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      Can the mated humans and wolf shifters of Sapphire Ranch navigate their lives and new love through a world of hunters, danger, and betrayal?

      

      What happens when a rogue wolf, unwelcome anywhere, unwanted by shifters or humans, stumbles into danger and meets his fated mate?

      

      Owen is a rogue wolf shifter, cast out from his pack for standing up to his alpha, and left with a scar down his face. He is lost and adrift in a world that no longer welcomes him, either as a shifter or human. When he stumbles into Sapphire Ranch, he never expects his past to catch up with him.

      Zeke is dealing with an assignment like no other. Protecting wolf shifters from his own kind, humans. Then a scrawny, angry wolf becomes another shifter to protect, and life gets another layer of complicated. Especially when Owen talks attitude in Zeke’s head.

      When Sapphire Ranch is targeted by the vicious hunters, Zeke and Owen have more than a new relationship to handle. Will they survive long enough for Owen to realize he’s no longer alone, he has a new pack, and that Zeke will always be by his side?
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      This series has been a long time republishing. I’m not quite sure why. So many other stories got in the way. I’ve added about ten thousand words to the original story and I haven’t updated it from the time period it was written.

      
        
        Triggers

      

      

      In this book, you may find some of the attitudes towards LGBT (as then) people, adults and kids, in the series extremely out of date. At least, I have hope we live in a different world now.

      The language is strong and again, I haven’t updated it.
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      Six years ago

      Eighteen-year-old Owen Pope stood naked and defiant in the center of a circle of wolves restlessly snapping and snarling at him. He held his head up high, refusing to show any sign of weakness before his alpha and the rest of the pack.

      The alpha wolf, the only other human in the circle, stood in front of him, flanked by his betas. “You’re a troublemaker, wolf. You’re bad for the pack.”

      The noise from the surrounding wolves grew louder but Owen refused to look at them, angry that they’d forced him into the circle. His “crime” had been to question the alpha’s decisions, to suggest ways of improving pack life. The hierarchy of Wild Creek pack didn’t tolerate dissension from the lower ranks.

      “You have one last chance, Owen, to remain Pack and Family.”

      Ignoring his wolf’s disapproval Owen snarled at his alpha. “Are you gonna listen to me?”

      “You’re a gamma. Weak and low in the pack. Little better than Callum. Yet you think you know better than your alpha and betas?”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Owen saw one of the smaller wolves slink away and grew even angrier that, once again, the alpha had hurt the omega of the pack, his own son.

      “Just because you’re stronger than me doesn’t mean you should ignore me. You think Cal is weak? Have you ever asked him what he thinks? He’s stronger and more intelligent than you give him credit for.”

      “Cal knows his place,” the alpha snapped.

      Knowing he was sealing his own fate, Owen looked his alpha in the eye. “One day someone will challenge you and you’ll lose.”

      The wolves fell silent, just the odd uneasy whine slipping out. No one would support him, even if they agreed with him. Wolves didn’t challenge their leaders unless they wanted to take over the pack, and Owen wasn’t strong enough to do that. He wasn’t an alpha or a beta wolf. He was a gamma, and considered no match for the stronger wolves.

      The alpha shook his head. “You’re no longer part of my pack, Owen Pope. You’re banished. If you make it to the edge of the pack land before my betas attack, you’re free to go.”

      “You would kill me?” Owen stared at the alpha as the terms of his banishment sank in.

      “You’re not part of my pack, therefore you’re an intruder. We kill all intruders.” Without warning, the alpha lashed out at Owen’s cheek.

      Blood dripping from his wound, Owen didn’t hesitate, knowing he’d be given no second chance. The alpha was ruthless and his eldest sons, even worse. He shifted and barged through two of the weaker wolves to escape the circle. They scattered, giving him space to run.

      The alpha and betas allowed Owen to reach the beginning of the forest before they started the chase. It was a deliberate show of strength, toying with him. They had no doubt their best hunters would kill him and there would be no mercy. Owen hesitated for a split second and headed for the river. It was his best chance. He was a strong swimmer as wolf and human. He plunged into the densely wooded forest, his lungs burning as he tried to put some distance between him and the hunting wolves. Their howling grew louder; there were many strong shifters, several who were faster runners than he was. He was a mile away from the river but the chances of reaching it were slim.

      “Owen! Owen! Over here.”

      Owen swung around to see Cal, now shifted to his human form, standing by an old Chevy, its engine still running. He was fifteen years old, skinny and awkward, only just showing the signs of the man he would become. Owen reluctantly shifted, knowing it was wasting valuable seconds. “Jesus Cal, get away before they see you.”

      “Take the truck. Leave it when you’ve made your escape. There are clothes and some money on the back seat. I gave you what I had. Sorry it isn’t more.”

