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      IN SORROW

      Shoba lay prone in the protective shadow of an overhanging boulder, the hazy shimmer of heat distorting the view across the rolling dunes of the wastes. She’d drawn morning patrol. Again. She saw the elders’ meddling in the assignment. Growling softly, she scanned the perimeter and caught movement, not beyond the borders of Sorrow but within. She frowned and raised the binoculars to her eyes. Mercer, the brother of her heart, argued with his sister, Brienne. Few things roused Bri’s wolf, she was one of the least dominant members of the pack, but she was stubborn when it mattered to her. Family always mattered to her. Whatever Mercer was saying had roused Bri’s stubborn to epic proportions. Shoba zoomed in, tried to read their lips. No luck.

      Mercer turned to the well, dressed in worn boots and combat leathers, a canteen in his hand. She dug her ancient comm device from her pocket and checked for her replacement. It wasn’t him. In fact, he wasn’t on the perimeter watch schedule for the next three days. So why was he dressed for the wastes? She zoomed out, studied the area around him, and noticed a familiar battered pack at Mercer’s feet. Faded, scuffed, and stained, it was the only piece of gear Conrad had left his son before he made his doomed run for the generators. Horror crept up her spine. No. No! She wasn’t losing another member of her chosen family to the wastes. The moment her replacement arrived she was having a talk with the elders.

      “What were you thinking?” Shoba growled at Elder Inez. Sweat had soaked through her leathers from the harsh mid-morning sun. A windstorm left her hair and throat gritty with sand. She wasn’t fit for a sparring match with the novice warriors, much less a meeting with the revered leaders of their small community. She didn’t care. “I told you to send me on your next suicide run into the wastes.”

      “You forget yourself, Shoba of Bright Perish.” Inez growled and thumped her cane for emphasis.

      The words struck hard and drew blood as the elder intended. Shoba shrugged off the pain. She’d been born in Bright Perish, had fled after losing her parents to the haze, and sought a new home in Sorrow. But Sorrow didn’t want her any more than Bright Perish had. She’d always be an outsider to them. Which brought her back to her question. Why send Mercer on a fool’s errand into the wastes?

      “That tone won’t work on me, old woman,” she growled back, letting her wolf look through her eyes. The older woman paled, her fear a lure to Shoba’s wolf. “Mercer is better than me or you or all of us. Why send him out to die?”

      “We didn’t.” The words were dragged through gritted teeth. Inez always fought Shoba’s dominance, and she always lost. It was one of the many reasons the elder despised her. “The haze stalking Sorrow claimed two dens at first sun. You’ve brought this on us once more, Death-Bringer. One den should have been yours, but Brienne is too weak to deny you anything. The other belonged to the Laramie family. Mercer insisted.”

      Shoba stilled. The sting of the unwarranted sobriquet dulled by her shock and sorrow. Derryk, Clara, and their fierce and playful pups were good people and honorable wolves. Loyal to the pack and kind to her. Now they were gone, lost because their government had left them with substandard atmospheric stabilizers and too few engineers to maintain them. She turned and headed for the door. She had to find Mercer.

      Sorrow was a small village, numbering fewer than a hundred wolves and pups, but its dens sprawled across the desolate landscape. Their wolfish natures needed pack, but their human sides needed privacy. So many narrow paths and shade pavilions to hide in, too little time to check them all. It didn’t help that Mercer was a strong wolf, a throw-back to the Alpha strain. He knew how to hide, how to cover his scent or double-back to lay a false trail. He knew she was tracking him.

      She’d just circled back to the village center when his howl rang through the evening air and raised the small hairs on her neck. It held so much sorrow, so much pain, she wondered how he remained upright. Shoba homed in on the sound and raced to the edge of the village. Too late. He’d given himself over to the wolf and let it run. A cloud of smoke betrayed his path and his speed. She’d never catch him.

      Muttering more than a few curses, she stomped over to the den she shared with Brienne. Her best friend had to be frantic with worry. When the haze first threatened Sorrow, the elders sent their warriors on weekly runs to secure the closest generator. Conrad, Brienne’s father, had been the first. When he didn’t return, they sent Xavier. Then Trina. Alphonse. Michel. Eloise. More names than she could remember; too many faces she would never forget. None returned. Rory, Brienne’s mate, had been the last. And the haze kept inching closer.

      She’d stayed with Brienne that night. Shoba wasn’t good with sympathy, too few had shown it to her for her to emulate, but she knew how to listen. She growled when it seemed appropriate and wiped Bri’s tears when they fell. One night bled into a week, then a month, until Shoba gave in and moved her meager belongings into the spare bedroom. This night felt too familiar. The same worry and fear; the same pairs of ears straining to hear a howl that never came.

