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“If you want to see things no other woman has seen, I can show them to you,” Luke breathed. He stopped mere inches away, letting her feel his nearness, not quite touching. “Is that what you want, Joey?”

Her eyes were hooded with deliberate allure. “What do you want, Luke?” She stretched her arms behind her, curving about the trunk, open and vulnerable. He gave up any pretense of circumspection.

“You know what I want, Joelle.” He pressed against her, feeling the swell of her breasts. Then he set his hands to the rough bark on either side of her.

“I know you want me. I want you, too—but first I need you to help me get what I want.”

The words cut through his potent hunger like a dash of water from a mountain stream. A tremor ran through him, a shudder of unexpected fury. For a long moment he wavered between taking her then and there, silencing her cold bargaining with the rage of his lust, and abandoning her to the uncertain mercy of the forest. But he drew into himself, allowing the anger to become cold and hard.

He looked her up and down. He shouldn’t care. He wanted her, and it shouldn’t matter how he got her. But it did matter—more than he cared to admit.…
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There was a stranger in town.

His keen sight picked her out from his vantage atop one of the rocky cliffs that formed sentinels on either side of the narrow two-lane highway that led into town. From here he could see the main street with its clumps of buildings, a warren of human habitation surrounded by wilderness. There were people moving about as there always were, even in this isolated place—but she stood out. She was different. An outsider. The townsfolk of Lovell, British Columbia, might not care for strangers, but he occasionally had use for them. At least the women …

His long suntanned fingers stroked slowly through the dense fur of the wolf beside him. It had been a long time since he’d enjoyed the company of a woman, and the desires that had awakened with the coming of spring had not been satisfied. There were women in town who would share his bed, who would be more than willing to overlook his reputation. But he had long ago lost any appetite for the entanglements that came with local relationships. The few times he’d tried it hadn’t been worth the trouble.

And he’d been alone so long.…

The wolf under his stroking hand shifted and whined softly. With a murmured apology he released his grip on the heavy mane behind the animal’s neck. He didn’t care that the townsfolk regarded him with suspicion; they were not his kind. But their distrust limited his choices. When winter drifted into spring and the need came on him, there was only one way to meet it. Hikers and adventurers and tourists out to see their last chunk of real wilderness came year by year to Lovell’s single lodge, and nearly always there were women among them willing to share his cabin and bed. But this year had been a lean one. Until yesterday.

And she was lovely. It hadn’t been difficult to find her desirable.

It had been easy to observe her, to mark her out from the rest. She shone among the townsfolk, a flame among ashes, luring his senses with an undeniable attraction. She wasn’t the most beautiful woman he’d seen, but there was a vitality about her that burned as brightly as the sun on her hair.

He smiled slowly, a slight upcurve of lips that seldom resorted to the expression. Yes, she would do very well.

The wolf interrupted his reverie with an impatient thrust of its muzzle under his hand. Intelligent eyes, pale and rimmed in black, met his questioningly. He drew his hand over the broad forehead and scratched between the triangular ears. The wolf closed its eyes and stretched with a yawn that revealed rows of sharp teeth. Then it straightened, yipped once, and turned in a tight circle.

The impatient gesture drew a rough chuckle from the man. “Yes, my friend. Don’t let me keep you from important business.” The wolf waved its tail once in answer and sat on its haunches, regarding him. “I won’t be joining you now. I’ve got other game today.” He turned again to gaze at the town, though the woman had long since disappeared. “I haven’t done this kind of hunting in some time—and I think this one might prove to be a challenge. I’ll have to be careful to stay downwind until I’ve caught her.”

Anticipation tightened his muscles, and the wolf yipped again. “Go. I’ll find you later. We’ll have to plan this carefully—and keep an eye on her in the meantime.” He pushed gently at the wolf, and the beast whirled and vanished like a gray phantom.

The sun rose higher, limning the serrated hillsides to the east with radiant yellow light against deep blue-green. The mountains beyond caught the illumination with the brilliance of a diamond. He breathed in the crisp air, savoring the myriad scents of a new day. Before it ended, he planned to know more about the stranger—and begin his hunt.

Joelle Randall didn’t think she’d ever seen anything so beautiful.

The long slope, carpeted in wildflowers, released a heady perfume on the cool air of late summer. Conifers bordered the meadow like the watchful sentries of a vast army, marching up the slopes of surrounding mountains—sharp peaks streaked with the white of perpetual ice. Just out of sight were lakes of perfect crystal blue, fed by streams that cut their way over jumbled rocks and through forests almost as pristine as the day they were created.

Joey drew in a deep breath and closed her eyes. It was hard to believe so much beauty could conceal, somewhere among its secret corners, the tragedy that had left her alone in the world. Somewhere in these mountains and valleys lay the key to freeing her heart of its long-held burden.

Freedom. Joey took another deep breath of scented air. That was all she had left, the hope of resolving the old sorrow at last. It could never be finished—not until she found the place where her parents had died.

Even now, that word was hard to acknowledge. They’d left her, without a good-bye, without giving her a chance to tell them how much she loved them. She’d only been a kid then: sixteen, still at that vulnerable age, so close to her parents when they’d left on their final journey.

