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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.






  
  2

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 the edge of the trees, a relic from the first generation of wolves like us. Some had been curious and sought to integrate into the human world. Others had wanted to stay near our old hunting grounds under familiar trees.

    
  The wolf dreams of running free. No pack, just her, and the thrill of a trail to follow. 
She dashes through the pines as if pulled along by a shining thread. The air thrums with certainty. This isn’t like a scent trail she could lose track of. This is something else.
Deer stand vigil as she passes. Squirrels peer down from their branches. Raccoons watch from the underbrush. Owls and mockingbirds and blackbirds take flight, a strange flock crowding the air above her. The entire forest wakes to her quest.
Her feet are dusted with red clay when she finds an old dirt road. Here, she slows. Roads mean people, cars, danger, but the air is still. She doesn’t know when her flock abandoned her. She skirts the edge of the road up the hill and at its crest finds deep tire tracks in the drying mud. They lead into the trees, a path forced by hunters, perhaps. It’s irregular and narrow, just wide enough for a vehicle. Her fur stands on end, warring instincts rooting her to the ground.
She knows not to follow human paths. Eventually, always, you will find them at the end. But the shining thread that drew her here whispers, Not far now, promises her the discovery will be worth the risk.
She whines, turns a circle, paws the ground. She tests the air and finds only tree sap and animal musk and the smoky sharpness of burned fuel, but still she backs away, toward safety, toward the known. The thread strains. One more step could break it. She waits, looks back, looks forward.
The path off the road slopes down and to the side. She can’t see far beyond its mouth.
She steps from the shelter of the trees and into the middle of the dirt road. Looking to the moon as if for confirmation, she takes her first hesitant steps down the shaded path. It twists and turns down the hill, and through a clearing in the trees, she spies it. A blue truck, its tailgate down and a spread of blankets in its bed. Nestled among them, a girl watches the stars. The wind sings through the trees, and the girl turns, her gaze immediately landing on the wolf.
Awed, she whispers, “Yasmine.” The name is strong despite distance, as if the girl had kneeled to whisper it directly in the wolf’s ear, clear as destiny.

    
  The dream feels like a vision, like knowledge. I wake with the certainty that I could find her if I tried. I try to sit up and discover that the dream’s intensity shifted me. I’ve never shifted unconsciously before, and the possibility of it startles me. I’m clumsy, trying to move a wolf body on human muscle memory. I meet the floor with a heavy  thud and try to find my human limbs, stumbling around my room and trapped in my own body. Except suddenly, it’s not my body. It’s the wolf’s body, and I want mine back.
My crying comes out as a long whine. I stumble to the door but can’t work the knob with my paws or my teeth. I scratch at the door, turning frantic. Trapped in my body. Trapped in my room. What if no one’s home? What if no one can hear me?
Footsteps in the hall. Mom throws open the door, and I run to her, accidentally tackling us both to the ground.
“I can’t shift!” I cry, but the words don’t form.
Mom’s still in her work scrubs. Her eyes are wide—with anger? Worry?
“What’s gotten into you?” she demands.
I try to answer as she stands, but my attempt only seems to frustrate her. Shiara emerges from her room at the end of the hall and observes me, the only calm one among us. She tsks, grabs me by the scruff, and hauls me into the bathroom and into the tub. My claws scrabble against the fiberglass for purchase, but Shiara holds me steady as the showerhead springs on. Water douses my fur, and anger surges through me. I snap at Shiara, taste blood.
I’m in my body again. Shiara’s bloody arm swims in my blurred vision.
“Why did you do that?” I scream. “Why do neither of you listen to me?”
The shower patters on, cold against my bare skin. I curl into myself, wipe my tears with my fists. Mom stands in the doorway, frustrated confusion contorting her features. It’s a familiar expression on her. Shiara’s still maddeningly calm, her elbow propped on the edge of the tub as she casually bleeds everywhere.
“You wanted to change back,” she says matter-of-factly.
“Not like that!”
“The quickest way is to shock the system.” She turns the water off and offers me a towel. “Or you could embrace it.”
I snatch the towel from her. She still seems oblivious to her injured arm. I wipe my lips, and the back of my hand comes away smeared with her blood. Suddenly, I hate Shiara—how wolf she always is, how unashamed and unafraid.
“What the fuck is wrong with you?” I spit.
She grins, wolf teeth in a woman’s face. I could count on my hands the number of times I’ve seen her human teeth in the past few years. “You wanna fight me, little pup?”
“No!” I throw the towel back at her. It hits her square in the chest and falls harmlessly to the floor. I feel pathetic and exposed.
“Yasmine . . .” Mom begins.
“No!” I scream again, though I don’t know what I’m denying. “Get out!”
Mom frowns. “I’d just like to make sure I’m not going to have another mess to clean up.”
“The mess is what you’re worried about? Not me?”
She throws up her hands and retreats. “Good morning to y’all too.” Angry muttering follows, something about working all night to put a roof over our selfish heads. On the other side of the trailer, her bedroom door slams.
“Get out means you too,” I tell Shiara.
Instead, she kneels beside the tub again, cradling her chin in her hands as she continues to bleed. “You smelled like a strange girl last night. Then you must’ve dreamed about her—dreamed about her so hard you shifted. Why does that make you angry?”
Her insight skewers me, and I shiver. Shiara offers the towel again. I glare at her, ignore the offer, and stalk back to my room naked.

    
  Ruthie immediately picks up on my sour mood that evening. She presses an iced tea and a biscuit into my hands and tells me to take fifteen. So I sit behind the dumpster and angrily sip my very good tea and nibble my secret family recipe biscuit, the first thing I’ve had to eat all day. 
Part of me hopes Kalta will find me again, that she’ll step out of the woods with an “I can explain everything.” I simultaneously dread and hope for what could have been had I stayed in the truck, had I been brave enough to see where she took me.
I scent the air, seeking the thread from my dream, and feel a tug in my chest. The response is dizzying. Near, I determine. She’s still close. I don’t know how I know, but I do. Seconds later, I feel another tug, as if someone down the line plucked a string leading straight to my heart.
Before I can process the feeling, the wolf tears free.

    
  The wolf would find a way to run across an ocean if it meant reuniting with Kalta. She runs for miles—traversing deer paths and daring the highway, tires screeching, horns honking. She will find the girl and protect her from whatever haunts her. 
Like stepping into a prophecy, she discovers the girl as she was in the dream, nesting in blankets in the back of her old truck. The wolf is not quiet, has dispensed with caution in favor of fulfillment, and the girl turns when she hears her crash through the trees.
She sniffs, wipes tears away, and untangles herself from her blankets. “Yasmine,” she says, like in the dream. She jumps down from the truck as if to run to the wolf, only to hesitate when her feet hit the ground. “Yasmine,” she repeats, kneeling, opening her arms.
The wolf goes to her, nuzzling into her embrace, whining, tail wagging. The bitterness from before has faded, the silver chain gone. The wolf revels in the discovery of her natural scent. She smells like salt and leather and coconut, and the wolf wants—
I kiss her, the force of it bringing us to the ground. Kalta lands in a bed of pine needles and laughs against my lips, the sound turning to a sharp gasp when I nibble her jaw and kiss her throat. I breathe her in, humming against her soft skin. The world is pine and salt and leather and coconut.
“I thought you hated me,” she says.
I draw back to look down at her face. Her eyes are teary. I’m shocked by the sight of it, want to run down whoever made her cry. And then I realize that’s me. I made her cry.
I sit back on my heels and also realize I’m naked. My clothes are likely in a pile behind the dumpster at work.
Such rapid shifts. There to here. Here and now. I integrate it in pieces.
“Please don’t leave again,” Kalta begs. And then, the words I’ve wanted. “I can explain.”
I stand, and she looks me up and down, lips parted on words she’s forgotten. The pulse at her neck quickens, her gaze lingering on the hollow of my throat, my breasts, the hair between my legs. She swallows and takes a moment to find her feet.
“Here,” she says, tugging a checkered fleece blanket from the truck and throwing it over my shoulders.
“I don’t hate you,” I say, and I kiss her again, slowly this time, letting myself savor her touch. She breathes against me, opens her mouth to me, and animal need surges between my legs. The feeling threatens to drown me, and I break away from her, overwhelmed and desperate for air.
“Explain,” I say, fighting through the haze of lust to relocate what matters.
She pulls her jacket tighter around her, crosses her arms, curls her shoulders inward. “Okay,” she says, eyes down. “Do you want to . . . ?” She nods back at the truck, an invitation.
She rearranges the blankets and wraps us together. The wolf loves this, the sharing of body heat. Kalta doesn’t begin her story immediately. She nuzzles into the crook of my neck, and we watch the stars through the spread of pine needles above. Our breathing synchronizes. She delays and delays, and though my anticipation grows, I don’t hurry her. I want this time. I want one good thing. I want, for a moment, to be understood, even if not in words or experience.
Eventually, she sighs. “My brother worked forbidden magic. He was banished when the coven found out. Two months ago, his messages turned cryptic.”
I remember what she said last night. Accident.
“By the time I tracked him down, he was in a pool of his own blood. His spellbook was nearby. My coven wanted to destroy the book, but I thought—maybe, if I read it—I could understand what his life was like after he left us. I could understand why he died. But blood magic is forbidden, and simply having the book makes me a blood witch by association.” Kalta looks into my eyes, searching for a reaction. “Do you think I’m bad too?”
My skin prickles with warning. Kalta kisses my bare shoulder, smooths a hand over the goosebumps, and sighs against me. I can’t distinguish my thoughts from the wolf’s. Tear out the throat of the world. Enough problems. Cross an ocean. With my life.
“Have you worked in blood?” I ask.
She presses her hand to her mouth as if to keep a secret in. She thinks about her answer too long. I know it’s yes.
“Only my own. Only minor work. A pinprick. Curiosity.”
I inch away from her. “You found your brother dead. What will happen to you?”
“I just need to think. My coven wouldn’t give me that time. Yasmine, please.”
I study her. Stolen jacket. Stolen truck. A wealth of ill knowledge. And my fate.
“Do witches have stories of the bond?” I ask.
“We keep a book of visions passed to us by our foremothers. Some are confirmed to have happened. They can be hard to interpret, but one always called to me.” She cradles my face in her hands, her attention fervent. “A legend,” she says. “Together, both witch and wolf become greater than they could ever be alone. They’ll walk the earth like gods, transformed by wisdom and love.”
Before this moment, I could never have imagined it. Scraping by seemed to be my destiny. Not transformation. Not ascendance. But Kalta’s passion rewrites my fate.
“I knew it like truth,” she continues, “but I was too young to demonstrate before our council—not that I would’ve known how. Demonstration from the book of visions is a rite of passage. I couldn’t explain my knowing. I just did.”
“What drew you to me?” I ask.
All wolves experience the bond’s direction differently, but I don’t know what it must feel like to a human.
Kalta giggles behind her hand, suddenly shy. “I always had these dreams of running with wolves. I’d even ask my mom to read the wolf vision like it was a bedtime story or something. She had it memorized because of me. I thought it was a silly kid thing, but I never grew out of the obsession. When I chose my own path, when I chose exile, the dreams became visions. It’s not unusual for witches in my family to be greeted by a vision. My mom’s one of the biggest psychics in Atlanta. But this was . . . different.”
“How?” I ask, as compelled by her story as she was by the vision. No wolf from my pack has ever met a witch, yet here’s Kalta, impossibly close. We are the figures of each other’s fairytales made flesh.
“It turned this big impersonal thing personal.” Her hand finds my bare thigh beneath the blanket, and I’m suddenly too warm. “I always wondered how I’d meet a wolf, and then the vision showed me the wolf was a woman.” The blunt edges of her fingernails scrape up my thigh. Her lips are a mere inch from mine, and I breathe her in. Leather, salt, coconut. The scent holds me in thrall. “I’ve had dozens of visions in my life,” she says. “And none have left me wet.”
She’s so close, and I can’t move, can’t breathe.
“Yasmine, please,” she sighs, shrugging out of her jacket, her top. She presses herself against me, and her touch sets off a fever. We kiss. Wet, messy, feral. My hands find the button of her jeans, unzip them, push them down her hips. A tiny thought, an insecurity, bobs to the surface and sinks just as fast. Kalta is above me, and the stars swim, realign. She nudges my thighs apart, and our lips meet again as she grinds into me. Wet heat. A breathy moan, hers, mine. I bite bruises along her collarbone, her neck, dig my nails into her back. She arches, then hisses, and that’s when I feel it—the straps of her bra shredded, my fingers sticky with blood. The metallic scent blooms in the air around us, mingling with the earthy damp of our arousal.
I draw my hands away from her in horror, staring at bloody claws. A partial shift. My first.
My voice shakes when I apologize. I think to move away from her, but she pins my shoulders.
“Don’t be sorry,” she says, lust and power ringing through her voice. Her eyes shine red like the greatest stars. She pulls her magic close, and the world vanishes, reality narrowing down to her alone. Time stretches, indulgent and syrupy sweet. She trails kisses down my body and finds me aching with need. Her tongue is lavish against me. I pant her name, gasp it like a ragged chorus. When my body sparks, her magic seizes me, suspending me at the precipice.
“Kalta,” I beg.
She moves over me again, but I can’t reach for her, bound as I am in her spell. Blood magic, I realize, watching the rivulets trail down her torso. Her lips are still wet as she begins to grind into me, taking her pleasure from my body. I watch the angles of her tense, relax, mesmerized by the stretch of her muscles. She gasps, and her eyes roll briefly skyward. She is a goddess, already transformed.
“Kalta,” I plead, teetering on the edge of pleasure yet so far from release.
“No. Not yet.” She smirks. “You come when I do.”
I’m awash in the scent of her. Drowning. I ache to taste her, but she holds me still. It is the ultimate tease, her breathy moans, how slick she is against me, the desperate tremble of her body.
But then time stutters. I glimpse the jagged edges of her spell. Her body seizes, blood trickling from the corners of her mouth. It drips down her chin and splatters across my breasts, hot and so menacingly red. I’m marked by her power and her life. She cries out, and her teeth are bloody. When she sets me free, when she lets me come, all I can think of is how her mouth is so full of blood.
Ecstasy and fear rip through me at once as the spell shatters, as time slams us back to earth. Kalta, shaking, grasps me to her, smearing me with her blood.
Roosting birds erupt from the trees, fleeing the scene in a flurry of wings. I am broken and whole. I cling to Kalta, the scent of her blood turning me dizzy. For a moment, language is lost to me.
“You said you’d only dabbled in blood. That was—”
“When you opened my skin, I— It just took hold.”
Our breath is harsh in the night. I wait until my pulse settles to speak again, my thoughts reeling.
“I’m scared,” I say, curling into her.
She draws back. Her eyes are wide, desperate. “Of me?”
“For you, of all the things I don’t know.”
She kisses me with her bloody mouth, and we’re tangled in the blankets. I part my thighs for her again, swollen, aching.
“We’ll figure it out,” she breathes against my neck. “I want to keep you, Yasmine. I want you by my side always. Promise me.” Her fingers are eager. “Promise me,” she growls as if she too has a wolf inside her.
I promise, unraveling for her again.

