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DEDICATION

For Sarah Sleeper





PACK LIST

WILD PACK (IN ORDER OF RANK)



	ALPHA:
	



	
	female swift-dog with short gray fur (also known as Sweet)





	BETA:
	



	
	gold-and-white thick-furred male (also known as Lucky)




	HUNTERS:
	



	
	SNAP—small female with tan-and-white fur

MICKEY—sleek black-and-white male Farm Dog




	PATROL DOGS:
	



	
	MOON—black-and-white female Farm Dog

TWITCH—tan male chase-dog with black patches and three legs

DAISY—small white-furred female with a brown tail

BREEZE—small brown female with large ears and short fur

CHASE—small ginger-furred female

BEETLE—black-and-white shaggy-furred male

THORN—black shaggy-furred female




	OMEGA:
	



	
	small female with long white fur (also known as Sunshine)



	PUPS:
	



	
	FLUFF—shaggy brown female

TUMBLE—golden-furred male

NIBBLE—tan female

TINY—pale-eyed golden female




    LONE DOGS



    
    
        	
        	STORM—brown-and-tan female Fierce Dog
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PROLOGUE

The bed where Lick lay was soft and damp, its moss cool against her ears and paws. It was nothing like the hard-packed mud beneath the house in the Dog-Garden. She hadn’t known such comfortable dens existed, and yet she couldn’t seem to fall asleep. With a deep, trembling sigh, she wriggled herself deeper into the softness and tried again, shutting her eyes tight.

It was no use. Her small head buzzed with wakefulness. She was grateful to the Wild Pack for taking in her and her litter-brothers, of course she was. But it felt so odd not to smell damp wood above her, not to feel solid cold earth beneath her belly. Even more strange and wonderful were the stars lighting up the black sky. They were beautiful, but a little frightening too. There’s nothing between me and the sky. The world is so . . . big. Lick blinked up at the sparkling stars, gathered in Packs, her heart thumping with excitement.

At last, reluctantly, she realized sleep wasn’t going to come. Lick stretched, hesitantly sniffing the night air, and crept out of the big dog Martha’s den.

She peered anxiously around her. She and her litter-brothers had waited so long, hidden and helpless beneath the Dog House. It was exciting to be among other dogs again, but she had to be on her guard—she was sure that was what Mother-Dog would have told her. Some of these new dogs were friendly and kind, like Lucky, Mickey, and Martha, who had welcomed the three tiny pups. Others, though . . . others didn’t seem so pleased at the arrival of small Fierce Dogs.

Padding as quietly as she could, Lick looked around this strange, new camp. The smells here were as unfamiliar as everything else. In the Dog-Garden, all the older dogs had had a similar, earthy tang. Here the Pack members were all so different, and so were their scents. Martha’s had a warm saltiness, Lucky’s a comforting deep richness. The little white dog called Sunshine smelled sweet and flowery despite her bedraggled fur.

Another scent came to her, drifting heavily above the damp grass. This one, though, was dark and dangerous. As her nostrils flared, Lick’s eyes widened with alarm, and she felt her hackles spring up.

She turned her head, her breath catching in her throat when she found herself gazing into the cold yellow eyes of the Pack’s Alpha. He was sprawled at the mouth of his den, watching her every move.

It was not the kind and friendly Lucky who was in charge of the Wild Pack; it was this huge and frightening half wolf. And when Lucky and Mickey had led her and her brothers into the camp, the Alpha hadn’t seemed pleased at all to see them. Now his hostile gaze was filled with distaste, and his lip was twisted back on one side to expose a fang.

I don’t think he’ll let us stay here long, thought Lick, trembling. But where would we go, Wiggle and Grunt and I? We’d be all alone.

Lick stood very still, her hide prickling as she stared at the half wolf. Her breath was coming in small frightened pants. She tried to imagine the Alpha coming around to her brothers and her, growing to be their friend. Dreamily she pictured the great dog playing with them, wrestling carefully and gently, teaching them to fight. If Fierce Dogs came to steal them or harm them, perhaps this big, strong Alpha would protect his new Pack pups, snarling at their enemies, fighting those Fierce Dogs off. No dog touches the pups of my Pack! he’d growl.

Lick thought longingly of what it would be like. I wonder if he’d ever change his mind? If we behave as Mother-Dog taught us, maybe. If we’re good dogs and always put the Pack first . . . would we win him over then?

