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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




Author’s Note


This is a work of fiction, a story, a folk tale. It has to be, for no one knows the mind-set of a wolf, nor how it views its world. Were the story about primitive men however, I would have to say the same, for who can tell how such creatures thought and reasoned? Perhaps the earliest of them were wolves in all but features. We know as little about much of the human race as we know about wolves. The history of the wolf, persecuted for seasons out of time, might well be the history of primitive peoples.


Where possible I have tried to ensure that the physical behaviour of the animal characters in this story does not deviate from that of the wild creatures in the real world. For this information I have to thank Barry Holstun Lopez’s book Of Wolves and Men (Dent), The Arctic Wolf by L. David Mech (Airlife), Peggy Wayburn’s Adventuring in Alaska (Sierra Club Books) and The Wolves of Mount McKinley by Adolph Murie (University of Washington Press). These authors are naturalists, possibly purists. They have spent many years studying creatures I have chosen to use simply in order to write about fortitude, endurance, comradeship and other abstracts that interest creative writers. I wanted to write about wolves because their way of life intrigues me and because I believe the wolf, through folklore and fairy tales, has had a bad press which it does not necessarily deserve. It is time for a tale in which the wolf is the good guy.


Finally, thanks to Anita and David Bray, Hong Kong friends and neighbours, whose natural enthusiasm for the place and subject refired my own, week by week, at a time when the unwritten majority of the book stretched ahead, seemingly into infinity.


Garry Kilworth, 1989




PART ONE


The Day of the Wolf




Chapter One


The wolf Meshiska gave birth to five pups on the night before the full moon. Outside the den a storm was lashing the spruce trees. The sky and the land had become part of each other: a scatter-wind night swirling with fragments of white and;; black. There were walls of snow piled against rock-faces and deep pits where seconds before there had been flat land. Snow became darkness and the darkness snow, and any creature lost between the two found a rock or tree and lay down beside it to wait until the world had formed again.


Inside the den the pups whimpered and nuzzled close to their warm mother, blindly seeking milk. They could not hear the storm, but they could sense it, beyond the dog-leg tunnel that led to their hollow. Curled in the safe world of fur they either slept or fed according to their needs and dispositions: no feelings of fear stirred in their breasts. The world outside might rage and tear itself apart but mother was there to keep them from harm.


Meshiska was also warm with maternal feelings. She licked the pups continually as they rolled and slithered over each other in a tangled heap in her belly fur. They were hers. Hers! She would kill in defence of them, die in defence of them. No mother ever had such beautiful mewling puppies as she had at that moment. Each one of them was as precious to her as her own life. She was even glad that Aksishem was out hunting for food so she did not have to share this moment, even with her he-wolf. She lay with her muzzle on the ground and smelled the earth of her ancestors.


There were three female pups and two male.


Meshiska was a headwolf, as was her mate. Together they led the pack in most enterprises. They were mainly headwolves for hunting and choosing the place for the den. Since she was the dominant partner of the two it could be said that she led the pack, but not in all things. The pack’s pecking order was not rigid; it changed to suit circumstances and situations, and Meshiska was its leader only by the agreement of the others. At certain times, skills others than those she possessed might be needed and she would defer to one of the shoulderwolves in the pack. Leadership was also subject to alternation in the seasons. What was necessary in the pack was that they worked as a team. The pack that was not fluid, with members that fought amongst themselves over such petty issues as who was going to make the decision to stand or run, was a pack that did not survive.


In Meshiska’s pack there were those whose senses were primed for the scent of man, there were those whose knowledge of water-holes surpassed her own, there were those who knew the weather and its ways, who saw the coming of the storm, who sensed a long drought in the air. To these she and Aksishem deferred when necessary.


Each pack had a hierarchy of females and a separate hierarchy of males. Each hierarchy had its own head and these two heads became the breeding pair. One of the two, either male or female, would be the dominant headwolf. There was also an interwoven tribal structure to the pack, consisting of pups, undermegas (yearlings to three year olds) and megas, who were wolves that had undergone an initiation at the age of three years.


There were packs that were skewed in some way, either in part or completely. Meshiska had come across those that were wild and undisciplined, recognising in them a sense of doom. She had heard of packs that had spawned megalomaniacs: tyrants who were strong enough to brook any opposition and did so out of pure pride. Such packs had been wiped out in a single day. Packs, like wolves, were subject to personalities. To survive, a pack had to subject itself to controlled change. She was the dominant headwolf of such a pack.


One of the small privileges of such a position was that she could name her own pups.


Meshiska called the females Tesha, Kinska and Koska.


She named the two males Athaba and Okrino.


The first two weeks were tumbledown time when the pups crawled all over each other and Meshiska, and rolled, and flopped, and gradually grew in strength. They developed hearing and sight, though neither sense was of much interest to them in the darkness and peace of the den. Grey shapes moved around them, silver-hazy and indistinct, and the murmurings of their father, or the occasional protests from their mother when her teats became too sore, these were the sights and sounds from their closed world. Koska was the strongest of the five and consequently grew even stronger since she was first at the teat, shouldering her weaker siblings aside. There was no brotherly or sisterly love when it came to food: survival took precedence over all emotions.


Okrino was the clown of the group, his floppings and sprawlings more pronounced than those of the rest of the litter. The markings on his face gave him a permanently earnest expression, as if he were either in a mood of constant concern for the welfare of the world or in an uncomfortable state of constipation. His parents thought him a strange little pup, though not unusual enough to cause them undue worry. Meshiska just hoped he would not grow into one of those wolves that irritate the rest of the pack by unwittingly acting the fool. Such wolves were dangerous, accident prone and apt to lose concentration at crucial times. To be a clever clown was something else entirely; that sort of wolf kept the pack amused during hard times. Even at this early age, though, Okrino appeared to enjoy being the centre of attention, and sometimes repeated a roll or flip which had brought forth a wry comment from his father. No doubt he would be a clever clown.


Kinska was the smallest of the pups, the runt, and though there were only four siblings to contend with she had to battle hard to get her share of the milk. During the first few days of life she hardly put on any weight at all.


