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      Can the mated humans and wolf shifters of Sapphire Ranch navigate their lives and new love, through a world of hunters, danger, and betrayal?

      

      Sheriff and Protector, working together to save Sapphire Ranch. If only they could think about the job and not each other.

      

      Sheriff Milo Clark has always kept his identity as a wolf shifter hidden from everyone. But when the head of a security firm, Eli, arrives in town to help protect Sapphire Ranch from the dangerous human hunters, Milo finds himself inexplicably drawn to the handsome man and it doesn’t take him long to realize that Eli is his fated mate. But finding his mate is the last thing he needs.

      

      Shifters, mates, bullets that dissolve a man. Eli has seen strange things in his time, but nothing like the world he’s in now. It doesn’t help that he’s completely distracted by the local lawman. When he should be focused on helping the shifter packs, instead he’s thinking about Milo.

      

      As they work together to keep the wolves safe, their connection grows stronger. With the threat of the hunters looming, can Milo and Eli navigate their new love while keeping everyone they care about safe?
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      This series has been a long time republishing. I’m not quite sure why. So many other stories got in the way. I’ve added about ten thousand words to the original story and I haven’t updated it from the time period it was written.

      
        
        Triggers

      

      

      A gay teen is hurt, however the boys who commit the assault don’t know he is gay.

      In this book, you may find some of the attitudes towards LGBT (as then) people, adults and kids, in the series extremely out of date.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 have hope we live in a different world now.

      The language is strong and again, I haven’t updated it.
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      Sheriff Milo Clarke had been a cop for a long time. This wasn’t the first dead body he’d seen. But it was the most gruesome death he’d ever had the misfortune to witness. What used to be Randy Streerson, the head of a group of hunters that pursued and killed shifters, now covered the kitchen walls, floor, and dripped from the ceiling after young shifter Callum Pope shot him with one of the hunter’s ‘special’ bullets.

      “Stay out of the way, Sheriff,” a man clad in a protective suit ordered.

      Staying to one side was a damned sensible move if he didn’t want parts of Streerson to fall on him. Now he was watching a felony take place. He should really get out of the kitchen. Then he could claim plausible deniability. Milo snorted and two of the men cleaning the kitchen looked over.

      “Sorry,” he muttered, and they carried on with their gruesome task.

      Yeah, that horse bolted the second Cal pulled the trigger. But Milo was still the county sheriff. He was torn between duty and likely survival. How the hell would he explain to his deputies what had just taken place?

      He leaned against the kitchen cabinets as he watched Eli Watkins and his team, the Cavalry, remove the remains of Randy Streerson from the kitchen of Sapphire Ranch. He’d offered to help and been told firmly to stay the hell out of their way as they cleaned up.

      Milo struggled to process the past few days since he’d received the phone call from Joe Lowther asking him about Callum Pope. Cal was a distant shifter relative of Milo’s. His father had been related to Milo’s mother. Cal’s father and two elder brothers had been killed by a band of hunters led by the Streerson family. The pack had splintered in an effort to survive, and Cal had run hundreds of miles only to end up at Joe’s ranch. Thinking he was a predator, Joe had shot him, but those bullets he could handle.

      Cal found his mate in a quiet Texan ranch, hundreds of miles from his packland. What were the odds?

      Milo envied the way Cal and Joe had removed themselves from the scene of carnage. He wished he could do the same. Eli’s men took away what remained of the body and now they scrubbed the kitchen, surprisingly efficient. Milo didn’t have to be a cop to know this wasn’t the first time the Cavalry had cleaned away evidence that a murder had taken place.

      What was he to do? On one hand he’d witnessed the struggle between Cal and Streerson for control of the gun before Cal had pulled the trigger. On the other…

      He was already going to have to explain to his deputy where he’d been hiding for the past few days. He clearly wasn’t ill, no matter what he’d said. How did he explain that he’d been lying to them, who the victim—who was no fucking victim—was, and by the way, he was a shifter.

      Milo could just imagine his deputy, Ray Dalton’s expression as he explained that one.

      “Yeah, Ray, I’m a wolf. Fangs, claws, long tail.”

      He knuckled his eyes. He’d done his best to forget he was a shifter, at least a half-shifter. His mother had been a werewolf and Milo could change, he just chose not to. Instead he lived among the humans as a sheriff and hadn’t given in to that side of him for over five years except for one glorious moment a few days ago. Milo tried not to think about it even as his wolf grumbled inside.