But when she saw the way his yellow eyes flashed, as his lip curled back to show his fangs, Lick got the feeling that this was not going to happen.

There was a growing twist of nervousness in her belly. The half wolf didn’t get up, but his glare was angry and unflinching. Lick knew what he wanted to snarl at her: Once a Fierce Dog, always a Fierce Dog.

Always a bad dog . . .

Softly, Lick crept backward, trembling. She should go back to Martha’s den and curl up with her litter-brothers. She’d be safe there, at least for tonight, protected by the big motherly dog who had taken them in so happily.

But as she turned away, she saw another pair of eyes glowing at her in the darkness. These ones were not pale, cold yellow: they were deep golden-brown.

Her heart turned over in fright, but the dog who was awake was not glaring at her. It’s Lucky’s sister, she realized in relief. Bella. She looked so like Lucky, with her golden fur and her soft eyes. Maybe she was like him in other ways, too.

Bella certainly didn’t look angry. She made a movement with her head that might have been an invitation. Nervously Lick edged closer. Can she really want me to join her? But she doesn’t know me, and I’m a strange Fierce Pup.

All the same, Bella simply watched as the pup crept nearer and nearer. Taking a deep breath, Lick lay down at the big dog’s side, not quite letting their flanks touch. Bella did not flinch away, and Lick began to let herself relax.

Her eyes were already drooping with tiredness, and she was so close to Bella she could hear the older dog’s steady, rhythmic heartbeat. Slowly, a tingle of drowsy warmth crept through Lick’s body. I’m safe here, just like I am with Martha. Bella was calm; her breathing was deep and steady, and she didn’t seem tense. She’s not scared or angry, thought Lick with a rush of relief. She accepts me.

It felt so good to know that not every dog in this Pack mistrusted her and Grunt and Wiggle. I think I can sleep now, Lick thought as drowsiness began to overwhelm her.

Maybe we can make a home in this Pack after all.
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CHAPTER ONE

A soft, damp bed, its moss cool against her ears and paws . . .

Distant memory flickered in Storm’s head, but it was hard to pin it down; it escaped her like the white tail of a running rabbit. That was so long ago. I was just a tiny pup. I hadn’t even been with the Wild Pack for a day.

Tormented, Storm jerked up her head and stared around. She was so tired, but she could not fall asleep; she couldn’t even relax. She was a prisoner! She may have been in a comfortable den in the Wild Pack’s camp, but she was still a captive dog.

Twisting, she let her eyes rove over her surroundings. She had been in this prison all night, and now the Sun-Dog’s light was weakly filtering through the branches. This was Sweet and Lucky’s den, and because they were Pack Alpha and Beta, it was not the worst place to be confined—but the prowling guard-dogs beyond the entrance were a constant reminder that she was not free to leave. She recognized their scents: scruffy scout dog Chase, and Moon. They had once been Storm’s friendly Packmates. Now they refused to speak to her. She could hear their deep breathing, their occasional indistinct murmurs, and when she twitched her ears toward the back of the den, she could hear a dog there, too, rustling the bushes as it shifted position. Beetle, she realized. The Wild Pack was taking no chances with their former Packmate, not when they were sure she was the bad dog who had caused so much trouble in the camp.

Storm had gotten wearily used to her former Pack’s suspicion that she, as a Fierce Dog, was the bad dog in their midst, but she still held enough affection for them that she’d felt she had no choice but to return—to warn them that the traitor was actually Breeze. The bad dog had already caused so much hurt and grief. She’d killed poor, harmless Whisper, and big Bruno; she’d tried to trick Moon into walking off a cliff—and had kicked rocks down on top of her when that didn’t work. She’d sabotaged the prey pile with shards of clear-stone, injuring Twitch badly—and worst of all, she’d tried to drown Lucky and Sweet’s pups in the Endless Lake. Storm’s stomach clenched at the idea of Breeze hurting the young dogs. She couldn’t let that happen, so she’d come back to warn the Pack.

But her old Pack hadn’t believed her story. Maybe they never would have; maybe Storm had never had a chance. Had she thrown away everything—her life, her freedom—for nothing?

Perhaps she never should have come back.

No. I had no choice. I had to warn them. Storm couldn’t have lived with herself if she hadn’t at least tried. But what could she do now?