    
  I wake in the chill dawn beneath the pines, soreness spreading through my muscles. I’m still tangled in Kalta, my legs entwined in hers as if we met sleep while fucking. Likely, we did. Memories of last night return slowly—testing the link between us, the wolf’s mad dash to Kalta, the . . . bloody sex magic. 
Daylight has turned us monstrous. Both of us smeared in dried blood, all of it Kalta’s. The bruises across her body have multiplied beyond what I consciously remember giving. Vicious love bites claim her neck and chest, purple skin where I later held her hips, more marks at the insides of her thighs. And of course, the skin barely scabbed over where my claws raked down her back.
Cold horror settles. Kalta’s not a wolf. She’s not blessed to heal like us. What if my teeth had shifted instead of my nails? What if, in the heat of passion, I’d bitten her neck with a wolf’s teeth?
Kalta blinks awake as I draw away from her. She grasps my wrist.
“Please stay,” she says, her voice sleep soft.
This is the first time I’ve seen her in the daylight. Her round eyes search me hopefully. They’re a warm, deep brown, no longer shot through with red magic like the night before. A hint of her natural hair color is just emerging beneath the stark platinum blond curls. Her nose is wide, her cheekbones high. An industrial piercing shines in her left ear. The wolf catalogs it all.
“I want to,” I tell her.
“Then stay.” She pulls me back to her so she can curl into me.
My thoughts turn practical. “But people will look for me,” I say.
Maybe. If Mom hasn’t washed her hands of me and decided my disappearance is convenient rather than tragic. But Ruthie will ask around. Abby certainly will. Shiara might eventually sniff me out just for the challenge of tracking me down, just to have something interesting to occupy her time.
I groan, thinking once again of my clothes piled at the edge of the Tim’s parking lot.
“Your pack?” Kalta asks.
“Yeah,” I say. It’s simpler.
“Can I meet them?” she asks, hopeful.
“They’re not especially friendly.”
“Won’t our bond make a difference?”
True. And Kalta does need a place to shower. She looks as if she’s been attacked by a particularly horny wolf.
“Okay. Let me talk to them first. My family can be . . . intense.”
Kalta grins, and the wolf wants to howl. I love her smile.
“I can drive us,” she says. “Show me the way.”
Kalta digs for her discarded clothes among the piles of blankets and dresses indulgently, a reverse striptease. Bloody white shirt, no bra (my fault). In the cold, her nipples are a shadowy strain against the thin fabric, and she makes a show of having lost her thong, kneeling on all fours and muttering innocently about where it could be.
“Didn’t you, y’know, pack other clothes?” I ask, my mouth dry and my heart fast.
She hushes me with a wink, but the thong is indeed lost. We find it mysteriously tossed overboard behind a rear tire, the stringy fabric tangled atop the pine needles and red dirt. Kalta shimmies into her jeans and tosses the thong onto the truck’s floorboard. I wrap myself in a blanket, Kalta dons her leather jacket, and we roar out of the clearing, the truck’s feral engine scaring every living thing within earshot.
On the highway, I point Kalta to the right turns. She drives with one hand on the wheel, the other laced with mine. I lean against her and breathe her in, the wolf unable to get enough of her scent.
The heat in the truck barely works. Its engine snarls like a rabid dog, so loud that if we wanted to have a conversation, we’d have to raise our voices. The metal frame seems as if it might shake apart. The wolf doesn’t enjoy this.
My anxiety rises as we near the trailer, and between the wolf’s sensory distress and my own fears, I’m frayed when we arrive.
Mom slams open the screen door as soon as Kalta cuts the engine. I hop down to the lawn wearing only a blanket and reevaluate all the choices that led me to this moment. I smell like blood and sex, and I’m certain my mother is storming across the lawn to murder me in front of my fated mate.
“Where the hell have you been?” she screams. She’s still in her pink scrubs, a short, round woman who normally looks incapable of any violence, but I think today might change that.
A flash of movement at the door catches my eye. Shiara peering out.
“I thought you were dead! Or worse!” Mom continues. “I’ve been trying your phone all night. You had me worried sick. You—” She slaps me as soon as she’s within striking distance, and when I recover, I see the tears in her eyes. “What were you thinking shifting at work? What do you think that looked like to Ruthie? She found your uniform, you know that?” Mom shakes me when I say nothing, slaps me again. “You’re better than Shiara! I thought you were better. And now you come home covered in blood just like her.”
Mom’s fully sobbing now. She grabs me, and I don’t know if she’s trying to hug me or squeeze the life out of me. Over her shoulder, I watch Shiara watching us from behind the screen, the same way I did to her those years ago.
“You’re such a useless girl,” Mom cries, but her voice is tender as she says it, her tears soaking the blanket through.
“I know,” I say, because I’ve always felt it, have always felt that she wanted to tell me exactly this.
Shiara eases the screen door open and steps into the yard. Her attention shifts between me and Kalta still waiting in the truck. As soon as she meets my gaze again, I know she knows. Shiara pulls Mom off me with a soft, “Look,” and a nod toward Kalta.
The truck door squeals open, and Kalta jumps down, bloody and beautiful and dangerous and mine. Mom is startled by her presence, having been so focused on me that she forgot the rattling truck I arrived in. I go to Kalta, and she laces our fingers once more, searching my face for guidance.
Finally, seeing us together, Mom seems to understand. She looks sharply at Shiara, then back to me. “You’re a wolf?” she asks Kalta, squinting as if not seeing her right. “You’re Yasmine’s mate?”
“I’m a witch,” Kalta answers.
Mom looks taken aback. “A witch,” she echoes, hand fluttering over her heart. She gives Shiara another stern look. “A witch,” she repeats, looking anywhere but at us. She wanders back toward the trailer as if in a daze.
Kalta’s hand tightens around mine. “What’s wrong?” she asks me, then Shiara.
Shiara looks at me as she did the night after the hunt. I hear her words again, this time like a prophecy. I want to tear out the throat of the world. You do too.
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Kalta’s blood crusts under my fingernails. I notice when I push open the door to my room and rifle through my dresser for clothes. I choose enough for Kalta and me, pick a fresh towel, and find her in the bathroom. 
She stands with her back to the mirror, examining the damage from my claws. The flesh is swollen and raw, an angry red against once-flawless brown skin. My stomach twists with guilt.
“It’ll scar,” I say. “I’m sorry.”
“I meant it when I said not to apologize.” She takes the bundle of clothes and sets them aside on the counter. “Your wolf is beautiful. She was excited. That’s all.”
“But I don’t want to hurt you,” I say. “What if—”
Wolf teeth in a woman’s face.
“You’re my fated. I’ll never be afraid of you. I’m done being afraid.”
Kalta takes my hands in hers and guides me into the spray of the shower. The warmth is delicious against my skin, unwinding the ache in my muscles. Blood and dirt swirl down the drain, and I tip my head back to let the water rain on my face. My braids are soaked heavy in an instant. Some part of me frets that I will have to take them down soon, but for now, I enjoy the water. Kalta lathers soap between her hands and massages my skin clean, her attentiveness so reverent that I can’t help but observe her in kind.
“You’re beautiful,” she whispers against my neck. She bends to kiss my nipples, teasing them hard with her tongue. “Beautiful,” she repeats, licking away the water droplets that cling to my chest. The ghost of her breath makes my cunt clench. And then she’s on her knees, and I’m swallowing down a moan as she turns her attention to the ache between my legs.
The water has run cold by the time I can return the favor and bathe Kalta. She giggles, shivering under the stream. I’m careful with her back, gingerly washing the wounds. She presses against me, slick and soft. I shut off the water and hold her.
“Does your mom not like witches?” she asks into the crook of my neck.
“Witches saved us,” I say. “But that was a century ago. None of us have ever met one.”
“Then why did she react that way? Like I’m bad luck.”
“We’ve only ever bonded with other wolves. This is different.”
“What about your sister?”
“Shiara’s my cousin. She hasn’t found her mate.”
“And your mom?”
I fetch the towel, drying Kalta with care and myself in haste. “Mom doesn’t have a wolf. The blessing that made us like this varies in strength with each person. Sometimes, it’s so successful that the wolf is suppressed and we’re fully human.”
Kalta frowns. “She must feel so lost.”
I stare at her.
“It must hurt so much to never know yourself,” she continues. “To never be able to know. All for the sake of survival.”
I clutch the towel, suddenly unable to meet Kalta’s gaze. My entire life, I longed to be normal while Mom wished for the wolf. I feel small and mean. It had been easy to settle on jealousy and look no further.
“But your mom knows things. She’s not a witch, but she can feel energy. When she looked at me earlier, she felt something. I want to talk to her if she’ll see me.”
Kalta dresses in one of my thrifted band tees and a pair of sweatpants, the only pants I have that will fit her curves. She looks sleepover soft, and it files down the teeth of her aesthetic.
We find Mom and Shiara on the back step. They’re huddled close as if trading secrets, the closest I’ve seen them in ages. Upon hearing our approach, Shiara steps away and, with a wary glance at me, wanders away toward the old cabin. Even as Kalta tries to introduce herself, Mom won’t meet her gaze.
“Do you girls want tea?” she asks instead, squeezing past us to find the pitcher in the fridge.
We sit uneasily around our cramped dining table, a thrift store find with mismatched chairs. The linoleum at our feet is tacky. We haven’t mopped in ages. I’m newly embarrassed by this, but I didn’t intend to meet my fated mate in the Tim’s parking lot two nights before and so hadn’t exactly prepared to make our home presentable for her visit. Despite Mom’s no-shoes rule, the shaggy blue carpet is threadbare in places. (I partially blame Shiara. She doesn’t follow rules.) A small beige couch, the newest piece of furniture we own, sits against a wall with a TV we rarely watch sitting opposite. Mom keeps a pile of blankets by the couch because she’s perpetually cold compared to Shiara and me, but otherwise, our house is missing knickknacks and personal touches. Mom tired of hauling things around after several emergency moves (Shiara, trouble).
Mom looks so tired as she sits across from us. My unexpected disappearance and late arrival mean she hasn’t yet gotten a chance to sleep after her shift. She attempts a pleasant smile, meeting Kalta’s eyes for a half second before immediately returning her attention to the table.
Kalta speaks first. “I’m sorry for worrying you. We—” She glances to me. “I didn’t think—”
Mom shakes her head. “That’s how the bond is. Irresistible. Passionate.” She shrugs. “Magic.”
“But something about ours makes you uncomfortable,” Kalta presses. “Or something about me.”
Mom sips her glass of tea and stares through the window behind us as if she can see the future written there. Her look is so intense, I turn, but all I see is Shiara smoking on the roof of the decrepit cabin. I wonder at the fact that it’s stable enough to hold her, wonder how she even climbed so high, but then Mom speaks.
“My grandmother’s wolf was lost too. She tried to connect to her by keeping our stories. Some of the stories were just that—the time Cousin Rutherford and the coyotes pranked some hunters, when Aunt MaryAnne shifted to shut up her neighbor’s dog, that sort of thing. Other stories were big, almost too big to be called stories.”
“Legends,” Kalta says, her eyes bright.
Mom gives her a sharp look, one edged in fear. She lifts her tea to her lips only to return it to the table. “The witches’ blessing to the last wolves, the first of us, won’t last forever. We’ve had their shelter for a century. Like everything, the blessing will run its course, and something new will take its place. Ma told us all this, and she’d come up with a different ending every time, sometimes heroic, sometimes tragic. In all the versions of the story, it started with fate uniting witch and wolf for a new purpose. I was used to Ma only telling stories about things that had happened, not things that could happen. Like a kid, I asked her which one was true. She’d smile, say she was just listening, just dreaming. Those were the only stories she’d tell with her eyes closed, like she was tapping into something else.”
I glance at Kalta. “The witches’ story says the fated pair are transformed, that they’re—” I can’t say gods. I can’t even name us as the ones in the story. It’s too big to fit myself inside. And what if Kalta’s my witch but there’s some other destined witch for another wolf? What if they’re the ones in the story? What if, in the end, the tragedy is that there’s nothing but a story?
But Kalta is eager, would meet fate with open arms or fight it to the death depending on what it intended for her. She has no doubt. She’s the type who would steal a book of forbidden blood magic, would hop in her dead brother’s truck and drive across the country with no destination in mind other than I’ll know it when I see it.
And so we’re here.
Kalta grips my hand as if to prove her point, lacing our fingers on the table. Mom stares as if it’s an omen, as if, unlike her Ma, she can divine what fate intends.
“What are they? In your story?” Mom asks Kalta, finally addressing her. She looks like a worried mother in a doctor’s office, questioning the prognosis of her child’s rare condition. And again, I’m struck by the realization that Mom cares, that she’s always cared, perhaps too much.
“Guardians, goddesses, patron saints,” Kalta lists with growing fervor. “We’ll make a new home for the wolves. A new way.” She says it as if she’s asking Mom for my hand in marriage and pledging her undying loyalty to a royal family all at once.
Movement catches the corner of my eye, and I turn. Shiara hops down from the cabin roof and strides back toward the trailer.
Tear out the throat of the world.
I look back to Kalta and for a moment see blood in her mouth. The bruises on her neck bleed.
Wolf teeth in a woman’s face.
My gums ache. I stand.
“Yasmine?”
I find my hand still linked with Kalta’s. She’s not bleeding. She’s staring up at me, eyes wide with worry.
“I feel—” I try, but I don’t know what I feel.
Kalta stands to fold me into a hug, her scent washing strong over me and calming the wolf. The ache recedes. As long as she’s near, the world is right. It has to be.
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Mom says, prophecy or not, as long as we continue to live in the real world, we need real money, that until I usher in the coming of the Wolf Christ, I need to go to work. And apologize to Ruthie. 
Apologize is an interesting word, mostly because it doesn’t quite capture what needs to be done. How do I explain shedding (potentially shredding?) my clothes in the parking lot and running off ass naked in the middle of the night? Who wants to keep someone like that on payroll?
“I can fix it,” says Kalta.
We’re squeezed onto my bed, whiling away daylight with fucking and cuddling and idle conversation—anything but the capital letter topics of Prophecy and Blood Magic and Dead Brother.
I prop myself up on my elbow, seriously turning my attention to the problem of Ruthie and my employment. I do need to leave for work in three hours. “How do you fix something like this?” I ask her.
Kalta trails her fingers through my braids. “Maybe that night didn’t happen the way she remembers.”
That Kalta could so casually suggest manipulating a stranger’s memory briefly shocks me to silence. “Just help me figure out some way to explain it. Something that doesn’t involve fate magic and wolves.”
Kalta frowns. “Why won’t you just let me help?”
“Because it’s— I like Ruthie.”
“I’m not going to hurt her,” Kalta protests.
“Wolves just do things differently. We manage our secrets so we don’t end up needing to”—I gesture with my free hand, too worked up to phrase carefully—“fix things.”
Heat flushes my body just before Kalta’s eyes fill with angry tears.
“You don’t trust me,” she says, sitting up.
“I—”
“Just like my coven,” she continues, tears spilling down her cheeks. “You think because I don’t follow some made-up code of conduct that I’m wrong when I’m trying to help!”
Her fear spills out, a punishing torrent that rakes the inside of my chest, that pounds a sharp ache behind my eyes. I gasp for breath, and Kalta goes instantly quiet.
“Oh my god,” she says, gathering me against her. The pain recedes, and we’re left trembling in each other’s arms. “I’m so sorry,” she says into my hair. “I didn’t know. I didn’t know.” She sounds horrified that the bond could do this, that her emotions could carry so much power.
I nuzzle against her, the wolf hungry for peace and comfort and rightness.
“I’m sorry,” she whispers, combing her fingers through my hair. “Of course I’ll help you. However you want.”
I’m quiet for a moment before I ask, “What does it feel like when you work in blood?”
Kalta’s hand goes still in my hair.
“I just want to know. I need to know why.”
“It’s the purest source of power I’ve ever accessed. Raw, sensual, intuitive. Working in blood is the most alive I’ve ever been. It’s nothing like what we’re taught. We have everything we need right here,” she says, tracing a nail along the vein at her wrist. “I’m not scared of my body. I’m not scared of what I can do.”
I take her hand, kiss the soft skin at the inside of her wrist. “But a mistake could be fatal.”
“I can’t die,” she says, not with desperation but certainty. “Magic brought me here. It won’t fail me.”
“Kalta . . .”
“Trust me.” She kisses me, and my body responds, just as hungry, the bond heightening every touch. I can smell the magic under her skin, its spicy, bitter edge just as strong now as when she works a spell. This is magic too. It has to be.
We’re told when we’re young that the bond will change us, that it’s the closest thing to magic that wolves have. Our elders describe it as perfect intuition and insight, an effortless connection with another and the reassurance it brings. Over the years, it will grow into a communion of unspoken thoughts. The eldest of us seem never to speak with our mates. But the bond begins in the body, igniting a wildfire year of lust.
But when I push her down to the bed, she turns rigid with pain. Too late, I remember. Last night, my claws.
An apology is on my lips when she says, “You can’t hurt me, Yasmine.” I think of the bond, of how much easier it makes hurting each other. I think of saying as much when she continues. “I’m not afraid of my body, and I’m not afraid of pain.” She smirks. “But if it makes you more comfortable, I’ll valiantly offer myself as a top until I’m fully healed.”
By the time she rises, I’m already wet.

    
  The unfortunate piece of doing things my way, of not simply letting Kalta work some blood magic memory spell on Ruthie, is that I not only have to swallow my pride, I have to stomp it flat, throw it in the dumpster, and then wait outside in the cold for a week until trash pickup day and beg the waste removal people to please take my pride to the landfill where it belongs. 
“Fire ants?” Ruthie repeats my excuse, her tone flat with incredulity. “A little cold for them to be this active. Didn’t think we had any hills close to the lot either.”
Trapped in Tim’s closet of an office, I try not to fidget as she eyes me across the desk. An ancient monitor crowds most of its surface, and in the file organizing basket, yellowing pages remain from when I started at Tim’s a year ago. The walls are so papered over with reminders and notices that I’m not sure what their original color was.
“It’s just there was this one time when I was a kid and my mom was babysitting a cousin,” I say, feeling the beginnings of a nervous ramble kick in. “He got into some fire ants, and they were so vicious he had to rinse with the hose in the lawn.”
Ruthie’s never given me such a dead stare. “You get bitten bad?” she asks.
“I, um, shed the clothes in time. The worst is my legs and back.”
She sighs, sits back in her chair, and stares into the blank computer monitor. The clock ticks by loud seconds, and I think of Kalta waiting in the truck, how she’d tried to bargain with me one last time as she dropped me off.
Another sigh from Ruthie makes me jump. She rubs at her temples. “You’re a sweet girl,” she starts, and my heart sinks. I wait for the but at the end of her statement. “You got your head on straight. At least I thought you did,” she adds under her breath. “You don’t gossip like Abby, and you’re not forgetful like Courtney. You come in, you do the job.” She waves a tired hand, adds, “You do it well.” She returns to staring into the computer screen as if she’s forgotten me.
“It won’t happen again,” I promise.
Her gaze snaps to me. “I like you. Don’t lie to me again, Yasmine.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I hurry to say.
“One more chance,” she says, raising a finger in the air. “Because Lord knows it’s hard to find and keep good people in this town.”
My face is burning when Ruthie releases me from her office. Behind the register, Abby cranes to get a look at me. I duck around the corner to the closet, gather an armful of cleaning supplies, and scurry to the bathrooms.

    
  It was a slow night for Tim’s, but still I slump into Kalta’s truck at the end of my shift. 
She opens and closes her hand around the steering wheel, awaiting my report, but my thoughts are a mess. Why am I here in this ugly parking lot in these grease-stained clothes? Why am I wasting my time telling lies and cleaning bathrooms? I usually try so hard not to think about Tim’s or the trailer or Pickens County, how I’ve felt so trapped even though every day I cross a highway that could take me halfway across the country. But where would I have gone? What would I have done? I’d just have been poor someplace else and likely worse off without Mom and Shiara.
And now there’s the story—the prophecy, the legend, whatever—dwarfing everything. I’ve always dreamed of more for my life, but how do you chase a destiny that hasn’t revealed itself? The prophecy feels like having been gifted a bank card with access to millions only to have the pin withheld. And what if I never dreamed of buying something as big—and terrifying—as ascendancy? If it weren’t for Kalta, I couldn’t bear it.
I reach for Kalta, and she immediately takes my hand in hers. Some of the ache in my chest eases.
When my ruminations stretch too long, Kalta ventures, “You stayed for your whole shift, so I assume you’re not fired?”
“Not fired,” I say, my voice weak with defeat.
A glance to my right confirms that Abby still hasn’t left. She’s probably waiting to see how things unfold with me and Kalta tonight.
“I want to leave,” I say, my throat tight.
Kalta releases my hand to crank the engine, and I settle into its roar and shake.
“Home?” she asks over the noise.
I shrug, abandon my seatbelt, and pillow my head in her lap.

    
  I begin stripping out of my work uniform before we even reach the front door, leaving a trail of smelly polyester in the yard. The wolf itches to run. She paces inside me like a dog straining the leash. The waning moon is so pretty, and the stars are bright this far into the woods. No doubt Shiara’s wolf had the same idea. She’s nowhere to be found. 
A sharp jab at the base of my spine doubles me over, the wolf attempting to kick me to all fours. I shake her off, agitated.
Kalta trails me at a distance, her concern tightening the link between us. I’m wearing only my panties by the time we’re inside. I don’t bother with lights and go straight to my room. Kalta lingers in the doorway, watching me fight the change. I hate wrestling with the wolf like this. I’m tired. I don’t want to go running in the cold. I want to sleep. Usually, she retreats with a petulant whine, but tonight she throws a tantrum. Electric pain pings up and down my spine, bringing me to my knees. A frustrated growl rises in my throat, and I don’t know whether it’s hers or mine.
“Why are you denying yourself?” Kalta asks. “The magic wants to be free.”
By the time I’ve pinned the wolf down, my cheek is pressed into the carpet. I stare up at Kalta, breathing hard. “I’m not strong like you,” I say, even though I’ve just wrestled a wolf to the ground. “I only want to be happy. I never wanted a destiny. I’ve been working a register or stocking shelves or frying chicken for three years! That’s not—”
The wolf tears through but not before I catch her by the scruff. We land in a heap, half-transformed and awash in pain. I scream through vocal cords neither mine nor hers, an inhuman yowl. I don’t know how many limbs I have, which ones are furred or which end in fingers. The wolf—all animal, all instinct—attempts to outrun our pain, but we don’t know what we are anymore. In this half-here state, trying to move feels like running on broken bones, and we collapse. I can’t see, can’t hear, can’t smell. I try to wrest control again, and jaws clamp down on my arm, a leg, I can’t tell. The wolf is terrified, doesn’t recognize me. My tears soak fur. Abruptly, the torture ends.

    
  The wolf comes to with Kalta’s fingers drawing long strokes through her fur. A dream come true. Favorite human, warmth, attention. 
“You’re safe,” Kalta soothes, continuing her soft strokes.
The room glows with candlelight. On the dresser, the nightstand, and encircling the bed, dozens of tea lights, pillars, and votives burn. Kalta must’ve gathered up all the candles we had.
That’s my thought, not the wolf’s.
I push forward as if groggily stumbling from bed to ask Kalta a question, but the wolf flattens her ears at my approach and growls a low warning. Startled, I recede. I’ve never threatened the wolf.
Kalta’s hand pauses, and the candlelight surges like someone turning up a dial. “There, there,” she says. “You were both scared. Sometimes we’re scared, and we hurt each other.”
The wolf whines. She nuzzles into Kalta’s touch.
“You want to run, and Yasmine doesn’t let you,” she says.
I would if—
“But Yasmine wants to run too. She just doesn’t know it yet.”
I don’t?
“You and Yasmine want the same thing,” Kalta continues. “You’re one. Not wolf or Yasmine. Wolf and Yasmine. And you’re incredibly strong. Together, you could”—tear out the throat of the world—“save yourself and others. Wolves survived for a reason.”
I’m about to fall asleep, lulled by the candles and Kalta’s warm scent, when she says, “Come for a walk with me.”
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Dawn isn’t far when we venture out. Kalta’s boots crunch through the underbrush, and the wolf—ears alert, nose scenting the air—bounds along at her side, happy to be out in what remains of the night. A quiet mile passes beneath our feet, then another. The wolf doesn’t care where we’re going, and I don’t feel the need to ask. Indigo tints the sky. Kalta plucks a pine needle from the floor of the woods. 
“Did you ever do that thing as a kid where you’d peel the pine needles apart?” she asks.
“Yeah, why?” I say—finding that I suddenly match her height, that I’ve spoken with my human mouth.
She grins, shrugs off her jacket, and settles it around my shoulders. I’ve never shifted so smoothly. Painlessly.
“How’d you do that?” I ask.
Her smile is coy as she resumes our walk. “All you.”
“But it was easy,” I say, matching her stride.
“You just need to relax. Be in your body, listen to it, don’t fight it. Your body has all the knowledge it needs.”
Her easy explanation irritates my calm. “Then what about this prophecy thing? Why don’t I know what I’m supposed to do to save the wolves or set ourselves free? How do I replace the witch blessing?”
“We,” she says, still at ease.
“What?”
“We.” She smiles. “You keep saying I like you have to do this all alone. You’ve never been alone.”
A pang in my chest. I stop walking. Kalta turns back to me.
“Before they exiled your brother, did you ever feel like you were part of your coven? That you belonged?” I ask. Kalta watches me without answering, and I nervously add, “In the stories Mom tells about her Ma’s generation, they all seemed so close. Like they really did love each other. It’s not like that anymore. There’s a fight after almost every hunt.”
“The magic is running down. The wolves sense it. They’re restless. Sometimes, when the world is pressing down on you, it’s easier to turn on the ones closest to you rather than fight the world.”
“But even if it weren’t for all that, I’ve never felt right.” I draw the jacket closed around me, shivering. “I don’t feel like a wolf. There’s no wolf and Yasmine. I’m nothing like Shiara. I’m nothing like the rest of my pack. I’m so tired of fighting. I’m so tired of survival.”
“But you do survive. You keep going.”
My chest feels watery, my throat tight. “It’s so hard being dead.”
Kalta takes an unsteady step toward me, her eyes suddenly filled with unshed tears. The bond, my emotions, tug at her. “What do you mean?”
“How am I supposed to be something that shouldn’t exist? Every time we go on a hunt, I’m too scared to run, too scared to howl. What if someone finds out what we are? Red wolves are supposed to be dead.”
Kalta hugs me close. “I’m so sorry, Yasmine.”
I nuzzle into her warmth, and the wolf at least finds solace.
“The prophecy’s magic will make you strong,” she continues. “You won’t have to hide because we’re going to change the world.”
“I want to believe you,” I say.
Kalta finds my hand, and we walk. I’m barefoot. I let her lead. She finds a place to kneel among the trees. Nothing about the spot she’s chosen seems special. It’s just as crowded with pines and littered with needles. It smells of deer and squirrels and clay.
“I don’t want you to be afraid of my magic. Let me show you something,” she says, drawing me down to her side.
I fold my legs beneath me on the cold earth, and she releases my hand to rummage through the jacket pocket, withdrawing a sleek butterfly knife. My breath catches, and Kalta stills. How much can she feel my nerves through the bond?
“Was that his too?” I ask, trying to keep my voice level.
Her smile is sad. “You should’ve seen all the tricks he could do with it. Mom hated it, of course, but I thought it was magical. Everything he did was.”
Kalta flicks the blade free, closes her fist around it, and slashes her palm in one fluid motion. She doesn’t wince, doesn’t blink—so practiced that I doubt her earlier claim. This isn’t the work of a dabbler. She keeps her fist closed until blood wells between her fingers, then clasps her hands so they’re both bloodied. A warm breeze whips through the trees when she buries her fingers in the earth.
Spring arrives. Trees leap from buds to blooms in seconds. Grass spirals green and lush around us. The forest floor is a mosaic of milkweed, queen anne’s lace, wild hyacinth, and chicory. I look to the purpling sky and, for a moment, think she will raise the sun too. Red light burns in Kalta’s eyes, an easy smile playing across her lips. Tension melts from her arms as she relaxes into the earth, seeking rootedness. The ache for it fills our bond. Her exhale brings a fresh green breeze to our faces, and she withdraws her shaking hands from the earth. The blood has faded to a rust brown, already crusted and barely distinguishable from the mud. She finds the knife in the new grass, flips it closed, and sits back on her heels to observe her work. She doesn’t meet my gaze, not yet. She’s waiting on my verdict.
I walk, treading the line between winter and spring. Beneath my feet, the grass is soft, free of pinecones or sharp needles. It’s neither too hot nor too cold. Reaching my hand just outside her sphere of influence proves winter still lurks beyond. Some trees, only half inside the bounds of Kalta’s spell, are lush on one side and barren on the other. I grasp a low branch and smooth my hand down the green needles, watching them spring back before leaning in to better smell the fresh sap.
Peering over the branch at Kalta, I find her eyes still shine bright red, the power she harnessed slow to fade. She watches me as if I’m the one who performed a feat of magic, her expression soft wonderment.
“When you’re relaxed, I can see your wolf,” she says. “See you.”
Kalta’s already seen me at my worst, tangled embarrassingly and painfully with the wolf. I’ve opened my body to her beneath moonlight. Even now, I’m exposed, wearing nothing but the leather jacket. But it’s that simple compliment that turns me shy. I hide my smile in the fresh green of the needles.
“How long will it last?” I ask, plucking a purple bloom and holding it to my nose. The petals are already papery with drought.
Kalta sighs. “It’s nice right now, isn’t it?”
“It is,” I agree, peering beyond Kalta’s sphere of magic to the wintery trees beyond.
Abruptly, she stands. I move to follow her, but she holds up a hand and hurries from her cultivated spring. Tension winds up my spine and into my chest. She sags against a dead tree, its trunk cleaved and blackened by a lightning strike. I take one hesitant step, another. Her back is still to me.
“Kalta?” I call.
She coughs until she’s doubled over with the force of it. I hurry to her side, the wolf’s primal senses flooding my body. Even if it’s trouble Kalta’s made for herself, the wolf will throw herself between Kalta and her problems.
She flinches and turns from me, hiding her face and huffing a tired laugh. “Don’t sneak up on me.”
“Kalta—”
“I’m okay,” she says, turning back toward the already-withering plot of spring. She stomps through brittle grass, trampling flowers in her path. I dash ahead of her, and she ducks her head, half turning away from me. She swipes at her nose, takes a shaking breath.
Gingerly, I cup her face in my hands, and finally, she meets my gaze. My breath stills. Her bloodshot eyes burn with stubborn defiance. A fresh nosebleed stains her lips. She ducks away from me to cough again, and her hand comes away bloodied.
“Goddamn it,” she hisses, sucking in a breath.
“We need to go home. You need to rest,” I say, worry mounting with each word.
She clears her throat, coughs once. “I’m still finding where the lines are.”
“You told me you’d dabbled,” I say.
“I did.” She holds herself. Drops her gaze. “I lied. I’m sorry. We’d just met. I was afraid of scaring you away.” Softer, she adds, “I scared everyone else.”
“If you can work magic any other way, why choose this?”
Kalta shrinks, bracing for judgment. “Grief blocked my connection to my magic. I felt helpless. My brother’s book changed that. As long as I could study those pages, he wasn’t completely gone. I could understand him still, and I had a way back to my power.”
“But your coven,” I say gently. “They wouldn’t help you reclaim your magic?”
She frowns, a dark look passing over her face. “Before they exiled my brother, I trusted the council. I trusted my coven,” she says. “When they obeyed the council’s orders to kick him out even though he’d done no harm to others, I saw how little they cared about people. My coven didn’t question it because they wanted to keep their good standing. I was forbidden from seeing him or I’d be exiled too. I’d lose everything just like he had. In the end, I chose my brother, but it was too late.”
I find her uninjured hand and lace it with mine. I can’t clear the lump in my throat. Grief cycles between us, heightened by the bond.
“I don’t think blood magic killed him. Exile did. If he’d had a community, if he’d known someone cared, would he have pushed himself too far?”
The pines splinter the first rays of sunlight, and Kalta’s question hangs in the air unanswered.
“I was scared,” she says, “and because of that, I don’t have a coven or a brother. After I found him dead, I decided I wouldn’t be scared anymore.”
The jacket I wear still smells faintly of him. The scent is a ghost.
“You can’t just decide not to be scared,” I say.
Her smile returns, reckless. “I did. It works out. We can balance each other.”
In the distance, over Kalta’s shoulder, the forest moves. Beyond the withering grove, behind the lightning-struck tree, I spy a doe. She observes us calmly, then steps from her shelter.
Kalta turns, scanning for what’s caught my attention. “Oh,” she whispers.
The doe picks her way to us over the soggy ground, holding my gaze like a challenge. Within arm’s reach, she stops. Waits.
“When I didn’t have a pack, the deer were with me,” I say, recalling the dream that led me to Kalta.
The doe flicks her ears, regarding me with big brown eyes. When the wolf stays quiet, she leans in to sniff me. Her breath tickles my neck, and a giggle pops from my mouth. She startles, bounding away in a white-tailed flash.
Kalta stares after her, inhaling awe. “This is the magic, Yasmine!” She grips me. She’s giddy. Her face and teeth are smeared with blood. “The woods recognize you.”
Her joy is sunlight on my face and warmth in my chest.
“Maybe she liked your flowers and had to see what we were up to,” I say.
She kisses me, and I taste blood. “We’ll figure this out.” Her forehead is feverish when she rests it against mine. “We can do this.”
I’m impressed by Kalta’s sense of direction. We arrive back at the trailer by a different path than the one we took into the woods. A clatter of metal rings through the clearing. Shiara’s rummaging through her toolboxes like a wolf digging for a misplaced treat. She pauses to watch us, nostrils flaring when she scents blood. I brace for questions, but she merely looks me up and down, cocks an eyebrow, and returns to her work.

