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      What a night.

      Esme Redferne stood over her friend’s bed, drawing a blanket across the thin, trembling body. Amy shivered even in sleep, even after taking the potion Esme had put together to calm her understandably frayed nerves and the physical pain she’d endured.

      It was the psychological pain that haunted Amy now, no matter the potion she drank. Magic could ease things, smooth the rough edges, but it couldn’t erase unless a witch was willing to chance wiping out other memories. It was too dangerous to make Amy forget. She could only take the edge off.

      Esme’d learned from experience. Everybody had something they wanted to forget.

      She could feel it, could almost taste it in the air. It had a bitter quality, that pain, swirling so thick around the bed in which Amy slept and dreamed her painful dreams now that she was home and safe. Memories, more like, fresh and vivid only hours after the attack which brought her to Esme’s door.

      Not many things could coax the witch from her home, her haven. It was easier to keep away from the world. Safer. Even healthier at times. So much energy in the air, so much pain and anger and sorrow and need in the humans populating Shotgun Falls and the world at large. It was too much to bear after only a little while. Like sticking a toe into an ice-cold lake, knowing the rest of the water would be no warmer. A single toe was enough.

      That would be enough were it not for the new dangers. Terrible, wicked, painful dangers like what Amy had suffered along with the friends she’d been out with that night. The Goddess must’ve been guiding her through the woods after coming to, leading her to Esme’s cabin.

      Amy shivered. A single, violent spasm which brought Esme’s attention back to her, and to the energy she herself poured into the room by attempting to imagine what her fellow witches had suffered. The sort of hatred and evil required to torture innocent women the way Amy described Esme drove her home and tucked her into bed.

      Esme bent over her, running a gentle hand over Amy’s damp hair and sending as much calming energy as possible. She’d showered after arriving at the cabin, something Esme had encouraged her to do. There were wounds that needed cleaning, for one thing, not to mention the dirt and twigs clinging to her hair, skin, clothes.

      While the shower ran, Esme had snipped herbs from the pots around her kitchen, then used her mortar and pestle to grind them into a poultice for the cuts and scrapes. Marshmallow for inflammation, slippery elm bark. She mixed them together before adding the juice from an aloe stem to create a paste while setting the intention behind the poultice, sending some of her magic into it. Goddess, grant healing to she who wears this.

      While she’d applied them to Amy’s wounds—the raw skin around her wrist and ankles, the bites to her shoulders and legs—her friend had explained how the wounds came to be. Not that Esme needed much explanation. There were already plenty of rumors in their world, among their kind. Witches needed to be more careful than ever.

      “We went to the bar. Full Moon.” Of course. It was a bar for supernaturals, the most popular one in the state. Also one of the only ones where shifter shenanigans were frowned upon, which probably made it as popular as it was. Everyone wanted to have a good time without wolves and bears, and who knew what else throwing down and baring their fangs. Some supernaturals liked it that way, liked being on-edge. It added excitement and danger to what could otherwise be a typical night out. Amy didn’t feel that way, though she wasn’t as reclusive as Esme, either.

      “What happened there?” Esme had wrapped Amy’s wrists in gauze after applying the paste, using as gentle a touch as possible. Even then, Amy had winced more than once.

      “Nothing I was aware of. It was me, Moira, Rachel, and Cassie. We were having fun, minding our own business, when…”

      “When?”

      “I don’t know, exactly. There were shifters there for sure. A couple of packs, sort of keeping to their respective ends of the bar. I went to the bathroom, and when I came back, there were drinks for all of us. I guessed one of the girls had gone over to order them.”

      Esme’s gut tightened at the thought of it.

      “I drank it, and then… I don’t know.” Amy had shrugged, eyes on the floor. Ashamed. Maybe angry with herself for not being more careful. “The next thing I knew, I was in the woods. We all were, the four of us. Sitting propped against trees with our ankles bound.”

      She’d lifted her left wrist, the one so raw and angry looking. “And we were wearing bracelets that didn’t belong to us.”

