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  Book seven in the Uncommon Cowboys series


  Navy SEAL Simon Morrison came home broken. But quilter Tate Stevens is slowly healing him. If only Simon’s secret didn’t endanger them both.


  Tate… I fell in love with a man I didn’t understand. You know how that is? Simon Morrison has long silver blond hair in a ragged ponytail and blue eyes more alive than I’ve ever seen, like he’s walked with death so everything else has burned away. He’s a warrior who came back broken, who hides in the shadows. And there’s something dangerous about him, but I didn’t understand until the night I ran after him and they were waiting—the other wolves. They tore into me and I died. My name is Tate Stevens and I died but something keeps me here. I can’t leave my warrior behind, no matter how much it hurts or how whatever it is I am becoming confuses me.


  Simon… I came back from Afghanistan with one goal—to find a place to die. But slowly, watching Tate working on his art quilts, it got so it didn’t hurt so much. I felt the colours coming back. He is my light. He is my heart. They tried to take him away from me while I screamed his name. And now he thinks he’s a monster. He is so alone. I have to find a way to bring him back to his light…


  Dedication


  For my mother.


  Trademarks Acknowledgement


  The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of the following wordmarks mentioned in this work of fiction:


  Volkswagen: Volkswagen Group


  iPhone: Apple, Inc.


  Twilight: Stephenie Meyer


  Popeye: Elzie Crisler Segar


  FedEx: FedEx Corporation


  The Bodyguard: Warner Bros. Entertainment Inc.


  I have not encountered another temple as blissful as my own body


  —Saraha


  Chapter One


  Tate Stevens took a critical look at the quilt he was working on. He’d nicknamed it ‘Summer Patchwork’ but another name for it could be pain in his ass. He sighed, rolling his shoulders. What the hell had he been thinking, coming to this small western town of White Deer, Montana? That he’d be inspired as an artist? So far it hadn’t happened and he knew why.


  He was heart sick.


  He was lonely.


  So yeah, what a genius idea, coming here where he was even more isolated than in L.A. Terrific. Maybe he could cosy up to the crickets currently chirping up a storm in the wild grass outside his tiny cabin.


  Restlessly he abandoned the sewing machine that had travelled all the way from the city in the back of his vintage purple Volkswagen van. Not a new SUV for him, but the kind of vehicle you could keep running with chewing gum and a spare rubber band. He liked old things, which was what had got him into quilt making in the first place.


  Tate had worked in his uncle’s junk shop all during high school. When people bought in Grandma’s patchwork on consignment, Tate did any repairs needed to the pieces by hand. He had just been drawn to pick up a needle and thread and do it because looking at quilts, at the homemade embellishment of words or flowers, at the choice of colours and patterns, he’d experienced a connection with the quilt maker. He’d dreamed up lives behind the blocks of patterns, imagined what it might be like to sleep all his life beside a husband under a double wedding ring quilt.


  So far he had lots of wedding quilts but no lover, not since his last boyfriend had ditched him. ‘You’re too much of a dreamer for me, man,’ Jerrod had told him. ‘It’s like you want every guy to be the one, you know? You need to get over that romantic shit.’


  Yeah, thanks. Dump him and also trash his soul. It was all his fault his boyfriend couldn’t keep it zipped whenever he was out. So why couldn’t Tate stop pining for someone in his life? Because he was a pathetic loser. He did fall in love at the drop of his pants. No, more like after the perfect kiss, not that he’d ever quite experienced that.


  But he’d dreamed about it plenty.


  Fantasising about being gripped by urgent hands, the crush of lips on lips, the need singing through his body and into the body of his lover.


  Which was not helping any since he was totally alone up here.


  He pushed open the slider and let in the evening air, grimacing when his bare feet hit the rocks outside the cabin. Jesus, he’d forgotten to put on shoes again, so carried away working on his latest design. And he’d forgotten to shave and shower so his hair was still flattened on one side. Hell with it.


  No one to see him, even though lately he’d been a little spooked out here. But that was just because of the wolf he’d spotted by the stream a few weeks ago. Ghostly silver, horribly scarred, as if it had been burned, and so very still, watching him, seeing into him and then gone, nothing but swaying tall grass where it had stood a second before.


  Tate had yearned for his camera. He was trying now to capture those uncanny blue eyes in a design.


  Since that glimpse, he hadn’t seen the big animal again but he’d felt as if it was nearby, watching him.


  More, he’d felt as if it had been a sign, as if now that he had held the gaze of a wild, magnificent wolf, that his life would somehow change.


  It was chilly out so Tate wrapped his arms around his bare chest, walking to the crude wooden bench near the dense patch of woods. He sat down, staring towards the stream where he’d glimpsed the wolf. It had been as large as a creature from a fairytale. Why did he feel so blessed that he’d seen it? Since its appearance he’d spotted deer, rabbits and even a mountain lion once—though fortunately from a distance. But nothing had been as intense as that moment looking with the wolf. It had felt like a moment of destiny.


  His iPhone rang and he didn’t need to check the number to know it was his agent, Sheila. “Hey, girl.”


  “Hey.”


  He caught the snap of gum and wondered if it was helping her kick her addiction to nicotine.


  “What’s up?”


  “Tate…you promised you’d get those galleys back for Quilting in the Smoky Mountains to your publisher by Friday.”


  Tate sighed. Shit. “Yeah, I know. I’m glad you called because it’s…Tuesday, right?”


  “Try Wednesday. Don’t you ever go into some kind of town? I mean, they do have towns up there, right?”


  “Har. It’s Montana, not Mars. And not lately.”


  “Are you eating all right?” Now her tone was motherly, though she was younger than he was, but he seemed to bring that out in women, a need to take care of him. It was probably his boyish looks—he knew he looked about seventeen, not twenty seven, with shaggy brown hair, olive skin and sad brown eyes. Not that he was sad, unless he’d gone a long time without someone in his bed. He might want love but he also loved sex, lots of it, and he was a cranky puppy without it.


  “I had some peanut butter.” His favourite.


  “Oh, good. Survivalist food.”


  He laughed. “Hey, I’ll get those galleys done tonight, okay?”


  “I’ll have FedEx there for a pick-up in the morning.” Her tone was half warning, half affection.


  “Ouch, cracking the whip.”


  “It’s what I do best.”


  He found himself grinning, some of his earlier dissatisfaction leaving him. “I’ll have to ask your husband sometime if that is true.”


  “Please. He’s only allowed to talk if Mistress allows it.”


  Laughing, he cut the call, then felt a little wistful he wouldn’t have more time to work on his latest art quilt, but being the boy-wonder of the quilt world with his talent for clashing colours and wild design paid for his lifestyle, which wasn’t rich by any means but was something he could call his own.


  Tate was something of a maverick. He’d begun attending quilt shows when he was still in high school and started cutting and sewing—with scissors and no fancy rulers—his quilts in his spare time. He’d finally got up the guts to show a few of his pieces to some of the members of his local guild and they’d been astonished over his work. It was angry, it was energetic, it was even sexy, which was a new take on an old art form.


  But mostly lately it was lonely.


  Because, yeah, he was lonely.


  “Time to change this song,” he muttered. But he stayed outside and watched as stars went on like light bulbs in the sky, until he felt a shiver climb down his spine, as if he were being watched.


  Simon Morrison watched Tate.


  He was close enough to touch him but, of course, with his training, Tate couldn’t see him, but sometimes Simon thought he might sense him.


  His nostrils flared as he analysed Tate’s scent. Peanut butter for lunch again. And ink. And some kind of chalk, the stuff he used to draw over his quilts. And cotton, fresh, unwashed. And Tate hadn’t showered yet but that didn’t matter. Simon liked his musky natural scent.


  He closed his eyes, imagining capturing the other man. With his Navy SEAL background he could do it. Like an old time hermit, he could capture himself a mate, drag him up to the mountains and—


  And that was crazy talk.


  It was thinking like that, primal, that had made him flee to the hills. He couldn’t fit in. He forgot the most basic things sometimes because of his head injury. The black outs were the worst—he sometimes couldn’t remember what he’d done for days.


  He couldn’t seek help from traditional medicine because of what he was, so he’d done the smart thing—removed himself from the picture.


  He hadn’t wanted to hurt anyone and he was dangerous.


  But gradually he’d been getting better. His head didn’t hurt as much. He had more long stretches of clarity and he couldn’t remember his last blackout.


  Simon rubbed the jagged scar on his temple, left over from a sniper in Afghanistan. He remembered he’d been there. He’d been a warrior.


  Mostly though when he tried to remember, he got a handful of faces he didn’t remember, flashbacks, and a head pounder of a headache.


  It was easier to live as the wolf though even as the wolf he didn’t function normally anymore.


  The wolf didn’t feed itself anymore. It didn’t hunt.


  Instead, lately, Simon had found himself lurking around Tate’s cabin, watching him. Sometimes Tate came out onto the porch and rocked on one dilapidated rocking chair while he hand sewed quilts.


  Simon was fascinated. The colours, the swirl of patterns…one quilt was the shade of sand under a desert sunset, vivid peaches and oranges and browns and another reminded him of the misty Pacific Northwest, all weeping greys and sad blues. It was like Tate was a magician, pulling out toy after toy, bright and shiny, distracting Simon from himself and the worries that he was a ravaged man, a ravaged wolf.


  Tate frowned and looked directly at Simon. Simon closed his eyes. Prey could sense when you were looking at it. It was instinctual. And though Simon no longer had it in him to hunt, he was still a predator.


  “Huh, too much time spent alone,” Tate said, shaking his head. He got to his feet and carefully crept across the debris of his front yard and back into his cabin. But Simon caught the click of the dead bolt. Tate had locked himself in.


  Simon could have told him it wouldn’t help. When Simon got hungry, he helped himself to Tate’s food. And sometimes, even knowing it was creepy and he shouldn’t do it, he stood just outside Tate’s bedroom door, listening to the soft sounds he made as he slept. The creak of the mattress as he turned over, the pale arm or leg that flopped over the end of the bed. He wanted to go in and lick that skin.


  He wanted to wrap himself all around Tate and have Tate wrap himself around Simon.


  * * * *


  Simon reached the lean-to just after dark. He’d built it for the times he lived as a human. It contained his back pack, a few supplies he knew he had to add to soon, such as coffee—he hated like hell he’d run out a week ago.


  He sat down on his sleeping bag, breathing deeply of the night air, immediately feeling soothed, grounding into his own bones, his own body. The wolf stirred inside him, wanting to go back and spend endless hours watching Tate’s cabin.


  “No,” Simon muttered to his yearning wolf, hoping the stupid bastard would listen. “You’d just scare him. Hell, I would.” He rubbed the horrific scar on his face. He avoided looking at his reflection now because he wasn’t pretty. As well as the scar on his face, he had them on his arms and back and they tangled badly with the tattoos he’d worn so the art work was now interrupted by shiny skin, some of it plastic looking and opaque.


  He looked like a fucking monster, not someone a cute guy like Tate would find attractive.


  Simon’s throat tightened.


  He was so lonesome sometimes he thought he should just give up, stop eating altogether and go deep into the woods. Let himself starve as the wolf.


  He’d been on the verge of doing just that when Tate had moved into the empty cabin and immediately he’d caught Simon’s attention, pulled him out of his depression. Simon didn’t know dick about quilt making but even he could see Tate was an artist.


  And slowly, watching how absorbed Tate was in his work, how alive he was as he pieced together stories in pictures, Simon forgot the noise, the screams in his own head. Watching Tate healed him.


  His favourite design was the one Tate worked on sometimes at night—a silver wolf by the stream. How Tate managed to make a portrait out of blocks of cotton, some of it patterned, was a mystery to Simon. The wolf was dominated by startling blue eyes, eyes that were full of the pain Simon felt eating him.


  He remembered that night, the first time he’d ever seen Tate. Tate had looked so awestruck as he’d gazed at the wolf. Awestruck, but not afraid, as if the giant scarred creature would never hurt him.


  Since that night they’d first encountered each other, Tate walked by the stream often, as if inviting the wolf to visit him again but Simon could never do that. He was marked now, the wolf bearing the same scars that Simon wore. If Tate ever saw the creature close up and then saw Simon, well, he was an artist. He noticed details.


  He’d have to wonder if there couldn’t possibly be a connection between a scarred wolf and a scarred man and then there were all those rumours in town about shifters. Most laughed at the stories but some knew well they were true.


  Simon pulled the bag around his shoulders, knowing he should light a fire and make some tea. He’d come up with a recipe that wasn’t so bad made of tree bark and wild herbs. It was hot, and that was something when the mountains got cold at night.


  But it sure as fuck wasn’t coffee.


  He sighed, knowing he’d have to go into town. He’d be careful, try to avoid the other shifters. Hell, there was even a deputy now who was one of his kind.


  But instead of making a list of things he needed he sat there, trapped in his freak show of a body, wondering if he could ever dare go talk to Tate. Just…talk to him. Have him look at Simon as if Simon were a normal man and not a scarred wreck.


  Simon would love to sit in Tate’s studio and watch him work on his quilts. He had loads of questions to ask him about his colour choices and how he got his ideas. Questions he’d never get to ask as long as he kept lurking in the shadows like a pathetic loser.


  Maybe he could brush his long hair over the scar on his forehead, keep his face averted?


  And then suddenly Simon had an idea.


  He knew Tate was an author. He’d seen some of his books on quilting in his studio.


  * * * *


  Tate finally put the galleys into an envelope at eleven that night. He wiped his eyes, hoping he hadn’t missed anything. It sometimes amazed him how small things could be missed during the editing process, things that would be dead obvious to a reader.


  He stretched and then grabbed a sweater on a peg by the door, deciding to go and wander by the stream where he’d seen the wolf. Although he knew he likely wouldn’t see the animal tonight, there was always the possibility of a second magical appearance. He wanted a closer look so he could better capture the creature for the likeness in his art quilt.


  As he walked, a pebble got in one of his sandals so he stopped and shook his foot, hopping around. Again he felt that prickle, like he was being watched. Really, who did he think he was, Bella from Twilight? He wasn’t being watched. Stuff like that only happened in the movies or in fantasy novels.


  And he was such a hopeless romantic, because as he looked up at the sky, he was wishing it would happen to him. How cool to have your own vampire? Or maybe a ghost who came to life only with you? He shook his head. He had to stop reading those gay romance novels.


  He didn’t see it at first—in fact, he stepped on it, and only the crackle of dry paper under his sandals caught his attention. He leant down and squinted, seeing a piece of note paper anchored by a couple of river rocks. Even more intriguing, there was writing on it.


  He picked it up, wondering if it had somehow blown out of his studio but it wasn’t one of his drawings, wasn’t even his handwriting.


  R U ever lonely? I think U must be. U walk these woods at night. U aren’t safe here. Not that I… I would keep U so safe, I promise. I wish I could talk with U, U know? Not smart, not like U, but I want to listen to U. I’m good at that, good at listen.


  Cold chills worked down Tate’s back. His heart galloped as he peered around but everything was shades of grey and starlight, the trees dark huge shapes, branches moving like beckoning arms in the still night.


  He wasn’t alone.


  He was being watched.


  So why the fuck wasn’t he running for his cabin and locking the deadbolt behind him?


  “Yeah, I’m lonely,” he announced, flushing when nothing moved, when everything remained as quiet as before. He was losing it, thinking he was talking to the mysterious note-writer. And was it a completely sane idea to do it? In the city it was best to avoid anything that gave you chills. “I’m lonely,” he repeated, softly now as he dug his hands into his pockets.


  Why was he so sure someone was listening? Someone who felt the way he did. And then Tate frowned, kneeling down to the rocks where he’d found the scrap of paper. He couldn’t be sure but this seemed like the exact place where he’d first glimpsed that wolf. Could that be a coincidence?


  Chapter Two


  I’m lonely.


  From his position crouched on a tree limb above the stream, Simon’s body tightened with the need to go after Tate.


  He couldn’t believe he’d written those words, so personal, but when he’d put his pen to the page, they’d just spilled out and then he had been afraid he wouldn’t leave the note in time for Tate to find it if he lingered too long, dithering on what to write.


  Apparently his effort to play the part of Cyrano had worked, Tate had responded to the heart in his words.


  Simon flushed, thinking of his awkward writing. He’d gone to school when he could but he’d been so full of energy, so into being in the outdoors he knew he was barely literate. He’d learned more in the military because he’d had to, but he should have taken more time. He didn’t want Tate to think he was some kind of dunce.


  When the door of the cabin closed behind Tate, Simon moved cautiously closer. The light in the studio went on and Simon watched him place his note on the table next to the pieced together design of the wolf. Tate sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. Was it sore from Tate being bent over his work for long hours?


  A fantasy popped into Simon’s head. He saw himself walking into the studio, just as if he were welcome there. Tate would smile at him, and then groan as Simon put his long, callused fingers on the back of Tate’s neck, he’d linger for a long time, giving the other man a thorough neck and shoulder rub. He’d be so good, not allowing himself to kiss Tate’s neck and taste his skin until he was sure he’d taken away all of Tate’s discomfort.


  And Tate would gasp, his head would fall back and he’d want Simon’s touch. He’d want Simon to mount him, right there, he’d smile and—


  Yeah, right. He’d take one frigging look at Simon and he’d cringe, just like that hustler had who had refused to service Simon when he’d caught a look at him. Simon’s face heated with misery as he remembered. He hadn’t even been able to pay someone to touch him, Christ, just to touch him so he felt real.


  And he’d known then that he’d never be with someone again. With his silver blond hair and vivid blue eyes and muscled body he’d never had any trouble getting laid. But that had been before he’d gone overseas. Now he was a freak and no one would ever look at him with lust again. No way would anyone want to touch those scars, look at his horror show of a face.


  * * * *


  Tate couldn’t concentrate. He threw his pencil aside and found himself looking at the note again, trying to decipher it like the Rosetta Stone. What could it tell him about who had written it?


  The ‘U’ seemed like it came from someone more accustomed to texting than writing flourishing prose. The note writer had also misspelled a word, so writing wasn’t his thing. His. Why was Tate so sure it had been written by a man? And yet…he just was. He felt it.


  The subtext of the note was insightful. Yes, Tate was lonely although he didn’t think it was obvious. He was busy working much of the time, after all. But there were all those walks late at night.


  So he hadn’t been alone, he’d been right about that. And his watcher was lonely too.


  Okay, so what did that mean? Tate’s watcher was a man, he was lonely and he was probably gay because why else would he write such a note? It was something you’d share with a lover, or someone you wanted for a lover.


  Heat touched Tate’s cheeks.


  It was also something you’d do when you wanted to court someone, send notes. Nowadays maybe it was texting or email but the intent was the same.


  Love letters.


  He picked up the note. Was that what this was?


  He squeezed his eyes shut, tuning into his intuitive side, the side he wrote with, made his art with.


  Someone’s reaching out to me.


  Tate frowned. So why hadn’t the dude just knocked on Tate’s door and introduced himself? Was he some kind of really shy cowboy or something?


  Tate groaned. “Down, boy.” But he couldn’t help it. In his secret heart he’d come to Montana to find a fantasy—a cowboy of his own.


  * * * *


  Tate stayed up that night.


  As Simon watched, he saw Tate sit up in his bed and reach for the note. He’d read it over and over again. Now he traced the words, searching for answers.


  Simon moved closer to Tate’s cabin before he could stop himself. All his hunting instincts were roused. He ached to invade Tate’s home and touch and kiss him, give him some of what he so obviously was hungry for.


  Simon was hungry too.


  Only fear of rejection kept him locked outside. That and, now that his head was clearing a little he wondered what the hell he’d been doing, writing Tate.


  He rubbed his forehead. Was it a good sign some of his finer instincts were coming back on line? He’d been almost feral for months, just wanting to curl up and stare up at the sky, watching passing clouds.


  But he didn’t hurt looking at Tate. He ached with loneliness, and he wanted to hear Tate’s voice and see the other man smile at him but the isolation was bearable because Simon was so curious about what Tate would do next, that he forgot to hurt for long stretches of time.


  He pressed his hand against Tate’s bedroom window and long after the light finally went out, he stood there, watching over Tate.


  * * * *


  Tate woke up feeling muzzy and hung over. When the FedEx truck arrived he stuck the galleys unceremoniously out of the front door, gave his electronic signature and then stumbled into the shower.


  It didn’t help.