Tesha was the next smallest, but this cub had a determination which Kinska seemed to lack. You could see by her expression that she was ready to take on a bear if she had to in order to get her milk. There was a haughty little tilt to her jaw and a gritty look in her eyes. When Koska shouldered her out of the way sometimes, Tesha would throw herself right back at the bigger cub time and time again in an attempt to remove her big sister from the teat. Koska often looked very puzzled by this behaviour. She knew she was the strongest and couldn’t understand why Tesha took no notice of that fact. Sometimes, after Tesha had come back at her for about the fifth time, Koska would look up at one of her parents with an exasperated expression, as if to say, ‘What is it with this half-pint? Why isn’t she afraid of me? What do I have to do to teach Tesha her place?’ But Tesha didn’t recognise places. She only knew she became furious when thwarted at the teat and size didn’t mean a diddle in the den when she had her hackles up.


Finally, there was Athaba, who though he put on weight tended to be much more wiry than the other four. Quiet and thoughtful looking, he had a far deeper curiosity than his siblings. The dog-leg tunnel interested him, especially when he got to the curve and could see the silver-grey light at the end, before his mother jerked him back again. He sensed there was a much larger world beyond that hole, a place full of happenings. Out there were monsters and fiends, but great wonders also. He wanted to be the first to investigate this mystery before his brothers and sisters. Unlike them he could not believe this was all there was to life: milk and sleep and an occasional tumble. The world could not just consist of a hollow of earth and two giant slaves that catered for your every need. There had to be more beyond that hazy bright stuff than a few smells where one of his brothers or sisters had urinated. After all, his father and mother occasionally went along that tunnel and disappeared for long periods of time – so long sometimes the youngsters thought them dead. Often Athaba would take himself off into a remote corner of the den to consider these happenings. The others, especially Koska, did not like this behaviour. There was something not quite right about one of them thinking he was better than the rest of his family. She would waddle over to him sometimes and grip him by the jaw to pull him back into the group. Athaba only half resisted this because, though he preferred to be alone, he also liked to please. He was not a pup to court rejection.


Two weeks after the birth Kinska died from hypothermia, despite the efforts of Meshiska and Aksishem to keep her alive.


At four weeks the pups’ ears became erect, standing up from their heads like arrowheads. It was at this time that Okrino let out his first howl. He not only startled his brother and sisters, he also made himself jump. The little pup looked around him nervously, then glared, as if it were one of the others that had made the sound and he was not too happy about it.


‘Did you see that?’ said Aksishem to his mate. ‘Okrino was the first. He almost hit the ceiling.’


Meshiska replied, ‘I saw. Wonder which one will be next …’


It was Tesha. She let out a long thin note which had Athaba cowering in the corner of the den. Then the he-pup tried himself, and found his own voice. Finally, Koska joined them.


Aksishem buried his head between his front paws.


‘There’ll be no peace in the den tonight,’ he grumbled. ‘I only hope they get tired quickly, so we can get some rest. Listen to it!’


By seven weeks they had been weaned and were mauling each other in the entrance to the den. They were now seriously into mock combat which sometimes left one of them with wounds. There was no organisation to their fights at that point, they just threw themselves at each other and tried to gnaw a leg or a tail, or they would battle jaw to jaw, trying to grip their opponent and force him or her to the ground. Naturally, Koska won most of the fights she had with her brothers and sister.


They were in the middle of such play one day when something happened which would haunt Athaba’s dreams for many nights and days to come. Their mother was down in the den, their father out on a hunt. As they fought each other, they gradually worked themselves some distance from the opening to the den. In a short while Meshiska would be out to herd them back inside again, but on this particular day she was unwell and her reactions somewhat slower than normal. Suddenly, a creature with a flat face and terrible narrow eyes dropped from a nearby fir tree and ran across to the pups. Its legs were stumpy and its body thick and round, but its movements were fast, agile. Athaba saw some vicious claws spring magically from previously innocent-looking soft paws. They were quite unlike his own scratchers, being long, curved and extremely sharp, resembling large thorns. The marauder’s flat face opened to reveal many pointed teeth and the jaws snatched a pup. The beast ran off, leaving the other pups startled for a moment. Then they set up a wailing which brought their mother out immediately. A swift assessment told her that Tesha was missing. She then called for assistance from the pack. A team of four set out in pursuit of the predator, but returned a day later without having caught it. Tesha was gone forever.


Meshiska’s pups were down to three.


The incident disturbed Athaba more than the other pups. Koska and Okrino soon forgot about their sister and the monster that snatched her away to oblivion. Athaba, however, missed Tesha quite a lot. He was closer to her than the other two and had been very fond of the stubborn, determined pup who refused to acknowledge the fact that she was smaller than her siblings. There was something to admire in such feisty behaviour, though Koska had continually tried to put her sister down. Athaba, in his way, had recognised that physical prowess, strength alone, was not the end of all achievements. Spirit, too, was important. In fact he had seen in Tesha that no matter what the state of the body, the spirit could enable one to triumph. He himself had mock-battled for hours with Tesha, finally becoming disheartened because his sister just would not give in. Wherever she was, he thought, she was giving somebody a puzzling time with her pugnacious will.


The beast that had stolen his sister was also much in his thoughts, both sleeping and waking. He had guessed there were monstrous creatures in the world, but never did his imagination produce a furry fiend such as this robber of siblings. It had come out of nowhere fast, and went back there even quicker. It was all yellow eyes, teeth, claws and wild fur. Even its ears had wispy hair going up into little curled points. Such a demon had been spewed by the dark rocks and swallowed again by the trees. It surely had not come from the wholesome world of wolves? Not from the forests or the tundra? Not from the mountains? The boggy muskegs with their gaseous smells must have spawned such a devil.


It was a long time before he thought to ask the creature’s name and learned that it was called a lynx.


Koska, Okrino and Athaba grew strong and healthy until the summer season was upon them. The still mock-fought each other and their parents, improving their skills by the day. Koska was the natural leader and something of a bully. Once she wounded Athaba quite badly and the he-pup had to lie up for a few days until the gash in his rump healed.


Aksishem would arrive home after a hunt with a slab of meat and eat it in front of the pups. Then all of them would begin a strange writhing dance, their supple bodies twisting. The pups would squeak and jab at Aksishem’s muzzle in impatience, trying to get him to regurgitate the food so that they could eat sooner rather than later. Occasionally, Okrino would go for the meat before one of his parents had devoured it, only to be knocked firmly away. Koska was even bolder and would try to growl the adult away from the raw food like a fully initiated mega, which amused both Meshiska and Aksishem.


