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Becky

The bonfire crackled in the center of the clearing, sending sparks spiraling into the night sky like tiny stars returning home. I shifted baby Becca higher on my hip, her warm weight solid and reassuring against my side. She grabbed at my braid with her chubby fingers, gurgling happily as the flames danced shadows across her round face.

“Becky, stop hogging my daughter.” Judy appeared beside me, her cheeks flushed from dancing. She reached for Becca, but I turned slightly away, grinning.

“She likes me better. Don’t you, Becca?” I bounced the baby gently, earning another delighted gurgle. “See? She agrees.”

Judy rolled her eyes, but her smile was soft. “You’re impossible. Mom wants you to help set out the food before the warriors finish their patrol. They’ll be starving when they get back.”

My stomach tightened at the mention of the patrol, the same way it always did when Dad was out on the borders. I glanced toward the tree line, where moonlight painted the pines silver-white. Everything looked peaceful. The forest was quiet except for the celebration behind us—music and laughter and the rich smell of roasted meat.

“He’ll be fine,” Judy said quietly, reading my expression the way she always could. “Dad’s the best warrior in the pack. He’s been doing this since before we were born.”

I nodded, swallowing the knot in my throat. “I know.”

But knowing didn’t stop my fingers from curling tighter into Becca’s soft onesie, didn’t stop my heart from beating just a little too fast whenever I thought about rogues and border breaches and all the dangerous things that lurked beyond our territory. Dad had told me a thousand times that Moonshine Pack was safe, that our warriors were strong, that I didn’t need to worry. I tried to believe him.

Judy took Becca from my arms this time, and I let her go reluctantly. My sister kissed the baby’s forehead, her expression distant for just a moment—like she was seeing something I couldn’t. Then she blinked and smiled again. “Go on. I’ll bring her inside in a minute.”

I made my way back to the long tables set up near the pack house, weaving through clusters of pack members. The celebration was for the summer moon, a tradition we held every year to honor the goddess and strengthen pack bonds. Elder Sarah had spent an hour earlier reciting the old stories, her voice carrying across the clearing like a song. Now the younger wolves were dancing, their movements wild and free, while the adults talked in small groups, passing around cups of honey wine.

My best friend Nathan caught my arm as I passed. “Where’ve you been? I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

“Avoiding you, obviously.” I grinned at his wounded expression. Nathan was fifteen, a year older than me, and had been my partner in trouble since we were cubs. His dark hair fell into his eyes as he leaned closer, lowering his voice conspiratorially.

“Mike’s going to let some of us watch the patrol rotation tonight. Want to come? We can see how they set up the perimeter.”

My pulse jumped. Mike was one of Dad’s closest friends, a senior warrior with a scar running down his jaw and a laugh that could shake the trees. If he was teaching the older kids about patrol formations, it meant he thought we were ready to start learning real warrior skills. “Seriously?”

“Seriously. We meet at the north edge in twenty minutes.” Nathan’s grin was infectious. “Don’t be late, Rain.”

He used my family name the way all the warriors did—Rain, for the storm that had rolled through the mountains the night I was born. Dad said I’d come into the world screaming louder than the thunder. Mom said I hadn’t stopped since.

I was helping arrange platters of venison when the first howl split the night.

Everything inside me went still. The howl was wrong—high and sharp and full of warning. Not the musical calls our scouts used to signal shift changes. This was alarm. Danger.

The clearing erupted into motion. Conversations cut off mid-sentence. Dancers froze. Warriors who’d been laughing seconds ago were already shifting, bones cracking and reforming as fur rippled across skin. My father burst from the tree line in wolf form, massive and gray, his lips pulled back from his teeth.

Behind him came the rogues.

They poured out of the forest like a flood of shadows—wolves with matted fur and wild eyes, larger than they should be, moving with a coordination that made my stomach drop. This wasn’t a random attack. This was planned.

“Get to the safe room!” someone screamed. “Protect the children!”

