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         Prologue

         
         
         
         
         1850 

         
         
         Colorado

         
         
         
         
         
         AS SOON AS HE STRIPPED NAKED, HE’D BE HERS.

         
         
         
         
         Unbraiding her hair, Bella’s blood heated with desire while she observed the dark-haired boy. He looked about eighteen, two
            years older than she. He yanked off one boot, then another, at the lake’s edge. It wasn’t the first time she’d watched him
            peel out of his clothes, but it was the first time she’d join him. If he had a taste of her, wouldn’t he crave her? Hunger to be like her? Wild and free?
         

         
         
         
         
         She swallowed hard, longing to be Devlyn’s mate—rather than some human’s—but it would never be. Lifting her chin, she resolved
            to make the human hers. She untied her ankle-high boots, then slipped them off her feet.
         

         
         
         
         
         The human boy’s pet gray wolf rested at the shoreline, his ears perked up as he watched her. But the boy didn’t see her—he
            was unobservant, as most humans were.
         

         
         
         
         
         However, a boy who cared for his wolf such as he did would care for her, too, wouldn’t he? He’d studied her when she swam
            here before, naked, splashing lazily across the water’s surface, attempting to draw him to her. Though he’d tried to conceal
            himself in the woods, she’d seen him. And heard him with her sensitive hearing when he stepped on dried oak leaves and pine
            needles to draw closer, to see her more clearly. She’d smelled his heady man-scent on the breeze. He’d desired her then, setting
            her belly afire; he’d desire her now.
         

         
         
         
         
         Tilting her nose up, she breathed in his masculinity.Masculine but not as wild as her own kind—lupus garou. A human who treated a woman with kindness, that’s what she desired.
         

         
         
         
         
         She tugged her pale blue dress over her head, struggling to shed her clothes as quickly as she could now.Wanting to get her
            plan into motion, before she changed her mind, or one of the pack tried to change it for her.
         

         
         
         
         
         Adopted by the gray pack, she wasn’t even a gray wolf. So why should it matter if she left them and chose the human boy for
            her own? Volan, the gray alpha pack leader, wanted her, that’s why. Her stomach clenched with the thought that the man who’d
            nearly raped her would have her if she couldn’t find a way out of the nightmare.
         

         
         
         
         
         The human pulled off his breeches. A boy, still not well muscled, but well on his way. A survivor, living on his own, that’s
            what intrigued her so much about him.A loner—like a rogue wolf—determined to endure.
         

         
         
         
         
         Only in her heart, she desired the gray who’d saved her life when they were younger—Devlyn. Even now she had difficulty not
            comparing his rangy, taller body with this boy’s. They had the same dark hair and eyes, which maybe explained why the human
            had attracted her. She wanted Devlyn with all her heart, but craving his attention would only result in Volan killing him.
            Best to leave the pack and mate with a human, cut her ties with the grays, and start her own pack.
         

         
         
         
         
         She’d watched the human ride, run, hunt with his rifle, but she admired him most when he swam. Her gaze dropped lower to the
            patch of dark hair resting above his legs and...:
         

         
         
         
         
         She raised her brows. A thrill of expectation of having his manhood buried deep inside her sent a tingling of gooseflesh across
            her skin. If her drawers hadn’t been crotchless, they’d have been wet in anticipation. She smiled at the sight of him. He’d
            produce fine offspring.
         

         
         
         
         
         He dove into the water with a splash. With powerful strokes he glided across the placid surface of the small, summer-warmed
            lake. She slipped out of her last petticoat, then her drawers. Without a stitch of clothes on, she stood on the opposite shore,
            waiting for him to catch sight of her. Wouldn’t he yearn for her like her own kind did?
         

         
         
         
         
         She had to entice him to make love to her. Then she’d change into the wolf and bite him. And transfer the beauty of the wolf
            to him in the ancient way.
         

         
         
         
         
         Running her fingers through her cinnamon curls, she fanned them over her shoulders, down to her hips.

         
         
         
         
         They’d live together in his log cabin, taking jaunts through the woods in their wolf states under the bright moon forever.
            His mother, father, and little sister had died during the winter, and none of his kind lived within a fifteen-mile radius.
            He’d want her—he had to. Like her wolf pack, most humankind desired companionship.
         

         
         
         
         
         She stepped into the water.

         
         
         
         
         Then he caught sight of her.

         
         
         
         
         His dark eyes widened and his mouth dropped open. But he didn’t swim toward her as she expected. He didn’t come for her, ravish
            her as she wanted. His eyes inspected every bit of her, but then he turned and swam away from her, back to the shore and his
            clothes. What was wrong with him?
         

         
         
         
         
         Her mind warred between anger and confusion.Didn’t he find her appealing?

         
         
         
         
         She swam toward him, trying to reach the shore before he dressed and headed back to his cabin. But by the time she reached
            the lake halfway, he’d jerked on his breeches and boots, not even bothering with his shirt or vest, and vanished into the
            woods with his wolf at his heel.
         

         
         
         
         
         In disbelief, she stared after him.

         
         
         
         
         “Bella!” the leader of her pack hollered, his voice forbidding and warlike.

         
         
         
         
         She snapped her head around. Her heart nearly stopped when she saw the gray leader.

         
         
         
         
         Volan stood like a predator waiting for the right time to go after his prey. His ebony hair was bound tight, and his black
            eyes narrowed. As a wolf, he was heavyset, broad-shouldered and thick-necked, the leader by virtue of his size, powerful jaws,
            and wicked killer canines. But now he stood as a man, his thoughts darker than night, his face menacing as he considered her
            swimming naked in the lake.
         

         
         
         
         
         Did the boy get away in time, before Volan caught sight of him? How could she be so na[~amp]#239;ve as to think that Volan
            would let her have a human male?
         

         
         
         
         
         She paddled in place and glared at him. “What do you want, Volan?” she growled back, unable to hold a civil tongue whenever
            he stood near.
         

         
         
         
         
          “Come out at once!”

         
         
         
         
         He turned his head toward the woods.

         
         
         
         
         Had he smelled the human? Her heart rate quickened. She swam back to her clothes, determined to draw his attention away from
            the boy.
         

         
         
         
         
         Then she spied Devlyn, watching, half hidden in the shadows of the forest, as if he and the pack leader were maneuvering in
            for the kill. A pang of regret sliced through her that Devlyn might have seen her lusting after a human. Three years older
            than she, he still vied for his place within the pack. A strap of leather tied back his coffee-colored, shoulder-length hair,
            and she fought the urge to set it free, to soften his harsh look. His equally dark brown eyes glowered at her, while his sturdy
            jaw clenched.
         

         
         
         
         
         He stepped closer, not menacingly, but as if he stalked a deer and feared scaring away his prey. She raised a brow. This time,
            he seemed to have Volan’s permission to draw close.
         

         
         
         
         
         She growled. “Stay away.” Wading out of the water, she distracted Volan from considering the woods or who might have disappeared
            into them. Devlyn, too, eyed her with far too much interest.
         

         
         
         
         
         She hurried to slip into her clothes, irritated to have the wrong audience. Still, the way Devlyn closed in on her, only keeping
            a few feet from her until she was dressed, while Volan remained a hundred yards away, sent a trickle of dread through her.
         

         
         
         
         
         Volan never allowed males to get close to her when she was naked, and normally she wouldn’t have permitted it either. So what
            were they up to? She left her wet hair loose, then Volan nodded.
         

         
         
         
         
          As soon as he signaled to Devlyn, her heart skipped a beat, but she didn’t react quickly enough. Devlyn surged forward and
            grabbed her wrist. In the same instant, Volan charged in the direction of the woods where the young man had disappeared.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Volan!” she screamed.

         
         
         
         
         He intended to murder the boy. Only she had really killed him, as surely as if she’d ripped out his throat herself. Wanting to save him, she struggled to free herself
            from Devlyn. “Let me go!”
         

         
         
         
         
         He gripped her wrist tighter and hurried her toward their village.

         
         
         
         
         “He didn’t do anything!”

         
         
         
         
         Devlyn glared at her, his eyes unforgiving, blacker than she’d ever seen them. Anger smoldered in the depths. An anger she
            couldn’t understand.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Please,” she pleaded, trying to soften his heart.

         
         
         
         
         She tried to break free, and he wrenched her back to his side. “You’re a fool, Bella.”

         
         
         
         
         “I won’t be Volan’s mate!”

         
         
         
         
         For an instant, Devlyn’s grasp on her arm lessened.Then he tightened his grip again. “You have no choice.And after what you’ve
            done here, he won’t wait any longer.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Was there regret in his voice? God, how she wanted him to save her from Volan...to be her mate.

         
         
         
         
         A howl sounded in the distance, and she sank to her knees. Volan had murdered the young man and shouted his actions to the
            world with great pleasure.
         

         
         
         
         
         Devlyn yanked her from the ground and hurried her on their way.