  His blood felt hot and thick with anticipation, as if he’d met someone promising on the beach or at the local disco.


  But the only beach for miles was beside the mountain stream and the only disco sported a cowboy riding a bull and didn’t look like the kind of place Tate would want to get up close and personal with his honey.


  It didn’t matter.


  There was someone out in the woods, someone as lost as he sometimes felt, someone mysterious and shy.


  Someone who had sent him a love letter.


  Coffee helped a little. He inhaled a large cup and then sat down with a pencil and pad of drafting paper.


  He wanted to write back to his secret admirer. He knew it was a dumb idea. The guy could be totally unsuitable but…hell with it. He had come all the way out here, left L.A. and the life he’d known behind. Could writing a letter be any more reckless than that?


  He chewed on the end of his pencil, trying to decide how to open his note. Words swung and fluttered like laundry hanging from a country clothesline, but nothing stood out, just a jumble of feeling and questions.


  Finally Tate knew what he had to do and his pencil moved swiftly. He shut off his logical brain and just let his intuition guide him, tell him where to go.


  When he was finished he sat back and stared at his work, frowning at what he’d drawn.


  Before he could think better of it, he tore the drawing free of the pad and headed out of his cabin. The air was cool and crisp in the morning, hinting that it never got too warm at this elevation.


  All the better to snuggle with someone under one of his quilts.


  He reached the little stream and hesitated. Was he going to do this, reach out to a stranger?


  But he couldn’t help himself. He placed his drawing on the ground and put a rock over it to hold it in place. Then he made himself leave. Although his neck prickled in a familiar way, he did not look back.


  Simon barely waited until Tate disappeared into the cabin before striding to the stream and picking up the piece of paper Tate had left behind. His heart pounding, he lifted it…his breath got stuck in his chest…fear, longing…he wasn’t sure exactly what he was feeling as he looked at a drawing of the wolf and the drawing of a shadowed figure of a man behind it.


  How had Tate known that Simon and his wolf were connected?


  He was walking towards the cabin before he could talk himself out of it, drawn as if to the only light in his life. He knocked once and waited, dying.


  The door swung open and Tate squinted up at him, head cocked, adorable hair mussed as if he’d run his fingers through it too often as he worked.


  Simon kept his face averted. Fortunately this part of the structure was still in deep shadow, thrown into relief by the rising sun.


  “Well, hello,” Tate purred. “Did you get my note?”


  “Yeah.” Simon seized the smaller man by the shoulders and yanked him into the shadows with him.


  “Wha—?”


  Simon covered Tate’s lips with his own, hungry, burning, dying to taste, to make contact as his hands buried deep in Tate’s hair. Tate gasped and Simon licked him, his lips, the side of his neck, he lifted him high and put his mouth on Tate’s left nipple, sucking strongly.


  Tate gasped again and his legs opened, curling around Simon’s hulking body. They writhed together, friction sizzling like electricity.


  “Alive, you make me feel so fuckin’ alive,” Simon whispered.


  Tate was kissing him wildly, hitting his chin, his cheek, anything he could reach. Simon’s heart squeezed. God, he needed this, someone to want him. He knew it was only because Tate hadn’t seen him clearly.


  And he wouldn’t. Simon wouldn’t lose this moment, not for anything. He rubbed himself shamelessly against Tate, feeling the other man shudder, Tate’s hands digging into Simon’s forearms. “Tell me your name. Oh, God, do that again!”


  Simon had cupped Tate through his jeans, cupped and appreciated every inch. Tate was surprisingly well endowed for such a slight man. It was a fucking turn on.


  “Rub yourself against me,” he urged. “I want to make you feel so fucking good.”


  Tate needed no encouragement. It was crazed, but everything condensed to the silk of Tate’s mouth and his moans and the grip of his strong body and his beautiful back arching…


  “Oh, yeah…” Tate reached down and touched Simon and that was all she wrote. Simon ripped open his jeans and Tate’s and while he claimed Tate’s mouth in the hottest, sweetest kiss, he worked them both. Lightning streaked through him with every stroke. He couldn’t last…couldn’t last…had to pleasure Tate, goddamnit! Tate spilled hot and wet, setting Simon off. He came like a fire ball, expanding through his body, cannoning through his shattered heart.


  And then all too abruptly he was suddenly naked, suddenly terrified, like a captive wolf.


  “Post coitus, triest,” Tate muttered.


  “Huh?” Simon rasped.


  “It’s a Latin saying—after sex, sadness. Is that where you’ve gone?”


  How could Tate know? He saw Simon more clearly than Simon was ready for him to see and yet now all that held him to the earth were Tate’s hands, gentle and wondering as he stroked the back of Simon’s neck.


  Taming him. Gentling him.


  Simon rested his forehead against Tate’s. All he wanted right now was to go inside the cabin and climb into Tate’s bed. Hold him and love him and be with him.


  It seemed almost a sacred act, to be with this man on the most basic of levels. Like nothing he’d ever experienced. He’d fucked other men, played lover’s games, but he’d never wanted to pull someone onto his chest and hold him and protect him as he slept.


  “Come inside,” Tate said, as if reading his mind. “I don’t care who you are. We can talk… It will be easier if we talk, get to know each other. I can feel it.”


  “Can’t.” Simon zipped up his jeans. He had to go. Now. He was careful to keep his face turned away.


  “Are you kidding me?”


  It killed him to let Tate go. He felt every cell in his body crying out to keep contact. Tate gripped his long hair. “Let me see you!”


  Simon only shook his head. He thrust Tate against the cabin wall so he stumbled, gripping it to keep his balance as Simon retreated.


  But Tate was having none of it. “Look, the shy cowboy thing is hot but I really need to call you. What’s your name?”


  “I told you I can’t.” I’m not like you. I’ll scare you if you ever find out who I am.


  Tate was coming after him and he was not going to give up. He was fearless and he smelt like the best sex of Simon’s life.


  Simon broke into a run. He should never have done this, gone to Tate. What had he been thinking? Now the ache was much worse, now he knew how the other man tasted, the way he gripped Simon hard, the feel of his sleek muscles.


  Incredibly, Tate was still trailing him.


  Simon closed his eyes and let himself go, morphing into the wolf, in one long moment his hands stretching out, fingers reaching…transforming into claws, his spine arching in a leap, silver fur covering his body, his senses coming alive and into focus. Running until he was deep in the forest.


  He wasn’t sure he would ever return.


  Chapter Three


  One moment there was a man running, a man with long silvery hair and a wide naked back with some kind of pattern tattooed on it and the next there was the wolf.


  Tate gasped for breath, only now realising he’d charged through his front yard and into the woods while his jeans were around his knees. Lucky fucking thing he hadn’t tripped over them. With his parts bared, that would have been so much fun, landing on the cold hard ground.


  He pulled up his jeans, sagging against a tree. What the hell had that been? One moment he’d been alone in his house and then he’d heard the knock.


  And he’d known instinctively who it was.


  His mystery cowboy.


  He’d practically ripped the fricking door off to get to him. And oh, what had happened… Jesus, he’d been seized, taken, kissed…and kissed…and captured and made to surrender and Christ, he’d been eager to do that.


  He squeezed his eyes shut, the cold morning air not stopping the zip of remembered delight from streaking through his body. He’d been starved for touch. It was the only explanation for why he’d acted so out of control.


  Now he didn’t know how he felt except…let down. Stranger sex was usually the worst for him since he was such a total romantic. He’d learned to avoid it like barbed wire. But it hadn’t felt like that. It had felt like he’d met his freaking soul mate, kissed him, been with him.


  Why had the man run from him?


  Tate shoved his hair out of his eyes with trembling fingers, not able to make sense of what he felt, what he’d done—holy shit, passion had hit like a tsunami, rolling him under, dragging him to depths in himself he’d never experienced.


  Slowly, his body feeling oddly tender, he returned to his cabin. Once inside he stared blankly at the walls. He’d been a different person just moments ago, before he’d been kissed, before he’d known true desperation, as if he needed to crawl inside another person, to become a part of him.


  This wasn’t the kind of soft, candle glow romantic love he’d been looking for. It had been terrifying. Unstoppable.


  In his studio he sat at his computer, staring at it, willing it to offer him answers, clues to what he was feeling. He went to his list of favourite web destinations.


  Yeah, right. Like he’d find an answer to the ache in his heart at an online book store or a fabric seller.


  The answer was outside in his woods.


  Would his stranger return?


  Oh, God, please come back to me. Please touch me again. I’m alive with you. I’m only alive with you.


  * * * *


  Miles down the road, Simon hesitated to cross the dirt street. Wolf, he could smell wolf and people. Shifters. He’d known they had a place nearby but he avoided it instinctively. If he went any closer, he’d be challenged and he wasn’t sure how he’d handle that, as crazed as he was feeling right now.


  He sat down, chilled and shaking in his nakedness, wrapping his arms around himself as he leaned against a tree. He needed to get back to his little campsite, warm up, get into fresh clothing and then return to Tate’s to erase any sign he’d ever been there, ever changed on a dime. Unfortunately, when a shifter turned, his clothing didn’t magically evaporate. He’d heard stories that bear shifters ripped their clothes when shifting but his would be lying where he’d morphed and he couldn’t leave them for Tate to discover.


  Tate…


  He leaned his forehead on his knees, his body trembling with eagerness, with the primal need to return to the other man. That kiss. Why had it been so very different from anything he’d ever experienced? He felt like a frickin’ virgin, like he’d only come awake when he’d snatched hold of Tate.


  Snatched.


  Oh, yeah, that had been a good idea, grabbing hold of the other man and kissing the hell out of him.


  Like he hadn’t already made a great impression with his writing skills and pathetic whining.


  Tate probably already had a boyfriend, although Simon had seen no sign of him in all the time he’d observed the other man. He’d never even heard him make a call to a significant other.


  Which made no sense.


  He knew why he was single, but Tate could have anyone.


  He growled at the thought of another man, some slick L.A. dude, coming on to Tate.


  Oh, joy, now he was getting possessive. What the hell was his problem? He needed to stay away from Tate, to get some distance. Fact, he had come to these mountains to heal and clearly he still had a ways to go. So he’d—


  “…told you he’s alone up there in that cabin,” a raspy voice broke into Simon’s train of thought. He blinked, rubbing his face. He had to get back to his stuff, then he’d retrieve his clothing and move his campsite far away from Tate.


  “Yeah, so you said, but so what?”


  The second voice was deeper, vaguely familiar to Simon. He shoved an insect off his leg, feeling irritable. He needed to move, to lose himself again.


  “So he’s a big name author, Tim. I’m sure he’s worth something.”


  Simon’s attention riveted on the conversation. He knew of only one author in the area and that was Tate. Were these two talking about him?


  “That’s what you said about that old lady from Seattle who got lost in the woods, only she had dementia so she was no good to us.”


  “Good enough to eat.”


  Simon came to his feet in one movement. He was upwind of the two shifters. And one of them was sitting in a truck, FedEx? The local FedEx driver was a shape changer? Didn’t it figure.


  “Yeah, no one missed her. Figured animals done her in when she went missing, just like those hikers last year.”


  “So that author, he’s all alone up there?” The man standing by the truck was tall, with a thin face and pale grey eyes. Again Simon was tugged by a faint feeling of recognition. He thought maybe he’d seen him when he was a young boy. He’d run with a bad crowd. He remembered his mother whispering to him, “Don’t look at him, Simon. Your father’s dead and that’s the kind of shifter who takes what he wants, hurts who he wants.”


  Simon had bristled at the idea he couldn’t take care of his mother but he’d been only twelve. It had been wise advice.


  “Yep, he’s all alone. Good pickings, I figure.”


  Simon felt fear roughen the skin at the back of his neck.


  These two meant harm to Tate. He wasn’t sure why, but money was somehow involved. Some shifters felt so outside the human world they made their own rules. Killing, stealing, it meant nothing if it was done to a human.


  Carefully, Simon reached down and grasped a handful of dirt. He rubbed it over his face, his chest, making his nude body less visible. Then he eased back into the forest.


  He couldn’t run away from Tate now, even knowing he shouldn’t go near the other man.


  He might be broken but he was still a warrior and he was damn sure he could protect Tate.


  He was going to have to figure out how best to do that.


  * * * *


  Tate didn’t get much work done.


  He couldn’t concentrate, restless, wanting. He paced, feeling like he needed to move, to do something, but he had no idea what.


  Why did he have no name, no face for the lover who had taken him higher and hotter than ever before?


  Sitting back at his desk, Tate closed his eyes, feeling how gritty they were. He needed to take a nap if he wanted to be sharp for his work.


  With his eyes still closed, he thought about the drawing he’d done and the strange reappearance of the wolf last night after his mystery lover had disappeared. He’d drawn them…somehow connected. And last night they had been. Was the wolf a pet of the man’s? That would explain the connection he sensed.


  But why had his mystery lover run away? He’d been gripped by the same heat as Tate, hell, he’d reached out and taken what he’d wanted without so much as a cup of coffee first.


  And Jesus, hadn’t that been hot.


  Excitement lit his blood as Tate remembered, licking his lips, feeling them bruised and captured under the other man’s intense kiss. He felt like they’d exchanged more than just a kiss—something essential and unnamed had passed between them.


  “I don’t even know his name.” Tate put his head on his hands.


  He could just imagine going to his favourite L.A. coffee house after yoga class and sharing with his friends that he’d met someone—someone who’d blown him away. And they’d ask who he was, what kind of money he made, where did he hang out…


  And he’d answer…what?


  An anchor.


  Tate’s eyes snapped open as he remembered he’d seen one tattooed on the inner arm of his mystery man. What did that mean, that he was a sailor, like Popeye?


  But didn’t men who served in the Navy sometimes get tattoos like that? Or possibly his guy could just like sailing and the water and he’d got the tat for no more reason than that.


  Which didn’t explain why he was living in the mountains now, far from any ocean.


  Tate shoved his drafting pencils aside in disgust. He was getting nowhere, trying to figure this out right now. Until he saw the dude again—and he sincerely hoped he would, soon—there was nothing to be done, no conclusions he could draw.


  One thing he needed to do was go into town.


  He was low on peanut butter. He could damn well do something about that, if nothing else.


  * * * *


  Tate hit the little cafe in White Deer after buying groceries.


  As far as he could tell everyone came here, though there wasn’t exactly a lot of ‘everyone’ in the little town, mainly cattlemen, cowboys, rangers and tourists bent on hiking, fishing or hunting.


  Tate wished they wouldn’t come here to hunt. He’d heard guns go off a time or two on his mountain and he didn’t like it. Even though he was renting the place he felt protective.


  No…that wasn’t the full story. He was worried for his wolf, even though he’d only seen the creature twice.


  Deputy Micah Danvers nodded to him before buying a cup of coffee. Tate wanted to sigh. Man, he’d wanted to moon over the hot lawman when he’d first come to town but he’d already hooked up with slinky Sasha, the outrageously gorgeous craftsman Tate had met at a local county fair. At least he could count on local law enforcement to be tolerant.


  “Come join me,” Micah said, nodding to a table.


  It didn’t sound like a request but then Sheriff Studly Do-Right, as Tate had secretly nicknamed Micah, was definitely the typical western alpha male.


  Micah frowned, swirling his cup of Joe in his big hands.


  “Anything wrong?” Tate asked, bringing his own coffee and pie to the table. The pie was called “Heaven” pie and lived up to its name. No one knew the recipe and it seemed to change from day to day but it was always better than any pie Tate had ever sampled.


  Micah studied him under his brows. There was a melancholy aspect to the man’s eyes, something that made Tate itch to capture him for a quilt he’d call ‘The Lawman Who Has Seen Too Much’. Maybe he could talk the delicious peace officer into sitting for him.


  “You seen anything strange up your way, Tate?” Micah asked, his voice low so that none of the other people sitting in tables could pick up on their conversation.


  Tate blinked, taken aback. “Strange?”


  “Um.” Micah was playing it cool but there was definitely something going on behind those thoughtful eyes.


  “Like all that shooting a month ago?”


  Micah’s eyes narrowed. “Tell me about it.”


  “I don’t know much. I heard gunfire and…I thought maybe it was carousing. That’s a word you use for it out here, right?”


  “It can be.”


  “I thought someone was having some kind of party. With guns.”


  “You didn’t go take a peek?”


  Tate widened his eyes. “Do I look stupid?”


  “Nope. I think you made a wise choice. I’m not real happy with how far out of town you’re livin’.”


  Tate held his silence though he was bursting to push.


  “I’ll do some extra drive bys in your area. You have a Sat phone?”


  Tate nodded.


  “Keep me on speed dial. There are some…dangerous men out your way. Make sure you keep to yourself. You own a gun?”


  “No, I don’t believe in them.”


  Micah cursed. “Just like Sash.”


  “But he’s got you to keep him safe.”


  Micah’s eyes flashed and something feral lived there. “Yeah. Look, Tate, think about movin’ closer into town.”


  “I like where I am, thanks.”


  Micah looked like he was going to argue which was a shame over Heaven pie.


  “I’ll look out for Tate.” The soft voice sent lightning through Tate’s entire body. He looked up into eyes the colour of a burning summer sky. Silvery blond hair was tied back in a severe pony tail. The cowboy was wearing black jeans and a black turtleneck sweater that sported a hole near the bottom. He was too thin but whipcord strong.


  He was…glorious.


  He kept his face averted.


  “Simon Morrison, I’ll be damned.” Micah stood up, reaching out to shake Simon’s hand, but Simon shifted back, letting Micah’s hand drop as if he didn’t want anyone touching him. Micah’s lips curved wryly. “We heard you were back from Afghanistan.”


  “I’m not back, not all the way,” Simon said. “Will you excuse us?”


  Micah’s brows rose but then he picked up his hat, nodding to Tate. “If Morrison here is going to look after you I’ll feel a sight better. He was a Navy SEAL.”


  Chapter Four


  “Can I get you some pie…Simon?”


  Tate sounded remarkably calm but Simon wasn’t fooled. He kept his head down, not wanting Tate to get a load of his scars for the first time in public.


  “Can you take that food with us for a walk? I need to talk to you.”


  He felt Tate’s gaze on him, wished he could risk looking up to try to get a read on what he was feeling. God, he wished he was anywhere but here. His back was itching from the exposure of being in the cafe. He had a gun in the small of his back, a knife in his boot but he still felt naked.


  “Fine.” Tate picked up his pie, finished it in one bite and wiped his mouth with a napkin before leaving a generous tip. He smiled at the waitress and she smiled warmly back.


  Watching him, Simon felt like an outsider. Had he ever been that at ease with other people?


  When they left the cafe Simon immediately felt better, though he kept his gaze on his surroundings, trying to scent any danger. What came to him almost overwhelmed his senses. Voices, emotions, colours and movement… Instinctively he moved deeper into the fringe of woods, squeezing his fists tight, struggling to centre himself.


  “So nice to meet you…Simon.”


  Even knowing he was being prodded, Simon still flushed. “Sorry about that,” he mumbled.


  Tate crossed his arms, jutting out a hip. Damn, he looked sexy doing it. The heat of embarrassment flared to something hotter. If he’d been alone with Tate he would have tried for a kiss, even knowing Tate would probably sock him one.


  “Why didn’t you want me to know your name?”


  “I was going to disappear.” He risked a quick look at Tate’s face, saw it flatten into impassivity.


  “Really.”


  Simon swallowed. “Look, I didn’t because I’m worried. I heard a couple of locals talking about you and not in a friendly way.”


  Tate blinked. “You sound like Micah.”


  “What did he say to you?”


  “That I should move closer to town.”


  “Good advice. You should take it.”


  Tate reached out as if to take hold of Simon’s arm.


  He flinched.


  Tate’s eyes widened. “Hey…”


  Simon looked away, feeling even more awkward. He wrapped his arms around himself.


  “What did I do wrong?”


  Whoa. Direct Tate, fiery as a comet cutting through the sky.


  “Nothing.”


  “Simon.” Tate’s voice gentled.


  Simon shrugged. “I’m not comfortable being touched, okay?”


  “But you kissed me.”


  Simon nodded. “Yeah, I did.”


  “Hmmm. So maybe it’s not so bad when you’re doing the touching, when you take control?”


  Maybe it’s different because it’s you.


  But Simon didn’t say it out loud. What he was feeling for Tate couldn’t go anywhere.


