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  Author’s Note


A Wolf Steps in Blood  contains heavy themes. This book is only intended for adult readers.

Content Notes
eating disorder
vomiting (blood, food)
self-harm (blood magic)
mild gore
animal death
grief
sexual content

Tropes
fated mates
fast burn / insta-love
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  1

Under the full moon, the wolf vomits ice cream, spring rolls, and chocolate almonds—the evidence of a binge from when she had fingers and walked upright. Though she’s no stranger to the burn of stomach acid, it still sears her throat. Looming rain and blood dominate her senses. A few paces beyond where she shelters in the bushes, her pack feasts on a deer. She buries her purge and joins the others, their heads ducked down to rend flesh from bone. Nudging between two cousins, she noses the carcass enough to bloody her fur, taking small, dainty snatches of meat. She feels empty and light when the pack sends up a howl to honor the big sky. Her voice is the smallest of them all. 

    
  After the hunt and the free air and the moon, all that’s left of the night is the very human task of brushing my teeth. I watch my reflection and try not to think of statistics about stomach acid and enamel loss. We’ve lost so much that eroding the strongest, sharpest parts of myself makes a grim kind of sense. My ancestors didn’t evolve for this. What use are teeth against the systems that haunt my family, my pack? 
Even to my human nose, my room, my hair, my skin reek of processed meat and old fryer grease. No matter how regularly I wash my work uniform, no matter how often I shower, the smell infects everything. Only when I am a wolf can I shed its pervasive stench.
I let my hair down—long braids done by my cousin, always tied up under a visor for work—and collapse into bed. Tonight, I miss the rasp of the cicadas, that rural Alabama summer soundtrack. When winter arrives, I have trouble sleeping without them.
My cousin paces on the other side of the trailer’s thin walls, the pattern of her steps suggesting that she’s returned to her wolf. I sit up and think of checking in on her. Back when she had a bad boyfriend, the kind who blackened her eye, she’d spend more and more alone time as a wolf. I never asked if she did it because she felt powerful that way or because she felt safe. In the end, they were the same. Power was safety.
One night, she came home rabid, howling, snarling. Half-wolf, half-woman. I’d never seen one of us that way, turned monstrous by grief or rage. Mom didn’t help her or ask what was wrong. She calmly sent her away, telling her to come back after she’d had a run through the woods and gotten her head back on straight.
But Shiara returned manic, a spine clenched in her jaws. Wolves are no strangers to gore. I’d licked blood from thousands of bones. But this violence was different than the hunt. Though she was a wolf, this violence was fully human. On the trailer steps, Mom held out her hands, and Shiara, like a pedigreed dog, obediently dropped the spine. I watched from behind the screen door as if the drama unfolding outside of it was on a television. Mom walked into the trees with the spine, and neither she nor Shiara ever spoke of the incident. I waited in fear for months, thinking cops would show up to the trailer, but when the grisly story faded from the papers and no one came for us, my insomnia loosened its grip.
Shiara keeps one of his finger bones in her pocket, worrying it smooth like a river stone. Sometimes she sits on the back step and stares into the trees for hours. If I see the flash of white in her hand, I let her be.
I try to roll over and ignore her pacing, but my worry only coils tighter. I knock on her door, my light tap rattling the thin wood in its frame. The pacing stops. I set my blunt nails against the door and scratch thrice. Our little sign, Are you okay?
The door swings open, revealing darkness beyond. She says nothing, only observes me, her wolf eyes glinting from the hall light. Half-wolf, half-woman. Ever since that rabid break, her wolf has stood guard, distrustful of the world and what it could inflict. She’s the only one of us who can maintain this partial shift so effortlessly, inhabiting the liminal as if born to it. Wolf eyes in a human face. Wolf teeth crowding a human mouth. Her furred chest incongruous with her pajama top.
“Was the hunt good for you tonight?” I ask.
“I took down the deer,” she says, voice low and raspy. “Javier’s a fucking liar, and he knows it.” She tilts her shaved head, sizing me up. “You never try to take down the deer.”
I fidget. “It’s not really my thing.”
Shiara steps closer. “Blood isn’t your thing? Hunger isn’t your thing? I want to tear out the throat of the world.” She stabs a finger into my chest. “You do too.” She smiles. Wolf teeth in a woman’s face. “Goodnight, Yasmine.”
The door shuts gently, soundlessly. On the other side, a rending noise cuts the silence, as if Shiara’s tearing up the carpet. I go to bed.

