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Chapter One

On the night of the full moon, the small elf city of Talvion prepared for the worst. Aristocrats and well-connected nobles triple locked their iron gates, while peasants who resided in the dank southern courtyard blockaded the frail bits of plywood they used as doors.

An endless river of guards patrolled the low-rise parapets that surrounded the city. After last month’s disaster, the royal council had decreed that they would never run short on guards, and mandated conscription of every able bodied man on the night of the full moon. These makeshift militia tried to make their rounds on the crowded stone paths, at times so bunched up that they worried they might teeter right off the edge.

The main gates to the city were shuttered, and were to be opened to no one. After one scheme tricked the city into opening the gates for the enemy a few months ago, the council decreed that anyone who opened the gate for any reason would be doing so on pain of death.

This was the sole thought in the mind of the southern gatekeeper when he saw the lone rider approach.

“Wolves!” the man shouted out “Wolves, they are coming!” he repeated. He dismounted, and then began to bang on the side of the gate “Wolves, prepare yourselves!”

“I cannot open the gate for you!” the gatekeeper replied. 

“I know, I know,” the man shouted back. “I’m as good as dead. But I must warn my village. The wolves are coming! The largest pack I’ve ever seen! They’ll be here within five minutes! Send word to the guard! Do it now, before it’s too late and they overwhelm you!” 

Just then, the night’s stillness was pierced by a distinctive howl, and the gatekeeper felt his blood run cold. He knew the rider must be speaking the truth.

“Aye,” said the gatekeeper, and began to raise the alarm. Soon, the order was given to relocate all the city’s archers to the south gate. The guard filed away from the other parapets, forming a barrier just behind the city’s gate. The howling grew louder, but none could see the wolves approaching. Then, just as the tension in the air was becoming palpable, the howls ceased.

“Maybe they’ve called it off,” one of the guards murmured to the other, as the silence began to drag. 

“Maybe the beasts saw our defense and realized attacking was pointless,” replied another.

“Run away with your tails between your legs!” a third taunted.

Just as the chatter among the men grew to a crescendo, it was pierced by the sound of a scream, followed by a series of crashes. The sound distinctly came from the northern end of the city. The wolves had breached the city’s walls – just as the guards happened to reposition themselves on the wrong side.

All eyes fell to the man at outside the gate.

“Please!” he begged. “The wolves have my wife. They made me do it. Please, I’m not a traitor! I know that…”

His desperate pleadings were cut short by an arrow to the head, and the guards and archers quickly headed north, towards the sound of the commotion.

Flashes of gray and brown fur danced upon the rooftops of the buildings in Talvion’s north quarter. Illuminated only by the moon’s silvery light, the procession of beasts all seemed to be headed in one direction. 

“Stand and deliver!” a field marshal cried out to his soldiers, most of whom were farmers and merchants with no combat experience. They tightly gripped their swords and shields, staring up at the blur of fur and collapsing buildings. 

The onslaught of fur and fangs fell upon them in an instant. The throats of many of them were torn out before they even had a chance to swing their weapons. Those that did swing hit empty air, and were subsequently pummeled into submission. Far stronger than ordinary wolves, these were-beasts were often as big as men. A few even rivaled the size of bears, and they fought with ferocity equal to that of a mother bear protecting her cubs.

The archers standing behind them immediately opened fire. Their broadside of arrows went wide, hitting as many of their own men as they did the beasts. A few of the wolves collapsed, but most of them bounded forwards and then dove snout first into the cadres of ranged infantry. Once in melee range, the wolves made mincemeat of them with a blinding flurry of fangs and claws.

With the guard dealt with, the wolves resumed their run towards the city center.

“They’re heading for the supply deposits!” cried one of the wounded men.

At this, a few wizards, who had been hiding near the royal palace at the heart of the city, began to rub their palms together, whispering incantations and focusing their energies towards the supply buildings.

The first few wolves who reached the supply buildings did not try to enter them, and even raised their paws in the air to try to warn the rest of the pack to halt. A few of the younger wolves did not see or choose not to heed this warning, and tried to claw the doors down. As they did, their fur turned to ice, and they fell to the floor, their bodies shattering upon impact with the sound of breaking glass.

The wolves suddenly turned and headed around the gates to the supply deposit, and stopping at a wooden support pole near the main castle. They began to claw and chew at it furiously, and within a few moments, the beam started to emit a sickening crunch. No longer able to support its own weight, it gave way. The platform that it was supporting fell away in turn, and the court wizards suddenly found themselves sliding downwards, towards a dozen snapping jaws.

“All is lost!” the captain of the guard cried out, as he saw the last, best line of Talvion’s defenders being torn to pieces, and the remnants of his regiment fleeing in terror. 

Soon, the wolves had finished their slaughter of the mages and returned to the supply deposit gate, eager to get at the unfrosted door. The remaining defenders had all fled, save one.

A lone female dark elf stood before the gate. Hard leather armor was wrapped around her muscular physique, and a giant silver throwing glaive rested in her right hand.

The wolves formed a half-circle around her, snarling and waiting for a signal of some kind. The largest wolf of the back provided it with a long howl, which was soon echoed by the rest of the pack. A moment later, the beasts began to charge towards her.

Chapter Two

The wolves charged forwards, their salivating fangs met nothing but empty air. A few of them were unable to halt their momentum towards the door, crashing into it nose first and letting out little yelps.

Just as the wolves were beginning to raise their smashed noses into the air to try to find her scent, the soft whistling noise of blades through air greeted their sensitive ears. The throwing glaive hurled through the air, cutting a hunk of flesh from the first wolf it hit and then ricocheting towards the next animal in the pack. In half a second, five of the wolves were down, and the glaive had returned to the elf woman’s hand. 

The beasts turned their heads and spotted the huntress, galloping in her direction. Their adversary immediately turned and ran. Four legs are much faster than two, and before long the wolves had almost closed in on her. Without turning around, she hurled the blade behind her. Just as before, the spinning blade bounced off of five wolves. Each of the animals that were hit howled furiously, the gash caused by the silver blade causing their flesh to melt away.

In less than a minute, most of the invading force had been annihilated. As the blade was about to change its arc and return to the elf’s hand, one of the surviving wolves leaped into the air. The beast swiped at the flat of the blade with his paw, and the silver weapon spun out of control, landing in a nearby barn with a dull clang.

The two surviving wolves, the biggest of the pack, growled as they cautiously advanced. The huntress ran, heading into the small wheat field next to the farm. One of her wolf pursuers seemed to be closing in at a faster clip than its comrade. The huntress pulled a crossbow from her back and trained it on the wolf at the further distance. She fired, but the beast deftly dodged the bolt. 