Breeze had been too sly for her, too cunning. Yesterday, when Storm had finally confronted her in the clearing, the bad dog had even baited her, confessing to everything just to infuriate Storm, so that when the Wild Pack came upon them, what they saw was a snarling Storm standing over a helpless smaller dog. Storm had fallen into Breeze’s trap.

After the Pack overwhelmed her, and escorted her back to the camp, it had only gotten worse. Breeze suggested that they could blind Storm, to stop her causing more trouble. Sweet had refused to consider this, but Storm knew the Alpha could still change her mind.

Panic surged in her chest. Could she live as a blind dog with no Pack? Could Sweet live with the knowledge she’d maimed an innocent dog?

I have to convince the Pack. For my own sake now, as well as theirs, I have to make them realize I’m not the danger.

There was a rustle at the mouth of the den, and Storm snapped her head around. Twigs and creepers were pushed aside, and a small pale shape padded through the narrow entrance.

“Sunshine!” Storm’s heart filled with warmth at the sight of the fluffy white Omega dog.

Sunshine laid down half a rabbit, then reached behind her to retrieve a lump of moss soaked in cool water. “Hello, Storm,” she whispered, her plumed tail wagging.

“Thank you,” Storm said gratefully.

Sunshine gave a nervous glance behind her. “I’m not supposed to talk to you too much,” she murmured, “but you know I believe you, don’t you? The things you said about Breeze? And I’ve spoken to some of the others. I have faith in you—and I’m not the only one who does. Stay strong, Storm.”

Oh, Sunshine. Storm felt a swamping wave of affection and gratitude for the little dog. Suddenly the despair that had tightened her chest felt looser, less painful. A new determination crept into her bones, and some of the grim weariness fell away. All isn’t lost. Not when I have Sunshine on my side!

“I will.” Storm nodded. “I promise I’ll stay strong, Sunshine. For you. For all the Pack.”

The Omega’s tail wagged furiously, and Storm felt a warm tingle of joy to be so close to a friendly dog. But when she looked over Sunshine’s head, she felt a sharp twist in her heart when she sensed the others’ hostility and suspicion, like angry dogs prowling up and down outside the den.

“They’re not all on Breeze’s side,” Sunshine went on, drawing close, keeping her voice low. “Just hang on a little longer, Storm. Alpha is going to let you out again soon, and you’ll be able to tell your story. I know you can convince them. I believe in you!”

If they weren’t all taking Breeze’s side, thought Storm, that was good. Yet at the same time, it meant that some dogs were. Storm’s chest ached. The thought was hard to bear: that some of her old Pack, some of her friends, had chosen Breeze’s word over hers. What must they think of her now? That I’m a bad dog. That I’m a traitor who’d kill my friends and harm innocent pups. Maybe they think I’m a dog who deserves to be blinded. . . .

No, she could not think that way. Some of them believed Storm, and trusted her. She had to hang on to that thought, not the terrible one.

Her breathing had become shallow and rapid. “Which dogs, Sunshine? Which of the Pack are on my side? How many?”

Nervously Sunshine glanced back again at the den mouth and gave a quick shake of her head. “I shouldn’t say. I’m sorry. Just tell the truth, Storm, and keep calm. Then everything will be fine. I know you can do this!”

“All right, Sunshine.” Storm risked a brief lick of her silky ear. “Just be really careful around Breeze, do you understand? She’s crazy. Mad as a spring rabbit, and a lot more malicious. If she realizes you’re on my side—” Storm hesitated, and took a breath. “She’s killed dogs for a lot less.”

Sunshine’s eyes were wide and dark. “Storm, I’m scared,” she whispered.

“Oh, Sunshine. I’m going to do my best to make everything right again.” Storm nuzzled her gently. “But I’m so helpless in here. Please be careful.”

“Oh, I will be,” the little dog told her fervently. “I have to go now. I’m sorry about all of this, Storm.”

Storm watched her slip back through the creepers and twigs, her heart sinking with dread. I couldn’t bear it if something happened to Sunshine. The Omega dog was small, and she wasn’t a hunter or a Patrol Dog: She would be so vulnerable to Breeze’s murderous malice.

But Sunshine had been right. Storm did not have long to wait until the creepers stirred again, and the faces of Chase and Moon appeared in the dimness of the den.

“Come with us now, Storm,” said Chase flatly. “And don’t try anything. The whole Pack is here, and we’re more than a match for one Fierce Dog.”

Storm gazed into their familiar faces, but she couldn’t read either Chase’s brown eyes or Moon’s blue ones. Swallowing hard, she followed her two captors from the den.

