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Geoffrey Malone spent most of his childhood in Africa and avoided any formal education until the age of eleven. After school in England, he spent sixteen years as a soldier, then joined a Canadian public relations firm in Toronto. During all this time, he travelled widely and developed a fascination with animals in the wild. He returned to Britain in 1991, determined to become a children’s author.

He has written seven books for children, each one with a powerful and closely-observed animal interest. His story of a fox, Torn Ear, won the 2001 French Children’s Book of the Year Award and the Prix Enfants grands-parents Européen. In England, Elephant Ben was shortlisted for the 2001 Stockton Children’s Book of the Year Award.

Wolf! draws on his knowledge of life in remote North American communities and the age-old clash between humans and animals at the far edges of civilisation.
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To Marcus and Fergus


One

Marak raced ahead of the pack. A long grey shadow bounding silently through the endless forest. A starving wolf with hollow sides in a desperate pursuit of food.

Claw, his mate, had heard the moose coming half an hour ago when it had still been starlight. Even for a wolf, her hearing was acute. The herd had been five kilometres away when she had frozen in mid-stride, barking for silence.

Sixty seconds later, they could all hear it. The unmistakable sound of antlers clacking against branches and the soft thud of hooves plunging through the snow. But by then, the pack was racing light-footed after Marak, the leader, their stomachs churning with hunger and anticipation. None of them had eaten in the past four days and nights. And after the long, bitter winter, they were all dangerously weak.

It had been the worst winter Marak and Claw could ever remember. Food had been scarce almost since the first snows in November. By January, there were no caribou or forest deer to be found. The pack was reduced to hunting rodents and even birds.

Then in February, new blizzards had come roaring in from the north and dumped two metres more snow over the land. In despair, the pack huddled together in the old den where they had all been born. Three had died then, their bodies rigid as iron in the killing frosts. Finally, ten nights ago, Marak had led the pack out of their old territory and headed south into the unknown.

Now Marak barked a sharp order and they halted. He looked back and waited for Claw to join him. The rest of the pack watched. Two of the yearlings slumped full-length on the ground; their long red tongues licking at the snow. Marak bared his teeth and snarled at them. There was meat nearby. Life for all of them. They must make this one, last effort.

Claw was quivering with excitement. She stood beside him, her nose touching his, silently reassuring him. The pack would make a kill. She rubbed her head against his neck and her certainty gave Marak new strength.

His fur bristled. He spun round to face the pack, challenging them to disobey. Not one of them dared meet his eye. Then he was away, scrambling up through the underbrush, his tail streaming out behind him. The hunt was on!

They chased after him, leaping over fallen trees, skirting boulders, scrambling up the steep hillsides. Their eyes never leaving the leader. Terrified of falling behind to face a solitary death. Marak listened to their laboured breathing and knew just how weak they had all become. He squeezed between two thick bushes, then stood motionless, hardly daring to move.

In the valley below, the herd of moose pushed through the trees in a clumsy, jostling flood. Their breath rose in a steamy mist that settled on the wolf’s tongue, filling his mouth with saliva and longing. He whimpered in hunger.

Claw looked at him, her eyes bright with triumph. She licked his face urging him on. Behind them, he could hear the rest of the pack fretting with impatience. Only their instinctive discipline stopped them from racing down on the herd.

Marak barked an order. In single file the pack trotted along the crest line, staring down at the herd, searching for a possible victim. The moose soon spotted them and broke into a ponderous gallop. The bulls bellowed defiance, tossing their huge antlers while the cows bunched closer together.

The wolves followed at a fast lope for the next kilometre, driving themselves to keep up with the herd. And all the time their sharp eyes studied the moose, picking out individual animals and watching for any sign of weakness, age, disease or lameness. Another kilometre went by and still the herd lumbered on.

There was a tightness in Marak’s chest, and a sudden floating sensation behind his eyes. He shook his head angrily. He looked over his shoulder and saw the gap opening up between Claw and the rest of the pack. He knew what it meant. Without meat, they would all die sometime over the next two days. But if they now used up what little strength they had left following the herd, they would drop in their tracks and never get up. And then Marak saw the old bull with the stiff front leg.

The bull was massive. He stood two metres high at the shoulder and must have weighed over four hundred kilograms. His antlers were fully spread and heavy. His chest and shoulders were scarred with wounds from ruts long ago. He ran clumsily, his flanks heaving, doing his best to keep up.

The wolves kept pace with him, studying the way the bull was trying to keep the weight off his arthritic knee. Certainty grew in Marak’s mind. This was their prey! Claw sensed it too and barked encouragement. As one, the pack turned and came racing down the side of the hill, their feet kicking up puffs of snow. Then they were running alongside the old moose.

The herd panicked and bunched even closer, tossing their heads and bellowing. The old bull was carried along with the stream. Marak watched the froth drip from his mouth. The bull stared across at him. Marak met his glance and held it. The bull looked away quickly, his eyes rolling with fear. Marak’s blood surged and he barked loudly. The others understood and took up the chorus of triumph.

