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Mount Seymour, the Adirondacks, New York State, April 2014

She slipped between the trees, wraith-like, a soundless gray phantom almost invisible through the thicket of branches. Unless you knew what to look for. A breeze stirred the tamaracks, yellow needled during the day, blackening now as twilight came on. The passing of the she-wolf caused the needles to quiver. Gaunt, half-starved, she paused, hackles raised, ears pricked forward, sensing an alien presence

Something that did not belong in the woods.

From his perch behind the boulders, Farro held his breath. At this distance, a kill would be easy. A bullet through the sweet spot in her front shoulder and straight into her heart. The forest fell silent; the whole world seemed to still. He tensed his finger, a whisper away from squeezing the trigger.

The wolf tested the air once more. Her body stiffened. She turned her head toward the boulders, the waning sunlight catching her eyes so they seemed to glow gold. But she scented nothing more and, driven by hunger, she carried on.

Once the wolf disappeared from view up the mountain slope, Farro lowered his rifle. Good. I’m downwind of her. Another 15 minutes and she’ll have reached the bait. He’d laid out a freshly slaughtered young pig. Even at a distance, the mother wolf’s finely tuned nose would pick up the blood smell flooding the air.

He shivered. Although it was April, white frost tinged the ground and the cold air bit through to his bones. He shifted on the hard earth and repositioned his gun to target the cave entrance where the pups lay hidden.

There was only her, Farro noted. Her mate must have either starved or been shot. Hardly any deer this year, so food’s tough for her to find. She’s in poor condition, so it’d be near impossible for her to take down an adult deer by herself anyways.

Farro clicked the safety on his rifle and eased himself up. He thought no wolves were left in New York State. Where did she come from? She must have moved down over winter from Quebec when the St. Lawrence froze. Judging by the cinnamon color of her coat, an eastern wolf, smaller than the timbers. He waited a few more minutes until he felt sure she would be nearing the bait, then clicked on the safety. His rifle would do little good if the wolf caught him in the narrow confines of the den, but he felt naked without it. Shifting the canvas carryall over his shoulder, he moved, soft-footed in the way a practiced hunter knows and quickly across the clearing and through a narrow break in the trees to the den.

When the great glaciers withdrew across this territory, they clawed the soil off rock in higher elevations, leaving scars in the form of cracks and crevices in their wake. Water, freezing and thawing over millennia, widened one of these cracks along a ridge on Mount Seymour to form a narrow cavern only two feet at its highest and about 12 feet long.

Farro cast a fearful glance in the direction she’d gone. So far, no sign of her returning. He could hear the faint mewling of the baby wolves inside the cavern.

Now or never.

He switched on his headlight, the type used by cavers to keep both hands free, bent down and crawled through the gap. Skinny though he was, the narrow tunnel hugged Farro’s shoulders as he inched forward. He struggled on, the rough, damp rock scraping his back.

There was no room to raise his hand, so he shook his head to get his black, unkempt hair out of his eyes. His heart banged like a blacksmith’s hammer. Despite the cool temperature he’d already broken into a sweat. At one point, the ceiling was so low he had to push with all his might to squeeze through. His light signaled an abrupt end to the cave. And there, on a floor of evergreen needles and rusty leaves, two small bodies squirmed. Only a pair, the she-wolf too malnourished to bear any more.

Just over a week old, they looked more like furry moles than wolves. Ears barely formed and flat to their skulls, toothless, eyes not yet open, the pitch of their cries grew louder when they sensed Farro closing in. In the dark recess, his headlamp shone on the pups like a floodlight. A sheen of fluffy fur covered their skin, one gray-brown like her mother, the other white.

A thrill ran through him. He’d guessed the den held pups when he noticed the mother wolf’s tracks at the entrance yesterday, but now he realized what a bonus this could become. Arctic wolves were commonly white, but a white eastern wolf was something special. Rare, and therefore highly desirable.

