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      So, a little background on this omnibus edition.

      First off, it contains all five novellas (Shifter Woods: Howl, Shifter Woods: Snarl, Shifter Woods: Growl, Shifter Woods: Claw, and Shifter Woods: Roar) in my Esposito County Shifters series. I fell in love with New Mexico while driving to Las Vegas for the 2014 RT Booklovers Convention, and something about the Land of Enchantment desperately made me want to set a story there.

      After some thought and discussion with friends who live in the area (hi Doranna!), I carved an imaginary county/shifter enclave out of Bernalillo County and started writing. My original plan for Howl and Roar was to write a pair of companion novellas that told the same story from different POVs. Because the novellas were well-received and I am constitutionally unable to leave well enough alone, I thought, “Well, I could do another novella about cougar shifters…” A year later I had Snarl. Then one of the side characters from Snarl wanted her own story, but I had to finish a number of full-length novels first. Finally I found enough time in 2022 to write Growl.

      I figured four novellas was good enough for a series, especially as I had four other series to write for and my writing time was booked solid for the foreseeable future. But in analyzing my sales I noticed that the series’ read-through slowed down markedly with Roar (because I am not J.R. Ward and apparently cannot mix MF and MM stories in the same series). So I decided to write a fourth MF novella in the series, bump Snarl to Book 2 and Growl to Book 3, and turn Roar into an associated novella. Et voila, Claw came to life and finished off the series.

      At the moment, I do not have any plans to write further stories in Esposito County. Then again, good sales can always change my mind…
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        For L.D. Blakeley, who puts up with my bitching and inspires me on a daily basis.
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      Laurie Rivera danced from foot to foot, trying to keep warm in the chilly January breeze outside the Albuquerque Sun’s building. “Oh, I don’t need the winter boots today, those cute half-boots will be fine.” Yeah, I’m a freaking idiot.

      The wide pillars that supported a slate awning over the entrance helped cut some of the wind, which was something. Unfortunately, the windbreak also meant that she got the full brunt of the hygiene failure wafting up from the small man in front of her. The reek of urine, pit funk, and rotting teeth was enough to make a human wince. To Laurie’s sensitive coyote shifter nose, it was an olfactory brick to the face.

      She tried to breathe shallowly. “How solid is this info, Homer?”

      “Totally solid, yeah,” Homer Smith said, blinking and nodding like a bobblehead doll. The cold didn’t seem to bother him much. Then again, Laurie had to wonder how many of Homer’s brain cells were still functioning after his career as Albuquerque’s friendliest meth head. “Check it out yourself if you don’t believe me.”

      She didn’t bother to point out that checking out his story was, in fact, her job. Still, his story of homeless women being lured off the city streets and forced into prostitution was something she couldn’t dismiss out of hand. His previous tips had led to some good pieces about Albuquerque’s homeless population that had garnered attention from national news media and prompted the city to provide more help for street people. If there really was a white slavery ring preying on those desperate women, Laurie had to investigate it, if only to make sure it got shut down.

      She fished a twenty out of her jacket pocket and handed it over. Homer made it disappear like a professional magician. “I get another twenty when the cops bust these guys, right?” he said, licking his perpetually dry lips. On any other man it would have been a mildly repulsive gesture. On Homer, it was just sad.

      “Another twenty, yeah.” If the story checked out, it would be worth it. According to Homer, at least two individuals had been luring women off the streets and sequestering them in a cabin northeast of the city, most likely in the foothills of the Sandia Mountains. One woman who had managed to escape told Homer that they were force-fed drugs until they stopped resisting, then loaded into Winnebagos and driven out to various truck stops along the intersection of I-25 and I-40 where they were expected to service the truckers who pulled in for overnight breaks. If they didn’t, they were beaten and threatened with death. Laurie didn’t bother asking why the woman hadn’t gone to the police. The situation for street people in Albuquerque was slowly improving, but they still tended to give the cops a wide berth.

      Rubbing her nose to deflect some of the smell, she studied Homer. His outerwear consisted of a battered old North Face insulated vest over an equally battered fleece hoodie, jeans, and a pair of ancient gym shoes, and the exposed patches of skin over his ratty beard were pinky-blue with cold. “You keeping warm enough?”

      Homer shrugged. “‘M fine. Used to live in Minnesota. That was cold.”

      Laurie had gone to college in Chicago and could sympathize. She fingered the knitted scarf she’d wrapped around her neck before coming out to meet him. “Would this help?” she said, unwinding it and holding it up. “It’s not too girly, and it’ll keep your face toasty.”

      A grin lit up Homer’s face. “Aw, really? Yeah, sure.” He plucked the scarf from her hands, wrapping it around his nose and mouth before tucking the ends inside his vest. “I like purple,” he said shyly. “Smells nice, too. Thank you, Miz Rivera.”

      She wished there was something more she could do for him. I’ll check with some of the local programs, see if any of them can help. “You’re welcome. You take care of yourself, Homer.”

      “Will do.” With another friendly nod, Homer wandered off to his daily routine of picking up recyclables and panhandling until he had enough cash to score some meth. Rubbing her chilled arms, Laurie headed back into the Sun’s offices. Her first stop was her computer, where she opened a browser window while replaying Homer’s story on her phone’s recorder app. His nasal drawl described how the woman who escaped had managed to peek out the Winnebago’s window, spotting an intersection marked as Munoz and Trainor shortly after leaving the cabin. A few minutes with Google identified those streets in Esposito County, up in the hills near Sandia Crest.

      Esposito was north of Albuquerque proper and east of Sandoval County, and consisted of 12.8 square miles that hosted 489 souls as of the last census. Even better, it was only an hour’s drive from the Sun’s offices. She could go up there now, sniff around, see if there was anything to the story, and get back in time for RuPaul’s Drag Race.

      Her next stop was her boss’s office. Charlie Tentrees was pacing back and forth with a phone glued to his ear when she arrived. He spotted her and muttered, “Hold on” before acknowledging her with a chin jerk. “What?”

      Laurie smothered a smile. Charlie’s cranky attitude was a cover for a heart of gold. “Got a tip about homeless girls being abducted for a prostitution ring. I want to check it out.”

      The older man scowled. “Where?”

      “Esposito County.”

      “Oh, Jesus. Yokel country. Fine, but take someone with you.”

      “I’m not a kid, Charlie.”

      “So don’t argue like one. Take Gavin.”

      That was going to make things more complicated, but she rolled her eyes and nodded. Gavin Leeds was a photographer and former MMA fighter who had changed careers after a bout landed him in a coma for almost a week. Blond, green-eyed, and leanly muscled, he was also an experienced hiker who could hump camera equipment around all day without a complaint, and he had a superb eye for framing a shot. Laurie appreciated his snarky sense of humor, and the fact that he was gay meant that he never hit on her, unlike some of his colleagues.

