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I. The Forest Road
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At first light, the forest wore its quiet. Trunks stood in still rows, tall and pewter-grey. Mist lay between them like slow rivers, softening the distance. Near things felt far, and far things felt imagined. Frost had touched the last of the autumn leaves, causing them to fall reluctantly. Each leaf was a shy ember turning in the cold. Where the road narrowed, wet earth showed the shape of a bare foot, then another, then the crescent of a toe dug in to keep balance.

Annamarie walked there, a cloak thrown over her shoulders. The hem was dark where it had dragged through dew. She had tied the basket to her wrist with twine so that if she stumbled, the bread and bottle would not leap away. The cork knocked softly as she moved, a hollow sound, like a heart in a wooden cage. She kept her chin tucked and counted her breaths: in to the count of four, out to the count of six. That was how her mother had taught her to quiet the trembling that came on cold mornings.

“Walk as the sun walks,” her mother had said at the gate, warming Annamarie’s cheeks in her hands. “Straight and without haste.”

Without haste, yes, but also without company. That part lodged in Annamarie like a fishbone she couldn’t swallow. Only the need at the end of the road made the journey possible. Her grandmother’s coughing had shaken their small house like a storm rattling shutters, then dwindled into a whistling that frightened her more. The letter folded in the basket, wax seal unbroken, would tell the old woman what herbs to brew and when to drink, or so her mother said. It felt like too thin a magic to trust. But it was the only magic they had.

Stories had spread in the village as the nights grew longer—stories that traveled faster than grain and soured slower than milk. They spoke of a wolf so black the dark itself could not contain it. They mentioned sheep carcasses dragged into hedgerows and a child’s boot found at the edge of the marsh with the laces torn. Men talked in low voices and leaned in close, as if the telling might draw the creature near. Annamarie listened from the well, pretending to scrub her knuckles. The words followed her home like stray dogs.

Now those dogs padded out of sight in the mind’s underbrush. She kept her gaze on the pale seam of road where sunlight pooled when it found a gap. She tried to think of ordinary things: the smell of soap boiled with juniper berries, the creak of the stove door, the tune her father had whistled when he returned from the woods light-footed and empty-handed—which happened often. He had laughed then, saying the forest had learned his tricks. That last winter, he had laughed less. That was all right, she told herself. Perhaps he had been learning the forest’s tricks.

A jay screeched, tearing through the air. Annamarie halted. The silence that followed leaned toward her, curious about what she would do next.

The feeling arrived then—not a sound, not a movement, but the suggestion of weight. As if the world had grown another point of gravity, tugging at her from the right. She did not look. She breathed in to four, out to six. The hem of her cloak whispered over the road. She resumed walking.

The weight kept pace.

It would be a stag, she told herself, head lowered, antlers combing the low branches. Or a wind so slow she could not feel it, only hear it dragging through needles. Her fingers found the basket handle and pressed until the twine bit into her skin. If she stopped, whatever shadow walked with her would stop. If she ran, it would run. If she sang—she did not know. She held her breath and counted her steps instead: ten, twenty. At thirty, she lost count and began again.

A slick tuft of moss slid underfoot. She pitched forward, palms plunging into cold mud. The basket swung and struck her hip. The cork knocked twice, a hollow sound that raised the small hairs on her arms. She waited for the thicket to part.

Nothing parted. A leaf landed on her hood with a sound like careful advice.

She stood, wiped her hands on the inside of her cloak, and spoke aloud because a voice made a bridge across empty space. “It is only a road,” she said. “It is only trees.”

The forest took her words and did not return them. But something tight along her spine loosened after she heard herself. She walked on. Small noises resumed—a beetle pushing through leaves, a woodpecker tapping, her breath settling into a steady rhythm.

At a bend, the road climbed between two ancient stones covered in lichen. Beyond them, the light brightened as if the sky had found a door.

