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      Rachel Kane’s recovering from a broken heart. And she’s broke. She’s flat out broke and homeless since she found her boyfriend in her best friend’s arms in the home that he and Rachel shared. A home he owned, so of course, she’s out on her ear now. She’s got an invitation to take an opportunity that takes her out of state and pays for her living expenses.

      

      Maybe some clouds do have silver linings. She’ll take that offer to go to Nevada and study mustangs.

      

      Luke Everhart’s got one thing on his mind. Being left the hell alone. He’s been exiled from his pack—and that’s just fine—and now makes his home near Iron Flats Mesa on the Virginia Range in Nevada. He gets along great with the mustangs that make their home there, and they’re the only company he needs. In fact, he’s their self-appointed guardian, protecting them from some of the ranchers and government bureaucrats who want to manipulate disrupt their freedom. And wouldn’t you know it, there’s a certain woman who’s been skulking around, checking out the mustangs, making notes, riding a damned UTV all over the range. He knows she’s from the government, and he has zero trust for the Bureau of Land Management. He’s wreaked havoc on their expeditions before. Little Miss Hot Researcher has another think coming if she believes she’s going to be able to turn in any research on his band of horses.

      

      How’s Rachel supposed to complete her job when she’s harassed by wolves and a hunky, muscular, blue-eyed, dark-skinned hottie who doesn’t want to do much more than grunt his responses?
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        Houston, Texas

      

      

      Rachel Kane juggled her keys and her latte and her bag and today’s mail from one hand to the other. It wasn’t bad enough it was damned near 100 degrees in Houston, and the AC in her car was on the fritz. But now her hair was windblown and a mess, she was sure, and her face was probably red as the dickens after the drive in five o’clock traffic down Montrose. Traffic would be a generous description. Because of a fender bender, freaking Montrose Boulevard was a damned parking lot.

      And her iced latte was sweating up a storm in her palm, slick as hell, threatening to spill while she tried to get the door open. Where the hell was her boyfriend? Couldn’t Michael hear her out here fumbling? His truck was in the driveway, so he was definitely home. Well, unless someone stopped by to pick him up to go somewhere. But he hadn’t told her he had plans tonight. They moved in together a year ago. Her first serious boyfriend after college and her education ended three years ago.

      One could say her love life had been nonexistent in school. And for those three lonely years after. One could also say Rachel Kane was more interested in pursuing her education and her career after her grandfather had passed, leaving her alone in the world, but at least with enough money to get through college, get a degree, and then a soul-stealing job as a data analyst for a no-name branch of the local Houston government. But hey, she had her boyfriend. So what more did she need from life? It didn’t matter if her job didn’t exactly light any fires in her. She had Michael.

      Right now, she wished she had Michael. To help her unlock the door and go inside. She jutted her hip out, leaning against the wall as she reached for—

      Shit! Her latte was slipping out of her hand. She instinct-snatched it tighter.

      Latte explosion! All over her favorite shirt and her favorite shoes! Damn it.

      Double shit. The damned plastic cup had given under the pressure and lost the battle. It caved like a paper boat in a whirlpool.

      And if that wasn’t enough, she realized her face was dripping the foamy, milky, coffee concoction.

      She heaved a sigh and let the cup go. She’d clean it up later. The mail had a few brown splatters, but who cared?

      Rachel pouted at the sight of her ruined shoes. She’d never get the coffee out of that fabric. She never even wore them on days which threatened to rain. And now this. With one hand suddenly a lot freer, she snagged her keys from her bag and opened the door, pushing on it with the hip that had already been resting against the wood.

      The sound of a giggle reached her ears. Michael was home? Why the heck didn’t he open the door?

      Next, the sound of moans. The type of moans which only happened during sex. He was watching porn? Was that why he hadn’t heard her?

      She pushed her anger back. Thinking how she’d walk in and catch him doing a one-handed make-out sesh. Just him, his hand, his cock, and whatever he was watching on TV. She wasn’t a fan of her man watching porn. In fact, if pressed, she’d say she didn’t appreciate it at all, but at this moment, she was kind of turned on by the idea of going in there and giving him the real thing. A nice, sweaty—sweet because of the latte—tangle in the sheets. She set everything down on the counter.

