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For Bailey, Boo, and Sam






For he was of the tribe of Wolf.

MARY OLIVER, Dog Songs
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WOLF PART 1







The pack raced across the frozen lake in the moonlight. They were following no scent, chasing no prey. They ran because it was a night of frost and stars and the snow was thick and powdery and they were together.



Wolf stopped in his tracks.

His eyes had caught something on the far shore, among the dark pines. A bright flickering, as if the sun had risen too early and was hiding in the forest, unwilling to reveal itself.

When the rest of the pack noticed Wolf was no longer with them, they circled and trotted back to where he stood gazing.

What in World is that? Alpha asked as she came up beside Wolf. Alpha was their leader, the wisest and bravest among them, and Wolf was just Wolf. As the youngest and least of the adults he had no other name.

I’m not sure, Wolf said. I thought it was the sun.

Alpha’s soft fur brushed ever so lightly against his, and Wolf felt his heart glow. She was quick and strong, and her coat was nearly all white, like the Great Mother wolf who lived in the moon. Alpha had led them well through the difficult days after her mate died in a fight with a cave bear over an aurochs carcass. It was only thanks to her that they had survived and stayed together. Wolf would do anything for her.

Wrong time, said Alpha. And the wrong place, for that matter. The sun doesn’t hang around in the forest.

At that moment their noses caught the scent of burning wood. This was not the sun. This was something stranger. Trees only burned when lightning struck them in the heat of summer. They didn’t burn in winter when snow was thick on the hide of World.

Quick shadows danced across the flickering brightness.

The fur rose on the back of Wolf’s neck. There are animals in the fire, he said.

He ran through his inner checklist of hunters and hunted. Cave bear, brown bear, otherwolf, big cat, smaller but still scary cat, lynx, wolverine, fucking hyena. Deer, elk, bison, aurochs, horse, ibex, woolly rhinoceros, mammoth. Did any of them live in fire? No. Nothing that was alive lived in fire.

Alpha said, This isn’t World but something else. It’s not for us. Let’s go.

She bounded off and the pack fell in behind her.

Wolf watched a moment longer, then he tore himself away and ran after them.



Wolf was alone as the sun rose, in a place of tall grass. There was no scent of his kind anywhere in World.

That could not happen.

Wolf panted, whined, darted this way and that, whined some more, pawed the earth. He raised his snout and howled for the others.

No answer. There was nothing else to do but run. Search. Find wolves. That was all that mattered. He broke into a headlong sprint and little birds shot from the grass with shrill cries. Nearby trees shivered in a wind that sang nothing about wolves.

Wolf ran until he was exhausted. At last he collapsed into the grass, panting, shivering.

Are you lost? something said.

Wolf leapt up and spun around.

An animal stood there on its hind legs. It was shaped something like a wolf but made of shadows, with hackles of bright fire flickering at its edges.

No, said Wolf, backing away. I’m not lost. It’s the pack that’s lost. I have to find them so they won’t be lost anymore.

They’re gone, said the animal. What it said was terrible, but its voice was soft and soothing. More like breathing than speech.

I’ll find them, Wolf said.

You won’t. You’re alone. Come with me and you won’t have to be alone.

The shadow wolf held out a paw. A strange kind of paw, without fur, without claws.

Come on, it said. Don’t be afraid.

Wolf moved closer.

That’s right, said the shadow wolf. That’s it. Good boy.



Wolf woke. He was in the cliffside rock shelter the pack called home. Dawn was a faint reddening on the icy blue rim of the valley. Wolves were all around him, as they should be, stretching and nuzzling each other, preparing to head out into the promise of the day, to find something to hunt and kill.

His pack. His life. He was here with them.

That should have made him happy. It always had before.



Spring returned, soggy and blustery, leaving its muddy paw tracks on the clean white snow, which shrivelled and sank and disappeared. The low places filled with water and then clouds of mosquitoes.

Alpha’s mate had died before the pair could make the spring’s new litter of pups, and she had yet to choose a new mate. The beta male seemed the obvious choice, given his size and vigour in the hunt, but for reasons she kept to herself Alpha hadn’t let him step into that role. Whenever he made advances she warned him away with snapping fangs. As for the other males, they didn’t dare betray an interest in mating with her. With this lingering state of uncertainty about the pack’s future, it was left to the beta male and female to deliver, and they got to work on it. One morning the beta female came out of her den under a ledge at the far end of the cave followed by six fluffy, toddling wolf pups who blinked in the dazzling new light of World.

Something was wrong with beta female, though. She was distracted and irritable, sometimes snapping at her pups as they nursed, sometimes batting them away. Eventually she crawled off alone into a hollow she had scraped among some thorn bushes. They heard her writhing and whimpering as if there were a fire burning her from the inside. Any wolf who tried to approach received a growled warning.

One morning they heard nothing at all from the hollow. The beta female’s mate ventured in and found her dead.

From then on it fell mostly to Wolf, as the least of the adults, to keep a watchful eye on the pups while the others hunted. The pack ranged far and wide through the hills and narrow valleys, across the greatness of World, to find food for the hungry new mouths. For his part Wolf kept the pups out of trouble, while showing them what they would need to know to become hunters themselves. He taught them stalking games and wrestling games, and how to play tug-of-war with sticks and bones—all the skills they would one day depend on for their lives.

At last the pack wandered back to the dark lake nestled in the hills, where the prey herds had often been found in the past. Another wolf pack lived here too, one that they sometimes fraternized with and sometimes fought.

There were no herds. There were no other wolves. Instead there was a new animal.

It was the creature they had seen in the fire.



The new animals had established themselves not far from the water, on a rise above the pines and near a swift-running creek, with a view all around.

They were busy animals. And in odd ways clever, too.

They had constructed several small caves out of branches and prey skins and went in and out of them several times a day. The little caves were also where they slept at night.

And they kept fire, penned in a ring of small rocks. It leapt and smoked as all fire did, but it wasn’t allowed to race out hungrily to eat World. It stayed submissively in its ring, warming the strange new animals and giving them light in the dark hours.