      It took every ounce of control to keep from gasping, from gripping Amy’s wounded wrist too hard. “Bracelets? What kind?”

      “I don’t know. Thick links. I couldn’t figure out the kind of metal—that was the weirdest part. I should’ve been able to tell the sort of materials used if they were natural. From the earth. This? I couldn’t get a read on any of it. Neither could the other girls.”

      She’d finished in a whisper. “We couldn’t use our powers. They took our powers.”

      “They did what?” The lights flickered thanks to the sudden surge of Esme’s energy. She could feel it crackling down to the ends of her short, flaming red hair. It couldn’t be. Not again.

      “I think it was the bracelets. They sort of burned whenever we tried to do anything. You know, like using our abilities to loosen the ropes on our ankles. They were so tight, my feet were turning numb. Moira tried to light the area around us using her aura, but she could hardly flicker.” Some witches were experts at light work the way Esme specialized in reading and manipulating energy, emotions. Moira was one of them—except when she wore a strange bracelet that suppressed her powers.

      “What happened next?” By then, nothing could’ve kept Esme from hearing the rest, even if it meant dredging everything up for Amy. Keeping it bottled up wouldn’t have done her any good, though, something Esme reminded herself when the pain in her friend’s eyes left her wondering whether going over it was a good idea.

      “They were there. A pack of shifters. They must’ve been waiting and watching to see if we’d be able to free ourselves. We did, but there was no removing the bracelets. No clasp we could find, too tight to go over our hands. They finally called out to us, told us we were playing hide and seek.”

      She’d wrapped her arms around her trembling body while her voice rose in pitch until it was barely a squeak. “They told us to run. So we ran. In the dark, in the cold. I can still hear them behind us, right behind us, crashing through the brush and laughing the entire way. Calling out to us. Howling, even.”

      A tear rolled down her cheek. “It was worse than the worst nightmare you can imagine. We were still woozy from whatever they gave us at the bar to knock us out. Disoriented. We had no idea where we were. All I knew was, I couldn’t let them catch me.” Another tear. “But they did.”

      “And they bit you.”

      “Bit us, beat us.” The evidence of that was all over Amy’s body, including a bruise that spanned her back from side to side. Like somebody had brought a limb down across it. Esme had applied ointment to that, something to ease the pain and promote healing. “When they were finished, they dumped our bodies in a dried-up creek, half overgrown. They probably thought they killed us.”

      “But they didn’t. You’re too strong for that.”

      Esme’s encouragement had gone unnoticed.

      “They took off the bracelets, too.”

      “Of course they did.” How did they manage, though? None of the girls were conscious by the time the night’s evil festivities had ended, so Amy had no way of knowing. She’d also not managed to get a look at any of the shifters who’d eventually caught up to and brutally beaten the witches. It was too dark, and she was too scared. And hurting so much.

      Esme left her with fresh poultice and more of the tincture she’d put in Amy’s tea to help her sleep, along with a note instructing her how to use both. Not all witches were as skilled at herbal remedies as she was, so it wouldn’t pay to take chances and assume she knew the correct dosage. The worst of the wounds would be healed by morning, but the mental toll? Who knew?

      All the way home, the question of who did it plagued Esme. It continued to tug at her consciousness as she walked into her cabin, quiet and calm as she’d left it. Tonight had only solidified the choice she’d made to withdraw from society. If nobody wanted to protect witches, they’d have to protect themselves. Maybe Amy and the other girls would be more careful from then on out.

      She went to the sink and washed her tools under the light hanging in front of the window, her heart blazing the entire time. Burning so hot, she wondered if it might scorch her from the inside out.

      Because there was only one shifter cruel enough to pull a stunt like the one Amy had described. Only one who hated witches the way someone would have to if they were going to torture a group of them. Chasing them down like animals, like prey.

      Imagine. She thought she’d loved him once. A long time ago. It was his father’s influence, she had no doubt, though Derek was a full-grown shifter. His father might have been pack alpha, and Jordan never let an opportunity pass without reminding everyone how much he hated witches, but Derek didn’t have to follow along. He was old enough to make his own choices.

