
Eyes

of the

Wolf

––––––––

Written By:

––––––––

Cynthia Woods


Eyes of the Wolf is a work of fiction. Characters, names, places, and events are the products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, places, or events is entirely coincidental.



Copyright © 2025-2026 Cynthia Woods  

All rights reserved.

Printed in the United States of America




Other Books by Cynthia Woods:  


Bloodlines of Power Series:

A Touch of Destiny 

The Book of Elements 

Wrath of the Sea Queen 

Plague of Heritage 



Blood Cycles - The Drinking Age 

Lycan Unto A Gypsy

Eyes of the Wolf 

Winds of Truth



Conspiracy Washed Up 

Covert Design

Destiny Interrupted

Fall for Him

Fear Fringe

Finding Patience

Impulsive

Lethal Exposure

Police Involvement 

Can't Forget the Mistletoe

Rogue Hearts

Royal Revolution



Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Saturday

Sunday

Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

Saturday (2)

Sunday (2)

*** The End ***

Sign up for Cynthia Woods's Mailing List

Also By Cynthia Woods

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Saturday


[image: ]


There! The distinct scent of cherries and baby oil over a uniquely female pheromone. His bright gray eyes scanned first the entrance and then the dance floor. Not there. He sniffed the air a few more times and caught the scent again, at the bar this time.

Zach's eyes landed on the dark-haired woman who'd seated herself in the second to last barstool. Her navy blue pencil skirt showed off her athletic legs all the way from her dainty feet up to her well-toned, mid-thigh. The form-hugging, gray satin blouse almost matched the color of his own eyes as they admired her exquisite figure from across the room.

This beautiful woman was the sole reason he sat in the club tonight. He'd caught a glimpse of her last Saturday as he entered the club on a mission of his own. A rambunctious group of partygoers shoved her directly into his chest as she made her way to the exit. Their eyes had met briefly, and his breath caught in his throat. He'd never met anyone with eyes exactly the same color as his, and hers had sparkled brightly on her lovely face as she apologized for bumping into him before continuing on her way.

He'd been too stunned to realize she'd left and his chance to learn more about her had departed before he regained his composure. Therefore, he'd returned to this club every night for the last week, watching, waiting, and willing her return. Surely, she would return. Tonight, his patience had been rewarded.

From his table in the dark corner, Zach watched a redheaded man approach as soon as the lady settled on the barstool. He didn't even need his exceptional hearing to interpret the exchange.

Can I buy you a drink?

No thank you - lady refused with a polite smile.

You sure?

I'm sure - lady looks away, clearly not interested.

How about a dance?

Thank you, no. I’m waiting for my friends - lady's polite rejection finally succeeds.

Pleased with the outcome, he watched the redhead walk away and try his luck with a more boisterous lady two seats further down the bar. He could have that one. Zach's interest rested with the dark-haired beauty sipping on a carbonated drink. He hadn't been able to get her out of his mind since that first encounter. That he couldn't control this feeling disturbed him more than he dared admit. He'd always prided himself on being able to control any situation and, more importantly, his own emotions. His life depended on that control!

As if sensing his eyes on her, the dark-haired lady glanced over her left shoulder and scanned the crowd in his corner of the room. Her furrowed brow told Zach she couldn't explain whatever sensation had prompted her to turn. He chuckled to himself, assuming his energy flowing in her direction might've had something to do with it.

Two minutes later, a blonde guy walked up to the dark-haired woman and whispered in her ear, eliciting a deep-throated growl from Zach. The sound surprised him almost as much as it did the waitress who'd stopped at his table to see if he wanted a refill. He ordered another glass of iced tea and hurried the waitress along so he could return his attention to the developing scene at the bar.

The lady laughed softly at whatever comment the blonde man made and her smile beamed. The waitress, unfortunately, had caused Zach to miss the remark. This new man motioned for the bartender to bring him a beer and another soda for the lady. She didn't object, clearly acquainted with the blonde guy. While they waited for their drinks, a third man approached and asked the lady to dance. Zach used his keen hearing to listen carefully this time.

Sorry, her dance card is full this evening. Find someone else.

Thanks, Sir Galahad, but I could've spoken for myself - lady nudged the man playfully.

Why don't we dance until April arrives?

I'd rather not. I have two left feet - lady looks uncomfortable.

Don't worry! Just follow my lead.

How can you lead when it's so loud and crowded and everyone is jostling everyone else?

Ah. Hear that? A slow song, in the nick of time.

I don't know - lady scans the dance floor as couples begin to pair off.

It'll keep you from having to decline more invitations from strangers.

It's easier to decline than it is to dance - lady chuckles nervously.

"Hi. Would you like to dance?"

A fourth man, slightly older and more rugged this time, solicits the dark-haired lady.

"No, thank you."

"She's getting ready to dance with me. Better luck next time." The blonde man dismissed the latest hopeful suitor.

"Victor, that wasn't nice. Don't be rude!"

"I never claimed to be nice, and it's the truth, Rya. I refuse to sit idle on a perfectly good Saturday night!"

Victor tugged Rya's arm until she got up from the barstool and followed him to the dance floor. Awkwardly, he placed an arm around her waist and waited for her to accept his other hand. He then moved her gracefully around their section of the floor.

Rya.

Zach now had her name. His pale gray eyes remained glued to the lady and the blonde man's hands upon her as they completed the first dance and began a second. Zach immediately noticed when Victor pulled the lady closer and leaned down to whisper in her ear again. Frustration knotted his gut such that he had no idea when he'd gotten out of his chair and made his way to the side of the dance floor closest to where his dark-haired lady danced.

"Rya! Victor!"

A lady with deep auburn hair hollered from directly beside Zach, causing his sensitive ears to twitch. She waved her hands over her head until she caught her friends' attention.

"April! I'm so glad you're here. Please! Save me from Victor's incessant need to dance!"

Rya laughingly hugged the newcomer, accepted a set of keys, and then passed the redheaded lady into Victor's waiting arms. She watched them floating happily across the floor for a minute longer and then turned toward the bar, unintentionally plowing straight into a man she hadn't seen standing there. With her hands reflexively pressed against his chest, Rya looked up to see who she'd hit. The gray eyes looking back at her stopped her cold and held her attention even more than the brief image that flashed through her mind.

"I'm so sorry," Rya managed to get the words past the dry lump in her throat.

"No harm done," Zach replied with a slight smile, involuntarily covering her hands with his.

All rational thought fled Zach's mind while Rya stood dumbstruck and continued to gaze into his warm, inviting eyes. They stood there staring silently at each other for several heartbeats before Rya came to her senses and pulled her hands away without breaking eye contact.

"I'm sorry."

"My apologies as well. Are you all right?"

"Fine."

"That's good." Zach fumbled for something more intelligent to say.

"Well, sorry again." Rya turned to the side and took a step toward the bar.

"Zach," he blurted out as he caught hold of her hand a moment before she could slip away again.

"Excuse me?" 