The new animals had done the unthinkable. They had made fire a member of their pack.



The new animals ate meat.

They ate berries and roots, too. Things the wolves ate only when there was nothing else available. But mostly they ate meat.

It was another reason they kept the fire. They burned the meat over the flames before they ate it. Despite this bizarre custom, the meat still smelled wonderful.

They’re our competition now, Alpha said one wet and windy spring evening as the pack sat on a grassy hillside not far from the place where the new animals lived, watching them burn meat on their small, obedient fire.

Competition, scoffed Beta. Look at them. They can’t run worth a damn. When they spot one of us they flock together and make all that jabber, like panicked ducks. They’re terrified of us.

Since his mate had died, Beta had been making it clearer than ever that he was after the top job. He’d been standing up to Alpha, taking the lead on minor matters without permission, defying her in small ways that weren’t quite enough to get him driven out or killed. It was plain to everyone that Beta was destined to become the new top male, but Alpha hadn’t mated with him yet. The one time he tried mounting her she sent him packing with his tail between his legs. He’d been so humiliated he’d taken it out on Wolf, chasing him out of camp and giving him a few painful nips on the flanks for good measure. It was his right as senior male, but Wolf knew that with Beta this was more than pack tradition at work. Wolf was no match in strength for the bigger male, but he was better at noticing the unusual and at puzzling things out. Beta hated him for that.

I don’t see the threat, Beta went on. They’re just a new kind of prey we haven’t figured out how to hunt yet, that’s all.

They kill what we kill, Wolf said from where he lay, with pups crawling all over him and nipping at his ears. On rare occasions, usually when his betters missed the point, he dared to speak out of turn.

The rest of the pack stared at him.

They eat what we eat, he added.

So what? Beta snarled, baring his teeth at Wolf. There’s plenty of food to go around.

For now, Alpha said.



What happened to the other pack? Beta wondered out loud one afternoon.

They were loafing on a warm, sunny slope across the water from the new animals, watching them go about their strange business. They hadn’t seen any sign of the other wolves for days.

Look! Wolf said. That animal there, it’s wearing one of them!

The new animal had a wolf draped over itself. Or something that had once been a wolf.

You still think they’re prey? Alpha asked Beta.



Summer arrived, hot and rainless. The prey animals hadn’t returned in their usual numbers, the great herds of aurochs and reindeer that poured over the bare hilltops and darkened the valleys. The few who did appear were mostly sickly and older. Not the choicest meat.

The pack was getting hungry. They spent more and more time hanging around the place where the new animals lived, observing.

The new animals had had better luck with hunting. They cloaked themselves in prey skins that helped disguise their scent. Their team tactics, like working together to drive a small herd over a cliff, were radical but effective. They also caught and ate animals—birds mostly—that the pack either couldn’t catch or didn’t bother with. And most astonishing of all, they had things resembling claws and teeth that they could detach from their bodies and hurl through the air to bring down an animal that was out of reach.

That’s cheating, Beta declared, as the pack watched the new animals dispatch a lone older doe with their flying teeth. Prey the pack itself had been stalking.

Another day they found one of the animals’ weapons. The tooth was a sharp, narrow piece of stone stuck on the end of a thin stick.

Longteeth, the pack named these things. With teeth like this now in World, a maw full of fangs felt quaint.



When they were finished eating, the new animals tossed away the stuff they didn’t want: guts, wings, gristly bits, sometimes entire heads. And bones. Lots and lots of bones. They’d crack them open to get at the good stuff inside and then toss them away. On rare occasions they flung the leftovers far enough from their camp that the wolves would come across them during their exploratory jaunts.

Perfectly good bones, Beta said in disbelief when he returned from foraging near the animals’ camp. Lots of good eating still on them. I don’t get it.

A short distance from their camp, the new animals had scooped out a long, narrow pit in the sand. This, it turned out, was the place they went to drop and bury their shit. The wolves couldn’t help but notice that the shit gave off the enticing greasy stink of the fine meals their neighbours were enjoying.

One night Beta snuck to the pit right after a young animal had used it but hadn’t buried what she’d left. Beta was clearly hoping to impress Alpha with his daring. He returned unharmed to where the pack was waiting for his report.

That is some good shit, he said.



Beta went back the following evening for more, but one of the animals caught him creeping around and burned his rump with a stick that had fire on the end. He fled home yelping and trailing sparks.

A few days later a younger pack female was nosing around the bone pile when a flying longtooth tore one of her ear tips off.

We’re moving on, Alpha announced the following evening when they had gathered at the cave. We’ll go hunting somewhere else. These animals are too much trouble.

Are you sure? asked Beta. They have all those bones and shit.

And they have fire, Alpha said. You want more of that?

No, he said, his tail drooping.

And how about the longteeth, does anyone else want to feel one of those?

No one did.

Alpha had put her paw down. There was nothing more to be said.



Still, they lingered another day, and then another, waiting for Alpha to choose the right moment and give the signal. Everyone was hungry, and tempers were short. More than the usual number of fights broke out, and some turned serious.

Wolf got into a couple of scraps himself, one with Beta, who he knew could tear him apart easily if he chose to. Beta had started it by snatching a chunk of rabbit right out of Wolf’s jaws. Before he could stop himself Wolf had let out an angry snarl. The next instant Beta was on him.

He won’t kill me, Wolf thought as he writhed and rolled to get away from Beta’s gnashing teeth. He’s just putting me in my place.

But this wasn’t a lesson in pack protocol. It was something more. Beta didn’t relent, not even when Wolf tried clowning around, dancing and tumbling like a clumsy, excited pup. He was playing his role as the least of the adults, the kid brother who made them all smile and forget their grievances—and it usually worked. But soon Beta had Wolf pinned and was snapping at his throat, going for the lifeblood.

There was no choice but to fight back.

Wolf gave it everything he had and burst out from under Beta. Instead of fleeing as he usually would, he turned and barrelled into the bigger wolf, who wasn’t expecting this rally. Wolf bowled Beta over and leapt on top of him.

