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            BURNING MOON

          

        

      

    

    
      Ian

      

      There’s a specific crispness to early fall that’s always put me in a bad mood. At least, I’m sure that’s my problem, seeing as the first frost is incoming, and that means the entire emerald landscape is about to turn a shocking brownish-gold, until the first snowfall, which could be months or days from now, depending on the Goddess’ favor. The hunting is shit here when there’s no cover from the trees. All the challenging animals go into hibernation, which means months of boredom spent hunting rabbits and other small critters that even Mom grows tired of.

      Sometimes, I long for the fast-paced lifestyle of Crescent Falls and Moonrise, with their city lights and constant electric hum, but then I spend time there and remember why I, wholeheartedly, do not belong in a city.

      The city often finds me, though.

      “Yuck!” Naomi whines, lifting her leg and inspecting the mud now soaked through her jeans to the knee. Her foot is still in the muck, stuck, and her boot is likely full of water.

      “I told you not to step there.”

      “Where, exactly, are we going?” She grimaces, yanking her boot free, and shudders dramatically while sliding her socked foot back into the boot and trudging a few steps forward, squelching, her mouth turned downward in a wince that grows deeper as the seconds pass.

      “You said you came here for an unobstructed view of the wilderness.”

      “Well, we can get that down there!” She waves a hand toward the valley of New Glade, where the trees grow so thick it’s nearly impossible to see the cabins woven along wolf trails and the packhouse nestled in the upper valley. It’s almost sunset, and lines of smoke stretch toward the sky, turning the valley a hazy yellow against the glare of the sun. While this morning felt more frigid than usual, the day bled into a lazy kind of warmth, bringing rain, which also meant puddles–Naomi’s arch nemesis.

      My cousin showed up in a cloud of silver mist less than three hours ago. She’s tan from a week spent in KiloKilo, where Fallon lives now, and was, apparently, desperate to avoid returning to Moonrise right away, despite her parents’ urging.

      I honestly don’t know why she comes here as often as she does. She hates everything about the lifestyle in the Deadlands and especially the mess of it all. The mud. The calloused hands. The hard, physical work it takes to keep rural packs alive and well. I like to think it’s to visit me, but she’ll never admit it. That’s not her style.

      “Fennec said he’d be here,” she grumbles, grunting and whining as she follows me up a steep wolf trail. I didn’t shift for this short hike because it is, in fact, short. We’re not even a mile away from my cabin yet.

      “He said he’s visiting for the Harvest Festival. That’s two months away.”

      “That little bastard,” she huffs, catching up to me and bracing her hands on her knees. Her dark, thick brown hair slides forward over her shoulders, dappled with dark green leaves and twigs from when she fell and nearly rolled off the trail ten minutes ago, before stepping directly into a deep puddle of pure mud, cursing under her breath. “Have you seen him lately?”

      “Fen? A few times this year–”

      “A few times this year?” She rolls her sea-green eyes and cuts me a look sharp enough to shatter glass.

      I lean against a tree to allow her time to catch her breath. “We’re all in our twenties now, Noams. What do you expect? Bi-monthly playdates? It hasn’t been like that since we were kids.”

      “Preteens,” she cuts in hotly, glaring.

      “Precisely.”

      “It’s not like any of us have found our mates. It really hurts my feelings that neither of you care to visit me as much as you should.”

      I hold out my hands in surrender. “I can’t spirit. What should I do? Get on the fucking train and spend a week–”

      She waves me off, huffing and puffing past me. “I’ll be your queen in a few decades. I’ll remember this.”

      This behavior isn’t new on Naomi’s part. She, Fennec, and I, along with Callum, used to run in a little quartet. My mom was often in Moonrise with my grandma, Aviva, for warrior purposes. Fennec was in Moonrise a lot because his mom, Posey, was there to make weapons and other alchemized items for Aunt Maeve. Callum and his twin brother, Caspian, lived there, as did Naomi. And, once a year, the entire family descended upon the compound in Maatua to celebrate Solstice.

      Being part of Grandpa Isaac’s line, my family did visit Crescent Falls often to see our cousins there, but the family has spread out over the years. I’m not sure I even remember the names of Great Aunt Misty’s grandkids. My Uncle Sydney’s grandkids are even worse. There’s so many of them now.

      “Even Callum is too busy to hang out with me,” Naomi grumbles, whipping her dark hair over her shoulder.

      “He told me he doesn’t enjoy the clubs you like to frequent.”

      She wrinkles her nose.

      I continue, “You scare him.”

      “I do not.”

      “The people you hang out with do, though.”

      She waves off the comment, grumbling something about shifters still being wary of witches, and continues up the trail.

      The trees grow thin and sparse, and after a few minutes of silence, which I’m grateful for, we reach the overlook. A rocky cliff juts out over the forest below, flattened and smooth from two decades of this place being used as a spot to rest and gaze down at the village of New Glade below. From here, I see smoke rising from the valley nearby, where Silverhide nestles in their open valley full of dedicated farmland.

      Dad spent the first three decades of his life in a treeless jail. He was nearly thirty when he saw something green for the first time. He keeps our valley as vibrant as possible for that reason.

      I can’t imagine it. The Glade. I’ve heard enough stories to know it’s not somewhere I’d ever want to be.

      “So, what did you do today?” Naomi asks, sitting down and letting her mud-soaked legs hang over the edge of the cliff.

      “Talking about my day is not why you’re here.”

      “Technically, I’m here because my dad and Grandpa Evander are on their way to the fucking Highlands of Tarsian, and I thought I’d intercept them and hitch a ride toward whatever nefarious activities are happening there.”

      I glance at her, noticing the crease between her eyes. Naomi is much darker in disposition than anyone in our family, except for Blake. I’ve been told it’s her powers–that dark streak that I can sense, that's coated my tongue like acid ever since she came into nearly the full brunt of her magic. Fallon is different. Her aura is lighter, perkier, like sunshine on a cold day. Even Skye, who’s incredibly powerful, doesn’t have a dark cloud hanging over her like Naomi.

      I know other people in the family have noticed. Whispers about Naomi’s power profile have been murmured for years now, since we were all children. Naomi went to the same magical academy that Fallon attended. They studied the same subjects. They were on the same track, equals, until Naomi was barred from learning dark magic.

