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Waiting is always the hardest part...

Second in command of the blood-bound pack, Stone has always put his leader first, but when he discovers a profound attraction to a human on their Grand Canyon river trip, he’s torn between loyalty and what he’s desperately wanted his entire life: a mate. Determined to keep his needs locked down until his leader can claim his mate, Stone discovers anticipation can quickly become overwhelming. 

Due to a deceitful and manipulative boyfriend, Loren ends up with a non-refundable ticket for the river trip. To prove to his ex and himself that he’s not a coward, he decides to go on the adventure holiday but quickly ends up terrified. When Stone offers comfort and kindness, Loren discovers not only a man he can trust, but also a man who brings out a side of himself he never thought existed. 

Lust and longing make resisting their compulsion to mate next to impossible, but when Stone accidentally tastes his mate’s blood, he ends up caught between loyalty to his pack leader and a primal attraction to his human mate. When push comes to shove, will Stone’s self-control be stronger than his urges, or will he destroy the very foundation of their pack just to complete his union with Loren?



This hurt/comfort M/M romance contains a fiercely loyal wolf-shifter, a struggling human mate, seduction in the great outdoors, bonding while cooking, knotting, and plenty of tender loving care from a strong male. 41,000 words or 164 pages.



Please be aware: each novel features a unique romantic couple, but the series must be read in order to understand the overall story arcs.
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Chapter One
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Grand Canyon rapids were known for being big, wet, and intimidating. Loren couldn’t argue with that. After the first one, he’d been shaken so badly he’d actually pissed himself. Thankfully, no one could tell since the river had saturated everyone in the paddle boat.

While the other guys high-fived and talked excitedly about their first big rapid, Loren curled in on himself, trying to get warm while not thinking about the fact he had another twenty days of this. Another twenty days of progressively harder rapids. Another twenty days of feeling utterly alone and totally worthless.

“Hey, man,” Morgan shouted. “Watch it.”

One of the other inflatable boats bumped into the paddle boat, jostling everyone inside.

Loren looked up and found himself staring at the biggest guy on the trip. Everyone called him Stone, and he certainly fit the name. Like the Grand Canyon rapids, he was big and intimidating, only, he wasn’t wet. At least he wasn’t now. But Loren had no problem imaging him emerging from the water like Neptune.

“Come on over onto my boat.” Stone held out his hand.

Loren felt the gazes of the other guys landing on him, their joyous celebrating stopping so suddenly the crash of silence made Loren feel totally exposed.

“I can make room on my boat,” Jon offered. He was rowing the equipment boat while Stone rowed the kitchen boat.

“There’s room now.” Channing stood up from his wide seat on Jon’s boat, gesturing to it.

Loren thought about where he wanted to go. Jon and Channing had been nice to him when they’d all met in the parking lot to load up the vans, but Loren had found his gaze going to Stone again and again. He’d never seen anyone so big. He’d been simultaneously terrified and intrigued, but ultimately he’d stayed away. Men like that hurt men like him.

Only, now, when given a choice about where he wanted to go, he found the expression on the massive man’s face more compelling than anything he’d ever seen in his life.

Deciding to follow his instinct, Loren reached out for Stone.

His hand had to be more than twice the size of Loren’s, strong and very rough, but his skin was warm, his touch gentle. Stone didn’t yank him into the boat. He held up his hand, offering Loren a balancing point, enabling him to climb over the thwarts without stumbling. 

The other two boats moved away, leaving him alone with Stone.

“Let’s make you a place to sit.”

“Okay.” The one word came out shaky, forcing Loren to drop his gaze down to his feet.

“It’s okay.” Stone left his seat behind. He moved close to Loren and settled on the side of the boat. “It’s really okay.”

Before Loren realized, Stone eased him onto his lap then wrapped his arms gently around him.

“Everything is going to be okay.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

Loren wrapped his arms around him, shaking so badly he swore he’d shatter into a million pieces if Stone let go, but he didn’t. Stone held him and spoke quietly until the shivers abated, and he could talk without gasping.

“I’m sorry.” Loren wished he could go back in time and make a different decision, but he couldn’t. He was stuck on this trip, and it was all his own fault.

“You’ve got nothing to be sorry about.” Stone released his hold then met Loren’s gaze. “Are you okay to move on?”

“Yes.” Loren nodded forcefully as if that could stiffen his resolve. “I’m okay. I’m fine.” Without warning, he blurted, “I wet my pants.” Cringing, he lowered his head and started crying. Just like his ex said, he was nothing but a sniveling baby.

“Don’t worry about that.” Stone rose. “Just slip them off and rinse them in the river.”

“But everyone will see.”

“They won’t. They’re way down there.” Stone pointed downriver where the other two boats drifted lazily.

“Will you be able to catch back up?”

