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GOODBYES

Change was inevitable; the last few years had taught me that. I’d gone from university student, to drop out; from only child to soon-to-be-sister. My parents had taken in Oria, a she-wolf from their pack who needed to know what it felt like to be safe and cared for. I’d set my sights on challenging for Beta, to be the best supporter of my baby brother when he was old enough to take his place. Then I’d reacquainted myself with Roarke, my childhood friend who was finding his feet as a leader after the death of his parents, and everything changed again. I went from ambitious she-wolf of one pack, to the mate of an Alpha in another. Neither Roarke nor I saw our mating playing out quite how it did, a whirlwind if there ever was one, threatened by outside forces. Outside forces who had made their intentions quite clear. 

Except nothing was clear.

It was all surreal.

A nightmare.

One I begged myself to wake up from.

Voices drifted in and out but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. Sounds were muffled, distorted, as if my head were being held deep under water.

But I wasn’t drowning like my body screamed.

My feet were on the rocky single-track road that led out of Roarke’s territory, the sun was shining brightly above, warming my skin, birds sang from the trees that rustled in a light breeze. . .

The world kept turning while my reality shattered.

“Cathwulf?” Roarke’s voice, firmer now, broke through the haze. Warm hands gripped my shoulder as his chest came into view. “Cat, did you hear what I said? Do you understand?”

Understand, what was there to understand? 

He’d been telling me something while I’d been staring at my dad’s car parked haphazardly on the verge with its door thrown open; something that made my chest constrict and my stomach heave. Roarke lowered his face to mine, frown blinking into view as he brushed his fingers across my cheek. His eyes glinted from soft sage to emerald green, the rumble of his wolf vibrating forth, perhaps to coax me out of my stupor. 

“She’s in shock,” Someone spoke from behind him. “You need to take her back. You shouldnae have brought her here when we werenae sure what the situation was.”

“I know that, but do you really think I could have stopped her?” Roarke replied sharply, casting a glare over his shoulder.

“You’re her mate, yer job is to protect her.”

Roarke twisted, his hand remaining on my arm even as he faced the male who dared challenge him. Eagan. The Beta-in-waiting of my parents’ pack glowered at my mate, throwing off aggressive static as he lifted his chin.

“And what about you?” my mate threw back at him. “You want to be a leader, chosen as Beta, and yet the beating heart of your pack was attacked! Where were you? I find your presence here suspicious at best.”

“ENOUGH!”

We all froze at the tidal wave of power that battered against us. 

Her voice might have been strong but my mother wavered to her feet, one hand on her pregnant belly, the other clutching shredded and bloodied clothes; clothes carrying the scent marker of my father. 

Once again the world blurred and faded, only Roarke’s grip of my arm stopping me from sinking to the ground.

I hadn’t noticed anyone else arrive after us, but they must have. Robert, Roarke’s Beta, circled the area with two Wulvers in fur, and Saba slipped past me to go to my mother’s side, to guide her to another waiting car, but she wouldn’t move. She wrenched herself away and screamed instead, long and loud, primal and guttural, it made the hair on my arms stand on end. When the sound faded to retching and nonsensical pleading, mum doubled over before collapsing beside what my eyes refused to see.

What I did see was awful enough.

Distraction. Oria. She sat against the car with her knees tucked to her chest, eyes a bright and wild, sapphire blue. I staggered towards her, and she dared bare her teeth, a wounded animal who would rather cause harm than accept help. No wonder, when the air was thick with copper tang that sat heavy on tongues, warning of danger. Red was splattered over the very car Oria leaned against.

Blood. So much of it.

All leading to where my mother sobbed and begged over my father’s body.

His remains, because he was gone. Dead. Torn apart. I wanted to tear someone apart, the ones responsible for this, Alexander, Brenna, anyone I could think who could have had even the slightest to do with what had happened here. 

My hands fisted at my sides, a cacophony of noise in my head making it impossible to think, my body thrumming with the need for action.

My gaze locked on a paw print in the mud.

“You can’t, Cat.” Roarke tried to catch my hand in his but I was already leaping forward, clothes shredding as my body took on the form of my wolf, a form I could fight and rage in.

How could I not? How could I stand there and watch my mother break down, see the faraway look of horror on Oria’s face, smell the sourness of death. . .