‘You’ll be a great hunter, one day,’ said Meshiska to her daughter. ‘That growl’s coming on nicely. I shouldn’t be surprised if your teeth are growing too.’


One time Meshiska went off hunting, as usual, leaving the pups in the entrance to the den. Koska said to the other two, ‘I’m going to follow her. See where she goes. Anyone coming?’


The other two shook their heads. They had been told to stay in the den. Their mother’s anger was not a thing they witnessed very often, but when it came it was decidedly unpleasant.


‘Cowards,’ said the she-pup. ‘I’m going anyway.’


She went trotting down the trail after her parent.


As she rounded a rock, she came slap up against a large ochre-coloured lump of fur. Koska was slightly annoyed for a moment, wondering who or what was blocking the trail when it should be an open road, for the use of all. Then she looked up.


It was her mother.


Meshiska was sitting in the middle of the track, obviously waiting for her.


‘Yes?’ said her mother. ‘Did you want something?’


Koska nosed around the pine needles, as if looking for something, then gradually made her way back to the den. Mother followed behind and gave her rump a sharp nip just before they got back to where the other pups were waiting.


Then without another word, the adult went off down the trail again.


‘I bet she’s not there a second time,’ said Koska, after licking the sore patch on her bottom.


‘You want to test it?’ asked Okrino.


‘Not today,’ replied his sister. ‘But I bet she’s not, all the same …’


The incident was never forgotten, by any of the three pups. Despite Koska’s bravado, she never tried the same trick again.


That was not to say they respected the grown wolves so much that they were afraid of them. They loved to sneak up on one of the adult wolves and grip it by the ruff, hanging on while the adult shook them around trying to loosen their hold. Their father was a particular favourite, he would allow himself to be gripped by three pups simultaneously and would rise with them dangling from his fur like cones from a pine. Once or twice they chose the wrong adult, of course, and were firmly held by the muzzle and pinned to the ground for a moment or two to teach them a lesson. They learned which of the pack were to be avoided.


Athaba was feeling frisky one morning and was, as usual, engaging in mock-combat with his siblings. They were belly crawling through the grasses, stalking each other and pouncing when they came within range. Though some of the adult wolves were busy at small tasks, most of them were sprawled around the entrance to the den, watching the pups indulgently. It was a fine day, full of butterflies and birds, which often distracted the fickle pups.


Athaba was by this time a slate-blue coloured wolf with blond and grey hairs flecking his pelt. His eyes were bright, searching, though the inherent curiosity in them was not too obvious now. He had learned to hide what others might think to be a flaw in his character. His jaw was strong and firm and his brow deep. A handsome wolf, some said. He had a pleasant disposition and was not too cocky, and was therefore well liked by most other members of the pack.


At one point in the game, Koska was stalking Athaba, and the he-pup was waiting for her, hidden by the tall wispy foliage. He was watching, as he had been taught, for movement amongst the grasses. Then he saw it, a twitching of some stems, and when he thought the time was right, he leapt.


Even before he hit the wolf he knew it was not Koska, but an undermega whom the youngsters never played with simply because he always looked so serious. Athaba, now in mid-leap, went in anyway, full of bravado.


The wolf he had unfortunately jumped at was a yearling called Skassi, a very ambitious young male who seemed eternally preoccupied with something very important. Athaba gripped this undermega by the ruff and attempted to pull him to the ground. Ordinarily such play was encouraged by adults, but this occasion was not one of them. Skassi rolled and flipped, sending Athaba flying through the air. The pup landed heavily and had the wind knocked out of him. Before Athaba could get to his feet, Skassi was standing over him, and the yearling’s eyes were hot with anger. He administered a savage bite to Athaba’s rump.


The pup squealed and took up the submissive position as his only line of defence. He raised one paw, curled his tail under, lowered his body and flattened his ears. As Skassi stood over him, he flashed the whites of his eyes and produced his most submissive ‘grin’.


The yearling’s ears were forward, his tail erect and his hackles raised. His lips were retracted, up and down, so that his front teeth were revealed. He looked what he was, a ferocious killer who could tear the throat from the he-pup in an instant.


Meshiska came running and confronted the undermega.


‘That was unnecessary,’ she snapped. ‘Get away from my pup. He’s not old enough to understand yet.’


For a moment the three wolves formed a tableau as they stood there in the soft light of the forest, each caught in a dramatic pose. Everything was still.


The first movement came from Skassi. Athaba saw a gradual change come over the male yearling. In seconds, he went from a dominant posture to a submissive one.


Skassi went forward on his belly and licked Meshiska’s muzzle, nipping it lightly. Then he tried to slink away, but as he moved off Meshiska stepped forward and body-slammed the young male, knocking him over.


Skassi recovered his feet and said, ‘I wasn’t ready for him. I just reacted.’ He then slunk away, but not without a malevolent glance at Athaba, who knew he had somehow made an enemy. It was an incident that was going to have a strong effect on the rest of the pup’s life. He scratched his fleas out of nervousness. An undermega was not a very important member of the pack, especially a yearling, but to a pup such a wolf was more dangerous than an adult. Yearlings had everything to prove, especially to their peers.


Later Meshiska spoke to Athaba.


‘I was nearby this time, but there will come a time when you’ll need to fight wolves like Skassi. I can’t be a mother to you forever. You’re very young yet and I will protect you throughout the summer, but eat well and grow strong. The yearling may not let it rest at this. One day it might be between you and him and I might not be around to intervene. Even if I were, the pack might not let me. You’re my pup and I don’t want to see you hurt. Attend to me and your father and we’ll teach you all we know – after that, you’ll have to find your own place in the hierarchy of the pack. Do you understand?’


Her words were firm but her eyes were soft. There was a torment in her breast which a young pup could not hope to understand. It was a mother’s knowledge that however hard she tried she could not keep the world from her young ones and eventually they would have to be able to fend for themselves. All she could hope to do was prepare them to withstand the onslaught. There would be harsh conditions, starvation, storms and enemies to contend with and a mother could not hope to live forever, nor could she expect to ignore the laws of the pack. When her pup was a year old he would be outside the protection of his parents. That did not mean Meshiska would not go to his defence, but she would risk a great deal by doing so. Many a headwolf has become a tailwolf overnight. The tailwolf is the lowest member of a pack, despised by all, chased and bitten, tormented and left only the barest scraps of meat. Only the utlahs, those that have been banished from the pack forever, are lower than the tailwolves. The utlah, or outsider, is not even considered to be a wolf any more, but becomes a raven. The outsider eats with the parasites, the black scavengers that follow the pack, contending with these crazy birds for carrion.