      Milo watched the team—at least he watched Eli. His whole attention was focused on the dark-haired man. Just watching him made his mouth dry and his dick hard. From the second Milo had shifted to prove the existence of werewolves to Eli and his assistant Ross, he’d realized that Eli was his mate.

      Freaked out by the sudden realization, yet unable to resist the lure of his mate, he’d trotted up to Eli and laid his head on his lap. Tentatively Eli had stroked his head, and Milo leaned into the caress, wanting Eli to touch him more. Eli filled his wolf senses. He smelled woodsy with a touch of citrus. He smelled good.

      “Good doggy,” Eli had murmured.

      Doggy? Milo gave a low growl at the insult, grinning in wolfy satisfaction as Eli snatched his hand back. He wouldn’t have hurt him—maybe just a nip.

      And Eli had seemed equally drawn to him, finding it hard to take his eyes off Milo, even as they’d talked strategy with Joe, Cal’s mate and the owner of Sapphire Ranch. Milo was still grappling with the idea of human mates. He understood the concept, he was the product of such a union. But he thought he’d been an aberration. The idea this was normal was mind-blowing.

      But he and Eli hadn’t gone near each other, hadn’t touched each other at all beyond that one brief contact. Milo had been relieved because they had needed to focus their minds, not their dicks, to defeat the hunters. Relieved—and frustrated beyond belief to have his mate so close and not be able to touch him.

      There was another issue. They hadn’t connected telepathically. Milo had thought that happened immediately. But he was only a half-shifter, with limited shifter abilities in his human form, and Eli was a human. What would happen if they didn’t connect? Could they walk away from each other? It would make life so much simpler.

      Milo caught Eli frowning at him, and he looked away, feeling guilty. Eli didn’t need to know. They hadn’t connected. He need never know. Milo’s wolf howled inside him at the thought of walking away from his mate, and for once Milo didn’t try to hush him. The thought hurt his human side just as much. But Milo had spent his whole life hiding his true nature, and now, through no fault of his own, everything he’d worked to hide was liable to be exposed. Among humans he hid the fact he was half-shifter. Around shifters he tried hard to fit in, even though his human side affected his wolf senses. And with both communities he hid the fact he was gay.

      Milo had spent his whole life in hiding and with one phone call Joe had exposed him to humans—both as shifter and as gay. He wasn’t fucking ready for it. And didn’t that suck?
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      Once the kitchen was restored back to normal, Milo disconnected the call from his deputy who’d ended with a growled “You’d better tell me everything when you return, Sheriff. I mean it.”

      Everything. That was loaded. What was he supposed to tell Ray? His boss was a gay half-wolf, and he’d spent last few days hiding from hunters who shot shifters for sport? He snorted, imagining the look on Ray Dalton’s face.

      Oh, and his lone sheriff had found his mate for life. Ray would have him locked up faster than Milo could shift. But Milo couldn’t help the smile as he thought of his mate. Nothing else mattered except the dark-haired, dark-eyed man who filled his thoughts.

      “Difficult conversation?” Eli asked as he wandered into the bedroom where Milo had retired to discuss police business.

      The butterflies started fluttering in Milo’s stomach at Eli’s proximity. They never really stopped, but whenever his mate was close, every part of Milo’s body reacted. Standing this close, Milo’s senses were overwhelmed with his woodsy smell. “I haven’t had that conversation yet. But it will come. Ray isn’t happy with me.”

      Eli hummed as he stood closer to Milo. “Are you busy?”

      Milo shrugged as he put away his phone. “The hunters are locked up. Streerson’s body is cleaned up. Joe and Cal are safe and probably banging each other’s brains out.”

      “Why don’t we do that?” Eli suggested.

      Milo looked at him, confused. “What?”

      “Bang each other’s brains out.”

      “Now?”

      Eli nodded, a hopeful look on his face.

      Milo wanted to throw Eli onto the bed and do just that, but they had responsibilities. “What about your men? Ross?”

      “The Cavalry have their duties. Ross is chasing what’s happened to Cal’s pack, then he’s gonna piss off Joe and Cal by being their bodyguard in case any of Streerson’s men are still out there.”

      “They aren’t gonna like that.”

      “They can live with it. What about us, Sheriff?”

      Milo opened his mouth and closed it again. “You feel it too?”

      Eli snorted. “I’ve done nothing but feel it since you stripped naked in front of me. You only have to look at me and I’m rock hard and dripping.”

