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        For my very own Larka. You prepared me for the world and supported me throughout it.

        I love you, Mum.
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      Den – Home

      False Forest – A Town

      False Sun – A light

      False wolves - dogs

      Many suns/moons – Many 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

      Sun pass – One day

      Sun’s fever – Fire

      Sun’s time – Summer

      The cold season – Winter months

      White Coat - Doctor
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      There was something in the air that night. A scent that poisoned the surrounding forest with its pungent aroma of fear and remorse. Larka was on edge, her ears pricked, her body tensed, ready to propel her into action. And yet, the Forest was still. Silence surrounded her and her family. Even the wind had fallen quiet. It was as if the land itself was holding its breath.

      Larka barked an order to the group to fall into a single line; on guard and ready to engage if necessary. The wind began anew. A harsh breeze brushed against them, picking up the freshly fallen snow from the ground and creating a beautiful image in the sky. For a moment, Larka watched as the snowflakes danced in the wind. Then, a nudge from her mate, Echo, forced her into moving.

      She was the best choice to lead the hunt, her white coat making her nearly invisible in the snow. Though Echo was the greater hunter, his dark fur stood out too much in comparison. Instead, he followed behind her, ready to engage when needed. Once they began the chase, he wouldn’t hold back.

      A rustle stopped Larka in her tracks – her eyes searching for movement in the darkness. When the sound didn’t occur again, she thought she may have mistaken the noise for trees shuddering in the wind.

      She went to usher the pack forward when she heard the sound again – but this time, it was different. Turning to Echo for confirmation, she saw that his ears were pricked in the same direction as hers. He turned to her, a simple answer present in his anxious huff.

      The noise continued; a wail carried among the gales. Her pack was panicked, their fur standing up on edge in their unease. Larka could feel their growing need to flee, but she couldn’t allow that. No wolf runs from the unknown. With a huff and a snort, she scraped her claws against the snow in warning to the wolves.

      Await my signal, go nowhere else but here, she growled, and she knew they would listen. They always did.

      As they stood to attention, she slipped away and approached the source of the noise with caution, hoping to gain a better look at what they were up against before attacking.

      Sensing Echo at her tail, Larka felt more at ease. They weren’t far from the source now, the noise growing louder and more painful to their ears, even though it seemed to be buried among the bushes. That stench of fear and remorse engulfed their senses once more, but this wasn’t the time to feel overwhelmed.

      They attempted to see the creature from their hiding spot, and while they could see an outline of a figure, it was near impossible to make out from the enclave of vegetation that surrounded them. Against her better judgement, Larka took a risk.

      She pounced.

      Larka fell towards the bush, teeth bared, and claws extended. As she ploughed through the snow-covered branches, she snarled. Without hesitation, as the figure came into sight, she went to strike – until the creature mewled.

      Larka’s head tilted in confusion at the abnormal, yet somewhat familiar, sound. Blinking her eyes, she took in the little creature before her. It was small, furless, defenceless, and wrapped in a strange cocoon within an oddly shaped bush. The hairless beast stared up at her, observing her just as she did it. Grunting, the little one wiggled about, pathetic, soft whimpers escaping its lips.

      What a peculiar thing, she thought as she pawed gently at the little one, snorting in surprise at the sharp delighted noise that escaped its snout.

      The scent from before lingered in the air around the little one, but it didn’t come from them. Instead, this furless pup held an aroma of joy. And urine. Lifting her nose into the air, Larka attempted to detect the owner of the earlier scent, and see whether they were still nearby. She found nothing.

      Something grabbed Larka’s fur- she turned to bite the offender but found the little one, escaped from its prison, face-first in the snow. It wasn’t particularly bright, it seemed, or even that mobile. A strange garble of noises came from its snout as it grabbed and stroked Larka’s fur, fascination in its eyes.

      There seems to be something familiar about this creature, she said, her words soft and curious.

      A deep sigh sounded behind her, and she turned to find Echo watching the two of them. His eyes focused on the little one, a sense of recognition on his face as he watched the creature hold tightly to Larka.

      I thought I had long lost the memory of their smell, but I suppose it is one you can never truly forget. He turned to Larka, a sadness in his eyes. A human. A female, if my senses are correct.

      Larka stepped back from the human sharply, trying to ignore the cry of misery it released as she did. She refused to let the noise affect her, no matter how much it sounded like her own pups. This was a human. She knew what these beasts were like all too well.