When the white pup’s nose touched the man’s flesh the newborn licked and sucked, searching for a nipple and warm milk. Farro grabbed it by the loose skin around its neck. It trembled and yowled at the shock of his rough handling. The other pup squealed when she felt the warm body of her brother snatched away. She tried to pull herself forward by her front paws and gave another plaintive cry, lifted her head in a vain attempt to find him.

Farro gripped the white pup with one hand and backed out of the cave. When he reached the entrance, he dropped the wolf into his carryall and dashed back to the boulders. He cast a worried look in the direction the mother wolf had gone, then began the dangerous descent down Mount Seymour.
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Wentworth Farm, Stony Creek, April 2014

The little wolf fought to escape from the moment Farro thrust him into the canvas carryall, but he quickly grew exhausted. During the rough ride in Farro’s pickup, alien smells assaulted him: truck grease, the sweat of his captor, dried blood from the pig bait that had been kept in the carryall. In shock over the sudden loss of his mother and sister, the pup squeezed into a dark corner of the bag and shook.

The pup was frightened by the sound of the truck’s tires spinning on the road and couldn’t stop quaking. Suddenly the noise ended. A gush of fresh air startled him. He twisted and turned when he felt Farro’s hand grasping his neck. His legs dangled helplessly in the air.

Then came something different. The feel of gentle hands, warmth next to a soft shirt, a smell of vaguely perfumed skin underneath the shirt, another alien smell but this time not so frightening. And underlying the faint perfume, a new scent. Female. Not the same as his mother, but somehow like his mother. Something brushed his lips. He licked it and found the taste to be good. He seized the flesh in his mouth and sucked with all his might, but no milk came.

Content to stay within the folds of her shirt as she carried him away, soon after he seized on another odd thing she put into his mouth. The unfamiliar feel of the plastic bottle nipple disconcerted him at first, but then a rich stream of milk began to flow. Different than his mother’s milk, but good all the same.

Although the woman did not lick him all over like his mother did, she held him close to her until he fell asleep. When he woke to find himself alone, he panicked again and began to yowl. Soon enough she came. He felt safe as long as she was near.

***
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Outside the kitchen window, the rising sun appeared as a dull orb in a gloomy sky. The usual spring morning birdsong was missing, as if the sparrows and cardinals had flown off, knowing the peaceful farm would soon be gone. The atmosphere had been quiet like this for days, and Jade would have seen it as an omen.

Except the worst had already happened.

The grating sound of a motor reached her ears. Moments later, Mike Farro pulled up in his Chevy pickup. Twenty-four, only three years older than her, he’d arrived in their sophomore year at high-school, a transplant from Syracuse, where it was rumored he’d been expelled for causing trouble. A bad boy with sultry good looks, he had a unique talent for eluding the consequences of his misdeeds. Someone always seemed to come to his rescue, most recently his young wife who worked two jobs to keep them afloat.

Jade was surprised to see him show up. She hadn’t seen him since graduation. She ran a hand through her dark curls and went out to greet him with a question in her mind. What could he possibly want of me?

Farro grabbed a canvas carryall, jumped out of the cab and flashed her a grin. “Glad I caught you home. It’s been a long time. I’ve got a favor to ask.”

Her gaze fell on the bag Farro held out awkwardly. She could hear faint cries coming from within. “What’s in there?”

“A wolf.”

“Well, it’s a good thing I don’t have any more sheep, then,” she laughed. “No seriously, what is it?’

“It is a wolf. A newborn. My wife is allergic to fur, so I need someone to foster it and I heard you’re good with animals.”

Jade’s face fell, prompting him to quickly add, “its mother got shot. I didn’t want to let the poor thing die, too.”

A wolf pup was just about the last thing she’d expected to appear on her doorstep. Given all her other problems playing nursemaid to it was an impossible request. “There’s no way I can do it, Mike. You know I’ve lost the farm? I’m caretaking it for the new owners until September. Then I have to be out.”

“Sounds good. There’s a safe place, a sanctuary that will take it, but they don’t have space right now. They said they would by the fall. I’ll pay you to look after it. It’ll be something to help tide you over. It’s a white wolf. Very rare.”