      Charlie went back to his phone call and Laurie went to hunt down her photographer. An hour later they were in her car heading north on I-25. A check of the county’s census records had yielded all of the residences around Munoz and Trainor within a five mile radius. The bulk of them appeared to be cabins, and one of the owners, a C. Lynch, kept pinging in the back of Laurie’s mind.

      “This is the turnoff,” Gavin said, looking up from his phone.

      “Got it.” Laurie guided her Mazda 3 off the highway and past a services cluster of gas station, fast food joint, and mid-price hotel before getting onto Highway 165. During the summer the road would be lined with the sage green and gold of desert flora and the occasional stand of pines, but in January it just looked cold and bleak.

      After twenty minutes they reached the town of MacComber, the county seat and the closest thing Esposito had to a thriving urban center. She had to admit it was a cute little mountain town, if you liked that sort of thing. A few cars and pickup trucks passed them on the road and all of the drivers waved. Once again, that tingle of a memory danced through Laurie’s mind. Where the hell have I heard about MacComber—

      “Man, this place never changes,” Gavin said, interrupting her thoughts.

      “You’ve been here before?”

      “I come up here to hike during the summer. There’s a ski resort on the other side of the mountain, too. Great scenery up there.”

      “Good to know.” She drove past a single story tan brick building with a star on the door. “That must be the sheriff’s office. Think we should stop in?”

      He shook his head. “Either they don’t know what’s going on, or they do and don’t want people poking around in their back yard. We can let the APD coordinate with them if we find something.”

      Laurie shrugged and kept driving. As they went higher the amount of snow on the ground increased, growing from patches of half-melted slush to a thin but even covering. Just looking at it made her want to shiver.

      The first few addresses were busts; tiny shacks that didn’t look like the big place Homer’s friend had mentioned, and with no place to park. The third place, however, was down a private drive that was wide enough to let an RV pass. From what they could see from the road, the cabin itself was large enough to fit the description.

      Laurie drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. If she was alone, she could shift into her coyote form and nose around unobtrusively. Her skin ached for a moment at the thought of being in fur again. It had been so long…

      “Laur?”

      She realized it was the second time Gavin had said her name. “Sorry. Let’s scout around a bit, see if we can find that RV.”

      They parked the car out of sight of the cabin and ducked into the scrubby brush that paralleled the rutted drive. About ten feet back from the road a stand of pines gave them some cover for studying the cabin. The building itself looked run-down but definitely occupied, judging from the bluish glow of a TV set in one window and the six humans Laurie could smell, two of them male. The four females had significant levels of opioids in their systems, which probably explained why they hadn’t ganged up on their captors and tried to escape.

      An RV was parked at the very end of the drive, one of the smaller makes that looked like an extended van with a hump over the roof of the cab. It had clearly seen better days. An inch of snow covered the hood, suggesting that it hadn’t moved since early that morning.

      Gavin lifted his camera, slipping off the cap and getting a couple of shots of the cabin and RV. “I’m gonna slide around, see if I can get a clear shot of the license plate.”

      “Okay.” The cold dampness seeping through her half-boots was starting to make her toes ache a bit, but she didn’t want to leave in case Gavin could grab a shot of either one of the girls or their captors. She eased closer to the RV, sniffing. The scents from the cabin were overlaying the ones from the RV, but she could still catch the salty tang of human semen. Someone had definitely been knocking and set the vehicle to rocking within the last twenty-four hours.

      If Gavin could get good pics of the RV’s plates, the next step would be to track it to one of the truck stops and get evidence of the girls soliciting truck drivers. At that point they could get the APD involved—

      There was a dull booming noise in back of the cabin. Too late, Laurie identified it as a door slamming when two men with rifles appeared. Neither of them looked particularly healthy and their scents revealed a combination of recreational drugs, anger, and a dash of fear.

      “Whoever’s out there, you better show yourselves!” one of the men yelled.

      Laurie grimaced. Either they had surveillance around the cabin or her car had been spotted. She eased deeper into the pines, adrenaline making her muscles sting. If she had been alone like she’d planned, she could run. Now, of course, she couldn’t leave without Gavin.

      Who picked that moment to pop up and make a break for the trees, to her horror. The first man spotted him and raised his rifle, aiming.

      Laurie screamed, “Gavin, duck!”

      He did, and the rifle bullet wheeted over his head and off to her right. He crashed into the cover of the pines. “Go call the cops,” he panted. “I’ll draw them off.”

      Before she could stop him he headed deeper into the woods. One of the assholes followed him, but the other glared at the tree line, trying to spot her. Laurie started back towards the road, cursing to herself as she struggled through the brush. Ice-coated branches whipped at her, and she had to hold a hand up to keep from being blinded as she plunged through the trees.

      Gavin, you macho chingado, all you had to do was run with me, goddamnit—

      She hit ice under the loose snow and her feet skidded out from under her, sending her off the trail and out of the brush. The ground dropped away and she choked back a scream as she started rolling down a snowy hillside.

      Her tumble was broken by a shallow, half-frozen creek. The shocking pain from landing in the frigid water drove the air from her lungs. Wheezing, she struggled to her feet and shuddered as the cold air hit her now-drenched clothing, the chill stabbing into her skin like a million tiny knives.

      Her coyote whined and snarled, ready to shift and go after the man chasing her. Ignoring the urge, she staggered along the creek bed towards a stand of cottonwoods that bordered the tiny waterway. When she reached the cover of the trees, she looked back. No one followed her. Apparently Asshole #2 had joined the hunt for Gavin.

      Cops, need to call the cops. It took a few tries to coordinate her shaking hand into her jacket pocket and pull out a now-dripping cell phone. To make matters worse, the face had cracked during her downhill roll, letting water into the phone’s innards. Praying, she stabbed her thumb on the power button. The phone stayed dead.

      “Shit.” Shivering, she stared back along the path of the creek, trying to judge how difficult it would be to climb back up the side of the rise. There was a decided lack of trees she could grab and use as handholds, and the dun-colored rocks poking up through the skim of snow suggested that she’d been very lucky not to hit one on her way down. Yeah, not happening.

      The road to the cabin had crossed over a creek. Maybe this was the same creek? If she followed it towards the direction of the road, there was a chance she’d run into the main road and could hike back to her car that way. Assuming Asshole #2 isn’t waiting on the damn rise for me to come back.

