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            ASHES TO ASHES

          

        

      

    

    
      *Isabella*

      

      October, 1885

      

      Acrid smoke singes my nostrils. My lids heavy, I blink, trying to open my eyes. Even as slits, they burn from the gray cloud all around me. Faint sizzling crackles in my ears. The fire is close, so near I can feel the lick of flames devouring the ends of my fur.

      The breeze carries shouts, screams, and howls of both the terrorized and the taunting variety. I struggle not only to regain my vision, but to remember what happened before the incessant pain that radiates up my left side sent me careening into darkness.

      It all comes flying back to me with a force strong enough to topple the most formidable warrior. Shock from the memories so vividly displayed in my mind has my eyes flying open wide. I scan through the wall of smoke, looking for any signs of hope. Is anyone else alive?

      The wind ripples what’s left of the prairie grass on the edge of the forest, ash and fury whipping around the destruction before me. Bare feet flash by, followed by bloodied paws. I manage to lean up on one hand, mustering the strength to stand for only a moment. It is my doubt that sends me back to the ground, not weakness, although I suppose that’s weakness, too—weakness of a different sort. If I get up, won’t they just knock me down again? A burning ache festers up the length of me, and I know it’s not just from where I hit the ground. My left shoulder burns from the bite that sent me sailing. I can’t turn my head in my wolf form to see the damage, but the raw pain, the scent of blood, tell me it’s bad.

      Beside me, a large tree trunk burns. The heat is scorching. Wolves that fight with fire. My pa had warned me of them, but he’s not here now. No one is here to save me or the others in my party. If I’m going to live, I’ll have to get up. I’ll have to fight—or find a way to sneak off into the forest. Thick smoke continues to billow around me. If I can get to my feet, maybe I can slip into the woods, make it back to safety.

      That would mean leaving the others behind.

      From my spot on the ground, I peer through the wreaths of gray. How many of them are still alive? In the distance, I see a small female wolf with blonde fur running for her life. A large male, dark, dirty, and drooling, runs behind her. Her yelps sound almost like human screams as he catches her, leaping onto her back, sending her into the forest floor with one crushing blow. Even through the crackle of the fires, I hear the snap of her bones. When he is sure she is dead, he steps away, chin dripping crimson. She does not get up.

      I swallow hard and conjure the image of a face, the only one who can give me the strength to do what I must. I cannot abandon the others. I cannot defeat this throng either, but I must try.

      The fire that burns around me is not as hot as the one flickering in my soul. Paws to the ground, I push up, my front leg wavering slightly in a pile of blood soaked leaves, but I catch myself and rise to my full height.

      The bloody male who killed the other she-wolf grins, baring his fangs, and turns in my direction. I hold his gaze, knowing there are others nearby that are bigger than he. They will rip my throat out before I can make a sound.

      Through the mind-link, I shout at him, at all of them, in my mate’s native language, “I am Unega Galvlo, Luna of the Shaconage pack. Your warriors kill without cause, a crime against the Moon Goddess herself, and now I will crush your bones and turn them to dust!”

      The warriors around me begin to circle, fangs gleaming in the flickering light of the flames. Snarling, they close in. Once the black wolf with the bloody face is within ten paces, I leap at him, sinking my teeth into his throat. He shrieks and tries to break free of me, but his strength is no match for my fury. As I snap through muscle and bone, my mouth fills with the taste of iron.

      The weight of a large body slamming into my shattered left side registers only a second before agony rocks me, sending me tumbling to my right. My four paws instinctively shoot out, claws elongated, as I attempt to shove the warrior off me, but he is far stronger than I. Another force hits me from the other side, and then teeth sink into my exposed haunch. Even my determination isn’t enough to shake the muscled bodies from my broken bones.

      Still, I fight.

      I fight because I am a warrior. I am a Luna. I am the wife of the Alpha of the Shaconage pack. I fight for honor, for my people, for my family, for the Moon Goddess herself.

      Even as I feel the pain of dozens of teeth sinking into my body, I look out through the smoke, imagining his face. I see him so vividly, his glowing sapphire blue eyes, his black fur like the void between the stars, his muscular physique, strong and powerful, larger than any wolf I’ve ever seen.