    
  Breakfast, Kalta decides, will charm my mother into liking her. Or at least relaxing around her. 
She washes mud and blood from her hands, and with it, she sheds her grief. She smiles over the kitchen sink, chatting breezily about the power of pancakes. I expect a nasty gash on her palm, but when the water runs clean, it reveals unblemished skin. Kalta dries her hands on one of Mom’s embroidered towels and catches me staring. A smug grin tugs her lips.
“I know what I’m doing,” she says. “Well, sometimes.”
She lets me take her hand again, and I trace my fingertips over her palm. “But your back didn’t heal,” I say.
“The magic respects sacrifice. Other bloodletting is different. I can draw from injuries, but because they weren’t opened for magic, magic doesn’t automatically close them. I need to make a sacrifice to heal.”
My thoughts race ahead, hopeful. “That means your own spells can’t hurt you, not really?”
Kalta withdraws her hand from mine to study the towel’s embroidered apples. She folds it carefully, unfolds it, drapes it back over the stove handle. “Big spells require big sacrifice. Big sacrifices can be mortal wounds. When the spell is bigger than the spellcaster . . .”
A new wave of grief crashes into me, and now I understand how her brother died.
Kalta releases a heavy breath. The wave recedes. She finds flour and sugar in the cabinets, baking soda in the back of the fridge that I worry has been there too long. She squints at the label on the milk, sniffs it, and shrugs.
Thirty minutes later, Kalta’s guess is proven right. Mom returns to the scent of fresh pancakes and homemade simple syrup and is immediately charmed.
“My girls could learn a thing or two,” she teases, stacking her plate high.
Shiara bangs into the house just as Mom is settling in at the table.
“Boots!” Mom exclaims, but Shiara is already halfway across the carpet. She surveys the neatly stacked cakes, observes the syrup in the pan.
“No meat?” she scoffs, eyeing Kalta suspiciously.
Kalta shrugs.
Shiara takes a tray of raw bacon from the fridge and claims the seat across from Mom. Kalta presses her lips together to stop a smile and makes her own plate, handing one to me. I take only one cake, already feeling the heavy expansion of dough in my stomach.
“Don’t worry. I can make more,” Kalta says.
I take a second and skip the syrup.
“Yasmine’s always been a picky eater,” Mom says from the table. “If you love to cook, this girl will break your heart.”
I try to laugh it off, but through the bond, Kalta’s attention sharpens. My wolf paces, whines. She wants Shiara’s bacon.
Kalta and I sit across from each other. I’m irritated to find myself at Shiara’s elbow.
“Look at us, having a real family breakfast,” she says, flashing wolf teeth.
“Stop it,” Mom scolds.
Shiara’s voice goes up one defensive octave. “Ain’t doing nothing!”
“You were gonna do something. So I might as well stop you now.”
She goes silent and tears grumpily into her bacon. My stomach turns, the scent of raw flesh too close to my very human nose. Shiara smells of rust, of blood.
“This is your recipe?” Mom asks Kalta.
She smiles. “My grandmother’s.”
Mom takes another bite and hums emphatically. “The grands know how it’s done.” She settles in, asking Kalta more polite questions about her life, and Kalta is happy to continue charming her. I can’t follow their conversation. I can’t eat. Three bites, and I give up. At some point, Shiara’s chewing and the scent of meat drown out everything else. The wolf snaps her teeth. She nudges forward. Fearing another shifting mishap, I excuse myself from the table.
The bond’s thread turns taut—all of Kalta’s attention on me. I endure everyone’s stares and escape to my room.
The wolf is always ravenous. She’s the reason we binge, and I’m left to correct her. She wants too much. She is too much. This world is for humans, not wolf girls with no control.
I’m afraid of a fate like Shiara’s, of being shunned for being too wolf, too much. She was loud; she took up space. In school, it made her a target for bullies. In their eyes, she became ugly. She flouted the unspoken rules of femininity, and her peers made sure she felt it. Two grades below her, I watched teasing turn to fights in hallways and cafeterias. By high school, teachers labeled her a problem student and moved on. Detention became her second home. According to the guidance counselor, the principal, her teachers, she had a short temper, but really, everything she did was the result of a years-long campaign against her. If you kick a wolf enough times, she has no choice but to bite back.
By eleventh grade, Shiara had finally found a friend. They’d keep wrenching on cars after shop class or wander to the park and its netless basketball hoop. Unfortunately, that friend was also the school’s star quarterback—and he had a jealous girlfriend. She and her friends cornered Shiara on the stairs one day after school. A fight ended in Shiara ripping out the girl’s earring.
Shiara had used up all her strikes. She was expelled.
The world didn’t want to understand her. It wanted her gone. It wants us gone.
Mom’s frustration with Shiara only made things worse. She’d bring up Shiara’s mother—unable to hold down a job, always in trouble—and ask whether that’s how Shiara wanted to end up. Shiara’s answer was disappearing into the woods. We wouldn’t see her for weeks. Sometimes, I worried she was dead, that a hunter had shot her. But she’d always return grumbling about surviving on squirrels and make me drive her into town for a late-night burger.
On one of those trips, as we waited in the drive-through, I tried to ask Shiara about the fight. I didn’t believe what the principal told Mom, the story that the girls had all recited to him. I’d seen what happened at school, and despite all her teeth, Shiara never claimed first blood.
She was silent long enough that I thought she might answer my question.
Eventually, she sighed and said, “I’m just hungry, Yasmine.” She devoured the burger before we made it home.

    
  Fifteen minutes later, I hear water running in the kitchen, the clatter of dishes in the sink, Kalta gently insisting to Mom that she’s happy to clean up. Mom’s door clicks closed. Shiara starts her racket in the yard. A coughing engine. Muffled cursing. A knock at my door follows, and Kalta peeks into the room. 
“What’s wrong?” she asks, her face pinched with concern.
“Shiara gets on my nerves,” I say.
Kalta shuts the door behind her.
“She’s always antagonizing me.”
Kalta waits.
“She’s so”—strong, angry, impossible—“wolf.”
“You admire her,” Kalta says.
“No!” I deny, automatically.
Kalta frowns as if I’ve lied to her. “When’s the last time you just talked to Shiara?”
“We don’t talk.”
“Why not?”
“It’s”—I wave my hands uselessly—“not a thing we do.”
“Try,” she says. My chest tightens. Kalta’s feeling. “You never know how long you have.”

    
  The screen door slams behind me. Shiara doesn’t look up. She’s deep under the hood of a truck that looks even worse than Kalta’s. Her back is to me, and she’s muttering fiercely. 
Shiara’s rarely in the mood for a heartfelt talk, and right now seems like a bad time to interrupt. I reach for the door again, prepared to disappoint Kalta, to see her face fall when I tell her I can’t talk to my own packmate, a cousin I’ve lived with since elementary school.
But before I can retreat, Shiara rounds on me and throws down her tools. “Goddamn it, are you just going to stand there and stare at me? What the fuck do you want? Why are you breathing so loud?”
I freeze like a startled doe.
Shiara widens her eyes in a mocking imitation of my expression before setting her hands on her hips.
I forget what I planned to say. Now I’m angry.
“You don’t have to treat me like a fool all the time. I just wanted to talk to you!”
Her lips quirk skeptically. “You want to talk to me,” she repeats.
“Yes! Not everyone’s trying to start a fight with you.”
She rolls her eyes and turns back to her work.
I storm over to her. “Tell me how you do a partial shift,” I demand.
She looks at me as if I’ve asked her how to walk—but this time, the look might be genuine. “You just fuckin’ do it, I don’t know.”
“Teach me.”
“I just said, I don’t know.”
I bite my lip, weighing the cost of explaining myself to her. “I’ve only done it once. It was unconscious.” I lower my voice. “And I’m scared of hurting Kalta.”
Shiara’s expression shifts as understanding settles. She stares at me, cracks a grin, then howls a laugh that sends every small animal in the area darting for safety. My face burns. Mom’s window slides open.
“I am trying to sleep,” she yells. “I swear to god I will come muzzle you both.”
The window slams.
Shiara lands a playful punch on my shoulder. “Congrats, cuz.”
“Shut up and answer my question,” I hiss, my face still hot.
“Can’t do both.”
“Answer my question!”
Shiara sobers. “Scared of hurting her, as in . . . ?”
I raise my hands, drop them hopelessly. “The bond was so new and overwhelming, and I was holding her, and my claws just—happened.”
“Hmm.”
“And if I can’t figure this out, if I can’t control the wolf, what if I do worse than scratch her?”
Shiara scrunches her face and waves her hand to dismiss the idea. “What is with you and this the wolf talk? You are a wolf. That’s your problem. You’re so uptight. The last thing you need is more control.”
“But—”
“Maybe if you let yourself loose once in a while, you wouldn’t be shifting when you didn’t want to.” Shiara shrugs, wipes her hands on her stained overalls. “Or—I don’t know—maybe your girl’s just that good.”
“I said shut up.”
She looks me up and down. “You’ve never been threatened and felt the inside of your mouth turn sharp? You’ve never heard a noise and found your true ears?”
I shake my head.
“You never try to take down the deer.” She sounds sad.
I can’t meet her eyes. We all have the same amber stare, but now, hers feels piercing. “The others are faster. They’re bigger, stronger.”
I’m making excuses.
Shiara grasps my shoulder. The gentle contact makes us both uneasy. “One day, you’re gonna have to show your teeth.”
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Cars roar up the drive at nightfall—Javier in his Mustang with the too-loud pipes, an aunt in a sedate sedan, more cousins. Doors swing open, relatives filling the yard with barks and chatter. Between winter and recent rain, the air is clammy, but it doesn’t dampen anyone’s enthusiasm. Pack reunions always feel like a celebration, a joyous acknowledgment of the fact that we’re here, that we’ve survived to run and howl and hunt another night. Some shift as soon as they’re free of their seatbelts, leaving piles of clothes in the dirt. Others linger in their human forms to sigh to each other about their work or their pups. 
Mom delivered most of the young ones and doesn’t hesitate to scruff them when they get too rowdy with each other. She may not be able to shift, but she remains fearless of wading into a squabble. Her role among us commands respect. We have no way of knowing what form we’ll take when we’re born. Birthing a wolf pup in a hospital isn’t a chance we can take. Some of us don’t find our human forms until months after birth, and Mom is always there to shepherd new parents the way her Ma did before her.
While some of the parents seek Mom for advice, others immediately take note of Kalta and fall quiet, their eyes glinting whenever they steal a glance at her. She hangs back with me on the trailer steps, eyes big with wonder as she watches two pups tumble in the gravel just feet from us.
“What are their names?” she whispers, their play too sacred to disturb.
I smile, pointing at the fluffiest one. “That’s Rowan.” Then, the other, a little lankier. “And Ember.”
“How old are they?” Kalta asks.
“They’re both nearing a half year,” I say quietly.
My tone draws her attention away from the pups for the first time. “Why does that make you sad?”
“Not sad. Worried.” I lower my voice. “Shifting comes naturally to us, but a lot of the new pups still haven’t found their second forms.”
Some parents describe their older pups as feral. They don’t seem to understand the human world they’ve been born into. Mom has paid visits to more than a few families both in and outside our pack with pups who refuse to be housed. When they can be coaxed inside, they often destroy furniture or drag some small carcass into the house. As their pups grow older, more of the parents fear being accused of illegal possession of exotic pets and having their children stolen from them.
Kalta’s silence is troubled. “So Rowan and Ember have never been human?” she asks eventually.
I shake my head.
She squints at the pups as if trying to read in the dark. “Now that you say it, they don’t feel the same as you and Shiara, or even your mom.” I ask what she means, and she sighs, resting her head against me. “You’re not affected by magic. You are magic.”
I don’t feel magical. I think endangered, I think extirpated, I think extinct. I feel the weight and fear of those words in my body. I feel like the brittle remains of a whole creature, bones left out to dry and crack in the sun.
Kalta’s arms settle around me, a silent gesture of comfort.
An unshifted elder takes count of those gathered. Who’s working? Who’s sick? Our regular tally done, all attention turns to Kalta. Some of the youngest swish their tails, happy to meet anyone, but two elders stand warily apart. Shiara smokes on the hood of a busted car, eyes bright with anticipation. Mom stands by with an uneasy smile. I squeeze Kalta’s hand, and we step properly into the yard.
I’ve witnessed others introduce their mates, but none of them were ever strangers to us. With so few wolves, we know all the other packs. Kalta is unknown, and the unknown is a threat.
Wary amber eyes watch us from the dark, gleaming, waiting. Kalta and I stand in the orange halo of the porch light. The air is too wet. My throat is too dry. Do I tell them she’s not like us? Do I introduce her as a witch? When I hesitate, Kalta speaks first, her voice confidently at ease.
She shares her first name and says nothing about her magic, only, “I’m honored to be Yasmine’s mate and to know all of you.”
After a brief exchange of questioning glances, the pack encircles us to welcome Kalta into the fold, little ones licking at her hands while aunts and uncles congratulate us on our bond. They ask whether Kalta will run with us tonight, and now it’s her turn to hesitate. At the edge of the pack, an elder flattens her ears as if she’s met with something distasteful.
Kalta holds her head up high. “I’m not a wolf, but—”
“Not a wolf!” someone exclaims, and whatever camaraderie we might’ve had collapses. Aunts and uncles shout questions at Mom. How long has she known? Why has she permitted a human among us? Shiara cackles from the hood of the car, and I don’t even have the space to glare at her, drowning as we are in a chaos of questions, all of them angry, confused, and fearful.
An uncle grimaces as if we’ve willingly violated a tradition. Others exchange worried glances and whispers. Parents snatch their pups away as if Kalta has been revealed as a hunter. We’re interrogated and scolded by a dozen voices all at once. How did we meet? Are we sure there’s a bond? How can we trust her?
Faced with the doubts of my pack, it’s the first time I’ve seen Kalta shrink. Her hurt seeps into my chest like blood pooling from a fresh wound, triggering the wolf’s instincts. Protect. Protect.
My mouth feels sharp.
“Let her speak!” I snarl.
Silence—but for Shiara’s low whistle. The night looks crisper, smells stronger.
Kalta hugs me from behind, resting her cheek on my shoulder and a hand over my wild heart. “I’m safe. I’m okay,” she soothes, and the rage recedes.
I’m breathing hard and drenched in sweat. I run my tongue over my teeth and find them blunt and human again. I sink into Kalta’s soft embrace, her scent, her warmth.
She’s still holding me when she says, “I’m not a wolf. I’m a witch.”
No one dares speak after my outburst. That I would fight for her—and that she could calm me so effortlessly—seems proof enough of our connection. Those who aren’t startled by my sudden shift look cautiously hopeful. I wonder whether Mom shared her Ma’s stories with anyone else. And why did she never tell me?
Kalta hugs me tight. “I’m a witch, and our bond is true.”
Doris, an elder, presses to the front of the pack to get a better look at us. She’s a short, round woman like Mom, and her curls have thinned over the years. “A descendant of the coven who blessed us?” she ventures.
“I don’t know,” answers Kalta, “but my coven has stories of the wolves.” She recites what she told Mom and me, and the pack hangs on her every word. Murmurs of prophecy spread among us.
“How will you do this?” Doris asks us.
“I don’t know, but . . .” Kalta squeezes my hand, looking to me as if I hold the answer. “We’ll find out. I promise.”

    
  I stay with Kalta despite her insistence that I join the hunt, that she can keep her own company for a few hours. The pack runs, and the night goes quiet without them. Mom always joins at the rear of the pack with the pups and elders. The kill is the one thing, and perhaps the most important thing, she can’t partake in. Her body doesn’t recognize raw meat, rejects it. Our only ceremony, and she’s forced to forgo it. Sometimes when I’m jostled away from the carcass by the younger ones, I watch her walk a pensive circle around the pack. She claims it’s to ensure no one happens upon us. Now, I think it’s to give privacy to her grief. 
An ache burrows in my chest. My wolf isn’t lost like Mom’s, but maybe it’d be fairer if our fates were reversed. If I can’t figure out how to be a wolf or a woman, better for our blessing to go to someone who understands our past and is invested in our future, someone like Mom. Back when I was desperate to carve out a role among the pack, I tried accompanying her on midwife appointments. Eventually she dismissed me. My nerves made the new parents too anxious. Later, in trying to keep up with Shiara, my desperation to prove myself only succeeded in disrupting the pack’s usual dynamics and earned me a near-miss kick to the face from a startled deer. I’m no asset in a hunt, but I’ve never missed a run with my pack.
Kalta must feel my indecision. “It’s not too late to catch up,” she says gently.
“I want to stay with you.”
She kisses me, takes my hand, and leads me inside. Her anticipation riles my pulse. “We have the place to ourselves,” she says over her shoulder, dragging me into my room and pushing me up against the closed door. Her hands settle on my hips. “We can be as loud as we want,” she says against my ear. “And this time, it’s my turn to leave a mark.”
The bond turns us feral. I tear her clothes, or she tears mine. The buttons of a flannel are lost in the carpet. The bond surges like a tide pulled by the moon. Kalta’s sigh. Pulse. Teeth. She bites blood to the surface of my skin, grinds into me, whimpers. And the wolf, the wolf—
“Wait,” I gasp against her.
I don’t know when we made it to the bed, only that I am sharper. Kalta straddles my thigh. Her arms around my shoulders ground me. The wolf is restless—dangerous hands clenched in the sheets, dangerous mouth at Kalta’s throat.
Through the haze of lust, she finally sees me, says, “Oh.”
“Sorry.” I grimace, then cover my mouth with my hand only to remember that it too has chosen a new shape.
Kalta takes my hand away, laces our fingers. “You’re perfect,” she says. “You can’t hurt me.”
“But . . .”
“Do you want to stop?”
Never. “No,” I say, eventually.
She studies me. Her smile is so softly entrancing that I almost miss what she says next. “You’d be adorable in a collar.”
My tongue turns clumsy behind my wolf teeth. My thoughts shut down. I stumble over the starts of sentences. She smirk-giggles.
I find my voice. “Because I’m a wolf?”
The smirk remains. “Not necessarily. But it is funnier if you think of it that way.”
Oh. Flirting.
“I thought, um.”
She raises her eyebrows expectantly.
She’s so near, so warm. The scent of her drowns me.
“I thought you were all about saving the wolves, freeing us.”
“Freeing the wolves, yes. But you’re mine. Always. Forever.” The promise draws heat between my legs. She kisses me. “I love your mouth.”
“You—?”
She traces the point of a fang with her fingertip. “Beautiful,” she breathes. The moment stretches. The wolf catalogs her face again and again, recommits her scent to memory, savors the taste of her skin.
A wicked grin lights her face. She pushes me down and climbs on top of me. “I’m curious about this mouth,” she says, blinking innocently. “Won’t you indulge me?”
I could never deny her anything.

