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Author’s Note
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Kari has been a part of me for most of my life. She began as a childish fantasy of who I wanted to be, and as time went on, we grew together. Now she has a life, a story, friends, and family. And thanks to her, I do too.

We all have inner strength, and sometimes its hiding, afraid to come out. Sometimes we need others to help us find that strength, and we need to learn to trust in those people as well as ourselves. I hope Kari’s story helps others find faith in themselves. Without her, I wouldn’t be half the person I am today.
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Prologue

A woman and man sat on a couch in Zina’s main room. The former was resplendent despite the plain, floor-length silk dress draped over her muscular form. A curtain of moonlight silver hair cascaded down her shoulders to her hips.

In contrast, the man was rugged, bare-chested, with hair darker than the blackest night. Zina had no clothes he could borrow; instead, he’d torn a table cloth and tied it around his waist. While they dressed to conceal their natural nudity, they did not attempt to hide their ears or tails, wolfish in appearance. The woman’s tail was long enough that the furry tip poked out from the bottom of the dress.

They were the first demons since Raven to enter Zina’s castle. If her mother were around to see this—her eldest daughter consorting with demons—what would she say?

The two watched as Zina took a seat in the cushy armchair across from them, back to the gently cracking fireplace.

From the floor beside the woman’s feet came a soft growl: a tawny young wolf was there, teeth snagged on the woman’s—Zina’s—dress.

The woman lowered her gaze, golden eyes narrowing. The wolf pup felt the glower and froze, then released her jaw and laid down.

“Apologies.”

“It is alright, Vymara. The dress is replaceable.”

“Can we get this over with?” the man, Rannul, grunted.

Vymara laid a hand on his knee. “Patience, bue.”

Zina clasped her hands in her lap. “He’s right. The point of my inviting you here. Your daughter. You said she—”

Rannul stood from the couch and walked away. He stood at the edge of the room, back to them.

Vymara leaned toward Zina. “It started as sparks. The day after she was born. She doesn’t seem to control it...not yet.”

Zina recognized a tension building over her shoulders. She shook herself and sat back. The change in posture did nothing to dissuade the creeping discomfort. “It sounds like magic.”

Rannul snorted.

Vymara shook her head. “We have seen human magic. There is something different about this.”

“It’s unnatural,” Rannul growled.

Vymara said nothing. She leaned down to trace her fingers over the wolf pup’s ears. 

Zina shifted, then stood. “May I?”

Vymara nodded. Zina stepped closer, kneeling when she neared the wolf. The pup bared her teeth in a pitiful snarl. Zina extended a hand. The tips of her fingers shook.

“Show me, little one.”

The pup snapped, retreating.

Show me. Show me if the words are true.

Zina kept reaching, ignoring the wolf’s yapping. She backed up until her back hit the couch. Zina’s fingers hovered closer, nearly touching her shiny, wet nose. 

The space between them charged with energy. Zina snatched her hand back as the pup snapped again; this time, a series of yellow sparks scattered in the air.

Zina shot to her feet, surprise raising her brows.

Vymara watched her. Wariness dulled her gold eyes to bronze. “Well? We wanted your opinion. You, the only human that treats us as more than demons.”

Zina was quick to control of her expression. She exhaled, wiping away everything but mild interest.

“There is a possibility...for this to get out of control. However, I don’t believe the concern will show itself for at least several years.”

Rannul spun. “What concern?”

Zina looked down at the wolf pup, mulling her words. “Just as with magic, there is a need for control. Understanding the power, and how—when—to use it.”

Rannul stepped closer. “Can’t you do something? Your magic is great. Can’t you...strip her of this burden?”

Vymara shot a snarl at him. “Rannul!”

Zina shook her head. “You know this is not the same. If this power is at all tied to her soul, it is out of my hands.”

Rannul threw his hands up. “Then what do we do? Others will shun her. Shun us!”

“We have not shared the company of others for many summers now,” Vymara snapped.

Rannul glared at her.

Zina raised her hands, placating. “There may be nothing I can do right now. She is too young to learn any form of control, and I know you do not desire to live here—”

“I can smell that holy lord from here,” Rannul seethed.

“—So, I have a suggestion.”

Vymara’s ears perked. “Tell us.”

Zina looked down at the pup. “Seclusion. With no provocation, there should be no concern. And when she grows to an appropriate age...bring her back. I will guide her.”

Rannul shifted his weight. “How long?”

“Depends on the rate of maturity. Ten years. Fifteen.”

“What if...” Vymara frowned, dropping her gaze. “Mistakes happen, and humans are expanding their grip on the land. What if...”

“Find the farthest pocket of isolation you can.” Zina stood and walked to the bookshelf against the wall. She grabbed a small chest and flipped it open. “Once you do, place this on the ground.” She extracted a glass sphere the size of her palm. Starry gas glittered within. “It will burst, alerting me to your location. If you need to find me, you know where I’ll be.”

Vymara stood and took the sphere in a long-clawed hand. As they touched, Zina laid her hand over Vymara’s.

“Don’t fear for her. This is unprecedented, but it is still all mystery. No one can truly know what this power means or what it will do.”

