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          KEVIN

        

      

    

    
      The woman was back. Kevin picked up on her scent long before he spotted her traipsing through the woods for the fifth day in a row. He hunkered down amongst the fir trees and watched. From where he was, he could easily see her wandering down the trail with a determined gait. Whatever her reason for being out here, she was beginning to drive him mad.

      Her scent had teased him that very first day. He’d followed it without even meaning to. And there she’d been, crouched over the remains of a deer, taking notes and pictures while she’d talked to herself. He’d ranted to himself that day about her being another obnoxious hiker putting herself at risk for no other reason than to claim she was one with the forest or whatever the idiots were saying these days.

      Then she came back the next day and the next.

      This area of the Willamette National Forest was fairly deserted, at least by humans. Compared to other parts of the Oregon wilderness, hikers didn’t visit much. There was little to draw or hold their attention—no picturesque lakes, no waterfalls, no hot springs. Just some soggy meadows and a balding husk of a mountain peak. Kevin took full advantage of this relative isolation, and he wasn’t the only one. But, still, the occasional hiker, hobbyist, day camper, or—apparently—amateur biologist still wandered into his woods.

      Each time this woman showed up, Kevin found her within moments. There was something curious about her, something that drew him in—maybe it was the allure of her dark hair and eyes that, despite his current predicament, he was still too much a man to ignore. She was quiet. He wasn’t used to visitors in the forest being quiet or respectful of their surroundings, for that matter. Grudgingly, he had to admit he might’ve been wrong about her. He moved with her through the trees, though he kept his distance. At one point, she paused to put her hair up in a messy bun. The breeze blew past her, and her scent filled his nose. He dug his fingers into the bark of the nearest tree.

      He couldn’t go to her. He shouldn’t. She was human and far too fragile. Away. He needed to get away before he did something stupid.

      A couple of years back, he wouldn’t have worried about his reaction to this woman.

      Now, he could never be certain when the beast would emerge. He forced himself to retreat deeper into the woods even as a part of him craved to keep the woman in his sights. A quiet voice in the back of his mind said he knew what this meant, as impossible as it seemed. As he’d done for the last five days, he ignored it, turned, and sprinted as quietly as he could in the opposite direction. She was human.

      No matter what his curse-addled brain might believe, she could not be what his soul claimed she was.

      Growling, he plunged deeper into the forest. Birds took the sky, and rodents and deer rushed to get out of his way. He was the top predator in these woods. He had been for two years now. He thought he’d made peace with his new life. Then that woman had shown up, and now he was questioning everything.

      Like whether he’d truly be able to stay away from her.

      Somehow, without meaning to, Kevin circled back around to one of the trails that ran through the forest. And there, standing on it, staring at something on the ground with an inquisitive furrow to her brow, was the woman. Kevin swallowed back a snarl of aggravation. Why did she have to be here? Was she sent to drive him even more insane?

      He nearly charged out of the woods simply to see if he’d manage to scare her off.

      Then, a different scent caught his attention, coming from the south. Kevin whipped his head around and peered into the trees. He hadn’t picked up that stench in over two years. Not since the night he helped drive out the old alpha and establish his friend Derek as the new one. Not since shifter blood had wet the ground.

      He tracked the scent of the shifters deeper into the woods. After a few hundred yards, it simply vanished as if it hadn’t been there at all. Though the scent was gone, Kevin couldn’t shake the sensation of eyes watching him from the shadows. He prepared to search for whoever believed they could spy on him. But a familiar pain tore into his chest. He fought the change as long as he could. The curse won out in the end, as it always did.

      Agony engulfed his body. The beast was forced to the surface in a violent transition that left Kevin shaking in its wake. He dug his newly emerged claws into the mud. The humanity he strained to hold onto every time was swept away beneath the urges of the beast.

      He swung his large head to the right, ears at alert for the sounds of prey. With a fierce howl, he set off into the forest, focused on the hunt.
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          MINA

        

      

    

    
      Despite the chill in the air and the way her breath formed a cloud each time she breathed, Mina’s shirt was soaked and sticky, lodged between the dampness of her skin and her backpack. A light breeze provided a moment of relief from the early morning humidity, blowing away the mist beneath the trees enough for Mina to see that her goal lay a further half mile or so up the trail.

      This was an easy hike. It was still early, just a bit after sunrise, and the forest floor was a kaleidoscope of pale grey sunbeams and the copper-green tint that plants adopt just before a winter freeze. Mina figured this would be one of her last chances to get into the forest before the seasonal rains made the trek absolutely miserable. As it was, the crisp air was already weighty with moisture and the promise of a long, wet Oregon winter.

      Mina paused in her ascent to drink from her metal water bottle and to pry a persistent burr from her sock. As she took the chance to glance over the exposed skin of her calves—no ticks just yet—she couldn’t help but notice the building clouds above her. It was going to be another delightfully damp day.