To Wolf’s surprise Beta went limp and bared his throat.

He was going to let it happen.

His fangs an inch from the hot blood pulsing through Beta’s veins, Wolf hesitated. Then he climbed off Beta and flopped down nearby, casually licking his paws to make it clear he had no more desire for a fight.

Beta rose and gave Wolf a playful cuff on the snout as he walked past.

That was fun, he said.

He seemed amused, not angry or humiliated at being beaten. If he had been beaten.

It made no sense.

Wolf wandered off to spend some time by himself, as he often did. He’d had enough of the pack for now. As the sun slipped below the edge of World he sat on a high ridge and looked down at the firelight in the camp of the new animals. It danced gleefully, as if taunting him.

He wondered how these animals decided who would lead and who would follow, and if it all made sense to them.



In the morning the pack stirred early and got ready to head out. Wolf had crept back to the cave late in the night to find a warm spot among the curled sleeping bodies. In the promise of daylight, his uneasy feeling from the day before was mostly gone, and he was eager to be up and running.

Just a moment, Alpha said to Wolf as he trotted past her with several pups in tow.

Wolf halted and hurried back to her, his tail wagging happily. It stopped wagging when he saw the unquiet look in her eyes.

What is it? What can I do?

Alpha took a deep breath and looked away.

Beta came to stand beside Alpha.

Tell him, Beta said.

Tell me what?

Alpha said, I know you see it as well as the rest of us. There are too many of us and not enough food to go around. This wasn’t an easy decision, but it had to be made. Someone had to be chosen.

And that someone is you, Beta said.

Chosen for what?

You’re out, Beta said.

You can’t mean that, Wolf said. That’s not fair.

It’s never fair, Alpha said.

Now Wolf understood why Beta had picked a fight with him, and why there had been so many other serious contests in the past few days. The lead wolves had been assessing who was essential and who wasn’t.

Beta had let him win that fight, he realized. He’d given him a chance at a throat kill to see if he had what it took to help keep the pack alive in tough times.

He’d failed the test.

Let me stay, Wolf said. I won’t eat much. I promise. I’ll hunt better. I’ll fight better. Let me stay with you.

In his distress, he was whimpering like a puppy.

You know I can’t allow that, Alpha said. This is how it has to be.

That’s right, said Beta. It’s nothing personal. Now fuck off.



Snarls, snapping, and a couple of painful bites were necessary before Wolf finally slunk away with his tail dragging.

He watched from a desolate patch of tangled scrub willow as the pack bounded up the bare rocky hill above the old cave and into the neighbouring valley. At the top of the rise some of the pups hung back, watching him, yipping anxiously, calling their favourite older brother to hurry up and come along. When he didn’t move they eventually turned and trotted after the grown-ups and out of sight.

He was alone.



His meals over the next seven days consisted of one mouse, one pocket gopher, and a few scraps of scaly skin and tiny vertebrae—all that was left from a fish that a bear had snagged in the creek and devoured on the shore. He even tried munching grass, like his usual prey did. An hour later he threw it all up.

He couldn’t hope to bring down large animals without the rest of the pack.

Without the pack, he might not even be a wolf anymore.

So what did that make him?



His wanderings brought him back to the shore of the lake. Smoke was ghosting over the water from the camp of the new animals. Smoke that was rich with the scent of food.

Real food.



From a quick glance and a sniff, Wolf could tell that the animal was young.

It was hunched on a large, flat-topped boulder, so still that Wolf hadn’t seen it when he’d come nosing around for cast-off bones. Then he’d caught the scent.

Wolf darted away to what felt like a safe distance. The animal didn’t chase after him and didn’t hurl any of those deadly longteeth. It just sat there on the boulder, not even looking at Wolf, as if it couldn’t care less what he did next.

There was a wonderful bone lying at the foot of the boulder, though. One that was still mostly wrapped in raw, bloody, gloriously juicy meat. The young animal had maybe dropped the bone by accident, or didn’t even know it was there.

Either way, the animal was too close for comfort.

Wolf trotted away.



He came back the next morning.

The young animal wasn’t sitting on the boulder.

But the bone was still there.

Wolf took it and ran.



The following morning Wolf returned, just to see.

The young animal was back on the boulder. And there was another of those wonderful meaty, unburned bones lying on the sand below it.

Wolf inched closer, nearly crawling on his belly. He licked his lips.

The animal raised one of its paws. A sound came out of its mouth.

Hello.

Wolf fled.



The animal was there the following day, too. And the unburned bone with meat on it still lay where it had been yesterday, unless this was a new one. It smelled of fresh blood, so it could be a new one.

Wolf crawled closer, wishing his jaws weren’t dripping quite so obviously.

The animal made a gesture with its hairless paw that clearly said Go ahead. It’s for you.

Wolf considered. This was a difficult thing to work out. The animal clearly didn’t mind if he helped himself to the bone. But there had to be some kind of catch. You don’t just give away food.

With a sudden lunge Wolf snatched up the bone and bounded away.



There was a bone for him the next day, and the next.

This is easy, Wolf thought. This is just fine. I’m in the pink.



The following morning the young animal was sitting on the rock as usual, but this time he was holding the bone in his paw.

A new wrinkle, and not a pleasant one. Wolf came as close as seemed prudent.

See this? the animal said with its paw, and then with its voice. It’s yours.

Wolf didn’t move.

You don’t have to be afraid, the animal said.

I’m not, Wolf said.

Well, you’re alone now. The others left you behind. That’s hard.

I left them behind, Wolf said.

Either way, I think you’ve been enjoying these treats. This one’s for you too. Really. No tricks. I just want to talk.

My kind doesn’t talk to yours.

We’re doing it right now.

I didn’t start it.

No, but here we are.

What do you want?

I have this idea. Maybe it’s stupid, but maybe not. I wanted to run it by you, see what you thought.

What’s an idea?

You like these bones. So do I. And I like being alive. I assume you do as well.

Sure.

We’d both like to stay alive as long as possible. Agreed?

That’s a no-brainer.

