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Chapter One

Home

I begin in darkness, in a tangle of tails and paws, in the warmest center of the den. My sisters and brothers yip and squirm and dream around me.

Swift keeps close as always, making sure the others do not step on me. He lays his head on my shoulder. I hear-feel his lifebeat run.

Thud—thud—breathe. Thud—thud—blow.

Wag stirs in her sleep, tail swinging. Thwack—thwack. Thwack-ity—thwack. Dirt crumbs fall on the pile of us. Shoulders and hips twitch. Sleepy growls rise. I nuzzle Wag until her tail goes quiet.

Pounce never lies still; she chases one dream after another, paws fluttering. When she opens her pale blue eyes and fixes me with a stare, I am glad she is hunting dreams and not me.

Sharp gets teeth first. He tries them on Pounce and Wag and Swift and most of all me.

“I will get him back,” Swift says. He chomps his gums as if wishing could make teeth grow. “I will be the mightiest one of all someday.” He licks my bitten ears. Pounce lunges and captures Sharp by his not-biting end, and Wag cheers her on from the shadows.

“I am the biggest,” Sharp says. He lays back his ears. He practices his growl. He curls up alone in the brightest spot of the den. But I see him shiver in the cold draft.

They call me Warm because I am in the middle. I know them all by sound and smell and their lifebeats are always near me.

Thud—thud—breathe. Thud—thud—blow.

I doze to the rhythm of it.

In my dreams, I catch the far-off scent of Mother. She is the best smell of all. I turn toward the golden light that spills in from outside. Mother has said, “Do Not Pass,” so we all stay inside. We wait. We watch for her.

When Mother comes, the air outside is cool and the light from the Do Not Pass is pale and silver.

“My wolflings. My own,” she says as Sharp and Pounce and Wag dive for her belly. Swift scurries to Mother’s side to sniff out her latest adventure. He lingers over every unnamed smell on her neck and shoulders and tail.

“Tell me!” he begs. “What is beyond the Do Not Pass?”

I creep closer to listen. Swift finds his drinking spot, hind end all a-wag.

Mother’s legs are wet and cold, a new smell.

“Water,” Mother says.

I smell her foot. A tart smell.

“Pine,” Mother says. “Tallest of trees.”

The rich smell of milk rises from her belly. I am hungry. So hungry. I slide in next to Swift. I nose along Mother’s belly, and Swift lets go of his drinking spot.

Ah! Milk! Warm and sweet! I settle in. Drinking fast as I can because I know what will come. Swift nudges Wag from her drinking spot, and she lets go so there will not be a fight. Wag nudges Pounce, and when at last Pounce gathers the courage to nudge Sharp away from his drinking spot, Sharp turns to me.

“Mine!” he growls. He bites my ear.

I know what I must do. I yield. I stop the fight. I make a small circle of my body, and I wait. Mother turns her golden eyes my way. She sings the story of our life—pack, mountains, elk, stars, wind, rain, howl, hunt, mountains, pack.

One by one my brothers and sisters drink themselves to sleep. Swift comes to wrap his body around me.

[image: image]

“When can we go outside?” he asks.

“It is wild and hungry out there on the home ground,” Mother says. “And you are tender and tasty. Wait until you are bigger.”

“Wait?” Swift says in a yowl that is almost a whine.

“Wait until you have a fighting chance,” she says.

Swift’s ears prick up at the sound of fight. “Tell me more,” he says.

“The pack belongs to the mountains, and the mountains belong to the pack,” Mother begins. She tells the story of our life. Swift nods and nods. Dreams sneak up and take him away.

But I am not full. I am awake and listening.

“Song is my sister, my den mate, wolf of my heart. Fast and fearless in the hunt is she. But I remember when she was as small as you and afraid of the world beyond our den. She grew. And so will you.”

Mother settles her warm fluffy tail over my shoulder. I lean in and listen.

