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  Prologue


THE WORLD
The story begins in 1981, along the border of Wyoming and Montana, about two hundred miles east of Yellowstone. The region’s geology is fictional — a vast, dense forest stretching across the land, sparsely inhabited by humans. 
THE ALTERED TIMELINE
In this reimagined United States, the government-backed extermination program, aimed at protecting livestock by eradicating apex predators, was abandoned in the early 20th century. Humanity instead focuses their efforts on the many wars between 1910 and 1980.
Unlike our reality, wolves are thriving in a golden era, roaming freely through Wyoming, Montana, North and South Dakota, and Yellowstone National Park during the 1980s. With fewer poachers and a growing force of wildlife conservationists, the region’s ecosystem is diverse, healthy, and teeming with life.
Wolves now dominate these lands as never before in Earth's history. Many wolf groups believe their ancestors are responsible for granting this newfound freedom. Yet, some still feel the fight is far from over...
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  Chapter 1


Achilly wind drifted across the horizon. The many trees that covered the heather hills shook gently in the wake of the afternoon breeze. Winter was over and meadow bushes had sprouted their natural beauty into existence. The sun was in its’ descent, following a cloudy and rainy morning. Its’ light passed through the branches of the great oak trees. The wind feathered its way through the leaves and down to the light pockets of open space in the woods. It would stop upon hitting the thicket of bushes that housed goldenrod, lavender and beech leaves. The bristle they made in the wind was quickly suppressed by the chirping of afternoon birds, accompanied by the melody of bruxing bugs. 
An abrupt shake of green from a long leaf bush ceased the calmness, causing many birds to flock out of their homes in panic. Out of the leafy complex charged a tall wolf. His name was Wulfur. He was mostly a light brown with shades of timber glazed over his paws, snout, shoulders and tail. His ears were stripey and his back a dusty pattern of cocoa. Although he was rather lean around the belly, there was a lot of muscle on his chest and legs, with the rough waterproof pelt giving him an intimidating appearance when faced from the front.
He felt his shoulders stagger as he ascended the soiled slope. His footsteps were silent as he strode into the forest clearing. The big wolf’s eyebrows lowered as he slowed his pace and glanced at the bush from where he came. Wulfur’s tone of voice was slightly guttural and deep. He spoke with a slow and commanding rhythm to his trailing companion from behind the forage.
“This way, runt! Behind the rosemary bush. It’ll mask our scent.”
Without waiting for a response, the male wolf moved around the bush, his thick fur brushing against its leaves. There was also a large oak tree obstructing the hiding spot. He looked around, realising it was only spacious enough for him.
Wulfur peeked his head up and over the bush. ‘Why is he so far behind?’ he thought. The wolf kept his attention on the gap he broke through moments ago. He could hear multiple howls, but they were very distant. ‘That’s the search party! For Likos’ wits, hurry up, runt!’ The wolf tensed his shoulders and grunted aggressively to himself.
He waited, wondering if they were caught. He gave a narcissistic smirk at the open air, imagining what the wolves would do with the runt. Did they deserve it? Was he better off without them? He then let out a quiet sigh. Wulfur supposed that they didn’t know any better. They were more than just a runt. More than just a random loner who tagged along with Wulfur to survive. This ‘runt’ was his son.
A moment of eerie silence broke through the clearing as Wulfur held his breath. Then his ears twitched forward. He picked up the faint sound of scampering claws against the dirty leaves. Wulfur then ducked his nose below the shrubbery, keeping an eye on the forage standing across from him.
Then a flash of golden fur blasted into the clearing. A much smaller skinnier male wolf with a short coat of dusty gold and white. His tail tip was black, and he had a deep brown stripe that bounced over his hip and connected at the rear, just like Wulfur’s. His breath was anxious, head pivoting like a robin. His eyes were wide and had he a light tremble in his lips. He feathered his tongue between his teeth, looking around for something to speak to.
“Father?” he cried. “Where’d you go?”
