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			Introduction

			Mark Morris

			Horror fiction, it is said, thrives in troubled times, and whether or not that is true, it cannot be denied that the genre is enjoying a boom period at the moment. The breadth and quality of work being produced in the field, both by seasoned veterans and an influx of exciting new writers, is breathtaking. Stephen King has been a mainstay in the bestsellers lists for almost five decades, but his sometimes lone flag-flying for the genre has recently become a joint effort, thanks to authors such as Catriona Ward, Paul Tremblay, Grady Hendrix, Stephen Graham Jones, C.J. Tudor and King’s own son, Joe Hill, whose books are flying off the shelves.

			The news that dark fiction is being read widely again is, of course, music to the ears of those of us who work within the field. Whereas we could all do without the real-life fear that comes with a world-wide pandemic and the threat of global conflict, there’s nothing more thrilling than losing yourself in an imaginative, tense and scary piece of fiction. Getting the adrenaline flowing, and the heart beating a little faster, makes us feel alive – and the sensation is all the better if we can do it from the warmth and security of our beds, or our favourite armchairs, preferably with a fire crackling away in the grate and a mug of something hot and comforting close to hand.

			As I’ve mentioned before, though, horror fiction itself should never be cosy and reassuring. The best horror fiction should be confrontational, challenging, thought-provoking; it should provide us with insights into the human condition, and/or reflect the world around us, and particularly its dark and troubled corners where, in real life, we might be reluctant to tread.

			Perhaps not surprisingly, given the past two years, many of the tales in this third volume of non-themed horror stories from Flame Tree Press deal with the subject of loss. This, of course, is something we, as human beings, will inevitably face at some point in our lives, and these stories shine a harsh light on loss in its many forms, exploring not only the physical loss of loved ones, but also the loss of identity, the loss of control, the loss of sanity, the loss of freedom, and the loss of health and security.

			It’s a grim catalogue, but there’s a balance here too. After all, darkness is nothing without light. So where you find despair, you’ll also find hope; where you find the monstrous, you’ll also find humanity; and where you find depravity, you’ll also find the numinous.

			All of life, human or otherwise, is here, within these pages.

			Mark Morris

		

	
		
			Wolves

			Rio Youers

			Dawn light, a pale eye opening, looking first on the woodland that capped Deer Hill before taking in the town proper. It was, for all its symbolism, a bleak light, often colourless, which meant nothing; life in First Green was as it should be, and every new day was gold.

			Kieran Stork took a seat on the deck and inhaled the morning air. It was scented with mouldering leaves and a trace of skunk. A chickadee landed on the bird table nearby and dipped its beak in three-day-old rainwater. Kieran watched until it took wing. He drank coffee from a mug with BIG WHEEL printed on one side – a gift from Jillian, his companion. She would join him soon.

			The light peeled away the last of the stars. It was 6:55. Kieran was still forty-some minutes from seeing the first wolf, eight feet tall with a strip of fire along its back.

			* * *

			Jillian came down in sweatpants and a hoodie – not what she’d worn to bed – and took the seat opposite his. She ran a hand through glorious, sleep-tousled hair and smiled.

			“Hey,” he said.

			“Hey.” She’d poured herself a mug of coffee and drank now, removing some of the morning husk from her voice. After three or four sips, it was gone. The sleep lines on her left cheek remained, though, and that hair – a confusion of honey-coloured spills.

			“You sleep okay?” he asked.

			“Hm.” A shrug, a crooked smile. “I guess. Got up around four to pee. Took a while to get off again.”

			“Maybe take a nap later.”

			“Maybe.” She nodded, sipped her coffee. “How about you? How’s your head?”

			Kieran had returned from his duties yesterday with a sliver of pain – thin as a toothpick – in the centre of his forehead, which expanded over the course of the evening into a blunt wooden stake. He’d taken two Tylenol and gone to bed early.

			“Better.” He upended the lukewarm dregs of his coffee. “I slept good. That’s what I needed.”

			“Even so, take it easy today.”

			“I always do.”

			“Yeah? I’m not so sure about that, mister.” Jillian smiled again, nothing crooked this time. With the new daylight in her hair, she looked eighteen, not thirty-eight. “Town meeting later.”

			“Haven’t forgotten,” Kieran said. He wiped sleep crud out of his eye and blinked the blurriness away. “Think I’ll get Nathan to chair this one, or at least do the lion’s share.”

			Nathan was six years Kieran’s junior. They had their father’s long nose and cleft chin but these were the only similarities. The younger brother was four inches taller and a good deal wider. He hadn’t completely lucked out, though; he’d lost his hair in his late twenties, whereas Kieran still had all of his. Not a thread of grey, either.

			“Some say you’re grooming him to take the reins,” Jillian said.

			“Some are wrong.” Kieran cleared his throat, then ran a palm across the back of his neck. The muscles there were tight. He could have slept longer. “I do think he should take more responsibility, though. I wouldn’t mind slowing down some.”

			“I wouldn’t mind that, either.”

			“Spend more time with you. With the kids.”

			“Now you’re talking.”

			Kieran looked at the steady slope of Deer Hill, stitched with milkweed and ferns, and the tangle of fall-coloured trees lining the peak. On the other side, Cotton Road crossed the Muskateni, which marked the edge of town. To the south, Founder Bridge spanned the same river, where it was common to see townsfolk, young and old, hanging a line over the rail, looking to pull crappies and largemouth out of the water.

			The Stork family home – an oversized cabin on two acres – enjoyed views of the entire town. This was by design. Kieran’s grandfather had constructed the house seventy-four years prior, choosing for himself an ideally elevated plot of land. “Comings and goings,” he’d said to Kieran back in the day. They’d been standing at the front bedroom window, looking west over the town and Echo Lake beyond. “You’ll want nothin’ to escape your eye.”

			“Where you at?” Jillian asked. She tilted her head. Her eyes glittered. “You’re miles away.”

			“Yeah, well, not that far,” Kieran replied, and shrugged. “Just zoned out for a while.”

			“You want a refresh?” She nodded at his empty mug.

			“That I do.”

			Jillian took their mugs and stepped through the back door into the kitchen. Her scent lingered on the cool morning air for a second or two, so warm and natural, so familiar to him. He could find her in a crowd, blindfolded. Kieran relaxed into his seat and sighed comfortably. Jillian returned a moment later, not with their coffees, but with his cell phone.

			“Looks like you missed a call.”

			“I did?” He squinted at the screen. “Aw, shoot. Ringer was off.”

			Jillian retreated to the kitchen again, leaving Kieran hunched over his phone. The call had been from Louise Stenner, who lived on the west side of town with her companion, Gary. Louise was one of their kindergarten teachers. Gary was a farmhand, mechanic, and driver. He wasn’t bright, but he had his uses.

			The call had come in at 6:32. Early. There was one voicemail message. Kieran checked it, holding the phone’s speaker a couple of inches from his ear. “Kieran, friend and keeper. It’s Louise Stenner. Could you come over when…when you get this message.” Her breath hitched slightly and in this alone Kieran heard her emotion. “There’s something you need to see.”

			Kieran waited for more but the message ended with a beep. He put down his phone and looked at the sky, now turned milky blue. Jillian stepped out, a coffee mug in each hand. She handed one to Kieran.

			She asked, “Everything okay?”

			“If it isn’t now, it will be.”

			“Ever the optimist.”

			“Why be any other way?” He slurped his coffee, wrinkled his nose, set the mug down on the table between them. “Oh, that’s bitter already.”

