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Scout ‘n’ Cole 

Chapter One 
 
She arched against him, crying out as an orgasm claimed her. He rode her, refusing 

to let the swell of sensation abate, stretching out the pleasure until her cry was but a 
long wordless scream of pleasure. She writhed against him, wanting it to go on and on. 

And the alarm rang. 
Scout cursed at the offending sound that jolted her from the dream and checked the 

time on the clock. Five a.m. Quickly silencing the noise, she sat and swung her legs over 
the side of the bed, shoving thoughts of the dream aside. 

Today she’d step into the ring, so to speak, to defend the family honor. For the past 
five years, the US Geological Survey-Fort Collins Science Center on the Mountain Lion 
Ecology, had sponsored a hunt. They invited the top hunters and trackers in the world 
to team up with rangers and specialists with the Center to tag mountain lions for the 
ongoing study. It was a no-kill competition, yet a fierce one. 

This was the first year she would be the only member of her family in the 
competition and she fully intended to win. Even if it meant physically dragging 
whomever she was teamed with the entire way. 

That was the real challenge for the hunters and trackers. The specialists from the 
Center were trained in animal biology, behavior and group dynamics, but were not 
necessarily skilled outdoorsmen. The rangers were normally more skilled in surviving 
the wilderness, but generally not that knowledgeable about the species itself. 

Scout had never participated in the competition. Even though she’d signed up last 
year, she’d had to drop out. Her reputation may have been as one of the best trackers in 
the country, but she also specialized in tracking big cats. There were not a lot of trackers 
who wanted to hunt the big cats. Not everyone had the patience for it. And not 
everyone had been trained by Jededia Windrider, the legendary tracker and 
backcountry survival expert. 

Scout had not only been trained by Jededia, she was his granddaughter, raised by 
him after her parents were killed in an auto accident when she was five days old. She 
only knew her parents from old photos and barely remembered their faces from those 
faded images, but Jed’s face would be etched into her mind forever. He had been father 
and mother to her, as well as teacher and friend. 

His death last year had left a hole in her heart that nothing would ever fill. His 
passing left her alone. No family and few friends. Scout felt something of an anomaly, 
comfortable in the wild, and a fish out of water in mainstream society. 

Not that it bothered her. At least not often. There were times when loneliness crept 
up on her, but when it did, she accepted that as long as she lived the life she had 
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chosen, loneliness would be a factor. Maintaining a relationship when you were gone 
most of the time was impossible. She knew. She’d tried. And she’d failed. And resolved 
not to make that mistake again. 

Since the end of her short-lived marriage, she’d focused on work. Her first job was 
with the IUCN. Six months later, thanks to her contributions to a study on the Mountain 
Lion Ecology in Rocky Mountain National Park and the Northern Colorado, she was 
approached by CAT, the Cat Action Treasury, the IUCN Species Survival Commission’s 
specialist group, tasked with producing action plans representing species-specific 
knowledge. 

Now Scout was considered one of the foremost authorities on the cat family, with a 
specialty in the Puma concolor or Mountain Lion, most commonly referred to as the 
cougar. She was happy to have earned a good reputation but could have cared less 
about the political and bureaucratic aspects. She left that to the people who were adept 
at such matters, and focused her energy and attention in the area she was best suited. 
Namely the wild. It made her happy being out in the wild. It didn’t matter if she was 
tracking or just taking a solitary hike. When she was outside, away from people, she 
could breathe. 

This morning she contemplated the event before her. Last year she’d been 
scheduled to participate, as had Jed. It was to be their first time competing against one 
another. Scout was hesitant, but he had insisted. He was growing old, he’d told her, and 
needed to know that she’d learned all he’d tried to teach her. If she had, then her youth 
should give her the edge to beat him. 

His death a week before the competition had knocked her for a loop. The fact that 
he was murdered had filled her with rage and a need for revenge. She’d spent six 
months trying to solve the mystery of who had killed him. Neither she nor the state law 
enforcement had been able to find the guilty party. This told Scout that whoever it was, 
he was a skilled hunter. Sneaking up on Jed would have taken a great deal of skill. The 
kind of skill only people such as those entered into the competition possessed. She 
intended to pay close attention to all the participants before and after the hunt. 

And she intended to win. She’d prove to Jed that she’d not let him down. That 
she’d learned what he’d taught. That he could be proud of her. 

Within the hour she was navigating the twisting roads, watching a shroud of fog 
that crept in fingers across the blacktop. It was still a few hours before dawn, and the 
temperature was hovering right at fifty degrees. A good day for a hunt. 
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Chapter Two 
 
Cole wandered through the assembly, catching bits and pieces of conversation. It 

was a diverse group, and already a segregated one. The hunters and trackers were off to 
one side, talking among themselves, paying no attention to the others. The people from 
the Center were clustered around the breakfast table and the rangers signed up for the 
hunt were gathered together on one side of the room, discussing the merits of the 
hunters and whom they hoped to be teamed up with. 

The most common topic of conversation seemed to center around Windrider. 
He was curious. Jedediah Windrider was a legend, a master tracker who could 

track anything. Cole had even heard stories about him tracking ants across bare rock 
like the old Apache Scouts were supposed to have been able to do. Cole hadn’t realized 
the old man had a family. But then, not much was known about Windrider. He showed 
up when called and then vanished back to wherever he came from, as mysterious and 
elusive as the animals he tracked. 

But Jed was murdered a year or so ago. So it had to be Jed’s son the men were 
discussing. 

Cole hoped he got teamed up with Windrider. If the man was half as good as his 
father, they should be able to win the competition. And Cole was a man who played to 
win. Just like his brothers. 

That thought brought a smile to Cole’s face, softening the hard lines and making his 
hazel eyes crinkle at the corners. He’d have a story to tell his twin brother Clay the next 
time they spoke. 

Which reminded Cole that he hadn’t talked with Clay in nearly a month. The last 
time they spoke, Clay and his wife Rusty were gearing up for a national rodeo. Unlike 
Cole and Clay’s father, Rusty had encouraged Clay to pursue his career as a pro bull 
rider. This year Clay was riding in the nationals and Rusty swore he was going to win. 

Cole hoped she was right. He’d only known Rusty for a little over a year, and had 
seen her only four times but he liked her. She was spunky, tough, bull-headed, funny 
and sexy as hell. A perfect match for his brother. 

Seemed to Cole that all the Russell men except him and the youngest brother Caleb 
had gotten pretty damn lucky when it came to finding wives. His oldest brother Chase 
had a wife who was a real traffic stopper. And as in love with Chase now as she was in 
the beginning. 

And Clay had scored in a big way with Rusty. She was one of the top trainers in the 
country of horses for barrel racing, and since she and Clay had gotten together, had 
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become the top-ranked barrel racer in the world. She had a way with horses that was 
downright spooky. 

But then, she was a witch. Just like Ana. Cole thought it ironic beyond mere 
coincidence that two of his brothers had married witches. He’d often wondered if there 
was a sexy witch out there in the world waiting for him. 

That brought a snort that had a couple of people giving him strange looks. If there 
was a woman for him out there, he’d never know it. He had no interest in bars and 
clubs or anything that had to do with city life. Since the day he’d finished graduate 
school he’d turned his back on that life. 

Life as a ranger suited his solitary nature and his need to be away from people. Sure 
he had to interact with people in his job, but by and large his days were spent alone out 
in the vastness of the park, patrolling or being involved in rescues of lost hikers or 
accident victims. 

It had been months since his last date. He still got a bad taste in his mouth when he 
remembered it. The woman was in her mid-twenties, blonde, built like a centerfold and 
about as environmentally aware as a bag of rocks. Conversation with her was restricted 
to either what movie star did what, or whether she should have a chin implant to make 
her profile look better. 

That was one of the most miserable evenings Cole could remember. She had been 
completely disinterested in what he did, had even laughed and called him Smoky the 
Bear. 

Cole pushed aside thoughts of the miserable date as Tim Matthews, the Director of 
the Rocky Mountain National Park, came up behind him. “You set for this, Cole?” Tim 
asked. 

“Yep,” Cole replied. 
Tim took a look around the room. “Scout hasn’t shown up yet?” 
“Scout?” 
“Windrider.” 
“Any relation to Jed?” Cole asked. 
“Yep, and hand-trained, old-school fashion by the old man himself pretty much 

since birth,” Tim replied. “I’m gonna grab a cup of coffee and get things rolling.” 
“That’s a ten-four,” Cole replied. 
Something nagged at Cole’s memory. Something about Windrider. But what? He 

searched his memory. Suddenly it came to him. A ROMO report he’d read last year on 
mountain lions, discussing the nature and potential for human-mountain lion 
interaction in ROMO, or Rocky Mountain National Park. 

Capturing the lions had proven a monumental task. That’s what had brought 
Windrider onto the scene. Within a year of Windrider coming aboard the study team 
conducted or assisted with twenty-six safe captures individual mountain lions in 
Larimer County and ROMO. The animals were fitted with GPS collars and released. 

8 



Scout ‘n’ Cole 

Which meant that Windrider had a definite edge in the competition. He knew the 
lay of the land and had a personal commitment to the preservation of the species. 

Cole wondered if Scout looked anything like his father. Jed had been a big man, 
with sharp features, hard eyes and long graying hair. His native heritage had been quite 
apparent. 

A murmur in the crowd behind him drew his attention. He turned and saw the top 
of a dark head making its way through the crowd, the person being stopped every few 
seconds by one of the hunters or specialists who had suddenly congregated around the 
mystery person. 

 
Scout greeted the men she knew, gave polite greetings to the ones she was 

introduced to, and continued making her way to the front of the room. The crowd 
thinned and she saw the man standing off by himself. 

No way! He looked just like the bull rider whose career she’d been following, and 
who she’d been having very delicious and erotic fantasies about for the last few years. 
Yumm. Her insides started to purr at the thought. Rein it in was her second. She was 
there to win. The last thing she needed to think about was sex. 

Tim Matthews stepped into her path. “I was starting to think you weren’t going to 
show.” 

“Not likely. How’re you doing, Tim? Donna and Tommy okay?” 
“Good, and good,” he replied. “He’s signing up for T-ball this spring. First time.” 
“And I bet you signed up to coach,” she said with a smile. Tim was the most 

devoted husband and father she’d ever met. 
“You bet.” 
“Let me know the schedule and I’ll come cheer you on,” she said and took a look 

around. “So, you have the roster drawn up? Who’re you gonna saddle me with?” 
Tim laughed. “Actually it’s a blind draw. Speaking of which, I need to get the show 

on the road.” 
“Have at it,” she replied and wandered over to one side of the room where she 

could watch everyone as Tim called the meeting to order. 
The crowd fell silent while Tim greeted everyone and explained the rules. It was a 

three-week hunt. The team with the most tags won. The Park was closed down for those 
three weeks and access to the surrounding wilderness was being patrolled to keep 
people out. However, they were warned to report anyone they encountered via their 
radio headsets so that any civilians could be removed from the area. 

“Now, this hat contains the names of all the specialists from the Center as well as 
the rangers,” he finished with. “My assistant here, Rodney, will call out the name of 
each hunter. As your name is called, please step forward or identify yourself. I will 
draw a name from the hat and that will be your teammate. Please wait until all names 
are called before you get with your teammate. As soon as we’re all paired up, I’ll be 
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coordinating the drop-off points and times for the teams and will post it on the board 
behind me. Be geared up and ready to go at the appointed time. Any questions?” 

With no questions, Tim began the process of team assignment. Scout paid attention 
to the pairings. She saw several people she worked with at the Center being paired up 
with noted hunters, and one with a hunter she was unfamiliar with. 

When her name was called, she raised her hand. “Windrider.” 
Tim drew a name. “Cole Russell.” 
The name sparked Scout’s attention. The bull rider she had a thing for was named 

Clay Russell. She scanned the crowd. Sure enough the sexy look-alike she’d noticed 
raised his hand and looked in her direction. 

Whoa baby! the lusty wench inside her cheered. Scout pushed the thought aside with 
a measure of irritation at herself. She wasn’t there to get a date but to compete. She 
nodded her head at Russell then turned her attention back to Tim. 

Once finished, Tim moved off to consult with his assistant and coordinate the drop-
off points. The men moved through the room, introducing themselves to their 
teammates. 

Scout pushed away from the wall and made for the door as Cole Russell made his 
way toward her. She walked outside and waited. The moment he stepped through the 
door, their eyes met. For the space of a breath the world went silent. A thousand 
whispers wafted through her mind, all saying the same thing. Trouble. 

Scout acknowledged and agreed. Cole Russell was a man who could definitely 
make her think of all kinds of delicious ways to get in trouble. From the look in his eyes 
and the electricity arcing between them, she got the idea he wouldn’t be opposed to a 
bit of trouble. But now was not the time. 

 
Cole was definitely thinking of trouble. The kind of trouble he could easily slide 

into with the woman looking up at him. She had the eyes of a cat, wary but curious, the 
color unidentifiable in the dark, but the almond shape as unmistakable as the heavy 
fringe of dark lashes. Lean with soft but angular lines, she looked almost feline. Except 
for those full, lush lips. 

He never got past her face. That was enough to capture him and hold him 
spellbound. For a long moment they remained frozen, eyes locked. 

“You’re not what I expected,” he said, uncomfortable at the sudden swelling taking 
place south of his belt. 

The hint of a smile lightened Scout’s eyes. “No? Just what did you expect, Mr. 
Russell?” 

Cole was distracted. The camouflage tank top she wore hugged her body like a 
glove. And what a body. Curves in all the right places, firm and well toned. 

“Let me guess,” she filled the silence. “You thought I was a man. But I’m not. Come 
on. My gear’s in my truck.” 
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He fell in step beside her as she turned. She paused to look up at the sky. “Gonna be 
a good day. But might rain tonight.” 

“You get all that from looking at the sky?” Cole asked. 
“Nope,” she replied and continued walking toward her truck. “National weather 

service.” 
He grinned and the grin widened as he watched her walk in front of him, her tight 

little ass twitching enticingly. The grin faded as his dick started to swell. He’d have to 
get a grip on it fast if they were going to work together and win this competition. 
Spending three weeks with a raging hard-on had no appeal at all. 

Scout was digging through a backpack when he reached her truck. She pulled out a 
plastic squirt bottle. “Take off your shirt.” 

“Huh?” 
“Take off your shirt. You smell like a man.” 
Cole was taken aback by the statement. “You trying to tell me I stink?” 
“Animals rely on their sense of smell and you don’t smell like the wilderness. Now 

take off your shirt.” 
“No.” 
“Fine, have it your way.” She started misting him with the squirt bottle. 
“Hey!” he protested. The stuff smelled really bad. “What the hell is that?” 
She continued to mist, circling around him. “It’s a tea from trees and plants 

common in this area.” 
She finished then doused herself liberally with the concoction. She returned the 

bottle to her pack. “It’d be best if we had a fire.” 
“You know it’s against the law to start a fire in a national park. Besides what do we 

need a fire for?” 
“Because you showered with…” She moved in close and sniffed at him. “Dial soap. 

And your clothes still smell like detergent.” 
“How the hell can you smell that with me saturated with this…concoction?” 
“Point is, if I can smell it, so can an animal.” Scout blew out her breath. “Look, I 

know tracking isn’t your specialty, but you’re a ranger. You know we’re not going to 
track down anything if we can’t blend into the environment. The smell of smoke is 
natural in the woods.” 

“But animals are afraid of smoke and fire.” 
“Only the sight of it. Not the smell.” 
“Well we can’t build a fire,” he argued. 
“Fine, then we’ll do it another way. Take off your clothes. We need to get your skin 

saturated with this and rub your clothes in dirt or it won’t be enough to kill the smell of 
soap and cologne the fabric has already absorbed.” 
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“Whoa, lady!” He held up both hands, palms out and took a step back. “No way 
I’m taking off my clothes.” 

“Then get in your truck and do it. Just do it.” 
“No.” 
“Fine, then stay at least half an hour behind me.” She turned to her pack, pulled out 

an old stained belt and strapped it around her hips. 
“Like hell,” Cole argued. 
Scout snatched a long-bladed hunting knife in a worn holster from her pack and 

fastened it to her belt. “Look, Mr. Russell, I’m not trying to be difficult. I’m just telling 
you that as long as you smell like sex in jeans then you’re not tracking through—” 

“Sex in jeans?” Cole blurted. 
Scout bit her lip. “You still smell like a man and animals will catch your scent a mile 

away. So either you have to change your smell or you have to stay behind. Your choice 
but make it now.” 

“I suppose the damn animals won’t smell you?” Cole asked angrily. 
“Do you?” 
He blinked, and then frowned. He stepped closer and sniffed. Then took another 

step and sniffed again. Nothing. He moved in close, towering over her and leaned 
down to smell her hair. 

“You smell like…” He straightened up in surprise. “The woods.” 
“Exactly,” she said with a smile. “And you have to smell like the woods too.” 
“Well, barring the fire and taking off my clothes, you have any suggestions?” 
Scout looked around and took off, disappearing into the trees. Cole stood there 

wondering if she had just run off and left him or if she was going to come back. Just as 
he’d decided to take off after her, she reappeared. 

“Here,” she said, showing him the handful of spruce berries she held. “Unbutton 
your shirt.” 

Cole started to argue but decided against it. He unbuttoned his shirt. Scout frowned 
at the sight of the tight tee shirt beneath the button up. “Pull it up,” she said and turned 
her attention to mashing the berries with her right hand, using her left to contain them. 

Blowing out his breath in frustration, Cole complied. Scout scooped up some of the 
mashed berries and looked at Cole. 

 
Jesus, Joseph and Mary, she fought not to react. He was built. Seriously built. She 

started smearing her hand over his chest and abdomen, trying not to take any delight in 
the feel of all that hard muscle and smooth skin. 

His back was as gorgeous as his front. She quickly smeared his skin, running her 
hands up and down his back, then up his sides to his armpits. When she finished she 
wiped her hands on his shirt. “Okay, maybe that’ll do it,” she said, returning to the 
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truck and busying herself with using the tea from the squirt bottle to rinse the stickiness 
from her hands. “Once you start to sweat the scent will get into your clothes and dilute 
the chemical smell.” 

Truth be told she needed a moment to collect herself. It had been a while since she’d 
touched a man, and in all her life she’d never touched one who was built like Cole 
Russell. It took all her willpower to turn her thoughts away from his hard body and 
back to the task at hand. 

Cole buttoned and tucked in his shirt. “So do I still smell like sex in jeans?” 
Scout jerked her head around in surprise to find him grinning at her. She snorted 

and turned away. “Nope. You ready?” 
“Yep. Let me grab my pack.” 
Scout watched him walk to his truck, unable to stop herself from admiring the 

view. He had a nice firm butt and strong legs and a stride that was both confident and 
strong. 

Cole pulled on his pack and reached into the cab of the truck for his radio and a 
rifle. He also grabbed a map. “You know this area?” he asked as he turned to her. 

“Pretty much. Why?” 
“I was thinking about the last cat sighting,” he said as he unfolded the map. “See, 

right here. Maybe that’s the first place we should look.” 
“Or not. Just because a cat was spotted there doesn’t mean it is now. They have a 

pretty big territory. An adult male’s home range can cover over one hundred square 
miles. As a rule, females have smaller ranges, around twenty to sixty square miles. In 
this area the competition for habitat isn’t extreme, but we can still have as many as six 
to ten adult males occupying the same hundred square miles,” Scout said. 

“Lot of ground to cover. So what do you think our target should be?” 
“Depends,” she replied and looked at the map for a second. “Maybe here.” She 

pointed to an area on the map. 
“Why?” Cole asked. 
“One, it’s nearing time for cubs to be born. Which means the mothers will have a 

safe place secured. And two, if I was a cat that’s where I’d go,” Scout replied, still 
looking at the map and thinking. 

“Is that a valid tracking technique or just a hunch?” 
“Intuition.” She looked up with a smile. “And experience. Here’s what I think.” She 

pointed to the map. “We make our way from wherever our drop-off point is to here. 
Until this turn, then we cut across toward the east and work our way north when we 
reach the ridge.” 

“Lots of climbing to do taking that route,” Cole replied. 
“You got gear?” 
“In my pack.” 
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“Climbing bother you, Mr. Russell?” 
“Not a bit. But why do all that useless climbing? If we take the trail to the junction 

here, turn west and follow the trail to here then—” 
“You think cats follow a hiking trail, Mr. Russell?” 
“No, I don’t. But—” 
“Look, I know you’re more familiar with the park than I am, but trust me, I know 

cats and we’re not going to find them following that trail.” 
“And we’re not going to find them if we spend the whole day climbing,” he argued. 
“Oh no? Just where do you think that cats are going to hole up? Out in the open? 

Those cliffs are riddled with niches and caves. A perfect place for expectant cats to den. 
I say we take the west-northwest route. It’s our best bet.” 

“I disagree.” 
“Fine, disagree.” Scout was starting to get a little annoyed and a whole lot 

impatient. This fellow might be sexy as hell, a hands-down great ranger, but she knew 
cats and was a tracker. “You take the trail. I’ll go alone.” 

“We’re not splitting up.” 
“Then you best be following me,” she said and started walking toward the lodge. 

“Turn off that radio and make sure there’s no live ammo in that gun. This is a no-kill 
hunt.” 

 
Cole blew out his breath, folded the map and jammed it into the pocket of his 

jacket. Scout Windrider might be real easy on the eyes, but he was starting to get the 
idea that she was going to be a true pain in the ass. 

“I’m not loaded with anything but tranquilizers.” 
“Good.” 
She strode ahead of him back to the meeting hall. It took nearly half an hour before 

they were on their way. They were trucked to a small clearing where a dozen 
helicopters waited. 

“You have experience making aerial descents?” Scout asked as they were motioned 
over by one of the pilots. 

“Yeah. You?” 
“A few times. I’m not an expert but I can handle it.” 
They climbed into the helicopter and were silent until the copilot got out of his seat 

to help them harness up for the descent. 
 
Scout admired Cole’s proficiency. He’d obviously done this before. In minutes they 

were both on the ground with the helicopter headed back to base. Scout turned to look 
at Cole and when their eyes met she could have sworn that sparks arced through the air 
between them, the current was so strong. 
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Three weeks, she thought, for the first time in her life feeling like three weeks in the 
wilderness was a terribly long time. How the hell was she going to make it three weeks 
alone with Cole Russell if every time he looked at her all she could think about was 
ripping off his clothes and putting her hands, mouth and body all over him? 

“You get a bead on our position from the air?” Cole asked. 
“Yeah.” She forced her attention back on the matter at hand. “I hoped we’d get a 

drop point closer, but it is what it is. I estimate a two-day hike before we reach the base 
of the cliffs. Sound about right to you?” 

“Pretty much.” 
“Then let’s move,” she said and took the lead. 
 
Cole nodded without comment. Silence fell around them. Silence that he noticed. 

Most of all because she made no sound. Not just in lack of words or sounds of her 
breath. She made no sound as she moved. 

He kept those thoughts and all others to himself for the next three hours. In silence, 
he followed and observed. There was something about Scout that intrigued him. It was 
as though the moment she stepped into the woods she became part of them. 

Her movements were like water, very fluid and smooth. They covered far more 
ground in three hours than he’d anticipated. They reached a basin canopied by trees 
and she stopped. 

For several minutes she stood perfectly still, and then she turned to him. “We can 
take a break if you want. Report in to base camp that we’re in the field and going silent, 
then turn off the radio.” 

“Isn’t that against protocol?” 
“We only have to report in once a day. Nothing more. So we do it now then go 

silent,” she replied and looked him in the eyes. His first thought was of her eyes. Now 
that the sun had risen, he could see their color in depth and it was remarkable. Around 
the pupils the color was copper that faded to a warm gold as it spread out over the iris, 
ending in a band of dark gold that seemed to outline the unusual coloration. He could 
only compare them to a wild creature. A cat, he thought. She has the eyes of a cat. 

“What if base tries to reach us?” 
“They won’t. They won’t make the mistake you’re making now.” 
“Which is?” 
“Thinking that we’re still back in that world. We’re not. Make no mistake. We’re in 

my world now, and as the lead in this team I have to insist that either you do this my 
way or turn around and go back.” 

“Are you always this hard to get along with?” Cole’s ire was rising, despite his 
fascination with her eyes. 

Scout regarded him for a moment. “Let me ask you something. What’s your 
specialty?” 
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“Rescue and fire.” 
She nodded. “So, let’s say there was an injured hiker up there on that ridge. You’d 

know exactly what you needed to do to get to him and get him down safely, right?” 
“Absolutely.” 
“Well, it’s the same thing,” she explained. “I know cats, Mr. Russell. And I know 

how to track. So I’m going to ask you to trust me to do what I do best. Do you think you 
can do that?” 

Cole felt a little ashamed. He’d let her bossiness annoy him. And in all honesty, he 
probably would not have felt the same way if she’d been a man. The fact that she was 
this small, incredibly sexy and monumentally vexing woman had made him forget that 
she was Jed Windrider’s prodigy. 

“Yeah, I can do that. And I thought we were past the Mr. and Miss thing.” 
Scout smiled. “Sorry…Cole. Now why don’t you radio Tim?” 
 
While Cole made the call, Scout wandered off a little ways. She closed her eyes and 

took a long slow breath. 
Where are you? she called silently. Talk to me. 
The only answer she got was a sudden stabbing pain in her hip. Her eyes flew open. 

Something was wrong. Very wrong. They had no time to waste. 
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Chapter Three 
 
Raymond Moss settled himself more comfortably beside the small fire. He and 

three other men were sharing the small cave for the night. One of the men, Bobby 
Howard, had worked for Ray and his father James for years. The other two were city 
slickers from upstate New York who had paid a hefty fee to be taken out on a hunt. 

While hunting cougar was not technically illegal in the state of Colorado, there were 
restrictions, and Ray knew he’d breeched all of them. Cougar hunting had been 
prohibited in the area since 2004. 

Which Ray thought was stupid. There were plenty of the animals, far more than 
was necessary to his way of thinking. If it were left to him, every mountain lion in 
existence would be killed. They were evil predators with a taste for human blood. 

And they had taken Ray’s father from him. James Moss had been a near legend in 
his day. He’d worked with Jed Windrider for years when Ray was a boy. Ray could still 
hear the stories his father would tell when he’d return home from a hunt. Ray would 
fantasize about it for weeks, dreaming of the day he would be on a hunt with his dad 
and Jed. 

When Ray was twelve, his father and Jed had a major falling out. Jed was against 
killing the animals. He only hunted when an animal was wounded or had proven to be 
a threat to livestock or humans. Hunting for the sport was against his belief. But sport 
hunting was big business and Ray’s father was smart enough to see that a man could 
make a nice living leading hunts. 

He tried to convince Jed to throw in with him, but Jed not only refused, he cursed 
James for it. Ray could still remember the look on his father’s face when Jed turned his 
back on him. It had hurt James more than anything Ray could remember. And it was a 
hurt he never really recovered from. 

Ray and his younger brother Jimmy had followed in his father’s footsteps and for 
years successfully skirted the laws and made enough from their hunts to set them up in 
relative style. It was a good life, aside from James being haunted by the condemnation 
of his old friend Jed. 

A couple of years ago, Ray, Jimmy and their father set up a large hunt. They had 
two packs of dogs, well over the legal limit allowed, and ten desk-soft executives eager 
to prove their manhood and go back to their penthouse offices with stories to tell of 
braving the wild. To ensure that none of the men went home empty-handed, Jimmy 
came up with the idea of employing the latest technology. 

Developed by an entrepreneur in Texas, it was a rig that housed a web cam and a 
hunting rifle. He set up a website that allowed people to focus in, aim and fire on an 
unsuspecting animal using only a computer mouse. 
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Jimmy was excited by the idea and had modified it to suit his needs. It was costly 
but worked like a charm. Ray would scout an area before taking the clients in. If he 
found quarry, he would feed Jimmy the coordinates and Jimmy would take his own 
custom-designed rig and set it up, using military camouflage tarps and natural cover 
like fallen branches to hide it. Using a costly satellite uplink, he could sit at base camp 
with a laptop. 

If a client took a shot at an animal, Jimmy acted as backup. One click of his mouse 
and the rifle on the rig, custom fitted with a silencer, would fire. The client then would 
forever be able to boast of his “one-shot kill”. 

At first Ray and his father had been against it, but Jimmy had hounded them until 
they gave in. It had proven to be effective, and had netted them quite a few returning 
clients. 

Later, when their father died and Ray was so grief-stricken he could barely get out 
of bed and was drinking himself to death, Jimmy had come up with another use for the 
rig that had not only brought Ray out of his funk, but had succeeded in making them 
not just hunters of animals, but hunters of men. 

They would never have had to resort to that if it hadn’t been for Jedediah 
Windrider. They’d been on the hunt for two days when Jed and his granddaughter 
came upon them. Jed openly accused James of breaking the law and conducting an 
illegal hunt, right in front of the clients. And his granddaughter Scout had lambasted 
the lot of them for their actions, citing all kinds of government policy and threatening to 
have them arrested if they didn’t call off the hunt immediately. 

James had capitulated to their threats, at least while in their presence. It galled Ray 
to see his father cave in, to humble himself in front of their clients. But as soon as Jed 
and Scout left, James laughed it off and said the hunt would continue. He was just 
putting on an act to get Jed off their asses and for them not to worry. 

From that moment on, everything turned south. Four days into the hunt, the dogs 
cornered a female lion in a tree. The clients went nuts, firing like mad. One shot caught 
the lion in the right shoulder. She came out of the tree. The clients scattered like mice 
when the cat pounced on James. Ray pumped one shot after another into her, but before 
she died, she’d torn his father to shreds. 

Ray knew as he held his father’s mutilated body in his arms that the reason he’d 
died was the curse Jed put on them. Everything would have been fine if the Windriders 
had not interfered. Now his father was dead and Ray was alone. 

In that moment all reason fled his mind and in its place appeared a fire of hatred. 
Hatred for the cats and for the Windriders. And a vow to his dead father that Ray 
would avenge his death. No matter how long it took, he would make sure the 
Windriders paid for what they’d done. It was his duty to see justice done. Thanks to 
Jimmy, he’d accomplished half his mission. 

