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      In the eleven years since her mate died, Leonora has immersed herself in teaching the Great North Pack how to deal with humans, the new apex predators. She doesn’t even have time for her oldest friend, Sten, the huge, terse and terrifying head of Carpentry. Now, with an encroaching storm and a disastrous attempt to introduce wolflings to the peculiarities of human holidays, their Adirondack Homelands seems to be conspiring to bring Sten and Leonora back together.
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      There was a silence to Homelands, as though all of its inhabitants had been wrapped in cotton wool and tucked away for safety. The  deer had retreated to the protection of the spruce flats. Birds were either nestled in holes or huddled together under something strong enough to protect them from the snow above. Chipmunks had plugged their burrows.

      The beavers hadn’t been seen since late fall.

      Even Homelands’ wolves looked up at the pale gray sky melding into the gray white air and the silvery powder below and knew that soon they would be sleep curled in tight commas, with tails wound around their noses, blanketed under the insulating weight of snow.

      For anyone who knew how to listen, Homelands was saying a storm was coming and the Great North’s Alpha knew how to listen better than most.

      Even though the Iron Moon was still more than a day away, Evie Kitwanasdottir sent out a message to her Offlanders, calling them home early from their law offices and lobbying firms and wealth management companies. She didn’t want those wolves who were tasked with protecting the Great North using the things that humans understood and respected—the enticement of money and the fear of the law— to find their fingers turning to claws while they clutched the steering wheels of their Range Rovers waiting for the snow plow.

      Any other day of the month, the Great North Pack could be wolves, but for the three days out of every thirty when the moon was full and her law was iron, they had no choice but to be wild.

      Leonora had never lived Offland herself but she’d taught Human Behaviors for years and had visited pack in New York and Boston and Albany and knew how hard it was. She’d watched these wolves stare through plate glass windows, lick their flat teeth, push disconsolately at a plate of meat stripped of the warmth of blood and heated instead by electricity. She had seen them scratch at their skin as though it was a shirt that itched and was too hot and if they tried hard enough they could peel it off.

      As soon as they came home, the Offlanders ripped off their ties and skirts and pressed shirts and stockings and high heels, then threw themselves on the ground desperate to be wild after a month spent caged in skin.

      Most of the Homeland wolves were preparing: checking emergency generators, pulling tarps over wood supplies. There were even a couple with climbing belts and saws removing limbs broken in the last storm so they wouldn't become projectiles in this one. Once the Iron Moon came, the Great North Pack would be without tools or the opposable thumbs to use them.

      Leonora took the pups with her as she headed to the woodpile to refill the fireplace bin. She moved slowly, letting them play in the snow. They were already struggling, bounding forward as best they could, trying to clear the fluffy layer that was taller than they were. Before long, the snow would reach the Alpha’s Knee. At that point, it would be too heavy and their freedom would be curtailed.

      Centuries ago when the Pack had left Mercia for the New World, they’d lost two pups in the high and trackless snow of the Adirondacks. That’s when Ælfrida, the first Alpha, laid down the law declaring that once the snow reached her knee, pups could not wander about unless each and every one of them had an adult wolf alongside them.

      Leonora skirted a low mound that might be a wolf or might be a snow-covered viburnum and headed for the wood shed that had been erected near one side of the Great Hall. It was stacked high with wood that had been felled by rain and wind and lightning then dragged from the dark inner reaches of Homelands to be chopped and dried and piled into a low mountain that smelled of applewood and pine and oak and the slight dank of old books. 

      After she’d filled the large canvas bag suspended conveniently between two hooks, she added a handful of birch bark and some small slivers as kindling, then slung the bag over her shoulder and called for the pups to follow. They cricked their heads, their eyes swiveling between her and the wood pile. She bent down. Even with the dull ears of this form, she heard the scritching of a mouse.

      Putting the bag on the wood pile, she sat back down. A little longer wouldn’t matter and a mouse in a wood pile on a snowy day was more than any pup could be expected to resist. There would be plenty of time for them to be stuck inside, terrorizing the kitchen wolves.

      For now, Leonora watched the snow, the scrabble of tiny claws the only sound in the silence.

      “By the way,” Julia had said casually as she prepared the older wolflings for a field trip to help her pick up things she needed for a holiday. “Do you know Sten? From Carpentry? He’s bringing something for me.” Julia had been struggling to get one reluctant wolfling’s arm into her coat, so she’d missed Leonora’s expression.