			“You want me to put on a fresh pot?”

			“No time. I have to go.” Kieran got to his feet. “What I would like, though, one day, is a pot of coffee that doesn’t taste like dishwater after twenty minutes.”

			“Impossible,” Jillian said. She also got to her feet, but only to wrap her arms around him. “That’s probably a metaphor, though. Right?”

			“A metaphor? Coffee is a metaphor?”

			“Yeah. Nothing good can last forever.”

			He kissed the tip of her nose. “I don’t believe that.”

			* * *

			The wolf appeared at the edge of Echo Lake. It skirted the shore with the fire along its back reflected in the water, then clambered onto a shelf of limestone and sat looking toward town. Kieran saw it as he turned off Cotton Road, onto Burdock Street. He slammed the brakes and got out of his car.

			“No way. There’s no way.” He cared little for the weakened tone he heard in his voice. It was just surprise – a sudden shortness of breath – but he didn’t like it at all. “That can’t…that can’t be.”

			The view to the lake was interrupted by the bones of windswept pines, but the wolf was elevated and Kieran saw it clearly. Even at this distance – a hundred yards, give or take – he could tell that it was big. Bigger than any man.

			He looked a while longer. The wolf didn’t move. Jacob Hillier mooched along Burdock clutching a bouquet of wild asters, probably for Nancy Falk, his sweetheart. She was eighty-eight and he was older still.

			Pain skewered the centre of Kieran’s forehead – that toothpick-like sliver, same as yesterday. He pressed his thumb between his eyes and it faded.

			“Kieran Stork,” Jacob called out, raising one hand. “Friend and keeper. What you looking at?”

			“Big wolf yonder,” Kieran said.

			Jacob turned suddenly, following Kieran’s gaze. He looked for a long moment, his asters nodding, his white hair blowing in the breeze, before a dusty chuckle broke from his chest.

			“You had me for a second there,” Jacob said. He flapped a hand in Kieran’s direction and kept walking.

			* * *

			Gary Jablonski lay sprawled on the kitchen floor with his life’s blood all around him. It puddled the stove and countertops. It was splashed across the front of the refrigerator and the sink and the dirty dishes therein. It was even sprinkled across the kitchen ceiling. There didn’t appear to be too much blood left inside Gary’s body, and there certainly was no life.

			The clock on the kitchen wall – and yes, there was a speck of blood on its white plastic casing – read 7:42. It was going to be a long day.

			“Thing is,” Louise said, and her voice cracked. “Once you start stabbing someone you hate, it’s hard to stop.”

			“I can see that,” Kieran said.

			Louise sat at the kitchen table, four feet away from her fallen companion, a man she had shared a bed with – a life with – these past eight years. The knife she had used was in front of her. Kieran remembered he and Jillian visiting last Blessing’s Eve, and Louise using that knife to chop the vegetables for their dinner.

			“Let’s, uh…let’s move to a different room.”

			Kieran touched Louise’s shoulder. She rose from the chair and they walked together from the kitchen, down the hallway, into the living room. It was a small space, but comfortable. Sunlight streamed through the east-facing window. A cat – Gary’s cat, Kieran recalled – dozed on the sofa, bundled luxuriously between two pillows. Louise sat down next to it. Kieran remained standing. He couldn’t bring himself to sit in Gary’s armchair.

			“What’s going to happen to me?” Louise asked. There was neither remorse nor joy in her tone. She might have been talking about the colour of the walls or which brand of laundry detergent was her favourite.

			“The town will decide,” Kieran said.

			“They’ll want to place rocks,” Louise said. She linked her hands and brought them to her chin. She’d washed most of the blood off, but there were still a few dark drops here and there. “Gary could do no wrong in their eyes. Their blue-eyed boy. I was always his companion. Only that. Even when I did things without him.”

			Kieran had known Louise all her life. He was twelve years her senior, so had clear memories of the big-eyed toddler who’d squealed with delight when they’d decorated downtown for Founder’s Day, and of the shivering teenager he and Nathan had rescued after she swam too far across Echo Lake. “I was told the moon touched down on the other side,” she’d sobbed, looking at Kieran through a veil of wet hair.

			It had only been a few years later when she and Gary had come to Kieran and expressed their wish to be companioned. He’d been hesitant, because they were so new together, but had seen such a fullness in their eyes that he couldn’t find it within him to refuse.

			Upon this rich soil, where the founders planted their first seeds, I will take root and grow with you.

			“He broke me, Kieran, but on the inside, where nobody could see.” Louise stroked the cat. It stretched its front legs and purred but didn’t wake. “He’d criticise my hair, my clothes, my body. He called me names. He said that touching me disgusted him. It doesn’t sound like much, but it was every day, for all these years.”

			Kieran felt the edge of something, part nausea, part darkness, signalling that pain-needle in the middle of his forehead once again. He looked at the sunlight tattooed across the hardwood floor and it helped, but just a touch.

			“Small breaks, little cracks, over time. I didn’t know how broken I was until I ran out to Thunder Point – way out, past the old gas station.” Louise looked at her hands and touched a speck of dried blood on her wrist. “I sat on the edge of the creek there and felt all the loose pieces inside me. Then I just cried and cried.”

			“You weren’t trying to run away?” Kieran asked. It wasn’t the right question, but it wasn’t the wrong one, either.

			“Run where?”

			Kieran shrugged, as if he had no idea what lay beyond First Green (in truth, he had very little idea), and he let the mystery of that hang in the air.

			“I just needed distance,” Louise said. She stroked the cat again. “Away from the town. The people. A moment to myself. But I don’t think I was alone.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Heard a voice.” Louise frowned, considering this for a moment, then she nodded. “Maybe it was in my head…maybe in the sky. Either way, I heard it, and I knew what I had to do.”

			Kieran pressed his thumb to his forehead but the pain persisted. “This voice…what did it say?”

			“It told me to trust in my strength, and make way for salvation.”

			Kieran opened his mouth to respond but found he had no words, so sighed instead and scratched hard behind one ear. The cat woke but lay barely moving, enjoying being stroked, and with Louise momentarily preoccupied, Kieran went back to the kitchen. He stood for a beat looking down at Gary, who he’d always known to be considerate and polite, but recalled now that Jillian had once described him as having a sour mouth. Kieran hadn’t known what she meant by that, but thought of Louise talking about small cracks and little breaks over time, and maybe had a better idea now.

			He took out his phone and called Nathan, who didn’t trust phones and didn’t always answer, but did on this occasion, and on only the second ring. A tick of good fortune.

			“Nathan.”

			“Brother.”

			“I need you at Gary Jablonski’s place. We’ve got a situation.”

			“Yeah?” A dry laugh over the line. Kieran imagined Nathan’s big chest bouncing. “Nothing Kenny Stork’s boys can’t handle.”

			Gary’s blood had dried dark as wine. He had struggled, evidently, smearing and splattering his way around the kitchen, until he’d succumbed, and then Louise had finished him off. Kieran wondered how much lighter he’d be without all that blood in his body. Nathan would likely be able to move him alone – wrap him in a sheet and throw him over one shoulder, easy as carrying a downed whitetail from the forest.

			“Nothing we can’t handle,” Kieran echoed. He quickly counted eleven holes in Gary’s chest and stomach, another four in his crotch, and that wasn’t all of them, nothing like. “Bring cleaning supplies. Rags and such. Bleach.”