Hands grabbed me, pulling me toward the pack house. I stumbled, my eyes locked on the battle unfolding. Dad collided with a rogue twice his size, their snarls shaking the air. Other Moonshine wolves engaged in desperate combat all around the clearing. Blood sprayed across the grass. The smell of it hit my nose—copper and fear and death.

“Becky!” Judy’s voice cut through the chaos. She was running toward me, Becca clutched against her chest, her face pale as bone. “Take her. Take her now.”

“What? No, I—”

“Listen to me.” Judy shoved Becca into my arms so hard I staggered. The baby was screaming, her face red, her tiny body rigid with terror. Judy gripped my shoulders, her nails digging in through my shirt. “You run. You take Becca and you run into the forest and you don’t stop. Do you understand me?”

“I’m not leaving you—”

“You don’t have a choice!” Her eyes were wild, desperate. “You can’t shift yet. You can’t fight. But you can run, and you can keep her safe.” She kissed Becca’s head, then mine, so quickly I barely felt it. “I love you. Tell her I love her. Tell her every day.”

“Judy—”

My sister was already shifting, her body twisting and reforming into her wolf. She was beautiful—silver-white with dark eyes that held mine for one last second. Then she threw back her head and howled, and charged toward the rogues tearing through our pack.

Someone screamed my name. I didn’t know who. My legs were moving before my mind caught up, carrying me away from the bonfire, away from the sounds of fighting and dying. Becca wailed against my chest, her cries muffled by my shirt. I ran toward the tree line on the east side, away from the battle, my breath coming in ragged gasps.

Behind me, the pack house exploded into flames.

The heat slammed into my back, nearly knocking me forward. I risked one glance over my shoulder and saw orange fire licking up the walls, consuming the home where I’d lived my entire life. Wolves fought in the shadows cast by the blaze—I couldn’t tell ours from theirs anymore. Everything was smoke and blood and chaos.

I hit the tree line at a sprint, branches tearing at my clothes and hair. Becca’s screams echoed through the forest, and I knew I was leaving a trail any wolf could follow. I didn’t care. I just ran, my arms locked around my niece, my heart hammering so hard I thought it would burst.

Somewhere behind me, a wolf howled in agony—a sound of final, terrible pain. I knew that voice. I knew it the way I knew my own heartbeat.

Dad.

My vision blurred. My foot caught on a root and I went down hard, twisting at the last second to take the impact on my shoulder instead of crushing Becca. Pain exploded through my body. The baby shrieked, her face purple with rage and fear.

I pushed myself up on shaking arms, tasting blood where I’d bitten my tongue. Every instinct screamed at me to go back, to find Dad, to help Judy, to save my pack.

But Judy had told me to run.

So I ran.

I ran until my lungs burned and my legs went numb and Becca’s screams faded into exhausted whimpers. I ran until the sounds of battle disappeared behind me and all I could hear was my own ragged breathing and the whisper of wind through the pines.

I ran until I couldn’t remember what safety felt like, only that I’d lost it forever.
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Becky

I didn’t know how long I’d been running when my legs finally gave out.

One moment I was crashing through underbrush, Becca’s weight pulling at my screaming shoulders, and the next I was on my knees in a streambed, cold water soaking through my jeans. My palms slammed into smooth stones, sending up splashes that dampened Becca’s already tear-stained face. She hiccupped against my chest, her cries reduced to exhausted whimpers that broke something inside me with each small sound.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, my voice raw. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

The words meant nothing. They changed nothing. But I couldn’t stop saying them.

I forced myself to look around, blinking through the blur of tears and sweat. The forest here was different—the trees closer together, their trunks thick with moss. I didn’t recognize any of it. Moonshine territory had familiar markers, places I’d played as a child, trails I could navigate blindfolded. This was foreign land. Strange ground.

The moon hung overhead, indifferent and cold. Its light turned everything silver and shadow, beautiful in a way that made my stomach turn. The summer moon celebration. We’d been celebrating just hours ago. Judy had been laughing. Dad had been alive.

My throat closed. I doubled over, pressing my forehead against Becca’s, fighting the sob that wanted to tear out of my chest. I couldn’t break down. Not yet. Not when we were still so close to—

A howl cut through the night, distant but unmistakable.

