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Fate of the Black Wolf

THE BURNING

The Harvest Festival had always been Laila Chen’s favorite night of the year.

She stood at the edge of the town square, clutching a paper cup of cider that had gone cold an hour ago, and watched the bonfire reach toward the October sky. Orange sparks swirled upward like fleeing fireflies, disappearing into the vast darkness above Oakhaven. The smell of burning oak and pine mingled with roasted nuts and the sweet perfume of cider donuts, and for one suspended moment, everything felt almost normal.

Almost.

Laila pulled her worn cardigan tighter around her shoulders and forced herself to breathe. The music from the bluegrass band on the makeshift stage thrummed through the crowd—couples dancing, children chasing each other with glow sticks, old women gossiping on hay bales while their husbands pretended to care about the pie contest. She knew all their faces. She’d grown up with them, gone to school with them, bandaged their children’s scraped knees during her brief stint as a volunteer at the clinic.

And still, she stood alone.

It had always been this way, this quiet exclusion. Not cruelty, exactly. Oakhaven was too small for cruelty—everyone knew everyone, and cruelty had a way of circling back. Just... separation. The Chen family lived on the edge of town, closest to the forest. The Chen mother was strange, always ill, always whispering. The Chen daughter kept to herself, read too many books, and looked at people with eyes that seemed to see more than they should.

Different. That was the word. Laila had learned to wear different like a second skin.

“Laila! Laila, wait!”

She turned at the sound of her name, surprised to find Miranda Hayes hurrying toward her, pink-cheeked from dancing, a piece of hay caught in her blonde hair. Miranda had been two years ahead in school, popular in that effortless way small-town girls sometimes were—pretty, kind, and utterly unaware of her own privilege.

“I’m so glad I caught you,” Miranda said, slightly breathless. “I wanted to ask—is your mom okay? I heard she’s been worse lately.”

The concern sounded genuine. Laila felt the familiar tightness in her chest loosen, just slightly. “She’s had a rough month. The cold weather makes her joints ache more.”

“I’m sorry.” Miranda touched her arm, a brief, warm pressure. “If you need anything—meals, someone to sit with her for a few hours so you can rest—please ask. I mean it.”

“Thank you.” The words came out thicker than Laila intended. Simple kindness always undid her more than cruelty ever could.

Miranda smiled and squeezed her arm once more before heading back toward the dancing. Laila watched her go, something aching and sweet blooming in her chest. Maybe tonight could be different. Maybe—

“Miranda! Get over here, your brother’s about to make a fool of himself in the pie-eating contest!”

The shout came from a group near the food tents. Miranda laughed and waved, already running toward them. Laila stood frozen, watching the moment shatter like thin ice.

Because as Miranda ran, one of the girls in the group—Heather Price, Laila remembered, married now, with a baby at home—leaned in and said something. Laila couldn’t hear the words over the music, but she saw Miranda’s smile falter. Saw Heather’s eyes flick toward her, then away. Saw the way the group seemed to close in on itself, shoulders hunching slightly, laughter turning inward.

Something cold settled in Laila’s stomach.

She turned away before she could see more, before the familiar shame could fully take root. The bonfire crackled and popped, and she focused on the flames until her eyes watered.

Don’t let them see you care. Don’t let them know it hurts.

Her mother’s voice, whispered countless times over the years. Advice and warning in equal measure.

The night pressed on. The band played their last set. Children were gathered and carried home, sleepy and sticky with sugar. Couples drifted away into the darkness, hands intertwined. The bonfire burned lower, and the crowd thinned to the dedicated—the teenagers who had nowhere else to go, the old men who tended the fire through the night, the stragglers who didn’t want the festival to end.

Laila should have gone home hours ago. Her mother would need her medication at eleven, and it was already quarter to. But something kept her rooted to the edge of the square, some restless energy she couldn’t name. The forest loomed dark at her back, and she found herself glancing toward it again and again.

The black wolf had been watching her for three nights now.

She’d first seen it from her bedroom window, a silhouette against the moon, standing at the tree line where her mother’s property met the woods. Just standing. Watching. She’d told herself it was a dog, a stray, someone’s pet gone feral. But dogs didn’t move like that—silent, patient, aware. Dogs didn’t meet your eyes through a second-story window and hold your gaze until your heart hammered against your ribs.