      What had pushed him over the edge? Esme had theories. They involved her.

      Her footsteps were the only sound in the house as she left the kitchen in favor of going to her room. A small room, decorated with probably too many plants and stuffed with books. They sat in stacks on the nightstand, on the floor, lined up on the windowsills, and of course, packed into a pair of bookcases. There were even a few random strays underneath the bed, which was where she reached to pull out the box she hadn’t opened since the breakup. Since Jordan’s hatred of witches—and his son’s inability to think for himself—had come between them.

      She’d given him an ultimatum. It wasn’t her style, never had been. She didn’t believe in forcing people into doing things, not even with her powers. It was easy to manipulate a person’s emotions, their mental state. Even shifters, though humans were much easier. Most of them didn’t believe witchcraft existed in the first place, so they had fewer walls built up around their minds to block outside interference.

      With Derek, though, there was no question he’d have to make a decision and stick to it. Either stand up to his father’s hatred and bigotry or say goodbye.

      She found the picture, the only picture she’d kept. Locked in a box where she couldn’t see it, but tucked under her bed. What did that mean? Was there some deeper psychological twistiness there? Staring at it, at the once-happy couple—they were so young, so naïve, standing with their arms around each other and the Rockies behind them—she could almost hear their last conversation before everything fell apart.

      “I can’t see a future for us if you keep agreeing with your father.”

      “But I don’t. Not about you, especially.” He imagined that would soothe her somehow, that she would feel better and be contented to let things go along the way they always had. Yet when he reached for her, she pulled away.

      “What about my friends? My family? What makes them so different from me?” He turned away from her, scoffing and snickering. Crushing her heart.

      “It’s not the same. I know you. I love you. Why isn’t that enough?”

      She took him by the shoulder and yanked him around. If it wasn’t for the element of surprise, there was no way she could’ve moved him or any fully grown shifter without her magic. “How do I know you won’t change your mind? We could have a fight, or you could get jealous the way you sometimes do, and who knows where that would leave me? You’d write me off as just another one of those filthy, lying witches.”

      “That isn’t true.” There was another reaction behind his eyes. The light left them. The space around him went cold enough to raise goosebumps on her arms. Didn’t he know better than to lie to her? She was a walking, talking lie detector.

      Not that he was lying. He could well have believed the words he spoke. But there was doubt, too. Uncertainty.

      At the time, she’d believed that was the worst of it. That he couldn’t hurt her any more deeply than he already had with his flippancy, his stubborn determination not to take her seriously.

      She’d been so wrong.

      He had to be behind the torture that night. He and his friends, none of whom Esme had ever trusted. Nasty, cruel, crude. They’d smile to her face, but their energy always told a different story. It took no imagination to picture them hunting witches through the woods before beating them half to death.

      Worst of all was suspecting he’d done this because of her. She had turned him completely against witches, had pushed him over the edge. He was so far gone now, the edge was nowhere in sight. He wanted vengeance. Blood.

      And he wanted her to know. Look what you made me do, Esme.

      Her hand shook, making the image before her shake with it. She steadied herself, stared down at the almost violet eyes she had once loved looking into. What she was about to do wasn’t something she took lightly, but it was the only way. He had to pay. They all did.

      It didn’t take long to set things up. A circle of salt, a candle in the center which she lit before whispering a prayer to the Goddess. She sat cross-legged on the floor before picking up the photo again and tearing it in two down the middle. Separating them for good.

      “I curse you.” Her voice was barely a whisper at first, but it grew stronger with every word. “I curse you and all who participated in hunting Amy, Moira, Rachel, and Cassie this night. You will know nothing but agony from this night forward. You will know nothing but pain each time you attempt to shift into your wolf form. The pain will tear your mind to pieces and feel like fire in your veins. You will suffer a hundredfold the torment you delivered to the innocent.”