      Milo gaze dropped his gaze to find Eli was telling the truth, his black pants clearly showing the effect Milo had on him. But he had to be honest. “We could walk away from this now. You’re a human. You’d find someone else.”

      “And you? Would you find someone else?”

      “I’d always know what I lost,” Milo admitted. “A wolf has one fated mate. There can be other partners, but only ever one mate.”

      Eli glowered at the mention of other mates. “What if I don’t let you walk away?”

      “No one around here knows I’m gay.”

      Eli was so near to Milo just his closeness was overwhelming Milo’s senses. His expression was kind and understanding as he looked at Milo. “You could lose a lot if it comes out.”

      “My career, my home.” Milo had worked so damn hard to get where he was. “The election’s next year.”

      Eli made a move as if he wanted to touch Milo’s face, but he stepped back. He swallowed, his throat working hard. In spite of all his fears, Milo wanted to suck on the Adam’s apple, bite it hard, and fuck Eli senseless. He had to make Eli his!

      The atmosphere in the bedroom changed. Became charged. Milo felt the hair rise on the back of his head. His mouth went dry and his cock was ready to drill through his pants.

      “Do it. Do whatever you have to do,” Eli said hoarsely. “Kiss me, bite me, fuck me. Don’t care. We’ll deal with the consequences. Just fucking do it!”

      Milo stared at Eli, unable to move. His wolf begged him to throw Eli onto the bed and fuck him, but Milo’s limbs were frozen. Then Eli huffed and shoved Milo against the wall and drew his head down for a kiss. All the fight/flight in Milo subsided at the touch of his mate’s mouth on his. This felt right. More than right. Like he’d been searching his entire life for his home and now he’d found it.

      Eli raised his head, his eyes so dark they looked black. “Jesus, stop talking!”

      “I’m not—”

      “In here.” Eli tapped Milo on the head. “You never stop talking in here.”

      “You can hear me?” Eli had never given any indication that he could hear Milo and Milo had been convinced that his being half human and Eli being all human meant they would never communicate as other shifter mates did. To find out Eli could hear him was a shock and a relief.

      Eli nodded. “Kinda. It’s more a jumble of thoughts than actual words. I thought I was going mad until Joe mentioned telepathy.” He frowned at Milo. “You should have told me.”

      “It’s not like we’ve had a lot of time to discuss it,” Milo protested.

      “We’re not gonna discuss it now,” Eli growled, and didn’t that go straight to Milo’s dick? Eli hauled Milo back in for a kiss, mauling his mouth. It was fierce and angry, like Eli had a lot of emotion to work through.

      Milo hung on for dear life and let Eli control the kiss. Eli had one arm wrapped around Milo’s lower back and the other hand in his hair. He wasn’t letting go and Milo didn’t want to be anywhere else.

      Eli pulled back from the kiss and looked into Milo’s eyes. He was breathing heavily, his cheeks still flushed, and Milo could feel the tension between them. It was palpable, like a living thing that was winding itself around them. They were going to have to talk soon.

      "Later," Eli growled and kissed him again, devouring him with kisses that made Milo's toes curl.

      When the need for oxygen became too much for both of them, Eli turned his attention to Milo’s jaw, kissing along the stubble until he reached Milo’s ear. Milo squirmed as Eli kissed a very sensitive spot behind his earlobe. Milo sensed Eli’s grin against his skin. He liked making Milo wriggle.

      “Wait ’til it’s your turn,” Milo warned.

      Eli just hummed and started his trail of wet open-mouthed kisses down his neck, around to his throat, sucking briefly on his Adam’s apple, and then down again.

      “Fuck!” Milo breathed as he felt Eli's teeth grazing along the column of muscles in his neck. The sensation made him shudder all over.

      “Soon,” Eli said, thrusting his erection against Milo’s hip. Even in Milo’s lust-filled haze, it didn’t go unnoticed that Eli was just as hard as he was.

      Eli stepped back, ignoring Milo’s whimper. “Gotta get naked.”

      Briefly, Milo thought Eli was going to undress him, and that thought made him even harder, but then Eli said, “My hands are shaking too much to manage your buttons.” He held up a trembling hand.

      Milo kissed the embarrassed look off Eli as he undid the buttons on his shirt. Then he stripped it off and undid his pants. He was a shifter and had no shame about being naked. Besides, that horse had already bolted. He’d virtually shoved his groin in Eli’s face when he’d changed back after shifting last time.

