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Pyotra and the Wolf

 

Elna Holst


For my little duck


 

“The forest had found a tongue, and the hounds were burning as with fire.”

—Russian proverb / Lev Tolstoy, Childhood (1852, transl. by C.J. Hogarth)

 

“And, still but little reassured, mine eyes

Saw Beatrice turned round towards the monster,

That is one person only in two natures.”

—Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy (1320, transl. by Longfellow, 1867)


Part One


Prologue

On the day that was to change the lives of the three remaining members of the Kulakov family forever, it was night. Pyotra Nikolayevna Kulakova lived with her grandfather and younger brother outside a minuscule Russian settlement in the northern Siberian snow forest, where the polar night lasts for a good month out of the year. According to the unsmiling face of the clock on the wall on Boris Ilyich’s izba, however, it was in the early hours of the morning that Pyotra pushed her weight against the door, caught between the dread of the freezing cold without and staying trapped inside, unable to procure sustenance for the two men under her care.

Her brother, it might be argued, was too young to be called a man, and her dedushka was worn and grey, an old curmudgeon who had lost his eyesight, if not his wits. Pyotra loved them dearly, desperately, with the parentless child’s determination to cling to what has been left her. Boris, in turn, doted upon his grandchildren: Pyotra, the twenty-two-year-old, and Sergei, nearly twelve. Not that he ever told them as much. It was not his way.

Pyotra sighed as the door refused to budge. A metre of snow had fallen while they slept. “Come help me, duckling, if you want to see the sun again.”

Sergei made a noise through his nose. He sat by the fireplace, fiddling with his tackle, oiling his rod, making sure the lines were not tangled. It was a new favourite pastime of his. Lately, he had taken it into his head that he was to be the future provider of the family. Pyotra assumed it was a notion he had picked up at the village school. Their father had never been much of a provider; he had made sure he had his vodka, and that was that. Sergei was too young to remember.

“There won’t be any sun for another week or so,” he replied, holding his rod up for inspection. “And stop calling me ‘duck.’”

Pyotra hid a smile. She was by no means ready to let go of her private memory of Sergei taking his first waddling steps towards her, as their mother, Serafima, gasped, “Look, look who’s walking. My little duck!”

It was all that Serafima Anatoliyevna had left her offspring; that and her grey-blue eyes, her peculiar-coloured curls, and her steely resolve to survive, to thrive, even in the most austere and unforgiving corner of the world.

Except, she hadn’t. She had walked out into the Arctic night, only to be brought back by a search party a few days later. Parts of her, at least. Bones, hair, ravaged flesh, the gold wedding band by which she had been identified. Attacked by a pack of wolves was the universal verdict. Their father could not cope, it was likewise said; he drowned his sorrows in liquid comfort and went down with it.

And then they were three.

Pyotra Nikolayevna had never been able to forgive her parents for dying. But she could not give up on their little duck, bright-eyed and pink-faced, holding his chubby arms out to her as if she was the centre and epitome of existence.

His arms were not that chubby any more, but still.

At the table, Boris moved uneasily, his unseeing eyes directed towards the unflinching darkness of their one grimy window to the outside world.

“Let it be, Pyotrushka,” he burred, winding his fingers through his beard. “There’s an ill wind blowing. It smells like…wolf.”

Pyotra clicked her tongue. Shaking her head at her grandfather would be a waste of energy better employed in breaking out of the snowed-in log cabin. “For pity’s sake, Ded. This isn’t the nineteenth century, nor even the twentieth. The weather holds no omens to be deciphered. If you smell something off, it’s probably Sergei.”

“Ey!” Her brother looked up at her for the first time, adorably affronted.

Pyotra winked at him and turned to give the door another mighty shove. It cracked open a centimetre or two, a small avalanche of fresh snow tumbling in through the opening.

“Bring me the spade and the bucket, duck,” she called over her shoulder to Sergei, her tone of voice forestalling opposition.

As she started shovelling, clearing a passage out at less than a snail’s pace across a rugged cliff, Pyotra Kulakova sighed anew. This was going to be one long day, irrespective of the lack of sunlight.

*

It was past noon before Pyotra and Sergei—who eventually grew bored with his own resistance—had managed to come as far as to the communal road leading down to the village, which had been cleared by the local snow removal team. Pyotra took one look at Sergei’s blanched face and sent him back to fill up the samovar for Boris, while she proceeded down to the one shop within an eighty-kilometre radius.

