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Prologue





Wyoming, May 2012



Carrie Myers dashed out of her ranch house in the driving rain. Except for the circle of brightness from her flashlight, blackness enveloped her. Dang storm! Why did it have to be so fierce and sudden?

Even with the downpour, the strange noise shed heard wasnt thunder. She had to check it out, especially with so many cows close to calving time.

Never go outside without the gun, girl.

She stopped in her tracks as raindrops pelted the brim of her cowboy hat. Though Daddy had passed before Christmas, he still talked to her. Maybe she imagined it. No matter. It comforted her.

Not willing to question a spirit, she raced inside and grabbed the rifle. Panting, she ran toward the pasture, but a flicker of movement in the darkness stopped her. Then a growl pierced the drone of rain. The hairs on her nape rose to full mast.

The flashlight gyrated as she cocked the rifle. Her hands shook so hard, she almost dropped both. When she aimed the light in the direction of the sound, her stomach lurched to her throat.

Oh, Lord! A dark wolf. Big and mean-looking.

Its growl deepened. Intelligent eyes flickered green from the light she shone at it. Her heart slowed to heavy, throbbing beats as the animal crouched. Fear paralyzed her muscles. The beast was about to pounce on her, and she couldnt move.

Shoot it, girl. Now!

Daddys words were all the encouragement she needed. Her eyelids involuntarily closed as she squeezed the trigger. The rifle kicked her in the shoulder, almost knocking her down into the mud.

She opened her eyes, ready to flee or fire another shot to finish it off. But she didnt need to do either. It lay on its side, still as a stone, as blood seeped from its abdomen. Still gripping the gun, she nudged its hind end with her bootsoftly and then harder. It didnt move. The beast was dead.

Because it was no longer a threat, she realized how magnificent it looked with thick, reddish-brown fur and green eyes, still open. Its expression seemed almost human. Shed never killed such a big creature before. Nausea and sadness wrapped around her as the coppery scent of its blood pierced the rain.

She sure couldnt leave it sitting in her yard to decompose. The smell might draw other wolves.

What now, Daddy? she called into the storm. What do I do?

Soaked to the bone, she sank to the ground and cried faster than the rain. Why did he have to die and leave her with so much responsibility? Shed never get the hang of running a whole ranch.

Get up, girl. Before you catch your death out here. Daddy was back. Thank God. His presence gave her enough strength to stand, anyway. Get my shovel from the shed. Were going to bury it proper.

She slapped the back of her hand across her mouth to force back the urge to vomit.

I cant.

What was wrong with her? Hadnt she helped birth a cow once? Shed even seen a carcass or two of cattle, which had sickened and died in the field. The wolf shed shot was an animal like any other.

So numb she could barely feel her fingers, she unlocked the shed and found the shovel. Daddy told her where to dig. She labored for hours until her arms were sore enough to fall out of their sockets. Her hair, long and sodden, hung in her eyes and tangled in her mouth as she gasped deep breaths of air. Every time she pleaded to give up, her fathers spirit chided her in his gruff voice to keep going.

Luckily, the ground was soft and easy to shovel. Luck, ha. There was nothing lucky about her grisly task except for the Lucky Horseshoe Tobacco advertisement painted on the side of the barn. Daddys favorite brand. She imagined the aromatic scent of his pipe. He used to sit in the den and smoke while reading the paper. It sure smelled better than the sour mud coating her hands.

Its deep enough, girl.

With a sinking belly, she stumbled over to the wolf and dragged it by the hind legs toward the fresh hole. The animal was so massive, trying to move it made her boots sink into the mud midway up her calves. When it tumbled in, the tobacco smoke intensified until it seemed she watched herself through a misty haze. Thunder grumbled and lightning flickered as if even nature disapproved of the kill.

At last, she began to cover the dead wolf in wet earth. Fresh strength returned to her limbs as she pushed and shoveled in the mud. When a flash of lightning revealed a pale hand sticking out of the grave, she gasped.

What on earth? Shed shot a wolf. Hadnt she?

Her eyes must be fooling her. Although curiosity tempted her to brush away the mud to investigate, she tossed in more instead. Her heart pounded louder than the thunder.

Lightning flashed again, revealing a mans face with a short beard the same color…as the wolfs fur. She screamed and gripped both sides of her cowboy hat, wanting it to swallow her head. How in the heck? Did a human lie in the hole? If so, where had he come from? What happened to the wolf?

Daddy!

Youre seeing things, girl. Just keep shoveling.

But shouldnt I call 9-1-1 or something? She didnt have the stomach to dig the thing back up, but maybe someone should investigate.

And risk losing the ranch I worked so hard to build? Finish the job and dont worry. No one will ever find that thing here.

Too stunned to argue, she obeyed. After shutting off her mind, she moved her arms like machine parts, shoveling and shoveling. When the task was finally complete, she patted the top smooth, reminding her of planting the vegetable garden.

Lord, whatever that thing is, please have mercy on its soul, she said gazing up at the black sky.

She stood, every muscle aching and on fire. Her soaked jeans made her legs feel like they were encased in concrete. The carcass was hidden, but shed never look this way without picturing it lying there. Wondering. Never, ever would she forget this miserable night.

On her way back to the house, the light from her flashlight reflected from something shiny on the ground. With an aching back, she stooped to get a closer look. A gold chain.… One she didnt recognize. Her stomach jolted. Had the wolf been wearing it before she…buried it? If so, dragging him had probably pulled it off.

When she hooked it with her finger and held it up, some sort of animal claw dangled from the end of it. From a wolf or dog, if she were to guess. Despite the cold dampness around her, the chain seemed to burn into her flesh.

She glanced back at the raw ground and shuddered. Even if she possessed the strength to return it to its owner, she couldnt stomach the task. If she threw it away in Cody, someone might find it and connect her somehow to the mysterious creature. No choice but to keep it. Shivering again, she slipped it into her jacket pocket.

As if she needed a reminder.








Chapter One





South Dakota, three years later



Roark Archer stood with his hands on his cocked hips, gazing at the sorriest piece of land hed ever seen. Hills bucked up and down worse than a drunk with the heaves. Too many damn trees and rocks. Even the dirt looked poor as shit. No view. South Dakota might be fit for birds but not much else.

You expect our pack to move to this hellhole? he asked his cousin Lara.

Drew Tao chose that moment to walk from the SUV, a roll of papers under his arm. Roark didnt care if hed heard him or not.

Keep your voice down. She smoothed the red streak in hair as black as her cousins. The Tao pack was generous to offer us land.

He kicked at the uneven ground with his boot. Theres got to be another way.

The Lamar Canyon pack is decimated, she insisted. Whoever stays in Yellowstone will eventually be killed off by the ranchers and hunters.

Tell me something I dont already know.

I dont want you there, either. She gripped his arm, making the black leather squeak. Its not safe.

Drew politely cleared his throat. Ready to look at the plat?

The dark-haired Alpha spread the papers on an old stump. While they rattled in the breeze, he indicated the land with a sweep of his arm.

We can subdivide it for each family, but first, we need to bring everyone here. They can stay in a common area temporarily.

Ogden, Laras Tao mate, grinned. Those families will need houses. Looks like Ill be busy at the lumber mill for a while.

Drew smiled, too. What else is new, right?

Roark wrinkled his nose. The pack was more sickening than a 1950s sitcom. And he was supposed to join it like a good little boy. Pledge his life away and erase his Lamar heritage forever. How had Lara done it? She used to be Lamars Alpha, for fucks sake. One look at Ogdens muscular arms and twinkly blue eyes answered his question. The mating call overrode everything else, even family.

I can help organize clearing the land for homes, Ogden said. I can use the timber to build them.

And what about the pack schoolhouse? Lara asked. It might need to be expanded.

True enough. As home building progresses, Drew added, the Tao pack members who moved here can loan their tents and RVs to the refugees.

Refugees. The word slammed Roark in the stomach. When would he wake up from this nightmare? He gripped the rough trunk of a nearby pine tree and leaned his weight against it.

Lara studied the plat. I hate to bring it up, but the project is going to cost money.

Drew nodded, his face serious in the morning sunlight. The Lamar pack should sell as many assets as it can. Jobs in Los Lobos should be plentiful, and we can work out some loans, if necessary.

Thank you again for your generosity, Lara said, gripping his arm.

Youre one of us now. A good pack looks after its own.

Are we about done here? Ogden glanced at his watch. Ive got to get back to the mill.

Almost. Drew pulled a penknife from his pocket and held it out to Roark. If youre ready to do the blood oath, swearing allegiance to the Tao pack, we can get the show on the road.

Roarks head pounded hard enough to split open. I-I cant.

You have to! Lara stamped her foot. Dont screw this up for everyone.

He shrugged. Im not preventing the others from doing it.

Sunlight glinted off her red streak. Im ordering you to.

Youre not my Alpha anymore.

But he did need one. Maybe he should be his own Alpha in a one-wolf pack. Speaking of Wolves, enough tension vibrated the air to send each of them into a shift.

She stepped closer, facing him as she clenched her fists. That was a low blow.

Roark glanced at the other two men. Can you give us a minute?

Drew pocketed the knife and walked several yards away with Ogden, leaving Roark alone with Lara.

Dont be an ass, Roark, she hissed. Were out of options. If we piss Drew off, he might take back his kind offer. The Tao pack is very secretive.

I know all that. He pinched the bridge of his nose. But I cant do it.

Is your reluctance because of Jared? she asked in a gentler voice.

The name of his lifelong best friend shimmered in the cool air, haunting him still.

I have to find out what happened to him. If someone took his life, I need to find his killer and make him pay.

She gripped the braids on each side of his face. Hes been gone for three years. Time to let it go.

Easy for you to say. He removed her hands. You had closure with Aunt Tara. A body to bury.

Instead, he had a void where his strong telepathic link with his friend used to be. After hundreds of tries to make contact, hed finally given up and concluded Jared must be dead. Because so many Lamar had been mowed down by ranchers and hunters, he feared his buddy had suffered the same fate.

Her gray eyes glittered as she enunciated each word. There was nothing easy about my mothers death.

Maybe she was right. Shed watched her mother die and had almost fallen prey to the killer herself when shed pursued revenge. Jared could have merely had a health problem or an accident.

He might believe that…if his best friend hadnt sent him a telepathic image of a green horseshoe and the word Lucky before Jared disappeared. Bars were full of colorful signs like that. They were full of wolf-hating ranchers with guns, too. Roark must have checked out every bar in a hundred-mile radius of Yellowstone, searching for it, but hed never found it.

The other men approached.

Ive really got to get back, Ogden told Drew. Maybe he can take the oath later?

Or not at all, Roark muttered under his breath.

Drew rested his hands on his hips, too. I can give you some time, if needed, but lose the attitude. Weve all been through some shit in our lives.

His eyes were as haunted as Laras, making him wonder exactly what kind of shit hed been through. Roark had to admit, the guy wasnt a bad Alpha. Strong but not looking for a fight. For Laras sake, hed try to play nice. After all, a pack with no identity was probably better off than a dead one.

Sorry, man, he managed to say. This isnt easy, you know?

Roark is very proud, Lara added.

No one is forcing you to join the Tao pack, Drew said. But youll be barred from entry here if youre not one of us.

Lara fixed him with a pleading gray stare. Could he really turn his back on what little family he had left?

Roark glanced up at the trees and let out a breath. Give me some time, okay?

No problem, Drew replied. Ill inform Ryker, our Enforcer. Be careful not to piss him off, though, or youll wear out your welcome real fast.

So, lets get started, Lara said, smiling. Well need to go to Cody, rent a moving van, and load up the first few families.

Roark grinned, too. Youll never get a moving van up here.

Well have to off-load the stuff into four-wheel-drive trucks, Ogden said.

Ill take care of it, Roark offered. Itll give me a chance to see my home again.

And make one last-ditch effort to find out what had happened to his friend.

When do you want to leave? Lara asked. Tomorrow morning?

He shook his head. I have to do this alone. Besides, Ogden needs you here.

Love flickered in the other mans eyes. Lucky son of a bitch. Roark needed revenge, not a mate.

Sounds like a plan, Drew said. I prefer your pack mates agree to the blood oath before they arrive.

Ogden pulled his wallet from his faded jeans and held out several bills. For a moment, Roark stared then finally accepted the cash. Truck rental, gas, and food would cost more money than he had. Might be different if he could hold down a job. Hed done plenty of whoring, boozing, and drag racing with Jared when he was alive. Since his death, hed done nothing.

One last thing, Drew said. Secrecy is critical to the Tao pack. Youre bound to keep everything youve seen and heard here to yourself.

Deal. Roark even shook his hand.

Dont worry, Lara said. My cousin might be a pain in the ass, but his word is as good as gold.

Damn straight, which was why he refused to cut his arm and mingle his blood with Drews until he was really sure.

They piled into Drews SUV to return to Los Lobos. Roark would spend another night at his cousins place near the mill, and then hed be out of here. By tomorrow afternoon, hed be home in Yellowstone. Maybe a miracle would happen so he could stay there and resurrect the Lamar pack.

Not fucking likely, but a guy could hope.



***



The next evening, buckets of rain slashed across the windshield of Roarks moving truck. A rainstorm from the upper plains was no small matter. Water already filled the ditches and pooled across the road as he drove from Cody to the land outside Yellowstone National Parks east end.

Three families waited there for him to pack up their lives and transport them to Hellhole, South Dakota. At this rate, hed never make it.

Crap! he shouted as the vehicle hydroplaned and his right wheels veered into the ditch.

The truck groaned, leaning at a crazy angle. Luckily, it was empty instead of packed full of stuff. Getting a tow truck, if he could even find one, would have to wait until morning.

He flipped off the engine, tilted his head back, and exhaled. Why had he volunteered for this shit? Let the Tao pack hire professional movers if they were feeling so damn generous.

Maybe the rain was a sign, telling the Lamar Canyon pack to stay put. Or get out. Regardless, he was tired from the long drive and hungry as hell. Should he shift and hunt up some dinner, or do it the human way? The flat land shimmered through the rain-soaked windows, telling him he was deep in cattle country. Better play human to avoid having his hide shot.

A light winked in the distance. Without an umbrella or raincoat, hed get completely drenched walking there. Should he skip dinner and try to sleep here instead? The moving blankets in back would make up for his thin clothes. He flipped on his cell phone. No signal. Since he needed a landline phone to call a tow truck, anyway, he might as well get the hike over with.

Before he opened the door, he stared at the blackness outside as rain pounded on the trucks metal roof. Jared had died on a rainy night like this.

What happened to you, man? Even though hed asked the question a million times in the past three years, hed never gotten an answer. Maybe Lara was right. He had to let it go…eventually, but not while it still burned inside his heart.

He flung open the metal door into the rains cold jaws.

To reach the ranch house, he had to hop over a fencecarefully because the damn thing was electric. Rain penetrated his clothes and what felt like his flesh and bones. The temperature was one breath away from ice. He shivered so violently, he could barely move. If he didnt shift soon, he might slip into hypothermia.

As he drew closer to the house, he noticed it had two stories. The hulking black shape of a barn, along with some sheds and more fencing, stood in the distance. Even though he couldnt see any cows, he smelled them. He was on a ranch, all right. A faded wooden sign reading Yellow Barrel Ranch confirmed it.

A feeling of dread, which had nothing to do with the weather, washed over him. It was so bad he almost turned around and walked back to the disabled truck.

Relax, dude. As long as he didnt shift, he should be safe. Hopefully, hed receive some hospitality.

A click of metal pulled his gaze to an upstairs window, in a hurry. A gunpointed at him! What the fuck? Fear ripped through him, almost hard enough to make him piss his pants. He wriggled his human fingers, willing his body not to shift.

Youve got five seconds to get off this property.

The voice was so husky he couldnt tell if it belonged to a woman or teenage male. The dim light in the room behind the person revealed a slender arm and long, honey-colored hair. A woman, then. A really bitchy one.

