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CHAPTER 1
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Tella

––––––––
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MY NAME IS TELLA. I'M a werewolf, though I don't assume my werewolf form unless I absolutely have to. It's better to be a human here, now, or at least to look and act like one. But I might need to use that form again if I am to have any hope of escaping my home country of Dorria. 

It's not safe anymore. It used to be, years ago, and I look back on those times fondly, but...that isn't useful. If anything, it just hurts, thinking of the days when all the werewolf clans lived together in mountain villages, existing in peace, separate from the humans. Some feared us, but we hadn't had a war with them in decades and decades, and we even used to trade with the nearby human villages.

"All that is over now. It has been for a long time."

I finished my little speech and took a sip of the hot tea, a beverage I had only started drinking a little while back. I was still developing a taste for it—and this one was particularly bitter—but it would be rude to refuse the offer from someone who was giving me sanctuary.

That someone was named Gnill, and he was sitting across from me at the little wooden table inside of his barn. He was a young man—more a boy, really, and most of his family were on a 3-day supply trip to the trading towns on the river, leaving him in charge of the farm and his little sisters.

I learned all this from him when he found me trying to scrape together an acceptable camp in the woods on his land. I expected him to chase me away, but perhaps it was his young heart and curious nature that led him to offer me the barn to stay in until his parents returned. And answering his questions was the least I could do. Maybe he didn't think I was dangerous because I was a woman, or he didn't believe the stories that all werewolves were bloodthirsty fiends. 

It was foolish of me to let that slip, but I thought I was in danger, and when he approached me, I spat out that I was a werewolf and he'd be a damned fool to try to hurt me. It was brash, but I was exhausted and on a wire's edge. If he'd indeed come to kill me I might have even transformed. And then...

I shook my head, chasing away the thoughts.

"What about your village?" Gnill asked me, leaning over his own tea. His interest was obvious and a little off-putting, considering that everything I spoke of was tragedy. 

Then again, maybe his interest was more prurient. Not that I was at my best. Living on the run didn't leave you a lot of time for dressing nice and keeping yourself up, but I'd had enough men make a pass at me to be aware of that sort of thing.

Me being a werewolf doesn't mean that my human body suffers. I'm lean, but a lot stronger than I look. I'm brown-skinned, one of the few werewolf clans with that trait, and when I'm transformed, my fur is the same dark brown color. As a human, though, my hair is long and black and straight. My eyes are brown, and I heard them described as kind, once...but that was over ten years ago, when I was fifteen...by a boy that I...

"My village was the first to be attacked," I answered, cutting into my own thoughts before they could cut into me. "It...I guess that it started everything. Almost everyone was killed."

I took another sip of my tea while Gnill drank that in, and I hoped the bitterness of the brew would help me to keep steady. It washed across my tongue and warmed my throat. 

"Who did it?"

I shrugged then, a helpless gesture that I hated. "I don't know. It was a lot of huma—people. A big mob of them, outnumbering us at least two-to-one. They swept down on us with hardly any warning, late at night...there was fire, and blood..."

Gnill seemed to have forgotten his own drink. It sat on the table alone when he asked, "Did you kill anybody?"

There was a lantern on the table, off to the side, with a small flame that flickered when the nighttime wind found its way between the iron and glass. It made the wooden cups squirm and Gnill's boyish features glow. 

"I don't know." I watched the disappointment dance through his eyes. The slight downturn of his features. "I fought, yes. As a werewolf. Did the people I fought with die? Was I the one who killed them? I don't know. I'll never know." The thing was, I wasn't sure if that was a good thing or not. I've always wondered, and there are times when I hoped that I'd killed every human I'd touched back then, the ones who dared to step into our village to do us harm. And there are times when I prayed to not have that on my conscience, that I hadn't hurt anybody, or that at the very least that my blow wasn't the one that took them.

But I don't get know what the truth is. It's lost in the past, along with all those lives.

Gnill stood up, taking his almost-full cup in his hand. "My parents will be home early in the morning. If you hear the crow of the rooster, you're probably already in danger of being discovered."

I nodded. "I'll be off before dawn. Thank you for your hospitality."

