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AUGUST 1982

The El Lobo Apache Nation 

The night air was sweltering hot as the biker sped down the dark, desolate road in Jagged Rock, New Mexico. The moon was nearly full and hanging low as it illuminated the powerful male that controlled the large motorcycle so effortlessly. His long, black hair flowed away from his body while the bike quickly ate up the miles. He wasn't afraid of the danger of riding without a helmet. It wasn't even a consideration. 

He surveyed the area behind the dark lenses he wore, his firm, well-defined lips tightening into a grimace. His eyesight was perfect, even in the darkest of nights, and they didn't fail him now. Despite his absence, Jagged Rock was the same as it had always been. The road itself was flat and surrounded by dry, dusty dirt, broken up only by the sagebrush that dotted the landscape. It was a harsh land, designed by nature to challenge those who lived on its surface. The tribe had learned to adapt to it, but they'd never conquered it. Nobody could. 

The mesa was off in the distance, standing tall and mysterious in the glow from the moonlight. It had always been a source of superstition, from the time his tribe had settled there, hundreds of years before. His mouth twisted cynically. He couldn't imagine anything scarier than a population of people that shifted into werewolves every full moon. 

Already the moon was affecting him, its light calling to the beast that lived inside of him. His body felt even more powerful than it generally did, the clothing he wore making his skin itch. He fought the urge to rip off his clothes and shift. Waiting one more night wouldn't kill him. Werewolves could turn anytime, but during a full moon, they absolutely had to. 

The area was perfect for the New Mexico pack, at least, it had been. Times were changing, though. More humans were filtering in, and the wolves had to be careful. Remaining hidden was the only way to ensure their peace and survival. Even during the full moon they were cautious, although at night most humans would believe them to be just a pack of wild wolves. 

Humans were the reason he was even back at the reservation. Alonzo, a fellow pack member and chief of their tribe, had sent a desperate message along their channels to return home. The tribe was seeing an influx of humans around the community, and the wolves were uneasy. Trouble was brewing, and they needed to eliminate it as soon as possible.

He'd just spent several hours with Alonzo, discussing ways to keep the pack safe. The braves were already keeping watch and asking questions, attempting to discover what the humans were after. In the end, it was decided to warn the pack and post sentries the following night. The rowdy wolves weren't going to enjoy staying around their homes during the full moon, but it couldn't be helped. Hopefully, the humans would leave fast. 

Although he'd been gone for a year, he still had a home here in Jagged Rock. It was a log cabin he'd built himself, many years before. The cabin was perfect for a bachelor, and it was completely set off by itself. Marrok was definitely the loner of the pack, and he enjoyed his privacy. His nearest neighbor was a mile away, which suited him just fine. 

Worldly possessions didn't matter much to him, but his freedom did. He could come and go as he pleased, with nothing more than the backpack underneath his seat. It was a simple existence for a simple man.

His lips curled up ruefully. Over the years there had been a lot of speculation about his finances among the hopefuls in the pack, or so he'd heard. The hopefuls were the unmated, female wolves living in Jagged Rock. It wasn't that he couldn't afford something much more prestigious. He was over two hundred years old and rich beyond belief. Prestige meant more commitments, though, and a whole lot of obligations he didn't want. 

He looked wistfully to the north, his hands gripping the handlebars tightly. There was nothing he'd like more than to ride straight out of the reservation, leaving it far behind. When he'd gotten the call he'd been in California, traveling with a group of bikers he met in a small-town bar. All of them had been human, but it hadn't mattered. Marrok was a free spirit, used to living footloose and fancy-free. He would have traveled with them for a while, enjoying the parties and the women, until something else appealed to him. 

There was one hard and fast rule he always stuck to, though. When the moon called, he listened. He made sure to keep to himself during that time, always steering clear of humanity until it phased out. Nobody really noticed or cared about his disappearances. The bikers were used to others joining and leaving their groups as they pleased. 

Lost in his thoughts, it took his mind a moment to process the change in the air. He slowed down the bike, inhaling deeply to analyze it. His supernatural sense of smell picked up an odd and elusive scent in the wind, mixed in with the acrid smell of smoke and alcohol. The scents didn't go together, one of them pleasant while the others were repugnant. His eyes flickered with interest as he pulled off onto the shoulder of the road. 