My conscious was tossed into a dark place, protected by instincts that made it easier to sniff around my father’s body without really seeing the trauma he’d sustained, and then I was running. Roarke’s voice wasn’t the only one that called after me. I ignored them all. The mingle of scents was easy to follow. Whoever had done this had taken little care to hide their tracks. I flew across forest floor, muscles burning under the strain as I forced my stride to lengthen. Through undergrowth, out of the treeline, across a freshly ploughed field, I envisioned tearing the throat out of the perpetrators with growing bloodlust that painted my vision red.

A small prickle of energy set my hackles on end, and my pace faltered. I was at the edge of Roarke’s land, and as if I was about to hit an invisible barrier, I careened to a stop before I crossed it. Tire tracks left dark skidmarks on the tarmac of the road, visible beyond the ditch I stood on top of. 

My nose twitched, the musty smell of fumes and petrol still thick in the air. 

Seconds. I’d missed them by seconds.

I could have been the best tracker in the world, but nothing would make me be able to track wolves who’d fled in a car.

No. 

I paced along the ditch, more frantic with each pass.

NO!

My howl rang out, twisting into a strangled cry until my throat burned raw. Then I shifted back to my skin and screamed much like my other had.

“You need to get away from the roadside.” My mate’s voice murmured, warm hands guiding me back into the forest just in case someone without knowledge of Wulvers drove by. Not that I cared at that moment what any human might make of me, naked and crying on the grassy verge. I didn’t even care that Roarke hadn’t come alone. A dark wolf retraced my steps and began to sniff and scan the roadside between lifting his head to scent the air, ears twitching, eyes watchful. Quillan appeared far too distracted making sure the trespassers were gone to bother with me.

Wiping my arm over my eyes, I sniffed then forced air to pass my lips. “We could still find them. You could go back and get the car. Quillan and I could go after them in fur.”

“They could be anywhere by now,” he tried to reason, his hand sliding down my arm, but I pulled away before he could take my hand.

“We can find them.”

At a loss, I took a few steps back towards the road, trying to catch the fragment of thoughts that flickered through my mind, trying to formulate a plan that would distract me from remembering that. . .that. . .

“Your mum needs you, Cat. She needs you to come back with me, she can’t lose you too. We’ll check the cameras, we’ll see the number plate, and we’ll find the wolves who did this. We will search for them, you and I, I promise, but not today. Right now, you need to be around pack.”

I didn’t want to listen to him. I wanted to continue to keep moving. But grief waited beneath the surface to drag me back under. When I fell to my knees and began to sob, arms wrapped around me, a body cocooning mine, shielding me from the world. Roarke rocked me gently side to side, his strained voice a mantra at my ear, “I’m sorry. This is my fault, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Cathwulf.”

Unable to take in a proper breath to speak, all I could do in effort to dissuade that belief was wrap my arms around him in return. If anyone understood, it was Roarke. He’d lost both of his parents. And in my dad, he’d lost a mentor, a father figure to rely on.

Gone. He was gone.

How. How had unknown wolves managed to slip so far into our territory? I’d seen the signs of the pack patrols myself, they kept tighter borders than my birth pack did. 

By the time I managed to calm my breathing and tears had dried on my face, it was near impossible to keep my puffy eyes open. I didn’t fight when Roarke rose to his feet and swept me into his arms. For what could be better than seeking comfort in the arms of your mate?
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STENGTH IN GRIEF

“Is she okay? Should I bring her tea? Ishbel always said that’s what you should offer when someone is sad.” 

“I’m sure she would appreciate a cup in the morning when she wakes,” Roarke’s voice answered.

Bleary eyes blurred my view of the dark room I was in, but the bed I lay on was saturated in Roarke’s scent, with the slightest tinge of my own. I was in his bedroom. Our bedroom. 

“Have you found the car yet?”

“No, Alpha.” I finally placed the huskier voice as belonging to Quillan, and knowing what they were talking about sharpened my sleepy mind instantly. Someone shifted their weight, then Quillan continued, “We know they headed southbound. Ruaraidh is following the trail on two wheels, and Flidais has contacted those we know with the police. When they pass by Glasgow or Edinburgh, we’ll hear about it.”

