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Dedication

 


To my late father, Leslie
Keates, from whom I discovered the urge to travel and learn about
other countries and cultures when he began taking our family to
Europe. If it was not for my father, I would not have immigrated to
Canada alone at the age of eighteen. Thank you, Dad.












The Cree

 


The male members of the tribe
are of medium statue, well-formed and of pleasing countenance.

John Maclean-Native Tribes of
Canada 1896

 


 


Wolf Prayer

A Native American prayer for the
Wolf

 


Spirit Wolf

 


You who wander in the wild
lands

You who stalks the silent
shadows

You who runs and leaps between
the moss-covered trees

Lend me your primal strength and
the wisdom of your glowing eyes

Teach me to relentlessly track
my desires

And to stand in defence of those
I love

Show me the hidden paths in the
moonlit fields

Fierce Spirit

Walk with me in solitude

Howl with me in joy

Guard me as I move through this
world












Previously in book two

Maskek, Alberta, Canada 1969

 


Again, forest and wildlife
ranger Captain Virgil McNally stared out across the lake his head
ringing with the howling of the wolves

 


~ * ~

 


Something was stirring inside
Deacon, he seemed distracted, wary, but fully alert, his nostrils
twitched his black eyes piercing. Glancing to the left, to the
right, ahead and behind he stopped abruptly.

“You sure are jumpy. What’s up?”
Clayton asked.

“I don’t know, I feel kind of
strange, pulled someplace like a longing for something. I haven’t
felt this way before…it’s weird.”

“Aw jeez, I hope this isn’t an
indication of another demon this way comes.”

Grinning at his best friend and
blood brother, Deacon said “I figure we can tackle anything now.
What could be worse than the unthinkable?”

“Give me a minute I’ll think of
something.”

“Maybe it’s the wolves.”

“They’re starting to get to me
why don’t you talk to them? I swear you’re half wolf anyway.”

Deacon didn’t reply, instead he
lifted his face to the Wapiti Hills. His birth mother Lupin
understood the wolves as if she were one of them compelled to
follow them whenever they appeared. He shared the same ability, the
same compulsion, the need to be among them in their commanding and
noble presence.

When Deacon was a child his
grandfather, the late Chief Eagle Hawk had told him the tale of the
Wolf Woman.

Voicing his thoughts, he said
“Grandfather didn’t say if she was completely human.”

“What’s that?”

“I was just thinking out
loud.”

The eerie, haunting howl of the
wolves came again beautiful in its lamenting. Deacon could feel his
heart drumming insanely against his ribs, his stomach twisting and
tumbling, he shivered almost with desire. Tears filled his eyes for
no reason he could think of. He brushed them away with a trembling
hand. The power of the wolf was strong.

Observing Deacon closely Clayton
remained quiet. He was certain he could anticipate each of Deacon’s
moods and emotions, usually he assumed correctly. In the thirteen
years they’d known each other they’d hardly left each other’s side.
Today was different, he was completely baffled, bereft of any
explanation. Concern soon replaced his confusion. Observing the
Cree Indian warriors, the tribal police riding with them, he saw
nothing out of the ordinary that might explain his best friend’s
behaviour.

 


~ * ~

 


With the day of the annual
church bazaar looming, Emily Simpson devoted her time to baking
cakes and preparing food for the event. A quiet town where little
happened on the surface, the church bazaar was a big event for the
people of Maskek. It meant a chance to display their best clothing
for the square dance taking place later and a chance to show off
their homemade cuisine. For the children it was a free for all at
the fairground and on the traffic free streets.

“If I’d still been teaching, I
wouldn’t have had time to bake, let alone enjoy anything else. To
think I didn’t want to become a lady of leisure, I’m actually
enjoying it.”

Country music playing loudly on
the stereo drowned out the incessant howling of the wolves so Emily
wasn’t aware it had increased significantly since this morning. The
knocking on the door startled her out of her reverie. “If that’s
Rita wanting my cakes she’ll have to wait until they’re ready,
she’s so impatient.” Wiping floury hands on her candy-coloured
apron Emily strode over to the front door and pulled it open. “Come
back later, Rita, I haven’t finished making them yet…oh my
goodness, Deacon and Clayton, this is a surprise. It’s lovely to
see you. Come in.” Behind them she could see four members of the
warrior elite the tribal police. She stood back to let them in.
“Has something happened?”

“Ma’am,” Clayton said “You asked
us to visit when you got settled, so here we are.”

“Why are the warriors with you?
Is there trouble?”

“No ma’am,” Deacon replied
“they’re with me. This is Stalking Moon, Mule Deer, Stands in
Timber and his brother Stands Alone.”

“Now that Deacon is the Chief,
he’s not expected to go anywhere without them,” Clayton explained,
“not that he always does as he’s told.”

“I wouldn’t have thought you
needed protecting Deacon, you certainly didn’t need it while you
were at school.”

“He’s the Chief, Mrs Simpson
he’s a target for every Tom, Dick or Harry that wants to start a
war, just like his grandfather was. Chief Eagle Hawk thwarted
numerous attempts on his person over the years. Undesirables aren’t
confined to 18th century history, you know. The warriors
always ride with the chief.”

“Come in all of you and see what
I’ve done with the place, it’s so much easier to manage than the
big house we had.” A picture of her late husband slipped into her
mind. “I don’t think Steve would have liked it though, he was a bit
of a show off he always wanted bigger and better. I love it here.
The ravens and I have become close friends, they seem to be
bringing me good luck.” She unconsciously touched her stomach.

Deacon immediately noticed and
glanced quickly at Clayton.

“I sure hope it belongs to Mr
Simpson,” Clayton whispered catching the expression in Deacon’s
eyes.

“Something smells good,” Deacon
complimented.

“Oh, that’s my cake for the
bazaar.”

“Mrs Brewster roped you in too,
huh.”

“Yes, and almost everyone in
town who can mix flour.”

“Clayton’s pretty good at that,”
Deacon grinned “he used to make stuff all the time when he was
living in the cabin. How are you Mrs Simpson?”

“I’m absolutely fine and even
better for seeing you both.”

“Raven possesses healing
powers,” Deacon told her.

“That’s probably why I feel so
well then. I knew there was a reason for choosing Ravens Lodge. You
haven’t been around for a while.”

“Rangers keep us pretty
busy.”

Outside Ravens Lodge the wolves
crept stealthily towards the house. Approaching the building from
behind they fanned out until all four corners and front and back
doors were covered by members of the pack. Patiently they
waited.

“I heard some terrible rumours
about Rita Brewster,” Emily said cutting them all a slice of angel
cake, “Are they true?”

“Depends on what you heard,”
Deacon responded picking up the cake. “Thank you.”

“She had an affair with another
man while still married to her husband.”

“He wasn’t a man he was a
demon.”

The sharp knife clattered to the
floor. Emily stared at Deacon, stunned. “A demon? It wasn’t just me
who was targeted then?”