If it hadn’t been for a freak storm, the kind of accident even the most experienced pilot couldn’t always avoid—Joey clenched her fists, feeling the sudden sharp twist of painful memory. Her father had been careful, she knew that; he’d been flying for years, and the small plane had been meticulously kept up. Not his fault that they’d gone down in these mountains they’d loved, never to be found.…

Opening her eyes, Joey pushed back the sadness and focused on the resolve that had kept her going during the past months.

This was the turning point, the time that she would take back her life at last. She would find the place where they had been lost, confront that crippling sorrow, let the clear mountain winds carry her good-byes over the wilderness. There was nothing, now, to hold her back.

She looked down at the half-finished sketch in her lap. She knew she’d made the right decision to leave her architect’s job in San Francisco, no matter how comfortable and lucrative. There’d been too much waiting, too much wasting of her life in a vain effort to find the security her parents’ death had taken from her.

Even Richard—what she’d had with Richard had been a desperate grasp at replacing something of what had been lost, restoring some meaning to her life. She’d still been young, vulnerable, so full of need; he’d seemed strong, controlled, everything she thought she’d wanted then. But she’d grown up, found that security could be an illusion, control a trap. And all the empty places in her heart had not been filled.…

She tossed her head angrily. That was behind her, and well left behind. There could be no more dull security to cover the hurt. No, she wouldn’t think of Richard. No regrets. From now on she’d be in control of her own life.

Absently she set down her sketchpad and caressed one of the vivid blossoms at her feet. It was a deep pink shooting star, one of many wildflowers that turned the mountain hillsides into brilliant canvases from late spring through early autumn. She’d had ample time to study just about every kind of wildflower from the very first blooms after the snowmelt; but now the summer was fading, and all the beauty of Nature couldn’t change that unalterable fact.

When she’d come to these mountains in the spring, she’d been confident of finding what she sought before midsummer. But after searching several of the most likely areas in this stretch of the Rockies, she faced the very real possibility of failure. This was her last hope—this town, this valley, and the wild stretches of surrounding mountains. If they weren’t here … She bit her lip, hard.

She had to find them. They had to be here. Time was running out. Here in the north, the time of blue skies and green growing things—and passable trails—was all too brief. City-bred she might be, but she understood that once the first snows fell, her quest would be over for the year. That was simply a thought she could not bear.

In an effort to clear her head, Joey focused on her breathing and steadied it until her pulse had slowed again. No smog here—no fumes, no constant racket of cars and human clamor. Here, away from the town, it was easy to pretend you were the last person on earth. Joey grimaced to herself. She might be savoring that feeling if it hadn’t been for the constant worries that hung over her. She’d been waiting for her local guide now—one she’d hired in the last town—for over a week. If he didn’t show up soon …

Her brooding thoughts were interrupted by a pale flash of movement among the trees at the foot of the slope below. It wasn’t a deer—that much she was sure of—but it wasn’t something immediately recognizable to her unpracticed eye. She reached down to the binoculars at her belt. Fixing the location of the elusive shape in her mind, Joey unhooked them and focused on the blue-green blur of trees that marked the lower boundary of the meadow.

Close up, the details leaped to life in her vision: individual Douglas fir, spruce, and pine with a scattered understory of shrubs and brush. She almost passed over the pale shape the first time she caught it in her sights, hurriedly readjusting until she had it in focus again. Her breath tangled in her throat.

A wolf—a great gray timber wolf—stood absolutely still in the half-concealment of a larchberry bush. Joey’s hands tightened on the binoculars to steady them. Her first wolf. All this time in the mountains and she’d never seen one, though she’d heard them in the summer nights, shivering in spite of herself at their eerie chorus. She knew they were elusive, uncommon even in protected areas. But to see one here, alone, in broad daylight …

Joey studied the wolf intently. It was huge—even from this distance, she could tell that—and its coat was lush and heavy, pale on the belly and legs, shot with silver and gray and black across the back and masking the face. The triangular ears were alert, the bushy tail slightly raised. It seemed to be watching, or waiting. For prey, perhaps? Joey moved the binoculars to get a clearer look at the pale, tilted eyes. She nearly dropped them in astonishment. The wolf seemed to be staring straight at her.

Fascinated, Joey stared back. She knew it was impossible that the wolf could be looking directly at her through the binocular lenses, but the sensation persisted, all logic to the contrary Perhaps it simply sensed her presence with the uncanny ability wild animals have. That seemed reasonable, but Joey wasn’t feeling very reasonable at the moment. Those eyes—pale and slanted and oddly intelligent—had a very strange effect. She almost got the feeling that the wolf not only saw her but was studying her in turn. The longer she looked, the stronger the peculiar feeling grew Those eyes …

It took a long moment for Joey to realize she had been lost in that wild stare for a frightening length of time. Unnerved, she dropped the binoculars. She blinked as her eyes adjusted, and without intending to, she found herself searching the forest edge again for the pale shape of the wolf. For an instant she caught sight of it, its head still raised as if to watch her. And then it moved, disappearing silently between one blink and the next.

