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To Mom and Dad, who believed






Have you ever dealt with people who have lost
everything in just an hour? In the morning you leave
the house where your wife, your children, your par-
ents live. You return and you find a smoking pit.
Then something happens to you—to a certain extent
you stop being human. You do not need any glory,
money anymore; revenge becomes your only joy.
And because you no longer cling to life, death avoids
you, the bullets fly past. You become a wolf.

—Russian General Aleksander Lebed,
veteran of Afghanistan






One

Northern Louisiana, March, the forty-third year of the Kurian
Order: The green expanse once known as the Kisatchie For-
est slowly digests the works of man. A forest in name only, it
is a jungle of wet heat and dead air, a fetid overflowing of
swamps, bayous, and backwaters. The canopy of interwoven
cypress branches shrouded in Spanish moss creates a gloom
so thick that twilight rules even at midday. In the muted light,
collapsing houses subside every which way as roadside stops
decay in vine-choked isolation, waiting for traffic that will not
return.

A long file of people is moving among moss-covered trunks
to the piping cries of startled birds. At the front and rear of the
column are men and women in buckskin, their faces tanned to
the same weather-beaten color as their leather garments.
They carry sheathed rifles, and all are ready to use their
weapons at the first hint of danger. The guns are for the de-
fense of five clusters of families clad in ill-fitting lemon-
colored overalls at the center of the file. Patches of brighter
color under the arms and along the inner thighs suggest the
garments once glowed a vivid optic yellow and are now faded
from heavy use. A string of five pack mules follows behind
them under the guidance of teenage versions of the older war-
riors.

At the head of the column, well behind a pair of silent
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scouts, a young man scans the trail. He still has some of the
awkward gangliness of youth, but his dark eyes hold a canny
depth. His shoulder-length black hair, tightly tied at the back
of his head, shines like a raven’s feathers even in the half-
light. With his dusky skin and buckskin garb, he could be mis-
taken for a native resident of this area three centuries before:
perhaps the son of some wandering French trapper and a
Choctaw maiden. His long-fingered hands wander across his
heavy belt, from holstered pistol to binoculars, touching the
haft of his broad-bladed parang before moving on to the can-
teens at his waist. A scratched and battered compass case
dangles from a black nylon cord around his neck, and a stout
leather map tube bumps his back from its slung position. Un-
like his men, he is hatless. He turns now and again to check
the positions of his soldiers and to examine the faces of his
yellow-clad dependents as if gauging how much distance is
left in their weary bodies. But his restless eyes do not remain
off the trail for long.

If they come, they’ll come tonight. Lt. David Valentine re-
turned to that thought again as the sun vanished below the
horizon. He had hoped to get his charges farther north of the
old interstate before nightfall, but progress had slowed on
this, their fourth day out from Red River Crossing. He and his
Wolves shielded twenty-seven men, women, and children
who had hazarded the run to freedom. The families were now
adapted to the rigors of the trail, and followed orders well.
But they came from a world where disobedience meant death,
so that trait was understandable.

If they had been traveling by themselves, the detachment
of Wolves would already be in the Free Territory. But Valen-
tine was responsible for seeing the Red River farmhands
brought safely north. Four hours ago, the yellow-clad group
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had crossed the final barrier: the road and rail line connecting
Dallas with the Mississippi at Vicksburg. Then Valentine had
driven them another two miles. Now they had little left to
give.

It was hard to quiet his mind, with so much to think about
on his first independent command in the Kurian Zone. And
quieting his mind, keeping lifesign down, was literally a ques-
tion of life and death with night coming on. Being a Wolf was
as much a matter of mental as physical discipline, for the
Reapers sensed the activity of human minds, especially when
fearful and tense. Every Wolf had a method of subsuming
consciousness into a simpler, almost feral form. But burdened
with new responsibilities and with night swallowing the for-
est, Valentine struggled against the worries that shot up like
poisonous weeds in his mind. The Reapers read lifesign bet-
ter at night. His charges were giving off enough to be read for
miles even in the depths of the Kisatchie. If his Wolves’ minds
were added to the total, the Reapers would home on it like
moths drawn to a bonfire.

A trilling call from ahead broke into his anxieties. Valen-
tine raised his arm, halting the column. Garnett, one of his
scouts, gestured to him.

“Water, sir, in that little holler,” the scout reported as
Valentine came up. “Looks safe enough.”

“Good. We’ll rest there for an hour,” Valentine said, loudly
enough for the column to hear. “No more. We’re still too close
to the road to camp.”

The faces of the farm families brightened in contrast to the
deepening night as they drank from the spring trickling down
the side of a shallow ravine. Some removed shoes and rubbed
aching feet. Valentine unscrewed the cap on his plastic can-
teen, waiting until the families and his men had a chance to
drink.
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A faint yelping echoed from the south. Wolves dived for
cover behind trees and fallen logs. The yellow-clad families,
who lacked the ability to hear the baying, shrank together in
alarm at the sudden movement.

Sergeant Patel, Valentine’s senior noncommissioned offi-
cer, appeared at his elbow. “Dogs? Very bad luck, sir. Or...”

Valentine, careering along in his runaway train of thought,
only half heard Patel’s words. The families broke out in noisy
consternation.

“Silence,” Valentine rasped at the civilians, his voice
cracking with unaccustomed harshness. “Sergeant, who
knows this area best?”

Patel’s eyes did not leave the woods to the south. “Maybe
Lugger, sir. Or the scouts. Lugger pulled a lot of patrols in this
area; I think her people lived westaways.”

“Would you get her, please?”

Patel pointed to and brought up Lugger, a seasoned veteran
whose limber, sparse frame belied her name. She held her
rifle in hands with alabaster knuckles.

“Sir?” she breathed.

“Lugger, we may have to do some shooting soon,” Valen-
tine said in an undertone, trying not to alarm the unsettled
civilians. “Where’s a good spot for it?”

Her eyes wandered skyward in thought. “There’s an old
barn we used to use on patrol. West of here, more like north-
west, I reckon. Concrete foundation, and the loft’s in good
shape.”

“How long to get there?”

“Under an hour, sir, even with them,” she said, jerking her
chin toward the huddled families. Their yellow overalls now
looked bluish in the darkness. Valentine nodded encourage-
ment.
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“Solid foundation,” she repeated. “And a big water trough.
We used to keep it filled with a rain catcher.”

Make a decision.

“No help in that direction. Mallow’s more to the east, but
it will have to do,” Valentine said. Mallow, the senior lieu-
tenant of Zulu Company, had remained in the borderlands
with a cache of supplies to help them make it the rest of the
way to the Ozark Free Territory. He considered something
else. “Think you could find the rendezvous at night?”

“God willing, sir,” she responded after a moment’s cogita-
tion.

“Take a spare canteen and run. Ask Mallow to come with
everything he can.”

“Yes, sir. But I don’t need my gun to keep me company. I
think you’ll need every bullet you got before morning,” she
said, unslinging her rifle.

Valentine nodded. “Let’s not waste time. Tell Patel where
to go; then run for our lives.”

Lugger handed her rifle to the senior aspirant, spoke
briefly to Patel and the scouts, then disappeared into the dark-
ness. Valentine listened with hard ears to her fading footfalls,
as fast as his beating heart, and thought, Please, Mallow, for
God’s sake forget about the supplies and come quick.

As his men dusted the area around the spring with crushed
red pepper, Valentine approached the frightened families.

“They found us?” asked Fred Brugen, the patriarch of the
group. Valentine smiled into their dirty, tired faces.

“We heard something behind us. Could be they cut our
trail—could be a dog got the wrong end of a skunk. But as I
said, we have to play it safe and move to a better place to
sleep. Sorry to cut the halt short.”

The refugees winced and tightened their mouths at the
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news, but did not complain. Complainers disappeared in the
night in the Kurian Zone.

“The good news is that we’re really close to a place we can
rest and get a hot meal or two. Personally, I'm getting sick of
corn bread and jerky.” He squatted down to the kids’ level and
forced some extra enthusiasm into his voice. “Who wants hot-
cakes for breakfast tomorrow morning?”

The kids lit up like fireflies, nodding with renewed energy.

“Okay, then,” he finished as he filled his canteen, forcing
himself to go through the motions nonchalantly. “Everybody
take one more drink of water, and let’s go.”

The aspirants somehow got the pack mules moving, and
the column trudged forward into the darkness. With curses
matching the number of stumbles brought on by confusion
and fatigue in the night, the column continued north. Valen-
tine led the way. A rope around his waist stretched back to
Sergeant Patel at the tail end of the file. He bade the families
to hold on to it to keep everyone together in the dark.

One scout guided him, and a second brought up the rear, in
close contact with two fire teams shepherding the column’s
tail, their phosphorous candles ready. If the enemy was close
enough for their dogs to be heard, the Reapers could be upon
them at any moment. Valentine resigned himself to the orders
he would give if they were set upon in the open: he would
abandon his charges and flee north. Even a few Wolves were
more valuable to the Free Territory than a couple of dozen
farmers.

Valentine, continuing on that grim line of thought, decided
that if he were a battle-hardened veteran from the campfire
stories, he would stake the farmers out like goats to a prowl-
ing tiger, then ambush whatever took the bait. The death of
the defenseless goat was worth getting the tiger. Those win-
at-all-costs leaders from the Old World history books would
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never be swayed by sleepy voices repeatedly asking, “Is it
much farther, Momma?”’

“Close up and move on. Close up and move on,” Valentine
said over his shoulder, hurrying the column. Wolves picked
up tired children, carrying them as easily as they bore their
weapons.

They found the farm exactly as Lugger had described. Her
Wolf’s eye for terrain and detailed memory of places and
paths would astound anyone who did not know the caste.

The barn was a little bigger than Valentine would have
liked with only twenty-two guns. No time to be picky, not with
the Reapers on our trail, he thought. Anyplace with the trees
cleared away and walls would have to do.

Garnett entered with blade unsheathed, covered by his
comrades’ hunting bows and rifles. The parang—a shortened
machete used by the Wolves—gleamed in the mist-shrouded
moonlight. A few bats fluttered out, disturbed from their pur-
suit of insects among the rafters. The scout appeared at the
loft door and waved the rest in. Valentine led the others inside,
fighting a disquieting feeling that something was wrong. Per-
haps his Indian blood perceived something tickling below his
conscious threshold. He had spent enough time on the borders
of the Kurian Zone to know that his sixth sense was worth
paying attention to, though hard to qualify. The danger was
too near somehow, but ill defined. He finally dismissed it as
the product of overwrought nerves.

Valentine inspected the sturdy old barn. The water trough
was full, which was good, and there were shaded lanterns and
oil, which was better.

Patel posted the men to the doors and windows. Cracks in
the walls of the time-ravaged structure made handy loop-
holes. The exhausted families threw themselves down in a
high-walled inner corner. Valentine trotted to the hayloft lad-
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der and began to climb. Someone had repaired a few of the
rungs, he noticed as he went up squeaking wood. The barn’s
upper level smelled like bat urine. From the loft he watched
his second scout, Gonzalez, backing into the barn, rifle
pointed into the darkness.

“Gonzo’s got wind of “em, sir,” Garnett reported from his
perch at the upper door. “He always gets bug-eyed when
they’re around.”

Three Wolves from downstairs joined them in the loft and
took positions on each side of the barn. Valentine glanced
down through a gap in the loft floor to the lower level, where
Patel talked quietly to Gonzalez in the dim light of a screened
lantern. Both glanced up into the loft. Gonzalez nodded and
climbed the ladder.

“Sir, the sarge wanted me to show you this,” he reported,
extending a filthy and stinking piece of cloth drawn from his
pocket.

Valentine reached out to take the rag, when a chorus of
shrieks sounded from down the hill in the direction of the old
road. He spun and ran to the wide loft door.

Garnett cursed. “Ravies, goddamn Ravies!”

The banshee wailing out of the midnight mists turned the
back of his neck into a bristle-brush. Theyre here! He bent to
the gap in the floor and called out to the Wolves. “Keep to
your posts, look to your fronts! The Ravies might be a ruse.
They could be on top of the hill already.”

He ran to the ladder and clambered down the rungs two at
a time, driving a splinter into the flesh opposite his thumb in
his haste. Wincing, he unsnapped the leather strap of his
parang sheath and drew his revolver.

“Uncle, the flares!” he shouted, but Patel knew better than
to wait for an order. The veteran sergeant already stood at the
gaping southern door, lighting one. A Wolf opened a lantern
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door so he could thrust it in. The high-pitched shrieking grew
louder, until it filled the night.

The firework burst into flame, illuminating the barn with
blue-white light and sharp black shadows. Patel wound up
and threw the burning flare down the slope they had just tra-
versed. Before it landed, he lit another and hurled it into the
darkness, as well. Other Wolves copied him, tossing phos-
phorus candles in each direction.

Valentine stared down the hill, transfixed by a mob emerg-
ing into the glare. Running figures with arms thrashing as if
trying to swim through the air swept up toward the barn.
Seemingly endless supplies of wind powered their screams.
Their siren wail was paralyzing. They were human, or what
amounted to human, considering their minds burned with
madness, but with the wasted look of corpses and sparse
streams of unkempt hair. Few wore more than tatters of cloth-
ing; most ran naked, their skin pale in the light of burning
phosphorus.

“Don’t let ’em in close enough to bite. Drop ’em, god-
dammit!” Patel bellowed.

Shots rang out in the enclosed lower level of the barn.
Ravies fell, one rising again with blood pouring from his
neck, to stagger a few paces and fall once more, this time for
good. Another had a bullet tear through her shoulder, spinning
her around like a puppet with tangled strings. She regained
her balance and came on, screaming all the while. What
looked like a scrawny ten-year-old boy stepped on one of the
flaring candles without a glance.

Valentine watched as the human wave approached, drib-
bling bodies as the Wolves’ bullets struck. He knew the
Ravies served as a distraction for something else lurking in
the night. He felt the Reaper stalking his mind, approaching
from the darkness, even if he could not see its body.
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The Reaper came, full of awful speed and power. A
cloaked figure charged into the light, seeming to fly over the
ground in a blur of motion.

“Hood!” a Wolf shouted, squeezing off a shot and working
the bolt on his rifle. The caped and cowled figure, still twenty
feet from the barn, made a leap and crashed bodily through
the old planks and beams as if they were papier-maché.

The Reaper landed on all fours, arms and legs splayed like
a spider. Before a gun could be turned in its direction, it
sprang at the nearest Wolf, a shovel-bearded wedge of a man
named Selbey. It was upon him before he could bring up his
gun. The Hood’s satchel-size mouth opened to display
pointed ebony teeth. Large, inhuman jaws sank into Selbey’s
arm, thrown up in defense. The Wolf’s scream matched those
from outside as the thing opened its mouth to bite again.

Chaos reigned as the refugees began running. Wolves at
the exits had to restrain them, taking up precious seconds
when they should have been employing their guns. One Wolf
pumped shot after shot, working the lever-action rifle from
his hip, into the Reaper pressing Selbey to the detritus-
covered floor. The Reaper fed, immune to the bullets hitting
its heavy robes.

Valentine grabbed a candle flare from Patel’s two remain-
ing at the south door. He thrust the candle into the lantern,
waiting for it to sputter into life. It caught after an eternity,
and he ran toward the Hood.

The thing raised its blood-smeared face from its twitching
victim to receive the burning end in its eye. It howled out its
fury and pain and slapped the candle out of Valentine’s hand
with the speed of a cougar’s paw. The flaming wand fell to the
ground as the thing rose. Behind it, the Reaper’s menacing
black shadow filled the wall of the barn. Death reached for
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Valentine, who struggled to draw his blade from its sheath in
time.

A bullet caught the Reaper in the armpit, staggering it. A
heavier leather-clad missile hurled itself onto the Hood’s
back. Patel’s body blow brought it down, and using every
ounce of his formidable strength, the sergeant managed to
keep it on the floor until Valentine brought his machete onto
the back of its neck. The blade bit deep into flesh and bone,
but failed to sever the head. Oily, ink-black ichor poured from
the wound, but still the thing rose, rolling Patel off with a
heave. The sergeant fought on and bore down on one arm, ig-
noring the deadly teeth opening for him. Valentine lashed out
again with his machete, catching it under the jaw. The
Reaper’s head arced off to land with a thud next to Selbey’s
lifeless body.

“Jesus, they’re in, they’re in!” someone shouted.

A few Ravies, ghoulishly white in the glare of the candle,
clambered through the gap in the wall created by the decapi-
tated Reaper. Valentine shifted his parang to his left hand and
reached for his pistol. The empty holster turned the movement
into comic mime as he realized he had dropped the gun while
getting the candle. But other Wolves drew their pistols, snap-
ping off a shot at the shrieking forms.

The screaming grew into a chorus: a Ravie plunged in
among the families. Valentine rushed to the corner to find the
howling lunatic pinned against the wall by a man who’d had
the presence of mind to grab an old pitchfork when the fight
started. The Ravie had both hands on the haft of the weapon,
trying to wrench the tines out of her belly, when Valentine
came in, swinging his parang to strike and strike and strike
again until she sank lifeless to the floor, at long last silent.

The screaming outside had ceased. The Wolves opened
ammunition pouches and took bullets from belts and ban-
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doliers. A final bullet or two ended the spasms of the few
crawling, crippled targets still living and therefore still dan-
gerous. The men in the loft called downstairs, in anxiety over
their comrades. Valentine ignored the chatter and saw with a
kind of weary grief that one of the wives had been bitten by
the impaled Ravie. He went to check on Patel. The husky ser-
geant was on his feet, one arm hanging limp and useless,
Valentine’s pistol in his working hand.

Patel handed the pistol back to the lieutenant. “Quiet, up
there! And keep your eyes peeled,” the sergeant shouted at the
uncomprehending floorboards above. He held his hurt arm
closer to his body, grimacing.

“Broken collarbone, I think,” he explained. “Could be my
shoulder is out, as well. Are you okay, sir?”