      For a moment, I believe I see him there, in the distance, between the trees, hidden by a veil of smoke. I want to believe it’s him, my mate, that he has found me and is here to save me.

      But the pain is overwhelming. My mouth drops open in a silent scream, and my eyes close. Even in this dark, hollow place behind my eyelids where I tried to hide before, I still see his face. The pain begins to dull as I slip into the inky blackness, allowing myself the comfort of letting go. It will all be over soon. I will leave him behind, but I know, we will meet again, in the land of a thousand stars, in a field of grass made golden by the light of the full moon.

      In a place where no one will ever come between us again, where the Moon Goddess shows mercy and love to all of Her people, that’s where we will run free—side by side until the end of time.

      My last breath is shallow, stuttering, a vibration I barely hear.

      And then… I am gone.
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            STAY EAST, YOUNG WOMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      *Isabella*

      

      March, 1885

      

      “It’s an irrational decision.” My pa lowers his mug to the table, setting it down slowly where others would slam it in frustration. His black mustache has a waxy sheen in the light of the fireplace to his right, the left side of his face cast in shadow. Next to him, my ma shifts in her chair, her fingers knit together on the dining room table. I know that expression on her face, the one she wears when she wants to speak but knows my pa is handling the situation by himself. Any word from her would be cast aside by the other men in the room. My uncle, my ma’s brother, sits with his arms folded over his chest. Our neighbor, Mr. Casper, narrows his eyes, unhappy with my pa’s assertion but not sure how to respond. My older brother and my aunt also occupy chairs around our dining room table.

      “It’s the only decision that makes sense,” Uncle Tim replies. He has always been the sort to speak before he thinks. Now is no exception. When he is out of sorts, he’s likely to make all kinds of statements that have no sort of evidence to support them.

      “We are comfortable here,” my pa reminds them both. “Sure, there have been more settlers moving into the territory recently. That was to be expected. But moving west won’t solve that issue. It will only delay it.”

      “The west is a vast open space, Mac,” Mr. Casper argues. No one ever calls my pa by his given name, which happens to be Arthur. “Miles and miles of open land with hardly a dwelling dotting the landscape. Out there, we can claim our own territory, assign a new Alpha, a real Alpha, and finally break free of all these damn humans who think we’re nothing but dogs they can slaughter for their own amusement.”

      I see the left side of my pa’s mouth twitch slightly twice during Mr. Casper’s statement. The first time is when he mentions Alpha Beck. It’s no secret that Beck’s pa took the title illegally when the last Alpha was shot by a human hunter. The details of the dispute are kept secret from most of us youngins. I hope that when I turn nineteen in a few months I’ll be old enough to learn more about our pack history, but even meeting my wolf last year didn’t necessitate my parents cluing me in.

      My pa also had a slight reaction to Mr. Casper’s mention of humans. Whether it be ignorance of our existence or cruelty, they see us as mindless creatures and shoot us down without a second thought anytime they come upon us in our wolf forms. They have no idea that some of the people they do their trading with or purchase goods from at the market are the same “mongrels” they would shoot in cold blood simply because they came across us hunting deer on our own lands.

      Pa takes a deep breath and blows it out slowly. He doesn’t want to go, and I can’t blame him. Our family has lived here for almost two hundred years. They were among the first to settle the territory, back before the great human war, long before the war of attrition twenty years ago that sucked in people like my pa and my uncle to fight on one side or the other simply because not doing so would create questions in the minds of those who cannot shift.

      No, we do not want to go.

      At least, my parents don’t want to.

      When I think about heading west, a nervous tingle erupts deep down in my belly in that space that comes to life whenever the whisper of change is in the air. My mind fills with visions of wide open spaces--tall golden grass blowing in the wind, snowcapped mountains kissing vibrant blue skies, rivers so clear my own reflection smiles back at me. Adventure and excitement beckon to my soul, promising a life I’ll never have if we stay here.

      Our settlement used to be on the edge of civilization, but in my short lifetime, I’ve seen it swallowed whole by the hordes of people pouring in from the east coast and overseas. Humans and shifters alike, they come, looking for freedom, opportunity, and the same auspicious possibilities that whisper my name.