‘One day,’ said Athaba, stoutly, ‘I shall become a mega like you and Aksishem – once I reach three years and go through initiation. Then I’ll be able to fight Skassi and …’


‘And Skassi will be a mega too, long before you are. Don’t dream too much of revenge, little one. Try to think about getting around Skassi, getting him to accept you. It’ll be a long time before you’re strong enough to tackle him in the way that you’re talking about.’


‘But you said I had to learn to fight!’


‘So you must, but you must also learn to wait. If you start nurturing thoughts of revenge now, you’ll become too impatient and he’ll be the one to choose the time. The wolf who chooses the time and place is most often the victor. You must be submissive until you are strong and ready, and thhe time is right. It may be that you will make friends anddd therefore such a fight will not be necessary. It happens, more often than not. Skassi’s a young wolf, wanting to make his mark early and like many ambitious undermega he’s becoming frustrated with having to wait two more years for his mega. By the time he gets it, his personality will have matured and I doubt he will be concerned with you any longer.


‘For the moment, he’s chosen you as a target, which is foolish of him. You’re not even an undermega yet, and no credit would come of him harming you. We’ll see. Just don’t show any hate too early, my son. It may yet all melt away like the winter snows.’


For his part, Athaba hoped it would.


Fortunately for Athaba, as they moved into summer the pack became looser and covered a wider area. The pups hardly saw their father and mother together, let alone other members of the pack. Each wolf, or sometimes pair, went off in search of the plentiful game. There was less need for group concentration during the summer and privacy could be had. Athaba was safe until the autumn, when the pack began to pull together again into the tight knot that would take it through winter.


The summer was a good one. Voles and lemmings were plentiful and the pups developed, learned their hunting skills, and stayed away from other predators like the lynx and the bear. They found birds’ eggs and feasted until they were fat, then lay around for days until the feeling of fullness wore off and they needed food again. They played in the sedge and amongst the stunted larch, spruce and alder. There were hot springs to watch bubble and hiss. The light was strong, glancing off shallow pools and scattering itself amongst the rocks. Sometimes it was a blinding gold that hurt the eyes and the pups had to turn their heads. Out on the tundra, where the permafrost still lay beneath layers of ground water and mosses, herbs gave the air a rich fragrance – saxifrages, bluebells, campions, shinleaf and poppies. There were dwarf willows out there, and flowering shrubs, but every step was a disgusting squelch and the wolves soon went back to the high country where it was dry.


Athaba saw the mighty moose and the formidable caribou, and wondered how a wolf could ever bring one these creatures down. He chased hares, and lost the race. He crept up on lakes of geese and jumped them, just to see them rise in the air like a single cloud of feathers, making a noise to wake his ancestors from their long sleep. He fed on the brilliant coloured bearberries which grew on the moorlands.


One day Aksishem found Athaba alone and told him a riddle which he said must remain a secret between the two of them. It went like this:




I am –


the stone that floats,


the wood that sinks,


the rock that runs,


the air that stinks.


What am I?





No matter how Athaba pleaded, his father would not tell him the answer.


‘One day you’ll work it out for yourself,’ he said. ‘It’s more satisfying that way. If I tell you, you’ll just say, “Oh no, I would have guessed that, if you gave me more time” and you’ll get nothing satisfying out of it at all. You wait and see. I know I’m right.’


Even though his father had said it was a secret, Athaba mentioned it to his mother. The she-wolf looked shocked and told Athaba not to repeat the riddle to anyone, to forget about it altogether. Later Athaba heard her remonstrating with his father, though he could not understand what anyone had done wrong.


When they were a few months old, the pups underwent a rigorous programme of indoctrination. Play time was over. The serious stuff of life began.


‘Repeat after me,’ said their father. ‘Every action, every thought, every word, must be for the good of the pack.’


’… for the good of the pack,’ they chorused.


And this was to be their watchword until they died. For the individual was unimportant, except as a member of the whole. Only by ensuring the safety of the pack could the individual hope to survive. Teamwork. Cohesiveness. The pack worked together, ate together, slept together. They did not watch over each other, each watched over the pack. No wolf was expected to lay down his life for his brother or sister, but he was bound, if required, to give up his life for the pack. Their songs were of comradeship but not of individual friendships. Unity. The good of the pack.


When he was four months old Okrino had an epileptic fit. Two months later he had a second fit. Such an affliction made a wolf a liability to the pack.


The other megas heard about these fits. A midsummer meeting took place by Waterfall Rock. Were he a fully grown wolf, Okrino might have been banished, but as a pup and not yet an undermega a more definite and immediate fate was in store for him. Two days later two large shoulderwolves came to collect Okrino. He was taken away into the darkness of the trees and Athaba never saw his brother again. When he asked his parents what had happened to him, they told him Okrino had gone to the Far Forests.


Why? he asked.


For the good of the pack, they replied.




Chapter Two


During the summer human hunters pushed the loosely formed pack northeastwards. Under the guidance of the two headwolves, their efforts to stay out of range of those that hunted on foot were successful. Shoulderwolves and flankwolves led the pack over rugged ground to make it difficult for pursuers. Tailwolves laid false trails with their droppings, trying to confuse the men and send them in the wrong direction. The narrow-eyed native hunters, usually on foot, were good at tracking and excellent marksmen, but their weapons were not as powerful as the wide-eyed southern hunters. Those that travelled the land in noisy machines were an unavoidable phenomenon. This second group, however, were not such good shots, and you could smell them from the far side of a mountain.


On the other hand, avoiding the native trackers was a matter of technique, learned from centuries of such lessons in survival. As soon as one trick had been used a couple of times it had to be discarded because the native men soon devised counter-moves, no matter how ingenious it seemed at first.


That season only one wolf was killed by the guns, an elderly male called Rikkva.


The pack at this time numbered about sixteen, not counting the pups. They studiously avoided areas marked by other packs in their search for new territory. Man is enough of an enemy for a wolf without antagonising his own kind.