“I will be back in a couple of hours,” she told him, pinching some warmth into his cheeks. “Don’t do anything stupid, please.”

“I’m not the stupid one.” Sergei stuck out his tongue and batted her hands away. “That hurts!”

“Not as much as frostbite, let me tell you. Or better yet, let Dedushka tell you. That’ll keep you both occupied.”

With a rude sign—another new trick they had that eminent educational institution to thank for—Sergei ran back to the alluring warmth of the hearth. Watching him go, Pyotra felt a sting of loneliness. Of loneliness, but also of the constant worry that came over her whenever she had to leave him, leave them both. Since her father’s earthly remains had been lowered into the ground to join her mother’s, two years after their first, gut-wrenching loss, Pyotra Nikolayevna had lived with a droning terror at the back of her mind, which she hadn’t any better name for than Things Could Happen. The namelessness of it only served to magnify her dread.

Shaking herself, Pyotra straightened her headband torch, hiked her empty rucksack higher onto her shoulders, and set off.

*

Mariya Petrovna Leonova’s shop lay in a squat, rectangular building encased in corrugated iron, the word магазин painted in red along its side. Mashka was no artist, but she got her message across.

Business had been good to her over the years; she could easily have invested in a new sign, less motley shelves, and a sturdier floor inside. But being Mashka, she had invested in her twin passions: Persian cats and budgerigars. How she kept them alive in the relentlessness of the Siberian deep-freeze—fifteen or so cats and twice as many budgies—was a mystery that no one in the village had solved yet. She kept herself to herself, did Mashka Petrovna. Although, unmarried and unbothered, she had always had a good eye to Boris Kulakov.

“And how is your grandfather?” the shop owner par excellence called out as soon as Pyotra entered.

Pyotra paused to kick the excess snow off her boots. It was Mashka’s standard mode of greeting, picking up as if they had been interrupted in their last conversation for a few minutes, when in reality it was a matter of weeks, sometimes an entire month.

Apart from her own two legs, Pyotra had no means of transportation, but she had a strong enough back that she could carry several weeks’ worth of provisions for the two-hour hike. Conveniently, as they would otherwise have had to rely on Mashka’s delivery service, which entailed having to deal with Mashka’s toothy-grinned nephew Dmitri, whizzing around on his snowmobile. Pyotra had tried that when Boris had been down with pneumonia and she had been reluctant to leave the house for four hours in one go. Never again.

“Boris is Boris, Mashka,” she replied. She was at times tempted to add he sent his love. Her grandfather would do no such thing, however.

“The widow Tsvetayeva has gone and got herself married again, to a man fifteen years her junior. I tell you, what is the world coming to?” Mashka put her knuckles to her hips, head tipped back in disgust.

“Love is love,” Pyotra turned her back on the magazin owner, busying herself with picking through Mashka’s scant supply of tinned vegetables. Peas and carrots. Carrots. More peas.

“It’s unseemly is what it is,” Mashka continued, unperturbed. She sniffed in disapproval. “She never had a decent bone in her body, that one. Did I tell you she was after your ded in our youth?”

“You may have mentioned it.” Pyotra sniggered soundlessly among the sacks of flour. She hefted one into her trolley, followed by three jars of pickled beetroots. Sergei needed his vitamins.

“Lucky he already had his eyes set on your grandmother. She was a saint of a woman. How she could have had a son like—” Mashka broke off, wisely. However much Pyotra Kulakova privately resented her father, she did not suffer others to speak ill of him. He had been unwell, a sickness of the soul, of the mind. Of the heart, if Pyotra were to be honest. She could understand, even if she could not pardon.

“I have something for that brother of yours.” Animated by the idea of a possible upsell, Mashka rose to her toes—no mean feat for a woman in her seventies—and picked a green box covered with a lid of transparent plastic from a shelf behind the counter. The sharp points of the fishing hooks inside each compartment glittered under the fluorescent light. “Special delivery from Arkhangelsk,” Mashka crooned, sweeping her gnarled fingers over the box as if she were performing a conjuring trick. “Prime steel.”

Pyotra shook her head, not deigning to look closer at the offering. Mashka Petrovna knew the weak spots of all her customers. “It’s not his birthday for a few months yet. We couldn’t afford it.”