      “Listen, Mac,” Uncle Tim tries again. “There’s a group leaving day after tomorrow. The timing couldn’t be better. If we leave now, we’re certain to get to Wyoming before winter.”

      “Two days?” Ma scoffs, unable to hold back any longer. “You expect us to pack up everything we own and set out for unknown lands in only two days?”

      Uncle Tim looks at my ma as if she has overstepped. Sometimes, I think he forgets my pa treats her as an equal partner, like she is our family’s Luna. As he should. “You don’t need to pack much of anything, Reba,” he argues. “Sell it. You’ll get a good price from all the rich folk coming here to Tennessee from Savannah and Richmond. Money is more valuable than all this.” He gestures at the modest furniture and other possessions my parents have managed to accumulate over the years. Most of it has been in our family for generations.

      “We travel by paw, not in those damn wagon trains the humans have concocted,” Mr. Casper explains. “We move faster that way. We take only what we need.”

      “And what of the children? They can’t shift yet,” my ma asks, not caring if Uncle Tim scolds her again. She gestures in our direction. I sit on the fringes of the dining room, on a cot in the corner. My little sister, Alice, who is eight, and my younger brother, Robert, who will be ten next month, are on either side of me. My cousin Hannah is only a few years younger than me and sits next to Robert on the cot. Her brother, Henry, who just found his wolf, is out hunting with some friends. My oldest brother, Joseph, is considered an adult, so he sits at the table next to Aunt Lena. Neither Joseph nor Lena have said a word the entire duration of the conversation.

      “The children will ride on their parents’ backs,” Mr. Casper says with a shrug.

      “And sleep on the ground?” Pa shakes his head.

      “No.” Tim practically rolls his eyes, and I see my pa’s shoulders tighten. “We will bring tents. Limited supplies. A herd of game.”

      “To be handled by who?” When Joseph finally speaks, he sounds so much like my pa, if I wasn’t looking, I wouldn’t have known it was him who spoke up.

      “We hire some hands to go along with us.” Mr. Casper makes it sound simple enough. “Shifters who have made the run before.”

      My pa is shaking his head before the sentence is even out of our neighbor’s mouth. “No. I will not do that to my family.” The decision has been made, and I feel that prickle of excitement in my gut begin to fade, replaced by the dull ache of acceptance. “We’re staying here.”

      “But we can’t do it without you, Mac.” Uncle Tim sounds desperate.

      Wood screeches against wood as my pa pushes his chair back, walking toward the door. “I appreciate your concerns, I truly do, but my decision is final.” He makes it to the door in two strides and pulls it open. “If you choose to go, I’ll do what I can to help you, but the Mackenzie family is staying here.”

      A cool spring breeze wafts inside as he gestures for our guests to see their way out into the dusk. Distant howls hit my ears, along with the sounds of horse’s hooves, carriages, and a thousand other reminders that our lands are growing more crowded by the day.

      Uncle Tim sighs as he pushes back his chair and gestures for Aunt Lena and Hannah to follow him. Mr. Casper takes an extra moment to stand and trails them to the door. He pauses before following them out, turning to look my pa in the eyes. He has to tilt his head up slightly since Pa is so tall. “You’re making a mistake.” His words are not ominous, only spoken in a tone that makes them seem factual.

      “Have a good night, Casper.” My pa waits for him to step through the door, ignoring his grumbles and shuts it behind him. Then, turning to my ma, he asks, “What’s for supper?” as if the entire conversation has already been forgotten.

      Maybe it has been for them, but that billow of fresh air has reignited a spark inside of me, and that yearning is back. The yearning to run free over open, virgin territory.

      Inside of me, my wolf longs to go. “Head west, young woman,” she breathes.

      And I promise, “One day, I will.”
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            THE FIRST TO GO

          

        

      

    

    
      *Isabella*

      

      “Do you think we’re really staying?” Alice whispers next to me in the dark. “Or will Uncle Tim talk Pa into taking us west?”

