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      *Lyra*

      The chains bite into my wrists as I’m led from the holding cell I spent last night in. The sun is so bright, I have to squint, fighting to stay oriented as two guards lead me down the path away from the jail to the common area.

      I have no idea what’s going on. Last night, the Alpha’s guards burst into my home, waking me from a dead sleep, and arrested me. They refused to tell me what I was being accused of. I struggled, of course, which earned me a fat lip, which I’m still sporting this morning. Now, about twelve hours later, I still have no idea what’s going on.

      All I know is that Alpha Kaelen, who has never liked me, has finally come up with a way to get rid of me, and the idea that he might actually have the upper hand has my wolf itching to break free and my soul ready to do whatever it takes to make this right.

      I haven’t done anything wrong.

      It’s Spring Solstice, so the entire pack is present when we make our way the short distance to the common area. The celebration will last all day. Children are already running through the tall green grass, likely looking for candy-filled eggs hidden by their parents and the other elders. Groups of people my age dot the picnic tables and gazebo, their smiling faces inclined toward one another as they chat and carry on. Families sit on blankets enjoying the lovely weather, eating breakfast together.

      And as I am led closer to where the Alpha sits on a dais preparing to address everyone, all heads turn toward me.

      One of the heralds announces that Alpha Kaelen wants everyone to gather, and the merriment ends for a moment. Like zombies, the pack moves toward his location, though many of them are still staring at me.

      I stumble a few times, the heavy chains around my legs making it difficult to keep up with the guards who are tugging me along unburdened by such bindings. I’m wearing the shorts and tank top I went to bed in last night, my feet bare, and my hair likely sticking up all over the place. The closer I get, the more people recognize me, the louder the whispers become.

      I know how they feel because I’ve been a part of the crowd before when a prisoner was led out on a solstice holiday. That man, only a few years ago, had been accused of burning his neighbor’s house down. He’d been banished from the pack. I’d always thought he was innocent, just someone Alpha Kaelen felt threatened by. Now, here I am, standing in his place, and everyone is looking at me as if I am a leper.

      The guards come to a halt in front of Alpha Kaelen and move aside so he can see me. I look up into his dark eyes, defiant. I have no idea what he thinks I did, but I will prove him wrong. I was home all night last night. Granted, I live alone in a small hut on the edge of the pack village, so I have no one to prove I was there. My parents died when I was a little girl, and I’ve been on my own ever since. Still, no one can say they saw me do anything because I never left my house.

      “Gather around, members of Running River Pack!” the Alpha shouts. “For I have some tragic news to share with you. I wanted you to hear it from me first.”

      The crowd goes silent, and my forehead crinkles. What tragic news?

      Once he’s certain everyone is listening, Kaelen continues. “I’m sad to have to tell all of you on such a beautiful holiday morning that we have lost one of our own.” Whispers erupt through the crowd, and heads begin to turn as people try to assess who is not there.

      Alpha Kaelen gives them a moment. I believe I see a small smile beginning to form in the corners of his mouth. He’s enjoying this. His brown hair flutters in the breeze, and his handsome face cracks into a forced frown. “Last night, our dear pack member Arica was murdered!”

      “What?” someone cries, and then the whispers are shouts of disbelief and tears. People are asking what happened, where is her family, how can this be.

      My mouth drops open as this is news to me as well, and I am stunned. I always had a great deal of respect for Arica, one of the trainers for our warriors. She was a few years older than me, but I’d trained with her. She was strong and brave. Now, he’s saying she’s dead.

      And I can only infer that he’s about to say I am the one who took her life!

      “You can imagine my grief as I had to give the news to her parents this morning.” Behind him, a couple climbs the dais. Arica’s parents clutch one another, her younger brother who is only a child standing in front of them. All of them are crying–and glaring at me.

      “When I heard who the culprit was, well, I broke down again,” Alpha Kaelen says. “To think that one of our finest warriors, someone whose family died defending our great pack, could do something so vile, so heinous. Well, it is another tragedy, that is for certain.” His eyes lock on mine, and he slowly shakes his head. “What do you have to say for yourself, Lyra Melody?”