Mashka tsked. “These beauties pay for themselves. You’ll have fish on the table every day, guaranteed. Between us, I’ll give you a good price. You could pay in instalments. Just don’t tell anyone—apart from Boris, of course. You tell your grandfather everything, I know. You’re a good girl, Pyotra.”

“We can’t afford it,” Pyotra reiterated, fixing her gaze on a faded poster to Mashka’s right. It showed a man in grey overalls admiring the exaggerated bulge of his bicep, and above him, radiant as the sun: an orange. Her mouth watered. “We’ll have some frozen orange juice.”

Mashka peeked up at her, a canny expression in her watery eyes. “Three cartons for the price of two?”

Pyotra gave a brief nod, feeling hooked, lined, and sinkered. It was the one luxury item she fell for, same deal every time.

*

She wished she could have bought those hooks for Sergei. Mashka would probably have been as good as her word and given her a fair price, if only to keep herself in the imaginary good books of Boris Ilyich. But Pyotra didn’t like to encourage him—Sergei, that was—in this newfound pursuit of his. He would freeze his digits off if he kept out at all hours. And he wasn’t as strong as he liked to think; what if the fish dragged him down through the hole in the ice, pulling him into the frigid water, and Pyotra wasn’t there to help? She couldn’t be there all the time. There were things she needed to do. And what if Boris couldn’t hear him; what if Sergei’s lungs were too shocked from the cold to scream, and—

Pyotra pushed a fist into her chest, trying to knock her wildly beating heart into adopting a more sedate rhythm. The rucksack felt like so much lead on her shoulders. The light from her torch skittered along the glacial road.

“He’s not allowed to go out on his own,” she reminded herself out loud. “He wouldn’t.”

The firs surrounding her on her homeward stretch stood mute, unwilling to echo her reassurances back at her. Their silence seemed a contradiction in its own right: Wouldn’t he, Pyotra Kulakova? Don’t you know your little duck?

A howl tore up the preternatural quiet, and Pyotra was running—never mind the weight on her back, the distance left to cover—because she knew, in her bones she knew the answers to those questions. She did know Sergei. He would.

As she turned the corner onto what they called their ‘meadow,’ a clearing with a small pond and a larch bending over it, Pyotra Nikolayevna Kulakova’s worst nightmares seemed to have come true in one fell swoop: the tail and hindquarters of a huge, menacing beast were sticking out of a hole in the ice—the hole she herself had assisted Sergei in drilling two days ago, and which, with the stubbornness of the almost twelve-year-old, he would have been able to reopen himself, given enough time. Say, three hours or so. While Pyotra—

The front of the wolf resurfaced, and in its maw: Sergei.

Pyotra let her rucksack thud onto the tightly packed snow and drew out her father’s rifle, long in disuse, but—she prayed to the saints, the angels, Baba Yaga, anyone within hearing range—still loaded.

The dripping wolf was dragging the lax body of her brother onto the ice, sniffing him, fangs exposed.

Pyotra cocked her rifle.

The head of the wolf snapped up.


Chapter One

They stared at each other, Pyotra and the wolf. The rifle shook in her hands. She had only rarely used it to shoot at another living, breathing being, irrespective of what malevolent creature of the night had skirted the sideboards of their diminutive abode. It wasn’t that she was against the killing of animals; she ate the game the local hunters peddled from door to door, and after what had happened to Serafima…

But there was something strange about this wolf. As she gazed deep into its black eyes—Black eyes, she would think to herself later, are wolves even supposed to have black eyes?—she could swear she saw a spark of intelligence there, something not merely of canine cunning, but of cognisance.

The wolf angled its head and lifted one paw in what came eerily close to a human gesture of supplication. As Pyotra’s finger eased from the trigger, it backed off, slowly, still keeping her rooted to where she was standing with those indomitable eyes.

It would soon be out of the reach of her torchlight.

Pyotra lowered the rifle, straining her eyes to catch a last glimpse of the beast as it turned and scampered away: it had a white ring around its tail.

And then it was gone.

With a harrowing cry, Pyotra Nikolayevna brought herself back to reality, rushing up to Sergei’s lifeless body, so still—too still—on the ice. She blew air between his bluish lips, massaged his chest, ranting and raving like a madwoman until finally, miraculously, the boy gasped and she turned him on his side, letting him hurl up the stinging water that had got into his lungs, his stomach, and she knew not where.

