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        Margaret Raynor has spent years denying the wolf inside her.

      

        

      
        Now it’s finally breaking free.

      

        

      
        Terrified of what she might become, Maggie wants nothing to do with shifters—especially not the powerful Beta of the Granite Lake pack.

      

        

      
        But Erik Costanov knows the truth the moment he catches her in his arms.

      

        

      
        She’s his mate.

      

        

      
        Convincing Maggie to trust him is another matter entirely.

      

        

      
        When fate throws them together in the most prestigious wolf competition in the north, Maggie can’t run from her fears—or from the man who refuses to let her face them alone.

      

        

      
        As danger, rivalry, and pack politics close in, Erik will do whatever it takes to protect the woman meant to stand beside him.

      

        

      
        Even if she’s not ready to accept the bond between them.

      

        

      
        Because when destiny chooses a mate…even the most stubborn wolf can’t escape it.

      

      

      
        
        Granite Lake Wolves

        Wolf Signs

        Wolf Flight

        Wolf Games

        Wolf Tracks

        Wolf Line

        Wolf Nip

      

      

      If you’d like to know what new books I have coming, and stay up to date on new releases, please sign up for my newsletter.
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        June, Liard Hot Springs, Northern British Columbia

      

      

      Maggie hesitated as the boardwalk underfoot blurred.

      “You okay?”

      She nodded but grabbed another couple of pills from her backpack and chased them down with a few swallows of water. Her dizzy spells had grown more frequent. Was she really okay? Not yet, but the cure might be closer than before.

      “You’re seriously freaking me out. If I didn’t know better I’d suspect you were popping something other than herbal remedies.” Pam blocked her path and looked her over sternly. Finally satisfied, her friend grabbed Maggie’s gym bag off her shoulder. “Since you insist you need to soak instead of just hitting the sleeping bags, I’m your Sherpa. You concentrate on walking. I don’t want to have to figure out how to carry your sorry ass again.”

      Maggie laughed faintly. “Hey, it only happened one time.”

      “Yeah, once was enough. You may look like a twig, but you’re damn heavy.” Pam winked, then offered her elbow. “Do you need an extra hand? I’m here for you.”

      “I’m fine. Really. I just need a couple hours floating. Liard Hot Springs is a little bit of heaven on earth.”

      They walked in companionable silence down the worn boards of the four-foot-wide path leading into the bush of northern British Columbia, summertime heat rising around them. Beautiful weather had followed them the entire trip from Vancouver. The bright green colours of new growth in the marsh grasses on either side of the boardwalk made a soul-refreshing break from the concrete that had filled Maggie’s world for far too long. Towering spruce trees, the brilliant blue of the June sky, crisp clean air—all of it slipped into her blood like a tonic. A tightly locked knot in her core loosened, and for the first time in almost a decade she didn’t resist.

      Her wolf stirred.

      Oh God, that felt amazing. Maggie stopped in midstride and closed her eyes to let the sensation roll over her. Surround her. Like an icy cold barrier had broken open a crack, shivers trickled through her limbs. Electric. Delightful.

      “Shit, are you having a seizure or something?” Pam clutched her arm and shook her gently. Maggie fought to keep from baring her teeth. Because wouldn’t that just freak the human out to learn there were some secrets even best friends didn’t share.

      They were close to the changing shelters, rustic wooden squares built of upright rough-cut timber. Splashing noises trickled to Maggie’s ears as she fought down the longing in her limbs she refused to answer. “I’m just tired. Let me get into the water.”

      “Fuck that. You have…drown. Just…careful…hell.” Pam’s voice faded in and out of Maggie’s range of hearing. It was the most confusing thing. Her friend’s lips continued to move, but the words disappeared. All that remained was this loud buzzing noise, like a swarm of horseflies. Maggie tried not to laugh at the funny expression on Pam’s face as she waved her arms frantically and flapped her hands at someone racing around the corner of the decking surrounding the hot springs.

      Someone? Maggie peered harder through the fog drifting in front of her eyes. That wasn’t a person, it was a walking wall. Whoa, the man was huge. Dripping wet from head to toe, gorgeous tattoos seemed to writhe on his torso as he reached for her.

      Hmm…he smelt delicious.

      Strength.

      Safety.