One of the clients interrupted his reverie with a question. “So are we going to be 
killing some cats or not?” 
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Ray looked across the small fire at the pudgy man. “You’ll get your kill. Don’t you 
worry. Just finish your breakfast and get packed. We head out in an hour.” 

He tossed the remains of his coffee into the fire and rose. Outside the cave it was an 
overcast, cold morning. A perfect day for a kill. 

* * * * * 
“We need to move faster,” Scout announced as soon as Cole ended his conversation 

with Tim on the radio. 
“We’re making good time,” Cole replied. “What’s the rush?” 
“There’s a wounded cat. She needs attention. We have to find her before anyone 

else does or they’ll put her down.” 
Cole stared at her, his brows drawing together in a frown. “And you know this 

how?” 
“I just know it.” 
“More of that intuition?” 
“Just trust me, Cole. There’s a female cat out there in pain and we have to find her. 

If one of the other teams stumbles on her they may try and terminate her rather than 
subduing her.” 

“Might be the only way.” 
Scout’s eyes took on a glittering hardness that had Cole wanting to take a step back, 

despite his superior size and weight. “It is not! You listen up, Russell. We’re going to 
find her and help her. You try and kill her and I’ll take you down.” 

“I didn’t say I was going to try and kill her. I only said it might be the only way.” 
“I don’t accept that,” Scout said and took a step closer to him. “Look, we don’t 

know one another, and I don’t expect you to share my views but I do expect you to 
consider my position and expertise in this area.” 

Cole considered her words, trying to push aside the crackling energy that was 
arcing between them. He didn’t quite understand it. Scout was a looker, but he’d had 
his share of pretty women, and none of them had ever had the effect Scout had on him. 
Just being in close proximity to her had him thinking of how it would feel to be buried 
inside her with her strong legs wrapped around his waist. 

He shook his head to clear the thoughts. “I do respect and consider your expertise, 
Scout. But you have to at least consider the possibility that the cat will be too far gone to 
save. Should that—” He held up his hand as she started to interrupt. “Should that prove 
to be the case, then you have to be prepared to put her down.” 

Scout hated to consider the possibility but knew that it was only realistic to do so. 
Moreover, she and Cole needed to be able to arrive at a common ground if they were 
going to successfully work together. 
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“You’re right,” she said after a long pause. “And should that prove to be the case, I 
promise you I’ll do what needs to be done. But only if I’m convinced there’s no other 
alternative. Agreed?” 

Cole nodded and stuck out his hand. “Deal.” 
Scout looked from his face to his hand then back at his face. She understood that 

shaking his hand was a symbol, a ritual of sorts cementing their agreement, but she was 
hesitant to take his hand. 

She couldn’t say why exactly. Not much frightened her and she wasn’t a nervous 
sort. But taking his hand seemed to imply something on a primitively emotional level 
that unsettled her. If she had the time she would explore the feeling to try to understand 
what caused it and what it meant. But time was something they were short of. 

So, with reservation she clasped his hand. His big warm hand closed around hers 
and then it happened. She was catapulted into another realm. Feelings and emotions 
bombarded her from every side, sending her spinning into a vortex of swirling images 
and whispered sounds. 

It hadn’t happened often, but she did recognize the experience. She was feeling 
Cole and his life experiences. It took but a moment yet felt like a lifetime that she was 
enveloped in his essence. 

The emotions were staggeringly strong. So strong that she actually did stagger. 
Cole saw her eyes cloud over like a curtain of shade had been drawn across them, 

darkening them to the color of an old penny. Her face paled and she inhaled sharply. 
Then something hit him. Not physically. It was a mental blow. His vision went 
completely white, like the world had suddenly exploded around him. For a moment he 
was completely blind. 

Before alarm could register in his mind, his vision returned. At almost the exact 
same moment, Scout staggered. Cole held onto her hand, grabbing her with his free 
hand to steady her. 

“You okay?” he asked. 
She nodded and pulled away from him. 
“What the hell happened?” he asked. 
Scout turned away. “What do you mean?” 
Cole took her arm to turn her back around to face him. “Something happened. Like 

for a second I was blind. Everything went white. And you staggered, so you felt 
something too.” 

Scout’s first inclination was to deny it. But dishonesty wasn’t her way, even when it 
was uncomfortable to be truthful. That she’d learned from Jed. And that teaching was 
deeply ingrained. 

“It was…” she paused. “I don’t know how to explain what it was, Cole.” 
“But you felt it.” 
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“Yeah,” she replied. She wasn’t sure what he had felt but was all too aware of what 
she’d experienced. It still sizzled through her mind. Had it happened at another time 
she would have stopped and done nothing but try to translate the information that had 
been so abruptly thrust into her mind. But there was no time to pause and dissect the 
flood of information. 

“You ever had anything like that happen before?” he asked. 
She nodded. “A couple of times.” 
“So what the hell is it?” 
“It’s like a momentary connection. Jed called it connecting with the soul of 

another.” 
Cole’s eyes widened. “What does that mean?” 
“It means I get a rush of…of feeling from someone. Their emotions.” 
Her answer made Cole distinctly uncomfortable. Uncomfortable enough that he did 

not want to think about it. He kept his emotions in tight check and to himself. The idea 
of someone sensing or feeling what he kept so carefully locked inside went way beyond 
disconcerting. It made him feel vulnerable. 

“So what did you feel?” 
“Just a jolt,” she said and turned her back on him. “It takes a while for it to make 

any sense and right now we’ve got other things to think about.” 
Cole wasn’t sure he was convinced she was telling the truth, but he was glad she 

didn’t want to dwell on it. He was more than willing to try to forget it had ever 
happened. If that was possible. 

“So, you have any ideas about our cat?” he asked. 
“Yeah,” she said over her shoulder. “Let me see your map.” 
Cole unfolded the map and handed it to her. She studied it for a moment then 

pointed to a location. “We need to reach this area before nightfall.” 
Cole looked at the location she pointed to. “The only way we’ll make it is to follow 

Timber Creek to the lake, skirt it and scale here on the west face of Ida and stay to the 
high ground.” 

“Yeah, I know. You up for a climb, Cole?” 
“Born ready,” he said with a grin. 
“Then let’s get to it,” Scout said with an answering smile. 
“Lead the way.” Cole gestured in front of him. 
Scout shook her head. “You know the park better. Take us the quickest route to the 

west face of Ida. We’re not going to find the cat between here and there.” 
“You sure about that, Scout?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Okay, then, let’s go.” 
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With no further discussion they headed out. 

* * * * * 
“Shut the fuck up!” Raymond Moss snarled at his clients who were yakking it up 

like they were huffing down the sidewalks of New York. 
They abruptly went silent, looking at him in anger tinted with anxiety. “What?” one 

of them asked softly. 
Ray ignored the question, focusing his attention on their surroundings. He could 

have sworn he heard something. 
“Hey!” A voice from behind them had Ray whirling around. 
Two men approached, one behind the other. 
The man in the lead stopped fifty yards out. “Drew Jones, Park Ranger Service. 

Would you mind telling me how you got into the park, sir?” 
Before Ray could respond, Bobby’s mouth flew into action. “We heard there was a 

wounded lion and figured we’d help ya’ll track him down.” 
Behind Drew, the hunter Ted whispered, “What wounded cat? If there was one 

we’d have been told. They’re poachers.” 
Drew did not acknowledge Ted’s comments but addressed the group of hunters. 

“Sir, there are regulations against firearms, and a strict ‘no-hunting’ restriction in place. 
Again, how did you get those weapons into the park and what is your intent?” 

“I done told you,” Bobby said with a whine, before Ray cut him off. “None’a your 
fucking business. Now unless you want trouble, you’ll go back the way you came and 
leave us alone.” 

“I’m sorry, sir, I can’t do that,” Drew replied as Ted whispered behind him. “Call it 
in.” 

“Hold it!” Ray jerked his rifle up to his shoulder. 
“Hold on now!” Drew said at the same moment Ray fired. 
Drew felt the heat from the bullet pass his left shoulder and almost immediately 

heard Ted’s breath whoosh out. He whirled around, too late to catch Ted as he fell, the 
radio slipping from his fingers. 

Drew crouched, trying to bring his gun around to aim at the attackers but before he 
could, something slammed into him, propelling him backward into darkness. 

“Jesus Christ!” one of Ray’s clients barked weakly. “You stupid—” 
His words were cut short when the third shot from Ray’s rifle hit him in the center 

of the forehead. 
The second client immediately broke and ran. Ray took a bead on him, but Bobby 

pushed the barrel aside, spoiling the shot. “Christ, Ray, what the fuck you doing?” 
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Ray turned on Bobby with murder in his eyes. “You dumb sumbitch! Those fuckers 
saw me shoot those guys. We can’t let ‘im live. He’s a witness. Get rid of him and 
there’s no evidence against us.” 

Bobby seemed unconvinced. “I don’t know, Ray. We ain’t never done nothing like 
this and I ain’t—” 

“You want to go to prison, Bobby?” Ray interrupted. “’Cause sure as shit, if we 
don’t stop that city boy now, our asses are cooked.” 

“Hell no, I don’t wanna go to prison!” Bobby replied. “But we can’t just run him 
down and shoot him. Maybe he’s scared enough he won’t talk. Besides, how the hell’s 
he going to find his way out? Maybe we can just track him and make sure he stays good 
and lost. Come nightfall he’ll freeze anyway.” 

Ray considered it, but was more inclined to go find the man and make sure he 
didn’t make it out. “Look, Ray,” Bobby said. “We can wipe down your rifle, put it in the 
dead guy’s hand and fire a round or two. Then you take his gun and we’ll get rid of it. 
We’ll say you loaned him a gun because he didn’t have one. We’ll track the other guy 
and make sure when night comes that he’s got no chance to make it out. That way when 
they find the rangers it’ll look like the city boy done it and no one will ever suspect us. 
They’ll think his partner got scared and bolted and froze to death.” 

Ray had to admit that Bobby’s idea had merit. He smiled. Every now and then 
Bobby came through for him. “All right, that’s what we’ll do. But if it looks like that city 
boy’s going to make it out, we might just have to arrange a little accident.” 

“Whatever you say, Ray,” Bobby replied immediately. “You’re the boss.” 
“Got that right,” Ray boasted. “You damn sure got that right.” 
Bobby turned and swiped his hand over his sweaty face as Ray took care of 

cleaning his weapon to place in the dead man’s hands. Inside of five minutes they had 
the scene prepared, and headed out to track their quarry. 

* * * * * 
Scout went still and silent as a rock, making Cole do the same. For nearly two 

minutes she was frozen before she turned to look at him. “Gunfire. Four, maybe five 
miles.” 

“You heard gunfire from four miles away?” 
“Didn’t you?” 
“No. You sure you’re not mistaken?” 
She shook her head. “Close your eyes for a minute.” 
“Why?” 
“Indulge me.” 
Cole closed his eyes. “Okay,” Scout said. “Think back a few moments. We were 

standing here, silent. What did you hear?” 
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Cole concentrated, his brows drawing together in an intense frown. He shook his 
head and opened his eyes. “Nothing. The wind, maybe.” 

“No, you heard more,” she argued softly. “Try again. There was an alarm. You 
heard it. Wings and—” 

“Yes!” he exclaimed. “Birds. All of a sudden, wings and cries in the air.” 
Scout nodded again. “Yes, it was part of a concentric circle that began about five 

miles from here. A gunshot. The wildlife in the immediate area reacted, setting up kind 
of a chain reaction that radiated out from the point of origin.” 

Cole regarded her with new respect. “I get it. But I still didn’t hear the actual shot.” 
“Neither did I. I heard its echo and the reaction it evoked.” 
“Do you think that means someone else found the cat?” 
She shook her head. “No, she’s still out there. Still hurt.” 
“So we continue the way we’re going?” he asked. 
“Yeah.” 
“Well, maybe I should radio in just to be sure,” he suggested. 
“You still don’t trust me,” Scout replied. 
“It’s not that!” 
“Then what?” 
He didn’t have an answer except to leave the radio in its harness and gesture ahead 

of them. “If we cut across the creek about a quarter mile up, we’ll have smoother going 
and shave some time off reaching Ida.” 

Scout smiled at him. “Lead the way, Ranger.” 
Cole grinned and took the lead. Scout watched him walk ahead of her, wondering if 

she should have told him that the origin of the disturbance lay in the direction they 
were headed. 

* * * * * 
Tim Matthews swore when he couldn’t raise Cole on the radio. One of the teams 

had run into trouble and now the competition had taken an unexpected and dangerous 
turn. 

“Frank!” he yelled to the ranger on duty in the main office. 
Frank appeared at the door. “Any word from Cole?” 
“Not yet. Listen, I need a list of everyone registered in the park. And I need 

someone to check every vehicle and make a list of the tags. Run them against the 
register. I want this place locked down. No one in or out.” 

“Something happen?” 
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Tim blew out his breath and leaned forward, propping his elbows on his desk. 
“Drew Jones radioed in. They came upon a hunting party. He and the tracker hailed the 
party and he advised them there was a no-hunting restriction in place. 

“But according to Drew, one of the men tried to make excuses for their armed 
presence and had claimed they were out trying to help track a wounded cat.” 

“We haven’t had any reports on wounded cats,” Frank said. 
“Exactly,” Tim agreed. “And Drew knew that. He advised the men to surrender 

their weapons and leave the park. The leader of the group refused. 
“The way Drew tells it, Ted was standing behind him and he whispered to Drew 

that he should call in. Drew reached for his radio and when he did, the leader fired. At 
least that’s who Drew thought fired. All he knew for sure was that he felt the heat of the 
bullet beside him and then Ted fell, dead before he hit the ground.” 

“Jesus!” 
“Tell me about it,” Tim said and pushed himself up from his seat. “Drew tried to 

draw his gun but was shot before he could. When he came to, he was alone. He 
managed to get the radio and call in for help.” 

“Is he gonna make it, Tim?” 
“I don’t know. I hope so. A team’s enroute. I just hope they reach him in time.” 
“Amen,” Frank agreed. “Anything I can do?” 
“Just get the park closed down. Tight, Frank. Real tight.” 
“I’m on it.” 
Tim picked up his empty coffee cup and headed for the pot. His stomach was 

already a boiling vat of acid, but right now he needed to be sharp. There was a new 
hunt going on, and not one to tag cats, but for four men who had shot and murdered at 
least one man. Nothing like this had ever happened in the Park and Tim felt 
responsible. 

Tim’s secretary Melody entered the office. “State police are on their way. They said 
to recall all the teams and wait for them.” 

“Already done,” Tim replied and turned to reach for the radio. 
“And they said to call Windrider,” she added. “They need a tracker.” 
Tim paused and turned to her. “She’s already out there. With Cole.” 
Melody’s eyes widened. “You want me to call the State boys back and tell them?” 
“No,” Tim replied. “We’ll let them know when they arrive. Right now, just get up 

with all the teams and have them advise us of their position so we can arrange for 
pickup points. And check on the status of the team headed out for Drew.” 

“Will do,” she said and hurried away. 
Tim tried again to reach Cole. There was no reply. It was not like Cole to go 

completely dark. But then Cole had never been out with Scout and it was like her to cut 
off communication. 
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Sometimes Tim thought she was more like her grandfather than anyone realized—
more part of the animal kingdom than that of man. He had no doubt of her skills in 
tracking, and knew she was proficient enough to handle herself. But she and Cole were 
out there unaware, which meant they could stumble into trouble. 

“Come on, Cole, answer,” he whispered as he tried again. 

* * * * * 
Raymond and Bobby sat on a ridge watching their former client stumble through 

the small clearing in the valley beneath them. Night was falling and the man was weak, 
his steps uncertain. Ray had no doubt that the only thing that drove him now was fear. 
Fear of possible pursuit and fear of night falling and him being alone and lost, with no 
shelter and no food. 

“What’cha think?” Bobby asked. “Make camp here tonight and pick up his trail in 
the morning?” 

Ray nodded. “Yeah, might as well. He’ll stick to the valley more than likely. No fire 
though. We don’t want to give away our position.” 

“Got it,” Bobby agreed. “You think he’ll last the night?” 
Ray shrugged. “Who knows? Don’t much care.” 
Bobby nodded and said no more as he started unpacking his bedroll. Ray remained 

motionless, his eyes scanning the landscape as his mind traveled back in time… 
He was almost eighteen, nearly a man, and had been working with his father for 

several years. His father claimed that Ray was going to be a tracker on the level with Jed 
Windrider. Ray found it odd that even after Jed had rebuffed and turned his back on 
James, James still spoke so highly of him. It annoyed Ray, but he knew the compliment 
was the highest his father could give. 

He was feeling pretty full of himself. He’d made enough to buy himself a shiny new 
Camaro, had money in his pocket and had developed enough self-confidence that he 
wasn’t shy around the ladies. 

In fact, he was earning himself a reputation with them as well. A real player. That’s 
how he saw himself. Woo them with money and a fast ride, get what he wanted and 
leave them. 

Not that he was heartless. He simply had no interest in the girls he dated. They 
were only interested in the latest fashion, their looks and who was the most popular 
that particular week. None of them were the least bit interested in his prowess in 
tracking. In fact, if he made the mistake of bringing it up, a girl would normally either 
turn up her nose at the idea or make fun of it. 

All of them except Scout Windrider. She was only thirteen, but possessed far more 
maturity than any of the girls Ray’s own age. And she was a tracker. From what he’d 
heard, she was darn near a master tracker already. Ray was a bit envious of the high 
praise she earned, but also intrigued. 
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He’d watched her leave the junior high school. She never dawdled, talking with 
friends. She made a beeline for the bus, her stride strong and sure and her head up, as if 
getting a lay of the land. Those strange cat’s eyes of hers seemed to take in everything. 
Twice she had stopped and turned, pegging him with a penetrating stare as he sat in his 
car watching her. 

Ray had already made up his mind that the day she turned sixteen, he was going to 
make his move on her. By then he’d have his own place and money in the bank. Not to 
mention a reputation as a tracker. She’d be impressed. And she’d want him… 

“You want some’a this jerky?” Bobby’s voice cut into his thoughts. 
Ray shook his head and rose to spread out his bedroll. No use in dwelling on the 

past, his father always said. Just let it go and move on. But Ray was cut from a different 
cloth. There would be no peace for him until he’d made all the Windriders pay for his 
father’s death, and had rid the world of as many cougar as possible. Once that was 
done, Ray would be done with it and ready to move on. But not a second sooner. 

With his hatred refueled, he lay back and stared at the stars, his mind at work on 
how best to continue his quest once he had taken care of the irritating city boy. One step 
at a time, he told himself. Just one step at a time. First thing he needed to do was get 
back to base camp and talk to Jimmy. And if he stumbled on the city boy maybe he’d 
just take care of that problem and get it out of the way. He waited for Bobby to fall 
asleep then headed out. 
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Chapter Four 
 
Tim Matthews pushed himself up from his chair as the tall dark-skinned man 

entered the room. Not that it was required. There was just something about the man 
that commanded respect. 

“Captain Jonas Roberts,” the man said in a deep voice, offering his hand. “CBI.” 
“Tim Matthews,” Tim replied, taking his hand. “Park Director. Can I get you some 

coffee?” 
“Thank you, sir, but no. Do you have a room we can use to establish a command 

post?” 
“Of course,” Tim replied. “Please come with me.” 
He led Captain Roberts to the conference room. He hadn’t expected the Colorado 

Bureau of Investigation to respond so quickly to his call. Once his rescue team had 
extracted Drew Jones and gotten him to a hospital, he had made the call to the CBI. His 
men were park rangers. They were not equipped to deal with hostiles who were 
murdering people. 

“Will this do?” He stepped aside for the Captain to enter the room. 
“Fine, thank you,” Jonas replied and activated his com link. “Hill, we have a 

location. I want com set up here in ten minutes with a backup unit in the van. Get teams 
one through four ready to deploy. I’ll brief them in twenty minutes.” 

Jonas then turned to address Tim. “I want to hear everything you have on the 
hostiles, and a list of every man you have in the field. And— Excuse me.” He activated 
his com link again. “Hill, what’s the word on our tracker?” 

“No response. Still trying,” the reply sounded in his earpiece. 
“Keep at it,” he ordered then returned his attention to Tim. “As I was saying—” 
“Excuse me,” Tim interrupted, “but I think you’ll want to know first up that Scout 

Windrider is already out there.” 
“You already sent her in?” Jonas asked. “On whose authority?” 
“No one’s,” Tim replied. “She was one of the participants in the competition, 

partnered with Cole Russell. They’ve been out all day.” 
“I was informed that all competitors had been recalled after the incident.” 
“They were,” Tim said. “But we can’t reach Cole.” 
“Transmission problems?” 
“I don’t think so.” Tim hated to admit it. “I think he’s gone silent.” 
Jonas considered it for a moment. In all likelihood, Matthews was right. And Jonas 

would bet that it was at Scout’s insistence. He didn’t like the idea that the two of them 
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were out there uninformed, but he also knew there was every possibility that Scout was 
already aware of trouble. Not much escaped her notice. 

His problem was how to let her know about his teams so there were no potential 
problems. 

“What can you tell me about the hostiles?” 
Tim ran his hand over his face. Fatigue was catching up with him. “According to 

Drew, there were four. Two men he described as pale, out of shape and seemingly out 
of place. The other two he described as men you’d likely see out hunting. One was 
around five-ten with sandy hair, slim and wearing camos. The other was tall, six-two or 
-three, with dark eyes. Wore a black knit cap and camos.” 

Jonas nodded. “Heavily armed?” 
“All men had rifles. The two described as hunters also wore side arms.” 
“Thank you,” Jonas said. “If you’ll excuse me.” 
Tim watched Jonas walk away, and then leaned back against the wall. What had 

started as a friendly competition had blossomed into something out of a nightmare. If 
only he had been able to reach Cole. The idea of him and Scout running into four armed 
men made a shiver run down his spine. 

Pushing himself away from the wall, he hurried to his office to try Cole on the radio 
again. 

* * * * * 
“We need to make camp,” Cole said as Scout breasted the cliff and scrambled to her 

feet. 
“Cats are nocturnal,” she replied. “She’s been hiding all day. Now that it’s dark 

she’ll be on the move.” 
“Be that as it may, we’re not cats. We haven’t eaten or rested and unless we do a 

little of both we’re going to run out of steam.” 
Scout considered it for a few moments then agreed. “Okay, but no more than four 

hours. We need to be on the move soon.” 
“Deal,” Cole said and looked around. “If I remember correctly, there’s a shallow 

cave a quarter mile north.” 
“Lead the way,” Scout replied and fell in behind him as he headed out. For the last 

three hours she’d gotten wind of a disturbance. The forest was on alert, the animals 
skittish and wary. She was fairly certain they were no more than two miles from the 
origin of whatever had raised the alarm. Part of her wanted to press forward. Another 
part warned caution. 

Which was why she had agreed with Cole that they should make camp. She could 
use the time to listen, and to see if she could sense anything. She was quiet the rest of 
the way, and they made camp without speaking. 
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The cave was deep enough that they would be protected from the wind. A fissure 
in the ceiling provided a small but natural chimney. “Fire?” Cole asked. 

She nodded and he disappeared outside. She prepared a place for the fire with 
rocks she found lying about the cave then pulled a small break-down spade from her 
pack and set to work digging two holes near the fire site. Once there were enough coals, 
she’d fill the holes, cover the coals over with dirt and put the sleeping bags over them. It 
was a simple yet old and effective means of heating. 

Cole returned with an armload of wood, dumped it then disappeared again. It 
struck her as they worked in unison that their movements were those of people who 
knew one another, rather than strangers who had just met. That thought had her 
pausing to turn and look at Cole as he entered with another armload of wood. 

 
They went about making camp like people who’d worked together for years and 

understood one another’s rhythm. How was that possible? He stopped and found her 
looking at him. Their eyes met and the world went silent. 

He could hear nothing but the sound of his own heart, beating hard and strong, the 
rate increasing with each moment that her cat eyes held him spellbound. It was only 
pride that kept him rooted in place when everything inside him shouted for him to 
close the distance between them. To take her in his arms. To feast on her lips, feed on 
her breasts, feel passion make her weak and then claim her, taking her fast and hard, 
slaking the thirst that burned in his veins. 

The effect she had on him made him uncomfortable in more ways than just the 
immediate erection she gave him with a look. He felt like an animal. Something primal, 
primitive. A male recognizing a potential mate. 

That was the idea that shook him to the soles of his feet. He’d never had such an 
immediate and profound reaction to a woman. He’d always been the cool one, the one 
who could hold back, wait for the woman to approach him, knowing she would and 
that when she did she was already his. 

But Scout made no move. Not even a blink. Like an animal, immobile and wary, yet 
curious, she stood silently, watching. Her stillness was erotic, compelling. Instinct urged 
him to go to her. Pride demanded that he not. 

Pride was about to lose the battle when her eyes suddenly turned up and to one 
side, her head cocking almost exactly like that of a cat. Cole strained to hear but aside 
from the wind there was nothing. 

Scout felt a presence. Not far, perhaps a hundred yards, off to the right of their 
camp. She opened her senses, letting herself become absorbed by the surroundings. 
After a moment she smiled. The deer was far more unsettled by their presence than she 
was with its. Using the technique her grandfather had taught her, Scout sent a mental 
message to the deer. Not words, but feelings of peace and safely. Visions of herself and 
the deer. Her hand on the deer’s neck, her touch and scent letting the animal know that 
there was nothing to fear. 
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She felt an answering relaxation and a moment later the rustle of leaves as the deer 
foraged. 

Scout returned her attention to Cole to find him watching her curiously. “A deer,” 
she said simply and went back to her task. 

“Where?” he asked as he started on the fire. 
“About a hundred yard to the right.” 
“I didn’t hear anything.” 
She shrugged and rose to replace the spade in her pack. She shook out her bedroll, 

placing it near one of the holes she’d dug then looked over at him. He had the fire 
started and was feeding wood into it. “You hungry?” she asked. 

The look that flared in his eyes had her suddenly hungering. And not for food. A 
totally feminine need bloomed, making her nipples pucker and a fire burn its way from 
her belly to her groin. 

“Starving,” he replied, letting her know by look and tone that his appetite was not 
for food either. 

There was no way they were going to be able to work together and focus with so 
much fire between them. Perhaps they wouldn’t act upon it, but until they 
acknowledged it, it would continue to rear its head. 

“What are we going to do about this?” she asked. 
The question shocked Cole. He hadn’t expected her to be so direct. “That depends,” 

he replied, deciding that the best approach would be to find out first what she wanted. 
“On?” 
“On what you want.” 
He received another shock. Scout walked over to him, her eyes never leaving his. 

He stood and faced her. She didn’t stop until her body was pressed up against his, her 
head angled back to maintain eye contact. 

“What I want is the problem. I want to win this competition. I want to find that 
wounded cat and save her. And I want to feel you naked and inside me.” 

For a moment Cole had no clue how to respond. His body wasn’t having that 
problem. His dick was at full alert, straining at his pants. “You said problem,” he finally 
found his tongue. Once his mouth started working, his brain kicked in as well. “The 
way I see it, there’s nothing stopping you from having everything you want.” 

“Is that right?” she breathed, her voice low and husky. 
“Yep.” 
“Well then,” she replied as her hands moved inside his coat and started a trek up 

his body to end circled around his neck. “In that case, let’s start with you. Naked.” 
Cole didn’t need any more prompting than that. He snaked one arm around her, 

pulling her tightly to him while running his other hand behind her head to pull her 
mouth to his. 
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Plundered. That’s the only word her mind could come up with to describe the kiss. 
He was neither gentle nor hesitant. He assumed control and took. And the female that 
had lain dormant for so long beneath the hard exterior reveled in it. Wanted more. 

Her fingers tangled in his thick hair, fisted and pulled him closer, asserting her own 
control, diving her tongue into the warm sweetness of his mouth. The arm circling her 
loosened and his hand traveled lower, to cup her ass and pull her more firmly against 
his erection. 

Scout nearly came then and there. By all the ancestors! She could feel his heat, smell 
his hunger and it shoved all else from her mind. Her hands worked at the buttons of his 
shirt, eager to have her hands on him, needing to touch him. 

His skin was warm, the muscles beneath tight. She could feel the tension that sang 
inside him and understood it all too well. Her body was on fire. Her nipples literally 
burned and her skin felt electrified, as if it had been slumbering until this moment and 
suddenly awakened to a world of sensation that was nearly overwhelming in its 
intensity. 

Scout had never felt this kind of fire, this kind of wanting. It almost scared her. But 
the fear was eclipsed by desire. Her hands moved between them to stroke him though 
the fabric of his pants. 

Cole broke free from the kiss and lifted her off the ground with one arm. Her legs 
circled his waist, settling her wet sex against his erection, providing another bolt of 
pleasure and longing that had her grinding against him. 

His free hand unfastened her jacket and moved inside to cup one breast, his thumb 
rubbing over the hard nipple, creating waves of sensation that had her gasping. “Yes,” 
she breathed as his mouth replaced his hand, teeth scraping the fabric of her top over 
the sensitive nub. 

That throatily gasped word almost made him come. Time and place, circumstance 
and reason fled his mind. Nothing existed but the woman in his arms and his need. He 
carried her to the bedroll and laid her down, settling his weight on her as he claimed 
her lips. 

Her legs still wound around his waist, she tilted her hips up, pressing against his 
erection as her mouth slanted across his, her tongue questing within his mouth. A 
whimper escaped her when he moved one hand down, skimmed across her ass and 
rubbed firmly over her sex, feeling the damp material that gave testament to her 
excitement. 

Without warning she suddenly shoved him off her and bounded to her feet, 
heading for the entrance of the cave. 

“What?” he scrambled to his feet. 
“Gunfire,” she said, stepping outside the cave. 
Cole followed her outside but did not speak. She appeared to be concentrating, her 

eyes moved slowly, scanning the darkness. After a few minutes of tense silence she 
turned to face him. 
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“Radio Tim. Something’s not right. There shouldn’t be gunfire and this is the 
second time.” 

Cole nodded and went inside the cave. He returned a few moments later with the 
radio. “Russell to base. Come in.” 

They both waited, looking at one another and the radio expectantly. When Tim’s 
voice sounded in the silence, it seemed unnaturally loud. 

