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Chapter 1 - Riley

Riley blew
her bangs out of her eyes as she looked up from the file she was
working on, disheartened with how the day turned out. Even after
having her veterinary practice for five years, it was hard to
believe how much administrative work was involved. Between
paperwork, after hours emergencies, client phone calls, and her
volunteer work there wasn't room for a social life, not that she'd
ever had one. Of course, that didn't hinder her friends and parents
from constantly harping on her to get out there and "find someone".
She knew her biological clock was ticking; she was a doctor after
all. Next week was her thirtieth birthday and she was darn proud of
what she had accomplished in her thirty years. Yet, if she were
honest with herself, she knew her heart was missing some vital
pieces: husband, kids, and the proverbial white picket fence.
Shaking her head at the direction of her thoughts, she bent back
over Bosco's paperwork and stamped a red "deceased" on the file.
Her eyes filled with tears again and she wiped them away in
frustration.

A few minutes later Sam walked in while
pulling her white-blonde hair out of her ponytail and fluffing it.
Inwardly grimacing, Riley mentally compared Sam's beautiful locks
to her own boring, brown hair. Riley's hair never looked good after
being in a ponytail all day; it always sported a huge kink where
the hair tie held it in place. Sometimes she contemplated wearing a
wig, the good ones always had every hair in place and looked fairly
realistic. Then she could shave her head and not have to worry
about pulling her hair back while she worked. After her workday,
she would don her wig and it would look perfect, just like Sam's
hair.

Sam was Riley's roommate in college and
they'd been close friends ever since. When they met, Sam had
already received her business degree and was working towards
becoming a vet technician because she loved working with animals
but didn't have the desire to chase after a doctorate. They were
opposites socially, with Sam keeping a packed social calendar and
constantly juggling men while Riley did neither. When Riley moved
forward with opening the clinic, she couldn't have done it without
Sam's help as the office manager and lead vet technician. She
leaned on Sam quite a lot. Sam always supported her and helped her
through all the challenges of opening a practice; they were
probably closer to sisters with the way Sam harped on her to find a
social life.

Riley knew her eyes were red from fighting
tears over Bosco, but didn't have the energy for a heart to heart.
"What's up?” asked Riley.

"We're heading to Rowdy's for a drink. Will
you join us? Just one drink, we promise not to keep you out too
late, but you need to get out and enjoy life a bit."

"No, not tonight, I have shelter duty." She
volunteered at one of the local shelters to care for their new
intakes. Shelters were short on money, but there never seemed to be
a shortage of abandoned and abused pets. A consortium of local vets
volunteered their time to offset what the shelter's budget didn't
allow.

"Fine, but you better keep Friday night open.
You have to come out with us once this decade. Besides, you
promised you'd join us this month. Well, guess what? I'm calling in
the debt for Friday." Sam huffed and crossed her arms.

"Fine, fine. I promise to go out for one
drink on Friday." Riley bent her head back over her paperwork and
mentally chastised herself for making that stupid promise last
month. She wanted one night to call her own, to draw a bath and sit
in the suds with a glass of wine and a good book, maybe cry a
little and give herself some time to mourn over the patients she'd
lost in the last year. However, her schedule was so crazy she never
seemed to find the time.

Sam pulled her out of her reverie as she
started talking again. "You know you didn't give Bosco cancer,
right? You can't save every animal that walks through this door,
and I know for a fact you did everything in your power to heal
him."

Riley nodded and ran her hand down her face,
attempting to rub the bad feelings away. She knew Sam was right,
but it was tough not being emotionally invested in animals she
fought to keep alive, especially ones with long drawn out
illnesses. She was fighting tears again, so she fisted her hands
until her nails bit through her palm, letting the pain distract her
from the feeling of being utterly powerless.