      She heard his moan. Oh, if she planned to get some pleasure out of this herself, she’d better hurry and catch him before he came undone. She kicked off the shoes as she reached the carpet and headed for the stairs to their bedroom. She tiptoed, climbing the steps one at a time, unbuttoning her shirt—ruined, anyway, probably—dropped it on the third step. Shimmied out of her skirt, dropped it on the sixth step up. It was black and polyester or some kind of easily washable fabric, so the latte hadn’t ruined it.

      The moans were louder. Was he turning the volume up with one hand and with the other pleasing himself?

      She spun around and dropped, sitting on the stairs, peeled off stockings, jumped up, and figured she was close enough to hustle up the last eight steps and fling the door open.

      Hmm. Maybe flinging the door open might scare the piss out of him—or the boner out of him. She was best off sneaking in.

      She took stealthy steps to the door, wondering why he’d closed it when he was home alone, anyway. Hand on the handle, she turned it slowly, then opened it with measured deliberateness.

      “Thought you’d want some company,” she said with the stealthiest voice she could manage.

      “Fuck, Rachel! What the hell?” Michael’s voice was shrill. It could have shattered glass.

      So could the shriek that came from the blonde who straddled him, reverse cowgirl style.

      Shock happened first. Rachel stared. No. This wasn’t real. She was not witnessing her boyfriend nailing her best friend. Or her best friend nailing her boyfriend. This wasn’t real. It wasn’t. It couldn’t be. No. No way. But regardless of how many times she denied the reality, that was exactly what she was witnessing. Big-Boobed Betrayer Heather was straddling her boyfriend, mounting his dick. And now she didn’t even look embarrassed, her big tits bouncing still, though she’d just stopped riding.

      And it occurred to Rachel, somewhere in the back of her mind where a certain sentient part existed that Betrayer was still impaled on him. God, that part of her mind wished she were impaled on a stake. Him, too.

      But that part of her mind was not at the forefront. At the forefront was a fog of anger, disappointment, and ultimately heartbreak. And here she stood, in her prettiest matching bra and panties—whatever possessed her to wear them today—and all she could feel was an ever-expanding range of emotions from grief to anguish to anger to sorrow.

      Rachel realized she’d said nothing. Not a damned word, but her mouth was open. She closed it swiftly, looking at them like a Valkyrie, poised to go into a fury of an attack. But that was not what she felt inside. Inside, she was done. She was leveled.

      Michael pushed Heather off. “Go,” he told her., “I got this.”

      Got what? Rachel wondered in that fog of hers. Got fucking what? Got caught, that’s what.
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      Later. Moments later, an hour later? Maybe it was a lifetime later, because her lifetime just went to hell in a handbasket. Her life was gone, for good. A roiling in her stomach heralded an act she should have warned Michael about.

      She was sitting in the wing chair of their bedroom, fighting the tears she didn’t want to shed over him. The last time she cried was when Gramps died, and she didn’t want Michael to have the honor of being the last one she cried over. But her stomach. She put a hand on her abdomen and could feel the churning.

      “It’s been over for a long time, Rachel.” Michael leaned close, but his expression was a study of indifference and callousness. “Surely, you know that.”

      What she knew was if she opened her mouth, things would fly out—and they wouldn’t be words.

      “Say something.” He waited, tapping his fingers on the side table next to the chair he sat in. Which was within touching distance of the one she was in. “Fine. Don’t say anything. But this is my house, and you need to find your own place. Heather and I—”

      At the sound of Betrayer’s name, Rachel lost it. Her mouth opened, forced to do so as the contents of her lunch—two crunchy tacos—came flying out. It was a colorful array of a spew. Green, reds, yellows, all melded together and mixed with stomach bile. Rachel closed her eyes while she heaved, projectile vomiting directly onto towel-clad Michael’s bare chest.

      She opened them just as she was finishing to find him accessorized with a half-digested Tex-Mex feast. Now, his face was a study of dismay and disgust. He stomped away to the shower.
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        Virginia Range, Nevada

      

      

      Rachel hadn’t needed to find herself a new place the day her heart had broken. One of the latte-splattered pieces of mail was a research position—paid, room and board, too, thank you very much. She’d put her stuff into storage and grabbed a cheap hotel room for the weeks it had taken to make arrangements.

      Now, she was three days into the coolest job she could have wanted. And the bonus? She was 1800 miles away from Houston. From Michael. Not that she didn’t love Houston, because she did, but her heart had seemed to have a hard time mending from the betrayal while she was there. It wasn’t that she wasn’t over Michael. She was. Oh, 150 percent even though that wasn’t really a thing. How could you be more than 100 percent? And yet, that was exactly how she felt.