			Nathan drew in a breath and Kieran sensed a question coming. He got ahead of it. “Quick as you can,” he said, and cut the call.

			He returned to the living room, feeling sick and uncharacteristically nervous; his role often necessitated tough decisions, and he’d never faltered – had depended on the generous strip of calm that ran through him. “Stork cool,” his father had called it. A genetic thing.

			Louise stood by the window with the cat in her arms, maybe the last living thing she’d ever hold close. She cooed to it, fingers massaging between its ears. The sunlight turned her red hair blonde.

			“We’ll get cleaned up here,” Kieran said. He unbuttoned his shirt sleeves and rolled them to his elbows. “He’s your dead, so you’re helping.”

			She nodded but didn’t look at him.

			“I don’t know your fate,” he added. There was a regretful inflection in his voice and it was honest. “Until the town decides, though, I have to put you in the cage.”

			Half a smile and her eyes flashed in his direction. “Know this, Kieran, friend and keeper. You can cage my body, but I am released.”

			* * *

			Here came Nathan in his pickup truck, coughing diesel fumes as it bounced along the driveway. Kieran stood on the porch steps waiting.

			“Brother,” Nathan said through his open window.

			“Brother,” Kieran returned, then gestured with one hand. “Pull close as you can to that side door off the kitchen. Got you some cargo.”

			Nathan nodded and turned his truck around, then backed up, rear wheels on the lawn, getting to within twelve feet of the side door. The truck’s box had in it a leaf blower and garden tools, but there was room yet for Gary and a Hefty filled with bloody rags.

			“What’s the job?” Nathan said, stepping out of the truck, bumping the door closed with his hip. He carried a caddy loaded with cleaning supplies in his left hand and a jug of bleach in his right. Kieran didn’t think he’d brought enough. Louise surely had supplies of her own under the kitchen sink, though, and they could cut up some of Gary’s clothes for rags.

			“You won’t thank me,” Kieran said. He took a deep breath and reflected how, just a couple of hours ago, he’d been sitting peaceably in his backyard, watching the morning arrive – a simple pleasure that, now, felt inordinately blissful. “Louise took a knife to Gary and didn’t stop. It’s an awful mess in there.”

			Nathan was not a man of many words. His strength was in his shoulders, in his ability to support. You could throw the world up there and he might weaken at the knees but he would carry. Now he just pressed his lips together and nodded.

			“We’ve seen dead before,” Kieran added. “Ugly dead. Walt Carver, struck by lightning. That business with Norm and Michael Penny. But nothing like this. You hear what I’m saying, brother?”

			“I hear you.”

			“You need to steel yourself.” Kieran held Nathan’s gaze a moment, neither man blinking. “But first, walk with me.”

			Kieran started along the driveway. Nathan set down his supplies and followed. They fell into step as they left Gary and Louise’s property and headed north on Willow Avenue, these brothers, different in stature but alike in many ways: their purposeful gait, the stoop of their backs, that unfaltering Stork cool. They turned onto Burdock, both men silent, just the sound of their breathing, then hopped a fence onto tougher country: rocks and roots and trees grown at angles, some near sideways. The ground rose on the other side of those trees, offering an uninterrupted view of Echo Lake, deep blue in the morning light.

			The wolf had not moved. It had grown, though, now the height of four men. It sat looking toward town, a calm countenance, regal in its way. Kieran could see the colour of its eyes: amber flecked with black.

			“There.” The word was little more than a hiss of air from between Kieran’s lips.

			Nathan palmed drops of sweat off his bald head and said, “Our country. Beautiful. Let us thank the founders.”

			He took a moment, eyes closed. His lips moved silently.

			“What else do you see?” Kieran asked. There was a flutter in his voice but too subtle for Nathan to notice.

			“I see strength in the rock, depth in the water. This land echoes the resourcefulness in us all.”

			The fire along the wolf’s back set a haze in the air and the sound of it crackling carried across the lake.

			* * *

			The meeting was held in the old town hall, hit by a twister three years previous but standing yet. The windows had been replaced and part of the roof was stapled together with strips of corrugated steel and a tarp covered a hole in the west wall. A new town hall was being built across the way but construction had been halted due to budgetary concerns. First Green’s treasury stretched only so far; the basic needs – food, shelter, warmth – of its people would always be a priority.

			Every seat was taken and folks lined the side walls and gathered at the back, three or four deep. Most of First Green’s population – 422, as of this day – were in attendance. Word had got around about Gary Jablonski’s death, and the people wanted a say in his companion’s fate. A sombre business, no doubt, although you wouldn’t think it with the buzz in the air: conversation, laughter, salutations, the scraping of chair legs across the floor. The children were mostly orderly but some ran screeching. Such was the way at every community gathering.

			Kieran sat on stage with the other five members of the town council, each representing a branch of local government: Nathan Stork, Law and Order; Maurice Weber, Commerce and Trade; Betty Glenn, Treasury; Kirsty Weiss, Health and Education; Eugene Anthony, Public Works and Development. It was Eugene’s grandfather who, along with Kieran’s grandfather, had cultivated this fair patch of land while the rest of the world was at war.

			Kieran, as keeper, would normally steer the meeting, but tonight Nathan took the lectern. It was not an ideal night for him to do so, given the events of the day, but the pain in Kieran’s forehead was still present. It had dulled some but not enough. Nathan would be fine.

			There were a few surprised whispers when the younger Stork rose from his seat, but he held up one large hand and the room soon hushed. He spoke into the mic and his voice didn’t waver.

			“Welcome, friends, and thank you for coming. We have several topics on the docket for tonight, including the grim business of which you are all aware. We’ll turn to that in due course, but let us begin with a moment of thanks to the founders.”

			The hall, as one:

			For the crops in our fields, we thank you,

			For the fish in our waters, we thank you,

			For the roofs over our heads and the walls that protect us, we thank you,

			May we live by your example and work to make our community stronger.

			Now and forever, in all ways.

			Nathan nodded and stood tall at the lectern, allowing a moment of silence to descend and draw them all yet closer. That Stork cool was real and on display, but Kieran knew his younger brother had a few butterflies fluttering around in his stomach. He wasn’t made of stone.

			“My apologies to our friends in the first three rows,” he said, patting the top of his head. “If I’d known how badly these stage lights reflected off the top of my bald dome, I would’ve advised you to wear sunglasses.”

			Laughter rumbled through the hall and a few friends clapped and others pretended to shield their eyes. Kieran smiled; humour was a good balm for those lingering nerves. Jillian – sitting in the front row – caught his eye and winked.

			“We’ve a lot to discuss,” Nathan said, “so let’s get it going. Kirsty, you have the floor.”

			Kirsty Weiss got to her feet and stepped toward the lectern. Nathan adjusted the gooseneck on the mic so that she – a touch over five feet tall – could speak into it comfortably, but she still had to lower it a couple of inches and extend it toward her.

			“Thank you, Nathan,” Kirsty said. No nerves for her. She’d been on First Green’s town council for thirty-two years, and during that time had missed only a handful of monthly meetings. “Some positive news to begin: Hayley Pentlemore recently received her dental hygiene diploma after a year of tutelage with Dr. Elroy, so she’ll be joining his practice very soon. Where are you, Hayley? Stand up, friend, and take a bow.”

			Hayley was in the fourth row and she stood up and took a bow. The applause was warm.

			“Oh, you like her now,” Kirsty said, once Hayley had retaken her seat, “but wait until she’s scraping the plaque off your molars.”