Where was the man of the house? Or ranch hands, for that matter? If the woman ran the entire outfit herself, he didnt blame her for having a gun. She probably knew how to use it, too.

Keeping his eyes on the rifle, he slowly raised his hands. Shivers from the cold rain racked his body. Let her think it was fear.

I need help, he called out to her. My truck got stuck on the road.

The lone outdoor light glinted off the long barrel of the rifle.

Youve got three seconds left before I blow your ass apart.





Carrie shivered from the cold air seeping through her bedroom window as she pulled the gun inside. To the relief of her hammering heart, the man walked away. Or stumbled, she should say.

He looked pretty damn magnificent, too. Broad shoulders, rain-slick black hair pulled into a ponytail, and a square-jawed, tan face. He must be part Native American. No, she hadnt noticed much.

He didnt act armed or aggressive. Hed shivered enough to go into hypothermia if he stayed out too long in this weather. Her heart accelerated. What if he died out there? The heavy rain reminded her too much of the awful night three years ago.

After throwing one of her daddys thick shirts over her flannel nightgown, she raced downstairs, flipped the multiple locks on the front door then flung it open. She hung onto the rifle, though, just in case.

You, there, she shouted into the rain. Come on in.

He stopped and turned as if sniffing the air, reminding her of a wary animal. A wolf? She shivered. No, not one of those terrifying beasts. He was merely a man.

He crossed the yard, climbed the rain-slick porch steps, and faced her at the doorway. He was even bigger and more handsome than shed first thought. What if he planned to rape or kill her? Could she shoot him?

You look cold, she told him. Are you hungry?

Hell, yeah. His strong voice sliced like a whip through the quiet in her kitchen.

Then come in before I change my mind.

He eyed the rifle. Lose the gun first.

For a few moments, they stared at each other as if willing the other to back down. A primal instinct she couldnt explain told her he was safe. So, she leaned the rifle against the wall and stepped aside.

Water dripped from his ponytail and his jean jacket, pooling on the wood floor. His big shoulders quaked as he continued to shiver. She fought the urge to rest her hands there to still them.

I-Ill get you a towel. Dang it. Her voice was hoarser than a frogs.

He also needed a change of dry clothes, but damn if shed let someone else wear her late fathers things. She fetched two large towels from the linen closet and held them out to him.

One to dry off with, and one to, er, wear. I can throw your clothes in the dryer.

Instead of taking the towels, he shucked off his jean jacket and let it drop to the floor. Next, he worked on the buttons of his flannel shirt. The sight of firm, dusky pectorals sent a strange rush of heat through her.

Good Lord. Did the man plan to strip naked right in front of her? She didnt even know his name. His body looked whip-hard and strong. If he were a bull, hed earn top dollar at the cattle auction. The heat hovering inside her arrowed to her abdomen, making her cotton panties damp and hot.

She averted her gaze. Kindly change in the bathroom. Its down the hall there.

When he snatched the towels from her, she gasped.

Amusement glittered in his black eyes. Kind of jumpy, arent you?

Unease flickered down her spine as he strutted down the hall. The mans cocky presence filled her home and took over as if he owned it. Exactly why she didnt allow many men near the ranch. Why had she invited this one inside?

Because he was a gorgeous hunk? Shed successfully kept her distance from too many handsome ranchers and cowboys to weaken now for no reason. She couldnt explain her unusual attraction.

And he looked familiar, as if he could be related to…. The face shed seen in a flash of lightning would forever be engraved on her mind and soul. No, she refused to remember that night. But what if hed arrived to investigate?

She flipped on the oven and hurried to the refrigerator, removing two fresh homegrown steaks. He seemed the type of man who enjoyed meat and lots of it. How would his hard mouth taste after chewing rare sirloin?

Since shed committed to helping keep the stranger alive, shed see it through. Come morning, she looked forward to sending him on his merry way. Maybe then, Yellow Barrel Ranch would return to normal.

Her hand shook so much the spatula she held slipped out of it. She dropped so many things lately, it was a wonder the floor wasnt pocked with more dent marks.

Normal. Whatever that was anymore.








Chapter Two





Roark sat at the pine kitchen table, which was set with two plates and cups of coffee. At least Annie Oakley had leaned the damn rifle in the corner. What was her name, anyway? He felt pretty defenseless with nothing but a towel hooked around his waist.

The dryer in the next room hummed with his wet clothes. Hed dried his hair a little with an electric dryer in the bathroom and created a half-assed ponytail with a rubber band. The steam from the steak and beans made his stomach grumble.

This looks damn good. He picked up the fork and steak knife. Rare, exactly the way he liked it. Thanks for the hospitality.

Didnt have much choice in this weather.

Do you have a name?

Carrie. She dropped her gaze to cut a piece of steak too small to keep a bird alive.

First-name basis, huh? He was down with that.

Roark.

Your clothes should be dry soon.

She wasnt exactly a conversationalist, but he didnt care. Most women yacked too much. The steak melted in his mouth, and the view across the table wasnt bad either. Though hard to tell from the man-sized shirt she wore over her long granny nightgown, she had a sexy little body. Not skinny, like some emaciated model, but wiry and agile.

Her straight, caramel-colored hair looked softer than silk. Hed love to feel it sliding across his dick one time.

And her scent…. Holy buffalo crap. It grabbed him by the balls and didnt let go. Hed never smelled anything so good. What was it? Apples ripening in the sun, running deer, and…what else…innocence?

Your mate?

Hell, no. He cast the thought from his mind. If he had a mate somewhere, it would be another Wolf. She sure as hell wouldnt be a gun-toting rancher. The girl was hot, though, and it had been a while since hed had a good fuck.

Although he practically swallowed the steak whole, he noticed her quick glances at his bare chest. She shifted in her chair a lot, too. Steak and a lay. Not bad rewards for freezing his ass off in the rain and nearly getting shot.

Except for the cow-motif curtains at the kitchen window, the house had a mans feel and working-farm scent. At least it didnt have wolf heads mounted on the wall like Tyler Brookss ranch. Lara had told him all about it when shed gone after her mothers killer.

Do you run this place by yourself?

She sipped some coffee, sloshing it over the rim of the cup. Mostly.

What does that mean? And why was she so jumpy? Shed practically dropped the steaks on the way to the table.

I hire hands at roundup time, she replied. The ranch is small.

Still, how could such a little scrap of a woman handle running a cattle ranch herself? Ranch. He hated ranchers, so why was he sitting here making small talk with one? She wasnt like the typical assholes hed met, either. None smelled so good. Despite her solitary state, shed taken a chance letting him in. Of course, she had no idea what he was, and he intended to keep it that way.

Where are you from, Roark?

He stared at her pink lips, liking the way his name sounded on them. She didnt wear cosmetics and didnt need them. Her eyes reminded him of loping through grass, feeling it swish against his paws. She would be even prettier if she smiled, though.

Around the park.

He sure wasnt ready to say he was from Hellhole, South Dakota, yet. Besides, hed been sworn to some big vow of secrecy. Whatever.

Yellowstone is nice. She dabbed her sexy mouth with a cloth napkin. Do you work there?

Odd jobs, he said with a shrug. Im supposed to move some people out of state. The moving truck ended up in the ditch.

Her hunched shoulders lowered a bit. Apparently, she believed he was just a strong, dumb truck driver passing through. No threat to her. They should discuss the weather or something safe because the more he asked about her, the more shed ask about him. For some reason, he wanted to learn everything he could about her. Hed never met such a nervous rancher. She almost acted like she was hiding something.

His gaze wandered over the kitchen, taking in the large and small boots under the masculine coats hanging on the wall. Beside the advertisements and reminder notes, her refrigerator sported a big photo of a stern-looking, gray-haired man in a cowboy hat. He looked old enough to be her father. Maybe she dug older men. Why wasnt he here, whoever he was?

Whos the guy on the fridge?

She dropped her fork. What?

Relax. Without thinking, he gripped her slim, tanned wrist. I was just curious about the photo.

Shutters slammed down in her green eyes but not before sadness darkened them. My father.

Damn, her husky voice was sexy. With reluctance, he let go of her. What would her moans sound like? He supposed hed find out soon enough.

Is he traveling?

She took a breath as if wondering whether or not to answer him. He died a few years ago.

Then why hadnt she removed his boots? It was as if she expected him to return. With a Wolfs intuition, he viewed her life. Rising early every morning, making coffee, working until sundown, and dropping into bed each night, exhausted and alone. No wonder she didnt smile much.

How did she stand it? He couldnt imagine not having a pack. That was what scared him so much about the number of Lamar whod died, especially after losing Jared. What if he ended up alone, too?

He polished off the steak and chewed thoughtfully. Their conversation was getting too heavy.

Sorry to hear about your loss. He eyed the gun in the corner. Nice rifle. Do you hunt?

Sometimes, for food, she said. I love beef, but small game is a nice variety once in a while.

Maybe guns werent a safe subject, either, but he had to remember she was the enemy no matter how pretty and alone she was.

He leaned back in his wooden chair, loving how solid and homey it felt. You seem awfully attached to it.

Daddy taught me to use it for protection, mostly. She sipped her coffee. You never know when you might stumble across a rattlesnake or

A wolf?

Her half-full cup clattered to the table, spilling hot coffee everywhere.

Oh, Lord, Im sorry. She rushed to the counter and carried two dish towels to the table.

No problem. He swabbed the brown puddle flooding toward him before it could roll off and scald his balls. The chick definitely needed to be laid. Ranchers shoot wolves. Its a common fact.

She frowned as she helped wipe the spill. Are you one of those wildlife fanatics?

He paused, catching himself before he revealed too much. In a way.

I take it you havent run a ranch before. She tossed back a lock of hair as she wiped. Wolves can wipe out cattle.

Maybe a sick or young one. Not a whole herd.

It doesnt take a lot to nudge a small outfit into the red. She turned and squeezed her dishtowel out in the sink. Do you have any idea what its like to live in fear of losing your home?

Yeah, I know all about it. He tossed the other dishtowel onto the counter. The moving van out there? Im not just the driver. Its personal.

She paused and fixed him with a curious green stare. He clamped his lips together. The injustice of his friends death and slaughter of his pack burned inside him, but he had to keep it hidden.

Apparently, the little rancher didnt hunt wolves for sport. Watching her slim hips twitch while she rinsed out his dishtowel doused his anger.

I use wolf deterrents, she said.

Really? The surprise of it slammed him against the cabinets, almost knocking off his bath towel. Isnt it expensive?

She avoided his gaze. Not too bad for a small ranch like this one.

Good for you, Carrie. He frowned. So, why did you call me a wildlife fanatic earlier?

No reason. She returned to the table to clear the plates.

Roarks head ached with confusion as he helped her. What side was she on? If she didnt dig saving wolves, why bother with nonlethal deterrents? Most ranchers didnt give a rats ass about anything but their bottom line.

Maybe the truck had broken down outside her place for a reason. And discovering she wasnt a wolf killer had sent her from the tempting to the must-fuck-her-now category.

After she delivered the last dirty dish to the counter, he gripped her shoulder. You cant stop there. Youve got to convince your competitors to do the same.

She shrugged off his hand with surprising strength. What I do is my own business.

I get it. He raised his hands. Youre a recluse, but surely you bump into other ranchers in your business dealings.

I believe your pants are dry by now.

Do I need them? His cock spoke for him. As usual, it had more sense than he did. Once hed relaxed her with a good orgasm or two, shed be more agreeable.

I dont get your meaning.

After she left the room, he leaned against the counter. As hed suspected, it would take a lot of time and patience to coax her into bedmore than he had. He needed to forget about the peculiar woman and do his duty, moving part of the pack to its new home in the Black Hills.

The idea of plowing into Carries cunt was a hell of a lot sweeter than mixing his blood with Drew Taos, though. A fantasy would be better than nothing. Watching her bare calves and ankles under the hem of her nightgown had made his balls ache. Damn flannel thing was sexier than a negligeeon her, at least.

Time to jerk off when he bedded down for the night.





While Roark changed into his dry clothes and brushed his teeth in the bathroom, Carrie wiped her feverish brow. The temperature in the house had increased several degrees since hed arrived. Seeing him in the towel had made her panties so damp, she ought to throw them into the dryer, too.

Her opinion of him had improved throughout the meal. What shed first thought was cockiness turned out to be self-assurance. He was the type of man a woman could lean on. She wished he wouldnt ask so many questions, though. He certainly didnt answer too many.

No need to fret. Hed be gone the next day. The thought carved an empty spot in her middle, but how could it? Shed only known him a few hours.

He emerged in jeans but no shirt. She ought to install brighter lights down here. The existing ones bathed his muscled flesh in a tawny glow.

Where would you like to sleep? she asked him.

His black eyes glittered, and his full lips turned up on a half smile. Im not picky.

A hot blush spread across her face. Shed have to pick her words with more care. If shed said the same thing to a hired hand, the man would probably throw her into the hay. Despite the wild look of him with his long, dark hair and ripped jeans, Roark was a gentleman.

Would Daddy approve of him? His spirit had dimmed to nothing over the past three years. She longed to chat with him during the lonely night hours. The only consolation for the loss was knowing hed passed on to wherever spirits go.

The guest room is upstairs. She crossed the kitchen and picked up the rifle.

He frowned. Whats that for? Do you plan to shoot me in my sleep?

The thought of killing made the metal slip out of her hand. Luckily, it bumped harmlessly against the wall. Her clumsiness didnt usually include firearms.

I-I usually keep it in my room at night. She turned away from it to face him. I reckon I dont need it tonight, though.

If the stranger planned to attack her, he would have done it by now. For some reason, he made her feel safe. So, why was her belly so unsettled? She couldnt blame it entirely on eating steak late at night.

While she headed up the narrow stairs, he followed with heavy, masculine footsteps. Something about him reminded her of…the face, the lightning flash image of the creature who rested in her field. Shed never forget what it looked like or any detail about the awful night. Never stop wondering what in the heck shed buried. At least once a week, she had a nightmare about it and awoke drenched in sweat. It was nice to have company even if she was probably a fool for allowing it.

When he gripped the banister from behind, she noticed the fingernail was missing on his left pinkie.

What happened to your finger?

He pulled it away. Just a little tangle with a buffalo.

Her mouth opened in surprise, but she closed it again. Obviously, he made it up. The imperfection made him more appealing. They passed the master bedroom first. Except her, Roark was the first person whod seen it since her fathers death.

She hoped he wouldnt think she was strange for keeping Daddys things the way hed left themhis leather pipe pouch, cowboy hat, and even a half-empty bottle of aftershave. When so many things had changed, why not keep something the same?

Your fathers room? he asked.

Yes.

Its nice. Why dont you move in there?

She fingered the buttons on her shirt. I like my room fine. Im used to it.

When they passed it, he glanced inside. She hadnt changed it much from her girlhood. Posters of horses, faded now, still adorned the walls. Hed probably think they were silly, too. Why on earth was she sharing the sacred privacy of her home with a stranger? There was something special about him she couldnt explain. It felt as if shed known him an entire lifetime.

Did he sense it, too?

Heres the guestroom. She scurried to the bed to beat the dust off the pillows.

He tossed his wallet and keys on the nightstand. Then he laid his warm hand on her shoulder, too lightly to offend. Instead of shaking it off as she had earlier, she rotated under his touch, secretly craving more.

You dont have to go to any trouble, he said. Everything looks very comfortable.

All right. Let me know if you need anything else.

His fingers drifted over her collarbone, up to her chin. There is one more thing.

What? Her throat was so tight her voice erupted in a croak.

A kiss. May I, Carrie?

Without consulting with her brain first, her head nodded.

When he leaned down, his black hair tumbled forward. It must have slipped out of the rubber band. Without contacting her with anything but his mouth, he brushed his lips against hers. A flame erupted inside her with the power of a gunshot. She knew shed never be the same.

He straightened, fixing her face with his questioning dark eyes.

Again, she whispered.