He responded with a curt nod, and then snuffed the lantern, casting the barn into darkness save the shafts of moonlight that slipped through the slats of the barn. He closed the double doors behind him when he left, but didn't slip the iron latch shut. The back door of the barn faced the house, so he would want me to leave through the front so I could cross the fields and get to the woods before the sun fully rose.

I finished my tea with a bit of a grimace, because I was thirsty, and set the cup back down on the table. I stood up and breathed in the smell of hay and horses—or, rather, one horse, who was in a stable behind me toward the back of the barn. I wandered over there, walking slowly so as to avoid tripping on something in the dark.

The horse was brown, though I couldn't tell whether it was a light shade or dark with just sparse moonlight to go off of. He was facing me, his head poking out of the stall, and looking at me with wide, unsure eyes. I stopped there, a few feet from him, looking back.

"You don't like me," I said quietly, stating the obvious to myself as I watched the animal. The horse was tentative, pulling his head back but refusing to take his eyes off me. If I got much closer, he might panic and whinny and kick, and then I'd be responsible for waking up the young ones in the nearby house and probably find myself out in the fields.

I'm not sure what I smell like as a werewolf, but horses, dogs, and even cats know. It puts them on edge, makes them frightened or aggressive or both, and all because I dare to get close to them. I'm not sure why I hoped this horse would be any different. It was better for me to leave him alone.

I climbed the wooden ladder up to the loft, where there was enough clean hay to make myself a more comfortable bed than I had had in weeks. I lied there, looking up at the blackness of the roof.

If I had been reading the maps right, this farm was perhaps a bit more than a hundred miles from the southern border of Dorria. Not a stone's throw away from my goal, by any means, but closer to leaving the country than I ever had been before. Which made it the most dangerous part of my travels.

Just a couple days, I told myself. I wrapped my ragged shawl tighter around my shoulders, but it didn't do much to keep me warm, so I burrowed a little further in the hay. A few more days' travel, and I'll be free of this place.
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​CHAPTER 2
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Boyd

––––––––
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GODDAMN, DID THIS HURT. 

My arm was twisted up behind my back, and I gritted my teeth as Sloan wrenched it up a little bit further.

In front of me was the gang's 'treasurer', for lack of a better word. His name was Rubis, and he was a big bear of a man who was responsible for hauling around and keeping watch of the massive trunks that held the hunting gear. One of the trunks was open at my feet, displaying its contents—or, rather, the lack thereof.

"You got a choice, Boyd," Rubis said to me, his massive forearms folded over his wide barrel of a chest. His face was pitted with scars, souvenirs of his time as a sloppy blacksmith who let the sparks fly in his face too often. "You leave here with your life and I get my gear back, or I smash your head in with this hammer you seem to like so much, and I find it anyway."

I'm a tall, strong guy. It's hard to be in the business of werewolf hunting without those traits. My hair is brown and usually messy; a fact of life when your hair isn't exactly short or long. Today was no exception. Aside from the situation I was in, it was like any other day; I had on a sleeved, warm shirt with my hunting vest over it, a black leather piece I'd had for years and which carried some of the tools of my trade. A simple belt with a scuffed bronze clasp bore further utilities, wrapped around the waist of my pants, which had a little dirt on them from being dragged out of my tent this morning. 

Right now my arm was twisted behind my back by Sloan. Normally, that same arm could tangle with a werewolf if it needed to. But Rubis was a giant of a man, at least a foot taller than me and about that much wider, too. He was a different story. 

"We been in this gang a while together, so I'll let you live. If you work with me." Rubis picked up a heavy smithing hammer from the ground. "If you was someone else, you'd already be dead. So. What's it gonna be?"

"Better start talking," Sloan said from behind me. 

I registered the barely-contained glee in his voice. Sloan, the wiry, pale-skinned coward holding my arm, had hated me ever since I joined the bounty gang two years ago, The Hide Hunters. As dumb a name as that was, it was fitting for a gang who pulled bounties on werewolves, and they were a skilled crew, mostly. Especially Sloan. But I was better, and when that became obvious, Sloan became my enemy. He was used to being number one.

I was about one hundred and ten percent sure that Sloan had filched Rubis's gear last night, and then arranged it so that Rubis had learned some things had gone missing this morning and found the smithing hammer amid my belongings. 

