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          HAMISH

        

      

    

    
      A howl ripped through the night. In his wolf form, Hamish threw his head back, sending one in reply, then took off over the rocky ground and deeper into the mountains. A summer storm was coming. Lightning danced in the western sky, and the scent of rain was strong in the air rippling through his red-tinged fur. Hamish had hoped for a dry night of patrol, but that wasn’t likely. Coming home soaked to the bone wasn’t one of his favorite pastimes.

      He’d also wished for an uneventful night. The last couple of weeks, tensions had been running high thanks to the trouble being caused by the Silverclaw pack.

      From Derek’s howl, the night was going to be a long one.

      A wolf joined Hamish on his right and fell into step with him. Zane growled in greeting. He appeared well tonight, which was a good sign. Hamish had worried for his friend these last few months. He’d gone from having one or two bad days at a time to a solid week trapped in memories that wouldn’t let him go. Memories that one of these days would drive him to the edge of madness and push him over. Not that Hamish could blame the man, not after what he’d lost. Having one’s mate torn away by death was one of the harshest torments a soul could undergo.

      At least Hamish’s own loss wasn’t as tragic as Zane’s.

      That you know of. You haven’t seen or heard from her in almost three years, he reminded himself.

      Hamish growled at the remembrance, stopping his train of thoughts from drifting toward the woman who had wound herself around his heart all those years ago. Then she left him with a lie. He shook his head and ran faster, leaving behind his memories of a woman with a laugh that had set his soul alight and green-flecked brown eyes that had always shone with such happiness. He focused on his paws pounding the earth and the air whipping past his nose. The here and now mattered.

      Nothing more. Certainly not Laura.

      Once Hamish and Zane had reached Derek, his mind was solely on his task for the night.

      Blood, Derek told Hamish and Zane through their telepathic link. Human. There’s a spot here. And more along the border of our territory.

      Damn it. Did you find a body?

      Not yet, Derek’s wolf told Hamish’s wolf. Where are Irina and Patrick?

      Those two made up the rest of their five-wolf patrol group. Hamish nodded toward the north. Patrolling further that way, toward the lake. We’ll follow this trail and see where it leads. Stay alert.

      The three of them slowly picked their way through the rough terrain, following the blood splatters. From the scents, it came from three people. Hamish picked up the pace, wanting to find them and get back home before the storm hit.

      The softest sound of crying reached his ear, causing it to twitch. He tipped it toward the noise,  adjusted his trajectory and hurried onward. At the spot where the branches of two evergreens parted, and there lying beyond them were two unmoving bodies. A third human sat with her back to a tree. She was alive but covered in blood. Hamish eased his way closer, not wanting to startle her.

      Derek. I don’t know if she’s going to make it.

      Behind him, Hamish sensed Derek shift into his human form, then reach into the small duffle bag he had strapped to his back. As of late, he’d taken to bringing along medical supplies. With the uptick in humans near their territory, one member of each patrol had also started to carry changes of clothing, too, for situations just like this. Running into a naked person in the woods could be just as concerning as coming face to face with a massive wolf.

      While Hamish and Zane kept watch from the trees, Derek dressed, then stepped into the clearing where the woman was. She screamed at first, but he managed to calm her down enough to tell her she was safe now. She cried harder, mumbling about enormous wolves coming out of the trees and chasing her and her friends off the trail. She had no idea where she was. Derek didn’t bother telling her she was miles from where she should’ve been. Hamish worried she’d been bitten. Derek checked over her wounds while she spoke, then shook his head.

      No bite. At least she was spared from that trauma.

      But what she’d endured would be enough. Eventually, her voice trailed off, and she slumped. Hamish and Zane shifted and stepped out of the trees.

      “She’s alright,” Derek told them. “Passed out from shock is all. These wounds are extensive. I can take her back to the clinic or make a call and get her to the nearest human hospital.”

      “After what she’s been through, waking up in a town of shifters might not be a good idea. All we need is one slip-up to send her over the edge. Make the call and get her to the hospital. We need to figure out what to do with these bodies anyway.” Hamish told Zane to shift back into his wolf form and contact whoever was on patrol duty back at the lodge in Lone Peak. The alpha needed to see this.

      Derek shut his eyes, and Hamish knew he was making a mental call of his own. Twenty or so minutes later, he was carrying the woman toward the nearest trail that was large enough to fit an ATV. The rumbling of the engine was accompanied by howling while others came toward the kill site. By the time Derek had the wounded woman loaded up, Ivy driving the ATV, more shifters had arrived with Jo, their alpha, leading the way.

