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Prologue
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From my vantage point among the trees, I watched in awe as the most beautiful wolf I'd ever seen joined the other two on the ridge. As they rubbed noses and playfully nudged one another, I realized this wolf was different from the other members of his pack in a way I couldn't really pinpoint. 

It wasn't just size, though he was definitely the biggest wolf in the paddock and possibly the whole refuge. And it wasn't just his color, mostly white with darker fur etchings that brought to mind a full moon. It was a very special something else, and if I'd been a she-wolf—even another wolf's—I'd have instantly forgotten the whole mating-for-life thing and gone straight to him.

My hands shook as I slowly raised my camera and zoomed in on him. I knew right then it was his eyes that had me, even from that distance. Black as the night, they drew me in especially since I was used to brown or gold or even blue wolf eyes. 

Ching-click!

There. I had him. Forever immortalized in a snapshot. But why stop there? Mesmerized I took photo after photo of the white. And when I finally lowered the camera I knew that wolf would have my heart forever.
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Chapter One
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"You're looking mighty pretty today, Miss Mattie."

"Thanks." I couldn't believe Dr. Bruce Lansky was wearing a sport coat and crisp white shirt. In the two days that I'd known him, he'd worn nothing but jeans and official black Back to the Wild Rescue tees. 

Catching the surprise on my face, he flushed clear to the roots of his salt-and-pepper hair, tamed into a short ponytail in back, another first. "I look like an idiot, right?"

"I think you're totally hot for an old guy," I teased. Without thought I stepped forward and straightened his tie, forest green with wolves on it. When I realized what I'd done, I did some blushing of my own. "Sorry. For a second there, you reminded me of my granddad. He wore ties every single day."

Doc caught my hand before I could pull it away and squeezed it, a show of affection that touched me. "Well, I wouldn't wear them any day if Evan didn't make me. But we've got a fundraiser tonight. He's guest speaker. Get any good pictures of our wolves before the rain set in?"

I deftly switched gears to the new topic of conversation and my reason for being there. "Yes, and I have to say that white male I saw early this morning is magnificent."

Doc frowned. "White, you say?"

"Uh-huh. Evan hasn't mentioned him, so I don't know his name. He was with his pack on that ridge in the southwest quarter." I pointed in the general direction. "Got some great shots."

His frown deepened. "Mind if I see them?"

"Not at all." I eased my camera strap from under my damp brown hair and turned on my digital Canon so I could show him. I'd taken the photos from outside the ten-foot chain link fence enclosure located in that corner of the two-hundred-acre sanctuary. Flipping back through several wolf pictures shot that day, I easily found a good one. 

He put on his reading glasses before he peered at the camera. "If that don't beat all."

"You don't know this wolf?" As official BWR veterinarian, he'd surely checked them all out. Doc, Evan's father, had a small clinic on the property east of the big red barn, but most of his patients were large animals—cows, horses, pigs—that couldn't possibly be brought in. So he was pretty mobile and constantly on the go.

Doc took the camera and reviewed several more shots of the most gorgeous white I'd ever photographed. "No, can't say that I do."

"You mean he doesn't belong here?"

"If he does, no one has told me about the rescue." Wolves that clueless humans had acquired one way or another and tried to turn into pets made up the majority of BWR occupants. Invariably the animals revealed their wild sides and wound up dead or in a sanctuary such as this one. Pups whose parents were gone sometimes wound up here, too, as did wolves injured by humans. "As for belonging... He has more right to this mountain than we do, I guess."

I could only agree. "Has a wolf ever broken into one of the enclosures before?" 

"Not that I know of. But if one can break out—which they occasionally do—I guess one could break in." Clearly perplexed, Doc tugged on his white beard, which appeared to be freshly trimmed. "I'll ask Evan about him. You'll be holding down the fort until we get back, by the way. Donna's going with us." He referred to Evan's sweet wife of twenty-five years.

"I will?" Their trust surprised and pleased newbie me.

"Yep. Cam will be around, too, in case you need help with anything, but this rain will probably keep you indoors, and it's already getting dark."

"Who?"

"Cameron Halter, the hired hand."

There was a hired hand? I sure hadn't seen him yet.