The night was silent when he cut the bike off. Marrok carefully scanned the horizon while opening his senses wide. Over the noise of the crickets, he faintly heard the sounds of motorcycles, loud rock music, and laughter. His dark eyes zoned in on the area it was coming from. In the distance, a large bonfire illuminated the darkness, far enough away it wouldn't have been visible to the average human. 

He was anything but average, though.

A group of bikers were having a late night party at Jagged Rock Lake. It wasn't anyone from the area. He would know their scents if they were. The majority of the tribe were werewolves, and a wolf could easily recognize one of their own. Trouble was oozing from their pores, the stench reaching him even from a distance. This group was up to no good, and the last thing their pack needed was more trouble.

The wind blew through his hair, bringing in more of the captivating scent. He inhaled deeply, his body humming with excitement. It was a combination of jasmine and musk, purely female. It was delicious, unlike anything he'd ever smelled before. His eyes glowed red behind his dark lenses. Who was this mysterious female affecting him so deeply?

The answer slammed into him, his body stiffening in a mixture of shock and overwhelming lust. His massive hands tightened on the handlebars, nearly crushing them with his strength. It was undeniable. The wolf inside of him had lived for this very moment, and there was no force on earth strong enough to keep him away. Nothing existed or mattered beyond the burning need pulsating through his body. He had scented his mate, and he was determined to claim her.

* * * * *
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TAYLOR SAT QUIETLY with her back against the base of the tree, hoping that the loud group of bikers would forget she was ever even there. She was quite a distance away, the light of the bonfire just barely hitting the treeline. A mosquito bit her on the shoulder and she smacked it, praying there weren't any more insects preying on her body. 

She was hot, miserable, and afraid, wishing she'd never let Nicole talk her into coming. After all, what business did a twenty-five year old, virginal accountant have with this raucous group? They had brought them to the deserted area to party, or so they said. 

One of the drunken bikers stood up and walked in front of the bonfire. Unzipping his jeans, he relieved himself on the fire while yelling and gyrating his hips wildly. The others encouraged him on. Taylor turned her face away, repulsed. Yeah, some party it was turning out to be for her. 

Nicole was her best friend and had been for years. She'd nagged Taylor to get out and live a little, which resulted in her going out to a bar with her friend. It hadn't taken long for trouble to find them. Nicole had taken a liking to one of the bikers, and it had ended up with them being here. Not wanting to hurt her friend's feelings, and more than a little worried Nicole had bitten off more than she could chew, she'd agreed to come with her. 

She sighed. If only they hadn't drank those beers, one of them would have been able to drive Nicole's car. As it was, they'd rode out with the bikers, and she was stuck. Hindsight was always 20/20. The men had quickly built a bonfire and broke out the liquor. They were all sitting around the fire now, listening to music and getting louder and crazier by the minute. At least, from what she could see. Her glasses were back in Nicole's car, left behind before they'd walked into the bar, in an attempt to ditch the nerd girl look she generally had. 

Taylor waved her hand in the air around her, attempting to shoo off the mosquitoes. She was dressed skimpier than she'd ever been before in a sleeveless top that ended right below her breasts, a stretchy skirt that ended halfway down her thighs, and some boots that nearly touched her kneecaps. Riding on the back of a motorcycle had been terrifying enough, the outfit had only made it a hundred times worse.

Nicole had disappeared in the woods with the biker she'd met, despite Taylor's pleas to do otherwise. Over the last few years they had grown apart, maybe more than she had realized if her friend was so comfortable going off in the woods with strange men. They were polar opposites, and it had never been more clear than it was that night. While Taylor had finished school and gotten her degree in accounting, Nicole had taken a job as a waitress. 

There were times Taylor almost envied Nicole's freespirited ways. While she was working two jobs and going to school full-time, Nicole had been out dating and having fun. Once Taylor left college and gotten a job as an accountant, the pressures and responsibilities really hadn't changed. Her mom and dad needed the money that she made, which meant she had to work forty-plus hours each week. 

Now, she had a one bedroom apartment, while the majority of her money went to her parents. She loved and respected them, but sometimes she wondered why they wouldn't work. Ever since her dad had been laid off, seven years before, the financial burden had fallen on her shoulders. Instead of working, they drank. She didn't know where they got the money for their alcohol, but it was all she could do to keep a roof over their heads. 