The time of the light was drawing in, and darkness drawing out, especially since they had moved farther north than they had been before. Summers are swiftly over in the land of midnight suns. Autumn brought cutting winds and coats thickened in preparation for the coming of the deep cold. The landscape took on a russet hue in forest and on tundra. Skies and surface waters were inseparable in their weak colours. Once more the pack became a tight-knit group, moving and working as one.


During the autumnal time there was a trial of a wolf accused of mysticism and magic. Athaba witnessed this event which took place on a rocky outcrop under the light of a pale moon. The atmosphere as the wolves gathered and took their places, the important megas on the most prominent rock, was deadly serious. The jaundiced light which seemed to trickle through the spruce created a frightening scene to the young pup. The only comforting aspect was the scent of the forest floor on which Athaba and Koska lay, which smelled of ordinary crisp leaves and pine needles.


The wolf who was on trial, an undermega flankwolf by the name of Judra, was escorted from the den and brought to face her inquisitors. The precise nature of her crime was that she had been caught telling stories of an improper nature to Koska, who was too young to understand the seriousness of this transgression.


Meshiska, as headwolf, opened the trial.


‘A charge has been brought here of a particularly offensive nature. One of instilling the young with mysticism and magic, which we are all aware are corrupting influences on a pack. Let us be quite sure what we are talking about here. We are not speaking of religion, which is an established fact. The Far Forests, that land of tranquillity to which we go after death, is held firmly in place by reason not magic. It is entirely reasonable that we go to another land after we leave this one.


‘We are not speaking, either, of the Old Ways, when wolves roamed the earth in great numbers. The stories of our ancestors are historical in nature, not mystical. Whether such things as evil spirits may have inhabited the landscape in those times is not our concern, but the business of our heroic forebears. That such things are part of some traditional stories does not make them acceptable to the enlightened wolves of today.


‘No, what we are talking about here is the invention of new tales containing unacceptable elements. Judra was overheard telling one of our impressionable young that there were such creatures as tree spirits, which came out in half-light and swallowed shadows for food …’


There was a gasp from the onlookers and Koska shifted her weight so that her side was touching Athaba’s. She was shivering.


‘… it must be obvious to all intelligent wolves,’ continued Meshiska, ‘that such things just cannot be. We cannot afford to have to look over our shoulders for things that are not there, when we have to concentrate on the danger that is there. If our attention is taken up with so-called ‘tree spirits’ it will not be on the scent or sound of men, the real danger in our lives.


‘So, we have Judra before us and must decide on her fate.’


Judra was then allowed to plead her case but it was a pathetic defence: simply a stream of chatter about how the twilight played tricks with her eyes and that she was sorry she had caused such distress, and she certainly hadn’t intended to corrupt the pup. Koska was simply the first wolf she had met after her ‘experience’ in the dawn light. She just had to tell someone. It would not happen again. Judra announced that she realised now how wrong she had been in even thinking she saw what she had said she had seen. In her heart she knew that there were no such things as spirits of the forest and had been on double-sentry that night, was tired and dispirited by the time the dawn arrived, and her mind was not itself …’


Her speech went on in like vein until it trickled to a stop. The megas put their heads together and an air of gravity pervaded the whole scene. Athaba’s heart was pounding in his chest as he imagined himself in the same position as Judra. The whole experience was very frightening for a young pup. He could feel Koska still trembling beside him, knowing she had had a narrow escape. Had his sister been a yearling, she would probably have been castigated alongside Judra for being the recipient of such tales.


The megas came up with the verdict: guilty but with mitigating circumstances. Judra had remained to perform a second duty as sentry that night because her relief had been ill. She had not vacated her post and had consequently entered a period of mental exhaustion. This state of mind had brought on ‘visions’ which she should have ignored as unbelievable and ridiculous. Her crime was that she allowed herself to be seduced by the daydreams created by a strange light.


She was sentenced to be reduced from flankwolf to tailwolf and informed that she was fortunate to have escaped banishment.


Athaba was still shaking when he went to his bed.


Now that the pack was together and tight again, Athaba felt he needed to be wary of Skassi once more. The cinnamon-coated undermega showed little interest in him, however, and Athaba began to think that his mother’s words had been right: perhaps Skassi had matured over the summer and no longer needed to prove himself? Also, although Skassi ignored Athaba, the yearling seemed to find great sport in the company of Koska. Since it was not mating time, it was nothing to do with pairing. It seemed they liked each other and were often seen together. Athaba found it strange that Skassi should treat one pup with contempt, yet find another acceptable company. He had previously believed that the undermega despised all wolves younger than himself, but it seemed it was a personality problem, just between the two of them. When Athaba mentioned Skassi to his sister one time, asking her why it was that Skassi did not like him, she told him he was imagining things, that Skassi was a popular wolf and well liked, and consequently had no need to make enemies.


‘But he was going to kill me once,’ said Athaba.


Koska snorted. ‘Don’t be silly. He was probably playing with you. We were very young then, don’t forget.’


His sister would not accept that the yearling had any animosity towards members of his own pack. This left Athaba in some doubt himself, and since Skassi had not even thrown him a single hostile glance now they were in each other’s company again, he felt perhaps the others were right.


After an evening of story-telling, when Aksishem had related some of the history and mythology of the Old Ways, Athaba mentioned Skassi’s enmity to his father. The older wolf just shook his head.


‘I can’t fight your battles for you and I can’t get inside Skassi’s head to find out why he dislikes you so much. You’ll just have to weather it yourself. The only way I can help you, Athaba, is to teach you how to defend and attack …’ and they proceeded to have the rough and tumble that was normal between a parent and his pup but which did little to help solve Athaba’s problems.


The next day three wolves went out hunting after a caribou. They tracked it across open country, keeping pace with the beast until they felt it was time to attack. The first wolf to go in was Athaba’s father. The story of the outcome was told by another member of the hunting party as the pack was gathered in a depression, out of the wind, later in the day.


‘It was this way,’ said the she-wolf, Urkati. ‘Since Meshiska was not with us, Aksishem naturally assumed the lead and gave instructions. He suggested we should follow the caribou, down to the tree line if necessary, but to wait until it was exhausted before we attacked.


‘This seemed sensible to us all and we deerwalked behind the prey, stopping when it stopped, and generally keeping pace with it, though not closing the gap. Occasionally, it turned its head to bellow something at us, but you know what caribou insults sound like – hollow and empty – anyway, we didn’t heed it, thinking it was just trying to distract us.