The wolf closest to her began to charge forward. The elf calmly reloaded, keeping her eye focused on the wolf further away. As the charging wolf closed in, it stepped on a metal plate on the ground. With a dull click, the huntress’s trap was sprung. Bags of snakes hidden in the long wheat were sliced open by the blades of the springing trap, and two dozen boa constrictors sprang into action, coiling around the wolf and attempting to crush the wind from its lungs.

The wolf at a distance lunged forward, trying to free its comrade from the snake’s embrace. The elf didn’t hesitate, firing and hitting the beast in one of its legs. The wolf yelped, but didn’t stop trying to bite away the snakes. A second arrow flying into it’s fur finally convinced it to change plans, and it galloped away, its gait uneven thanks to the bolts in its legs. The huntress followed, trying to get a parting shot. She trained her sights on the wall, hoping to penetrate the beast as it jumped.

Thanks to its wounded leg, the wolf’s jump wasn’t enough to clear the wall. The arrow flew high, and as the huntress reloaded, the beast climbed up the wall with its front legs and then skittered into the forest.

The only noises that remained of the battle were families wailing and the rending of garments. While the battle was over, the bloodshed was now only beginning. Each resident of the city had to be rounded up and inspected for bites, their clothes torn off by the surviving guards if necessary. Those that had the mark of the beast were all executed, as it had been decided by the royal council that the city could not risk reinforcing the enemy. Those that were bit would turn into werewolves by the first full moon.

“Elanai!” a voice rang out. It was clear and strident, striking a stark contrast with the futile wailings of family members begging that their sons and daughters not be put to death for the crime of being bitten. “Elanai, to the council room immediately!” 

The huntress bowed her head, and dutifully headed towards the main castle. Elanai scanned the smashed parapets and the ruined buildings, looking for a path that took her to the tallest tower. When she couldn’t find one, she jumped into the air and used her blade to grapple up the steps and headed to the main council chamber.

The room was ensconced in total darkness. The room’s only light came from the glowing red eyes of the council members.

“Elanai, is there an explanation?” 

“No,” she replied.

“Elanai has failed us! It is unforgivable” a council member moaned, referring to her in the third person. “Allowing a wolf to escape is beyond incompetent. It is criminal.”

“Elanai has been trained from your birth until this moment. More than two decades of work, for a single purpose – kill the wolves. The penalty for failure should be death.”

“Perhaps…” One of the other council members began. “Perhaps we ought to give Elanai a second chance. Her victory over the largest raiding party we’ve ever faced means the pack must be weak.”

“Are you suggesting…” began his comrade.

“Yes, a preemptive strike. Tonight. Send Elanai after the wolf’s nest.”

“Yes! Finish it now!”

“Strike while they are licking their wounds.”

“Eliminate them – all. Elanai, orders have been given. Failure means death.”

“Elanai understands,” Elanai said, and bowed.

Chapter Three

“Soldiers! At great personal cost, we have prevailed against the wolves,” a sergeant yelled into the crowd. “We have repelled them from our gates! We have won the day!” The crowd cheered.

“But shall we win the battle, but lose the war? The wolves are on the run. We’ve fought these beasts for 20 years. Now is the time to strike – to put an end to their menace once and for all. I know you are weary from battle. But let us suit up – one last time.”

The weary regiments slowly marched into Blackwood Forest. Elanai followed behind, having received orders to wait until the wolves reveal their nest to engage. 

Nobody knew for sure where the wolf nest was in Blackwood Forest. Elanai noticed that there were no obvious tracks leading into the forest, as there would be if an elvish or human raiding party had made their way through. The wolves were experts at using the treetops to conceal their movements, so Elanai and the army would have to search blind.

For hours, the regiments systematically marched through the forest, only changing direction when the trees reached a clearing. As the daylight began to approach, many of the men began to lose hope. Whispers in the ranks abounded. Some speculated that the wolves had found a way to make their encampment invisible. Others suggested that the beasts had retreated underground, or even that they had left the forest altogether after the walloping they had endured earlier in the night.

The commander seemed increasingly nervous as they reached the edges of the woods, knowing it was his neck if he returned without a victory. The army had searched for their home base hundreds of times before, and always come up empty, and this time appeared to be no different. Just as he began to give the order to double back, Elanai began to run to the front.

While the men looked for wolves or some sign of their dwelling, Elanai looked for something more specific: blood. The base would be hidden, but the trail from the wolf she had wounded out to lead them straight to them.

“Huntress!” the commander called out to Elanai. “What do you see?”

“Not see, smell. Wolf blood,” she said. 

“The wounded one leads us straight to them!” the commander shouted in jubilation. “Any elf would have cut his own throat rather than lead his enemies to his home,” he shouted, ignoring the recent example of the man at the front gate who had betrayed Talvion just a few hours earlier. 

The trail ended at the base of an unusually large tree. Bigger in girth and taller by far than any other in the forest, it nonetheless bore no suspicious markers or symbols. No tents or other structures surrounded it, and the branches contained nothing besides leaves.

“They’re here,” said Elanai, her eyes narrowing as she stared at the trunk. “Stand back,” she said, and prepared a trap at the tree’s base.

With a flick of her wrist, the trap detonated, causing a massive explosion that propelled a thousand birds to take flight and small animals to frantically scurry away. As the smoke cleared, curious soldiers gathered near the hole in the tree trunk.

“Get back!” Elanai ordered, but it was too late. Wolves began to erupt from the base of the tree like termites from burning log and immediately attacking the surrounding soldiers. Elanai, not willing to risk letting the wolves escape, flicked her wrist again, activating the second trap she had placed. Bits of fur and the legs and arms of several elvish soldiers flew through the air. 

When the smoke cleared for a second time, the ground around the tree contained only the slurry of broken bodies. Finally, the order was given to go inside.

The tree had been hollowed out, and giant metal plates reinforced it from the inside. A series of small rooms were connected by a spiral staircase. The darkness was punctuated by a few brightly lit candles, which made the tower far better illuminated than the forest, even with a full moon up above. A few wolves began to make their way down, but they faced Elanai’s throwing blade as soon as they became visible. Forced to move single file, the wolves were unable to attack as a group.

Floor by floor, the regiment ascended. Protected with Elanai’s ranged weaponry, they pushed back the wolves. The strongest wolves, Elanai reasoned, must have been killed in the raid and the initial explosions, since those that approached were felled quickly. Each wolf that approached the men was felled by a barrage of crossbow bolts, their bodies crumpling against the walls. 