“Growl is our oldest, our wisest, our watcher. You will learn much from him if you listen. I have lived many seasons, and I listen to him still.”

I glance toward the Do Not Pass, where Growl is always watching.

“Your father helps me lead the pack. He is strong and fierce in the hunt, but he was lean and lonely when he first came to the mountains.”

“Is Father big?” I cut a glance at Sharp, who is snapping at the air even in his sleep.

“Very,” Mother says.

I shiver. Mother draws me closer with her paw.

“I know a secret the bold wolf is slow to learn,” she says quietly. “Big is not the only good thing for a wolf to be.”

Mother sniffs at my bitten ear and licks it firmly until it is stinging and clean. And then I smell it.

Milk.

Still.

I find a drinking spot, and there is enough to fill me up.
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Chapter Two

Pack

Days and nights pass. We all grow sharp teeth and hard claws. There is more of everything—yips, nips, and wags. Tussles and tumbles. Jumps and bumps and daring dashes toward the Do Not Pass. Growl, our watcher, is waiting there with stern looks.

Swift is the most eager of all to go out. But day after day Growl stops him. Night after night Mother says, “Wait.”

I am not brave, but even I creep to the edge of the Do Not Pass when my den mates are asleep. I gaze up, up, up at the trees. Growl waits at the entrance. He can see that I am not brave. He sits nearby, and we watch the sky together.
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I hear a rustle in the leaves. A new smell.

“Mouse,” Growl says. “The deceiver. Big noise. Tiny creature.”

I breathe in the smell again and remember how it scurries and stops, like me.

A sharp kwaaaa-k comes from the trees above. An answering call rises from over the ridge, and then a swoop of black feathers glides between the trees.
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“Ravens,” Growl says. “They will tell you much if you listen.”

Air rushes toward me. Ferns sway. Trees bend and creak.

“Wind,” Growl says. “Bringer of change.”

I inch backward. I do not know what change is coming.

Growl is not afraid. He stretches up tall to hear-smell for it.

Tap-tap-tap. Tattle-tattle.

A few bits of water fall on the dirt. A burst of green smell comes from the ground. The tap-tattle becomes a whoosh. Water falls thick and fast. Growl closes his eyes and breathes deeply. Water gathers in glistening drops and rolls down his gray sides.

“Rain,” he says. “Beautiful rain.”

I shiver and take in the sound-smell-feel of rain. I slide back into the warm sleepy heap of pups, but even in my dreams the rain sings to me.

When Mother calls to us in the still of night and we come out of the den, out from the deep, dark tangle of brothers and sisters, there is a great struggle to be first. Swift dashes up the tunnel. Sharp is right behind him, all teeth and temper. He nips at Swift’s ears. Pushes him aside. Shoulders his way out into the cold night air. Pounce tries to catch Swift, but Swift scoots out first, before his tail is captured. Wag follows her sister, tail all thwapity-thwap and a rain of dry dirt behind her.
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I am the smallest of us, the quietest, the most cautious, and I am the last to leave the den. I am the last to feel the wind on my fur. The last to lift my nose up and up to the black roof of this much bigger den all speckled with lights.

“Sky,” Growl says. “And stars.”

The others are racing to Father’s side. Sharp gets there first, of course. But Swift wiggles his way in right behind.

“Father! Mine!” they call up to him.

He is so big! He bends his head down to Sharp and Swift and Pounce. He breathes them in. Wag’s tail drops and then tucks right under her belly. But even she goes up to Father.

My paws are stuck to the ground beside Growl. I want to go smell-share with Father and hear him say my name. But my short legs will not carry me there.

“Gather your strength,” Growl says. He leans toward me. There is red all down his chin and a smell—strong and rich that I have never smelled before. I lean in and take a lick.

“Yes,” Growl says. “Ask for your share.”

I lick his chin again. He lowers his head, and a steaming pile of red rolls out of his mouth.

“Elk,” he says. “Life of the pack.”

I take a nibble. A bite. It is warm and savory.