“Cole? It’s about time! What the hell’s going on? We’ve been trying to reach you all 
day.” 

Cole turned down the volume before responding. 
“Tim, I think we may have some poachers or illegal hunters out here. Scout heard 

gunfire earlier and again just a few minutes ago.” 
There was a pause. Cole looked at Scout who wore a serious expression on her face. 

Tim’s voice came back over the radio. 
“Cole, I have Captain Jonas Roberts with the CBI here. He’d like to speak with 

Scout.” 
“She’s right here,” Cole responded and gave Scout a quizzical look. 
She didn’t react in any way. A deep male voice came over the radio. “Scout?” 
“I’m here, Jonas. What’s up?” 
“We have a situation. A ranger and one of the hunters were gunned down earlier 

today. The hunter is dead. We have vague descriptions on four men and a location. I’ve 
dispatched four teams but we need a tracker.” 

“Give me the coordinates. We’ll leave now.” 
“Before you move, tell me about the gunfire you just heard. You get a direction and 

distance?” 
“No. I was in a cave, making camp. But from the area of disturbance a few seconds 

after the event, I’d guess it was less than two miles from our current location and best 
estimate is a general north-east direction which would place it…” She looked to Cole for 
help. 

“Somewhere past Ida,” Cole offered. 
“Your teams shouldn’t try it at night,” Scout added. “It’ll require climbing and 

there’s weather coming in.” 
“Affirmative,” Jonas replied. “But we can’t let the trail go cold and weather will 

decrease our chances. You up for night tracking?” 
“Yes.” 
“Is Mr. Russell equipped to accompany you?” 
Scout eyed Cole for a moment. It would be faster if she went alone, and quieter. He 

wasn’t a greenhorn but he didn’t know how to move through the forest silently. But 
then again, if she ran into trouble, he would be handy. Cole was a big man, strong and 
quick. If she were tracking four men, she would be smart to have backup. 
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“Yeah,” she answered. 
“Then get to it. Radio silence until you’ve located the target. Mark the location and 

get to a safe distance and radio in. We’ll be waiting on your call.” 
“Got it,” Scout replied, and then turned away, speaking to Cole over her shoulder 

as she gathered her hair up and wound it into a knot on the top of her head. “We travel 
light. Leave everything here except the rifle. You have any live ammo?” 

“No. This was supposed to be a no-kill hunt.” 
“Then take the trancs,” she said. “If we run into trouble, I’m going to be depending 

on you to take them out.” 
It was not until that moment that Cole realized she did not have a weapon. “What 

about you?” 
She patted the knife sheathed on her hip then squatted down in front of her 

backpack and rumbled around. She withdrew a small round tin and opened it. After 
smearing some of the dark substance over her face, neck and the top of her hands, she 
pulled on a dark knit cap and stood. 

Cole was momentarily taken aback. With the dark smears across her face, her cat-
like eyes seemed huge and almost feral. She smeared his face, neck and the tops of his 
hands and wrists with the substance. 

“That smells like shit,” he complained. 
“Only partially,” she said and turned away, but not before he saw a smile. 
He was certain she was trying to jerk his chain. No way would she smear shit on 

her face. Then again, just to be safe, he’d make damn sure his hands got nowhere near 
his mouth. 

Scout took off her coat and donned a tight, matte, black, high-necked shirt that was 
mottled with other colors and matched her pants. Cole knew that once she stepped 
outside, she’d blend into the night like a ghost. Following her lead, he shed his coat and 
pulled on a tight black shirt designed for artic wear, along with a wool cap that fit 
snuggly over his head to his eyebrows and covered his ears. 

“You ready?” she asked. 
“As I’ll get,” he replied. 
“Okay, just a couple of things,” she said. “We need to move fast, but quiet. I’ll take 

the lead. I want you to stay exactly five paces behind me. No more and no less. Move as 
quietly as possible and if I raise my left arm, stop and don’t make a sound. Got it?” 

“Yeah.” 
“Then let’s go.” 
Wondering what kind of trouble they would find, or what might find them, he 

followed her out into the night. 
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Chapter Five 
 
Ray approached the still form on the ground cautiously. Even in the darkness of 

night he could see the dark stain that spread slowly outward on the ground, forming a 
black halo around the prone figure. 

Scooping up the rifle that lay nearby, Ray kicked at his client. There was no 
reaction. He gave the man one more kick before he knelt down beside him. No doubt. 
The man was dead. 

What a stroke of luck it was happening on the city slicker. The man had been stupid 
enough to try and build a crude shelter on the north side of an outcropping of rocks. 
The wind had blown away most of the branches and leaves he’d used as cover, and he 
was damn near frozen when Ray came upon him. 

Truth be told, Ray might never have spotted him if the man hadn’t groaned in his 
sleep. But he did, and Ray saw his chance. 

And Ray was not a man to let a chance pass him by. He’d walked up bold as brass 
on the man and shot him twice in the head. 

Now the only witness left who could pin the shooting of the rangers on him was 
Bobby. 

Chances were Bobby would never rat him out. He knew he’d be charged as an 
accomplice. And since it was only Bobby’s word against his and Bobby was the one 
with a record, there was a good chance the authorities would believe Ray if he pointed 
the finger at Bobby. 

No, he could trust Bobby. Without him, Bobby was nothing. A loser with no job and 
no friends. Bobby didn’t just need him, he depended on him. Ray was all Bobby had. 

And he needed Bobby. He still hadn’t figured out how to accomplish phase two of 
his plan. Until he settled the score with Scout Windrider, his father’s soul could not rest. 
And Ray was not about to let his father down. He’d promised to avenge his father’s 
death and that was what he was going to do. No matter what. 

Pushing to his feet, he cut a look around. Chances were good that no one would 
find the city boy for days. Hell, maybe even weeks. No need to bother burying the 
body. Scavengers would take care of the disposal for him. 

Satisfied that he didn’t have anything to be concerned over, he continued on toward 
base camp. 

* * * * * 
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Scout and Cole had been traveling for almost an hour when she stopped. He moved 
up close behind her. “You hear something?” he whispered close to her ear. 

“No. Smell,” she replied almost too softly to be heard. “Stay here.” 
“Hold on!” Cole grabbed her arm to stay her. “Where’re you going?” 
“Just want to check it out. I’ll be back in five minutes. Just stay here.” 
Cole did not like the idea of staying behind, but figured it was best not to argue. She 

couldn’t get that far in five minutes that he couldn’t catch up to her. 
She disappeared into the darkness and he crouched down, listening. The only 

sounds he heard were those of the night. The wind. Nothing seemed to be moving. Not 
even Scout. 

He wondered how she did it. 
 
Scout was prepared for the sight of death because the smell that led her was blood. 

What she was not prepared for was the sight of the dead man, half his head and brains 
spattered on the ground. 

She knelt beside him and felt his skin. No way of telling how long he’d been dead 
by his skin temperature. He’d been out in the elements without shelter. From the looks 
of things he’d tried to build shelter but done a poor job of it. His rifle lay nearby, but 
from the position of the body he hadn’t been holding it. He looked more like he’d been 
asleep. 

Which brought up the question of who had killed him. Was he one of the people 
responsible for the murder of the tracker? If so, then what had happened to find him 
sleeping alone without food or shelter? 

Pushing aside the distaste it brought, Scout touched the pool of gore beside the 
man’s head. He couldn’t have been dead long. It looked like two shots had entered the 
front of his head. That had to have been what she heard in the cave. 

So where was the person who’d killed this man? That was something she needed to 
figure out and fast. Careful to retrace her steps so as not to disturb any more than 
necessary, she quickly made her way back to Cole. 

 
Cole darn near jumped when Scout materialized in front of him. “There’s been 

another shooting,” she said. “A man. Shot twice in the head. I want you to follow me, 
and make sure that you step in my tracks. I need to figure out where the person who 
killed this guy headed, and to do that we have to make sure we disturb as little as 
possible.” 

“Got it,” he agreed and pushed himself upright. 
He followed her to the scene of the crime. Bile rose in his throat as he got a look at 

the man. In the moonlight the man’s pale skin looked almost ghostly, and the gore 
beneath his head, black and grisly. 
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Scout paid the dead man no attention at all. With slow, steady steps, she circled out 
from the body, her eyes scanning the ground. It wasn’t long before she stopped, knelt 
down, touched the earth, then started forward. 

“This way,” she said softly over her shoulder. 
Cole hurried to where she was. She talked softly as she followed a trail he could not 

see. “One man. Big. One ninety or so. Not a greenhorn. Soles of his boots are worn. He 
favors his right leg. Not a limp, but definitely a difference in weight distribution. Could 
be carrying a pack. He wasn’t in a hurry but wasn’t wasting time by the length of the 
stride.” 

“Hold up.” Cole took her arm and stopped her. “That fellow from CBI said to radio 
in if we found anything.” 

“The longer we wait, the more distance there is between us and him,” she argued. 
“I say we follow him and when we discover where he’s holed up, then we…” She 
stopped short and her eyes turned up and then to one side in a gesture he related to the 
look of an animal sensing danger. 

“What?” he asked. 
“Let’s back up and radio Jonas,” she said after a moment. 
“What changed your mind?” he asked. 
She dropped her eyes then turned her head away, seemingly scanning the darkness. 
“Scout?” 
“I need to find the cat,” she said softly. “Time’s running out.” 
Cole thought it odd in the extreme that she’d change her mind so abruptly. “Look, a 

second ago you were gung ho on tracking the shooter. Now you just back off and say 
we need to go after the cat. What’s up? I need the truth, Scout, and now.” 

She turned to look at him. “Fine. The truth is I…hear the cat. Satisfied?” 
Before he could answer she started back the way they’d come. 
“Just hold on!” He hurried and grabbed hold of her arm, forcing her to face him. 

“You hear the cat? Granted you hear things I don’t because of your experience in 
reading the sounds animals make, but I’ve heard nothing that sounds remotely like a 
lion. So just exactly what did you hear?” 

 
Scout sighed. Aside from Jed, she’d never told another living soul about her ability. 

The way she saw it, people would either think she was a liar or crazy. Jed understood 
because he possessed the ability. He’d always told her she’d inherited it from his people 
and it was nothing to fear, simply a gift that she could choose to use for good or ill. 
He’d stressed using it for good. Otherwise, he warned, the gift could turn against her, 
and her soul would be forever stained. 

Now she faced telling Cole her secret. It gave her more than a little anxiety. Perhaps 
because she’d had such an immediate reaction to him. She’d told herself the first few 
hours that it was because she’d been lusting after his bull-riding brother from afar. But 
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she knew now she wanted him and it had nothing to do with his brother or a fantasy 
crush. He drew her like a magnet and it was something she could not control. 

But trust was another matter. For a few moments she searched inside herself. What 
she’d sensed from him during the connection was still jumbled but some things had 
become clear. Such as the fact that he was a man of honor. And there was something 
else. Something he hid. About witches. 

“Tell me about the witches you know,” she said suddenly, acting on impulse. 
His eyes widened. “How— What makes you think I know any witches?” 
“You said it was time for truth,” she challenged him both verbally and with her 

eyes. “You want truth from me, and then you have to be willing to share your truth as 
well.” 

Cole was silent for a moment, and then blew out his breath. “All right. But before I 
say anything else, let’s get this clear. I am not crazy.” 

That one sentence alone gave her comfort. “Okay,” she said with a slight smile. 
“You’re not crazy. Now about the witches?” 

“My sisters-in-law,” he said. “Ana and Rusty. Both of them.” 
Scout nodded. “And do either of them have any special…affinity with animals?” 
“Actually yeah, both of them.” 
“Then there’s your answer,” she offered. 
“You mean you…you’re a…witch?” 
“I don’t choose to call it that. I simply have some skills and abilities. And one of 

them is that I have an affinity with animals. Particularly cats.” 
“So you’re hearing the cat, but not with your ears, right? You have a, uh, connection 

with it?” 
“Exactly,” she said with relief, thinking how amazingly easy that had been. “And I 

know she needs help and fast. So, radio Jonas and we’ll give him the coordinates and let 
him and his men deal with the killer. We’re not armed except with trancs and a knife, 
and whoever the guy is we know he’s armed. Best leave the dirty work to the pros. You 
and I can go help the cat.” 

“Okay,” he agreed without hesitation and pulled out the radio. “You sure it’s safe 
to call in?” 

She nodded. “He’s got enough of a lead that he’s not going to hear it. Make the 
call.” 

Cole pulled out the radio and called in. Tim answered. “We were starting to be 
concerned,” he said. “You find anything?” 

Cole handed the radio to Scout. “Tim, it’s Scout. I need to talk to Jonas.” 
“He’s here,” Tim replied. 
A second later Jonas’ voice came over the radio. 
“What you got?” 
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“Another victim,” she replied. “White man, mid-forties, approximately five-ten, one 
seventy-five. Shot twice in the head at close range. Probably a handgun. My guess is a 
.44. He appeared to have tried to build a shelter. Probably was near frozen. From his 
clothing he looks to be a greenhorn. Probably one of the hunting party the ranger 
described.” 

“You pick up a trail?” 
“Yeah, can you triangulate on the radio?” 
“Can do. We’re on it now.” 
“Okay, from my position the victim is west-south-west approximately 35 degrees, 

two miles at most. The killer is headed in a south-east direction, averaging…I’d 
estimate about two miles an hour.” 

“In the dark?” 
“He’s experienced, Jonas. No doubt about it. Knows the lay of the land and where 

he’s headed. You have teams nearby?” 
“It’ll take us a couple of hours to get close. I’ll have my men head in from the south 

and east and try to intercept. You continuing to track?” 
“Negative. We’re not armed. And we have another matter that needs dealing with.” 
“Which is?” 
“Wounded cat. I suspect the killer and his party are responsible. I need to get to her 

fast.” 
There was a moment of silence before Jonas came back. “Affirmative. But I need 

contact from you in three hours. If we don’t intercept the shooter we’ll need you to pick 
up his trail and lead my men.” 

“Got it,” Scout replied. “Out.” 
She turned off the radio and handed it to Cole. “You think they’ll find him?” he 

asked. 
“If they don’t we’ll come back and pick up his trail. Right now we need to head due 

north.” 
“Which means we’re going to be climbing in the dark so we have to go back and get 

our gear.” 
“No time,” Scout argued. “You’ve climbed freestyle before, right?” 
“Climbing without the proper gear is dangerous anytime, but at night? Scout, that’s 

asking for trouble.” 
“We don’t have a choice.” 
“Fine.” Cole wasn’t sure it was the wise choice, but grudgingly agreed. Without 

another word, Scout started forward, leaving Cole no choice but to follow and hope 
they did not end up victims of their own design. 
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Chapter Six 
 
Ray leaned back against the rock and considered what his brother Jimmy was 

saying. 
“Ray, we both know that Bobby will freak the fuck out when he finds out you shot 

that guy. And sooner or later, he’ll make a mistake or shoot off his mouth and then the 
law will be gunning for you. The only, and I mean only option we have to get out of this 
clean is to kill him.” 

“We were friends more than twenty years, Jim.” 
“I know. But which is worse? Doing Bobby or ending up in prison?” 
Ray blew out his breath and nodded. As much as Ray hated to do it, he had no 

choice. He had to kill Bobby. With Bobby dead, there’d be no fingers to point at him. 
“So what do you suggest we do?” 

Jimmy finished loading his pack and crouched down beside Ray. “Knowing Bobby, 
he’ll sleep like a log through the night. We go back to the camp, knock him out and haul 
him into high ground. We put climbing gear on him, rig a line and toss him over. We 
wear the line on rock ‘til it breaks and it looks like an accident. Plant the gun you used 
on him, but make sure you clean it and we get his prints on it. When he’s found and 
they discover the gun, they’ll think he’s the one who killed those guys and you’re home 
free.” 

Ray thought about it. Jimmy was right, and the plan was good. With Bobby dead 
and nailed with the murders he could go about his business, act shocked when he was 
told about Bobby and pretend to mourn. 

“One thing,” he said. “I need an alibi.” 
“No problem, bro,” Jimmy said with a smile. “We’ll head straight out to Fred’s 

place when we finish up with Bobby and stay there for a week. Fred said we could use 
it any time we want. Anyone asks, we been there since last weekend.” 

“That should work,” Ray agreed. “Okay, let’s do it.” 
Jimmy stood and offered Ray a hand, then pulled him to his feet. Together they 

headed out into the dark. Now the only problem Ray had was that tingling feeling on 
the back of his neck. For a while, on his way to meet up with Jimmy, he could have 
sworn he was being followed. He never saw or heard anything, it was just a feeling. He 
didn’t say anything about it, but kept his eyes and ears sharp. 

* * * * * 
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Scout grabbed the hand Cole offered as she pulled herself up over the edge of the 
rock. It had been a harder and longer climb than she’d anticipated. Lack of food and 
sleep was starting to take its toll. Had it not been for the constant sensation of suffering 
she felt coming from the cat, she would have stopped. But already she feared they were 
too late. 

“This way,” she said to Cole and took off at a jog. 
It was twenty minutes of dodging outcroppings, working their way up short ledges 

and more running before they reached the opening of the cave. Scout stopped and 
motioned for Cole to hold his position. “I need to go alone,” she said. 

“No!” He grabbed her arm. “That’s a wounded cat. No telling what it’ll do.” 
“I’ll be fine,” she assured him. “Please. I’ll let you know when to enter.” 
“I don’t like this. I know you have experience with these animals and a…connection 

with them, but a wounded animal is dangerous.” 
“Please,” she implored. “Trust me.” 
Cole studied her eyes for a long moment then suddenly yanked her to him, and 

covered her mouth with his. The kiss seared her, body and mind, speaking of passion 
unlike any she’d known and a promise of something more than mere desire. She 
wanted to lose herself in it. But the call of the cat in her mind had her pulling away. 

Cole nodded. “Go.” 
She approached the opening of the cave, speaking softly. “It’s me. I’m here. I’m 

coming in. Alone.” 
A low growl sounded from within the darkness. Scout stepped inside and stood 

very still, letting her eyes adjust to the darkness. Eventually shapes began to 
materialize. She saw the cat. Lying on her side, her breathing labored, blood still seeped 
from the gaping wound in her side. A cub huddled up against her belly, mewling low 
and mournfully. 

Scout hurried to her and put her hand on the animal’s side. There was so much 
blood everywhere. Her pants were wet with it as she sat beside the lion. Tears sprang 
from her eyes. She was too late. The lion had lost too much blood and from the sound of 
its breathing had punctured a lung. 

Grief tore at her swift and hard, crippling her. She lay her head down on the lion, 
her arms circling the big body. With great racking sobs she cried, unable to stop it. How 
long she wept, she didn’t know. But in time a sound filtered in. The sound of Cole’s 
voice calling her. 

“Can I please let him in?” she whispered brokenly. 
Permission was granted and she called out softly. “Cole. Come in.” 
She turned her attention back to the lion. “You are beyond my power to heal,” she 

said softly in the language of her ancestors, the Sioux. “How can I ease your pain?” 
“What?” Cole asked from behind her. 
“I’m speaking to her,” Scout replied. “Come, sit with me.” 
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Cole settled down on the ground beside her. She lifted the cub and cradled it for a 
moment then handed it to him. The lion raised her head and gave a warning growl. 
Scout put her hand on the lion’s face. “He will protect your child,” she continued to 
speak in the tongue of her people. “Tell me how to ease your pain, my friend. How to 
make recompense for what my kind have done to you?” 

A whisper appeared in her mind. “Human female, you bear no fault for what has 
befallen me. I see your spirit. You walk in the world of humans, and yet you are of my 
kind as well. Care for my cub so that she grows strong and I will leave this life in 
peace.” 

“I promise,” Scout whispered. “No harm will come to her, and when she’s old 
enough I’ll bring her back and introduce her to her own kind.” 

“Then I may leave,” the voice whispered. “But first, you must know. I have 
encountered the human who hurt me before. His scent is familiar and known. He kills 
not to live but to feed an evil that grows inside him. He killed the old one many moons 
ago.” 

“The old one?” Scout’s chest clenched. “You mean my grandfather?” 
“He was one of us,” the voice replied. “Like you, he valued life and honored the 

earth. His life was taken by the same one who ends mine.” 
“Please, tell me what you know of him,” Scout pleaded. “I will see that he’s made to 

pay for what he’s done.” 
“He smells of the burning leaf human’s suck, is tall and dark of hair. His eyes are 

cold and dead. The color of winter bark. He travels with a man who is small and hair is 
the color of grass in the coming time of the cold. There is no peace inside him.” 

“Thank you,” Scout whispered. “I promise you I will not rest until I see him pay.” 
“I believe you.” 
“I’m sorry,” Scout said through tears that started flowing down her face. “I want to 

save you. Is there nothing I can do?” 
There was a long silence. “You may allow me to walk within you.” 
A shiver danced down Scout’s spine. Jed had told her stories of such things, but 

she’d attributed it to myth. “Is that possible?” she asked. 
“If you consent, we will live as one.” 
Scout didn’t stop to consider. “Yes. How?” 
“Step out of the shell that holds you and let your spirit join with me.” 
Scout closed her eyes and let the Sight take her. 
Jed had taught her how to surrender to the Sight when she was a child. It was a 

release of sorts. She released her hold on her mortal body and allowed her spirit to rise, 
escaping the bounds of flesh and blood. 
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While the Sight had her, she saw and heard things she could not sense in her body. 
People’s thoughts and feelings were revealed to her. She could see their essence, and 
touch their spirits. 

Joining with another spirit was not something she’d ever attempted. Jed had not 
prepared her for that. In this she was on her own. 

One moment she was in the cave and the next she was spiraling in an endless swirl 
of light. She felt a presence with her. It was comforting and inviting. She opened herself 
to it, embracing it. A feeling of warmth flooded her. She felt new life within her. Vital 
and strong. 

“We are one,” a voice rang in the light and suddenly Scout was in the cave, 
slumped over the lion’s body with Cole shaking her. 

“Scout?” His voice carried so much concern that tears ran down her face. 
She pushed herself up and turned to him. 
“Christ!” he gasped. 
She didn’t understand the shock on his face or in his voice. 
“Your eyes.” 
“What’s wrong with them? I see clear as day.” 
“Scout…you…damn. What happened? Your eyes look like a cat.” 
She smiled at him. “Let’s just say that I feel filled with new life.” 
“What does that mean?” 
She shook her head, watching him stroke and soothe the cub in his arms. How 

gentle he was with it. How caring. He did it without thinking, giving love and 
compassion to the tiny life that had had its mother taken from it. Quite unprepared for 
the onslaught of emotion, a sound between a whimper and a purr emerged from her 
lips. Love exploded inside her, nearly overwhelming her. Along with love came 
longing, strong and deep. What was happening? The strength of it scared her. 

Then she felt the answer from the cat within. Here was the mate she’d longed for, 
dreamed of. With that knowledge came a hunger unlike any she’d ever known. “I want 
you,” she whispered. 

“Now?” he asked in surprise. 
“Yes. Here. Now.” The desire was hers and quite genuine, but was fed by another 

strength that now dwelled inside her. The mating need of the feline was not simply a 
matter of desire. It was a primal need that demanded. 

“I-I don’t understand. First you’re crying like you just lost your best friend then you 
go catatonic and now you want to—” 

“Yes. I do.” She moved closer, putting her hand on his arm and running it up to his 
shoulder, then to his neck. Her nostrils flared, taking in his scent. Male. She licked her 
lips, remembering the taste of him. 
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“Hold on.” Cole readjusted the cub in the crook of one arm and took Scout’s hand 
away from his neck, holding it firmly. “This is just weird. Either you tell me what the 
hell’s going on or I’m calling for medivac. You’re acting…strange.” 

Scout was trying to make sense of it herself. When she accepted the spirit of the 
lion, she had no clue what to expect. She’d given it no thought. But she did understand 
the species. When a female cat was in heat, it was a demand that was uncontrollable 
and primal. There was no reasoning. It was the demand of nature. The demand to 
procreate, continue the species. It was the most primitive and strongest biological 
demand in nature. 

The scientist inside her recognized that. The woman had no idea how to deal with 
it. She’d never felt such need. It was almost maddening. 

“Something…I…” She fought to find the right words to explain it. “I wanted to 
make it up to her. For what was done. She said we could…join.” 

“Join?” 
“Spirits. That if I allowed the Sight to take me, we could become one.” 
“That’s crazy!” 
“An hour ago I would have agreed. Cole, my grandfather used to tell me stories 

about this. I thought that’s all it was. But it’s not just a myth. I’m living proof. I can feel 
her with me. “ 

He shook his head and squeezed her hand. “That’s…hell, I don’t even know what 
to say to that. It’s just not…possible.” 

“But it is,” she insisted. “And I can prove it.” 
“How?” 
“Make love to me.” 
“What will that prove?” 
Scout felt an irrational anger flare inside her. Without thinking, she jerked her hand 

away and jumped to her feet. “Forget it!” She paced to the mouth of the cave. Great 
Spirits, her senses were alive. Super-tuned. She could see things she’d never been able 
to see before in darkness and her sense of smell was magnified as well. 

“Scout, listen to me.” Cole came up behind her with the cub still held in one arm. 
She whirled on him. “I know this sounds insane. But it’s true. She’s in me. And the 

desire I feel for you threw her into heat or something and it’s stronger than me, Cole. I 
feel like I’m on the verge of madness. I can smell you, feel the vibrations of your voice 
like a physical touch and I’ve never wanted anything as much as I want you.” 

Embarrassed by her outburst, she looked away. Cole reached up to put his fingers 
under her chin and lift her face. “I don’t know what to believe right now, but this I do 
know. I want you too. Just not here. Not in the midst of death, Scout.” 

“Then come with me,” she said and took his hand. 
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He let her lead him past the body of the cat, deeper into the cave. They wound 
through what seemed a labyrinth to him and emerged in a circular room of stone. A 
single light shaft from high above gave a spotlight of illumination. 

Scout turned to face him. He gently set the cub down then moved to her. He raised 
both hands and cupped her face. She sighed, feeling a flush spread out over her skin. 
Heat simmered in her belly, burned her nipples. 

“Please,” she breathed as he drew near enough that his breath mingled with hers. 
His lips met hers, slow and soft. Her lips parted and a purr escaped her. 
 
Nothing had ever hit him as hard as that sound. It was beyond description. All he 

knew was that the moment the sound emerged from her lips, he was consumed with a 
need so strong that it erased all traces of reason and civility from his mind. 

What had started as a gentle kiss turned into a rape of her mouth. He took. Feeding 
until both of them were breathing hard and fast. His hand tore at her clothing, mindless 
of everything but having her naked. 

When she stood nude before him, he marveled at her strength and beauty. His 
hands moved up her sides, lifting both arms to pin her wrists with one of his hands 
behind her head. 

Her neck arched back as he licked the hollow of her throat. Her taste was 
intoxicating and sweet. “You’re delicious,” he murmured as he moved his lips down 
her neck. 

Scout purred in pleasure, forgetting about death and danger. Nothing else existed 
but the smell and taste and touch of him. Eager to feel his flesh against hers, she worked 
his clothes off amid the kisses and caresses. 

All time slipped away as they explored each other with their hands. Cole slid his 
fingers into the wet folds between her legs. Scout’s body quivered when his finger 
slowly slid into her, drawing out juice. He spread her lips and moistened her clit. While 
his fingers explored between her legs his tongue slowly circled her nipple, flicking 
across the hardening flesh. 

He fueled her passion even higher with his caresses. Scout opened herself up and 
rode the waves of sensation his hands and mouth created. Her body was his to 
manipulate, his to explore. His mouth moved from her nipple to the underside of her 
breast, causing her to arch towards him as she sighed, “aaaahhhhh!” He ran his tongue 
up her cleavage to the base of her neck. There he feasted, fueling both their passions, 
making her wetter and more needy by the moment. She wanted him inside her and 
knew he was aware of her need. But he was in control, keeping the movement of his 
hands slow and rhythmic. 

With swift but gentle force, he pulled her down to the ground. His body settled 
above her, his hardness pressed against the aching wetness of her sex. Her womb 
clenched with another stab of longing. It was almost more than she could bear, and 
such an unfamiliar sensation. She’s never wanted a man so much. 
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Needing to touch him, feel him, her hand traveled down his hard chest and 
stomach. She stretched her fingers in the tight hair that surrounded the base of his shaft. 
She stroked his length with her fingertips, circling the pulsing head. Her rhythm of 
caresses matched his. As their mouths met and connected, they pleasured each other 
with their hands, lovingly stroking one another. 

Cole leaned down to capture her lips with his. Scout gave herself eagerly to the kiss 
but wanted more. She needed him inside her. “I need you…in me,” she whispered in 
his ear after her tongue traced his lobe. Her hand guided him into her as he positioned 
his body between her legs. Her body quivered as he entered her. She moved her hand 
from his shaft, letting her fingers feel him enter her. 

He sank in slowly savoring the feel of his dick entering her warm, wet core. He felt 
her muscles quiver around him making his dick pulse in answer to the call of her body. 

Scout kept her fingers between them, rubbing herself to his rhythm. The first 
orgasm had her whole body tightening around him, nearly robbing him of control. She 
seemed to sense it and wrapped her legs around his waist, stopping his motion. 

Her cat-like eyes met his. “Join with me,” she whispered in a voice rough with 
desire. 

He nodded, unsure exactly what she asked for but wanting to give her anything she 
desired and more. Cole realized that her need was more important to him than his own. 
He needed to give her pleasure beyond anything she’d ever known, to bind her to him 
body and soul. 

With her eyes never breaking contact with his, she began a low chant in her native 
tongue. Cole had no idea what she said, but within seconds felt the effect of the energy 
that accompanied the release of her words. Light swam in her eyes like glowing coals in 
a fire, sending tiny shards of light rocketing around them. Each tiny pinpoint of light 
was like a minute charge of energy, enervating his skin, penetrating to the marrow of 
his bones, into the depths of his soul. 

For a brief moment he lost touch with reality. All that existed was a feeling of 
completeness, of being part of something far larger than himself. It was a sense of 
belonging so strong that when reality started to reassert itself, he fought it, wanting to 
remain in that other realm. 

But reality won, and with its victory it brought a hunger so intense that it took his 
breath. He saw an answering hunger in Scout’s eyes, the call of a female ready and 
willing to surrender. To be taken. 