  When he risked another glance, Tate was smiling. “That kiss was the most smokin’ in my life, by the way.”


  Simon felt a tiny grin touch his own lips. “Yeah?”


  “Mmmm. Now why are you and Deputy Delicious so worried about me?”


  Simon growled.


  “Did you just…growl at me?”


  Simon flushed again.


  “Hot.”


  “Do you have a thing for him?”


  “Micah? Nope. He’s well and truly taken.” Tate walked closer, gaze searching.


  And Simon knew he couldn’t hide any longer. To keep Tate safe, he was going to have to reveal himself. Gut twisting, he yanked Tate against him.


  “You want to know who you let touch you? Take a good look, city boy.”


  Tate crashed into Simon’s huge warm body. At first he thought he was going to get another stunner of a kiss but then Simon snarled at him.


  Take a good look.


  So he did.


  Simon had a scar from the top of his forehead, furrowing the skin down to his eye and the side of his cheek.


  For a second Tate hesitated, absorbing, but then he cupped Simon’s face and brushed his lips against the base of the scar. “You were struck by lightning.”


  Simon jerked away, hiding his face again. “What do you mean?”


  Tate swallowed, knowing he was on uneven ground. “I’m an artist. We, ah, see things differently. When I saw your scar, I thought it looked like you’d been tested by lightning.” He shrugged, not sure he was making any sense.


  But Simon was at least looking at him now. He grunted. “Yeah, that’s one way to describe combat.”


  Tate said nothing. What could he say? He had no idea what Simon had lived. He only knew he ached to get closer to him. He put his hands in his pockets to stop himself from reaching out again. “So what now?”


  “Now I protect you.”


  “That easy?”


  “Nothing about you is easy.”


  Tate had to grin. If Simon only knew just how easy Tate would be if he’d come a little closer. But the ex-SEAL was standing stiffly apart from him. Wounded. The scar was only part of how he was hurting.


  “What does your protection involve?” Tate’s voice got husky.


  Simon’s gaze shot to his. “I’m ugly. Did you miss that?”


  “Not to me.” Tate held Simon’s gaze.


  “You’re weird.”


  “Hey, artist here.”


  “Yeah. And city boy.”


  “No one’s perfect.”


  “I’ll set up my campsite in the woods near your cabin.” Simon began striding deeper into the woods. Tate was damned if he’d run after him. Not again.


  “Don’t you have a car?”


  “Nope.”


  A second later Simon had disappeared. He did that a lot and Tate didn’t like it.


  But okay, Simon had been planning to disappear altogether, despite that high octane lust fest they’d shared. Now he was staying close.


  To keep Tate safe.


  That had to mean he was feeling Tate. And Tate could be patient. He was willing to wait for what he wanted—Simon, in his bed, sleeping under a double wedding ring quilt.


  Simon, his lover, forever.


  So what if Tate was a romantic? He wanted Simon so he’d just find a way to get him.


  * * * *


  Running felt good to Simon, the freedom, the power of his body, despite being undernourished. Being near Tate, talking to him had felt good, despite those nauseating moments when he’d revealed his face fully to the other man.


  But Tate being Tate, he hadn’t reacted with revulsion.


  Simon had been sure one look at his ugly chops and Tate would shun him. Instead he’d talked about how Simon had been marked by lightning and that was…exactly right. He and his team mates had been ambushed, their vehicle over turned. He didn’t remember much. Fire. His hand in front of his face, splashed by blood. Burning. Fire snaking up the dust, and he was on fire, screaming—


  Oh, God, help me, someone please help me.


  He ran faster. Faster. He shook, weaker than he’d ever been, but he pushed himself harder. He had to stop when his chest acted hinky and then he had to wipe his eyes with the back of his sleeve.


  Crying like a baby. And he thought he could protect Tate?


  His breath got caught in that hard, familiar ball in his chest so he knelt, reaching down to touch the earth. He concentrated on his breath, only his breath, on grounding himself. On being alive only in this moment, no past…no future.


  And then he saw Tate in his mind’s eye. Cutting fabric. Puttering in the kitchen—he seemed only a so-so cook who burned shit because he was always leaving things in the oven and going back to his work. Tate sleeping on a rainy night with a candle lit by his bedside, his face smooth and so damned young looking.


  He’d managed to get under Simon’s skin, catch himself on the shards of what was left of Simon’s heart, right from the beginning.


  Tate didn’t know it, but he’d saved Simon. And now Simon would not allow anyone to hurt Tate.


  Simon was feeling twitchy, his sense of danger ignited.


  Tate was in danger. He could feel it, just like he’d always been the one to warn his team mates when something didn’t feel right.


  He’d learned to trust that part of himself.


  Growing up here, he’d known there were some bad factions of shifters. He’d heard rumours that some of them had been cleaned out recently but obviously not all.


  If he had to kill to keep Tate safe, he’d do it.


  But he didn’t think he could bear getting close to Tate. That kiss had come out of nowhere, a fireball he’d rolled with but to touch Tate with intention, to be intimate… He didn’t think he could do that.


  He’d didn’t know how to do that anymore.


  He stiffened, catching the scent of another predator.


  Micah stepped free of the brush, bare chested, a sheen of sweat on his upper body. He circled Simon, regarding him levelly. “You’re near my place. Was that intentional?”


  Simon rubbed his jaw, remembering now that Micah was shacked up with someone—Sasha something?—in these neck of the woods. “Yeah, I guess it was.”


  “What do you want?” Micah crossed his arms, muscles bulging. Simon forced his own wolf down, knowing that he was on Micah’s ground and close to his mate.


  “Why did you warn Tate to move closer to town?”


  “An elderly woman name of Marie Holmes went missing from the cabin where Tate is living about seven months ago.”


  “The hell you say.”


  “She had dementia. Early days so her family thought she’d be all right out here. She and her husband used to visit the area years back… they were pretty well known.”


  A cold spike tapped the base of Simon’s spine. “Well off?”


  “Yep.”


  “She didn’t really go missing, did she?”


  Micah sighed. “On the books she did. Truth is, I found her.” He swallowed. “Parts of her.”


  “One of us?”


  “Looked like it. I hated covering it up, but it would have raised all kinds of questions.”


  Simon nodded. “What are you planning on doing about it?”


  “Going after whoever hurt that woman, soon as I know for sure who it was. Meantime, I don’t like Tate up there on his own.”


  “He’s not.”


  Micah studied him. “I heard you had the shakes or some shit.”


  Simon held Micah’s gaze. “I can take care of Tate.”


  Micah nodded, fading back into the woods.


  “And Micah… If you find the men who killed that old woman, I want to be part of taking them down.”


  “All right,” Micah said, voice so soft it was almost like the wind brushing a leaf.


  * * * *


  On the way home Tate stopped at Sasha Anderson’s roadside organic vegetable and fruit stand. He climbed out of his truck and made a bee line for the dyed fleece from Sasha’s rare breed sheep. Sash kept some of the species in the belief that losing diversity was a bad idea. Tate happened to agree with that philosophy.


  “Hey, L.A. Man,” Sasha called, grin lighting up his face. He had an appealing urchin quality, long black hair like a woman’s, brilliant green eyes with mischief gleaming. Again Tate was aware of just why Micah had fallen so hard for Sasha. He sighed. This was what he wanted, what in his heart of hearts had made him move out West—the desire to find a man like Micah. Could Simon be that man?


  “I heard you attracted an admirer.”


  Tate groaned. “You talked to Micah already.”


  “Yep, my man came home so I fed him and heard all about how you suddenly have a protector. Mmmm, Simon. I glimpsed him getting supplies at the general store in town once. He has this Nordic ice prince look.” More humour lit Sasha’s gentle gaze. “Kind of like a weary Thor back from the battle front. Who wouldn’t want to comfort him?”


  Tate instantly sobered. He didn’t know what Simon had suffered, but it wasn’t something he could take lightly. “For some reason he feels protective of me.” He sighed. “I bring that out in people—even my agent. It’s ridiculous.”


  Sasha nodded. “I hear you. Haven’t we already bonded over our love of eating cream cheese and bagels on the wharf at dawn?”


  “We have. Though I think I’d take Heaven pie with me next time I do the beach ritual.”


  “I’m glad you’ve got Simon. Seriously, dude, there are some very… strange people on these mountains. You can’t be too careful.”


  “I’m getting that sense.” And Tate was also getting the sense that Sasha had secrets. Knew far more about what was happening than Tate did. So why was he keeping whatever he knew to himself?


  “How well do you know Simon?” Sasha asked.


  “Not that well. I think he’s been hanging around my neck of the woods for a while though. Well, him and his pet wolf.”


  Sasha pokered up. “Right.”


  “I’m hoping he’ll bring the animal to meet me some time—it’s this beautiful silver wolf. I guess wolves are larger than I thought.” Tate smiled. “My city inexperience with nature. I’m doing a quilt portrait of the wolf right now and…” Tate shrugged. “I’ll take some of the free range eggs and, oh, your made homemade yogurt again.” Tate wondered if Simon would like it. It was almost as tasty as freshly made gelato. Oh, man, he had it bad when he wanted to cook for someone—since he didn’t even like to cook.


  “Micah loves the yogurt. He won’t admit it, but he does.”


  “Guess yogurt’s not manly enough.”


  Sasha handed Tate a paper bag—no plastic for him—and took his money, making change. “I suppose it would be hugely expensive to commission you to do a quilt for us?”


  Tate shook his head. “No. I do them if I’m interested in the subject or I like the clients. What do you have in mind?”


  “Two wolves in a Celtic knot. I sketched it.” Sasha handed Tate a scrap of paper, revealing a beautifully intricate drawing. But it was no surprise since Tate knew the other man was a talented artist in his own right.


  “Amazing. The wolves look like they are related, like brothers.”


  “You could say that. Will you consider doing a quilt for me? Woodland colours, nothing fancy…just natural.”


  “I can do that—if, in return, you weave me two baskets. I’d love to send one to my agent, maybe something colourful. I saw a piece of yours that was all twisted and organic. Loved it.”


  Sasha’s face lit with shy pride. “Wow, I’m pleased you like my work.”


  “Love, not like.” Tate stowed his purchases in the back of his truck. “I’ll work up some designs, see what I can do on the quilt front. Can you come up to my studio soon to talk about it?”


  “I’d love to. Tate…” Sasha’s face tightened. “Please don’t take any chances. There are some very bad people in this area. Simon is a good man, even if he’s…troubled.”


  “I imagine he has some pretty serious PTSD after whatever he’s been through.”


  “Yeah, it’s sad. He came back from all that and buried himself up there. I didn’t think he’d come back from the edge. Maybe watching over you will help him out.”


  “I hope it will.” In fact, Tate was going to work to make that happen.


  “Just be sure to listen to his advice. Micah’s been uneasy lately too.”


  “Has someone threatened you?” Tate remembered hearing that some ex-lover of Sasha’s had once hassled him though he couldn’t imagine anyone stupid enough to try it now he was living with Micah.


  “Micah would kill anyone who tried to hurt me,” Sasha said very simply.


  The words sent a chill down Tate’s back. Sasha came from the big city the same as Tate, had the same liberal thinking, and yet he was totally at home living with a warrior who would kill to protect him.


  Chapter Five


  Tate went looking for Simon at dusk.


  He had the sense that Simon was a man of his word, unshakably and typically Western, so Tate figured Simon had to be camped somewhere close, but damned if Tate could find his hidey-hole. He tramped through tall grass, annoyed that he’d managed to step in poison ivy. He could already feel his ankle swelling.


  “Simon, for fuck’s sake, I just want to invite you to dinner,” Tate growled.


  When there was no response, although he felt as if he were being watched, Tate threw up his hands. “Fine. Stay here. In the rain. Alone. And eat bugs or whatever. I’ll be having homemade mac and cheese.”


  “Mac and cheese?” The whisper came from right behind him.


  Tate whirled, heart thundering. “Holy fuck! Do you have to sneak up on a person?”


  Simon looked pained. “I was a SEAL remember? It’s what we do.”


  “Well, I’m not a terrorist, so give it a rest.” With that, Tate strode back to his cabin. He told himself he didn’t care if Simon followed, though he knew he was lying to himself. He also didn’t hear a thing, but he…felt Simon following him.


  So he wasn’t surprised when he reached the door and turned to see Simon loitering behind him, hair still scraped back in that ragged pony tail, his face averted.


  “For fuck’s sake stop doing that!”


  Simon’s gaze snapped to his. “What?”


  “Hiding like you’re the Phantom of the Opera or some shit.” Tate went to Simon, cupped his face and kissed him. Simon didn’t flinch away this time, probably because Tate moved slowly. “You’re beautiful. You don’t need to hide from anyone.”


  “You’re deluded.”


  “What, someone without imagination thought this“—Tate kissed the raised edge of Simon’s scar—“is a big deal? I told you, you’ve been tested by lightning. For someone with the eyes to see it, it only makes you more…you.”


  “I’m a killer.”


  “You’re a warrior. A killer wouldn’t care about looking out for me.”


  Simon swallowed. “You need looking after.”


  Tate shook his head. “Not really, but if it means you don’t disappear, I can work with your delusion.”


  But Simon didn’t take Tate’s words lightly. “Don’t joke about this, Tate. The woman who lived in this cabin before you—”


  “Went for a walk in the woods and never came back. I know. It’s tragic and I feel for her family, but she probably got confused out there. It is a wilderness.”


  Simon rubbed his scar. “You need to take this seriously. You need to trust me and Micah.”


  Tate drew in a breath to argue and then paused. “You’re right. One of the most appealing things about both of you is that Western directness.”


  Simon sighed. “Good.”


  “You’re worried.”


  “Well. Yeah.”


  “No, I mean…really. Why?”


  But Simon avoided eye contact again. “Can I still come to dinner? I was breaking in when you weren’t around to nick some peanut butter but I’d love a home cooked meal—that’s not over a camp fire, I mean.”


  “You broke into my place!”


  “I just said, didn’t I?”


  “Damn.” But it was hard to be huffy when he was fighting a grin. “You’re one ballsy dude.”


  “Mmmm.” Now Simon did make eye contact. Long enough to make Tate’s blood simmer. What would it be like to belong to this man the way Sasha belonged to Micah?


  Simon cleared his throat. “Is the food still in the oven?”


  “Um… Oh, yeah!” Tate raced inside. When he reached the kitchen black smoke wasn’t billowing, which was a plus.


  “I’ll get the casserole. Do you have plates?”


  “Don’t you know from casing my kitchen out?” Tate shot Simon another annoyed look. He could admit to himself part of it was disappointment that Simon hadn’t just grabbed hold of him and made him come again. Forcefully. Holy Jemima, was he into a repeat of that!


  “I didn’t inventory your kitchen. I was just after peanut butter and coffee.”


  “The fruit of the galaxy.” The casserole dish came out and it smelt almost as good as Heaven pie. Tate watched Simon eye the food with predatory interest and felt smug. Step one of his plan to lure his elusive admirer closer to his web was working. Ply him with food.


  Simon wolfed down the first serving without conversation and eye contact which was disappointing but when he reached for seconds, Tate said, “Let’s play twenty questions.”


  Simon looked like he was ready to bolt.


  “Come on,” Tate laughed. “It’s called conversation. It’s not so bad.”


  “I’m not real polished.”


  “No kidding. Who was your first kiss?”


  “Jilly. I think we were five. She used to give me pancakes from her lunchbox, so I rewarded her by smacking one on her cheek.”


  “Too sweet.”


  Simon grimaced.


  “When did you know you were gay?”


  “I can’t remember. Just always was.”


  “Would you be different if you could?” Tate leant forward on his elbow.


  “Not about that. But…there’s something else I’d change if I could.”


  “Mmmm, cryptic.”


  “My turn.” Simon also leant forward so their faces were close. They shared breath. Any closer and they’d share a kiss. The eye contact was intense at this distance, as intimate as fucking. “Why did you move out here?”


  “I was looking for a place I could be myself. Romantic, old fashioned.”


  “Did you have a boyfriend who wasn’t?”


  Tate swallowed, finding it surprisingly hard to answer now that Simon had turned the tables on his little game. “I always felt out of step in L.A. I’m a home body. I don’t want endless clubs. I don’t want to be…unfaithful.”


  Simon was closer, his lips brushed Tate’s seductively. “Was your last boyfriend unfaithful to you?”


  Tate swallowed. “Yes.”


  “And it hurt.”


  Tate closed his eyes.


  “Look at me.”


  “Yes, it hurt. Happy now?”


  “I’d be happier if I could hunt the bastard down and hang him naked from the disco ball of one of your clubs.”


  “Ohhhh. That idea has a certain appeal.”


  “I’m not.”


  “Not what?” Tate was lulled by Simon’s possessive hand on the back of his neck, stroking.


  “Unfaithful. Not that I’ve ever… I haven’t done more than one night, okay? I helped the guy back into his car or whatever and it was over, done.”


  Tate blinked. “Wait… You helped your former lovers into their cars after a night with you?”


  “Yep.”


  “Should I be scared?”


  “If you were smart.”


  Tate debated. “You didn’t hurt them, but you almost fucked them into the ground, didn’t you?”


  Simon let out a breath. “How did you know?”


  “Your intensity. You wouldn’t have to worry about that with me.”


  “You’re not exactly built.”


  “Oh, but I am.”


  “Christ, I’d like to see that.”


  They were both breathing hard now.


  Simon wrenched back. “I’m here to protect you.”


  “Haven’t you seen The Bodyguard?”


  “Do you think I’d let anything happen to you?” Now Simon was on his feet. Oh, this wasn’t going well at all. They hadn’t even got to the main room, the candles that Tate had bought—pink for passion according to Sasha.


  “No, though I don’t know why you care so much.”


  Simon’s hands raked through Tate’s hair. Tate shuddered, his body leaning towards Simon’s heat. “I just do.”


  “Don’t leave me like this,” Tate begged.


  “What do you mean?” Now Simon was teasing him.


  “Don’t be coy. I’m not.” Tate took Simon’s big palm and placed it over his cock. Simon hissed in a breath.


  “I owe you for all that peanut butter I took.” Simon hefted Tate off his feet. Tate let out a pleased sound and wrapped his legs around Simon’s hips. “So hot. You want me.” Simon’s hands shook as he traced Tate’s face. “As innocent as you are.”


  “Ahem, not innocent. I’m sure I could teach you a thing or too. I teach Kundalini yoga.”


  “So you’re flexible?”


  “Very. And all my chakra’s are open.”


  “Jesus. Whatever. That sounds hot.”


  They were kissing, desperate, biting kisses. He bit Simon and the other man groaned. “God, break the skin, baby. Give it to me.”


  A little shocked, Tate pulled back. “I don’t want to hurt you.”


  “You couldn’t.” Simon pushed Tate’s face into his shoulder. “I want your nails in me, your heels, your teeth.”


  Whoa. Was this what it was to be taken by a cowboy?


  “I want to be all over you,” Tate gasped. “I want to mark you so that no one else will try to steal you.”


  “Mark me. Shit, do it, baby, if you want this scarred up old wolf, he’s yours.”


  They slammed into something. The wall? The old couch? Hell if Tate knew. All he knew was the unshaven skin rasping his lips, the pony tail giving way to his harsh tug and letting all that wonderful Viking hair free so he could play with the silvery ends.


  Vivid blue eyes were on him, watching him as he touched. Simon shuddered and gripped Tate’s hands on his chest. “You want to see more? You want more of me?”


  “Hell, yeah.” Tate was on the couch because he got on his knees, lifting up and tearing at the form fitting black T-shirt Simon was wearing. He yanked it off and whoa…a beautiful tattoo of a wolf. “Japanese?”


  Simon swallowed, nodding. His eyes fell and Tate was aware of the other thing marking his lover. Scars running like lava over vulnerable skin. Just what the hell had happened to Simon?


  He didn’t know he’d spoken aloud until Simon said, “I can’t talk about it.”


  Oh, right. Simon had probably been on super secret missions or whatever. “Just more lightning, baby.” He traced the scar with his tongue. Simon shuddered again, harder. His eyes were a little shiny as he looked at Tate.


  “Whatever. If it meant I got to come home and find you, I’d take another strike.”


  “Oh, God, we’re in way over our heads.”


  “So let’s go deeper.” Simon pressed Tate back into the squishy sofa cushions, covering him with his big body. Tate couldn’t get enough of caressing Simon’s back. From the shiny and rough patches of skin, he knew the scarring had to be even worse. What fool had looked at this man, this warrior, and found him a monster? Those scars said he was all too human, all too fragile.