      I let out a sigh and readjust on the bed we share. Across the room, I can hear Robert’s breaths and know he’s still awake. He used to share that bed with Joseph before our older brother became too sophisticated to sleep upstairs with us youngins. He sleeps on the cot next to the table now. Our parents’ bedroom is the only other room upstairs. I know they are lying awake now, too, talking about what happened.

      “We ain’t going,” I tell Alice. She lets out a sigh, and I know she’s glad to hear that I don’t think we’ll be leaving the only home either of us has ever known. “You won’t have to say goodbye to your friends any time soon.”

      “Good.” She yawns and rolls over, and I know it’s all settled in her little mind. So easy. So simple. We will stay, and that is that.

      Robert shifts, too, and I have to wonder if he’s not thinking similar thoughts to the ones clouding my mind. He’s always been more like me, longing for something new, something unexpected. A wide open space to run free. He doesn’t have his wolf yet, but when they meet, he will be impossible to corral, just like Ma says I have always been.

      It makes me smile to think of it. Even if I can’t go west right now, someday I think I will. I imagine my wolf running through grass so tall, even my human form would have trouble seeing over the top of it. In my mind, a herd of buffalo appears, and I am there, running alongside the monstrous beasts. I see myself plowing into one, knocking it over, sinking my teeth into its haunches.

      I won’t be doing it alone, though. A large, handsome wolf will run alongside me. My mate. His shiny eyes will meet mine, and we will take on the buffalo and the world together. He’ll be just as handsome in his human form, and all the girls will wish they were the one to feel the bond with him. It makes me smile and almost giggle out loud, but I don’t want to explain myself to my brother and sister, so I hold it back.

      I begin to drift off, letting my imagination morph into dreams of the freedom I feel pulling at my heart. But I haven’t quite reached a deep slumber when a noise in the distance rips through the night, and my eyes fly open.

      A gunshot.

      I’d know that sound anywhere. I’ve heard it a million times before. Our town isn’t lawless like some of the places we’ve heard tell of to the west, but we have our fair share of hunters who trespass on our lands or fools out messing around who meet up with the wrong folk.

      Something about this particular noise has me sitting straight up in bed. I blink a few times, trying to register whether or not the sound was real or part of a dream I hadn’t quite gotten acquainted with yet. Robert and Alice are both asleep, their breaths coming even and slow, and outside my window, I hear only the normal sounds of night. The faint clip-clopping of horses’ hooves on roads blocks away. The whir of night creatures—bugs, toads, and the like. The rustle of the leaves on the trees outside of our window stirred by the spring breeze.

      I swallow hard, noting my mouth is dry, and reach for the glass of water I always have next to the bed. Maybe it was a dream. Perhaps my particular field of bison was about to be invaded by gun toting humans who wanted their furs more than they needed their meat. I lie back down, studying the shadows cast across the ceiling, thinking I’ve overreacted to a dream.

      Then, I hear the screams.

      I recognize them immediately, even though they’re coming from a few houses away. Without a second thought, I fling the covers off my legs and reach for my robe, shoving my arms through and tying it tight before I slip my feet into the old pair of slippers Ma handed down to me earlier in the year when my feet got too big for my old ones. I hear Pa stir in my parents’ bedroom, hear him whisper to Ma to stay in bed, but I know she won’t, and when I throw open our door it’s her I nearly collide with.

      “Go back to bed, Isabella.” Ma looks at me and nods in the direction of the still sleeping children, but I take her statement as more of a suggestion than an order.

      When Pa flies down the stairs, pulling his suspenders up over his shoulders as he goes, I’m hot on his tail. I catch up to him at the door, and he looks back at me for only a second. I see that recognition on his face; he knows I’m here, and he’s not sending me back to bed like Ma. With his acknowledgment, I follow him out into the night, hearing Joseph, who has always been a little slow to rouse, calling after us.

      Ma is muttering under her breath that I should go back inside, but I follow Pa down the street with her trailing behind. The lamps are lit at my uncle’s house, and I can still hear Aunt Lena and Hanna hollering into the night. It’s all screeches and wails, and it’s Ma who has the good sense to shout down the road to the crowd that’s beginning to assemble to send for Doc Milligan, our pack healer. Mr. Campbell, an older gentleman, nods in our direction and turns to dash up the street to run Ma’s errand. Not too many people tell Reba Mackenzie no—with me being the primary exception, it seems.