    
  Cleaning the restaurant bathrooms is one of my favorite tasks, and everyone is happy to let me volunteer each shift. Scrubbing toilets is the best way to exit the bustle of filling orders and putting on a customer service face. Sometimes, on the days when Mom has treated me to a cold silence, I use the time to cry into the soapy water. The witch blessing was too strong in her. She’d lost her wolf while the magic manifested as intended in me. I could return to the wilderness, and she resented me for it. Some days her jealousy was louder than others. I never reveled in the change and the hunt like the others. The shift frightened me. My body changing frightened me. It was painful. I told Shiara this after a hunt once. She didn’t understand. “Better than an orgasm,” she’d said under a half moon. 
Working at Tim’s isn’t too bad. I’ve managed an entire year here, one of three greasy restaurants in town. Mom complains of heartburn whenever I bring home the chicken left over after closing, so Shiara devours it all. The building is clearly an old Dairy Queen that closed decades ago, the chain’s logo painted over in blue and the name Tim’s hand-lettered in white.
Ruthie, the owner—Tim was her grandfather—is one of few people outside the pack who I feel comfortable with. She defends me against asshole customers who want to talk to the manager (joke’s on them) and once, at closing, asked why I never had any cute boys come pick me up from work. I knew it was a well-meaning question she meant as a compliment. So many of my coworkers had husbands or boyfriends who were their rides home. Men were always trying to flirt with me as I rang out their orders. Ruthie, as I’d feared, observed it all. I fumbled for an excuse, certain that if she continued with her reasoning, I’d find myself fired over some little incident and never able to get a job in Pickens County again. People talk, and news spreads fast. These old white ladies would shut me out and turn nice-nasty.
Some of my panic must’ve shown through in my silence because guilt rearranged her features. “I’m sorry, hun,” she said. “I wasn’t trying to pry. You’re good here.” And she put her hand firmly down on the counter as if planting a shield between us and the rest of the world. “You understand me?” I surprised her and myself by bursting into tears on the spot, a fistful of bills I’d been counting clutched in my hand.
I’m dragging a bag of trash from the bathroom when the restaurant door swings open. This late, most locals prefer the drive-through, but travelers trying to eke out a few miles before turning in for the night like to come in as an excuse to stretch their legs. Pickens County scrapes by because of Highway 82 running through its heart. Our town boasts a total of two stoplights and three gas stations. Turn off the highway and onto Main Street and all you’ll find are boarded-up shops. Keep exploring the county and you’ll meet acres of farmland (corn, soy, grazing pastures) and dilapidated barns.
At first, I don’t pay the customer much attention other than my automatic greeting. There’s something about having a giant bag of literal garbage in hand that makes you avoid eye contact at all costs. But the wintry breeze that blows in with them hits me full in the face with bitter herbs, so acrid that they overwhelm the permanent grease and potatoes smell. My lips peel back from my teeth in disgust. Who would wear such a nasty perfume? I make the mistake of looking up.
Mistake because she’s beautiful and very human and very much a witch. My gaze sweeps her up and down, frantic, but I can’t see the herbs she carries. The scent is so strong, I worry it must be some kind of ward. A length of tarnished silver chain disappears into the neckline of her shirt. The likely source, I think—a sachet held securely against the chest. But as my gaze flicks back to her eyes, I realize what this looks like.
“I’m sorry.” I apologize because what is there to say during an unexpected standoff with a witch you’ve unintentionally ogled? I resume my shamed trash-carrying gaze when she stops me.
“I’ve never met a wolf before,” she says, her voice and smile soft. Her hand is outstretched between us as if she’s caught herself in the human instinct of reaching out to pet a cute dog.
Despite the sting of the herbs, the wolf claws her way up my spine and stomps to the front of my brain, tail wagging, tongue lolling. Her excitement knocks me back. My wolf doesn’t like strangers, and she likes surprises less. I once bit a man for trying to get too familiar with me in a dark parking lot. With the force of the wolf behind me, even my human teeth drew blood. He yanked back the offending hand, and suddenly I was a crazy bitch.
But this time, with this woman, the wolf wants to rub my face against her and mingle our scents. I’m dizzied by the passion behind it, the life-or-deathness of the desire, as if looking away from the witch will mean certain doom. My wolf has never been so irrational, and it scares me. Whatever she’s feeling has brought down a sudden fever, and between the heat and the dizziness, I’m desperate to escape into cool, fresh air.
“I have to throw this away,” I blurt, pushing for the door and the night.
By the time I cross the small parking lot to the dumpster, my thoughts are spinning. I haul the bag in and wander into the woods just behind. Nature is tangled here. Anemic pine saplings vie for space after a recent clearing. Scrubby underbrush, brittle and stiffened by frost, claws at my jeans. In the distance, a train rumbles along its tracks. Small animals scramble away from my clumsy steps. I walk and walk, muddying my shoes, snagging low branches in my hair. One catches my visor and knocks it to the ground. I can’t find the blue of the fabric in the night’s depths, and unlike Shiara, I can’t shift only my eyes.
Light blooms a few paces away. The witch. She holds a glowing crystal aloft, and I immediately forget my visor. Despite the stench of the herbs, I want to run to her, wagging my tail. I want her to grasp my fur in her hands. I want to guard her with my life. The intensity of the thoughts turns me so dizzy I can barely take stock of her. She inches nearer as if I’m a wild animal who will dart again at a moment’s notice. I hold my breath as she bends to retrieve my visor from the bed of fallen pine needles.
“I’m Kalta,” she says, holding the visor out to me.
I don’t take it. I stare at her, wonder and fear continuing to wage their war.
Her leather jacket is well worn and oversized as if she stole it from a brother. She’s buzzed her natural hair close to the scalp and managed to bleach it an impressive platinum.
“Yasmine,” I say, my name scraping out of my throat.
She echoes me, and that’s when I see my own wonder reflected in her eyes.
“When’s your shift over?” she asks, and my attention zeroes in on her full lips, stained a red so deep they’re almost black.
My panicking heartbeat threatens to turn me ill.
“I’m done in an hour,” I finally manage to answer, “but I wouldn’t ask you to wait that long.”
She closes the distance between us and resettles the visor on my head as if we’re attending a private coronation in Alabama’s backwoods.
“I’d wait for you,” she says.