      She was set up at a dude ranch—an honest to goodness dude ranch where people paid money to come live a lifestyle that was regarded with a sense of romance and nostalgia. The activities they offered at the dude ranch included horseback riding, target shooting, cattle sorting, hayrides, campfire sing-alongs, hiking, and camping. They even could manage some whitewater rafting, zip-lining, archery, and fishing and overnight trips.

      But that was not why Rachel was brought here. And she would not be engaging in those activities with her time. She was here to study horses for the purpose of relocating stallions to another herd to keep the lines from inbreeding. It was just the getaway she needed. Open air, country, none of the citified life she had lived with Michael, so nothing to remind her of him. She was given a choice between a horse or an all-terrain vehicle. They called them side-by-sides out here. Or maybe they called them that on all ranches. Rachel had grown up in the country, but Gramps hadn’t driven a side-by-side. He’d ridden a horse. And he’d been more of a farmer that had some cattle— nothing like some of the operations she’d seen in this area.

      There were days when Rachel wondered about her job. Surely, they could have found someone who knew more, but she wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth. No pun intended. She’d applied, and the position was hers because, Aggies. The guy doing the hiring noticed she was a Texas A&M graduate, and Aggies took care of their own. So, yeah, one phone interview, one video interview, a visit with a personal outfitter who ordered her supplies and had them sent to the Lazy River Ranch, and here she was, enjoying life on a dude ranch where she was tasked with making detailed records of the wild horses roaming the Iron Flats Mesa.

      The ranch manager, Smitty Norton, had given her a few choice words of caution when he’d found out she wasn’t there to do the dude ranch experience. He’d had scientists and “guv’met” types stay at the ranch—his pronunciation, not hers, for the word government. But they’d all been male, the whiskery, grumbly, lean ranchman had told her. He had given her a rifle. “For varmints,” he’d said.

      “What kind?” she’d asked.

      “Those that fly, slither, or…” He’d taken his cowboy hat off and run a hand through the hat-flattened mop. “Hell, little lady, any kind that don’t mean you well.”

      He’d taken a moment to show her how to chamber a round, how to work the bolt, where the safety was. Then he’d given her thirty minutes with some cans on a fence post. After that, he’d pronounced her proficient enough. Rachel didn’t have the heart to tell him she’d shot a rifle before. But of course, that had been long ago with Gramps, so the refresher was not unwelcome. Nor was the sentiment.

      Just because she didn’t want anything to do with a man didn’t mean she didn’t want a grandfatherly type to be in her life. This grizzled old man would have gotten on well with Gramps, of that she was sure. They were of a generation, as her Gramps used to say when he found like-minded, similar-aged individuals. He’d not spent the time with many, outside of Rachel, after Granny died when Rachel was 10. It had been just the two of them, his farm, and the two guys who helped him out seasonally. And then he was gone—

      “You mindin’ me, young un?” Smitty scowled at her.

      “Sir?”

      “I’m busy telling you what you can’t”—he said it more like cain’t—“and can do on this ranch.”

      Shit. She’d missed that. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’ll run that by you one more time, mostly because I’d just as soon you heed my words and keep us out of trouble.”

      Trouble? Now her curiosity was piqued. “What kind of trouble?”

      “That’s what I’m telling you, see. You need to stay away from the Crooked Arrow Ranch. They don’t take kindly to folk pokin’ around near their property. And that’s due south of here. “Your research might be closer to Iron Flats.” He pointed off in the distance. “That there rise over there, past that.”

      She looked where he was pointing. Past a hill—granted a big ass hill. But her curiosity hadn’t been satisfied. “What’s so bad about Crooked Arrow?”

      Smitty scowled, scoffed. “They keep to themselves. We keep away from them. Good enough?”

      When he put it that way, what was she supposed to say?

      “Good enough, sir.” She grabbed her backpack and the keys to the side-by-side. The vehicle already had a cooler full of ice, waters, and sandwiches. There was an emergency kit, a first aid kit, overnight supplies, and a walkie-talkie to the ranch, just in case. She felt ready for her first day on the range. Maybe once she was familiar with everything and didn’t need to carry so much stuff—because, admittedly, she was a prepper kind of packer—then she’d consider taking the horse instead of a fully-loaded side-by-side UTV—utility vehicle.

      “You good to go, then, young lady?” He spat a gross, gunky, thick stream of chewing tobacco juice into the dirt.