We actually have a lot in common, your kind and mine. We both hunt, we both eat meat, we have mostly the same enemies—those big scary cats and the bears and the fucking hyenas and whatnot. And we live with our families. Well, I do, and you did. Before whatever happened happened.

Nothing happened. I’m just doing my own thing for a while.

Okay. Well, that’s another similarity right there. I like doing my own thing too. That’s why I’m out here talking with you.

The point being?

The point being, you’ve got a terrific sense of smell and hearing—way better than ours. You can run like nobody’s business, a lot faster than any of us. And those teeth. Yikes. But we’ve got the food, and all this advanced technology—the fire and the spears and such. So this is what I propose. You stay near our camp and alert us when anything dangerous comes around, and in return you can have one of these yummy jaw-crackers every evening.

Every evening.

Yes, and you won’t have to hunt for them. We’ll do the hunting. All you need to do is keep watch and raise the alarm if you spot anything we should know about. Anything that might be a problem. Like bears. Cats. And others like us.

There are more like you?

A few more. Here and there. They don’t show up often. Some of them are okay, but others are bad. Really bad. They might not even be human.

What’s a human?

That’s what we call ourselves. We’re the animals who walk on two legs and know things. I’m a kind of human called a boy. That means the bigger and stronger ones get to push me around and tell me what to do.

That sounds familiar, Wolf thought.

It also means I get to spend time alone, the boy said. No one bothers about me and I have time to see things. In my head. You know, like dreams. Things that aren’t there. Sometimes I put things together with other things that aren’t there, but could be. I call them stories. That’s why we’re talking now. Because I made a story in my head of you and me talking. Getting to know each other.

Okay, Wolf said tentatively, not understanding at all, and then he remembered his dream of the animal of fire and shadow. Ah, he thought. Things that aren’t there.

Stories. He hadn’t known you could make them outside of dreams.

The thing is, me and my pack, said the boy, we’re the good humans. You never know about the others. They might try to steal our food and kill us. Not to mention all the nasty prowling things out there that want to make us their dinner. That’s where you’d come in. You’re good at noticing danger. You’re fairly big and somewhat scary looking. You could probably drive a lot of the nasty things off just by, you know, doing your wolf stuff.

I could, Wolf said, puffing out his chest a little. It was the first time anyone had called him big and scary looking. Once he had chased a cave bear away from a reindeer carcass, all by himself. It was a small cave bear, not much more than a cub, really, but still.

So you’re getting the picture now? the boy asked.

I think so.

You could put those skills to work, both for yourself and for me. For my pack.

Your pack?

Well, it would be our pack. We could team up, you and me. To stay safe and make sure there’s plenty of food in our bellies. Basically I’m saying you’ve got the muscle and I’ve got the brains. Together we can make a killing. Lots of killings.

Killing is good. Food is good.

Yes. Yes. Good is good, but this could be even better.

I suppose.

Wolf thought of Alpha telling him he was no longer one of them. He thought of Beta saying It’s nothing personal.

I get the bone first, he said, then I watch.

The boy pondered this a moment, biting his lip.

Okay, deal.

All right then, Wolf said. I’m willing to give it a shot. On a trial basis, mind you. And no tricks.

No tricks, of course, the boy said. That goes both ways.

Of course.

By the way, where did you learn to speak human?

I thought we were speaking wolf.

Oh. Anyhow, there’s one more thing. You’ll need to make some kind of big noise that’s guaranteed to get our attention. What kinds of noises can you make?

Wolf demonstrated his repertoire.

He growled.

He snarled.

He yipped.

He yelped.

He whimpered and whined.

He howled.

Nope, those are no good, the boy said, shaking his head. Those are too wolf. They’ll just bring more of your kind, and well, we don’t really want more of your kind. One is plenty for now. On a trial basis, like you said. No, it’s got to be a new kind of noise the other wolves don’t do. A noise that’ll mean something like Hey, human, pay attention right now.

Feeling foolish, Wolf tried out a few different sounds, most of which he’d had no idea he could make, until the boy shouted, There, that one!

Wolf made the sound again.

Can you do it any louder?

Wolf made the sound louder.

Okay, but I mean louder. Dig deep and belt it out.

Wolf dug deep and belted it out. To his surprise, it felt good. It was his noise. It was something new in World and he had made it.

That’s it, the boy said, smacking his hands together. That just sets my teeth on edge. It’s so annoying we won’t be able to ignore it. Perfect.

By now a couple of the bigger humans had come running to see what all the ruckus was about.

Wolf bounded away.

Don’t go too far, the boy shouted after him. Remember, together!

When evening came Wolf settled down near the edge of the humans’ camp to gnaw the juicy bone the boy had left for him. He would keep his end of the bargain and watch. How could it hurt? He slept like this most nights, anyhow—fitfully, with one ear cocked for threats.

Nothing out of the ordinary took place in World that night. Some kind of night-flying bird Wolf couldn’t see let out a few cries. A mouse scampered right over his toes and he let it, feeling indulgent. More than once the wind riled up and then settled down again.

It was all World and it was nothing new.

But there were other sounds and things to notice. Noises came from the humans in their little caves made of sticks and fur: snoring, grunts, drowsy murmurs, farts. One of the older humans came out of its cave to make water, gave Wolf a skeptical glance, and went back in.

Together, the boy had said. But in no way were they together. They’d just agreed to cooperate to protect the food supply. This wasn’t even work. He might as well spend the night here as anywhere else.

Wolf felt drowsy and curled up for a quick nap. When he started awake he was still alive and the humans weren’t in an uproar. That was good.

Still, he got up, paced out a few wide circles, cocked his ears, sniffed the cool night air. Then he lay down again for another nap.

At dawn the boy returned, but this time he didn’t climb up on the rock. He approached Wolf slowly, and Wolf let him. The boy stopped a few paces away, closer to him than any human had been before. They looked out together at the dim grassy hills.

The night was over and nothing bad had happened. No one had been eaten.

Okay, said the boy.

Okay, said Wolf.