“Hell, Patel, enough is enough. Next it’ll be ‘I hope you
liked your drink.” Let’s get that arm in a sling, for a start.”
Valentine motioned an idle Wolf over to help his sergeant. He
saw another of his men bandaging the Ravie bite on the
woman as her anxious family crowded around. “We’ve got a
widower there who doesn’t know it yet,” he said, sotto voce.
His sergeant nodded with sad understanding, and Valentine
thought of Patel’s family. They had been taken by the Raving
Madness five years ago.

The lieutenant walked through his shaken command,
checking on his men, and came into the corner sheltering the
escapees. He shot a significant glance at his Wolf attending to
the woman; the man caught the hint and nodded. “The bleed-
ing’s stopped already, sir.”

“Quick action, Mosley. Grab someone and get that”—he
pointed at the lifeless Ravie—*‘out of here.”

The candles outside were sputtering out. Valentine walked
over to the ladder, intending to check with Gonzalez up-
stairs . . .



WAY OF THE WOLF 13

.. . when the floor suddenly tilted beneath his feet. Thrown
to the floor, he saw an albino-white arm open a heavy trap-
door in an explosion of dirt, dried leaves, and twigs.

The barn had a cellar.

The Reaper got halfway out the trapdoor as the bullets
zipped over Valentine’s head. His Wolves, still keyed up from
the fight, aimed their guns with lethal accuracy and pumped
bullet after bullet into the yellow-eyed creature. Under the
point-blank cross fire from five directions, the black-robed
shape jerked wildly and fell back into the basement.

“Grenades,” Valentine bellowed. Three of his men gath-
ered at the trapdoor, now shooting down with pistols.

Striking matches or using the lanterns, two Wolves lit fuses
on the bombs and hurled them down the square hole. Valen-
tine grabbed the trapdoor and flung it shut. The rusty hinges
squealed their complaints.

The first explosion threw the door forever off its aged fas-
tenings, and the second boomed with an earsplitting roar.
Smoke mushroomed from the square hole.

A Reaper sprang from the gap like something a magician
had conjured from the smoke, arms nothing but two tarry
stumps, and head a bony mask of horror. Even with its face
blown off, the Reaper was on its feet and running, seeming to
favor them with a splay-toothed grin. The guns rang out
again, but the creature fled through the exit, knocking Patel
aside like a bowling pin in the path of a cannonball as the ser-
geant attempted another body blow. A tattered and smoldering
cape streaming out behind it as it ran, the Reaper disappeared
into the darkness.

Some of the children had hands over their ears, screaming
in pain. Valentine tried to shake the drunken sensation that
had come over him, but it was no use. The acrid air of the barn
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was too thick to breathe. He staggered to the doorjamb and
vomited.

An hour later, with the barn cleared of bodies except for
the unfortunate Selbey, who lay in his poncho in the empty
blackness of the blasted cellar, Gonzalez again shared his dis-
covery with Valentine. His scout, after asking for permission
to speak privately in the loft, presented him with a filthy strip
of cloth.

Valentine examined the excrement-stained yellow rag with
tired eyes.

“Uncle smelled something, sir, you know? He told me to
check the area where we heard the bloodhounds real careful
after everyone pulled out. I found this in the bushes where the
Red River people . . . er, relieved themselves, sir,” Gonzalez
elaborated, half whispering.

He read the semiliterate scrawl by lantern light: “N + W,
barn, about twenty gun, yrs trly.”

Betrayal. That explains a thing or two. But which one is
“yrs trly” ? Valentine wondered. He remembered a couple of
the farmhands had hurried to the bushes as they assembled for
the flight to the barn. He hadn’t thought anything of it at the
time: the fear in the night had turned his own bowels to water,
as well.

He gathered three Wolves from downstairs and explained
what he wanted to do when the sun came up.

Mallow and his reserve platoon trotted up to the barn, just
beating the sun. He suppressed the urge to hug the panting
Lugger, who looked as tired as Valentine felt.

The senior lieutenant responded to Valentine’s report with
a low whistle. “One in the basement, huh? You had some bad
luck, rookie. But it could have been worse. Good thing the
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Kurian pulling the strings wasn’t good enough to work more
than one at a time.” Mallow shook Valentine’s hand, then of-
fered the junior lieutenant a congratulatory swig of busthead
from a silver flask.

Valentine tippled gratefully, remembering his mother’s
warning about men who drank before noon. Well, the sun
wasn’t up yet, so it didn’t quite constitute morning.

“The Kurian had a little help, sir. Someone was sending the
Hoods love notes. They knew we’d make for that barn; they
brought up the Ravies and had everything ready.”

“Aw, Christ,” Mallow groaned. “Some clodhopper thought
he’d be up for a brass ring, huh?”

“Seems like.”

“What a welcome to Free Territory. One of their own dan-
gling from a tree. No, I'll let them handle it back at the fort.”

“I lost a Wolf, sir. They’ll want quick justice.” Valentine
had hoped they would settle for a formal trial later, but the
looks on his detail’s faces when he told them why he wanted
the farmers searched made him doubtful.

Mallow’s face clouded over. “They’ll obey orders, Valen-
tine, or they’ll see some quick justice. Tell ’em that, if you
must.”

“Yessir.”

Mallow stepped inside the barn. The sky to the east was
pinkening, ending the longest night of Valentine’s young life.
He nodded to his waiting Wolves, and they roused the sleepy
farmers and began checking pockets and packs.

They had barely begun when the guilty party revealed
himself. A sixteen-year-old boy, the one whose mother had
been bitten the previous night, bolted for the gaping south
doors. Two of Mallow’s Wolves interposed and restrained
him. Valentine found a charcoal pencil wrapped in more rags
of cloth, as well as a small compass.
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“A kid, whaddaya know,” one of the men sighed. A couple
of others swore.

The boy broke down, alternating threats and curses in be-
tween sobs. His ashen-faced father held his distraught wife.
She already trembled with the weakness of the first stage of
the disease that would claim her life within two or three more
days, when she would have to be shot like a rabid dog. Mal-
low and Patel ignored the grieving parents and questioned the
boy in time-honored good cop—bad cop fashion.

“Who put you up to this, boy?” Mallow asked, leaning to
put his face below the boy’s downcast eyes. “What did they
promise you? If it were up to this guy here, he’d snap your
neck with his good arm. I can’t help you unless you talk to
me. Tell you what, you leave another note, only write on it
what we tell you, and you won’t get hanged. Can’t promise
anything else, but you won’t hang.”

The boy’s fear exploded into anger. “You don’t get it, do
you? They’re in charge, not you. They make the laws. They
run the show. An” when they get tired of you, you’ll be emp-
tied an’ the Grogs’ll have the leftovers! Them that don’t want
to die gotta go along with orders.”

Valentine, sick with fatigue, stepped outside to watch the
dawn. As the yellow-orange sun burned through the morning
haze, he wondered what doom of fate had selected him to be
born into such a fucked-up time.



Two

Northern Minnesota, the thirty-ninth year of the Kurian
Order: He grew up in a pastoral setting among the lakes of
upper Minnesota. David Stuart Valentine was born during
one of the interminable winters in a sturdy brick house on
Lake Carver. The scattered settlements of that area owed their
survival not so much to resistance as to inaccessibility. The
Kurians dislike cold weather, leaving the periodic sweeps and
patrols of this area to their Quislings. The Reapers come only
in the summer in a macabre imitation of the fishermen and
campers who once visited the lakes between May and Sep-
tember.

In the first few years after the Overthrow, myriad refugees
supported themselves amid the abundant lakes and woods of
what had been known as the Boundary Waters. They extermi-
nated the remaining disease-infested Ravies hotzones, but the
settlers refused aid to would-be guerrilla bands, as most of
them had already tasted Reaper reprisals elsewhere. They
wished nothing more than to be left alone. The Boundary Wa-
ters people were ruled only by the weather. A frantic period of
food storage marked each fall, and when snow came, the fam-
ilies settled in for winter, ice-fishing for survival, not sport. In
summer they retreated into the deep woods far from the roads,
returning to their houses after the Reapers were again driven
south by the cold.
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Young David’s family reflected the diaspora that found
refuge in the region. He had a collection of Scandinavian,
American Indian, and even Asian ancestors in a family tree
whose roots stretched from Québec to San Francisco. His
mother was a beautiful and athletic Sioux from Manitoba, his
father a former navy pilot.

His father’s stories made the world a bigger place for
David than it was for most of the children his age. He
dreamed of flying across the Pacific Ocean the way some boys
dream of being a pirate or building a raft and drifting down
the Mississippi.

His early life came to an abrupt stop at the age of eleven,
on a cool September day that saw the first frost of the north-
ern fall. The family had just returned from summer retreat to
their home, but a Quisling patrol or two still lingered. Judg-
ing from the tire tracks that David found later, two trucks—
probably the slow, alcohol-burning kind favored by rural
patrols—had pulled up to the house. Perhaps the occupants
were also liquor fueled. The patrol emptied the larder and
then decided to spend the rest of the afternoon raping David’s
mother. Attracted by the sound of the vehicles, his father had
died in a hail of gunfire as he came up from the lakeshore.
David heard the shots while gathering wild corn. He hurried
home, accompanied by a growing fear that the shots had
come from his house.

David explored the too-silent house. The smell of tomatoes,
which his mother had been stewing, filled the four-room
cabin. He found his mother first, her body violated, her throat
slit. Out of spite or habit, the intruders had also killed his lit-
tle brother, who had just learned to write his own name, and
then his baby sister. He did not cry—eleven-year-old men
don’t cry, his dad said. He circled the house to find his father
lying dead in the backyard. A crow was perched on the former
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pilot’s shoulder, pecking at the brains exposed by a baseball-
size hole blown out of the back of his skull.

He walked to the Padre’s. Putting one foot in front of the
other came hard; for some reason he just wanted to lie down
and sleep. Then the Padre’s familiar lane appeared. The
priest’s home served as school, church, and public library for
the locals. David appeared out of the chilly night air and told
the cleric what he had heard and seen, and then offered to
walk with the Padre all the way back to his house. The sad-
dened priest put the boy to bed in his basement. The room be-
came David’s home for the remainder of his adolescence.

A common grave received the four victims of old sins
loosed by the New Order. David threw the first soil onto the
burial shrouds that masked the violence of their deaths. After
the funeral, as little groups of neighbors broke up, David
walked away with the Padre’s hand resting comfortingly on
his shoulder. David looked up at the priest and decided to ask
the question that had been troubling him.

“Father Max, did anyone eat their souls?”

Every day at school they had to memorize a Bible verse,
proverb, or saying. Often there was a lot of writing down and
not much memorizing. Sometimes the lines had something to
do with the day’s lesson, sometimes not. The quotation pre-
scribed for the rainy last day of classes had an extra signifi-
cance to the older students who stayed on for a week after the
grade-schoolers escaped the humid classroom for the sum-
mer. Their special lessons might have been called the “Facts
of Death.” The Padre hoped to correct some of the misinfor-
mation born of rumor and legend, then fill in the gaps about
what had happened since the Overthrow, when Homo sapiens
lost its position at the top of the food chain. The material was
too grim for some of the younger students, and the parents of
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others objected, so this final week of class was sparsely at-
tended.

The Padre pointed to the quotation again as he began the
afternoon’s discussion. Father Maximillian Argent was made
to point, with his long graceful arms and still-muscular shoul-
ders. Sixty-three years and many long miles from the place of
his birth in Puerto Rico, the Padre’s hair was only now be-
ginning to reflect the salt-and-pepper coloring of age. He was
the sort of pillar a community could rest on, and when he
spoke at meetings, the residents listened to his rich, melodi-
ous, and impeccably enunciated voice as attentively as his
students did.

The classroom blackboard that day had fourteen words
written on it. In Father Max’s neat, scripted handwriting, the
words THE FARTHER BACKWARD YOU CAN LOOK, THE FARTHER
FORWARD YOU CAN SEE.—WINSTON CHURCHILL were written
with Euclidean levelness on the chalkboard. Normally Valen-
tine would have been interested in the lecture, as he liked his-
tory. But his eye was drawn out the window, where the rain
still showed no sign of letting up. He had even used the leaky
roof as an excuse to shift his desk to the left so that it pressed
right against the wall under the window, and the chipped
white basin where his desk usually sat was now full enough
with rainwater falling from the ceiling to add a plop every
now and then as punctuation to the Padre’s lesson. Valentine
searched the sky for a lessening of the drizzle. Today was
the final day of the Field Games, and that meant the Cross-
Country Run. If the Councilmen canceled the games because
of weather, he would finish where he now stood in the rank-
ing: third.

The youths came from all over the Central Boundary Wa-
ters to compete against others in their age group each spring
as part of the general festivities that ended the winter and
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began the great Hideout. This year Valentine had a shot at
winning first prize. Second and third place got you a hearty
handshake and an up-close look at the trophy as whoever
came in first received it. The prize for boys aged sixteen to
eighteen was a real over-under shotgun, not a hunting musket,
and fifty bird-shot shells. A good gun meant a bountiful hunt-
ing season. The Padre and David needed all the help they
could get. The Padre taught more or less for free, and Valen-
tine didn’t earn much at his job chopping endless cords of
firewood for the neighbors. If Valentine won, he and Father
Max would be dining on goose, duck, and pheasant until well
after the snow flew.

“Mr. Valentine,” Father Max said, interrupting David’s
mental meal. “Please rejoin the class. We’re talking about a
very important subject . . . your heritage.”

“Funny,” whispered Doyle from a desk behind. “I don’t re-
member him saying anything about what a stupid son of a
bitch you are.”

Plop, added the basin to his right.

The Padre cracked his knuckles in a callused fist; profane
jokes out of Doyle were as natural as water dripping into the
classroom when it rained. He evidently chose to ignore both,
keeping his eyes fixed on David.

“Sorry, Father,” Valentine said with as much contrition as
a seventeen-year-old boy could summon.

“You can apologize to the class by reviewing what you
know about the Pre-entities.”

Another whisper from behind: “This’1l be short.”

The Padre shifted his gaze. “Thank you for volunteering
two hours of your free time to school maintenance, Mr.
Doyle. The roof and I are grateful. Your summary, Mr. Valen-
tine?”

Plop.
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Valentine could hear Doyle slump in his seat. “They go
back to before the dinosaurs, Father. They made the Gates,
those doorways that connect different planets. The Interworld
Tree. It’s how the Kurians got here, right?”

Father Max held up his hand, palm outward. The thumb
was missing from his right hand, and his remaining fingers
were misshapen. They always reminded Valentine of tree
roots that could not decide which way to grow. “You are get-
ting ahead of yourself, Mr. Valentine. Just by sixty-five mil-
lion years or so.”

The Padre sat down on his desk, facing the eight older
students. The classroom should have contained forty or so,
had all the teenagers within a long walk attended. But educa-
tion, like survival, depended on initiative in the disorganized
Boundary Waters.

Valentine settled in for a good listen, as he always did
when the Padre parked himself on the desk in that fashion.
The rest of the class, not having the qualified joys of living
with the Padre, did not know as he did that when the Padre
perched there, he was imitating another teacher from his own
youth, a determined San José nun who had woken a hunger
for learning in the ganja-smoking teen he still had trouble
imagining the Padre had been. His mind insisted on wander-
ing off to the games.

“We know so very little about these beings, the Pre-enti-
ties, except that they predate everything else we do know
about life on Earth,” the Padre began. “I was telling you about
the Doors yesterday. No, Mr. Doyle, not the Old World rock-
and-roll band. I know we think of these Doors as a terrible
curse, the cause of our trouble. Everything we know would be
different if they had never been opened. But long ago they
were marvelous things, connecting planet after planet in the
Milky Way as easily as that door over there connects us with
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the library. We call the builders of this Interworld Tree the
Pre-entities, because we are not even sure if they had bod-
ies—in the sense that you and I have bodies, that is. They
probably didn’t need our little chemical engines to keep
going. But if they did have bodies, they were big. Some of the
Doors are said to be as big as a barn.

“We know they existed because they left the Interworld
Tree and the Touchstones. A Touchstone is like a book that
you can read just by laying your hand on it. They don’t always
work correctly on our human minds, however; there are al-
ways a few who touch them and go insane from the experi-
ence, which I find easy to believe. But a person with the right
kind of mind who touches one has what we might call a rev-
elation. Like the downloads I was telling you about when we
were talking about the Old World’s computer technology.”

The Padre looked down and shook his head. Valentine
knew the Padre had a love-hate relationship with the past;
when he was in his cups, he would sometimes rave about the
injustices in the Old World, which had the ability to feed and
clothe all of its children but had chosen not to. This might
lead to tears over missing something called McDonald’s fries
dipped into a chocolate shake, or overpriced souvenir T-shirts.

“The Pre-entities existed by absorbing energy; a very spe-
cial kind of energy, produced by living things. Plants make it
at a very low level. All animals, us included, possess it to a
greater extent. This energy, which we call a ‘vital aura’ for
lack of a better term, is determined by two factors in an or-
ganism: size and intelligence. The latter predominates. A cow,
despite its size, gives off a smaller vital aura than a monkey.
A monkey being the ‘brighter’ of the two in more ways than
one, if you understand.”

A student held up her hand, and the Padre stopped.

“You talked about this before, but I never got if the aura



24 E. E. Knight

was your soul or not. Is it, I mean?” Elaine Cowell was a
thirteen-year-old, but so bright she stayed for all the lessons
with the older teens.

The Padre smiled at her. “Good question, Miss Cowell. I
wish I had an absolute answer. My gut feeling is that a vital
aura is not your soul. I think your soul is something that be-
longs to you and God, and no one else can interfere with it. I
know some people say it is your soul that gets fed on, but
there is no way we can ever know that. I think of the vital aura
as being another special kind of energy you give off, just as
you give off heat and an electromagnetic field.”

Elaine fixed her gaze at an invisible point sixteen inches in
front of her face, and Valentine sympathized. She was also an
orphan; the Reapers had taken her parents five years ago in
Wisconsin. She now lived with an aunt who scratched out a
living weaving blankets and repairing coats. The others sat in
silence. Whenever the Padre discussed the Facts of Death
with the older students, their normal restlessness vanished.

“So why aren’t they still around? I thought that energy
stuff was what made the Kurians immortal?” another student
asked.

