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# WHEN THE SNOW HOWLS BACK

### A Novel by Michael Duke
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# PART I

## THE BROKEN PACK

—-
[image: ]


—-
[image: ]


—-
[image: ]


—-
[image: ]


## Chapter 1

### The Last Good Hunt

The elk's breath rose in white plumes against the grey sky. Froststep watched from his position downwind, belly pressed against snow that had crusted over in the night. His muscles trembled - not from cold, but from the need to run.

*Not yet.*

Stoneback had taught him this: the space between seeing and striking was where hunts succeeded or failed. The yearling elk grazed at the tree line, unaware of the wolves positioned in a loose crescent around the meadow. Froststep could smell her - the sweetness of fear-sweat just beginning, the richness of warm blood beneath winter-thin hide.

He glanced left. Ash-Scar was a dark shape against pale birch trunks, scarred muzzle low, one ear cocked toward Stoneback's position on the high ground. The beta's stillness was absolute. Froststep had seen him wait like this for half a day once, until a wounded caribou finally separated from its herd.

Silver-Eye crouched somewhere to the right, invisible in the shadows. She was always invisible until she wanted to be seen.

The alpha's howl split the morning - short, sharp, now.

Froststep exploded forward.

The snow was perfect for speed, packed firm beneath a finger's depth of powder. His legs ate the distance. The elk's head snapped up, eyes rolling white. She bolted toward the trees, toward safety, but Stoneback had already cut that angle. The alpha charged from the ridge, massive shoulders churning through deeper drifts.

The elk pivoted, found Ash-Scar blocking the river crossing. She screamed - a sound like ice cracking - and ran the only direction left open.

Toward Froststep.

He'd known she would. Stoneback had positioned him exactly here, in the kill channel, where the meadow narrowed between two stands of pine. This was what speed was for. Not the chase, but the closing.

The elk was larger, heavier, desperate. Her hooves threw up chunks of frozen earth. Twenty strides. Fifteen. Froststep's vision narrowed to the pumping hindquarters, the vulnerable hamstrings. Ten strides.

Silver-Eye materialized from the tree line and lunged for the elk's throat.

The yearling reared, striking out with her front hooves. Silver-Eye twisted aside - she'd never meant to connect, only to turn the elk's momentum. The animal stumbled, one leg buckling.

Froststep hit her at full speed.

His jaws found the back leg, clamping down just above the hock. Bone ground against his teeth. The elk screamed again and kicked, but he'd already damaged the tendon. She tried to run on three legs, dragging him through the snow.

Then Stoneback arrived.

The alpha was twice Froststep's size, all grey-black fur and purposeful violence. He drove into the elk's shoulder, bearing her down. Ash-Scar closed from behind, seizing the other rear leg. The yearling's struggles weakened. Stoneback shifted his grip to her throat.

It took three minutes for her to stop moving.

Froststep released his hold and stepped back, panting clouds of steam. His jaw ached. Blood darkened the snow in spreading pools, still steaming. The elk's eye had already glazed, reflecting nothing.

Stoneback lifted his muzzle and looked at each of them in turn. His yellow eyes held no celebration, no cruelty. Only acknowledgment: *We eat today.*

The alpha tore into the belly first, opening the body cavity. Steam billowed out, carrying the overwhelming scent of hot organs and life-just-ended. Stoneback fed for a moment, establishing his right, then stepped back.

Ash-Scar moved in next, then Silver-Eye. Froststep waited his turn, as was proper. He was young, fast, valuable - but not yet proven enough to challenge the order. His stomach growled so loudly that Ash-Scar's ear flicked in amusement.

When his turn came, Froststep buried his muzzle in the still-warm meat. Nothing had ever tasted like this. Not the rabbits he'd caught alone, not the scraps from last week's deer. This was pack food, earned food, the kind that would carry them through the deepest cold.

The others arrived as he fed. Greyfoot and Ember, the younger hunters. Birch-Leg, who'd injured his paw and couldn't run but could still track. Willow, heavy with pups that would come when the snow melted. Small-Paw, the late-born from last spring, still awkward and growing.

Eleven wolves, feeding together.

