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CHAPTER ONE


	



	



	



	



	



	I wake with a start, breathless, my hair tumbling over my face. The only sound that fills the air is the rapid thumping of my heart, on the verge of breaking free from my chest. I rise and gently shut my eyes. Simply a dream. A nightmarish vision drenched in blood and horror. I sweep my hair from my damp forehead and collapse back onto the sheets, striving to steady my uneven breaths.


	



	



	I can already tell that sleep will elude me once more tonight. Not after experiencing the nightmares of my past in my dreams once more. Wow. I look out the window, noticing the full moon still shining brightly in the night sky. I remained motionless for a moment, weighing the decision to act on a thought that had been occupying my mind lately, before finally sitting up once more. I linger in that position for another minute, allowing the chill of my room to penetrate my skin.


	



	The moon continues to shine, its light gently touching my face, playfully beckoning me, enticing me... More than a year has passed.


	



	At last, I relent and muster the strength to rise to my feet. The wooden floor softly creaks beneath me, its chilly surface causing my toes to curl in response. With a touch of hesitation, I quietly navigate the narrow corridor, leaving my bedroom door slightly ajar. I descend the stairs and gently open the front door. The brisk spring air caresses my cheeks, the moonlight embraces my skin, and a wave of comfort washes over me.


	



	With bare feet, I venture outside, drawn by the enchanting allure of the full moon, the whispering forest, and the intoxicating scent of the night. With a hint of uncertainty lingering, I approach the nearest trees. As I gradually remove my clothes, I find myself questioning if I'm about to make a mistake. With a decisive breath, I let my clothes fall to the ground beside the tree trunk. I inhale deeply, savoring the night air, close my eyes, and, despite the self-loathing creeping in, I embrace the change.


	



	The sensation is, as ever, otherworldly. The sensation of my bones cracking and reshaping resonates within me, accompanied by the rich sounds and aromas of the night that envelop my senses, bringing an overwhelming wave of relief throughout my body. This slipped by me. I had been locking away this part of my life for so long that I lost sight of how much I truly needed it. I fluff my cream-colored fur, extend my legs, and head directly into the woods.


	



	The night is truly enchanting. Experience it even more from the perspective of a wolf. The scent of night flowers bursts forth, finally blooming after the long winter, while the sounds of creatures scurrying about fill the air, satisfying their hunger after a prolonged fast. The rich aroma envelops me, and a sense of security washes over me in this place. This forest is where I belong, my domain, my sanctuary. I accelerate and dash toward the north.


	



	I keep running and running and running. My father and I would race through the fields, discovering our territory, allowing our wolves to roam free. With that thought, my breath hitches, my heart races, and I push myself harder, straining my muscles to carry me even further away. He cherished this forest just as deeply as I do. And then, everything transformed.


	



	Ever since that fateful night when my father passed away, I found it impossible to move on for a long time. I questioned whether I truly deserved to experience this exhilarating run, to embrace this sense of freedom. I remained frozen, observing the light fade from his eyes, and took no action. At that moment, I had the chance to change course, to take action and safeguard him. Yet, I remained rooted to the spot, unable to move as I observed.


	



	Visions of my father dance through my thoughts, each one stirring a deep ache in my heart. I sprint and sprint and sprint, seeking to break free from them, to purify my thoughts, to soothe the ache. Right now, it feels like I'm attempting to escape from my own self. The surroundings shift, the aromas evolve, yet I find myself unable to break free. Even after a year, the memories of him weigh heavily on me, making it difficult to hold myself together.


	



	The vibrant deciduous forest gradually gives way to towering pines, letting the moonlight spill onto the forest floor. The unfamiliar scent hangs in the air, a stark contrast to what I know, and my instincts kick in, signaling that something is deeply amiss.


	



	Hold on a moment. What am I up to? I ease into a trot, scanning my surroundings with a wary eye, before coming to a complete halt. A primal instinct stirs within me, urging me to retreat, to escape this haunting location. I sense that my presence here is not meant to be. The scent in the air has changed; the forest no longer embraces me as it once did.