      “What the fuck is the point of this?” Jo snapped the second she shifted.

      Jeremy and Eli, her son and her mate respectively, were right behind her. Tyson, Bane, Melanie, as well as four of Jo’s guards were also there. They surrounded the scene at her orders, working to sniff out which shifters had attacked and killed these humans. Jeremy moved toward the bodies. He nudged one with his foot and shook his head.

      “They made sure they’d bleed out from their wounds,” Jeremy reported. “This wasn’t just a random attack.”

      “And leaving one alive?” Melanie asked.

      “My guess? So there’d be one person to tell all the other humans she was attacked by monsters in the woods.” Jeremy straightened and looked at Jo. “They’re pointedly stirring up trouble right on our borders. This is the fifth attack in the last three months.”

      “You’re talking about the Silverclaws, right?”

      Jeremy nodded in answer to Melanie’s question. “We knew they’d try something after failing to get Ivy in their grasp. Now they’re going to get the hunters brought down on our heads.”

      Hamish wasn’t the only one who growled. Having hunters show up in Lone Peak would only lead to more trouble, especially if they couldn’t prove it was the Silverclaws causing these deaths of late and not the Crescent Moon pack.

      “If Roth is bringing the hunters, our pack won’t be the only one they look at,” Hamish muttered, speaking of the Silverclaw alpha. “Why risk it?”

      “He wants us distracted,” Jo said with a growl. “He wants us focused on the hunters and not on whatever else he has planned. Roth might not have been able to get his hands on a dreamwalker, but I’m sure he’s got a backup plan in motion, and we need to stop it.” She walked around the bodies, studying the ground and the woods surrounding them. “Tyson, bring Alicia out here. If there’s a trace of Silverclaw shifter we can’t detect, I want to know.”

      Tyson shifted into his wolf form and set off into the trees.

      “Hamish, Zane, see that these bodies are placed somewhere they’ll be found soon by other humans,” Jo ordered. “The rest of you spread out. Make sure there’s no one else.”

      Eli stepped up to her side. He didn’t say anything, but the look they exchanged was enough for him to get his message across. It wasn’t the first time Hamish or the others had seen them communicate like this.

      “I’m going to head back and start making some calls to the other pack leaders who we know are our allies,” Jo told them. “If you find anything else, report directly to me.”

      Jo, Eli, and her guard returned to their wolf forms and headed toward town.

      “My father’s worried,” Jeremy said softly to Hamish.

      “That Roth is trying to set a trap for her? Yeah, I would be, too,” Hamish said. “He’s getting desperate, which makes him dangerous. He’s outright attacking humans now. I doubt he’s even trying to use those high on Mountain Root to do his dirty work anymore. He’s just letting his bastards run loose.”

      “We still have no proof that it was him providing the drug in the first place to the ones who attacked Melanie and the others all those months ago.” Jeremy dragged his hand through his hair and snarled. “If this was the old days, we could take the fight to them and be done with it.”

      “Is that really what you want?” Hamish flicked his gaze to Melanie.

      Jeremy’s glare softened, and he sighed. “No, it’s not.”

      Hamish clapped him on the shoulder and did what he could to hide his pain at being alone. He couldn’t deny he envied what Jeremy had finally found. Once, Hamish had sworn he’d had it, too. The day Laura had told him she had to go, he’d tried to get the words out about what she meant to him. He’d been convinced at that point their souls belonged together. But idiocy and fear of her not feeling as deeply for him as he did for her stopped him. She’d told him she’d be back once she took care of a family emergency and not to worry. She’d texted and called those first couple of weeks. Then, two months in, she’d stopped responding. She’d stopped answering his calls.

      Then her number had stopped working.

      “Hamish?” Jeremy asked him. “Are you alright?”

      “Yeah,” he said, avoiding his friend’s eye. “Long night is all.”

      “It’s always a long night these days,” Jeremy replied.

      Hamish was saved from his darkening thoughts once Tyson returned with Alicia via a portal. She used her magic to search for any traces of Silverclaw shifters. But after five minutes of her face scrunched in concentration and bursts of white and blue light shooting off into the woods, she turned up nothing. No scents to follow, no trails at all.

      “They must’ve used magic,” Alicia muttered. “It’s strong, too. I can sense it one second. Then it’s gone the next. It’s not letting me tap into it to see what spell was used or figure out who it came from. They’ve got someone damn powerful on their payroll.”

      “Great. Another worry to add to the list.” Jeremy crossed his arms and glared off into the woods.

      “I can try again,” Alicia said, but Tyson growled, and his eyes glowed. “What?”

      “We talked about this.”