Clayton told her “When you had
us do that paper on mythology at school, I told you this town was
steeped in secrets.”

“Mrs Brewster wasn’t targeted,”
Deacon said, “she chose to go with Damien.”

“Are you telling me she was one
of Damien’s disciples? How could she be, she was a stalwart member
of the church, Reverend Solomon’s right-hand woman…”

“Yeah, and we all know what
happened to the reverend,” Clayton reminded her.

Deacon placed the cake back on
the plate.

“Don’t you like it?” Clayton
asked.

Distracted, Deacon didn’t
answer. His skin was prickling as if thousands of ants were
crawling across his body, his legs felt heavy, his heart rate was
rapidly increasing.

“What is it Deke?”

Wordlessly Deacon stepped into
Emily’s lounge and removed the needle from the record on the
stereo. The howling had stopped the silence was disturbing.

Unnerved by the sudden quiet
Emily grabbed Clayton’s arm. “Why have they stopped?”

Clayton moved over to the window
of the lounge, he counted six wolves strung out around the lodge
their bodies tense and expectant, yellow eyes focused on the back
door, which was open to the forest. His breath stuck in his
throat.

Striding over to the back door
Deacon came face to face with a beautiful black wolf. Locking eyes
with the bold majestic creature he moved towards her.

Jolted, Clayton recalled Deacon
telling him the black wolf knew him.

Leaving their posts, the smaller
grey wolves fell in behind the young Chief circling as if to
protect him. Dropping to his knees and then onto his hands Deacon
felt the weirdest sensation as if looking out through another’s
eyes. The black female was licking him affectionately as a mother
would its cub.

Recovering from the initial
shock of seeing so many wolves outside the lodge, Clayton shook his
head. “What the hell?” He counted six wolves. When he looked again
there were seven, another black wolf walked by the side the female.
Deacon was nowhere to be seen.

“Deacon,” Clayton called
sprinting through the door, “Deacon, where are you?”

As the magnificent beasts loped
away the second black wolf turned his head looking directly at
Clayton, he stepped back startled the wolf’s eyes were human.

“Deacon?” Clayton’s heart
thundered alarmingly inside his chest. “His mother’s name was
Lupin. Lupin means wolf.”


Chapter one

Maskek Alberta Canada 1969

Cut Hand’s Coffee House

 


“Hey Spirit of the Wind, get
over here,” Bobby Blaine called out as the young Cree Chief entered
Stanley Cut Hand’s coffee house, late afternoon. “Sit down we need
to talk to you.” Bobby stood around 5ft 6ins, slightly rounded,
with wild brown hair and grey eyes. What he lost in height compared
with Deacon, Clayton and Ross, was more than made up with his
bubbling personality.

Deacon Spirit of the Wind slid
into the red leather booth next to Ross Porter and Bobby Blaine.
Friends since childhood they met as often as they could in the
coffee house. “Something on your mind?”

“It’s a full moon tonight, are
you gonna change?”

“What?” Bemused, Deacon looked
directly at his friend.

“Clayton came pounding in here
this morning like all the devils in hell were after him, ranting
some crazy notion about you becoming a wolf, said he saw you change
when you were over to Ravens Lodge. He was rattled and pretty
scared. That isn’t like Clayton. He’s the most down to earth,
laid-back guy I ever met. He just doesn’t get rattled. By the way
where is your blood brother he’s usually nailed to your side?”

“I was hoping he was here.”

“You don’t know where Clayton
is, that’s godda be a first.”

“Never mind where Clayton is,”
Ross piped up irritably “Is it true what he said about you?” Brown
eyed and brown haired with a slimmer build, Ross stood on a par
with Clayton at around 5ft 10. Often Ross would stare into the
mirror believing himself to be ‘not bad looking,’ however he still
could not attract Melissa the girl he’d wanted since school.

Exhaling slowly Deacon lowered
his eyes as if something on the floor had attracted his rapt
attention. “You don’t wanna believe everything you hear.”

Something in the way he said the
words caused a sudden chill to spread throughout Ross’s body as if
the air conditioning had been turned up full blast.

.

At that same moment Clayton
Rykker strode through the door and went to sit by Deacon’s side. “I
didn’t mean it when I said you were half wolf Deacon it was a
joke.” Clayton leaned closer to his best friend. “Do you wanna
explain what happened? Tell me I’m not going out of my mind. I know
you’re close to the wolves but to become one? I didn’t
expect that.”

“Are you saying he turned into a
werewolf?” Bobby asked, shock and disbelief registering on his
face. “You didn’t say he became a werewolf, Clayton.”

“Not a werewolf,” Deacon told
him “A wolf a shape shifter.”

“Isn’t that the same thing?”

“A werewolf can only become
human a shape shifter can become many things. I became a wolf.”

Ross was staring at the three of
them as if they’d lost their senses. Yes, Clayton had bounded in
acting strangely out of character yet he, Ross really didn’t
believe what he was saying, thinking something else might have
spooked him.

“Deacon became a wolf? C’mon
Clayton that’s the dumbest thing I ever heard…isn’t it?”

Clayton’s stunned expression
never altered. Ross and Bobby glared at him making him feel
uncomfortable.

“Are you sure it actually
happened, Clayton? You weren’t imagining things?”

“I saw what I saw. I wasn’t
alone. Mrs Simpson was right there, so were Stalking Moon, Mule
Deer, Stands Alone and Stands in Timber, ask them if you don’t
believe me. Why would I say it if it wasn’t true?”

“Good point.” Addressing Deacon,
Ross said, “Clayton told us you were with the black wolf we saw the
night we went on that moonlight stroll when Billy Joel almost got
us all killed. You seem kind of fond of her and she’s definitely
into you.”

“She’s my mother.”

Bobby dropped his cup spilling
the coffee across the table and onto his lap. Silence descended
around the booth. Bobby grabbed the table spilling more of the hot
bitter liquid onto the floor a dazed expression on his countenance.
So intense was Deacon’s announcement Bobby didn’t feel the liquid
burning his thigh. “Whoa! Unreal.”

The impact on Ross was even
stronger, he’d have sworn he felt his jaw hit the wooden floor.

Glancing at each of his friends
in turn keeping his voice low, Deacon said “Didn’t you ever wonder
why I understood the wolves, how I could communicate with
them?”

“No, we didn’t,” Ross answered
“We accepted that you were one of those people with uncanny
abilities. Some folks are…like psychics.”

“Should’ve known,” Clayton
grumbled, “why wouldn’t it be.”

Stanley Cut Hand appeared with a
mop for the floor and a cloth to dry the table. Taking the cloth
from him Bobby absent-mindedly wiped the table while Stanley tended
to the floor. Bobby remained unaware of the wet coffee stain on his
pants. Shaking his head Stanley returned to the kitchen.

“Didn’t you ever question why
you could talk to them Deacon; didn’t it ever cross your mind?”
Ross wanted to know.

“It has been so since I was a
child. I had no reason to question it.”

The three of them converged on
Deacon. “How did you find out she was your mother?”