He gripped her cheeks with strong hands as his mouth closed in on hers, harder. Longer. His square jaw brushed against her face, sweeping her into a cyclone of sensation. She gave herself to him and the kiss, lifting weak and shaky arms to tangle her fingers in his glossy hair.

He smelled heavenly, like spicy oranges cooking in a scorching canyon. His lips parted, unleashing a hot, questing tongue she felt down to her toes. Youre mine, it said.

Yes, yes, yours. All yours.

Her fingertips skated across his hot, satiny skin. He reminded her of a primal animal. The way he moved…like a predator. A soft growl even vibrated in his throat. Her panties couldnt be more drenched if she hung them out the window in the rain.

Pressed inside the cage of his strong arms, the grim truth she lived with every day melted away. If she stood here long enough, maybe it would disappear forever. He pulled his lips away but kept them close enough to breathe her air, and for her to breathe his.

Nothing in her life had felt right since Daddy had died. Until now.

A squeak of surprise escaped her when he picked her up and set her on the rose-colored quilt covering the bed.

Roark, what are you doing?

He knelt beside the bed, fixing her with a hungry but caring stare. We both need this.

She clutched her chest. We cant.

But the slick delta between her legs screamed, Yes we can! When else would she get the chance to make love? Men this handsome didnt come along every day.

He bowed his head. I know you value your private life here, and I have a lot going on in my life, too. Lets share the night.

I-I dont think it would be right.

Whats wrong about it? he asked, lifting his chin. I have protection.

Her heart hammered. I-Ive never done it before.

But she wanted to now. And only with him. Why?

Then Ill make sure its special.

W-we dont even know each others full names, she protested. Mine is Carrie Myers.

Roark Archer. He chuckled and shook her hand. Pleased to meet you, Miss Myers.

She gasped when he unbuttoned her shirt and traced the tip of her breast through her flannel nightgown. The bud hardened and ached, making her writhe on the quilt. Handshakes were a darn sight safer.

So pretty, he whispered. You cant go through the rest of your life never experiencing what its like to be with a man.

Shed planned to do exactly that, but now she wasnt so sure.

Keep touching me. It wasnt an exact answer to his question, but she needed it so badly. Maybe it would help her make up her mind.

He frowned and traced the scar beneath her breasts. What happened here?

A little mishap with some barbed wire. She shrugged. Got kicked in the fanny by a horny bull once, too. The wire cut bled more, though.

What were you doing with barbed wire?

Getting it off to put the electric in. Her flesh burned with electricity of its own. Did he have to ask so many questions now?

Cant you hire some men to help you around here with the rough stuff?

She tugged the buttons on her nightgown. More touching, less jawing, please.

In seconds, hed pulled off all her clothes except her panties. He traced his hand down her body, exploring her breasts and the width of her waist. She sucked in each breath and held it, too consumed by pleasure to exhale right away.

When his fingers tangled on the waistband of her panties, her legs trembled and her cleft burned with need. For the first time, she wished she owned lacy, feminine lingerie instead of boring, practical underwear.

These are so sexy, he whispered as if reading her mind. So perfect on you.

She gasped when his finger dipped under the white fabric, probing and swirling over swollen flesh. Her head thrashed on the pillow. Surely, she didnt deserve such pleasure. With each caress, he promised even more. Completely disconnected from reality, she hovered over an abyss.

Dont let me go.

She craved him every night, to make her forget everything causing her pain. With an instinct of their own, her hips danced as sinuously as a snakes. His finger slipped inside, thrusting deep. If her pleasure was electricity, hed light her up for miles.

He grabbed her hand and pressed it to the rock-hard bulge in his jeans. She shied away when he unzipped himself, but he pressed his bare cock into her palm. Lord, shed never felt anything so hot. So alive. A trail of juice seeped from her core.

Are you still sure you want to do this? he whispered in her ear.

Their chests bucked and swelled against each other from their hard breathing. She felt as if shed run the length of the ranch a hundred times.

Y-yes, Roark.

Then grab my wallet off the nightstand since youre closer to it.

Her body tensed. He didnt plan to pay her like a prostitute, did he? Daddy definitely wouldnt approve. He wouldnt look kindly on a one-night stand, either.

Theres a condom in it, he added.

When she twisted away from his hot skin, the contrast of the cool air caused her to shiver. Clumsier than ever, she dropped the wallet on the bed. It opened, revealing several pictures in plastic sleeves. She couldnt resist flipping through them. Did he have a girlfriend? Hopefully not a wife. Hopping cow patties. She hadnt even thought to ask about that.

Too late to back out now.

The people were all ages and shared a similar look to him, so she assumed they were family. She could hardly concentrate, with him stroking her back and grinding his wonderful hardness against her buttocks.

Youre taking too damn long, he muttered against her hair. Im about to take you, condom or not.

H-hold on a second, she replied.

When she spotted the last picture, the heat in her body turned to ice. She blinked, hoping shed seen it wrong, but the image only became clearer. Her mouth dropped open in horror as she stared at the face of a reddish-haired man with a beard. Nausea twisted her gut while a lone coyote howled in the distance. The remembered sensation of mud and blisters floated across her hands….

Oh, dear Lord. It was him! The face of the creature shed killed.








Chapter Three





Roark groaned and rubbed against Carries soft ass again. How hard could it be to find a condom in a wallet? If she made him wait any longer, his dick might explode. She had the sexiest bodysmall but strong. The skin on her arms was tough and tan, but other, more private parts of her were pale and softer than velvet.

And if he didnt stop breathing her scent, he might ejaculate before he ever got his cock inside her.

When he peered over her shoulder, he discovered she studied his pictures. Holy buffalo crap. Now was not the time to walk down memory lane. He wished hed reached for the wallet himself. Those pictures were private. When she sat upher back still to himshe breathed funny and her shoulders shook.

Carrie, are you okay?

What luck. He was about to do a virgin, a rare treat, and she felt sick at the last minute. Looked like hed have to settle for the hand job after all. What in the heck was wrong with her? She was one weird chick. Lives like a recluse, keeps her fathers stuff lying around, sleeps with a gun, and now this. He couldnt even contemplate a relationship with her.

Ill be all right. She turned and glanced at him with haunted green eyes. I shouldnt have eaten steak so late.

You hardly swallowed a bite. He jiggled her shoulder. Give me the wallet, angel. I know exactly where that rubber is.

Instead, she picked up her flannel nightie, put it back on, and sat on the bed again.

Are these people your family? she asked, flipping through the pictures.

He sighed and stuffed his shrinking cock back into his jeans. Maybe the interruption was for the best. After inhaling the fragrance from her sweet cunt, his suspicion had turned into fact. Carrie was his mate. She was also a virgin. No-strings sex and virgin mate didnt exactly go together. As long as she gave her consent, he didnt really give a damn, though.

Family and friends, he replied.

Tired of staring at her back, he sat beside her on the edge of the bed. Obviously, sex wasnt going to happen tonight. The less she knew about his pictures the better. As soon as he got settled someplace, he planned to move them to a locked box so no one else could stumble across them and ask questions.

Do you see them often?

For a recluse, you sure are nosy. He nudged her arm. Just teasing. Seriously, most of those people have passed on. I carry their pictures for remembrance.

Were they sick? When her small fingers brushed the hair from his forehead, his breath caught. Ive heard of people living in one area getting the same illness from pollution.

Roark pinched the bridge of his nose as the smell of burning dust from the bedside lamp burrowed into his head. She was getting closer. Too damn close. Why not lie to her and tell her they all got cancer? Talking to a mate must be stronger than truth serum because he couldnt lie to her.

No, Carrie. They died from violence.

Then you understand loss, too. She traced the edge of his leather wallet. Will you tell me about them?

His body twitched with the urge to shift and trot out of here on four legs.

Id rather not. He faked a yawn. Didnt we agree to no-strings sex?

I understand. She flipped to the last photo. Im curious about him, though. Was he your brother?

Roarks heart accelerated as he gazed at his buddys face. Hed taken the shot of him in Yellowstone where they used to hang out around the hot springs. Jared even wore the necklace hed made for him, of his claw hanging from a gold chain. His pinkie finger tingled as he remembered losing it.

Maybe she knew something about him. Painful or not, he had to find out.

No, he was my best friend.

Her hand shook. When she set the wallet down, it folded closed. Wh-what happened to him?

I wish I knew. He disappeared about three years ago. Im still looking

The bed lurched as she jumped off it and left the room.

Carrie? You okay? he called out.

He opened the wallet and stared at Jareds face before closing it again and placing it back on the nightstand. She knew something. He was sure of it. Water ran in the bathroom next door. When she returned, her face was pale under her tan.

Whats the matter? he asked. Did you ever meet…Jared?

Was that his name? No, she said quickly, rubbing her stomach. The steak didnt set right is all. Im not used to having people around.

Especially in your bed, he added.

Yes.

The last thing he expected was for her to grip his shoulders and press her mouth to his.

Make love to me, Roark.

I thought we lost the mood. But when her nipples pressed against his chest through her nightgown, his erection hardened, ready to pick up where theyd left off.

I need you. She even grabbed the back of his head and slipped her tongue into his mouth.

If that wasnt consent, he didnt know what was. Why had she suddenly become so wild? It was as if she were trying to forget something. His gut told him she was lying when she claimed she knew nothing about Jared. Maybe a good orgasm would loosen her tongue.

This time, he took the rubber out of the wallet himself. After rolling it down his cock, he smiled and lay on his back.

Youre so tiny, youd better get on top this time.

Why the hell did he say this time? Tonight would be it. Tomorrow morning he was out of here, after he learned everything about Jared there was to know. Even though she still kissed him passionately, her thighs trembled around his thick waist. What a crazy chickabout to shoot him full of holes one minute and fragile as a newborn pup the next.

Her silky hair felt even sexier than hed imagined, cascading over his chest like fringe. So perfect. Lamplight reflected on the honey-gold hairs of her thatch slick with arousal. As if shed waited her entire life for him to arrive and make her a woman. The sense she knew more than she admitted made her more tempting.

Fate had brought him here.

He gripped the base of his pulsing cock. Are you ready, angel?

She nodded and perched over the head. Gripping his shoulders, she pulled herself down.

Jeez, Carrie. Go slower. Youll hurt yourself.

Within seconds, her tight core swallowed him to the hilt. She cried out and dug her nails into his muscles. Why had she lunged down so fast, as if shed wanted to hurt herself?

He smoothed her hair. Hold still. Let your body get used to me.

Her legs quivered so hard they shook the bed. He almost decided to abort the mission. She couldnt possibly be enjoying it. When she finally moved again, he guided her hips to make sure she moved slowly enough.

He squeezed his eyes shut as her hot little sheath electrified him to the balls with pleasure. Physically, she was the best lay hed ever had. She must have the tightest pussy west of the Rockies. Unfortunately, it also screwed with his head. Images of Jared refused to go away. Then he thought of her fathers old boots still sitting in the kitchen. How alone she was.

His fingers clamped around her waist. The urge to shift ripped through him. He arched his toes to hold it off. What the hell? He could always control his shifting, especially during sex. Unlike other women, she touched him on a deeper level than hot, slick genitals. He never expected sleeping with a mate to be so intense.

Their bodies moved in rhythm, playing the old bedsprings like an accordion. Her moans told him she felt pleasure through the pain. Aroused out of their minds, his nuts tightened into knots.

He didnt feel the wet droplets on his chest at first. Holy buffalo crap. She was crying.

Hey, why the tears? He cradled the back of her head with his palm.

I dont know. She shook her head. Everything.

Then let it out. Im going to come soon, though. Cant hold it off.

Nodding, she wiped her red eyes while hoarse sobs racked her tiny frame. A haunting chill gripped Roarks heart. He was probably the first person whod held her since her father had died.

How could he walk away tomorrow, leaving her to her lonely life?

When she dropped to lie completely on top of him, he pulsed his release into the condom inside her. A delicious ache throbbed through his cock with each spurt. Tonight wasnt his best performance. Hed made the woman cry, for Gods sake. She hadnt climaxed, either, but that wasnt surprising given her virginity.

Despite everything, it was the best freaking sex hed ever had.

Even Jared faded from his mind. They held each other for a long time without moving. Yeah, it would be hard to leave her tomorrow, but he had to get away from Yellow Barrel Ranch and Wyoming. Time to put those pictures away, move his pack to safety, and get on with his life.

Hellhole, South Dakota didnt look half bad anymore.



***



The next morning, Carrie hummed an old mining tune to herself while she cooked flapjacks and ham. Daddy used to whistle it in the morning. How nice to fix breakfast for someone else instead of herself. In fact, she rarely bothered with much anymore besides coffee and toast. Her stomach growled. Roark had worked up the biggest appetite shed had in a long time.

He strolled into the kitchen, his gorgeous black hair damp from his shower and hanging loose over his shoulders.

I figured youd be up at the butt-crack of dawn, he said after yawning.

Got chores to do, she replied.

He slipped a possessive arm around her waist and kissed her. Tingles shot through her cleft as she remembered last night. She was so sore, but it was a good sore. Like being in the saddle all day at roundup time.

Breakfast smells great, he said. Can I use your phone to call a tow truck? My cell doesnt get any signal here.

Sure. Use the one in the den where its quieter.

His walk reminded her of a loping animal as he left the room. Lord, he was a fine-looking bull. Maybe shed dream about him instead of her nightmares. Hed been so gentle and sweet in her bed. Tears threatened to spill from her eyes again as she flipped over the flapjacks.

Shed gotten used to living alone, but after he left, she wasnt sure she could handle it again. Last night had changed her in more ways than one.

He was a friend of the man shed killed, she reminded herself. Yes, man. The jaunty tune died on her lips as nausea settled into her gut. Had fate sent Roark here to torment her? The only comfort shed had the past three years was not knowing anything about the mysterious creature lying in her field. She could pretend her mind had played tricks on her in the dark, imaging a human face. Although she had no idea how a dead wolf could turn into a man, now she knew he was real and Roarks best friend. Since Roark seemed to be a gentleman, that fellow probably was, too. She even knew his name. Jared.

Had Roark waited up for him that night? The intense fire in his dark eyes told her the loss still hurt him. Didnt he deserve the truth? At least with Daddys death, hard as it was, she had closure.

The shriek of the smoke detector snapped her out of her thoughts. Her flapjacks were black on the bottom, so she dumped them into the trash and started over.

She couldnt afford to get sappy now. Daddys ranchher homemust stay protected. The sooner Roark left, the better.



***



After breakfast, Roark walked outside with Carrie to help her check for storm damage and feed the cows. After deflowering her and eating her food, it was the least he could do. Her long duster jacket and leather boots were sexier than the long nightgown. She even had a bandana around her neck.

He tweaked the brim of her Western hat. Youre a regular cowgirl, arent you?

It comes with the territory.

He pointed to the full-size pickup truck and tractor nearby. I assume you drive those?

Sure do. I even maintain them when Im not busy with mating and breeding.

His cock stirred. She definitely knew how to mate.

Did your father teach you everything?

Mostly. She shrugged. Experience taught me the rest.

Amazing woman, in bed and out.

The morning sun peered over the distant mountains, and the rain puddles were already sinking into the ground. He didnt have to be a wolf to smell the cows. Or hear them. They gathered around both sides of a long trough.

At the feedlot already. She laughed. Theyre letting me know theyre hungry.

Dont they graze? Roark asked.

I supplement with grain. Ranch isnt big enough to have its own feed operation.

The ground was as fresh and soft as her cunt. Damn, he needed to shift. Especially after the mind-blowing sex, which had scrambled his emotions as well as his balls. Couldnt risk it, though. Carries ranch was too small. The last thing he needed was for her to find out he was a Wolf shifter.

Luckily, their breakfast doesnt have to be cooked, she said, so I cant burn it.

Youre a good cook, he told her. I dont suppose youd fix me a roast-beef sandwich for the road?

Sure!