I didn't know what else was missing. But I did know that accusing Sloan wouldn't get me anywhere. There was no proof, and though Rubis and I were friendly after two years working together, Rubis and Sloan had known each other much longer. It wasn't an argument I would win.

But hell, to be thrown out of the gang like this! When I'd been so in sync with my fellows, and when I had just hauled in an absolutely vicious bounty not two weeks ago. It wasn't fair, and I've dealt with my share of unfairness in life. It didn't make it feel much better. 

"He probably hid your stuff on that farmer's plot," Sloan said to Rubis, holding my arm tight. He was a vindictive backstabber, but that didn't mean he wasn't damned strong. "On the south side of the village. You know, where he used to work."

Ah, yes, Sloan always liked to remind me and anyone listening that I had briefly been a farmhand in this village. He thought it was embarrassing and shameful. So Sloan had hid the gear there, and he was leading Rubis to it so that I could live. Why? He didn't want my blood on his hands?

Whatever. My shoulder was killing me, and I wasn't going to pass up the opportunity to survive this. 

"Yes," I managed. "It's there. Let my damn arm go and I'll take you there and we can be done with this."

"Not even a sorry from ya," Rubis chided. 

Sloan said, "He'll try to run," but for a moment his grip relented and I ripped myself from his grasp, pulling my arm forward. 

"I'm not running anywhere, you fucking goon." I rotated my shoulder, holding back a grimace at the soreness. "Let's go."

"All right." Rubis sounded as calm and put-together as ever, but then, he was never an emotional guy, not in all the time that I had known him. He was the type of man who could deliver a bloody killing blow with the same bored expression he wore when he was doing his inventory. Almost unreadable, unless you got to know him a little better, and you could see the movements in his hands and feet and the wrinkle in his brow, and you could tell when he was on edge. And when he was on, gods, could he move that big bulk of his faster than you would ever expect. I'll fight a werewolf any day. I would never pick a fight with Rubis.

I kept silent and walked on toward the farm, leading Rubis and Sloan behind me and ignoring Sloan's comments and chiding, as needling as they were. Instead, I wondered what I would do now, where I would go, and why Sloan had set it up so that I'd walk away from this instead of just getting killed for thievery. 

I knew one thing for sure. I was a werewolf hunter, through and through, and I didn't want to be anything else. It was all I'd known ever since I was old enough to carry a short blade without hurting myself, and I was undeniably good at it. Possibly the best in the whole damned country, because I had been trained since I was just a boy to do exactly this, by my father, who had done it long ago. And I would never sleep easy if I knew I wasn't doing everything I could to make this world free of werewolves and safe once again.

If I couldn't do it here, then I would do it somewhere else. I had worked the farm as a hand here a few years ago, yes, but that was just until I was able to get in with a gang and get to doing the work I wanted to do. Now I couldn't picture myself doing anything else. I had a purpose, and it was clear. 

Dorria wasn't the only place with werewolves on the prowl, especially not since the real warring had begun ten years ago. Many had fled to surrounding countries. There were people there that needed my help rounding up the beasts and making the villages safe again.

The farm wasn't far, which was good, because at this point I just wanted to get this over with. I could burn with righteous indignation later, when Rubis wasn't seconds away from burying his chipped hammer in my skull and Sloan wouldn't be there to laugh over my corpse. I walked through the chill early-morning mist until we were close enough to the field to see it through the fog. It wasn't planting season, so it was just a vast landscape of dirt, though you could see rows in the soil and what the field would be, come the warmer days. The smell of the land in the early morning was enough to make me think of working the farm, years ago. Simpler times, sure. But boring.

The farmhouse was farther in the distance, opposite the stretch of farmland, big and austere and slightly obscured by a trio of strong oak trees. No sign of anyone around. 

"Well?" Rubis asked, because I had stopped and was just taking in the land.

"I see something there!" Sloan might have been a decent werewolf hunter, but he was no actor. The false shock in his voice grated at me like a cawing crow, and now more than ever I felt the urge to just swing around and knock him in the face. One good, hard hit that would send him to the packed dirt.