Even though it was a Friday night, she felt overwhelmingly weary. Weekends weren't anything special for her. Her boss knew she wanted as many hours as possible, although he didn't know what for. They had a new client that needed a lot of work done on their books, so she was due in at the office early the next morning. She grimaced. Hopefully they would leave soon, and if she were really lucky, she'd even manage to get a few hours of sleep. 

A tall, bulky man got up from a log and belched before laughing loudly. He had long, bushy hair with a bandana tied around his forehead. His full beard was graying, as was the hair hanging down his neck. Taylor assumed he was the leader of this particular biker group, but she didn't care enough to find out.

He slapped his large pot belly with both hands, staring at the flames. His t-shirt had seen better days, leaving a gap between the bottom of his stomach and the waist of his jeans. Although he was wearing a vest, when he lifted his arms to stretch Taylor could see the large sweat stains darkening the material in the light from the fire. Her stomach churned.

Grabbing the glass bottle of whiskey from the man next to him, he took a long swig of it before bellowing, “Now where's that other woman that rode out with us? Rex, you seen her? I'm in the mood for a little fun.” He grabbed his crotch area suggestively as her body tensed in fear. 

The man she rode in with laughed. “You mean the plump one? I thought you liked them long and lean?” The other men snickered. 

He shrugged his broad shoulders before replying. “Hell, man, after a little liquor who gives a shit? You know what they say. It's all pink in the middle, right? Big Reb here is looking for some release, and she's got the right parts to give it.” 

Taylor quietly crawled behind the tree, preparing to run if he came after her. She was stuck between a rock and a hard place, miles away from anyone that could help. And what about Nicole? She gnawed at her lip nervously.

Another man spoke up loudly, his voice easily heard above the music playing from the radio behind them. “When you're done, I might want to take a ride on that myself, Reb.” The woman leaning up against him drunkenly didn't react. “Janet won't mind, will you?” She didn't respond. 

Taylor had heard enough. There was a steady drone in the distance, but she was too panicked to think about it. She went down on all fours, and started crawling away. The ground was rocky, biting into the tender flesh of her kneecaps. It was slow going. It didn't take long for the others to see her. 

“There she is right there,” Reb said belligerently, handing the bottle to one of his lackeys sitting on the log. 

She looked back over her shoulder as she quickly stood up.  Her body was frozen in fear, her mind panicked. If it weren't for Nicole, she'd already be gone. A long walk in an isolated area sounded like paradise compared to this. 

Reb was marching in her direction, his expression angry. “Get over here, bitch. It's time to have a little fun.” Despite the heavy amount of hard liquor he'd consumed, his body was steady. His feet quickly ate up the distance between them until he was towering over her. 

He grabbed her arm and yanked her to him, locking her body to his with his massive hand. His fingers dug into the plump and tender flesh, and she knew she'd be bruised in the morning. The action alone angered her, turning her fear to rage at his audacity. “Let go of me, now,” she demanded, her voice firm and decisive. “I didn't come out here to find a quick roll in the hay, and I don't intend on having one with you.”

He laughed, revealing missing teeth and black cavities. “Let's see how you feel after a few swigs of that bottle over there.”

She yanked on her arm, but he refused to release it. The drone got louder, penetrating the haze of horror in her mind. Something was moving in fast. Dread consumed her. Was it more of his group coming in? 

He turned at the noise as the headlight from the motorcycle cut across the darkness of the night. “Look at that ride,” one of the bikers murmured appreciatively as the motorcycle quickly swerved to a stop. Kicking the stand down, a powerfully built male climbed off of it.

Immediately, he started towards them. His shoulders were broad, his long legs quickly eating up the distance between them. “Release her,” he growled, stepping into the light. When he did, Taylor couldn't do anything but stare. 

Her unlikely rescuer was simply the most gorgeous man she'd ever laid eyes on. He was extremely tall, towering over the biker still gripping her arm. His body was sturdy underneath the black leather he was wearing, his hips lean and his thighs broad and strong. Taylor felt the heat of his gaze upon her before moving on. 

Everyone was silent at the sight of the newcomer. He had an air of danger about him, a don't-fuck-with-me attitude that even the inebriated bikers could sense. She immediately felt safe, knowing somewhere deep within that this man would make everything all right. Everyone, everything, but him dimmed from her thoughts. 

