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Introduction

	High in the mountains of southern Colorado, where wind whispers through the pines and stars burn brighter than city lights, there is a sanctuary built from compassion, perseverance, and the wild song of wolves. It is called Mission: Wolf—a place where the voices of wolves still echo across the ridges.

	Mission: Wolf began with a promise. Its founders, Kent Weber and Tracy Ane Brooks, saw what happened when human fascination with wolves turned to possession—when wild spirits were born into cages, bred for novelty rather than respect. They created a refuge for those animals who could never again return to the wild, a home built in the mountains where wolves and wolf-dogs could live out their lives safely, with dignity and care.

	The sanctuary runs on sunlight, hard work, and heart. Every fencepost and cabin has been raised by volunteers. Every howl that rises into the Colorado air is a reminder that even in captivity, the wild heart endures. Visitors who travel the long dirt road to the site often speak of the hush that falls when they first hear the pack call—a sound that humbles, a sound that reconnects them to something ancient and essential inside us all.

	The people of Mission: Wolf do more than care for the animals in their charge. They teach respect—for wolves, for the wild, and for the delicate balance between humans and nature. Their work reminds us coexistence is possible, that understanding can replace fear, and that every act of kindness ripples outward.

	This anthology was born from that same spirit. Within these pages are stories that celebrate wolves in all their forms—mythic and modern, fierce and gentle, real and imagined. They honor the guardians of the wilderness, the symbols of loyalty and freedom, and the echoes of the primal song that still stirs in our blood.

	Every story shared here carries a piece of that song—and every book sold will help sustain the sanctuary that keeps it alive. Proceeds from this collection will be donated to Mission: Wolf, to aid their continued care, education, and advocacy for these magnificent creatures.

	 

	
The Natural Order of Things

	Michael La Ronn

	My aunt and I were mushroom hunting in the woods when the deafening rifle crack rang out through the trees. Everyone on the globe heard it, from the pine forests of Oregon to the Tibetan plateau, including the yelp that followed, for it was the death of the wolf and the death of the world as we knew it. 

	They say the actual death occurred somewhere in the forests of Europe. I don’t want to imagine the majestic animal lying on its side, drawing a final breath in the middle of a tragic light-soaked clearing. I don’t want to imagine the hunters pushing aside sharp branches to behold their spoil. 

	My aunt and I felt the shift instantly. The sharp smell of pine resin in the air morphed into something dull, wet, and coppery. The pines shook down their cones in a furious rain and the earth trembled as the world’s energy tilted violently on a supernatural axis. 

	We heard the shot, practically felt it. My aunt fell moaning into the wet dirt. I tossed aside my bag of morels and held her. 

	r * g

	I live with my aunt in the woods on the Oregon coast. When I turned eighteen, my parents kicked me out of the house. They said it was time for me to find my own way through the woods of life, so to speak. Such a cruel way to treat a teenager. I wasn’t ready. I was just a girl uncertain about her future. Getting thrown into the wilderness didn’t help. 

	I spent every dollar I had to travel to Oregon. I stood on the doorstep of Aunt Raella’s yurt in the middle of the woods during a torrential downpour. She took one look at my haggard, frightened face and she knew. She ushered me into her amber-lit yurt filled with half-painted canvases, made me a cup of tea, and she listened with the wood fire flickering in her brown eyes. When I think of her, I think of the warmth—not only in her eyes, but also in the Irish fisherman sweaters she was so fond of, and in the cozy cups of herbal tea whose leaves she grew in her garden. 

	Aunt Rae doesn’t ask anything from me, and I don’t ask anything from her. Sometimes we live in each other’s presence for days without saying anything at all. Other times, we savor each other, like when we hunt mushrooms in the spring after rain. 

	She always warned me the day would come—that the world would kill the wolf and we’d have to be ready. But no warning could have lessened the shock.

	r * g

	The first news reports of the wolf’s extinction aired the same night as the rifle crack. The gunshot still rang in our ears as the anchors of the world read a unified message.

	Good evening. Tonight, we share somber news: the last known wolf has passed away, marking the extinction of an iconic species. Wolves, long celebrated for their majesty and importance to ecosystems, are now gone forever—a loss that has stunned the world. 

	Never again will a lone wolf’s mournful howl echo under a silver moon, or will a pack move as one, weaving through the forest like shadows in pursuit of their prey. The world has grown quieter, the wilderness emptier, with their passing.

	In response, many governments have declared a day of mourning. Vigils are taking place globally, offering communities a chance to grieve and honor the wolf’s legacy. Attendees are encouraged to bring meaningful items, such as photos or memorabilia, symbolizing the wolf’s spirit.

	Stay with us for more on this developing story.

	And develop it did. 

	Imagine candlelight vigils in every city. Crying men and women holding flickering candles in a grassy courtyard, or maybe a cordoned -off urban intersection, or the edge of a cornfield as stars began to wash across the night sky. 

	Now, imagine all those people with their wolf-related bric-a-brac that could decorate the gaudy flea markets of the world: frumpy t-shirts with wolves howling at the moon, angsty wolf posters, rugs, rings, shot glasses, necklaces, and more. 

	Can you hear the stereos playing “Hungry Like the Wolf” by Duran Duran and “The Wolf at the Door” by Radiohead?

	Well, maybe you can imagine all of this, and maybe you can hear the music. But none of these things happened. 

	All traces of the wolf on the memorabilia of the world also faded away. They vanished into the night just before the candlelight vigils. 

