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Аннотация
Gray werewolf Tom Silver is determined to find the wolves who have been attacking local livestock. While tracking the pack through the Rockies, a blizzard forces him into a remote cabin where he hears a plane crash nearby.
When he discovers the sole survivor is a beautiful female werewolf/coyote shifter mix, bound as a prisoner, he knows it's his duty to hide her. Now, they are both at risk as a search ensues for the missing prisoner.
Will Tom be able to protect this beautiful stranger while tracking down the wolves responsible for terrorizing the local livestock?


�Silence of the Wolf 
Heart of the Wolf - 13
Terry Spear 

To a writer I had never met, Bonnie Gill, who asked if I�d share a room with her at RWA�s Fantasy, Futuristic & Paranormal�s first conference, and of course I said, �Sure!� We spent long hours talking about writing, chasing down crazy clues all over New Orleans for a game�missed seeing the man wearing the nun�s habit�and still won! And witnessed the bouncing truck. That was the highlight of our vampire and ghost tour. 
Believe me, you don�t want to know about the bouncing truck. 
Keep looking forward and moving forward, and follow your dreams!


Chapter 1

With a snowstorm threatening, Tom Silver examined the tracks of the second wolf reported this week by a disgruntled farmer. The tracks circled the sheep pen and then loped off toward the woods. The farm was in the Silver Town werewolf territory�not that the human farmers had a clue they lived in an area claimed by a pack of gray werewolves.
Wearing an old jacket, hip-high rubber boots, and dungarees, farmer Bill Todd scowled at Tom. �Your brother said he�d take care of these wolves. Three weeks of threats to our sheep, and nothin�s been done about it.�
�We�re looking for them,� Tom assured him, standing to his full height.
�Sheep and calves are being threatened at different farms and ranches,� Bill railed. �Five. We can�t be up all night patrolling for wolves all the time�and your brother said we wouldn�t have to. I swear, if I see a wolf, I�m going to shoot it dead before it gets to my livestock.�
�We�ll get the wolves that are doing this,� Tom reassured him. They had to before a farmer or rancher shot an innocent werewolf or a wolf that was all wolf. He glanced at the tracks the wolves had left.
�The three of them arrived before sunrise. I heard a noise, came running out here with my rifle and a camp light, and shined it right into their glowing green eyes. When I set the lantern down and aimed the rifle, they raced off. I took a shot, but the damned weapon jammed.�
�We�ll take care of them. Do you mind if I leave my pickup truck here for a while?� Tom didn�t wait for an answer. He immediately stalked through the snow, tracking the wolves.
Bill called after him, �Hey, a snowstorm�s headed this way. You can�t hunt them now.�
Tom kept going. He appreciated the farmers� and ranchers� frustrations, even though Tom�s oldest brother, Darien Silver, took responsibility for their losses as the owner of the land the farmers leased. The pack couldn�t afford to have humans accidentally shooting werewolves or harmless wolves. Some pack members were too newly turned to have a lot of control over their shifting, particularly with the full moon approaching in another week.
Tom followed the trail, which seemed to indicate only one wolf had run this way. Tom knew better. One would precede the others, leaving what looked like one set of tracks to disguise how many were in the �pack.� The trail the lead wolf left would also make it easier for the others to follow.
Flurries whipped into a thicker curtain of snow. Tom wanted desperately to shift and run the wolves down. But his brother had ordered that none of the pack shift within five miles of farms and ranches until they resolved the matter.
Tom had only managed to cover a mile and a half from Bill Todd�s spread when his cell jingled. He didn�t have to look at the ID to know Darien was calling him and would order him home. �Yeah, Darien?� Tom continued to watch the trees as he followed the wolf tracks.
�Bill Todd called me. Said that fool youngest brother of mine tore off, looking for wolf tracks�unarmed�and the snow�s coming down hard, so there�s barely any visibility. He said, and I quote, �No damn sheep is worth the life of a good man.��
Amused that Bill would say that, as much as he loved his sheep and wanted the wolves dead, Tom paused. The snowflakes grew fatter, nearly obliterating any open space between them. The snow quickly filled up each of the paw prints left behind.
Breathing heavily, Tom picked up his pace, not wanting to stop.
�Tom, we�ll get them. Some other time. I want you home. The snow�s coming down hard enough that you�ll lose track of them soon. Visibility is worsening.�
�We have to stop this, Darien.�
�I know. We will. Come home.� Darien sounded like he was asking, but Tom knew better. His brother was the pack leader and his word was law.
Tom stopped and smelled the air, hating that he couldn�t catch any whiff of which wolves were causing the trouble. He surveyed the Colorado blue spruce trees for any movement. He felt in his bones that the wolves were watching him, waiting to see if he�d keep searching.
Wolves didn�t normally attack people. But Tom and the rest of their wolf pack suspected these were not wolves but rogue werewolves�and that meant all bets were off.
�Next time, I�m not stopping for anything,� Tom warned both Darien and the wolves that might be observing him.
He saw movement. A gray wolf�s tail rose for a second as the wolf turned and bounded through the woods.
Tom took off running, forgetting he hadn�t ended the call with his brother. Darien could hear Tom�s heavy breathing and his quickened pace as he stomped over the frozen ground.
�Tom, if I have to��
�I saw one of them, damn it.�
�Who was it? Did you recognize��
�Just the flash of a gray tail. I don�t know who it was.�
�You can�t run him down. Not as a human. It could be a trap.�
Tom stopped running, swore under his breath, and again watched the woods.
�If three of them are responsible, you won�t be any match for them even if you shift.�
Tom hesitated.
�Damn it, Tom.�
�All right. Tomorrow, if we have fresh tracks, I�m hunting them down once and for all.�
* * *
Elizabeth Wildwood had barely arrived in Silver Town before the snowstorm hit. Surprised the owner of Hastings Bed and Breakfast was a gray werewolf, Elizabeth was thankful the sweet woman didn�t seem to mind what Elizabeth was�or wasn�t. She had four more days� leave from her job at the Canyon Press in Texas to write an article on skiing at a Colorado resort. But that wasn�t the only reason why she was here.
She quickly retired to her room and called North Redding, a red wolf from Bruin�s former pack, which was now led by another red wolf Elizabeth didn�t know. Technically, her father had also belonged to the pack, but she had never been part of it. North had been the only one from the red pack to treat her without scorn. Elizabeth hoped to connect with him despite the storm, but she wouldn�t go to his place to meet him. His home was too close to where her uncle lived.
�North, I just got in. We can meet tomorrow. I�ll give you the time and place in the morning.�
�You said you would arrive tomorrow. You were supposed to stay with me. You agreed I�d pick you up at the airport and bring you to my house.�
�I never agreed to that, North. I said I�d decide when I arrived in Colorado.� She didn�t want to say she didn�t trust him. Truth was, she didn�t trust her uncle. If North let it slip that she was in the area, Uncle Quinton or her half brother, Sefton, might try to finish what they had started last time. Especially considering why she was here.
�You�re afraid I�ll tell your Uncle Quinton that you�re here? Is that it? If he knew what I planned to share with you, he�d kill me!� North was angry that Elizabeth didn�t believe in him, but she couldn�t. He might not be working with her uncle and half brother, but he was still in their pack. It was just safer this way.
�I flew in early ahead of the snowstorm. Why won�t you at least tell me what the evidence is?� she said to placate him.
�Can�t.�
�Fine. Talk to you tomorrow.� She had hoped never to return to that part of the country. After her parents were murdered, it hadn�t been home for her. It never would be. Killing her uncle wouldn�t make things right, but it had to be done�for her parents, for her, and for the pack she had never belonged to.
* * *
The next morning, with eight inches of new snowfall, Tom Silver knew he wouldn�t be able to track the wolves who were stalking farmers� calves and sheep. Not when the culprits left no scent.
Tom�s middle triplet brother, Jake, was dealing with problems at their leather goods factory. Their eldest brother and pack leader, Darien, joined Tom at the floor-to-ceiling sunroom window as he stared out at the beauty of the snow decorating the boughs of the pine trees, making them dip to the snow-covered ground. A fire roared in the fireplace, the room as cozy as a wolf�s den with its soft, wraparound brown velour chairs set around a marble coffee table. The views of the outdoors made the room feel as though it was open to the wilderness.
Tom cast a nod in his brother�s direction. �Morning, Darien.�
Humans often mistook them for each other because they were so similar in build and appearance. Wolves smelled the difference. None of them made that mistake. Darien had the darkest hair and eyes of the three, and Tom was the fairest��of them all,� Jake liked to joke.
�Hey, Tom. I know you wanted to go after the wolves again today. I doubt you�d find much of anything.� Darien wore Lelandi�s pink apron over a brown wool sweater and had a few splatters of oatmeal on his blue jeans. This was his usual attire, oatmeal mush and all, when he fed his triplet babies�two boys and a girl. A couple of gobs of cereal clung to strands of his dark brown hair.
He often took care of the kids in the morning so that his mate, Lelandi, the smartest, most effective psychologist in the area, could see clients. Not to mention that she was the only lupus garou psychologist around.
Tom swore he would buy his brother a manlier apron when he had the time. He glanced down at a splotch of oatmeal on his brother�s sheepskin slipper boot. �I�m glad to know I�m not the only one who looks that messy after feeding your brood.�
Darien gave him an elusive smile, warning him that when Tom found a mate, he was in for the same trouble. �Two of the ski patrol are out sick today with the flu, and the resort could use you up there.�
That got Tom�s attention and he stiffened, alert and wary. Every time one of them got sick with flu-like symptoms, they worried about the wolf getting a virus that would prevent their shifting from wolf to human form.
�Don�t worry. It�s not anything like the cases of �wolf fever� we had before,� Darien said quickly. �Jake will relieve you at noon. And a couple of other things�� He cleared his throat.
Tom couldn�t read his brother�s expression. Wolves paid attention to slight shifts in body language, and he could usually tell what his brother was thinking. But not this time. Which meant something was up and Tom wouldn�t like it.
�First, Anthony and Cody Woodcroft are on the slopes today. Their dad said that he wanted the ski patrol to kinda watch out for �em. If they get into any trouble at all, he wants their passes pulled and them off the slopes. He also wants to be notified at once.�
�Okay, can do.� The boys had gotten into trouble before, mainly for participating in high-risk adventures, but Tom had never heard of them doing anything unsafe or against the rules on the slopes. Since it was the first item on the list Darien wanted to talk about, Tom figured it was the least problematic. �The other thing?�
�Bertha Hastings said she has a guest at the B and B doing a story on our ski resort. She missed the ski shuttle and Bertha wanted to know if you could run her up to the slopes, since you were going that way.�
Tom narrowed his eyes a little. �Is she a wolf?� Bertha wasn�t beyond matchmaking. He could imagine Bertha had delayed the woman on purpose so she missed the shuttle.
�She is and she isn�t.�
�She either is or she isn�t,� Tom countered.
Darien looked serious now. �Let�s just say she�s part wolf. We can�t put the town off-limits to visitors, but a woman like that could cause trouble for the pack.�
�Part wolf?� Tom echoed, frowning.
�I�m sure you can resist this woman�s charms. She�s up here doing a story on a ski resort. I don�t trust the other bachelor wolves in the pack to leave her alone unless one of us takes her in hand to signal the others to keep their paws to themselves.�
Tom understood why Darien wouldn�t take care of the matter himself. Running a pack and the town and raising three toddlers kept him busy. Still, he didn�t like it. �Why couldn�t��
�Jake�s busy and he�s mated. That leaves the situation up to you to handle. They�ll listen to you and back off.�
Tom had thought he would be tracking the mysterious wolves who had been sneaking around their territory�a much more suitable task for a pack sub-leader. Now he had to babysit a couple of male teen wolves and a woman who wasn�t quite a wolf?
He took a deep breath. Still, he knew his brother�s reasoning was sound. Wolf-shifter females were rarer than males in any pack�and jealously guarded, too. The Silver pack had been through some trouble of that sort with female shifters from the neighboring red pack. The men in the red wolf pack felt that the gray wolves should have had no claim to the red she-wolves. Tom knew Darien would like to avoid that sort of situation again with this newcomer.
�All right. But I�ll be patrolling this morning, so I won�t be able to watch the teens or the woman all that much.�
�Alert the ski patrol to watch the boys and let you know if they do anything that�s unsafe. The others can be your eyes and ears. When our bachelor males see that the woman�s with you�so to speak�the word will spread and hopefully no one will hassle her. Learn when she�s leaving the area and work yourself into her schedule. If she doesn�t leave the slopes until later this afternoon when you�re free, you can be her ski buddy.�
Tom raised a brow.
�You know what I mean. Make sure you�re with her until she leaves. I don�t mean you have to stay with her overnight.�
�Not happening.� Although one-night stands with humans were acceptable for wolf shifters, Tom didn�t dare show any interest in a human around here. In this town, every wolf would hear of it. Too much of a problem with rumor control. And a part wolf? What the hell did that mean anyway? �I�m off.�
Tom threw on his parka, grabbed his gloves, and headed out. He had no doubt a woman who was part she-wolf wouldn�t interest him in the least.
* * *
Decorated in Queen Anne-style furniture, Elizabeth�s bedroom at the B and B made her feel like she�d been transported to the past. The chairs had clawed feet, and everything from the footboards to the canopy over the bed was draped in ecru lace.
Elizabeth paced across the elegant bedroom. She had called North to arrange a time and place to meet with him. He had agreed to hand over the evidence of her uncle�s complicity in murdering her parents in exchange for the deed to her family horse farm, but the red wolf was not happy.
�What do you mean you�re in Silver Town?� North snarled.
�I�m writing the article for my newspaper here. Bring the evidence to the ski resort. You should be able to arrive there by two. Right?�
North didn�t say anything, but she could hear his highly agitated heavy breathing on the line.
�I won�t meet you at your place,� Elizabeth continued, disregarding how irritated he was with her. �I�ll be at the Timberline Ski Lodge at two.�
�You couldn�t have picked a worse place for me to meet with you.� North finally let out his breath. �If I have any trouble getting there�the road conditions are bad due to the snowstorm�I�ll give you a ring.�
�All right. See you this afternoon otherwise.� She ended the call and left the room to join Bertha, the owner of the B and B, in the kitchen for breakfast.
She hadn�t realized the B and B was run by a gray wolf couple, but she�d been fortunate that the husband was off on a trip somewhere and his wife was really nice to her. She thought maybe Bertha was just an oddity, but then again, maybe because Elizabeth wasn�t a gray wolf, Bertha didn�t care what she was.
�Good morning, Elizabeth,� Bertha greeted her. The woman had springy silver curls and a round face and a cherub smile that reminded Elizabeth of Mrs. Claus. She wore a colorful burgundy and blue floral dress that matched the bouquets of flowers sitting on the dining-room table, kitchen bar, and tables in the common room. Ivies wound around wrought-iron plant stands, and small ficus trees were grouped next to the big windows that looked out on a tree-filled yard blanketed in snow.
�Good morning. The kitchen smells delightful.� Elizabeth sat down at the table covered in white lace to have a cup of steaming-hot chocolate and a freshly baked cinnamon roll. The frosting melted over the top and dripped down the sides.
The scent of cinnamon filled the kitchen, and Elizabeth took in another deep breath. Just breathing in the sweet, sugary smell was bound to pack on the pounds.
�Are you sure the ski patroller won�t be too put out about having to drop by and pick me up?� Elizabeth asked before she took a bite of the homemade cinnamon roll. If she didn�t ski enough to burn up the calories on the slopes, she would have to run in her wolf coat in the woods tonight.
�No, Tom has to drive right by here to get to the slopes. His brother Darien said Tom works until noon and would bring you home anytime you�re ready.�
�He doesn�t have to do that. I can take the shuttle.�
The front door opened, bells jingling, and though Elizabeth couldn�t see the new arrival, she assumed it was her ride. She didn�t rise from the table, not wanting to appear too anxious or foolish if it wasn�t Tom.
�Tom, is that you?� Bertha called out. �We�re in the kitchen.�
�Yeah, is the lady ready?� Tom sounded a little gruff, annoyed, put out.
Just like Elizabeth had assumed he�d be. She should have called a cab, if they even had cabs in Silver Town.
Tom strode into the kitchen as if he was on a mission and ready to get it over with.
He was tall, and his light-brown windswept hair and shadow of a beard gave him a rugged look. His cheeks were full of color from the cold. His eyes were the same rich shade of light brown as his hair, and they were instantly locked on hers.
He took in a deep breath, and she did, too, in a wolf�s way of determining how someone felt. Instantly, she knew he wasn�t all human.
She got a whole lot more of a perspective than just emotions.
He was one hot-looking gray wolf. And that could mean trouble for her.

Chapter 2

Tom Silver stared at the woman. She was too a wolf. He took another deep breath of the cinnamon-filled air, of the woman�s sweet scent of red wolf� and something else. Coyote.
She was petite like a red wolf, but more than unusual because she wasn�t all wolf. He�d never met a wolf-coyote mix before. Never heard of a coyote shifter. Now he wondered if the coyotes he�d seen that dared encroach on their territory were shifters, not just plain old coyotes.
He immediately thought of the Native American legends of Coyote, the trickster god, full of mischief, a thief, wily and sneaky. And a shape-shifter. Maybe that�s where the tales had come from, based in part on the truth, just as werewolf tales of old were.
The lady�s hair was a mass of shiny, dark red curls. Her eyes were a clear blue-green, her skin ivory except for a pale smattering of tiny red freckles barely visible across the bridge of her nose and cheeks. She was a busty little thing. The sweater was formfitting�the style that showed off a woman�s curves. And she had them in abundance.
He glanced at Bertha. She gave him one of her warmest matchmaking smiles.
Tom barely avoided shaking his head.
�This is Elizabeth Wildwood from Canyon, Texas. Elizabeth, meet Tom Silver.�
�Thank you for taking me to the resort,� Elizabeth said quickly, her expression wary, her heartbeat ratcheting up a couple of notches. She looked as astonished to learn he was a gray wolf as he was to learn what she was. She must not have known Silver Town was wolf-run.
He smelled a tangy scent on her that revealed her concern. If she worried that he intended to hit on her, she needn�t bother. A woman who lived much closer to home would have appealed more.
He let out his breath and said to Elizabeth, �Are you ready to go?�
�Yes, um, let me wash my hands real quick.� Elizabeth leaped to her feet. Without waiting for him to move out of her way, she brushed past him to get to the kitchen sink.
His gaze lingered on the formfitting black ski pants that revealed her shapely ass and legs. Fur-topped snow boots reached to her knees, and her aqua sweater zipped up to her chin.
The fact she was a shifter sure would be a wolf draw. At least he thought so, as pretty as she was. Bertha raised her brows at him, her smile fixed. Why hadn�t Darien filled him in? Tom had thought she might be a non-shifting human who had lupus garou roots, and that�s why Darien had said she was part wolf. From what Tom understood, wolves were just as attracted to those nonshifters as to full-blooded lupus garous. The eager males might not be put off by Elizabeth�s wolf-coyote heritage.
Elizabeth grabbed a parka off her chair, pulled it on, then snatched up a backpack. He led her to the front door.
�Have fun, you two,� Bertha called out in a much too cheerful manner.
�Thanks,� Elizabeth said back sweetly.
Having fun wasn�t what Tom intended. Ensuring the Woodcroft boys stayed out of trouble and that the she-wolf coyote didn�t get herself into a mess would be a job, not a fun excursion.
He glanced back at Bertha and tilted his chin down to give her a disapproving look.
Bertha�s smile only broadened. Tom shook his head.
He held the door open for Elizabeth and tried not to take in her appearance again, but it was difficult not to�being the wolf that he was. She avoided looking at him, which made him believe she was a beta.
That brought his alpha nature to the forefront, protective and in charge.
He shut the door of the B and B, escorted Elizabeth to his pickup truck, and opened the passenger-side door.
She eyed the interior of his truck. �Bertha� well, she said��
�Yeah?� Tom wondered just what Bertha had said.
Elizabeth cleared her throat.
He waited.
She finally let out her warm cinnamon-scented breath, which misted when it mixed with the icy air, and turned to gaze up at him, her eyes so striking that it was as if he were looking into a crystal clear, blue-green lake. �Bertha said you could hang around to bring me back to the B and B later, but I�ll just take the shuttle.�
Without waiting for him to respond, she got into the vehicle and looked through the windshield as if that was the end of the matter.
�I�m fine with bringing you back here.� He shut the door, then hurried around to the driver�s side.
He didn�t know how he would manage to work ski patrol without thinking of this she-wolf up on the slopes by herself. He could imagine all the bachelor males in their pack hot-wolfing it down the slopes to get her attention, and all the injuries that could result.
Darien was right. Tom would have to become her ski buddy if she stayed on the slopes this afternoon. He wouldn�t leave her on her own until he returned her to the B and B tonight.
She didn�t say anything as he took the road to the Silver Town Ski Resort. �Silver,� she finally said. �Tom Silver.�
�Yeah.�
She eyed him curiously. �Are you the pack leader? And this is a pack-run town?�
He wasn�t surprised she sounded so astonished. Wolf packs didn�t normally run their own towns. He didn�t even know of another like theirs. �Sub-leader. And yeah, our family founded the town. My eldest brother, Darien, runs it.�
�Darien,� Elizabeth said.
He glanced at her when she didn�t say anything more.
�Bertha told me Darien was the one who said you�d pick me up and take me back to the B and B.�
�Yeah.�
She relaxed a little against the seat.
Maybe she thought Tom had seen her when she first arrived and was interested in her in some other way, but now that she knew he was just there on his pack leader�s orders, she felt a little easier. She shouldn�t. Once any of the bachelor males got wind of her being in town, she�d have a whole bunch of interest. Available she-wolves were a rare commodity.
�So you�re doing a story on the ski resort?� he asked.
�Yeah, winter-sports kind of thing.�
He nodded, trying to figure out how he would convince her that he had to stick close to her until she left town. �How long will you be here?�
�Four days.�
An eternity. �I get off at noon if you want to get a bite of lunch.�
�I might still be working.�
So she wasn�t buying his need to take charge of her. �Okay, I�ll ski with you until you want to eat.� He swore she stared holes into him as he watched the recently plowed road.
�Um, I�ll be stopping a lot on the slopes to take pictures. You won�t have any fun.�
He glanced at her to see her expression, wondering if she was being honest with him, nervous that he would want to be with her. Which was a total beta trait. Except her voice wasn�t modulated like a beta�s. A beta would be nervous and hesitant, her voice soft and acquiescent. She had the soft, sweet beta part down, but she wasn�t nervous and she wasn�t hesitant.
She watched him with what looked like amusement�and a hint of challenge? He couldn�t quite figure her out. At times she acted like a beta, but when she matched his gaze and didn�t look away�that was alpha behavior. Wolves didn�t switch back and forth between the two. Not normally. Unless being a red wolf-coyote mix was the reason. She was conflicted?
He didn�t believe any such thing existed. Coyote packs had alphas and betas just like the wolves did. Was she pretending to be a beta? Or a beta trying to sound alpha? That thought intrigued him. He smiled a little at her. He would learn the truth one way or another, sooner or later.
�It�ll be interesting to see what catches your attention on the slopes.� He returned his gaze to the road. �My other brother, Jake, is a photographer also. He likes to take pictures of wildlife and flowers.�
She didn�t say anything.
�The two of you could probably compare notes,� he continued.
�I probably won�t meet him.�
She spoke so quickly that he thought she might be afraid to meet more of the gray wolves.
�We�ll have dinner at Darien�s place. Jake and his mate might come, depending on what they�re doing.�
She didn�t respond.
Tom tried not to smile. She wouldn�t win. She had to know that. She was in another pack�s territory, and they made the rules. Unless she was a loner and not used to pack rules.
�I�m sure your brother wouldn�t want me intruding at a family gathering,� she finally said.
�He will insist that you come.� Darien hadn�t, but Tom knew that he would require that she dined with him and Lelandi because she was a she-wolf. A male wolf just hitting the slopes, or a mated couple or family, no big deal. But since she was an unmated female who planned to hang around longer than a day, Darien would want to keep tabs on the situation.
If Tom was just giving Elizabeth a lift to the resort, he would have dropped her off at the ski rentals. But he didn�t want her out of his sight until he let the other wolves in the vicinity know she was under his protection. He thought he might enjoy his role as her protector.
As he drove past the ski-rental shop toward the parking lot, Elizabeth turned her head to look. �You could have dropped me off back there.�
�Being a sub-leader, I can expedite the rental process,� he was quick to say.
�Oh.�
�Is your pack very big?� he asked, fishing for more information.
She didn�t say anything for a moment, as if trying to come up with an answer. The coyote trickster myth instantly shot into Tom�s mind.
�Big enough,� she said evasively.
Which didn�t tell him anything. Maybe she belonged to a coyote pack instead, and she didn�t want to let on. He didn�t have any problem with that.
He pulled into a parking space, and she was out of the pickup in a hurry. She slipped her ski hat and gloves on and hurried back to the ski-rental hut. He quickly joined her.
Maybe she was a rogue wolf-coyote, shunned by the coyotes and the wolves. He hadn�t considered that before. If that was the case, he felt like a heel for bringing up her pack alliance when normally he thought of himself as the most diplomatic of the three brothers.
Not knowing what to say to rectify his faux pas, he walked alongside her in silence. She stared straight ahead at the ski-rental hut and avoided looking at anyone milling around and gawking at Tom and her.
Wolves, the lot of them. They smiled at him and several gave him the thumbs-up.
Damn it, he couldn�t help but smile back. She was his obligation, not his conquest, and he had to keep that in mind. Even though Darien had told him he was supposed to treat her as though they were together.
A couple of the ski patrollers saw him with Elizabeth and trudged through the snow to join them. Of course, they were giving the lady a good once-, well, twice-over. Wolves were that way. The ski patrollers were all alphas. Had to be. In charge of life-and-death decisions on a daily basis, they had to take over in an emergency and couldn�t wait for someone else to tell them what to do. Some were from other wolf packs and came to serve on the ski patrol during the season. They were all good friends.
Kemp and Radcliff Grey, twin brothers who were new to the pack, finally took their eyes off Elizabeth and greeted Tom with a nod.
Before either could introduce himself, Tom said, �I�ll take the lady to the ski-rental hut and get her started and talk to you about what Darien wants afterward.�
�Sure,� Kemp said.
Tom stalked after Elizabeth when he saw she didn�t remain meekly by his side. If she�d been a beta, she would have stayed with him until he escorted her to the rental hut. That had him rethinking what she was again.
One of the wolves working the ski rentals must have alerted the other three that Tom was approaching, or maybe they were more interested in who he escorted. �Tom,� the four said in greeting. They all looked at Elizabeth, waiting to hear who she was.
She cleared her throat, then told them her shoe size.
�Put it on Darien�s tab,� Tom said. �I�ll be back to check on you in a little while.�
�No need,� she said. �And thanks, but I can pay for it.�
The four wolves looked at Tom to see his response. They were betas with the pack. That�s the kind of reaction he expected. Eager to please, waiting to hear what the alpha decided. If Elizabeth had said he didn�t have to come back if he didn�t want to, or nodded in agreement, it would have been seen as a beta response. To say she would pay and that there was no need for him to return was an alpha response.
�No problem,� he said. �It�ll only take me a minute.� He looked at the guys with a silent command: Take care of her until I return.
They hurried to fit her in ski boots.

Chapter 3

Elizabeth hadn�t realized Silver Town was a gray wolf pack�s territory, and she definitely didn�t belong. That must be why North was reluctant to meet her here�because he was a red wolf. He should have said so, though it wouldn�t have changed her plans. If her uncle decided he wanted to try and kill her again, the gray pack here wouldn�t allow it. Most likely.
She�d dismissed the notion of going to either Telluride or Wolf Creek because both ski resorts were too well-known. She�d wanted an out-of-the-way place, far from any large cities but mostly far enough away from her father�s old wolf pack.
Skis and poles in hand, pack on her back, ski boots on, she thanked the guys who helped equip her. They even got a ski pass for her�on Darien�s account. She couldn�t help but appreciate Tom�s taking care of her like that, but she was still wary of other shifters. Granted, her past experience was mostly with red wolves and only a few grays. Coyote shifters avoided her as if she carried a genetic mutation that they might catch if they breathed in the same air as she did.
A couple of cute human girls frowned and folded their arms as they waited to be helped with ski boots while the wolves ignored them.
Elizabeth couldn�t believe all the interest she had garnered here, either. She wondered if this pack was just more tolerant of coyote and red wolf shifters. No shifters lived in Canyon, Texas, where even the human population was small. She didn�t think any shifters even lived in the nearby city of Amarillo. At least, she hadn�t run into any in the year and a half she�d lived in the area. Because of her past troubles with shifters, she preferred living strictly among humans. She was way out of her comfort zone here, unsure of how to handle all the interest.
She thanked the guys again and headed out of the hut.
�Wait,� one of the men said. �Tom is coming back for you.� He sounded a little worried that they�d all be in trouble if he didn�t remind her.
As if she�d forgotten.
She smiled. �He�s got a job to do. And so do I.� After leaving her snow boots in a locker, she headed for the ski lift as fast as her ski boots would permit.
She�d prefer to check the map and get oriented, but she didn�t have time. She knew that Tom would return for her soon, or that one of the ski patrollers or Tom might see her tear off, and he would be after her.
As an alpha, he couldn�t let her get away with doing her own thing, especially since he�d made his intentions perfectly clear in front of some of the pack members.
One of the human girls waiting to be fitted for ski boots said, �Can�t we get some service now that she�s gone?�
Elizabeth glanced back to see all four of the wolves watching her, grinning. Betas. She smiled and gave them a thumbs-up. They did high fives with each other.
Tom would want to kill her, she thought in an amused way.
She had tried to pretend to be a sweet, innocent beta. She�d blown that image so badly with Tom that there was no sense in pretending any further. Professing to be a beta was nearly impossible for her kind. She�d wrongly assumed he would leave her to her own devices if he thought she was one�alpha that he was�which went to show she really wasn�t all that knowledgeable about working wolf packs. Or at least this one.
She made her way to the ski lift and situated her boots on her skis, but noticed one of the lift operators focused on her while speaking on his radio. As soon as she made eye contact with the guy, she knew. Tom had called ahead. The lift operator signaled to her to move out of the line. She closed her eyes briefly. Man, she�d never seen a wolf pack that controlled an operation like this.
The mix of humans and wolves standing in the lift line watched her, speculation written all over their faces. She had to have done something wrong.
Smiling, the lift operator approached her. �Got word Tom wants to ride up with you, if you�ll just step out of line. He�s coming.�
She didn�t bother arguing with the guy. He was only doing his job. She was certain he�d stop the lift if she ignored him and tried to get on one of the chairs.
She turned to see Tom headed for her while the lift hummed, carrying skiers up the steep incline. At first, she couldn�t read his expression. He was smiling way too smugly.
More amused than annoyed, she smiled back. She just couldn�t let an alpha, any alpha, dictate to her without her showing her true colors, no matter how hard she tried to pretend she was just a cooperative beta.
He took her arm, leaned over, and to her shock, kissed her cheek.
She couldn�t help it. She chuckled. �You are so bad.�
�Yeah, only because you made me do it,� he said. �Come on, Elizabeth. Things are quiet for the moment. I�ll ski with you until I get a call.�
�Made you do it?�
�Hey, I�m just trying to protect you from all the interested males in my pack.�
She laughed. �Right.�
His mouth curved up as he looked down at her, and she thought he had the most heartwarming smile. Too bad he only behaved this way because the pack leader must have ordered him to. But Tom also had something to prove to the wolves in his pack who were waiting to see what would happen next. She noted that two of the lift chairs went up without anyone seated on them.
Two wolves motioned for Tom and Elizabeth to get in line in front of them. She�d never gotten special treatment like this, ever.
She hadn�t wanted to cut in line, but everyone smiled at her, so she figured they would object if she tried to go to the back of the line. She was certain Tom would stop her.
She considered kissing him back, just to prove he wasn�t in charge of her. Which was why she did what she did next, shocking him, she was certain. She grabbed his jacket and looked him in the eye. �I can�t stand on my toes in ski boots, so lean down.�
Dimples showed in his tanned cheeks. He hesitated only a second, as if processing her request. He leaned down and she kissed him full on the mouth. Oh God, his lips were warm and supple against hers. His gloved hands cupped her face. He must have dropped his ski poles to ensure she didn�t move away from him until he finished.
She didn�t want him to end this as he pressed his lips against hers, the pressure saying he wanted more, his thumbs stroking her cheeks, his tongue licking her lips and asking for an invitation.
She�d already gone this far, so why not? She loved what he was doing to her, heating her from the inside out. She opened her mouth just a little and took a breath, not a full invitation unless� he took advantage.
Which he did and she nearly fell off her skis. Oh� my� God. The wolf could kiss. But damn, she could kiss back, too.
Nipping his lips, licking, tasting, chasing his tongue with hers, she gave one last full-contact smooch before she pulled away. She felt light-headed, her breath creating puffs of mist. Smoking.
He stood there and looked at her like she was a wet dream come true. The cheers went up, the woots, the whistles, and she laughed.
Grinning, the ski-lift operator handed Tom his ski poles. �Way to go, Tom.�
When she was seated beside Tom on the chair and had begun the ride up, he shook his head as if he was trying to clear it after what had just happened between them.
�What?� she asked, turning to observe the breathtaking vista. Every tree was covered in white frosting, and the sky was bluebird blue.
He chuckled.
She glanced at him when he didn�t answer. His mouth curved up as he studied her, though with his ski goggles now in place, she couldn�t see his eyes the way she wanted to. He looked really cute and in charge in his red ski-patrol jacket, although she already knew he was a sub-leader and very much in charge.
�What?� she asked again, tilting her head to the side.
�You do realize everyone in the pack was already giving me a hard time. Probably about a quarter of our people are up here today enjoying the fresh powder. Those who did see what just happened will tell those who didn�t. Oh, they won�t say anything, much, to my face. Just the knowing smiles and slaps on the back. But you�ve sure got the pack stirred up, and the word has already spread. I didn�t even have to call Darien to confirm the dinner arrangement. He called me.�
She gaped at him and then frowned. �You said he already wanted me to come to dinner.�
�I know my brother. He would have called before long if I hadn�t gotten hold of him.�
�So will your other brother, Jake, and his mate be there?�
�You bet. When I told Darien that you�re a photographer, he said Jake wanted to meet you.�
�Well, it was all your fault for trying to be in charge of me.�
�About that. Yeah, I�d like to try that again. Someplace where we�re not likely to melt all the snow off the slope.�
She chuckled and looked at the vista as the chair rode up the cable, vibrating, the rattling noise filling the bitingly cold air. She didn�t remember a time when she�d had such lighthearted fun.
Tom�s radio came to life, and he listened as the dispatcher relayed information about an injury on one of the slopes. He answered the call. �I�ll be there in just a couple of minutes.�
�Duty calls?�
�Yeah, but I�m free at noon. We�ll have lunch.�
She smiled. If he could find her.
She still had to meet with North at the Timberline Ski Lodge. That put her on edge a bit. What if North didn�t come alone? Or what if someone else came?
Someone who wished her dead?

Chapter 4

Elizabeth skied away from the chairlift but Tom followed her. �Noon,� he said. �Meet you at the base lodge.�
His comment wasn�t an offer but a command. �You don�t take no for an answer, do you?� She smiled when she asked.
He offered her a wolfish, sexy smile in return that had her whole body warming despite the chill in the air. �You never said no. See you later. Enjoy your day if I don�t get a chance to meet up with you on the slopes. A blue trail is off to the left, expert to the right.�
He skied along the connecting trail for the black-diamond slope.
You never said no, echoed in her thoughts. Yeah, if she hadn�t really wanted to meet up with him, she would have been all alpha and said no. He had her figured.
She watched him move like a pro and wished she could ski down the expert trail with confidence. She didn�t get a chance to ski nearly as often as she�d like, since they had no skiing in Texas. But she loved the slopes and took every opportunity she could get to ski. She was definitely an intermediate skier.
She was about to head for the intermediate slope when two males on the chairlift got off and joined her.
�Need a ski buddy?� one asked, looking hopeful. He was a blond and reminded her of a Viking, muscled and with beautiful white teeth grinning at her.
�He�s busy, but I�m free,� the other said, looking like the first one�s twin.
She chuckled. �I�m mostly just taking pictures. Sorry.�
�Well, if you get tired of just taking pictures, I�m Cantrell.�
�Robert,� the other man said.
�You�re brothers, I take it.� And both gray wolves.
�Yeah. Kind of no mistaking it,� Robert said with a wink.
�Thanks. Maybe I can take you up on it later. Nice meeting you both.� She took off toward the entrance to the blue intermediate trail.
�Wait!� Cantrell said, catching up to her. �What�s your name?�
She paused at the top of the trail. �Elizabeth.�
�Elizabeth,� Robert said. �Have you got lunch plans?�
�Yes, with Tom Silver.�
Cantrell laughed. �I told you he�d already asked her.�
�What about tonight?� Robert asked.
�I�m having dinner with the pack leaders.�
�Uh, okay,� Cantrell said as if that meant she planned to join the pack or something. �Well, we tried. See you around, Elizabeth.� He headed downhill.
Robert smiled. �They always get the good ones.� He followed his brother down the slope.
Elizabeth shook her head. She really couldn�t believe all the interest, especially after what she�d gone through growing up�physical and emotional abuse from her father�s wolf family for being part coyote. Shunned by her mother�s coyote pack for having wolf DNA. And here she was totally welcome. Maybe because Tom seemed interested in her.
She stood to the side so other skiers could access the trail and pulled out her camera. She snapped shots of the two men traversing the hill, then of the vista. She breathed in the cold, crisp air, loving it, wanting to throw off her clothes, shift, and run through the woods, biting at the snow, rolling in it, having the time of her life.
Tonight she would.
She skied down to another intermediate run and across an easy trail where a couple of patrollers, Tom included, checked out a young girl of about eight. She sat on the snow holding her knee and crying. Tom crouched next to her, talking to her as she nodded. Elizabeth hoped the girl wasn�t too badly injured, but the sight of him speaking to her made Elizabeth believe he�d be good with kids. She wondered if the rest of the pack was like that. The two she had belonged to�as in had family ties to but hadn�t really belonged to�had been. They just hadn�t treated her that way.
She�d always thought of her parents as Romeo and Juliet�Romeo, the red wolf, and Juliet, the coyote�two different families, both feuding. In the end, both her parents had died. Which meant she�d had to fend for herself against the wolves of her father�s pack. The coyote pack hadn�t wanted her, either, since she was an alpha and part wolf. The pack leaders had feared she�d want to take over.
She was a pariah, worse than an omega, a wolf that was pushed from the pack, picked on, and left to grab scraps everyone else had left behind.
Except for one thing. She was an alpha. They couldn�t beat that out of her, no matter how much they had tried. Alpha wolves were born with the take-charge tendency whether they were lupus garous or strictly wolves or even humans. Not all alphas formed their own packs. Some became loners and others sub-leaders of a pack, ready to take over if the pack leader died. Not that she would ever face such a situation.
After capturing Tom and the little girl with her camera, Elizabeth moved toward the lodge. She took several pictures of the building, with its steep alpine roof and log sides and a large veranda where visitors sat at tables enjoying hot drinks. The heat of the drinks mixed with the air, causing steam to rise above their cups. She captured photos of people waiting on the lift line and of some coming down the gently sloping bunny trail.
She snapped a shot of a teen wearing a gray-wolf ski hat who headed straight for her. He whipped around her, grinning, and skidded to a halt next to her. �Tom�s girl, right?�
Before she could respond, he laughed and took off for the ski lift. She smiled. If her pack had treated her like that, she would never have left.
She snapped a couple more pictures�one of a man hitting a hill of soft powder, causing it to fly everywhere. If the day remained sunny, this afternoon she�d take a break from photographing and just ski. Well, after she got what she needed from North, she thought, wishing again that he had taken the evidence he had on her uncle straight to the red wolf pack�s new leader, Hrothgar. North wouldn�t, saying that it was her issue to deal with. Elizabeth didn�t disagree, but she didn�t want to get that close to the pack.
She thought maybe that afternoon she�d take some pictures when the sun wasn�t as intense. When she was done, she�d try to contact Hrothgar and arrange to meet with him to transfer the evidence herself. Hopefully, he wouldn�t mind making the seven-hour trip here.
She was still irritated with North. He had waited a long time before telling her he had solid evidence against her uncle. He could also have informed her that the red pack had a new leader who might consider the evidence and right the wrongs. Then again, Hrothgar might not do anything more with it than Bruin would have.
Shaking loose of her frustration, she proceeded toward the lift. She felt someone hurrying behind her, but he didn�t pass her. She glanced at him as he got in line next to her for the double chairs. He didn�t look at her, which told her he wasn�t trying to meet up with the new she-wolf on the slopes. He was covered in cold-weather clothes, ski hat, and goggles, so she couldn�t make out what he looked like. She tried to smell him, but the wind blew the wrong way so she couldn�t tell if he was a wolf or a man.
He sat to her right as they took the lift up, and Elizabeth caught sight of a lovely vista beyond the man�s head. She thought to come this way again, sit on his side of the chairlift, and have her camera ready.
Then the man turned and stared at her. Blatantly. She�d been looking in his direction�at the view, not at him. Maybe he thought she stared at him. If he were a wolf, he�d definitely be an alpha because he wouldn�t look away from her, trying to force her to glance away in submission.
She didn�t need to prove anything to him. Not the way she�d had to with her former wolf pack. But the instinct was built in, and the repeated abuse she�d suffered for being who she was had made her toughen against such people. She wasn�t looking away first.
She didn�t want to have anything to do with him, but she finally smiled and said, �Nice day for skiing. Are you local?�
The man wore a black balaclava over his mouth and nose, but Elizabeth could tell from a glimpse of his cold eyes that he glowered before he looked away without answering her. Having won the confrontation, she smiled to herself. She snapped pictures of people skiing down the slope from the lift�s bird�s-eye view. She took a picture of the chairs behind her. Never knowing what shot might really look cool in a story, she would take hundreds while she was here. She tucked her camera away in her pouch before she reached the end of the ride.
This time when she got off the chair, she would head for the expert slope to take some shots of the moguls and skiers traversing them on the way down. After she finished there, she�d ski back across the trail to the intermediate slope. She would find another lift to take her up to some other trails later.
The man got off the chair and she followed him, moving off to the side so the next passengers could leave the lift. She waited to see which trail he went on. Expert. Super. Not.
Then again, he�d ski down it quickly and be gone. She could even take some shots of him and see if he did a great job or was just an egomaniac and crashed and burned, nearly killing himself on the way down.
Smiling darkly with that thought in mind, she skied toward the black-diamond slope. When she reached it, she made sure she was out of any skier�s way. She pulled her camera out and took a picture of the man. He�d stopped halfway down the trail, resting his skis on top of a mogul. Not such a hotshot after all.
He turned and looked up. Not expecting to be caught photographing him, she quickly raised her camera to take a picture of the pines separating this trail from the intermediate one.
She heard a skier coming from behind her, the swoosh of skis against snow. Elizabeth�s skis crunched into the semipacked powder as she inched over just a little more to get out of the way. Trees blocked her from moving over any farther.
The skier�had to be a man, as hefty as he was�slammed into her, knocking her down the steep incline.
Heart in her throat, she cried out. She lost her camera on impact. Fell. With her ski poles looped around her wrists, she threw her gloved hands out, trying to stop herself. The shove made her topple onto her side, crashing into the first of the moguls that didn�t slow her fall.
Elizabeth continued to tumble down the slope. She feared smashing her head against the compacted snow and breaking limbs�her own, not the trees�. Briefly, she fretted about her camera, finding it, concerned it might be ruined. Even the worry about a spinal injury flashed through her mind as she continued the downward plunge.
She did not see her life flashing before her eyes. All she saw were snow and intermittent flashes of blue sky and more snow. Elizabeth felt panicked, unable to stop her forward roll.
She still held on to one pole, having lost the other and both skis. Slamming against one mogul after another, she finally hit one hard enough to stop her. She didn�t remember losing consciousness. Her breath had been knocked out of her, though, and her wrist and back hurt.
�Miss, are you all right?� someone hollered down to her from the top of the trail, sounding far away. A youthful male voice.
She didn�t know how far she�d rolled until she stopped. She thought she�d tumbled all the way to the bottom of the mountain where she couldn�t roll any farther. But no such luck. She was still way up on the very steep incline amid all the bumps, staring up at the blue, blue sky.
Unable to catch her breath, she tried to calm her racing heart.
She wished she could have gotten up quickly on her own, somehow managed to make it the rest of the way down the slope, and none would be the wiser.
Now she was afraid that whoever had discovered her would make a big deal of this.
�Minx, you can�t go down this way,� the kid hollered.
�I�ve been skiing since I was three. I�ll get her camera. You guys go see to her.�
Her camera. Elizabeth tried to turn her head, but her back hurt.
�Come on, Anthony. You know Minx never listens to us. If she breaks her neck, we can say we told her so.�
�Ha, ha, very funny,� Minx said.
The ground vibrated slightly beneath Elizabeth as the boys� skis swished on the snow, then one stopped way above her, and the other came into view.
�I�m just getting her skis to warn others of danger down the slope, Cody.� Anthony quickly joined Cody, yanked a cell phone out of a bag, and called ski patrol.
They were as tall as grown men, so she figured they were older teens.
Elizabeth closed her eyes, knowing full well Tom would soon get word of this.
�I�m okay,� she said, even though she felt terribly winded. She didn�t feel she�d broken anything, but her wrist hurt. And she couldn�t seem to catch her breath so she could rise to a sitting position.
She wanted to lie here, soak up the sun that the two boys now blocked, and get her bearings. Their faces wore frowns as they looked her over.
�Doesn�t look like she�s got any visible broken bones,� Cody said.
�I secured the area,� Anthony said on the phone. He�d crossed her skis upright in the snow to warn skiers above that a safety issue existed below them.
The boys were gray wolves. She hadn�t seen or scented the girl yet and hoped she wouldn�t get hurt on the slope while looking for Elizabeth�s camera. But she was glad the girl was searching for it and hoped it was all right. At least no one else was on the trail. Thank God.
�I�m all right,� Elizabeth said. �I� just need a moment.�
�Hot damn, she�s a wolf,� Anthony said.
She frowned at him. No one mentioned the wolf word. Or in her case, coyote, either. Not in public.
As if he read her mind, he grinned. �No one around to hear me but us wolves.�
And one part coyote.
�She�s the one Tom must have brought up to the ski resort. All the guys are talking about her,� Cody said. �And the kiss.� He grinned big time. �Cantrell said he caught them on his phone video recorder, but he won�t share unless you pay for it. A few other guys took shots with their cell phones, too. They�re sharing for free, sending emails to the pack.�
Her whole body warmed, and she suddenly felt feverish. She couldn�t believe the word had spread that fast. Or that anyone had bothered to catch their actions on camera. Sure, she knew that a pack shared information to protect themselves, but still� She thought Tom had been exaggerating.
�Where do you hurt?� Cody asked, crouching down in front of her.
Everywhere. She would be fine once she got off this black slope, if trying to ski downhill didn�t kill her.
�She�s having trouble concentrating, unable to answer questions,� Anthony said into his cell when Elizabeth didn�t answer right away. �She�s the one Tom brought up here.� Anthony grinned, put his hand over the phone, and said, �You�re a celebrity. You�ll have the entire ski patrol checking you out.�
With mortification, she felt like she was having a hot flash, and she was sure she could melt the mogul she rested against into a puddle of water.
�I�m fine,� she said, trying to sit up. �I�m not having trouble concentrating. Just breathing.�
�No, just lie still,� Cody said, his hand on her shoulder. �You might have a spinal injury.� He turned to the other boy. �And tell them she has shortness of breath.�
�I hurt my wrist a little, and I feel a little sore. I�ll be fine if I can just get down the slope.� Actually, at this point, if she could just get up. �I�m not having any trouble breathing,� she amended. She shouldn�t have said she hurt anywhere.
�Did you get all that?� Anthony asked, and she realized that as she spoke to Cody, Anthony must have held the phone nearer to her so that she would give the information directly to the ski patrol. �Okay,� Anthony said to Cody. �Don�t let her move an inch.�
She rolled her eyes.
Cody smiled at her.
�I found her camera!� Minx called out from the woods.
Elizabeth breathed a little sigh of relief, though she still worried the camera might be damaged.
�Ski patrollers are on the way,� Anthony said.
Great. She hoped they didn�t include Tom.
* * *
�Yard sale!� a couple of skiers yelled out from the lift. Tom skied down the slope and saw an unfamiliar woman wipe out, losing her ski poles and skis all over the place.
Tom retrieved the two lost skis when pack members Cantrell and his brother, Robert, joined him, carrying the woman�s ski poles.
�She�s hot, man,� Cantrell said to Tom. The two of them grinned at him as they skied down to the lady getting to her feet and brushing the snow off her goggles.
He raised his brows at them, asking in a silent way who they were referring to.
�Not the woman that just rag-dolled down the slope,� Cantrell said. �You know. Elizabeth.�
They reached the lady who had fallen, and Tom asked, �You all right, ma�am?� He handed her the skis, and Robert gave her the ski poles.
�Yes, thank you. I�m fine.� Her cheeks were red from the weather or from embarrassment. She seated her boots on her skis and took off.
�I asked her to lunch,� Robert said. He and his brother skied with Tom to the next lift. �Elizabeth. She said she would be busy.�
�With me.� Tom hated to sound so territorial. She wasn�t really with him. But after that kiss, he was rethinking that scenario.
Cantrell laughed. �Yeah, she said so.�
Tom smiled a little at that.
When the pack leaders invited a wolf to their home for dinner, that was usually the ultimate boon to any wolf�s ego. Except Elizabeth�s. Tom wondered why she seemed reluctant.
�Man, you guys get all the good ones,� Cantrell said.
The trouble was that fewer female werewolves were born, so there seemed to always be a shortage. Not that he expected to set up housekeeping anytime soon.
�How did you learn about her?� Robert asked.
As if the Silver brothers had a pipeline to learning about available females. Although he supposed Bertha was that for him this time.
Tom got a call on his radio from ski patroller Kemp. �Gotta come quick. Devil Man�s Switchback.�
�Whatcha got?� Tom got ahead of those waiting in the ski line and was promptly seated on a chair.
�The lady you brought to the resort?� Kemp said.
Tom�s mouth went dry, and he tightened his hand around the radio. Elizabeth was probably not injured that badly, but since she had been with Tom, Kemp had most likely taken the situation more seriously than warranted.
At least Tom prayed it was so. �Yeah, what happened?�
�She says she�s okay.�
Tom sat on the edge of his chair, unsure whether to be concerned or not. �But?�
Kemp cleared his throat.
�Just spit it out, Kemp,� Tom said. �What�s happened?�
�Vitals look good, but the Woodcroft twins saw her first and called it in. They both say she was knocked out. She denies it, but she probably wouldn�t remember.�
That didn�t sound good. �Is she answering your questions with full clarity?�
�Yeah. I�ve called for my brother to bring up a toboggan. She doesn�t want to use one. You know� she�s all alpha.�
Tom smiled a little at that. Yeah, he already knew that about her.
�You know how it is. Someone can have no memory issues for hours or even days, and suddenly they have a problem. No visible injuries to her head, though.�
�She goes down in the toboggan. Any other possible injuries?� Tom asked.
�Wrist might be sprained�she was still holding on to one of her ski poles. She�ll probably be a little bruised but otherwise fine.�
�What exactly happened? Just take a spill?�
Kemp paused, then said, �She says a guy shoved her down the slope on purpose.�
Tom frowned. More likely an out-of-control skier, though if the guy regularly skied the black slope, maybe not. �Did she get a look at him?�
�She gave me a get-real look, Tom, when I asked her the question. You know, because she was falling down the mountain�in an unglamorous way�her words, not mine. I couldn�t imagine her ever looking unglamorous.�
�Just help me up,� she said in the background, sounding totally pissed.
Tom smiled at hearing her dictatorial tone. �Just keep her down until I get there.�

Chapter 5

When Tom reached the expert slope, he saw Elizabeth�s skis placed in an X several yards above. All he could see down below were three male backsides as they hovered over the injured she-wolf.
Anthony, Cody, and Kemp.
Tom greeted them as he reached their location, praying all of this was overkill. Wolves were territorial by nature, and they�d staked their claim over the she-wolf, even if she was older than the teens. When he could maneuver around the others to observe the patient, he saw one annoyed looking she-wolf scowling up at him. He frowned, still worried she might be injured worse than she claimed.
Tom moved closer to where she rested on her back against a mogul, the wind whipping the snow about. The white fake-fur-trimmed hood surrounded her face. A black half balaclava covered her mouth and nose, making her appear ninja-like. Her eyes were narrowed at him, her ski goggles pushed up onto her ski hat.
�What happened?� Tom asked, crouching down to speak with her.
She pulled the balaclava down with her right hand.
�I�ll be all right,� she said breathily, as if she was having a hard time breathing or the pain was affecting her.
She might be all right, but Tom�s heart pumped way too fast. �Kemp said you probably have a mild wrist sprain.�
�Yeah.� Her breathing was shallow.
Tom thought maybe she wasn�t used to the thinner air and was suffering from hypoxia, or altitude sickness. Or possibly she had a broken rib that had collapsed a lung.
�Do you need oxygen? Having trouble breathing?� Tom asked. �Ribs hurt?�
�No.�
He didn�t trust the patient completely. He�d seen a case a week ago where a twenty-three-year-old hot dog had claimed he was okay, but his vitals had deteriorated rapidly. Tom had him medevaced out only to learn later that the skier had ruptured his spleen. Another was the case of a forty-five-year-old man who looked unsteady after he said a snowboarder had run him over. He swore he just had to catch his breath, but when he couldn�t, Tom had the ambulance take the man down to the hospital. Tom heard later from Doc Weber that the patient had suffered a mild heart attack.
�Vital signs?� Tom asked Kemp.
�Her signs are good,� Kemp said.
�Okay, good.�
�I found her camera,� Minx said. Tom looked that way, surprised that the teenaged girl was here, too. Not that he should be, since she was friends with the boys. She must have been in the woods next to the expert trail, searching for the camera. A couple of pine needles clung to her bright green ski hat, the pink and white pom-poms swinging from the ties as she tried to make her way down the steep incline to reach them. Snow clung to the camera.
�You were taking pictures when it happened?� Tom asked Elizabeth. When he�d learned she was on this slope, he had assumed she must be an expert skier.
�Yes.� She gritted her teeth, trying to mask that she hurt.
�Was anybody with her at the time?� Tom asked.
�No, she was alone,� Kemp said.
�Did anyone see what happened?�
She gave Tom an irritated look. She must have had her back to the skier and couldn�t see what had occurred.
�Two panting males saw her,� Kemp said, a lighthearted tone to his voice.
Anthony and Cody chuckled.
Tom liked Kemp because he always had a sense of humor. It also meant that Elizabeth must be in good shape, no really bad injuries, or he would be ultraserious.
As a lupus garou, she�d heal well on her own. Unless she had spinal injuries or bleeding that couldn�t be stemmed, she should be all right.
Kemp moved over to allow Tom to get closer. Kemp�s twin brother, Radcliff, skied down with the toboggan. He had darker blond hair than Kemp, and his eyes were a lighter amber. Both men were in great shape because they served on the ski patrol regularly each season and had all the women swooning when they shared smiles with them.
Tom checked over Elizabeth�s vital signs himself. They looked good.
�I�m fine,� she said, still frowning at him. �Go help someone who really needs your assistance.�
�It�s noon and I�m off the clock. We still have that lunch date.� Tom could imagine the boys taking notes on how to court a wolf. �You�re going down by toboggan. We have several other patrollers at the resort, so no problem there.�
�Except that you should have heard the flurry of �I�m coming,� no matter how far away the other patrollers were stationed,� Kemp said, grinning.
Tom could imagine, even if they were joking.
�Fine. Get me down to the base so that the whole slope isn�t crowded with onlookers. I can�t believe you�re making that big a deal of this,� Elizabeth groused.
She didn�t know how much so until they placed a neck collar on her, strapped her to a board, and clamped an oxygen mask in place. She didn�t have to say a word for Tom to know she was pissed. He wasn�t taking a chance on her being injured further.
Peter Jorgenson, their local sheriff and a good friend of Tom�s, skied up behind them, and Tom wondered what he was doing up here.
�Okay, guys, move back and give us some room.� Tom meant Cody and Anthony, but when they didn�t budge, he said a little sterner this time, �Cody, Anthony, move.�
The wolves shuffled carefully away, avoiding sliding down the sharp embankment.
�So, Peter, what are you doing up here?� Tom asked as the sheriff motioned for the teens to shift further out of the way.
Peter seemed just as intrigued with the she-wolf and didn�t move to vacate the area himself. The slope was treacherously sheer here, and they all stood on the sides of the moguls to keep from sliding down the icier sections.
�Took a breather while it�s quiet in town. Deputy Sheriff Trevor�s holding down the fort.� Peter tilted his Stetson back, his dark sunglasses hiding his dark eyes, his forehead creased in a frown.
Kemp had pressed ice against Elizabeth�s wrist. Tom brought out an elastic bandage and wrapped it around her wrist to prevent swelling. He made a sling to keep her arm close to her body, her wrist elevated and protected. �Were you holding on to your ski poles when you fell?� Kemp asked.
She nodded.
�Always let them go. More wrist injuries occur when skiers hang on to their poles during a fall.�
�Your camera,� Minx said, sliding on the icier sections as she tried to reach them.
Anthony grabbed her arm before she fell.
Tom and Kemp lifted Elizabeth onto the toboggan. Tom wrapped the blanket around her and strapped her in, while Radcliff went back up for her skis. Once Tom had retrieved her ski poles from Cody and the skis from Radcliff and strapped them on the toboggan, Minx set the camera on Elizabeth�s stomach.
�Here,� Tom said to Elizabeth. �Let me secure your camera.� He hoped it hadn�t been ruined in the fall. Jake might loan her one of his so she could complete her story, if she could still ski later before she had to return home, but Jake was possessive about his photographic equipment. He might offer to take pictures for her instead.
Tom turned to everyone standing there. �So tell me, what happened? Anyone know? Who reported her injury?�
Anthony poked the tips of his ski poles into the mogul. �She was taking a picture at the top of the trail, I guess. We saw someone speeding across the connecting trail in front of us. He skied really fast and sliced the turn too short. I thought maybe the guy was out of control and accidentally hit her. I figured we�d see him in a heap down the slope somewhere, too. When we reached the trailhead, he had zipped down to the bottom as fast as humanly possible, and she had tumbled down the hill. Her arm flew out, and she cried out. She looked like she tried to stop her fall, but she hurt her wrist instead. She rolled until she stopped at the mogul.�
�She was unconscious?� Tom asked.
�She appeared that way,� Cody said. �She looked like she was asleep and didn�t move. Then her arm jerked and it appeared she�d come to. Anthony called the emergency in.�
�Is that what all of you saw?� Tom asked.
�Yeah, I guess.� Cody dusted snow off his black ski bib. He wore his trademark rainbow-colored jester hat, the bells ringing on the four tassels every time he moved.
�You didn�t really see what happened?� Tom asked.
�No, just like Anthony said. It appeared the same to me.�
�What about the guy? Did you recognize him? See what he wore?�
�Who cared about him?� Anthony asked. �We were too concerned about the lady.�
Tom looked at the girl. �Minx?�
She made a face, her cheeks red, her blond hair hanging half-loose from her knit hat. �Well, I mean, I guess. If that�s what they saw, that�s what happened.�
�You don�t think so?�
Their expressions skeptical, chins tilted down, eyebrows raised, the boys looked at her as though they didn�t believe she had seen anything different.
She shrugged. �Yeah, sure.�
Tom hated when kids caved in to peer pressure. �What do you think happened, Minx?�
�The guy hit her on purpose.�
* * *
That�s what Elizabeth had thought, too. At first, when she fell down the mountain, she was too shocked and too anxious about stopping her fall before she smacked into a tree and fractured her skull to focus on what had occurred.
She eyed Tom. His hair was ruffled by the wind, his cheeks red, his sunglasses too dark to reveal his eyes. Wolves liked to see a person�s eyes. They could gather a wealth of information from them. He gave her a dimpled smile despite her scowling at him.
�You�re sure the guy pushed you? Didn�t just lose control and shove into you?� Tom asked.
�Okay, possibly, yes, he was out of control, reached his hand up, and shoved at me to get his balance. It�s possible. Sure.�
Tom said, �But not likely.�
�No.�
�Come on down to the hut so we can get your statements in writing,� Tom said to the teens.
Elizabeth tried to remember what had happened right before the skier shoved her. She�d taken a picture of the man who had acted so hostile toward her on the chairlift. He�d taken off from the lift and headed for the slope. By the time she had reached it, he was already skiing down it. He�d stopped and peered up at her, as if checking to see if she was photographing him. How would he know she had followed him?
Maybe the guy in the chair behind them was this guy�s friend, and the man had looked back to see if his ski buddy was joining him. That would make more sense. But if they were ski buddies, why hadn�t the two men ridden the lift together?
�Let�s get you to the base of the mountain and our first-aid hut,� Tom said to her.
She took a deep breath, feeling warm, wrapped snug in the blanket.
She had to admit that despite being annoyed they�d make such a fuss over her, the guys were all cute. The ski patrollers, the teens, the sheriff. And as wiped out as she felt, she would have had a really tough time making it down the slope on her own�and very likely would have taken another spill.
�Do you suspect that the man targeted you specifically?� Tom asked.
She frowned at him. He couldn�t know anything about her uncle, could he?
Tom looked at her questioningly, then smiled a little. �All right. We�ll discuss it more after we get you to the hut.�
�I thought you were working until sunset,� Peter said. �I can follow her to the hospital.�
�I�ve got it covered. Jake�s coming to relieve me,� Tom said.
Radcliff shook his head. �You notice how the brothers stick together?�
Yeah, Elizabeth thought, and they might stick together to kick her out of the territory when Tom�s brothers learned what she was.
* * *
Tom wasn�t sure what to think concerning Elizabeth�s allegations. Skiers and snowboarders knocked others down on the slopes all the time, and it didn�t mean anything except that they were out of control and practicing unsafe skiing or snowboarding. Since she wasn�t from here, he didn�t think she�d have any enemies. Unless she�d annoyed someone on the slope, and Tom had yet to learn of it.
He fully intended to get to the bottom of this. Peter would handle it from a police perspective, while Tom would stay on top of it from a pack sub-leader point of view.
He took hold of the trace of the toboggan while Kemp took the tail rope to help guide it down the trails. The patrollers all preferred grabbing the trace rather than the tail rope to transport a patient. The lead was responsible for primary braking, choosing the best route, and any change in speed and direction. In other words, he was in charge, which was the way Tom liked it.
The tail operator usually wasn�t needed much unless the trail was particularly steep, as this one was, and then he might be required for secondary braking. He might also be needed to observe the patient�s status, though in this case, Elizabeth wasn�t in any kind of life-threatening condition. Peter pulled that duty instead of being the tail operator, trying to stay close to the toboggan and still interested in the she-wolf, Tom suspected.
Kemp was also responsible for monitoring traffic, as well as keeping the rope under proper tension and parallel to the fall line to halt the toboggan immediately if necessary.
Tom put his hand on the crossbar to brace during the steepest parts of the descent while side-slipping down the mountain. Kemp gripped the tail rope with both hands, underhanded, through the loop at the end. He matched Tom�s speed.
�You okay?� Tom asked Elizabeth as he paused.
�Yeah.�
Once he got them off the expert trail, he eased them onto Fox Run, an intermediate slope.
The teens skied past them, while Peter followed behind the toboggan and Radcliff skied next to it. The ski patrollers got another emergency call and Radcliff answered it. He waved at Tom and Kemp. �A guy jumped off a chair on Lift 3. Possibly broke both legs. Got to go.�
Tom shook his head.
�Automatic revoking of ski pass,� Kemp said cheerfully.
Tom smiled at him. �You think he�d ski the rest of the season with two broken legs?�
Kemp laughed. �As gung ho as some of these guys are? You never know.�
When they finally reached Meadow Lane, one of the bunny slopes, they had to watch out for all the new skiers taking spills, running into each other, or falling without even taking a step.
�We�re almost there,� Tom said to Elizabeth, glancing back. She had closed her eyes, and he worried she might have passed out from a head trauma. �Elizabeth?�
�Elizabeth, are you all right?� Peter asked, getting close.
�Yes,� she said, sounding annoyed. She still didn�t open her eyes.
Peter smiled at Tom. �She doesn�t like the attention.�
She would get it whether she liked it or not, Tom vowed.
When they arrived at the first-aid hut, Tom came around to the right of the toboggan and unstrapped Elizabeth. He and Kemp lifted her onto a gurney that a couple of the staff brought out to them. The teens were waiting for them to give Peter their full statements.
�This is so unnecessary,� Elizabeth griped, her voice still muffled by the oxygen mask.
�Are you always like this when you�re a patient?� Tom asked.
She snorted. He chuckled.
Peter took her skis and poles, and Minx offered to hold her camera. Tom wheeled Elizabeth into the hut.
�I�ll pick up your bag at your locker and follow the ambulance to the hospital in Silver Town.� Tom winked at her.
She rolled her eyes. That earned her another smile.
Jake walked through the door to the hut, his expression dark. �I received updates about the lady as I drove over here to take your place this afternoon. Do you need me to take her to the hospital instead?� Jake sounded damned serious.
His brother had to be kidding!

Chapter 6

As soon as Jake Silver took a deep breath, Elizabeth knew he was sampling her scent, checking out the wolf-coyote.
The natural instinct to do so existed in both wolves and coyotes. She wished she didn�t feel so defensive. It didn�t mean he judged her for what she was. But based on past treatment, she automatically assumed the worst.
She didn�t have any sisters, and her half brother, Sefton, had only used her as the butt of his jokes before he moved in with their uncle. Sefton had never teased her in a lighthearted way, like Jake did Tom. She could tell Jake was pulling Tom�s leg, even though he sounded so serious. He smiled at Tom with a devilish glint in his eye.
�Cantrell sent me a short video of you,� Jake said to Tom.
Tom looked clueless. Thinking it was the pay-for-view video of her and Tom kissing, Elizabeth felt her cheeks heat all over again.
Jake was as rugged looking as Tom, but his eyes and hair were darker brown. He was tall and commanding, equally in control. She wondered if their brother Darien appeared much the same. She could easily imagine humans getting them mixed up.
When Jake turned his full attention on her again, his expression grew wary, like he was looking out for his brother�s best interests. A warning. Don�t mess with the Silver pack unless you want to face down some angry wolves.
Jake didn�t have to worry about her intentions. Joining a gray wolf pack here or anywhere was out of the question because of what she was. She had to admit that she found it refreshing to see a pack run their own town and ski resort, instead of hiding among humans and pretending to be just like them. She also liked how protective Jake was of his brother.
Long ago, she�d learned that she just didn�t fit in anywhere. Men�human or otherwise�were a definite hazard to her health. Case in point: whoever had pushed her down the black-diamond slope had meant to injure her. Why? For taking a few pictures of the mountains? Of a skier in action?
What if the skier hadn�t wanted her to capture him on camera in action or any other way? She frowned at that. She realized that even if her camera was broken, she did have the card with the pictures of the man who had ridden the lift with her, if he was the other guy�s ski buddy.
She had a flash of recall. She had taken a backward shot to capture the interesting vista from the lift, and she was certain the man on the chairlift behind her would be in the picture. Maybe blurred. She couldn�t remember exactly what she�d been focusing on.
�I got pictures of them,� she said.
Tom asked, �Of whom?�
�Of the man who pushed me down, if he rode the lift behind us, and the other who might have been with him. I don�t know how good the photos will be.�
Jake glanced at her camera, his face brightening at once. �You�re a photographer.� As if he suddenly recalled what she was doing up there.
She felt like laughing. Now it didn�t matter who she was or what she intended�if she liked photography, she had an in with Jake. �I write for a newspaper.� She took decent pictures, but she didn�t want him to think she was a professional photographer.
Tom frowned. �We�ll check out the pictures after Doc Weber runs some tests on you.�
She hoped the pictures would reveal something useful. But now she had a new problem. She had to get hold of North and make arrangements to meet him somewhere else at a later time. She wouldn�t be able to return to the ski slopes this afternoon.
* * *
Jake had to be kidding about taking care of Elizabeth. Jake had a mate, whom he adored, so Tom knew his brother wasn�t interested in the she-wolf. It seemed more like a case of him trying to give Tom a hard time. Or maybe Jake was worried that Tom would show interest in the wrong she-wolf. He wondered what video Jake was talking about, particularly since his brother couldn�t hide the hint of a smile that surfaced when he mentioned it.
Now Jake appeared every bit as interested in her camera and the pictures she�d taken, and nothing else mattered.
�I already offered to go with her,� Peter said. �Tom�s not budging. Although I also want to get a look at those pictures if this was foul play instead of an accident. And Cantrell�s video, if anything important is on that.�
�I agree about the pictures, Peter.� Tom gave his brother a sideways glance, wondering about Cantrell�s video. �I�ll take care of your ski rentals, Elizabeth. After I�ll get your stuff from your locker, I�ll meet you down at the hospital.�
�I need to get up the mountain,� Jake said and slapped Tom on the back. �Keep me posted on the little lady.�
Tom squeezed Elizabeth�s hand with assurance. �I�ll see you real soon.�
He caught Jake�s eye, saw the way his brother watched them, and shook his head. Tom loved his family, but he hadn�t realized what it would feel like for him to be under the magnifying glass and not them when it came to interest in a woman.
Cody, Anthony, and Minx quickly took Elizabeth�s ski rentals in hand and offered to turn them in. Thanking them, Tom headed for her ski locker where he could pick up whatever she�d left there. He hoped the man who had run into her had only done so because he was being a jerk, instead of doing so on purpose.
* * *
When Tom arrived at the hospital, the waiting room was empty, mostly because wolves didn�t get sick often and healed quickly on their own. Humans were the only ones who needed much care, but the town had a sparse human population. The receptionist, a middle-aged widow, smiled at him. Maggie was dressed in her usual black and white kitty-cat scrubs. Everyone teased her about wearing cat scrubs when she was a gray wolf in a pack of mostly gray wolves.
�Hi, Tom. Thought you were on ski patrol today.�
�Just this morning.�
�Did you need to see the doctor?� Maggie rose from the chair.
The news would get all over town when he told her he�d come to check on Elizabeth. �I�m waiting to hear what Dr. Weber has to say about Elizabeth Wildwood.�
�Elizabeth Wildwood.� Maggie�s tone of voice and smile said it all�she figured he had something going with the wolf-coyote. �Do you want to have a seat?�
No, he didn�t. He just wanted to learn about Elizabeth�s condition as soon as possible. �I�ll just walk back.�
Before he reached the hallway to the exam rooms, Maggie said, �She�s pretty. Not from around here. Is she moving to town?�
�No.� He wanted to end the discussion without another word.
�Ah. So� there�s nothing to the video.�
Tom paused. �What video?�
�The one that Cantrell took. Didn�t you know about it? He�s charging ten dollars a view. Everyone who�s gotten word of it is paying for it. Even your brothers, I heard.�
Tom said again, �What video?�
Maggie blushed. �Of you kissing a woman on the slopes. I�d say it was� Elizabeth Wildwood.� She smiled. �Really nice kiss. If the eligible she-wolves weren�t already interested, they�d be pounding on your door. And the bachelor wolves? They�ll take notes.�
Tom let out a disgruntled sound and headed for the exam rooms. �I�ll kill Cantrell.�
If Elizabeth had been one of their wolf pack, Tom could have walked back and learned the status of the patient, no questions asked. He would have informed Darien of her condition right away.
Even with her not being part of the pack, Darien would have to be told about her condition since she�d been injured in their territory. That was a pack�s way of doing business. Patient-client privileges were not relevant here. Especially if they learned that the man who had pushed her was a wolf from their own pack and had done so with malicious intent. It was also important to protect the pack from another that might be angered that she�d been injured here.
Tom met Nurse Matthew standing in the hall, typing notes on a computer. New to the pack, the tall, dark-haired man wore blue scrubs and sneakers. When he saw Tom approaching, his somber expression turned into a scowl. Matthew didn�t have much of a sense of humor. The hospital needed him, although he hadn�t fit in well with the other wolves.
Tom had welcomed Matthew to the pack and attempted to draw him out of his lone-wolf mind-set, but he remained standoffish.
Matthew blocked Tom�s path right away. �She�s in with Doc.�
So Matthew knew exactly why Tom was here. And he didn�t like it.
�I know that.� He had only assumed, but he didn�t want to indulge Matthew. �I�ll be in the staff lounge. Tell Doc I need to see him when he�s done.�
Matthew gave a reluctant nod. He had worked in a strictly human hospital before this and had not been with a pack before. He didn�t care for pack politics, but he did like to see to the care of wolves and not just humans. Darien had high hopes that the nurse would come around eventually and join in the other wolf activities in the pack. They needed his nursing skills no matter what.
Tom had pulled Elizabeth�s camera out of his bag the first chance he�d had to see if it worked. He�d thought he might be able to take a look at the display, but he couldn�t get the camera to turn on. Broken? Hopefully it was something easily fixed.
He poured himself a cup of coffee in the staff lounge and glanced out the window. A couple of vehicles drove by�a black pickup and a white minivan. Because of the snow accumulation, the streets were quiet.
Doc Weber walked into the lounge and poured a mug of hot tea. A red wolf from Lelandi�s pack originally, he was gray haired, shorter, and staying here to take care of Lelandi and her babies. Now Jake�s wife would be having hers, and Doc Weber said he�d stick around a while longer. Tom thought he�d stay forever, considering how fond he�d grown of their pack.
�She�ll be okay, if you�ve come to check on Elizabeth Wildwood.�
As if the doc didn�t know that�s why Tom was here. �What�s the verdict?�
�Mild wrist sprain, some bruising, and minor back strain. She doesn�t really need any special treatment for it, but she might want to sleep for a while. She�ll be as good as new before you know it.�
�The concussion?�
�The scan showed no problems. She seems to be fine. If you see any setbacks�� Doc paused. �You�ll watch her, right? I would keep her overnight at the hospital for observation unless you or one of your family members will be with her for the night.�
�Um, yeah.� Tom hadn�t planned to stay with her for the night. But if Doc thought she needed Tom to watch over her, he would. �She said someone pushed her on the slope. Did you see any evidence of bruising, particularly on her back or shoulder?�
Doc Weber rubbed his forehead like he always did when he was tired, then took a sip of his tea. �She has a couple of bruises, but considering all the clothes she wore and that the man most likely wore gloves, I doubt any fingerprint bruise marks would have occurred.�
Footsteps sounded and Elizabeth joined Tom and the doc in the lounge. She had a wrap on her left wrist, her parka under her right arm, and a sack in her hand. She gave Tom an annoyed look. He could tell it was put on�or at least he thought it was.
�I�ll live. Told you so. Dr. Weber was very thorough. You all made way too big of a deal of it.�
�Better safe than sorry,� Tom said, fighting a smile. She was a feisty little thing and ready to bite, and he was amused at her taking him to task. He pulled her snow boots out of the bag and helped her into them after she sat down on one of the chairs.
Doc Weber took another sip of his tea. �I gave her an ice pack she can use.�
Tom eyed the wrap around her wrist. �Thanks, Doc. I�ll be in touch if she begins to feel bad.�
He helped her to stand, then draped her parka over her shoulders. Relieving her of her bag, he rested his hand at the small of her back and guided her down the hall and out through the waiting area. He hurried her past the reception desk before Maggie could say another word that might embarrass his charge. Like mentioning that damned video. He wanted to see it as soon as possible, but he didn�t want Elizabeth to learn of it. And he wasn�t paying to watch it!
Maggie was on the phone, thank God, or he was certain she would have said something to them on their way out.
Elizabeth said, �Did you check my camera?�
�Yeah, I�m sorry. It�s not working. I�ll have Jake look at it.�
�Great,� she said unhappily.
As they exited the building into the biting cold, she looked so miserable, her chin pointed down as she stared at the snow-shoveled walkway to the truck, that he felt badly for her. He hoped a good meal would make her feel a little better.
�Do you think you can handle lunch?� he asked.
�My stomach is growling, if that�s any indication that I have an appetite and can eat just fine.�
�How do you feel about eating out? Or would you prefer that we get some food at your room?�
�I�ll be fine. Really, Tom. I can dine out. No special treatment. Thanks, though.�
�All right. I�ll take you to Silver Town Tavern for lunch. When we�re done, we can return to your room, and I can apply the ice pack on your back. That will help keep the swelling and bruising to a minimum.�
She looked at him with one of those almost smiles that said he�d pushed it in trying to get close and personal. But they�d already been close and personal, and if she hadn�t been injured, he�d want to sample more of her kisses. Without an audience and especially without Cantrell around to use his phone video recorder!
He raised his brows. �It�s the least I can do after not being there for you when you were hurt.�
�I�m sure I can manage.�
�Doc�s orders. One of us has to stay with you until we�re certain your condition doesn�t deteriorate.� Tom knew she shouldn�t stay by herself in the event she had incurred some head trauma. She couldn�t even turn her head without wincing and groaning.
When she didn�t say anything, he glanced at her. She smiled at him.
�What?�
�That is the best pickup line I�ve ever heard. You are so bossy. Did you know that?�
He chuckled. �I�m free all afternoon. We can eat, then we�ll drop by your place, and you can try to sleep while I apply the ice pack to your back.�
�All right. I�m sure if I oppose any part of your plan, you�ll disagree.�
�What part of the plan would you object to?�
She rolled her eyes and then tried flexing her fingers, wincing a bit at the sore muscles in her wrist.
�It�ll get better,� he continued. �By tomorrow, some of the edge will be off, courtesy of our wolf�� He paused, wondering if she was the same as them because she had mixed coyote blood. He had no idea if coyote shifters healed faster.
�Yes, I heal quickly also.� Her words were clipped.
He�d hit a nerve, and that made him want to know so much more about her. What was her history with the coyote and wolf packs? Why was she so touchy about her coyote roots?
Maybe he should have been a psychologist like Lelandi. Darien would have a fit if Tom even considered such a thing.
One psychologist in the family was more than enough to drive Darien nuts.

Chapter 7

Elizabeth glanced around at the quaint old town with its covered wooden walkways that led from one building to the next. The town would look like a scene from an old Western movie if it weren�t for the carved grizzlies and wolves guarding the businesses at strategic locations. The grizzlies stood six feet tall with their teeth bared and their long claws stretched out, while the wolves looked on with watchful eyes, their mouths clamped shut and their expressions leery.
A couple of chairs rocked in the breeze as if ghostly figures enjoyed the view of the abandoned, two-story timber hotel across the street. Snow-covered mountains provided a majestic backdrop. Large dusty, dark tavern windows peered onto the street, and Elizabeth envisioned wary patrons watching her approach. A newcomer. Everyone would wonder why she was in Tom�s company. Unless the word had already spread through the entire town.
She looked at the hotel�s dusty windows, pausing for a moment to consider a spot that someone seemed to have wiped a bit clean to peer out.
�A new family purchased the hotel,� Tom said, noticing Elizabeth�s focus. �They plan to renovate it.�
�Wolves?�
�Yeah.�
�In a similar style, based on the town as it is?� She loved seeing old places renovated but that still featured the original architecture of the period. It gave the town character.
�You bet. And they�re keeping the same name.�
�That�s nice.� As spooky as it looked, she wondered about the hotel�s history. �Is it haunted?�
�A little.�
�Oh. What if ghost busters want to come to town to learn about the hauntings and discover something more paranormal? Like� wolf shifters running the place?�
He shook his head and guided her along the wooden walkway. �We�ll keep mum about the ghostly happenings.�
�But visitors might not.�
�Only wolf pack members will serve on the staff. If guests say they saw ghosts, it�s their word against the owners and staff who work there.�
�Wow,� Elizabeth said. �I like the way your wolf town works.�
He smiled at her comment. �We only hire wolf shifters for key jobs. The humans are none the wiser, and it keeps them from running our town.�
As they walked along the boardwalk, the boards creaked like they suffered from arthritis, announcing their arrival loud and clear. Tom opened the tavern door for Elizabeth. Her eyes adjusted to the lower lights inside. Amber glass lights dangled from brass rods hung from a ten-foot-high ceiling and cast a golden light over dark oak tables and an antique bar. Antique mirrors covering the wall behind the bar made the place appear even larger. Dark wood ceiling fans were suspended but stationary. The tavern was comfortably cool already.
The wooden floor smelled of floor wax, but the aroma of the beef cooking in a kitchen made her stomach rumble. If the food tasted anything like it smelled, she was glad Tom had brought her here.
Five men sat at a table, eating sandwiches and talking, until they saw her and Tom walk into the tavern. They all smiled at her, then raised their brows at Tom.
�Boys,� he said in greeting, though most of the �boys� were middle-aged.
�Miss, Tom,� they all responded.
She smiled a little and said, �Hi.� She sounded horribly shy when she wasn�t like that at all.
Their smiles broadened. They had to be dying to learn who she was, especially since she was with Tom. She could smell that gray wolves frequented the place, but only a hint of human scents wafted in the air.
�Restricted membership?� she asked Tom.
�Yeah, wolves only, but to humans it looks like a private club. One day a year during our Victorian Day festival, we open it up to nonshifters. We hold the festival in the fall.�
�That sounds like fun.� Her attention swung to a bearded man who watched them as he dried a green glass behind the old bar, the polished wood worn in places where thirsty patrons had rested their arms for eons. She estimated he was about six-four in height. Huge.
He smiled at her, then Tom, as he set the green glass he�d dried on the counter. His shoulder-length black hair and thick beard made him look like a rugged naturalist.
�That�s Sam, owns the tavern and has been here forever.� Tom guided Elizabeth to a table in the far corner where they could see the rest of the room, but their backs were protected. He pulled a chair out for her and, once she was seated, scooted it under the table for her. She�d never been treated with such civility. She rather liked the attention, she had to admit.
A woman entered the tavern dressed in tight-fitting jeans with sparkles on the back pockets and a peach turtleneck shirt. High-heeled brown leather boots reached midthigh, and she had the most beautiful curly sable hair piled on top of her head.
�Hey, Silva,� one of the five men seated at the table said. �Kind of working banker�s hours like old Mason here, aren�t you?�
She gave him a bright smile. �I would have arrived sooner if I�d known you would be here today.� She glanced in Tom and Elizabeth�s direction. After looking Elizabeth over, she offered a little smile.
Small towns, Elizabeth thought. She hadn�t expected all the notice and was glad to be with Tom, who would deflect some of the attention, she hoped.
�Silva,� Tom said in greeting as he took his seat next to Elizabeth.
�Tom,� Silva said as she put her purse behind the bar. Sam had glanced in Silva�s direction when she first entered the tavern, but when she went behind the bar, he ignored her completely.
Elizabeth tried to figure out the pack dynamics. If Silva worked for Sam, why was she late, and why didn�t he say something to her? He was definitely interested in her, yet he scowled at her and didn�t greet her. Then again, she didn�t give him the time of day, either.
Sheriff Peter walked into the tavern, frowning deeply. Without looking at anyone, he went straight to the most out-of-the-way table by one of the windows and took a seat.
All the other men watched him. So did Sam and Silva. Even Tom had turned to look at him, and not in a casual way. She recognized Tom�s concern for a pack member, and she admired him for that.
Silva hurried to take a bottle of water to the sheriff. �What�s wrong, Peter?�
�Nothing.� He barely acknowledged her and drank the water.
He�d been so friendly on the slope. What had changed?
Silva walked over to Tom�s table and said to Elizabeth, �You�re new in town. Staying long?�
Elizabeth leaned back in the chair and looked up at Silva. �This is what I�d call a small town.�
Silva pulled a phone out of her pocket, turned it on, smiled at it, then shut it off and tucked it back in her pocket. �Sure is, sugar. Everybody�s business is everybody�s business.�
Elizabeth couldn�t help but smile at Silva�s comment. She liked it when people were honest with her. Still, she didn�t answer Silva�s question about how long she�d be staying.
In her condition, Elizabeth figured skiing was out for now, and she really didn�t see any reason to stay any longer except to see North and meet with Hrothgar. As soon as she could do so, she�d make plans for a return trip home earlier than originally scheduled.
* * *
Tom had cast the evil eye at Silva when she brought out her phone. If she had the video of him kissing Elizabeth and thought to show it to her, he was� well, he wasn�t sure what he would do. But he didn�t want Elizabeth to know Cantrell was selling that moment�or couple of moments�he�d shared with Elizabeth to every member of the blasted pack!
He was glad when Silva slipped her phone back in her pocket.
Tom wondered what was up with Peter. Why hadn�t he joined the other men? He never sat alone, and all of them loved to visit with him. The sheriff was usually as good-natured as they came, levelheaded and a friend in a crisis. Tom didn�t remember ever seeing Peter looking so troubled.
�Do you mind if I have a word with Peter, Elizabeth?� Tom asked.
�Not at all. Go ahead.�
Tom didn�t want to leave Elizabeth alone, but Silva had kind of a sixth sense about things like that, and she stuck by the she-wolf�s side so she wouldn�t feel abandoned. When a pack member had a problem, it was up to the pack to help the wolf out.
�Thanks.� Tom turned to Silva. �Just get the lady whatever she�d like. I�ll have the usual.�
�I sure will, Tom. I�ve never seen him so down in the dumps, have you?� Silva whispered.
Tom shook his head, rose from his chair, and crossed the floor to where Peter sat. �What�s up, Peter?�
�My brother�s coming to town.�
Tom had never met Peter�s brother. Peter had joined their pack years ago, after his brother had left him for places unknown. Tom had no idea what the man was like.
Not waiting for an invite, since he knew from the way Peter stared out the window that he wouldn�t give one, Tom took a seat across from him. �You always figured your brother was in some kind of trouble. And that�s why he would never visit. You thought he wouldn�t offer for you to come see him because he was into something illegal.�
�Yeah,� Peter said glumly.
�So you�re the law. If he comes here and breaks any of our rules, you stick him in jail. What with us running the place, it shouldn�t be any trouble.� Because the jail was shifter run, it was probably the only one in the States where a shifter could be incarcerated without that causing problems. One cell block was strictly for shifters with minor infractions and isolated the wolves from everyone else.
�He�s bringing a mate,� Peter said.
Tom frowned, hoping Peter�s brother hadn�t gotten mixed up with a human and would bring a whole bunch of grief to the pack. �Is she a wolf?�
�I have no idea. He�s a loner. He�s stayed away all these years, and it makes me think he�s up to something less than legal. I just don�t want him to stir up trouble for the pack. I know my duty, but��
�He�s still your brother.� Tom patted Peter on the shoulder. �I�ll let Darien know, and we�ll all provide backup to help out if he causes problems.�
�We loved to hunt and fish as kids before he took off and I joined your pack.� Peter sounded a little more hopeful, finally making eye contact with Tom.
�So maybe you can do that again.�
�I don�t know what he wants.�
�Don�t second-guess it. Just make the most of his visit. You never know. He might be ready to settle down and want to join our pack, if he doesn�t cause trouble.�
Peter looked back at Elizabeth. �What about her?� Now he sounded really interested.
�Kind of a mystery.� But Tom�s mystery. Not any other bachelor male�s in the pack. �Got to get back to her. Are you all right now?�
�Yeah, thanks.�
Tom glanced at the other men. They dipped their heads a little in silent acknowledgment that they could step in now and help out. Two rose from the table and walked over to join Peter.
The banker said, �Do you mind if we join you?�
�I�d like that. Thanks, Mason.�
Reassured Peter would be okay, Tom returned to his own table.
�Okay, so you want the usual and� Elizabeth?� Silva said. She brought out a pad and pen. She didn�t need to use them, but it was part of her presentation.
�Roast beef sandwich sound good?� Tom asked Elizabeth, surprised she hadn�t already placed an order. Then again, she�d been watching him, studying him. He hoped she liked what she saw.
�Sure,� Elizabeth said.
�And to drink?� he asked.
Elizabeth gave a little snort. �Make it milk.�
Silva glanced at her wrist. �Break?�
�Sprain. But I figure that milk helps to keep the bones strong if I fall down mountains in the future.�
Silva smiled at her. �I�m Silva, by the way. I�m the proud owner of the Victorian Tea Shop.�
Sam scowled as he watched them, then turned to dry more glasses.
�I take it Sam�s not happy about this,� Tom said. Silva had waitressed at the tavern forever, even though with their longevity, she was only twenty-eight in human years.
�Nope,� Silva said. �It�s time I had a place of my own. I�ll waitress over there and I�ll be the owner. Which means I can decorate it to my heart�s content. If you hang around long enough,� she said to Elizabeth, �you can come to the grand opening.�
�Thanks. Maybe I can come back some other time.�
Silva glanced at Tom as if he was supposed to keep Elizabeth here a while longer, if nothing else, to ensure that Elizabeth came to her grand opening.
Elizabeth cleared her throat uncomfortably and asked Silva, �Do you ski?�
Silva laughed and said, �I�ve only been up to the ski resort one time. I went to the ski lodge and had a hot toddy.� She shrugged. �If wolves were meant to ski, they wouldn�t have nonslip paw pads.� She paused before she left to place their orders. �You�re staying overnight, at least, aren�t you?�
�Yeah. I am.�
Silva gave her a big smile. �You�ve got to meet Darien�s mate, Lelandi. She�d love to visit with you.�
�I think we�ll see her tonight.�
Silva glanced at Tom. �Good. Sounds real good. I�ll get your food.� She headed for the bar.
Sam shoved a tray on the counter, two sandwiches already on the plates, along with a beer and one glass of milk.
�Why thank you, Sam. That was quick.�
He grunted at her.
Silva whipped around and brought the tray to Tom and Elizabeth�s table. �He�s mad at me,� she whispered to them, �because I�m leaving him to work my own place and he has to find a new waitress. I�ve got new horizons.�
�Sometimes we have to spread our wings,� Elizabeth agreed. �Sometimes it�s time to take a chance and make some big changes in our lives.�
�You sound like you speak from experience,� Tom said.
Elizabeth looked uncomfortable, then shook her head. �Silva sounds like she�s in a place where she needs to make a change.�
�What do you do for a living?� Silva asked.
Tom frowned a little at Silva, wanting her to wait on the other tables and leave him alone with Elizabeth.
Mason came to Tom�s rescue. �Hey, Silva, another round of drinks and sandwiches over here?�
�How will you manage our money at the bank if you�re over here eating all afternoon?� Silva asked cheerfully, then took off to serve the drinks.
Peter rose from the table. �Nothing more for me. Got to get back to work.� He waved in Tom and Elizabeth�s direction and headed out of the tavern.
Elizabeth�s phone jingled.
�Excuse me,� she said to Tom and got up to answer it.
Tom frowned. Her call should be private, but he couldn�t help wanting to know who called her and why. A boyfriend? Tom hoped not. She�d looked more worried than happy to hear from the caller, whoever it was.

Chapter 8

Tom sipped his drink and kept his eye on Elizabeth, who had her ear pressed to the cell phone. As crowded and noisy as the tavern had gotten, Tom couldn�t overhear the caller�s part of the conversation, no matter how much he strained to hear any of it.
�I understand. We�ll have to meet later,� Elizabeth said.
Tom watched the emotions play across her face as she stared at the table, eyes downcast, brow furrowed.
�I�ll�� She looked up to see Tom observing her. �If you get in later, I�ll be at Hastings Bed and Breakfast. If you can�t make it, I�ll call you back, and we�ll work something out.� Pause. �Okay. Bye.� She slipped the phone into her bag. �Sorry. Just a call I had to take.�
�I completely understand. You didn�t tell him you were invited to dinner tonight.� Tom added the �him� in there, suspecting the caller had to be a he�and Tom damn well wanted to know who he was.
�I doubt he�ll come. Roads are bad.�
So he was close by. Within driving distance.
�I�m� sorry. I hadn�t taken into account that you might have had other plans while you stayed here.� He wasn�t sorry. More disappointed, but he should have realized someone would be interested in the woman.
�Don�t worry about it.�
But he did worry about it. And then he thought it odd. She hadn�t mentioned to the caller that she�d been injured. Maybe not wanting to concern the man, since he couldn�t do anything about it? Or maybe she was worried he�d be angry with the pack for allowing her to be injured, and she didn�t want to stir up trouble.
�If he arrives anyway, he could have dinner with Darien and Lelandi tonight,� Tom offered, as much as he hated to.
�No,� she said.
Bluntly. No explanation. That made him even more curious.
�He�s driving?�
This time her gaze locked onto Tom�s.
He fought to keep from smiling as he drank the rest of his beer and sat back in his chair. �Was he going to ski with you?�
She smiled. �You�re cute, you know? No, I�m not seeing him, as in he�s my favorite squeeze. Yes, he�s a wolf. Yes, he�s driving. No, he�s not skiing with me.�
Tom chuckled. He guessed he wasn�t as subtle as he�d hoped. He frowned. �Business?�
She hesitated too long. Finally, she said, �Yeah. Business.�
Coyote trickster came to mind. Again.
He desperately wanted to ask her what kind of business, but he was glad the guy wasn�t courting her. Tom smiled. �You think I�m cute?�
She laughed. �Yeah. You are. Just don�t let it go to your head.�
�After that kiss we shared on the slope, it already has.�
She shook her head slightly, but she smiled.
The door jingled and they both glanced that way.
�Don�t tell me,� she said. �The man with Jake is your oldest brother.�
�Yeah, he is.�
Being in a close-knit pack, Darien, Tom, and Jake often came to the tavern midday to hang out with other pack members and hear if anyone had trouble with anything. So when Tom saw Darien and Jake enter the tavern, he thought that was the only reason they�d come. Unless someone in the tavern had texted them that he and Elizabeth were here and they wanted to check on them. Tom waved at his brothers to join them. Darien and Jake cast each other looks as if they weren�t sure if they should intrude. This was their regular table, and sitting somewhere else might signal that Tom was courting Elizabeth.
�Elizabeth, meet my brother Darien.�
�Don�t stand,� Darien said. �We look forward to seeing you tonight. Lelandi�s planning a big spread and has nannies taking care of the kids.�
�Thanks. She didn�t have to go to all that trouble,� Elizabeth said.
�Are you kidding? She�s a psychologist, which means she wants to do everything just right to make you feel at home.�
Elizabeth smiled faintly.
�Come, join us,� Tom offered. This was the pack leaders� table, so no one needed to offer Darien a seat, but Tom could see that Darien was waiting to determine whether his youngest brother wanted time alone with the wolf-coyote lady.
Several tables had filled up due to the time of day. After Darien and Jake took their usual seats, Jake waved to Silva. �I need to get back to the slopes, so if you can just get me a water and sandwich, that�ll work.�
�You got it,� Silva said. �You, boss?� she asked Darien.
�Same.�
�Coming up,� Sam said, as if he didn�t need Silva to tell him what to do.
Silva walked over to the bar to get the tray.
His voice low, Darien said to Tom, �The Victorian Tea Shop?�
�Yeah, there might be trouble in paradise,� Tom replied.
Silva delivered the tray of sandwiches and two bottled waters to their table. �More wolf sightings around the local farmers� livestock, I hear.�
�A farmer spotted three wolves yesterday before the snowstorm hit,� Darien said.
Tom leaned back in his chair. �Every time we�ve investigated, we haven�t smelled any of their scents.�
�I checked with the couple of wolf packs that live several miles from here to see if they know of any rogue wolves, or if any of their pack members have been missing,� Darien said.
�And nothing, right?� Tom asked.
�Nothing. Right.�
�Maybe wolves that don�t belong to a pack, then. Nomads,� Tom said.
�Got to be.�
Silva slipped her pen into her pocket. �Rumblings are that the farmers and ranchers won�t wait for you and your men to take care of it.�
�We�re doing the best we can,� Darien said. �We�ll search again in a day or so. After that, another storm will hit. We won�t be able to do anything until the snow settles again.�
�They�re bound to take off and get caught up in the storm this time, since they�re so persistent.� Silva smiled at Jake. �Got the babies� booties knitted.� She turned to Tom. �As long as you don�t pick up a woman and get her pregnant, I�m nearly done knitting baby gifts for a while.�
Elizabeth blushed and Tom was certain he suffered from the same reaction, as hot as his face felt. Everyone at the table remained silent. Silva was always outspoken, but when she made a friend, she was theirs for life. She seemed to like Elizabeth right away. Maybe she reminded her of Lelandi; she and Silva had become fast friends.
�Have you had any dreams, Tom?� Silva went on. �You know, like Jake and Darien had?�
He was the only one who had put any stock in dream mating and the only one of the three brothers who hadn�t had any dreams. He shook his head. He cast Jake an annoyed look. Of any of the brothers, Jake was the worst for not having believed in the phenomenon.
�Well, it�s probably just not your time yet,� Silva said, sounding sympathetic. �Unless, of course, you don�t need the extra push in the right direction.� She glanced at Elizabeth.
Elizabeth might never have heard of such an occurrence, and Tom wished Silva would get off the topic.
�Hey, lady, you waiting on all the tables or just that one?� some guy shouted from across the tavern.
Every head turned in his direction.
Dressed in ski clothes, three late-twenties, early-thirties male wolves sat at a table next to one of the windows. They had probably smelled that it was a shifter-only tavern, but they must not have known that the Silver brothers and their mates ran the town. Or that the three men seated at this table were the Silver brothers.
Everyone looked to see what Darien would do. He eyed the men and then took a swig of his bottled water.
Silva gave the newcomers a big smile. �Coming.� But she didn�t.
�You want me to say something to them?� Jake asked Darien.
�No. No need,� Darien said, still eyeing the men.
Darien was like that. He didn�t need to use his muscle to show who was boss. Yet everyone there knew he�d take the men to task if the situation required it.
Sam�s beard, height, and muscular build made him look more like a grizzly than a gray wolf, and he glared at the men as he poured drinks from the tap, casting a watchful eye on Silva.
Sam might be big, but he moved fast. Tom had seen him dive around the counter, grab an unruly wolf, and throw him out the door faster than anyone could react. Just give him a good reason. And all he needed for motivation was someone being nasty to Silva.
When Silva waited on a table near the Silver brothers�, the three men�s scowls hardened. Sam had already given them each a beer. Granted, their mugs were empty again, but it was a busy afternoon as the wolves in the area enjoyed a reprieve from the last snowstorm before the next hit.
Tom turned back to the table, confident Sam could handle the situation but still wary about the wolf strangers, especially considering the topic at hand. �Since we�ve never smelled any sign of the wolves that have been sneaking around the farms, I suspect they�ve got to be some of our kind.� He eyed the strangers again.
Jake agreed. �Yeah, I�m inclined to think they could be from our pack, or they wouldn�t disguise their scent. Otherwise, we wouldn�t know who they were anyway.�
�Possibly. Or they just don�t want us trailing them. Which brings us to which ones they are and why they�re doing this,� Darien said.
�Or they could just be troublemaking wolves or wolves for hire. Or some other wolves that have a beef with us,� Jake said.
�You mean like the wolves from the red pack who caused us trouble before?� Tom asked.
�Hey, lady!� one of the other outsider wolves said. �Are you working only that side of the tavern?�
Sam slammed a mug of beer on the countertop, sloshing it all over.
Tom asked Darien, �Are you sure you don�t want me to speak to them?�
�No. Sam will take care of it, if necessary.�
Tom knew that was Darien�s way of saying that Sam was Silva�s protector, and he wanted him to get off the fence about mating with her. Everyone in town knew Silva only desired Sam, and vice versa. Nobody wanted to get on Sam�s bad side, so even if some wolves flirted with Silva, nobody was about to court her.
Tom slid a glance Elizabeth�s way. She took everything in�the discussion about the wolf-pack trouble they had, the interaction between pack members and outsiders. He took a deep breath to smell her reaction and thought maybe she would be worried or anxious. She wasn�t. She was ready to tackle the men, her adrenaline running high, her fingers clenched around her milk glass, her expression feral. He smiled at her. Even though this wasn�t her battle and it wasn�t her pack, she appeared ready to fight on Silva�s behalf.
Silva might act like she needed the pack�s help, but she was good at dealing with issues herself.
�I�ll be right there,� Silva said very sweetly. She enjoyed riling people who got on her bad side.
She passed by the bar, smiled at Sam, and gave him the drink order for the men seated at the table next to Darien�s. Then she continued on her way to the outsiders� table.
When she reached them, the blond man scratched his beard, his cold, dark eyes focused on her. �Hell, woman, a man could die of thirst before he got a spit of whiskey in this place.�
�Silva,� she said in a sugary way. She could be a real tigress when she was provoked, but she also knew how to play people. �I thought you had a beer.�
Tom was ready to move if any of the men got physical with her. �I�ll take the redhead on the left,� he said to his brothers.
Jake smirked. �Hell, Tom, that�s the smallest guy of the bunch. Okay, I�ll take the scraggly black-haired guy to the right.�
�You need glasses,� Tom retorted. �The guy on the right is the smallest one of the three.�
Elizabeth chuckled. Tom smiled.
When the dark-haired man reached for Silva�s arm, virtually every male in the tavern shoved his chair aside and headed for the newcomers� table. Sam was there, too, a full bottle of whiskey in his clenched hand. He looked like he was itching to use it.
The man quickly pulled back his hand.
�Time to go, boys,� Darien said, his eyes glittering with menace. �Storm�s coming in. You better get out of town before it�s too late.�
The man narrowed his eyes at Darien. �It�s a free country. And the storm�s not coming in for a couple of days.�
�I run the town.�
The men�s eyes all rounded as Darien got their attention.
�Well, I�ll be damned,� the spokesman for the group said, rising slowly. �And you are who exactly?�
�Darien Silver, and my advice still stands.�
Tom and the rest of the men were ready to back Darien up with force, if necessary. If the three strangers always acted like this, a pack didn�t need them.
The other two men rose from the table.
�Seems we�re not welcome here.� The spokesman cast one last glance in Silva�s direction, then slid his gaze Elizabeth�s way.
That had Tom hot under the collar.
Without another word, the three outsiders headed out of the tavern.
Jake said, �I�ve got to get back to the slopes.�
�See you tonight,� Darien replied. He turned to three men of their pack. They all bowed their heads just a little in acknowledgment and left the tavern. They would make sure that the troublemakers headed out of town.
Darien pulled Tom aside and lowered his voice. �I want you to bring Elizabeth up to the house as soon as you get her things.�
�We intend to come up later, in time for dinner.�
�We don�t really know what�s going on with her. I�d rather she stay with us until she leaves.�
�All right.�
�I�ll see you both in just a bit,� Darien said and headed out of the tavern.
Tom returned to the table where Elizabeth was still seated. She�d finished her sandwich and drunk the last of her milk. �Are we ready to go back to the B and B?� she asked.
�Change of plans.� As independent as Elizabeth appeared, Tom was afraid she wouldn�t like the change of plans one bit.