Vymara offered a rare smile. “Thank you, my friend.” She scooped up the wolf in one arm.

Rannul said nothing more and simply followed Vymara. When the door shut behind them, Zina braced her hands on the back of her chair and stared into the fireplace.

She was born. The demon of wolf blood with the power of a storm. Though the sparks were nothing like a storm now, Zina was not foolish enough to take this lightly.

The Catalyst had come.
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Chapter 1
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Oh no, no, no no.

A slew of curses flew through Kari’s mind as she raced around thick trees, ascending the mountain.

I knew I shouldn’t have done it.

If only she hadn’t gotten so close! How often had her mother told her? “Don’t go too far from our home, Kari. Humans live down there, and they hate us. Humans hunt us. We don’t belong in the same space, let alone the same world.”

Today, though, she’d done it anyway. She’d gone down the mountain so she could see a little piece of their village. And she’d used the power. Oh, how she could howl in frustration! Usually her ability wasn’t so obvious, but in the excitement, it had sparked free of her control and given her away.

What would her mother say? Her father?

A breathless whimper escaped her throat at the thought. 

Father always said it was dangerous to do!

Kari’s chest heaved, her paws pounded the ground, and her tongue dangled from the side of her panting mouth. She pumped her legs, willing herself to move faster as she ducked around dense bushes that snagged her fur. Fear of being caught by humans after so long paired with dread of what her mother and father would do. Home was close now. 

Maybe her mother would understand this time. Kari had wandered down the mountain on rare occasions and usually Mother was angry, but it seemed that she was beginning to understand Kari’s curiosity.

Then again, Kari had never gone that far down before. 

She was still a young demon, and the thought of staying on this mountainside while the whole world was out there, waiting for her to explore it, tugged at her mind. How could her parents expect her to remain oblivious to it? They’d had their fun on the land of Taris before settling and breeding. When would it be her turn?

Later, her mother would say. When was later?

The musky, wolf-ish scent of her parents was in the air now, and with the smell came the natural silence of the peak. The prey of the mountain didn’t dare trespass up here. Kari slowed to a jogging pace, shaking out the chill that had settled on her fur.

She was the only child of her parents, and they were the only wolves on the mountain, if not in the whole world. She envied the human children in the village who had siblings and friends to talk with and play alongside. For as long as Kari could remember, she had longed to see them closely—much closer than the occasional glimpse across the distance she’d managed when exploring the woods. Just see them, for it had been drilled into her mind for ten long years now: humans are dangerous. 

That truth didn’t change the fact that she was bored and lonely, though. Her mother would understand that, wouldn’t she? 

The northernmost cave at the mountain’s peak loomed before her. The late morning sun peered over the tops of trees to spread golden light over snow-laden ground. Kari’s claws tapped as she left behind the wet, cold, snow-strewn earth for the stone floor of the cave.

Perhaps called by the sound of her claws or her heavy breath, her mother emerged. Much larger than she, and with silver fur instead of tawny, Kari’s mother looked down at her with yellow eyes. She looked pleasantly calm before reading the look on Kari’s face. Her pupils were probably dilated with fear, and she was still panting from both the run and the terror of being seen, as well as what that might mean now.

Damnit damnit damnit.

Kari, what happened? Her mother’s voice reverberated in her mind. She usually had a light, amused lilt to her voice that lulled Kari into calmness. Now, she sounded hard and angry. Kari’s ears dipped back, and her tail drooped.

How to tell her? Even though they shared a mental link for communication in their wolf forms, her mother could only hear the thoughts Kari wished her to hear. Kari could lie about the entire incident—the humans hadn’t seen her as a wolf, anyway. She’d been in her humanoid form; she was at least smart enough for that. She had even been sure her ears and tail weren’t visible. The humans would have virtually no idea that Kari had been anything other than a strange human child. 

Kari. Her mother spoke again, glaring.

She had to tell her something, now, before her father came back from hunting. Her mother could be intimidating, but his anger was legendary.

Kari bent down on her front paws and whimpered.

They saw me, Mother. I...I was playing with the sparks, and—

Who? Who saw you?

By the way the silver wolf bared a tiny glimpse of her teeth, Kari imagined she knew who.

You mean to tell me you went down there? Her mother’s mind-words didn’t shout, yet they were icy and clipped, disbelieving. You went down the mountain? You got close to the humans?

Abandoning all pretenses, Kari crouched and rolled over to expose her belly.

I’m sorry, Mother! I...I was curious. I just wanted to see them!

Her mother’s eyes flashed with anger and a low growl built in her throat. 

To Kari’s surprise, she did not react further except to turn away and head back into the cave. Kari moved onto her belly and watched her. 

Had she understood? Maybe this little mistake of hers wouldn’t be so bad after all.

They will come, her mother thought, the sound dimmer to Kari now that she was farther away. And when they do, they will not like to find us. We will have to kill them.

But why would they follow me, Mother? Kari asked, getting up and scampering after her. The cave entrance opened into a wide, short tunnel that expanded into a large cavern more than big enough for the tiny wolf pack. I didn’t show myself. Not my real self.