"My name is Zach." He sighed inwardly as he finally found his voice and his wayward courage.

"Oh. I'm Rya. It's nice to meet you, Zach."

"If we keep meeting like this, one of us is going to get hurt."

"What?"

"You bumped into me last Saturday much as you did tonight," Zach explained.

Zach watched her bite the edge of her lip as she sought the memory. The abrupt widening of Rya's eyes told him exactly when she found the recollection.

"I was leaving alongside that rowdy group."

"They rudely shoved you out of the way."

"Accidents happen. They probably didn't even see me."

"I'm glad I was there to prevent them from trampling you had you fallen," Zach jokingly replied.

"If you put it like that, then I suppose I'm in your debt."

"Not at all."

"Could I buy you a drink in gratitude?"

"I could never let a lady buy my drink."

Zach observed the disappointment in her tiny frown.

"However, I'd be honored if you would join me at my table. We could order drinks and talk," Zach offered, knowing she wasn't inclined to dance.

"Sure! Lead the way."

Zach's hand pressed gently between her shoulders as he guided Rya toward his corner table in the back. He allowed her to select a chair, which he then pulled out for her before seating himself on the opposite side of the table.
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"YOU'RE STARING AT ME," Zach spoke after several minutes of silence.

Rya blinked herself out of her private thoughts.

"Sorry. I don't mean to be rude."

"I don't mind, but why are you staring? Do I have something stuck to my face?" He asked out of curiosity and simultaneously brushed his hands down his cheeks.

"Nothing like that."

Rya fidgeted nervously with her slim purse, removing it from where she'd strapped the lightweight silver chain across her body while dancing. Noticing Zach's eyes following her movements, Rya placed her purse on the table and forced herself to sit still.

"If not dirt on my face, then what?"

"You'll think it's strange."

"Perhaps your strange is ordinary to me. Try me!" Zach winked.

"I can't help looking at your eyes. I've never seen another person with eyes the same color as mine."

"You have beautiful eyes!"

"You're biased." Rya grinned.

"Maybe, but I do like the way you wear the color."

"Thanks! It suits you as well. However, I always considered my eyes a genetic anomaly. For one, I look nothing like my father and only a little like my mother."

"That's not uncommon. Maybe you look like one of your grandsires."

"Possibly. My eyes are the real difference. My mother had bright blue eyes, and my dad's eyes were dark green. Someone once told me I had a mutated gene that caused ocular albinism, but my eyesight is perfect and doesn't fit the typical pattern of that disorder."

"Perhaps your eyes are a rare gift," Zach suggested.

"A gift is given by choice, not chance. I seriously doubt my parents walked into the delivery room and said oh, by the way, we'd like our little girl to have pale, gray eyes." Rya laughed freely.

"Maybe the gift came not from your parents but from another relative or from nature itself."

"Anything is possible! I don't give it much thought nowadays, not since I was old enough to realize it didn't matter if other kids stared or commented on my eyes. They're mine, and that's that!" She shrugged.

"So, Rya, forgive my directness, but I don't wish to make a misstep. I see no wedding band on your finger. Are you single?"

"Yes."

"Not dating anyone?"

"Not currently. In fact, not often. You may not believe it, but this isn't my typical social scene. I doubt I'm going to find my Mr. Right in a single's bar."

"Yet, you've bumped into me twice in this very bar."

"You?"

Rya laughed wholeheartedly, causing Zach's brow to furrow in confusion. He would've sworn he felt the same ebbs of attraction flowing from her that he was producing. For his people, these feelings generally only meant one thing. Yet, he also knew the principle didn't always hold true for other cultures. Regardless, he hadn't expected Rya to reject him outright.

"You don't think I could be right for you?" He asked with a more serious tone.

"What? Good heavens! That's not what I meant! You seem like a nice guy, Zach, and you're classically handsome. Honestly, I’m a sucker for dark hair like yours!"

"Good to know." He smiled.

"However, you're in a bar on a Saturday night to pick up a woman who might frequent a place like this. That's not me! I don't drink alcohol. Dancing in crowded rooms isn't my cup of tea. I don't care for this bump-n-dump music either. Frankly, I'm not a fan of crowds at all! Therefore, while you may exceed my expectations upon cursory review, I'm going to fall gravely short of what you were hoping to find tonight."

"Perhaps I'm looking for a woman who enjoys mulled apple cider as much as I do. Such a woman might visit an establishment that sells all types of drinks."

"Somehow, I doubt it."

"Maybe I'm not looking for anyone."

"You are. I can see it in your expression. However, you won't find what you seek with me."

"You can't know that."

"It's a safe bet," Rya insisted.

"If this isn't your preferred venue, then why are you here? Why were you here last week as well?"

"You see that couple over there, the blonde man and the redheaded lady?"

"Yes. I saw you dancing with him. Lucky guy!"

"He's one of my closest friends. I've known Victor since first grade. We grew up together. I've known April since my freshman year in college. They met when Victor came up to visit me last Christmas. With graduation drawing near, exams and final papers swamped me! I'd been so busy, I hadn't even sent out my annual Christmas cards."

"Your friend worried about you?"

"Yes. However, Victor's concern abated as soon as he laid eyes on April! They've been together ever since."

"Love at first sight?"

"At least within the first week."

"Do you think that's possible?" Zach wondered.

"I do! It'd be incredible to have it happen that way, like a lightning strike, but I doubt I'll be that lucky. What are the odds of lightning striking me and my perfect man at the same time?"

"You never know. You did flatter me with that comment about exceeding your expectations. Maybe it is love at first sight, but your brain hasn't received the message yet." Zach chuckled.

"That's an interesting perspective. Guess we'll have to wait and see if my heart generated such a message and whether it gets delivered."

"Be sure and let me know. Meanwhile, the pairing of your friends is a nice tale, but we've digressed. It doesn't explain why you're here."

"I'm their designated driver. Since I don't drink and, according to them, have no social life, I'm convenient when they know they're going to cut loose. Tonight, they're celebrating a nine-month milestone."

"You sit here and wait for them all night? That's a huge imposition on your time."

"Regrettably, it's not. They know me well, and they're right. I had absolutely nothing better to do outside of my house. Don't tell anyone, but I have an eBook on my phone that I'd planned to enjoy at a private table this evening. It's sad, but true," Rya admitted.

"I see. Your pastimes keep you close to home then?"

"Most of them. The ones that draw me out are mainly solo or very small group events. I might've mentioned that I’m not fond of crowds."

"You did. We have that in common. Do you frequently help your friends in this manner?"

"No. Last week was April's birthday, and tonight is special for them. They truly don't ask it of me often, and I don't mind helping them."

"You're a good friend with a kind heart."

"I try to be. What about you, Zach?"

"What about me?"

"Single?"

"Yes. I wouldn't have asked you to join me if I weren't. That wouldn't be appropriate."

"If only all guys realized that!" Rya snorted and shook her head.

"Men who aren't single have attempted to gain your attention?"

