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Battle for Dominance





   




  The edges of the mountains glowed red as the sun slowly surrendered to dusk’s temporary reign. Less than an hour remained ‘til the moon would peak out from its hiding place beneath the horizon, and the hunt would truly commence.




  Leone glanced toward the rest of the townsfolk as they followed him up the trail. Only a few of them understood the true conflict pooling beneath the deaths of a few cattle and a missing group of trigger-happy hunters. The other pack, driven either by hunger or greed, had crossed onto their boundaries. Unless a deal could be struck anew there would be a lot of bloodshed tonight—by claw and fang, not by bullets.




  Rounding the trail they arrived at the large clearing he’d scouted out the day before. "The trail goes deeper into the mountains from here," he announced. "We’d better make camp and rest for the night. It’ll be a long hike tomorrow."




  Horses were useless up here. The perpetrators had obviously picked the roughest terrain possible so that only foolhardy townsfolk on foot or members of their own kind could pursue them. The rest of the men nodded at his advice, separating into small groups and gathering fuel for a fire.




  They had taken some convincing, but the people weren’t stupid. They’d noticed that the ones who followed their main tracker’s advice survived and that those who took matters into their own hands didn’t. More importantly, they trusted him, even if they didn’t fully understand what was really going on beneath the surface.




  "So, what do you think we’re really up against?" his brother Wesley asked, watching the townsfolk like an uncle would his nephews he’d been ordered to protect. "Safe to say they’d be useless in the fight, I assume?"




  He nodded toward a stable boy’s shaking hands as he tried to untie his bedroll. Even the local butcher’s face was paler than usual. For years he’d earned his living hacking up flesh that couldn’t complain, much less fight back. It was a poor preparation for combat, human or otherwise.




  "That’s right," Leone assured him, "Gonna have to make sure none of them follow us, either. There were at least a half dozen separate tracks at the hunters’ lodge. We should be able to handle it if we keep it all— in the family."




  "Got the answer to that right here," Wesley said with a grin, pulling a large 5 gallon container of whisky from his pack. "They’ll sleep all through the night." He bit his lip nervously. "Course, they won’t be able to defend themselves, either, if we fail."




  "Not like they’d stand a chance without us anyway," Leone countered with a sigh. "Just help them finish setting up camp. We need them all incapacitated before the moon rises. Even the stable boy… call it a rite of passage. I’ll sort it out with his mother later."




  Wesely whistled softly. "First to fight a rival pack and then to face Mrs. Walker and tell her you got her son so drunk he passed out? You have a death wish I’m not aware of?"




  Leone chuckled, a deep throaty sound. His body was already undergoing some minor changes in preparation for the moon’s arrival. "Guess I’ll have to get married soon, then. I hear having a wife motivates a man to stay clear of trouble… Then again, you came along."




  Wesley rolled his eyes. "Like your sister would let you within thirty miles of a mountain pack without me watching your back. We both know how focused you get in a fight. A freshly turned pup could rip your throat out while you wrestle the biggest wolf. You really need to pay better attention to your surroundings."




  "Speaking of which," Leone cut in, facing the pack’s trail heading up the steep, rocky forest to the north. "Have Erick and Lyman watch the mountain side. There’s a chance the other pack already knows we’re here." Just because their senses weren’t enhanced yet didn’t mean they couldn’t employ lookouts or even a sniper to take out the enemy leader prematurely.




  "On it," Wesley said, patting Leone’s back reassuringly. "We’ll be fine. This isn’t our first hunt."




  "I’m aware of that," Leone responded bitterly. "I just want to avoid this one from resulting in a body count on our side."




  Wesley bit his lip at the mention of the previous summer’s tragedy. They’d been a small family… just a father and his son. But when his father died in a pack fight, Jack had run away from home, hiding so completely that even their enhanced senses had failed to track him down. He’d covered his scent with ignited kerosene, forcing them to protect their own homes instead of pursuing him.




  "We’ll find him eventually," Wesley assured him. "He’ll come back when he’s ready."




  Leone grunted. It did little to stave off the guilt he felt. If only he’d developed the neck armor a bit sooner! This time he would keep his family alive. This time he wouldn’t let anyone else who trusted him for safety die.




   




  *****




   




  It didn’t take long for Wesley’s mixture to take effect. His time tending the bar, combined with his wife’s medical background, always provided a surprise or two. The six of them who didn’t drink added more fuel to the fire to keep the odd wandering bear or mountain lion at bay and walked over to the other side of the clearing.




  Metal scratched against leather as Leone set his pack on the ground. He unpacked their equipment quickly. The little devils were impossible to get on once you lacked opposable thumbs. No more conversation, not even whispers, passed between them. They were all anxiously waiting for the change as they pulled their weapons of choice from the bag, removing everything but their small clothes.




  First they each pulled thick, metal-studded leather straps from the pack and wrapped them around each other’s necks. They looked ridiculous on a human counterpart, but a werewolf with decent throat armor lasted a lot longer in a fight. Their bestial instincts usually prompted a severe throat ripping as the primary form of execution.
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