For a moment she stood outside the den mouth, blinking as her eyes adjusted to the daylight. Despite the Pack’s troubles, this was still a beautiful camp: cool and green and encircled by protective trees. Sunlight speckled the shifting leaves, and a little way away, between pine trunks, Storm could make out the glint of the freshwater pool.

But it did not feel like a welcoming place for her, not today. The Pack was ranged in a solemn circle before her, and she searched their eyes, frantically trying to determine which of them were allies and which were enemies. She couldn’t read their expressions. Was Daisy avoiding her gaze because she felt sorry for Storm, or because she hated her? Why did Thorn look so angry? Because she thought this was an injustice done, or because she now thought Storm was a lethal enemy?

It was impossible. She didn’t have the energy to interpret their feelings. All the same, and despite the coil of heavy dread in her gut, Storm didn’t lower her gaze. I don’t want them to think I feel guilty. I’ve nothing to feel guilty about. Whereas Breeze—

She turned her stare to the gentle-eyed brown dog. Lucky and Sweet’s four pups still clustered near to her, with only Tiny standing a little apart from her litter-siblings. Storm felt a lurch of dread. Clearly, enough of the Pack still trusted the dog who had so eagerly taken on pup-minding duties. Only Tiny was looking at Storm; the other three pups were evasive and wary, whispering to one another words that Storm couldn’t make out.

If the pups still trust Breeze, they’re in huge danger.

Her dark thoughts were interrupted as Sweet, the swift-dog Alpha, stepped elegantly forward. Raising her slender head, she gazed around her Pack, and they all turned to her.

“My decision is made,” Sweet told them in her clear voice. Her expression was stern. “Blinding Storm is out of the question. This is not who we are as a Pack.”

Every muscle in Storm’s body sagged with relief. She hadn’t realized how fearful she was that Sweet might take Breeze’s suggestion.

“As to what we do next,” Sweet went on, “we need more information. Therefore, Beta and I will further investigate Storm’s allegations, as well as Breeze’s defense.” She gave a slight nod to her Beta and mate, Lucky. “That is all I can say for now. I’m sorry I can’t tell you more at the moment. It hurts me that I can’t trust my Pack. But I am your Alpha. It is my job to keep all of you safe, and that is what I will do. Keeping matters between Lucky and me is the best way, for now, to do that.”

Storm’s heart lifted as she watched Sweet’s solemn, calm face. I trust her. And if Lucky and Sweet consulted Rake and Ruff, two dogs who had once lived with Terror before joining the Wild Pack, they would hear stories that backed up Storm’s claims. It was Rake and Ruff who had confirmed all of Storm’s fears and suspicions, with their stories of how odd Breeze behaved during the days of Terror’s reign. But Rake and Ruff had recently left the Wild Pack to set up a new camp somewhere else, along with Woody and Dart. They would be no help to Storm if Sweet and Lucky couldn’t find them, or if they wouldn’t talk to the leaders of a Pack who were now their rivals.

But Storm’s fur tingled when she remembered: There was nothing Alpha and Beta could find that would restore the faith they’d once had in Breeze. She has no evidence that she’s innocent—because she isn’t.

Her gaze drifted back to the pups—and right at that moment, there was a flash of brown fur behind Nibble. Storm gasped as Breeze lunged for the pup, her jaws opening, her teeth flashing, malice glittering in her soft dark eyes. Violently, Breeze snapped at Nibble’s neck.

Rage and terror surged in Storm’s chest. Easily shoving aside her guards, she flew at Breeze, slamming her to the earth.

The camp erupted in a chaos of furious yelps and barks. And as Storm glowered down at the trembling dog beneath her paws, she realized her mistake.

Breeze’s eyes were wide, the white rims showing, and she cowered like a trapped and terrified rabbit. “Storm! Storm, what are you doing?” she whimpered hoarsely. “Please don’t hurt me!”

Storm jerked up her head to look at Nibble. The pup was completely unharmed. He and his brother and sisters were backing away, and they were gaping at her in shocked disbelief. In their desperation to put distance between themselves and Storm, they stumbled over one another, tucking themselves at last behind the protective bodies of Chase and Mickey.