	



	Wow. This area belongs to another pack. This place no longer feels like home to me. How could I possibly overlook it? I press my nose to the earth, seeking to identify the aroma. Perhaps that's the realm of the group I’m familiar with. Perhaps they expanded their territory, noticing that this forest had gone unclaimed for more than a year. This pack is unfamiliar to me, a fresh discovery. I examine the aroma once more. It has been ages since I last roamed the forest in my wolf form... So much can happen in just one year.


	



	As the awareness of the impending danger sinks in, a chill races down my spine, my muscles tighten, primed for action. I need to return. I whip around and dash toward home with all my might, but it's already too late - a faint sound reaches my ears from afar. The rhythmic patter of paws against the lush forest grass echoes from somewhere behind me. This is not good at all.


	



	I can’t hold back any longer—I surge ahead, my tail tucked low, the hairs along my spine bristling, ears flattened against my head. I claw at the earth, propelling myself forward with relentless determination. I understand the fate of a wolf that strays into the territory of another pack. Particularly suited for a lone wolf like myself. Indeed, it is death.


	



	A wave of panic surges through my chest as the sounds of my pursuer grow increasingly louder behind me. The sound of heavy panting echoes behind me, accompanied by the crunch of sticks and leaves under massive paws, and a low growl that sends a shiver deep into my bones. The tranquility I once experienced has vanished, replaced by an all-encompassing sense of dread.


	



	In an instant, I sense the beast's teeth skimming my thigh, just narrowly avoiding contact. A growl of frustration bursts forth from behind me. I crave to push my limits further, yet my muscles are fatigued, and my tender paws ache from the relentless run on jagged stones. Suddenly, the wolf lunges once more, its powerful body colliding with mine. A jolt of sharp pain radiates through my left thigh as I crash to the ground. In a state of panic, I struggle to rise, unable to gather my composure. My movements are awkward and disoriented. Adrenaline courses through my veins as I struggle to rise once more, but the wolf doesn’t just bite; he grips my leg tightly, his canines piercing deep into my muscles.


	



	The warm liquid gathers beneath me, its sharp metallic scent dominating all other aromas in the air. In a moment of sheer desperation, I pivot and sink my teeth into the neck of the other wolf, drawing blood, yet it falls short of delivering the fatal strike. The wolf finally lets go of my leg, and I make another attempt to rise.


	



	The agony in my thigh radiates intensely, igniting a fiery sensation that travels up to my spine. I struggle to maintain my posture, fully aware of the extent of my injuries. With this wound, escaping my pursuer is no longer an option. I pivot, prepared to confront the challenge ahead.


	



	Suddenly, my attacker comes into full view. The moon casts a silvery glow on his dark brown coat, highlighting his menacing posture. His light blue, nearly white eyes lock onto mine, while his bared teeth reveal massive canines stained with my blood. He tilts his head down, pressing his ears against his skull. A fierce growl erupts from his throat, and I realize that defeating this creature is beyond my reach. I will meet the same fate as my father.


	



	I want to live. I hardly experienced life! In a moment of vulnerability, I take the only path available to me, one that my pride resents. I turn onto my side, exposing my belly and neck, and hold onto a glimmer of hope for what may come next. If I appear small and powerless, perhaps he'll choose to ignore me. I simply wish to continue living.


	



	The wolf approaches, its nose brushing against my once pristine cream fur, now marred with dirt. I inhale his scent deeply, and in that moment, I truly feel it.


	



	Well, that's unfortunate.


	



	



	



	 




CHAPTER TWO


	



	



	



	



	



	Legend has it that I entered the world during the bleakest moment of winter's night. The wind howled fiercely, rattling the trees and ripping their branches away, ushering in snow and frigid temperatures. The sky was devoid of any visible stars. Majestic clouds enveloped the luminous white moon. The darkness enveloped everything. The air was infused with a metallic scent.