      As he kicked away the last of his clothing, Milo said, “It’s your turn.”

      Eli didn’t hesitate. He stripped down quickly. Milo barely had the chance to look at him before Eli threw him onto Joe’s bed and straddled him.

      God, Eli was stunning. Milo had to grip tight to his control because he was close to coming just looking at him. All muscle and dark fur. Milo ran his hands over Eli’s chest and pinched his nipples. He grinned at Eli’s squeak.

      Eli rolled his hips, grinding against Milo, making him moan. The friction felt so damn good that it was almost unbearable. Milo wrapped a hand around the back of Eli’s head and drew him in for a long, slow, wet, and heated kiss.

      “He’s gotta have some here.” Eli leaned over him to scrabble frantically in the nightstand drawer.

      Milo frowned. “What?”

      “Condoms and lube. Dammit, he probably took them with him when he went to find Cal.”

      Milo was at the point of saying he didn’t need condoms when he stopped. It didn’t matter that he was a shifter. They didn’t know each other yet. That conversation could happen later.

      Eli tilted his head. “What? I can hear you thinking again.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Milo pulled Eli down for another kiss.

      Eli looked unconvinced but he willingly gave kisses, softer this time, more loving than frantic. Milo moaned into Eli’s mouth, loving the sensation of his cock rubbing against Eli’s. He put his hand between them to touch Eli’s shaft, needing to feel the weight of him in his hand and gently swiped his thumb over the tip, spreading the precum over the head.

      “Fuck! Fuck!” Eli dragged his mouth away and panted in Milo’s ear. “Not gonna last long enough to fuck if you keep doing that.”

      Milo swept his free hand down Eli’s back and pumped Eli’s cock with the other. “We’ve got time. Come for me, mate.”

      Eli stiffened and thrust forward, coming without another word. Milo held him through his orgasm, until Eli slumped on top of him, ignoring the cum spreading between them.

      “Fuck!” Eli mumbled into Milo’s neck. “Soon.”

      Milo really hoped so because he needed to come so badly. He held Eli, caressing his back as his mate recovered.

      But Eli didn’t leave him hanging for long. He soon wriggled down the bed and licked a long stripe up Milo’s dick. Milo arched up with a cry. Eli held the base of the shaft and looked at Milo. “Fucking gorgeous.” He swirled his tongue up the shaft again and licked over the head, taking his time to explore the slit.

      Milo flushed because no one had ever praised his cock before, and Eli’s tongue was fucking amazing. Then Eli took him to the back of his throat and Milo shouted out his pleasure. Dimly he was aware that he’d probably let everyone on the ranch know what they were doing, but at that moment he just didn’t care. Especially when Eli rimmed his hole with his finger and pressed in. Milo shot hard, each spasm captured by Eli’s greedy mouth. He collapsed against the sheets in a sticky mess and Milo lay back against the pillows, his eyes closed and a satisfied smile on his face. Eli rested his head on Milo’s stomach, the steady beat of their hearts lulling both into a peaceful state.

      Eli chuckled, his breath warm against Milo’s sweat-cooled skin. “Joe’s gonna kill us for ruining their bed.”

      Milo opened one eye to look at Eli. “Yes, but it was worth it.” He reached out to tangle his fingers in Eli's hair before closing his eyes again. His eyelids were heavy as he fought the urge to sleep. It had been a long day and all he wanted was to stay in this moment for as long as possible.

      Eli hummed in agreement and snuggled closer. Eli propped himself up on an elbow and smiled down into Milo's face, tracing a finger over Milo's lips absentmindedly.

      Milo smiled back at him softly before turning serious again. “We'd better find new sheets,” he said with a sigh as he looked down at their sticky mess with resignation.

      “Later.” Eli raised his head and smirked at Milo, hands framing Milo's face playfully as he leaned in for another kiss; soft yet passionate enough that all thoughts of leaving the bed fled from both their minds again until there were no ideas of going anywhere until they’d satiated the lust that consumed them.
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        * * *

      

      Joe and Cal didn’t return to the ranch until the following afternoon, Ross with them as their bodyguard. Milo had remade their bed and aired out the room. If Cal, with his heightened shifter senses, noticed anything odd, he didn’t say anything.

      The young wolf came hesitantly into the kitchen, looking around for signs of what happened the day before. He looked wrecked, his face pinched and mouth pressed in a tight line. Joe kept him tight against him, comforting him.