Joey bit her lip and hooked the binoculars back to her belt. She realized her back and arms were taut with tension. True, it was the first time she’d ever seen a wild wolf, but that was no reason to get quite so worked up. She knew healthy wolves weren’t dangerous to people, and that wolf had certainly kept its distance.

But she couldn’t quite shake the weird intensity of the wolf’s gaze, or the bizarre way she’d almost gotten lost in it. There was something in this mountain air and ancient wilderness that made a person feel … not quite earthbound. But such flights of fancy were useless to her and could only distract her from her purpose.

Joey flipped her braid over one shoulder with an irritated toss of her head. She’d just have to make doubly sure from now on that she didn’t let this countryside hypnotize her into complacency—or turn on her with the treachery it had shown her parents.

Sighing deeply, Joey lay back and stretched out into the bed of grass and flowers, allowing the soft scent of crushed blossoms to soothe her. She concentrated on the distant chatter of birds from the trees at the meadow’s edge, the soft soughing of a breeze through the fir and spruce, drifts of air idly teasing the pale hair that had escaped her braid. She smiled experimentally into the sun, eyes squeezed shut, and decided to live for the moment—at least for a few minutes.

Joey came to full, sudden wakefulness with an odd, distinctly unflowerlike odor assaulting her nose. In the moment it took her to realize she’d relaxed enough to fall asleep in the grass, she knew that something was different. As she rolled over, her body tingled with a primitive urge to run and hide. She froze instead. It was then that she saw the wolf.

Her fingers dug deeply into soft earth as she stared at the animal. It was the same wolf—the very same wolf, but this time considerably closer and much, much larger. It sat on its haunches no more than a few yards away, and its gaze was locked on hers. She could see every detail in the cool depth of its pale eyes, the dark round pupils, the black rims, and the masklike markings of its facial fur.

For a moment she distanced herself from fear by studying the wolf dispassionately, as if it were simply one of her architectural designs, a living construct to be classified and assigned its proper place. The coat was thick and heavy and woven of many subtle shades, ranging from nearly white to nearly black in the fur across the broad shoulders and back. The bushy tail rested half-curled behind the haunches, and the paws—each toe tipped with a thick black claw—were huge. The neat ears were cocked forward, and there was no doubt that the animal’s attention was most definitely focused on her. She could hear the soft puff of its breath as it regarded her, glimpsed menacing white teeth and curled pink tongue as it panted. But it was the eyes—those strangely intense eyes—that caught and held her just as they had before. This time she didn’t have the protection of binoculars and distance.

It seemed to be an impasse. Joey bit her lip and held herself very still. She was not quite prepared to test the theory that normal wild wolves would not attack human beings. Even if this one did seem rather friendly and not particularly threatening. She had the sudden, absurd desire to hold out her hand and say “Nice doggy,” an image that immediately provoked a gasp of stifled laughter. She choked on it as the wolf stood up on all fours and moved a step closer. Its gaze never wavered.

Joey knew the wisest course would be to stay in place until the wolf got bored and went about its business; if it hadn’t been for the cooling air and darkening sky, she would have been resigned to an indefinite wait. But the sun was setting—and if this wolf had friends likely to join it after dark, she wasn’t particularly keen on being here to meet them.

There didn’t seem to be much point in prolonging the confrontation. Joey drew in a deep breath, gathered her courage, and decided to risk it. “Look, wolf,” she murmured as it regarded her in grave silence, “I don’t know why you’re here or why you’re so interested in me—but it’s getting late, and I really have to be going.”

The sheer absurdity of the situation made her tremble and choke back another inappropriate giggle as the wolf tilted its head to one side. She moved experimentally, gathering herself to rise. The wolf went very still.

And then, almost as if it understood, the wolf looked off in the direction of the town. It was the first time it had broken eye contact, and Joey felt a profound sense of relief to be free of that unwavering stare. She rose cautiously to her knees. The relief was short-lived, for within a moment the wolf looked back and moved several steps closer, putting it within easy leaping distance. Joey braced herself.

But the wolf didn’t leap or make any threatening move. Instead, it crept forward and pushed its nose toward her hand—almost trembling—and touched the backs of her fingers ever so gently. The contact was surprisingly warm, not cold and wet as she’d expected. She didn’t have time to flinch or react in any way, for almost immediately the wolf retreated, barked once, trotted a few yards in the direction of the town, and looked back at her. Stunned by the oddly intelligent behavior, Joey watched as the wolf repeated its action with something unmistakably like impatience.

Joey shook her head, forcing her muscles to relax one by one. This had to be one of the strangest experiences of her life—but she was as sure as she was ever likely to be that the wolf would not attack. Eyes fixed on the animal, she got slowly to her feet.

With a soft yip that sounded strangely like approval, the wolf waved its plumed tail and opened its mouth in a toothy grin. As she began to move forward, the wolf kept its distance, always ahead, always turning to look back at her in encouragement. At last Joey gave up trying to figure it out and set off with a determination aided by her awareness of the fading sky. If she were lucky, she’d make it back to town by dark. Of course, she might be able to rely on the wolf for protection.… Her half-hysterical giggle turned into a gasp as she caught her foot on a rock hidden in the thick grass. Absurd amusement fled, and her mouth set in a grim line.