It was an invitation he could not have refused had he wanted to. He began to move 
faster and harder in her. She pulled her legs up, giving him deeper access, rocking her 
hips to meet him. The primal lust took control and Cole gave in to the demand. 

“Scout, I need you on your knees.” His voice was husky, a low sexy rasp. It struck a 
part of her she didn’t know existed—she wanted him not just to make love to her, she 
wanted him to take her, to fuck her. 
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She rolled over and got on her hands and knees. Cole went to his knees behind her 
and buried his face in her. He ran his tongue from her opening to her clit. He lapped at 
the nub until it hardened. Scout whimpered, arching her back and pressing into his 
tongue. Just as she was tightening to climax, Cole rose and pushed the length of his dick 
inside her. He rode her climax, letting her push against him as he drove into her. Flesh 
slapped flesh. No sooner had the waves subsided and her muscles grew lax, he started 
again, driving the pace faster and harder. 

She cried out, arching up on the ground, her arms stretched above her head in 
surrender, taking all he had to give. Her body moved in concert with his, moving to 
meet each stroke. 

Time and again he took her over the edge, savoring the feel, the scent of sex 
permeating the still air and the sight of her writhing in abandon beneath him. It was a 
heady mix of lust and power, the power to make her body quiver and quake beneath 
him, elicit small cries, deep purrs and gasping screams as he took her over and over. 

In time it eroded his tenuous control. He could hold back no longer. As a pulsing 
began in his balls, his hands tightened on her hips. An orgasm claimed him, allowing 
him to drive one final time into her before stars exploded behind his closed eyes. 

Feeling his orgasm, Scout used her body to stroke him, plummeting one final time 
into the chasm of sensation. She felt him lay his chest on her back. His arms encircled 
her gently, holding on until his pulsing stopped. 

Scout flattened out on the ground, letting his weight settle on her, feeling the rapid 
pulse of his heartbeat against her skin. For a time they didn’t move, then Cole eased off 
her and rolled over onto his back, pulling her so that she was spooned against his side, 
her head on his broad chest. 

She closed her eyes, feeling the woman purr in concert with the cat within. Just as 
sleep started to claim her, she felt the cub behind her. Scooping him up, she put him on 
Cole’s belly, leaving her hand on him. Within moments all three were asleep. 
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Chapter Seven 
 
Scout woke to find Cole watching her, one hand idly stroking the cub that was 

sleeping on his belly, while the other hand stroked gently up and down her bare back. 
Her heart filled to near breaking at the sight of him. It was the most incredible feeling, 
one that was new and yet familiar. Her heart recognized it. Love. 

“Hey, beautiful,” Cole said with a smile. 
“Hey,” she replied. “Looks like you’ve made a friend.” She stroked the cub and it 

woke, mewing at her and suckling her finger. 
“We’ve got to get this little guy fed,” she said, pushing up into a sitting position. 
“I was thinking more of feeding another kind of hunger,” Cole replied. 
His suggestion sent her pulse racing, but Scout refused to give in to it. She’d 

promised the lion to care for the cub, and if it wasn’t fed it would not fare well. 
“As inviting as that is, how about we take the party back to my place? We’ll take 

care of the cub, get clean and…indulge.” 
Cole sat, letting her take the cub into her arms. “You’re not suggesting that you’re 

going to keep this cub are you?” 
“Well yeah,” she replied. 
“You can’t do that.” 
“Why not?” she asked, feeling a bit miffed at his remark. 
“Because it’s a wild animal, not a pet. Come on, Scout. You above anyone knows 

that this cub needs to be around its own kind, not become a house pet.” 
“Well, first of all I had no intention of turning it into a pet,” she retorted sharper 

than she intended. “And in case you’ve forgotten, I work with big cats. I have a 
compound set up at my place specifically for rehab, and it’s the perfect place for this 
little girl.” 

“And how are you doing to feed her?” 
“I’ll ask one of the other females with a litter,” she said, rubbing her face against the 

cub’s soft fur. 
He shook his head and grabbed his pants. “Just like that, eh?” 
“Pretty much, yeah,” she replied. “What’s the big deal anyway?” 
“Nothing,” he said, standing to dress. 
“It’s not nothing,” she argued. “The mention of taking the cub home and you turn 

into a prickly pear. What’s wrong?” 
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“It’s just…just…this whole cat thing. You’ve been purring to that cub for the last 
two minutes and I don’t think you even realize it. It’s like you’re…I don’t know…forget 
it.” 

Scout was surprised. It wasn’t until he pointed it out that she realized he was right. 
She’d been purring. How, she didn’t have a clue. But the sound came from her throat as 
easily as words rolled off her tongue. 

But what concerned her was the sudden distance between her and Cole. “Cole, 
please,” she implored. “Talk to me.” 

Cole wasn’t sure he could put into words what he felt. He’d awoken with the 
realization that his life would never be the same. Scout had changed everything. He was 
in love with her. As impossible as it was, he knew it to his bones. There would never be 
another woman for him. 

That shook him to his core. He’d never expected to find love, and sure as hell never 
imagined that it would be with a woman who was part witch and as much a member of 
the wild as any creature that dwelled within it. 

He didn’t know if it could work. He wanted the dream. Hearth and home, kids 
playing in the yard. Could Scout live that way? Her world was living out of a backpack, 
tracking animals and men, living in a world where danger was always around the next 
corner and one wrong move could be the end. 

And beyond that, could he accept what she did, knowing that every time she went 
out to tag a cat she could be mauled or killed? That every time the law called her in to 
track a criminal it could be her life on the line. 

He didn’t realize that the link he’d established with Scout was broadcasting his 
feelings as clearly as if he’d spoken. 

But she did. “I understand,” she said softly, walking to him to put her hand on his 
arm. “I’m afraid too. Afraid that I’ll disappoint you, that I won’t fit into the life you 
want—and scared that maybe this isn’t real. It’s all happened so fast. Maybe all we have 
is just right now, and when we get back it will be over.” 

“I don’t want that.” 
“Neither do I. But I guess we both have to be realistic and just hope for the best. If 

we’ve started something that’s meant to last then it will. If not…well, then I guess we 
hope that we can part ways and have good memories.” 

Cole cupped her face in both his hands. “I hope it’s real, Scout. But I don’t want to 
make any promises. Not yet. Not until I’m sure.” 

“I can live with that,” she replied. After all what choice did she have? Regardless of 
what she felt, there were two people in the equation and she knew from experience that 
unless both were committed, the relationship was doomed. She had no desire to make 
another mistake. 

And she needed time to find out if what she felt was real. She thought it was, but 
maybe she was just fooling herself. To be safe, she’d err on the side of caution as well. 
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“So, about the cub?” 
He smiled down at her. “You’re right. You have a place for it and are the best 

equipped to help it. Unless you want to take it to the Center.” 
“No,” she said immediately and smiled sheepishly when he cocked one eyebrow. 

“Okay, I admit it. I’m already attached to it. But I’ll make sure she’s reintroduced to her 
own kind. And I will find a surrogate mother for her. Deal?” 

“You got it.” 
“Then we need to go. Get this baby settled in and check in with Jonas.” 
Cole grimaced at the comment. “I hope he’s found the shooter.” 
“Me too,” she replied, looking away. She saw no need to reveal what she’d learned 

from the dying lion, or the fact that now she had certain access to those memories and 
knew who they needed to be looking for. 

She’d talk with Jonas, but she wanted to do it alone because the guilty party was 
someone she had a personal grievance with and she fully intended to be part of the 
operation that brought him in. She owed that to Jed and to the lion. 

Cole finished dressing and took the cat while she dressed. “You ready?” he asked 
when she looked around the cave. 

“Yeah,” she replied and gave the place one final look. How odd that something 
she’d been afraid to wish for had appeared in a cave in the middle of the wilderness in 
the midst of death and rebirth. How amazing that it should be so intimately connected 
to her metamorphosis. “Let’s go.” 

With no further conversation they started the long trek back. 

* * * * * 
Tim Matthews was more exhausted than he could remember ever being. The search 

for the murderer was still in progress and he hadn’t slept since the entire thing began. 
Now Cole and Scout had gone silent again and he feared something bad had happened 
to them. 

When Cole walked into his office, Tim sagged back in his chair in relief. “Thank 
god! Where’s Scout?” 

“Pit stop,” Cole said. “Ya’ll find that guy?” 
“I’m waiting to hear from Jon—” Tim was interrupted by the appearance of Jonas 

Roberts, sticking his head around the corner of the door. 
“We have another body.” He disappeared before Tim or Cole could comment. 
Tim got up and headed for the door, nearly running into Scout coming into the 

office. 
“What’s up?” she asked. 
“Jonas said they think they’ve found another body,” Tim spoke on the run, headed 

for the command post Jonas had set up in the conference room. 
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Scout and Cole fell in behind him. Jonas was standing, with his hands braced on the 
table, hunched over a display screen. “What’d you find?” Scout asked as soon as she 
entered the room. 

“Take a look.” Jonas motioned her over. “Live feed from one of my teams.” 
Scout hurried to his side and looked at the monitor. A man lay on the rocky ground, 

one leg bent at an unnatural angle, with arms spread. His eyes were wide and sightless. 
His head was turned to one side, blood staining the ground beneath him. 

He looked very familiar. “Can I see his face?” she asked. 
Jonas gave the command and the agent feeding them the video link moved to show 

the man’s face. 
“Bobby Howard,” Scout announced. 
Jonas nodded and turned his attention to the communication link with his team. 

“I’m sending in a forensics team. Secure the area and wait for them. Once they’ve 
finished I want the body and all evidence sent to the lab at headquarters.” 

“Roger,” came the reply. 
Jonas turned and sat back on the edge of the table. “Bobby Howard,” he said, 

looking at Scout. 
“Local guy. Worked for the Moss family for about as long as I can remember. Not 

married. No family.” 
“What do you suppose he was doing out there armed for bear, so to speak?” 
Scout shrugged. “Could have been running an illegal hunt. Was he shot?” 
“No evidence of that. Appears to have died from a fall. Was he an experienced 

climber?” 
“Don’t know,” she replied. “I haven’t really had any contact with him. Just knew 

him as a local who was tight with the Mosses.” 
“Okay,” Jonas said and straightened. “We’ll know more after the autopsy. In the 

meantime…Tim?” He looked in Tim’s direction. “The park stays closed while we 
continue the search.” 

“You need me?” Scout asked. 
“My men will continue their sweeps, and we’ll see what we get from the IDs on the 

bodies. Check with the victims’ families and find out who they were with.” 
She nodded. “Fine, you know where I am if you need me.” She turned and headed 

for the door. “Tim, Cole.” 
Without another word she left the room. Cole looked from Jonas to Tim. “Unless 

you need me, I think I’ll go home and clean up. I can be back in a couple of hours.” 
“No need,” Tim replied. “Get some rest.” 
“Okay,” Cole said and extended his hand to Jonas. “Captain Roberts.” 
“Mr. Russell,” Jonas said and gripped his hand. “Thank you.” 
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Cole nodded and left the room. Once in the hall he hurried to catch up with Scout, 
reaching her just as she was climbing into her truck. 

“You want to come over while I get the cub settled in?” she asked. 
“Sure.” 
“Okay, want to ride with me or follow?” 
“I’ve got my truck. Be right behind you.” 
She nodded and watched him go to his vehicle. When he pulled up behind her, she 

started the truck and headed home. 
After a few miles the cub settled itself across her leg and fell asleep. Scout used the 

time to reflect on what had happened. It seemed like years since she’d left home to 
attend the hunt, instead of days. Emotionally and mentally she was not the same. 
Something fundamental inside her had changed. 

She wanted to attribute it all to the spirit of the lioness that lived inside her now, 
but that would have been a lie. Much of what had changed inside her was due to Cole. 
As much as she hated admitting it, it scared her how deep her feelings for him ran. And 
it was more than just sex, although that in itself could be described as life-altering. 

Thoughts of their time in the cave brought a flush to her skin and a quickening to 
her pulse. What was it about him that made her feel like she was going into heat at the 
mere thought of his strong muscular body, or the memory of his touch? 

Before she realized it, a sound between a roar and a laugh emerged from her lips. 
The lioness inside reminded her that despite her reluctance to admit to it, humans were 
as much animals as the lions. And the scent of a prime male when a female was in 
season was impossible to ignore. 

In season? Scout thought with a laugh. Well, in that respect humans and lions are a bit 
different. We don’t go into heat. 

The laughter that rang through her mind was all the answer she received. 
She turned onto the narrow gravel road that led to her house and cut her eyes to her 

rearview mirror to see Cole making the turn behind her. In a few minutes she stopped 
in front of the house, gathered the cub in her arms and got out of the truck. 

Cole got out of his truck and their eyes met. Scout felt a searing blast of emotion rip 
through her so strong that tears sprang to her eyes. Her arms tightened around the cub, 
but her eyes remained locked with Cole’s. 

He approached and stopped inches away. “You okay?” he asked as he reached over 
to stroke his fingers down the side of her face. 

She nodded, batting her eyes at the gathering tears. “You?” 
“Tired, dirty, hungry,” he replied. 
“Look if you’d rather go home I can take care of the—” 
“Not a chance,” he interrupted. “We’ll take care of the cub together then we’ll get 

clean, eat and sleep.” 
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“A man with a plan,” she said teasingly, feeling the emotion ease a bit in her chest. 
“Always,” he replied with a smile. “Now, show me your home, Scout.” 
She offered him a hand. He took it and she led him around to the back of the house. 
The small wooden house was deceptive to the real grandeur of the place. Behind 

the house, one was afforded a view that photographers and painters sought to capture. 
A long wide pasture stretched out from the edge of the yard, rolling for what seemed 
forever. Thick stands of trees were scattered the length and width of the land, giving it a 
park-like appearance. As far as the eye could see the land rolled and stretched, the 
mountains rising up in the distance like majestic guardians. 

“It’s beautiful,” Cole said softly. “How much land do you have?” 
“Twenty thousand acres,” she replied, looking out lovingly over the land she called 

home. “Been in the family for…five generations, I guess.” 
“It’s beautiful,” he said and gave her hand a squeeze. “But I thought you said you 

had a place for the cub?” 
“We’ll have to walk aways,” she said and tugged at his hand. “Come on.” 
She led him across the corner of the pasture when it dipped along the northern 

border. The trees grew thicker, and the terrain rougher. They descended down a rise 
then back up another, winding their way deeper into a forest that grew increasingly 
thicker. 

When they stopped, a wall of rock stood before them. “Up there,” Scout nodded. 
“To the right. We follow the base of the cliff about a quarter mile and there’s a way up. 
There’s a nice cave about sixty feet up, and I have one female there already with three 
cubs.” 

“So we’re literally going to walk into the lion’s den?” Cole asked. 
“Yep,” Scout replied with a grin. “You game?” 
“I figure I’m safe as long as I’m with you.” His reply both surprised and pleased 

her. 
“Well okay then,” she said and led the way. 
The climb was short but strenuous, particularly with the cub stuffed inside her shirt 

and no gear, but she’d made it many times in the past so knew the foot and handholds. 
Cole seemed to have no difficulty following. 

“This way,” she said when he reached the top. 
The entrance to the cave was well hidden with brush. Scout stopped outside. “Can I 

come in?” she called. 
A low growl came from within the cave and she grinned at Cole. “Come on.” 
“You ask permission?” he whispered behind her. “Like the cat didn’t smell or sense 

us?” 
“Well sure she did,” Scout replied. “But good manners are always appreciated,” she 

added with a grin at him over her shoulder. 
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Cole stopped short when the lioness rose and faced them. Scout did not slow in the 
least. “Hey, pretty mama,” she said, walking over to kneel down in front of the lion. “I 
brought someone to meet you.” 

She pulled the cub from beneath her shirt and held it in her arms. The lion sniffed at 
it then at her. A low growl sounded, then another. Then the lion opened its mouth and 
screamed a blood-curdling sound that had Cole running to grab hold of Scout and pull 
her out of harm’s way, stationing himself between her and the lion. 

The lion screamed again and Cole took a slow step backwards, trying to force Scout 
in the direction of the cave entrance. When he heard Scout giggling behind him, he 
stopped. 

“What’s so damn funny?” he asked, keeping a wary eye on the lion. 
“She was complimenting you,” Scout replied. 
“Huh?” He was so surprised that he turned to look at her. 
“She smelled you on me,” Scout explained. “And said you were prime. A real 

alpha.” 
Cole cut his eyes at the cat and would have sworn that she was grinning. Either that 

or she was preparing to have him for dinner. “This is too weird,” he said. 
Scout chuckled and scooted around him to sit down beside the lion. “Look, I know 

you have your hands full,” she told the cat. “But this little girl’s mama died and unless 
you take her in, she’s going to die.” 

Cole watched as Scout’s facial expression changed, as if someone were talking to 
her. After a moment she nodded. “I know. Ordinarily I’d agree. But in this case, 
survival of the fittest means that I have to break a vow. I promised to make sure this 
baby was cared for. If you can’t or won’t help me, then I can try to do it on my own, but 
we both know that her chances aren’t good. And besides, I can’t teach her all she needs 
to know. You can.” 

A few moments passed before Scout set the cub down in front of the lion. The lion 
sniffed at it, turned it over on its belly, sniffed some more then looked at Scout. Scout’s 
face broke out in a big smile and she threw her arms around the lion’s neck, burying her 
face in its fur. 

Cole felt a thrill of alarm when the lion nuzzled down against Scout’s neck as well. 
But she didn’t appear to be intent on harming Scout. Instead, there came the sound of 
purring. Two distinct and different sounds. He realized it was the lion and Scout. 

They stayed that way for a little while then Scout drew back. The lion licked her, 
from the point of her chin all the way to her eyebrows. Scout grinned and gave the lion 
an affectionate stroke on the head then rose. 

“We’re good to go,” she announced. “She’s going to take the cub. I’ll come back and 
visit in a week or so, but she’ll be fine.” 

Cole didn’t know what to say. Truth be told, since he’d met Scout Windrider, his 
world had been topsy-turvy. 
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“Come on.” She offered her hand. “Let’s head back to the house.” 
In silence they left the cave. Neither of them spoke on the walk back. Cole was 

trying to come to terms with what he’d seen and heard. Was it really possible that Scout 
had taken the spirit of the dying lion into herself? 

She sure seemed to be able to communicate with lions. But how was that possible? 
It sure wasn’t normal by any stretch of the imagination. So what exactly did that make 
her? 

He didn’t have the answers. Only questions. And focusing on those questions kept 
him from having to pay attention to others. Such as why he felt that she was the woman 
for him and that he’d already lost his heart to her. That wasn’t possible either. He’d 
only just met her. 

She stopped as they reached the edge of the yard to her house, and looked up at 
him. And try as he might, he could not stop the overwhelming rush of desire and 
longing that raged like a flood through him. Her eyes bewitched him. Her nearness 
inflamed him. He rose to full erection in the space of a breath. 

“Clean or eat?” she asked with a sexy smile. 
“Both,” he replied. 
“Now you’re talking,” she replied with a laugh and led him to the house. 
Cole followed her inside, noting the homey warmth of the kitchen with its old-

fashioned stove and warm earth tones. The living area was just as warm and inviting, 
with an enormous stone fireplace dominating one wall, deep comfortable furniture with 
Indian print throws and hand-woven rugs on the old but gleaming hardwood floors. 

Scout led him down a short hallway with one door to the left and two on the right. 
“Now don’t laugh,” she said as she stopped at the first door on the right. “It’s my one 
indulgence.” 

She opened the door and Cole bit back a chuckle. Who would have guessed that a 
woman more at home in the wilderness would have a thing for bathrooms? “Okay, I 
admit it. I’m surprised,” he said as he followed her in. 

“Originally there was just a small bathroom with an old claw foot tub. I talked Jed 
into knocking out the wall between the bath and bedroom and making one big 
bathroom.” 

“Jed did this?” Cole asked. 
“We both did,” she replied proudly. 
Cole was impressed. The room they stood in housed double pedestal sinks, a floor 

to ceiling mirror with a dressing table. A small door off to one side held the toilet area 
and on the wall that once separated the room was a large arch, its edge trimmed in 
natural tile. 

Beyond lay what he supposed would be a woman’s dream. Soft light from sconce 
lighting gave a romantic glow to the room. Scattered along the edges were enormous 
potted plants and abstract sculptures. 
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And in the middle of the room was the biggest tub he’d ever seen. Composed of 
smooth porcelain and rimmed with tile, it was raised by one step. Smooth tile 
surrounded it, radiating out in a concentric pattern, making the tub the hub of the 
design. 

Decorative metalwork rose on opposite sides of the tub, housing dual showerheads, 
and a heavy carved stand sat beside the tub, bearing various bottles and soaps. 

“Nice,” he said with a smile. “And very informative. Now I know your weakness.” 
Scout rewarded him with a smile sexy enough to have his dick standing up and 

saluting. “Then how about sharing it with me?” 
“Honey, you don’t have to ask twice. You want to fill that bad boy up or you want 

me to do it?” 
“I’ll take care of it,” she replied. “But first…” 
She peeled off her boots, socks and slid out of her pants. Cole’s dick throbbed at the 

sight. Dark hair curled on her mound, trimmed short to provide a tantalizing view of 
what lay beneath. 

When she pulled her tank top over her head and those lush dusky-tipped breasts 
rose, his mouth watered. Dropping the top on the floor, she walked over to the tub. 
Cole watched her firm ass sway and smiled in appreciation. When she bent over to start 
the water, his dick throbbed in anticipation of sinking into the slick warm pussy that 
was so nicely displayed. 

Scout turned and headed back toward him. “Shuck those dudes, cowboy.” 
“With pleasure,” he said and peeled off his shirt. 
Scout felt a flush of heat work over her skin at the sight of his broad chest, chiseled 

abdomen and muscular arms. By all the ancestors, he was so fine it nearly took her 
breath. Her nipples began to tingle, and without realizing it, one hand slid down to cup 
her own burning sex. 

She saw Cole’s eyes follow the path of her hand. He loosened his pants and his cock 
sprang free, hard and ready. Her mouth watered at the sight. 

He stepped out of his pants and closed the distance between them. Without a word, 
he scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the tub, stepping into it. His lips 
sought hers as he allowed her to slide down his body. 

Scout thought she was going to come then and there. His kiss was possessive and 
dominating and his hands moved to her ass, pulling her firmly against him so that his 
erection was trapped between them. It was enough to have her pussy weeping, wetting 
her inner thighs with longing. 

She worked her hand between them, sliding it down the length of his hard cock, 
and then lower to fondle his balls. The answering tightening her touch evoked gave her 
a thrill, driving her desire higher. 

“Hmmm, that feels good,” he murmured. 
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“This will feel better,” she replied and released him long enough to turn on the 
double showerheads. Warm water cascaded down on them. Scout reached for a bottle 
and poured shampoo into her hand. 

“Kneel down,” she suggested. 
Cole complied, sinking down in front of her and running his hands around her 

body to fondle her ass. As she shampooed his hair, his fingers played on her skin, 
dipping into the cleft of her ass and running down its length to her anus, not probing, 
merely feeling. 

She almost lost concentration, the feeling was so electric. Once she finished his hair 
she pulled the showerhead down to rinse him. “Stand up,” she said in a voice she 
almost did not recognize as her own it was so roughened with desire. 

He stood and she took a bar of sweet smelling soap in her hands. Cole submitted to 
her ministrations and she enjoyed taking her time, soaping every inch of his 
magnificent body, lingering on his balls and cock, stroking him slow and firm. 

His cock was like silk-covered steel in her hands. She reveled in the feel of him, 
leaning forward to flick her tongue over his nipple then nip it lightly. The answering 
intake of breath she received from him had her stroking faster. She felt the build up of 
tension in his body and it was like a drug, fueling her own fire, making her sex spill 
with need. 

She’d never before felt such a need to pleasure a man, to lose herself in the feel and 
smell and taste of him. It was akin to addiction, the need was so vast. She didn’t 
understand it, but for the moment she didn’t have to. She surrendered to it and let it 
take her. 

Cole reached down to stay her hands. “You’re gonna do me in,” he said in a husky 
voice. “Besides, I want a turn.” 

His words created a wave of hunger that nearly staggered her with its power. 
Without a word, her hand stilled and she handed him the soap. 

Cole felt the threatening climax subside when she released him. As much as he 
would have enjoyed the release, he didn’t want to come. He wanted the feeling of need 
and longing to last as long as possible, to feel the hunger tearing at him until he could 
no longer resist its demands. 

He wanted to take Scout to a place she’d never been, to give her pleasure so intense 
that she became his. 

He pushed her to her knees before him and started to wash her long thick hair. 
When he felt her mouth close on the head of his dick he couldn’t suppress a sudden 
spike that had him pressing forward into the warm recesses of her mouth, driving his 
dick deeper. 

Her fingers toyed with his balls, worked around and behind them, probing his 
anus. All the while her mouth moved on his dick, each stroke taking him deeper into 
the wetness. 
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He wasn’t sure he could hold out. She was driving him too close to the edge, 
asserting her own control. 

“Honey, please.” His hands tightened in her hair. 
Her answer was to suck him harder and faster. A deep purr came from her throat, 

making his balls ache and his belly tighten. Imprisoned in the warmth of her mouth, her 
hands caressing his testicles and anus, he couldn’t fight it. His surrender was sudden 
and powerful, and the moment he let go, an orgasm took him. His hands fisted in her 
hair, pulling against him as his dick pulsed and spurted. A lassitude came over his legs 
and he sank down onto his knees. She would not release him, but sank down with him, 
on her knees, her mouth sucking the last of his cum. 

The sight of her on her knees that way with her ass in the air brought surprising 
new life to his dick that shocked him. 

“Hmmmm,” she murmured and worked her way up his body, kissing and licking 
until her tongue traced its way up the side of his neck and she captured his ear lobe 
between her teeth. 

“Hmmm don’t even touch it,” Cole replied and grabbed her by the hair to draw her 
lips to his. She tasted of him and a sweetness that was all her own. She writhed against 
him, allowing him to take her mouth, her hard nipples raking across his chest, creating 
trails of fire on his skin. 

His lips left hers and moved down the side of her neck, over the top of one shoulder 
then to the tantalizing bud of her nipple. Scout arched back when his lips closed around 
the sensitive tip. He supported her with his arms, bending her back like a bow, suckling 
hard. 

He was rewarded with a blast of energy from her that nearly staggered him. Raw, 
uninhibited primal hunger. He felt, smelled and tasted it, knew beyond all doubt that 
she was his for the taking. 

It was an offer not to be refused. He continued to torture her breasts, one hand 
moving down her body and dipping into the wetness of her pussy. 

She whimpered and spread her legs, pressing against his hand, riding his fingers as 
he penetrated deeper, questing for that sweet spot that he knew would send her 
spiraling. 

A short cry announced that he’d not only found her secret spot, but that it was so 
alive that only one stroke had her working toward orgasm. 

Cole held onto her and pumped his fingers inside her, each stroke driving her 
closer to the edge. A rush of wetness preceded a vibration that ran through her body 
before her pussy started to spasm around his fingers. Her hands gripped his upper 
arms, fingers digging into his skin as the climax rolled through her. 

It was like an aphrodisiac, swelling his dick to full erection as if he had not just 
come. 

“Please,” she gasped as the climax started to subside. “More.” 
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Cole didn’t hesitate to comply. He sank down into the tub, lying back and pulling 
her on top of him. “Take it, baby,” he said, watching her eyes for reaction. “Let me see 
how much you want me.” 

Light seemed to flare in those golden eyes before the pupils swelled, nearly 
eclipsing the gold. She straddled his body, taking his dick in her hand and slowly, inch 
by inch, impaled herself on his length. 

Once fully seated, she started a rocking glide, back and forth, higher then lower, the 
movement slow and seductive. Cole moved his hand to the vee of her thighs, his fingers 
working into the folds of her sex, imprisoning her hard clit between thumb and finger. 

A gasp exploded from her at the touch. She arched back, bracing herself with her 
hands on his thighs. The sight of her, bowed back with breasts high and his dick filling 
her pussy, was enough to make a man lose his mind. Her pussy was hot and slick, 
gripping him as she rode him. 

Harder and faster she moved. Her clit grew tighter and harder, signaling a coming 
release. Cole felt his own climax build as she vibrated on and around him. He rolled her 
clit, squeezing harder and she screamed, a sound all female but perhaps not all human 
it was so primitive and strong. 

At the moment of that scream he felt her orgasm. It literally radiated from her 
pussy, down the length of his dick and throughout his body. Unable to control it, he 
quaked beneath its power, his seed shooting inside her in great throbbing waves. 

Cole had no idea how long it lasted. A moment or an eternity. It could have been 
either. He had no way of knowing. He was lost in sensation, a climax that claimed both 
body and soul. He felt, actually felt Scout with him. Felt her passion and her love. 

It shook him to his soul, searing him. He felt the claim he had on her and her 
acceptance of it. Moreover, he realized the claim she had on him. Like it or not, he was 
branded. 

When she sagged, melting down on top of him, her breath still fast and her heart 
pounding against his chest, he wrapped his arms around her, feeling, for the first time 
in his life, complete. 

For a long time they lay beneath the jets of water, letting it pour down over them. 
When the heat began to fade from the water, she pushed herself up and looked down at 
him, a troubled expression on her face. 

It speared him with alarm. “What’s wrong?” 
“We…I…look, I want you to know that I’m clean. I mean you’re not in any danger 

of STDs or anything.” 
Cole nearly laughed in relief. “To be honest, I hadn’t thought about it. Guess we 

weren’t exactly smart. But I’m clean too. Got papers from my last physical to prove it, if 
you need it.” 

“No.” She shook her head. “I trust you.” 
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Cole knew in his gut that those three words meant more than anything anyone had 
ever said to him, and that she did not give them lightly. 

“And I, you,” he replied. “So no worries.” 
Scout nodded, keeping silent about what lay in her mind. She had no doubt that 

they were safe from disease. But pregnancy was another matter. There was no 
guarantee there. And what if she ended up pregnant? What would that spell for them? 