Hunger moved through her in a slow wave. She set the basket down and unwrapped the cloth from the round of bread. Steam rose gently and touched her face like a gentle hand. The bread was still soft at its heart, surrounded by a skin browned just past gold. When she tore it open, a hush of steam rose into the chilled air, touching her face again. She bit in again. The flavor was simple but rich—firewood and ash and salt, with the faint sweetness of rye left to rise too long. Hunger made it glorious. It was the kind of food that filled her mouth with memory: her mother humming by the hearth, the sound of a knife knocking crust against a wooden board, the safe, dull crackle of the oven. For an instant, the forest was not a threat but a silence waiting to be blessed. She closed her eyes and felt warmth spread through her limbs like courage rediscovered.

She broke the piece in two. She ate one half and placed the other on a flat stone veined with white. It was a childish offering, like a coin at a wayside shrine. But the attention of the woods softened—very slightly, like a fist unclenching one finger.

The weight to her right did not fade. It simply waited while she tied the cloth and lifted the basket. She drew her hood forward and entered the pale mist threading through the next reach of trees. Behind her, the half-moon of bread remained for a heartbeat, then vanished without a sound.
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II. The Wolf Appears
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She was still savoring the last trace of bread on her tongue when the world changed. It wasn’t a sound at first but a shifting of balance, as though the forest had tilted slightly toward her. The wind, which had been running through the trees in even breaths, held itself back—as if listening.

A dry twig snapped behind her.

Anneliese turned.

The mist was thicker now, layered like gauze between the trunks, and from within it something vast moved — deliberate, silent except for the steady push of weight on soil. Then two pale eyes appeared, small and far apart, glinting faintly in the dim. The body followed: a wolf, but larger than any her father’s stories had dared. Its coat was blacker than pitch, so dark it seemed to absorb what light was left. When it stepped into the clearing, the earth under its paws barely stirred the leaves.

The wolf’s coat was a tangle of darkness, each strand of fur holding a different shade of black—coal, soot, stormcloud—so that its body seemed made of moving shadow. Its eyes burned pale and unearthly, not yellow like ordinary beasts but the color of winter lightning, alive with watchfulness. Muscles rippled beneath its hide like water beneath ice, every motion elegant, dangerous, and impossibly controlled.

Anneliese did not breathe. The bread’s warmth vanished from her chest. The wolf’s gaze found her as easily as a shadow finds its source. She knew the villagers’ stories — how it tore the throats of livestock, how it dragged grown men into the underbrush without leaving a mark — but this creature did not look like a marauder. Its eyes, cold and unblinking, held something older than hunger. Curiosity, perhaps. Or recognition.

Her fingers tightened around the basket handle. The twine dug into her skin. 

“Go,” she whispered, though to whom she did not know.

The wolf tilted its head. Its ears twitched, catching her voice, and then it took a single step forward. The movement was graceful, almost thoughtful. It lowered its head, and in that small act, something trembled in her—a strange understanding that the forest’s silence was not born of menace but of expectation.

She took a breath that felt too loud. “You’re following me,” she said, because speaking was less terrifying than silence.

The wolf’s breath rose in a pale cloud and dispersed into the cold. It said nothing, of course, but she had the sense that it heard. It understood. She turned her back to it, certain her legs would fail her if she kept staring. She began to walk again—slow, deliberate, her feet remembering her mother’s words: Straight and without haste.

Behind her, she heard the faint rhythm of paws on soil. Matching her step for step.

The road became a corridor of trees. Every few moments she looked back; the wolf was always the same distance away, neither nearer nor retreating, its gaze fixed, patient. The mist thickened between them like a veil. She could almost believe she imagined it, except for the soft drag of its tail across fallen leaves.

Her heart beat fast but steady. Each pulse said the same thing: Don’t run.

At the bend where the road curved toward the hollow of birch and pine, she stopped. The wolf stopped, too. For a long breath they faced each other across the distance. A leaf spiraled down between them, and when it touched the ground, the creature blinked—slowly, deliberately, like a man nodding his consent.
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