"It happens more often than you'd think. You know how it is at bars, though I can usually spot them a mile away. Their approach is drastically different and feels sleazy."

"I saw you turn down a drink offer earlier. Was he...?"

"You also saw me dancing with Victor. Were you watching me?" Rya wasn't sure why the notion popped into her head, but she asked anyway.

"I might've noticed you at the bar. You're a beautiful woman, Rya!"

Zach smiled at her again, further melting her normally unshakeable inhibitions.

"That's kind of you to say. Thank you! What were you going to say before I interrupted you?"

"I was wondering if the man you refused was one of those unavailable men."

"That one was single, but he wanted more than a drink. I can spot that type as well."

"What type is that?"

"The ones who want the night to end with both of us wearing fewer clothes and no strings attached in the morning."

Zach didn't immediately register the encounter Rya described. Granted, he'd only been venturing into the city on a regular basis for a few months. He'd become familiar with lots of city dweller interactions and rituals from books, magazines, college, and television. Yet, it seemed he still had much more to learn.

"I don't understand."

"Sex. All he wanted was sex, and that's definitely not my style! I don't do one-night flings."

"Oh!" Zach felt his cheeks warm with embarrassment, not having anticipated her mentioning that particular topic, and his brain hadn't even considered it.

"You sound surprised."

"By his intention? I am. My people don't behave in such a way without intent."

"Your people?"

"We take personal liaisons seriously! We may flirt and tease to test the waters, but we're unfailingly loyal to the mate we choose. If I entice you to my bed, it'll be because you're going to be my mate."

"If that's true, then you're either highly religious or you aren't from around these parts."

"I was born in this region, but I wasn't raised in the city."

"That explains a lot! I sensed you were different the first time I ran into you. Now that I think about it, the name Zach has a biblical ring to it. Are you Catholic or Amish?"

"I don't participate in either of those religious sects."

"You don't live with a cult or in a commune do you?"

"I currently live alone."

"Hmm... well, you're too well-mannered to have been raised by wolves," Rya teased.

Zach coughed and sputtered, nearly choking on the drink he'd taken. Rya reached over and patted his back until he managed to clear his throat and regain his composure.

"Thanks! I'm fine now."

"Good. I'd feel terrible if the first man I've met in years, with whom I could have a decent conversation, choked on a drink and died before we even had an hour to get to know each other."

"You need not worry. The tea isn't lethal." Zach laughed along with her.

"Victor!"

Rya's head snapped to the dance floor when she heard the fearful shout. People dissipated to reveal a shocking sight! Victor lay on his back with his arms at his sides, hands fisted, and legs jerking spasmodically.

"What can I do?! Victor!" April's frightened voice carried.

Rya jumped up from her seat and rushed onto the dance floor. She dropped to her knees on Victor's left, opposite April, who attempted to hold Victor still. Rya reached into his back pocket and yanked out his wallet.

"See if you can get him to bite down on this," Rya instructed as she passed the wallet to April.

"What's wrong with him?" April asked as she slid the leather wallet into Victor's mouth.

"It's his heart condition."

"Is he having a heart attack? This looks like a seizure." April stared helplessly at Victor.

"His heart problem can cause seizures under the right conditions. Don't worry! I've seen him go through this a few times. It generally lasts no more than a minute or two. Look! His body is already slowing down."

As predicted, a minute later, Victor unclenched his fists as his legs went still. He reached up and pulled the wallet out of his mouth, looking back and forth between April and Rya.

"A seizure?" Victor questioned as he met Rya's gaze.

"Yes. Did you forget to take your medicine?"

"I don't think so." Victor slowly sat up, realizing where he was as he did.

"Are you okay?" April asked.

"I'm fine. Sorry about that. I hope I didn't embarrass you terribly, Babe."

"I'm not embarrassed. You scared the life out of me, Victor!"

"Can you stand?" Rya interjected before the conversation went any further with so many onlookers hanging on every word.

"Good idea! Let's get off the dance floor."

Victor eagerly complied as the ladies helped him to his feet and escorted him to the main entrance. Rya offered to drive them to the hospital so a doctor could take a look at Victor. If he'd been taking his medicine, something else must've triggered the episode.

By the time Zach nudged his way through the throng of club-goers pressing for a better view, Rya was nowhere to be seen.
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"I'M SORRY HE DIDN'T tell you, April. I assumed you knew after this long with him."

"It's not your fault. I've seen him take medication many mornings, but I've never seen a prescription bottle. I thought the pills were vitamins. I had no idea Victor had heart problems!"

"He was born with a heart defect. The medicine he takes regulates his system. The times I've seen this happen were when he was trying to take himself off the medicine or when he was cramming for exams and forgot to eat all day. Generally, he doesn't have any issues."

"I wonder what happened this time. I know he ate lunch because I was with him. Victor said he took his medicine, and I believe he did. What else could've caused this, Rya?"

"I can't begin to offer an explanation. You'll have to wait for the doctor to share his findings."

"He's been back there for half an hour. How long do you think it'll take?"

"I don't know. Please sit down, April. It could be a while. You know how doctors love to run tests."

Rya attempted to lighten April's mood but didn't succeed. The ladies sat next to each other for another hour without saying much. Rya returned April's key ring, but then April silently flipped through four different magazines, not paying attention to the content. Rya, on the other hand, had retrieved her tablet from the compartment in the console of her car and continued to enjoy her most recent eBook purchase.

"Rya, I'm getting coffee. Want a cup?"

"No thanks."

April poured herself a cup from the freshly brewed pot on the unit at the back of the waiting room and returned to sit beside Rya.

"Tell me about pretty boy."

"Excuse me?" Rya glanced up with a puzzled expression.

"I saw you talking to a dark-haired guy at one of the back tables; not pretty so much as manly handsome. Who is he?"

"His name is Zach."

"And?"

"That's all I know."

"I don't believe that! You sat there talking to him from the time you left the dance floor until we left the club."

"That wasn't very long."

"Forty-five minutes! You can say a lot in that time," April stated.

"It didn't seem that long."

"It must've been going well! Who is he? When did you meet him?"

"I met him tonight. Actually, I saw him last week, but we didn't get introduced at the time. I'd grabbed a carryout iced tea before heading out to drive you and Victor home. I got shoved into Zach as he walked into the club. I ran into him again tonight as I stepped off the dance floor."

"So, what? You decided to invite yourself to his table?"

"Of course not! I offered to buy him a drink as an apology for running into him, but he declined. He refused to let a lady buy him a drink."

"Chivalrous and handsome. Nice! Then what?"

"Zach invited me to sit and talk with him."

"What did you discuss?"

"Not much. He asked if I was single."

"That's a good start. What else?"

"Honestly, April, we didn't talk about much of anything except my eyes. That's what drew my attention."

"Your eyes?"

"No. His eyes! They're the exact same color as mine. I've never met anyone with this eye color."

"Maybe you're distant relatives."

"Relatives?"

"Your eye condition is genetic, right?"

