly note hugged her voice. It just felt so natural to be teased by him. 

As she ducked into her compact kitchen, Tate called after her, “Lots of cream if you have any. I like my coffee blonde.”

“Just like your women?” Claire arched her brow as she leaned back to glance at him through the open connecting space. “Or was I just a coincidence?”

“No such thing as coincidence,” he said easily. “You have a lot of books in here,” he noted. He must be examining her very full bookcases.

“Job hazard.” Claire moved around her kitchen with efficiency, despite every last nerve she had tingling like crazy just from the man's presence. Morning coffee was a daily ritual. She'd laid out her favorite mug last night before she left, along with filling the coffeemaker with grounds. Adding enough to make a whole pot, she looked into her fridge while trying to relax about the fact that the wolf who'd tilted her small universe on end a few weeks ago had not only found her, he was standing in her house right now.

Looking and smelling like some sort of sinfully delicious man-treat. Claire inhaled again while he couldn't see her. Between his fascinating scent and the smell of fancy organic coffee brewing, it was a delightful sensory overload.

Needs rabbit, her wolf murmured. Claire bit back a laugh. Her wolf didn't fully understand the human need for coffee much more than her human fully understood the wolf's need for rabbit, but both sides of herself indulged the other. 

“Feel free to look around out there,” she called out, eager to hear his voice again. “I know you're probably curious.”

“My mother taught me it's not polite to snoop.” The deep wash of his voice spilled over her, oozing along her body and setting the tingling sensation to high. Claire took a steadying breath before she answered.

“It's not snooping if I tell you it's okay.”

“Well then. If I have your permission.” The light tease outlined his words again, but she heard genuine curiosity as well.

“Yes, you definitely do.” 

Surprised at her own firmness, she rummaged through the fridge with determination. She hardly knew the man and had already invited him to poke around her life. She should be feeling trapped, or like her boundaries were being pushed. Her recent ex—The Ex! No Good, she thought wryly to herself—always wanted to know more about her, why she lived as a wild wolf, how she could be happy without a pack, what had happened to her mother. His insistence on pressuring her about topics she didn't want to talk about had been a large part of why she'd ended things with him.

He'd called several times in the past few weeks. She hadn't been remotely tempted to answer. All her thoughts had been filled by Tate.

Glancing back out at the almost unbearably sexy man—her mate! she thought yet again in sheer wonder and no small trepidation—again for a quick moment, all she saw was a deliciously intriguing man curious about her living space—not about the secrets it might reveal about her. Feeling oddly warmed, she kept watching him.

Undeniable hunger licked along her limbs, enflaming all her nerve endings as she watched Tate prowl through her cabin. He moved with such easy grace, so liquid and soft and gentle and sure, it managed to arouse her even though he wasn't focused on her. He looked at the few framed drawings she had hanging on the walls, at the books overflowing her cases and stacked on every flat surface in the room. The burble of the coffeemaker and the gentle scratching noise of the wind rustling aspen branches against the windows were the only sounds.

“I really love that painting,” Tate suddenly said.

“Which—oh.” She laughed. “Of course you would.”

The painting in question was a portrait of a larger-than-life horse leaping over russety-orange canyons. Mane and tail flowing off the canvas, the red and white horse seem suspended in midair as it leapt. A determined expression said it wouldn't stop for anything. A large moon bathed the scene with its light, casting shadows through curves of the canyons as well.

Tate shrugged and grinned. The grin that was slowly burning away her panties. She'd thought she knew what physical attraction was. This, however, was hotter and brighter than anything she'd ever experienced. This must be why wolves got so completely loopy when they met their mates. Hormones trumped all other thoughts and perceptions. It explained the blindly seeking, completely unrestrained night they'd tumbled into mere minutes after her reading. Her mind again filled with images of the breathless, no-holds-barred way they'd come together that night. Like they were the only two people in the world.

“Course I like that painting. Cowboy here.” Tate nodded, pointing at himself. “Horses are my bread and butter, anyway. You like horses, then?”

Taking a breath and forcing herself to focus on the now, Claire nodded. “Ever since I was little and saw some in a book. But I found out horses and shifters don't go well together. So I indulge my equine interest by having things like paintings of them, rather than the real thing.”

“Hmm,” Tate said, sounding speculative. Claire gave him a curious glance, but he kept his attention on the painting. “That's called a paint horse. You probably know that. Lots of people like them because they're pretty.”

“She's beautiful. I just look at it sometimes, and imagine riding her over the canyons like that.” Claire felt just a tiny bit foolish admitting that to Tate. He, however, nodded with complete seriousness.

Smiling a bit in a silly delight at their camaraderie over horses, she turned back into the kitchen. Pouring the glorious, steaming hot black coffee deliciousness into two mugs, she brought them out along with a small carton of creamer tucked under her arm to her small wooden dining table.

Tate stepped forward to help her. He reached for the creamer, the look in his eye telling her he knew exactly where he was reaching. Claire stopped mid-stride as a tiny but powerful shiver rocketed down her body. Still captured by his gaze, which had suddenly gotten more serious, she stood motionless as he reached for the carton wedged between her arm and the side of her breast. Very gently, he slid it out.

His fingers didn't touch her flesh. Even so, just the sliding sensation against her sensitive breast as he pulled it out sent another shiver racing over her, then another. Her breathing quickened and she could feel her pulse jumping in her neck. She knew he noticed. All she could think about was the night they'd spent together, captured together in wild embrace half the time.

Their eyes locked again with that sizzling connection leaping across it, charging Claire with desire.

Mate, her wolf tested out the word. Liking it, she said it again, this time with unshakeable certainty. My mate.

Claire swallowed as Tate's expression subtly changed. Need spilled from him. Sheer, hot, pure male need. His own tremendous desire shimmered through him and leapt to Claire. The pure understanding of it roared along her limbs like a sudden conflagration, threatening to burn her up into a delirious blaze of ecstasy. She literally felt dizzy with the sensation. He was going to kiss her. She felt it in every tiny particle of her being, her wolf felt it down to the trembling tip of her tail. The look he was giving her was the look of a man who couldn't control himself and didn't really want to. With a rush of wild sensation, Claire knew she didn't want to, either. She wanted a repeat of the other night. The night that had sealed her fate with this one incredible man. 

Heart pounding in a ricochet of tumultuous need, she waited for his lips to touch hers.

Instead, Tate took a gentle step back, the creamer held firmly in his hand. Backing off another step, he took a shaking breath, eyes still on hers. Then, carefully, as if afraid to break the connection between them, he turned to the small dining table in her main room. Lightly clearing his throat, he said, “Shall we sit here?”

His voice cracked only the slightest bit. Despite her own shock and stabbing disappointment he hadn't touched her lips with his, she somehow felt steady. Relaxed, even though she'd anticipated being kissed so deeply and thoroughly she could forget her own name. 

Damn, she wanted to leap into his arms right this second.

 

***

 

Tate almost imploded from the effort of stepping away from Claire, but he managed to do it and not die in the process, despite his wolf battering his mind with eagerness to take the lead once again. But he'd backed away from kissing her because something was in the room between them, blocking her from him. Even after what they'd shared in Denver, even with her own sharp arousal right now, he could sense something still holding her back from open to him. It was too soon.

Not too soon, his wolf thought hard. Not soon enough.

Probably true, but Tate harbored a fear that she would flee in earnest if she had a chance to actually think all this through. 

And she still hasn't called me her mate, he thought back.

His wolf made a disagreeable noise before simply sitting there, regarding Claire through Tate's eyes and claiming her as his the best he could without pouncing on her and dragging her back to the den. Which was a place she might never visit, he realized with a sudden pang of worry. He also realized he hadn't yet broached the subject—the question—of her wild wolf status. He wanted to hear it from her himself. But he didn't want to be the one to bring it up. 

For crying out loud, this was a lot harder than training a horse.

His wolf gave a very humanlike snort and turned his back in a show of disdain for that idiotic thought.

As Tate carefully studied Claire, he could tell she was every bit as aroused as he was. But this was ridiculous. It had to be ridiculous. Who did this, even after a blazing hot encounter that had shaken him to his very bones? Who hunted down a woman, stalked up to her house in broad daylight, came in, and almost assaulted her beautifully pliant, soft lips with his own in order to fully claim her as his mate?

I do, his wolf retorted. My mate.

Right. He was thinking too rationally about this. Claire was already his. She'd proved it the other night, and again by asking him to chase her, to find her. By sent-marking him. He understood now her reticence about it. Wild wolf, pack wolf. He'd never heard of such a pairing. Yet it was real.

Very slowly, Tate set the cream down on the table, hoping his careful movements hid the unsteadiness in his hand. Flicking his eyes back to Claire, he saw she still stood in the same spot, rooted to the ground, staring back at him. The sharp edge of her desire flared between them, matched by his own. 

Apparently, she was not going to run away again. 

“Yes, that's a good place to sit,” Claire answered him, her voice sounding slightly strangled. He noticed she still didn't blush, despite her obvious mingled confusion and arousal. He liked that. He could sense her confidence, her awareness and acceptance of her own needs. She was strong, his mate.

His mate. Reining himself in at his own mind's casual use of the term, Tate nodded, then pulled out a chair for her. He got a half smile at that.

“You really are a gentleman, aren't you?” she said as she seated herself, though she trembled slightly. 

Hopefully, that also was a touch of frustration he heard in her voice. He eased himself into the chair across the table from her, which put the painting of the leaping horse directly within his line of vision.

“Sometimes.” His honest response made her eyes snap up to his again. God, he really loved the clear green color to them. He'd noticed her wolf's eyes were a golden amber instead, but he'd seen the same clarity in them as well. Claire was Claire, no matter which form she wore.

“And sometimes not?” Her voice was soft, but he heard the raggedness in it.

“Sometimes not, Claire,” he said, looking at her full on, letting her feel the force of his keen desire for her. As they stared at one another, the air between them growing heavy with the hormones dancing wildly on it, her tongue slid out to the corner of her mouth, licking her lush lips. 

Tate almost swallowed his own tongue. Trembling, he banished his rationale and decided to dare laying things on the table. Quietly, not taking his gaze from hers, he said, “I think I made that pretty clear the other night.”

From the slow yet unmistakeable curve upward of that beautiful mouth and the flash of her wolf brightening her eyes, he knew she was extremely clear on what he was talking about. The hot memory of their uncontrolled encounter of wild abandon arced between them, seeming to sizzle even in the solid light of day. Tate felt his breathing speed up, saw Claire's pulse beating rapidly in her delicate, kissable neck. Silence draped over them. The sizzling physical connection, though, was almost like a living thing.

This time, she surprised him by taking a few deep breaths, then changing the subject. “So when is it?”

Uncertain, he felt a tiny furrow in his brow. “When's what?”

Pleasure shot through him as her light laugh pealed into the room. He'd enjoyed that about her so much. 

“When is our second date?” She grinned at his startled look. “I thought I was pretty clear when I left you my calling card.”

Tate nodded, remembering the sharp, mingled sense of loss and determination as he stood alone in the Denver hotel room, smelling Claire's scent all over his clothes, knowing she wanted him to find her.

“I thought if you found me, we could go on a real date,” she went on. “Because—that was amazing. But we hardly know one another.” Now she frowned a bit, looking down to stir her coffee.

“But we will,” he said. She looked back up at him, the white-blonde swing of her uncombed hair sliding over one cheek. The rest of her gorgeous mass of hair clung to the side of her neck, tumbled down over the collar of her sweater. He really, really wanted to grab it and gently pull her in close for that missed kiss. Instead, he went on, “That was the craziest thing I've ever experienced, and it made no sense, amazing as it was. Same for you, yes?”

“Yes,” she said candidly, eyeing him over the rim of her mug. Wind whispered outside, dragging a tree branch across one of her windows. Setting her mug back on the table, Claire folded her hands in front of her, seeming to come to an agreement with herself. “Yes. Okay, yes. I've never experienced something like that before.”

Tate exhaled as quietly as he could. Thank god he hadn't just screwed it all up again. Very carefully, he took it a step further. “I'm pretty sure I know what that was, Claire. Do you?”

Wrapping her fingers around her mug, lightly tapping their short, ragged nails on the side, she slowly shook her head. Her expression, though, said she had a very good idea what he was about to say.

Leaning back a bit but being as clear as he could, Tate said, “That was a mating frenzy, darlin'. It's what happens when two wolves meet, recognize one another for what they are, and come together to seal the deal.”

She huffed out a tiny laugh, relaxing even more. “Seal the deal?”

Tate grinned back at her as his wolf made excited circles in his mind. Shrugging a bit, he said, “Sorry. Sometimes I go for humor when maybe I shouldn't.”

“No, it's okay.” Her voice was soft, though her eyes were definitely darkening with her clear arousal. “You mean because we're—mates.” She stumbled just a bit over the word, but kept his gaze.

She knew. She one hundred percent knew.

Keep calm, keep calm, he warned himself. His wolf was practically doing backflips of joy. “Yes,” he said, striving to keep his tone careful yet casual at the same time. “You and I are mates, and that night was us realizing it and doing what wolves do in order to create the bond.”

The only sounds were the wind lightly scratching outside and the soft clink of Claire's spoon still stirring her coffee. She didn't take her gaze from him, though. After the longest single moment of his life, she nodded.

“I know.” She said it so quietly he barely breathed in order to hear her. Letting another heart-stopping moment go by, she finally said in a very tentative voice, “I have no idea what comes next, though. Do you?”

Tate's heart about melted all over the place at the seeking quality of her tone. Wild wolf, he reminded himself, even though she hadn't outright admitted it to him yet. Despite the sizzle of the mate connection between them, he knew on that bone-deep, instinctive level she wasn't quite ready for that conversation yet. Approach and retreat was one of his favorite training techniques. He'd see how well it would work right now. 

Wolf. Not horse, his wolf said, half snarling in exasperation.

Yes, okay. Right. Keep it real, but keep it slow. Slow-ish, he amended, caught again by her luscious lips. But what the hell should he say next? He leaned back in his chair to settle himself as his thoughts leapt around again in a mishmash of directions to choose from. Eyes landing on the painting again, a fresh idea came to him. Slowly smiling, he relaxed a bit. 

“Okay,” he said. Taking a sip of the excellent coffee, keeping their eye contact while trying to appear as unthreatening as possible, he smiled at Claire. “How about Saturday morning?”

“I—what?” Confusion came off of her in waves.

“For our second date. As mates. I supposed we should get to know another a bit more. What do you think?”

Fingers wrapping around her mug in a way that suddenly had Tate's mind reeling off in an entirely different direction, Claire thought about it, then nodded. “Okay. Um, what kind of a date is in the morning?”