	



	The storm raged on for a relentless three days.


	



	After enduring 8 hours of pain, a weary woman cradled a baby swaddled in a coarse blanket in her arms. A gentle smile graced the mother's face. The baby was peacefully settled, cradled in a cozy embrace.


	



	A door creaked open, its sound slicing through the silence. A tall figure approached silently, enveloped in darkness. As he approached the soft glow of the solitary candle, his dark hair and deep ocean eyes became visible, captivating in the dim light. He knelt beside the woman, pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead, his eyes, shining with unadulterated happiness, remained fixed on the baby's face. As the man softly caressed the girl's cheek, her eyes fluttered open, revealing golden irises that illuminated the room.


	



	As the tempest finally ceased, a serene blanket of snow began to descend from the laden clouds.


	



	On that night two decades ago, my parents chose the name Eira for me.


	



	*****


	



	12 hours before the events in 'The Forest'


	



	Here I am, side by side with my older brother Keenan, immersed in the serene embrace of the lush, green forest. A bow rests confidently in my hand, while daggers hang at my hips, ready for whatever adventure lies ahead. A soft breeze sweeps away a few dark brown strands of hair from my face. I need to improve my braiding skills. Keenan crouches low, examining the delicate footprints imprinted by a deer. “It’s close,” he murmurs, and we gradually pivot, heading west.


	



	Moments later, I notice a flicker of motion to my left. I press my back against the sturdy tree trunk, draw an arrow from my quiver, and nock it onto my bowstring. My gaze locks onto the target, serenely munching on the tender grass of early spring. As I draw the bowstring back, I pause for a moment to inhale deeply. The creature is stunning, blissfully unaware. Time freezes for just a moment. This isn't something I'm particularly eager to tackle. I have no intention of ending it. I let go.


	



	Death occurs in an instant. The deer collapses to the forest floor, snapping twigs and rustling through the dry leaves below. Keenan offers me a comforting smile. “Great shot, ladybug.” I exhale the breath I had been holding and cautiously approach the creature. It's petite, yet remains slender even after the brutal winter.


	



	"Absolutely, let's head back home," I reply, glancing at my brother with a gentle smile, reminiscing about the nickname he lovingly bestowed upon me in my childhood. Keenan effortlessly hoists the animal onto his shoulder. I knit my brows together.


	



	If I could track animals as skillfully as Keenan, I would venture out hunting solo, bringing home game on my own, freeing my brother from the need to accompany me. While I appreciate his company, I'm aware that he has plenty of tasks waiting for him back home. Unfortunately, I struggle with tracking, and there's simply no opportunity for me to travel back home and transport a deer on my own. Keenan is joining me.


	



	We then make our way back. Keenan, as usual, begins to whistle a silly tune, and I can't help but chuckle, finally feeling myself start to unwind. I enjoy the thrill of hunting and the excitement that comes with tracking down an animal, even though Keenan definitely has the upper hand in this area. The serene stillness of the forest captivates me, as does the strength embodied in my trusty old bow and arrows. I'm proud to be able to nourish my family with good food. Yet, just as I prepare to deliver the final strike, a pang of sorrow grips my heart for the life I am on the verge of extinguishing.


	



	I let the arrow fly, regardless.


	



	As we make our way back, the trees thin out, revealing the village just ahead. Voices dance in the air, the laughter of children at play, while the scent of smoke wafts from the chimneys, teasing my senses. My brother lets out a sigh. I'm aware that he isn't fond of village life. He envisions the city, a life filled with luxury and abundance. For the time being, we find ourselves both here together. We have a mother to look after. She would remain in this forsaken realm, untouched by time.


	



	Upon arriving at the main crossroad, I instinctively veer left while Keenan takes his usual right turn. He offers me a gentle smile, playfully tousling my hair before making his way to the butcher to sell the deer's antlers and skin for some cash. I head directly home.