Slowly, inexorably, the bull began to fall behind. He began to roll from side to side, in exhaustion. Then he stumbled, dropping heavily on to his weak knee, forcing the rest of the herd to flow round him.

The bull swung his head and saw a dense stand of saplings only thirty metres away. He blundered towards it, snorting with pain. The rest of the herd galloped past, happy to leave him as the sacrifice for their own survival. The great moose forced his way through thick, springy bushes into the middle of the thicket. Then he turned and faced the pack, shaking with fear.

The wolves came after him, howling with frustration. For a while they milled around, uncertain what to do next. The bull watched and bellowed at them. Impulsively, Claw ran straight towards him, following the path he had made. Her shoulders hunched and her belly brushing the ground. A huge hoof smashed down, missing her head by a couple of centimetres. The bull lashed out again. Shaken, she scrambled back towards the others. A frontal attack was hopeless.

For an hour, the wolves squirmed through the undergrowth trying to find the best way to attack. But the brushwood was dense. It seemed to have a life of its own. It caught at their coats and pulled them back. And the pack realized that whichever way they attacked, the moose would have enough time to crush their skulls or break their spines, with a single, well-placed kick. They flopped down in front of the moose and stared at him with hate-filled eyes.

Time passed. The sun began to climb up the sky. It grew warmer. The bull tossed his antlers and a lump of snow fell wetly on his head. He snorted and stamped his feet. He was growing bored and impatient to rejoin the herd.

Marak sensed his mood and an idea came to him. He looked across at Claw. Silently, they communicated. Very slowly, Marak got to his feet, stretching elaborately and yawning. His jaws opened in a long, tired grin. Then without looking back, he walked round the side of the thicket and trotted away.

The moose swung his head to watch. Without thinking, he took a couple of small steps forward to get a better view. Then he remembered the rest of the pack and jumped back into cover. As he did so his antlers snagged in the branches of a tree. Panic-stricken, he wrenched them clear.

But he needn’t have worried. Not one of the wolves had moved. The bull snorted and pawed the ground. Five minutes later, Claw walked away. The others followed one by one until only the youngest wolf was left on guard. Soon, she rolled over on her side and fell asleep.

A long silence fell. The moose stirred uneasily, occasionally rolling his eyes. He knew the wolves were still in the vicinity but no matter how hard he listened, there was no sound of them. The open space in front of him grew wider and wider and more inviting. It beckoned to him. The rest of the herd would have stopped running as soon as the wolves had disappeared. The old bull knew they’d be grazing now, kicking away the snow to get at the grass that lay underneath. Back in the herd he’d be safe again.

And then the last remaining wolf sat up, shook herself and headed for the far side of the valley. She slipped into the trees and disappeared. Slowly, bravely, his whole body trembling, the moose edged forward. With a sudden bold step he came out of the thicket. He looked carefully around him, drew a deep breath and ran!


Two

The rifle was new and shiny. It smelled of gun oil and cold steel. The man’s fingers caressed the long blue barrel. Lovingly he laid his cheek against the polished wood of the stock and sighed with pleasure. He had ordered it from a gun shop a month ago. It had come up yesterday with the weekly parcel delivery from Laramie, the State capital, two hundred miles to the south. It had cost over a thousand dollars.

He turned towards the window and closed one eye. The cross hairs inside the sniper sight stood out black and sharp against the snow-covered airfield outside. He shook his head admiringly, ‘Worth every cent!’ He turned and looked at the other man. ‘Hope you know where to look, Mr Daniels,’ he said. ‘Only, I’ve hunted them before and they ain’t easy to spot from the air.’

The other man said nothing. Instead, he bent down and began to pull on a pair of fur-lined flying boots. He was older and grizzled. A big man with a weather-beaten face. A man used to giving orders. He stood up and stamped his feet, then walked over to the map that covered most of one wall.

‘Right here!’ he said, tapping the map with a calloused finger. ‘They’re in the hills, other side of the river. We heard ’em howling last night. First time we’ve had wolves here in ten years!’ He glared at the hunter. ‘I’ve got ten thousand cattle out there. Most of them’ll be calving in a week’s time.’

He paused. ‘I’ll find them. You just make damn certain you shoot straight, Tom Shaw. That’s what I’m paying for!’

He turned away and put on a heavy leather jacket. The coffee machine in the corner of the little room gurgled. Tom Shaw bent and picked up a battered holdall. ‘Ammunition,’ he explained. ‘Got enough in here to start World War Three!’

They stepped outside into the biting cold of the dawn. The wind slammed the door shut behind them. The mucus in their noses immediately began to freeze. A woman in the tiny control tower gave them a friendly wave as they went past. Daniels raised his hand in acknowledgement.

All round, the snow glittered in the early March sunshine. Spring was coming. Soon the icicles would start to melt and the cycle of life would begin all over again. But that was still some weeks away. Ahead of them, the helicopter was a splash of brilliant red.

