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      As they fight to protect their love and their families, will Joe and Cal survive long enough to discover just how strong they can be together?

      

      When Joe shoots a predator on his ranch, he never expects the wolf to shift into a naked man at his feet, talk in his head, or declare they are now fated mates. Joe is a down-to-earth kind of guy. Shifters don’t exist, do they?

      An omega wolf on the run from vicious human hunters, Cal never expects to find a human friend, let alone his true mate. From the moment he meets Joe, he knows he’s the one. Convincing Joe is another matter.

      But Joe discovers that not only do shifters exist, but they are in danger from a group of hunters who seek to capture and exploit shifters for their gain. He must protect Cal and his family, but how?
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      This series has been a long time republishing. I’m not quite sure why. Just many other stories got in the way.

      I’ve added about ten thousand words to the original story. I haven’t updated it from the time period it was written, and you may find some of the attitudes towards LGBT (as then) people, adults and kids, in the series extremely out of date.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 hope they are.
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      Joe Lowther sat on one of the old Adirondack chairs on the verandah of Sapphire Ranch, his feet propped up on the railing. He took a long swig from an ice-cold bottle of beer, savoring the sweet taste and the way it chilled his throat, a welcome respite from the day's heat and the stress of the day's chores.

      The sun had just set, and the world beyond the verandah was cloaked in a deep, velvety blue. The air felt different now, still warm but gentler, and the smells of the day still lingered in the backyard—rich scents of fresh grass, hay, and manure blended together.

      The sheep in the distance bleated softly and contentedly. Joe listened to the sound, appreciating the peace and quiet. He’d rarely had time to relax since he returned home to take care of his daddy and the ranch, and he wanted to savor the moment. He closed his eyes, letting himself drift away on the rocking of the chair and the rhythm of the sheep.

      After a while, Joe opened his eyes and raised his bottle of beer in a silent toast to his daddy, asleep in his hospital bed. His father was Sapphire Ranch and the old place wanted him to return. Joe missed his old man more than he cared to admit.

      He yawned so hard his jaw cracked. It was time to call it a night. Then a movement in the shadows caught his eye.

      Gotcha!

      Joe had been sure there was a coyote on his land for days, but this was the first time he'd seen the critter. Every night, he would sit in front of the porch, waiting, listening, but until now he'd heard nothing but crickets and his own anxious breathing.

      Now finally it showed itself. The coyote stood at the edge of the yard, its head low and its yellow eyes watchful. Joe could feel its gaze, like a challenge, like a warning. His heart raced as he grabbed his shotgun that had been resting against the house, but the coyote disappeared into the darkness before he could take a shot at it. Dammit, he’d been caught napping, the long days and sleepless nights catching up with him. He cursed under his breath, and followed it as quietly as he could, determined to kill it before it attacked another one of his flock. The ranch was making little enough profit as it was. It couldn’t afford to lose anything to predators.

      He was halfway across the yard when something else emerged from the shadows that made the hairs stand up on the back of his neck. An enormous animal slinked toward the old barn on the trail of the coyote, seemingly unaware of Joe’s presence.

      Joe narrowed his eyes, peering into the darkness at the creature. Was it a large dog? There were no dogs on Sapphire Ranch. His daddy had refused to get another, once old Barney had passed. Joe Senior was convinced he could manage by himself.  Joe had argued in vain, that the dogs helped to control the predators, as well as providing security but his daddy had refused to listen, and Joe figured his father wasn’t going to admit he couldn’t face losing another piece of his heart to a dog. They may have been working dogs, but he’d loved every one of them. His daddy was a gruff old rancher with a heart of marshmallow.

      Whatever this was, it was a long way from their neighbor’s farm and their working dogs were nowhere near as large as this. Then the shadow paused and turned to look at him. Large emerald eyes stared unblinking at him. Joe’s mouth went dry as he realized he was staring at a wolf.

      A wolf? In Texas?