It was there now. She felt it.

“Laila Chen.”

The voice came from behind her, male and slurred with drink. Laila turned to find Gary Parsons approaching, his wife Martha trailing several steps behind with an expression Laila couldn’t read. Gary had been her father’s friend once, back before her father disappeared. He owned the hardware store now, had a gut that hung over his belt and a reputation for getting mean when he drank.

“Mr. Parsons.” She kept her voice neutral. “How are you?”

“I’m good.” He stopped too close, his breath sour with beer. “Better than your old man, I reckon. Where’d he end up, anyway? Deserted you just like he deserted everyone else?”

“Gary.” Martha’s voice was sharp. “Leave her alone.”

“I’m just asking a question.” He didn’t look away from Laila. “Seems fair, don’t it? His girl’s been living here all these years, taking from the town, and we never got an explanation. Just up and vanished one day. Left debts. Left questions.”

Laila’s hands curled into fists at her sides. “My father died. You know that.”

“Do I?” Gary tilted his head. “No body ever turned up. No funeral. Just you and that crazy mother of yours, holed up in that house like you’re hiding something.”

“Gary!” Martha grabbed his arm. “You’re drunk. We’re going home.”

He shook her off, and something ugly flickered across his face. “I’m not drunk enough to forget what that woman did. What she is. You think we don’t remember, girl? You think we don’t talk?”

Laila stepped back. The bonfire heat kissed her shoulders, but ice ran through her veins. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“No.” His smile was mean. “You probably don’t. Your mama kept you in the dark, didn’t she? Kept you close, kept you innocent. But we remember. We remember when Sarah Chen first came here, all alone and pregnant, with those stories about a dead husband and no family. We remember how strange she was, how she’d walk the tree line at night, how things happened around her.”

“Things?” The word came out barely a whisper.

“Lights in the forest. Animals acting strange. That winter when the wolves came down from the mountains and circled your house for three days, howling like something was calling them.” He leaned closer, and his breath was hot on her face. “We’re not stupid, girl. We just got tired of asking questions that never got answered.”

Martha had stopped trying to pull him away. She stood frozen, her face pale, and Laila saw something in her eyes that made the ice spread deeper—fear. Martha was afraid. Not of her drunk husband, but of her.

Of Laila.

“I should go.” Laila’s voice shook despite her best efforts. “My mother needs—”

“Your mother.” Gary laughed. “Your mother’s been dying for twenty years. How does someone die for twenty years, Laila? How does someone stay sick that long without ever getting better, without ever dying?”

He was too close. The crowd had melted away, or maybe they’d never been there at all. The teenagers had scattered. The old men tended the fire with their backs turned. No one was watching. No one would help.

Something moved at the edge of the forest.

Laila’s eyes flicked toward it before she could stop herself—a shape, darker than the darkness, standing where the tree line met the field. The wolf. It stood motionless, watching, and even from this distance she could feel the weight of its gaze.

Gary followed her look. When he spoke again, his voice had changed—lower, wondering, touched with something that might have been fear.

“What do you see out there? What are you always looking at?”

“Nothing.” The word came too fast. “I don’t see anything.”

“You’re lying.” He grabbed her wrist, his grip bruising. “You’re just like her. You’ve got that same look, that same wrongness. What are you, Laila? What did your mother birth in that house?”

“Let go of me.”

“Gary, stop!” Martha’s voice rose to a shriek.

But he didn’t stop. His fingers dug into her skin, and Laila felt something rise in her chest—a pressure, a heat, a want that terrified her. The wolf took one step forward, then another. Its eyes caught the bonfire light and burned gold.

And then everything changed.

A woman screamed, but not Martha—someone across the square, near the food tents. The scream was followed by shouts, by the sound of running feet. Gary’s grip loosened as he turned toward the commotion, and Laila wrenched free, stumbling backward.

“Fire!” The shout went up from multiple voices. “The Price place is on fire!”

Heather Price’s home. The old farmhouse at the edge of town, visible from the square. Laila turned and saw it—orange flames licking from the windows, smoke billowing against the stars. The volunteer fire department siren began to wail.