	All those t-shirts turned blank. The wolves etched into the rings and woven into the rugs disappeared too. All known recordings of those famous songs could no longer be found. Even the phrases in common vernacular suddenly became difficult to recall. Lone wolf…raised by wolves…wolf in sheep’s clothing. Suddenly, people had to use other words. 

	The world learned what the word “extinct” truly meant. 

	Aunt Raella and I knew this would happen. We didn’t need to visit town to see the confusion that ensued.

	We knew the conversations people would be having in the middle of the streets, scratching their heads as they tried to recall the wolf and the words to describe it. The words would skate to the tips of their tongues, only to vanish like a timber wolf in the pines. 

	We knew the shop owners who would be staring at their shelves, unable to believe all their products were suddenly blank and had no value. They would forfeit their products by the truckload. The landfills of the world would pile up as if humanity were throwing dead wolves on them. 

	We knew all the books, movies, and television shows rendered nonsensical now because every reference to the wolf would be removed. Try watching “Dances with Wolves” or reading a paranormal romance novel about wolf shifters…without wolves. 

	But Aunt Rae and I have a secret. 

	The wolf didn’t die inside us. We can still see it and all its majesty: the piercing cabochon-like eyes, the furrowing snout, the razor-sharp teeth. We hold the wonderful creature in our mind’s eyes. It lives there, and we feed it with our sympathy. Packs run wild across the slanted snowy fields of our minds. Somewhere, a lone wolf howls at a moon that shines between our world and the next. 

	We still know all the words, all the songs, all the references. We hold the wolf in our heads like precious water.

	r * g

	Aunt Rae is an artist. She paints watercolors and oils, mostly of landscapes both real and imagined. Her yurt brims with canvases, and we live in a labyrinth of artwork. 

	Sometimes we eat rubbing elbows against surreal forests dripping in autumn reds and golds. I sleep on the futon in the corner under the watchful eyes of the animal portraits Aunt Rae paints. 

	Ironically, she never painted a wolf as long as I lived with her. Once, I asked why not. 

	“One day, I’ll paint enough wolves to last me forever,” she said. “And so will you.”

	She taught me how to paint. Aside from a really cool portrait of an owl I painted once, I’m not very good. I can do landscapes okay, but I struggle with lighting. Aunt Rae once said the sunlight I painted looked like it was from another world. She meant it as a compliment, but it always hurt my feelings.

	But now that the wolf is dead, I must paint. I don’t have a choice. 

	r * g

	On the night the wolf died, Aunt Rae and I returned home from mushroom hunting as quickly as we could.

	The smell of the yurt’s wooden lattice walls and drying canvas greeted us as we rushed inside. I put on a kettle and fished out all the extra paint from a storage cabinet. Aunt Rae brought in all the blank canvases from her storage shed. 

	We laid everything out on the fading rug in the middle of the room. We had enough to paint for a week nonstop. Only then would we have to drive into town. 

	Aunt Rae set up her first canvas on an easel and wheeled toward it on a stool with a palette in her fingers. I watched in wonder as she splotched the first blob of gray paint on white. 

	She worked at the canvas with the skill of a tearful virtuoso. Each stroke tortured her, and at one point I thought I would have to call an ambulance. I couldn’t tell where Aunt Rae ended and the paint began. She became the painting—the portrait of a wolf in double exposure. 

	I watched her until the sun dropped into the trees. The night cast long shadows that started in the soft dome ceiling and swept gently down across our candlelit home. 

	The canine’s head clarified into focus, followed by a furry neck that seemed to drip every Oregon pine and spruce onto the bottom of the canvas. Careful flecks of yellow completed the luminous eyes. When my aunt feathered her brush across the animal’s nose, a chill ran down my back.

	We had taken that precious water in our heads and poured it onto the canvas. 

	We had so much more to pour. 

	r * g

	A week passed. Aunt Rae painted her canvases, and I imitated her. I was convinced my amateur swirls didn’t match hers. The moonlight didn’t fall on my wolf packs as it did on hers. Her paintings were as if they were scrim-lit; mine looked like a high school art student’s—awkward and otherworldly, like they belonged in a flea market.

	I painted a geometric wolf stalking toward the viewer in a swirling, psychedelic aperture that seemed as if it were going to shutter any moment.  

	I painted a dreamcatcher whose netted curves met in the aquamarine eyes of an alpha. The colors bent like a reflection on a pond before rippling away.

	I painted a mother suckling her pups in the shadows of a crepuscular cave. As I painted it, I wondered what kind of world awaited them outside.

	I expected Aunt Rae to criticize my paintings. I craved her soft criticism to confirm for me that I had no talent. But she hardly spoke to me. We didn’t need to speak.  

	Aunt Rae started her last piece. She used a dry brushing technique with a stiff bristle that made the paint rise off the canvas in gorgeous ridges. A pack of brown wolves walking together on a rocky outcrop, probably in the Himalayas somewhere. The pristine mountain sky swelled over them, endless, curved, and blue. Powdered mountains rose into the clouds, and on the horizon—just over there—a hawk tilted toward the sun. 

	The rough-textured scene struck me as the beginning of a story. An adventure underscored by a dramatic symphony as the camera panned over the valley, up the mountains, and toward a golden-lettered title slowly fading into view. 

	My aunt adorned the hawk’s final wing and stepped back. She took my hand and asked me how beautiful it was. I told her it was her best work. 

	“Do you really think so?” she asked. 

	“It’s the best, Aunt Rae. It’s going to make such an impact.”