Sam continued, "Look Ri, you've had some
tough months, heck years, getting this practice up and running. You
need some free time to decompress. The only way that will happen is
if you start looking for another vet to come help with this
workload. We're profitable now and you should seriously consider
taking that step." She knew she was probably pushing a bit too
hard. She could tell Riley was on the verge of losing it and knew
she hated to show weakness by crying.

Sam had hit the nail on the head and Riley
knew it. She hadn't found the energy to make one more transition.
It seemed like the last ten years of completing college, then her
doctorate, and starting the practice was about transition; it was
nice to finally have a routine down. To bring a new vet in meant
learning their work style, being flexible on some of her own
quirks, and blending an entirely new person into their tight knit
group of office staff.

Riley stiffened her back and girded herself
for one more transition. She looked up at Sam and plunged in,
knowing if she didn't create some accountability it would probably
never happen. "OK. You're right Sam and I'll start putting some
feelers out next week. I promise, and I know you'll work to keep me
to that promise. Now, let me get back to my paperwork so I can get
out of here and go help some of those animals at the shelter."
Riley gave Sam a half smile and widened her eyes when Sam started
clapping and jumping up and down. She couldn't help but chuckle at
her friend's enthusiastic response.

Sam ran around the desk and gave her a huge
bear hug. It always amazed her how one small action could bring
back a flood of memories. The hug Sam gave her took her back to
when she said goodbye to her best friend, Ryan, who moved away when
she was a young thirteen-year-old girl. She hadn't thought of Ryan
in months. He was the only friend she'd had that gave her a sense
of being home, like an older brother rather than a friendship. It
was almost seventeen years later and she still felt the hole in her
heart from his family moving away.

"I am so glad, Ri, seriously. You really
deserve to have some fun in life after all you've accomplished.
I'll leave you alone now and see you tomorrow. Have a good night."
Sam released her hold on Riley and skipped out of the office to go
tell Jennifer and Lyla the good news. They'd be thrilled Riley was
finally going to get some extra help.

Riley shook off the thoughts of Ryan and
stared around her somewhat empty office, envisioning sharing it
with another doctor. The clinic wasn't big enough for two private
offices, so she'd have to divvy up her space. It was a 14 x 12 foot
white rectangle with white walls, white linoleum floor, and a white
tile ceiling. Her large oak desk sat to the right of the door,
facing the middle of the room. Directly behind her desk chair was
the shorter wall, with a sliding window, which connected to the
reception area. To the left of her desk, along the long wall, were
some bookshelves full of well-used medical journals and old
textbooks. A corkboard covered with curly edged client's photo's
covered the wall opposite her desk.

The only personal effects in the office were
the two pictures on her desk and her diploma hanging on the wall.
One 8 x 10 picture showed her parents on a tropical vacation,
smiles on their tan faces. Her parent's relationship was amazing,
and she hoped she would someday find someone to share her life with
that matched her as well as her dad matched her mom. She wasn't
naive, she knew they'd had their difficulties throughout life, but
they made it through all of them, and their love grew every year.
Her parents were currently snow birding in Arizona for the winter
and Riley missed having them near. There was also a 5 x 7 of her
harlequin Great Dane, Wolf, and her cat, Oscar. They loved each
other dearly - when Oscar was a kitten, he tried to nurse on Wolf.
It was adorable to watch, and Wolf was always extremely patient
with him. Even when Oscar pricked his sharp kitten claws into
Wolf's sensitive belly, Wolf didn't growl or bite. He must have
sensed Oscar needed some extra love since the tiny kitten came into
their lives too young to care for itself. In the picture, Oscar lay
curled up in the crook of Wolf's belly as they both took a nap in
the sunshine of her large backyard.

The rest of the office was almost empty
except for a couple of chairs and a two-drawer filing cabinet for
her personal records. Yes, she figured this was big enough to give
two decent size workstations and still have room for the shelves of
medical books and journals. The clinic itself was definitely big
enough to have a couple of doctors. The reception area had a large
front desk, with enough couches and overstuffed chairs to seat six
clients and pets comfortably. There were five exam rooms, an x-ray
room, two operating rooms, and kennels for boarded and recovering
animals. If she found the right personality, she could make this
work and not feel as if someone intruded into her space. Finding
the right personality was the key, and she hoped it was possible to
couple personality with skill.