      The older she gets, the more her magic matures, the more I understand why.

      “Why aren’t you in Moonrise, Naomi?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t have anything to do there.” She draws her knees to her chest and squints into the heavy glare of sunset light. “Mom’s busy getting Fallon settled and with all the trade nonsense between Eastonia and KiloKilo. I doubt she realized I was gone until recently, so what’s the point in going back right away? Plus, I wanted to see Fallon, and I have. Now, I can do anything I want to pass the time.”

      Normally, that means clubbing–and for Naomi, that means the seedy underground scene rife in Eastonia. She loves it. The music, the bodies, the strobe lights and dark clothing, if clothes are involved at all.

      I lean back on my elbows, turning my face to the last of the sunlight. “How’s Fallon?” I ask, knowing full well she’s not going to actually tell me what’s on her mind. I wish she would just tell me. It might make it easier to finally admit I feel like I have a rock stuck in my chest every day since my run-in with those mystics almost a year ago. Exactly a year ago, I believe.

      “She’s perfect, as usual.” Naomi frowns down at New Glade, deep in thought. “She’s in love. Zayn would do anything for her and never tells her no, even if he should. My niece and nephew are perfect as far as babies go.” She frowns again, which elicits a smirk from me.

      “What’s your problem with babies? You treat Lucan like he carries the plague, and he’s been walking for months now.”

      “I just don’t see the point,” she replies, shaking her head. “From a biological standpoint, that is. What creatures can’t walk when they’re born and are expected to survive?”

      “Babies are meant to be held.”

      “Oh, yes, I am aware, but it doesn’t stop them from screaming bloody murder if you have nothing to offer them.” She turns her gaze to me, eyes narrowed into cat-like slits. “I suppose the fae do it right.”

      “What”– I laugh, squinting up at her–“do you mean, Naomi?”

      “Don’t the fae lay eggs?”

      “Who the fuck told you that?”

      “Caspian, of course.” Finally, a smile cracks her mask of darkness, and the crimson powers turning her sea-green eyes muddy lighten. There she is, one of the two Firestone heirs, one of only a handful of Firestone Witches in existence.

      It’s a burden she bears but will never admit how much it affects her. Fallon never admitted it either, but I know it weighed on her–on them both. Her sister got her happy ending. Naomi witnesses it constantly with the amount of time she spends in KiloKilo these days. The look slowly glazing over her face makes me wonder if she doesn’t anticipate the same kind of ending for herself.

      “You’ve never been to Pantharas,” she states almost absently.

      “I haven’t,” I confirm.

      “Why not?” She’s genuinely curious.

      “Why would I? It’s fae land. I’m a shifter.”

      “Oh, fuck off. Hardly! Your father is half fae.”

      “Then I grazed it.”

      She rolls her eyes to the sky. “That’s where your beauty’s from, you know. It’s a shame all you got was being pretty. Wings would have been cool.”

      “Why are you asking about Pantharas?” I cut her off, my tone harder than I intend, but it’s too late to take it back.

      She takes a deep breath and looks away from me. “I think I’m going to go.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Mom has only been to Pantharas once. Just once. All the summits are held in Emberfyll. I want to see it. I’ve seen everything else.” She toys with the hem of her jacket. Unsaid words hang between us, sizzling like blowing embers.

      The last heat of the day wafts over us before a cool breeze rolls into the valley, like nightfall is spreading a blanket over the entire kingdom of the Deadlands below. I cuff my sleeves against the last lick of warmth and hang my arms over my knees, drinking in a beat of silence before she asks me another asinine question.

      But the question comes in the form of, “What’s that on your wrist?”

      I examine the wrist in question–the full moon-shaped silver scar that still burns a bit. “I don’t know. I noticed it last night. Must have burned myself and didn’t realize it.”

      “Odd,” Naomi murmurs, but her attention is grabbed by distant howling.

      I look down at the scar again. It’s brighter in the first glimpses of moonlight peeking through violet clouds. I smooth my thumb over it, thinking suddenly of that clumsy, shy girl from the fiber shop in Silverhide yesterday. Oakley. A beautiful name.

      “Well, I’m bored now.” Naomi rises and dusts off her thighs. “I’m spending the night, but I’m spiriting to your cabin.” Without another word, her body disappears in a gust of crimson sparkles, which are carried away on the breeze.

      I remain on the overhang, smoothing my thumb over that new scar. That sensation in my chest is growing to the point that I can’t think of anything else. It reminds me of the urge to shift, but that’s so common–something I’m used to. This is a different urge, though. I can’t ignore it. It feels like I wouldn’t be able to fight the change from occurring. I’d chalk it up to stress, like I usually do, but last night was a full moon, and the pull of the moon on my wolf hurt.

      It shouldn’t hurt.
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            FIND YOUR WOLF

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      “I’m not going that far,” I assure my mom, Ruth, who ignores me and continues checking every button on my wool coat. I wrap a woven mustard-yellow scarf around my neck, then my head, tucking locks of unruly hair behind the fabric to keep it from spiraling out of control in the gusty weather pouring off the mountains.

      “You should go far,” Mom protests, patting my cheeks in a lovely, but annoying, manner. “This is what is done, my dear. You must find your wolf.”

      Her accent is still deeply flavored with Endovan, the tribe she hails from. I’ve heard stories of how thrilled Grandma Freya was to learn my dad had found his mate at the Harvest Festival all those years ago, decades now, who came from the same tribe that she did. It’s not uncommon these days. The tribes still thrive, but the packs in the valleys–those tied inexplicably to King Ryan and his family–are a melting pot of cultures. I’m not the only one with a mom who rattles off curse words in a different language when she’s angry–or has been drinking wine–but I digress.

      It’s the little things–the little rituals and superstitions that get to everyone newly of-age woman, eventually.

      “How long do I have to be out there? It’s so dark!” I turn to follow her progress across the room while she gathers dried herbs to stuff in my pockets for protection.

      “Until sunrise. You can sleep all day tomorrow to make up for it,” she says with a smile, as if an activity like this is totally rational.