      The wind was blowing in the wrong direction to pick up the human’s scent. She took in a deep breath anyway, on the off chance that he might had skirted along the ridge of the rise to track her. Her nose couldn’t pick up anything but the normal smells of the high desert in winter, although there was a very faint trace of something yummy. Her stomach growled, reminding her that she’d skipped lunch to come out here.

      I can’t stay here. If I smell Asshole #2, I’ll duck. Or shift. Or something.

      Gritting her teeth, she picked her way back along the creek, splitting her attention between the rise to her right and the broken, icy scree lining the creek. The treacherous footing caused her to slip a handful of times, stumbling into the shallow stream. Her half-boots were now waterlogged, and the sensation in her feet ranged from the deep, stinging ache of freezing flesh to nothing at all.

      Distracted by the pain and the need to keep an eye on both the rise and her footing, she didn’t notice the sky turning pewter until a cold breeze hit her nose with the smell of snow. Her heart sank when she looked up and saw heavy grey clouds rolling in from the west.

      And she still hadn’t reached the road, which meant this creek wasn’t the one they’d driven over. Son of a bitch. Her phone was dead, Gavin was out there somewhere and needed help, she had no idea where she was, she was working on a nice case of frostbite, and bad weather was on the way. She didn’t have a choice. She was going to have to shift—

      “Hey!”

      Trying to spin towards her attacker, Laurie stumbled into the creek again, tripping and landing on her hands and knees in the frigid water. By this time she was so cold it didn’t hurt anymore. She readied herself to shift.

      And gasped when someone scooped her out of the water. “Whoa, honey,” a smooth baritone said. “Take it easy.”

      Something in the command made her muscles go limp. She looked up into a pair of gorgeous storm-grey eyes that were crinkled with good humor. The face around them was on the handsome side of craggy, framed by light brown hair threaded with grey at the temples and a neatly trimmed beard. A brown Stetson 6X hat and sheepskin coat completed the picture of a classic Western outdoorsman.

      She swallowed a hysterical laugh. Dios mio. I’ve just been rescued by the freaking Marlboro Man.

      “Now, what’s a city girl like you doing in a creek like this…” The man trailed off as he stared at her, nostrils flaring.

      She could feel her own nostrils doing the same thing as his scent came to her, causing every cell in her body to light up like a fireworks display. Oh, fuck. This can’t be happening! A primal instinct urged her to bare her throat in submission, but she resisted it. He must have been downwind; it was the only explanation why she hadn’t picked up on it earlier.

      No, she had. The faint yummy smell. It had been him. He wasn’t a human man at all. He was something much worse.

      The arms around her tightened as the humor leached from the male’s eyes, turning them solemn. “You’re in my territory, honey.”

      “I’m s-sorry, I didn’t know,” she said, teeth chattering. It didn’t help that a soup of shifter hormones had just dumped into her bloodstream and were now doing a conga in her brain. “I’m n-not here to r-run or hunt, I s-s-swear.”

      One shaggy eyebrow rose. “I find that hard to believe.”

      She tried to insist that it was the truth but her vision started going dark. The hell? She wasn’t some damsel in distress, dammit, and she wasn’t going to faint—

      And then they were moving. “Christ almighty, you’re soaked,” the male muttered. “What did you do, go swimming?”

      “I f-f-fell—”

      “Yeah, I noticed. Hang on, I’m taking you to my cabin.”

      No! She couldn’t be alone with him, not when her coyote was scrabbling to get loose and ruin everything. But her body had other ideas, huddling closer to her rescuer as it gave in to hypothermia.

      Her last thought was Of all people, I had to get rescued by an Alpha coyote shifter. Fuck my life. And then the world slid away.
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      Caleb Lynch slammed the cabin door closed with his foot, depositing the female in his arms on the couch. Her eyes were still closed, her full lips turning a faint shade of blue, and her heartbeat was worryingly slow. That and the fact that she wasn’t shivering meant she was well into hypothermia.

      At least he knew how to handle that. He stepped to the hallway closet and grabbed a bundle of blankets and the heavy old quilt his grandmother had made. Dumping them next to the sofa, he started stripping the cold, wet clothes off his guest.

      Peeling off the waterlogged cloth revealed sleek limbs, smooth tan skin and some mouthwatering curves that made his palms tingle with the urge to touch. Worse, each new inch of exposed skin let more of her heavenly scent come to his nose. He’d thought he’d made a mistake out near the creek, that it had been some sort of olfactory hallucination, but this close it was impossible to miss. He struggled not to throw his head back and howl.

      No. You have a responsibility, dammit. Get her warm and dry first.

      When she was down to her underwear he opened one of the blankets and covered her with it, then reached under to strip off the damp scraps of nylon and cotton. She moaned in complaint and he bit his lip, trying to come into contact with as little skin as possible. What he did touch, however, was silken.

      He pulled the bra and panties free, tossing them on top of the rest of her clothing, then set to piling more blankets on her, topped with the heavy quilt. She’d get warmer faster if you slid in there with her, part of his brain suggested. Just strip down, crawl in, take her in your arms and—

      He cut that thought off. He had never laid a finger on an unwilling female in his life, and he damn well wasn’t about to start now. Even if she did look like sun and sin in one gorgeous package and smelled like—

      Mine. She smells like mine.

      Gritting his teeth, he sat back on his haunches and considered. Wet clothes removed and dry blankets applied, check. Next was warmth.

      Along with the blankets he’d grabbed a bunch of chemical hand warmer packets. He cracked a few now, shaking them up to get the exothermic reaction going, then tucked them under the blanket by her feet. She shifted, toes stretching towards the heat.

      Her eyes fluttered open, revealing irises the color of a rich sherry. “Wha’ happened?”

      “You tell me, honey.” Caleb resisted an urge to stroke the tangled black silk away from her face. “I found you in Bollan Creek. I’m guessing you fell in?”

      “Creek?” One slender hand emerged from the blankets, pushing her hair back. “Yeah. F-fell down a hill—” She blinked, her gaze sharpening as she took in the blankets covering her. Her hand disappeared under them again, confirming her sartorial status. “Where are my clothes?”

      Well, at least she’s not screaming. Yet, anyway. “They’re right here,” he said, nodded at the pile of wet cloth. “I’m sorry, but you were going into hypothermia. They had to come off.”

      Clutching the blanket to her chest, she peered over the edge of the sofa at the wet fabric. A flush spread across her cheekbones, and the fear scent kicked up a notch. “Who took them off?”

      He sighed. “I did. And to answer your next question, I covered you with a blanket first,” he tapped a drape of the quilt, “and I didn’t take any liberties.”

