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THE CONVERSATION

	NOBODY NOTICED THE WOLF. His large, furred figure crowded her field of view as he sat down across the table from her. For a brief moment, she choked. Her red wine cast a fine spray over the pristine tablecloth, leaving a shadow where the wolf’s claws had rested, paw pads down as if he were comfortable there. Was the wine making her see things?

	Grace glanced around, uncertain of what to feel. Was fear the appropriate response when nobody else seemed afraid? It had been stranger still when he’d opened his mouth and offered her a polite greeting.

	“Are you new in town?” he asked as he perused the menu.

	There was no meal on there large enough for the likes of him. When he spoke, flashes of his teeth and fangs peeked out from behind his lips. He didn’t appear self-conscious of it at all. Nor did he seem concerned that he stood out rather boldly among the rest of the room.

	The other patrons were largely farmers and their families. Grace was stopped at the first small town of many and wondered if they’d all be so strange.

	“No,” she answered. “I’m only passing through. I’m on a trip and will leave again tomorrow morning.”

	“You’ll be staying at the guest house then,” he mumbled.

	There was only one place to stay in town: a quiet, dated guest house at the end of the main street. There wasn’t a single item of furniture that didn’t creak, as if groaning from decades of overuse. 

	“What are you doing here, then?” he asked, pulling his eyes from the menu and glancing at her bottle of wine. 

	“Would you like a glass?” she offered. 

	“No, no, I shouldn’t,” he answered. “It is terrible for my figure and turns me into such a beast. Besides, I’ve already had my dinner.” 

	“Here?” she asked, looking around. 

	Had he been there the entire time? Had she missed him somehow?

	“When morning comes, where will you be going?” he asked. 

	He was a nosy creature. Grace took a sip as she pondered just how much she should tell him. He leaned back, the chair bending beneath his weight, and tucked his paws behind his head. 

	“To Cragspire Peak,” she said. “It’s been on my bucket list for a while.” 

	His amber eyes took in every detail of her small figure, and she nervously crossed her arms in front of her. The world was strange enough without talking wolves. Grace was well out of her depths. 

	“The Crag?” He lowered his paws from behind his head and let out a chuckle. “You don’t seem like much of a hiker.” 

	“How would you know that?” Her brows fell into their signature furrow as she spat the words out. 

	“I’ve seen many hikers here for the peak,” he explained, unconcerned about her changing mood. “They’re usually a little more tanned, slightly podgier, and…much more excited about it than you.” 

	“Well, I’m not lying to you. I’m here to hike the peak,” she said defiantly. 

	The waiter delivered her food, paying no mind to the panting thing across from her. Was she finally losing her mind? That might have been a suitable explanation, only nobody seemed to react when she spoke. Surely, if she’d been speaking out loud to something imaginary, they might have at the very least offered a concerned glance?

	“I didn’t mean to offend you,” he said with a grin.

	It was a toothy, wide grin. The kind she knew hid a large tongue and a cavernous mouth. The tip of his tail shot out over the edge of the table and quickly back again. 

	“It’s a small town, and we don’t get many new faces through here this time of year,” he said. “Particularly not for the peak.” 

	She swallowed. “Well, I would have come another time, but things aligned now, and I didn’t want to miss this opportunity.” 

	Grace felt small, like a child being called into the principal’s office. The wolf gave her the same expectant look that she’d seen back then. The sort that told her she needed to explain a little more. 

	“I ended my marriage,” she explained. “I’m here to hike this peak as a symbol of the start of something new.” 

	“Something new?” the wolf asked. “Was it so terrible?” 

	“It wasn’t what I wanted,” she answered. 

	The wolf straightened out the tablecloth as she took her first bite of food. He paid her plate of steak and chips no attention as she tucked in. 

	“When you get back down from the peak, do you think you’ll know what you want?” he asked. 

	She nodded through bites. “That’s the plan, I guess.” 

	He raised his brows. “It will test you.” 

	The wolf’s voice was gentler than she’d have thought. It seemed smooth and practiced, like the sort one might hear on a radio talk show. The more he spoke, the more normal it seemed. It must have been normal—nobody seemed to care about it at all. 

	“It will be a little cold, I suspect,” she said. “But I’m determined. Besides, I haven’t thought about what else I might do. This is precisely the sort of thing that will drive him mad.” 

	“Drive who mad?” 

	“My husband… ex-husband,” she answered. 

	“Ah.” The wolf nodded as if he understood all the intricacies of the human world in detail. Did wolves have divorces? 

	There was a childlike, excited glimmer in his eyes. The more she ate, the more at ease Grace felt. The rumble in her stomach stilled, and the dizziness she’d felt upon arrival subsided. The effects of the wine were no longer so severe, either. 

	Even the wolf seemed a little less large and a little more like she could reach out and stroke him. 
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