What would it spell for her? 
She wasn’t sure she was ready for the answer, so she forced it to the back of her 

mind. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starved.” 
His stomach rumbled and they both laughed. “Well, I guess that’s my answer,” she 

said and got off him. “What say we fix something to eat?” 
“Do you cook?” he asked as he got to his feet and rinsed off in the cooling water. 
“I’m not exactly the best cook in the world, but I made the world’s best blueberry 

pancakes and western omelettes.” 
“A woman after my own heart,” he said with a grin. 
She grinned and started to step out of the tub, but he took her arm and stopped her. 

“Scout?” 
“Yeah?” 
“I just want you to know that this isn’t a casual thing for me. And I don’t think it is 

for you either. I don’t know where we’re headed, but I do know that I want to find out.” 
“Me too,” she said and stood up on tiptoe to graze his lips with hers. “And we will. 

One day at a time.” 
“Works for me,” he replied and licked at her lips, parting them with his tongue. 
“Hmmmm,” she murmured, sinking against him for a moment then pulling back. 

“Damn, Cole, you sure know how to make it tough on a woman.” 
“You ready for round two already?” he asked teasingly. 
“Don’t tempt me. At least not until I get some fuel in me. Then we’ll see how much 

round two you have left in you.” She turned to get out of the tub and he laughed and 
popped her lightly on the bare behind. 

“Then get ready, honey, cause once I get refueled, it’s on.” 
She laughed and tossed him a towel. “Promises, promises.” 
He laughed along with her, feeling suddenly as if the pieces of his life were starting 

to fall into place. At long last. 
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Chapter Eight 
 
Tim Matthews stood as Captain Jonas Roberts entered the room. “Captain,” Tim 

greeted him. “I didn’t expect you.” 
“We need to talk.” Jonas and gestured to the chair in front of Tim’s desk. “May I?” 
“Please,” Tim replied and sat down. 
“Our investigation is complete,” Jonas announced. 
“So soon? It’s only been three days.” Tim was surprised. He’d expected it to take 

longer. 
“We put a rush on it,” Jonas said. “This is how it stacks up. Apparently Bobby 

Howard arranged a private hunting expedition for two men from upstate New York. 
We spoke with the family of the deceased, and both stories match up. The men paid for 
a week hunting excursion, complete with guide, and a guarantee that they’d bag at least 
one mountain lion. Howard had promised to have the heads mounted and shipped to 
them after the hunt.” 

“Now, what we think happened is that Howard or one of his clients shot and 
wounded a lion. My men found a lion body in a cave while they were searching. It’s 
been shot. From all we can put together, Howard and his clients were hunting for the 
cat to finish it off when they ran into your folks from the contest. Words were 
exchanged and shots were fired. Your men were hit. One killed and the other fatally 
wounded. As he has since died, we have no way of verifying, but it appears that the 
shots were fired from a weapon we found on Howard.” 

“After the incident, we suspect Howard and his clients had a falling out. Maybe 
they got scared. He killed them to keep them silent and while making his escape, he fell 
and was killed in the fall.” 

Tim considered it. “Okay, but before Drew died he said there were four men.” 
“Maybe he was wrong,” Jonas replied. “There’s no evidence to support his claim. 

And ballistics confirm that the victims were all killed with the same weapon, which was 
found on Howard and bore his prints.” 

“Then I guess the case is closed,” Tim said. “Does that mean we can reopen the 
park?” 

“Yes,” Jonas said and stood. “I am going to want a statement from your ranger, 
Cole Russell. Is he on duty today?” 

Tim stood as well and walked around the desk. “He’s on call. Now that we’re 
reopening, I’ll call him in and have him do a patrol of the high country, check the trails 
before we officially reopen. You want me to call him in now?” 
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“Why don’t I meet him here around 11:00?” Jonas asked. “I have some things I need 
to take care of this morning.” 

“I’ll make the arrangements,” Tim replied and offered his hand. “Thank you.” 
“Just doing my job,” Jonas replied. “See you at eleven.” 
Tim returned to his seat at the desk as Jonas left. He called Cole at home and got his 

voice mail. After leaving a message, he tried the cell number. 

* * * * * 
Cole was lying, sweaty and panting, on top of Scout when his cell phone rang. They 

both looked in the direction of the noise, and he rolled off the bed and started 
rummaging around in his clothes on the chair in front of the window. 

“Russell,” he answered when he finally located it. 
“Hey, Tim…yeah? What’d he say?” 
Scout sat up, looking at him expectantly as he listened to what Tim was saying. 

Finally he said, “Yeah, I’ll be there.” 
He ended the call and tossed the phone on the chair before returning to sit on the 

bed. “Tim said that the CBI concluded their investigation.” 
“That was fast,” Scout commented. 
“Honey, it’s been three days since we’ve left this house. A lot can happen in three 

days.” 
“Yeah, there is that,” she agreed with a smile. “So what’d Tim say?” 
“Apparently the guy, Bobby Howard, is responsible for the shootings. They had 

evidence that he arranged a private hunt for two New York guys, and that it was his 
weapon that killed them and the hunting party.” 

“So that’s it?” she asked with a frown. 
“According to Tim. Anyway, Captain Roberts wants me to give a statement. Just a 

formality. But I have to be in at eleven.” 
“How long do you think it’ll take?” she asked. “I should check in at the Center. 

They’ll be thinking I’ve up and quit.” 
He grimaced. “I have to go on patrol. Check the trails. I’ll be out for at least two 

days. Maybe three.” 
She gave him an exaggerated pout. “Three days?” 
“What, you think you can’t survive three days without me?” he teased. 
“It isn’t a matter of can’t,” she replied, falling back on the bed. “More of a matter of 

now I’m spoiled.” 
“You saying I’ve ruined you for other men, honey?” 
She grinned. “Don’t get all full of yourself, cowboy.” 
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He stretched out on top of her, pinning her hands to the bed above her head. “I’d 
rather you be full of me.” 

“Hmmm, now you’re talking,” she said sassily and tilted her pelvis up, grinding 
against him. 

“Unfortunately, I have a job,” he said and nipped at her chin before sitting back up. 
“What say I stop by when I finish my patrol?” 

“Sounds like a plan,” she replied. “If I’m out, just get the key from under the 
planter at the back door and let yourself in.” 

“You going to be at the Center?” he asked. 
“Yeah. I’ll go check on the cub then head on over there. Got some research data I 

need to go over and start scheduling tagging teams for later in the summer.” 
“Then we’ll meet here in three days,” Cole said and pulled her up for a kiss that 

threatened their resolve to get up and head for work. 
“Okay.” He rose from the bed and started to dress. “I need to get home for clean 

clothes so I’m going to take off. Be ready, darlin’. I’m going to have a powerful hunger 
when I get back.” 

“Oh, don’t you worry, I’ll be ready,” she replied and followed with, “Be safe.” 
“And you,” he replied. 
“My middle name,” she said with a grin. 
“Like hell,” he laughed, and left. 
Scout fell back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. It was hard to believe that 

they’d been holed up in her house for three days. Three days of delicious, mind-
blowing, ovary-bursting sex. Three days of talking and laughing and coming to terms 
with what was happening between them. Three days of falling in love. 

I’m in love, she said to herself, then dared to say it aloud, “I’m in love.” 
A smile dawned on her face and she jumped out of bed and danced around. “I’m in 

love, I’m in love, I’m in love, I’m—” 
The shrill beep of her cell phone interrupted her dance. Thinking it might be Cole, 

she snatched it up. “Windrider.” 
“Scout?” Jonas Robert’s voice came over the line. “We need to talk.” 
“When and where?” she asked, knowing from the tone of his voice that whatever it 

was, it was serious. 
“I’m ten minutes from your place.” 
“I’ll put on the coffee,” she replied and hung up. 
She quickly dressed in jeans and a tee shirt, pulled her hair back into a ponytail and 

hurried to the kitchen to put on a pot of coffee. It was just finishing when she heard a 
vehicle pull up. 

Scout went to the front door and opened it. “Come on in,” she said as Jonas got out 
of his SUV. 
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He followed her inside, took a seat at the table and was silent until she set a mug of 
coffee down in front of him and took a seat at the table across from him. “What’s up?” 

“You hear about the investigation?” 
“Yep. Heard you think it was Bobby Howard who was responsible.” 
“You don’t buy it.” 
“Not for an instant,” she replied. “He didn’t have the brains or the balls for either, 

Jonas. The ranger, Drew, said the shooter was a tall, dark-haired man. That doesn’t 
describe Howard and we both know it.” 

Jonas nodded and stared down at the cup in his hand for a moment. “I agree,” he 
said at last. “This hasn’t been made public, so no need to tell you to keep this to 
yourself.” 

She nodded and he continued. 
“Ballistics confirm that the killing shots came from a weapon found on Howard. 

But when we traced the gun we discovered that the gun was purchased over twenty 
years ago by Jed.” 

Scout’s eyes widened. “What?” 
“As a gift to James Moss,” Jonas replied. 
She leaned back in her chair, her eyes narrowed in thought. “Jed probably gave it to 

him when they went into business together.” 
Jonas nodded. “So how did it end up with Bobby Howard?” 
Scout considered for a few moments exactly how to reveal the information she had 

to Jonas. She’d known him a while and he was a stand-up, no-bullshit guy. But whether 
he’d accept her source was an unknown. Finally she decided that the only way to find 
out was to lay it on the table for him. 

“Ray Moss planted it on him after he killed Howard.” 
“That’s a pretty big leap,” Jonas commented. “You got anything to back it up?” 
“Check Jed’s autopsy report. You’ll find that the bullets that killed him came from 

the same weapon. And if you check the county jail records, you’ll also find that Bobby 
Howard was locked up on a DUI the day Jed was killed, which means he didn’t have 
the gun at the time.” 

“That doesn’t prove Moss did it.” 
“No, but it proves Howard didn’t.” 
“Proves he didn’t murder Jed. Doesn’t do squat for the case at hand.” 
Scout chewed her lip for a moment. “How well did you know Jed?” 
“About as well as he’d let anyone know him, I guess. Why?” 
“You ever wonder how it was so easy for him to track or how he seemed to be able 

to understand things based on animal behavior?” 
“I chalked it up to one of those Native things people aren’t supposed to 

understand.” 
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She chuckled. “Well put. And a surprise coming from you.” 
“Just because I’m a by-the-book guy doesn’t mean I discount what I can’t see or 

understand.” 
“Okay, then here’s something to chew on. Jed had an affinity with animals. Most 

every animal there is. But particularly cats. He could…communicate with them.” 
“As in Doctor Doolittle?” 
She smiled. “Something like that. It’s an ability that runs through the family.” 
“And this helps us how?” 
“I have that same ability,” she said. “When Cole and I were out there, I sensed a 

wounded lion. After I gave your team the coordinates to follow the shooter, Cole and I 
went to find the cat. 

“We found her in a cave. She had one cub and was dying. She told me who the 
killer is.” 

Jonas studied her for a long time. “Okay, let me guess. Raymond Moss.” 
“Yep.” 
“Okay, two problems with that,” he said. “One, it’s unreliable intel. No way to 

validate or corroborate with the ‘witness’. Two, Moss has an alibi.” 
“What about his brother Jimmy?” Scout asked with rancor clear in her voice. 
“You have some kind of axe to grind with those two I should know about?” 
“You mean aside from the fact that they murdered my grandfather? No.” 
‘That’s good. And yes, his brother and a fellow who owns a fishing lodge on one of 

the lakes is his alibi. It seemed solid. Bottom line is we still don’t have a case, Scout. Any 
way you cut it, your allegations won’t stand up. We’ve got to have something tangible 
to go on.” 

“So he just gets off Scott free?” she asked heatedly. 
“Until we have something to go on, yes. But for what it’s worth, I think you’re right. 

Howard’s life reads like a casebook. Weakling bad-boy wannabe who hooks up with a 
tough crowd that validates him, at least to himself. He’s the lackey, doing their bidding. 
Doesn’t seem to have that much in the way of brains, and depends on the Moss family 
for all his emotional, social and financial support. And he’s a coward. Petty crimes land 
him in jail. He even does some time. But inside, he’s the bitch, not the daddy, which 
means he isn’t a leader and not tough enough.” 

She was quiet for a little while, thinking, and then looked up at him. “So, what if I 
bring you something tangible? Something that at least proves the Moss guys are 
conducting illegal hunts? Will that be enough to open an investigation on them?” 

“What kind of proof?” 
“I don’t know. I haven’t found it yet,” she replied. “But I will.” 
“I can’t sanction this, Scout. You go out looking and you’re on your own.” 
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“Story of my life,” she said. “Just promise me that if I do bring you something 
you’ll consider it.” 

“You have my word.” 
“Good,” she said and stood. “Then if you don’t mind, I have to get moving.” 
“I’ll get out of your way,” Jonas replied and stood. He started out of the kitchen, but 

paused at the door to look back at her. “Don’t do anything stupid, Scout. I don’t want to 
have to retrieve your body—or lock you up.” 

“No worries,” she assured him. “I’m just going scouting.” 
“Make sure that’s all you do,” he warned. 
“Gotcha,” she agreed. “I’ll be in touch.” 
Jonas nodded and left. Scout wasted no time. Changing into camouflage pants, a 

matching tank top and boots, she strapped on her knife, packed water and a blanket 
into her backpack and headed out. 

Her first stop was to see the cub. The mother lion had taken her in completely and 
the cub was busy playing with the others of her litter. Scout spent some time with the 
mother, telling her what she was trying to do, and asking if the lioness had any ideas. 

Luckily, she did. Scout listened to the information and made up her mind to follow 
up on it. It could be just what she needed to get Jonas to go after Ray Moss. She thanked 
the lioness and headed out. 

As she traveled, thoughts of Ray killing Jed surfaced and brought with it fresh grief 
and rage. Vision of him falling, wounded and bleeding, filled her mind. She could not 
stop it. Other images crowded in, the lion within her remembering the pain and rage 
from the bullet that ended her life. She tried to push back the rage, knowing she needed 
a clear head. But the anger supplied by the lion that inhabited her, mixed with her own 
and grew until she was rendered immobile, standing in the shelter of a thick stand of 
trees, shaking with fury. 

She’d never felt such fury. Her mind was consumed by it, making her heart race 
and her body vibrate. She felt as if she would burst out of her skin, like there were 
thousands of live wires beneath the surface, tingling and electrifying. 

It was frightening. It was consuming. And it was out of control. She couldn’t take it. 
It was going to destroy her. The fight or flight instinct kicked in. Since there was no 
enemy to fight, flight was the only option left to her. She looked around wildly, trying 
to see her course, which way to run, where to escape. 

Then reality deserted her. She saw the world around her fading, blackness creeping 
in from the periphery until her vision was only a pinpoint of life. Death was upon her. 
She knew no other explanation. That thought stunned her into calmness a moment 
before the darkness claimed her. 
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Chapter Nine 
 
Cole was still thinking about the conversation he’d had with Jonas Roberts three 

days earlier when he pulled up in front of Scout’s house late in the evening. He’d told 
Jonas what had happened while he and Scout were out in the wilderness. Well, not all 
of it. He’d omitted the part where Scout joined with the lion and they had wild sex in 
the cave. 

But Jonas had seemed to sense that he was holding back. He’d asked twice if there 
was anything Cole had left out, anything he wanted to add. Cole had said no. But the lie 
had gnawed at him ever since. 

Only how could he tell the CBI captain that Scout claimed to have taken the spirit of 
a lion into herself and that they’d gone at it like two sex-starved teenagers with a dead 
lion lying in the cave with them? 

He wanted to talk to Scout about it. Now that he’d had time to step back from it, it 
seemed impossible. Things like animals communicating with animals might be real. 
Hell, he had proof of that from his two sisters-in-law, both of them witches who 
possessed the ability to communicate with animals. But things like the spirit of an 
animal living inside you or joining with them, those things just weren’t possible. It 
might be part of mythology and fantasy but it just wasn’t real. 

He wanted, no needed to hear Scout say that it was all just a mistake, that the 
trauma or fear or whatever had made her a little crazy and she’d imagined it. That she’d 
been pulling his leg. Anything. He just didn’t want to believe it. 

Her truck was home which meant he wouldn’t have to wait. That was a relief. He 
went to the front door. It was locked. He knocked and waited. No answer. He called out 
and knocked again. Still no answer. 

Thinking maybe she was indulging herself in that elaborate bathroom, he walked 
around back and tried the door. It was locked, so he used the key. It was right where 
she said it would be. 

“Scout?” he called out as he entered and closed the door behind him. “You here?” 
There was no reply. He went through the house. She wasn’t there. He tried her cell 

phone and when he heard it ring in the kitchen realized that she didn’t have it with her. 
All he could do was wait. He went back to his SUV and grabbed his duffle bag. 

Once inside, he showered, dressed and rummaged through the refrigerator for 
something to eat. 

Then he settled down on the couch in the den and channel surfed for a while, 
settling on a nature program. Fifteen minutes into the show his eyes started to get 
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heavy. His last thought was that he’d close his eyes for just a little while, and if she 
wasn’t back in an hour he’d go look for her. 

A low growl had him sitting up, wide awake and heart pounding. The television 
was still on. He laughed at himself. That had to be what woke him. He got up to head 
for the bathroom and when he did alarms went off in his head. 

“Scout!” he rushed to her, where she stood in the kitchen doorway. Naked. Her hair 
was tangled and dirty, as was the rest of her. Her skin was scratched and bloody 
footprints tracked the clean kitchen floor. She stared at him like someone in a daze. 

He grabbed her by the shoulders. “Scout! Christ! What happened? Are you okay? 
I’ll call an ambulance—the police. Honey, speak to me.” 

She did not move or react in any way. Cole swept her up in his arms and ran to the 
bathroom, sitting her on the edge of the tub while he turned on the water and grabbed a 
washcloth. 

“Scout? Can you hear me?” he asked, climbing fully clothed into the tub so he could 
kneel in front of her. “Scout? Scout!” 

She blinked once. Then again. And suddenly her eyes focused. “What the hell 
happened?” Cole asked. 

She shook her head and slid into the tub, wincing. “I’m tired,” she said, lying back 
into the water. “So tired.” 

“I’m calling an ambulance,” he announced and started to get out of the tub. 
“No!” She bolted upright, grabbing the wet leg of his jeans. “No, don’t. Please.” 
“Then tell me what happened,” he said, taking a seat on the edge of the tub. 
“I…I can’t. Not yet. Just…just let me get clean. Please?” 
“Fine.” He stood and stripped off his wet clothes, gathered them up and left. 
 
Scout sank back into the water, her mind in a whirl. How the hell was she going to 

explain this to Cole when she could barely believe it herself? If only Jed were here. He’d 
know what to do, tell her where to go for answers if he didn’t have them. 

She felt more alone and vulnerable than she’d ever been. If she told Cole the truth, 
he’d think she was crazy. Unless… 

No. She couldn’t even entertain the idea. There had to be another way. Come on, get 
it together, she told herself. Get clean, get calm. 

She kept those four words in her head, reciting them over and over as she washed, 
dried and went into the dressing area to find antiseptic and bandages for her feet. Once 
that was taken care of she went into her bedroom to slip into a loose shift. 

Cole was sitting on the couch wearing a pair of loose cotton pants, with his elbows 
propped on his knees when she entered. She sat down beside him and he turned to face 
her. “Are you all right, Scout?” 

“I’m fine.” 
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“You sure?” 
“Positive.” 
“Okay, then tell me. What the hell happened?” 
She blew out her breath and leaned back into the softness of the couch. “I need you 

to promise me something,” 
“What?” 
“That you’ll hear me out. Listen to what I have to say before you say anything. And 

keep an open mind.” 
“I’m already not liking the sound of this.” 
“Then forget it.” She started to get up. “Go home. I’m fine.” 
“Hey, hold on!” he pulled her back down. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t listen.” 
“There’s no point in my talking if you’ve made your mind up that you’re against 

whatever I have to say.” 
“I’m not!” he insisted then added when she cocked an eyebrow at him, “Please.” 
“Okay.” She settled back against the couch. “When I was a child, my grandfather, 

Jed, would tell me stories—myths. One of his favorites was of the skin-walkers. Have 
you ever heard that term?” 

“Wasn’t that a bad werewolf movie?” 
She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, it was. But the tales Jed told me were about the yee 

naaldlooshii, which translates as ‘with it, he goes on all fours’. The yee naaldlooshii were 
people with the ability to transform into an animal. They were also witches.” 

A sardonic smile appeared on her face. “Yeah, witches. Something I think you’ve 
had a bit of experience with?” 

He gave her a sheepish grin. “A little.” 
“Enough. Remember that connection we had? It’s been steadily coming to me.” 
“What do you mean?” His voice was tight, and she knew it was unsettling for him, 

but now that she’d decided to lay it all on the table, she wasn’t going to sugar coat it. If 
he walked away then they weren’t meant to be. That’s how she had to look at it. 

“I mean Ana and Rusty. Your sisters-in-law? They’re in your head. What happened 
with Ana and her husband when he tracked her to Arizona, and what happened to 
Rusty after Clay went to live there. The Stikeleathers and what they tried to do to Rusty 
and Cole. What happened to Clara when she and Ana were kidnapped.” 

Cole slumped back and regarded her with lowered brows for a long time. “Did you 
run some kind of background check on me?” 

“Oh yeah, while I was out running around the woods naked, I whipped out my 
handy dandy, little super-spy gadget and hacked into all your secret files.” 

A corner of his mouth moved up in a smirk. “Point taken. So, you got this from 
that…thing we had that happened.” 
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“Yeah. So, I know you’re familiar with witches, therefore you have to be somewhat 
open minded to things beyond the ordinary.” 

“Like yee…skin-walkers.” 
“Yeah, like that.” 
“I think I need to hear more.” 
“Okay. Let me think…” She leaned back and closed her eyes, thinking back to the 

stories of her childhood. “A yee naaldloshii is one of several types of witch in the Navaho 
beliefs, which is the majority of the stories Jed told me. See, his mother was Navaho and 
father Sioux. His father died when Jed was young, so he was raised with his mother’s 
people. It wasn’t until he was a teenager and the Elders discovered that he was a true 
scout that he left his mother’s people and struck out on his own. But anyway, a yee 
naaldlooshii is a witch, specifically an ánt’įįhnii or practitioner of the Witchery Way. Now 
this isn’t the same as a adagash who is a user of curse objects. 

“The ánt’įįhnii are people who’ve been given supernatural power. It’s commonly 
believed that there are far more male ánt’įįhnii than female and that only childless 
females can become ánt’įįhnii. From what I remember, ánt’įįhnii and yee naaldlooshii are 
used pretty interchangeably, although not all Navaho witches are skin-walkers.” 

“So essentially, skin-walkers are what? Werewolves?” 
“Something like that,” she replied. “But remember all I know of it until now has 

been from stories told to me as a child.” 
“Until now?” 
She nodded. “After you left, I went out to visit the cub. I was planning on doing 

some scouting. But something happened. Visions of Jed being killed flooded my mind, 
along with memories of the dying lioness. It was…horrifying. I felt like my skin was 
being electrified and my vision kept shrinking. I thought I was dying. So I gave in to it. 
And everything went black. 

“When I woke, the first thing I noticed was that all the colors seemed so sharp and 
clear. And that seemed wrong. It was night. I have good night vision, but not that good. 
I thought maybe it was a passing symptom. I shook my head and went to get up. But 
my arms and legs weren’t working right. Then I realized.” 

She paused and looked away, feeling all at once terribly uncertain. 
“What?” Cole prompted her. “You realized what?” 
“That I wasn’t…human.” 
“What?” he exploded both verbally and physically, jumping off the couch. 
“Not human,” she repeated. 
“Oh no!” He waved his hand at her as if warding off something he didn’t want to 

hear. “Do not tell me that you were an animal.” 
“Fine, I won’t.” His tone resulted in an immediate rise of anger. She got off the 

couch and walked out of the room. 
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“Hold on!” Cole followed her into the kitchen. “Don’t just walk away. You have 
something to say, then spit it out.” 

“Forget it,” she snapped at him, opening the refrigerator and looking inside. 
“Hell no. You started this, now finish it. Or you want me to do it for you? You 

realized you were a cat, right? That you’d magically been transformed into a damn 
lion.” 

“Stop it!” she yelled at him. “This isn’t a joke.” 
“Fucking A it isn’t a joke,” he yelled back. “It’s fucking insanity.” 
Scout froze. The word insanity seemed to echo in her head and with each repeating 

reverberation her anger grew. “Insane?” she hissed. “Did you call me insane?” 
“I said this…whatever the hell it is you’ve got in your head is insane. Okay, fine, I 

know some witches. But they don’t turn into animals or— Holy fucking shit!” 
Scout saw his eyes grow wide at the same moment pain lanced through her body. A 

split second later she was looking at him from a much lower angle. “Oh shit,” she 
mumbled. But the words did not match the thoughts. Instead what emerged from her 
lips was a growl. 

She almost hated to look but couldn’t stop herself. She looked down at her feet. 
And saw paws. Big, strong, furry paws, with long sharp nails. She looked back up at 
Cole, who was slowly backing away from her, shock clear on his face. 

“Don’t be afraid,” she tried to say. But this time the sound emerging from her 
mouth was a cross between a roar and a scream. 

Oh shit! she thought. This is NOT good. The very last thing she wanted was the man 
she loved looking at her like she was a monster. She had to show him that he was not in 
danger. 

She stepped over the discarded shift lying on the floor and slowly approached him. 
He continued to back away from her until he bumped into the stone hearth. “Don’t.” 
He held up his hand as if warding her off. “I mean it. Just stay back.” 

She stopped and lay down, purring. Maybe that would calm him until she figured 
out how to change back into human form. She was really new to this and didn’t quite 
have the hang of it. 

Cole watched her for a long time, and then slowly sat down on the hearth. “Okay, 
either I’ve completely lost touch with reality, or you just turned into a lion.” He paused 
for a moment. “If that’s really you then…nod your head.” 

Scout nodded. 
“Shit on a stick!” Cole groused. “This can’t be happening! Can you change back? 

Please?” 
She cocked her head to one side, trying to indicate that she wasn’t sure. He didn’t 

get it. “Scout, I mean it. I really want you to change back.” 
She inched closer. He did not move, so she rose and padded closer until she was 

close enough to lay her head on his leg. 
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For a few moments he was as rigid as stone, just the vibration of fear running 
through him and rising in the air. She remained still, purring. Finally he lowered his 
hand to her head. She did not move, but purred louder. 

Cole started to stroke her. “Scout, god as my witness, I feel like I just fell down the 
rabbit hole. This is just too unbelievable. But I saw it with my own eyes, and I’m sitting 
here rubbing a lion so if it isn’t real then I’m too far gone for help. If you could just turn 
back into you, then maybe I could get a bead on all this.” 

She smelled his fear, and felt his uncertainty. Suddenly nothing mattered but 
comforting him, putting her arms around him and assuring him that he was fine and 
everything would be fine. 

With that wish came a sudden stab of pain that had her doubling over, eyes 
clenched tight. When she opened them, she saw human skin. She looked up and found 
Cole watching her with an amazed expression. 

“I’m sorry,” she said softly, wanting to touch him but afraid he would push her 
away. “I so sorry, Cole. I…I don’t know how or why this happened and I know it’s too 
much to take in. I’m having a hard time of it myself. I don’t want you to leave, but if 
you need to, I’ll understand.” 

His eyes locked with hers and for the second time she connected with him. She saw 
his eyes roll back and his body arch. She caught him as he fell forward, both of them 
toppling to the floor, the connection between them blinding them both to everything 
except sensation and emotion. 

Only this time it was different. This time she knew he could sense her, feel her 
emotions, and touch her memories. And she did nothing to prohibit him. She let him 
see it all. The loss of her parents, her childhood, her failed marriage and her grief at 
losing Jed. He witnessed her joining with the lioness and her fear at the first 
transformation that took her. 

And he felt her love. She hid nothing but laid her soul bare for him. 
When the connection faded and he opened his eyes, the look within them was one 

of astonishment. “What was that?” he whispered. 
“Same as before,” she replied. “Only this time it was you who got to look inside.” 
He pushed himself up into a sitting position. “It’s all jumbled, bits and pieces, 

flashes. Doesn’t all make sense.” 
“It will. In time,” she assured him. 
“I’m sorry, Scout,” he said, taking her hand. “I reacted badly. This has to be hard on 

you—traumatic even.” 
“It was,” she admitted. “Until now.” 
“What makes it easier now?” 
“You.” 
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He opened his mouth as if to speak, then changed his mind and pulled her to him, 
enveloping her in his arms. “I promise you, I’ll never reveal your secret. You’re safe 
with me, Scout. I give you my word. As long as I live no harm will ever come to you.” 

She pulled back to search his eyes. “I know you’re sincere—now, at this moment. 
But please, don’t make promises that you may not be able to keep.” 

“I never do,” he said firmly. “Ever.” 
“Then thank you,” she said gratefully. “And I promise never to…” A smile of 

mischief broke out on her face “Bite you—while I’m a lion, I mean. While I’m a 
woman…well, no promises there.” 

Her jest broke the tension and he chuckled. The chuckle turned into a laugh and 
before they knew it they were rolling around on the floor laughing, for the moment 
forgetting all but the joy of being together. 
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Chapter Ten 
 
The first thing Scout was aware of when she woke was Cole’s strong body curved 

protectively against her back. She smiled, stretched and turned over to face him, 
surprised to see his eyes open. 

“Good morning,” she said with a smile. 
“That it is,” he replied. 
She ran her hand down between their bodies to fondle him, finding him hard. 

“Hmmm,” she murmured appreciatively. “What do you want to do today?” 
Cole chuckled. “Honey, you really need to ask?” 
Scout laughed along with him. For the past two days they’d been like a couple on 

their honeymoon, the lovemaking broken only by the need for hunger or sleep. She 
couldn’t remember being happier. She didn’t want their time to end, afraid that when 
he left tomorrow to return to work, everything would change. The magic would end. 

“Well, in that case…” She started to slide down, kissing her way along his body. 
Cole stopped her before she reached her destination. 