      Everyone goes quiet as they all turn to stare at me, most of them with mouths agape. “It’s a lie!” I shout. “I didn’t leave my home last night! Not until I was dragged out by the guards. I have great respect for Arica, and I am so very sorry to hear of her death. But it was not by my hand or paw!”

      “I thought you might say that,” Kaelen replies. “That’s why we shall now hear from someone who would never say she saw you commit such a heinous crime unless it was true. Your very best friend in the world, Lyra.” He extends his hand, and I watch, dumbfounded as Tessa Tanner joins him on the dais.

      Tessa, my best friend since we were four years old. If it hadn’t been for the help of her and her family, I wouldn’t be here. They helped me so much when my parents died.

      Now, with tears streaking her pretty face, she stands next to the Alpha and says, “I saw her! I saw her running through the forest with blood on her paws. When she was gone, I went into the woods and found Arica’s body!”

      Everyone gasps and turns to look at me. I can’t believe my ears. Why would she say such a thing? How could she lie like that? She knows my wolf better than anyone. No one else in the pack is silver like me, so… if she says she saw me, they will believe it.

      I don’t know what to say. I am stricken with grief at the loss of someone I loved so dearly, the pain of betrayal even more devastating than the certain death I’m certain I am about to suffer for such an atrocious crime.

      “Alpha Kaelen,” Arica’s father, Benson, begins. “We loved our daughter very much. We are grief stricken at her loss. But our Arica was a good, kind woman, and she would not want another person to lose their life over this. We respectfully ask you not to take the life of her murderer, Lyra Melody. Instead, we ask that you banish her instead. Let the rogues take her or our enemies, but we do not want the pack to lose another young life. Not today.”

      Alpha Kaelen’s eyes bulge from his head. He was clearly not expecting that. I can barely process it myself. I’m still trying to understand Tessa’s betrayal.

      “It is customary for murderers to be killed,” Alpha Kaelen reminds the family.

      “We know,” Arica’s mother, Connie says. “But we ask for your mercy on her poor pathetic life. Let her live the rest of her days alone in the forest, thinking about what she’s done.”

      The crowd begins to chant then. “Exile! Exile! Exile!”

      Alpha Kaelen looks pissed. I’m certain that he’s arranged this murder to cast blame on me to have a reason to kill me, to get rid of me. “Very well,” he finally says. “Lyra Melody, you are hereby banished from Running River Pack! Guards, take her out into the forest, and leave her for dead.”

      The crowd erupts again, but I can’t understand what they’re shouting at me. Instead, I lock eyes with Tessa for a moment. She looks away. I hope she pays for what she’s done. Kaelen, too.

      The guards lead me away. They drag me through the crowd. My shoulder collides with someone, and I look up to see tear-filled blue eyes. Familiar ones.

      “It’s not true,” I whisper before I’m tugged away again.

      “I know,” Bram, another of my best friends says, and that’s the last thing I hear before I’m escorted into the forest. I don’t turn my head to look at my pack members. From now on, I am on my own.

      Alpha Kaelen is going to regret this.
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      *Lyra*

      

      The guards lead me far out into the forest, miles and miles from our pack. Despite how good my sense of smell is, I can no longer pick up even the faintest scent of the flowers that grow in our packlands. All I can smell is the decay of the forest, the small animals that live here, and the pine and cedar trees that surround us.

      “This would be a lot easier if we shifted,” I tell him. “We could go a lot faster.”

      “We aren’t taking any chances on you getting away, murderer,” the lead guard says. I know him. I know every single one of them. Our pack isn’t all that big, and we were a close knit community–or so I thought.

      I guess that bubble has burst.

      “Come on, Henry,” I bark at him. “We both know I didn’t kill Arica. What possible motivation would I have for doing such a thing?”

      “Quiet, bitch!” he shouts at me, not for the first time since we began this journey several hours ago. “Shut your fucking mouth before I knock your teeth out!”

      I growl at him. My wolf is getting very tired of all of this. I’m probably going to die out here anyway. I may as well take some of these bastards with me.

      But then… I was just accused of a murder I didn’t commit, and I don’t like the way that felt. How much worse would it be to have actually killed someone? Even if they deserve it.