      Sensations of happiness and contentment stole through her chaotic thoughts. Her feet didn’t seem to be touching the ground anymore, and the world bounced gently. She cracked open one eye to gaze around. Above her, the trees rotated, and a small cloud chased across the sky in a blur. Warmth surrounded her up to her neck and she let out a contented sign. Her head rested on something firm yet soft, and she nuzzled against it tighter. A steady banging echoed in her ear, somehow reassuring.

      And that scent? Oh yeah. She drew a deep breath, filling her nostrils and enjoying the way her mouth watered. It was like sitting down to a well-cooked rib-eye steak, with all her favorite side dishes. The sweetest dessert, followed by a dozen shooters. Maggie took another leisurely inhalation before snuggling closer to the thumping noise.
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        * * *

      

      Erik caught sight of the women as they strolled down the boardwalk, one of them swaying from side to side.

      He laughed quietly. He’d have a set of slightly tipsy females to keep an eye on while they soaked. The youth from his pack traveling with him played off to the left in the cold pool section of the natural hot springs. Splashing and hooting and the sounds of carrying-on filled the air.

      Wolves—they were such children.

      He waded through the water toward the deck. The woman on the right looked familiar. Petite, blonde, youthful features. If she’d been hugely pregnant he would have sworn it was Missy, the Omega for his pack, although she wasn’t the kind to get falling-down drunk.

      It appeared he was about to meet his reason for driving south sooner than expected. It had to be Maggie weaving toward him.

      He watched with growing concern as the women’s forward motion slowed. It wasn’t just a tipsy ramble anymore—something seemed wrong. Erik grabbed the edge of the railing, wondering if he should offer assistance.

      “Oh shit, help, someone. Damn it. Help.” The brunette waved her arms, the frantic motions drawing his attention to the other woman as she wavered on unsteady limbs. He leapt out of the water, droplets spraying from his body to soak the worn boards underfoot. Long strides carried him down the boardwalk just in time to catch the blonde before she collapsed.

      His world shifted out of line to the left.

      Shocks—like small electrical connections—registered where their bodies touched. Trickles shot through his limbs and up his spine. Tingling. Snapping. Oh hello, it felt completely and wonderfully right.

      “Thanks—she’s been getting dizzy, and I didn’t want her to collapse and hurt herself.” The dark-haired woman kept rambling, but the entire focus of Erik’s attention centered on the beautiful female he held in his arms. He turned and walked back to the water, taking the steps while still cradling her close.

      “What the hell are you doing? She’s passed out. She needs to recover and—” The friend followed him down into the pool, tugging at his elbow.

      “—stay warm. Don’t worry, I’ve got her.”

      Erik had no intention of letting her go. Ever. But that probably wasn’t what this other woman wanted to hear. He settled on one of the submerged benches scattered through the natural pool and rearranged his mate in his arms, her head resting on his chest. The sensation of her cheek on his bare skin made his whole body react.

      His mate.

      Incredible. After all these years of waiting and longing, she’d dropped into his arms out of the blue. For now, knowing she actually existed was enough to make him want to shout in delight.

      Except, he didn’t do shouting.

      A rather piercing voice broke through his intense concentration and he remembered the friend, now glaring at him with suspicion.

      He held out his free hand. “Erik Costanov, from Alaska.”

      The brunette ignored his hand. “Pam. I think you should let me take care of my friend now.”

      “I’ve got her.”

      “I noticed. I’d prefer it if you weren’t holding her. Just take her over to the stairs.  I’ll help⁠—”

      “Relax. I won’t hurt her.” I’m going to care for her for the rest of my life. The thought sent shots of pleasure through his system. Finally. His mate.

      “Really, I’m not comfortable⁠—”

      “She’s comfortable.”

      It was true. The small armful of blonde snuggled in tighter, and Erik’s heart swelled. Hmm. This was going to be wonderful. Except for the fainting bit. They’d have to figure out what was causing it and⁠—

      A splash of water struck him in the face. “Hey, buddy. Thanks for stopping Maggie from hitting the deck, but I’ll take over now. Got it?” Pam tugged on his arm, causing small waves to splash everywhere.

      Erik took a deep breath. Maggie. He’d been right. He laughed at the irony. All this time waiting, and his mate was the sister of his Omega. Why hadn’t he known?

      “Look, mister, I don’t know what the hell you think is so funny⁠—”

      A soft groan rose from Maggie. “Pam, can you stop the shouting for a sec? You’re killing me here.”

      Oh hell, even her voice made his body sing. She squirmed and he carefully cradled her against him, keeping her head above water.