"It's not a condition. There's nothing wrong with my eyes. They're merely an uncommon color, which I've been told repeatedly is a genetic trait."

"Those traits typically run in families. Maybe he's your long lost cousin," April suggested.

"Wouldn't that be my luck? I finally meet a nice, handsome guy, and it'll turn out we're related!" Rya laughed.

"Are you going to see him again?"

"I don't know. It's not as if he asked me out. In fact, I rushed out of there so fast, he probably thinks I'm the rudest person on the planet. I didn't even tell him I was leaving."

Rya tried to recall if Zach had said anything or followed her when she rushed to Victor's aid. She couldn't remember seeing him amongst the faces watching with curiosity.

"I'm sure he'll understand. Don't you think you owe him an explanation if not an apology?"

"Probably."

"You could always go back to the club tomorrow and see if he makes an appearance."

"On a Sunday?"

"Why not? We both know you're just going to jog on the treadmill or in the woods while inventing new excursions for tourists."

"I happen to like my job, and I have to be at work early on Monday to make up some time I missed this week."

"Go to the club earlier tomorrow, if that makes you feel better, but don't pass up this opportunity."

"I could swing by, maybe after I walk the trail that leads to the waterfall west of the ruins in the forest."

"That's the spirit!" April encouraged.

"You and Victor are still walking with me aren't you? I'll understand if you change your mind after tonight."

"We'll plan on it unless Victor isn't well, but don't change the subject. Promise you'll stop by the club afterward."

"All right."

"Did I hear you promise?" April persisted.

"Fine! I promise. However, I seriously doubt he'll be there. If he is, then Zach probably isn't the right type of guy for me anyway," Rya stated her concern.

"Well, you'll never know if you don't try. He did draw your interest didn't he?"

"He did."

"Then, worst case scenario would be that he isn't there and you continue on your way. Best case - you spend half an hour chatting with him again and learn something significant this time."

"I'll swing by, but only long enough to grab a peach tea to satisfy my sweet tooth."

"Miss. Flener?"

"That's me!"

April hopped up and walked over to the nurse who'd entered the waiting room. Rya followed.

"Mr. Wessels is stable and doing fine. The doctor wants to monitor his condition for about an hour longer before making a final determination on when to release him. You can go back and keep him company if you'd like," the nurse offered.

"Can Rya come, too?"

"I'm sorry. The doctor specified only one visitor while Mr. Wessels is being monitored."

"It's all right, April. I have an errand I need to run anyway. As long as I know Victor is all right, there's no need for me to be in there. Give him my best."

"I will."

"Call me when Victor is ready to be released, and I'll come get you."

"Thanks, Rya! You're a lifesaver!"

******
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RYA STARTED HER CAR and, before backing out of the parking spot, reached over to grab her purse from the passenger's seat. She needed to call Sam to let him know she was on her way to the office to pick up the paperwork she needed regarding the ruins she'd be visiting tomorrow. Sam had asked to be informed if and when she worked late, so Rya always notified him when she visited the office outside of normal business hours.

"My purse! Where did I put it?"

Rya killed the engine, searched under and between the seats, and even looked in the back hatch without success. Rushing back into the waiting room, she checked every corner and under every chair to no avail. Taking a deep breath to keep her panic at bay, Rya mentally retraced her steps. The last place she could recall having her purse was at the table with Zach. She'd set it aside and completely forgotten about it. Pure luck is the only reason her car keys had been in her skirt pocket.

"Shoot!"

Rya did her best to stay calm and not break the speed limit as she drove back to the club. The Saturday night crowd had nearly doubled. Maneuvering through the mass of people milling about was tougher than she'd expected, but she finally reached the back corner where four men and three women now occupied Zach's former table.

"Excuse me." Rya interrupted what sounded like a colorful joke.

"Well, hello there! What can we do for you, lovely lady?" The man sitting nearest where she stood asked as he appreciatively eyed her legs.

"Did any of you, by chance, happen to see a black purse on a silver chain at this table when you sat down?"

"Sorry, no," two of the ladies replied simultaneously.

"Are you in need of a few bucks? I'd be happy to buy you a drink," the man on the far end of the table offered.

"No thank you. I misplaced my purse, and I'm trying to locate it. Thank you for your help. I'll let you get back to your evening."

Rya turned and headed toward the bar. Maybe someone turned her purse in to the bartender. Unfortunately, she wasn't that lucky. Both bartenders confirmed that no one had found a purse and reported it. They even let her rummage through the lost and found box to be certain. Dreading the thought of having to call and cancel her credit cards, Rya made her way to the exit.

"Hold on a second!"

A firm hand caught her arm and spun her around. The second man from the table had followed her to the bar. Rya swiped at his hand to dislodge it.

"Please let go!"

"You aren't leaving are you? I might be able to help ease a bit of your stress if you stay for a while."

"I have an appointment to keep. Excuse me!"

Rya took a step backward, turned, and walked as fast as she could to put distance between herself and the stranger. She didn't have time to deal with pickup lines or propositions, and she certainly didn't want to cause a scene if the guy decided not to take the hint.

In her rush to get out of the bar, Rya didn't see the other man step up behind her pursuer and, by placing only two fingers on his shoulder, prevented the guy from chasing after her. However, she did hear the most unusual, deep growl rumble through the crowded room. It definitely didn't come from the blaring music.

Fifteen minutes later, Rya pulled into her driveway and parked under the metal carport beside the modestly-sized brick ranch home. She'd opened the screen and unlocked the front door when another vehicle turned into her driveway. Rya didn't recognize the truck, so she kept her hand on the doorknob and waited for the driver to emerge.

"Please don't let it be him! Please don't have followed me home!"

Rya first saw the mass of thick, black hair that almost reached his shoulders as a guy stepped out of the dark green pickup truck. Black jeans covered long legs, and a brown, leather jacket over a dark gray t-shirt finished the look. However, as the man reached the bottom step of the front porch, his pale gray eyes made Rya sigh out loud.

"Zach!"

Rya's enthusiastic response expressed how happy she was to see him. At the same time, it revealed her vast relief that it was Zach and not the guy from the club.

"You frightened me!"

"Did I? Sorry." His playful smirk hinted that he might not be too sorry.

"What are you doing here? How did you know where I live?" Rya's suspicious mind remained on alert.

"I tried to catch you at the club, but you slipped away before I could give you this."

"My purse!" Rya accepted it from his outstretched hand.

"I thought you might come looking for it, so I waited. I'd stepped into the restroom and was returning to the bar when I spotted you leaving. I assumed you were headed home. I hope you don't mind that I peeked inside to get the address from your driver's license. I didn't look at anything else."

"Thank you! You have no idea how glad I am that you held onto this for me. I truly didn't want the hassle of reporting everything as lost. Thank you so much, Zach!"

Rya climbed down the two concrete steps and impulsively hugged Zach to express her appreciation.

"You're welcome, Rya."

