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          TYSON

        

      

    

    
      Tyson Jenson glanced over his shoulder. Certain he had heard a rustling in the vegetation, he stood still for several seconds. This part of Montana, heading into the mountains of the western end of the state, was wild and lawless thanks to the various shifter packs that called this state home.

      And after the meeting with the other pack emissaries, he was paranoid about being followed.

      Tensions were always high, but lately, they’d seemed to have worsened. The old alliances were breaking. Several packs had been dealing with an influx of humans in their territory. There’d been more than one accident that resulted in human deaths. The rule was to keep their existence a secret from the humans. The Crescent Moon pack, the one Tyson belonged to, did whatever they could to avoid humans entering their territory. Patrols were run along their borders, and strict protocols were in place to ensure during the one time of the month when they had no control over the shift, they remained out of sight.

      Other packs, however, were growing weary of so many rules. New alphas had taken over, and already, the incidents involving humans were on the rise. Tyson had been one of the firm voices of reason, reminding the others why keeping their secret was important. Shifters were powerful, yes, but bringing down the wrath of hunters wasn’t what any of them wanted. The packs had a fragile alliance with a secret branch of the federal government. If the packs got out of control, if the death toll rose too high, the hunters would move in.

      Then it’d be war if they weren’t at war already.

      The wind gusted, freezing and filled with the first flakes of snowfall for the season. He breathed the air deep into his lungs and held it there before releasing it in a puff of white mist.

      “What do you smell?” Jeremy asked. He was another Crescent Moon shifter and a friend of Tyson’s for the last fifty years. The two could have been brothers appearance-wise, with their sea-hued irises—Tyson’s bluer than green, and Jeremy’s greener than blue, their dark hair and their lean but muscular builds. He’d stepped up beside Tyson where the gravel shoulder met dead grass. Beyond it was woods thick with evergreens and slumbering trees. “Shifter?”

      “I’m not sure. It was only for a moment. It was strange.” He sniffed the air again, his chest rumbling with a growl. “I can’t smell it now.”

      “Do you really think they’d send someone to follow us?”

      “You heard those emissaries. Their alpha wants a change to the rules,” Tyson replied. “We’re one of the few standing between them and what they want. And if you hadn’t noticed, we’re the second largest pack in the area. Wiping out five of our number now would be a smart move. We’re not in our territory yet.”

      It wouldn’t take much effort for the Silverclaw, the pack’s territory they were in now, to rush them and make their deaths look like some terrible accident. Worse, they could stage it and report that the Crescent Moon shifters attacked first.

      Their deaths would be the start of the in-fighting Tyson sensed was bound to start sooner than they’d all hoped.

      “Did they get the damn tire fixed yet?” Tyson muttered.

      Jeremy turned back toward the old, blue rundown bronco. “Looks like. Man, when are you going to upgrade to something that doesn’t look like a piece of shit?”

      “When I damn well feel like it.” Tyson glared into the trees once more, then, with a frustrated growl, returned to the bronco. The sensation that something was coming continued to stab at him. He shrugged, trying to shake it, but it stuck. “Bane, are we ready to go or what?”

      A head of black hair appeared over the hood of the bronco. He had three jagged scars that ran across his forehead, a token of a fight with a Silverclaw wolf about thirty years back. They’d never liked the Crescent Moon wolves. It had something to do with their alpha and that of the Silverclaw, but Tyson had never heard the exact reason. It wasn’t his place to know. Only his place to keep his pack safe.

      The glimpse of a sweet face flickered through his mind, and he flinched. It’d been a while since he’d pictured his older sister, Hannah. He’d been too young to keep her safe and hated himself for it. Never again, that was what he’d sworn to himself after seeing her blood stain the snow.

      Never again would he be helpless.

      “We’re lucky you keep a full-size spare in the back,” Bane replied, yanking Tyson away from those nightmarish memories.

      It wasn’t luck. Tyson had simply learned not to travel without one, not on these treacherous roads. Being stranded in another pack’s territory never set well with him—especially Silverclaw. It figured that was where this latest meeting of the emissaries had taken place.

      “Let’s move,” Tyson ordered.

      Jeremy climbed into the passenger seat while Bane, then Logan and Cara squeezed into the back. The five of them had been the representatives for their pack this month. While Tyson had taken the diplomatic lead with Jeremy as his second, the three in the car had been hard at work listening in and figuring out what, if any, rumors they needed to worry about in the weeks to come.

      Tyson started the bronco and pulled out onto the two-lane blacktop while the flurry of snow picked up speed. It’d been over a week since they’d been home, and Tyson was eager to return.

      Are you really?