      Echo approached Larka, his eyes fixed on the human who, clumsily, pulled a strange item from its mobile shelter and covered itself with it as its body shook from the cold.

      It has been left to die, he said, seemingly unfeeling, and yet Larka sensed a saddened tone in his words. Echo sighed. I had seen the cruelty of these people before; I just never expected to see it inflicted on their own kind.

      She watched the strange creature as it unsteadily held itself up on its back legs, falling onto all four intermittently, its strange cover collecting snow in patches each time. A small cry of complaint followed as its paws touched the cold ground, and its perplexed expression showed exactly how it felt about it. Larka held back a snort of amusement.

      Nature will take its course soon enough, Echo continued, his tone disconnected from the words. We should leave, so it may continue.

      Larka turned from Little One in shock. She had never known for her mate to be so uncaring in the matter of the young. Human or not, younglings and their loss was always a sombre experience. Only moments ago, he had shown sympathy for the beast, and yet now he was prepared to leave her to die? She’d never seen Echo be so cold-hearted before.

      Her eyes turned to the young one who watched her and Echo in fascination. While the pup moved closer to them, she seemed to sense the tension building in the air and kept her distance enough to keep herself safe. Maybe she was not as dim as Larka had assumed. Not that Larka could ever hurt her, even the thought of it made her shudder. Harming a pup is an unthinkable act.

      Echo turned to leave, drawing Larka’s attention away from Little One. Disgusted by his actions, if only briefly, she rounded on him, teeth bared.

      You would leave this Little One defenceless and at the mercy of the forest? Just because she is human? She snarled, only slightly aware that, from the gusting wind, her words would have been carried to the ears of her pack nearby. Not that she cared much at this moment. This was the right decision, the right action. She would be damned if she did not fight for it. Little One is just a pup we—

      Little One? Echo asked, a tilt to his head.

      Taken aback at the question, she paused. She realised that in just a short time, she already felt attached to this useless little thing. Larka watched as Little One toddled about, the shiver more prominent in her body, but the joyful noise never faded. She didn’t know why, not yet, but she knew what she had to do next – no matter what Echo thought.

      A huff drew her attention to Echo who Little One was now bothering with inquisitive touches. Just as she had with Larka, her small claws tugged at Echo’s fur, and occasionally she would lean forward to bite him. When she grabbed or bit too hard, she would receive a little nip, which seemed to not bother her at all – if the strange cheerful noise that escaped her was anything to go by.

      Electing to ignore Little One’s attention as best he could, Echo turned to Larka, pretending a human wasn’t poking his ears.

      The natural world has its balance, Larka, you know this. Little One grew bored and stumbled instead towards Larka, a smile on her face.

      A human in our world. He sighed. It is unheard of. I saw how they lived, and it is a far cry from how we do. Their kind is not built like us. Her chance of survival… He didn’t finish his train of thought, but his focus on the shivering young girl said it all.

      Her furless exterior was not sustainable in this environment. On instinct, Larka stepped closer to Little One, a momentary hope that her own warmth could delay the seemingly inevitable end.

      Larka had had no direct experience with humans before. That was Echo’s area of expertise. She didn’t understand them or their limits, but this young one seemed resilient. The scent of the creature who abandoned her was faint when they first arrived, showing it had been some time since Little One was left to die. Yet, even in her furless state, she had survived.

      Just as I saved you from the humans, I will save her, Larka stated. She is strong, Echo. She can make it; I am sure of it.

      Little One clutched at Larka’s fur with her claws, digging them into its warmth. For a seemingly useless creature, she was intelligent enough to understand how to keep herself safe in this climate.

      A sigh drew her attention away from Little One and back to Echo. His expression was a mixture of many: dismay, humour, and adoration. He stepped forward, bumping his head softly against hers.

      You are incorrigible, my soul, he said, a teasing tone to his words.

      Larka pulled back, insulted all the same. Incorrigible? How dare you! I—

      A grunt stopped her in the beginning of her tirade as Little One fell with a thump into the snow once more. Instantly, she turned her attention away from Echo and onto the pup. Crouching down, she softened the maw of her jaw onto the soft muscle of Little One’s foreleg and pulled her up and close to her, making sure the strange material stayed wrapped around her pale skin.

      From the corner of her eye, she saw Echo step towards them. A tenseness built in her shoulders and her hackles raised instinctively, an action she had only done when protecting her pups at the Den.