      “Sunrise? What am I supposed to do until then? Walk around like an idiot and be eaten by a fox?”

      She rolls her eyes and fixes me with a look that used to make me cower as a child. “Oakley, this is the way it’s done. You’re twenty-one, and your wolf is late. That means you must find her. The Goddess loves this game.”

      “Does She?” I scoff, but Mom makes a show of stuffing my pockets with fragrant herbs and drapes several moonstone bangles over my wrists. I wear several necklaces with moonstones as well. “They’ll clank together while I’m walking around in the dark woods. I’m a target now. Might as well wear a dinner bell around my neck!”

      She shushes me, takes me by the shoulders, and turns me out of her bedroom, parading me through the large house, where my aunts and grandmother watch in silent, but excited, observation. I glower at all of them, and before I know it, I’m standing outside the house, which is nestled in the center of town. Everything is so quiet right now. Granddad’s forge crackles behind me, but that’s about all I hear besides the signs hooked to the fiber shop’s awning flapping in the breeze. Even the fire at the center of the village of Silverhide is rolling lazily despite the breeze. The door clanks shut behind me.

      I turn toward the door and knock. “I want to come back in!”

      Someone inside, a cousin, which one, I’m not sure, says, “She’s afraid of the dark!”

      “I am not!” I hiss back.

      The door opens so quickly I nearly fall back into the house, and I wish I did, but an empty gathering basket is tossed at my feet. “Go collect some starry mushrooms for your grandmother, Oakley. They only emerge at night.”

      “They’re not real!” I argue, but someone turns the porch light off and firmly locks the door.

      I turn back to the village, leaning against the door. It’s not that I’m afraid of the dark. I just don’t see the point in risking it. Ghosts are likely real. I’m sure I’ve seen one or two. I don’t like the idea of creatures lurking in the shadows where I can’t see them. I don’t like wandering alone, especially, but that’s the whole point of this little ritual–this coming of age seance with nature and the moon, so to speak. I have to get naked and bathe in moonlight–or something. I have to crawl on all fours until my limbs turn to paws and claws. I have to howl, badly, until the lazy, unbothered wolf inside me decides to make her grand appearance.

      In the dark.

      Alone.

      In the dark alone.

      By myself.

      I snatch the basket off the ground with every intention of filling it with wet twigs and rotten underbrush to hide under my aunts’ beds when I return so everything smells like rot and moss for weeks, and stomp through the village proper toward the main road.

      There are hardly any trees in this part of Silverhide. On the mountains, sure, but here it’s flat and wide with wheat higher than my head on either side of the dusty dirt road leading to everywhere else. The tribes are located to the south. To the west, the smaller packs bloom in the wide river valleys. Beyond that, the land starts getting… deader, thus the name the Deadlands. A war eons ago stripped the land past those rivers of everything green and lovely. At some point, the further west one travels, the rivers bleed into one, which marks the border to Tarsian.

      It would take months to get there on foot. I’ve never done it, though, and I’m sure as hell not doing it tonight.

      I turn off the main road onto a bumpier path. A farm comes into view, shadowed shapes, still as statues in the grass. A sheep bleats at me expectantly as I creep past, closing in on a tall, white-washed wooden, two-story house with its windows darkened against the silver-blue night sky. I collect a few pebbles, say a small prayer that I don’t wake the wrong person up, and toss them toward a second floor window.

      I’m reeling back to toss a fourth pebble when the window cracks open, cotton curtains sucked outside by the wind, and a small, dark-haired head pops out of the shadows. “What in the Goddess’ green pastures are you doing, Oakley?” Allison hisses the words, her hands clapped to top of her head to stop her bonnet from flying off.

      I shift from foot to foot against the colder than usual bite of the wind. To think, I’d thought a wool coat was overkill tonight. “Can you come down?”

      “Why?”

      I glance behind me at the shadows in the field, the slow, sleepy animals her parents tend. “My mom’s forcing me to spend the night outside wandering around because I haven’t come into my wolf yet.”

      “Oh, Goddess,” Allison grumbles, stuffing her curtains back through the windows. “All night?”

      I nod, feeling utterly pathetic. “Can you come with me?”

      “Of course not!” She scoffs and glances over her shoulder. “My mom will tan my hide raw if she even catches me out of bed at this hour, Oakley! Yours, too, if she so much as sees you trying to get out of going alone. The Harvest Festival is only a few weeks away!”

      “Eight weeks,” I remind her, but I already know it doesn’t matter. While the rest of the Silverhide pack, and honestly, every single pack and tribe in the Deadlands, prepares for the Harvest Festival, where we’ll sell our wares and get our supplies for winter, the of-age women of the Deadlands, those newly twenty-one, especially, are preparing for something entirely different.

      “My parents have already made it crystal clear that I’m to be on my best behavior,” Allison hisses. And, she’s right. This Harvest Festival is the most important one of our lives. It’s our “coming out,” our grand parade, our first mating season.

      If, of course, one has a wolf, which I do not. Yet.

      “You have to go,” Allison says with a sharp nod. “I’m sorry. The wind will be better in the next valley. My dad and brother just got back from a hunt in New Glade. It’s fine weather there.” She begins to close the window. “I’m sorry, Oakley.”

      “Wait!” I beg, but my voice is carried away by the wind, and her window closes and locks, and she draws her curtains. Silverhide sinks into the dark of the night and the swiftly moving clouds once again.

      I don’t fault her for not wanting to help me. The women in our little gaggle are all in the same boat, so to speak. All of us are between the ages of twenty-one and twenty-three, prime mating age, and the Harvest Festival is our one chance to meet people from outside the bubble of Silverhide and the closest packs of New Glade and New Emberfyll.

      Allison turned twenty-one this past winter but came into her wolf a few days prior. Georgie turned twenty-one two months ago, and she too had her wolf within hours of her birthday. Adelaide and Rebecca, twins, came into their shifting abilities the day before their birthday a month ago. Susan and Laurie, Henriette, Bethany, Penelope, and Raina all met their wolves. None of them were cast out into the night to traverse the trails leading up in the mountains.