      The next morning, Shoba prowled the eastern perimeter hoping for a miracle. This close to the haze brought back the nightmares of her youth, of waking to a similar wall inches from her bed with her parents on the other side. She dipped her fingers into it, felt the burn of an unfiltered sun. Who was she fooling? Nothing lived beyond the haze. It was a silent killer with no scent to track, no throat to tear, no heart to feast upon. She flexed her burned fingers and turned away. Only ghosts survived the haze.

      The moon was a promise of soothing darkness when Mercer appeared on the northern perimeter. Dust coated his hair and blood stained his leathers, but he’d returned. For once, someone had returned. Brienne raced to his side, nearly knocking him over in her relief. He held her tight, his whispered words and Bri’s quiet tears lost to even Shoba’s keen hearing. She stepped in front of the elders when they arrived, glared them into silence and stillness. Her chosen family deserved their reunion.

      A firm hand landed on her shoulder, tugged her close for a brief hug before he stepped forward. His own glare must have outstripped hers, for the elders paled and took a step back. Shoba tried not to savor their fear. She failed. Mercer, with his sister held tight to his side, ordered the elders to call a Conclave, a meeting of all pack members. When they objected, his wolf forced their compliance. They made the call with stiff spines and petulant expressions.

      “What’s going on?” Brienne whispered in a voice still thick with tears.

      “Hope, little sister.”

      He didn’t explain further as the rest of the pack arrived, some alone, some with their families. All were shocked to see Mercer. And relieved. More and more wolves turned to him for advice, for guidance, for solutions. Shoba couldn’t decide if the elders resented him or relished retaining their positions without having to worry about the responsibilities.

      Talish was the last to arrive. He cradled one sleepy pup. His mate, Keelah, held the other. He nodded to Elder Inez. “We’re the last.”

      “Thank you, Talish.” Elder Callum turned to Mercer, an odd tension in his shoulders that roused Shoba’s wolf. She smelled fear. “You had something to say?”

      “The stabilizer didn’t fail, someone sabotaged it. The locks were broken, anything combustible piled deliberately near the important electrical systems, and cannisters of gasoline and other accelerants littered the buildings. Whoever destroyed the facility knew what they were doing. The entire compound is nothing but a burned-out wreck.”

      Shock. Anger. Dismay. Shoba saw some variation of this and more on the pack’s faces. What interested her the most were the elders’ expressions. Fury and fear were expected. The flash of betrayal was not. It roused her wolf’s curiosity.

      “You should have come to us first, Mercer.” Elder William waved his hand to include the other two pack leaders. “Allowed us to disseminate the information as necessary.”

      “No. The pack needs to know here and now because there’s a choice to be made. The stabilizer is a total loss, not even the most skilled Alliance technician could make that tangle of wires and components functional again. We have a few weeks, maybe as long as a few months, before all of Sorrow is lost to the haze. We don’t have the luxury of hoping, of relying on ‘if’ it happens, because it will. Maybe not tomorrow, or even next week, but sooner than we’d like. Before, we had one hope and one option—fix the stabilizer or move the pack. I’ve found us another. Buried beneath the rubble was a working intergalactic communicator.”

      “You didn’t!”

      “You had no right!”

      “What does that mean?”

      The questions came in quick succession, some in confusion, some in hope, others in anger. The elders, puffed up with pride, objected the strongest. Shoba curled her lip, her low opinion of the three dropping even further. They’d rather rail against the encroaching haze than do anything which might threaten their positions in the pack. As the volume increased and questions turned to shouts, she raised her head and howled, a song of frustration, annoyance, and reprimand. The pack quieted. Stronger wolves accepted the rebuke with a nod while the weaker ones ducked their heads and tossed nervous glances her way.

      “Thank you, Shoba.” Mercer offered her a shadow of a smile. Grief stole the light from his eyes, the loss of the Laramie family weighing heavy on his heart. “I sent a distress beacon centered on the pack’s coordinates and set it on a repeating loop. I waited an extra day to ensure the communicator had enough power to continue broadcasting, but it’s powered by the sun. For now, that’s the one thing we have in abundance. I was packing up to make the run home when I received a reply. The Kaleidoscope, a transport vessel conducting a scientific mission in this system, will arrive as soon as they’ve completed their tasks. The captain has offered to relocate the pack to Korlyn’s Glen, a port city on Barif in the Maiveth System, or provide the means to go elsewhere if that’s preferred.”