			Billy Warrington – nary a tooth in his skull – called out, “Chance’d be a fine thing,” and this earned a good, hearty laugh from near everyone. Even the tarp covering the hole in the west wall flapped a little louder.

			“Thank you, thank you,” Kirsty said, raising one hand and settling the room in her expert way. “On to other business…”

			An innate mistrust of anything that was not their own made them defensive, and while they strived to be self-sufficient, this was not entirely practical. They depended on the outside world for many things, including consumer goods, medicine, fuel, and technology. For the most part, though, they maintained their distance. It had always been this way.

			Two friends – Thomas Stork and Jack Anthony – had returned from the Second World War within months of each other, both under a Section 8 discharge. Thomas’s family, disgraced, disowned him. Jack’s family was land-wealthy and reckless, and it was on an untapped acreage of Anthony land that the friends decided to start anew. They wanted simple, unspoiled lives. They wanted calm.

			The first structure they built was a shelter just large enough for Thomas and Jack to sleep in. The second was a rudimentary lumber mill: a workshop, a drying shed, and a diesel-powered saw that the friends had bought cheap on account of it having taken the hands of three men. They worked the mill, hunted wildlife, and dragged fish from the lake, using only what they needed and selling the rest.

			In time they were joined by others, who brought with them knowledge of agriculture, electricity generation, and construction. By 1947, they were thirty-five strong: seventeen men, twelve women, six children. They named this brave, fledgling community First Green. Thomas Stork built his cabin on the hill and watched it grow.

			Roads, farms, stores, a school, a hospital, a fire department, sewage treatment, a post office. Taxes were high, but the people were treated equally and wanted for nothing. They followed their own charter – their own laws – and kept their business within the town limits.

			Kirsty outlined some of this business now. She had the floor for nineteen minutes – quick for her – then up stepped Eugene Anthony, who appealed for able bodies to help fill in the potholes on Wren Street and give Founder Bridge a fresh lick of paint. He also mentioned that the town’s only snowplough was on its last legs, and asked for patience when – in just a few weeks’ time, no doubt – they got a drop of the white stuff. Eugene had a few other small things but they didn’t take long and he handed the floor over to Maurice Weber, and so it continued…

			Kieran sat through it all with his thumb pressed to the middle of his forehead, hearing words but only half-absorbing them. His headache had worsened beneath these lights, and the flapping of the tarp on the west wall bothered him in a way it didn’t appear to bother anybody else. He looked down at his boot tops, feigning engagement whenever he glanced up at the speaker or out at the crowd: that blank sameness of faces. He raised his hand when moved to do so. Aye, for the new school supplies. Aye, for adding Uncle Cluck’s Chicken Farm in Harrisonville to their list of suppliers. He imagined an open fire and Jillian beside him, her fingers in his hair, her gift of healing.

			In time the discussion turned to Louise Stenner.

			* * *

			Four and a half years since they’d last decided the fate of a friend. That had been Michael Penny, who’d bought a pint-bottle of bourbon from a gas station in River’s Cross (thirty-two miles south, the closest town to First Green), drank it empty, then shot his father in the eye with the .32 ACP pistol he’d acquired on the same unauthorised trip. Alcohol was strictly forbidden in First Green, and guns were issued only to skilled hunters. Kieran hadn’t believed the vote would be close, and he’d been right; of the four hundred or so in attendance that night, the vast majority had raised their hand, aye, to place rocks.

			Crimes had to be punished. Their way of life had to be protected. This was a fundamental tenet of any society. Still, Kieran wondered if Louise Stenner would face the same fate. She was spirited and fanciful and loved by the children in her Kindergarten class. They called her Miss Lou-Lou and chained flowers for her on Founder’s Day. It was hard to imagine those same children standing over her, rocks in hand.

			As Nathan started talking, though, Kieran sensed a coldness descend on the room, in a way that made him wonder if bloodlust and justice shared the same DNA. Some friends listened in rapt silence. Others leaned forward in their seats, fidgeting restlessly. At one point a female voice – Kieran didn’t see who it was – called out, “Rocks,” and there was a clamour of agreement. He was reminded of dogs licking their lips in the moments before feeding.

			He hadn’t planned on speaking at all but remembered what Louise had said about hearing a voice. It told me to trust in my strength, and make way for salvation. Sharing this would likely not sway the decision, but Kieran believed it worth mentioning. Who among them had not felt conflicted from time to time – pulled in two directions by their thoughts and feelings?

			Kieran got to his feet and approached the lectern. He wobbled a little but pushed the heel of his hand against his forehead – pushed hard, as if he might force the pain through the centre of his brain and out the back of his skull. He elbowed Nathan aside mid-sentence. Nathan looked put-out but didn’t say anything. That was a good thing. Kieran cleared his throat and swept his gaze across the room. His left eye leaked water and he blinked it away. The lights sure were bright up here.

			“My father ran this town for twenty-six years and most of you knew him well. What you didn’t know is that he spent many a night sitting at the kitchen table having long conversations with himself. We had six seats at that table and it was like every one of them was occupied. This was how daddy…how he…” Kieran trailed off, clean forgetting what he was about to say. He swayed a little, clutched the edge of the lectern with his left hand. More water ran from his eye. “Anyway…I guess…I guess Louise had conversations with herself, too, but her wolves were darker. That can happen when you’re broken down.”

			The tarp responded with a discordant flapping sound and Kieran jumped. His hand jerked across the top of the lectern, brushing some of Nathan’s notes to the floor. Nathan retrieved them, stooping awkwardly. Kieran blinked water out of his eye and leaned into the mic again.

			“Her voices…her voices were darker, I mean.”

			Nathan straightened, placed his notes on the lectern and offered Kieran a look that said, you okay, brother? Kieran nodded once in his direction and looked again at the townspeople. Jillian stood out, like the shine on an apple. She had one hand pressed to her mouth. He imagined taking this hand and holding it flush to his aching head and in this found Stork cool.

			“Gary Jablonski made Louise less of what she truly was.” Sure words, each distinctly dropped, as if applying small weights to a scale. “He should have lifted her onto his shoulders, but instead he crushed her underfoot.”

			Friend Andrew DeBattista – wild hair and lumberjack muscle – stood up and shouted, “I heard she stabbed him over and over with a kitchen knife.”

			Roars from the townspeople and the tarp agreed.

			“Settle down. Settle down, I say.” Kieran held up one hand and there was hush. It was brittle, though, apt to break, and Kieran struggled to remember what Louise had said about her companion, something about his incremental abuse – little cracks, over time – amounting to not much more than a bag of loose pieces. The gist of it was there, but the gist alone lacked impact. He looked at Jillian and recalled her analysis. The words jumped from his throat in a rush.

			“Gary Jablonski had a sour mouth.”

			That was all he had. He drummed his palm three times against his forehead and retook his seat among the other members of the town council.

			* * *

			Nathan concluded this trial of sorts ably and they went to a show of hands. If it appeared close, they would go to a paper ballot, but it did not appear close.

			It was Kieran’s duty to inform the condemned.

			* * *

			The Keeper’s Post was on the south side of Jack Anthony Park, where they held their Founder’s Day celebrations and danced beneath the Elder Tree on Blessing’s Eve. The old town hall was on the west side. Kieran hoped the short walk, on this frigid fall evening, would blunt the pain in his head.