Breeze wasn’t going to bite Nibble. It was a feint, she was only—

Horror and despair clenched Storm’s gut. Wildly she stared around the furious Pack. “You didn’t see? Sweet, Breeze attacked Nibble! I saw her—”

The Pack’s barks drowned her out, until Sweet made herself heard. “Silence, all of you!” The Alpha glanced questioningly around at the other dogs, then returned her stare to Storm. There was a tinge of pity in it, as well as anger. “No dog saw anything,” she said quietly.

“That’s it!” cried Breeze desperately, foam flying from her mouth in panicked fear. “Oh, Alpha, don’t you see? Poor Storm, she’s hallucinating—she’s seeing things that aren’t there—that would explain everything. That’s why she killed Whisper and Bruno—oh, those poor dogs. And poor Storm just doesn’t understand—”

“You!” Storm yelped, thrusting toward her. “You devious, cunning—”

“That’s enough!” Lucky sprang in front of Storm, his ears back against his head. Mickey and Beetle raced to his side, and together they forced her backward, their teeth bared.

“Don’t cause any more trouble,” growled Mickey.

“Get back, you! Right now!” Beetle took a leap forward, hunching his shoulders aggressively. Storm could feel his hot, angry breath on her muzzle.

“What did you think you were doing?” barked Lucky, his eyes blazing at her.

The other members of the Pack were yapping and howling, some of them spinning anxiously. Sunshine whined miserably, pacing back and forth. In the middle of it all, Breeze was struggling, trying dramatically to get to her feet, as if she’d been terribly hurt; she was whimpering loudly in feigned distress.

In the confusion and uproar, Storm couldn’t even make herself heard to protest. Lucky, Mickey, and Moon were pressing around her now, physically forcing her back toward the den. Toward her prison. As she staggered backward, she caught sight of Breeze’s expression, all fear and injured innocence, as the rest of the Pack clustered around to reassure her she was safe.

“You mustn’t blame Storm,” came her whimper. “Mad—her dreams, the things she sees, they’ve driven her out of her mind—”

Storm couldn’t bear it any longer. “Mickey!” she barked. “Lucky! Don’t believe Breeze. I saw her! You mustn’t leave her alone with the pups, please—”

It was no good. Determinedly they half shepherded, half pushed her back to the den. The twigs and branches snapped back into place at the den mouth and she stood in the dimness, shivering and panting, her flanks heaving in distress.

I can’t break out and defend myself. I mustn’t do that. There was no way she could take on the whole enraged Pack—but more importantly, if she fought back now, one of her former Packmates might really get hurt. Storm didn’t want that, and the last thing she wanted was to make Breeze’s lies about her come true . . . again.

As the sounds of commotion calmed, she realized the meeting was breaking up. Dogs were padding away from the clearing outside, muttering and growling in conversation, but she could make out only the words of the nearest ones.

“Perhaps blinding her really is the best option.” That voice was Chase’s.

Moon’s sigh was deep and sad. “I hate the thought, but I think Sweet has to reconsider her decision.”

Storm couldn’t stay on her paws any longer. She sank down onto the soft leaves and moss that covered the floor of the den.

Storm, you fool. How many more times are you going to fall for Breeze’s tricks?

Now the bad dog was out there with the Pack, free to make whatever evil mischief she liked. Free to harm Sweet and Lucky’s pups . . .

Storm let her head fall onto her paws as misery overwhelmed her. Why don’t I ever think before I act? I didn’t bark a warning, I didn’t alert the Pack to Nibble’s danger—I just leaped right in, like a fool.

I’ve lost. And now my Fierce Dog nature might just have destroyed the whole Pack!
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CHAPTER TWO

Storm’s head felt woozy, her thoughts and vision blurred, and she realized she must have drifted off to sleep after all. The light in the den was unchanging, a mixture of dusty shadow and faint sunbeams, but she thought that perhaps the Sun-Dog’s rays had slanted lower. Blinking, she shook herself.

Something was different. Not the light. The air itself . . .

Twisting her head to look behind her, she stared. She was right. The air was fresher and cooler now, because a new hole had been torn in the bush that covered the back of the den. Her nostrils flared as a soft breeze whispered into the darkness, bringing scents of pine and sage.

Storm rose and took a pace toward it, then another. Her heart stirred with excited hope. I can leave. I can just walk out. I can save myself!

Some deeper instinct brought her to a halt, her tongue lolling, her mind in turmoil. The ragged gap was her route to freedom, and every muscle in her body yearned to run toward it.