      “Sorrow is our home,” protested Elder Callum. He looked at Shoba, curled his lip, and said, “Not all of us can just pack and leave when things get tough.”

      “Then you’ll die.” No humor in Mercer’s tone, no give, and only the barest modicum of respect. He looked around to include everyone at the Conclave. “How many more packmates must we lose before you accept that Earth Prime is operating on borrowed time? The stabilizers protecting this zone are gone, and their fall has placed a strain on the rest of the system in this quadrant. It’s why the haze races across the wastes when it once crept.” He looked first at Brienne and then at Shoba. She nodded, saw Bri do the same. “My father taught me to cherish my family and my pack, to do what I can to protect them. The best way I can honor his memory is to board the Kaleidoscope when it lands and take my sisters with me. I hope the rest of you make the same decision.”
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      THE KALEIDOSCOPE

      Shoba leaned against the wall of the metal beast and growled softly in her throat. It’d been eight days since Mercer returned from the wastes with the news. Eight days of arguments with the elders. Eight days of watching the sun swallow up more and more of the home they called Sorrow. Eight long, hot days of holding onto their last shred of hope with fang and claw.

      When the moon rose on that eighth day and brought its respite from the harsh glare of a too-close sun, they came. Shoba watched the sleek shuttle’s approach, marveled at the way the light danced along its hull until it seemed to blink in and out of existence. The Rifaniir proved just as fascinating. The human-appearing offworlders carried the universe in their eyes and the colors of the forest in their hair, beautiful and compelling. They’d heard Mercer’s distress beacon, and they’d come. They’d come.

      Help wasn’t some distant dream spoken in hushed whispers to pups too young to have learned the harsh truths of the world, it was here and now on a ship called the Kaleidoscope. It was sanctuary on another world with good air and green growing things and so much water the holostills sent hardened, blooded warriors to their knees.

      Heartsore, exhausted, and terrified to hope, they packed.

      She knew Mercer was right. She knew the people of Sorrow had to leave if they wished to survive. But what kind of life did this new planet, this Barif, hold for her? Could she roam the forests she’d seen in their vids or would they, too, consider her too much the wolf for her new home, keep her contained for everyone’s safety? She crossed her arms over her chest, the cold metal wall at her back as alien as the sonic shower she’d taken that morning. Her wolf’s soul could never thrive inside a cage, even if that cage offered comforts she’d never dared dream she’d experience.

      “You’re growling again.” Brienne nudged her with her shoulder.

      “Sorry.” She was. Mostly. “Too much metal.”

      “The captain said it would only be a week or so. You’ll see the sun again.”

      She curled her lip at the gentle tone, appeasing her like she was a wild animal who needed taming. She’d heard that tone most of her life, adults and children tiptoeing around her in nervous fear. Her wolf was stronger than most, a throwback to the Alpha experiments when beast and man fought for supremacy. It gave her golden eyes, incredible stamina, and a nasty temper. At least her friend was trying to soothe her and not her beast. Still, it was annoying.

      “I’m not going to bite anyone, Bri.”

      “That’s good to hear.”

      The laughing reply startled a yip from Brienne and a growl from Shoba. She spun into a crouch, claws out, to see a very amused man wearing the uniform of a Rifaniir officer. How had he gotten so close without her sensing him? Lifting her head, she scented the air but smelled… nothing. Not the cold stink of metal nor the bite of oil and grease. Even the comforting scents of pack eluded her heightened senses. To her wolf’s nose, the man standing in front of her simply wasn’t there. She rose from her crouch and let him see her claws.

      “Where did you come from?”

      “Shoba!” Brienne hissed, sounding more like one of the cats than a wolf.

      The man pursed his lips and said blandly, “My parents had a lot of fun when they were younger.” Placing his hands behind his back, he shifted his stance and tone of voice. “I’m Vaistu Elloufen, Captain of the Kaleidoscope. My people are treating you well, I hope?”

      Shoba’s skin prickled in awareness, her claws pressing into the palms of her clenched fists. His posture remained relaxed, his tone welcoming, but his eyes–those changeable, galaxy-swirl eyes–pinned her with the focus of a raptor. This man, her wolf howled in warning, was an apex predator. Instinct pushed her to claw and bite and prove she would not be cowed. She bared her teeth.

      “Everyone’s been very helpful.” Brienne jabbed Shoba in the side with her elbow and gave her a pointed look. “It’s just a lot to take in, you know?”