			He could still hear the tarp catching the wind but it faded as he crossed the park. Soon it was just his boot-heels on the cement path and that same wind, in the trees now and soothing. Kieran breathed easier. He reached the Post in six minutes, walking slowly, but took a moment before stepping inside. The night felt good.

			The Post was nothing fancy. Two desks, one for him, and one that Nathan shared with Paige Dunne, First Green’s other deputy. There was a kitchenette, a bathroom, a storage room that doubled as a weapons’ locker. The walls were off-white paint decorated with a map of the town and photographs through the years. There were also photographs of Kieran’s grandfather and father, and Kieran himself. Three generations of Storks. The keepers.

			Kieran went to his desk, unlocked the bottom drawer, and took from it the key to the basement. Two rooms down there. One was large and dry, used for filing. The other was colder, smaller, and damper. Nothing in there but a cage, four feet square. It had a padlock on the door and a water bottle strapped to the outside. Its nozzle curved downward, through the steel mesh. Louise Stenner drank from it like a rabbit.

			* * *

			She looked at him with big eyes, still drinking, then removed her mouth from the nozzle and retreated to the corner.

			“You don’t have to say anything,” she said. “I can see it in your face.”

			“What you see in my face is tiredness,” Kieran said. “But yes, the town has made its decision. They will place rocks.”

			Louise lowered her eyes for a moment, then looked at him again but said nothing.

			“It’s not so much what you did,” Kieran said, recalling several of the comments voiced by the townspeople. “More that they’re afraid you’d do it again.”

			“And maybe I would,” Louise replied with a bitter smile. Her teeth flashed in the room’s meagre light. “Maybe all the Garys in this town should pay for what they’ve done.”

			“That’s not for you to decide.”

			Louise’s mouth twitched. Her smile grew for a second, then disappeared. “There’d be no need to decide anything, if you were a better keeper.”

			Kieran hooked thumbs into his belt loops. “You don’t know what my job entails.”

			“To protect. To advise.”

			“That’s some of it.”

			“To be strong where others are weak.”

			“That’s everyone’s job, not mine alone.”

			Louise’s eyes flared brightly in the gloom of her cage. She scuttled forward and drank from her bottle again. Her nose twitched as she worked the nozzle.

			After a moment, Kieran said, “I keep the wheels on the track, Louise. Every one of them. I keep us moving.”

			Louise stopped drinking. She wiped her mouth and edged a little closer, looking at him with her pale face pressed against the steel mesh.

			“Your nose is bleeding,” she said.

			Kieran smeared his upper lip and his fingers came away bloody. He sighed and left the basement, flicking off the light at the top of the stairs, hastening to the bathroom, where he wiped his nose with toilet tissue and splashed cold water onto his face.

			The door behind him was open and through the mirror over the sink he saw a reflection of the main room and front window beyond. The streetlights shone yellow and clear on Maple Avenue and clipped the southern edge of Jack Anthony Park. As Kieran watched, the wolf stepped into view. Not all of it – it was too large to see all of it – only its legs, extending one in front of the other, then the bushy swing of its tail. It continued past the window in long strides. Kieran reeled from the bathroom and crossed the main room at a rush, out through the door, onto the street. The wolf – taller than the buildings now – proceeded along Maple for a hundred feet or so before bounding over the trees into Jack Anthony Park. The fire along its back painted the night.

			“What do you want?” Kieran called after it. His nose was bleeding again.

			The wolf paid him no mind.

			* * *

			He followed it west through the town, having to run to keep pace with its broad step. It moved surely, lifting its huge paws over power lines and parked vehicles, its tail brushing across buildings, trees, and streetlights. It paused only to sniff at the ground.

			Scottie Skelton – one of the town’s electricians – drove along Redwood Street in his utility truck, zipping between the wolf’s legs like a child’s toy between the legs of the family dog. He did not slow down.

			The wolf moved faster once it exited the town proper. It padded across open land toward Echo Lake. Kieran could not keep up and fell gasping to his knees. He lost track of the wolf twice behind trees and ridges but even then saw its fire against the sky.

			At length it returned to its outcrop over the water and perched there, kingly. Kieran watched it for a stretch, wondering if it might grow large enough to swallow the entire town.

			He walked home and kissed his sleeping children.

			* * *

			He saw the second wolf the very next morning. It rose up over Deer Hill – similar to the first, pale-snouted, just as immense – and stepped through the woodland there, its belly passing over the treetops.

			Kieran sprang from his seat. He dropped his mug – BIG WHEEL – and coffee splashed his feet. The heat of it registered, but vaguely. All he truly felt in that moment was despair, heavy as a rock on his chest – heavy as a townful of rocks. The dawn light was tepid but the wolf’s back burned.

			Its bright eyes passed over First Green, tracking from north to south and back again. A tongue the size of a flatbed trailer flopped from its mouth and rolled over its whiskery snout.

			Kieran slumped to his knees in tears and that’s how Jillian found him.

			* * *

			Dr. Arlo Pryce was ten years older than Kieran but looked ten years younger. He played basketball and squash and ran six miles a day, all over First Green, through the woodlands and across the hills. His stomach was as flat and firm as a hardcover book. The only signs of his age were the crow’s feet radiating from his eyes and the strip of silver in his otherwise dark beard.

			He pushed a button on his keyboard and the printer on his desk chugged out a single sheet of paper, which Dr. Pryce signed and handed to Kieran.

			“What is this?” Kieran asked.

			“Requisition for an MRI,” Dr. Pryce replied. He took a hand grip strengthener from a drawer in his desk and started squeezing it. The muscles in his right forearm rippled. “We don’t have the equipment here, so you’ll have to go to Oak Hill Hospital in River’s Cross.”

			“You think I have a tumour?” Kieran moaned. The pain in his head needled deeper, as if to assure him that a tumour was at least a possibility.

			“No. What I think is that you’re overworked and stressed.” The grip strengthener creaked with every quick rep. “You have this worsening headache, but you have no speech or equilibrium difficulties, no blurring of vision. You’re functioning normally. You’re not especially fatigued…”

			“The wolves,” Kieran said. He glanced at the window, as if a huge amber eye might be staring in.

			“Complex visual hallucinations are linked to temporal lobe tumours, but they’re also linked to migraines and sleep disturbance.” Dr. Pryce switched the grip to his left hand. “There are any number of possible causes, friend. I’m not overly concerned. Let’s just take a look at these imaging results so that we can cross anything nasty off the list.”

			Jillian drove Kieran the thirty-two miles to River’s Cross, the air growing thicker and staler as they neared the city. They sat for three hours in a waiting room in Oak Hill Hospital, its walls painted a flavourless colour, a TV bolted to the wall displaying a loud, vice-like society that they – thank the founders – were not a part of. The people filling the hard plastic seats were dressed in dreary skins and Kieran would not look them in the eye. He went from this room into the machine, which was claustrophobic and loud and invasive, a microcosm of the world beyond First Green.

			* * *

			They were home by sundown. Kieran went straight to bed and slept deep into the night, but woke with another nosebleed, his pillow wet and red. He didn’t wake Jillian. He threw the pillowcase in the wash but the blood had soaked through to the pillow itself, into its down, and he threw it straight in the trash.

			He sat in silence at the kitchen table, head in hands. At some point the wolves circled his house. He heard their great paws coming down on the land, the sweep of their tails through the trees.

			* * *

			Kieran didn’t have a brain tumour. Dr. Pryce called him that morning. “The imaging results show no anomalies. As I suspected. So take a deep breath, then get some rest. Lots of rest.”