As they climbed higher, the trunk grew narrower and the space became even more cramped. Finally, they reached the top. A few pups crawled on the floor, next to their mother, who had an arrow sticking out of her leg. Elanai recognized the beast as the one who she had failed to defeat during the raid.

One reason fighting off the wolves had been so difficult was the fact that werewolf pups matured at the rate of ordinary wolves. Every year, a new generation of were-beasts were ready to continue the war. 

“Finish them off!” the men cheered to Elanai. They dared not get close themselves – lest they risk being bitten. Elanai knew that the pups were too light to prove a good ricochet, even with magic. She pulled out her crossbow, aiming between the eyes of one of the pups. The mother leapt in front of the arrow, but that didn’t stop Elanai. She reloaded and continued to fire her bolts. Once the mother was dead, the rest were easy targets. They didn’t know how to dodge, and merely let out a high pitched yelp as they were hit.

When the last one had fallen, a great cheer rose, and the soldiers started the long trek down the spiral stairs.

“We’ve got them all!” one shouted.

Chapter Four

When Elanai returned to Talvion, the city was once again in the grip of chaos. This time, however, it was overcome with celebration. News of the total defeat of the wolves had spread quickly, and peasants and nobles alike celebrated in the streets. Elanai could see cutpurses and other rabble taking advantage of the general drunkenness and commotion. 

The council was nowhere to be found, though this was to be expected. They might be frequenting some of the more upscale taverns, or perhaps one of the city’s brothels. Elanai, with no orders, to carry out, paced the city restlessly. She studied the faces and the mannerisms of the villagers as they celebrated with wanton abandon. 

Hours passed, and the celebrations finally died down. Villagers aimlessly wandered through the streets in semi-conscious stupors, or simply toppled over with fatigue. To Elanai, the mass of shuffling and toppled over bodies looked remarkably similar to the conclusion of a bloody battle.

Elanai finally turned around and headed back into the forest. With no further orders to follow, she re-dedicated herself to ensuring she had completed her most recent instruction. She felt she must have missed something – that she had further business in the wolf’s tower. As troubling as it was to concede she may have overlooked a critical element during battle, it was preferable to purposelessly wandering the city. If all the wolves really were dead and gone, what was her life for?

The smell of death permeated the tower, and nature had begun to take hold of the bodies of the enemy. The candles which had so richly illuminated the tower before had turned into stumps, and the light that they offered frequently flickered and created strange, lengthy shadows. When there was enough light to see clearly, Elanai noticed that rivers of ants had already started to engulf the fallen wolves, like so many black tendrils pulling them into oblivion. As Elanai made her way up the tower, though, she found nothing unusual.

When she reached top floor, she still had found nothing. Unwilling to leave, she slowly paced the sides of the cramped, circular room. She paused every few moments, rapping on the wall with her knuckles.

Eventually, one of the segments of the wall sounded slightly different than the rest. Elanai smashed the false wall with a swift blow from her knee-high leather boot. Her heart pounded as wall crumbled. After hours of anxiety, she once again had a purpose. She knew her destiny was whatever was behind the wall.

The hidden compartment was exceedingly small, less than a square meter in size. It’s only contents were a few blankets, heaped in a pile at the far corner.

Elanai tossed the blankets aside, and at last found her target: a pup. It was exceedingly small, far tinier than the other pups she had killed in the adjoining room. Its fur was bright silver, flecked with white. 

As Elanai notched another bolt into her crossbow, she noticed that the pup was breathing irregularly. The tiny chest bounced up and down in rapid spasms. 

Elanai pointed the weapon at the pup just as it managed to raise its head, making eye contact with her. It yelped and moaned in high pitched squeals, while slowly batting the long eyelashes adoring its yellow eyes. Her hand trembled as she pulled the trigger, causing the bolt to miss and thud against the wall. She reached into her pack to ready another bolt, but found she had just shot her last one.

For a moment, she considered using her throwing glaive, but didn’t want to risk it bouncing around in this confined space. She resolved to simply stomp the thing out of existence, stepping forwards and tentatively raising one boot.

Just as she was about to lower her foot, the pup struggled forwards, and began to lick at her other boot. Elanai could feel the warm wetness of the pup’s saliva, and stepped back. The pup hobbled forwards, struggling to follow her. 

Elanai crouched down, and reached out with her gloved hands, intent on breaking the pup’s neck. Instead, the pup pressed its head directly into her hands, nuzzling against her intently and continuing to cry out. It took drops falling on her forearm for Elanai to realize tears were streaming down her face.

She scooped up the pup and placed him into her arrow pack, which has previously held the bolts she had used to slay the little beast’s family. Then, she made her descent down the tower.

~

Elanai didn’t return to Talvion. She knew she might have success concealing the pup for a while, but didn’t want to risk anyone noticing when it came to. Instead, she headed for a river on the far side of the forest, which ended in a waterfall. Behind that, was a long cave nobody knew of, save herself. Discovered during one of her many hunting trainings in the woods, she knew the sound of the onrushing water would render a wolf’s cries silent even to a villager a few feet away. 

Once she ducked under the onrushing torrent of water and into the cave, she pulled the pup from her pack. It’s yelping had only grown louder. Elanai pulled out a cloth she used to clean blood from her weapons and used it as a blanket, hoping it calm it down.

She considered going hunting to provide it with some food, but thought better when she saw that the thing hadn’t grown in any teeth yet. How was it supposed to chew? Instead, she decided to head to Talvion to see if she could find some softer food fit for a delicate mouth. Before she left, she took out the chain mechanism for one of her traps. She removed the triggering device, using the chain and its clamp as a makeshift collar. The pup let out a little whine when it was snapped on. 

When Elanai returned to town, kept her eyes out for women with babies the way she had once kept an eye open for wolf movements. Finally, she saw a zaftig woman with a baby in tow. Elanai felt shocked, if not surprised, to see the woman casually reveal her sizable breast for the baby to suckle.

“Looking for something to do?” a voice spoke behind Elanai.

“No,” she said, a little too quickly. She turned around to find one of the council members, a sly grin on his face.

“You’ve served us well, Elanai. I hope you can manage in the coming time of peace,” he began. “Too many soldiers seem to be unable to let go of war, even when they’ve left the battlefield,” he said. “Let the past go. Don’t take the wolves with you,” he said. “Rest well until…until we need you again.”