Every muscle in my body locked. Becca went rigid in my arms, her breath catching. The howl came again, closer this time. Then another joined it, and another, until the forest sang with them. They weren’t Moonshine wolves. The timbre was wrong, the cadence off. These were the rogues, and they were hunting.

My fingers dug into Becca’s onesie as I stumbled to my feet, water sloshing around my ankles. Which way? I’d been so focused on running that I hadn’t paid attention to direction. The stream flowed south—or was it north? The moss grew on the north side of trees, but in the darkness everything looked the same.

A branch snapped somewhere behind me.

I didn’t think. I just moved, splashing out of the streambed and into the undergrowth on the opposite bank. Thorns tore at my arms. A low-hanging branch caught my hair, ripping strands free. Becca started crying again, her wails echoing through the trees like a beacon.

“Shh, please, please shh,” I begged, pressing my hand gently over her mouth. Not enough to hurt her, just enough to muffle the sound. She fought me, her tiny hands pushing at my fingers, her face going red. Guilt flooded through me, hot and acidic, but I didn’t move my hand. If they found us, Becca being upset wouldn’t matter because we’d both be dead.

I crouched behind a fallen log, its bark slick with decay, and tried to control my breathing. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Slow and steady, the way Dad had taught me when I’d wake from nightmares. My heart hammered against my ribs so hard I was sure any wolf within a mile could hear it.

Footsteps. Not paws—human feet, moving through the forest with purpose.

“I smell them.” The voice was male, rough like gravel. “Fresh. Can’t be far.”

“The alpha wants them alive.” A second voice, this one higher. Younger. “Especially the girl.”

My blood turned to ice. The girl. They meant me. This wasn’t random. They were looking for me specifically.

“What’s so special about a pup anyway?” Gravel-voice sounded annoyed. “We burned the whole pack for one kid.”

“Not our place to question. Nathan wants her, so we bring her. Simple.”

Nathan. The name meant nothing to me, but the way they said it—reverent, fearful—made my skin crawl. Whoever he was, he’d ordered the attack on Moonshine. He’d killed my family for me.

The footsteps drew closer. I could see them now through gaps in the log—two men, both shirtless despite the cool night air, their bodies marked with scars that looked deliberate. Ritual. The taller one had his nose lifted, scenting the air. His eyes were wrong, caught between human and wolf, glowing faint amber in the moonlight.

“There.” He pointed directly at my hiding spot.

Time slowed. I watched his arm extend, saw the smile spread across his face, felt my entire body coil with the terrible knowledge that I was about to die. Becca squirmed against me, her muffled cries vibrating through my palm.

Then something massive and gray exploded from the shadows and slammed into Gravel-voice.

The impact sent both bodies tumbling across the forest floor in a tangle of limbs and fur and snapping jaws. The younger rogue shouted, already shifting, bones cracking and reforming. But the gray wolf was faster—a blur of movement and fury, its teeth finding the younger rogue’s throat before his shift completed.

Blood sprayed across the fallen leaves. The sound of tearing flesh made bile rise in my throat.

Gravel-voice tried to run. The gray wolf was on him in seconds, dragging him down with claws that raked through skin like paper. The man’s screams cut off abruptly, replaced by a wet, gurgling sound that would haunt my nightmares for years.

Then silence. Just the soft drip of blood hitting leaves, and my own ragged breathing.

The gray wolf turned toward me. Its muzzle was dark with gore, its eyes bright and intelligent and so, so familiar. My heart lurched.

“Dad?”

The wolf’s ears flicked forward. It took a step closer, and I saw the limp in its right foreleg, saw the gash across its shoulder still bleeding freely. This close, I could make out the pattern of its fur, the white streak above its left eye that I’d traced with my fingers a thousand times when I was small.

Relief crashed through me so violently I thought I might throw up. “Dad, oh god, Dad—”

He shifted back to human form, and my words died. His body was a mess of wounds—claw marks across his chest, a deep bite on his thigh, bruises already darkening along his ribs. He swayed on his feet, catching himself against a tree.