			Kieran, who’d spent the past hour searching around his property for giant paw prints, said, “I think I may have some form of psychosis. Can you develop schizophrenia, or is it something you’re born with?”

			Dr. Pryce made a dry, breathy sound. Kieran heard the rhythmic slap of his sneakers and realised the doctor was calling during his daily run. “You don’t have schizophrenia, friend. What you do have is too much on your plate. So go easy on yourself. Give it a couple of weeks, and if things haven’t improved, maybe we can talk about some kind of anxiety-relieving medication.”

			No tumour. That was good news. The not-so-good news was that a third wolf appeared shortly after Kieran ended his call with the doctor. It had a shaggy brown coat and green eyes. The fire reached only midway down its back but burned higher.

			Kieran watched as it swam swiftly across Echo Lake, greeted its mate – the first wolf – by touching noses, then took up position on the other side of Founder Bridge. The few folk fishing there didn’t so much as glance up from the tips of their rods.

			* * *

			Kieran remained the rest of that day, and all of the next, in his bedroom, the blinds tightly drawn. He drank very little and ate less. Every time Jillian came to check on him, he pretended to be sleeping.

			The one time he cracked the blinds and looked out the window, he saw that the wolves had grown – fully eighty feet tall when sitting.

			* * *

			A fourth wolf – this one black, not so much a fire along its back, more a full-blown, explosive war – stalked over the hills two days later. It took up position beyond Matt Froch’s farm, rising above the two lanes of uneven blacktop that ran north out of town.

			There was now a wolf at every point of the compass. Kieran could not look from any window in his home without seeing one towering in the distance.

			The next day – the day of the rock-placing ceremony – the wolves started to howl.

			They were getting hungry.

			* * *

			For your sins you will feel the weight of the town, the power of the land.

			Thomas Stork spoke these words during the first rock-placing ceremony in 1951, after Archie Humber shattered his mother’s skull (a terrible nag, apparently) with a ball peen hammer. They had been spoken by Stork men thirty-two times in the years since, which felt like too large a number, but when compared to the outside world…

			They only had to watch the evening news to see the decay beyond their borders. The hate crimes and homicides and mass shootings and rapes and assaults, approximately 3,600 violent crimes committed daily across the nation. First Green was not without its incidents – Michael Penny and Archie Humber were proof of that – but, with an average of 4.7 total crimes per year, it was Utopian in comparison.

			Punishments were decided by the community (everyone above the age of fifteen got to raise their hand), and included cage time and community service. For the most serious crimes, they placed rocks.

			The ceremony would be held at the foot of Bane Woods where, beyond the tree line, the ground was loamy and fragrant, sloping gently to the Muskateni. A shallow grave had been dug between the trees, just large enough for Louise Stenner to be placed in. Wrist and ankle straps were attached to wooden stakes driven into each corner. These would keep her from thrashing around.

			Nathan was in charge of preparations. He and Andrew DeBattista were unloading rocks from the back of Nathan’s pickup when Kieran arrived, creating a pile not far from the woman-sized hole. There would be 421 rocks in total, one for every man, woman, and child in town.

			“Brother,” Nathan said, jumping down from the back of his truck. He ran a forearm across his brow, his eyes widening as Kieran approached. “Kieran, oh…” He couldn’t keep the shock from his voice. “You don’t look well.”

			“I’m fine.”

			The cairns of previous offenders were dotted between the trees, shot through with weeds, many of them grown over. The younger children would clamber on top of them during the ceremony, spectating through big eyes. The adults would gather wherever the view was clearest. Some would climb trees.

			“You got spotlights?” Kieran asked.

			“Scottie’s on his way with them,” Nathan replied. “We’ll rig them up to the trees…here, here, here.” He pointed three times. “Genny’ll be yonder.” He pointed again, deep into the trees north. “She runs loud.”

			“You don’t want folk tripping over the cables.”

			“Lineup’ll be here,” Nathan said, indicating a route through the trees southwest. “It’s all figured, brother, down to the last detail.”

			Kieran nodded. He imagined the scene: spotlights at full crank, genny rumbling yonder, Louise positioned in her shallow hole. The townspeople would form a long line, and one by one would select a rock from the pile and place it on top of Louise. Kieran, as keeper, would set the first rock, always the heaviest, and always in the middle of the chest.

			For your sins you will feel the weight…

			By the tenth rock, Louise would begin screaming. Not shrill screams, but low, laboured cries, and this would continue until the air was crushed from her lungs. The sound of breaking bones would follow. The snare-drum pop of a femur. The crack of a clavicle. Several times, Kieran had heard the entire skeleton collapse, a remarkably unexceptional sound – like treading on seashells – for something so final.

			Kieran pressed a thumb to his brow and spat blood and said, “My rock?”

			“Here.” Nathan showed Kieran a large rock that he’d set to one side, ready to be placed on the top of the pile. “Weighs about sixty pounds, I’d say. Maybe seventy. You going to be okay with it?”

			“Why wouldn’t I be?”

			“You don’t look strong.”

			Kieran had dropped weight these past few days – too much. His clothes hung off his frame. His face was gaunt, cheeks sunken. That wasn’t all. He hadn’t washed or shaved since the second wolf arrived. Blood caked the insides of both nostrils. There was more dry blood in the stubble on his chin. He stank.

			“Maybe you should sit this one out,” Nathan said.

			Kieran sneered and stepped around his brother. He walked over to his rock, bent down, hooked his fingers beneath it, and lifted. Nathan had said it weighed maybe seventy pounds, but Kieran believed that estimation was way off. He hoisted the rock to thigh-level, arms trembling, then dropped it with a thud and fell to one knee.

			Nathan pursed his lips sympathetically and approached Kieran with one hand extended. Kieran opted not to take it. He got to his feet on the second attempt, breathing hard.

			“Don’t need your help,” he gasped.

			“Brother.” Nathan stepped closer and spoke in a low voice, perhaps so that Andrew – standing beside the truck with a rock in his hands – would not hear. “You’re not yourself. I’m concerned about you.”

			“I’m fine,” Kieran said for the second time.

			A loud, rising howl filled the sky. It came from the south, and was soon joined by another howl to the west. Within seconds, all four wolves were crying plaintively. Kieran fought the urge to cover his ears. He chewed the inside of his mouth. Sweat trickled down his back.

			“Seven p.m.,” he said distractedly. “I’ll get Louise from the cage, bring her…” The words faded from his lips. He could see the second wolf – the east wolf – through the trees, on the banks of the Muskateni. As he watched, it lowered its head and drank from the river, then resumed howling. Huge drops of water rolled off its muzzle.

			“I’ll get her,” Nathan said firmly. He placed a strong hand on Kieran’s shoulder and squeezed. “Let me do this for you, brother. Stay home tonight. Rest.”

			“Are you keeper?”

			“No, but—”

			“This is a keeper’s duty. My duty.” Kieran’s left eye leaked as a fresh bolt of pain speared his forehead. He shook Nathan’s hand from his shoulder. “Remember your place, brother.”

			Nathan nodded and stepped back. Kieran brushed past him with a reproachful glare, spat in the dead leaves, kept walking. As soon as he was out of sight, he covered his ears and wept.

			* * *

			He returned home. Nobody there. He and Jillian had fought the night before and she’d gone with the children to her sister’s house. She’d be back, of course, but for now Kieran was thankful that he had the place to himself. It gave him time to vent.