	“I…hope so.”

	She felt flush. I sat her down and made her a cup of basil tea. I helped her into bed and pulled a fleece blanket over her, kissed her on the forehead. 

	She watched me paint a canvas that represented a gray and black bicolor wolf’s fur. 

	“Thoroughly esoteric,” she said. “Thoroughly canine.”

	As I blended the fur, I wanted to know something. 

	“Aunt Rae, do you think the world will even care about what we’re doing? I mean, they’ll be curious that we have all this knowledge, but will it be enough? It has been such a long week, and you are tired. I am tired. I’m scared, Aunt Rae. Once we reveal ourselves, I don’t know how we’re going to navigate it all. We’ll be famous. Ha ha, maybe we can upgrade to an extra-large yurt. Plant that Christmas tree farm you always wanted to have. Auntie?”

	My aunt usually snored. She was silent. 

	She lay sleeping in the bed, the moonlight falling through the yurt’s leaded casement windows into gentle pools on the fleece blanket. 

	But something felt wrong. I inched toward her, every hair on my body raising in an electric hum. My heart pounded. When I placed my hand on hers and sensed the fading warmth in her palms, I wept. 

	Aunt Rae was dead. 

	It was all up to me now. 

	r * g

	I rented an art gallery in town—a small, brick-walled boutique space just big enough to house all of our pieces. It stood solitary in the joisted masonry town square, flanked by a law office and bank.

	It took me seven trips from the farm to town in Aunt Rae’s pickup truck to transport all the paintings. 

	I was so tired. My bones ached. 

	I barely remembered the phone calls to all the media outlets. At first, they dismissed me as a kook, but when I told them to high tail it to the gallery address and that I promised to show the world what it had recently forgotten…well, the journalists couldn’t resist. 

	I wanted to sleep, but I couldn’t. Daylight twisted into moonlight and moonlight softened into dawn. I stood in front of a dozen camera crews eager to glimpse behind the reveal curtains.

	The photoflashes blinded me. The constant question shouting unnerved me. I checked my watch, waited for the second hand to crawl to twelve, announcing the top of the hour. 

	I inhaled, exhaled, then opened my mouth to speak. 

	But I didn’t say anything. 

	My lips moved, but the collective voice of the wolf spoke through me. 

	“We are leaving,” it said. “You didn’t learn the lessons we taught you. We hoped you would rise, but we watched you falter. You took us for granted. We have left you these paintings as mementos of our time on this earth. Now you must learn to live without us. We will return someday, perhaps millennia from now. Do not be sad. Do not feel guilty. We are free, and we will prepare the next world for your coming. We wish to impart a final lesson upon you.”

	“What is it?” the journalists asked, lenses flashing. 

	I started to speak, but suddenly my legs wobbled. My eyes felt heavy. The gallery and all my paintings twirled around me slowly as if I were a spinning top on its final revolution. 

	I collapsed onto the floor and hit my head.  

	r * g

	I woke to a gentle, warm hand on my face. 

	Aunt Rae. I sat up in her bed. The cool, pine-laced breeze of the forest streamed in from the open window behind me. 

	“You were wonderful,” Aunt Rae said. A flickering fire lit her silvering hair in a fiery glow.

	I glanced around. We were in her yurt—I was sure of that—but the moonlight didn’t seem right. And, well, obviously, Aunt Rae was dead. 

	The yurt walls disconnected with a loud snap, letting in more of the cool air. Aunt Rae and I watched as the walls fluttered toward the sun, throwing a brilliant corona across the blue sky. 

	“Aunt Rae—”

	My aunt put a finger to her lips and helped me out of bed. 

	The forest around us slid away, as if invisible hands grabbed the trees by the edges and spread them out. Then the hands bent the ground into a bowl-shaped valley. Mountains ratcheted up from the horizon. 

	A few hundred yards away, several shapes waved at us. I recognized them as my parents. They were smiling. 

	“I told you not to be too hard on them,” Aunt Rae said. “You had to come to me for the good of the pack.”

	I squinted at her. “Pack?”

	Aunt Rae began walking. Her tiny frame shrank until a black wolf loped across the rock. 

	Ahead, my parents had transformed into wolves. They began walking toward the mountains.

	Suddenly, I knew what to do. As my skin morphed to wavering fur, excitement burned through my body. 

	But before I tell you what lay beyond, let me share our final message. The message I hope will transcend universes. Abide by it, and I will see you in the next world. 

	You may not be free, but live as if you are. 

	Life is understood in loneliness and reflection, but it is meant to be lived together. 

	I whispered those words again as I slipped into my final form and followed my aunt. Together, we crossed through a veiled curtain of light that hung over the rocks. As we passed, the curtain trembled and sighed with a final, mournful howl that circled the globe before dying somewhere in the pines.

	~ * u * ~

	Michael La Ronn has published over 100 science fiction & fantasy novels and self-help books for writers. He writes bold, imaginative science fiction & fantasy featuring underdogs, unusual heroes, and the power of found family. His fiction includes the urban fantasy Good Necromancer series, the dark fantasy Last Dragon Lord series, and the futuristic science fiction Android X series. 

	Michael devoted himself to the writing life in 2012 after a near-death experience, writing while juggling a demanding full-time job as an insurance executive, raising a family, and attending law school classes in the evenings. His productivity methods are so effective that his YouTube subscribers have accused him of being a cyborg in disguise (he pleads the fifth).