    
  Early morning will bring the pack home. Kalta and I have a few precious hours remaining to ourselves, though her eyelids have turned heavy. 
“Sleep,” I murmur against her throat.
“And forfeit my next orgasm?” she whines. “You promised me as many as I wanted.”
“I’ll owe you.”
She laughs. “You’ll be in debt forever.”
“A debt I’m happy to carry. You should rest.”
Kalta props herself up on an elbow, and her gaze sweeps my body again. She traces the jut of my hipbone, fingers trailing up the sharp edge of my ribs. The wild pull between us sated for now, her attention turns from lust to concern. Pinched eyebrows, lips pressed to a thin line.
“Yasmine . . .” she begins carefully. “Your family does care about you, you know.”
I clench my teeth against a bitter reply. They’re still sharp. “I know,” I say instead.
“When I was talking with your mom . . .” She pinches one of my braids, studying it as she runs her fingers down its length. “It’s obvious she’s worried about the way you struggle with yourself.”
“The way I struggle,” I repeat flatly.
Kalta pinches another braid. “Do you think maybe . . .”
Shiara’s victorious howl pierces the night. Back early. She must’ve claimed the deer, which means she’ll gloat for the next week.
I click off the bedside lamp and huddle beneath the covers. In the dark, the weight of Kalta’s worried gaze remains.
“Hold me?” I ask, voice muffled by the pillows.
She kisses my temple. “I’d love to.”

    
  The wolf dreams of the hunt. She is thin and hungry, but she will run until dawn if she must. 
Easy prey is on her mind.
She never takes down the deer, and now, alone, she has no choice but to look for smaller, weaker targets.
Waning moonlight is more than enough for her to see by. She’d usually avoid the bright, unnatural lights of a human settlement and the risk they imply, but a musky animal odor draws her curiosity. She skulks into the open, out of the cover of trees and shadows, and tests the wind for more information. No people about. Hay. Manure. Old blood. Chickens boarded up in wood. Too much trouble to get to. But the goats in a pen. Five.
She waits behind a machine. This one has a wedge attached to the front. It is larger than the ones her packmate works. Though this place gives her cover, the wind is not in her favor here. She needs to move.
In the wood box, the chickens rustle their wings, cluck agitation. Her mind turns on her next. An instinct to run—not toward the goats but back into the woods. She shakes herself.
Not a dream. She is so used to only being free to run in dreams.
This night air is real. The mud beneath her paws, real. Even better. She will not let her other half continue to starve them. She dreamed of blood in her mouth, and she will have it.
Taking up the chickens’ early warning, the goats huddle and bleat their concern. Frustration twitches her tail, the only movement she allows herself. They would not be in this situation if not for the other half. The other half always holds them back. Her timid nature makes them a bad hunter. The wolf shakes off a growl. She must act now—dart under the wood planks, take a goat, drag it into the safety of the woods.
The cavernous structure full of hay scent casts a shadow over a corner of the pen, but the goats are well aware of her now. She is relieved none of her pack are here to see her undignified wiggle under the wood. A goat screams. Fear scatters them, but there is no challenge here. This is not a hunt. Her prey has nowhere to go. For a moment, she hesitates. Is it shameful to kill one this way? The humans trapped them for her.
But the hunger.
If she can resist the other half, perhaps they can keep this meal. She will eat fast, for them both.

    
  Screaming jolts me awake. Cold dawn. Skin sticky with blood. Tang of raw flesh on my tongue. 
I leap to my feet before thinking to check whether I’m wounded. My back slams into a splintery fence. The woman screams again. Her wide eyes have seen a monster.
I glance down at myself—fully human but nude. Around me, carnage. Hooved bodies ripped open, intestines sprawling in the mud. My stomach roils. Too full. I vomit, not out of fear of my body but because the wolf, desperate and overeager, gorged us sick. Blood and viscera spew from my mouth. The woman screams again.
What girl is capable of something like this?
When the woman gathers herself enough to start calling a man’s name for help, I go for the fence, planting a hand on a post and heaving my sick body over in a clumsy bound. I fall when I land, but I don’t vomit again. The wolf doesn’t push forward. She knows well enough not to shift us when people are present. In fact, she likely panicked and shoved me forward when she realized she was about to be caught.
I stumble for the woods, each step faster than the last. I run. For a few precious minutes, I am only instinct. I am freed from the weight of implications and consequences. I have one goal. I am a wild girl, and the sunrise chases me home.
As I near the trailer, a tug in my chest staggers me. I trip over my own feet.
Where where where? Yasmine where where where?
Desperation chokes me. Kalta’s panic has inflamed the bond. A low branch swats me in the face. I fall. I sob. I scream. The ragged cry in my chest is unrecognizable, both animal and human.
Yasmine where where—
A racket in the distance. Voices.
I stop screaming only because I must vomit again. The heel of my palm throbs. Cold earth. Scraped knees.
Pounding steps. The worst of the pain in my chest eases. Through the blur of tears, I know Kalta is upon me. She’s outrun even Shiara. Mom follows last. Kalta crushes me against her with a force that knocks me breathless. Her questions are fast.
“She saw my face, she saw my face,” is all I can say. I cling to Kalta. “She saw my face.”
Kalta attempts to soothe me, combing her fingers through my braids, but blood has clotted them together. Despite the mess I’ve made, my body calms in her presence, the bond no longer feeding me her confused fear.
Shiara stands behind Kalta with her arms crossed, looking as casual as she does when telling a buddy what’s wrong with their car. I don’t know whether to be relieved or offended that I’m no more concerning than a broken-down Grand Am. Upon seeing the blood, Mom, however, takes a step back as if she doesn’t know me anymore. The look is enough to set my heart pounding again. I blabber an apology, and when she shakes her head, something in my chest breaks. The tears rush back. I reach for her, a plea.
She hesitates. Her question is a whisper. “Who did you kill?”
Now I understand. She’s thinking of Shiara. She’s thinking of the spine, the subsequent days and weeks of holding our breath and waiting to be found out.
Shiara wrinkles her nose, and the tension breaks. “Goats, by the smell of it.”
Mom sighs relief, and Shiara looks—hurt? The expression on her is unfamiliar, a flicker of tension around her eyes, there and gone. She doesn’t look at Mom.
“Go get cleaned up,” she says to me, nodding back toward the trailer. “I’ll fix your hair.”
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Toothpaste has lost its flavor. I can’t get the taste of blood out of my mouth no matter how hard I scrub, no matter how long I rinse. As soon as I shut off the tap, I apply more toothpaste to the brush and try again. I spit, and instead of white foam, blood spatters into the sink, fresh and red. 
“Yasmine?”
I startle. Kalta stands in the bathroom doorway. Her gaze meets mine in the mirror. I glance back to the sink and find the blood gone.
“You’ve been brushing your teeth for, like, fifteen minutes,” she says gently. Her frown deepens. “We need to get out of here.”
“Out of . . . the house?”
“Out of town.”
I replace my toothbrush in the holder. Its handle is smudged red. Next to Shiara’s, it looks like a murder weapon.
“You said someone saw your face?” asks Kalta.
I nod, still staring at the toothbrush. My flight behind me, consequence crashes down.
“So she found you among the goats . . . like this?”
“I killed all of them,” I whisper, piecing my memory and the wolf’s together. “The wolf has never binged.”
“But you do.” Kalta says it without judgment, and I still want to hide from her. “The wolf is you, Yasmine.” I don’t realize I’m trembling until Kalta rests a hand atop mine on the counter. “I want to help. Is that okay?” she asks.
Kalta’s hands are gentle in my hair and flaked with dried blood by the time she’s finished taking down my braids. My hair is big in the mirror. It’s been a while since I’ve seen it loose, and I almost run my hand through it before I think better of it. Kalta steps toward the door as though with the intention of giving me space, but when I glance at her over my shoulder, she pauses. My need passes unspoken through the bond.
“I’d love to stay,” she says.
I feel the wolf again when Kalta massages shampoo into my scalp, finger combing out the kinks and curls. I lean into her touch, and she giggles, giving special attention behind my ears. I miss her smile when it fades, the lines of her mouth downturned with worry. The look startles me. Kalta never worries.
“I’ll need to prepare some things before we leave,” she says, rinsing the suds from my hair.
Anxiety zips through my chest at her words. I close my eyes, let the shampoo rain down, and try to find my balance in this new reality. My fear of the wolf will cost me the life I’ve had, one that I didn’t even want, but at least it was familiar and safe and predictable. Shame and fear tangle in my empty stomach. The wolf was just trying to survive, and I was starving her. Us.
“Prepare what?” I ask.
“No one looks for an exile like me, but people will look for you. I need to think through enchantments.”
People will look for me. Of course they will. At least I didn’t endanger the entire pack by exposing our secret, but without the wolf-driven-mad-hungry-by-twentysomething- with-an-eating-disorder explanation, I look like a disturbed murderer. Childishly, I imagine old-fashioned wanted posters with my face on them.
Kalta steps from the shower, dries, and dresses. “Shiara said she wants to talk to you.”
“Right,” I say.
I resist the urge to shake the last droplets of water from my hair.

    
  Shiara’s bedroom door is never open, but today it is. I wait on the threshold and try not to stare. Mom gave up long ago on fighting Shiara to keep it clean. Each time I visit, the room has devolved a little further. It’s been months since I’ve seen more than a glimpse inside as Shiara comes and goes, and it now looks like a proper wolf’s den—if said wolf had thumbs and access to human tools. 
She has, in fact, torn up the carpet around her bed, exposing the wood beneath. In it, she’s etched tally marks with a claw, a prisoner marking the days or a child counting marks against them. I can’t guess what she’s totaling and would never dare ask. Instead of a nightstand, her bedside is taken up by a spire made of screwdrivers and sun-bleached animal bones. The bedclothes are piled at the corner of the mattress, and she’s started disassembling a shelf for an unknown purpose, its pieces strewn across what little floor space she has.
“Hey,” Shiara says from the edge of her bed. She’s already dressed in her overalls as if ready to start work for the day. Her wolf ears stick out awkwardly from her shaved head.
“Hey,” I return.
“I can fix you up with some quick cornrows.” She grins. “Or we can shave it all off.”
“No!” I say, shielding my hair with my hands.
Even if I’m going to be a fugitive, I want to keep my hair. I’ve been growing it out natural since seventh grade, and like hell I’m going to lose all that progress.
Shiara laughs. “You know I’m teasing you.” She kicks a plastic box from beneath the bed and arranges it at her feet. “Don’t want to keep your girl waiting.”
I sit. At this point, Shiara’s done my hair more than Mom has. I trust her. Her braids are art, and I was often the envy of the other schoolgirls. If not for Shiara’s reputation, I’m sure I would’ve received dozens of requests for introductions.
Shiara sections my hair with her claws and sets to work. She completes the first braid before she says, “You used to be so tender headed.”
“I wouldn’t have lasted that way for long with you.”
She barks a laugh, falls silent, finishes a second braid.
“What’s with the . . . bones?” I ask.
“Trophies.”
“And the screwdrivers?”
“Holding things where I want until I get the bones to fill it in.”
Now I laugh. “So this is an art project.”
“Yeah. What, you’re snobby about art now?”
I smile. “Not at all.” Shiara is halfway done with my braids in no time. I don’t want her to be. It means I’ll have to leave. I say, “I’m scared.”
“What wolf isn’t?”
I stare ahead at where Shiara’s punched a hole in the wall. “You’re scared too?”
“I’m a wolf, aren’t I?”
She finishes my braids. The last one is tighter than the others. She offers me a mirror. I take it, but I don’t look at myself. I look at her.
“What do you do when you’re scared?” I ask.
Instead of an answer, she asks, “Do you know where you’re going?”
“Kalta has a plan.”
“Meeting up with some witches?”
The question startles me. But of course, Kalta wouldn’t have told Shiara everything she’s told me. “I don’t think so. She’s getting some enchantments together right now.”
Shiara frowns. “Kalta’s not like the witches who blessed us, is she?”
“What do you mean?” I ask nervously.
“I don’t know a lot of people who are always covered in their own blood like that.” I take a breath, ready to defend Kalta, but Shiara only adds, “Take care of her,” the words uncharacteristically soft.
It occurs to me that I can barely complete the basic task of feeding myself. I’ve barely ever set foot outside Pickens County. I graduated high school not out of any inherent sense of ambition but because there was nothing better to do. I don’t know how to be anything more than a disappointment to my mother. I don’t know how to live in a body.
And Kalta. The strength I admire in her—the strength I wish I could match—sweeps through her like tornado season in the South, unpredictable and wild. How does anyone shelter a storm?
Shiara’s ears twitch just before the door bangs open, slams shut. My heart startles faster, both the noise and Kalta’s nerves setting me on edge. She stomps down the hall, pausing briefly at my room before appearing in the doorway. Her gaze immediately finds mine. She crushes me into a too-long hug as if Shiara’s not even here.
“Ready to go,” she says. “Could you pack your things?”
I hear cars in the drive, gravel crunching under tires, as she pulls away. Shiara bares her teeth. Kalta sniffles and wipes away the start of a nosebleed with the back of her hand.
“What’s happening?” I ask, looking between them.
“Yasmine.” Kalta cups my face. Her hands smell like blood, are smeared with blood. “You’re safe. But you need to pack.”
I can’t move. I tremble. “What’s happening?”
Shiara’s voice is low. “Do what she says, pup.”
“I’m only two years younger than you,” I hiss.
Footsteps outside. They pause at the door, and despite Kalta’s earlier assurances, we all go still as startled deer. A knock seems inevitable. We wait. I think Kalta’s hand will crush mine, but I’m happy to be held by her. None of us breathe.
Steps again, retreating this time. Car doors slam. Engines turn over. The cars wind down the drive the way they came.
Shiara huffs, the sound so loud after the tense quiet. “I’d know the sound of those damn Charger engines anywhere.”
“The ward on your door should keep the cops from bothering you,” Kalta says. “Though I don’t know how long it’ll protect Yasmine. We need to leave before their memories recover.”
Kalta ends up packing for me while I sit numbly on the edge of my bed, maybe for the last time. I can’t even remember the face of the woman who found me, but she wasted no time reporting mine. In a county as quiet as Pickens, an odd and grisly case will have people wound up for months. We were lucky with Shiara that there were no witnesses.
“I’m sorry for scaring you,” I say. “I didn’t mean to run away.”
Kalta looks up from stuffing an old school backpack full of underwear. Miraculously, her smile is as easy as ever. “I just want you to be okay. You don’t have to apologize to me.” She continues packing as she speaks. “And we probably needed to hit the road anyway. Prophecies rarely happen at home.”
“Oh. Right,” I say.
Mom appears in the doorway. She looks from me to Kalta, clasps her hands politely in front of her. She wears that uneasy smile from last night when Kalta introduced herself to the pack.
“That’s quite a bit of energy you’ve left on the door,” she says.
“It’s only for your safety, ma’am,” Kalta says apologetically, instantly transforming into a proper Southern girl. “No one but y’all can see it.”
“I mean that you’re very talented. I’m glad Yasmine—” Mom’s chin dimples when she meets my gaze. She sighs, blinks back tears, fights her expression back to pleasantly neutral. “I’m glad Yasmine will have you.”
Kalta seems not to know what to do with this. I don’t know what to do with this. Mom has always shown her care by providing for us. Her verbal affection is guarded and her love often tucked away in bitterness. She is never worried for me. I am a useless girl. She is very worried for me because I am a useless girl. She worries.
I think she means, I’m glad Yasmine will have you because I worry for Yasmine.
“Thank you,” Kalta says eventually. The only thing to say.
Mom sighs again. She looks down at her feet. She wanders out into the yard.

    
  I stare at the front door as it shuts behind us, not quite comprehending at first glance. 
“Kalta was here xoxo.” The cutesy phrase, written with a finger, drips blood.
“That’s . . . your ward?” I ask.
Kalta adjusts the bag full of underwear and T-shirts on her shoulder. She beams proudly. “Yeah.”
“I always thought they would be more, y’know, like a circle with symbols inside it.”
She winks. “Most of blood magic is just vibes. It’s all about communing with the self as my brother’s spellbook puts it.”
The truck has received similar treatment. What appears at a distance as blood smeared over the license plate is actually a cheeky “fuck off” signed with a little heart.
I gesture. “And no one but us can see that either?”
“If it does its job, no one should remember my plates, the make or model of the truck, or its color. It’s harder to erase people from memories without direct contact, though, so we’ll need to be careful when we take rest stops and fuel up.”
She tugs the passenger door open, and its screech sets my teeth on edge. I hate all the truck’s sounds. A whine rises in my throat. I wish I could love cars like Shiara or Javier. They’re the kind of wolves who like to stick their heads out of windows on deserted back roads and pant into the wind.
I throw my duffel bag into the truck but hesitate climbing up myself. I glance around the yard one last time. Mom is nowhere to be seen, but Shiara charges out of the house as if she’s forgotten something. Upon reaching me, she slaps a fresh pack of earplugs into my palm.
“Baby’s first road trip,” she says.
“Thanks,” I grumble.
She sizes me up one last time. “You better come back in one piece.”
I want to tuck my tail and crawl back into bed and hide behind Kalta’s ward forever, but when I look to her at my side, I think of equaling her storm.
“We will,” I answer.
Shiara stands with her arms crossed as we drive away. I watch her through the back window, watch her shrink with the trailer, then think of how she’ll tease me next time we meet about being sentimental. I face the road ahead. Somehow, though, I know she will stand watch until the truck is out of earshot. For her, that’s a while.
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I don’t have to warn Kalta to avoid Highway 82. On any given day, several patrol cars bide their time in the grassy median, and each month brings another random traffic blockade that spans all four lanes, cops stopping every driver to check ID. 
She turns us onto back roads, winding slowly toward the county’s western edge and the Mississippi border an hour away. She holds my hand. We don’t speak. The truck’s heat sputters ineffectually, and Kalta readjusts her phone charger in the loose socket of the cigarette lighter whenever a pothole knocks it out of place. I clutch the pack of earplugs like a good luck charm, unopened, in my other hand.
Sunday morning means light traffic. We pass several churches with crowded dirt lots, the only buildings besides farmhouses for miles. I glance at the time on Kalta’s dash-mounted phone—incongruously modern for the old truck—and worry about the start of my shift at Tim’s in a couple hours, the post-church rush. If the cops came to the trailer, were they already certain of my identity? Or sweeping the area to find out if anyone had seen anything?
“Should I call out sick?” I ask, banal pragmatism the only power in my grasp.
“What?” Kalta calls back.
I raise my voice over the truck’s snarl. “Should I call out sick? Like, is that more suspicious? Or does it buy us time?”
“Oh. Umm—” Her thought stretches, and then we crest a hill.
At the bottom, flashing lights. Red, blue.
“Shit,” Kalta hisses, and I feel the sentiment in my chest more than I hear it.
Two patrol cars park on each shoulder. They wave the last car in line through, and a cop looks expectantly up at us. We have a few precious seconds before we reach them.
“Can’t you keep going? They won’t remember the truck, right?” I stammer, trying to recall what she said about the magic.
“The ward is more for passive glances, not high-speed chases. And Old Blue’s not up for a chase. We’d have to get significantly out of sight for the magic to do its work and make them forget.”
“Then—”
No roads to turn off on. This stop was placed strategically.
Kalta grips the wheel with both hands, sits back, lets the truck coast. “Okay,” she says, low, calm.
“Okay what?” I ask, my fear alone in my chest. A different feeling brews in Kalta.
The cop on the right waves us down. Kalta’s left hand disappears into her jacket pocket. Silver flashes between her fingers, an absentminded flick of the knife. Her gaze turns hard, eyes on the road as she dances the blade in her hand.
“Kalta, they have guns,” I remind her.
And then I think, stolen truck.
We slow to a stop.
She meets my gaze. She smiles. “Trust me,” she says.
The cop raps his knuckles on the window. “ID check,” he says, his face just visible over the truck’s high windowsill. Sunglasses turn his features generic. It’s the kind of early winter morning where the air seems thinner, the light more piercing.
Kalta grasps the hand crank for the window. It squeaks and catches. The corner of the officer’s mouth quirks down.
“Gotta love old vehicles,” Kalta jokes easily.
“License and registration, ma’am,” he says, bored. A slight turn of his head, and I know he’s noticed me. “Yours too, please.” His attention presses down. He cranes his head to get a better look around Kalta.
My heart hammers in my chest. Kalta coaxes the window down. Silver flashes in her left hand again, disappearing into her leather jacket. The scent of her magic, hot iron and clove, swirls in the air.
“So here’s the thing,” she says, raising her voice so that the second cop on the other side of the street takes notice. She snaps her fingers impatiently. “Hey!”
“Kalta,” I hiss, but the second officer’s movements are stiff and mechanical. Mouth agape, he joins the first at the window, looking up at Kalta as if she’s a god. Unlike the first, he doesn’t wear sunglasses. His eyes gleam red. Swatting his hat off elicits no protest, let alone any reaction, so she settles her forearms on the window ledge like a bored monarch. I peer over her shoulder to see her work, almost as charmed as the cops.
“Y’all are going to leave here immediately,” she says, “hand in your badges, reflect on your lives, and forget you ever saw us. You’ve had an epiphany. A sudden change of heart. You will not pursue us.”
“Yes, ma’am,” both answer.
“Good.” Kalta slumps back in her seat. “Get out of here.”
Red light recedes from their eyes. Despite the chug of the truck’s idle, neither of the cops so much as glance at us. As if simply wrapping up for the day, the cops kill their lights and turn their cruisers up the hill. Hand pressed to her side, Kalta glares into the rearview mirror, tracking their retreat toward town.
Only when the black cars crest the hill and drop out of sight does Kalta reach for the wheel, revealing an alarming red—the cost of an easy getaway. The bloodstain darkens her shirt, spreading fast. She winces, the first time I’ve witnessed her acknowledge the painful cost of her magic. The rise and fall of her chest turns fast and shallow.
We’re not even out of the county yet, and I’m afraid I’m watching her bleed out.
“It’s not stopping,” I say, remembering what she said about sacrifice, about spells too big for the caster. My voice, my horror, is lost in the noise of the truck, but my fear reaches her through the bond.
“I’ll heal. Don’t worry,” she says, trying a smile again. It’s forced, nothing like her usual conspiratorial smirk.
Blaring horns startle us back to reality. Without the structure of the traffic stop, we’re parked in the middle of the road. A car swerves around us into the left lane. An oncoming car honks at them.
Too much noise. Too much commotion. The wolf wants out.
“Shit.” Kalta jerks the truck into motion. The tires screech. We reach the speed limit sickeningly fast. Exceed it.
I grasp her shoulder. “You’re still bleeding!”
She grits her teeth, leaning into the steering wheel for support. “Almost to the state line. I’ll heal,” she repeats.
“Let me drive,” I say, too late.
Kalta faints. The truck careens to the right. Fear launches the wolf forward. Action, instinct. Protect. I wedge myself between Kalta and the wheel, righting our course and going for the brakes. My true eyes detect a flash of brown at the tree line, an animal darting toward us.
The stop is harrowing, a long and smoky screech, but we do stop. My heartbeat throbs in my temples. Adrenaline has turned me shivery. I can’t release my death grip on the wheel.
The road is deserted but for us and a doe.
Hunting season sends many deer into the roads and their deaths, so desperate to flee their pursuers that they will risk the crossing. But this deer, calm as she is, isn’t fleeing anyone. She’s searching.
She peers over the hood and into the truck. When I hold her gaze, she steps delicately to the driver’s side window, still down after our run-in with the cops. The breeze cools the sweat on my brow, bringing with it the deer’s scent. She flicks her ears, looks back to the woods, then at me. I follow her gaze to a dirt path.
Against me, Kalta’s body is heavy. The blood from her wound soaks sticky and warm into my hoodie, and the smell makes me sick with worry. Ever watchful, the deer peers up and down the street. She seems unconcerned, and I hear no cars. So, bracing myself for the worst, I lift Kalta’s shirt—and exhale relief. No wound. No scab, no scar. She bled fast and healed fast. Her breathing has found its normal pace. For now, the magic continues to take care of her.
I only hope this is simple exhaustion. The nearest hospital is almost an hour away, but—barring the fact that such a trip would be risky for both of us—how would I begin to explain what’s happened to her?
The deer huffs, rises on her hind legs, and tugs at my sleeve through the window. She smells like dew and pine and soft animal musk.
I glance back to Kalta. She’d say this is a sign. She’d say this is magic. Trust the magic.
“Yeah, okay,” I say, my mouth sharp.
The doe trots back into the trees, and I ease the truck off the road, following her into the woods. This drive was once well worn, now kept up only by the deer who pass through. Pliable saplings grow in the path, nature reclaiming its space. They bend under my intrusion, scraping the belly of the truck like claws. I grit my teeth at the noise. The deer picks through the underbrush alongside us, glancing at Kalta every few steps and flicking her ears.
Our destination is an overgrown clearing, the house at its center so decrepit that it’s been nearly reduced to its foundation. Half the roof is missing, a brick chimney and wood-burning stove exposed to the elements where the walls have crumbled away.
The deer takes up her post again at the hood of the truck, and I kill the engine. Blessed silence settles. I flex the ache out of my hands and find that my claws have bitten into my palms, drawing pinpricks of blood.
Fretful, soft moans from Kalta draw the doe back to my side. Kalta stirs but doesn’t wake. Beneath the jacket, she’s turned feverish. I kick both doors open for better airflow, lean Kalta against me so that her chin rests against my shoulder, and ease the jacket off her. The doe watches. Blood soaks the jacket’s lining and care tag—silk lining, dry clean only—so I dig one of my hoodies out of the duffel on the floor and bundle it behind Kalta’s head as a pillow.
“Yasmine?” she mumbles, her brow creasing.
“Yes?” I answer, hope surging in my chest.
Her eyelids flutter. Her forehead relaxes. “Mm,” she says, drifting back into sleep.
When I look up, the doe is gone. I scent the air and find us alone. Ears alert, I curl into Kalta, seeking reassurance in her steady breath.