      Grumbling, he tightened his grip on the steering wheel. Out of the five shifters in the bronco, he and Jeremy were the only single ones. Cara had recently found her mate. Logan was engaged and would be handfasted in the next few weeks. And Bane, well, Bane, to everyone’s surprise, had found a mate willing to tolerate his shit. He had confided in Tyson that he’d never thought he’d find anyone who could see past the scars. But she had. She’d come from a neighboring pack, the Blue Moon wolves, and their ally for over a century.

      Jeremy didn’t seem to care that he remained a bachelor. It was only Tyson who found himself wondering why after all these years, he hadn’t found his mate. He’d been on plenty of dates, some of his choosing and some set up by his friends wanting him to make that powerful connection of a soul finding its mate. He hadn’t even felt an inkling of the love others spoke of. There was simply nothing. After so long, he’d grown tired of the game of it all.

      Sometimes, when he was alone, he’d conjure in his mind the image of the perfect woman—a button nose, soft eyebrows, softer hips, a personality as fine and nuanced as silk. But that’s all she was, the musings of his imagination and nothing more.

      Tyson had started to tell himself it was for the best that he remained alone. He wasn’t merely an emissary for his pack. He was one of their main commanders under their alpha. Jeremy was his second. Bane, Cara, and Logan were part of the group he patrolled with, and they reported to him if they found anything threatening or out of the ordinary on their runs. When he wasn’t performing those duties, he acted as a carpenter for the pack. He’d always liked working with his hands. It soothed his mind, which tended to wander and race these days.

      “Are you alright, man?” Jeremy whispered, not that it mattered in a vehicle full of shifters.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I know what tomorrow is, that’s why. If you need a distraction, just let me know.”

      Tyson growled and flashed his teeth. “I’ll be fine.”

      Jeremy grunted in reply but dropped the conversation. Tyson stared straight ahead at the heavily falling snow and the road beyond. Tomorrow was the anniversary of Hannah’s death. Tyson usually spent the day getting drunk and ignoring the world. His parents had died when he was young. They’d been killed by hunters and not the government kind. Humans always thought they knew what true evil was in this world and hunted supernatural beings without provocation. Those humans had been tracked down, and their bodies were never found.

      Tyson had been raised by Hannah after that. She’d taken care of him and taught him what it meant to be a shifter. He fought to keep his growling under control, remembering that night when a fight broke out between their pack and the Silverclaw wolves. A group of them had stumbled drunk and high into Crescent Moon territory, interrupting a nightly run during the full moon. The fight had been bloody, and, in the end, Hannah had her throat ripped out protecting Tyson from a charging Silverclaw.

      He'd barely been thirteen and so weak back then. No longer. Now, he was one of the strongest fighters in the pack. No fucking Silverclaw was ever going to harm another Crescent Moon wolf, not while he breathed.

      As the miles counted down toward home, Tyson relaxed little by little. Under ordinary circumstances, silence made him grit his teeth, but he was happy for the space now. It had been a good forty-five minutes since anyone had spoken. Tyson wished he weren’t counting. The terrain around them had worsened, growing steeper and snowier. His thoughts shifted from Hannah and how much he missed her to how he was going back home, and there’d be no one there waiting for him.

      You’re not lonely. Don’t sound like such a damn sap. You’re just fine being alone. Just—

      Tyson slammed on the brakes the second the scent hit his nose. The air coming in through the vents had held the usual smells, but now there was another one with it, sharp and unmistakable.

      “Blood,” he growled to the others.

      He got the bronco to the shoulder, threw it in park, and climbed out. They hadn’t reached the safety of Crescent Moon territory yet, but there was something about the scent bombarding his nose right then he couldn’t ignore. He sniffed again, then snarled, snapping his jaws at the wind.

      The scent strengthened, drawing him first over the railing and toeing a steep embankment that the roadside cliff had turned into. He took two quick breaths, determining that the scent was too strong for the body to lie farther down.

      Three car doors slammed as Bane, Cara, Logan, and Jeremy exited the bronco. Bane started to ask what was wrong, but Tyson held out a hand for him to be quiet. Was there a car accident, or was this something worse? He motioned to the others to fan out, and they did. Tyson moved further down the railing with Jeremy close to his side.

      “We’re still about thirty miles from the compound. Ten from reaching our territory,” Jeremy breathed, though Tyson’s hearing picked up the words easily enough.

      In the chewed-off lower-left corner of Montana in the heights of the Rockies lay a compound where the Crescent Moon Pack lived. Really the compound was a small town that was built by their original alpha years and years ago. They kept to themselves, and though the occasional human traveler passed through, they were able to live their lives in peace.

      “I know,” Tyson replied.

      “This might not be something we want to find, is what I’m saying.”

      Tyson’s lip twitched, and his eyes narrowed. “You’re saying we should leave whoever’s out here? That’s not animal blood.”