“Every wolf gets a share,” Growl says.

I gulp down chunks of elk. Mother gives a share to Wag. Song and even Father give shares. When my belly is full, I hold fast to my courage and walk toward Father, my lifebeat running hard. He looks at me with a stern gaze. I hesitate. Stumble over my own paws.
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“Follower,” Sharp says with a sneer.

Mother shushes him, but it does not matter after everyone has heard. Swift nudges me to keep going.

“You can!” Wag says.

Pounce is still nose-deep in her share.

I untangle my paws and stand as tall as I can. It only shows that I am the smallest. Father is tall and thick like a tree, but he bends toward me as I come. I feel the flick of his ear against my face. I hear his lifebeat, steady and strong.

“Warm,” he says to me quietly. “My own. Heart of my pack.”

And then he lifts his head to the speckled sky and lets out a howl. Ooo-OOOOOOO-oooOOOO!

Mother joins in, and Song too. I remember their voices from my dreams. I close my eyes and the sound rushes over me. I feel it in my whiskers and down to my paws. It is probably not my turn, but I cannot help adding my own hum to the song. Growl stands beside me. He nudges my chin up. Mmmm-MMMM—oooooo! My howl is little, like me, but Growl is near. He howls a low gruff note and nods for all of us to join in. Of course Sharp is louder than me and Pounce can hold the howl in her throat longer, but I stop listening to me and I start hearing us. One mighty howl.

OOO-ooOOOooOOO!

Together and strong.
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Chapter Three

Wrestle

All spring and into the summer, the pack hunts. Growl stays when they are gone, teaching us the things a pup must know. When the pack comes home, there are steaming piles of elk for everyone.

Today, after the share and the howl, Mother and Song settle in for a nap, turning around and around each other to smooth their sleeping spot. Sharp and Swift start a tug-the-stick match. Sharp is bigger and wins every time, but Swift does not give up. Not until Pounce starts a steal-the-stick game. She is very sneaky. I would never dare. Still, in the end, Sharp gets the stick, because he is big. He gnaws the stick noisily so we will all see his victory. Father notices too and takes Sharp off to practice his leaping and pouncing.
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Swift rolls in the dirt, grumbling against his brother as he shakes the dust and itch bugs from his fur. Pounce comes to Wag and me and flops down on the ground. She bats at my tail. Wag, cheerful as ever, chases a grasshopper and lets it go to chase it again.

“Is Sharp always going to win?” Pounce asks Growl. She spies a beetle crawling out from the log and flattens it with one slap of her paw.

“Brothers usually grow to be bigger than their sisters,” Growl says.

“No fair!” Pounce licks the beetle off her paw, crunching through the shell.

A tangy burst of bug smell drifts my way. I dig under the log, looking for a beetle of my own.

“Sisters are almost always faster than their brothers,” Growl goes on.

“See!” Wag says, still chasing her grasshopper. “You can win sometimes.”

“Swift is fast,” I say, because I love it when he wins the race.

“Yes!” Swift says. He runs circles around me. “I am the fastest of all!” He growls, but I am not afraid of him. A pride growl is not the same as a fight growl.

“Swift is fast for a brother,” Growl says. “The leaner wolf is often the faster one.” His tail waves away a bumblebee.
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“I want to be the fastest!” Pounce says as she makes a dive for Growl’s tail. “And I want to be the biggest.”

Growl rolls to the side so quickly that Pounce hits the dirt instead of his tail.

“Big and fast are not the only good things for a wolf to be,” Growl says. He fixes me with a stern look.

I prick up my ears. I am never going to be the biggest. Everyone is faster than me.

“How does Sharp usually start a wrestle?” Growl asks.

Growl stands and faces Pounce. He ducks his head and wags to invite Pounce to try an attack. Pounce rears up and puts her front paws on Growl’s shoulders. She puts her mouth over Growl’s nose.