      Her stomach flipped. Even after years of watching her grandad do that the same, she couldn’t get accustomed to it. Just flat out couldn’t. “I’m good to go, sir.”

      “Listen for the dinner bell, if you’re nearby. If not, it looks like Cookie set you up with three days’ worth of food. He’ll do that every day. He overpacks. Don’t take that as a suggestion to stay out after dark. We’d like you back here by sundown. If you listen for the dinner bell, we’ll even sound it over the walkie-talkie, then you’ll be fine.”

      “Well, what’s wrong with being out after dark?”

      Cookie shrugged. “Not saying there’s anything wrong with it.”

      Her bullshit radar was going crazy. He was definitely hiding something. His eyes were shifting back and forth. Yup. Lying.

      “Just don’t be out and about after dark. As I said, Cookie’s given you lots of vittles.”

      There was truth in that. Rachel had peeked into the cooler. There was enough food to feed half a dozen people for two days.

      With a hat tip, Smitty turned away and ambled toward the bunkhouse.
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        Iron Flats Mesa, Virginia Range, Nevada

      

      

      Luke Everhart, wolf shifter, exiled, and all-around piece of shit—if you were to ask the bastards that used to be his pack—settled onto his haunches in his wolf form, which he preferred these days. There was no reason to do otherwise. It wasn’t like he talked to anyone. Or did anything. He stayed in his wolf. Hunted in his wolf. Ate in his wolf. Slept in his wolf.

      Well, he sometimes did shift into his human form and skulk around Crooked Arrow to see if he could see his sister Mellie. Also a shifter, mated to the alpha of the Crooked Arrow pack. No, she hadn’t been exiled. Just him. She’d been a good little wolf shifter and tucked tail and did as she was told. His wolf lip curled in disgust, revealing incisors that could—and had—torn to bits any foes he’d encountered.

      He didn’t hold it against his sister. He didn’t expect her to side with him. After all, she had a child with the alpha of the pack. So, of course, she wouldn’t go against the grain. But that sure as hell didn’t mean he had to follow suit.

      At the peak of the Iron Flats Mesa, Luke surveyed the territory he considered his own. Surveyed the mustangs. The new herd he’d claimed as his family, though they weren’t shifters, and well, hell’s bells, they weren’t even wolves. He knew this territory wasn’t his. It was part of the Bureau of Land Management’s Herd program or some shit like that. But still, they were his family.

      They’d accepted him in his human form, though he smelled like a wolf. They’d even allowed him—after much work and practice, and some downright horse-whispering he’d picked up from his Delaware grandfather—to get on their back and ride. Actually, only one of them did. The stallion. A mighty chestnut stallion.

      The mustangs were medium-sized, measuring around 14 to 15 hands. Except for the stallion. That fierce and beautiful being stood 17 hands. A veritable monster on the plains. He stood out, his coat a dark-wine color, brownish-red and shiny. His tail and mane were so dark as to appear black, flowing with the wind when he took to running the flatlands.

      In the herd, Luke found that the mustangs had a wide variety of colors. Usually, bay, a reddish-brown, or sorrels with blond manes and tails. Some of the horses had a variety of colors, patches, spots.

      He had names for them. Probably not the way they’d name themselves if they were inclined to name one another, but it worked for him. He called the stallion Rocco. The same name his grandfather had given to his own horse, a chestnut not unlike the one that ruled this herd.

      Luke blinked lazily into bright light, his slate-eyed wolf’s eyes narrowed against the brightness. In the near distance, a cloud of dust arose. What could be headed this way? Not a dust devil. A rider? He squinted, snarling against visitors or interlopers of any kind, human, four-legged, or even bad weather.

      He took off down the mesa, heading for the flatlands at a leisurely lope, ready to ascertain whether there was a threat to his herd or not. After that, he’d snag himself a nice little jackrabbit and go to his cave. Might even wait to eat it. Start a fire. Cook it like a human.

      But first, the source of the dust. He needed to doublecheck that. He didn’t put it past the bastards that tried to round up his herd six months ago to have come back. Sure, he may have sabotaged their efforts, going so far as killing one of their guys, but that wouldn’t stop them from recruiting more to partake in the horsemeat industry. And the Bureau of Land Management, BLM, wasn’t much better, coming in and culling the herd because they wanted to control overpopulation. They didn’t care they were breaking families apart. Didn’t bother to find out which horse was the better candidate. They were as bad as the horsemeat rustlers.