	



	The village cabins are quaint, crafted from sturdy pine logs. Given the harsh winters we experience, larger homes would prove to be quite impractical. I run my fingers through my hair, feeling for any stray twigs or leaves that might have gotten caught in the strands from the forest, but I find none. As I walk along the bustling main street, I encounter several villagers, exchanging friendly nods and warm greetings with each one.


	



	At last, I arrive at my home, identical to all the others in the neighborhood. As I grasp the chilly metal doorknob, I step inside. Immediately, I am enveloped in a cozy embrace and the gentle aroma of herbs fills the air. I take a brief moment to close my eyes and savor the warmth of home. Next, I set aside my bow and arrows, remove my father's dark brown leather jacket, and hang it on the wall. I slip off my shoes and head directly to the sink to cleanse my hands and refresh my face.


	



	"Hey, sweetheart," my mother's voice calls out to me. I glance back and catch a glimpse of her peeking out from the kitchen. How was the forest today? She remains silent, never uttering a word. She’s not a fan of her kids roaming the woods to hunt, but let’s face it, we all understand the necessity of putting food on the table. We often find ourselves short on funds to make those store purchases.


	



	"Uh," I respond, wiping my face with a towel. Still damp following the storm. Locating animal tracks was a breeze. Today, we're serving venison. I gaze at her once radiant face, adorned with wisps of her golden hair. In the span of just one year, my mother appears to have aged a decade. Lines etch across her forehead, and the shadows beneath her eyes reveal a lack of restful sleep for some time. Her skin hugs her cheekbones tightly, as if pulled taut. She has maintained this behavior for some time now. “I’ll grab some vegetables, then,” she replies before stepping outside.


	



	 




CHAPTER THREE


	



	



	



	



	



	The events unfold immediately following 'The Forest.'


	



	I'm currently facing a challenging situation. A truly profound predicament. The brown wolf sensed it as well. An intense pull resonating within him. A powerful force drawing two souls together, forging an unbreakable bond.


	



	We are friends. I will be eternally reliant on this man. He will always be by my side. He’s keeping me confined. I will belong to him. In the blink of an eye, a whirlwind of thoughts floods my mind. This is my life at this moment.


	



	Absolutely not. This won't be my reality. I have no desire to be anyone's companion. I understand the significance of a girl discovering one. Her lack of cooperation could lead to unfavorable outcomes. Wolves exhibit strong territorial behavior, showcasing overprotectiveness and aggression, driven by instinct rather than logic. They'll go to great lengths to hold onto their companions for themselves.


	



	However, I will not abandon my family for any man.


	



	The brown one has completely transformed his behavior now. He begins to softly lick my wound, nudging me with his nose, but I’m not putting up with this nonsense. I snarl, exposing my fierce canines, commanding him to back off immediately. He appears completely indifferent and nudges me with his nose once more.


	



	There's no way I'm going with you, you silly dog.


	



	Noticing my determination, he takes a step back and transforms into his human form. He stands tall, strikingly so, with hair like ivory and eyes that are icy and wild. My initial thought was a viking. “Shift,” he commands, his accent laced with an intriguing twist. His voice lacked any emotion.


	



	Absolutely, I've got it covered. I am certain to lose the one advantage I possess. My keen incisors.


	



	''Make the move now.'' His presence radiates power and energy. An unfiltered, raw energy emanates from him. The wolf within me howls, urging me to follow his command. Fantastic, a leader. Just when I thought this situation couldn't possibly take a turn for the worse.


	



	I ought to feel fear. I must submit to him, lowering myself in acknowledgment of his dominance. This man truly terrifies me. I'm feeling lost and yearning to return home, to the comforting embrace of my brother. My brother, oh dear. Keenan must be feeling quite anxious right now. I feel an overwhelming sense of fear.


	



	However, I refuse to yield. Anger surges within me, eclipsing my fear, my pain, my panic. I have no intention of accompanying this man anywhere. I can already feel him pulling me into his pack, where I'll be confined, torn away from my family for all eternity. I have no intention of leaving them, whether it's a friendship or not.