It was then that I also decided I'd have my revenge on this childish, petty excuse for a man. When the time was right.

I glanced back to Sloan and Rubis to see the former pointing toward a corner of the field where it was clear some dirt had been freshly overturned. And lo and behold, there was a glint of steel poking out of the earth.

"Yes," I said dully. "That's it. I was going to make off to town and sell it the night after next, blame it on vagabonds and pocket the gold."

"Brilliant plan," Rubis said. "If you were half as a good a thief as you are a hunter, you'd know I'm not stupid enough to miss something like that."

"I guess so."

"Dig it all up," he ordered. "Brush it off. Give it to Sloan here to carry back, and then you disappear into those woods." He brandished the hammer towards the thick trees that were about half a mile away from the far left edge of the field. 

I just nodded. Rubis wasn't a bad guy; he was honest, and he took pride in his trade. I respected that. 

Sloan looked a little put out at being told to carry the gear back. He must have swiped a lot of heavy stuff to blame me with. Good. 

I dug in the earth with my hands until the freshly-turned dirt gave up its contents, careful to avoid the edges of the daggers Sloan had stolen. I shook everything free of its dirt and left it for Sloan to pick up.

Rubis, like I said, is a hard man to read. But I watched him looking down at Sloan while the snake bent down to pick up his belongings, and I thought I read suspicion on his face. Or an air of distrust; something that came and went like a puff of breeze.

When Rubis looked back up at me, his face was as stony as ever. He gave me a nod, which I thought was a little strange, and then didn't look away until I had turned and started walking towards the woods. He didn't leave until he watched me cross the threshold of the trees. 

And once I stepped into those woods, the finality of the situation dropped onto me like a heavy mail vest. I was a hunter without a gang. 

Hunters without a gang didn't last long.
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​CHAPTER 3
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Bounty (Boyd)

––––––––
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THE WOODS FELT EMPTY and lonely in a way they never had before. As a hunter, I appreciated the woods. I loved them. They were another tool in my arsenal, but not one I could measure or carry around. They concealed me and helped me track. Helped me fight. Now I walked through them as prey.

A werewolf hunter without a gang was alone, and this wasn't a trade meant to be done alone. Sure, I've solo-killed, but rarely. And even more rarely did I not have someone backing me up, equipping me, or sharing experience with me. Without a crew to work with, werewolf hunters ended up dead. You were bound to get in over your head.

So what I needed to do was to get in with another gang. A gang outside of Dorria, because anyone inside these borders would hear about what happened with The Hide Hunters, and nobody would trust a thief. This was a profession where trust and reliability was everything. That was why my false transgression was grounds for immediate exile.

I stopped to lean against a tree and think, letting my hair fall into my face and not bothering to brush it away. 

I had my own gear, which Rubis didn't strip from me, although it would have been within his rights (had I actually stolen anything). I absently checked my pockets and clips, accounting for both my knife and my dagger, my wire loop that I used for trapping and restraints,  my small bottle of scent mask (key for tracking werewolves undetected), and every other tiny thing that had saved my life at one point or another. I was still a werewolf hunter, and I was still equipped to do the job, even if I didn't have access to the gang's gear anymore, like the big steel traps and nets and heavy, powerful weapons. 

And if I was going to be allowed to join a new group, especially coming from another country, I was going to have to bring a kill with me. 

I pulled in a breath of cool morning air and lifted my head, looking straight through the woods in the direction of the nearest town, where we had pulled our last bounty. It was the only one that had been there, but that was two weeks ago, and there was probably a new one by now. The wolves prowled here a lot, especially this close to the border of Dorria where there were more travelers and smaller, more vulnerable villages. 

I would go into town and check, then. The only problem was that the town was a day away on foot. Just a few hours by horse, but I didn't have a horse. I didn't have anything except what I was wearing.

"Better get moving, then," I muttered. Talking to myself was a habit that crept out of me whenever I was alone and had a lot to think about. The thought has crossed my mind that I've probably said more words to myself than to anyone else. It occurred to me again as I walked through the woods and commented on the state of my boots to no one in particular.