      The UTV and his wolf were on a trajectory to meet not far from the watering hole, which was not good because Rocco and his herd were usually there at this time of the day. Son of a bitch. Maybe he could head the vehicle off. Disrupt its journey.

      Ten minutes later, and slightly out of breath, he was near the UTV. One driver. Slight, by the size of them. Female? Why would a female be out here alone? She should know better if she was a gal. There were other wolves in this area. And not all of them were the four-legged kind. And some of them not even human. He growled, deep in his chest, waiting behind an outcropping of boulders.

      Shit. She was going too fast. She’d—

      He leapt from his hiding place, all massive gray and scary wolf, not sure how he was going to get her to slow down.

      One second later, he didn’t need to worry about slowing her down. She’d done that quite well on her own, rolling the vehicle once, completely, and it came to rest, right side up, but she was no longer in it. She’d been thrown 15 feet in front of it, stretched out like a damned snow angel in the desert.

      He loped toward her and, mid-stride, realized he couldn’t be much help to her in his wolf form. With the usual agony and squeaking of bones breaking and realigning, he came into his human form, still running, but stumbling because it was no easy feat to go from running on four legs to two.

      He landed right next to her side and spared a second to take in the sight of her. An attractive one, to be certain. Blonde hair splayed about her. Delicate features, a bottom lip that didn’t match her top lip because it was so full. Eyes wide apart above high cheekbones.

      Those eyes fluttered open then rounded, saucer-like. She crab-walked backward, scrambling to get away from him, her limbs flailing and waving about, scattering flatland brown dust and dirt.

      He opened his mouth to talk, and all that came out was a sound like a bullfrog’s midnight mating call. He’d been in his wolf too long. And a wolf’s howl did nothing to loosen up his human vocal cords.

      “E—” He coughed, half from the non-use of those chords, and half from the dust she was kicking up and sending into his face.

      She let out a small screech as she retreated from him, landing against a boulder.

      “Easy,” he murmured, talking to her like he did one of his stallion’s mares when they blew out of their noses and rolled their eyes in fear. “Let me check your injuries.”

      “Who are you? Where’d you come from? Did you see that beast? It was a wolf. God, I’ve never seen one that big. Get my rifle. What—”

      The rest of what she was saying faded away as he cursed inwardly. Dammit. She’d seen him. She’d seen his wolf. And now, he had to get out of this jam. Couldn’t very well tell her she was hallucinating, could he? Or could he? Nah, she’d never go for that. So, he went with, “I ran him off. You’re safe.” Then he noticed the trickle of blood coming from her hairline.

      He reached a hand to move her hair so he could assess, only to have her screech and attempt to back up farther. Which she couldn’t because of the boulder behind her, so all she did was pull her knees up close to her chest and stare at him.

      “What are you doing?” she shrieked. “Don’t touch me.” Her meek demeanor had flipped a switch suddenly, and now she was a hellion. “Get away from me.”

      And then she shoved him. He fell backward and would have landed flat on his ass, except shifter speed and reflexes had him jackknifing and turning the awkward motion into standing above her. “What’s your problem?” he snarled. “I’m trying to help you.”

      “I didn’t ask for help.”
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      Rachel was petrified. So scared, she was certain her heart would beat itself right out of her chest, it was pounding so fast and so hard. She expected the vital organ to escape and fly right up out of there and leave her behind, no heart. Not that it mattered, that bastard Michael had shredded it to pieces. And she hadn’t begun to figure out how to put it back together again.

      She stared at the man before her. Where the hell had he come from? One minute she was scooting across the flatlands, looking for the wild ponies, the next she got intercepted by Satan’s hellhound version of a wolf, then she flipped and—

      She must have lost consciousness, only to wake up and find Heaven’s version of a man standing before her. Not exactly standing. More akin to leaning over her while she was passed out. Was he trying to help her? She felt as though he was. He had honest eyes, at least. Scratch that. Sure, they were honest, but stunning, too. Slate-colored with silver patterns that led from the iris all throughout the pupil. He hadn’t done anything untoward. As far as she knew. She inwardly scoffed at her naïveté.

      Right now, she watched him warily, like a hen would keep her eye on a rat snake entering her coop. She was trying to process all of it. The way the utility vehicle had flipped. The fact that it was righted, how lucky was that? And—

      All of her thoughts spun about, coming at her like buzzards on a corpse. She rubbed her head, then pulled her hand away. Oh, shit. She studied her hand. Blood. So maybe he was reaching for her to check for injuries.