Thanking whatever saints watched over wolf shifters, Tate reverted to his humor and used his best “aw, shucks, ma'am” drawl to answer. “The kind a cowboy goes on. Trust me, you'll like it.”

“Think you know me so well already?” The teasing was back in her voice again. It was a little uncertain, but it was there.

“I know some of you very well at this point, Claire.” This time, the drawl vanished, leaving nothing but very interested male in its place.

Claire swallowed, her eyes suddenly dark with what Tate knew was pure need again. They sat in a silence wrapped by hot tension. He wondered if images of their lovemaking were racing through her head the way they suddenly raced through his.

Her voice wavered when she spoke. “I don't for a second regret that. I just—I don't—I mean—darn it,” she finished, staring at her coffee mug. 

The slight huskiness to her voice made Tate's insides flip around. Keeping his voice casual, he said, “Saturday morning because I'd like to take you horseback riding. You up for that, darlin'?”

Claire's breath caught in her throat as her eyes widened with excitement. The amazed smile that exploded across her face about stopped his heart, she was so beautiful when she did that. Then she deflated somewhat.

“They'll know I'm a shifter. I'm not special, like you are.”

Tate forgot about subtlety. Sitting up straight, he reached across the table to grab her hand. Letting the spark between them race up his skin when he touched her, he said, “The hell you aren't, Claire. Trust me on this one. I promise you.”

He willed his intensity to leap across to her, binding its truth to her and making her understand how genuine he was being. Slowly, she nodded her head. “Okay,” she said simply. “I believe you.”

Exhaling hard, Tate managed not to behave like a giddy idiot. She had willingly—his skin flashed hot with the remembered thrill of just how willingly—shared her body with him. He knew she understood that connection. Even so, he still wanted to tread lightly around her. Claire was strong, and certain of herself, and definitely self-reliant. He got that. But that hint of wariness clinging to her was just as present. He might have found her home, at her request, but she could still vanish if she decided he was pushing her too fast.

“It's a date, then,” he said.


Chapter Seven

 

Two mornings later, a strong breeze trailed over Claire's face as she stood awkwardly off to the side of Tate's horse trailer. Her nerves jangling from excitement and a small amount of trepidation, she watched his efficient, skilled movements as he readied their calm, sweet-seeming steeds.

The little girl in her was utterly thrilled. The adult wolf shifter, though, worried he was wrong about this. That the horses would snort and bolt when they realized what she was: a predator, one that could hunt them as prey.

So far, though, the creatures seemed anything but upset. They stood quietly as Tate checked their saddles, seeming as unconcerned about her presence as that of the sunshine. The small, pretty reddish-brown one she assumed was for her. The taller one, though, kept catching her eye. Red and white, it bore a resemblance to the leaping horse in her painting at home.

“Ready, beautiful?” Tate grinned at her, his entire face open and at ease. He looked like such a cowboy, so perfectly at home in his boots and leather chaps, here on the desert range, that for a moment Claire simply looked at him. She'd had this man in her bed. He was her mate. A memory of his rough voice, crying out her name in blind passion, raced over her, leaving her with a suddenly dry mouth and quickened breathing.

From the sudden extra curve up of his lips, Tate knew exactly what she'd just imagined. Her feelings were apparently broadcast in bright neon lights around him. Swallowing once, twice, to make her throat work, she gave up on words and just nodded. The breeze stiffened and whipped strands of her hair into her eyes. Tate stepped toward her to gently brush them away. Just the touch of his fingers on her face set her wolf to sitting up, completely fixated on the gorgeous male wolf before her.

“Hmm. You sure are ready, aren't you?” Despite the knowing words, his tone was casual. Something danced beneath it, though, that set Claire's nerves on fire again.

Finding her voice, which came out slightly scratchy, she said, “I'll be too ready if you keep doing this.”

Tate laughed, the rich sound of it surrounding Claire in warmth. “One thing at a time, then, darlin'. So. Let's introduce you to Luna.”

To her surprise, he gently steered her in the direction of the tall, two-colored horse. “Luna?” she asked, tentatively reaching out her hand, expecting the creature to throw up its head in alarm and strain away from her. But the beautiful animal merely sniffed delicately at her touch. She smiled in utter delight. “Does this mean she likes me?”

Tate's hand gently rubbed her lower back in reassurance. “She sure does. Luna's a sweet girl. She'll take good care of you today.”

“I thought I'd be on the smaller one.” Claire eyed the other horse, who looked back at her with its large, velvet brown eyes.

“Not today. Maybe someday, if we manage to make a decent hand out of you.” Tate untied Luna from the side of the trailer and, gently steering Claire on his other side, walked them both several feet away.

“Hand?” Claire asked, mystified. She reached out again to Luna, this time to pet the horse's pretty neck. 

“Like a ranch hand. Someone who's good with horses.”

Claire snorted. “All I've done around a horse is drool at them in movies and books. If you expect me to be your ranch hand, you might be taking on a bigger challenge than you think.”

Her sweet dark cowboy looked at her, a flicker of something hot and smoldering in his gaze. “I have no illusions about what a challenge you are, darlin'. But,” and that perpetual twinkle returned to his eyes, “I do know how to sweet talk the horses. Guess it'll work on you, too.”

A surprised laugh huffed out of her. No matter how much he teased her, never once did it ruff her fur. In fact, she enjoyed it. A lot.

“Okay, here's how we do this.” With the same practiced, gently efficiency he'd used on the horses, Tate showed Claire how to get in the saddle, sit, hold the leather reins, and manage basic control of her horse, which he told her was called a mare because she was a girl. For her part, Luna stood calmly through the process, as unalarmed as a prey animal could possibly be in the presence of a predator.

With each passing second, Claire felt her heart melting a bit more. For the horse or the man, she wasn't entirely sure.

Both, her wolf murmured very quietly. She'd kept her presence as muted as possible around the horses.

“And hi-ho Silver, away,” Tate said once they were both mounted. His horse moved off, with Claire's immediately following as soon as she lightly pressed it with her legs as he'd instructed. “Look at you,” he said, smiling at Claire. “A natural already.”

“Hmm,” she returned, but she could feel her own huge smile splitting her face.

They rode in an easy silence for several minutes, Claire focusing on her balance and trying to remember everything Tate had told her to do, watching her horse's head and the trail immediately before her ears. With each passing moment, however, she relaxed a little more, then a little more, until finally she found herself looking up and watching the scenery instead.

Most of the scenery, of course, was Tate's back. She studied his broad shoulders beneath the sky-blue button-down shirt and black vest he wore. His seat in the saddle was as graceful as if he'd been born there. They rounded a curve in the trail, allowing the spread of canyons, buttes, and distant mountains to frame the man on his horse. Despite the breeze, the day promised to be beautiful in that crisp, clear way of fall. Claire let the landscape suffuse her every sense. The reds and creamy tans of the sandstone walls in the canyons ahead, the soft russety dirt the horses trod over, the sharp tang of crushed sagebrush from underneath the horses' hooves all filled Claire with a sense of heady peace. This was her home, her landscape—yet it was also undeniably Tate's. He fit here with as much ease as she did. Maybe she'd somehow entered a Western fantasyland, she thought with a contented sigh. Complete with sexy cowboy who could ride a horse as well as he rode—

Claire broke off her train of thought with a quick shake of her head despite the sudden heat in her thighs. If she went down that path in her mind, she'd jump the man as soon as they took a break. Her mate. Just the thought made her giddy with a wild wash of desire.

Tate turned his body and his head toward her, the brim of his hat shading his eyes. “It's pretty quiet back there. You having fun?”

“Are you kidding?” The laughing words spilled forth so effortlessly Claire couldn't contain her joy at the moment. “This is perhaps the best date I've ever been on.”

“Only perhaps? You're killing me here, woman. Killing me.”

“One thing would make this absolutely the most perfect date,” she said, watching with a bit of envy at how effortlessly he sat half-turned in the saddle, still facing her while his horse walked on.

“What's that, darlin'?” The velvet smooth tones of his voice slipped over her skin, making her shiver with a quick rush of pleasure.

“Well...I've always wanted to run on a horse. Luna's pretty sweet so far. Aren't you, girl?” Claire crooned to the pretty mare she rode, reaching down for what must have been the seventeenth time in the past ten minutes to stroke that soft neck again.

Tate grinned at her. “We can probably make that happen. Let's just keep walking for a bit here, though. She's a sweetheart for sure, but I want you to get a little more comfortable in that saddle before we whoop it up down there by the mesas.”

He swung his arm in the general direction before them. Claire looked ahead. Three mesas, the ones she privately called the Sentinels for their imposing stances, as if they guarded a castle, squared off against the deep blue sky. And flat ground beneath them, she recalled. Tate easily turned back in the saddle to look ahead. Claire watched the play of muscles in his neck as he rode. Remembering the taste of his skin there as she'd softly nibbled it between her lips and teeth, she managed to not fall off as her thoughts wandered purposefully toward the point of no return.

Really, just being the man's presence was turning her into a mushy-brained female.

He is good, her wolf gently thought. Mate.

Yes, very true, that. And she'd spent the last two nights very restlessly, imagining Tate's tongue on her breasts, kissing his way down her stomach, gently reaching to play between her spread legs as she senselessly begged him to tumble right over the brink into that screaming ecstasy once again. And then again. Why he hadn't come back to her before today was making her crazy.

Which, she suddenly thought as she narrowed her eyes at his back, was probably his intention. He wanted her to come to him. To be very honest, if that was his plan, it was working.

Her horse snorted at something and moved suddenly to the side. Startled, Claire exclaimed and grabbed onto the horn Tate had told her to hold if she felt remotely uncomfortable. She slipped around a bit in the saddle, but didn't fall. The second she shifted her weight, Luna stopped cold and stood stock still.

“Hey, now, what's going on back here, hmm?” Tate had swung around at Claire's gasp, quickly assessing the situation. “Ah, sweet Luna, you've got a cactus spine in your leg.”

“What?” Horrified, Claire started to dismount.

“No, stay on her,” Tate said. He swung to the ground himself in a smooth motion, his dusty black boots thumping on the ground as he strode up to Claire and his mare. “She's okay, I just have to pull it out.”

“Won't that hurt her?” Claire automatically started stroking the mare's neck, again admiring its softness and the sleek lay of red and white hairs beneath her hand. She also admired the man, who might have strode in from a Marlboro Man commercial, sans the nasty cigarette. Damn, he was gorgeous.

Already bent down by Luna's front leg, Tate's hatted head shook no. “She'll barely feel it. In fact,” he stood up and flourished his hand at her, “it's already out. Kinda wicked little thing, isn't it?”

Claire stared at the thin, sharp cactus needle on his palm. She'd met up with her share of cactus spines in her paws over the years, but she could pull them out with her teeth or, if that failed, shift back to human to deal with them. Luna had no such resources.

“Are you sure that didn't hurt her?” she demanded with some suspicion. “Poor sweet girl,” she said, again crooning to the mare.

Tate threw back his head and laughed. Tendons rippling across his neck, face tipped into the sun, he exuded so much pure cowboy Claire really felt like she was in a movie.

But this was real. As deliciously real as the sensations he'd pulled and sucked and stroked and licked from her body. As real as the thin sunlight caressing her skin, the beautiful live creature who carried her with no worries at all about her wolf nature, the truth that this man was her mate.

Claire shivered with the bone-deep, stunning knowledge of it all.

“You're such a goner for that horse,” Tate teased. “Gonna be calling her 'snookums' any minute now.”

“And you don't ever call a horse 'snookums'?” she asked, arching a skeptical brow at him.

Tate just chuckled as he easily swung back up on his own horse. “Come on, beautiful.” He set them off down the trail again.

“So why do you wear those things?” Claire asked as Luna followed his horse.

“What, pants? So I can stay legal,” he said in a deadpan tone.

She couldn't help the peal of laughter that rang out. “No, your chaps. I know cowboys always wear them, but why?”

His answering voice stroked her in all the right places. She was a total goner.

Should be. Mate, her wolf thought, utterly satisfied with the fascinating new, simple answer to everything about the gorgeous male wolf with her.

“To protect our legs from bushes, branches, things than can snag on your jeans and rip them.” He glanced back at her. “We'll have to get you a pair someday. You'll need them if we keep riding out here”

Claire's heart and body warmed to supernova levels. He wanted to do this again with her. He planned to. The realization he understood how much she was enjoying this unexpected fulfillment of a childhood dream both amazed and soothed her more than anything else at the moment.

“There's lot more country to see out here,” Tate went on. “Though you probably know it pretty well already, don't you?” 

“I do,” Claire said simply. “This is home.”

“I know,” he returned in a serious voice. “I knew you were from around here somewhere. I could smell home on you. Though you did scent block pretty damn well. Like right now.” He twisted in the saddle again to look at her, eyebrows raised inquiringly.

Claire nodded. Yes, putting on scent blocker was a habit for her, despite how lax she sometimes got.

“But I surprised you when I showed up at your door the other morning,” he said. “And in Cortez, that first time we met. You sometimes don't check for other wolves around here, do you?” He carefully watched for her reaction.

Instinctively, she bristled just a bit. “This is my home. My territory.”

A long beat passed with only the sound of the horses' hooves on the soft sand and the call of a raven winging through the air currents far in the distance. Tate nodded at her, then turned around to face front again. The crisp scents of fall lay everywhere, even though they rode in the canyon lands. Then he quietly said, “This is free territory, Claire. It's not claimed by any pack. But you live here.” His voice was a question, but Claire sensed without a doubt he already knew the answer.

She decided to face it head on. “Yes. A wild wolf lives in free territory. You know that.”

Her words hung in the air between them while silence wrapped around them. But Claire must have tensed up more, because Luna suddenly lifted her head and crowded into the tail end of the horse Tate rode. 

“Steady there, cowgirl. She picks up on everything your body does.” He lightly clucked to his horse, who moved out a bit.

“Does it bother you?” Claire asked, stroking Luna's soft neck.

Tate sent her a questioning glance over his shoulder.

“Me being a wild wolf.”

After a few seconds of apparent consideration, Tate casually said, “Should it?” But doubt edged his tone.

Claire didn't answer him, concentrating instead on relaxing so Luna would relax as well. She didn't feel at all frightened—she knew Tate wouldn't let her get hurt, and this mare was just too sweet—but she didn't want to upset her horse. Or, if she was honest with herself, the sexy man who easily rode in front of her. Her mate. Which apparently she could have, despite being a wild wolf. Her mind still boggled at the concept, grappling with all the implications. She decided not to pursue the conversation down the path of her being a wild wolf and him being a pack wolf. For now. Taking some deep breaths, she focused on the moment. All she wanted to do was enjoy the day, the ride, and the company.