Daniels walked round it, untying the blades. He was very proud of the helicopter. He had bought it three years ago when beef prices were high. He was the biggest rancher in the county and it seemed only right that he should own such a machine.

They clambered inside and strapped themselves in. It was very cramped. Tom Shaw rummaged in his bag, opened a cardboard box and placed it between his feet. Fifty long-nosed, steel-tipped bullets gleamed dully in the lights of the instrument panel. Then he put on the headphones. Daniels was talking to the tower.

The rancher turned a key and the engine coughed once, then roared, belching oily smoke. Above them, the blades started to swing. Seconds later they were in the middle of a blizzard of snow and noise. ‘Good luck!’ they heard the woman in the tower call over the headphones. ‘Bring a couple back for me. I sure could do with a new winter coat!’

Daniels eased the control column back and moments later the helicopter rose into the clear, frozen sky. It circled twice then, with its nose tilting steeply downwards, roared towards the distant line of trees.


Three

Adrenalin surged through the moose’s veins. He felt no pain in his knee, only a heady sense of triumph. The sun was warm on his face. The air smelt of wood resin and he knew the sap was starting to rise. He broke into a heavy canter.

High above, Marak watched and kept pace with him. He saw the birch trees shaking as the bull crashed past. He could hear every laboured breath the old moose took and the harsh, rasping sound it made deep in his lungs. Marak squinted into the sun, searching for Claw and the others. They were somewhere in front, waiting to spring the trap. He put his head back and called.

The moose heard Claw’s answering howl and shuddered. The wolves had tricked him! They had not gone away. They were all round him. The huge muscles in his back legs bunched and he jumped high over a fallen tree that blocked his path. Marak howled briefly and ran, sure-footed, to cut off the old bull.

The moose heard him and knew Marak was closing in. Confused, he slewed round and burst through a straggly line of alders. It was a mistake, and the old bull knew it. Large rocks reared up through the snow in front of him. Stunted trees bristled in large clumps, too high to jump but not thick enough to hide in. There was no clear way through.

He slipped. Pain shot through his knee. Then a flicker of movement caught his eye. A hundred metres away four wolves were bounding towards him. His legs shook. He couldn’t move. He stood there, swaying from side to side, moaning in disbelief. The wolves were spreading out, coming at him from both sides. Somehow he was running again. Awkwardly. Tossing his antlers in distress. And Claw knew he was quite lame.

She watched him stumble, then recover and hobble on. She saw the lightly-built yearlings snapping at his legs and leaping for his head. Confused, the old bull reared up, lashing out with his front hooves.

Claw gathered what strength she had left and attacked from the rear. The yearlings saw her and set up a fresh chorus of howls. Distracted, the old moose shied away, then bellowed in terror as she leapt high across his back.

The moose bucked and leapt sideways. Claw hung on grimly, the taste of hot blood making her giddy. She saw Marak racing beside them. The bull’s antlers swung down, catching the wolf a glancing blow that sent him tumbling over the frozen ground. But Marak was already back on his feet and coming in again.

The moose’s heart was bursting. A red film fogged his eyes. Out of it, a snarling face erupted into his own. Razor-sharp teeth ripped at his nose. The pain was intense. His eyes streamed with tears. He stumbled, careered headlong down a steep bank and skidded out on to an ice-covered lake.

His great feet splayed under him. He fell with a terrible crash, his body spinning uncontrollably for twenty metres across the ice. He tried to get up but his legs refused to obey him. The air was full of snarling and the smell of wolves. There was blood everywhere. All over his legs and pouring out of the hole in his neck. He collapsed, his body convulsing while the wolves climbed over him. Slowly, the light began to fade from his eyes.


Four

The bright yellow school bus came round the corner and drove carefully towards the waiting group of children. Ed Viccary sighed and hunched his shoulders down into the warmth of his anorak.

He was a stocky thirteen-year-old, with curly black hair and serious grey eyes. Gloomily he watched the bus approach, slush spraying from its wheels. In a few moments he would have to climb up inside and face the jeers and stupidity of Pete Daniels and his gang.

Beside him, Jessica, his younger sister was chatting animatedly with two friends. It was all right for her, Ed thought. She never had any problems making friends. She was only ten, but already had a well-developed, happy-go-lucky nature that most people liked. True, she had cried bitterly when they left New York six months ago, but within a week she had settled happily into this new school, eighteen hundred miles away in Wyoming.

Now she turned to him. ‘What was the animal you and Jimmy were tracking in the woods last Saturday?’ When he didn’t answer, she tugged at his arm. He looked into her bright eyes and for a moment envied her happiness.

‘Bobcat,’ he told them. ‘A big male,’ he added shyly, looking round at their faces. ‘He was marking out his territory. They mate at this time of year,’ he added in explanation. One of the girls giggled. ‘Ed knows just about every animal round here,’ Jessica told them proudly.
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