There were vet students graduating every
year, and with her close proximity to Oregon State University,
where she got her degree, she could keep an eye out for someone who
was competent, maybe even get someone in for an internship to try
them out before offering the job. It was February, so there would
be a class graduating in a couple of months. She'd have to contact
her old professors and put some feelers out for candidates.

Sam called through the window behind her,
"Goodnight Ri, everything is cleaned up and ready for tomorrow, and
everyone has been fed and medicated; we'll lock up as we head
out."

"Thanks guys, I appreciate all your help.
Have fun at Rowdy's."

The door clicked shut and she heard the key
turn as Sam locked up. Riley walked down the hall to the break room
and grabbed her PB & J sandwich. On her way back, she looked in
on the animals that were staying the night at the clinic. She felt
horrible for them, knowing they'd rather be in their own homes. She
gave them a bit of extra love before she headed back to her office.
As she sat down at her desk, she opened her lunch bag and took a
bite of sandwich, then pulled out her next file. Just a few more
charts to fill out and she'd head over to the local shelter and see
what she could do to help their new arrivals.

Riley arrived at the shelter by 7:30 PM. It
was a no-kill shelter owned and operated by a non-profit group.
They worked with many local handlers, trainers, and vets to
evaluate, train, rehabilitate, and re-home the animals. Riley
entered the small reception area and Mike, the evening manager,
greeted her. He was sitting behind the desk that graced the right
hand wall. There was enough room for about six chairs and an end
table along the other walls. The hallway directly across from the
entrance led back to the holding pens and treatment rooms. It was a
small shelter, and only had enough room to house about 15 dogs and
20 cats comfortably. An exercise yard, surrounded by chain link
fence was in the back.

Mike was a great guy, who was married to his
high school sweetheart and had two little girls, ages five and
eight. He did this job because of his love for animals, not for the
pay. He was also a vet tech, so he was the perfect person to help
the evening vets with procedures and monitor the animals
overnight.

"Hey Dr. Riley, we have four new intakes for
you to take a look at: two cats and two dogs. One of the dogs is in
rough shape. He was picked up from a negligent owner and will need
some extra attention."

Riley braced herself for what she was about
to see. She hated seeing the abuse humans could give to innocent
animals. She would never be able to understand the motivation
behind it. She decided to look at the neglected dog first; he was a
Shepherd mix and was clearly terrified of people. He was
underweight and had a bad case of mange. He cowered in the corner
of his cage with wide eyes and growled from fear, doing his best to
ward off people. She always had a way with animals, so she sat down
outside the door and calmly waited for him to approach her. After
about five minutes, he became curious enough to come forward and
smell her arm. She didn't dare move, but continued to breathe and
keep her body loose. After a couple more minutes, the Shepherd lay
down next to her and nuzzled her hand. She then decided to give the
scared animal a nice rub under the neck and behind the ears to show
she wasn't going to hurt him.

She carefully looped a leash around his neck
and slowly stood up. As she stood, he started to cower a bit, so
she slowed her movements and waited for him to acclimate. After he
decided she wasn't a threat, he followed her to the exam room and
stood patiently for her while she checked his vitals. He was about
15 lbs. underweight and was clearly dehydrated. She gave him his
vaccines, an antibiotic for the mange, and sub-Q fluids for
dehydration. Luckily, he was neutered, so he wouldn't need to go
through that ordeal as well. She figured that if he received some
good meals and a lot of love, he'd be better in a week or two. He'd
definitely need a patient owner to understand his fear and work
with him to trust humans again.

Her next client was a small, yellow tabby cat
whose elderly owner had passed away. The kitty was a sweetheart,
and Riley knew she'd find a home without a problem. Again, she was
already spayed, so no surgery for her, only a check over her
medical records to make sure she was up to date on her vaccines.
Coming from a loving home was always nice, because they usually
kept records of their pet's health.

