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WREN

The night my pack cast me out, the sky was so clear you could see every star the smoke hadn’t eaten yet.

I remember that. Stupid thing to remember. Not my mother’s face when they dragged her into the circle, not the sound Alpha Corbin’s voice made when he said my name like it was something he’d scraped off his boot. The stars. Clear and cold and completely uninterested in what was happening to us.

“Wren Ashdown,” Corbin said, and the whole clearing went quiet enough that I could hear the fire eating through green wood, hissing and popping like it was trying to talk. “You stand accused of selling pack borders to the Vantrell line. Of opening the north ridge the night we lost six wolves.”

I didn’t sell anything. I was seventeen. I didn’t even know where the north ridge maps were kept, and everyone in that circle knew it, because half of them had watched me grow up chasing rabbits through that ridge with skinned knees and no sense of direction at all.

But knowing a thing and saying a thing out loud in front of an alpha who’s already decided are two different animals.

“That’s a lie,” I said. My voice came out steadier than I felt. I’d practiced that, without meaning to — keeping my voice level while my insides shook, because my mother always said a scared voice invites a bigger threat and a calm one makes them wonder if you know something they don’t.

“Do you call your alpha a liar, girl?”

“I call the person who’s lying to you a liar. Might not be the same person.”

That got a laugh out of someone in the crowd, quickly swallowed. Corbin’s eyes cut toward the sound like he’d remember it later. I remember thinking, distantly, the way you think about a splinter under fresh ice: someone paid for this. Someone in this clearing right now paid to have my name attached to those six deaths, and I am never going to find out who, because I am about to stop existing to these people.

My mother tried to get to me. I saw her shove through the ring of wolves, saw two of Corbin’s enforcers catch her by the arms, and I saw the exact moment something in her face broke open — not fear for herself, I understood later, but the specific violence of watching your child get erased and being physically stopped from standing in front of the blade.

“She’s a child,” my mother said. “She’s a pup, Corbin, she’s never so much as crossed the property line without —”

“Enough, Marisol.”

“You’re doing exactly what they want. Whoever fed you this, they wanted this —”

I never found out what she was going to say next, because that was when the crowd surged, and there was shouting, and someone’s shoulder caught her in the chest hard enough that she went down, and in the chaos of bodies and snarling and Corbin’s enforcers trying to restore some kind of order to a scene that had already gone past the point of order, I lost her.

I don’t mean symbolically. I mean I was standing in the center of that circle one second, and the next, the crowd had closed like water over a dropped stone, and when it opened again my mother wasn’t where she’d fallen. People were running. Someone screamed. I heard my name twice, in two different directions, and I couldn’t tell which voice was hers.

I have run through that moment a thousand times since, looking for the version where I go the right way. Where I dig through the bodies instead of standing frozen. Where I scream louder, or grab the right sleeve, or do literally anything except stand there with my whole chest caving in while the only home I’d ever known dissolved into torchlight and noise.

By the time an enforcer grabbed my arm and started hauling me toward the tree line — exile, effective immediately, don’t come back or we won’t just talk next time — I still hadn’t found her. I was screaming her name. I remember that clearly, the way my throat tore on it.

Nobody answered.

“Move,” the enforcer said, and shoved me hard enough that I stumbled into the dark past the tree line, into the place where the firelight stopped reaching and the pack’s territory ended and my whole life ended with it.

I stood there for a long time. Long enough that the shouting behind me thinned out into ordinary night sounds — wind, an owl, my own ragged breathing. Long enough that the cold started to matter more than the shock. I had nothing. No pack, no mother, no home, no name that meant anything to anyone anymore.

I had the radio.

It was clipped to my belt out of habit, an old battered CB unit my father had given me before he died, back when I was small enough to think a radio was a kind of magic — a box that let you talk to people you couldn’t see. I used to name the static after imaginary friends. This one I’d named Romeo, after the letter, because my father taught me the alphabet code before he taught me to read, and R was always my favorite to say.

I turned the dial with hands that wouldn’t stop shaking, more for the small mechanical click of it than any hope of a voice on the other end. Static hissed back at me, soft and even, almost gentle.