Froststep ate until his belly was tight, then moved aside to let the others take their fill. Small-Paw darted in nervously, snatched a piece of liver, and retreated to eat it away from the competition. She was always last, always afraid of being driven off. But no one challenged her. Pack pups ate, always.

Silver-Eye sat beside him, licking blood from her muzzle. "Clean strike," she said, in the way wolves spoke - not with words, but with the tilt of ears, the set of shoulders, the tone of a low growl that meant approval.

Froststep's tail moved slightly. Pride was dangerous, but he felt it anyway.

"The elk was young," he replied, ducking his head. "Easier."

"Young elk are fast." Silver-Eye's eyes were the color of winter sky, pale and sharp. "You were faster."

Ash-Scar approached, his gait slightly hitched from an old injury to his left haunch - a scar that ran from hip to knee, given by a moose three winters ago. He'd survived. The moose hadn't. That was how he'd earned his name.

"Stoneback positioned you well," the beta said. It wasn't quite praise, but it wasn't criticism either. "You didn't waste the opportunity."

"I learned from watching you," Froststep said, which was true.

Ash-Scar huffed - almost a laugh. "You learned speed from your mother. She could run down anything." His scarred face grew distant. "Before the trap took her."

Froststep said nothing. He remembered his mother only as warmth and milk-smell, and then absence. The trap was a story he'd heard but never seen. Metal jaws that bit without warning. The forest held many such stories.

Stoneback howled.

It was different from the hunt-howl - longer, rising and falling like wind through a canyon. One by one, the others joined him. Ash-Scar's deep voice. Silver-Eye's clear note. The younger wolves, finding harmony. Even Small-Paw added her voice, thin but determined.

Froststep tilted back his head and sang with them.

This was what it meant to be pack. Not just the hunt, not just the feeding. This sound, rising together, claiming this territory, this kill, this moment. *We are here. We are strong. This land is ours.*

The howl echoed off the ridge and rolled down the valley. Froststep heard it bounce back from the distant peaks, layered with their own voices.

He also heard something else.

Beneath the howling, carried on the same wind - a low mechanical growl from the south. Not an animal sound. Not a natural sound. It came and went, rose and faded, like breathing but wrong.

Silver-Eye heard it too. Her ears swiveled, triangulating. When the howl ended, she looked at Stoneback.

The alpha's gaze turned south, toward the sound. His tail was level, not raised in dominance, not lowered in submission. Watchful.

"Machines," Ash-Scar said, more statement than question.

Stoneback nodded slowly. "Far away still. Beyond the river."

"They're closer than last season." Silver-Eye's voice carried no challenge, only observation.

"The forest is large." Stoneback turned back to the kill. "We are here. They are there."

The matter was settled, as far as the alpha was concerned. The pack returned to feeding. But Froststep noticed that Silver-Eye kept one ear turned south, and that Stoneback chose to rest facing that direction, even as he gnawed the elk's ribs.

By the time the sun reached its weak winter height, the elk was mostly consumed. Bones scattered the crimson snow. Willow had dragged a haunch away to cache for later. The ravens had begun to gather in the trees, waiting for the wolves to leave so they could claim the scraps.

Froststep's belly was so full he could barely move. He found a patch of clean snow and lay down, letting the weak sunlight warm his dark fur. Around him, the pack settled into rest. Greyfoot and Ember played briefly, wrestling over a leg bone, until Ash-Scar's warning growl separated them. Small-Paw curled against Willow's side, already sleeping.

This was peace. This was safety.

Silver-Eye approached Stoneback, her posture respectful but not submissive. Froststep watched through half-closed eyes. He couldn't hear their low exchange, but he could read the shapes of it. Silver-Eye's concern. Stoneback's dismissal. Her persistence. His firmness.

Whatever they discussed, it ended with Silver-Eye dipping her head and moving away. But her expression remained troubled.

Froststep thought about the mechanical sound, still faintly audible when the wind shifted right. He'd heard such sounds before, always distant, always from the direction of the human dens. The places where smoke rose and light glowed after dark.

Humans were a fact of the forest, like storms or hunger. They existed. They killed - sometimes wolves, more often prey animals. They left behind scents of metal and smoke and waste. But they stayed in their places, mostly, and the wolves stayed in theirs.

The forest was large, as Stoneback said.

Wasn't it?