         
         
         
         
         “You won’t ever leave the pack, Devlyn. You’ll always be nothing but a follower!” She hadn’t meant to say the hurtful words,
            but the anger she harbored simmered red-hot, like molten lava beneath the surface. “Why can’t you run with me? Why can’t you
            take me for your own somewhere far from here?”
         

         
         
         
         
         He glared at her. “They’re my family. They’ll always be my family. Something you don’t comprehend, apparently.”

         
         
         
         
         “I—I thought you felt something for me.”

         
         
         
         
         Devlyn pulled her to a stop and grabbed her shoulders. “It can never be between us! Volan would hunt us down, both of us.
            What kind of a life would that be? He’d kill our offspring, too. Is that what you want? Maybe if I’d been older, stronger,
            but now he won’t wait to have you.” He shook his head. “Dammit, Bella, as far as the human was concerned, he wouldn’t have
            wanted you! Can’t you see that? If he’d seen you changed, he would have been repulsed. If he could have discovered a way,
            he’d have killed you.” He held her tightly, staring into her eyes with a mixture of anger and hunger. “You know what I want
            from you.”
         

         
         
         
         
         He was hard and smelled of sex. She sensed that his hormones raged, urging him to mount her. Her breath came quickly as she
            desired his attentions, but feared them, too. Feared them because of what Volan would do to Devlyn if Volan caught him lusting
            after her. She’d never seen Devlyn so outwardly angry, so filled with venom—so sexually alive.
         

         
         
         
         
         “You could smell his putrid fear, woman!” He pulled her against his body and kissed her hard on the mouth, no teasing or waiting
            for her approval—just pure lust, conquering and decisive. And she loved him, every bit of the dangerous and feral lupus garou that he was.
         

         
         
         
         
         Her body melted to his touch, but Volan’s musky, bloody scent drifted to her on the breeze. Panic sliced through her. Volan
            would claim her now. But if he caught Devlyn touching her...
         

         
         
         
         
         Volan appeared in a couple of bounds in his ebony-pelted wolf form, his eyes narrowed with hate. He growled, and immediately
            Devlyn released her. She stepped back, assuming Volan would kill Devlyn for his actions, the thought wrenching at her gut.
         

         
         
         
         
         Devlyn stood his ground. “I tried to convince her how stupid she was for feeling anything for the human.”

         
         
         
         
         Volan turned to Bella. He’d show her how a male wolf took a mate. The moisture from her throat evaporated.The image of him
            trying to take her when she was much younger still fed her nightmares. A streak of shudders racked her body.
         

         
         
         
         
         Volan turned his attention back to Devlyn. The hair stood on end from the nape of his neck to the tip of his tail. He advanced
            aggressively, then stopped.
         

         
         
         
         
         Volan growled again. Devlyn yanked off his shirt.His muscles flexed as he tugged at his belt, his golden skin shimmering with
            sweat in the summer sun. Any other day, she loved to see every bit of his handsome physique—his muscled thighs, the dark patch
            of curly hair between his legs, and the erection she’d encouraged. But not now, not with Volan threatening to rip him to shreds.
         

         
         
         
         
         Torn between giving herself to Volan to protect Devlyn and fighting Volan herself, she knew neither would work. Devlyn would
            hate her either way—damn his male wolf pride.
         

         
         
         
         
         As soon as Devlyn stood naked, he began to change, his body twisting into the form of a wolf, his snout elongated. A thick
            brown pelt as rich as a mink’s covered his long legs and torso. He howled as the change took place. Volan waited patiently
            before he lunged.
         

         
         
         
         
         She couldn’t watch him rip Devlyn apart. She couldn’t stomach seeing the bully hurt any other wolf of the pack. But certainly
            not Devlyn, with whom she’d played as a pup, not Devlyn who’d rescued her from the wildfire that took her red wolf pack’s
            lives. She couldn’t save him now...only maybe herself. Yet when Volan lunged for Devlyn, she dashed between them to protect
            him. Volan clamped his teeth down on her arm, having the ability to crush the bone with his powerful canines. She cried out
            when a streak of pain shot up her arm and blood dripped from the wound. Though his eyes reflected remorse at once and he released
            her, he growled at her to stay out of the way. And so did Devlyn.
         

         
         
         
         
         Maybe if she ran, Volan would come after her. Maybe she could save Devlyn that way. But she would never return to the pack.

         
         
         
         
         She bolted, with her legs stretched far out, her heart pounding, her breath steady, but her mind frantic—her only chance was
            to toss her clothes and run like the wolf.
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
         Chapter One

         
         
         
         
         Present Day 

         
         
         Portland, Oregon

         
         
         
         
         
         ONE HUNDRED AND FIFTY YEARS LATER—AGING ONE YEAR for every thirty that passed once a lupus garou reached puberty—Bella was the equivalent of a human twenty-one-year-old. She longed more than ever to have Devlyn for her
            mate, wishing she hadn’t had to hide from the pack all these years. The burning desire for him flooded her veins whenever
            she came into the wolf’s heat.Her body craved his touch, but her mind had given up hoping to ever have him for her own. If
            she could find a strong, agreeable human mate, she could change him into a lupus garou, and he would keep her safe from Volan.
         

         
         
         
         
         She shook her head, trying to rid herself of the image of the brutish fiend, and continued to pack her overnight bag. Any
            man would be better than he—a good mate who would help her establish her own pack.
         

         
         
         
         
         She turned to look at Devlyn’s photo sitting on the bedside table, the most recent one that Argos, the old, retired pack leader,
            had sent her. Taking a deep breath, she threw another pair of jeans into her bag, determined to get her mind off Devlyn.
         

         
         
         
         
         Knowing she couldn’t put off mating much longer, she realized that one’s second choice far outweighed living alone; even the
            sound of a dog’s howl on the night’s breeze triggered the gnawing craving to be with a pack.
         

         
         
         
         
         She stalked into her office and left an email message for Argos, a routine she’d adopted because he insisted she keep him
            posted whenever she went into the woods. As a loner, she’d have no backup. Off to the cabin for the weekend again, Argos. Give the pack my love, in secret. Yours always, love, Bella 

         
         
         
         
         She didn’t have to tell him to keep her correspondence a secret; he knew what would happen if Volan learned where she was.
            . . .
         

         
         
         
         
         Turning off her computer, she picked up her phone and called her next-door neighbor—a woman who had partially eased Bella’s
            loneliness after losing her twin sister in a fire so many years ago. “Chrissie, I’m going to my cabin for the weekend again.
            Can you keep an eye on my place?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Sure thing, Bella. Pick up your mail on Saturday, too, if you’d like. And I’ll water your greenhouse plants. Hey, I don’t
            want to hold you up, but did you hear about the latest killing?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah, the police have got to catch the bastard soon.” 

         
         
         
         
         That was one of the reasons she was going to her cabin, to get away, to consider the facts of the murders, to search for clues
            in the woods. He had to be from Portland or the surrounding area, since it was there he’d killed all the women. And he had
            to take a jaunt in a forest from time to time. The call of the wild was too strong in them. She hadn’t expected to smell red
            lupus garou in the place where she ran, as far away as it was from the city. For three years she hadn’t smelled a hint of them. Not until
            last weekend. Was one of them the killer? She had to know.
         

         
         
         
         
         Bella tossed a pink sweatshirt into the bag.

         
         
         
         
         “You be careful, honey. The victims are all redheads in their twenties. And the last was killed not far from here.”

         
         
         
         
         
         “Don’t worry, Chrissie. I’ve got a gun for protection.”Well, two: one at her cabin, and one at home, but who was counting?
            Silver bullets, too; Bella had them made for Volan. It wasn’t the lupus garou way, but she had no other way to fight him. She would never be his.
         

         
         
         
         
         “A . . . a gun? Do you know how to shoot it?”

         
         
         
         
         Yep, she’d learned how to shoot a gun a good century and a half ago, ever since the early days when she had lived in the wilderness,
            trying to survive in the lands west of Colorado.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah, don’t worry. Give your kids hugs for me, will you? Tell Mary I want to see the painting she did for art class, and
            tell Jimmy that I want to see his science project when I return.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Chrissie sighed. “I’ll tell them. You be careful up there all by yourself. That is, if you’re going all by yourself.”

         
         
         
         
         Always checking. Chrissie was looking for husband number two, and she assumed Bella rendezvoused with some mountain man every
            time she returned to her cabin.
         

         
         
         
         
         “See you Monday.”

         
         
         
         
         “Be careful, Bella. You never know where that maniac will end up.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ll be cautious. Got to go.”

         
         
         
         
         Bella hung up the phone and zipped her suitcase.Before it turned dark she had every intention of searching the woods for further
            clues concerning the red lupus garou—not a wild dog, a mixed wolf-dog breed, or as some thought, a pit bull that some bastard had trained to kill his victims—that
            might be killing the women.
         

         
         
         
         
         Why had she caught the scent of red lupus garou in the area near her cabin now, when the woods had been free of their kind for the last three years? She envisioned a lone
            female wouldn’t stand a chance at remaining that way. Her stomach curdled with the idea that she’d have to give up her cabin
            and find a new place to run. Just one more concern to add to her growing list of worries.
         