      Then his brain which had stuttered just at the possibility kicked back in. Hell no. He wasn’t going to have another predator after his sheep. Joe raised his shotgun and took aim.

      “No! Don’t!”

      He blinked at the sudden voice and looked around to see who had spoken to him, but the yard was empty and when he glanced across the yard, the green eyes vanished, along with the shadow. He cursed and ran after the wolf, but both it and the coyote had disappeared. He checked in and around all the buildings, but he found nothing, and the flock was quiet. Nothing had disturbed them. Joe sighed and rubbed his eyes, knowing he was going to have more sleepless nights in his future as he hunted for both killers. He went back to his seat on the stoop and drained the bottle, grimacing at the taste of the warm beer. He looked at the bottle, briefly contemplating a second, but discarded the idea. He’d be asleep before it was half finished.

      Joe stripped down to his briefs and climbed into bed. His daddy was never going to believe he’d seen a wolf on Sapphire Ranch. To be honest, Joe couldn’t believe it. He’d lived on Sapphire Ranch all his life and he’d never seen a wolf in the flesh. And what was the voice that he heard? He could almost imagine the wolf was begging him not to shoot.

      Joe shook his head. He was getting fanciful. Too much sun. But the green eyes and voice followed him into sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of metal dishes dropping on the floor outside the hospital room disturbed Joe from his doze. He sat up, yawned, and squinted at the clock on the wall. He’d been asleep for just over an hour, and it hadn’t touched his exhaustion. His hunt for the wolf and the coyote had proved futile but he couldn’t give up until he’d dispatched them both.

      Joe glanced at the man in the bed, but he was still fast asleep. Once upon a time his father would never have slept through the racket.

      He couldn’t help the groan that escaped his lips as he shifted in the chair by his father’s hospital bed. It was the most uncomfortable he’d ever had the misfortune to sit in. Hour after hour, he sat there, and his neck and lower back hurt like a bitch. Worse than a day spent on old Betsy, his father’s mare, and she had the jerkiest ride he’d ever encountered. There was no headrest and no lumbar support for anyone over five foot three, and at nine inches taller, it was torture for Joe. Still, he spent every moment when he wasn’t working on the ranch at his daddy’s side, and he never complained, not even about the chair.

      He gave a wry grin as his daddy snorted, then settled back into light snores. Then his grin faded as he thought about the future without his father. Hope was fading fast. Joe Senior had been doing so well, but then the cancer returned. The doctors were blunt in their diagnosis: the cancer was widespread this time, and they weren’t making any promises about his long-term prospects even with treatment. Joe sat beside his father while the chemo wracked his body. Sometimes his daddy swore the treatment was worse than the disease, especially as he suffered horribly from the side-effects.

      Joe sat for another hour, ostensibly working on his new book, but really thinking about the unwelcome visitors from the previous night. He was a college professor of history. He’d taken a year’s sabbatical to look after his father and the ranch, with the idea he’d finish his book in his spare time. Between the ranch and his father, leisure time had been non-existent.

      “You ain’t doing much,” his daddy mumbled. “Ain’t gonna make your first million if you daydream all day.”

      Joe glanced over to see his father blinking sleepily. Ignoring the twinges in his back, Joe stood and raised the head of the bed, and settled his father in a more comfortable position.

      “I’m not the one laying around in bed all day. One of us is running the ranch and then sitting in the chair from hell. What are you doing, ya lazy old man?” He smiled affectionately at his father. “Anyways, I keep telling you, the only people who’re gonna read this book are a few history professors, and they’re only reading it to find the mistakes.”

      “Then why’re you writing it? Write something that’s gonna make us some money.”

      Joe huffed loudly. It was an old, old argument. “I’m a nerdy academic, not a fiction writer. Much as I’d love to write about true love, wizards, or blowing shit up, I’m expected to write books about long-dead people and politics.”