Froststep pushed the thought away and closed his eyes. His muscles ached pleasantly from the hunt. His stomach was full. Around him, his pack rested, alive and together.

The cold wind moved through the pines with a sound like breathing.

For now, everything was exactly as it should be.
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## Chapter 2

### The Scar on the Snow

The trap line ran through the forest like a wound.

Froststep smelled it before he saw it - the scent of human hands, old blood, and something else. Something metallic and wrong. He was ranging ahead of Ash-Scar on a patrol of the eastern boundary, where their territory pressed against unclaimed land.

"Stop." Ash-Scar's command was quiet but absolute.

Froststep froze mid-step, one paw raised. The beta approached slowly, reading the ground. Snow had fallen two days ago, soft and even. The human tracks were fresh, cutting across the wolf trail they'd used for generations.

"How many?" Froststep asked.

"One. Maybe two." Ash-Scar's nose worked the air. "They came from the road. Set traps along the creek."

Froststep had never seen a trap, but the stories were clear enough. Greyfoot's mother had lost a paw to one, lived three more years limping before sickness took her. Ash-Scar's sister had been luckier - she'd died quickly, neck broken by the snapping jaws.

"We should mark it," Froststep said. "Warn the others."

"We should find them all first." Ash-Scar moved forward, each step careful, testing the ground. "Come. Stay exactly where I step."

They found the first trap ten body-lengths into the trees. It was hidden under a light covering of snow and leaves, positioned beside a fallen log - exactly where a wolf might jump. A chunk of frozen meat hung from a branch above it, dangling at nose height.

"Look," Ash-Scar said. "See how they think."

Froststep studied the arrangement. A wolf approaching the meat would need to position himself directly over the hidden metal. "Smart."

"Humans are always smart." The beta's voice was neutral, factual. "That's what makes them dangerous."

They found six more traps along a quarter-mile stretch of creekbed. Each one carefully positioned, baited with meat or scent. The humans had laid them along the pack's regular hunting routes, in places wolves naturally traveled.

At the seventh trap, they found Birch-Leg.

The older wolf was caught by his right forepaw, the trap's teeth sunk deep into flesh and bone. He'd fought it - the snow around him was torn up, splattered with blood. But the trap was chained to a tree, and the chain was stronger than any wolf.

Birch-Leg had stopped fighting. He lay in the churned snow, panting in short gasps, watching them approach with eyes that held no hope.

"Don't," he said, when Ash-Scar moved closer. "The chain. I tried."

Froststep saw it then - the raw wounds around Birch-Leg's neck where he'd tried to bite through the chain. His teeth were cracked, his gums bleeding.

Ash-Scar circled the trap slowly, examining. Froststep knew what he was thinking. The pack had stories about this too. Sometimes wolves escaped traps. Sometimes packmates could spring the mechanism, pull the jaws open long enough for the trapped wolf to slip free.

Sometimes.

"How long?" Ash-Scar asked.

"Since dawn." Birch-Leg's voice was steady despite the pain. "The human will come back. They always come back."

That was true too. The stories said humans checked their traps, collected what they'd caught. Froststep didn't understand why - humans didn't eat wolves, didn't wear their pelts. They simply killed and left the bodies.

"Froststep," Ash-Scar said. "Get Stoneback. Quickly."

Froststep ran.

He covered the distance back to the den site in hard, driving strides, his breath burning in his chest. The pack was scattered - some sleeping, some grooming, Willow gnawing a cached bone. Stoneback stood near the entrance to the main den, in conversation with Silver-Eye.

"Alpha," Froststep gasped. "Birch-Leg is trapped. The eastern creek."

Stoneback's expression didn't change, but his whole body shifted - from rest to readiness in an instant. "Show me."

They ran together, Froststep leading. Silver-Eye came too, and Greyfoot, who'd been nearby. By the time they reached the trap site, Birch-Leg's breathing had grown shallow.

Stoneback examined the trap without speaking. He tried to grip the metal jaws in his teeth, tried to force them apart. The mechanism didn't budge. Birch-Leg whimpered as the attempt jostled his mangled paw.

"The chain," Silver-Eye said. She was studying the tree where it anchored. "We could dig under the roots. Pull the stake free."