Like a thundercloud that gathers strength as it rolls toward you, bad luck had a way of descending all at the same time. At least it felt that way to Jade. “I’m not just losing the farm. I won’t have my job for much longer, either.”

Farro cocked his head. “What d’you mean? You’re a vet tech, aren’t you?”

“The vet I work for—William Pratt? He’s retiring. Winding up his practice. My whole life’s in turmoil right now, Mike. I can’t do it.”

“Hold on. I want you to see it.” He smiled, and if she’d not known any better, she might have thought, genuinely. Jade remembered how he’d always had luck attracting girls.

Before she had a chance to object, Farro snapped the bag’s clasp and reached inside. Noting the look of disapproval on her face, he said, “There’s holes in it for him to breathe,” as if that excused the animal’s harsh confinement.

He pulled out the baby wolf. Its dirty white fur stank of urine. Farro thrust the little creature toward her. “It’s a male.”

“Oh Lord, he’s not much bigger than a kitten! His eyes aren’t even open yet. He’s shaking like a leaf, Mike.”

Jade reached for the wolf and cradled him in her arms, close to her chest. After a few minutes, the pup’s trembling subsided.

“You see? It can tell you’re a sucker for animals. No offense intended,” Farro laughed. He gave the visor on the ball cap he always wore a tug as if to emphasize his point. “Anyways, it’ll be safe with you.”

Jade ran her index finger lightly over the wolf’s lips. The pup immediately tried to nurse.

The poor thing looks half-starved. Jade’s cheeks flushed with anger. “He’s in bad shape Mike. You should have cared for him better.”

With all the problems weighing on her shoulders, taking on a new responsibility made no sense, let alone caring for a young wild animal. She owed Farro no favors, nor did the man deserve her help. For all she knew, he was probably the one who shot the mother wolf. Did he have a guilty conscience when he realized the mom had left a pup behind? That didn’t sound like the Farro she knew.

One thing was certain. Judging by his present state, the little creature would die if left any longer with Farro. She sighed. “All right. I’ll give it a try.”

“Good move,” Farro said. “I’ll bring you some money to get started and check in every now and then to see how he’s doing.” He touched the brim of his cap again in mute thanks and climbed back into his truck.

Jade hurried into the farmhouse, not bothering to look back when she heard Farro call out a good-bye.

“The first thing is to get some food into your tum.” She said this out loud as if the animal could understand her.

The veterinarian she worked for had a special interest in wildlife, and any number of birds with broken wings, abandoned fox kits and injured raccoons had been treated and released at his clinic. So Jade knew pure cow’s milk would be far too rich and produce instant runs. Since the pup’s milk teeth hadn’t yet appeared, he couldn’t eat meat. She still had some sheep’s milk frozen in the fridge. Heated and diluted with water, it would have to do. Tomorrow she’d make up a special formula suitable for a wild pup.

Still carrying the wolf, Jade went upstairs. Holding him with one arm, she used her other hand to fish around in the old toy box that sat underneath the bench at the bottom of her bed and found the doll’s baby bottle she’d played with long ago.

Once she’d filled it and tested the temperature, the wolf sucked at the milk greedily, pushing his front paws back and forth as if he were kneading his mother’s teat. When his belly was plump with milk, he slumped over and promptly fell asleep.

Jade got her mother’s old yarn basket, lined it with a soft towel and laid the pup down. When he woke, she’d clean him up; for now, she reasoned, it was better not to disturb him.

The entire incident had caught her completely off guard. Once again, it struck her how out of character it was for Farro to show such compassion for a tiny animal. Still, everyone had a good corner in their heart, however much they seemed to hide it. Maybe this was Farro showing a soft side that others rarely saw.

She stroked the pup’s back, watched his belly rise and fall with his breath and smiled. Well, I don’t know how much of a bargain it is to get me for a mom, but it looks like you’re stuck here for a while.