      “And? It’s Silverclaw territory, and there are only five of us. This could be a trap.”

      Digging his hands into his sides, Tyson did his best to keep his temper in check. It could very well be a trap, but he’d never be able to live with himself if he left a wounded innocent behind to die in the snow. He glanced to his second, knowing his eyes glowed yellow the moment Jeremy subtly bowed his head and backed off.

      Tyson sniffed again, zeroing in on the scent trail. Near the railing, he paused and looked down. He brushed aside the snow, smearing the blood that had been underneath. It was still damp to the touch. He rubbed the pads of his fingers together and turned his gaze, searching for more. He whistled, and Jeremy hurried back to his side. He pointed to the blood, and Jeremy’s eyes flared.

      Turning back to the others, Tyson motioned for them to stand watch near the bronco. Once they were in position, Tyson returned to his search for more blood.

      Catching sight of red splattered on several small rocks, he started walking toward them. Apprehensively, he stepped from rock to rock, his gaze ever active for more droplets of blood. When this failed, he relied on his nose.

      For the first few minutes, he and Jeremy stayed almost parallel to the road and rail. Tyson paused, losing the scent. Then the wind gusted again, and he pivoted his head sideways. There up ahead were larger smears of blood down the embankment fifteen or twenty feet below.

      His eyes widened, and a quiet curse slipped from his lips.

      Protruding from behind one of the rocks was a set of bare feet. The trail of blood led straight to them as if the person had crawled down there or had been rolled by someone else.

      Forcing his own feet to go faster, Tyson climbed down the slope. Once or twice he almost slipped on ice but managed to stay upright. The closer he came to those bare feet, the more a sense of dread gripped him. There’d been a lot of blood.

      Jeremy approached and placed a hand on Tyson’s shoulder. He nodded, letting Tyson know he was watching his back, and his commander continued onward. If this was a trap, Jeremy wouldn’t let him be caught unawares.

      Tyson eased forward, keeping his senses alert for anyone charging at them from the woods. There were no panicked shouts from the road yet. Perhaps it wasn’t a trap. He crept forward another few feet and came around the large boulder. A woman lay in the snow, curled on her side. Her face and neck were covered in bruises. Her jeans were torn in several places, as was the leather jacket she had on and the purple shirt underneath. She was covered in blood, some from the fall, but she had to have a worse wound. Her chest rose and fell in shallow movements, and Tyson let out the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

      She was shaking from the cold, and her lips were blue. He rushed forward, already peeling off his heavy jacket to wrap around her body. She groaned, and her eyes fluttered but didn’t open all the way. Gently, he eased her upright and spotted the blood staining her side. He lifted her shirt enough to see the stab wound.

      The claws came out, and his fangs elongated. He snarled and drew her into his chest. The fury struck him so hard that he nearly shifted right there. The only thing that stopped him was Jeremy approaching and gripping his arm hard enough to hurt.

      “Not here,” he told Tyson. “Whoever dumped her might come back.”

      Tyson hauled the woman upright with him. Keeping her clutched in his protective hold, he climbed up the embankment with Jeremy guarding his back. At the railing, Bane held out his arms to take the woman, but Tyson growled and snapped his jaws. Bane’s brow shot up, and he glanced at Jeremy.

      “You can’t climb over holding her,” Jeremy said sternly. “Tyson, hand her to Bane.”

      Hearing his second give him orders drew an even louder growl from Tyson’s throat. The woman in his arms shifted, wincing as she did. His gaze drifted from her face, screwed up in pain, to her bleeding side. Instantly, he handed her over to Bane. The second he was clear of the railing, he quickly took her back and climbed into the backseat of the bronco.

      The woman’s loose, semi-bloodstained ash-blonde hair hung over Tyson’s hand, and his concentration kept failing in the wake of her upturned face. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-five years old if he had to guess, maybe a year or two older. She wasn’t a shifter, that much he could tell from her scent. But what she was, well, he wasn’t entirely sure. He would’ve said human, but there were plenty of supernaturals that presented as human that weren’t.

      Jeremy replaced Tyson at the wheel, and Bane took the front passenger seat. Cara and Logan climbed into the back, squeezing together to give the woman and Tyson a bit more room. Jeremy pulled onto the road and drove as fast as he could in the onslaught of snow barreling down on them.

      Cara had removed the sweatshirt she’d been wearing under her jacket. She balled it up and handed it to Tyson to press against the woman’s side. She was still bleeding. How much had she already lost? And what had happened to her? Was it a random attack by a Silverclaw? No, that wound hadn’t been from claws. It’d been from a knife.

      Besides, he’d seen the victims of the other pack, and there usually wasn’t much left behind. If this was
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