      A donkey follows me across the fields of grass as I move toward the edge of the village, but even he won’t cross the trailhead that leads up to the mountain peak that overlooks the village. I swing my basket as I go, my bangles jingling, the wind ripping through my braids, but Allison was right. Once I reach the first peak and cross over into New Glade territory, into their protected, heavily forested lands, the wind is just a lick across my battered cheeks.

      But it’s even darker here. I count my steps as I follow a creek down the other side of the mountain. I suppose I’ve walked four or five miles by now, but only an hour and a half has passed since I left Allison’s window. Moonlight trickles through the thick canopy, and it’s warm in the forest, but quiet. Not a critter is scurrying. Not a single wolf is slinking through the shadows. Just me and my stupid fucking empty basket.

      The trail is quickly overrun by tall grass and snaking vines. I don’t come to New Glade often. Sometimes, we’ll forage here for berries and whatnot, but it’s not that time of year yet. Berries are best after the first frost. Young berries are great, however, for dye, and when I stoop to inspect a huckleberry bush, using the moonlight to guide my skilled fingers in finding the brightest, slightly greenish ones, I remember what happened yesterday at the fiber shop. My clumsiness and utter inability to form a rational thought when the prince of this very territory stepped inside and totally upended my day makes my cheeks heat.

      I picture him and his big bucket of berries that he bartered for a sweater I made.

      I wonder if he’ll wear it.

      I wonder if I’ll see him wear it.

      A crack echoes in the deep woods. I look up, scanning the shadows, which seem to stretch for eternity. Birds startle from their branches, jolted out of sleep, but the forest grows eerily quiet once again.

      My senses, while still not wolfish, prickle. My fingers hover over a berry–a perfectly bright purple one. I hold my breath as the instinct to run funnels through me. The strange new scar on my wrist, in the shape of a full moon, burns.

      Another crack. Another rustling of underbrush, and then….

      I whirl on my heels and sprint as something large thunders through the woods. A deep, unsettling roar from an animal I can’t place sends a heavy vibration through my feet, all the way up to the tips of my ears. I drop my basket and throw myself through a thicket of brambles as snarling and grunting pierces the silence of the forest. It doesn’t register that I’m being chased until I erupt through the brambles and find myself teetering on the edge of a deep ravine with a swiftly moving mountain creek eroding the banks fifteen feet below me. That would be a long way to fall.

      “Oh, Goddess!” I shout, finding my footing and backing away from the edge at the very last second. A loud crash, like a tree splintering into pieces, explodes so close to where I’m standing I think my eardrums might burst.

      But then it’s quiet.

      So quiet.

      Cold sweat prickles on the back of my neck. My heart can’t find its usual rhythm. I feel it, whatever it is that’s hunting me, moving behind me, closing in on its prey.

      Watch it be a giant fox, like I predicted, with my luck.

      I take a quick breath, then another, not nearly enough to fill my screaming lungs, and slowly, carefully, look to the side.

      My scream is bloodcurdling, and so is the fall that comes next, because I throw myself over the edge and realize what I’ve done a second too late.
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      Ian

      

      I wake in a cold sweat at first light to shouts beyond the rain-smothered glass of my bedroom windows. My dreams swim, turning into a muddled cacophony of fractured, made-up memories that vanish before I have a chance to rub sleep from my eyes. My cabin is cast in calm, silver shadows like I left it the night before, but unlike the night before, I’m completely, utterly naked.

      Another trio of shouts rings through the still morning air. I can taste the fog. It’s too early for the first streams of morning sunlight to illuminate the forest floor when I slowly swing my legs out of bed and fist the damp sheets. I sweated through them. The trail of clothing on the side of my bed gives me a single shred of an idea of what happened over the course of the past few hours.

      The cold, aching prickles erupting all over my skin are just the remnants of a dream. A bloody nightmare.

      Several howls break through the stillness and fully rouse me. I pull on some clothes, stumbling on my way to my dresser. I’m pulling my arms through a flannel when I step out onto the porch, which swims in dense fog that’s broken by bodies of people in their human and wolf forms cutting down the trail in front of my house, moving with a quickness toward the center of the village.

      “Ian!”

      I button my shirt and turn to Miller’s voice as he steps into view, ragged, with dark circles staining his under eyes. He jogs up to the porch the moment I step into the fog-damp grass and brush my hair out of my face. I feel oddly feverish and unsteady, like my surroundings are suddenly unnatural. Like the cabin I spent the past five years building by hand is suddenly foreign and completely unfamiliar.

      “What’s all this?” I ask, motioning to a duo of wolves sprinting down the trail and out of sight.

      Condensation drips from the thick canopy of leaves overhead. It rained like hell last night, I suppose.

      “Hunters just returned,” he says, smoothing his hands down the leather of his jacket. “Something happened last night. I don’t know how to explain it.”

      I jolt to full awareness in an instant. “Is someone hurt?”

      “No. No, not that I know of. Gage was with the hunting party.” He swallows his brother's name like a curse, which only adds to the worry now spreading across his face. Pale blue eyes and dark hair glimmer in the first rays of morning sunlight, and then I see it.

      “What happened?”

      The fear in his eyes cuts me to the core. Like me, Miller is a trained hunter. We’ve spent our entire lives roaming the upper valleys of the Deadlands. There’s nothing out there that could hurt us–not anymore. The monsters of old have long been eradicated.

      At least, I thought so.

      I’ve never seen a look like that paint his features before.

      “Miller, if no one is hurt, what’s the problem?” I repeat, grabbing him by the shoulders and turning him, but it’s no use. He just shakes his head over and over, pale and glassy, like he hasn’t slept a wink. I hiss out a breath and shove past him, stalking down the trail leading to the center of the village. Cabins and cottages are dotted along the lone dirt road, but they grow larger and more complex with each passing step until the trees thin and the clearing opens to the packhouse rising three stories high above shops and empty market stalls. The village bakery puffs smoke, but that’s it. An eerie stillness suffocates New Glade in a way it never has before. Even the mill, the most important building in our territory, is deathly quiet.

      The doors to the packhouse are open, however, spilling murmuring voices that rise to a pitch when I step inside, scanning the gathered crowd.