	If you enjoyed “The Natural Order of Things,” dive into more short fiction with Michael La Ronn’s Strange Stories series—available in ebook, paperback, and audiobook formats at your favorite retailer. Explore his catalog at www.michaellaronn.com.

	 

	 

	
Love Song for the Moon

	Janice Rider

	My people love stories. The first story I ever heard as a pup was told to me by my mother. It explains how wolves came to be. I will tell this story to you so that you understand my people and their ancestors better.

	In the days when the Earth was young, Sun was self-assured and bold. Sun was also generous and permitted plants to capture some of his energy and convert it into food for plant eaters, which in turn became food for flesh eaters. When the theropods, meat eating dinosaurs who walked on two feet, evolved into feathered creatures that could fly, Sun was impressed by their diversity and beauty. Most of these feathered ones worshiped the warmth and light of Sun. They celebrated the dawn of each new day with a chorus of bird songs and a flurry of feathers. This adulation went, over a period of time, to Sun’s head. He thought to himself, “All of creation should praise me, for I am the most radiant star in the solar system.” 

	Sun spoke to the creatures of the Earth, his bass voice booming, “I want all of you to worship me each morning. All of you must raise your voices to the sky at the first hint of dawn.” There were many animals who grumbled and groused about this edict, but as Sun was integral to their life on the planet, the creatures of the Earth decided they would, indeed, raise their voices to the sky at the beginning of each new day. That is, all the creatures of the Earth agreed to capitulate to Sun’s demand except for our early ancestors, animals called miacids. These ancestors of ours had long, elegant bodies, and lengthy tails. The miacids were also independent thinkers and carried themselves with dignity and grace as they went about their business, much of which consisted of catching small mammals and invertebrates to eat. Their prey wasn’t large because miacids weren’t big, powerful animals; in fact, they were little bigger than ground squirrels.

	On the first day following Sun’s proclamation, the clamor of sound coming from the Earth was tremendous. It was a positive cacophony. Amidst such a clamor, it would be logical to conclude Sun couldn’t tell if the miacids were part of the tumult or not; however, Sun knew right away one group of animals was not saluting his morning rising ritual. He just didn’t know who wasn’t contributing to the racket. 

	As for Moon, who had been diligently reflecting Sun’s rays all the previous night, the tremendous noise coming from the Earth made her feel quite queasy. Her habitual state of mind was calm and peaceful, but the discordant sounds sent ripples of rage through her body. It was her custom to rest throughout the day, while the sun sparkled and gleamed, but that day she couldn’t rest as a result of her anger. When night fell, she refused to reflect Sun’s light while he rested, and the Earth was plunged into such a deep state of darkness that even nocturnal creatures were forced to stay in their homes, and all animals quivered in fear under the night’s intense embrace. 

	In the morning, when the animals of the Earth complained to Sun about the eerie and utter blackness of the night, he was furious. Moon needed a talking to, he decided, and he went to speak with her. “It is your job to reflect my light at night,” he admonished. “Why weren’t you doing your duty?”

	Moon squinted as she gazed at Sun’s brilliance. “Yesterday morning, there was such a ruckus from the Earth, I was unable to relax and rest. Therefore, when Darkness rolled her blanket over the planet, I wasn’t up to the task of reflecting your light. I was still recovering. What was all that noise about, anyway?”

	“It wasn’t noise! It was a joyful greeting of my return to the sky!”

	“Wasn’t the dawn chorus of the birds enough?”

	“Without me, there would be no life on Earth. Everyone should pay their respects to me. Absolutely everyone. And speaking of paying respects, one group of creatures neglected to raise their voices in praise of me.”

	Moon gave a sigh, but she was interested in this information. “Who omitted to welcome your arrival this morning?” she asked.

	“I’m not sure, but I’m sure to find out.”

	“Whoever the creatures are, they should be applauded for pulling back from such a brouhaha.”

	“You are in an uncivil mood today, Sister!”

	“As you would be if you were disturbed during your recuperation time, Brother. May I suggest that things go back to the way they were? After all, I don’t expect to be serenaded for my part in helping out the Earth, and I am the keeper of the tides.”

	Sun flared, hot red splotches appearing on his cheeks. “The morning ritual shall continue!”

	Moon did reflect Sun’s light that night. She knew he had asked the creatures of the Earth to report any animal that didn’t celebrate the dawn. Reflecting Sun’s rays, she peered into crevices and crannies, under rocks and in caves, beneath trees and roots. It was amongst some roots that she spotted a group of miacids seated in a circle and talking earnestly. Listening in, she discovered they were the ones who’d neglected to demonstrate their appreciation of her brother’s morning arrival. 

	“It is not good for Sun to be so full of himself,” one of the lithe animals said. “He is liable to swell with importance and make the world a much hotter place.”

	“Yes,” another miacid with an intelligent face replied, “you are quite right. It is one thing for Sun to receive appreciation, but quite another for him to dictate that we flatter him.”

	“Myself,” a third individual said, “I prefer the pale light that Moon casts. Hunting in the cool, sweet hours of the early night under Moon’s light is lovely. Besides, Moon doesn’t flaunt herself the way Sun does.”

	The original speaker sighed. “What if one of the other creatures informs Sun about our lack of compliance?”

	The group of miacids contemplated this question. As a rule, the animals of the Earth did not try to make trouble for one another. Yes, they had to eat according to the dictates of their bodies, but that was about survival.

	At this point, Moon spoke. “Miacids, I congratulate you on your ability to think for yourselves and act in the interests of the community of creatures on this planet. I believe I can intercede on your behalf.”

