
 CHAPTER 25

         Merle had to keep a watchful eye on the older of her two offspring. He 

  was  beginning   to   get  venturesome,  unlike  his  sister   who  still  clung   to   her 

  mother's linen skirts. She straightened her back and looked up hopefully into 

  the branches of a fruit bearing species. The child within her kicked and she 

  placed a hand over the spot. This was her third child in three years and she 

  was still only nineteen, the same age as her man. 

        She smiled at the thought of him, there was no doubt that Dar was a 

  dreamer, it was a characteristic that had drawn her to him. She was brought 

  back from her thoughts by the need to retrieve  her son from a hollow into 

  which he had rolled and which was too steep for him to climb out. She felt a 

  little exasperated. The other men stayed close to their families and could give 

  their   wives   a   helping   hand   if   required.   Dar   wandered   off   in   some  kind   of 

  reverie and could be hundreds of yards away for all she knew. She checked 

  herself, it was too beautiful a day for annoyance, with the sun lancing down 

  through the treetops and lighting the forest floor with pools of golden light.

        On this occasion, Dar was deliberately foraging away from the main 

  group. He moved quietly, not wanting to disturb the beast which was stalking 

  him. He had caught a few tantalising glimpses of it, as it padded on a parallel 

  path   through   the   trees.   He   was   almost   certain   that   it   was   a   wolf   but   its 

  behaviour   wasn't   typical.   Wolves   moved   in   packs   and   were   aggressive, 

  whereas this wolf - if it was a wolf - moved alone and stealthily. 

        Dar had first become aware of it two days earlier. He had said nothing 

  to the rest of the gatherers. He wasn't sure how firmly they would keep to the 

  injunction of the Firstling, not to harm anything in the Kingdom, especially if 



  they thought  the  clan  was threatened  by a wild  animal. His  experience  of 

  them over the previous three years had been one of timidity laced with good 

    old-fashioned   obstinacy,   especially   when   it   came   to   new   ideas,   or   the 

  challenge of a new experience. The advent of a wolf would certainly fit into 

  the category of a new experience. 

          When  he was satisfied  that he was far enough  away from the main 

  party, he selected a shady tree which would give him a good all round view of 

  a clearing. The tree was perched on the edge of an abrupt drop to a gully and 

  there   was   no   way   for   the   animal   to   approach   from   that   direction   without 

  making a great deal of noise and breaking from cover.

        It was a game of patience. Dar sat relaxed but alert under the tree, 

  feeling eyes on him. He tried to attune himself like the antennae he had once 

  seen on a visit to the airfield during his childhood, trying to pinpoint the actual 

  area of scrub in which the animal was hiding. He had gathered some fruits 

  and berries and these he placed in the centre of the clearing as bait. It was a 

  dubious attraction for a wolf, but he remembered the words of the Firstling, 

  who had said that the wolf would lie down with the lamb and that wild animals 

  would eat straw like the ox.

        He grinned to himself, it was a crazy way to put his faith in the words of 

  the Firstling to a test, but he was committed and the small knife he carried 

  was more useful in cutting fruit from the trees, than fighting a pitched battle 

  with a wild animal. He waited patiently for most of the day and the animal 

  waited with him. Dar was almost on the point of accepting defeat, when he 

  detected a movement out of the corner of his eye. The shrubs parted slowly 

  and first a head and then the body of the largest grey wolf he had ever seen, 

  emerged from the cover.

        Dar's mouth went dry. The animal stood motionless, ready to retreat 



  back into the scrub. Dar slowly turned his head and stared into its eyes. They 

  were like yellow coals,  glowing in the setting sun. The animal padded slowly 

  forward  and sniffed  at the  offering  Dar had  provided.  It touched  it  with  its 

  nose, turning over the berries and fruits. It looked again at Dar.

        "I   hope   you've   been   told   about   the   new   arrangements,   wolf,"   Dar 

  crooned gently. "We don't eat meat these days - and I hope that goes for you 

  too!"

        The wolf kept his eyes on the man and bared its teeth over the fruit. 

  Dar held his breath, inching his fingers to the haft of his knife. The wolf took 

  the first piece of fruit and then demolished the rest of the heap. Then, it lay 

  down in the centre of the clearing, keeping well out of reach and never taking 

  its eyes from Dar.

        The sun was setting and he knew that the rest of the gatherers would 

  be returning  to their temporary camp. Some might notice his absence and 

  start a search. There could be unpredictable results if they blundered into the 

  delicately balanced situation in the clearing. It was a stand-off situation and 

  the wolf didn't look as if it had plans to go anywhere. 