“Here, now,” Wulfur whispered back with a permanent grudge in his tone. He saw his son make eye contact with the lavender bush. Wulfur gave it a light shake. “Come around the bush, it’s a bit tight, watch your-”
The timber wolf failed to finish his sentence. As he looked up, he saw his son leap toward him, dive over the bush and crash into its’ stems. The runt had pressed against Wulfur’s chest with his nose as he felt the leaves and stem tops cushion his landing. Bits of lavender were strewn around the shrub. Leaves were scattered and the golden wolf was leant over the bush like a puppy awaiting punishment.
Wulfur was fuming. Whilst the young male dangled headfirst toward the hiding spot, Wulfur got up on his hind paws and aggressively pressed his fronts into the runts’ rump, forcing his body through the twigs. His son twitched and gritted his teeth as he felt twigs snap and puncture against his tummy, legs and groin.
“Aie! Oww! Wha-, mmphhh!” the runt winced and hissed under his breath.
“Shut up and stay down!” Wulfur ordered whilst holding his breath too. He concealed his son’s tail into the bush and out of line of sight from the clearing. “Don’t move. They’ll hear us.”
Wulfur then too pressed himself into a big fur loaf and leant against his son. The runt was squished between his hunched father and the stronger stalks of the shrubbery. He had nowhere to move without making a sound. So, he listened to his father and held his body completely still. His eyes were wincing hard, his breath heavy but suppressed through his nose.
Wulfur took a glance to the left and right of their hiding spot. This was it. He knew that if they were caught now, a wolf would surely die. And it was not going to be him.
Half a minute of silence passed. The runt moved his beady eyes up toward his father. Wulfur didn’t look back at him and focused his senses on sound and smell. His ears moved smoothly, acting like radars. Watching this, his son ended up copying him.
Then a familiar rustle was heard. Another wolf! Wulfur didn’t have a visual and tuned his ears to detect their movements. A skinny dark-grey wolf entered the clearing with his tail held high and eyes like stalks. He stopped in the middle, noticing the mess of twigs and flowers that now dotted the empty space between the tree trunks. He leant down and inhaled a whiff of the lavender. Wulfur could hear the intense sniffing from a few metres away.
From Wulfur’s experiences, this type of flower had been used to mask up the scent of death. Wolves could hide a corpse with the purpose to have it never found. He figured it would be even more effective to block the scent of live wolves.
The grey chasing wolf lifted his head up and took a sniff of the air. His expression was mute and his eyes twitched, but he didn’t step forward at all. He looked around for a moment taking in the sights of the area. Then he looked directly behind him from where he came to hear the muffled voices of his allies.
“Chief, this way! I think I’m onto something!” 
The standing grey wolf sighed disapprovingly. He turned and padded back down the path he came from toward the sound of his search party. Wulfur’s eyes then relaxed. His tense shoulders eased up as the sound of paw pads faded away.
Silence filled the forest void. That was when Wulfur unhunched himself from the bush and crawled gently into the opening. He breathed in through his nose, sensing relief. They were gone. He sat down softly and looked up into the trees, seeing many birds returning to their nests and hangout areas.
A couple of minutes passed, and his son could resist movement no longer. He funnelled his way out of the shrubbery with his hind leg limping. Once the birds began to chirp again, Wulfur would keep his eyes closed, thinking over the events of the last few hours.
“You can move now,” Wulfur said, even though the adolescent pup had already grinded his way out of the flowery mess. The runt approached his father with his ears pulled back and eyes squinted.
“Well, that was a complete waste of time,” he said with a solid tone. His voice was a bit boomy and snappy, with his dialect catching every letter allowing himself to be as clear as possible. He breathed heavily from his painful exhaustion. 
“We convinced their leader to give us shelter. They were going to give us food. But instead, you infiltrated the main den immediately, fiddled with a pile of mice for a few hours, got caught doing it, then I got a piece of my ear bitten off and now here I am, hurt and starving. Brilliant plan, father.”
As Wulfur listened to his son’s view of the situation, his fangs slowly bared and his eyes veered open. Now hearing it mentioned, he hadn’t noticed the chunk of ear missing from the pup. His guttery tone became even deeper, and his claws dug into the ground as he spoke.
“We knew the food was there, runt,” responded the old timber male. “We didn’t need to wait.”
“You mean you didn’t wait,” the runt complained. “I didn’t get any food.”