Once more, they found themselves gazing at each other, waiting for someone to dispel the building tension. If it were possible, Rya would've sworn she was being physically drawn into the warmth of Zach's eyes. In a most uncharacteristic revelation, Rya realized she didn't mind.

"How's your friend?"

"Victor will be fine. They're monitoring him at the hospital, and April is keeping him company. Thanks for asking. I have to go back and pick them up when he gets released."

"Tonight?"

"Probably in an hour or so," Rya estimated.

"Are you busy until then?" Zach ventured.

"I was going to run an errand before I realized I'd misplaced my purse. I was preparing myself for a few frustrating phone calls before you came along and saved the day."

"Guess you'll need to run that errand now?"

"It can wait. Zach, would you like to come in for a cup of coffee?"

The smile he shot her reflected in the bright glow of his eyes.

"I hoped you might ask." Zach chuckled as he confidently climbed the steps behind Rya and stood at the front door with her.

"Wait! I want you to know I don't generally do this. I'm not often inclined to invite anyone into my home, much less a virtual stranger."

"Think I don't know that?"

"Do you?"

"Your body language gives you away, and you don't seem the type to put yourself at risk without good cause."

"Can you blame me for being cautious? After all, I barely know you. You might not be the nice guy you portray yourself as."

"I'm no threat to you, Rya."

Zach offered reassurance as he gently brushed a lock of long, dark hair out of her eyes. He didn't have to imagine the resultant shiver it sent through Rya because it stirred a response in him as well. If a threat existed here, it was the reverse of what she believed.

"That remains to be seen. Just to be clear, I'm only inviting you in for coffee."

"Coffee sounds good."

"Please, have a seat at the table while I start a pot brewing."

Zach took note of the open floor plan from the front door, into the living room, to the dining room/kitchen area on the right. It made the moderately-sized space feel much larger. The vaulted ceilings added to the impression as well. Orderly and clean, yet cozy and inviting.

"You have a welcoming home."

"It belonged to my grandmother. She left it to me when she passed."

"My sympathies for your loss."

"Thank you."

"How long have you lived here?"

"Most of my life. My grandmother raised me since I was in grade school."

Rya finished the prep for the coffee and made her way to the table to wait with Zach, who stood and pulled out a chair for her before retaking his own seat.

"May I ask what happened to your parents?"

"Thanks. Are you always this polite?"

"In your case, it comes naturally, but it depends on the person and the situation." Zach shrugged.

"I see. To answer your question, I don't know. My grandmother told me they died in a camping accident. She never gave me all the details. I asked her a few times as I got older, but she didn't provide much more than a vague location in the forest and animal involvement. I believe she intended to spare me an unpleasant memory. She always painted positive images of my parents," Rya explained.

"Sounds like your grandmother was a kind woman."

"She was! She had a significant influence on my outdoor hobbies as well."

"Outdoor enthusiast? Do tell."

Zach leaned back and relaxed as he studied Rya's face, letting her personality enshroud him with its unique energy while she spoke and absorbing the pleasing scent of cherries and baby oil that tickled his nose.

"Grandma loved being outside, even if only sitting on the back deck as the sun began to set. We did a lot of hiking and camping in the forest. She taught me how to identify dozens of bird species and tree types. I owe my marksmanship to her shooting lessons."

"Gun?"

"Rifle and bow. However, we never hunted animals. Clay targets, aluminum cans, and paper bullseyes were our only trophies." Rya chuckled at the memory.

"How good is your aim?"

"Better than some; not as good as many. That's how my grandmother always answered that question."

Rya got up to check the brewing coffee. Zach followed her into the kitchen without making a conscious decision to get up from the table. He blinked repeatedly to help clear his head, but the sway Rya held over him, without any effort on her part, refused to be banished. He told himself he'd have to find a better way to handle this, or he'd never survive the time needed to build a proper friendship with Rya before he shared his secret with her.

"It'll be ready in a couple more minutes. How do you take yours?"

Rya turned to find Zach standing directly behind her.

"Lots of milk or creamer and a little sugar please. Can I help?"

"Not much aid needed to pour a cup of coffee, but I appreciate the offer."

"I wanted to ask you a question earlier, but I decided against it when you mentioned your aversion to crowds."

"What question?"

"Will you dance with me?"

"Now?"

"Sure! We're the only two here; no crowd to avoid."

"I'm a terrible dancer. Besides, there's no music."

Zach pulled his cell phone out of his pocket, enabled a radio streaming app, and then placed the phone on the counter near the coffee pot.

"Now we have music. May I have this dance?"

"You sure you want to risk your feet?" Rya teased to help allay her nervousness.

"Consider me warned."

Zach waited for Rya to place her hand in his and then stepped up close to her. He placed one arm around her waist and held her other hand over his heart as he began to sway to the sound of the ballad. For the duration of the song, he held Rya's gaze, unknowingly drawing her closer the longer they danced. It wasn't until after the second song that Rya was able to break away from the intensity of his gaze.

"Thank you for the dance, but our coffee is ready."

"You aren't a bad dancer at all."

"Maybe you're a good lead," she suggested.

"Whichever it is, I'd dance with you again. Thank you for the pleasure."

"You're welcome. Here you go."

Rya handed him a mug, filled another for herself, added milk and sugar to both, and headed back to the table. Zach politely pulled out her chair yet again. When he sat down this time, however, he subtly inched his chair closer to hers. When he looked over and caught her watching him with what he deemed curiosity, Zach smiled and took a sip of his coffee.

"Sorry." Rya realized he'd caught her staring again.

"No," Zach answered the unspoken question.

"Excuse me?"

"No. My parents don't have gray eyes. You were staring at my eyes again weren't you? Wondering if I am similar to you in some way?"

"Guilty. How did you know what I was thinking? Are you reading my mind?"

"Your thoughts are easy to see, and I would've asked the same question if you hadn't already given me the answer."

"Intuitive. Okay then, I would like to know."

"Similar to your situation, my mother has brown eyes and my father has hazel eyes; although, my father's eyes turn gray when he's angry. I figure it's a recessive trait, which is why I don't consider my eyes unusual, merely uncommon. Even among my people, this eye color is seldom seen. I understand your curiosity."

"Have you met anyone else with gray eyes?" Rya wondered.

"Met, no. My father was the closest match I'd seen before you. I know a tale handed down by my people about a man who had gray eyes. The story describes how the distinction destined him to be the one to save our people during desperate times."

"A hero?"

"No," Zach stated flatly and stared into his coffee mug.

"Care to share the story?" Rya prompted.

"Another time perhaps. It's not the sort of information you share on a first date."

"Date?"

Rya nearly choked in shock, clenching her jaw as she was taking a drink of coffee.

"I'm sorry, Zach. Did you think this was a date?"

"Not traditionally, of course."

"Whew! You caused me a moment of panic. I thought I might've given you the wrong idea despite being very clear about sharing nothing more than a cup of coffee." Rya exhaled with relief.