         
         
         
         
         [image: 1114115413]

         
         
           at her cabin, the waning moon called to her though it was still fairly light out. She tilted her nose up to the breeze,
            standing on the porch of her cedar home in the woods, the building now a faded gray. It served as her hideaway on the weekends
            when she lived on the wild side, away from the hustle and bustle of the city of Portland. She would be the right age to be
            Volan’s mate, if he ever found her. Smiling at how clever she had been to avoid him, the smile faded as a coyote howled. She
            wasn’t meant to be a rogue wolf, living alone without a pack. Some were naturally geared that way. Not her.
         

         
         
         
         
         More than that, Devlyn still held her heart hostage, damn him. She could still feel the way his strong fingers had gripped her shoulders with possessiveness, smell his feral craving to
            have her, feel his heart thundering when he crushed her against him. Why couldn’t he have run with her?
         

         
         
         
         
         She shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts of the one who’d possessed her soul since the beginning.

         
         
         
         
         It wasn’t that she didn’t care for the gray wolf pack, the lupus garou family who had taken her in. It was the unfathomable notion that she’d have been Volan’s mate that fired her soul to the depths
            of hell. Stronger than the rest, he wasn’t brighter, nor caring in the least bit. Just a bully, such as in ancient times when
            the strongest men ruled. Why couldn’t she find a mate who would treat her as . . . as . . . an equal?
         

         
         
         
         
         Somewhere, such a male had to exist.

         
         
         
         
         Taking a deep breath, she pulled off her sweater, turtleneck, denims, and hiking boots, and dropped them on a porch chair.
            Standing naked, she shivered, then breathed in the heavenly scent of pine needles, the smell once again triggering the memory
            of Devlyn kissing her.No man since had kissed her like he had.
         

         
         
         
         
         She gritted her teeth and swallowed hard. He stirred primal longings in her too strong to quench. The desire to feel him deep
            inside her, filling her with his seed, producing their offspring, their family—sharing a lifetime commitment as mates forever—overwhelmed
            her.But he wasn’t the leader of the pack. Even if she wanted Devlyn for her mate, she didn’t think he’d ever be strong enough
            to have her. Yet, she couldn’t help but keep in touch with Argos, the old former leader of the pack.Knowing Devlyn was alive
            and well. . . .
         

         
         
         
         
         She growled with exasperation. For now she had to hunt like a wolf, and in the interim, search for a different prey—the feral
            predator that stalked human redheaded females and murdered them like a rabid wolf.
         

         
         
         
         
         Stretching again, her lean body began to take the form of the wolf. The painless transformation always occurred quickly and
            filled her with a sense of urgency—to hunt, to run wild among the other creatures of the forest.
         

         
         
         
         
         A thick cinnamon-red pelt covered her skin as her nose elongated into a snout, and her teeth grew ready for the hunt. She
            straightened her back, howled with the change, then dropped to her paws. Her nails extended into sharp claws, itching to dig
            into the pine needle-cushioned earth.
         

         
         
         
         
         Though she preferred venison to rabbit, she hunted the latter. Killing deer out of season constituted a crime. If anyone found
            the leftovers of such a kill, an investigation would follow. Soon word would spread that a wolf was killing deer in the area.
            A wolf that might next go after ranchers’ sheep or cattle, or household pets, or children. A wolf thought to be extinct in
            these parts.
         

         
         
         
         
         Leaping off the porch, her long legs carried her with graceful bounds through the wilderness. She traveled through several
            hundreds of acres before spying another cabin—quiet, vacated. Since it was winter and no longer hunting season, except for
            the end of dusky Canadian goose season, she shouldn’t glimpse another human being.
         

         
         
         
         
         She thought she caught a whiff of something familiar. Pausing, she sniffed the air, and recognized the distinctive smell of
            lupus garou—red lupus garou.

         
         
         
         
         Loping toward the origin of the scent, she darted past pines and firs, ducked beneath low-hanging branches, jumped a moss-covered
            log in her path . . . then halted.
         

         
         
         
         
         A patch of red fur clung to the bark of an oak. Definitely red wolf; and because none existed here, it had to be a red lupus garou’s.
         

         
         
         
         
         She contemplated returning to her human form and taking the evidence back to her cabin, but she was miles from there, and
            as cold as it was, her human counterpart probably wouldn’t make it.
         

         
         
         
         
         The breeze shifted. She smelled the red’s scent stronger now. He’d just urinated somewhere nearby, marking his territory.
            She hesitated. If he were looking for a mate, she’d be a prime target; and if he were an alpha male, she wouldn’t be strong
            enough to fight him if he decided to force a mating.
         

         
         
         
         
         Leaves rustled. A twig snapped underfoot a short distance away. A chill raced all the way down her spine to the tip of her
            taut tail. An eerie feeling she was being watched froze her in place.
         

         
         
         
         
         What if he was the killer? What if he was hunting her now? But what if she could lure him into the open, play his game, and turn him over to whatever pack happened to live in the
            area? Even if he were a loner, the pack in the territory would condemn him to die. Killing humans put every lupus garou at risk. Keeping their secret hidden was the only way for them to survive.
         

         
         
         
         
         Then again, he might just be a pack member hunting for fresh meat—enjoying the freedom of the change like she was—who had
            come across her, a loner lupus garou violating the pack’s territory. Unless . . . unless their reds had a shortage of females like the Colorado grays did, and.
            . . .
         

         
         
         
         
         Damn, why hadn’t she considered that before now?
         

         
         
         
         
         She stared into the shadowy woods where bugs cricketed in a raucous chorus and a breeze ruffled the pine needles in a whispered
            hush. If there was a severe shortage of female lupus garou, was the killer trying to turn a human female in the ancient way? To make her his mate?
         

         
         
         
         
         Not good.
         

         
         
         
         
         She dashed to where he’d left his mark. No sign of him. But the urine was fresh. Too fresh. He had to be close by, but if
            he were stalking her he couldn’t be an alpha male. An alpha male would have already approached her and let her know he wanted
            her, if he needed a mate. He had to smell how ripe she was and know she was ready, too. Was that why he went after female
            humans, because they were easier to take than a lupus garou? Maybe he was afraid to advance on a loner who was more feral, warier, more unpredictable.
         

         
         
         
         
         She caught the scent of another. Also male. Except for twitching her ears back and forth and withdrawing her panting tongue,
            she listened and sniffed the air but stood in place.
         

         
         
         
         
         She smelled—water.

         
         
         
         
         Swallowing, she felt parched, and loped toward the sound of Wolf Creek, the water bubbling nearby. At the fringe of the forest
            she hesitated, not liking the way the stream’s banks were so exposed. For several minutes she stood watching, listening for
            signs of danger—human danger.
         

         
         
         
         
         Nothing.

         
         
         
         
         The water beckoned to her. She swallowed again, stared at the rush of the stream, then walked cautiously across the pebble
            bank.
         

         
         
         
         
         Unable to shake the feeling that someone watched her, she waited like a rabbit cornered by a wolf, cemented in place.

         
         
         
         
         Ice-cold water from melting snow off the mountains dove over rounded rock. She dipped her tongue into the water and lapped
            it up; the liquid cooled and soothed her dry throat.
         

         
         
         
         
         She couldn’t help wishing she were back in Colorado, running with Devlyn like they’d done when they were younger—chasing through
            the woods, nipping at each other’s hindquarters, feeling the wind ruffle their fur.God, how she wished he’d mated with her.
         

         
         
         
         
         Water trickled and gurgled at her feet, birds chirped overhead, and sugar-drained oak leaves rustled in the breeze all around
            her. But then a flash of red fur caught her attention, and she turned.
         

         
         
         
         
         The glitter of the sun’s fading reflection off a wolf’s amber eyes captured her, held her hostage, but her gaze held him captive,
            too. But only for a moment. His head whipped to the side. Another flash of fur, and another male appeared. Then, the wave
            of a wolf’s tail as the lupus garou made a hasty retreat. She should have heeded the instinctual warning. Instead, she gauged the remaining wolf’s posture, the
            way he turned his attention back to her, closed his mouth, and almost seemed to smile before dashing after his companion.
         

         
         
         
         
         The crashing through the underbrush couldn’t hide the most dangerous sound known to wildlife—a trigger clicking on a rifle.
            Nothing could disguise the sound of death.
         

         
         
         
         
         Immediately her tail stood upright, and the hair on her back and neck stood on end.

         
         
         
         
         A chill hurtled down her spine and she dashed through the creek, her heart thundering. Her ears twisted back and forth, trying
            to identify where the hunter stood.
         

         
         
         
         
         The sound of a crack rang across the woods and open area, and a sharp pain stabbed her in the left flank. She stumbled . .
            . then attempted to dash off again, her leg numbed with paralysis.
         