“Well, that’s tough,” Wulfur pouted at his son, flicking his snout at the air. “You should have rallied up with me when I told you to. We’re walking.”
Wulfur got up and shook his pelt, discarding any loose pollen and bark that latched onto his fur. The runt had similar baring teeth with ripples of skin bumping his snout like ocean waves. He then, in turn, also shook his golden pelt, but with less vigour.
“Walking?” the runt shouted. “Are you kidding me? I’m exhausted!”
Reluctantly, the injured pup followed, hopping on three legs. He could feel pinches of twigs against his paws and loins, irritating him with every step. He followed behind his father who appeared to have way more energy and confidence despite what they had ran from.
“That’s on you. Suck it up,” Wulfur bellowed with his head turned slightly to the right, getting his son into peripheral view. “I’ve told you many times to pace yourself when you run. There’s no point sprinting right away if the hunters look just like you. You keep doing that and someday you won’t be running at all!” He noticed the size of his son decreasing in the corner of his eye. Wulfur stopped and turned to face him. “Are you even listening to me?”
He then watched his son raise his injured leg and mark his scent on the damp ground beneath him. The young golden male then kicked the dirt behind him with the other hind leg, spreading his urine scent across the narrow route and up one of the thinner trees. Wulfur gawped in disbelief.
“What are you doing? Do you want them to find us?!” Wulfur twitched an eyelid and lowered his head ominously. “There are scent glands in your paws too, foxbrain!” 
His son sharply pointed his nose back at him, a stare so intimidating yet so fragile. He relaxed his legs and limped over with his tail poised outward. He confronted his father, approaching slowly with his ears hunched behind his head. Only exposing a few of his teeth, the runt kept a stable tone but only used his eyes to portray his level of seriousness.
“I know that, father,” he said. “I did the same thing moments ago but a little further toward the North. I used my scent to lure those wolves away from us. I gave them a false trail to follow. That’s why I was so far behind.”
Wulfur eyed him, realising what he had done to deter the chasing group. His nostrils had stopped flaring and the ripples in his facial skin had calmed. The big male wolf let his tail dip lower, his posture casting a smaller shadow than before. He held his chin a bit higher as he looked down at his son. He had moved to within a wolf length of where he stood.
“Right, well… good.” The timber male hesitated, not certain where to take his orders to next.  “Just be more careful next time, runt.”
The adolescent male tilted his head with puppy eyes as he looked up at his towering parent. His rear leg trembled in the background. Wulfur could now see his damaged ear. A small piece it was. He concluded that it would heal up enough to become hidden under new fur. He turned again and kept his head facing in his walking direction. His son caught up this time and walked alongside him.
“Father?” the runt asked softly. “When are you going to give me a real name?”
“Eh, runt will do for now,” Wulfur replied.
“But if you say I was the only pup in the litter, then that name doesn’t make sense,” the runt contradicted, feeling sure he had that part right.
“The only surviving pup,” Wulfur hesitantly reminded the runt.
“Whatever, I’m not little anymore,” the youngster snapped, stiffening his shoulders. “And I don’t want other wolves calling me that!”
Wulfur walked slower, allowing part of his mind to connect with his past. He knew the runt was indeed the only litter member without any stillborn or siblings to have died young. He did not want to tell the truth. He let his head dip slightly, his eyes softening. He peered over to his son who looked back at him closely as they trotted through the forest. Wulfur’s voice became frail and reassuring.
“I’m sure we’ll think of something, someday. But right now, we have a new place to explore. Listen to me carefully.”
The runt was intrigued, his ears finally rising from their rest behind his head. Wulfur and his son took a route through the dark and narrow gaps between trees.
“We are heading South,” Wulfur explained. “The woods will be more level, and we will need to cross a river. I could see it from the lookout ledge back at the den. And at the utmost South of this forest, there was black smoke. You know what that means, runt?”
The young male shook his head. Wulfur grunted under his breath before snickering at him.
“Humans. Or a human camp, probably.”
Wulfur moved in front of his son to navigate through a tight gap between a pair of bushes teaming with blood red spikes. He marched in a straight line, feeling his fur coat scrape the surface of both the awkward bushes.