But that was a bad idea—a terrible idea. Even though the hole was big enough for her, the Pack would notice in moments that she was gone. They would follow, and without a doubt catch her, and even if by some miracle of the Spirit Dogs she got away, it would only prove to the Wild Pack that she was an untrustworthy, treacherous, bad dog. If Storm was caught, Sweet might decide she had no option then but to blind her.

And if she got away, the pups would still be in peril. All her desperate efforts would have been for nothing.

Storm shuddered. It took all the willpower she could summon, but she backed away from the gap, her flanks heaving. Then she turned her rump on it altogether.

The breath of the Wind-Dogs tickled her, nibbling at her, ruffling the fur on her haunches. It was as if they were teasing, coaxing her outside to run at their sides, fast and free. Their cold teeth tugged at her ears and tail. Race with us, Storm! She could feel them there, so close and enticing. Here in the den, it was cramped and gloomy and perilous. Beyond that gap, there was empty space, and the forest, and long meadows where she could run and run—

No. With a growl, Storm spun back to the ragged hole. As quickly as she dared, she began to tear at the branches and twigs with her teeth, tugging them back into place. They cracked and rustled, and she forced herself to go slower, to take care, to be quiet. Her heart thrashed against her ribs—don’t come in yet, don’t find me with a broken gap in the den! Trembling with frustrated eagerness, she pulled the branches one by one into something like their original position. At last she had closed out the light and the air and that taunting, tempting wind.

Panting harshly, Storm stepped back and tilted her head. The former hole was ragged and patchy, the twigs torn and broken, but it was no longer a gaping mouth to freedom. Just for a moment, she sagged with regret.

Then she stiffened her limbs, and her resolve. I’ve done the right thing. Torn between disappointment and an odd sense of security, Storm sat on her haunches and eyed the mended hole.

The branches at the den mouth crackled, the air stirred, and she heard light pawsteps trot toward her. Storm’s throat tightened with fear, and she spun around, prepared to defend herself. Only when she saw the white gleam of fur did she finally recognize Sunshine’s scent.

Shaking, she sighed out a breath of relief. I need to keep calmer. My instincts are fighting with my brain, and if I’m not careful, I’m going to make another mistake. . . . And my next mistake might be my last.

Sunshine paused in the center of the den, her mouth full of wet moss. She looked questioningly at Storm, her floppy ears pricking as she set the moss down. “Storm?”

Oh, Sky-Dogs, have I lost Sunshine’s trust? Has she changed her mind about me because of how crazy I seemed out there?

No, she realized almost at once, Sunshine would always be on her side. After all, the little dog must have dug the hole, had tried to help her just now, even if it was in a very reckless way. Storm waited until her breathing had calmed, then set her jaw and gazed solemnly at the little Omega.

“I appreciate everything you’re trying to do for me,” said Storm quietly, “but you shouldn’t have done that.”

Sunshine blinked in confusion, her black eyes round and bright. “What? What did I do?”

Storm turned her head toward the patched-up gap behind her. “That. I can’t try to escape. That will only make things worse.”

On trembling paws, Sunshine stepped over to the mended gap. She sniffed at it and pawed a loose twig. Then she turned to Storm again, her eyes fierce and anxious.

“I didn’t do this, Storm!”

Storm pinned back her ears, surprised and wary. “You didn’t? Then was it Daisy, maybe?”

Sunshine shook her head firmly, making her long ears flap. “I don’t think any dog would take such a risk right now, even if they truly believe you’re innocent.”

“I . . .” Storm blinked. “If it wasn’t you, or another dog who supports me . . . I don’t know. I don’t understand.”

“You were right not to run away. It wouldn’t have done you any good in the end. In fact, it would have done a lot of harm.” Sunshine’s eyes widened. “Oh, Storm, this must have been a trap!”

Storm padded closer to her, and together they stared at the repaired escape route. Her paws twitched, and her nose yearned toward the fresh air beyond, but she no longer felt that urgent, almost irresistible need to push through it and run. She’d been right to listen to her reason instead of her instincts.

As she sniffed at the broken branches, Storm felt a touch of the same faint breeze on her nostrils.

“Breeze,” she said suddenly, baring her fangs. “It had to be her. But why would she do it? Just to make me look bad in front of the Pack?”

“Maybe,” whispered Sunshine. “Or maybe there was something worse. Sweet would have caught you in no time—you know how fast she is. Maybe Breeze is still hoping she will . . . blind you.”

