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Dark clouds roll over the mountain top, making the already darkening day nearly black. Firelight flickers through the trees, as something moves through the uncharted forest.

“Just leave it here, this is far enough in.” a gruff voice bites out.

“Fine.” another growls, dropping a small bundle to the cold ground.

“Lets get out of here, before it starts storming.” the first voice says, heading back to the horses they left on the trail.

Galloping hooves pound out their exit, and for a moment, the world is silent. A gust of wind moves through the trees, hissing through the leaves.

The bundle moves, shivering in the growing cold. Not a bundle – a young girl. Her head pokes out of the blanket she's wrapped in, confused eyes searching. Where are her parents?

Eyes glow in the shadows, watching the child as she stands on unsteady little legs, clutching the blanket in her small hand. She sees the glowing eyes, but there is no fear in her eyes as she watches the creatures watching her.  She is curious, brave. One set of eyes moves forward, slowly coming into the small stream of light provided by the still present full moon breaking through the treetops.

The little girl's eyes widen slightly at the sight of a huge wolf coming slowly out of the shadow, its eyes never leaving hers. She stands completely still, watching the gigantic creature in admiration and respect. The beast stands in front of her, slightly looking down at her small frame. Will he kill her?

No.

She is alone. Cold. Confident and peaceful. He smells her – she smells of human and horse. Her head cocks to the side, studying him as well.

The other wolves come out of the shadows to surround the girl and their alpha, as he decides her fate.

The alpha wolf growls slowly, quietly, gauging the human's reaction. Her big eyes grow a little wider, but she stays where she is, still studying the big gray wolf. He growls a little harder, now trying to scare her, to show his strength.

Her eyes narrow with challenge. She opens her lips, baring her tiny blunt teeth, and growls, mimicking his sound.

The wolf growls harder, baring his teeth, standing a little taller.

She drops her blanket, but not in fear. In anger. Her tiny fists ball, her teeth bare more, and she growls back at him, never taking her eyes off his.

He closes his lips, watching this strange human. Her fists unclench, and she crosses her arms over her chest. The wolves all see her shiver in cold, but she doesn't back down.

He looks at his pack-mates quickly, seeing their reaction to this creature. They are amused, and seemingly impressed.

The alpha, having made up his mind, takes the final step to her, closing the distance between them. She doesn't move backward, and he knows he's made the right decision.

In one swift movement, he opens his mouth, and licks her cheek. Just once.

With that, he turns and walks back into the shadow, and up the hill. His pack follows him, and as lightening cracks the sky open, releasing the rain from the clouds, he looks back down at her. She is watching him, her hair now wet and stuck to her little face. He signals for her to follow them, and with one last look up at the weeping sky, she follows the alpha wolf, greeting him at the top of the hill with a small smile.

Without any words, they all know what's happened – she is one of them now.

The Wolf-Girl.
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Twenty years later.

“Yah!” Conor yelled, spurring his horse through the dense forest, glancing quickly over his shoulder. They were still behind him, keeping pace with his black stallion. A few meters ahead, he could hear the rushing water of the river. He was almost there – he was going to make it!

Moments later, he burst through the tree line, bringing his horse to a quick stop, turning in the saddle toward the trees behind him. Several men atop galloping horses burst through the brush, branches and twigs snapping and popping with the sudden commotion. The riders brought their horses to a stop behind the leader, each panting, desperate to catch their breath.

“Whoop!” Conor hollered, leaping off his black stallion into the cold water. When he resurfaced, he couldn't contain his grin. “There you have it, gents – I am sill the fastest rider in the kingdom! Even with your head start, I still won!” He laughed deeply, shaking his wet hair a bit, allowing his body a moment to cool in the water, fighting the temptation to go for a full swim.

“Aye, that was impressive!” His valet and closest friend - Alvin  - exclaimed, laughing as he dismounted his horse. “Actually, Conor, we aren’t in the kingdom any more, so you’re now the fastest in and out of the kingdom!”

They both laughed, earning weak, sarcastic laughs from the two other men, who were also dismounting. The three men joined Conor in the water, letting the cold shock soothe their hot skin and well-worked muscles. After a few moments of letting the water work it’s magic, they were all a bit more energetic.

“Alvin slapped the water playfully, and Conor responded by shoving a wave of water in his face. In true young-men fashion, a good old water fight broke out, leaving them all laughing within a few minutes.