“Like the beings who fought the Greater Ones?” the runt asked, avoiding the stinging nettles by elegantly sliding between them, his rump and tail dancing on through.
“There’s only a talon’s worth. It’s the Greater One, runt…” Wulfur tensed up all over, realising what his son had just said. That wasn’t something he taught him about. He said ‘Greater Ones’. How did he find out?
Catching up to Wulfur’s side once more, the runt let his ears lay the other way, so they pointed outward. He pulled his chin forward with his jaw and let his brows furrow slightly.
“No, no. I spoke to a few wolves in the pack. The Greater Ones are a coupapaw. Not just Ulfur. There was another called Likos, the rapscallion Blade, and um… I don’t remember the last. But they were half a nest.”
The forest around them creaked with the sound of wind through branches, but the air felt stale, like something had sealed it off. Wulfur let out a depressive sigh to fill the void. He knew the runt was right. The Greater Ones were indeed half a nest. He stood as strong as he made himself sound, not allowing the runt to sense him being in denial.
“They all knew about it,” the runt continued. “They told me that you lied to me… You lied to me. Again. First about packs. Joining them being death wishes. And now the divines being just a lone talon?”
Wulfur squinted in anger at his son. The audacity he had to speak to him that way. He was his father. He wasn’t going to stand for it, no matter how much the young wolf poked the hard truth in his face.
“Do you want me to start making you call me Wulfur again?” the old father growled. “Also, don’t call them a pack. They just think they are. Their ranks, rituals, ceremonies. It’s all bogus. They’re messed up. Why do you think I’m keeping you clear of them?”
His son hesitated, absorbing the change of topic and squeezing it dry with his desire to ask more questions. His head tilted a little more as they both tapped their paws over the flattening earth.
“Why is that your name anyway?” the runt wondered out loud. “Why does it sound a lot like Ulfur, the Greater One, wolf of might?”
The old father was going to snap a blood vessel. The anger ensued him until he quickly remembered who he was talking to. No fox, coyote or rogue wolf. It was the only wolf who trusted him right now. He let his eyes wander for a moment, using a passing butterfly as an excuse to consider his response.
“Rargh, Ravik!” Wulfur cursed lightly. His son clearly listened to too many stories from the roundup of wolves they had just evaded. “I told you before, my mother was forced to give me that name by Ulfur himself. It’s a calling that I am to be the next great wolf god!” he explained, allowing his weight to shift from paw to paw. “By stealing the food and breaking the land, we’ll make other wolves think I’m very powerful… I… am very powerful… when they hear my name, they’ll bow before it.”
“That doesn’t make sense,” the adolescent male noted.
Wulfur stopped and turned his head sharply toward his son, making physical contact with his snout. A series of inaudible sounds escaped Wulfur’s breath before he was able to construct a confident reply to his persistent son.
“I think it does,” he snarled through clenched teeth, his patience thinning. “And no other species of animal is getting it off easy either. I will… we will threaten the whole land!”
Wulfur’s eyes were wide and full of gleaming light, guarded by jagged fur strands. He took a deep breath through his nose and spoke less aggressively.
“That point aside, we are going into that camp and taking as much food as we can carry in our mouths. Give us a head start, show them I’m a wolf to be afraid of!”
He started moving again, hoping that the golden wolf took a hint and knew that he wanted to focus on the journey ahead. But also, Wulfur needed to maintain his son’s trust. Did he still trust him? The six-year-old timber wolf pondered the thought of having his own son at nine moons turn against him. What would he do?
He looked back at the runt and saw him staring blankly into the ground. Perhaps he was just being obedient. Their feet splodged through damp soil from the rain that had fallen earlier in the day. As Wulfur trudged along, he looked up to see the sun. It was going to go dark soon, and they would have to rest somewhere.
“Uh… father?” the young runt interrupted.
“What now?” Wulfur snapped.
“It’s the ancestors,” the runt replied, his voice reduced to a whisper.
Wulfur halted and turned around. His son was cowered like a submissive pup, looking half-way up a tree. His claws were fully extended, gripping the wet grass below him and his fur began to stand up on his neck and spine, like something was crawling under his skin.