"It's iron," Ash-Scar said. "Driven deep. Would take days."

"We don't have days." Greyfoot was looking east, where the human scent was strongest. "The human will come."

Stoneback tried the jaws again, straining with all his strength. The muscles in his neck and shoulders stood out like cables. The trap shifted slightly but didn't open.

Birch-Leg made a sound - not quite a whimper, not quite a growl.

"Alpha," he said quietly. "You know what needs to happen."

Froststep didn't understand at first. Then he saw the way Birch-Leg was looking at Stoneback, and the way Stoneback was looking back, and he understood completely.

"No," he said, before he could stop himself.

Everyone turned to look at him. He was young, inexperienced, unproven. He had no right to speak against the alpha's decision. But the word had come out anyway.

Stoneback's yellow eyes fixed on him. "No?"

"We could - " Froststep scrambled for options. "We could guard him. Stay with him. When the human comes, we could - "

"Kill the human?" Silver-Eye's voice was gentle but firm. "And bring more humans with guns? Bring the hunters and their dogs?"

"We could move him. Dig under the trap, carry him - "

"He'd bleed to death before we got him home," Ash-Scar said. "If infection didn't take him first."

Birch-Leg lifted his head. "Froststep. Young, fast Froststep." There was something like affection in his voice. "You have a good heart. But Ash-Scar is right."

"I won't leave you," Froststep said.

"You won't." Birch-Leg looked at Stoneback. "None of you will. I'll travel with the pack always, in the songs. In the memory." He paused, breathing hard. "But this body is done. Let it be done quickly."

Stoneback moved closer. He touched his muzzle to Birch-Leg's head, a gesture of respect and finality. "You were a good tracker. Your pups carry your skill."

"They do." Birch-Leg closed his eyes. "I'm ready."

What happened next was quick. Stoneback knew exactly where to bite, how much pressure to use. Birch-Leg didn't suffer. One moment he was breathing, the next he was simply gone, released from the trap's cruelty.

The pack stood in silence around his body. Froststep's throat felt tight. He'd known Birch-Leg all his life - the older wolf had taught him to track rabbits in snow, to read the age of a scent trail.

"We'll remember him," Stoneback said. It was both promise and command. "But we can't stay here. The human comes back."

They left Birch-Leg where he lay. There was nothing else to do. The trap still held his paw, would hold it when the human arrived and found a dead wolf instead of a living one.

On the journey back, Silver-Eye moved alongside Stoneback. Froststep was close enough to hear.

"This is the second trap line this winter," she said. "Last year there were none."

"Last year was last year."

"The machines are closer too. The humans are pushing into the territory."

Stoneback's stride didn't falter. "We've dealt with humans before."

"Not like this. Not so many, so close, so - "

"Enough." The alpha's voice carried warning. "We are here because this is our territory. Our parents' territory. Their parents' territory. We don't run because humans set traps."

Silver-Eye said nothing more, but Froststep saw the tension in her shoulders, the way her ears stayed flat.

That night, the pack gathered near the main den. Stoneback told them about the traps, described their positions, warned them away from the eastern creek. Then he spoke of Birch-Leg - his tracking skill, his patience, the successful hunts he'd led. The pack howled for him, sending his name into the cold sky.

Froststep howled too, but his voice felt hollow.

He kept thinking about the trap - the precision of it, the way it had been positioned exactly where a wolf would travel. The human had understood them, predicted them, prepared for them.

And somewhere to the south, the machines kept growling, constant as breathing, closer than before.
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## Chapter 3

### When the Wind Carried Iron

Silver-Eye woke to the sound of Small-Paw coughing.

The den was dark, crowded with bodies pressed together for warmth. Outside, wind screamed through the pines with a voice like tearing fabric. The third blizzard in as many weeks. Winter had arrived early this year and settled in like something with teeth.

Small-Paw coughed again - a wet, rattling sound. The pup was wedged between Willow and Ember, trying to steal their warmth. She'd grown thin. They all had. The elk from the last good hunt felt like a memory from another life.

Silver-Eye extracted herself carefully from the tangle of sleeping wolves and padded to the den entrance. Snow had drifted halfway across the opening. She pushed through it into the screaming white.