“Thank you.”

Quillan said nothing in reply, but the door creaked as it was shut, and the thud of steps echoed down the stairs. 

I wasn’t sure why I kept my face turned away from Roarke. I could feel his eyes on me. And I knew he could more than likely tell through our matebond that I was awake. But I couldn’t bring myself to move. Could barely bring myself to breathe, not when it felt like a caber was laid across my chest, crushing me into the bed. The bed dipped as he sat. I dared to peer over my shoulder to find him hunched over with his head bowed low. The guilt swirling in my gut, the cruel part of myself that said I should have let my parents stay longer or had them escorted off the territory when we knew trouble was lurking. . .it wasn’t my guilt alone. Roarke blamed himself for enough without adding this to his shoulders.

“He died on my land.”

“Our land,” I corrected him on a shaky breath. 

He turned as I reached for his arm, his brow furrowing, but he allowed me to tug him down to lie beside me, hesitantly, as if he was sure I might snap for his throat at any second. I did go for his throat, to nuzzle gently rather than attack, breathing in his earthy scent. His body slowly melted of tension.

“What time is it?”

“It’s just past ten.”

I stiffened. I’d slept through the rest of the whole day? No wonder it was dark. No wonder Roarke’s voice was thick with exhaustion. And yet I was angry too. Before I could demand why he hadn’t woken me, why I hadn’t been allowed to be involved in the planning that must have taken place, he was stroking his fingers through my hair to settle. A soft rumble, akin to a deep purr, lured me back against his chest. 

“You needed the rest. Your mum fell asleep too after Sam checked on her, and Oria. If your mum woke up or Oria asked for you, I promise I would have woken you.”

If mum was still asleep, I could relax a little. Or try to. I doubted her sleep was providing her with much rest. I’d seen the effects a broken matebond could have. 

My chest constricted. My tongue grew thick and dry. 

When my gaze met Roarke’s again, the dam broke, my plea distorted by my sobs, “What are we going to do without him?”

How could I have been so naïve as to let so much strife come between my father and I in the weeks before his death? I’d been furious finding out he and mum had intended to set me up with Roarke. Angrier than when I realised my unborn brother would supplant my position as heir to the pack I’d grown up in. It all felt silly now. Such insignificant things to be hold against him.

I wasn’t sure how long I cried into Roarke’s chest but I exhausted myself to the point I fell asleep again, dreaming of red roads and screeching tires, howling wolves and bright fires. . . 

The next time I woke, sunlight was streaming through the curtains to warm my cheek, and the scratch of pencil on paper tickled my ears.

For a moment, with our legs tangled together under the duvet and my head resting on my mate’s chest, I forgot the reason my throat was dry and my eyes scratchy. I forgot why my chest ached.

“Madainn mhath,” I croaked.

Roarke’s voice was rich and warm as he repeated my greeting. The scratching sound stopped and there was a flutter of paper being put away before I could see what he’d been sketching.

Part of me was embarrassed I’d spent the night nuzzling into Roarke - our relationship was still so new and fragile - but I couldn’t bring myself to peel my body from the solid warmth of his either. In our den, where only we were allowed, I didn’t need to act or pretend. There was no point. Roarke could feel everything I felt. 

Roarke, who’s chest rose with a deep breath, as if he was going to say something, only for him to let it out on a sharp sigh.

“Say it.”

“I was going to ask if you were okay,” he admitted, “then I remembered how much I hated being asked that when Mum and Dad died.” 

My lips turned up into a slight smile. I appreciated that he was going to ask when he knew the answer. I wasn’t okay. And I would take as much time as I could in our bed, safe from the world outside, until I needed to prove I was a capable of doing what now needed done. Roarke maybe needed some time too because he fell quiet with me and made no move to get up.

My thoughts drifted, pained by my loss and by the fact my baby brother would be born with his father missing from his life. Despite Roarke’s assurances last night, I worried for my old pack, they too would feel as though they’d lost a father, the patriarch of our pack. Would there be challenges for alphaship? Maybe Eagan would set his sights higher than Beta now? 

All I wanted was to be wrapped in my father’s arms. His hugs had always brought me comfort I’d never have again. Just like he’d never again tilt my chin up and say something cheeky before ruffling my hair. Memories and longing threatened to drown me...