The sun was halfway through the sky by the time I came across a lone farm that I recognized as belonging to the Mallories. It neighbored the farm I used to work at—of course, in farm terms, "neighboring" in this case meant it was ten miles away, but it was still the closest farm west, and I knew the landowners. They were...well, not exactly kind, but patient. Daisy and Arbil. The kind of folks who acted about twenty years older than they looked, and it made them age faster. They had a son, Gnill. He had only been five years when I saw him last, and their only child, which was unusual for a farm family. I wondered if they had had more children since.

"They'll let me stay a spell," I said to me. "Helped them with that damned stump that summer, didn't I? And didn't ask for a thing in return. But I guess that depends if they remember me..."

It turned out that I needn't have worried, because I was just rounding the field to approach their too-big, three-story farmhouse when Daisy herself came running out the front door, her sights set dead on me.

"Boyd!" she called, almost shrieked, her long, blonde braid flowing behind her, short legs moving as fast as they could under her faded house dress. I could see the gray in her hair as she got closer to me, gray she didn't used to have. 

"Oh, oh thank heavens, thank the gods above, it really is you!" She came up to me, panting, and rested a hand on my shoulder.

"Daisy, it's, ah, good to see you again." I had been doubtful she would even remember me, let alone that she would come running up to me in some kind of thankful frenzy. "You all right? What's the matter?"

She was almost a foot shorter than me, but the steel in her gray eyes made her seem taller. "It's Gnill—oh, gods, that foolish boy—you remember Gnill, always poking around some damn thing or other—"

"Yes, I do," I cut in. "Did he get hurt?"

"No. Mercy, no," Daisy said, and her concern shifted to anger so quickly that I was convinced she had given him a good whupping for whatever he had done to panic her. "And he's lucky he didn't! Lucky he didn't get him and us and his little sisters killed, the idiot!"

So they did have some more kids. Good for them.

"I'm so glad it's you, Boyd. We know what you been into after you left the Koss farm. You're a werewolf hunter, it's true. I can see it plain as day." Her eyes crawled over my gear vest and the small blades at my side. "We got trouble. Gnill let a gods-damned werewolf stay the night while Arbil and I were in town. Tried to keep it a secret! But we saw the burned lantern and we knew he'd been hosting a guest in the barn, and we got on him and it wasn't long before he told us everything. A werewolf, Boyd! In our home, on our land! He knows her name and half her damn life story!"

The mountain of words landed on me, and I had to stop myself from grinning. Someone was on my side after all. I wouldn't have to go all the way to town to find a bounty. There was a werewolf here, now! Unless...

"Daisy, easy," I said, because she was practically vibrating where she stood. "Are you sure about this? What if Gnill is lying? Or his guest was just making up a story?"

Daisy shook her head. "I ain't stupid, Boyd. Lived in Dorria all my life, told my boy and my girls all about the wolves. Gnill said he made her show him before he let her stay, and that she...she changed. Just her eyes, but he saw it. And Gnill's no liar. Too curious for his own good—for all our sakes—but not a liar."

"He saw it change," I repeated. 

Daisy just nodded, somehow mercifully silent after seeing the look on my face. I looked over her, at the house she had just run to me from. I'd hunted plenty of female werewolves—that made no difference. They weren't any less vicious or any less dangerous. Daisy was godawful lucky that no one had been hurt yet, and she knew it, judging by how frantically she had run out to me.

"I'll take care of this. Is everyone out of the house?" Without waiting for an answer from her, I started forward, one hand already reaching down to my belt. 

"No—she's not here anymore." She put a hand on my arm. "Gone this morning."

Of course. Daisy wouldn't be foolish enough to leave her family in the house with a werewolf. I had gotten ahead of myself. I turned back to her.

"When did it leave? How early?"

"Can't say for sure," Daisy answered. "'Twas gone by the time that Arbil and I got back from town with the wagon. Couldn't get the horse in the barn all night, thing just kept stamping and snorting and refusing to step, that was our first hint something was wrong."

"When did you get back?" I asked, straining my patience now. 

"Not long after the sunrise." Daisy shook her head. "We've been all a-fret since then, Arbil won't put down the blackjack—"

"Let me talk to Gnill," I said, cutting her off. I started toward the house, with her following behind me, still talking. 