         
         
         
         
         The hunter shouted, “He’s still going! I’ve never seen a red wolf that big! Shoot him again!”

         
         
         
         
         Idiots. They couldn’t kill her with normal bullets.
         

         
         
         
         
         Running for several yards, she reached the edge of the forest, but the guarded relief she felt withered when the men splashed
            across the creek in hot pursuit of her. She sprinted north toward her cabin, miles away. Except going this way meant she had
            to cross the river. Then again, she could ford it, while she doubted they could.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Hurry!” one of the men shouted, his voice rife with enthusiasm, but shadowed with a hint of concern.

         
         
         
         
         She would have clenched her teeth in anger, but she was panting too hard. Her movements slowed. Even her brain fuzzed, and
            her eyesight blurred. Ripping out their throats came to mind, if they got close enough. The primal instinct for self-preservation
            voided out the ruling drummed into her that her kind didn’t kill humans; keeping their existence a secret outweighed the importance
            of the life of any single lupus garou.

         
         
         
         
         “Tag him before he reaches the river! We don’t want him drowning!” the same man shouted.

         
         
         
         
         Another crack. Another stab of pain. This time her right flank. She stumbled when her back legs gave out.What had they shot
            her with? She panted, her heart racing as she tried to keep her wits.
         

         
         
         
         
         The men crashed through the brush toward her. Their boots impacting with the earth radiated outward and the tremor centered
            in her pads. She struggled to run. Her heart rate slowed.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Man, oh, man, I told you, didn’t I, Thompson? He’s beautiful,” a tall man said, wearing camouflaged gear, his dark hair chopped
            short, the bill of a camouflaged baseball cap shading his eyes. He approached her with caution.
         

         
         
         
         
         She gave him a feral look that meant danger and dragged her back legs. Work, damn you! Work! But no matter how much she willed her legs to push her forward, she couldn’t manage. She sat, panic driving her to run, but
            unable to oblige as a strange numbness slipped through her body. No longer able to sit up, she rolled over onto her side.
            And watched the hunters approach with murder in her eyes.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Damn! He’s the biggest red wolf I’ve ever seen, Joe,”Thompson said as both drew closer . . . cautiously . . . the smell of
            fear cloaking them. He was dressed like the other, only his blue eyes were wide with excitement.
         

         
         
         
         
         She lifted her head, snarled, and snapped her teeth, but the futile effort cost her precious energy. Exhausted, she dropped
            her head back to the forest floor, the bed of pine needles tickling her nose.
         

         
         
         
         
         Joe crouched at her back, then pulled something from her hip. A dart, not bullets. Damn. Her heart beat so slowly she thought she’d die.
         

         
         
         
         
         “You sure as hell were right that a red wolf prowled these parts. But they’ve been extinct for years. How in the hell did
            he get here? I mean, he couldn’t have traveled all the way from the Great Smoky Mountains National Park.” Joe smelled of sweat
            and sex and a musky deodorant that wasn’t holding up under the pressure; nor was his flowery cologne hiding the body odor.
         

         
         
         
         
         Thompson, a blond-haired, bearded man, smelled just as sweaty and virile, but he wore no artificial sweeteners to attract
            the female variety. She could hear his heart hammering against his ribs when he raised her back leg.
         

         
         
         
         
         Unable to lift her head, she snarled, but the sound, muffled in sleep, didn’t have the threat she intended.

         
         
         
         
         “He’s a she. Damn. How’d a female ever grow this big?”

         
         
         
         
         She growled, priding herself in being a red wolf, and small. Sure, for a real wolf she appeared big, but as a lupus garou. . . .
         

         
         
         
         
         He ran his hand over her hind leg. If she hadn’t seen him do it, she’d never have realized it, as numb as her leg was. “Long
            legs, best looking red pelt I’ve ever seen on a feral wolf.” He looked over at the dark-haired man. “She’s in heat, Joe. We’ll
            have to find her a mate.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Mate? Great. If they locked her in a room with a real red wolf . . . ohmigod, they couldn’t be planning on taking her to a
            zoo?
         

         
         
         
         
         “That’d be the ticket.” Joe lifted a cell phone to his ear. “Hey, we got her! Yeah, the wolf’s a she, not a he as I’d assumed.
            No shit! I told you I’d seen her running through here last weekend.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Why hadn’t she seen these men? Smelled their pungent odors? Heard them?

         
         
         
         
         She had let down her guard, and now she would pay.

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah, she’s a big one.” Joe nodded. “We figured one dart would be enough . . . took two.” He ran his hand over her side.
            She attempted her most terrifying growl, but it sounded more like a sickly, low moan. “Maybe 110 pounds, more the size of
            a gray.” He chuckled. “I know, I know, I told you she’s big. No, not fat. Lean as they come, just longer legged and longer
            bodied, and she has the prettiest red pelt you ever did see.”
         

         
         
         
         
         He ran his hand over her back. “Okay, we’ll pack her out of here. Be there in about three hours; longer, if she comes to.
            The tranquilizers each were set for a 40-pound wolf, not one as big as she is. But we didn’t want to overdo it. And let ’em
            know Big Red can have a mate now. No need for the Melbourne, Florida, zoo to send us a loaner. Unless she’s been mating with
            coyotes, she’s about due for a hunk of a red wolf.”
         

         
         
         
         
         He laughed, undoubtedly amused by the response to his comment on the other end of the line.

         
         
         
         
         She groaned inwardly.

         
         
         
         
         “All right, out here.” He turned to the blond. “Seems a shame if she’s doing so well in these woods that we have to put her
            into captivity, Thompson.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Hey, like you said, she won’t find any of her kind around here. We’re doing her a favor.”

         
         
         
         
         Inwardly, she fumed, and if she hadn’t been so doped up, she’d have bitten both of them.

         
         
         
         [image: 1114115621]

         
         
         
         Three days later, Bella paced across her new zoo home—nice flat boulders for her to rest on, tree-shaded areas, and an indoor
            exhibit where humans gawked at her through fingerprint-smudged glass windows.
         

         
         
         
         
         Furious with the hunters, and even more so with herself, a growl rumbled in her throat. How could she have been so lax in
            her run not to have noticed them before this?
         

         
         
         
         
         She paused and took a deep breath, then glanced up at the top of the pen. No way to climb up above. Even if she changed into
            her human form, she’d never make it, given the way the cliff arched back over the top, providing shade on a sunny day.
         

         
         
         
         
         She wandered over to the water trough. When she dipped her tongue into the water, Big Red slinked in behind her. She growled.
            He backed off. The poor old horny red wolf was dying to mate with her. She smelled perfectly ripe, the precise mating time
            for a wolf, so what was wrong with her, she was sure he wondered.
         

         
         
         
         
         She shuddered. Mating with a pure wolf . . . the very thought.

         
         
         
         
         She resumed her pacing, but when the familiar scent of lupus garou caught her off guard, she stopped. Two men, both around five-ten in height, leaned over the wrought iron railing across the
            moat. The breeze carried their scent to her, musky and wild. But she recognized the scent of one of them from the Cascades
            when she went on her run. Ohmigod, they’d followed her all the way here? Unless they lived in Portland or the surrounding
            area . . . not good.

         
         
         
         
         She studied them closer. Both men wore their brown hair—tinged with a slight reddish cast—short, and watched her with intrigue.
            But they both had small chins, not a nice square manly jaw like Devlyn had, and both were scrawny compared to the taller,
            sturdier built grays.
         

         
         
         
         
         Red lupus garou. Her heart took a dive. She hadn’t seen her kind in human form since she lost her own people when she turned six.
         

         
         
         
         
         They smiled as she observed them, and tilted their noses up slightly, smelling the breeze when it shifted.

         
         
         
         
         “Hello, sweetheart,” the older man said, who appeared to be in his late twenties. “Where have you been all of my life?”

         
         
         
         
         She looked over at the other, probably closer to her age. He grinned like he advertised teeth whitener. “Yeah, Alfred, she’s
            one of us all right. Understands every word we say. The right mating age, too.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah, and in heat, too.” Alfred rubbed his smooth chin.“Got yourself in kind of a bind, eh?” He glanced around, and seeing
            no other visitors nearby, turned back to her and winked. “We’ll risk getting you out, but on one condition.”
         

         
         
         
         
         She bared her teeth at him, and he burst out laughing.His friend joined in on the chorus.

         
         
         
         
         “Maybe she’d rather have me,” the other man said, poking his thumb at his chest. “She surely can’t want him.” He pointed at Big Red. Folding his arms, he said, “She’s the one from the woods, don’t you think?”
         

         
         
         
         
         Alfred nodded, the smile on his lips not reaching his darkened eyes. “From all accounts, she’s the one.” He grabbed his companion’s
            shoulder. “Make sure nobody’s coming.”
         

         
         
         
         
         His friend turned around and served as lookout as Alfred unzipped his pants. He obviously planned to rescue her and make her
            his mate. The wolf urge to mark his territory overwhelmed his better human judgment. After he urinated along the bottom edge
            of the fence, he zipped his pants and smiled. “We’ll be back later, sweet thing.”
         