“Hey, Romeo,” I whispered, like it could hear me. Like anything in the world was still listening. “Guess it’s just us now.”

The static didn’t answer. Static never does. That’s the thing about it — it doesn’t lie to you, doesn’t promise things it can’t keep, doesn’t look you in the eye and call you a traitor when it needs someone to blame. It’s just noise, honest and empty, and that night it was the only honest thing left in my world.

I looked back once. The fire still burned in the clearing behind me, throwing long orange light up into the black trees, and somewhere in there was whatever was left of my mother, my home, the girl I used to be.

“I’m never doing this again,” I said out loud, to the dark, to Romeo, to nobody. “I’m never belonging to anything that can do this to me. Never again.”

Then I turned around and walked into the trees, and I didn’t look back a second time.
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“Static”

WREN

Three years is long enough to learn a forest by its sounds instead of its sights.

I know this stretch of woods the way most people know their own kitchen — where the floor creaks, where the light’s bad, where not to put your hand without looking first. I know which ridge holds heat longest after the sun drops, which creek runs loud enough to cover footsteps, which hollow log has had the same family of foxes living in it for two winters running. I know that the trap line on the east side needs checking before the trap line on the west, because the east side backs up to a game trail and something bigger than rabbits has been using it lately.

That’s where I am this morning, crouched over an empty snare with my breath fogging in front of me, when I notice the wire’s been snapped clean instead of chewed through. Clean cuts don’t happen by accident. Something with hands — or claws sharp and deliberate enough to work like hands — got here before I did.

“Terrific,” I mutter, and reset the snare with fingers gone stiff from the cold, because terrific or not, I still need to eat.

I’ve had the cabin three years now. Found it half-collapsed and clearly abandoned, patched the roof with scavenged tin and the walls with whatever I could drag out of the woods, and turned one room into somewhere a person could survive a Wisconsin winter without losing fingers to it. It isn’t much. One room for sleeping, one for everything else, a wood stove that smokes if the wind comes from the wrong direction, and a workbench where I mend traps and boots and the occasional torn coat with a needle I sharpen against a whetstone because a dull needle is worse than no needle at all.

I like it here. I want to be clear about that, even to myself, even on mornings when the cold gets into my joints and makes we wonder what I’m proving and to who. I like the quiet. I like that nobody in a three-mile radius has an opinion about who I am or what I did or didn’t do three years ago in a clearing that doesn’t exist to me anymore. I like that the only creature who gets a say in my day is me.

That’s not loneliness. Loneliness is a thing that happens to you. This is a thing I built.

By midmorning I’ve got two rabbits and a grouse that flew straight into my knife-throw like it had a death wish, which I’ll take. I clean them at the stream behind the cabin, hands going numb in the water, and I talk the whole time, because talking to yourself in an empty forest isn’t crazy, it’s just efficient. Keeps the thoughts from circling.

“Grouse for tonight,” I tell Romeo when I get back inside. He’s sitting on the workbench where he always sits, dial cracked, casing dented from three years of being dropped, carried, and once thrown at a bear that got too curious about the smokehouse. “Rabbits for the stew pot. You’d think after three years I’d get tired of rabbit stew, but no. Still good.”

Romeo answers the way he always answers — with static, soft and constant, a sound so familiar by now that the cabin feels wrong without it. I’ve never gotten a real signal on him. Not once, not in three years, not from any tower or trucker or lost hiker with a handheld unit. He’s not built for that kind of range, probably, or the batteries I jury-rig for him aren’t strong enough, or the mountains eat the signal before it gets anywhere. I don’t actually know. I’ve never wanted to know badly enough to fix it.

Because if I fixed it, I might hear a voice. And if I heard a voice, I might have to decide whether to answer.

I mend a torn seam in my coat while the stew simmers, needle sliding through canvas in short even strokes, and I let my mind go where it goes on quiet afternoons — nowhere in particular, mostly. The weather. Whether the traps need resetting again before dark. Whether that snapped wire this morning was a fox getting clever or something bigger passing through.

I don’t think about the clearing. I’ve gotten good at not thinking about the clearing. Three years of practice will do that — sand the edges off a memory until it’s just a shape you know is there, something you can walk around in the dark without cutting yourself on it anymore.