	The miacids turned astonished faces with long snouts in her direction. Moon was able to see her own reflection in their dark eyes. Then, as if on an invisible cue, the miacids turned and vanished into the forest. Their bushy tails disappeared last. 

	The next day, when Sun came up, Moon rose, too. The two of them stood together in the sky, Moon wearing a serene expression and Sun wearing a sullen, suspicious one. “What are you about, Sister?” Sun asked, speaking loudly to make himself heard above the uproar from beneath them. 

	“I am here to listen to the creatures of the Earth sing my praises!” Moon yelled.

	“They are singing my praises, not yours!”

	“Well, that’s alright. I’ll wait until they’re finished honoring you with their pandemonium, and then they can begin to honor me with soft lullabies, so that I may rest.”

	Sun flushed crimson with vexation. “You have never required lullabies to soothe you before, why should you need them now?”

	“You have never needed this commotion to welcome you as you rise from your bed before. Why is it necessary now?”

	“You are impossible!”

	“And you are incorrigible!”

	The animals on the Earth became quiet. Then a miacid slid out from under the roots of a tree. The miacid folded her paws over her chest and began to sing. For such a tiny mammal, she had a powerful voice. She sang of the oceans from which all life came. She sang of the strange miracle of life, its mystery and its diversity. She sang of Sun’s warmth and Moon’s soft glow. She sang of the pull of tides and the need to embrace our true natures. Her baritone voice was magical. 

	As Sun listened to the miacid, his pride slipped away, lulled as he was by the music. As Moon listened, she felt every fiber of her being resonate. All the other animals were entranced by the haunting rise and fall of the melody. When the miacid finished, Sun inquired, “Who are you?”

	“Ylva,” the miacid said.

	“Ylva, your music has brought me to my senses,” Sun said. “I shall see to it Creator hears from me about you.”

	“I, too, shall mention you to Creator, Ylva,” Moon told the miacid. 

	And so, from that time onward, the dawn chorus consisted of birdsong, and Moon was able to rest during the day. But Sun and Moon kept their promises and told Creator about the courageous miacid, Ylva, and her valiant people. As a result, Creator made some changes to the miacids. They grew bigger and more powerful over time. In recognition of their ability to work together, they were blessed with strong family bonds. They cooperated with one another to achieve what individuals could not. And every night, they sang love songs to the Moon. In short, our ancestors, the miacids, became wolves.

	r * g

	I stand on a bluff overlooking the meadow below. Moon is round and full in the evening sky, although faint wisps of cloud are drifting across her face like thin veils. In her light, it is easy to see a herd of bison resting in the meadow. Most of the herd are lying down, but there are sentries on duty. Two of these sentries are massive bulls. On the edge of the herd, I spot an animal that is injured. It is a bull, and this individual rests its nose on the ground and tips its head at an odd angle. It is the latter part of the summer, a time when bulls are in rut and fighting for the right to breed with cows. Perhaps this male was injured in a battle. 

	I raise my nose towards the night sky and fix my eyes on Moon before beginning to howl. It seems to me Moon shivers with pleasure, but it might be the clouds hanging around her moving enough to give the illusion Moon is vibrating. As my voice floats out on the air, I can see the fog of my breath. From beneath me, two other wolves, my mother, our pack leader, and my brother, Bardou, call back to me. From my left, just below the bluff I stand on, my sister, Lovette, howls. Her voice holds intimations of my mother’s voice. Then my father calls from below the bluff on my right, his deep bass tones descending into dark depths. Each of us sings using a different pitch, which makes it easy to know who is calling. The vocalizations of my family are familiar and dear to me. They remind me of my connections, and my heart swells with love. 

	I notice the two bull sentries stiffen to attention. They swivel their enormous heads around, and look up in my direction. I descend to my family members, greeting each of them by wagging my tail and licking their muzzles. They respond in kind. Mother whines, “Did you see a bison that looks like a promising meal?”

	“I did. A bull is lying at the edge of the herd. He is holding his head as if in pain.”

	“Then perhaps we shall eat,” Father barks.

	Each time we embark on a hunt, we are more likely to fail than succeed in bringing down prey. Animals like bison are formidable opponents, and should one of my family members get injured, their chance of survival is low. As a result, we prefer to wear our prey down before closing in for the kill. A dangerous animal like a bison is easier to subdue once it has expended much of its energy and we have less chance of a tired animal goring one of us with a horn or kicking one of us with a flailing hoof. Unlike cougars and other cats, who rely on stealth and a sudden burst of speed to catch prey, we wolves are built for distance running. Our legs are long, our muscles are lean, and our deep chests permit us to capture large amounts of air in our lungs. We have been known to chase prey for hours, and on rare occasions, days. It’s a good thing we revel in running because we have to do a lot of it.

	My family and I move down onto the meadow together, entreating Moon to grant us success. We pretend we have no particular target in mind, trotting along in a casual fashion, but the sleeping bison are alerted by the snorts of the sentries and scramble to their feet. Calves tuck in close to their mothers’ flanks. Affecting nonchalance, we gaze up at Moon, honoring her with our eyes and noting her regal bearing in the sky. The bison grumble and rumble around us, a symphony of low voices. “Quit dissembling, Wolves! We know what you’re about. When we arrived on this continent, you were already here. We learned about you quickly enough.”

	“Then you learned that we need to eat,” Lovette says.

	“Full wolves are happy wolves,” Bardou yips.