He rubbed his hands together. I cant wait to see the wolf deterrents youre using.

Theres one of them. She pointed to a big donkey grazing several yards away. Meet Bruce.

Very cool, but I can see him fine from here. Donkeys were nasty fighters, so most wolves left them alone. What else?

Next, she pointed to a line of fencing. My entire ranch is electric fenced.

He knew. Climbing over it had nearly shocked his balls out of their sockets his first night here.

The fladry, plastic streamers, also deter wolves, she added, visually and by the flapping sound they make when the wind blows. It blows most of the time around here.

Im impressed.

Unfortunately, some ranches are too large to fence affordably, she added.

He knew. So did his dead Lamar pack mates. He had a feeling she liked being surrounded by an electrified, protective barrier. Knowing he was the first man shed invited into her bed swelled his chest. He rested a hand on her lower back as they skirted the barn to the front door on the other side.

My woman.

The fragrant, homey scent of hay enclosed him. Before they stepped inside, he glanced up. Her barn was painted to resemble a billboard. The letters were a little faded but read Lucky Horseshoe Tobacco. Beside them a…fuck…green horseshoe. The sun shone right on it like a spotlight.

Roark? she called from the doorway. The grain is in here.

But he couldnt answer. He fell to his knees in the mud, staring at the image that had haunted him for the past three years. The last one Jared sent him. Hed searched every bar for miles for nothing. It had never occurred to him to look for a barn.

Nausea washed over him harder than last nights rain. Jared had died here. But how? Why? Those questions were easy to answer. Hed probably been in wolf form, and everybody knew wolves werent welcome guests on ranches.

Most importantly, who had pulled the trigger? A hired hand, Carries father, or, shit, Carrie herself?

His breakfast threatened to rise up, flapjacks and all.

Please tell me I didnt fuck my best friends murderer.

She stepped outside and gazed up at the logo. Daddys favorite tobacco. It looks kind of strange out here, doesnt it?

How come Ive never heard of it? he asked, standing on wobbly ankles.

Were from Arkansas, she said matter-of-factly. The local brand disappeared a long time ago.

Disappeared. Like his best friend.

She motioned him inside the barn. Come on. The cows are starving, and the tow truck will be along soon.

Right. Hed forgotten all about the truck.

Where is he?

How could her face look so innocent bathed in morning sunlight? Wheres who?

He wrestled the wallet out of his back pocket. His hand shook so hard it dropped into the mud. He picked it up and flipped it open to the last picture.

Him!

Carries face paled as her body smacked back first into the side of the barn, knocking off her hat. Oh, yeah. She definitely knew something.

I-I dont know what you mean. She picked up her hat and held it against her belly. Hes your friend. Not mine.

He wiped off the wallet and shoved it back in his pocket. He was here.

Did he tell you so?

Roark stared at the ground, wondering how to explain without giving away being a shifter. Im sure youve heard of mental telepathy. Reading minds?

She nodded.

Well, Jared and I could do it. He stepped in front of her, trapping her against the barn. I saw the image right before he died.

You must be mistaken. She shook her head, banging it against the rough wood. Ive never seen him before.

He leaned closer. Then why did you act so strange last night when you saw his picture?

Her chest rose and fell under her brown jacket so fast it almost formed a blur. How did she manage to look so fragile when she was so close to cold-blooded murder?

I bet his body is here on this ranch, isnt it? He pinned her shoulders to the wood. Who did it, Carrie? Who killed him?

I dont know, she wailed.

He let go of her and set his hands on his hips. What was he supposed to do now? Chain her to a torture rack until she talked? He needed more evidence than a telepathic sign. Despite her affection for that lousy rifle, he didnt believe she was the one whod pulled the trigger. And except for her occasional tough act, she was too skittish to kill a fly. Even if she fired, shed probably miss.

The old man had surely done it. Daddy, as she so affectionately called him. Yeah, Daddy was a bastard like all the other ranchers. If only he were alive so Roark could knock his head off.

Your father shot him, didnt he? he asked.

No!

Im not stupid, Carrie. When a wolf sets foot on a ranch, most people shoot.

She frowned. Wolf? I thought we were talking about your friend.

Wolf…shit. His emotions had carried him away.

Thats what I meant. He squeezed the bridge of his nose. Your father was probably not fond of trespassers. You threatened to shoot me, remember?

I know he wouldnt do something like that.

Well, someone did. He slapped his fist into his palm. And when I find out who, that person will pay.

Her clothing rubbed against the wood as she jumped. She acted so nervous all the time, he could hardly tell if she was guilty or not.

Id better go wait for the tow truck, he said.

Youre leaving, then?

For now. But Ill be back to get to the bottom of this. He gripped the wide collar of her jacket. Ive waited three long years to avenge Jareds death.

She blinked at him, looking as if she might cry again.

He took the rubber band out of his pocket and jerked his hair into a ponytail. Thanks for the breakfast.

And the closure. At least he had more now than hed arrived with. Unfortunately, learning more clues about Jareds death only added fuel to his fire for revenge. Unshed tears clouded his vision as he stared out at the flat fields.

Where are you, man?

Nothing stirred except his mind, remembering the girl standing in front of him was his mate. Didnt mean a damn thing. Hed be back, all rightto grill her with questions until she broke down and told him the truth. She was so high-strung, it probably wouldnt take long.

But he was too messed up from the shock of seeing the horseshoe to think straight right now. Besides, he had a duty to fulfill for his pack and a long drive ahead of him. When hed already waited three years for revenge, what did a few more days matter?








Chapter Four





A few days later, Roark pushed his way through the crowd in Gees Bar and claimed a seat at the bar. Lara trailed behind him with guitar in hand. He couldnt wait until she went up front to perform so shed stop hovering over him.

When he ordered his first beer, Kaden, the bartender, looked to her.

Cut him off after the second one, she said.

Roark rested his elbows on the bar. Thanks for treating me like a child.

Stop acting like one. She glared at him. Until you take the blood oath, youre under my care. Im new to the Tao pack myself, so Im warning you. Straighten up.

He held his hands out, palms up. What have I done?

Lets see. She counted her fingers. Youve gotten drunk here every night this week. You ran Ogdens work truck into a ditch.

Excuse me for not being used to the shitty excuses for roads around here.

You also ruined two hundred dollars worth of timber at the mill because you were careless.

He grabbed the fresh beer placed in front of him and took a gulp. Im not cut out for mill work.

Well, you need to find a job. Her strident voice sliced through the nearby conversations with the force of a hatchet. Driving the Lamar pack here and helping them unload is the only thing youre doing right.

Youre a real drag, you know that? Id rather hear you sing than nag me all night.

Your behavior lately is atrocious, even for you. She gripped his arm. I ask you again, what happened in Yellowstone?

And like I said, nothing.

His gaze slid across the blue walls and neon bar signs. How could he tell anyone? Hed done everything he could since hed gotten here to avoid thinking about Carrie and what hed discovered on her ranch. How could he want and hate someone so much at once?

Her scent was permanently embedded in his brain. Shifting and loping through the evergreen trees here didnt help much. Knowing she was alone on her ranch made him want to run to her. And what? Punish her for what her father had probably done to his best friend? Fuck her again and make her come this time? The beer burned his throat. Yeah, he wanted to do both. So much for no-strings sex.

Lara cocked her head and fixed him with a wise gray stare. Roark, did you meet your mate?

His sudden exhale of breath gave him away.

Damn, she said softly. I was hoping youd find her here so you could settle down. Who is she?

He stared ahead at the colorful liquor bottles on the shelf. Carrie. She owns a small cattle ranch outside of Cody.

A rancher? Lara laughed. Youve got to be kidding. How did you meet her?

The moving truck broke down near her place, so I spent the night.

Please tell me you didnt sleep with her. She blinked. Of course you did.

He shrugged. We agreed to a one-night stand. I didnt expect her to be a virgin.

Are you out of your mind? Lara dragged her fingers through her red streak of hair. How could you expect casual sex with a mate? A virgin, no less.

Well, I cant undo it now.

Did you tell her shes going to live two hundred years, like you?

I didnt bond with her. He drained his glass and signaled for his second beer. Theres more.

Might as well unload all of it. Carrying it inside chewed him up with sharp fangs.

Terrific. She turned to glance toward the stage area. Make it quick. I have to go on soon.

I think I found Jareds killer.

My God. Her mouth fell open. Why didnt you tell me sooner?

It happened on her ranch. The lucky-green horseshoe is painted on the barn, bigger than crap. Im pretty sure her father did it.

She let out a slow breath. Okay. What did you do to him?

He gripped the handle of his empty beer mug until his knuckles turned white. Nothing. The man has been dead for several years.

Well, thats that, then.

He snorted. Yeah, right.

Luckily, Ryker wasnt here. He couldnt enjoy himself with the packs Enforcer breathing down his neck.

I have to get ready for tonights performance. She tugged his left braid. Please behave yourself tonight.

Minutes later, Laras singing filled the room, but he focused on the other patrons instead. The Tao pack was fortunate to have a safe place to live and party. He could think of worse places to inhabit. Maybe he should enter the stupid blood oath, but not until he got a honey-haired, sexy rancher out of his mind.

His cock stirred in his jeans as he remembered how incredible it had been to fuck her. He had to give her an orgasm, damn it. Even if it took all night. She wasnt here, but his cock needed to slip into something wet and warm.

A human redhead standing next to him gave him the eye. Women had been hitting on him all week, and this one wore painted-on jeans and a low-cut top. Maybe it was time to forget Carrie Myers once and for all. Her flannel nightgown and work shirt were a lot sexier than gaudy clubbing clothes, though.

When he turned to shoot the woman an I-want-to-bed-you-now smile, she installed herself on his lap.

Whats your name, sweetheart? He stroked her arm, copping a little feel of her generous breasts in the process. His palms ached to cup Carries perfect handfuls instead. Hed give anything to re-experience her hard little nipples pressing against his chest.

Im Darla.

He finished off the second beer. Its too crowded in here, Darla. Wanna go outside and sit in my truck a while?

Better make use of Ogdens old junker while he still could. He couldnt believe the man had let him borrow it again after hed nearly wrecked it. Of course, he didnt know Roark had spun mud wheelies with it.

When she agreed, he led her out by the hand. A good fuck was exactly what he needed to forget his Wyoming mate. The dirty white pickup was parked at the far end of the lot, which should be private enough for a quickie.

As soon as they got inside, she climbed on his lap again and kissed him, nearly gagging him with her eager tongue and slimy lipstick. Carries natural mouth tasted so much better. And when her hands slipped under his ribbed T-shirt, he couldnt help imagining they were Carries instead. Only they didnt feel small and work-worn like hers. This girls fingers were pudgy and damp.

Her enthusiasm made the trucks chassis squeak. After he finished with the girl, the old junker would probably need new shocks. He grasped her thigh, sliding his hand toward her cunt. Hopefully, she wouldnt need much foreplay. The move must have turned her on because her pungent arousal filled the truck.

I want you so bad, she said. Fuck me, handsome.

Her musk reminded him of skunk piss. Where were the apples, ripening in the sun, he longed to sniff instead? Hell, hed rather smell the cow shit on Carries boots than Darla. Even the voice was wrongsickening sweet instead of husky.

Shit, he muttered as his hard-on withered on the vine.

She tugged the waistband of his jeans. Whats the matter?

Get out.

What? she cried.

I dont like the way you smell.

You creep! She slapped his face and scrambled off his lap. On her way out, she gave Ogdens truck door a good slam.

Roark gripped the steering wheel and laughed. The human had misinterpreted. She probably thought he questioned her feminine hygiene. What he meant was her unique scent as a person left him cold.

Lara was right. Hed been an idiot to think he could forget his mate after bedding her. Carrie would be in his blood forever, and no other woman would do. He stared at his crotch. The rest of his life would be a series of unsatisfying hand jobs because he didnt think he could stomach fucking anyone else.

Shit. Double shit with a paw print in it.

He ambled back inside, hoping the noise would block out his thoughts. When he spotted a female bartender helping out, he flexed his charm muscles to get alcohol from herstraight whiskey, this time. He may be done with women, but he could still use them.

The place grew more crowded as Lara sang song after song, but he focused on the conversations nearby instead of her voice.

You didnt know Drew killed his father? a guy two seats down asked. I thought everyone did.

Why would he do that? the woman next to him asked.

The guy was crazy. This pack was a nightmare then.

Roark grinned into his glass. Now he realized what the Alpha meant when hed said everybody has been through shit in their lives. It was a hell of a lot more fun to think about someone elses problems instead of his own.

Taking another swig of whiskey, he jumped into the conversation. What did he do? Shoot him?

Eventually, he lost track of time and the number of drinks he consumed. And Carrie? Carrie, who? Hed pulled the entire back half of the bar into a lively recap of the packs sordid history.

When Laras song ended, she rushed toward the bar and glared at the blonde bartender.

A glass of water for me, please. No more alcohol for him. Then she grabbed one of his braids and pulled. Get your act together, Roark.

Wha? What I doing wrong?

Youre drinking too damn much and blabbing pack secrets, thats what.

About Drew? He shrugged. No secret here. Everybody knew except me.

The Alpha deserves respect, she hissed in his ear. Youre not even a member of the Tao pack yet.

He drank more whiskey, the burn in his throat matching the one in his heart.

Youre not my Alpha and neither is he, he pointed out.

She tugged at her hair. I know youre dealing with what you found out about Jared, but you have to move on. Nothing will bring him back.

His friends name pierced through the alcohol haze in his brain.

Getting drunk every night sure isnt going to solve anything, she added. Would you want him to see you this way?

He and Jared had partied together plenty, but numbing pain with oblivion like some pathetic old drunk was different.

Someone needs to pay for his death, he insisted.

Maybe Carrie herself. She inherited the ranch, didnt she? In his book, her fathers sins went along with it. How should she pay? With her own life? Jail time? The thought of either twisted his gut.

My break is almost up. Lara took a few swallows of water. Damn it. Youve given me hiccups. How am I supposed to sing the next set?

He flung an unsteady hand in her direction. Dont worry about me. I…be fine.

Jared was probably in wolf form when he was shot. Ranchers shoot wolves to protect their livestock.

The room tilted. Whose side you on, cuz?

Im just pointing out most humans arent aware of what we are. To them, killing an animal isnt as bad as murdering a person.

Whatever.

Why am I trying to reason with a drunk? She rolled her eyes. Youre assuming someone shot Jared. For all we know, his death was an accident.

I hear you.

She clutched his hand. Youre needed here, with your family and the rest of your old pack. If you cant live without your mate, then bring her to the Black Hills.

Nothing would part the woman from her ranch. Besides, they could never be a couple with Jareds death hanging between them.

Ryker just walked in. Lara jabbed him in the biceps. Sit here and dont talk, move, or drink until I finish my set. Promise me!

All right. Jeez.

She rushed up front to the stage, hiccupping the whole way. It was nice to have family who cared about him. He gazed at the ceiling and let out a slow breath. She was right. He needed to figure out the rest of his life.

He finished the rest of her water because his head started to pound from the whiskey. Morning hangovers were getting old. His mouth tasted sour, too. He decided to obey her and mind his own business for the rest of the night. A yawn swept over him, reminding him how little hed slept lately.

Ten seconds had barely passed when a burly shifter approached him. Uh-oh. The foul-smelling bimbo from earlier clung to his arm.

Is this the jerk who hit on you? the man asked her.

Thats him, she replied. Let him have it.

Whoa. She came on to me, Roark argued. She didnt mention she had a mate, either.

If he hadnt had so much to drink, he might have blocked the punch in time. Instead, a meaty fist smacked into his jaw, almost knocking him off his stool. Luckily, his jawbone was heavy enough to take it.

His body sobered up in a hurry. He stood, pivoted, and slugged the asshole in the stomach. Before he knew it, everyone was swinging at each other. One man even shifted and jumped up on the bar with fangs bared. Laras guitar riff ended on a sudden, sour note.