      One last look at Derek’s bright smile before holding the corner of the image to the candle’s flame. It leapt to greater life, almost lighting the entire living room. “I call upon the Goddess to make this so.” She watched the fire overtake Derek’s image. Finally, there was nothing to do but drop it into the shallow bowl beside the candle, where the paper bubbled and curled.

      Somewhere in the night, a wolf howled.
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      What a night.

      There was nothing like hunting with the pack during a full moon. All of them together, working as one. Moving in sync after so many years of running through the same familiar woods, where Micah knew every rock and tree by heart.

      Best of all, Ezra was with them. His absence had been a sore spot for Micah, like the missing piece of a puzzle. Everything had felt off when he was away from the pack, hiding himself thanks to a witch’s curse that had left him and his wolf separated for months. For a while, he thought the wolf was gone for good. That he’d have to face the rest of his life with half of himself missing.

      There was nothing like the freedom of running with the pack under the full moon. He was truly himself—they all were, letting their wolves take over and do as wolves had done since the dawn of time. Refreshing the connection to the woods, to each other, to the moon itself. Corny? Maybe. But there was no shaking the sense of it as dawn broke, and they gathered around their vehicles, now walking on two legs again.

      “I’ve missed this.” Ezra shook out his rumpled clothes, wearing a look of relief and satisfaction shared by the rest of the pack. “I know I said that last moon, but it still stands.”

      “So long as Hope doesn’t mind you being away all night.” Xavier winked Micah’s way. “Not many women would be okay with their man heading out and leaving the other side of the bed cold.”

      “Don’t worry. Hope is plenty satisfied with the way things are.” They left it there, laughing and joking the way they always did when coming down from the high of a stag hunt.

      Micah didn’t have a woman waiting at home for him, but it was just as well. There was nothing he wanted more than a shower before falling into bed and sleeping all day.

      Until a foreign scent touched the air.

      His head snapped up, and he sniffed, the wolf inside him trying to locate the direction the scent originated from. Others followed suit, peering into the woods surrounding the clearing where they’d parked. Another shifter, undoubtedly, but not one of their own.

      A moment later, the sound of an engine, the crunch of tires rolling over the ground. A Range Rover pulled into view, and the driver wasted no time, gunning the engine once he caught sight of the pack. Micah tensed, prepared to dart out of the way if the car didn’t slow.

      It did, just in time to keep from crashing into the parked vehicles. They waited, all of them ready to fight—Micah could feel it, could hear his tired wolf rousing himself in preparation. The driver almost fell out from behind the wheel, wild-eyed. “You have to come. You have to see what’s happening.”

      It was a member of the pack from over in Cedar Woods. Not exactly rivals to the Shotgun Falls pack, but they weren’t friends, either. Since when did any of them obey orders from Jordan Greystone or any of his members?

      Adam, the Shotgun Falls pack alpha, stepped forward, arms folded, clearly sizing up the messenger. “What is it?”

      “Trouble with the pack. Big trouble. Jordan told me to bring your alpha. I think he wants to warn you.”

      “Warn us of what?” Micah looked around and found everybody else as confused as he was.

      “You’ll have to come and see. Jordan’s complex, the big house up in Cedar Woods. You familiar with it?”

      Adam nodded. “Sure. I don’t trust your alpha, though, and he knows that.”

      “It’s not my problem, either way.” He ran a hand over hair which Micah now noticed was dampening worse every second. He was sweating bullets. “Believe me. You want to know about this. Or else you might end up going through the same thing some of us are going through right now.”

      Ezra glanced at Adam. “Maybe we should go.”

      “We?” Adam snickered. “When did this turn into we?”

      Micah saw the point. “We’re not going to send you alone.” Besides, he wanted to see this for himself. Whatever was going on, it was bad enough for a rival pack to reach out. Bad enough for this stranger to sweat through his clothes.

      Adam saw he was outnumbered. “Fine. Let’s go.” The others filtered away, reluctant, but Ezra promised to reach out with any news. They took his truck, following Jordan’s messenger through Shotgun Falls and further out, to the foot of the mountains surrounding the valley in which Shotgun Falls nestled.