      We continue to traipse through the woods for so long, my legs are beginning to cramp. The chains are heavy, and the guards keep tugging me along. It must be nice not to have to carry around these ridiculous chains.

      As I walk, I reflect on what just happened. What in the hell was Tessa doing up there on the dais with Alpha Kaelen? The two of us grew up together. She’s been my best friend for as long as I remember. Her mother helped me so much after my parents died. It makes absolutely no sense to me that she would lie about something so serious. None of this makes any sense. Of all the people I know, she’s the person I would least think would do such a thing to me.

      Well, maybe second least likely.

      Bram would never do anything like this to me either. I remember what he whispered to me as I walked past him. He said he knew this wasn’t true. Goddess, I hope he’ll do what he can to help me. I don’t want him to compromise himself or his family by trying to help me. His mother is ill, and his father was injured in the last war we had with Blackwood Pack, which happened when we were little. That was the war when our Alpha was killed, and Kaelen became Alpha. He was only fourteen at the time, so he had help from his advisors to make his decisions. Since then, most of those advisors are gone, and he makes all of his decisions on his own.

      He doesn’t like the fact that I often disagree with him, and I’m not exactly quiet about it.

      That, and he knows I could kick his ass at any time. I am one of the most skilled warriors in our entire pack.

      Was. I was one of the most skilled warriors in the entire Running River pack.

      I’m not a member of the pack anymore.

      If I can get Bram to help me from the inside of the pack, without anyone knowing, maybe I can find a way to exact revenge on Alpha Kaelen and take down everyone who has done me wrong.

      Especially these assholes dragging me through the forest.

      It’s getting dark when Henry finally stops. “Unchain her,” he says. “This is where we leave her.”

      I’m quite happy to hear this, but it turns out they don’t actually completely unchain me. Instead, they loop the chain around my hands around a tree. While my legs are now free, I can’t go anywhere. I’m attached to this tree.

      “Well, murderer, it sure was fun,” Henry says with a cackle.

      “Hey! You can’t just fucking leave me here like this, you asshole!” I shout as the guards begin to undress and pack their uniforms into backpacks so they can shift and run back to the pack. They’ll make it back in only a few hours.

      “I guess you should’ve thought about that before you killed Arica!” Henry shouts. Then, he takes the key that goes to my chains and tosses it into the woods far enough away that there’s no way I can possibly reach them.

      With a flourish, all the guards shift into wolves and take off running. They howl and yip as they take off, trying to intimidate me, I’m sure.

      I think about shifting myself. Would that help me to escape? But then I realize these chains are silver, and they’re preventing me from shifting.

      Frantic, I start to pull on my chains, trying to break them against the tree. That’s not going to work, though. They’re too thick, and so is the tree trunk. My wrists begin to bleed as I twist them, trying to break free.

      After about an hour, I sink to the floor, exhausted. Am I going to be stuck to this tree for the rest of my life? If so, the rest of my life will only be a few hours. I have no water or food, and there are rogues in these woods. If one of them comes across me, who knows what they’ll do to me. Probably rip my arms off, take advantage of me, torture me, and either kill me or leave me for dead.

      That’s not exactly how I was planning to spend my Spring Solstice.

      Hot tears cloud my eyes. I’m definitely not one for crying, but I feel so hopeless. I don’t know who I’m madder at–Alpha Kaelen or fucking Tessa.

      With my knees curled to my chest, I bury my head and try to think of some way to get free of this tree.

      So I don’t see the man approaching me. When I hear his voice, I startle, trying to move into a defensive position I can’t manage.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” he asks me.

      I have no answer.
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      *Lyra*

      

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      That was the question. A man dressed in ragged clothes with dark hair peppered with gray on the sides steps out of the woods.

      I’m in a panic, and he’s far away, so I’m not sure who I’m looking at. “Go away!” I shout. “I’ll kill you!”

      “You’ll kill me?” he snickers and walks closer. “With all due respect, darling, you’re the one chained to a tree. I don’t think you’d have much luck with that.”

      Slowly, I stand, not to try to prove him wrong but because I think I recognize him. “Jorin? Is that you?”

      “Yes, Lyra, it is me,” he replies, stepping even closer. “Why are you here?”