“As I recall, it’s my turn,” he announced. 
“Says who?” she argued, still wiggling lower, hanging on to his erection. 
“Says me.” 
He pulled her back up and rolled her over on her back, taking her hands and 

raising them up above and behind her head. “Grab the headboard, sugar.” 
Scout complied, fisting both hands around one of the metal rods that formed the 

headboard. A delicious shiver of anticipation danced over her skin as his hands trailed 
down her arms, and up to cup her breasts, his thumbs stroking over the tightening 
nipples. She had not yet grown immune to the effect of his touch and the excitement it 
evoked. She hoped she never developed such immunity. She loved the delicious hunger 
that curled in her belly and snaked through her veins. 

“You’ve got the most beautiful breasts,” he said huskily. “Just the right size and 
with such delicious nipples. I love feeling them. And doing this.” 

He leaned down and circled one taut nipple with his tongue. She purred 
appreciatively and stretched, luxuriating in the attention of his mouth and hands on her 
flesh. 

Cole took his time, teasing her breasts until she was arching against his mouth, 
pressing for more, thrilling in the small pain that accompanied the pleasure spiking out 
from her breasts, making her sex pulse with longing. 
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“You like that, don’t you, baby?” he whispered against her skin, squeezing her 
breasts with his big rough-skinned hands and flicking his tongue over one tender 
nipple. 

“Ummm, yes,” she murmured. 
“Tell me what else you want.” 
Her voice was a lusty rasp. “Anything. Everything. Just don’t stop.” 
He chuckled and started licking and kissing his way down her body. With one 

hand he nudged her legs apart. “Wider,” he instructed as he nuzzled the damp curls on 
her mound. “Bend your knees.” 

The sound of his raspy voice, rough with desire, ordering her, was a new turn-on. 
She’d never been much of the submissive type. Until now. She bent her legs, letting her 
knees fall to the side, baring her pussy to his hungry mouth. 

Using his fingers, he spread her lips, running his hot wet tongue the length of her 
then up again, to circle her clit. His fingers kept her pussy spread, exposing her so that 
he could lick his way over every inch of her. 

He sucked her clit into his mouth and flicked his tongue over it. One finger dipped 
inside her pussy, feeling slowly. When he found her secret spot, she felt like a bolt of 
electricity had suddenly hit her. 

“Now, now, now,” she begged, eager for release. 
He stopped, raised his head and smiled sexily at her. “Not yet. “ 
“Yes, yet!” she argued, thrusting her pelvis up at him. 
He sat back on his heels, regarding her with an expression so heated that it made 

juice seep from within her just looking at him. She was struck again with just how much 
she wanted him. How much he turned her on. 

“Have you ever been spanked?” he asked. 
“What?” She sat up like she’d been shot from a cannon. That was the last thing 

she’d expected to come out of his mouth. 
“You heard me. Have you ever been spanked?” 
“Uh, no.” 
“Well, there’s a first time for everything.” 
“I don’t think so,” she argued, feeling suddenly a little uncomfortable. Not because 

she feared he would hurt her, but because the suggestion had caused her pussy to 
clench and a strange excitement burn in her belly. 

“Well then I guess I’ll just have to find some other way to entertain myself, won’t 
I?” Cole asked as he grabbed her ankles and pressed forward, spreading her legs and 
her pussy wide. 

His mouth descended on her, eliciting a groan from her. His tongue teased her clit, 
ran along the rim of her labia, dipped into her liquid heat then withdrew and circled her 
ass. 
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Her hands were clenched tight on the bed rails, her body quivering with need. Each 
time a wave swelled close to cresting, he stopped. Her moans became deeper, more 
along the lines of growls. The stronger her need became the more feral she became. 
Need transformed into its most primitive form. The call of mating came upon her and 
with it came the power of the lion within who not only answered the call but demanded 
that it be filled. 

“Now, please,” she gasped. “Inside me. Please.” 
Cole drew back and twisted, bringing one hand over the other and flipping her 

onto her belly. The sudden movement sent her spinning for a moment. When his hand 
slapped down on her ass, it brought her jerking back with a surge of lust that had 
wetness spilling from her sex. 

“On your knees, baby,” he crooned and spanked her again. 
She was more than eager to comply, and pulled her knees up under her body, 

lifting her hips high while keeping her chest pressed against the bed. Cole’s hand 
moved across her ass, then down her side and under her to cup her pussy, his thumb 
pressed against her clit as his fingers spread her labia wider. 

“Now,” she moaned, feeling the pressure from the cat inside threatening to take 
control. 

He pressed against her, his hard cock wedged between his belly and the cleft of her 
ass as he lay down on her back, nipping at the side of her neck. The act was a catalyst 
she had not anticipated. Completely animal in nature, it drew the cat further into the 
foreground. Her hands clawed at the sheets, nails tearing into the fabric as she 
struggled to stay in control. She had to come. Had to satisfy the demands of both her 
natures. And she had to do it now. 

“Now,” she rasped, barely able to speak. “Fuck me now.” 
Cole straightened and she braced for penetration. When the first slap connected 

with her butt cheek, her groan came out as a growl. Not a pseudo, pretend, almost 
growl. But an actual feline growl. 

“No!” She tried to fight it but even her speech was affected. “Now!” she screamed. 
And the scream was that of a lion. It happened before she could stop it. She twisted 

to see Cole diving off the bed and scurrying in a crouch behind the chair at the window, 
his rock-hard erection fading fast. 

It should not have, but it struck her as funny. More than funny. Hilarious. She 
opened her mouth and laughed. And out came another scream. Cole was peering at her 
from behind the chair as if trying to decide whether to bolt or stay and see what she 
would do. 

And that made her laugh harder. This time the sound was less of a scream. Within 
seconds the sounds coming from her were those of a human. She struggled to put a lid 
on the laughter and saw the flash of annoyance that wiped the wide-eyed look of 
anxiety from Cole’s face. 
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“Very funny,” he said gruffly. 
Scout just patted the bed with one hand and crooked the index finger of the other 

hand at him. “Come back to bed. Let’s give this spanking thing another try?” 
“I don’t know about that,” he argued. “Not exactly a turn-on to have your woman 

go…animal on you at a time like that.” 
“It won’t happen again,” she promised. 
“Okay, but if I see one lion in the bed—” he said as he started toward the bed. 
“Scout’s honor,” she interrupted. “Just a tiger.” 
“Tiger?” He stopped dead in his tracks. 
“I meant you,” she said with a smile. “Now come on, Cole. I think I might like this 

whole spanking thing.” She rolled over and lifted her ass up temptingly at him. “Don’t 
you want to give it just one more try?” 

He laughed and climbed onto the bed with her. “Well, I guess that falls under the 
‘offer I can’t refuse’ category, now doesn’t it?” 

“Hmmm,” she murmured as his hand ran gently over her rear. 
His next touch was not gentle. When his hand came down on her, she flinched. A 

warm flush spread out over her ass. The next spank had the flush growing warmer and 
penetrating her body. The third had her womb clenching and her pussy weeping. By 
the fourth, she was whimpering and on the fifth, she screamed and raised her hips high. 
“Now please. Please get in me.” 

He did not hesitate to comply. Grabbing her hips, he pulled her back into his 
engorged cock, plunging deep inside her. She didn’t want to. Didn’t mean to. But she 
couldn’t stop it. She came. Like a dam had broken, she came. And no sooner than it 
started to subside, another wave hit. 

“Yes, yes yes!” she chanted, ramming back against him, wanting all he had to give, 
wanting the orgasm to go on and on. 

“Baby, I can’t—” He didn’t finish the sentence. She felt the vibration run through 
him. Felt the sudden pulse in his cock, and the jet it released inside her. His fingers 
tightened on her hips, keeping her locked close to him. And his orgasm intensified her 
own. 

She was catapulted into pure sensation. Not until they had both collapsed onto the 
bed did she realize it was over. And by then, lassitude had her firm in its grip. Cole 
rolled off her and she turned over to curl up against him, her head on his chest. 

And woke to find him teasing her breasts with his lips. She reached down to find 
him hard and ready. And the dance began anew. 

* * * * * 
Scout woke to find that a new day had dawned. Cole was sleeping soundly. She 

smiled as she got out of bed and went into the kitchen for a glass of water. No wonder. 
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He’d been like a marathon runner the last few days, in a sexual way. Much more and 
she wouldn’t be able to walk. 

As she was filling a glass with water, her phone rang. “Windrider,” she answered. 
Jonas’ voice came back to her. “I’ve considered your plan.” 
“And?” 
“It’s a go. I’m making arrangements now to establish contact with the target. As 

soon as I have a confirmation on date I’ll be in touch.” 
“I’ll be waiting,” Scout replied and hung up the phone. 
“Who was that?” Cole’s voice came from behind her. 
She turned and leaned back against the counter. “Jonas.” 
“What’d he want?” 
“CBI business,” she replied. “We don’t have much to choose from but I can 

scramble some eggs and make toast.” 
“What kind of business?” he asked. 
“I’m not really at liberty to discuss it,” she said and pushed away from the counter 

to go to the refrigerator. 
“Why?” 
She turned to see the cross expression on his face. “I just can’t, Cole. You know I 

work with the CBI from time to time and that work isn’t something I can talk about.” 
“Oh, I see,” he said and turned away, disappearing through the doorway. 
She chased after him. “Hey, come on!” 
“No, you come on.” He turned on her, his face a hard mask of anger. “You tell me 

you don’t trust me then you want to make it like I’m the one with the problem?” 
His words struck deep. Scout didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t that she didn’t 

trust him to keep the information to himself. She had no doubt that he would keep it in 
confidence. But if she told him, she was sure he would try to talk her out of being 
involved and she couldn’t risk that. This was something she had to do. Alone. 

“You know that’s not true.” She walked over to him. “My god, Cole, all that you 
know about me? How could I not trust you?” 

 
Cole knew his anger was a little irrational. He didn’t even completely understand it 

himself. Or maybe he just didn’t want to. The fact was, now that he’d had time to digest 
the information he’d been given in the connection with Scout, he felt a bond with her 
that was stronger than anything he’d imagined. He wanted to shield her, protect her 
and take care of her. 

And he wanted her to want that from him. He wanted to be the one she confided in, 
trusted. The one she came to when the world was too harsh or when she needed 
comfort. He wanted to be her hero. 
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That realization gave him a degree of discomfort. He’d never had such needs and 
he wasn’t sure how to deal with them. And he felt a little guilty. He knew she had to 
trust him. Otherwise, he’d not have spent the last three days in her home, sharing her 
bed, seeing her at her most passionate, and her most vulnerable. And she would never 
have allowed the connection if there was no trust. 

“I’m sorry,” he said after a long moment. “I understand.” 
“No, I don’t think you do,” she replied. “I trust you, Cole. More than I’ve trusted 

anyone except for Jed. There are just some things I’m not at liberty to discuss and this is 
one of them. Please try and understand.” 

He nodded and pulled her to him. “Weren’t we discussing breakfast?” 
“Well, as a matter of fact, we were,” she replied with a smile, grateful he’d let the 

tension fade. “So, what would you like?” 
“Scout and honey,” he said with a grin. 
She pressed close and wiggled against him. “Well, cowboy, this just might be your 

lucky day. I think we have that very thing on the menu.” 
“Then serve it up, baby, ’cause I got a powerful hunger.” 
Scout laughed and jumped up, winding her legs around him. Her lips crushed 

against his, her passion every bit a match for his. Not breaking the lock of their lips, 
Cole carried her to the sofa, need burning hot inside him. 
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Chapter Eleven 
 
Ray Moss walked into the room he and his brother had appointed as their business 

office. Jimmy sat at the computer. 
“So?” Ray asked. 
“Everything seems to check out,” Jimmy said and leaned back in his chair to regard 

his brother. “But I still have a bad feeling about this one.” 
“You’re just paranoid,” Ray replied. “And you just said it all checks out. Way I see 

it, it’s a fast 25K.” 
“Doesn’t that seem a little high to you?” Jimmy asked. “We’ve never been offered 

that kind of money for a hunt.” 
“You know how it is, Jim. This bastard’s got more money than God and 25K to him 

is chump change. He sits behind a desk all day and gets to feeling like he’s missing out. 
Wants to do something to prove he’s a real man. Give him bragging rights at his club or 
on the golf course.” 

“Maybe,” Jimmy replied. “Still, we need to be careful. Cover our asses. Like, for 
example, where are you planning on taking them? You can’t cross into the national 
forest or you’ll run the risk of bringing the state boys down on us. And from what I 
found out when I hacked into the CAT system, over the last six months only three lions 
have been spotted outside the national forest area. Which means the chances of bagging 
one is slim unless we cross over into the forest.” 

“So, we’ve done it before,” Ray responded. “Quit being an old woman. Now that 
the CBI has concluded their investigation, everything’s returned to normal. You know 
as well as I that we can avoid the patrols. Hell, we have their schedules and routes.” 

Jimmy stood and stretched. “I know. Maybe you’re right. It’s just…well ever since 
Bobby, I’ve had this bad feeling.” 

“Bobby got what was coming to him,” Ray snapped, then held up one hand. “Sorry, 
bro. You know I miss him too. But that’s water under the bridge. We got to look out for 
ourselves and this gig’s going to pay fat.” 

“Yeah, you’re right. We’ll make it work. We always do.” 
“You got it,” Ray said with a smile. “So you have everything set up?” 
“Yeah. Just need to make a run across the state line to pick up some ammo.” Jimmy 

grabbed his keys from the desk and walked across the room. “Long as we’re not 
purchasing in the state, we’re not gonna show up on the radar. Thought I’d head on 
out, maybe spend the night and come back tomorrow.” He stopped in front of Ray. 

“Someone special you’re planning on paying a visit while you’re gone?” Ray asked 
with a lascivious smile. 
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Jimmy grinned. “Could be.” 
Ray laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “Ride’er hard.” 
“Always,” Jimmy replied with a laugh. “See you tomorrow.” 
Ray watched him leave then went to the desk and took a seat in front of the 

computer. He logged in under his password and called up a private file, one he was 
sure Jimmy didn’t know about. 

He double-clicked on one of the files and a new window opened, displaying a 
grainy photograph. 

Ray studied Scout Windrider. She was on her porch, her long hair blowing in the 
breeze. Her hands were propped on the porch rail, causing the tee shirt she wore to rise 
in the back, displaying her firm ass. One arm was raised, hand to her mouth. 

He could see it in his mind, the way she waved and blew a kiss to the ranger as he 
pulled away down her driveway. Scout might be considered a world-class tracker, but 
she sure as shit wasn’t in touch with the world around her when that ranger was 
anywhere near. She’d had no idea he was on the ridge watching her through digital 
binoculars equipped with a camera feature. 

He’d been keeping a close eye on her and the ranger. They were spending a lot of 
time together. Who she spent time with didn’t mean a damn. When the time came for 
him to get even with Scout Windrider, that ranger wouldn’t hold a hope in hell of 
stopping him. 

That thought brought a smile to his face. With a sense of satisfaction at the coming 
day that his vengeance would be complete, he turned his attention to the matter at 
hand, relieving another city-slicker-sucker of twenty-five thousand dollars. 

* * * * * 
Scout rose from the floor of the cave where she’d been playing with the lion cubs. 

Cole sat on a rock, watching. They’d been coming to the cave almost daily to see the cub 
and the lioness. Scout and the lioness seemed to be doing a lot of communicating, but 
every time he asked about it, Scout said it was “girl talk”. He wasn’t sure he believed it 
but he let it go. 

“What do the lions think about you being a…skin-walker?” he asked. 
She looked over her shoulder at him with a smile. “Our friend here has no problems 

with it and from what she tells me neither do any of the others she’s encountered in her 
hunts. You ready to go? The cubs are tired and we need to get out of mama’s fur for a 
while.” 

“I’m with you.” 
She gave the lioness a parting embrace, and they left the cave. Once they’d made 

the descent to the forest floor, Cole took her hand. “Mind if I ask something?” 
“What?” 
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“Can you tell me a little more about the skin-walkers? You’ve been talking to a lot 
of Indi…uh, Native Americans lately. You find out anything else?” 

“A little. Still haven’t found anyone who knows a skin-walker, but some of the 
Elders I’ve spoken with know of them or someone who has known one.” 

“So what have you learned?” 
“Well, to begin with, as we both know, the concept isn’t confined to Native 

American cultures. It’s something that appears in almost every culture on earth. Names 
are different as are the stories of the skin-walkers’ origins and the abilities they’re said 
to possess, but there are common threads.” 

“You mean what we were discussing the other night about werewolves?” 
“Yeah. But we don’t call them that. And skin-walkers don’t just assume the shape of 

wolves, although that is one of the shapes they can assume. Most all of the stories 
describe a skin-walker as being naked except maybe for a wolf or coyote skin. I think 
that goes back a long way to old myths and legends. Probably back to the time when 
clothing was made from natural skins.” 

“Also, according to the Navaho, a yee naaldlooshii has the power to heal or kill with 
his thoughts and can transform into the form of any animal they choose, depending on 
what kind of abilities they need at the time.” 

“That doesn’t exactly describe you,” he said then halted. “Does it?” 
She shook her head. “So far I seem to be confined to shape-shifting into a lion.” She 

tugged on his hand to start walking again. “And I’m kind of hoping that I’m not typical 
to be honest. Most of the stories about shape-shifters are pretty negative. They’re 
described as evil or malevolent beings. I sure as heck don’t want to be something that 
would attack innocent people or kidnap children.” 

“I don’t think you have to worry about that,” he assured her. 
“How can you be so sure?” she asked. 
Cole stopped again and pulled her to face him. “Because I know you. I’ve had time 

to…to translate what I got from you during that joining and I know you’re a good, 
honest, decent woman, Scout. You’re the type that would let themselves be destroyed 
before you’d hurt an innocent.” 

Tears pooled in her eyes at his words and he felt a wave of love and gratitude pour 
from her and bathe him. It was a feeling he’d come to crave. It was quickly becoming as 
integral to his survival as nourishment or oxygen. She was with him constantly. When 
they weren’t together, he couldn’t get her out of his mind. It felt like everything else in 
his life was just a way of killing time until he was with her again. 

He hadn’t expected it, and he’d spent the last month running like hell from it, but 
the fact was, he was in love with her. And that no longer made him uncomfortable. In 
fact, it gave him a sense of happiness he’d never known. 

He’d planned on telling her. Had wanted to tell her. But he wanted to do it in a 
special way. Plan an evening out, or something. Only Scout wasn’t a go-out-on-the-
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town kind of woman. She’d rather get in the kitchen and cook, wearing only one of his 
tee shirts, than get all dressed up and go somewhere fancy and expensive. 

She was watching him, her cat eyes searching his. He knew she hadn’t tried to 
touch his thoughts. She’d promised never to do that again without his permission. 

“It’s okay,” he said softly, suddenly wanting her to take a look. 
“Are you sure?” she asked, her eyes widening slightly in surprise. 
“Absolutely.” 
“I don’t know if I can do it on purpose,” she said. “But here goes.” 
She placed one hand on his chest, over his heart and closed her eyes. For a few 

moments they stood there, neither of them speaking. Cole was about to think that 
nothing was going to happen when suddenly he was catapulted into a swirling vortex 
of light. 

He felt Scout with him. Felt her essence touch his. Merge with his. 
And he saw what he’d never known he’d wished for his entire life. He saw his mate 

and her love for him. 
Then suddenly he was back in the forest, with her hand over his heart, her eyes 

searching his, with tears streaming down her face. 
“I love you, Scout,” he whispered, choking back emotion that threatened to 

overwhelm him. 
“I love you, Cole,” she replied in a tearful whisper. “Forever.” 
With tenderness swelling inside him, he took her into his arms. Their lips met in a 

kiss that was as gentle as the wings of a dragonfly, slow and sweet. Her arms circled his 
waist, her hands moving up his back to pull him closer. 

Cole knew then that his bachelor days were over. He’d found his woman. 

* * * * * 
Scout watched Cole’s SUV disappear down the driveway, and then returned inside 

the house, smiling to herself. It was still a little hard to believe that she’d found 
someone like Cole. Someone to love. Someone who loved her. Despite the unease the 
skin-walker status still gave her, she was happy, excited about the present and the 
future. 

She’d planned on heading over to the Center to go over data from the latest study, 
but figured she had time for one more cup of coffee. Just as she was pouring it, the 
phone rang. 

“Windrider,” she answered. 
It was Jonas. “We need to meet.” 
“When?” 
“Now?” 
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“Where are you?” 
“Turning onto your driveway. Be decent. I have my team with me.” 
“I’ll put on more coffee,” she said and hung up the phone. 
Fifteen minutes later, she was sitting at the kitchen table with Jonas and three of his 

team, all with fresh mugs of coffee in front of them. 
“Okay, this is how it’s going to play out,” Jonas said. “I met with Ray Moss last 

week. He knows me as David White, a wealthy executive with a petroleum company, 
who wants a trophy for his wall.” 

“Mr. White and his party, Mr. Black,” he gestured to the man seated next to him, a 
man Scout knew as Rick Blackwell. “Mr. Green,” Jonas indicated the next man, Scott 
Grier. “And Mr. Brown,” he indicated the final man, Mike Billings. “Will arrive via 
private Gulfstream and be met at the airport by a limo. They will be transported 
directly to the location designated by Ray Moss.” 

“No Mr. Yellow?” Scout could not resist the tease. “Ray isn’t stupid, you know.” 
“Trust me, he won’t be paying attention to our surnames. He’ll be counting his 

money.” 
“You’re the expert,” she said with a shrug. “So what happens next? You traveling 

by vehicle, horse or foot?” 
“Don’t know,” Jonas replied. “Regardless, you’ll be able to track us. A tracking 

beacon will be in my wristwatch. You’ll have a locator, in case we’re transported by 
vehicle. Just in case, I want you at the designated location ahead of us.” 

She nodded. “Okay, what’s the plan after that?” 
Jonas took a sip of coffee and Rick spoke up. “The plan is to nail Ray for poaching, 

and if possible for murder.” 
“How do you plan on accomplishing that?” 
“Incentive,” Jonas answered. “Scott will work on Moss. Convince him that Mr. 

White is worth a lot of money. Now, as the husband of Mr. White’s only child, Mr. 
Green stands to inherit millions if something unfortunate should befall Mr. White.” 

“He won’t go for it,” Scout said. “He kills Mr. White, then he takes the rap and Mr. 
Green walks with millions. No real incentive unless it’s cash up front and there’s no 
way you’ll make it believable to show up with cash.” 

“Agreed,” Jonas said. “But we’re not going at it in a direct line. First, we have Mr. 
Black and Mr. Green have a falling out. Mr. Green shoots Mr. Black and asks Moss for 
help to make it look like an accident. He spills his guts about the inheritance and that 
Black found out what he’d planned and threatened to rat him out. Now Moss has the 
goods on Green, so the footing is more equal.” 

“A little drinking and bragging and he might let something slip about the 
murders,” Mike added. “If not, then that’s the breaks. We get him for conducting an 
illegal hunt and poaching. 
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Scout looked down at her cup and said nothing. “Okay, let’s have it,” Jonas 
prompted after a few moments. 

She looked up at him. “Maybe it’ll work, but I wouldn’t count on it. Ray’s not 
dumb. Don’t let the looks fool you. He hasn’t dodged the law this long by being stupid. 
And even if he does fall for it, it’s entrapment. How do you think it will ever hold up in 
court?” 

Jonas pinned her with a hard look. She didn’t flinch or look away. “It’ll hold up,” he 
stated. “You have my word on that.” 

“Okay,” she agreed. She knew Jonas well enough to know that he never made 
promises he couldn’t keep. “But where do I play into all this?” 

“Backup,” Jonas replied. “Just in case something goes wrong, I need to know we 
have someone out there we can count on. Someone who won’t make a blunder and get 
discovered.” 

“Fine, then we play it the way you have it written. When does this go down?” 
“Tomorrow. I need you to meet me tonight at the lodge we used last year so we can 

familiarize you with the tracking device. The lodge is only an hour’s hike from the 
meeting point. You can make the hike in and be in place in the morning.” 

“Okay,” she agreed. 
All the men stood, said goodbye and left. Jonas was the last one to the door. He 

paused and turned to her. “Look, I know you want to nail Moss for Jed’s murder. If we 
can make this work, then we can nail him.” 

“I have to be honest with you,” she said. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.” 
“Which is why I’m depending on you,” he replied. 
“I won’t let you down, Jonas. You know that.” 
“Indeed I do,” he replied and clapped his hand on top of her shoulder. “See you 

tonight.” 
Scout closed the door behind him and leaned back against it. Cole was due back 

around the time she needed to leave. Should she call him and tell him just to wait until 
she returned? And what would she tell him she was returning from? 

She battled with herself the rest of the day, picking up the phone a dozen times, 
then hanging up before she made the call. She’d never been caught up in indecision and 
it wore on her as the day ticked by. 

Unable to sit still, she went to visit the lions. She didn’t think to take her cell phone. 
When she returned to the house she discovered a message from Cole. He was patrolling 
a high country trail and would be late. And the reception was bad so his cell probably 
wouldn’t pick up a signal. 

With the decision taken out of her hands, she gathered her things and put them into 
her truck, then went back into the house, sat down at the kitchen table and penned a 
note to Cole, telling him she had a tracking gig and would return in three to four days. 
She left it propped against an empty cup on the table. 
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After one final check to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything, she left. 

* * * * * 
Disappointment rose when Cole pulled up in front of Scout’s house and saw that 

her truck wasn’t there. He’d rehearsed his speech all day to get the words right and was 
eager to sit her down and say all the things he’d been practicing in his head. 

He’d talked to his family earlier in the day and had told them about Scout. He 
wanted them to meet her. They were all surprised but excited. Particularly the women. 
When he’d told his sister-in-law Ana that he was going to ask Scout to marry him, she’d 
whooped and hollered like crazy and he had no doubt that she and his step-mother 
Clara were already busy planning a wedding. 

Cole had never taken a woman to meet his family. It made him a little nervous. Not 
that they wouldn’t love Scout, but that maybe she wouldn’t like them. He didn’t quite 
know how to handle the feeling. He’d been anxious to tell Scout about it all day but 
hadn’t wanted to do it over the phone. So he’d rehearsed how to ask her to meet his 
family, and also how to ask her to marry him. 

Since she wasn’t there, it looked like he would have a little more time to rehearse. 
He let himself in and headed straight for the shower. Once he was clean, dressed in a 
pair of loose jeans, he padded into the kitchen to see what there was to fix for dinner. 

That’s when he saw the note propped on the table. He picked it up and unfolded it. 
Anxiety took hold in his gut as he read. 

“Cole, there’s something I have to do. Something that might help catch Jed’s killer. 
I’ll be gone a few days. Don’t worry. Check in on the cats and I’ll be home as soon as I 
can. I love you. Scout.” 

Cole put the note down on the table and wandered into the den, rubbing absently at 
a knot that had formed along his trapezius. What was she doing? And where could he 
go to find her? 

It wasn’t that he didn’t believe in her ability to take care of herself. His fear was 
what might happen if she got into a situation that prompted a transformation. Should 
anyone discover that she was a skin-walker, it would be a real problem. 

A sudden inspiration had him sprinting for the phone. He called directory 
assistance for the number and placed a call to the CBI. He asked for Jonas Roberts and 
was told that Jonas was not reachable for the next week, but if it was an emergency he 
could be put through to another officer. 

Cole gave his thanks and hung up. Now what? He didn’t have a clue. After a half 
hour of pacing and coming up with nothing to go on, he went back into the kitchen and 
fixed himself a sandwich. 

He ate in front of the television, had a couple of beers and tried Scout’s cell phone 
every half hour. Each time he tried he got her voice mail. Finally at midnight, he gave 
up and went to bed, telling himself he just had to believe that everything was fine. 
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Scout was capable. She could handle herself. She didn’t need him standing guard over 
her every minute of every day. Now if that gnaw in his gut would just go away. 
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Chapter Twelve 
 
Scout reached the rendezvous an hour before the appointed time. The old shack sat 

back from the county road behind a thick stand of trees. From her vantage point several 
hundred yards to the east behind an outcropping of rock and thick underbrush she 
could see both the road and the front of the shack. 

Jonas arrived at the designated time and gave her the tracking device. He didn’t 
stay long and she was glad. She had not slept well. Several times she’d been tempted to 
call Cole and explain. But she knew that if she told him was she was doing, he would 
try to stop her. Regardless of what he thought of her skills and ability to survive in the 
wilderness, he was still a man, and would feel compelled to try and protect her. 

She understood that need. It was part of the reason she hadn’t told him. If he was 
involved and something went wrong then he would be in danger. Despite his strength 
and intelligence, he was at a disadvantage in the wilderness, pitted against men who 
made their living, however illegal, tracking and hunting. 

Scout did not regret her decision to come alone. She only regretted that he would be 
concerned. And he definitely would have been concerned if he’d been with her during 
the night. 

Wanting to warn the animal population, she’d decided to try and bring on a 
transformation. It was far easier than she’d imagined. A little painful, but it happened 
quickly. One moment she was human and the next she was feline. 

It didn’t take her long to find another lion. It also didn’t take her long to realize that 
while she inhabited the body of a lion, she was not completely feline. The first lion she 
encountered recognized her as a skin-walker. He was not afraid or offended by her 
presence, but accepted her as being a relative to his kind. 

She passed on the warning and he left after assuring her that others would be 
forewarned. After she was left alone, she felt the urge to run, to roam the land. And so 
she did. She passed the night scouting the area surrounding the rendezvous point, 
moving in ever widening circles until she’d covered more ground than the hunting 
party would be able to travel in two day’s time. 

It was nearly dawn when she returned to the small hunting lodge where she’d left 
her gear. She ate and lay down for an hour, then got up to prepare. 

She took little with her. The locator beacon fit easily into the pocket on the leg of her 
pants and her knife rested in its sheath on the belt around her hips. She slid the tiny 
listening device Jonas had given her into her left ear and activated it. According to Jonas 
he’d obtained it from a military contact, and it was supposed to have a half-mile range. 
There was nothing else she needed so she left her supplies and bedding behind. 
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From her hiding place she was safe from a surprise approach, so she closed her eyes 
to rest until the arrival of the hunting party. Jonas’ voice in her ear woke her. “Five 
minutes from rendezvous.” 

Sure enough, within minutes a long black sedan turned off the road and rolled 
down the bumpy path to the shack. 