The next cat was a cranky tomcat with thick
grey fur, and he needed to be neutered. He was a stray without any
records so she gave him his vaccines as well. The neuter went
without a problem and she left the cat to recover from his ordeal
in a small cage in the procedure room.

The final case for the night was a small,
scruffy mutt with a sweet disposition. Fleas infested his matted,
white coat. She wasn't a groomer, but it was clear the poor thing
needed a bath. She could smell the tang of infected wounds, so she
and Mike bathed him so they could get through the dirt and take a
better look at his skin. He had some open sores, so she doctored
them, dosed him with antibiotics, treated his fleas, and
administered vaccines. This pup was lucky to already be neutered as
well. Overall, it was an easy evening.

Before she left, she checked on the Shepherd
and saw he was already looking a bit perkier from the fluids. She
patiently waited for him to approach her again in order to
reinforce a positive human experience. His frightened, soulful eyes
were hard to resist. She wanted to take him home with her, but she
felt that way about 95% of the time when caring for the shelter
animals. She had to harden her heart a bit to be able to continue
this work, but it was worth it so they'd have good care. Two hours
after she walked in, she left the shelter, saying goodnight to Mike
and thanking him again for his help. He promptly thanked her for
her help as well.

It was chilly outside. The weather had been
nice the last few days, giving everyone a false hope for an early
spring. February in Vancouver, WA was still winter, even though it
always teased with about one week of sun. Locals knew it was short
lived and to prepare for another four or five months of rain. Riley
looked up at the sky and the full moon was obscured by clouds, she
guessed the nice weather was already over. She jumped in her old
Jeep Cherokee and headed to the local doggy daycare to pick up
Wolf. She always took him there on the long shelter days, so he
wouldn't be home alone all day. She then headed home to get some
sleep. There was only two more days until the weekend and she
couldn't wait to get some alone time. She had planned to take this
weekend off and work on some maintenance items at her house. It had
been neglected the last few years and she couldn't put the repairs
off any longer. If Wolf ever escaped and received an injury due to
the broken fence boards, she'd never forgive herself.

Thursday morning dawned with clouds and
drizzle with a temperature hovering around 37 degrees. Yep, the
hint of spring was gone. Riley dosed herself with her rainy day
mood lifters - vitamins B and D. Oscar wound his furry, grey body
around her legs as she sat at the kitchen table reading a magazine
and eating her normal breakfast of oatmeal with brown sugar,
butter, and raisins. She chose to put a turtleneck on under her
scrubs, not only for the physical warmth, but also for extra
emotional comfort. She was still reeling a bit from losing her
patient yesterday; the long sleeves and turtleneck seemed to bring
a cozy comfort for some reason. Days like this left her wishing she
had a man in her life, someone she could cuddle up with in the
morning and lean her head on for support. Not that she remotely
knew what it would feel like.

Sad to say, but she was nearly thirty years
old, and had never had a serious boyfriend. She was a bit of a geek
in school, which made her the awkward outsider. Her pets were the
friends she relied on. Being an only child, she didn't even have
any brothers or sisters to fight with while growing up. In college,
she was too busy with school and work to make many friends; she had
to hold a 3.8 GPA in order to keep her scholarship. Sam was pretty
much the only friend she had; mainly facilitated by the fact they
were roommates.

The only guy Riley was ever close to was
Ryan, her neighbor and best friend from childhood. But she hadn't
seen him since she stood at the curb with tears streaming down her
face, waving at his car as it disappeared out of sight. It still
broke her heart a little bit thinking back when her parents told
her the Henderson's would be moving to Kansas. Something about a
job transfer. She didn't care about job transfers. The only thing
she understood was her best and only friend was ripped out of her
life along with her heart. Their house always stood vacant, as if
it was mocking her pain. It also fostered unrequited hope of them
returning. Although she hadn't thought of Ryan in months, this was
the second time in two days she found herself pondering on his
whereabouts.

