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Auric and the Wolf

Before he was king of the greatest nation man had ever made, Auric was a boy who helped on his family's farm. From the day he was old enough to pull rocks from the garden, he set to work. As long as there was light in the sky, he was out in the fields, watching cattle or sheep, tending the crops, or bringing in the harvest. His mother tried to educate him, mainly during the long winter evenings when the earth was turned to frost and the livestock were stabled. Mostly, though, his life was farm work.

In the spring of his twelfth year, a long day's labor was waning toward dusk, the moon already showing in the evening sky as Auric walked behind the plow in the far west field. His shirt was soaked with sweat, his long hair dripping in front of his eyes, and he was more than ready for some supper and a glass of cool water. But as he looked out over the ground still left unturned, he counted six long rows before the day was done. He glanced up, to the angry red sun low over the woods to the west, and he had his doubts he would make it back to the house before dark.

In more civilized lands that wouldn't have mattered, but here on the borders of the wildlands, all manner of beasts stalked the night.

The golden-haired boy was thinking such dark thoughts as the family's sad old donkey hauled the heavy plow back toward the Dividing Line, the eerie natural border between humanity's freehold and the true wilderness beyond. There was a steep ridge there, a thirty foot dropoff to barren, rocky land for twenty paces at the bottom of the cliff. He eyed the dense forest that grew at the other edge of the Dividing Line. Already the deep shadows there made it dark as night among the twisted trees. He could see movement, but at that distance, he couldn't make out anything specific. He swallowed a lump in his throat, and swiped the back of a hand across his forehead to wipe away the sweat.

High overhead, a bird called out suddenly, and he jumped.

He laughed at himself, all alone in the far field. The sound of his laughter was light, but it stretched over the empty plains, warped over the rows of turned earth and echoed off the haunted woods to the west, until the the sound of a child's joy had become something thin and frightening. He fell silent, then. The donkey stopped, too, still a hundred feet from the row's end.

"Go, donkey!" He snapped the reins, all thoughts of the forest's spookiness gone from his mind, washed away by sudden impatience. "Come on, move!" But the beast stood still.

He stepped around the plow to grab the donkey's muzzle. He hauled on it, trying to get the animal started again. Instead, it fought him. It tried to back away, but it bunched up the leather ropes binding it to the plow, and the plow held it trapped.

Auric growled. "Stupid animal." But the donkey only continued in its retreat, panicking as it realized it was caught. It screamed, a terrifying sound, and kicked out as it tried to break free. It hit the plow, though, and then kicked and hit it again, knocking it over and tangling the beast in its leather leads. The weight of the plow toppled the frantic animal and dragged it to the ground. Still the donkey kept thrashing, its sides heaving with wheezing gasps.

Auric yelled in anger. It would take half an hour to calm the animal and untangle all the straps. Angry, he stomped to the back of the heavy plow and tried to wrench it back upright, but it slipped from his grip and crashed to the ground again. He stomped his foot and glared at the donkey. "You stupid creature!"

And then he froze, half in a crouch with both hands on the beam of the plow. For the first time, he saw why the animal was so frantic. A massive wolf stood not a dozen paces from them, slinking sideways into position between the donkey and the end of the row.

The beast was gaunt, and it moved low to the ground in a stalk almost like a slither. Auric could count its ribs, and he knew a hungry wolf was far more dangerous than a satisfied one. The beast's long fangs glowed in the weary dusk. Thick bristles stood tall above its shoulders, and long, sharp claws dug at the unplowed ground. As the monster met Auric's eyes, it began to growl.

The deep, angry rumble made Auric's hair stand on end. Fear heavy and loose as water sloshed in his belly. His feet shifted against the disturbed soil, his hands clenched and unclenched, and something like a whimper escaped his throat.

The wolf stalked closer and the growl deepened. The monster was trying to scare him off, that it might dine upon the trapped animal. His father would have wanted him to run. His mother would have, too. But the boy farmer knew the value of a donkey to his family, far better than he knew his own. Something in the wolf's eyes seemed sharper even than the cruel fangs, and it took every last shred of Auric's self-control not to break and run.