Her mother snorted angrily. She had sat in the center of the cavern, no doubt to wait for Father.

Why did you not heed me, Kari? she asked. Did you truly think that a small girl alone in the snow would not draw some sort of attention? They will come to find you because that is what humans do. She snorted again, resigned now. They will imagine you are lost and need help. 

Kari avoided her gaze and let out another whimper.

It wasn’t that she was particularly averse to fighting or killing humans if she must, she reasoned with herself—it had been a vital part of her upbringing. Sometimes you have to kill the humans to survive. If you hesitate, they would kill you. Her parents had told her plenty of stories about the time before she was born.

That was all she knew, though—stories. She’d never even gone hunting on her own. At roughly ten summers counted, she was still too young for that.

How many times had Kari, playful and full of energy, wished for a bloody battle? She might not be as big as her mother—certainly not her father—but she had a skill even they didn’t have. 

With the moment upon her now, though, Kari didn’t feel ready at all. She couldn’t have summoned a spark of electricity to her fangs if she wanted to.

I doubt they will pursue your trail this day. Humans plan. They will gather a party first, prepare themselves, her mother finished, oblivious now to the panic that was restricting Kari’s breathing. She rolled her great shoulders and let out an angry huff of a breath before turning her eyes on Kari. Come here. 

Her eyes glowered, shining like the moon at its peak. Her tone, though, remained tensely soft. Kari, her head low and her tail tucked in, approached and plopped down across from her.

They sat there, mother and daughter, Kari with her head lowered in deference. Surely Mother would scold her now. She’d been foolish to believe it wouldn’t come.

Kari held back a whimper, waiting for the flash of teeth, the snarl...

There’s a lot you don’t know, her mother said instead. Some things we could never tell you. It...never felt like the right time.

Frowning, Kari lifted her head. Like what, Mother?

Her mother’s lips pulled back from her teeth. Do you remember the story I told you about our creator?

Kari blinked, laying her head on her paws. Yes. He created us, but no demon ever saw him. Most don’t even know about him. You said he probably didn’t really exist.

The silver wolf nodded. Some have said he was a very powerful being, with strength and abilities the likes none of us could ever imagine.

Kari’s head shot up, her ears stiffening. Are you talking about my electricity?

Her mother frowned this time. Not exactly. Before we came to this mountain, your father and I heard tales of this creator. If he ever did exist, it was likely he was killed. Why else would our lord forsake us to the humans? She shook her head and let out a huff of air. Kari...there are many who would hurt you in the same way.

Kari stiffened. Why, Mother?

Her mother looked away from her, to the cave entrance. Your father and I have tried to keep you safe, but...

Her thoughts trailed off, leaving Kari’s mind woefully empty. She inched closer until their paws were almost touching. She pressed her nose to her mother’s paw. Well, we can leave, can’t we? We can hide someplace else.

Her mother surprised her by rubbing her head against Kari’s. A soft lick traced her jaw with a tingle. Kari stared with wide eyes. Mother was rarely so affectionate.

Yes. After this, I think we will leave. I will talk to your father. 

Kari could hardly stop herself from leaping for joy. They would leave! She would see something besides these pine trees and stone cave!

She nudged her mother happily, earning another soft lick.

If we are separated, I want you to find Zina. She’s in the south, in a grand forest, one full of mysteries. She will be able to explain and keep you safe.

Safe from what? What do you mean?

The sound of padded feet and something dragging over stone made her mother perk up. She stood, leaving Kari and their conversation. Kari knew better than to try and call her back.

Her father appeared from the quickly darkening forests, a hulking black mass with glowing eyes, and her mother met him at the cave entrance. Kari could not break into their mental conversations unless invited, but it was not hard to discern her father’s feelings toward the news. He dragged the large buck he had caught and laid it in their sleeping cavern before turning on her. His teeth were bared, his shoulders raised.

How could you be so foolish? Kari flinched as his voice roared in her mind. Did I not tell you to keep that power of yours inside?

Kari bent before him, whimpering. I’m sorry, Father. 

He huffed, teeth bared, and turned away. Eat, he commanded.

Dinner was a solemn affair. Her mother and father ate with the usual ripping of meat, though there was a heavy silence in the air. Kari glanced between them before hesitantly clamping her jaws on her share. She focused and soon felt a tingling sensation in her jaws. It laced through her bones, down her teeth, and into the meat held tightly there.

Electricity—it arced along the meat, cooking it until it was softer than stringy, and her mouth watered in anticipation of eating. Her father cast an imposing look in her direction and snarled; the sparks ceased instantly. Lowering her head in obedience, Kari began to eat.

Kari... Her mother’s mind touched hers, cautiously thoughtful. Kari’s ears pricked, waiting for her to continue. Her father turned his massive head in her direction.

Tomorrow the humans will come. Of that, we are sure. You will stay in the cave while we handle them—

Kari lifted her head from her meat. A sputter of sparks left her teeth before dying away, earning her another growl from her father. Her ears flattened.

I could help, Mother! I should learn how to fight. Let me—

Yellow eyes narrowed warningly. No.

Kari quailed, lowering her head. Who is Zina, Mother? she asked instead. Is she a demon you know?