The following few nights were much the same. Once Wolf barked at what he thought was something large moving stealthily just beyond his range of vision in the dark. When the humans got up to investigate they found nothing, not even tracks. The older humans shouted at Wolf to shut his stupid yap and slouched back to their caves, grumbling.

The boy was the last to return to his cave. He nodded at Wolf.

Keep it up, he said.



Then came the night Wolf finally earned his bones. One of those terrible cats came prowling by. Wolf could see its eyes glowing like hot stones in the last of the humans’ firelight.

The cats were solitary hunters, cunning and deadly. Even the pack was wary of them. In his experience the cats never spoke, as if it was beneath them to converse with another animal. Even when they killed they acted bored, like they’d rather be doing anything else. It wasn’t enough for the cats to be terrifyingly capable killers, they had to be assholes about it.

The cat crouched in the shadow of a dead tree, not even deigning to glance in Wolf’s direction, although Wolf had no doubt that his every breath and movement were being carefully noted. It occurred to him that his life was in real danger, and for the first time he was glad to have all those lightly slumbering humans with their longteeth at his back.

The cat stretched, licked a paw, and yawned.

It actually yawned.

He hated these cats almost as much as he feared them.

Wolf let loose. He made his new sound, louder than ever.

The cat started at the unexpected noise and then froze, dumbfounded. The look on its stupid, self-satisfied face, Wolf thought, was worth whatever happened next.

The humans came running with their longteeth and firesticks.

For a moment the cat stayed put, as if this pitiful show wasn’t worth a tail twitch, then it turned and bounded away, with longteeth whooshing around it and thunking into the earth.

Several of the older humans stayed up with Wolf for the rest of the night, gripping their weapons as they silently kept watch. They tossed him an extra bone, and one of them even grinned at him.

So you’re not completely useless, the human said.



One night he sensed something moving stealthily in the dark past the camp. Several somethings. In another instant he knew—wolves.

Wolf held off making the new sound that would alert the humans. To his surprise he felt a feeling he’d never experienced before, inside where his heart thumped. It made him want to put his tail between his legs and slink away on his belly to some hiding place where no other wolf could find him.

He didn’t. He kept stone still, hoping to go unnoticed.

No such luck. The wolf that was probably the pack leader parted from the others and came closer, sniffing, wary, curious. Wolf could see its eyes glittering in the light from the humans’ dying fire. Wolf hoped it wasn’t his pack and this wasn’t Alpha.

It was.

She was still her shining, beautiful self, like a fall of snow in the moonlight. She made his heart leap as always, though he could see how lean she had become.

Evening, Wolf, Alpha said.

Wolf greeted her with a half-hearted tail wag. The sickening belly-crawling feeling was stronger than ever.

How have you been? Alpha asked.

All right, Wolf said, as casually as he could. You?

We’re getting by. So, what are you up to?

Nothing much. Just hanging around.

This close to them? Wow, that’s pretty ballsy.

They’re sleeping. Not much to worry about, it seems to me. I thought you were taking the pack far away.

It was the boldest he’d ever been with her.

We travelled a long time, she said heavily. We searched everywhere. There was no prey. So we came back. The new animals have had better luck. Maybe it’ll rub off on us. It sure seems to have rubbed off on you.

She looked pointedly at the well-gnawed bone between Wolf’s paws.

I got lucky, I guess.

I’m glad, Alpha said. I wish things could have turned out differently.

Wolf didn’t reply.

Well, fine hunting to you, Alpha said, and she loped away to rejoin the others.



The next night Wolf was on guard again, gnawing another juicy bone, when the pack returned, a whispering of grey phantoms in the grass. Again Wolf made no sound of alarm. As before, Alpha left the pack at a distance and came to him.

Still here? she said, sniffing.

It’s a good spot, Wolf said.

Clearly. Lots of fresh food just lying around, waiting to be picked up. You wouldn’t happen to know if there are any more of those bones hereabouts?

One of the animals must have dropped this by mistake, Wolf said. They’re pretty clumsy and forgetful.

Yes, we’ve noticed. And you just happened to be nearby, like last night, to pick up after them. Twice in a row now. That really is luck.

Did you want something?

Only to say hello. But you know, I’ve just had the strangest thought. That you’re… how do I put this? You’re with them.

With who?

You know, them. The new animals. Like they’re your new pack.

What? Of course not. What do you take me for?

I’m not sure, Alpha said. Then she turned and trotted back into the darkness.



On the third evening he waited anxiously to see if she and the pack would reappear. If they were going to keep coming around, it increased the likelihood that one of the humans would notice, which meant they might also notice that he wasn’t raising the alarm about it. And if that happened, his comfortable new livelihood would be in jeopardy.



When the pack didn’t show up for several days Wolf figured they must have moved on again. He was relieved, but at the same time the truth of his new life hurt worse than before. It was like the ache of an empty belly, but worse.

Maybe, he thought, he should try making the annoying sound again, just for the hell of it. To remind the humans he was out here doing his job.

As he was pondering this idea he heard a sound and turned his head. Alpha was right there beside him. He jumped, nearly letting out a yelp. He hadn’t heard her creeping up.

Easy, Alpha said. You’d better not be getting soft and careless out here by yourself. That wouldn’t be prudent. Unless, you know, one has powerful friends to watch one’s back. Then it might be okay to let one’s guard down, just a little. I wonder, have you made any friends like that lately?

I don’t know what you’re talking about, Wolf said.

Yes, you do. We smell them on you. It stumped us at first, but we get what’s going on here. You’ve landed yourself a pretty good gig. I admire that. I wish you well. The truth is, I almost envy you.

You do?

Almost. The jury is still out, let’s say.

It’s only on a trial basis. A temporary arrangement.

So what are they like, these animals?

Strange.

We gathered that much.

They’re in World, like us, but also they’re not. Not all the time. They dream when they’re wide awake.

Really.

Yes. They spend a lot of time in these dreams, looking at things that aren’t.

What’s the good of that?

Wolf had a sense of how it was actually very useful, but the words were beyond reach.

I’m not sure, he said. They make plans.

So do we.