Neither one said a word for the next several miles, but Claire sensed an easiness between them. Tate was enjoying this time as much as she was. She could tell by how he took in the scenery now and again, his expression one of true appreciation. She inhaled all the distinct smells of this desert country, her home. Mingled with everything was the sweetly horsey smell she was quickly growing to love, and the still wildly arousing scent of her—mate. Even though she still had some trouble wrapping her mind around the concept of having a mate, his scent she already very much enjoyed. For the thousandth time, a flash of his sweaty face moving above hers as their cries filled the room together flashed through her mind. She pressed her nails into her palm to distract her. It still drove her crazy that he hadn't really touched her just the other day, when he'd shown up at her house. She knew he'd wanted to, and god knew she had.

She also, reluctantly, understood why he hadn't. He was fully aware she was a wild wolf. And mate or no, he probably was scared of moving too fast with her. Since, of course, rolling around in an uncontrolled frenzy together on the hotel bed wasn't moving too fast at all. Swallowing a nervous giggle, she finally broke the silence.

“So am I better in the saddle now?”

Tate swung back to look at her. The easy grace of his body astride his horse, the gentle yet connected way he held the reins, and that beautiful grin on his face all served to raise goosebumps on her skin, although not because she was chilled.

“You still want to run, hmm?” 

The smooth slide of his voice caressed her limbs, lighting something along them to a slow simmer. Claire nodded, feeling the thump of her single heavy braid on her back as she did.

Tate eyed her more critically. “You've got natural balance, actually. I think you might be ready. Okay, do exactly as I tell you,” and he proceeded to show her how to prepare for the faster speed and not fall off.

When he was satisfied she understood his instructions, he said, “Ready?”

Claire nodded. Everything in her abruptly coalesced into the sharp desire to race across the desert with him, faster than she ever could as her wolf. Tate smiled and turned forward again. She didn't even see him move, but suddenly his horse leapt ahead in a slow, rolling gait. She squeezed her legs on Luna and clucked, just like she'd been told to do. To her immense delight, the mare took a bouncy few steps, then eased off into the same smooth-flowing movement as Tate's horse. Claire laughed with sheer delight.

“This is amazing! I love it!” she called to him, lightly holding onto the leather saddle horn with one hand while keeping her feet firmly pushed into the stirrups. The rhythmic speed was smooth and fun, just liked she'd always dreamed it would be ever since she was little. She was in heaven, and it was because the sexy man up there had made it real. “Whee!” she couldn't help adding, then laughing like a loon in her pure joy at the experience.

In response, Tate grabbed the brim of his hat and waved it in the air, whooping himself as they loped down the trail. They ran for a few more minutes until the trail started to head into a rocky patch. Tate slowed the horses to the bumpier trot that wasn't remotely comfortable, then back to a walk. 

Claire felt pumped. “Can we do it again?” she asked, feeling a smile split her face from ear to ear.

Tate laughed, sounding just as happy as she felt. “Sure thing, darlin'. But let's take a quick little break over there.” He pointed ahead. “I'm betting there's a nice view just a short walk from that clump of trees. You can see how it probably drops off from the canyon walls there.”

Still grinning like an idiot, Claire nodded even though he was facing forward and couldn't see her. She followed as he led the way, picking their way off the trail through rocks, past sagebrush, stepping around anthills and over the small clumps of low-to-the-ground desert plants. When he stopped, he dismounted and turned to help her off, but she'd watched him and managed to slide down before he got to her. He stepped close in to her, though, his rich scent filling her senses and making her suddenly light-headed.

“Figured it out, huh?” The small grin still played with his lips, but the look in his eyes was so serious Claire shivered. She suddenly saw the possessiveness of the man who had claimed her body just a few weeks ago. The answering ache between her legs reminded her she was still incredibly aroused.

“Yeah,” she said back, sounding a bit breathless as her eyes caught on his darkening ones. “It's easy once you show me how.”

They stood like two statues for a moment, staring at one another, pulses speeding up. Claire's wolf turned in contented circles in her mind, supremely pleased about the entire situation. Finally, Tate said, “Okay then. I'll show you how to tie her up, too. Gotta make a good hand out of you, I suppose.”

“I thought my hands were already pretty good,” she responded without thinking. The second the words left her mouth, she felt a hot flush race throughout her body, even though she knew her skin wouldn't show it. But Tate would be able to tell. He would easily be able to scent the sudden shooting up of her arousal.

By the look on his face, he very definitely sensed it.

 

***

 

Tate wavered for an indecisive moment, wondering whether he should just drop everything to crush his sexy mate to his chest, where she belonged, and finally kiss the hell out of her again. She was definitely giving him signals. The entire ride, he hadn't been able to banish images of her sprawled naked on the bed beneath him, over him, kissing and touching and trembling, covered in a gorgeously sweaty film of uncontrolled lust. He'd fought damn hard to keep himself in check, though his wolf worked equally hard to urge him into giving in to his desires again. She'd loved it, that was clear. 

Then he sighed to himself. Despite the haze of lust that surrounded them both, he wasn't about to just take her like some uncouth barbarian out here on the desert floor. 

Well, not unless she made the first move. 

“This way,” he said, reluctantly turning away from her to lead them toward the small group of juniper trees and tie up the horses. Aware of her every step behind him, he tried to walk as if he didn't have the burning desire to grab the woman again and do completely wicked things to her body.

After tying up the horses, they headed up to the ridge Tate felt certain would give them a spectacular view of the canyons sprawling below. Once they arrived, both of them sighed together in pleasure. His prediction had been very correct.

“I love it here so much,” Claire murmured, her gaze fixed on the vast tumble of land and colors spread out before them. “It's the most amazing place in the world.”

Tate grinned as he said, “You been all over the world, huh?”

Her mouth quirking into a smile, Claire nudged him with her shoulder in a mock attempt to push him sideways. He pretended to be knocked almost to the ground, which elicited exactly what he'd hoped: that sweet laugh ringing out as her face and body relaxed and opened to him.

Mate, his wolf thought, pushing hard.

This time, Tate couldn't stop himself. He stepped forward to Claire in one stride and tipped her chin up to his. The laughter fled her, replaced by the urgency he knew simmered just beneath the surface. Bringing his mouth down to hers, he first lightly then with increasing need explored her lush lips, curved his hand around her head so his fingers tangled with the hair at the nape of her delicate neck, pushed her entire body against his with his other arm. Claire moaned into his mouth, her lips and tongue seeking him just as greedily. His cock almost immediately went rock-hard where it nestled against her hips. Urgent images of the single wild night they had spent together exploded in his mind, which almost immediately went from thinking to pure sensation.

Claire wrapped her arms around him, running a hand over his back and rear, experimentally squeezing his ass and huffing out a light chuckle at his gasp. Her breasts pressed against his chest, just begging for him to fondle them and stir the nipples into little peaks again. Her scent and taste, that wild citrus topped with snow and the promise of rich honey, filled him to the point of becoming senseless, driven by his pure need.

Claire pulled back long enough to say in a ragged whisper, “I want you,” before assaulting his mouth again. Tate could only groan in response as he took a quick look around them, searching for any place he could gently lay her down and ravish her apparently very willing body.

So much for taking it slow and not behaving like a barbarian.

“Here,” she said, stepping back and starting to fumble with her clothes. Even in the full sunshine, he could see Claire's wolf glowing through her eyes as she was swept up in the same crazy, wild lust.

“I don't want you to get uncomfortable on the ground,” he began to say, although he knew he was so far gone it was going to happen anyway.

Then his head suddenly snapped up, along with Claire's. As one, they turned into the bare breath of wind, which carried the very unwelcome scent that had the hallmarks of what Tate's pack had been expecting to return for months now. His wolf immediately growled, leaping to the forefront of his mind, the sound filled with worry. Claire actually growled out loud, her wolf clearly ready to leap out as well.

“Rogues. Several.” Tate swore, low and angry from both his thwarted desire and sudden fear. He was alone out here with Claire. She might be a fiercely independent, self-sufficient wolf, but he had no illusions about her training. Hers was nonexistent compared with his extensive Guardian background, slightly reluctant at it as he might be. He would have no chance of protecting her if he was faced with three or more rogues. Their mingled scents, rising on the air currents to his sensitive nose, told him there were almost certainly several in their group. Somewhere out in these canyons, where they'd probably been hiding out.

As soon as he spoke, Claire turned to him with utter shock on her face, her growl dying in her throat. “What did you say?” Her entire body had stiffened into tenseness. He sensed she might teeter on the edge of shifting right there.

Hurrying to ease her, Tate said, “It's okay, darlin'. We're getting out of here. They won't find us. We're downwind. Besides, they're probably deep in the canyons. Too far away to reach us for now.” Turning, her grabbed her hand and began hauling her back to the horses.

But Claire resisted, planting her booted feet firmly on the light reddish-orange earth, shaking her head. “No, wait. Did you just say, rogues? As in, rogue wolves? What are you talking about?”

Tate looked at her. Nothing in her stance screamed defiance. Completely bewilderment was more like it. He stopped, too, looking hard at her despite the rest of his senses still on the lookout for the bearers of the acrid, definite rogue scents. He sighed and closed his eyes for a brief moment. When he opened them, he took both her hands in his. They were cold, which spoke to her mental state much more than the actual weather, which felt temperate thanks to their shifter genes.

“Claire,” he began slowly, though he was still poised to flee with her at any second. “Claire, this is why I worry about you living as a wild wolf. You don't have the training or understanding like a pack-raised wolf would.”

Rogues didn't phase her, but his words now sure as hell did. Absolute fire suddenly jumped into her eyes, which narrowed at him. Pulling her hands from his, she said in a low, fierce voice, “Oh, really? Then how have I managed to survive without the protection of your mighty pack all these years?”

Well, damn. He had no time to backpedal and try to soothe her newly ruffled feathers, though. His wolf snorted at the thought of Claire with feathers, even as he still pushed at Tate's mind, urging him to go. Even if they were at a distance, the breeze could shift and take their scents to the rogues instead. He had to get himself and Claire out of here.

“This isn't about that, Claire. It's about why you don't recognize those scents as belonging to rogues. That just means it's dangerous for you.”

She stared at him again, multiple emotions tracking across her face in a nanosecond. To his relief, the one that finally landed was framed more by fear and her original shock. Very slowly, she shook her head, staring at him with wide, troubled green eyes.

“Tate,” she said, the word dragging from her mouth. “Tate, those aren't rogues.” Her expression was stark. She opened, shut, then finally opened her mouth again. “That's the scent of my—my ex-boyfriend, and some of his packmates.” 

Tate thought his heart was about to stop in his chest.

“That's why I'm so upset.” Her eyes stood out in her face, which seemed paler. “He said he wanted me back, even though I said no way. He said he would be out here again, but I didn't think he was serious. The ex, no good,” she ended on a whisper, which made no sense at all but clearly was starting to freak her out.

Pure dread flooded over Tate, washing through his body in cold, wracking chills. His wolf stood, tautly quivering in his mind with ruffed-out fur, ready to howl along with Tate in pure shock. In a strangled voice, he said, “What the hell are you talking about?”

Claire bit her lip, the gorgeously full one he'd just been kissing moments ago, with no other thoughts in the world except her. “Unless—unless I've been an utter fool.” Her voice was the strangled one now. “He smelled like a pack. He told me what pack he's from. I know his name, his family's name. Tate, he's pack.” She paused, eyes searching his now in the beginnings of a panic. “Isn't he?”

Roaring seemed to fill Tate's ears, and he felt dizzy for a split second. Checking the breeze again, he took another long inhale. Rogues, definitely rogues, at least as far as he'd always been trained. Rogues had a scent that was unaffiliated with any pack. It was subtle, but any wolf should know the difference between pack and rogue.

Except a wild wolf like Claire, who might be easily tricked because of her lack of knowledge about her own kind. 

And there were indeed rogues out there right now who were straddling the line between pack and rogue, as part of some unsettling, still cloudy design to gain control over much larger territory than they now held. Tate's entire body alternated between freezing shock and burning fear.

Not taking his gaze from hers, gently rubbing her cold hands in his, he asked the question he suddenly didn't want an answer to. “What's his name? And what pack is he from?”

Unsteadily, Claire answered. “His name is Bashar Rawlins. He's Canadian. He said he's from the Upper North Woods Pack,” she whispered slowly, watching him with growing alarm as Tate felt the color leave his face.

All he could do was stare at her as their worlds suddenly crashed together in a horrifying way he never could have predicted.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Eight

 

Stalking around the Alpha's office in such a fury he seemed to trail a black cloud, Caleb was making Tate's head spin from his frantic pacing and circles.

“We can't go now,” he said for about the tenth time in as many minutes, rage punching through his voice. Tate hadn't see his brother this riled in his several months under his mate Rielle's calming influence. “We'd be leaving the Pack vulnerable to an attack!”

“Well, we have to go, so buck up!” snapped Sara, Rafe's mate. She was just as upset about it as Caleb, though. Tate could tell every wolf in the room was agitated. His father sat silent at his desk, face unreadable as always as he observed the reactions of the Pack's best fighters and protectors responding to the unwelcome but inevitable news about the rogues being back.

As the ceaseless arguments went on, Tate leaned back on the windowsill, looking outside with unseeing eyes at the trees scattered around the den property, the deciduous ones dropping their leaves from the afternoon's kicked-up wind. Drumming his fingers on his crossed arms, he felt an unusual frown creasing his forehead and drawing down his mouth. Not only was agitation high in the room and tight in his own chest, he was still aching from kissing Claire again, then not being able to follow up on the delicious possibilities of that. 

He ached far more from the fact he'd been unable to bring her back here to the den, where she'd be safe.

“Absolutely not,” she'd said in a firm voice when he'd announced his intentions to do just that. “I'm not pack, and I don't want to be. Your alpha wouldn't allow it, anyway. Pack protections don't extend to wild wolves.”

“You're my mate!” Tate had said. They'd stood in front of her house for nearly an hour while he tried to convince her. “My pack will accept you because of that. Pack protections extend to you for that reason, regardless of any other status you hold.”

Clear green eyes clouded and smoky from her resistance, Claire had shaken her head. “No. I won't let him in.” Tate knew she meant her ex, Bashar. His blood still curdled at the thought of how that sly, calculating bastard must have strung Claire along. “He can't hurt me.”

“Claire, he's a rogue from a sick pack!” Tate's fear for her had snaked through him, cold and shaky. “He can hurt you if he wants.”

“Then why hasn't he already?” She'd stalked back and forth along her porch, her boots stamping out a loud protest, her sexy figure calling to his baser needs. “If he really is a rogue, why didn't he drag me off to his rogue cave or wherever the hell he lives? Why has he been so polite since the breakup?”