Perhaps she’d been too casual, too certain of her own competence. This was not her world, and it might send her warnings—but it would never defeat her or scare her away. She would win. She’d set a goal, and she always did what she set out to do.

She almost didn’t notice when the wolf disappeared, just short of the light cast by the windows of Lovell’s first outlying cabins.

The warm wooden paneling of the O’Briens’ guest lodge was a welcoming sight as Joey pushed open the heavy door and entered the common room. It was deserted, but the rich smells of recent cooking hung in the air, and Joey felt her stomach rumble in response. She’d probably just missed dinner, but even after so short a time she knew Mrs. O’Brien well enough to expect that a sizable portion had been set aside for her return.

The O’Briens had been attentive hosts during the past week of her stay in Lovell; guests were sparse this late in the summer, and they’d taken a great deal of trouble to make her feel welcome. In turn Joey had spent the quiet evening hours regaling them with tales of city life, much to their amusement and fascination. Lovell, B.C., was a very long way from San Francisco, California.

As Joey shut the door behind her, Mrs. O’Brien swept into the room, her arms full of clean linen. Her faded gray eyes peered over the stack as she caught sight of Joey and hurried to put the neatly folded cloth on the nearest table.

“There you are!” she exclaimed. “We were wondering what happened to you.”

Joey smiled and made her way across the room to a worn easy chair, settling into it with a sigh. It felt like heaven.

She looked up at Mrs. O’Brien. “Nothing too exciting by local standards, I suppose,” she said, deliberately casual. “I was out on the hillside, and I managed to fall asleep. When I woke up, I had company.” Her smile turned to a wry grimace. “I know I should have been a lot more careful, but I never thought a wild wolf would come right up to me and—”

“A wolf?” Mrs. O’Brien’s friendly voice went strange, her expression drawing tight and closed.

“Yes,” Joey affirmed, watching the older woman’s face in puzzlement. “A lone wolf, a big gray one—it just sat there and stared at me. It didn’t try to attack, or threaten me in any way. After a while I tried moving, and the wolf actually seemed to …” She broke off, embarrassed. Mrs. O’Brien’s reaction was very odd, and Joey felt rather foolish. “I know it sounds pretty ridiculous, but I would almost swear the wolf was trying to lead me back to town.”

Mrs. O’Brien shook her head. “That wolf,” she muttered. “That damned wolf …” For a moment she seemed lost in her own troubled thoughts, and then she pursed her lips and turned back to Joey with a frown. “You want my advice, Joey? You watch out for those wolves. Can’t trust ’em.” Still muttering and shaking her head, the older woman retrieved her linens and bustled out of the room. “I’ll go heat up your dinner. Those damned wolves …”

Staring after her, Joey shrugged and leaned back into the chair. Mrs. O’Brien clearly didn’t like wolves, but this one hadn’t done Joey any harm. In any case, she had more important things on her mind at the moment. A hot meal and a hot bath could do wonders at the end of a long and somewhat unsettling day; there were still a few of the benefits of civilization to be had here in the wilds of the north, and for that she was profoundly grateful.

But, she reminded herself, she’d learned an important lesson today. Face-to-face with a powerful timber wolf, she’d managed to keep her head. If nothing else, it proved she could do what she’d set out to do—she’d just have to be a little more careful from now on. If the wilderness had seduced her into forgetting her natural caution, she’d be sure not to let it happen again. Things were going to go her way. With the proper planning life was a lot less likely to deal nasty and unexpected blows. This had just been a reminder.

Mrs. O’Brien broke into her reverie with the concrete distraction of a hot home-cooked dinner. Joey started into the generous meal with enthusiasm. She was just finishing the last bit of bread and home-made jam when the local doctor, Allan Collier, emerged from the hallway.

“As I said, Martha, don’t worry about Harry. Just give him a couple more days in bed, and he’ll be good as new.”

Joey politely turned her attention to the business of stacking her plates as the doctor spent several minutes reassuring Mrs. O’Brien that her husband’s condition was not serious. She dropped off her dishes in the kitchen, and when she returned, Collier was alone in the common room, consulting a small appointment book with a pencil clenched in his teeth.

The doctor was a man of middle years, a little younger than Mrs. O’Brien, with a face still bearing the traces of a handsome youth. His eyes were generously marked with laugh lines, but there was a sadness about him that Joey had seen from the first, the day she’d been introduced to him by the O’Briens. Dr. Collier was the town’s only doctor and one of the few serving the surrounding region, and so was a valued local figure; Joey had also seen immediately why he was also well-liked. In many ways he reminded her of her own father.

“Hello, Doctor,” she said, leaning against the serving counter that ran between the dining area and the kitchen. Collier blinked, the pencil dropping from his mouth. He caught it in midfall and smiled at her warmly.

“Good evening, Miss Randall. Nice to see you again.” Closing the notebook with a snap, he tucked it into the black bag resting on the counter. “How are your plans progressing?”