“Becky.” His voice was thick, wet. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. “You need to listen to me very carefully.”

“You’re hurt. We need to—”

“Listen.” The command in his tone stopped me cold. He pushed off the tree and staggered toward me, dropping to his knees when he got close. His hands found my face, his palms warm and slick with blood. “The pack is gone. Everyone. Your mother, Judy, the elders—they fought, baby girl, they fought so hard, but there were too many.”

No. The word screamed through my mind, but I couldn’t make my mouth form it. Judy had been alive when I ran. She’d been shifting, she’d been charging into battle, she’d been—

“Judy?” The word came out broken.

Dad’s face crumpled. His thumb brushed my cheek, smearing blood across my skin. “She saved twelve pups. Got them to the safe room and held the entrance until they could escape through the tunnel. She was so brave, Becky. So brave.”

Was. Past tense. Judy was dead.

The sob finally broke free, tearing out of my chest like something living. Dad pulled me against him, one arm around me and one hand gentle on Becca’s head, and I felt him shaking. My father, who’d never shown fear in his life, was trembling like a leaf.

“You have to run,” he said into my hair. “Take Becca and run as far as you can. Don’t go to neighboring packs—they won’t risk harboring you. Head north, toward the human towns. Hide among them.”

“Come with us.” I grabbed his shirt, my fingers twisting in the blood-soaked fabric. “Please, Dad, come with us.”

“I can’t.” He pulled back enough to look at me, and I saw the truth in his eyes. The wounds were too deep. He was dying. “I’m going to lead them away from you. Make them think you went east while you go north. I can buy you maybe an hour. Maybe two if I’m lucky.”

“No. No, I won’t leave you—”

“You will.” His voice hardened, became the voice he used in training, when he was teaching warriors and wouldn’t accept anything less than perfection. “You will because Becca needs you. Because you’re a Rain, and Rains don’t give up. Because I am ordering you to survive.”

He stood, pulling me up with him. Every movement looked like agony, but his grip on my shoulders was firm. “There’s a road three miles north. Follow the stream until you hit it. Stay off the road itself, but parallel it west until you reach a town. Find a human family, tell them whatever story you need to. Keep Becca safe.”

“Dad—”

“I love you.” He kissed my forehead, his lips leaving warmth that felt like goodbye. “I love you so much, my fierce girl. You’re going to be fine. You’re going to survive this.”

Then he stepped back, and shifted, and howled—a long, mournful sound that echoed through the forest like a challenge.

Answering howls rose in the distance. Many of them. Too many.

Dad looked at me one last time with those bright wolf eyes. Then he turned and ran east, his injured leg barely slowing him, drawing the hunt away from us.

I stood frozen, Becca quiet and heavy in my arms, watching my father disappear into the shadows. Watching him run toward his death so I could live.

The howls grew louder behind him. Closer. Excited.

I turned north and ran.
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Becky

The stream became my compass, my lifeline, my only certainty in a world that had shattered into pieces I couldn’t fit back together.

I followed it for what felt like hours, stumbling over rocks slick with algae, my feet numb in shoes that squelched with every step. Becca had finally cried herself into an exhausted sleep against my chest, her small body limp and trusting in a way that made my throat tight. Every few minutes I’d press my fingers against her back just to feel her breathing, to prove she was still alive, still depending on me.

The forest thinned gradually as I walked, the towering pines giving way to smaller trees I didn’t recognize. Birch, maybe. Or aspen. Dad would have known. Dad would have pointed them out, told me their names, explained which ones had bark you could use for wounds and which ones marked territory boundaries.

Dad was gone.

The thought hit me fresh every time, like a physical blow to the chest. I’d stumble, catch myself, keep walking. What else could I do? Behind me, somewhere in the darkness, rogues were hunting. Ahead was the unknown. But standing still meant dying, and I couldn’t die. Becca needed me.

The sky was starting to lighten—not quite dawn, but that gray pre-morning that turned everything ghostly—when I finally saw the road.

It cut through the forest like a scar, black asphalt cracked and weathered, with faded yellow lines down the center. I crouched in the underbrush at the forest’s edge, scanning both directions. Empty. No cars, no movement, no signs of life. Just the road stretching away into mist that clung to the ground like smoke.