      Echo slowed his pace, sensing this change, and lowered his head submissively before he spoke. Her strange nest will be best for her to be kept in right now, away from the cold and wet ground. He stepped slowly closer, his eyes never leaving Larka’s. With a tilt of his head, he asked for permission to take Little One.

      Realising her irrational attitude, Larka stepped back.

      Without a word, Echo turned from her and towards the pup. Using his teeth carefully, he soft-mouthed his jaw onto her forearm and dragged her towards her nest. After placing her inside, Larka watched as her smitten mate carefully laid the soft material atop her to keep Little One warm before he lapped his tongue against her cheek and pulled away.

      I understand what has drawn you to her, but I am afraid our pack will not... Echo said, trailing off, his eyes still on the child before he finally turned away. Stepping towards Larka, he nuzzled the side of her neck. But I will support you when we return home with the human pup.

      He drew back from her, his eyes holding hers. His actions left Larka in a state of shock. Loyalty was a quality she had always treasured in her mate; nevertheless, it surprised her each time. Larka watched him, love in her eyes, as he bowed his head and told her he would speak to the pack to prepare them. Then, Echo set off into the woods.

      Watching him leave, a sense of warmth filled her. It was only the attention-seeking whimper that finally drew her away. As she headed over to Little One, who thankfully was entangled still in her strange contraption, she looked at her fully for the first time. The young pup stared at her, eyes wide with wonder and what seemed to be love. Larka wasn’t sure why she had been left to die in the forest, but she knew she would not let that happen.

      Come, Little One, she purred. It is time we went home.
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      Carrying Little One’s shelter back to the Den was a lot more complicated, and tiring, than Larka expected. She dragged, pushed, and carried it as best she could, but with the distance they had travelled for their hunt, she wasn’t making much progress in getting closer to home.

      If her family hadn’t been nearby, she would have been concerned about her vulnerability. She listened once more to the delicate padding of paws on the crunching snow around her, the sound of their presence calming her. Empowered by her pack, she tried again. Latching her teeth and locking her jaw on the arch of the nest, she lifted.

      Slowly but surely, she made progress. And as the forest grew denser, she knew they were getting close. Larka relaxed. Soon she’d have Little One fed and warm alongside her pups.

      Then she heard it.

      Larka stopped sharply in place, her ears pricking to a new set of pattering paws. They stepped slowly and deliberately, as if trying to hide their arrival.

      Putting Little One’s nest down, she positioned herself into a protective stance above her. With teeth bared, she searched, trying to pinpoint the direction of the prowler.

      It didn’t take long before the predator revealed themselves, their scent too easy to identify. For a moment, Larka relished in the idea of finally putting this creature where it belonged. That was until she realised her pack was not close enough to fight with her.

      My, my, what a treat we have here.

      A low growl built in her chest. Larka’s amber eyes locked with the golden pair of a bark-coloured cougar. Its feline features caught the reflection of the moon in the snow, giving the creature a sinister look as it bared its own fangs in a wicked smile of mirth. The cocky attitude was unmistakable.

      Hye, Larka snarled, unchecked rage dripping in her words, like the saliva that trickled down her maw. What a displeasure to see you again. And in the pack’s territory of all places.

      With a stretch, exposing his sharp claws, Hye yawned. I was just on a short night hunt, preparing for a restful night on a filled stomach. He smiled. I must have been distracted is all.

      A likely story, cat, Larka snapped. You know the rules.

      Not looking in her direction, and at a comfortable distance for them both, Hye strolled in a wide arc around them, paying her no mind.

      I assure you, Larka, it was a simple mistake. He smiled. No laws have been broken here. Something I am sure – Hye turned his golden eyes on her pup with a smile – you know all about.

      A sense of trepidation built within Larka. Humans hadn’t been seen in the Forest in many generations, and with good reason. Though, from what she knew, there was nothing in their laws about keeping a human pup. But even Larka knew that not all creatures from their world would be as open as her pack appeared to be. Could there be consequences she hadn’t considered?

      Keeping her attention on the predator, Larka lowered herself closer to the nest, shielding Little One from view as best she could. Hye had never attacked the pack before, but things were different now; she couldn’t let her guard down for a second. She could only hope that this would not turn into a confrontation. She did not know how she could fight while saving herself and Little One.

      Fascinating, Hye purred as he settled into the snow, his eyes studying Larka with a benign interest. She didn’t relax, however; cougars were well known for hiding their predatory instincts.

      Silence fell between them with the Forest following suit. Curiosity marked his gaze as he watched them, his head tilting to the side, his ears flickering at the sound of Little One’s fussing.