He'd never felt fear like this before, nor anger. Fear for his newly-discovered mate, and anger at the rogues. Also impatience for Claire's seeming inability to recognize the danger she was in. “I don't know. We're not really sure what they're planning. But Bashar is a rogue wolf, darlin'. That, I'm damn well sure of.” His uncharacteristic swearing was said in a tone much calmer than he felt. His wolf had tried to claw out of him, desperate to protect his mate from her own stubbornness.

She'd given him another troubled look. “Explain to me again how his brother is part of your pack. I still don't understand that.” Suspicion wasn't quite in her tone, but the promise of it certainly was.

Huffing out an anxious breath, trying to calm his wolf's red-eyed fury, Tate had closed his eyes and actively sought the patience that usually came so naturally to him. After a moment gathering himself, he opened his eyes and tried to explain it her as well as himself. “Luke Rawlins was a rogue wolf who'd left his pack because it was sick, unhealthy. He wanted a different life. Being a rogue is not the right way to go about that, but he didn't think he had a choice.” 

Claire had watched him, unmoving except for her breathing. Which did, he had to admit even in his frustrated state, make her enticing chest rise and fall very nicely. 

“He didn't realize his brother also left after he did, but that was a more complicated situation. Seems like Bashar did become a rogue, but he actually maintained his ties to his pack, although we're not quite sure how that's possible, technically speaking.” Rogues broke pack bonds, thus lessening their connection to as well as scent of their native pack. “However, we are sure there's some sort of insurrection that's going to be happening. Luke has fully broken his ties with that pack, and is trusted enough by our alpha to begin his own pack nearby. He....” Tate hesitated. He wasn't a particular fan of Luke's, but neither was he an enemy. “He's fully broken ties with his brother as well. I get the feeling they never were very close anyway.

“Bashar and Licas,” Claire murmured, shaking her head. “You don't hear those kinds of names much anymore.” Those were old-fashioned wolf names. Little wonder the area's newest alpha-to-be went by Luke instead.

“It means the Upper North Woods Pack is held back by its refusal to move into the modern world,” Tate pointed out, certain he'd found a toehold to get her to realize the sort of danger she was in.

“It seems to me your pack is similar,” Claire promptly responded, folding her arms and hiding her beautiful bosom, to Tate's regret. “Take me back to protect me? Women live alone just fine, thank you very much.”

Tate groaned, torn by his need to stay and indeed protect his mate, and his mandate to return to the den for a meeting. After they went around for another twenty minutes, Claire had finally said the one thing he couldn't contest. “Tate. I fully, one hundred accept the fact you're my mate. I don't understand how it's possible, but here it is.” Her eyes had softened for a moment, and he saw a lick of that strong desire in them as she watched him. “Can you please also accept the fact that I'm a wild wolf? Please.” He was already beginning to recognize the small tilt to her chin when she was firm in her stance. “I don't know how to do this. I can tell you, though,” and her eyes narrowed a little bit again, “that trying to drag me off to your pack cave won't work any more than him trying to drag me off to his.”

Tate certainly hoped if presented with a choice, Claire would far prefer going to his “pack cave” over any kind of rogue situation. His wolf howled in agreement, tail snapping at the ground. But what she'd said made sense. He had no idea how to handle this situation either. Despite barely knowing the woman, she was his mate, and part of him felt like he'd known her for a lifetime already. On the other hand, he knew trying to force his hand in the situation wouldn't go over well at all.

Eventually, he'd left. Only after making sure her doors were bolted—even the back one she said she never locked—her windows shut tight, and that she had a means of protecting herself if the rogues did come to her door.

“Like what?” she'd asked, sounding a little exasperated. “A gun? Fat lot of good that would do.”

Guns didn't hurt shifters, silver bullets or no. That was another silly myth the human world had invented for their own entertainment.

“Tate,” she'd said. “If he wanted to really hurt me, he could have long ago. He just wants another chance with me. That's not going to happen,” she'd said in a low tone, looking at Tate with her wolf's presence clearly visible in her eyes. “I'm only for you. Just not in your den,” she added quickly, lifting her chin in the tilt that signaled her own brand of defiance.

He'd finally left, growling to himself all the way back to his pack and trying his damnedest to believe her.

Now, in the Alpha's office, the pack leader's quiet voice finally carried over the din. “Enough. Rafe, Sara, Caleb, you all leave tomorrow with the others.” Five other Black Mesa pack members had elected to join the new pack as well. “That's final. Go make sure you have everything ready.” He waved them off, ignoring Caleb's thunderous expression. Rafe firmly took hold of Caleb's shoulder and steered him out of the room. “Tate, a word if you please,” Alpha added.

Tate stayed in the room as the others left. Lily gave him a distraught look, reaching out to squeeze his shoulder as she passed by. He managed a smile for her, then faced his Alpha as the door shut behind everyone else.

His father lifted an eyebrow at Tate. Patiently, sitting relaxed in his comfortable chair, he waited for his son to speak first.

Sighing, Tate shrugged. “She won't come here. I tried. Believe me, I tried.”

Channing Bardou eyed his son for a moment before a wry smile lightened his face. “Women aren't like horses. They don't respond very well to being trained.”

Despite himself, Tate managed a laugh. “So I've been told. She thinks she'll be safe out there. And she doesn't trust the Pack. Any pack. She told me she can handle herself.” 

“And I'm certain she can. Wild wolves generally do.” Alpha's voice was smooth and unruffled, just as it had been when Tate had called in to the den earlier, stumbling over his own words as he briefly reported in clipped Guardian fashion the fact of the rogues being back, Claire's existence, and the reality of her being his mate.

Nothing ever seemed to surprise Alpha Channing Bardou. Tate had expected to be plied with questions about Claire, but his Alpha had merely told him to come back to the den with or without whomever chose to accompany him. Telling his father had been a bit of a relief, actually. Now the entire pack could know, which ultimately meant the entire pack would have to accept that Claire was his mate. They all had to protect her as one of theirs now, wild wolf or not.

Tate began to pace around the room, his worry moving his feet along as his thoughts tumbled over one another. “Why can't she understand she'd be safer here, at least for now?”

Though he meant it rhetorically, his father actually answered. “Because that's not how she was raised. Wild wolves are very independent, very resourceful, and very wary of packs as a rule. Just because she learned something extremely upsetting doesn't mean she is ready to jump at safe harbor.” Alpha leaned back in his chair, watching Tate while steepling his fingers beneath his chin. “She does not trust that this is safe harbor.”

“She's my mate!” Tate said. It had been his refrain for the past few hours. “I am her safe harbor.” His wolf whined in agitation, pacing around his mind as Tate paced the office.

Alpha blew out a sigh as a wry smile settled on his face. “She may have additional reasons for not wishing to accept our protection at this time.”

Tate stopped dead, swinging his head around to look at his alpha. His father's face was enigmatic, but Tate sensed an explanation behind his words. “What sort of other reasons could she possibly have?”

Ever the shrewd Cheshire cat, his father countered with another question. “What reasons would you have to not abandon your pack?”

Staring at his alpha, totally lost, Tate said, “But she doesn't have a pack. That's the whole point.”

His father remained silent, waiting for his response. Growling under his breath, frustrated by thoughts of Claire alone at her house while rogues who knew exactly where she lived roamed the area, Tate tried again. “Because it's my pack.”

His father waited. Tate ran a hand through his short hair, which was already standing on end from countless hand runnings during the past tense hours. “Because it's my duty.”

His father cocked his head the slightest bit, still waiting.

“Because I care about everyone in this pack.” Tate began to pace again as he spoke. The room's luxurious, heavy carpet muffled his restless steps. He felt certain his father could hear his wolf whining in his head, though.

His father stayed silent, although he did raise one eyebrow.

“Because it's my family, dammit!” Tate half shouted. “This is my family, and I will not abandon anyone here.”

Finally, the Black Mesa Alpha smiled. Tate had the strong suspicion the smile was for multiple reasons, but he firmly set aside that thought for later.

“If you would not abandon your family,” his father said, looking carefully at Tate, “why would you expect Claire to do so?”

“Why would I—what—” Tate stuttered to a halt in both steps and words. “Wait a minute. She's a wild wolf. She doesn't have a pack to abandon or not.”

Gently, Alpha shook his head. “Claire is a wild wolf, correct. She has no affiliation with any pack. That does not mean, however, she does not have a family. Or that she is not as worried about her family as you are about yours.”

Feeling his heart slam against his chest, Tate stared at his alpha as the words sank in to the bone. “Claire has family.” His mind flashed to a picture he thought he'd seen in her house. He'd been too wrapped up in her presence at that moment however, to pay closer attention to the small framed photo he'd vaguely registered sitting on the fireplace mantel. “Who?”

His alpha shrugged, although Tate suddenly was beyond certain the cunning older wolf probably knew everything there was to know about Claire and any kin she claimed. “I think it best her mate go and find out. Don't you?”

 

***

 

Yet again, Claire found herself by the large window on the south side of the house. Low clouds scudded over the slumbering mountain's soft peaks, hiding any sunset light, draping it in gauzy shadows and offering up the feeling of descending cold. She desperately wanted to run up there, leaping off into the twilight in wolf form, able to rid herself of all the craziness in the wider world. But she couldn't. The unsettled feelings of the morning's events stay with her, whirling around in an ever-tightening noose around her thoughts. 

She'd dated a rogue wolf and hadn't even known it. He'd lied to her, manipulated her, and killed a pack wolf mere months ago. And she'd let him touch her. Let him into her house. Into her private life.

Her skin crawled even as her wolf huffed in distaste and reflected anger.

What was worse, now that she knew the truth, Tate had gone all macho caveman on her and wanted to haul her off to his pack's den, exactly as she'd thought he eventually would. You'll be safe with us, Claire. You're part of my pack now, he'd said. She knew he meant it. Those gorgeous brown eyes, worried and dark with anger, had entreated her and almost sent her into his arms.

Almost. She'd suddenly felt so violated, so—possessed—that she wanted him gone. Just gone. So she'd finally ordered him away.

Not, of course, that he'd left at her majestic command. No, he'd stayed and argued with her some more, using his unfairly seductive cowboy wiles to soften her defenses. His scent, that spectacularly delicious mingling of chocolate and cayenne and ginger that would now forever be sealed in her mind with impressions of Tate, wafted over her and threatened to flood her into senselessness. 

She'd just barely managed to not drag him into her own den and have her way with him. Luckily for her, he'd started in again about how his pack's trained Guardians could defend her. Poor, lonesome, defenseless Claire. Well, of course he hadn't said it that way. He was much too much of a cowboy gentleman, and she honestly couldn't picture him ever being cruel or condescending. But she knew full well he thought she was defenseless out here by herself. 

Funnily enough, she'd managed just fine without him for her entire life.

Even so, she couldn't put his long, lean body out of her mind.

Now, she paced her house with nervous energy. Too restless to write even though she really should, too annoyed to return Tate's scores of texts and voice messages, she didn't know what else to do with herself.

The one thing she did know was to think of Melle, often. Hoping with every fiber in her being her mother was still close enough to sense their unusually strong connection and return to see what was wrong, she filled her mind with images of Melle and a sense of worry. And a strong impression of rogues.

Bashar. Her ex. A—rogue wolf. Her mind still tripped over itself at that thought, stunned she hadn't realized it. All those months he'd courted her. All the times she'd let him into her house, into her own bed, simply thinking he was another pack wolf to enjoy while it lasted. He smelled like pack. He was pack. Tate had confirmed that for her, explaining how it was possible, but he also confirmed Bashar was a rogue. Which was confusing as hell.

“Oh, he's definitely a rogue wolf, darlin',” Tate had said during his lobby to get her to leave her little sanctuary for his. “Rogues have a certain scent. Rather, they have a lack of a scent—the pack scent. Once they go rogue, their pack bonds are severed.”

“But he still smells like pack,” she'd argued, mesmerized by Tate's long legs as he stepped them on either side of hers, by her front door. “How can he be a rogue?”

“Because,” Tate had said very gently, one muscled arm stretching out to the doorframe behind her, though the rest of his body stayed angled away from her so she could walk away at any moment if she wished, “rogues carry their original pack scent for a long time. It's just really muted. You would have realized that if—” He'd brought himself up short, but Claire had known what he was about to say.

If she'd been pack instead of a wild wolf. She'd always thought her senses were more honed than pack wolves, more attuned to potential danger, but she'd walked right into a trap set by a rogue wolf who had used her lack of training to manipulate her. She was fairly sure he wouldn't really hurt her, because he'd had plenty of chances to snatch her away. He always went on about his family's pack, how well she would fit in, how beautiful she was.

How well he could protect her from the world. Just the fact that Tate's words echoed those of her apparently evil ex had been enough for her to finally ask Tate to leave and stick to her guns on it, despite her wolf's distinct disapproval at her actions. Her own disapproval of her actions as well.

Frankly, it all was infuriating on all counts.

Her phone chirped at her again. Taking a deep, cleansing breath, she reached for it, braced for another plea from Tate to reconsider his offer.

Her blood suddenly iced as The Ex! No Good flashed on her screen instead, but not simply because it was him. His words were what sent her heart rabbiting around in her ribcage in sudden nervousness.

You've been keeping company, Claire, his text said. He'd never sounded so sickeningly nasty before. Tsk tsk tsk. Very bad girl. You're meant for me, and no one else.

The only way he could know that was if—

If he'd been close enough to scent Tate on her.

When the knock sharply rapped at her door, her heart threatened to leap right out of her chest.

 

***

 

Tate had a conversation with Claire in his head the entire way back to her house. In his mind, it ended up with him kissing her every single time.

By the time he reached her little place, his hormones were as revved up as his questions and his worry. He sat in his truck for several long minutes, gathering his composure and tamping down his wolf's excited demands at being back at his mate's house. No, he wasn't going to burst in and claim her like so much sexy, gorgeous spoils of war. Tempting as that was. And, if he was truthful about his memories, he'd pretty much done just that when they were in Denver. So, check “claim mate by going into a mating frenzy” off the bucket list.

Of course, she sure hadn't complained then. But he had a sneaking suspicion she might not be too happy to see him right now. Especially since she'd rather testily asked him to leave the premises earlier in the day so she could think in peace, after she'd refused to come back to the den with him.

His alpha had to be right. Claire was protecting someone other than just herself. Tate wanted to find out who.

He also wanted a chance to do it right this time so he could get another taste of her luscious lips. Because despite all the tension of the entire situation, he was still feeling very deprived every second he was away from her stunning, welcoming body.