      She adjusted her backpack and pressed on through the morning haze. Finally, she reached her marker—a tall birch tree jutted out from the trail, pointing the way down the slope. Below her stretched the meadow, an ancient giant of cedar had fallen about three seasons back, taking with it a large section of the surrounding cliffside, forming a few shallow caves, a diverted stream, and all the delicious rotting vegetation an aspiring biologist could dream of.

      The meadow lay flanked by two of the highest foothills in the region, with her hometown of Eugene to the west and the lofty Mt. Bachelor—an apt name for the balding, hunched peak—to the east. In between stretched acres of untouched Willamette Forest, Mina’s private oasis. The cabin she was staying in, owned by her mother, was tucked neatly in a similar divot about two miles behind her.

      Mina took up her vigil in a patch of wild strawberry plants, their fruits long gone this late in the year. She placed her backpack on the ground and drew out a pair of compact binoculars and a small notebook. She settled down to wait, eyes trained on the clearing below her.

      It was a quiet morning in the meadow. Concerningly quiet. The shelter of the rotting tree and the alluring trickle of the stream usually drew a menagerie of creatures, especially in these early morning hours. The changing season was evident all around her, and that, too, should be sparking a level of frantic activity in the forest inhabitants.

      Something had better show up soon, Mina thought. Hate to have gotten all damp for nothing.

      Finally, a lone doe moved cautiously into the clearing. She’d barely stepped into view, and she paused, lifting a delicate neck to sniff the air. Ears raised, the deer snorted, bolting back into the relative safety of the cedar forest.

      That’s odd. Mina shifted the focus on her binoculars, scanning the clearing below her. Perhaps some hikers had recently made camp in the area. Or maybe coyotes had bedded here, and their lingering scent would frighten the meadow’s timid residents. Or it could be wolves.

      Maybe, she mused to herself in aggravation. It could well be hikers. Or if it is wolves, there’s no reason to think it’d be—well, anything special.

      She was near the place where the most recent blog posts had claimed the supernatural sightings were. That didn’t mean she’d get lucky enough to spot a wolf that wasn’t just a wolf herself. She lowered her specs, shifting them and her notebook into her pack. She leaned her backpack against a birch, the blue of the fabric a clear signpost for the trail. She moved over the last lip of the bank, sliding as gingerly as she could down the muddy shale into the meadow. At the bottom of the embankment, she paused, listening and trying to steady the breath that boomed around her.

      Down in the meadow proper, she felt the silence as a pressing thing. It wasn’t just a quiet morning—it was a dead morning. No bees, no crickets, no birds, no frogs. Just silence and the labored noise of her breathing, loud and echoing around the meadow. She tried again to calm her racing heart, and still, the loud breaths filled her ears.

      Only that wasn’t her breathing.

      Mina walked a few slow steps toward the fallen tree. There, half shaded by the damp rot of the cedar, lay the shuddering body of a buck.

      He was at least five seasons old. His rack was muddy, but still, the white of his five points shone with morning dew. The deep gold of his fur was matted, exposing bare muscle beneath nasty-looking claw marks. Mud had crusted around his crazed eyes—eyes that were barely open, watching her.

      Mina froze, locked in place by the stare of the dying creature. A low noise built in the still air—a snort or a growl, perhaps. Or a moan, she wasn’t sure, but the sound snapped her from her trance. Slowly, carefully, she squatted down to the ground. She drew her knees in front of her and let her shoulders relax. She blinked at the injured dear, slow and deliberate—once, twice—then she looked away.

      It was stupid, really. Some dumb trick her professor had once mentioned worked on most cats and some dogs—a way of calming animals that were used to a stare-down leading to a throw-down. Something about that buck screamed at Mina not to leave but not to get any closer, either. Here was a creature alone and scared and damn well ready to fight.

      Five minutes, ten minutes, fifteen minutes passed, and finally, the labored sound of the buck’s breathing slowed. When Mina looked up again, his eyes were closed, the tension in his neck and face gone. He looked old and frail, his torn skin already sinking into the damp rot of the clearing.

      Mina shook herself. Why the hell had she sat around when this creature had clearly been attacked? She cursed, turning to scramble back up the embankment and retrieve her phone from her pack. She had to get some pictures of this, then get the hell out of here before whatever killed the buck came back for its breakfast. She rarely heard of an animal that would willingly abandon a good meal. Camera in hand, Mina slid back toward the body of the buck.

      He had sustained long slashes across his middle, his throat, and his hindquarters. It seemed unlikely such a big animal had fallen easily. Was it a wolf? The marks were long and deep, the claws spaced far apart. If it was a wolf, it was a big one. Mina took a few pictures, then walked a slow circle around the beast, peering at the soft moss and rot for signs of prints. The earth was too spongey, and she found no clear tracks, though the ground was clearly trampled. A further search of the area revealed bits of torn clothing, a few splashes of fresh blood—likely the buck’s—and, most exciting of all, a few clear prints pressed into the mud next to the stream.