"I don't want him thinking he's gone unpunished for what he did!" Daisy rattled. "He's being put to work—"

"I just need to ask him what it looked like and where it went," I said calmly, less irritated with her now that a plan was forming in my mind. "I'm not going to be giving him a sweet and patting him on the head. Don't you want this wolf taken care of?"

The tracking path was opening up before me, just like how my father had taught me years ago. If there was one thing he knew, it was his work, and he treated me like his best and only employee. That's why I got so good at this, and probably why I didn't miss him as much as I thought I would when he died. 

But he taught me well, and the first thing about finding something is knowing exactly what you're looking for. And this young, stupid boy was the closest thing I had to seeing the beast, so I had to talk to him. 

Daisy ran ahead of me, hurrying to get past my long strides and purposeful gait. "I'll bring him down to the kitchen and let Arbil know you're coming in so he doesn't get all worked up, or even more'n. Come on in and sit."

I followed her into the kitchen and waited there at her behest, but I didn't sit. I stood still, waiting and looking around. Just like that, I had been snapped out of a haze of worry about an uncertain future and back into my calling, and why I was here. To help people like Daisy and her family feel safe again. I doubted she'd be leaving Gnill behind with the little sisters for quite some time after this. 

The kitchen was small and didn't have a table; they only cooked in here, and they ate in the larger dining room just around the corner. I'd been invited to dinner here before, years ago when I was a neighboring hand—years that felt even further away, gapped by the time I'd been a hunter—and I remembered the house now that I was inside. 

The stairs were across the house, out of my line of sight, but I heard two pairs of footsteps marching down them. The loud, clomping steps of Daisy stood out, followed by slower, flat-footed steps that must have belonged to Gnill.  

He came in to the kitchen first, looking morose, but when he looked at me a spark of energy came into his features, and his eyes glanced up and down my vest and belt. He was blonde and had a small frame, but as a farm boy I knew he was strong. Still, he wilted when Daisy came up to his side with her hands on her hips.

"Gnill," I said. "Tell me about this werewolf."
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​CHAPTER 4
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The Road Out Of Dorria (Tella) 

––––––––
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AS NICE AS IT WAS TO sleep on something that wasn't hard, packed dirt or a worn blanket on top of the same, I was glad to be out of the barn and walking down the road when the sun came up with my meager supplies slung over my back. I appreciated what Gnill did for me, but I couldn't shake the feeling that he was going to come wake me up in the middle of the night and demand I transform for him, or something like that. It was much easier to dismiss things like that when I was out on the road and the sun was starting to peek over the horizon.

It was slow going, though, because I didn't feel safe on the road for too long. Never mind being a werewolf, although that made things even more dangerous, but being a lone woman on the road didn't guarantee safe passage. This close to the border there were a lot more travelers and shipments, which meant a lot more idealistic highwaymen and opportunities to make a quick job of an unguarded wagon. Or person.

But if I wanted to get out of here, I had to take some risks, and every minute traveling off the road meant it would take me longer to get out of Dorria. So, hyper-alert, I traveled down the dirt path marked with wagon wheels, horse hooves, and the occasional footprint, as the sun began to make itself known to the day.

It was so early that it was closer to dark than it was to light, and I was alone. I hefted my makeshift knapsack a little higher on my shoulders, trying to keep the worn spot on the right-side strap from being used too much. If this sack, once dark green but now mostly a faded and discolored brown, would last me to the border, I would be happy with that. 

I looked down at myself, now that my mind was on the wear and tear of my things. I wore a long skirt of thick material, a simple piece of fabric that circled around my waist and left a gap where the rounded ends met. The bottom edge was in bad shape, of course, but the rest wasn't so bad, and it kept me warm even on those cold nights. My narrow leather belt, off of which hung my small coin purse, was cracked in places but still strong. I had a thin shirt with a pair of rips in the side—I don't remember how they got there—and over that I wore a slightly thicker over-shirt, the length of which hung over my belt. These clothes should last until the border, too, and from there...

Mentally, I shrugged. If I bothered to worry about what would happen once I escaped Dorria, I'd never be able to make myself leave. The best I could do was look forward to the horizon and what it held. I knew what was here for me. What I had lost, and what remained. The memories of the former and assurances of the latter were enough to keep me moving south, away from my past and future here. 