When he finally mustered some calm and strode up to her door, he knocked gently but firmly. After a moment of unanswered silence, he raised his hand to knock again, but the door opened before he could. Standing there with his knuckles in the air, he felt pretty darn foolish as Claire's beautiful face peered around the door. Preparing for arguments again, he took a breath, ready to launch into his prepared spiel. Before he could, though, she stepped around the entire door, relief written huge on her face.

“Thank god,” she said, and reached out to grab his arm and haul him inside.

Right. Women weren't like horses at all. Horses were easy to understand. He thought he'd known women fairly well, but now and then they jumbled up everything he thought he'd understood. Like this very moment. 

“I'm so glad you're here,” she said, eyes darting to the gathering darkness behind him as she pulled him inside and tightly shut the door. Immediately picking up on her nervousness, Tate went into full Guardian mode. 

“What's wrong? Have they been here? Are you okay?” He trembled with the need to crush her to him and hold her in the safety of his arms. Forcing himself to stand still, although his eyes darted around her small house, he let her dictate how this would go. 

“No. Yes. No,” she said, voice slightly unsteady. “I didn't think they would come here, and they haven't. But they know about you. I mean, he does.” 

Tate immediately knew which “he” she meant. He set his mouth against sudden invective. From casual, relaxed, happy-go-lucky guy to pretty much frothing-at-the-mouth Guardian-with-a-mate, all in the space of a few weeks. Fascinating, if not very conducive to clear thinking. Taking a deep breath, then another, he forced himself to coolly assess the situation.

“Okay, darlin',” he said, moving closer to her and lightly touching her arm. When she didn't resist that, he gently slipped an arm around her. God, she fit into him perfectly. Just that thought sent a sudden surge of interest straight to his cock. His balls tightened. Sucking in another breath to steady himself, Tate said, “Tell me.”

Claire showed him the text. “He's never spoken to me like that before.” Tate could tell it made her nervous.

Much as he hated for her to be fearful, he felt a slight stirring of grim hope that she was taking the situation more seriously now.

“But I still don't understand why he's never said anything weird before.” Claire's face showed her mingled tension and confusion. “Or ever tried to harm me. Was it some sort of crazy game to him?”

With his head slightly clearer, Tate knew it was best to let her mull this over on her just for the moment. He nodded at her to continue with her thoughts. Gently dropping a kiss on the top of her sweet-smelling hair, he forced himself away so he could wander the room. Surreptitiously casting his gaze at the mantel above her cozily lit fireplace, he saw the photo he thought he'd spied the other day. Strolling over for a closer look, he smiled to himself. Aha. Claire did have family. Now, he just needed her to tell him about it.

 

***

 

Strong, gentle hands clasped behind his back, Tate leaned forward at her fireplace mantel to examine the small framed photo of Claire and her mother. They both looked into the lens in their wolf forms, thanks to the power of a camera's long self-timer clicked just before Claire easily shifted into her four-legged shape. 

“Who is that wolf with you?” Simple, genuine curiosity. In profile to her, he tipped his head in that unconscious manner he had when asking a question or waiting for a reply, though he remained focused on the photo. A few small strands of dark hair wisped down and clung to an eyebrow, giving him a slightly rakish look. Claire felt a bolt of desire zing straight to her most sensitive spot in response to it. It took her a deep breath to settle enough to answer him.

“That's Melle. My mother.”

Soft surprise whuffed out of him, though he nodded almost immediately. “Yes, I can see that, actually. You look like her, even though her coat's darker. She's closer to gray. But her eyes aren't like yours.” Her mother had darker brown eyes than the clear amber ones Claire's wolf had. “Was your father an arctic wolf as well?”

“Actually, no. But she is, even though she's not white. She's a carrier of the gene. The coloring can skip generations. I'm somewhat unusual because of it.”

Tate swung his head around and smiled at her. Another slow burn began, seeming to light each of her limbs.

“You definitely are unusual, Claire. Not just because you're a white wolf here in the desert, though.” He glanced back at the photo, then to her again. “Why didn't you both pose as human for this?”

His forehead wrinkled a bit as he took in the hesitation she must have written on her face. He held up his hands. “Sorry, it's none of my—”

“No, that's not it,” she cut in quickly. “I'm just so used to not talking about her it's kind of ingrained to say nothing.”

The fire crackled and popped in the hearth. 

Watching him carefully, she weighed her next words. Yes, he was pack and wanted to protect her. But he was also her mate, and he'd come back for her. Also, he was giving her space even while he was right here in her own home.

She needed to entrust him with her own truths the same way he entrusted her with his. Taking a breath, she went on. “When we first left our native pack, we were kind of on the run for a long time.” 

She saw his shoulders twitch in surprise, but he simply nodded, still looking at the photo. She covered the distance between them and moved into his side. His arm automatically wrapped around her for a quick hug before he gently moved them to the large couch facing the hearth. Letting him carefully pull her down onto it, she waited a moment so she could settle against him and his warm, welcoming self. 

“You smell so good,” he murmured as he nuzzled her hair. She started to lift her face to his, but he shook his head. “I want to hear your history. I really do want to know everything about you, Claire. If you want to tell me.” His open expression did some sort of delicious liquefying thing to her heart. Her wolf twirled in approving circles. 

Acutely aware of a gathering need between her suddenly damp thighs, Claire nodded. His curiosity was genuine, and it touched her emotionally as well as physically.

“Okay,” she said. She settled her head against his chest and gazed into the ebb and flow of the flames as they moved along the cute logs in the fireplace. She fit into him so perfectly, it was uncanny. This must be how it always felt between mates. “We moved from place to place, all over the country. We stayed as wolves almost the entire time.”

Tate stroked her arm, encouraging her to continue as she faltered a bit, his fingers heightening the building arousal she felt. “So you did come from a pack and didn't just spring from the head of Zeus.”

She couldn't help the bubble of laughter that escaped, then another. Even with the tension still in the room from the recent events, he could still tease her. And she still loved it.

“Yes,” she said, nestling deeper into his side, her earlier bristling at him mostly forgotten. She had to admit it was much nicer to be close to him. On all levels. “We left when I was three. I really don't remember much specifically, but I do remember always feeling a little sad and lonely. And scared sometimes. It was not a very happy pack. I....” She let her voice trail off and nibbled at her lower lip. Hearing his sudden inhale when she did that, she gave him a sideways look. He was staring right at her lips. The fascinated intensity in his eyes sent more warmth zinging straight between her legs.

With a tiny smile, she continued. “To be honest, my impression was that all packs are like that.”

“Unhappy,” he said, nuzzling at her neck.

“Mmm. Yes,” she murmured back. This was heading in a direction she'd been thinking about since, oh, two or so weeks ago when she'd left him behind in Denver. Her irritation completely fled, replaced by the rising desire flooding her limbs with sweet languor. So there was a dangerous rogue out there somewhere. And her gorgeous, sexy mate wanted to assimilate her into his pack. Basically, her entire life had gone topsy-turvy in the matter of mere weeks.

At the moment, though, all she really cared about was Tate. Touching him, stroking him, kissing him, being kissed by him. Her instincts told her he was safe.

Not to mention sexy as hell, and already beyond proven that he could send her into a state of bliss. Bliss which seemed to be a most excellent response right now to everything crazy happening in her life.

“So your mother,” he prompted, although his hand was playing with her hair. Gently tugging, then releasing, then tugging again. The sensation whipped through her body in a distinctly pleasurable way.

“Um,” she said gracefully. “Oh, yes. Well, we lived mostly as wolves for a long time. When it was time for me to go to school, though, she made me live as human more often. She said it was important for me to understand both worlds.”

Tate nuzzled her neck again, sending scalding hot shivers up and down her body. “She sounds very wise.” 

“She is,” Claire said in a soft voice, flicking her eyes toward the photo. “She knew she couldn't force her own decision on me.”

He paused and pulled back a bit to look into her eyes. A question framed his soft brown ones. Claire took a deep breath, then another. Patiently, Tate waited for her. His hand still stroked her, but now it was in a more comforting rather than arousing fashion. Quietly, she told him the truth. “She's still a wolf. Forever. She never shifted back to human again. She tells me now she no longer can.”

Tate's low, quiet whistle gently sounded in the room, which was still except for the increasing beat of the wind outside and the sizzle of the flames in the fireplace. “Why?”

Claire shrugged. “She was happier living as a wolf. She still is. Melle is a true wild wolf, I think.” Claire pictured her mother padding on silent paws through the desert, utterly content in her skin and pelt. “She doesn't regret that decision. But she always made sure I understood it was her decision, and not one she could ever make for me. She's actually always encouraged me to keep both my sides in balance.”

Her wolf brushed against her mind in pure agreement.

Tate was silent for a time, though Claire could sense his mind turning over her info. It wasn't exactly a bombshell, but she'd certainly never mentioned it to anyone before. No one else knew about her mother. No one. Telling Tate felt—freeing. And trusting. Very trusting.

Letting that feeling of trust guide her moves, not to mention the banked heat inside her that grew hotter with every passing second in his presence, Claire turned to Tate and nuzzled his face, then kissed his cheek where his stubble roughened against her sensitive skin. That pulled him away from his thoughts. With a light groan, he turned his own head just enough so her lips would find his. Long, slow, languorous, their lips met and danced, sending bolt after soft bolt of pleasure through Claire's every nerve ending.

How was it possible she'd been so upset earlier she'd sent him away? This gorgeous, sexy, amazing man who was turning her brain back into mush just from the slide and press of his lips on hers? Oh, yes. Something about being in a pack. Hmm...it seemed like something she could worry about later.

“My room is that way,” she said against his mouth, gesturing vaguely in the direction of her bed. It was all the invitation Tate needed. In one seamless move, he stood and scooped her up at the same time. A surprised gasp flew from her lips, but he held her securely. 

Locking his eyes on hers for an instant, he let the shadow of a grin tug up his lips and said, “As you wish, my gorgeous darlin'.”

Claire smiled into his shoulder as Tate strode to her room, just off the main living area. He gently placed her on the bed. The room was dark, but the firelight bounced in, and their wolf-enhanced vision allowed them each to see the other as clearly as if it were noon. Tate stood back from the bed for a long moment, doing nothing more than look at her. Claire felt almost volcanically heated from the inside out as his eyes traveled the length of her clothed body, down to her toes then back to her face. When he finally spoke, his words seared her with their simple command.

“Strip for me, beautiful.” His voice, serious and trembling, lanced her with its need. “I want to see your naked skin.”

 

 


Chapter Nine

 

Tate almost exploded from holding his breath as Claire slowly sat up on her bed and began to remove her clothes. 

One. 

By. 

One. 

Ah, god. She moved so slowly, a teasing smile lifting the corners of her mouth, Tate thought his own blood would thrum out of his body from its impatient boiling. When she got down to her bra and panties, he reached a hand forward to stop her so he could admire her for a second longer. But she shook her head, a cascade of silvery-blond hair washing down over her shoulders in the dim light.

“Oh, no,” she said, drawing a finger down between her breasts, which simultaneously drew his eyes as well. “You told me to strip. No stopping now.”

Tate considered whether or not it was possible to swallow one's own tongue as he watched Claire shrug off her bra straps, which fell with silky elegance down her arms. When she reached behind to unclasp the bra and those full, gorgeous globes were released, Tate felt his cock stiffen to such hardness it was literally painful. Then she leaned back on her arms and, not taking her eyes from his, somehow managed to shimmy her panties down her legs and off.

Naked, Claire was a sight to behold. An amazing sight to behold. A mouthwatering, stunning, brain-melting sight to behold. Tate's brain was officially melted. That was his mate on the bed. She'd just stripped for him, because he'd asked her to. Willing, eager, soft and vulnerable and open.

His wolf danced in his head, urging Tate to claim her again, brand her as his, rub his scent all over her so no other male would ever even think she was available. She might be a wild wolf, she might be a stubbornly independent woman, but she was his mate. No one else's. Ever.

“Come and get me.” Claire's voiced breathed out into the room, soft and beckoning, touched with the same eager longing Tate felt. He wasted no more time and quickly shucked his own clothes, kicking off his boots and letting them fly where they would, eliciting a giggle from Claire.

Her giggles dissolved into a gasp when Tate pounced onto the bed and spread her legs with gentle yet firm hands.

“Mine,” he said to her as much as to himself. “Let me in, Claire.”

“Yes,” she gasped, as his tongue reached out to find her slick folds, plump and waiting to be tasted by him. Soft and plush, smelling like honeyed cinnamon dashed with that ceaselessly alluring citrus he now associated with her, Claire's wet heat tumbled into his mouth as her cries filled his ears. God, she tasted so good it about made his heart pump its way right out of his chest. His cock throbbed with the need to plunge into her. Forcing himself to focus, he slipped his tongue inside her, drawing out tangled moans from her throat. When he easily slid a finger inside her as well, she about tossed them both off the bed from her thrashing.

“Don't stop!” Her fingers curled into his hair, pushing his head farther down into her intoxicating, soft, super-heated center. 

Smiling into her, puffing out a breath onto her swollen lips and enjoying the small buck of her hips as he did so, Tate shook his head. He pulled back just enough to say, “I'm not stopping, darlin'. Hell, no. I'm just getting started with you.” He dragged his tongue over her sweet creases again, enjoying her nonsensical gasps as he did so. “We've got all night.”

 

***

 

Claire stretched. Her body felt limp, loose, utterly sated. Visions of herself thrashing around on the bed with Tate, tangled up with him, under him, over him, every sense she had filled by him, flooded her mind as gray, stormy mid-morning light tried to creep into the room. Smiling, she reached out for him, even though she knew he was gone. He'd left before the sun was up, reluctantly pulled away by horses that needed feeding and a Guardian patrol for the day. She knew what Guardian patrols were, of course, but he'd told her a little more as he'd gotten dressed. Right before he'd left, he sat back down on the bed, curving his hands over and over her body beneath the sheet.

“Claire.” His eyes still held the same sense of wonder and awe she knew hers did, but a serious note shadowed them as well. “I know why they haven't bothered you yet.”

Frowning at him, she'd shaken her head. “Because they don't need me. That's why.”

But he was shaking his head almost before the words left her mouth. “No. No, that's not the reason at all. Rogues always need something, and they especially need females.”

She argued, still not convinced. “You said Bashar was still involved with his native pack in some sort of plot to create havoc with the North American wolf packs. Don't they have enough females of their own?”

Tate's expression was more than troubled. “I don't think so,” he finally said in a low voice. “I think that may be part of the problem. That's what my alpha thinks, at least. And Luke said it's very possible, too.”

“Then I don't understand why he wouldn't have just dragged me back to Canada,” she said, frowning. “It's not like he didn't have a thousand chances.”