      Two of my father’s men–men who grew up in the original Glade–look at me for direction when it's clear my parents are not here. It’s no surprise that my mom isn’t here. She’s been in Moonrise for the past two weeks with my grandmother, Aviva, for training purposes with the royal army. It’s a summer tradition that many skilled warriors from the Deadlands look forward to, especially right before the thick of the harvest season.

      “Where’s my father?” I ask gruffly, eyeing the crowd made up mostly of men with a few nervous women who are in the process of setting up for the usual public morning meal, but they quickly look away when I catch their eyes.

      The undercurrent has shifted lately with regard to me, my presence, and how I’m treated. I’ve noticed the change more in the past few months. I’ve known these people my entire life. Some of these men have forty or fifty years on me, maybe more, and yet…

      One of the men steps forward and bows his head before addressing me. “Your father is out with a scouting party. They just left.”

      “What happened?” I glance at the group of younger men strutting into the packhouse. Miller leads the charge, having woken up all our shared friends, it seems. They’re all boys who left the Glade as infants and toddlers and don’t remember it at all, or they were born here. This is the next generation, who looks to me as their Alpha.

      I turn back to the older men. They’re wet, like they’ve recently returned from being in the woods before sunrise. “A hunting party came upon a kill in the upper valley and disturbed whatever… it was.” Joshua, a close friend of my father and an elder in our pack, says, stepping forward through the crowd. “It was too dark for them to see the beast, but they heard it.”

      “Was it a bear?” I ask because that’s the most plausible answer. They’re rare, but they’re definitely around, especially in the wild, still untouched upper valleys that separate the Deadlands from Moonrise and further east.

      “We’ve considered that, but the Alpha sent a scouting party to confirm.”

      Something isn’t sitting right. I turn to Miller, who still looks incredibly uneasy. Gage, his older brother, is nowhere in sight.

      I nod at Joshua, chewing my lower lip in thought. “Go door to door and check on everyone. Make sure any families with young children are aware we have a possible predator in New Glade territory and to be on guard. Has anyone been sent to Silverhide and New Emberfyll to spread the word?”

      A murmur trembles through the packhouse, and the silence afterward gives me my answer–no.

      “Send scouts to both packs.” With that, I turn to Miller and discreetly motion for him to follow. He does, as do Rhett, Mason, Brady, Walker, and Fischer–all pulled from bed with the same unease I feel in my blood.

      “What does Gage say happened?” I ask Miller once we’re a safe distance away from the pack house.

      “He’s barely talking. Whatever they saw–it fucked him up. Bad. He’s not the only one.”

      I look from man to man. They’re all my age, give or take a few years. We’ve all grown up in these woods, all heard the stories of what used to lurk here, what my family was supposed to have eradicated. We all dreamed and wished at the feet of the Goddess for our chance at glory against the same monsters who no longer exist.

      Stupidly, we’re all thinking the same thing.

      Now is our chance.

      Bear or not.

      “You three, go south, and scout toward the river. If it was a bear, it's after the salmon. There’s not much for it in the hills and especially the upper valley. The berries aren’t ripe enough yet.” I motion to Rhett, who grabs Mason and Brady by the shoulders and turns them to the south. I look at Walker, who stares at me so intently I wonder if he’s even breathing. The excitement behind his green eyes is palpable. “You and Fischer are going west, toward Endova.” I step toward them, lowering my voice. “Stay out of sight of the scouts I sent to New Emberfyll. Got it?”

      They nod and turn, hustling off, disappearing into the trees before they shift, leaving ribbons of fabric in their wake.

      I stare at the gap in the trees where they just faded into the shadows for several seconds before slowly turning back to Miller. He already knows where we’re going. North, because that's where the hunt was taking place. North, because he’s already staring in that direction looking green.

      “Are you up for this?”

      “It was not a bear.”

      “I gathered that.” Mom is going to be pissed she’s missing this. “My dad is already up there looking for something he isn’t going to find.”

      Miller looks back at me with a wince. “Gage said it was from hell. That’s all. He refused to talk about it after that. My dad went with the scouts who left before first light. They’re going up to where Gage and his friends found that kill.”

      “If it’s a beast from hell, we’re looking for magic,” I state, swallowing hard past the knot forming in my throat.

      We both look north, toward a rolling, hilly forest. Several mountain peaks break through the clouds, sunlight illuminating the valleys. Over the first peak is Silverhide. The rest is neutral hunting territory.

      “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      “This doesn’t feel right,” Miller remarks an hour later, quietly stepping along a crushed path of underbrush. It’s not a designated wolf trail. It’s not really a wolf trail at all. We stumbled upon it after noticing a tree split directly in half, like something large had run straight through it, and we’d strayed from the wolf trails a while before that discovery.

      Now, shadows fan over the forest floor, highlighting the trail carved out by something twice as large as a bear. It rained last night, however. Any tracks are long gone.

      What shouldn’t be gone, even with the rain, is its scent.

      “It smells like blood,” Miller says, his voice cracking. He clears his throat, stepping up beside me as a ravine comes into view.

      He’s right. We’ve been following the scent of blood for over a mile now. We left New Glade on foot, wanting to move slowly, to cover our wolf scents as best we could, and now I’m grateful for it. Something is bleeding here. Nearby. We’re nearly close enough to get a read on what, exactly, it is.

      I draw a blade from my belt. Miller does the same, but stumbles, hissing out a muted curse. His voice echoes through the damp forest and fades back into silence. Even the birds are giving this place a wide berth.

      A huckleberry bush rises into view as we follow the crushed trail. Another scent, soft and sweet, catches my attention before the basket does.

      “Oh, shit,” Miller says, whipping around, his gaze following the same flattened underbrush leading directly to the ravine.

      I slide my blade back into its sheath and run to the edge of the ravine, which drops down several yards into a thicket of overgrown brambles. A small creek runs through it. A creek with deep crimson ribbons of blood slipping over the rocks.

      I see her before Miller does. He shouts my name, but I’m already sliding down the side of the ravine, ignoring caution, moving strictly on instinct. I nearly shift. It’s an involuntary impulse, like someone’s reaching into my chest and twisting so hard my lungs contract. Rocks slide free from the loose, rain-soaked earth, slipping toward the creek, toward the bundle of fabric and the pale, bloody arm hanging into the water.