Father looked to Mother, and this time Kari heard him.

Will you tell her all? His thoughts came harsh and indignant. What did he not want Kari to know? 

She is a friend, her mother said, ignoring him. Kari could sense the hesitancy behind the word friend. She is strange, yet I know she will help you. That is— 

The crunch of snow combined with the crispy swishing of moving bushes cut her sentence short. Her ears perked and a low growl settled in her throat. Kari’s father climbed to his feet, his hackles raised. He faced the entrance to their cave.

What is it? Kari asked, jumping up too. Her mother snapped at her and she leapt away, her ears bent back.

Stay, her father grunted before darting outside.

Mother, Kari began again; the larger wolf growled. Is it the humans? I want to help. Please!

Quiet.

Kari obeyed as well as she could. Her claws tapped against the stone of their cave and her tail twitched, swishing nervously.

Her mother lithely climbed to her feet. They’ve come.

Kari stared at her, not comprehending. Who?

Then the sound of voices, human speech, was on the cold night air. Kari stiffened, her fur standing on end.

The humans. The humans were here. They had followed her, as her mother had said. And now...

Her legs trembled, but she forced them to still. Sparks of lightning came to her teeth, but they fizzled out too soon.

Kari had wanted to fight them, but now that they were here, she was...

Mother, what do we—

A ferocious, snarling growl broke the night apart. Kari knew her father’s anger better than anyone, yet she had never heard him so furious. 

Your father will handle what he can, her mother said. We will wait.

Kari silently laughed at herself—of course her father would deal with them. By dawn’s light, the snow outside of their cave would be stained with blood. Any humans who had come up here would meet a quick end or be forced to flee. 

Her mother moved, each step slow and cautious, her tail and head low. Kari followed, not nearly as elegant, until they stood within the shadows of the entrance. 

Will we help now, Mother? Kari pulled back her lips and felt a tingling sensation begin in her jaw. Fresh sparks darted along the tips of her teeth as her insides thrummed with energy.

Her father had never approved of her electricity because it was akin to human magic. However, it would give her an edge over the humans. She knew it.

No, her mother snarled after a moment.

The electricity fizzled out again as Kari frowned. But...

The snarling, roaring grunts of her father were louder now, sometimes followed by sharp human yelps of pain.

This is no different from other prey, her mother responded with a flick of her ear. 

Kari understood. It wasn’t unusual for the two of them to go in separately; a single wolf made the prey wary, waiting for the rest of the pack to show up. It made them watch their backs or look for exits, instead of fighting as well as they might.

Another human’s scream of pain meant it was working, though Kari remained nervous. They were only humans, not entirely worthy of honorable deaths. They wouldn’t even be eaten. So why was her father taking so long? Why was her mother hesitating?

Kari tried to look around her mother’s thick, silver-furred body and failed. She huffed.

How many are there, Mother?

The ruckus outside—boots stamping in the snow and humans shouting as they tried to coordinate with each other—meant her father was fighting more than the anticipated two humans. 

Go back inside, Kari.

Kari clacked her teeth. The electricity would not come again. No, I want to help!

Her mother glared at her, yellow eyes glowing in the dimness of the cave. Kari’s ears bent back.

Another yelp reverberated through the air—this one didn’t belong to a human. Kari’s heart thudded heavily in her chest.

Stay here! her mother commanded before she bounded out of the cave.

Kari’s paws tensed, her claws scratching tiny marks into the stone. She waited a single breath, then edged closer to the entrance, careful to stay hidden so she could survey the scene. Already her insides were tingling with more electric power, and she knew she could help her parents. 

Maybe once her father saw how useful her electricity was in a fight, he would appreciate it more. She knew she could sear flesh; she’d done it countless times on the meals Father brought home. That would be enough to distract the humans, to give him the edge he needed to finish this.

Then her power wouldn’t simply be a strange oddity, something that true demons should not have, if her mother’s tales of demonic origins were to be believed. Her electricity could be an extra strength.

If she could prove that, maybe Father would help her to hone it.

As her gaze took in the sight of snow dotted with specks of blood, she faltered. She’d seen animal blood before; her mother’s shiny snout was still flecked with it from their dinner. Something about the sight of this blood was different and filled her gut with squirming worry. Steam wafted as it melted through the snow, sinking deeper, shining as it did so. Starkly bright and crimson against such crisp, clean whiteness. It was a common sight for one who hunted, yet Kari struggled to tear her gaze away.

Near the edge of the clearing laid a still human body, facedown. Four more of them, three male and one female, were crowded away from her father, their weapons raised to keep him at bay. The massive black wolf, his teeth bared with his snarl, lunged at them. He danced in and out of range, never making the same move twice; unfazed by the bloody gash on his side. 

Kari gritted her teeth, eager to join her parents despite her trembling.

Her mother leapt into the tense standoff, a flash of silver that darted in to clamp her jaws on one of the male’s legs. He dropped his long dagger with a loud howl. The woman jabbed with her spear, but Kari’s mother had already retreated. 

Kari relaxed again as the skirmish unfolded, feeling foolish for letting even a pinch of fear get ahold of her—these humans were no match for her parents.