         
         
         
         
         God help me.

         
         
         
         
         The keeper’s door creaked opened, and she turned when Thompson walked in with the dark-haired man. Thompson folded his arms
            as she stared at him. “So what have they been feeding her, Joe?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “They fast ’em once a week. Feed ’em bone or muscle meat once a week. Two-thirds canine maintenance, one-third frozen feline
            diet the remainder of the week. She’s eating well. Don’t know what seems to be the problem. She won’t let him near her to
            breed.”
         

         
         
         
         
         You’d better believe it, Joe.

         
         
         
         
         She strolled off, found a protected area in the sun near the entrance to their faux cave, lay down, and rested her head on
            her paws.
         

         
         
         
         
         “We’ve thought of sending her to another zoo. Several are interested in pairing her up with a male to provide some more offspring.
            They’re trying to introduce some more red wolves into the Smokies, but they need to be feral. She’d certainly do if they could
            find her a mate as wild as she is.”
         

         
         
         
         
         She raised her head and looked back at them. If she could have glared at them, she would have.

         
         
         
         
         Thompson smiled. “Seems that might interest her. But unsettling her again might do more harm than good. Let her grow used
            to him for a couple of more weeks. Then if she’s still not ready, we’ll move her.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Joe pushed his baseball cap back off his forehead.“You don’t think she’s too young.”

         
         
         
         
         “No, she’s ready. She’s just a little shy.”

         
         
         
         
         Hmpf. Shy, that’d be the day. Then she had an idea.Maybe Thompson would make a good mate. He looked strong enough to take Volan on, and he did like wolves.Maybe
            he could be the one, if she could get over the fact that he had shot her and stuck her in a zoo with a horny, big red wolf.
            She laid her head back on her legs.
         

         
         
         
         
         But then a horrible thought dawned on her. When would the moon fade from the sky? Damn. The waning crescent would pass shortly. Then it would be the new moon again. Jumping up, she began to pace.
         

         
         
         
         
         She had to make her escape before that happened, before she became a human with no chance to remain a wolf, not until the
            return of the moon. It would be seven days until the new moon from the beginning of the waning crescent. But three days had
            passed and when she took her fatal run she’d already observed the waning crescent for. . . .
         

         
         
         
         
         She couldn’t remember. Two days? Three?

         
         
         
         
         Damn.

         
         
         
         
         “There’s been some unusual recent interest in her,”Thompson said.

         
         
         
         
         She stopped pacing and turned to listen.

         
         
         
         
         Thompson placed his hands on his hips. “Now isn’t it interesting how she listens to our conversation?”

         
         
         
         
         “She seems to sometimes. She’s really gentle.”

         
         
         
         
         You should see me on a bad day.

         
         
         
         
         Thompson shook his head. “A wolf is a wolf, still wild at heart. Anyway, a man was interested in transferring her to another
            zoo. But. . . .” He looked at his feet. “I don’t know. I didn’t trust him. He seemed to have something else in mind.”
         

         
         
         
         
         When he looked up, his blue eyes widened, and he straightened his back. He motioned with his head toward the railing. “In
            fact, there’s the man, right there.”
         

         
         
         
         
         She turned to look at the railing, and her heart nearly stopped.

         
         
         
         
         “See what I mean? It’s like she understands everything we say.”

         
         
         
         
         Staring at Devlyn, she couldn’t unlock her gaze from him. So many lonely years, dreaming of his hard embrace, and now he stood
            across the moat from her in the flesh. Her heart beat so hard it was sure to bruise her ribs. Adrenaline coursed through her
            body at breakneck speeds, the thought that he’d come to free her giving her hope. What she wouldn’t give to nip him in the
            neck, to tackle him and force him to the ground. To have his heated kisses, his firm touch embracing her with wanton desire.
         

         
         
         
         
         She took a steadying breath. She couldn’t deny he still held her heart captive.

         
         
         
         
         Like before, a strap tied his shoulder-length dark brown hair back. A black leather jacket fitted over his broad shoulders,
            and denims stretched comfortably down his long, muscular legs to his well-worn western boots. He was every bit as handsome
            as she remembered him, only much taller and more imposing and real than the photos Argos had sent her.
         

         
         
         
         
         She focused on Devlyn’s mouth. How many women had he kissed since he’d kissed her? Her veins turned to ice as an uncontrollable
            jealousy washed over her.
         

         
         
         
         
         Was he already mated? Her gut tightened with the idea.She shifted her gaze back to his eyes. His dark brown eyes turned into
            black quartz, angry with a hint of concern.
         

         
         
         
         
         Did he recognize her? Sure he did. If she caught him in his wolf suit, she’d know him any day. But how had he found her?

         
         
         
         
         Unless . . . unless . . . somehow the fact that a red wolf was living in the Cascades, when none should, got big-time media.
            Great. That’s how he’d found her. He must realize the predicament she faced and the danger to all of them. That’s why he’d tried
            to move her from the zoo. If she turned into a human by the new moon, she could be used to prove legendary werewolves truly
            exist.
         

         
         
         
         
         Did he have a plan? He moved his hands over the black wrought iron posts, up and down. His actions hypnotized her. What was
            his plan?
         

         
         
         
         
         “What’s he doing?” Thompson asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know, but he sure has her attention. You think maybe she belonged to him once?”

         
         
         
         
         “Hmm, now that sounds like a distinct possibility.And he wants her back so he can release her to the wild again. I want him
            checked out and watched. He’s probably one of those crazy animal rights activists. Doesn’t he realize she’s safer here, with
            a good diet, and no one to hunt her down? Besides, where can she find a male red to mate? She’d be stuck with scrawny coyotes.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Joe laughed. “Guess it wouldn’t matter to her, as long as the deed is done.”

         
         
         
         
         She emitted a low growl.

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t think she likes your suggestion,” Thompson joked.

         
         
         
         
         She turned her attention back to Devlyn. He looked kissable. He’d filled out into a man-sized hunk, but his eyes remained
            dark and foreboding—even more so now.
         

         
         
         
         
         Devlyn tilted his chin up as if taunting her to tell him what she thought of him, but he continued to stroke the bars. She
            realized then he smelled she was in heat. The urge to mate with her would be as natural to him as breathing the air or blinking
            an eye.
         

         
         
         
         
         Her gaze met his, the depths of his eyes smoldering with lust. Then he scowled and turned away. He strode off, his long gait
            taking him away from her within seconds. She wanted to scream at him to set her free. But in the worst way she wanted him
            to mate with her, to fulfill the unquenchable craving that the sight of him sparked, to take her for his own, his mate forever.
         

         
         
         
         
         “She knows him, all right, don’t you think, Joe?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah, like a dog knows his owner.”

         
         
         
         
         She whipped her head around too fast in anger, a growl rumbling in her throat.

         
         
         
         
         Both Thompson’s and Joe’s mouths dropped open.

         
         
         
         
         Thompson said, “My God, I swear she thought you’d insulted her.”

         
         
         
         
         She loped back to her den, a cement home, hidden from everyone’s view. Insult was right. A dog. And Devlyn her master? She growled again.
         

         
         
         
         
         Then she thought what if she changed and, damn . . . as a woman, albeit naked, she could open the door to the wolf’s den.
            Unless they locked it. Why would they lock it? The wolves couldn’t just leave.
         

         
         
         
         
         Big Red crept closer to the entrance of the den. She growled so ferociously, he immediately backed off.

         
         
         
         
         The two men laughed. Thompson studied the den.“You can see who wears the pants in the family.”

         
         
         
         
         Settled down on the floor, she rested her head on her paws. But wouldn’t they lock the doors to keep others out? Sure. To
            protect idiot visitors who wanted to pet the nice wolves.
         

         
         
         
         
         Bella lifted her snout and howled. She howled for the loss of freedom, for the loss of her red wolf family, for missing the
            affection of the grays who had taken her in, and for the love she felt for Devlyn—a hopeless, pitiful fondness for a lupus garou she could never have as a mate.
         

         
         
         
         
         “She’s howling for him, don’t you think?” Joe asked.

         
         
         
         
         “If I didn’t know better, yeah, I’d think so.”Thompson folded his arms, his blue eyes studying her with sympathy.

         
         
         
         
         “Hey, Thompson,” a new male voice said, “there’s some guy named Volan Smith on the phone who says he’s got transfer papers
            to take our new little lady out of here.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Bella’s ears perked up. Her heartbeat increased so rapidly she feared she was having an early heart attack.Volan had arranged for Devlyn to come for her. Damn the both of them. She growled low with hatred.
         

         
         
         
         
         Thompson shook his head. “Rosa’s not leaving here without some verification that this man has legitimate papers to move her.
            I’ve heard nothing about this.”
         

         
         
         
         
         To Bella’s profound relief, the men left the pen, and she closed her eyes. When the zoo shut for the night and all of the
            personnel had gone home, she’d change into her human form and escape across the moat, hopefully, before anyone could turn
            her over to Volan.
         