  Body to body felt so right. He loved being crushed under Simon. Simon’s touch was impassioned yet protective, as if he measured his strength, afraid of hurting Tate.


  Tate tugged one long lock of hair. “Kiss me harder.”


  “You’re delicate.”


  “I’m not.”


  “To me you are.” Simon panted, his forehead coming to rest against Tate’s. “There’s only you. One Tate in all the world. So I have to take care of you.”


  “How long did you watch me?”


  “I don’t know. I kinda…lost track of time. Lost track of myself too. But I remember your quilts. When it was snowing you were working on one that was black and red. It had…barb wire all around the edges, and grey and black blocks inside it, like a jail cell.”


  Tate’s eyes widened. “Yeah. I did that one for Doctors Without Borders. It was a speciality quilt that was auctioned off over the holidays. You remember my quilts?” None of his boyfriends had ever been interested in Tate’s work before, except to be dismissive that he didn’t have regular pay cheques or a huge stock portfolio.


  “You did one with pink blossoms on a grey back ground in the spring.”


  “Sakura blossoms. It was a gift for a friend who got married in March. Jesus, you were camped out all during that time. It was so cold I barely left the cabin.”


  “I didn’t feel the cold, looking at your work and you… You were so caught up in your work I got caught up too. Just watching you gave me hope that I’d find something in life I could care about again. And I did.” Simon cupped Tate’s cheek.


  “Simon, I’m just a guy. I’m nothing special. You were lonely, it sounds like practically out of your mind.”


  “I was frozen. You woke me up.” Simon pulled away. Tate’s hands tightened on Simon’s muscled forearms. His body wasn’t ready to let go.


  “I can’t keep you safe in here. Too much light. Too many windows.”


  “Will you tell me what really happened to that poor woman who got lost in the woods?”


  For a long moment he thought Simon would ignore his request but he needed him to open up. Something was going on in White Deer. Something…unsettling.


  “She didn’t get lost. I think someone took her, Tate. And then they killed her.”


  “Oh, my God! Did you…see this happen?”


  Simon shook his head. “I was lost back then. I’m not even sure where I was living. I remember mountains…and falling leaves. That’s it.”


  “Fall. That’s when Mrs Holmes disappeared. You think someone took her, but why?”


  Simon lifted a shoulder. “For money. Maybe they thought they could hold her hostage.”


  “That sounds so bizarre.”


  “Most criminals aren’t very smart.”


  Tate huffed out a sigh. “Suddenly I don’t want you to leave.”


  Simon came to his feet. That sadness was back in his eyes. That distance. Tate didn’t like it. He forced himself to stay on the couch. “You and I are too different.”


  “We can get closer. Slowly.”


  “No.”


  Tate pointed to a quilt in progress on his cutting table. “Sometimes when I do a new project I’m scared. It would be easier to do the same thing over and over again. Heck, a lot of my fans and customers want that and will pay good money for it. But I need to experiment, to do something new so I gather my fabrics and I start cutting out my blocks and from that moment I’m committed. I don’t always know where I’m going. I don’t know if what I do will be a success. But I keep going, Simon, and I find my way.


  It’s that way for you and me. I’m scared to feel this way right now. I’m afraid of getting hurt. I’m afraid I’ll say the wrong thing to you and I’ll wake up one morning and you’ll just be gone.” Tate swallowed. “But if we keep going, I believe we’ll find our way.”


  Chapter Six


  It was raining again.


  Simon stood out under the heavy drops, patiently watching Tate’s cabin. He’d had to move his campsite twice but so far he’d eluded Tate finding him when Tate came looking—which was often.


  He was hoping he’d wear Tate down and Tate’s pride would come through. When that happened, he’d get mad and he’d finally give up on Simon.


  It would be for the best.


  They couldn’t be together. Though it ached like a bitch to watch what he couldn’t have day after day, he knew he was doing what was best for Tate.


  Other shifters had mated with human lovers and made it work but they hadn’t been as damaged as Simon was. What if in the midst of one of his flashbacks he hurt Tate? He wasn’t human. As much as he wished he was, it was something he could never change.


  And he’d die before he hurt Tate so that left him out here, in the cold.


  “Simon!” Tate called from his front porch. “Helloooo.”


  Simon growled under his breath. So much for discretion. Those other shifters would know Tate wasn’t on his own if they were lurking around to witness Tate’s behaviour.


  Ignoring Tate, Simon circled the cabin, ghosting like breath through the trees, stopping every now and then to close his eyes and just listen. He hurdled down a hill, reaching the rocky beach where he’d first seen Tate.


  The sand was disturbed, muddy tracks leading into the woods.


  Ice skittering his spine, Simon’s breath caught in his chest. He went to the nearest print, reached down, touched it. A man’s boot.


  Someone had been there. Recently.


  Simon had been right—someone was stalking Tate.


  * * * *


  Tate knew something was wrong the moment he opened the door for Simon. The bigger man dodged inside, like he was expecting a bullet in the back. He yanked Tate away from the window. “Did you see anyone around here today?”


  “Only you.”


  “I didn’t let you see me, Tate. I was careful.”


  “But I saw… I thought someone was by the stream. That’s why I called for you. I thought you might as well come out of the rain if you were going to hang around out there in plain sight.”


  “It wasn’t me.”


  Simon’s fingers dug into Tate’s shoulders. Tate swallowed and made himself pull away. It was obvious Simon was spooked.


  “You really think someone is after me? But what could they want, Simon? It doesn’t make sense, any more than taking that poor woman made sense.”


  “For some people having power over another is the thrill. These are the kind of men who shoot an animal but don’t kill it, just to see how long it can live.”


  “You’re scaring me.”


  “Good. You should be terrified.” Simon rubbed his face. “You need to go back home. To L.A.”


  “This is my home now, Simon. I’m not going to let myself be driven away from it. Where would that lead? There are dangerous people in L.A. I can’t hide from life.”


  Simon looked so pale and defeated that Tate couldn’t stand it a second longer. “Come on, you’re cold.”


  Simon’s eyes snapped open, he just stared at Tate as Tate tugged him into the kitchen. “I made lunch. It’s a thing people eat together, you know…” Tate dropped his gaze. “When they like each other and aren’t all avoidy.”


  “I’m not avoiding you, Tate.”


  “Please.”


  “Okay, I am, but only because you’re the most dangerous man I’ve ever met.”


  Tate couldn’t help but smile. He rather liked the idea of being seen as dangerous. “I made grilled cheese, perfect on a day like today. Tell me why you’re so freaked out.”


  “I found tracks by the stream.” Simon did sit so Tate shovelled a couple of still warm sandwiches onto a plate and offered them. Simon wolfed them down, though his restless gaze moved from window to window. He obviously wasn’t happy being inside.


  “Shouldn’t you stay here with me?” Simon’s gaze snapped to Tate’s. “I mean… If someone is already out there lurking, aren’t I safer if you move in? Don’t look like that, there’s a guest room.”


  Simon pushed aside his plate, but gratefully accepted the fresh coffee Tate poured him, savouring it. “I’m not sure I can sleep under a roof again, Tate.”


  “Have you tried?” Tate asked.


  Simon shook his head.


  “Well, maybe it’s time.”


  “I can’t sleep with you.”


  Tate flushed. “Hello, I do think I mentioned a guest room. You don’t have to worry I’ll attack you or something.”


  “No, that’s not—”


  “This way. You look like you could use a shower. You smell.”


  * * * *


  You smell.


  Simon avoided Tate’s gaze as he took some fresh towels and locked himself in the bathroom. Hell, he knew he was scarred and ugly, but he’d thought Tate found him peculiarly attractive.


  Now Simon just felt let down.


  He stripped and got under the shower, gasping at how good the hot water felt on his bare skin. He leaned against the tiles, soaking it up, feeling human again as if every particle of water had the ability to bring him back.


  He shaved, not wanting to grow a beard since they itched coming in. He’d had to wear one in Afghanistan and it had grown in red.


  Still he found himself hesitating to leave the safety of the bathroom, the safety of his solitude. It had been easier to watch Tate, to fantasise about him and about being with him than actually being here for real. Simon was always perfect in those scenarios, the perfect lover, the perfect protector.


  Instead he’d slept while someone had crept around the cabin today and he couldn’t find the way to pluck this thorn from his heart, to open up to Tate and let him know he’d brought Simon back to life.


  “Simon… Are you coming out? I thought you could hang out with me in my studio.” Tate’s voice sounded subdued through the door.


  Simon opened it and saw his own uncertainty and shyness reflected in Tate’s large, beautiful eyes. He wanted to lean over and kiss that uncertainty away.


  He didn’t know how to be with Tate. He’d never had any kind of relationship. He felt like he was holding on to something precious in cupped hands but he could drop it at any time.


  He followed Tate to the studio, but was careful to maintain his distance. After a moment of hesitation, he sat on the old sofa across from Tate’s cutting and drawing table. Tate sighed and then shrugged his shoulders a couple of times, as if he were centring himself. His expression relaxed, became unfocused and dreamy.


  He didn’t seem to notice and care that Simon stared at him, hungry to watch, Tate the warm fire he wanted to get close to.


  Tate sketched something and then he was digging through fabrics, taking them or rejecting them in answer to some inner inexplicable knowledge. Simon was enthralled as usual. It was what made him happiest, blending in to the walls, able to watch but not pushed to be a player.


  Soon Tate was cutting fabrics, lost to his vision.


  The full belly Simon hadn’t had in so long combined with the sound of Tate’s sewing machine whirring along were soothing.


  Simon fell asleep.


  * * * *


  He woke with cold sweat pooled on his neck. He was lying on his belly on the couch, his height squished into a tight ball.


  He raised his head, sniffed.


  Wolf. Not Micah, not a friend.


  He was on his feet in a second, padding across the room. Glowing eyes held his gaze through the window, a flash of feral gold.


  Simon ran, exploding from the cabin, his feet and hands spearing out into claws, teeth growing, ready to fight. Brush swayed at the stream, giving him direction. He sprang, fully shifting.


  The ground tore under his feet as he ran, ears flattened, muzzle open to take in air and scent. He crashed in pursuit, not trying to hide his passage. He wanted the wolf to know he was followed, challenged.


  Simon broke into a meadow and immediately saw his mistake.


  Many. There were many wolves here, darting under the moonlight with furtive grace, bright gold eyes fixed on him, the stranger, the loner.


  The vulnerable one.


  Simon transformed, becoming human again in silken speed, signalling his control. The wolf he’d chased also transformed into the familiar thin, pale-eyed man he’d seen discussing Tate. He wasn’t as tall as Simon, but the scars on his shoulders and thighs were from dominance battles.


  “You’re in our territory,” the pale eyed man said.


  “No.” Simon crossed his arms. He was out numbered here. He could do nothing but show self-assurance or they’d take him down. “The cabin is under my protection.” Deliberately he moved closer to the leader. “Tim, isn’t it?”


  The man’s eyes widened. He didn’t like it, that Simon knew his name.


  “Your protection. That include the human living there?”


  “It does.” He’s mine.


  “He quilts, for God’s sake,” another shifter interjected.


  Only Simon’s eyes moved since he didn’t want to turn his back on the leader. The raspy voice belonged to the FedEx driver.


  Simon’s brows rose. “Your pack has a thing against quilters? Interesting.”


  “Not quilters. He’s a fancy author. Probably has lots of money.” The shifter circled Simon, brushed against him. Simon stood taller, showing his teeth. “Touch me again and I’ll kill you.”


  “We’ll eat your heart, shifter,” Tim warned. “Stay out of this.”


  “No way. One thing you should consider—if the quilter has so much money, why is he living in a ramshackle cabin? Why not the resort in town?”


  A couple of shifters frowned at that logic, looking at Tim for answers.


  Simon pressed, hoping to create uncertainty. “I’m a SEAL. You might take me down but I’ve been trained to kill. I’ll take you out first.” He looked directly into the eyes of the man who had brushed against him. “And you.” He met the gaze of another shifter, this one young, with scared eyes and stringy hair. “And you.” He looked at Tim again. “I’ll kill all of you before anyone can make a move, so if you want to die tonight, try and take me.”


  The shifter who had touched him took a careful step back. It was one thing to attack in the heat of the moment but another to see your death shining in someone’s eyes, Simon knew.


  Unlike these shifters, he’d lived in death’s territory before. He’d lived there and thought he’d die there. He’d come away marked by the experience, as if the reaper himself had slashed his scythe over Simon, not quite killing him.


  Now Simon owned his own ground, his own shadow.


  The only thing with the power to make him afraid was something happening to Tate.


  * * * *


  Tate heard the cabin door slam open and shot out of bed. Was Simon having another of his flash backs? He’d been researching PTSD on the web and found there were several unorthodox therapies available if Simon was resistant to traditional medicine. Maybe he could persuade Simon to try one. There was a healer in town who had treated veterans before, so possibly he could help.


  Hell, Charlie’s restorative yoga and meditation techniques might go a long way in helping Simon out. Tate had taken a couple of classes himself and witnessed cancer survivors slowly becoming more comfortable in their bodies again. Charlie had a real healing touch and he was used to working with wild creatures. Though one drawback was Charlie’s boyfriend was very possessive and he might not be happy if Simon started hanging around. He was actually Micah’s twin brother but unlike his twin, Luka was a loner, someone soft spoken who preferred to spend his time alone or with Charlie.


  Tate reached the front door and sure enough, it was open.


  Had Simon run outside after experiencing a nightmare?


  Tate rubbed his eyes, feeling a wave of hopelessness. What was he trying to do by getting Simon to live with him? Clearly Simon had serious issues and if they got close it would be unbearable if they couldn’t find a way to live together.


  Yet in his heart, he felt as if they were meant to be.


  A shout from the dark forest. Had that been Simon? Oh, God, what if he was out of his mind, confused, and running in the woods?


  Leaving everything, Tate ran out of the warmth and safety of his home. Instinctively he headed to the brook, reaching the beach and pausing, heart slamming as he listened. In the faint star light it looked as if the ground were disturbed. Tracks? Had Simon come this way? Tate could have sworn the sound had come from this direction but now that he was outside the trees seemed to close in, leaving him feeling lost.


  He wrapped his arms around himself, peering around. He had to be careful. That poor woman had already been lost—or lured—into the woods never to return. He couldn’t be much help to Simon if he went haring off and got himself lost too.


  Skin prickling, Tate circled the open stretch surrounding the water. He frowned. Had he heard…voices? He closed his eyes, trying to shallow his breath so he could listen.


  Sure enough, a voice. Simon? It sounded like Simon’s voice. Was he…talking to himself out there?


  “If you want to die tonight, try and take me.”


  Holy shit! Simon’s voice, sounding very scary.


  Tate plunged into the woods, maples, birch, pines…tall grass under his feet, the moon coming out of a patch of rising mist. He would find Simon. He didn’t care anymore about getting lost, or if Simon was out of his head. Tate would help him.


  He ran faster, the voices growing stronger, leading him on. Yet as soon as he broke from the trees into a clearing he felt exposed.


  The meadow was a rough circle, lit by a bonfire. He saw men standing frozen, staring at him. Some of them were naked, some dressed in rough clothing. Their faces seemed distorted in some way that didn’t read clearly to Tate. Their teeth were all wrong, like the jaws on a shark and their eyes…


  “Tate, no, goddamn you!”


  Simon’s voice.


  Simon stood in the centre of the meadow facing off against two strangers. He was completely naked and yet he didn’t look vulnerable. He looked like a warrior. He owned the meadow, his stance, his height, his protective fury.


  He took a step towards Tate.


  The two men jumped him. He snarled, clawing, moonlight catching on something lethal, sharp as blades…claws? Tate recoiled. What?


  The other men circled him. Instinctively Tate backed towards the woods.


  Too late.


  “Nice of you to come to us.”


  Simon yelled, growled, tearing at the ground.


  Simon. Simon needed him.


  Tate ran towards him, towards the terrifying sounds, towards what he didn’t understand.


  They took him down. Heavy bodies, fur, those awful teeth.


  Chapter Seven


  Simon jerked awake.


  He tried to sit up, groaned…his head felt swollen, too big and tender for his body and something was lying on—


  He shoved aside a limp body. He was lying covered in gore. It was a nightmare of hell, body after body. Had he done this? He managed to raise his stained left hand, watched it rise like a shaky balloon. Scratch marks, bite marks, fading as his body healed.


  Why was he—


  Tate.


  “Tate!” He scrabbled on hands and knees to the bloody hump lying at the edge of the meadow. “No, no, no, no, no, Tate!”


  Tate sprawled in wildly disturbed earth, as if an earthquake had cracked open the soil. He was naked, clothes literally torn from him and he was—


  “No, Tate.” Tears burned in Simon’s eyes. He reached out to touch Tate’s cold cheek with his bloody, dirty hands. “Please. Don’t. Oh, God.” Carefully, so very carefully he lifted Tate into his arms, cradling him gently as if that gentleness could wash away everything that had happened the night before.


  Tate didn’t respond. Of course he didn’t. Because he was…he was—


  Tate’s throat was chewed out, his eyes were open, staring up at the sky, his lips parted as if he’d hazed out near the end. Dreamy, the way they got when he was working.


  Simon rocked him, whimpering.


  The sun was a cool ball, far away, unfeeling, not giving warmth as it rose and still Simon held Tate close to him. His wolf grieved. He would not leave this place, not leave Tate. This was where he would stay. They would come for him eventually, he knew and he’d kill more of them. Maybe he’d live long enough to get them all. It didn’t matter now. He didn’t care.


  He couldn’t stop touching Tate’s face. His skin, his taste. He had brought Simon back to life, made him feel wonder again. Now it was appropriate he lead Simon into whatever waited beyond.


  Simon closed his eyes. “I love you. I never said it. Didn’t know what it was until it was broken.”


  I love you. The words fell like feathers, falling, drifting, unsubstantial on the breeze.


  Simon knew what a lot of people forgot. That your days are coins paid out into the hand of the ferry man and when you ran out of coins it was gone, over. All you had was a smile, the touch of someone’s palm against your face, your face reflected in the eyes of your beloved.


  “Why, why, did you have to come after me, baby?” Simon shook Tate’s inert body. “What were you thinking? You were stupid. You were so stupid. This is your fault. What have you left of me? You think I can go on now, Tate?”


  His arms gave out, cold lumps attached to his body so he had to put Tate down at last. He gathered what scraps of cloth he could find, covering Tate, giving him back his dignity. It was all he could give him now. Blue shirt, scrap of denim. He pulled off his own shredded T-shirt and covered Tate.


  A sluggish thought struck him.


  Tate would want… No, not Tate. Tate wasn’t here anymore. He’d left Simon alone. Simon yelled, shaking Tate again, don’t be dead, don’t you do this to me!


  His face pressed to Tate’s still chest as if he’d somehow hear a heartbeat. As if Tate were a broken sparrow and Simon could somehow reanimate him and make him fly again.


  He swallowed. Tate would want…he wouldn’t want to be found this way, dirty, naked, torn up. A sob burned Simon’s throat. “I’ll take care of you,” he whispered, even knowing it was too late.


  Simon was on his feet, wavering, so weak. They’d had to beat him into the ground and still he’d fought to get to Tate.


  Simon covered his eyes, smear of tears as he staggered over the bodies, leaving the meadow.


  He fell against a sapling, snapping it. Finally he was so weak he crawled. The cabin door hung open, the scent of emptiness, as if it knew Tate would not be returning.


  Simon staggered into his room, drowning in the scent of Tate. The sheets were a mess, shoved aside in Tate’s haste to get to Simon the night before.


  Simon blinked, eyes burning. Like a zombie he walked to the closet, opened it and found fresh clothing. Tate had neatly pressed everything. Simon remembered watching him iron his jeans. He reached out and touched a hanging pair, then a T-shirt. He pressed them to his face. For a moment like a genie from a bottle, the feel, the scent made Tate live again.


  Simon sobbed so hard he started gagging. He wrapped his arms around himself. These things were just things without Tate.


  But Tate would want… Simon had to show respect. He had to take care of Tate the only way he could now. Another sob caught in his chest, feeling like it was breaking his bones. All he yearned for in this moment was to go wherever Tate had gone.