Storm gulped, and flinched at a horrible vision of Sweet’s claws lashing at her face. She could almost feel the pain, an agony like nothing she’d ever known before. She blinked, hard and rapidly. Sharp, tearing claws like a hawk’s, ripping at my eyes, taking my sight. There’d only ever be blackness afterward. A great, cold shudder went through her bones.

Storm clenched her jaws tightly. “I don’t know why Breeze wants to destroy the Pack, but I’m glad I didn’t take my chance to hurt her.”

“Me too. Keep being careful, Storm.”

“I will,” Storm murmured. “Thank you for the water.”

Sunshine touched her damp little nose to Storm’s, then hurried back out of the den.

As she leaned down to lick water from the moss, Storm could hear the Omega exchanging a few casual words with Daisy and Mickey at the den mouth. She couldn’t make out what they were saying and didn’t need to; suddenly she was very glad of the guards who were holding her prisoner here. At least I know Mickey would never harm me, not if he didn’t have to. Their solid presence was beginning to make her feel secure instead of threatened. And Breeze can’t do anything more while they’re standing sentry. Not if I avoid being stupid.

And after all, even if her former Packmates suspected the wrong dog, they were still standing guard. Their ears and noses would be alert for anything. And that means the Pack is safe too, for now. Breeze won’t dare make a move.

For a while, Storm tried to get comfortable, turning a circle on the bedding and settling down. But she couldn’t sleep. Her ears twitched constantly, alert for any word from the dogs beyond the den mouth.

The Sun-Dog’s faint rays were slanting even lower through the screen at the den mouth when the twigs stirred again, and another dog entered. Tensing, she started up, but then recognized his tan coat with pleasure. She’d always liked the Third Dog of the Wild Pack; Twitch was calm, reasonable, and kind. Apart from Sunshine, thought Storm, he was the least likely dog to harm her, or to think badly of her.

Twitch padded in on his three legs. “Hello, Storm.”

“Twitch. What’s happening?”

He licked his jaws. “Nothing yet. I only wanted to talk to you.”

“Good,” said Storm eagerly, feeling her hopes rise again. Twitch might be kindhearted and gentle, with a strong sense of fairness—but more than that, he’d been in the mad dog Terror’s Pack himself. He’d been a Packmate of Breeze. He must know something of her relationship with that mad dog. “I want to talk, Twitch. I have to convince you, make you all understand. Ask me anything.”

“I will, then.” There was a hint of humor in his gruff voice. “I wanted to talk to you before Alpha and Beta and I continue our discussion.”

Storm opened her jaws, then closed them again. Did neither Sweet nor Lucky feel enough affection for her to want to hear her story for themselves?

That, Storm thought dully, was not a good sign. If the Pack’s leaders truly believed in Storm, they’d surely have come. Had they sent their gentle and sympathetic Third Dog here to break bad news? Had Lucky and Sweet completely turned their backs on her?

Maybe I should have made a break for it after all.

Twitch sat back on his haunches and scratched awkwardly at an ear with a hindpaw. Unbalanced by his stump, he swayed a little, but righted himself immediately. He had coped so well with losing that foreleg, thought Storm, admiring him even through her nerves.

Stay calm, Storm, she told herself, sucking in a deep breath. Don’t panic. You don’t know anything yet.

“Storm,” Twitch began, “the first question is the most important one. You left the Pack . . . but when did you start to suspect Breeze? Was it before you left?”

Storm paused before she answered, gathering her thoughts. Be honest, and be reasonable. She trusted Twitch, but convincing him was entirely up to her.

“No. You know how it was, Twitch—I’d been walking in my sleep, having terrible dreams. I . . . I . . .” The words died in her mouth, her jaws feeling suddenly heavy, as though every instinct was trying to stop her from talking. But she knew she had to get the words out. If she lied, or held something back now, and the Wild Pack realized it later, they might never trust her again.

And how might they punish me then?

“I thought for a while it might be me who was the bad dog,” she told Twitch, a whine creeping into her voice. “I was so afraid it was me, and that I just didn’t know it.”

“But it wasn’t.” Twitch’s eyes were steady on hers.

“No. I didn’t realize till later. I’d thought about it so much since I left—I had time to go over things in my head. I couldn’t imagine which of the Pack might be a bad dog—it seemed so unlikely. But Twitch . . . while I was out there . . . I found Arrow and Bella.”

His
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