“Evidently our Creator decided that no race can live for-
ever, no matter how advanced their science. When they
started to die, we think it caused a terrible panic. I wonder if
beings who are nearly immortal are more afraid of death, or
less? They needed more and more vital aura to keep going,
and they cleaned out whole planets in their final years, trying
to stave off the inevitable. They probably absorbed all the di-
nosaurs; the two events seem to have happened at the same
time. In their last extremity, they ate each other, but it was all
for nothing. They still died. With no one to maintain their por-
tals, the doorways began to shut down over the thousands and
thousands of years that followed. But pieces of their knowl-
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edge, and the Interworld Tree itself, survived for a new intel-
ligence to find later on.”

Thunder rumbled outside, and the rattling of the rain in-
creased.

“So we call the Pre-entities Kurians now?” a young
woman asked.

“No. The Kurians come from a race called the
Lifeweavers. They found the remnants of the Pre-entity civi-
lization. They pieced some of their history and technology
back together and made use of what they could understand,
like the barbarians who moved into Rome. We get the word
Lifeweaver from their own language; it refers to those of the
race who visit other worlds and interpopulate them. Just as
man takes his livestock, crops, and orchards with him when
he migrates, but is willing to adapt if something better is
found, so did the Lifeweavers in their colonization of the In-
terworld Tree. Lifeweavers live a long, long time . . . many
thousands of years. Some believe they were created by the
Pre-entities as builders, but it seems strange that beings with
a vital aura as strong as theirs would have survived the ex-
tinction throes of the Pre-entities.

“These Lifeweavers reopened the portals to our Earth
about the time we were discovering that food tasted better if
it was cooked first. Our ancestors worshiped them. Most of
them were content to be teachers, but it seems a few wanted
to be more. A Lifeweaver can appear to us as a man or
woman, or an elephant or a turtle if it wants, so they must
have seemed as gods to our poor forefathers. They can put on
a new shape as easily as we can change clothes. Maybe they
threw thunderbolts for good measure. I think they inspired
many of our oldest myths and legends.

“They adopted us in a way. As we grew more and more ad-
vanced, they took a few of us to other worlds. I’ve been told
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humans are living on other planets even now. If so, I pray
their fortune has been better than ours. The Lifeweavers could
do anything they wanted with DNA. They could make useful
creatures to suit themselves, or modify a species as they re-
quired. We know they liked making beautiful birds and fish to
decorate their homes; some of these still live on our planet
today.”

The Padre smiled at them. “Ever seen a picture of a parrot?
I think they tinkered with them a little bit.” He paused in
thought.

Valentine had seen pictures of parrots. Right now the only
birds in his mind were pheasants, tender young pheasants ris-
ing in a flutter of wings. He could see them in his newly won
shotgun sight. He’d heard the Kolchuks’ lab—pointer pair had
had another litter; maybe he could still get a puppy.

The Padre droned on.

Doyle held up his hand, serious for once. “Sir, why tell us
all this now? We’ve known about vampirism and so on since
we were kids. Okay, maybe some of the hows and whys were
wrong. What difference does it make how any of it got
started? We still have to hike out every summer—and every
fall, a couple of families don’t come back.”

The Padre’s face crumbled. He looked ten years older to
Valentine.

“No difference, no difference at all. I wish every day of my
life something could make a difference. Mr. Doyle, class, you
are young, you’ve lived with it your whole lives, and it is not
such a weight for you. But I remember a different world. Peo-
ple complained a lot about it, but in hindsight it was some-
thing like Eden. Why talk about this now? Look at the
quotation on the board. Churchill was right. By looking back,
we may often see the future. I tell you this because nothing
lasts forever, not even those who will do anything to become
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immortal. They’re not. The Kurians will eventually die, just
like the Pre-entities. Once an old king paid to have a piece of
knowledge carved deep in the side of a monument, something
that would always be true. The wisest man of the age told him
to carve the words ‘This, too, shall pass.” But who shall pass
first, us or them?

“We will not live to see it, but one day the Kurians will be
gone, and the Earth will be clean again. If nothing else, I want
you to take that certain knowledge from me and carry it with
you wherever you go.”

The rain left shortly after the rest of Valentine’s school-
mates did. He hurried to empty the various bowls, basins, and
pails brimming with rainwater from the leaky roof, then
headed for the kitchen. Father Max sat at the battered table,
staring at the bottom of an empty glass. He was already
recorking the jug.

“David, telling that story always makes me need a drink.
But the drink I have always wants another to keep it company,
and I should not do that. At least not too often.” He replaced
the jug in its familiar spot on the shelf.

“That stuff’s poison, Father. I wouldn’t use it to kill rats;
it’d be too cruel.”

The old man looked up at David, who poured himself the
last of the cow’s vintage from the morning milking. “Isn’t the
race today?”

Valentine, now dressed in faded denim shorts and a leather
vest, bolted a piece of bread and washed it down with mouth-
fuls of milk. “Yeah, at four or thereabouts. I'm glad the rain
stopped. In fact, I better get moving if I'm going to walk the
trail before the race.”

“You’ve been running that trail since April. I’d think you’d
know it by now.”
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“All the rain is going to make the footing different. Might
be muddy going up the big hill.”

Father Max nodded sagely. “David, did I ever tell you that
your parents would have been proud of you?”

Valentine paused for a second as he laced his high moc-
casins. “Yes. Mostly after you’ve had a drink. It always makes
you soft.”

“You’re a bit of the best of both of them. You’ve got his
quick thinking and dedication, and enough of your mother’s
looks and humor and heart to soften his edges. I wish he—
they—could see you today. We used to call the last day of
school graduation, you know that?”

“Yup. I’ve seen pictures and everything. A funny hat and a
piece of paper that says you know stuff. That would be great,
but I want to get us that gun.” He moved to the door. “You
going to be in the public tent?”

“Yes, blessing the food and watching you collect first
prize. Good luck, David.”

He opened the patched, squeaky screen door and saw two
bearded men coming up the path from the road. They were
strangers to him. They looked as though they had spent every
moment of their adult years in the elements. They wore buck-
skin top to bottom, except for battered, broad-brimmed felt
hats on their heads. They bore rifles in leather sheaths, but
they did not have the shifty, bullying air that the soldiers of
the patrols did. Unlike the soldiers charged by the Kurians
with keeping order in the Boundary Waters, these men moved
with a cautious, quiet manner. There was something to their
eyes that suggested wary wild animals.

“Father Max,” Valentine called into the house without tak-
ing his eyes off the men. “Strangers coming.”

The men paused, smiling with tobacco-stained teeth. The
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taller of the two spoke: “Don’t let the guns scare you, boy. I
know your people.”

Father Max emerged from the house and stepped out into

the rain-soaked yard with arms outstretched. “Paul Samuels,”
he half shouted, walking out to embrace the tall man in his
gangly arms. “You haven’t come this way in years! Who is
this with you?”
“My name’s Jess Finner, sir. I've sure heard about you,
The Padre smiled. “That could be good or bad, Mr. Finner.
I’d like you both to meet my ward, David. He’s the son of Lee
Valentine and Helen Saint Croix.”

“I knew your father, David,” said the one named Samuels.
Valentine saw memories lurking in the brown pools beneath
his wrinkled brow. “Bad business, that day at his place. I saw
you after the funeral. Took us four months, but we got the
men that—"

“Let’s not dredge up old history,” the Padre interrupted.

Valentine caught the looks exchanged between the men
and suddenly lost interest in the race and the shotgun.

The Padre patted his shoulder. “We’ll talk later, David—
that’s a promise. Get going! But give my regrets to the Coun-
cil at the public tent, and get back here as soon as you can.
We’re going to crack the seal on one of the bottles from the
woodpile, and then you may have to put me to bed.”

“Not likely,” Samuels guffawed.

The Padre gave David his “I mean it, now” look, and
Valentine headed off down the road. He still had time to look
over the two-mile course if he hurried. Behind him, the three
men watched him go, then turned and walked into the house.

Sir.

The smell of cooking food greeted him at the camp-
grounds. The public tent, a behemoth, six-pole structure that
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saw weddings, baptisms, auctions, and meetings at the start of
every summer, was hidden in a little glade surrounded by
lakes and hills, miles from the nearest road and out of sight
from any patrol in vehicles. The Hideout Festival featured
sports and contests for the children and teenagers. A wedding
or two always added to the celebratory atmosphere. The
adults learned crafts; held riding, shooting, and archery com-
petitions; and then feasted on barbecue each evening. Fami-
lies brought their special dishes for all to share, for in a region
of dreadful, cold winters and summers spent in hiding, there
were few chances for large gatherings. With the festival’s
conclusion, the people would scatter into the woods and lakes
to wait out the summer heat, hoping that the Reapers would
comb some other portion of the Boundary Waters in search of
prey.

The race felt less a sport and more of a chore to Valentine
by the time he reached the crowd. The people, horses, wag-
ons, and traders’ stalls normally fascinated him, but the ar-
rival of the two strangers held his thoughts in a grip that
startled him. His desire for a ribbon and a shotgun in front of
an applauding crowd seemed meaningless when compared
with meeting a man who had known his father.

He resigned himself to running the race anyway. The
course looped out in a horseshoe shape around Birch Lake.
Usually a mud-rimmed half-swamp by mid-May, Birch Lake
had swollen with the heavy rains until its fingers reached up
almost to the public tent.

Valentine greeted Doyle and a few other acquaintances
from school. He had many acquaintances but no close friends.
As the Padre’s live-in student, responsibilities in keeping the
house and school running prevented him from forming at-
tachments, and if that weren’t enough, his bookish habits
made him a natural outsider on the occasions when he did mix
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with the boisterous teenagers. He wandered off into the
woods along the two-mile trail. He wanted time to be alone
and to think. He had guessed right; the ground on the big hill
to the west of Birch Lake was slick with clay-colored mud.
He stood on the hill and looked out across the rippled surface
of the lake toward the public tent. A thought sprang from the
mysterious garden in his mind where his best ideas grew.

Fifteen boys participated in the race, though only a hand-
ful had enough points from the other Field Game events to
have a chance at the prize. They were dressed in everything
from overalls to leather loincloths, all tan and thin, tangle
haired and wire muscled.

“One to be steady,” invoked Councilman Gaffley to the
rocking assortment of racers. “Two to be ready, and you’re
off!”

A few of the boys almost stopped a hundred yards into the
race when Valentine made a sharp right turn off the trail,
heading for Birch Lake. He sprinted out onto a long spit of
land and thrashed his way into the water.

Valentine swam with lusty, powerful strokes, sighting on a
tall oak on the other side. This neck of the lake was 150 yards
or so across, and he figured he would be back on the trail
about the time the rest of the boys skidded down the muddy
hill.

And he was right, lunging dripping wet from the lake and
pounding up the trail before the lead boy, Bobby Royce, could
be seen emerging from the woods. David broke the string at
the finish line with a muddy chest to a mixture of cheers and
boos. Most of the boos came from families who had their
boys in the race. A frowning Councilman grabbed it off him
as if it were a sacred icon being defiled and not a piece of ratty
twine.
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The other boys hit the finish line two minutes later, and the
debate began. A few maintained that the important thing was
to race from point A to point B as quickly as possible, and the
exact route, land or water, didn’t matter. The majority argued
that the purpose of the race was a two-mile run cross-country,
not a swim, which would be a different sport altogether. Each
side increased its volume under the assumption that whoever
made the most noise would win the argument. Two old men
found the whole fracas hilarious, and they pressed a bottle of
beer into David’s palm, slapping him on the back and pro-
nouncing him a first-rate sport for getting Councilman
Gaffley so huffy he looked like a hen with her feathers up.

A hasty, three-councilmen panel pronounced Valentine dis-
qualified from the race, but the winner of a special award in
recognition for his “initiative and originality.” Valentine
watched Bobby Royce receive the shotgun and shells and
wandered out of the tent. The barbecue smell made him hun-
gry all over again. He grabbed a tin tray and loaded it from the
ample spread outside. The homemade beer tasted vile. Had
beer been this bad in the Old World? he wondered. But some-
how it complemented the smoky-tasting meat. He found a dry
patch of ground under a nearby tree and went to work on the
food.

One of the backslapping oldsters approached him, cradling
a varnished wooden case and dangling two more bottles of
beer from experienced fingers.

“Hey there, kid. Mind if I sit with you a bit?”

Valentine smiled and shrugged.

Almost seventy years of creaky bones eased themselves up
against the trunk of the tree. “Don’t have much of an appetite
anymore, kid. When I was your age, give or take, I could put
away half that steer. Beer tastes just as good, though,” he said,
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taking a pull from one of the open bottles and handing the
other to Valentine.

“Listen, son, don’t let ’em get you down. Gaffley and the
rest are good men, in their way; they just don’t like the unex-
pected. We’ve seen too much unexpected in our days to want
any more.”

Valentine nodded to the old man, mouth working on the
food, and took a companionable pull from the fresh beer.

“My name’s Quincy. We were neighbors, once. You were
a squirt then. Your ma used to visit, especially when my Dawn
was in her last illness.”

Valentine’s tenacious memory, jogged, came to his rescue.
“I remember you, Mr. Quincy. You had that bicycle. You used
to let me ride it.”

“Yeah, and you did good, considering it didn’t have any
tires. I gave it away with everything else when she passed on.
Moved in with my son-in-law. But I remember your mother;
she used to sit with her. Talk with her. Tell jokes. Get her to
eat up. You know, I don’t think I ever thanked her, even the
day we put my wife in the ground. . ..”

The old man took a long pull at the beer.

“But that’s water under the bridge, we used to say. Ever
seen a real bridge, boy? Oh, of course you have, the one on
old Highway Two is still up, isn’t it. Anyhow, I’'m here to give
you something. Seeing you with your hair all wet and shiny
made me think of your mom, and since those old dorks won’t
award you the prize you deserve, I thought I"d give you one.”

He fumbled with the greenish latch on the case and raised
the lid. Inside, nestled on formed blue velvet, rested a gleam-
ing pistol.

Valentine gasped. “Wow! Are you kidding? That gun
would be worth something at the wagons.”

The old man shook his head. “It was mine. Your daddy
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probably had one just like it at some time or other. It’s an au-
tomatic pistol, an old United States gun. I’ve kept it clean and
oiled. No bullets, though, but it’s a nine millimeter, which
ain’t too hard to find ammo for. I was going to give it to my
son-in-law, but he’s a putz. He’d just swap it for liquor, most
likely. So I brought it here, figuring I’d trade it for some
books or something. All at once I wanted to give it to you,
where maybe it would do the most good. It’s not too handy for
hunting, but plenty comforting on a lonely road.”

“What do you mean, Mr. Quincy?”

“Look, kid, er—David, right? I'm old, but not particularly
wise. But I got old by being able to read people. You’ve got
that look in you; I can tell you’re hungry for something be-
sides your food. Your dad was that way, too. You know he
used to be in what we called the navy, and they went all over
the world, which just suited him. After that, after all the shit
came down, he did other things. He fought for the Cause just
like the Padre. Did things he maybe even didn’t tell your
mother. You are a rolling stone, too, and all you need is a lit-
tle push. What that push is gonna be, I can’t say.”

Valentine wondered if he had been pushed already. He
wanted to talk to Paul Samuels, wanted to talk to him alone.
He might as well admit it to himself, he had been thinking
about asking to go with the men when they left the Padre’s.

“This world is so cocked up I sometimes can’t believe I'm
still in it. You can do two things when something’s wrong: fix
it or live with it. All of us here in the Boundary Waters, we’re
trying to live with it, or hide from it, more like. We’ve gotten
good at it. Maybe we should never have gotten used to it, I
don’t know, but there were always hungry kids to feed and
clothe. Seemed better to hide, not rock the boat. But that’s me,
not you. You’re a smart kid; that little stunt at the lake proved
it. You know that the ones really in charge don’t bother with
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us because we’re not worth the trouble. Living with the Padre,
you probably know that more than most. It’s only a matter of
time before they get around to us, no matter how deep in the
woods we go. It’s them or us. Us meaning human beings. Get-
ting rid of them is work for the Cause.”

David swallowed his food, but swallowing his mixed emo-
tions was a much tougher proposition. Could he just take off?
His vague plans for living in a lakeshore cabin in the com-
pany of books and fishing poles no longer applied or ap-
pealed, ever since Samuels and Finner had mentioned killing
the patrollers who had turned the only world he’d known into
piles of butchered meat. Odd that this old neighbor spoke as
though he were privy to secret, half-formed thoughts. “Are
you saying I should leave, join the resistance, take up the
Cause?”

“A few of the boys your age are. It happens every year.
Folks are quiet about it. If word of a son or daughter leaving
got to the patrols, there’d be trouble. So it’s usually ‘Joe got
married and is living with his wife’s folks near Brainerd,” or
some such. The councilmen discourage it, but Gaffley’s own
daughter ran away two years ago. Letters arrive every year,
but he won’t show them to anyone.”

In a fit of contrariness, perhaps to show Quincy that he
wasn’t as astute a judge of human nature as the old man cred-
ited himself for being, David shrugged. “I can’t say what I’1l
do, Mr. Quincy. I was thinking of going up to Lake of the
Woods, building a boat . . . I love fishing, and they say next to
no one lives there.”

“Sure, son. And maybe twenty years from now, a patrol
will come through, just like—"

“Hey,” Valentine flashed, “that’s not . . . fair.”

“But it keeps happening. Just this spring, out by Grand
Rapids. Eight people, that one. The way I hear it, it’s a lot
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worse down south. Especially in the cities, where there’s
nowhere to hide.”

Valentine was about to say, “That’s not my problem,” but
held his tongue. An orphaned eleven-year-old had not been
the Padre’s problem that September afternoon so long ago, ei-
ther. The Padre had faced the problem, took responsibility, be-
cause that is what decent people do.

It was an anxious young man who hurried to the Padre’s
that evening along familiar paths, carrying a burlap bag full of
leftovers, an old empty pistol, and a head full of choices. The
faces and animals at the public tent, the shores, hills, and
trees—all pulled at him with promises of safety and security.
The woods are lovely, dark and deep ... He went into the
backyard, checked on the animals, and began to chop wood.
Turning cordwood into kindling always cleared his mind,
even if it left his body wet and rubbery. He had been doing
this chore for the Padre, and for a number of the neighbors in
trade for sugar or flour, since his arrival five years ago. The
solid feel of the ax in his hands, the thwock as the blade sank
into the dried wood, absorbed the things that bubbled up from
the dark corners of his mind.