The crowd surged toward the fire, instinct overriding everything else. Gary was already running, Martha behind him, the confrontation forgotten in the face of genuine emergency. Laila stood alone at the edge of the square, wrist throbbing, heart pounding, and watched the flames consume her neighbor’s home.

The wolf was gone.

—-
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She should go home. Every rational thought screamed it. Her mother was alone, helpless, waiting for medication that was now an hour overdue. But Laila found herself walking toward the fire instead, pulled by something she couldn’t name.

The heat hit her first, then the smoke. The Price farmhouse was fully engulfed, flames pouring from every window, the roof beginning to collapse. The volunteer crew had arrived and was spraying water, but it was clearly hopeless—they were fighting to save the surrounding buildings now, not the house itself.

Heather Price stood in the yard, clutching her baby, her face streaked with tears and soot. Her husband was with the fire crew, and her mother-in-law was trying to wrap a blanket around her shoulders. They were all alive. That was something.

But Heather’s eyes found Laila across the chaos, and what Laila saw in them made her stop cold.

Fear. Not the shock of someone who’d just lost their home, but fear directed specifically at her. Recognition. Accusation.

“You.” Heather’s voice carried despite the chaos. “You were there. You were watching.”

Laila shook her head, not understanding. “I was at the festival. I saw the fire start—”

“You were watching us.” Heather took a step forward, and her mother-in-law tried to hold her back. “You’ve always watched us. You and your mother, lurking at the edge of everything, never part of anything. And now this. Now this.”

“Mrs. Price, I don’t—”

“My grandmother told me stories.” Heather’s voice rose to a scream. “About your mother. About what she did. About the fires that followed her wherever she went!”

The words hit Laila like physical blows. She stumbled backward, and someone caught her—Miranda, of all people, her face white with shock.

“Heather, stop. You’re not thinking straight—”

“Ask her!” Heather pointed with a shaking hand. “Ask her where she was when the fire started! Ask her what she was doing at the edge of the forest, staring into the dark like she was talking to something!”

The crowd’s attention shifted. Laila felt it like a physical weight—dozens of eyes, suddenly focused on her. The fire crew kept working, but everyone else... everyone else was watching her.

“I was at the festival.” Her voice came out thin and reedy. “I’ve been here all night. Ask anyone.”

“She was.” Miranda’s support was fierce but futile. “I talked to her. She was drinking cider by the bonfire.”

“Standing alone,” someone muttered. “Always alone.”

“Like she’s waiting for something.”

“Like she’s watching.”

The words built on each other, a chorus of suspicion that grew louder with every repetition. Laila looked at the faces surrounding her—people she’d known her entire life, people who’d smiled at her in the grocery store, who’d hired her to babysit their children, who’d brought casseroles when her mother was first diagnosed with whatever mysterious illness kept her bedridden.

They looked at her now like she was a stranger. Like she was a threat.

“Her mother,” someone said, and the name passed through the crowd like a spark through dry grass. Sarah Chen. Strange Sarah. The woman who walked the tree line at night. The woman who never died.

The woman who, Laila realized with sudden, sickening clarity, had never been welcome here. None of them had. They’d only been tolerated, and that tolerance had finally worn thin.

“Where’s the sheriff?” The call went up. “Someone get the sheriff!”

Laila’s legs moved before her brain caught up. She was running before she knew she’d decided to run, pushing through the crowd, ignoring the hands that reached for her, the shouts that followed. She ran past the bonfire, past the abandoned food tents, past the edge of the square and into the darkness beyond.

Behind her, the fire still burned. Ahead of her, the forest waited.

—-
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She didn’t stop running until she reached her mother’s house.

The small cottage sat at the very edge of town, its back windows facing the tree line. A light burned in Sarah’s bedroom—she was awake, waiting, probably terrified by the sirens and unable to get out of bed to see what was happening.

Laila burst through the front door, gasping for air, and found her mother sitting up in bed with an expression she’d never seen before. Not fear. Not confusion. Knowing.

“It’s started,” Sarah whispered.

“What?” Laila grabbed her medication from the nightstand, hands shaking as she measured the dose. “What are you talking about? There was a fire—Heather Price’s house—and they’re saying—they think—”

“I know what they think.” Sarah’s voice was steady, eerily calm. “I’ve known this day would come for twenty-four years. I hoped I’d be dead before it did.” She reached out and caught Laila’s wrist—the same wrist Gary had bruised, and Laila flinched. Sarah’s eyes dropped to the marks, and something flickered in their depths. “Who did this?”