His tanned skin had a gentle sheen in the light from the fire, his long, coal-black hair framing his masculine face. He appeared otherworldly, as beautiful as a fallen angel, and Taylor knew he was her only chance at survival. His eyes were hidden beneath a pair of black sunglasses, his chin strong and firmly defined. Without conscious thought she stepped toward him, only to be stopped by the brutal hand on her arm. Reb quickly yanked her back into her reality, refusing to relinquish her. 

Taking advantage of Reb’s focus on the other man, she kicked him as hard as she could in his shin. He roared in rage and pain. His grip slackened briefly, long enough for her to yank her arm away from him. Quickly, she ran behind the newcomer, hoping and praying she wouldn't get him hurt. “Please, help me,” she said, her voice raspy from fear of what would happen next. “My friend Nicole is here somewhere, but I don't know where she is.”

He didn't turn around. In a deep, lethal voice, he asked, “Did she go willingly?”

“Yes,” she replied, although she hated to, knowing that Nicole would be left behind.

“Then there is nothing we can do.” Taylor swallowed hard in sadness, waiting for him to ask if she were here willingly. He never did. 

The breeze at the lake picked up, causing the tips of his long, silky, black hair to blow back against her invitingly. He smelled good, his cologne woodsy and masculine. She burrowed up closer to his back, uncaring what he thought. His body felt solid, safe, right. He represented the only security and safety she could find in this area, and she was determined to stick close to him.

“We are leaving,” he announced authoritatively, his stance relaxed despite the danger. “If anyone has a problem with this, come over here now, and I'll take care of it for you. Otherwise, back the fuck off.”

The bikers at the bonfire glanced uneasily at each other. They weren't strangers to trouble, but they knew this man represented something that could be deadly for them. He was too large and too confident, unafraid of the size of their gang or the men themselves. “Take her, man. We don't want her,” one of them responded, cautiously. “We aren't looking for any trouble, just a good time before we hit the road again.”

“Speak for yourself,” Reb roared, his face flushed. “She came out here knowing damn good and well what we'd be expecting. She owes us, and I plan on collecting.” He turned to Marrok, giving him a calculating look with his beady eyes. “I'll tell you what. How about you go over there and have a drink with the others while I take that one out in the bushes for a little while. I'll make it fast. When we come back, she's more than welcome to leave with you.”

Faster than the eye could see, the stranger moved. His large fist connected with the other man's face, a scream of pain tearing through dark night. She gasped as he stepped back to her. Reb was lying ten feet away, knocked out cold and lying on the hard ground.

“Holy shit,” one of the bikers gasped drunkenly from his perch on the log. He held the bottle back to his lips, swallowing deeply before holding the bottle back up to look at it. “This must be some damn good liquor. I thought I just saw big Reb flying, but we all know there's no way that could ever happen.”

“Shut up,” another hissed, holding his hands up in surrender when the man in leather focused on him. “Please, just take her. We don't want her, just don't hurt us, man.”

“Oh, I plan on it,” he assured them coolly. “I can assure you I would have anyhow. Make sure the other woman doesn't come to harm. If she does, I'll know it, and I'll be back to finish what I started.” 

The bikers shrank back as a whole, convinced he meant every word. “Sure, whatever you say.”

With one last, long, lingering look at the cowering bikers, he turned to her. Taylor stared up at him, too shocked by the events of the night to say anything. “Hop on,” he told her briskly, his tone revealing nothing. “I'll be right behind you.”

She ran to the bike. He held it in place while she got on carefully, before sliding on in front of her. His lean hips teased the flesh in between her thighs, surprisingly erotic despite the danger. Heat pooled in the center of her body, the muscles in her stomach fluttering in response. Underneath her panties, her body grew wet and slick. It was an unfamiliar feeling. She blushed uncomfortably as he looked back at her over his shoulder. 

“Wrap your arms around my waist and hold on tight.” Thankfully, he didn't seem to notice her wayward reaction to him. He waited until she nodded in agreement before he fired up the motorcycle and took off with a roar. 

She watched the bikers as they left, worried they would retaliate. None of them moved, although they might have had Reb regained consciousness. He remained laid out on the ground, unmoving. Nicole was nowhere to be seen. Anxiety shot through her body as she worried for her friend, causing her arms to tighten around his waist without realizing it. 