“We’ll be fine.”

We. Not I’ll be fine, but we’ll be fine. A small distinction, but it caused Loren to trust Stone more than he should after such a short time.

“There’s already a bit of space in the front. Let me move things around, and then you’ll have more privacy.” Stone moved to the front of the boat, unhooked some straps, pushed some bags around, then strapped them back down. He returned to where Loren stood. “Okay. You can go up there and see if it will work.”

Loren moved up to the front of the boat and found a padded seat similar to a couch. “It’s perfect.”

“Good.” Stone smiled then settled into his seat and picked up the oars. “You can take off your trunks and rinse them out. I’ll keep the boat turned backward to give you all the privacy you need.”

“Thank you.” Loren felt the urge to cry again, but this time, it was Stone’s kindness that brought it on. 

Loren stripped down, rinsed his trunks in the water, then pulled them back on. His T-shirt was soaking wet, but he didn’t want to take off his life jacket. Besides, the hot sun warmed him up faster than he would have thought. 

“You dressed?” Stone asked.

“I am. Thank you.”

“No problem.” Stone rowed with the current, moving the heavy boat downriver until they caught up to the other two boats. He kept them close, but not too close. Instead of turning around, Stone kept the back of the boat facing downriver, giving Loren plenty of time to get his head back on straight.

Loren had calmed down more than he would have imagined possible, but when he heard growling, he rose and peered downriver.

“It’s Soap Creek Rapid.” Stone turned the boat around so Loren could see it while staying in his seat. 

“Is it a big rapid?” Honestly, Loren couldn’t tell. He’d thought the other one had been small until they’d gotten closer. He realized the waves were as big as cars, and they seemed to come from every direction at once. They’d slapped him from all sides, soaking him, freezing him, and terrifying him.

“It’s not too big, but don’t worry. You’re in the kitchen boat now.”

“What does that mean?”

“If you want high excitement, jump into the paddle boat. If you want a calm ride, stick with the kitchen boat.”

“I’ll stick with you.”

Stone grinned.

“Not that you aren’t exciting.”

“I have my moments.” Stone settled his hat on his head and tried to hide an even bigger grin.

Loren almost said something else but changed his mind. Stone didn’t seem offended. If anything, he seemed pleased. Curious, Loren found himself wanting to examine everything about the man from the top of his battered, wide-brimmed hat to his scruffy beard, to his massive chest and powerful arms. He’d be able to see more of him, but a light cloth shirt covered his upper body along with a life jacket. Still, Loren could check out his cargo shorts, his strong, hairy legs, and his big, bare feet. 

If Loren saw Stone walking down the street, he’d think he was a badass biker or something like that. Back at the put-in, he’d seen Stone without the long-sleeved shirt. He had tattoos all over his arms. Probably had them on his chest too, but he’d had a T-shirt on, so Loren couldn’t see. He’d been intrigued by the T-shirt though. It had a strange symbol and the word TOP in big letters. Loren had no clue what it meant, but he wanted to find out.

“You’re going to get wet on this next one since you’re in the front of the boat, but I think you’ll feel better because you’re tucked down in and have something to hold on to.”

Loren realized there were straps on either side of the seat. He also felt wedged in, like he couldn’t easily fall out. On the other boat, he’d been elevated in the center with straps to cling to, but not like this. Loren felt a million times safer on Stone’s boat.

“I’ll be okay.”

“Good.” Stone nodded. “Tomorrow, I’ll set up a place closer to me, like what Channing has on Jon’s boat.”

“I don’t want you to go to any trouble.” Loren had to raise his voice to be heard over the roar of the upcoming rapid.

“No trouble at all.” Stone met his gaze over the edge of his sunglasses. His smile caused crinkle lines around his eyes.

For once, Loren actually believed it when someone said that to him. Stone wasn’t saying it under his breath or with a snotty expression on his face. His kind smile had literally touched his eyes.

This time, when Loren settled into his seat, he smiled. He felt anticipation as the boat got closer and closer to the rapid, but he didn’t feel dread like he had before. When the boat slipped into the rapid, he clung to the straps, but this boat didn’t get tossed around the way the paddle boat had. Stone’s boat seemed to squash everything in its path.

Loren got splashed, but he didn’t panic this time. He could see what was coming at him and prepare himself. When they came out the other side, he smiled with relief and joy.

“You okay?” Stone called out.

“Yeah.” Loren rose and settled on the seat on his knees so he could face Stone. “That was...” well not fun, but it hadn’t been terrifying. “That was a lot better.”

“I’m glad.” Stone’s brow lowered. 

Loren’s heart sped up. What could he have possibly done wrong?

“I think you need a different shirt.”

“What?” Loren had expected just about anything other than that.

“Your arms are looking sunburned.”