			The wolves howled. The walls trembled. Kieran stalked from room to room, screaming, pounding both fists against his head. He upended the kitchen table and threw the coffeemaker against the wall and swept every breakable thing off the mantelpiece above the fireplace. The satisfaction this gave him was brief and empty. He took a chef’s knife from the kitchen drawer and held the blade to his forehead, thinking he would slice off the top of his skull, remove his brain, and stomp it beneath his heel. The idea alone brought a sliver of relief but Kieran couldn’t do it. The knife trembled in his hand before dropping harmlessly to the tiles, shimmering in a band of late sunlight.

			“What do you want from me?” His voice was frail, like everything else. He’d been strong once, hadn’t he? He’d carried the town. “What…what do…?”

			Kieran trudged upstairs and looked out the front bedroom window, where, as a boy, he’d stood with his grandfather, surveying their golden little town. Comings and goings, Thomas Stork had said to him. You’ll want nothing to escape your eye. The west wolf – the first wolf to appear – was now over one hundred feet tall. When it threw back its head to howl, the tip of its muzzle disappeared in a drift of low cloud.

			“What do you want?”

			Kieran imagined the townsfolk gathered at the foot of Bane Woods, all of them, close-packed, like food in a bowl. In the chaos of his mind, he saw the wolves closing in from every direction, penning them in, feeding well.

			* * *

			The black wolf was the most beautiful, its war-accoutrement the most austere. Kieran assumed this was the leader. He drove north on Indigo Road, past Matt Froch’s farm, where he veered cross-country, over the raised, rocky ground, and stopped a few yards from the wolf’s front paw. Its claws were as curved and long as an elephant’s tusks.

			Kieran got out of his 4Runner and approached the wolf with his arms open, imploring. The wolf looked down at him – this little thing between its front paws – with its head cocked at a curious angle. Its eyes were amber planets. Explosions raged along its back. Smoke lifted and swirled.

			“Take me,” Kieran croaked. He kicked off his boots and removed his clothes – first his shirt, then his pants and underwear. “Take me.” A little louder. He chose a rounded boulder and lay across it, his back arched, his ribs as clear as prison bars. The wolf cocked its head the other way. “Take me, take me.” Over and over, shouting it now, although his voice cracked and wavered.

			A deep sound rumbled from the wolf’s chest. Its muzzle wrinkled and it lowered its head. Kieran readied himself to feel its teeth, the massive pressure of its jaws, the separation of his body parts. This didn’t happen. The wolf sniffed him, then opened its mouth. Beyond its teeth, Kieran saw shooting stars and frothing oceans. The back of its throat was a solar flare.

			A voice entered his head. Ancient, powerful, as emotive as whale song. Kieran’s spirit lifted immediately. Strength and understanding barrelled through him. He knew what he had to do.

			* * *

			Ten of eight and the town was empty. They had gathered, to a person, in Bane Woods, forming a long line through the trees, ready to remove a rock from the pile and place it delicately on top of Louise Stenner. A bluish glow shimmered in the sky to the northeast. Kieran heard the distant blat of the generator.

			He drove one silent street after another, absorbing the buildings, the sidewalks, the signs, the trees through new eyes. This town was his entire world, his always-place. As a society, they’d created something perfect, beginning when Thomas Stork and Jack Anthony pulled the first fish from the Muskateni. They had grown over the years. They had loved, and flourished, and for this inviolable existence had thanked only the founders.

			“Until now.” Kieran pulled up outside the Keeper’s Post – brakes hissing, one wheel on the curb. He opened the driver’s door, climbed out from behind the wheel, and walked soberly across the sidewalk. “I was blind, so blind. We all were. But I get it now. I can see.”

			The Post was shut down for the night and dark. Kieran switched on the lights, crossed to his desk, and removed two keys from his desk drawer. With the first, he unlocked the basement door. He went smoothly down the stairs, passed through the room stocked with files and the town’s precious history, and entered the small, dank space where Louise was being held. With the second key, he unlocked the padlock on her cage. She huddled in the corner with her knees drawn to her chest, stinking of body waste and pain. He spoke her name.

			“Trust in my strength,” she mumbled in reply. Her wet eyes glimmered through the tangles of her filthy hair. “Make way for salvation.”

			“I am salvation.”

			Kieran held out one hand and she shrank away from him. He dropped to one knee, reached into the cage, grabbed her ankle, and pulled. She was small and light but struggled hard, first kicking with her free leg, then looping her fingers through the meshwork of her cage, holding tight. Kieran retreated, gasping. It took him just a second to think this through. He reclasped the padlock, went upstairs, and returned moments later with a stun baton. Louise was in the same position. Kieran unlocked the cage, opened the door, held out his hand. She shook her head. He triggered the baton and touched the prongs to the cage. 50,000 volts traversed the meshwork. Louise let go at once and curled into a ball. Kieran pressed the tip of the baton to her ankle and triggered for three seconds. She first stiffened, then flopped. Kieran pulled her from the cage and lifted her onto his left shoulder. His strength was not equal to his determination and he bowed beneath her weight, slight though she was. On the stairs she struggled once again and Kieran tried to hold her but could not. She fell clumsily and slid down the steps backward. He gave her another three seconds with the stun baton, the prongs locked to the delicate skin behind her right knee. This took the fight out of her, at least temporarily. Kieran grabbed her ankle and heaved her up the steps one at a time. He stopped at the top for a rest and a drink of water, zapping Louise once again while he caught his breath.

			He dragged her across the smooth office tiles, all the way to the main door. Here Kieran lifted her into his arms and carried her the short distance to his car. Her eyes opened once and she looked at him. She was so frightened. In that moment, Kieran saw not the woman who had stabbed her companion thirty-one times, but the shivering teenager he and Nathan had rescued from Echo Lake. I was told the moon touched down on the other side. He placed Louise in the passenger seat of his SUV, latching her safety belt to keep her from sliding off into the footwell. She tried to bite him but even her jaw was weak. Kieran slammed the door and went around to the driver’s side, pausing briefly to take a big chestful of night air. He started the engine and drove not northeast toward Bane Woods, but north to where the wolves had gathered.

			Pulling away from the Keeper’s Post, Kieran hadn’t noticed his brother’s truck pulling into the street behind him. When its headlights appeared in his rearview minutes later, he thought it was the town’s distant glow.

			* * *

			Louise was part of the reason Nathan’s truck had slipped his attention. She had tried to remove her safety belt, perhaps intending to leap out of his vehicle while it was moving. Kieran kept grabbing her hand every time it flopped toward the buckle, placing it back in her lap. This happened four or five times, then she reached for the steering wheel. She grabbed it, yanked it to the right. The 4Runner veered onto the shoulder, throwing up a cloud of grit and dead leaves. Kieran corrected his line, then removed the stun baton from the driver’s door map pocket and gave her four seconds. The crackling sound had faded a little, which meant it was running out of battery.

			The wolves eclipsed the horizon, outlined by the fires along their backs. Kieran blinked tears from his eyes. The road doubled before him but the wolves remained clear.

			“Where…where…” Louise started to speak, then dry-heaved, hacking up nothing but air. She fell back in her seat. Her lips were wet and her eyes rolled. “This isn’t the way to Bane Woods. Where are you—”

			“It’s better you don’t say anything.”

			“Rocks?” she managed.

			“Yours is a higher purpose.”

			As earlier, Kieran went offroad beyond the Froch farmstead, bouncing over rugged terrain toward the wolves. He stopped when his headlights washed over their front paws, their legs rising up beyond the windshield like the trunks of sequoias.