      Wolf prints. Large ones. Alongside human prints.

      “I knew it,” Mina whispered. “I fucking knew it.”

      The sound of her voice echoed around the clearing, louder than she intended. She’d gotten used to the odd silence of the morning all too quickly. After a long moment, she knelt next to the tracks and snapped several pictures. The footprints were large, likely male, and crossed back and forth in the mud.

      “I knew it,” she muttered again, careful to keep her voice low. “Just wait until Professor Morrow sees this. Wait until dear old Mom sees, too.”

      They’d deny it, of course. Mina knew that much. A few tracks in the mud did not prove the existence of anything. But it was a start, and Mina now knew there was indeed something abnormal in the area. She’d track them down yet. She’d gather proof. Proper proof.

      She tucked her phone into her pocket and began the awkward scramble back to the trail and her pack. Mud was quickly caking her legs and hiking clothes. She’d need a long shower when she got home.

      The power of the morning sun was diminishing fast as Mina regained the trail. The light drizzle that accompanied her on her hike to the meadow had built into a cold and uncomfortable rain. She carefully wiped her phone clear of the water. A message from her mother had somehow wiggled its way through the poor service, though there was no chance of a reply doing the same. Mina tucked the phone into the safety of her backpack, not bothering to read the text, and set off down the trail toward home.

      There was no reason for her mother to be trying to reach her, not on a Saturday. Or at least, there was no especially pressing reason for the text, not by Mina’s definition. The woman was always on about one thing or another—a photo shoot, a charitable dinner that would be oh-so-much more pleasant with the presence of her genius daughter. A young man she’d met at the latest press conference—the list was endless. Mina loved her mom, sure, but public attention had never been her forte. All Mina wanted was to be left alone to finish her studies and prove her theories.

      Theories that drove her mom crazy most of the time. Beatrice Tollens was not a woman who believed in the paranormal. She certainly had no interest in her daughter’s ridiculous fascination with all things involving the legends of werewolves.

      Mina laughed to herself as she continued onward. The trail back to the cabin winded downhill before her, and the building rain had washed more and more of the mud down the cliff to her right. She moved swiftly on, lost in thoughts about her mom and plans for her last week of outings into the wilds. Distracted by her mounting aggravations against the lovely congresswoman so many people adored, she caught her foot on a loose stone, and she slid off the side of the trail. She tried to catch herself in the loose shale, and her left ankle twisted sharp and awkward. She rolled down the hill, landing in a muddy heap.

      “Damn this rain,” she mumbled, pulling herself from the wet suction of the bog. She tested putting weight on her ankle and bit back a yelp of pain. “Definitely twisted. Awesome job. You really did it to yourself this time.” She stared up the slope she’d slid down and grimaced.

      The climb back up was slow and painful. Her ankle throbbed, and the mud on her hands made getting a good grip difficult. Eventually, she pulled herself onto the trail and under the relative shelter of a low-branched aspen. She shifted the pack off her stiff shoulders. The fabric was caked in mud, but her phone was undamaged. She lifted the cell and waved it around a bit. No bars. That’s what she’d been counting on, right? To be cut off from the rest of the world.

      Mina tucked the phone back into her pack and tried to stand, gasping at the sharp pain that raced up her left leg. “No way I’m making it far like this.” Leaning on the aspen for support, she looked around. The rain ran down her eyes, and her vision swam. She hoped she hadn’t hit her head on the way down the slope.

      It took a moment for Mina to find what she was looking for. Sticking out of the dried lump of a fallen tree was a long, straight branch, slightly forked at the end.

      Mina shuffled toward the brush, grasping the branch with one hand and steadying herself against a tree with another. She pulled, but the branch didn’t give. She sucked in a breath, leaning some of her weight on her throbbing ankle, and grasped the thing with both hands, tugging hard. It still didn’t give. She swore, then squared up to try again. Footsteps came up behind her. Before she could turn, a large hand reached out, grasping the branch.

      “You’ll never get it loose like that,” said a gruff voice. In one twisting motion, the stranger tugged the makeshift crutch free.

      Mina jerked to her left, landing heavily on her hip, and turned to face the stranger. She fumbled the pepper spray out of her pocket, pointing it right between the eyes of the man in front of her.

      He was drenched, though he lacked her charming layer of mud. After getting over the shock of him being here, her first impression of him was that he looked tired. Maybe it was that tiredness that kept her from being scared. She shifted to a sitting position, pepper spray at the ready, and stared him down, daring him to make a move.

      He appeared older than she
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