        Very slowly, Dar braced his legs and slid up the trunk of the tree. The 

  wolf watched the manoeuvre with unblinking interest. Dar moved sideways, 

  very slowly. The wolf followed him with its eyes. Dar swallowed, gathered his 

  courage  and turned his back and walked slowly to the edge of the trees. He 

  chanced a quick look over his shoulder, the wolf was ten paces behind him. It 

  stopped   when   he   stopped   and   then   followed   the   man   softly,   when   he 

  continued through the trees. After a while, Dar stopped again. He turned 

  and looked at the wolf. The animal had stopped the regulation ten paces out 

  of reach. Its yellow eyes stared into Dar's.

        "Now look, wolf - you can't come with me into the camp. They wouldn't 



    understand - they might even hurt you. You can't follow me anymore. It would 

  be better if you stay out here!"

        Dar   realised   how   stupid   he   sounded.   He   hoped   there   were   no 

  witnesses. The animal continued to stare. Dar turned again and walked a few 

  more paces, he glanced back over his shoulder and the animal had vanished. 

  He shook his head in disbelief and picked up the pace, trying to put as much 

  distance as possible between himself and where he last seen the animal. He 

  was breathless when he entered the camp and made his way quickly to their 

  shelter. Merle looked at him critically, took note of his laboured breathing and 

  then said sweetly.

        "What happened, did you fall asleep under a tree?"

          "Something like that."

        "I might have guessed! 

        She moved to the community pile and deposited her gatherings for the 

  day.

          "Don't worry, I collected enough for you too!"

        He caught her round the waist and drew her to him. She rested against 

  his chest and listened to his heart racing. 

          "You must have run a mile!"

        "I was in a hurry - "

        "To get back to me, I suppose!"

        He grinned and kissed her and then grabbed his son and daughter, 

  imprisoning them all in his arms. It was the time of the day he liked best. The 

  work was over, they were together and they could share the warmth of the fire 

  and the stories the older ones liked to tell. Most of them were elaborations - 

  tall stories and as such, changed with each repeat. Well, tonight, he would 

  have a story to tell that would cap all the others!



        He   waited   his   time   until   the   flow   of   conversation   trickled   away,   he 

  added few embellishments to the tale. When it ended, he knew they didn't 

  believe him. There was a polite silence and then a drifting away from the fire 

  circle   to   their   beds.   Dar   grinned   in   the   glow   of   the   fire.   Merle   looked   as 

  doubtful   as   the   others.   They   went   to   the   lean-to   shelter   created   out   of 

  branches and foliage. The shelters were a sophistication. Before  the rains 

  had resumed, they had slept under the stars.

          "You didn't believe me either!"

          "Dar!  Really,  that's the tallest story I've ever heard!  A wolf that eats 

  berries and fruit and follows you like a dog - and then goes away when you 

  tell it to do so! Next, you'll be trying to tell us that you've trained it to sit up 

  and beg and roll over and play dead!"

        "No! I hadn't thought of that - I'll try that tomorrow!"

        He lay awake into the night, thinking about the wolf. In the days before 

  the  destruction,  there  had been no wild  wolves. The  animal would  have  a 

  story to tell, if it could speak. All he could do in the darkness was to try to 

  imagine where it might have come from and how it could have survived the 

  rigors of the nuclear winter. Merle sighed softly in her sleep, pressed against 

  him. He listened to the noises of the night, trying to hear the distant sounds 

  from   the   forest.   Once,   he   thought   he   heard   a   plaintive   howl   but   it   was 

  imagination. Eventually, he slept.

          Merle said casually the next morning.

        "It would be wonderful  if you  could help me with the children today. 

  Robert   is   getting   into   all   sorts   of   mischief   and   I'm  getting   a   bit   heavy   for 

  scrambling in and out of gullies!"

        It had been Merle's insistence to call the boy after Dar's father. She 

  said, it was a way of commemorating him. Dar hadn't been so sure that a 



    commemoration was warranted, but he had held his peace.

          "Dawn is getting a handful as well - "

        "O.K! O.K! I get the message! I'm neglected my parental duties!"

        He grinned at her.

        "Just   remember!   Your   parental   duties   don't   end   with   giving   me  the 

  babies!"

        He had almost forgotten about the wolf as the day wore on. At first, he 

  had wondered if it would continue the stalking tactics of the previous days. 

  He was puzzled as to why it had singled him out for attention. He detected no 

  movements in the undergrowth and gradually allowed himself to be lulled into 

  a easy feeling of security. The forest had never proved to be a hostile place 

  during the days of the Kingdom.

        The   method   of   harvesting   was   simple,   a   sector   of   the   forest   was 

  selected and as they moved away from their camp, the sector widened out 

  like a fan. The clan members thinned as the arc grew greater, so that by the 

  end of the day,  unless there  was some particularly rich  find  to which  they 

  would all be drawn, individuals were farthest apart. Dar and his family were 

  quite some distance from their nearest neighbours. 