"Please don't discount the idea. I do wish to be your friend, and we are continuing our introductory conversation from earlier this evening. We're getting to know one another by sharing a drink and spending time together. It's the equivalent of a date without all the nerves and expectations of an official outing between two people seeking romance. Personally, I find this method much more to my liking and sufficient for starting any type of relationship, friendly or otherwise."

"Which type do you consider ours?"

"Not sure yet," Zach hedged, not ready to share the entirety of his thoughts on the matter.

"Fair enough. For now, you're my friend, and it's my turn to ask the questions."

"What would you like to know?"

"Your people. You've used that phrase more than once."

"You noticed?"

"Of course! Care to explain?"

"It's a very long story. I doubt we have time for the entire narrative before you have to pick up your friends."

"Give me the fifty-thousand foot overview."

"I'm from a village deep in the forest, unknown by most. Only a select few have ever visited. We like the isolation and the simple, independent lifestyle. We're largely a self-sufficient community, and we're hesitant to bring in outsiders because of the damage that generally follows."

"What sort of damage?"

"The same type you'd expect when any two cultures meet for the first time:  uncertainty, misunderstandings, attempts to change the other side to your perspective, traditions, accusations, prejudice, fights, and so forth," Zach explained.

"Perhaps I'm naive, but if you've been this close to modern civilization, is your culture truly that different?"

"Are the Amish, the Catholics, or the Buddhists Monks very similar to their neighbors?"

"Fair point! However, each of those bears a religious division. Does that hold true for your people?"

"Not in the way you see it, but yes."

Rya watched a sea of emotion roll across Zach's features. Tightly set jaw, half-smirk, furrowed brow, deep breath to ease the scowl lines, and a forced smile to make himself relax as whatever thoughts prompted the chaotic feelings were finally pushed aside.

"You're staring at me again."

"I'm observing you. There's a lot going on behind that composed façade. I suspect you're a complicated man, Zach."

Rya looked down at the text alert on her phone as he replied.

"In some ways, I am. In others, I'm very simple."

"Way to walk the line on that one!" She chuckled.

"Have to save a little of my mystery for our next chat."

"Speaking of which, I need to leave. April texted. Victor has been released sooner than expected. I'm sorry to rush you off, but let me walk you to the door."

Zach got to his feet first and offered his hand to help Rya out of her chair. He then kept hold of her hand as they walked to the front door. Zach watched while waiting for her to open the door, unable to resist yet another stealth assessment of this woman. Without a doubt, Zach knew she was different. That difference compelled him to build upon tonight's encounter.

"Thank you for the coffee, the conversation, and the dance."

"You're welcome, Zach. I enjoyed hanging out with you."

"Enough that you might consider doing so again?" Zach posed the inevitable question.

"Sure! We'll definitely get together again."

"What are you doing tomorrow?"

"Sort of working."

"What does that mean? Where do you work?"

"I work in the Parks & Tourism department for the city."

"Really?" Zach's eyebrows shot up toward his forehead in surprise at the completely unexpected discovery.

"Yes. It's my job to work with cruise lines, vacation planners, travel agencies, and local retailers to develop and market our parks, museums, and additional areas of interest. I plan excursions for people visiting the city. Tourism is a big business in a port city where cruise ships frequently stop."

"What sort of marketing requires you to work on a Sunday?"

"I've been researching the ruins on the west side of the forest. Once I have enough history, I can put together a tour similar to Stonehenge. Tomorrow, I'm mapping out terrain and distance of potential hiking trails."

"That might not be the best idea," Zach cautioned.

"Why not?"

"Those ruins truly are an important part of the history in this region. People make use of them to this day."

"How do you know that?"

"It's my job to know. I'm a forest ranger. Everything in the forest falls under my purview."

Rya's lower jaw went slack and her eyes widened. Her face paled at least three shades. Her mouth moved, but no words formed.

"Rya? You okay? What's wrong?"

"It's... she said... she's the one who believed those stories and destiny and... it can't be..." Rya stammered.

"Rya, look at me!"

Zach took hold of her upper arms and slowly turned her to face him. He lifted her chin with two fingers and read a nearly paralyzing emotion in her eyes.

"What's wrong, Rya? What did I say to upset you?"

It took several moments as Rya blinked repeatedly to break the unintentional stare she'd locked with Zach once again. It required another minute before the images flashing in rapid succession through her mind also ended when she politely dislodged his hands.

"Rya, focus on my voice. Answer me! Say something, please!"

"I'm... I'm sorry. I'm okay. You caught me completely by surprise."

"I'll say! You paled so quickly I thought you were going to faint! What surprised you? Was it my job or the fact that I have a vast knowledge of the forest and almost everything in it?"

"It's crazy!"

"Well, I've already heard silly and panicked from you. You may as well toss a little crazy my way."

"You're not ready for this kind of crazy! I really should get going, which means you have to leave as well."

"All right. Would you feel comfortable giving me your phone number so I can call you?"

Rya reached into her purse and pulled out one of her business cards and an ink pen. On the back, she wrote her cell number.

"There you go. I'd like it if you called."

"One more question please. What time are you going hiking tomorrow?"

"I'll leave at eight in the morning and work most of the day."

"Until tomorrow then. Good night, Rya."

Zach hugged her, walked out to his truck, and drove away, leaving Rya slightly stunned as she watched his vehicle vanish from sight.
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"Zach, what brings you our way at such an early hour? The sun has barely risen."

"Can't a guy visit his parents?"

"Sure! I'd be thrilled if I didn't know you better than that, Son. It's always nice to see you, but this isn't a social call," Vern replied with a brief hug.

"It's good to see you, too, Dad. I know I should visit more often, and I don't even have a good excuse for why I don't," Zach answered honestly.

"You don't need an explanation. The road you walk is yours alone. You'll figure it out, and then your life will be what it's supposed to be."

"That's why I'm here. I need information."

"About what?"

"Teryl."

Zach's father narrowed his eyes and stared at his son for a minute, trying to determine the reason he'd want to know anything more about the man in question. The name, though rarely spoken, would never been forgotten.

"I know that look, Dad."

"I assume this is important."

"It could be. I'm not certain yet. If it is, I promise to explain," Zach preempted his father's next question.

"Very well. What would you like to know about the monster who fathered my grandsire?"

"Did he have any other children?"

"No. Our line is all that remains of him."

"What about his family? Everyone knows he had a brother. Did he have other siblings?"

"Teryl had only his twin. However, the two couldn't have been more different. It was as if they'd been divided at birth. Trent got the good heart, and Teryl was left with the rotten soul. They had no other siblings."

"What about aunts or uncles? Aside from us, are any members of that family alive?"

"Thankfully, their parents had no siblings, and they sired only the twins. You know of our side of the family; so you're wondering if Trent had children."

"I am. I don't believe you ever told me what happened to him after the incident."

"After putting an end to Teryl's annihilation plot, Trent left."

"Is Trent the one who struck the killing blow upon Teryl?"

Zach hadn't heard the specific details, though he'd heard the notorious story many times.