She knew that killing so many humans—who’d probably told other villagers why they were venturing up the mountain—meant they’d have to leave the cave quickly when the fight ended. Kari allowed herself to imagine where they might go after this. Maybe her parents would be willing to find somewhere she could make friends, instead of hiding away as they did. There must be other demon children like her in the world. Despite assurances that her ability to call electricity was impossible, she thought there had to be others that could do it.

And maybe Kari could learn why her parents preferred seclusion, when, based on stories she’d heard about her parent’s youth, it wasn’t the usual demon way.

Another human fell under her father’s attack, clutching his arm to his chest and his weapon discarded. Kari was thrilled. One dead, one disarmed, and one weakened by the bite on his leg. Though the one with the wounded leg had recovered his two-handed hammer, he wavered, all confidence in the fight gone. With the woman and single man left, the fight was all but over.

The woman’s spear found the shoulder of the large black wolf. Kari’s father yelped, and before he could counter, the man’s hammer came up to smash his head. There was a horrible crunching sound, and then he rolled away from the fray, motionless.

Time was frozen. Kari could see the rise of his body that meant he was still breathing, but he did not get up. 

Father? Father!

Nothing. No low growl or even a whimper to signal that he heard her. Fear strangled Kari’s heart. As the man raised his weapon in both hands to strike again, something bubbling and hot invaded her mind. It frothed in her chest, forming lava-like bile. It was fury, burning and intense. It devoured her fear and hardened her resolve.

Baring her teeth, Kari tensed her legs, about to jump in herself until a deep, angry No! engulfed her thoughts. Kari’s head swung around to see the silver blur that was her mother tackle the woman with the spear to the ground.

The human fell under the weight of Kari’s mother, her spear flying away from her hand. Kari stood frozen as her mother held the woman’s arms down with massive paws, a snarl lighting up a once loving face. 

Stay there, her mother commanded again. We will handle this.

Kari’s whimper was inaudible. Her thoughts raced too quickly for her to respond.

How could they handle this? Her father had still not gotten up.

Her mother’s eyes glowed and her teeth snapped out, preparing to rip the woman’s face off.

The man was there again with his hammer. He swung it upwards, catching Kari’s mother in the side. She flew off the woman and rolled away, her body crumpled and broken. Kari’s blood froze, as cold as the icy air. She willed her mother to get up again. 

Mother? Father?

She could feel her mother’s mind-presence throbbing quietly, brushing the edges of Kari’s consciousness, yet she did not respond. On the other side of the bodies, the man helped the woman to her feet. She smiled at him and brushed herself off. The other two humans who were not yet dead were offering weak cheers at their success. The one with the wounded leg had fallen to the ground, and his weaponless companion was tying white wads of something around the bleeding wound.

Shift, Kari.

Kari’s attention flew back to her mother. Her breathing was shallow, evidenced by the feeble rise and fall of her chest, as she commanded again: Shift. Now.

Kari didn’t understand. She turned back to her father, forcing herself to look beyond the reddened snow surrounding him. He would get up soon. It was one hit. He’d taken worse swipes from a bear. 

KARI.

Her mother’s voice screamed in her mind, before it cut off suddenly, a syllable half-formed. Kari let out a whimpering sob and retreated into the shadows of the cave. She shifted into her humanoid form and came out on all fours as a tiny, cowering, and very naked girl. The cold air chilled her skin, making the tiny hairs all over her body stand straight up. A cutting breeze curled its way around her shoulders, but she didn’t so much as shiver; her demon blood kept her comfortable. Her wolfish tail was small, barely more than a stub that flicked uneasily; her minuscule ears, too tiny still to see and only a couple of shades darker than her blonde hair, bent backward. 

I did it, Mother! Mother?

Kari’s mind was full of buzzing silence, devoid of any thoughts except her own.

From the ground, she lifted her head. Her mother’s eyes remained yellow in death, though blank and lifeless. Kari’s hands shook and her throat burned as something wet invaded her eyes.

“Dear, are you okay?” The woman was at Kari’s side, her voice soft. Flinching, Kari pulled away and glared, baring her teeth. The woman looked taken aback but kept her voice soft.

“Poor thing,” she continued. Her eyes trailed down Kari from head to toe, eyes widening at the sight of her bare body. “You must be freezing! What are you doing out here all alone? What’s your name?” 

As she pulled off her overcoat, the men approached. The one with the bitten arm supported the limping one. 

“What is it, Anne?” the man with the hammer spoke, stopping beside the woman. He froze when he saw Kari, who was flinching away from the woman’s coat. She raised her gaze to his face.

He was an older man, his face lined with wrinkles, and his short, russet hair laced with gray. He looked weak, Kari thought blankly. How could he have beaten her father? She glared at the hammer in his hand.

It is because of their cowardly use of weapons, either to outrange or out-brute demons. They have no real strength of their own.

Distracted, she allowed the woman—Anne—to place her coat over her thin shoulders. Warmth enveloped her, and so did a repulsive human smell.

“It’s true, there really was a girl out here?” the man with the hammer muttered to himself. To the woman, he said, “She’s in shock. Come on. We can take her home and see if she recovers from whatever’s happened to her out here.”