The stone-cold glare that abruptly descended on Tate's face—her mate! She still loved thinking that, despite everything that still meant, that she still wasn't quite ready to closely look at—both thrilled and unnerved her. She'd seen him as sweet, kind, gentle, perpetually sunny. He was all those things, certainly. But this darker side was coming out every time he sensed a potential threat to her. The hint of her past with a rogue, a rogue who knew where she lived, brought Tate's highly protective wolf crashing to the forefront. His eyes even began to show that telltale light.

She had to admit it was unbelievably sexy. Even if there was no way she'd admit to him that she, the self-reliant wild wolf, found it very arousing that he was so protective of her.

Her wolf sniffed and gave the wolfish equivalent of an eye roll at Claire's silliness, then turned her back.

Tate unclenched his jaw enough to say, “You might still be a prize to them. But more importantly, I think you're a lure.” Rain began to lightly patter on her window as he spoke.

Claire stared at him in puzzlement, absently reaching out to touch his dark hair and drift her fingers along his deliciously stubbled chin. “A lure for what?”

There was a short silence, then: “Your mother. You told me she carries the gene for your coloring, right? The Upper North Woods Pack is very close to the arctic north themselves. They probably have some white wolves in their pack as well. I'll have to ask Luke.” He offered a grim smile at her suddenly horrified look as she pushed herself into a sitting position. “I think they want you to lure your mother here, Claire. That way, they can have two female wolves for the price of one, so to speak.”

“But they don't know about her! I've never mentioned her to anyone, except you.”

His face suddenly softened as he searched her eyes. Without saying anything, she could tell she'd just touched him deeply with her trust. But he didn't push it. Still treating her like a skittish thing, she thought, although it made her smile a bit.

Then he glanced out at the living room. “What did you tell him about that photo of you and your mother?”

“That she was long gone. That she'd gone wild and disappeared years ago. It's the cover story she and I chose to use years ago. And it's true, in a fashion. She's gone from the human world, at least.”

“And he never scented her?” Tate looked doubtful. 

Claire could positively shake her head at that. “No. She doesn't come to my house, ever. I meet her in the canyons.”

Still unconvinced, Tate had nevertheless drawn her to him for a lingering kiss. “Even so,” he said, somewhat breathlessly, when they finally broke apart, “be careful. I'll call you later.”

“What, no dramatic scene today to make me come with you?” She smiled as she teased.

He chuckled, but then said simply, “You accept that we are mates. I accept that you're a wild wolf. I have no idea either how that will work, but I do understand I need to honor you for what you are. You have managed to survive just fine on your own for a little while now, I guess,” he teased her right back, which earned him a playful tussle on the bed and made him late going out the door.

Replaying that conversation in her head now, Claire felt the stirrings of desire again just thinking about the man. She had no idea how to do this either, but damned if she wouldn't try. Somehow, this had to work. There must have been a similar pairing in shifter history, right? Not, of course, that she'd ever heard of one. Melle had never told her of a wild wolf-pack wolf mating before, either. But that didn't mean there was no precedent. There had to be a precedent. No way could she live without her sweet, sexy, delicious, gentle, assertive, amazing mate.

Swinging her feet onto the cool wooden floor, smiling as she pictured Tate's face when he'd finally claimed her body again last night, Claire padded naked into her kitchen to fix some coffee.

A violent banging on her door made her jump a few feet into the air, sending her wolf straight into her eyes and chills straight down her spine.

“Open up, Claire,” came the deep voice that suddenly froze her blood. “Time for you to come home with me now.”

The knock again violently pounded at her door. Her heart threatened to leap right out of her chest.

When she didn't answer and the door suddenly crashed in, smashed open and torn from its sturdy hinges, she thought she might be having an actual cardiac arrest as four large rogue wolves filled her doorway, one of them smiling at her with abruptly loathsome and downright terrifying familiarity.

 

***

 

Tate shook water off his coat, sending a slightly baleful look at the sky. Their entire patrol had been drenched with freezing rain, which meant any rogue scents left out there were effectively washed away. It also meant wet wolves, which was fine except when it rained the entire damn time. Autumn was rapidly swinging into that odd state caught halfway between falling leaves and falling snow.

He'd much prefer either colorful leaves or soft white snow. At least with the snow he could think of Claire.

She was still on his mind as he showered and changed in his little cabin on the den property. Maybe Claire would one day learn to like it here, he mused as he glanced around the place. Toweling off his hair, he tugged on his boots, then pulled a vest over his long-sleeved shirt. He planned to spend some time with the horses he had in training, then head back out to Claire's. She might not come here, but she'd made it clear it was fine for him to spend his time with her at her place. 

He'd take any bone she threw him right now.

He'd pulled on his second boot when claws skittering on his small porch outside made him quickly stand up. Opening the door, he stared at Lily, whose fur nearly stood on end. His wolf leapt into his eyes, immediately catching his sister's anxiety. Without bothering to shift and make herself more clear, she simply jerked her head at the den, then turned and pelted off back the way she'd come.

Dread suddenly clutching at his heart, Tate barreled off his porch and raced after her, although he was pitifully slower in his human form. Yanking his cell phone from his pocket, he stabbed at it in jerky motions as he ran.

Claire's phone rang once, twice, five times. As soon as she picked up, he relaxed. Until he heard the voice that came over the invisible radio signals.

“Well, well, well. Another Bardou, sticking his nose where it doesn't belong. Your pack has no manners, it seems.” Cultured but arrogant, sharp but tinged with the wild, ugly madness Tate had witnessed once before, Bashar's voice menaced through the air into his ear, filling him with a sudden blinding rage as his feet skidded from mid-run to a halt.

“Where is she, you bastard?” Tate's breath pumped out of him in furious, desperate waves.

Bashar laughed, the sound filled with a glee that made Tate's blood ice in his veins. “Right where she needs to be. With me. On her way to her new pack.”

The roar that tore out of Tate's throat was a bizarre mix of human yell and a wolf's howl. An answering howl, Lily's wolf, sounded closer to the den in startled, wary response.

“She is my mate. You will not harm her.” How he managed to keep his ragged voice understandable was beyond him.

“Semantics, silly wolf.” Bashar's voice hissed down the phone. “We can break the mating bond. And for a wolf like Claire, we certainly will. Especially when we also find her mother. Two prizes. Rare, and perfect for my pack. Not for yours.”

“Put her on the line,” Tate demanded. “I need to know she's safe.”

Bashar tsked, the sound grating on Tate's ears. “Patience is a virtue. Did not your sire teach you that? It seems he has fallen away from the old ways. Modern packs are weak. No wonder my foolish brother joined yours. He needed one as pathetically ineffective as he is.”

Tate urged himself not to fall for Bashar's goading. He needed the other wolf to slip up and give him a clue. Any clue. Straining to hear anything else over the line, willing his breathing to slow as he listened as hard as he could, Tate forced himself to think. “She will never betray her mother to you. Claire is much too loyal for that.”

Another ugly laugh.

Galloping paws and human feet alerted him to Lily's return, along with Kieran and few other pack members. Frantically, he waved his arm at them, shushing their arrival without saying anything out loud. They drew up beside him, panting and stark-faced.

“You'll never get to her in time.” Bashar's voice held a gloating edge. Desperately, Tate played up to it.

“You're probably right. You must have been waiting for me to leave this morning.” Wondering how far he could push it, Tate tried. “Your brother does hate you, yes. But he also tells us how smart you are.”

A pause told him he'd taken the other wolf by some surprise. Good.

“Does he now. Well, let me continue to prove him right, then. Game on, silly little wolf.” Bashar's voice oozed disdain as it lowered into a taunting whisper. Behind it, Tate heard another whispering sound. “Try to find her. You'll never reach her until we have her where she belongs. She and her lovely dam both.”

The silence told Tate he'd been hung up on. Even so, he aimed a grim smile at his family as they hovered near, waiting with snarling faces or clenched fists. “I think I know where she is. To some degree, at least.”

 

***

 

Claire spat again, which was challenging in wolf form, but doable with practice. This time, it landed on the already wet sand close to Bashar's paw. She smiled at him, letting pure contempt drive through it. “That's pretty much what I think of your plan, Bash. And you.”

Her former lover didn't even flinch. With his three other wolves lounging around, all in wolf form, he knew full well Claire couldn't do anything to him, even if she attacked him right then.

Tempting, her human growled, glaring through Claire's eyes.

Maybe, but it was also utterly impractical. She was less than no match against four large male wolves. Even though she understood they didn't want to physically hurt her—well, she was pretty sure about that—they certainly wouldn't let her either hurt them or escape. They were in a small box canyon anyway, with high cliff walls that were unscalable by either hands or paws. Her only escape route was blocked by the wolves. As cold rain sliced down on them, dripping into her eyes, she kept a level glare on her ex-asshole, while trying to make her brain work better at a plan.

The weirdly-speckled wolf on the far edge of the small canyon opening kept eyeing her, a nasty grin adding to his overall creepiness. His bright yellow eyes were locked on her, tracking her every movement. Although larger than Bashar as well clearly higher in rank than the other two wolves also there, the speckled one definitely deferred to her ex.

No good, indeed.

“Temper, Claire,” Bashar said now, looking at Claire with cold eyes. Brilliant blue in his human shape, she'd once thought them interesting. Now, and especially after Tate's soft, welcoming brown eyes, she only found them utterly arrogant and even somewhat sinister, either human or wolf. “I've always enjoyed that about you, actually. A sometimes fiery personality to match your beauty. It makes you quite the prize.”

Infuriated at his mocking tone—how had she never heard that before?—Claire lifted her lip in a snarl. Otherwise, though, she kept a tight check on herself. These wolves would slip up, and her moment would come. Patience was all she needed in this seemingly bleak situation. That was one lesson Melle had well drilled into her throughout her entire life.

“Stop talking about me as a commodity,” she said, keeping her tone as cool as she could. “I'm no one's damn prize.”

Bashar leaned his entire frame toward her, the coldness in his eyes more frightening than his menacing stance. “Oh, but you are,” he said. “Your mother's family lineage runs through your veins. That makes you quite attractive to us.”

Claire bit back a retort, her human forcing her to count to ten before answering. Glancing around the wet, gloomy canyon yet again, she hoped for the millionth time two things would happen: her mother would have sensed her call but stayed well hidden if she was indeed in the area, and that Tate would not fall for Bashar's taunting phone call earlier and show up in a blind fury, ready to defend her from the crazy rogue wolves.

She could now clearly see how crazy they were. Oh, not the two lackeys, who were simply following orders with the pathetic eagerness of losers everywhere hoping to curry favor from someone stronger than they. She doubted they even originated from Bashar's native pack. But Bashar and the speckled wolf reeked of madness. After Tate had filled her in more on her ex's psychologically ill native pack, she understood she was dealing with some very alarming and even dangerously unstable wolves.

How the hell the bastard had hidden his natural ugliness from her during their months together, she had no real idea. Either he needed an Academy Award for acting, or she was a bigger fool than she felt right now.

Probably true on both counts. Not taking her gaze away from Bashar, she wished she'd been allowed to hear Bashar's call to Tate earlier, sneakily using her phone so he knew the Black Mesa wolf would pick up. They'd all still been in human form, far away enough from Claire's house that they could easily disappear into the canyons, but still close enough to catch the last few bars of cell reception. His three goons—her human mockingly supplied that word, which seemed to fit well—had kept hold of her arms to keep her in one place while Bashar took her phone from her pocket, insolently letting his hand slide over her body as he did. “You used to like this, my sweet white wolf,” he'd said, flicking his tongue over his lips. “You will again.”

“Never!” She'd spat at him then, which was much easier as a human. It had landed on his cheek, mixing with the rain that already had started to very lightly patter down.

Once again, he'd only laughed before he stalked far away enough none of them could hear his call. When he returned, he informed her he'd told her “mate” he was taking what was rightfully his. First, though, he needed her for something else. With that, they'd told her to shift, then formed a deadly ring of large wolves around her as they forced her to march, stiff-legged all the way, deeper into the canyons. 

She'd already had a tiny dread then that Bashar fully meant for her to call in Melle.

Now, after reaching ten in her head, Claire spoke again, struggling to keep her voice even. “Fine, I'll bite. Why exactly are you so interested in my maternal line? You don't even know anything about it, except that I'm an arctic wolf. Arctic wolves are rare, but not that rare.”

He was already shaking his head, that cocky grin in place again. “Wrong, my beautiful white wolf. Wrong, wrong, wrong. You're gorgeous, but you don't get it at all, now do you?”

Despite herself, Claire gave an internal shudder at his abruptly singsong tone. Okay, fine. Maybe Tate had been right to worry about her staying alone at her house. 

Yes, her human whispered. I'm an idiot to not have listened to him. He does know more about rogues and whatever else is going on than I could possibly understand.

Bashar strolled a few paces away, pausing to glance at the sky. “Ah, rain,” he said, opening his mouth to catch a few drops. Then he shook his head, water droplets flying off his muzzle. “Cleanses everything, doesn't it? It should clean the stink of that pathetic wolf right off of you, Claire.” She knew he meant Tate. “His reek doesn't belong on your beautiful coat.” Bashar looked at her. His entire stance screamed dominance, craving, and an imbalance that had started to fray her nerves.

She'd never seen this side of him before. It was vile. It was also deeply disturbing. Gripped by her sudden unease at witnessing his true nature, Claire felt herself stilling into the extraordinarily watchful state of predators on the alert.

“Now that the rain is getting stronger, it hides our tracks as well as our scent.” His tone was oddly conversational. “But if another wolf is nearby, it can't completely hide her from us.”

Chills skittered down Claire's spine, though she held herself completely still.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are! I know you've been watching us.” His voice suddenly whipped around the canyon, although the rain muffled its echo against the water-streaked walls.

A sharp, low bark drew all their attention to the canyon entrance. Claire's heart sank with a thunk as she recognized the scent. The two subordinate wolves seemed confused, nostrils flaring as they stared intently at the new wolf watching them from a few hundred yards away.

Claire knew they wondered why a natural wolf stood there, staring back at them back just as intently. She knew they weren't close enough to see the intelligence in the new wolf's eyes. All they could smell was that she seemed to be a natural-born wolf, not a shapeshifter like themselves.

Unfortunately, Bashar knew exactly who she was. A huge, calculating grin split his face open, although the coldness never left his eyes. “Melle! You're just on time. I wondered when you would stop watching us and come down to join our little party. See? I haven't hurt your sweet offspring. And you know we won't hurt you, either.”

As the wolf slowly picked her way through the scattered volcanic boulders toward them, Claire harshly barked out, “No!”

But her mother kept walking closer, determination evident in her every silent step through the icy rain.

 

***

 

Tate kept his nose low to ground as he ran. It seemed like the entire pack ran with him, although it was only about twenty of them. All the remaining Guardians plus some of the pack's stronger members, as well as those who were training to become a Guardian someday.