      I know what to expect when we make it into my aunt and uncle’s house. I’ve put the pieces of the puzzle together by now. But I’m still not completely prepared for it. Bright drops of red blood dot the porch. In the dim light, it’s hard to see, but I can smell them trailing off down the road, into the woods behind the house. Their land. Their home. When you’re a wolf shifter, it don’t matter. Humans will come onto your own territory and make you wish you’d never met your wolf.

      Henry is in his human form, lying on the dining room table, a sheet thrown over him for modesty’s sake. His face is scrunched up in a grimace like nothin’ I’ve ever seen before, and the bright red spot on the sheet grows wider by the second as my aunt grasps his hand, crying and begging him not to go.

      He’s younger than me. Just found his wolf. Now, he’s on the brink of crossing over, losing his life, and for what? So some human can feel proud and mighty? So a new homesteader can pretend they’re safer at night now without our kind prowling through the shadows?

      I stay out of the way knowing why Ma didn’t want me to come. She crosses the room without hesitance and pulls the sheet down to reveal a bullet hole in Henry’s back. My uncle erupts in a fit of tears at the massive size of it. “Goddess, no!” he howls. “My boy!”

      “We ain’t got time for none of that,” Ma tells him in a no-nonsense voice. “Get me the sharpest knife you have. Clean it first,” she says.

      Uncle Tim nods and stumbles off toward the kitchen.

      “Ain’t Doc Milligan comin’?” Aunt Lena sobs, holding onto Hanna for dear life.

      “We don’t have time to waste waiting to see if he’s coming or not,” Ma tells them.

      Pa rushes around her to the kitchen where Uncle Tim seems to have forgotten how to open drawers and comes back with what my mother has asked for, pausing to clean it with some sort of liquor before he hands it over.

      Ma makes an incision, and Henry, who is as pale as death and lifeless up until that moment, grimaces but doesn’t so much as moan. She’s digging for the bullet in his back, and I find myself chewing on my thumb, praying she finds it easy. I can’t imagine how much pain my poor cousin is in.

      Ma fishes it out with her finger, bloodied to her elbows, and plunks it on the table about the time Doc Milligan rushes in, blurry eyed but ready to do his duty. “Thank you, Mrs. Mackenzie,” he says. “I’ll take it from here.”

      Ma steps aside, and Pa hands her something to wipe her hands off on, but we all know they won’t never be clean again. When Doc Milligan looks at the mess he’s inherited, he sighs and shakes his head. “He’s lost a lot of blood.”

      Aunt Lena breaks out into another fit of screams as my uncle wraps his arms around his girls. “Please, Doc. Please. You have to save him. You have to save my boy.”

      The doctor gives a slow nod, but when I look into my ma’s face, I know the truth. I take a step back toward the window, wondering if maybe she was right. Maybe I shouldn’t have come. I ain’t never seen nobody die before, and I’m not sure I want to start right now, with my cousin.

      Flashes of memories come back to me. The two of us playing on the carpet in the living room next to the fireplace when we were knee-high to a grasshopper. Chasing him through the woods on a spring day. The time we snuck up on Hanna and put that frog down the back of her dress. A tear slides down my cheek, and I hastily wipe it away. Far as I know, cryin’ ain’t never brought anyone back to life so ain’t no sense in my thinkin’ it might now.

      I feel it the moment it happens. It’s not a sound or a change in countenance or anything a person can resolve as proof that it’s happened, not in a split second that is, but I knew the moment my cousin left this earth to be with the Moon Goddess. A small shudder went up my spine, and everything stopped moving for a moment, even the earth. Then, the others caught on, and the screaming shook the floors as my aunt near followed right behind him, and my mother tried her best to keep her brother’s family together.

      I looked at Pa, and in that moment I knew what was going to happen. I knew what the next day would bring, and that on down the line, there’d be a lot more moments just like this one with people dying while other people screamed and begged them to stay.