He stacked the splintered results of his labor and went in-
side the house. He found the three men sprawled in the
smoke-filled library around an empty bottle and a mostly
empty jug. A small bag full of letters, including a couple from
a young lady named Gaffley, sat on the Padre’s nicked-up
table, and a much larger bundle of letters lay tucked in one of
the men’s satchels, ready for the long return trip south. The
one called Finner paged raptly through a battered volume ti-
tled Classic Nudes through the Photographer’s Lens.

“David, you missed some boring catching up. And some
even more boring drinking,” Father Max said, not bothering
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to rise from his barely upholstered chair. “Did you win the
race?”

“Sort of. It doesn’t matter.” He told the story. When he got
to the part about being disqualified, Finner blew a raspberry.
“I"d like to hear how you knew my father, Mr. Samuels.”

Samuels looked at the Padre. “It’s always Paul when I'm
off my feet, son. When I was a kid about your age, give or
take, your dad and I used to come up together from down
south, just like me and Jess do now. We liked to keep in touch
with the folks up here, and this old fraud. Well-lubricated phi-
losophy sessions, you might say.”

Valentine began distributing the bounty from the public
tent. The men dug in with the enthusiasm of days spent on the
road eating only what the wilderness provided.

“You fight them, right? The Kurians, the Reapers, the
things they make? And the patrols, right?”

“Patrols are what we call the Quislings up here nowadays,”
the Padre interjected.

“Well, not all at once, son,” Samuels answered. “In fact,
we spend more time running scared from them than we do
standing and fighting. We can hit them here and there, where
we don’t stand too much chance of getting hit back. When
we’re not doing that, we’re trying to keep from starving. Ever
drunk water out of a hoof print to wash down a couple hand-
fuls of ground-up ants? Slept outside in the rain without even
a tent? Worn the same shirt for a month straight? It really
stinks, son. And I don’t just mean the shirt.”

Valentine stood as tall as he could, trying to add a couple
of inches to his six feet one. “I’d like to join up, sir.”

Father Max broke loose with a whiskey-fumed laugh. “I

knew you could talk him into it!”
% * %
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A week later, Father Max saw the party off on a warm, sun-
dappled morning. He gave David an old musty-smelling ham-
mock. It had uses other than rest; the Padre showed him how
to roll his spare clothing up in it, then tie it across his back.
By the time that was finished, other recruits who had col-
lected over the past days began to shoulder their own burdens.
Most carried backpacks bulging with preserved food. Valen-
tine found that there were mouthfuls of words to be said, and
no time or privacy to say them.

“God be with you, David,” the graying old man finally
said, tears wetting his eyes.

“I’ll write. Don’t worry about me. Jacob Christensen said
he’d help out around here. He wants to teach the younger
kids, too, so you don’t have—"

The Padre held out his gnarled hand for a handshake. “Yes,
David. I'll be fine. Soon you’ll have more important things to
worry about than getting the cow milked and the chickens fed.
But the day I quit teaching the kids their ABC’s is the day I'll
be resting in the ground.”

Samuels and Finner also shook hands with the Padre. How
the men looked so alert was beyond Valentine; they seemed to
be up every night drinking and talking, then visiting the trad-
ing wagons and surrounding homes in the day. David guided
them, leading them on backwoods paths to the households
that matched the names on the mail. One visit stood out, when
Samuels had called on an old woman to deliver a few per-
sonal effects from her dead son, who had been a friend of
Samuels’s. Some intuition must have revealed her son’s fate;
she seemed neither surprised or grief stricken, and wasn’t
even preparing to leave her home for the summer. That night
there had been more drinking and less laughter in the library.

Valentine began to learn on the first day of the journey
south. He learned just how sore his legs could get. Though he
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had walked all day many times in his life, he had never done
so with better than forty pounds of food, water, and posses-
sions on his back at a pace set by a demanding sergeant. Other
volunteers joined the group as they walked, one whom he
knew. Gabriella Cho had gone to the Padre’s school for a
number of years; her rich black hair had fascinated him as he
struggled through the awkward rites of puberty. Necessities at
home kept her out of school past the age of fifteen. She had
blossomed into a woman since Valentine had last seen her two
years ago.

“Gabby, so you’re coming, too,” Valentine said, relieved to
be finally taller than the doe-eyed young woman.

She looked at him once, twice. “Davy? Yeah, I'm taking
the big trip.”

“We missed you. Father Max had to start asking the rest of
us the tough questions. It wasn’t the same since you left.”

“No, nothing’s been the same since then,” Cho responded.
When she replied to further questions with one-word answers
and downcast eyes, Valentine ended the conversation.

They spent the first evening at an overgrown crossroads
more than a dozen miles south of the Padre’s. They made
camp and spent the next day talking, waiting, and nursing
sore muscles. Another soldier showed up, escorting four more
recruits. Two of the men were twin brothers, six-foot-six-inch
blond giants. Valentine was surprised to learn their names
were Kyle and Pete rather than Thor and Odin.

They repeated the process as they hiked south and west in
easy stages—easy, that was, in the estimation of the men who
bore the title Wolves. To Valentine, each day proved more ex-
hausting than the last. By the time they reached the outskirts
of Minneapolis, the group had swelled to thirty soldiers and
over a hundred young men and women.
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Lieutenant Skellen met them at a boat they used to cross
the Mississippi. The lieutenant wore an eye patch so wide, it
could have just as well been labeled an eye scarf, which
mostly covered a crescent-shaped scar on the left side of his
face. He had a dozens more recruits with him. Like the
sergeant’s they were in their teens or barely out of them,
wide-eyed and homesick among new landscapes and unfa-
miliar faces. The travelers made a wide loop west around the
Twin Cities, into empty lands teeming with prairie plants.
One day they skirted a hundred-head herd of mountains of
hair and hide, and the Wolves informed Valentine he was
looking at his first buffalo.

“Ain’t no weather can kill those big shaggies,” Finner ex-
plained to his charges from the Boundary Waters. “The cows
and wild horses gotta find low wooded spots when the snow
is blowing out here, but them buffalo just form a big circle
and wait it out.”

Valentine picked up much more on that journey south. He
learned he could make a compass by stropping an old double-
edged razor blade against the back of his hand. Charged with
static electricity, he suspended it from a string in a preserve
jar to shield it from the wind. The little piece of metal found
north after wavering indecisively like a bird dog sniffing the
breeze. The recruits learned how and where to build a fire,
using reflectors made of piled logs to hide the flame and di-
rect the heat back toward the camper. He was taught about
trench fires in high wind, and to always roast game skewered
on a spit beside a fire, not over it, with a pan underneath to
catch every drop of valuable fat. They learned how to make
flour not only from wheat, but also with the flowerheads at
the end of cattails and even with bark. Valentine pounded
masses of bark in a pan of water, removed the fibers, and al-
lowed it to settle, then poured off the water and toasted the
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pulpy starch on a stick. Even with salt it did not taste like
much, but he found himself able to eat just about anything as
the long weeks of walking wore on. Even more incredibly, he
gained weight—though he was hungry from dawn to dusk.

When their packs emptied, they didn’t always have to live
off the land. They stopped at isolated farmhouses and tiny,
hidden enclaves where the residents fed them. “I can’t fight
them, no sir, but I can feed them that does the fightin’,” one
goat-whiskered farmer explained, passing out bags of beans
and corn flour to the hundred-odd campers on the banks of his
stream.

He practiced with his pistol. The Wolves passed a hat
around and collected two dozen bullets from the men with
handguns that used the same ammunition as his. Some of the
Wolves carried up to three sidearms in order to have a better
chance at using bullets acquired from scavenging the de-
ceased after a fight. He plinked away at old paint cans and
weathered, paint-stripped road signs. It was during one of
these marksmanship sessions in an old barn near camp that
Valentine made an effort to talk to Sergeant Samuels. He had
just knocked down a row of three aluminum cans, their col-
ored labels illegible with the passage of years, and he was
feeling pretty full of himself.

“You should try it with your left hand,” the veteran sug-
gested.

That cleaned the self-satisfied smile from Valentine’s face
in a hurry. “Why, Sergeant?”

“What if your right arm’s busted, kid? What if someone
just blew your hand off? I know, most instructors say it’s a
waste of time. Me, I think it’s good to use your off hand.
Makes your brain and body work different than it’s used to.”

Valentine set one of the cans back up, the sharp cordite
smell tickling his nostrils. Feeling awkward, he raised the gun
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to eye level, feet shoulder-width apart. He sent the can flying
with the second shot.

“May 1?7 Samuels asked.

Valentine passed him the gun. The sergeant examined it
professionally.

“This was your dad’s?”

“No, Sergeant. A—I suppose he’s a neighbor—he gave it
to me.”

Samuels whistled. “A gun like this? It’s in great shape. He
must have thought a lot of you.” He handed the gun back to
Valentine.

“More like he thought a lot of my parents,” Valentine
mused. He paused for a moment, not sure how to phrase the
question. “You seemed to think a lot of my father, too. I never
knew about his life before he met my mother. He just said he
traveled. ”

Samuels glanced out the missing barn doors. The campsite
was nearly empty; a heavy patrol was out under the lieu-
tenant, and most of the recruits were taking advantage of the
afternoon off to wash clothes and bathe in the nearby river.

“Yeah, David. I knew him. Not from way back, from be-
fore the skies filled with ash, that is. We met in Michigan,
soon after all this shit started. I was younger than you then,
maybe fifteen. Your dad and I were in this outfit; we called
ourselves the Band. Fighting sometimes, hiding mostly. Cops,
army guys; we had some coast guard sailors from Lake
Michigan, even. The uniform was a hat with a piece of cam-
ouflage material sewn on it somewhere. God, what a hungry,
sorry-looking bunch we were.”

He shook his head and continued. “Even when we were
blasting away at the Grogs, we couldn’t really believe it. It
was like something out of a sci-fi movie. No one knew shit
about what was going on. I used to cry every damn night, it
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seemed to me. My parents were in Detroit when the nuke
went off, you see. I learned one thing: tears make you feel bet-
ter, but they don’t change anything. You’ll still be hungry
when they dry up. Still be lonely.”

The two men, one mature and weathered, the other a few
years past puberty, wandered out of the barn and watched the
sun descend into the western haze. Samuels nodded to a cou-
ple of the Wolves carrying out camp duties, and sat down on
the corpse of an old green tractor. The space where the engine
once sat gaped, an open wound with wires dangling.

“So you were both Wolves then?” Valentine omitted the
sir, since they were both sitting.

“That came later. God, we didn’t know what to think. The
rumors we heard. Stuff about government experiments. That
the Apocalypse was here and Satan walked the earth. People
getting rounded up into camps like in the Nazi movies. Crea-
tures from outer space. Turned out the truth was even weirder
than the rumors, of course.

“Seems to me we were trying to make for this Mount
Omega—there was talk that the vice president was there with
what was left of the government and the joint chiefs. Only
problem with it was no one knew where Mount Omega was.
And then we came across the Padre.

“The Padre was working for someone named Rho. Not that
he’d given up on Holy Mother Church, of course. He said this
Rho was very special and was advising us on how to fight
these things. We weren’t interested. He said Rho was holed up
in a safe place with food, liquor, women—I can’t remember
what all he promised us. None of us were interested in that,
either. We’d been almost trapped and killed by those kind of
promises before; the Quislings were already running us down.
Then the Padre said this Rho knew what was going on. That
got us. Especially your father. Some of the guys said that it
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was another trap, but I went with your dad, because he’d done
a good job looking after me.

“It turned out this Rho was a Lifeweaver. He looked like a
doctor from TV, really distinguished and everything. Guess
you know who the Lifeweavers are, living with the Padre as
you did. He gave us this speech about doors to other planets
and vampires and vital auras and how the Grogs were things
cooked up in a lab. We didn’t buy any of it. I remember some
of the guys started singing ‘Row, Row, Row Your Boat,” sort
of having fun with him. We thought he and the Padre were a
couple of fuckin’ nuts, you know? He said something to the
Padre, and then, I swear to Jesus, he turns into this big gold
eagle, with flames for wings. Circled over us like the Hin-
denburg going up. None of us knew whether to shit or shoot,
I can tell you. Your dad told us to quiet down, and it turned
back into a man again, or the image of one.

“Believe me, after that we listened. He told us about a
group of Lifeweavers on a planet called Kur. They’d learned
from some Touchstones the secret of how to live off vital
auras. To beings with a life span of thousands of years, the
chance to have a life span of millions must have been temp-
tation, too much temptation. They violated the Lifeweaver
law, their moral code, and started absorbing aura. They were
trying to become immortal. In the interest of science, of
progress. According to Rho, what they accomplished instead
was to turn their world into a nightmare. They became what
we call vampires, beings that are, to us, immortal. They do
this through taking the lives of others. These rogue
Lifeweavers, the Kurians, became the mortal enemies of the
rest of their race.

“The Kurians smashed Lifeweaver society. They’d been
transformed from researchers and scientists into something
else. Cold. Ruthless. They used their skills to destroy all op-
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position. Overwhelmed, all the Lifeweavers could do was
shut the portals to Kur. I guess it was in an attempt to keep the
infection from spreading. But it was too late. A few Kurians
had already escaped and were using the Interworld Tree to at-
tack the whole Lifeweaver order. More doors were shut, but
that only cut the Lifeweavers off, stopping them from organ-
izing an effective resistance. It was like a houseful of people
each hiding from a pack of killers in separate locked rooms
instead of banding together to fight.”

The sound of galloping hooves interrupted the story. A
rider on one of the three horses in the group pulled up in the
yard.

“Sarge,” the rider said, walking his horse in a circle, “the
lieutenant says there’s a Grog column out east of here, head-
ing this way. Mounted on legworms. Four legworms, twenty
Grogs altogether. Not coming right for us, but definitely look-
ing. You’re supposed to gather everyone up and get to the
Highway Forty-one bridge. If the lieutenant hasn’t shown up
by tomorrow, you’re supposed to get everyone to Round
Spring Cave.”

“Got it, Vought. Now ride on down to the river and get the
kids in gear. Slowly, don’t scare them out of a year’s life like
you did me.” The courier moved his roan off at a more sedate
pace. “Damn, but the Grogs are far out from Omaha. Maybe
someone saw us outside Des Moines. Lot of Quislings live in
this area nowadays.”

The sergeant gathered up the six Wolves remaining at the
camp and issued orders. He motioned Valentine over.

“Sarge?”

Samuels pulled at the beard sprouting on his chin. “Valen-
tine, we’re going to be marching tonight. We’re going to stick
to an old road because I want to get some miles south of the
Grogs, but that means I’ ve got to have scouts and a rear guard.
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I’m shorthanded, what with the lieutenant and his group out.
That means you’re getting what’s called a battlefield promo-
tion. I'm going to put you in charge of the ass end of the re-
cruit column. Make sure everyone keeps up. It’s going to be
six kinds of dark tonight with these clouds, so it won’t be
easy. Lucky for us, we’ve been slacking all afternoon. Can
you handle that?”

Valentine threw out his chest. “Yes, Sergeant!” But ner-
vous sweat was running down his back.

Already a few recruits were returning to the area around
the old barn, some with wet clothes plastered to their bodies.
They broke camp. Usually the shouts and curses of the
Wolves trying to get their green levy to move faster came
from simple habit, but this time the words were in earnest.

They moved off into the deepening night. Before, they had
done only night marches when arcing around Des Moines.
The Grogs out of eastern Nebraska patrolled this area. They
could follow a trail in day or night by sight, by ear, or by
smell.

They moved at a forced march with Valentine bringing up
the rear. They walked, and walked fast, for fifty minutes, then
rested for ten. The sergeant kept up a punishing pace.

Complaints started after the fourth rest. By the sixth, there
was trouble. A recruit named Winslow couldn’t get to her feet.

“My legs, Val,” she groaned, face contorted in pain.
“They’ve cramped up.”

“More water, less hooch, Winslow. The sarge warned you.
Don’t come crying to me.”

The column began to move. Gabby Cho, who had been
keeping Valentine company at the rear, looked at him won-
deringly. Valentine waved her off. “Get going, we’ll catch

Lt}

up.
Valentine began massaging Winslow’s quadriceps and
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calves. He tried to stretch one leg, but she moaned and cried
something unintelligible into the dirt.
Insects chirped and buzzed all around in the night air.
“Just leave me, Val. When it wears off, I'll jog and catch

Lt}

up.

“Can’t do it, Winslow.”

He heard the three Wolves of the rear guard approach. It
was Now Or never.

“Up, Winslow. If you can’t walk, you can hobble. I’1l help
you. That’s an ... order.” He reached out a hand, grabbed
hers, and tried to pull her up. “But I’'m not gonna carry you,
you’ve got to move along as best you can.”

The Wolves, rifles out of sheaths, looked at Valentine with
raised eyebrows. They thought the situation humorous: a
cramp-stricken recruit and would-be noncom trying to get her
up by issuing orders with a voice that kept cracking.

“What’s going on?” asked Finner, who was in the rear
guard. “You two picked a helluva time to hold hands in the
moonlight.”

“She wants us to leave her,” he explained.

“No, she doesn’t,” one of the Wolves demurred.

“Okay, Winslow,” Valentine said, drawing his gun. “I’ve
given you an order.” The word still sounds odd, he thought.
“And you’re not obeying it. I'm not leaving you to get found
and . . . made to talk about us or where we’re going.” Do peo-
ple really talk like this? “So I guess I'll have to shoot you.”
He worked the gun’s action and chambered a bullet.

“Val, you’ve got to be joking.”

He looked at Finner, who shrugged.

Laboriously, she got to all fours. “See, Finner, I can barely
crawl!”

Valentine’s bullet struck the dirt a foot to the left of her ear,
sending pebbles flying up into her face.
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She ran and he followed, leaving the three Wolves chuck-
ling in the darkness.