“Oh?” Loren checked his arms. “I put on sunscreen.”

“I think you’re going to need more of that too.”

Loren didn’t want to say that he didn’t have anything with him. He didn’t want to upset Stone.

“Do you have a long-sleeved shirt?” Stone asked.

“In that bag they gave me.” Loren’s gaze darted to the equipment boat Jon was rowing.

“Here.” Stone tucked the ends of the oars into the front of the boat then pulled off his life jacket then his shirt. “Put this on.” He held out the shirt.

“But that’s yours.”

Stone smiled and nodded. “Don’t worry about me.”

“But...” Loren didn’t want to argue, but he also didn’t want Stone to get hurt on his account. Although, without the shirt, he could see all the tattoos on his arms. Yanking his attention to his face, Loren asked, “What about you?”

“I’ve got sunscreen.” He opened up his ammo can then slathered sunscreen over his forearms. “Come on. Don’t be shy.”

Loren moved toward Stone. “That guy on the dock said I couldn’t take my life jacket off.”

“You’ll only have it off for a second to pull on the shirt. It’s okay. Really.”

Loren debated what to do until Stone removed his hat and his glasses, allowing him to see into his eyes. He expected them to be cold, but they were warm, making him think of cookies fresh from the oven.

“Let’s do this.” Stone slathered sunscreen on his face and around his neck. “I’ll put mine back on so if you do happen to fall in the water, I can grab you. Okay?”

“Okay.” But that wasn’t what convinced Loren to take off his life jacket. The warmth in Stone’s gaze and the kindness of his expression convinced him Stone had more patience than any other man he’d ever met. 

Loren took off his life jacket, tucking it firmly under a strap to keep it from blowing away.

“You should probably take off that T-shirt.”

“Why?”

“It’s soaking wet.”

“Okay.” Feeling exposed but safe, Loren took off his T-shirt and made sure it wouldn’t blow away then he pulled on Stone’s shirt. The scent of Stone surrounded him. Loren instantly felt the same comfort that he had when Stone had wrapped his arms around him. He had to roll up the sleeves several times, and the tail hit well below the edge of his ass, but he felt much warmer.

“Sunscreen?” Stone asked.

“It’s in my ammo can back on the paddle boat.”

“Here. You can use mine.” 

“Thank you.” Loren’s ex would have given him a lecture about being prepared. Then again, his ex would never have done what Stone had. He would have left Loren on the paddle boat to punish him. 

While Loren smoothed lotion over his face, neck, and hands, he wondered in what other ways Stone was different from all the other men he’d ever known.
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Chapter Two
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Stone had never seen anyone so terrified in all his life, and he didn’t think the rapid had everything to do with Loren’s fear. Someone had ripped the poor guy up, stomped on him, then spit in his face for good measure. From the little cut above his upper lip, Stone got the feeling someone had literally slapped him. A punch would have left a bruise but a well-placed slap would leave a skin tear like that.

“Thanks.” Loren handed him the tube of sunscreen.

“You’re welcome.” Stone tossed it into his ammo can. “If you need more, don’t be afraid to ask.”

“Okay.” But he wouldn’t ask for help. That was part of being abused. Loren would just try to keep his head down and stay out of everyone’s way. 

Loren pulled his life jacket back on then returned to the front of the boat. 

Stone lifted the oars, spread them out, then got back into the main current of the river. He kept his focus on making smooth, even strokes. He wanted to power hard and dig deep to free the rage he felt inside, but that would frighten Loren. Come hell or high water, he wouldn’t add to his already heavy burden.

New and old bruises on Loren’s chest and back indicated long-term abuse. Some fucking waste of space had pounded on him. Given the size of the marks, the guy probably had outweighed him by fifty pounds or more. Real easy to turn a smaller guy into a punching bag. Too easy.

Stone deliberately took deep breaths and kept rowing at an easy pace. He could feel the anger yet not express it. But if he ever met the man who’d done that Loren, he’d make sure that asshole never touched another guy as long as he lived.

“Can I ask you something?” Loren rose then turned around, balancing on his knees so he could look at Stone over the top of the kitchen gear in the boat.

“Of course.”

“Why ammo cans?”

“You mean why do we use so many ammo cans on the river?”

“Yeah.” Loren pulled back. “You don’t have to tell me. Stupid question.”

“It’s not, actually.” Stone kept right on rowing, smooth and easy. “Most people don’t even notice.”

“Really?”

“Really.” Stone smiled. “We use ammo cans for a couple of reasons. They’re cheap, they’re waterproof, and they are rugged as hell.”

“Rugged?”

“They get banged around a lot. They might get scuffed up or even dented, but they’ll still keep out water.” Stone had almost said they take a beating and keeping on going, but that came a little too close to describing Loren himself.