I feel all my run-away muscles tense. I hate when Sharp does this to me; it is even worse than the ear nips. I let out a whimper of sympathy.

“Get him, Pounce!” Swift shouts. He loves to wrestle.

Growl takes a step toward Pounce, who is still up on her hind legs. Pounce tips over backward, letting go of Growl as she falls.

“Ooh!” Wag says, admiring. “I can do that. Come on, Pounce! Wrestle me!”

Pounce is heavier than Wag. She rears up and puts her paws on Wag’s shoulders, pushing hard and snarling. Wag snaps back and lurches forward. Pounce takes a few steps back instead of falling.

“Wait,” I say, looking from my sisters to Growl. “You said that would work!”

“Pounce knew the move was coming,” Growl says. “She prepared for it.”

Pounce reaches down and grabs hold of Wag’s mouth and nose.

Wag starts to squirm and whimper. Exactly what I always do.

“Try again,” Swift says.

“I will help,” I call to Wag. I creep up behind them.

“Your pack is your strength,” Growl says.

Wag changes her whimper to a growl. She squirms and tugs. It does not work. Pounce is still bigger and stronger.

I look for a way out for Wag. I scamper to the other side of them and look again. The ground slopes away on this side.

“Roll!” I say to Wag. “Roll downhill.”

She tucks her head and pushes off. My sisters tumble down the hill.

“Owooo!” Wag howls. Success is finally in her grasp.

Pounce does not give up. She growls the whole way down.

“Grrrr!”

They land in a clump of ferns. Wag is on top.

“I did it!” she shouts, her tail and entire hind end celebrating. She and Pounce bound back up the hill.
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“Well done,” Growl says. “You picked a move she did not expect. One that did not depend on being big.”

“And you used the slope as your helper,” Pounce said. “I would have won on the flat.”

“The ground you know well is your ally,” Growl says. He yawns and stretches. He picks a patch of shade and makes his sleep circle.

Pounce wanders away, but Swift and Wag and I stay and practice.

Leap—roll. Grip—break. Lunge—dodge. Swift is quick to learn. He pins me and Wag over and over again. But his nips never hurt.

“Almost,” he says. “Try again. You almost had me.”

Wag gets better and better at the leg hold and roll trick. I only get better at ducking and dodging and running away.

“I will never be a fighter,” I say to Swift. We gasp for breath after our longest tussle yet.

“You do not have to be,” Swift says. “I will always be on your side.”


By the time the moon is up I am worn out. Pounce and Sharp come back.

“Caught a bounder!” Sharp says, tail up, daring us to say he did not.

“And he did not share,” Pounce says, glaring at him.

“Did not share?” Wag gasps. She hurries to Pounce’s side and nuzzles her in consolation.

Swift looks from Sharp to Pounce, baffled. “We always share.”

The truth is plain. Sharp has red on his chin. He smells of bounder. Pounce does not. “Every wolf gets a share,” I say very, very quietly.

Sharp hears. In one leap he pins me to the ground like he always does. He snarls in my face. “Give up!” he says. “You know I will win. I always do.”

I am so tired that everything I just learned flies out of my head. All I feel is the dread of having to surrender to Sharp. Again.

“Tug the Stick!” Swift shouts. Sharp looks up. This is everyone’s favorite game.

Swift prances past Sharp with a long and well-chewed stick. Pounce jumps on the other end. Tugs. Huffs and digs in her feet. Wag scampers off to find a better stick. Sharp lunges toward Swift’s stick, wrenching it away. Pounce and Swift join forces to recapture the stick.

I creep away. I watch my brothers and Pounce tug the stick. Growl comes and sits beside me.

“The wolf who watches,” he says, “the one who listens and learns . . . is the wolf who wins in the end.”

I cannot imagine myself winning.

Wag comes back with the head-stick of an elk. It has many branches. She drags it toward the others.

“The best stick of all!” Wag announces. She swings the head-stick in the air and tosses it into the game.

Everyone sees it is the best stick
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