‘So, we went across marsh and over rise, just tagging along behind, occasionally stepping into a loping run when the caribou attempted to break from us. It kept shaking its head and stamping and we guessed something was bothering it – warble flies, we think.


‘Eventually, the caribou stopped by some water and hung its head, scraping the ground with one hoof. That’s when Aksishem cried, ‘NOW!’ and ran forward to head the attack. I was right behind at first, but a hare leapt up in front of me and stole my mind …’


There were murmurs of understanding from the rest of the pack. This was an unfortunate occurrence, but they did not question Urkati’s phrase since it was not rare for a hunter to be surprised by another creature, a bird whirring up from behind a tuft, or a hare starting. When such a thing happened, of course the creature took the hunter’s attention with it – stole his or her mind – and it was always a few moments, usually precious, irrecoverable moments, before the wolf could get it back again.


‘Consequently,’ continued the shoulderwolf, ‘I lost ground. Kossiti was behind me and being distracted I got in his path too.


‘The result of all this was that Aksishem reached the caribou seconds before we did and leaped for its throat. The prey turned at the last minute, almost by accident I think, and Aksishem drove himself straight on to the beast’s antlers. He didn’t stand a chance. I won’t go into a gory account of his wounds, except to say that after the caribou had shaken him off he only managed to drag himself three body lengths before collapsing and dying.’


Urkati turned towards where Meshiska sat.


‘I’m sorry Meshiska. We could do nothing. Killed in the course of the hunt. It could happen to any wolf and certainly Aksishem did not discredit himself. There was no stupidity involved and the plan was a good one. It was unfortunate, that’s all.’


‘And the caribou?’ asked Meshiska, softly.


The other hunter, the flankwolf Kossiti, answered for both of them.


‘A caribou that has killed is not going to be taken easily. This one was almost crazy with warble flies. When it ran, we did not follow. To abandon it was for the good of the pack.’


This, too, was good judgement. A mad beast is not an easy prey and had they known how badly affected the caribou really was, they might never have followed it across country in the first place.


Throughout the meeting, consisting of a loose circle of megas, with undermegas further back and behind, Athaba and his sister were huddled together under a small rock overhang. They heard the words but did not look at each other. Koska pretended she was watching the Howling Sentry, posted up on the rise to keep watch. They could see the wolf’s silhouette against the light night sky.


At first, Athaba was stunned, and could not believe what he was hearing. His father – the one who used to let him roll all over him, grabbing his ruff, chewing his ear, biting his tail – could not be dead. It wasn’t possible. This morning Aksishem had played with a fir cone, showing Athaba how to growl it into submission, then, with a savage shaking of the head, toss it high in the air. The night before, Aksishem had told him and his sister historical stories about the beginning of the time of wolves and Firstdark, when dogs, foxes and wolves were closer than cousins. He had told them of the hybrid swarms, to the south, where wolves mated with feral dogs to produce a creature that was something in between the two. How these hybrid swarms ranged over the lower lands stealing and killing and generally giving both the feral dogs and wolves a bad name. How they were considered to be the outlaws of the canid family.


His father had told them this just a short time ago. How could that same father be cold and stiff, his soul gone to the Far Forests where their ancestors roamed in packs of great number? No, it wasn’t possible. Aksishem would come back, stroll into the camp, his tongue lolling out and that funny look on his face which said, ‘Tricked you, young ‘uns. Thought I was dead? What, your old wolfer, dead? Just shows, you’ll believe anything at your age.’


But he did not stroll into camp, nor did he slip back in, or come bounding in. He was somewhere out in the night, his heart turned to ice and his fur stiff and brittle. His eyes had glazed and whitened and his great chest was now like a frozen lump of wood. If you body-slammed him now, he would roll over with a sound like a hollow log He was gone to a place Athaba could not follow, where the fir trees were taller and thicker and the sun shone all the time. Athaba’s body began to ache for the return of his father.


He wanted to do something – he did not know what – but there seemed nothing he could do that was acceptable. He could have run, yelling and shouting his grief, out into the night, but he knew this would have shocked and astonished the megas with its inappropriateness. Punishment would have followed swiftly. His mother might have understood, but she would hardly tolerate ill-advised behaviour which might be regarded as disrespectful towards Aksishem. There were dirges to help the bereaved, solemn laments to show that they mourned the passing of his father.


These did not seem enough, and besides, in this pack even the undermegas were not permitted to join the Howling Circle. Athaba was not allowed to do anything but sit and watch. He did so with a heavy and resentful heart. He wanted to show his grief. It was his father, after all, and he knew he was going to miss him a great deal.


The pack megas gathered together and began the funeral songs, mourning the parting of the hunter. There was no formal body position for such a ceremony: wolves could lie, sit or stand, as they wished. There were, however, set repertoires depending on the status of the deceased and the general regard for that wolf. Aksishem was considered a good-great hunter-warrior, which was one down from the pinnacle of achievement, a great-great hunter-warrior, and of course better than a good-good hunter warrior. Then there was his prowess as a breeding wolf, a secret held by Meshiska who had (naturally) passed it on to each and every wolf in the pack, so that all knew it but none spoke openly of it. Finally, there was his disposition and general sociability to take into account: by no means unimportant in a group of creatures which depend on cooperation for survival. There were other smaller aspects: his ability as a Howling Sentry, his efforts at group teaching, his mock ferocity in establishing his position as a headwolf. There was the strength of his jaws, the breadth of his shoulders, the length of his stride. To this was added the power of his nose, which even amongst wolves was enviably strong. It was said that Aksishem could smell a deer-mouse at a distance of three days.


All these points were considered, discussed and generally appraised, before a repertoire of appropriate funeral songs was chosen.


The singing went on throughout the night.


In the dark-light hours, Athaba retraced the steps of the hunt across country. It was a dangerous thing to do for a pup. If he were to be attacked by a hostile animal, he would not stand a chance. But he was determined to settle something in his mind and the thought of being chased by some stronger beast was pushed to the back of his thoughts. He crossed freezing streams and still patches of icy water. He travelled across the eerily lit tundra, feeling the soft mosses between his pads and the permafrost. He skipped over lichen-covered rocks. The skies swirled in a turmoil of wispy clouds above him.