“Why don’t we come out here more often?” Alvin asked, climbing from the river.

“Because you guys are too slow, and always whine when I beat you!” Conor teased, earning laughs and slashes of water as the other two followed Alvin out of the water.

“I thought I had you beat this time, with the head start you gave us, but that was an impressive show!” Alvin shook his head, amused. “You have a great horse here.” He added, patting Conor's stallion - Onyx - affectionately.

After dunking his head once more, Conner climbed from the river, confident the warm Spring sun would dry him quickly. Smiling at his impressive horse companion as it drank the cool water, his chest felt like bursting with pride and admiration.

“I do indeed.” Conor agreed, giving Onyx a well-deserved apple from his saddle bag.  

Alvin joined the other two men - James and Micah - to set up camp for the night, all looking forward to the hunting fun the next few days would bring. 
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“THREE DAYS IN THIS forest, and we haven't found anything bigger than a couple of rabbits!” James complained, tossing his knife into a tree, again. He stalked over to pull it out, no doubt planning on throwing it right back.

The weather had been perfect, and all four men were full of energy, but the animals had not been so considerate. They’d barely found the rabbits the night before, and even then, they’d only stubbornly chased the little creatures because they hadn’t eaten since they arrived. Even the fish were nearly impossible to catch!

“Maybe we need to move somewhere else?” Micah suggested quietly, looking curiously out into the forest around them. “I wonder if there is something in these trees that is causing the herds to move.” He added, looking thoughtful and slightly nervous.

“Like what?!” James yelled in frustration, tossing his knife into the tree. “There isn't anything out here.  We haven't seen anything in three bloody days!”

“Exactly.” Micah challenged, eyeing James warily. “We should have seen something by now.”

“What do you think is out there, Mic?” Alvin asked gently, pausing his knife cleaning to listen to his friend's theory.

“Wolves, maybe. Or bears. We are definitely not the only hunters in these woods, otherwise the herds would still be here.” Micah said, sending Conor a worried look.

“Well, that would explain some of the things we've seen.” Conor nodded, rubbing the back of his neck, thinking back on some of the tracks they'd noticed . That, and the lack of hunting game.

Crack!

“What was that!?” Micah shrieked, his timid personality trait taking over.

Conor and Alvin's eyes searched the bushes intently, looking for movement to match the snapped branch. James stood taught, knife in clenched fist, ready to pounce on whatever was approaching.

“There!” Alvin said quickly, just as a branch moved oddly. James rushed the spot he pointed to, eager to have an outlet for his frustration.

“It's a man! He's getting away!” James yelled, already through the bushes and running into the trees after the stranger.

The other three men followed, adrenaline and pent up frustration pushing them to catch the fleeing man. Just then, out of the corner of his eye, Conor saw it. The flash of fur.

“Wolves!” He shouted, now fearing an attack by the fierce creatures.

Two massive wolves jumped in front of their path, stopping all four men in their tracks. The stranger was still running ahead, as the wolves simply stood their ground, rumbling their slow warning growls. After a moment, the wolves turned and ran into the trees, leaving them unharmed.

“He's gone.” James said, his eyes still searching for the escaped stranger.

“Lets check it out, just in case.” Conor said, already moving forward, not ready to lose his target so quickly. The whole incident seemed out of place, and warped some how.

They crept along the trees, keeping a sharp look out for the wolves. Being careful not to make noise, they moved quietly through the trees. They were master hunters and trackers, and at this moment, were completely in their element.

After a few moments of following the stranger's path, they all stopped at a small clearing, completely shocked. What was before them didn’t make sense, and even the brainy Micah had trouble processing what he saw.

They had stumbled upon the wolves' den, and the stranger was with them. Only it wasn't a man -  it was a woman.

“Do you see that?” Alvin whispered, eyes wide, trying to make sense of the scene in front of them. The woman and animals hadn’t noticed them yet, as they peered through the trees at the amazing sight.

The woman, dressed in animal skins, was sitting with some of the wolves, who were completely comfortable with her. There were two pups playing at their feet, and when one crawled into her lap, she simply smiled and pet it. The other wolves paid her no mind, and simply lounged around the opening to the cave they seemed to have claimed as home.

The wolves who had stopped them a few moments ago hadn’t returned yet, but the men all knew they’d be back any moment.

Before they had a chance to back away and return to their camp, they heard the low growls. The wolves  had returned, and were surrounding them from behind.