“She told me.”

“The wolf told you? Wolves don’t
talk Deacon…unless she really is a werewolf.”

“Shape shifter, Ross, I told
you.”

 


~ * ~

 


Deacon awoke naked in the
forest, surrounded by the wolves. A woman with long black hair and
even darker eyes, her skin the colour of copper smiled at him
devotedly. The woman’s natural loveliness shone from her face
touching him like a ray of sunshine. Her beautiful smile made him
feel weak and for a moment faint. Standing no more than five feet
in height Lupin wore a traditional fringed deerskin dress and
pretty moccasins. For reasons unknown to him he felt safe with this
woman.

“Ta’wow-welcome my son, I am
Lupin your true mother. I cannot tell you all as I have only a
short time in this form. Let me hold you as I did when you were a
baby. Come to me.”

Deacon instinctively knew she
spoke the truth. Without a moment’s hesitation he stood and came
into her arms. He should have been suspicious, wary, daunted by the
possibility of anything like this ever occurring, instead he
completely accepted it. He could feel her love and warmth awakening
memories when as a baby he lay in her arms. Trembling, feeling the
tears start he held her tightly.

When Lupin reluctantly released
him, he asked “How am I here? The last thing I remember were the
wolves outside Ravens lodge.” Lupin gestured to the wolves where
they lay around the den relaxed or sleeping.

“You have become one of us. From
this day forward you have the ability to change form— to shape
shift at will.”

“All these wolves can take any
form?” he asked.

“Not all, some remain wolves.
They are my family and now they are yours.”

Deacon spoke in the Cree tongue.
“Tell me what happened to you.”

“For many generations the wolf
remained hidden. Now and then it would appear among our ancestors.
After the last emergence no more were expected…until my birth. Do
you recall the legend of the wolf woman?”

“Grandfather told me of this
legend. I believed in what he was saying, I did not think I would
ever see it. He did not explain the full story, he said I might
learn of it if the wolf woman came to me.”

“And now you have seen. Let me
look at you Spirit of the Wind.” Lupin stood back scrutinising
every inch of his body. “You have grown so tall like your father
Sparkling Eyes you have his face and his good looks.”

Lupin ran her fingers through
his waist length hair as black as midnight hanging loosely down his
back. His eyes were a deep black, such beautiful eyes deeper even
than the darkness of the land when night fell; like his mother, his
skin was the colour of copper. The late afternoon sun glistened on
his smooth bare chest, dancing over his unclothed body much admired
by the girls in his native village and his previous female
classmates. At six feet tall there was much to admire. Although not
muscle-bound Deacon’s chest was firm and muscular. He was strong
and attractive. He exuded a natural sexuality.

“You are as I saw you in my
vision when you were a child. What young man of eighteen summers
would not wish to look as you do, you are so handsome. You are a
fine warrior and now the Chief, I am proud of you. I have watched
over you unable to come to you until now. Your grandfather Eagle
Hawk spoke often and with pride of the day when you were grown, and
you would take his place.”

“I miss him mother, he should
not have been taken. He had so much to teach me so much I have to
learn.”

“Hush, my son he is close. He
will always be with you. Do you not feel his presence in the forest
and among the moss-covered stones?”

“I feel him. I speak with him,
yet he is not here to guide me.”

“He is here Spirit of the Wind,
listen to the whispering of the leaves, the wind in the trees they
will help you see him. Listen to your heart.” She pointed to
a corner of the den. “The wolves have brought your clothes.”

Retrieving his tight black
jeans, purple shirt and black denim jacket, Lupin helped him dress
then handed him his moccasins.

Deacon found the clothing
cumbersome and restrictive he liked to wear as little as possible
when conditions allowed. The old ones liked to remove their
moccasins and place their feet upon the cool earth. Deacon often
walked barefoot, it reinforced his connection to the earth, it felt
good under his toes.

Taking his mother once more into
his arms, he said “You have not told me what happened to you.”

“There is time to speak of it
later.”

Deacon could recall his adoptive
mother Nonie Pierce telling him how stubborn Lupin could be, he
suspected she would be now. Instead of questioning her again he
asked, “Will I remember what happened when I became a wolf?”

“When next you speak of it you
will remember everything.”

“How are you alive? Momma told
me the demon had taken you leaving my father distraught.”

“Nonie could not have known the
demon took only my human half. I was unable to return in human form
until you ended your father’s legacy.”

“Was he aware of the wolf inside
you?”

“Yes. He has not said, it is
because you were not ready so soon after finding him.”

“Does momma know about the
wolf?”

“She does not. My baby boy, my
wonderful son, I love you so much.”

Deacon felt a sudden sense of
loss, of disappointment and grief as his mother’s arms slipped
away. “Mother stay with me.” When he looked again, she had reverted
once more to animal form. Stunned and reeling, with tears in his
eyes the young Chief stumbled away.

The grey wolves accompanied him
to the outskirts of Maskek, where his horse Diablero waited.
Mounting the black stallion, he headed homeward.

 


~ * ~

 


Stanley Cut hand’s coffee
house.

 


“You guys got nothing to say?”
Deacon asked.

“I have,” Clayton said after
listening to Deacon’s story. “When were you gonna tell me?”

“I just did.”

“Could’ve told me last night
when you got back. I didn’t know where you were. You just
disappeared.”

“What would you have had me say
Clayton? I needed time to understand and get my head around
it.”

“If I’d been in your moccasins,
I’m not sure I would have accepted it so easily.”

“Yeah, like a bad dream,” Ross
interjected.

“You might have accepted it if
you’d been told your momma was into wolves, Clayton,” Bobby
said.

“Thank you, Bobby,” Deacon
replied. “I have yet to speak with momma and grandmother.”

“Whoa, just a minute how can we
sit here and talk about this as if it’s the most natural thing in
the world?” Ross commented after weighing up the situation. “It’s
not normal.”

“That’s the point Ross,” Bobby
told him. “We should go ask Mrs Simpson.”

Clayton’s usual easy going self
he believed he’d acquired from his father Keel Rykker a Montana
cowboy, was absent today, concern replacing the humour.

“If you were me, Clayton, you
would see things differently,” Deacon replied, “If that’s how it is
then I will accept it.”

 


~ * ~

 


Ravens Lodge home of Emily
Simpson

 


“Have you talked to the warriors
Clayton? They were also here. What do they say?”

“I haven’t spoken with them yet.
I was stunned, I couldn’t comprehend it. Come to think about it
they didn’t seem surprised at all, they must’ve known something we
didn’t. Mrs Simpson will you please tell Bobby and Ross what we saw
was real, they don’t believe me, they don’t even believe Deacon and
he never lies.”

Emily glanced from Ross to Bobby
and back, again the boys were as confused as she was. “I’m not
certain of what I saw. There were six wolves while Deacon was in
the house with us, and I don’t mind telling you they scared me. He
went outside, walked towards them and then there were seven. Deacon
vanished, one minute he was there and the next gone. I’ve been
thinking about it. I even asked the ravens…”

“Did they answer you?” Bobby
asked. If wolves could talk why not ravens?