Ryker shouldered a path through the crowd. Crap. Gee the Were-Bear was with him. For some reason, the mysterious bulk of a man made Roark more uptight than Ryker did.

Sit down, all of you! the Enforcer roared.

The Wolf on the bar whimpered and shifted back to a human. Silence descended on the entire room like a heavy rainstorm. Ryker faced him, standing so close Roark could feel the guys breath. Then he grabbed the collar of his leather jacket and pulled him off the stool.

I-I didnt start it, he stammered.

Ryker indicated the door with a toss of his head. Outside.

Roark filed out with Ryker in front and Gee in back. Under the light of a half-moon, they walked what seemed a mile through rocky terrain and dense evergreens. He stumbled twice from the damn whiskey.

This was it. They were going to throw him out of the Tao pack. Well, he didnt give a rats ass. If they made the decision, he didnt have to. Might give his lousy life some direction.

They stopped at a steep embankment overlooking a swollen stream. Dampness from the water and rocky backdrop crawled over his flesh. So did the earthy scent of detritus, which had probably moldered away in the tomb of these mountains for decades. Tumbling over the side would not be pretty. The fall could kill a human and would be pretty hair-raising for a shifter, too.

No wonder the other two men backed him up to it and stood in front of him, preventing his escape. Both were well over six feet tall, blending into the trees around them.

He pinched the bridge of his nose. Uh, Im sorry.

Ryker folded his arms. Good start, but you have a long way to go, pup.

Roark bristled at the diminutive term but clamped his mouth shut.

Gee leaned against a nearby pine, his tensed muscles anything but casual. You are a guest in our pack. A privilege you have abused.

We made allowances because youre related to a pack member, Ryker added. But disrespectful behavior will not be tolerated here.

The mens voices were deceptively soft against the backdrop of rushing water, but Roarks acute hearing picked up every word.

The Black Hills are not a playground, Gee added, studying his nails.

Roark gulped, picturing bear claws in their placeslashing his throat open. Hed been so wrapped up in his own pain, he hadnt really thought about how his behavior might appear to the pack authorities. Lara was a nag but always forgave him because he was family. If he were these guys, hed probably beat him to a pulp.

He held his hands out. What are my options?

Take the blood oath. Agree to conduct yourself appropriately, Ryker said.

Or? Roark asked.

Banishment from pack lands, Gee replied. Starting at dawn.

Fine. Roark looked up and exhaled. If youve got a knife, we can make the cuts right now.

There was nothing left for him in Wyoming but pain, anyway. The Lamar Canyon pack was no more. At least following protocol would get these two off his back.

You need to do it with the Alpha, Ryker said. Come to the meeting hall by dawn tomorrow. Drew will be there.

Swell. Roark took a step forward. If thats all, Im really tired and need to take a piss.

But the other two stood as still and unmovable as the nearby boulders.

Not so fast. A smile curled Gees lips. We still have your punishment to deal with.

Roark gulped. Punishment?

He hoped they meant an easy sentence like volunteering to help out at the Den. The blonde bartender would go easy on him if he laid on the charm again.

Yes, Ryker said. True obedience can only be learned one way.

And while Gee watched, Ryker shoved Roark backward, over the bank.



***



The next morning, Roark met Drew at the conference hall. The Alpha was alone. Roarks gaze dropped to the conference table. A glass platter embossed with wolf paws held a knife, white cloth, and disposable bandages. Carvings of wolf fangs decorated the knifes handle.

A hangover from last nights drinking hammered into his skull worse than one of Ogdens hatchets. Although he couldve shifted to heal it faster, why not feel like shit while he bled away his identity? He still couldnt believe Ryker had thrown his ass over that embankment. If he hadnt shifted midway down, hed probably be floating to Idaho by now with a snapped neck.

If Drew knew about it, he didnt mention it. Instead, he picked up the knife and held it across the table to him.

Make sure youre sure, he said. Are you ready to follow me as your Alpha, obey pack laws, and be one with the pack?

Roark grabbed the knife and clenched the hilt until it was slick with sweat.

The Dominant cleared his throat and drummed his fingers on the table. Is there a problem?

Hell, yeah. Giving up on the Lamar pack sucked, but since they were here now, he needed to be close to them, especially Lara.

No. No problem. After sucking in a breath and holding it, Roark rolled up his sleeve, laid his forearm on the table, and cut a thin line across his flesh with the tip of the knife.

Drew did the same. For a moment, Roark watched pearls of blood bubble across the Alphas cut. Then he laid his arm across Drews and pressed. The sting of the injury morphed into something more powerful on contact. As the blood mingled and flowed, he became a Tao.

It felt right.

There. Done deal. Roark withdrew his arm and put a bandage over the cut, which should heal up in an hour or two.

Drew clasped his hand after tending to his own wound. Welcome to the Tao pack, Roark. I think youll find once you get to know us, we wont bite…unless provoked.

Thanks, Roark said after they released each other. Im glad to be part of a strong pack.

His new Alpha stood. Youll feel more at home here with time. It beats living like a refugee.

He ought to know.

Stately evergreens swayed in the breeze outside the window. Not a bad place. He might even like it someday. But how could Hellhole, South Dakota, be home sweet home when his mate was in Wyoming?



***



Carrie sat in her kitchen, updating her records with the latest purchases and other transactions. The task she usually kept up with daily had fallen behind because shed finally cleaned up the house. Really cleaned it. Shaking the dust out of curtains, throwing away old magazines, andhardest of allputting away Daddys things.

Roark had blown through her life like a fresh spring wind, changing everything in its path. Nearly a week had passed since he left. Each day was so similar to the ones before she wondered if shed dreamed his visit. Each time she walked into the barn, though, reminded her hed been real. And angry.

Would he ever come back?

Part of her wanted him to. His strong arms had made her feel safe in a way nothing else ever had. The pictures of loved ones in his wallet had told her how much he cared about others. She glanced at the stove, remembering the burned flapjacks. Cooking for someone else, conversing, and sharing the events of the day like normal people did…. It felt so good shed almost trade her ranch for it.

How she wanted to love him!

But if he did return, hed pursue his friends death until he learned the awful truth. How on earth had he suspected? Shed never believed mental telepathy was real. Every day for the past three years had filled her with the anxiety about what in the world shed buried. But each year had softened it a little. Made it less likely. Shed assumed when enough years passed, shed barely remember the grim night.

But the dark-eyed stranger had turned her world upside down. It would be best if he stayed away.

The grate of a motorcycle engine sent adrenaline shooting through her body. She wasnt expecting anyone today for ranch-related business. After grabbing the rifle, she stood to the side of the window and hoped the person was simply lost.

Her heart thudded when she saw the man in a faded leather jacket. His glossy black ponytail reflected the sunlight. When he shut off the engine and walked toward the kitchen door, she shook from head to toe with lust and fear.

She considered not answering the door, but hed probably persist. Keeping the rifle in one hand, she opened it. What do you want?

You.

Shed barely laid the gun in the corner when he scooped her into his arms. His mouth devoured hers, and his spicy scent mixed with the leather from his jacket. Heat swirled in her bloodstream, so sharp it almost hurt. How shed missed him.

Nothing mattered. Not the ranch. Nor the secret. Feeling his arms around her overcame everything else, like a puzzle piece clicking into place. He pressed her lower back, letting her know he was her man. She melted against the planes of his bodyhot and hard through his white, ribbed tee shirtsaying yes he was.

At last, he let go of her. I havent been able to stop thinking about you.

Same here, she said, her voice hoarse with yearning.

Thank goodness he didnt seem angry anymore. What did his visit mean? Did he want to have a relationship with her? As long as she got to keep the ranch, she was open to the idea. In fact, her panties sizzled as if shed been branded between the legs. If he wanted to, he could trot her up to bed again right now.

She wished shed known he was coming. Her button-down work shirt was dirty from chores, and she surely smelled like a cow. How about some coffee?

Id love some.

To her delight, he sat at her kitchen table, looking as if he belonged there. The house needed a man in it again, she thought as she reheated this mornings brew.

Did you go to South Dakota? she asked.

Yeah, Im transporting more people there tomorrow. I plan to move there myself.

Oh. Disappointment bloomed cold in her chest while she filled two mugs with coffee. You came to tell me good-bye, then.

She set the cups on the table and sat across from him, watching the mixed emotions swirl in his black eyes. They had dark circles under them as if he hadnt slept the whole time hed been away.

Yeah, I guess I did, he said.

You didnt have to. Her spoon clanked against the cup and clattered to the table. But Im glad you did. I enjoyed making your acquaintance.

Youre always so formal, Carrie. He sipped the coffee and stared out the window. Even though my friend died here, and your father probably killed him, Im letting it go.

The stiff flexing of his fingers told her how hard his decision must have been.

Thank you, she whispered.

Relief washed through her as the hot coffee warmed her stomach. She had everything she wanted! He was going to leave her in peace on her ranch. The life shed worked so hard to maintain could continue as before, unhindered.

But the coffee chilled to a hard ball inside her. He was such a good man. Maybe even more honorable than her Daddy. The shame inside her roared like a beast. She could not sit across from such goodness when so much evil permeated her to the bone.

Even though shed probably lose the ranch, he deserved to know the truth. And she was so damn tired of hiding it. She couldnt conceal it anymore. Not from him.

She lurched to her feet, accidentally knocking her coffee cup to the floor. Amusement glittered in his eyes as the brown puddle spread to her boots.

I must make you nervous. He stood. Let me help you clean it up.

No, she said with a force that surprised her. I need to tell you something first.

His face paled. As if he knew. Shoot.

Her gut contracted at his choice of words. She took a giant breath. Then another. Because what she was about to do would be harder than shoveling all that dirt.

Daddy didnt kill your friend.

The warmth in his gaze cooled. Then who?

I did.








Chapter Five





Roark fell back into his chair. What?

You heard me.

His heart hammered at double speed until logic kicked in. Theres no need to cover for your father, Carrie.

Im not. I shot Jared. She pointed to the corner. With that rifle.

He rested his elbows on the table and interlaced his fingers. Why?

I-I thought he was a wolf. Her voice cracked on the last word.

Wolf. Shit. Lara was right. Nausea flickered through his stomach, turning the coffee sour. The woman behind the innocent green eyesthe one hed made love towas a killer.

Tell me what happened.

She gripped the back of the chair in front of her, her knuckles even whiter than his.

I-it was raining, like the night you arrived. She tugged at her shirt. I heard a noise, so I walked outside. Th-the wolf was big and brown. It growled at me and lunged low. S-so I shot it before it could jump me.

Go on, he uttered despite the strangled feeling in his throat.

I killed it.

What happened to the body, Carrie?

I buried it.

Roark blinked. All by yourself?

Yes. She winced before continuing. When the lightning flashed, I saw a hand. The face.

The guy in my picture.

She nodded and covered her mouth. I dont know where he came from or where the wolf went. For the past three years, Ive been telling myself my eyes had played tricks on me during those flashes of light.

Her tale sounded like something out of a horror movie. Jared must have shifted when rigor mortis began to pass. The timing might be a little off, but adrenaline, the weathera lot of factors could have contributed. Either way, Roark wasnt about to explain Wolves to her. Even though each word shredded his guts, he needed to hear every one.

But I cant believe that explanation anymore. Her face flushed and tears spilled over her fingers. Now Ive seen his picture and know hes real.

Holy buffalo crap. The urge to comfort her rushed through him, as if she were the victim here. He stared at the ceiling instead, struggling to breathe slowly. Did you call the authorities?

She shook her head. I thought about it, but Daddy wouldnt let me.

Your father was still alive at the time? If so, why had he sent his daughter outside in the rain to investigate a noise?

No, but he still talked to me sometimes in spirit. She sniffed. I wouldnt have gotten through the night if he hadnt been with me, telling me what to do.

He spread his hands on the table to steady his voice. So, you ignored what you saw and finished burying what youd assumed was a dead wolf?

She nodded and hiccupped. Took me the whole night. I got so soaked from the rain I almost died myself the week after from influenza. I wished I had.

He crossed his arms, refusing to feel sympathetic. The old man had done the pack a favor. If the police had gotten their hands on a shifter corpse, the secrecy of Wolves would be jeopardized.

I added the wolf deterrents so it could never happen again.

Where is he? he whispered.

Out in the field, behind the barn. She slumped over the back of her chair. Oh, Roark. Im so sorry!

Paralyzed, he watched her narrow shoulders shake and her hair tumble over the table, dragging through the spilled coffee. He bolted out of his seat and grabbed her shoulders, forcing her to look up.

Raw energy shot through his limbs at the sight of her red, tear-stained face. His fingers convulsed around the bones of her arms. The primal animal in him howled, needing to destroy her the way shed destroyed his best friend.

At the same time, arousal bolted through his cock because the mate in him needed to love her….

Damn you, Carrie. Damn you!

I said I was sorry. Her face crumpled. I never would have shot a man. If I could bring him back, I would.

The revenge hed chased for three years was finally in his grasp. Every muscle in his body coiled with superhuman restraint. A single breath blown the wrong way might send him over the edge. What would he do to her then?

I ought to snap you in half, he said in a voice as raw and hoarse as hers.

Do it!

He gripped both sides of her face and pulled her quivering lips too close to his mouth. Half of him wanted to bite them. Make them bleed. The other half needed to get lost in her kiss. Instead, they stared into each others eyes. Breathed each others air with gasping, lung-scraping breaths.

When he released her with a jerk, she darted away, slipping and falling to her knees in the coffee. Her shirt was already stained from when shed spilled it earlier. He couldnt believe shed dug a grave by herself. Did her clothes have brown stains that night, toonot from coffee but mud?

Hairs prickled on the back of his neck when she headed to the phone. What are you doing?

Im going to turn myself in. She picked up the receiver. Shouldve done it a long time ago.

He crossed the kitchen in three strides. No way.

But its the only way I can make things right. Her index finger shook as it hovered over the keypad. I deserve to go to jail and a whole lot more for what Ive done.

You cant. The phone was so slick with her sweat it almost slipped from his hand when he grabbed it.

Its just a ranch, she argued, sounding hoarser by the second. A small price to pay.

Theres more at stake here than a piece of land.

She frowned. What?

He pinched the bridge of his nose, needing to unload his secrets as shed done. But not under the influence of fresh shock.

I cant say right now. He squeezed her arm. Promise me you wont call anyone. It would make things much worse.

She stepped away from the phone. Then what?

Show me where he is.

A-all right, she said through trembling lips.

He followed her outside into blinding shafts of sunshine, struggling to picture a rifle and a wolf on a dark, rainy night. Studying her jeansloose enough to be practical and tight enough to be sexywas easier.

Because he finally knew what had happened, he viewed the scene through Jareds eyes. Why had his friend trespassed here? What had it been like to stare at the end of Carries rifle? That one was easy to figure out. Hadnt she threatened to shoot his balls off, too? If hed been in wolf form, would he have suffered the same fate?

When they passed the front of the barn, the heavy tang of recent paint hit him. Holy buffalo crap. The whole side was brick red, covering the lucky-green horseshoe and words.

He palmed the wood. Did you repaint this?

Yes. Daddys gone.

Come to think of it, the big boots had been gone from the kitchen, too. Why now?

I suppose you changed me.

Shed changed him, too. Every time he saw her put him through a blender. If she could move on after suffering a loss, maybe he could as well.

His legs dragged so heavily he could hardly walk. The need to shift and process the emotional shock clawed at him. As a result, she got ahead of him, but the breeze still carried her fresh scent straight to his brain.

At last, she stopped in the middle of the field. His breath clogged in his throat at the sight of her. How could she look so innocent standing there with the sunlight glowing around her pale hair? She resembled a freaking angel.

Angel of death?

A chill washed over his arms. Would she kill him, too, especially if she found out what he was? Luckily, hed always been able to control his shifts. If he had problems with it like Laras mate used to, he might be in trouble. Still, his bones ached from the effort of suppressing his nature.