“I understand,” she replied, her voice shaking just a little. The council member said nothing in reply, but raised an eyebrow skeptically. Elanai turned and headed back towards the forest. Her training as a huntress had revealed to her the properties of many types of herbs, which she began gathering from the forest floor. A quick spell to enhance their effectiveness would be all she’d need.

Elanai thought back to when she’d first learned the herb’s function. At the time, she had assumed it was useless. The only thing she’d ever do with the herb, she thought, was avoid it. But she had remembered it well: blessed thistle. 

When she returned to the cave, she heard the pup crying again and desperately trying to break free of the chain and crawl towards her. She carefully undid both the chain and the collar, and then removed her leather armor, and then her undershirt. Her slender, muscled chest hardly looked motherly, but she could already feel the effects of her herbal potion working. 

Elanai lay down, and placed the pup on her stomach, and slowly guided it’s nose to her nipple. The fur of it’s chin tickled, but Elanai felt content and closed her eyes. Within a few moments, the feel of the mouth seemed to change. Elanai looked down to find that her pup had changed into a baby, which was still nursing eagerly.

“Must be dawn,” she said aloud. “Long night.”

Chapter Five

Six Months Later

“Wake up! Wake up, Were-Ma!”

“I’m awake, Coby,” she said, yawning a little. 

“The steam vents are ready, Were-Ma!” Coby said, pulling her arm towards the deeper end of the cave. 

“I know what that means,” Elanai said. She pulled their clothes and blankets from the line. The vents, which irregularly pumped hot air from some unknown underground source, had left the items not just dry, but warm to the touch and fluffier than normal. Soon, she heaped the items in a pile on top of Coby, who giggled with glee. No part of him was visible, save a few tufts of his long, wild hair. It was silver flecked with white, just like his fur when in wolf form.

“Mm…warm,” he said. 

“Today I thought we’d so something special,” she said. “Today I’ll teach you to hunt.”

“Hunt?” he asked innocently, still under the clothing pile. “Are you sure I’m old enough?”

“I was ten when I learned to hunt,” Elanai said. “I’m guessing that’s how old you are, given that you pups grow so fast.”
 

“Will I get to meet other werewolves?” he asked.

“No, Coby,” Elanai said, reaching down under the blankets and rubbing his forehead. “I’ve told you this before, you’re the last one. That’s why I took you in, and became your Were-Ma.”

“Aww,” he said, crawling on his hands and knees out of the pile. Elanai smiled. When he crawled, he moved just like he did in wolf form. 

They walked outside, and Elanai helped Coby hold her crossbow. It was too big for his little hands, but he was able to hold it steady after a few tries. Within an hour, he was able to hit the center of a tree stump.

“Now we wait,” Elanai said. She and Coby lay on the forest floor, for what seemed like an eternity to the latter. Finally, the leaves rustled and a deer cautiously presented itself. 

“Coby, here’s your chance,” Elanai whispered, as Coby raised the weapon. “Fire,” she said.

“But…” Coby started. Elanai could hear his breathing begin to increase rapidly. “But, I might hurt it.”

“That’s the idea,” Elanai said. “This is hunting.” 

“I can’t,” he said, and began to lower the crossbow. Elanai grasped his hands, not letting him release the weapon. She tensed her index fingers, intent on forcing his hands to squeeze the trigger. Blood rushed to hear ears as her awareness of the situation seemed to fade, and she paused. 

Coby used his free feet to kick at a rock. The noise spooked the deer, which bounded away. Coby wriggled out from under her grip, and started to run back to the cave, crying.

Elanai didn’t follow him. Instead, she closed her eyes.

~

“Elanai, fire!” she heard. “Kill it!”

“No,” she sniveled. “Please, don’t make me do it.”

“You’re a huntress,” said the voice. “You kill to live and you live to kill. You have no choice.” 

Hands joined her own, and her fingers were forced to squeeze the trigger. The arrow flew, landing into the neck of a rabbit.

Elanai looked away, not wanting to see the carnage she had wrought. But the hand forced her neck to turn back. 

Later, she cooked the rabbit on a stick, and ate it. She was told if she vomited, she’d have to kill two rabbits and eat them the next day. 

She had to swallow her own puke, but she kept it down. And after that, she never hesitated to pull the trigger.

~

Elanai rose to her feet, feeling disoriented and dizzy. She headed back towards the cave, and found Coby leaning up against the wall. His tears had begun to dry.

“When you bring back meat for us to eat, does it come from hunting?” he asked.

“Yes,” Elanai answered, after a moment of hesitation.

“I understand. I’m ready to go back,” Coby said. 

“No, you don’t need to,” Elanai said. “There are other ways for us to live than being hunters.”

“But I want to be a hunter,” Coby said. “I don’t want to let you down,” he said, burying his face in his hands and whimpering a little. He sounded almost like a pup, Elanai thought.

“You haven’t let me down. Actually, I’m very proud of you. When I was young, I was trained to be a huntress,” she explained. “There was never anything else I was told I could be.”

“When were you told you could be a Were-Ma?” he asked, looking up at her with his eyes wide.

“Nobody told me that,” she replied, sitting down next to him by the wall.

“Then, how did you know you could be?” he asked, as he crawled on top of her lap. He rested his back against her stomach, the back of his head on her breasts.

“I didn’t,” she said, slowly running her hands through his hair and lightly stroking his forehead. “I never had a family of any kind before you. I just found you and decided to keep you.”

“Why did you pick me?” he asked.

“I didn’t pick you out of a litter,” she said, playfully pinching his cheek. “You’re the last werewolf.”

“What happened to the rest of us?” he asked.

“They passed away,” she replied after a brief pause.

“Why?”

“You ask a lot of questions,” she said. 

“Tell me,” he begged, as he turned around. He gave her an expression she had called “puppy eyes,” and batted his lashes repeatedly.

“There was a…conflict between the Talvion and the wolves. The elves of Talvion won. That’s why there are no more wolves, and that’s why I’ve said you must never get close to the village, even during the day,” she said, unable to say the full truth.

“What’s a conflict?” he asked. “Did it have to happen? Why?”

“When you’re older, you’ll understand. You’ll feel the urge to leave the cave, especially at the full moon,” Elanai said. “You have to resist that. If you leave here and any of the elves of Talvion find you, they’ll kill you, too,” she said, stroking the slightly pointed chin of his cherubic face.

“Don’t worry, Were-Ma. I’ll never want to leave you,” he said. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” Elanai replied, and felt tears come again.

Chapter Six

Four Months Later

Nearly every boy becomes a man, eventually. Coby experienced it suddenly. Just as Elanai predicted, the call of the wild started to prove irresistible to him, especially on nights with a full moon.