The motorcycle bounced across the holes in the dirt road, but he was able to avoid the worst of them with his expert handling. It was only accessible by bike or foot. A car would have bottomed out nearly immediately. Could help even reach Nicole in time?  As if he could read her very mind, he said loudly, “Don't worry for your friend. I know the local sheriff. When we get to a phone I'll call and have someone come out.”

She nodded, although she knew he wouldn't be able to see her. “What's your name?” She asked, laying the side of her cheek against his back. 

“Marrok Walker. What about you?”

“Taylor Moore. Thank you for what you did back there. It was very brave of you. I-I can only imagine what would have happened if you hadn't shown up.”

So could he, judging by the way his body tensed up underneath her arms. 

“What were you doing out there with them to begin with?” he asked, a hard edge to his voice.

She quickly explained. He was silent for a moment before she felt a rumble pass through his body. “You can be damned sure that won't ever be happening again,” he replied, his voice thick with anger. 

Before she could ask him what he meant, he hit the main road. Swerving onto the paved surface, he turned the throttle wide open. Conversation was useless. Blonde hair intertwined with black as it streamed out behind them, the motorcycle carrying them away into the dark night.

* * * * *
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PULLING UP IN FRONT of his cabin, he lowered the kick stand and slid off. Although he looked calm, inside he was a hotbed of emotions ranging from anger to elation. His body still burned at the danger she'd been in, but he fought to push it aside. His mate had arrived, and she was more than he could have ever hoped for. He helped her off, his eyes starved as they slid over her.

Tall for a female, he guessed her to be somewhere around 5'11. Where his skin was dark and tanned from his Native American heritage, hers was extremely pale and luminous. Her hair was long, pale-blonde, and gently curled all the way down to her waist. And her body.... he swallowed back the lust-filled groan as he inhaled deeply for control over his wayward body. One day, he would take her bent over his motorcycle, making sweet, gentle love underneath the glow of the moon, but now wasn't the time.

Taylor stared at the area around her, turning to look at his cabin. Her shoulders, hips, and thighs were wide and proportionate, her waist narrowing in above a softly-rounded stomach. Her breasts were high and firm underneath the shortened tank top. The material hugged her rounded globes and then ended, revealing a large expanse of tantalizing skin. 

Marrok knew many women of size would be too embarrassed to wear an outfit such as this one, but he couldn't understand why. He was extremely aroused by the sight of her bountiful body, and vowed right then and there to buy several more outfits like these for her to wear. Only when they were alone, of course. He growled at the thought of another man getting a glimpse of so much of her luscious flesh.

She turned back to him with a puzzled expression on her heart-shaped face. “Are you feeling all right?”

“Yes,” he replied gruffly, turning away from her. He was fighting for control, the presence of his mate flipping the switch for the mating heat their kind experienced. If he kissed her now, there would be no stopping. Marrok could sense she wasn't ready for that. 

He wanted his mate relaxed and her mind clear when he took her, but even more, he wanted her to desire him as much as he did her. “Let's get inside so I can make that call. You probably want a shower, too. I've got some clothes you can use until yours are washed and dried.” He grinned ruefully before adding, “They won't fit you right, but men's clothing is all I have here.”

She nodded, her blue eyes wide. “Thank you. I appreciate that.” 

He led her into the house and into the bathroom. It had a high-ceiling, the walls made with natural wood. The room was large and peaceful, a woodsy aroma filling the air. She inhaled deeply in pleasure. “Let me get those clothes for you. The towels are there in the cabinet. While you're showering, I'll call over to the sheriff so he can get someone out there as soon as possible. We'll go from there, okay?” 

“Okay,” she replied softly, moving to the cabinet to pick out a towel. Delivering the clothes, he quickly departed with a smile that turned into a groan as he got out of hearing range. The temptation of her flesh was too much to take, especially knowing she would soon be naked. Walking into the living room, he picked up the phone and dialed Sheriff Brown's home number. While waiting, he pulled off his sunglasses and laid them down on the small table. 

The sheriff was a pack mate, but nobody outside of the wolves knew this. It wasn't uncommon. Wolves generally held positions of authority in neighboring towns. It was for pack protection. Should a wolf be spotted or problems arise, they were the first to know. Knowledge really was power, especially when it came to supernatural matters concerning large groups of people. 