Here? he asked, pointing to the ground at her feet.

The tough grass and gravel didnt look any different from the rest of the land. No one would ever suspect what lay underneath.

Yes. She knelt and touched a pretty pink rock with marbled veins running through it. I put it there, figuring he ought to have something nice. I said a prayer, too.

He looked away as hot tears erupted from his eyes. Which was sadder? His friends grave, or the fact shed cared enough to give him a headstone? Leave me.

I-Ill be in the kitchen.

While her booted footsteps retreated, he stared at the open land opposite of the house. After checking to make sure she was out of sight, he dropped to his knees in the gravelly soil.

Shit, Jared. He slid a shaky palm across the ground. Why the hell did you come here?

Nothing answered except a haunting breeze, jiggling the barns front door in its hinges. He glared at the sky and yelledthe closest thing to a howl in human form. Rough sobs grated through his chest and throat, and tears dripped onto the ground, leaving round dots of mud. He stretched out and laid his face on the rough surface until they stopped.

Get this, man, he said, sitting up to wipe his face. The chick who deep-sixed you is my fucking mate. Is that messed up or what?

At least Carries confession had given him some closure. After three years of searching, hed finally learned the truth. He stared at Wyomings brown, stony mountains in the distancea sight as familiar as his own cock.

After he transported the last of the families to South Dakota, the Lamar Canyon pack would be gone. He still couldnt believe hed done the blood oath, making him a Tao.

I wish you could meet Ryker and Gee, dude, he told Jared. Talk about a couple of bad-asses. They threw me over an embankment.

Time to say good-bye to everythingJared, home, and his fucked-up little mate.



***



Roark raced through Yellowstone National Park on four paws. He couldnt stop running. The emotions spurting through his canine muscles and tendons fueled his energy. He snapped at the air and growled at the rocks. Even dug his teeth into a sapling, threatening to pull it out by the roots.

After a long stretch of time, he returned to the enclave of hot springs, where hed left his clothes, and returned to man form. Even though shifting was usually easy for him, this one hurt like a bitch. Each popping bone hammered his skull with the force of a migraine. So did the harsh smell of all the angry crap erupting from the land around him.

He sat on a flat rock, still warm from the sun. The rubber band got lost during his shift, so he braided his hair. With the coiled tension in his muscles released, he could meditate. An image of two teenaged boys playing over the mud pots dropped into his minds eye. Jared took his pants off and jumped over a steaming fumarole.

You crazy bastard, Roark had yelled. Youre going to burn your dick off!

But Jared jumped over it and laughed. Dont be such a pussy, Roark. I dare you.

So, Roark had done it. Hed also tried to knock a buffalo off its feet because his friend bet he couldnt do it. Even in wolf form, the huge beast was too much for him. Hed downed it, all right, but barely avoided getting squashed.

A couple of them stood in the distance now, two brown humps obscured by the white steam rising from the ground.

His left pinkie claw had gotten caught in the buffalos matted hide. He had to rip it out to escape. Jared had laughed his ass off the whole time. Roark rubbed the bare spot on his left pinkie where his nail had been.

Jared had never taken off the claw necklace. Knowing a piece of him lay in the grave filled Roarks chest with a sense of rightness. When his eyes watered, he blamed it on the acrid vapors filling the air.

Time to say good-bye, he reminded himself.

Carries tear-stained face drifted through his mind. Damn it. He missed her already. Even though Jareds death was a nightmare, they were in it together. Telling him the truth about what shed done had taken guts and good character.

Nice of her to want to pay for her sin, too. She was even willing to lose the one thing that meant everything to herthe ranch. He hoped shed obeyed his order not to call the police. Living with what shed done for three years had probably been punishment enough. Not for someone hard hearted, but for a tender, caring woman like her, yes.

Did she sleep at night, wondering when or if her secret would be discovered someday? She probably had nightmares and no one to hold her sweet little body while she quivered in her flannel nightgown.

What was he saying? The bottom line said shed killed his friend. He could never forget it. Sure as hell couldnt ever love her.

Laras conversation in Gees Bar returned to him. For all we know, his death was an accident.

Not an accident, but what about self-defense? He replayed Carries description of the encounter in his mind. Why had Jared growled and lunged at a woman? On a dark, rainy night, combined with the loose-fitting clothes she wore, she might resemble a young guy.

He gazed at the sky and let out a breath. It sure sounded like Jared meant to harm her…because she was a rancher. Sick guilt rolled through Roarks stomach. Lamar wolves hated ranchers because they killed. So, the Lamar killed back. When would it end?

During their last year together, they hadnt horsed around in the park. Instead, theyd prowled the countryside for revenge. Hate the enemy. Kill or be killed.

Truth settled into Roarks gut. By filling his friends mind with hate, hed driven him to the ranch to murder. As a result, hed lost his own life. And what about Carries life? Was her existence for the past three years really living?

And look at him, for fucks sake. Drinking himself stupid in a South Dakota bar because his own life didnt mean more than crap to him anymore.

He jumped off the rock. Jareds death couldnt be undone, but it didnt have to be in vain. Let it be an end to hatred.

What about Carrie? He had no idea what to do with his mate. But he did need to see her one more time.



***



Carrie sat at the kitchen table, feeling as numb as the wooden chair she sat on. Shed cleaned up the coffee spill but hadnt bothered fixing dinner. It would be a long time before her appetite returned.

Roark had gone to Yellowstone, and she wouldnt blame him if he never returned. How he must hate her! But she was glad shed told him the truth. He deserved to know. Having finally shared her awful secret with someone made her shoulders feel lighter.

She almost didnt want him to come back because she couldnt bear to see cold hatred in his eyes. Better to continue living as she had before, staying to herself and not calling the police.

The throb of his motorcycle outside accelerated her heart. Would he kill her to get even? Snap her in half as hed threatened? She almost wanted him to, so it would help even out the huge debt she owed him.

When she opened the door, his face was streaked with dirt but calm.

Are you all right? she asked. What a silly question. How could he be?

He stepped inside. Better. I meditated.

Good. Would you like something to eat?

No thanks. Im not hungry. He tweaked the bridge of his nose. I need to show you something.

The hairs on the back of her neck prickled. He was too quiet. Maybe he planned to avenge his friends death after all. Whatever he wanted to show her couldnt be good.

No guns around, though, he added. Lets go upstairs.

Upstairs, where hed taken her virginity. Despite the uneasy fear moseying down her spine, his spicy-citrus scent called to her on a primal level. Hed switched from the ponytail to a single braid on each side of his face. How she longed to stroke the black plaits and comfort him.

When they reached the top of the stairs, he strode into the master bedroom.

I cleaned it up. Putting away Daddys things last week hadnt been easy, but the room felt more cheerful as a result. She might even paint the dark green walls a lighter color someday.

I see. If there are any guns in here, get them out.

As usual, his voice struck the air with the precision of a whip. Relieved to have someone tell her what to do instead of figuring out her burdens all the time, she walked to the closet and pulled out the two hunting rifles.

What should I do with them?

Put them in the hall and close the door, he said.

Her skin prickled again with a mixture of excitement and fear as she did what he asked. He stood with his back against the door and tossed off his jacket and shirt, followed by his jeans and briefs. Heat swirled through her belly at the sight of his bare, powerful body.

Did he plan to punish her…in bed? Then why wasnt his magnificent cock hard? Maybe she disgusted him.

What are you fixing to do, Roark?

All you have to do is stand still and watch. Dont be afraid. I promise I wont hurt you.

Her last breath lodged in her throat, refusing to move in or out, as she stood with her arms at her sides. Like this?

Perfect. He dropped to all fours, and his frame bucked and quivered.

Good Lord. He seemed to be having an attack. Was it a seizure? She rushed forward to help him. Dont let him die here, too!

Stay back, he uttered in a voice that was half human, half growl.

Popping sounds filled the room, echoing against the wood walls and floor like gunshots. Dizziness swept over her when she realized they were his bones. Black fur sprouted down the length of his arms and his fingers shortened. Long canines poked between his lips and something pointy sprouted from the base of his spine. A tail!

Carrie staggered backward into the tall bedpost, her throat too numb to scream. Before her stood a big, dark wolf, like the one shed killed.








Chapter Six





My God, she whispered.

Here was the night from three years ago all over again. Her fingers wriggled, missing the protective rifle, but instead of growling and lunging, this wolf whined and swished his tail. He acted like a friendly dog.

Its black eyes, so similar to Roarks, bored through her heart. The glossy black fur reminded her of his hair. A tangle of locks hung from its massive chest, reminding her of his braids.

Come closer, it seemed to say.

Although her rubbery legs barely kept her upright, she stepped forward and held out her fist. The beast sniffed it and closed its eyes as if it got drunk off her scent. She gasped when a warm, pink tongue brushed the heel of her hand.

For some reason, she wasnt afraid. She knew, deep in her bones, the animal wouldnt hurt her. Biting her bottom lip, she extended her fingers to the top of its head. The fur was downy soft between two triangular ears. She petted it in slow, steady strokes.

When she stepped back, the wolf circled. Spasms swept through its massive body. Legs and arms extended. Fur disappeared. Within a minute, Roark slumped against the door, naked and panting.

She was so relieved to see him again, she dove into his arms. Staring into his dark eyes and grasping his disheveled braids told her everything she needed to know. Roark and the wolf were one and the same.

Which meant the animal that had frightened her and the man shed shot were the same, too. The mystery plaguing her for three years was finally solved.

So, she knew the what but not the how…or the why.

What on earth? she asked.

Carrie, Im a Wolf shapeshifter. He stood and grasped her hands. Im from a race of beings similar to humans but not quite human.

So was your friend.

Yes.

It felt so good to touch him in human form again. Her thumb swept over the flat spot on his left pinkie finger. I thought Werewolves were fiction. How come Ive never heard of real ones?

We hold our secrets close to maintain our privacy and avoid chaos. Otherwise, I would have told you earlier.

It explained why he didnt want her to call the police. Why are you telling me now?

To show you what probably happened three years ago, he replied. You deserved to know.

Dizziness tugged at her as she pictured the worst night of her life through the lens of her new knowledge. Thank you.

Theres more. He circled his thumbs over her knuckles. Wolves mate for life. Carrie, you and I are mates.

This gorgeous man was hers? The realization fluttered past her breasts, straight to her heart. How do you know?

Why did you give your virginity to me? Because it felt right?

The heat in her belly intensified. She nodded.

When I left here, I couldnt stop thinking about you. I realized I cant be with any other woman.

I feel the same way, Roark. What do mates do besides make love?

Spend the rest of their lives together. He cleared his throat. Well both have very long lives, which Ill explain more later.

Her fingers went cold in his. It sounded like a wonderful fairy tale. One she could never have.

He traced her bottom lip. You dont look very happy about it.

Are you telling me you still want to be with me despite everything?

Thats exactly what Im telling you. If were apart, well both be miserable.

It cant be. Tears splashed her fingers as she tossed her head from side to side. Not after what Ive done.

Carrie, I meditated about it when I went to Yellowstone today. He wiped her tears with his fingertips. Jared acted threatening, so you shot him in self-defense. I forgive you.

How could he possibly forgive her when shed caused him such pain? She couldnt even comprehend his goodness. She deserved to live in fear the rest of her life, not be swept into the arms of a dream prince. Maybe she was dreaming. After all, Werewolves werent real, were they?

Well, I cant forgive myself. She turned and gripped the edge of the high bed. I took your best friends life, and I need to pay for it. If you wont let me turn myself in, then youll have to come up with something else.

Youre my mate. He rested his palms on her shoulders. It means Im responsible for everything you do, have done, and will ever do.

But that isnt fair to you, she protested.

As he bent his head, one of his braids brushed her face. Its time to move on. Figure out our future.

Instead of answering, she unsnapped and unzipped her jeans. After pulling down her pants and cotton panties, she leaned over the bed.

Oh, Carrie. So beautiful and pure white compared to your tan. He stroked her exposed buttocks. Im glad you finally see things my way.

Hit me.

You want a little spanking play? I didnt expect this from you, but it sounds hot.

Im not talking about fun and games, she bit out. I want you to punish me.

Jeez, Carrie….

Do it! Make me hurt as bad as you did.

When he sighed, she tensed, bracing herself for the first blow. Dang it. Why was her cleft so wet? She was not supposed to enjoy this.

When the first slap hit her, something powerful bloomed inside her. Pain. Pleasure. Justice.

Again. Harder.

Carrie, I dont

I said do it!

The second one was firmer, but a big, muscular man like him was capable of a lot more. He could flay her skin to the bone if he wanted to.

Harder, she said again.

She heard his intake of breath, sensed his torso twist as he prepared for the next hit. Held her breath, bracing for it. Instead, he palmed both buttocks cheeks. His fingers dug into her soft flesh so deeply it hurt, but not the way she wanted.

Goddamn it. I cant beat you, angel, he cried. I love you!

When she turned, his cheeks were wet with tears. Why cant you accept my forgiveness?

I love you, too. She clapped the back of her hand over her mouth as anguish ripped through her. But how can I when I hate myself?

Without knowing why, she dropped to her knees on one of the braided rugs and unzipped his jeans. Despite their emotional turmoil, his cock was boulder hard. If she couldnt punish herself, maybe she could love him. Restore his life with every shred of happiness shed stolen away by firing that damn gun.

She pulled his hot flesh into her mouth, loving, sucking, and worshipping every inch of him. His spicy-orange scent was even stronger to taste. Guttural moans filled the air, reminding her of what a beast he was.

God, Carrie. Slow down.

But she didnt listen. His length filled her mouth, and unlike the spanking earlier, she was in control now. Gripping the flexed muscles of his buttocks, she pounded him with her mouth. Harder and harder. Until her throat ached from the slick head battering against it.

Her pants pooled at her knees, and a rivulet of hot cream trickled down her bare thigh. She needed him inside her again. The urge to touch herself and test her wetness overwhelmed her.

When he pulled out of her mouth, she gripped the waistband of his jeans. He hadnt come yet, and she planned to swallow every drop, even if it choked her.

Lean over the bed again, he ordered.

Good. He must be finally ready to spank her properly. Anticipationin the form of a sweet, throbbing achebolted through her. Damnation. She was supposed to feel pain, not mindless pleasure. Maybe their lovemaking would be a good punishment for her after all. When they parted, todays reminder of what could have been would haunt the rest of her days.

Im not using a rubber this time.

She didnt answer. Didnt care. Whatever kept his wallet and the sad pictures inside out of sight was fine with her.

Youre so wet, he said, swirling a finger over her folds. Im not going to be gentle.

Fine, she croaked. I dont want you to be.

One more thing, Carrie. Will you be my mate for life?

Yes. The word flew from her mouth without hesitation.

What Im about to do might hurt, but I dont think youll mind.

His hair brushed her shoulder, giving her a chill before his teeth sank into the base of her neck. Nothing had ever hurt so good or made her cunt throb so hard.

Mine, he growled against her flesh.

Yes. She moaned the word this time.

When he lunged inside her, she clenched the green-and-white quilt in her fists and cried out. His bare flesh felt so right. So alive and scorching hot. When he released her neck, she didnt doubt they were true mates, made for each other.

Hard enough for you? he asked.

She nodded, unable to speak. When he grabbed her long hair and tugged, her scalp prickled and her nipples tightened. She lunged her head forward to heighten the sensation. Delirium wrapped around her, about to suck her into a sinkhole bigger than Yellow Barrel Ranch and Wyoming itself.

I-Im close, she gasped.

So am I.

He pummeled her with three slow, deep strokes. Each one sizzled through her body, turning her inside out. Her womb clenched, stealing her breath and closing her eyes. She was his.

He bucked behind her so hard, she was afraid he might turn into a wolf again. She clenched his cock deep in her core, reveling in the hot seed bathing her. Would she get pregnant? She should have thought of it when he mentioned not using a rubber.