      Then, all too suddenly, Hye was up and moving, walking away with his back turned away from the two. Larka tensed in place, preparing for a sneak attack that never came. As he disappeared into the trees, he left Larka with his final words.

      A human is an interesting pet to keep, my dear. I look forward to watching this play out.

      As his tail disappeared into the nearest vegetation, Larka stood still, watching, waiting. Hye was one for dramatics and trickery but had never been one to enact brute force. Sadly, with a human, this was a different game for all. She searched for any sign that he had returned. One could never be too careful. Especially with cats.

      Larka?

      Turning away reluctantly from where Hye had left, Larka faced Skai - a junior member of their pack, who’s grey and brown patchy fur stood out from the mature members of the hunt. She was a nervous one, and she held her head low as she approached, her river-coloured eyes dotting back and forth between Larka and Little One.

      They sent me to check on your well-being; Echo sensed you had fallen behind. Skai’s nose twitched, and she turned toward where the cougar had headed, a growl building in her chest. Shall I call for the others?

      With the presence of another pack member, her unease had faded. No, Larka responded, Hye is of no problem to us. Stepping back from Little One’s nest, she checked to make sure she was fine and found her still sleeping. We will be fine carrying on with the others nearby.

      Skai bowed her head but didn’t leave. Huffing at the apparent order Echo had given the young wolf, Larka focused on Little One. Gripping the nest’s roof once again with her teeth, she began her journey anew - her security following suit.

      She had hoped that, after a break, carrying the nest would be less burdensome and painful. She was wrong of course, but she tried to ignore the pain it caused her as much as possible. When a particularly sharp part of the nest caught her foreleg, she held back a whimper as the scent of fresh blood filled her senses. As she awkwardly continued her walking, Larka questioned whether she had made the right decision.

      Maybe this is a sign, she thought as her clumsy walk continued.

      As she carried her, a niggling of doubt built in her mind. And as they came closer to the Den, her worries grew all the louder in her mind: Could she have broken some unwritten law of the Forest? Was she risking the safety of her pack over some human pup? What if her own pups reject the human? What if she made—

      Mother!

      Her thoughts vanished at the sound of the delighted yips and barks of her pups. She could hear their awkwardly placed paws as they stumbled around the snow outside the Den, just over the hill.

      Only a few days ago, they had been allowed to explore the outside, and each new day was an adventure for them all.

      In her excitement to return to her puppies, Larka stepped just a little too quickly, briefly forgetting the precious cargo she was carrying.

      The nest caught her injured leg and, with a yelp, she dropped it. The pain wasn’t unbearable, but the shock stunned her briefly. It was the cry, however, that caught her off guard.

      From the overturned nest, Little One’s cries echoed across the snow-covered ground. Rushing to her side, Larka buried her head into the pup, offering comfort in her presence and warmth. Pulling the nest up from the ground and away from the cold, her senses went on alert, searching for any sign of harm.

      Skai came up alongside her, but Larka paid her no mind. It was only when the young wolf snorted in disdain that her ears twitched in her direction, a distrust rising within her.

      There is not a scratch or injury on the hairless creature. Such a fuss over nothing. What utter—

      Larka snapped, her teeth biting the air just before Skai’s forelegs. The youngling jumped back in fright, her head bowing low when she reached a safe distance.

      I am sorry, Larka, I did not mean to speak poorly of the human.

      Rising from her position by the nest where the pup had since fallen silent, Larka stared down at the young wolf who dropped into the snow beneath her. Gazing into her stricken eyes, a huff slipped past Larka’s lips.

      Turning away and back to Little One, Larka checked on her one last time before she began dragging the nest the final length of the journey up the hill, forcing herself to ignore the pain from the injury to her leg in her desperation to see her pups and get Little One acquainted.

      Just over the ridge, her pups awaited her. Their eagerness and excitement at her return led to her being overrun by the littluns as they vied for her attention and play. Nips at her tail, jumping up at her mouth for food, or playing fighting with one another to show off. It had only been a short period of time since they left for the hunt, but seeing her pups again warmed her heart, and she felt herself release a breath of relief. She hated being away from her young.

      Your food smells strange, Mother, an inquisitive voice said, drawing Larka’s attention away from the pups and back to Little One’s nest. With paws holding on to its edge, Rae, the smallest of her litter, bent her head over the side of the nest, her tail wagging in interest as she gazed inside intently.