  He dragged clothing off the hangers and then using his hand against the wall, found himself in Tate’s studio.


  The pain rolled into him like a fire ball. Here was where Tate had truly lived. If his spirit still lingered it was probably here, fussing over unfinished work. Simon reached out for the half finished quilt of the wolf. Blue eyes that were a match for his own stared out from the cloth. Simon shook it, folded it carefully, running grimy hands over it. This was a part of Tate.


  He left the door of the cabin open as he returned to the woods.


  He’d never go back there again.


  A wolf did not live without his mate. Did not want to live.


  The trees loomed like strange life forms, brooms of olive green, pebbles digging into his bare feet, everything hurt, the light hurt his eyes. He didn’t care, didn’t care. When he reached the meadow a mewing sound came from his lips.


  Tate was still lying there like that broken sparrow. Of course he was.


  Simon’s mate. He’d tried to deny it, tried not to let himself see it, but it was there, truth, as unchangeable as the moon.


  He dropped the clothing, his fingers too clumsy to dress Tate. Instead he lifted Tate and wrapped him carefully in the quilt and then he couldn’t let him go again.


  The sun hit high noon, began to fall, to fade as stars pricked the darkness.


  Simon didn’t feel his body so much anymore. He drifted, Tate in his arms, Tate’s hair occasionally drifting across his lips as if Tate’s spirit tried to caress him, to comfort him.


  Just the thought of Tate’s kindness was enough to break Simon so he wept.


  * * * *


  Fire.


  His blood burned, his eyes, his body rising in sparks, burning to ash, rising on the wind, blowing away.


  But something kept him here. His bones, his aching muscles, the faint flicker like electricity in a spooky house that went on and off…


  Water.


  Against his face, such sorrow in these tears. He was tired. He didn’t want to be here, to hurt. But if he went to sleep he’d not wake up. He knew it even as the fire tormented him, the sluggish beat of his heart…one big compulsive beat…sending pain rushing through him so he wanted to scream but his throat was caked and as dry as withered bone.


  Earth.


  He could smell the damp soil and opened his eyes at last.


  The moon hung heavy over head, like an ornament on a galactic tree, luminous, untouchable.


  He stared up at it, unable to process anything more than…that’s the moon. I am looking at the moon. What am I? Aren’t I dead?


  Teeth tearing into him. Simon screaming. Simon coming for him. Pain like he’d never experienced, tearing into his skin…


  He closed his eyes. So tired he thought he’d drift off like a leaf on water and just be lost, be peaceful again in that place he’d so briefly visited.


  Then his hand clenched in the dirt and he felt it, wet and clumped in his grip. His feet were cold. His body…not so much because…because he was wrapped safe, held safe. The fire came and went. Fever? Was that what it was called? Sometimes he floated in the river, so hot, waiting to reach the shore, wanting to get free of all the big rocks in his path.


  On the other side of the water was Simon.


  Simon.


  He was sitting beside a dead fire, his eyes frozen, staring into nothing, as if he was only waiting on Tate.


  Tate, was that his name? It seemed so…clunky, like it was a remnant from a long ago world. The past was ashes blown past him now, meaningless.


  Only Simon remained, dead eyed by a cold fire.


  Not right. It wasn’t right that he should be sitting there, so alone. Hadn’t Tate told him that he could have a normal life again, that he could sleep safe under Tate’s roof?


  Tate shoved aside the boulders in his path. He crawled. He had to get to Simon. Last night he’d tried to get to Simon and—


  But now everything was hushed, sacred, just the moon light and the trail of tears running down Simon’s face. His sorrow was the only life left inside him, like a statue that had learned to cry.


  Tate had died.


  Tate blinked. No, of course not, he hadn’t died. That didn’t make sense. He was here in his body, so heavy, so sore, he wanted to curl up and sleep.


  But Simon needed him. Simon was still frozen.


  “Don… Don’t cry.” His voice wasn’t his, wasn’t even human.


  Simon’s eyes flashed open. Silver blue, like the wolf’s eyes, alive, burning alive, he crushed Tate to him and—


  Air.


  Tate drifted on air, above his heavy body, above Simon. How strange, he had an image in his head that he had been a fallen sparrow, broken, his wings shattered and now he was flying—


  All because Simon needed him.


  * * * *


  Tate had spoken to him. Tate had looked at him.


  As he ran back to the cabin with Tate safe in his arms, but so damn limp and cold, it seemed like he’d lost it, finally lost it. Tate couldn’t be alive. Simon had felt the moment when he’d died—


  He slammed through the bathroom door, leaving a trail of blood and grass and dirt from his feet. He laid Tate down and reached for the tap, hot water gushing, scalding to his chilled fingers. He wobbled on his knees, so weak, before he snapped himself straight, focused on Tate.


  Tate’s heart was beating.


  Tate needed him.


  Simon carefully placed him in the water, checking the temperature, seeing his blood cloud the water. He reached for the soap, running it over Tate’s body, seeing Tate’s wounds had closed. How? He didn’t know.


  “You’re okay. Keep you safe, don’t worry.” He washed Tate’s neck, his chest, his legs and hands and feet and finally his face.


  Tate opened his eyes, looking into Simon.


  And he smiled.


  Chapter Eight


  Tate’s eyes flickered open. He felt heavy in his body. And warm. Too warm.


  He kicked the quilts off.


  Why was he covered in so many quilts? Oh, yeah, he usually got cold. He got cold so easily but not now…now he felt… Now he was different.


  He frowned, not understanding how he was different but it didn’t matter.


  Hunger burned. Hunger like he’d never experienced it, blazing like a forest fire, lighting him up.


  He sat up, licking his lips.


  The sun was up. Noon? It looked like around noon… Blue sky, bright sun, something wrong. Burning into his eyes. He shielded them, so sensitive. Why hadn’t he closed the fucking drapes before going to sleep?


  The bed creaked, so loud to his ears as he shifted and put one bare foot on the floor. He was wearing P.J. bottoms. Huh, weird. He couldn’t remember wearing them once since he’d come to stay at the cabin, no matter how cold it got.


  He nearly put his foot on the man lying on the floor, lost to sleep.


  Tate’s throat tightened.


  Simon.


  Oh, God, he looked worn out, dirty, smeared with…blood?


  Claws, blood spraying, Simon begging. Begging someone…them? To please… Don’t hurt him. God, don’t hurt him!


  Before he could lose himself again, Tate shook off the weird flashback. It didn’t make sense, a giant piece of a jigsaw puzzle that just didn’t make sense in his ordinary life.


  He remembered he’d finally persuaded Simon to move in with him. Simon wanted to protect Tate, so—


  Tate blinked. Whatever. He was hungry. He wouldn’t think because it hurt to think because there were things that would scare him if he let himself think about them.


  Carefully he stepped over the sleeping Simon.


  The cold floor made his feet hurt. His feet felt as they’d been sandpapered, as if every part of his skin was sensitised. He limped carefully to his kitchen, shielding his eyes from the glare. Holy crap, had it always been this bright?


  But then he forgot about the light as he opened his fridge.


  Tofu…smelt like old milk. Bread. Yuck. Pizza smelt off. Vegetables… Big yuck. Chocolate yogurt. Oh, yeah. He pulled it out, ripped the cover off and spooned it into his mouth with his fingers. Oh, God, yes. Taste, sensation. Chocolate. Funny, he’d bought this shit by accident. He didn’t usually like chocolate but now… Oh, it was amazing right now, like he’d never truly tasted it before. It went beyond mere taste into something almost three-dimensional, like he could feel the dark silt of the cocoa powder, like he could feel the milk solids going to his aching bones, and he was so hungry and it was gone and he needed more. Needed.


  Eggs. Free range box in his hands and he was cracking each one against his mouth and sucking the contents, starved, so starved, goo running down his face, dripping down his bare chest and he didn’t care. Eggs were ecstasy. Why had he never realised?


  He sniffed. Cheese. There was cheese in there. It wasn’t quite what he wanted but it was almost there… He ripped slices out of plastic, grimacing since he wanted the real thing and this was…milk solids, chemicals, but he ate it regardless, driven.


  He was on his knees, digging through the empty salad crisper when his body took over again, and he swung around, his fists curling as if for a fight.


  Simon was watching him.


  His pupils were dark, huge, his lips pulled tight. His eyes were reddened, like he’d been crying. Each strand of his hair was an amazing colour, golden wheat, icy silver, Tate could lose himself just staring at Simon’s hair for a thousand years. Why had he never noticed the incredible variety of colour, that texture? And he called himself an artist.


  “Are you all right?”


  He realised it hadn’t been the first time Simon had asked him. Something was wrong with Simon’s voice too. It was raspy, like he was a smoker with a three-pack-a-day habit.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Simon’s eyes filled.


  He fell to his knees, so tall he could reach up and cup Tate’s face and kiss him, egg goo, cheese, chocolate.


  Something roused in Tate that was just as jagged, just as ravenous as his hunger.


  Simon.


  His body against Tate’s was right, completely right. His lips against Tate’s, they breathed each other in, crushing, bruising, joined so that every kiss was a push inside Tate’s soul, Simon demanding in, demanding Tate belong to him.


  His fingers were digging into Simon, pulling him closer.


  Simon yelped, pulled back, eyes huge.


  Tate sniffed. Blood?


  He looked closer, saw that… Oh, God, Simon’s back was bleeding where Tate had been holding him, bleeding from the claws speared into his skin. Claws sprouting from Tate’s hands.


  Tate collapsed back, covering his mouth.


  “What am I?” He was breathing so hard only he couldn’t breathe. Wanted to run, needed to run—


  Simon tackled him before he reached the kitchen door.


  “It’s all right. Oh, baby, it’s all right.”


  No, it wasn’t. Nothing was all right about this. Tate was…wrong. He’d died. He hadn’t imagined it. He’d died only he’d come back wrong. What was he? He fought Simon’s grip, straining for freedom.


  “I know you’re scared. I know. But you have to believe me that it will be okay. I won’t leave you. I will never leave you, baby.”


  “I died,” Tate said. “You were there.”


  Simon swallowed. Pushed hair out of Tate’s eyes tenderly. “Yes.”


  Tate lifted his hands, saw remnants of food, and more, pink…scars? Fading, already fading before his eyes. How? He’d been torn open, torn apart. What he’d been, who he’d been, was gone. And now he was…what was he?


  “Monster?”


  “No! You’re just different.”


  “Different.” He laughed. It hurt, like spilling acid.


  “Different. And you’ll learn to live with it. You’ll learn to be…” Simon squeezed his eyes shut. “I can show you. There’s darkness but there’s magic. There’s magic in you now. You’ll feel it the first time the moon rises. You’ll rise with it, you won’t be able to stop yourself but you won’t be alone. I’ll run by your side.”


  * * * *


  “Thanks for coming.” Simon held the door open.


  “You look like shit, brother.” Micah whispered, staring at him. Why was he staring at him? It was Tate who was hurting. Tate who had locked himself away.


  “I’m fine.” His lips felt numb as he said the words. His brain felt like it was flying on auto pilot.


  Micah raised his brows. “Yeah, right. Listen, Sasha insisted on coming but I made him stay in the truck.”


  Simon nodded. He understood. Micah wanted to help, but Tate could be dangerous now. He would want to protect Sasha.


  “Tate’s in his studio.”


  “How is he?”


  Simon rubbed his eyes. “How would you be?”


  “I can’t imagine. A human…becoming one of us, even partially. There are stories. I always thought they were folk tales.”


  “I think it was me.”


  Micah raised his brows.


  Simon shrugged, leading the way into the kitchen. “I was still bleeding when I…” His throat closed. He couldn’t talk about how he’d found Tate. Dead, he’d been dead. Or so Simon had thought. “He must have been barely hanging in there.”


  “Your blood somehow mixed with his blood. I always thought those stories were bullshit.” Micah sighed. “So what now?”


  Simon shook his head. “I don’t know. He won’t… He doesn’t want to see me.”


  Micah reached out and gripped Simon’s shoulder. “How are you doing?”


  “Awful.” His voice cracked. He stared at the kitchen floor.


  A pounding roused both men. They looked up to see Sasha standing by the open kitchen door, arms full of baskets. Simon could smell fresh food. His stomach growled. He was…hungry?


  Micah quirked an eyebrow at him. “Hey, high drama takes a lot of energy. I think Sash will be all right if I stick close.”


  Simon nodded. “Tate hasn’t changed. Just little signs he’s become kindred to the wolf.”


  “Hey, some of us never can change. It’s not every shifter who can manage it because it’s…well, you know, so damn dangerous.”


  “I know. I’d rather Tate never goes through it.”


  Micah let Sasha in. Sasha wasted no time in unloading his offerings. Then he came over to where Simon was standing, gripping the edge of the table. “Sit,” he ordered.


  Simon fell back into a chair. His body seemed to sigh at the sudden release of tension. He put his head in his hands.


  “Oh, Simon. It’s not your fault,” Sasha said.


  “Who else? I should have…” So many things he should have done differently.


  “This isn’t your fault.” Micah’s voice was fierce. “Right now we have to take care of Tate, give him what he needs, make sure he, uh—”


  “Survives if he changes. But it’s too dangerous. I’d rather he never tried.” Simon’s head hung. He couldn’t find the strength to lift it. “Do we have any records of a human managing that without going insane?”


  “It’s happened so rarely. This is new territory for us.”


  Territory, Simon thought. That was where it had all started. “Those shifters are going to know about Tate, that something’s up when he’s not reported dead.”


  “Uh huh,” Micah agreed. “We’re going to have to take care of them, Simon. I know you don’t feel it right now, but you aren’t alone.” When Simon didn’t answer, Micah growled. “You are not to go after them alone. I saw that meadow, my man. They, uh, really did train you well.”


  Simon closed his eyes. “Let it be, Micah.”


  “Where’s Tate?” Sasha looked around impatiently. “This isn’t a goddamn funeral. He’s alive. We need to focus on that.”


  Micah gripped Sasha’s arm before he could head towards the living room. Sasha gave him a long look, shook him off and walked to Tate’s studio.


  Simon didn’t even feel his body get up and follow. He put himself in front of the door instinctively.


  Sasha’s eyes shone with un-nameable emotion. “Simon, you don’t need to protect him. Not from me.”


  “I can’t…” He shook his head. How could he explain his need to watch over Tate to a human?


  “You can’t be objective. I know. You love him. You macho shifters call it finding your mate, but to me it’s always seemed much simpler than that.”


  Simon’s face burned. He felt completely exposed.


  Abruptly the door swung open and Tate stood there, glaring at all of them. “Hello, I think this is still my home, right? So I’d appreciate it if you’d discuss me while I’m present.” His gaze passed over Simon and Micah, locked onto Sasha. “You brought home made cheese?”


  “Yep.” Sasha studied Tate, who was freshly showered, freshly dressed, hardly the picture of someone who had been brutally attacked and left for dead the night before.


  “Good, I’m hungry.”


  Simon turned away. It was easy to turn away, easy to go outside and wander aimlessly by the creek because this distance from Tate was exactly what he deserved.


  It was hell.


  * * * *


  “How are you?” Sasha asked as he and Tate began unpacking Sasha’s baked goods in the kitchen. The floor was freshly mopped, Tate noticed. It had been muddy the last time he’d seen it, earlier that morning.


  Simon.


  Tate glanced out the window, saw Simon sitting on the bench near the stream as if his body had just collapsed there. Micah was leaning against his truck, checking his phone.


  It all seemed very normal.


  Except that Tate could hear the click of keys under Micah’s fingers and catch each breath Simon took.


  That definitely wasn’t normal.


  “I have no clue,” Tate sighed. “It’s like I’m lost at sea, ship wrecked and this is the morning after and now I’m walking the beach and wondering where I am and how I’m going to survive in this new, scary world.”


  “I know you must feel very alone right now but you’re not. There’s actually a pretty nifty community here in White Deer of shifters and their human partners.”


  Tate wrapped his arms around himself.


  “Not all of them are like the men who attacked you. Those shifters…” Sasha’s voice hardened. “Well, let’s just say I don’t think they’ll be around much longer. Luka and Micah and others will be doing something about them very soon if your Simon doesn’t beat them to it.”


  Tate swung around to face Sasha. “Simon?”


  Sasha cocked his head. “Of course. You don’t think a natural born warrior like Simon is going to let them get away with hurting you?”


  Tate swallowed. “You mean he’s going to hunt them?”


  Sasha’s eyes were steady. “It’s not like they can go to jail. They’d only hurt more people. They killed that elderly woman. They would have killed you.”


  Tate chilled as he remembered what it had been like. The pain and then going away from the pain. Hearing Simon screaming, knowing he was fighting to get to Tate. Wanting to see him. Wanting to see him in what Tate had known would be the very last time.


  He’d got his wish. He remembered Simon’s arms cradling him. Then…nothing.


  He squeezed his eyes shut, wrapping his arms around himself. He couldn’t seem to get warm. All of a sudden everything felt frozen, as if his skin had been blasted by ice.


  “Tate!” Sasha’s voice sounded like it was coming from another room. Tate couldn’t work up any energy to care he wasn’t acting normal again. That he was probably scaring the crap out of Sasha and Sasha was his guest and he should—


  “I’ll take care of him.” Simon’s voice. Simon, God! Tate sagged against Simon’s warmth, shivering.


  “If you need anything…” Micah’s voice.


  “I know. Best leave us alone for now. Tate needs…”


  What? What did he need? He felt a yawning emptiness opening up, a fissure in his soul. Only Simon’s hands on him made him feel real, more than a ghost trapped between worlds.


  Simon guided him somewhere. Tate was too exhausted to even open his eyes. Shudders continued to work through his body compulsively, tightening his muscles. He heard water go on. The bathroom. Simon had taken him to the bathroom.


  The shower water felt like hard rain against his skin. He curled up into Simon who had climbed in with him, shielding him from the worst of the spray as if he knew it hurt Tate.


  “It’s all right, little one.”


  That he couldn’t let pass. “Nooot little.” His lips felt clumsy, but he got his point across.


  Simon laughed. “You are to me.”


  “Mrrrhhhh.” The growling sound seemed to be the only one Tate was capable of. The energy in the shower had changed. Now he felt grounded again, himself again, and…sexy? What he most wanted right now was to bite Simon. To mark him clearly and visibly.


  He shook his head. Clearly he still wasn’t thinking straight no matter how logical that sounded. He’d never got off biting his lovers.


  Simon carefully soaped him and washed him. It was soothing to his senses, as if Simon alone could help Tate claim his own body again. “It’s all right, what you’re feeling. It’s a bit like someone who’s been in combat. Everything is hypersensitive for a while. You’ll feel that way until you get used to it.”


  Tate buried his face in Simon’s shoulder, wrapping himself around the other man. Simon inhaled sharply, but his hands were gentle as he used a towel to dry Tate and then carried him from the bathroom.


  The hot water and Simon’s care seemed to have taken away all that horrible chill and had a sedative effect. As annoying as it was to be a slave of his own body, Tate couldn’t help himself. He felt weighed down by heavy rocks.


  He grabbed Simon’s long hair, holding on.


  “Stay.”


  “I’m not goin’ anywhere.”


  Simon’s damp body was pressed to his. Tate put a leg over Simon’s, feeling tears prick his eyes at the rightness. He’d nearly lost this, this feeling of air entering his lungs…the steady beat of his heart. Simon’s breath in his hair. The feel of a large, warm hand caressing his back, the faint chill to parts of his skin still damp from his shower, the lavender potpourri by the bed.


  The quilt they were lying under. He’d called it ‘Spring’. He’d made it in L.A., dreaming about coming out here, about what his life might be like.


  He’d wanted to meet a man, yes, but he’d been peaceful just doing his work. He always had his creativity to comfort him and to keep himself entertained when nothing else worked.


  But he’d had no idea of the tormented stranger who would watch over him. No idea of just how different he truly was.


  “Am I like you now?” he asked sleepily. “Will I become like those things in the clearing?”


  “No, Tate!” Simon cleared his throat. “They were already monsters. Whatever makes such people—and I don’t think I’ll ever understand it—they have it in them like a sickness. The wolf thing is just coincidental to that. Micah is a good man. You believe that, right?”


  Tate nodded. Then he butted his head against Simon’s chest. “So are you.”


  Simon sighed and Tate knew he didn’t believe it, not quite. And it hurt that someone who had given so much would believe he wasn’t a good man.