      Not that he hadn’t wanted to, but she didn’t need to know that. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d appreciate some answers,” he said, letting his tone grow stern. “What are you doing in Big Rock territory without my permission?”

      She bit her lower lip. “I didn’t mean to, I swear. I’m here on business.”

      “What kind of business?”

      “I’m a reporter with the Albuquerque Sun—”

      “You’re a reporter?” His growing lust evaporated. Just what he needed, one of those snoopy bastards poking around Esposito County. Except she’s a shifter, too. What the hell is she doing in a city, anyway?

      “Yeah.” She struggled to sit up straighter, one hand grabbing at the quilt to hold it against her breasts. The gesture reminded him that she was naked under the blankets. “I was up here with my cameraman following a lead when these two assholes started shooting at us. Gavin drew them off, but he’s out there by himself and he’s human. I need to call the cops and get him some help.” She swallowed, obviously bracing herself. “I know I’m trespassing and I’m so sorry about that, I really am. But I need to borrow your cell phone, Alpha. Please.”

      Caleb couldn’t hear any deceit in her tone. He had to admire her loyalty, if not her common sense. “I hate to tell you this, but reception is next to non-existent up here.”

      Her expression turned stricken.

      He took pity on her. “Luckily for you and your camera guy, I upgraded last year.” Fishing in his jacket for the satellite phone that had been a Christmas gift from his department, he pulled it out and hit direct dial, waiting for the two-packs-a-day voice on the other end to pick up. “Hi, Martha. No, I am not calling to find out what’s going on. I’m up at the cabin with a reporter for the Sun who said she lost a cameraman up here.”

      Her eyes narrowed at that. “I didn’t lose him. Two guys with rifles were chasing us—”

      Caleb held up a hand, silencing her. “And we’ve got two gunmen in the mix. Apparently they were up here checking something out, and she said two guys with rifles went after them.” He listened for a moment. “He did? Okay. Could you call him back and tell him to stay put? We’ll swing by as soon as her clothes are dry. Yep, thanks.”

      He hit the End button, slipping the phone back into his jacket pocket. “Your cameraman is okay. Apparently he wound up at my friend Mike’s cabin. We’ll go get them once the storm’s past.”

      She frowned. “What storm?”

      He sighed. “Miss…”

      “Rivera, Laurie Rivera.”

      It suited her. “Miss Rivera, did you bother to check the weather report before you came up here?”

      She flushed again. “I know there was a chance of some snow this afternoon.”

      City folks. “Yeah, well, it got worse in the last few hours. We’ve got a fairly substantial storm fixing to hit us at any moment.” He pointed his chin at the window over the couch, where a few fat white flakes were already beginning to tumble down. “Luckily I’ve got more than enough supplies to ride it out, even with an unexpected guest. Once it clears, which will probably be in the morning, we’ll head over to Mike’s and get your cameraman. In the meantime, I suggest you tell me what exactly you were investigating up here.”

      She glared at him, clutching the blankets closer to her chest. He couldn’t help noticing that said chest was somewhat on the large side, and above it was a heart-shaped face with the most perfect mouth he’d ever seen and huge eyes that snapped with anger. “Look, I know I’m trespassing, and I’m sorry about that. I’ll pay any reasonable fine you want to invoke. But why should I tell you what I was investigating?”

      Caleb wanted to grin. Instead, he grabbed the edge of his coat and pulled it closed, exposing the gold star pinned to the breast. “Maybe because I’m the sheriff of Esposito County?”

      The look on her face was priceless.
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      Laurie rotated her sock-covered feet in front of the fireplace and inhaled the steam from her coffee, which now held a slug of brandy courtesy of a bottle the sheriff had found in the pantry. Even better, he’d also produced a clean t-shirt, boxer shorts, and thermal socks for her to wear. Granted, the shirt’s hem hit her mid-thigh and she had to knot the waistband on the shorts to make them stay up, but at least they were clothing. The last thing she wanted to do was be naked under a blanket in front of a strange Alpha.

      Now she remembered why Esposito County and MacComber had rung a bell. She’d done her research on all the coyote shifter packs in the state before moving to Albuquerque, including the Big Rock pack in Esposito County and its Alpha, who was also the county sheriff. Caleb Lynch had a reputation for being gruff but fair in both positions, and was supposedly incorruptible.

      If he’s so damn incorruptible, how did a prostitution ring get set up near his own cabin?

      She glanced over the rim of her mug at the male sitting opposite her. He was contemplating what she’d just told him, his face thoughtful in the flickering glow from the fire. She did her best to ignore the way it turned his beard gold or the dancing glints it put in his eyes. Okay, fine, he’s gorgeous. He’s also an Alpha, and you’re supposed to stay away from those, remember?

      Her coyote whined softly. There was no way she could give it what it wanted, not now. Not unless she wanted to throw away everything that mattered to her. I swear, I’ll find a safe place to run. Just hang on a little longer, all right?

      “I think I know what happened,” Lynch finally said. “Mamie Hedders’s cabin is up the road a mile or so from here. She died this spring and left everything to her son Alvin, who is, to put it politely, a recidivist. Mostly drugs and various scams, but I’d heard some rumors about him strutting around recently with money. I’m guessing this ring of yours is where he got it from.”

      It made sense to her. “Is he violent?”

      Lynch shrugged. “Not as such. He prefers easy money and a low profile. Frankly, I’m shocked that he had the brains to put together something like this.”

      She remembered Asshole #2. “Maybe someone brought him in on it. He provides a place to stash the girls, they do the actual pickup and transportation.”

      “Yeah, that sounds more like Alvin.” Lynch took a swig from his own mug, shaking his head after swallowing. “It’s a shame. His mom was a tough old bird, but she loved him. Always hoped he’d make something of himself.”

      “Yeah, well, family doesn't always work out the way you think.”

      “That’s true enough.” Grey eyes glinted at her. “Speaking of family, where’s yours? I know most of the coyote shifter clans in New Mexico, and none of them have any Riveras.”

      She stiffened at the sudden topic change, but kept her attention on the mahogany depths of her coffee. “California.”

      Silence. When she risked a glance up, he was studying her. “That’s an awfully big state,” he said evenly. “You want to narrow it down some?”

      “Not really.”

      His chin came up a fraction at that. “You on the run?”

      She opened her mouth, then closed it again. She couldn’t lie to an Alpha, but she didn’t want to tell him about what had happened in LA, either. “It’s complicated.”

      His mouth twitched at that. “Miss Rivera, you’re clearly of legal age and are self-sufficient. I was going to add of sound mind, but I have my doubts about that considering your choice of footwear.”

      So much for Sheriff Nice Guy. “So?” she snapped.