  
  9

The wolf dreams of the hunt—and I wrest it from her. 
A deer-goat startles into the dark woods, its silhouette a chimera. The wolf snaps to the chase. I shield the fleeing deer-goat with my body, baring my throat to the wolf.
Take me instead. I am just as soft and more useless. See how I lie down without a fight?
The wolf stands over me, her form blotting out the sky and starlight. She is thin and hungry, and she doesn’t recognize me. Her teeth flash for my neck. It happens in slow motion, and my body doesn’t even care enough to reflexively protect me, to raise my arms or curl my soft parts away.
Hot breath on my neck, then blood—mine. I don’t feel the pain, only the blood soaking my shirt, splattering my face. I find I can’t take a breath, my throat ripped open as it is.
Hey, I say to the wolf, but she keeps eating. I watch the sky above us. A crunch of bone, a pop of gristle makes me wince. Hey, I try again, but now I’m very weak. I rest a hand against the wolf’s neck. She looks at me, her face covered in blood and viscera—my blood, my viscera. Recognition sparks in her eyes.
Hey. I think—
She whines.
I think we’re dying.

    
  It’s dark, and I wake alone, my hand tight over my neck to staunch an imaginary wound. The dream recedes. I swallow and feel the bob of my throat against my palm. I cough, relieved to find my body unmauled and in working condition, relieved to find that I’m waking up where I went to sleep. 
Kalta’s heat fades beside me. She can’t be far.
My heart’s already pounding when I jump down from the truck, sleep-stiff and disoriented from a disturbing nap on the narrow bench. The small exertion is enough to leave me breathless, my pulse slow and heavy in my ears. I try to shake off the sensation as the psychosomatic remnants of the dream. The heaviness endures.
The woods are shadowy, and the dilapidated house has assumed a menacing shape. Kalta’s name is in my throat when I hear a sniffle behind me and look up.
“Hey,” she says from the roof of the truck, her smile weak.
I smell the herbs in her hands before I see them, a pale drawstring bag on a silver chain.
“I didn’t want to wake you,” she says apologetically. “You didn’t get to sleep last night.”
I plant my palms on the side of the truck’s hood, leveraging the oversized tire—trucks are already tall, why make them taller?—as a step. My chest constricts with the effort. The heart palpitations redouble. It’s dark enough that I’m unsure if I imagine the black encroaching on the edges of my vision. Kalta offers her hand and pulls me up to join her on the roof. She’s exchanged her bloody shirt for a tank top, though she’s returned to the leather jacket.
The scent of blood is still too strong for the wolf’s liking. Embedded like the stain is the emotional imprint of that moment, the visceral truth that her magic could just as easily save us as steal her away forever.
“I’m sorry about earlier,” she says, worrying the tiny bag in her hands. “I didn’t respect my limits, and I endangered you. I never—”
She clutches the herbs to her chest, bows her head to hold something in. But an echo of her pain, a cloudy infusion of grief and rage and guilt, courses through my body like a heartbeat. A moment later, the storm of it drains away. Though I’m seated, the swift change leaves me unbalanced.
“I never want to scare you like that again,” she finishes. I stare at the little bag, and she hides it in her fist, shrinking nervously from my gaze. “I’m sorry, Yasmine. I’m sorry that I’m not the witch you deserve.”
I was wrong before. Kalta doesn’t know how to live in a body. Neither of us do.
“I slaughtered an entire herd of goats because I don’t know how to feed myself,” I say. “I got us into this mess in the first place. If I weren’t such a disaster, maybe you could’ve settled down. Maybe you wouldn’t have to live out of your truck, at least for a little while. When you told me I fit some prophecy—” I shrug, overwhelmed. The confession spills out. “I don’t feel like a wolf of legend. I didn’t think I could ever be who you hoped I was—”
“Yasmine—”
“No, I’m—” My heart races. I search for words and find Mom’s. “I’m just a useless girl who doesn’t know anything and grew up in the middle of nowhere with nothing!”
At once, the toll of the past twenty-four hours descends, transforming me into the scared pup Shiara always teased I was. I sob into Kalta’s shoulder for too long, but she lets me, holding me all the while and murmuring soft words against my skin. Through her, the bond smooths my sharpest edges.
“Your body and your heart hold so much beautiful knowledge, Yasmine. Your history and your pack and these woods are wealth. You will never have nothing,” Kalta says, her confidence in the prophecy returning to her voice. “And who gets to decide where nowhere is, anyway? You’re here, and that means everything to me.”
I sigh. I laugh. “I can’t believe you found me. And at Tim’s, of all places.”
“I don’t choose when magic strikes.”
“Ugh. I smelled like a fryer.”
Now she laughs. “I mean, my last truck stop shower had been three days ago at that point, so.”
I bury my face in the crook of her neck. “You always smell so nice.”
“Human standards might say differently.”
“Human standards are wrong on many accounts.”
“Hmm,” she sighs, stroking my back. Then, “Where are we exactly?”
I explain what happened when she blacked out, telling the story out of order, remembering the doe at the last moment, and backtracking again. The memory refuses to cohere, all of it drenched in blood.
Kalta apologizes again, saying, “I’m glad at least the magic was there for you.”
The dried herbs become overpowering. I sit back, nodding at her still-clenched fist. “You were wearing that when we met,” I say. “What is it?”
“We wear them when we grieve.” She worries the silver chain, wrapping it around her finger as she speaks. “It’s full of specially cultivated roots grown in the ashes of our ancestors. At the end of the third moon following a loss, we brew them into tea as part of a larger ritual for the dead. By the council’s order, my brother wouldn’t have gotten a ritual. I stole these roots and prepared them myself.”
I release a breath. “I’m sorry, Kalta.”
When a member of the pack dies, we hold vigil through the night. We howl together, holding the sky open for them. Sunset to sunrise remains unbroken by the hunt. I can’t imagine refusing to gather the pack for a lost wolf.
“When will you hold the ritual?” I ask. “I will be there for your brother.”
She clutches the roots to her chest again. “In eight days. I’m glad we won’t be alone. Thank you, Yasmine.”
She takes my hand in hers, and I sweep my thumb over her left palm, remembering how many times she’s bled for her magic since we met. Her brother’s death, though I never knew him, weighs heavily on my heart. I do not want Kalta to follow in his footsteps—alone in life, alone in death.
Kalta frowns. “What are you trying to say?” she asks, though I haven’t spoken.
The cold roof of the truck has leeched away my body heat. I shiver. “Please, no more blood magic,” I say.
“Then I don’t have any magic. I can’t protect us.”
“There’s only so much you can sacrifice yourself to your grief or your magic or anything before there’s nothing left to give. I can’t lose you.”
Kalta stares at our entwined hands, her frown turning harder. She doesn’t speak.
“I’m not blaming you for coping,” I try. “I’m saying there are other kinds of magic. You’ve shown them to me.”
Now she looks up.
“The deer are in my dreams of you. They approach us. They guide me. I’m not a witch, and you said that was magic. The bond is magic. Maybe . . . we trust what got us here.”
“But none of that’s under my control. I couldn’t have survived on the road for the past month without my magic. I promise I’ll be careful, okay? I didn’t have to charm those cops the way I did. I got carried away.”
I don’t want to fight Kalta, but the tension in the bond doesn’t ease. “I can’t lose you,” I repeat emphatically. “Please.”
At that, her expression opens. Her understanding feels like sunlight in my fur. “Okay,” she says. I’ve never heard her voice so fragile.
“You’re perfect, Kalta,” I add. “There’s no other witch I’d want.”
She coughs up a bitter laugh. “A witch with no magic?”
“A witch who understands. There’s power in that too.”
She searches my face, soft hope in her eyes. I don’t expect her to kiss me with such hunger. Iron and bitter spice overwhelm my nose again, dragging me to the tense border between death and lust. Her hand slips under my shirt, under the elastic of my sports bra. I whimper into her mouth.
“I want to fuck like we did that first night,” she says against my lips.
“Maybe we shouldn’t be . . . on the roof, then?” I suggest, breathless.
“God,” she moans, withdrawing her hand. “Why are you so practical?”
“I—”
Her fingers are in my mouth. “You’ve never been casually shifted like this for so long.”
Surprised, I run my tongue over my teeth, but all I taste is her skin. It’s intoxicating, and before I realize what I’m doing, I’ve drawn her fingers into my mouth. She sighs with revelation. I turn self-conscious, let her go, my teeth dragging across her skin one last time.
“You’re so beautiful,” she says as if I’ve broken her. The moment stretches until a grin takes over her face. She grasps my hand and jumps down onto the hood.
I stare after her, unable to find my legs. “Where are we going?”
She laughs. “I’m hoping a slightly more practical location will entice you,” she says.
Despite my fatigue, heat thrums between my legs. I follow her lead.
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I wish for a simple morning where all we have to do is lie in bed and count our bruises like stars. Kalta pillows her head on my bare chest, snoring loud enough to rattle my bones. I rest my hand against my neck and confirm for the third time since waking that, no, my wolf didn’t tear out my throat in my sleep. The sky has just blushed with sunrise, and if I don’t think about the dream or  why we’re out here, contentment glimmers at the edges of the moment. There’s a universe where this cramped bench seat could be the best place in the world.
The doe pokes at the soggy ground a few yards away, snatching up what little she can find. I don’t know when she returned. This morning has brought a chill with it. Not enough to freeze, but enough to wish for a blanket. When I reach for the one folded atop my bag, Kalta stirs with a sound of protest. I go still, adjust my arms around her, and wait. Inside the truck is a mess of discarded clothes—a bra on the dash, jeans over the steering wheel, panties crumpled beneath the gas pedal. I gingerly touch the lines of peeling scabs on Kalta’s back, retracing the path of my claws. My chest aches. I lay my hand flat against her back and focus on her warmth, the rise and fall of each breath. Fresh blue eventually reaches the sky, and I kiss the top of Kalta’s head.
“We should head out,” I say, “in case they keep looking.”
I speak to convince myself as much as Kalta. My body wants to drag me back into sleep. Rest didn’t cure the fatigue I acquired from the dream. The wolf paces between my ribs as if plotting her next strike, and I don’t know how to pacify her or fend her off. I’m sinking in her esteem, my body a cage to be outsmarted.
“Fuck,” Kalta whines as if she’s been reminded of an upsettingly early shift. Then her eyes flash open. “Fuck.”
She relieves me of my duty as her pillow, and the groggy scrunch of her face clears as soon as she lays eyes on me. She looks me up and down, then rolls her eyes affectionately. It doesn’t hide the initial glint of lust.
“Put these on. You’re so distracting,” she says, rummaging through our bags and shoving a pile of clothes at me that consists of two tees and one sock.
“You’re the one who took everything off,” I remind her.
“Because you’re distracting.”
I struggle into one of the T-shirts. The steering wheel is too close, the ceiling too low. Kalta abandons the cab entirely, dressing in the cold, open air of the morning. I forget about my own clothes and lose myself studying her again.
She catches me staring and smirks. “What?”
“I think . . .” I say, trying to identify the big feeling that’s suddenly captured me. Kalta’s bare skin against the backdrop of the woods means something to the wolf, something primal and prophetic. I want to roam the woods with her forever. I want to kill a deer and lay it bleeding at her feet. “You’re really beautiful,” I finish, the words embarrassingly inadequate.
Kalta doesn’t tease. Her voice is barely more than a whisper. “You too.”
Both of us dressed and Kalta back in the driver’s seat, she finds the truck keys in her jacket pocket and coaxes the old beast of an engine awake.
“Bye-bye!” she calls to the doe, waving out the window. “Thank you!”
The deer watches us go, sagely unbothered by Kalta’s erratic three-point turn. The truck is easily the least nimble vehicle I’ve ever encountered, and I cling to Kalta as she pilots us away from the abandoned house and back to the openness of the road.
“Mississippi state line in a half hour maybe,” she says, chipper as though plotting a vacation and not an escape. “Through Arkansas today easily. And we’ll see what the magic feels like.”
“Okay,” I say.
“Granola bar for the driver?”
Popping open the glove compartment reveals a crumpled shopping bag full of Kalta’s snacks and, below, a nondescript black journal that sends a shiver up my spine when I disturb it. Like treading loose soil atop a fresh grave, I’ve unsettled something raw. Strange that something so massive could fit into such a small space. Strange that something as commonplace as a plastic bag could nearly conceal it. I wonder how Kalta’s shoved it here when her brother and magic are everything to her. It turns both the grief and sacrificial magic unremarkable, small pieces of the many ordinary things woven into the fabric of her life.
Kalta’s gaze weighs on me, her breath trapped in her chest. I stumble over an apology. She cuts me off.
“It’s where he would’ve kept it if he were traveling. I know,” she says. Then, surprisingly, a smile. “You should’ve seen the state of his room when we were growing up. You should’ve seen his apartment.”
I don’t know what to say, so I hand her the granola bar. Keeping one hand on the steering wheel, she peels the wrapper with her teeth.
“His spellbook is a mix of personal journal entries and research,” she continues. “Musings, theories. You can take a scholar out of a library, but you can’t . . . stop him from scholar-ing,” she finishes awkwardly.
We listen to the road noise.
“Scholar?” I echo belatedly.
“He was the first person from our coven—and the first person in our family—to get access to the high library. Big deal position. Archival work mixed with, I don’t know, shadowing the council? Basically, magic internship. Our parents were really proud of him. Our coven was super proud. Then his calls got shorter. We thought he was just busy. Working directly with the council is a lot of pressure.”
Kalta finishes off the granola bar and stuffs the wrapper into her pocket.
“If you can lose your magic to grief, then . . .”
“Yeah. He burned out bad,” she says. “And how do you let down your coven and your family and the council? How do you tell the greatest witches alive that your magic is just gone and it’s maybe their fault for pushing you too hard? So he tried to find a way back to magic. Forbidden books kept behind locks and wards would go missing only to reappear at strange hours. That’s how they found him out. Not an accident. Not anything he did to hurt anyone. He was already suffering, and they punished him for it.”
“I’m sorry, Kalta,” I say and hate that it’s all I have to offer. I hate that it’s so easy to lose and so hard to heal.
A big sign at the roadside—Welcome to the Magnolia State—is impending, gone. Crossing borders seems like such a big deal when you’re looking at them on a map, but nature doesn’t recognize division. No either–or.
Wolf and Yasmine. I don’t know how to let go of my own divisions, to embrace nature.
We hurtle over hills, past seemingly endless dunes of kudzu vines. Their green blanket hides withered trees beneath, the native flora starved of sunlight. Even if we are successful, even if Kalta and I do find magic, I wonder whether there will be any unchoked forest left for the generations of wolves that follow us. My imagination conjures a wasteland world of skeletal trees, and I shut it down, concentrate instead on the yellow stripes in the road blurring past.
Kalta’s frowning ahead, and I can’t tell whether she’s squinting into the sunlight or puzzling something out. Then she asks, “Are you worrying about me or the prophecy or something else?”
I find sunglasses in the glove compartment, buried behind the snack pile. Masculine aviators. I hand them to Kalta, and she takes them with a grateful smile.
“You know me,” I answer. “A bit of everything.”
“This will work,” she says.
Though nothing can tame the truck’s beast of an engine, I finally open Shiara’s pack of earplugs and stuff them in my ears. That and the flow of the bond soothe the worst of my brain’s perpetual nervous chatter. The wolf, resigned, settles her head heavily on her paws. Kalta is careful to obey the posted speed limit but sighs longingly whenever someone passes us, tapping her phone screen to check the time as if doing so will find us closer to our undefined destination. For an hour, our thoughts are all that pass between us, intensified by the meditative lull of the highway. Soft focus slips over me. I follow the turns of Kalta’s mind idly, like stumbling upon a scent trail when sated. Her thoughts arrive like impressions in soil, the barest outline of a piece of a larger picture. I want to stop and roll in them, find the chalky color on my fur. I nuzzle against her shoulder. She lays a hand on my thigh.
Her thoughts turn pink, red. Not the vicious shade of blood, but something just as warm.

    
  Halfway through Mississippi, one of the flaws in our plan—or lack thereof—becomes apparent. Kalta and I split the last granola bar, and even if it weren’t the last, I’m already sick of the too-sweet chocolate chips, the jaw-aching work of the almonds. My stomach clenches with that empty-full feeling. Maybe enough protein could placate the wolf, at least for a little while. I grasp hold of that simple possibility, that the heavy heartbeat and fatigue could be cured with one proper meal. I did vomit everything the wolf last ate. 
“How did you do this before?” I ask her, crumpling the last wrapper in my hands.
“Do what?”
“There’s no way you survived for a month on convenience store snacks.”
She shrugs. “I just stop for food when I need it. Do you want to stop?”
“I have, like, maybe two hundred in my bank account. A little cash left over from tips,” I say, then realize thinking aloud isn’t an answer and add, “It seems like stopping at restaurants would get expensive fast.”
Questions pile up. Practically, I can only afford to run away for so long. And is using my card safe if people are looking for me?
Kalta hums. “I don’t usually spend money on things.”
“Oh,” I say. “Okay.”
I don’t know which betrays my anxiety more—the short, automatic response or the bond. Kalta taps her phone again, then replaces both hands on the wheel. The ghost of heat from her touch on my knee fades. She keeps her eyes on the road, waiting for my response.
This shouldn’t be a surprise. She so casually offered to rewrite Ruthie’s memory. She compelled those cops to not only leave us alone but reconsider their occupation. Asking restaurant staff to give her free food or forget she was ever there wouldn’t be hard. And now my request last night puts us in a vulnerable position. Kalta’s protest from before—that she couldn’t have survived without her magic—turns literal.
I’m shaken again the way I was at our first meeting. I don’t know who she is or where she’s going. Our bone-deep, soul-forged bond can’t fully replace the natural course of getting to know someone, of learning the range of their quirks, the depth of their history.
“That’s fine,” I start, still thinking as I speak.
Kalta gives me a sidelong glance from behind her glasses.
“I, um, I never did get to buy you dinner.”
A grin breaks across her face like sunlight through clouds. “A date with the wolf. Sounds hot.”