      Pam leaned over and looked her in the eye. “Maggie? Can you hear me?”

      “Are you kidding? They heard you in Vancouver. Stop screaming, my head hurts enough already. If you want to be helpful, I’m thirsty.”

      “There’s a bottle of water in my backpack. Pass her to me and go get it,” Pam demanded, giving him the evil eye.

      Bossy chick. Erik smiled. It was good to know his mate had a friend who wanted to protect her, although he would provide all the protection needed from here on out.

      Conveniently, the teens traveling with him had gathered close, curious to see what was happening.

      “Cody, grab some water for our friends,” he ordered. The boy nodded and raced for their cooler on the deck.

      Maggie wiggled again, and Erik savoured the weight of her on his lap. The brush of her skin increased his pleasure. The sweet smell of her natural perfume filled him with the dire need to taste her skin.

      Cody handed over a bottle of water, and she guzzled most of it down.

      Pam watched him like an overeager chaperone, her gaze dancing around the pool area. She seemed concerned there were now four strange males crowding her and Maggie, and Erik motioned for the boys to step away.

      “Did I pass out?” Maggie spoke soft and slow, her words barely audible.

      “You weren’t out cold, but neither were you were coherent. Do you need your pills?” Pam asked.

      Maggie leaned back on his chest, her head turned slightly so the warmth of her breath brushed him. “No pills. This is heavenly. I haven’t been this relaxed for months.”

      Erik smiled. She knew him too. Her body already sensed they were meant to be together.

      The friend glared harder, her eyes narrowing in suspicion as if Erik were somehow making Maggie respond like a puppet. “Umm, Mags? If you’re feeling up to it, you want to come sit over here with me?”

      “Nope. Comfy here.” Her words slurred.

      He peered over the top of her head to see her eyes were closed. Long dark lashes rested on milky white skin. He admired the contrast against his darker colouring where her arm rested on his biceps. She draped herself over him without shame, accidentally grinding her hips against his groin and his cock woke.

      Oh yeah. Getting to the intimate part of their relationship would be fine as well.

      She moved lazily, lifting her arms to stretch. Her fingers missed brushing his cheek by inches, and he refrained from leaning closer to let her stroke him. Her wonderful scent lingered in the air and he inhaled deeply in appreciation. Hmm. All those days of watching his Alpha pair care for each other brought his anticipation for this moment to a fine peak. So this is what it felt like to find the missing part of your soul.

      Maggie smacked her lips. “Is there a snack bar here?”

      “Are you hungry?” Pam hovered closer.

      “No. Just trying to figure out what that fabulous smell is. Why were you shouting?”

      Pam pointed over Maggie’s shoulder and sniffed. “He’s being stubborn, and I really wish you’d stop sitting on him.”

      The steady beat of his mate’s heart sped up. She reached under the water and her fingers slipped over the bare skin of his thigh, sending another thrill along his nerves. Oh hell yeah, the connection rocked between them.

      “Pam? Where am I?” Maggie twisted in slow motion to stare up at him, the deep blue of her eyes flashing with recognition for an instant before she opened her mouth.

      And screamed.
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      Maggie scrambled off his lap so fast she slipped, her feet skidding on the soft rocks at the bottom of the outdoor pool. The towering mass of man in front of her caught her easily before her head went under.

      “Take it easy, Maggie. You’re safe.” He settled her on her feet and stepped back. The bright smile in his eyes and on his face made something inside her twist and leap for joy at the same time. Her wolf fought to be free and her stomach clenched in reaction.

      He was a werewolf. She recognized him from pictures Missy had sent online over the past couple of years. He was the damn Beta for her sister’s pack and he was here in Liard Hot Springs pool and her wolf lusted for him. Great. Let’s just jump in with two feet, shall we? After avoiding everything to do with wolves for years, the first one she met had to turn her crank. Movement to his side caught her attention as a group of young men approached.

      “Erik? Is that Maggie?”

      “Of course she is. She looks like her sister. Hi, Maggie, welcome to the North.”

      The three youths continued to advance, all talking at once. Maggie backed up rapidly, slamming into Pam’s side. Oh God, there were four wolves in front of her. Panic rose and she pushed it down. She had to get over her fears.

      “Do you know these people?” Pam wrapped a protective arm around her shoulders.

      Erik nodded. “We’re friends of her sister. We were supposed to meet you in Whitehorse.”

      Pam looked around pointedly.

