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The Wolves Will Come

 


 


"Bear, the Exiled do not treasure their
memories of you who have banned them so many years ago. They will
not be kind," our shaman, Horned Owl, said. He handed me the Red
Pill of Death. "You should take this."

I may be too old for the trip. My eighty-one
year old bones may not handle the G's needed to push my tribe up to
the waiting ship. But it is not time for that pill, not yet - I
still have the spark in me.

Before I breathe my last breath, the wolves
will come.

I stand out of the way by the fire, a mound
of furs resembling my namesake more than does this thin carcass
beneath. I hold tight to my trusty spear and it lends its strength,
not to fight the heretic Exiled who are to come, but to hold me up
against the enemy of years that already assails me. I stomp my
doeskin-booted feet to keep my blood from freezing. The snow
continues it's soft, whirling descent, the flakes held at bay,
dispersing just at the edges of the firelight. But nothing staves
off this cold.

They should be gone already; our scouts put
the Exiled only a day or two away. But memories are a precious
cargo, and what they can take with them disappears slowly into the
ancient rocket, while the young take turns throwing snowballs at
each other, perhaps for the last time. We do not know where is Home
That Will Be, or when they will see snow again, if ever. The tribe
may not make landfall again for a generation, and the snow will not
be as never-ending as it is here.

A snowball hits my shoulder, whether by aim
or happy accident, and I turn my back to show my indifference.

Being Eldest has not stopped the young and
the foolish from talking about me. I have heard them laughing
behind my back before.

"Bear is crazy."

"He lives in a cave."

What of it? The old ways are still the best
ways - brash youngsters will learn by the time they matter.

"Hey, show some respect!" my son shouts.
"Into the ship."

"Yes, Redhawk," they say, almost in unison,
and obediently climb the stairs.

This is good - he is Chief now, and they
defer to him as they once did to me. The tribe cannot go uncertain
into this darkness of stars - they need to know they are led by a
strong man. The tribe will survive.

All are aboard now, save for the family.
Redhawk sends each my way for a final farewell. Time is precious,
and should not be wasted, yet the forms must be obeyed. How else
are we better than the animals that give us chase?

Eleven grandchildren. I take their hugs with
their well-wishes. Last of all is the eldest of them, Merriwing,
carrying her newborn boy, the first of my great grandchildren. It
is too soon yet for the naming - it has been but three hours since
he has come into this world. The G's are not kind to pregnancy,
either, and the launch was delayed just to ensure a safe birth, so
now they are starting late. May they still outrun the Exiled.

"Long life, Grandfather. May the wolves be
kept ever from your door," she says.

Merriwing and I have always been close. She
looks to be her grandmother's twin. My dear, sweet Magpie - gone
forever, yet forever here.

I see fire reflected in the glint of tears on
Merriwing's cheeks as she slides her arms around me beneath my
furs.

"There will be no tears now, Precious One," I
say softly. "This is not a time for grieving."

"I will miss you," she says, and she holds me
tighter.

"And I you, but an old man must be able to
breathe. As should my great grandson."

She eases back in alarm, but there has been
no harm - the baby but sleeps, cushioned between us.

"I will name him Bear," she says.

"It is not time for that; he must write his
own name," I say, and although I try to remain firm, I can see in
her eyes that my true pleasure at this parting gift is not hidden
from her.

"Goodbye, Grandfather," she smiles, and walks
away with her little Bear to be.

Then my children.

My two daughters, good women both, and
strong, with good and strong husbands as well. They will help ease
Redhawk’s burden. The tribe will survive.

Goldfinch. Silverdove. We exchange kisses and
blessings. I watch until they have ascended the stairs, and only
Redhawk and his wife, Raccoon Eyes remain.

"Long life, Father of my husband," she says,
and she kisses me. "May the wolves be kept ever from your
door."

"And from yours," I say, and point at my son.
"Keep this one in line for me."

"Don't I always," she says, and they exchange
frowns of mock annoyance, as they always have, and she heads for
the stairs. It makes my heart glad to see the spark that still
flies between them.

"Once I am aboard, I will wait ten minutes to
launch," my son says when we are alone at last. "Is your mind made
up?"

"Yes. Even if I could leave with you, I would
not," I say. "Who would honor your mother's memory?"

He nods. "I will see that you, too, are
remembered."

We embrace, two mounds of fur.

"May you fly swift and true, son," I say.
"Lead well."

"I have learned from you," he says. "May the
wolves be kept ever from your door."