"Kid showed up three weeks ago and asked Evan if he could help out in exchange for room and board. Evan agreed to let him sleep on a cot in the barn. He's already repaired that old water pump, which we'd thought was a lost cause. He's tackling the Mule next."

I thought of all the meals Donna had cooked since I got there on Tuesday. "If he gets board, why isn't he eating with the rest of us?"

"Don't exactly know." Doc glanced through the downpour toward the barn. "I've got a feeling that young man's running from something. I've asked Evan, but if he knows Cam's story, he's not talking."

My eyebrows shot up. "And you're leaving me alone with this guy?"

"Seems like a good enough kid. Just a little skittish, if you know what I mean."

I didn't, actually, but hated to ask more questions since Evan had driven his BWR van as close to the back porch as possible and now waited for Doc to get into it. "Well there's no place like this place to get your head straight." Something I was counting on.

"Amen to that. Now Donna has supposedly left you a note about dinner, so I guess we'll see you in bit." With a nod, Doc negotiated the steps, ducked into the downpour and jogged to his son's black vehicle. I waited until he was inside it before waving a goodbye to the three of them and heading indoors to read the note.

The Lansky's house smelled of furniture polish and dryer sheets, an aroma that reminded me of Amarillo, where I was from. Though it was too soon to be homesick, I did feel a pang of loneliness I attributed to leaving under less than perfect circumstances. But I wouldn't have traded my summer at BWR for anything. The experience I'd gain over the next few months was priceless to me and the career I planned.

After washing my hands at the sink, I grabbed a paper towel to dry them with and picked up the note lying on the counter. It said there were cold cuts and leftovers in the refrigerator. Naturally, I peeked at everything before I chose last night's fried chicken and potato salad. Shutting the fridge door, I turned and found myself nose to collar bone with a stranger. The platter of chicken hit the tile floor with a clatter, but I somehow held onto the bowl.

"Sorry, sorry." The guy, who had appeared from nowhere, took a quick step back, his hands out in front of him to show he meant me no harm.

I put my free hand to my chest to keep my thudding heart in place. "It was my bad. I didn't hear you come in."

Wordlessly, he scooped up the melamine platter that was tightly encased in cling wrap and thrust it at me.

I took it and set everything on the table. "You must be Cameron Halter."

"Yeah. You're Mattie?"

"Uh-huh. Mattie Sheppard." I offered him my right hand, which he took, shook, and quickly released. "Donna left a note about dinner." I pointed to it.

Cameron walked to the counter to see what she'd written, which allowed me a split-second to stare. I came to several fast conclusions. One, he was a Native American in his late teens or early twenties. Two, I'd never seen hair as black as his. And three, his BWR T-shirt showed off his wide shoulders and muscled arms to perfection. 

He turned just as my appraisal reached the back pocket of his jeans. With a guilty start, I raised my gaze. For a couple of heart beats we stared at each other. I realized he had an eyebrow piercing over his left eye with a silver curve ring through it.

Then he pivoted and walked right out the back door onto the screened-in porch softly cursing with each step. "Shit, shit, shit!"

That left me feeling like I'd molested the guy or something. I shot out after him, grabbing his arm right before he got across the porch, which had white rattan furniture and a beautiful potted fern on it.

"Cameron! Cam!" The guy didn't turn around, which really surprised me. Was he that uptight? The males I knew would've loved such blatant attention. "You must think I'm a total player, but I'm not. I swear. I was just—"

"Checking out my butt?"

"Well, yeah, but only because you have one. Most guys don't, my dad included."

His jaw dropped. 

I lost it, laughter I blamed on embarrassment and nerves. I mean, could I have made a worse first impression? To my relief, Cam managed a half grin and seemed to relax a little. 

Whew. "You were in the kitchen to eat, right? Don't let my bad manners scare you off."

He hesitated.

"Please? I'll feel awful if you go out in that rain again without dinner." A nearby lightning strike and crashing thunder punctuated my plea and startled both of us a little. How had this storm sneaked up on me so fast? Thank goodness I hadn't lingered at the wolf enclosure when it started sprinkling. I'd now be hiking back in the wet. 