      “So, if you have a problem with your pack, you don't have to worry that I’m going to get in contact with them.” His voice was still maddeningly mild. “I have enough on my hands riding herd on my own people. I’m just curious about where you’re from.”

      She rubbed her fingertips across the smooth glassine surface of the mug, considering. All he had to do was interdict her and she’d tell him. And it wasn’t as if it could make the situation any worse. “Los Angeles.”

      He nodded. “City girl. Explains the boots.”

      You cannot give an Alpha the finger, no matter how much he deserves it. “I have decent winter boots at home,” she said, trying to keep the snarl out of her tone. “If I’d known I was going to be hiking down a half-frozen creek bed, trust me, I would’ve worn them.”

      The corner of his mouth curled up. “In other words, stop poking you about it. All right.” He settled back, the strong fingers of his free hand splayed across the armrest. “So what’s a nice California girl like you doing in a state like New Mexico?”

      Some days she wondered that herself. “The Sun had an opening for a staff reporter. Finding paid work as a journalist is getting harder these days, so I took it.”

      “Makes sense. Must be different from LA, though.”

      “That’s an understatement. I don’t know how you people live without In-N-Out.”

      His brow furrowed. “What’s that?”

      “Uh, just the best burger chain in the world.” Her stomach gave a slight rumble at the thought. “Their Double-Double Animal style is to die for. I have to drive to freaking Arizona for a fix, but it’s worth it.”

      Lynch grunted. “They must be tasty if you’re willing to drive to Arizona for them. I guess you don’t get back home too often.”

      The question behind the statement hung in the air. Damn it, Rivera, first rule of journalism—never let your guard down around the Law. “Not really,” she muttered.

      Those grey eyes focused on her now. “Pack trouble?”

      “You might say that.”

      His attention sharpened. “What kind?”

      Damn it damn it damn it. She wished she could just get up, shift, and run away. “I was betrothed to our Alpha’s son when we were both kids,” she said stiffly. “But we weren’t mates. When I got older I realized Ricky was a complete dickhead and changed my mind, but both Alphonso and my father insisted I go through with the mating. So I left.” Ran was more accurate, but she didn’t want to go into detail about that. “Alphonso banished me from LA after that. Then he decided to let all the coyote Alphas in California know that I was a rogue. Apparently some of them,” she grimaced at the memories, “were really looking forward to getting their hands on a packless female.”

      Lynch put his coffee cup down with a hard click, anger lighting his eyes. “I bet I could name them, too. I’m sorry you had to go through that, Miss Rivera, I truly am. Some Alphas need to have a sense of responsibility beaten into them with the business end of a shotgun.”

      She had expected condemnation, or at least disapproval. Support came as a welcome surprise. “It could’ve been worse. One of them could’ve caught me and claimed me.”

      “That’s true.” He shook his head. “At least now I know why you’re so jumpy. I was starting to think it was my aftershave.”

      Laurie swallowed. The attempt at humor was kindly meant, but she knew damn well he wasn’t wearing aftershave. He didn’t need to; his own scent was a mouthwatering combination of salt, leather, cedar, and healthy male that went straight up her nose and—much as she hated to admit it—down between her legs, causing things to ache pleasantly there.

      She shouldered the thought aside. It was time to offer an olive branch. “I’m sorry if I’ve been rude. It’s just that I know I’m intruding on your territory—totally by accident, but still—and I don’t know you, and…” She trailed off, not wanting to think about the fear that had blazed through her mind after she’d woken up naked.

      Lynch waved it off. “I can imagine what you must’ve thought. Rest assured that Esposito County is firmly in the twenty-first century, not the thirteenth, and I don’t practice droit du seigneur with unmated females in my territory.”

      She pressed her lips together, trying not to smile.

      “What?”

      “Sorry. I just didn’t expect you to say droit du seigneur.”

      “Much like a certain fictional colleague in Wyoming, I managed to get a fairly decent education in spite of myself.” He straightened in his chair. “But you can relax. In fact, if it’ll make you feel better, I give you my word both as Alpha of the Big Rock pack and sheriff of Esposito County that I won’t claim you.”

      Laurie didn’t know why the reassuring words made her flinch the tiniest bit. The last thing she wanted right now was to be unbreakably joined to some Anglo sheriff who lived in the New Mexico hinterlands, right?

      Even if he did look mouthwateringly hot and smelled like sex on a stick. “I appreciate your courtesy, Sheriff Lynch.”

      “Call me Caleb.” He got up, grabbing his coffee cup. “If you really want to show your appreciation, you could help me get dinner ready.”

      “Okay.” She got to her feet, sucking in a quick breath at the burning ache that flared from toe to heel.

      He grimaced. “Damn, I’m sorry. I forgot about your feet.”

      “It’s okay. I can sit at the table and cut things up.” Wincing, she moved to follow him into the kitchen.

      And gasped as he swept her up in a bridal carry, her arms automatically going around his neck. “What are you doing?” she yelped.

      “Don’t get the wrong idea. I just don’t want you stubbing your toe and suing me for police brutality.”

      She spluttered at that, but couldn’t come up with a good reply. This close, the heat from his body was impossible to ignore, as were the firm muscles in his chest and arms. More alarmingly, she could smell a growing scent of desire wafting from him, something warm and intensely masculine that made the deep muscles between her thighs ache. She shivered as her coyote whimpered in frustrated need. No. We are not going there, understand?

      Caleb carried her into a small but tidy kitchen, depositing her at an antique oak table. “So, first off, I need about a cup of onion cut up,” he said, grabbing a paper-skinned yellow onion, a chopping board, and a worn but very sharp knife and laying them in front of her. Two russet potatoes and a bunch of emerald green kale joined the onion. “After that, you can do the potatoes and the kale.”

      “Um, okay.” Her heart was still pounding from the unexpected physical proximity and the effect his scent had on her. “How do you want the onion cut up?”

      “Chopped, please, fairly fine.”

      She nodded shakily and picked up the knife, forcing her attention to the task at hand. The memory of his touch lingered, distracting her. He had been close enough to kiss. And to her growing dismay, she’d wanted to do just that.

      He’s an Alpha. You know what they’re like. You want to spend the rest of your life having pups every year and obeying his every command?

      Clenching her jaws, she bent her head as she sliced the onion, letting her bangs swing forward like a curtain and blocking the view of Caleb Lynch working at the kitchen counter. Her coyote could just forget about what it was trying to tell her. She didn’t care how good he smelled or how sexy he was, she wasn’t getting involved with an Alpha, and that was freaking that.
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      Caleb stood at the stove, browning Italian sausage in olive oil and breaking up the meat with the edge of a wooden spoon. Behind him, he could hear a regular crunching noise as Laurie cut up the vegetables he’d need for the soup.