Chapter 9

Bertha�s face was scrunched up with concern as she came out of the kitchen, wiping her wet hands off on a towel, and greeted Tom and Elizabeth when they arrived at her inn. �Oh, my, I can�t believe anyone would hurt you, Elizabeth.�
Bertha�s curly hair drooped a little, and she smelled of soy sauce, spicy mustard, and pork chops. If Tom hadn�t already had dinner plans at Darien�s house, he would have opted to eat here.
�I�m fine,� Elizabeth reiterated, but she smiled, touched that Bertha would be so concerned, having only just met her.
Bertha added, �Darien called and said you�re moving her to his house.�
�He just told me,� Tom said, not wanting to get into it with Elizabeth again.
�I don�t need to leave here,� Elizabeth protested. Again. She�d tried to talk him out of it on the short drive from the tavern to the inn.
In a consoling voice, Bertha said, �Darien told me you might have had a run-in with someone who could be more trouble, and he doesn�t want to take any chances with you staying here since my husband is out of town. Not only that, but Doc Weber insisted Tom stay the night with you. You know, to� monitor you condition.� Elizabeth could have sworn Bertha cast Tom a fleeting, conspiratorial look.
�That�s not necessary. I�ll be all right here. Alone,� Elizabeth said.
�All right. Come on,� Tom said. �We�ll proceed as planned. You can rest in your room. I�ll apply ice packs for a while. I�ll call Darien and tell him I�ll bring you out there for dinner.� He wouldn�t get into the issue of tonight right now. He knew Darien wouldn�t agree with him about not leaving right away, but Tom really wanted to please Elizabeth.
That was a first�going against his brother�s orders to satisfy a woman.
�I really don�t need to stay there after dinner. We can eat and��
�Pack leader�s orders.� Tom smiled when he said it, but he was serious as he preceded her to her guest room. He would allow her to rest here, but after that, they would stay at Darien�s. As he hesitated at her bedroom door, he felt a cold breeze seeping from beneath it. He glanced down at the carpeted floor and took a deep breath of the winter-chilled outdoor air. Instantly, he had a bad feeling about this.
Before he opened the door, he said, �Window�s open. Did you leave it ajar?�
Elizabeth frowned at him. �In this weather? No.�
Senses on high alert, Tom listened for any movement in the room and tried to discern anyone�s scent, but he didn�t smell anything other than Bertha�s and Elizabeth�s feminine scents. �Go back and stay with Bertha, if you don�t mind. Ask her if she opened the window.�
Elizabeth made an irritated huff under her breath but retreated down the hall toward the kitchen. �Did you open the window in my room?�
�And lose all the heat in there? I should say not,� Bertha said. �What�s the matter?�
�The window appears to be ajar,� Elizabeth said.
Tom shoved the door open and stared at the broken glass that littered the carpeted floor next to the window and covered one corner of a bedside table. Otherwise, the room seemed untouched.
�Hell,� he said under his breath. As he entered the room, he yanked his cell out of his pocket and called Darien.
�What�s happened, Tom?� Elizabeth called from the hallway.
Tom peered out the window. Two men�s boots left tracks in the fresh powder. �Darien, we�ve got more trouble.�
He heard footsteps and turned to see Elizabeth staring at the room. �I hadn�t unpacked my bags. While we were gone, the airport was supposed to deliver them.� Immediately, she went to the closet and opened the door. �My bags aren�t here.�
�What�s going on, Tom?� Darien asked.
�Elizabeth�s room at the B and B was broken into. We�re checking to see if they stole anything.�
�Bertha? Did the airport deliver my suitcases?� Elizabeth called out.
�Yes, dear. I rolled them into your room when they arrived.�
�Whoever broke in took her bags,� Tom relayed to Darien, studying Elizabeth. She looked so pale, her eyes tearing up, and he felt terrible for her. Talk about one hell of a horrible vacation. Or� business trip. He wanted in the worst way to make it up to her.
Elizabeth pulled open a drawer and found it empty. She got a wide-eyed look of panic and quickly reached into the breast pocket of her jacket, then took a shaky breath of relief and zipped her jacket back up. Tom looked at her quizzically, but she only gestured back at the drawer and said, �I�I�d left a few things here from my carry-on that I didn�t want to take up to the slopes. Plane ticket receipts, driver�s license. My laptop�s gone.� Her lips quivered and she looked on the verge of bursting into tears.
�I�ll call you right back, Darien,� Tom said quickly, the sight of Elizabeth�s distress making him feel like he�d been punched in the gut. He ended the call and took her gently in his arms, trying to avoid hurting her.
She said through her tears, �I don�t cry over just anything.�
He didn�t know what to say to make her feel better. Not wanting her to think that he saw her tears as a weakness, he leaned down, took her face in his, and very lightly kissed her mouth.
He hadn�t planned to. But he wanted to stop her crying. No, that wasn�t it at all. He�d wanted to kiss her again since the moment he�d done so on the slope. And before that. When he�d laid eyes on her in Bertha�s kitchen, the cinnamon sugar sparkling on her lips. He�d wanted to lick off the spicy granules, taste the sweetness in her mouth, and feel that soft and curvy body pulled up tight against him.
He separated his lips from hers, expecting her to be horrified or shocked but certainly not smiling.
�To stop the tears,� he said, clearing his throat and apologizing, although he wanted to kiss her again. More. Deeper. Longer. Like at the ski resort.
�I� think they�re coming on again,� she said very softly but sincerely, looking up at him from beneath her dewy lashes, her expression both wickedly appealing and sweet.
He chuckled and kissed her again. His kiss was tempered with tenderness, meant only to soothe her for what had happened. Not that he didn�t want more. Kissing her led to stronger passion, desire, and need. None of which he could fulfill.
She seemed needy, the way she clung to his waist, pressed against him, and sought more. He wanted to give her the affection she seemed so desperate to have. She soaked it up, matching his pacing, her lips parting, her tongue flicking across his mouth, and she seemed to love his kisses. But she also stiffened her arm, as if fighting the pain in her wrist, and he had to stop.
�Elizabeth,� he said, caressing her soft, wet cheeks. �We should go.�
�Yeah.� She sounded reluctant but acquiescent, the fight knocked out of her.
He led her down the hall toward the living room.
�It�s okay, dear,� Bertha said, looking like a sympathetic momma wolf as Elizabeth wiped her eyes.
Tom called his brother back, his hand resting on Elizabeth�s shoulder, wanting the contact to reassure her. �I�m bringing her up to the house.�
�I called Trevor and Peter to investigate the B and B. They�re on their way.�
�All right, Darien. Anything else you want me to do before we leave?�
�No, just bring her over. Carol arrived with Ryan to have dinner with us. She�ll provide some nursing care until we eat dinner, if Elizabeth needs it.�
�Thanks, Darien.� Tom ended the call and said to Bertha, �Trevor and Peter will be here shortly to investigate the break-in. Did you hear anything at all?�
�All my guests were at the slopes. I ran to the grocery store for fresh eggs, fruit, and milk for tomorrow�s breakfast, so they must have done it when I was out.�
�Is that a regular routine for you?� Tom asked.
�No.�
�Then someone must have been watching the B and B,� Elizabeth said.
�Why would someone target you?� Tom asked.
Elizabeth looked away from him. �My ID was in that drawer. I can�t fly home without it.�
She had purposely avoided answering his question, but she was under enough stress already so he didn�t press her. For now.
�We can take care of that for you when the time comes. We�re headed to Darien�s house,� Tom said, but he wasn�t leaving until Trevor or Peter arrived to ensure Bertha wasn�t at risk if the burglar or burglars returned. He peered out the picture window. �Deputy Trevor Osgood is pulling up now.�
Trevor was dark-haired, his brown eyes nearly black, his khaki police uniform perfectly pressed with a jacket hanging open over it. His Stetson shaded his eyes, giving him an even darker-tempered appearance. �What the hell�s going on now?� he asked Tom as he and Elizabeth emerged from the B and B. Trevor nodded in Elizabeth�s direction in greeting.
After helping Elizabeth into his truck, Tom gave Trevor a sketchy explanation of the situation. Peter could fill him in on the ski accident; Tom wanted to get Elizabeth settled at Darien�s place pronto.
�All right,� Trevor said. �I�ll do some preliminary investigating until Peter arrives.�
�Let us know if you discover anything important,� Tom said.
�I will.� Trevor headed for the B and B.
Tom drove them out of Silver Town to Darien and Lelandi�s home in the country. Tom still lived there, but because of Darien and Lelandi�s babies growing into toddlers, he planned to buy a place of his own this spring. He enjoyed helping with the toddlers so he hadn�t bothered looking before this, but Darien and Lelandi would need the additional room as the toddlers grew bigger.
�Did you have anything really important on your laptop? Finances?� Tom asked.
�It�s locked with a password. But if they�re hackers, I suppose they can get into it. No financial documents on it. Just some photos and news articles I�ve written. All are backed up in emails.�
�Good.� Tom couldn�t quit thinking of a million different scenarios. �Were you followed at the ski resort? Did you feel the men had been stalking you before they attacked you?�
He was certain now that the man who had shoved her had something to do with this. And her fall had been no accident. All this trouble for one woman in one day couldn�t be a coincidence.
�No. I don�t believe so. It all seemed to start when I got on the ski lift with the man. He glowered at me, acting as though he wanted me to turn away like a beta would. I wouldn�t. So I said, �Hi� and asked him if he was from around here. Then he turned away, and that was that.�
�Was he a wolf?�
�I couldn�t smell him. The way the wind was blowing, he could smell me.�
�You thought you got pictures of both men?�
�Yes.�
�Maybe that�s why they targeted you.�
Elizabeth was silent for a moment.
�I didn�t smell the men who entered my room at the B and B, either. Did you?� she asked.
�No. No human smell, no wolf smell.� And that concerned Tom. What if these were the same strangers who�d stalked the farmers� livestock, and they were now targeting guests in town? Or just one special guest. But why?

Chapter 10

While Tom drove them to Darien�s home, Elizabeth pulled her phone out of her backpack to call North. She had to tell him she wouldn�t be at Bertha�s B and B tonight. She paused. What if somehow North�s knowing where she stayed was the reason the burglars had broken into her room? What if they had seen her leave the B and B with Tom and had followed her to the resort?
What if they were working for her uncle?
She chewed on her lip. She hated all this second-guessing.
She called North�s number, and he picked up.
�Call you back later,� North said abruptly, then hung up on her.
She stared at the phone. The break-in might not have anything to do with North, but she sure didn�t like him not taking her call. Was her Uncle Quinton visiting North? Questioning him about her?
�Anything wrong?� Tom asked.
�Um, no.� She had told the truth. There might be nothing wrong. She shoved her phone back into her pack. At least she hoped that was the truth. She didn�t want Tom and his pack involved in this business with her and the red pack.
When they arrived at Darien and Lelandi�s two-story log home, Elizabeth guessed it had to be about ten thousand square feet, large enough to accommodate pack gatherings. Smoke curled from two chimneys. Snow piled on the windowsills and icicles dripping off the roof made the house look like a warm place to spend the winter season.
An unwanted feeling of sadness slid through her as she thought about not having a pack to belong to or someone to watch her back as she watched his or hers. She quickly quashed that notion. She�d been perfectly happy and much safer since she�d hightailed it out of the southeastern part of Colorado and settled in Texas.
Tom escorted her into the house, stopping only to remove the parka draped over her shoulders, and then led her into the living room where he introduced Lelandi. All smiles, she greeted Elizabeth, her hand outstretched. She was gentle, as if she was afraid Elizabeth would break. Elizabeth smelled that Lelandi was a red wolf who didn�t seem to have any animosity for her, despite the fact that Elizabeth was part coyote. That open-mindedness was so foreign to Elizabeth that she couldn�t fathom it.
Her red hair secured in a bun, Lelandi had on the professional navy-blue business jacket and skirt she wore for seeing her psychology clients. Her eyes were clear green, unlike Elizabeth�s more blue-green, but the two women looked similar in terms of height and hair color. Elizabeth was finer boned, probably due to her coyote ancestry.
�You really didn�t have to go to all of this trouble for me,� Elizabeth said, feeling more like an intruder in the family business than anything.
�Nonsense. Usual fare. Think nothing of it. We�re delighted to have you stay with us.�
The welcome was in Lelandi�s voice, though Elizabeth also heard something else�a pack leader�s declaration: You will stay with us for your protection. Elizabeth was used to being independent and on her own, so she wasn�t sure how to feel about that.
The whole home was warm and welcoming, with soft velour couches and chairs, pale yellow painted walls, and a massive stone fireplace where a fire crackled and red-orange flames spiraled upward. An extra cushiony beige carpet was underfoot, and dark, polished wood beams crisscrossed a high ceiling.
But something more than its physical appearance made the home inviting.
Elizabeth could sense the feel of family here, unlike in her own home. She felt safe there from her pack, but she realized there was something to be said for having a family. Her home was isolated, singular, and if she admitted it to herself, lonely.
A blue-eyed blonde came out of another room and greeted her, smiling broadly and with her hand extended. Another red wolf. Elizabeth was astounded to see two of them here. Maybe red she-wolves, in particular, appealed to this group of grays, she thought.
�I�m Carol McKinley, a nurse. I�ve been told you�ve had a rough time of it, so if you�re ready, I�ll take you up to your room. You can lie down for a bit until we eat dinner.�
Lelandi smiled. �We�ll see you a little later. Get some rest, Elizabeth.�
Again, the pack leader had decided. Not that Elizabeth didn�t appreciate the �offer.� She was all too glad to lie down for a while.
�Thanks.� Elizabeth glanced at Tom. He dipped his head, letting her know he approved of the idea.
She didn�t really need his approval, but she wanted him to know she cared about his feelings. When did that get to be an issue?
He ran his hand over her shoulder in a tender caress. �Feel better,� he said emphatically, his gaze on hers.
�I�ll be a hundred percent before you know it.�
He smiled a little at that, and she wasn�t sure if he thought she was joking. �I will,� she insisted, then headed for the stairs with Carol.
�You will,� Carol said, repeating Elizabeth�s words like a mantra. �Half the fight is taking a positive stance.�
�The other half is having genetics that help us to heal faster,� Elizabeth said.
Carol laughed as they climbed the stairs. �I have to admit that�s the thing I love best about being a wolf. I�m a red wolf, too. Newly turned.�
�Oh.� She wondered if Carol wasn�t used to everyone knowing what everyone was just by smell. She didn�t know what to say to Carol about having been turned, since Elizabeth herself had turned a human�and that had worked out very badly. Taking her mind off that scenario, she tried to look at the photographs of mountain wildflowers hanging on the walls.
She didn�t know all the flowers� names, but some were lavender-colored, growing at the base of an alpine grove, and others were pink. She did recognize the purple thistle and golden dandelions. �Did Jake take these?� Elizabeth asked.
�He sure did. Beautiful, aren�t they?�
�They are.� Maybe Elizabeth could interview him for her newspaper, even if the story was really about a wolf. One hazard of working for the paper was always trying to come up with human-interest stories.
Carol led Elizabeth to a bedroom and motioned to it. �This is your guest room while you stay here. I used it until I mated with Ryan. His full name is Chester Ryan McKinley, and he�s the pack leader in Green Valley. I�m sure you�re probably sore from your fall. Why don�t you have a seat and I�ll apply some ice.�
�Okay,� Elizabeth said, sitting on the mattress.
Antique tables sat on either side of the queen-sized bed, the comforter satiny gold with embroidered designs of gold and moss green. An antique armoire stood in one corner and a small dresser against one wall, making the room appear rich, elegant, and out of the past. Elizabeth liked it. Nothing of hers was older than a couple of years, and the antique furniture appealed to her. She�d had to move so often that she hadn�t been able to keep any of her older treasured possessions.
Lelandi came into the room carrying a pair of jeans and white socks. �Thought you might like to get out of your ski pants for now.�
�Thank you,� Elizabeth said.
�I�ll leave you to nap,� Lelandi said and hurried out of the room.
Elizabeth did feel more comfy in the change of clothes. She tried to get comfortable on the bed, but she ached all over. She definitely needed a good night�s sleep.
After she rolled onto her stomach, Carol put a soothing ice pack on her back. Elizabeth fidgeted, unused to being treated so pleasantly, and by red wolves of all people!
�You know I�m part coyote, right? A lot of wolves�well, at least in my father�s wolf pack�don�t like that I am,� Elizabeth warned Carol.
She didn�t know why she had to blurt out to Carol that she wasn�t a full-blooded wolf. Maybe because she really liked Carol already, and she didn�t want her to think Elizabeth was something she wasn�t.
�Well, they have the nerve,� Carol said.
Obviously, Carol didn�t realize how much animosity there could be between coyotes and wolves. Elizabeth didn�t know why, but suddenly she really wanted to talk to someone about everything she had been keeping in. �They think they�re better than coyotes. My mother was a coyote and a lovely person before she was� murdered. The wolves of my father�s pack were no better than my mother just because they were wolves.�
Elizabeth never talked to anybody about her past. Better to bury it and move on. Until North called her and told her he had the proof she needed to show her uncle was responsible for her parents� deaths. If Bruin had still been running things, it wouldn�t have mattered. He might have even ordered her parents� deaths.
She felt freer to share with Carol. Maybe that was because she was a new wolf, not one who had a lot of preconceived notions about wolf packs and was intent on climbing to the top of the heap, while avoiding being the outcast of the pack like Elizabeth was.
�I�m sorry to hear that she�s dead.� Carol sounded like she truly meant it.
Elizabeth wondered about Carol�s own past, but she didn�t want to appear too nosy by bringing it up. Carol turned a little and applied light pressure to the ice pack on Elizabeth�s back.
Elizabeth shivered as the chill of the ice pack seeped into her muscles. �I know someone from my father�s pack did it. My father was murdered two days later, and well, let�s just say I managed to escape the same fate.�
�They killed your father? And then they tried to kill you?� Carol�s voice reflected her disbelief.
�Sefton, my half brother, felt my mother had taken the place of his own. My father was devoted to my mother. Even though my father was good to Sefton, he must have felt left out. Here comes a new baby girl�me. My father adored me. So Sefton felt even angrier. He resented me, but he couldn�t do anything about it until he was older. The stigma of the coyote mix was also an issue.�
Carol shook her head. �I�m sure that must have been horrible for you. I�m sorry. I don�t have anything quite like that to compare, but�� She took a deep breath. �I was turned against my will.�
Elizabeth was so surprised that it took her a minute to respond. �I�m sorry. I didn�t know.� She couldn�t say it was horrible, because being one of their kind wasn�t, in Elizabeth�s opinion, but being turned against one�s will� A sickening knot formed in the pit of her stomach. Had it been someone in Darien�s pack? Had Darien or another champion in the pack killed the one who did it? She was afraid to ask.
�I� foresaw it would happen. It still came as a great shock. I know you were born a shifter, but can you imagine being turned and not having a clue what you can and can�t do any longer?� Carol asked, sitting on the bed so she could speak to Elizabeth while the ice pack on Elizabeth�s back chilled her all over.
Elizabeth wanted to remove it, but she knew that it could help. She let out her breath, afraid to mention her own mistake but wanting to comfort Carol. �I turned a guy once.�
�By accident?� Carol asked, sounding surprised, maybe hopeful that Elizabeth couldn�t have done that to anyone on purpose.
�No. We were dating. I� couldn�t court wolves or coyotes. I wasn�t welcome. So I dated humans. Anyway, this guy and I really hit it off. He loved to camp and I loved the woods, so we sort of suited each other. I was his first girlfriend who didn�t mind the grunge of primitive camping. I was swimming in a lake when I heard him screaming. A mountain lion had attacked him. The only way for him to live�� Elizabeth took a deep breath.
�What happened to him?�
�He�� Elizabeth let her breath out in exasperation. �You know we mate for life, right?�
�Sure. It�s a genetic anomaly. That�s something I love about being a wolf. I don�t have to worry about Ryan straying.�
�Right. Well, even with that, I couldn�t keep him.�
Carol�s blue eyes were round. �You�re mated?�
Elizabeth heard the shock in Carol�s voice. If Elizabeth was mated, so what? Unless�
She discounted that notion. No way was anything more going to develop between her and Tom.
�We were mated. Not for long. He got himself killed over wanting someone else. Maybe changing him didn�t turn off the part of the human brain that wants someone new and different after a while. He made a deadly mistake. Once the she-wolf he became interested in realized that he was part coyote, newly turned, and mated to the wolf-coyote who had changed him, she told her brother. Her brother killed the two-timer.�
�Wow. He had no family to speak of?�
�None that was close to him. No great loss to anyone much.�
�You were upset about it, though.� Carol removed the ice pack.
�At first, sure. I saved his life, and I truly had cared for him. He loved being a wolf. He just didn�t realize he was part coyote. I thought it was the perfect scenario. He was happy with what he was because he didn�t know any differently. But then he caught sight of the red she-wolf and decided to dump me for her.
�When he learned I was part coyote and had made him that way�which is why the she-wolf shunned him, ignoring the fact she wouldn�t have wanted him because he also was mated�he wanted to kill me. Thankfully, her brother got to him first. I left the area after that.�
Carol was quiet for a long time. �You don�t think what has happened to you up here has anything to do with your family, do you? Or maybe this woman�s brother?�
�I� don�t believe so. The wolf who was interested in my former mate is probably mated by now,� Elizabeth said, hedging on the question about her family.
She thought back to when she�d run away from her pack and settled in Oklahoma near her mother�s family. That hadn�t been all that far from where the red pack was. Texas wasn�t, either. As much as she hated to admit it, she had never been able to move very far away from her family�even as cruelly as they�d treated her. They were still family, the only blood relatives she had.
But what if Carol�s suspicions were right and her family was causing her trouble again? What if North had betrayed her? And told her uncle she was here? Or he might have unwittingly revealed her whereabouts or been forced to give Uncle Quinton the information.
�Where was your pack from?� Carol asked.
Elizabeth hesitated to say.
Carol chewed on her lower lip. �Not from around here, are they?�
�Southeastern part of the state.�
�About seven hours from here?�
�Yeah� so not all that close.� Elizabeth had a bad feeling about this. How would Carol know how far the pack was from here?
Carol looked disconcerted, her forehead wrinkled, and she chewed on her lower lip again. �You�re part of Bruin�s old pack?�
Heart pounding, Elizabeth gaped at Carol for a second, and then she clamped her lips closed. Carol knew them. Elizabeth hadn�t thought anyone from the gray wolf pack would know them. Then again, both Lelandi and Carol were red wolves. Dr. Weber was, too, Elizabeth remembered.
As much as possible, Elizabeth had stayed clear of the red pack while living with her mother and father. Her uncle and half brother had visited her�and caused all the trouble for her. She hadn�t been able to get to know the other members of the pack, except North. He had come to see her a few times, the only red wolf she knew at the time who didn�t wish her any harm.
But she�d truly believed everyone would regard her the same way as her family, no matter where in the country she ended up. She hadn�t found many wolves who treated her like Tom�s pack had.
Carol paused, then said, �You and Lelandi don�t seem to know each other.�
�I didn�t live with the pack.�
�Okay. I understand. But the red wolves can�t think they�re any better than you. They�re just like you.�
�They�re red wolves. Not half coyote.� Elizabeth couldn�t see how Carol wouldn�t know that. �What happened to the red wolf who turned you?�
�He was killed after he bit me.�
�Good.�
Carol sighed. �As a nurse, I try to save people. I think that�s the hardest part of being a wolf for me. When wolves do really bad things, they can�t go to jail and live among humans. Not for extended periods of time. They�d have to shift at some time or another, and that could be a disaster. The concept of achieving justice by killing is hard for me to live with.�
Elizabeth moved to sit up and groaned, still sore.
�Just lie still. I�ll leave you in a second to sleep. I just wanted to share that I read an article you might find interesting. In some parts of Canada, the wolves and coyotes are mixed. Most of the wolves actually have coyote blood,� Carol said.
�Really.�
�Yeah. Not as much down here. The wolves and coyotes are often enemies, and the wolves will kill the coyotes that enter their territory. But up there, some red and gray wolves mix with coyotes when they have slim pickings.�
Elizabeth sighed. Of course wolves would only consider coyotes when they had no other option. �Why research it?� she asked, curious.
Carol laughed. �Some controversy exists between red and gray wolf shifters. The red wolves claim they were first and gray wolves came after them. Of course, the gray wolves assert that they came first.�
�The red wolves were first,� Elizabeth said. �At least that�s what my father and the rest of his red wolf pack said.�
�That was the thing. I was curious because one had to have come first, and I wanted to know the truth. So I did some research. According to some scientists, red wolves were not first.�
Elizabeth contemplated this, frustrated with arbitrary pack problems. What difference did it make in the scheme of things which wolf came first?
But then Carol said, �Gray wolves were first. Some mixed with coyotes and created the red wolf.�
Elizabeth rolled over on her back to look at Carol. �You�re kidding.�
�Nope.�
�Have you told Lelandi?�
�No. It�s our secret.�
Elizabeth felt a tremor of excitement at this new knowledge. As soon as she did more research, she would write about it in the Canyon Press. If any of her red wolf pack heard about it, well, it was a good one on them. �How come nobody knows about it?�
�Some still say the gray and red wolves are separate species, but with DNA evidence to the contrary, it�s kind of hard to refute. Apparently, those of us who are red wolves are not pure wolves at all, but a mix of coyote and gray wolf.�
Elizabeth smiled. �My wolf family would love to hear that.�
�I�m sure they�d want to keep the status quo. I�m so glad to meet you. I�ve been dying to tell another red wolf what I�d learned, but not Lelandi. I figure she wouldn�t be happy to hear the news and have to admit to the grays that she�s part coyote and that her kind didn�t come first. You, on the other hand, have every reason to want to know the truth.� Carol smiled.
If red wolves were coyote-gray wolf mixes, that had Elizabeth worried for Lelandi because of the way Elizabeth�s people had treated her. �What would Darien think if he learned that about his mate?�
�She could be a pink poodle for as much as he adores her.�
Elizabeth chuckled. �Pink poodle?�
Carol grinned.
Elizabeth loved Carol. As for Darien, if he truly felt that way about his mate, he had to be all right. �How did you come to be turned exactly?�
�I saw the future.� Carol smiled as if that�s all she cared to remember about it.
Was Carol bottling up feelings, just as Elizabeth had been, not wanting to share them with anyone?
For the first time ever, Elizabeth wanted a friend like Carol so they could talk about their pasts and maybe she could work through some of the hurt.
* * *
�What have we got, Tom?� Darien asked as he leaned down. They both were peering at pictures on Tom�s computer screen in the den, the room warmed by a cheery fire, the big windows looking out on the snow-covered woodland landscape.
�She takes lots of photos. These are the last few. The guy on the lift chair behind them was blurred, the camera�s focus on the trees. He wore a black balaclava, a matching ski hat, and reflective sunglasses. He has on a blue-gray ski jacket and a black ski bib. There�s no telling what his face looks like, just his approximate build. The guy waiting down the slope from her is wearing a brown jacket, black ski pants, and a blue knit hat. Can�t see if he�s wearing goggles or some face covering since his back is to us. We can call it in and be on the lookout if they are still on the slopes,� Tom said, sitting back against the leather chair.
�Yeah, but if they broke into her room at the B and B, I wouldn�t imagine they�re skiing right now,� Darien said, straightening.
�That could be. One other thing,� Tom said, glancing up at his brother.
�What�s that?�
�I checked her camera. It�s not working.�
�I�ll have Jake look at it. He�s a whiz at fixing minor problems with cameras,� Darien said.
�I hoped maybe he could. Her ID was stolen from the B and B, and she won�t be able to get her flight out without it.� Tom considered the picture of the man further, wishing he could decipher who he was.
�Peter can take care of that.�
That was another thing about running their town; they lived by their own set of rules. Since wolves had extended life spans, they needed to update their IDs periodically with no questions asked. That was easier in a town where no questions would even be raised.
�It could take a while, though,� Darien added.
Tom shifted his attention from the skier�s picture to Darien, not sure what he meant.
Darien smiled. �If you wanted it to take a while for her to get her ID replaced.�
�I might want her to stay longer, but the lady has a deadline on a story and a life back in Texas.� And some male friend living nearby who had planned to meet her. Tom had never heard anyone in the pack talking about a beautiful red wolf-coyote shifter, so the man couldn�t be with their pack.
�All right. Just saying.�
He appreciated Darien for mentioning it. With that one comment, he told Tom that he approved of the lady, and Tom thought the world of him for that.
�Thanks, Darien.� Then he frowned at him. �You� didn�t happen to see a certain video taken at the ski resort today, did you?�
He�d hoped Maggie, the receptionist at the hospital, had been pulling his leg that both Jake and Darien had bought the video from Cantrell. He couldn�t imagine his brothers wasting their money. Though he supposed they might have demanded a copy free of charge to ensure that the video wasn�t somehow damning.
Darien laughed and folded his arms across his chest. �Cantrell�s quite the entrepreneur. Others took pictures and passed them along in emails for those who didn�t want to pay for the video version. I told you to take care of the lady. Good job. Everyone knows to keep their paws off her now. I don�t think I�ve ever seen anything go viral that fast in the pack. Someone even sent the video to Carol.�
�Lelandi saw it,� Tom guessed. He didn�t think anyone else would have made Carol aware of it.
�Yeah, she did. She called me and told me to buy my own copy because it was well worth it. I figured she sent a copy to Carol. The ladies viewed it again right before you drove up.�
Tom shook his head and turned his attention back to the situation on the slope. �If these guys targeted her because she took pictures of them, why would that bother them?�
�Maybe because they are wanted men. Are they human?� Darien asked.
�The way the wind blew, she couldn�t tell. The guy who sat on her chair acted like an alpha.�
Darien squinted his eyes as he looked closer at the picture. �The way they�re bundled up, I can�t tell if they�re anybody I know. Half of our males could look like these men, as far as size and build go. What did you gather about the mess they made of her room at Hastings B and B?�
�The men who broke in left no scent there. That�s what made me think of the wolves in the vicinity of the livestock. They haven�t left a scent, either.�
�You think they�re wolves?�
�Possibly, but I can�t be sure they�re the same ones I�ve trailed,� Tom said. �With all the clothes the guy that ran into her wore, I couldn�t capture any scent on her, human or otherwise. But what if he masked his scent in the first place?�
�You think they could be using hunter�s spray?� Darien asked. His face brightened at the same time that Tom had a thought.
�The last person who pulled that trick with the pack was Uncle Sheridan,� Tom said.
Darien nodded. �Just what I was thinking. What if this has to do with our cousins, and they�re out for revenge because of the death of their father?�

Chapter 11

Elizabeth slipped into the summer-warmed water, far enough from the pack, she thought, that they wouldn�t bother her. She was wrong. Uncle Quinton, her father�s brother, stalked toward the swimming hole, his face red with rage, his red hair nearly the same color. His blue-green eyes were narrowed in contempt.
Now what had happened? After her parents had died, she�d stayed far away from the wolf pack. They shouldn�t care about her any longer. She was no longer in their territory so they should have left her alone.
�You are an abomination!� he yelled.
He�d often used those words before. She disgusted him. She was a disgrace to the pack. She�d heard it all before.
She feared him now and swam farther away fromthebank. She�d seen that look in his eyes right before he killed a wolf who had tried to steal a prospective female mate from their pack.
He stalked into the water, still in jeans and shirt and sneakers, and swam toward her. He was a powerful swimmer, and though she swam well, too, she was only sixteen and didn�t have the strength behind her strokes to keep out of his reach.
He seized her hair and jerked it back, pulling her to where he could stand in the water. �Your brother�� he started.
Half brother, she wanted to say as she grabbed her hair to try to keep him from yanking it out of her head. Streaks of pain radiated through the roots all the way to her brain.
��met a pretty wolf. You know what transpired?�
She knew what must have happened without him saying. The same thing had happened before to her uncle, and now to her half brother. The she-wolf her brother was interested in must have learned about Elizabeth. That he was of her blood and she was part coyote�andrejectedhimbecauseofit.
�Well, no longer,� he said, and she knew then her uncle intended to kill her.
She fought Uncle Quinton with all her strength, scratched and kicked and even managed to bite his arm with her human teeth, drawing blood. He hit her in the head so hard that she nearly blacked out. She knew then the only way to survive was to play dead.
Limp and no longer fighting, she attempted to fool her uncle. Then four male teens appeared, laughing and joking loudly as they headed for the water hole. Guardian angels. Her uncle released her, waded back to shore, and ran off. She couldn�t smell the teens as they slowly approached her, their previous good humor gone. She knew none of them�all dark-haired, all staring at her as if they didn�t know what to do with her.
She managed to make it to the shore andcollapsed, coughing and choking, vowing she�d move again before her uncle made another attempt at killing her.
�Elizabeth?� Carol said, waking her from the nightmare she hadn�t had since she moved to Canyon. What had brought it back?
She stared up at Carol for a minute, trying to get her bearings.
�Time for dinner. You slept all afternoon,� Carol said. �Everyone is dying to see you. How are you feeling?�
Without moving? Fine. �Much, much better. Thank you.�
Elizabeth wasn�t used to all the concern and would have been just as happy without it. Her wrist felt much better, though.
�I�m glad you feel better,� Carol said.
Elizabeth knew Carol judged the way she moved. She was certain the nurse recognized that she still felt some discomfort, but she appreciated that Carol didn�t make a big deal of it.
Elizabeth would get better soon.
�Just a little background before we go down. Darien�s a gray wolf and Lelandi a red wolf, like I mentioned. Alicia was human, turned by a gray wolf and now mated to Jake. Ryan, my mate, is a gray wolf, and you already know I�m a human turned red wolf. We�re an unusual couple of wolf packs, so don�t feel you won�t fit in. We�re all different in our own ways.�
�Thanks, Carol.� Elizabeth couldn�t help but feel that she was more of an oddity, being a wolf-coyote mix, and she still had a hard time believing that anyone could truly accept her for what she was. She was just a novelty to them.
�Let�s go down to dinner, shall we?� Carol said.
Elizabeth wished she�d had a meal with Bertha back at the B and B and could have skipped all this fanfare. Even if she had it all wrong and they would accept her, she felt like she would be the center of attention she didn�t want any part of.
* * *
Tom met Elizabeth on the stairs and escorted her to the table, introducing everyone right away. He loved his family, each of them smiling and trying to make her feel welcome.
She appeared a little overwhelmed. Even though she was an alpha, meeting each of their gazes as she greeted them back, he noted that she glanced at the floor several times, and he saw the tears in her eyes when she caught his gaze.
Had no one ever treated her the way a family should? He hated to think that was the case.
He ushered her to a seat beside him. Everyone had already taken their seats at the large oak dining table and started passing around spaghetti and meatballs, Italian loaves, parmesan cheese, and salad.
�Can I help with anything?� she asked, looking uncomfortable that she couldn�t assist.
�No,� he said almost too vehemently. She had been pushed down a ski slope only hours ago, for heaven�s sake. This woman didn�t know when to quit.
�I�m not usually pampered like this.�
He smiled at her. �Let me get you whatever you need tonight.�
�Okay.� She let out her breath as if the notion didn�t agree with her but let him dutifully scoop up whatever she wanted. �Did you look over the photos I took?�
Everyone stopped whatever they were doing to hear what Tom had to say.
�We couldn�t see any faces, but we�ve got a description of what the two men were wearing. Jake will look at your camera to see if he can fix it,� Tom said as he returned to his seat, setting a plate piled high with spaghetti and plenty of meatballs in front of Elizabeth.
�Thank you,� she said.
Jake cleared his throat. �I�ll take good care of it. See what I can do.�
Darien turned to Carol. �Do you see anything about what happened to Elizabeth?�
Elizabeth stared at Carol. �You actually do have psychic ability? When you told me you foresaw what would happen to you before you were turned, I hadn�t thought you meant it literally.�
�Yeah, I see things sometimes.� Carol shook her head at Darien. �Since I�ve joined Ryan�s pack, my focus has been there. I haven�t seen anything new about members of your pack.�
�Did Trevor or Peter discover anything at the B and B?� Elizabeth asked.
�The two men left a trail through the woods behind the B and B, backtracked into town, and must have driven off in a vehicle parked out front,� Darien said.
�With all my stuff,� Elizabeth growled. �Did nobody see them?�
Tom wanted to touch Elizabeth to calm her, but he didn�t think she�d appreciate it. What the hell. He reached over and took her good hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. She glanced at him, and at first he thought she�d be annoyed with him. Instead, she looked at him with those crystal eyes as if trying to read him. He gazed back at her, wanting to take care of her. To find the bastards and beat them to within an inch of their lives.
He wanted to wrap his arm around her and hold her close, to let her know she had him to count on, but he couldn�t. Not yet.
�We�ve put out the alert to all the pack,� Darien said, studying them. �If anyone saw anything, they�ll let me know. Nobody�s been following you?�
�When I rode with Tom to the ski resort, I didn�t pay any attention to traffic.� Elizabeth glanced at Tom to see his take on it.
He shook his head. �I didn�t really notice on the way to the resort.� Between the snowy roads and Elizabeth, he hadn�t been able to concentrate on anything else. She was a total distraction.
�Why would they take all my stuff?� she asked.
�Sounds personal to me,� Lelandi said.
�Taking my ID forces me to stay here,� Elizabeth pointed out.
Jake said, �More likely it�s for identity theft. It doesn�t necessarily mean they wanted to keep you from leaving here.�
�Okay.� Elizabeth seemed more relaxed about that, which Tom took as meaning she wanted to leave as soon as she was able. He stiffened.
He had hoped she�d feel comfortable with his pack and remain with them for more time than she�d planned. But what had happened to her here, he could understand her reluctance to stay any longer than necessary. She couldn�t even ski if she wanted to take more pictures for her story.
�Is there any way that I can get a replacement ID so I can travel?� she asked.
�Yeah, we can do it. You don�t want to stay until we can unravel who did this to you?� Darien asked.
Tom gave Darien points for trying to convince Elizabeth to stay longer. He couldn�t think of a thing to say.
�I�ve got a deadline on the newspaper back home. And I probably won�t be able to ski again while I�m here.� Elizabeth grimaced as though she were loath to admit the fact.
�Do you want me to take some pictures for you?� Jake asked, looking like he was ready to go, not just to help her out, but because he loved taking nature photos. The sideways glance he cast Tom said he was attempting to keep the lady here longer, too.
Why couldn�t Tom come up with something to say?
�I�ll have to look at the photos, but I might already have what I need for the article. Thanks for the offer, though.�
The conversation then shifted to other topics, some about Jake and Alicia�s upcoming babies and about Darien and Lelandi�s toddlers, and then everyone looked at Carol and Ryan to see if they were in the family way.
Carol smiled, shaking her head. �We�re waiting for a while. I�m not ready to raise babies who can turn into wolves yet.�
Tom had talked to Ryan about Carol�s progress. She was doing fairly well with shifting only when she wanted to and not at awkward times. He could understand her reluctance to have children until she had the ability fully under control. Wolf-shifter mothers usually had multiple births�like a she-wolf and her litter. The babies all shifted when their mother did until they became aware of their own ability. But if a mother couldn�t even control her own shifting, that could be a disaster for both her and her pups.
Tom glanced at Elizabeth. He shouldn�t have, but he couldn�t help wondering what it would be like to raise some pups of his own. Surely his kids wouldn�t be as messy as Darien�s.
Elizabeth had grown quiet and sat stirring her spaghetti with a fork. He reached over and patted her leg and smiled at her. She smiled back, but she looked exhausted even though she had napped all afternoon. He suspected she hadn�t slept all that soundly.
Pack politics were discussed, despite Carol and Ryan being from another pack and Elizabeth being there, too.
Jake and Alicia begged off after dinner to return home, claiming they were two tired, old wolves, which Tom knew meant that they were off to bed but not to sleep. Jake took Elizabeth�s camera with him to try to repair.
Carol said to Elizabeth, �I�d stay overnight with you, but we have a problem coming up in the pack that Ryan and I need to deal with. Darien can call Nurse Matthew or Nurse Grey to stay the night if he thinks you need someone to watch over you.�
�No, I�m fine,� Elizabeth said. �I just ache a little. With a good night�s sleep, I should be great by morning.�
Tom said, �I�ll be next door if you need anything.�
Elizabeth smiled at him. �I never knew ski patrollers made house calls.�
Everyone laughed.
�If nobody minds, I�m off to bed. Thanks so much for dinner. It was delicious,� Elizabeth said. �But I feel wiped out.�
Everybody said good night except Tom, who walked up with her. �Can I help you with anything?�
�Like?�
�An ice pack on your back again?�
She smiled, walked into the guest room, and lay down on her stomach on the bed. �Okay.�
Surprised she was agreeable, Tom hurried to get her a fresh ice pack. On the return trip, he raced up the stairs sounding like a pack of wolves and entered the room. �If you think of anything tonight that might clue us in about this, just let me know. You can wake me anytime.� He placed the pack on her back.
�Hmm,� she said sleepily.
He sat down next to the bed, waiting for time to pass before he removed the ice pack. Her breathing soft, her eyes shut tight, Elizabeth fell sound asleep.
Tom was glad she didn�t have any trouble falling asleep because she needed complete rest to feel better.
Darien poked his head in the door. �She out?� he whispered.
�Yeah,� Tom said, realizing twenty minutes had passed while he�d been daydreaming. He removed the ice pack from Elizabeth�s back and headed out of the room to join his brother. As he closed the door, he asked, �What�s up?�
�Peter called to say his brother�s come into town with a mate in tow.�
�Yeah, he told me earlier. I meant to mention it to you, but it slipped my mind. Is his brother in trouble already?�
�No� not yet. But Peter said he doesn�t know what to think of them. He put them in his spare bedroom and told them to go ahead and fix themselves dinner while he conducted an investigation. When he came home, they were battling it out in the guest room.�
�Case of mate abuse?� Tom asked, shocked. �Did he arrest his brother?�
Darien shrugged. �He said they were getting it on hot and heavy, a big-time sparring match. Peter asked if they could stay here.�
Tom couldn�t believe it. Peter was so good-natured, so how could he have a brother like that? �You told him no, right?�

Chapter 12

Elizabeth woke in the middle of the night feeling much better. She wanted to check the footprints in the snow outside her room at the B and B before winds covered them up or the sun melted them away the next day. She was an excellent tracker, her father had said, because of her coyote heritage. She�d found a couple of lost dogs and several lost or runaway human kids because of her keen sense of smell and tracking ability.
She would have inspected the men�s trail earlier if not for all the fuss Tom made about her accident. She�d leave right from the house, but she was so far out in the country that she�d prefer driving back into town and then exploring a bit while wearing her wolf coat.
She hated to wake Tom. But she was certain that if she asked to borrow his truck, he�d either say no to her going, worrying about her condition, or insist he go with her. She didn�t need his help at tracking, which she almost always did alone. She really didn�t want to trouble him at this hour of night, but she didn�t have much choice.
She hadn�t taken two steps out of the guest room when Tom walked out of his bedroom wearing only a pair of black-plaid flannel boxers. �Did you need something?�
She considered his nearly naked body and tried very hard not to stare and sigh. Well, kind of tried not to. He was in excellent shape, rugged and hot. She rarely thought of a wolf in those terms. She didn�t think anything of a man being ripped if he was cruel to her. But Tom was so different. Actually, everyone in his pack was. Kind, welcoming, sincere. If only all families were like that.
�Sorry. Did I wake you?� she asked.
�Very light sleeper. So, did you need something?�
�Yeah. Your truck? Can I borrow the keys?�
He leaned against the wall and folded his arms. �It�s three in the morning. You�ve been injured. You don�t have your driver�s license.� He glanced at her wrist. �Where�s your wrist wrap?�
She wiggled her hand back and forth. �All better. I want to take a run and do some tracking.�
�At the B and B.�
�Yeah. To see if I can learn anything.�
�In your wolf coat.�
�My back feels a hundred percent better.�
One eyebrow raised, he gave her a skeptical look.
�Eighty-five percent.�
He smiled.
�Seventy.�
He didn�t budge from the wall.
�Nearly seventy percent.�
He exhaled heavily and moved toward her. She stood her ground, and this time she folded her arms. She knew that look on his face. He didn�t believe she could track better than his wolves. Nobody ever believed it until she proved it to them.
�We�ve got pack members on it.�
�I can do better.�
He smiled.
She reached out her hand for his keys.
�Darien would have a fit.�
�Don�t tell him.�
�I�m part of a pack.�
�I�m not.�
�I still have to tell him.�
She sighed. �So tell him.�
�He�ll say no.�
She turned and stalked toward the bedroom at the end of the hall. She didn�t know which room was Darien and Lelandi�s, but this one had more of their scent leading up to it. Others had been here also, probably doing what she was about to do. Bother them for pack business.
Tom said, �I�ll call him. It�s less likely to disturb Lelandi than knocking on the door.�
He slipped into his bedroom and walked back out with his phone in hand. She�d already headed in his direction, and he put his arm around her. �Darien��
�No,� Darien said over the phone. �I heard everything. Wait until tomorrow.�
Tom looked to see if Elizabeth had heard what Darien said.
Elizabeth made a face. �Help me strip out of my clothes.�
Tom smiled just a little.
�I�m going running, no matter what Darien says. Since I�m only seventy percent healed, I might need a little help pulling off my clothes.�
Tom still had the phone up to his ear, still smiling, but Darien didn�t say anything.
�Okay,� she said, �I can do it myself. I�m probably more like ninety-five percent fine.�
She pulled away from him, and he hurried to join her.
�She can�t run,� Darien said.
��Night, Darien. Sorry we disturbed your sleep.� Tom shut off the phone and took Elizabeth�s hand. �Come on. Let me get dressed.� He glanced down at her stocking feet. �You�re going like that?�
�I thought you might help me get my boots on.�
�Are you sure you�re able to run in your wolf coat?�
�Sure. If I start feeling bad, we�ll come back here.�
�You promise?�
�Yeah.� But only if she didn�t get a lead.
* * *
Tom and Elizabeth drove into Silver Town and parked in front of the B and B. Bertha met them at the front door, wearing a pink floral flannel nightgown, a big fluffy pink robe and slippers, and a nightcap on her silver curls. �Darien called. Said you were on your way over here. Said it was a case of life-and-death.�
�Yeah, mine, I�m sure,� Tom said.
Bertha smiled.
Elizabeth and Tom went inside, intending to change in her room so they could shift in privacy.
Bertha shut and locked the front door. �Darien wasn�t real happy you headed on over here. You can use another room. I�ve had to leave all the glass everywhere because he wants to see things the way they were first thing in the morning. Just leave the window open and come back in that way. The other guests are not like us,� Bertha whispered.
�Thanks, Bertha,� Tom said.
�Should you run as a wolf so soon after the accident?� Bertha asked Elizabeth.
�She�s a better tracker than our people,� Tom said.
Bertha smiled. �Good. We need the best.�
Elizabeth was certain Tom didn�t believe her, but she�d prove she was right.
�I�ll be off to bed. Just close the window when you return and lock the front door when you leave. �Night, folks.� Bertha disappeared into her own suite of rooms.
Tom closed the door to the guest room and crossed the floor to open the window. �Are you sure you feel well enough to do this?�
�Yes, yes, I�m fine.�
He considered her determined expression and then sighed. �All right. Let me help you off with your boots and socks, at least. I know what it feels like to go through what you did.�
Yeah, and she�d bet nobody helped him undress afterward! Tom pulled off her boots and socks.
But he didn�t stop there. He was unhurried while trying not to cause her any discomfort, but it was like stripping in slow motion, and she felt her skin tingle in embarrassment as he peeled each article of clothing off her body�jeans, formfitting sweater, bra.
Blushing furiously, Elizabeth realized she should have asked Bertha to help her.
Tom caught sight of Elizabeth in the mirror as he dropped the bra on the bed with her other clothes. Then he removed her panties. Before he could have more of his fill of her, she shifted.
He grinned. �You�re beautiful.�
She couldn�t believe he meant it. She was still a wolf-coyote mix. She had more of her father�s looks�a red wolf but smaller, in between a female red wolf and coyote.
She turned to see Tom yanking off his clothes in a hurry and waited for him. When he saw she wouldn�t tear off on her own, he relaxed a little.
Her jaw dropped as she stared at his toned body, tanned, ripped, and already aroused because he�d removed her clothes as if it were a prelude to something else.
Then he shifted. She expected him to jump out the window to lead the way. Instead, he joined her and nuzzled her cheek, her ear, sending a tingling interest rippling through her body. She really could get used to this kind of treatment.
Then he nudged her a little, as if asking her if she was ready. She headed for the window, but he jumped out first. He didn�t look for scents on the snow. He watched her instead to see if she would collapse in agony. Even if she were still a little sore, she wouldn�t let him see it and stop her from what she wanted to do. She put her nose to the ground while listening for signs of trouble. Tom could be her bodyguard. That way she could concentrate on her job. Tracking.
She took off toward the ski resort in the direction the men had gone, then backtracked like they had done. They had headed around the building to the front where their vehicle had been parked, and she followed their trail there. The illumination of soft lantern lights along the street was blurred in a misty fog, the redbrick and wooden buildings topped with snow. She continued down the street, hoping that if any humans were around, they were all tucked quietly in their beds in the middle of the night or, if they happened to see her, thought she was a big dog. That was one advantage of being a smaller-sized wolf.
She headed toward the tavern, turned around, and loped back toward the B and B.
Tom continued to follow her, but he was looking for any movement in the area and not hunting for a trail.
She glanced across the street at the businesses there. An antique shop. A lingerie store with sexy nightwear and daywear. She glanced at Tom. He looked to see what she�d been observing. Fishnet stockings and crotchless underwear. Her warm breath mixing with the cold air, she felt heat course through her wolf-coyote body.
She shifted her attention farther down the street to the abandoned hotel across from the tavern. She had a flashback to when she and Tom had gone into the tavern. She�d thought it odd that the dusty hotel window had one small clean spot. She studied it, looking for any movement inside the building. And saw something. She ran for the abandoned hotel.
With his longer legs, Tom bolted ahead of Elizabeth in protective big, gray wolf mode. When he reached the hotel, he placed his paws on the windowsill. He peered in through glass so dirty that it was nearly impossible to see in. Someone had definitely wiped away a little of the grime to watch the street. Vagrants? Or was someone using this as a base of operations for something illegal?
Reluctantly, Tom turned and headed back to the B and B. Elizabeth, however, took off down the alley. Tom woofed insistently at her. She was sure he didn�t want her chasing down strangers, but she wanted answers. She got a glimpse of a white minivan tearing off behind the building. Lights off. No plates visible.
Rejoining her, Tom nudged her to return to the B and B. She wanted to track the men, and she wanted to check out the old hotel. If any of them were inside, she and Tom needed to stop them. But Tom wasn�t budging.
He waited for her to comply. She growled at him, then raced to the back of the B and B. When she reached the guest-room window, she leaped inside.
Tom jumped inside after her and shifted. He yanked his boxers on, then grabbed his phone out of his pants pocket and called someone. After stalking over to the window, he shut and locked it.
Since he was on the phone, she could stay in her wolf form and wait for him to finish his conversation, then shift and he could help her to dress, or�
She shifted, climbed under the covers, and eyed Tom�s gorgeous body. She could stay here the rest of the night just taking in the vision.
�Darien, get Trevor, Peter, and whoever else you can over to the Silver Town Inn. Elizabeth��he glanced at her and smiled a little��found our men�s hideaway.�

Chapter 13

Tom knew his idea was crazy, but as soon as Elizabeth located where the men had camped out, he wanted to propose that she stay with his family. Whenever someone could really be useful to the pack, they wanted the person to join them. At least that�s what he told himself.
It was essential that the pack members liked the wolf�everyone who had met her indicated they had�but skills that were important made all the difference to a pack like theirs that operated a whole town.
That wasn�t the only reason he wanted Elizabeth in the pack, but he thought it might help sell the idea to everyone else before he could work up the nerve to expose how he felt about her. And how much he wanted to get to know her better. Elizabeth was so secretive about her affiliations with her own pack that he suspected she wouldn�t want to be with their pack�or any other.
She�d curled up in the B and B guest bed, covers over her naked body.
Tom wanted to join her in that bed. Wanted to see her naked again, craved touching her, smelling her, tasting her. He just wanted to be with her. And kiss her like she�d kissed him on the slope.
With half-lidded eyes, she watched him. He needed to help her dress and to return her to Darien�s house. Yet he was torn, because he also wanted to check out the hotel and chase after the men who had been there. He wanted to catch them and make them pay for hurting Elizabeth.
�Go with the men when they get to the hotel,� she said, her voice tired, her eyelids drifting closed. �You don�t need to watch over me.�
She was beautiful, her red hair spilling across the pale blue pillow, the blue comforter resting at her naked shoulders that he wanted to kiss�that and her neck and her cheeks and her full pink lips. She would be his choice for dream mating if he�d ever had any dreams like that!
�I�ll just sleep,� she said.
�No. We need to return to Darien�s place. It�s better protected.�
�Did you see them? When you looked through the hotel window?� Elizabeth asked.
�No. They shut the door to that room, so all I saw was the door close.�
�We could have gone after them,� she groused.
He smiled. �If you had been a hundred percent fine, yes.�
She grunted.
�I�m serious.� He sat on the bed next to her, running his hand over her thigh covered by the comforter, his gaze locked onto hers. �At least two men are involved in this. Besides, I�m certain they were in the van when it took off, so it�s not like we�re going to catch up with any of them at the old hotel.�
He was certain the minivan had been the same one that he�d seen passing in front of the hospital while he waited for Doc Weber to give him the findings concerning Elizabeth�s injuries. Had they known she was at the hospital, so they had time to grab her things then? Most likely. A lookout could also have watched Tom take Elizabeth to the tavern for lunch and alerted the men when Tom and Elizabeth finished eating there.
�All right. Let me sleep, then,� she said.
�Not here.� He rose from the bed and grabbed his jeans, then pulled them on.
By the time he yanked on the rest of his clothes, she was nearly asleep. He scooped her clothes up. He�d never expected to be undressing and dressing a woman he�d just met but who had his senses reeling. And not have his way with her the way he desired.
He tugged the covers aside, and she grumbled something. He smiled and slid on one of her socks, then the other. Slipping her panties on when she didn�t move a muscle to help was harder than he expected. He grunted as he got the tantalizing ice blue panties on. She smiled.
�You could help,� he said, not really meaning it.
�You could leave me alone,� she said, not opening her eyes. �Just let me sleep.�
He pulled on the jeans very slowly. She winced.
�Sorry.�
When he finished and helped her to sit up to put on her lacy blue bra, she held her breath.
�Maybe we should just put your sweater on and not bother with the bra,� he said.
�Okay, you can carry it in your pocket.� She smiled at him, the look one of pure delight. �You know, psychologically, kissing makes the hurt go away. Mind over matter. Not that I�m hurting that much.�
He helped her on with her sweater, unable to keep from taking a longer look at her breasts as he tugged the sweater carefully over her arms and head and then down to her waist.
As concerned as he was about how she felt, he hoped he didn�t look too eager. She looked at his lips and licked her own, as if in invitation.
Vixen.
�I promise I won�t bite too hard,� she said.
He laughed and took her face in his hands, his thumbs caressing her temples, and then leaned down. �Here I was worried about you being hurt further. Certainly not me.�
He kissed her. Softly, gently. Her lips opened to further exploration, but he didn�t push it. Until she licked his mouth and smiled a little at him with the invite. He locked his lips over her lower one. Again, she smiled a little. Kissing her was like sampling a sweet, forbidden dessert, tantalizing and enticing the sampler to want more.
Her hands were on his neck, her thumbs caressing his jaw in a way that was provocative and incredibly sexy. He was already in full-blown arousal and had a devil of time keeping his feelings in check. He alternated between soft and unassuming kisses and inserting his tongue with teasing flicks and deepening the kiss. Trying hard not to lean her back onto the bed and press his interest further than was prudent, he smelled her excitement, her desire, and listened to her rapid heartbeat pounding as hard as his. He thought she wanted to go further as much as he did.
She was breathing fast and leaned away from his kiss to take a breath. He feared he�d overdone it and hurt her. Instead, she had her second wind, and this time, she gathered his sweater in her fists and pulled him close to get another kiss.
Instantly he obliged, their mouths fusing, their tongues caressing and appraising. He didn�t want this to end. But he knew he�d better before they both regretted it. He broke off in the gentlest possible way and kissed her forehead, his mouth lingering there far too long. He didn�t want to end this, and he needed her to know it.
�I have to help you dress and return you to Darien�s house,� he said.
�If you insist,� she said, and the way she looked at him indicated that she wanted more, too.
That was the reason he posed the next question, although he was sure what her response would be. But he had to. �I�ve never asked a woman this before, but� would you like to join the pack?� He knew he shouldn�t ask. Not without getting Darien and Lelandi�s approval.
�Thanks, but no thanks.�
He wouldn�t take her negative response at face value. �You�re not a loner,� he said, certain of it. She might have had to live alone, but she got along well with everyone she�d met here. She didn�t act like a lone wolf. Not the way someone like Nurse Matthew did.
She didn�t respond, just looked at his chest. He sighed and helped her on with her boots. �I have something back at the house that you can wear that�s easier to get in and out of until we can pick up something else for you.�
�Thank you, Tom.� She seemed to want to say something else, given the way she looked at him and bit her lip. But she pulled her parka sleeve on one arm and didn�t say anything.
He helped pull her parka on the rest of the way and then escorted her out of the B and B. They were ready to head for his truck when Darien stalked across the street, catching Tom�s eye. Tom wasn�t surprised to see Darien arrive when it looked like they might have found the men who had injured Elizabeth.
�Our men got her bags, ID, laptop, everything. At least we think it�s everything. You�ll have to look it over and see for sure, Elizabeth,� Darien said, sounding pleased but still highly annoyed that anyone could have targeted her like they had in his pack�s territory. And had been hiding right under their noses.
�Thank God. But� you didn�t catch them,� she said, appearing somewhat relieved because the villains had left her personal items behind.
Darien shook his head. He looked at Tom and said, �You say they drove a white minivan.�
�Yeah. I saw it when we were at the hospital, too,� Tom said.
�Damn,� Darien said, rubbing his chin as he looked toward the old hotel. �Those three outsiders at the tavern earlier today?�
�Were driving a white minivan,� Tom guessed.
�Yeah, they were,� Darien said.
Elizabeth let out her breath in an exasperated huff. �We just managed to chase them off.�
Darien was quick to say, �We got your stuff back. That�s what�s important.�
�They must have been afraid when they ran out of there.�
�We didn�t smell any fear,� Darien said.
�Then what?� she asked.
�Not sure. Take her back home, will you, Tom?� Darien gave her a pack leader look that said she was his to command for now. �Sleep the rest of the night. No more running in your wolf coat or otherwise.� He said to Tom, �If you have to, stay with her.�
�He won�t have to. I�m not waking up until I absolutely have to tomorrow.�
She could have been annoyed with Darien for saying what he did about Tom taking charge of her. Yet, she swore more was being communicated than what was being spoken aloud�the way Darien cast a look at Tom, and the way Tom gave him an almost imperceptible nod in response.
She even wondered if Darien had put Tom up to asking her to join the pack. In her father�s pack, the leader would have decided such a thing. Certainly not a sub-leader.
�Thank you for the offer, by the way, Tom. Nobody�s ever invited me to join a pack,� she said on the ride back to Darien�s house. She appreciated being asked and wanted Tom to know that her refusal had nothing to do with the pack or him, but more to do with her past experiences and the problems with her uncle and half brother.
�You�re not a loner,� he said again.
�It doesn�t matter.�
He glanced at her. �It does. For a pack, it matters.�
She wouldn�t fight him on this issue. The point was moot.
When they arrived back at Darien�s house, Tom escorted her to her room. �You might need a bodyguard tonight.�
She smiled up at him, touching his sweater-covered chest. �Do you always like to live dangerously?�
He laughed. �Sorry, Elizabeth. I can�t see that you would be too rough on me.�
�You never know.� She didn�t want to be alone. She wanted whatever they could have just this once. No strings. No mating. Just a meeting of the minds. And their bodies, as far as they could take it and still not be mated wolves.
��Night, Elizabeth.� He waited for her response. A kiss. A hug maybe.
Trying to discourage anything more between them and annoyed with herself for getting so worked up over any man, she kissed him on the cheek. ��Night, Tom.�
She walked into the bedroom and realized she couldn�t take off her clothes without his help. She turned and frowned. He watched her, waiting for her to retire for the night. She wondered if he believed she might try to leave and do something further about the guys who had injured her. But she had no intention of going anywhere else tonight.
�Okay, I really, really hate to ask this because it�s such an imposition, but� could you help me out of my clothes again?�
* * *
Undressing Elizabeth one more time was way more than an imposition. It killed Tom to see her naked skin and not be able to taste it, to feel it, to smell her sweet scent and want more.
He waited a moment, trying to find the right words, and finally said, �You�re killing me, you know?� He shook his head, smiling, and turned toward his bedroom. �I�ll get one of my shirts for you. It�ll probably be a while before they bring you your bags.�
When he returned with the softest blue-plaid flannel shirt he owned, he found her sitting on the bed, her parka on a chair. He closed the bedroom door. She stretched her arms up to him so that he could remove her sweater.
�If I keep removing your clothes, something more is bound to happen,� he said, hopeful, yet practical.
�So� let it.�
He raised a brow, not sure what she was agreeing to. He pulled the sweater over her head and stared down at her mouthwatering breasts, then shifted his gaze to her face. �If you kiss me again�� He let his words trail off, waiting to hear what she had in mind.
�You�re supposed to kiss me�to make the hurt go away.� She raised her foot. He pulled off one boot and then the other.
He thought she meant more than the physical pain. He wondered what she�d experienced that had made her a loner. He was so used to helping others that he wanted to help her, too. But his feelings went deeper than that.
The cold wind blew against the closed window, but the room was toasty warm. He wasn�t in any hurry to undress her or to help her into his flannel shirt or to leave her. She stood and he removed her jeans. He hesitated to take off her panties, thinking to help her put his shirt on, when she climbed onto the bed and pulled the covers over herself.
He picked up his flannel shirt off the bed. �Didn�t you want me to help you into this?�
�Kiss me,� she said.
�A good-night kiss,� he said. Yet he didn�t think she meant that.
Her smile was wicked.
�If I kiss you the way I want to, it�s bound to go a lot further than that this time.� He had to be honest with her. He wanted a lot more. Not a mating, but something that said he wanted to go further later if they were both agreeable.
�I count on it,� she said, reaching up to tug at his belt loop.
He was out of his clothes in a flash, making her smile. He pulled the covers aside, slid over to her side of the bed, and began kissing her again�cheeks, mouth, throat, shoulders�his hands sliding all over her soft skin. He kept telling himself he wasn�t ready to mate her, but his body said otherwise.
* * *
Elizabeth knew she was nuts to encourage this. The last man she�d trusted with her heart had stomped all over it and left her, so she hadn�t felt this way toward anyone since. She knew Tom lusted after her because she was someone new and different, and this wasn�t for the long term. Which suited her perfectly.
She thought she could do this�a bit of sexual release and then go about her business, return home, do her job.
She wanted this intimacy between wolves and her coyote half. Wanted to feel loved, if only for a fleeting moment. Wanted to savor the way his pheromones kicked up as he kissed her, touched her, lusted for her, making her own respond in kind. A wolf who would want a woman for a lifetime. Not a human who could ditch her for someone else at the drop of a hat. Not that any of this meant it was for a lifetime.
She kissed him back on the mouth, her hands curling in his hair as he molded a hand to her breast. She realized he observed her, studying her expression, analyzing it, wondering what was going on in her brain. She didn�t want to consider it any further and pulled him down for another kiss.
His hand tightened on her breast as he moved his leg in between hers. He had removed all his clothes, even his boxers, and that had worried her a little. She hoped he didn�t think she wanted a mating.
Still, she had left her panties on, which was a signal she didn�t want to take this all the way. At least in her mind.
When he moved his leg in between hers, prying her open, she felt the exhilaration of sexual tension but also a little apprehension.
Caught up in the heat of passion, she rubbed her leg wickedly on top of his, his mouth not so gentle on hers now. She loved the roughness alternating with tenderness.
His hands moved between holding her face while caressing her cheekbones and sliding down her shoulders and arms in a way that said he loved touching her. Likewise, she felt her way up his toned muscles and enjoyed how they moved beneath her fingertips.
Then he kissed her again. Her mouth, the corners of it, her chin, her throat. Her willingness showed her acceptance of his touch. A wolf would never expose his or her throat to another without completely trusting that individual.
He slid his large hand down her belly. The tips of his fingers paused at the waistband of her bikini panties. She was already wet with need. He could smell her, just as she could smell how aroused he was. His stiff erection brushed her naked belly as they moved against each other, stirring up their hormones, pushing to go further.
She wanted so to slide his hand beneath her panties, to push his fingers deep inside her to make her come, as hot and needy as she was.
He waited a heartbeat. She didn�t stop him. Didn�t place her hand on his and move it out of bounds. She barely breathed, her hands stilled on his arms, his gaze locked onto hers. As if he�d come to a decision, right or wrong, he slipped his fingers beneath her panties. He began to kiss her mouth, licking it, gently nipping her lower lip but not stealing her attention from the way his fingers moved to intercept the knotted bud waiting for his touch.
* * *
If Elizabeth wanted to live dangerously, Tom was all for it. He had no intention of mating with her, but he wanted to prove to her just how hot she made him. Especially since she was still wearing panties. Not that that would prevent him from giving her pleasure.
She seemed so needy. He slipped his hand beneath her panties, didn�t sense she wanted him to stop, and plowed right ahead�finding the tantalizing bud that made her arch and moan and whimper as he stroked her. He�d never been with any woman who responded so easily to his touch, wanting more, letting him know just how good he was making her feel.
She raised her leg higher on his, spreading herself more for his easy access, and he wanted to yank off her scrap of silk panties and bare her to him. If he was mating with her, he would. He did consider removing her panties anyway, just to show her that he wouldn�t take advantage of her even with them off, as much as he wanted to bury himself in her.
He was a little afraid he might do just that, with both of them losing their heads in the heat of the moment.
Instead, he stroked her, nuzzling her face affectionately at the same time and enjoying the aroused feminine scent of her mixed with his own musky scent, the heat of their bodies making him even hotter. He rubbed his penis against her soft belly and began kissing her again, so aroused that he wanted to end this now inside her, filling her, taking her.
His thumb stroked her bud, and he felt her come, the tiny ripples of orgasm, the soft mewl of pleasure escaping her lips. He loved bringing her pleasure.
He withdrew his hand from her panties and kissed her again, softly on the mouth this time, a farewell parting for the night. He wanted to go. He wanted to stay. If she wished him to remain here for the night, he couldn�t. Not without craving more.
�I�ll see you in the morning,� he said, stroking her hair.
She looked down at his chest, and he lifted her chin to see tears in her eyes.
�Elizabeth?� he said, his voice low, concerned, shocked.
She gave him a smile, faked to reassure him. �I�ll� see you in the morning.�
�What�s wrong?�
She just shook her head. �Nothing.�
He knew something had upset her, but when it came to figuring out women, more often than not, he and his brothers didn�t have a clue. �Are you hurting?�
She shook her head.
He thought she might be and didn�t want to admit it. That she didn�t want him to believe he was at fault.
He left the bed and threw on his boxers, then went into the bathroom to get her a glass of water.
He gave her the water and waited until she took a sip and seemed to feel a little better. �See you in the morning.� He didn�t think he could go to sleep again, as worried as he was about Elizabeth and the men and why she seemed upset.
The front door slammed shut. �Sounds like Darien.� Tom had planned to grab his clothes and retire to bed, but he dressed instead. �Sleep, Elizabeth. We�ll talk in the morning.� He leaned down and kissed her on the forehead.
He smiled, but the smile she returned wasn�t genuine, and her eyes swam with tears. Not knowing what else to say if she wouldn�t help him out, he said, �See you in the morning.�
He left and closed the door, wanting to kick himself for taking things too far with her. He hurried downstairs and met Darien in the living room. He had brought in Elizabeth�s bags and raised a brow at his younger brother in question.
�She�s gone to bed. I�ll take her bags up to her. They�ve been dusted, right?� Tom asked him.
�Yeah. I can�t figure it out. Why steal her stuff and then leave it there?�
�Maybe they weren�t trying to get away with her stuff. Maybe they hoped that by bringing her stuff to the abandoned hotel, they could lure her there.�
�And then what?� Darien asked. �It certainly wasn�t just to talk. Breaking the window was an act of violence against Elizabeth. They could have jimmied the window open or attempted to pick the lock on the front door. They smashed her window as if they were angry.�
�Because she took pictures of them?� Tom rubbed his whiskery chin. �They stole everything she had to learn who she was, but they don�t want anyone to learn who they are. Her ID and airline tickets were inside the case of her laptop, so without having time to search through her stuff at the B and B, they just took everything. Why else would they need to ID her if she isn�t some sort of mark?�
�Makes sense. But why leave her stuff and run when she showed up?� Darien asked. �Maybe they believed she�d come alone. That no one from our pack would watch over her. They probably didn�t want to get in a fight and just had to cut and run.�
�That�s what I figure. I�ll take her suitcases up to her and then go to bed,� Tom said.
�I�m calling it a night, too. Again.�
When Tom reached the guest room, he saw the light still on underneath the door. He rapped on it. �Elizabeth, are you okay?�
�Yeah,� she said. �You can come in.�
He opened the door and walked inside, setting her bags on the floor. �Remember that Darien wants you to check them over tomorrow to see if anything is missing. Are you really all right?�
�Yeah, I�m okay. Have a good night�s sleep.�
He paused, feeling she wasn�t sincere. He figured he could learn more about whatever was bothering her tomorrow when they were both well rested.
At least, that�s what he planned.

Chapter 14

Later that night, Elizabeth woke feeling much more herself physically, but emotionally she felt bad. She hadn�t realized how quickly she had become attached to Tom, and now she had to leave.
Despite the late hour, she called North to arrange another meeting, hoping he�d answer the phone. She had to get this resolved, get the evidence against her uncle, turn it over to Hrothgar, and return home soon.
Someone picked up, but when he didn�t say hello or anything, she thought North might be half-asleep. She said, �North?�
No response, just someone�s breathing. Her heart pounded, and she quickly hung up. Had someone learned North planned to meet with her to expose her uncle�s secrets? Someone who didn�t want those secrets revealed?
She paced across the guest bedroom�s carpeted floor. She had to leave. She couldn�t get Darien and Lelandi�s pack involved in this. All she wanted to do was resolve this on her own. This was not the Silver pack�s trouble. They already had enough problems with the other wolf strangers prowling around farms in the area.
She dialed another number. �I need the first flight out to Amarillo in the morning.�
* * *
The next morning, Darien greeted Elizabeth bright and early, but he knew something was amiss. He�d finished feeding the triplets, and a nanny watched them in the den while Lelandi ate eggs and toast before her first client session. She usually had one before this, but the woman had canceled because of the weather. Lelandi might be eating, but Darien knew she was trying to figure out what was wrong with Elizabeth, just as much as he was.
Being an alpha, Elizabeth told him how things would be right away. �I�m so sorry, but I need to leave. Could anyone drive me to the airport, or could I get a cab out here?�
She had three more days to be here, Darien remembered. Something was compelling her to leave this soon.
�Peter can take you. He�s on his way here now anyway.� Darien wasn�t about to wake Tom and ask him. He suspected something was wrong between the two of them or Elizabeth would have asked Tom herself. �How are you feeling?�
�Great. All better. Thanks.�
That was the way she�d spoken since she joined them. Brief. To the point. She wasn�t sharing how she was feeling. The fact she was downstairs so early after having been up half the night made Darien believe she was desperate to leave before Tom woke. He wondered if she�d slept at all.
�You�re not afraid the men will come after you, are you?�
�No,� she said so emphatically that he wasn�t sure he believed her.
Lelandi was so good at psychoanalyzing patients and pack members, including himself and his brothers, that Darien wished she would speak up and get to the bottom of the trouble. She wouldn�t. She just poured herself another cup of coffee while Elizabeth downed a glass of orange juice in a hurry, even though Peter was still on his way to the house.
�You spoke to Jake this morning.�
�Yes.� She looked out the window.
�He was pleased you did an interview of him,� Darien said, trying to draw her out.
�Yeah.�
�Did he manage to fix your camera?�
She shook her head.
�I�m sorry.�
�Yeah.�
He glanced at Lelandi. She raised her brows at him as if to say that the situation was in his court.
When Peter pulled into the driveway, Elizabeth hopped up from her chair�another indication she was physically fine�and hurried to slip into her parka. �Thanks for everything. You�ve all been� wonderful.�
Darien heard the hitch in her voice and saw the way she turned away and wouldn�t look at them.
She grabbed her suitcase handles and laptop, then hurried for the door, but Darien quickly snatched the bags from her hands and hauled them for her.
�I left a note for Tom on his computer,� she said, trying to sound businesslike and not entirely succeeding.
Tom would be upset that she had left without saying good-bye face-to-face or allowing him to take her to the airport. Unless they had fought. But what he had smelled on his brother last night wasn�t anger or upset. Worry and sex. That�s what he had smelled.
�You always have a home here with us anytime you want to return,� Darien said.
She offered him a faint smile. �Thanks.�
When she looked away, he got the feeling she wasn�t planning to return. He was disappointed, because he knew how much Tom liked her, and he�d seen the way she�d reacted to his brother in a positive, caring way. For that matter, everyone who had chanced to meet her had liked her. That video capturing Tom and Elizabeth kissing on the slope had totally surprised both Lelandi and him, and he knew more was going on between the two of them than they admitted.
He�d wanted to call Carol and ask if her talk with Elizabeth had revealed anything of her past, but Lelandi said what the two women discussed had been private. If Elizabeth wanted to share, it was her business to do so. It didn�t matter that Darien had mentioned that this could have an impact on the pack. Lelandi had only shaken her head�an emphatic, nonverbal �No, butt out.� He loved his mate, but sometimes, like now, she totally exasperated him.
He opened the door to find Peter standing on the porch, ready to knock. He smiled brightly at Elizabeth.
She hurried past him and headed for his vehicle.
�She�s in a hurry to get to the airport,� Darien said in explanation. �Could you take her?�
�Oh, sure.� Peter took her bags, hurried out to the truck, and stuck them in the backseat of the cab. �See you in a little while.�
Her eyes shiny with tears, Elizabeth waved at Darien and Lelandi. Then Peter got into the driver�s seat, and they were off.
Darien knew that no matter what had happened between Elizabeth and Tom, this was not a good way to say�or not say�good-bye. Darien, for one, didn�t want the job of having to deal with the mood he knew Tom would be in when he woke.
* * *
That morning, Tom felt something wasn�t right as soon as he got up. The sun was too high in the sky. He never slept this late, and he wondered why no one had bothered to wake him. He hurried to dress, then headed for Elizabeth�s room. Her door was shut. He knocked. No answer. He opened the door a crack.
She was gone. The bed stripped. Her suitcases nowhere in sight.
With a sickening knot in his stomach, he ran down the stairs, expecting to see her eating breakfast with Darien.
The toddlers played in the den, squealing in delight, then arguing�the way he and his brothers had done when they were that age�while a couple of wolf nannies watched over them. He thought Lelandi would be plying her psychology on a human client in the office they had built next to the house. The home was off in the woods, but this was the only way she wanted to work when the babies were still little. Bonding and pack dynamics were all too important, from the youngest lupus garou to the oldest.
To his surprise, Lelandi was sipping coffee with Darien. Jake and his mate were there, too, which was odder still. They normally ate breakfast at their own home.
Elizabeth wasn�t there. Everyone looked at him as though they didn�t know what to say. Didn�t know how to act.
�Where is she?� he asked, sounding much more growly than he intended.
�Peter took her to the airport,� Darien said.
Tom turned and began to stalk out of the dining room.
�Tom!� Darien called out. �She�s gone. She left two hours ago.�
Tom scowled at Darien. �Why didn�t anyone wake me? Tell me she was leaving?�
Why didn�t she tell him herself?
�She didn�t want it that way,� Darien said.
Tom was the most even-tempered of his brothers, but right now he was so angry that he could have put his fist through the wall.
�What happened between the two of you?� Darien asked in a voice that was meant to calm him, but Tom didn�t want his brothers� or their mates� sympathy or interference.
�Nothing,� Tom said.
�Was she scared of the men? Afraid to stay?�
�Hell, no. She would have gone into the hotel after them if I hadn�t stopped her.�
Darien took Lelandi�s hand in his. �Anything else that you can think of that happened, Tom? She asked if someone could take her to the airport, then had a glass of orange juice but no real breakfast. She was in a rush to leave. She barely said a word or two to us in response to anything I asked.�
�She was supposed to be here three more days.�
�You said yourself she had a job to do,� Darien reminded him.
Lelandi said, �She was running away from something. She might not be afraid of the men, but maybe something else is going on that we don�t know about.�
Tom ran his hands through his hair. �I don�t know about that, but� I asked her to join our pack. She didn�t act interested in the idea.�
Everyone stared at him as if he�d suddenly grown vampire fangs.
He folded his arms across his chest. �She�s a damn good tracker. We could use someone with her expertise in the pack. And we don�t have a newspaper. Maybe she could have started one.�
�Is that what you told her?� Lelandi asked, her voice a little edgy.
�Not about the paper.� Then Tom frowned at Lelandi. �Are you implying that if I had told her I wanted her to stay, she would have done so?� Lelandi�s raised eyebrows indicated she thought just that. Before she could respond, Tom shook his head. �She was completely against the idea. She�s not a loner, but she�s afraid of belonging to a pack for some reason.�
�Or making a commitment to a wolf possibly,� Lelandi said.
Tom didn�t want to mention he�d gotten a little frisky with her last night, and that that had brought tears to her eyes. �Was she okay this morning? Hurting still?�
�She was fine,� Darien said. �She moved fast and started hauling her bags out of here when she saw Peter arrive, so she couldn�t have been feeling any pain.�
Not physically. Then it dawned on Tom. She�d been emotionally upset�hurting. Shit.
Irritated with himself, Tom said to Darien, �Unless you have something else for me to do, I�m tracking those rogue wolves today.�
No one said a word. Tom stalked out of the dining room, grabbed his parka and other cold-weather gear from the coat closet, then left the house.
Before he reached the garage, Jake joined him outside. �She left you something. She�d taken a picture of you helping an injured little girl on the slope, and she used it as your desktop picture. She also left you a note.�
�Why the hell didn�t Darien say so?� Tom strode back to the house. �Did you read what she said?�
�No. Not that I didn�t want to, mind you, and it killed me not to. If it helps tell us why she rushed out of here, we�d all like to know,� Jake said. �Lelandi said that the picture she left on your desktop has significance. Of all the photos she took, and she took lots, she put up that particular one. Lelandi believes your helping the little girl really touched Elizabeth. If you want to see more of her, you might have to take the initiative to make it happen.�
�I already plan to,� Tom said. He was so irritated at his brother for thinking he needed to suggest such a thing that he couldn�t help snapping at Jake.
Jake smiled. �That�s what we all wanted to hear. Darien got all her information�her cell number and home address�before he turned over her bags. Look, Darien and I have both been in the same position as you. We�re with you all the way, however you want to deal with this. I�ll see you later.�
The little red wolf-coyote thought nobody cared anything about her when a whole gray wolf pack was ready to take her in.
Jake didn�t join Tom in the den, giving him some privacy, for which he was grateful. Tom opened his laptop and turned it on. The monitor showed the picture of him crouching before the crying girl who had wrenched her knee on the slopes.
Looking at it now, it made him sick to think Elizabeth had taken a Norman Rockwell-type picture of him and the little girl, and then some bastard had shoved Elizabeth down the slope right afterward.
On the desktop, she had created a folder of the pictures she had taken of her visit here, as if it were a gift to him. Which frustrated him even more. She couldn�t come into his life like this and pop right out again without him having any say in it.
He opened the folder. A separate file was labeled �Elizabeth�s Note to Tom.� With apprehension, he paused, then clicked on the file and opened it.
Dear Tom,
You are the nicest man I�ve ever met, for a wolf. You should meet a nice she-wolf and settle down. I think you�d make a great mate and father.
I�m sorry for not saying good-bye properly. I just thought it would be easier this way.
You said I wasn�t a loner, and you�re right. I love what you and your family have. But it�s just not for me. It never has been.
Thank everyone for me, will you? I won�t be back, but I just wanted you to know how much I appreciated your kindness.
Elizabeth
Lelandi�s words came crashing back to Tom: She�s running away from something.
His thoughts in turmoil, he closed the letter. He wouldn�t let her run away.
He stared at the scene she�d captured of him on the slopes. The central figures in the picture were Kemp, the little girl, and him. Off to the side, the distraught mother had her hand over her mouth. The father and son had still been on the slopes. A couple of skiers watched the scene�spectators interested in who had gotten hurt. One man, a few feet away, wore a black ski bib, hat, and balaclava, and a blue-gray parka and reflective sunglasses�but he wasn�t observing the scene with the little girl. Instead, he stared straight at the camera operator�Elizabeth.
�Darien!� Tom called out.
Everyone came, his brothers and their mates, all looking anxious. He pointed at the man in the photo. �Wasn�t he the one seated on the chairlift behind Elizabeth? The one she thinks pushed her down the expert slope?�
* * *
Elizabeth felt awful for leaving Tom behind without saying good-bye. She hadn�t wanted to stay after her strange call to North. She had no intention of dragging Tom and his family and pack into her troubles. She�d tried twice more to get hold of North before she took off on the plane, but she only got his voice mail. She wouldn�t leave any messages.
She�d finally found a safe haven away from her family. If they knew she lived in Texas, no one seemed to care. Staying in Silver Town would be a dangerous thing to do if her uncle knew she was there and decided he wanted her dead, again.
She didn�t need to screw up her life by getting involved with a gray wolf, even as sweet as he was, who didn�t know her past history. Making her uncle pay for his crimes seemed to be only a dream. She prayed North hadn�t been hurt in the process.
Once she arrived home, she�d dropped her camera off to be repaired. Even though Jake was a pro with cameras, maybe the camera shop could do what he hadn�t been able to. Then Elizabeth immersed herself in her job. She wrote the article for her paper about the Silver Town Ski Resort, making sure to mention their great ski patrollers and staff, and turned the story in.
After that, she started an article about red wolves. Her research showed that two theories existed: one that red wolves were a special species separate from gray wolves, and the other that red wolves were descended from gray wolves mixing with coyotes. She slanted the article toward the latter.
Carol had said that gray wolves weren�t mixing with coyotes in the States, but Elizabeth found that Virginia coyotes had mated with Great Lakes gray wolves, and she found further articles stating that coyotes from other locations had a percentage of gray wolf DNA.
It made sense to her. Coyotes hunt in packs just as wolves do. They�re also both predators, eating rodents that cause plagues. Both species are bound to their families and take care of their young as a group. The Native Americans thought coyotes were clever and savvy because of their ability to adapt everywhere. Elizabeth couldn�t understand why some people were so strongly against them. Why was it so bad to recognize that red wolves are just coyotes with a heavy dose of gray wolf DNA?
Intending to call her editor about the new article, Elizabeth realized she hadn�t turned her phone back on since she flew home. She slipped it out of her bag and turned it on.
Twenty-two messages.
Surprised, she stared at the number before she clicked on it to see who had called her, hoping North might have tried to get in touch with her and was all right. She never got that many calls to her cell phone, and no one except her editor knew she was back in town.
She felt a pang of guilt, hoping Tom hadn�t called some of those times. She hesitated for a minute, then clicked on the messages.
Tom had phoned her seventeen times, but he hadn�t left her any messages. She closed her eyes. She had hoped he would figure out that nothing could be gained by the two of them speaking further. He needed someone who was local and all wolf, rather than someone like her.
Two of the calls were from Lelandi and the rest from Darien. Their messages were brief and just asked her to call them back. Maybe they�d caught the guy who pushed her down the slope. No calls from North. She should phone Darien or Lelandi, since they were the pack leaders. She shouldn�t get in touch with Tom, knowing full well he�d be upset with her. She didn�t want to explain what a mess her life had already been and why she was best being on her own.
So what did she do? She called Tom.
The phone rang several times. He didn�t pick up. She reached his voice mail but didn�t leave a message. He�d see that she�d called anyway. If he wanted to call her back, he could. This time she�d have her phone turned on. She tried getting hold of North again. Voice mail again.
She punched in the number for her editor, Ed Bloomington, and when he picked up, she could hear the smile in his voice, welcoming her home. But it wasn�t home. Not for her. A shifter without family. She realized just how much she had been fooling herself ever to think so.
She put on her business persona, swallowed the emotions welling up inside, and said, �I just sent you the story about the ski resort, and I�ve got a great idea for another one that I got from� a friend in Colorado. It�s a story about gray wolves not having mates, finding coyotes to love, and their pairings resulting in red wolves. Some call the offspring a coywolf. But evidence exists that�s how red wolves came to be. What do you think?�
�Sounds great. Send it to me.�
She barely breathed as she emailed Ed the story and he read through it. �All right. Top-notch story. Love the angle, Elizabeth. I�ll print it first,� Ed said after a few agonizing minutes on Elizabeth�s end. �I�ll print the other story at the end of the week. Damned glad to have you home. Got to run to a family birthday get-together. I�m surprised you came home so early, though.�
�I missed home,� she said, even though Ed�s mention of attending a family birthday party made her feel isolated and alone. She shrugged the notion off, not wanting to deal with it. Not wanting to think of Tom and his close-knit family. Not wishing to think of how she would have loved to have a family like that growing up. �I�ll see you when I finish my leave.� Even though she�d come home early, she was still using her vacation time, and she would attempt to enjoy it.
�All right. Talk to you later.�
Later that week when her article about the wolves came out, she received an unbelievable number of hateful responses. She hadn�t expected that. She�d only reported what scientists believed.
She was damned tired of burying her feelings. If gray wolves didn�t have a mate and they found one in a coyote, what was the big deal? They were pack animals at heart. They deserved to find mates who would love them back.
But to get death threats?
Five emails, six phone calls. Really? The people who responded to her article in the paper were wolf lovers, maybe even red wolf shifters. They didn�t ID themselves. Of course, she got some irate calls from farmers and ranchers who said any of them�wolves, coyotes, and any mix of the two�should be shot on sight.
How would they feel if shifters felt that way about humans?
The phone rang again, with caller ID showing Caller Unknown. �Hello?�
�How dare you say the red wolves are part coyote,� a man�s voice said, though it was muffled and she couldn�t identify him.
Her half brother Sefton? Uncle Quinton?
�How does it feel to know you�re just like me?� she asked, chills running up her spine at the thought that they had her cell number, if one of them was calling her. Then again, if one of them had answered North�s phone, that�s how he got it.
She didn�t know if the caller was really one of them. If he wasn�t, the man had to have thought she was nuts.
The phone clicked dead and she felt shaky, as if she had just come face to face with her uncle. Goose bumps erupted on her skin.
The phone rang again. Another unknown caller. �Damned stupid article, if you ask me. Are you one of those animal activists? One of those vegetable eaters? Red wolves are beautiful and rare predators, while coyotes are sneaky scavengers. Damn coyotes are not part gray wolf.�
Elizabeth ground her teeth, irritated that people were so hateful about the wolves and coyotes.
The caller hung up the phone. She guessed he didn�t have anything more to say.
Elizabeth thought again about Tom. Every call gave her heart a little start. Every call might be from him.
She hadn�t heard back since she�d phoned him a few days ago. He must have given up on her, which was for the best. So why did she miss him and his pack and Silver Town so much? Despite the misadventure at the ski resort, she loved how the pack members on the slopes had treated her, loved Tom�s bossiness about taking care of her.
She would have given just about anything to eat more of Bertha�s cinnamon rolls while talking to her about gardening. Elizabeth would have shared more with Carol. She wanted to know what had happened to Lelandi while she was with the red pack. She would have loved to go to the grand opening of Silva�s Victorian Tea Shop, and even see Silva and Sam get together as mates. She wanted to learn more about Peter�s brother and if he was causing trouble for the sheriff during his visit.
Most of all, she wanted to see Tom again, feel his touch, experience his kisses, and so much more.
She�d never felt that way about any other wolves she�d met, never had any others act as if they�d already made her part of the family and she�d accepted the role. She had to quit thinking like that.
Uncle Quinton was still in the area. If she returned to Silver Town, he�d try to eliminate her. If she did and his pack leader was agreeable to hearing Elizabeth out, Quinton would be a dead wolf. He couldn�t trust her to leave well enough alone.
When the sun began to set, she ran through Palo Duro Canyon State Park in her furry form. She scattered the two longhorn cattle living there, chased a cottontail rabbit, startled a white-tailed deer, and snagged her fur on the thorny mesquite. She ran and ran, trying to quit thinking about the article and Tom and what had happened to North.
She had nearly reached home when she spied a coyote.
That made her stop dead in her tracks.
Was it a shifter? Or a plain old coyote? Could he be family on her mother�s side? Couldn�t be. They lived in the Oklahoma Panhandle.
The coyote was a bigger male. He watched her, scenting the air to learn anything he could about her and what she felt. In this case, apprehension. Her heart rate had already kicked up a notch.
She didn�t see any others, so he might be a loner.
What if he was a shifter? Maybe he was worried about what she was. He might be wary of her because she smelled like a wolf, too. That usually kept any coyote shifters away from her.
A shot rang out, the bang sending a shriek of panic through her. She dove for the ground and watched to see where the rifle had fired from. The coyote ran off.
She waited for a long time, not moving, hoping that whoever had fired the round had given up trying to shoot the coyotes. If he came for her, thinking she had been shot, she wasn�t sure what she would do. Shift before he could see her, so he�d find an uninjured, naked woman? Then what? She just hoped he�d go off looking to shoot something else, like a rattlesnake�though at this time of year, they�d be curled up in a den.
She thought of shifting and running as a human to her home, but the ground could be hazardous to her bare feet with its cactus, thorny senna, and rocky terrain, and it was only thirty-six degrees out today. Purple and pink stripes streaked across the sky as the sun began to set, but snow clouds quickly amassed.
She took a chance and raced through the juniper and scrub oak. Half an hour later, she plowed through her wolf door out back and entered the safety of the house. She panted, staring at the terra-cotta tile floor, barely feeling relief when someone knocked on the front door. Her heart skipped a beat. Now what?
She raced into the bedroom, shifted, and threw on some clothes. Peering out through the peephole of her front door, she saw no one. Wrong house?
A black sedan sat farther down the dead-end street. All of the houses backed up on ten-acre lots, with a half acre between homes, so they had a lot of privacy. She couldn�t see if anyone sat in the vehicle, and she didn�t recognize the car.
To be on the safe side, she went into the kitchen and locked her wolf door so no one could get in when she least expected it. The coyote she�d seen would know where she lived once he tracked her scent.

Chapter 15

Expecting a snowstorm to hit by nightfall, Elizabeth needed some groceries to tide her over. The clouds had rolled in, white, voluminous, and filled with snow. She�d seen the weather reports, felt the change in the air pressure, and could smell the coming snow in the wind currents. If what she predicted would happen, they�d be in a whiteout by nightfall.
On the way to the grocery store, she spied a big sale sign in the window at a small butcher shop that she�d never visited before: Rib-eye steaks 20 percent off!
When she walked into the butcher shop, the strange scent of cat threw her. The odor bothered her because her first thought was that the butcher had supplemented his meat products with cat. Then she realized the smell was that of a couple of live cats. Feral. She would have sworn they were big cats, as in the predator-in-the-mountains type. The butcher couldn�t have had house cats or any other variety in the store, though, not when he sold food.
After buying the meat, she was still puzzling over the cat-scent mystery and didn�t fully notice the people entering the shop behind her. She�d heard their footsteps, but their arrival hadn�t registered as anything sinister. Until they quickly moved in close to her. Three men. Getting in her space. The distinctive smells of testosterone, cologne, and aggression surrounded her all at once.
Before she could object to their close proximity, one of the men quickly wrapped his arm around her shoulder and poked a gun against her ribs. �Don�t make a sound,� he whispered in her ear, as if pretending to be her lover, to her chagrin.
The butcher smiled. She had to have looked highly annoyed. Even wolfishly dangerous, if anyone had known what she was.
�You got the sale steaks, I see, honey,� the man holding the gun against her side said, more to the butcher than to her. �I was afraid you hadn�t gotten my message.�
She opened her mouth to reply, but he quickly tightened his grip around her shoulder, warning her not to say a word. He nodded to the butcher and added, �Thanks.�
Now what was she to do?
The article she�d written came to mind in a flash, but she couldn�t imagine anyone kidnapping or killing her over it. Then she wondered if Uncle Quinton had found her that fast. Why go after her at a butcher shop? Why not when she was in her home? Alone?
The three men escorted her outside to a black vehicle with dark-tinted windows�the same car she�d seen near her home. The man acting as her lover attempted to force her into the backseat.
�You�ve mistaken me for someone else,� she said to the man wielding the gun. She grabbed the car frame, not about to let him shove her inside. That could be the end of her.
And that�s when she got her first look at the men.
None had shielded their faces from her view, so she could identify every one of them. Somehow they all looked familiar� Where had she seen them before?
Oh� my� God!
�You�re the men who made a scene back at the Silver Town Tavern!� Elizabeth exclaimed, staring at the blond, bearded man in the group. She recognized his cold eyes glowering at her. He was the man from the chairlift.
�You bastard.� She lunged forward to knee him in the crotch, but the dark-haired gunman jerked her back. She�d almost forgotten he still held her arm tight, but she recognized him as the spokesman of the group at the tavern. Since he was wielding the gun, she had a feeling he had also pushed her down the slope.
Instinctively, she tried to identify their scents. Nothing�as far as a wolf scent. They had to have applied hunter�s spray and then cologne over that to make sure she couldn�t detect them as wolves. Then everything clicked into place. She thought she hadn�t been able to identify the blond man�s scent on the chairlift because the wind blew it away from her. But she and Tom hadn�t picked up any scents after her room had been broken into, either. The men had to have been using hunter�s spray then, too. There was no other explanation.
She was certain they were wolves. They wouldn�t have any other need to use hunter�s spray in a nonhunting environment. Her heart thundered in her ears.
If these were the guys who�d stolen her stuff back at Silver Town, they had to know exactly who she was. She was the one they wanted for whatever sinister purpose. She was certain it all had to do with her uncle.
The gunman tried to force her into the vehicle again. He jerked her from the car frame and shoved her inside the car. She fell forward, landing on her stomach on the backseat. Before she could turn and defend herself, he jabbed her in the buttock with a long needle, pissing her off. She lashed out with a kick of her boot to his right shin. He yelped in pain, shoved her legs aside, climbed in, and slammed the door shut.
�Drive,� he growled to the blond man.
Her vision blurred. The driver and the other man, a redhead, looked back at him with smug smiles. �He warned us she�d be a wolf,� the driver said, amusement coating his words.
Her heartbeat was slowing from the drug, but it did a little kick at his mention of �wolf.�
�Uncle Quinton,� she slurred.
�You sure you have enough hours under your belt to serve as copilot?� the redhead said to the driver.
Copilot?
�Hell, yeah,� the driver said. �How do you think we managed to fly into Mexico so frequently? This will be a piece of cake.�
Mexico?
�Hell,� the redhead said, �you should have asked her where the deed was before you drugged her.�
Elizabeth felt a stab of panic through the haze of the drug. Did they know she had been planning to trade the deed to her parents� property to North for the evidence he had against her uncle?
She had meant to return the deed to the safe in her home, but she hadn�t gotten around to taking it out of the breast pocket of her ski jacket� that she was still wearing. She knew she shouldn�t have procrastinated about it, but she had wanted to send her editor the stories first thing after getting home, and then the threat of the snowstorm and the necessity of buying groceries had distracted her.
The gunman pulled Elizabeth around onto her back and searched her unceremoniously. She tried to muster a look of extreme disgust and indignation as he unzipped her jacket and patted her down a little too friskily. �We�ll search her place if�� The gunman slapped the deed in his hand. �Not necessary. Got it right here.�
* * *
The small plane soared high above snow-covered mountains, the flakes swirling around the windows and wings in such profusion that the sky and ground were no longer visible in the whiteout. God only knew where Elizabeth was as she shook off the effect of the drug her captor had given her. How could the pilot see where he was going? Or the copilot figure out where to take them?
�Damn it, Canton,� the pilot growled. �You said there was a gap between the storm cells. You said we�d clear them before they hit us.�
�If the damn cells hadn�t moved as fast as they did, we would have,� the dark-haired man said.
Where were they? Flying over Palo Duro Canyon? She didn�t know how long she�d been out of it, but she couldn�t see anything in the blanket of white.
She shifted in her seat and realized she sat in the tail of the plane, seat belted and handcuffed.
She had gotten into plenty of scrapes over the years as a wolf-coyote mix without a pack, and she�d always managed to get herself out of them. But this time�
Maybe she should have made more of a fuss in the butcher shop. Maybe she wouldn�t be here now, but she had been afraid the men would kill the butcher�and her�and she hadn�t wanted that.
The blond man, the one with the cold eyes, was half dozing in a seat across from her. When he realized she was watching him, he narrowed his gaze at her. What? Did he think she�d let the inner wolf loose again? That was when she noticed something� an unfamiliar scent. The scent of male red wolves. Their hunter�s spray must have worn off by now.
She settled back against the seat of the small aircraft, glowering at the gunman wearing a blue-gray parka and a crooked smile�the one named Canton. She tried to appear more at ease than she felt.
His greasy dark hair swept his shoulders as he shook his head at her, that stupid smile firmly plastered on his face. His sharp eyes remained fixed on her gaze while he slid his gun into his holster like he�d probably done a thousand times before�smoothly, like a gunman in an old Western. Same jeans, only the cowboy boots were grimy sneakers, and the dirty parka replaced the vest and old-time Western shirt.
She glanced out the window. She didn�t like to fly, and given the choice, she�d never set foot in a plane, ever. Certainly not in the middle of a snowstorm. She briefly wondered what they had done with her deed.
Canton chuckled, drawing her attention back to him and the fix she was in.
�Who ordered you to pick me up?� she asked, not that she expected him to tell her the truth.
Canton shrugged, then hollered to the red-haired pilot, �Hey, Huckster, when will we get there?�
Never. If Elizabeth had her way.
�Another half hour, but in this blizzard, it may take longer.� The pilot sounded like he was trying to hide the anxiety in his voice.
That had her even more worried. If the pilot didn�t think they would make it, what chance did they have?
She twisted her wrists again, wishing she had a hairpin or, better yet, her lockpicks to unlock the fool thing. She always carried lockpicks because her father said they had saved his butt a time or two, but the men had already patted her down and found the picks. That was part of the reason she had begun to wake up. Their hands on her, probing and searching, had brought her to a groggy state of consciousness.
Canton again turned to smile at her. �You�re real pretty. Too bad. They didn�t like that you got mixed up with the wrong people.�
In the turbulent downdrafts, the airplane dropped again, her heart with it. She grabbed the seat back in front of her. Her stomach grew queasy. Neither wolves nor coyotes were meant to fly. At least not this one.
�Who?� she asked.
He shrugged. �We don�t ask those kinds of questions. Besides, you think they�d give us their real names?�
Either he was lying or these three weren�t with her father�s pack. Rogue wolves for hire?
�Why did you knock me down the ski slope?�
�Nothing personal. Just getting paid for a job. The guy who wants you�and the deed�now that�s personal.�
Her uncle. And he must know North had evidence to prove he killed her parents.
The plane dove again, and she held her stomach.
�Getting seasick?� Canton chuckled. �Guess I should say airsick. We�re just taking you to a nice little hideaway in the mountains so you don�t think of slipping away from us until we can turn you over to the men who are paying for you.�
Men. Plural. Her half brother had to be in on it.
If only she could shape-shift� She squirmed against the handcuffs again. If she could slip her hands through them� She wriggled and twisted. The skin around her wrists burned with the effort as the metal scraped the skin. No success. She growled under her breath. Then she nixed the idea of turning anyway. They could shift, too, into larger male wolves. And even if she miraculously got the upper hand in a fight, what could she do? Kill them? She didn�t want to contemplate that, but even if she did, what then? She couldn�t fly a plane.
An engine sputtered. Her heart thudding, she listened to the sounds of a plane in trouble and smelled the stench of fear that cloaked the man closest to her. The plane abruptly angled hard right. One wing tipped down.
She fell from her seat into the aisle, smacking her left elbow hard against the unforgiving floor. Canton landed between the seats next to her while the others cursed up front.
She considered disarming Canton while he was off balance. If she could reach his gun�Then she heard metal ripping, and she lost all sense of direction as she suddenly became weightless in a field of white.
Screams�hers�issued before she could stop the sound of panic and then silence. Everything�the wind, the cold, the snow blinding her�faded into oblivion.