      A momentary panic built up within Larka as she made a dash for Rae, intending to pull her away quickly. It was only when she caught sight of them, she stopped in place. There was a playful curiosity between the two pups.

      The two sniffed, licked, and pawed at one another. After a nip from Rae out of interest, she watched as Little One tilted her head, just as Rae had, and returned the bite playfully. Leaning over the side of her nest, Little One tumbled out into the snow. A noise of delight escaped from her as she stumbled about in the snow playing with Rae.

      Unlike Rae, she was very unstable on her paws, awkwardly wobbling on her two back legs, her forelegs waving madly in the air – not that Rae seemed to mind. She was finally the fast one for once.

      As Larka watched the two clumsily playing together, she laid herself down to rest, allowing her pups to feed. Her milk was all they would get today, though surprisingly, her pack hadn’t returned yet, and even Skai had skittered away since. Maybe they have gone in search of something more? she wondered but decided not to think about it further. Instead, as her pups drank, she found herself amused by the sight of the two oddballs before her, lost in their little games.

      It seems the signs were wrong, she thought, smiling.

      Little One thankfully had stopped her incessant shivering now, and while here, at the Den, she hopefully wouldn’t feel the cold as deeply as she would elsewhere.

      The Den was a sanctuary for pup rearing. Atop the hilly surface, they could keep an eye out for predators and use the natural wilds around them to protect their young from view. Even more so, the trees surrounding them kept her pups safe from the heavy snow and chill.

      As the runt of her own litter as a pup, this Den had been her saviour. The safety of its slight warmth was the difference between her life and death. Briefly, the worry that had faded reappeared as she wondered if humans were different.

      Could I just be prolonging the inevitable?

      At that moment, a heavy weight fell against her back. Lifting her head and turning slightly, she met the wide-eyed and open-mouthed sight of Little One who was taking this moment to dig her paws and snout into Larka’s fur. It was a strange sensation, being huddled into in such a way.

      Her feeding pups were not pleased at their mother’s distractedness. Little One’s continued fidgeting interrupted the litter’s peaceful meal. Irritated, the pups trotted away from Larka and went to play instead, their hunger sated for now.

      Here, Little One clambered onto her back and lay there, wiggling every so often, trying to get comfortable, until Rae pulled her off the other side. With an oof, Little One fell atop her sister, and the two awkwardly wrestled – awkward on Little One’s part at least.

      Enough! Larka barked. Rae, understanding her mother, stopped instantly, but Little One was still new to this world and continued to play.

      Directing a low growl and a snapping motion of her jaw Little One’s way, Larka, unwilling to fail, repeated: Enough.

      This time, the words seemed to break through, as Little One dropped to the ground beside Rae, sitting still.

      Turning to look at her other pups who, to her relief, were distracted by the arrival of Skai, Larka rolled to her side once again. Rae slowly crawled to her mother, her eyes darting towards her siblings nervously, before she slowly leant forward to drink.

      Unfortunately, Little One wasn’t a simple case. She stayed where she was, watching, her features scrunched up in confusion. It seemed she would need a little bit more convincing. Thankfully for Larka, she was not alone in her teaching this time.

      Echo appeared over the hill, the rest of the pack following close behind, and he headed straight towards Larka, their pups jumping up at him, desperate to play. For now, he passed them by, a gentle baring of his teeth to warn them to behave as he met with Larka. Locking eyes, he bowed his head to her and stepped forward, lapping his tongue gently against the broken skin of her leg, soothing the ache as best he could. Larka brushed her head against his in thanks before he stepped towards Little One.

      Knocking her ever so slightly to put her off balance, Echo sent her tumbling into Larka’s stomach. Little One turned her young and clueless eyes on Rae, taking in everything she was doing. It was when Echo came back into focus, stepping close beside her, that she refocused on him. He was her guide now.

      Leaning forward, he brushed his nose near Larka’s teats, and then repeated the action at Little One’s maw. Larka released a content sigh at the scene, Echo often claimed that she was the one with the soft heart, and yet here he was. Smitten.

      Finally, after continued encouragement, Little One drank.

      Echo huffed happily; his job complete. With a nuzzle to Larka, he went to step away, until the grip of the young pup caught him. While he could easily pull himself away, her strength not as strong as she may think, Larka watched as Echo almost instantly lowered himself to the ground and placed his head beside Little One.