All she knew was that he was alive, if only just: her brother, Sergei. Her duck.

She scooped him into her arms as though he weighed no more than a snowflake in his soaked-through clothes, and that was when she registered it: the torn skin, the deep, blood-filled marks around his neck where the wolf’s teeth had sunk in.

Pyotra Nikolayevna Kulakova’s mind went red.

*

“This is a bad idea, Pyotrushka.” Boris sat on a stool by Sergei’s cot, holding his small hand between both of his, his head rotated in Pyotra’s direction.

She stopped and studied the deep furrows across his forehead, the lines of cares past and present down his liver-spotted cheeks.

She had called Mashka the night before, after they had made sure Sergei wasn’t in any imminent danger. He looked shivery and drawn. He didn’t speak to Pyotra. He didn’t have to. She could see the haunted look of contrition in his eyes.

Dima would be up with the local nurse-cum-midwife in less than an hour to examine his wounds. Pyotra planned to be gone before then. She didn’t need the airhead Dima’s input on her scheme, and she didn’t need the nurse to tell her Sergei’s wounds weren’t life-threatening.

She had arrived in the nick of time. What if she hadn’t? What then?

You didn’t let a wolf that had acquired a taste for human blood run loose.

How could she have been so stupid? What had possessed her? A wolf with human eyes. Sergei—any of the children in the settlement—would never be safe as long as that man-biting beast was free to roam the land.

Pyotra remembered how the pack suspected of mauling her mother had been hunted down and extinguished, one after the other. She’d had this demon within shooting range. She had failed her brother. She had failed the village as a whole.

Well, she wouldn’t fail twice.

“Take care of Sergei, Dedushka. And take care of yourself, please. No going outside unless it’s an emergency. Don’t let him out of earshot, you hear? I’ll be back before long.”

“Pyotra, there are real huntsmen out there. Let them take care of this business. That wolf will be tracked and killed soon enough. This is madness; it’s not your responsibility.” His voice had risen from his usual timbre, making him sound like a raspy bassoon. Pyotra had made up her mind, however. She tightened the straps of her rucksack, revelling in the weight of the newly oiled and reloaded rifle at her side.

“You’re wrong, Ded,” she answered softly, as she pulled open the door to step outside. “This is my wolf.”

*

And that was how Pyotra Nikolayevna, less than twelve hours after her baby brother had been plucked out of the pond by a wild wolf, found herself in the northern Siberian taiga, alone with her gun and her thoughts.

She cringed at her dramatic exit. The truth was, she couldn’t rightly say why she felt it incumbent upon her to track down the animal—except that it had tricked her.

For one fleeting moment, that wolf had made her believe in things that did not exist; it had made her feel that it was, essentially, a benevolent spirit, appearing out of nowhere to preserve Sergei in his hour of need.

A wolf! Pyotra shook her head as she trudged through the untrodden snow—or nearly untrodden. By the light of her LED torch, she could make out the prints of swift paws, heading in a north-easterly direction. Heading, she realised, with a sinking feeling in her guts, towards the tundra.

Benevolent spirits did not leave tracks. And they certainly did not leave the imprints of their vicious fangs on the necks of defenceless children. With her fur-lined mitten, Pyotra swiped at her treacherous eyes. She had made a complete fool of herself.

Tomorrow, when the hunting team saw fit to go out, these tracks could be snowed over. The trail would be cold, but to them it wouldn’t matter; they would chance upon some unlucky beast or other, a convenient scapegoat, while the real perpetrator—the wolf with the white ring around its tail—would have long since made its escape.

They would scoff at her protestations: a wolf with a ring around its tail? Did it by any chance have a horn on its forehead, too, little bat wings all along its back? Trust women!

If they had done their job, this wouldn’t be happening again.

And if she hadn’t insisted on going off for groceries herself…

Pyotra gripped the strap of her father’s rifle tighter. She would hunt down this wolf, and she would exact her revenge: for Sergei, for Sima, for everything.

Who knew but that the beast itself had crept up on her brother and scared him so that he had ended up in the water? Never in all her life had she heard about a wolf rescuing a human from drowning out of the goodness of its animal heart.