         
         
         
         
         She couldn’t believe after all these years that she’d been safe from him, one mistake in the woods could cost her much more
            than her freedom. Life as Volan’s mate would be a living hell.
         

         
         
         
         
         She suspected Devlyn would return to her under the cover of night. She had to flee before then.

         
         
         
         
         For some time, she slept quietly, allowing the darkness to come. But in that darkness, nightmares that had plagued her forever
            returned—the searing heat, the white-hot flames, the choking smoke, the fire that killed her entire red lupus garou family. Then Devlyn, a lanky immature youngster of a gray werewolf pack, nearly twice her size, arrived at the stony river’s
            edge. Without hesitation, he grabbed her by the scuff of the neck and swam across the river to save her.
         

         
         
         
         
         For a moment, she felt a sense of peace.

         
         
         
         
         Then, instinctively, something awakened her in the wolves’ pen. A low, menacing growl? A padded footstep creeping toward her?

         
         
         
         
         She opened her eyes as Big Red took a step toward her. She’d been so keyed up, so tired, and now still so groggy, she hadn’t
            realized what had happened right away. She stared at her changed form. No longer did she have the warm pelt of a red wolf,
            nor four legs, or an elongated snout. Now lying on the icy cement floor, she was a woman, cold, naked, and facing a snarling
            Big Red.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hell, she hadn’t correctly calculated the days of the waning crescent of the moon. The new moon had arrived and, except for
            a sprinkling of stars across the black satin night, no sphere lighted the way.
         

         
         
         
         
         This time Big Red growled at her, exposing his canines and a few front teeth. His tail stood erect, and so did the hair on
            the nape of his neck and back. She rose slowly from her prone position, but could only crouch because of the low ceiling in
            the den.
         

         
         
         
         
         She needed to stand, to spread her arms, to make him think she was bigger and more powerful. But it was too cramped. She stared
            him down, intimidating him like he attempted to do to her now.
         

         
         
         
         
         In her present form, she hated to advance on him. She had to move slowly so as not to frighten him more. He couldn’t kill
            her, but what a mess.
         

         
         
         
         
         How could she explain how a woman entered the wolves’ den and survived a vicious attack if he decided to bite? How could she
            explain why she was naked?And how could she explain how Rosa had vanished into thin air? Further, how quickly could she heal
            if he injured her?
         

         
         
         
         
         Would the legendary werewolf come to mind?

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter Two

         
         
         
         
         
         DEVLYN STARED AT THE INKY SKY FROM THE BALCONY of his hotel room, his heart pounding furiously as he considered how Bella
            had been locked up in the zoo. He never thought he’d see her again, but she was even more beautiful than before, if that was
            possible. He recognized the longing in her whisky-colored eyes. Save me, they pleaded. And the smell of her—wild and ripe for the picking.
         

         
         
         
         
         God, how he wanted to claim her heart and body for his own.

         
         
         
         
         He gritted his teeth and fisted his hands. How many times did he have to rescue the woman before she recognized how. . . .

         
         
         
         
         He shook his head. It didn’t matter how he felt. She could never be his. Even if Volan didn’t lead the pack, it wouldn’t matter—Bella
            was so hell-bent on having a human for a mate. His neck muscles grew taut.
         

         
         
         
         
         The door adjoining his room squeaked open. He turned.

         
         
         
         
         Gray-haired, wiry Argos nodded. Once the leader of the pack, he had stepped down when he’d grown too old. “Are you sure she’ll
            come to me?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “She trusts you.”

         
         
         
         
         Argos winced. The old leader didn’t like the idea of returning her to Volan any more than Devlyn did, but she wouldn’t be
            safe on her own. Worse, she threatened the secrecy of their kind with her rash decisions. She belonged to their pack for safe
            keeping, period.
         

         
         
         
         
         “You were like a father to her. She was happy with us until Volan took over,” Devlyn continued. “She’ll come to you.”

         
         
         
         
         “I know what you want, but you can’t have her.”

         
         
         
         
         “Nobody can have her. Not while she’s got this insane notion of finding a human to love. Why does Volan want her so badly?
            She’ll make a lousy alpha female mate when she despises him so. He can’t lock her up or force her to mate with him.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Argos raised his brows, but remained silent.

         
         
         
         
         Devlyn rubbed his temple, trying to massage away the tension that collected there. “He wouldn’t, would he?”

         
         
         
         
         “He’s the pack leader. Once he gets hold of her, she’ll obey him or pay the consequences. He’s driven to have her as much
            as she’s driven to avoid him and find the perfect human mate. So what drives you, Devlyn?”
         

         
         
         
         
         Hatred of male humans. Procreation of his kind, if he could ever find a suitable mate. But none of the other females in their
            pack were an acceptable age that he wanted. Only Bella. And searching for another of his kind—well, of the red wolf variety,
            as that’s what he had his heart set on—proved unachievable.
         

         
         
         
         
         It was like looking for red wolves in the wild in the States. Nearly impossible to find. And no other kind of wolf would do.
            The red wolf in her had to be what drew him to her.
         

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve heard rumors he killed his own brother,” Devlyn said, avoiding Argos’s question.

         
         
         
         
          “Which one?”

         
         
         
         
         In disbelief, Devlyn stared at him. “There was more than one?”

         
         
         
         
         “Two, both died before you joined the pack. But no, they were accidents. A mountain lion killed his youngest triplet when
            he was a juvenile. He’d roamed away from the pack on a hunt and the others couldn’t reach him in time. His eldest brother
            died in a raging flood. Tree was uprooted, smashed into his skull. The healers said he was dead before the river pulled him
            under. But Volan learned his bullying from that brother, the meanest, most crotchety wolf known to lupus garou. Just surviving his brow-beating made Volan as strong as he is today.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Devlyn made a disgruntled throaty sound. He’d always wondered why Volan was so aggressive and controlling, but as far as he
            was concerned, it didn’t excuse his behavior. “Are the others ready?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Yes.”

         
         
         
         
         “Volan’s not coming for her later, is he?” Devlyn jerked his leather jacket on.

         
         
         
         
         “No. He’s the leader, not stupid.”

         
         
         
         
         “Some of us would argue that point.”

         
         
         
         
         Volan sent Devlyn to retrieve Bella because he wanted to emphasize the point that Devlyn would reclaim her, but she belonged
            to Volan. The thought curdled Devlyn’s supper, a couple of hastily eaten half-raw burgers, resting like a greasy lump in the
            pit of his stomach.
         

         
         
         
         
         Once they’d seen the newsflash concerning her, they had to be sure it was her, though. Finding a red wolf in the Cascades
            was unheard of, and to top that off, she was larger than normal. The pack knew the red wolf could only be a lupus garou, and Argos knew it had to be Bella or she would have been with a pack.
         

         
         
         
         
         But Devlyn had to make sure. She could have been any one of a number of lone red lupus garou females all across the States. Or not. Because such a shortage existed, he sure as hell hoped Argos was right—that she was
            their stubborn Bella.
         

         
         
         
         
         When Devlyn saw her in the pen at the zoo, he knew.He couldn’t be angry with her for having run away—but for her to risk proving
            to the world that lupus garous existed? That was irresponsible and unforgivable. At least that’s what he told himself, though his heart ached to hold her
            close again, only this time to claim her for his own.
         

         
         
         
         
         Devlyn stalked toward the door of his hotel suite. “All right. Let’s break our little red wolf out of jail.” The notion that
            she was theirs, though, struck a chord. She wasn’t theirs. She belonged to Volan. Fire burned in Devlyn’s veins with the thought.
            Ever since Devlyn had rescued her near the river, the wildfire in hot pursuit of her, Volan had wanted her, too.
         

         
         
         
         
         For years Devlyn had pinned her to the ground in their wolf states, avoiding her retaliatory bites, playing with her as young
            wolves frolicked. He still wanted to tackle her to the ground, to force her reaction, to have her pay attention to him. But
            the burning desire to have her for his mate drove away any notion of having another female.
         

         
         
         
         
         He hurried his four younger male cousins out to the SUV with Argos at his side in the freezing drizzle. The black-haired,
            amber-eyed quadruplets, twenty-two years of age, all itched for a fight as they clenched their fists and steeled their square
            jaws.
         

         
         
         
         
         Devlyn slammed his door. “If we wait much longer, she’ll have changed and be half frozen in this weather.” He’d rescue her
            again. He had to. Not for Volan, but for his own greedy desires. But what to do with her afterwards? He knew what he wanted
            to do with her. Make her his . . . forever . . . his mate for life.
         

         
         
         
         
         But with Volan still living, how could Devlyn hope to take her for his own? That question had plagued him every minute of
            the day since he’d learned she still lived.
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         Backed into the confines of the wolf den, Bella spread her arms out, slowly, in her crouched position, to make herself appear
            larger. “Back off, Big Red.”
         