“A little slower than I’d like,” Joey admitted. Collier cocked his head with an inquiring look that invited trust; he gestured her over to a cluster of chairs near the fireplace.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he murmured as they settled into a pair of mismatched armchairs. His gentle fingers stroked the worn leather of the doctor’s bag in his lap. “Martha tells me you had a little encounter with a wolf today.” He raised his arched brows and looked her over significantly. “Obviously it wasn’t a fatal one, for all of Martha’s dire pronouncements.”

His conspiratorial smile seemed to release the last of Joey’s remaining tension; she chuckled in spite of herself. “I guess I was a little careless,” she admitted. “I always thought that wild animals were shy.”

“Most of them are,” Collier said. There was an odd, distant note to his voice. “Though there are times …” He fell silent, his gaze turning inward, and when it became clear he was drifting in his own thoughts, Joey leaned forward to interrupt.

“Then that wasn’t normal behavior, was it?” she asked softly Collier’s attention came back to her with a snap. “The way the wolf seemed to want me to come back to town—brought me almost all the way to the lodge.”

He gazed at her for a long moment. There was sudden tautness in the long fingers that closed about the handles of his black bag. “It’s hard to predict the ways of Nature, even when you’ve lived with it all your life,” he answered at last. Joey sensed evasion, though she could not have explained the feeling. Like Mrs. O’Brien’s peculiar reaction …

“I was wondering if anyone else here in town had observed that kind of behavior,” she remarked, watching his face. “Could it have been one of those semidomesticated wolves? Someone’s pet?”

Collier’s laugh almost startled her, breaking the odd moment of tension. “I seriously doubt that, Miss Randall. There are places where wolves are raised with people, and I’ve heard that wolf dogs are popular pets down South. But here—no, I very much fear that was a wild wolf you ran into, and the only explanation I can offer is that all wild animals are somewhat unpredictable.”

In spite of the doctor’s casual words, Joey knew he was holding something back. “What I don’t understand, Doctor, is why that wolf got so close to me, as if it weren’t afraid of humans at all. And I got the distinct impression that Mrs. O’Brien was upset when I mentioned it. Has there been some kind of trouble with wolves here before?”

Dr. Collier shifted in his chair, a restlessness he masked as a stretch. “There are quite a number of people in this part of the country who don’t much care for wolves,” he explained, looking away at the racks of antlers displayed above the hearth. “At one time they were hunted almost to extinction, and they still have a bad reputation with some folk. Old habits die hard.” He sighed. “They’re protected in many areas now, but it’s still quite possible to find places where they are hunted down by human sportsmen.”

His gray brows drew together as he spoke, the pleasant aspect of his expression slipping subtly into something darker. It was anger—a slow, hidden anger as inexplicable as Mrs. O’Brien’s antipathy. “It’s human nature for people to want to master, or destroy, what they can’t control or understand.”

For a beat the anger lay revealed in his face, and then the good-natured mask replaced it again. “In any case,” he said briskly, “that probably accounts for Mrs. O’Brien’s reaction. You’ll find similar opinions in town. But in answer to your earlier question—no, there hasn’t been any trouble for some time. Not with wolves.” Gathering his long legs under him, Collier rose to his feet. “My advice is to stay alert and keep your eyes open whenever you’re out in the wild.”

Joey managed a distracted smile, still considering the doctor’s vague explanations. “Don’t worry, Dr. Collier. I won’t let it happen again. It was definitely a learning experience—and I’m a pretty fast learner.”

“I’ve no doubt of that,” he murmured. Abruptly he looked directly into her eyes, searching them intently “In many ways this is a world very different from what you’re used to. If I can be of any help, Miss Randall—”

“Joey. Call me Joey,” she interjected, extending her hand.

He took it in a strong, gentle grip. “Only if you’ll call me Allan. And if I can ever be of assistance, Joey, please let me know.” He held the clasp a moment longer and then let her go, gathered up his bag, and headed for the door. Pausing on the threshold, he gave her a nod and a smile before disappearing into the night.

Joey sighed. Her bones and muscles ached from the day’s hiking; she was more than ready for that long hot bath. The lodge was silent now, and there was nothing left but to set aside her worries for one more day. Working the kinks out of her legs, Joey walked across the empty room and hoped for a peaceful span of untroubled sleep.

That night she dreamed of wolves.

When Joey came down to breakfast the next morning, it was with the sense that things were about to change.

She greeted Mrs. O’Brien with a quick stop by the kitchen and gazed around the small dining room. The lodge’s two other guests were already getting up from their meal, and Joey was content to have the place to herself. As she settled down at a table, Mrs. O’Brien brought out a steaming mug of coffee and tipped her bifocals to regard Joey with raised brows.

“Looks like you’re none the worse for wear. That’s good.” She bustled among the tables to clear the other places and added on her way out, “I hope flapjacks suit you this morning. You’re the last one down.” Joey choked on a mouthful of coffee in an attempt to answer, but the older woman had already disappeared into the kitchen.