Cam shrugged and returned to the kitchen. 

I followed. "I'll share the chicken."

"Okay. What can I help with?"

"Nothing. I've got it."

While he pulled out a chair, I gathered paper plates and a loaf of bread, food that would've made a perfect picnic meal on a sunny day, something this corner of Colorado hadn't seen since I'd been there. The only things missing were deviled eggs and maybe pork and beans, spooned directly from the can they came in. After setting everything on the table, I sat across from Cam. I made it a point not to stare. He, on the other hand, didn't.

With rain now pounding on the roof and nature's light show visible through the kitchen windows, he did exactly what I'd done earlier: study the stranger. I let him, well aware of his heavy gaze. I knew what he saw—oval face, brown eyes, highlighted brown hair. When his attention dipped lower, I knew what he saw there, too. Curves my borrowed BWR tee hugged a little too tightly. To Cam's credit, he didn't linger on that part of my anatomy. He did subtly sniff the air, something I hadn't expected and wouldn't have noticed if I hadn't been paying close attention. When his black eyes widened ever so slightly, I wondered why. Had I put on too much cologne or forgotten my deodorant that morning? "Well?"

His questioning gaze met mine. 

"Do I pass?"

Cam sat up straighter in his chair and swallowed audibly. "Was I staring?"

"You know you were. Not that I'm complaining. I mean, it's exactly what I deserve, right?"

His gaze dropped to his plate. "You're fine."

Fine as in average? Fine as in hot? Or fine as in forgiven for kicking off our mutual stare downs? Unsure, I rested my elbows on the table and my chin on my linked fingers. "So tell me about Cam Halter."

His gaze immediately locked with mine again. "What do you mean?"

"Why are you here?"

"The less you know about me, the better."

"Really? Why?"

Cam just shook his head.

So I took up the slack, thunder a constant rumble in the background. "I'm at BWR on assignment. My dad, er, stepdad actually, is the new editor of Mysteries of the Wild, a local magazine he and a friend are trying to get going. I also have a grant from the International Endangered Species Federation, which is how I'm paying the Lanskys for room and board this summer." 

Evan and Donna, who had sons away at college, didn't let strangers occupy their children's empty bedrooms since they often popped in unexpectedly. They had, however, opened their so-called "bonus room" to wolf enthusiasts willing to pay rent, at the moment me, with all proceeds going toward the wolf sanctuary they'd built and lovingly maintained.

"What kind of article?"

"One on wolves, of course. I'm studying and photographing the packs that have formed here. I think the way Evan matches up wolves with similar personalities is fascinating. He's really got a knack, according to Donna."

"You're taking pictures?"

"Uh-huh."

"May I see what you have so far?"

"Sure. Just as soon as we eat." I wiggled my greasy fingers. Giving up on talking for the moment, I nibbled a cold drumstick and forked some potato salad. Belatedly, I realized I needed a drink. I decided to go with water, so got up and took a glass from the cabinet. "Would you like something to drink?"

"I'll get a Coke." He got up to snag one from the fridge. We sat down at the same time. Our mutual silence got a little uncomfortable before he broke it. "I'm working my way down to Arizona."

"Is your home there?"

"Don't have one."

That got me. "How old are you?"

"How old are you?" 

"Eighteen," I said, crossing my arms over my chest.

"Nineteen."

Nineteen and homeless. Wow. "So what's in Arizona?"

"Nosy much?"

I sighed and gave up. "Doc seems to like you."

"He's pretty cool for an old guy."

I hid my smile. Hadn't I just called him that myself? "So are Evan and Donna. Cool, I mean. Not old."

"Yeah." Conversation stalled until we finished eating and cleared the table. "May I see the pictures now?"

"Oh, um, sure." I washed my hands with liquid dish soap, dried them, and then located my camera on the counter where I'd set it earlier. "Push this button to see what I've got so far. Around fifty, I think. I'm going to download them to my laptop in a minute."

While I put away the bread and chips, Cam went through my entire wolf series. I was rather proud of it and not just because I'd mastered the use of my new digital camera so quickly. I planned to eventually use the photos to raise awareness of the plight of wolves in America by working up an educational program for elementary schools, an idea that had won me my grant. Misunderstood and hunted on land they used to freely roam, some species of canis lupus neared extinction.