Scout watched as the driver got out and opened the back door. Rick was the first 
one out of the car, followed by Scott and Mike. Jonas was the last to emerge. He pulled 
out a cell phone and made a call. Scout could hear his end of the conversation. 

“We’re here. Where are you?” After a few seconds pause he spoke again. “I’m not 
paying you twenty-five thousand dollars to keep me waiting.” 

He ended the call and leaned back against the car. 
Scout heard the vibration of the all-terrain vehicle before she saw it. A late-model 

Jeep, painted in matte camouflage fashion, turned off the road and pulled up beside the 
limo. 

Ray was the only one in the vehicle. He climbed out and approached Jonas, who 
pushed away from the car. 

“Ray Moss,” Ray introduced himself. 
“David White,” Jonas said then gestured to the other men. “My son-in-law, Steve 

Green, and my associates Rick Black and Bill Brown.” 
“Nice to meet you all,” Ray nodded at the men. “You got your gear?” 
“In the trunk,” Jonas replied and gestured to the driver who immediately set about 

unloading backpacks, weapons and supplies. 
“I was under the impression we would have two guides,” Jonas commented. 

“Where’s our second man?” 
“He’ll meet up with us later at base camp,” Ray replied. “Right now, let’s get you 

loaded up and we’ll head over there now. You boys are in for a treat. The females are 
just now starting to take their young out, so there should be a lot of activity.” 

“Good,” Jonas said. “I don’t intend to go home without a trophy.” 
“No worries about that, Mr. White,” Ray assured him and watched the driver put 

the last of the gear in the back of his Jeep. “That it?” 
“Yes, sir,” the driver replied. 
“Then let’s get going,” Ray said and climbed in behind the wheel. 
Jonas nodded to the driver and took the front passenger seat, leaving his three 

agents to crowd into the back. 
Scout watched them drive away, listening as Jonas commented on the scenery as 

they drove. He was giving her landmarks. Not that she needed them. She could see the 
little blip on the locator moving on the screen. On foot, she followed, making sure to 
stay off the road and out of sight. 
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* * * * * 
Cole walked into the Ranger station and poured himself a cup of coffee. Tim 

Matthews passed by the door to the break room, saw him and stopped. “Hey, you’re 
not scheduled until tomorrow.” 

“Had nothing else going so I figured I’d get a jump on the high country patrol. 
Deters reported yesterday that one of the trails was blocked by a downed tree. Thought 
I’d take a chainsaw and go up and clear the way.” 

“That can wait. We don’t have many hikers in the park right now and most of them 
seem to be sticking to the southernmost trails.” 

Cole shrugged. “Never know though.” 
Tim turned to leave then stopped and turned back to face Cole. “Everything okay, 

Cole?” 
“Yeah, fine.” 
Tim nodded. “Look, it’s none of my business, but I know you and Scout have been 

spending a lot of time together. If there’s trouble between the two of you—” 
“No, everything’s fine, Tim. Thanks.” 
“You sure?” 
“Yeah,” Cole replied, then changed his mind. “No. I mean we’re not fighting or 

anything but she took off two days ago and left me a note that has me a little troubled.” 
“What did she say, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
“Said she had something she had to do that might help bring Jed’s murderer to 

justice.” 
Tim blew out his breath and walked over to the coffee pot to pour himself a cup. He 

sat down at the table. “She talk with Jonas Roberts lately?” 
“Few days ago,” Cole replied and took a seat at the table. “Why?” 
“Just a hunch,” Tim said. “I don’t think he was convinced that Bobby Howard was 

really responsible for the murders.” 
“What makes you say that?” 
“He asked me a lot of questions—about some of the locals.” 
“Any local in particular?” 
“Ray Moss. You know him?” 
“Only heard of him. That he was partners with Howard. But didn’t his alibi check 

out?” 
“Yeah, his brother and another fellow vouched for him that he was up at the 

fellow’s lodge doing some fishing when it all happened.” 
“But?” Cole asked. 

90 



Scout ‘n’ Cole 

“But it made me think,” Tim said. “Now this is between you and me, Cole. Scout 
would have my head if she knew I was talking behind her back, but I knew her 
grandfather pretty well, and have known Scout most of her life. 

“Ray’s father and Jed were in business at one time, as trackers. But Jed dumped him 
because Moss didn’t have the same appreciation for the wilderness and the life in it that 
Jed did. Jed didn’t believe in hunting for sport. He only hunted when an animal was 
wounded or had proven to be a threat to livestock or humans. Hunting for the sport 
was against his belief. But sport hunting was big business and Ray’s father knew there 
was money to be made in it. He tried to convince Jed. 

“But Jed wouldn’t have any part of it. He refused and when Moss went ahead, Jed 
cursed him.” 

“You mean cussed him out?” 
“No, cursed him. Said that what he was doing would lead only to suffering and 

death.” 
“That’s hardly a curse.” 
“Well, it’s the way Moss’ boys ended up taking it. Moss never said a hard word 

against Jed, but rumor has it that his sons were pretty pissed. They even went so far as 
to blame Jed when their father was killed in a hunting accident.” 

“How did he die?” 
“Mauled by a lion.” 
Cole grimaced. “What did that have to do with Jed?” 
“Nothing, but they needed someone to blame. A few years ago, they set up this big 

hunt on private land. All I really know for sure is that they had two packs of dogs and 
ten city boys eager to go out and shoot something. 

“Apparently they crossed the boundary into the national forest and ran into Jed and 
Scout. Jed accused Moss of breaking the law and conducting an illegal hunt. In front of 
Moss’ clients. And Scout lit into them and threatened to have them arrested if they 
didn’t call off the hunt that moment.” 

Cole chuckled. “I can see her doing that.” 
“Yeah, she’s a firecracker,” Tim agreed. “Anyway, Moss gave in and said he’d stop 

the hunt. But apparently he just said that to get them off his ass because four days later, 
a cornered female lion attacked him. His sons and the clients killed the lion, but not 
before she’d killed Moss.” 

“Bad way to go,” Cole commented. “But what does that have to do with Scout?” 
“Word has it that Ray blamed Jed and Scout. Said they cursed the hunt. That if his 

father hadn’t been upset over the altercation with them, he would have been on his 
game and the lion wouldn’t have gotten him.” 

“That’s bullshit.” 
“Yeah, it is,” Tim agreed. “To a rational person. Problem is, I’m not real sure Ray’s 

been rational since his father died. He and Scout damn near came to blows just before 
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Jed died. Ray made a smart-ass comment about Jed in her presence and she went after 
him. Don’t know what. But I do know she went after him. Physically. He had her 
arrested. She spent three days in jail rather than let anyone bail her out, and let it be 
known that if Ray came within a hundred feet of her she’d gut him.” 

Cole was taken aback by that. “Are you sure Scout said that?” 
“That’s what I heard.” 
“Did you ask her?” 
“No, I didn’t think it was wise to bring it up. Particularly considering that Jed was 

killed a couple of weeks later.” 
Cole shook his head. “I don’t buy it. Scout’s tough and hardheaded but she’d never 

make that kind of threat against someone. 
“You sure about that?” Tim asked and held up his hand for Cole to wait. “Look, I 

love her like a sister, Cole. But she’s not like the rest of us. There’s part of her that’s…I 
don’t know. Wild. Jed was the same way. Like he was more part of the animals than he 
was with men, if that makes sense.” 

Cole couldn’t tell Tim that it made more sense than Tim would ever realize. But he 
could argue in Scout’s defense. “And from what I’ve always heard Jed Windrider was 
one of the most humane, wise men who ever walked. That he was against violence and 
never even carried a gun. That his was a path of peace.” 

“That’s true.” 
“And he raised Scout. Taught her. She’s the same way. She might fight to the death 

if threatened, but she wouldn’t ever set out to harm a life. Any life. It’s not her way.” 
What he couldn’t say, was that the animal part of Scout would not see any need for 

senseless killing. Lions killed to eat. End of story. They did not kill for pleasure or profit 
or out of spite. For them, killing was necessary for survival. The part of Scout that was a 
lion shared that view. The part of her that was human cared too deeply for life to end it 
unless it was a matter of kill or be killed. He believed that. 

“You’re probably right,” Tim replied. “But that doesn’t change the fact that there’s 
bad blood between her and Moss, and Moss was one of the prime suspects in the 
murders. Or that Scout’s gone missing after talking with Roberts.” 

“She said she did a lot of work for the CBI.” 
“She does. Any time there’s a missing person or a manhunt for a fugitive or 

someone on the run from committing a crime they call her in.” 
“Then maybe that’s what it is this time,” Cole suggested. 
“No reports of missing persons in the last few days,” Tim replied. “But hey, what 

do I know. The CBI might have info that hasn’t been released to the public. Anyway, I 
didn’t really mean to get into all that. I just wanted to give you a heads up.” 

“Yeah, thanks,” Cole said and remained seated as Tim got up and left. If that was a 
heads up, then on what? Was Tim trying to tell him Scout had gone off with Jonas on 
something that was dangerous? Was he suggesting that she was getting into something 

92 



Scout ‘n’ Cole 

that involved this Moss fellow that might get her killed? Or was he suggesting she 
might be off trying to take the law into her own hands? 

None of it was appetizing in the least, and all of it worrisome. Cole needed to find 
out where she’d gone. And he needed to do it fast. The problem was, who could help 
him? 

He got up and went to the supply building for a saw, intending to go take care of 
clearing the trail. As he entered, he heard the man who ran the supply department 
talking with another of the rangers. 

“No shit. Jack said the lion saw him, stopped, and just watched until he got back on 
his four-wheeler and it watched him drive off. Never growled. Didn’t run. Nothing. 
Said it was strange as hell. Damn thing acted like a person.” 

A chill skittered down Cole’s spine. “Hey, Russ. Some strange tale. Where did Jack 
say he was when he saw the lion?” 

“Up along the north pass, close to the border,” Russ replied. 
Cole nodded and turned to leave. “Thanks, man.” 
“Hey, you need something?” Russ called after him. 
“Nope, I’m good.” Cole threw up his hand and kept walking straight to his truck. 

Now he knew where to go for answers. The problem facing him was how to get close 
enough to ask. 

* * * * * 
Scout worked her way around the perimeter of the hunting party’s base camp. It 

was the third day of the hunt and so far, things had not gone well. Ray’s brother Jimmy 
had brought in the dogs yesterday and not even they could pick up the scent of a lion. 

Jonas had complained long and loud last night when they returned to camp, tired 
and hungry. Jimmy had left with the dogs, and Ray had turned his attention to a fifth of 
Jack Daniels. 

Several times the agent posing as Jonas’ son-in-law had approached Ray. They 
talked and drank and talked more. But so far Ray had not taken the bait on any plot to 
do away with Jonas. His only comment was that if the man wanted Jonas dead he 
should just pull out his gun and shoot him when no one was looking and call it a 
hunting accident. 

Scout knew that wasn’t enough for Jonas to use to put Ray behind bars. Unless they 
either cornered a lion or something happened to loosen Ray’s lips, this mission was 
going south fast. 

She heard Ray telling the men to gear up and they’d head out as soon as his brother 
arrived with the dogs. 

Less than an hour passed before Jimmy Moss arrived. But he did not have the dogs 
with him. He called Ray over to his truck, and they spoke for a few minutes, then Ray 
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yelled to the hunting party that he and his brother were going to check something out 
and they’d be back inside an hour. 

Scout fell in behind them. They walked about a hundred yards outside the camp 
and stopped. 

“I told you something about that guy was familiar,” Jimmy was saying when she 
got close enough to hear. “When I got back last night I got online to check it out. Took 
me almost all night but I found it. The guy saying he’s Bob Brown is really Mike Billings 
with the CBI.” 

“No way,” Ray argued. 
“I’m telling you it’s the guy! If you don’t believe me then look at this.” He pulled 

something from his back pocket and handed it to Ray. 
Ray accepted and unfolded the printed sheet of paper. He was quiet for a few 

minutes as he stared at the paper then he wadded it up tight in his hand. 
“Motherfucker!” 
Jimmy nodded. “I told you something was wrong about those guys.” 
“Well why the fuck are they out here?” Ray barked. “You think it has something to 

do with Bobby and those New York boys?” 
“That’d be my guess,” Jimmy replied. “I tried to get up with Fred to make sure no 

one had been back to talk to him about us claiming to be at his lodge with him when it 
all went down, but I couldn’t get him.” 

“You think he’d turn on us?” Ray asked. 
“Hell, Ray, you know as well as I do that anybody’ll turn if they’re trying to save 

their own ass.” 
“But this report says the guy was involved in the investigation into Windrider’s 

death, not Bobby’s.” 
“Point is, he’s CBI,” Jimmy said. “Which means the others probably are too.” 
“But Windrider’s been dead more than a year. No way in hell they’re still on that. 

Besides, they’ll never pin that shit on us. We covered all the bases. Right?” 
“Yeah. We did,” Jimmy replied. “But the same may not be true with Bobby and 

those New York guys. You made a pretty big mess of that.” 
“Well fuck you!” Ray snarled. 
“Chill.” Jimmy reached out to put his hand on Ray’s shoulder. “Look man, we’re in 

this together. They nail you for any of this or the old man’s murder and I go down too.” 
“So what do we do?” Ray asked. 
“Let me think,” Jimmy said and paced back and forth, kicking at small stones and 

pieces of wood on the forest floor. 
Ray watched in silence. And in silence Scout watched him. Rage had bloomed fast 

and bitter when she heard them talking about Jed’s death. There was no doubt about it. 
They’d killed Jed. Pain and grief swelled to mix with the rage, threatening her control. 
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The skin-walker screamed to be released. All she had to do was let go and the animal 
inside her would take care of both of them. 

She fought against it. The last thing Jed would want was for her to stain her soul 
with the taking of life. Even life as low and vile as the Moss brothers. But the call of the 
lion inside was strong. She broke out in a sweat in a fight to stay in control of the beast 
that demanded blood for blood. 

Scout was so caught up in her own battle that she missed hearing what Jimmy said 
when he turned back to Ray. But his voice filtered in, helping her push back the 
madness. She needed to know what they planned. 

“So if we take them into the high country and force them to climb, we can rig a fatal 
fall,” Jimmy was saying. 

“Another fall so soon after Bobby might look suspicious,” Ray pointed out. 
“But this time it’s different,” Jimmy argued. “We came in from Hastings place in 

Ourey and hiked out to Black Canyon. That’s what we say the clients were here for. As 
soon as we stage the accident, we take all the guns, bury them, then one of us goes for 
help to report the accident.” 

“Right, like we’re going to convince a bunch of CBI guys to try and make an ascent 
in Black Canyon. First, it’s illegal without a permit and second they can’t be that stupid. 
No, it won’t work. We have to come up with a legitimate reason to get them into Black 
Canyon.” 

“No we don’t. We just head there. Two hours away from camp and they’ll be lost. 
They either stick with us or try and find their own way out. They’ll follow us. We just 
have to convince them that we know where the prey is.” 

Scout had heard enough. She had to warn Jonas and his men. And she had to get 
help. The problem was she couldn’t go for help and stay close enough to warn Jonas. 
Unless. 

She made her decision quickly. Working her way back from her vantage point, she 
found a safe place. After undressing, she put the listening device from her ear, the 
tracking device and her knife into her pants pocket, then wound the pants around the 
length of her belt. She left the sheathed knife attached to the belt, buckled it in its loosest 
notch, then sat down and willed herself to change. 

It was not as painful as the previous transformation, something she was profoundly 
grateful for. She sure didn’t want to give away her position and end up being the prey 
for a hunt. 

Once in lion form, she worked her head through the looped belt. It hung like an 
unwieldy necklace around her neck, but it would suffice. With a goal clear in her mind 
she set off as fast as her four legs would carry her. 

* * * * * 
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Cole arrived at the opening of the cave just before noon. A warning scream from 
inside had him stopping short of the entrance. 

“It’s me. Cole,” he called out. “Scout’s friend.” 
A deep growl came from inside. “I need help,” he said. “I have to find Scout.” 
A more intense growl came in response to his words. Having no idea what else to 

do, he backed up a little ways from the cave, sat down and waited. And waited. And 
waited. 

Twilight was starting to fall when he heard a sound at the mouth of the cave. The 
lioness stood there, watching him. 

“She’s out there, and in danger,” Cole said. “I need to find her and I need help.” 
The lioness watched him for a few moments, the turned to look back into the depths 

of the cave. Cole sensed that she understood, and maybe she wanted to help but she 
was loathe to leave the cubs. 

“I’ll stand guard over them,” he offered. “If you can just find out where she is.” 
The lioness opened her mouth and released a scream that made every hair on his 

body stand on end. He didn’t know if she was going to attack him or not, but he didn’t 
want to make any sudden moves, so he just sat there and hoped for the best. 

Which is exactly what he got. She cocked her head to one side as if listening, and 
then took off, disappearing from sight within seconds. Leaving him to wait. 
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Chapter Thirteen 
 
Night was falling by the time Ray called a halt to the long trek they’d led Jonas and 

his men on. 
“We’ll make camp here and resume in the morning,” he announced. 
“What the hell’s this?” Jonas demanded. “We haven’t seen shit and done nothing 

but walk all day. What kind of bogus operation are you running, Moss?” 
“Not a damn thing bogus about this operation!” Ray shot back. 
“Well we sure as hell haven’t killed anything. Or seen anything for that matter,” 

Jonas complained. “I’m beginning to think these woods are completely uninhabited. We 
haven’t even seen a rabbit.” 

“Keep your pants on,” Ray replied. “Tracking cats takes time. And they travel at 
night. Way you boys sleep, a herd of buffalo could stampede through camp and you 
wouldn’t know it.” 

“Look here—” 
“Look, Mr. White,” Jimmy cut in. “I know it’s frustrating and you probably thought 

it would be like shows you see on television on African safaris where there’s fifty lions 
lying around in the sun, but it’s not like that on a real hunt. We’ve seen tracks and I 
think we’re moving into a populated area. We just have to be patient.” 

“Well, at the tune of twenty-five thousand dollars, my patience is running a bit 
thin.” 

Jimmy nodded. “I understand. Tell you what. Why don’t we build a fire and have a 
drink? I have a bottle stashed in my pack I was going to crack out when we bagged 
something, but what the hell. We could all use a pick-me-up.” 

“Fine,” Jonas agreed and stomped off. 
Jimmy turned to Ray. “You keep ‘em busy. I have a plan.” 
“What?” 
“I’m gonna doctor the liquor with animal tranquilizer. It’ll put them out. Then we 

tie them up, and haul them out of here one at a time and stage an accident.” 
“Carry four grown men?” Ray asked. “Not the best plan I ever heard.” 
“You got a better one?” 
“Not at the moment.” 
“Then we go with this one.” 
“Fine.” 
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Ray started setting up camp, sending the men out to gather wood, while Jimmy 
laced the liquor with enough tranquilizers to put a dozen men out for a good long 
while. 

“This is all that damn Windrider’s fault,” Ray said under his breath and he passed 
by his brother. 

“What’s that?” 
“Fucking Windrider,” Ray snarled and spat on the ground. “Wasn’t for her and her 

goddamn mouth—” 
“This isn’t the time or place to discuss that,” Jimmy pointed out as he saw one of 

their clients returning with an armload of wood. “Besides, our time will come and we’ll 
deal with the last Windrider.” 

“Wipe those sons-a-bitches off the earth,” Ray agreed. 
“Amen, brother,” Jimmy said and stood with a smile as Jonas appeared. “Well, now 

that we have wood, let’s have us a toast. Ray, where are the coffee tins?” 
Ray rumbled through a pack and located four tin coffee cups. Jimmy filled each one 

to the rim, passing them to each of their clients. Then he lifted the bottle up in front of 
him. “To a successful hunt.” 

He put the bottle to his lips, tilted it up and worked his throat muscles like he’d 
taken a good couple of swallows. “Whew!” he exclaimed as he lowered the bottle and 
passed it to Ray. “That hit the spot.” 

He watched as his clients raised their cups and drank the tainted brew. No one 
seemed to notice anything peculiar. They all sat down as he and Ray built a fire. By the 
time the fire was burning well, two of the men were already weaving. 

Jimmy grinned and waited. It wouldn’t be long. 

* * * * * 
Cole woke with a start at the low growl that came from the mouth of the cave. The 

cubs, which had all been sleeping on him, all raised a ruckus and headed for the 
opening. Cole stood and followed, just barely able to make out the entrance. There 
wasn’t much of a moon, only a tiny sliver, but he could make out the dark shape of the 
lion. 

When he emerged from the cave, he discovered that she was not alone. A large 
male stood off to one side, watching warily. Cole looked from the big male to the 
female. “Okay, I have no idea what to do.” 

She looked over her shoulder at the male, then approached Cole and nudged him 
with her head, toward the male. 

He didn’t have to speak the language to figure out that she wanted him to go with 
the male. 

“Can he find Scout?” he asked the female. 
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She nudged him again, then growled to her cubs, and disappeared into the cave. 
Cole looked over at the male lion. The lion stared at him for a moment then turned and 
walked away a few steps, paused and looked back at Cole. 

Cole figured he had to be half insane. Who in their right mind would follow a wild 
lion out into the wilderness at night? 

A male trying to protect his mate. 
Cole jumped at the sound of the voice in his head. “Was that you?” he asked the 

lion. 
Something like a chuckle rang in his mind, before the words came, Follow me, 

human. 
Having no other option, Cole did just that. 

* * * * * 
Scout reached the place she’d left her clothing and made the transformation back to 

human form. It was getting easier and easier, and hardly hurt anymore. And that gave 
her a little pang of concern. Being a cat was exhilarating. With the transformation being 
so easy, would it tempt her to spend more time as a cat and less as a human? And what 
effect would her urge to be feline have on her relationship with Cole? 

She considered those questions as she dressed and made her way soundlessly to the 
edge of the camp. Jonas and his men all appeared to be asleep by the fire. Ray and 
Jimmy were off to one side talking. She made her way up behind them so that she could 
better hear what they were saying, fighting the urge to go back to cat form and enjoy 
the benefits of enhanced hearing. She was a tracker, she could certainly get close 
enough to hear without being detected. 

“…we don’t have enough rope,” Ray was saying. He took a slug from a bottle 
before continuing. “No way anyone will believe the four of them tried to make that 
kind of ascent with what we have on hand.” 

“Then I’ll go back to base camp and get more,” Jimmy argued. 
“It’ll take you all night! We don’t have that kind of time. The tranquilizer will wear 

off before you get back. “ 
“Then we use what we have.” 
“Shit on a stick, Jimmy. This is fucked up. Better we let them sleep it off then talk 

them into climbing in the morning. I’ll take the lead and you fall into the rear. As soon 
as the four of them are high enough to ensure fatality, I’ll cut the rope. You won’t be 
high enough to get hurt if you lag behind.” 

A sick feeling took hold in Scout’s stomach. They were planning on killing Jonas 
and his men. She had to do something. But what? The only thing she knew was to face 
it head on. 

She stood and walked into their camp, coming up behind them. “You sorry sacks of 
shit,” she hissed. 
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Both men jumped to their feet. Ray’s gun was in his hand by the time he was facing 
her. He swayed slightly, letting her know that he’d been drinking for a while. “What 
the fuck are you doing here?” 

“I’m here to let you know that you’re not going to get away with killing these men. 
The CBI is on its way. If you’re smart, you’ll turn tail and run. And I mean run fast. 
Disappear.” 

“Fuck you!” Ray snarled. “I say we kill the fuckers and you and swear you did it.” 
“Like anyone would believe that,” she scoffed. “Wise up, Ray. They’re onto you. 

They know you killed Jed, and those hunters and it’s just a matter of time before they 
take you down.” 

“Shut the fuck up!” He waved the gun at Scout. “You fucking cunt!” 
She turned her attention to Jimmy. “You know I’m right. If you kill those men, you 

won’t be able to run far or fast enough. They’ll hunt you down.” 
Jimmy looked from her to Ray. “She’s right, Ray. We’ll never get away with it.” 
“We will if we have a hostage,” he argued. “We do them and take her.” 
“And go where?” Jimmy asked. 
“Wherever the fuck we want,” Ray replied. “It’ll be days before anyone finds 

them—if they ever do. By then we’ll be long gone.” 
“I wouldn’t count on it,” Scout said, drawing their attention back to her. “I won’t go 

willingly, and you know I’ll slow you down.” 
“She’s right, Ray,” Jimmy said. “It won’t work.” 
“It will if I say it will! Tie the bitch up and I’ll take care of those—” 
“No!” Scout jumped forward then stopped abruptly when Ray raised the gun and 

pressed it to her forehead. “Listen to me, Ray. Just tie them up and leave them. Alive. If 
you do that, I’ll go with you—without a fight.” 

“No way,” Jimmy said immediately. 
“Shut up!” Ray barked at him. “Let me think.” 
“Come on, Ray,” Scout coaxed him. “You know it’s me you want. You killed Jed 

and you’ve been itching to kill me too. Well, here’s your chance. Only you have to let 
those men live. Otherwise, I promise you, it won’t go well for you.” 

“Yeah, well seems to me we’re the ones with the guns,” Jimmy shot back at her. 
“Honey, I don’t need a gun to take you down,” she said with a smirk then turned 

her attention back to Ray. “Isn’t that right, Ray?” 
Ray’s face formed into a grimace and his skin flushed. Scout saw she’d hit the mark 

and pressed him more. “You remember the last time you pulled a gun on me, don’t 
you?” 

“That was different. The old man was alive.” 
“But it wasn’t the old man that made it necessary for you to have twelve stitches in 

your head was it?” 
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“Fucking bitch!” he hissed. 
“And not a seventeen-year-old girl either. But still. You wouldn’t mind having a 

piece of me before you slit my throat, now would you?” 
She knew she’d hit the mark dead on the head at the flare in his eyes. It made her 

sick to think about him ever touching her, and she’d die before she let him, but if 
making him think he might be able to would save Jonas and the others, it was a gamble 
she had to take. 

“She’s playing you, Ray,” Jimmy warned. “Don’t listen to her. You know you can’t 
trust her.” 

“Shut up,” Ray growled. “Just shut up. We’re going to do this my way. You tie 
those men up good and tight.” 

“No.” 
Ray cut his eyes toward his brother. “Say what?” 
“I said no. I’m not going to do it that way. We let them live and they come after us.” 
“You kill them and the state boys come after you with a vengeance,” Scout pointed 

out. “Come on, Ray. You’re too smart for this. You know you’ll never get away with 
killing them. But me? Everyone knows I’m out here most of the time. Accidents happen. 
All the time. Who’s to say I didn’t just get careless?” 

“Shut up!” Jimmy yelled at her. “Ray, don’t listen to her. She’s—“ 
He never got to finish his sentence. Ray backhanded him with the same hand that 

held the gun. Jimmy’s cheek split and blood flew as his head whipped to one side. But 
he did not go down. Instead he went after his brother. 

Scout jumped back as Jimmy took Ray to the ground. While the two of them were 
rolling around trying to kill each other with their fists, she ran over to where Jonas lay 
on the ground. She shook him hard. 

“Wake up! Jonas! Jonas, can you hear me?” 
He didn’t move. His eyelids didn’t even flutter. It scared her. Was he dead? She 

pressed her ear against his chest. His heart was beating. Whatever they’d given him had 
him out cold, though. No way she was going to wake him up. Which meant that the 
only option left to her was to try and take out the Moss brothers. 

At almost the same moment she had the thought, someone had her by the hair, 
hauling her to her feet. She struck out, feeling the satisfying thud of her fist impacting 
his sternum. He staggered but did not release her. And he raised his gun to stick it 
under her chin. 

“Unless you want to see me shoot these men right now, you’ll stop. You got that?” 
“Yeah, I got it,” she agreed. 
He released her but kept the gun on her. “Tie them up.” 
“I don’t have any rope.” 
He gestured to the packs. “Make it quick.” 
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Scout did as he ordered, but made sure that Jonas’s bindings were tied so that he 
could get free. Ray didn’t notice her taking Jonas’ watch from his wrist and sliding it 
into her pocket. Or the tracking locator she slipped into his jacket. After she’d tied up all 
the men, including Ray’s brother Jimmy, who was unconscious on the ground, Ray 
gestured toward his pack. 

“Put that on.” 
She didn’t argue. There was no point. And she had to get him as far away from the 

camp as possible. She considered transforming, but decided against it. Cats were thin-
skinned. One shot from that gun of his could do serious damage. No, her best bet was 
to lead him as far from the camp as possible and wait for a chance to make a move 
against him. 

But Ray had his own plan. “Here’s what we’re going to do. You and I are going to 
head northwest.” 

“To where?” 
“You’ll know when we get there. Now get walking.” 
Scout complied and in silence they headed out into the night. 
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Chapter Fourteen 
 
It was almost dawn when the lion leading Cole stopped. They’d traveled all night 

without rest. The wind had been picking up for the last couple of hours, and the distant 
rumble of thunder and occasional sudden burst of light from the sky let Cole know that 
a storm was moving in. Which made him even more anxious. 

“What?” Cole asked, looking around and seeing nothing. 
Our journey ends here. 
With that parting thought the lion turned and left Cole standing alone, wondering 

what he was supposed to do. Then he heard something. A voice. He followed the sound 
and within minutes walked into the camp where Jonas and his men were left tied up on 
the ground. 

Jonas was struggling against his ropes, calling out to the others. Cole raced over to 
him. “What happened?” he asked as he worked at the ropes binding Jonas. 

“Don’t know. We stopped here for the night. Jimmy Moss poured everyone drinks. 
I was sitting by the fire and that’s the last thing I remember. He’d obviously drugged 
the liquor.” 

Jonas extricated himself from the remainder of the rope once Cole had his hands 
free. He stood and stretched then started checking his men. “Untie him, would you?” he 
asked, pointing to one o his men. 

“Where’s Ray?” Cole asked, moving to the man who lay unconscious nearby. 
“Beats me,” Jonas replied, and gestured. “But it looks like he and his brother had a 

falling out.” 
Cole looked in the direction Jonas pointed and saw a man off to one side, his hands 

bound behind his back, lying on his side. “Ray’s brother?” he asked. 
“Jimmy Moss,” Jonas replied, shaking the agent he’d just untied. “Scott, come on! 