      “I need a drink.” As Joe reached for the cup on the side table, his daddy went on. “No reason you can’t write both, is there? Then you can stay on the ranch.”

      Joe refrained from stuffing the paper straw of the drink up his father’s nose. He had the greatest dad in the world, even if he did drive Joe to distraction. It had been easier when his mom was alive. Joe Senior had understood that his only son was destined for something other than sheep ranching and had actively encouraged him to attend college and become a professor. But since Joe’s mother had died, his father was lonely. He’d been itching to find a way to get his son to agree to come back to Sapphire Ranch permanently before he was carried out in his box. Now Joe was acutely aware that day might be sooner rather than later. He also knew he didn’t want to be a rancher, no matter how much his daddy wanted him to carry on the family business. Joe loved academia and the thought of living on Sapphire Ranch full-time didn’t appeal.

      He took a deep breath and counted to ten. He needed to be patient. It had to be hard for his daddy, stuck in a hospital bed all day when he’d been such an active man. “We’ve got more important things to worry about than what I write.”

      “Like?” Joe Senior’s eyes sparkled at having something to think about.

      “I saw a wolf over in the yard last night.”

      “Wolves? There are no wolves in Texas.”

      “This was a wolf, singular. I checked the sheep. They’re all still there, including the lambs. We’ve got a coyote too.”

      His father gave him a wary look which Joe didn’t understand. “We don’t have wolves around here. You sure it was a wolf? Are you sure it wasn’t another coyote? What did it look like?” Like all ranchers, his daddy hated predators like coyotes, but he was peculiarly tenderhearted about wolves. Joe didn’t have the same warm fuzzy feelings. For him, the only good predator was a dead one.

      “Four paws, big ears, long fangs. What do you think it looked like?” At his father’s scowl, Joe quit the snark, but he didn’t admit he’d really only seen the wolf’s large eyes. “I hope I’m mistaken, because if not, the next time I meet it will be at the end of my shotgun.” His father looked upset, and Joe cursed himself for mentioning it. “I’ll deal with it.”

      “I hope you’re wrong,” his daddy said, shifting restlessly against his pillows. He winced, the lines deepening in his face.

      “I hope so too. Have you seen the docs today?” Fear coiled in Joe’s gut as his daddy refused to look at him directly. “What did they say?”

      His father made a disgusted noise. “Usual. See what the treatment does, gotta eat, then I can go home. Same old, same old.”

      He hadn’t eaten since the treatment had started, the chemo making him nauseated the whole time. Never a large man, he was now skeletal and being fed through a tube.

      “When’re you gonna listen to them, then?”

      “When you bring me a steak with all the trimmin’s,” Joe Senior groused.

      “If I thought there was a hope in hell you were gonna eat it, old man, you could chow down on steak mornin’, noon, and night.”

      “Old man?” His daddy made an outraged snort. “I’ll call you old man.” Joe Senior was just over fifty, but at the moment he appeared thirty years older, the skin on his face sagging and wrinkly from his weight loss and so pale he was almost the same color as the pillows. He was a shadow of his former self.

      “Want the steak, then?” Joe asked, throwing down the challenge.

      His father sighed, wheezing. “Not today. I’m not hungry. Maybe tomorrow.”

      Joe turned his head and blinked the tears away, not wanting his daddy to see how upset he was. When he’d gotten himself under control, Joe smiled at his father. “I’ll hold you to that. I gotta go. Got to be ready for that wolf.” He bent down and kissed his dad on the forehead.

      His father sighed again. “I hope you are wrong, Junior. I don’t like the thought of you shooting a wolf.”

      “If it goes near the sheep I’ll have no choice,” Joe warned.

      “I know.”

      Joe Senior closed his eyes, the conversation over, his energy drained. Despite saying he had to go, Joe watched his father for a long time, always scared that one day it would be the last time.
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      As tired as Joe was, the knowledge that he had two predators on his land meant a long night ahead of him. He ate his supper and retreated to the large barn where he could keep an eye on the yard and the way the coyote and wolf had traveled the previous night.