The first time he tried to sneak out, he was still small enough for Elanai to stop him with a full body tackle. She held him in her arms, as he kicked and bit at her. The next day, he cried when he saw the scratches he had inflicted upon her.

But Coby had grown large – too large to contain with her bare hands. Elanai was forced to lay a series of non-lethal traps to contain him.

“Can’t something be done to stop this?” he asked. “Surely someone at the village must have done research on us.”

“None. You were all killed on sight, never captured,” she said. “And I don’t dare ask about it now.” 

“I don’t want to go,” he tried to explain, as he anxiously glanced towards the mouth of the cave. The low level of light reflecting from the water told him sunset was approaching. “I don’t want to want to go,” he said.

“I know,” Elanai said, hugging him closely. “Lycanthropy. It is both a blessing and a curse,” she explained. “Great strength at great cost.”

“It’s getting stronger,” he said. “Every month, I remember less and less. I become more and more of an animal.”

“It’s only natural,” Elanai replied with a sigh. “I wish I had planned ahead a little bit more, anticipated this somehow. Thought of a way to help, perhaps. I didn’t. I’m sorry.”

Coby started to answer, but instead only swallowed. Elanai could tell just by looking at him that his elfhood was beginning to slip away. His delicately pointed chin elongated, while his peaked elvish ears rounded and rose towards the top of his head. 

He retained enough of himself to retreat to the rear of the cave, removing his clothes as he went. More than a few times he had neglected this step, and the garments were stretched and shredded by the transformation.

Elanai followed him, his change well underway. She could hear him begin to growl as he dropped on all fours, pacing nervously. Fur sprouted from his face and his back, spreading to the rest of his growing body. Despite the fact that he was a scrawny, gangly young man, he was quite large and bulky as a wolf. He would have been one of the leaders, had there been other werewolves left for him to lead. Perhaps, Elanai though as she looked upon his increasingly large form, that is why the wolves sealed him off from the others. 

It was a full moon night, so she knew it would be a struggle. Fortunately, she had prepared well. She had installed a weight-sensitive mechanical spring, which connected to several chains. As soon as his weight reached a critical threshold, he’d be immobilized.

Three sounds echoed the cave, at nearly the same moment: a ferocious howl, a soft click, and then a sharp whir. The chains flew out, and each one of Coby’s limbs was restrained. Howls and growls quickly gave way to desperate whimpering. 

“I’m so sorry,” Elanai said, as she walked into the cave and saw Coby writhing on the floor. She leaned in and tried to stroke his furry chin, but he turned away and refused to meet her gaze. Elanai turned away and started walking towards her bedroll.

It was hard for her to sleep with his cries of frustration, but the alternative was to stay up all night and sleep during the day. She didn’t want to miss out on spending time with him when he became himself again, especially if he needed her help.

She awoke not from the dawn, but from the sound of hooves splashing through the river. Was it a wild horse, a lost merchant, a raiding party? She couldn’t tell. But the noise had excited Coby, too. He struggled with the chains with a bestial ferocity. 

A might roar accompanied the sickening crunch of the metal hooks holding the chains being ripped from the rock. Coby was free, and began bounding towards the mouth of the cave, eager to confront the mysterious sound. 

“No!” she cried, jumping into his path. Her weight wasn’t enough to stop him, and he continued to lurch forwards, her arms wrapped around his sturdy neck. He reached the waterfall, and Elanai could feel the mist from the onrushing water kiss her face.

“Coby, listen to me, I know you’re in there. They’ll kill you,” she tried to warn. At the phrase ‘kill’ his eyes began to glow red, and he began to grind his teeth. Elanai tried to tighten her grip, but the stronger she held on, the more Coby rocked his body back and forth, trying to throw her off. 

“Coby, do you want to play?” she asked, trying a different tactic. “Coby, let me go get the blankets from the steam vents,” she offered. The vents hadn’t produced any steam in three months – an eternity from Coby’s perspective – but she hoped the memory of his favorite activity as a pup might bring him back from the brink. She could see his eyes were returning to their natural, yellow shade.

“Do you see any sign of the wolves?” she heard a man’s voice call out. So it was a hunting party – and somehow, someone in Talvion suspected that not all the wolves had died. Coby’s ears perked up, and he resumed grinding his teeth. Elanai knew a single growl or howl would be enough to finish him.

For a moment, she considered picking up her throwing glaive and killing whoever was outside. But she had no way of knowing how many of them there were, or if one might see the struggle and report back to the others, bringing a larger contingent next time. The best course of action had to be evading detection.

“Don’t make a sound,” she instructed Coby, but this only made his muscles go tense. In a combat situation, it only felt natural for Elanai to issue orders and take action, but it wasn’t working.

“You’re safe,” she whispered. “I’ve got you,” she added, trying to recapture that brief moment of calm she had instilled in him when she mentioned the blankets. His breathing started to slow, and his attempts to throw her from her back ceased. 

Light began to stream in from the water. Dawn was coming. If she could hold him for just a few more moments, they’d be safe.

“I’ll always have you,” she said. “You’ll always be my little pup,” she added, stroking him behind the ears. “My perfect little puppy, my darling, my Were-Baby,” she cooed, and he flopped over on the floor. She rubbed his soft, furry belly as tresses of her hair dangled in front of his face.

She heard the sound of the horses again, but this time, the galloping indicated that they were heading away. Light from the waterfall began to dance on their faces. Dawn had arrived.

Chapter Seven

As Elanai held Coby, she could feel him begin to change as he struggled to stand. His soft fur receded, leaving her hands touching his bare, smooth skin. The claws on his paws retracted and his long, bony fingers emerged. His large, bulky frame diminished, leaving him with bony slender shoulders and narrow hips. She could feel the bones from his hip and his shoulder protruding ever so slightly. 

Coby’s face rearranged itself, his snout melting away, and his long teeth shrank back into his gums. Elanai could feel the immense weight she had wrestled with lessening – first into merely heaviness, then at an equilibrium, and finally just slightly lighter than she was.

Her arms were still wrapped tightly around his neck and her lips were near his ear. 

“I’m glad I was able to reach you,” she said. “Do you remember what happened, what was said?”

“Yes, you were fantastic.” he replied. He was still trembling. “You know, just because the sun came up…that doesn’t mean…” he began, but trailed off. 

“Doesn’t mean I have to stop?” she asked, running her hands through his silver hair the same way she had stroked his fur. “Is that what you were trying to say?”

“Yes,” he said, in a voice somewhere between a squeak and a whisper.