After she took the last bite of her oatmeal,
she went into the kitchen to rinse out her bowl and stick it in the
dishwasher. She went into the bathroom, brushed her teeth, and then
headed for the door while saying goodbye to Wolf and Oscar for the
day.

Riley arrived at the clinic and Lyla was
already there, feeding and medicating the boarded animals. She had
taken them all outside to do their business and cleaned up any
messes as well. "Morning Dr. Riley." Lyla called from the back.

"Morning Lyla, anything I need to be aware
of?" Riley enquired.

"Nope, all looks good here. Our first client
is due in 15 minutes and we have back to backs until 1:30, then you
have a dental on Howard the Greyhound and a neuter on a new kitten
client."

"Great, thanks. I'll start reviewing some
charts. Let me know when they get in." Lyla always did a great job
of summing up the day's events and keeping track of any changes on
the calendar.

The rest of the day flew by without any major
issues. Howard had some major dental work done, but she expected
that since he was an old sight hound. She didn't have any
euthanasia's today, making for a much better day than
yesterday.

As Riley finished her charting that evening,
Sam popped in to remind her of her promise. "Remember, we're going
out tomorrow night. Don't you dare think about backing out of our
deal." Sam stood with arms akimbo and one eyebrow cocked, waiting
for a rebuttal.

"I told you I'd go. I'm not saying I'm
excited about it, but when I say I'll do something I always do it."
That was true too. Someone could always count on her to follow
through with her word. She lived by that premise. She believed, if
you started reneging on what you said, soon your words became
meaningless to those around you, and you lose accountability in all
things. She was incredibly staunch about her viewpoint on this, and
she expected everyone else to live by this mantra as well.

"I know," Sam said with a smile. "That's one
of the reasons I love you. The clinic is clean and set up for
tomorrow, and the animals are fed and medicated. We're heading out
and will see ya tomorrow. Try not to work too late."

"Thanks guys, see ya in the morning." Riley
leaned back in her chair and ran her fingers through her hair. She
needed to make a couple of phone calls with blood test results,
finish up some charts and then she'd be able to head home.

She arrived home close to 7:00 and took Wolf
for his three-mile walk. When they finished, she had just enough
time to swing by her favorite pet store, Canine Utopia, to pick up
Wolf and Oscar's food. Wolf loved visiting the store because he
always received a special treat. As the bell chimed their entry,
his toenails scrabbled on the hardwood floor. She had to keep a
keen eye on him around the bulk treat counter; he was so big he
could easily turn his head for a self-serve snack. The owner,
Aaron, greeted her and started grabbing her usual food from the
shelf. She picked out a treat for Wolf and let him chomp it down as
she paid her bill and chatted with Aaron about the happenings in
downtown. He was always involved with the community and usually had
some kind of special event he was planning. Aaron helped her to the
car with her purchases and she thanked him as she jumped inside to
head home.

She quickly ate some dinner while reviewing a
new medical journal, which came out with information on possible
canine cancer treatments. When she looked up at the clock, it was
10:30 and time for bed. She walked down the short hallway of her
two-bedroom bungalow and entered the bathroom to brush her teeth,
wash her face, and comb her hair before climbing into bed. As soon
as she was in, she called up Wolf and Oscar who cuddled in next to
her. She cringed as she thought about going out with the girls
tomorrow night, on a Friday of all nights. She knew the bar would
be full of couples on dates or singles on the prowl, once more
bringing her lonely existence into stark relief.