“Gary Parsons. It doesn’t matter. Mom, we have to—”

“It matters.” Sarah’s grip tightened, and for a woman who could barely lift a cup of water, her strength was shocking. “Tell me exactly what happened. Everything.”

So Laila told her. The festival, the loneliness, Gary’s accusations. The wolf watching from the tree line. The fire. Heather’s words. The way the crowd had turned, all at once, like animals scenting blood.

When she finished, Sarah was silent for a long moment. Outside, the sirens had stopped, but Laila could hear voices now—distant, but growing closer. People were coming.

“Mom, we have to go. We have to—”

“There’s something I should have told you years ago.” Sarah released her wrist and sank back against her pillows. The effort of gripping had exhausted her; her face was gray, her breath shallow. “I was going to take it to my grave. I thought that would be safest. But they won’t let you stay now, and you need to know what you are before you go where you’re going.”

“Before I go where?” Panic clawed at Laila’s throat. “I’m not going anywhere without you.”

“Yes. You are.” Sarah’s eyes found hers, and they held. “Listen to me, Laila. I don’t have time to explain everything, and you wouldn’t believe me if I tried. But in a few minutes, people are going to come through that door, and they’re not going to listen to reason. They’re going to take you, or worse. Do you understand?”

“No. No, I don’t understand any of this—”

“The forest.” Sarah’s voice dropped to a whisper. “You have to go into the forest. It’s the only place they won’t follow. The only place you’ll be safe.”

“The forest?” Laila stared at her mother in disbelief. “Everyone knows no one goes into the forest. People who go in don’t come out. Animals don’t even go in there—”

“Animals go in.” Sarah smiled, and there was something wild in her expression, something Laila had never seen. “They just don’t come out the same.”

Outside, the voices grew louder. Someone was calling her name—the sheriff, by the sound of it. Demanding she come out.

“Mom, please—”

“Listen to me.” Sarah grabbed her daughter’s face with both hands, and for a moment she looked strong, fierce, alive. “You are more than you know. More than I ever told you. The wolf that’s been watching—he’s waiting for you. He’s been waiting for twenty-four years. Go to him. Trust him. He’ll keep you safe when I can’t.”

“The wolf?” Laila’s voice cracked. “Mom, that doesn’t make any sense—”

“It will.” Sarah pressed her forehead against Laila’s, and tears streamed down both their faces. “It will. Now go. Run. Don’t look back.”

“I can’t leave you—”

“You can. You must.” Sarah released her and fell back against the pillows, suddenly frail again. “I’ve done my part. I kept you safe long enough. Now it’s his turn.”

The front door burst open. Heavy boots thundered through the house.

Laila ran.

She didn’t remember crossing the backyard. Didn’t remember reaching the tree line. She only remembered the darkness closing around her, the sudden silence as the shouting faded behind her, and the feeling of crossing some invisible boundary that changed everything.

The forest swallowed her whole.

—-
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She ran until her legs gave out.

The trees closed in around her, ancient and massive, blocking out the stars. Moonlight filtered through in silver slivers, barely enough to see by. Roots caught at her feet, branches clawed at her clothes, and still she ran, driven by terror and confusion and the echo of her mother’s words.

He’s waiting for you.

She tripped over something—a root, a rock, she didn’t know—and went sprawling. Her hands hit soft earth, and she lay there for a moment, gasping, listening to her own heart thunder in her ears.

Silence.

No shouts. No pursuit. The forest had swallowed the sounds of the town completely, as if she’d traveled a hundred miles instead of a few hundred yards. She could have been the only person left in the world.

Slowly, painfully, she pushed herself up. Her palms were scraped raw. Her ankle throbbed where she’d twisted it. And somewhere in the darkness, something watched her.

She felt it before she saw it—that weight of attention she’d come to recognize over the past three nights. She raised her head slowly, knowing what she would find.

The wolf stood twenty feet away, motionless, its golden eyes reflecting what little light reached this deep into the forest. It was massive—far larger than any natural wolf, its shoulders nearly as high as her waist. Its coat was black as the space between stars, and it regarded her with an intelligence that made her breath catch.

