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    For Toby and Lucy,Y'all's companionship was an anchor in my life. I miss y'all dearly. But now y'all's howls will live on forever.For my best friend Lydia Shaffer,Who's love and encouragement keeps me going, even through my own self doubt.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Every trail leaves a story

      

    

Born into a thriving pack, a young wolf's world is shattered when tragedy strikes. Through harsh winters, hunger, loss, and renewal, follow his journey across a lifetime in the North American wilderness. From his first steps outside the den to his final days beneath the stars.

Authors Note

This story contains depictions and themes that may be disturbing to some readers, including but not limited to blood, gore, death, and disease.
Prolog

In the heart of the North American wilderness, there was a valley that stretched for miles, cradled between towering mountain ranges whose peaks remained dusted in snow even in the summer. Dense pine forests blanketed the slopes, broken only by winding rivers and open meadows where herds of elk and white-tailed deer grazed at dawn and dusk. To the north, cliffs rose high above the treeline. And to the south, the land opened up into vast wetlands and marshy swampland. This was a place of abundance where prey was plentiful, and the rivers ran clear.

For many generations, one wolf pack had called this place home. Their trails crossed every ridge. Their scent lingered at every river crossing and game trail. The elk knew them, and the whitetails feared them. Mountain lions respected them. Even the bears that wandered through the mountains knew the boundaries of their domain.

One morning, as the first rays of sunlight peeked over the eastern mountains, the pack moved through it with confidence. This was their territory, their home, and for as long as they remained strong, it always would be.

The pack walked in a line through the western peaks at the edge of the territory. At its front was Stone, a large male with black and charcoal grey fur, green eyes, and a muzzle that was beginning to silver with age. His pace was controlled and unhurried. He had no need to prove his strength. The rest of the pack followed him as they always had.

By his side moved Willow, a female with white and light brown fur and a silvering muzzle. Her amber eyes constantly scanned the forest for movement among the trees. While Stone watched the path ahead, she watched everything else.

Behind them, young adults jostled and played as they walked. A handful of yearlings and adolescents chased each other through piles of snow and leaves beneath the trees. The older wolves walked at a steadier pace, content to just let the younger wolves waste their energy. Twenty wolves in total. The largest and strongest pack to ever call this place home.

The pack was on a morning patrol of their territory. Marking the perimeter, mapping ever-changing herd migration routes, and keeping intruders out. The pack had been doing this for generations. The younger wolves followed close behind, learning every trail, river crossing, and scent marker the adult wolves already knew by heart.

As the pack neared the mountain's southern descent, Stone caught the faint yet unfamiliar scent of another wolf. Willow caught it as well. That was unusual; few wolves would venture so deep into the valley. Stone and Willow lifted their heads and began smelling the air, trying to pinpoint its origin. The rest of the pack noticed immediately and followed suit.

Stone found it first, coming from the south, towards the swamp and wetland. He and Willow began trotting down the mountain, quickening their pace while conserving energy. They moved with the grace of rivers. The rest of the pack worked hard to keep up.

The swamps and wetlands stretched for miles. Stone pressed his muzzle to the wet ground and began smelling it, drawing in the air around it. For a moment the unfamiliar scent was there, but it faded as he took a few steps forward. Willow was the next to find the scent just a few steps to the right, only for it to vanish beneath the smell of mineral-rich mud, standing water, and wet grass.

The pack began to spread out. Some of the wolves slipped between the reeds and pools; others moved through the buttonbrush and swamp white oak. They swept their noses over mud, roots, and partially submerged logs. Every few minutes, one would stop and lift their head, testing the humid air before changing direction. Step by step, they spread across the wetland as they searched for another trace of the intruder.

From the middle of the pack, a pair of younger wolves- a male with grey, white, and black fur and yellow eyes — the first stray to be allowed to join the pack since Stone when he was a young male generations ago — and an all white female with icy blue eyes that didn’t change color as she grew older, located the scent by an old beaver dam. They howled to signal the rest of the pack.

When Stone and Willow arrived, they smelled around the dam. Even there, the smell was faint. Whatever wolf left it was long gone. The pack quickly marked the area with their own scent before continuing the patrol.

Back at the den, just below the northern cliffs, the yearlings and adolescents played in the fields and forest. The young adults kept watch, keeping the young wolves from wandering too far from the den. The older wolves stood at the outskirts of the den, looking out for any sign of danger. And atop a rock face just above the den stood Stone and Willow, overlooking their domain. Willow brushed her shoulder against his and nuzzled his face. He gave her a gentle lick before returning his gaze to the valley below.

As the day passed by and the light began to fade, the pack gathered around the entrance to the den. At the center of them all, Stone lifted his head and began to howl. Willow joined first. Then one by one all the wolves joined in. Their voices carried far and wide across their territory. Across the river, high in the mountains, and down in the swamps and wetlands, every animal knew this land belonged to them.

Beyond the southern wet and swamp lands, unnoticed by the pack, another quieter howl answered the pack's fading voices.
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As the seasons came and went, and snow fell upon the valley and melted again, herds of elk and deer watched their calves become adults. The mountain lions saw their cubs grow into strong, fierce hunters. And high in the trees, juvenile eagles took flight for the first time. Yearling wolves became hunters, hunters became parents, and some wolves departed forever to form their own packs elsewhere.

That spring, like every spring, the rivers swelled with spring runoff from melted snow high in the mountains. Streams that had been contained beneath ice all winter now rushed through the dense pine forests with a constant roar. Water spilled over into the meadows, turning them into broad but shallow wetlands in their own right. Down in the southern wetlands and marshy swamps, the cold fresh meltwater brought vast flooding, the promise of new life, and the return of beavers who were eager to build their spring lodging.

At their den below the northern cliffs, the pack was just beginning to stir with the day's first light. The fresh scent of spring brought new life to this year's yearlings. They played in the shallow water that flooded the open grassland of the valley and meadows. Chasing the ducks and frogs as they swam through the valley. Just outside the den, Pine, a second-time mother with brown and grey fur and green eyes, was watching her six puppies play. She had her puppies early this year.

Stone and Willow sat atop the rock face
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