Until a sharp scream tore through the house, shattering the morose silence. 

My heart thundered.

Was there another attack?

Roarke and I flew from the bed into a chaotic hallway. Robert was halfway up the stairs with his hands raised, and Saba stood in the doorway of the guest room facing off against Quillan. The giant wolf had a perplexed look on his face and held a cup of tea in a dainty flower mug. When he realised whatever had happened had drawn a crowd, he shoved the mug into Saba’s hand, growled at us all, turned on his heel, and brushed past Robert on his way down the stairs. 

Perplexed, my gaze slowly returned to the door Saba stood in front of.

“I do think he was trying to be nice,” Saba explained. “He didn’t mean to frighten her. . .Also, I think she slept under the bed.” 

Oria had screamed?

Quillan had said he would make a cuppa in the morning for me. It was a pity Oria had chosen that moment to try to leave her room.

I grimaced.

The last time I’d seen her, she’d been sitting silently rocking in front of where my dad’s car had been found. I’d been so engrossed in hunting down his killers I hadn’t thought about the fact she would need me. I’d left her alone. At night. After what she might have seen, I should have stayed with her, comforted her, made sure to keep the monsters that haunted her away so she could sleep soundly.

Saba offered me a tight smile before she lightly wrapped an arm around me and pressed her cheek to mine. She murmured some sort of condolence in my ear before she guided Robert back downstairs. I barely heard her. I was steeling myself for what state I might find Oria in. And what state I would find my mother I after that. 

“Maybe I should give them space.” I backed away from the door as if to retreat to back to the bedroom. “What about. . .what about. . .there’s things I need to do. Aren’t there?” Wringing my hands, I felt a sense of rising panic. “Dad, his body, he can’t stay here, he needs to go home. He needs to be washed and cleaned by the pack, buried in home soil where his family worked the land, where they’re all buried, and where our pack is, and-” 

I sucked in a breath to continue but Roarke wheesht me softly and brushed stray curls from my face, assuring me, “Sam, our doctor, is dealing with the death certificate and arranging for his body to be transported back to his pack. Funeral arrangements can wait a few days, and if you and your mother need help, I can help. Saba and Robert can help. Saba called your father’s beta last night to make sure the wolves who came here with you all made it home safely. Your pack has strong elders who can help guide them for a while if your mum wants to stay with us. There’s nothing that needs your attention right now except your family. Be with them. Trust me. Busying yourself with work isn’t a way to deal with this.”

He’d really thought of everything. 

Wrapping my arms around myself, all I could do was nod and murmur, “Thank you.” 

He’d given me and my family a day or two. I couldn’t express my gratitude for such a gift in words.

Lips pressed a gentle kiss to my forehead, then Roarke left me alone on the landing.

Oria was nowhere to be seen when I entered the guest room, though I knew she was there; smell of the room was soured with fear, and the duvet was tugged off the bed, one corner dangling out from beneath the frame. I let out a gentle sigh. It wasn’t the first time I’d had to get down on my knees, hands pressed to the rough carpet to keek into the dark space between the mattress and the floor, but I had hoped I wouldn’t have to do it again. Not for Oria. 

A lock of white-blonde hair escaped a bright patchwork quilt, the only thing giving away she was hidden there. 

“Are you hurt?” I asked.

The bundle of fabric shook in what I guessed to be a no.

“I’m sorry.” 

Crystal blue eyes appeared over the edge of the duvet and a small voice answered, “What for?”

“I promised to keep you safe. I sent you all away to keep you safe.”

“You didn’t send those wolves.”

“No but. . . Wait, did they say something? What did you hear?” Roarke and I knew fine well this wasn’t a random run in with some bad apples, but why was Oria so sure?

Her expression twisted as if she was in physical pain, slim fingers tugging the quilt closer so it muffled her voice. “One of them dragged me out of the car. I shifted to fur. I didn’t mean to, but I was so afraid. . .” Her eyes squeezed shut and she shuddered. “He was going to hit me I think, but another one told him to leave me alone because they ‘weren’t sent to frighten runts.’ Alpha Everett attacked the moment they went to try to take Alpha Kerra out of the car too. He ran and they gave chase.”