			* * *

			She had no fight left. Nor could she walk – could barely stand. Kieran pulled Louise from the passenger seat and half-dragged, half-carried her to the same rounded boulder he’d placed himself on not an hour before. He arranged her, spreading her limbs, tearing her clothes so that her midsection was exposed. The wolves regarded the offering with indifference.

			“One of our own,” Kieran gasped. He wiped his eyes and looked at the wolves imploringly. “A sinner. Her blood is yours.”

			“I see no blood,” the black wolf said.

			Kieran’s gaze snapped back to Louise. Her skin was bruised, raw, and dirty, but entirely unbroken. Not even a scratch. Blood, Kieran thought. Of course. The currency of gods. He dropped to his knees, combed through the dry grass around the boulder, and found what he was looking for: a chunk of flint, small enough to wield one-handed, but with a jagged, spear-like point. He clutched it eagerly and stumbled to his feet. Louise’s eyes flashed toward him. She groaned. Her ribcage gleamed dull orange in the wolves’ firelight. With one strike he could punch through to her heart.

			Kieran lifted the flint above his head and was about to bring it down when a voice from behind called his name.

			* * *

			He turned and saw Nathan advancing clumsily over the rocky ground, his tall shape backlit by the white of his truck’s headlights. Kieran had been so involved in what he was doing that he hadn’t seen or heard his brother’s approach.

			“What’s going on, Kieran?” Nathan’s silhouette developed definition with every step – the pattern on his jacket, his long nose, the concern in his eyes. “What is this?”

			“The way forward,” Kieran replied. He felt the wolves behind him, watching keenly, their tongues long and hanging.

			Nathan stopped a few feet short of Kieran, one hand on the small of his back, the other wiping a mist of sweat from the top of his head. His eyes drifted from Kieran to Louise, stretched across the boulder, barely moving. Nathan’s mouth worked soundlessly for a second or two, then rasped out a few confused words.

			“I don’t understand.”

			Kieran lowered the piece of flint but kept it in his hand, then gestured at their surroundings, from the hills and ridges to the trees and lakes, from the roads they’d carved to the electric glow of the town.

			“Everything we have,” he said. “This land, this life. It’s not enough to thank the founders. They were just men. Scared, mortal men. They had a vision, yes, but their faith was shallow.”

			“Wash your mouth, brother.” Nathan squared his shoulders. “That vision paved the way for all of us.”

			“I’m not denying that, but it’s the creators we need to thank. To worship.”

			“Creators? What—”

			“They have glory in their mouths but destruction on their backs.” Kieran turned and looked at the black wolf. It was close enough to hear the human misery within the flames – the screams amid the gunfire and explosions. “Don’t you understand? We’re on the edge of damnation.”

			“Not all of us. Only you.”

			“They’ll take it all away, with a yawn, with a wink.” Kieran looked at each of the wolves in turn. They circled and panted. Their power was immense. “It’s always easier to unmake.”

			“You’re not yourself,” Nathan said.

			“True,” Kieran responded surely, turning back to his brother. “I’m broader, fuller, wiser. I’ll curate such a place for us, such a shelter.”

			Louise stirred. She lifted her head and slipped partway off the boulder. Nathan looked at her. He appeared torn. Anguish filled his eyes and his mouth trembled.

			“I don’t know what you’re saying,” he managed. His voice was thin and scared.

			“I’ve been chosen, not to keep, but to lead.” Kieran spoke as clearly and patiently as he was able, given everything he’d endured. “When you keep something, it remains the same. When you lead, you move forward.”

			“I don’t even recognise you. How can I trust you?”

			Kieran said, “This – my truth – is the only truth you need. This is the only life.”

			Nathan took a step forward, then faltered. He appeared entirely lost in the moments that followed, as if he’d walked a perfectly straight line, only to find himself back at the beginning. Kieran wondered if some of his words were getting through, then Nathan shook his head and motioned at Louise.

			“This isn’t how we do things. We have structure…respect.” He started forward again. “I’m taking her.”

			Kieran didn’t hesitate. There may have been a spark of misgiving somewhere in his soul, but it was too dim and too brief to factor. This man – his brother, yes, but still only a man – intended to obstruct their salvation, and that couldn’t be allowed to happen. As he, Nathan, stepped closer, Kieran tightened his grip on the jagged chunk of flint, and with a quick overhand strike, connected it with the left side of Nathan’s jaw.

			The sound was like an axe meeting softwood – a thud more than a crack. Nathan sagged at the knees but kept his feet. He turned confused eyes to Kieran. Blood spilled from his slack mouth.

			“Brother?” he said, not really a word, more a gurgling grunt that Kieran understood anyway. Nathan bent at the middle and coughed up the blood that flooded the back of his throat. Kieran saw his opportunity and struck again, a fierce, looping blow to the back of Nathan’s skull. He stumbled forward, dropped to his knees, his scalp unzipped, the bone beneath caved. A smaller man would have been killed outright.

			The wolves growled and circled. Kieran turned his attention to Louise, who’d tumbled from the boulder and started to crawl away. He grabbed her ankle, yanked her backward. She dragged her fingertips over the hard ground and twisted her body. Kieran pulled harder. He returned her to the boulder and brought the sharp edge of the flint down in the middle of her chest. Three hammer-like strikes. He separated her rib cage with his bare hands, exposing her heart, then stepped back and watched the wolves feed.

			* * *

			Nathan staggered to his feet. “Brother,” he said. “Brother, brother.” His head leaked from the front and back, a cracked kettle. It was a wonder he could talk, a greater wonder he could walk, although he did so jerkily, his limbs jangling, his eyes flared and horrible.

			Kieran could’ve let him be. His brother might stumble erratically for several long minutes before falling to the ground, to tremble and die and eventually become absorbed skin-and-bone into the land he loved so deeply. But the wolves had an appetite now. Kieran searched for his flint – he’d dropped it when opening Louise’s rib cage – but couldn’t find it in the long grass. Instead, he pulled a larger, blunter rock from the soil, too heavy to swing with accuracy. Nathan lurched toward him, his arms held out, a wild sound rising from his throat. Kieran lifted the rock to shoulder height and brought it down in a tired, awkward arc. It connected with Nathan’s chest. He swayed for a second or two, took another step forward, then the wolves intervened.

			They attacked simultaneously, their pointed muzzles diving in, each grabbing some part of Nathan and pulling in a different direction. He came apart in four ragged pieces, and so effortlessly; the tearing sounds were short and brutal.

			“Make way for salvation,” Kieran whispered. His brother was as big a man as Kieran had ever known, in size and character, but to the wolves he was no more than a field mouse.

			They chewed and swallowed and sniffed at the scraps.

			* * *

			Kieran fell to his knees and bowed his head. He offered a rambling verse of service and devotion. The wolves acknowledged him silently and returned to their posts. They watched.

			At some point he realised his headache had faded, not completely, but it wasn’t a needle anymore, or a blunt wooden stake, more like a crack of daylight from a door recently opened. It motivated him to move. He stood wearily and faced the patchwork of streets and buildings he called home. Lights shone from the direction of Bane Woods, where his friends and family were gathered, waiting for the rock-placing ceremony to begin. They were all unaware that they would soon follow Kieran along a different path, with new beliefs and sacrifices. It would not always be easy. They would fear the wolves, yes, and there would be judgement, but the rewards were immeasurable.

			First Green. His people.

			They would be loved.
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