He answered, the sounds of a ball game loud in the background. Marrok filled him in on the events of the night, advising him of the woman left behind. The television was quickly turned off. After Marrok gave him directions, Sheriff Brown promised to let him know something as soon as possible. He hung up, relieved the matter was settled. Now he could focus on his mate. 

The shower stopped, the sound easily heard with his sensitive hearing. Walking into his kitchen, he grimaced at the pitiful contents of his refrigerator. Luckily he'd stopped at the store upon his arrival back in town, but he hadn't planned on entertaining. Making up a tray he carried it back to the living room and waited for his mate to make her entrance. 

He didn't wait long. She walked into the room with her hair freshly washed, her blue eyes uncertain. His t-shirt and sweatpants dwarfed her, despite her voluptuous size. Taylor was gorgeous without even trying to be. 

She glanced around the room appreciatively, but got right to the point. “What did the he say?” 

He beckoned for her to come in, and she sat down on the couch next to him. “I thought you might be hungry or thirsty,” he told her. “I'll fill you in while you eat.” 

“Okay,” she replied, biting into a sandwich. Her lips were plump and a rosy pink, and he watched her intently for several seconds, surprised to realize he was slightly jealous of the sandwich. He rolled his eyes at the thought. 

“Sheriff Brown will call back as soon as he knows something,” he finally managed to get out. 

She cleared her throat. “I hate to put you out, but would you mind if I remained here until we know something? I rode to the bar with Nicole, and I don't have a way home until we find her.”

“That will be fine.” In all seriousness, he doubted the other woman would be capable of driving when Sheriff Brown found her. Not with the sheer amounts of liquor they'd been passing around. He wondered if he could convince Taylor to spend the night. Now that he'd found her, he never wanted to let her out of his sight again. 

Wolves were unlike humans in many ways, and so were their courtships. They didn't need long engagements or monotonous time lines. Once they met their mate, they knew it. Matings went far beyond the average human's understanding. 

Taylor kept watching him when she thought he wasn't looking, and he couldn't help but preen. He could see the interest in her eyes and smell the stirrings of heat within her body. She wanted her wolf man, and she wanted him badly. It was a good thing he was ready, willing, and able to satisfy her luscious body. Something told him she was going to be hell in bed, and he couldn't wait to see it for himself. 

Marrok considered himself a ladies men. He wasn't conceited, but he knew how women responded to him. It was time to turn the charm on his mate. For the next half-hour, he focused all his attention on her. She was captivating. 

Carefully, he drew her out of her shell. Before long, she was responding to him as if they were old friends. It was what he wanted. They would be spending many years together as mates, and he wanted them to be joyful, happy years. That could only come if they were best friends as well as lovers.

His dark eyes met hers. They locked and held as intense heat and emotion passed between them. Although she didn't understand it, he did. It was the supernatural bond that had chosen them as mates. Their bond would only grow stronger as their feelings for one another grew deeper. It was fate, and one could never win a battle against it. 

He brought his fingers to her cheeks and drew the backs of them down against her soft skin. “You're a beauty, Taylor,” he told her softly, his face descending to hers. “If you only knew how long I've waited for someone like you to walk into my life.”

She gasped, her lips parting slowly. He closed his eyes, knowing they would soon flare red. In wolf form they were always red, but the only time they changed in human form was in lust or extreme emotion. It was not unusual for the Native American wolves to do this, though. He feared how his mate would take him being werewolf, not to mention, his glowing red eyes. 

Passion exploded between them at the first press of his lips upon hers. The heat was so strong and overwhelming, Marrok lost his head. He laid her back on the couch, his mouth moving everywhere. “I want to taste every inch of your delectable body.”

Taylor's musk and need was powerful and strong, an aphrodisiac that urged him to bring her the ultimate in satisfaction. Somewhere within the back of his mind he heard an annoyance, but lust pushed it from his thoughts. Nothing mattered but quenching the flames that were burning them both up alive.

“Marrok,” she gasped wide-eyed in pleasure as his long fingers teased her hardened nipples. “The phone is ringing. It might be important.” 

He pulled away from her, remaining on his knees for several seconds with his eyes closed. His breathing sounded loud and harsh to his ears, as his body fought for control. Stopping only minutes from claiming Taylor was tearing him up. 