      Owen couldn’t waste time thinking about it. He leapt into the truck and looked at the boy. “Thanks, Cal, appreciate it.”

      Cal nodded and disappeared into the undergrowth. Owen gunned the engine and drove as fast as he could on the rough terrain. There was enough gas for him to get clear of the pack lands. The wolves wouldn’t chase him beyond there. He glanced over his shoulder. A heap of clothes were scattered on the seat, most of them not his. Cal must have just grabbed the laundry pile.

      In the rearview mirror he could see a small group of wolves standing in the middle of the track, none of them bothering to chase him. Owen breathed a sigh of relief, then caught sight of himself in the mirror. A huge jagged wound blazed angrily, bisecting one cheek, blood still dripping down his neck. The injury should have healed as soon as he shifted. Owen sent a query to his wolf, but it was silent; the only sense he received was of icy condemnation.
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      Present Day

      Friday

      Owen slunk low to the ground, trying to stay downwind of an old coyote. The acrid smell of his prey teased his nostrils in the cold night air. He hadn’t eaten in days and he’d be lucky if the coyote didn’t hear his belly rumbling.

      He was a lone shifter, not part of a wolf pack since he’d been banished from his family’s pack six years before. Over the years Owen had found intermittent work as a day laborer on ranches, if he was lucky, but usually the ranchers took one look at the long scar on his cheek and decided he was trouble. Owen was as alienated in the human world as he was as a wolf.

      The scar was a constant reminder of his status. He was a wolf shifter, and, because of their healing powers, shifters didn’t scar unless their animal form allowed it. The jagged scar made by claws from his eye down to his mouth was a constant reminder that his wolf had judged him and left him imperfect.

      Now he was in Texas, at the end of his strength and he didn’t have a penny to his name. The scent of the sheep on the nearby ranch made his mouth water but hunting as a wolf posed its own dangers. This was ranching country and ranchers didn’t take kindly to predators taking their stock. He desperately needed food and sleep before he traveled much farther, because he hadn’t slept much as he’d traveled across Oklahoma looking for work. He’d made a decision to hunt before seeking shelter at a deserted ranch he’d found a few miles back.

      Owen knew he wasn’t in mortal danger from a bullet if he was shot, but, if word got around that a wolf was in the area, there’d be more trigger-happy cowboys willing to face him down the barrel of a rifle. It would take him longer to heal from a bullet wound because he was weak. He needed to hunt quickly and find somewhere to sleep.

      The coyote lifted his head. Owen waited for it to run, but, ignoring whatever had spooked it, the animal relaxed, its senses dulled by age. Without other wolves by his side, Owen’s only chance of a successful hunt was to take the coyote by surprise. The scar down the side of his face throbbed, distracting him as he waited for the right time to chase and wound his prey. If he were in his human form he would have rubbed the mark, but now he gave a silent snarl, angry to be reminded that he was scarred, imperfect as a shifter.

      Owen attacked. He was lucky. The coyote tried to run but Owen was too quick. He snapped at the coyote’s flanks, attacking it again and again until it collapsed on the ground and Owen could tear its throat out. He filled his belly for the first time in days, relishing the strength that the fresh meat provided. When his hunger was finally sated and dawn approached, he slunk back to the deserted ranch to sleep through the day. He would need many meals to recover the strength he’d lost. Still in his wolf form, he curled up in a corner of the ranch house and fell asleep, knowing that tomorrow he would either have to kill again or move on to find work.
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        * * *

      

      When Owen awoke in the evening, he was cold and hungry, and the smells coming from the livestock nearby were a constant torment. He needed to feed, then steal some clothes so he could take his place in human society. There were times he thought about giving himself over to his wolf entirely, but as a lone wolf his chances of survival were slim. Despite the issues he’d had with his childhood pack, he missed the companionship of other wolves. He shifted into human form, taking the opportunity to stretch cramped muscles before the cold became too much and he returned to the warmth of his fur. Under the cover of darkness he went hunting, the night scents filling him with anticipation.

      The ranch had been deserted for years, by the state of it, and Owen was able to hunt on its lands enough to fill his belly. He was feeling better already from two days of eating, and he made a decision to stay in the area for a few days to recover his strength, although he’d need clothes if he was to venture into town. Clothes and money. And pancakes. God, he missed pancakes.

      Under the cold full winter moon, he padded through the fields, now devoid of sheep or cows, and contemplated his options, limited though they were. He could smell something ahead, but he couldn’t identify what was teasing his senses. Suddenly he froze, one paw in the air. A tall—no, huge—dark-skinned human, dressed in black jacket and pants, faced him, a high-powered rifle pointing between Owen’s eyes. The human seemed equally still, his eyes locked on Owen. Then he lowered the weapon. Owen managed to recover his senses enough to back away, not taking his eyes off the figure who seemed to be the source of the glorious scent. He had the oddest feeling—like the human didn’t want him to leave.