	Mother and Father hold their tongues. They don’t see the point of bantering with bison. The bull on the edge of the herd rises to his feet with difficulty. Like all my kind, I am observant, and the bull’s pain is as evident as if it were my own. As we thread our way amongst wary mothers and calves, he stands with his head hanging low to the ground. He is weary. Suddenly, on Mother’s cue, a sharp snap of her head, we swivel ninety degrees and charge at the herd. This unexpected attack startles them into plunging away from us and pushes them away from the fatigued bull. We follow the herd for a ways and then reverse direction to sprint back to our target. He has backed himself up against a thick stand of cottonwoods and stands, waiting. We take turns attacking from first one side and then the other, drawing his attention right and then left. His vulnerable hindquarters are difficult to access. His mammoth head and its sharp, black horns swivel from side to side. We play the long game, coming in again and again. After three hours, the bull lowers his great bulk to the ground. He says to us, “I surrender to your need to eat. Soon, I shall run with those of my kind who have passed before me. Don’t forget to give thanks for my life.” 

	Wary of the bull’s hooves, we plunge in where we are safest and finish the job we started. The bull has a wound in his right shoulder, where he was gored by another male. We can tell the wound is infected by its smell. His misfortune has benefited our pack on this night, and it feels good to fill our bellies. Once we have eaten, we pay our respects to the bull for his life and his death. He is part of us now, and we are grateful his strength has passed into our bodies. Next, we serenade Moon, our benefactress, our poignant voices rising up beyond the reach of the trees beyond the meadow.

	Afterwards, we head back to our rendezvous site. Another sister of mine, Ulla, is babysitting there, watching over my parents’ latest offspring, my youngest siblings, four pups almost four months old. Ulla and the pups greet us with enthusiasm, licking our muzzles repeatedly, urging us to regurgitate food for them, which we do. We speak of the hunt, then, describing it in detail as Ulla and the pups eat, not forgetting to mention Moon in our telling. Moon must always be honored. Then we find comfortable places to lay down and sleep. My brother, Bardou, and I curl up against one another, sharing our warmth and our friendship.

	r * g

	Under my front paws, I have a marten’s long, bushy tail pinned down. The rest of the animal’s slender body is curled towards me, and it is showing me a fine set of pointed teeth. Martens have short legs and sharp claws on their feet in order to move with ease through the trees after their favorite prey, squirrels. This one, though, came across the carcass of the bull bison my family and I killed and was greedily stuffing himself when I caught him unawares early this morning. “Looks like you’re in a spot of trouble,” I say.

	The marten gazes up into my eyes with impudence. “You’re Ylva, aren’t you?”

	“Yes.”

	“Named after your famous ancestor?”

	“Correct.”

	“You won’t hurt me.”

	“What makes you say that?”

	“My mother told me your miacid ancestors resembled creatures like me. She said wolves won’t kill animals that look like their ancestors.”

	“Your mother is correct,” I tell him, removing my feet from his tail. “But my sense of satisfaction at having trodden on your tail is immense. Whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?”

	“Sable.”

	“Well, Sable, you may eat as much of this bison as you wish. I dare say the ravens will soon join in the feast, too.”

	“Did you know Goliath has scented your kill?” Sable asks. “The bear is moving this way as we speak.”

	Goliath. The grizzly. He is an impenetrable mass of muscle and hair. What’s more, he can really eat. I sigh. “Thanks for letting me know, Sable.” Pointing my muzzle to the sky, I let my family know what’s happening. They are with me when Goliath arrives, as are a number of ravens. Sable is ensconced in a tree at the meadow’s edge, watching us all with bright eyes.

	Goliath moves with gravity and dignity. He is an old bear, but he is powerful and well respected by other bears, as well as animals like ourselves. As he saunters our way, he growls at us, “Move, Wolves. It is my turn.”

	“We would be more amenable to your feasting if you ate less,” I say. 

	“We’re worried that once your turn is over, only scraps will be on offer,” Bardou chimes in.

	“If you get any bigger, you’re liable to pop,” Lovette teases.

	My parents make a sudden rush at Goliath with bared teeth, but he sits his imposing bulk down beside the carcass without even glancing their way. “As far as I’m concerned,” he chuckles, “you’re still miacids. Look how skinny and fragile you all are in comparison to me.” Goliath strips some meat from a bone, and I salivate.

	“It’s a curious thing,” I remark. “Our ancestors resembled animals like martens and yours resembled animals like us.”

	“Your point?” Goliath asks.

	“Well, it seems to me that, when all is said and done, we’re all very much alike.”

	The grizzly shakes his head and scratches the top of it with the long claws of a massive paw. “Bears are not philosophers, Wolf. We do not sit and ponder the ways of the world or cogitate upon our beginnings. We are practical. We eat, eat, and eat, then we sleep before repeating the cycle.” 

	My family and I lie down in the grass, watching in envy as Goliath gorges himself. Ravens help themselves to lots of scraps, and the bear is content to let them partake of the meal, too. Wise birds, the ravens. We wolves have a close relationship with these proud creatures. Often they lead us to kills, making our lives easier, and we show our gratitude by letting them dine with us. When Goliath finishes stuffing his belly, he waddles away and stretches out under some trees surrounding the meadow to sleep. 

	We join the ravens on the bull bison, eating until our own bellies are round again, then hang about to ensure some other predator, like a cougar, doesn’t steal from the carcass. Bardou returns to the rendezvous site, though, to feed the pups and give Ulla a chance to join us at the kill. In the late afternoon, the rest of us return to the rendezvous site together. 