The wolves around the cave all heard the growls as well, and as they leapt into action, the men knew they were trapped. The woman spotted them as well, and when her dark blue eyes met Conor’s, he gasped.
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A tense moment stretched on, as man, woman, and beast all stood motionless, waiting for the others to make a move.

A quick glance over his should told Conor that the wolves were not going to outright attack them, but the men also weren’t getting away from the gigantic killers. They were waiting for the human intruders to move from the trees, and Conor knew every moment counted.

He stepped gently from the trees, his men following his lead. The wolves in front of them didn’t make a move, simply continued their low warning growls, hackles raised slightly. The men took the hint - no sudden movements, or else.

The woman watched them with a mix of curiosity and horror on her face. She didn’t open her mouth, but she seemed to be making a kind of guttural noise, and her eyes never left them. Was she growling?

The wolves behind them emerged slowly from the trees, one coming slowly around them. He was the biggest, and definitely the alpha. He was dark gray like an angry storm cloud, and looked just as menacing.

“What do we do?” Alvin whispered to Conor, his wide eyes never leaving the alpha - the only wolf not growling at them.

He seemed to be sizing the men up, deciding what to do with them.

“I don’t know.” Conor admitted, his eyes never leaving the alpha’s. They were watching each other, and the wolf seemed to recognize Conor as the men’s alpha.

The moment the wolf decided their fate, Conor saw it in his eyes. Death.

Just as the wolves started toward the men, determined to follow the alpha’s orders, the woman stood and made what sounded like a pup’s cry. She ran to the alpha, dropping to her hands and knees in front of him.

The men couldn’t believe her guts, but she seemed to be part of the pack, and they didn’t dare move. The wolves had all stopped their approach, watching the woman and alpha. Their gazes were curious, not dangerous for the woman, and no one moved. Even the pups, who had retreated to the mouth of the cave, were watching intently as the woman slowly moved her face to look the alpha in the eye.

She made a couple of odd noises, glancing quickly at the men, returning her focus to the alpha. He growled at her - just once, the way he would a pup. She whined, and made a couple more odd noises.

The alpha seemed to dismiss her, focusing his gaze back on the men. The other wolves resumed their stalking movements, three from the rear and four from the sides and front. They were trapped.

In a flurry of motion, the woman shoved one wolf just as it lunged for Alvin, standing up in front of the men, putting her body between them and the attackers from the sides and front. Her stare returned to the alpha, and she seemed to be defying him fearlessly.

The alpha growled slowly, but she growled back. Her rebellious actions made everything stop. No one moved. No one made a sound. Even the birds seemed to have stopped chirping.

She let out a quick breath of air from her nose, but didn’t back down. The alpha looked Conor in the eye again, and all four men did their best to look as though they were no threat. They knew if they got out of there alive, they were packing up camp and leaving.

As if the alpha could tell what Conor was thinking, he seemed to dismiss them. The wolves at their backs came around to the front, now protecting the pups, who didn’t move from the cave. The entire pack watched as Conor’s men slowly backed away into the trees.

Conor left last, once his men were at least far enough into the trees to get some sort of head start, if they needed to. He kept his eyes focused on the alpha, and with a bow of his head, he backed away into the trees as well.

The woman didn’t follow, but cast a wary look over her shoulder as Conor disappeared. He caught the look in her eye, and while he knew she was safe, she wanted to know who they were. It was doubtful, however, that he would ever see her again.

~*~*~
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SEVERAL MINUTES LATER, the men arrived back in their camp, breathing heavily from the quick pace they’d kept, eager to get away from the giant pack.

“What the hell just happened?!” James yelled, breaking down his part of the camp immediately. “Did you see that alpha? He was enormous! I didn’t know wolves got that big!”

“They were all impressively large.” Micah added, his voice cracking. “But that alpha was the stuff of nightmares.”

“I’m more curious about that woman.” Alvin admitted, joining the other two in packing up the camp. “The wolves are terrifying, but how is she able to live with them? Are they keeping her hostage?”

“They’re wolves, Alvin, they don’t keep hostages.” James rolled his eyes at the absurd suggestion.

“Well, how else do you explain it?” Alvin snapped.

“She could just be living with them. She seemed rather comfortable.” Micah said quietly, almost to himself. “And she did seem to almost speak to them. Did you hear the noises she made?”