“I believe they knew something
happened. Could I swear to it? I don’t know. Deacon never ceases to
amaze me, that’s what attracted me to him in the first place.”

“Other than his sex appeal.”
Ross remarked.

Emily smiled lighting up her
face. “Yes, other than that. Stay and have tea with me. It’s a
change to have company. It seems such a long time since I last
taught you all at high school, I want to catch up with you.”

“That’d be nice ma’am.”

Thirty-five years old and
well-travelled Emily’s teaching career began in the city of
Edmonton where she lived with her husband Steve who’d made a
killing in real estate. Emily was teaching at a private school in
Edmonton when Steve pulled her out and moved her to Maskek. She was
able to find a teaching position in Maskek High School almost
immediately. Teaching the senior students turned out to be the best
thing she’d done, and she loved it. She’d had an excellent rapport
with all her students and in turn they respected her. Because of
Steve’s jealousy toward Emily’s closeness to Deacon, she left the
school and became a lady of leisure. She stood around 5ft 3in, with
saffron coloured hair piled on top of her head at this moment, and
eyes of delicate amber.

“Thinking about it,” Emily said,
pouring tea from a china pot into four flower-patterned tea cups,
“I believe it did actually happen.”


Chapter two

The Cree Village deep in the
forest

 


“What’s the matter Spirit of the
Wind?” Nonie asked. “You’ve hardly said a word since you came back
from Maskek.”

Since Deacon became the Chief
following his grandfather the late Chief Eagle Hawk, husband of
Medicine woman, Tallulah Bear Head, his adopted mother Nonie Pierce
had begun calling him Spirit of the Wind the name given to him by
his Cree parents upon his birth. Tallulah insisted on it she would
accept nothing less.

Deacon sat outside his
grandmother’s tipi with Clayton and his mother Rona, waiting for
supper Nonie was cooking over the fire. Nonie’s hair like ripened
corn was fastened in braids, her face bereft of makeup was tanned
by the sun. Nonie’s eyes were lavender blue, she stood no more than
4ft 10ins. She was wearing a traditional doeskin dress as did most
of the women in this traditional village.

Pondering over how to explain
what he’d seen and how she might react, Deacon dived straight
in.

“I saw my true mother I spoke
with her.”

Nonie let the spoon fall, her
heart hammering. “You saw Lupin?”

A short time ago Deacon’s father
Jonathan Sparkling Eyes had returned to them. Both Nonie and Deacon
were still coming to terms with seeing him alive eighteen years
after he’d been declared dead, burned in a fire, which destroyed
the Longhouse that was his home. Nonie and Deacon were lucky to
escape with their lives intact.

Troubled by her son’s words,
Nonie said “Your mother died when you were a baby how can you have
seen her?”

“I became a wolf.”

“You become a wolf? You’d better
explain that to me right now.”

“When I awoke among the wolves
my mother appeared to me.” Deacon heard Nonie’s sharp intake of
breath. She grasped his shoulder to steady herself.

“The demon took her,” Nonie
responded.

“He took only her human half,
the wolf remains.”

“Lupin’s wolf half? Deacon, what
are you talking about? Are you telling me Lupin is a shape shifter,
a trickster?” Nonie was familiar with his people’s belief in shape
shifting. Taken aback she had inadvertently called him Deacon the
name she’d given him when she adopted him.

“Yeah…and now it seems so am
I.”

Clayton sat with his arm around
his mother’s shoulders. Rona turned to face him questioningly. An
inch or two shorter than Deacon, like his mother Rona, Clayton’s
hair was the colour of flames, his eyes a deep emerald green, that
stood out against his pale skin. “I only just found out myself. I
oughtn’t to be shocked. It is Deacon’s family after
all.”

“Now I have told you, you don’t
seem surprised,” Deacon told Nonie.

“Startled when you first told
me, yes, I was, surprised not really, your father didn’t confide
everything in me. I suppose he knew about Lupin, did he?”

“Lupin says he did. She was the
same age as I am now when the transformation first took place. My
grandparents didn’t know it was going to happen, now and then it
skips generations. After Lupin no more were thought to emerge, then
I came along.”

Pulling her son in to her arms
Nonie clinched him tightly. “You have suffered more in twelve
months than most people experience in a lifetime, isn’t that
enough?”

“I need to speak with
grandmother. I’m beginning to wonder how many more surprises lie in
wait for me.”

“Can’t be anymore,” Clayton
replied, “Surely not.”

Unable to make any sense of it,
Rona said nothing. A frown creasing her forehead Nonie considered
Deacon’s words. After all these years she believed she knew his
family as well as her own. Events like this one brought home to her
she really didn’t know them at all. Why hadn’t his grandparents
told her about Lupin?

“Perhaps these incidents in your
life are to be expected when you consider who your ancestors were.
Protector of the Wind wasn’t just the greatest of Cree warriors, he
was legendary, almost mythical and you are his last descendent. No,
I’m not surprised at all.”

 


~ * ~

 


Alone in the lodge Deacon lay
with his head on his grandmother’s lap. Tallulah ran her fingers
through his hair and stroked his arm. She kissed his cheek, her
only grandchild she loved him dearly. Grandparents, and the tribal
elders of which Tallulah was one, were tasked with telling the
younger ones of the tribe’s proud past, their history and culture.
They often used stories and tales handed down from generation to
generation, and tonight Tallulah was telling Deacon.

“There was once a young warrior
whose name was Deerfoot. His parents told him he must soon take a
wife if his family were to continue to the next generation,
Deerfoot’s mother greatly desired grandchildren. They were patient
with their wayward son yet still he refused the young women, for
none had touched his heart. This led to many arguments with his
mother and father. On these days Deerfoot would wander far from the
village and lie and watch the wolves, wondering what it must be
like to walk upon four feet and sing to the moon, wishing he could
become one. He would place his hands and feet upon the earth and
try to imagine he was a wolf.

One day, the most beautiful
black wolf he’d ever encountered approached the pack, the other
wolves lowered their heads in respect, allowing her to pass.
Deerfoot could not turn his face from her, the animal’s beauty
absorbed him, shrouded him and filled him with forcible feelings of
need and longing.

The black wolf observed him,
following him at a safe distance, he was the most handsome of
warriors although she thought it strange to see him on all fours
like an animal.

All night she dreamt of how it
might be if she were human, she would no longer need to admire the
young man from afar she could become part of him. The wolf asked
the wisest member of the pack how she could make this happen.

‘A union such as that would
never work,” the Wise One told her. “He is human, at first sight he
would kill you.’

‘I do not believe so Wise One, I
believe we would be happy. He watches me closely he follows
wherever I tread, if he wanted to kill me, he has had many chances,
he did not.’

‘Foolish child, how can this
be?’