I was out of the farmland now, and the landscape was hilly. Every few steps, it seemed, I was going up or down. On a particularly rough patch of road, I saw the splintered wooden pieces of a wheel, and there were obvious grooves in the grass some fifty feet off the road. A difficult spot for wagons that some people knew about, I supposed, but some people learned the hard way. 

I knelt down at the broken wheel and looked at it. Definitely beyond repair; the frame was shattered, and even the iron spool looping around it had been bent and twisted when the wheel had given out. I wondered if the driver had been able to get a new wheel on. I didn't see any goods lying around, but then, this looked like it had been here for at least a day.

Something compelled me to pick up a piece, one of the particularly broken ones. Crouching, I grasped it, being careful to avoid the splintery edges. 

I turned it in my hand and saw something unusual. Sticking out of this curve of wooden wheel was a small shaft of wood, broken off where it emerged from the wheel. It was an arrow shaft.

I dropped it to the ground and stood quickly, feeling very exposed. This wagon hadn't broken apart on the road; it had been attacked. Ransacked. I also realized that this was an ideal spot for bandits to assault road caravans because of the bumpiness and slow, careful travel that was necessary here. And not far from the road, close enough to sprint to without stopping, was a sparse patch of woods with a thicket of bushes and brambles obscuring what could be hiding in it. 

Before I could draw my next breath, those brambles rustled, amazingly loud in what had been almost complete silence. And then three men burst forward from their concealed space and rushed toward me.

I turned and ran, slamming my feet into the dirt, but I stepped on one of the pieces of the wheel and stumbled, catching my foot on a bump in the ground and tumbling. I landed hard on my shoulder and rolled forward, barely noticing the fact that the right strap of my pack had given out and snapped.

I regained my footing and bolted, and I was fast, but that fall had been costly. One of the men reached me, closing his fist on the trailing back of my shirt and yanking. I could have slipped it off if not for my pack, but it caught on the one remaining strap and I spun, falling to the ground again.

He let go of my shirt then, but his friends had caught up and I was outnumbered three to one and certainly out-armed. I would have to transform. And that meant I would have to kill every single one of them, because if I left a witness to tell the tale of a rogue werewolf...

Would I have time to change? Or would they simply cut my throat and leave my stripped body here on the road without hesitation? 

No time to think about it. It was daylight, and that meant I would change slower, but I could do it. And before they had any idea what was happening, I would fall on them. 

I caught a glimpse of the patchy beard and hair on the stocky man leaning over me before I shut my eyes and focused, letting the breath flow out of me and slowing my heartbeat down. I felt the still-familiar tickling of my fur growing. Even though it had been a long time since I'd done a full transformation, it never ceased being a part of me.

"She's just—" The words were guttural and triumphant, but cut short with a thud. I felt a sudden weight fall on top of me and I stopped my transformation, scrabbling backward. Something had knocked the man down, and when I looked to my left I saw another man approaching the scene. He held a rock in one hand, presumably a second rock, since he had already thrown the one that had knocked down my assailant.

He looked...heroic. His brown hair caught the breeze, sweeping back from his brow, while his blue eyes were focused wholly on the two men who were still standing. In his right hand he held a rock as big as his fist would be, and his sleeve was rolled up so I could see the muscles in his arm and the ease with which he hefted that weight. He was big—not the biggest man I'd ever seen, but strong in a lithe way that hinted he could catch you if you ran, and beat you down if you decided to fight.

While his eyes were on the other men, I reversed the paltry bit of transformation I had done. He shouldn't have been able to see anything. I hadn't felt any changes in my face; just under my clothes, where they would have been safely hidden. I got to my feet and he looked over at me. 

"Are you all right?" he called out from where he stood, some thirty feet away, but I wasn't looking at him now; I had my eyes on the other two, who were closer, in front of me. They were hesitating in front of their fallen comrade, who looked to have taken the first big rock right to the head. He was breathing—I thought—but he wasn't moving, and his sparsely-haired head was bleeding onto the ground.

Keeping my eyes on the attackers, I gave a nod in answer to the man's question. I wasn't sure he could tell; I barely moved
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