He enfolded her in his arms from behind. For a long time, they stood motionless, with him still inside her. His chest caressed her back with each breath, trapping their warmth between them. Shed never felt more protected. More loved.

And she loved him, too. She wouldnt have told him so if she didnt. Any other man would hate her for what shed done, but he was understanding. So caring and gentle.

If only the past didnt lie between them.





After Roark cleaned up, he lay on the big bed, face up, waiting for Carrie to finish in the bathroom. The satisfaction of making love to his mate loosened his sinews, making him feel more relaxed than he had in a long time.

After three years of hatred, he was finally free.

Wearing the flannel nightgown again, she padded in on bare feet and flipped on the bedside lamp. Her nipples pushed against the flowered fabric. She looked so innocent and sexy at the same time, his cock stirred again.

Be sure to pack the nightgown. Itll keep you warm in South Dakota.

South Dakota? She climbed up on the bed and sat beside him with her knees drawn up.

I told you its my new home. His mouth twisted. Well, I really need to call a couple of people there to make sure its okay to bring you.

Even though hed told her about being a Wolf, he was sworn to Tao pack secrecy. Plus, Wolves were picky about letting humans into the ranks and sharing private knowledge.

Bureaucracy could be such a pain the ass.

Id better make those calls tonight because early tomorrow morning Im supposed to move the next group of families there. I want you with me.

I cant just up and leave the ranch, she protested. Its my home.

Were mates now. He grasped her hand. Your home is with me.

Okay, maybe he was being a male chauvinist wolf.

I guess we could split our time between here and South Dakota.

You dont understand. She pulled her hand away. We cant be together. I dont deserve it.

He sat up, supporting himself on one elbow. What about me? Dont I deserve to be happy?

I never thought about it that way, but it doesnt change my mind. She jumped off the bed. Its my turn to show you something.

She left the room and returned with a wooden box, which she set on the bed and opened. After digging to the bottom, she pulled out a necklace. Roarks heart stuttered, and his pinkie fingertip tingled. His missing claw dangled from a chain.

Jareds necklace. He held out his finger. My claw. I figured it was still…with him.

It must have fallen off when I dragged I mean, I didnt see it on the ground until too late. It looked too special to throw away, so I figured Id keep it hidden in a safe place.

You didnt know it then, but you kept it for me, he whispered.

She dropped it into his palm. You should have it.

Thank you. He sat up and pulled his braids aside. Put it on me.

When the chain whispered across his flesh, he felt closer to Jared than ever before. Carries cold fingers fastened the clasp at his nape. After she finished the task, she laid her head against his back. Her silky hair jerked at his heartstrings. The same girl whod chosen a pretty headstone had kept a cherished necklace.

Im glad you killed him, he blurted out.

Her hair danced as she yanked her head away to stare at him. What?

If you hadnt, some bloodthirsty hunter would have mowed him down for sport. Laughed over his body. Maybe even cut his head off and mounted it over his fireplace.

She winced. I would never do that.

I know. Unfortunately, cruelty was the fate of some of my Lamar Canyon pack mates.

Im sorry.

Ive been filled with hate for the past three years. Kill or be killed. He stroked her hair, much as she had pet him earlier. You freed me.

Her grass-green eyes stared into his. I did?

You showed me love. Its a hell of a lot better than hate. More powerful, too. He caressed her cheek. Now, Im going to ask instead of demand. Will you spend your life with me?

She looked away. Im sorry. I cant. My place is here. Alone.

Living in fear? It has to stop, Carrie. He pinched the bridge of his nose. Will you at least visit me? Id like you to meet my cousin.

I suppose I could do that. She gazed around the room. I havent been off this land much for the past three years. A trip might be nice.

I bet youve never had a real vacation. Imagine yourself lounging around and resting for days on end.

I dont think I could.

He grinned and stroked her thigh. Then Ill see to it you stay in bed the whole time. Getting her off Yellow Barrel Ranch would be half the battle. Ideas clicked in his mind like flashbulbs. I cant tell you too much yet, but I joined a new pack. If you really insist on punishment, Im sure they could think of something.

She smiled, a rare occurrence for her. Speechless, he admired her mouth and the pretty way her face lit up. He intended to make her repeat it every day for the rest of their lives.

Sounds good to me.

Get some rest. He kissed her cheek, rose, and walked toward the door. Ill join you in bed after I make my calls in the den.

He glanced at the hunting rifles as he strode down the hall. Carrie wouldnt need them anymore to feel safe. They had each other now.



***



A few days later, Carrie loaded the stair railings shed milled into the bed of Ogden Woodss dusty, white pickup truck at Los Lobos Lumber. The Tao pack had granted Roark approval to bring her here as his mate before theyd arrived. Colorful tents dotted the hilly landscape, temporarily housing some of the Lamar pack members.

He and Ogden interrupted their conversation to help her.

Stand back, she said. Im stronger than I look.

Shed already worked up enough sweat to make the plaid flannel shirt shed borrowed from Roark damp.

Finished already? Ogden asked.

Yes, sir, she replied.

Roark, I believe your woman has more talent for woodworking than you do.

She had no idea her fence mending and other ranch repair skills would come in so handy. Instead of cow manure, she inhaled evergreens and fresh wood. Used to bare, flat land, shed accidentally walked into a tree once and tripped on the uneven ground too many times to count. Her hands were a lot steadier here, though. They had to be, around the dangerous wood saws.

Im not surprised. Roark shot her a steamy look. Shes talented at a lot of things.

I see you got her to smile, anyway. Ogdens blue eyes twinkled. Try to get her to stop calling me sir.

Her cheeks flamed as she thought about their lovemaking. Every day, Roark taught her something new in Lara and Ogdens guest room. In addition to milling wood, she now knew how to fondle his balls to make him come rapidly.

And last night hed put his mouth between her thighstender tongue against tender flesh. Her climax had gripped her so fast, shed cried out loud enough for the entire town of Los Lobos to hear.

A touch on her arm pulled her out of her thoughts. Feather, one of the Lamar pack refugees, handed her the bandana she must have dropped. The small, dusky-skinned woman looked even more Native American than Roark. Carrie had already gotten used to the fact she didnt talk. Hadnt uttered a word since shed seen a hunter shoot her husband, hed told her.

Lara, Ogden, his old pack, and even the Taos shed met already felt like family. She wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her arm. How nice to work with other people instead of carrying the tremendous workload of an entire ranch herself. The town of Los Lobos was cozy, too. Shopping for a dress at the thrift store was more fun than buying deworming medicine for the cattle.

It would be hard to return to her isolated life. Funny thing was, the longer shed been away from Yellow Barrel Ranch, the less she missed it. No matter. Her trip here was just that. A trip. She didnt deserve Roark, love, or family. The ranch would sustain her as it always had.

One of the Lamar men hopped into Ogdens truck to deliver the milled wood to the home construction site. Seconds later, Laras red SUV raced down the drive from the log home she shared with Ogden.

Roark rubbed his belly. Ah, the lunch wagon is here.

Carries stomach growled, too. Yesterday, Lara fed the crew mile-high roast-beef sandwiches and potato salad. The day before, shed made five-alarm chili.

I think Ive gained ten pounds already, she said, rubbing hers, too.

Good, he replied. Its about time you ate right.

Smells like barbecue chicken today. She closed her eyes to inhale the aroma. Id better go help her unload it.

But Roark hooked her arm. Stay.

The serious expression in his eyes told her he didnt mean lunch.

You know I cant. Ill miss you all terribly, but

The tension in his body rippled through hers. But nothing. You belong here, with me.

I wish I could, but I cant accept happiness I dont deserve.

Jared is dead. He propped his hands on his hips. His death was an unfortunate accident, but life has to go on. Dont kill us.

She rested her head against his chest, inhaling the familiar scent of his leather jacket. Wishing she could make him happy without sacrificing her conscience.

He locked his arm around her. Drew will announce your punishment tomorrow. Wont that wipe the slate clean?

Maybe. If it doesnt, I need to go back to Wyoming, for good.

Everything all right? Lara asked.

Not really, Roark muttered before hopping onto his motorcycle and taking off with a spray of gravel.

Hey, what about lunch? Lara called after him.

But he was already gone. The sight of her mate leaving twisted Carries insides. Watching her leave forever would be a hundred times more painful for him. Why did the right thing to do have to be so dang hard?

Please stay. Lara took her hand. He needs you. We all do.

Carrie looked at the ground and headed toward her SUV. Id better help you unload the food.

But her appetiteher entire hearthad left with Roark.

Help me make the right decision tomorrow, Daddy, because I dont have the strength.

He didnt answer. Her future was in her hands.



***



The next morning, Carrie sat in the conference hall in Los Lobos, South Dakota, with Roark, Lara, and Drew, the Alpha of the Tao pack. Other important members of the pack were there, too, but she didnt remember everyones name. Roark sat beside her, quiet and brooding, but the muscles rippling beneath his skin reminded her of the wolf inside him. Their fate rested in her hands. No…Drews.

So, Drew began. We have a punishment to figure out.

Carries stomach dropped. The wolf-fang motif used throughout the room didnt comfort her any, but the smell of fresh wood did. What would the Tao pack do to her? Throw her over a steep bank as they had Roark? Leave her stranded on a mountain with no food, water, or warm clothes? She would gladly accept any of it. Anything to erase the lingering guilt, once and for all.

Killing a shifter is no small matter. The Alpha looked out the window for a moment, as if gathering his composure. But, as in your case, sometimes there are extenuating circumstances.

Roark had told her hed murdered his father because he was crazy and dangerous. She had killed in self-defense. The similarity bonded them and may explain why hed welcomed her into the pack so easily.

Integrating the Lamar pack has placed a serious strain on our financial resources, he continued. Therefore, Ive decided your punishment

The answer finally came to her.

Wait! Carrie cried.

Chairs scraped as everyone stared at her. Even Roark shot her an uncomfortable look. Apparently, Alpha wolves shouldnt be interrupted.

Im sorry, sir. She bowed her head. I didnt mean to talk out of turn.

Speak your mind, Drew urged.

All my life, men have made my decisions for me. First my father and now Roark and you all. She cleared the hoarseness from her throat. Ive already thought of a punishment.

What is it, Carrie? Roark probed her with his dark gaze, begging to let them stay together.

I want to sell my ranch, move here, and give the money to the pack.

Drew smiled. Exactly what I was about to suggest. You must have read my mind.

Roark blew out a huge breath and squeezed her hand. Shed found a solution allowing her to have both penance and her mate. If only shed thought of it sooner.

As for you, Drew said, eyeing Roark, your mate seems to have a calming influence on you. Are you going to behave yourself now?

Absolutely. Ill be too busy loving my woman to do much else.

Carrie blushed. How soon could they have a home of their own? A safe place free from worries?

Well, we expect you to do some work around here, the Alpha said.

Ogden wants Carrie at the mill, Lara said.

Sounds fine to me, she replied. I will miss the cows, though.

Everyone around the table laughed.

I figured Id start off by building my woman a home, Roark added. If Im any good at it, maybe Ill build some others, too.

Excellent, Drew said.

Outside, Roark took Carries hand and led her over the field behind the conference hall. Hills and mountains, dense with evergreens, surrounded the flat spot. Rocks of various sizes littered the ground as if theyd fallen in the last rain. The wild country looked so different from her ranch but was beautiful in its own way.

Roark gazed up at the deep blue sky. Jared is watching us.

She looked up, too. So is Daddy.

When she stroked the claw necklace hanging from his throat, he unfastened it and put it around her neck.

She clasped it into place. Why are you giving this to me?

Because its a piece of me, and we make each other whole.

So true. Without each other, shed still be living alone in fear, and hed be consumed by hatred. Their future would be whatever they made of it, together, and she had a feeling it would be a pretty darn good one.
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Chapter One





A few miles east of Yellowstone National Park, Lara Wolfes four legs pounded the yellow soil as she ran. The man with the gunhis face shaded by a cowboy hathad been too far away to recognize. Heart pounding in her furry chest, she halted at the crevice between two tall rocks where the Wolf she chased had disappeared.

The sun reflected from a patch of dark, which seemed to dim before her eyes. With a yelp, she rushed toward the prone figure. The scent of blood hit her nostrils. A dark pool of it stained the dusty ground. The hunters bullet had hit its mark.

Laras body shifted with lightning speed back into human form.

Momma! she cried.

The other Wolf panted hard and looked into her eyes. Lara concentrated so she could pick up her mothers communication.

Do something for me. Promise….

Anything, Lara said out loud as she gripped one of the tough paws.

You must go to Los Lobos.

What? Why? And where is it?

The Black Hills of South Dakota. Your destiny is there.

Lara shook her head, which trembled so hard from emotion her teeth chattered.

No, my destiny is here. Im not going to rest until Ive killed every one of those bastards.

Her mothers amber eyes glittered with a last burst of strength, cutting off further argument.

You need help.

Understanding filtered into Laras bones as quickly as her mothers blood soaked the earth. As the last Dominant female of the Lamar Canyon Pack, she faced an impossible tasksaving her pack from extinction. Her pack had ruled Yellowstone for countless generations.

With her knees digging into the sand and Mommas paw clenched in her hand, she watched the life ebb from the majestic gray Wolfs body. Laras hand fell slack as she gazed up at the sky. The timeless blue witnessed the tragedy below without compassion. Death was all part of the cycle.

Even though it wasnt safe, Lara let herself shift back to her black wolf form. Anger and frustration bristled under the red streak of fur on her neck, making it burn. Opening her jaws, she howled at the indifferent sky.

She howled until her voice cracked and gave out.



***



Ogden Woods looked over the supply list of milled lumber Drew Tao handed him.

Youve got to be out of your tree.

If Drew hadnt been the Alpha of the Tao pack, he might have spoken his thoughts aloud. Usually, the contractors for the towns building projects coordinated supply orders with him, but Drew insisted on dealing with him personally for his pet projects.

When do you need it? he asked instead. Suspecting he wouldnt like the answer, he winced.

Yesterday, of course, but next week will have to do.

Next week! Yesterday might be more realistic.

The wooden sign for Los Lobos Lumber flapped in a restless wind. With luck, a big storm would blow through and wipe out the whole mill. Well, not really. Lumber was his life, but he didnt want to do it day and night to keep up with the towns endless orders.

What about the bed and breakfast renovation? He counted the projects off on his thick, callused fingers. Then theres Gees Bar.

Drew dismissed them all with a toss of his dark head. The conference hall is more important. Tell the others theyll have to wait.

Ogden took a deep breath and looked at the ground near the Alphas feet. Yes, sir.

You look tired. Isnt it time to hire some help?

No need. Ogden forced a cheerful smile, not wanting his Alpha to pay too much attention to him. Ive got it covered.

Thankfully, the Alpha listened to him and didnt press the issue. After Drew drove off, Ogden trudged to the large table saw and turned it on. Pulling a log from the pile sapped what little strength he had left. The hour was past dinnertime, and hed skipped lunch to get a small order off his plate. Not to mention hed barely squeezed in four hours of sleep the night before.

He frowned as a red SUV he didnt recognize barreled down the washed out road way too fast. Damn newcomers. They were ruining the town. He appreciated making a living but couldnt keep up with the new demand for milled lumber.

What if one of those outsiders was his mate? He liked his life and didnt need some woman to screw up everything hed worked so hard for.

He hefted the log onto the table with a tired groan. Maybe I do need some help. If he kept working with dangerous saws on no food and sleep, hed eventually cut off an important body part.

Grimacing and biting his tongue in concentration, he guided the log into the relentless blade. A waterfall of sawdust sparkled in the sun, filling his nose with the reassuring scent of wood.

Ah, much better.

With his luck, hed have to hire some Dominant male whod give him orders. Pretty soon the other guy would run the place. His stomach growled, competing with the noise from the saw. Enough was enough. A man had to eat.

He turned off the saw and got into his white pickup truck. Grabbing a quick sandwich from Gees Bar ought to give him enough energy for the long day and night ahead.