‘I know so, I feel it…’

Glancing up at his grandmother’s
gentle face Deacon saw the outpouring of love in her eyes. Tallulah
stopped talking and smiled laying a hand upon his bare chest, the
fingers of her other hand wandered aimlessly through his long hair.
The movement of her fingers relaxed and soothed him causing him to
feel sleepy as it had when he was a child. In the manner of his
people in this traditional, specific village he wore only a
breechclout. Lifting his face to hers he kissed her. Her long
braids still black tickled his cheek.

“Will you continue grandmother I
wish to hear more.”

Tallulah carried on with her
tale. ’I think I love her,” Deerfoot told his parents ‘I cannot
stop thinking about her I see her in my dreams. I have visions of
her.’

‘Foolish child,’ his mother
scolded ‘you are the son of a Chief, how can this be?’

‘I know it I feel it. She likes
me. She watches me and follows wherever I tread. I believe she
loves me.’

‘Go find us food perhaps it will
clear your senseless head. She is a wolf you are human there can be
no union between you. Go, we are hungry you should have fed us long
before this time.’ Deerfoot’s mother turned to her husband in
despair. ‘He is your son, go be a father to him before he brings
shame upon his family: In love with a wolf indeed!’

Time wore on, although Deerfoot
applied himself to the tasks at hand he could not forget about the
wolf. One day he left the village to search for her. He walked many
days trailing the pack, slept each night under the big sky, ate
from his hunt and drank cool water from the rivers and creeks. He
came upon a small band of warriors painted for war; he did not
realise into whose territory he had strayed. The unknown warriors
set upon him intent on taking his life.

From out of nowhere the wolves
appeared baring their teeth, snarling and angry their yellow eyes
almost glowing. The black wolf leapt at the leader of the band of
warriors. The leader of the pack attacked the other warriors and
defeated them but not before they had injured Deerfoot. The grey
wolves carried him to their den hidden high in the Wapiti Hills.
The black wolf cared for Deerfoot tending his wounds as if he were
one of them. She licked his body clean every day, lay by his side
every night, and gazed upon his handsome features.

For many days Deerfoot believed
he was dreaming, he kept seeing her face, her deep yellow eyes,
could smell her warm body. He felt her touch and wanted to go on
dreaming forever. When he awoke, she was snuggled against him
sleeping soundly, Deerfoot chanced to kiss her soft fur and stroked
her head. She woke up instantly her eyes gentle and brimming with
love. Deerfoot kissed her again. Their love was so powerful his
kiss made their wishes come true.

Deerfoot returned to the village
with his new wife and their many children.

‘My son,’ his mother cried, ‘I
thought you were lost forever, and you have bought me
grandchildren.’

‘Foolish woman’ her husband
said, ‘can you not see they are half wolf?”

‘Foolish man, they are our
grandchildren we shall live happily until the end of time.’”

Tallulah gazed into Deacon’s
dark eyes. “That is how the story of our ancestors is told. Be
proud Spirit of the Wind, think how fortunate you are. Do you
recall I related to you the tale of Protector of the Wind and his
bride Sun Dancer from whose line you are descended?”

“I do grandmother.”

“It is from Deerfoot’s line your
grandfather was descended.”

“How can I originate from the
wolf woman when you tell me my mother and father came from Sun
Dancer and Protector of the Wind?”

“Deerfoot was one of his many
descendants, it is not known exactly when this occurred.”

Squeezing his head between his
hands Deacon said, “I can’t take this in grandmother. My head is
spinning with tales and…” he glanced up at her helplessly “and
wolves.”

“Rest now child.”

Tallulah laid his head once
again on her lap and began to sing an ancient lullaby passed down
from grandmother to grandchild. In moments Deacon was asleep.

Tallulah’s actual age was
unknown; she could be in her sixties, seventies or older, she did
not celebrate birthdays. She was small in stature but when she
spoke everybody jumped. Tallulah’s long black braids hung over the
front of her deerskin dress almost reaching her waist, not a grey
hair on her head. Her weathered face was gentle as she watched over
her grandson.

“Sleep well my child. From this
day forward you will be tested again and again just as you were
when the demon Arcus tried to destroy you. You will need all your
strength and determination for the things which are to follow.”


Chapter three

Alberta 1969

 


“Do you even know where we are?”
Tired and annoyed, Larry Gaylord addressed his travelling companion
Rick Morales. They’d known each other since high school.

“Sure, I know where we are.”

“Certain of that are you?” Larry
asked glancing around the dense forest through which the
single-track road meandered. “We’re lost Rick, we have been for a
while, now we need help.”

“I guess we do at that,” Rick
begrudgingly agreed. “Whose idea was it to come out here in the
first place?” He was looking for someone to blame.

“Both of us, we said we’d try
something different this year.”

On vacation in Alberta, the two
young men both in their early thirties left San Francisco,
determined to explore the great Canadian wilderness. They’d heard
so much about their neighbours across the border and on the spur of
the moment had taken a notion to make their mark. Piling all their
newly acquired camping equipment into Rick’s fancy new pick-up,
Larry and Rick left the city heading for Canada and the small town
of Maskek. The citizens of the town liked to brag that it lay on
the edge of civilisation hoping it might deter tourists and
outsiders from settling into their unique culture.

Before making a decision the two
young men asked a handful of friends and acquaintances who had
previously dared to take on the ‘wilderness,’ where they should
aim.

“There’s this great little
place, goes by the name of Muskeg or Maskek sitting on the edge of
the forest under the so-called infamous Wapiti Hills. Apparently,
the Wapiti Hills are a deadly place, something to do with the
occult and demonic worship, best avoided at all costs. The locals
don’t go there,” Frankie told them.

“And you expect us to? Did you
ever encounter anything nasty while you were there?” Rick
asked.

“Nah, we didn’t go near the
hills. Anyhow we found this town by chance, stayed at a real nice
campground. You should give it a try. Trouble is I can’t remember
the name of the campground. Good luck finding it.”

“We’re going to need a lot more
than luck if that’s all the information you can give us,” Larry
replied.

Not altogether certain where
they were heading, even after consulting the people they thought
might be able to help, Rick and Larry finally settled on a basic
campground routinely patrolled by Virgil McNally’s Forest and
Wildlife Rangers. The two men anticipated no problems. The fact
that neither of them had any prior knowledge or experience of
camping had not entered their heads.

“Call this a road. It isn’t any
better than a farm track. How are we supposed to find the town let
alone the campground?” Rick grumbled.

After days of near constant
travelling and sharing the driving the two men were tired and on
edge. They hadn’t seen any signposts for miles and each and every
turn led nowhere.

“Frankie did say the place was
on the edge of the forest,” Larry reminded him.

“That doesn’t help.”

A few miles on, Larry yelled
“There’s the sign, Maskek thirty minutes.”

“Thirty minutes, what the
hell?”

Sure enough, over the actual
milage some clever soul had painted thirty minutes and in much
smaller letters ‘to the end of civilisation.’

Larry glanced at his companion.
“The end of civilisation?”