 


 



Chapter 2 - Garrett

It was a
spring-like Monday morning as Garrett jumped in his truck and
headed to the new jobsite. He wanted to make sure everyone showed
up on time. He didn't want to hear any excuses from his crew about
being late because of parking, traffic, or getting lost. He can get
there on time, and so can they. Breck's Construction was a general
contracting firm, which worked on commercial properties ranging
from quick shops to medium size condominium complexes. This job
happened to be new construction, a grocery store in Vancouver, WA.
The company's main office was located in Portland, OR, on the other
side of the Columbia River. Breck, the company's namesake, happened
to be Garrett's father-in-law, or ex father-in-law. He wasn't sure
how you label family left over after you became a widower. Widower
felt like a strange label to put on a 32-year-old man. Not that he
felt young anymore. Watching the woman he loves die slowly from a
mysterious illness, aged him.

Breck was a great boss and was kind enough to
keep Garrett on as foreman after Sarah passed away. He was a hard
worker and deserved his position, but he felt responsible for
letting Sarah die. He felt he should have been able to control the
situation, find what was making her sick, and stop it. He blamed
himself, so he never understood why Breck didn't. Sarah was Breck's
little girl, and Garrett didn't save her. He appreciated the
employment, but he still felt guilty almost every day he had to
look Breck in the eye. This week was actually the third anniversary
of her death, so he was feeling pretty grumpy and touchy. It also
happened to be the week of the full moon, so he was beyond
irritable. He felt sorry for the poor sod that showed up late to
this job.

Shockingly his entire crew was on time. He
was embarrassed to find himself a bit disappointed; he was hoping
he could release some of the bile he'd been carrying around inside.
He secretly wondered if Breck had warned the guys about his mood
this week. Did he give them a heads up that they had better be on
time or Garrett would flip out on them? He couldn't seem to find
any humor in the situation as he descended from his truck and
started assigning tasks for his crew.

A good portion of the crew was from the two
local packs, so they were more of a brotherhood than coworkers. The
guys always respected Garrett and liked to work for him, but they
also had this week marked on their calendar. They all knew this was
the anniversary of when he lost his love, Sarah. They knew he lived
a solitary existence since she died, and that's hard to do when
you're part of a pack. Garrett found a way to be involved without
really letting his heart get involved. He always seemed a bit numb
and robotic as he went through the motions of life.

Jason quietly entered the construction
trailer with a grim look on his face. He had bad news and hoped
Garrett wouldn't shoot the messenger. He was leaning over some
plans with his hands placed on each side of the table. He looked up
and scowled when he saw Jason's worried expression.

"Out with it, Jas. Give me the bad news."

Jason spoke the words as fast as he could,
hoping the speed would lessen the impact. "The backhoe scheduled
for today is going to be two days late. There was a problem with
the engine and they don't have the part in stock anywhere
locally."

Garrett took a deep breath and counted to
ten. He could feel his wolf near the surface, but this wasn't
Jason's fault. He had to remember that as he gripped the table,
trying to control his simmering rage. Unfortunately, the table
wasn't sturdy enough to put up with Garrett's strength and he felt
a snap in each fist as chunks of 1/2" plywood broke off in his
hands. The rough wood bit into Garrett's palms and abraded his
skin. The pain actually felt good in a strange way. Of course, due
to being a shifter, the cuts healed before he even had a good look
at them. His wolf was growling in his head and it took all of his
strength keep his claws retracted and his eyes a normal brown.

Jason watched, wide eyed, as Garrett stood
up, dropped the chunks of wood to the floor, and ran his hand
through his hair making it stand up on end. Between that and the
crazy look in Garrett's eyes, Jason found himself slinking out the
door before he could be throttled.

When Garrett saw Jason's reaction, he shook
his body and shifted back on his heels with his hands up in a
placating gesture. "Look Jas, don't worry about it - I'm not going
to throw any punches. I know this isn't your fault. I just can't
believe we can be behind schedule on the first freaking day of the
project." He ran his hand through his hair again and started
pacing.