"So what do you think?" I asked sitting across from Cam again.

"I think you're damn good with a camera." He handed mine back to me. 

I smiled. "Why, thanks."

Scooting his chair from the table, Cam stood. "Guess I'd better get back to that Mule. Should have it fixed in another hour."

"Lucky you."

"Huh?"

"Your work can go on even though it's storming." A clap of thunder added emphasis to my words. Not that I'd have gone anywhere this late even if it hadn't been raining.

"You're the lucky one. Getting to stay outdoors all day and play with the wolves."

"As if. I just watch from afar."

"Maybe you should try to get closer."

I shook my head. Though I loved wolves dearly, I knew better than that. Their wild natures were what had landed most of them in the refuge. And while many were quite fond of Evan, who fed them daily, none knew me, the girl who'd kept her distance so far. Of course, the summer was young.

As Cam exited the house through the back door, I made my way upstairs to my loft lodgings and my desk. Donna had furnished that huge, vaulted area with throw rugs, a double bed and side table, a bureau, and a desk and chair. There wasn't a closet, but she had put up rows of pegs from which clothing could be hung. So far, though, I was living out of my suitcase, which lay open on the floor.

Thankful I was short enough to avoid the exposed rafters overhead, I sat at my desk and connected my camera to my laptop via a USB cable. A few clicks later, my photos began to upload. I used that time to shower in the second floor bathroom and change into sleep pants and tee. I wondered briefly why I'd never seen Cam before. Surely he came into the house for more than meals, as in occasional use of the bathrooms. Unless there was one in the barn. Maybe there was. And I stayed outside from dawn until dusk, anyway, which meant he could have been in and out all day without me knowing it.

Back to the Wild Rescue consisted of a main house with an attached double-car garage, Doc's clinic, a small workshop, a big barn, and five fenced, one-acre enclosures. Those sturdy fences confined a total of twenty wolves at the moment. Though Evan would've loved to build more and actually owned enough land to do it, he simply couldn’t afford the expansion. So at the moment there were paddocks at each corner of the Lansky property, with another one halfway between the two northern corners. 

In my opinion, Evan needed help, as in volunteers to mow and feed. But when I asked why he didn't have any, he told me he couldn't afford the liability insurance he'd need. As it was, he relied on donations to help feed the wolves he did have. That also kept him from opening at least one enclosure to the public every now and then, another suggestion I'd offered up since I thought visitors would be willing to pay. What I hadn't suggested was applying for the grant I felt sure was out there. I wanted to do a little research first.

Dressed for bed but nowhere near ready to turn in, I dropped off my wet towel in the laundry room and climbed the stairs to the attic to get back to work. My habit so far was to journal each day's experiences so I'd have something to jog my memory when I actually started writing the articles I'd promised my stepdad. I also planned to blog a couple of times a week, but so far hadn't started that.

Since I wanted to see how my photos looked on a larger screen, I sat at the desk to review them. But the house phone rang before I could. Knowing it couldn't have been for me, I hesitated to answer the attic extension, but I did it anyway. "Hello?"

"Mattie, it's Evan. Can you hear me?"

I glanced at the time on my computer screen: eight o'clock. "Barely. What's up?"

"We're about fifteen miles from the house, but we're not going to make it home tonight. The road has washed out."

"No kidding?" I'd had no idea it had been raining that much and moved to one of the two end windows to glance out. Of course I couldn't see a thing in the dark. 

"Yeah. Will you be okay alone? Cam is there, of course, but he—" Loud static obliterated whatever he was going to say. Then the lights went out. 

I squealed like a little girl.
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Chapter Two
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"Evan?" Dead silence told me the power outage had probably affected their cordless phone and made me lose him. I just hoped it hadn't hurt my computer.

But he what..? I wondered, unable to stop thinking about Evan's last words.

Sitting there in the dark, I immediately thought of Doc's comment about Cam running from something. The law, maybe? Though Evan clearly had a penchant for taking in strays, I didn't think that included criminals. All the same, I still felt so uneasy that I squealed again when the lights came back on a second later.