Chapter 16

Out of range to call anyone on his cell phone, Tom quit attempting to get hold of Elizabeth and concentrated on tracking down the wolves stalking the livestock. He�d finally discovered what he thought was a lead: unfamiliar wolf prints in the snow leading into the woods near one of the farms. If he could just locate the wolves before the next snowstorm began� just a little bit farther. He didn�t want to lose the trail this time.
The biting cold whipped at his face as he trudged through the Rockies, rifle slung over his shoulder. He suspected the rest of his gray-wolf pack mates would return to their homes in Silver Town, seeking hot showers, hot food, and if they were mated or had a human female to snuggle up to, hot sex. Which made him think of Elizabeth. He wished she were here.
Snowflakes dusted the evergreens with a sprinkling of white powder as fat flakes slanted sideways and were captured on the wind. The snow crystals covered his white parka and melted away.
Some of his pack mates helping with the search had run as wolves. With the approaching storm, he wondered if he shouldn�t have also. Still, he was glad to have his rifle with him, and if he had to, he�d slip off to the family cabin about a mile away.
The wind howled through the trees, a ghostly, haunting tune, as he tried to listen for any other sounds�a howl from the wolves plaguing the farmers� sheep and calves, or even his own people howling to say they had given up the search before it was too late.
The sun that had sparkled off the creeks and shone through the branches of the trees this morning had given way to mountainous blue-gray clouds that shadowed everything, muting the vivid colors and warning that the weather would worsen.
Almost as soon as Tom set his sights on the storm clouds above him, snow began to drift down upon his upturned face. The sudden snowfall got heavier with alarming speed, and Tom regretfully decided to give up the chase for the moment.
Despite the full-blown blizzard whipping about him, Tom loved the chilled air, the snow, the wind, and the sound of it as it shook the mighty firs. Yet he wished he were curled up somewhere warm with Elizabeth, her blue-green eyes challenging him�very much alpha�while she�d pretended to be a beta. He couldn�t quit thinking about the way she had kissed him and then wanted him to go further, as if she�d hungered for more. He damn well wanted more with her. But she had been upset afterward. What had gone wrong? He should have sat down on the bed, gathered her in his arms, and flat out asked what the matter was, instead of allowing her to get away with saying that it was nothing.
She hadn�t returned one of his calls. He couldn�t figure her out. Maybe that�s why he was so hung up on her.
After a little while, the cabin he and his brothers kept in the mountains came into view. Though they were a close-knit family, sometimes having a little more privacy in a remote cabin appealed. Especially in a town like theirs, where no secrets stayed secrets for long.
Tom paused just outside the door, contemplating the meager woodpile, when the distant sound of an aircraft engine in trouble caught his ear. A sputtering, and then the engine completely cut out. Silence for a heartbeat. Then metal and tree branches ripped in discord and a muffled bang followed. He stared in the direction of the mountains hidden in the blinding snow.
No explosion, no flames shooting into the air or bleak, gray smoke curling up through the forest that he could see. Just silence.
He swore under his breath and charged into the cabin, slamming the door shut against the blizzard. He couldn�t search for survivors in the middle of a blizzard as a human. But he hated to think what would happen if he found someone still alive and they panicked when they saw him as a wolf. Still, he had no other choice if he was to locate anyone still alive.
After ditching his clothes in a rush, he stretched his arms out, his body warming with the advent of the change, accepting the transformation, and welcoming it. His muscles and bones reshaped. Fur covered his skin in a warm pelt. The double coat would protect him from the frigid elements. He raced across the floor and dove through the wolf door.
Outside, the white bleakness obscured everything in a ghostly way. Whoever had chosen to be foolhardy enough to fly in this weather was out of their mind. Rich folks flying about in expensive private jets to see the spectacular Rockies, perhaps? Probably decided on a whim to witness the snow-covered peaks. Or maybe they didn�t understand the air density at this altitude, mountain winds, navigating the ridges, the problems with radio communications, or even hypoxia, which could lead to altitude sickness up there. Or how suddenly a storm could move in.
The absence of the plane�s engine hum ground on his nerves. A number of people had survived airplane crashes in the mountains. But without a way to keep warm, the cold would kill them if the crash hadn�t.
If he found survivors who were near death, the only way he could save them was to bite them and share his lupus garou genetics. Darien would have a fit if Tom took it upon himself to make a life-or-death decision and turn a severely injured person or persons they knew nothing about.
Changing someone could prove disastrous. Some just couldn�t accept being turned. What if Darien told Tom that the new wolf was his problem if the wolf became real trouble? Tom didn�t want to save someone�s life only to have to eliminate him later if he went rogue. Not only that, but the human�s family had to be considered.
Tom focused on the sounds in the wind, trying to discern if he could hear anything in the direction that the plane had gone down. If the plane transmitted an SOS, search parties would begin combing the area, bringing more aircraft, people, media, and problems once the storm let up.
Tom dashed through the snowy woods in his wolf form. He thought he knew the general vicinity to investigate, but he sniffed the air, listening for any sounds that could direct him more precisely toward the crash site.
A sweep of metal tapped against a tree a long way off. He bounded toward the sound.
Gouges in tree trunks, broken branches, and needled twigs littering pristine snow warned of the plane�s fatal path as he continued north.
No sign of bodies or�A fresh depression in the snowbank caught his attention. He loped to the spot and peered into the indent in the snow. A gun.
The notion that the flight was way off course, carrying the crew and pleasure-seeking passengers to their deaths, became something else.
Who would have carried a gun aboard a flight? Even a private flight?
If they were government agents, the place would be crawling with rescue teams in short order.
Tom circled the area, listening. Sniffing the air, he didn�t smell any blood or humans as the wind swept through the trees. The piles of snow were stacked so high on branches that they blew over and landed with a plop. A brown hare bolted out of a pocket of snow, startling him. Then Tom spied a section of plane: the tail ripped from the body, probably by force of impact with the trees. It was tilted on its side and stuck between two partially shattered trees, grounded in the forest floor forever.
No bodies anywhere, though. No luggage, no personal effects, nothing. He twitched his ears back and forth, listening for the soft moans of human passengers who might have survived the crash, but he heard nothing new.
He continued to search, finding a seat cushion. Several hundred feet from that, he discovered a man�s mangled body, jeans ripped to shreds. He had a bearded face, shaggy blond hair, and the stare of death in his fathomless black eyes.
Tom discovered another body still belted to his seat, neck broken. Another man, maybe the navigator or copilot, was facedown in the snow. Tom nudged his nose under the man�s body and flipped him faceup. This one was packing�a knife in his belt, a gun in its holster�and his appearance was as scruffy as the other two.
Drug runners maybe? Unless the guy had been undercover, although he didn�t look like a government agent or cop type. But he looked� familiar. One of the men hassling Silva at the tavern?
Tom searched for a while longer but didn�t find anyone else. He didn�t know which situation he had feared more: finding no survivors or finding someone terribly injured.
The wind-driven snow covered everything in its path, giving the plane and its crew and passengers a cold, white burial. Deciding there was nothing else he could do, Tom bounded back the way he�d come, through the snowdrifts and past the tail of the plane embedded in the ground, intent on reaching his cabin� when he smelled blood. Coyote blood.
* * *
Elizabeth was sure she�d died and gone to hell.
Except it was far too cold for that. Pain shrieked through her head, her shoulders, back, legs. She touched her forehead and found her fingers red with blood. She didn�t think she�d broken anything, just had cuts and bruises. And just when she�d been feeling a hundred percent, too.
Beyond frustrated, she brushed her hair out of her eyes and surveyed the landscape. She couldn�t see the plane from her vantage point in a snowdrift at what looked like the bottom of a hill. The last thing she remembered was the sound of metal ripping away from the plane, but she didn�t remember the crash. She decided she must have been thrown from the tail before impact.
Her head pounded as if a jackhammer drilled into her skull, and she was freezing fast. Heat could kill a body deader than a stiff board, but cold� She knew she needed to move, but since she was walking in blizzard conditions with no visibility and no way to determine depth, she�d tumbled down a slope.
Cold, cold, cold!
As a wolf, she could protect herself from the bitter conditions. But as a human in handcuffs and dressed, she couldn�t shift.
Her jeans were in ribbons, snow clinging to every inch, her sweater not much better. The wound on her forehead wasn�t bleeding as fast now. Her freezing skin helped to slow the bleeding, but she would be a Popsicle before long.
She forced herself up, stumbled, fell, and planted her bloody forehead against the snow. �Ah,� she groaned, the ice-cold snow burning her skin. She pressed her cheek against a chilly mound of accumulated flakes. Breathed the wintry air into her lungs, burning them in the process. She wasn�t a quitter. She remembered the steaks she�d bought on sale at the butcher shop. The bloody steaks! And she wanted them!
She had to be hallucinating or out of her mind or something. She wasn�t even hungry. Willing herself to get to her feet, she trudged through the ever-deepening snow, filling her boots with the cold, wet stuff.
Freezing, she groaned. Then she heard metal slapping in the wind. And propelled herself toward the sound.
* * *
Heart racing, Tom stopped, sniffed the air, searched his surroundings, and listened.
The wind wreaked havoc with his attempt to locate the scent of blood. He backtracked. Smelled it again. Faint. Circled. Nothing. He circled again, in a wider path this time.
There. Just a whiff of blood on the wind.
The scent of a female red wolf� blended with a female coyote. Elizabeth�s scent. It couldn�t be. His heart pounding, he lifted his nose again, sampling the turbulence. South. Toward the cabin. Smoke from his chimney mixed with the slight bloody scent. The scents swirled in the wind and shifted again. He stared in the direction of his cabin.
Nothing in the white blanket of snow revealed itself.
He raced in circles, widening his search to locate her, to rescue her.
He couldn�t find tracks. If she had any sense, she would turn into her wolf self. She would most likely head toward the smell of the smoke from his cabin. If she smelled it.
He smelled blood again. He dug at the snow and found the blood already buried under a fresh layer of snowflakes. She�d been here. Recently. He began his search again. She�d headed away from the cabin, not toward it.
He howled. No response.
The wind whipped the smoke from the chimney around so much that she must be disoriented. Or the cold was making her lose her sense of direction. She must not have turned into a wolf. Why hadn�t she? Too injured? That thought made him sick with worry.
He darted through a stand of firs, stopped suddenly, turned his head, and saw her. Staring back at him, blood dripping from a gash in her forehead, she watched him. Her clothes fluttered in snow-covered ribbons. Her cracked lips parted. She sank to her knees.
Elizabeth. His heart slammed into his ribs.
He focused briefly on the handcuffs on her wrists. What� was going on?
He let out a frosty breath, then headed straight for her. Only one thing to do.
Using his teeth, he grabbed one of the dangling pieces of her shredded jeans� fabric and tugged at her to follow him. If he could get her close enough to his cabin, he�d leave her, change, dress, and come back for her. If she could last that long.
He tugged all the harder to make her move as fast as she could, and he huffed out loud to encourage her to follow him before it was too late.
She stumbled in the deep snow, barely able to make any progress.
She tried to get up, tears freezing on her cheeks. Tom looked back at her, worried, not angered that she couldn�t keep up. He couldn�t shift and take her to the cabin in his human form without dressing in warm clothes.
He returned to her, nuzzled her face, and attempted to get her to her feet, but she couldn�t move. She wasn�t going to make it.
He hesitated for only a second, then dashed off.
�No,� she moaned, the word barely slipping out on the stiff breeze.
Tom had never run as fast in his life as he did now, racing to get to the cabin, his mind sorting out just how quickly he could jerk on his clothes. Well, shift first. No, get into the cabin first. Hell. There was no planning this. He would do what he had to do as soon as he arrived.
Snow covered the cabin, the wolf door buried. Not having any choice, Tom shifted in the icy snow, threw open the human door, and slammed it shut. He tugged on his clothes, jammed his feet into his boots, pulled on his parka, a ski hat, and gloves, then grabbed a wool blanket and ran back out into the snow.
He swore he�d never reach Elizabeth in time. Not as slow as his progress was while trying to run through the deep snow. No wonder she couldn�t make any headway, being petite, barely dressed, and injured on top of that.
When he was close enough, he thought he saw her struggling to walk in his direction, but he couldn�t believe his eyes. He expected her to be lying in the snow, half buried before he reached her. She hadn�t given up. She�d actually made it several more feet. Good. He tried to move more quickly but couldn�t. It just wasn�t physically possible to travel any faster through the deep snowdrifts. Her eyes widened a little when she lifted her head from watching her footfalls, following his trail, to see him. He couldn�t even smile. The situation was just too grave.
When injured victims saw help arrive and quit the struggle to survive, thinking they were now safe, they died. She needed the adrenaline rushing through her blood, keeping her alive. She needed to keep trying, as if he wasn�t coming to her aid.
To his relief, she trudged forward, but then she fell.
He thought he heard a choked sob. The disquieting sound made him feel as though an ice shard had stabbed him through the heart.
�I�m coming,� he said. �Don�t quit, Elizabeth!�
She struggled to get up, but she couldn�t make it.
He was beside her before she could lift her head to try again. �Don�t give up,� he growled at her, angry at the weather, at the plane, at her if she succumbed to the elements before he could get her to safety.
He dragged his coat around her, intending for her to wear it, and remembered too late about the handcuffs. He cursed and grabbed the blanket, wrapped it around her, then the coat, and zipped it, folding her into it like a protective cocoon. He pulled the hood over her head and tightened the drawstrings until the fake gray fur fit snuggly around her small face, nearly covering it.
She stared up at him with her blue-green eyes filled with tears and a look of gratitude. Her dry cracked lips parted, and he was certain she tried to say, �Thank you.�
�Don�t� give� up,� he said urgently, harshly. He lifted her into his arms and made the long trek back to the cabin. Her body was ice cold, but the parka and blanket and his body heat would help to warm her.
Carrying her made the journey nearly impossible as he tried to make headway through the knee-deep powdery snow. He knew the direction to go, even though he couldn�t see the cabin.
�What happened?� he asked, not wanting her to go to sleep and never wake. He needed her to talk to him. To get this close to the cabin and lose her now� he couldn�t think of that.
�Plane crashed,� she murmured, her words slurred.
Not good. �Elizabeth, listen to me. Stay� awake. I�ll have you to the cabin in just a few minutes. I�ll have a warm fire blazing in the fireplace in no time. I�ll get you some hot tea and chili�if you can manage.�
�You�� she said weakly, straining to look at him, to watch his expression.
�Yes?� he responded, encouraging her to speak, to stay awake until he could get her to the cabin and ensure she would be okay.
��will� warm� me,� she said hesitantly, rasping out the words between clenched teeth, in pain, shivering.
�Yes, yes, I�ll warm you.�
�You�ll� be��
He looked back down at her, his feet trudging through the deepening snow. He had to hear what she had to say, even if she didn�t make any sense. He really didn�t expect her to make any sense. Not as hypothermic as she had to be. But he was glad to hear her speak about anything.
��naked,� she finally got out.
He raised both brows, unable to prevent the curve of his lips, the first time he�d managed to smile at her. �You� mean us? Together? Naked?� He suspected the warmth of the fire, hot tea sliding down her throat, and being bundled in blankets and anything else he could wrap her in would do the job, if he could just get her out of this blasted cold weather. Lying with her naked? Yeah, he�d damn well like that, but he didn�t know how badly she might be injured.
She smiled. And that one little smile sent his heart skittering.

Chapter 17

Elizabeth wanted so badly to sleep, but she knew she had to remain alert. The only thing that had made her stir a little from her grogginess was the thought that the big, sexy wolf would lie with her naked to warm her. After trying to keep some distance from him, she knew that was probably a bad idea in the long run.
Yet part of her hoped he�d say that was just what he intended to do. Because it was the only way she�d live. And maybe even take it further�
He�d seemed highly amused at her suggestion, and she was sure that if she hadn�t lost so much blood and wasn�t so chilled, her face would have been three shades redder. Her cheeks felt icy, so she hoped she hadn�t blushed and given herself away.
He still smirked, the cad. She felt the difference in his footfalls, first through soft snow, then on hard wood, the porch to his cabin. She couldn�t look that way, though, not with the hood of his coat blocking her view of nearly everything except his strong jawline. Dark stubble covered the rigid bone, making him look strong-featured and sexy and able to warm her up just fine. Like he�d done before when she wasn�t nearly this cold.
She shook her head at herself. He had to be angry with her for leaving him. And she had to look terrible. She had a gash in her forehead, and the skin around it had probably turned an assortment of rainbow colors. The rest of her had to be ice white otherwise, except for the blood dried on it. As much as her skin burned, she had to have a lot of abrasions. She was a mess.
�Elizabeth,� Tom said, laying her on the floor as close to the hearth as he could safely get her. He was concerned when she closed her eyes. �Elizabeth!�
Her eyes fluttered open. He took a breath of relief. �Are you all right?�
�Yeah.�
Another wave of relief washed over him. He�d had every intention of seeing her again�but not like this. He�d planned to locate the wolves stalking their livestock first, and then he was going to fly out to be with her in Canyon, Texas. To stay with her. To learn about her. To convince her to come home with him.
He wouldn�t have let go of whatever had happened between them.
Before he unbundled her, he kindled a roaring fire in the hearth. Then he wondered what to do with her. Put her in a hot bath? Her head sported a gash and she had small cuts from the impact. Was she injured elsewhere?
As soon as he unzipped the coat and opened it and the blanket, he saw the damned handcuffs confining her wrists again. She was a prisoner. What was she involved in? Instantly, he�d thought the worst. This was why she hadn�t wanted to keep in touch: she was involved in some kind of crime. Was that why she had plans to meet someone in Silver Town?
For business, she had said. Maybe that was why she wouldn�t tell him what the business had to do with. Maybe that was why she had left so suddenly. Maybe she�d met whoever the man was at the airport and hadn�t wanted Tom to learn of it. Then she�d been caught.
He frowned. The men in the plane crash had been the same wolves as at the tavern. What did that mean?
He covered her up again and stalked to the bedroom where he�d left his lockpicks, a typical lupus garou tool of the trade, on the dresser. Grabbing the lockpicks, he returned to the living room where the fire did a good job of keeping the place warm. The bedroom was ice-cold. The bathroom would be, too.
Crouching beside her, he again moved the coat and blanket aside and began to unlock the manacles. After trying three different lockpicks and jiggling the last one, he succeeded: the lock clicked open. He tossed the handcuffs on the floor. He would have ripped through them with his wolf�s canines, had he been trussed up.
Her wrists were red from the metal scraping at her skin. Her legs seemed fine, if her ability to trudge through the snow was any indication. �Are you hurting anywhere�ribs, any sprains?�
She shook her head.
�Good.� He pulled off her wet boots and socks and wrapped a blanket around her feet. Once covered in snow, her clothes now dripped water.
He quickly removed her shredded pants. Then he touched the remnants of her pink cashmere sweater, which was stained with blood.
He wished he could absorb her cuts and bruises and make her feel all better.
�I�ll take this off. Let me know if anything hurts.�
He pulled the sweater over her head and tossed it aside, damned thankful she was okay.
�I�m fine, just� c-cold,� she said through shivers, her teeth chattering.
The fact she was so cold worried him the most. He covered her up as gently and quickly as he could. �I�ll get some warm clothes to put on you and something to bandage these cuts.�
He grabbed some of his warm wool socks, a button-down shirt, and sweatpants out of a bureau drawer in the bedroom. Then he seized a first-aid kit from the bathroom and quickly returned to her side.
He slipped a double pair of the socks onto her ice-cold feet, then rewrapped the blanket around them. �I�ll clean your cuts and then bandage them. They look pretty shallow, no debris, and should heal within a day or so.�
He gently wiped down her wounds and applied antibacterial ointment as she shut her eyes and sucked in her breath. Then he bandaged all of her scrapes.
�I�ll take off your wet bra. If I can�t get it off easily, I�ll cut it off.�
�It�s the only one I have with me,� she gritted out.
�I�ll take care to remove it, but I do have your bra from before.� Tom still had the bra she�d worn the day she arrived in Silver Town.
�I�d meant to wear it the next day.�
He chuckled. �Sorry about that. It�s home safe� waiting for you. You should have come for it.� He glanced up at her to see her response. She wore a smidgen of a smile.
He shook his head. �You wouldn�t have gotten far. I would have made sure of it.� He would have found out just why she�d been upset and why she�d planned to run away. And he wouldn�t have let her.
She might be cold, but the heat of the fire and the anxiety he felt from trying to take care of her and not hurt her further was making him burn up. He slipped off the bra and considered the thin material of the button-down shirt he�d taken out of his bureau.
�Cinderella,� she said.
�Hmm?� He pulled his own sweater off and then unbuttoned his flannel shirt.
Her eyes widened, but she didn�t say anything.
�I�ll help you to sit and dress you in my flannel shirt. It�s warmer than the one I brought for you from the bedroom.�
She nodded.
�Cinderella?� he asked.
�Cinderella left her� glass slipper behind.�
�With the handsome prince. Only Cinderella is a beautiful shifter, and she left behind a sexy, lacy blue bra,� he said.
She smiled a little.
�And of course, she left behind the prince,� he said, arching a brow.
�A wolf.�
�A prince of a wolf,� he qualified.
He couldn�t be more relieved to see her smiling up at him. Once he�d pulled the shirt on her and buttoned it, he said, �Okay, now the panties come off, and I�ll put some sweats on you.�
She raised her brows. �Seems� we�ve been doing this a lot when we�re together.�
�Yeah, and for all the wrong reasons.�
Her teeth chattered, but the shivers had lessened some and the color had returned to her pale lips. �Are you sure we shouldn�t just strip down and lie together so I can warm you up?� He dropped her wet panties on the hearth, then pulled on the sweats.
�I bet you say that to all the girls� you rescue.�
He chuckled. �You think that�s what we do on ski patrol?�
She smiled again.
�How are you really holding up?� He applied some ointment on the scraped skin around her wrists.
She sighed, the shivers lessening. �Better. Thank you.�
He wrapped the blanket around her. Then he zipped his coat up to her throat. �Good,� he said, but he didn�t like how cold she still was.
He began to clean up the gash on her forehead using a damp cloth. �It isn�t too bad. Head wounds bleed a lot, so they can look really awful.�
She grimaced as he wiped the blood away too close to the injury.
�Sorry.� He cleaned her blood-matted hair as much as he could, then bandaged the cut on her forehead. �Nothing needs stitches. Your toes look good. Color�s coming back. The same with your fingers.�
She licked her lips. �Teeth,� she said wearily.
He didn�t want to discover that she had any missing or broken teeth. �Open your mouth.�
She did, and he looked inside and smiled. �Great set of teeth. Nothing broken. Nothing missing.�
�Good,� she said. �Where are we?�
�My brothers and I own this cabin up in the mountains. I was up here tracking when the blizzard hit and I heard your plane crash. Do you� want to tell me about the handcuffs?�
Elizabeth stared at Tom for a minute, wondering why he would ask her about them. Then she realized he probably thought she was some kind of criminal.
Tom studied her, but she couldn�t read his expression. He had the most beautiful brown eyes with amber flecks of light that sparkled from the flames flickering in the fireplace. He was a handsome devil of a wolf, his face a little flushed from the heat, his hair a little longish, and a couple of days� growth of beard making him look even more sexy. And she realized just how much she�d missed him.
A prince of wolves? He was that.
Her gaze trailed down his naked chest. She�d thought he was planning to strip and get naked with her until he put his warm shirt around her. It smelled so deliciously of him�the great outdoors, musky male, and wolf. She was glad he hadn�t bothered to put on another shirt to hide his chest.
He gently tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and said, �Elizabeth.�
Her gaze shifted back to his. She�d forgotten the question.
�The handcuffs?� he asked gently.
Oh. �Prisoner,� she rasped out. As soon as his eyes widened fractionally, she realized her mistake. Annoyed with herself, she frowned and cleared her dry throat. �Hostage.�
His expression changed subtly, transforming from annoyed wariness to surprise.
�Hmm. We�ll talk about this later. You need to get some hot drink and food down.�
He sounded as though he didn�t believe her. She needed him to. As tired as she was, she didn�t care even to give it a try right now. Later, there would be time enough.
�I�ll get you some hot tea and some venison chili if that sounds good.� He still crouched beside her, not moving, until she nodded slightly. �Will you be all right?�
�Yes, thank you,� she said, her voice just a whisper. She wanted to fall asleep, to make all the hurts go away, to wake up at home in her own bed�with Tom in it�and her steaks in the fridge waiting for her to make a meal of them.
He caressed her uninjured cheek with the tips of his fingers in such a sympathetic way that it touched her deeply.
�You�ll be all right.� He spoke matter-of-factly, as though he knew what he was talking about.
He rose, looked at her for a while longer, then turned and walked across the living-room floor and into the kitchen. She felt alone and needy in a way she�d never felt before. She wanted to be with him, to share the space with him, to feel his body heat close to hers.
Without the energy to get up and join Tom in the kitchen, she observed him instead�the way his muscles stretched in his back and arms as he pulled open cabinets and found a pan, then moved to the stove.
From the kitchen, he said, �Did you know I tried calling you?�
�Not at first.�
Holding the pan, he stopped and stared at her.
�I don�t use my phone much. I had turned it off on the flight home and forgot to turn it back on,� she said with effort.
�So you didn�t know that I�d called?� Tom asked, sounding doubtful and somewhat upset that he thought she had been avoiding him.
She looked away uncomfortably and instead took stock of what she could see from the floor of the living room�a large forest-green sectional couch blocked the view of the rest of the room. With all the pillows stacked on the velvety couch, it looked comfortable and inviting. Being as close to the fire as he could keep her so she could warm up more quickly was probably for the best. But that couch had its appeal.
The fireplace was made of red stone, the floor beneath her polished redwood, the ceiling crisscrossed by large timber beams. Photos of wildflower landscapes�probably Jake�s�hung on all the walls, making the cabin look homey and well loved, an atmosphere she had missed almost as soon as she had left Silver Town.
She felt bad all over again that she had missed Tom�s calls. She had thought he might have given up on her because of the way she left. Yet she still knew she had been justified. Things had just gotten too complicated. When she couldn�t get hold of North, she could only think that her uncle was going to come after her again. She hadn�t wanted the Silver pack to get involved in fighting her battles.
But if her uncle had anything to do with her abduction, then the Silver wolf pack was destined to get involved. Nothing that she could do about it now.
�I went to call my editor and realized the phone was off. I saw you had attempted to get hold of me. I tried to reach you then,� she said finally, having settled on just telling him the straight truth.
Tom watched her closely, judging her.
�You didn�t answer,� she said.
He took in a breath. �I was probably in the woods. That�s why I tried to get in touch with you before I left. Darien was out with the search parties, too, if you attempted to call him. Lelandi was busy with patients.�
�I only tried calling you.� She couldn�t read his expression. Was he glad she had wanted to talk to him?
�You shouldn�t have left without saying good-bye.� His gaze was fixed on hers, alpha-like, challenging her to agree.
She wouldn�t look away this time. But she didn�t say anything.
�You don�t think you deserve to be loved? Is that it?� When she didn�t respond, Tom said, �Well, you do, Elizabeth.� He paused and took a deep breath.
He was still upset about her leaving him that way. She sighed.
She took a whiff of the smells in the cabin�the venison chili made her stomach grumble, and she realized it had been a long time since she�d eaten. The smell of several gray wolves and�she lifted her nose and smelled again�one red wolf, Lelandi, also filled the air.
The wind whistled around the cabin, reminding her just how chillingly cold it was outside, although she was beginning to feel a bit of warmth penetrating the marrow of her bones. The fire crackled in the large stone hearth, while she heard a teakettle whistling and then the water poured into a mug. She vaguely wondered if the cabin was part of a resort or isolated. How far was it from civilization?
�Are we close to Silver Town?�
�Yes and no. In this blizzard? With you feeling the way you do? No. If we had snowmobiles or you could run as a wolf, not too far out.�
Even though they couldn�t reach town easily right now, she was comforted by the fact it was nearby. That was a first for her. The town wasn�t what made the nearness so consoling. The wolf pack that ran it bolstered her.
If she didn�t hurt all over so much, she�d get up and watch him prepare the meal. Even offer to help him. That brought on another wishful thought of bumping against him as they worked in the kitchen making a meal together, sharing the moment.
She noticed Tom�s scent in the room most of all�musky male, gray wolf, delectable. Why was he here all alone?
Then she thought about the first time she was in Silver Town and her luggage was stolen. So was her ID. She swore under her breath.
�What�s wrong?� Tom asked.
�I don�t have any ID again, and I don�t even have any money to buy a plane ticket!� This was getting to be a recurring nightmare.
�Don�t worry about it. We�ll take care of it when the time comes.�
She got the distinct impression that he had no intention of letting her out of his sight again, not like the last time.
Another thought occurred to her, one more worrisome. �Were any of the men who had taken me hostage still alive?�
�No.�
On the one hand, she didn�t want them coming to the door, armed to the teeth and ready to take her hostage again, because she knew Tom would protect her with his life. Still, freezing to death was a fate she wouldn�t wish upon anyone, even criminals.
She shouldn�t have fretted about them, not when she could have come to real harm�and would have, if not for Tom. Would whoever had paid her kidnappers send others to search for her once they learned the plane wasn�t coming? Maybe they�d think everyone had died in the plane crash. Including her.
If Tom did get her on a flight back home, what if whoever had her taken hostage did it all over again?
* * *
�Elizabeth, don�t go to sleep on me. All right?� Tom walked around the room, bolting the door and the wolf door. He returned to the kitchen and finished heating up the chili, unable to quit worrying that she might have more extensive injuries that could cause her real trouble.
�I�ll try not to,� she said.
He wanted to get her to town, to the hospital, but traveling was too risky in this blizzard. After she had been so cold, he couldn�t expose her to that again right away.
He stirred the chili. �So what was the deal with these guys?�
�At first, I thought they had grabbed the wrong woman.� Her voice sounded more even now, her teeth not chattering as much. Good.
�Do you know who they were?�
�They were the men who made a scene in the Silver Town Tavern, the ones Darien told to leave.�
�I thought I recognized them, even though they were pretty battered.�
�One of them had ridden next to me on the ski lift. Another pushed me down the slope. The third broke into my room at the B and B. They said two men paid for the job, but they didn�t know who.�
�So why did you leave Silver Town instead of staying and letting us deal with this?�
�It was getting too dangerous,� Elizabeth said.
Was she serious? She hadn�t seemed scared. Upset, yes. But not fearful. Even Darien said she hadn�t seemed afraid. In denial that she was running away from forming a relationship with a gray wolf? Maybe.
She had shut her eyes, and he couldn�t tell if she was being earnest or not. �Don�t go to sleep,� he warned her.
Her eyes still closed, she wrinkled her nose at him in an annoyed way.
He smiled. �The picture you put on my desktop, the one of me crouching in front of the injured little girl, did you know the man who sat on the lift chair behind you had been watching you take the picture?�
She opened her eyes and frowned at him. �No, I didn�t. Are you sure?� She sounded winded, sleepy.
�Yeah, we compared it to the photo in which he had his back to you right before you were pushed down the slope.� Tom paused and looked in her eyes. �You suspect who�s behind this, don�t you?�
�I don�t want you or your family involved.�
�Damn it, Elizabeth, we are involved. Anyone who attacks a wolf in our territory��
�I wasn�t in your territory when they grabbed me.�
He shook his head. �You were when they pushed you down the slope, and you were a hostage when they dropped out of the sky here.�
She hesitated. �I think my half brother or uncle might be behind it.�
Her words sent alarm bells ringing through him. She�d never mentioned she had family.
Processing this new information, he set the tray with a bowl of chili and a mug of tea on the coffee table. He pulled a couple of cushions off the couch and propped her carefully into a sitting position on the floor, still wanting to keep her close to the fire.
�Can you manage it all right? Or do you need my help?�
Her hands shook, so he steadied them with his own.
�I�ll be all right.�
He took one of her hands and inspected her fingers. �Make a fist for me.�
She did, but her grip was weak.
�Grasp the spoon.�
�I can do this.� But her hand trembled as she took the spoon from him.
�Here, let me. By tomorrow morning, you�ll be fine. Tonight, I�ll take care of you.� He held out a spoon of the chili to her.
She frowned at him.
�Humor me,� he said, smiling. He could tell she really didn�t like being waited on. But he was used to helping others�the pack, guests at the ski resort, or wherever wolves or humans needed him.
She took a bite of the chili. Once she�d swallowed, she said again, �I can eat on my own.�
�I�m used to it. I help feed my brother�s triplets. They don�t hold still, though, and we make more of a mess than anything. Darien usually has to wash the kids right afterward.�
He noticed then that Elizabeth�s expression was one of surprise. When she�d mentioned her half brother and uncle, he�d assumed Elizabeth was part of a pack, even though he thought she seemed too independent to have grown up in one.
Didn�t her pack members all take care of the little ones? Built-in babysitters who loved their jobs? But maybe all packs weren�t as close-knit as his. He wondered why Elizabeth thought her brother and uncle were behind all her trouble. What kind of pack would kidnap a member of their own family?
He was considering how to broach the subject when Elizabeth said, �I�m sorry for not saying good-bye. I just thought it would be easier.�
He didn�t want her to know how shook up he�d been, and yet he said just what he�d been feeling. �I was ready to punch the wall.�
She chuckled. He smiled.
�Sorry,� she said, �I just have a hard time seeing you taking your anger out on a wall.�
He wanted to set the bowl down on the coffee table and kiss her, hold her close, comfort her.
Something banged outside. He looked in that direction. He thought he�d tied everything down.
�Let me check on that real quick.� He grabbed his jacket and headed outside. The latch on the outdoor shutters had pulled loose in the high winds. He fumbled to close the shutters, noting that the latch was bent. He secured it as best he could. Nothing else he could do about it in this bitter blizzard.
He locked the door and returned to help Elizabeth. He frowned down at her bowl and saw that she�d eaten all her chili and finished her tea. He smiled.
�I told you I could do it.� She paused. �You seem worried.�
�The pack is still tracking the three rogue wolves that have been stalking the livestock. We think they�re lupus garous.�
�So you think they�re with your wolf pack?�
�They might be. But we suspect they aren�t.� He ran his hand over her cheek. �We�ve been keeping track of everyone�s comings and goings in the pack since the second incident of wolf sightings, and everyone seems to be accounted for. They have to be rogue wolves.�
She shook her head. �Has anyone left the pack recently that would want to cause you trouble?� She looked up when he didn�t say anything. �Someone else?�
�Cousins. We had trouble before within our own pack. Our uncle was the sheriff and next in line to lead the pack, but he had murdered some of our pack members and we had to take him down. His four sons left the pack after Uncle Sheridan was killed, and we haven�t heard from them since. We haven�t been able to track down their last whereabouts.�
�Your cousins. I�m sorry. And you�re worried whoever it is might be out there. Somewhere in the storm.�
�Yeah. I found wolf prints�fresh tracks before the blizzard hit. I had hoped I�d find evidence of where they were hiding after they made their strikes before the storm wiped out their tracks.�
�You shouldn�t have been out here by yourself,� she scolded.
He smiled. She narrowed her eyes at him. �I�m serious. You can�t think you could take on four male wolves.�
�I hoped to talk them out of whatever they�ve been planning. There must be some reason why they�ve been prowling the edges of our territory, and I don�t think it�s good.�
Her lips parted in surprise, then she frowned. �You were trying to protect them�if it was them�weren�t you?�
He didn�t say anything for a moment, his gaze steady on hers. Then he finally said, �It might be another pack causing trouble. Someone seeking revenge, perhaps. We�ve had trouble with another pack before. Some red wolf males thought they had some claim to a couple of our red wolf females who originally had come from their pack. Lelandi and Carol.�
�Carol?�
�Yeah� you�re not associated with any red wolf renegades, are you? They were part of the red pack now led by Lelandi�s uncle Hrothgar.�
�I�m not associated with� Lelandi�s pack,� she finally said.
Not with Lelandi�s. She couldn�t be. At least he didn�t think so, because Lelandi didn�t know Elizabeth. �There�s one guy in particular we�re not sure about. We never could tell where his allegiances lay. His name is North.�
Elizabeth stiffened a little. �You told me the ones causing trouble were grays, not reds,� she said.
Studying her, Tom nodded. She had evaded his question. What wasn�t she telling him? She looked weary and he needed to get her into bed. Rest let the body heal faster. Yet he couldn�t give up the notion that she knew something about the red pack, and that made him think of the wolf she�d mentioned the first time she was here. She�d said she needed to meet him on a matter of business, and he had been within driving distance.
�Elizabeth, who were you to meet but he couldn�t see you because of the road conditions?�
Elizabeth heaved a deep breath, as if she were too tired to continue hiding her secrets from him. �North Redding.�

Chapter 18

Tom couldn�t believe that Elizabeth had tried to meet up with North, the rogue wolf who had caused their pack all kinds of trouble in the past.
North was the one who had tried to steal Carol back from Ryan, thinking a red wolf from his pack had more of a claim to her than Ryan, a gray from another pack. That concerned Tom. Would North attempt to claim Elizabeth? Tom didn�t trust him.
�North was supposed to meet with me and hand over proof that my uncle had murdered my parents,� Elizabeth continued.
Tom closed his gaping mouth. �Your uncle murdered your parents?� God, how could she have been dealing with this all alone? The bastard better be dead, Tom thought angrily, but remembered that he couldn�t be. Not from what Elizabeth said earlier�that she thought her uncle might have had something to do with her kidnapping.
�I always suspected he had,� Elizabeth said. �He never hid the animosity he had for his brother, my dad, for taking a coyote as a mate. Both were widowed�my dad and my mother. And they found each other. Why was that so wrong?�
He took hold of her hand and caressed it. �Nothing was wrong with it, Elizabeth. Nothing if they loved each other and were free to do so.�
�They were. I haven�t been able to get in touch with North since first arriving in Silver Town, though. Someone else answered his phone the night I was at Darien and Lelandi�s. I was afraid whoever it was might come after me and��she shifted her gaze to him��cause trouble for your pack.�
�I can�t believe you were worried about us,� Tom said, unable to curb his incredulity. She ran away to protect his pack? And for what? To put herself in a world of danger!
�I think� I think my uncle might have learned what North had planned. I�m afraid North might be in trouble, if he�s not already dead.�
�All right, let�s go back over what we know. The chances of you dying on the slopes would be minimal. So why, if the men had been hired by your uncle or half brother, would they push you down the slope?�
�To make me easier to manipulate. They�d keep me out of the B and B by sending me to the hospital so they could steal my stuff from the B and B and lure me to the hotel, then take off with me. But you stayed with me, so that plan didn�t work.�
�So when they came to the tavern afterward, it was like they were taunting you. Telling you that they�d come for you anyway?�
�It was a way for the men to get in Darien�s face�show they weren�t afraid of him and would get to me some other way. But I�m sure they were pissed. They didn�t think a gray wolf pack would help a red wolf-coyote.�
�They had that scenario wrong. Everyone in the pack would take them on. Silva was at our table forever, and one of them looked straight at us. At you. Damn it. I remember being so pissed off I wanted to slug him, if only to get his attention off you.�
She smiled a little at Tom, then grew serious. �One of the men who grabbed me said that I had been with the wrong company.�
�Wrong company being the Silver pack leader and my brother and me.� Tom squeezed her hand. �I won�t let anyone hurt you. The pack won�t. Lelandi�s Uncle Hrothgar won�t stand for having a killer in his pack, either.�
Tears swam in Elizabeth�s eyes. She reached out to Tom for a hug.
He knew she ached, but he pulled her into his arms and held her close. �You�re not alone,� he whispered against her forehead. �Never again.� He separated a little from her. �We�ll work this all out. I have another couple of questions, though. Why did they steal your luggage and ID?�
�They wanted the deed to my parents� property, the horse farm where I grew up. Pretty valuable piece of real estate, I guess. I was going to sign the deed over to North in exchange for the evidence that would prove my uncle murdered my parents. I had taken it with me on the slopes because I was supposed to meet North at the lodge later.�
�Damn him. He should have given the evidence to you freely.�
�I don�t care. If it means my uncle pays for his crimes, that�s all that matters.�
�Not to me.� Tom took a deep settling breath. �So they grabbed everything you had at the B and B but didn�t get the deed. I wonder if they knew North wanted it. They could have been monitoring his movements and cell phone conversations. Or he was in on it from the beginning.�
�Sheriff Peter took me to the airport and stayed with me until my flight left.�
�Which meant they couldn�t get to you then, either. But why kidnap you and bring you back here?�
Elizabeth considered that. �I don�t think North was in on it. Otherwise, they would have just let me go through with my deal with him, so they could get me to willingly sign the deed over, but then withhold the evidence from me. The fact that I couldn�t get in touch with North makes me think he went into hiding because he found out that they knew he had evidence against them.�
Tom narrowed his eyes. �So they must also know he was going to exchange the evidence for the deed, and then they meant to use you to draw North out?�
�Yeah, they could kill two birds with one stone that way: destroy North�s evidence and get me to sign over the deed. Except� Canton, the dark-haired one with the gun, took the deed from me. It�s probably buried in the snow out there somewhere.�
�We can order another copy later when you need it.�
Something banged outside the window again. Elizabeth jumped a little, and Tom glanced in that direction.
�It�s just the broken shudder latch. Are you ready for bed?�
Elizabeth cleared her throat. �Can I have some more of your chili first?�
�You really want more?�
She managed a small smile.
He grinned at her, not sure why the notion pleased him so. Everyone loved his venison chili, but he was really glad it seemed to make her feel better, considering what she�d been through.
�Sure.� He kissed her cheek. �I�ll get you some more.�
�I can manage. Get some for yourself. Just a little more for me.�
He returned with two bowls and two mugs of hot tea and joined her on the floor.
�After we eat, I�ll make sure the place is secure again, and then we�ll move into the bedroom. No heat in there. The couch in here turns into a bed, but it�s lumpy and squeaky if anyone moves on it. The mattress in the bedroom is very comfortable. It has tons of wool blankets and a down comforter.�
She cast him one of those you�re-giving-me-a-guy-line looks.
He raised his brows. �Just so you know, no matter where we retire for the night, we�re sleeping together.�
Her lips parted. He expected her to protest, but he wouldn�t buy any objection she might have. If someone broke into the cabin, he would be right beside her to protect her. Other than that, he intended to share his body heat with her.
The idea was hers in the first place.
�We�re not getting naked?� she asked.
He swore that she almost seemed hopeful that they would.
He smiled. �If you think it�s necessary.�
�No,� she said very quickly.
He fought the urge to laugh. �Just making sure.�
�Thank you,� she said, �for saving� me.�
�You scared a ton of years off my life when I saw you out there, fighting to survive. All along, I figured I�d be up here by myself. I�m damned grateful to see you again, though I wish the circumstances had been a lot different. What about any other family you might have?� he asked, still wondering if she were part of another pack or not. �We�ll need to let them know where you are and that you�re all right.�
She carefully shook her head.
�No other family?�
�No. But I had every intention of having steak tonight�at my home. Colorado,� she said under her breath as if she couldn�t believe her predicament.
�When I get you to Darien�s house, steak will be the first thing on the menu. Guaranteed.�
She smiled a little at that.
He hated that she�d gone through any of this and that he couldn�t take her home with him this very instant. But he would get her there. He had no intention of her leaving him behind again.
She lifted her hands to his arms and took hold, her fingers now warm. �Take me to bed.�
He couldn�t help the wolfish grin that spread across his face, even though he knew it didn�t mean anything other than that she needed to sleep.
Tom carried Elizabeth into the ice-cold bedroom and set her on her feet beside the bed. He pulled the flannel covers aside, then aided her in climbing onto the mattress. Once she was lying down, he covered her with all the blankets�a hodgepodge of colors, wool and warm. �You should be warm again in no time. I�ll bank the fire and be right back.�
Elizabeth closed her eyes, but she didn�t think that she could sleep with worrying about who might be outside.
�Just me,� Tom said a few minutes later, quickly lifting the covers on the other side of the queen-sized bed.
�You don�t have a mate yet, right?� she asked, her eyes still closed.
�Nope. So you don�t have to worry about some she-wolf coming after you for sleeping with her mate.�
Elizabeth couldn�t help the way her mouth curved up a bit.
�That means I�m totally free and available,� he added. He leaned over her and gave her a sweet kiss on the mouth. �If you get cold, just move closer to me. I won�t touch you for fear I�d hurt you. Do whatever is most comfortable for you.�
That was the last she remembered him saying as the hot tea, venison chili, warm covers, and heat radiated by Tom�s body worked miracles.
* * *
Elizabeth half expected to wake and find that Tom had left the bed early to start a fire and make hot coffee. She hadn�t expected to be lying against his naked chest, listening to his strong heartbeat, her legs straddling his�thankfully, he was wearing boxers�his arms wrapped loosely about her as if they were mates.
She didn�t dare move. She hoped he�d wake, release her, and leave the bed while she pretended to sleep, not wanting him to think she was that needy to have sprawled all over him. But he held her close and didn�t appear to be waking anytime soon.
She listened to his heart beating, smelled his masculine gray-wolf scent, and loved how he felt warm and protective of her. She hadn�t felt that way since before her human mate had had the urge to stray.
She tried to assess the way she felt physically and opened her eyes. And took a soft breath of relief. Her muscles ached slightly, but she felt so much better. Her skin was still scraped a bit, lightly bruised, and her forehead still throbbed some.
Closing her eyes, she couldn�t believe anyone who was a wolf would help her this much. Not given her history with wolves.
Tom didn�t move. She thought to disengage from him, pretend she was just rolling over on her back and was still asleep.
Something banged outside the cabin. She jumped a little. Tom�s arms tightened around her. Protective or maybe he feared she would leave him. Maybe he dreamed of having a little wolf loving. And she actually wished they could.
The room was cold and she didn�t want to leave the warmth of Tom�s embrace, the comfortable mattress, or the heaped-on blankets and comforter.
Maybe he had stolen the covers in the middle of the night, and she�d planted her whole body against him to ensure she got her fair share of the blankets.
Whatever banged outside�Tom had said it was a broken window latch on the shutter�did it again on the other side of the cabin. She wondered if it had done that all night long and she had slept through it, or if the wind had picked up again and was blowing something around.
Tom groaned and rubbed her arm in a loving way, then kissed her on the forehead. He was awake. Had he been all along and waited for her to stir, not wanting to disturb her? Or maybe the noises outside had startled him from his sleep.
She looked up at him. He studied her, his dark amber eyes roaming over her face from her forehead to her eyes to her chin, assessing her.
She parted her lips to tell him that she hadn�t meant to be crawling all over him in the middle of the night and to apologize. Just as quickly, he kissed her on the mouth, silencing her, making her forget what she had in mind to say.
She gave in to the kiss, the sweet, loving, gentle way that he had with her as if he was afraid she�d break apart. �I�m okay,� she said, and his mouth curved up against hers.
�Yeah,� he said, and deepened the kiss. �Better than okay.�
Their tongues teased and tangled as he stroked her hair, his fingers combing the strands in a caring manner. She could feel his erection hard beneath her belly and knew this had to stop, but she didn�t want it to. Yesterday, she could have been dead, just like the men who had taken her hostage.
She wanted this. She wanted him. A family. A pack. Was she crazy?
Who wouldn�t want this?
She�d managed to survive so many near-death experiences at the hands of wolves that she felt she had a guardian angel watching over her.
Whatever banged outside did it again. Tom didn�t appear to be in any hurry to check it out, despite it being light enough to see now. He quit kissing her, his hands still stroking her hair, his eyes open as he considered her. �Beautiful.�
She gave a soft, ladylike snort and tried to move off him, but his arms quickly wrapped around her back, and he held her tight. �Your forehead looks better. The area around the bandage is a little yellow and green, but the color doesn�t look too bad on you.�
�Yellow doesn�t look good on me.�
He laughed. �You look fine to me.� He sighed, not loosening his grip on her like she thought he would. �This feels just right. I don�t want to leave the bed. It�s too cold out there.�
She smiled at him. She loved this side of him. So he wasn�t all alpha after all, or he would have taken charge, had the fire going, fixed coffee, and checked to see what made the banging noise. �You don�t expect me to bring you breakfast in bed, do you?� she said.
He grinned at her.
She felt her whole body flush with heat. Why was it that men always thought of sex?
He still didn�t make a move to leave the bed.
�You�re not a late riser, are you?� she asked.
That got a chuckle from him.
She shook her head, placed her face against his chest, and let her breath out in a heavy sigh. �Your family will be worried about you. Then they�ll come up here and find us in bed together and��
�They�ll know we�re smart and kept each other warm during a blizzard.�
�I�ll have problems going home,� she said, thinking again about her ID.
�Good,� he murmured against her hair.
�I�m serious.�
�So am I. You won�t be able to tear off so easily.� He moved his hands over her hair again. �I don�t want you going anywhere until we resolve this.�
�And I have no say?� She wasn�t upset about it. If he was right, she wanted to learn the truth, too.
�Sure you do. You can tell me if you like tea or coffee for breakfast. We�ve also got cereal and powdered milk.�
�Tea, eggs, and steak.�
He laughed. �Demanding wolf, aren�t we?�
She snuggled against him and smiled.
�So tell me about this brother of yours.� Tom stroked her hair as if trying to coax the information out of her.
She was silent, her smile gone. �Elizabeth, tell me.�
�Half brother,� she said, her voice hard. �Sefton Wildwood, a pure-blooded red wolf. After his mother died, his father mated my mother. Everyone in the pack was upset with my father. Sefton and Uncle Quinton were even more furious when my parents had me. They wouldn�t accept my mother or me, so we lived away from the pack.
�Years later, Sefton fell in love with a she-wolf from another pack, but when she learned he had a half sister who was half coyote, she shunned him, called off the mating, and said he was tainted by association. Sefton tried to kill me then. My father came to my rescue and beat him off me. My uncle tried to murder me, too, and almost succeeded. Then my parents were mysteriously murdered, my mother first, then two days later, my father.�
Tom barely breathed.
�Uncle Quinton was tired of the shame my father had brought to the red pack.� She rolled off Tom and onto her back and stared up at the ceiling.
Tom moved onto his side and slipped his hand under the flannel shirt she wore and stroked her belly, reassuring her, telling her he would have been there for her. That he was not the same as the men in her family.
�What happened when Quinton almost� killed you?� he asked, his voice tight, when she didn�t say anything further.
She looked at Tom. �He tried to drown me, but some random gray wolf teens came to the watering hole, scaring my uncle off, and I got away.�
Tom ran his hand over her hair, his expression concerned.
�I moved far, far away. I thought I was doing damned good, too.�
�Until?�
Elizabeth sighed. �I avoided male wolves all my life. Twice, men got interested in me, but when their friends learned I was part coyote, they gave them a hard time and both times the men shunned me�as if I�d hidden some terrible secret all along. I thought that a human boyfriend wouldn�t be as violent or mean-hearted as my own people, and I got the stupid idea to turn a human into a wolf to save his life and mate with him.�
�You�re mated,� Tom said, frowning.
�Not anymore. He loved being a shifter, and he loved me. Until Gunner lusted after another she-wolf and the woman let him know he was an abomination�part wolf, part coyote. Then he came after me. I got lucky that time, too. The she-wolf�s brother went after Gunner for trying to take up with his sister�partly because Gunner already had a mate for life, but also because he was part coyote. Gunner wasn�t any match for the much bigger, much more aggressive full-blooded alpha wolf.�
Tom ground his teeth.
She raised her brows at him. �Which means I�m free to find someone new, as if that is very likely to happen.� No one could accuse her of not trying to find a suitable mate�at least in the past. But for years, she�d left well enough alone.
Tom�s mouth curved up slowly.
�No,� she said, elongating the word to emphasize that nothing would happen between them.
�You know how you told Silva to spread her wings.�
Elizabeth opened her mouth to refute that idea, but Tom touched his lips to hers and kissed her.
�We�re not all big, bad wolves,� he said against her mouth, and kissed her some more as if he wanted to prove to her just how much this one wanted her.
She pulled away from him to catch her breath, her hands on his bare shoulders. �You say that, and then the next thing I know, I�m fighting the wolf off and running for the hills and��
�Finding a new home. With me. With my pack. We�re a diverse lot, Elizabeth. Darien mated with a red wolf. Jake mated with a human who had been turned. There�s no way I�d get mixed up with a plain, old gray wolf. It just wouldn�t be right.�
She laughed a little at that. �You might get tired of me and��
�It wouldn�t happen. Wolves mate for life. I�m not a human turned like the first man you took a chance on.�
�You don�t even know me.�
�I know enough about you to know I want you. I haven�t been able to get you out of my thoughts since the moment I picked you up at the B and B. You�ll be safe with us.�
She arched one brow at him.
�If we keep you at Darien�s house until we catch these bastards who have hurt you. I�m not changing my mind about this. If you need longer for me to change yours, so be it.�
She smiled then, just a little. She really couldn�t believe it.
�Okay, look,� he said very seriously, taking some of her hair and stroking it between his fingers. �After we finish with this business with the wolves I�m tracking, I had intended to find you, court you, and do whatever it took to convince you that you had lost your heart to one of the Silver brothers�me, in particular. I wouldn�t give up on us. Why do you think I called you a dozen times?�
�Seventeen.�
He smiled. �See?�
She�d lost her mind. Not that she hadn�t done so before.
�So the only question now is whether this will be a long, drawn-out courtship or�� He waggled his brows.
�Just kiss me,� she said, reaching up and grabbing his shoulders and pulling him down. �We can work out the details later.�
Before Elizabeth could change her mind, Tom unbuttoned the blue-plaid flannel shirt she wore. He was amazed at how many times he�d undressed and dressed her already, and every time seemed just as erotic as the first. And every time, he�d wanted to take this further. He parted the shirt and considered her breasts rising and falling, the nipples already tight with need, her long red hair curling about them.
His gaze shifted to her bandages. He peeled off each of the bandages all over her skin, ensuring she really was okay and glad to see that a light pink where her skin was nearly healed was all that was left of the abrasions she�d suffered.
�All better,� she assured him, her hands combing through his hair, her fingers stroking his scalp in such a seductive way that he groaned.
Her skin was lightly flushed, her heart rate and breathing quickened, the smell of her woman�s arousal kicking in. For a wolf, her scent was an aphrodisiac, calling to him, filling him with urgency, telling him she was ready and wanted him.
His cock already strained against his flannel boxers because of the way her soft body had pressed against him. The scent of her and her quiet breath drifting over his bare chest had filled him with desire before she�d awakened. When she�d stirred awake and moved that sweet body against his arousal, he�d stifled the urge to groan.
She needed family, him. But he needed her just as much. He�d realized how much so when she�d left Darien�s home without saying good-bye. The heartwarming photo she�d left of him caring for the little girl made him feel that Elizabeth would have loved to experience the compassion and caring and being part of the scene. Not an outsider looking in.
Now he had every intention of making her his. No one would ever hurt her again.
He skimmed his hands over her breasts, feeling the soft mounds, the taut buds at the tips. He leaned down, and with a flick of his tongue, he licked a rosy nipple. She groaned.
He encircled the other breast with his hand, caressing, lifting, and then he took the nipple in his mouth and sucked. She writhed underneath him. He loved the way she responded to him, wanting his caresses as much as he wanted to touch her. Being with her like this felt so right.
The room was icy cold, the comforter and blankets cast aside, but he was burning up. Her hands stroked down his back, and he ground against her mound still covered in the soft sweatpants. His. It brought to mind the subtle thought that by dressing her in his clothes, he�d already claimed her.
She slipped her fingers underneath his boxers and scored his buttocks lightly with her nails. God, he was ready to come.
�Hurry,� she whispered.
He was afraid she was in pain, but she smiled, her eyes dark with desire. He moved over and pulled the sweats off her gently, just in case she was still sore. She reached to tug off his boxers, watching when his cock sprang free.
He couldn�t imagine wanting anything more than to love that sweet body of hers. To cherish her for who she was. To be with her forever.
He sank a finger between her feminine lips and felt her heat, wetness, and readiness. And then began to stroke her bud, his mouth on hers, his tongue penetrating, licking, teasing, playing with hers.
Her hands were all over him, touching, caressing, kicking up the heat, and he wanted more. He stroked between her legs faster.
�Harder,� she begged.
He obliged, spreading her legs farther apart with his knee. He felt her tense and nearly stopped what he was doing, concerned she was hurting.
�Don�t� stop,� she implored, her voice tight with need.
Relieved that she craved completion, he stroked harder, faster, and felt her arch slightly beneath him.
�Ohh,� she said, elongating the word on one satisfied sigh.
Smiling to see her needs met, he didn�t wait, couldn�t wait. He pressed the tip of his cock at her entrance and then plunged inside. Deeper, until he was buried to the hilt. Then he pulled out and charged in again, mating with her, loving her, wanting her. He took her with him, making her his.
Elizabeth trembled with renewed need as she caressed Tom�s skin, loving the feel of his hard muscles moving as he drove into her, so frantic to find release. Heat pooled between her legs, encircling him, welcoming him. She felt lifted again to that higher plane of existence, the exhilaration sweeping her over the edge until she couldn�t hold on to the sheer joy of it and let go.
She thought she said his name as he came, filling her with a wash of warmth and wetness. Wonderful. Wicked. And she wanted to do it again.
Until the deep-seated worry that had haunted her own childhood came to bear�what about the trouble her own offspring would have when they were born part wolf, part coyote?