Those first weeks turned into a trial. Up every three or four hours for feedings. Bone-tired for work the next day. Switched from sheep’s milk to a formula, but mixed it too rich at first. with hell to pay when it came out the other end. Yellow puddles on the kitchen floor when she didn’t take him outside fast enough. Nicks on her hand once his needle-sharp baby teeth came in. Then, Jade chewed up pieces of beef and chicken like a mother wolf would to make the food easy for him to digest.

She had to take him to work with her; he couldn’t be left alone. The little wolf quickly became a favorite and endeared himself to the staff.

He delighted her at every stage of his development. Eyes opening at 14 days, still not seeing clearly but able to detect shapes and movement. Eyes that eventually turned from smoky-blue to wild yellow, reminding Jade of tiger eye gems. Startled reactions when he detected his first sounds. Curiosity about every new encounter. Highly intelligent, but also wary, unwilling to trust until he was certain there was no threat, reminding her of how much he differed from a dog’s strong desire to please. At night, he’d whimper pitifully until she took him into bed with her, his fluff nestled against her underarm as she calmed him to sleep.

Not long after the pup came, Jade’s sadness over losing the farm grew less painful. Her mood lifted, and she realized that, without intending it, Farro had given her a gift. She found herself smiling again, amused by the animal’s antics when he played with a toy mouse or shook an old rag. She felt a burst of pride when he took his first stumbling steps. Simply having him to care for helped to lighten her depression over the fate of the farm. She began to harbor thoughts of keeping him, and hinted at the idea when Farro called to see how things were going. But he shut her down flat.

Falling in love with the pup had been easy. Too easy. She kept reminding herself that she was simply his caretaker for a few months. Before long, Farro would come to take him away, and she would lose him. It would be a mistake to become too attached.

That was her rational side talking. In her heart, they belonged to each other. She recalled the Anishinaabe legend her father used to tell her. How the Creator, out of all the animals, chose the wolf to be a brother to the first man. Together they roamed the world, naming all the plants and animals. When they were finished, the Creator said they must go forward to live separate lives, but from that point on, what happened to one would also happen to the other.

How true that seemed now! Both she and the little wolf had lost their homes; both faced an uncertain future. She looked at him, curled up on the tattered old blanket that served as his dog bed and made a silent promise. I’ll find a way protect you until you’re strong enough to be on your own.
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Wentworth Farm, Stony Creek, August 2014

With a lump in her throat, Jade watched Farro’s pickup bump down the farm lane. She stood at the edge of the porch with one hand on the door frame. The truck came down the lane slow and sure. Dust kicked up behind it in long gray skeins. When it braked the tires locked and the old Chevy skidded to a halt a few yards shy of the house. Then nothing. Silence, but for the ticking of the motor in the heat. A cicada called, sounding like a strum on wire strung too tight.

Jade folded her arms and watched, her house no more than a skeleton of what it had been. The grass was dry to the root. Branches from the ancient oaks lay scattered like bones. The shingles had curled and the wind had taken what it wanted from the roof. Broken furniture, old equipment and boxes were stacked haphazardly against one side of the house. No animals were left in the paddock but the horse, tail flicking against the flies, its jaw working at a heap of last year’s hay.

She’d feared this day.

Now he was here. She raised a hand and let it fall.

He got out slowly. Squinted toward her. “How’re things, Wentworth? Pup still doing okay?”

She turned from the door and walked inside. “See for yourself.”

The kitchen smelled faintly of bleach. A gate fixed up with wire and screws kept the animal penned from the rest of the house. No cables or electric plates were low enough for him to chew. The chair legs had been gnawed down to the nails, but it didn’t matter because she wouldn’t be taking the chairs with her anyway. A torn blanket lay in a heap. A green toy dinosaur had been gutted and scattered across the floor.

Jade took a few small steps and crouched. The wolf bounded into her arms and she rose with him. Farro stood in the doorway, his face unreadable, and looked toward her.

“He’s beautiful, isn’t he?” The pup licked her chin. He caught the coils of her long dark hair in his teeth. She lifted her chin and laughed.