      It was obvious to Milo that Cal was still deeply affected after killing Randy Streerson. In his pack, he was an omega, considered the weakest of the pack. He’d never have been put in the front line. Taking out a cold-blooded killer, even one who had killed his family, hurt him deeply.

      Cal’s mood was marginally cheered by the news that there had been sightings of lone wolves on the Oklahoma borders. Members of the Cavalry who had now been included in the ‘need to know’ were on their way to check it out.

      Milo was unhappy at how many humans, even trusted ones, were now aware of the presence of shifters, but that was out of his hands. His own existence was at the mercy of humans he barely knew.

      Milo found himself at a loose end while Joe and Ross went out to take care of the critters, Cal took a nap, and Eli spoke with his business partner. He sat on the stoop, listening to the sounds of the ranch as it approached evening. It was peaceful enough, but Milo longed to get back to his home and work. He’d been away for too many days.

      “Hey.” Eli dropped to his haunches next to him and kissed Milo’s cheek. The men that were still guarding the ranch looked away, clearly pretending not to notice.

      “Everything okay?” Milo asked. Eli smiled, but Milo got a different feeling along their mating link.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “I’ve gotta go back home,” Eli said.

      “So soon?” Milo was dismayed. “When do you have to go?”

      “This evening.”

      Milo looked out over the yard. He’d found his mate, only to lose him again.

      Eli sat next to him and put an arm around his shoulders. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Milo opened his mouth to respond and then realized Eli had sent a thought rather than spoken to him. “Show-off.”

      Eli smirked.

      “When do you have to leave?” Milo asked.

      “About an hour.” Eli sighed. “This is as hard for me as it is for you.”

      Milo doubted that but he didn’t say anything.

      Eli stood and held out his hand. “Let’s find somewhere private to say good-bye.”

      Milo stood, brushing the seat of his pants, and took Eli’s hand, letting Eli pull him up. “Where can we go?”

      “Let’s go inside. Cal’s asleep and the others are busy.”

      The sun was still high, but the shadows in the room were long and welcoming. They exchanged lazy kisses on the sofa, aware that any moment they could be disturbed. Milo wanted more than anything else was to be able to remember this moment forever, to take it out and relive it whenever he wanted. He felt a deep sorrow at the thought, that soon enough they would have to part, and his longing seemed to intensify and multiply the feelings between them.

      “Stop thinking,” Eli chided gently, stroking a tender finger down Milo’s cheek. “Focus on me.”

      Milo forced a smile and brushed a kiss over Eli’s stubbled cheek. “I’m sorry.”

      He sank into Eli’s kisses, the feel of Eli’s hands sweeping over his body.

      When the kisses weren’t enough, they retired to the bathroom and Eli showed Milo just exactly how much he was going to miss him. They rutted together, their bodies running with sweat and passion. Time stood still as they melted into one another until the moment was broken by a distant shout outside, followed by the sound of footsteps coming closer to the bathroom. Eli came with a bitten-off cry and Milo followed him, but his climax was bittersweet. Who knew when this intimacy would happen again?

      “Eli? Milo?” Ross called out and thumped on the bathroom door.

      “Yeah,” Eli managed, leaning against Milo.

      “It’s time to leave.”

      “Okay. I’ll be outside in a minute.”

      They listened to Ross walk away before Eli sighed and pressed a kiss to the nape of Milo’s neck.

      “I’m sorry, my mate,” he murmured.

      Milo clasped Eli’s hand and pressed it over his heart. “We’ll be together soon.”

      Even if Milo had to hunt for his mate and bring him back.

      “I will always return to you,” Eli promised, and Milo turned to kiss him one more time.

      

      Five minutes later, Milo shoved his hands in his pockets, forcing himself not to run to Eli as he watched him open the door to his SUV.

      Eli stopped and looked at Milo. “I’ll be back. I promise.”

      “Don’t leave it too long.”

      “I won’t. I’m yours.”

      “Mate.” Milo infused his thought with all the emotion that he could.

      His wolf howled mournfully as Eli drove away and Milo had to fight not to shift and chase after him.

      Our mate will return.

      But his wolf was inconsolable.

      Then Joe and Cal wrapped their arms around him, crowding Milo to give them both comfort. His alpha and omega. It had been many years since Milo was part of a pack, and for a second, he tried to pull away, but they held on, accepting his need to struggle. Milo slumped in their grip, instinct taking over, and he let them hold him as he watched the black SUVs drive out of the yard, taking his mate away from him.
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