“I never would have guessed.” Loren nodded.

“We did get some newfangled river boxes for the kitchen stuff, but”—Stone glanced around as if to ensure they were alone—“I don’t like them nearly as much as my old rocket boxes.”

“Rocket boxes?”

“They once carried antitank grenade rockets.”

“Oh, right. Ammo cans. Duh. I should have figured that out.”

“Why?” Stone asked. “All this is new to you. You’ve never been on a river trip, have you?”

“No.”

“Then don’t put yourself down for not knowing something.” Someone had trained Loren to be his own bully, which angered Stone even more. “I’ll bet I don’t know anything about what you do.”

“Accounting?”

“You mean numbers?” Stone made an exaggerated face of horror, earning himself a chuckle from Loren. “I’ll take grunt work over brain work every time.”

“And I’ll take brain work over grunt work any day.” Loren darted his gaze away then back. “You’re really nice.”

“So are you.”

Loren seemed on the verge of saying something else but changed his mind.

Sensing that he would turn around and sit down, Stone asked, “Tell me, how did you end up on this trip?”

Loren ducked his head and turned away.

“You know why I came?” Stone asked before Loren could sink down into his seat.

“No.” Loren lifted his head just enough to look out from under the brim. “Why?”

“Because there’s nothing in the world I love more than cooking for people.”

Loren lifted his head and his eyes went wide. “You’re the cook?”

“I am.”

“Really?” Loren wasn’t the first and he sure as hell wouldn’t be the last to doubt Stone’s chosen profession.

“What surprises you about that?” Stone asked. 

“Well, just, you know.”

“I have no idea.”

“You’re so big and...everything.” Loren’s voice trailed off while his gaze darted from Stone’s tattoo riddled arms then down to his cargo shorts.

“So it’s a size thing?” Stone grinned as he kept on rowing. “Only short people can cook?”

“What?” Loren yanked his gaze back to Stone’s face. “No, I mean—God, I’m so stupid.”

Damn. Stone wouldn’t have made a joke if he’d known Loren was that sensitive. Even the most casual crack came across like cruelty to someone just coming out of an abusive relationship. Or, at least, Stone hoped Loren was coming out of it. He’d hate to think of him going back to that flaming asshole. If nothing else, by the end of the trip, Stone hoped he could help teach Loren to stand up for himself. Softly, Stone asked, “Didn’t I tell you not to do that?”

“Do what?”

“Stop putting yourself down.”

“Sorry.” Loren’s voice turned shaky. “You did tell me that and I forgot. I’m really sorry.”

Oh, bad to worse. Excessive apologizing indicated he’d been hooked up with a massive flaming asshole. Keeping his voice on that low, soft register, Stone said, “You got nothing to be sorry for.”

Loren considered him for a long time, head tilted, brow knit with confusion. Several times, he opened his mouth to say something, changed his mind, then sat there, looking at Stone as if he’d never seen anything like him. After a long time, Loren finally asked, “Will you tell me why you like cooking?”

“Sure. But I don’t like it.”

“No?”

“I love it.”

“Right.” Loren smiled and nodded, laughing softly. “That’s what you said.” Relaxing a little, Loren crossed his arms and rested his head on them. With a spattering of freckles across the bridge of his nose, he reminded Stone of a water sprite trying to pass for a human. “Why do you love cooking for people?”

“I think creating good food is one of the best ways to show people just how much you care about them.” Stone spun the boat around so he faced downriver. He checked on the other boats, made sure he stayed in the current, then turned the boat back around. 

“That’s nice.”

“I think so.” Stone met Loren’s gaze. “Do you cook?”

“Not really. I mean I can make eggs and a few things, but mostly I eat out.”

“Where do you live?”

“Denver.”

“Some great restaurants up there.”

“You’ve been to Denver?”

“Sure. Great hub for horse riding in the fall, skiing in the winter, and rafting on the Colorado River during the summer.”

“I thought this was the Colorado River?”

“It is. It runs through five different states.”

“Oh.”

“I’ve run almost the whole length.”

“Why not the whole thing?”

“There are places you can’t run it. It’s too rocky and then toward the end, it doesn’t have enough water.”

“What happened to the water?”

“Gets used up by all the people before it can reach the Gulf of California.”

“That seems wrong somehow.”

“It is.” Stone checked the current, adjusted the boat, then picked up the thread of conversation. “Just don’t say anything about it around Hennessey.”

“Why not?” Loren leaned in, keen to understand.

“He’ll go on a rant about water rights that will make you regret having ears.”

Loren laughed again, stronger this time.

“You’ve got a great laugh.” Stone would like to hear a lot more of it.

“I do?”

“You do.”

“You have a really nice smile.” Loren ducked his head but only for a second.

“Thank you.”
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