Chapter 19

Later that afternoon, the banging outside of the cabin began again, and Tom groaned. �It�s the damn outside shutters. The latch securing them is bent from the storm. I�ll see if I can fix it and get some more wood for the fire.� He climbed out of bed and hurried to dress. �You stay here.�
Elizabeth felt chilled and anxious as soon as he left the bed. �Maybe you should shift.�
�I�ll take my rifle. In wolf form, I can�t gather wood or do anything with the latch.�
As nonsensical as the notion was, she couldn�t help but worry that the men who had taken her hostage were outside waiting to pounce. Tom had accounted for all of them, but without seeing the dead men herself, she felt they were alive and still looked like they had before the crash.
She quickly got out of bed, searched through one of the drawers, and happily found some women�s clothing mixed in with the men�s�a sweatshirt and pants with Lelandi�s scent. Because they would be a better fit for her, Elizabeth pulled them on, feeling as good as new.
She hadn�t heard Tom leave the bedroom and turned to see him watching her, looking concerned.
�What?� she asked.
�Are you okay? You�re really not hurting any longer?�
She smiled. �After what happened early this morning and again a couple hours after that, you have to ask?�
He chuckled. �Sorry about that. After you scaring me half to death that I might lose you, our coming together in a mating was long overdue.� He sighed. �Sometimes you try to hide how you�re feeling, trying to be all alpha. I just wanted to make sure you really are all right.�
�Don�t apologize. I wanted everything you gave me and more. I feel great this morning.�
�Good.� He crossed the floor and gathered her in his arms, ignoring the banging outside the cabin. He kissed her mouth, promising lots more where that came from. �Won�t be too long.�
She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him just as soundly back. �I�ll count the seconds,� she said cheerfully, but she worried about him being out there alone.
He smiled and kissed her nose, then strode out of the bedroom and grabbed his parka, hat, and gloves from the living room.
Still feeling insecure about him leaving, she pulled on some fluffy pink socks and followed after him.
He peered out the security peephole on the door, then walked over to the window where they�d heard the banging. He opened the inside shutters. The outside shutters were open and swinging in the wind. �Yeah, just like before. The latch has come undone. I�ll see if I can fix it.� He dug around in a kitchen drawer and pulled out a small hammer.
The floorboards creaked in a couple of places as Elizabeth crossed into the living room. She pulled the borrowed sweatshirt tighter. �Can I help you with anything?�
�No, I�ve got it. You don�t need to be out in the cold.� He unlocked the door and pulled it open, letting in a blast of Arctic air. She shivered. Tom shoved aside some of the snow piled up on the porch and closed the door.
She watched as he banged at the latch, then secured the outside shutters. She crossed the living room, closed the shutters on the inside, and started a new fire at the hearth.
By the time the flames took hold, she glanced at the door, wondering how long it would take him to gather some wood. The wind howled and the cabin creaked a little, but otherwise the place remained eerily quiet.
A scary movie theme played in her mind, warning that she should not go outside. That she should wait for Tom to return. She thought of the woman in a movie who sees movement in her house and shouldn�t go inside, but creeps into the house to check it out. Or walks down the stairs into the scary, dark basement when she hears an unfamiliar sound down there. Or thinks someone might be hiding in the closet and yanks open the door. Or jerks the shower curtains aside to see if someone is there. Or� goes outside into the dark night because� she hears a noise.
The problem with being an alpha wolf, even if she was part-coyote�and truthfully that made her even more curious and bold�was that she felt driven to investigate.
Her boots were ruined. Except for a pair of Lelandi�s warm socks, Elizabeth didn�t have anything else to wear on her feet. Was there a spare coat, gloves? Hat? Nope. Even better than human clothes? Her wolf coat.
Elizabeth unlocked the wolf door and hurried to strip and shift. She didn�t hesitate to push through the wolf door into the blustery cold. Her double coat of fur proved the best protection she had against the elements. The soft downy fur closest to her skin kept her warm and dry, while the outer coat caught the snowflakes. Her wolf pads protected her feet as she jumped through the drifts of powdered snow. She was in her element.
Tom was nowhere in sight. She circled the cabin, found his trail, and followed it.
A flash of something moved among the trees, catching her eye.
She hesitated. What if it was one of the rogue wolves who had been prowling the territory and now he was going after Tom?
Heart racing, she leaped through the snow and found that something had traveled in the snowdrifts like she had. The snow was too soft and deep, so she couldn�t make out any tracks. But she could tell that whatever had made the imprints in the snow had headed away from the cabin.
Something moved to the right of her. Her ears twitched back and forth, trying to determine what she�d heard. The wind blew through the trees, ruffling the branches, whistling and howling like a banshee, the snow falling in soft plunks all around her.
The crunching of boots in snow? The breaking of twigs? Tom?
She loped through the snow toward the sound and stopped dead in her tracks. Tom had his rifle slung over his shoulder as he broke twigs off a dead tree, gathering them for more kindling.
Her heart jumped as she saw a big gray wolf watching Tom. If it attacked him, Tom couldn�t get to his rifle quickly enough and wouldn�t stand a chance.
She ran to intercept the wolf, growling fiercely, warning Tom to ready his rifle. The wolf turned, surprise lighting his amber eyes. He ran off.
She raced after him, instinctively pursuing him. This was now her territory, she realized. She was part of a pack, protecting their land. And damned proud of it!
�Elizabeth!� Tom shouted, his tone a definite �Come back here!� as he chased after her and the wolf.
With his longer legs, the male wolf soon outdistanced her. She did worry about him leading her into a trap, except that he had been watching Tom, not her. Still, he could be steering her straight to the other wolves, and they could rip her apart.
She lost sight of him, so she followed the path he�d made. Tom ran as fast as he could manage in the deep snow as a human, but he was still a long way back.
Then the wolf let out a pained yelp. He�d been hurt. But by what? Would she fall into the same predicament?
She loped off in the direction from which she�d heard his cry. The closer she got to where she thought he was, the slower she went. Humans could feign a cry of distress, but werewolves in wolf form couldn�t fake such a pained sound.
Tom drew closer. He hadn�t spoken her name again, just followed her trail.
The wolf panted hard out of her line of sight, just around another tree. Her heart in her throat, she edged around the snow-covered Colorado blue spruce, half expecting to see three gray wolves ready to make short work of her.
Instead, a lupus garou�s worst nightmare came into view. A steel leg-hold trap had snapped over the wolf�s right leg. He struggled to get loose, his leg bleeding, his bone at an odd angle. Tom would have to spring him. The trap had broken the wolf�s leg.
The wolf snarled at her. She barked for Tom to come this way, as if he wasn�t already headed in her direction. She also alerted him that she�d found her prey.
It didn�t take too much longer for Tom to reach them. He cursed under his breath as he considered the wolf. She hated to see the pain reflected in the wolf�s eyes.
�What the hell are you doing out here, CJ?� Tom asked, sounding suspicious.
Was he one of Tom�s pack members?
�I�m going to free you, but if you even think of biting me�� Tom let his words trail off threateningly. He stalked forward, set his rifle next to a tree, and leaned down to untie his bootlaces.
What was he doing?
The wolf, CJ, was growling low, but not at Tom, she didn�t think. At the trap, his circumstances, maybe even at Elizabeth because he�d been running from her when he ran into the half-buried menace.
Tom dug the snow away from the trap, then slipped a bootlace out of the boot and tied one end of the lace to the top of the spring where it ran along the jaws. Then he ran the string through the bottom spring loop and up through the top again.
Tom stood on the chain that held the trap in the ground. He pulled up on the string, compressing it, and tied it off. Then he put the safety catch on. In a hurry, he did the same procedure with the other spring. Once he had finished, the wolf leaped back, freeing his leg. He snarled at the trap.
She was glad Tom had known what to do because she would have just tried pulling the trap apart. Probably unsuccessfully, and maybe to the wolf�s further detriment.
�Okay, I�ve got to splint your leg now,� Tom said.
While he searched for a tree branch he could use, she watched CJ, but she was sure he wouldn�t run off.
Tom returned with a branch and dropped it on the snow. He untied his bootlaces and triggered the trap to snap shut so that it wouldn�t catch any other animals. Then he made a makeshift splint the best he could for CJ. Elizabeth was glad Tom was trained on ski patrol to handle emergencies like this.
�Can you make it to the cabin on your own?� Tom grabbed his rifle.
The wolf stared at Tom, glanced at Elizabeth, then limped on three legs toward the cabin.
Tom tilted his chin down at Elizabeth and shook his head. �You were supposed to stay in the cabin.�
She half expected him to tell her to run back to the cabin, but he didn�t. She wouldn�t have, either. Whether he liked it or not, she would watch his back in case others were with the injured wolf.
CJ used the same trail that he and Elizabeth had made, but because of his injury and the deep snow, he kept falling, yelping, and suffering considerable pain, and he had a devil of a time traveling.
Tom finally gave in. �I�ll carry you. But if your brothers attack� I�ll dump you and shoot the lot of them.�
Brothers. Tom sounded serious, but Elizabeth thought he also was upset that some of his pack mates could be the ones causing trouble for the rest of the pack.
He gathered the wolf in his arms. CJ growled softly, but he didn�t snap or bite. Elizabeth breathed a sigh of relief.
�If you weren�t my cousin�� Tom said under his breath.
Elizabeth stared at the wolf. Cousin?
When they reached the cabin, she dove through the wolf door, sniffed the air, ensuring no one had entered the house while they were gone, and waited for Tom to enter the cabin.
Tom shoved the door open, then kicked it closed and said to her, �Stay here. Don�t shift back.�

Chapter 20

Elizabeth had no intention of shifting right away when they entered the cabin. Her first thought was still that CJ�s brothers could appear at any time. She would protect Tom in case anyone showed up.
Carefully, Tom crouched and set the wolf on the floor next to the fire. �Stay,� he said to CJ, though she was certain he didn�t need to tell his cousin that.
Panting, the wolf laid his head down. Blood matted his fur, and his leg was bent unnaturally. He had to be in a lot of pain, but he bore it stoically.
Tom locked both the wolf door and the human one. He went to the bedroom and then the bathroom. �Place is all clear,� he hollered. �If the guys are wearing hunter�s spray to hide their scents, I had to be certain we had no uninvited visitors hiding in here.�
She�d forgotten all about that. No wonder he�d told her not to shift.
�I�ll get you a robe so you can shift, CJ, and redo the splint,� Tom said from the bedroom.
Before Tom returned, CJ shifted. He shivered on the floor next to the warm fire. He resembled Tom but was more wiry in build, with curly sable hair.
And he looked eerily familiar.
Elizabeth loped over to the sofa, grabbed a blanket with her teeth, and hauled it over to him. He mumbled thanks and tried to pull it over his shoulders, but he accidentally moved his leg and groaned in pain.
She felt for him and wished she could do something more to ease his suffering.
Walking into the living room, Tom gave CJ an annoyed look. Tom might not like that Elizabeth was scrutinizing his naked cousin, but she was serving in guard-duty capacity for the moment.
Tom helped CJ into the robe, then turned to Elizabeth. �You can shift if you want to. He�s not going anywhere. I�ll be right back with something better to splint the leg.� He grabbed the clothes that she�d left near the front door and deposited them in the bedroom for her.
She appreciated that Tom had offered, not commanded her. Especially since she�d do what she thought necessary. Not trusting CJ, she remained where she was while she tried to remember where she�d seen him before.
After a few minutes, Tom returned with a splint and something to wrap CJ�s leg in, saline solution, and towels. He slipped a piece of plastic under CJ�s leg, then poured the solution over the wound. �Trap was new, not rusty,� Tom said, �but you�ll still need a tetanus shot when we get you into town.�
Gritting his teeth, CJ looked pale, but he didn�t say anything.
When Tom straightened the leg a little, CJ swore.
Tom dried the wound, bandaged it, and wrapped the leg in gauze before he splinted it. He cleaned up the saline solution, then elevated CJ�s leg with pillows and gave him a pillow for his head. �Why don�t you lie down?�
CJ nodded.
Tom helped ease him onto his back, then covered him with the blanket. �Will you be all right?�
�Thirsty, nauseated,� CJ finally said, wincing.
He was shaking, too. Tom covered him with two more blankets and got him a glass of water, setting it next to him.
�We�ll talk in a little bit. Just rest.� Tom rose, then said, �Come on,� to Elizabeth as he headed for the bedroom.
She growled at CJ, telling him she wouldn�t hesitate to bite him if he moved an inch.
CJ grumbled, �Tell your wolf-coyote I�m not going any-damn-where.�
�Come on, Elizabeth,� Tom coaxed by the bedroom door.
She growled again at CJ, not about to let him get in the last word, then loped into the bedroom. She saw that Tom had placed the rifle on the dresser. He didn�t shut the door to the bedroom, and she suspected he still didn�t trust the man and was listening to ensure he didn�t move from his spot by the fire. Tom had set her clothes on the bed. Then he headed into the bathroom and washed up.
She shifted and slipped on the sweatshirt while he put the extra medical supplies away.
�I�m sorry. I didn�t mean to take so long, Elizabeth. Nice fire, by the way. You�re pretty handy to have around, you know?� He looked around and shook his head. �I knew I shouldn�t have turned my back on you and missed seeing you shift.�
She smiled, loving him. �Yeah, well, you might get other ideas.� The sweatshirt was long but barely covered her buttocks.
�I always get those other ideas when I see you�naked woman, wolf, coyote, or otherwise.� He came to her before she could pull on the sweatpants and wrapped his arms around her.
�Oh, you�re so cold,� she said, trembling in his arms, the chill of the air outside clinging to every inch of him. Her skin was still warm from having been in her wolf coat. She took in deep breaths, smelling the crisp, clean air on him.
She noted she did not smell CJ on him. Hunter�s spray, camouflaging his scent.
�That�s why I came over here to hug you�to get warmed up.�
She curled into him, wanting to rub his arms to warm his icy body, but he chilled her and she folded into him instead. �He�s your cousin?�
�Yeah,� Tom growled. �I figured we�d stay here until someone worried about me being caught in the snowstorm and came looking for me. But now we�ve got to get CJ to the doc. His bones will knit together too quickly but not correctly, and Doc would have to break them again to set them right.�
�Your cousin. I can�t smell him. He�s one of the ones that�s been prowling the territory, then?�
�Looks like it.�
�Great. Do you have something we can haul him in?�
�Yeah. Got a toboggan for emergencies.�
�So when do we leave?�
�Tomorrow, first light. If no one comes for me before then, we�ll head out on our own.� He rubbed her arms, looking into her eyes. �I�m sorry about everything that�s happened. That you�re in the middle of all this.�
She sighed, cuddling with Tom. �We don�t know anything for sure.� She reached up to help him out of his parka.
�You know, if you change roles and start stripping me out of my clothes�� Tom said.
�Just your parka.�
�Aha, then next you�ll want to remove my sweater and jeans, and who knows where it will end.�
She smiled as she peeled off his jacket and tossed it on a chair.
�So now that we have that out of the way and you know what you could be in for�� Elizabeth trailed off. She pulled off his ski hat and dropped it on the wooden floor, then cupped his face and looked up for a kiss.
His lips were just as cold as his coat had been, his nose, too. She quickly warmed his face, her hands cupping his chilled cheeks, her kisses turning his mouth hot and insistent. He slipped his hands into her hair and held her close.
They took a breath and he leaned his forehead against hers. �You shouldn�t have left the cabin, Elizabeth. I can�t lose you.�
�I�m okay. Really, Tom. Are you sure we can�t leave now to get your cousin into town?�
He pulled away to look down into her eyes. �It�s too late in the day to attempt to leave the cabin with CJ in his condition. We�ll have to start out in the morning. How do you feel?�
�A hundred percent.�
He chuckled under his breath. �Seems I�ve heard that somewhere before.�
�I am. Really. I don�t need any more help dressing and undressing.�
�As far as the undressing part goes? You might not need my help, but I�m happy to oblige anytime. In fact, I insist.�
She chuckled. �What will we do about him tonight?�
�I�ll tie him up. Even if he�s not going anywhere on his own, he could manage to unlock the door to the cabin and let in some of his buddies. No sense in taking any chances.�
She pulled free to finish dressing. �I�ll fix us something hot to drink and warm up some more of that venison chili. Sorry that you missed getting the kindling.�
�That�s okay. We might have caught one of the bad guys. I�ll talk to him before he falls asleep. Join me when you�re ready. After we eat, we�ll pick up where we left off.�
�You don�t think we could get down the mountain sooner?� She still worried that CJ�s brothers would show up and huff and puff and threaten to blow the cabin down. Most of all, she wanted to get CJ to the hospital.
�I hiked up here looking for wolf tracks, so I don�t have a snowmobile or I would have taken you down as soon as the weather cleared up a bit.�
�We could both turn into wolves. You could tow the toboggan. We both could. It would be easier for us to run in this snow and��
�Farmers are antsy about wolves. Darien doesn�t want us running in our wolf coats anywhere near town in the farmers� vicinity. I know some have risked running as wolves out here. Nearer to the town, no. The farmers and ranchers have been told not to shoot any wolves they might see, but it doesn�t guarantee they�ll abide by the rules. Besides, I�ll be armed with my rifle just in case. You can run alongside in your wolf coat, and we�ll pretend you�re my new dog.�
�The things I do for you.�
�Yeah, but that�s not really what I want you to do for me.�
He kissed her again and then left the bedroom.
Tom closed the door to give Elizabeth privacy while she finished dressing. He was concerned about CJ, yet he wanted to wring his cousin�s neck if the cousins were up to no good and CJ had had any part in it.
Tom stood over his cousin, watching him as he appeared to be sleeping.
Elizabeth quickly left the bedroom. �Asleep?� she whispered.
�Seems to be.�
She entered the kitchen and looked into a cupboard. Tom joined her, moved around her, and opened another cabinet. He brought out a couple of mugs. �Coffee? Tea?�
�Tea, plain.� She poured hot water into the mugs.
�About your half brother and uncle� we take care of our own, Elizabeth,� he said seriously. If they had been in his pack, her uncle and half brother would have been dead the first time they laid hands on her.
�I could have used a champion.�
He leaned up against the counter, his mug in hand. �Where do they live?�
�You can�t go after them now. I need the evidence to turn over to Hrothgar. He can take care of it.�
�Where do they live?�
She chewed on her lip.
�We�ll find them,� Tom said.
�I don�t want the Silver pack fighting with the red.�
�Okay, fine. We�ll get Sheriff Peter and Deputy Trevor on it when we get back.�
She let out her breath. �Twenty miles west of Bruin�s old home.�
Tom�s face hardened. �Damn it, Elizabeth. You should have told me all of this already.�
�I knew it. Already you�re having second thoughts about us.� She slammed her mug on the countertop, stalked out of the kitchen, and headed for the fireplace.
Taken aback by her response, Tom didn�t react at first. How could she think he�d ever have second thoughts about them? For a moment, he watched her as she stood near his sleeping cousin in front of the fire, rubbing her arms as if she�d suddenly become chilled to the bones. Tom set his mug down with a clink on the counter, then crossed the living room to join her.
She stiffened. He wrapped his arms around her, his chest to her back. Not to be put off, he buried his face in her hair, nuzzling her ear and cheek and neck. She deserved tenderness and loving. �I�m not having second thoughts. I�m just surprised. You told me you weren�t related to the reds,� he said gently.
�I�m not. My uncle and my father joined Bruin�s pack as adults. None of us are blood related. I wasn�t ever part of the red wolf pack�or any other, for that matter.�
�What about North or any of those red wolves? Do you think it�s possible they�re the ones that have been prowling our territory?� He�d much prefer believing it was them and not his cousins.
�I don�t know anything about that, but maybe it could have been the men on the plane, circling the area for a way to get to me.�
�Possible.� Yet Tom had seen a gray wolf near the last set of prints circling a farm. And now he had found CJ out here. Tom had to have been tracking him and his brothers before the storm hit. Why else would they be out here, trespassing in Silver pack territory and wearing hunter�s spray? That had to mean they were up to no good. �I guess we�ll just have to ask CJ after he�s recovered some.�
Tom took her back into the kitchen to warm up the chili, then spooned enough for the two of them into bowls. She took the mugs to the kitchen table. They ate in silence, the only sounds the wind and the fire crackling at the hearth. After they finished eating, she went to clean the dishes.
�I�ll make sure my cousin is secure.� He kissed her on the temple and headed for the living room.
Recalling Elizabeth�s handcuffs, he retrieved them from the floor near the fireplace where he�d left them yesterday.
CJ opened his eyes. �You don�t have to. I�m not going anywhere. I can barely move, and I hurt like hell,� he growled.
Tom smiled. So CJ wasn�t really sleeping after all. �Better safe than sorry.� Tom snapped one of them on CJ�s wrists, then attached the other to the sofa leg. CJ couldn�t lift that heavy sofa bed with his leg paining him so much. �Are you okay? Need anything else?�
�Hell, Tom, I�m not going anywhere.�
�Yeah, I know. Sleep. We�ll talk later.� He wanted to give his cousin time to rest up after his ordeal before he questioned him.
Tom returned to the kitchen and helped Elizabeth dry the bowls, silverware, and mugs, and then they retired to the bedroom and shut the door. �Since we have some time to kill, I�ll make love to you. Snowstorms are meant to produce pups.�
�They�ll be mixed,� she said, sounding as if they might be regarded the same way she had been.
He hated the way that some of her family had treated her, but he would prove that he and his family were different.
He scooped her up in his arms and set her gently on the bed. �You, me, and one whole pack of wolves will adore them.�

Chapter 21

Tom had planned to make love to Elizabeth in the living room on the sofa by the warm fire. He�d never expected his cousin to be confined right where she had rested�and suffering from an injury, too.
He wanted to see every inch of her when he made love to her this time, instead of being buried in the blankets. But the bedroom was too cold.
Then again� His gaze skimmed over her in the pale blue sweats as she smiled up at him, took his sweater in her hands, fisted them around the soft wool fabric, and drew him close.
�Hmm, Elizabeth.� Already his blood heated and the room seemed a lot warmer. Even so, he didn�t want her chilled like she�d been yesterday. He slipped his hands up her sweatshirt and caressed her breasts, his mouth moving over hers�soft, pliable, appealing�as she kissed him back.
He moved her slowly backward toward the bed, the covers still thrown aside from earlier in the afternoon. When her legs bumped into the mattress, she smiled. He rubbed her nipples with his thumbs, his mouth still fused to hers. She let go of his sweater and tugged to pull it up.
He quickly shucked his sweater, jeans, socks, and then boxers. Watching her as she slid into bed wearing the sweats, he yanked all the blankets over her. At least the sheets were flannel for this time of year and softer and warmer than cotton. Her eyes feasted on his body, and her interest made his body come to life.
�Hot,� she said, focusing on his erect cock, her mouth and eyes smiling.
�And getting hotter.� He pulled the covers aside so he could join her. He yanked them over him and reached down to pull off her sweatpants, their mouths again kissing. He struggled to keep his mouth on hers, not wanting to break contact as he tried to yank her pants down. She finished the move by kicking them away, burying them in the sheets.
She ran her tongue across his lips as he slid his hand underneath the sweatshirt and cupped a breast again. He loved how her breasts were soft and cushiony and sized just right for his mouth and hands.
Her leg slid over the side of his, her heel brushing the back of his calf. A frisson of heat shot through him as he slipped his hand down her soft skin until he reached the curly hair between her legs. And stopped.
Her mouth suckled on his lower lip, and he groaned with ardent need. He claimed her, his fingers stroking her wet, ready flesh, his mouth nipping her lips with a gentle teasing. She attempted to take off the sweatshirt. He would have helped, but he was busily stroking her and making her writhe with pleasure. The sweatshirt rested above her breasts when she came, his mouth covering hers to muffle the cry of ecstasy.
She smelled divine, sex personified.
He climbed over her, between her, not entering her yet but pulling off the sweatshirt. He feasted his eyes on her breasts and then set his mouth on one�sucking hard and caressing the other at the same time with his hand.
Her fingernails raked through his hair and scalp, tightening on strands of his hair as her nipples became taut, sensitive peaks. He rubbed her mound with his erection, and she bent her knees and spread her legs, inviting him to enter.
Not yet.
The urgency throbbed within him to take her, to finish this, to fulfill the wolf�s need, the primal urge to claim, but he wanted it to last.
She didn�t make that easy as he kissed her again, and she inserted her tongue and stroked the insides of his mouth. His other head took charge, his cock pushing between her wet, slick folds, burrowing deeper until he couldn�t go any farther.
She reached up and flicked her fingernails over his taut nipples, and he let out an inhuman growl. She smiled. He kissed her again, licking and tangling his tongue with hers until he was close to the edge, trying to hang on, suspended, and then he came, striking it rich as the firestorm hit.
He hadn�t needed to dream about this to know she was the one for him. He couldn�t imagine suffering the dreams and waking to find she wasn�t with him.
He collapsed on top of her and she laughed. �I love you, you tired old wolf.�
He grinned at her but didn�t make any attempt to move off her after what she�d called him.
�You�re heavy.�
�You�re sexy. And I claim you for my own, forever and ever,� he said very seriously.
�Good, because I�m not letting you go.� She wrapped her arms around his neck. �You�re still heavy.�
He laughed and moved off her, then pulled her against him. �You�re beautiful,� he said, stroking her hair.
�You are, too. I didn�t know gray wolves could be that big.�
He chuckled. �I love you.�
�I love you, too, Tom. I didn�t think I ever could love a wolf or another man, whatever kind he was.� She cuddled against him, the two of them buried under the covers, snuggling.
He caressed her shoulder, loving just being able to touch her in this way. To lie together. To be together.
He had planned to sleep, but he couldn�t just yet, wanting to know more about her brother if she wasn�t too tired. He needed to know what he and his pack were up against when it came to her family. �Do you mind telling me more about your half brother?�
She sighed. �Sefton doesn�t see me as his sister. He claims my father couldn�t have mated with my mother because my father was already mated to his mother.�
�She was already dead, though. Right?�
�Yes. That didn�t matter to Sefton. I don�t think he would have cared if my father mated again, if his new mate had been a wolf and not a coyote.�
�So your uncle took him in?�
�Yeah. My father turned him over to my uncle to raise after Sefton tried to burn down the house.�
Tom blew out a harsh breath. �Do you think your uncle was angry he was saddled with raising your half brother?�
�Not that I ever saw. He raised Sefton like he was his own son. At least that�s the way it appeared to me whenever I saw them together. I think it was more that my uncle hated that both he and Sefton had trouble finding mates of their own because of their association with my mom and dad.�
�It couldn�t have been because of the way they were? That maybe it had nothing to do with your parents or you?�
Elizabeth didn�t say anything for a while as he stroked her silky hair.
�What about Bruin? He�s dead now, so no longer a problem where you�re concerned, but would he have sanctioned your parents� murder?�
�He might have. I never saw him. I don�t know how he treated my uncle and half brother.�
It didn�t really make much of a difference, Tom thought. All that mattered was learning who was responsible for her parents� death and everything concerning her parents� murderers and their involvement with Elizabeth.
He wanted to know everything about her. He smiled at the thought that she was his mate now. �Tell me about your father.�
She laughed a little. �He was a character. Good-natured. Loving. He was a perfectionist, and when he showed me how to do some job, he�d go into long-winded detail, indicating exactly how I was to do it. When he was done, I�d ask if he could show me again. And he would. So instead of having three cast-iron pans to wash, I�d only get stuck with one.�
Tom chuckled.
She smiled. �It got to be a joke with us because he was like that with everything. Every time, he�d do the job again, digging a second hole in the garden to plant a tree, or whatever. Usually by the third time I asked him to demonstrate again, he�d smile and make me do it.�
�I would have liked him,� Tom said.
�Yeah, you would have. And my mother. She baked cinnamon rolls like Bertha does.� She sighed heavily.
Tom didn�t know what to say. He was afraid the memories were too sad for Elizabeth, but before he could attempt to change the subject, she said, �She didn�t take any guff from my father, wolf that he was.�
�That must be where you get it from.�
�Yeah,� she said dreamily. �Just you remember that.�
They snuggled for a long time, and when she fell asleep, he followed. A few hours later, he heard something in the living room�a scraping sound, he thought�that jarred him awake.
Tom quickly extricated himself from Elizabeth, not meaning to wake her, but she quickly sat up as he left the bed. He grabbed the rifle, hurried to the bedroom door, and yanked it open.
CJ stared at the door, still manacled to the sofa but sitting up now. �I�m not going anywhere, Tom,� he said. �But I�m hungry. Any more of that great chili you make? I�ve smelled it all evening.�
�I�ll get you some in a minute.� He closed the door, set the rifle on the dresser, then dressed. He watched Elizabeth dig around in the bedsheets for the sweatpants she had been wearing. �Showtime.�
�Do you think he�ll tell us anything that we don�t already know?�
�I sure hope so.�
When they were both dressed, they left the bedroom together, and Tom joined CJ by the fireplace, adding more wood to the fire.
�Can I get him anything?� Elizabeth asked Tom.
�A glass of water and a bowl of that chili, if you don�t mind.�
�All right.� She hurried to get them.
�Start talking, CJ,� Tom said, crossing his arms as he looked down at his cousin. �What do you know about the wolves harassing the livestock?�
�I didn�t have any part of it.�
Tom grunted.
Elizabeth rejoined them and stood quietly nearby with the bowl of chili and glass of water. CJ stared at Elizabeth as if seeing her for the first time. Was he surprised Tom had mated with her even though she was part coyote? CJ�s father had had issues with Lelandi being a red wolf and not gray, so maybe so.
�Yeah. We�re mated,� Tom said defensively.
CJ glanced at Tom, then back at Elizabeth.
�You know me from somewhere, don�t you?� Elizabeth asked quietly.
That took the wind out of Tom�s sails. Maybe that�s why CJ had been staring at her.
�Yeah. Yeah, I do. A long time ago.�
�When?�
CJ cleared his throat. �I mean, at first I wasn�t sure. I didn�t know you�re the one Tom got interested in.� He shook his head. �But when I heard you talking about Bruin�s pack and� well, my brothers and I were the ones who found you at that watering hole when that man nearly drowned you.
�We didn�t know what to do. We weren�t in our territory, but we�d decided to take a swim there because it was a hot day, and then we saw you struggling with some older guy. We made a lot of racket as we headed for the water, hoping the creep would let you go. After the guy took off, we followed him to make sure he didn�t come back.�
Tom studied his cousin and couldn�t believe that at one time, CJ and his brothers had saved Elizabeth�s life.
�Thanks,� she said softly, �for coming to my aid.�
Tom scowled. �You and your brothers should have killed the bastard.�
�We weren�t in our territory. If Bruin had learned we were there, he would have killed us. You know what he was like.�
Tom shook his head. �You should have killed him.� Hell, if they had, Elizabeth would never have had all the troubles she�d had lately. Then again, she probably wouldn�t have done the story on their ski resort if her main goal hadn�t been to meet up with North. Tom wouldn�t have met her. �Who�s behind stalking the livestock, then? The farmers are all up in arms. Somebody could get killed.�
�Damn it, Tom. You know my brothers will want to kill me.�
�Better them than me.�
CJ looked mutinous but didn�t say anything. Tom changed tactics.
�We were friends once,� Tom said, trying to coax CJ to explain everything to him.
�I know. Why do you think I didn�t go along with any of this?�
�Any of what?� Tom wanted specifics. Had CJ really not had anything to do with the problems the pack had?
�The livestock scares.� CJ looked down at the floor.
�We suspected it was the four of you,� Tom said, though only three wolves had been spotted. But the brothers did everything together, or had in the past.
�Not me,� CJ said defiantly.
�Why not you?�
�Eric, Brett, and Sarandon all have a grudge against Darien because he murdered our father. If our father had taken over when yours died instead of Darien� I was angry, but you were still my cousins. We were still a pack.�
�No longer. You abandoned the pack,� Tom said.
�I know, Tom. It was a mistake to leave the pack. All right?� CJ sounded exasperated. �I didn�t like Darien�s first mate. She was a cancer in the pack. I liked Lelandi. What my father did was wrong, but he was still my father and my brothers felt like we couldn�t stay. I didn�t want my only family to leave without me. But I grew up with most of the people in the pack. They�re my family, too, and now I wish I�d never left with my brothers.�
�Why didn�t you just come back to the pack?� Tom asked, still hoping that his cousins would. Darien would make them pay in some way for putting pack members in danger by scaring the farmers, but no one in their pack had been hurt because of it so far.
�I wanted to, but Eric wouldn�t hear of it.�
�So why were your brothers stalking the livestock?�
�We�ve been looking for a way to come back into the pack and still save face. We knew what our father had done reflected poorly on us, as had leaving the pack. We thought if we could help the pack in some way, it could work in our favor. I don�t know why my brothers thought stalking the farms was a good idea, but I don�t control what they do.�
Tom breathed a sigh of relief. �Hell, CJ, we thought you were getting ready to cause trouble. Revenge against the pack or something. Why else would you wear hunter�s spray?�
�Because we didn�t want you guys to know it was us before we could come up with a good reason not to just kick us out of the territory.�
�For a while we thought you might have been the ones behind all of Elizabeth�s trouble because we couldn�t pick up those men�s scent, either.�
CJ glanced at Elizabeth. She handed him the water and chili. He took it but didn�t thank her.
�We weren�t but Eric talked to a wolf who was also wearing hunter�s spray up on the ski slope.�
�You were up on the ski slope?� Tom asked.
�Yeah. Hell, just because we left the pack, it didn�t mean we didn�t want to hit the powder during the first big snowfall of the season. We saw you with Elizabeth and were curious about who she was. Especially when we saw her kiss you. I�ll admit it killed me to see the two of you kissing like nobody else in the world existed, and I couldn�t even rib you about it.�
Tom glanced at Elizabeth. Her cheeks turned rosy.
�Anyway this really nosy guy approached us. Asked why the woman was getting so much attention. Naturally, we tried to smell him and couldn�t. He had to have been wearing hunter�s spray like we were. And he was covered up like we were. Not that it wasn�t cold, but it just seemed odd that he was hiding his identity from other wolves like we were doing. And we saw him getting into a white minivan in a big hurry. Also odd.
�Right after that, we heard that someone had shoved the lady down the slope. We all hung around and questioned staff to see if she would be all right. We knew that you were interested in her and were ready to hunt down the dude who had pushed her, hoping that maybe bringing him to justice would give us points toward getting back in with the pack. But we weren�t able to track him, and then Elizabeth left town, so we were back to square one.�
�So what were you doing out here, then?� Tom asked.
�Been living in the area. We knew Elizabeth had left on a plane in a real hurry, and I wondered why, seeing how close you two had become in such a short time. When I heard the sound of a plane in trouble, I knew I shouldn�t mess with it because I was in my wolf coat, but� you know how we are. Too curious for our own good.
�When I searched for survivors, I smelled Elizabeth. I knew you were also looking for her. Between the two of us, I figured we�d find her. Then you did. I wanted in the worst way to learn if she would be all right. I came to see you when you were trying to gather wood. You know the rest.�
�Did you mess with the latch on the cabin�s outdoor shutters?�
�I thought I could peek in and see that she was all right. Even though you�d managed to get her to the cabin, I still didn�t know if she had made it. The damn latch was frozen shut and I had to jimmy it loose from the ice. I thought if I left the shutters open, you would come out to secure them, and I�d catch a glimpse of her. I� didn�t mean to bend the latch.�
�Damn, CJ. You could have just knocked on the door. Where are your brothers now?�
�I don�t know where they are. If we head for Silver Town, we may never run into them.�
�If we did try to make it into town and they found us before we reached it, what would they do?�
�Help us, I�m certain.�
Unless CJ was lying. Or didn�t know what his brothers were really up to.
�Thanks, Tom, for helping me out.� CJ glanced at Elizabeth. �I�m sorry. I never thought you�d be hurt. We should have killed that guy at the watering hole when we had the chance.�

Chapter 22

Much later that night, Elizabeth helped Tom make up the foldout sofa bed for CJ to sleep on after they�d fed him and were ready to retire. �Maybe he should sleep in the bedroom,� Elizabeth said. �If this bed is too lumpy, maybe he�d be more comfortable on the other.�
�He�ll live,� Tom said, trying to sound gruff and mean, like his cousin was still on his bad side, but she knew it wasn�t so.
Tom had tried to find a reason to acquit his cousin of any wrongdoing, and she guessed CJ had been a good friend growing up. Finding friends like that was difficult, and she didn�t want Tom to lose him.
She plumped a pillow and set it on the sofa bed. �His leg will most likely keep him awake most of the night. If he could sleep��
�In here.� Tom put another log on the fire.
CJ grinned. �You can�t put on the tough-guy show for her, Tom, and not tell her your reasons.�
Elizabeth raised her brows at Tom. �What is he talking about?�
Tom took her shoulders and rubbed them, then leaned down and kissed her forehead. �He�ll stay in here on the lumpy mattress and the squeaky frame because the fire will keep him warm. We can�t bury him in blankets in the other room when he doesn�t have a more protective cast on his leg. Any pressure on that makeshift splint would really hurt. He wouldn�t be able to sleep in the bedroom because it would be too cold without covering up.�
�Why didn�t you tell me that in the first place?� She threw another pillow on the couch and straightened the blankets again.
�Because I was trying to act like a tough guy for you, Elizabeth. I knew it wouldn�t work on CJ. He knows me too well.�
She shook her head. �Maybe the two of you should sleep in here together.�
CJ chuckled. �You�ve got a winner, Tom. I envy you.�
Tom helped CJ onto the sofa bed, and Elizabeth covered him up, except for his leg. �Let me get some socks for your feet,� she said.
She hurried out of the room and was grabbing a couple of socks when she heard CJ say, �You�re damn lucky to have her.�
�Thanks for saving her when she was a girl.�
�Yeah, well, I wish I�d killed the man who was trying to hurt her.�
Elizabeth wished he had, too. She went back into the living room with the socks. One was black and the other navy blue. �Hope you don�t mind that they don�t match. I guess the washing machine ate the matching ones. These were all I could find.�
Tom snatched them out of her hand, startling her. �I�ll dress him. You can get ready for bed, and I�ll join you in a minute.�
Elizabeth frowned at Tom, annoyed that he�d worry about her being with his cousin. She said to CJ, �Sleep well.�
She turned and headed for the bedroom and just barely caught herself before she slammed the door. When she leaned against the door to listen to what was being said, she overheard CJ and Tom reminiscing about funny mishaps, fishing trips, hunting as wolves, and mischief when they were young. Their conversation brought tears to her eyes. She would have given anything to have had family like Tom had. She got the feeling CJ was still hiding something, though, and only hoped his brothers would see the light before they permanently ruined any chance to be part of the pack again.
Unless they already had.
* * *
Tom sat on the edge of the sofa bed and pulled the remaining sock over CJ�s right foot. He was trying really hard not to hurt his cousin�s leg, but CJ let out a strangled sound that revealed he was in pain no matter how careful Tom was. He re-situated the blankets again to ensure everything was covered except his cousin�s splinted leg.
�Remember the time we fished and you caught Eric?� CJ asked.
Tom smiled. �Yeah. He was madder than a stirred-up yellow jacket. My dad pulled the fishing hook out of his back, telling him he was one mighty fine catch and making your brother even angrier.�
�Until the she-wolf felt sorry for him, and then he made out like it wasn�t any big deal. Whatever happened to her?�
�Parents moved away two months later.�
CJ nodded. �Remember when you and I took on your brothers and mine? I don�t even remember what it was about, do you?�
Tom snorted. �Hell, yeah. They were picking on us because we were the �babies� of the family. We gave �em hell. Proved we weren�t at the bottom of the heap.�
�What were we? Five?�
Tom chuckled. �Yeah. We were scrappers even back then.� He sighed. �I want you back in the pack, CJ. But you know it�s not up to me.�
�It�s up to Darien. I know. Thanks for saving me out there. You didn�t have to.�
�Yeah, I did.�
�Tom,� CJ said, his eyes drooping a little, �watch out for her. I�m not sure that North is the one you have to worry about.�
�What do you mean?�
�I think� he might be the fall guy.�
* * *
Elizabeth wished Tom would leave his cousin and hurry to bed. She needed his hot body to warm her up. The sheets were flannel, thank heavens, but she still needed to snuggle with him.
The door opened, and she watched as he closed it behind him and stalked toward the bed.
�Is he okay?� she asked.
�Yeah, Elizabeth, he�ll be okay. Soon as we get his leg seen to in town.� Tom slipped out of his clothes, pulled the covers aside, and joined her.
She sighed. �Silva�s still planning her grand opening?�
�In a few days. She�ll be thrilled if you can go to it,� Tom said.
�I wouldn�t miss it for the world, now that I�m here again. How�s Sam taking it?�
�Not well. He pretends it doesn�t bother him. Three she-wolves applied for Silva�s job, but he��
�Turned them down because they�re not Silva,� Elizabeth finished for him.
�Yeah. Truthfully, I think he�d do it all himself rather than have anyone take her place.�
She yawned. �Why don�t they just mate?�
�They both have issues.�
�Don�t we all,� Elizabeth mused as she stroked Tom�s arm.
�Not me.�
She looked at him askance.
�Not since you came back to me.�
�Under duress, I might add. You have no deep, dark secrets? No crazy past?�
�I ran away from the pack once.�
�You? Who is loyal to the core to your family?�
�I was four. I was going to start my own pack. I was mad at Darien and Jake for ganging up on me since I was the youngest�by only a few minutes. But it was enough.�
She laughed. �So you and who else intended to form a pack?�
�CJ and me. He had the same trouble with his brothers. If you�d been there, I would have been set for life.�
She smiled. �At four years old.�
�Yeah. I finally realized running away wasn�t the solution. Standing up to them was all they wanted of me.� He caressed her cheek. �Some in our family, Darien and Jake included, were dream mated. I always thought I would be, while neither Darien nor Jake believed in such a phenomenon.�
�Dream mated? That�s what Silva mentioned in the tavern. I�d forgotten about it, but I�ve never heard of it before.�
�They dreamed of having mated with their women before they even met them. And Lelandi and Alicia dreamed of Darien and Jake in the same way.�
�That didn�t happen with you, did it?�
Tom kissed her cheek. �I found you�a dream in the flesh. I didn�t need to fantasize about you.�
�Hmm, maybe if I�d been gone longer��
�You wouldn�t have been. I already told you. I was coming for you as soon as I took care of business here.� He pulled her into his hard embrace and held her tight. �CJ thinks North might be the fall guy.�
�Great. Which means�?�
�Maybe your uncle or half brother planned to get rid of you and pin the blame on him. Maybe he was set up to get in touch with you in the first place.�
�Like they made the evidence available to him to lure me here.� Great. She loved being her uncle�s pawn. Not.
* * *
Early the next morning before Tom or Elizabeth had awakened enough to realize the sun would soon rise, someone banged on the front door, giving Tom a near heart attack. He yanked on a sweatshirt and a pair of jeans, grabbed the rifle, and hurried for the bedroom door, hoping to hell it was someone from their pack and not the rest of his cousins, if they meant to cause trouble.
Elizabeth whispered, �Not CJ�s brothers.�
�I don�t know. Stay here.�
He entered the living room and crossed the floor to the front door.
CJ had raised his head off the sofa bed, looking anxious.
�Just stay there and don�t move,� Tom warned him. Not that CJ would, being handcuffed to the sofa leg and at a distinct disadvantage with his broken leg.
Tom looked out the peephole first and grinned to see Kemp and Radcliff standing on the porch, stomping on the snow and rubbing their gloved hands.
�Just a minute!� To Elizabeth, Tom hollered over his shoulder, �Ski patrol�s here!�

Chapter 23

Tom jerked open the door and let Kemp and Radcliff in. Both men grinned at him, snow clinging to the fur around their hoods. He smelled the fresh, crisp air and pine on them.
�I didn�t hear you coming. No snowmobiles,� Tom said.
�We used snowshoes. Quieter. We could hear any trouble in the area.�
�Am I damned glad to see you,� Tom said.
Kemp slapped Tom on the shoulder with warm regard. �Darien asked for volunteers to see if you were here. Glad you were instead of stuck someplace else in this weather.�
Radcliff entered the cabin and shut the door and locked it. �No coffee on yet? Blizzard hit town hard. Everything is snowed under. Electric lines and trees are down. So we�ve had a time of it there, too, and��
They all caught a glimpse of Elizabeth pulling on a sweatshirt as she rushed to shut the bedroom door, her cheeks crimson.
Kemp and Radcliff stared at the bedroom door, their jaws hanging open.
Tom said, �How about one of you getting the fire going again? The other can get some coffee water ready. I�ll be right back.�
�Need any help?� Kemp asked. �You make better coffee than I do.�
�That�s not what you said when you complained last time about my coffee-making ability,� Tom said, grinning. He knew the brothers would rather check on the she-wolf.
�I�ve changed my mind,� Kemp said.
�Yeah, I bet.� Heading for the bedroom, Tom motioned to his cousin and said, �Just don�t bump the sofa bed and jar CJ.�
Both brothers glanced at the living room. �What the�� Kemp said. He yanked off his jacket and gloves, tossing them on a chair, then pulled off his ski hat. �Here we worried all the way up here that Tom would be safe. All this time he had a real setup going. Though I�m not sure about CJ.�
Radcliff shook his head as he ditched his parka, hat, and gloves on the dining-room table and started the coffee. �This will be one for the history books on Silver Town.�
Tom knocked on the bedroom door. �Elizabeth, can I come in?�
Elizabeth opened the bedroom door a crack.
�Can you hand me the lockpicks for the cuffs?� Tom asked. Now that he had backup and CJ was still incapacitated, he figured he didn�t need to keep his cousin confined. Last night he�d hated to do it, but Elizabeth�s safety came first in case whoever wanted her came here to get her. Though he mostly trusted CJ, Tom hadn�t wanted him to open the door to visitors in the middle of the night while he and Elizabeth slept.
�Sure.� She hurried to get the picks and handed them to him. �We can go now, can�t we?�
�Yeah, we sure can. Just holler if you need anything.�
�Thanks.� She shut the door.
Kemp stood over CJ. �Looks like you had some trouble.� He got a fire started. �So what�s the dice with Elizabeth? And� him?� he asked as Tom removed the handcuffs.
�CJ caught his leg in a trap. We need to get him down to the hospital.�
�Has he been involved in the livestock situation?�
�No, I haven�t been,� CJ said, sitting up in bed, rubbing his wrist, and sounding tired and irritable.
Tom and Kemp joined Radcliff in the kitchen.
�I didn�t think she would be returning that soon. How in the hell did she end up here? Or� was that really the plan all along? To rendezvous with her?� Kemp asked.
Radcliff frowned. �Yeah, what is she doing here?�
�In a blizzard?� Kemp asked.
�With you?� Radcliff leaned against the kitchen counter, crossed his arms over his chest, and raised his brows.
�Long story, but essentially she fell out of the sky.�
Radcliff poured cups of coffee for all three of them. �You want any, CJ?�
�Yeah.� CJ still looked pale except for the dark circles around his eyes.
Tom figured he hadn�t slept well last night from the pain and probably from the confinement.
Both brothers stared at Tom, waiting for him to say something further about Elizabeth.
�Plane crash. Elizabeth was kidnapped.�
�Kidnapped,� Radcliff said, not asking a question but mulling it over.
�She�s okay, though?� Kemp said, glancing back at the bedroom door.
�Yeah, she�s like an angel without wings and as close as I�ll get to heaven.�
Kemp turned to his brother. �I told you, didn�t I?�
�Yeah, yeah, that her leaving like she did wouldn�t mean she was gone forever. And there wouldn�t be any chance for us when she came back.�
�Hey,� Kemp said, �next time a woman like that is at Bertha�s B and B and needs a ride to the slopes, have her call me.�
�But give Bertha my number,� Radcliff said, grinning.
Getting serious, Kemp cleared his throat. �Are there any more survivors?�
�No.�
�If somebody�s looking for Elizabeth, we need to get her to town just as much as we do CJ,� Radcliff said.
�My thoughts also. The weather seems much better today. Now that you�re here, we�ll have safety in numbers. After we have some breakfast, we�ll head out. Is anyone else up here looking for me?� Tom asked.
�Are you kidding?� Kemp said, grinning. �Half the town is searching for you. Even farmer Bill Todd, though Darien asked him to stay at home. The man insisted he had to look for you, saying it was all his damned fault you were such a blamed fool.�
Tom chuckled. He liked the farmer, but he knew why Darien didn�t want the human out searching. �Someone from the pack is with him, right?�
�Sam is. And to ensure nothing goes wrong, Deputy Trevor is sticking close to him in case Bill sees a wolf and gets trigger happy.�
�We just got a jump start on the rest of the searchers.� Radcliff sounded proud of himself and his brother. �As soon as we learned you were missing and the storm had cleared, we put on our ski-patrol hats and were on our way.�
�Thanks, guys. You don�t know how welcome your arrival is.� Tom glanced at CJ, pinning him as the man who could still cause the most trouble if his brothers intercepted them on the way home.
* * *
Elizabeth couldn�t find enough warm clothes�no boots, no parka or gloves, not even another ski hat�so she opted to be a wolf for the run into town. Tom wasn�t happy about it, even though he had suggested she might have to do that, but it was the only thing she could do. The men had a devil of a time dressing CJ. His leg throbbed really badly, though he tried not to show it. When they pulled sweats over his injured leg, he passed out. They quickly wrapped him in blankets and strapped him onto the toboggan before he came to.
Eager to run, Elizabeth paced back and forth in the living area, out of the men�s way. She couldn�t contain her excitement.
�You stay close to us, Elizabeth.� Tom crouched beside her and ran his hand over her head. �Don�t stray.�
�No rabbit chasing,� Radcliff said with a wink as he zipped up his parka.
�No deer chasing.� Kemp smiled at her while he slipped on his gloves.
�No chasing wolves down,� Tom said, ultraseriously.
She licked his mouth and the brothers chuckled.
Once they had bundled up, they carried the toboggan outside.
Tom shut the door to the cabin, then joined the men and Elizabeth in the snow. Wearing snowshoes, the men trudged through the drifts while Elizabeth ran ahead. She had to. Walking at a snail�s pace next to the men wasn�t an option, as far as she was concerned. Besides, she�d keep an eye out for CJ�s brothers, and if she smelled a whiff of anyone she didn�t know, she�d warn Tom and the others.
Tom slung the rifle over his back, while Kemp pulled the toboggan for the first part of the journey.
Tom and Radcliff hollered out every once in a while to let the searchers know they were all right, if any of the searchers could hear their voices. They�d have a fight if CJ�s brother came after them and meant to cause trouble.
Elizabeth was certain the brothers wouldn�t come for them, though. Too many people were out combing the area for Tom. And if the brothers did come upon Kemp pulling the toboggan and Radcliff and Tom, what could they do? If they wanted to take CJ with them, they�d still have to transport him to the doctor. So she felt the brothers would leave them alone.
She dashed ahead, jumping into the snow with exuberance and having the time of her life. She�d love to do this again when Tom was a wolf and could play with her.
�Elizabeth!� Tom yelled at her.
She turned her head, snow clinging to her fur, a few flakes sitting on her nose, and woofed back. Then she bit at the snow, having wanted to play in it since that first time she visited Silver Town. Now she was finally able to do it.
She rolled around in the snow, then shook it off. When she looked back again at Tom, he was shaking his head as he and the others trudged after her. The brothers smiled.
Kemp said, �You sure are one lucky SOB.�
�I sure am,� Tom said.
Elizabeth smiled in her wolf way, right before she tore off again. She would laugh if she could.
�Elizabeth!�
She was quite a distance ahead of the men and hidden by spruce trees when she saw Sam, a rifle resting on his shoulder, staring straight at her. She did her best impression of a dog as she observed the two men with him. Deputy Trevor and the one who had to be the human farmer. Great.
The gray wolves wouldn�t recognize her in wolf form, and she could smell their scents, but she stood downwind of them.
She woofed and wagged her tail vigorously. Then she leaned down with her front legs, her butt up in the air, still wagging it in play, but didn�t move any closer.
�It�s a wolf,� the farmer said, pulling his rifle off his shoulder.