Three miles north, Dad had said. Then west along the road to a town.

My legs shook as I stood. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d stopped moving, couldn’t remember when I’d last had water or food. My mouth tasted like copper and ash. Becca stirred against me, making a small sound of discomfort, and my stomach clenched with new fear. When had she last eaten? Six hours ago? Eight? I had no idea what time it was, how long we’d been running.

I stepped onto the asphalt, and the openness of it made my skin crawl. No trees for cover. No shadows to hide in. Just exposed pavement and the growing light that would make us visible to anything—anyone—who came looking.

West. I turned west and started walking along the shoulder, staying close enough to the tree line that I could dive for cover if needed. My shoes slapped against the pavement in a rhythm that seemed too loud, too obvious. Every bird call made me flinch. Every rustle of wind through branches sent my heart racing.

Becca woke as the sun crested the horizon, and immediately started crying.

The sound shattered the morning quiet like breaking glass. I bounced her automatically, the motion something I’d seen Judy do a thousand times, but it didn’t help. Becca’s face scrunched up, turning red, her mouth opening wide to release wails that seemed impossibly loud for such a small body.

“Please,” I whispered, still bouncing, my arms burning. “Please, Becca, not now. Not here.”

But she was six months old. She didn’t understand danger or silence or the desperate need to stay hidden. She just knew she was hungry and uncomfortable and everything was wrong.

I spotted a cluster of buildings in the distance and my step quickened despite my exhaustion. A town. It had to be a town. As I got closer, I could make out details—a gas station with two pumps, a small grocery store, a handful of houses spread out along intersecting roads. Human settlement. Safety, maybe.

Or a trap.

I hesitated at the edge of town, tucked behind a rusted pickup truck in an overgrown lot. Becca’s cries had subsided to miserable whimpering, but I knew it wouldn’t last. She needed food. Clean diapers. Things I didn’t have and couldn’t provide.

The grocery store’s lights were on, warm and yellow in the gray morning. Through the window I could see an old woman behind the counter, reading a newspaper. Just one person. The street was empty otherwise, too early for most people to be out.

I looked down at Becca. Her face was blotchy from crying, her onesie stained with god-knows-what from our flight through the forest. My own reflection in the truck’s side mirror made me flinch—hair wild with twigs and leaves, scratches across my cheeks, eyes too wide and frightened in a face that looked nothing like the girl who’d been at a bonfire celebration yesterday.

Was it only yesterday? It felt like years.

Becca whimpered again, her tiny hand grasping at my shirt. Hungry. She was so hungry, and I had nothing to give her.

The decision made itself. I couldn’t steal—I’d never stolen anything in my life—but I couldn’t let Becca starve either. I’d figure something out. Beg, maybe. Tell the truth. Tell lies. Whatever it took.

I started toward the store, then stopped. The woman would ask questions. Where was I from, where were my parents, why was I alone with a baby. And if she called the police, if they started investigating, they might find the pack. Find the bodies. Find out about wolves and rogues and things humans weren’t supposed to know about.

The Council had rules about exposure. Strict rules. Dad had drilled them into me from the time I could understand: humans can’t know about us, ever. It’s not just about protecting ourselves—it’s about protecting them. Once humans knew we existed, everything would change. War, maybe. Experimentation. Hunting.

But those rules were made by a Council that was probably dead now, for packs that had been destroyed.

I was still standing there, frozen with indecision, when the grocery store door opened and the old woman stepped out. She moved with the slow care of arthritic joints, carrying a bag of trash toward a dumpster around the side of the building.

My body moved before my mind caught up. I slipped through the still-open door, Becca clutched against my chest, my heart hammering so hard I could hear it in my ears. The store was small—three aisles plus a refrigerated section along the back wall. I spotted the baby supplies immediately, a tiny section tucked between cleaning products and pet food.

Formula. I grabbed two cans, their weight solid and real in my shaking hands. Diapers—a small pack, the only size I could carry. A package of wet wipes. Bottles. Did I need bottles? Yes, probably, I had no idea how to feed Becca without one.