	



	His tone is sharp, insisting that I submit, yet I carry the strength of my father's legacy. Forever proud, endlessly stubborn, and utterly untameable. My father often remarked that the wilderness resides within me, channeling storms and fierce winds through my skin for the world to experience.


	



	I transform into the very essence of the wilderness.


	



	I harness every ounce of my strength, channeling the tempests within me, the blizzards and gales that rage inside. A surge of power courses through me, revitalizing my body with energy once more. I spring to my feet, pushing aside the searing pain in my left thigh as I prepare for the challenge ahead. I may very well face immediate defeat at the hands of this adversary, but honestly, it's preferable to enduring all of this chaos. In moments of anger, I often find myself making questionable choices. Defying every instinct within me, I grit my teeth, propel myself forward, and leap onto the blue-eyed beast to tear into its throat.


	



	Yet the man is swift, transforming into a wolf just in the nick of time. We collide on the ground, and I seize the moment to bite into his neck, tearing through hair and skin, my nails sinking into his tender stomach. I strike fiercely, leaving a trail of crimson in my wake.


	



	It seems I caught him off guard; he certainly didn't see this coming from me. In an instant, he retaliates, his teeth piercing into my skin. All I can sense is this intense fury, pouring out towards him. The relentless, brutal struggle persists for a few more minutes, with neither of us willing to relent.


	



	Yet, I recognize that I am not as strong as I once was, nor as big, and I am fully aware of it. A year without embracing my wolf form has left me feeling vulnerable. The gash in my thigh oozes crimson, swiftly sapping my strength. I'm no match for the healthy wolf, particularly not the alpha.


	



	With a fierce snarl, he spots the gap in my defense and sinks his teeth into my front leg, wrenching my grip from his flesh. He then drives me to the ground, using his full weight to overpower me. I let out a soft whimper, my anger gradually giving way to a sense of defeat as my injured legs surrender beneath me. My face is submerged in mud, and I struggle to breathe, gasping for air. He bends closer, intensifying his grip, growling fiercely, challenging me to make a move.


	



	I'm really upset right now.


	



	My head is spinning, my legs feel weak, and my entire body aches. I'm feeling unexpectedly exhausted, yet I just can't accompany him. My mother, Keenan...


	



	I have to return; I can't abandon them. Once more, I summon every ounce of strength within me. As the beast's head draws near, I strike with precision, sinking my teeth just below its right ear. He groans in agony yet still holds on tight to me. He lifts his head and lets out a haunting howl, and moments later, six more wolves emerge from the shadows around us.


	



	It's clear to me that this battle has truly come to an end. Escaping the seven wolves seems impossible, particularly with my injured legs holding me back. I choose to let go of the struggle. At last, my battle has come to an end. However, if the moment isn't right, I will still discover a path to freedom.


	



	As the alpha observes my stillness, he finally lets me go, delivering a warning nip to my neck. It doesn’t break the skin, but the pain is sharp and undeniable. I refuse to budge, absolutely not. He bites me once more, this time with more intensity.


	



	Continue down that path, and you'll face serious consequences.


	



	With a low growl, I rise to my feet, instincts urging me to submit to the alpha, yet my rebellious mouth betrays me, refusing to silence my snarls. I promise you, I will end you. Not at this moment; I've faced a setback today, but I will rise again.


	



	I lower my head and reluctantly trail behind the brown one heading north. Wolves encircle us, and the moment I dare to glance upward, they snarl and snap at my hind legs. Each time they provoke me, I react fiercely, my instincts ready to strike. I refuse to back down, yet I understand my boundaries; I recognize when the battle is beyond reach. I can only wish that no matter where these wolves lead me, I will discover a path to freedom.


	



	*****


	



	We sprint for hours on end. I’m completely worn out; my legs are aching, and I keep stumbling with every other step. My lungs are on fire, and it seems like I'm struggling to catch my breath. My body is signaling for a pause.