Yes, but just for today’s stalk and kill or tomorrow’s journey. They make plans for things you can’t do. Or have never done. And then they do them. That’s how they came up with the longteeth. And the caves made of sticks. They take dreams out of their heads and bring them into World.

Maybe now you’re one of their dreams, Alpha said.

This was an astonishing thought, and Wolf pondered it.

No, that’s not it, he said. I don’t belong to them. If it’s a dream, then I’m dreaming them as much as they are me.

Well, that’s a strange thing indeed. Whatever you’ve become, little brother, I think you’re going on a journey with these animals to a place no wolf has ever gone.

She had never called him brother before. She had never acknowledged their bond.

He couldn’t find words to reply.

I don’t understand any of it, Alpha said, but I wish you luck.

You’ll need it, said Beta’s voice out of the shadows.

Fear shot through Wolf. The rest of the pack, or most of it, had silently crept closer and was now surrounding him.

The puppies weren’t with them, he noticed. The new babysitter, if the pack had one, was likely keeping them away from whatever was about to happen here.

I told you all to stay back, Alpha snapped at them.

You’re going to allow this? Beta growled. Who knows where it might lead, wolves teaming up with these animals. There can’t be one of us on their side.

I’m not one of you, Wolf shot back, shocked to hear himself say it.

Well, you are and you aren’t, Beta said. That’s the problem. You’re something that shouldn’t be in World. You’re a mistake, like a pup born with no legs, and there’s only one way to deal with mistakes like that. The pack’s way.

We’re leaving now, Alpha said to Beta. We will leave him be.

Beta said, If you won’t lead like a proper alpha, someone else will.

He lunged at Wolf, who scrambled backwards, but in the next instant Alpha was there. She collided with Beta and then they were tussling and snapping at one another. The other pack members stood motionless, as stunned as Wolf at what was happening.

In another moment Beta had wrestled Alpha off her feet and had her by the throat.

As the other wolves closed in on him, Wolf bared his fangs and prepared to fight to the last. Then he remembered the boy. He raised his snout to the sky and let out the noise, the new one, louder than he ever had.

The pack froze, confused.

Wolf uttered the noise again and again, until a hubbub of shouts and movement began in the humans’ camp. Shapes emerged from the skin tents, dark shapes silhouetted by the fire. The roused humans and their long, sharp sticks were coming this way.

The pack turned tail and scattered into the night, led by Beta.

Alpha climbed unsteadily to her feet.

You need to get out of here, Wolf said to her.

Goodbye, little brother, she said. If we ever meet again, I’ll be curious to know how things turned out for you.

Something came whistling out of the dark, struck Alpha in the side, and hung there. She let out a yelp and her legs buckled, then she bounded away, dragging the longtooth with her.



Early the next morning, a group of hunters set out from the camp.

Alpha’s blood was on the earth around the spot where Wolf usually kept watch. He left that place and found a hollow under a fallen log, where he stayed hidden through the midday heat.

The pack didn’t appear.

The boy did. Wolf heard him coming, by now knowing his footfalls from the others. The boy crouched before the hollow, a bone in his hand.

I’ve been looking for you, he said. What happened last night?

I did what I was supposed to, Wolf said. That’s all.

Do you know those wolves?

I thought I did.

Well, I brought you something. In case you’re hungry.

I’m not.

There were sudden shouts from nearby. The boy stood up and shielded his eyes with a hand.

The hunters are coming back, the boy said. My father’s with them. I’ve got to go.

He dashed off to meet the returning humans. Wolf stayed where he was, but the hunters passed by not far from where he was lying.

Two of them were carrying Alpha, on a long stick. She was just hanging there.

Wolf scrambled out of the hollow and ran to her, tail wagging. In his joy, he forgot himself and trotted right up to one of the hunters, who brandished his longtooth and roared at him to get away.

Wolf sprang back and braced himself to help Alpha take down the humans carrying her. Then he saw it wasn’t Alpha after all. It was only her head, with unseeing eyes, and her snow-white pelt.

Alpha wasn’t there.



When the boy came looking for him Wolf trotted away. He spent the next few days out of sight of the camp, digging for mice and voles, not really caring whether he caught any or not. He had no urge to eat.

He returned to the rock shelter that had been the pack’s home. No pups scampered out of the den to greet him with their eager licking and pawing.

A howl rose in his throat several times as he wandered, and died before it could escape.



One evening Wolf plodded back along the shore to the camp of the humans.

The boy was standing on the flat rock, looking all around.

Then he saw Wolf.

I hoped you’d come back, the boy said. Where did you go?

Wolf didn’t answer. He lay down in his usual spot.

So… do we still have an understanding?

We’ll see, Wolf said.



That night the full moon showed itself from behind a swift-moving pack of clouds. World turned silver. Wolf gazed up into the light, an anguished unvoiced howl trembling in his throat.

And then She was standing there before him, softly shining. The Mother of Wolves. He shivered all over, with terror or joy—maybe in her presence they were the same thing. He knew somehow there was no point in springing up to greet her in the rough-and-tumble wolf way. It would be like trying to tussle with moonlight itself.

Hello, little brother, she said.

It was the Great Mother, and it was also Alpha. Wolf gazed at her in fear and wonder.

Are you our mother now, big sister?

For you I am.

I didn’t want any of this to happen. I just wanted to stay with the pack.

I know.

Are you taking me with you now, to the moon?

Not yet. Not for a long time. You have much to see and do here in World. I told you, little brother—you’re on a journey that no wolf has ever taken.

I’m not a wolf. Not anymore.

As soon as he spoke the words, his breath caught in his throat and his heart went cold.

You are a wolf, Alpha said. And you always will be. I was wrong about that. This journey you’re on—it’s how the wolf in you will truly show itself, by facing whatever is to come and finding your way through it. As we wolves have always done. Though you will become something else, too, in time, something there isn’t a name for yet, even if it’s always been there too, nestled inside. I can’t see all that’s to come, but I know some of it will be very good indeed, even though these animals will try to make you into what they want you to be.