Mostly.

The light’s going gold and long through the trees when I head back out to check the west trap line, rifle slung over one shoulder out of habit more than expectation. I’ve never had to use it on anything that walked upright. I like to keep it that way.

I smell it before I hear anything. Before I even really register that I’m smelling something at all — it’s underneath the ordinary forest smells of pine and wet leaf and distant woodsmoke, threaded through them like a wire under bark. Not one scent. Four.

I stop walking.

It’s not like anything I’ve smelled before, and I’ve smelled a lot of things in three years alone in wolf country — bear, deer, the occasional lone shifter passing through who never stopped long enough to be a problem. This is different. Heavier. Layered in a way that makes my skin prickle up my arms even through two layers of wool, like my body understood something my brain hasn’t caught up to yet.

It smells like danger and something else underneath the danger, something my instincts want to lean toward even while every other part of me is backing up a step, hand tightening on the rifle strap.

Four distinct scents, moving together, and moving toward me.

“Okay,” I say out loud, mostly to hear my own voice steady itself. “Okay. That’s new.”

I’ve survived three years alone out here by trusting exactly two instincts: run when something feels wrong, and never assume you know what’s coming before it arrives. Both of those instincts are currently screaming at once, in two different directions, and for the first time since I walked into these woods with a broken radio and nothing else, I genuinely don’t know which one to listen to.

The wind shifts. The scent gets stronger, closer, unmistakably closer, and somewhere underneath the prickle of danger running up my spine, something low and unfamiliar turns over in my chest — something that feels less like fear and more like recognition, and I hate it immediately, because I don’t know these scents and I don’t want to know why my body’s acting like I do.

I raise the rifle and turn toward the tree line, and I wait.
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"The Scent on the Wind"

RONAN

The wind carries a lot of things through the Blackridge territory this time of year — woodsmoke, the mineral tang of the creek running high with snowmelt, the ordinary rot-and-growth smell of a forest getting on with its business. I’ve run this border a hundred times. I know what it’s supposed to smell like.

This is not that.

I stop so fast that Kade nearly runs into my back, and behind him Dane and Asher pull up short too, four wolves gone suddenly, wire-tight in a clearing that a second ago had been an ordinary Tuesday patrol.

“Ronan?” Kade’s voice, shifted human just enough to talk, has that edge it gets when he already knows something’s wrong and is hoping I’ll tell him he’s imagining it.

I don’t tell him that. I can’t. Because what I’m smelling on this wind isn’t an enemy scout or a stray omega passing through Vantrell contested land or any of the dozen ordinary explanations my head is scrambling to reach for.

It’s a mate-scent.

Not mine alone, either — and that’s the part that stops all four of us cold, standing there in the fading light like idiots who forgot how to move. A mate-scent doesn’t split four ways. It’s not supposed to. You catch it, it’s yours or it isn’t, and that’s the end of the question. This scent hits me like a fist to the sternum and I can see on Dane’s face, on Kade’s, on Asher’s — all three of them are getting hit by the exact same thing at the exact same moment.

“Tell me that’s not —” Dane starts, and doesn’t finish, because his nostrils are already flared wide, jaw locked tight the way it gets when he’s fighting his own instincts to a standstill.

“Oh, that’s a mate-scent,” Kade says, and for once there’s no joke in his voice at all. “That’s very much a mate-scent.”

Asher doesn’t say anything. Asher rarely does. But he’s gone rigid beside me, eyes tracking the tree line like he’s already decided where this ends and is bracing for the walk there.

I should explain what we’re doing out here, because it matters, and because focusing on the mission is the only thing keeping my knees from carrying me straight through the underbrush toward that scent without a plan. Blackridge has held this territory for three generations. Six months ago the Vantrell pack started testing our northern border — small incursions, nothing worth a formal declaration, but enough that Dane, as alpha, put standing patrols on this stretch permanently. Two months ago, one of ours went missing on a routine run out here. Emory. Nineteen years old, barely through his second shift, gone without a trace and without a body, which is somehow worse than either alternative on its own.

We’ve been running this border
































