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        Den – Home
      

      	
        False Forest – A Town
      

      	
        False Sun – A light
      

      	
        False wolves - dogs
      

      	
        Suns/Moons – Days
      

      	
        Moon cycle – One month
      

      	
        Mother Wolf – “God”/Mother Nature/Spirit
      

      	
        Night lights - Stars
      

      	
        Savage Blood – Rabies
      

      	
        Season – One year
      

      	
        Shadows pass – Hours
      

      	
        Smoking sticks – Guns
      

      	
        Span’s distance – A Mile
      

      	
        Stolen sunrise – Fire pit
      

      	
        Sun pass – One day
      

      	
        Sun’s fall - Sunset
      

      	
        Sun’s fever – Fire
      

      	
        Sun’s time – Summer
      

      	
        The cold season – Winter months
      

      	
        White Coat - Doctor
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      Echo didn’t regret much. He’d not lived enough to have regrets that haunted him – until now that was.

      He thought when he left his pack at the start of the hunting season, he wouldn’t have to struggle to find food. He’d been one of the strongest runners of the pack. It should have been simple enough. Unfortunately for him, he hadn’t fully considered the fact that now, as a lone wolf, he had no territory of his own that he could hunt in without facing retaliation.

      Stories of the lone wolf were often spoken in packs with a level of awe that would make any youngling excited for the day they struck off alone to find their own home. Just like most stories, it seemed, the elders of his pack had left out some very important details.

      Licking his most recent wound, a bite to his back leg, Echo recuperated by the mountainside. It wasn’t the most comfortable location – the cliff-face having collapsed multiple times, leaving sharp gravel dotted across the ground, and the nearest woods abandoned, barring the few bird nests in the high trees, too high for Echo to reach and steal an egg or two from.

      The only benefit of the mountainside was that no pack ruled this land. Here he could rest comfortably without worrying he’d be set upon by a rival wolf. Adding to that was the fact that, with the shadows of the woods and the mountain, his black fur allowed him to blend in. For now, he’d be able to keep himself out of sight. Echo was good at that.

      It was part of why he left his first pack, the one he was born into. He had always been the quiet one, easily able to fade into the background. Though it made him an expert hunter, his prey falling into his trap before they even realised what was happening, it didn’t help him socialise and work with the family as well as they expected him to.

      Echo enjoyed being the silent support, but his pack had not appreciated his skill set. So, he struck out on his own to find one that would. Now though, after being without a pack for nearly a whole moon cycle, he was beginning to realise how difficult finding a new home was. Moreover, without a pack, he’d been struggling to hunt. He’d been without food now longer than he’d been without his family.

      As if to remind him, his stomach twinged, making him wince. Echo had gone without meals before when the cold seasons were at their peak, but this was just too much. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could go.

      Should I risk trespassing in Nikita’s territory? Echo thought, staring out into the distance, searching for the fallen tree to mark the border of their land. It wasn’t hard to spot. Nikita’s territory was a force to be reckoned with. With a Den made of a fallen tree protected by a grove of tightly grown trees and sharp-edged bushes, it was no wonder it was a prime location for pup rearing and hunting deer and caribou. Would it be worth straying into the outskirts of their land?

      Then he remembered Nikita’s youngest, a white-as-the-moon, furred she-wolf who’d helped chase him the first time he travelled into their territory by accident while with his old pack.

      Maybe not, he decided, no reason to get on the wrong end of that wolf’s teeth.

      Echo sighed and lowered his head to his paws. It would be a waste to put himself at risk for a meal he may not even get. He would just have to find another part of the Forest to hunt in, and maybe, if he was lucky, he’d find a pack that would take him in soon after.

      It was just as he was about to rest that he heard it.

      The heartbeat of a predator.

      A fox, to be exact.

      Echo opened his eyes and sought the enemy. Wolves and foxes were born rivals. And though Echo was starving, he had enough energy in him to kill the red-furred demon if needed.

      What surprised Echo was that instead of seeing the fox in the main valley with him, he watched as the creature slipped out from within the trees between the two mountains ahead of him. But that wasn’t the only thing that caught Echo’s attention.

      No, what drew his eye and his nose was the scent of a fresh kill. Being dragged out from the trees by the fox was a small, limp carcass, and from the look of its bloodied body, it was ready to be feasted upon. Echo stood and, blending into the surrounding shadows, quietly stalked towards the kill. He’d never seen a creature like that before.

      Even at a distance, he could make out the strange, tight, curled fur of the black-headed creature, though most of it was now matted with blood. The beast was small, smaller than the fox, in fact. Echo wondered if maybe it was the young of whatever creature it was born from.

      Echo was close enough now to see the beads of the fox’s yellow eyes as they locked onto him in the shadows.

      This is mine, wolf! the fox snarled, stepping in front of its meal.

      She would have looked ferocious and brave if her pounding heart didn’t give away the fear she was feeling. Foxes weren’t ones for confrontation; they were scavengers at heart. Thankfully for her, Echo wasn’t either. But she didn’t need to know that.

      Smiling to show off his teeth, Echo stepped forward. I believe you are mistaken, fox. He stepped closer still, thanking his luck as his rival stepped backwards, preparing to run. You are giving me this…creature.

      Jumping forward, Echo snapped his jaws at the fox who, as he expected, yelped in panic and turned tail and ran into the protection of the bushes.

      Echo held back a sigh of relief, just in case the fox was still in ears’ reach, and turned to the kill. Before he could even question what it was, his stomach clenched in desperate pain, and Echo dove in to eat.

      The prey was like nothing he’d ever tasted. As the blood and muscle slipped down his throat and coated his maw, Echo tried to place a comparison but found none. Caribou was fattier in its taste, while deer was stringy and flavoursome. But this? It was tough yet smooth when pulled apart. The white, curly fur sticking to his teeth as he tore off muscle. The blood that dribbled down Echo’s throat was warm and intense in its flavour. Echo couldn’t stop himself from tearing more and more pieces of meat from the beast's flesh, savouring every bite of it.

      Where in the Forest did this creature come from?

      It was only after Echo had eaten his fill that he remembered where the fox had come from. Turning to his right, he stared into the empty grove of trees where no creature lived or slept.

      Then, in the distance, just barely visible, Echo saw a light. It wasn’t the light of the moon or the sun. No, this light felt…wrong somehow. Yet, it proved one important thing to Echo.

      There was a world beyond the Forest.

      A land ripe for hunting.
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      Echo didn’t go straight away. He wasn’t stupid enough to explore an unknown world without scouting it first. This wasn’t his first hunting trip. To start, he kept to the shadows of the trees, examining the land from a distance.

      After only a short while of watching, he could tell that this was a strange place indeed. Close to him, Echo could make out the white curly furred beasts he had eaten. They were surrounded by a protective shield circling around them. That confused Echo until he saw the oddly shaped Dens that, irregularly, had figures entering and leaving them. Looking at the shield around his prey, Echo could only assume that the white furred animals belonged to whomever ruled this foreign land.

      For three suns, Echo watched and tracked the movements of these figures. He noticed that his prey were left alone in this shielded space. They were only visited by the figures once a day, if that. Once, one of the white beasts was taken by their masters. It was never returned after that, though Echo couldn’t tell what they did on those visits.

      On the night of the fourth sun, using the cover of darkness to his advantage, Echo made his move into the land. He could only be caught if these strange creatures had eyesight as good as him and spotted his golden eyes in the night. And from how often he’d seen them walk into one another, he doubted they did.

      He took his time, airing on the side of caution above anything else. He was on his own in this land. There was no point taking unnecessary risks when there was no one to help him.
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