***



By the time Lara reached Los Lobos, her butt ached from hours of driving and her stomach growled louder than a wild animal. When a tall, Native American man stood in the middle of the road, blocking her path, she sighed with frustration.

Whats your name and your business here, Wolf? he asked after shed stopped and rolled down her window.

Who are you, border patrol? She kept her thoughts to herself since pissing the guy off didnt seem like a good idea. He must be the Enforcer around here.

Lara Wolfe. My mother sent me, she said.

He raised an eyebrow. Yeah, she didnt think hed be satisfied with a simple answer.

Im from the Lamar Canyon Pack in Yellowstone. My mother was the last Alpha female. She was shot by a hunter recently.

His gaze softened a bit yet looked warier than ever. Why did she send you here?

She didnt say. She shrugged, making her stomach growl. Does it matter? Im starving.

How long do you plan to stay?

Based on the crappy roads and even crappier reception, not long.

Probably a day or two at the most. She tapped her nails on the steering wheel. Long enough to get some food and rest, at least.

He nodded. If youre looking for sanctuary, youll have to take that up with Drew Tao. In the meantime, Ill inform him youre here.

Drew must be the Alpha. So much for blending into the woodwork.

Gees Bar has food, he said, pointing down the road. You can inquire about lodging there.

Thanks. Do I need to pay a toll?

Her attempt at humor didnt faze his stony expression one bit. He finally uncrossed his arms and stepped to the side, letting her pass. She pulled into the dirt parking lot at the little dive called Gees Bar and parked beside a white truck browned with dirt. It had so much lumber and crap in the back it was inches from dragging the ground.

So this is Los Lobos…. So far, it didnt impress her.

Momma, what kind of hick town did you send me to?

She cleared her throat, which was still sore from the endless howling between those two rocks. The bright side of the trip was getting away from the sad reminders. Her emotions were still too raw to seek vengeance. The time away from Yellowstone could help her regain her inner strength and balance.

But why here?

During the long drive, she kept asking herself why her mother had sent her to such a forgotten hole. The roads leading to town were practically impassable. The rough ruts nearly knocked the guitar beside her to pieces. Not to mention her teeth.

Since her pack needed her at home more than ever, there could only be one reason. Her mate was here.

Well, she didnt want a damn mate, she thought as she got out of the SUV and flicked her long, dark hair off her sweaty face. She wanted her mother back. Every Wolf had a lifes mate, but why did hers belong to a strange pack?

She swallowed hard as she opened the front door. Ugh. The place was a bigger dive inside than outside. Paneling and dusty old animal heads covered the walls. The bar stools, upholstered with hideous green vinyl, probably groaned when they turned.

First, dinner, then a place to stay and, hopefully, a gig singing and playing her guitar. She had to pay for her time here somehow. If she did meet her mate, she could say no thanks and still go her own way, straight back to Lamar Canyon to fight for her pack.

Tyler Brooks was next on her list. The arrogant rancher and his hired hands had killed more wolves than anyone else in the area. While visiting a bar in Cody, shed heard his men bragging about a wolfs death. The description of it fit her mother. One of them had probably shot her, but which?

Visiting South Dakota would have to be enough for her mother. Staying here was out of the question.



Ogden sat at the wooden counter in Gees Bar, tearing into his hot hamburger. A good meal was exactly what he needed. Sitting down for a while felt damn good, too. Hed have to take breaks more often. Maybe he could fill each order after all.

A bell tinkled over the front door. He didnt recognize the woman who stepped inside.

Another damn newcomer.

Ryker must be getting lax in his Enforcer duties. Why else would he let so many people enter town? Ogden set down the forgotten half of his sandwich on the cracked plate. She didnt resemble a prissy tourist, though. Wearing cowboy boots and a big plaid shirt rolled up at the sleeves, she looked like a local. Walked like one, too. An eyeful of curves encased in snug jeans sent blood rushing to his groin. Her shirt had too many buttons undone…or maybe not enough.

Damn. He came here for dinner, not a peep show. When she took a seat several stools away from him and rested her elbows on the counter, he took another gulp of his burger. The sooner he finished it and got back to work, the better.

The long, red streak in her black hair, which she smoothed with her fingers, reminded him of a bolt of lightning. She probably drove the red SUV which had raced past the mill earlier. Red wasnt his favorite color. It meant trouble, the last thing he needed.

Is there a menu or something? she asked Paul, the waiter.

He doesnt talk. Which meant Ogden had to. So much for an easy escape. He couldnt leave the woman here to starve, could he? Theres no menu, either. Theyve got fried pickles, steamed broccoli, and burgers. Take your pick.

O-kay. She rolled her eyes, which told Ogden what she thought of the bar and the whole town. Fine with him. The place already had too many people.

If you smile at him, he might put cheese on the burger.

A cheeseburger it is, she replied. And a Coke, if theyve got one.

Paul nodded and poured her drink while a radio with fuzzy reception played alternative rock.

Thanks, Mr.…?

Ogden Woods. I run the town sawmill.

She took a swig of soda, ignoring the straw. How quaint. Im Lara Wolfe.

Wolfe. Why was he not surprised? Of course, she was a Werewolf, too. Hed sensed it as soon as shed walked in. Her scent teased him, begging him to move over a few stools until her rounded butt perched on his lap, grinding against his erection. It reminded him of a thunderstorm, fresh and electrifying.

So, what brings you to Los Lobos? he asked.

Her shoulders stiffened. A family matter.

He clenched his jaw shut so he wouldnt be tempted to ask more questions. He didnt usually act nosey, much less waste his time on chitchat. Hopefully, her family businesswhatever it waswouldnt take long.

Is there a bathroom here?

The outhouse is out back. He grinned, realizing he hadnt smiled much lately. Im kidding. The restroom is through there.

She laughed. The outhouse would have been fine with me.

He could listen to her talk all day. She had the sexiest, huskiest voice hed ever heard. It even had a little lilt in it, which reminded him of music. Hed never seen such pretty, haunting eyes. They reminded him of cloudy days and softened her red streak. What color were they? Gray?

Blood rushed through his limbs. He ached to lay her on top of the bar and plow himself between her thighs. Desire battled with pain in his bones and sinews. Clenching the counter until his knuckles turned white, he fought the havoc in his body. Hell, he was completely out of control. If she came any closer, he might shift. Then hed be too achy to get much work done the rest of the evening.

Not to mention how embarrassing an involuntary shift at the bar would be. Why was he a Werewolf? He couldnt shift when he wanted to and sometimes it happened when he didnt.

As soon as she disappeared around the corner, he yanked his wallet out of his back pocket and flung some dollars on the counter to pay the bill. He stood, his legs trembling so hard he had to grab the counter for balance. Why couldnt he stroll out the door, get into his truck, and never see her again?

He had to get out of here!

Realizing hairs had sprouted from his chin, he wiped his sweaty face with the paper napkin. His canines had lengthened, too, pricking his tight bottom lip. No, his transformation couldnt happen. Not now. But he knew, deep in his bones, the beautiful woman striding back into the room was her.

His mate.

After sitting, he picked up a nearby newspaper and hid his face while he composed himself back to full human form. He even breathed through his mouth so her scent wouldnt drive him crazy. At least the smell of the cheeseburger Paul set in front of her helped mask it.

Hey, do you know of any places to stay here? she asked Ogden after taking a hearty bite of her burger. I didnt see any motels on the way in.

Watching her lick ketchup off her finger mesmerized him too much to answer right away.

Gee Rivermoon rents rooms on the second floor of this bar, but hes full up. A bed and breakfast is being renovated, but it isnt open yet.

Then I guess Ill park my truck somewhere and sleep in it.

She was definitely no prissy female. The thought of keeping her warm in the back of her red SUV made his muscles tingle with the urge to shift again.

Theres a shed on my land. Its not in very good shape, but it would be a roof over your head, he blurted out.

The wind kicked up outside, making the siding creak. He couldnt leave a lone woman out in the weather to fend for herself, especially if she was his mate.

Well, maybe for tonight, anyway. She finished her burger and paid the bill. Thanks.

You can follow me, he said as they both stood. Im heading there.

Was he out of his mind? Hed invited trouble to his doorstep, and he had a terrible feeling hed never be the same again. Maybe when she saw what a dump his shed was, shed hightail it back to wherever she came from.



***



Lara followed the tired-looking pickup truck in her SUV. Keeping up with it was no trouble. She could have run it over.

This is my mate? Please, say it isnt so.

Surely, her mother hadnt sent her on an eight-hour drive to find a boring workhorse. Ogden. Even his name was dull. From the looks of the brown, silver-tipped whiskers, which temporarily sprouted on his face, hed almost shifted in the restaurant. As the last Dominant of the Lamar Canyon Pack, she could sure do a lot better than someone who couldnt even control his shifts.

He worked with wood. Hardly the warrior she needed to help fight her battle in Lamar Canyon. Not a battlea waragainst the gun-toting ranchers who had killed her mother and over half her pack. She didnt need help, anyway. What could he possibly do for her? Build a doghouse?

Maybe her real mate lived in some other part of this lame town. But she knew better. His blue gazepeaceful and intense at the same timehad probed straight into her soul in Hee Haws Bar, or whatever it was called.

Okay, he was sexy in a rugged, blue-collar kind of way. His chestnut-brown hair begged to be tousled. The slight silver at his temples and sun-weathered face made him look well seasoned. Shed had the urge to hop onto his lap instead of eating her cheeseburger. The faded denim clothes he wore looked ragged enough to fall off and reveal the rest of his tanned, strong body.

Heat pooled between her thighs. Although she couldnt see him as her mate, she wouldnt mind scratching her itch for a nightfor fun. It would sure beat seducing those slimy ranchers at bars in Wyoming to get them to stop killing wolves.

But if he was her mate, having sex with him would seal the bond between them and thered be no getting rid of him. Hopefully, he didnt want a commitment either.

She followed as he turned off the main road. If you can call it a road. They passed Los Lobos Lumber, which must be his mill. The secondary road snaking past it was in even worse shape than the main one.

After one too many bone-jarring potholes, he stopped at a cute log cabin in the woods. Not far from it stood a rough-looking shed, which was probably her lodging.

When they got out of their vehicles, he walked through the front door without inviting her into his house. She followed and looked around inside, curious how the stranger lived. Most everything was made of wood, including the log walls, and the homey atmosphere surprised her. Gingham curtains hung at the windows. The open space included a cozy loft at one end and a big stone fireplace on the other. And, Ill be damned, even the proverbial fur rug in front of it. The kitchen area had a pantry with enough food to survive an apocalypse.

The place was made for love. Because they were alone together, the tingles shed felt earlier intensified. He smelled like cedar, warm and spicy.

Nice place, she said.

I call it home. A proud smile lit his face. Ill get some bedding together for you.

Bedding…. The tingling in her nipples morphed to throbbing.

We can walk from here, he said when he returned from the closet with a roll of covers in his arms. She carried a lantern plus the food and water hed given her.

As they hiked through the woods, the wind fingered their clothes, stirring her up inside. The ground was soft with fragrant pine needles. She itched to throw down the items she carried and shift so she could really explore.

Where are you from, Lara? he asked.

He had a deep, resonant voice. The way it echoed against the quiet trees tickled her ears in a good way.

Yellowstone. Lamar Canyon.

He stopped short, cracking the stick he stepped on. Are you a member of the pack there?

Yes.

So he knew about it. Understandable since the pack was in a neighboring state, but why did he look so pale when shed mentioned it? Wolves didnt go around cracking sticks in the woods like lumbering bears either. Was he connected to her pack somehow? Maybe her mother knew a lot more than shed told her. Unfortunately, she couldnt ask her now.

And the name of your pack here?

Tao, he replied. There are about two hundred of us.

There was no need to ask each other about being Werewolves. Theyd realized it as soon as theyd met. To her chagrin, she also didnt have to verify he was an Omega, not a Dominant. He broadcast his lower status in the lupine pecking order with his unassuming posture.

When they arrived at the shed, he pushed open the squeaky door, revealing a room with two small windows and a bare wood floor littered with dead bugs. Cobwebs swayed from the ceiling. It sure wasnt the Hilton.

I didnt realize the place was such a mess. Ill get a broom. He frowned and shook his head. What am I saying? I cant let you sleep here.

Its fine, she said quickly. Camping out at his place would be too dangerous.

Youll have to stay with me, he insisted. You can have my bed.

A tingle bolted down her legs when she imagined sharing it with him.

Ill be fine, really, she said, setting down the items she carried. I camp a lot.

I built it myself, he said, looking up, so I can at least tell you the roof wont leak if it rains tonight. Youre welcome to use the house when Im at the mill, which is most of the time. I leave it unlocked.

Thanks.

Ill fetch the broom. She reached for the bedding the same moment he moved to help her set it down.

The contact marked the first time theyd touched. His skintough and velvety at the same time, like the hide of a big-horned buckwas hot. Below the surface, thick veins and muscle called to the most primal part of her being. Deciding whether or not to mate with him was no longer a choice. She had to lie with this man before she went crazy.

The bedding fell to the dirty floor in a heapa ready-made bed. He stared into her eyes with his blue, endless ones as he kissed her. His cedar scent grew even warmer, mixing with male arousal while he made a slow, thorough exploration of her mouth.

A sigh of surrender escaped her throat before she could stop it. His lips were as strong as his arms. An animalistic grunt resonated through his chest, stimulating her breasts, which pressed against him.

Male stubble scraped her face as his lips left hers to explore the underside of her jaw and the lobe of her ear. Her fingers dug into the faded shirt over his broad shoulders when hard teeth nipped the side of her neck.

Claim me!

Her pelvis brushed against his, needing him to quench the sweet, wet ache building deep in her cleft. Shed forgotten intimacy with a man could be a pleasure instead of a chore.

Before she could react, he gripped her by the sides of her arms and hauled her against the wall. His mouth ransacked hers, pushing it open with his hot tongue, which swept every corner. Bare two by fours dug into her back, but she felt nothing but him.

Hed built this room, and he acted as if he planned to take her apart, board by board. His erection pressed against her mound through their jeans, promising mindless satisfaction.

Maybe Mr. Woods wasnt so boring after all.

The man trapping her in his steely arms didnt seem so Omega anymore. In fact, he felt right down Dominant. No longer capable of logical thought, she unbuttoned his shirt. The gesture rewarded her with even hotter skin, muscles, and a smattering of chest hair. He closed his eyes and groaned as her fingers skated down his belly to the waistband of his jeans.

Before she could go farther, two vise-like grips encircled her wrists. Damn. His hands were every bit as strong as they looked.

Theres an attraction between us, he said, staring into her eyes.

No shit. What are you going to do about it, Mr. Lumberjack?

What is it about you? he asked next. Why do I want you so much?

I think you already know, she replied.

He scrubbed the lower half of his face with his hand. Exactly what family business brings you here anyway, Lara?

The less he knew, the better. And why are you so curious, exactly?

I want to know how soon youll be gone.

The words stung harder than she expected. Her swollen breasts and cleft throbbed, reluctant to accept a mating wouldnt take place.

Dont worry. I wont stay long. She might even light out at dawn. This town was useless, and so was he.

His voice softened. I didnt mean to sound harsh. Ive got lumber orders coming out of my ears. Im not looking for a mate.

Neither am I, she blurted. But didnt her mother send her here to find one? We are, though, arent we? Wolves have only one in a lifetime.

He nodded. Im afraid so, but it doesnt mean we have to act on our impulses.

She couldnt help hanging her head. After spending less than an hour with her, hed already made her weak. She didnt need this!

Believe me, if you werent my probable mate, I would have had you on this floor already for a quick lay. He buttoned his shirt. Ill go get the broom now.

Leave it outside the door.

As soon as he left, she sank to her knees in the cedar-scented bedding. So, he didnt want to bind himself to her either. Good. Relief washed through her, followed by an emptiness she didnt expect.
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