Finally, Marrok felt like he could stand. He got up quickly, putting his back to her as he answered the phone. He needed time to let his ardor, and his eyes, calm down. “Hello,” he barked into the phone.

“Marrok, it's Sheriff Brown. I've got some bad news.”

“I'm listening.”

He exhaled deeply. “We went out to the lake, which took us awhile with the way the roads are. There's no other way to say this. It's a bloodbath out there. Someone slit the throat of fifteen bikers and two women, and I mean it was brutal. Pretty soon, the town is going to be flooded with the police, FBI, and everything in between. I can confirm, though, that neither woman is Nicole. We checked their ID's.”

“Shit,” Marrok exclaimed. “Who in the hell would have done it? I didn't notice anyone else out in the area.” 

“Beats the hell out of me,” the Sheriff responded. “Someone else was here, though, and it was definitely more than one. I can scent several men, and it's not the bikers.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Keep the girl with you safe. This town doesn't need another murder. I'll want to talk to her later, and see what she knows. I'll call you when I get the chance.”

Marrok eyes had returned back to their natural color. Turning, he faced Taylor. “You don't have to worry about that. I'll guard her with my life, and I mean my very life.”

Sheriff Brown easily read between the lines. “Ah-ha, it's like that, huh?” He chuckled wearily. “It's nice to see one good thing has come out of the events of this night. I'll leave your mate in your good hands. Congratulations.”

They quickly hung up. Taylor watched him, her face drawn in anxiety. “What's happened?”

“After we left, someone attacked the biker gang at the lake. They are all dead.”

Her face blanched, but she asked steadily, “What about Nicole?” 

“She wasn't found among the remains, but the Sheriff isn't certain where she's at.”

Taylor's eyes filled with tears. “That means she might have escaped. I shouldn't have left her.”

“No,” he responded, his voice firm. “If you wouldn't have left, you would have been in the same situation.” He didn't bother mentioning there was no way in hell he would have left her behind. “Besides, it was her choice. She chose to go off with that man, and leave you behind to fend for yourself against a group of woman-hungry, drunk men. You will not blame yourself.” He was still furious with the unknown Nicole, for putting his mate in danger.

She looked down, crying silently. It broke his heart to see her in such pain. He scooped her up in his arms, and carried her to his bedroom. “I'm taking you to bed, and I don't mean in it in the way you're thinking. You've had a long, horrible night, and you need rest. Sheriff Brown will want to talk with you sometime soon, but he doesn't know when that will be yet.”

“Will you stay with me?” She asked, her voice shaky. It was obvious that any thoughts of leaving had long since fled from her mind, and it pleased him that she wanted him near. 

“You better believe it.”

Gently he laid her down, before stepping back to take off his shirt. He left his pants on, but he pulled his hair back in a low ponytail. Climbing in, he pulled her close. 

They talked for quite awhile, first about the events of the night before he gently led her into more general conversation. Taylor eventually fell into a troubled rest. He held her the entire night, unable to sleep from the joy of finding his mate, and the horror of realizing how close he'd come to losing it all without even knowing it. His mind raced as he thought about what he'd learned. He didn't know who was behind the murders, but his mate was in danger until it was solved. 

Any chance of her returning to her old life had disappeared the moment he answered the phone. He hoped Taylor would see reason. Her life was too valuable to him to ever risk. Come hell or high water, here she would remain. 

For the first time in his entire life, his soul was at peace. It overrode everything. Nothing in his life could have ever compared to finding her, and he couldn't wait to start their lives together. His free-spirited lifestyle had ended the moment he scented her, and he couldn't have cared less. Nothing mattered but Taylor. 

Two hours before dawn he fell asleep, anticipating the future. It wasn't to be, though. When the morning sun kissed the skyline he awoke, to a nightmare that would never end. 

His mate had disappeared, without a trace.
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Chapter 1
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PRESENT DAY

Wolf Town, Missouri

Marrok jerked awake at the first sound of feet at his doorstep, his body instantly tense and wary of possible danger. He'd been dreaming of the night he met Taylor, but that wasn't unusual. There hadn't been a night in the last thirty-odd years he hadn't. 

He blinked, pushing the lingering memories away. His supernatural senses were carefully honed, his body the ultimate fighting machine. In one quiet movement, he was out of the bed and carefully inching his way to his door. 