      The stranger still stood there, watching her, hands shoved so deep into his pockets that a smidge of hard, tan abs showed. She took a moment to appraise him. Those hidden hands were attached to arms thicker than her legs. And that chest. Chiseled. He was big. Gramps had been a big man, six-four, two-twenty, but this man had to be six-six, and she didn’t want to even attempt to guess what this musclebound specimen weighed. But one thing she knew for sure, he had a whole hell lot of muscle on him.

      His dark hair was short but far from anything she’d have called styled. This was just fine by her. She liked her men windblown.

      Wait a damn minute, she brought herself up short. I don’t like my men anything. I don’t like men. Period. No men. That’s right, she finished chastising herself.

      “Where’d you come from?” She hadn’t noticed any homesteads or buildings out here. Outcroppings, sure. Caves, you bet. Some mesas, yeah. But homes? Nope, not a one. She scanned the area. He doesn’t have a horse. No motorized vehicle. So what gives?

      He started walking away.

      She staggered to her feet. “Hey, where are you going?” And found herself stumbling and lightheaded. She put her hand to her head, holding it. Damn, that smarted. “I’m talking to you, mister. Where do you think you’re going?”

      He headed towards her utility vehicle. Was he planning to steal it? She started to sprint, ignoring the throbbing in her head. She’d heard of cattle rustling and carjacking, but really, side-by-side stealing was a whole other matter. That would leave her stranded out here. With nothing!

      When she’d almost reached him, she noticed he was rummaging in the back of the vehicle. He turned around, first aid kit in hand. “Seems you need some doctoring.”

      She exhaled, lungs burning. She sure as hell wasn’t in shape for a sprint like that. Exercise wasn’t her thing, though from the corded muscles on his neck and the way his quads were imprinted in his jeans, he got plenty of workouts himself. As though her body sought to highlight how out of shape she was—or maybe that she had a head wound—she found herself pitching forward, right into his arms.

      “Oomph,” she grunted.

      The stranger caught her, but it felt more like she’d fallen against a brick wall. He really was as muscular as he looked. Damn.

      Suddenly, she was being maneuvered toward the front of the UTV and placed in the passenger seat. Her legs felt weak. She couldn’t have protested if she’d wanted to.

      He took out the peroxide, pushed her hair aside. “Close your eyes. Let me see if you need to be stitched up.”

      “I’m not closing my eyes. I don’t even know you.” She scowled at him. She wasn’t born yesterday.

      “You don’t want this stuff dripping in your eyes.” His jaw worked, and she picked up on something right then and there.

      “You don’t like me much.” But she couldn’t figure out why he wouldn’t like her. He didn’t know her. And what was more, she couldn’t figure out why she gave a shit. He was a stranger in the flatlands, nothing more. She’d never see him again after he fixed her up. Did she really need fixing?

      “I’m trying to help you here, and you’re being obstinate as all get out.”

      “Let me see how bad it is.” She pushed against his chest. Couldn’t move him an inch. It was like pushing on that boulder over there. She glowered. “Move.”

      He held his hands up, as though proclaiming surrender, peroxide in one, the other holding a cotton swab which wasn’t big enough to catch poured peroxide. “Have at it.”

      She peeked in the customized mirror attached to the door. Indeed, she had a hell of a laceration there. And it was dripping down her dust-covered forehead. Dried blood had already begun to flake.

      “Let me.” She held her hand out for the peroxide.

      He handed it over.

      She gestured to the cotton in his hand, exasperation in her expression and her movements.

      He gave a one-shoulder shrug, muscles rising and a falling. “Doesn’t seem you need me anymore.” He handed her the swab. “But do tell, what are you doing out here? A woman, alone?”

      She smirked, irritated by the sexist implication. Like she couldn’t take care of herself? “What are you doing out here? A man, alone?” Then dismissing him, she poured peroxide on the swab, closed the eye beneath the cut, and placed the wet swab on the injury. She winced at the sting, squinted in the mirror as she pushed through the pain, and cleaned the injury. It didn’t seem to want to stop bleeding, but it wasn’t too bad. She could manage if it would just congeal enough not to drip into her face. She needed bandages.

      She shoved out of the seat and headed toward the back. He beat her to it. How’d he move like that? He was a blur. Maybe it was the head wound. She was seeing shit. Like an illusion or something.

      “Hold your hair back.” He took a bandage and some tape from the kit.