      To make matters worse when Julia finally looked up, she didn’t understand why Leonora looked the way she did. “You don’t have to be afraid of him,” she’d said, “his bark is worse than his bite.”

      Leonora had stared at Julia fitting Xena’s hand through the sleeve and for the first time since she’d learned how to mold this short, stubby, unwild tongue into a word, she’d found herself speechless.

      Did Julia really not know? Sten and Leonora had been friends—best friends-- from the very beginning. From back when they were little and leaps among dried leaves and chuffed breath in icy air and legs churning through mud and teeth bared over stringy rabbits conveyed everything worth conveying.

      Then later when she was sick of words, she would escape to Carpentry, helping Sten if he needed another pair of hands, sitting quietly if he didn’t.

      Julia wasn’t born to the Great North; she’d been there maybe eighteen months and had helped Leonora with Human Behaviors for most of them. But eighteen months was a long time: was it possible that she had never seen them together? If she had she would have understood immediately what they meant to each other.

      His bark is worse than his bite.

      It was, Leonora supposed, meant as a joke. All pack found the transition to words difficult, but Sten had found it harder than any. Leonora was used to his growled exasperation, knowing it came from his frustration with a mind that raced ahead only to find that his tongue was still malingering back at the starting line.

      Leonora had always been happy to wait while Sten picked up the words he had dropped along the way, grateful for the way he considered the weight of them. She’d had more than enough experience with words lobbed like grenades that might or might not be missing pins.

      Eighteen months.

      Had it really been that long? Longer, even.

      Why? She told herself it was because she’d been busy helping the Alpha negotiate the purchase of new territory. But if she was honest—and as a wolf, she generally was—she would admit that was only part of the reason and the smallest part as well.

      A raven landed on the branch of a nearby maple, shaking off snow. She bent her head, looked intently and hungrily at the scrawny gray tail and single hind paw sticking out from the wood pile as Inna tried to wriggle into its interior.

      Usually Leonora would have been careful to mimic human behaviors for the benefit of any wolf watching. She would have waved her arms and yelled “shoo,” but the pups were young and she just didn’t feel like it, so she lunged at the raven with a snarl. The raven crawcked her disappointment and hopped to the end of the branch before taking off.

      "That's enough with the mouse," Leonora said, dragging Inna out by the tail and hind paw.

      Throwing the wood bag once more over her shoulder, Leonora walked toward the front steps, dragging her feet as she went so the pups would be able to follow a channel in the snow.

      "Inna!" she called, waiting until the pup's frosted head popped out of an Inna-sized hole that she had dug into one wall of the channel. As soon as she did, Leonora scooped her up, adding in a few of the other pups who were still too small to manage the steps on their own. They peered over the edge of the wood bag as she crunched her way up the stairs.

      After a few solid kicks against the threshold, Leonora pushed into the mudroom, holding the door open until everyone was inside. She set the bag on the floor and all of the pups, big and small, gave themselves a shake and disappeared through the flap in the heavy door to the Main Hall.

      Hanging her parka from one of the particolored hooks of brass and bronze and steel and iron and porcelain that dotted the wall, Leonora sat heavily on one of the benches arrayed around the sides and began to unzip her boots. Thinner and higher than those generally worn by pack, they had both zippers and lacings that were clotted with snow. She wore them for the same reason that she wore the short skirt and the stockings and the shirt with the many fiddly little buttons that were ridiculously difficult to undo, so that pack would understand that clothes Offland were not necessarily warm or useful or easy to get off when one had a sudden craving for muskrat.

      Leonora sat with her hands limp, watching the snow melt from her zippers and lacings joining tiny rivulets of melting slush that the pups had tracked in. Eventually it ran to the drain that Sten had  placed into the middle of the floor because everything at Homelands was built to accommodate the wild, never the other way around.

      Leonora leaned back, her hands curled around the underside of the bench that had been—not so long ago—fence posts wrapped with barbed wire and bearing a rusted metal sign with an expertly placed bullet hole warning “TRESPASSERS WILL BE SH*T.”

      Then Sten dragged the fence posts to Carpentry and through some alchemy of sawing and sanding and smoothing and waxing, he turned the rough, iron-stapled, hostile wood into a bench that felt as silky as honey under her fingers.

      Do you know Sten?
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