Once, a great bird circled around him, descending in slow revolutions, until it was directly above him. He did not heed it, except for a quick turn of the head, a glance. Then he continued his journey through the willow scrub. A few months previously he might have had cause to worry, but Athaba did not think the eagle would swoop on him now. He had grown considerably. A second later the flier obviously came to the same conclusion and wheeled away to the south, where it had been heading in the first place. The creature was apparently not in its normal territory and birds, too, feel insecure out of their usual habitat.


Athaba travelled through a thousand odours but always keeping the scent of his father in his nostrils.


Finally, he came upon the carcass and knelt down beside it. The poor body was broken and the pelt torn and punctured. Aksishem’s head lay to one side and Athaba could see the eye sockets were empty. He guessed the ravens had been there, cleaning up after the pack. Athaba felt an unreasonable anger towards the ravens who normally ate any carrion left by the pack. Ravens had a special relationship with the wolves and it seemed quite wrong that they should mutilate Aksishem’s remains. However, Athaba knew that the pack megas would not agree with him. Once the wolf’s spirit had departed from him, the skin and bone left behind was nothing more or less than the dead bark on a rotten log, or withered grass, or a pine cone floating on a river. It was one of those things that was once something else, something with a use, and now it had been shuffled off and was no longer that thing.


Athaba gripped his father’s body by the hind leg and dragged it towards a bog. He wanted his father’s corpse out of the way of scavengers. He was doing something at last and the pain of his grief became bearable.


In the distant south was a pinnacle which commanded a view of the whole territory. In all their history only one wolf had stood on the top of the tall rock tower. Wolf legend had it that when Groff led the armies of men out of the sea-of-chaos and began the slaughter of the wolves, an undermega called Lograna made a mighty leap from the ground and caught a cloud by its tail. The cloud rose into the air with the undermega still clinging on by its determined teeth. As the cloud was floating over the for now known as Howler’s Rock, the wolf let go her hold and dropped on to the high peak. From this magnificent vantage point Lograna was able to act as the Howling Sentry for the whole wolf population of her part of the world, warning all the packs in the forests, mountains and flatlands of the north-west, while in other areas, especially beyond the seas, wolves were being slaughtered to the last pup.


Every victory of this kind has some cost, however, and the tragedy of Lograna was her own self-sacrifice. Although she had managed to attain the place where only eagles had dared, she was unable to descend. Once the danger was past, the young she-wolf died of hunger and thirst upon the rock. Her bones were still up there. They howled with triumph every time the wind blew.


Athaba turned his father’s body to face the direction of Howler’s Rock and then, as the carcass sank in the dark bog, crooned to the guardian of that holy place to watch over the soul of Aksishem and see that it reached the Far Forest.


When he finally gave up the howling, Athaba turned from the muskeg swamp to find that two pack members, sent out after the pup by Meshiska when he was found to be missing, had witnessed this strange rite. They took Athaba back with them and reported to the rest of the megas. They spoke contemptuously of gnatwinged magic and goatsucker mysticism.


Meshiska was ordered to absent herself from the trial. Athaba was taken before the megas and given a thorough ‘staring-out’ by each of the adults in turn. Unlike Koska’s involvement with the deviant Judra, Athaba was being accused of directly initiating a mystical rite, something far more serious than Judra’s crime of ‘story-telling’. The pup was in fact on trial for his life. They told him they could look into his heart and see if there were any weaknesses there, which might be harmful to the pack in the future.


Inside, faced by those terrible accusative eyes, Athaba quaked in fear. Now he regretted his actions but it was far too late for that: now that those grey eyes looked right down into his spirit, searching for corrosion of the soul. Terrified as he was he had the sense to know that he had to stare back, unblinking, and think thoughts of purity. He had to fill his own eyes with such innocence that his accusers would be impressed by his confidence in himself. His thoughts went out to the tundra, the flatlands where the wildfowl filled the air and lakes, and the stunted alder grew. He thought of the white and yellow flowers that populated the air with their seeds, and the star mosses, the grasses and the braided streams. His head was empty of everything except beautiful scenery. Not once did he blink or look down, or make any movement that might be construed as a sign of a guilty conscience.


Finally, the staring-out was over and the questioning began.


‘We have to consider the good of the pack, of which your mother is the present headwolf,’ stated Urkati. ‘We have no wish to intimidate you, pup, but there may come a time when others are relying on you. If you are given to daydreaming or any of that mystical stuff, you may be inattentive at a crucial time and cost us lives. Now, why did you return to your father’s corpse?’


Athaba was terrified and now thoroughly regretted his attempt at thwarting his grief. He lied.


‘I didn’t believe my father was dead. I wanted to be sure.’


Since Urkati was the one who reported the accident she looked a little shocked and offended.


‘Are you trying to say that you didn’t believe me? When I gave my report before the whole pack? Are you telling me,’ her voice rose in anger, ‘that you, a pup, considered I might be a liar!’


‘No, not that. I thought – I was hoping that you might have been mistaken, that perhaps he was not quite dead …’


Now Ragisthor, the wolf with a twist of humour, gave voice. He was lying with his paws crossed, towards the back of the group and he tilted his head as he spoke.


‘I don’t think you quite understand the nature of death, my little sapling. To be dead means to be lifeless. There is a distinct lack of movement discernible in the creature that once bounded through the forests and across the tundra. This absence of any motion, activity, excitement, agitation or progress of any sort, extends right through the breast to the very heart itself. Nothing beats, palpitates or pulses. In short, one cannot be “not quite dead” – one is either dead, or not dead. Understand me, little shrub?’


Athaba, young as he was, seethed, while at the same time tried not to show it.


‘What I meant was, I couldn’t really see my father as dead, until I was able to feel the coldness and stiffness of his body. I was a bit dazed. I’m over it now though …’


Urkati said, ‘You were seen crooning over your father … wolves heard you calling.’


‘For help,’ said Athaba, quickly. ‘I was lost. I needed someone to point the way home. I was confused.’


‘So confused,’ said Itakru, another mega, ‘that you dragged Aksishem to the bog and there let him sink. Can you explain these actions?’


‘I thought I could smell man in the vicinity. I’ve been told that the barking ones need strong confirmation of the presence of wolves and I thought if hunters found Aksishem’s body they would know they were on the right track and persist until they caught up with us. Did I do wrong?’