	



	The first light of day is beginning to emerge. The melodious chirping of the birds brings to mind Keenan and his signature whistling. I would give anything to be by his side and listen to his silly little tunes at this moment. The mist drapes itself over the forest, and my mind races with thoughts of escape, envisioning how the fog would cloak my fur in perfect disguise. However, I'm aware that I wouldn't get very far.


	



	Though my wounds have healed, the toll of that brutal fight has left me drained, both in blood and energy. I'm feeling a bit lightheaded, and my head is starting to spin. I make an effort to stay in sync with the group, determined to avoid being left behind once more, yet fatigue weighs heavily on me. If I could simply take a moment to rest... Once again, I've been bitten; it seems these dogs just can't manage to slow down.


	



	I drive myself forward for another mile, yet the night's happenings are weighing heavily on me; the darkness begins to blur my sight, and the world starts to slip away. I shake my head, determined not to lose consciousness in this desolate place, but my body ultimately surrenders. As I teeter on the edge of consciousness, I sense a transformation back into my human self, and then, just like that, the world fades to black.


	



	*****


	



	I spring up with a sharp intake of breath, the memories of last night racing through my mind. With a slight tremor, I absorb my environment, instinctively searching for an escape route. The room is enveloped in a deepening darkness as the sun sinks lower on the horizon. Excellent, the shadows will be my ally. Rise and shine, my wolf beckons.


	



	As I glance down, I realize I'm nestled in a spacious dark wood bed, enveloped in crisp white sheets. With a furrowed brow, I push the covers aside and realize I'm clad only in a loose t-shirt. They had the audacity to lay their hands on me and even put clothes on me.


	



	They caressed my skin, my body. Without my approval. Without my actual awareness. I was powerless to intervene. I was unable to shield myself.


	



	A delightful tingling sensation spreads across every inch of my body. The shirt clings to my heated skin, droplets of sweat forming on my brow. My breath quickens, and my throat burns with intensity. My hands are trembling uncontrollably, and I can't—I'm struggling to breathe—there are so many dark spots, yet they're still too bright. The brightness here is overwhelming...


	



	Time stands still. A pulse of life. Incredibly noisy. There's a persistent ringing in my ears. It feels as though you're submerged, with every sound muffled, and you descend deeper and deeper...


	



	One, two.


	



	One, two, three.


	



	One, two, three blood drops, cascading down my father's lifeless fingers.


	



	One, two, three, gathered beneath him.


	



	One, two, three.


	



	Halt.


	



	Take a deep breath.


	



	Step in, step out. Profoundly. You made it through. One, two, three.


	



	You survived while he was present.


	



	In and out. Once more.


	



	I recite my mantra repeatedly until I sense my panic beginning to fade away. I remind myself that I shouldn't feel this weak. I am capable of achieving this. In and out. Concentrate. It's time for me to make my exit.


	



	Gently, I slide the covers aside and quietly make my way to the window. My head spins gently, fatigue and dehydration tugging at me, yet I push it aside. I'm facing more significant challenges at the moment.


	



	From my vantage point on the second floor, I am surrounded by breathtaking views of the forest and the majestic mountains. A clearing unfolds here, accompanied by several other structures nearby. I can discern the outlines of individuals within them. I carefully attempt to open the window, but naturally, it is locked. I mutter a few choice words and move on to the next option. Unfortunately, no success. I approach the first door and discover a pristine white bathroom; the second door opens to the closet. The third one, just as I anticipated, was secured.


	



	Wow. What’s next? Where should you go for a run? I expected to simply open that window. Absolutely, I can break it, but that might create quite a racket. I’d prefer to keep that Viking and his crew from crashing in here. Perhaps when I realize I have the house all to myself... With no options remaining, I find myself doing the only thing I can - I wait.


	



	 




CHAPTER FOUR


	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	The door creaks open at last, just as darkness envelops the outside world. In this moment, I'm teetering on the edge of slumber, nestled in bed, but the instant that doorknob turns, I snap to full alertness, poised to move, to confront, to conquer, to flee.
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