	Once all of us have congregated, our hunger satiated and our bodies rested, we romp with the puppies. They are brazen, these siblings of mine, pulling on tails, pouncing on our shoulders, and snarling with pretended ferocity. I love these family times. It is at times like these I feel most relaxed and content, most safe and secure. My parents’ eyes shine with love and pride, and they too, are objects of the playful pranks of their children. Lovette encourages one of the pups to chase and wrestle her for a leg bone she brought back. 

	By the time Moon rises, we are sprawled in various postures upon the ground under the trees, but Moon’s presence invites us to rise. We begin to sing. We sing of the oceans from which all life came. We sing of the strange miracle of life, its mystery and its diversity. We sing of Sun’s warmth and Moon’s soft glow. We sing of the pull of tides and the need to embrace our true natures. Our voices harmonize, rising and falling in unison like the rise and fall of tides, honoring life’s fragility and its persistence. 

	~ * u * ~
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The Unsatisfactory Nature of Existence

	Steven Lente

	Wolf M182 was dead, at least that’s what Clifton Stewart at the Minnesota Wolf Management Center in Ely presumed. Clifton had monitored M182 and his mate, M181, for over six years; their first catch-and-release radio collaring and physical exam suggested M182 was three years old then, which now made him about nine and over twice the average age of wolves in the wild.

	Notification of a death typically comes after three days of non-movement when a tracking collar sends a separate code known as the ‘mortality’ signal. The biologists who actually go out to search for the one-and-a-half pound collars often hope to find them simply stuck on a low tree limb or a bush, but Clifton’s long experience with observing this pack’s semi-annual comings and goings between Canada and the United States suggested otherwise; he was not as optimistic, and he started making loose plans to locate the source of the signal and investigate its cause before winter set in. However, with the holidays approaching, the search would more likely get pushed out to mid-January.

	The amount of data gathered on M181 and M182 also implied they had been together for an uncommon eight years and were the alpha leaders and mated pair who ran this current pack of four other subordinate adults and two yearlings. Pups would typically come in early May and the group’s winter size could grow by adding them, merging with other packs, or allowing lone wolves to join. Conversely, the pack size would shrink as underlings left or member wolves died.

	With the coming of snow the wolves habitually followed the deer south, and in early October the signals from M181 and M182 indicated the wolves had moved from the summer hunting grounds of Ontario’s Quetico Provincial Wilderness and into Minnesota’s Superior National Forest. The pack was now bedding down in the tree lines overlooking a valley filled with empty summer campgrounds and plenty of prey. The wolves made their shelters by pawing out depressions in the snow, then turning around two or three times to tramp them flat. When curled up in these simple dens a wolf would be protected against the wind and loss of body heat.

	What works well for humans can also be good for wolves: hunting together, rearing the young as a community, and uniting to defend against territorial threats. Biologists who study wolves tend to humanize any animals who exhibit unique personalities and naming them is common. Years ago Clifton Stewart was doing some late-night data processing and, while listening to the music of Billy Holiday, spontaneously named wolf M181 Lady Day.

	For a while the name stuck, but the fly in the ointment showed up in the form of a bureaucratically minded financial supporter from Minneapolis who noted M181 was of the small number of adult wolves whose fur was still black and someone might wrongfully associate her color with that of the late Blues singer. After some back and forth discussion, the compromise was to identify the wolves with their species but skewed to the Canadian spelling, thus M181 became Lady Grey and her mate, Lord Grey.

	r * g

	Contrary, though, to any perceived showings of human characteristics, animals mostly respond by instinct to events related to their lives: when hungry, they eat; when tired, they sleep; they move with the seasons, and mate when there is a need for reproduction.

	One thing, though, an animal doesn’t do is measure time as a concept. Lady Grey could not understand lifespans, and she did not know days led to months and then to years; she knew nothing about numbers on calendars that note anniversaries or remembrances.

	And, generally speaking, neither do animals understand cause and effect. While chasing deer two days ago Lord Grey slipped from a muddy trail and onto some rocks below causing severe internal injuries, and his eventual passing would change the dynamics of the pack.

	Lady Grey woke at dawn and felt Lord Grey next to her. He used to be warm, but now he was not, and she sniffed at his muzzle only to find some bits of fresh blood but no breath. She stepped over his body and out from under the fallen trees of their makeshift den. She needed to give notice to her pack and started a low, throaty call to awaken the others.

	The wolves gathered in a large, loose circle. They joined in the soft howling for a few minutes, then as the quiet returned, each wolf came forward to share in the ritual of sniffing and nuzzling Lord Grey’s body.

	Lady Grey, wolf M181, was now alone, and even though she and Lord Grey were responsible for this pack for a very long time, member loyalty would quickly gravitate to the next eldest and mated pair. Lady Grey walked away and her dark fur quickly blended with the shadowed forests of pine and aspen. She did not look back.

	r * g

	Caleb Malone stood when the doctor came into the room. “You may want to sit down,” the doctor said, “this is not going to be good.”

	“Doc, I was a Marine, and then a cop. I’ve had my share of bumps and bruises, and even a couple of holes to remind me of the bad days. I’ll take the news standing up if you don’t mind.”

	In a tip-of-the-hat salute, the VA physician continued: “No, I don’t mind, so here goes—early tests indicate you have pancreatic cancer, but the worst part is it looks like the cancer may already be spreading to nearby lymph nodes. I have to assume you have been feeling like crap for a while. Is that so?”