“Good boy,” she said, feeling his arms trembling. “You did it. I’m so proud of you.” Coby didn’t reply, but he kept breathing heavy. His panting was perhaps all that he now retained of his wolf form.

Still propping himself up on all fours, he finally let himself drop to the floor of the cave. Elanai fell with him. Their bodies made contact, and Elanai held him close.

“You’re safe,” she said. “You’re all mine, my wonderful boy,” she said, stroking his cheek. They rolled around a little, and he ended up face down on her chest.

“Your heartbeat is so soothing,” he said, a single tear streaking across his face, and touching her breast. It was surprisingly warm.

She ran her hands up and down his delicate frame. He had not trained to become a hunter, and despite the fact that he had grown into a man, his muscles had remained largely underdeveloped. Elanai reveled in the weakness of his frame. It was innocent, untainted by the brutal training and bloody battles that had served to turn her own body into a hard, sinewy, killing machine. 

As Elanai gently caressed his body and continued to whisper maternal, motherly words into his ear, she could begin to feel his heartbeat increase. Soon, she could feel his erection pressing against her leg.

She froze – not sure what he wanted. Was he embarrassed? Disgusted? Afraid?

“Don’t stop,” he begged. “Please.”

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll always be here to protect you. To take care of you. I’ll always be your Were-Ma.”

With each word, he grew a little harder, his erection digging a little further up her leg. Her hesitation was gone. Nothing felt more natural.

She leaned down, looking into his eyes, expecting to see the kind of angry, determined lust she saw in men that had frequented brothels. If that was the case, then so be it – she would be whatever he needed her to be. 

Instead, she saw in his eyes only the glow of unconditional love and adoration, the same glow she had seen in him so often as a child. Her desire for her wasn’t misplaced lust in the heat of the moment, but a natural outgrowth of their enduring, tender, loving connection.

His face brushed against her cleavage, and she could feel the gentle flick of his lashes against the tops of her breasts and the tiny tickle of his stubble a little lower. He didn’t need to say what he wanted, he just needed to nuzzle for a moment. She knew.

With a single, firm motion, she tore her top open, exposing her breasts to him. He latched onto one of her nipples and suckled eagerly, just as he’d done as a child. She encouragingly rubbed the back of his head. 

“Good boy,” she said, and then repeated over and over. He pawed at her other breast, squeezing and touching at it with curious, gentle motions. She wished she had some holy thistle to give her milk, so that she could recreate their first moment of bonding more perfectly.

When he pulled his lips away, it was with a wet popping sound. He had held onto her nipple until the last moment, and the stretching and sudden release of it caused and small electric current of pleasure to run its way down her back. Meanwhile, she lifted her thick thigh, gently pressing up against his crotch. They both giggled and moaned.

She rolled him over, so that he was beneath her, and pressed her lips against his. He didn’t know what a kiss was, but when he opened his mouth to ask, she dove right in. Her tongue penetrated his mouth, swirling around rapidly. Cody’s eyes rolled back with pleasure. Elanai’s fingers danced their way down his slender chest, pausing for a moment to playfully pinch at his nipples. She continued downwards, going past his hairy tummy and finally touching his erection. Each time her fingers brushed him, his body twitched in pleasure. Each little spasm caused his legs, his arms, and his tongue to move in slightly different ways. 

Just a few minutes ago, Elanai thought, he had been shaking with desire to leave the cave. Now, he was shaking with desire for her. One passion had consumed and replaced the other. 

Elanai moved her lips towards his ear, tonguing it just slightly. “I love you, my Were-Baby. My good boy,” she said, as she stroked his forehead and ran her fingers through his hair in a motherly way. She laid a trail of kisses across his closed eyes and his forehead, then leaned forward a bit and gently ground her breasts onto his face. “You’re so beautiful,” she said, as she looked down at him.

With a series of loud yelps and squeals, he came. A few moments later, he slipped into unconsciousness, his face wearing a wide grin.

Chapter Eight

For two days, the cave was their paradise. Elanai and Coby melted together, experiencing passion beyond words. Elanai held him on her lap and soothed him into peaceful relaxation, expertly massaged him, and lit his every nerve on fire with her maternal words and her strong hands. More than once he returned the favor, his elvish tongue working as hard as though it were a wolf’s. When they were spent, they cuddled together languidly and gazed into each other’s eyes, or they ran their fingers through each other’s hair playfully.  

On the third day, Elanai knew she had to leave.

“Where are you going?” Coby asked, as Elanai suited up in her combat gear. 

“Talvion,” she answered. “I have to find out why they were looking for you.”

“I want to come,” Coby whined.

“No,” she insisted firmly. “Even as you are in the day, it’s too risky. If they know there’s a wolf, then they’ll be looking for someone like you. Someone that doesn’t know the ways of the village,” she said. “You might do something totally innocent and give yourself away.”

“I’m sure you can protect me,” Coby insisted.

“If I was sure the village was the same was it was when I left it, perhaps. But I have no idea what’s waiting for me. I just need to know why they’re looking for you, and if we need to leave the forest,” she said.

“Leave the forest?” Coby asked. “But...this is my home!”

“Talvion was my home, and I left it,” said Elanai. “We do what we must to survive. You will stay in the cave until I return,” she instructed.

Rather than hunt, Coby had taken to making rope and cloth from the different kinds of vines and moss that carpeted the forest floor, and then trading with travelling merchants on the road to acquire food. For several hours, Coby sat and diligently wove moss. 

Curiosity, though, finally got the better of him, and he stepped out of the cave on his own for the first time. He headed towards the village – or at least, he followed Elanai’s tracks. Nobody but him could have recognized the light markings of her boot, which barely scrapped the floor of the forest.

At last, he found his way past the trees and saw the great walls of the city for the first time. The magnificence of the place was breathtaking.

As he headed towards the main gate, he was stopped by a young man around his age. He had blonde hair and a gray scar above his right eyebrow.

“You look lost,” the man said.

“I’m…a merchant from another village,” he said. “I was separated from my caravan.”

“Well, it’s not safe to travel on your own these days,” the man said. “Do you have any of your wares with you?”

Coby nodded, and showed the man some of his ropes. 

“Fantastic. I’ a farmer, so I don’t have much, but I’ll treat you to a home cooked meal if you can let me have some of those. My plowhorse would appreciate it, at least. I’m Felkir, by the way.” 

“Coby,” he replied, and agreed and the two headed to a small shack just outside the city’s gates.

“I see a kitchen, but no bedroll,” Coby said, surveying the interior of the small building. Did city dwellers just sleep on the floor?