Samuels met them at the rear of the column. “Christ,
Sarge, he tried to kill me,” Winslow said, telling her end of
the story. The sergeant planted a boot in her scrawny behind.

“Keep up next time, Winslow. Valentine,” he barked, fist
and palm crashing together.

The two men waited while the file drew away. “Don’t ever
use your gun, except as a last resort on the enemy. Not out of
consideration to that non-hacker, but ’cause the Grogs can
hear like bats. You get me?”

“Sorry, Sergeant. Only thing I could think of to get her
moving. Her legs were cramped up, she said.”

“Next time, kick em in the ass, and if that doesn’t work,
you come get me.”

“I thought you said I was responsible for keeping them
moving, sir.”

Sergeant Samuels considered this, then fell back on old re-
liable. “Shut up, smart-ass. I didn’t give you permission to
pull a gun on anyone. Get back in line. Keep ’em moving.”

Finner, drawing near with the rear guard, had a few words
with the sergeant. Samuels doubled the column, returning to
the front.

“Hey, Valentine,” Finner said, jogging up to him. “Don’t
worry about it. You tried to get her on her feet, when most
guys in your spot would’ve turned to us. Don’t let the sarge
BS you about the gunshot; a single shot is tough to locate un-
less you’re next to it. Plus, that thing doesn’t make all that
much noise. I told the sarge that if I thought there was a prob-
lem, I wouldn’t have let you do it.”

“What did he say?”

“He said I shouldn’t think too much, it was dangerous for
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a guy like me. He added a few comments about my mother,
t0o.”

A cloud, shaped like a snail with an oversize shell on its
back, began to cover the rising moon.

“I think he’d take a bullet for you though, Jess.”

“Damn straight.”

The lieutenant was not at the rendezvous. The tired recruits
and tireless Wolves rested for four hours. At dawn, the ser-
geant sent Vought on his horse with three Wolves to scout the
other side of the two-lane metal bridge spanning the Missouri.
The land sloped upward as the wooded hills began beyond.
Safety.

One of the rear guard, at a copse of trees half a mile up the
highway, waved a yellow bandanna.

Samuels clapped Valentine on the back. “C’mon, son, you
deserve to see this after last night. Everyone else, get across
the bridge.”

He jogged off northward along the edge of what was left
of the road, and Valentine followed.

They reached the stand of trees. One of the Wolves had a
spotting scope resting in the crotch of a young oak, pointed
down the highway. Valentine could make out figures in the
distance, but he was unwilling to believe what he saw.

Samuels looked through the scope. “They must have got
wind of us last night. Not sure how many of us there are, so
they’re going back to report. Take a look at this freak show,
Valentine.”

He put his eye to the scope.

The Enemy.

They were apish figures sitting astride a long pencil of
flesh. The mount was like a shiny, slug-skinned millipede.
Hundreds of tiny legs moved too fast for the eye to follow, re-
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minding him of a finger running across a piano keyboard. The
riders, five in all, had armorlike gray skin that reminded
Valentine of a rhinoceros’s hide. Their shoulders were wide—
almost two ax-handles across. They carried guns that looked
like old Kentucky long rifles held pointed into the air like five
waving antennae. Valentine wondered if he could even aim
one of the six-foot weapons.

“They’re even uglier from the front. Those are fifty-caliber
single-shot breechloaders, Valentine, and they’re handy with
them,” Finner elaborated. “They can blow your head off at a
thousand yards if you’re fool enough to be visible and not
moving.”

“Those are Grogs?” Valentine couldn’t tear himself away
from the eyepiece.

The sergeant retrieved the scope. “Those legworms are fun
to stop, too. Brain is at the tail end, kind of like Finner here.
Nothing up front but a mouth and some taste buds, I guess.
Also like Finner here, come to think of it. Nothing short of a
cannon will keep a legworm from coming at you. Good thing
they’re kinda slow.”

“We try to pick off the riders, but the lead one always has
a big riot shield, thick as tank armor,” another Wolf said. “We
have to get them from the side. One thing you do not want to
ever see is about fifty of them coming at you in line abreast.”

“That happened at the Battle of Cedar Hill,” the sergeant
put in. “We lost.”

They made it across the Missouri on a Sunday. The ser-
geant led them in a prayer of thankfulness that their long jour-
ney was almost complete.

The next few days had briefer, harder runs mixed with
walks and ten-minute breaks. They stayed away from the
roads, and the Grog patrols stayed out of the hills, as each side
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considered this border region bushwhack ground. Around the
campfire one night, Samuels told Valentine a little more about
his father, how the Lifeweaver Rho had created a special body
of men to fight the Reapers and their allies: the Hunters.

“He told us that these things had come to Earth once be-
fore, and some of Rho’s people had taught men how to fight
them. We’d forgotten it, except maybe as legends and myths
garbled over the years. They took certain men and made them
a match for what they were up against. Rho said he could do
the same now, if we were willing to accept the bargain. But it
would change us forever; we’d never be the same people
again. Your father was willing. Soon he had the rest of us con-
vinced. That was the beginning of a lot of hard years, son. But
when you get to the Ozarks, you’ll see it was worth it.”

The lieutenant was waiting for them at Round Spring
Cave. It was a road-hardened group that was welcomed by the
officers in charge of training new blood in the Ozark Free Ter-
ritory.

A welcoming banquet was spread out under the trees. Six
weeks’ worth of traveling on foot made the feast even more
welcome. There was fresh bread, watermelons the size of
hogsheads, meat from the fatted calf, the fatted hog, and the
fatted chickens under the summer sky. Valentine ate an entire
cherry pie at one sitting for the first time in his life. Another
little cluster of would-be soldiers had arrived the day before,
youths gathered from the Missouri valley in the Dakotas.
They swapped good stories and bad in the pseudo—hard-bitten
fashion of youth.

Gabby Cho shared a picnic table with Valentine under a
spread of pine trees. The fresh, clean scent reminded him of
Christmases before the death of his family. Valentine was ex-
perimenting with iced dandelion tea sweetened almost to



52 E. E. Knight

syrup. The tea, ice (in summer!), and apparently plentiful
sugar were all novelties to him.

“We made it, Davy,” Cho said. She looked a little older
now to Valentine; she had chopped her long black locks after
the second day of hot marching out of the Boundary Waters.
“I wonder what’s next. You’re in with these Wolf guys. Any
idea what’s up?”

“Not sure, Gab. I’d like to spend a few days sleeping.”

Cho seemed unsure of herself. “Why’d you join up?”

Valentine shot her a questioning look. Cho had remained
distant on the whole trip south whenever any personal topic
arose. She politely rebuffed the other recruits’ attempts to get
to know her.

He rattled his ice in the pewter mug, enjoying the sound
and the cool wet feel. “You probably think revenge, because
of the whole family thing. You know about what happened,
right?”

“Yes, David. From some of the guys at class. I asked the
Padre about it once. He told me to ask you, but I didn’t want
to do that.”

“Well, it’s not that.”

Are you sure? a voice in his head asked.

“I know now my dad was with these Wolves. Maybe he
would have wanted me to do it, too. He must have thought it
was worthwhile; he spent a lot of years at it.” He paused at a
rustle overhead. Squirrels, attracted by the masses of food,
were chasing each other around in the tree branches, sending
flecks of bark falling onto the pair below. They were cute, but
they made a decent stew, too.

“] want to make a difference, Gab. It’s obvious, some-
thing’s not right about the way things are. You know the Jef-
ferson stuff we used to read, about being endowed by our
Creator with inalienable rights? It’s like those rights of ours



WAY OF THE WOLF 53

have been taken away, even the right to live. We have to do
something about it.”

“As simple as that?”

“As simple as that, Gabby.” He finished off the iced tea.
“What about you?”

“Did you know I had a baby?” she blurted.

Valentine absorbed the news in awkward silence, then
cleared his throat. “No, you just disappeared from school.
Went north with your family, I thought.”

“We kept it quiet. The father was a patroller. . . .” She read
Valentine’s eyes. “No, it wasn’t like that. I knew him. His
name was Lars. Lars Jorgensen,” she said, giving him the
feeling that she had not said the name in a long time.

“He used to give me stuff. Nice clothes, shoes. I never
thought to ask where it came from. Looted stores in Duluth, I
figured. One day he gave me a watch, a real working watch.
I could tell there had been engraving on it, even though he had
tried to scratch it off. I told him not to give me any more pres-
ents. He disappeared when I told him about the baby com-
ing.”

“Who’s got the kid? Your mom, or—7”

“Scarlet fever got her. Last winter. Remember the out-
break? It hit around where you were living, too. It took . . .”
Her words began to fade.

“Jesus, Gabby, I'm so sorry.”

She wiped her eyes. “I think about it too much. I talked to
the Padre after it happened. I thought maybe I didn’t take care
of her right, not on purpose, but because of how I feel about
the father. I just didn’t know. The Padre put it down to a lack
of qualified doctors. Or if they’re good, they don’t have the
equipment or medicines.”

She took a cleansing breath of the Ozark air. “The Padre
said that lots of people he knew put this kind of thing behind
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them by helping others. He gave me a lecture about the need
for strong bodies and good minds, got talking about the
Cause. Well, you know him.”

“I wonder if I do. He didn’t talk like that to me.”

“I think he knew you would go south when the time was
right,” she said, smiling her old “I’ve got the right answer”
smile from school. “I wanted to tell you all this for some rea-
son. I feel like someone has to know the real me here.”

The recruits got the word from Capt. “Steam Engine” Fulton.
He gathered them on a little slope in a ring of trees. In this
natural amphitheater, he informed the mass of youths from
Minnesota, the Dakotas, and a smattering of Great Plains out-
posts that they would form a reserve regiment for now. They
would receive uniforms. They would be armed and taught
how to use those weapons. They would be paid. But for now,
their main duties would be as a disciplined labor force, to be
moved about the Free Territory helping the residents at har-
vest, improving roads, and learning about how things were or-
ganized on the Ozark Plateau. The harder they worked, the
more there would be to eat over the winter.

The bloody minded and the phony tough guys groaned at
the news. But Valentine grinned at Cho. A gun, a uniform, and
something he had heard about but never seen: a paycheck. He
couldn’t wait to get started.



Three

The Ozark Plateau, the fortieth year of the Kurian Order: An
island of sanity in the eye of a hurricane of death, the scat-
tered farms and towns of the Ozarks are a civilization under
siege. The heartland of the region is bordered by the blasted
ruins of Little Rock to the south; in the west by a line extend-
ing from the western Ouachitas and Fort Scott to Springfield,
Missouri; in the north by the far-flung foothills of the Ozarks
and the Mark Twain Forest; and to the east by the Saint Fran-
cis River. Known by some as the Ozark Free Territory, and by
the more military-minded as the Southern Command, the re-
gion supports three quarters of a million survivors. They are
mostly farmers and ranchers connected by a network of poor
roads and unreliable rivers flowing through the worn-down
remnants of America’s oldest mountains. Heavy stands of oak,
hickory, and pine give these hills a bluish tinge, fed by cool
streams winding through limestone gorges. The small moun-
tains have bare patches of exposed felsite and rhyolite, rocky
scars that symbolize the flinty hardness beneath the exterior
of the inhabitants.

New farming centers have sprung up to replace the old.
Little clusters of homes huddle together like medieval vil-
lages, stone walls with narrow loopholes facing the world;
doors, windows, and porches facing the neighbors. The
squatty settlements, perhaps built by men whose motto is
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“Built for Safety, Not for Comfort,” are linked by walls that
do not divide home from home, but separate houses from the
Outside. Corrugated aluminum barns and Quonset huts in the
center of the ring of homes shelter livestock and machinery
from the elements and thieves.

Some areas are electrified, and a substantial portion use
natural gas. A ham radio network maintains communication.
Telephones are back in action, but service is unreliable. The
suspicious and tough-minded residents dislike strangers, and
they sleep with rifles and shotguns handy. Pack traders tra-
verse the area with stock on muleback or in gaily painted
wagons, bringing basic necessities and few luxuries. Both ne-
cessities and luxuries are paid with barter, sometimes with
greenbacks. Perhaps a measure of the success and fortitude of
the inhabitants of what used to be southern Missouri and
much of Arkansas is their acceptance of paper currency as
being worth something. But as gold coins can be changed at
two thousand or more dollars to the ounce, perhaps paper
money’s value is not what it once was. A regular judge advo-
cate general, civilian relations (called the “Jagers” in a tone
suggesting the word has an obscene connotation) Court rides
circuit and brings some measure of order and law to the lives
of the residents.

A few towns operate in the region, home to the artisans and
technicians that keep society together. There is still singing in
Branson, and a riverboat casino is in operation on the White
River, paying out prizes in a system of Byzantine complexity.
A governor resides in Mountain Home, Arkansas, trying to
keep the roads open and mail running on shoestring budgets.

The Soldiery, as the residents know them, are concentrated
in the Ouachita Mountains to the south, and in the broken
Ozark ridges to the north. Ceaseless long-range patrols circle
the area, picking up information and refugees from all points
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of the compass. Strong cavalry reserves train constantly in the
center of the region, ready to go to the border to slow invasion
or destroy a raid. Although the Ozark Free Territory is rela-
tively safe, it is not impregnable, as small holders and settle-
ments in the boundary areas learn the hard way.

The uniform combined the comfort of burlap with the
durability of cheesecloth. How innocent cotton minding its
own business could be turned into such a scratchy, sagging
patchwork amazed Valentine. And the rifle! It was a single-
shot breechloader, operated by a lever that flipped out the ex-
pended case of the bullet (woe to the recruit who failed to
collect the hot brass thimble!) as it opened the chamber for
the insertion of another round. At least, that was the theory. In
practice, a few shots heated the action sufficiently to soften
the thin brass encasing the heavy bullet, and Valentine be-
came better at clearing jams than shooting the quickly fouled
weapon. It kicked like a mule and aimed with the ease of a
steel shovel. However, it had few moving parts and was
within the manufacturing capacity of the Ozark Free Terri-
tory. The pay was the biggest joke of all. The recruits received
multicolored military scrip, usable at the scattered-to-the-
point-of-inaccessibility Southern Command Trading Post
commissaries and accepted by a few pack traders desperate
enough to take it in return for merchandise that failed the
caveat emptor test everywhere else.

Fulton pushed them through two months’ worth of drill in
an exhausting six weeks. A few recruits bristled at the disci-
pline and gave it up after the first week, either trying the dan-
gerous trip home or finding work on the farms and ranches of
the Territory. The majority finished their training under the
supervision of bellowing NCOs. They ran and memorized the
simple Common Articles that governed them and the Terri-
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tory. They ran and sat through lectures about recent United
States history, about the other knots of the resistance in Ore-
gon, Arizona, the Appalachians, and New England. They ran
and practiced with their rifles, as well as the captured support
weapons and the simple cannon produced in inadequate fac-
tories. They ran and learned about camp life: brain tanning,
drying and smoking meat, planting, foraging, and where to
find medicinal herbs. They ran and learned about running.

Labor-Private Valentine learned to recognize the divisions
of Southern Command: Guards, Militia, and Hunters. The
largest body of professional soldiery was the Guards. They
provided a solid core for the defense of the Ozark Free Terri-
tory. Sometimes the NCOs and officers were veterans of the
Lifeweaver-trained Hunters. The Guards reinforced the Mili-
tia, the first line of defense for most communities. Most able-
bodied adults, especially in the border areas, belonged to the
Militia. They drilled with the Guards one day a month and
stood ready to assemble at the call of drum, whistle, or siren.
The Hunters carried war into the Kurian Zone. Trained by the
Lifeweavers, they were divided into the Wolf, Bear, and Cat
castes, each with a unique duty to the Cause. At talks given by
members of the castes, Valentine learned that the Wolves car-
ried out long-range patrol duties and maintained communica-
tion between the other Commands across North America. The
Cats, rarely seen in the Territory, served as spies and sabo-
teurs across the country, often leading double lives deep in the
Kurian Zone. The Bears fought as the shock troops of the
Cause, the Reapers’ most fearless and skilled enemies. A
Hunter usually started as a Wolf, and some of the best stayed
as Wolves rather than moving to a different caste. There were
a few that knew all three of the Hunter’s Arts, as they named
the Lifeweavers’ disciplines. But all fought and sacrificed to-
gether to bring mankind back to a place in the sun.
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Valentine experienced the uneasy symbiotic relationship
between the military and civilians when the labor regiment
broke up into work squads and were dispersed to the sur-
rounding farms for the harvest. The military could not under-
stand why civilians seemed to begrudge every mouthful that
went into the bodies of the men prepared to give their lives to
protect them. The civilians failed to see why so much of what
they produced, barely enough to feed the community in a
good year, disappeared into a machine that often failed to
keep them safe, and showed flashes of competence and effi-
ciency only when gathering the agreed-upon 15 percent tithe.

The harvest came and went in a whirlwind of dawn-to-
dusk labor. Valentine, in charge of Cho and eight other re-
cruits between visits by an overworked officer, helped a
dozen hardworking families in an enclave near the
Arkansas—Missouri border. They built and repaired houses
and barns, helped get in the crops, and then butchered and
preserved the summer-fattened livestock. Most of the grain
and corn filled a pair of silos at the center of the little defen-
sive ring of homes called Weening, but they also hid a reserve
in a series of clay-lined pits set between Weening’s barns.
They covered the pits with tarps and dirt, and hoped the vil-
lage dog and cat population would protect the edible buried
treasure from scavenging rodents.

Harvest Feast followed the weeks of frantic work. For
three days the recruits participated in athletics while daylight
lasted, then joined the farmers at long tables laden with roasts,
hams, turkeys, chickens, side dishes, and desserts of every de-
scription at dinner. Valentine sat next to Cho and gorged him-
self, then retired distended to the Militia barracks above the
town stable for the nightly farting contest.

With the food put away, literally and figuratively, a brief
period of repair and maintenance ensured that the blockhouse
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homes and barns would keep their inhabitants in some meas-
ure of comfort for the winter. All the while, the oaks and hick-
ories of the area turned red gold, until a period of dry, windy
days whipped the leaves from their tethers and left the twigs
dead and empty.