      “Why am I here?” I repeat, so thankful to see someone I know. Really, what are the chances out here in the woods. “I’m here because I was framed for murder,” I reply. “Why are you here?”

      “Framed for murder?” He doesn’t answer my question because he’s so shocked. “Who died?”

      “Arica,” I tell him and instantly watch his face fall. “I’m sorry. I know the two of you were friends.”

      “We were.” His eyes focus on a spot on the forest floor near our feet. “But then… it’s not as if she did anything to help me when I was banished.”

      “Neither did I,” I admit. “I mean, I did continue to tell everyone I thought you were innocent, and that’s part of the reason why Alpha Kaelen hates me so much. But I didn’t bring anything out here to help you, either.”

      He shakes his head. “I was taken too deep into the forest for you or anyone else to venture out to help, Lyra. I don’t blame you for that.”

      I’m not sure what to say to that, so I tell him, “Henry threw the key to the chains over there somewhere. Do you think you could find it and set me free?”

      “Why would I want to do that?” he asks, folding his arms across his chest. He’s still muscular, despite being out here on his own for so long. I can’t remember exactly when he was banished for allegedly burning his neighbor’s house down, but it’s been a while.

      “Because, if you don’t, I’m gonna die,” I tell him.

      Jorin starts laughing, and I see he hasn’t lost his sense of humor. “I’m just messing with you, Lyra. Of course, I’ll find the key or otherwise figure out a way to set you free. I won’t leave you there to die.”

      “Thank the Goddess,” I murmur. “Try over there by that cedar tree with all the needles beneath it.”

      “That’s every tree in the forest,” he reminds me, but he sees which one I’m trying to point at with my head.

      Jorin spends quite a bit of time looking around underneath the trees for the key. It’s getting darker by the moment, which isn’t helping the situation any. I keep looking around, waiting for a rogue or two to jump out of the woods and attack us. With every passing second, I get more nervous that he’s not going to find the key. Henry did toss it, didn’t he?

      “Aha!” Jorin finally exclaims, coming over to me. “Got it.”

      “That’s great news,” I reply, saying a gracious prayer to the Goddess.

      He comes over and unlocks the chains around my hands that are wrapped around the tree and then my cuffs. Finally, I’m free of all the chains. I rub my aching wrists. They are bloody and rubbed raw, but now that no silver is touching me, I’ll be able to start healing soon. “Thank you so much.” I give him a tight hug. “You’re a lifesaver.”

      “It’s no problem,” he says, his cheeks turning slightly pink. “I’m happy to help.”

      “Now, tell me what you’ve been doing out here all this time,” I say.

      His eyebrows raise. “Why tell you when I can show you? Come with me.” With that, he starts walking into the woods, and I follow. I don’t really have any choice, after all. I can stay here by myself and hope that I make it through the night or buy in that there’s safety in numbers and stick with the one person I know who’s managed to survive in these woods for all this time.

      “I guess they didn’t chain you to a tree when they brought you out?” I ask as we crunch along on two feet through the forest. I take it we’re not going that far since we didn’t shift.

      “No, they didn’t, but I was only accused of arson, not murder. I bet they wanted you dead,” he reminds me.

      “But Arica’s parents said they didn't want me to die. That’s what Alpha Kaelen said he was going to do at first.”

      Jorin pauses and turns to look at me. “You know he was just putting on a front for them, right? Pretending to honor their wishes? He wants you dead, Lyra. You’ve been a threat to him for years. Hell, you’re more of a threat to him than I am.”

      “Why would I be a threat to him?” I ask.

      “Lots of reasons,” Jorin replies, beginning to walk again.

      “Like what?”

      He doesn’t answer me, though. Instead, he leads me around a corner so we can see behind a large copse of trees–and there stands a cabin.

      I can’t help but gasp. It looks like an actual cabin, too, not some sort of sloppy lean-to that can’t handle the weather. No, it looks like any other cabin in our village, maybe even better than some.

      “Did you build this?” I ask, shocked.

      “I did.” He smiles proudly, putting his hands on his hips. “Took a while, and a lot of foraging, but I managed.”

      I step over and inspect it closer. “Where did you get the nails?” I ask, seeing that it is actually nailed together and not tied or mortared with mud.