The world had disappeared. Everything was wind and snow, sky and ground merged into a single howling void. Silver-Eye's eyes watered instantly, ice forming on her lashes. She couldn't see past her muzzle.

A shape materialized beside her - Stoneback, nearly invisible in the whiteout despite his dark fur.

"Checking conditions?" he asked, though it was barely a question.

"Seeing if there's any point in hunting."

"There isn't."

They stood together, buffeted by wind. Silver-Eye could feel the cold working its way through her fur, seeking skin. In the den, at least, they had each other's warmth. Out here, exposed, a wolf could freeze in hours.

"We're burning through the caches," she said.

"I know."

"Willow needs to eat. The pups - "

"I know, Silver-Eye." Stoneback's voice carried no anger, only weariness. "When the storm breaks, we hunt."

"And if nothing's left alive to hunt?"

The alpha turned his massive head toward her. In the whiteout, his eyes were shadows. "Then we hunt anyway."

He retreated into the den. Silver-Eye lingered a moment longer, listening to the wind. Beneath its howl, she heard something else. That mechanical growl, fainter than before but persistent. The machines didn't stop for storms.

She went back inside.

The blizzard lasted three days.

On the first day, the pack ate the last of the cached meat - scraps of old deer, freezer-burned and tough, but fuel nonetheless. Small-Paw got a few bites. Willow ate most of her share and gave the rest to the pup.

On the second day, they ate nothing. Greyfoot tried to venture out to check the nearest cache site, but the wind drove him back within minutes, ice crusting his fur. They slept as much as possible, conserving energy, bodies piled together in the center of the den.

On the third day, the wind finally died.

Silver-Eye emerged into a transformed world. Snow lay thick and perfect, sculpted into drifts taller than a wolf. The trees bent under white weight. The silence was absolute - no birds, no wind, no distant machines. Just the creak of overburdened branches and the whisper of settling snow.

Beautiful. Deadly.

Stoneback called a hunting party: himself, Ash-Scar, Silver-Eye, and Greyfoot. The others were too weak or too important to risk. Willow stayed with her unborn pups. Ember guarded the den. Small-Paw was too young.

They ranged out in a widening spiral, searching for any sign of prey. The snow was chest-deep in places, exhausting to push through. Silver-Eye's legs burned. Her stomach felt like it was eating itself.

By midday, they'd found nothing. No deer. No elk. No rabbits. The prey animals had either died in the storm or found shelter so well-hidden that even wolves couldn't scent them.

"South," Stoneback said, when they paused to rest. "Toward the valley."

"That's closer to the humans," Silver-Eye said.

"Prey moves to the valley in harsh winters. Lower elevation, less snow."

"The humans know that too."

Ash-Scar panted heavily, his breath steaming. The deep snow was hard on his old injury. "We need food today. Not tomorrow. Today."

He was right. Silver-Eye could feel the weakness in her own muscles, the way her body was starting to consume itself. Another day without food and they'd be too weak to hunt even if they found prey.

They turned south.

The forest changed as they traveled. More stumps appeared - trees cut cleanly, their tops lying scattered. The snow here was churned and dirty, marked with strange parallel tracks. Machine tracks.

"Recently," Greyfoot said, sniffing a stump. "Yesterday, maybe. Before the storm ended."

Silver-Eye examined the destruction. Dozens of trees down, a swath cut through the forest like a claw mark. She'd seen this before, in other seasons, but never so close to their core territory.

"They're moving north," she said.

"We're moving south," Stoneback replied. "It's temporary. We find food, we return home."

They found a deer an hour later - or what was left of one.

The doe lay frozen in a drift, half-buried. She'd died during the storm, probably exposure or starvation. Coyotes had already discovered her, though the storm had driven them off before they could do much damage.

It wasn't a good kill. It wasn't even a kill. It was scavenging, eating the already-dead, taking what lesser predators would take.

Stoneback tore into the carcass without hesitation.

Pride didn't fill an empty belly. Hunger had no dignity. The pack ate, gulping frozen meat that had to be thawed in their mouths before they could swallow. It tasted like death and desperation.

But it was food.

They ate until the carcass was picked clean, then started the journey home. The return trip was harder - bellies full but bodies exhausted, breaking trail through the same deep snow. Ash-Scar fell behind. Greyfoot had to stop twice to rest.