        He straightened  up and turned. The  wolf stood  facing him, between 

  him   and   the   rest   of   the   family.   They   stood   motionless,   staring   into   each 

  other's eyes.Dar's   heart   was hammering  load  enough   to   be  heard.  Surely 

  loud   enough   for   Merle   to   hear   and   be   warned.   He   saw   Robert   turn   and 

  advance   innocently   towards   the   great   shaggy   animal.   It   was   a   new 

  experience, Dar could see the boy's eyes shining with excitement. Everything 

  became slow motion, Dar couldn't move his limbs to take action, instead, he 

  sank to his knees. Merle turned and put her hand to her mouth to stifle  a 

  scream. Her eyes were wide with fear.



        The boy reached the wolf before they could react and plunged chubby 

  fists into its thick coat, and then laid his head against the face and jaws. The 

  wolf stared at Dar and didn't move. Merle screamed and clutched Dawn to 

  her. Robert  tugged  at the  fur  around  the  neck  of the   animal  and  pulled  it 

  towards   Dar.   The   animal   followed   until   its   muzzle   was   almost   against   his 

  face.

        A   pent   up   breath   exploded   from   Dar's   mouth   and   very   slowly,   he 

  reached out to touch the animal. It didn't flinch away, allowing the man's hand 

  to fondle the hair behind the ears. Merle reacted by slumping against the tree 

  in a dead faint. Her scream had attracted their nearest neighbours and others 

  of the clan were rushing through the forest as well. 

        They paused at the edge of the clearing, not daring to venture further 

  and watched in awe, as the wolf allowed the man to handle it and a little child 

  to lead it. One of the women with a little more courage, eased along to where 

  Merle had collapsed and tried to revive her. Dar could do nothing, his hands 

  were fully occupied in keeping Robert and the wolf at a safe distance - The 

  thought exploded in his mind - Safe! The great beast was nosing him. Dar 

  hoped it was an expression of affection.

        The animal remained docile, whilst the humans sorted themselves into 

  some sort of order. It was clear that the men of the clan couldn't make up 

  their mind what to do. The women were more efficient, taking charge of the 

  recovering Merle and Dawn and eventually, Robert, when he could be prised 

  away from his new plaything. Dar was left to cope with the wolf and the men 

  remained   in   the   comparative   safety   of   the   edge   of   the   clearing,   watching 

  warily.

        Dar   cleared   his   throat,   it   was   time   for   a   little   straight,   authoritative 

  talking.



        "Now,   wolf   -   I   think   you'd   better   make   yourself   scarce   for   the   time 

  being. You've caused enough of a commotion for one day."

        The animal's yellow eyes glowed into his and then, suddenly it turned 

  and disappeared into the scrub. Dar looked after it regretfully and wondered if 

  he would ever see it again. He found it hard to explain  but the beast was 

  growing on him. With the exit of the wolf, the clansmen became braver. Bordo 

  ventured with growing courage, into the centre of the clearing, making sure 

  that he had a line of retreat if the necessity arose. His voice was truculent 

  with suppressed fear.

        "Now listen  here, Dar - I don't know what you  think you're  trying  to 

  prove but I'm sure I can speak for us all when I say that we're not having that 

  beast   frightening   our   women.   It's   your   fault   its   hanging   around,   you 

  encouraged it by feeding it!"

        Dar shook his head in wonderment.

        "If you call feeding it, giving it fruit and berries, then I was feeding it. I 

  tell you this, if I was a wolf, I wouldn't find that diet very encouraging!"

        "I don't care about that - we don't want it lurking around in the scrub 

  when we're gathering - we'd have to have eyes in the back of our heads - it 

  could take a child - like it nearly took yours!"

        Dar answered very carefully.

        "I can't answer for the wolf - it comes and goes as it pleases - as for 

  taking a child, you saw how it treated Robert. It could almost have swallowed 

  him in one bite. It didn't - I don't profess to understand how or why, but the 

  beast is tame."

        "If you want to believe that, you can. If you want to risk your wife and 

  children, you can. As for us, we want nothing to do with it. If it hangs around - 

  we'll - we'll kill it!" 



        Dar   glared   into   Bordo's   frightened   face.   There   was   nothing   to   be 

  gained by arguing and the rest of the men seemed as determined. He was 

  more concerned about Merle, he had seen her slump to the ground and now, 

  a   sick   worry   started   to   develop   that   the   unborn   child   might   have   been 

  affected.

        "Have   it   your   way,   Bordo  -   I'm  not  frightened   of  every  shadow  that 

  moves or every leave that flutters in the wind and - I'm not frightened of the 

  animal, for myself - or for my family!"

        He stalked past the semicircle of men and made for the encampment. 

  The irrational fear of the men angered him. The   docility of the animal was 

  clear to see and yet, they still  wanted to destroy it. After all the losses the 

  animal kingdom must have suffered during the time of destruction, they were 

  still prepared to eliminate one of the last survivors of its breed. Romantically, 

  he wondered if it was the very last wolf - and they wanted to destroy it!