Wulfur approached his son, observing the etched carving on the bark. It showed a rough image of two wolf heads facing each other with three claw marks encapsulating them. There was also a patch large enough to rest a wolf’s plantar ball on and beneath that was a singular line placed next to a perfect dot.
Wulfur grunted as he turned to face the young male. His son appeared to be showing weakness… or even defiance? It didn’t matter. He would crush it either way.
“You know the drill, runt. See the marking, head the other way. We’re not dilly-dallying over your concerns, especially since you’re questioning the count of ancestors with me. Ulfur wants me to rule these lands over both wolves and littler creatures. So that’s exactly what I’m going to do!” he proudly beckoned, almost shouting his confidence at the poorly drawn symbol.
The runt shivered as he attempted to divert his eyes from the tree, taking notice of how leaves around it hadn’t moved in the wind. They were motionless. Wulfur turned once more to the direction of the East and his son treaded carefully past the symbol, giving the tree extra breathing space.
“Weh- um… I’m sorry, father,” he shamefully croaked. “I don’t react quickly enough to it. It’s unsettling. Like as if it’s going to get me!” The feeling stuck with him, lurking inside his chest. He hated it.
The runt picked up the pace to move closer to Wulfur, who had stopped in front of yet another symbol, this time a couple of wavey lines etched in the dirt. Wulfur looked back at the runt. A slow burn accompanied his hazy stare. The father wolf could smell the runts’ fear oozing out of him. With that, he tilted his head ever so slightly, his voice reaching a tone of mutual understanding.
“At least it’s not the real spirit gate. You’re with me and that means you are safe. You just need to be less lazy and help your old father out sometimes, hm?” Wulfur checked with the runt.
Another sense of undue hesitation filled the young wolf’s head. He gave a cold stare at the shoulder of his father as he approached.
“Uh… yeah,” he replied quietly.
“Come, now,” Wulfur calmly chanted. “We should try to cross the river before it gets dark. Look at this.” Wulfur stamped his paw above the etched image.  “Water is nearby. A little way to go.”
The golden wolf caught up and began to tail Wulfur, unable to shake the unease from his pelt. With his paws heavy, he took a brief peek over his shoulder to see if that symbol from the tree was following him. And then another. He huddled closer to his father, brushing against his fur, seeking the only comfort he knew. They disappeared into the abyss of trees, the whispers of the flowers engulfed by the wind.






  
  Chapter 2


The golden wolf ploughed through the many rows of wild flora. He was far ahead of his father and was very eager to reach the river. Wulfur found it strange that his son had recovered from the leg injury so fast. He was dehydrated too, so maybe that is what kept him distracted from the pain in his leg. 
“I smell borage, we must be close,” the young wolf barked.
Wulfur watched his son joyfully lead the way toward the sound of flowing water. It was good to hear that his young runt had paid attention to where certain herbs could be found.
“Hey, slow it down. We got to remain vigilant!” he said, following the trail of disrupted plant life his son had jumped across.
“I know, I know. But you could be less uptight about me looking around,” replied the golden male.
“I’m not uptight!” Wulfur stressed. “I just don’t want to see you get into trouble again.”
“Ah fine, di- whoa!”
The adolescent canine stopped in his tracks as he stared to the right of the opening at the rivers’ edge. Wulfur wasn’t as chipper, but still curious enough to wonder what his son had spotted. He brushed past the runt to see for himself, breaking the beech leaves with his paws.
He looked in the direction of interest and saw a plunge waterfall. Vertical walls of bedrock surrounded the multiple drops. Moss was growing on parts of the rock and a lot of trees covered up the view from the other side.
Above the waterfall itself was another majestic formation of rocks. The grey structures closed in on top of each other, blocking the view of the hills behind it and creating a hollow interior. This part really intrigued Wulfur. ‘This could be some other wolf’s den,’ he thought.
“It’s beautiful. I get water first!” his son cried out as he shook his attention toward the tempting water in front of him and dashed toward it. He leant over with his tail wagging level with his body. He aimed his nose at the water and dipped it right in, lapping up the natural fluids he had so desperately needed.