“We’d best hurry. We have to drag Billy’s body down with us, too,” the limping man said.

“Yar, I’d hate to leave him here,” murmured the one supporting him.

You killed them. You killed them. YOU KILLED THEM.

Kari’s angry thoughts were tangible, choking her, but she swallowed them back. She wouldn’t have a chance of surviving a fight with all of them. Her mother had wanted her to change forms—why? Her fingers twitched and she tried to keep her eyes and thoughts away from her parents. Their blood would paint the snow. Kari clenched her trembling fingers into fists.

“Will you come with us?” the woman asked, reaching for Kari’s hand. Her eyes were soft bark, her face framed by waves of similar colored hair.

How could you do this? Kari wanted to scream. How could you kill my mother?

They thought she was human, one of them—that was the only reason Kari was still alive. Her wolfish ears were so tiny, hidden away in her locks of golden hair, so these idiotic humans did not yet suspect that she was anything other than one of them. Even her tail was too small yet to draw attention. 

That was why; her mother had wanted Kari to blend in with them. Her mind screamed, wild and scrambled with panic; how safe could she be with the humans that had killed her parents?

Kari’s anger was quickly fading into a deadened feeling, her stomach empty and fluttering with unease.

Mother and Father are... she couldn’t complete the thought. Her body trembled, and every breath took energy she didn’t have. She wanted to slump into the snow and freeze to death.

“Perhaps we’d better leave her, Anne,” the man with the hammer mumbled, gently caressing the woman’s shoulder. “She’s mad. And I’m surprised she’s not bitten by the frost. No matter how long she’s been out here, she should be dead.”

The woman clicked her tongue angrily. “How dare you! Abandon a child out here to this horrid weather? No! Why else would we have come all the way up here? Why would Billy have given his life if not to save this child?”

The man with the hurt arm grinned. “At least we got some good furs for it.” 

Kari stiffened beside the woman.

No. No, no, no...

“Ah, don’t say that,” the man with the hammer said. “Billy was a good man.”

Anne shot them a glare before turning back to Kari. She reached forward and gently laid her fingers on the back of Kari’s hand. Her skin crawled from the touch and her focus slowly returned.

“Your nails are so long,” the woman murmured.

Yes. Long and strong enough to rend flesh, at least. Kari could slice her throat with them. 

Yet her mother ordered her to shift so that they would not kill her. Kari must remain alive, if only for the sake of her mother’s last command. She jerked her hand away from the woman. 

“My name...Kari,” she croaked. 

The man with the limp made a noise of dissent. Anne ignored him. “Kari is your name? You poor thing. Are you alone?”

Kari gritted her teeth.

“Come on, Anne. It’s getting late.”

“Come, Kari. My name’s Anne. We’ll get you home and fed and warmed up. How does that sound?”

Kari allowed the woman to tighten the coat around her body but bared her teeth again when the woman bent to pick her up. Looking concerned yet determined, the woman instead gestured for her to follow.

The men were hefting large, furred bodies onto a wooden sled. Kari squeezed her eyes shut. She forced her head to the east, instead, where she knew her father’s hunting trail was.

He’d emerged from there only hours ago. She wondered how he’d caught the buck; had it been difficult? She snorted to herself. Of course not. He was a master hunter.

Her frail smile fell.

Was.

Kari’s humanoid feet crunched in the snow, the sludgy frost seeping between her toes. The woman looked back at her intermittently, her face soft with compassion. Kari’s jaw tightened so much it ached.

I will kill them, Mother, she whispered in her mind, though the soundless void was enough to make her breath hitch. I will kill them for you and Father.
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Chapter 2
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The humans huffed and talked little as they walked, and Kari tuned them out easily. Anne stayed close by Kari as the men hurried on to their village. Kari kept her eyes down, focusing the entirety of her attention on every twig and rock they passed by. 

These people were obviously from the village at the bottom, the only human civilization around for miles. Kari couldn’t help but notice the irony of the situation. She’d always wanted this. She’d always wanted to see the human’s way of life, to possibly even make friends within the village so near her home. Of course, she hadn’t thought the cost would be so great.

The sky was aglow with golden, morning light when the humans and Kari finally left behind the thickest of trees and entered the village proper, where all the men except the one with the hammer left Kari and Anne behind.

As the trees were traded for buildings, Kari was overcome by the smells: the scent of baking bread and meat, smoke and fire, wood, leather, and sweat, and on top of it all was the overpowering stench of humans. They crowded thin streets between buildings, too numerous to count.

New sounds rang through the air that made her flinch the deeper they descended, passing building after building; the clang and cling of metal hitting metal, shouting voices, doors slamming shut and creaking open. Tiny human children ran by them, their screams piercing, their scents sweeter, yet still sickening. 

Kari narrowed her eyes at the flailing-limbed children as they disappeared into town, and saw so many humans her gut clenched. Dozens upon dozens...no, hundreds.

How could she ever survive this place?

She glanced around the grubby-looking humans, following Anne with numb steps, and noted a head of bright yellow hair.