      One of the boys spoke up. “We begged Erik to bring us to the hot springs. It’s been a while and with the Games starting soon and us not being able to participate yet he⁠—”

      “Games?”

      Erik broke in, his gaze locked on Maggie. She kept eye contact only through sheer will power. “We were supposed to meet tomorrow. It’s just a lucky break we’re here at the same time. Are you okay now, Maggie? Do you need me for anything?” The heat in his eyes let her know his offer was wide open to interpretation.

      Strip and let me ride you. Maggie felt her skin flush, and it wasn’t from the heat of the water around them. Was this really happening to her? She shook her head and finally noticed she still wore her shorts and T-shirt over her swimsuit. “Let me get changed and then we can talk.”

      Pam held her elbow and together the two of them slogged their way out of the pool to the change house, a trail of water following them. Maggie snickered as she glanced at her friend.

      “Sorry for making you take a swim with all your clothes on.”

      Pam waved a hand. “Forget it. You feeling better?”

      “Yeah. I think I’ll be okay now.”

      “Good.” Pam pulled off her shirt and wrung it out. She peeked out the door of the change shelter and snuck back to whisper. “Are these guys safe? Do you really know them?”

      Maggie sat on the bench to wrestle her wet runners off her feet. “I know of them. I’ve never met them but my sister did say someone would come escort me from Whitehorse to Haines. She didn’t want me driving by myself after I drop you off at the airport.”

      “She couldn’t come? At least so you’d know they were who they say they are?”

      Maggie snorted. “From the sounds of it, Missy doesn’t fit in a car very well right now. The soon-to-arrive twins are making her life difficult and I certainly don’t expect a pregnant woman to sit for a four-hour trip just to make me feel better. Don’t worry, I recognize Erik. He works with my brother-in-law’s family. He’s a wilderness guide.”

      “He’s a tank.”

      A burst of laughter escaped her. “He is rather large, isn’t he? Rather…yummy, too.”

      Pam raised her eyebrows. “Really? Crap, Mags, I haven’t seen you express interest in anything male for…” She stopped and frowned. “Have I ever seen you express interest in a guy?”

      Maggie hit her. “Stop it.”

      “If he’s someone you trust, fine. I just think it’s weird that of all places to meet, it’s out here in the wilderness. I thought the North was this vast wild land, with wild creatures running free everywhere. Not a social club.”

      They stepped out of the change shelter and Maggie took a deep breath as the three young men did cannonballs into the lower pool, chasing each other like puppies. “Oh, I think there’s plenty of wild animals around, if you know where to look.”
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      Erik watched contently as the youths finally lured Pam to another section of the pool to play a game, leaving him alone with Maggie for the first time. She sat on the narrow edge of grass at the side of the pool, dangling her feet in the water. The thick underbrush of the wilderness behind her framed her sweet body. She clutched the mossy surface with her fingers, head averted, but he knew she was looking him over.

      He stood from where he’d sat, neck deep in the hottest part of the pool. Slow, even steps brought him closer until he leaned his elbows on the grass at her side. He breathed in deeply and noticed she did the same, a fluttering pulse leaping to life at the junction of her neck and shoulder. Turning his head, he admired her openly, unable to tear his gaze away. She wore a bikini of brilliant blue that matched her eyes, like a little bit of the summer sky had fallen to earth. Her curves and dips and rounded places all called to him and he swallowed hard.

      Her head lifted and their gazes met. A trace of fear shone in the depths and his wolf poked him in the nuts, insistent he take care of her.

      “Do I frighten you?”

      She licked her lips, leaving them wet and soft. He wanted to lean over to taste her so badly.

      “I’m very drawn to you, and that scares me.”

      The air around them filled with the faint noises of the spring and the laughter of the others in the distance. The sunlight shone full on them and she turned her face to its warmth. He waited patiently. Patience was something he had more than enough of. It took a few minutes before she sat straighter, squaring her shoulders. The boldness with which she turned to face him made him proud. His mate was no wimp. He’d expect her to be as strong as him.

      “I don’t know how much my sister told you. I’ve been avoiding wolves for a long time. I know I need to change my reaction, but it’s become a habit to stay away from any involvement with pack. I have to fight my first instinct. It’s going to take time to retrain myself not to panic when I see a werewolf. I’m sorry I screamed when I saw you. You didn’t deserve that.”