      And somewhere, deep down, I think Pa and me both knew one of those people dying was gonna be me.
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      *Isabella*

      

      Dust rises up off the road, clogging our lungs and coating our tongues. Even though we’re walking on the raised sidewalk that runs along the outside of the shops to keep our boots out of the horse muck, it hasn’t rained much yet this spring, and the grit in my eyes is proof we are due a nice thunderstorm.

      “Where are we going, Ma?” Alice whines, darting forward toward our mother so quickly she near pulls my shoulder out of its socket. Keeping a good grip on her hand, I tug her back. “Sis said we aren’t going west.”

      “That was before.” Ma’s words are clipped. She doesn’t even turn her head to look at us. “We’re just going to listen.”

      On my other side, Robert huffs under his breath but says nothing. I wish I hadn’t promised them anything last night. I’d felt defeated myself and thought there was little chance of us ever leaving this place only to have everything turned on its head when our cousin was killed.

      “We’re doin’ more than that.” Joseph, who is a good four feet behind us and has gotten separated from the rest of the family a few times as busy shoppers exit the businesses around us, stepping into an opening and not recognizing the fact that the young man loping so far behind us is actually part of our party.

      “No one has decided nothin’,” Ma reiterates. This time, she does whip around to give us a stern look before turning back around in time to avoid running into a gaggle of children running down the walkway, laughing, with licorice in their hands. “Heathens,” Ma mutters.

      Pa grunts. He has that steely look on his face, the one that tells us no matter what our mother may be attempting to speak into existence, the decision has, for certain, already been made.

      I knew it last night when Pa’s eyes met mine from across the room, only a flame’s flicker after Henry left this world.

      After that, Uncle Tim had lain into Pa. How could we possibly stay here now? We have to leave now before it’s too late.

      Pa had suggested they wait until today, give it some time and proper thought, but Uncle Tim was more determined than ever.

      Today, a couple of veterans my father is acquainted with from the war are holding a meeting to see how much interest there is in organizing a party. It’s the same one my uncle and Mr. Casper were talking about just a few hours before Henry met his demise. Over breakfast, Ma had ranted about how it was likely to be a bunch of foreigners who don’t even speak the language, folks we won’t even be able to communicate with through the mind-link because they ain’t from our pack.

      Pa, the picture of tranquility, sipped his coffee and reminded her that we’d promised her grieving brother we’d hear them out.

      “I don’t know why we are dragging the children along,” Ma says as we approach the old bank building that now serves as a makeshift meeting space since the new bank opened across town.

      I’m not surprised when Pa pretends he didn’t hear Ma’s statement. He does that when he don’t feel like arguing and doesn’t have an answer she’ll like.

      I’m about to walk inside when I hear a whoop go up across the street. My head turns in that direction, and immediately my mouth drops open as I see what all the noise is about.

      It’s a rare sight for our little town. Feathers, leather, bright colors, long black hair, skin truly kissed by the sun’s rays. Four men walk along the walkway, wide smiles on their faces as they take in everything our Tennessee town has to offer. I can imagine everywhere they look, they see something new and interesting, too, as none of us are anything like them.

      My eyes meet a pair of black glossy orbs, and my breath stutters in my throat. Even though he’s clear on the other side of the street and a team of horses has just raced by, stirring up the dust, I see him as clear as I saw the back of Ma’s head as I followed her here before his very existence snapped me out of one reality and into another one.

      He sees me, too.

      The acknowledgement is small, just a shallow inhale, the tilt of his head, the quirk of a smile in the corner of his mouth.

      Then, his friend says something, and he turns away, shiny black hair floating like ribbons as he turns.

      “Izzy?”

      My attention is ripped back to my family as a yelp escapes my gaping mouth. “Sorry,” I mutter as Pa raises an eyebrow. “That was loud.”

      Again, his only response is a low rumble in the back of his throat that tells me I cannot get anything by the steady eyes of a man who was once responsible for convincing thousands of men to follow him across death’s threshold.

      He holds the door to the bank for us, and we all go in.

      Once again, I’m caught off guard. I was expecting ten or fifteen people, but the entire room is full. Ma lets out an unamused laugh as Pa takes her hand and leads her to a spot with a little more room. I reach for Robert’s hand to pull him along, but he snatches away from me, reminding me he’s not a baby anymore. I let him go, giving him a scowl, and the three of us follow, with Joseph lagging behind.