Chapter 24

Sam grabbed for the farmer�s weapon, hurriedly saying, �It�s one of our dogs. Don�t shoot!�
Trevor likewise hurried to disarm the man. Why in the world would they have allowed the farmer to be armed?
Elizabeth�s heart pounded like crazy as she went into pretend dog mode. Having a devil of a time not lifting her chin like a coyote or wolf that was about to howl, or even a coyote when it barked, Elizabeth woofed in response�a nice dog-sounding bark.
�Elizabeth!� Tom said, winded as he tried to run on top of the snow in the snowshoes.
She turned her head in his direction, though she could only hear his approach and not see him. She did a happy bark, then raced back for him like any loving dog would who wanted to please its master. Okay, so she could do this and make it convincing because she didn�t want to get shot. She�d been through enough already.
Tom came around the trees and saw Sam, Trevor, and Bill just as Elizabeth jumped on him and bit at his clothes like an unruly, overgrown puppy thrilled to see her master.
�Good dog,� Tom said, his voice relieved but hard.
He tried to pet her, but she nipped at his gloves and woofed. She was good at this playacting, she thought.
Looking anxious, Radcliff quickly joined them, huffing and puffing, his warm breath mixing with the icy air and turning into wisps of vapor. �Oh good, you caught up with her,� he said, glancing in the farmer�s direction and then stating the obvious, �Hey, we found Tom.�
�And his dog,� Trevor said, a brow raised. He didn�t smile, but she could hear the hint of amusement in his voice.
Sam stared at Elizabeth. She woofed back at him in greeting and, for good measure, wagged her tail.
�We found more than that,� Kemp said, joining them, still towing CJ on the toboggan.
�What happened to him?� Sam asked.
�He stepped in a leg trap,� Tom said. �We need to get him to the hospital and call off the other search parties. Bill can come with us. Trevor, you and Sam can locate the rest of the teams and let them know we�re all right.�
Trevor nodded.
What was Tom thinking? Elizabeth didn�t want to have to play like a dog the rest of the way to Silver Town. Then again, that�s just what she�d looked like as she�d frolicked in the snow. She suspected Trevor and Sam didn�t want Bill to come across any other wolves, if some of Darien�s people tried to locate Tom in their wolf forms. This was a way to get Bill back to town, still supervised, before he caused any trouble.
She ran off and Tom shouted, �Elizabeth! Stick close!�
�Cute dog,� Bill said. �I didn�t know you owned one.�
�Yeah, but she definitely needs to go to obedience school,� Tom said.
Radcliff and Kemp laughed.
He�d pay for the obedience-school comment later. But for now? She dove into another snowbank. She came out covered in the cold, wet white stuff, shook it loose from her fur, and dashed off again. She was having the time of her life as a wolf, coyote, dog, whatever.
Bill chuckled. �She sure is cute.�
�Yeah, she stole my heart as soon as I saw her,� Tom said.
�If he hadn�t caught sight of her first,� Kemp said, handing the trace to the toboggan to his brother so he could haul CJ for a while, �I would have claimed her.�
She woofed. No one was claiming her! She had done the claiming�and Tom was the one for her.
Before long, several searchers came to join them�Sheriff Peter, the two Viking-looking twin brothers from the ski resort, Cantrell and Robert, and a slew of others she didn�t recognize.
Everyone was curious about her and probably also about the fact that the farmer was with them and hadn�t shot her.
�Tom�s new dog,� Kemp said to the sheriff. And so it was. Elizabeth became Tom�s new pet dog for the duration of the trip into town. She would be there already, if she hadn�t had to move at the humans� slow pace.
�Get the word out to the alert roster. We�ve found Tom, his dog, Elizabeth, and CJ has a broken leg and is being brought in on a toboggan,� Sheriff Peter relayed over his phone as they got near enough to town and had reception. �Yeah, hold on.� He handed his cell to Tom.
�Yeah? Hey, Lelandi. CJ has a broken leg from an animal trap. He�s in a lot of pain. Conscious, but barely. Have Doc ready. I�ll tell you the rest when we get there. Bill Todd�s with us.�
Elizabeth knew that said it all. They had a human with them, and Tom couldn�t tell Lelandi everything that had happened, including how Elizabeth came to be with him.
�They�re calling off the search teams. We�ll be to the road in about half an hour. If you can have a car pick us up and an ambulance for CJ, that would be great. Peter will accompany him.� Tom glanced at Elizabeth as she waited for them to catch up to her. �Yeah, Elizabeth is fine. I�m sure she�ll be happy to see you, too.� He gave coordinates of where they�d meet up at the road. �Okay, talk to you in a little bit.�
He ended the call and handed the phone to Peter. �Lelandi says she can�t wait to give you a hug, Elizabeth.�
She woofed.
Smiling, Bill shook his head. �She�s one smart dog. I don�t care what you said about the obedience training. Sometimes you just need to give them a little extra leash. You can tell she�s intelligent.�
She woofed at Bill and wagged her tail. He grinned. �See?� He turned to Tom. �If you ever need a home for her, I�ll take her in.�
The guys laughed.
�You�d have a fight on your hands over that one,� Cantrell said.
�I don�t doubt it,� Bill said. �A really good dog is hard to come by.�
She enjoyed the teasing. Everyone made her feel as though she was part of the pack.
When they reached the road, several vehicles waited. One of the men waved to Bill and said, �I�ll take you to your truck.�
Elizabeth swore everyone held their breaths until Bill left. Then the questions began in earnest.
Tom said, �We�ll talk later. I want to get Elizabeth to Darien�s house so she can shift and dress, and we�ll figure out where to go from there.�
They loaded CJ into the waiting ambulance. Peter was on his cell. �Yeah, I�ll tell Tom.� He ended the call and said to Tom, �Darien and Jake are on their way to the hospital to meet with Doc and CJ. All the search teams have been accounted for and are on the way back here. I�ll see you all later.�
�See you in a bit,� Tom said, opening the back door of a black SUV.
Knowing Darien would question CJ, Elizabeth didn�t want to be in his place for anything. She jumped into the SUV and hopped over the middle seat to sit in the rear one. She was glad someone had draped blankets over the seats. She wasn�t muddy, but she was a little wet. She smiled to see the driver was Bertha, owner of the B and B.
�My,� Bertha said, �you�re back. Not that I doubted it for a moment.� She gave Elizabeth a heartwarming smile.
Tom got into the vehicle and saw her panting in the very backseat. �Good dog, my ass, Elizabeth. You nearly gave me a heart attack when I realized you�d run into Sam and Trevor with Bill. We�re just lucky the farmer didn�t shoot you when he saw you before someone could stop him.�
She woofed and wagged her tail. He was right: she wasn�t anyone�s obedient little dog. But she knew she had scared him�and herself�when she came upon the farmer armed with a rifle, so she wasn�t annoyed with Tom for scolding her.
Tom wrapped his arms around her in a bear hug of an embrace. She licked his face. He chuckled, and she snuggled the upper part of her body against his lap.
Sam, Kemp, and Radcliff climbed into the SUV.
Sam glanced over the backseat and said to Tom, �You�re keeping her for real, aren�t you, Tom? I wouldn�t let her slip away again.�
Elizabeth wagged her tail, wanting to tell Sam it was the other way around. She was keeping Tom for herself; no other she-wolf need apply. She wanted to tell him that he should see what he had in Silva and do something about it!
Tom stroked Elizabeth�s head and back in a loving way, as he explained to Sam and the other men what had happened. He left the part out about them being mated wolves. She wondered if they had all guessed as much.
She sighed and promptly fell asleep on the ride to Darien�s house, despite worrying about what was coming next.
* * *
As soon as they drove around the circular drive to the front door, Lelandi hurried out of the house to greet them. Elizabeth raised her head and woofed. Watching her playacting, Tom knew he loved her.
Sam got out of the vehicle so that Tom and Elizabeth could leave the backseat. �I�m staying,� Sam said, �for Elizabeth�s protection.�
�Me, too,� Radcliff said.
Kemp followed him out of the car. �Thanks for the ride,� he said to Bertha.
�Sure thing. If any of you need a lift later, just holler. My guests are all at the ski resort, so no need for me to be home at the moment.� She drove around the circular drive and the long way through the trees to the main road and then headed to Silver Town.
Lelandi gave Tom a hug. �I�ll take Elizabeth up to the guest room and get her some clothes. Get anything you�d like to eat or drink. I�ll be down in a little while.�
Elizabeth had already raced up the stairs.
�Come on, guys. Let�s make some sandwiches for everyone,� Tom said.
�I�ll make them.� Sam was so used to doing so at the tavern that no matter who offered, he always took over the task. �What will we do about your cousins?�
�I wish it was anyone in the world but them,� Tom said. �But it�s Darien�s call.� Tom said so, though he knew his brother would ask Jake and him what they wanted to do since they were all blood relatives.
When Elizabeth came down dressed in clean clothes from Lelandi, Sam and everyone were making sandwiches, but Tom looked distracted, a contemplative look on his face. Elizabeth pulled him aside.
�I don�t think CJ told us everything.�
�I was thinking the same thing,� Tom confessed. �I wanted to stay here with you to make sure you�re safe if your uncle has a death wish and tries to steal you away from here��Elizabeth shot him a look��but now I�m thinking we should go to the hospital and see if CJ changes his story. I have something I want to ask him.�
* * *
�He needs morphine,� Doc Weber said to Darien, as he looked at the X-ray of CJ�s broken leg. �I�ll rebreak the bone where it has knit together wrong and realign it properly.�
�I need to question him about his involvement in the problems we�re having,� Darien said.
�You�re welcome to question him,� Doc said, �but I still need to give him morphine.�
Tom and Elizabeth slipped into CJ�s hospital room as Nurse Matthew inserted an IV into CJ�s hand. Jake and Peter stood nearby, arms folded across their chests.
Jake finally said to CJ, �Okay, so you say you didn�t have anything to do with anything, yet you knew about everything.�
�I overheard my brothers talking.�
�And you were where at the time?� Darien asked.
�Mr. Winston�s place on the outskirts of town.�
�And just what did you overhear?�
�Their plan to scout out the perimeter of the territory, around the farms, to see what they could see.�
�Why would they want to do that?�
�I don�t know,� CJ said. �But why would they lie? They didn�t know I was there.�
Darien said, �Or they knew and they fed you a line of bull in case we picked you up and you spilled your guts about what was going on. Or you�re lying to save your ass.�
�No, I swear that�s all that I know,� CJ insisted.
�That�s all?� Darien asked.
CJ hesitated. �Yes.�
Tom spoke up. �CJ, at the cabin, you said you knew I was looking for Elizabeth. But when I heard the plane crash, I didn�t even know Elizabeth had been on it until I found her, so how did you know that?�
CJ didn�t say.
�I could break your uninjured leg,� Jake said. �You know, to take your mind off the pain when Doc rebreaks the injured one.�
CJ eyed the syringe filled with morphine.
Doc withheld it, waiting for Darien to give him the go-ahead.
�Damn it. I didn�t have anything to do with it, but after we found out Elizabeth had gone to the airport in a hurry, we went back to Mr. Winston�s and the guy that Eric had talked to on the slopes was there. He asked to talk to Eric alone. Of all of us, Eric was always the angriest at Darien for everything that had happened. As I said, he wouldn�t even consider just coming to Darien and asking to rejoin the pack.
�So I was worried and went to listen at the door. I heard the guy say he knew Eric had a grudge against the Silver pack. The guy said his employer wanted to bring back the woman Tom was with�Elizabeth�on a private plane and asked Eric if he wanted in on the job.� Everyone�s eyes were glued to CJ.
�What did he say?� Tom asked threateningly.
�I don�t know. I heard Brett and Sarandon coming down the hall, and I had to get out of there. The creep left right after that.� CJ said, looking pained. �Eric might still be angry about our father, but no matter what, I don�t believe he would have agreed to help kidnap Elizabeth. He couldn�t have. We were trying to help Elizabeth! We were still trying to find the guy that hurt her on the slopes only hours before this guy showed at Mr. Winston�s.�
�I recognized all three men who kidnapped me,� Elizabeth said. �No one else took part in my kidnapping in Canyon.�
CJ looked at Elizabeth gratefully.
�You should have told us about the kidnappers� plan,� Tom said through gritted teeth.
�I wanted to,� CJ said, �but I didn�t want to rat out Eric. I didn�t know what to do.�
�Where are your brothers now?� Darien asked. �Still at Mr. Winston�s place?�
�I don�t think so,� CJ said. �After Elizabeth left, we argued about what to do. I wanted to find another way to get back in the pack. Eric said maybe we should just give up altogether. I left the cabin in my wolf coat to run through the woods, and that�s when I heard the plane in trouble. Since the snowstorm hit and I didn�t go back to Mr. Winston�s, they�re probably out looking for me. They could be anywhere.�
CJ winced at the pain in his leg.
�Give him the morphine,� Darien said to Doc, wishing that CJ had stayed with the pack, but still not positive his cousin hadn�t been involved in any of the pack�s recent troubles.
Tom certainly looked like he could just about strangle CJ. He whispered something in Elizabeth�s ear and moved to leave. Elizabeth followed, casting CJ a sympathetic look, and they walked out of the hospital room.
Darien shook his head. �And knock him out before you break the leg,� Darien added.
�You got it,� Doc said.
Darien turned to Peter on the way out. �Let me know when he wakes up. All right? Come on, Jake.�
As they headed out of the hospital, Jake said to Darien, �I think he was telling the truth.�
�I don�t know. If our cousins were looking for a way to get back in the pack, why scout out the human farms? I feel like there�s something we�re still missing. Let�s go home and learn what more we can from Tom and find out how Elizabeth ended up with him in the woods during the blizzard.�
�You know he�s got to have mated her by now.�
Darien smiled. �If Silva thought she was done knitting baby booties, she�s got another thing coming.�

Chapter 25

When Elizabeth was dressed in a warm, blue wool sweater, jeans, and a pair of comfy slipper boots, she and Lelandi joined Tom and the others in the living room. Tom wished he hadn�t been so antsy about Elizabeth taking so long. But he suspected they�d had a lot of girl talk and Lelandi had gotten the whole story from Elizabeth.
Noticing how tense he was, Sam, Radcliff, and Kemp had cast amused looks at each other, but they hadn�t dared say a word.
Tom quickly handed Elizabeth a plate with a ham sandwich, chips, and a pickle. �Compliments of Sam.�
They took their seats, Elizabeth sitting as close to Tom as she could without being on his lap. He loved how she wanted to be as near to him as he wanted to be to her. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders as she ate her sandwich.
�So the next step is to find CJ�s brothers,� Lelandi said.
�I� think we need to find North.� Elizabeth bit off the end of a pickle spear.
�North?� Sam said. �How do you know about him?�
Elizabeth looked at Sam. �My father was in the red pack when Bruin was pack leader.�
Lelandi frowned at her. �When? I� never met you.�
�I guess I was a well-kept secret. Did you know Sefton? And Quinton?�
�Why, yes. They were in the pack. Quinton�s brother was said to have died. That�s why Quinton was raising Sefton, his nephew.�
Elizabeth stiffened a little. �I guess that explains why the pack never had anything to do with us. We didn�t exist. Quinton was my uncle and Sefton my half brother, though he wouldn�t wish to admit it to anyone.�
�I can�t believe they conned all of us. But� you knew North?� Lelandi asked.
�Yeah. I was running in my wolf coat one day, and North followed me home. He was curious about who I belonged to. When he learned I was related to Sefton and Quinton, he was shocked. Quinton found out North was coming to see me and threatened him with bodily harm. That was the last I saw of North. Recently, he discovered evidence that could prove my uncle�s part in my parents� murders and learned where I�d ended up. I wanted the evidence to turn over to Hrothgar so my uncle could get his just rewards.�
Lelandi shook her head. �If only I�d known.� She got her phone out and called someone. �Hello, Uncle? It�s me. Lelandi. Yeah, we found Tom. And someone else. Someone related to a couple of people in your pack. Elizabeth Wildwood. She�s the half sister to Sefton and she�s Quinton�s niece. The possibility exists that her uncle murdered her parents. But we don�t have the proof. Another of your pack members, North, was supposed to give it to her.�
�I haven�t been able to get in touch with him,� Elizabeth said. �I don�t know if he�s come to harm or not.�
Lelandi passed the information to her uncle. �She�s staying with us now. I believe� permanently.� She raised her brows at Elizabeth, waiting for confirmation.
Before she could respond, Tom said, �Damn right.� He wanted the whole world to know Elizabeth had a home with him, with his pack, that she wasn�t going anywhere. She would never again be in a situation where she didn�t exist.
Elizabeth smiled. �We�re� mated, if no one guessed.�
Everyone cheered them, then Kemp said, �I don�t know what I�m cheering for. Tom got the girl.�
Everyone laughed.
Sam�s smile faded and he said, �Excuse me for a moment, and don�t say anything important until I get back.�
He walked into the den and pulled out his phone. �Silva? Did you� need any help with the opening of your� tearoom?�
Elizabeth smiled up at Tom. He leaned down and kissed her mouth, glad he hadn�t waffled around about wanting Elizabeth for his own.
Lelandi said to her uncle, �Yes, Elizabeth is now part of our pack. Permanently. If you can check into the whereabouts of three of your pack members�North, Sefton, and Quinton�we�ll be grateful. Thanks so much. Love you, Uncle.� She ended the call.
Elizabeth reached up and clasped her hands around Tom�s neck. She kissed him with passion and longing, claiming him for her own in front of some of his pack. It felt good to show off that she was loved, and that she loved someone back just as much. That she was mated, but this time to a real wolf who wouldn�t stray. That she was accepted for who she was and that her relationship with Tom was just as well received.
No one could take that feeling of elation away from her. She knew mentioning North bothered Tom, but he had nothing to worry about. No one could steal her away now.
Sam returned to the living room, frowning, but he didn�t say anything.
�Why go after North first?� Tom asked Elizabeth.
�We need to learn the truth,� Elizabeth said, but what concerned her most at this point was whether North was even still alive. �Given North�s disappearance, I don�t think he was involved, but we don�t know for sure what part he plays in all this. CJ didn�t seem to know who hired the men who kidnapped me, or if Eric was working with them or not. Where were they headed? Must have been somewhere that they could land. One of the kidnappers said they were a half hour from their destination. Unless they were way off course.� Elizabeth paused.
�Uncle Hrothgar will put the word out to his pack about the three red wolves. We�ll also call the alert roster about them. Anyone who sees any of them will detain them, if they can, or report their whereabouts. We also need to track down CJ�s brothers,� Lelandi said.
�I can help track them. I want to do this,� Elizabeth said.
Tom furrowed his brow, looking concerned.
The front door opened, and Sam and Tom jumped to their feet in protective wolf mode.
�Just us,� Darien called out as he shut the door.
�Did you get anything more out of CJ?� Tom asked as his brother entered the living room.
Darien snorted. �That he�s sorry he left the pack. I�ve called in the plane crash. They have investigators coming who will take care of it. I told him you didn�t find any survivors, Tom.�
�What if they find my ID? Or my deed?� Elizabeth asked.
�Stolen,� Darien said. �We�ll come up with a story when the time comes.�
�Good,� Tom said, taking hold of Elizabeth�s hand. �We don�t want to have to explain to the media how she came to be with the men, or how she survived the crash.� He took a deep breath. �Elizabeth wants to help track the wolves.�
�You mean our cousins, right?� Darien asked.
She stood. �I�ve done this kind of thing before. I�ve worked with special teams who search for missing hikers. I�m good at what I do. Of course, most of the teams I worked with didn�t know I had a unique ability to smell trails. Some would tease me about being a bloodhound in another life. As if I would have ever been a dog.�
That earned a couple of chuckles from the men who had been with her as she played the perfectly lovable but�according to Tom�disobedient dog.
�Okay, she�s with us,� Jake said, as if he was in charge instead of Darien.
Darien, however, looked to Tom to see if he was agreeable, which surprised Elizabeth. Why wouldn�t the pack leader just make the decision?
�I think she should rest up a bit more from her ordeal,� Tom said.
Elizabeth was about to say she�d go it alone if she could help�just to prove her worth because she was desperate to let the others know she really could be an asset to a pack and not just a liability. But before she could respond, Lelandi cleared her throat.
Everyone looked at her. Lelandi said, �She should go. She�ll be a welcome resource.�
Darien smiled at her. Elizabeth loved the way he treated his alpha-leader mate. Elizabeth couldn�t be annoyed with Tom, though. She suspected he was just worried about either her previous injuries or the possibility of one of the red wolves injuring or trying to kill her. She was a good fighter. She might not be as hefty as a gray wolf, but she had a set of wicked canines and was extremely wily, like a coyote.
�All right,� Tom said. �Our team should probably start at Mr. Winston�s, see if he knows anything, and then branch out from there.�
Darien nodded. �Tomorrow morning. We�ll have four tracking teams. I want everyone to report at regular intervals. Oh, and while you were gone, Tom, we met Peter�s brother. The guy�s likeable. I�ll give him that. He said he and his mate are not staying, that they�ve settled down on the Oregon coast with a gray pack out there. He just wanted to see his brother and have him meet his mate. But he did say he�d like to give us a hand with tracking down these men. His mate, Anna, also wants to help. They should be here any moment.�
A knock on the door sounded and Jake said, �Right on time.�
He headed for the door and returned with a man and a woman. Elizabeth gaped at Bjornolf Jorgenson. He was Sheriff Peter Jorgenson�s brother?
�Bjornolf Jorgenson?� He was just as hot as she�d remembered, only his burnt sienna brown hair was cut short this time, military style. His mouth curved up as he saw her, but a white parka hid his tanned muscles.
�Elizabeth Wildwood, I�ll be damned. You get around, woman.� He appeared to want to give her a hug, but he glanced at the feral expression on Tom�s face and just smiled a little.
�The two of you know each other?� Tom asked, mentioning the obvious and not sounding really comfortable with the notion.
�Yeah,� Elizabeth said, slipping her arm around Tom�s waist. He reciprocated by wrapping his arm around her shoulders. She hoped he would get over his newly mated possessiveness soon, but she didn�t mind for now. Then again, Bjornolf was an unknown to Tom. Not part of his pack. If it had been someone from his pack, he probably would not act as possessively.
�We worked together on locating a kid one time. The boy was autistic and had gotten separated from his parents on a campout. I was doing a story on Palo Duro Canyon, and Bjornolf was there for some reason. He never told me why. He scented what I was right away, of course. He was practically the only male wolf I ever met who didn�t act like he wanted to kill me. Prior to coming here.�
Bjornolf shook his head and slipped his arm around his mate�s shoulders.
�That�s because he reserves those feelings for me.� Anna had silky auburn hair tied back in a tail. Her eyes were a lovely shade of green, her smile infectious. She wrapped her arm around Bjornolf�s waist.
He laughed, leaned down, and kissed her. �Anna, this is my tracking partner, Elizabeth Wildwood. Between the two of us, we found the kid. Only he wouldn�t come to me.�
�You were a much bigger, badass wolf,� Elizabeth said.
�You were just a pretty red dog,� Bjornolf said, smiling.
�You�d better smile about the dog reference,� Elizabeth said. �I didn�t know you were Peter�s brother.�
�I didn�t know you knew Peter.�
�I didn�t. I only just met him a few days ago.�
Bjornolf bowed his head a little to Tom. �Will you be on our team?�
Before Tom could say anything, Elizabeth said, �Yes. For old time�s sake.�
�Jake, Tom, Elizabeth, join me. I need to talk with you,� Darien said. �Sam, you want to fix Bjornolf and Anna some lunch? Make them welcome?�
�I�m on it. If� you�re discussing the teams,� Sam ran his hand through his hair. �Silva wants to go with us. With me. On� the same team. The� two of us.�
Darien smiled. �You got it.�
He waited for his brothers and Elizabeth to enter his office, then shut his door. �Lelandi wanted to sit this one out because she won�t be on the hunt tomorrow and is off to see to the kids. So, tell us what�s going on, Elizabeth. We�ve heard bits and pieces, but we need to know everything.� He took a seat in a chair in front of the coffee table where two love seats were situated.
Tom sat next to Elizabeth on one of the love seats as Jake sat on the other. Tom pressed his leg against her, unable to keep from showing his possessiveness, despite both brothers being mated wolves. It was just instinctual. He would have held her hand, but she was using her hands to explain her situation, family, what had happened to her up until now. So he just sat close, watching his brothers� expressions, reading them as they listened to all that she had told him already.
Until she came to one minor point. North Redding.
Tom turned to look at her. She blushed.
�All right, so for once in my life, a red wolf was interested in me. But he couldn�t stand up to my uncle. He didn�t protect me from my brother or my uncle.�
Tom took Elizabeth�s hand and squeezed gently.
Elizabeth continued, �But he said he would give me evidence of my uncle and half brother�s involvement in my parents� murders in exchange for me giving him my parents� horse farm. I was willing to do it, since I didn�t ever want to go back there. All I want is to see my uncle brought to justice. Anyway, I called North the morning I left and there was no answer. I�m worried that Quinton might have learned North�s plan and gone after him. Or worst-case scenario, they deliberately let him find the evidence and are using him to lure me to them.�
Darien nodded grimly. �And we still have CJ�s brothers to find. Since you and Tom agreed to go with Bjornolf and Anna, that�ll make one team. Peter will head up another. He�s taking Randolph and Kemp and somebody else, whoever he decides on. Trevor will be in charge of a third. He�s taking Cantrell and Robert and someone else he chooses. Jake and I will have Sam and Silva on our team.�
�Will you be able to manage the two of them on the same team?� Tom asked. �They�ve been out of sorts with each other, even if there appears to be a truce between them for the moment.�
�Yeah,� Darien said, �just to ensure they don�t kill each other.� He took a deep breath. �So the two of you are really mated.�
Tom leaned over and kissed Elizabeth�s cheek. �Yeah. I had to beg her to mate with me.�
Elizabeth cocked a brow at Tom. �Don�t believe that. He told me we were mating sooner or later, so just plan for it.�
Darien and Jake smiled. �Welcome to the pack, Elizabeth,� they both said at the same time.
�Thank you. I have a home in Canyon, Texas, and a job there, though.� Not that she wanted to go back to it and abandon what she could have here, but she did have to settle things there.
�We�d love for you to start up our first newspaper here,� Darien said, jumping right in as if he was afraid he would lose both his brother and Elizabeth to Texas. �Lelandi said she�d love to do a weekly advice column on psychological issues. Silva wants to advertise her new Victorian tearoom. The new owners of the old Silver Town Inn want to, too. And Bertha said she�d pay to have her B and B included. Mason said he�d give tips on savings and financial investment tips. I could go on and on. Suffice it to say, everyone�s excited about it if you�d like to start up a paper.�
Elizabeth couldn�t believe it. Before she was even part of the pack, they�d been making plans to include her. �Thank you. I�d love to.�
�I was going to look for a house, come spring, but we�ll start right away,� Tom said, kissing her cheek. �I�ll return with you to Canyon to help you get your place ready to sell as soon as we can.� Tom asked Darien, �What are we eating tonight?�
Darien looked at Tom like he was crazy. Elizabeth also wondered why the interest in dinner. They�d just eaten lunch.
�I believe chicken is on the menu.�
�Chicken,� Tom said. �Do we have any steaks?�
Elizabeth smiled. �Chicken sounds great.�
�I promised you�� Tom said.
Elizabeth shook her head. She didn�t want them to hear the whole story of how she�d been taken hostage. �Chicken is fine.�
Darien and Jake still waited for an explanation.
Tom cleared his throat. �Elizabeth had bought some steaks at a butcher shop and��
�It�s all right, really,� Elizabeth said, taking his hand and squeezing it. If she was going to be alone with Tom, sure, then she�d want steaks. But whatever his family had planned was fine with her.
�She lost them when they took her hostage,� Tom said, sounding angry now that they had kidnapped her. �I promised her when we reached your place, I�d fix her a steak.�
Darien and Jake grinned.
�Yeah, steaks. Yeah, that�s what really appeals to me,� Darien said. �You, Jake?�
�I�m always interested in a tender, juicy steak.�
Elizabeth felt her face flush with heat. �I was just a little angry that I�d paid for the steaks, good price, too, and�� She shrugged. �Lost them.�
�Whatever you�d like is fine with all of us. That�s about all I have to say about the tracking tomorrow. We�ll get together for dinner in a few hours, call it a night early, and leave before dawn,� Darien said.

Chapter 26

As soon as Darien ended the talk, Tom sequestered Elizabeth in his bedroom, and she knew they hadn�t come up here merely to take a wolfish nap.
She noted he didn�t have antique furniture like in her guest room. Everything was modern. A dark chocolate-brown padded headboard stretched halfway up the wall. A white duvet covered a king-sized bed, and a brown-satin padded bench sat at the foot of the bed. The covers were in disarray, half tossed over the bench and half on the floor.
�Restless night?� she asked.
�Woke really late and worried about you, then found you were MIA the next morning.�
�Ah.� She didn�t want to get into that again. She�d disappeared on him, and she guessed he�d left to look for the rogue wolves after that and didn�t have time to clean up.
Two large, matching armless chairs were situated one on either side of an entertainment center�wide-screen TV, computer, and stereo. A thick, plush brown carpet made her want to kick off her shoes and roll around on the floor because it looked so cushiony soft.
She toed off the slipper boots.
�Are you sure you trust Bjornolf?� Tom asked, closing the door behind them as she looked at the rest of his bedroom and saw one of the pictures she�d taken at the ski slopes framed and sitting on his dresser.
He cleared his throat. �Jake must have had the picture turned into a print. To remind me to chase you down.�
She chuckled. �I doubt you needed the reminder.�
�I didn�t.�
�As for Bjornolf, yeah, I�d trust him with my life. He�s a retired SEAL, you know. Anna works on �projects� with him. I suspect both of them know lethal moves without even turning into a wolf.�
Tom laughed, turned on some soft instrumental music, then raised the volume.
�What�s so funny?�
Tom pulled off his snow boots, then joined Elizabeth and wrapped his arms around her back. He slowly danced to the music with her. �Peter thought his brother had been involved in illegal operations all this time. He said he caught the two of them sparring in the guest bedroom of his home. We all thought it was a case of mate abuse.�
She laughed. �I guess they were keeping in shape.�
�Speaking of keeping in shape��
Elizabeth had never danced with a wolf before, and she loved Tom�s moves as he held her close, rubbing his body against hers and claiming her, just as she was claiming him back. �Great dancer.�
�Hmm,� Tom responded, his hands slipping all over her back, sliding the soft wool sweater against her skin. His warm hands slid up her sweater, his fingers pausing at her bra. He smiled. �Did you find it in my room?�
�I had to look a bit. It was tucked away in your underwear drawer between two pairs of black briefs.�
�See how I even share my drawers with you?�
She smiled and rubbed her body against his, loving the feel of his cock coming to life, firm, ready. �I love how much you share every bit of you with me.�
That earned her a smile. He leaned down and nuzzled his face against her cheek, lower until he could kiss her neck, her throat, her breasts. At the same time, his fingers unfastened her bra at the back. When he straightened, she pressed harder against his erection, wanting to feel his firmness, touch him, caress him, take him inside her.
He groaned as she moved her pelvis, grinding against him.
He slid his hands around to her waist, traveling up her skin and making her tremble with expectation. She loved how he responded, his heated gaze, his hot touch. His fingertips traced the wire cups of her bra, but then he pushed it out of his way and cupped her breasts with his hands, the sweater still covering her.
His mouth was on hers, not soft and gentle and refined, but taking what he wanted�knowing she craved the same. The lust driving them both. The need to conquer and possess, to fulfill the hunger that chased them.
Her sex was already aching for completion, and she was wet for him. His eyes were filled with desire, his lips insistent, his tongue stroking the inside of her mouth. She savored the feel, sucked on his tongue, and made the big gray wolf groan with entreaty. And she loved it.
His hands slid around her back again, lower and lower until they were on her buttocks. He pulled her hard against him, making her feel his feral need for her.
She didn�t hear the music any longer. Their feet were still walking to the beat on the soft plush carpet, but she concentrated on how he made her body turn into a burning furnace. He unzipped her pants, plunged his hand into her panties, and felt the wetness between her legs, then smiled.
An all-knowing, smug smile. He might make her wet, but she made him rock hard. She slid her hand over his jeans and the rigid bulge eager for release and stroked, telling him she wanted him. His kisses grew more urgent, his hands tightening his hold on her ass. He was about ready to strip, forget the foreplay, and get on with business.
She thought she heard him mutter how hot she was, and then he pulled off her sweater and her bra. He tossed them to the floor, then yanked off his own sweater and shirt. She loved the way he made her feel desirable, wanted, needed. Growling low with a little bit of a purr, she ran her fingers over his chest. She felt his sleek, warm, hard muscles under the palms of her hands and saw how his nipples pebbled.
She hadn�t been able to see him like this, hadn�t been up this close to touch him�every bit of him�without being buried beneath blankets and covers to keep the chill out. The room was comfortably warm, though she was burning up as she skimmed her hand over his skin, feeling his muscles, smelling his hot, musky all-man scent. He encouraged her to take her pleasure first, experiencing how her hands slid over him while she cherished him.
That didn�t last long as his mouth drew down to hers, slanting over her lips, his hands now cupping her naked breasts. His tongue licked the seam of her mouth as she attempted to unzip his pants. He slid his tongue into her mouth again. She concentrated on pulling his jeans away from his lean hips, trying to enjoy the way he invaded her with his tongue and sent her senses reeling.
She struggled, tugging at his jeans, wanting to stroke that enticing part of him that his pants and boxers still held hostage.
She managed to jerk his jeans down to his knees and reached for his boxers. His alpha wolf came into play. He kicked off his jeans and quickly dispensed with hers. Her panties and his boxers hit the floor next.
Naked, skin to skin, he continued to slow dance with her, his hot, hard body rubbing against hers. She was in heaven as she raised her arms and looped them around his neck, letting her breasts skim his chest, her hips swaying, her mound rubbing against his full-blown erection.
His darkened brown eyes were clouded with lust as he stroked her back with his large hands, sliding them down until he cupped her buttocks again. She felt his whole body tense right before he lifted her, and she wrapped her legs around him. He slowly carried her to the bed, kissing her, loving her.
He was a wolf dream come true.
He set her on the bed, but she didn�t release him, her legs wrapped around his hips, and he grinned. More than one way to do this, she thought his expression said.
He slipped his hand down to her wet sex and stroked her nub until she released him. She moved onto the mattress, wanting him on the bed with her. Like a predator wolf approaching his mate, ready for a joining, he prowled across the mattress to reach her. His fingers renewed their strokes, his free hand pushing her legs apart.
He was so beautifully naked, the light hair trailing down his torso to his pubic hair, his cock jutting out so proud and large and eager to please and take pleasure.
She dug her heels into the mattress, enraptured with the way he was making her feel�the joy, the headiness, her body thrumming with pleasure.
She let out a small cry as the fireworks showered her with hot, warm gratification. He wasn�t done as he lifted her legs over his shoulders and separated her with his fingers, stroking as she writhed to his touch, waves of renewed carnal need washing over her.
He replaced his fingers with his cock, burying it deep, seating himself. He pulled out and thrust again. He pounded against her ass, his muscles straining as he worked up the heat, their breathing heavy, the smell of wolfish sex permeating the air.
�Beautiful,� he managed to say, his voice ragged as he climaxed, the tremors of her own orgasm clutching at him.
He sank down on top of her, his face buried between her breasts, his breath warm against her skin, his tongue licking the valley. �Salty and sweet.� After a moment, he added, �And spicy.�
* * *
Sometime later, Elizabeth woke in Tom�s arms in his bed, the covers over them, and she realized they�d fallen asleep for a couple of hours. �Do you think your cousins might be changing their minds about joining the pack?�
�Maybe. They would be mad at all of us�Jake and me, Darien, and Lelandi. Probably Peter, too, since he took their father�s place as sheriff. I don�t know if they�re out looking for CJ, or if that�s just CJ�s wishful thinking. I�m worried that they might have turned tail and given up on trying to come back to the pack.�
�You think they�d leave CJ?�
�I wouldn�t want to think so, but I wouldn�t think Eric would entertain notions of helping kidnappers just to get back at us, either.�
�Too bad I wasn�t able to track them while we were in the forest.�
He pulled her tighter into his arms. �Best little tracker in Colorado.�
�And Oklahoma and Texas. Not that I�m bragging,� she said with a smile.
He kissed her forehead and smiled a little, but a crease marred his brow.
�What�s wrong?�
�I wonder what evidence North could have of your uncle�s involvement in your parents� murders.�
�He wouldn�t tell me. I think he wanted to see me.�
Tom scowled at that. �I suspect to convince you to stay with him. What triggered the killings? Do you have any idea?�
She took a deep breath and let it out. �My parents were getting ready to celebrate my sixteenth birthday.� She gave a soft snort. �Sweet sixteen and I didn�t have any friends around my age to celebrate it. You know what my father gave me? I mean, it was sweet, but not exactly what I had expected.�
Tom caressed her arm and shook his head.
�A boot knife. To protect myself with. Like I said, it was sweet of him to worry about me, probably because of the trouble I�d had with wolves who didn�t like what I was. But still, I was thinking more of a mare. A boot knife? I was away from home both days when they were murdered. If I had been there either day�� She shuddered.
Tom rubbed her arm. �Your father wasn�t home when your mother was murdered?�
�No. He had broken some horses for someone, and he went to deliver them. I was at the mercantile that day, picking up some goods my mother wanted. I�I returned home after my father did and found him in a state. He was just numb. I�ve never seen him so� shocked. He wouldn�t let me see her body. He buried her alone. I had� a sense that he knew who had done it. I asked, but he just shook his head.
�Two days later, he sent me into town for some supplies. I�I didn�t want to go. He insisted I take the boot knife with me. He was acting really strange. I wanted him to go with me. But he said he needed me to do it. I begged him to go with me. I was scared. I didn�t take the knife with me. I hadn�t wanted it. When I was halfway to town, I almost turned around. I had like a sixth sense something bad would happen.�
�He was meeting someone. Meeting the person he suspected killed your mother. Family,� Tom guessed.
�I think so. He didn�t want to tell me. I believe he confronted whoever it was, and that person got the best of him. He was stabbed to death. It was awful. Maybe that�s what had happened to my mother and that�s why my dad didn�t want me to see her. I was terrified. I was certain whoever had done it would want me dead next. North arrived and��
�North?�
�Yeah, he was excited and said he had something for my birthday, but he needed to speak to my dad first. Then he must have seen my tears and how distraught I was. Once he learned my dad had been murdered, North never said anything more about my birthday and the two of us quickly buried my dad. He helped me pack, and I planned to take the remaining five horses and sell them. I still own the property, but I used the money from the sale of the horses to buy a small house out of the pack territory and lived there for a while. Then I moved to Oklahoma, close to my mother�s family, and from there to Texas.�
�Okay, back up a moment,� Tom said. �You didn�t smell who killed your mother? Back then no one would have had hunter�s spray to use.�
�My dad wouldn�t tell me where he�d found her. I was caught in a torrential downpour before I made it home with the goods for my mother. My dad had been outside, probably trying to calm one of our more skittish mares. I�I did smell a hint of what I thought might have been my uncle and Sefton�s scents. But I couldn�t be sure. Not with the way the rains had washed everything away. Since I suspected they had a hand in it, I thought I might have imagined it.�
�So nothing triggered your mother�s killing that you knew of? If your father confronted the killer, that would explain his death.�
�The only thing I remember that seemed significant was that I�d had my birthday.�
�And the boot knife you got.�
She thought about that for a moment. �I wasn�t really grateful� I mean, I tried to show how much I loved it. But it was a stretch. I wanted a mare. Once I found my dad�� She shook her head. �I didn�t appreciate why he wanted me to have it until I had to leave and I wanted to have it for protection. Only I couldn�t find it. Dad had another. I took his and the rifle he owned, and North gave me his boot knife. I didn�t think I needed another, but he insisted.�
�The one your father gave you�was it new? Or something passed down through the family?�
�Passed down from my father�s grandfather. It had a lovely bone handle, but still��
�You wanted a horse.�
She nodded, feeling guilty about it still. �I was in such a rush to leave and so distraught that I didn�t think anything of it. I just wanted to get weapons, some clothes, food, the horses, and leave.�
�Do you think the killer had it? Used it?�
Elizabeth closed her eyes. She didn�t want to think that her father giving her his treasured family heirloom had resulted in her mother�s and father�s murders.
�Would either your half brother or uncle have known that your father gave it to you?�
�They might have talked about it. I could see my uncle being upset that my father, who was the first born of the two, had gotten it from their father and then passed it down to me instead of Sefton. Uncle Quinton� might have even asked my father when he would give it to Sefton.�
Tom kissed her cheek. �I can�t imagine how hard that would have been for you.� Tom took a deep breath. �I need to discuss something else with you, though. Jake said you interviewed him for a story. He didn�t tell me right away, afraid I�d be upset you�d talked with him at length and hadn�t said a word to me before you left.�
She snuggled against him. �I did conduct an interview with him early that morning, all about his photography. He left to be with his wife. Darien and Lelandi came downstairs for breakfast. Jake�s article won�t be published until next week.�
�We didn�t know that.�
Elizabeth barely breathed. Had Tom and Jake been looking for her article and come across the one she had written about coyotes and wolves? She hadn�t wanted them to read the article. Sure it was available online, but she hadn�t thought they would have looked for Jake�s interview already and found her other article.
Tom stroked her hair. �Gray wolves came first.�
She thought she heard a hint of amusement in his tone of voice and looked up at him. He gave her a smug smile, as though he was delighted to learn that he and his gray wolves had been right.
Her stomach tightening, she worried how Lelandi would view it. �You won�t tell Lelandi, will you?�
�She found the article first.�
Her heart sinking, Elizabeth groaned. �I never meant for her to learn of it. I�m so sorry that she saw what I�d written.�
�Don�t be, Elizabeth. She says that makes the two of you even more like sisters. She�s very happy for that.�
Elizabeth took a deep, grateful breath. The reason she had made the trip to Silver Town in the first place was to make things right concerning her rotten uncle, and she had ended up finding a home, a pack, and a mate who gave her a whole new outlook on her kind.
Not that they didn�t still have real problems.