Half thankful Caleb with his generally hothead ways wasn't with them, and half regretful that the pack's best fighter had reluctantly but irrevocably agreed to be conscripted into Rafe's new pack, Tate spared a moment's thought for Rafe's admonition to Tate. It had been mere weeks, but it already felt like a lifetime.

You'll have to step it up and choose. Your pack will need you more than ever after we leave. Rafe's words drummed along with Tate's steps through the wet desert, which was covered by dark skies and soupy with the rain, which had fallen ever more steadily since he had left Claire alone this morning. Typical fall weather in the desert, although this was a little late in the season. Damp days and light rain actually enhanced smells, making tracking much easier. The downpour happening now, though, was violently washing away a lot of scents, not to mention had obliterated any tracks the bastard rogues had left behind.

Stupid! So stupid to leave her. His human paced his mind but kept a firm focus in place. While the heavy rain now made it extremely hard to track, it wasn't impossible. They'd started at Claire's house, which Tate hated to reveal to the pack members, but there'd been no choice. He'd heard a whispering sound behind Bashar when the bastard called him on Claire's phone, just before he'd hung up with his taunting directive for Tate to find her before it was too late and he took her far away. 

It had been the sound of rain tumbling loose small rocks, which slid down canyon walls onto the soaked ground below. They were somewhere in the desert. Two things had to be true: they had to be where they still had cell reception, which was mostly impossible in the twisting, deep canyons that blocked the radio waves. Now, of course, they were likely deeper into the canyons, the phone having served whatever purpose Bashar had deemed necessary in his unfathomable thoughts.

They also still had to be close enough for Claire's mother to find them. Tate had very briefly asked his alpha if she was indeed a prize for them and whatever sick game they were playing. The Black Mesa Alpha had nodded once, curt yet also troubled, and simply said, “Yes. Her bloodlines are important to a pack in the far north. Arctic wolves are still an important part of pack structures up there.” Alpha's voice held some regret, along with the quiet darkness Tate knew signaled the simmering anger his father rarely let loose.

Tate didn't bother to ask how his alpha knew Claire was an arctic wolf. At this point in his life, he was fairly well convinced the old wolf knew just about everything there was to know about shifters all over the world. 

Then Luke, who had been deadly quiet throughout the entire brief meeting, spoke up in a harsh tone that made every younger wolf in the room pull just the slightest bit back from him. “My native pack is diseased enough now that the females can no longer breed.”

Tate sensed bristling from the Black Mesa pack's own female wolves at his crude terminology, but Alpha held up a silencing hand and waved the one-time rogue wolf, now an alpha-to-be himself but still under the strict rule of this pack, to continue. Tate sensed his father already what Luke was about to say, however.

“Arctic wolves have been a part of my family's pack for generations. I have arctic blood in my veins as well, although it rarely actually shows up as a white wolf.” Luke's wolf was definitely not white. “Females are the gene carriers, so they are highly prized by my native pack. My—sire”—the brief hitch in Luke's tone told Tate he held back more colorful words to describe the wolf in question—“strongly held the belief that arctic wolves were more pure. I'm certain that's why he wants your mate.” Luke looked at Tate, and a flash of pity in his gaze softened his generally somewhat haughty bearing. 

Tate's blood had run cold, then burning hot, then ice cold again. His wolf growled and snarled, straining to be freed so he could first find Claire, then hunt down and slowly kill the rogue son of a bitch who had dared to snatch her.

The Black Mesa Alpha nodded, effectively shutting off any more information from Luke. Looking at Tate, Alpha had inclined his head. This was Tate's search to run. Accepting that answer, sealing up his frantic emotions behind the coolness of his Guardian training, he had rounded up all the most able pack members. He'd seen only small surprise on a few faces when he'd announced to the assembled members that he'd found his mate, she was a wild wolf, and she was now part of the pack regardless of anything else, and must be defended as they all were. No one was upset or questioned how a pack wolf could be mates with a wild wolf.

Then again, he'd been talking so fast no one could get in a word edgewise, and the solid presence of their alpha equally ensured Tate's words and decisions to be true. He thought he'd caught an approving glance from Lily as he spoke, but that might have been wishful thinking.

“I've got something!” Lily barked out now, ahead of him by about two hundred yards. Tate surged toward her, his paws flying over the slippery ground as best he could, although he skidded a few times. Lily nosed the ground. “That way,” she said, jerking her head more westward. The entire pack followed, although Tate noticed Alpha circling the edges, nose up more often than not, trying to scent the air as well. 

Miles disappeared beneath their paws, although those miles were hard-won. Every single pack member sported a mud coat, either from slipping in the stuff or having it inadvertently kicked onto them by a passing packmate. Every single pack member also focused on the task at hand: find the rogues, and find Tate's mate.

When they rounded yet another canyon corner, leaping over water-darkened sagebrush and pressing deep, sliding paw marks into the sopping wet ground, Tate barely avoided barreling into a younger pack member who skidded to a startled stop right before him. The younger wolf shied back as Tate lifted his lip at her, tripping over her own paws as she scrambled away from him, though he meant it more as a warning to be watchful rather than from any aggression.

Before them lay a fascinating tableau of frozen action as rogues wolves, a strange wolf, and thank god, Claire, all whipped their heads around at the unexpected appearance of the Black Mesa Pack.

 


Chapter Ten

 

Claire's mother stopped halfway toward them. She remained standing, body tensed to flee. When she spoke, more through body language as they all did in wolf form, the two subordinate wolves seemed utterly shocked, their hackles raised in confusion. Bashar and the speckled wolf, however, seemed to be expecting it.

“Trade. Me for her.” Melle's words were simple, direct, and flat. Claire smiled to herself. Her mother was nothing if not blunt when needed.

Bashar, of course, threw back his head and emitted a howling laugh that was quickly swallowed by the drenching rain. “Melle! Melle, Melle, Melle.” Claire's mother's name was an awful chant on his bared lips, making Claire's skin crawl beneath her soaked coat. “Such a pity you chose the path you did. However, you can still be quite useful to us. My sire assures me the shifter genes will still carry on to the rest of your cubs, despite you foolishly having relinquished your human side.”

An ominous crack of thunder fairly close by made them all jump, although Melle didn't let the wolves out of her eyesight.

 “I'm so sorry, a trade simply won't be possible,” Bashar went on. His voice was so different than the one he'd used with Claire during their time together, so ugly now. Her internal shivers deepened as she realized more and more just how unstable he was. And how well he'd played her. “I'm under strict orders to bring you both back. And after all the work I did wooing your sweet daughter”—Claire's own hackles raised, and she growled fiercely at him—“in order to get access to you as well, I'm certainly not returning to my sire without her as well.”

Bashar's lips drew even farther back in a calculating snarl as he advanced one step toward Melle. She held her ground, though, head high, body now equally tensed between fleeing and attacking. “He told me something very, very interesting. Something I'd wager my lovely Claire—”

“I am not yours, bastard!” Claire snapped, starting to shake with anger as well as her deepening nervousness.

“—something she never knew,” he finished smoothly as if she hadn't interrupted him. “Isn't that right, Melle? Tsk, tsk, tsk. Keeping secrets from her. That's no way to build a healthy relationship, now, is that?” 

Claire's growl stopped halfway in her throat. Swinging her head between her mother and her ex, she felt a tickle of doubt lodge somewhere in her stomach. Her human seemed breathless, tautly waiting for an explanation. The rain poured down, although not a wolf moved a single muscle or tried to twitch the wetness off their coats as they also waited for the answer.

Giving her daughter a long look, Melle finally replied. “She didn't need to know the details of her native pack. All she needed to know was that it was unhealthy, unstable, and no place to raise a pup.”

Sharp, sudden horror whipped through Claire colder than the icy rain. 

Her mother looked directly at her and shattered her world. “I'm sorry, Claire. We came from the same pack as these wolves. Bashar's sire forced me to mate with his cousin, who also came from pure arctic bloodlines, in hopes of creating more wolves just like you. True white wolves,” she whispered, the wolfish hint of a slightly sad smile on her face for an instant. The wind slammed through the canyon as the storm piled on overhead.

Claire's human gibbered in her mind, frantically trying to absorb and understand what Melle was saying. “But that's impossible. You said we were from an Alaskan pack! And you meant it!”

Wolves usually had a difficult time lying to one another, especially ones with close ties. There was no way her mother could have distorted the truth that much without Claire realizing she kept back information.

Eyes firmly settled back on the rogue wolves, keeping their every twitch under her watchful gaze, Melle responded, “I was. Originally. That was truth, and I never lied about it. Bashar's sire had me stolen when I was very young. He already had a breeding program in mind, even back then, and he forced me into it. But I never considered his pack as my pack. Never.” No bitterness lined her shocking words. Simply acceptance of past facts. A wild wolf through and through, she focused on the now. Another thunderclap startled everyone again, but their attention remained on the wild wolf's story.

“My goal always was to protect you, Claire. I did that. However,” and she aimed her baleful stare directly at Bashar, “I admit I underestimated how devious this one is, although in retrospect it's not surprising considering his lifelong role model. He made very sure to respect your wishes as a wild wolf and wear scent blocker himself when he was around you and your house. Quite clever,” she said with just a touch of sarcasm now framing her tone. Claire clenched her jaw, glaring with renewed disgust at Bashar. “I never once caught his scent,” Melle continued. “I would have been suspicious had you ever mentioned his name to me, but obviously he meant little enough to you that never saw reason to give him that much importance in any conversation.” Melle yawned wide to punctuate her words, though her sharp gaze still fixed on the rogues.

Despite her shock at her mother's revelation, Claire had to chuff out a wicked laugh at Bashar's suddenly murderous expression. Her mother was deliberately pushing his arrogance buttons, and it was working. 

“Enough,” he snapped. “There will be no trade. My orders are to retrieve you both and return you to our pack. I was patient as I waited for just the right time to have Claire lure you in,” he said to Melle, “but our time is up.” Some agitation stirred beneath his words, but Claire had no time to ponder it before he went on. “To the car.” He tossed his head at the other three male wolves, who slowly began to prowl toward Melle.

Before Claire could open her mouth to protest, her mother shot her a glance that said volumes, even though Claire knew the others wouldn't understand. She, however, immediately grasped Melle's intentions. 

Quicker than thought, she launched herself at Bashar just as Melle turned and leapt away down the canyon, spring and sliding and clawing through the muddy ground.

Bashar howled as Claire landed on him with a satisfying whomp. He swiped at her, snarling out to the others as he jerked his muzzle at Melle, “Go after her!”

Claire managed to twist away from him, though, and she also ran for all she was worth toward the canyon's entrance. She knew the other wolves would be able to stop her before she reached it, but it might give her mother time to get more distance. Melle wasn't abandoning her—far from it. This was an old defensive technique they'd practiced since Claire was young. Divide and conquer when surrounded, or at least divide. It would throw off attackers and allow the ostensibly escaping wolf to circle back and re-attack.

And Tate thought she had no self-protective instincts. 

Claire raced as fast as she could on the treacherous ground, gaining the canyon entrance just as the creepy speckled wolf did. He bowled right into her, knocking her sprawling. She tumbled a few times before she could right herself, shaking her head and keeping her snarl ferociously in place. Thunder cracked again as more rain dumped from the roiling sky.

“Try that again.” Her savage tone paused him for a second. Then an unpleasant grin pulled back his lips, revealing his sharp canines as he prepared himself to launch at her again. 

A dark shape came hurtling from behind a boulder, rocketing right into the speckled wolf and crashing him onto the ground. Melle flipped away just as fast, landing on her feet a few strides away, whirling quickly to parry with him again. Just as Bashar and the other two wolves got to them, though, a sudden surge of noise and movement exploded from around the corner.

Tate. And his pack.

 

***

 

Every Black Mesa wolf thudded to a halt, the pounding rain and whipping wind threatening to make the scene even more treacherous. Immense relief soaked Tate as much as the rain did. Claire looked angry as hell, and somewhat uneasy, but she appeared unharmed.

The speckled wolf with the yolk-bright yellow eyes was too close to Claire. Tate moved forward one step, then another. As he did, though, the speckled wolf growled, the sound of it just barely carrying over the rain. It was a warning. 

Get the hell away from my prey.

Like hell he would. Tate snarled back, letting his lip ripple back and rise high so his sharp canines would gleam at the other wolf. Tate's human, though, pushed at him to think. There had to be a smarter way to handle this. Anger wouldn't diffuse this situation any more than laughter could. 

Tate had sheer numbers on his side, not to mention the most powerful alpha in the northern hemisphere at his flank. His father had not uttered a single word to Tate the entire way on how to approach the rogues if sighted. The kill order was still in effect, a result from their having slaughtered the young wolf from the Silver Mountain Pack. Tate's friend, and Kieran's blood as well as pack relative. He vaguely registered Kieran a few wolves away from him, firmly flanked by Lily so he wouldn't make a rash decision at the sight of those who had murdered one of his own kin.

However, as Tate forced himself to slow down and think, he realized that he didn't truly believe killing all these wolves was the right choice at the moment. They can be useful later, perhaps, his human murmured, although tempered fury bracketed his words.

Taking them captive was a distinct possibility. It could also give them a bargaining chip with the Canadian pack that was fast-becoming Tate's least favorite pack of all time. Before he could say anything, though, Bashar Rawlins started to stroll toward Claire, insolent yet calculating. Tate tensed, muscles ready to spring after all, as did every other Black Mesa Wolf.

“Stop now, fool.” The words came from Luke. “You're already a dead wolf. Don't add torture to the list.”

Tate saw Claire flinch as Bashar flung his head back in a disturbing howl that danced along the edge of mad laughter. Some of the younger Black Mesa wolves also teetered back on their legs, although they didn't break ranks. Tate felt proud, even though he didn't blame them one bit for their slight trepidation. The stench of purely batshit insane wolf managed to carry to their nostrils despite the sheets of water pouring from the dark, crackling clouds above.

“This pack is much too civilized to condone torture.” Bashar's voice was a sneer. “Or should I say, too weak? Look—even its alpha shrinks back from me. What sort of leader is he?”

Tate's human narrowed his eyes while also snarling swear words in his head. Channing Bardou was hardly shying away. He stood firm and steady beside Tate. Bashar's words, however, were meant to nastily spit doubt and more fear into the minds of the younger wolves.

Totally understand now why Caleb hates them so much, his human muttered.

Agreed.

Tate flicked his glance at Claire again. Her eyes were on him as well, though she kept snapping them back at the wolves near her. Smart. He could see her every wild instinct at play here, keeping her safe and alive. Taking a breath, he glanced once at his alpha, who merely looked back at him with a calm expression. 