Jason felt bad for him. He was Garrett's
pack-mate and had been his best friend growing up. Their friendship
took a hit when Garrett chose to push everyone away after Sarah
died. It still hurt him that he lost his best friend to heartbreak,
and hoped one day he'd come around and fully engage in pack
activities again. He had fond memories of them playing chase and
hunt as kids, pranks as teens, and throwing parties as adults. He
knew this was a rough week and he could smell the sadness,
loneliness, and frustration wafting off Garrett. Male wolves always
protected their females. If a wolf died, their mate generally
followed immediately after from grief. The only thing that kept
Garrett from dying was that he loved Sarah, but she wasn't his
Kismet. Most wolves wait to find their Kismet before mating, but
Garrett and Sarah loved each other without it, and decided to defy
fate and become mates anyway.

After pacing for a good five minutes, Garrett
started to feel a bit more settled. He knew his crew was good
enough to bounce back from this delay. They work delays like this
into their overall schedule, nothing ever goes perfectly on a job,
and they have to build in a cushion. He just hoped there wouldn't
be any more this week. Eating up part of the fluff of time on the
first day makes the rest of the job that much harder. "Thanks for
letting me know Jas, we'll work around the schedule a bit to make
up for it. Ask the backhoe operator to take the next couple of days
off and ask him if he'd be willing to work for double-time on the
weekend. Then we can keep the time schedule and we'll worry about
the cost later."

"Sure Garrett, I'll get to work on the
solution right now." Jason turned around and stepped down the
stairs of the trailer, veering for the operator.

Clearly, this was going to be "one of those
weeks" Garrett thought. I can get through this. I can do it.
I've survived this long and I'll continue to survive. Sarah
wouldn't want me wallowing around in self-pity and
recrimination. He finished out the day without any other
catastrophes. The operator agreed to the new schedule and Garrett
decided it wasn't as bad as it originally appeared. At the end of
the day, he jumped up in his black Chevy truck and headed home.

His house sat on ten acres, about thirty
minutes north of Vancouver, back in the wooded hills near the
Gifford Pinchot National Forest. The entire pack lived in the area
and used the forest for their full moon runs, which was coming up
on Wednesday, two days away. He still enjoyed the run, but nothing
compared to when Sarah was around. They would chase and play
together on those nights, waking up in each other's arms with the
crisp mountain air and the birds singing overhead. He longed for
those days again; his heart ached with loneliness.

His home was a two-story log cabin with
hardwood floors covered by rugs in a Navajo pattern. The great room
had a vaulted ceiling and windows covered the entire back wall to
highlight the expansive view of the valley. His sofas and chairs
were oversized, burgundy leather. The coffee table, end tables, and
dining table were sturdy and made of logs. A huge stone fireplace
set off one end of the great room, and an open style kitchen graced
the other. Above the kitchen was the master bedroom and bath, with
a balcony overlooking the valley. There was also two spare
guestrooms, office, and a second bath upstairs. He loved this home,
especially since he helped design it. He wound his way through the
haphazard display of tools in his garage and entered through his
mudroom to the kitchen.

He grabbed a beer from the fridge and went
outside to sit on his teak Adirondack chair. He found peace looking
at the scenery and listening to the night sounds. It was February,
so it was full dark by the time he arrived home, but his wolf's
eyes allowed him to see at night almost as well as he could in the
daylight. This was the most painful part of his day. Wolves were
pack animals and didn't necessarily like being alone, but he
couldn't bring himself to go to the parties they threw almost every
night. He was part of the pack and he was always there if someone
needed help, but being around the others always left him feeling
hollow, and he didn't like to feel that way in front of them. He
knew they could smell his pain and it was embarrassing to have his
emotions constantly on display. Besides, it always felt as if he
brought everyone down when he was around; no, he was better off
sitting at his house alone.

His phone rang and he looked at the caller
ID. He sighed as he answered it, "Hey Jessica."

"Hey Garrett, why don't you come down to
Jason's tonight? He has some great steak on the grill and we're
playing darts in the garage."

"Nah, I'm heading to bed early tonight. It
was a long day at the site and I'm beat." He hunched his shoulders
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