A thud to her right had Pyotra close to jumping out of her own skin. She crouched down, fumbling for her rifle, her ears ringing in the sudden quiet. As she waited, Pyotra cocked her weapon, not daring to hope her prey would be whimsical enough to come running into the circle of light before her. The ‘real huntsmen’ had night-vision scopes, or there would be little doing for them the greater part of the year. Pyotra had no such luxuries. She carried arms strictly for her own protection, the instinct ingrained in her from her father, her father’s father, back to the days of Ivan the Terrible. Boris had only relinquished his own antiquated piece once his eyes were so clouded over he couldn’t tell friend from foe.

Nothing happened.

Pyotra was on the point of standing up when a fur-covered something darted out in front of her, and she pulled the trigger, reflexively, the recoil buffeting her shoulder with enough force to make her cry out loud from the stab of pain.

Blinking away her tears, she scrambled to her feet, hobbling to where the something had fallen to the ground. A clean, instant kill, she noted hazily. Beginner’s luck.

Blood had seeped onto the snow where the hare lay, its white fur speckled with it. Pyotra bowed her head in remorse. There was nothing for it. Scrunching up her nose, she lifted the carcass and slipped it into her leather satchel. If she had killed it, she might as well eat it. It was the least she could do.

*

During the last years of his life, before what had befallen his wife, Nikolay Borisovich had regularly taken his daughter out hunting. It was frowned upon—by her teacher, most of all—but Kolya had given up waiting for a son, and what was more: he genuinely seemed to appreciate being in the company of his gauche, prickly, never-fitting-in daughter. She basked in his attention, lapped it up—of course she did. Which just made his desertion of her, of them, of himself, all the more painful.

Remembering this was like picking at an old scab; Pyotra Nikolayevna was shocked by the freshness, the palpitating soreness of the wound beneath.

She hadn’t been out in the vast wilderness of the snow forest since the last time Kolya had taken her, over ten years ago. By that time he had had a son, finally, and then…

Pyotra made a noise in her throat, and bit savagely into her cheek. The taste of copper and iron filled her mouth. She had a wandering mind, not fit for a hunter. Not fit for—

She took a deep, staggering breath and forced her attention outwards, towards her surroundings. She was hemmed in by looming conifers on all sides, seducing her into a false sense of security. She had lost and picked up the trail of the wolf more times than she cared to dwell on, within the space of a few hours.

At this point, Pyotra wasn’t entirely sure she was tracking the right beast. What if she came upon another wolf? Did she have the bloody-mindedness to shoot to kill, indiscriminately?

She hadn’t even managed to do that with the one she was after.

In fact, whenever she had tried to close her eyes, after she and Boris had administered first aid to Sergei, after they had stripped him of his wet, sleety attire and covered him in knitwear and fells, ensconcing him with hot water bottles, after Boris had planted himself heavily on the little stool by the boy’s side and told Pyotra in a gruff voice she, too, needed her rest— After all this, when she lay in her narrow bed and endeavoured to do as she was bid, the only thing she could see were those black eyes, those almond-shaped slivers of a starry night, gazing deep, deep into her own.

For the space of a breath or two, that wolf had entranced her, mesmerised her, made her believe—the impossible. And that was all it took.

Nothing about this wolf was as it should be. But that didn’t make it any less of a threat. If anything, that made it all the more dangerous.

It had cost her a night’s sleep, and it was beginning to take its toll. Pyotra yawned into her arm, covertly, as though some snowy owl might see and tell on her. Her pace had dropped, little by little. She was struggling to keep her eyes open, let alone put one foot in front of the other, sinking into the snow with each step. She needed to pitch her tent and get into her sleeping bag, or she would fall asleep where she was, quietly freezing to death beneath the deceptive blanket of canopy and stars.

She couldn’t do that to Sergei or Boris. It wouldn’t be fair. She wasn’t her parents.

Surely, the wolf, too, must stop to rest?

Pyotra didn’t know. She didn’t even know whether she cared at the moment. The bitter cold of the world around her had etched itself onto the skin of her face, nipping at it; a few hours more without relief and she would have permanent frostbite. And, after all, she couldn’t avenge herself upon Nature itself.

Shining her torch around as far as it would reach, Pyotra checked her compass and made sure she knew in what direction to start off again in the morning. A frozen-over stream twinkled to her left: a ghostly still of what, during the milder months, must be a babbling brook. Now it was voiceless, powerless.

For some reason, this chilled her to the marrow of her bones; but she decided to set up camp by the side of it, regardless, in awkward solidarity with what it once was, what it must be—would be—again.