    
  An old blue Silverado is one of only two vehicles in the otherwise deserted lot. Abby, a gossipy mom who usually gives me a ride home on the nights we close together, eyes me curiously as I turn down her offer and recite an excuse about a friend picking me up. I’ve never had a friend pick me up. 
My heart races as I approach the truck, certain of Abby’s gaze on my back. Through the truck window, I see Kalta slouched down in the driver’s seat, her feet propped up on the peeling dash. I rap my knuckles on the window like a nervous fool. She startles as if I’ve jolted her from a daydream and dives across the bench seat to unlock the door. It squeals on its hinges as I pull it open, and despite Kalta being sprawled on her stomach, the truck is so high that we’re nearly face-to-face again. She giggles and holds out her hand. I take it, bracing myself with her strength as I step up and pull the door closed behind me. We resume staring at each other until I blurt the most irrelevant thing.
“Nice truck,” I say. I’m not sure whether I actually think it’s nice, but it’s the kind of small talk my anxiety chooses. Not Who are you? or Where are you going? or Did you also feel the stars realign?
“Thanks,” she answers easily. “It’s seen more decades than me, but I get where I need to go, and that’s what matters, right?” She opens her mouth to say more but stops herself.
The wolf in me takes note. I might not have the enhanced senses that come with a shift, but my nose has always been slightly better than the average person’s. And we can tell when someone’s nervous. Or lying. The cabin doesn’t smell strongly of her, though the herbs are just beginning to settle into the upholstery. It smells like a man. And beneath his scent, the tang of old blood.
So—stolen jacket. I was right before, though not in the way I’d anticipated. I’d thought stolen lovably, affectionately. Stolen as in I wore it so much it kinda just became mine. Stolen as in You can have this thing I love. Stolen jacket. Stolen truck?
Did I just hop into a stolen truck for a pretty girl? Fuck. Fuck.
I glance over my shoulder and find Abby’s car still idling in its spot. Her attention is down on her phone, but I know only a second ago she was probably staring at us.
“Kalta—” I start.
But my swift catalog isn’t lost on her. “It’s not what you think,” she says.
My hand is back on the door. I’m already thinking of all the ways I can revise what I said and still get a ride home from Abby.
“It’s my brother’s truck,” Kalta says. “He got into an accident, and I’m—” She cuts herself off again.
“What kind of accident?” I ask because clearly the truck is fine.
“Magic,” she says, her eyes bright with tears.
The scent of blood. Magic that deals in blood is never safe, and if Kalta is involved in that magic, neither is she. The danger of what I nearly stepped into shocks me out of the fairytale cloud I lost my head in. I don’t know Kalta. I don’t know who she is or where she’s going.
“I need to go,” I say.
Kalta stares down at the cracked upholstery of the seat, resigned. I’d hoped she would explain, tell me something to make this all less alarming than it is, but her silence is damning. The truth is worse than whatever I could glean in a couple seconds.
The door shrieks open.
“I’m sorry, Yasmine,” she says, and it sounds like a plea.
Her fear and sadness tug on the fairytale, the wolf, the mystical correctness of us together. But wolves have enough problems as it is. I don’t need to add more.
I hop out of the truck and slam the door. I feel dizzy, gutted. I fight for my breath as I walk, head down, to Abby. My steps are heavy as if I’m fighting against a current that’s pushing me back to her, to Kalta.
Abby raises an eyebrow as I slump into her passenger seat. “Not your ride?” she asks.
“She was just bothering me for money,” I lie.
Abby sucks her teeth. “Honey, you don’t need those type of friends.”
She pats my knee in sympathy and turns us onto the highway. I glance up at the rearview mirror and watch until Kalta’s blue truck melts into the dark.