      Owen turned and fled, his senses on high alert. As he ran into a clearing Owen spotted two wolves ahead of him. They hadn’t seen him yet, too busy playing like young pups. He should warn them about the human with the rifle.

      What the hell are two wolves, two shifters, doing here?

      They noticed him and stood rock still, the three of them at an impasse. Owen made the first move, retreating backwards into the darkness. They could take their chances. He breathed a sigh of relief when they didn’t follow him, but it was short lived as he contemplated the identity of one of the wolves. They weren’t the first wolf shifters he’d met since his banishment, but none of the others had been from his previous pack. He would have to move on now he’d been discovered. What was Cal Pope doing here, so far away from home? Owen had questions. Lots of questions, but he wasn’t sure he was going to like the answers.
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      Owen didn’t attempt to hunt again and when he woke on Saturday morning, he was cold and hungry. By the time the afternoon arrived, Owen was dressed in stolen clothes left out to dry and had a few dollars in his back pocket. The jeans and shirt were damp and uncomfortable, but he could live with that. He found an old pair of working boots in one of the closets at the ranch. Thankfully he’d been able to steal a pair of socks as the boots were too big. No underwear though. He drew the line at wearing another man’s briefs.

      Owen promised himself one thing with the few dollars he had stolen. A pancake breakfast, and plenty of hot coffee before he moved on. He felt bad about stealing from strangers, especially the money, but he was desperate. He took the cash and left the rest of the hapless man’s wallet intact. Owen noted the creased photograph tucked inside the wallet, presumably with the man’s wife and teenage son smiling self-consciously at the camera. The guy didn’t know how lucky he was.

      There was a diner a few miles back. As he couldn’t shift, it took an hour for Owen to walk to the diner, but he didn’t care, the thought of the pancakes keeping him going. As he drew closer, Owen’s wolf shifted restlessly. Owen sent it an inquiring thought but the wolf said nothing. They barely communicated beyond basic needs. His wolf didn’t settle though, which made Owen uneasy.

      The diner was half-full when he pushed open the door. Owen hesitated when he saw the sheriff sitting in a booth by the front door. He wasn’t alone either, but with two guys dressed in plain black clothing. The sheriff was fierce enough, but the other two looked as if they’d kill a man if he breathed wrong.

      “Hey hun, you’re a new face.” A middle-aged woman smiled at him. “I’m Maggie. Welcome to my diner.” To give her credit she didn’t flinch—much—when she caught sight of his scar.

      “Hi, Maggie.”

      Owen smiled at her shyly and she smiled back, leading him to a table at the back of the diner. He followed her, trying not to attract attention from the sheriff and his companions, but his wolf was really unsettled and the skin prickled on the back of his neck. His shifter’s senses were working overtime but he couldn’t work out what they were trying to tell him. Owen sat down, and Maggie promised to come back real soon with his coffee. He tried to sink into the background as he waited for the coffee to arrive. That smell was there again, the one he couldn’t identify.

      Soon he was full of coffee and tucking into a stack of pancakes. If he conserved his money, he could have another breakfast before he moved on. The sheriff hadn’t left, and Owen was acutely conscious of the looks coming his way from the three men. No one else was looking at him, except those scary-as-fuck guys sitting in the way of his only exit. The black guy was huge, broad-shouldered, and his expression was blank as he studied Owen.

      The pancakes sat like a heavy lump in Owen’s stomach as the sheriff walked over and sat opposite him. Owen leaned back and waited for trouble. The sheriff looked to be in his mid-thirties, slightly weathered by the sun but still a handsome guy. He was also a wolf. Fuck!

      “My name’s Sheriff Milo Clarke.”

      “Owen Pope.”

      “I know who you are.”

      Owen frowned. How the hell did the sheriff know his identity? He’d been in the area less than two days.

      Clarke leaned forward. “I know what you are too.”

      That was more understandable. Shifters could always recognize other shifters by their smell.

      “You’re a—”

      “Yes.” Clarke cut him off.

      “I saw you last night.” Now Clarke was close to Owen his wolf scent was clear, although it was tainted with something…. Owen’s lips drew back as he realized. “You’re part human.”

      Clearly displeased with Owen’s reaction, Clarke pressed his lips together. “Why’re you here?”

      “Looking for work.”

      “And you picked here to look?”

      Owen smiled at Maggie while she filled their cups with fresh coffee, then moved away again. “I take work where I can find it.” He waved
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