         
         
         
         
         He continued to snarl. She took a step forward, and shivered, but it wasn’t the chill in the air that made her tremble. The
            notion that the zoo staff would catch her in the wolves’ den in human form forced concern to worm its way into every pore.
         

         
         
         
         
         Big Red held his ground.

         
         
         
         
         She took another step in his direction. Her eyes remained locked onto his. He didn’t back down.

         
         
         
         
         Wrinkling her nose, she bared her not-very-scary human teeth. Anything to show him she wasn’t intimidated by his posturing.

         
         
         
         
         After what seemed like an eternity of an old western gunfight showdown, he turned, and trotted out of the den. She took a
            deep breath, then quickly followed him out. The icy drizzle coated her skin. Hoping to make her escape easily, she crossed
            the pen to the keeper’s door.
         

         
         
         
         
         Locked.

         
         
         
         
         Her stomach muscles tightened with irritation.Heading for the water trough, she thought to use it as a step in the moat. But
            it was filled to the brim with water, and she couldn’t budge it. Her frustration level mounted, but her body temperature dropped
            rapidly with the chilly wet breeze swirling about her.
         

         
         
         
         
         What she wouldn’t have given for her wolf’s thick undercoat—the dense second coat of fur virtually waterproof, a thermal insulator
            so effective even snow falling on her back wouldn’t melt.
         

         
         
         
         
         She hurried to the edge of the moat and considered the height of the wall across from the pen. Big Red watched her from a
            corner of the pen, but never made a menacing move toward her. She’d probably confused the hell out of him. She smelled like
            a wolf in heat, the same one he wanted to mate, but she didn’t look like one in the least bit now. Poor fellow.

         
         
         
         
         She sat on the edge of the concrete, the substance icy and rough on her bare bottom. After twisting around, she clung to the
            edge with frigid fingers, then dropped into the moat. It was about a six-and-a-half-foot drop and, with her five-four height,
            easy to make. But when she turned to consider the other side her heart filled with alarm.
         

         
         
         
         
         Whether the wall rose eight feet or ten . . . didn’t matter. She didn’t see any way to climb the rough concrete without foot
            or hand holds. She turned back to the other side. Her heart fell. She wouldn’t be able to climb out that way, either.
         

         
         
         
         
         The cold had already affected her mind, slowing her ability to think. The shock at turning into her human form earlier than
            she’d planned had compelled her to panic.
         

         
         
         
         
         Great. Just great. The next morning, the zookeepers would find a half-frozen, naked woman in the moat. She jumped at the shorter side, but couldn’t
            reach the top edge.
         

         
         
         
         
         After several tries, she did what went against every instinct for survival—she gave up and yelled for help.

         
         
         
         
         For an hour she screamed and hollered. Some night watchman. She imagined her lips were blue from the cold. Her fingers and toes grew numb. And her voice was reduced to a croak.
         

         
         
         
         
         Attempting to conserve her body heat, she crouched against the wall, her arms around her knees, her long hair dripping, with
            icicles dangling about her.
         

         
         
         
         
         Boots running on pavement in her direction barely registered in her mind.

         
         
         
         
         “The woman’s screams came from this direction, Randolph,” a deep male voice shouted, nearly out of breath.

         
         
         
         
         She shivered so hard her knees knocked together and her teeth chattered. “Here,” she attempted to shout, but her word barely
            reached her own ears.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Miss, where are you?” another male voice shouted, older and rustier. Their footsteps stopped at the pen next door. “She sounded
            desperate, Mack.”
         

         
         
         
         
         The only thought she could focus on was that the news media would have a field day when they learned a crazy, naked woman
            slipped into the wolves’ pen.
         

         
         
         
         
         She attempted to stand, but the bitter cold froze her joints, locking them in place.

         
         
         
         
         “I know we weren’t hearing things. She had to be close to here,” Randolph said.

         
         
         
         
         “Maybe she’s injured or unconscious.”

         
         
         
         
         “Here,” she said, the word merely an angry whisper.Furious with herself for being so needy, furious that her voice gave out
            on her when she needed it most, she had lived for many years as a lone lupus garou. Self-sufficient. She didn’t need anyone. Only the image of Devlyn kissing her overran that thought. Damn him for making it
            impossible to find someone else for her to love.
         

         
         
         
         
         “One of the predators in these pens could have torn her up,” Randolph said.

         
         
         
         
         They flashed their lights into the pen beside hers where two lions prowled.

         
         
         
         
         “Call in some more of the staff.”

         
         
         
         
         The flashlight’s beam poked into the darkness of her pen, angled toward Big Red. “What are you doing out here, big fellow?
            Little lady won’t let you snuggle yet?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Hey, Randolph, what’s that?”

         
         
         
         
         The iron fence rattled as they leaned over it and poured their beams of light into the moat.

         
         
         
         
         Bella closed her eyes as the light touched her face.Her long red hair covered her naked body like Lady Godiva on her famous
            ride. She stopped breathing while her heart nearly leapt out of her chest to know they’d found her, and would take her someplace
            warm.
         

         
         
         
         
         “There!” the older man said.

         
         
         
         
         “What the hell?”
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         “Are you sure she’ll go with me?” Argos asked Devlyn again, worry evident in his voice as they climbed into the SUV.

         
         
         
         
         “She only saw me at the zoo. She doesn’t know Volan still rules the pack and wants her.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Argos shook his head. “I can’t believe she got herself locked up in a zoo.”

         
         
         
         
         Devlyn gave an evil smile, the notion he’d have to rescue her from a real wolf’s attentions amusing him. “The big red wolf they tried to mate her with sure looked disappointed, hungry, and dissatisfied.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Devlyn’s cousins and Argos chuckled.

         
         
         
         
         “I can just imagine how mad she is over that.” Argos stared out the window. “I’ve always wondered if we shouldn’t have tried
            to find a red wolf pack for her to mix with. Maybe she would have found a mate with one of her own kind.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Devlyn started the ignition with a jerk. “We’re her family,” he said abruptly, not in the mood for hiding his feelings for her. “Besides, I doubt Volan would have stood for
            it.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Intent on freeing her before she turned into her human form, Devlyn sped down the road. With the temperature dropping to thirty
            degrees and a wind-chilled rain making it even worse, she’d be in real trouble soon.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         He thought back to Volan and his desire to have Bella.Although Devlyn had warred with him over her so many times in the past
            when he was an immature lupus garou, he’d never had a chance to best him. Thinking she no longer lived, he had long ago ended his quarrel with Volan, concentrating
            instead on making his leather goods factory a success. But now, could he fight the leader and have the female he wanted most?
         

         
         
         
         
         
         His hands fisted on the steering wheel, he shook his head. The notion that she loved humans gnawed at him as much as he fought
            not wanting to care. There was no sense in wanting what he couldn’t have.
         

         
         
         
         
         A police siren wailed behind him, shattering the otherwise quiet, and forced a shard of anger to rip through him.

         
         
         
         
         Everyone turned around to see what was wrong.Frowning, Devlyn pulled the vehicle to the shoulder, spitting gravel out of its
            path.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Speeding a little, Devlyn?” Argos asked, his voice amused.

         
         
         
         
         Speeding a lot. Devlyn tightened his grip on the steering wheel, not wanting to leave Bella in the zoo’s pen one more minute. He glanced at
            the rearview mirror to see a policeman approaching. If Devlyn tore off now, he could probably lose the cop. The officer would
            never guess Devlyn would hightail it to the zoo.
         

         
         
         
         
         He slipped his foot off the brake.
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         Bella had been so intent on fleeing confinement that, when the night watchmen discovered her hiding in the moat, she didn’t
            realize how chilled she’d become. In her wolf form, the March temperature didn’t bother her. But, as a naked human, she was
            frozen to the bone.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Jesus, Randolph, she’s . . . she’s naked,” the younger male voice said, as he hung over the railing where zoo patrons normally
            observed the animals in the pen.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah, Mack. Call for backup. We don’t know yet how badly she’s hurt.” He tugged off his jacket and dropped it on top of her.
            “Miss, we’ll reach you as soon as we can. Are you injured?”
         

         
         
         
         
         Her mind was fuzzy and disoriented. Hurt? Tired. Sleepy.

         
         
         
         
         “She’s probably hypothermic.” He ran toward the entrance to the wolf’s pen.

         
         
         
         
         His companion relayed the messages into a phone, his footsteps running behind the other. “We have a naked woman in Big Red’s
            pen, down in the moat. Yeah, yeah!” he hollered. “I’m serious. She’s naked. We don’t know if she’s injured or not. Randolph
            says she’s got to be hypothermic as cold as it is. All right.” He snapped the phone shut. “The boss is making all of the calls.
            We’re not to move her if she’s hurt, just try to keep her warm. But how in the hell did . . .” His voice faded; then the metal
            door squeaked open to the building housing the inside part of the wolves’ exhibit. They disappeared inside the building; then
            the door creaked open to the outer portion of the pen.
         