      She was not only strong, she was empathetic and caring. Erik let the pleasure of her presence roll over him. “Trust me, you’re not the first person to scream at the sight of me. I’m a little larger than most people. That can be intimidating. I don’t take it personally.”

      Maggie smiled. “Good for you.”

      They stared at each other.

      “Would you be comfortable if I touched you?” she whispered, looking him straight in the eyes.

      Comfortable? He was dying for her touch. “I’d love it.”

      She lowered her gaze again. “I haven’t been around many wolves recently. I’m frightened by what I’m feeling. I think I know what this is, but I’m scared…”

      Oh mercy. “I’ll take care of you.”

      He took a step to the side, still standing waist deep in the water. With one hand on the grass on either side of her hips he caged her between his arms. They both glanced toward the others to make sure they weren’t being watched. Then like conspirators, they leaned together and their lips connected.

      Sweet summertime air. The feel of the wind through his fur on a moonlight run. All the most treasured moments of his life faded in comparison as he tasted her. This, this was the moment he’d waited for all his life. She met him with her mouth slightly open, her breath mingling with his before their tongues even touched. He forced himself to keep his hands in place but she had no such compunction. As they kissed, slow and easy, learning each other’s flavour, she caressed his shoulders, rubbing her palms over his brush cut. Smoothing her long fingers down his chest. His skin shivered in anticipation of where she would touch next. Light, fleeting touches that brought his blood to a boil.

      He concentrated on enjoying her scent, drawing it into his very being. Nibbles on her bottom lip, light kisses across her cheek. He licked softly at the pounding pulse at her throat. His gums itched with the desire to bite, to mark her permanently as his. But not yet. Not now that she’d confessed her fears. Still, his wolf demanded he take some action. The beast within grew as wild as he’d ever felt it, driving Erik to claim his mate. Instead of biting he suckled, drawing the soft skin of her neck into his mouth until he’d brought the blood to stain the creamy surface. The moan of desire escaping her lips nearly made him change his mind and take her right there on the embankment.

      Oh hell, he wanted her. All his. Now.

      It took concentration to pull away, to watch her panting breaths slowly calm, his body aching for more. His gaze fell on the rosy circle marring her throat and his wolf grumbled with delight. His mate. He paused.

      “Your friend is full human, isn’t she?”

      Maggie ran her hands over his shoulders again and again, her fingers clinging to him. She peeked at where Pam still played with the boys. “There’s no way I can explain to her why I’d let a total stranger give me a hickey. She’s going to think I’ve gone insane.” She snorted. “Maybe I have. Oh Lord, I never expected this to happen.”

      Erik lifted her off the edge and lowered her into the water. He longed to pull her back onto his lap, and touch her more and more intimately. If this had been any normal situation, they would already be making love. It was the way with mates. Sometimes it took a lifetime to find the one special person who would complete you on every level—physical, mental and emotional. Once you found each other there was no hesitation. No recrimination for simply taking and joining together what was meant to be.

      Waiting was going to kick his ass.

      He took a seat on one of the underwater benches opposite her. “We don’t have to tell her. She’s flying back to Vancouver in a couple of days, right?”

      Maggie nodded.

      “We’ll wait. As much as I want to take you back to my tent and make love with you right now, we can wait for the sake of your friend.” A shiver shook Maggie briefly and she glanced at him, a trace of fear back in her eyes. His wolf howled and fought to comfort her. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t want a mate.”

      He snorted. Bullshit. “Too bad. You’ve got one.”

      Her jaw dropped, and she gaped at him. “You can’t just say something like that and expect me to be all right with it. I’m telling you I don’t want a mate. I’m still freaked out at the thought of trying to live within the confines of a pack. Why would I also want a mate to deal with?”

      That made no sense at all. “A mate isn’t to deal with, a mate is to love.”

      She stopped cold. He had the sudden vision of the two of them, tangled together intimately, and had to reach into the water to adjust himself before his cock exploded. Her gaze followed his hands and she blushed hard.

      “I know this isn’t fair. I’m sorry, I really am, but as much as my body is interested, we can’t do this. I’m telling you straight up so you can be prepared. Even after Pam leaves, I’m not having sex with you. I’m not ready to be anyone’s mate until I deal with some issues.”

      “Are you telling me this because you think if you say it, you’ll be able to resist wanting to be with me? Maggie, we’re werewolves and we’re mates. There’s a chemical reaction between us, yes, but this isn’t just physical. Becoming mates is in our best interest.”
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