Silver-Eye kept listening to the south. The mechanical sounds had resumed - louder now, or perhaps just carried better in the still air. She heard crashes as trees fell. Voices, human voices, sharp and incomprehensible.

When they finally reached the den, twilight had fallen. Ember greeted them with desperate relief. "Small-Paw," she said. "She's getting worse."

Inside, the pup lay against Willow's side, breathing in shallow gasps. Her ribs showed through her fur. Her eyes were dull.

Willow looked up at Stoneback. "She needs meat."

"We brought nothing back," the alpha said. "We ate in the field. Didn't have strength to carry."

"Then we go out again tomorrow - "

"I'll go," Silver-Eye said. She was already exhausted, but Small-Paw was dying. "First light. I'll find something."

Stoneback studied her. "Not alone. Take Greyfoot."

That night, Silver-Eye couldn't sleep. The den felt too small, too crowded, like a trap. She kept thinking about the stumps, the machine tracks, the way the humans were cutting into the forest like teeth into flesh.

She thought about Birch-Leg in his trap, and the elk from the last good hunt, and the deer they'd scavenged like crows.

Ash-Scar was awake too, she realized. His eyes gleamed in the darkness.

"You're worried," he said quietly.

"Aren't you?"

"I'm always worried. Comes with being old." He shifted slightly, favoring his good leg. "But worry doesn't change what is."

"What is, is getting worse."

"Winters are hard. We've survived hard winters before."

"Not like this." Silver-Eye kept her voice low, aware of the others sleeping nearby. "The humans are everywhere now. Traps, machines, cutting the forest. Where does the prey go when the trees fall? Where do we go?"

"We adapt. We've always adapted."

"By moving. By finding new territory." She looked at him directly. "There is no new territory, Ash-Scar. Every direction is claimed. North is Blackjaw's pack. East is the mountains - nothing lives there in winter. West is the dead zones, where the fire burned everything. South is humans."

"Then we stay. We defend what's ours."

"Against the humans? With what? We can't fight machines. We can't fight guns."

Ash-Scar was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke again, his voice carried something that might have been doubt. "What would you have us do? Run? Abandon our territory? Everything our parents claimed and held?"

"I would have us survive."

"Survival and territory are the same thing. Without land, we have no prey. Without prey, we starve. We're wolves, Silver-Eye. We hold ground or we die."

"We might die anyway."

Stoneback's voice came from the darkness, low and final. "Enough."

Both of them fell silent. The alpha hadn't been asleep after all.

"We stay," Stoneback said. "This is our home. We don't run from our home."

Silver-Eye said nothing. There was nothing to say. Stoneback had decided, and the pack followed the alpha. That was how it worked. That was how it had always worked.

But as she finally drifted toward sleep, she heard the wind pick up outside, carrying with it that now-familiar sound: the distant growl of machines, patient and hungry, feeding on the forest.

And she wondered if holding ground meant anything when the ground itself was being taken away.
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Morning came grey and bitter.

Silver-Eye and Greyfoot left before full light, their breath crystallizing instantly in the cold. The temperature had dropped further overnight. Silver-Eye's paws ached within a dozen steps, the snow burning like fire against her pads.

They quartered through the territory, desperate for any sign of prey. Found old tracks, frozen scat, scrapes on trees - all signs of deer passing through days ago. Nothing fresh.

By midmorning, Greyfoot was limping. "We should check the southern valley again," he said. "Where we found the deer yesterday."

"If there was anything else there, the coyotes would have found it."

"Then where?"

Silver-Eye didn't answer. She was watching the tree line to the south, where smoke rose in a thin column. Human camp, probably. Where there were humans, there was sometimes food - scraps, waste, things left behind.

It was a dangerous thought. A desperate thought.

"Not that desperate yet," Greyfoot said, reading her gaze.

"Small-Paw is dying."

"Small-Paw is one pup. The pack is eleven wolves. We don't risk eleven for one."

He was right by pack logic, by the cold mathematics of survival. But Silver-Eye thought about Small-Paw's coughing, about Willow's eyes, about the way hunger was making them all irritable and short-tempered.

"We should go back," she said finally. "Save our strength."

They returned empty-jawed.

Stoneback met them at the den
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