	“Yes sir, but I do have a pretty high pain tolerance. My daughter talked me into coming to see you about my options. What is a normal plan for this?”

	“We would do more tests to confirm—CTs, MRIs, laparoscopic procedures—but considering your symptoms of abdominal pain, weight loss, nausea and vomiting, the listlessness, and so on, I’m pretty confident in the diagnosis.”

	“What’s the treatment?” Caleb asked.

	“Well, it just might be too late to do anything about this, but normally surgery would be the first option, however that’s really only effective if all the cancer is confined to the pancreas; next would be chemo, then radiation, or a combination of the two. None the less, it won’t be pretty and there is no guarantee of success, especially if it’s already in the lymph nodes.”

	“And, if I choose to let this take its own course?”

	“With treatment, the five-year survival rate is about sixteen percent if it’s only spread to the lymph nodes, but it lowers to about three percent once it hits the other organs. Without treatment….” The doctor paused. “Well, you get the picture, the percentages are even lower. Regardless, the last six months will be the worst. We would manage the pain with medication, and trust me, you’ll want to do that,” he said.

	“Or,” Caleb retorted, “treat it with fine whiskey because life’s too short to drink bad liquor.

	“Doc, the burn scars on my left leg were from an IED in Afghanistan that took out our HUMVEE, and two of the four of us didn’t make it out.”

	Pointing to his right shoulder, Caleb continued: “This through-and-through in my right shoulder was from a bad guy who shot me when I cornered him in a liquor store robbery that went south.

	“Those things happened so fast all we could really do was react, but this is different because now I have the time to think about it, if only for a couple of months.”

	“In that case,” the doctor said holding out his right hand, “you’re going into unexplored territory, and you’ll be doing advanced recon for the rest of us.”

	“OORAH!” Caleb said as he shook the doctor’s hand; he crisply turned, walked out the door, passed through the lobby, and stopped at the driver’s side car door. Resting against the vehicle Caleb took a few minutes to calm the trembling in his hands before he could climb into the driver’s seat, start the engine, and head home.

	r * g

	Although animals don’t know about appointments, humans do, and it would be because of her father that Becky Walters would be late for the first time in years. Over one thousand miles away Becky fretted over her morning schedule and knew she would miss the start to a ten o’clock meeting. This made her anxious and maybe even a little angry because years of preaching by Old Mr. Marine Corps taught her if she wasn’t fifteen to thirty minutes early, she was late. And ironically, it was her father’s phone call that would cause this lateness.

	“Becky, I’m sorry to bother you this early but I got my test results back yesterday. I didn’t sleep at all last night worrying about this call.” Caleb hesitated for a moment to catch his breath, and then he continued. “You should know I have pancreatic cancer.”

	Now it was Becky’s turn to breathe. She inhaled then exhaled loudly before speaking. “Dad, what are our options?”

	“Honey, I don’t mean to be harsh, but there aren’t any options. My clock is ticking, and I don’t really know what time the bells will chime.”

	Becky always knew with the choices her dad made about his life there was the possibility the day would come when she got another gut-wrenching phone call; it was only two years ago her mother had succumbed to a heart attack.

	“Dad, since you lost mom it almost seems like you’ve given up on living. Am I not worth fighting for? What about your grandchildren?”

	“Sweetheart, most of us think we have control over our time on earth, but because of pre-destination, fate, God’s will, or just plain bad luck, few really get to choose how they go. We all want to believe our lives had meaning, but it’s really up to our survivors to determine what that meaning is.

	“This form of cancer does not give us much to go with, so perhaps we should be talking about the quality of my remaining time instead of any lack of quantity.”

	“What are you going to do?” Becky asked.

	“I don’t know yet. I’ll take a few days to think about it, but I know one thing for sure, this is not the way I envisioned it. How about I come out next month, before Thanksgiving, and we can talk about it some more. Maybe I’ll have some ideas by then.”

	r * g

	The bottle on the table was about a third empty and Caleb had fallen asleep in the easy chair in front of the television. A strange howling sound woke him.

	“What was that?” he blurted out.

	Caleb fumbled around the end table until he found the remote control, then he played the DVR back to a commercial for the Colorado Wolf Preserve. The ad was only a minute and it ended with the wolves howling at a full moon above the tree line. A hazy idea formed at that instant and Caleb copied down the Preserve’s website and telephone number, turned off the TV, and pushed back into his chair.

	The next day at about 5:00PM, Caleb drove up State Highway 24, through Divide and then to a county road that took him to the Preserve. He had a reservation for the night wolf show to include a one-on-one with a tour guide.

	Caleb grilled his guide: “Where is the largest natural population of wolves in the U.S.?”

	“Minnesota, about twenty-seven hundred wolves more or less,” his guide answered.

	“Do they always hunt in packs?”

	“Usually, but there can be lone wolves, and they’re not like the renegades you see in the movies killing all the sheep and the villagers. We call them dispersers, wolves who may have broken off for some reason, and they might even continue to hunt for their old pack, some could be accepted into another pack and find a mate, but about ten percent of them will die off within the year after separating.”

	“What is their normal prey?” Caleb asked.

	“Depends on where the wolves reside. But basically any animal, large or small, that also lives in the area. In Yellowstone, it might be elk, bison are too big unless it’s a sick or lame animal. In Minnesota it would likely be deer. Minnesota’s deep snow is not an issue for running wolves as they have naturally large paws that spread open like unfolding fans; deer do not have that advantage. And they will also catch voles, mice, and rabbits if there are plenty around, anything they prefer.”
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