      “I understand. If that changes, please let me know.” The captain turned his attention back to Shoba. “We’ll enter the Between in thirty-two hours. If you haven’t seen it before, come up to the viewing deck. It’s not to be missed.” With a brief nod to each of them, he moved on to speak to the next group of packmates.

      “What is wrong with you?” Brienne poked her with a finger. “You can be cranky, sure, but you’re rarely this rude. Talk to me.”

      “He rubs my fur the wrong way. Did you see him appear? Hear him? Smell him?” Shoba ran a hand through her short curls, tugged on the ends. “I have the best nose in the pack, Bri, and I couldn’t smell him. He’s some kind of scary predator, and I can’t relax until I’m sure we’re not his prey.”

      “You’re too suspicious. Come on. We’ll talk about it with Mercer over lunch. Maybe he can clue us in on what horrors await us beneath the Rifaniir’s exotic exterior.”

      Shoba rolled her eyes at Brienne’s melodramatic tease, but she scanned the room as they walked. Her friend called her suspicious, and she was, but Brienne was sometimes too trusting. This was one of those times. Yes, the Rifaniir had answered their distress call. What she wanted to know, and wouldn’t settle until she did, was the cost. What did the wolves of Sorrow owe the dangerous, generous Captain Vaistu Elloufen of the Kaleidoscope?

      She stopped at the door and turned for a last look at those in the room. Her pack, her adopted family’s people, had left behind all they’d known on the basis of hope. She’d known hope once. It’d died in a pup’s horror at waking to see a wall of toxic haze mere feet from her bed and knowing her parents were on the other side. She didn’t have hope, but she did have loyalty. She would not leave her brother and sister of the heart to the mercy of an unknown benefactor without remaining vigilant. Her gaze met and held the captain’s. One corner of his lips curved into a smile. Challenge recognized and accepted. Her growl rumbled in her chest. Time to hunt.
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      THE HUNT

      Shoba growled as the pack’s conclave descended into pure chaos. The adolescent wolves wanted to roam the ship, explore and sniff and taste. The elders, safely ensconced in their spacious rooms with hydro showers and fine food delivered to them at their request, had ignored the problem until the complaints threatened to spill over into violence. They were tired, they claimed, worn down by Sorrow’s constant battle against the sun and the foul air. They wanted to keep the pack together where it was safe. Shoba snorted. They wanted to wait until someone else solved the problem for them was more like it.

      “Our pups need exercise,” Talish boomed over the rising volume. Short, stable Talish was the gentlest wolf she knew until you messed with his pups. Threaten his twins and even his warrior mate, Keelah, stood little chance against him. “The running machines make their bodies tired but do nothing to ease their curiosity. They need to explore.”

      “They’re pups.” Elder Inez thumped the floor with her cane. “They need to do as they’re told!”

      That’s when the shouts turned to growls. Claws pushed from curved fingers, snarling lips revealed fangs. Sorrow’s pups were not humans to be ordered to sit quietly and amuse themselves. They had a wolf’s soul-deep need to wander and claim their territory. A need the elders wished to ignore in favor of safety. Sighing, Shoba looked up to catch Mercer’s eye. As the acknowledged successor to Sorrow’s leadership, the elders had pushed more and more responsibilities onto his broad shoulders. This looked to be another one. He scrubbed a hand over his face, into his hair, and nodded. Very well, then.

      She lifted her head and howled. Hers wasn’t a song of joy or sorrow or play. Her song had teeth. It snarled and growled and rumbled her anger, disappointment, and frustration at the elders’ unwillingness to listen to their pack’s concerns. It echoed in the small metal cage—conference room, Shoba!—and crept down the halls. It was a battle cry. When she let it fade into silence, she glared at each of her packmates. None dared meet her gaze for long.

      Talish had one arm around his mate’s waist, his free hand fisted at his side. He kept his eyes on the floor, but his shoulders were stiff. Keelah stood tall, holding Shoba’s gaze as long as her wolf allowed, a soft rumble escaping her throat every now and then. Alone, the pair were formidable wolves. Together, with their pups’ health at risk, they were unstoppable. Shoba offered Keelah a brief nod, respect from one dominant wolf to another. Their tension eased measurably.

      The elders weren’t as understanding. Callum’s mouth had flattened to a thin line, though his eyes remained fixed on the floor. He’d never been her most vocal opponent, but he wasn’t her champion either. She was too much the wolf, and he found their animal natures uncivilized. Will feigned nonchalance but sweat beaded his upper lip and coated his brow. Fear wasn’t the only scent wafting off him. Lust and anger were equally present, a nauseating mix that roused Shoba’s temper. Inez, always prone to dramatics, played to her audience. She’d tilted her head up and to one side, baring her throat in a sign of extreme submission. Shoba’s lip curled, but she turned toward Mercer and nodded.