Rumor suggested that Valentine’s team would soon pull
back into winter camp in the Ouachitas. The labor crews in
some of the neighboring villages had either left or were get-
ting orders to do so. The farmers’ generosity began to run out
as soon as the last root cellar was filled and barrel of salted
pork nailed shut. A family named Ross gave Valentine a
padded overcoat stuffed with goose down and coated with a
waxy waterproofing. Valentine had spent some of his few
spare hours that fall raising the Ross children out of semilit-
eracy in well-remembered Father Max fashion, first reading
to the kids from borrowed books and then having the children
read the passages back to him.

Weening abutted Black River, a sandbar-clogged stream
that flowed through a tunnel of black gum, oak, and river
birch. Each night, even as the evenings grew cooler, Valentine
waded out into one of the chilly, deeper pools for a bath. He
had added another inch to his frame in the year since joining
the Cause, and his long-limbed physique was leaving its boy-
ish scrawniness behind. Lean muscle coiled up his arms and
across work-widened shoulders brushed by his glossy black
hair. His square-cut face was harder, and his bronze skin
darker than he had ever seen before, but his eyes retained a
youthful twinkle. Life in the Free Territory suited him: the
work among the people of Weening was rewarding, and he
had the memory of the Ross children swelling with pride as
they sounded out compound words for him and their parents.
He was happy.

One November evening, with a chill in the air promising
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an even cooler dawn, he waded into the scrotum-tightening
current for his nightly bath. A few frogs started up their musi-
cal croaking, but it was far from the ear-filling chorus of the
summer nights. A heron, standing sentinel on a snag in mid-
stream, eyed him suspiciously as he plunged into his twilight
revivification. He resurfaced with a “Cooeee!” torn from his
lungs at the exquisite shock.

“Val, you’re going to stop this nonsense by Christmas, I
hope,” Gabriella Cho called from beneath the tresses of a
riverbank willow. “I’'m all in favor of men that bathe. In fact,
I wish you’d give lessons. But the river, in this temperature?”

He laughed, breathing hard in the cool water. “I can’t pass
up the chance for a swim in November. We couldn’t do this in
the Boundary Waters, not at this time of year. You should try
it.”

She stepped into the veiled moonlight, holding a wicker
laundry basket. “I’ll stick to dipping a piece of me at a time
in a washbasin, thank you. It’s slower, but I can do without the
double pneumonia. Anyway, I brought you a treat, you nut.”

Valentine waded up and out of the stream, toes pleasantly
digging into the cool sand. He felt no embarrassment at being
naked in front of Cho; they’d shared too many rough camps
for him to worry about modesty. She knelt, unwrapping one
of the bundles from her basket and then standing up again
with the air of a magician performing a trick. The brick-
heated towel she draped around his shoulders warmed him
deliciously.

“Thanks, Gabby, this feels great! To what do I owe the
royal treatment?” He began to dry himself off, goose-pimpled
skin luxuriating in the welcome heat.

Cho retrieved the other towel, stepped behind him, and af-
fectionately tousled his hair. “It’s winter quarters for us soon.
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I hear they’re going to split us up into apprenticeships or
something in camp.”

“That’s the rumor,” he agreed as she dried his back with a
series of strong strokes. He found it easy to be agreeable with
his skin tingling the way it was.

“You’ve filled out a little, Davy,” Cho observed. “You used
to be such a reed. Too much time cooped up in Father Max’s
library.”

Valentine felt a spark. Are you going where I think you're
going? he wondered, applying it equally to the direction of
the conversation and her rubdown. Now aware of how close
she stood behind him and drinking in her rich feminine scent,
he thought with a little nervous thrill how easy it would be to
turn around and embrace—

A shriek from the buildings on the other side of the belt of
trees broke the moment like a thrown brick shattering a win-
dow.

“Fire!” echoed a second, more intelligible yell.

By the time Valentine pulled his pants on and stepped into
his boots, a ting-ting-ting-ting sound rang from the metal tube
in the gate watchtower that served as Weening’s alarm gong.

“Flames, Val, and— Jesus, what’s that?”

Something flapped across the night sky over the stream,
bigger than a vulture, banking to make another pass over the
ring of houses.

The two friends ran for the River Gap, a narrow alley be-
tween two homes that served as the smaller of the two en-
trances to the village. Cho ran three paces ahead of Valentine,
who was still fumbling with his pants.

A shot flashed from one of the long rectangular windows
just under the roof of the house overlooking the River Gap.
Cho staggered as the whipcrack hit Valentine’s ears, a leg
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yanked out from under her as if someone had pulled it with a
trip wire.

Valentine waved his arms above his head. “Don’t shoot,
don’t shoot, it’s us!” A second shot whistled past his ear.

He dropped to the earth, crawling for Cho. He found her
writhing in the undergrowth, clutching her injured left leg.
Oath after oath spat from her contorted mouth.

“Val,” she gasped. “Val, my leg’s broken, I think. Help
me—Oh Christ, it’s bleeding bad.”

“Don’t shoot anymore!” Valentine shouted into the flame-
lit night. He pulled off his belt and cinched it around her thigh
as a tourniquet. “Send help out here, damn it, you shot her!”

More shots rang out from somewhere, not aimed at them,
thankfully. Valentine tried picking Cho up, but an agonized
scream dissuaded him.

A scared-witless voice called from the window: “That you,
Mr. Valentine?”

He started to reply with profanity strong enough to blister
paint, but cut it off. “I’m coming in, we need to get some help
out here. Dorian Helm, right?”

“Yessir. I'm sorry, but when you came up so—"

“Never mind. C’mon out here, I want you to keep an eye
on her. Get a good look at what happens when you shoot with-
out knowing what you’re shooting at.”

“Tell him to bring some water,” Cho groaned up at him.
“David, the bleeding’s slowed. Please, God, let them have
chloroform or something.”

“And water, Helm. A canteen, anything,” he shouted at the
house. No response. He turned back to Cho. “I hope he heard

me. Just hold on for a little while; the two of you stay under
these trees. Those flying things are busy lighting fires.”
“Knock a couple down for me, Val. What a dumb way to
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get hit,” she said from behind closed eyes. Her lip was bleed-
ing; she must have bitten it in pain.

“Hang tough, Gab. Back in a few.”

The Helm boy, sixteen at most and wide-eyed with fear, let
him in the tall metal gate that barred entrance to the west gap.

“Mr. Valentine, I’d never . ..,” the Helm boy began, but
Valentine had no time for him after seeing that the kid had re-
covered his wits enough to bring a blanket out for Cho.

He reached the center of Weening without further shots
aimed at him. Smoke streamed from the top of one of the
silos, where two men climbed an exterior ladder, laden with
blankets wrapped around their shoulders. Flames licked at the
side of the main barn, the largest building in the center of the
ring of walled houses.

Two of his fellow reservists stood before the shed that con-
tained their rifles. They were taking potshots at the bat shapes
circling above. He ran for the shed, hunched over in expecta-
tion of claws digging into his head or shoulders any second.
He retrieved his rifle and thrust a handful of cartridges into
the pocket of his beltless pants, which threatened to drop to
his ankles.

“They’re throwing Molotov cocktails, I think, Val,” Pol-
luck, one of the would-be soldiers in Valentine’s squad,
warned. “You can see them burn as they come down.”

“How many of them are there?” he asked, searching the
skies. Thirty feet away, some of the residents worked the hose
attached to the powered pump, directing a thin stream of
water at the fire threatening the barn. At the other side of the
village, a mountain of a farmer, gray-haired Tank Bourne,
held his automatic rifle at the ready under his porch. The
weapon looked like a toy pressed against his massive shoul-
der. Bourne aimed a shot at a shape arcing around the barn,
diving at the firefighters, short leg-claws extended like an
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eagle after a fish. Valentine and his comrades’ guns rang out
at almost the same instant. The volley of shots brought the at-
tacker crashing to earth.

Another flapper appeared on the slanted roof of the Bourne
house, crawling down the shingles with leather-draped arms
toward Bourne. Valentine chambered a fresh round, sighted,
and fired. Bourne heard either creature or bullet, and came out
from under the porch roof. Bourne pumped shells into the
abomination. It turned over and rolled off the roof.

“That’s two down,” Valentine said, his heart pounding in
his ears.

“The main hayloft’s on fire!” someone shouted from the
water pump.

Framed in the growing red-orange-yellow light of the
burning hay, an ungainly shape waddled toward the upper
doors from deep inside the loft. Tottering on short bowlegs, it
pulled itself along with long arms like a webbed spider mon-
key. Two triangular ears jutted like sharp horns from its an-
gular head.

Tank Bourne rested on one knee, feeding a fresh magazine
into his rifle. Valentine and the reservists shot, apparently
without effect as the bat-thing launched itself into the air.
With a series of audible flaps, like clotheslined sheets
whipped by the wind, the beast disappeared into the smoke
above.

Bourne waved them toward the already burning barn. “We
have to get the stock out of there!”

The hay, now well alight, threatened to take not only
Weening’s central structure, but much of its livestock, as well.
Bourne, Valentine, and a handful of men dashed inside,
throwing the lower doors all the way open. Rising heat
whipped the wind inside. The men pulled, pushed, and ca-
joled the stupefied cattle, which stood frozen in their stalls,
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away from the flames. Weening’s few horses needed little en-
couragement, but added to the Noah’s Ark confusion in the
great barn’s lower level as they danced and collided in their
rush for the door. Once they coaxed a few cows into moving,
the rest took to the idea with a will and followed the horses,
bellowing their panic into the night air.

The pair who dared climb the ladder, covered by every
available gun, fought the fire on the roof of the silo. Valentine
prayed there wouldn’t be an explosion. Bullets felled two
more bat-things as they tried to pluck the men from the
heights. They extinguished the most immediate threat to the
village. Layers of corrugated iron and shingles bought enough
time for the coughing men to beat the fire into submission
with water-soaked blankets.

As the gunfire died down, women and children emerged to
help combat the blaze with bucket chains and another canvas
hose. The main barn could not be saved, but the smaller build-
ings, coops, and pens that stood near it in the center of town
stayed wet thanks to brave souls who dared the heat of the
burning barn to douse them with buckets of water.

Bourne, rifle held ready at his chest, still watched the
skies. “Those Harpies haven’t been in these parts in years,” he
told Valentine. “When I was with the Bears, we caught a cou-
ple hundred of them in daylight. Burned them out of an old
bank they were sleeping in. We shot them out of the sky in
daylight easy. They’re big, slow targets, compared to a duck
on the wing.”

“Slow?” Valentine asked.

“Yes, they’re better gliders than they are fliers. Especially
if they are loaded with grenades. They’re pretty smart, at least
enough to know when to attack and when to try to get away.”

“Would they fly in the day?”

“I doubt it, too much chance of a patrol seeing them.”
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Valentine felt his pulse quicken. “They hit us within an
hour of sunset. How far could they fly in that hour, Mr.
Bourne?”

Tank looked at him, bushy eyebrow raised in interest. “I
see where you’re heading, young man. Hmmm, they’d be fly-
ing against the wind out of the east. I don’t think they’d be
more than fifteen miles away. Ten’s more likely.”

Valentine belatedly remembered Cho. “I’ve got a wounded
man on the west gate. Can you help me get her in? After that,
I want to find out which way they went when they flew off.”

“There’s a stretcher in the tack shed where you keep your
gear. I'll help you bring her in, but we don’t have a doctor
anywhere hereabouts.”

They found the young Helm boy propped up against a tree,
eyes gaping and empty. His neck had a ragged hole in it just
below the Adam’s apple. The wound looked as if someone
had probed his chest cavity with an oversize drill.

Cho was missing.

Whatever took place at the west gap had happened so fast
that the boy couldn’t even get off a shot with his carbine,
which lay fully loaded and broken in half on either side of his
body.

“There’s a Hood nearby,” Bourne observed coldly. “Poor
kid, he was dead before he knew what was happening.”

“Could Cho still be alive?”

“Maybe. It fed off Dorian here. Broke his neck then went
for the blood. Chewed a hole in his neck and stuck its tongue
right into his heart. Ever seen a Reaper tongue? Pointed at the
end, like a big rubbery syringe.”

Guilt hammered at Valentine with a string of precisely
aimed blows. You left Cho unprotected in the open, watched
by a kid who shouldn’t even have been responsible for cover-



68 E. E. Knight

ing the west gate from a loophole. You pulled him out of his
house and left him in his own backyard to get his heart
pierced. Two people are dead because you couldn’t stand
hurting an injured buddy by moving her. Nice work, Valentine.
The Kurians need a few more like you giving orders.

All the more reason to make them wish they had tried
someone else’s friends, a stronger part of him countered.

At the watchtower over the main gate, three farmers
gulped at the roasted hickory nut drink called coffee for lack
of a more accurate term. Valentine asked them for their best
guess about which direction the Harpies were last seen flying
and got three slightly different answers. The consensus
seemed to be a little north of east.

Most of the town still worked to keep the blaze from
spreading. The exception was the Helm family; the father re-
trieved his son’s body while Mrs. Helm sat on the steps of her
porch with her arms around her other two children, dully
watching the flames consume the great barn.

Valentine climbed down from the watchtower. Bourne and
the other eight reservists waited by the Militia stable tack
shed. Recently turned earth next to the little wooden shack ex-
posed two stout cases. Bourne gingerly examined the contents
of one of the open cases.

“How is it, Tank?” Valentine asked.

“Still usable. We turned it this summer when we blasted
the new drainage ditch from town. Quickest way I know to
get rid of tree stumps.”

“If I promise not to ask where you got it, will you spare us
some of that bang?” Valentine knew the dynamite had proba-
bly been lifted from a Southern Command supply cave, per-
haps with the aid of a small bribe to the resident
quartermaster.
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“If it means paying the Harpies back in their own coin, I'1l
tie up a couple of five-stick bundles and have them fused be-
fore you can say nitroglycerin. Part that worries me though,
kid, is you wanting to take off right now. Wandering around
in the dark with a Hood around, looking for something you
aren’t sure where it is—well, it’s like playing blindman’s buff
in a room full of buzz saws.”

Valentine squatted down and looked at the dynamite. “I
want to hit them while they think we’re still busy with this
fire.”

“Yeah, I buy that. One thing you got going for you, any-
where these things are holed up, it’s sure to smell like a well
full of dead skunks. They shit as much as pigeons, and you up
everything proportional. I know they eat like crazy and their
handlers aren’t too particular about what they feed them.”

Valentine’s entire team volunteered for the duty, but in the
end he took two. He asked two others to borrow horses and
ride for the nearest Command post. The rest would guard
against further attack in case the Harpies came back to finish
the job. He just prayed the Reaper didn’t decide to come back.

Valentine took Gil DelVecchio and Steve Oran with him.
Steve Oran, a brassy young man who enjoyed hunting, had
ventured many times into the borderlands east of Weening in
search of game. Oran had the best knowledge of the land and
excellent eyes. He’d once explored as far as the Saint Francis
River, which marked the belt of uninhabited land surrounding
the Ozark Free Territory. Gil was a powerfully built farm boy
from the Missouri Valley in the Dakotas. He exuded strength
and could be relied on to keep his head in a fix. DelVecchio
had been one of the two men to climb the silo: his sweaty skin
was still stained with soot.

The three forced down a quick meal as they loaded up two
days’ supplies in rucksacks. With weapons, ammunition, dy-
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namite, and almost no camp gear, they could move quickly
even in rough terrain. Valentine brought his pistol, with six
bullets left in the magazine, and the best compass and map
Bourne could provide.

They hiked out the main gate a few minutes after midnight,
turning down an offer by the other Helm boy to go along as
guide. Valentine told him he would help his family more by
fighting the fire that threatened their house. He mentally
added that while the killing machine that took his brother was
probably elsewhere by now, perhaps striking again in the con-
fusion of another Harpy attack, there were too many other
risks in the eastern dark for Valentine to chance losing both of
a mother’s sons the same night.

The Reaper was much on Valentine’s mind as the three
men moved east. Oran picked the trail; Valentine followed
several paces behind, making sure he stayed on course; and
DelVecchio walked just behind, rifle ready for instant use.
The Hood obviously worked with the Harpies, but would it
decide Cho was a valuable prize to be taken for questioning?
Her nondescript uniform differed little from any other impov-
erished resident’s, and she carried no weapon. She was
grabbed as a weak target that could not put up much of a fight,
to be consumed at a later time.

Valentine prayed Cho had lost consciousness from pain
and shock. He could not bear the thought of his closest friend
being carried east to a dreadful end, screaming out her pain
the whole way.

By three in the morning the men reached the wide Saint
Francis River. A few ruined buildings that had been reclaimed
by the wilderness more or less stood on its hilly banks. Valen-
tine looked into the skull-like emptiness of a brick house, the
interior nothing but humps of collapsed roof and saplings, and
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thought of the world-that-was. Fifty years ago, little cabin
cruisers and fishing boats must have floated up and down the
river, its banks under control and sandbars dredged. But with
man occupied elsewhere, Nature had reclaimed her own. At a
rest halt, he began to despair of their hunt. The Harpies could
be anywhere.

“Val, there’s a light on the river,” Oran reported.

The three climbed a little promontory and looked north at
the distant speck of light. It was near the western bank of the
hundred-yard-wide river, but whether it came from boat or
shore could not be seen at this distance. Who would be fool
enough to burn a light right at the border? A guide for the re-
turning fliers? Valentine wondered, suddenly hopeful.

They decided to check it out. Valentine and Oran readied
their rifles and picked their way north, keeping under cover.
When they got close enough to see that the light in fact came
from a boat, they rested for a few minutes before creeping for-
ward again.

“It’s a small barge and a towboat,” said Oran, who had the
best night vision of the three, and therefore used the binocu-
lars. They lay in a little hollow, peeking at the river from be-
hind a fallen tree. “Looks like five men visible on the
towboat. One’s got a gun. No one is on the barge. It’s riding
light, must be practically empty. The light is on the barge,
electric, not a lantern.”

The towboat was attached to a ruined concrete piling pro-
jecting out of the lake, perhaps the last remnant of a dock.