The pile in my arms was growing too large, too obvious. I glanced toward the door, saw the woman still outside, bending slowly to lift the trash bag. Thirty seconds. Maybe less.

I shoved everything under my jacket, the cans pressing cold against my stomach, the diaper package awkward and bulky. Becca protested the jostling with a cry that I muffled against my shoulder. The back door. There had to be a back door, somewhere employees took deliveries.

I found it past the refrigerated section—a heavy metal door with a crash bar. I hit it running, and the morning air slammed into my face as I burst into an alley behind the store. My feet found pavement, then gravel, then grass as I sprinted toward the tree line beyond the last house.

Behind me, I heard a shout. The old woman, maybe, discovering her door open. Or seeing me run. It didn’t matter. I was already gone, crashing back into the forest with stolen goods weighing down my jacket and guilt weighing down everything else.

I didn’t stop until the town was out of sight, until my lungs were burning and my legs threatened to give out. I collapsed against a tree, sliding down its trunk until I hit the ground. Becca was crying again, full-throated wails that spoke of betrayal and discomfort and needs I barely knew how to meet.

“Okay,” I panted, my hands shaking as I pulled the formula can from my jacket. “Okay, I’ve got you. I’ve got you.”

I’d never made a bottle in my life. I’d watched Judy do it—warm water, powder, shake—but watching and doing were different things. I had no warm water. No clean water at all, actually. The stream was nearby, I could hear it, but was stream water safe for babies? Boiled water was safe, I knew that much, but I had no way to boil anything.

Becca’s cries escalated, desperate and accusing.

“I’m trying,” I told her, my own voice breaking. “I’m trying, I’m sorry, I don’t know what I’m doing.”

I ended up using stream water straight from the source, my hands cupped to carry it to the bottle, praying it wouldn’t make her sick. The formula powder didn’t want to dissolve properly in the cold water, forming clumps that I shook frantically, trying to break them up. The result looked wrong—too thick, too lumpy—but it was the best I could do.

Becca latched onto the bottle like she was starving, which she probably was. I watched her drink, her small throat working, her eyes squeezed shut with the intensity of it. Relief flooded through me, so powerful it made me dizzy.

She was eating. I’d managed this one thing. Fed her. Kept her alive for another few hours.

The victory felt hollow. I looked down at the supplies scattered around me—stolen supplies, taken from a human who probably couldn’t afford to lose them. I’d broken pack law about exposure. I’d stolen. I’d made formula wrong and possibly poisoned my niece with unclean water.

I was fourteen years old, alone in a forest I didn’t know, with a baby I had no idea how to care for and rogues hunting us for reasons I didn’t understand.

Becca finished the bottle and let it fall from her mouth, her eyes already drooping. I changed her diaper—another task I fumbled through, getting the tabs wrong twice before figuring it out—and held her while she drifted back to sleep.

The sun was fully up now, painting the forest in shades of gold and green. Birds sang in the canopy above. Somewhere nearby, a squirrel chattered. Normal sounds. Peaceful sounds. The world continuing like nothing had happened, like an entire pack hadn’t been slaughtered in the night.

I found a hollowed-out space beneath a fallen tree, big enough for both of us if I curled up tight. The ground was damp and cold, but it was hidden, sheltered by the tree’s massive root system. I crawled inside with Becca, pulling dead leaves over us for extra cover.

Sleep pulled at me despite the fear still coursing through my veins. I hadn’t slept since before the attack—how many hours ago? Twenty? Twenty-four? My body ached in places I didn’t know could ache. My mind felt fuzzy, thoughts slipping away before I could hold them.

But I couldn’t sleep. If I slept, I might not wake up in time. Might not hear them coming.

I lasted maybe ten minutes before my eyes slid shut anyway, exhaustion winning the battle consciousness couldn’t. My last thought before darkness took me was of Dad, running east with rogues on his heels.

I hoped it had been quick. I hoped he hadn’t been afraid.

I hoped he knew I loved him, even though I hadn’t said it back.
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