      Aunt Lena is perched on the edge of one of the few chairs left in the space, a handkerchief pressed to her nose. Hanna sits on the floor next to her, forlorn, and Uncle Tim, whose hands grip his wife’s shoulders, follows us with puffy eyes. Next to him, Mr. Casper and his family stand stoic, their heads tipped slightly as if to punctuate the fact that they wanted to be here all along, and it didn’t take the death of a young man to persuade them to stand with their friends.

      Once we are tucked out of the way a bit, I take a look around. I’ve lived here my entire life and don’t recognize a single face, other than those I’ve already named. Most of these people look like they just swam across the ocean and walked from Savannah or some other port city. They’re dirty. Thin. Their clothes are worn and wrinkled. A few of them cough into their sleeves or sneeze. Ma wraps her arms around Alice and Robert and pulls them closer as if that will keep them from becoming infected with whatever these folks are suffering from.

      None of them look prepared to shift and run for thousands of miles across forests and prairies, to cross mountains, to swim across rapid rivers. What the hell are they thinking?

      “I think we’ll go ahead and get started.” A man with gray hair dressed in a military uniform steps forward, another, slightly younger man in marching garbs at his shoulder. “I’m Major Sanders, and this is Burns. We’re holdin’ this meetin’ to see if there’s any interest in organizing a party to head west—tomorrow.”

      A murmur rips through the crowd, and at first I think it’s because everyone is so surprised that we’re leaving right away, but then, people begin shaking their heads, and I realize they don’t understand a damn word he’s saying.

      Sanders swears under his breath. “Anyone speak English? Parle vous English?” His French accent is almost comical, but I can’t laugh at a time like this, so I bite it back.

      A girl about my age in the back of the room raises her hand. “I do. Some.”

      Sanders swears again, and the girl translates, which has all the mothers covering their children’s dirty ears.

      This time, I can’t help it, and a giggle slips out. Ma elbows me hard in the ribs, and I manage to rein it in.

      “What’s yer name?” Sanders asks her.

      “Genevieve,” she says, bowing her head to him as if he’s the Alpha or something. She steps through the crowd to stand in front of him.

      “All right, Ginny,” he says, like he’s hard of hearing or just doesn’t care that he’s changed who she is. “Tell ‘em everything I say. Every word. Except the swears. Got it?”

      She nods, and when Sanders starts lecturing us all about how we’re basically all starting a slow march into death’s open arms, the girl repeats what he’s saying in French.

      My eyes wander around the room, taking in the various reactions from the crowd. One after another, their mouths drop open as Sanders—and Ginny—explain all the dangers we’ll be encountering should we be foolish enough to embark on this journey. “Deadly snakes, poisonous plants, water that’s not safe to drink, raging rivers, and worst of all, native rogues.”

      When he says those last two words, Ginny’s forehead crinkles, and she turns to look at him. “Native rogues?” she repeats in her thick accent. “I don’t know how to say it.”

      “Wolves that have lived in these parts for thousands of years,” Sanders tells her. “They still think those lands out west are theirs, even though the humans are tellin’ ‘em otherwise.”

      I bite down on my bottom lip, thinking of the four men we saw across the street on the way here, namely the handsome one who caught my eye. They weren’t native rogues—but they were from a native pack. There’s a difference, though I doubt Sanders will have Ginny explain. Some of the packs between here and Wyoming are kind and helpful. They trade with us and the humans. As long as no one tries to take the land where they’ve settled,  peace is possible.

      But further west, we will encounter packs that refuse to budge. They see anyone coming their way as a threat. And maybe they’re right, but that won’t stop the humans.

      And apparently, that won’t stop us neither.

      A thin gentleman with a scruffy beard full of dirt raises his hand. Sanders acknowledges him, but his question is in French. Ginny translates, “Are we taking land that belongs to someone else?”

      A hardy laugh emanates from both Sanders and Burns. “It ain’t theirs if they can’t keep it. Either us or someone else.”

      In response, all Ginny says is, “Oui.” Yes, yes we are.
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