For a long moment, neither of them moved.

Then the wolf took a step forward. Then another. Laila should have been terrified—should have screamed, should have run—but something held her frozen. Something in those eyes that wasn’t animal.

Trust him, her mother had said. He’s been waiting.

The wolf stopped inches from her, close enough that she could feel the heat of its body, could see the play of muscle beneath its dark fur. Slowly, deliberately, it lowered its head and pressed its muzzle against her bruised wrist.

The touch was warm. Gentle. Human.

And then the wolf began to change.

Laila tried to scream, but no sound came out. She tried to run, but her body wouldn’t move. She could only watch as the wolf’s form rippled and shifted, bones reshaping beneath skin, fur retreating into flesh, until a man knelt before her in the moonlight.

He was beautiful in the way the forest was beautiful—wild and dangerous and utterly indifferent to her understanding. Dark hair fell across his forehead. His eyes, still that impossible gold, held hers with an intensity that stole her breath. He was naked, unashamed, and when he spoke, his voice was rough as bark and deep as roots.

“Laila.”

She should have been afraid. She was afraid—her whole body shook with it. But beneath the fear, something else stirred. Something that recognized him, somehow. Something that whispered finally, finally, finally.

“How do you know my name?” The question came out barely a whisper.

He reached out and touched her face with fingers that were still warm from the shift. “I’ve known your name my entire life. I just didn’t know it belonged to you until three nights ago.”

“I don’t understand.”

“No.” He smiled, and there was sadness in it. “You will. But first, we need to move. They won’t follow you here, but there are other things in this forest that might. Things even I can’t control.”

He stood and offered her his hand. She stared at it for a long moment—this hand that had been a paw moments ago, attached to this man who had been a wolf, in this forest where no one ever went.

Behind her, the town she’d known her entire life had turned against her. Her mother had sent her away with cryptic warnings and the instruction to trust a wolf. She had nothing left. No home, no safety, no understanding of the world she’d woken up in this morning.

She took his hand.

His fingers closed around hers, warm and solid and real, and he pulled her gently to her feet. She stumbled against him, and he caught her, steadying her with hands that held her like something precious.

“My name is Ryan,” he said. “And I’m sorry for what’s about to happen to your life. But I promise you this—you’re not alone anymore. You’ll never be alone again.”

The forest rustled around them, full of sounds she couldn’t identify, full of eyes she couldn’t see. Ryan kept her hand in his and began to walk, leading her deeper into the darkness, away from everything she’d ever known.

Laila looked back once, but the trees had already closed behind them. There was no town. No mother. No past.

Only the wolf at her side, and the unknown stretching ahead.
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BLOOD AND BONE

The forest deepened around them with every step.

Laila had lived her entire life at the edge of these woods, had stared into them from her bedroom window on countless sleepless nights, had listened to the warnings passed down through generations of Oakhaven children: Don’t go into the Shadow Forest. People who go in don’t come out. She’d always assumed it was superstition, the kind of story small towns told themselves to feel connected to something mysterious.

She understood now that the warnings weren’t meant to keep children out.

They were meant to keep something in.

Ryan moved through the darkness like he was part of it—silent, certain, his bare feet finding paths between roots and rocks without hesitation. Laila stumbled after him, her hand still clasped in his, her city shoes already soaked through with forest damp. The moonlight that had guided her earlier was gone now, swallowed by the canopy, and she couldn’t see more than a few feet in any direction. But Ryan saw. Ryan knew.

“How do you see where you’re going?” The question escaped before she could stop it, her voice too loud in the profound silence.

He glanced back at her, and his eyes caught something—some reflection she couldn’t source—and glowed briefly gold. “I don’t need light to see in my own territory. The forest knows me.”

My own territory. The words settled into her chest with uncomfortable weight. She was walking through a forest that belonged to something. To him.

“Where are you taking me?”

“Somewhere safe.” His grip on her hand tightened slightly, reassuring. “There’s a place deeper in, where the pack gathers. You’ll be protected there.”

“Pack.” The word felt foreign in her mouth. “You mean... other people like you? Other wolves?”

He stopped walking, and she nearly collided with him. When he turned to face her, his expression was difficult to read in the darkness—but she felt the weight of his attention like a physical thing.
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