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ONCE UPON A TIME THERE was a little girl—

(Well, she was a little girl at one point, as many people are, but time marched on, so by the time our story reached her she had become a fully grown woman. She didn’t know she was part of a story, which is usually how it went when you were in a story, unless the author was trying to do something very clever indeed.)

—who everyone called Little Red Riding Hood—

(This was her mother’s nickname for her back when she was still a little girl. The only people who used it at the time this story takes place were said mother and the girl’s brothers when they wanted to annoy her affectionately in the way of family. They always said it in a very cutesy voice. Seriously, you get really into wearing a red hooded riding coat for one winter and no one ever lets it go.

Anyway, for the purposes of our story, her name is Red.)

—and she was a brave and dutiful girl indeed—

(This is a euphemistic way of saying that, for all her parents’ best efforts and personal belief in gender equality, Red’s brothers frequently managed to wiggle their way out of chores in a way Red was never allowed to, so she had carried the majority of the work on their little farm since she was twelve years old. It was fine. She had made her peace with it, and with her brothers, who had gotten better about it once they were not asshole teenagers. The fact that she also stood to inherit the farm when her parents finally retired went a way toward soothing any hard feelings that might want to stick around, though at four in the morning in the dead of winter while she dragged on her muck boots, she often thought longingly of a much smaller property to manage. Maybe something further away from her brothers.)

—known throughout the village for being kind and patient with everyone, human and animal alike—

(Work as a farmer long enough, and you become an amateur vet, because someone’s gotta take care of the livestock. Work with animals long enough as an amateur vet, and you learn what makes them tick. Work with badly behaved animals long enough, and you learn how to convince them to be less badly behaved in order to make both of your lives easier. Red wasn’t just a dutiful, hardworking farmer’s daughter—she had a lucrative side business running dog training lessons, and she was this close to having her cat and chicken circus ready to debut at the county fair. They don’t usually lead with that in the stories.)

—and everyone loved her.

(She was reasonably well-liked—in spite of her incredibly busy schedule making it a challenge for her to properly socialize with her peers—unless you had an asshole dog you refused to train. Then she was probably your nemesis, but if you didn’t want a nemesis, you should have trained your fucking dog.)

One morning, after Red finished her regular morning chores (farming meant morning chores, midday chores, afternoon chores, and evening chores (incidentally, we’re done with the extended parenthetical asides now and back to normal parenthetical asides, probably)) she took advantage of the only spare fifteen minutes she was likely to have that day to relax with a massive cup of the truly horrible coffee her mother always brewed and a truly excellent chipotle cheddar scone her mother had baked. What her mother lacked in coffee brewing skills she made up for in baking, and Red rocked lazily in the front porch swing, enjoying her scone and tolerating her coffee. If she was lucky no one would come ask her for anything until she was done eating.

“Hey, no,” she said collectively to Sparkles the chow mutt, Patches the terrier, Tater Tot the lab mix, and Frankenstein the chihuahua (probably) as they gathered around her muck-booted feet, seven and a half eyes (Frankenstein was named that for a reason) fixed hopefully on her scone and four tails wagging. “This has onion and garlic in it. Do you little freaks want liver failure?”

Sparkles indicated her deep desire for liver failure by putting one paw on the porch swing and whining. Frankenstein barked so hard he bounced in place, and then shut up at a quelling look from Red. Patches offered up his most pathetic facial expression, and Tater Tot just seemed happy to be involved. (“You look into that dog’s eyes, and all you see is the back of her head,” Red’s mother once pronounced, and damn if she wasn’t right.)

Red sighed and—accepting that she would never get a single moment to enjoy a snack on her own as long as she lived on this farm—wrapped her scone in a paper towel before tucking it into the front of her hoodie, where neither of the cats that had oozed onto the porch swing could get it. Camelia and Dirtbag were also very determined to give themselves liver failure.

(Yes, the hoodie was red. Shut up.)

“Okay, assholes,” she said in a friendly tone, because dogs don’t know they’re being insulted if you insult them cheerfully, and sometimes they deserve to be insulted. (Like when they were interrupting her only breaktime.) “Everyone sit.”

Three butts hit the porch. Red gave Tater Tot a look, and the fourth butt hit the porch slightly behind everyone else. Red gave it a minute—long enough for Patches to start wiggling in place—and when she judged everyone properly obedient, she tossed four treats in an arc like sowing seeds by hand.

Three mouths snapped said treats out of the air.

Tater Tot’s treat hit the porch, her mouth snapping on nothing, and she looked affronted for a moment before snarfing it down.

“There you go,” Red said, retrieving her scone. “Everyone lie down, now.”

The dogs did—eventually—and that’s where Red’s mom found her five minutes later, scone devoured, coffee mug empty, and two cats squeezed onto her lap.

“Your grandma’s out of hot sauce,” Red’s mom said with no preamble. “Can you run some out to her?”

“Who’s gonna mulch if I do?” Red asked immediately, relieved that her mom hadn’t appeared with a new, unexpected farm chore, and determined to use this as an excuse to wiggle out of an old, expected farm chore. Time to herself? Maybe she could manage to eat an entire meal without being harassed by dogs, or livestock, or brothers.

Red’s mom considered the question and stuck her head back into the house. “Jason!” she yelled. “You’re mulching today!”

“I was gonna go to Billy’s!” Jason yelled back from upstairs, probably.

“Billy can come here and help you mulch!” Red’s mom responded at volume.

“What about Red?” Jason shot back.