      “I told you, I foraged,” he says with a shrug. “I have my sources.”

      I arch an eyebrow, but I decide not to ask any more questions.

      Jorin opens the door, and I follow him inside. There’s a rough-hewn bed on one side, a table and two chairs on the other, as well as a fireplace with a big black pot. “You must be really good at foraging,” I mutter.

      He laughs. “I like to think so.”

      There’s even some sort of a mattress on the bed as well as a blanket and pillow. They’re not very clean, but they will definitely work. Much better than sleeping in a cave or on the forest floor.

      “Looks like I need to make another bed,” he says. “I mean, assuming you’re gonna stay.”

      “I can stay?” I turn to him with tears welling in my eyes, which is unusual for me.

      “Of course you can,” he says. “I reckon you want revenge on Alpha Kaelen as much as I do.”

      “More,” I tell him. “And we’re going to get it.”
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      *Lyra*

      

      When my eyes first open, I’m confused as to where I am. I know this isn't my bed. It doesn’t feel right. But it takes me several seconds to remember everything that’s happened since the last time I was tucked away at home for the night.

      I’ve been exiled. I’ve been accused of murder. I’ve been abandoned by everyone in my pack.

      Everyone except for Bram, anyway. He did say he believed me.

      I slowly sit up and find the house empty. Jorin isn’t here, which I find out. He insisted that I sleep on his bed last night while he shifted into his wolf form and slept on the floor. It’s more comfortable for us to sleep on hard surfaces when we are wolves instead of humans, and it’s definitely warmer to have a fur coat than just skin with no blankets.

      Not that it was cold last night, but it is springtime, and there’s still a bit of a nip in the air.

      I get out of bed and wander to the bathroom, which is still a little primitive, but it’s better than an outhouse. It seems Jorin even has running water here. I don’t know how he managed that, but he’s a pretty clever fellow with lots of skills. That’s probably one of the reasons why he’s lasted this long.

      I’m making the bed when the door opens, and Jorin comes in, a wide smile on his face. “Well, good morning there, princess. How are you?” he asks, clearly happy to have someone to talk to. He’s carrying a couple of skinned rabbits in his hand. “I brought us something to eat.”

      “Wow, that’s amazing,” I tell him. “How can I help?”

      “You can go grab some wood for the fire, if you’d like,” he says, taking the rabbit into the kitchen and setting them on a cutting board. I still have no idea where he got all this stuff, but I’m not going to question him. Instead, I do as he asked and head out the back door where I find a large stack of already chopped wood.

      I carry in a few logs and go about starting the fire. I’m pretty good at it since I’ve had to do it all on my own since my folks died, and before long, there’s a rabbit stew in the pot. It’s not a traditional breakfast, but I have a feeling Jorin’s not a traditional guy.

      “After we eat, we can go forage for some material to make another bed,” he suggests, stirring the pot. “Sound good?”

      “Sure,” I say. My stomach is growling. I haven’t eaten anything since I was escorted out of my home. I didn’t want to bother Jorin last night and had no idea where to find anything on my own, so by the time he pours the stew into a bowl and hands it to me, I’m ready to swallow it all in one gulp.

      I don’t, though. I remain civilized and eat it as much like a lady as I can.

      When we’re done, I wash the dishes, and Jorin puts the fire out since we’ll be leaving the cottage. He locks the back door, and when we exit through the front door, he produces a key and locks that, too.

      “It’s amazing to me how much your house is like any other house in our village,” I tell him.

      He shrugs and says, “When you see where I get all this stuff from, you’ll realize it’s not all that surprising. Wanna shift?”

      I nod, and we both move away from one another to strip down. I have nothing to put my clothes in to carry them, so I grab them with my teeth.

      “There are other clothes we can change into when we get there,” Jorin tells me through the mind-link.

      I’m not sure I want to take the chance, but he’s given me no reason not to trust him, so I drop my clothes and follow him through the woods.

      We are running almost due west, which takes us even further away from Running River Pack. We run for a couple of hours, and then, I start to see the trees thinning into a clearing, and in front of us a village unfolds.

      Only… it’s not a normal village. It’s abandoned. I can tell before we even step foot near the first house. It looks like no one has lived here for years.