      Later that night, when the elders and the pups retired to the Den, Larka watched as Little One and Rae curled up beside Echo - Little One, in particular, squeezing in close. Echo studied her with fascination before leaning forward and licking hers and Rae’s heads before going to rest his own.

      Larka came and snuggled up near them, their pups curled around them. With her nose touching her mate’s, she waited for the signs that their younglings had fallen asleep to speak.

      It appears I am not the only one drawn to the human pup, she said, a smugness in her words.

      Echo sighed in response and pretended to have fallen asleep. For a moment, Larka believed he had drifted off and intended to do the same herself. As she closed her eyes to rest, she fell asleep with a warmth in her heart at his last words:

      She is a survivor, my soul.
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      Larka hadn’t realised how difficult it would be. She had raised four litters of puppies now and believed that in doing so she had understood how to be a mother. Even though she knew there would be problems in taking in the human pup, anticipated it even, she never thought that the bond between her two youngest would turn out to be the biggest challenge.

      Little One, though not born a wolf, learnt faster than Larka expected. While she didn’t speak the language, her understanding of the wolf’s way grew every day. Unfortunately, it wasn’t always Larka’s or Echo’s teachings that she was learning from.

      Rae had always been rather passive, and while Larka couldn’t blame her, her actions now put another at risk. Little One couldn’t afford to follow the same path as her sister, but she idolised her far too much that even Larka struggled to undo the damage.

      As the other pups ate and drank first, Rae and Little One would hang back and wait - occasionally crawling forward hoping to receive permission from their siblings to join them.

      They never did.

      It was because of this passivity that Larka stayed home from the pack’s hunts to focus on the two of them by providing extra meals and teaching them how to assert themselves. She had never seen reason to do so with Rae in the past. Somehow, she had survived with ease and found success in her methods.

      Her methods, however, would not last now there was another mouth to feed. Especially for one as … delicate as Little One’s.

      Only a few moons had passed since Larka had brought her home and, to her dismay, she was deteriorating before her eyes. Echo’s words from the day they found her about nature taking its course came to mind every time she saw her frail body. Even now as she watched Rae and Little One play, all she could focus on were the scratches and bite marks that covered Little One’s skin. They weren’t deep, but as her rib cage stuck out against her furless body, Larka’s anxiety for her grew.

      She needed more time, and more aggression, from the both of them. Their softness would get them killed – whether it be at the hand of an enemy or by the failing of their own inept natures. Larka refused to let that happen.

      Sadly, she knew what needed to be done to help them survive.

      This will not be pretty, she thought as she headed over to her other pups to set her plan in motion, Rae and Little One none the wiser.

      The pups instantly focused on their mother, vying for her attention, only stopping when she snapped her jaw at them in warning. Lying down, she faced them all. We’re going to play a game.
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        * * *

      

      She flinched as the first pup pounced on Little One, latching their teeth onto her fragile skin. The yelp of pain echoed in her ears as the others ganged up on her, tugging at her for attention and play but far rougher than Rae had ever done.

      Little One wasn’t prepared for this.

      It felt crueller to sit and watch, so Larka paced back and forth, waiting for any sign or moment that it had gone too far. Only then would she step in.

      Little One, for all her worth, did not let the play phase her. She fought back with her own nips, but they were harmless against the thick fur of the wolves. It didn’t deter her from trying her best. It was only with a particularly painful bite to her side that drew blood that Little One went wild. She threw her paws widely, trying to scare her siblings backwards, even grabbing the ears of those closest and yanking with all her might. But it didn’t help, her actions weren’t strong enough against full-blood wolves.

      She just wasn’t wolf enough to overcome the onslaught.

      The anxiety built up in Larka as she jittered in place, bouncing back and forth considering how to react. She knew she couldn’t rush this, Little One had to be tougher if she was going to survive. But it didn’t mean she had to enjoy this.

      Mother!

      Larka froze. The voice was one she had not heard before. It was … unnatural in its usage, the pitch high and strange, its owner clearly unfamiliar with the tongue.

      Help, Mother, Little One cried out, her innocent eyes seeking Larka’s.

      That was the final straw.

      Charging from her spot, Larka called to her pups to stop. But before she even had the chance, whines and whimpers sounded one after another as the pups rushed away from Little One.

      Rae doesn’t play fair, Mother! one of them yelped.

      Ahead, only a few of the pups remained, going on the offensive, no longer play fighting. Larka watched as Rae – small, submissive, and nonconfrontational Rae – charged her siblings. Her teeth were not as sharp as theirs, but she dug them into the nearest pup’s leg throwing them aside and then used her smaller claws to smack another away. She attacked each one of the siblings left who stood too close to Little One.