The wolf had a coal black nose, teeth as white as fine porcelain, overly large paws and long legs, gangly but already strong. A stripling. Not even half grown. “I figured he needed a name, so I call him Niko. It means victorious. I thought that would be a good omen for him.” She gestured toward Farro. “You can come right into the kitchen if you want. He’ll be okay as long as I’m with him. Like a Bud or something?”

“I could go for one. Hot as a bitch today.” Farro crossed the kitchen and took a seat at the table. The wolf let out a growl low in his throat.

Jade freed one arm, opened the fridge and retrieved a frosty can. When she handed him the beer, she noticed his fingernails were broken and dirty. And it looked like he hadn’t shaved for a few days.

Farro took a deep swig. Then another. “That’s better.” He eyed Jade still hugging the wolf to her chest. “Hope you haven’t got too fond of that little guy, Wentworth. He’s cute now, but you could never keep him once he’s grown up. You know that—right? They’re not like dogs at all. They’re different.”

Her lips formed a pout. “Of course I do. He loves the woods, loves to run in the fields. It’s not fair to keep him confined.”

Farro nodded, but his expression wore a hint of disapproval. “Don’t you think there’s a pretty big difference between him playing outside with you and trying to survive alone?”

“He’s capable of learning it. When he’s old enough he should be returned to the wild.”

Farro took his cap off and used it to wipe away more sweat. “It’s way too late. You even said it. He’s attached to people. Has no idea how to fend for himself. How to catch his food. Would need other wolves to teach him that. He’d be dead, shot or something, in a matter of days.”

“You’re wrong, Mike. I’ve read up about it. If you get them young enough, it’s been done before. Just last week, he trapped a mouse out in the field. He knows what to do.”

She caught a flash of anger in his eyes and remembered how Farro had been a bully at school. “Where are you taking him anyway?”

“To a sanctuary.”

“Which one?”

“I’ll tell you where he is once he’s settled in. They want to get him adjusted first and said if you showed up, it could upset him.”

Farro wasn’t one to show sympathy for animals, so his intention to find Niko a home was suspicious. “That’s a crock,” Jade shot back. “I’ve busted my ass looking after him for the past four months, and you’re not even going to tell me where he’s going?”

“They made me promise not to. They’ve had some bad experiences with stuff like that in the past. People raise these animals, get to thinking they’re like their pets. Then they realize it’s not practical to keep ’em any longer. But they keep coming over to the sanctuary, wanting to see the animal. Interfering.” Farro plastered on a smile. “It’s the right thing to do. You know that—don’t you?”

“Maybe. If I really believed you intend to do the right thing.”

Farro downed the rest of his beer and cracked the can with more force than was necessary. “We had a deal, Wentworth. I paid you to take care of him. I’m going now. I’ve got a crate in the pickup. We can put him in there. I didn’t think he had a chance when I found him. The little fella’s in really good shape now; I can see that. So far, you’ve held up your end of the bargain. Let’s leave our differences be.”

Jade blinked back tears. She had to admit defeat. She didn’t trust Farro but, about to become a nomad herself, she could not keep a wolf. She looked away to hide her feelings. “I’ll get his stuff together.”

She followed Farro out to the truck, clutching the pup to her chest. Sensing her distress, the wolf strained against her arms and yowled.

Jade saw a crate securely braced to the truck bed’s side panel. Beside it lay a black muzzle.

Farro picked up the muzzle. “Can you put this on him?”

“No way. He’ll hate that!”

“I’m not getting bit. And I can’t take him for a long ride and leave him in the crate all that time.”

She argued with Farro for some time, but in the end gave in. Because the little wolf fought them, it took both of them to muzzle him—Farro holding the struggling pup’s haunches and Jade pulling the muzzle over the pup’s nose before it was properly fastened.

She held the pup close for a minute, then pressed her cheek against his neck as if to seal his scent and the soft feel of his fur deep into her memory. Farro reached for him, shut him in the crate and fastened the door.

The wolf immediately attacked the crate with his front paws, clawing the metal rungs. When that didn’t work, he tried to bite the rungs but the muzzle did its job.

“He’ll calm once we start moving,” Farro said.