      Jorin trots through the door of the first house. I wait outside. He comes back a moment later in his human form, dressed, and drops a day gown on the ground in front of me. “Here you go, Lyra. Get dressed and come on in.”

      I step behind a tree and do as he says. The dress is a little snug on my arms, which are pretty muscular, and it’s a little short, but it will do.

      I walk into the house and find Jorin disassembling a bed. He's doing it without any tools, so I go into the kitchen and look around, but he calls to me, “I already took all the tools from here. I should’ve brought them with me, but we’ll manage.”

      “I could go next door,” I offer.

      He shakes his head and gets the headboard loose from the bed. “It’s fine.”

      I pitch in and help him, finding it’s not all that difficult to work the screws out of the wood. Before long, we have a disassembled bed. Then, Jorin moves to the bedroom door and begins to work it off the hinges.

      “What’s that for?” I ask him.

      “So we can pull the bed,” he explains. “Like a sled.”

      It’s a brilliant idea. “Should I look for some rope?”

      “Great idea. Just be careful. The rogues know about this place and come here to get supplies, too.” He gives me a wary look.

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      I don’t find any rope in that house, so I go next door. This house seems to be completely trashed, I move on to the next. It’s the fourth house I enter where I find some rope, as well as some more women’s clothing, which I also gather. I see a few candles and some soap and take that, too. It’s clear that whoever abandoned this place, they’re not coming back.

      When I reach the first house, Jorin has the bed loaded on the door, including the mattress. I drop  the rest of my findings on top, and then we use the rope to tie everything down and make it so that there are straps for us to pull. It’ll take some time getting such a wide object through the woods,

      “Do you know what happened here?” I ask him once we’ve worked our goodies through the door and are standing outside.

      Jorin sets his hands on his hips and nods. “Yes. This used to be Song Pack–before it was destroyed by war a few decades ago. Some of the people were taken prisoners. Others scattered. Some are rogues that forage from here. But this place cannot be inhabited. Alpha Kaelen makes sure of that. He sends patrols out here all the time to make sure that no one is living in these houses. Thankfully, he hasn’t come across my house yet or else he’d likely burn it to the ground.”

      “Song Pack?” I echo. “I’ve never heard of Song Pack before.”

      Jorin just looks at me for a long moment, but he doesn’t say more about it. “Are you ready?”

      I nod. We separate and shift, dropping our clothes onto our load and then begin the tedious work of hauling everything back through the woods. It’s hard work, and I wonder how he managed to get everything he used to build his house moved so far without help. But then, he’s been out here a long time and is very resourceful.

      I’m lucky I ran into him because I owe him my life.

      So I’ll do whatever it takes to help him get vengeance on Alpha Kaelen.

      That bastard’s going to be sorry he didn’t execute us.
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      *Lyra*

      

      It’s difficult to keep track of how many days have gone by. One of the first questions Jorin asked me was what day it was. He said he’d lost track. He’d been surprised that I’d been exiled on Spring Solstice, but then, once he considered how cruel Alpha Kaelen can be, he decided it wasn’t that shocking after all.

      Our days are all relatively the same. I did go back to Song Pack’s abandoned village to get some more clothes and was lucky enough to find some hygiene products for women as well, so thank the Goddess for that. Not that I feel like She’s been paying too much attention to me lately–unless She just likes punishing me.

      “I’m going out to hunt,” Jorin says to me nearly every morning. Sometimes he’s just gone when I wake up. We don’t have a refrigerator, unfortunately, and no way of keeping perishable food items cool, so one or both of us have to hunt pretty often. I’ve been setting some traps, and so far they’ve worked to catch small game, but of course, we are better hunters in our wolf forms.

      “Be careful,” I tell him. I say that every time he goes out.

      “You, too.” He pauses in the doorway for a moment and says, “I smell another wolf. Doesn’t smell like a rogue, and I don’t think it’s all that close, but if you go out, be cautious. No need for any problems.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I tell him. He leaves, and I do some tidying up of our little cottage. It’s nice that he insists that it’s home to both of us now, though I don’t know that I’m completely comfortable with it yet. He put so much effort into building this place, and I just live here.