    
  Mississippi’s hills roll flat as we enter the Delta, and the walls of green at the side of the highway give way to threshed fields. Houses stand far back from the road, lone dwellings amid acres of empty farmland. We’ve been in the truck for nearly four hours, and now hunger gnaws in earnest. The last thing that filled my stomach was the goat meat I vomited, and that feels like weeks ago. 
It’s not quite dinnertime. Kalta pulls into the parking lot of one of the small family owned restaurants that occasionally dot the highway. Much like Tim’s, this building is repurposed. The old gas pumps from its previous life remain out front, but the convenience store that now holds the restaurant has received a facelift of reclaimed wood siding. Inside conjures the mood and aesthetic of a Sunday afternoon spent on grandma’s porch. Framed photos of a multigenerational Black family and a smiling couple greet us when we enter. Rich carbs, salted meat, and a whiff of bitter greens perfume the air, a warm refuge from the clammy weather outside.
“Have a seat anywhere you like!” a server calls to us from behind the counter.
The dining area is filled with people enjoying a late lunch, and Kalta and I weave through the diners to claim a small table along the wall. The chairs are made of charmingly rustic wood like so much of the rest of the place, and Kalta glances around with a smile, resting her elbow on the table and her chin in her hand.
The server appears with laminated single-page menus, and Kalta asks for sweet tea as if we’ve happened upon an oasis. I ask for the same with a little less fervor. The server laughs and returns to the kitchen.
“I should’ve stopped for a coffee maybe,” Kalta groans. “Headache.” When we receive our tea, she doesn’t stop drinking until her glass is half drained. “Absolute perfection. I had a good feeling about this place,” she says, and drains the rest of the glass. I giggle, and she wags a finger at me. “I don’t know if you noticed, but my blood is at least half sweet tea. You wolves don’t make it strong enough.” Her smile fades as she observes me. “How are you holding up?”
“What do you mean?” I reply automatically, turning anxious at the scrunch of her brow.
“You’re . . .” She reaches for me across the table, but instead of taking my hand as I expect, she grips my wrist, her thumb sliding over my pulse. I want to hide but let her make her judgement. She closes her eyes, takes a breath, and for a moment, she and the world drop away. In the darkness across from me, the wolf paces, stopping only when she feels my presence. She’s whittled to the ribs, fur hanging slack from a starving body. This is not how I remember her. This couldn’t happen so fast.
Her dull amber eyes spear me. I take a breath to launch into an apology, but the air is cold and searing. I grip my neck and find it jagged. My hands come away red and shaking. The wolf turns from me with my throat in her mouth.
“Yasmine?” Kalta says. “You’re sweating. Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m just—” I wipe my face with the back of a hand, breaking her grip on my wrist. “I’m fine. Haven’t slept well the past couple nights.”
Kalta’s expression softens at that. “Have you ever been away from your pack this long?”
I’m happy for the excuse. “I do miss my petty fights with Shiara.”
That earns me a laugh. “I know her type,” Kalta says. “Soft inside and trying so hard not to show it.”
When we return to our menus, Kalta pouts that all the à la carte options are too good, considers a plate exclusively comprised of sides, but then proclaims her love for ribs once the server arrives. I choose the catfish and greens. Watching Kalta eat, I imagine she’d be at home among the pack. She’s not reserved the way I’ve seen some people eat ribs. She bites deep, unafraid of the bone, unafraid of a mess on her hands.
She finishes eating and watches me pick over the last half of my catfish. I love the way it flakes apart in my mouth, how tender and uncomplicated it is compared to red meat. I eat slowly, savoring each bite—the opposite of a binge with its fast and frantic flavors, more about filling a void than about eating.
“I didn’t know wolves liked fish,” Kalta says, breaking a concentration I didn’t know I’d slipped into. She wrinkles her nose. “Or collards.”
“There are wolves who hunt salmon. Meat is meat. Do you not like greens?”
“Too bitter.”
“Not these. The trick is mellowing them out with a bit of vinegar or lemon. Here, try.” I offer a forkful to her across the table.
She blinks surprise, then playfully squeezes her eyes shut and opens her mouth. Her face relaxes as she chews. I sit back.
“Okay,” she admits. She takes up her fork and stabs at the mound of greens on my plate. “I’m always open to being proven wrong.”
In the end, I’m glad Kalta lets me pay. I couldn’t live with myself if we skipped out on the check, not at a place like this. I make small talk with someone at the counter who looks like an older version of the woman in the photograph of the couple. She tells me I remind her of her daughter, and I don’t know what to do with such a tender compliment. While I’m stumbling over a response, Kalta presses the truck keys into my hand and excuses herself to the restroom. I stare after her, a question on my lips, when the woman asks where we’re headed.
“Texas,” I lie. “Visiting some family.”
The owner breaks into a smile. “Yeah, what city? I’ve got folks out that way too.”
“Dallas,” I say, growing more uncomfortable in my lie. I wish Kalta hadn’t left me alone. I’m not good at this like her.
I thank the owner—realizing belatedly that she must be the owner—compliment the food one last time, and escape to the parking lot.
Minutes tick by as I sit in the truck alone. I fidget with the keys, considering checking on Kalta. I’m opening the door when she finally emerges.
“Thanks for guarding Blue,” she teases, kissing me as she slides behind the wheel.
My thoughts must be loud enough for her to feel, but the fact that she doesn’t acknowledge them, that she won’t make eye contact with me, turns me ill.
“You smell weird,” I say.
“I didn’t particularly like the hand soap either,” she says, cranking the truck.
“Turn it off,” I snap. I don’t mean to, but I do. The smell and the noise and whatever’s going on in my chest are too much, and I want Kalta to see me, to comfort me.
She does as I ask, and a tense silence stretches between us. Kalta stares out over the empty field next to the parking lot, her shoulders rigid.
“What did you do?” I ask.
“You made an impression on her. It’s safer for everyone if they don’t remember us,” Kalta answers quietly.
I reach for her left hand. She closes her fist, hiding her palm.
“Why are you like this?” I demand.
My own anger floods back on me, doubled and prickly hot. Kalta’s eyes, bloodshot and simmering with a dying gleam, shine with tears. She jerks her wrist from my grasp. Our breath is harsh in the small space, the cab suddenly claustrophobic.
“I’m just trying to help us. I’m trying to keep us safe!”
I stagger down from the truck, misjudging the height. I’m so heavy, my body filled to bursting with her fear and anger and pain or my fear and anger and pain. The wolf wants to run away, to flee this bad bad feeling. I shudder with the beginnings of a shift, sharp pain zipping down my spine and blotting out the world for a moment. I smell Kalta again, feel her arms around me.
“Not here, Yasmine. Please,” she begs, but I’m past the point of wrangling the wolf.
In the space between spasms, I find Kalta’s dragged me around the side of the building and out of view. My relief lasts for a blink before violent convulsions descend again, one body fighting to tear free from another.
“I’m sorry. Yasmine, baby. I didn’t mean—”
A growl rumbles through my chest. My legs are wrong. I reach for the ground, need to feel the dirt on all four feet, need to find the earth.
For once, I give myself over to the wolf. She carries us away.

    
  For days afterward, nightmares plague me like the fallout from a fever. In the worst one, I’ve sacrificed myself to the wolf again, but I’m not doing it to spare anyone. There’s no deer-goat. I’m simply giving up and lying down. In the absence of prey, the wolf excavates my chest, pulling my heart free of its cage. It beats in her jaws. I never thought I’d see something so red and personal go on without me, as if it never needed me. I think, maybe, the wolf has gone too far this time. 
Drop it, I command, holding my hand out to retrieve my heart. But I’m in the dirt and fading, while the wolf is so vibrantly alive—her red coat shining, her teeth strong.
I summon all my strength to take a final swipe at the heart. The wolf whines and backs away.
Drop—
But she’s already darting for the trees as if my heart is nothing more than a playtime stick. She expects me to chase her. She thinks this is a game. But I’m weak.
The flash of her red tail disappears into the dark woods, and I’m belatedly racked with a pain so bright it pins me to the earth. I can’t stretch my mouth wide enough for the scream to escape, so the pain stays. My hands paw at my ruined chest, but I don’t find the slick bloodiness I’d feared. I find nothing inside me at all. Just hot, hot emptiness.

    
  I’m too weak to fight the wolf or argue with her. I let her do what she wants, becoming a passenger in my own body. Mostly, I sleep. Sometimes, I wake to find us running down some small prey. I close my eyes, look away, recede. Sometimes, the wolf takes a break. When she does, I’m revived with a half-chewed squirrel in my human jaws. Other times, I rouse with my nose inches from a lake of duckweed and drowning cypress knees. The green seems to go on forever, deceptively packed atop the water as if one could walk on it like grass. It’s eerie and alien. The swamp bends a natural law. But the wolf seems to like it. She doesn’t leave this weird, too-green place. 
I never go hungry. But I forget how to be in other ways. I lose my words. I don’t need them with her. We’re not good company to each other, anyway. We’re bad roommates. I’m upset that she would leave a squirrel in my mouth. She’s upset that I tossed perfectly good chewing bones into the duckweed.
The cypresses are tall, but they’re poor shelter in the rain. I wonder whether the wolf doesn’t want her fur wet because she leaves me out in a storm. I huddle against a tree, pressing my back to the splintery bark of the cypress. I cup my hands to collect palmfuls of water and scrub the dirt and blood from my skin. I feel lonely.
Where the wolf can run, I can barely walk. Upon standing, darkness closes in around me. My head swims. In my dreams, my ribs are sharp. I count them over and over, worried about losing another piece of myself.
Do I want Kalta to look for me?
The thread between us remains taut but silent. Kalta’s not the type to want space, but she thinks I do. I sense her through the bond as if she’s only in the next room, waiting for me to call to her. Maybe the wolf would let us talk now.
I don’t know how to stop being hollow. If the dreams go on, I worry there’ll be nothing left of me.
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A goddess descends. She smells like leather and gasoline. She’s tall as the cypresses and as dangerous as a storm, but when we meet her, she’s as placid as the duckweed lake. 
The goddess is remorseful. She kneels before the wolf and asks whether she might speak to me. She says she’s thrown the knife away.
I stumble, wordless, into the world. The goddess bestows me with a name that I remember was mine all along, and I feel a little more human. She asks whether I will forgive her one last time. I didn’t know gods needed forgiveness, and I can’t grant it. My body appears whole but feels empty. Nothing has regrown where the wolf tore out my throat, my heart.
The goddess frowns. She holds her hands open in offering, her great palms toward the sky. She asks me to come with her. She says she knows how to heal us both.

    
  Candlelight summons me into my body. I’m submerged, and warm, and Kalta is here. I take what feels like my first unburdened breath in ages. After her days running wild in the swamp, the wolf turns a circle and settles down for a much-needed sleep, the fullness of her resting solidly in my chest where my heart used to be. 
Cramped in a small bathroom in an even smaller bathtub isn’t how I expected to wake up, but the wolf has left me in worse places in more compromised states. Candles crowd the ledge near the faucet, and the water smells freshly green, the type of woodsy scent the wolf would love to rub her face in and carry on her fur.
“Kalta?” I breathe, unsure whether this is real.
Though not as tall as before, she’s still goddess-like with her face aglow in the soft light. The bond sings between us as I felt it in my early dreams, its promise strong again.
“Yasmine,” she says, just as she did in the dream.
On her breath, my name has power. It washes over me, settling deep and nipping at the exhaustion that’s settled like dust in my bones. I sigh away the last of the old energy and reach for her, cradling her face in my hands. Bathwater trickles down my forearms, sparkling as it falls.
Closing her eyes for a moment, Kalta turns her face into my palm. She breathes against my skin, and I could count down the rest of eternity like this, by the measure of her breaths. She kisses my palm, then leans forward, splashing her hands beneath the water on either side of my hips. Her damp skin glitters in the small light. She’s golden. Her warmth is close.
I follow the pull, uniting us in a kiss. Kalta sighs into me, and when I breathe her in, her scent is different, less jagged.
Aching sincerity imbues her every touch, just as hot as her reckless confidence. When our eyes meet again, I forget the water lapping gently at my skin. The past days wandering at the wolf’s whim and the giant possibility of what could lie ahead both vanish. She doesn’t break eye contact when she touches me, her rapt focus bringing heat to my cheeks. Each time she draws a gasp or sigh from my mouth, whenever I shudder or arch against her, her attention hardens like a diamond, glittering and piercing.
Her teeth scrape along my collarbone. “Can I ask you for something, Yasmine?”
“Yes,” I gasp, bucking against her hand, sloshing water over the side of the tub. “Anything.”
“You’re still holding back. Let me hear you. Or else maybe I’ll make you wait again.”
“Kalta—”
She smiles against my skin. “God. Even in the water, I can tell that made you wet.”
When she withheld my orgasm the first time, I’d thought that was torture. This is completely different. My orgasm rips through me like a shift, reducing my body to its simplest instincts. Kalta’s hand is on my shoulder, either holding me steady or pinning me down. It doesn’t matter. I cling to her in return, tasting her skin in my mouth. Pleasure swerves toward pain as the final waves of my orgasm recede and Kalta remains insistent. I gasp and taste iron, realizing belatedly that part of me did shift, that my teeth are deep in her shoulder. Each ragged breath drowns me in the scent of her blood, but I can’t let go. My body is clenched tight around the pressure between my legs, a lock that won’t release until the end. There are no sheets to twist my fists into, nothing to grab onto except Kalta. But she doesn’t flinch from the pain. I’d doubt my shift if not for the taste.
“I was going to be nice, let you free early,” she teases. “But not now.”
My growl dissolves to a pathetic cry.
“There. Let it out,” she coaxes, as if expressing a wound.
I let her take her fill of me, let her wind me tight around my pain. I’m a mess under her attention. And the pressure builds again.
“Good,” she praises me. “You’re so good.”
At the brink, she withdraws. I think I will cry in earnest. I don’t know whether I want to thank her or beg for more.
With the hand that was just inside me, she strokes the underside of my chin. “Let go.”
I remember how to unclench my body. I relax my jaw and lick her blood from my lips. What I’ve endured at her hands slows my alarm. I’m floating in my body. I’m frayed by pain.
Red beads against her skin, trailing down into the water to form a disappearing agate swirl. She rolls her shoulder and takes a deep, steadying breath. Finally, my thoughts arrive. I’ve hurt her. She’s stopped because I’ve hurt her. I search her face, but unlike the first time I bloodied her skin, there’s no red gleam in her eye. This time, she takes control before the magic can infuse her blood.
She sighs away the interruption and pinches my cheeks between her fingers, effortlessly picking up where she left off. “Beg if you want it.”
I don’t know how I will survive her.
I promise her everything and ask for nothing. I bare all the soft pieces of me and invite her in with a knife. When nothing else remains, I wield the plosive edge of her name as my only plea.
She enters me again, curls her fingers, and I clench around her. Whatever I might’ve said is strangled in my throat. My claws rake the sides of the bath, and I hold them there, away from Kalta, as my body arches against hers. I pant against her bloody shoulder, all words turned to nonsense. When I’m fully unwound and slipping back into the water, she withdraws her hand. I whimper.
Her voice is devious. “We could keep going.”
I shake my head, too spent for words.
She laughs, and her kiss alone is almost enough to make me reconsider. “Okay. Come to bed with me then.”
Kalta offers her hand when I struggle to find my feet. My chest is still silent, filled with a watchful wolf but no heart. Whether my new clumsiness is from days spent running on four legs or a side effect of Kalta’s work, I’m unsure. Then she opens the bathroom door to a darkened room, and I have other questions.
“Where . . . are we?”
“I got a motel room for the night. We’re fancy now.”
Even in the dim light, I can tell the furniture is a dark wood from an older era. By the door, a yellowing air conditioning unit sags in the window frame. The room smells faintly of stale cigarettes in the way of places that’ve transitioned to a non-smoking policy. Kalta pulls me down onto the bed. The mattress is so firm it’s hard.
“Wow,” I say, impressed.
Kalta laughs. “At least here you’ll have room to stretch out, get a better night’s sleep. Maybe your nightmares will leave you alone.”
“You’ve seen them?”
“Glimpses through the bond. I’m sorry.” She presses her lips into a thin line. “You seem even less united with your wolf than before.”
“It’s fine,” I say.
“It’s not fine.”
Kalta clicks on one of the bedside lamps and folds her legs under her. The light reveals a ferocious crescent of red over her shoulder. Stray droplets of water glisten in the hollow of her throat.
“I fucked up,” she says. “I made things worse after I said I’d stop making things worse. I want to trust our magic. I want to trust the bond like you said.”
I reach for her, and she gratefully joins our hands. I take a deep breath, bracing myself before I ask, “How did you get this place?”
Her smile is shy. “I’d never tried the pretty girl with a cardboard sign thing. I said I needed gas money, which is not a complete lie. Then people saw Blue and seemed to think, Shit, she really does need it.”
I surprise myself by snorting a laugh.
“I did get to wave my knife at a creep, so that was fun.”
I instantly sober. “What happened?”
“Nothing. He was just a loser saying I could get in his car instead.”
“What if he—”
“I’ve hung around enough gas stations and motels to know which guys are actual trouble and which ones are just pathetic.”
“Okay,” I say hesitantly.
She looks down at our hands. “I didn’t know if you’d reach out to me again, but I wanted to be prepared if you did. I wanted you to have somewhere to rest. At least for a night.”
I take another breath, brushing my fingertips along her palms as I think. “Shiara told me to trust the wolf. You wanted me to trust the wolf,” I say.
“Of course!”
“You have to trust the wolf too. There are things that set her on edge. I feel like I don’t exist when she’s upset.”
Kalta nods gravely.
I keep thinking aloud, unraveling the cycle we’ve trapped ourselves in. “She likes feeling connected to people. She doesn’t like surprises. I think . . . she really liked that restaurant owner. Seeing those family photos reminded her of having a pack and belonging somewhere. She doesn’t want to be forgotten. It might feel safer to you, but it doesn’t feel safe to her. Wolves already don’t have a place in the world.”
Kalta’s sigh is burdened. “I’m so sorry, Yasmine.”
“I know you’re trying to keep us safe. I thought I was keeping myself safe too by suppressing the wolf. But maybe . . . since we’ve tried everything else, we let the wolf lead?”
It’s not easy to suggest, but once I do, the agitated pacing inside me subsides. I breathe a little easier. The wolf has only ever wanted to run. The answer I didn’t want to acknowledge was always in the woods. Maybe, if I went with the wolf, I’d find my way back to my heart.
“Okay,” Kalta agrees, squeezing my hands.
I kiss her, and she smiles against my mouth. “Thank you,” I say, licking the last water droplets from her collarbones. She shivers, and I rest my cheek against the beat of her heart. I miss mine.
“You still smell aroused,” I say.
She digs her nails into my back and pulls me down on top of her. “That’s because you still owe me, you silly wolf.”
I kiss her again. I will always revel in Kalta’s skin. I will never cease to discover more in the subtle notes of her scent. The intensity in her eyes rivals what I’ve seen when she harnesses magic, but this is just for me. I’ve summoned this.
“Then I’m sorry I kept you waiting,” I say.
She grasps my shoulders and shoves me between her legs. “You can show me how sorry you are,” she teases.
Her inner thigh beckons me first. I taste her skin, grasp the soft flesh of her hip.
Kalta squirms. “This is how you apologize? By continuing to deprive me?”
“You are not deprived,” I murmur against her.
I can’t see her face, but I know she’s pouting. I take a gentle bite of her thigh, just enough to make her gasp without breaking the skin. When I finally turn to where she wants me, I pause to savor the scent caught in her hair. I think she’ll tease me again, but her body has become a tight cord of anticipation. I taste her, and she sighs my name, and I know she won’t last long.
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Rainbow oil slicks shine in the motel’s cracked parking spaces, and every pothole in the lot is filled with dirty water. Kalta hops over them on our way to the truck. The air is saturated with such a strong oil-and-grit smell that I taste it in the back of my throat. Big trucks roar by, their exhaust stinging my eyes. The wolf’s longing for the woods swells in my chest where my heart should be. For once, I want to follow her. I can only hope our new allyship will mean the return of my strength. 
“I didn’t know it rained so much last night,” Kalta comments, squinting up at the clear, early morning sky.
“You slept pretty hard,” I say, and because I feel bold, I add, “You can thank me.”
Her eyes spark. “Maybe I will.”
I’ve rarely felt completely at ease in the truck, but last night’s rain and conversation have given me hope. I roll down the passenger window and allow the fresh morning to wash over me as Kalta finds narrower and more obscure back roads. The trees get taller, the houses more infrequent. A flash in the trees makes me sit up straighter.
“Wait, slow down,” I say, wondering whether I’ve glimpsed our deer again.
Kalta brakes without question.
“Here! There’s a path.” I point, spying a break in the trees and the bald earth from tire ruts.
Kalta scrunches her face, not seeing the spot until we’re nearly upon it. “Courtesy of some off-roading enthusiasts,” she says under her breath, steering the truck from the narrow country road.
Branches thwack and scrape the sides of the truck as we venture into the trees, catching and rattling the old antenna. For once, the noise doesn’t set the wolf on edge. She’s become a hound of singular focus, her nose pointed toward our destination. I don’t see the deer or anything big enough to have been what caught my eye when we were on the road, but my certainty in our direction holds.
Muddy tire ruts multiply at a fork. I choose the right path. The air is close here, all the heavy, soaked wood overhead still harboring the rain. What trees haven’t lost their foliage seem newly dyed, their greens brighter and their bark darker. We come upon a fallen tree to the right of our path that has cleared the area around it. Saplings have attempted to spring up in the new space, and some opportunistic mushrooms sprout in the remains of the great log. Just enough room remains for Kalta to park to the side of the path. I jump down from the truck and bound over the tree, certain of what I’m seeking as if I buried something here not so long ago.
Kalta hangs back. “What are you looking for?” she calls.
It’s not easy to miss. Inside a fairy ring, a heart lies in the grass. There’s no animal around it, no carcass. Just a fresh, red heart.
I step into the fairy ring and kneel. Silence engulfs the clearing, and I glance back to see Kalta’s caught up to me, the keys in her hand.
She stops at the edge of the fairy ring when she sees the heart. Did she glimpse this dream too? When she recovered the wolf, when she found us, did it make sense that a body could be alive and so lifeless at the same time? And what did the wolf think when she did this to me—you’re not using this, so I will take it until you decide to? Kalta doesn’t ask questions or enter the ring with me, but she settles nearby, a welcome presence in my peripheral vision. This is a ritual I have to do without her. We both know it.
Scooping the heart into my hands heightens the emptiness inside me. I think of home and the pack running without me. I think of Pickens County and its woods, the only place I belonged and the one place I wouldn’t let myself claim. I think of how I always wanted to run away but could never imagine what I’d be running to. I’m a useless girl, always emptying myself because I was afraid of holding on to anything and how that might make me hope for something I couldn’t deserve.
The heart is still slippery, its blood unclotted. I know by the scent that it doesn’t belong to a deer or any other animal. It could only be mine.
I could leave it here. I could keep running from the wolf. But I want to stop leaving myself behind.
I lift the heart to my mouth. My teeth are sharp.
The heart is not in good condition because I haven’t been kind to it. It tastes like deer after a stressful season. It tastes like prey too sick to run. I can barely stomach it.
Across from me, the wolf settles on her haunches and tilts her head in question.
I’m sorry, I tell her.
She gives me a long whine.
I’m really sorry, I say, clutching the half-eaten heart to my chest, wishing I could just push it through my ribcage, wishing it weren’t so miserable to put us back together. I reach for the wolf, and she lets me throw my arms around her. I bury my face in her fur and squeeze my heart in my fist and cry. The wolf smells like home—pine sap and red clay and open sky. She licks my face. Overhead, a cloud shadows the sun. The sun drifts westward, sinking down into treetops.
At the end, when my hands are empty, my face is smeared with tears and blood, but my chest is no longer silent. I can’t see the wolf anymore, but the peace within tells me she’s still here.
Kalta creeps into the circle and holds my bloody hands. It’s sunset, and I can’t stop crying. She lets me sob into her shoulder until my heart finds its rhythm. That it does is a miracle, the fact that there’s still time and space for me to reassemble myself. At first, I think I don’t deserve it and drop the thought like a hot coal. I want to stop leaving myself behind.
When the worst has subsided to sniffles, Kalta retrieves water and a towel from the truck. She places a hand against my cheek, and I rest my forehead against hers. She’s cool where I’m feverish. I didn’t know I was so warm, but maybe it’s the price of choosing my body for the first time, of adjusting to living.
Kalta’s kiss is gentle, and I lean into it, forgetting all the blood and grief of the past several days. She splashes water onto the towel, and as she wipes my face clean, I can’t stop staring at hers, perfect even if I have forgotten myself and smeared blood all over her in my desperate comfort-seeking. When the towel is too red to be of any more use, she presses what remains of the water into my hands, and I drink deeply, not stopping until I’ve drained the bottle.
She holds her hand out to me as she stands. “Come back to the truck. Rest.”
Kalta hands me a fresh change of clothes and another bottle of water. I dress, and she sets to making a nest of blankets and pillows in the truck bed. I watch her as I sip, shaky from the exertion of reuniting with the wolf. She invites me up when she’s done, and when I settle against the pillows, I notice Kalta’s arranged them so that we can recline and watch the sunset.
“It’s going to be colder tonight,” I say. I don’t know how I know it, but I do.
She snuggles into me. “I’ll be fine. You’re very warm.”
Daytime fades, and once we’ve been quiet long enough, the woods begin to stir—tiny creatures in trees, small things in the brush. They don’t come near the truck. They still know I’m here, but I admire them at a distance, grateful for the wolf’s eyes.
Kalta shifts at my side, pillowing her head in my lap and reaching up to rest a hand on my shoulder. A shy smile tugs at her lips. In the gathering dark, she asks, “Can wolves have human partners? Like, if you can have kids together, are they wolves? Or are they human?”
“My dad was human.”
“Oh!”
“My parents divorced before I was born.”
“Oh. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. Mom said he wasn’t kind, and she couldn’t trust him with our secret.”
Kalta entwines our hands. A soft frown accompanies her silence.
“Why do you ask?”
“Have you ever wanted pups?”
“I—” Too many thoughts flood me at once. “Right now?”
She laughs. “Not right this second. I mean, just generally.”
“Holy shit, okay.” I laugh nervously. “I’m pretty sure I had some kind of spiritual encounter with myself just now, so it’s taking me a second to feel like the world is real again.” I hesitate. “Did you see the wolf?”
“You shifted when you entered the circle, and then you were a wolf for hours, and you kind of stared into the distance and didn’t move.”
“You didn’t see my heart?”
“If I squinted through the veil, I could see you and your wolf at the same time, but it was a private moment. I didn’t want to intrude.”
“Thank you for staying with me.”
She squeezes my hand. “Of course.”
I return to her question. “Honestly, I don’t know any other wolves like us.”
Kalta grins. “You mean we have to go on a quest to find the other wolf dykes?”
“I’d be up for that trip,” I say, laughing.
“Glad we have our next road trip planned.”
We let the night settle again. Far away, an owl croons to the darkness.
“Witches have our methods, you know,” Kalta adds quietly. “It’s not hard. I’ve seen my aunt do the ritual for a couple before.”
“Oh.”
“I could do it for us,” she says, watching my face. “When I get my magic back.”
I glance away from her. “I don’t know if I could carry pups, Kalta.”
She sits up at that, her eyes wide with concern. “Why?”
“My body changing scares me.” I press a hand to my stomach. “What if I think I’m better, and then pregnancy triggers me? I can’t start purging again if I’m responsible for pups.”
Kalta gathers me into a hug. “I wouldn’t ask you to go through that,” she says.
For so many wolves, it’s hard to imagine a future. I couldn’t see mine. After watching Mom and Shiara sink into lonely bitterness, I thought I’d never find a mate either, much less have the possibility to consider pups. Given how much I struggled with my wolf, I’d started to see our blessing as a curse. It was a thought that would scandalize our elders, but it felt true to me, and if it was a curse, how could I burden someone else with it?
Kalta sits back so that we’re face-to-face. Shyly, she says, “I’d be happy to host some little wolves for a bit.”
I lick her face before I remember how to kiss her. She giggles and hugs me and pulls us down into the pillows.
The snap of a branch startles us both.
Kalta jolts upright, and my newly replaced heart stutters. Out of the trees, two human figures emerge. They were downwind of us, but if I hadn’t been so lost in my conversation with Kalta, I would’ve noticed them lurking in the trees. I shield Kalta with my body, tensing for a fight, until I notice the amber gleam in the strangers’ eyes. Wolves.
“Well, you’re a newly bonded couple if I ever saw one,” calls one of the wolves.
She’s built like Shiara, stocky and strong. Her denim jacket seems too small for her broad shoulders. A beanie covers her ears. The other wolf has big hair and wears a hot-pink tracksuit that’s overwhelming even in the dark. Half its rhinestones have flaked off. Though she’s shorter than her partner, she manages to be more intimidating. Only someone with confidence in excess would wear a velour tracksuit into the muddy woods.
“Maybe don’t sneak up on us,” I say.
“Well, that’s why we snapped the branch,” the first wolf says. “I’m insulted that you think we’d be so clumsy.”
The pink one steps forward. She leans against the open tailgate. “Maybe find someone else’s woods to rut in with your”—she peers behind me at Kalta, sniffs—“human.”
The stocky one takes a seat on the tailgate, and if Kalta could bristle, she would. “What Chelsea means is how did you two meet?” the wolf asks, attempting to smooth things over.
I feel Kalta caught between offense and awe, the same tangle I’ve found myself in. The tension between a territorial standoff and the tail-wagging certainty that they’re like us is a clash I’m unprepared for.
“Do you want to have a conversation, or do you want us to leave?” Kalta asks.
“Let’s start over. I’m Meyer, and this is my beloved,” she says, nodding at the pink wolf, “my moon in the sky, the howl in my throat.”
The pink wolf rolls her eyes, but there’s fondness in it. “If Meyer likes you, you can stay, I guess.”
Meyer claps her hands. “Been a while since we’ve had a hunt with some friends.”
Chelsea rolls her eyes again. “We just met. And only one of them has the teeth for it.”
“But they seem fun.” Meyer turns her full attention back to us. “So where are y’all from? How’d you meet?”
“Um.” We haven’t had the chance to rehearse and agree on a meet-cute story. I answer the first question. “Alabama for me.”
Kalta sits beside me and crosses her legs. “Atlanta.”
Chelsea sniffs again. “How did you find yourself a wolf girl from Alabama?” she presses.
A shiver of insecurity reaches me through the bond, the same I felt when I introduced Kalta to the pack. Standing up to the scrutiny of wolves is the only time she doubts herself. I swallow the growl in my throat. Chelsea’s rudeness isn’t worth a fight.
“I don’t know, I just . . .” Kalta glances to me. “I dreamed of her, and I knew that if I followed my heart, I would find her.”
Chelsea’s lips quirk down. “Y’all ruin our woods and hunt us to death, and now fate’s just”—she gestures sarcastically to the sky—“blessing you with the sacred bond, huh?”
My teeth and claws spring to our defense, the growl that’s been threatening in my throat unleashed.
Chelsea smiles with wolf teeth. “You wouldn’t stand a chance against me, little thing.”
Meyer’s hand comes down gently on Chelsea’s shoulder. “The girl’s a witch, babe. She smells like that Chicago lady we met on our trip.”
Chelsea scrunches her face in thought, and the fight melts from her stance.
“The one who made you the good coffee,” Meyer prompts.
“Oh!” Chelsea exclaims, her face lighting up.
Kalta asks what witches smell like. The three of us wolves exchange glances as if reaching a consensus.
“The earth, but funny,” Meyer offers eventually.
New curiosity glimmers in Chelsea’s gaze. “Fine. You’re okay, witch girl,” she says warmly.
Meyer points to me. “What’s your name?”
I’ve never met such an unbalancing couple.
“Yasmine,” I answer.
Meyer nods into the trees ahead. “Come with us, Yasmine.”
Kalta grasps my arm, her glare trained on the wolves. “Whatever you have to say to her, you can say in front of me.”
Meyer chuckles, holding her hands up in a gesture of innocence. “We were tracking a herd when we noticed y’all. We could use the help.”
“We do not need help,” sighs Chelsea.
“But we want Yasmine’s help,” Meyer rejoins.
Chelsea looks askance at Meyer, but in a blink, unspoken understanding passes between them. Her offended frown recedes, and when she looks at me again, it’s as if she’s seeing me for the first time. I meet her openness with my own, letting go of my sharpness, my defensive posture. Kalta breathes easier at my side, my newfound ease reaching her through the bond.
Meyer’s face brightens at the shift in energy. She nods to Kalta. “And your name?” When Kalta obliges, she grins. “You wanna put in your order now? What are you feeling tonight? You want white meat, dark meat? You want a big drumstick to yourself?”
Kalta laughs. “Whatever is fine with me as long as you cook it first.”
Meyer claps her hands. “Excellent. Let the hunt begin.”
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Meeting a lesbian wolf couple in their early forties seems like magic in itself. As an awkward teen in the school library, I asked the internet search bar, “Can wolves be gay?” long before I had the courage to say anything to my mom. Peers’ stories of their parents scared me. Though no one in the pack held the beliefs of the human culture around us, it was everywhere we went, as pervasive and inescapable as air. I’d absorbed the same fears of rejection as any person would. 
Years passed between that internet search and asking Mom whether I’d ever know the bond. I was twenty and watching my packmates’ futures snap into place, worrying that I was too weird for the magic to find me. That was one of the rare times Mom hugged me. For as long as that embrace lasted, we were united. All our petty squabbles and jealousy over who was more or less wolf vanished, and we became our simple roles. A mother. A daughter. And all the care one would hope for in that first, fundamental bond. She even apologized—for not making her support undeniably clear, for leaving space for doubt.
“You’ll find your mate,” she assured me—though she’d never found hers.
Meyer and Chelsea bound ahead of me like puppies, nipping and yapping at each other. Only when we catch the scent of the herd’s trail do they sober. The deer aren’t hard to find. These are Meyer and Chelsea’s woods, and they’ve clearly hunted this herd before. An aged bond and decades of experience on the hunt mean that they don’t even need to share a glance before parting ways, setting the foundation for the night.
Early evening finds the deer active, searching for whatever food wasn’t drowned in the recent rain or bitten by frost. Chelsea darts ahead of us, red coat flashing between dark trees. She skirts the herd and will be the one to initiate the chase. Already, heads are lifting, ears and tails flicking. The deer jostle, a single body vibrating with anticipation. I count just over twenty of them.
I hang back with Meyer, waiting to close in opposite Chelsea and route the deer. Head down, Meyer’s ears twitch as she observes, a focused look I’ve seen on seasoned wolves who can predict which among the herd will become the easy stragglers. 
Unlike Shiara, I didn’t take quickly to the hunt. While she claimed the heavy role of taking down prey, I was still hanging back with much younger wolves who were observing the hunt in order to learn its dynamics. It wasn’t that I didn’t know what my role would be. It wasn’t that the older wolves didn’t try to coach and encourage me. I was scared I would let down the pack. That’s what I told myself and others for so long. But now, standing beside Meyer, I know I was mostly scared of what I could do. I was scared of what I could be.
Across the way, between velvety deer bodies, Chelsea meets our eyes. A check.
Ready?
Meyer tenses, sharing one last look with me, before she and Chelsea dive toward the herd’s center as one unit. With the pair on the move, I can see what Meyer saw, can spot where the leading deer will turn. Their run stresses the middle of the herd. Many of the deer are now too focused on the pair of wolves suddenly alongside them to keep track of me. I may not be strong like Shiara or Meyer, but as someone always caught in flight mode, I know how to run.
Keeping to the dense cover of the trees, I follow Chelsea and Meyer at a distance, eyeing how the herd regroups, closing ranks to keep the wolf pair out. Chelsea risks a nip at the heels of a younger deer that startles and kicks. She dodges, slows, and finds another to harry. Meyer disappears briefly on the other side of the herd. Chelsea brings up the rear. Slowly, their agitating shifts the herd’s path toward me.
My muscles strain. My lungs fight. It’s been a long time since I’ve run like this, and a history of depriving my body catches up to me now. I can’t run down a herd for hours.
I break from Meyer’s pace and dart ahead. The herd’s attention snaps to me. Meyer and Chelsea take advantage of the shift, dropping their positions to find new, surprising bids. I spot our mark—an older doe at the herd’s perimeter whose coordination with the rest slips for a precious second.
Chelsea darts into the space, cutting the doe off from following the herd’s startled drift to the right. The deer leaps left only to meet with the snap of Meyer’s jaws. And then there’s me, facing her head-on. The herd’s escape seems far away.
Winter has been hard on the doe. The run, as it has for me, has been hard on her. We stare each other down and huff our breaths, and Meyer and Chelsea close in from behind, giving the deer no place to run except at me.
The doe flicks her ears, glances behind, then sizes me up. A litany of fears run through my mind. I’ve never intentionally killed anything. I’m unathletic. I have no technique, no strategy. The doe’s eyes are large. I can see myself, a small coppery dot in their reflection. She sees a wolf, my simplest truth. I am a wolf, have always been.
I feel the kill in my body. The wolf summons it. I shed my human fears and allow my true self forward. Let instinct take over. Feel the muddy earth beneath my paws.
The deer takes her chance. She leaps to the side. I follow. I trust my legs, my teeth.