“Well, it is kind of
empty. Campground has got to be around here someplace.”

While they were pondering, a
couple they deemed to be in their seventies chanced to wander in
their direction, both of them attired in long trousers tucked into
hiking boots and matching checked shirts. Rick stuck his head
through the window. “Excuse me we’re looking for the campground
it’s supposed to be around here…”

“You want Wolf Creek campground
it’s the only one hereabouts. Keep heading straight on toward
Maskek and a short way down you’ll see a left turn off, take
that.”

“How far?”

“Maybe five or ten minutes in a
vehicle. Good luck.”

“Thanks.”

“Americans,” the woman said.

“Looked like they came from the
city,” her husband replied.

The friends rolled into the
campground late in the morning, with the intention of hiking some
of the region’s lesser-known trails.

“Less people about,” Rick had
said “that’s what we wanted wasn’t it.”

The scenery was breathtaking,
tier upon tier of tightly knit evergreen trees, mainly pine that
seemed almost to touch the sky with clusters of other species of
trees growing among them, stretching as far as the eye could see.
Tiny streams of trickling water ran between the trees, over the
entrance to the campground and down the other side of the trail.
The unseasonably warm sun shimmered on the water and flickered
between the trees leaving mottled shadows on the ground. The
campground entrance was blocked by a wooden gate large enough to
allow a camper vehicle through. Climbing out of the pick-up Larry
strode over to the notice posted on a wooden board opposite the
gate. “We’ve got to find a pitch, pay the man, stow our gear on the
pitch and leave our vehicle on the other side of the road. No
vehicles unless it’s a camper or trailer are to be left inside the
grounds, by order of Captain McNally, Forest and Wildlife
Rangers.”

“We’ve got to walk? What’s wrong
with leaving our truck next to the tent?”

“Guess you’ll have to ask the
rangers,” Larry replied climbing back inside after opening the
gate.

The entrance to the campground
widening, Larry and Rick eventually reached the end of the track.
Tents, trailers and camper vans filled up the grassy open spaces of
the forest each one cordoned off by tall trees, allowing the
visitors partial privacy.

“It’s sure busy,” Rick said.
“Hope we can find an empty pitch.”

“Right there,” Larry pointed “to
the left between those two brown tents.”

Nobody paid any attention to the
two young men while they unloaded all their camping gear and
luggage, they were too engrossed in their daily routines.

Larry took the pick-up back
through the gate and parked it on the other side of the road with
many other vehicles of varied description. When he re-joined Rick,
he was paying a gentleman wearing jeans, checked shirt and cowboy
boots who’d appeared from nowhere.

“I’d guess that was ‘the man’ we
had to pay,” Larry said as the gentleman in the jeans sauntered
away and was soon lost among the trees.

“That’s him. Let’s get the tent
up and hit those trails.”

“Need a hand putting up your
tent?” a neighbourly fellow camper offered after watching the two
men struggling with the heavy canvas. They didn’t appear to have a
clue.

“We’d sure appreciate it. My
name is Larry Gaylord and he’s Rick Morales.”

“Ace Jensen,” the gentleman said
accepting Larry’s offered hand. “This your first visit to
Canada?”

“Yep, and our first ever camping
trip, we usually hang out on the beach.”

“You can find beaches out
Vancouver way if that’s your ‘thing’. You can’t beat a few weeks
out here in the wilderness it’s good for the soul. What do you
figure on doing while you’re here boys?”

An experienced camper and
backwoodsman, Ace had the four-man tent up practically
singlehandedly, Larry and Rick being more of a hindrance than a
help.

“Explore the trails, take in the
awesome scenery, and catch some rays, chill out,” Rick answered.”
Thanks for your help, by the way.”

“It might not be that easy,”
Larry said stashing their luggage inside the tent.

“Are you getting cold feet
already?”

Ace Jensen studied the two men
as they talked. The muddy-brown haired one called Larry was around
five seven and of medium build. The Hawaiian patterned knee length
shorts, shirt and tan sneakers he was wearing looked out of place
in the forest setting. Larry wore black framed Buddy Holly style
glasses that made his brown eyes stand out from the rest of his
face. Larry seemed to be the more sensible of the two. Slightly
taller than Larry, Rick Morales the tanned, blonde haired beach boy
type looked as though he’d be more at home on a surfboard
displaying his athletic body to a bevy of young woman in white
bikinis and high heeled shoes. Shirtless, Rick wore red cut offs
and black cowboy boots with one heel slightly higher than the
other; an image that didn’t really fit his physical appearance. He
limped when he walked.

“Know where you’re going?” Ace
asked.

“We’ve got a map we picked up at
a roadside stall along the way and we’ve marked the trail but I
don’t think we’ll need it. Be back before you know it,” Rick said
confidently, producing a map from his back pocket.

Ace watched while the boys
stowed three packs of beer and a thin summer jacket in Larry’s
backpack. “Got water in there, boys?”

“Hell no, we got beer why would
we need water.”

“Did you lodge your route with
the rangers in Maskek?” Ace asked studying the lines pencilled in
red on the map. He’d learned from an early age to plan and plan
again when embarking on a trip into the vast forests of this
expansive land.

“What’s the point of that? We
haven’t even been to town.”

“They godda have a reference
point from, which to search in case you get hurt or worse still,
lost and can’t make it back. That’s what folks do out here.”

“Maybe we should, Rick.”

“And lose more time heading into
town? No chance, we won’t need it.”

“It would only take a few
minutes to call in at the ranger station. Ok, we won’t.”

“You’re making a big mistake,”
Shaking his head sadly Ace returned to his own tent,

“One day you’ll learn.”

As the young men were about to
set off there came a sudden howling of a wolf, it sounded close.
Startled, Rick looked anxiously at Larry. “Was that a wolf?”

“Maybe it was a coyote. Frankie
didn’t say anything about wolves.”

Ace re-appeared from his tent.
“Yep, that’s a wolf alright. There’s a big, rogue wolf been seen in
these parts for a few days now. If you see it, back away, don’t
look directly into its face or he’ll think you’re challenging him.
Best to steer clear. Wild animals are unpredictable.”

“Great,” Rick said, “now we’ve
got a goddamn wolf to contend with.”

“He hasn’t been seen near the
campground. Remember what I said, and you’ll be fine. Good luck to
you boys.”

With the swaggering exuberance
of youth Larry and Rick took off up the trail, ill-informed and
unprepared for the country they were hiking into.


Chapter four

Lazing on the grass by the side
of Loon Lake, Jonathan Sparkling Eyes addressed his son. “Your
grandmother tells me she has spoken to you about your mother
Lupin.”

At first glance father and son
looked identical, a closer inspection revealed that certain
similarities ended there. They spoke in the Cree tongue.

“She has. Why did you not tell
me of the wolf?”

“I believed you had enough to
absorb when I returned. In time I would have told you. I would have
explained everything.”

“As you explained everything
about your past?” Deacon said reproachfully. “I am your son, why do
you not trust me?”