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Red wolves haven’t lived in Alabama since the 1920s. Our ecological status is  extirpated, a fancy word for locally extinct. Sometimes, I think of those last maligned wolves from a century ago, hunted and poisoned and trapped as the world closed in around them. In our old tales, the last of us made a pact with witches in a desperate bid for survival. We had to adapt to a different world, a world that wanted us dead. We chose forms like the humans who had helped us only to learn that they too were hated by the two-legged world we sought to join. Even with our new hands, we could not enter the same doors as the lighter ones. Even though the woods were no longer our home, we couldn’t live in the same neighborhoods.
Some of us were still hunted, albeit in different ways.
These days, we’re careful of where we choose to run as ourselves, careful of where we praise the moon. If we can pass through the night as coyotes, it’s for the best.
When Abby pulls up to the trailer, Shiara is smoking a cigarette on the front step. She rests her elbows on her knees, the stars and moon lighting her easy sprawl. I don’t know whether it’s the afterglow of meeting Kalta, but the scene holds its own kind of magic. Shiara’s always been tightly wound muscle, ready to spring, snap. The moon is the only thing that can turn her soft.
Abby sucks her teeth again. “You tell your cousin she needs to quit.”
At that, Shiara turns her attention from the sky and looks at us straight on, her eyes glinting in the headlights. Her hood is pulled up over her head, and I’m sure her wolf ears heard us over the engine’s idle. It’s rare that Shiara isn’t partially shifted.
“She act like she hear me talking about her,” says Abby.
An automatic, strained laugh escapes my throat.
Abby grasps the lever at her door and pumps the window down. “Hey!” she yells, waving even though she already has Shiara’s attention. “I thought you were gonna quit!”
The wolf is in Shiara’s laugh, low and husky. She rises with a long-suffering “goodnight, Abby” and wanders into the woods.
Abby watches her go. “No one could pay me to go walking alone in the woods at night.”
“It’s just her thing,” I say, popping open my door.
“Don’t you go following her.”
“I won’t,” I say, indulging a good-natured sigh.
“And don’t let that girl keep bothering you,” she adds, turning mom-stern. “You’re nice, and people see it from a mile away.”
My chest aches again at the mention of Kalta. “Yes, ma’am,” I say, avoiding her gaze.
She looks me over again, and with a final “alright now,” allows me to exit the car.
I wave to her as she turns back down our drive, all unpaved red clay, and watch until the headlights vanish among the pines. Our yard is scattered with the hulking metal skeletons of Shiara’s many repair projects, cars in various states of disassembly and repair. Other than Mom’s third shift job as a custodian at the nursing home, our main source of income is Shiara’s cash-only mechanic gig.
“You met someone new.”
I startle and find Shiara looming behind me. “Don’t do that,” I mutter, sour.
She circles me, sniffing the air. “Tell me about her.”
Tears spring to my eyes. “I’m going to bed,” I say, elbowing around her.
I cry in the shower until the water turns cold. Our water heater is small, and Mom hates when I use up all the hot water, but she won’t be home until morning. I allow myself this one indulgence, crying as if there’s something heavy inside me I have to purge. But it’s not like with food. The weight remains. There’s no relief.
The trailer is quiet and dark when I emerge. I don’t sense Shiara anywhere inside. Gone for a night run, then.
I crawl into bed and pull my knees up to my chest to bask in the moonglow. This far out in the country, there’s little need for curtains. We have no neighbors for miles, the way it’s always been. In the dark, I can just make out the rotting cabin at
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