There was a young girl, like her, but this one wasn’t screaming like the others. She stood beside a stocky, dirty man, who shared angry gestures with another. The latter spat and glared, poking the former in the chest and pointing to the young girl. She cringed, her lower lip quivering.

Kari watched them, intent enough to forget the insufferable ringing and talking, or the smells. Her jaw unclenched and her brow loosened.


That girl looks exactly how I feel.

“I’m meeting the boys at the skinner, Anne. I’ll be back.” 


Kari spun as the man with the hammer spoke. Her stomach tightened at his words, but she forced herself to think of her mother’s last wish.


I must survive now. 


Anne waved in response and lead Kari inside the house they’d turned toward; a dingy place with a peaked roof, two musty windows, and a single faded door. The sounds and smells dampened as they entered the house. Without the distractions, Kari found it was harder to breathe. Her chest was full of thick viscous pain drowning her heart and sticking in her lungs. A sob welled in her throat; she swallowed it with difficulty. 

Anne removed her warm layers and hung them on a metal hook beside the door before turning to her.

“It’s a real shame about Billy,” she mused. “He has a family and all.”

Kari heard her words through a dull echo.

I had a family, too.

She bit her lip and pushed the thought away, instead focusing every bit of her attention on this new place.

She’d never seen the inside of a human home. They stood in an open space, as wide and spacious as her cave had been. Instead of stone walls and floor, though, there came a brighter room with lots of wooden tops. To the left was a doorway, similar to the cave tunnel she’d walked through a thousand times. 

Anne carefully pointed out everything for her.

“We eat there, at the table,” she explained softly, pointing at a large bit of carefully carved and flattened wood that could be seen through the doorway. She saw more as she looked, and Anne pointed to these things one at a time.

“We make a fire there, in that pit. Joseph keeps the salted meats in that box against the wall. There’s some bread and fruits in the chest next to it...”

She rambled on until Kari felt herself drooping again. She longed to lie down and never get up, to leave behind this world and find her parents in the next one.

“Are you tired, dear?” Anne asked. “I’ll show you to your room. You can lay down a bit until we have something to eat. You can warm up, too, poor thing...maybe we have some clothes you can wear...”

Kari shuffled alongside Anne toward the leftmost entrance, and down a short hallway. At the end were two doors facing each other. 

Anne gestured to the door on the right. “Joseph and I sleep in here. We won’t be far if you need us. You can stay right across.”

Kari couldn’t scrounge up an answer. Anne opened the left door, revealing a small space with a wide wooden dresser, and a four-legged frame of wood on which lay a long, bumpy-looking pad. 

Anne led the way over to the frame and laid a hand on the misshapen cushion. “You can sleep here.” Her eyebrows scrunched together, and a frown pinched her lips. “Joseph and I have no children, but we always keep a bed ready anyhow...for guests, maybe. It’s freshly made, stuffed with straw, you know...should be comfortable.”

She spared a smile, possibly hoping Kari would return it with some sort of reaction. Kari refused to meet her eye.

“I’ll leave you to it. There’s blankets in the drawers here,” Anne moved to the stand beside the bed and pulled out the top drawer. “And clothes you might wear in here.” She bent to pull open the bottommost drawer and revealing various styles and colors of human shirts and pants. “You can keep the coat, too, if you’d like.”

When Kari still didn’t respond, Anne gave her one last smile before slipping out of the room, closing the door with a gentle snap.

She threw off the coat that smelled so heavily of Anne before dropping to her knees beside the drawer stuffed with fresh clothes. She had to wear something if she was to try and fit in at all. 

She thrust her hands into the neatly folded things, grateful that these items smelled less abrasive, and tossed them out until the entire floor was covered with a mismatch of colors and shapes. Kari picked out the least obnoxious shirt and matching pants and dressed. She hesitated as she pulled the pants up over her tiny tail. Warm and wet tears sprang to her eyes.

She must give up everything she knew. She must play the part of a small human child and honor her mother’s final instruction. 

Her tail, though small, still bent at an annoying angle when stuffed into the pants. Dressed and looking as human as she could manage, Kari shuffled to the bed and ran overlong nails over it. She had often wondered how humans slept, certain there was no chance they would sleep on the hard ground. Now she knew.

She frowned at her hands. Unlike humans, her long nails were sharp and strong enough to shred bark and flesh. Of course, now they would simply be another thing to separate her from them.

She angrily chewed them off, spitting the broken pieces onto the floor and sweeping them underneath the bed. Sitting on the bed, she investigated her hands. Her fingernails were nothing more than jagged stubs, leaving her even more helpless. 

Alone and still, her energy quickly waned. She had dressed like a human, so she would sleep like one. She would eat and breathe, maybe even speak and act like them. She would learn how humans lived, as she always wished.

Her weakness overtook her. Kari slumped forward, head in her hands, and began to sob.
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Kari hadn’t even realized she’d fallen asleep when a soft knock made her jerk up with a gasp. Anne’s ever-cheery voice came from behind the door, quickly reminding her where she was and why.

“Kari? I have some food on the table if you have an appetite.”