         
         
         
         
         Numb and stiff, Bella couldn’t even move to put on the jacket that the man had tossed to her. Still, the fleece helped warm
            her.
         

         
         
         
         
         The men ran across the pen to the moat from the shorter concrete wall on the opposite side. “Watch my back, Randolph, in case
            Big Red or Rosa get any ideas. If either injured the woman, they may still feel threatened.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Rosa must be sleeping in her den. Big Red’s sitting in the corner watching us.”

         
         
         
         
         “Keep an eye on him. I’ll lift the woman to you.”

         
         
         
         
         He sat at the edge of the moat, turned, and eased himself down. When his feet hit the ground, he whipped around and ran to
            her. “Are you hurt?”
         

         
         
         
         
         Trembling so hard that her teeth chattered, she couldn’t croak a word.

         
         
         
         
         He ran his flashlight over her and then helped her into his jacket. “She doesn’t appear to be injured, but she’s half frozen.”
            He covered her lap with the other jacket.“She’s got hypothermia really bad.” Lifting her off the rough pavement, he carried
            her to the older man, who was leaning down with his arms outstretched.
         

         
         
         
         
         With the two men’s heavy jackets covering her, her body warmed some while she lay on the rough concrete above the moat, yet
            she still shivered out of control, craved sleep, and could barely focus on much of anything.
         

         
         
         
         
         Vaguely, she worried about being caught, about freeing herself from her current predicament, about hiding before Volan found
            her.
         

         
         
         
         
         Suddenly, more shouts erupted and running footsteps headed toward the patron’s safety railing across the moat.

         
         
         
         
         “Is she injured?” Thompson hollered from the iron fence.

         
         
         
         
         “It appears she’s just hypothermic,” Mack shouted back. “Her pulse is awfully slow. She has some scratches but doesn’t appear
            to have been bitten or to have broken any bones.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Mack rubbed her hand while Randolph wrapped his coat around her legs. The door squeaked open, and she turned her head slightly
            when blond-bearded Thompson dashed into the pen, his blue eyes worried.
         

         
         
         
         
         Yanking off his coat, he laid it over her. He touched her cheek with clinical concern. “Who are you, and how did you get in
            here?”
         

         
         
         
         
         She stared at him, hearing the question and vaguely remembering that he’d shot her with a tranquilizer and incarcerated her
            here. That’s how she’d gotten in here. The men’s faces wavered in front of her, and she blinked her eyes slowly, trying to focus.
         

         
         
         
         
         “What’s your name?” He turned to Mack. “Has she spoken at all?”

         
         
         
         
         “We heard her screaming and yelling. By the time we located her, she was crouched against the wall of the moat and hasn’t
            said a word. She’s barely conscious.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “The ambulance is on its way,” Thompson said. “What about the wolves?”

         
         
         
         
         “Big Red’s sitting over there watching. Rosa must be sleeping in the den,” Randolph said.

         
         
         
         
         Thompson crouched down in front of her and touched her wrist. “Miss, what’s your name? What happened?”

         
         
         
         
         More flashlights wavered in the night. More men were shouting, issuing directions to the wolves’ pen. Bella blinked when two
            policemen in their blue uniforms hurried into the pen; then she closed her eyes, wondering how she was going to extract herself
            from this mess.
         

         
         
         
         
         “What happened here, Mr. Thompson?” one of the policemen asked.

         
         
         
         
         Thompson explained all he knew and then reached over and held Bella’s hand. “She’s ice-cold.”

         
         
         
         
         The men piled two more coats on top of her.

         
         
         
         
         “Most bizarre thing I’ve ever seen in the fifteen years I’ve been a night watchman,” Randolph said.

         
         
         
         
         “Damn,” Mack said, tightening his grip on Bella’s other hand. “Here come the media.”
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         Before Devlyn could step on the gas and leave the cop behind in the dust, Argos grabbed his arm. “Wait.”

         
         
         
         
         The policeman spoke into his radio. “You’ve got what?” Then he leaned into the open SUV window and said to Devlyn, “Got another
            call. Slow it down, will you, bud?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, sir,” Devlyn said, as amicably as he could. His hands still clutched the steering wheel with a death grip.

         
         
         
         
         The policeman nodded and then hurried back to his car, shouting to the other officer, “Problem at the zoo.You’re never going
            to believe this.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Devlyn glanced at Argos, whose tanned face had turned gray.

         
         
         
         
         When Devlyn finally reached the zoo’s main entrance, he shut off his headlights and drove into the zoo’s lower parking lot.
            But the sight of the police cars’ and an ambulance’s flashing lights washing the area near the zoo’s entrance in a prism of
            color sent a splinter of ice into his heart. She would live. The cold or some animal’s injury—if minor enough—wouldn’t kill
            her, but how in the hell was he to secret her away?
         

         
         
         
         
         “When the ambulance leaves, follow them to the hospital,” Argos said, as if reading Devlyn’s mind. “We can more easily slip
            her out of there than we could have here.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Sitting in the dark, like when the pack went on a hunt, they waited quietly for their prey to appear. The thought of hunting
            Bella sent a surge of heat through his system, a longing he had no business feeling, a lustful desire for her he could never
            fulfill.
         

         
         
         
         
         The paramedics rolled her out to the ambulance; her red hair spilled over the stretcher, the blankets burying her under the
            covers. Devlyn could only imagine how close to death she’d come. His anger boiled deep inside. How could she be so foolish
            as to leave the pack like she did? This is the kind of trouble she’d get in for it. She needed a pack leader to keep her in
            line. No, not the pack leader . . . him.

         
         
         
         
         Despite the knowledge that she didn’t want him, or any of his kind, she was tied to him—bound together not only by the fire
            that killed her family, but by something deeper, more primal. He sought to rise above the darkness that filled him with wanting—with
            the soul-wrenching yearning for the little red wolf. But part of him wouldn’t submit.
         

         
         
         
         
         Argos cleared his gravelly throat. “We’ll all go into the hospital and try to create some distraction so that we can remove
            her. Until then, I’ll let you find out where she is and how serious her injuries are. If she’s too bad, we may have to let
            her stay overnight and take her out sometime after that.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Still brooding over the circumstances of her captivity, Devlyn had every intention of moving her tonight. Their own healers
            could take care of her much better than the human doctors could because of the many years they’d practiced medicine. Devlyn
            and his packmates had to remove her before anyone discovered too much about her.But it was more than that. He wanted to hold
            her tightly in his grasp again, to reassure himself that she was safe in his care. He wouldn’t wait a second longer than necessary.
         

         
         
         
         
         They followed the string of police cars escorting the ambulance to the hospital, their blue and red lights flashing against
            the blackness. The drive seemed interminable. But finally the ambulance pulled into the brightly illuminated emergency entrance,
            and Devlyn veered away from the circus of police cars following in the ambulance’s wake. Seeing the main entrance, he parked
            near the doors; the lot was fairly empty because of the lateness of the hour.
         

         
         
         
         
         Before he could jerk his door open, Devlyn spied Henry Thompson headed for the emergency room doors, his stride quick and
            determined.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Damn it to hell,” Devlyn swore under his breath.

         
         
         
         
         He hated for any man or lupus garou to get close to Bella, but especially some idiot who was in love with wolves. Would Bella mistake Thompson’s wanting to help
            wolves with desiring to have her?
         

         
         
         
         
         Devlyn shook his head and fisted his hands, still unable to understand what she could see in human males. Yet he had every
            intention of making her realize how mealy a human male was, how lame and weak and fearful their kind was, and, worse, how
            dangerous they could be.
         

         
         
         
         
         “What’s wrong?” Argos asked, his voice harsh with worry.

         
         
         
         
         Devlyn motioned with his head toward zoo man Thompson. “He’s the one I talked to about removing Rosa from the zoo. He’s going
            to wonder what the hell I’m doing here.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Argos watched Thompson disappear inside the hospital and then let out his breath. “Then you can stay in the vehicle.”

         
         
         
         
         Devlyn jerked his door open. “Like hell I am.”
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“Warm and sexy; Terry Spear is a great new voice in
the paranormal romance genre.”

—Cathy Clamp, USA Today bestselling author

“You will be turning pages well into the night.”

Sandy Blair, author of A Hightander for C

A fust-paced, sexy read with lots of twists and
turns! A fascinating paranormal world with a hot
bero, a smart heroine, and dark villains.”
Nicole North, authoe of Devil in 4 K

THEIR FORBIDDEN LOVE MAY GET
THEM BOTH KILLED

“Red werewolf Bella flecs her adoptive pack of gray
werewolves when the alpha male Volan tries forcibly o
claim her as his mate. Her real love, beta male Devlyn,
is willing to fight Volan to the death to claim her. That
problem pales, however, as a pack of red werewolves
takes to killing human females in a crazed quest to
claim Bella for their own. Bella and Devlyn must defeat

the rogue wolves before Devlyn’s final confrontation
with Volan. The strength of the book lies in Spear’s
depiction of pack power dynamics...her wolf world

feels at once palpable and even plausible.”
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