“It is not about trust Spirit of
the Wind. When I feel you are ready, I will speak about all that
has happened to me.”

“When will I be ready?”

“When I say.”

“Then I will go.” Getting to his
feet the young Chief strode away.

“Well, that was clever
Jonathan,” Nonie told him approaching from behind. She carried a
bundle of firewood in her arms. Letting the wood drop she sat down
beside him.

“It’s going to take more than a
few words to convince him. What is the matter with you, are your
deep dark secrets so terrible you can’t disclose them? I can’t
believe how obstinate you are but then you always were. Sometimes I
wonder how Lupin put up with you. Nothing will hurt him more than
your refusal to open up. What are you afraid of?”

“That once he hears the truth,
he will hate me.”

“What makes you think he’ll hate
you? Why don’t you give him a chance, he’s not a child Jonathan,
he’s a young man and now the Chief. After all he went through when
both Damien and Arcus tried to take his life he doesn’t frighten
easily. If you’re patient with him, you will see how open minded
and understanding he can be.”

“The past is too dark even for
me. Many nights I lie awake as I did all those years ago, wondering
how I could do such horrendous deeds. You don’t know the half of it
Nonie, you never will. It’s best forgotten. Bury it.”


Chapter five

Idling the day away by the side
of Loon Lake, Deacon and Clayton were enjoying the serenity of the
water and the chirping of the birds. Wherever you lived in Maskek
you could see the lake enfolding the small hamlet in its embrace,
beneath the Wapiti Hills.

Deacon was quiet deep in
profound thought.

“Something bothering you?”
Clayton finally asked.

“I was thinking about the wolf.
Too much has happened over the last few months Clayton, I thought
after we defeated the unthinkable and ended my father’s
legacy, I would be free. Now the wolf is here, and he will not
leave me. I don’t know if I can handle it.”

“The wolf is part of you you’ll
soon come to terms with it. You should feel honoured that the wolf
has made its presence known. These things wouldn’t be happening to
you if you couldn’t handle them, would they?”

“Everything happens for a reason
is that what’re you’re saying?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying.
The reasons may not be clear yet, eventually they’ll become
obvious.” For over one century the poisonous cloud the Indians
called the unthinkable, had claimed many lives. The people
of the Maskek believed it to be a weather phenomenon happening
rarely but with great intensity. An ancient Cree prophesy decreed
that Deacon, the last descendent of the Protector of the Wind,
would be the one to end it. The ensuing battle with the malignant
and vaporous enemy was fought within the forest, releasing the town
and Deacon’s father Jonathan Sparkling Eyes from its lethal
poison.

Hearing horses heading in their
direction Clayton glanced over his shoulder. “Captain McNally and
Tyrell are here.”

“Clayton, Spirit of the Wind,”
ranger Captain Virgil McNally acknowledged as he and Tyrell reached
the boys. “Sorry to ruin your day off. I need you to go look for a
couple of first-time hikers out in the wild. They left the
campground two days ago to walk one of the shorter trails hoping to
be back the same day. They still haven’t returned.”

Deacon focused on an Osprey’s
nest high up in the trees. “Did they tell anybody where they were
heading?”

“They spoke to Ace Jensen,
marked out a route, didn’t bother to lodge it at headquarters. Ace
is a good friend of mine he practically lives out here.”

“How’d you find out then?”
Clayton enquired.

“Ace called in this morning to
say they weren’t back. I want you both to go over there and speak
with him. Be prepared to spend a few nights out.”

“How come you’re sending
us?”

“Because Spirit of the Wind is
the best tracker around these parts, you both know the trails
including many we don’t, and you work well together.”

“You want us to leave now?”
Deacon asked.

“I’d appreciate it. Go home and
let your folks know what’s happening, then take off. Keep the radio
handy and keep me posted. If you get out of range, I’ll assume
everything is okay and expect you back whenever. I’m not
anticipating you running into trouble.”

“We could always use smoke
signals if we get into difficulty,” Clayton cracked, his green eyes
twinkling, “my blood brother here knows a thing or two about
that.”

Tyrell McAllister who usually
rode with Virgil said, “Smoke signals could come in handy one day
Captain, we should try it one time. Maybe Deacon can teach us…hold
on, are we supposed to be calling you Deacon or Spirit of the Wind?
Bobby told us you got a little miffed when someone called you
Deacon.”

“My name is Spirit of the Wind,
always was. Momma named me Deacon while I was at school, I thought
you knew that.”

After leaving Maskek High School
Clayton and Deacon realised their boyhood dreams of becoming
wildlife rangers. Wildlife warden was a term their captain
wouldn’t entertain. “Anybody would think I was running a prison
camp,” he’d grumble when somebody suggested that perhaps
warden would be more apt. Deacon and Clayton had been
accepted without question into the much-revered ranger company.

Growing up around his native
village the young Cree Indian’s heritage and vast knowledge of the
natural world, tracking, hunting and fighting skills and infinite
understanding of weapons, was a definite and valuable asset to the
small well-respected troop of rangers whose territory ranged far
beyond the town of Maskek and the campground. He knew the forest
inside out including old Indian trails no-one, but his people were
aware of. Occasionally hikers would lose their way in the vast
forest and end up in unmapped areas and unfamiliar surroundings.
Deacon and Clayton would then be called out to search for them. As
a child, Clayton spent every school vacation and most weekends
camping and exploring the vastness of Alberta with his father,
Montana cowboy Keel Rykker. Deacon sometimes tagged along with them
lending his expertise of living in harmony with Mother Earth. He
showed them secret secluded places they’d never seen.

Riding since they were old
enough to sit a horse the two eighteen-year-olds formed a
formidable duo. At the age of ten the boys made a pact to remain
together forever. If anyone bothered to look, they’d see the scars
on the inside of their wrists made by Deacon’s bowie knife when
they sealed their pact with blood.

“If you run into trouble or get
into difficulty, contact us right away,” Virgil told them.

“Will do Captain.”

 


~ * ~

 


Locating their contact at Wolf
Creek Campground, Clayton asked “What can you tell us Mr
Jensen?”

Grey haired and sharp eyed his
wrinkled countenance showing years of outdoor living, Ace Jensen
studied the two grey and khaki clad rangers. The curly flame
haired, pale skinned young man was wearing a Stetson style hat,
which was part of the uniform, the Native boy wore his long raven
hair partially braided and secured with rawhide lacings while the
rest of his hair hung down his back.

“You guys are kind of young,
ain’t ya? Most of McNally’s rangers range from early twenties right
up through fifty. You must be new recruits.”

“Joined last year,” Clayton
informed him. “My name’s Clayton and this is my brother Spirit of
the Wind.”

“Glad to meet you.” Tilting his
head to one side Ace observed Deacon closely.

“Something wrong?” the young
Chief asked.