    
  Blood stains my mouth, and a dead deer lies at my feet. Its throat bears the stamp of my teeth. I don’t know how it got there. I let go of my human thoughts, and now I’m here on the other side. Chelsea and Meyer run celebratory circles around me, nuzzling my face and mingling our scents as if we’re a real pack, as if I contributed something, as if I belong. 
The buzz of the hunt winds down fast, leaving me exhausted and back to overthinking. I can tell when Meyer is drifting back to her human thoughts because she stands over the deer, considering it carefully. Her shift is efficient and effortless, a no-nonsense blink from wolf to human. Chelsea yawns into her human form, indulgently slow but just as easy. I reach for the border between my selves and find it denser than I remember.
Packing myself back into my human skin is the hardest it’s ever been. I’ve never experienced this problem in reverse. It’s always my true self I’ve had trouble arriving at. I whine and shake my head and try again.
Meyer abandons the deer and squats before me. Her muscles are even more impressive without her clothes to hide them. I shrink again, self-conscious about shedding my fur and exposing my meager body.
“Hey,” she says, brushing a hand through my fur. “No need to force it. You’ll always shift when you’re ready.”
“You did good for a first kill,” Chelsea says from where she stands behind Meyer. The wolf is in her grin again.
“Chels,” Meyer sighs.
“You weren’t going to tell her!”
“Because I didn’t want her to know we knew!”
Chelsea huffs a laugh. “You can always tell a wolf’s first real hunt. And she did good.”
“She did.” Meyer shoulders the deer on her own. “Let’s head back to the truck so I can get my knife.”
I feel especially like a pup bounding alongside them, but Meyer was right. As soon as I glimpse Kalta through the trees, the fraught divide in me falls. I find my soft human feet, and I run to her.