      The barn door was ajar, and from Joe’s position just inside, he had a good view of the whole yard. He sighed and shifted restlessly, his ass already dead, and he’d only been there an hour. It was hot and humid inside the barn, and he sipped iced tea in the vain hope of cooling down.

      “Show your face, you sons of bitches, and your hides will be gracing my floor come fall,” he muttered.

      The sound of crickets filled the darkness as Joe's eyes strained across the land. Every now and then something would rustle in the grass, or a branch would creak, but nothing seemed to be out there lurking around.  Two hours gone, and his back, still sore from the hospital visit, was aching even more. Was he wasting his time?

      He rubbed his lower back in a futile gesture and contemplated seeking his bed when his attention was caught by the whisper of movement in the far corner of the yard. Silently Joe picked up his shotgun. Wolf or coyote, he didn’t care. There would be one less predator on his land tonight. Without hesitation, he aimed and fired. The animal jolted back, but it hit the ground with a startlingly human cry.

      “What the heck?”

      Worried that he’d shot a person instead of a wolf, Joe approached cautiously, keeping the gun trained on it, intending to dispatch the creature if it wasn’t dead. To his shock, the wolf, he could see that now, rolled over to look at him, its green eyes glowing in the half-light.

      The wolf wriggled, futilely trying to get away from him and the almost human expression of fear and pain in its eyes made his stomach turn, but it had to be done. If it came back once, it would come back again, and Joe couldn’t have it hunting the livestock.

      Joe took aim. “It’ll be all over soon, bud.”

      Before he could pull the trigger again, Joe heard a metallic clink. He paused, unable to place the sound, then he took aim again, only to be confronted by a man—a naked man—on the ground and no sign of the furry critter. Joe knuckled his eyes, convinced he was hallucinating, it had been a long day. But when he focused again, the naked man was still there, curled up as if he were protecting himself.

      The hair on the back of Joe’s neck stood up. Hell, every hair on his body stood to attention. He squinted into the darkest corners of the yard, expecting to see the predator slinking away.

      “What the fuck just happened, Lowther? Where the hell’s the wolf gone?” Joe tugged at his hair in confusion as he looked around. What had he seen? A wolf? A man in a wolf suit? His subconscious told him he was being stupid. He’d shot a damn wolf, not a man in a freaking furry suit.

      “Here!”

      Joe blinked at the unknown voice in his head. “Now I know I’m going insane. Voices in my head again? Where’s the wolf?”

      “Bleeding at your feet!”

      The voice was more urgent that time. Joe’s attention snapped back to the man at his feet. Shit, he’d forgotten that he’d shot him. But he’d shot a wolf! Brain whirling at what the heck he’d shot, Joe dropped to his knees. How had he missed the animal was human, had he been on hands and knees? Joe spotted the bullet hole although it didn’t seem to be bleeding that much. He turned him gently and cursed when he saw the bullet hadn’t gone straight through.

      “I’ve got to get you to a hospital. You need a doctor.”

      Joe was shocked when the man grasped his wrist with surprising strength, staring at him with huge eyes. “No.” In the dim light, he looked lean, and, Christ, Joe’s mind had to be playing tricks on him, he looked wolf-like. What the hell did a human/wolf—werewolf—look like?

      “You need a doctor or the wound will get infected.”

      “Wolf. Don’t… need… a doctor.” The man gasped as he tried to get the words out.

      “Don’t be fucking ridiculous. You’ve got a bullet inside you.”

      The man sounded so young. Joe looked at him closely for the first time and mentally downgraded him from man to boy. Joe was twenty-eight. This kid looked barely old enough to scratch his own ass, so smooth and slim Joe was pretty sure he could easily span his waist with both his hands. Joe gave himself a mental shake. He didn’t need to be thinking lustful thoughts when he’d shot the guy. He’d be lucky if he didn’t end up in the sheriff’s cells by the end of the night.