“Yes… beautiful. A bit too beautiful to ignore…” Wulfur remarked, squinting his eyes at the sun. “Stay alert, runt. We might not be alone here.”
“Mhmm, yeah, right,” his son blabbed from under the water surface.
Wulfur felt sure something was off. How could any wolf looking for a place of rest come across this marvel of nature and think it wouldn’t be worth claiming? He too approached the water and took a slow drink. He closed his eyes and kept his ears sharp, listening out for trouble.
The desperate young male slurped away at the rivers’ edge. He then heard a light flap of wings to his left. The sound got loud quickly and then ceased. He felt something press on top of his spine. He paused with water still on his tongue and raised his head out to turn and see what had landed on him. It was a bird. It had black feathers and was rather small. The runt looked into the corvid’s pea-sized eyes. It cawed at him. At first the golden male looked stunned, but then the crow made a move and flew toward a broken trunk nearer the fall. The runt stood up straight and trotted over to the crow, navigating around his father. Wulfur was still busy drinking up the water and thought nothing of his son taking a wander toward the rocks. He approached the crow and sniffed it from a few steps back.
“What are you up to?” he softly asked the crow. “You want me to follow you?”
The crow tilted its head, then plopped down to the ground and began hopping along the narrow path behind the waterfall. Its stick-thin legs made quick progress.
The runt hesitated for a moment, then followed, glancing back at his father, who had told him to be careful. Wulfur appeared too busy with the water to notice.
Behind the waterfall, the golden wolf observed the curved rock formation on his right. The crow stepped onto a rock across the way, which glinted with something shiny – more than just a metallic sheen. In some places, odd patches of colour shimmered, ranging from purple to blue, embedded in the surface.
The runts’ eyes went wide with interest. He crept closer, gently pawing at the rock. The crow cawed again, fluttering off the rock as the runt went to touch it. The rock shifted slightly, revealing more of the embedded colour beneath. The runt pressed harder, digging with his claws into the bedrock. The material resisted, but his marks remained. Encouraged, he kept trying.
Suddenly, the crow let out a series of rapid caws, and the runt turned his head in time to see it fly out of the rocky shelter. Before he could react, a pair of massive black paws swooped over the golden wolf, pinning him by the shoulders.
The young wolf flinched and then felt the teeth of the entity grab his fur scruff within seconds. It growled above his head. He let out a loud yelp as his claws failed to grip in the rocks. His legs slid around until they left him helplessly lying down. He was terrified by the barrier of black fur blocking his view of the light.
Hearing the abrupt yelp from outside, Wulfur’s hazel eyes flicked open, his tongue retreating from the water instantly. He let out a light gasp, seeing a black bird flee from behind the waterfall. His son was in danger! He bolted swiftly toward the narrow walkway, his paws just inches away from the rivers’ edge.
Meanwhile, under the rock shelter, the runt made light attempts to free himself from the grip of the creature above him. The dark entity held onto him, not moving an inch, and the little wolf felt all hope drain out of his body, internally pleading for his father to rescue him.
“Stop moving…” it replied slowly. The male’s voice was a deep whisper and had a small amount of mannerism to it. “It will only make the pain worse. Who are you and what are you doing in my shelter?”
The runts’ lip trembled whilst his tail tried to curl under his collapsed body. “W…we were jus’… passing by. I…I don’t have a name. Please!”
“No name?” he chuckled under his grip. “How will the ancestors be able to address you when your time is up?” His tone gradually increased in aggression as he shook the runts’ pelt. His eyes were colourless, his fur coat an onyx black.
The golden wolf looked extremely confused and lost for what to say next. This was a question about the Greater Ones. He’d learned that they were half a nest only a day ago. He whined after hearing the black wolf speak of death into his ear. “Er… um… I don’t know,” he admitted shamefully.
“Hey!”
The mysterious wolf grunted, raising his brows to see the source of the interruption. There stood Wulfur, the wind tunnelling through his pelt with stray leaves curling up the rocky walls behind him. The runt also stopped moving but couldn’t turn himself around to see his father. 
“Let him go!” Wulfur commanded. The black wolf only let go of the runts’ neck scruff so that he
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