      “It’s like a fortress.” Ezra shook his head in wonder, though there was disapproval in his voice. “Why does he need the walls and fences?”

      “Because he doesn’t have many friends.” Adam snickered as he turned the truck at the gate, where a pair of guards stared in suspicion. They didn’t try to stop the visitors, though, so their presence had been forewarned.

      “What do you think is happening? What could be this important?” Micah didn’t expect an answer, and he didn’t get one. All he wanted was a shower and a pillow under his head, but instead, he could be strolling into a trap. His wolf was at the ready, prepared to fight, though human reasoning reminded him Jordan’s pack would also have hunted in the light of the moon. They’d be sated, tired. So he hoped, anyway.

      The messenger hardly waited for them to follow him out of the truck, darting up the wide stairs leading to a pair of massive wooden doors. He left the door open and kept moving across a tiled foyer, to a door in the wall beneath a sweeping staircase. They were supposed to follow him to the basement?

      “Something’s wrong here.” Not that Ezra needed to announce it. The hair at the base of Micah’s neck stood up straight, and his wolf growled in his head, but they followed Adam’s lead. At that point, curiosity was stronger than apprehension. They jogged down a set of stone stairs and through a low doorway leading to a wide, deep basement that could’ve been used as a ballroom in earlier times.

      Just then, there was no party going on.

      “What the…” Micah fell back a step once he got a look at the chaos inside the room. It was like a punch in the gut, seeing so many of his kind in various degrees of pain.

      One thing was for sure: they were in legitimate agony, all of them. No other word could describe it.

      He recognized Derek, Jordan’s son, right off. They crossed paths in town from time to time, staying clear of each other when it happened. The tall, powerful shifter with his coal-black hair, eyes that were almost purple. Girls loved those eyes of his.

      Now, his eyes were bloodshot, swimming with tears. “What is this?” His voice was the bloodcurdling cry of someone in the throes of death, or something that felt like it. He doubled over, clutching his head in both hands. “There’s something in my head! Get it out!” He collapsed on the floor, curling up in the fetal position, screaming incoherently.

      The others weren’t in better shape. One of them bent at the waist, arms over his torso, and retched into a bucket between his feet. Micah winced at what looked like blood pouring from the shifter’s mouth. Another stood facing a corner, banging his head against the wall while two others tried to stop him. A third babbled incoherently, slamming his fists against a wooden table until it cracked in two.

      There were six in all, Derek included, their cries filling the room along with panicked questions from those trying to settle them down. Micah’s skin crawled at the sight and sound of it. He had once watched a documentary featuring an old asylum where the patients were left to suffer, and this wasn’t too far from what he’d seen. Only that had been decades in the past.

      “What did they take?” He asked the question of no one in particular and didn’t expect an answer.

      “Nothing.” Jordan had bent over his son but somehow heard Micah’s question over the screaming. He unfolded his large body, growling softly as he took in the sight of the three newcomers. “Do you think I would’ve called you here if my son and his friends were experimenting with drugs? This has been going on since last night, when they tried to shift before the hunt.”

      “They weren’t able to shift?” Ezra exchanged a look with Micah, who understood why. It hadn’t been more than two full moons that Ezra was able to shift and hunt with the pack again. He would take this harder than anyone else after suffering the sense of separation from his wolf.

      Jordan shook his head, looking down at his son. “No. They were fine before they attempted it. Normal. They were out earlier in the evening, in town, but met up with us at the appointed time. I couldn’t have guessed—” His voice broke. For the first time, it occurred to Micah that the alpha might actually love his son. That he saw him as more than his legacy.

      All it took was agonized, ear-splitting screams to stir up that fatherly affection.

      Ezra looked at Micah again, then at Adam. “It might not be my place to say this, but I went through something similar months ago.”