      The body is covered in a wool coat, the woman’s face obstructed by its hood, which is precariously twisted around her neck.

      More rocks drop around her body as I kneel at her side alert me to Miller making his way down to us. I grab her by the waist and pull her away from the creek. She’s soaked to the bone and limp when I drag her onto the rocky shore.

      “Is she breathing?” Miller asks, breathless.

      I brace myself. She’s not moving. She’s pale and cold to the touch. She’s dead, for sure.

      I pull the hood back, smoothing my hand over her face to brush her wet hair away from her eyes and cheeks. My breath catches in my lungs.

      Pale brown curls. Soft freckles across the bridge of her nose.

      I shake my head like I can will this moment to have never happened.

      “Who is she? She’s not from New Glade.” Miller moves closer, but I hold out a hand to stop him, my heart in my throat.

      “Go back to the village immediately!”

      “Ian–”

      “Go back to the village and have them send a runner to Silverhide right away.”

      “Who–”

      “Go,” I gut out, reaching down and tugging her coat back together, like that will someone keep her warm. Like it matters now.

      “Do you know her?” Miller asks.

      She has light brown eyes. I’m not sure why that’s the one memory that strikes me in the gut when I place my palm to her cheek, my thumb tracing over her upper lip.

      “Her name is–”

      Her eyes suddenly open wide. I rear back, and Miller shouts in alarm, but his outburst is overwhelmed by her scream of absolute terror.
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      There’s an epidemic in Silverhide. It’s a slow creeping kind of affliction that takes hold of almost every young woman starting around the age of thirteen. It turns some into raging, spiteful monsters. Jealous gremlins with sharp teeth and even sharper tongues, to be honest. Lifelong friendships suffer endlessly during those long, overwhelming years of late girlhood, and there’s only one thing to blame.

      Men.

      Handsome, slightly sweaty, gleaming men.

      I have never been, to be fair, one to go all goo-goo eyed over the boys who work the fields while I run my errands and do my chores. I’ve never seen the need to let the straps of my tank tops, which I’m not even allowed to wear, fall off my shoulders while hanging laundry on the line. I listen to my friends purr and giggle over their crushes and let those same friends shed tears on my shoulders when those crushes went awry.

      But I’ve never caught the bug. The love bug. I am just… too busy. I’m sure that’s the reason.

      Granted, I’ve never gotten close to men outside of my large family, anyway. Being the only girl out of so many boy cousins, I’ve developed a particular ick when it comes to the opposite sex. They stink, for one. Two, some are unbelievably hairy. Three, the noises they make are… not something I’m keen to describe in length. If anything, the idea of a creature of the male species coming within close contact is more likely to make me throw up a little than coo and cry.

      But… he’s nice to look at. His muscles are… evident under his shirts. It’s easy to spot him in a crowd because… I look for him. I don’t know when it started. I don’t know when I started dreaming of strong arms and rough, calloused hands. I don’t know when I caught the bug and let it turn me inside out… especially for the most unattainable man in all the Deadlands.

      I wish I could turn off my dreams. I wish I didn’t look forward to going to bed so I could replay that day in the fiber shop over and over. I wish I weren’t dreaming now, but really I might just stay here for a bit, imagining his scent–sharp with rain, sweat, a hint of cedar, a little sandalwood, spiced with a sweet, wheat breeze, and the lavender soap my mom washes my sheets with.

      I open my eyes to daylight and immediately know something is amiss. Something wet presses across my forehead. Something heavy forces my arm flat across my chest, and the skin on my forearm tingles madly. I want to scratch, and when I do, my nails find a tight bandage. I would know what that feels like, given that part of my job for the pack is weaving that same material throughout the year.

      I sit up with a start, but I’m shoved down by my shoulders, forced back against my pillows, and when I open my eyes, my room comes into startling focus.

      I do not remember coming back last night. I was sent out, I remember, to wander aimlessly through the night in search of my wolf. I don’t think I found her.

      I think I found something else.

      “Mom!”

      “Shush,” Mom says, smoothing a wet, cool rag over my forehead. “You need to rest.”

      “What happened?” My throat feels so raw, it burns when I swallow. I dig through my memories of the forest and find an image of a huckleberry bush. Not much else after that. Nothing but an acute sense of fear that makes me tense.

      “You took a bit of a tumble,” she says in her thick Endovian accent and immediately dips into the ancient tongue, like she always does when she’s stressed. I pick out a few words I recognize. Hurt. Stitches–which isn’t as complicated as one would think, given that I am a weaver, like most of the women in my family. Fell. Hard. Saved. “He carried you all the way back to safety.”

      “Who did?” I murmur, but the door to my bedroom opens with a creak, and my dad takes up the doorway like it was made for a much smaller person. He’s my Grandma Freya and my Grandpa Andrew’s oldest son, Sam. He looks like my grandpa, so much so that people often confuse them in the old pictures dotting the walls of the packhouse. Dark blonde hair runs between his fingers when he sweeps it back and fixes me with a very patronizing look. I gape up at him, a strange sense of fight-or-flight taking over. “Mom and the aunts made me go out after dark!”

      Mom huffs and crosses her arms across her chest. Her hair, the same light brown as mine, tumbles over her shoulders in a heap of unruly curls.

      I ease up, ready to throw my mother under the bus, so to speak, even though I’ve never been on one, let alone seen, a real bus, but Dad braces his hands on the doorway and looks at Mom with a keen, knowing gaze.

      “What?” I ask, glancing between them. It’s painfully obvious they’re using the mind-link, especially when Mom looks at me and tries her best to hide an excited smile that turns her cheeks a deep pink. “What? What happened? How did I–how did I get back here?”

      “He’s asking to see her,” Dad says to Mom, who rises and smooths her apron, nodding.

      “Who wants to see who?” I ask, but my parents aren’t listening to me. Dad’s already turning out of the room. Mom’s reaching for me, fussing with my hair. I swat her away with my good arm but regret it the instant another shadow takes Dad’s place in the doorway to my room. My slightly untidy, girlish room still painted a pale pink. My room where a bra and several pairs of my underwear are hanging on a drying rack near the window.