My heart stuttered. He'd run to draw them away from her and mum.

“But I still heard,” she continued shakily. “I heard what they did to him. I tried not to look. I tried to keep Kerra in the car when it went quiet. I tried-”

“Wheesht noo.” I soothed, opening my arms for her so it was her choice to accept touch or not. She did. She crawled out from beneath the bed and burrowed into me as if she wished to disappear. “Why don’t we go check on mum? I bet the bed she has is big enough for all of us.” And that way I could have both she-wolves I was worried about under my eye.

It took some coaxing but eventually I managed to get Oria to leave the room and she shuffled along behind me down the hall. When I first opened the door to the guest room my mum and dad had shared, I hesitated. The room was dark and stuffy, the curtains drawn so tight only a thin slice of light escaped. On the bed, the duvet was crumpled into a pile that at first, seemed to have been abandoned, until I finally realised the rasping sound I heard wasn’t the distant choke of a car engine, but the breaths of one who no longer breathed on instinct. It sounded like my mother fought for every inhale, as if she had to remind each muscle what it had to do with great effort. 

Oria crept past me and flung herself into the bed. 

I found a sense of relief when mum’s arm lifted to pet at her hair. More so when red-rimmed golden eyes peeled open and she gestured with her hand, ushering me to join her. I climbed in on the other side, breathing in her scent only to ache when I could still catch a hint of my father’s lingering on her skin and the sheets we rested on. She’d tucked one of his checked shirts beside her. The black and red fabric peeked out from beneath the thick duvet. 

“You were so brave, Oria,” mum murmured to the trembling female doing her best to swallow her tears. “So brave.”

Oria didn’t say anything in return. She cuddled closer, pressed her eyes shut, and fell into a fitful sleep. I had no doubt she’d been up most of the night, probably replaying what had happened over and over, the same way I now imagined what happened over and over in the silence. 

I thought my mum had fallen asleep too, until her voice murmured, “I told him not to get out of the car.”

We were all so eager to shoulder some of the blame.

“Why did he?”

“They were blocking the road. He drove like we would run them o’er and they didna so much as flinch, but he couldna dae it. Your father is an honourable wolf. A good man. He thought he might reason wae them.”

My teeth ground together, my chest aching with the need to let out a growl. They’d threatened him and still he’d tried to keep the peace. I knew him. Outnumbered, he would have offered anything to keep his mate safe. They could have demanded anything, and he’d have said yes. True enough, they might have had their orders, but they’d enjoyed it. 

“I think you should stay here.”

“No.” There was a surprising strength to her voice, an edge that made Oria murmur unhappily in her sleep. Mum hadn’t lost her bite. “No. I need to be with my pack. We need to lay your father to rest in the earth with his family, not in another’s territory. He can’t be left to find his way to the otherworld from here, not without me.”

I pressed my cheek to hers, hating the tears that made her eyes swim like liquid gold. “Roarke’s making sure Dad will be taken home. Everything will be taken care of.”

“I should be taking care of it. I’m his mate.”

She moved as if to get up, stilling when I clasped her shoulder. 

“No. You need rest, mum. And Oria needs you.” Maybe it wasn’t fair to foist responsibility onto her, but it was hard not to see the bags under her eyes, nor the way her expression creased with effort it took to so much as sit up. My gaze fell to her hand on her belly, and I made up my mind, forcing my voice to remain steady, “I’ll go. I’ll speak to the doctor and make arrangements for us to go home.” 

Her lips pursed together with wish to argue, but a strong kick from my brother beneath her hand made her let out a sharp breath and she began to slowly lie back down. “Okay.”

Before I even climbed back out of the bed, Mum was tucking Oria into her side.

“I love you, Cathwulf.”

I laugh at you. 

I could hear my father’s voice so clearly.

“Love you too, mum.” 

Alone in the hallway, I closed my eyes and focussed in on the sounds of the house. Quiet. Eerily so. This house was meant to be the heart of the pack. Today, it wasn’t beating with the voices of pack members. All I could hear was the mechanical hum of electricity in the walls. Climbing down the stairs, - where only a few nights ago, my parents had both stood as my Alpha Pair for the last time, ready to hand me over to my new pack – felt like walking through a dream.

