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Chapter One

 


When she was born, her
hair was such a blazing, fiery shade, her parents simply called
her Red. The
infamous name followed her throughout her life like a plague, as
did the signature feature. She’d thought about cutting off all of
her bouncing curls, possibly dying her hair black to spite her
parents. It wouldn’t matter though. Even if she wasn’t visually
such a noticeable member of society, her father being pack leader
would always make her iconic within the community. There was no
escaping it.

With a sigh, Red continued loading up
the picnic basket in front of her. She intended to take it to her
grandmother, who lived a mile down the road. Her grandmother was
the only person she was able to converse with in which the
conversation didn’t feel stilted and overly formal. Men feared her
father, so as a result they feared her.

It wasn’t as if her father was an
excessively threatening man, but he was pack alpha, and he was very
overprotective of his only daughter. At nineteen, she’d never even
been on a date. None of the pack members her age dared come near
her. All it took was one look from Daddy, and they all tucked their
tails and scurried away.

Her father had formed the pack when
they moved to this small, wooded town. Before that, the wolves in
the area had been guideless and lost. They’d all benefited from
having a strong alpha in their midst, but unfortunately many of
them were young. Those that weren’t had no desire to climb the
rungs of the pack. They felt they were too old to start aiming for
a position of power. As a result, this meant no viable mates for
her. She would become pack leader when her father stepped down, and
not just because of heredity. There was simply no one else for the
job.

A thought flitted through her mind,
and she scowled. There was one other man in the pack capable of
running things. Her father’s second-in-command, Hank, would love
the position, but she had a feeling the pack would not enjoy his
leadership very much. She sensed he’d also love nothing more than
to make her his mate. She would rather remain single for the rest
of eternity than allow that to happen. The man was in his late
thirties, nearly twice her age, and when he looked at her, chills
of foreboding ran down her spine. He was not a good man, of that
she knew. Unfortunately, any time she warned her father of this, he
waved off her concerns. He thought she was merely intimidated by
Hank’s power. It wasn’t the power that worried her. It was the man
behind it—a man full of malice.

Not wanting to dwell on thoughts of
Hank, Red packed up the last of the lunch she’d prepared to share
with her grandmother and slipped her red cape over her shoulders.
She’d started wearing the cape to get around without anyone
catching sight of her red locks and reporting her every move to her
father, but the cape had become just as iconic as the damn hair. It
was frustrating as hell, but she continued to wear the stupid thing
out of spite.

Snatching up the picnic basket, she
swept out the front door and started down the path through the
woods that led to her grandmother’s house. It was easier than
driving, and besides, she had no fear of the forest. The forest
should have fear of her. She was, after all, one of the most
dangerous things in it.

With a delighted, wicked smile at that
thought, she bounded down the path, intent on getting away for a
while and spending some quality time with a family member who
actually understood her. Her father tried, bless him, but he would
never truly grasp the desires of a young woman on the brink of
adulthood. She was desperate to live a fulfilling life of her own,
out from under his thumb and watchful eye. He would never
understand the yearning in her heart for something more. She loved
pack life, but it didn’t entirely complete her. It wasn’t all she
was. She was still a woman with desires.

Making quick time, she passed the lake
that signified the halfway marker to her grandmother’s house. It
was as she rounded the edge of the lake that her senses prickled.
She reared to a halt and lifted her head, suddenly alert. Was she
being watched?

Carefully, she glanced around. She
felt eyes on her, but she did not see the source of her unease.
She’d never run across a human out in these woods. The odds of
doing so now were unlikely. Cocking her head ever so slightly, she
sniffed the air in an attempt to pick up a scent. The familiar odor
of deer stung her nostrils, but nothing more. She turned slowly,
studying her surroundings. There was nothing. No one. Still, she
curled back her lip and issued a warning growl.

When no response followed, she chocked
her paranoia up to her thoughts of Hank. It had her seeing things
that weren’t there—which meant she was giving him too much of her
time. Forcing her shoulders to relax, she started back on her
path.

She arrived shortly after
at her grandmother’s and without any further incidents. It was only
as she was knocking on the door that she felt it again—the eyes.
Turning, she gazed into the woods. Where
are you?

The door swung open behind her, and
her grandmother stepped out onto the porch. “Red, come in. Come
in.” The elderly woman paused, and Red knew her keen senses were
kicking in. Her grandmother might be past her prime, but she was
still wolf. She immediately noticed the unease in her granddaughter
even if she didn’t know the exact cause. “What is it,
Red?”

Red hesitated, glancing out into the
shadows of the forest. “N-nothing, Gran. I suppose.” She turned
back to her grandmother with a warm smile. “It’s just…I could have
sworn I felt eyes on me.” She shook her head, feeling silly. “It
was nothing. My imagination getting away from me, no
doubt.”

Her grandmother narrowed her eyes at
the line of trees for a moment before stepping back and waving Red
into the house. “You always did have an active imagination, child.
Forget about those eyes. Come. Come. Show me what you brought us
for lunch.”

With one last backward glance, Red
entered the cabin and shut the door behind her.


Chapter Two

 


There they were again. Those eyes.
After a few days passed, she’d convinced herself she’d imagined the
whole thing, but Red could feel them on her back. And this time,
she knew they were not a figment of her imagination. Someone was
watching her.

Most women might panic and run, let
their fear take over, but she was not most women. Straining her
ears, she caught the sound of a snapping twig from somewhere behind
her. Calmly, she dropped her picnic basket at her feet. Then she
unhooked the single button of her cape that rested just under her
throat and let it flutter to her feet.

She remained still, listening, but she
allowed a predatory growl to escape her lips. Whoever was following
her would quickly learn they were barking up the wrong tree. She
would have laughed at that pun had she been less
aggravated.

As she listened
attentively to her surroundings, she was startled to hear a
responding growl. Wolf. Confusion flitted through her. No one in the pack would be
bold enough to track her. No one but Hank, and this didn’t reek of
his style. He was more of a smarmy, political sort. He did all of
his maneuvering over dinner and a bottle of classy wine. He didn’t
seem the type to resort to stalking. So then who the hell was
following her?

She growled again and straightened her
arms. As she stood waiting, she allowed her nails to elongate and
grow into claws. Her shoulders popped, the bones stretching,
becoming longer. She transformed herself, allowing the beast within
to emerge. She kept herself between forms, a grotesque wolf-man fit
for any horror flick.

She emitted another fierce growl,
challenging whoever waited in the woods. To her surprise, a vicious
snarl echoed her own, coming from behind her. She spun just in time
to be bowled into by another wolf.

The two of them tumbled to the ground
in a tangle of fur, limbs, and snapping teeth. She was so startled
at the sight of another werewolf—one she clearly didn’t know—that
her reactions were slowed. She was on her back in a vulnerable
position, giving her opponent the advantage. She barely managed to
jerk her head to the side when he lunged at her, narrowly avoiding
the large male sinking his fangs into her throat.

Snarls and growls sounded in the once
peaceful forest, and Red’s heart leapt into her throat. Who was
this man? What did he want from her? And how had he entered their
territory without detection? One of her paws found his chest, and
she raked downward, leaving a trail of blood as her claws ripped
through flesh.

He howled, and a massive arm came
down, pinning her wrist to the dirt. He restrained her with his
body, keeping her immobile as he pressed her down into the
earth.

Red thrashed against him, tearing out
with her free hand in
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