      My soul leaves my body when Ian of New Glade steps into my space. He has to duck to clear the doorframe, and his dark blue eyes meet mine, and I just… faint. At least, I wish I could lose consciousness right now. Mom gushes over him, thanking him for coming and accepting a bouquet of wildflowers he obviously picked on his way here. They still smell fresh and green. They’re still wet with dew.

      Oh, my Goddess.

      What the fuck is going on?

      “This is so kind of you, Prince Ian!” Mom refrains from pinching his cheeks, but I know it’s taking every fiber of her being to stop herself. “I’ll go find a vase.”

      He nods in acknowledgment but keeps his eyes locked on mine until the door snaps shut behind her, and a suffocating kind of stillness swallows my room whole. It’s so quiet, I can hear the hustle and bustle of the house below us. I swear I can hear the excited murmurs of my aunts and the gruff male voices of my uncles questioning why my mother closed me in with a boy.

      A man.

      Prince Ian.

      I pull my sheets up to my chest, suddenly aware of the fact that I’m wearing a frilly nightgown one of my aunts made.

      “You look better,” he says after several aching seconds, and his smile is amazing. Soft. No teeth. Sincere. Kind.

      I open my mouth, but nothing comes out except for a breathy gasp. I bite back whatever I was going to say. Hopefully, it was, “Thank you,” but right now, my mind is drowning in questions.

      “I heard you just woke up.” He takes a tentative step closer to my bed, still having to bow his head against the slope of the ceiling. “I won’t stay long. I’m sure you feel like hell, and I don’t want to keep you from resting.”

      I clutch the sheets until my knuckles turn white, which sends a bright pinch of pain searing through my forearm, reminding me of the injury I don’t remember getting. My hissed breath has him moving closer until he’s sitting on the side of my bed. Prince Ian is in my bed, taking my hand. “Can I see it?”

      I nod because what else am I supposed to do?

      I pray to the Goddess I won’t react to how much bigger his hands are than mine or how warm his touch feels. His fingers are rough and scarred, much darker than mine from long days spent in the sun. Mine look childlike in comparison. This man could swallow me whole. One bite. That’s all it would take.

      “These are good bandages,” he muses, smiling down at me. I can see the entire ocean in his eyes–every shade of blue imaginable.

      “I made them,” I say, shocked that anything left my tongue.

      He smiles again, and it’s almost enough to make me squirm with a new, fresh kind of heat that settles in places I never knew existed. But then that smile fades to a flat line. “You probably can’t weave or sew for a while with this,” he says, tentatively grazing a thumb over my wrist, where the bandage ends.

      “I don’t know anything,” I reply, which is true. “I don’t know what happened.”

      “Oh, right. You just woke up.” He clears his throat, but he is still holding my arm. If I could think past the wool clogging my brain, I’d wonder why. “You were out in the forest between Silverhide and New Glade. You fell into a ravine.”

      I nod because I vaguely remember that happening now that he mentions it. “Last night, right. I was….” I am not about to tell him I recently turned twenty-one and still don’t have a wolf. Goddess, that’s almost as embarrassing as having him in my room three feet away from thin cotton underwear rippling in the cool morning breeze.

      “Two nights ago, actually.”

      “Oh.” Two nights? I reach up to prod the back of my head. A head injury would explain so much right now, but I am, unfortunately, intact.

      “We found you in the ravine, on the bank of the creek that runs off the mountain.”

      “We?”

      “Me,” he corrects, his gaze once again locked on mine.

      Oh, my Goddess. Oh, my Goddess.

      “Oh.” My voice is so faint it barely registers as sound.

      “I’m glad to see you’re well. I was worried.” His gaze is like liquid sapphire. I want to melt into it. I want to let it wash me away because I am deranged. Because I caught the bug. For him. So easily, too. Maybe my friends weren’t being huge babies about things like this after all.

      He slowly turns my forearm over, his thumb grazing the underside of my wrist, which is bare, and then stops and goes very still.

      He pulls back his thumb. I follow his gaze, which is locked on the moon-shaped scar on my wrist.

      Mom walks in at the very moment. She doesn’t knock. Of course.

      And, she’s carrying a vase with the flowers in it, which she rests on my dresser, chatting away like she’s been standing outside the door this entire time.

      Ian hasn’t moved, though. He’s still touching me. Still staring at that weird scar–another injury I don’t remember getting.

      Maybe it’s to break the moment. Maybe it’s to cut through the tension in the room suddenly threatening to choke me, but I ask, “Was there anything else in the woods that night or was it… just me?”

      His eyes snap to mine and darken so abruptly I have the sudden urge to rear back.

      “These are just lovely. Everyone is so jealous. All the flowers in this house are normally dried and used for dye,” Mom says, oblivious.

      I watch the column of Ian’s throat bob as he swallows like it’s painful.

      He lets me go and rises, clearing his throat, and says, “Please keep me in the loop about her recovery.” Then, he turns on his heel and leaves, expertly ducking back under the doorframe.

      I watch his shadow clear the sharp corner leading to the stairwell.

      Mom’s kiss to the top of my head breaks me out of what I can only describe as a stupor. “You may not have found your wolf, but the Goddess shone upon you that night.”

      “What?” I ask, her words like off-key music in my ears.

      “Prince Ian. He found you. He saved you. He carried you all the way back to Silverhide. He wouldn’t let anyone else touch you.”

      My raw, scratchy throat feels like I’ve swallowed a glowing ember.

      “And he’s brought you flowers,” she says with a girlish grin.
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      It takes three days for my arm to heal. Even so, the wound itches like mad and will definitely scar when the scabs heal over. But, there’s work to be done. Chores, as well as avoiding my mom and aunts, are all I plan to do today because, if I’m out of bed, I’m able to return to the forest tonight under the glare of the moon.

      I’d like to stop that from happening.

      Allison moves a few feet ahead of me in the garden behind the fiber shop. It’s an expansive space with fruit trees and flowers galore, as well as herbs and very specific flora we grow for even more specific reasons. Grandma Freya planted all of this decades ago, when she first came to Silverhide and the village was nothing but a few buildings, a packhouse, and the forge grumbling behind me. My Grandpa Andrew gave her anything she wanted and needed, carving out a sanctuary for his mate in the village that grew around them.