The kitchen was empty when I went to get a glass of water to rinse the sour taste from my mouth. The living room too. But I knew Roarke was still in the house. Instead of following my senses, I felt out for the string of energy that tied us together as mates, following the tug towards the office at the back of the house. It was only when I stood in front of the closed door that I could hear voices. 

I had every right to enter – the office was as much mine as it was Roarke’s now – but it still felt like intruding and probably would for a while. 

Only when I felt an acknowledgment of my presence through the bond did I reach out to twist the doorknob. 

Roarke wasn’t alone. Sat in the leather armchair in the corner of the room, Robert held a phone to his ear, his brow furrowed as he passed on what had happened to whoever was on the other end. Quillan stood staring out of the window behind his Alpha like he wished he was out there rather than in here, a sentiment I echoed. The urge to hunt still scratched at my skin. That would come later, I promised myself. At that moment, I was more interested in what held my mate’s focus on the laptop set on the table before him. I circled the table and bent over beside him to see the screen.

Roarke paused the video and dragged it back to the start for me to watch. 

The footage wasn’t great, pixelated and in black and white with a frame rate that made it look more like bad stop motion of a car speeding down a road. That didn’t matter. What mattered was that the camera kept the licence plate in blurry focus, clear enough I could make out each number and letter. 

“Is that them?” 

“It is,” Roarke confirmed, finally lifting tired sage eyes to me. “We tracked the car just south of Edinburgh where they ditched it and fled out of the view of cameras. I imagine they kept going in fur.”

Edinburgh itself was neutral, cities being too big and crowded to really claim, but what lay south of Edinburgh...

“They crossed into your uncle’s territory.” 

It was meant as more of a statement than a question, but Roarke shook his head. “We can’t say that for sure.”

“We could if you’d let me track them,” Quillan grumbled, turning from the window to face us. 

I nodded my agreement, straightening up again. “I’ll come with you.” 

“Neither of you are going,” Roarke argued, his gaze sweeping between us. “No one is. We can’t risk it. Eagan has already run off to track them which could cause us trouble enough. If we all parade ourselves along Alexander’s border, we’ll give him a reason to push back, and within the law.”

“You didn’t tell me Eagan gave chase.”

“He went after them the same time you did.”

My teeth ground together. What was he playing at? In fact, what had he been doing at the ‘crash’ earlier at all? He hadn’t been in the car with my family when they’d been attacked. Had he sensed my father’s fear, or his death, through the packbond? Just as I had? Didn’t he realise how foolish it was to go after the attackers alone? Why did my gut give a sudden, sickening twist.

After a moment of stroking his jaw, Robert offered his opinion on the matter, “No one would believe it if Alexander claimed you were sniffing around his border with an aim to widen your territory. The wolves we hunt are criminals who killed on our land, you have every right to look for them. The Eastern Pack have every right as well, it was their Alpha killed.”

“Which is why I will first send a demand for my uncle to comply with our hunt,” Roarke agreed. “I’ll even request the council into pressuring him into handing over the wolves himself or allowing our wolves to enter his territory unimpeded to do so. If he refuses...” 

Roarke left the sentence hanging. 

If Alexander refused, the council would be suspicious at the very least.

If only logic was enough to balm my fury.

Politicking didn’t sound very wulver to me. I wanted to follow Eagan and challenge Alexander myself. I wanted his throat between my teeth and his pack on their knees and . . .a hand over mine quietened the growl I didn’t even realise was rumbling passed clenched teeth. Roarke brushed his thumb over my knuckles, a soothing touch that softened fur against skin. A gentle reminder that, for now, I had to rein in my instincts. 

“I think it would be naïve of us to assume we’re not being watched, within and outwith the pack,” I said.

Grim silence descended. I hadn’t meant it to sound as accusatory as it did. Being suspicious of my new pack members was not a good way of starting as their Alpha, but nothing about my coming here had gone well. What would Roarke’s parents, Fergus and Ishbel, make of what had happened to their pack since I’d arrived? 

Tugging at a frizzy curl that refused to remain tucked behind my ear, I let out a heavy breath. “Where’s my father?”

The question made the three males in the room glance at each other.

“I need to see him, for my peace of mind. And mum needs to take him home, soon.”

While his spirit was still with his body.
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