They all nodded, collectively stopping as they remembered her saving their lives.

“She’s a brave broad, I’ll give her that.” James snapped out of it, loading his things into the packs on his horse. “If she wants to live with wolves, I’m not gonna stop her, but I sure am getting out of this part of the forest. They can have it.”

The other two agreed, and Alvin noticed Conor hadn’t said a word since they escaped the wolves. “Are you alright, Conor?”

Conor looked at him a little wide-eyed, seemingly snapped out of a deep thought. He nodded absentmindedly, mumbling something as he strapped the last of his things into his saddle bags. “I’m fine.” he replied, dismissively.

“I’m sure she will be alright.” Alvin comforted, assuming that was the cause for his friend’s distress.

“What?” Conor seemed unable to focus, lost in his own thoughts. “Oh, right. I’m sure, yes. She will be fine.” Mounting Onyx, the others followed suit, and they headed into the trees, no one sure what else to say.

~*~*~
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IT TOOK SEVERAL HOURS to return to their kingdom’s section of forest. They had ventured further into the wilderness than their kingdom line’s safety, looking for adventure, and now wished they hadn’t.

“Alvin.” Conor called from the front of the path.

Alvin lead his horse to ride along side Alvin and Onyx, glad his friend was finally talking again. It had been a long, tense afternoon so far, none of the men uttering a word.

“I want an order issued when we arrive - no one is to go beyond our forest. I don’t want any of our people running into that pack.” Conor’s tone was gruff and clipped, but Alvin knew it wasn’t directed at him. He got that way, when he was in his “work” brain.

“Aye, sir. I’ll see it gets done within the hour when we arrive.”

Conor nodded once, his focus back to riding. “Thank you.”

Alvin nodded as well, slowing his horse to fall back in line behind Onyx. He couldn’t wait to get home, and be done with this trip.

It took several hours of hard, non-stop riding through the mountain pass for them to reach the castle, and none of them could have been more ready. They would have normally stopped in a village somewhere and stayed the night, but Conor was determined to get back to the castle, and inform his father what had happened.

James and Micah took care of the horses, while Conor and Alvin made their way to the top floors of the castle. Alvin only left Conor when he’d reached the room he needed, to write up the order Conor had instructed.

Two hallways away, Conor found his father in the King’s office, working late.

“Father.” He knew he sounded more angry than he meant to, but he couldn’t help it.

“Conor?” King Derrick stood from behind his desk, startled by his son’s sudden burst into the office. “What’s wrong? I didn’t expect you back for another week. Is everyone alright?”

“Barely.” Conor composed himself a little more, not wanting to worry his father more than necessary. “We didn’t catch anything, and this morning, figured out why.”

“You made it all the way back here in a day?” His father was growing more worried with each word. “Are the horses alright?”

Conor nodded, kicking himself for starting off so badly. “Yes, they are fine. We used the back pass - it isn’t dangerous in the Summer, and was completely clear of snow.”

Looking more relieved, Derrick let out a sigh. “Alright. What happened?”

“We ran into a wolf pack. They were huge, father - almost unnaturally sized.”

“Wolves can look large when you’re worked up and afraid, Conor.” Derrick wasn’t condescending, but his lack of understanding still irritated Conor.

“I know, but it was more than that. That wolf looked me in the eye, on level ground.” Watching his father’s eyes widen gave Conor a bit of satisfaction, and he continued onto the part of the story he knew would really shock the King. “The worst part is, there is a woman living with them.”

“A woman?!”

“Yes. She is young, but looks fairly full grown.”

“Well, is she alright? Did you talk to her? Why is she out there?”

“Honestly, I’m not sure. I didn’t get the chance to talk to her. The pack surrounded us after we chased her back to the wolves’ den, and they nearly killed us.”
“How did you escape?”

“Her. She stood up against the alpha on our behalf. She saved us, father, and the most surprising part is, she can basically speak to them.”

“What do you mean, speak? Did the wolves talk?”

“No, she spoke in noises you’d expect to hear from a wolf pup. She spoke their language.”

His father’s face twisted as he processed his son’s words. Clasping his hands behind his back, he paced in front of the crackling fire - his famous pondering action. He stopped pacing, slowly looking into the fire - the sign he’d worked something out.

“She must have been raised with them, then. Did she look wild?” He turned to Conor, studying his face more thoroughly.