      God, Anna, where did you find her?

      He didn’t expect a response, although he wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d gotten one. His mate Anna had been gone for five years, but she had been a force of nature during her time on Earth. If anyone could figure out how to contact him through the veil, it would be her.

      Caleb still dreamed of her regularly, dreams that were bittersweet in their recollection of the bond they’d shared. Sometimes the two of them were in coyote form, ranging around the foothills together like they used to do when Anna was still alive. Other times she was in human form, walking and talking with him. He wasn't sure which he liked better. Hunting with Anna had been one of the great pleasures of his life, but talking with her was easier when they were both human. And Lord, he’d loved the sound of her voice, soft and sweet with a husky tone that unfailingly made him want to take her to bed and make wild crazy love to her until they were both spent.

      He’d dreamed of her the night before. She was standing in their kitchen at the MacComber house, sipping from her ever-present cup of coffee as her dark eyes sparkled at him. I found someone for you, Cal. It took some doing, but you’re going to love her.

      He remembered shaking his head. The idea of loving anyone else but her made him want to howl in grief. I don’t want anyone but you.

      I know, but this pining for me isn’t doing you any good. You shouldn't be alone.

      The pain in his heart was a physical thing, sharp-edged and aching. You’re gone, angel. You were my heart’s mate. We don’t get two of those in a lifetime.

      One caramel-colored brow arched. That’s what you think, sheriff.

      And now he was trapped in his own cabin with the proof. Laurie Rivera was beautiful, there was no doubt about it. But it wouldn’t have mattered if she was as plain as the side of a barn. Somehow, he had no idea how, Anna had worked a miracle. From the moment he’d scooped Laurie out of the creek and got his first whiff of her sweet, spicy scent, he’d known the prickly little Latina female with the scrappy attitude and curves for days was his new heart’s mate.

      And he’d just given his word as Alpha that he wouldn’t claim her. I guess Fate needs a good laugh as much as anyone.

      He shook his head at the irony. “Onion ready?” he asked over his shoulder.

      “Yeah. This okay?”

      He turned and eyed the heap of translucent bits Laurie had produced. His gaze was drawn upward to the firm curves filling out his old New Mexico Law Enforcement Academy t-shirt. Even with the heat from the fireplace and the stove the air was a little chilly, and her nipples stood out like pebbles against the heather grey of the fabric. “Perfect,” he mumbled.

      After a beat, she lifted the cutting board, breaking his line of sight. “So, do you want them?” she asked, her tone somewhere between annoyed and amused.

      Caleb shook his head once. Nice, Lynch. Very subtle. “Yep. Sorry.”

      The sausage went into a waiting bowl, and the onions joined crushed garlic and red pepper flakes in the leftover grease to sauté. A delicious smell rose from the caramelizing ingredients, but it still wasn’t enough to block Laurie’s own alluring scent, like tangerine and honey mixed with sweet, clean female flesh. Something about it set both his heart and his groin on fire, and he could sense his own chemistry rising to the challenge.

      Not to mention other things below his belt. Down, boy. You gave your word.

      “You know your way around a chopping board,” he said, trying to distract himself.

      “My dad owns a chain of restaurants. I used to work in the kitchens when I was in high school.”

      He made a noncommittal noise. The best way to get someone to talk was to give them a silence and wait until they felt obligated to fill it.

      On cue, she continued. “I think that’s why Papa wanted me to mate Ricky. Our Alpha was an assemblyman, so getting me mated to his son meant that Papa would have pull downtown for restaurant permits and stuff like that.”

      Caleb stirred the browning bits of garlic and onion. He knew that rural packs could be downright medieval when it came to uniting families, but finding out that it also went on in a big city like Los Angeles was unexpected. I guess the more things change, the more they stay the same. “I take it that nobody asked your opinion about this?”

      She snorted. “I was eight years old when they betrothed us. All I cared about then was My Little Pony. When I turned eighteen, I was supposed to marry Ricky, become his social hostess, and start producing pups as soon as possible. At least, that was the plan.”

      He tapped the spoon against the side of the pot, dislodging bits of garlic and onion. “What changed your mind?”

      “One of my high school English teachers talked me into writing for my high school paper. I totally fell in love with it. After that, I decided I wanted to be a journalist.”
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      The old bitterness washed over Laurie. She had tried to explain her dreams to her parents for years, pleading for them to give her just a little leeway. They refused every time. All they saw was a chance to unite their family with Alphonso Ramirez’s powerful clan. What she wanted never even came up for consideration. “Mama and Papa hated it when I talked about journalism. They refused to read any of my articles, even the one I got an award for.” She jabbed the tip of the knife into a waiting potato. “They didn’t even want me to go to college. Said I’d be too busy raising babies.”

      The sheriff made a commiserating noise. “So what happened?”

      “By junior year I realized they’d never change their minds, so I busted my ass to get straight A’s, saved all the money I could, and a teacher helped me apply to colleges with good journalism programs. I got accepted by a couple of them, but the best one was Northwestern. The morning I turned eighteen I shoved everything I could into a suitcase, headed for the nearest Greyhound stop, and took a bus to Chicago.”

      Still focused on his cooking, Caleb nodded. “Smart move. And the fact that the Midwestern packs don’t get along much with the West Coast packs was an added bonus, I bet.”

      He obviously knew his shifter politics. “Exactly,” she agreed. “Papa found me after a month or so, but by that point I was of legal age and paying my own way so he couldn’t haul me back to LA as a minor. And I’d cut a deal with the local pack Alpha to make sure his daughter passed her English courses, so Papa didn't have any leverage there, either.”

      She could still see her father standing in the parking lot of her dorm where he’d cornered her, demanding that she leave with him. After she’d threatened to call the campus cops, he’d gone very still, dark eyes cold as obsidian. “You would do that to me? Call in the human jura on your own father?”

      “If I have to,” she said, fists clenched at her sides. “I don’t want to, but I am not going back to LA with you, and I’m never going to mate Ricky Ramirez.”

      Papa’s chin went up. “Have it your way. By the power vested in me by our Alpha, I abjure you, Lauren Rivera. You are no longer my daughter or a member of the Winter River pack.”

      The sensation of the pack connection being cut was the most painful thing she’d ever experienced. She’d dropped to her knees, arms wrapped around her midsection and keening in psychic agony as her father stalked off towards his rental car. That was the last time she’d seen him or any other member of her former pack.