      She obliged, pulling it all back into one hand, holding it like a ponytail while she studied his features from up close. He had just the right amount of scruff on his face. Not a full beard, not a teenage boy’s miserable attempt at a beard, but the kind that needed grooming every so often, yet managed to look perfectly roguish.

      He dropped his eyes from the cut to lock gazes with her. “You’re staring.”

      Heat rose from her chest. She knew that would give her away. Damn him for catching her while she was checking him out. It wasn’t a big deal, she told herself. Just a dry spell she was in while she mended her broken heart. And anyway, she had no interest in getting involved with a man.

      He’d turned his attention back to her head, and with nimble and surprisingly gentle fingers, he bandaged the area. “There.” He pulled away, and his absence made her notice how much body heat he put out. “Now, you were saying?”

      She gave him a blank look. “Saying what?”

      “What you’re doing out here. This isn’t exactly a tourist trap. And you’re not a local.”

      “How would you know if I’m local or not?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Luke found it hard to keep talking to her. His damned wolf had howled insistently and constantly in his head. The sounds drowned out every other word she spoke. There was no way he could find out her intentions at this stage, not until he’d shut his wolf up.

      She wasn’t local—he could smell the south on her. If he had to guess, he’d say East Texas. Maybe between Orange and Corpus. The scent filled his nostrils. Another aroma caught his—and his wolf’s—attention. Her interest in him. The interest of a woman in a man. And at the same time, he could sense, as well as smell, her reluctance to be interested in a man.

      On any other day, in the light of any other woman, he’d have said, Good, because I don’t want your ass interested in me either. But that wasn’t the case with this mysterious, ornery, petulant, and headstrong blonde. There was something about her that grabbed him by the—yeah, by more than the heart, that was for damned sure.

      “I’m doing research on the wild mustangs. I figure that’s the least I can do. You know, answer your questions, since you helped me out and all.”

      Figures.

      Now he definitely wouldn’t be interested in her. And his wolf was still howling, and he’d just figured out why. His wolf had a definite fascination for her. Muzzle it, he cautioned his wolf. We will not be interested in her. She’s off-limits. She’s an enemy to Rocco. And his enemy is our enemy.

      In his mind, the wolf snorted. It cared not if Luke had a friendship with Rocco. To the wolf, their bond was paramount.

      “Where are you from?” He couldn’t believe he said that. Did he really just ask her where she was from? Of course, he didn’t. He didn’t care. He didn’t care one damned bit. And yet, he had asked her. Damn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Rachel stared at him. Did he just ask her where she was from in a tone that said get-the-hell-away-from-me? He sure as hell did. She quirked a brow. Why was he asking when he sounded as though he hated her? And why did he hate her? More importantly, why did it seem to bother her that he might have a measure of dislike for her? He was a stranger. She didn’t even know his name.

      “What’s your name?” If he was going to ask her where she was from, she’d be damned if she told him without knowing his name. Though it did occur to her he could lie about it.

      “Luke.”

      “Luke what?”

      He scowled, and what sounded akin to a rumbling snarl came from his chest. “Everhart. Your turn.”

      “I don’t know why you bother asking. It sounds like you’d just as soon see me dead.”

      Right after she uttered the word dead, his eyes—that beautiful flint color with a touch of silver in them swirled into a ring of silver that surrounded his irises. And then, in a flash, it was gone.

      “Your eyes.” She rubbed her own eyes, then her temple. Was she seeing things? Did the hit to her head give her some visions?

      “I never said I’d just as soon see you dead.” His tone was soft, almost soothing. “Why are you researching the horses? And you never said where you’re from.”

      “I live in Houston. I’m staying at a local ranch. The research involves the relocating of stallions to alleviate inbreeding.”

      He let out a low hiss, making her think of a rattlesnake, so lethal was the sound.

      “My name is Rachel. Rachel Kane,” she continued, though the sound he’d made and the dangerous expression on her face had now convinced her she should get out of here. Enough of pleasantries. The pleasantries seemed to be vanishing all on their own.

      His gaze was focused on the mesa behind her. She glanced toward it. The striations down the steep side were the color of iron. Hence the name Iron Flats Mesa, she surmised. When she turned back his way, he was still looking off, as though searching for something.

      “Thank you, Luke. For your help and all.” She got in the utility vehicle and drove off.