Wolf thought about the boy asking him to come up with a new sound.

I won’t let them, he said

Well, you’ll have an endless tug-of-war with them about how this pact between you is supposed to work. They’ll make up stories about what you are, what you’re for. Stories that will mostly be wrong. In spite of how stupid they’ll prove to be about you, you’ll need them as much as they will need you. You might even come to love them.

That’s not going to happen.

Who can say? You have so many lives ahead of you. So many unlikely adventures. You might even forget there was a time they weren’t by your side.

His every muscle drew tight, as if before a leap over rushing water.

I don’t want to forget. I’m afraid, big sister. Please take me with you.

Not now. Not yet. At night, when you look up and I’m in the sky, remember that I’m guiding and watching over you. Always. So be brave, little brother, and be faithful to those you run with.

A great rolling shoulder of cloud moved across the shining face of the moon, and its light dimmed.

I have to go, little brother.

Wait, please. I have so many questions.

The silver light went out.

Alpha was gone.



The next morning the boy found Wolf and proposed they work together on a new project.

Wolf was going to say no, but he remembered what Alpha had said to him, and he agreed.

They climbed together into the windy uplands. The air was bringing Wolf the scent of the small prey hunkered down in the grass.

He scared up a lean, tawny rabbit and gave chase.

The boy tried to follow, but Wolf quickly left him behind.

Wolf ran and ran. The rabbit was fast but not fast enough. Wolf swerved and leapt at the exact right moment and brought it down.

The rabbit was hanging limp in his jaws when the boy finally trotted up, breathing hard.

That was something to see, the boy said, bent over with his hands on his knees.

Wolf dropped the rabbit at the boy’s feet. He wasn’t sure why. It just seemed the right thing to do while sharing a bright, windy day with someone. Share the kill. The pack always did that.

The boy took some human things out of the skin bag he carried and made a little fire right there on the hillside. He made the fire, Wolf marvelled. The boy cooked parts of the rabbit on a stick over the snapping flames and gave the rest of it, nice and bloody and raw, to Wolf.

Wolf devoured his share, then sat there licking his lips and waiting to see what would happen next.

After the boy finished his burnt pieces of flesh he stood up and kicked dirt on the little fire until it went out. He belched, wiped his mouth, then looked at Wolf, who had gotten up to stand beside him.

Good boy, he said, and he reached out a hand and cautiously stroked the fur along Wolf’s shoulders.

Wolf shuddered. This was too much, too close. This was wrong—there wasn’t enough space between them. No, no, no.

The urge rose in him to give the hand a nasty bite.

Then he noticed that the tail-drooping, belly-crawling feeling he’d had since he joined the humans was gone.

He liked the boy’s hand on his fur. It felt right.

He wasn’t sure what made him a good boy, since he was just being himself, but the not knowing didn’t bother him too much. His belly was full and he was himself—he was still Wolf, as Alpha had promised.



They tried playing games, like fetch and chase.

Chase made sense to Wolf. Fetch, not so much.

He asked the boy, So why do I bring the stick back to you?

Because you want to.

I don’t want to.

Just pretend you do.

Pretend?

They gave up on that and the boy proposed another game.

I’m going to go hide somewhere. You wait here. After a while, you come looking for me.

The boy started walking away.

Wolf followed.

No, no, the boy said. You stay. Right here. You wait. I’ll go somewhere else where you can’t see me. After a while, you come looking for me.

And then what?

And then nothing. You find me or you don’t. That’s it. That’s the game.

The boy started walking away again. He looked back.

Stay. Right there. Got it?

Wolf stayed. The boy walked out of sight. Wolf waited. How long was he supposed to wait? The boy hadn’t said. After a few minutes he got bored and followed the boy’s scent trail directly to where he sat crouched behind a rock.

This is too easy for you, the boy said. Let’s try it the other way. You go and hide, and I’ll come looking for you.

And then I jump out at you, Wolf said eagerly, getting the idea at last. And tear out your throat, like a deer.

The boy stepped back a couple of paces.

You know what? Let’s forget this game.



Just before dawn one chilly morning in early fall, Wolf and the boy were following otter tracks along a deep, narrow stream channel when the boy suddenly dropped to the sand.

Don’t move, he whispered to Wolf. Don’t make a sound.

What is it?

Remember what I told you about the bad humans? There’s a pack of them just around the bend.

What are they doing?

They’re crossing the stream in the direction of our camp, all crouched down and being quiet. It’s a sneak attack on us for sure. This is really bad.

What should we do?

The boy frowned and stared straight ahead. Wolf knew that when he did this he was trying to herd his wild thoughts.

You run for the camp, the boy finally said. You’ll get there a lot faster than I can. Warn everyone. If the bad humans spot you, they’ll think you’re just a wolf. They won’t know you’re with us.

Just a wolf.

You know what I mean.

What will you do?

I’ll follow the strangers.

All right. I’m going now. Don’t die.

I don’t plan on it.

Wolf sprang to his feet, dashed across the water, and bounded up the far bank of the stream, headed for the camp. The human raiders saw him, but they didn’t come after him or throw their longteeth. An instant later he reached the top of the bank and sprinted full tilt across the rocky upland.

In no time he was tearing into the camp, raising such a ruckus that everyone stopped what they were doing to see what was going on.

Danger! he huffed, too winded from his mad dash to form full sentences. Bad humans! Coming!

They understood. The hunters took up their longteeth and cudgels and hid themselves behind boulders and bushes.

When the attackers crept into what seemed an undefended, sleepy camp, Wolf’s humans sprang out of concealment and charged.

Wolf charged with them and reached the bad humans first. He leapt at the leader, who was too stunned at this unexpected sight to raise his weapon. Wolf toppled the human and sank his fangs into the man’s throat, choking off his cry of terror.

Hot blood spurted over Wolf’s muzzle.

The other raiders froze at this unprecedented turn of events. Then they turned and ran.

Longteeth flew and two more of the bad humans fell. Wolf chased down another in a narrow draw and finished him, too.

It was over almost before it had begun.