Wake up!” 
“Wh-what?” Scott came to, blinking and looking around. 
“We were drugged,” Jonas replied and moved to untie the last of his agents. 
Cole approached Jimmy Moss. The man’s eyes were open. 
“Where’s your brother?” Cole asked. 
“Untie me.” 
Cole shook his head. “Don’t think so. Where’s your brother?” 
Jonas joined him. “Looks like you and your brother had a falling out, Jimmy. Why’d 

he leave you behind like this?” 
“Untie me and I’ll tell you.” 

103 



Ciana Stone 

“That’s not how this is going to work,” Jonas replied, squatting down beside 
Jimmy. “First, let me introduce myself. Jonas Robert, CBI. And now that we have that 
out of the way, I’ll ask again. What happened?” 

“Windrider showed up and Ray jumped me.” 
“Scout?” Cole blurted. “Scout was here?” 
“Well duh,” Jimmy smirked at him then sobered. “Don’t feel bad. They had me 

fooled too. Like I said, she showed up and Ray told me their plan. They were going to 
leave everyone tied up, take the money and run.” 

“That doesn’t track,” Jonas said. “Bad blood between the Moss and Windriders for 
a long time. Doesn’t figure that Scout would take off with Ray. What really happened?” 

“I already told you!” Jimmy insisted. “Christ, look at me. My own brother beat the 
shit outta me and left me to die so he could run off with that Indian bitch.” 

“Whoa.” Jonas acted quickly to stop Cole when Cole made a move for Jimmy. 
“He’s lying,” Cole insisted. 
Jonas regarded Jimmy for a few moments and then planted a hand on Cole’s 

shoulder. “Come on.” 
He led Cole over to where his agents were moving around, trying to work out the 

last of the drugs. “Looks like we have a situation,” Jonas announced. “Apparently Scout 
showed up. Something happened and she left with Ray.” 

“Why would she do that?” Scott asked. 
“Probably had no choice,” Jonas answered. “And chances are we’re not going to get 

a straight answer out of Jimmy. “ 
“There are six of us,” Cole pointed out. “We split up and search for them.” 
“You a tracker?” Jonas asked. 
“No.” 
“Well, there you go. We could wander around out here for days and not find them. 

No, we call in for support.” He raised his wrist and looked at it. His head immediately 
jerked back up. Cole saw the look of surprise. 

“What?” 
“I had a tracking beacon in my wristwatch.” 
“You think Ray took it?” 
“No, I’d guess it was Scout.” 
“Why would she do that?” 
“So we could track her,” Jonas replied then looked at his men. “Any of you 

remember the way back to base camp?” 
One of the agents, Rick, spoke up. “I have a sat phone in my pack.” 
“Smart man,” Jonas grinned. “Let’s have it.” 
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Rick hurried to get the phone for Jonas, who immediately called in and filled his 
superiors in on the situation. When he hung up the phone his face was not wearing a 
happy expression. 

“Here’s the deal. Storm’s too strong for choppers. High winds. Lot of electricity. 
We’ll have to wait for it to pass. I gave them the frequency of the beacon. They’ll track 
her from headquarters and as soon as the sky clears will send teams to her location and 
a chopper to pick us up.” 

“We can’t just sit and do nothing,” Cole argued. “You said yourself there’s bad 
blood between Scout and Ray Moss. And he’s got her.” 

“Nothing we can do,” Jonas pointed out and rubbed at his right temple with one 
hand. “Whatever they gave us packed a punch.” 

“And left a nasty aftertaste,” Rick added. “Anyone have a mint or gum or 
something?” 

Jonas reached into the pocket of his jacket and when he withdrew his hand, his face 
was wearing a smile. “Well, well,” he said and showed the others the device in his 
hand. 

“What’s that?” Cole asked. 
“A tracking device,” Jonas said and turned it on. Cole walked over to look over his 

shoulder at the display. “What’s that blip?” 
“If my guess is right, it’s Scout.” 
“Can you tell where she is?” 
Jonas studied the display for a few moments. “About twelve miles north of our 

position.” 
“Twelve miles? That’s a long way on this terrain.” 
Jonas nodded. “They must’ve left shortly after we passed out.” 
“But we can track them with this, right?” Cole asked. 
“Yeah.” 
“Then what are we waiting for?” 
Jonas turned to his men. “Wait here for pick-up. If you get anything out of Moss call 

HQ and fill them in.” 
“You’re going after them alone?” Rick asked. “I mean just the two of you?” 
“That’s the plan,” Jonas replied. “You have a problem with that?” 
“No sir.” 
“Good.” Jonas handed him the sat phone. 
“Keep it. In case you run into trouble,” Rick said. 
“Take it,” Jonas ordered. “Report to HQ every hour. We’re headed north. With luck 

by nightfall we’ll reach their location. If the choppers are able to lift off, they’ll reach the 
location before us and can pick us up once they’ve secured Moss.” 
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Rick nodded. Jonas grabbed his pack and his rifle and turned to Cole. “You ready?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Then let’s get moving.” 
Cole fell in step with Jonas, leaving the others behind. Twelve miles was a lot of 

distance to cover and the direction they were headed would call for some climbing. He 
just hoped Jonas could keep up, because nothing was going to stop him from reaching 
Scout. 

* * * * * 
Scout climbed the rest of the way up the ridge. When she reached the top she 

stopped, taking a look around. Ray shoved her to get her moving again. A cabin of dark 
weathered wood sat in the shelter of tall trees beyond the narrow clearing. Behind the 
clearing, a face of rock stretched up a good one hundred feet to a narrow plateau and 
then rose again. 

Her heart sank. The lay of the land was not favorable. With the cabin backing up to 
the cliff, escape was limited. The cabin looked out over the small valley they’d just left, 
giving an excellent vantage point. To either side were rocky outcroppings and thick 
brush. There was probably a way out in either direction, but it was hard to tell. This 
could be a sheltered plateau with no way out but the way they’d come. 

She gave Ray grudging respect for the selecting the location. From a defensive point 
of view, it was well situated. 

He shoved her again and she mounted the wooden steps leading onto the narrow 
porch. Keeping his gun trained on her, he unlocked the door and gestured her inside. 
She walked to the center of the room, turned and faced him as he closed and locked the 
door behind him. 

“Now what?” she asked. 
“Now we play,” he said, dropping his pack and placing his gun on a table beside 

the door. 
“Play what?” 
“The game is called ‘do what Ray says or die’.” 
“Then pick up that gun again,” she replied, “because if you touch me, I’ll kill you.” 
He laughed and approached her. When he reached for her, she struck out. Her fist 

caught him a glancing blow on the chin. She didn’t wait to see what would happen. As 
soon as she struck she tried to run around him, intent on getting to his gun. 

He grabbed her by the hair and jerked hard enough to unbalance her. She stumbled 
and he laughed and hauled her to her feet, slinging her around and releasing her. She 
flew into a wooden table, her hip impacting painfully before she rolled. Her head 
banged against the table as her body bowed back painfully, the sharp edge cutting into 
her back. Pain blossomed sharp and cutting. 
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And with the pain came a surge from the beast within her. All night she’d looked 
for an opportunity to transform. But Ray stayed too close and kept his gun on her. She 
hadn’t had a chance. Now the beast inside was demanding release. For a split second 
she resisted, then changed her mind. It might be her only chance. 

But before the thought was finished, he had hold of her leg. He yanked her hard, 
pulling her off the table. Scout was scrambling to find something to grab hold of, trying 
to break her fall. But Ray was big and strong, and had a good grip on her. 

She hit the floor hard enough to knock the wind out of her, but still kicked with her 
free foot, hoping to dislodge him. Ray laughed and reached down to grab her shirt and 
haul her up. She wasn’t even fully on her feet when his fist caught her in the side of the 
head. 

And the world went black. 
 
An ache in her shoulders woke her. When she tried to move her arms and couldn’t, 

she was pulled to consciousness fast and hard. Fear flooded her as she realized her 
predicament. 

Her wrists were tied together and looped over a climbing stake that was driven into 
the wood of the wall facing the door. Her feet were inches off the floor, leaving her 
dangling like a fish on a hook. 

And Ray was sitting in a chair across the room watching with a smile on his face. 
Scout felt real fear. She had no choice, she had to chance the transformation. She willed 
it to come. And nothing happened. 

That changed her fear into genuine terror. If she couldn’t change, she had no 
chance. He would kill her. Desperation inspired a last ditch effort. Focusing all of her 
energy, she closed her eyes and send out a mental scream for help. 

“That’s right, pray,” Ray said. 
Scout opened her eyes. “Not much challenge in killing something that’s tied up and 

can’t fight back. Or is that how you like it, Ray?” 
“You’re the one hanging on the wall,” he said. “Not as much fight in you as I’d 

hoped.” 
“Cut me down and I’ll see if I can’t do better.” 
He laughed. “That’s what I always liked about you, Scout. You always were 

spunky.” 
“And you were always bigger, stronger and faster,” she said, playing to his ego. 

“Remember when we were kids and they’d have those festivals in town every spring? 
Remember the year you got stuck with me in the three-legged race because Jimmy had 
broken his toes kicking that cinder block like a dumbass?” 

Ray chuckled. “Had to carry your scrawny ass the whole way.” 
“But we won,” Scout reminded him. “Because you were faster than everyone else.” 
“And smart enough to know that the only way to win was to carry you.” 
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“Yeah, that too,” she agreed, then grimaced and let out a little groan. “Let me 
down, Ray. Please. You can leave me tied, just let me get some circulation back in my 
arms.” 

He pursed his lips, contemplating her for a few moments, then stood and crossed 
the room to her, picking up a long-bladed hunting knife from the table. “You try 
anything and I’ll slit your throat.” 

“I won’t try anything,” she promised. 
He grabbed her by the front of her pants and lifted her up. She struggled to get her 

arms to work, and finally managed to work them over the spike. Ray released her. Her 
feet hit the floor and her legs crumpled. She collapsed, her limbs feeling numb and 
useless. 

Ray backed away from her, and reclaimed his seat. Scout rubbed at her legs and 
stretched them out in front of her, jiggling them against the floor to work out the 
numbness. 

“Remember when a bunch of us kids dared Jimmy to jump off that big rock at 
Raferty’s lake and he didn’t know that the water was down and he sunk up to his butt 
in the mud?” Scout asked and chuckled. “He was mad as a hornet. Me and the other 
kids were really giving him the business. And he chased us down and caught me and 
threw me in the water and held me down. I thought he was going to drown me for sure. 
Probably would have if you hadn’t stopped him.” 

“He always did have a temper on him,” Ray said with a ghost of a smile appearing 
on his face. “And you were always such a smart-ass, daring him to do dumb shit.” 

“I did have a talent for that,” she agreed. “And every time it got my ass in a sling.” 
“Wonder you made it this long. Half the town wanted to wring your neck by the 

time you were fifteen.” 
She shrugged and climbed to her feet, leaning against the wall. “But not you. 

Always wondered about that. Why did you pull my ass out of trouble so many times, 
Ray?” 

“Figured you needed it. You didn’t have anyone else.” 
She nodded and looked down. She’d just been seized with a strong awareness. 

There was a lion in the area. Her call had not only been heard, but was being passed on. 
Help would come, but she needed to get out of the cabin. She pushed away from the 
wall. “So why’d you turn against me?” she asked. 

“I think you’ve got that backwards,” he replied. 
“What do you mean?” She walked over in front of him. 
Ray rocked back in the hardwood chair, standing it on its back legs. 
“Well you said it yourself last night. You nearly killed me with that piece of 

firewood.” 
“You threatened to shoot me,” she argued. “What’d you expect me to do? You’re 

the one who told me to fight back. Remember? I was eleven and those white kids were 
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bullying me and you ran them off and told me that you weren’t going to save my sorry 
ass again if I didn’t learn to fight back. That if I didn’t look out for myself no one else 
would.” 

“I didn’t say split my head open,” he replied, but with a grudging smile on his face. 
Scout leaned down, putting her hands on the edge of the seat between his legs. 
“So why’d you pull that gun on me, Ray?” she asked softly. “I thought we were 

friends.” 
“So did I.” 
“What does that mean?” 
“It means I was wrong. Can’t be friends with someone whose old man ruined your 

life.” 
“Jed didn’t ruin your life,” she insisted, forgetting about trying to get him to 

remember good times when they were friends. 
“Like hell. He turned his back on my father and got him killed.” 
“That’s not true!” 
“It’s the fucking gospel. If you and your fucking grandfather hadn’t shown up and 

gotten Pop all upset he wouldn’t have been unfocused and that cat would’ve never 
gotten him.” 

“That’s a load of shit and you know it. What happened to your dad was horrible 
but it wasn’t Jed’s fault.” 

“He might as well have put a fucking gun to his head as turn his back on him that 
way! He didn’t give a rat’s ass what happened to my father or the rest of us. All he 
cared about was his high and mighty ideals—“ 

Scout acted before she even thought about it. She curled her fingers around the 
edge of the seat and lifted, sending Ray toppling over backwards. She saw her chance 
and took it. She raced for the door, scrambling with the lock. Flinging the door open, 
she ran across the porch, down the steps and across the clearing. She was halfway to the 
drop-off when bullets pelted the ground around her. 

She froze and turned. Ray was nowhere to be seen. She took a step back, closer to 
the drop-off. Bullets kicked up dirt in front of her. She scanned the area, looking for the 
source of the gunfire. 

And a lump the size of a mountain formed in her gut. Cleverly hidden, a metal rig 
sat camouflaged by brush and tree limbs to one side of the house. On it was mounted 
an automatic weapon. 

Scout had heard about that kind of apparatus. They’d been banned in almost every 
state in the country. Some enterprising hunter came up with the brilliant idea of making 
hunting a sport that could be enjoyed from the comforts of home. He developed a rig 
and mounted a video camera and gun on it. It was operated by a wireless control, 
connected to a computer. 
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Sitting in front of the computer, thousands of miles away, a person could move the 
camera, scanning the area. If an animal was spotted, all they had to do was use their 
computer mouse to target. A click of the mouse triggered the weapon. Thus enabling 
someone to kill an animal while sitting in the comfort of their own home in front of a 
computer. 

But such an apparatus needed power, she considered, and looked harder. She 
couldn’t spot a power source. It had to be somewhere. If she could find a way to take 
that out then the rig wouldn’t work. 

But right now, she seemed to be pinned down. Another message had a shiver race 
down her spine. Jonas had discovered the tracking device and was coming after her. 
And Cole was with him. She sent her own mental message, hoping the lions could 
communicate it to Cole somehow. If he and Jonas approached the cabin they would be 
sitting ducks. 

Unless she figured out a way to sabotage Ray’s rig. “Okay, I got the picture. I can’t 
run. I’m coming back in. Don’t shoot.” 

With far less confidence that she wanted to admit, she made her way back inside 
the cabin. 

“Lock the door behind you,” Ray ordered, appearing in the doorway across the 
room. 

Scout did as she was told. “Take a seat,” Ray said. 
Scout straightened the chair she’d tipped over and took a seat. Ray leaned against 

the doorway. “You can’t get away from me, Scout. You understand that, don’t you?” 
“Yes, Ray, I do.” 
“Then you’ve got two choices. Live or die.” 
“What do I have to do to live?” 
Ray grinned. “I’m going to tell you.” 

* * * * * 
Cole and Jonas knew they were close. But they were in a small, steep valley, with 

cliffs rising around them on three sides. The storm had moved in on them and the sky 
was filled with lightning. Jonas scanned the landscape. “Chances are he doesn’t know 
we’re coming. Which means he won’t be watching for us. If we spit up and approach 
from the east and west, then we’ll stand a better chance of one getting him in a crossfire. 

“He has Scout,” Cole pointed out. 
Jonas’ eyes narrowed fractionally then he shrugged off his pack, opened it and dug 

out a handgun. “You know how to use this?” He handed it to Cole. 
“Yeah.” 
“Then here’s the plan. You get his attention. I’ll take him out.” 
“What if he uses Scout as a shield?” Cole asked. 
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“You don’t worry. I’ll make the shot. You just get his attention.” 
Cole shoved the gun into the waistband of his pants. “Fine. Can you make the 

ascent by yourself?” 
“I’ll manage. Let’s move.” 
He turned away and stopped dead in his tracks. “This could be a problem,” he said 

in a low voice. 
Cole looked ahead of Jonas and saw them. Six lions. All standing motionless 

watching. He could only hope one of them was the male that had led him to Jonas’ 
camp. 

“Let me handle this,” he said and slowly walked in front of Jonas. “We’re trying to 
find Scout. A man has her. He plans on hurting her. Can you help?” 

We have given her our word to assist you. The human she is with has a fortified structure, 
with weapons on metal trees that can kill anything that approaches. 

Cole nodded, feeling an odd sense of relief. He didn’t know how the lions would 
help, but it felt good to know that someone was behind them. And if Scout had 
communicated with the lions, it meant she was okay. 

“They’re here to help,” he told Jonas. 
“Help?” Jonas gave him a dubious look. “They’re lions.” 
“Look, I don’t have time to explain. I’m just going to have to ask you to trust me,” 

Cole replied. “They’re here to help. Apparently he has her in some kind of structure up 
there that has a good defense. We’ve got to get close enough to figure out what it is, so 
we stay together.” 

Jonas looked from Cole to the lions and back at Cole. “If you’re wrong about them, 
we could be dead men.” 

“I’m not wrong.” 
“Then let’s go.” 
Cole looked at the lead lion. “We’re going to scout the area and find out what the 

defenses are. Can you take us there?” 
As one the lions turned. With no other course but the one they were set upon, Cole 

and Jonas followed. The rain hit in a deluge, and the wind picked up. Thunder shook 
the ground and the sky was ripped by blinding flashes of lighting. Thanks to the storm, 
it took them two hours to reach the site, approaching from the east, along the wall of the 
cliff. 

Both men hunkered down behind an outcropping of rock. “I’m going to try and 
work my way to the other side,” Jonas said. “Wait for me here. I’ll go back down and to 
the west.” 

Cole remained hidden, but scanned every inch of the landscape. His eyes passed 
over it the first time, but came back. What the hell was that? He worked his way closer, 
taking care to move slow and make as little noise as possible. 

111 



Ciana Stone 

What he found made his blood run cold. There was no way to get to the cabin 
without being spotted. He returned to the rendezvous point and sat down to think. The 
lions were all lying on the ground, silently watching. 

Seeing them gave Cole an idea. While he waited for Jonas to return he outlined his 
idea to the lions. By the time Jonas returned, the plan was set and the lions had 
disappeared. 

“He’s got cameras set up along the edge of the roof, covering every angle of 
approach. And some kind of rig mounted on a metal stand to the side of the house 
fitted with a camera and an automatic.” 

“There’s a matching setup along this side,” Cole informed him. 
“Which makes a surprise attack impossible,” Jonas replied. 
“Not necessarily,” Cole said with a smile, and quickly explained his plan to Jonas. 
Jonas listened and just shook his head. “You’re willing to gamble her life on a 

bunch of lions?” 
“Yes.” Cole was surprised to hear himself say it, but knew it to be true as the word 

emerged. 
“Then we might as well get some rest,” Jonas replied. “Still a couple of hours ‘til 

nightfall. Let’s find some cover.” 
Cole nodded, and they worked their way back from the house, settling beneath a 

large overhang to wait, hoping that his gamble paid off. 

* * * * * 
Scout got out of the shower and wrapped a towel around her body. She’d stalled as 

long as she could. Ray was getting impatient. She knew the lions were gathering, and 
understood their plan. What she had to do to ensure success was keep Ray diverted 
from his bank of monitors in the back room. 

He’d shown her his setup when she returned to the cabin. She had to give him 
credit. It was impressive. He had cameras mounted on the roof, constantly monitoring 
the area. Motion sensors were mounted atop each camera, and two hunting rigs stood 
on either side of the house. 

His power came from a massive generator in a basement, beneath the cabin. The gas 
was vented up through a pipe in the walls that ran outside in what appeared to be a 
double chimney. 

She never imagined Ray was such a paranoid man. To have devised such an 
elaborate and secure stronghold was the mark of someone either very paranoid, or 
someone who figured that at some point in their life, they’d find themselves in a 
standoff and wanted every advantage they could have. 

Right now Scout wished for an advantage. Ray expected her to walk out of the 
bathroom door, naked, and give herself to him. To do things to and with him that made 
her stomach churn with nausea. 
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She stared at herself in the mirror. Where was her inner beast? In answer to the 
question a low growl came from her throat. She was a skin-walker. She felt the ability 
strong and sure inside herself. She smiled at her reflection. With the power of 
transformation available to her she could face what she had to do. She turned away 
from the mirror. It was time. 

Just as her hand closed on the doorknob, the sound of thunder and roar of the wind 
made to seem tame at what sounded like hundreds of blood-curdling screams and 
roars. “Get the fuck out here!” Ray shouted. 

Scout tucked the towel more securely around her body and went into Ray’s 
monitoring room. “Stay right there where I can see you!” he shouted, and then cut his 
eyes toward the bank of monitors. “What the fuck’s going on?” he asked. 

Dark darting shapes moved quickly and randomly across the field of vision of the 
cameras. As they watched, a lions face appeared, mouth open wide. Within a split 
second the screen was black. 

“Fucker took out the camera,” Ray breathed and turned his attention to the camera 
on the eastern rig. He panned back and forth, but could not lock onto anything. The 
sound outside was deafening. Scout saw sweat appear on his face, running down his 
forehead. 

He swiped at his face with his hand and switched to the view from the western rig. 
Big dark shapes flitted across the field of vision. Ray’s hand moved to the mouse. He 
clicked and a rattle of gunfire added to the cacophony outside. 

Scout saw her chance and started to make her move, but at that moment the door to 
the cabin burst open. 

Ray was on his feet, gun in hand and knocking her out of the way by the time Jonas 
was in the room. Cole was right behind him. Ray squeezed off five shots in rapid 
succession. 

It was as if time had moved into slow motion for Scout. First she saw one of the 
male lions go down. Then she saw Jonas’ body whirl sideways as the slug entered his 
shoulder, propelling him around. A split second later blood exploded from Cole’s chest. 
She saw his eyes go wide. Before his body hit the floor, a scream was ripping loose from 
her throat. And it was not the scream of a human. She had transformed in the space of a 
breath. 

Mindless with rage and grief at the sight of Cole being shot, she lost touch with all 
reason. With the strength of her lion’s form, she pounced on Ray, her claws digging into 
his shoulders as her mouth clamped onto the side of his neck. Her back legs moved, 
claws digging at the backs of his legs, as he screamed and thrashed, trying to dislodge 
her. 

Suddenly the room filled with lions. They poured through the open door, crashed 
in through the windows. Scout released Ray as a large male attacked him from the 
front. The sound of lions feasting and Ray screaming was lost to her mind. Her eyes 
were on Cole. 
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Jonas had made it across the room to Cole. His hands were plastered to Cole’s chest. 
He looked up wide-eyed as she approached, making her aware of her form. She 
transformed before his eyes, falling to her knees beside Cole. 

To his credit, Jonas overcame his shock and shook his head. Scout fell down across 
Cole’s body. “No! No no no!” she screamed. “You can’t die.” 

“He’s gone, Scout.” 
Jonas tried to lift her off Cole but she fought away his hands. 
“No, I won’t let him die.” 
She turned and screamed to the lions. “Help me! Please!” 
As if of one mind, they stopped and came to crowd around her, Jonas and Cole. A 

big male, the one Ray had shot, lay down beside her. “We have to save him,” she told 
him. “I can’t do it alone. Please, help me.” 

There is but one way, the lion’s thoughts rang in her mind. I will join with him. 
“Will that save him? You’re wounded. Weak.” 
But I have the strength of my brothers and sisters. Unlike humans, we are able to forge one 

single mind from many in a united goal. 
“I’ll do whatever you say. But if this works, will he…?” 
Yes, he will be as you are. Neither human nor lion, but one who walks both worlds. 
Scout considered it. Would Cole hate her? But surely he would rather be a 

skinwalker than die? She had to try it. She couldn’t lose him. 
“What do we do?” she asked the lion. 
Close your eyes and free your spirit. 
She nodded and looked at Jonas. “Please, don’t interrupt. Okay?” 
He nodded and she closed her eyes, took a deep breath and opened herself to the 

Sight. Energy captured her, sending her spiraling into an endless void of white. She felt 
the energy of the lions with her. She felt the male lion with her. Saying a prayer to be 
granted the power, she put her free hand on Cole’s chest. 

Light like that of a sun going nova flared, blinding her. “Cole,” she whispered 
before consciousness evaporated. 

 
Sunlight was streaming through the opened door and broken windows when Scout 

woke. Jonas was lying on the floor beside her, as she lay draped across Cole. She sat up 
with a jerk. The male lion lay dead beside her. Had it worked? She placed her hand on 
the side of Cole’s face. He opened his eyes. 

“Cole!” She grabbed him as he sat up. “Oh god, Cole!” She wrapped herself around 
him, sobbing and crying his name. 

Cole held her, looking around at the destruction. Jonas was sitting up, staring at 
him in amazement, and surrounding them were lions. What seemed like hundreds of 
lions crowded into the small cabin. 
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“It’s okay, honey, it’s okay,” he soothed Scout and pushed her back to look at her. 
She tore his shirt open, seeing the unblemished skin. “It worked,” she breathed and 

looked at Jonas with a smile as bright as the sun. ‘”It worked.” 
“Indeed it did,” he replied with a smile. 
Cole stripped off his shirt and gave it to her. Until that moment she hadn’t even 

realized she was naked. She slipped it on and turned to the lions. “I will never be able to 
repay you for what you’ve done for me. Whenever you need me, I will be there for you. 
Without question.” 

A large female walked over and licked her face. We take care of our own, Skin-Walker. 
You are one of us. 

Scout’s eyes filled with tears. One by one, the lions filed out of the cabin. Jonas 
looked over at Ray’s remains and rubbed his chin. “Either of you have any suggestions 
as to how I’m going to write this up?” 

Cole and Scout looked at one another then at Jonas. “Jonas,” she said. 
“You’ve…seen things. Things that are best kept secret. I know I’m asking a lot, but—” 

“Some things are best kept secret,” he agreed. “But at some point you and I need to 
have a serious discussion.” 

“I know, and we will,” Scout agreed and extended her hand. “Thank you.” 
Jonas nodded. Scout cocked her head to one side. “Choppers. Two, maybe three 

miles out.” 
“I guess we better get our story together fast,” Cole suggested. 
Jonas nodded, looked around then blew out his breath. “Okay, this is the way it 

played out…” 
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Chapter Fifteen 
 
Cole put the last of the luggage into the back of his SUV and closed the door. It had 

been three weeks since the incident in the hunting cabin. True to his word, Jonas stuck 
with the story they concocted. Ray had snatched Scout, leaving him, his agents and 
Jimmy Moss drugged and tied up. 

Upon arriving at his cabin, Moss shot and wounded a lion that ran off. He was 
holding Scout hostage. Before Jonas and Cole arrived, Scout tried to escape. Moss 
chased her outside and both of them encountered several lions. They ran back inside 
and the lions pursued them. Ray was attacked and killed. Scout made it into the 
bedroom, where she was hiding when Jonas and Cole arrived. By then Moss was dead 
and the lions had vanished, except for the one Ray had shot and it was dead. 

Scout and Cole both had to give statements and stuck to the story. Jimmy Moss was 
awaiting trial for conducting an illegal hunt and poaching. He confessed that Ray had 
killed Jed, and was being charged as an accomplice. 

Cole was relieved it was finally over. It’d taken Scout several weeks to recover 
emotionally from the ordeal. Even now she seemed unusually emotional, and would 
burst into tears at the drop of a hat. When he told her he wanted to take her to meet his 
family she had wept. When he asked her to marry him, she wept, and when it was time 
to say goodbye to the mother lion and her half-grown cubs, she cried again. 

He didn’t know what to make of it, but chalked it up to stress. She had been 
through quite an ordeal. He headed back to the house, and stopped to watch her. 

Scout was sitting on the front porch, playing with the cubs, who were no longer 
babies. Their spots had disappeared and their chubby limbs had stretched out to give 
them the look of gangly teenagers. The mother lion lay on the porch watching. 

“That’s the last of it,” Cole announced as he approached them. 
“Then I guess it’s time to go,” she said and turned to the lion. “I’m going to miss 

you. But I’ll be back. We’re only going to be gone a couple of weeks.” 
Then we shall meet upon your return, the lion replied. And compare notes on the 

experience of having life growing inside you. 
“What?” Scout exclaimed. 
The lion roared her equivalent of a laugh. A life grows within you. 
“Oh my…” Scout looked at Cole, tears spilling from her eyes. 
“Baby, what’s wrong?” He hurried to pull her into his arms. 
“She…we…” She hugged him tightly for a moment then broke away and spun 

around the yard, laughing and crying at the same time as she danced. 
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“Scout?” Cole went after her. “What the hell’s—” 
“We’re having a baby!” she exclaimed and threw herself on him, wrapped her arms 

tightly around his neck. 
“A baby?” 
“A baby,” she sighed and melted into him. 
Cole froze dead in his tracks. After a moment she pulled away and looked at him. 

“You’re…oh god, you don’t want—” 
He suddenly grinned, threw back his head and yelled at the top of his lungs. “Woo 

hoo! We’re having a baby!” He snatched his cell phone from the clip on his belt and 
dialed. 

“Dad? It’s Cole. There’s been a change of plans. Tell the gals to get busy, and round 
up a preacher. There’s going to be a wedding at the Circle R…yeah, I’m dead 
sure…yep, we’ll be hitting the road—in the morning. See you soon.” 

“In the morning?” Scout asked with a twinkle in her eye. “I thought the car was 
packed and ready to roll.” 

“It’ll still be there in the morning,” he said with a sexy smile that started a fire 
burning in her belly. “Right now we got some celebrating to do.” 

She laughed. “Yeah, and just what kind of celebrating you have in mind, cowboy?” 
“The best kind there is,” he said and extended his hand. “Scout ‘n’ Cole and a big 

hot tub.” 
“Woo hoo!” she crowed and grabbed his hand. “My kind of party.” 
Cole smiled down at her. “I love you, Scout. With all my heart. And I’ll be a good 

father to our child.” 
“Children,” she corrected him. “This is just the beginning, cowboy.” 
“You got that right, baby. It’s just the beginning.” 
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