He trudges away across the snow. I watch him
wave from the top of the stairs - then I turn my back and hobble
with my spear downhill through the drifts, away from the fire and
the rocket. Ten minutes is as long as forever, but finally, I hear
the roar, and the shadows lengthen in front of me, and, even as far
as I have gone, I still feel the warmth of their leaving. I turn to
see them propelled on a flaming pillar of cloud, rising to pierce
the night sky's cottony underbelly and then they are lost to
me.

The roar fades into the quiet of the
snowfall, and only now can I hear the pack wailing its farewells
from further up the mountain, echoing through the trees. I remember
myself and I am grateful I no longer must make the return to Home
That Was in the valley. It is but a short walk now to my cave of
Home That Is, and even a crippled warrior can be there before the
wolves.

When I come to my clearing, I pause and
gently brush the snow from Magpie's cairn stones, so that they can
once again be seen for what they are.

"I am returned, Beloved."

She says nothing, but it gives me peace that
my Magpie is buried so close, facing the cave from across the
clearing - there will be no need for me to yell to speak with her.
I pull aside the wall I have woven of thorn and thistle to keep the
animals from Home That Is, and as I turn to close it back, I see
His eyes - bright, watching me. Hidden among the trees and the
darkness beyond Magpie, yet I know it is him. None of the others
hunt separate from the pack, but the silver-grey is a cripple, and
no longer runs with them. He makes his way alone.

"We are not so different, Hó’nehe," I
say.

I pull the wall back across the cave mouth
and, lying on my pallet, I can still see those eyes watching me
through the weave as I drift off with the snow. In my dreams I see
those eyes, but they belong to my Magpie; she steps out from the
trees looking radiant as always, but now she is a young bride. Her
hand rests on Hó’nehe’s head, and she points at me and whispers
something I do not hear.

I see him again in the morning as I check the
snares downhill from the cave. He keeps his distance, limps through
the shadows of the birches as he parallels me. The winter has not
been kind to him, and there is not much meat beneath his
silver-grey hide. The rabbit I am pulling from my snare has been
there long enough that he could have taken it while I slept. It
would be a feast for him. I do not need it - there is a plenty of
rations in the cave, more than enough for the time I have left on
this world.

I hold the rabbit up, an offering toward
him.

"For you, Hó’nehe," I say, and set it down
between us.

I do not wait to see if he takes it, but move
along the path to check the remainder of my traps. One more rabbit,
enough to justify a real fire in the cave mouth, instead of the
heat packs the tribe has left me. I do not fear the coming of the
Exiled; let them see my smoke.

He is at the edge of the woods again that
night, the flames glinting in his eyes as I once more drift
off.

The next day my old bones betray me.

Checking my uphill traps, I hear the boom I
have been expecting, and I look up to see the Exiled have arrived.
Their ships are three arrow heads against the clouds, sleeker and
darker than our antique craft, and need no smoke to travel. They
pass overhead on their way to the valley, and I wonder if they have
seen me where I stand on a hilltop. As I crane my neck to track
their progress, I lose my balance. I tumble and slide all a jumble
over the snow until a tree decides to stop me. I intend to simply
stand back up, but I am an old fool; my traitorous leg will not
support me. It stabs at me and I grit my mouth closed against
yelling and pain as I fall again.

I can almost see her, pointing a finger and
shaking her grey mane.

"Tsk, tsk. You should be more careful at your
age," comes her quiet voice in my mind. "Here we see The Great
Warrior, taken down by a tree."

Hó’nehe has been watching me, hiding behind
trees as I make my rounds. He does not advance, but no longer hides
from me. I must not show weakness. I reach for my discarded spear,
and between it and the tree that has felled me, I am able to
struggle onto my one good leg. He sees this, but does not back
away. It is good I am uphill from the cave - it will be all I can
do to make it home.

He trails me all the way, but keeps his
distance and does not concern me. I have much bigger worries; I
take shelter under a low spread of pine branches as one of their
ships returns from the valley, hovers over my tracks on the
hilltop, follows my careening path downhill, and then begins to
trace my progress. I had hoped to have more time, but there will be
no hiding from them.

"Magpie, give me strength," I whisper.

I move out from under the pine tree, and
chance losing my support long enough to brandish my spear overhead
as a sign of challenge. The ship turns to face me, as an arrow
aimed at my heart; it holds position while I wonder if the tales
are real.

"Have you truly lost all honor?" I shout.

Finally, it dips its nose, and I am relieved
to lean once more on my spear. The ship shoots away, back down the
mountain to its clan before I
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