“Of course not, I’m not fool enough to sleep here,” the Felkir explained, as he ladled out something he called “pumpkin stew” to Coby.

“Why not?” Coby asked.

“Don’t tell me you haven’t heard the rumors. The wolves! Some say they’re back,” Felkir said, lowering his voice to a whisper.

“I thought…they were all killed,” Coby said slowly, trying to act casual. “Great soup, by the way,” he added.

“I thought so, too,” Felkir replied. “About the wolves, that is, not the soup. And I ought to know, I was there.”

“There – where?” Coby asked.

“I was part of the raid into the woods, almost a year ago. The night we killed ‘em all, or so we thought,” Felkir explained. “I got this scar when one of them jumped me. She stopped it before the thing could bite me.” 

“She?” asked Coby. “Who?”

“The most celebrated woman who ever lived in Talvion, Elanai. Ever heard of her?” he asked.

“No,” Coby answered. 

“Well, you ought to have. She led the raid up the tower, at the northwest edge of the forest. She was the best warrior we ever had. She slaughtered them all! Mercilessly! It was pure glory,” Felkir beamed. “Going into battle at her side was the proudest moment of my life.”

“Well, if the wolves are back, will she go hunt them again?” Coby asked, feeling afraid of such a foe. Surely, though, Were-Ma would be able to be more than a match for her, he thought.

“Nobody has seen her since that day. She just vanished. The higher ups think they trained her too well, that with no more wolves to kill, she had no purpose and just committed suicide. Others think she decided to head another city, hoping to find more monsters to fight,” said Felkir. “If that’s true, I hope that city’s able to make good use of her unique skill with a crossbow and glaive.”

A dark thought suddenly began to creep across Coby’s mind. “Surely, many know how to use a crossbow and a throwing blade…” he started.

“No, not many could use it like she did,” Felkir said. “She was a master, a trained specialist.” 

“And was she the only one to go missing from the village after the raid?” Coby asked.

“Yes. Everyone else came home or was dead – or executed, for being bitten. Nobody was unaccounted for, but her,” Felkir explained. 

“Nobody but her…” Coby repeated, piecing the evidence together in his mind. A warrior woman, specially trained to hunt…it all added up to one horrifying conclusion.

“Such as shame. Nobody could kill wolves like her. I’ll be honest. I was brave to go into battle, but I didn’t kill a single wolf while I marched up that tower. It was her. She killed them all,” Felkir explained. “I saw her even kill the pups without blinking an eye. How could any be alive now?”

Coby bolted from the table, tripping on a carelessly placed footstool. As he fell, he vomited on the floor, retching multiple times. 

“Hey, now, my soup wasn’t that bad,” Felkir said, chuckling a little. “I guess your stomach has to be raised on Talvion food to take it,” he added with a shrug.

Coby rose to his feet and ran out the front door, heading into the trees. He tried to bash his head against a rock and un-hear everything he had just heard. When that didn’t work, he meekly lay on the forest floor, sobbing. When no more tears would come, he slowly walked deeper into the woods. 

Chapter Nine

Elanai didn’t learn much from her reconnaissance efforts. Through discrete eavesdropping of caravans just outside the city, she learned that Talvion believed she was dead and that the wolves were somehow alive. It was a strange proposition – since Coby had never left the cave as a wolf, did other wolves from the tower somehow escape? How was that possible?

The question faded from her mind quickly when she returned to the cave, as a more pressing problem presented itself: Coby was nowhere to be found. Absent a sign of a struggle, it seemed impossible that he had been abducted. There was no note, no indication of where he had gone or why. Elanai had made it back well before sunset, so she knew his departure wasn’t motivated by wanderlust.

She spent the night scouring the forest, hoping to find some sign of him. When those efforts failed, she returned to Talvion. Perhaps, she thought, one of the merchants with whom he traded had travelled there and knew something. She didn’t dare allow herself to think of the alternative. 

As she approached the city’s gates, she saw a number of farmers. They struck her as an oddity – when she lived in the city, venturing outside the gates was to risk death. She was ready to enter when she spotted something irregular: a horse plowing a field, with the aid of Coby’s distinctive vine rope.

“Bless my eyes!” the farmer said, as he spotted Elanai. “You’ve returned!”

She darted as fast as her out of practice legs would carry her in his direction.

“That rope, where did you get it?” she shouted at him. 

“A travelling merchant,” he replied, an expression of confusion plastered on his face.

“Liar!” she shouted, pulling a crossbow bolt from her pack and placing the blade edge against his throat. “Try that again and you’ll regret it.”

“It’s the truth,” he gurgled. “I don’t remember his name.”

“What did he look like?” Elanai demanded, desperate to find the merchant she believed had encountered Coby.

“Young man, silver hair. He asked a lot of questions about wolves. About you. Said he’d never heard of you,” the farmer replied, sounding a little calmer. “But I told him. Told him everything about the glory days, the raid…”

Elanai hung her head. The moment she had tried to shield Colby from his entire life had come to pass. He now knew what she could never bear to tell him about his comrades, about his family, and about herself.

“Where did he go?” Elanai asked, when she had recovered her composure. 

“I…I don’t know, he just ran off. Do you think he’s a wolf? Should we be on the lookout for him?” he asked nervously. “Is that why you’ve come back? Are we to go to battle again against the wolves? The council says they are everywhere…”

“The wolves are back?” Elanai asked. “Have you seen them?”

“Well, no, I haven’t…but, there are rumors…”

Elanai glanced around. Her interrogation was increasingly becoming a spectacle. People were watching, and she knew she had to act fast. She thought about killing the man – after all, he knew Coby’s description and suspected the truth.

She pressed the arrow against his neck, ready to slice, but her hand trembled. Elanai let the bolt drop, and turned around silently. Her killing had already caused enough heartbreak, she thought. One more death wouldn’t make things any better. 

“Where are you going?” the man asked, as soon as he had recovered from the shock of nearly having his throat slit. “Off to fight the wolves?”

Elanai didn’t reply. Instead, headed back into the woods at a run. She was indeed going on one last wolf hunt. 

Chapter Ten

The last time she had walked into these woods to seek out wolves, she was groping around in the dark relying on blood trails. Now, Elanai knew exactly where she was going. 

Even at her fastest speed, arriving at her destination felt like an eternity. Finally, a little before sunset, she arrived at the old tower. The candles that had once lit the place had long since gone out, but new holes and cracks in the walls provided many sheets of light from the fading sun outside. Inside, nature had claimed everything, even the bones of the dead. All that remained were faint bloodstains and a few scratches on the wall where her arrows and throwing weapons had landed.