  “So whether you’re human or a man who can become a wolf or you grow feathers out of your ass, you’re still the same person. It’s like that saying…how does it go? ‘The only Zen you find on the top of a mountain, is the Zen you bring with you.’”


  “Robert Pirziq. Wow, you’re a surprising man, Simon.” Tate yawned.


  “Sleep with me, heal with me,” Simon said. “Let me bring you back to the colours the same as you did me.”


  Chapter Nine


  Tate woke mashed against delicious hot skin. Simon was always so warm. Was it part of what he was?


  He blinked, realising that he didn’t really know what Simon was.


  “I want to see you.”


  Simon’s eyes snapped open. “What?”


  “If I’m not to be afraid of how I’ve changed, show me who you are. All of it, Simon. No more secrets.”


  Simon studied him, as if seeing if Tate was ready. “All right.” He shrugged one shoulder. “Uh, what do you want to see?”


  “For a starter, I’d like to see your body.” Oh, how delicious. Simon was blushing.


  Tate sat up, putting his hands on his knees, and raised his eyebrows at Simon. “Well?”


  “I feel like a stripper on opening night.”


  “That’s an appealing fantasy. We could play that one sometime if you like.” He laughed at Simon’s discomfort. “No? Don’t tell me the big, bad warrior doesn’t like play acting?”


  “I never knew anyone I trusted enough. It’s not the kind of thing you do in a one-nighter.”


  “All of your lovers have been one nighters?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Where do I fit in?”


  “I want to devour you.”


  Tate felt a little shiver ripple through him at the throaty words. Oh, yeah, Simon wasn’t exaggerating. He looked hungry like a, well, a wolf. “Distraction’s not working. I said I want to see you. Now.”


  Simon blinked at the abrupt order but then he flipped off the quilt and made for the slider outdoors.


  Tate growled, “Hey, your ass is glorious but I paid for the full show—”


  “Hang on,” Simon said testily. Buck ass naked, he walked outside and into the rain. Tate watched Simon stand there under the weather, letting his head fall back, looking into the sky like the pagan Viking he always reminded Tate of.


  Tate purred. This was working for him. Except Simon was on the wrong side of those walls and Tate didn’t want to go outside and freeze his ass off.


  Then Simon turned to face him. Vaguely Tate was aware of lightning flashing on the horizon, over the mountain. But what riveted his attention was Simon. Simon with his hair slicked back over his neck and shoulders, his skin dewed by the rain, his muscles heavy though he was still too skinny.


  And his scars. They ran all over his body, so that the tattoos that had been there seemed to have oddly have incorporated them into the art. Simon looked like a mythological being, a god marked by pain.


  “Open your senses,” Simon whispered. And holy shit, he was whispering and yet Tate could hear him like Simon spoke right into his ear. “You’re not the same, you’re different. Don’t fight it right now, Tate. Embrace it.” Simon lifted his arms. “Embrace me.”


  As Tate watched Simon’s eyes sharpened, that Viking blue getting even more intense. The pupil seemed to devour the irises and something wild was looking out at him from Simon’s eyes.


  Tate’s breath left him. “I always knew it was here. My drawing…”


  Simon nodded. “You saw me and my wolf. You saw the connection even when you couldn’t understand it.”


  Tate swallowed. “I’m not afraid of you. I’ve never been afraid of you, Simon. I’ve just needed to understand. Make me understand.”


  “What you see next might make you afraid.” There was regret and sorrow in Simon’s eyes now. “After what happened to you…”


  “I don’t remember much. The worst was hearing you trying to get to me. They beat you down.”


  “What they should have done, was kill me.” Now Tate saw the alpha in Simon, the warrior burning. Simon’s hands changed, long claws appearing. He held Tate’s gaze the entire time, as if wanting not to scare him.


  To hell with the weather. Maybe his freaky new body could adapt to the cold. Tate walked out of the bedroom. The rain soaked the pyjama bottoms Simon had helped him into before he’d fallen asleep and…he didn’t feel cold. It could have been a summer rain falling for all the effect it had on him.


  “What is happening to me? Why was I so cold before and now…?”


  “Your body is changing.” Simon curled his hands into fists, as if to hide them. “It’s going to be up and down for a while, Tate. Probably like your emotions. A real rollercoaster ride.”


  “It sounds like you know what you’re talking about. Maybe helping me will help you finally come home.”


  Simon pulled Tate into his arms, gripping him hard for a second. “Always worrying about me. Always caring about someone else. No wonder you make quilts, man.”


  “Yeah?” Tate loved feeling his body against Simon’s. As if everything was right, totally right and all the lousy relationships, the nights walking under the stars and wondering if anyone, Christ, anyone, would ever be there for him had been worth it just for this contact.


  “Quilts are about taking care of someone. They’re about comfort and creativity and love. They make a home. They are something you’re sick under, something you make love under. They shelter you and make you feel not so alone. It’s no wonder you create them.”


  “Jesus.” Tate sucked in a deep breath. “Is it any wonder I’m so gone over you? You better run and hide in those woods right now because if you don’t, I’m claiming you. Hell, I’m marrying you.”


  Simon did take one step back. But he didn’t run. “Marriage?”


  “You’ve been warned, dude.”


  “Our kind has marriage too.”


  “Yeah?” Tate took Simon’s hand. The tiniest claws had replaced his fingernails. It was actually kind of cool. He poked at them until Simon snatched his hand back, giving Tate an irritated look. “Sorry, it’s just I never got up close and personal with a werewolf before.”


  “I’m not. I’m a shifter. I can half shift because I’m older and I come from a strong bloodline, but I’m typically either a wolf or a man.”


  “Will I shift?”


  “I don’t know if you should try. There have been very, very few humans who ever became shifter-capable, which is kind of what you are.”


  “Like I’m in the waiting room.” Tate thought that might not be such a bad thing. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like to suddenly find himself another species. He worried enough about losing himself now to all his new senses. “Can I see you do it now?”


  “I think you’d better. And Tate…that crack about marriage. I won’t hold you to it.”


  Tate didn’t tell Simon to fuck himself though the words rose instinctively. Because what if he couldn’t accept Simon? He didn’t know. Everything had been kept in the dark until those secrets had come out and nearly killed him.


  He’d earned the right to answers.


  Simon took a step back. Another. The wind had come up and lifted his hair. The rain had passed for the moment and a sickle of moon rimmed Simon with silver. Tate felt something. He couldn’t define it other than as a gathering of energy, a nexus focused on Simon. In the space of a breath, Simon shifted.


  Light gleamed, as if on the edge of a knife blade, cold and blue white and then Tate was facing that enormous beast he’d seen once before.


  “Oh. Oh, God…” He didn’t feel fear. It was wonder. The awe he’d felt the first time he’d seen this creature. Now he could see Simon’s warmth, Simon’s sadness looking out of the wolf’s eyes.


  He couldn’t bear that sadness. He had the power to take it away. Already he’d healed Simon. He went with his heart and knelt down, reaching out and touching a miracle.


  Simon chuffed, his breath a white plume. He closed his jaws carefully over Tate’s hand and Tate knew Simon was measuring out incredible strength. He would not hurt Tate. So Tate could bask. He could smell the evergreen and pine and fur of the wolf. Like a breath of winter magic.


  He tried to stroke Simon but Simon seemed to take it as a game. He nipped at Tate and then jumped back.


  Laughter exploded out of Tate’s chest. “Oh, you want to play it that way, huh?” He feinted left, then made a grab as if he meant to tackle the wolf.


  Simon leapt and took him down. Tate fell on his back in the soft, damp grass. Simon was smiling a wolfish smile at him, one paw on his chest.


  How could Tate be afraid?


  “Change back,” he rasped. “I need you, Simon.”


  Again that weird ripple of condensed energy. And Simon was back, primal, all male, all his if only Tate wanted him.


  And Tate did. He could feel love rising inside him, not something gentle, not something sweet, but so fierce it was like a hot river melting everything away, burning away everything that didn’t matter into ash.


  He didn’t know which of them fell into the embrace first. Simon’s hands cupped his face, holding him for a kiss that scorched him, that burned the parts of his heart that hadn’t already lit up. The velvet rasp of tongue against tongue had never felt so meaningful, so erotic, as when they kissed lover to lover.


  Kissing was beautiful. Why had he never realised that? It wasn’t a step before getting off, it was arriving in a new world, one where he kissed the man who was his beloved. Lips rasped against lips, increasing pressure, increasing need.


  He could hear Simon’s heart beating, and wow, that was almost distracting, but he didn’t let it be. He was going to deal with his new abilities but right now all he wanted was some time alone with this man.


  “I need something.” He broke apart from Simon, dashed into the bedroom and came back out with his quilt from the bed.


  “It’ll get muddy.”


  He flashed a grin. “It’ll wash out. I make them tough.”


  He didn’t get further than the brook. Simon tackled him, taking him down to the quilt, kissing him. And Simon was shaking. Holy smoke, when was the last time Simon had been with someone? Tate didn’t want to ask, but he could feel Simon’s need. He’d been to war, he’d been alone, isolated, thinking he was too broken to go on. He was so freaking desperate for touch, for caring. Tate thought he could be the worst lover on the planet and anything he gave freely would be enough for Simon.


  But he didn’t want it to go that way. “Slow, baby. Let me touch. God, you need this. Let me give it to you.”


  Simon groaned as Tate cupped him, then reached higher and took command. His erection was hot steel under Tate’s grip. Captive to his whim. “I can’t…” Simon’s face screwed up. “I’m gonna lose it.” Tate actually felt the heat from Simon’s humiliated blush.


  “Why is that a bad thing?”


  “You don’t understand. I want to be perfect for you.” Simon’s voice was hoarse. He’d broken eye contact. He tried to shove away Tate’s touch. “You deserve perfect.”


  “I deserve you. You almost died for me. That’s all the rose bouquets and poetry I need. Let me.”


  Simon stopped resisting. He lay back on the quilt, sprawled, so beautiful.


  Tate’s breath caught. Simon kept doing that, taking his breath. He gently found a rhythm. Simon began making almost hurt sounds, his body lifting into Tate’s touch. Oh, God, he was so needy. “Let it go. I’ll catch you. You deserve this.”


  Simon came.


  Tate rubbed his forehead against Simon’s. “Was that so bad?”


  “Smug you.” Simon sounded weak and satisfied and he pulled Tate close, kissing him with enthusiasm.


  “Mmmm, you’re welcome.”


  Tate got his reward a second later. Simon upturned him and moved down his body, nuzzling him. Simon’s warm lips, his ardent mouth were on Tate. Tate could do nothing but give a long exhale, looking up at the universe of stars looking down at him, him and Simon making love for the very first time.


  Simon sucked him, taking him, and Tate arched into his play, his body helpless, shuddering, alive, all parts of him lighting up in pleasure. He thought there was a star inside him, the light getting brighter and brighter as Simon loved him.


  When he came, Simon’s name broke over his lips. His hands were dug deep in Simon’s long hair. Simon panted, leaning his head against Tate’s thigh. They lay there unable to move, only able to breathe, to feel the champagne where their blood had been, fizzing quietly while they both glowed.


  “I want you to stay with Micah and Sasha for a while.”


  Tate tensed. “Where will you be?” But Tate had an idea. “I don’t want you going after those men on your own.”


  “Tate, when they find out you’re still alive, they’re going to come for you, for us. I can’t leave it.”


  Fear gripped Tate’s throat but he knew Simon was right.


  Chapter Ten


  Simon hadn’t moved in four hours.


  It wasn’t the first time he’d held a vigil this long. Hell, it was short compared to some of the time he’d spent up country. He didn’t make the mistake of taking the men he was hunting for granted.


  They’d made a lot of mistakes, but they had a vicious kind of power. And before Simon could act, he’d need to study them. Their routines, their vehicles and habits.


  His body quivered, eagerness running through his spine like lightning. That FedEx driver had just arrived, unloaded a case of beer and headed into his house. And he was all alone.


  Wariness ran through Simon’s body even as he crept closer. It could be a trap. If they knew Tate was still alive, if they knew Simon was a former Navy SEAL they had to figure he’d come hunting them.


  But who knew about Tate? So far only Sasha and Micah and they sure as fuck weren’t going to announce it in town.


  Suddenly Simon froze. A familiar scent… He turned and glared at Micah. “What are you doin’?”


  “The same thing you are.” Micah’s face was grim. “For the record, I’m a peace officer. I follow the law.”


  “Human laws don’t apply to these bone heads.”


  “I know.” Micah sighed. “I’m not like my twin. Luka would have no trouble wiping them all out.”


  “If you’re telling me you’re here to stop me—”


  “No. I know what has to be done. They’ve killed and as far as I can see they won’t stop until we make them stop.”


  Simon held Micah’s gaze. “There’s only one sure way to do that. Are you up for that?”


  “I’m here, aren’t I?” Micah growled as he slithered closer on his belly.


  * * * *


  “How about now?” Sasha shouted.


  Tate frowned. “You didn’t strike it this time.”


  “Correct! Wow, your hearing is… well, it’s eerie good, like Micah’s.” Sasha walked back to where he’d left Tate a football field distance away in order to test Tate’s new abilities. He cradled his brass Tibetan singing bowl to his chest. Tate could hear the faint ring of metal against wooden striker, the sounds of Sasha’s breath and heart beating, the whir of a hummingbird’s wings, a dog barking in a farmer’s field, the slither of tall grass against tall grass… Stop. He closed his eyes. Too much.


  “Are you cold?” Sasha reached out and rubbed Tate’s arms as he reached him.


  “Yeah, it’s interesting.”


  “I’d say more inconvenient.”


  “When I get overwhelmed I get freaky cold. When I’m angry or, ah, other things, I warm up.”


  Sasha cocked an eyebrow at the ‘other things’ but didn’t ask Tate to enlighten him. “Interesting. Do you have any added super abilities other than the hot-cold thing?”


  Tate blinked. “I haven’t tried to find out, other than the super hearing, super smelling.”


  “That could be tough when a garbage truck goes by or…ew, living in L.A. again!”


  “I don’t want to go back.” He repeated the words to himself, shocked by his own vehemence. “I want Simon. I can’t see him living in a city.”


  “Can you accept him?”


  “Accept what I suspect he and Micah are up to right now? Yes. The truth is, I was trying to be my liberal self about it. Trying to be compassionate. But those men beat him down and it took some doing. And they…” He shook his head. Probably a good thing he had no clear memory of what had been done to him.


  “Just be sure this is the life you want because Simon will grieve himself to death if you leave him.”


  Tate swallowed. “You mean that literally.”


  “Yep. It’s the deal when one of them chooses one of us as a mate. It’s a risk they take because as humans we can’t feel as intensely as they do. Well, most of us. If anyone ever hurts Micah, I’ll take them down.”


  Tate smiled. “I believe you.”


  “Speaking of which…” Sasha’s voice deepened. Tate caught the sound of a truck coming their way a second later. He gave Sasha a quizzical glance. He’d obviously sensed Micah before even Tate’s super senses. Was it a mate bond thing?


  Then all curiosity died as Micah’s SUV sent gravel flying. It came to a skidding halt beside the quaint cottage where Micah and Sasha made their home.


  Simon leapt from the vehicle. “We need help here. Micah’s been shot!”


  “Oh, Jesus!” Sasha was already running, Tate at his heels. When they reached the truck they found the deputy slumped over the passenger side, his face ice pale, slick with sweat. Eyelids flickered and then the faint gleam of eyes fixed on Sasha. “Okay…” Micah whispered to his frantic lover. “I’m…”


  “The hell you are!” Sasha started to help Micah from the truck but Simon pushed him aside, took Micah carefully in his arms. Despite Micah’s intimidating height, Simon appeared to have no trouble hefting him. “Where?” Simon asked.


  “The kitchen table.” Sasha sucked in a deep breath and led the way inside the cabin. “I’ll get what we need. Simon, will you call Luka? It will be better if he’s here.”


  Simon nodded, pulling out a phone.


  “What can I do to help?” Tate asked.


  Sasha put a hand on Micah’s shoulder. The deputy was curled into himself in agony, breathing hard. His shirt was saturated in blood. “Love, don’t worry,” he mumbled.


  “Don’t tell me what to be!” Sasha barked, but even as he said it, his hand smoothed Micah’s hair back. He looked at Tate. “There’s a first aid kit in the cabinet over the stove. You’ll find fresh bandages under the sink.”


  Tate wasted no time digging things out, not bothering to ask why they didn’t call for a doctor—he knew why now.


  When he returned with the supplies, Charlie and Luka had arrived. Luka put his hands on Micah’s shoulders, closed his eyes and…Tate picked up that warm wave of energy. He couldn’t explain it, but he thought that Micah’s brother was willing energy into his twin. Micah sagged against his brother, seeming to find relief from their connection.


  “This is going to hurt. Sasha, hold his arm,” Simon ordered. He gently opened Micah’s shirt and oh, Jesus. Micah hadn’t been shot once, singular. He’d been shot at least five times. Blood was erupting with every breath from his chest. How was he even alive?


  “Sasha, hold him!”


  Micah’s feet kicked as if he were taking up tap dancing.


  Tate grabbed his legs, holding on as Simon worked over Micah; Tate’s gaze stuck on Micah’s bloody hands, the medical tools he was using. All that blood. He swallowed his sickness and closed his eyes. If Luka could give Micah something, would it work for Tate?


  He concentrated on the emotions that brought heat to his skin. Sweat prickled his hairline and he began to feel foolish. He couldn’t help Micah. Not this way.


  Then he thought of Simon, of those moments out of doors they’d shared, making love, Simon licking his neck, pulling him against his chest, tangling together, sweaty, needy, so in love he felt blinded by the light of it. Love wasn’t gentle and sweet. Love was pain. Love was fear of something happening to Simon. And he had to live with that. He had to let Simon free to be who he was. Trying to make him live a safe life would be another kind of death.


  He let all the purity of those feelings run through his body and as they did a strange kind of feeling tingled through him, like light was pouring through him and into Micah. He heard Sasha gasp, heard Simon muttering.


  Light came through the top of Tate’s head. He knew it came from somewhere outside himself. He’d felt this light before when he was creating a new quilt or feeling tenderness for a pet or a friend. Now it poured through him, and he could actually feel his eyes, the soles of his feet and his hands heating up.


  The light was a beautiful prism of all colours. Tate did not generate this light. He knew it had always been available to him in some way but now he’d been changed, he could better hook into it.


  His hands were white hot now.


  “Let go, Tate!”


  Simon’s voice. Simon sounded shaken in a way he hadn’t before even with his hands dripping with Micah’s blood. But his concern was a small, distant thing, Tate could feel more and more of the wonderful energy coursing through him. He wondered why his hair wasn’t on fire because he felt like his body was slowly transforming into a torch. He could see his own skeletal structure, brightly silhouetted as if in an X-Ray, his hands on Micah’s legs, his white hot hands—


  “He’s breathing on his own. He’s breathing, Simon!”


  Tate struggled under the hands that held him down. He felt something pressing down, so heavy he couldn’t breathe. He felt trapped, trapped in his skin, empty, so empty, so cold.


  “Goddamn you, Tate. You gave too much. Do you hear me? You gave too much, now take from me!”


  Something sluggish and warm seemed to trickle in through his hands. He knew immediately it was Simon. He felt the absolute love and acceptance and the ice of terror. Simon’s scared. Why? What’s happened?


  It wasn’t the sweet ecstasy of that light he’d experienced healing Micah; it was something earthier, his connection to Simon.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Only you’re an idiot.” Simon swore. “No, the problem is that big heart of yours.”


  He didn’t have the energy to fight with Simon right now. And anyway he was getting warmer and sleepier.


  He’d worry about it later.


  Tate kept Simon’s hand tucked against his chest and he curled around it as he slept.


  Tate woke up in his own bed, under one of his own quilts. Sunlight made bars over the space, lemony and so every day he found himself instantly relaxing. The picture got even better when Simon entered, a bowl of steaming soup on a tray with a rolled up L.A. Times—he had to have gone into town for that—and… “Are those…flowers?”


  “I don’t know. I guess.” Simon looked embarrassed. “They were growing outside the kitchen.”


  “Wild saffron. I got some from Sasha. Wow, wait a minute, they weren’t in bloom. I would have noticed.”


  “You’ve been out for two days, Tate.”


  Tate blinked. “No way.”


  “Yes, way.”