Conor nodded, glad to finally have his father believing him. “Very. She was wearing animal skins, most likely to keep warm. She was completely comfortable with the wolves, and them with her.”

Derrick nodded slowly as his son spoke, his face looking more worried. “I’ve heard of people living in the forests, but never with animals like that, and never with wolves specifically. Were they safely outside the kingdom lines?”

“Yes, definitely. It took us several hours riding to get back to the line, and cross back into the kingdom.”

“Good, good. That means their hunting grounds are most likely toward the East, then. I’m glad you’re alright, son.”

“Me too. I wouldn’t be, if it wasn’t for her.”

Derrick studied his son carefully, noting the loaded words. “We can’t kidnap her, Conor.”

“Kidnap? She’s a human! They aren’t her real family, whatever she may think.”

“If she is safe with them, she has the right to be where she chooses. She is obviously not in danger, if she can challenge the alpha unharmed.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of. What if she isn’t safe now, because of us. He may have let us go, but that alpha looked like something out a nightmare, as Micah said. He’s a monster, father.”

“She is not one of our people, and we have no right to take her anywhere.” His tone made it clear he was done arguing. “I will not risk men to fight a wolf pack, to save an insane woman. Especially if they are as large as you claim.”

“And if she shows up in our kingdom on her own? If she runs away and survives? Will you let her live in the villages?”

Derrick studied Conor closely, unsure where his passion for this woman was coming from. “If she is not a danger to us, then I don’t see why not.”

Turning back to his desk King Derrick was ready to get back to his work. “I’m glad you’re home safe, son.”

“Thank you, father.” Conor headed for the door, stopping as he reached the threshold, remembering his order to Alvin. “I’ve made an order to have the forests outside the kingdom officially off-limits. I would hate to see any of our people attacked by that pack.”

Derrick nodded, somewhat absentmindedly. “Alright, thank you. Good idea. Although, with the wolf-woman protecting us, we shouldn’t have any issues.” He gave his son a playful wink, turning back to his work.

Conor headed back down the hall to see if Alvin had any issues with the order. He did his best to forget the “wolf-woman” and move on, but he had a feeling the memory of her would be hard to shake.
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In the weeks that followed Conor’s adventure into the far forest, he found it difficult to fall into his normal routine. Could one adventure really change that much? Could he be so easily swayed?

What he refused to admit, however, was the fact it wasn’t the adventure itself. Rather, the woman he hadn’t been able to get out of his mind. Her eyes had burned themselves into his life, and he couldn’t get around them. Even sleep gave no escape, and if anything, she haunted him even worse in his dreams.

The most damage to his mental state was done while he slept. What would start as a dream, soft and simple curiosity of a mystery woman who lived with wolves, quickly turned to a nightmare. Every night, his dreams took dark turns, where he watched himself die, or worse would be forced to watch her die.

After several weeks of his living nightmare, his father had become worried. Worried for his son’s safety, he stubbornly chose to keep the subject private. He didn’t tell anyone, and instructed his son’s three companions not to speak of what happened on their adventure. He didn’t tell Conor of his request for silence, and hadn’t shared anything with his wife.

Even so, she knew something wasn’t right. More than just the nightmares and lack of sleep changing her son’s normally vivacious personality, she could see something else. A seed had been planted that day in the far forest, and whatever was growing inside him now was plaguing him.

“Conor, we need to talk about this.” Ava pleaded, pulling him into a seat next to hers. “Please. You are not well, and my heart can’t take watching this torture.”

“I’m not tortured, mother.” He sighed, exasperated, as he often was the last several days. It was unlike him, and he felt a pang of guilt for his disrespectful attitude. She only wanted to help. “I’m sorry. I’m just...tired.”

“I know you are - I can see that. What I don’t understand, is what happened in that forest to give you such nightmares? Your father won’t tell me, and I am beginning to think it is something serious.”

Wrestling with his emotions and the desire he knew his father held to keep it all quiet, he pulled his hands down his face, wishing he could scrub off that stupid day.

His mother was right though - she didn’t deserve to be kept in the dark. Especially since he obviously wasn’t moving on, and apparently couldn’t keep his manners in check with the extreme lack of sleep.

“It’s nothing all that serious, I promise.” He finally assured her, taking one of her hands in his.

She was a petite woman - the epitome of delicate and feminine. Still, he knew she had a fierceness about her that always shocked those that knew her. Looking
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