    
  Meyer hauls the field-dressed deer into the back of the Silverado while Kalta, Chelsea, and I squeeze into the cab together. Kalta takes a thumb to my cheek and wipes away a smudge of dirt or blood. It’s a cute gesture because of how futile it is. All three of us wolves are covered up to our elbows in woodsy grime, and we simply didn’t pack enough towels to bathe a small pack. 
The heavy lifting done, Meyer comes around to the window to give Kalta directions to her and Chelsea’s place. She insists on dining under the stars but says that, for Kalta’s sake, we’ll need the firepit.
The tracks through the woods exit onto another narrow country road. No other cars are out this late. Despite the chill, Kalta rides with her window down, and I breathe deep of the crisp winter and woods. Chelsea opens the passenger side window, leans into the night, and howls. From the back of the truck, Meyer joins her song. Kalta smiles and rests a hand on my knee.
“You’re different,” she says into my ear. “The hunt was good?”
I nod. Running with Meyer and Chelsea was its own kind of magic. Despite the exertion, I feel renewed, strengthened by this spontaneous community.
Kalta smiles. She’s so beautiful in the night’s silver light.
The bond is almost surreal in its peace. I’ve never felt it like this, never felt us like this. Being in the moment has been hard when my body itself felt so unsafe, but for the first time, I’m safe.
A lonely black mailbox is the only indication of a house hidden away in the trees. Kalta can’t see it at all. Chelsea says, “Okay, slow. Here. Right here.” We follow a shorter dirt path up to a log cottage with tall windows and wide glass doors as if its inhabitants need to have a view of the woods at all times. A warm glow spills out into the night. Just as Chelsea and Meyer have started to feel familiar and safe, this place feels like home.
Chelsea lovingly scolds Meyer from doing all the heavy lifting and says she’ll take the deer out to the shed and start the fire. “Y’all will have to come back once we smoke this one,” she says, hoisting the deer. “It’s Yasmine’s kill, so you can take as much as you want.”
“Wait. I thought y’all went hunting for dinner,” says Kalta.
“Oh, sweet city girl,” Chelsea sighs indulgently. “It takes time to do a deer right.”
“We just wanted to hunt with Yasmine,” says Meyer. “We still have meat from last week’s deer.”
“You can show them your studio while I cook,” Chelsea says, tossing a wink at Meyer before starting into the dark.
A shy grin spreads across Meyer’s face. “Okay. I see how it is.”
“If you won’t show off your work, I will!” Chelsea says proudly.
Inside, the cottage is rustic and warm, its open floor plan and vaulted ceiling lending the illusion of more space than it seems to have from outside. Stairs on the right lead to a loft bedroom, and the door to the left hides what I think might be the studio Chelsea mentioned. After we wash the worst of the dirt and blood from our hands and arms, Meyer leads us past a wall of framed photos—she and Chelsea and other wolves in and out of their human forms. My favorite is one of Chelsea and Meyer sitting face-to-face as wolves, their noses touching to form a heart shape.
Meyer laughs when she notices which one has caught my attention. “One of our wedding photos,” she explains.
Kalta rests her chin on my shoulder to peer at the picture. “It’s beautiful.”
“So, um,” Meyer starts, shuffling over to the door on the left. “Chelsea says you’re welcome to stay the night. There’s a daybed in the studio if it suits you.”
Flipping on the light reveals a wall of neat art supplies—charcoals and pencils and paints in little baskets and cubbies. In contrast to the tidy storage, a chaotic desk on the opposite wall is stained with a mosaic of pigments, stacks of papers shoved aside to make room for a work in progress. An empty easel stands beside the desk, and on the far wall, a daybed piled high with pillows and pelts sits beneath a wide, dark window.
“Chelsea made me get the daybed after I kept falling asleep at my desk. It’s nice for guests too.”
But Kalta, mesmerized by the framed work above the desk, barely hears the explanation. “These are amazing!” she exclaims, leaning in to get a better look at watercolor landscapes and sketchy wolves. I’m drawn to what I think is a photograph of a pinecone, only to get closer and realize it’s done in colored pencil.
Meyer turns shy again. “It’s just what I see when I’m out, you know? Chelsea wanted to frame them.”
“Chelsea was right,” Kalta says with a sigh.
“I’m gonna check in on her,” Meyer says, backing toward the door as if ready to flee any further praise. “Y’all get settled in,” she adds before ducking out.
When Kalta’s given her appreciation to the last piece of art, she flings herself across the daybed and lets out another sigh, this one more burdened than her last. A flicker of thought shines at the edge of my awareness.
“Your brother,” I say.
She withdraws the pale drawstring bag from her pocket. “I need to do the ritual tonight. It’s Derek’s last chance at peace.”
She never told me his name. I nod, my throat suddenly tight. “Do you still want me to help?”
She sits up fast. “Yes. Definitely, yes. Please stay.”
I join her on the bed. Our bodies fit together as if they were made for each other, and I hold her until she’s ready to speak again.
“The magic is stronger in community,” she says. “It’s hard to hold an entire life by yourself. That’s why we brew the tea together. It’s why we grow the roots in our ancestors’ ashes. We’re all connected.” Kalta’s agitation grows as she explains, her voice shaking. “We have magic because we have each other. That’s the foundation of everything. That’s what witches are!” Pressure builds behind my eyes, and Kalta cries angry tears. “But that’s not codified in the council’s rules. Real craft doesn’t matter to them.”
Breathing is hard when Kalta’s like this. I hold her anger and my own, hold her anger as my own. I want to fix this. I want to protect her, and I can’t. The past is closed. The only thing I can do is help her move forward a little at a time, and that doesn’t feel like enough, especially in moments like these.
“I know what a blood witch is now,” she says, so quiet I almost miss it. She puts her hand to her chest where I feel the ache in my own. “We’re exiles. Either we turn to blood shortly before we’re kicked out because things are already falling apart, or we’re cut off from our covens and have no other choice.” She grabs my hands as if she can press the realization into them. “Magic,” she says, “is this huge thing that’s always been inside you. But if you can’t feel the earth or your community, you’re left alone with yourself, and all you have is blood.”
I hold her gaze, red not with magic but exhaustion.
“And then the council, instead of making sure no one feels this way, makes it wrong to feel this way. Blood magic isn’t a threat to any coven because eventually we all disappear and no one asks where we are and we’re all just dead like my brother!”
Kalta cries like a great injured animal—a rampage that could raze a forest. I hold her and try not to stare too long at the gulf within her, try not to fall in myself. It’s wider and deeper than she ever let me see, and I need to be able to pull her up.
Distantly, my name reaches me. A touch that isn’t Kalta’s lands on my shoulder. I look up to see Meyer, blurry through my tears. She smells like woodsmoke and spices, the sort of warmth both Kalta and I were attracted to like dogs left out in the rain. I don’t know when I started crying too. I forgot where we were, forgot the hunt and my heart and the answers I found in the woods.
Meyer’s frown is sympathetic. “Can we help?”
Chelsea stands in the doorway, her arms crossed and face pinched.
It’s still hard to breathe. I nod to Meyer’s question. She reaches for Chelsea who steps into the room and joins their hands. Meyer rests a hand against my back, right where the ache lives.
“Kalta,” Chelsea says gently, and Kalta, red faced and miserable, finally raises her head from the crook of my shoulder. Her gaze flicks to Chelsea’s outstretched hand, and she grasps it like a drowning person.
Magic happens, the same as how Meyer calmed us all in the woods, except I didn’t recognize it for what it was back then. The loop between me and Kalta steadies, no longer feeding the same pain back and forth. I’m tired and sad, but the storm spins itself out.
Kalta takes a grateful breath, her attention locking on Meyer. “You’re a witch,” she says.
Meyer laughs awkwardly. “No, it’s just wolf stuff. There’s the bond between mates but also the bond among a pack. It’s how we hunt without words. It’s how we live. It’s humble magic.”
“We’re not a pack though. I’m not a wolf.”
Meyer cocks her head. “It seems to have worked well enough.”
Chelsea adds, “It’s hard to process pain together when the bond is new, even harder if you’re already hurt when the bond forms.”
I think I might cry again at her simple acknowledgment. We are hurt! The small thorn behind every big thing.
“We’ll be outside when you’re ready,” says Meyer.
The door closes.
Kalta huffs and wipes her eyes. “I’m a mess, Yasmine.”
“I am too.”
“I’m so angry,” she says, the passion wrung from her voice.
“I know.”
Her smile is tired. Her kiss tastes like salt.
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We dine beneath a web of fairy lights. The firepit still burns high, the wind carrying the smoke away westward. On a bench across from us, Chelsea and Meyer eagerly watch Kalta take her first bites of venison. It’s nearly two o’clock in the morning, but I would stay up all night for this, to see Kalta again at ease, to witness her trying something new and smiling for it. 
Raising her eyebrows, Meyer says, “Yeah?”
Kalta takes another bite, smiles. “Yeah.”
I think Meyer might howl. She settles for a high five with Chelsea.
Having missed the last hunt with my pack, I’m happy to share this meal with Chelsea and Meyer. I’ve never felt so wolf while dining with my hands. I don’t think I could ever prefer grilled meat to the rawness of the hunt, but the couple have managed a perfect sear and marinade that almost make me reconsider.
“How many packs are out here?” I ask.
“Just ours,” answers Chelsea. “The six of us.”
“You two just passing through or staying in the area?” Meyer asks. “We could introduce you.”
“Oh,” says Kalta, looking to me for an answer.
The mention of another pack, of community, makes the wolf perk up. “I think we’re just passing through,” I say. “We . . . don’t really have anywhere in mind though.”
Meyer makes a deliberate slice with her steak knife, frowning down at her plate. “What got you on the road?”
My first conversation with Kalta returns to me. Wolves always know the truth.
“I killed a bunch of goats. A farmer saw my face.”
Chelsea’s eyes widen. “Your human face?”
“I didn’t have good control over my shifts.”
Meyer’s sigh is heavy.
“She didn’t see my wolf,” I add quickly. “I mean, she didn’t see me as a wolf. She just thought I was a crazy girl, I guess, which is bad too.”
“You’re running,” observes Chelsea. “And you’re grieving,” she adds, looking to Kalta.
I don’t mention the witch vision. I’m too tired and sad to be a wolf goddess savior. Maybe I’m just a poor wolf girl who met a poor witch girl, and we both desperately needed a story to find our way out of our pain.
Kalta sets her utensils on her empty plate. I missed her clearing it. I still have half my cut of venison.
“I need to say goodbye to my brother tonight,” she says, the old defiance about blood magic in her voice as if any of us will challenge her. “My coven forbade it, so I’m the only family he has left.”
Meyer’s sympathetic frown returns. “What family would forbid grieving?”
“The kind who exile their children for blood magic.”
I watch an abridged version of my own processing play out in Meyer’s and Chelsea’s expressions—the push-pull between our mythical belief that witches are always good and blood magic is bad.
“You seem a bit young to . . .” Chelsea trails off.
“When my brother was cut off from the coven, I stopped feeling my magic,” Kalta explains. “It’s like if you couldn’t shift anymore. If you were stuck as a human. You’d do anything to feel like yourself again, wouldn’t you?”
Meyer and Chelsea exchange solemn glances, but their answers, if they have them, are kept to their bond.
“There’s a ritual I’ll do tonight. It’s tradition, but it was taken away from my brother. I’m the only one who wanted to make sure his spirit met peace, so I’ll make tea and say goodbye. If it makes you uncomfortable, I can leave, but I need to do it tonight—” Her voice breaks. “I need to do it before sunrise, or I don’t know what will happen to him.”
I reach for Kalta, lacing our fingers beneath the table. She’s tense again, readying a wall to shield herself from another rejection, but I know how brittle she is now. I don’t trust she can withstand another small tragedy.
Chelsea surprises me by answering first. “We offered you a place to stay, knowing something was wrong. We’re not going to withdraw that offer.”
Kindness breaks her into tears again.
Meyer rises from the table. “You said you’ll make tea?” she asks gently.
Kalta nods, withdrawing the pale bag from her jacket to show Meyer. “I need to brew this.”
Chelsea begins gathering plates and clearing the table as if she’s been given a mission.
Meyer says, “I’ll get the kettle. Is there anything else? Do you need to be alone or—?”
“The ritual is stronger with more witnesses. There’s a better chance I’ll be able to see him.”
Meyer nods. She and Chelsea step up to the porch and into the cottage, Meyer’s hand resting against Chelsea’s back. Even in the middle of all this, the small gesture is so compelling, their ease with each other and this life they’ve built. That they’d share it so generously with us, a mess of a newly bonded pair, is more magic than I could’ve hoped for.
“Okay,” Kalta says, pacing over to the fire. I join her. She shakes out her hands. “I’ve never done this alone, and the elders always lead.”
The night is silent, a gathering of wolves and a roaring fire enough to keep other animals away. I know nothing about the rituals or the traditions of Kalta’s coven, but I ask whether I can help anyway, desperate to carry her through this moment.
“You being here is everything I want,” she says, suffusing the bond with a warmth to match the flames. “When I left home, I didn’t know what I’d find on the other side of all this. I’m glad it was our bond.”
Kalta traces her fingertips along my palm, turning it toward the light of the fire, and the small touch is enough to raise goosebumps along my skin. I hope it will always be this way. I hope her power over me never fades. She follows the lines of my palm with her thumb, humming thoughtfully.
“What?” I ask, leaning in to see what she sees.
“Our lines have shifted in just a few days,” she says, holding her palm up beside mine.
“You’ve been keeping track?”
I’ve barely ever given my palms much of a glance. I’m most aware of my hands after a particularly hard shift, when the memory of paws turns me uncoordinated and clumsy. Once, when I was counting the drawer at work, Ruthie commented that I have pianist hands. I told her they’d been regrettably wasted on me.
“Divination is a family specialty,” says Kalta. “Though I think I’ve been wrong.”
“About what?”
“I said prophecies rarely happen at home, but I think home is the point. What Meyer did made me think. Wolf magic. We need the pack. The same way my magic needs a coven.”
The door slides open behind us, and Chelsea sets a tray on the cleared table. In the center, a teapot steams. Around it, four gilded teacups await their ritual.
“These are gorgeous!” says Kalta, leaning in to admire their flourishes.
“They were passed down to me from my grandmother’s set. She was fascinated by human luxuries like these,” Chelsea says. “I don’t take them out much, but tonight seemed like the right time.”
“Thank you,” Kalta says, so overcome that her awed gratitude rushes through the bond. “When I left home, I didn’t believe anyone would help me honor him. So—thank you,” she repeats, meeting our eyes in turn.
Chelsea and Meyer murmur their support, and Kalta’s gaze lingers on me. The fire flickers in her eyes, strong and red. She stands as someone who casts her own fate, her future written with her own blood. If she wants to be a goddess, I believe her. She will always be mine. Kalta holds her hand out to me. I join her at the other end of the table, and we face the flames together.
A long moment passes—Kalta standing deathly still, the bag of roots cupped in her hands. Nothing passes through the bond, no glimmer of a memory, no anger or regret. She’s wiping this moment clean, readying for whatever follows.
Kalta opens the lid of the teapot, then pours the dried roots into her hands and cups them against the wind. Behind closed lids, her eyes sweep a dark landscape I can’t see. She’s reaching beyond the night.
The peaceful dark kicks up a howling wind. It whips through the yard, threatening the fire as if it’s a mere candle. Meyer and Chelsea startle and grasp each other. This isn’t a natural southern wind. Its claws are arctic and bitter, called down from a place beyond Earth.
Kalta’s whisper cuts the howl. “Derek,” she says, and the rampage halts. “It’s just me.” She opens her eyes, adding, “And some friends.” She lets the roots fall from her hands into the teapot and closes the lid. “We’re here to sit with you.”
So we sit, and the tea brews.
“I want to tell you about Yasmine,” Kalta begins. “Can you see her?”
My skin prickles with the awareness of being watched, that animal instinct that tells you you’re not alone. At the edge of the yard, past the halo of the fire, a tall figure stands and looks. He’s a hazy silhouette, barely distinguishable from the trees if not for the starlight in his eyes. My heartbeat quickens. I didn’t know it was so easy to summon the dead. But he seems so lonely, so far away, too fragile to venture toward the fire. Chelsea and Meyer follow my gaze, but they seem to sweep right past his shadow. Kalta’s called his attention down on us alone.
“I found my soulmate,” Kalta says, leaning into me. She talks as if her brother is only across the table, right where Meyer and Chelsea are. She looks through them and laughs and says, “Red wolf, not gray wolf. But good guess. They’re smaller and cute and—” She looks at me as if surprised to find me beside her. “I love her, yeah.”
Heat blooms in my face. Kalta awkwardly fusses over the teacups, setting them in front of each of us and pouring a serving from the pot. Rich gold swirls into my cup, the scent of the roots transformed by the alchemy of water. An aromatic plume of loamy florals, like a freshly overturned flower bed, rises to my nose. Kalta serves herself last, her hands shaking as she returns the teapot to the tray.
“There are two more people here—Chelsea and Meyer,” Kalta continues. “We just met, but . . . they’re good friends. This is Chelsea’s grandmother’s tea set. She let me borrow it to share with you.”
Both wolves sit up straighter when they feel Derek’s presence, their attention locking on the shadow haunting the tree line. Chelsea waves shyly. The starlight eyes blink.
“I’ve been trying to take care of Old Blue for you,” Kalta says, her hands around her teacup. “Maybe someday I can get that fresh coat of paint you wanted, the upholstery job, the um.” She swallows, stares into the distance, nods. “I promise,” she says, lacing our fingers atop the table.
Another breath, and Kalta closes her eyes again. Her hand turns startlingly cold in my grasp. When she speaks, a second voice, ancient and eternal, chases hers. “While the tea is hot, we drink to life,” she recites, raising her cup. We follow her lead, and she meets our eyes with silver in her gaze.
The chill in the night has barely cooled the tea. It’s startling on my tongue, flavorless but evocative. Through the drink, Kalta’s memories flicker at the edges of the present.
Back in the truck, windows down on a summer day. Kalta’s not driving. She sips a blue gas station slushie and sticks her tongue out at the driver. “What about now?” she asks, laughing. Another day, older. A knife trick she’s seen dozens of times before, but stress has made his hands tense. The blade slips. A paper-cut line of blood rises to the surface. He brushes it off with an awkward laugh and a “whoops.” Last day. Kalta watches her father’s back as he hauls a suitcase into the truck and slams the tailgate. The family is happy and saying goodbye and offering their congratulations again. Kalta’s mother has a look on her face that won’t become significant until later, after the exile and the cryptic letters. Could she see how fate splintered?
Memories clear, returning me to the night and Kalta’s cold hand. My teacup is empty. Across from us, Meyer and Chelsea look as if they’ve been woken from a shared dream. The spirit drifts closer to the light, solidifying by degrees. By the time he nears the fire, he wears skin and hair and clothes, an outfit that mirrors Kalta’s—the same leather jacket, jeans, a white tee. His hair looks fresh from the barber, the hairline sharp. Starlight is in his eyes, a reminder that he is only a visitor.
Kalta stands abruptly, tripping over the bench. “I—” She looks from me to the spirit.
“Go,” I say gently, releasing her hand.
She takes two breaths and a shaky step. The spirit’s lost his uncanny stillness. He nods to us wolves like thanking good friends, and all Meyer and Chelsea can do is gape. The effect is striking until Kalta attempts a hug and passes through him. She shivers, and his starlight eyes look sad. He holds his hands out in a gesture of defeat. They speak without words. Kalta’s feelings reach me like murmurs. She glances back at me as they leave for the trees, and I understand that they’ll walk through what remains of the night. I hope sunrise will return her a little more whole.
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At dawn, Kalta snuggles beneath the furs and blankets with me. Her skin is still cold from the ritual. She smells like moonlight and northern winds, of places I’ve never seen. Death’s threshold has left its webs in her hair and dust in her lungs, an intangible  something as obvious as muddy prints across the floor.
“Help me warm up,” Kalta whispers against my throat.
Her touch is ice, but I will hold her for as long as she needs. Save for Chelsea’s wolfish snoring—an intimate and comforting sound despite its pitch—the cottage is quiet. Our room brightens slowly, the winter sun loath to rise. I consider a dozen ways to ask Kalta how she’s doing, what happened, whether the ritual was the closure she wanted.
Eventually, she says, “If I could string together a year of nights, I would. Just so we could keep talking.”
“Yeah,” I say because I can feel her heart.
“But I couldn’t stand to be away from you. I love the way your fur shines in the light.” She lays a cold hand against my cheek. “I want us to sit in the shade together and run through the woods and watch the sunset and do it all over again the next day.”
“I want to go on a real road trip with you. Find magic hiding in the woods. Camp under the stars. Hunt with you.”
Her eyes widen at my suggestion. “I’d get in the way.”
“No.” I kiss her. “You’re perfect. I want you with me.”
She tastes like moonlight too, like frozen metal. I shiver under her icy weight, gasping when she teases a nipple with cold hands.
“Help me warm up,” she says again, this time with a smirk.
Morning wanes to afternoon in a lazy, indulgent blur. Kalta dozes in the crook of my arm, murmuring contentedly in her sleep. I can’t follow her into dreams, not even after staying up all night for the hunt and ritual—or especially after the hunt and ritual. I itch to run again, to meet the earth with four paws and forget about the world pressing down on us.
Meyer and Chelsea eventually make their way downstairs to the kitchen, and I’m content to listen to the cozy rhythm of their lives—wood creaking under soft footfalls, the sizzle of food on the stove, their hushed conversation. Kalta rouses at the smell of sausage, props herself up on one elbow, and looks shocked to see me next to her.
Then she giggles. “Your hair grew while I was sleeping,” she says, running a hand through a thick patch of fur that’s sprouted on my chest. “Ooh, you’re so soft.”
“I was thinking about running,” I say, allowing my fur to crawl up my neck and sprout down my arms, liberating myself inch by inch. Enchanted, Kalta watches. I’ve never been able to indulge in a shift, letting my body drift through slow phases toward the wolf and back again. For once, it does feel as natural as breathing, as walking. In Shiara’s words, I just fuckin do it.
“Running where?” Kalta asks, watching my fur recede.
“Nowhere. Just running, you know.”
A soft knock on the door makes us both look up.
Meyer’s voice drifts through. “There’s breakfast if you’re up.”
Chelsea laughs from the kitchen. “Hell, I don’t even think this is brunch anymore.”
“You can have brunch whenever,” Meyer protests.
Kalta, eager for food, dresses in a hurry. I’m slipping a shirt over my head when she finds something that amuses her among Meyer’s art supplies. I join her at the shelf, leaning in to see what she sees. She points to the handle of a paintbrush, its end pockmarked and scarred. Then she holds up a half-chewed pencil and stifles a laugh. Most of the implements are like this—absentmindedly ground by wolf teeth. I can imagine Meyer at the desk, poring over a piece in deep concentration, only to come back to yet another ruined pencil.
Over food, Meyer asks us about our plans again. I itch to go back east. I want home and its familiar trees. I miss Shiara and her temper. I miss the pack. I want to look Mom in the face again and find a way for us.
Concern creases Meyer’s brow. “Didn’t you say people were looking for you?”
“They’re looking for a girl,” I say. “But I won’t be returning as one.”

    
  In the truck, halfway home, I break our comfortable silence. “I love you too,” I say. 
A slow smile spreads across Kalta’s face. “You are a literal dream come true.”

    
  Sunset arrives along with us, turning Pickens County red orange. Shiara is on the steps just like I hoped she’d be. Her cigarette, forgotten in her hand, ashes as she watches our approach. 
“Is there a hunt tonight?” I call to her.
“Umm,” she starts, dragging out the sound. I gather my bag from the truck and slam the door, startling Shiara to an answer. “Yeah. Yeah, there’s um. You beat everyone here. Why?”
“Kalta and I have an idea. Mom’s home too?”
The trailer’s front door swings open, the screen hitting Shiara where she sits. She drops her cigarette into the grass, curses, and leaps to retrieve it. Mom is too busy staring at me to notice. Our meeting is the opposite of that first time I came home with Kalta. Mom’s walk across the lawn is slow and disbelieving as if she’s witnessed me come back from the dead. When she reaches me, her hands rise to cup my face.
“You came back,” she says.
“I wanted to fix things. I think I know how,” I say, glancing to Kalta.
Mom looks from me to her and back. “Fix what? You can’t show your face in town.”
“I know. I won’t. That doesn’t matter. I’m talking about the blessing. We can find your wolf.”
The hope on her face shatters as if I’ve told a cruel joke. “You come back and immediately start with nonsense,” she says, striding back toward the house.
“No, Mom—”
“I can rebalance the blessing, ma’am,” Kalta says, her voice strong in the gathering dark.
Mom rounds on her, hurt and anger warring in her eyes. “This is old magic,” she says. “Not some little charm.”
“I know,” Kalta says, calm. “Please give me a chance.”
A car starts up the drive, headlights flashing. Farther out, the distinct roar of Javier’s Mustang winds toward us. Shiara mutters and stomps her cigarette out.
Mom’s anger cracks, leaving exhaustion in its place. She throws her hands up. “How?” she asks simply.
Ember and Rowan’s parents arrive with the pups in tow. Mom goes to them first, then waves Kalta over. I wait with Shiara, hanging back by her latest repair project. Kalta looks starstruck by the puppies all over again, her anxiety returning as she explains her idea to the parents. I can hear it in how her voice pitches higher, can see it in how she keeps looking to Mom for support, can feel it in how my own body winds itself tight. The parents hold their squirming pups and look cautiously hopeful, as awed by Kalta as she is by them. The rest of the pack begins to take notice of what’s happening, drawing closer to hear Kalta’s explanation.
“Hope she’s right,” Shiara sighs.
“She is,” I say, going to join her. Shiara warily follows.
The fated bond between mates is magic. The bond among a pack is magic too. Meyer showed us that. Even before the witches, we had more power than we thought. What Kalta and I propose isn’t a spell. Unless a spell is being and seeing and breathing. Maybe it is.
The pack falls quiet. Not even the pups squirm or whine. We’ve never been so still. Shiara doesn’t even glower at Javier.
“Okay,” Kalta whispers, more to herself than any of us.
She invites Mom, the pups, and their parents to step into the center of the circle the pack has naturally formed. A call through the bond is clear. I join them, taking up my place as the link between Mom and Kalta within our inner circle. I’m rewarded with a grateful smile before she closes her eyes and holds her hands open, palms turned upward as if imploring the sky for rain. A gentle wind sweeps through the yard, and with it, Mom’s concerned frown eases. I breathe easier. Some let their eyes drift closed. Magic pools in Kalta’s hands, invisible but undeniable. Blinking her eyes open reveals they’re the same amber as ours. She reaches for Mom with the pack’s collective power, and they clasp hands like long-lost friends. Mom’s eyes fill with tears. Her lips tremble. She’s looking past Kalta, beyond her, at someone or something else. Kalta’s mouth moves, but I can’t hear the words. They’re just for Mom. She shivers when they step back from each other and searches the sky for the moon.
The pups watch Kalta politely from their parents’ arms, a far cry from their usual rambunctious antics. She cups their faces each in turn, resting her forehead against theirs and murmuring soft words into their fur. Standing back and opening her hands again, she lets the power drain away and back into each of us.
A howl breaks the night, and the entire pack follows suit, all of us eager to drop our human skin and welcome Mom, finally, as she was always meant to be. She laugh-cries, trembling, overwhelmed by our wild chorus and a wish come true. Besides Mom, Kalta remains the only person on two legs. She gives Mom’s hand an encouraging squeeze, and I miss what she says to her over the celebratory din. I nudge Mom’s leg, then rise to wipe my muddy paws down the front of her shirt.
“Yasmine!” she scolds, laughing and swatting me away.
The mud is strategic. Mom would never stand to be in dirty clothes.
Her shift is halting and awkward, much like that of a pup, but the pack rallies around her, yapping and howling as she discovers her teeth and fur and paws. Even as she stands before us as herself, a wolf shaking off the trappings of a human life, she seems struck by disbelief. She doesn’t move, doesn’t howl, as if afraid this is a dream and anything will snap her back into the cage of her human body. I go to her first, rub my face against hers, showing her this is real. This is real. Shiara isn’t so gentle. She darts in, aiming a playful nip at Mom’s ear. But Mom, used to wrangling pups and breaking up fights, easily sidesteps, lunging for Shiara in turn with pure, unabashed joy. They dash across the yard, inciting the pack to follow. Caught in the moment’s tide, I move with them, taking a few steps, only to look back at Kalta—alone.
I shift for her. I meant it when I said I wanted her with me, and I will stand naked and furless in the cold for as long as it takes to convince her.
“Run with us,” I say.
“I couldn’t keep up,” she says, watching the pack disappear into the woods.
Amber still shines in her eyes. She is a goddess. My destiny. My perfect fate.
“I won’t leave your side,” I promise. “Just run with me.”
She hesitates a moment more, and then with a wry smile says, “Okay, but let me get in the spirit.”
I don’t have to wonder what she means because she immediately begins stripping out of her clothes.
“You don’t have fur,” I warn. “You’ll freeze.”
She shrugs, letting her bra land where it may. “It’s Alabama. Plus, I’m sure I’ll be plenty hot trying to keep up with you.”
“What if . . . you step on rocks?”
“Nah.”
“Nah?”
She steps out of her underwear, and I’m briefly dizzy, my thoughts reduced to mate, moonlight, mine. Her giggle is stunning. She slaps my ass and runs. “I’m gonna leave you behind, wolf girl!” she calls over her shoulder.
I leap after her, meeting the earth on four paws. I’ve lost sight of the pack by now, but it doesn’t matter. I know the night will lead us back to them. For now, I’m happy to be under familiar trees, to have Kalta by my side and hear her every footfall and huff of breath.
“This is like my dreams,” she pants. “Except I’m sure I’m going to be so sore in the morning.”
I laugh. In my wolf mouth, it sounds like a cough. It earns a true laugh from Kalta.
Blood perfumes the air. By the time we catch up to them, the pack has taken down a deer. Mom is among them, sharing her first taste of the hunt, while Kalta, sweat-damp and panting, looks on with a glint of envy in her still-amber eyes. I feel her hunger as my own—the desperate need to belong, to be certain of one’s place. Grieving her brother couldn’t heal the loss of her coven. That wound remains, as fresh and red as blood on grass.
I take Kalta’s hand gently into my jaws, enough to urge her forward with me. The pack crowds around the kill, everyone eager for their share. Often, I had to jockey for my place if I wanted to eat at all. Eventually, I resigned to waiting for others to take their fill, settling for leftovers as if that was all I deserved. Tonight, though, I make a space for myself for Kalta’s sake. The pack takes notice of her. Pauses, watches.
Kalta lowers herself to all fours and crawls forward expectantly. The deer flank bleeds in my mouth when I tear it free. Kalta holds out her hands. She’s beautiful like this, draped only in night, her eyes shining amber. Mate. Moonlight. Mine.
I place the snatch of meat into her waiting palms. When she lifts it to her mouth, her teeth are sharp like ours.
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