They won’t dare come back, one of the hunters said with a laugh. Thanks to our secret weapon.

I’m just glad it’s on our side, another hunter said.

Wolf looked around wildly. The boy wasn’t here.

He dashed back the way he had come, toward the stream. Then he pulled up. The boy was running toward him.

You didn’t die, Wolf said, and he jumped up on the boy and licked his face. The boy stroked his fur.

I told you I wasn’t planning on it.



That night the boy invited Wolf to sleep just outside the doorflap of his family cave.

Wolf approached warily and slept there. No one yelled at him or kicked him.

A few nights later a thick snow came down, early for the season. The air turned frigid.

When the time for sleep came Wolf crawled into the cave with the humans, imagining it had to be pretty comfortable in there with all those warm, greasy bodies.

Once inside he gave himself a good shake, snout to tail, to get the wet snow off his fur.

A yell and a thrown sandal, and he was scrambling for the door.

He curled up and settled into his usual spot. Through the night the soft, fluffy flakes fell and fell on his coat. After a while the snow became a second coat that kept most of his own heat close to him.

This wasn’t so bad, he decided. He’d lived like this before, after all.



World made its turning and winter set in once more. The humans packed up their things and travelled downriver, following the herds to a more sheltered valley. Another group of humans were camped not far away, on the far side of a ridge. When the wind was right Wolf could smell their fires. Sometimes he heard them singing on cold, dark nights.

The boy explained that these humans were all right. His humans got along with them, mostly, though they preferred to keep some distance from each other. That was something Wolf understood.

The boy was almost full-grown. He was expected to go with the hunters now, after the big prey. To pull his weight, his father told him.

No more time for sitting on rocks, thinking up stories.

Wolf came along with the boy on one of these hunts.

The fire demon will give us away to the antlered and horned ones, one of the hunters complained to the boy’s father as they left camp. We won’t be able to get anywhere near them.

Fire demon? Wolf murmured to the boy. What’s that?

It’s what you are, the boy said. Because the spirits sent you to us, and you’re quick and dangerous, like fire.

What are spirits?

I’ll explain later.

I never have anything to do with fire if I can help it.

Quiet.

The fire demon has been learning our ways, the boy’s father said to the other hunters. My son has been teaching it. It can help us.

One of the hunters laughed one of those disturbing human laughs with an unpleasant edge.

You saw what it did to the invaders, the hunter said. It’s got a taste of our blood now. It’s just as likely to turn on us.

He won’t, the boy said. He can track better than any of us. He can sense the prey before we even see it. And he can chase the prey straight into our path.

Wolf whispered, Don’t oversell me.

Well, you can do all of that. We’ve been practising.

Yes, but I never had an audience before.

The hunters grumbled but walked on. The day brightened. There was no prey to be found in the usual places, so they climbed up higher into the hills, where great slabs of rock jutted from the earth like immense teeth and the air was sharper.

The boy and Wolf followed, their steps synchronized.

Wolf’s nose twitched. He stood still.

What is it? the boy asked.

Prey.

The boy silently signalled his father, and the hunters gathered around. Crouching low, they followed Wolf to the edge of a rocky outcrop. There below them was a small herd of ibex, grazing on the scant withered grass alongside a narrow stream that spilled from above.

The humans talked together in soft voices, making their plans.

The boy leaned close to Wolf.

Show them, he whispered.

Wolf slipped away, circling wide and low behind tangles of dead matted grass and tumbles of rocks, to approach the herd upwind and unseen, from a direction opposite to where the hunters lay hidden. He moved as slowly and cautiously as he could, but even so the ibex stirred, just a little—the twitch of a muscle running through the entire herd. A few raised their heads. They weren’t ready to call a general alarm, but they sensed something was afoot.

Slowly, ever so slowly, Wolf crept closer and closer through the thin grass.

OEBPS/e9798897101207/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Wolf: Part 1


		Dog

		1. Rescue


		2. Escort


		3. Stick


		4. Remedy


		5. Bones


		6. Banana


		7. Beast


		8. Good Dog


		9. Go-Between


		10. Underdog


		12. Speak


		13. Tracks


		14. Scent


		15. Breeding


		16. Stay


		17. Curriculum Wolfae


		18. Laika


		19. Home


		20. Wandering Cloud


		21. Unleashed


		22. Park


		23. Moondog


		24. Laika







		Wolf: Part 2


		Afterword


		Acknowledgements


		About the Author


		A Note About the Type


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Wolf: Part 1


		Dog


		1. Rescue


		2. Escort


		3. Stick


		4. Remedy


		5. Bones


		6. Banana


		7. Beast


		8. Good Dog


		9. Go-Between


		10. Underdog


		12. Speak


		13. Tracks


		14. Scent


		15. Breeding


		16. Stay


		17. Curriculum Wolfae


		18. Laika


		19. Home


		20. Wandering Cloud


		21. Unleashed


		22. Park


		23. Moondog


		24. Laika


		Wolf: Part 2


		Afterword


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		A Note About the Type


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		IV








OEBPS/e9798897101207/fonts/NewBaskervilleStd-Italic.otf


OEBPS/e9798897101207/fonts/NewBaskervilleStd-SemiBold-05.ttf


OEBPS/e9798897101207/images/f00ii-01.jpg
: : 25 el AL i

b 0 Y P

A,

& % e

W BT Wi YA
i A% o Ll [ I

/ / UF b b
: ‘) i b :

2 Jo

. V e &> ﬁf« £

] J (54 iy s





OEBPS/e9798897101207/fonts/Banerton-Regular.otf


OEBPS/e9798897101207/fonts/NewBaskervilleStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/e9798897101207/fonts/NewBaskervilleStd-Roman.otf


OEBPS/e9798897101207/images/9798897101207.jpg
a novel

“A triumph of the imagination.”—Alissa York, author of Far Cry





OEBPS/e9798897101207/images/f0vii-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9798897101207/images/title.jpg
WOLF, MOON, DOG

. a novel .

THOMAS WHARTON

iz

PEGASUS BOOKS
NEW YORK LONDON