      My fingers are already stained a bright greenish-blue as I set down my container of true indigo by the gate to the garden and fetch my empty larger one because the leaves are ready. I’ve been waiting all summer for this–plucking the beans and crushing the leaves between my fingers. True indigo is hard to find, but Grandpa Andrew made it happen for my grandma, and the perfectly blue fiber I’ll spin in a few weeks’ time will fetch a hefty price at the Harvest Festival. Allison is busy picking cherries in the corner of the garden, but I can feel her staring. Staring past me, I think, because we have a slice of a view into the village from this vantage point, and the village has visitors.

      My heart leaps into my throat. I hang my head and turn as a group of young men stop to talk to Alpha King Ryan in front of the ever-burning fire pit in the center of the village.

      Ian is one of them.

      I crouch in the thick leaves and continue to work, occasionally glancing at them. It's a very busy day in Silverhide. They’ll leave to go do whatever it is they’re here for, and my heart will return to its normal rhythm… very soon. Goddess, I hope it’s soon.

      Allison comes up behind me and claps her hand over my forehead so forcefully I lose my balance and rock back on my heels with a shout, falling into the dirt directly on my ass. “Hey!”

      “You’re trembling! I was checking for a fever.” She laughs down at me, her basket of cherries balanced on her hip. “What’s wrong with you? You’ve been silent as a stone all day.”

      “Nothing’s wrong.” I tuck my hair behind my ears and rise, dusting myself off as best I can. I’m reaching for my basket when I stupidly steal a glance at the village square, which is now lacking that particular group of young men.

      Because they’re closer, walking between buildings, moving in my direction.

      Allison adjusts her basket to her other hip, arching her brow at the man leading the charge. Miller of New Glade purses his lips as he inspects Allison from a safe distance, his group coming to a stop at the garden gate.

      Ian looks at me. He smiles faintly, like it’s a secret. Warmth spreads through me.

      “What’s up, Allie?” Miller asks with a smirk that makes him look like trouble, which is exactly Allison’s type.

      She scans him from head to toe, her dark brown eyes cat-like and coy. “A lot more than you have going on, it seems. Don’t you have lumber to process? Small animals to terrorize on a hunt?”

      Miller rolls his lower lip between his teeth while his friends chuckle. Ian, however, is still looking at me. I’m blushing. Heat from my cheeks creeps down my neck. I look away from him. I’m not sure what else to do, so I crouch and continue picking leaves.

      “There’s a party in New Glade tomorrow night,” Miller says once the chuckles die down, but I hear the strain in his voice. “You should come. Bring your friends.”

      “Why would I come to a party in New Glade?” she argues with a laugh.

      “Why wouldn’t you?”

      I look up at Miller, noticing that the tone of his voice has shifted and is now deeper. Wanting. Even Allison hesitates, her cheeks turning nearly as pink as mine.

      My best friend, being more open and blunt, shifts her basket of cherries and sizes him up again, but I know she’s dragging this out to give herself another second or two to come up with something to say. Something witty, or even flirtatious.

      I should be taking notes, shouldn’t I? Isn’t this what everyone does once they’re of age and able to attend the mating parties at the Harvest Festival?

      “What’s in it for me?” she asks, arching her brows. “Are you just hurting for guests, or are you inviting me directly, Miller?”

      I glance at Ian, who’s watching the conversation play out with interest, but I look away when I feel him starting to turn his gaze back in my direction.

      “I want you to come,” Miller confirms with force and a sharp nod.

      Allison eyes him coolly. “Fine. I’ll ask my parents.”

      This knocks Miller back a few pegs.

      Allison notices the way he hangs his head, chewing his lower lip, like he hadn’t thought this far ahead–especially with parents suddenly involved. She sighs heavily, looking down at me with a shake of her head, and then moves toward the garden gate. “I’m sure they’d be more willing to let me attend if you’d be so kind as to carry this basket home with me. It’s rather heavy.”

      I can taste the tension now flooding the garden. I continue plucking leaves, but steal a glance at the group of men still lingering at the gate. All are watching Miller and Allison. Even Ian, who’s leaning on the fence posts, waits with bated breath for Miller to either give up, or accept the fact that he’s about to have a run-in with Allison’s father, where he’ll likely have to ask his permission to let her come to the party.

      I don’t blame him for looking a little pale.

      “Of course. It would be my honor,” Miller says and opens the gate for Allison, who steps over the threshold looking so pink with delight I’m tempted to laugh. Miller takes her basket, and she slides her arm through his. Most of his friends give them a head start before following to watch whatever happens next.

      Ian, however, remains at the gate.

      My heart hammers against my ribcage. I turn my attention back to my chore, waiting for him to leave.

      But he doesn’t. His shadow falls over me like a cloud moving in front of the sun, and then he’s right here, crouched like I am. He’s watching me expertly choose the best leaves, and then he follows suit.

      “Are you feeling better?” His voice is a low rumble.

      “I am,” I reply, but it’s gravelly. I clear my throat. “Thank you, Prince Ian, for saving me because it sounds like that’s exactly what you did.”

      “Ian is fine,” he says under his breath. When I look up at him, his eyes meet mine, and he’s so tough. So tall. His aura is a promise of violence despite his insanely good looks and kind character. He’s an Alpha through and through. Everyone can sense it. Everyone can see it.

      And this future Alpha is talking to me.

      I’m a nobody. I’m the only daughter of the oldest son of his grandfather’s best friend, but I’m not a daughter of a Beta or Alpha line, as far as I know. Maybe, in some way, I’m related to a Patriarch from the tribes. Maybe.

      Still, I’m not nearly his type. I can’t be. Me, with my stained fingers and calloused hands.

      When I don’t speak again, he drops a few leaves in the basket. “What kind of plant is this?”

      “True indigo,” I reply. “It, uh, makes a very vibrant blue dye when the leaves are processed.”

      “Oh, I see.” He watches my fingers. “Do you want help?”

      “I couldn’t ask that of you,” I say with a trembling laugh. “And you’re missing the show.”

      “The show?”

      I rock back on my heels to get a better view of his face. His thick, dark hair holds a tight wave, not nearly as curly and unruly as his grandmother’s or even
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