      When Jorin gets back, I do the cooking. Then, we gather up the bones and inedible parts of the rabbits he caught and prepare to carry them away from our dwelling. There’s no sense in letting other predators know there’s food around here.

      As soon as we step outside, I smell what he smelled earlier. There’s definitely been a male wolf nearby recently, though not all that close to the cottage. Before I even shift, I pause and sniff the air. The scent is familiar to me–like leather and spices. I turn and look at Jorin. “I think I recognize that scent,” I tell him.

      He raises an eyebrow. “Oh, really? Who is it?”

      “I’m not sure,” I tell him, not because I don’t have a guess, but because I don’t want to say it and be wrong. “I don’t think they’re around now, though.”

      “We can follow the scent and see if we can find any tracks if you’d like. Any direction is as good as another when it comes to dumping our trash.”

      “Sounds good to me.” We separate, strip, and shift, and then Jorin grabs the leftover bits of the rabbits that he has tied up in a scrap of cloth, and we take off in the direction the smell is coming from.

      We run for a while, and as we go, I realize we’re heading in the direction that would eventually lead us to Running River Pack, if we ran far enough. Of course, we won’t do that. Not yet anyway. Before I can go back there and exact vengeance on Alpha Kaelen, I need a solid plan, and I don’t have that yet.

      Nevertheless, our noses carry us closer to Running River Pack territory. We won’t go as far as where the patrol makes their circuit, which is technically beyond the border of their pack land, but I must know if the scent I’m following belongs to the person I think it does.

      The further we run, the stronger it gets. Yet, I don’t feel like he will be there when we arrive. No, it’s faded away enough that I will not be surprised if I only find traces of him, which is disappointing.

      After a couple of hours of running at full speed, we enter a clearing, and I see something tucked into a tree up ahead. It’s small and white, and hidden fairly well. If it wasn’t for my superior eyesight, I would’ve missed it. Jorin doesn’t notice it at first. I tell him through the mind-link. “Look! It’s an envelope.”

      “Where?” he asks, moving his head from side to side to try to find it.

      “In that tree. I’m going to have to shift to get it.”

      “Oh, I see. All right. I’ll go get rid of the bones and give you some privacy.” He turns to his left and bolts back into the trees, and I approach what appears to be an envelope with caution.

      No one is around. I know that. I would smell them if they were, and unfortunately, the fragrance I’ve been following continues to go past this tree, closer to Running River territory.

      I shift and pluck the letter from between the branches. When I see my name written on it in familiar handwriting, my heart begins to thump in my chest.

      Quickly, I open the envelope and pull out the letter. The missive is short, but immediately, I know who it is from.

      “Dear Lyra,

      I hope you receive this. I have no idea how far away they took you, but if you’re still in range of my scent, hopefully, your nose will lead you to this.

      I just wanted to let you know I’m on your side. I’m doing what I can from this end, trying to feel out the situation. I’m keeping a close eye on Tessa, too. She’s moved into the Alpha’s house.

      I’ll leave letters for you whenever I can and try to figure out a way to strike when the time is right.

      Take care of yourself, and stay strong.

      B.”

      I hold the letter to my chest for a moment. Bram. It’s from Bram, just as I expected. I knew he wouldn’t let me down.

      I hear Jorin coming back through the trees before he mind-links me. “Have you shifted yet?”

      Putting the letter back into the envelope, I keep it in my mouth as I shift back into my wolf form. “Yes,” I tell him.

      He trots out from between the trees with a curious look on his face.

      “It’s from Bram,” I tell him. “He’s going to do whatever he can to help us.”

      Jorin’s wolf smiles as well as a wolf can. “That’s great news.”

      “It is,” I agree. We turn for home, and as I run, I feel something I haven’t in a long time.

      Hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            READYING FOR COMBAT

          

        

      

    

    
      *Lyra*

      

      Jorin and I have fallen into a rhythm. For the first few weeks that I’m with him, everything is about survival. He’s taught me how to track the small game that travels through the forest near our cabin, how to cover my tracks so as not to catch the attention of rogues, and how to make do with very little. Every night, I thank the Moon Goddess for bringing him to me. If he hadn’t found me chained to that tree when he did, I’d probably be dead.
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