The smell of pancakes and real maple syrup preceded her as she returned to set a full loaded plate in front of her guest. As Joey began to eat, Mrs. O’Brien fished in the wide pocket of her apron and drew out a slightly crumpled envelope.

“I forgot to give you this last night. Came for you in yesterday’s mail.” She set the envelope down on the table and swept out of the room again.

Chewing hastily and wiping her fingers, Joey studied the envelope eagerly. There was no return address. That was strange in itself, but as she tore it open and scanned the short, handwritten lines, its significance became all too clear. “Damn!” She crumpled the note into a tight ball and tossed it across the table. It was entirely too much. The pancake she’d consumed lay like a lead weight in her stomach.

For a moment she allowed herself to experience the full brunt of anger and despair. She dropped her head in her hands, uncaring that the end of her braid was close to trailing in sticky syrup.

She should have known better—better than to trust that so-called “guide” in East Fork. Some well-meaning soul had taken pity on her and anonymously written to let her know that her hired mountaineer had vanished two weeks ago with all his belongings, heading east. Away from Joey. With the money she’d already paid him to secure his services. And the anonymous note made clear that he’d left no forwarding address that a foolish city girl might use to track him.

Joey struggled to control her rage, pushing it back under the surface bit by bit until she was able to raise her head and present a placid face to the empty room. The angry tears never spilled from her eyes. She’d learned long ago to rein in her emotions, lest they destroy what peace of mind she’d been able to make for herself over the years.

She’d always prided herself on her practicality. Facts were facts. She had no guide, and she was going to have to have one to reach her goal. Time was running out. That meant she’d have to secure a replacement—a local replacement—and quickly. Lovell wasn’t a big town, but surely she could find someone able to guide her into the nearby mountains, someone willing to take a little outsider money and indulge her eccentric desire.

After this last experience she’d have to be careful; but she couldn’t afford to be overly selective, either. Nothing had really changed. She’d lost a little money, but that could be dealt with. There was only one important goal now, and that was to find her guide.

Night came altogether too quickly here in the north, Joey reflected grimly. Another day wasted, and no concrete leads on a replacement for her runaway mountaineer. She’d met with sympathy, indifference, and even ridicule among the townsfolk she’d questioned, but not a shred of real success. Someone knew somebody’s cousin who might be willing to help—but that somebody was out of town for two weeks. Old Jack used to do that kind of thing, but he’d retired three years ago. Joey didn’t like butting up against a brick wall. Not when she was so damned close …

Well, it was too late to do anything more. She stood in Lovell’s main street, hugging herself against the evening coolness. With the shorter days came colder nights, and the chill nipped at Joey through her light jacket. Townsfolk passed by silently, ignoring her. Across the road the neon lights of Red’s Tavern came on, promising warmth and some measure of companionship. Joey knew she didn’t want to spend another night alone poring over her maps, berating herself for past mistakes, or listening to Mrs. O’Brien’s well-meant lectures. She needed more stimulating company tonight.

A blast of warm air swept over her as she entered the smoky room, carrying with it the unmistakable smell of alcohol and humanity. Joey made her way between the close-packed tables and over to the pock-marked wooden bar, where Maggie was busy mixing drinks for a boisterous group of drinkers in the corner. The blare of a sports program rose above laughter and loud conversation.

Joey leaned on the bar, loosening her jacket and scooting onto an empty stool. The redheaded barkeep looked up and grinned, tossing a mass of curly hair out of her eyes.

“Well, how are you, Joey? Glad you could drop by. Let me get this bunch taken care of, and I’ll be right back.”

With a graceful pivot Maggie pushed away from the bar balancing a fully laden tray of beer and liquor, and Joey watched her progress across the room, punctuated by well-intentioned ribaldry and the occasional rude remark. Maggie bore it all with far better grace than Joey could imagine herself doing. The rough comments of the largely male clientele did not appeal to her in the slightest.

Maggie dipped back behind the bar and pulled out a chilled bottle of white wine, pouring a glass for Joey with a smooth, practiced motion. Her playful expression acknowledged Joey’s last censorious glance at the racket behind them. “Their bark is a lot worse than their bite.” The redhead shrugged, pulling her T-shirt tight against her bosom. “I’m used to it.”

Joey found it impossible to maintain her grim mood in the face of Maggie’s perpetual good cheer, and she grinned back. The wine was cool and soothing, even if it wasn’t exactly top grade.

“You see, I made sure I had some of that wine for you. I know you’re not the beer type!” Maggie winked and turned back to acknowledge the shouted request of another patron.

Joey sipped at her wine, drawing patterns through the condensation on the scratched wood surface of the bar with her finger. She looked up again as a stream of wine gurgled into her glass, replacing what she’d already drunk.

“You look like you need it tonight,” Maggie explained. She leaned over comfortably and gave her full attention to Joey. “I can tell it hasn’t been a great day. Want to talk about it?” The warmth of her flaming hair and the matching warmth of her eyes and voice invited complete trust, and Joey felt some of the tension slide out of her.