      “Thank you, Shoba.” Mercer rolled his eyes as if seeking help from the heavens. He found the elders’ reactions more amusing than worrisome. He didn’t understand and hopefully never would. Unlike her, he’d never stood before them as a young pup, heart in his throat as they decided his fate. He’d always held their favor.

      “No problem.” She summoned a smile and returned to her station at the door.

      Like her, Mercer was a throwback to those early days of fury and pain and madness when scientists blended animal and man in search of the perfect soldier. Like her, he was stronger and faster than the others in their pack. It made him a skilled warrior and a better scout. Unlike her, however, the pack saw his strength and felt safe. They looked at her and felt fear.

      She crossed her arms over her chest. Fear could be a good thing. It taught pups not to stick a paw in the fire or wander too far away from the boundary lines into the toxic air. Too much fear, however, could turn a pack into a mob. The whispers had returned after the loss of the Laramie den, pointed and ugly and heartbreaking. If they’d stayed on Earth Prime, the pack would have forced her to leave Sorrow or fight them all. She was strong, but no one was that strong.

      The image of Captain Vaistu Elloufen rose in her mind. There, her wolf growled, was a worthy foe. They’d bumped into each other twice more since leaving Sorrow, once in the room with the running machines and again in the dining facilities. Neither time had she heard him, scented him, or even seen him until he’d made himself known. It made her wary. Watchful. Curious. His ability to evade her senses would make him an excellent playmate.

      She scowled at the wolfish thought. No. No. There would be no playdates with the Rifaniir captain. She was the pack’s enforcer. Her days of wolfish hide-and-seek were long gone. She’d set them aside at nine years old when she learned the truth of her wolf’s strength, that she was the cause of her aunt’s fear and her first pack’s wariness. She’d cried for all she’d lost, and then she’d left.

      “Shoba?”

      She blinked and focused on Mercer. Behind him, the pack had risen to their feet, gathering dishes and children with equal care. The meeting was over. Her face heated. She’d let herself be distracted by the Rifaniir captain and her own problems. Such distractions could be fatal in the wild. Her training was suffering.

      She nodded toward the busy room. “Is it done?”

      He tilted his head in pure wolfish curiosity. Mercer was more family to her than any other, but this was not a conversation she wanted to have with him or anyone. He’d be angry with the pack at a time they needed his strength. She wouldn’t allow that, especially not on her behalf and for things he couldn’t control. She ignored his unspoken question.

      He sighed and nodded. “For now. Could you do me a favor? I need to meet the ship’s quartermaster and finalize the details of the pack’s dens in Korlyn’s Glen. Could you ask Capt. Elloufen if there’s some place the pups and adolescents can explore without causing too much damage?”

      “Me? Did Talish thump your head when I wasn’t looking?” Shoba shook her head. “I’m not exactly Ms. Tactful, Merce.”

      “Yeah, well, Bri is helping keep the pups occupied, and the captain’s dominance rubs the others’ fur the wrong way. That leaves you or me, and I’m busy.”

      She knew that tone in his voice. Mercer may not be an elder, but he was even more dominant than her. He alone could look her in the eye without fear, which earned her respect. The fact that he never used his dominance as a cudgel, not even now, earned her loyalty. Shoba scrubbed her hands over her face, through her hair, and tugged at the ends.

      “You know he makes me crazy, right?”

      “How? You’ve barely said ten words to each other.”

      “He’s a predator,” she muttered. “My wolf wants to claw him just to prove I’m not prey.”

      “The pack needs this, Shoba. The pups can’t stay cooped up in their quarters the entire trip, and we need the Rifaniir to see who and what we are. They need to know we’re not as human as we look.”

      “Very well. I’ll do my best.”

      What else could she say? Frightened of her or not, they were pack. She would keep them safe.

      Four hours later, she still hadn’t run Vaistu Elloufen to ground. The damn man remained a ghost to her senses, rendering her nose useless, so she questioned every Rifaniir crewman she found. They were oh-so-helpful, stopping their tasks to talk with someone through their communication devices, show her a location on a map, and assure her the captain was there. Each time, she’d arrive to discover she’d just missed him. Please accept our apologies, the crew informed her, he’d received a call or remembered an errand that couldn’t wait. Did she want them to see where he was now? And she’d start the cycle over again.

      As she loped through the narrow halls
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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