Chapter 27

Early the next morning, the bitter cold and north-chilled breeze stirred up the snow, creating a white mist-like world as Minx, Cody, and Anthony trudged along in their snowshoes to reach Mr. Winston�s house out in the country. Like the others in the pack, they were homeschooled. Some of the pack members had better teaching skills than others, and Mr. Winston was the best calculus teacher anyone could want.
�You know our parents won�t be happy with us if they learn we�re headed out this far when they think we�re skiing at the resort,� Minx said to Cody and Anthony as the two boys hauled a sled carrying groceries�bread, milk, OJ, tuna fish, and a few other items they thought Mr. Winston might need.
�So we don�t tell them. If old man Winston lets it slip, we�ll at least have done the deed, and what would they say about it then?� Cody asked, his jester ski hat jingling with every step he took. �It�ll be too late.�
�It won�t be too late to ground us,� Minx warned.
�You didn�t have to come with us,� Anthony said.
�Of course I did.�
They both looked back at her. She couldn�t keep up with their longer stride, no matter how hard she tried, even though they were pulling the sled. But Anthony and Cody were always thinking up new schemes, and Minx wouldn�t be left out of an adventure for anything. She liked old Mr. Winston, too, and was just as worried that he couldn�t get into town to replenish his food when the snowstorm had hit. Not that several members of the wolf pack hadn�t offered to help him out. He had his pride. Since they were just kids, they figured he wouldn�t mind them bringing him food and giving him some company. As long as they didn�t have to do any math problems while they visited.
Cody and Anthony grinned at her.
�Your parents are betas,� Anthony said to Minx, continuing to move through the deep snowdrifts. �You never get into trouble. When we all fell off that cliff that time, I figured you�d get grounded forever since you�re a girl.�
�Nah, not Minx,� Cody said. �Not even for one hour.�
�Like the two of you should talk. Your parents didn�t punish either of you.�
�That�s only because we promised we�d never do it again. Otherwise? Dad said he would have had us mucking out Doc Mitchell�s horse stalls for two months.�
�Well, you didn�t have to clean out the vet�s stalls.� Minx stopped in her tracks. �How much farther is it? I don�t remember Mr. Winston�s home being this far out.�
�In the spring it isn�t. Or at least it doesn�t feel like it. Trudging through powder snow, it is,� Cody said.
Minx waded through the snow after the brothers again, trying to think about anything other than how much this was wearing her out. �I like Elizabeth.�
Neither Cody or Anthony made a comment.
Minx let out her breath. She was still thinking about meeting Elizabeth at the ski resort when she remembered something. �My dad thinks Eric Silver was at the ski resort.�
Cody glanced over his shoulder. �Why does he think that? They left the pack months ago.�
Minx wasn�t sure if her dad knew what he was talking about, either. But what if he did?
�Okay, so how does he know?� Cody finally asked.
�Well, my dad�s not sure, but he thought he saw Eric in the men�s room at the ski resort after he dropped me off there to join the two of you. Eric, if it was him, was moving really fast and had his mask down for only a moment. Dad only got a glimpse of his profile. Dad was a little surprised to see him, thinking the brothers had moved far away. But he could have sworn it was him.�
�Did your dad tell Darien?� Anthony asked.
�Of course, but because he couldn�t be certain and because the Silvers have no idea where their cousins are staying, there wasn�t much they could do about. Hey, is that smoke? Yes! We�re getting closer.�
She stopped again. �Cody,� she whispered, since he was closer to her than Anthony.
Both brothers stopped to look at her.
She pointed to wolf tracks in the snow.
* * *
Per Darien�s orders, all the searchers would remain in human form. Darien worried that the farmers or ranchers in the area would find out about the hunt for the wolves and try to tag along, although Elizabeth would have preferred tracking as a wolf. On Elizabeth and Tom�s team, Bjornolf and Anna had split off in another direction to look for any wolf or human footprints.
�Were your cousins really well liked?� she asked Tom.
�Yeah, they were. Everyone felt really bad about their dad. And about them leaving.�
�So it makes sense that Mr. Winston would give them a place to stay while they figured out how they wanted to attempt to return.�
�I guess so,� Tom said. �But Mr. Winston probably would have told them that we weren�t mad at them and would have welcomed them back, so the fact that Eric was so against just coming clean from the start makes me worry they�re up to something. And now that they�ve put the pack in danger, they�ve actually hurt their chances.�
Elizabeth wished they could spread out a bit, but he wouldn�t leave her for a second, and she knew he still worried someone might attack her.
�Lelandi is the psychologist in the family. What has she said about any of this?� Elizabeth examined a cluster of spruce branches, noticing some of the snow had been brushed off as if someone had walked into them recently. It could have been a searcher, but then again, Bjornolf and Anna were farther away, and the other search teams even more spread out. This was really recent, new snowflakes not having had time to cover the blue-green needles again.
Her heart sped up a little.
�Lelandi says it�s possible they�re acting out. Or maybe seeking revenge for their dad. Or they might not even be involved in any of this, like CJ said.�
�Or, they just want attention.�
�It�s one damn stupid way of getting it,� he said, glancing in her direction.
Elizabeth understood his anger, the betrayal, only too deeply. She turned away from him and studied a footprint in the snow, situated among the branches of the spruce. �Haven�t you ever done anything to get someone�s attention and afterward you regretted it? Some will do anything to get some notice, negative or otherwise. Since they�re angry that your brother put their father down, maybe they�ve been fuming about this and lashed out.�
�It�s dangerous for the pack. We can�t have our farmers reaching for their guns every time they see a wolf in a wolf-run town. We might have welcomed them back before, but now I don�t know if we want to have pack members whose decisions place all of us in danger,� Tom said, joining her as she measured her boot size with the one left in the snow.
�Man�s, recent,� she said. �He stood here, hiding among the branches of this spruce tree.�
Tom pulled his rifle off his shoulder and searched around the trees.
Someone was hiding nearby, listening, watching. If it was one of Tom�s cousins, she desperately wanted to talk him into giving himself up.
�They had a pack. They can�t let go of it. They want to be part of it again, but they don�t know how to come back and still save face,� she said.
Tom moved off into the trees, but Elizabeth didn�t follow him. He quickly came back for her. �Aren�t you coming?�
�They deserve a second chance, Tom. Maybe some intervention sessions with Lelandi. I never had a pack to grow up with. I only had my mother and father to learn from. I can only guess what it would be like for them to play and fight and be part of a pack growing up�and then lose their father, you and your brothers, and the rest of the pack all at once. Let them return to the pack. Show them what you�ve all shown me�tolerance, acceptance, and unconditional love.�
Tom looked around at the ground, searching for more footprints. �It�s up to Darien to make a decision like that.�
His expression tight, Tom stalked across the snow, shouldering his rifle. He took Elizabeth into his arms and hugged her tight. He whispered into her ear, �They�re here, aren�t they? Listening.�
She nodded, tears misting her eyes. She never cried if she could help it, and she�d been more misty-eyed around Tom and his pack than she wanted to admit. �You wanted to protect them, Tom. They knew if anyone would listen to them, it would be you. What they did was stupid. It all needs to end now.�
Tom gazed into her eyes. He shook his head. �You�re beautiful, you know? Inside and out. Despite all you�ve been through.�
�CJ turned himself in.�
�That was only because he stepped into the trap and couldn�t run any farther.�
�I think my charging after him, growling and snapping, spooked him. I think he came to see you when you were gathering kindling like he said, trying to find a way to get your attention and show you he didn�t mean you any harm. Only� I sort of ruined it by suddenly coming on the scene.�
Tom heaved a deep breath but didn�t say anything. He wasn�t convinced yet.
�Let them come in on their own and square things with Darien and Lelandi. Get back to being a pack. I like CJ. I want to have the biggest family I can have.�
Tom smiled at her, holding her still, looking down at her with wonder and admiration. �It won�t be easy. For any of us.�
�Time will heal.�
�But not in your uncle�s case,� Tom said vehemently. �That bastard will pay for attempting to kill you.�
�I also want to know if he murdered my parents. I want the proof, and Hrothgar can deal with him. As harshly as he sees fit.� Quinton didn�t deserve anything better.
Movement by one of the trees made Tom raise his rifle as Elizabeth turned to see who it was.
�Brett,� Tom said, sounding surprised, despite having assumed that one of his cousins was nearby.
Brett was wearing a white parka and ski pants that made him blend in with the snow, with only a hint of dark bangs showing beneath the hood of his coat and dark brown eyes. He studied Tom, waiting to see his response. He had Tom�s stern jaw, and she wondered if when he smiled, his expression would be similar to Tom�s.
Bjornolf and Anna came behind Brett, weapons pointed at the ground.
�We were watching him,� Bjornolf said, �while he listened to the two of you talk. I didn�t know what was going on until I realized you knew he was there.�
�Thanks, Bjornolf, Anna,� Tom said, then turned his attention on his cousin. �Where are your brothers?�
�They�re not here. We spread out so that we won�t get caught in a cluster. We knew you were searching for us, so we split up. We�ve been trying to find the damned wolves scaring the livestock. It wasn�t us. But we knew you�d suspect us first. We�ve tried damned hard to find the bastards and turn them over to Darien.�
�Why did you keep CJ out of this?� Tom asked, sounding suspicious.
�Hell, Tom. You know him. The minute he left the pack, he regretted it. He had his own ideas about how to get back in with the pack. Took us a lot longer to come to terms with everything. We know Darien had no other choice, but still�� Brett took a settling breath. �You�re still family, our pack. We knew the farmers would hunt any wolf, and one of our people could be killed. We had to hunt the rogue wolves down ourselves. Prove that we weren�t anything like our dad.�
Elizabeth felt all misty-eyed again.
�All right, say I take your word for it. But CJ said he overheard Eric talking to the guy who kidnapped Elizabeth. Did you know about that?�
Brett creased his forehead. �No, Eric never told us what they talked about. But I suspected that guy was up to no good.�
�Do you have any clues?�
Brett snorted. �They�re red wolves. They use hunter�s spray. We saw the three of them clustered in the distance, spooking some calves. They�re big wolves, but they�re definitely reds. We took chase, but they disappeared into the mountains. Easy to do when we couldn�t scent them.�
�You wore hunter�s scent camouflage, too,� Tom accused.
�Hell, yeah. If we hadn�t, you would have only smelled our scents at the farms. That would have assured you we were the culprits.�
�What now?� Tom asked.
�I�ll go into town. Settle the score with Darien. Where�s CJ?�
�Injured, leg trap. Doc�s taking care of him.�
Elizabeth saw the concern wash over Brett�s face.
Tom turned to Bjornolf and Anna. �Take him into town, will you?�
�What? I�m being treated like a prisoner?�
�Let�s just say that until Darien has a talk with you, this is the way it�s going down.�
Brett shook his head. �So who are you?� Brett asked Bjornolf. �I�ve never seen the two of you in the pack before. Leave for a short time and everything changes.�
�Sheriff Peter Jorgenson�s brother, Bjornolf.�
�He�s a retired Navy SEAL,� Anna said.
�Damn, I didn�t know Peter had a brother who was a SEAL. I thought you were trouble.�
�I am�for the bad guys.�
Brett chuckled, but Elizabeth thought the amusement was a little strained. �Didn�t know they sent you guys on missions like this.�
�I owed Peter big-time for not keeping in touch. See you later,� Bjornolf said to Elizabeth and Tom, and the three of them headed back through the woods in the direction of the town.
�He sounded sincere,� Elizabeth said to Tom, searching for new tracks, smelling the breeze, looking for any signs Brett�s brothers had been with him at some point.
�Could be. But why were the red wolves causing trouble for us?� Tom asked.
�The guys who kidnapped me were red wolves. I was able to smell them once their hunter�s spray wore off after we�d been flying for a few hours. They have to be the same ones.�
�If they�re the ones who kidnapped you, why would they want to harass our farmers?�
�What if they instigated the situation with the farmers to distract the pack from North and me? It�s clever, really. They created a situation that not only kept the pack occupied but made the farmers antsy specifically about wolves, thus making Darien want to limit the pack�s shifting,� Elizabeth said.
�So they thought that by distracting us with the farmer problem, they could slip under our radar and get away with stealing your deed and North�s evidence,� Tom said, nodding. �But they weren�t planning on you and me getting involved.�
Tom cast her an elusive smile.
She kissed his cold cheek. �You�re right. And all this time, you were tracking down your cousins and not the wolves actually spooking the livestock.�
�I suppose so. But we still don�t know for sure if Eric is up to something.�
�True,� Elizabeth agreed.
Not finding any sign of the others, she and Tom had been walking for about an hour when she paused, spying a footprint half-hidden by snow. �There.� She pointed to another place beneath a tree about three hundred yards from the other. �Smaller boot. Wait a minute. Look at the track marks. Somebody�s been hauling something fairly heavy.� She studied the snowshoe prints. �Three people. A girl and two men.�
�A girl? Silva�s out here. Anna, too, but she was with us.� Tom studied the girl�s footprints. �Small. Lightweight. She sat down over here and took off the snowshoes, then continued to walk without them.�
Elizabeth sniffed the air. �Minx?�
Tom sampled the air. �Cody and Anthony are with her. I bet none of them had permission to come out here. Not with the problems we�ve had with the rogue wolves. The boys haven�t given the pack any grief in the past six months, and next year, they�re supposed to work as ski instructors. We hoped that would give them enough to do to keep them focused and out of trouble.�
�They�re good kids,� Elizabeth said. �It looks like Cody and Anthony pulled a sled�� Elizabeth paused and turned, looking off to the side where the girl�s footprints stopped. �Wolf tracks, Tom.� She felt a chill race up her spine. Whoever hauled the sled had left it some feet from the first sign of the wolf prints.
�Darien said no one was supposed to be in wolf form,� Tom said.
�Groceries and one set of snow� wait, three sets of snowshoes,� she whispered, getting a really bad feeling about this.
Tom wanted Elizabeth to stay with the groceries, but he couldn�t leave her alone. And he didn�t want her to continue following the tracks in case they came across real trouble. When Bjornolf and Anna had been with them, that was one thing. Tom had felt a sense of security when he�d thought the rest of his cousins would also turn themselves in.
Tom and Elizabeth followed the trail, both of them trying to be as quiet as possible. The kids wouldn�t have left the groceries behind unless they had run into trouble or had gone after the wolf tracks quietly, trying not to catch anyone�s attention.
They should have returned to Silver Town at once with word of what they�d found. Not that Tom or his brothers wouldn�t have done the same thing when they were the kids� ages.
Elizabeth whispered to Tom, �Any reason they would be hauling groceries this way?�
�Nothing here but Mr. Winston�s house. He lives way out. He�s a wolf, but when he got cut off from the pack during the snowstorm, he said he didn�t need any help. Looks like the kids thought to take something to him anyway.�
�But the wolf tracks?� she asked, glancing at Tom.
He shook his head. �The house is just beyond those trees. The kids wouldn�t have left the groceries back there without some good reason. Like they were in trouble. Or Mr. Winston was.�
�We should get backup, or I should shift,� Elizabeth said.
Tom listened for any sounds of people or wolves moving about in the trees. Nothing. �Let�s get closer to the house. Mr. Winston should be the only one there, except for the kids.�
�Unless your other two cousins are here. Brett said they had split up, but I�d assumed he meant they were all out looking for CJ.�
�Yeah,� Tom said.
Moving in closer, Tom and Elizabeth used the shelter of the snow-laden spruce to study the one-story log cabin. The living room curtains were open, smoke drifting out of the stone chimney, lights on in the living room and kitchen. Eric paced across the living-room floor.
�Eric,� Tom said.
Of all the cousins, Eric was the tallest, six-one, and the most muscled. He wore a gray sweatshirt and jeans and appeared highly agitated.
A girl wearing a bright blue sweater and with blond hair in braids crossed in front of the kitchen window. She peeked outside, turned, and walked out of view.
�Minx,� Tom said under his breath. Something had to be wrong. The kids wouldn�t leave the groceries out here without having a good reason. They wouldn�t have forgotten them. �Damn. Cody and Anthony must also be in there.�
�Eric and his brother wouldn�t hurt the kids, would they?� Elizabeth asked, her voice soft and concerned.
�No. But why would the kids leave the groceries in the snow�� Another man crossed the living-room floor. Not Eric�s brother Sarandon. And it wasn�t Mr. Winston. Tom didn�t know the gray-haired man.
�My Uncle Quinton,� Elizabeth whispered, her rosy cheeks losing all their color as a shudder ran through her.
Was Eric working with Quinton?

Chapter 28

Elizabeth�s brow was furrowed deeply, and Tom saw the fear in her expression as they crouched in the trees surrounding Mr. Winston�s house. He reached out and touched her cheek with his gloved hand. �I don�t know what�s going on. Maybe Eric was caught unaware and taken hostage.� Though he didn�t look like it. �I� don�t� can�t believe my cousin is in cahoots with your uncle. I want you to return to town for help.�
�You can�t confront them alone.� Elizabeth was ready to give him hell if Tom even thought to do so.
�I won�t. As long as everyone seems relatively at ease, I�ll leave them alone and just keep an eye on them. If anyone exits the house, I�ll make plans. But I want you safely in town.�
She glanced at the small shed where Mr. Winston kept his tools and gardening supplies. �I could shift and wait with you here.�
�No, Elizabeth. I want you as far away from your uncle as possible.� Just thinking of her being anywhere near the bastard gave him heart palpitations. �We need reinforcements.�
The front door squeaked open. Tom�s heart pounded faster. They turned to see who had opened the door. North and Minx. North sported a black eye and it was half-shut.
A chill slid up Tom�s spine as he watched Minx with North. How many were in the house? He had to get Minx away from North.
North shut the door behind him and followed Minx through the fresh tracks, directly toward Tom and Elizabeth.
�What will we do now?� Elizabeth whispered.
New plan. His blood pumping furiously, Tom grabbed Elizabeth�s hand and squeezed, hoping this worked. �Elizabeth, I�ll take out North. You grab Minx and take her home. And get help.�
From Elizabeth�s reluctance, Tom could tell she didn�t want to leave him. She finally nodded and squeezed his hand back.
Minx looked furious. She swung her arms back and forth, matching the pace of her hat�s swinging pom-poms as she stalked through the snow. �Darien will make you all pay for this.�
�I haven�t done anything wrong,� North growled.
�You�re going along with the others, and that means you�re in the wrong as much as they are. You can help us stop this before it�s too late.�
�Just tell me where that sled is and�� North didn�t say another word except, �Oof,� as Tom lunged for him and slammed the butt of his rifle against North�s temple, knocking him out.
Elizabeth had moved just as swiftly to clamp her hand over Minx�s mouth and muffle the scream that escaped.
�Oh, oh, oh,� Minx whispered after Elizabeth let go, tears collecting in her eyes. �I am so glad to see you.�
�Shh,� Elizabeth whispered, giving the girl a quick hug. �How many others are in the house?�
�Eric, Cody, and Anthony. And some guy named Quinton.� Minx looked at North as Tom dragged him to the sled. �And him.�
Tom untied the ropes keeping the food on the sled, then whispered, �Help me dump the groceries.�
Elizabeth and Minx assisted him in turning the sled over, depositing the groceries into the snow. Using the ropes, Tom tied North to the sled. �Change of plans. You and Minx take North back to town with you.�
�Okay,� Elizabeth said.
�I don�t want to leave Anthony and Cody,� Minx said, tears streaking her red cheeks.
Elizabeth gave her a hug. �I don�t want to leave them either, but we won�t do them any good if we stay here. Let�s go before my Uncle Quinton wonders what�s taking you and North so long. We�ll send help.�
Glad Elizabeth wouldn�t argue with him any further about staying here with him, Tom embraced her and kissed her lips. Afterward, he gave Minx a reassuring hug. �Take care of each other. I�ll be waiting.�
�No heroics,� Elizabeth said, frowning at him.
�Only if I don�t need to be a hero.�
Elizabeth reluctantly nodded, hating to leave him behind, but she didn�t want Minx to be in any danger, either. She and Minx took hold of the tow rope and moved as quickly as they could through the snowdrifts.
�Why do they want you?� Minx asked.
Elizabeth said, �Shh, Minx. We need to be really quiet all the way back to town.�
If Tom�s other cousin, Sarandon, wasn�t with Eric, he could very well be out in the woods somewhere. Maybe he and Eric hadn�t planned to have a truce with Darien and the pack. Or they had changed their minds.
The going was slow as they lugged the sled. Elizabeth wished they could move faster, but leaving North behind with Tom would have been a mistake. If North came to and yelled for help while Tom watched the house, Tom would have to face down at least three of them�Eric, North, and Quinton. Maybe Eric�s other brother and her half brother, too.
Minx�s comment continued to plague Elizabeth as they trudged through the snow, and she finally whispered to the girl, �What do you mean that they wanted me?�
�North arrived at Mr. Winston�s house right after we did,� Minx said, her voice ragged as she tugged the sled with Elizabeth and they tried to move as fast they could. �Eric was already there. Mr. Winston let North in, and then Quinton and some other guy barged into Mr. Winston�s house waving guns. I guess they had followed North. Quinton said that North would pay for having brought you here and the plane going down. Then Eric got really mad and punched North in the eye.�
�Eric did?�
�Yeah. He said that was for thinking he�d want to get back at the Silver Pack. He said he�d kill North for nearly getting you killed. North said he didn�t know what Eric was talking about, and that he�d been in hiding from Quinton. He said Quinton was the one who had you kidnapped,� Minx explained breathlessly.
�How did North end up at Mr. Winston�s?� Elizabeth asked.
�It sounded like North found out Eric and his brothers were looking for you because they had been asking about you at the ski resort. North had followed them to Mr. Winston�s place to ask them if they knew where you were.�
�That must be why Eric thought North was the one who had hired kidnappers,� Elizabeth said.
Minx nodded. �Then the other guy who came with Quinton�no one ever said his name�asked why we were there. Said he figured a bunch of teens wouldn�t come out all this way for nothing.� Minx paused to get her breath.
�We had to tell him about the groceries. We hoped if anyone saw them there, they�d know someone was in trouble,� she said.
�We assumed as much.�
�But� what happened? Were you really in an accident?�
�Yes.� But Elizabeth didn�t want to discuss that now. �What happened after you told him about the groceries?�
�Quinton told North and me to go get them. And not to do anything stupid.�
�Like run away?�
�Yeah.�
They walked for another good twenty minutes. Elizabeth�s mind continued to run through all that had been said and not said. �The other man. What did he look like?�
�Ohh,� North groaned.
Elizabeth glanced back at him. His eyes were still closed, but he began to stir. She whispered to Minx, �Keep moving.�
�What� what happened?� North mumbled.
This wouldn�t do. If he started yelling, they�d be done for.
Elizabeth stopped pulling the sled and hurried around to the left side of it. She unwrapped her long woolen scarf from around her neck and was about to tie it around his mouth when he opened his eyes and narrowed them.
�Elizabeth. I�m� I�m on your side.�
�Maybe you are, but I can�t trust you right now.� She tied the scarf around his mouth, then returned to Minx, whose eyes were huge. Elizabeth tugged on the rope. �Come on. Let�s go, Minx.�
They hadn�t trudged very far when Elizabeth thought she saw movement beyond one of the spruces. Adrenaline shot through her veins. A wolf, she thought.
In a rush, she began removing her gloves, hat, and parka and piling them on the sled.
�What are you doing?� Minx whispered.
�Shifting.� If Elizabeth could only strip out of her clothes fast enough. Her wolf teeth, stealth, and speed were the only protection she could offer to keep Minx safe. �Keep moving toward town. If you can�t pull him,� she whispered to Minx, her teeth chattering from the cold as she removed her sweater, �leave him and get to the nearest safe place from here.� She fully intended to watch Minx�s back while she attempted to track down whoever was out here with them.
�Darien�s house,� Minx said.
�Yes,� Elizabeth said, peeling off the last sock. Cold� cold. �Go.�
Elizabeth shifted into her wolf form, thankful for her winter-coat protection. The warmth surrounded her so quickly that she nearly forgot she�d been freezing seconds earlier.
She bounded into the trees, searching for whoever had come upon them. She hoped it was someone with one of the search teams, though that would mean he was in wolf coat when he wasn�t supposed to be. She thought from the quick flash of fur that it was a red wolf, not a gray.
She saw Minx run as fast as she could toward town. She�d abandoned North.
Glad for it because Minx could make more headway that way, Elizabeth made a wide circle around Minx, trying to catch sight of whoever was out here with them. She saw a flash of a black-tipped tail. Red wolf. North was tied to the sled. Quinton was at Mr. Winston�s home, unless he had left the house and gotten ahead of them. Only one other person who was a red wolf could be in on this. Sefton. Her dear, sweet half brother.
Minx screamed. Elizabeth�s heart dropped into the pit of her stomach. Her fur stood out in aggression as she bolted for Minx.
As soon as Elizabeth saw the wolf, she recognized him. It was Sefton. And he was trying to corral Minx in the direction of Winston�s house.
Elizabeth didn�t care if he was bigger than she was, or a full wolf when she was only half. She lunged at Sefton, biting him in the neck before he knew what hit him. She feared that would be the only good bite she�d get in, but she hoped it would give Minx time to get away.
Sefton tore loose and snarled and growled. But he didn�t attack.
Minx ran off. Thank God.
Sefton�s failure to attack her made her pause. He�d wanted to kill her before when she was little. Why not now when she had attacked him?
Fine. She�d run into town and get help for North and Tom and make sure Minx got in safely.
As soon as she bolted off, Sefton lunged at her. She saw the furred body flying at her out of her peripheral vision. She had only a second for her heart to give a start, and she made a startled yelp. Right before he slammed into her.
* * *
Darien had discovered tracks that indicated someone had been hauling supplies somewhere, and he and Jake started following the trail.
Sam and Silva were a few feet away searching for more tracks.
Sam finally said to Silva, �I know why you�re doing it.�
Silva looked over at him. �Yeah?�
�You�ve been wanting to remove that old glass mirror from behind the bar forever, and I didn�t want to. It gives the place character.�
She snorted. �You give the place character.�
He smiled, then grew serious again. �You�ve wanted to update the windows. Even the ceiling fans.� He paused and glanced at her. She waited for what he had to say next. �Well, it�s time to make a few changes.�
�You can do whatever you want with your tavern, Sam. But I�m opening my tearoom on Saturday, eleven o�clock sharp.�
Darien took a deep breath and shook his head at Jake.
Jake gave him a small, knowing smile back.
Sam didn�t say anything for a while as they trudged through the snow. �For a long time now, I�ve thought of the tavern as being ours. You�ve worked with me for years.�
�I�ve worked for you for years. There�s a big difference.�
Darien didn�t think they�d ever resolve their differences. He didn�t remember it being this difficult between him and Lelandi, and for that he was eternally grateful.
�I can�t find anyone to replace you,� Sam growled.
She didn�t respond, but she smiled.
�Don�t look so smug,� he said.
�You�re looking for someone who�s just like me. Am I right? Find someone who�s not. You know. Hire someone who�s blonde and tall, with green eyes.�
He stopped in his tracks and seized her arm.
She raised her brows at him. Darien and Jake came to a halt, warily watching the two of them. Darien knew Sam and Silva had to resolve their issues on their own, but he wanted to step in as pack leader and as a friend and tell them to get it over with and mate already.
�I don�t want anyone new, Silva. I want you.�
�I�m not working at the tavern anymore.� She jerked her arm free and stalked off.
Sam stared after her, then as if he realized Darien and Jake were watching them, he glanced in their direction. With a furrowed brow and a frantic wave of his arm, Darien encouraged Sam to go after her.
Sam scowled and hurried after her. �Silva, wait up.�
She didn�t, of course, and instead walked faster. �We�re supposed to look for tracks. Not air our personal business out here.�
�I don�t want anyone else. I want you.�
�I�m not working at the tavern any longer. When will you get that through your thick��
Sam pulled Silva into his arms and kissed her. Darien and Jake stared, jaws hanging open. It wasn�t that they hadn�t seen them kiss before, hot and passionately and way too often for them not to have mated by now, but Darien just hadn�t expected it here and now.
Darien nudged Jake to follow him, and they continued to look for the sled tracks.
�What was that for?� Silva asked, sounding out of breath and awed.
�I want you back.�
�Sam, I won�t give up my tearoom.�
�I didn�t say you had to give it up. This is the happiest I�ve see you in ages. I want to share in your new venture.�
She looked skeptically at him. �Somehow I can�t see you wearing frilly Victorian wear while you serve ladies special tea in tiny antique teacups.�
Darien stifled a chuckle, poking Jake in the ribs when he didn�t manage to control his own chuckle.
�Besides, you have your tavern to run,� Silva said to Sam.
�I want to help you in any way that I can. But I don�t mean just that. I want you with me at night. Every night. The tavern will have new hours�closing down early so we can spend more time together.�
If Silva and Sam settled things between themselves, it would be a cause for celebration.
�Why didn�t you say so before?� she asked.
Sam scrubbed his gloved hand over his nearly black beard. �You were always with me. Always nearby. I got to hear your smart-ass comments all day long from the time we opened until the time we closed. I could deal with not having you in bed with me at night, believing that we�d get there eventually. I want to be with you when our places aren�t open. Sundays our establishments will both be closed. You�re only operating from eleven to three for lunch the rest of the week. Maybe you could come over��
She folded her arms and frowned up at him.
�This is not just about you working with me, damn it. It just won�t be the same without you. Half my clients�sheriff, deputy, our pack leaders, everyone�will go to eat lunch at your place just to see you. You know they will, Silva. You�re the biggest draw there is.�
Darien couldn�t believe it. Foot-in-the-mouth Sam. He could have slugged him. Jake cast a glance at Darien and shook his head. Darien let out his breath on a heavy sigh.
To Darien�s astonishment, Silva smiled. �You� think you could live without me until four?�
Sam grabbed Silva, swung her around as he gave her a bear hug, and whooped and hollered.
Darien said under his breath, �Hallelujah.�
Grinning, Jake said, �I was beginning to think it would never happen.�
�You and me both.�
Darien heard what he thought was someone running a long way off, sobbing. A girl.
They all took off in that direction at a run�as much as they could through the deep snow.
* * *
Tom hated waiting to see what would happen next. Eric stared out the living-room window, most likely watching for Minx and North�s return. Eric turned his attention to the front door. It opened.
Tom tensed. Cody stood in the entryway, surveying the trees in front of him and listening for any sounds. Tom remained hidden, not wanting to catch Eric�s eye as he watched out the living-room window again.
�Hurry it up,� an older man growled. Had to be Quinton. Tom didn�t recognize his voice. �Get them back here.�
Cody closed the door and trudged through the snow toward the trees, following the path that Minx and North had taken. The bells on the tassels of his rainbow-colored jester hat rang with every step he took. The hat would have to go. He moved slower than Tom knew he could manage. A worried frown creased Cody�s forehead.
As soon as Cody reached a point where the trees hid him from anyone watching from the house, Tom intercepted him, covering his mouth before the teen could cry out.
Tom quickly released him and Cody whispered, �Oh my God, Tom, I�m so glad to see you.� The teen looked around at the trees. �Are you it? No one else? Where are Minx and North?�
�Minx and Elizabeth hauled an unconscious North back to town on your sled. See if you can catch up to them and help them out. Their trail should be easy enough to follow.�
�What about you?�
�Maybe I can send Anthony on his way in a bit.�
�That Quinton guy said he�d kill Anthony and Eric if I didn�t bring North and Minx back with me.�
�You say Eric isn�t in on this with him?�
�No. He was using the place as a safe house. After Minx, my brother, and I arrived, North came. He had come to see Eric, because he and his brothers had been searching for Elizabeth. North thought the brothers knew where she was. Believing North was involved in her kidnapping, Eric socked him in the eye. Quinton and some other guy arrived and took us all hostage. He�s got a gun.�
�Okay, good to know. I have a rifle and a Glock.�
�The other one isn�t in the house,� Cody warned.
Tom�s blood chilled. �What other one? Where is he?�
�Some guy named Sefton. After North and Minx left the house, Quinton muttered to himself that Sefton was taking too long to get back. I don�t know where he is. He went out in his wolf coat after they took us hostage.�
Tom prayed one of the search teams had picked Sefton up. He was torn between going after Elizabeth and Minx and ensuring they stayed safe, or remaining here to try and take Quinton out.
�All right. Hurry and find the women. Send reinforcements this way if you see any of the search teams.�
�Search teams?�
�Yeah, three others are out here.�
�Okay, I�ll take good care of them. Just� don�t let any harm come to my brother. Okay?�
�Yeah, you know I�ll do anything I can to protect him, Cody. Go.�
Cody glanced back in the direction of the house, then nodded to Tom and started to take off, jingling.
�Wait, leave your hat here. You can use mine.�
Cody looked torn. He loved that jester hat. On the other hand, wearing a pack sub-leader�s hat was an honor. All the other guys would be envious. They exchanged hats, and Tom set the jester hat on one of the tree branches as Cody hurried off.
Tom hoped Cody was correct and that Eric hadn�t pretended to be something he wasn�t. Gambling that Eric had planned to explain what was going on to Darien, Tom moved out of the trees for a moment. He caught Eric�s eye as he watched out the living-room window in the direction Cody had gone.
Eric�s eyes widened and his jaw dropped.
Now or never. Either he would alert Quinton, or he would keep Tom�s presence here secret.
Eric smiled, wearing one of his evil smirks.
What did that mean? He would get Tom back? Or he was glad to see him?

Chapter 29

Tom reached Mr. Winston�s shed at a dead run, praying that Eric wouldn�t reveal his presence. Tom ran behind the shed and around to the back door of the house. If everyone remained in the living room, no one would see him. His biggest problem would be picking the lock to the back door.
If everyone talked, it might cover up the clicking sound he�d make with his lockpicks. If not, Quinton could very well hear him with his enhanced wolf hearing. The wind whipped about and the old cabin creaked, which helped somewhat to disguise his work.
�You can�t kill us, Quinton,� Eric said suddenly. �The red pack and the Silver pack will want your heads.�
Good. Eric was covering for Tom.
�I have no intention of killing anyone here,� Quinton said.
�So why do you want the woman so badly?�
�I have a business arrangement with my niece. I�m having a time getting together with Elizabeth.�
�You can�t hurt her. I suspect she�s Tom�s mate by now,� Eric said.
Quinton growled, �No wolf in his right mind would take her for a mate.�
Tom wanted to wring the bastard�s neck. He was glad Elizabeth wasn�t here to witness this.
�What kind of business arrangement?� Eric asked, louder this time as Tom continued to attempt to pick the back-door lock, his gloves lying on the porch, his hands sweating despite the frigid weather. �Is that why you had her brought back to Colorado?�
�I told you, North brought her here,� Quinton snapped a little too quickly. �He wants her for his own. Always has. He was always mooning over her.�
The lock clicked open. Keep talking, Eric.
�Why take us hostage?� Anthony asked quickly, his voice raised as if everyone in the house had hearing problems.
�You can be my witnesses. You�re not hostages.�
�So what�s the business deal? If you want us to be witnesses, you might as well tell us what the situation is,� Eric said.
�Can I fix anyone anything? Coffee? Sodas?� Mr. Winston suddenly asked.
�No, just sit where you are,� Quinton said.
�I gotta pee,� Anthony said to Mr. Winston. �Can I use your bathroom?�
The back door led into a laundry room, and Tom tried to close the door as quietly as he could. He was afraid to leave it open as the cold wind blew in, and he knew they�d soon sense the change in the temperature and smell the fresh snowy breeze. Thank God the door hadn�t creaked when he opened it. He set down his rifle and pulled out his Glock, but he stopped moving across the laundry room and waited for a response to Anthony�s request.
�Be quick,� Quinton snapped.
�This way, Mr. Winston?� Anthony asked.
�Yeah, second door on the right.�
�Thanks. I�ll be real quick. Sorry.� Anthony hurried off down the hall and gave Tom the coverage he needed as he left the laundry room.
Tom gave a nod to Anthony, who said softly to him, �He�s got a gun.�
Tom showed him his pistol. Anthony�s eyes widened. He turned and pushed the bathroom door open and whispered to Tom, �Good luck.�
�Stay in there.�
Anthony looked rebellious, like he wouldn�t let Tom do all the fighting if he needed help. Tom didn�t want Anthony getting shot. �Stay,� Tom whispered again.
�Elizabeth still owns her parents� property. She�s going to sell it to me,� Quinton said from the living room as Tom continued down the hall one step at a time, trying to ensure he didn�t make a board squeak beneath the carpet.
�So why do all this?� Eric asked. He turned his head a little in the direction of the hallway leading to the laundry room, bathrooms, and bedrooms, but he didn�t look, knowing that would cause Quinton to glance in that direction and see Tom.
Tom quickly assessed the situation. Quinton stood near the couch armed with a 9 mm revolver. Mr. Winston sat on the opposite end.
�Are you sure nobody wants anything to eat? I�m hungry,� Mr. Winston said.
�No!� Quinton snapped. �Eric, look out the window. See if Anthony�s brother or the others are coming.�
Anthony flushed the toilet and ran the water full blast in the sink, making more noise for Tom. He�d have to thank the kid later. And Eric.
As soon as Eric moved toward the front window, Tom had a clean shot. He aimed at Quinton�s gun hand and fired.
The sound reverberated through the house. The bullet hit Quinton in the hand. He screamed in pain and dropped his weapon.
Eric swung around and dove for him, taking the older man down. Quinton whacked his head hard on the sharp edge of a table with a thunk and crumpled to the wooden floor.
Anthony rushed out of the bathroom. �I missed all of it! You should have waited for me!�
�That was the whole point�to ensure you missed all of it,� Tom said. �Thanks for the help, though. You did a damn good job, Anthony, Eric.� Tom stalked over to check on Quinton.
Eric examined him for a pulse.
�I�ll get some rope out of the shed,� Mr. Winston said, heading for the front door.
Anthony glanced out the window. �Holy crap. Wait, Mr. Winston! North�s pulling the sled and headed toward the house.�
Tom�s heart pumped double time. How did North get loose?
�Elizabeth, Minx?� Tom said, hurrying for the window.
�A red wolf is on the sled. Small. Female,� Anthony said. �And another red wolf is running alongside the sled. I think it might be that guy Sefton. No sign of Cody or Minx.�
Tom started stripping as soon as he heard Anthony say a red wolf was on the sled. Once he was nude, he shifted. Anthony ran to open the front door for him.
Tom charged out of the house and across the snow to tackle Sefton, figuring that�s who the wolf had to be, hoping North would stay out of it. At least North was unarmed unless he shifted. Elizabeth was tied to the sled, blood on her mouth. She gave a little whimper in greeting when she saw Tom. He wanted to free her, but first he had to deal with Sefton.
The fight with Sefton wouldn�t be fair, but from what Tom could see, her half brother had already injured Elizabeth, and he had tried to kill her before. Sefton�s right flank was bleeding, which meant she must have gotten in a good bite first. Tom was damned proud of her. He noted that North was trying to untie Elizabeth.
What was he doing? Whose side was he on?
Tom clashed with Sefton, snarling and snapping his powerful jaws, but he only managed to grab a mouthful of fur before Sefton scampered away. Growling, Tom smelled fear on the red wolf. He should be fearful. Tom wouldn�t let him live.
He charged again at Sefton, trying to get the wolf�s neck, but Sefton bolted out of his path. Tom wanted to get the red wolf pinned down so he could fight with him wolf to wolf. He finally maneuvered Sefton against the trunk of a spruce, heavy snow on the branches shaking so hard from the wolves� movements that it created a makeshift snowstorm. Tom bit into Sefton�s flank, drawing blood. Sefton yipped and jumped through the branches, snow collecting on his fur as he escaped another chomp of Tom�s wicked canines that missed him by inches.
�Tom, watch out! Sefton killed Elizabeth�s parents!� North shouted.
Sefton had killed them. Not Quinton. Though Quinton�s attempted killing of Elizabeth made him just as guilty. With the way Sefton avoided clashing with Tom, he wondered how the red wolf ever had the guts to kill his own father.
Tom and Sefton both panted as they circled. Tom angled for another charge. He leaped for Sefton, but Sefton dove through more branches. Stay and fight, you coward!
Sefton licked his wounds a short distance away. Tom glanced at North, who was still trying to untie the knots in the ropes keeping Elizabeth in place. She lay still, eyeing Tom, but suddenly she glanced in Sefton�s direction.
Sefton had crept closer to Tom while he�d pretended to be distracted. Tom was tired of chasing down the red wolf. When he swung around to confront the wolf, Sefton lunged at him. Tom jumped back out of the path of Sefton�s sharp canines as they snapped shut near his ear, just missing the leather.
North untied the last knot securing Elizabeth. She sat up for a second, then jumped off the sled.
Don�t come near us, Tom wanted to tell her. Stay put.
She circled around the fighting male wolves.
Eric ran out of the house, Glock in hand. Mr. Winston and Anthony followed. Someone should have stayed with Quinton!
Sefton leaped at Tom again. He was agile and strong, but Tom was more muscular, a bigger gray. He tore into Sefton again, ripping at his uninjured flank. The wolf moved so quickly that Tom lost his hold on him.
Tom went for Sefton�s throat at the same time the red went after Tom�s, but teeth met teeth, and Tom tasted blood. Sefton�s. Maybe a little of his own.
Tom eyed Sefton, the two of them drawing the frigid air into their lungs, panting, readying for the next bout.
Sefton went for Tom�s leg but he jumped out of Sefton�s path, the red�s teeth clamping together on thin air with a menacing threat. A red blur of fur dove past Tom.
No! Stay away, Elizabeth!
Elizabeth sank her teeth into Sefton�s tail. He yelped. And swiftly turned to retaliate.
Fatal mistake. Never turn your back on a bigger wolf.
Tom leaped onto the wolf�s back, bit him in the neck, and held on until Sefton sank into the snow, his blood coloring it cherry.
Worried that Sefton would still try to shake him loose and hurt Elizabeth, Tom didn�t let go until the wolf took his last breath.
That�s when he saw Eric holding the gun on North.
Anthony shouted at North, �Where�s Cody? And Minx?�
�Minx got away. I saw Cody spying on us from the trees when I had to tie Elizabeth on the sled. I motioned with my head to him, letting him know which way Minx took off, and he went after her,� North said, smiling.
�I�m going after them,� Anthony said.
�No,� Mr. Winston said. �You�ll stay here until Tom says what you�ll do.�
Tom trotted over to join Elizabeth, nuzzling her face and neck and licking her nose. He didn�t smell any blood on her except Sefton�s, and he breathed a sigh of relief, damned glad for that. He didn�t believe the wolves had planned to let Elizabeth or North live.
�I swear I didn�t have anything to do with any of this,� North said. �You screwed things up for them by going to Silver Town, Elizabeth. They thought they�d catch you at my place because I�d planned to meet you there. I got this weird feeling my phone was being tapped, which is why I hung up on you real quick that time. They must have learned I had the evidence against Sefton, and I went into hiding. I was in such a hurry to clear out of there that I left my phone behind.�
That was why she never could get hold of North. Tom wished to God she�d just told him what had been going on with her, why she�d been there in the first place, and what the business meeting had been all about.
North said to Elizabeth, �Then I worried Quinton and Sefton were going to go after you, so I made it to the ski resort and asked around. Some ski-patrol guys told me Eric and his brothers had asked about you, too, and I came here to find them. Quinton and Sefton must have been following me the whole time.
�He paid to have you brought here and tried to make everyone think it was me. Quinton didn�t want anyone to know he was behind this. Then after he killed you, they�d think I did it. He didn�t plan to let either of us live. Especially since I found the evidence of Sefton�s guilt.�
�What evidence?� Eric asked North.
�Sefton�s murder weapon. Elizabeth�s father planned to give her a boot knife his father had given him. He treasured it. I saw her grandfather use it once. It had a beautiful hand-carved bone handle. But I knew Elizabeth wanted a horse. It was all she ever talked about when we met up. I wanted to buy one of the mares Elizabeth�s father was breaking in because I knew her father wouldn�t give her one. Horseflesh was his business. Catching them, breaking them, and selling them. He didn�t give �em away free. So I planned to buy her one. I had the money in hand and was going to meet with her father on her birthday to pick out the one her father thought she cherished the most.�
Tom glanced at Elizabeth. He couldn�t read her expression. He�d buy her a whole herd of horses if she wanted them.
�When I arrived that afternoon, Elizabeth was in a state of shock. Her father had been stabbed to death. I helped her bury him, then pack and saddle up one of the horses. She couldn�t find the boot knife her father had given her. We were so frantic to get her out of there that we just figured it had been misplaced. I gave her one of my own that she could use for protection. I�I couldn�t tell her that I was buying one of the horses for her. Not after her father had been murdered. After she was gone, I looked for the knife, intending to send it to her wherever she settled, but I never found it.
�A few weeks ago, I was out fishing with Sefton, and he used that same knife to clean and fillet the fish. Why would he have it? Then I made the connection. Sefton was furious his father had given it to his daughter instead of his firstborn son. Sefton often had groused before about the knife, but after the murders, he never mentioned it again.� North swallowed hard.
�I looked Sefton squarely in the eye at the fishing hole and asked where he got such a beautiful knife. I tried really hard not to show how much I was sweating or that my hands shook. Sefton said as proud as could be, �My father gave it to my uncle to give to me,� then smiled. The look was pure menace. I knew he was lying to me and that either her uncle or Sefton had killed her father. No way would he have willingly given the knife to his brother or Sefton. Not after he had given it to Elizabeth.
�I stole it from Sefton�s house. I was over there all the time, so he never suspected I�d slipped in when he was gone. After that, I had to track Elizabeth down and tell her the news. I knew she�d want to know. Her uncle had covered for Sefton, given him an alibi, so he was just as guilty. And Bruin, the pack leader at the time, backed them up.
�When I heard Elizabeth was alive and well, I hoped she might return. Once her uncle and Sefton were dealt with, I thought maybe she might agree to start a new pack with me on her land. I guess Sefton and Quinton watched me the whole time to learn what evidence I had on them, and they intended to force her to sign the deed on her property over to them.�
�Where�s the knife?� Eric asked.
North pulled it out of his boot. �Where a boot knife belongs. Now we just have to get Quinton�s confession and��
�About� Quinton,� Mr. Winston said, sounding like they might all be in trouble. �We have a problem.�

Chapter 30

In his wolf coat, Tom raced into Mr. Winston�s house, Elizabeth on his tail, and everyone else running to catch up. Quinton lay on the floor by the table�no heart rate, no breath. The man was stone-cold dead.
Mr. Winston and Eric stood nearby. �Sorry, Tom,� Mr. Winston said.
No need to be sorry, Tom thought. Quinton had been living on borrowed time for far too long.
Anthony grabbed Elizabeth�s clothes from the sled and Tom�s in the living room and left them in a bedroom where Tom and Elizabeth hurried to shift and dress.
From the living room, Anthony shouted, �Darien and Jake are here!�
Anthony raced outside to meet them and give them all the news. Eric and Mr. Winston had brought Sefton�s body into the living room and covered it and Quinton�s with sheets.
Elizabeth joined them and cast a look at Eric, who openly stared at her.
�Don�t I know you from somewhere?� Eric said to her.
�A long time ago,� she said.
�The water hole. My God.� Eric looked back at Quinton�s dead body. �He was the one who tried to drown you.�
�Thanks for stopping him,� Elizabeth said.
�Yeah, sure. I wished we�d killed the bastard then.�
�Watering hole?� Darien said.
�Fill you in on it later, Darien.� Tom quickly enfolded Elizabeth in his arms, noting that she wouldn�t look at her dead relations. He wanted to get her out of there as soon as he could.
�How convenient it was for you to find the knife,� Elizabeth said to North. �I�m curious why Sefton would have made the mistake of showing it to you. He knew you had been seeing me and might have known Dad gave it to me for my sixteenth birthday.�
North�s face lost all its color. �Hell, you mean they used me to get to you?�
�Yeah, to ask for the deed and to meet with me to give me the evidence in person. And they would have grabbed both of us, the evidence, and the deed.�
North let out his breath hard. �Yeah, I can see it all clearly now. I�m so sorry, Elizabeth. I would never have called you if I had known.�
Tom gave him a killing look. As Darien and Jake joined them in the house, Tom said, �About time you guys got here. We�ve got to find Minx and Cody.�
�We came across Minx already,� Darien said. �Sam and Silva took her to my house and will alert her parents to pick her up. We ran into Cody a short while after that and sent him in the same direction. We didn�t know what the situation was here. What happened?�
Eric said, �I guess when I took the man down, he hit his head too hard and� anyway, he�s dead.�
Darien nodded. �One fewer issue to deal with.�
�Elizabeth�s half brother�s dead also,� Tom said.
�What about Sarandon?� Darien asked.
Tom shook his head. �No sign of him.�
�All right. We�ll take care of things here. Meet me at the house,� Darien said.
�You sure you don�t want me to help with this?� Eric offered. When Darien hesitated to say anything, Eric added, �I�d really like to help out.�
�Okay, we�ll turn Quinton�s and Sefton�s bodies over to Hrothgar since they were with his pack. What about North?�
�I don�t want the deed to your property,� North told Elizabeth. �I just� wanted to see you again. And though I wanted to give you the evidence about your uncle�s and half brother�s part in your parents� deaths, I�d hoped you might consider seeing me.� He glanced at Tom, then said to Elizabeth, �But I didn�t want your property unless you lived there with me.�
�Thanks for trying to help me learn the truth about my uncle and Sefton,� Elizabeth said. �I appreciate it.�
North appeared as though he wanted to hug her or kiss her or both, but Tom gave him a look meant to discourage the notion. The man had not protected Elizabeth when she could have used his help.
North bowed his head a little, acknowledging he wouldn�t be able to get any closer to her, then turned on his heel and left.
Darien listened to Mr. Winston�s reasons for having given Eric and his brothers refuge when they needed it. Mr. Winston had still believed in the men and had tried to talk them into telling Darien what they were up to. But Eric had always been as stubborn as Darien.
Anthony said, �Hey, we almost forgot. Where are the groceries we had on the sled?�
Tom told them where they had dumped them in the snow, and Eric and Anthony went to get them for Mr. Winston.
After they left the groceries with Mr. Winston, when Anthony, Elizabeth, and Tom headed for town, leaving the others to take care of things, Anthony led the way, pulling the sled. Tom grabbed Cody�s hat from the tree branch. Elizabeth smiled as Tom jingled with every footstep he took, wishing he had his own hat back. �We could trade hats, you know,� he finally said to her.
She raised her brows. �You�d wear a soft fuzzy pink hat over a jester�s?� She shook her head. �I like it on you. Lets me know where you are at all times.�
When they finally reached home, they gave the news to Lelandi and everyone else there�Sam, Silva, the kids, and some of the other teams that had arrived.
After the news broke that Sefton and Quinton would no longer be any trouble, Silva beamed. �Remember the tearoom�s opening on Saturday.�
Sam stood there, his arms wrapped around her like a big bear holding a gray wolf. �Tavern will open a little late that day. We�ll serve drinks after her tearoom closes at three, and we�ll continue the party at the tavern. All drinks will be on me.� He grinned. He was one happy wolf.
�On us,� Silva said. She pulled away from Sam and gave Elizabeth a big hug. �As soon as you learn what you�re having, let me know and I�ll work on those baby booties.�
Tom loved the way Elizabeth blushed.
�What about you?� Elizabeth asked, finally finding her tongue.
�No, not me. Sam and I have our businesses to run.�
Sam waggled his brows at Tom, indicating he had other plans.
Lelandi called Carol to fill her in, and she put her on speaker so Silva could hear. �I�m coming to the tearoom opening and want to get together for a girl�s night out with you all.�
Tom shook his head.
�That�s okay,� Sam said. �We�ll have beer and pizza and game night after the ladies leave to have their girly party.�
CJ was sitting on one of the couches, his walking cast propped up on a pillow on the coffee table nearby�compliments of Lelandi. Brett sat beside him. Tom watched as they gave each other surreptitious smiles. They were happy to be home with the pack and the family.
Tom was glad his cousins had returned to the pack. Darien called to say they were on their way back to the house and had located Sarandon, who was all too happy to be coming home. He had been out searching the plane wreckage before a search team arrived in the area, and he�d found Elizabeth�s deed and ID inside one of the kidnappers� pockets.
Tom sighed. His cousins were proving they were valued members of the pack once again.
But before Darien and Sarandon arrived, the kids� parents came to take them home.
Anthony and Cody�s father said, �I ought to ground you for two months and make you muck out Doc Mitchell�s stables for all that time. But because you were trying to help out Mr. Winston�� His voice faded as they left the house.
Minx�s father was so choked up that he couldn�t say anything. He just hugged her and kissed her and finally left the house with her apologizing, saying she wouldn�t ever go with the boys unless she had her father�s permission.
Only time would tell if she�d stick to that.
As soon as Darien returned home, Tom took him aside. �We�re leaving first thing in the morning to take care of Elizabeth�s home and so she can say her good-byes at work. I guess we�ll also need to take care of her property near Hrothgar�s pack. We�ll be back to find a place here. We�ll return before Silva�s grand tearoom opening, no matter what.�
Darien said, �Come with me, you and Elizabeth.� He escorted them into his office and shut the door. �Elizabeth doesn�t know this, but I need you home as soon as you can return.�
Guessing what this was all about�a new problem for the pack, Tom said, �Because�?�
�The new owners of the hotel will be here this weekend to start renovations on the place. I need to make sure we don�t have any trouble with the pack when the owners show up.�
Tom folded his arms. �Our cousins can help out there.�
�That�s what I�m worried about,� Darien said, ultraseriously.
�Maybe it�s Peter�s turn to watch out for the new she-wolves in the pack.� This time, Tom wouldn�t ensure that an accompanied she-wolf�in this case, three of them�didn�t stir up trouble with the pack. He already had his own.
* * *
When they arrived at Elizabeth�s place in Canyon, Texas, the next morning, Tom loved the coziness of the two-bedroom, one-bath home surrounded by land and mesquites and junipers. He decided the warmth of the home was all because of her.
�Kind of small,� she said, glancing around at her place, �compared to Darien�s house.� She smiled up at Tom. �Then again, you make the house seem small. I hadn�t really thought of it that way before.�
�I like it.� Tom gathered her in his arms. �In a place this size, you couldn�t get very far from me.� He kissed her lips. �I�m hungry. We had no food on the plane, and I feel like having a steak.�
She looked wary, as if she already knew where this was headed. �I don�t have any steaks in the house. The last time��
�The last time you weren�t with me. You know they say that you should revisit the place where you experienced something bad to get over your fear of going there again,� Tom said.
�But if they have sale steaks at the grocery store�� she said.
�Nope, let�s go to the butcher shop. I want you to have only good memories before we leave here. Besides, we need to pick up your car if it�s still parked there.�
�All right, but if the steaks are full price, you�re paying.�
He laughed, then hurried her out to the rental car and drove her to the butcher shop.
She sighed with relief as he parked at the shop. �My car�s still here.� She glanced at the butcher�s window and with an I-told-you-so look, she said, �No sale signs.�
Smiling, he patted her leg. �Steaks are on me.�
When they walked into the store, the butcher�s blue eyes rounded. �I wondered when you�d come back to get your car.� He eyed Tom as if he was speculating about whether he was the new boyfriend. �What will it be?�
�Rib-eye steaks sound good to you?� Tom asked Elizabeth.
�Yeah.� She turned to stare at a sleek-looking woman wearing an ivory sweater, tan jeans, and high-heeled boots, who was checking out grilling spices on a rack, a package of meat in hand.
The woman glanced at them. She sniffed the air, the action so reminiscent of a wolf shifter that she stole both Tom�s and Elizabeth�s attention.
The woman frowned at them and stuck her nose up in the air, hurrying past them and out the door. Tom swore she hissed, �Dogs,� under her breath.
Tom and Elizabeth watched her leave.
She frowned up at him. �Did she smell like�?�
�A jaguar?�
They both shook their heads and said, �Nah.�
* * *
A short while later, Tom grilled the steaks on Elizabeth�s back patio, while she made arrangements to have her household goods shipped and lined up a Realtor to sell her house. She�d also picked up her camera from the repair shop, delighted that it worked again. She would need it to take pictures for her new newspaper, though maybe Jake would shoot some pictures for her, too. Tom intended to get her another camera�as a spare.
At her insistence, so he wouldn�t splatter steak juices on his sweater, he wore Elizabeth�s bluebonnet floral apron. It got him to thinking about Darien wearing Lelandi�s brown and pink ruffled apron when he fed his toddlers. Tom realized that Darien didn�t need a manlier apron. He himself wasn�t bothered about wearing Elizabeth�s flowery one if it meant being with her and keeping her happy. He could even envision feeding oatmeal mush to his toddlers in another year or so, wearing this same apron.
That had him smiling.
When Elizabeth joined him with a platter covered with raw vegetables to grill, he turned and saw she was looking out at the vista. A male coyote off in the distance watched them.
�Looks like you have an admirer.� Tom flipped the steaks, keeping his eye on the coyote.
Elizabeth set the platter of vegetables on the table next to the grill and wrapped her arms around Tom�s waist. �I think he was interested in me before, but he was afraid of my wolf half.�
Tom set the tongs on the sideboard, turned, and drew Elizabeth into his arms. �Well, now he can be afraid of your other half, too, who�s a whole wolf.�
She smiled up at Tom. �I have to admit I thought I�d made the biggest mistake, shopping at that butcher shop.�
�Sometimes our worst mistakes can turn out to be the very best thing for us. I know your being in my life has been the very best thing for me.�
Elizabeth couldn�t believe her half brother and uncle were dead, and she had nothing to worry about in returning to Colorado, all because Tom had been there for her. She loved him.
And she knew from Tom�s expression that he was ready to skip the steaks and prove just how glad he was that she�d come back into his life. But she wasn�t giving her steaks up for anyone or anything this time.
�Steaks first. Dessert after,� she said.
�Did I ever tell you how hard you are on me?�
�Once or twice,� she said with a smile. �And you love me for it.�
�Damn� right.� He quickly tossed the food on the plates, gathered her in his arms, and started kissing her�and she was reminded of that kiss on the slopes when they�d become a video sensation for the whole pack.
Except for the cool Texas breeze and one coyote witness off in the distance, this time they were alone. And she decided that life was too short.
She wanted dessert first so she dragged him toward the house, plates in hand.
�What about our steaks?� he asked.
�Priorities change,� she said, smiling up at him. �Some things just won�t wait.�
�Amen to that.�
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