Oran leveled the binoculars at the barge. “They got it an-
chored at the front and back. If anyone’s in it, they’re staying
hid.”

A gust of wind off the river made the men wrinkle their
noses. They exchanged glances.

“I think we’ve found the nest,” said Valentine.
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They hashed out a plan. Valentine would take a bundle of
dynamite and swim to the ship from the north end of the
barge. When he set it off, the other two men would start snip-
ing at the tugboat, with hope that it would be lit by the burn-
ing barge, and use the other bundle of dynamite on it from the
shore. Gil said he was sure he could throw the bundle the
thirty feet from the shore to the boat.

“Here, Val,” DelVecchio said, pulling a hand ax from his
belt. ““You might need this. Who knows what might be in that
hull?”

The weapon was light and handy, more of a fighting tom-
ahawk than a tool. “Thanks. We’ll meet back here,” Valentine
ordered. “If you’re being chased, just go west like hell, don’t
wait for me.”

“Hope you don’t puke easy, if you’re going close up to that
thing,” Oran commented, tension written in boldfaced capital
letters on his face.

“Let’s not waste any time. I want to get this over before
dawn. Maybe that Hood sleeps in the barge.”

Valentine stole past the lounging figures on the tug. If five
men were up and around at this hour, perhaps ten more might
be crammed below. Or were they out, somehow helping the
Harpies? Once he had the bulk of the barge between him and
the towboat, he crawled through vegetation to the water. The
dynamite, matches, and his pistol rested on his back, in a pack
that might keep the water out for a moment or two, if he was
lucky.

Valentine kicked off his shoes and crawled into the cold
water. It reminded him of his bath, and how Cho had dried
him off afterwards. He took the comforting wood handle of
the tomahawk in his hand and half floated through the water
toward the barge, moving like an alligator with just eyes and
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nostrils out of the water, the pack making a sea-monster hump
on his back. He felt as alive and alert as if he had just finished
a light breakfast after a long night’s sleep, rather than having
been awake for eighteen hours.

It was a good thing he hadn’t eaten recently. When he slith-
ered close enough to really smell the barge, a horrible musky
odor mixed with a sharper turpentine-like smell assaulted his
nostrils. The hazy moonlight revealed details of the ancient
barge, a mass of rust and paint and makeshift welds with M-
33 painted on its side in three-foot-high letters. He shifted the
tomahawk to his mouth, holding it between his teeth with
straining jaws, and breaststroked into the river. He made for
the stern anchor line. The gentle current assisted him with its
chilly flow. He reached the cable, grateful for its hand-filling
thickness. He climbed it, still gripping the ax in his teeth like
a dog with an oversize bone.

The deck of the barge was as beat-up as its sides. It had a
single hatch open to the sky. The battery-powered lamp, a
conglomeration of what looked like a car battery and a truck
headlight, pointed up into the night but seemed to bathe the
whole top of the barge with an intimidating, revealing light.
Valentine wished he had told Oran and DelVecchio to start fir-
ing when they saw him reach the barge; he could use some-
thing to draw the men’s attention to shore. Still dangling, he
gently placed the hatchet on the deck of the barge. Now or
never.

He hoisted himself up on deck and crawled for the hatch.
Expecting a shout at any second, he peered into the reeking
hold. He could make out little in the dark, but there seemed to
be floor six feet or so down.

He rolled over the edge and landed barefoot in sticky filth,
ax ready. The hold stank like a slaughterhouse, and he had to
fight down his gorge as he stood up in a cramped little area.
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A gutter ran the length of the deck, filled with noisome ex-
crement. The hollow interior was empty.

No. As his eyes adjusted, Valentine realized that a panting
shape leaned against one wall. It was a Harpy, wrapped up in
its own wings as though in a leathery cocoon. A trickle of
blood pooled beneath its rump. Wounded, maybe dying. The
debris on the floor included a mélange of bones. A cluster of
human skulls decorated a metal pillar, part of the barge’s rust-
ing structure holding up the deck. The heads looked like a yel-
lowish bunch of coconuts. There was a door forward out of
the hold. A body lay at the bottom of stairs descending from
the door: pale, naked, and headless. But it was nevertheless
familiar.

Valentine had found Cho.

An awful kind of warmth filled his stomach. He no longer
minded the reek. He padded toward the sleeping Harpy with
slippery steps. He could make out slit nostrils and a toothy,
pointed jaw decorated with bristling catlike whiskers protrud-
ing from the tent of folded wings. Wet drool dripped out with
its rapid, shallow breathing. He raised the ax and buried it in
the face with a bone-crushing blow. The thing never knew
what happened, falling nervelessly sideways. Valentine
leaped on top of it, bringing the blood-and-brain-soaked tom-
ahawk down again and again with a series of wet smacks.
Flecks of blood splattered his snarling features.

A familiar flapping sound came from the hatch, and the
light reflected from the deck lamp was obscured by a winged
shadow. Valentine crossed the hold to the forward stairs to the
door, keeping clear of the hatch. He could sit there, light the
dynamite, and blow a few Harpies to kingdom come.

Shots echoed from outside. DelVecchio and Oran must
have panicked at the returning Harpies and tried to prevent
them from reentering the barge. Valentine somehow ignored
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Cho’s body, took his pistol, and tossed the backpack onto the
stairs. A Harpy flopped into the hold, one wing injured.

“Welcome home, fucker,” Valentine cursed, putting a bul-
let into its stomach. The spent cartridge case pinged off the
metal interior.

The Harpy screamed out a horrible, burbling kind of call.
Language or pain, it brought answering shrieks from outside.
Valentine knew he was drawing all kinds of ugly from the
skies as well as the tugboat, but he wanted Cho’s body to have
a lot of company feeding the crayfish and gars. He heard, for
the first time in his life, the chatter of a machine gun fired in
anger. The tugboat crew must have a support weapon
mounted on deck. He prayed that DelVecchio and Oran were
smart enough to pull out now and head west.

He pounded on the roof of the hold, dislodging a shower
of grit. “Dinner, dinner, come and get it!” he shouted.

The wounded Harpy pulled itself toward him, gremlin
mouth open in vicious anticipation. Other flappers dropped
into the hold.

Valentine took two steps backwards toward the door and
found the bundle of dynamite and tin of matches. Grabbing a
bunch of matches, he struck them against the rough side of the
stairwell. They flared into life, illuminating the dank little
closet space. Valentine lit the fuse, dropped the matches to the
floor, and picked up his pistol. He fired a shot into the vague
shapes collected in the hold. He placed the hissing dynamite
on the first stair and pushed at the hatch.

Locked.

He bashed at the hatch with his shoulder, closing his eyes
to the expected oblivion that would blow him to bloody frag-
ments, but the rusted lock gave way. He threw the door open
and dashed onto the deck, then dived for the water on the river
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side of the barge. He felt a bullet pluck at him as it passed
through his shirt at the armpit.

He was under water when the explosion hit. The boom
sounded muted, but its force thumped at him even through the
cushioning protection of the river, knocking the breath from
his body. He surfaced, gasping for air.

The shattered rear half of the barge upended as pieces of
its hull splashed into the river all around. The towboat was a
mass of flame, the machine gun silent. The Harpies’ incendi-
ary bombs must have been on the towboats deck in readiness
for another attack. Valentine got his bearings and submerged
again, swimming for shore. No doubt a few very unhappy
Harpies still circled above. His fingers struck the river bot-
tom.

As his brain cleared, he realized that he was unarmed. His
pistol was at the bottom of the Saint Francis, dropped when
the concussion from the explosion racked him, and the toma-
hawk was probably landing somewhere in Mississippi. He
gathered himself and ran out of the water and onto the river-
bank.

Picking up a river-smoothed rock in each hand, Valentine
hurried under the protective overhang of the trees. He felt de-
fenseless as a rabbit with raptors circling above but made it to
the little hollow without trouble. What was left of the tugboat
was floating downstream in flames.

He crept to the place where he had left the other two and
whistled softly.

An answering warble came out of the darkness. The pair
joined him.

“Quite a show, Val,” complimented Oran, returning Valen-
tine’s rifle. DelVecchio put the other bundle of dynamite back
in his pack. Bourne could use it on more tree stumps or trade
it for corrugated tin to build a new barn.
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It felt good to have a rifle in his hands instead of rocks.
“Oran, you need a break. I'll take point on the way back. You
can keep us on course, and Gil, you cover.”

“Sure thing, boss.”

The light of the burning towboat faded as it sank behind
them, and the three started for home. Not knowing how well
the Harpies could see, hear, or smell, they stayed under the
trees. Nothing dived at them or circled above. Later they sang
softly as they walked through the shadowed woods, like
young athletes returning home from a successful match. Be-
neath the bare-boughed canopy, Valentine felt safe from any
of the surviving Harpies. But the trees made the Reaper’s at-
tack that much easier.

It stepped from behind a tree, plucking the gun from
DelVecchio’s hands and sending it spinning into the night.
With its other hand, it picked him up by his backpack, hold-
ing the giant young man at arm’s length like a filled diaper.

Valentine and Oran spun around, flicking the safeties on
their rifles. The Reaper put the frantic DelVecchio between
them like a shield.

“Drop him,” was all Valentine could think to say.

“No! Wait! No!” DelVecchio was screaming. “Don’t let
him . . . don’t shoot.”

you might as well shoot, foodlings, the Reaper whispered,
its voice all hissing air and menace. you’ll all three be dead
as soon as i take you.

“God, let me go,” DelVecchio gibbered. “Val, get it off
me!”

Valentine thought his heart was going to break out of his
chest, it pounded so hard. His tongue felt dry, and his eyes
seemed misted over. Only a burning sensation from the region
of his kidneys prevented him from fainting dead away. He
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waved at Oran, motioning him to spread out. The Reaper
couldn’t hold DelVecchio in two directions at once. Oran,
eyes fixed on the hypnotic yellow eyes of the pale, black-clad
figure before them, did not respond. Valentine stepped back-
wards, rifle at his shoulder.

The thing turned its gaze to Valentine, bringing Oran out of
his trance. Seeing Valentine stepping away, he turned and ran
off into the night, discarding gun and pack.

run! i’ll catch you, the Reaper breathed after him. hide. i’ll
find you. It turned to Valentine, shifting its gaze in a quick,
lizardlike movement. shoot, and i’ll pull your legs apart, one
Jjoint at a time, as easily as you'd yank off a fly’s wings.

Valentine continued pacing backwards, lowering the gun
barrel somewhat. He stepped behind a thick tree trunk, aim-
ing his gun.

The Reaper laughed at the gesture, a sound indistinguish-
able from a cat’s spitting fury: pha pha pha!

useless. It looked at Gil, the young man quivering in its
grasp. you got one thing right, foodling, the predator said into
DelVecchio’s ear as it drew the thrashing figure close. i am a
god!

DelVecchio screamed as it turned him around, pointed
teeth tearing a hole in his neck. Gil pushed and flailed against
the creature’s grip, screaming the blubbery underwater
screams of a man with a severed windpipe.

“Sorry, Gil. Hope you’d do the same for me,” Valentine
muttered, exhaling and squeezing the trigger.

The .45 shell found DelVecchio’s backpack. The dynamite
exploded in pinkish-orange light, throwing Valentine on his
back with a warm, irresistible punch. Valentine’s ears roared,
and his head filled with light as he plunged into unconscious-

ness.
% * k
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It was almost dinnertime when the exhausted residents of
Weening heard a shout from the guard tower.

“Walker coming in.” A moment’s pause while the watchers
in the tower employed an old telescopic sight. “It’s Valentine.
Alone.”

The residents gathered, the still-smoldering barn behind
them, to greet the strange apparition.

Barefoot, pants in tatters, shirt reduced to a few ribbons,
and pale with fatigue, David Valentine walked into Weening.
He held his rifle in one hand and bulging backpack in the
other. He examined the crowd, looking for a face.

“Mr. Helm,” he croaked, reaching into his backpack. “We
killed the thing that got your son. And Gab. And Gil. Steve, I
don’t know about.”

He pulled out a skull covered in sticky soot from the fire
he’d used to burn off the flesh and hair. In everything but
color it resembled a human skull, with an oversize forehead
and an unusually long jawbone. The charred bone was bluish
black and looked as if it had been carved from a block of
onyx.

Randall Helm refused the offering and instead put his arms
around the weary eighteen-year-old and walked him home.

That evening Bourne opened a jug of homemade whiskey
and he, Valentine, and Helm took turns solemnly chiseling the
names GILMAN DELVECCHIO, GABRIELLA CHO, and DORIAN HELM
into the polished obsidian skull of the Reaper, still a little
warm from its hours in the boiling pot. By the time the jug
was recorked, the skull was mounted, slightly askew and off-
center due to alcohol-impaired judgment, over the main gate
of the village.

It stands there still.



Four

Ouachita Mountains, February of the forty-first year of the
Kurian Order: The snow is retreating up the rugged, rocky
hills of the Ouachitas, but an Arkansas winter still sits firmly
in the saddle. In the narrow valley between two low mountain
ranges pointing like cleft fingers at the blasted ruins of Little
Rock, a little collection of cabins marks the temporary home
of Fort Candela. It is a fort in name only; the soldiers are
scattered across twelve square miles of the valley floor. There
is electricity most of the time and fresh food some of the time,
but warmth and companionship by the cabin hearths always.

The erratic war is blessedly far from the men and women
quartered in this valley. They concentrate on making and re-
pairing equipment, cutting and sewing new uniforms, eating,
drinking, gambling, and trading. And most important, train-
ing. This winter, like every other for the past twenty-odd
years, recruits get paired up with seasoned veterans, until the
green soldiers can do what the vets do and know what the vets
know. Specialists and artisans travel through, giving lessons
and once in a while taking on permanent apprentices if a re-
cruit shows unusual ability at veterinary work, perhaps, or in
making quality leather goods.

The officers in charge of Fort Candela make decisions and
act on them. One recruit has hopelessly bad vision, another
drinks too much, and another cannot keep up on practice
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marches. The culls are offered support jobs—honorable ser-
vice in paid labor outfits—or are returned to civilian life.
Those who do not try for home are absorbed by the labor-
hungry farms and towns of the Ozark Free Territory, but a few
malcontents become “bummers” and inevitably a matter for
the law.

For the rest, the question becomes Guards or Hunters.
Seven out of ten go to the Guards, the military regiments that
provide a defensive core for the Ozark Free Territory. Guard
service is rewarding: The soldiers get the finest uniforms
Southern Command can produce, ample ammunition for
marksmanship training, and frequent parties and barbecues,
games and riding contests. Many of them are mounted,
adding to their dash and swagger. They also get plenty of op-
portunities to mix with civilians. No New Year’s dance is com-
plete without a handsome contingent of young Guards in
polished boots and crisp charcoal-gray uniforms, kepis with
regimental-colored neckerchiefs hanging to precisely the base
of their tunic collars. The Guards are the well-ordered, well-
disciplined, reassuring face of Southern Command, who can
and do fight, giving their lives in defense of wives, children,
and sweethearts.

The others—the men and women who will become cold-
eyed Hunters ranging outside the friendly reaches of the
Ozark Free Territory to slay the minions and Quislings of the
Kurians—are brought before the Lifeweavers.

A glossy black house cat named Sailor Tom ruled the cabin
with an iron paw. Six men shared the bunkhouse nestled in a
hollow between two spurs of Fourche Mountain, but none
disputed the feline’s claim to the warmest chair by the stone
fireplace or the best tidbit from the steer quarter hung in the
cool room. The heavy cat looked like a witch’s familiar with
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a lynx somewhere in the family tree. He strutted around the
cabin on muscular rear legs, half-wild and all attitude. Sailor
Tom asserted his authority with a rising corkscrew growl that
blossomed into a biting, clawing fury aimed at anyone foolish
enough to ignore that first and only warning. He gained his
nickname when one Wolf declared, “If that tom spoke En-
glish, you just know he’d be cussing like a sailor.” The men
tolerated the bad-tempered cat and pointed him out to recruits
as an example of tenacity to be imitated. The men depended
on stored food to get them through the winter, and Sailor Tom
exterminated trespassing mice, rats, squirrels, and even rab-
bits with samurai spirit.

The cat’s realm encompassed a two-room, sooty kingdom
full of beds and furniture as roughly finished as the men who
occupied them. A fireplace of watercourse stones dominated
one entire wall at the “sitting” part of the bunkhouse, and a
two-hundred-years-old-and-still-going-strong potbellied stove
warmed the “sleeping” part, a musky warren of bunk beds and
old blankets hung for gloomy privacy.

Four veteran Wolves and two recruits shared the cabin.
Pankow, Gavineau, Big Seth, and Imai saw to it that neither
David Valentine nor Marquez, the other Wolf Aspirant, en-
joyed a moment’s peace. Anytime they were not actually in
the field or attending a lesson as part of their caste training,
the four Senior Wolves dedicated themselves to seeing that the
would-be Hunters idled as little as possible. Not just with
training. Marquez found himself held responsible for the fire-
wood supply and general cabin maintenance. The firewood
might seem an easy task for a man in the middle of a forest,
but the Wolves insisted he fell, and consequently haul, the
timber from two miles away. If he so much as looked at one
of the bushy pines surrounding the cabin, the trainers accused
him of wanting to expose their temporary home to the enemy.
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The Wolves assigned everything else to Valentine. “Every-
thing else” included cooking, washing up, laundry, stocking
the pantry, mending, disposing of Sailor Tom’s half-eaten cor-
pus rodentia, and the morning ersatz coffee. The men ac-
cepted a certain amount of slackness and inefficiency in all
his responsibilities excepting the last. No matter that Valen-
tine may have returned from a night orientation march ex-
hausted at the first pink of dawn, if the coffee was not
steaming and ready to be poured at the customary rising hour
of 6 A.M., he was thoroughly cursed and punished. This re-
quired a fell run up Bald Knob, a forty-degree-grade hill bare
of trees, under the disapproving eyes of the four coffeeless
Wolves.