When Elanai reached the top, she was face to face with Coby. He was sitting down with his eyes closed, on the spot were the wolf Elanai presumed was his mother had died. She froze, not sure what to say or how to say it. Facing this one wolf – her own – was more terrifying than facing an entire army of beasts.

“I’m sorry,” she said at last. “I didn’t have the courage to tell you the truth before. I thought you would hate me. I know I was a butcher,” she continued. “I killed all of your brothers and sisters. I took you in, but the only reason why you needed to be taken in was because I killed you real mother.”

“I only have one mother,” Coby finally spoke as he opened his eyes. “You.”

“Do you forgive me?” she asked, her voice becoming tighter and more pinched.

“There is nothing to forgive,” he said, and rushed to embrace her. “Why did you save me?” he asked, once they were in each other’s arms. “What made me different than the rest?

“Because I loved you,” said Elanai. “I don’t know how or why but when I saw you, I knew.”

“You’ve got a knack for finding me,” Coby remarked, as they finished their tight hug. “Was I so easy to track?”

“I didn’t need to track you,” Elanai explained. “Where else would you go? You wanted to find the other wolves, and the farmer told you this was where they last lived. I know you’d follow your heart.”

“There aren’t any more wolves, are there?” Coby asked.

“I don’t think so,” replied Elanai. “Why would there be? There’s a simpler explanation: the council is just making it up, to regain power. It’s easier to keep control of a terrified populace. You really are the last wolf,” she said.

“But…maybe not forever,” Coby began. “Perhaps the rumors deserve to be substantiated.”

“How?” Elanai asked. 

“I’ll let you guess,” Coby said, a little, devious grin on his face. “Where did you find me?” he asked. “It was here, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, over there behind the smashed wall,” Elanai replied. Coby took her by the hand and slowly led her into the small compartment. The blankets which once served to hide him were still there, although moths had eaten out small holes.

Coby leaned down and kissed her boot, same as he once had as a pup. He then made a trail of kisses up her legs, her stomach, her chest, and finally her neck and ears. 

“Yes,” she whispered, as he hungrily chewed on her earlobe. With unsteady fingers, he clumsily attempted to remove all of the little clasps and fasteners of her leather armor. She didn’t endeavor to assist him, enjoying witnessing him struggle. The longer each clasp took to undo, the faster he was breathing and the more eagerness she could see upon his face.

The last of her armor gone, Coby began to remove his own clothes – this task was accomplished with relatively little effort. Once they were nude, Elanai and Coby crumpled together against the wall. He ran his hands through her dark hair and kissed her passionately, his tongue first tracing the outsides of her lips and then delving into her mouth. She sucked on his tongue gently as she playfully pulled on fistfuls of his wild hair.

Elanai could feel his hands running over her body, eagerly trying to explore every last inch of her skin. The chiseled, hard body of one year ago had faded somewhat through lack of training, a thin layer of flab coating her hard-earned muscles. Coby, though, wasn’t complaining. He squeezed at both her slight creases of fat that clung to her shoulders and stomach as well as the strong muscles of her arms and thighs with the same lustful grunts.

She sighed when his hands focused on her breasts. The uneven squeezing, grazing and touching was somehow like a man, a boy, and an animal all in one. Her chest was electrified when his mouth came down on her right nipple and suckled while his tongue flicked against her furiously. He flicked and pinched at her other nipple with his hand. 

They rolled back and forth together. When Elanai was on top, she let her long hair fall into his face and kissed at and nibbled on his lips. When he was on top, he grasped her hands tightly and pressed their faces together, their eyes locking intently. They stopped when Coby was lying on the blankets that had sheltered him as a child. 

As their hips started to lock together, Elanai felt it was fitting that they cross this final barrier together in the spot where she had first found him. The small room was like a womb from where she had plucked him, she thought as she could feel him slowly slide into her. It was only natural that he’d return to his own womb as he made love to the woman he saw as his mother.

“I love you, Were-Ma,” he said, when he was entirely enveloped by her. 

“I love you too, Coby,” she said. Slowly their hips started to grind back and forth. “My Were-Baby,” she cooed, and he thrust a little harder. “My perfect, brave boy,” she said, prompting a little gasp of delight. “My son,” she whispered at last, and tears streamed down his cheeks as he held her tightly.

“I’ve always wanted you,” he confessed as their chests mashed together. “I’ve always loved you this way.”

“Me too,” she said, grasping his face and kissing his forehead. “I just didn’t realize it.”

Their lovemaking was gentle, rhythmic, and peaceful – at first. As time passed, Elanai could feel him growing bigger, stronger, larger inside her. His breathing starting coming in with faster grunts and hotter blasts of air. Elanai could feel his fur starting to grow in as she ran her hands down his back. 

Elanai could feel him change, and could feel his self control slip away. Finally, she understood what Coby had intended. She knew that, if she so desired, she could stop his plan. But she didn’t want to stop him. All she could do was enjoy the sharp pleasure that engulfed her. 

As he came, he howled, and then let his lengthening teeth sink into her neck. This set her off the edge, pain combining with pleasure as she climaxed. She had fought so long and so hard to protect herself and everyone in Talvion from what was happening to her. It felt freeing to finally let it happen, to surrender the struggle to the pleasure and to the bestial part of her nature. She would now bear the mark – as well as the curse and the blessing – of her baby, forever.

Coby howled in triumph, and Elanai cried with joy. Nothing, she knew, would come between her and her Coby ever again.

Epilogue

Coby had doubled the number of wolves in the forest in one night. Now, when he felt his wanderlust, both he and his love yielded to it. The forest once again contained wolves.

Still, both of them knew this was only the beginning. In no time at all, Elanai’s stomach started to swell. They both knew that she was going to give birth to a magnificent litter of pups. Together, they’d start an entire pack, Coby insisted.

Nothing pleased Coby more than touching Elanai’s magnificently swollen belly, or trying to trace the outline of his future pups through her skin. Nothing was more appealing to him during sex than writhing against her stomach if she was on top, or patting and cradling it if he was behind her. When they slept, he often tried to rest his head there, hoping to hear separate heartbeats.

“How will we keep them secret during the night if there are so many of us?” Elanai asked, as the date for childbirth grew near.

“Perhaps we won’t,” suggested Coby. “Let’s bite whoever discovers us. We could turn all of Talvion if we wanted!”

“It would be a fitting end for the city,” Elanai agreed. “And an even more fitting conclusion to my career as a wolf hunter.”
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