Jade knew the wolf would see this as a betrayal, unable to understand why she no longer wanted him. And once settled with the other wolves at the sanctuary, he’d probably forget about her entirely.

She turned away without saying good-bye and hurried back to the house.
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Later that morning, Jade decided to ride her horse, thinking it might help to clear her head.

Behind the barn were the remnants of the orchard her mother had started when she’d come to the farm as a young bride. Most of the apple trees had died, but the pear tree still brought forth luscious yellow globes of fruit every year. Jade recalled how as a kid she’d sit on the ground and pick out the juiciest windfalls to eat.

Earlier in the summer, she and her mother would gather basketfuls of the wild black raspberries from the vines spilling over the old cedar rail fence. As summer stretched into fall, they’d forage for puffballs and other wild mushrooms where the pasture met the woods, in secret places only her mother knew.

Far from gentle nudges of nostalgia, those memories taunted her. A constant reminder of her inability to keep the farm going; the open wounds of her loss. In this way, the wolf truly was like a brother. Each of them ripped away from the only homes they’d known—Jade from the farm and Niko from both her and his mother’s den.

On her way back, she stilled her horse on a knoll, the best vantage point to view the farm. The land spread out like a green jewel banked by a sea of trees. The barn stood in the distance, red roofed with gray weathered walls made from boards milled by her grandfather and his men from the pine they’d cut out of the forest. Her childhood friends would join her to play for hours in that barn, making forts in the hay bales, jumping from the loft onto the heaps of straw below, stepping quietly to get as close as possible to watch the baby barn swallows in their intricate mud nests.

It had all belonged to her as the only surviving relative, but soon she’d have to leave it forever. The sheep were already gone. “Mutton for the masses,” her grandfather used to joke. She’d sold them all, both the ram and the breeding stock. Staring down bankruptcy, there had been no other option. In the end, the sale barely covered the farm’s debts.

As a teenager, Jade had always been the family anchor, the stable one, in contrast to her mother—needy and passive through her long illness. Her mother had rallied after the initial diagnosis of ALS, but as the months stretched into a year and she began to lose control over her body, her spirit weakened, too.

Hazel-eyed, slim and on the short side, Jade resembled her dad physically. There, the similarity ended. She tended to be focused and practical. Her father worked himself to the bone, but never possessed a head for the business end of farming.

She winced at the memories and turned away from the hardscrabble of timothy and clover, invaded by canary grass and marred by patches of bare earth where hooves had massacred the roots.

She turned the horse, a paint, a mustang-sized gelding, small but sturdy and dependable. He’d go to the girl down the road who wanted a pony. Her horse, another friend she’d sorely miss.

In the paddock, his hide steamed in the hot sun when she lifted the saddle and blanket to rub him down. After she’d finished, she slipped off his bridle and pulled a carrot from her jacket pocket. The horse’s soft, rubbery lips smacked her hand as he took the treat. Before her tears could fall, she gave herself a shake, tapped him gently on the rump and watched him dance away.

Indoors again, silence loomed like a living thing. Jade had already sorted the few pieces of furniture and other possessions she wanted. The rest of her things would fit into a couple of suitcases and take no time to fill.

She walked into the front room, bare now of family knickknacks and framed photographs. Her gaze fell on the corner they’d always cleared to make way for the Christmas tree, and the alcove where her mother had spent her last months, no longer able to negotiate the stairs. Once a bright, energetic woman who seemed to carry a radiance with her wherever she went, her mother had turned into a gray-lipped invalid through the long sojourn of her illness.

Jade climbed the stairs feeling the weight of those sorrows. The steps creaked as she put her weight on them. Whenever the wind blew hard, the cracked and loosening putty caused the window panes to shake. The house had needed care she’d been unable to give it.

Her dresses still hung in her bedroom wardrobe. The full-length mirror had a crack across one corner that her dad had made when he banged in a nail to hang it on the wall. The mirror itself was so old it had gone silvery-bronze with age. She took out the scarlet dress she’d worn to her high school graduation prom, held it up to her. With its thin straps and form-fitting bodice, it was rather daring, and she’d loved that. Happier days. But those days were gone.