      Alicia rolled her eyes. “You’re being over-protective.”

      “I’m being cautious,” Tyson argued, his jaw clenched.

      Alicia patted his cheek, and he caught her hand, dragging her toward him. “It’s only a little magic. It’s nothing crazy. I promise.”

      Tyson growled louder.

      “Is there something you two need to tell us?” Hamish asked.

      “I might or might not be pregnant,” Alicia said with a grin. “And furball over here is worrying himself sick over nothing.”

      “You’re pregnant?” Melanie asked excitedly.

      Jeremy laughed and went to yank Tyson into a hug. Bane told him good luck. Hamish caught Zane out of the corner of his eye. He’d gone pale, but there was a forced smile on his face. He muttered a congrats, then picked up one of the dead bodies and started walking through the woods with it. Hamish didn’t have to guess how he felt. His own gut twisted in knots thinking of a conversation he’d had with Laura what seemed like ages ago now. They’d talked about a family of their own one day. They’d both wanted a brood of kids running around.

      But that future was gone. One of these days, he had to accept that reality.

      Hamish made himself step forward and shake Tyson’s hand. “That’s great, really. You two are going to be awesome parents.”

      Tyson squeezed his hand, and without saying a thing, Hamish knew he was trying to apologize. But he didn’t want his friend to feel bad. He’d been lucky enough to find his mate, and now, they were getting to start a family.

      “Why the worry?” Melanie asked.

      “Because it’s rare for non-shifters to get pregnant by shifters,” Alicia told her.

      “Which is why you need to be more cautious,” Tyson muttered, though his eyes glimmered with the love he had for his witch.

      Alicia glanced around the clearing, then nodded. “Alright, you win. I’ll head home now.”

      Tyson blinked down at her, and Hamish couldn’t hold back his laughter. “You’re doing what now?”

      “I’m listening to you unless you want me to stay and keep using magic. I’m sure I could come across one spell that would work. Might mean I’ll be out here for a few hours, using a lot of energy and magic and—”

      Tyson wrapped his arm around her waist, cutting her off. “You’re going to be the death of me, princess,” he grumbled, then kissed her.

      Hamish turned his back to give them a moment of privacy. He had to take the other dead body anyway and go after Zane. Telling Jeremy and the others he’d meet them back at the lodge, he picked up the bloodied corpse and followed Zane’s scent through the woods. Alicia and Tyson’s voices trailed away behind him, and soon, the dark of night closed him in. The first drops of rain began to fall, wetting his hair and shoulders.

      He could only imagine the stress Tyson was dealing with. Not only did Alicia have a delicate life growing inside her now, but if there was about to be a conflict with the Silverclaws, both she and their unborn child could be in danger. Everyone would be.

      Hamish reached a trailhead and spotted the dead body. He laid the second one beside it, then went to Zane, who stood off to the side.

      “Are you going to be alright tonight?” Hamish asked him.

      Zane’s back was ramrod straight, and his eyes glowed bright orange in the night. “I don’t know.”

      “Come on, let’s get back to town. I’ll buy you a drink.”

      “A drink won’t stop these nightmares from coming,” Zane whispered.

      Hamish’s heart broke a little more for his friend. “No, but it might numb the pain.” He took a few steps away and waited.

      Zane let out a shaky breath, then turned and shifted. Hamish did the same, and they ran back to town. It was going to be a difficult night of Hamish ensuring his friend didn’t tumble off that ledge into madness.

      And that he didn’t go with him.
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          LAURA

        

      

    

    
      The old two-door blue Chevy truck came to a stop in the parking lot near the bar in Crescent Hollow. Howler’s Hideaway hadn’t changed in the three years Laura had been gone. She grinned, climbed out of the truck, and breathed in the mountain air.

      “This looks like a fun little town,” her friend Adam commented, stepping up beside her. He was a few inches taller than her and easily peered over her head.

      “It can be. The Bluemoon pack is allied with the Crescent Moons. I spent many a night hanging out here, especially at the bar.”

      She grinned, remembering all the dances she’d shared with a certain shifter in that place. Or the shots they’d done together until he’d had to toss her over his shoulder and carry her giggling ass out of there. What had come after made Laura’s toes curl, and her cheeks grow hot. Hamish had always been an extremely attentive lover—tender when she needed it. Rough when she’d had a hard day and needed a different kind of release. His hunger and demand had rivaled hers.

      She and Hamish had grown so close toward the end. She’d started to let herself talk to him about moving in together and a family down the road. She’d seen the light in his eyes each time she’d mentioned either idea. From that first moment he’d held her hand so sweetly, she’d known she’d
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