“You seem familiar, trouble is I
can’t remember from when or where.” Ace stroked his chin, “It’ll
come to me. I can show you the map the two of them said they
wouldn’t need.” Opening out the paper map Ace laid it on the
wooden picnic table. “They marked the trail they planned on taking.
See here…” he traced the red line with a stubby finger, “they said
it was short and less known and they expected to be back by
nightfall. That was a couple of days ago. They wouldn’t listen to a
little advice, crazy kids.”

“Did they definitely take that
particular trail it ain’t the easiest,” Clayton responded studying
the map, “even a seasoned hiker wouldn’t make it back the same
night.”

“They headed in that direction.
I watched until I lost ‘em both in the bush, it’s real dense out
there.” Ace turned earnestly to the rangers. “They’re from San
Francisco. That’s a long way to drive for a vacation that could end
before it’s begun. They don’t have a clue. I’d hate to see their
first vacation in Canada ruined by their own hot headedness. This
is their first ever camping trip. I don’t think they’ve been out in
the woods before. Weather’s been hot these last two days, neither
of them were packing water and I didn’t see any supplies except for
a small backpack. They sure weren’t wearing the right type of
clothing.” Ace described the two Californian’s attire. “If you
don’t find ‘em they could die out here.”

“We’re aware of that Mr Jensen,”
Deacon said gently his voice heavily accented a trait peculiar to
the Cree.

“Rick Morales and Larry
Gaylord,” Ace added “Larry seems to be the more sensible of the
two.”

“Unbelievable,” Clayton said,
“Did they take anything with them at all?”

“Three packs of beer stowed in
Larry’s backpack. I saw them putting it in.”

“That’s it?” Deacon asked in
disbelief.

“As far as I know it is.”

“Thanks Mr Jensen. We’d best
make a move. Let’s go Spirit of the Wind.”

“Good luck boys.”

“How did you get on with your
pa?” Clayton asked as they rode away from the campground. “Did you
learn anything?”

“He ain’t talking, there’s godda
be something really bad he’s hiding. I won’t ask again.”

“Maybe he needs to ponder awhile
longer.”

“He’s had eighteen years to
ponder Clayton”.


Chapter six

Digging up through the charred
earth the miscreants dragged their flame scarred bodies, their feet
raw and bleeding into the shelter of the pines. These poor deformed
creatures had lived in the ground for decades. Twenty years ago,
unable to escape as the Longhouse under which they lived burned,
they suffered horrendous injuries from the fire. A second house,
that of Emily and Steve Simpson was later built over the same area,
and once again as Emily let her house burn, the flames and searing
heat engulfed their underground tomb.

Working together the animals
forced their way through the earth until their broken claws were
wrenched from their feet, desperate to be free. Now the trees gave
them much needed respite from the sun. Here they would rest.

 


~ * ~

 


“I told you we should have
bought the map Rick. This is crazy.” Larry slapped a mosquito
alighting on his leg bare from the knees down. “We should’ve worn
jeans there’s too many goddamn bugs out here.”

“Aw quit moaning and have
yourself another beer. A couple of beers and things will look a
whole lot brighter.”

“It’s getting dark and getting
cold we were supposed to be back at the campground by now.”

“Jesus! You’re a grown man
Larry, stop whining, you’re starting to sound like my kid sister.
It’s getting dark— so what? Build a campfire if you’re cold,
that’ll be cool, huh?”

“And what do you propose to eat
we didn’t bring more than a couple of sandwiches.”

“We’ll make up for it soon as we
get back tomorrow.”

“If we get back.”

“Lighten up, dude we just took a
wrong turn we’ll find the right one in the morning.” Rick lay back
and finished his beer. “Hey, we should’ve bought the girls. One
night in the woods with Cindy and Rafaela sure sounds good to
me.”

Ignoring Rick’s licentious smile
Larry set about collecting wood to build a fire.

 


~ * ~

 


“What’re you thinking Spirit of
the Wind?” Clayton asked as they rode slowly along the trail Ace
assured them Larry and Rick had taken. He needed to get into the
habit of calling Deacon by his true name, after thirteen years
together it was easy to forget.

“Some folks come out here with
no idea about the country or its weather patterns. They think they
know all about living in the wild because they’ve read it in a book
or seen it on TV, and many times it becomes a matter of survival.
Living has got nothing to do with it.”

“Are you suggesting it’s all
down to being white?”

“No, I’m not…although it is a
big factor,” Deacon replied, his grin as broad as Alberta.

“I’m just saying that maybe
folks should look into it before actually doing it.”

“Amen to that, brother. You
could look at is this way though, if everyone did as they were told
we’d be out of a job.”

Bringing varied problems, the
summer was a busy time for the rangers’ search and rescue team.
Countless man hours were spent locating lost hikers who in their
enthusiasm for the solitude of the natural world, had taken a wrong
turn and wandered off the main trail or in retrieving intrepid
swimmers from the freezing waters of the lake and from the swollen
rivers when they discovered the opposite side was further than they
anticipated or that the swift flowing current had carried them
downstream.

By far the most dangerous
incidents involved tourists and campers teasing and feeding the
wild animals especially the bears despite notices to the contrary
and against advice from the Rangers.

Stoning the animals was another
great pastime pursued by a certain type of visitor, which almost
always ended in grief with the instigator being attacked as the
angered, injured animal retaliated, which could result in the
unnecessary shooting of the animal. The Rangers did their best to
transport these animals to a different area away from human
habitation. Sadly, at times it wasn’t always possible to keep human
and beast apart as the animals often returned to the same spot.

These problems weren’t helped by
hunters legal or otherwise, who believed they had the god given
right to shoot anything that moved and of course the fishermen who
were determined to empty the lake of its entire species. The
Rangers’ lot was not a happy one.

“So, what’ve you seen?” Clayton
asked.

“Enough to know they didn’t come
this way. The trail meanders to the left a short way back, it’s
likely they took the left fork.”

“Ace was sure they headed out
here. You think they took the wrong trail to begin with?”

“First time out it’s easily
done.” Turning the black stallion he rode with ease; Deacon
retraced the trail. Clayton followed on his buckskin mare where the
trail veered left.

Deacon dismounted, his eyes on
the disturbed, flattened vegetation where something had passed
through, and on the hard ground.

“Somebody came this way. One of
them is wearing cowboy boots one heel raised, looks like he’s
limping. The other is wearing sneakers or something like. Cowboy
boots aren’t ideal for walking…”

“As any cowboy would tell you. I
can vouch for it… and the blisters,” Clayton said recalling the
last time he and Deacon took a long stroll up the trail. “At least
he’s got the sense to wear boots unlike you who’s never worn boots
in your life.”

“Boots cripple me,” Deacon
grinned. “Moccasins good,” he shook his head. “Boots bad
medicine.”

“Aw hush up you goddamn Injun!
You just can’t be bothered to change ‘em, that’s all.”

Wearing a smile that would
encompass the Rocky Mountains, Deacon mounted and set Diablero
along the new trail.

 


~ * ~

 


“If we had a rifle, we could
shoot a rabbit or something,” Larry said, hunger gnawing at him
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