      As she snapped at the last of the pups, leading to them rushing away, Rae backed up towards Little One, who stood with minor cuts on her body, and growled something fierce for one so young.

      Hurt her again and see what happens, Rae snarled, her striking blue eyes going cold, just for a moment, as she stared down her siblings. Her tufts of grey and white fur standing up on end in warning.

      Larka had watched the entire scene, and she found herself awestruck. She watched as Rae stood protectively in front of her sister, eyeing her other siblings in distrust. It was only then that Larka knew what she needed to do.

      Children, stay here and behave, she said, her eyes not leaving the two pups. I must speak with Rae and Little One. Alone.

      She didn’t wait for an answer as she walked away, heading to the hill’s edge. She didn’t need to tell them to follow, though a moment’s hesitation from Rae concerned her until she heard the patter of paws following closely behind.

      Reaching the bottom of the hill, Larka continued walking. While they couldn’t travel too far, they needed a semblance of privacy for their conversation. When they arrived at the trees’ sides, she turned to face them, taking in briefly the protective stance Rae took in front of Little One. Pride swelled in her chest. But now was not the time for that.

      You must protect each other, she began, staring them down individually, her tone holding no room for arguments. Taking a step forward towards Little One, Rae’s small body lurched slightly, as if to attack, but stopped when her eyes locked with Larka’s. As they held one another’s gaze, Larka continued.

      But you must also learn to protect yourself.

      Turning away from Rae, she looked at Little One, whose body was covered in tiny cuts. Small trickles of blood were splattered across her fragile skin, but she looked relatively unfazed.

      A pack is a family. Yet, we are all fighting to survive. Leaning forward, she began to soothe the wounds on Little One’s body with her tongue, a hiccup of a whine reaching her ears as she hit a sore spot.

      As she soothed Little One’s cuts with her tongue, Rae began to relax, though her eyes never left her sister.

      If you are not strong, you will not live. She looked at the two younglings, who had today experienced first-hand the reality of the world and stared it down.

      Weakness cannot be an option. Larka turned to Little One. You must fight or nature will come for you, and it will not be as kind as your siblings.

      Larka’s ears pricked, and she turned away from them and looked into the distant wilderness as pounding paws caught her attention. The excited heartbeats and breathless pants could only mean one thing: their hunting party had returned.

      She turned back to them, a warmth in her heart as she watched Rae continue to ease the cuts of her sister.

      I tell you these things not to shame your nature but to show you the truth. The strength of the wolf is that of its pack. Be strong and work together and you will survive. She locked eyes with Rae and found a mistrust within them. For one so young, the image was painful, but as a runt, it was needed. The hunting party is back. It is time to eat.

      Pushing Little One with her muzzle in the hill’s direction, Larka watched as she clumsily stumbled ahead, calling out to the pack as they emerged from the trees. Larka was amazed at her resilience and went to follow until a small voice caught her attention.

      You told them to fight her, Rae asked, not moving from her spot. Didn’t you?

      Larka didn’t turn to her, instead she moved forward and towards the hill. When Rae finally followed, Larka slowed, waiting for the sight of the small grey furred tail to pass beside her before she responded.

      To survive, we must endure.

      She was met with a heart-wrenching silence. She watched her daughter walk up and over the hill, away from her without a word. It was only when Larka herself reached the top, the Den and her family in front of her, that she knew she had made the right decision.

      The passing of meat to the pups progressed as it normally did, but instead of waiting on the sideline, Little One demanded the attention of one of the hunters. Pushing aside one of her siblings, she held control and was one of the first of the pups to eat.

      Echo came to Larka’s side, carrying a chunk of meat, and placed it at her feet and turned to face the others, allowing her to eat in privacy. For once, Larka found herself able to relax during their mealtime, no longer finding herself worried over the survival of her youngest.

      While she ate, the tension in her body melted away, and she began to feel the ache within her bones. She knew she had been growing old; she’d just not had the chance to feel it till then. A heavy sigh left her.

      Laying down her head, she watched her pups feed, only to find her eyes drifting to the two who had since finished their meals. Little One and Rae were practicing play fighting – Rae teaching her sister how best to defend and attack. Larka smiled and thought with pride, Nature will not claim my children. I will make sure of it.
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        Two Seasons Later

      

      

      Her new grey-white coat had fully come through the last moon cycle. With the warm sun’s time soon to end, it was a relief to have her winter coat return. She had feared that during the first few weeks she may have been at the mercy of the winds as they scoured further out into their territory to hunt, following the herd as best they could without encroaching on another’s land.