They let him live. He owed his life to the words that came to him from some region of his mind that was only accessible while the adrenalin flowed. He hardly knew what he was saying, yet the words were right. (Later in his life, he thought that perhaps his father had been speaking through him, so deep were his heresies by that time.)


He owed his life, also, to his own strength of spirit. If he had once looked away, or worse still down, during the ‘staring out’ they would have fallen on him and torn him to pieces.


Finally, he owed his life to the wolf Ragisthor who argued on his behalf when the time came to debate his fate. Ragisthor was known to dislike pups intensely, so even though his standing in the pack was only at balance – he was considered neither a great wolf nor an inadequate one – his words were taken seriously.


‘Of course, it is possible that there may be something wrong with the pup,’ he said to the megas, ‘but if he were lacking in some way, or eccentric, his tongue and his eyes would have made us sure of that fact. I’m certainly not that sure. Are any of you?’


It seemed they were not.


When the ordeal was over, Athaba staggered away to recover his composure. He went in amongst some rocks, out of range of his mother’s enquiring eyes.


She knew he was not in the perfect mould of the hunter-warrior. Yes, he would have laid down his life in defence of the pack, for the pack, with the pack, but inside there was a stain on his spirit. He had not the purity of a clean practical hunter-warrior. The wind to him was more than a bearer of scent and sound, it was the breath of the earth. Rivers, streams, lakes and ponds were more than water sources where a wolf might drink; they were places where magic light dwelt. The forests were not just places to hide; they were the haunts of ancient darknesses. She knew that her pup was blemished in some way. What she didn’t know, and what he did not wish her to guess, was the depth of that flaw. Meshiska would not like to cause the death of her offspring, but the season of maternal feelings was almost over and her position as headwolf was swiftly regaining its former importance to her. She was the ‘mother’ of the whole pack – they were all her charges – and she might easily sacrifice a pup for the good of the whole.


While Athaba lay behind the rock, realising how stupid he had been, Skassi found him out. The undermega began by body-slamming the pup against the rock, several times, while saying, ‘Your mother won’t help you now. I’ve been biding my time, waiting for you to fall. I knew it would happen in the end. You’re in disgrace. I could kill you now and get away with it. I’m glad Aksishem is dead. Any wolf that produces a creature like you deserves to be dead. I can’t think why the megas didn’t destroy you. You stink of unwolfiness. We need no shamans or priests.’


Skassi savaged Athaba on the flank and left him to lick his wounds. When he had gone, Athaba stared in the direction of Agus Rock.


In wolf mythology, there is a time coming when all accounts will be settled. This time is known as the Lastlight when the world will afterwards revert to that initial darkness enjoyed by wolves and foxes before the giant Groff had made the light of day. In the Lastlight men will finally turn all their force against men, and wipe the earth clean of human presence. The canids – the wolves, coyotes, foxes, dogs, dingoes, jackals – will rise from their graves and settle old scores with each other. They will come from the Far Forests, from the Perfect Here, from the Unplace, those lands, beyond death, to do battle with their erstwhile enemies. The formerly weak will triumph over the formerly strong. There will be a reckoning, a balancing of rights and wrongs. And after the Lastlight there shall be no more bitterness, no more hatred, only satisfaction. Enemy will lie with enemy, licking each other’s wounds. All strife will be ended, the mighty shall have fallen, the meek raised up, and they shall meet in the new life after the end of life.


For wolves like Athaba, who had strong undefeatable enemies such as Skassi, the Lastlight was something to look forward to, to nurture in the place of bitterness and hatred. The Lastlight was a saving grace that kept wolves like Athaba from the self-destructive pit of enmity.


It was unfortunate for Athaba that he had crossed with the one wolf in the pack who was having problems of his own that day in his early puppyhood. At the time, and for a long while afterwards, Skassi had been having troublesome dreams which bothered him when he was awake, and he had been lost in thought. Then, suddenly, this creature on the track, right in front of his nose, had leapt at him, clung to his ruff! Of course, Skassi had been startled: anyone would be.


And where had the young idiot come from, unless, of course, he did have the ability to change shape and form? Was it possible they had a mystic amongst them? Skassi had thereafter decided to keep an eye on Athaba. If there was something strange about him, Skassi intended to be the first to know, and to denounce the creature. After all, what stronger evidence did one need than the fact that a wolf pup could manifest itself out of thin air? Now this thing with Athaba’s father had confirmed Skassi’s suspicions. He was determined to cause Athaba’s downfall, one way or another, and had decided that patience would deliver the pup into his jaws.


Skassi had made it one of his tasks in life to protect the pack from the occult or indeed any kind of sorcery. No one had asked him to do this, but he found duties where others avoided them. He intended to be headwolf one day, and those destined for such high places needed to seek out opportunities to invest effort into the pack, for the good of the pack. His work in warding off evil thinkers (just as bad as those who practised evil) was only a small part of what he saw as his complete duty, but it was still an important part for all that. Once he became headwolf he intended to initiate a purge, to divest the pack of all those even tainted with mysticism. If they refused to purify themselves, then they would have to pay the consequences.


There were days when Skassi found himself out alone amongst the black spruce and he could feel the spirit of the forest moving against him, trying to get him to renounce his duty as a hunter of bad souls. Shadows linked themselves against him, and there were cold draughts of air in places where he knew the forces of devilry were gathering. Sometimes he felt as though he would be overcome by their sheer power of presence, and once or twice went into a swoon as his mind whirled with repetitive thoughts. At such times he did not dare go back to the pack, for fear that other wolves might see his fear and know it to be a spiritual thing. He knew the forces of evil were trying to discredit him and drive him away from his purpose of purging the pack, for how can you be the scourge of those possessed by demons, if the demons have taken your own soul?


‘They try to trap me,’ he said to himself, as the branches locked overhead, and the wind screamed through the crazed patterns of their shadows. ‘But I will drive them out, drive them from within me and my kind.’


At night he would often wake from a dream, suddenly, and know that the forces of the forest had been trying to wreak their ugly vengeance on him while he slept. He woke, trembling and covered in sweat, sure in the knowledge that they had come and worked their foul magic on him. He would have to sneak off, as if for a drink, to wash himself, purify himself, in the nearest clear water. It had to be running stream water, down from the mountains. Rainwater or muddy river water was useless for cleansing his soul, he knew, though how he knew was another matter. He felt he had been born with this kind of knowledge: he had been chosen in the womb for these tasks.
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