      And though he was no longer in her sight, she couldn’t forget the image of him. That penetrating slate gaze, those vulnerable lips set in a face that had the propensity to get real hard. Not to mention, the very hard muscles that made up this man.

      Too unforgettable, that was for sure.

      She headed off to find the horses, careful to steer clear of the area Smitty had said belonged to the Crooked Arrow Ranch. Hopefully, they had fences up so she wouldn’t trespass.

      She spent the day looking for the horses and had zero luck. She thought she spied a lone wolf in the distance, but then again, in the day’s shimmering heat, she wondered if she was seeing things.

      It occurred to her that night, as she stared at the ceiling in the room she’d been assigned at the ranch, that she hadn’t figured out how Luke Everhart got out there.

      A mournful, plaintive sound of howling in the distance made a shiver trail with icy fingertips down her spine then back up again. Wolves. Was that the same wolf she’d seen today?
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      Rachel wiped the sweat from her forehead. She needed a hat. Thinking she could be out here in this heat without one was folly. Suddenly, she found herself wondering why she ever thought Houston was hell on earth. So was the Virginia Range.

      This was her third day out since the day she met Luke Everhart. She’d found the horses the first day. Okay, it was at the end of the day when she was getting ready to head back in, but still. Finally! After that, she’d found them every day since that first day.

      Yay, right?

      Nah, not so much.

      She couldn’t get close enough to them to get a sample of fecal matter for the collection kit. Well, she could get samples, but she was supposed to make sure she collected uncontaminated samples that could be labeled. You’d have thought she could have managed that, right?

      But every day, the moment she entered the flatlands near Iron Flats, she encountered the wolf, loping, taking wide circles. He followed her, staying at a healthy—for her—distance while she found a place to park the UTV, and unload, then walk toward the waterhole the horses opted for that day. While she unloaded, she noticed the wolf would make his way to the top of the mesa, looking down on her and the horses, his silhouette picturesque against the blue sky.

      But damn if he didn’t start howling the very moment she approached the mustangs. And then, as if the fact he’d spooked them wasn’t bad enough, the damned horses began to do a little dance in the dirt. It was almost like the horses had directions to stomp on every bit of ground they’d been standing on or around. As soon as their hoof tapping had ended, the stallion whinnied, and they all headed away from her.

      It was perfectly orchestrated. It had happened every time she’d followed them in the last three days. And it had happened twice each of the last two days. In all, five times he’d howled, five times they’d eradicated and destroyed any samples, and then pranced off, leaving dust behind.

      This time, she threw her canteen to the ground. “Fuck you, wolf!” She brandished her notebook like a flag, waving it in the air. “Fuck youuu!” she yelled at the top of her lungs.

      The wolf watched her from the top of the mesa, perched, cool as could be.

      “I’ve lost it.” She bent down, retrieved the bandana, and began to sob into it. “I’m blaming a wolf for plotting with wild mustangs.” Yeah, she’d definitely lost it. And what was more, she was sobbing because she hadn’t gotten her samples.

      “Put your big girl pants on,” she grumbled.

      She packed everything up. Hadn’t had lunch in two days. Hadn’t cared to. Ate breakfast and dinner at the ranch. Speaking of dinner, it would be dusk soon, and she wasn’t supposed to be out on the prairie after dark. Smitty would pitch a damned fit.

      She’d head back now, have dinner, and get an earlier start tomorrow. Beat the wolf to the horses. Oh, jeez. Now she sounded crazy, thinking the wolf and the horses were in cahoots. She could just imagine Gramps saying, “Girl, you done gone off your rocker.”

      Still, she couldn’t let go of the feeling the wolf was involved. As she wrapped up and gathered the last of her research paraphernalia, she glanced at the rise for the dastardly offender, that damned wolf.

      Yup. There he was. Watching her. On impulse, she took out the binoculars, looped them around her neck, and put the lens on him. Time to check him out up close.

      Shit!

      She dropped the binoculars. They banged her breasts. “Ouch. Damn!”

      The wolf’s eyes. She picked up the binocs again and put them to her eyes, adjusted the focus, and stared at the wolf. No. She’d been mistaken. For a split second, they appeared silver. And…nah.

      Yeah. They had looked similar to Luke’s, but no. That wasn’t… It couldn’t be.

      “I’ve got that man on the brain. I’m transposing my thoughts or images or something.” She kept watching the wolf. “Or maybe I done gone and really lost my mind.”

      The wolf’s gaze was straight up on her. Intensely focusing. She wondered how well wolves could
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