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      Sheila

      The branches and brambles claw at me as I run, but the sound of the men chasing me keeps me pushing through the pain. Their shouts echo through my mind, a sharp contrast to the pounding of my heart. I see the chasm ahead and the small clear space. Pushing myself harder, I sprint to the edge and leap for my life.

      Even if I don’t make it, the fall is better than what they have planned for me.

      Hitting the other side, I fall. Crashing through rocks and detritus further scraping the skin from my hands and knees. The shouts draw closer, and I scramble to my feet, running for all my life is worth. As I make it around a rocky outcrop, I slam into a very large dog, sending us both sprawling.

      Trying to pick myself up from this second fall, I freeze at the sound of the dog growling at me. Turning my head so very slowly, I see the dog standing a few feet away, angry. The shouts of the men reach me, and I know I am dead, one way or another. Since there’s nothing to lose, and I love dogs, even ones that are probably actually angry wolves, I try talking to him.

      “You look like a good boy. I’m sorry I ran into you.”

      The wolf stops growling and seems to listen, with its head cocked to one side.

      “I was trying to get away from the men chasing me, and I wasn’t paying enough attention to what was in front of me.” The men’s voices are closer, so the wolf shifts to watch me and the path. “Please, please be a good boy, and let me go. I promise, I want to get away from them.”

      The men call out, “We know you’re in there! Get ready, here we come!”

      I can’t help the little moan of fear that escapes me as my eyes go to the path. The wolf growls and turns to face the incoming voices, putting himself between me and the men as they come around the corner. It is quickly a bloodbath. I can’t watch as the wolf tears into them. Blood splashes on me, and I flinch. Hysteria takes over, and all I can do is huddle here against this rock, crying.

      The sounds, I can’t block out the sounds no matter how tightly my hands are clasped over my ears. The screams followed by gurgling; the wet sounds of blood splashing. Every sound feels like a blow.

      I know I will be next; the wolf is probably rabid, and it’s going to tear into me at any moment. I don’t know how long I huddled there crying and rocking, but I jump and scream when a cold nose nudges my arm. Closing in on myself even tighter, hoping it will go away if I don’t move.

      The wolf whines, and it gives me another nudge with his nose. When I don’t respond, he sits down next to me, pushing his bulk against my back. My body shivers uncontrollably as the fear takes over. Is he guarding his next meal?

      Eventually, thoughts return, and I realize that the wolf is not attacking me. Not even guarding me in the way I thought. My tears stop, and I move my head slightly to look back at the warm bulk pressed against me. My jaw drops in disbelief. This wolf murdered the men chasing me lays there, leaning up against me. His eyes are the grey of cloudy skies as he watches me with what looks like concern. Opening my mouth, nothing but a croak comes out as I try to speak.

      Swallowing, I clear my throat a little to say, “Um, hi.”

      Immediately, I think I must be a moron. Why would I try to talk to a wolf? The wolf tips its head to one side, as if it, too, thinks I am a little less than sane. Blood is still splashed over its muzzle and chest. My heart is racing again, and the wolf grins at me, tongue lolling out like a regular dog. His face is oddly comforting.

      I ask him, “Would you mind if I get up?”

      I feel like my eyes might fall out. They are opened so wide when the wolf nods and moves away so I can get up. My heart is racing in my chest as I move slowly, cautiously. Standing, I take inventory of my injuries. It looks like most of the blood on me is from the things I dare not look at, and various small injuries I collected running and landing. My peripheral vision is red, red, red, and I turn away, so I don’t see them. I need to get home. How am I going to get back over the gap? There isn’t enough space to run. If I do run, will the wolf attack me because I am running like prey?
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      What the hell? Something hits me from behind, and I tumble across the small clearing. Luckily, my wolf body is agile. I am back on my feet before my attacker can stand again. Facing them and growling, I watch as they try to collect themselves and freeze when they hear my growl.

      The scent of them reaches me, and I realize it is a woman. What the hell is she doing out here? Then the sounds of men shouting from across the narrow gorge reaches me. We are going to have company shortly.

      She starts talking to me, as if she thinks I am a dog? “You look like a good boy. I’m sorry I ran into you.”

      Fuck, she does think I’m a dog or at least is testing out talking to me like one. I listen to her because I would really like to know what she is up to, and I miss people talking to me.

      “I was trying to get away from the men chasing me, and I wasn’t paying enough attention to what was in front of me.” The men’s voices are closer, so I shift to watch her and the path. “Please, please be a good boy and let me go. I promise, I want to get away from them.”

      The men call out, “We know you’re in there! Get ready, here we come!”

      I see. Turning my back toward her, I move to the side a bit. Putting myself squarely between her and the men who landed on this side of the gorge. There are three of them, and they walk around the corner leisurely, not even really searching for her. Confident they will catch their prey.

      Too bad for them, I’m hungry and need more time.

      Leaping at the first one, I catch his throat in my jaws. As he falls back, I push off him with my paws, ripping his throat out. Blood sprays from his throat in spurts as he falls. His friends are frozen in shock for a moment until the body hits the ground with a thud. His blood pools on the rocks as he struggles to breathe. The one to the right turns and leaps at me, shouting, “You killed Buddy, you fucking bastard!”

      I dodge his leap easily and jump at the one watching the blood spread in shock. Biting the side of his neck until I feel the blood spurt. As I release him, his friend kicks me in the ribs. It hurts like hell but doesn’t do the damage he was trying for. The one I left bleeding against the rock face stumbles into his friend, trying to keep his life blood from spewing out onto everything but failing as he paints the world red. The man that kicked me is horrified as his friend’s blood coats him one heartbeat at a time.

      While he is distracted by trying to get his friend off him, I decide to show him how to injure an enemy. Darting forward, I bite into the soft flesh of his belly, ripping it away as I back up from him. His guts spill onto the ground in a rush, like fresh sausage landing wetly. He cries out, fear and pain making his voice a delicious counterpoint to his friend’s gurgles.

      I watch as the bleeding friend steps on his guts and slips, falling to the ground. He drops to his knees, trying desperately to stuff his intestines back in, shoving at his friend, who is only twitching on the ground. The strength is leaving his body as he grows more frantic. He notices me stalking closer and starts screaming. High-pitched screams born of the knowledge of imminent death.

      He is trapped by the guts pinned under his now dead friend. He swings at me, trying to keep me away as I start my feast with his flesh. He is weak and his blows have no power. His screams delight my ears, like music playing while I feast.

      Sated. Finally. The three of them bring me a little closer. Even if I’m not sure I will ever get enough to finish. Three more minutes.

      I look toward the woman, and she is still crying. Curled up in a ball and covered in blood. This probably isn’t the best place for her to stay. Others will come to feast on the meat I left. They will not concern themselves
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