A sudden desire to escape it all struck her. A need not to spend another day being reminded of everything she’d lost. Little signs of the pup were everywhere. She couldn’t bear to look at them any longer.

Her friend Rachel had offered her a place to stay. Rachel’s husband, Trent, was on a tour of duty in Afghanistan, so she had welcomed Jade’s company.

Jade could return tomorrow to move her horse. If Rachel was willing, she’d leave that afternoon.

***
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Farro had stumbled upon the cave by accident. When he realized the female had young ones inside, his original idea was to raise the pups for dogfights. A wolf would be unique—a huge draw, guaranteeing much higher gambling proceeds. But the animals would have to be raised to adulthood, and that would take money and time.

Everything changed when he saw the white pup. He knew immediately how rare it was and had a pretty good idea who he might sell it to. Easy money without the risk of arrest.

Twenty minutes after leaving Jade’s farm, Farro reached Conklingville, turned off the highway and drove down a gravel avenue lined with giant oaks. He slowed when he reached a high gate fashioned to look like the entrance to an Old West ranch.

On the gate’s left portal, a sign announced: Wild Animal Ranch.

The east portal bearing a smaller brass plate read: Conrad Lang, Private Hunting Preserve.
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Lang’s ranch, Conklingville, August 2014

Classified as a private zoo, the ranch and hunting preserve occupied almost 300 acres of forest and farmland long gone to fallow. Fifteen years ago, Conrad Lang bought the land and converted it into a popular recreation destination. Lang’s ancestors were Quebecers who’d immigrated to New York State as settlers. Their surname in those days was Langlois. Too hard for the English tongue to bend around, over time it had been shortened to Lang.

The centerpiece of the ranch, a sprawling three-story building with a wraparound veranda, louvered doors and sash windows, was designed to look like a Wild West saloon. It housed a lodge for overnight and weekend guests and a first-floor education center with a café.

Across from the ranch house, behind a thick screen of trees and native bushes, lay the fields and forested mountainside of his hunting preserve, all of it surrounded by a 10-foot-high chain link fence. The tree cover hid the fence so effectively, tourists visiting the wildlife center didn’t realize it was there.

Stations for the hoofed and grazing animals—buffalo, elk, wild boar, deer, big horn sheep, zebra, llamas, and the spiral-horned Kudu antelope—stretched across the fields behind the house. They were kept for public viewing in large corrals, one for each species. High quality fencing like you’d find in the most exclusive horse farms separated the corrals, allowing visitors good views of the animals. Beyond them lay the breeding pens. In late spring and summer, the ranch overflowed with day visitors, tourists and school groups.

The predator pens—housing a black bear, a lynx, a cougar and a pair of coyotes—ranged to the right of the lodge. The pens consisted of long rectangular runs, framed by heavy duty chain link. A roofed front room had one-way viewing glass along a visitor walkway. For extra security, a second pig wire fence enclosed the entire predator domain.

The last pen in the row was empty, waiting for a small white wolf.

Farro leaned on the horn when he pulled up in front of the house. Moments later, a door banged open, and a tall man, tanned and lean from years of outdoor work, strode out to meet him. He nodded a greeting when Farro jumped out of the pickup. “You brought him?”

“Yep. He’s in the back, Connie.”

Farro pointed to the crate and climbed onto the truck bed. The pup cowered against one corner of the crate. He tried to snap at Farro but the muzzle held his mouth firmly shut. He turned and twisted when Farro lifted him out and handed him to Lang.

The wolf’s white fluff was just beginning to change to a rougher coat of fur. With a practiced hand, Lang ran his fingers along the wolf’s spine, checked his eyes—a startling gold—and removed the muzzle. Holding the pup firmly by the nape of his neck so he couldn’t bite, Lang saw that the animal’s gums were a healthy pink and his teeth a strong and pure white.

Lang glanced at Farro. “’Bout four months old from the size of him. The animal looks good. You did well. Has he been dewormed? Had shots?
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