She found herself telling Maggie everything—about the wolf, the note she’d received about her errant guide, and her fruitless search for a replacement. Maggie listened with real sympathy, breaking her attention only to deliver an occasional beer to a rowdy customer. The wine and good company were conspiring to make Joey feel considerably better.

“So now I’m really stuck, Maggie. I haven’t got that much time left.” She sighed heavily and drained the last of the wine in her glass. “Any suggestions? I’m feeling a little desperate.”

Maggie’s cheerful face lengthened. “I can see you are. And you don’t wear your heart on your sleeve the way I do, either.” She chewed her full lower lip and studied her bright red nails. “Don’t give up yet. Let me ask around a little—and you keep trying, too. Something may turn up. And you’ve still got a little time left.” She hesitated, meeting Joey’s eyes earnestly “Did you ever consider maybe waiting until next year? You’d have plenty of time to prepare that way, and …”

“No.” Joey kept her voice level, but her fist clenched on the countertop. “I can’t. I’ve waited too long.” With an effort she relaxed her hand. “I appreciate what you’re saying, Maggie. But I’ve got to do it this way If you can give me any help at all, I’ll owe you.”

Maggie reached across the bar and touched Joey’s hand lightly. “I’ll do what I can, I promise.” A silence fell between them; Joey let the mild sedative of the wine calm her. Control. If she could just keep things under control …

She was too lost in her own musings to immediately notice the sudden hush that fell over the bar. The absence of human chatter caught her attention slowly, and she blinked as she looked around. The noisy clumps of men were still at their tables, but they seemed almost frozen in place. Only the television, nearly drowned out before, broke the quiet.

Maggie, too, was still, gazing fixedly in the direction of the door. Joey swung around, noting that every other face was turned the same way. There was a man standing just inside the doorway, as still as all the others, a silhouette in the dim light. It took Joey a moment to realize that he was the focus of this strange and vivid tableau.

Even as the thought registered, someone coughed. It broke the hush like the snap of a twig in a silent forest. The room suddenly swelled again with noise, a relieved blast of sound as things returned to normal. Joey shook her head and stared as the new arrival moved across to the single pay phone in the alcove near the entryway, turning his back to the room. She could just make out the man’s height, a certain lean grace in his movements, a head of darkish hair; but nothing about him indicated a reason for the peculiar reaction his entrance had provoked. The stranger picked up the receiver and began dialing, seemingly as oblivious to her scrutiny as to what had just occurred. She turned back to Maggie and met the woman’s distracted gaze.

“What was that all about?” she asked. Maggie was slow to answer, but the moment of gravity was short-lived, and the barkeep smiled again and shook her head.

“Sorry about that. Must have seemed pretty strange, I guess. But he tends to have that effect on people around here.”

Joey leaned forward on her elbow, avoiding a wet puddle on the counter. “Who’s ‘he’?” she demanded, casting a quick glance over her shoulder.

Setting down the mug she’d been polishing, Maggie assumed an indifference Joey was certain she didn’t feel. “His name is Luke Gévaudan. He lives some way out of town—up the slope of the valley. Owns a pretty big tract of land to the east.”

Joey slewed the stool around to better watch the man, chin cupped in her hand. “I know you’ve said people here don’t much care for outsiders,” she remarked, “but you have to admit that was a pretty extreme reaction.” She strained to hear the man’s voice over the din but could make nothing out. He kept his back turned to her. “Gévaudan, you said. Isn’t that a French name?”

“French-Canadian,” Maggie corrected. “There are a few people living farther out on the slopes and in some of the more isolated valleys. Sometimes they’ll come into town, though not so much over the past few years.”

“So he’s one of these … French-Canadians? Is that why the people here don’t like him?” She studied Maggie over her shoulder.

“It’s not like that,” Maggie sighed. “It’s hard to explain to someone from outside—I mean, he’s strange. People don’t trust him, that’s all. And as a rule he doesn’t make much of an attempt to change that. He keeps to himself.”

Unexpectedly intrigued, Joey divided her attention between the object of her curiosity and the redhead. “Don’t kid me, Maggie. He may be strange and he may be standoffish, but you can’t tell me that wasn’t more than just mild distrust a minute ago.”

She pulled absently on her braid where it fell over her shoulder, examining what little she could see of Gévaudan. There was nothing particularly unusual about his appearance that she could see from here. He was tall and big and dressed in jeans and a green plaid shirt, like any number of the other men in town. She couldn’t get a clear look at his face.

Maggie leaned against the bar and sagged there as if in defeat. “I said it’s complicated. I didn’t grow up here, so I don’t know the whole story, but there are things about the guy that bother people. I hear he was a strange kid. And there’s the matter of his lands—he owns a lot of prime timber up there that would make work for local folks. So I’ve been told.” She hesitated. “He’s also got a bit of a reputation as a—well, a lady-killer, I guess you could say.” She grinned and tossed her red curls. “I’m not sure that’s the right word. Let’s put it this way—he’s been known to attract the ladies, and it’s caused a bit of a ruckus now and then.”