Teryl had not been well-liked in the village and repeatedly got into trouble. He'd even killed his own father while the man slept; a cowardly move to acquire a leadership position amongst the villagers. Unfortunately, when Trent, the older and well-liked twin, declined the villagers' request to take the leadership reins, Teryl seized control by force and held those reins through fear and intimidation. After less than a year, Teryl's son, Zach's great grandsire, stood up to his father and usurped power from him.

Anger only mildly described Teryl's reaction to the betrayal, especially since his son didn't kill him. Teryl lived on the outskirts of the village, humiliated and filled with venom. He swore revenge on the entire community. Therefore, Teryl went into the city and began spreading rumors of the dark magic practiced by those in the village. It didn't take long for Teryl to convince the superstitious city dwellers that the village and its inhabitants needed to be destroyed. They came in the middle of the night and burned the village to the ground. Two-thirds of the villagers were killed that night.

Zach glanced up and saw the faraway look in his father's eyes.

"Dad?"

"Yes. Trent located his twin during the razing and killed him. He walked out into the mob of city dwellers after their initial thirst for blood had been sated and held his brother's head high for all to see. Trent cursed them for believing the ranting of a sick man. He shamed them for blindly taking the lives of those who had coexisted peacefully with the city dwellers. So strong were Trent's words that the entire mob dispersed and ran for the shelter of their city. As you know, none have ever returned uninvited."

"What about Trent? I know that your grandsire, Teryl's son, kept the leadership role. What did Trent do?"

"He stayed for about a month to help rebuild. Though our people knew better, they only saw Teryl when they looked at Trent. The stares and whispers ate at his heart. He did the only thing he could to regain a modicum of peace. Trent left. To my knowledge, he was the first lone wolf of our people. No one since has ever chosen to leave the village and live alone."

"Until me," Zach concluded with a heavy sigh.

"Yes, until you. I believe your reasons are similar to Trent's. Are they not?"

"The city dwellers are more technologically advanced than our society. Despite our strengths and secrecy, if discovered by a chance incident or a stray traveler, they could easily destroy us."

"Like they did your brother? Zach, you have to stop blaming yourself! His death was not your fault! His rambunctious nature and bad decisions took his life. You couldn't have changed what happened or saved him, even had you been older. You were just a young cub."

"It proves my point, nevertheless. We can't risk the exposure!"

"You always did carry the weight of our people on your shoulders. Such is the burden of those who lead," Vern agreed.

"I'm no leader," Zach stated.

"I am, and you are my son. You care about our people."

"Of course, I do! That's why I left as soon as I was old enough."

"Perhaps, but it isn't the only reason you left."

"I didn't come here to discuss my personal choices, Dad."

"Then, have I answered all of your questions, Zach?"

"All but one."

Vern raised an inquiring eyebrow.

"Did Trent have gray eyes like his twin?"

"Yes. They were identical. Why would you ask that?"

"I'd rather not say, not until I'm certain. I'll tell you as soon as I know more."

"Very well," Vern stated after turning his assessing gaze on Zach yet again.

"I have an early appointment and should hit the road soon."

"You'd better come inside and say hello to your mother. If she learns you were here and didn't visit with her, you and I will both be on her bad side."

"We certainly don't want that."

Zach laughed and followed his father into the house.

******
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"ARE YOU SURE YOU'RE up for this?"

"For the last time, Rya, I'm fine! You sound like April," Victor teased in reply.

"Oh please! You love it when April fusses over you."

"True!" He laughed.

"You should've told her about your condition. I can't believe you hid it from her!"

"Really? Are we going to rehash this? I told you. It never occurred to me."

"Liar! April sees you take your medicine every day. I don't believe she never asked about it."

"She didn't; not really." Victor ducked his head and tied his shoe.

"You were scared to tell her. Why?"

Victor shrugged and attempted to change the subject.

"What makes you think anyone will want to visit the ruins? There isn't much to see except a pile of rocks; a pile less impressive than Stonehenge, I might add."

"Gut feeling. Don't think you're getting out of answering me, Mister!"

"Fine! I was worried April might not want to be with a defective guy or, worse yet, that she would treat me differently. I'm not an invalid, and I don't require special care. I'm not fragile either!" Victor huffed.

"Do you honestly believe April would've thought less of you?"

"No, but my brain disagreed with my heart on the matter," he admitted.

"Shame on you, Victor Wessels! I understand the struggle, but you know better than to keep secrets. Secrets cause trouble! Look what it did to April last night! You scared her nearly to death!"

"I know. I was wrong, and I told her as much. We had a long talk last night and sorted it out. Happy now?"

"Better late than never." Rya finally smiled.

They finished packing their well-worn backpacks and walked out to Rya's car to put the supplies in the back seat. Rya hurried back into the house and grabbed the lunch cooler she'd filled with food and drink over ice, anticipating a long day and a late return.

"How much groveling did it take to get back into April's good graces?" Rya asked as she pulled the car onto the main road.

"Not much."

"You have to quit lying to me, Victor! You aren't very good at it, and I know April made you work for her forgiveness. She loves to see you squirm! What's with that silly grin? You've been wearing it all morning."

"Well..." Victor's lengthy pause turned into a minute of anticipatory silence.

"Well?" Rya prompted him to continue.

"April forgot about teasing me when the engagement ring twinkled in the candlelight."

"What?! You proposed? Seriously?!" Rya's broad smile belied her wide-eyed disbelief.

"I asked. April found me irresistible."

"Wow! Congratulations! That explains the grin."

"Can't help it. I love her!"

"Well, duh! Tell me you aren't just now figuring that out."

"You wait, Rya Bragge! Your turn is coming!"

"Not in this lifetime!"

Rya chuckled at the absurdity of finding a man she would consider marrying. She wasn't certain such a man existed, although she hadn't lost all hope.

"Excuse me." Victor turned his attention to his ringing cell phone.

Rya deduced he was speaking with April based on Victor's calm words and soothing tone. Continuation of their outing teetered on the outcome of her friends' conversation, so Rya pulled her car to the side of the road to await that verdict.

"What's wrong?"

"April's boss called her to the office unexpectedly this morning."

"That's why she couldn't join us?"

"April got a promotion."

"That's great!"

"The promotion puts her in a management position in Carverton, three hours from here. She would have to move."

"Oh."

"Exactly! I'm sorry, Rya, but I need to go home. April and I need to talk. She has to give them an answer today. If she accepts, her company will send her out tomorrow to get her established in an apartment until she can find permanent housing."

"That's a bummer!"

Since Rya had driven over to pick up Victor that morning, she turned at the next intersection and headed to the apartment Victor and April had been sharing for the last six months. She wished Victor good luck and made him promise to call with an update once they made a decision. With a parting smile and less enthusiasm, Rya headed out alone on her prospecting trip.