Instead he fumbled for the weapon he always carried with him, an old cast-off of an unfinished short sword, gift from the village blacksmith. It was little more than a bar of steel, with no edge to speak of, but in the child's mind it was a legendary blade. Now he scrabbled at his belt to untie the knotted bit of twine that held it by his hip. The beast watched, shifting its weight in little twitches at Auric's every move.

It took seconds that seemed like forever, but Auric finally freed his sword and then leaped forward over the fallen donkey, protecting it with his whole body. The fierce wolf watched the boy's every motion with those dreadfully clear eyes. Four times his size, the monster towered over the child. Auric turned sideways, as he had seen duelers do at Festival, and raised his heavy, shoddy sword between them.

Then he said, his voice almost a whisper, "Come for me, beast."

As if in obedience, the wolf sprang. A single mighty leap hurled it across the open space toward boy and donkey. Auric steeled himself, waiting like a hero in a story, then at the last moment he lashed out, chopping with the weapon like an untrained oaf.

Luck was with him, though. The wolf's leap carried it wide, almost past him, and Auric dove the other way even as he struck. His wild swipe brought the blade's edge down hard just above the monster's eyes, and the wolf yelped in sudden pain. Then it fell, all of its power lost as it crashed hard against the ground between Auric and the plow. Fear and fury drove him, and Auric lashed out, clubbing the fallen animal in the head again and again, but it did not rise.

Slowly the boy's rage subsided when he saw the monster wasn't moving.  He lowered the heavy sword to his side and stood panting. Still he watched the wolf with careful eyes, and now he saw details that had been hidden to him before. The skin of its head was split from his assault, black fur matting thick with blood, but there were other injuries all over the animal's body. Short, barbed arrows were buried in the wolf's side and haunches—the sort the savage wildlanders used—and a long, deep cut from shoulder to hip looked like it had been made with a skinning knife.

The wolf shifted awkwardly and Auric jumped back, sword flashing up again, but the monster only rolled its huge, clear eyes up to meet his gaze. Then it moaned, a low, wounded keen. Thick black blood oozed past the imploring eyes, and that quickly, the boy's heroism melted into shame. The animal was desperate and starved, and he had beaten it viciously. Shame washed away his victory.

The wolf's breath came in short, panting gasps. Auric saw the helplessness in the beast's eyes, and he was stricken with guilt at the damage he had done. "Be still," he said, more for his own nerves than for the beast. "I will not kill you this day."

He sank down onto the earth, while the exhausted, tangled-up donkey panted off to his right and the battered wolf wheezed before him. For a long time he only stared at the injured animal, thinking. "I wish you hadn't attacked us," he said at last, and his voice broke. The wolf rolled its eyes to meet his again, and Auric had to look away.

His father would have killed the wolf. Auric had watched his father kill wolves before, and foxes and coyotes, and anything that threatened the herds or the henhouse. It was a matter of survival, when the family's livelihood depended on their stock. But this creature was helpless, and wounded by Auric's own hand. That cut the boy deep.

Auric had watched his father kill animals this battered before, too. That was an act of mercy. The boy rose slowly, and the wolf only watched him. Auric tested the weight of the bar, and wondered if he could crack the animal's skull with just one swing. He'd already hit it as hard he could, and the animal hadn't died. How many blows would it take, in the name of mercy?

His stomach twisted in horror. He bit his lip and took a heavy step closer, and still the wolf only watched. Tears escaped Auric's eyes, and he raised the sword high with both hands. He saw something like understanding in the wolf's eyes. The beast scrabbled at the dirt and whimpered, but it was too weak to escape.

A sob escaped the boy then, and he dropped the weapon. "I can't just leave you here to die like this. It will take hours or days." He sank down into a hunker, close to the animal now, and reached out one hand cautiously toward the wolf. He gently stroked the blood-slick fur behind its ears, and spoke soothingly as he'd have done to a worried sheep. "Be still," he said again. "I'll tend to you."

He
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