  “What happened?”


  “You did.” Simon put down the tray. “Look, would you eat this?”


  Since Tate was starving that wasn’t a problem. “Micah was hurt,” he said, remembering Micah lying on his kitchen table, Sasha’s white face, Luka holding on tight to his brother.


  Simon shrugged. “Not anymore, man.”


  Tate pointed his soup spoon. “Clarify.”


  “You did something…unprecedented.”


  “I don’t even remember.”


  “Then I guess it’s a good thing someone’s here to show you.” Simon stepped back and Micah and Sasha entered the bedroom. Sasha’s eyes were very wet as he went to Tate and kissed him on the lips. “Thank you.”


  Tate sat forward, looking Micah over. He was wearing his uniform, sunglasses, and he looked cool and unruffled. “Dude,” Tate said.


  Micah opened his shirt and…healing wounds. Healthy skin. Tate goggled at him. “No way,” he repeated.


  “How’d you do it?” Micah asked, rebuttoning his shirt. “I felt this incredible heat move through me. I could feel it happening.”


  “I have no idea except I don’t think it was me.”


  Sasha raised his brows.


  “No, I’m serious. There’s an energy, call it the universe, God, whatever, but I felt it working through me. If anything I was just a channel. It’s the same when I make some of my art…minus all the blood and gore.”


  “We’re going to name our new bull after you,” Sasha said, gripping Tate’s hand.


  “Ah…that’s nice.”


  Micah started laughing. “What are friends for, right? Sasha heard about this bull that started crying in the local slaughter house when he realised what was going to happen to him. Fortunately someone there called things to a halt and called Sash. And…now we have a bull in our meadow.”


  “Everyone needs one,” Tate said. “Along with the other rare breed goats and sheep you and Sasha are keeping, I’m sure he’ll fit right in.”


  “Tate, thank you. Thank you for sparing Micah months of pain and recovery.”


  Tate’s heart squeezed at Sasha’s heartfelt words. “Hey, how did you get shot, anyway, Micah? I was too busy passing out to ever find out.”


  Simon tensed beside him and Tate’s gut tightened. “Uh oh.”


  “They set a trap for us. We think they left someone here as a look out. When they realised you were still alive, they must have figured we’d come after them. We walked right into it.”


  “No, I did,” Micah said. “Simon saved my ass.”


  “So it isn’t over yet.” Tate had known this. How could a happy ending come so easily? His books just about broke his balls when he wrote them. Nothing good came easy.


  “We’re going to finish it,” Simon said. “Luka and some other friends are going to help us tonight. We want you to stay with Sasha.”


  “Our home is a fortress.” Sasha shrugged. “We’ve had a little trouble in the past so Micah has made it as safe as possible.”


  Tate exhaled. “Does it have to be tonight?” His words were for Simon and the other two seemed to get that. They squeezed Simon’s shoulder, leaving Tate and Simon alone.


  “We can’t let them have the initiative.”


  “They almost killed Micah.”


  Simon nodded, not bothering to sugar coat. “Yeah. I promise I’ll be as safe as I can. I’m very good at what I do.”


  Tate squeezed his eyes shut, letting his head fall back. “If something happens to you…”


  “It won’t.”


  “Promise.”


  “Tate, I love you. Let me make you safe. Let me make things safe for both of us. We can’t live this way.”


  “I know it. I just wish I could come with you.”


  Simon’s eyes widened.


  “What, you don’t think I get to keep you safe too?”


  “Does this mean that marriage thing is a serious deal?”


  “Absolutely. I’m not letting you get away from me.”


  Simon rested his forehead against Tate’s. “I love you. I want to make love with you.”


  “Green light on that.” They kissed and Tate felt their bond, sizzling softly at their touch. What would it be like to make love and experience that? He had no idea but he couldn’t wait to find out. “Okay, I’ll finish my soup and then I’m good to go. I want to get a look at this bull Sasha’s naming after me,” Tate said.


  Chapter Eleven


  “I was thinking something Latin as a name for him. Latin always sounds so serious, as if it gives weight to words,” Sasha mused as he and Tate sat on the fence, looking at Tate’s namesake. “But obviously he was meant to be Tate.”


  The bull didn’t look interested in the conversation, busy trying to out graze two of Sasha’s sheep.


  “It’s a good thing you did.”


  “People don’t like to think that these animals suffer. Just easier.” Sasha looked around the tiny farm. “Are you picking anything up?”


  Tate shifted. “No, but something…” He looked over at the trees, then at the half finished well Sasha and Micah were working on, the equipment casting a long finger of shadow.


  “Something doesn’t feel right, I know.” Sasha squeezed Tate’s arm. “Maybe we should go back inside. I’m making a macrame basket you might like in exchange for that quilt.”


  “Just a moment.” Tate shut his eyes, trying to focus his senses. He caught the softest trace of sound. “Could just be leaves rustling or grass,” he muttered to himself.


  Sasha stiffened. “I’ve hung out with Micah too long. I don’t think we’re alone out here either.”


  They jumped off the fence, beginning to walk fast towards the house and then they were running.


  A wolf broke out of the woods, rippling grace, soundless. It stared at both men with gold eyes, its dark fur stiffened.


  “Sasha, you can still get back to your house. It’s me he wants.”


  “No way.”


  “Sash! You can’t stay here.” All the moisture in Tate’s throat dried. He recognised that wolf. He’d seen it the night he’d been attacked and killed.


  “I’m not leaving you alone out here.”


  “We both can’t make it.” Even as Tate spoke, another wolf rounded the house, eyes on them.


  “Actually it looks like we’re not going to make it at all,” Sasha said, very solemnly.


  * * * *


  Simon ducked his head to enter the log house, the sacred heart of any shifter community. Luka and Micah followed him, stood shoulder to shoulder with him.


  What they found gave Simon pause. Older women with tanned arms looped around kids, glaring at him. A thin boy with bruises on his arms flinched back as Simon strode deeper into the space. It didn’t feel like a trap. It felt like what was left of a community.


  An elderly man with a wiry cowboy’s body sat on flat rock surrounding the massive fire pit. He was brewing tea. Simon recognised him as the community’s shaman by his lack of fear. He had met elders in villages in Afghanistan who had this same certainty in themselves, despite living under pressure.


  Simon sat down next to him, sensing Luka and Micah setting behind him in silent support.


  For a long time the shaman said nothing, contenting himself with making tea and sharing it out to people. When he offered Simon a cup, Simon sniffed it. “Spearmint.”


  The old man nodded. “I grow it in my back yard.” He blew on his own tea. “A few nights ago someone you loved died.”


  A chill ran up Simon’s spine. “You heard about it?”


  The shaman shook his head. “I can see it floating around your body. Your head may have moved on.” He tapped his forehead. “But your body remembers grief. It’ll take a while for it to fade.”


  Simon swallowed. “Yes.”


  “The men who hurt your friend are bad men. They take what they want, they’ve killed anyone who opposed them. Have you come here for revenge?”


  Micah spoke up. “Not revenge. They have hurt people, as you say and they will go on doing it. They have to stand for their actions.”


  The shaman nodded. “They endanger us all.” He looked directly into Simon’s eyes. “One of them is your uncle.”


  The shock was like a fist to the heart. Simon swallowed. “I thought there was something familiar about Tim.”


  “He lived somewhere else for a long time and only returned recently. We grieved for the old woman he killed but we could do nothing.”


  “Where is he now?”


  The shaman shrugged, brushing back some curly white hair that corkscrewed around his leathery face. “He tried to rally some of the young shifters to go after you and the human writer but most would have nothing to do with him now. Not after so many died in that meadow.” The shaman looked directly into Simon’s eyes. “What followers he has left he took with him and left.”


  Simon was on his feet, Luka and Micah running with him. He hoped like hell that Tim and his men had gone back up the mountain in search of Tate, but he had a bad feeling.


  Micah shoved his phone into his pocket. “Sash isn’t picking up!”


  * * * *


  “What do you want?” Tate asked. He folded his arms, hoping the shifter wouldn’t pick up on how frantically his heart was beating.


  “What I wanted in the first place—your money!”


  Tate laughed.


  “You think that’s funny?” Pale eyes burned. “Is that what you think?”


  “Yeah, I do.” What the hell, he was probably going to die for real this time. If he could keep their leader talking and focused on him, they might leave Sasha alone. “I have two hundred in the bank. Period. My meagre savings were wiped out just coming out here.”


  “But you’re…a writer.”


  Tate couldn’t help the smirk, even knowing it was a very bad idea. “Oh, right. We writers are so wealthy. Let me tell you, I make money when I don’t expect to and I go through it on things I love, travel, food, living. I don’t have a regular pay cheque, so when I’m broke, I don’t eat.”


  One of the younger men looked at the leader. “Tim… Man, I recognise Sasha. He’s mated to the deputy. We don’t want to mess with him.”


  Tim raised a finger. “Did I tell you to speak? Because I don’t know, but I think I was clear about who was in charge here.”


  The shifter backed down, his expression sullen.


  Tate licked dry lips. Did he have a chance to work division in the ranks? God, all they needed was a little time, just enough for Simon and Micah to realise they were in trouble. “Tim, you don’t want trouble and I can assure you that if you mix it up with me or Sasha, you will regret it.”


  Tim grinned. “Wrong. I live for trouble.”


  Okaaay. Wrong approach.


  Sasha’s hand dug into Tate’s arm in silent warning.


  “How’re you alive anyway?” Tim demanded, cocking his head and sniffing. “I’m pretty sure I tore your throat out.”


  “I don’t know.”


  The slap sent Tate crashing into the fence. He trembled, gripping the wood, giving himself a sliver. With shaking fingers, he wiped away the blood. Ow, it really hurt.


  “You might want to answer my question.”


  Tate shrugged, feeling slightly dizzy from the hit he’d taken. “I don’t know.”


  “You don’t smell human to me.”


  “I didn’t come back right.”


  A flash of something in Tim’s eyes. Fear?


  Tate felt a trickle of heat move through him. He felt like a balloon that had been set free and was floating away.


  Tim reached for him.


  “Leave him the fuck alone!” Sasha shoved Tim.


  And everything went into slow mo. Tate grabbed hold of Sasha, Sasha’s long raven hair struck his face and each individual strand had texture and colour, almost mesmerising. He saw Sasha was yelling something but he couldn’t make out what Sasha was saying, it was too slow, too human.


  And Tate wasn’t human anymore.


  He didn’t know what he was.


  His body ignited like a match flaring to life, more heat pouring through the top of his head like lava. It was the same thing he’d experienced healing Micah, but now it scalded his veins so he wanted to scream.


  He tossed Sasha free, out of harm’s way as the three shifters turned on him, their eyes going dark and avid, hungry.


  Some people will shoot an animal but not kill it, just to see how long it lives. Simon’s words. Tate could see it. These shifters were here to talk themselves into killing them.


  Tate put his hands on Tim, saw his pale eyes widen. He let the burning light pour into Tim, and what had been healing became fire. Tim screamed, trying to shake Tate off but Tate was relentless, giving him whatever it was coming through him, light, death, knowledge…yes, knowledge because he saw that Tim was seeing himself through Tate’s eyes, through the eyes of people and animals he’d tortured, this pure light unrelenting, pitiless, like the light of heaven.


  Sasha yanked Tate back from Tim, who collapsed.


  “Tate!” Sasha gasped. He yanked his hands back, hissing. “Burned me! Your skin…”


  Tate looked at him, and Sasha didn’t feel like his familiar friend.


  Sasha held up his reddened palms. “You’re glowing.”


  A tiny pinprick of pity tried to touch him but it impacted into nothing. Tim was curled in on himself, tears pouring out of his eyes and Tate knew he was dying. He had no idea what had killed him, except the seeds of his own destruction were inside Tim. Tate had merely been the channel for…something.


  One of the younger shifters backed off, then morphed into a wolf, running away.


  Tate watched, still feeling nothing. He had one thought—had the energy burned out his ability to care?


  “Tate!” Simon’s roar. He saw his lover, Micah and Luka sprinting from Micah’s truck.


  “Let me go or I’ll shoot them!” The last shifter pulled out a gun and pointed it at Tate, his hands shaking wildly.


  “No!” Sasha yelled.


  His body seemed to know what to do—Tate sprang forward, his body seeming to speed up, then it was re-clothed in fur and teeth and sharp new eyes.


  Transforming as he blasted through the shifters’ solid mass and into the air beyond.


  “Oh, my God!”


  Tate’s paws hit the grass and he was running. He did not look back, he was Wolf. He was Other.


  He could not come back.


  Chapter Twelve


  Simon stood outside the cabin, a heavy coat wrapped around him. As was his habit, he walked towards the stream where he’d seen Tate for the very first time in the early spring. It was now late fall, bordering on November. Soon the snows would come and Simon would have to dig himself and his horses out in the mornings most likely.


  The meadow was still and calm, that stillness that suggested cold and a change in the weather. Maybe it would snow tonight.


  Simon sat down on the bench Sasha had made him out of recycled barn wood. He took a deep breath, allowing his focus on his breath to calm him the way he’d learned from Charlie’s yoga classes. When he had a bad night, the techniques were his only friend.


  He hadn’t seen Tate in months, not since the day he’d transformed into a wolf.


  Simon rubbed his eyes, picturing what had happened as he had over and over again, him exploding out of Micah’s truck, seeing some kind of weird light around Tate, Tim falling to his knees and then that shifter holding a gun on Tate. God! He knew he was too slow, too tragically slow, and he was going to watch Tate die a second time when Tate shifted.


  It was unlike any transformation Simon had ever heard of, Tate shifting, through the body of the man trying to kill him. The gunman had fallen, already dead. A white wolf running into the woods, lost.


  Tate had lost himself.


  The first change was only safe with a lot of coaching and help from senior shifters. Otherwise a young shifter could lose himself to his wolf. It still happened now and again so that some of the wolves living in these mountains had once been people now trapped forever in their wolf form.


  Since then Simon had asked around but there had been no sightings of a ghostly coloured wolf.


  Simon’s cell phone rang and he pulled it out of his pocket, regarding it dully. Weird he was carrying one now. He’d thought he’d be the one to go into the wild and lose himself but Simon had realised he had to honour Tate by trying to find a way to live again.


  It hurt, every step of the way, getting help for his PTSD symptoms, spending more time with people so he didn’t feel like he’d jump out of his skin anymore walking into the cafe and finally working with Charlie on a project to rehabilitate horses that had been abused, transforming them into superior riding mounts.


  After all the pain he’d endured, he understood what it was to be afraid, to be hopeless…and also to have someone be his light.


  “Yeah?” He didn’t particularly care who was on the other end of the call.


  “Simon,” Sasha’s voice was smooth as whisky, with that kick of warmth on an empty night. Micah was a lucky man, Simon thought, to have someone like that in his life. “We want you to come stay with us over Thanksgiving.”


  Simon’s throat closed. He couldn’t help but imagine what Tate would have made of the holiday—probably got as excited as a kid, decorating the cabin. Simon only wished he’d got a chance to experience it. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”


  “Simon, holidays are the worst. It’s not good for you to be alone.”


  “I’m always alone, Sasha. It’s just another day.”


  There was a pause, as if Sasha was struggling to come up with a strategy to get Simon on board.


  “I have to take care of two new horses. I’ll be busy working with them.”


  “If you won’t come to us, we’ll only come to you. Tate’s kitchen—” Simon heard Sasha swallow. “I mean your kitchen has a good oven. I can do the holiday there.”


  Pain lanced through him at the mention of Tate, just the mere mention of his name. He closed his eyes, wondering if it would ever dull. He didn’t know since it was rare for any wolf to survive without his or her mate.


  “Have you heard how that village is coming along now that my uncle is no longer terrorizing it?” Simon asked, deliberately changing the subject. He’d take his two new horses into the wilderness and celebrate the holiday in his own way, remembering Tate.


  “Micah’s been working with their shaman.” Sasha’s voice hardened. “Anyone who was poisoned by Tim’s influence knows there are consequences if they go on a rampage.”


  “Tate would be relieved.”


  Sasha cleared his throat. “Yeah, listen, Simon, I never got to thank him for what he did, saving me. I just want you to know that… I am going to keep calling you. Tate would need me to do that for you.”


  Simon nodded, not caring that Sasha couldn’t see the gesture and then just cut the call.


  What was there to say?


  He sat back, watching his breath plume, watching a couple of tattered leaves fall from the trees, one falling into the steam, drawn down in the path of the water with no destination.


  Simon knew exactly how that felt.


  * * * *


  It snowed that night. Simon watched it from his window, sipping coffee. He decided he’d go out and see how the horses were doing. Sometimes changes in the weather could make newly arrived animals nervous. For them, any change was bad.


  He put the mug down on the kitchen table and reached for his hat and heavy coat, then lifted the latch on the door. The familiar country sounds of the screen door squeaking followed by the thump as it closed were muffled by the weather. Taking his first breath blazed icy fire through his lungs, letting Simon know this winter would be nothing to take for granted.


  He buttoned his coat, looked up towards the trees and froze.


  The ghostly pale wolf stood with its delicate muzzle raised as it sniffed the air, taking in Simon’s scent.


  Simon lunged, all his instincts shorting out.


  His mate.


  But he was too slow, far too slow and the wolf was gone like a blown out match. Simon leaned against a tree, chest pumping a combination of agony and anxiety and a whole host of emotions he couldn’t name since they were caught up in his chest like bumper to bumper traffic, complete with blaring horns.


  Tate.


  Tate was still alive.


  Simon sat down, right there in the snow, wrapping his arms around himself and breathing. How could it be so painful, finding out that Tate was still alive? He breathed until finally he could stagger back to his feet.


  His wolf was straining to run, to chase after Tate but he knew he risked driving him away forever if he did that.


  It was the hardest thing he’d ever done, going into the stalls and caring for his horses, but Simon made himself do it.


  * * * *


  The wolf watched the man as the days got shorter. It was hard to find game now. The rabbits and other creatures had dug themselves into the earth. Only the wolf’s keen senses helped him find a mouse but it was gone in a bite and then the wolf was hungry, hungry.


  It sat and watched the man while its fur lifted in an arctic breeze.


  Every morning the man went into a fenced ring with two horses. He put a rope around one and made it pace in circles, over and over again. If the horse shied because it was afraid the man never became impatient. He simply pulled back until the horse came to him, butting its head against the man and demanding a treat.


  Sometimes the man would look up as if he knew the wolf was watching him from the woods but he never chased him as he’d done the first day the wolf had come to this place.


  Now the man led the horses back to their stall before he returned to the tiny house, closing the door.


  Since the wolf didn’t feel like hunting it watched as smoke began to curl from the…chimney. Yes, he could see the stove inside the cabin now. He’d imagined what it would be like to light it, to sit beside it when it was very cold outside, so different from L.A.


  Those thoughts spooked the wolf so it ran deeper into the woods. Sometimes those thoughts came and the wolf didn’t know how to translate them into this life, paws moving on wet snow, leaving tracks, the cracking of foliage from the weight of what fell from the skies, the still, cold flame of taking in breath, of taking in scent.


  * * * *


  Simon began to hope again and hope was painful. Hope was like melting water, running over where he was frozen, awakening him so he could hurt all over again. The pain had become a dull, familiar ache in all these months. His heart had died but it still beat. But now seeing the wolf over November and into December he began to hope that Tate had come back for him, that Simon would at least have this part of Tate, this faint memory in the animal that kept it close.


  Sasha and Micah wanted to come by for winter solstice but Simon dissuaded them. He hadn’t let anyone near the cabin since he’d first sighted the wolf. He was protective of Tate, protective of his hope. He didn’t want to hear how he needed to move on, how he couldn’t go on living like this.


  This was more than Simon ever thought he’d have again.


  * * * *


  The wolf bled onto the snow, the drops of blood turning pink as the frozen water absorbed them. It limped, a jolting, uneven pace, falling when it reached the little hill that led down to the cabin.


  Already it was dark, the stars a faint gilded light, reflected by ice.


  Everything was so hushed and the wolf wanted only to…go home.


  When it reached the cabin the laundry line was so heavy and frozen its contents brushed the ground and the wolf looked into the eyes of another wolf, this one made of cloth.


  Blue eyes, silver fur.


  Tired, the wolf limped the rest of the way down the little beaten trail to the front door. It was wounded from the antlers of huge deer the wolf had hunted. It had been too big, too mean and experienced to be easy prey but the wolf had been desperate.