      As she led the pack, her senses heightened, her legs powered through the snow, and her heart pounded with the intensity of the moment as she tracked their prey’s scent. The trail led them down to the river. It was here she paused, the pack following suit, as she focused on the surrounding sounds, searching for any sign.

      It didn’t take long.

      Caribou to the east of the river, she said. Unsure of the amount but moving slowly. She turned to Echo, expecting him to give the direction for what to do. He stayed silent, waiting for her. A simple movement of his head told her this was her move.

      While she had been their best tracker since she had joined the hunt, she’d never been given the opportunity to lead the stalking and herding of their prey. She didn’t hesitate in taking the chance.

      Fall into a line of threes and follow me, we will corner them near the mountain’s edge, she ordered, smiling internally at the instant obeying of the wolves.

      Turning away, she led the charge. They would eat well that day.
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        * * *

      

      Well, that was disappointing, Skai muttered as they travelled back to the Den. The wolves’ stomachs were barely sated from hunger, while Echo and Kali each carried chunks of meat for Larka and Little One to eat. I wonder why the herd has been retreating.

      Shadow, a dark-furred elder who was closer to Rae’s father, huffed. I believe Hye may be our answer to that. His hunting has been erratic and careless as of late.

      Damn cat, Akala grit out, how are we meant to survive if we cannot-

      Enough! Rae snapped, irritated. We have eaten; that is enough. I will hear no more complaints.

      Thankfully, and surprisingly, the wolves fell quiet after that. When she turned to them, she found their heads bowed in respect, though Skai somewhat begrudgingly. Rae smiled before turning back to the hill and running up it to her waiting sister.

      Before she could even step a full paw onto the hilltop, a body was crashing into her, knocking her into the snow with an “oof”.

      Rae! Rae! What did you get? Little One whined playfully, pushing at Rae’s stomach and sides to irritate her. Did you chase the deer? Oh! Did you feed well? She lent in close and grinned. Will you feed me well?

      Huffing at her sister’s antics, Rae pushed her over and pawed at her in return, careful not to use her full strength. You will not eat at all if you keep this up sister. I am stronger than you, remember?

      Little One smiled and rolled away from Rae’s paws and jumped up, positioning herself in a fighting move.

      Children, please. Larka sighed as she rose slowly from her position on the ground, hiding as best she could the wince that followed. Rae, will you put your sister out of her misery?

      Rae bowed her head before gesturing to Kali to bring forward the deer’s leg he had been carrying for Little One.

      With a bow of her head to Kali, Little One dove in, devouring her meal. Rae watched as her father brought her mother’s meat to her and turned away at the loving touch the two shared, offering them privacy. Instead, she refocused on her sister, feeling the warmth of her love for her rise in her chest as Little One finished her meal and began playing with their other siblings.

      Since Little One arrived two seasons ago, she had grown from a sickly human runt to a strong and brave wolf. Now, after many teachings from herself and, later, her mother, Little One spoke and played easily with the rest of the family. She was a wolf, and the pack was just as proud and accepting of her as Rae and their mother were.

      When this last season passed, Rae watched Little One branch out and away from her protection, now able to hold her own. It was when this began to happen that Larka took over Rae’s role as her guide and bestowed the honour of leading the hunt onto Rae.

      Rae knew it was not just a reward for her protection and teaching of Little One – she had seen how much her mother had been struggling in keeping up with and guiding her grown pups. Now, when the pack hunted, Larka would spend her days with Little One, whose curiosity of the world allowed Larka to keep up her athleticism and skill without having to travel the distances needed for hunts.

      Rae was concerned about her, not that she would ever show it. Her mother was far too proud, and if anyone saw the slightest hint, she’d push herself too far to prove a point.

      For now, Rae kept her thoughts to herself and instead felt grateful for the focus Little One had gained from their mother. While she was the height of her elder siblings, she was still closer to a pup than a grown wolf – which wasn’t helped by the fact that, unlike the pack, she needed sustenance more often than them. They’d coped well enough during her first two winters with them, but as they headed into their third, with the caribou numbers fading and them travelling further out of their territory, they weren’t sure they would be as successful this time. Rae knew Little One had grown stronger in mind and body, so she wasn’t too nervous, but she still had her moments.
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