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Home of Ian Campbell, pack alpha
Campbell Wildlife Preserve
Outside Flagstaff, Arizona

 

TWO young wolves romped through knee-high grass that needed to be mowed. One was larger than the other, but just as gangly, thin, and awkward in appearance. The smaller pale gray pup with white markings disappeared under the larger light brown one, then both vanished in the grass. Play growls and snarls betrayed their location.

Arms crossed over his chest, Ian watched their antics from the back deck of his home to make sure their game didn’t get out of hand.
Tommy’s large shape burst out of the grass, running full-speed toward the house.
Chelsea’s smaller form followed, her legs moving fast but not as coordinated as her playmate’s. Tommy had been running as a wolf regularly for about three years. Chelsea, for a week, so she hadn’t quite gotten all four legs working together well. Play was good for that.
At the last possible second, Tommy whipped around a full hundred-and-eighty degrees and charged Chelsea, shooting past her by centimeters before she could react.
She slid to a halt, looked after Tommy, glanced at Ian with clear disgust, and pivoted on hind paws that momentarily got entangled with each other and her front paws. Once all four legs were aimed in the right direction, she took off after her playmate again.
The glass door behind Ian slid almost soundlessly open and then closed. He took a slow, deep breath and smiled. “Has Graham helped you figure things out?”
Chelsea’s mother, Sandy Marks, came alongside him, shaking her head and scowling. “He’s trying, but it just doesn’t make any sense to me. All those companies and numbers....” She sighed. “I’ve never been good at math. I can’t believe Paul had so many accounts and bills. I don’t even understand half of them.”
Graham Caldwell was a CPA, and a wolf. He handled the pack’s finances and investments. No one better to help Sandy get a handle on her financial situation, as far as Ian was concerned. The fact her husband, Paul, had kept her completely in the dark about every bank account and every bill for the entirety of their marriage worked against her.
“Be patient with yourself. It’ll come. Graham’s a very patient teacher. Don’t be afraid to ask questions, no matter how dumb you may think they are. He won’t mind.”
“That’s what he said.”
Ian returned his focus to the playing pups. “How are you and Chelsea doing otherwise?”
“Okay, I guess. O’Neil actually managed to get the blood out of the carpet at the house, which amazes me no end. His wife, Hannah, found a real estate agent in the Valley to get the house on the market, and Graham’s helping with the paperwork for that. If not for them, I think I’d be totally overwhelmed just dealing with the house.”
O’Neil, a professional crime scene cleaner (as well as the pack’s personal clean-up man), could get blood out of just about anything, so Ian wasn’t surprised at his success at removing Sandy’s blood from the carpet in her house in Mesa. Blood left there thanks to a severe beating by her now-deceased husband.
Ian peeked sideways at her. Her gaze rested on her playful daughter. The cut on her lip had almost healed, and swelling around her blackened-eyes had vanished. The broken nose would take longer to heal, as would the bruises. Longer still would be the damage to her heart and psyche from years of abuse. Hopefully the pack could assist with that, too, over time.
“It’s been hard to deal with the burial arrangements for Paul.” Tears filled her eyes. “I’m sure people expect a funeral, but given how he died....” She shook her head.
The man had been killed while trying to hurt his daughter, so her reticence about a funeral was more than reasonable. At least, as far as Ian was concerned.
“It’ll be a huge relief to have that and the house taken care of, so we can move on.”
Ian smiled. “I’m glad you decided to move to Flagstaff.”
“I have to. Chelsea needs to be here, closer to all of you, so she can learn what it means to be a wolf.”
“You need us, too.”
Sandy glanced at him and smiled. “Yeah, I do. For my own sanity, as much as for Chelsea’s well-being. I appreciate you and Sophia letting us stay with you until Graham helps me get all the financial stuff sorted out.”
“Stay as long as you need.” He half-grinned. “We certainly have room.”
“If your wife doesn’t stop feeding me, though, I’m going to weigh a ton.” Sandy grinned, one of the first truly happy expressions he’d seen all week. “I think she forgets I’m only human.”
“Probably.” Ian chuckled. “She loves having people to cook for. Before she started living with wolves, she worked as an executive chef and cooked for a crowd. Going from cooking in a restaurant to feeding a werewolf pack hasn’t required much change really, but she sometimes forget two or three of us isn’t the same as a hundred or more people. Throw in a human without a werewolf metabolism....” He shrugged.
“Exactly.” She nodded. Then humor fell away, and she shook her head. “I’m worried about Chelsea. She won’t talk about Paul. She doesn’t want to look at pictures of him, and she leaves the room if I mention his name. It’s like she wants to pretend he never existed.”
“He abused both of you.”
“Not always.” Sadness filled her blue eyes. “That didn’t start until about four years ago. After he got laid off. He found work within a few weeks, but it wasn’t as good a job. Didn’t provide very
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