      She blinked away tears raised by the memory. “When Papa came home without me, Ramirez made sure every pack in California knew what I’d done. Some of the Alphas … well, they had plans for me from what I’d heard. So I haven’t been home in ten years.” The loneliness she’d been carrying for the last decade pressed down on her like a physical weight. It was still better than a forced mating to Ricky Ramirez, but that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt.

      Caleb picked that moment to turn and face her. His grim expression gentled when he spotted the extra shine in her eyes. “I know nothing I can say is going to make up for the pain you went through,” he said quietly, “but your father and Alpha were wrong and you did nothing to deserve being abjured like that, especially at eighteen. Did the Chicago pack take care of you, at least?”

      “While I was in school, yeah.” The members of the Long Lake pack had been kind but distant during her time at Northwestern, aware of her status as a rogue. The pack leader had agreed that her disobedience was understandable, but for a shifter to go against his or her Alpha was one of the deepest taboos of their kind and hard to reconcile. It had made her college years lonely ones. “But it was never home, you know? So I didn’t stay after graduation. I spent three years bouncing around various places until I got the offer at the Sun.”

      Caleb pursed his lips. She couldn’t help but notice that they were just the right side of firm. “So whose pack do you belong to now?”

      Careful. “No one’s,” she admitted, fiddling with the knife. “I heard through the grapevine that the local packs were looking for fertile females.” She’d almost turned down the offer at the Sun because of that. “I didn’t want to run into the same problem I had with the West Coast Alphas. So I’ve been staying away from all of the Albuquerque packs.”

      He frowned at that. “You’ve been running by yourself? Honey, that’s dangerous, especially in the city.”

      “I know.” She hadn’t allowed herself to shift for the last three years since she’d moved to Albuquerque. Her coyote clawed and yipped at her every month, begging for release, and it was getting harder and harder to cling to her human form. “But I don’t have a choice. In order to run, I’d need permission from a local Alpha to do it in his or her territory. And if they knew I was here, they’d want me to mate with one of their available males. And I don’t want to do that.” She stared at the cutting board, the need to shift and run through the surrounding woods throbbing like a physical pain inside her. “Papa said I was being selfish, refusing a mate and not adding children to my pack. But I worked too hard for my career to give it up now.”

      Caleb muttered something under his breath. “Your father … well, never mind. You’re welcome to run and hunt with my pack, if you like.”

      Her head jerked up at that. The thought of shifting, of letting fur flow over her body, of running swiftly through the forest after prey with the world a billowing panorama of scents around her was dizzying, she wanted it so badly.

      And all you have to do is give up your freedom. Her throat tightened. “Look, I appreciate the fact that you got me out of the creek, and that you made sure Gavin is all right—”

      “But you don’t want to mate with any of my available males.” Caleb gave a dismissive wave of the spoon. “So don’t.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yup. For one thing, most of them already have mates, and the ones who don’t are too young for you. The two who are unmated, well, they’re my problem, not yours.” He cleared his throat, and a faint flush crossed his cheekbones. “That’s not to say they won’t try courting you. You’re smart and strong, plus you’re beautiful. But if you don’t like the smell of them, just tell them no. I won’t hold it against you.”

      A sudden image of what she wanted held against her blazed through her mind, and she felt her own cheeks heat. His rich, heady scent rolled over her again, teasing her senses and reminding her what it was like to be a shifter. It also told her very clearly that he was alone. “What about you?”

      He didn’t stiffen, but the shuttered look on his face told her she’d said the wrong thing. “What about me?”

      “I don’t smell a mate on you.”

      He turned back to his soup pot. “That’s because she died five years ago.”

      Laurie winced. “I’m sorry.”

      He let out a long breath. “I always wondered why people say that when what they really mean is, ‘You have my sympathies.’ It’s not like you were responsible for her death.”

      She knew he didn’t mean the words to sting, but they did. While shifters were immune to all human diseases, they could still die from violence or accident. But there was no way she could ask what had happened to the late Mrs. Lynch now.

      “I don’t know why people say that either,” she said cautiously. “If I offended you, I apologize. I didn’t mean to bring up a painful subject.”

      He still didn’t turn around. “That’s all right. You didn’t know.” He grabbed a waiting container of chicken broth and dumped it into the pot. “I’m going to need those potatoes next. Quarter them, cut the quarters lengthwise, then slice them about a quarter inch thick.”

      Chastened, she went back to work. The uncomfortable silence was finally dispelled when he asked what she thought about Albuquerque’s lack of major league sports teams. She was grateful for the deliberate shift in topic, and a discussion of the Albuquerque Isotopes quickly led into favorite TV shows and the recent spate of bad weather. While they talked Caleb added the last of the ingredients to the soup and let it simmer. When he finally dished it into deep turquoise pasta bowls the finished product turned out to be thick, richly spiced, and exactly what she needed to dispel the lingering chill from the creek.

      A second bowl and a glass of hard cider (“Sorry, I’m not much of a wine guy,” Caleb had explained) had her pleasantly sleepy by the time they finished eating. “You, sir, are one good cook,” she said, licking the last creamy drops of soup from her spoon before depositing it in the bowl. “And I speak from experience.”

      Caleb scraped up the dregs from his own bowl. “Thanks. My schedule didn't always coincide with Anna’s so we used to trade off on making dinner, especially when she got busy with her own work.”

      “Your mate worked?”

      “Mm-hm. Graphic artist. Damned good one, too.” He nodded at a framed picture on a wall. “That’s one of hers.”

      Laurie turned and studied a framed New Mexico tourism poster that captured the clean, stylized lines of advertising from the fifties. “Wow. That’s gorgeous.”

      “Yup. So was she.” He looked at the poster as if he could see the artist who had created it. “It was a car accident. We had a snowstorm followed by a Chinook and another snow storm, so everything was slick as snot. The plows did their best, but the roads were still pretty bad. I was on duty so I didn’t know she’d gone to the store until I got the call. A dually pulling a full load of winter hay hit a patch of ice and slid through a stop sign. It hit the driver’s side of her car. The ME said she died instantly.”

      Laurie’s heart ached at the grief in his eyes. “I can’t imagine what that must have been like. And you’re right—saying, ‘I’m sorry’ doesn’t help at all.”

      Caleb tilted his glass, rolling it gently around its base. “I know people mean well when they say it. It’s just when you’ve heard it over and over, you kinda want to scream when it gets trotted out again.” He glanced at the poster. “I wish you two could have met. Anna would have liked you.”

      “Thank you.” Laurie felt humble in the face of such a painful loss. “She sounds like an amazing female.”

      “She was. It’s been difficult, living without her.” One long finger tapped the side of his glass. “I’m not sure how my staff’s put up with me for the last few years. That’s why I’m up here this weekend. They insisted that I take some time off and get out of their hair.”