Once her tent was up, Pyotra crawled inside, being careful to bring her rucksack and rifle. The hare, however, she couldn’t stomach as a bedfellow, and in any case, it made more sense to leave it outside in the natural freezer. She dug a hole for it in the snow and covered it up, satchel and all.

Turning off her torch, she groped her way inside her sleeping bag through the thick, impenetrable darkness; Pyotra was struck by the thought that this would be all the same to Boris. She couldn’t say why, but somehow it comforted her. Her ded, in this very moment, would be watching blindly—but with his big, surprisingly gentle hands—over her brother, his ears pricked for intruders, his nose filled with the scents of home: the smoky smell of the dwindling fire, the disinfectant the nurse had, no doubt, applied to Sergei’s neck, the clean cotton sheets and the mustier fragrance of the heavy wool blankets.

Pyotra put her own hands flat to the sides of her face to warm herself, as best she could.

“I will be back, Dedushka. I promise.”

Her voice was as thin as spider’s silk.


Chapter Two

The human pointed the barrel of a gun at her. It was wavering, unsteady, but close enough that it didn’t matter; if it took the shot it would hit her. How could she have been so careless?

All for the sake of a moment’s pity, for the sake of one blustering human cub, who had caught her attention with his antics, his utter disregard for his own safety, his visible, infectious excitement when something pulled at his hook.

The fish had caught him, and he had caught her. That was ever the irony of the hunt.

Yet here she was, alive to tell the tale, and so was the cub—or would be, she hoped. Not that she was out of the woods. The other, bigger—but not very—human still held that gun raised.

Why didn’t it shoot?

Volk stared at it, puzzling over the riddle. She stared at it until she was just about cross-eyed; she wasn’t used to meeting a human gaze. She hadn’t done so for…a very long time. Many, many moons.

Volk was not in the habit of keeping track of time. It was, after all, a ridiculously human pursuit.

What she did know was they didn’t have time for this, or she would have sacrificed herself for nothing, she and the cub both lying dead on the ice.

Don’t shoot. Her wolf tongue could not form the words. She brought up her paw, instinctively, and to her astonishment she—she didn’t hear it or see it or smell it, exactly, but—she sensed a shift in the human. Could it be that it understood?

Volk was not about to wait around to find out the answer.

She backed far enough away that the bigger human couldn’t possibly consider her an immediate threat. Once she was sure it wouldn’t be able to fire that gun at her about-tail, she whipped around and shot off, the latent boost of adrenaline making her paws fly across the icy snow crust, barely touching the ground. Her body was run through with minute tremors: the thrill of the hunt, for once from the receiving end.

Not that she expected the bigger human to follow her. If it cared for its cub, it had more pressing concerns. But her animal instinct was to fly, fly, and so she flew, in a rush, into the heart of the forest, into her own realm.

Oh, she had been pursued by humans before; she had heard the whistle of bullets about her ears, smelled them coming, their acrid scent announcing their presence long before they came into view. They were laughable hunters, but deadly, for all that; she had witnessed first-hand what those firearms could do.

Not this one, though. This one had taken her unawares, crept up on her—but then, she might have known not even humans would be stupid enough to leave their cubs completely unattended.

Could it be the cub’s mother? It hadn’t smelled like it. It had smelled…nice.

Volk yipped, narrowly missing the bole of an old pine. She circled around upon herself and stopped, panting. Her sides ached as though she were about to split in two. From deep inside, she felt the bubble of laughter rising up; she had faced the muzzle of a gun; she had looked Death in the eyes, and it had smelled nice.

She shook herself, gnawed at an itch on her front leg.

Doty old wolves doth easy prey make, someone had told her once. It came to her like a susurration through pine needles.

Volk couldn’t think. It had been too long; she had run too far; the past was an opaque box, welded shut. One time she had been…

But now, she was Volk, and that was enough.

She wished the human’s scent would leave her nostrils. She wished she could shake it off, scratch it away like an annoying louse. Volk ran her whole treacherous snout deep into the snow, welcoming the sharp sting, the instant, insensate numbness. She growled, deep in her throat, taking pleasure in the vibrations spreading into her breastbone.

Then she heard a click, a tick, and—not waiting to see whether it was the cocking of a gun, the clink of ice against ice, or some bird of prey, opening and shutting its beak as it tried to fathom her behaviour—she picked up her tail and ran.