******
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TEN O'CLOCK FOUND RYA standing in the middle of the dirt path overhung by a canopy of oak and honeylocust branches. The bright, midmorning sun filtered sparsely through the leaves, barely lighting the trail and failing to completely chase away the shadows on either side. However, Rya had walked this trail many times. Her familiarity with the location assured her the path at her back would return her to the ruins and to her car beyond them, but the trek covered more than a mile. Half mile ahead, a large lake fed by a refreshing waterfall awaited.

As Rya walked in that direction, she glimpsed movement in the underbrush on her left. A large animal the approximate size of a buck stalked beside her in the woods. She stopped so as not to spook it. Her body tensed, and her wide eyes darted in all directions upon hearing the deep, rumbling growl issued by the unseen predator who'd stopped moving when she did.

The foliage to her left rustled again. It now appeared as if multiple animals hid within the shrubbery. Her first sight of the creatures took the shape of a long, furry snout and sharply pointed teeth. The nose and head were followed by the massive torso of a scraggly, brown wolf whose head reached the height of Rya's chest. The wild lupine bared its teeth in a ferocious snarl as it stepped directly in front of her. A second wolf with a body two-thirds the size of the original wolf and displaying an auburn tint on its brown fur emerged and held its position ten feet to her left.

A distant memory of her grandmother's story about a big, black wolf pushed its way to the forefront of Rya's mind. The tale helped calm her initial fear, though she maintained her caution while considering how best to react to the aggressive behavior of these dangerous animals.

All wolves most certainly are not bad! If you ever meet one, don't be too hasty to judge him before you get to know him.

Praying her grandmother was right, Rya spoke in a flat, calm tone and didn't make any sudden movements.

"Well, it seems I've stumbled upon your territory, Fellas. I'm very sorry to intrude. I didn't realize wolves roamed this close to the lake. If it's all right with you, I'll turn around and leave you in peace. Sound good?"

Rya eased her foot a tentative step backward and then another. The wolf to her side stayed put, but the one ahead of her matched her step for step. She stopped, realizing the futility of running. She chastised herself for not carrying a walking stick or any personal protection this morning. When she hiked into the deeper woods, she typically carried a means to defend herself. Unfortunately, she hadn't anticipated being alone or stumbling upon wolves in an area where they'd never previously been spotted. Nevertheless, Rya brought this vulnerability on herself and now regretted her poor decision to make the hike without proper safety equipment.

She remained as still as possible. If she stood there in a non-threatening manner and didn't make eye contact, perhaps the salivating wolves would lose interest and wander back into the forest. With her eyes focused forward on the eight-inch wide paws of the nearest wolf, the commanding growl from behind startled Rya. It must've caught the two wolves by surprise as well because both perked up their ears, growled in a low, almost submissive manner, and then abruptly turned and raced back into the woods.

Aware of the danger inherent with moving too quickly, Rya slowly turned her head and looked over her shoulder, seeing nothing except the vacant dirt trail. She didn't see the wolf she'd expected to be there, nor did she see signs of any other animals. Letting out the breath she'd been involuntarily holding, fearing it might be her last, she shook fiercely with the struggle to stave off the aftershock of the potentially lethal encounter as she turned toward the ruins and the safety of her car. Three attempts failed before her mind allowed her feet to move. As soon as Rya took the first hesitant step, new movement on the opposite side of the trail caught her eye.

Her heart pounded against her ribs with increasing frequency. Fear of being clawed and eaten by another feral creature glued her feet to the ground and kept her eyes locked on the brush that'd rustled as a result of movement within its confines.

A dark-haired man emerged from the bushes and stepped onto the trail fifteen feet in front of her. He turned from brushing dirt off his pant legs and smiled at her.

"Zach? Zach!"

Without thought, Rya raced forward and threw her arms around his waist, clinging to the only safety within reach. The isolation that'd amped up her fear melted at the feel of Zach's solid presence.

"Whoa!"

Zach wrapped his arms securely around Rya for a minute and then gently dislodged her so he could take a step back and make sure Rya wasn't injured.

"Not that I mind the warm welcome, but what's wrong? Rya, you look as if you escaped the maw of a hungry lion only to discover a grizzly charging after you."

"Worse! Wolves! Huge wolves! We have to go! It's not safe! I've never seen wolves out this way. I didn't bring any weapons to defend myself. Stupid! I know better! I've never seen wolves that large or so close; too close! Huge! I felt certain they were about to rip me to shreds! My grandmother obviously never met these particular wolves! I was alone! Victor had to stay with April and..."

"Rya."

"... and he didn't even know where..."

"Rya, stop! Take a moment. Catch your breath."

Zach held onto Rya's shoulders and waited while she inhaled and released three deliberate, deep, slow breaths. As soon as Zach caught her gaze again, Rya threw herself forward and clung to him once more.

"Okay! Okay! I've got you. You're all right, Rya. You're safe now."

Zach smoothed her long hair and offered whatever comfort and security she could find in his sturdiness. He encircled and bolstered her with his energy as well. For a couple of minutes, Zach simply allowed her to absorb whatever she needed from him. That she already thought enough of him to seek his support pleased him greatly. He was glad he'd come along when he did.

"Thank you, Zach!" Rya leaned up and kissed his cheek before stepping out of his arms.

"Better now?"

"Yes. Sorry I freaked out, but I thought I was going to die! I saw my death! Well, the possibility of my death, and I thought this was it. The gentleness my grandmother attributed to wolves didn't exist in that pair. The encounter rattled me more than I thought possible. The isolation and the aftermath hit me pretty hard," she apologized.

"It's all right. Strong emotions can make you do unusual things."

"Like run up to a guy you've known less than a day, throw yourself at him, and cling to him as if he were made of Velcro?" She grinned in jest at the behavior that was, in hindsight, foolish.

"Yeah, like that." Zach laughed heartily.

"Thank you again! Your timing is impeccable!"

"Glad I could help! Did you say something about wolves?"

"Yes! Two massive wolves stepped out of the trees. If not for the third..."

Rya suddenly recalled the other animal that'd scared off the wolves. She turned a complete circle and scanned the trees, but nothing made itself known.

"Third what? Another wolf?"

"I didn't see anything, but I heard a growl behind me. It sounded like a wolf, though I'm no expert. Whatever it was saved my life! The two wolves threatening me took off after hearing it. Unfortunately, I assumed I'd gone from one predator's dinner plate to another."

"Hmm. I didn't think the wolves would venture this far."

"What do you mean? Did you know there were wolves in this area?"

"They've always been here. However, they typically keep to the northeast side of the forest where the foliage is dense until you pass the valley in which they like to run. They no longer stray any further west than the ruins, and that only happens on occasion. They shouldn't have been anywhere near this trail, especially not this far from the ruins."

"Speaking of this trail, we should get off of it soon!"

"I agree."

Zach clasped Rya's hand and started them walking toward the ruins.

"So, Zach, what are you doing out here?"

"Do I have to answer honestly?"

"Yes! Why would you even consider lying to me?" She punched him playfully on the shoulder.

"I was following you."

"What? No you weren't! I've been out here for more than two hours and haven't seen any sign of you. Besides
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