      “And then you had to rescue me. Now that, I am sorry for.”

      “Don’t be. This is … I guess I’d call it nice.” A faint smile curved his mouth. “I’m more than a little tired of being treated like a fragile glass ornament. You snapping at me was the first time someone’s done that since Anna died.”

      “I didn’t snap at you.” She thought back and winced. “Okay, maybe I snapped at you a little bit.”

      “Just a little.” Caleb’s smile grew. “That’s okay. You were worried about your friend. Loyalty like that is a good thing, even if it means yelling at your Alpha.”

      Your Alpha. Laurie was astounded by the flash of longing those two words evoked. To belong to a pack again would be wonderful. To belong to a pack led by this male, with his slow, sweet smile, quicksilver eyes, and the sharp mind behind them?

      His smile disappeared at her silence. “Sorry. I’m getting ahead of myself, aren’t I?”

      “No, that’s okay. I mean, you offered to let me run with your pack. Maybe I’ll fit in with them. It would be a bit of a hike coming up from Albuquerque for runs, but I could do that.”

      The sheriff’s smile didn’t return, but his posture eased. “I think you could, too.”
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      Long practice and years of working as a lawman helped Caleb keep himself under control as he sat across the table from Laurie, trying not to think of her naked and under him as he sank into the welcoming heat of her body.

      He’d have to thank Martha and his deputies for banishing him to the cabin for the weekend. He knew he’d been spending too much time at the MacComber jail, sleeping in his office or prowling around the cells. But he didn’t want to return to his empty house and the memories it held of Anna. At least Longmire had a dog in the books to keep him company.

      He didn’t have a pet or a sexy, snarky deputy to distract him. Well, no, he did have the sexy, snarky deputy, but she was an eagle shifter and they had no sexual chemistry together whatsoever. Which left a life of dry duty to the people of Esposito County and his pack that stretched on into the foreseeable future.

      Until this afternoon, when he’d found a shivering, disoriented reporter standing in the creek and caught her scent.

      My heart’s mate. And I promised I wouldn’t claim you.

      Once again, he got the sense that Fate was giggling at him. As well as being gorgeous, Laurie was smart, kind, and sympathetic, plus she had a toughness he admired and a snarky sense of humor that meshed well with his own. And there was the tenuous but increasing sense of her soul touching his, making him feel complete for the first time since he’d lost Anna. He wanted to track down that shitbird of a former Alpha and kick his ass from the San Andreas to the Pacific for turning an eighteen-year-old girl into prey.

      And at the same time he wanted to scoop her up, carry her up the stairs to his bed in the cabin’s loft, and spend sweaty hours loving her and making her his own. The thought of stripping off her t-shirt and those ridiculous knotted boxers and exposing all that soft, tan skin made his dick pulse with need. He dragged his thoughts away, trying to conjure up images of road kill to drive his straining erection down before he had to get up and clear the table. I am a blooded Alpha, a sworn officer of the law, and I am not going to break my oath or come in my shorts like a teenager, dammit.

      She sipped her hard cider, smooth throat working with the action, and a sudden, blazing image of her lush mouth wrapped around his cock overwhelmed him. Nope, not helping.

      But it wasn’t just sex, even though that was his driving force at the moment. He wanted to learn everything about her; her favorite color, her politics, what movies she liked, what made her laugh, what made her cry. And yes, what made her come. Unexpected as she was, he knew about Laurie Rivera now and wanted—no, needed—her in his life. And in his heart of hearts he suspected she needed him just as much. Not just for the sex, but to ease the loneliness she’d endured and help her find the home, the pack, and the life she deserved.

      Hell, you’re halfway in love with her already, aren’t you?

      He wanted to shake his head, but it was true. The same thing had happened with Anna—he’d caught her scent in the morning at a statewide pack gathering, and by that night they were madly in love and he’d claimed her under the stars—so it was hardly a surprise. He had no idea if Laurie’s presence in his cabin was a gift from Anna or pure chance, but now that she was here he couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing her again.

      Which made things, if not simple, then clear. He had to court Laurie and convince her to become his mate—willingly. The trick was figuring out how to make that happen before he lost his damn mind from wanting her.

      A soft, feminine chuckle sounded in his mind. You’re a coyote, honey. Do what coyotes do best.

      In other words, be sneaky. He could do that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’d better get all this cleaned up.” Caleb got to his feet and Laurie couldn’t stop herself from glancing at the fly on his jeans as it cleared the tabletop. As well as being tall, muscular, and handsome, her host also had one very nice package.

      A fleeting image of him naked and hard forced her to smother a whimper. Goddamn it, Rivera, what is wrong with you? Keep it in your pants, already.

      She cleared her throat. “Can I help you wash the dishes?”

      He already had both of their bowls, depositing everything in the sink before adding hot water and some detergent. “Nope. Just sit there and chat with me, or stretch out on the couch if you’re tired.”

      He does dishes. Be still my feminist heart.

      She propped her chin on her hands, grateful for the chance to study him unobserved. The rear view was just as fine as the front one; broad, nicely shaped shoulders that sloped down to a trim waist, and jeans that were just tight enough to show off a truly gorgeous ass.

      He was nothing like the other Alphas she’d encountered. Yes, there was that quiet but unassailable air of command that surrounded him like an aura, but somehow it didn’t make her want to run screaming. What would it be like to have someone like Caleb as her Alpha? One she could respect and follow with a willing heart, who would let—no, encourage—her to pursue her dreams?

      He leaned over to grab a scrubber and his denim shirt tightened across his back, showing off the long, lean muscles flexing there. She had to swallow another hungry noise. Screw dreams—what would it be like to go to bed with him? She wasn’t a virgin by a long shot, but she never wanted to risk a shifter male trying to claim her in the middle of sex so she’d only slept with human men. While they were nice, they couldn’t satisfy both herself and her coyote, no matter how hard they tried.

      Whereas Caleb was a shifter who would understand the primal needs of her coyote. She instinctively knew that he’d be amazing in bed, alternating between fucking her into the mattress the way she craved and loving her tenderly for hours at a time.

      But he promised that he wouldn’t touch her. Ironically, that made it far too easy to imagine being naked with him, that sinfully gorgeous body on top of hers, moving deep inside her as he stared down at her with those icy eyes. Raising her hips to meet each stroke, clawing at his back as he dragged her over the precipice into pleasure before sinking his fangs into her shoulder and claiming her—

      He stiffened as if he could hear her thoughts. And then she smelled it, that rich, heady aroma of an Alpha’s desire. She’d smelled it before from Ricky, even from
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