*

She hadn’t planned it, but she felt it in her limbs, little by little, the direction she was taking. It was the direction she always took when overwhelmed or disoriented, lost or troubled. Volk was heading to the tundra, her true home.

She had a place there, little more than a cave, where she spent what passed for summer in the barren environment she inhabited. With the returning light came her inevitable change: the loathsome weakness, the frail frame.

She would need to prepare for it; she had left it too long already. Her wolf mind was a dreamer’s, a nomad’s, a constant traveller’s floating together of this and that, there and here.

Perhaps that was why she had strayed so close, insensibly close, to that human dwelling. Or maybe it was not the wolf in her at all, but something else. No matter which, it had nearly cost Volk her life.

The hairs along her spine bristled. She was too close to the change; there was a heaviness in her bones, tingling up and down her legs; she was thinking.

Recollections were forming themselves into random, entrancing patterns in her mind, like flecks of dust, splashes of colour jarring the near monochrome of her quiet night-time existence.

Volk was afraid to stop, afraid to rest. Dimly, subconsciously, she was afraid if she slept, she would wake from her wolven dream.

But practically, she needed to eat. It had been too long; her strength and her speed were dwindling. If she didn’t stop to hunt, soon enough she would not be able to.

Cursed be that human cub! Cursed be the weakness lurking in the depths of her wolf heart. Cursed be the bigger human, whose alluring scent—impossibly—reached her like a distant siren call, a breath of warmth upon the wind.

Volk skidded to a halt, raised her head, and sniffed. No, she did smell it.

What was happening to her?

She sat back on her haunches and licked at her sore paws. She shifted her ears, trying to catch some telltale sound, some telltale something. Then, for the second time in the space of a human night and day, from one heartbeat to another, she acted contrary to every tenet, every rhyme and reason that usually guided her along her path. She doubled back upon herself. She retraced her steps, and a current of something indefinable surged through her. She trembled with it. She could have barked with sudden, quixotic glee.


Chapter Three

Pyotra woke from a dream of Sergei’s grubby little mitts reaching for her. He was always two years old in her dreams, the age he had been when Serafima was killed. His mouth blew bubbles through smetana; canned beetroots stained his fingers a lurid, purplish red. “Po’ta!” he called her, with a strange urgency to his infant voice, as though the twelve-year-old were trying to break through. He wiped at the smetana on his cheeks, smearing it out into his downy hair. She would need to bathe him now. Why did he always have to be such a nuisance?

As her eyelids fluttered open, the impression faded away; Pyotra felt ashamed of herself, but also bloated, puffy-faced. She had been weeping in her sleep. Her lips were dry and brittle.

It took her a moment to remember where she was, and why. She didn’t have time for this. She had a wolf to catch, a wolf which was moving further and further away from her, increasing the distance between them, slipping out of her reach.

Bracing herself against the uneven floor of the tent, Pyotra sat up and zipped down her sleeping bag, hissing at the cold air that touched her as she put on her multiple layers in preparation for venturing outside. She needed to skin and cook that hare, then be on her way, quick as she could.

Pyotra gripped her rifle, which had lain by her through the night, ready for she knew not what, and opened the door flap of her tent.

As she turned on her LED light, she let out a moan—of fright, of shock, of dismay, of all of the above and none of them. Curious, she took off her mitten and hunkered down, running a gloved finger along the flurry of paw prints outside her makeshift shelter.

They were fresh.

Well, of course they were, or she would have noticed them when she had pitched her tent in the first place.

But it didn’t make sense: Why had she not woken up? Why had the wolf—for there could be no doubt this was her wolf, its particular tracks having imprinted themselves on her mind—not clawed its way through the weave and… It must have smelled her, a living, breathing, easy prey. She shuddered and pressed the gun to her, as though it were a talisman that could ward off the enemy by its mere proximity. The wolf knew she was armed.

Pyotra blinked, and couldn’t help smiling at herself. The wolf knew she was armed… What would be her next hare-brained idea? If the wolf was such a shrewd creature, why didn’t she try a verbal negotiation? Dear wolf, if you will only promise not to come after me and mine, I won’t be obliged to shoot you. Think about it. It’s a win-win solution.