His unexpected visitor knocked briskly before saying, “Marrok, it's Connor. Open up.”

Marrok stopped, his body immediately relaxing as he rolled his eyes. Connor was a fellow guardian and a major pain in his ass. “This better be good, Connor. In case you haven't heard, most people are actually sleeping at three in the morning.”

“I know that,” Connor hissed in response. His voice was urgent, his tone revealing his anxiety. “This is a matter of importance. Now open the damn door.”

It was unusual for the other wolf to actually be serious, so Marrok quickly complied. Connor was dressed for detail in a black t-shirt, pants, and black boots. He held the door open as the other man walked into the room. Although he was mostly healed from the attack on Wolf Town the month before, he still walked with a slight limp when he was tired. Marrok hoped it wouldn't always be so for his friend and comrade.  

Connor turned and gave his boxer shorts a pointed stare, his expression mocking. Marrok narrowed his eyes at him in a glare as he shut the door. “What do you expect a man to be wearing in the middle of the night?” he finally asked in a growl, crossing his arms as he waited for Connor to get to the point. “You're damn lucky I was even wearing this.”

A mischievous grin flashed across Connor's smooth features. “You mean the staid and oh-so-proper Marrok actually sleeps naked? I would have taken you for the type of man to even screw in his long-johns.” 

Marrok snarled, pulling his lips back to reveal pearl-white teeth. Connor lived to aggravate those around him, and he did a mighty fine job of it. “You know, Connor, it's a miracle some wolf hasn't tore your ass up already,” he finally bit out. “It's just a matter of time.”

Connor sighed, looking bored as he quickly buffed his fingernails on his shirt. “Many have tried. Once I hand them their ass back on a platter, though, they generally leave me alone.”

Marrok sat down on the edge of his bed, raking his long, black hair back from his face. He was tired and lonely, and he desperately wanted to escape back to his dream world with his mate, at least for another two hours. “Get to the damn point, Connor. I'm not in the mood for your shit at this time of night.”

He missed the sad look Connor had on his face as he looked down at him. It was common knowledge throughout the pack that Marrok had lost his mate. None of them knew the details, though, and none of them would ever be rude enough to ask. Not even Connor, the most outspoken werewolf at Wolf Town.

Marrok had transferred into the Missouri pack fifteen years before. He was well known and respected as a wolf devoted to his role as guardian. He didn't talk much, didn't make trouble, and was honest and reliable. Marrok didn't expect pity and didn't want it. Secretly, the pack commiserated with him. Most of them wouldn't have been able to survive a tragedy like that, and they didn't see how he had. It spoke of his strength more than anything else ever could.

“Marrok, I don't know any other way to say this so I'm just going to say it. About an hour ago, two wolves stumbled into волк города―Wolf Town. They were only moments away from death, and the doctor isn't sure they will last the night. All we could get out of them is that they're from New Mexico, and they were being held in some type of secret research facility.”

Marrok tensed again. Slowly, he raised his head to meet Connor's eyes. His features were frozen in shock, but his eyes were hard and alert. There was more, of that he was certain. “And?”

Connor blanched, before groaning. He hated to be the one to break the news to Marrok, but there was nobody else to do it. Turning, he walked to the only window in the room and looked out at the inky darkness. “They said there was a female human in the research facility, and she was known only by the name of Taylor. It was due to her they were able to escape, and she asked only one thing of them in return. To come here and tell us, specifically you, of her existence. Marrok, your mate is alive.”

* * * * *
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MARROK WALKED BRISKLY to headquarters, the wolf inside of him wild at the thought of his mate possibly alive and caged up. It was unimaginable. He couldn't make sense of any of it, and he couldn't allow himself to hold hopes that it was true. He wouldn't survive the loss of his mate again, even if the hope was founded upon the mistake of two beaten werewolves. 

His legs quickly burnt up the distance between his room at the barracks on the edge of Wolf Town, and the building that was office to the Guardians. His thoughts were locked in the past. After he'd woken up alone that morning, so many years before, he'd damn near gone mad. Immediately, he'd turned to wolf and attempted to track her, determined to find her and bring her back. 

He failed. It was as if his mate had disappeared into thin air. There were no explanations. It hadn't taken long to find out where she lived. For a
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