  Simon opened the front door, knowing the wolf was close, closer than ever before…


  Tate lay pale and naked, curled into himself, shivering.


  Simon made a sound, falling to his knees, crushing Tate’s icy body to him. There was blood on Tate’s left ankle and a faint pink line, as if he’d been hurt but was healing sluggishly in the cold.


  Simon pressed a kiss to Tate’s forehead, his big hands cupping Tate’s face.


  And then he climbed to his feet, leant down and picked Tate up, carrying him inside.


  * * * *


  It felt like his eyelids weighed a hundred pounds. Tate lifted them, seeing Simon sitting in that uncomfortable chair across the room, staring at him in the darkness.


  Tate gripped the covers, sitting up, studying Simon.


  There was a thick flash of silver in his hair which was long enough to braid down to the middle of his back. It stood out against the pale Viking hair, marking Simon. More lightning.


  “What happened to you?” His voice was rough as an unpaved road.


  Simon lifted a brow but Tate sensed some deep emotion under the still pool of his expression. “What’s the last thing you remember, Tate?”


  Tate blinked. “You agreeing to move in with me. And…rabbits.” He grimaced. “Kind of an unpleasant memory. I think I ate one. Raw. Was that a dream?”


  Simon exhaled. “Okay.”


  Tate rubbed his head, which was thudding dully.


  “Do you need some aspirin?”


  When he nodded, Simon got up in his easy, silent way. He riveted Tate’s attention as he disappeared into the bathroom, reappearing a moment later with a water glass and a couple of pills.


  Tate took them and drank thirstily. God, his throat was so dry and he had a deep muscle ache all through his body as if he’d had a bad flu. “Have I been sick? That rabbit thing was like a fever dream.”


  Simon would have moved away but Tate grabbed his arm, forcing him to sit on the side of the bed.


  “You transformed into your wolf months ago.”


  Tate blinked. “That’s not possible. It’s spring. I’m going to plant my garden, I was looking forward to—” He looked at Simon’s face then out the window at the heavy snowfall coming down. “It’s early spring. We can still get snow in—”


  “It’s December twenty-first,” Simon interrupted.


  A long, painful silence stretched between them. Tate’s heart thudded.


  “Easy. Easy now.” Simon’s hands on him, familiar, loving hands moving him so he was sitting on the edge of the bed, his head between his knees. Tate realised with a little shock that he’d been about to pass out.


  Finally Simon hefted him back onto the bed, and Tate leaned against Simon’s shoulder, feeling oddly weightless. “What happened?”


  “In a nutshell? Tim and another shifter attacked you. Do you remember Tim?” Simon’s gaze searched his. Tate nodded so Simon continued, “He threatened you and Sasha. You put your hands on him and…we aren’t quite sure, other than his organs were melted. When the other shifter pulled a gun on you, you transformed right through him into a wolf. By rights that should have killed you both. He didn’t make it.”


  Tate rubbed his forehead. “All I remember is Sasha named a bull after me.”


  Simon’s lips quirked. “Yep. Tate the bull is doin’ fine. Sasha keeps a small milk herd now.”


  “Sasha wanted to have his own milk.” Tate stroked his face against Simon’s neck. Simon hissed and got very quickly to his feet.


  “You need to rest.”


  “I’m…” No, he wasn’t okay. But he didn’t want Simon going away. “Can you just stay here? Please?”


  Simon nodded, getting on top of the bed.


  Tate moved to him, putting a hand over Simon’s chest. The feel and scent of Simon, his warmth and even the way he continued to stare at Tate lulled him so he fell into a doze, jarring sometimes only at the settling sounds of the cabin. Outside snow fell like lace.


  “You forgot to take the clean laundry in,” Tate mumbled.


  “I guess I had something else on my mind.” And Simon kissed him.


  He’d never thought he’d touch Tate again, just catch glimpses of him until his shorter lifespan had run out. Now Simon felt everything wanting to spill out of him, but Christ, he didn’t want to wimp out when he had this moment.


  So he kissed Tate.


  Tate tasted of wilderness, and starlight and pine. He tasted, erotically to Simon, of his wolf, that beautiful ghost pale creature.


  “Mmmm.” Tate whispered.


  Oh, yeah.


  He kissed Tate again, this time with more force, as if all the pain, all the worn out treadmill days could be burnt away with Tate’s touch. Tate teased him with his tongue and Simon took command, holding him so he could kiss the fuck out of him.


  His lover. Tate pulled off Simon’s T-shirt and boxers and they were skin to skin, rolling in a hot twist over the bed. Pillows fell, the quilt got tangled in Tate’s legs and kicked aside impatiently. Simon was beneath Tate and then they rolled again and Tate was on the bottom.


  Tate fumbled the bedside drawer open, pulling out what they’d need.


  Simon grasped the condoms, squeezing Tate’s hand. “I want it.”


  Tate’s eyes widened. “But you… I can’t believe it’s something you do?”


  No, Simon had never done it before but what did it matter. This wasn’t an alpha claiming his weaker human mate, this was love making. He and Tate had become equals. At every turn, through every dark reveal, Tate had been there with him.


  “Me.”


  “Okay, okay.” Tate’s voice was uneven. Their hands shook as they worked to cover Tate together. “Look at me, Simon. Baby, let me make it good for you.”


  Tate cradled him. His smaller body on top, lost against Simon’s greater size but vibrating with power. Simon sensed that he actually was the more powerful of the two of them with his mysterious gift.


  Tate wouldn’t be rushed. He coaxed Simon to begin to enjoy the invasion, held him down and kissed him, his lips adoring nipples, finding Simon’s cock and bringing him to a rush of satisfaction that made him roar.


  Tate laughed, breathless, and then his eyes went very shiny as he began to take Simon for the very first time.


  “Let your breath out. We’ll take it easy.” Simon supposed it fell short of wild jungle sex but it was his heart that burned as much as his body and all he wanted, all he needed, was Tate. His life, his very breath.


  Tate rocked against him, gentle and in control until the heat reached flash point.


  Tate couldn’t believe that Simon had let him make love to him. More, he’d let himself be pleasured. Their bodies cooled, sweaty, clinging together because he couldn’t, oh, God, couldn’t let Simon go. He kissed his shoulders, drowning in Simon. When Simon mounted him, Tate welcomed him.


  As snow fell outside, building up against the side of the window in silent drifts, their hands meshed and they held on, couldn’t let go. “I’ll die if I ever leave you again,” Tate said.


  Simon squeezed his eyes shut. “I have been dead. I don’t recommend it.”


  “I think we were somehow meant to happen. I mean, you found me and then…it seems I found you.”


  Simon sat up, looking into Tate’s eyes. “Mark me.”


  “What?”


  “Bite me, make me yours.”


  Tate pressed his teeth against the side of Simon’s neck, biting down, aware of Simon’s thundering heartbeat, of the rise of need. “I love you,” he whispered and made his lips bloody with Simon.


  Simon gasped, his head thrown back.


  “Score,” Tate teased.


  Simon rolled his eyes. “Well, yeah, of course I’m going to come when you do that.” His expression sobered. “Marry me.”


  “I thought the idea freaked you out.”


  “A little, but I had a few months to get used to it.”


  Tate laughed. “Yeah, I guess that’s one way to look at it, me disappearing into the green gave you lots of time to adjust.”


  “Make a home with me. Write books under my roof and make quilts…uh, not with me. I draw the line at actually helping you with quilts.”


  Tate pouted. “Here I thought I’d teach you to sew.”


  “Not going to happen.”


  “You could teach me to ride. I never learned.”


  “Oh?” Simon’s brow rose and then he lifted Tate on top of him again. “Here’s your first lesson.”


  Epilogue


  Tate never clearly remembered his life as a wolf. Just little snatches, like, yeah, hunting poor little bunnies. When he worked on his quilts, sometimes he felt a familiar tingle of energy down his spine but nothing like the heat he’d experienced twice before.


  His mysterious new power, which none of the other shifters had ever seen, remained quiet.


  And he was glad.


  He also couldn’t shift. He knew Simon was secretly relieved, that Simon was afraid of losing him. When they’d wake together Simon would be holding him pasted with his huge body to the bed, as if to make sure Tate didn’t disappear in the middle of the night. Tate was relieved Simon hadn’t gone so far as to suggest chaining him down…though that might be fun sometime.


  April rolled around and he was working on a new book. His back was killing him, he wasn’t aware how much it was killing him until Simon’s hands worked his shoulders, tugging Tate away from his work.


  “Come on, time for a walk, fresh air.”


  The gold of Simon’s ring, carved in a Haida design flashed as they opened the front door. It still gave Tate an am I dreaming this shit? feeling every time he looked at it or his own.


  Simon stripped down, a sunlit Viking warrior. The smile still looked strange on his face. Tate wondered if he’d ever get used to seeing it.


  He hoped not.


  Some things, he thought as he walked beside a tall, silver wolf, you never want to get used to.
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  Chapter One


  Oh. That felt just toooo good.


  Warm lips on my sweet spot. A lot of guys had made the mistake of thinking my sweet spot was in the obvious location, but I have a thing for having my right armpit licked and suckled, right over this little mole.


  A soft beard scraped my skin with just the right amount of pressure. I shivered, arching my body.


  I was aware I was close to waking up, like a boat about to bump onto a beach, but the hand stroking my bare chest felt so good I didn’t want to. What was good about Thursday? Thursday was rain, midterms, coffee with Candy, and maybe I’d be able to squeeze in an hour boarding. Maybe.


  Thursday was not vivid blue eyes staring into mine. A wide, delighted smile, like a kid’s smile. Plump ribbons of braided blond hair that framed a tanned face. Miles of muscle that I was…stroking?


  I sat up.


  “Good. This will be better when you’re awake, yes, seidmadr?” a heavily accented voice boomed.


  He was so loud I covered my ears. The guy on top of me had a chest like a fog horn.


  “What are you doing?” I squeaked.


  I was naked. Since I’d moved into college residence, I could sleep naked, which saved a lot of time on laundry. My two other roommates were guys, so it’s not like I was going to offend their tender sensibilities.


  “I am making love to you, of course,” the gigantic blond bellowed.


  “Stop shouting!” I yelled.


  He frowned, looking like a puzzled golden retriever. “You shouted.”


  “I live here!” I said with, I have to admit, very little logic. “Listen, Conan, can you get off me?”


  He was built like Arnie and he was squishing my legs into my bed. This had to be a set up. I wondered who wanted to yank my, uh, tail—which was hard enough to wag right now.


  But so was Conan’s.


  “I am not called Conan,” he told me stiffly.


  “Uh huh. So how much did my friends pay you?” He pushed back the blankets. His name might not be Conan, but if they made a rubber to fit his dick, it would be Conan-sized. I stared, my mouth watering.


  Focus, I scolded myself. Just because he has the kind of cock I’d love to suck, I mean love, going down as far as I could on the monster and holding those big rocks and squeezing them…


  Right, focus. I got out of bed and grabbed some briefs off the back of a chair.


  Conan got out of bed and stood there, hands on his hips, as naked as Michelangelo’s David.


  “Where’d you put your clothes?” I looked around, then sniffed. “Do you smell smoke?”


  “You ask a lot of questions,” he noted.


  “Is that a new kind of weed? What is that smell?” Had I left the boiler plate on again? Geez. It smelt like scorched earth in here. It hadn’t been that long since I’d done the laundry.


  “It is the mark of my passage to this world,” Conan said.


  Mark. I saw the hardwood floor was scuffed up. There was a burn on my fake wood wall and a seared heap of cloth that was a weird red colour. I stared at the wool, trying to figure out why it looked both familiar and strange. Oh, it had been dyed with raw madder. I’d helped Mom mix that natural dye for her weaving projects. I picked up the cloth, seeing fragments of a round neckline and cuffs with metal links featuring a snarling animal face. Wow. Mom would be really into this. I was about to ask Conan where he got the shirt when I noticed something else…


  “Oh no, my graphic!” The new knot design I’d finished the night before was scorched, the paper curled. Damn. I stuffed it carefully in my messenger bag. Maybe I could photocopy the design. I wanted to show it to my prof later today.


  I looked at the guy I’d woken up with.


  He was very tall, towering over me. He wore a neatly trimmed dark blond beard. On either side of his face were golden braids, though the rest of his hair was long and free.


  He was gorgeous, but obviously obsessed with some kind of role-playing. Figures there’d be something wrong with him since I’d woken up with him. I’d always picked the lemons in the barrel.


  But he had a sweet smile.


  And I had class in less than an hour.


  I tossed more of my clothing, looking for a clean T-shirt. I found one with palm trees and camels my Mom had snagged for me on a trip to Cairo. It was clean. Now I needed my favourite pair of stonewashed jeans.


  Conan was still standing there, glowering at me like I was a servant boy who’d forgotten to dress his royal highness.


  “Okay,” I said. “I gotta get to class. It was real funny.” I swallowed. How he got me so hard, so excited. How he felt covering me. “Ha ha. Now go, your Lordship.”


  “I am Freyr Grimsson,” he continued, in a language I didn’t understand. Maybe it was Middle-earth. I found my jeans.


  “There’s coffee and, I think, some left over pizza in the fridge,” I told him. “Bye.”


  I sneaked one last look at him over my shoulder as I snagged my backpack.


  He took my breath away. Glowing golden skin, glowering at me out of electric-blue eyes, hands on his corded hips, the kind of hips with dimples created by muscles. He had scars on his body too. Probably some kind of makeup to go with his persona. His cock hung long from a thatch of blond hair almost as bright as the gold on his head. Holy geez. I gave it a wistful glance and then slammed the door behind me.


  Haldir or Elderade, or whatever he called himself, bellowed again. I winced. Lucky my roommates were off on some kind of anthropological camping thing. Hopefully no one in the building would complain. Late night noise was tolerated. Early mornings, not so much.


  “Bailey!” Candy was waiting for me. “We’re going to be late!”


  My best friend, Candy Drake, gave me a scandalised look out of large, soul-heavy brown eyes. Candy lived life as if she were a Regency romance heroine, with rules and etiquette. I’d had to get her drunk the night she’d got her first parking ticket. She was not a rebel at heart. Conformity was her thing.


  Fortunately I understood her, since Candy and I had the same taste in reading. Growing up, we’d read all kinds. Candy’s favourites were romantic suspense while mine were paranormal romances. We could spend hours talking about our favourite heroes.


  “We won’t be late. You have to factor in the time it takes for everyone to sit.” I had it down to a science because I am not remotely a morning person. I just hit my stride by 2am.


  Behind us, the door shook as if the mighty Thor had struck it with his hammer. Candy’s mouth gaped. “Wow, did one of your roommates run out of coffee?”


  Damn, there were actually splinters and a hole in my door!


  “As if you don’t know!” I flashed. I figured Candy had to be part of this. Today was my birthday. So she’d given me a Viking, like one of the demanding Alpha males in a Johanna Lindsey romance—except this guy took his role-playing a little too seriously.


  Candy shoved back her long dark hair, her face so pale her freckles stood out like flecks of sawdust on cream. “Bailey!” she squeaked, much as I had earlier that morning.


  She squeaked because the door exploded like a cannonball had fired through it.


  And there he was, Gundar the Invincible, completely and magnificently naked except for his mighty sword, which had two crescent moon shapes on either side of a pommel, the metal beaten. Wow, it looked really authentic to my untrained eye. I was surprised he’d used it on my door when it must have set him back quite a bit of dough, a reproduction weapon like that.


  He gave me an outraged look, as if I’d been the one to smash the freaking door.


  All down the hallway of my residence, half-dressed students with blurry eyes and bed hair appeared. They poked their heads out, staring open-mouthed at Gundar the Destroyer’s amazing ripped body.


  “Bailey?” Candy gasped.


  Gundar reached out one giant fist and snagged my T-shirt, dragging me to him.


  “You will do your duty by me,” he growled and shook me, like a puppy that had piddled on the rug.


  “Stop!” Candy was hitting Gundar’s free arm with her fists. His jewel-blue eyes widened and he glowered at me. “I have no wish to hurt your wench,” he said.


  I grabbed Candy’s arms, not wanting my wench to get hurt either. “Candy, it’s all right. He’s, ah, mine,” I said.


  Gundar looked down at me with a half-smile.


  “Yours?” Her eyes were accusing. “Bailey Moore, you have a new boyfriend and you didn’t tell me?” She looked Thor over. “I want to know everything.” Her voice had a sudden dreamy quality.


  I blushed. “It’s a joke!” I raised my voice for the other students. “My birthday. Ha ha.”


  I had two sudden epiphanies hit me. One, we were most definitely going to be late to class this morning. The second was that we couldn’t stand in the hallway with half the building lusting over my Viking warrior. And, okay, a third one hit me. I needed coffee. Now.


  “Come on.” I tugged Gundar’s arm. He didn’t move, looking down at my grip on his tree trunk of an arm with something like amusement. It pissed me off. I wasn’t built like Gundar, but I wasn’t totally skinny. My arms had some definition from push ups.


  “We will go,” he announced in a gracious tone and allowed me to herd him and Candy through my beat-up door. Oh, man. How was I going to tell my roommates? I’d have to get it replaced pronto. Maybe we could swing by the recycled building supply store, where I could find a new one. That and some paint and I should be able to switch it out quick.


  Which was going to eat up most of the day.


  But first things first. Coffee.


  “Oh no,” Candy groaned as I got out the instant.


  “Sorry, no Starbucks barista handy. You could always ask Thor here if he can make us coffee with the power of his magical sword,” I said, slicing my Viking a look. He was pacing the room, sword thankfully lax at his side, studying the kitchen and couch area with some interest.


  “I am not Thor,” he boomed. “I have told you my name.”


  “I forgot it,” I said.


  He frowned thunderously. “You did not.”


  “Okay, I didn’t.” I looked at Candy who was sitting on my couch and watching my visitor. “It’s Frey-er something.”


  “Freyr,” my Viking supplied calmly. Then he pointed his broadsword at me, his fuck-up of a servant boy. “You will not forget.”


  I shook my head, reluctantly impressed. Frey certainly stayed in character.


  “It smells like seriously burned toast in here,” Candy said, wrinkling her nose.


  “It must be the wiring in one of the walls,” I said. “It smelt like that when I woke up.”


  “When you woke up with, um, Frey-ur,” she said, running avid eyes over Frey’s backside, which was on display as he bent down and picked up one of Jared’s T-shirts. He studied it, even lifted it to his nose and sniffed.


  “This does not smell of you,” he told me, frowning.


  “You can smell that?” I shook my head. For a second his reaction seemed so real… I was falling for his game. “Right, you have trained senses from hunting boar or whatever, right?”


  “Yes,” Frey said, as if he hadn’t caught on I was being sarcastic. “I hunt.”


  I needed coffee. “Okay, water’s boiled.”


  Candy reluctantly took a cup with instant milk whipped by my spoon, tons of sugar, cinnamon, coffee crystals and hot water. Her expression smoothed out after she tasted some. It sounds like junk, but I can make really good instant lattes.


  “So what is going on?” she demanded, eyes half-slitted with pleasure.


  Frey studied her, cocking his head. Then he gave me an imperious look.


  “I’m already making you some,” I grumbled. “Your Lordship.”


  He nodded firmly. “Yes.”


  I rolled my eyes before giving Candy the goods. “I woke up. He was in bed with me. End of story.”


  “You woke up with a Viking in your bed and you don’t think that’s a little strange?”


  “Candy, it’s my birthday.”


  “I know that!”


  “So Jared, Miles… This has to be their doing. They hired Lord of the Rings here to give me a thrill.” And what a thrill it had been with that warm mouth on my sweet spot and that hard body plastering me into the mattress. But I didn’t have to share that with Candy. From the way she was looking at Frey, she’d probably figured it out.


  Candy bit her lip as I finished making Frey’s coffee. He didn’t come and take the mug. I had to take it to him. Geez, he was annoying.


  “But Bailey…” She put her mug down and got to her feet, hesitantly approaching Frey.


  He took a sip of the coffee and then held it away from himself, looking shocked by the taste. Maybe he didn’t think I could work such magic with instant.


  “How do you explain this?” She was stroking his arm. I felt a rush of jealousy, which was stupid.


  “Explain what?”


  “These scars…” She looked up into Frey’s eyes. “They’re real.”
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