Shaking her head, Pyotra decided not to waste energy on trying to come to grips with wolf psychology and instead bless her lucky star that she had fresh tracks to follow—that somehow, for some reason, the wolf had veered off course. Perhaps it had needed to eat, which reminded her…

She cursed under her breath as she turned to find the snow dug up, right where she had deposited the hare. She crept forward to examine the hole and her forehead creased, her breath coming out in a puff.

The poor frozen remains had been torn in two by jagged teeth, the head and breast carried off or devoured, for all she knew, half a metre from where she had been resting her own head at the time. But the hindlimbs and hindquarters were still there.

The wolf had left her the rump, the downy white tail raised in alert: frozen stiff and unyielding.

*

Bemused and unsettled, Pyotra did what she always had done in times of doubt and distress: she focused squarely on practical matters. She prepared and fried the half of the hare left her, scraping off the pelt and placing it back in her satchel.

True, it was only part of a skin, but she was sure she could find some use for it. She could mend the lining of Boris’s spring cap, for example.

Unless she had a complete wolf hide to carry back with her. A shiver ran down her spine and she saw it again, standing before her, its paw raised, its grey fur silvery in the moonlight. Its black-as-coal eyes…

Huffing, Pyotra knocked back the last of the chay and stood. She didn’t really want that blasted wolf’s skin, but it was definitely getting under hers.

*

Once she had packed up her things, Pyotra felt more level-headed, setting off in the direction she had taken out with her compass the night before. The wolf had, for some inscrutable reason, turned back and found her, hot on its trail.

Thinking about it, she guessed she could understand why it would have preferred eating the hare rather than going to the trouble of tearing up her tent to get at Pyotra. But why, for the love of the Holy Virgin, had it left the rump?

Wolves were opportunistic, lazy, wily—and a host of other epithets she had heard people use, relegating them more or less to the role of Satan in fur—but dainty eaters?

Never. A wolf, any wolf, but especially one that was on the run, or had been, should be perfectly able to eat an entire hare in one sitting. Even if this were not the case, why would it leave the choicest bit?

The conundrum of it was giving her a headache. Her nose was insensible with cold. Pyotra pulled one of her scarves up higher about her face. She had strapped on her snowshoes, but she felt as heavy as if she were wading knee-deep through the unrelenting white. It was the wind; she was moving against it, leaning into it, with all her might. The boughs of the firs around her danced and twirled. Any moment, one of them might snap and fall across her path, or with her luck, why not directly on top of her?

It was not a good time to be out in the woods. She hoped her grandfather wasn’t beside himself with worry. She hoped he focused on Sergei, on putting on a brave face for the sake of his youngest grandchild.

Poor Ded, he’d had his share of loss and then some. First their grandmother, Anna, whom neither she nor Sergei had ever met; she had been something of the local beauty, it was said, though in a place with barely a hundred souls… Then his eyesight had gone, his daughter-in-law, his son, in quick succession—really, it was too much, even for a Siberian to bear. Pyotra smiled a little, despite the hard wind, her heavy step, her miserable frame of mind. Her grandfather was fretful, surly, superstitious, at the best of times. Yet he was all they had in the world, and they—his wayward granddaughter, his topsy-turvy grandson—were everything to him. Unlike Kolya, Boris Ilyich had never found the children to be an insufficient reason to live.

That wasn’t fair. Pyotra knew this, in her heart of hearts, but… She had appreciated her ded’s gesture when, after her father’s funeral, he had returned with them to his izba in the woods, and before their very eyes, taken his three bottles of spirits from out of the pantry and poured them to the angels, as he called it. They had smelled the sharp and mellow fumes of rum, brandy, and vodka for days afterwards. Not once, in all the years that had passed since, had Boris asked her to restock.

Pyotra wiggled her shoulders to adjust the load of her rucksack, drew her hip belt tighter, and turned her head from left to right, scanning the tracks ahead. The wind was blowing fly snow across the wolf’s path, obscuring it; but the tracks were deep and easy to make out, their direction clear and straight for north-northeast. The beast’s internal compass was infallible, but…

Pyotra scratched her head through her layers of hats and scarves. Something bothered her about this, though she could not for the life of her pinpoint her unease. Why would the wolf be treading so heavily? Was it injured? Was that why it had gone scavenger hunting right at Pyotra’s doorstep, as it were, rather than trying to catch live prey? Was that why it hadn’t managed more than half a hare, before being overcome with fatigue, choosing to withdraw to lick its wounds rather than finish off its meal?
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