Five minutes after that, I was nothing but pissed. 

When checking that my computer was okay, I realized that every single photograph I'd taken of the white wolf was missing. My first thought? They mysteriously hadn't transferred from the camera. So of course I checked out the Canon. The shots weren't on the camera anymore, either.

Had Cam accidentally deleted them? Trashing any photo meant deliberately pushing two buttons, something hard to do without meaning to. And a closer check revealed that only the pics of the white were gone. Could I retrieve them from the trash bin, I wondered, only to realize there wasn't one. The shots were gone for good.

No one had touched that camera since Cam had it but me, and I hadn't deleted anything. So why would he do such a mean thing? For at least fifteen minutes I walked the attic, my mind in a whirl of confusion. 

Why? Why? Why? 

At a loss and in a temper, I finally stepped into jeans and slipped on my rubber boots. I next grabbed a hoodie and pretty much charged from the house, running through pouring rain to get to Cam. Lightning snaked to the ground just before I got there, followed by booming thunder. Squealing yet again, I flew over the last few yards of mud and sodden grass.

The wooden barn had rough-hewn double doors that creaked when I yanked them open. It was very dark inside except for the rim of light edging a closed door at the back beyond the stalls on the east side of the building. The air reeked of damp and dirt. Rain pounded the tin roof. Since I hadn't given a thought to bringing along a flashlight, I walked carefully through the middle of the building and over the dirt floor, feeling my way through strewn hay with my toe to avoid obstacles I couldn't see.

Once I reached what must be Cam's room, I banged on the door with my fist. No one answered verbally or physically, so I did it again. When I still got no response, I tested the knob and pushed gently on the door, which swung open. I saw an area bare except for a duffle bag, a space heater, and Cam, dressed in nothing but black boxer briefs. He lay on what appeared to be a sleeping bag spread over an OD-green canvas cot with wooden legs, the kind that came from army surplus stores. He had his eyes closed and his iPod on. I couldn't tell if he was asleep or not.

For several seconds, I just stood there staring at him and trying to think of a reason he would try to sabotage me and my work. Yeah, he was jealous that I got to stay outdoors doing what I loved, but was than any reason to be so petty? Just as I took a step toward the cot to shake him awake, he opened his eyes. 

With a shocked inhale, Cam pulled out the earphones, rolled to his left, and landed on his feet. He scooped up his jeans. "Ever heard of knocking?" 

"I did knock. You couldn't hear me." Though I half expected him to turn his back on me to dress, he didn't. Instead, he stepped into his jeans, quickly zipping and snapping. I realized he had a tattoo of a howling wolf in front of a full yellow moon on his chest, right over his heart, something his hands had hidden when he was lying down. The tattoo really stood out against his dusky skin. There were also a lot of scars on his upper arms, all of them light tan and roundish in shape.

"Did you delete the pictures I took of the white wolf?" I asked, trying to stay focused. It wasn't easy. I'd never seen shoulders that wide or pecs that defined. Not that he was a body builder or anything. He was too slender for that.

"Why would I?"

"Don't answer my question with one of your own. I—" Darkness doused us. Thunder crashed. With a gasp, I spun toward the door to go who knew where. I bumped smack into Cam who was apparently trying to get to it, too. 

He steadied me, no doubt a reflexive action, but then yanked his hands back as if I were hot to the touch. "Don't move."

A nanosecond later, I was alone in that tiny bare room that was all the home he had. I'd never heard rain that loud in my whole life or experienced lightning so deadly. But then I'd never been on top of a Colorado mountain in a storm that raged like this one. Not sure what to do, I walked over to Cam's cot and sat. The sleeping bag did nothing to make it more comfortable, and I had to wonder how he slept on the thing. The lights flickered and then came on. I got up just as Cam walked back into the room, rain tracking his bare chest and running in rivulets over his taut belly.

He shook water droplets from his messy hair. "It was only the breaker again. Second time tonight."

"Oh." Standing where I stood, I could sort of see things from Cam's perspective. Me and my mission undoubtedly seemed trite from his Spartan point of view, but was that any reason to mess with my camera
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