      “You went through this?” The hope in Jordan’s voice was audible even with so much chaos around them. He went to Ezra, taking him by the shoulders. “What happened? How did you recover?”

      Now it looked like he wished he’d never opened his mouth. “It was a witch. A curse. It separated me from my wolf. I was unable to shift or even feel the wolf inside me. It lasted months.”

      Jordan’s jaw tightened, his teeth bared in a snarl. “Of course it was witchcraft. I should’ve guessed. I had my suspicions, in fact, but I didn’t want to pin this on one thing or another before I learned everything possible.”

      As much as Micah hated to feed Jordan’s legendary hatred of witches, there was no other explanation that made sense. Not that he could come up with, anyway. Shifters were the most powerful supernaturals in existence, at least as far as any of them knew. Possessed of great magic passed down through dozens of generations. Two beings in one, animal and human. It took an equally strong power to interfere with them.

      Who else but a witch could be capable of this?

      That didn’t explain anything, though, did it? “Why would a witch do this? Has there been trouble with them?”

      Jordan scowled at Micah’s question. “When hasn’t there been trouble with them? My father and grandfather were right. The entire race needs to be wiped from the planet. They bring nothing but—”

      Adam cut him off. “I’ve heard rumors of attacks on witches. Attacks coming from shifters.” When Jordan’s expression went stony, Adam folded his arms and looked the other alpha up and down. “Wolves, in particular. Does that ring any bells?”

      “What are you suggesting? That this is some sort of retaliation for whatever’s going on—if anything’s going on in the first place?” Jordan was no fool. He knew he needed to be careful with his language. Not that it mattered. He might as well have been made of glass, he was so transparent. “Besides, if it is, who’s to say this won’t affect another pack? Such as yours, for instance?”

      Another careful choice of language. Adam couldn’t dismiss the question, or else it would sound like he didn’t care about the safety of the pack.

      Jordan continued, his face slowly turning redder. “Besides, you’ve already described an attack on one of your members. Who’s to say it can’t happen again? Who’s to say we aren’t all in danger?” As if on cue, Derek unleashed another scream that sounded like it came from the depths of his soul.

      Someone new entered the room, someone who tore through like a tornado before stopping beside Derek and kneeling next to him. Micah fell back a step at her scent, one he hadn’t picked up in ages.

      “Derek? What’s wrong, what happened?” She ran a hand over his head, gasping and flinching away when he howled in pain at her touch.

      Marsha. Was there something between them? Micah hadn’t so much as heard her name since the break-up. Interpack mingling was rare, especially when Jordan’s pack was notoriously hot-headed and unpredictable, but he’d convinced himself Marsha was different. Maybe she was, too. That didn’t mean they were meant for each other.

      She tossed back her sandy curls before looking around the room in horror, her head swinging in all directions as she took in the sight of so much torment. “What’s happening? Why?”

      It seemed like he was the only one who heard her, the only one paying attention. He came closer, wanting to reach for her, knowing it would be a mistake. “That’s what we’re trying to find out.”

      She looked up at him, and at first, he was sure she didn’t recognize him. Too panicked, too scared. She blinked, eyes filled with tears that made them look bluer than ever. “Micah? What are you doing here?”

      He was about to answer when the shifter in the corner collapsed, blood running down his face. He’d hit his head one too many times. Several of the unafflicted ran to him, pulled him into the center of the room, where he writhed and pled for help.

      There was no telling if he’d heal quickly or not. No way of knowing how far this curse went, if it was a curse at all. Too many questions. Not enough answers.

      And Marsha, kneeling next to Derek, trying in vain to comfort him. She reached down, trying to touch his shoulder, and he screamed like her hand was made of fire. “Get away from me!” It was a shriek, almost animal. “Don’t touch me!” She recoiled before covering her face with her hands. The shaking of her shoulders told Micah she was weeping.

      In the middle of all this, it seemed ridiculous to want to comfort her. She should’ve been the last thing on his mind, especially when their breakup hadn’t been exactly friendly. Then she had always done a number on him, hadn
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