      “We’ve got to get the bullet out or…” Joe didn’t finish the sentence, figuring the boy was smart enough to know what he meant.

      The boy flopped weakly back onto the dirt. “It’s already out.”

      “What?”

      “Bullet. Out.” He fumbled around by his side.

      Confused, Joe pushed the boy’s fingers away and searched in the same area. His fingers closed around a wet, sharp object. Joe squinted at the mangled bullet in his palm. How the hell had the boy managed to get the bullet out without him noticing?

      The boy let out a groan and Joe’s attention snapped back to him.

      “Gotta stop the bleeding now. It’s gonna hurt.” Joe ripped off his shirt to pack against the hole.

      The boy coughed. “Already fuckin’ hurts. You shot me.”

      “I told you, you need to see a doctor,” Joe said.

      “Healing. I’ll be ’kay soon. Need to rest. Leave me here to heal. I’ll be fine.”

      “Uh-huh,” Joe muttered.

      He couldn’t leave a stranger bleeding and alone in his yard, so, much against his better judgment, he worked his arms around the boy and got to his feet, staggering against the unaccustomed weight. The boy was surprisingly heavy considering he was built like a reed. He snuggled against Joe’s chest like a small child as Joe carried him into the one-story ranch house. Joe hesitated between the sofa and the bed—the only available bed—and eventually decided the boy’s need was greater.

      Joe pulled back his mother’s comforter and laid his burden down on the sheet. The boy didn’t even open his eyes. He was a filthy mess from head to foot, he didn’t smell so good either, but it was the wound Joe was more interested in.

      The bullet hole that wasn’t there.

      Joe frowned and poked at the boy’s side, brushing aside the dirt. But there was nothing but smooth skin. “Where did I shoot you?”

      “Where you’re poking me, dude, and can you quit doing that?” The boy sounded grumpy and sleepy.

      “There’s nothing there.”

      “It’s healed?” The boy didn’t sound surprised. “I heal fast.”

      “Nobody heals that fast.”

      “I do.” He yawned and closed his eyes.

      “Do you need anything?”

      “Just sleep.”

      “Well then…” Joe ran out of things to say. He stood and pulled the cover over the boy, mentally apologizing to his mama for soiling her nice comforter. The boy appeared to be asleep before it covered his shoulders.

      Joe took his time to look at his unexpected visitor. He was slim, with dark, tousled on the way to shaggy, hair, and filthy dirty. He looked so young but had a hint of a dark shadow on his chin that saved him from looking about twelve.

      “Who are you?” he asked out loud. “What the fuck are you?”

      “Werewolf!”

      “What did you say?”

      But all Joe got was a choked-off snore and the boy smacking his mouth a couple of times.

      Joe retreated to his kitchen, poured a tall glass of iced tea, and took it to the table. He took the bullet out and placed it on the table. “How did you manage to expel this motherfucker all by your lonesome?” He rested his forehead on the heel of his hand as he pushed the crushed piece of metal around the table. What the hell just happened? He swore he’d heard the boy say “werewolf”, which was fucking ridiculous, even if Joe had thought the same thing earlier. Werewolves were mythical creatures. He’d done his share of reading about mythical creatures for his history degree, but they were fantasy, not real creatures. Wolves didn’t turn into men—naked men—and a bullet didn’t push out of flesh—animal or human. Yet he’d seen it with his own eyes. The boy should be dead, or at least seriously wounded and in agony, not sleeping the sleep of the young in Joe’s bed.

      How the hell was he going to explain this to his daddy? How the hell could he explain it to himself?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Joe opened his eyes to find beautiful emerald-green eyes staring into his. Close, really damn close. “Arrgghhh.” His voice cracked as he shrieked.

      His visitor rocked back at his scream and clapped his hands over his ears. “Jesus, dude, do you have to scream that loud?”
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