Her stomach offered a low rumble and she dug her claws into the straw mattress. Would Anne force her out of the room if she didn’t respond and follow? Drag her to their ‘table,’ where strange human food would be forced upon her? 

Her stomach tightened into sickening knots. She’d never eat with her parents again. Her father had promised to take her hunting in the summer, and now he never would.

Her misery threatened to swallow her up. Her vision swam. She blinked furiously, holding back another thick sob that had built in her throat.

“Kari?” Anne’s voice came again.

She was lost. She’d obeyed her mother’s last wish and lived because of it, but without her parents, she had nothing except her memories and the things her parents had taught her. In hindsight, that wasn’t much. She knew which part of a deer was the best meat, what kind of trees birds preferred to nest in, and how to shred the skin of prey with her teeth and claws. 

Was she to give that all up for these humans?

Anne’s footsteps retreated, leaving Kari alone once more. Once she was sure the woman wasn’t coming back, she crawled into a ball and closed her eyes. 
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The door creaked open, and a thin sliver of amber candlelight pierced the inky darkness that had enveloped Kari’s room. She flinched as the light fell on her and saw Anne entering. The woman’s eyes widened in surprise before relaxing. She offered an apologetic grin.

“Sorry—I didn’t mean to wake you. I thought I’d leave this for you.”

She crossed the room and laid a wooden plate on the bed. There were slices of fruit, a hunk of brown bread, and a few strips of cooked venison on it.

“We’ll be up awhile yet if you’d like to join us,” Anne said before leaving the room again.

Kari blinked away the crustiness of tears from her lashes and moved to the edge of the bed. As she’d hoped, her parents had been there in her dreams, welcoming her home. Now that she was awake, that only made her feel empty.

She reached for the plate and pulled it onto her lap. The meat smelled good, but she had rarely eaten bread or fruit in her life. Sometimes, when bright red kikno berries fell from bushes in the winter, her mother would offer them to her. Meat always tasted better, though, especially when she was in wolf form. 

Was she to leave it all behind? Forever?

No, Kari thought angrily to herself. Just until I can avenge Mother and Father.

She shoveled the food into her mouth without even tasting it. When she was done, she dropped the plate onto the floor amidst the mess of clothes she’d left.

If nothing else, she must live to do that. Even if it meant staying with the humans Anne and Joseph until she was strong enough. 

She would eat their food and sleep in their bed for as long as it took. 

I will do it, Mother. I will kill them.
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Anne didn’t bother her again until the next morning. This time, determined to try to do what her mother wished of her, Kari steeled herself and followed the woman out to the main room for breakfast. The acrid scent of burning wood filled her nostrils as soon as she left the hallway; a crackling fire wafted lazy smoke from the fire pit in the cooking space. Kari wrinkled her nose, but made herself approach the table.

Joseph was already there waiting for them, a plate of food in front of him. His left arm was wrapped tightly in white cloth and held to his chest in a sling. The image of her father snapping his arm flashed through her mind, and she grinned.

He glanced up as the two of them entered. “Mornin’.”

Kari’s smile slipped from her face in an instant as she met eyes with him briefly in answer. Unlike Anne, his gaze was cold and hard, more predator than prey. She took a seat at the far end of the table.

“So...” Joseph began once Anne had laid some food in front of Kari. She’d expected more bread and venison, but instead, the plate had thin strips of salty-smelling meat alongside some gelatinous white-and-yellow stuff. Kari wrinkled her nose at it.

“I was thinking, if you’re going to stay here, you might get some learning done,” Joseph continued once Anne had taken her place beside him. 

Instead of looking at him, she stared down at the white-and-yellow thing beside her meat. It looked familiar, but it was different somehow...

Joseph cleared his throat and finally Kari peered up at him.

“Something wrong with the eggs, Kari?” Anne asked.

Eggs. She’d had eggs before. They were a delicacy, only gotten if they were lucky enough for the birds to drop them from their nests. Her parents didn’t believe in stealing the young, so it was only once they fell to the ground that she could eat them. These were different, though. Cooked, Kari guessed. She picked up a strip of meat and bit it.

“Have you ever had any sort of learning?” Joseph asked. 

“No,” Kari replied, her voice raspy from lack of use and her crying the night before. She ate the rest of the meat and reached with her fingers to begin eating her egg. Anne gently pushed a pronged piece of metal to her. Kari picked it up, incredulous.

“For the eggs,” she whispered with a smile.

“We’ll go introduce you today. Alright?”

Kari shoveled the eggs into her mouth before looking up at Joseph again. He was insistent. He wasn’t soft or kind like Anne, and he looked at Kari with furrowed brows, his lips twisted at the corners. He was as uneasy with her presence as she was with his.

Was “learning” required to fit in with humans? By the look in Joseph’s eyes and the persistence with which he’d pursued it, Kari imagined so. What sort of learning did he mean? Did humans teach their young to hunt and forage? She gave a weak, noncommittal shrug.

“Good,” Joseph said with obvious relief. “We’ll go after my morning work. Alright, Anne?”

“Sure. I need to do some housework anyway.”

After breakfast, Kari watched Anne wash the dishes and the counters, her thoughts far away in the forests. Only when
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