Right. His mate, his shots to call. His pack was simply here for backup. Looking back at the rogues—rogues, sick pack wolves, whatever the hell the bastards were—he coolly assessed their stances, just like he did when he trained the most wild of horses. Their postures told him two things. One, they all deferred to Bashar. Two, they wouldn't harm Claire or her mother. 

In a heartbeat, he made up his mind.

“Take them,” he said. His father growled his approval behind the order. Immediately, the Black Mesa Pack members spread out in what was almost a choreographed dance. Four groups of four or five wolves each broke off and headed directly for each rogue, surrounding and taking them to the ground in a matter of moments.

Tate knew he should be bothered by their feeble attempts at resistance, but for the moment he couldn't handle more thinking about more politics or murky reasons driving their bizarre actions. His entire attention had shifted to Claire.

He leapt over the mucky ground in bounding strides to her where she stood by the darker wolf who had to be her mother. Inhaling as deeply as he could when he approached, he could sense absolutely nothing about her that indicated she was anything more than a natural-born wolf, one with no shifter abilities at all. Only the facts that there were no natural wolves living in the area, and that obviously near-human intelligence lay behind her eyes, clued him or anyone else in that she was more than she seemed.

Ignoring the sounds of the others subduing the rogues, Tate looked at Claire. Her wolf was as beautiful as her human, and as spirited. In every line he saw restlessness, caution, and wariness. But she stayed still as he gently reached forward and touched her nose with his. Whining a bit, he rubbed his head against hers, then did a thorough check to make certain she was uninjured.

“I'm fine,” she finally said, lifting her lip in the tiniest snarl to tell him to stop fussing. “They wouldn't hurt us anyway. Not yet, that is,” she added, casting another dark look at her ex.

Tate shook his head. “Let's talk about it all later. Right now, I just want to get you back to the den. And you—if you want,” he added very deferentially to her mother. Lowering his gaze and head a bit, he tried to appear as unassuming as possible. The older female wolf looked back at him, unafraid but also not quite as wary as Claire. Then again, he had absolutely no hold over this wolf. Her decisions were utterly up to her.

“No,” the other wolf said. Glancing at the sprawl of canyons stretching out behind them, she said, “I made this my home, and it stays that way. I am a wild wolf by choice.” She nuzzled Claire once, then looked at Tate. “I could have taken Claire and myself to the Denver pack originally. We would have been welcomed. But I was done with packs. And I always will be.”

Softly, Melle added, “Claire's choices, however, are her own to make.” She backed a few steps from Tate, then looked at her daughter with a calm patience.

Tate shook his head, futilely, to scatter the ceaseless rain slicing across his vision. He looked at Claire. After a long, searching moment between them in which everything else faded away, she took a step away from him, then another. Tate felt his heart slide out from beneath his ribs and hit the ground somewhere near his paws.

“You are my mate,” she whispered, so softly he could barely hear her over the slam of the rain and the still-present rumbles of thunder as the storm slowly moved overhead and away from them. “But I am still a wild wolf, and I still don't know how to make this work. Give me time, Tate. If you're taking them,” she jerked her head in a contemptuous movement toward the subdued rogues, “then I truly am safe. For the moment, at least. Besides, Melle and I had it covered.” She gently bumped her mother's hip. 

Leaning toward him, Claire rubbed her muzzle along his. “Let me think before I figure out how to upend my entire life for one wolf.”

With that, she turned and bounded out into the desert, although she managed to kick mud into Bashar's face as she raced past him lying on the ground, firmly held down by Black Mesa Wolves while simultaneously grinning and glaring at them all. After another moment of looking hard at Tate, Claire's mother turned and slipped away as well, disappearing into the storm behind Claire.

“Don't!” Tate said, half ready to go after her. But suddenly Lily was beside him, placing herself in front of him and blocking his path.

“Let her go,” she said, looking at her brother. “You can't stop her.”

Tate flashed on a memory of Lily doing the exact same thing years ago, when she simply needed to escape her world and find her balance again. Although it was so hard he trembled from the effort, he managed to stand motionless, ignoring the jeering laughter from the scum his packmates held down, ignoring the smack of the cold rain, ignoring everything except the sight of his mate leaving again. 

Lily was right. He couldn't stop Claire, and he wouldn't. She was still a wild wolf, bound to no pack. Mate or not, she was utterly free to make her own decisions.

Even though it felt like his heart had just punched out of his body and wouldn't come back anytime soon.

 

***

 

Claire sat silently on the high flanks of the mountain, staring down at the desert far below. A light skiff of snow feathered over her pelt. The crisp tang of pine trees, the sharpness of the air at this high elevation, the sense of being far above all the small things below—this was her natural environment. An arctic wolf belonged in the snow. In the mountains. And a wild wolf belonged on her own.

Right?

Nestling deeper into her little spot between two large boulders, the sprawling branches of a pine tree sheltering her from the winds that drove the little flurries of soft, cold white into the lengthening evening, Claire pondered her own thoughts. Staring down at her own paws, she looked at them as curiously as if she'd never seen them before. Wolf's paws. Part of her. Nothing like her human hands, which were also part of her. 

Wrinkling her nose, she shook her head, scattering tiny drops of cold snow off her, making room for more to land. Paws, hands, four legs, two legs. Fur-covered pelt. Smooth, hairless skin. She was of both worlds, and this was how she usually saw herself: as one being that blended two creatures.

But alone, her human whispered. Alone.

Claire huffed out a sign and put her head down on her paws. Gazing over the darkly shadowed canyons and mesas far below, she felt an inescapable sense of longing.

Tate. She missed him. He should be here with her, pressed into her side, sharing his warmth with her as they nestled together, gazing down at the world below. But she was indeed alone. Tate wasn't with her, and that had been her own choice. Even Melle was gone, for now.

“I know you will be safe,” Melle had told her weeks ago, after they'd bounded away from the rogue wolves, Bashar's madness, and Tate's gut-wrenched expression. “You will be much more alert from now on. But they are gone for now.” Claire knew she meant the rogues. “And he will not let anything harm you again. Ever.”

No, Tate wouldn't let anything harm her. If she could accept his protection. His—pack.

Melle had bumped her with a shoulder. “You will know what to do.” She'd eyed her daughter for a long moment, then gave a single, satisfied nod. “When you are ready.”

Ducking her head and looking at Melle sideways, Claire had said, “How do you know I'll ever be ready? He won't leave his pack, and I would never ask him to. He also won't ask me to give up being a wild wolf. Not even for him.”

She felt cold just contemplating either thought.

Letting her mouth hang open in a smile, moonlight glinting off her teeth, Melle had simply responded, “You will figure out a way. Because he is your mate and you love him. Anyone could see that.”

Anyone could see that. The words had brooded themselves around Claire's mind ever since then. She'd hunted, roamed, and tried to outrun her own thoughts in the mountains for these weeks. Keeping her wolf shape, she tried to simply be in the moment, which was always easiest in this form. But Tate had never left her thoughts. Not once. Was he her mate? Absolutely. Did she love him?

Wind flipped through the pine branches, sending snow into her face as she sat there, seeing only Tate's face.

Of course I love him. Of course. Her human's voice was low, but so certain it was like her own heartbeat, steady and sure and true.

After another hour or so, she finally set out for home. She hadn't been there since the rogues had taken her. Carefully, padding on her large paws in the snow-wrapped silence, she slipped through the dark back down the mountain. It was time, she decided, for a proper shower. 

And maybe, just maybe, she was ready to start to reach out to him. Her mate.

She could always retreat to the mountain or the canyons again if she needed to.

Yes. Whenever I want, her human whispered. But I'm alone. And I miss him.

Feeling her heart gently tug her along, Claire moved with quicker and quicker steps back home.

 

***

 

For over a month, Tate threw himself into his ramped up Guardian duties and his horse training as winter slowly bore down on them. Nothing else existed, although he regularly checked on Claire after the first few weeks. Before that, she was simply gone. He knew she was most likely still in wolf form, god knew where out in the canyons. The only thing that helped his composure was that she had indeed fared just fine this far into her life without him, and she could manage a little more. 

Later, when she finally, finally picked up the phone one day and called him herself, he was already heading to his truck to drive out there before she'd uttered more than hello. 

“Not yet,” she'd said as soon as she heard his diesel engine roar to life. Her voice had sounded rusty with disuse, and he knew he'd been right that she'd spent the far too many days out of contact with him as her wolf. “Please. But you can call me whenever you need, okay?”

He would take what he could get. She let him call her, she talked to him, she texted him. She even lightly teased him sometimes on the phone. But every time he pushed just a little, asking if he could make her dinner, asking if she wanted to see a movie in town, asking if she wanted to go horseback riding again, Claire did the equivalent of turning her back on him, looking out toward some freedom he apparently couldn't match. Each time, he tried to remember his own theories on allowing space and forced himself to back off.

Not pushing her was the hardest thing he'd ever done. His packmates tiptoed around him, with the exception of Lily, of course. She actually chattered on so much around him he finally implored Kieran to do something to hush her up. Kieran, of course, laughed and shook his head, saying, “No way, man. That's a little too dangerous for me. She's just worried about you,” he added, looking away as soon as he said it and seeming ready to flee himself. Male bonding over almost as soon as it started, Kieran then said, “Well, I gotta get in more training time on the mat later today. You in?”

Tate had never before taken great pleasure in sparring with his fellow Guardians. But as it turned out, it was an excellent antidote to help soothe the raging emotions inside.

He avoided going to the cells in the basement, where the rogues were being held. He couldn't deal with them unless he was sure his newfound aggressions wouldn't encourage him to tear into them in a way that would make matters worse. His wolf strongly disagreed with that, countering that they needed a good beating or twenty, but Tate managed to hold firm.

At least each time he talked to Claire, he sensed the mood lightening, becoming more and more teasing, more and more relaxed. As long as he didn't bring up the pack too often, and she didn't bring up her need for total freedom too often.

Finally, finally, things changed for the better one weekend afternoon. Tate had just stepped out of the den shower after a light patrol on the property, during which he'd been training two of the younger pack members who were hoping to one day become full-fledged Guardians. Despite first feeling uncertain whether new responsibilities like that would cut into his still beloved horse training time, as it turned out, he was a natural trainer of shifters as well as equines.

His wolf shook his head at Tate's silliness and turned his back in some disgust at his apparent lack of knowledge about that obvious truth. When the phone buzzed with a text from Claire, though, his wolf leaped so hard into the front of his mind he staggered.

Come over? He could sense the shift in her tone even through her text. Please? I'm sorry it took me so long. 

He was formulating just the right reply, one that was eager without being pushy, when his phone buzzed again.

I have to admit it. I miss you like crazy.

He was pretty sure he broke every speed limit on the nearly two-hour-long drive. Claire, his beautiful, wild mate, met him at her front door, which looked different.

“I bought a security system for the house,” she said, smiling a little nervously. He'd almost forgotten how incredibly beautiful she was. His wolf strained, desperate to stride through the doorway and swing her up into his arms. “Even a new, reinforced door. Since this is my home, and I'm not leaving it.” She leveled a look at him, but the smile was still there. “Not just yet, that is.”

Tate threw up his hands, his laugh suddenly finding its way back to him. It felt like he had barely even smiled in the last five weeks, let alone laughed. “Definitely not, my gorgeous wild wolf.” Her clear green eyes slayed him, as did her luminous skin and the long, silver-blond hair that flowed thick and loose around her face and shoulders, cascading down her back.

She looked at him for another moment. Tate realized she was drinking him in the same way he was doing to her. When she spoke, it was only slightly hesitant. “I feel like I can't breathe when you're not here,” she said. “I need to be out there, Tate.” She waved vaguely toward the open lands of the free territory. “But I realized I miss you much more.”

The heart Tate thought he'd left smashed and broken out in the monsoonal desert pumped hard and strong in his chest. “Claire, darlin', I missed you too,” he said in a voice that cracked only very slightly, capturing her eyes with his so she could feel the weight of his words.

“I still don't know how we'll do this,” his mate whispered. “But can we start over?”

Heart battering his ribs in a hopeful syncopation, Tate stared at her.

“What I mean is,” she said, smiling at him a little shyly, “hi. I'm Claire. Claire Amarok, to be exact.”

Tate smiled as she told him what was definitely a wolf name. 

Claire smiled back as she firmly added, “And I'm your mate, no matter what that means. We'll figure that part out later. For now...please come inside,” she said, her voice deepening into a husky note that instantly quickened his pulse and sent signals straight to his thoroughly unruly cock, which perked up immediately. Slowly, she backed into the house, inviting him to follow. He did so like she was a magnet, gently pushing the door shut behind him. Without missing a beat, she headed for her bedroom.

Tate already liked the reunion she seemed to have in mind.

“I also bought something you might like, cowboy.” Seduction began to lace her voice, which was swiftly losing its uncertain edge. Tate's eyes went to her hands, which had begun to unbutton her blouse. Backing into her bedroom, she beckoned with one finger for him to follow her.

Like the very obedient mate he was, he complied.

“What did you get, darlin'?” He loved watching her clear green eyes darken as the sweet scent of her arousal wafted to him.

“What every wannabe cowgirl needs to ride. Or so this cowboy I know told me,” she said in a breathy tone. “A pair of leather chaps.”

Tate almost did actually swallow his tongue at that. “Oh?” he managed to get out, sounding only slightly strangled.

“Mmm,” his naughty mate said, pulling off her blouse and unclasping her bra to free those spectacular breasts of hers. “I thought maybe you could show me how to put them on and we could try them out in here.” Reaching down to unzip her jeans, she pushed them down her hips and off, then slipped off her silky red panties. Gesturing behind her, she said, “What do you think?”

Tate looked around her gorgeously naked body to see the pair of brand new black leather chaps lying on her bed. Every thought he had instantly exited his mind, which was suddenly filled only with the image of what Claire would look wearing those chaps—and nothing else.

“Oh, hell yeah, my wild cowgirl mate,” he said, letting his grin break loose across his face as he reached out to scoop her up, giggling madly, and put her on the bed. “I think there's quite a lot I can teach you about riding. What do you say we get started right now?”

Still giggling, Claire looked at him with those smoky green eyes and said, “Absolutely, mate of mine. I'm ready.”

 

 

the end

 

 

Thank you so much for reading Wild Wolf. If you enjoyed it, please take a moment to leave a review at your favorite online retailer.

 

 

What's next? Rogue Wolf, Book 5 in the Black Mesa Wolves series. To find out when it's released, sign up for J.K. Harper's newsletter.

 

 

Visit J.K. Harper’s website (http://www.jkharper.com/) for more information about the Black Mesa Wolves and other books.
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