“Fuck off!” Red yelled cheerfully, too happy at the prospect of a walk in the woods to seem anything but. “Do I need to bring out the spreadsheet again?”

“Fine!” Jason managed to make it sound like he was grumbling even while he was yelling, which was pretty impressive. “I’ll call Billy.”

“Thank you!” Red’s mom yelled, and turned to her. “Jason’s going to do it.”

“Thanks for the update,” Red said dryly, attempting to extricate herself from the cats. “You sending her some scones, too?”

“I don’t want to get disowned,” Red’s mom said, just as dryly, and strode back into the house.

***
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Red’s grandma lived in the deep woods, far away from the village, along a winding path through the forest that one shouldn’t stray from, lest they be lost to its dangers forever.

That’s what her parents told Red when she was a kid, anyway, because everything in a forest is dangerous when you’re six. Red was twenty-six now, and the forest was as much her family as her grandma was. There were chanterelles in there! You could try to keep her out of it, but you’d fail, and probably trip on a fern in the process. (That was what her brothers found out the few times they tried to chase her in there, which was one of the many reasons she loved this forest.)

Now, because this wasn’t the year 1367, Red’s grandma’s house was accessible by car. (How the fuck would they have built her house otherwise?) But the car route was a lot longer and took you way out of the village before doubling back through the forest, so unless Red had to bring a car, she usually rode her dirtbike out to the base of the winding path and walked up, which was what she did today. If she was offered the opportunity to visit her woods and dodge her chores in the process, she was going to take it, okay?

A weight fell away from her shoulders as she started up the path, like the stresses of the farm couldn't follow her once she was within the shade of the trees. The woods were wonderfully familiar, appearing still and calm if you were a city rube who couldn’t recognize all the signs of an active, thriving forest ecosystem. Fortunately for Red, she was not a city rube, and she was able to identify multiple bird calls, say hello to several chipmunks, and pick some ripe salmonberries from a bush on the edge of the path. No one tried to steal the berries or asked her to do something they were capable of doing themselves, and the air smelled like fresh pine mulch instead of livestock. Perfect walk shit, if you asked her.

Of course, no sooner than she’d mentally described it as “perfect walk shit,” something happened to make it significantly less perfect.

Red thought initially, when the form appeared through the trees, that someone’s asshole dog had gotten loose. Then it got closer and she thought, That’s a big dog, and then it stepped out into the dappled shade of the path and, okay, holy shit—

“What brings you out to these woods?” asked the Wolf, which was absolutely not a dog, but a fucking wolf. The fact that it—he?—could talk was honestly less surprising than the sudden appearance of a wolf in an ecosystem that had, up until now, only supported coyotes and the odd mountain lion on a wander through its extended territory.

Nature is healing, Red thought a little hysterically, but she’d been raised to be polite (by her parents) and to respect the natural magic of the world (by her grandma), and the Wolf (!!!) had asked her a question, so she took a deep, hopefully calming breath and said, “Just out on a walk.” She took another breath that was less calming than she wanted it to be and added, “Nice day for it.”

“It is indeed,” the Wolf said, padding closer with his massive paws near silent on the path, ears pricked forward and his eyes unnervingly fixed on her. “May I join you?”

AAAAAAAAH! Red said, inside her head.

“I don’t see why not,” Red said out loud. She certainly wasn’t about to tell a wolf she’d just met what he could and couldn’t do. He probably shouldn’t be this habituated to humans, right? Did normal rules about interacting with wolves apply when the wolf could talk? Like, Red’s grandma was a witch, so it wasn’t like Red had zero experience with the less conventional side of the world, but with all the time Red had to spend running the farm she wasn’t able to dedicate much energy to witchcraft. Her grandma, wisely, focused on big stuff—treble bindings, avoiding mushroom circles, always being polite to anyone or anything that seemed out of the ordinary—and somehow the subject of talking wolves had never come up. Maybe Red’s grandma assumed that they didn’t have to worry about it, given the lack of wolves in the region. That seemed like a huge oversight now.

Belatedly, Red realized that she’d been standing awkwardly for far too long, and she forced her legs into movement. The Wolf stalked along next to her, seemingly docile, but every nerve in Red’s body screamed about the presence of a large predator. The Wolf was... very big. And very wild-looking, with scruffy, ungroomed fur sticking up every which way. Were those brambles stuck behind his ear? What happened in her life to leave her walking close enough to a wolf to be able to tell if he had brambles stuck behind his ear?

Well. “You take life as it comes or die trying,” Red’s grandma always said. Granted, she hadn’t been referencing talking wolves (presumably), but the advice still applied.

“I don’t think I’ve seen you around before,” she told the Wolf after an excruciating few minutes of silent walking, operating on the assumption that an awkward conversation would be less terrible than an awkward silence.

“I could say the same thing to you,” the Wolf said in his deep, rumbling voice, giving her a sidelong look. Wow, those eyes were really yellow.

Red snorted, trying to ignore the weird jolt that came with the eye contact. “Sure, but I come out here once a week, so I think I win on familiarity grounds.” Shit, are you not supposed to sass a talking wolf? Was sassing the kind of thing that would get you cursed?

The Wolf rumbled in a way that seemed thoughtful, but mostly just sounded like a growl. “I suppose that is fair.” He had a strangely formal way of speaking, like he learned it from a grammar textbook. Maybe he did. Red didn’t know how wolves learned to talk; there might as well be grammar textbooks involved. “I found myself here recently after a lot of traveling,” he added after a moment.
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