Valentine learned from all four, but his principal mentor
was Evan Pankow. The child of a representative from Ohio,
the then seven-year-old congressman’s son had watched his
privileged world disappear in a few insane weeks when the
Raving Madness virus swept the United States. Young Evan
was one of the few people immune to the virus. While this
protected him from a death that claimed better than three
quarters of the United States population, his genes were use-
less against the war and chaos that followed. He followed a
stream of refugees into the tidewater of Virginia, where he got
his first taste of the Kurian Order. He witnessed an albino man
with yellowish eyes and a soft voice claiming to be a “crisis
governor” kill an entire family in a hotel room. The boy, for-
ever after avoiding the Reapers, was flown southwest by a
woman who had also witnessed the “crisis governor” in ac-
tion. Pankow had lost his parents, and she had lost a son, lead-
ing the two to form an increasingly real mother-son bond.

The pilot’s name was Jamie Kostos, a former journalist
who wrote some of the first pamphlets examining the Kurian
Order. Her early writings, accurate in fact but mistaken in
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analysis, brought her to the attention of the Lifeweavers.
Through her, Evan became a student of the Lifeweavers and
a Wolf.

In his twenties, Pankow helped found Southern Command.
Now fifty, with a seamed face and world-weary eyes that re-
minded Valentine of a Karsh portrait of Ernest Hemingway he
had seen in one of the Padre’s books, Pankow devoted him-
self to training a new generation of Wolves to carry on the
struggle.

One late-February afternoon, with snow camouflaging the
mud surrounding the little cabin, Pankow lectured his Aspi-
rant about, of all things, tea.

“It’s way too easy, when you’re outdoors and on the move,
to just eat rabbits and such,” Pankow said, running his un-
gloved hand across the soft needles of a mountain spruce.
“Especially in cold weather, you get hungry for meat and fat,
and forget about everything else. But you’ve got to get your
greens. You know what vitamins are?”

“Yes, I do, sir. It’s those letters, A, B, C, and so on,” David
responded.

“Yeah, well, when I was a squirt we got them in stuff like
breakfast cereal, little candy pills: damn near everything said
‘vitamin fortified.” Now it’s not so easy, it being winter. Take
these spruce needles. In the spring, the little buds taste pretty
good; you can just chew them. But if we pull some of these
needles and boil them up into tea, you get as much vitamin C
as from an orange, even. Ever had an orange?”

Valentine shook his head.

“Too bad. Sweet and juicy like a watermelon, but tart, too.
Anyway, your greens aren’t a problem in summer; any fool
can pull up a dandelion, chew its leaves, and roast the root,
but winter’s a different story. You don’t get your vitamins,
you end up losing teeth, getting fevers. You’ll catch some
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virus and die even if the scurvy doesn’t take you. Trappers in
Canada used to die of it; rabbit fever, it was called. They were
starving their bodies to death while stuffing themselves with
fresh meat every night. So never just eat meat, on the trail or
at home. Add a lot of greens if you value your eyesight and
your teeth.”

“We should just raid more food off the Kurians,” Valentine
suggested.

Pankow scowled. “That’s not so easy. But before you can
fight, you have to be healthy in mind and body. I know it
seems hard, what we’ve been having you do, but soon your
body’s going to be like a whole new machine. We’re trying to
get you as strong as possible so nothing quits on you once you
start keeping the Way of the Wolf.”

“When will that be?”

“Not for me to say. Not for you to say, not for the captain
to say. It’s up to the old Wizard. He might be watching you
now, he might be advising the governor in Mountain Home.
One thing is for sure, no one who meets him comes away the
same as he was before.”

Back at the cabin, like a demon invoked by mention of his
name, word from the Lifeweaver waited in the form of a small
printed list. The cabin was empty save for Seth and Sailor
Tom, both napping in front of the Franklin stove.

“Amu’s called an Invocation,” Big Seth explained from his
modified bunk. Reinforced wooden wings accommodated his
six-foot-six-inch frame and supported an elongated mattress
of his own making. “Starting Saturday and running for a
week. One hundred fifteen fresh Wolves in this batch, thank
God.”

“Nice to see the roster growing this year. Many’s the sum-
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mer we had less than the year before. Let’s see the list,”
Pankow said, reaching for the typed sheet of paper.

“Marquez made it. Bad news, Valentine,” he said, watch-
ing Valentine’s face fall. “You made it, Valentine. In fact,
you’re last on the list.”

Valentine felt ambivalent at Pankow’s joke, but a little
pride still crept into his voice. “At least I made it, even if 'm
dead last.”

“Don’t take it that way, son,” Big Seth interjected. “It isn’t
good or bad, being last. Just means they may want to take
more time.”

“Doing what? Tattoos, a Vulcan mind-meld, what?”

Pankow laughed. “Hell, Valentine, where did you come up
with that? Little before your time, and they haven’t done re-
runs in over forty years.”

“My dad liked to read science fiction. The man who
brought me up after he died taught me to read my dad’s
books. But what is this transformation you all keep hinting
about?”

Big Seth and Pankow exchanged a look. Pankow shook
Valentine’s hand.

“You’ll just have to meet Father Wolf and see for yourself.
Magic, son, is a little hard to explain.”

The week dragged on, and Valentine made it pass more
quickly by devouring the few books in the cabin. A heavy
snowstorm came, and the Wolves relaxed the tough schedule
shared by the two Aspirants. Valentine gratefully retreated to
his bunk. Pankow gave him a pamphlet written by his foster
mother. Printed in heavy, slightly smeared type and cumber-
somely titled Fallen Gods: The History, Theory, and Practice
of the Kurian Order, it was fifty pages relating the history of
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the Lifeweavers, their schism over the use of vital auras to at-
tain immortality, and the Kurian takeover of Earth.

The Kurians failed in their first effort to take Earth
because it was chaotic, badly planned, and they had not
even consolidated their victory on Kur itself, where
knots of Lifeweaver resistance slowed them. Humanity
owes these brave lost souls a four-thousand-year debt of
gratitude. Mankind in its primitive, isolated state was
less vulnerable to the spread of the Ravies plague and
quicker to accept the word and help of the Lifeweavers.

We hunted the horrors that came over from Kur,
closed the doors, and having eradicated the threat
promptly forgot about it two hundred years before
Stonehenge was built. Vampires became rumor, then
legend, and the Caste of the Bear trickled down into
human legend as the berserkers of the Norse sagas.

Certainly a Kurian or two remained on Earth, lurk-
ing in untraveled corners of the globe. And Kurian-de-
signed spawn, now known generically as Grogs and
individually through slang and names out of mythology,
no doubt survived to trouble humanity now and again as
it pushed back the borders of the unknown.

But though the Gates of the Interworld Tree were
closed, the Kurians in their red-clouded underground
world learned in the long years of their exile how to
open new ones. When and where the first of the new
portals were opened is a matter of some dispute. Even
the Lifeweavers are unable to say. It could have been as
early as the Dark Ages in the Balkans, or as late as the
eighteenth century. Opening the portals requires enor-
mous sacrifices of vital auras to achieve, but after the
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first Kur came through the new Gate or Gates, humanity
aided the Kurians in this all too frequently.

Humanity took the first step toward its own over-
throw. Over the years, the Kurians recruited human al-
lies, perhaps by striking Faustian bargains. The Kurian
moles gained positions of trust and authority in society.

With the new millennium, the dragon’s teeth sown in
the last hundred or so years of man’s history were ready
to grow. In the first week of June 2022, they sprang the
trapdoor on the vital auras of Earth’s seven billion in-
habitants.

The door to the cool room opened noisily, and Gavineau
entered the cabin. He walked over to the hearth, apparently
not seeing Valentine, and took the jug of busthead down from
place on the shelf. Gavineau collapsed in the leather-
webbed camp chair by the empty fireplace, took a long pull,
and stared at the cold ashes. Sailor Tom took advantage of the
warm lap, and Gavineau scratched the cat between the ears
without looking at it. Valentine considered greeting him, but
didn’t wish to be given something to do. He returned to his

booklet.

THE OVERTHROW

The world was already a miserable place in the
spring of that cursed year. The New Depression was at
its height. Stocks fell, jobs were lost, and consumer
consumption fell in a corporate death spiral as the aging
technoczars were revealed to have feet of clay. Finan-
cial institutions underreacted, the government overre-
acted, and a society living on borrowed time paid for
with borrowed dollars failed. Hard times and hunger
came to the Western world, which was all the more of a
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shock because the generation that survived the last fi-
nancial collapse had virtually died out.

Ancient hatreds smoldered and burst into flame.
Europe saw its first real war in generations over food
tariffs; China used America’s preoccupation with its
economy to overrun Taiwan. Russia and Japan, both
backing different factions in Europe and the Pacific
Rim, started a naval war that the United States, in its
last great overseas commitment, stopped by cordoning
off the two powers.

Civil unrest over the use of American wealth and re-
sources abroad with so many suffering at home erupted
into violence. Paramilitary groups took a hodgepodge
of economic, political, and even racial grievances to the
ultimate court of violence. A few polarizing and charis-
matic leaders further unraveled the tattered American
social fabric.

The Earth itself added its cataclysmic voice to the
dissonant chorus of human suffering. A worldwide
string of earthquakes and volcanic eruptions leveled
cities and made ash-covered wastelands of regions near
the volcanoes. Particles in the atmosphere changed the
climate more to the Kurians’ liking. As if the tectonic
damage was not enough, a plague added to the chaos.
People called it rabies, but its twenty-four- to seventy-
two-hour incubation cycle and mind-altering effects
made the cure seem more like a job for exorcists than
doctors. Wild mobs tore through the cities in a biting
and clawing frenzy that shattered civic order.

Not even suspected at the time was that both events
were long planned. Kurian technology allowed the
fallen Lifeweavers to use the Earth itself as a weapon,
and the disease, which we know today as Raving Mad-

89
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ness, had appeared on Earth in the first Kurian invasion.
The pale, robed Reapers began to walk the night.

The Reapers strode into the maelstrom, alternately
cowing and killing. They commanded legions of Grogs,
genetically altered creatures designed to break up oppo-
sition. As fearless in battle as army ants, but far more
cunning, the Grogs come in many shapes and sizes. The
most common form is a large rhino-hided ape, with
hands and brains capable of using weaponry from as-
sault rifles to armored personnel carriers.

The military and civil forces of the United States,
already unable to deal with the plague and widespread
destruction, succumbed as spare parts, ammunition, and
especially morale ran out. A few Kurian agents and col-
laborators in the command structure helped orchestrate
defeat on a grand scale. In the final extreme, a
scorched-earth policy destroyed military bases and their
equipment to keep them out of the hands of the Kurians.
A few nuclear and chemical weapons were used in the
last gasp of the war, but this added to the suffering
rather than slowing the Kurian takeover. The end came
with a bang and a whimper. The president shot himself
when he learned his family had caught the Raving Mad-
ness virus at a riot in Quantico, and the vice president
fled with a few leading members of congress to Mount
Omega after she read the president’s final executive
order. In it, the despairing president declared, like the
captain of a sinking ship, that the situation was “every
man for himself.”

The United States, and as far as we can tell the rest

of the world, belonged to the Kurians within a year.
% * %
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Valentine could understand why Kostos ended her life a
hard-drinking woman. The facts of life of the New World
Order came more easily to Valentine, who had been born well
after the Kurian takeover. No memories of the vanished secu-
rity and assorted technological delights of the past haunted
him, just a wistful curiosity. He sometimes felt a schism be-
tween himself and Pankow’s generation, including even the
Padre. They cherished and fought for the past, a flag with
stars and stripes, a way of living that would probably never
return. Valentine wanted to win back his future.

A creaking from the sitting part of the room and a dis-
gruntled miaow from Sailor Tom made Valentine glance up
from the old red pamphlet and look at Gavineau. The Wolf set
the jug on the floor and shuffled over to his bed, a sad and sick
look visiting his face with every intention of staying the night.

“You okay, Don?”

“Hey, Val,” he slurred. “Didn’t see you there. Pankow giv-
ing you some slack?”

“He rode up the Happy Trail today,” Valentine explained.
The Happy Trail Getaway was a saloon where the bartender
was friendly to the Wolves and the girls were even friendlier,
if the words were kind and the price was right, the price being
anything from a new pair of shoes to an old song, depending
on the charm of the man. “I think he’s letting up on me with
the Invocation a day away. All I had to do was draw him a hot
bath and put an edge on the razor. He told me I couldn’t eat
anything, and just to take it easy. Wouldn’t tell me why I
couldn’t eat, though.”

“Valentine, Marquez is dead. Can’t think of any other way
to say it.”

The Aspirant’s thoughts about-faced and came to attention
in a hurry. “What?”
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Gavineau sat on his bed, a bunk away from Valentine’s. A
sheet of laundry hung between them.

“It just happens sometimes, boy,” said Gavineau.

“He made it through the Invocation fine. It’s not like you
run an Indian gantlet or something,” slurred Gavineau. “He
got out of the cave and just lost it. It can affect you funny. I
remember I got out of mine and all I could smell was wood
smoke on everything. He looked around like he didn’t know
where he was and took off at a run. Jumped right off the damn
cliff. I remember two years ago one kid quit eating after it.
Wouldn’t touch any food, always saying it was diseased or
filthy or something. He starved himself to death, just threw up
when we force-fed him. Usually the guys who come over
funny are just jumpy for a couple of days, then they come
round. Bad business with Marquez. A couple others volun-
teered to go down and get the body. I only saw it from three
hundred feet up.”

“My God, what made—?”

“Hey, David, don’t let it get to you,” he said. “He just
wasn’t wired right, and sometimes not even the Wizard can
spot that. You’ll be fine.”

Gavineau’s drunken prediction was something Valentine
reminded himself of again and again as he climbed the moun-
tainside with ten other Aspirants, the last set supposed to meet
with the Lifeweaver known variously as Amu, the Wizard,
and Father Wolf.

Named Winterhome Mountain, the 2,200-foot cap of rock
and snow looked like a shark’s tooth from some angles and a
sagging tepee from others. The cave was a little more than
halfway up, set back from Marquez’s fatal cliff by a sloping
meadow. Five goats grazed there, some stripping bark from
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the stunted mountain pine and others pawing at the lingering
snow to expose dead bracken underneath.

Two totem poles flanked the crescent-shaped entrance to
the cave. Carved wolf heads, ears erect and eyes alert,
crowned the poles. Carved names covered the rest of the pole,
some with dates written afterwards. Valentine decided these
must be the tollpoles, mobile gravestones for Wolves who
died in battle. Not so bad, Valentine thought, a few hundred
names for twenty years of fighting.

Just inside the cave eleven more poles, filled with tightly
packed names, formed an arch the recruits filed under like a
wedding party passing under crossed swords. Valentine
paused and ran a finger over the carved names on one of the
poles. Would his name join the long list?

The tunnel widened into a teardrop-shaped cave with a
curtain at one end. What might have been a tapestry decorated
the curtain; Valentine couldn’t make out much in the dim light
trickling in from the entrance even after his eyes adjusted.
The two Wolves guiding them motioned for them to sit.

“Just keep quiet, and let him work you one at a time,” one
of them warned. “After the ceremony, they’ll be kinda
twitchy, so keep still and quiet when they come out.”

The curtain moved as a wet black nose appeared. A canine
head the size of a champion pumpkin lifted the curtain, re-
vealing blazing blue eyes that reminded Valentine of a husky
from the Boundary Waters. A wolf that could be mistaken for
a pony by its size strode into the ring of Aspirants sitting
around the edges of a cave. It had striking white fur, with
black tips visible only up close. It sniffed each man, stepping
sideways on paws the size of horseshoes.

“Thank you all for earning your places in this cave,” a rich,
cultivated voice came from the wolf’s mouth, which did not
seem to be forming any words. The wolf quivered and
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blurred, to be replaced by a smiling old man. “Forgive the
dramatic entrance; it’s an illusion that impressed your ances-
tors. I continue it out of love of tradition. Ahem. I hope you
all know who I am.”

“Amu,” said some of those present. “The Wizard,” said a
few others. Valentine just nodded. There was something noble
and strong about the man, Valentine thought, but with just a
hint of tired lunacy in his frosty blue eyes. Valentine for some
reason thought of Cervantes’s Don Quixote.

“My name is not as important as who I am, a matter en-
tirely different from a simple name. For I am going to be your
Father. You all have a biological father who started your life,
and most of you believe in a spiritual father who will take you
unto him after death. I am here to be a third Father. I will give
you rebirth.”

Eleven separate faces digested this.

“Yes, I am speaking in riddles. Riddles are simple, usually
after you hear the answer. But I am a busy man and would
prefer to deal with each of you individually. Michael Jeremy
Wohlers,” the Wizard said, standing in front of a husky, curly-
haired youth. “I’ll see you first.”

The prospective Wolf shot to his feet, narrowly missing
crashing his head against the ceiling. “How did—?”

“I didn’t,” interrupted the Wizard, opening the curtain and
gracefully pointing with his chin to the inner cavern. “You
did.”

Valentine spent four increasingly sore hours waiting his
turn. Hungry, anxious, cold, and confused seemed a strange
way to go through this invocation ceremony. He watched each
of the ten other recruits emerge one at a time from behind the
tapestry and stare about at those remaining as if they had
never seen them before. Pete, the Viking giant who came
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down from northern Minnesota with Valentine, looked around
at the remaining Aspirants suspiciously, as if fifteen minutes
ago he had not been shifting from one aching buttock to the
other with the rest of them.

“Pete, how’d it go?” Valentine asked. The blond jumped
away from Valentine like a horse startled by a firecracker. His
head connected with the cavern roof with the audible thump
of a dropped melon, and he crashed to the ground, uncon-
scious.

“Told you to keep quiet. If he ain’t up by the time you’re
done, you’re carrying him out,” one of the Wolves said.

Pete began to groan and rolled onto all fours. He retched,
vomiting clear liquid across the floor of the cave.

“Oh, that’s just fine,” the second Wolf said. “Now the other
three are sure to puke.”

Pete staggered to his feet and lurched out of the cave, rub-
bing the back of his head.

And puke they did. As the last two returned to the cave,
they each added their own puddles of bile to the floor of the
cave before fleeing to the open air outside. Valentine won-
dered if this was the reason for the orders not to eat anything.

“You’re up