“Interesting,” Joey mused. “If he’s so popular with the local women, I can see why the men around here wouldn’t be overly amused.” She couldn’t help but consider the local men she’d met; some of them had been pleasant enough, but none had come close to attracting her interest. Not that that would have been likely in any case, after Richard …

“It’s not just local women,” Maggie broke in, falling naturally into her usual habit of cozy gossip. “Though there were a couple of incidents—before my time, you understand. But I know there’ve been a few outsiders who’ve, shall we say, taken up with him.” She gave an insinuating leer. “They all left, every one of them, after a few months. And none of them ever talked.”

Wondering when she’d get a clear look at his face, Joey cocked an eye at her friend. “I guess that could make for some resentment. He may be mysterious, but he doesn’t sound like a very nice guy to me.”

“There you go,” Maggie said, pushing herself off the bar. “Consider yourself warned.” She winked suggestively. “The way you’re staring at him, I’d say you need the warning.”

At Joey’s start of protest, Maggie sashayed away to serve her customers. Joey was left to muse on what she’d been told. Not that it really mattered, in any case. She wasn’t interested in men. There were times when she wondered if she ever would be again. But that just wasn’t an issue now. She had far more important things on her mind.…

Her thoughts broke off abruptly as the man called Gévaudan turned. There was the briefest hush again, almost imperceptible; if Joey hadn’t been so focused on him and what had happened, she might never have noticed. For the first time she could see him clearly as he stepped into the light.

The first impression was of power. It was as if she could see some kind of aura around the man—too strong a feeling to dismiss, as much as it went against the grain. Within a moment Joey had an instinctive grasp of why this Luke Gévaudan had such a peculiar effect on the townspeople. He seemed to be having a similar effect on her.

Her eyes slid up his lithe form, from the commonplace boots and over the snug, faded jeans that molded long, muscular legs. She skipped quickly over his midtorso and took in the expanse of chest and broad shoulders, enhanced rather than hidden by the deep green plaid of his shirt. But it was when she reached his face that the full force of that first impression hit her.

He couldn’t have been called handsome—not in that yuppified modern style represented by the clean-cut models in the ads back home. There was a roughness about him, but not quite the same unpolished coarseness that typified many of the local men. Instead, there was a difference—a uniqueness—that she couldn’t quite compare to anyone she’d seen before.

Her unwillingly fascinated gaze traveled over the strong, sharply cut lines of his jaw, along lips that held a hint of reserved mobility in their stillness. His nose was straight and even, the cheekbones high and hard, hollowed underneath with shadow. The hair that fell in tousled shocks over his forehead was mainly dark but liberally shot with gray, especially at the temples. The age this might have suggested was visible nowhere in his face or body, though his bearing announced experience. His stance was lightly poised, alert, almost coiled like some wary creature from the wilds.

But it wasn’t until she reached his eyes that it all coalesced into comprehension. They glowed. She shook her head, not sure what she was seeing. It wasn’t a literal glow, she reminded herself with a last grasp at logic, but those eyes shone with their own inner light. They burned—they burned on hers. Her breath caught in her throat. He was staring at her, and for the first time she realized he was returning her examination.

She met his gaze unflinchingly for a long moment. His eyes were pale—and though in the dim light she could not make out the color, she could sense the warm light of amber in their depths. Striking, unusual eyes. Eyes that burned. Eyes that seemed never to blink but held hers in an unnerving, viselike grip. Eyes that seemed hauntingly familiar …

Joey realized she was shaking when she finally looked away. Her hands were clasped together in her lap, straining against each other with an internal struggle she was suddenly conscious of. Even now she could feel his gaze on her, intense and unwavering, but she resisted the urge to look up and meet it again. The loss of control she’d felt in those brief, endless moments of contact had been as unexpected and frightening as it was inexplicable. She wasn’t eager to repeat the experience. But the small, stubborn core of her that demanded control over herself and her surroundings pricked at her without mercy. With a soft curse on an indrawn breath, Joey looked up.

He was gone.

The shock of it had little time to register. “You there, Joey? Anyone home?” Maggie’s voice drew her attention reluctantly away from the place Gévaudan had been standing only seconds before. “I thought for a moment you might be having an out-of-body experience or something.” The redhead lifted the half-empty wine bottle in invitation, but Joey shook her head with a sigh.

“Something like that, I guess. I’m just tired. I should probably turn in so I’ll be fresh to start over in the morning.”

She forced her body to move in accordance with her words, but she couldn’t shake the disorientation the strange encounter with Gévaudan—or more precisely, with his eyes—had left her with. She slipped off the stool and immediately lost her balance; only a quick clutch at the edge of the bar saved her from a fall.

Maggie’s voice floated down. “You all right? Are you going to need some help getting home?”

The concern in the redhead’s voice was a welcome and familiar comfort Joey grasped at as she righted herself. “No, I’ll be okay.” She grinned wanly at Maggie as she searched her pocket for change. “Thanks for everything.”

Maggie waved away the neatly folded bills Joey retrieved from her wallet with an answering grin. “It’s on the house. You be damned careful heading home now, okay?” Joey nodded, starting across the room as Maggie’s words chased after her. “Don’t forget to watch out for strange men, you hear?”

For once Joey fully resolved to follow well-meant advice.
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