        He   was   in   quite   a   lather   of   righteous   indignation,   by   the   time   he 

  entered the circle of shelters. The women stood silently around. They stared 

  at him as if he had some sort of disease and was about to visit a plague on 

  their houses. He ignored them and entered his own shelter. Merle was laying 

  down with Robert and Dawn to each side of her. The children were sleeping, 

  but she stared wide eyed at him. His voice was harsh with anxiety when he 

  asked:

        "Are you all right?"

        She nodded  slowly and then  tears welled  up and trickled  down her 

  cheeks. He knelt down and cradled her.

        "I thought he was going to be killed," she sobbed. "I thought you were 

  going to be killed too."

        He hushed her and rocked  her until  she got rid  of the emotion. He 



  confessed.

        "I don't know all the answers, Merle - My Uncle Carl would know - Dear 

  God! I wish he was here now!"

        It must have been then that the first germ of the thought stirred in his 

  mind.   It   was   high   time   to   leave   the   constricted   life   and   thinking   of   the 

  gatherers and return to Pringle's Head.                       

        The   circle   around   the   fire   that   evening   was   subdued.   Their   rations 

  were   eaten   in   silence   and   the   stories   the   old   men   usually   told,   were   not 

  forthcoming.   They   watched   Dar   in   fear   and   resentment.   Old   superstitions 

  were stirring and with them, wonderment that a mere human could command 

  a   fierce animal with a word. He could sense what was in their minds. If an 

  animal could be sent away, as he had sent the wolf away, then an animal 

  could be called back at will, perhaps to wreak harm on the community.

        At   the   end   of   the   evening,   there   was   a   great   deal   of   whispered 

  discussion between the elders of the clan. When they were finished, Bordo 

  made his announcement.

        "We have to think of the good of the community. We can't have our 

  people  looking  over their  shoulders at every step, whilst  they're  gathering. 

  We   don't  want the  wolf  hanging  around  - and we don't  want you   hanging 

  around! You came to us from the outside and it's clear to us that you brought 

  strange ways with you. We want nothing to do with strange ways and powers. 

  You must go!  As for Merle and the children, she belonged to us before you 

  came along. She can stay if she wishes - together with her children and we'll 

  look after her and the unborn one - but, I say it again -  you must go!"

        Dar was tempted to ask what they would  do if he used his strange 

  powers and commanded the wolf to stay with the community, but he thought 

  better of it. The mood was resentful and it could turn ugly if there was further 



  provocation. He looked  at Merle. The firelight  flickered  on her face but he 

  could see she was very pale. His heart felt like a lump of lead. Was he about 

  to lose her and his children?

        "I will go with my man, Bordo."

        She said it very quietly.

          There   was   no   time-frame  stipulated   but   the   implications   were   -   the 

  quicker   the   better.   She   wept   a   little   that   night,   laying   against   him.   He 

  whispered about the reception they could expect from his Uncle Carl and that 

  everything would be well. He calculated that they were three days from the 

  city - four perhaps, because of Merle's condition. They would gather and eat 

  as they walked through the forest.

          There was a surprise in store, as Dar emerged from the shelter on the 

  following   morning.   A   woman   stood   waiting   a   little   distance   away,   he 

  wondered for how long she had been there. He knew her, he had seen her 

  with   the   other   women,   but   they   had   never   spoken.   She   was   striking   in 

    appearance, tall, slender, dark-eyed and dark haired, her expression always 

  pleasant and quiet. For all of her efforts within the community, she seemed 

  somehow to stand alone and yet,  it wasn't an aloofness. She was popular 

  with the rest of the women.

          "Greetings, Ruth."

          "Greetings Dar - and to you Merle."

          Merle had emerged from the shelter at the sound of the conversation..

        "I came to ask if I could go with you when you leave the community? I 

  want to get away and I could help Merle with the children!"

        Dar looked hard at her. There was more to her wanting to leave than 

  looking after their children. He knew very little about her, except that she had 

  no family. She seemed to read his thoughts.



        "I once had a husband and children - but they died during the cold - 

  Now, I am alone."

        "We have in mind to go to the new town - we have a shelter there."

        Dar hoped he was telling the truth. He had no way of knowing whether 

  Carl  had moved on in the intervening  years, or even whether an enlarged 

  family would be welcome in the limited quarters at the lighthouse. He had to 

  admit that his projected journey was based on hope. Ruth nodded.

        "We must leave today, Ruth."

        "I'll get my bundle."

        She went off in the direction of her own shelter. Dar watched her. On 

  the way, she spoke to Bordo, who looked sharply in their direction. They saw 

  him   shrug   and   Ruth   continued   on   her   way.   Dar   gathered   their   few 

  possessions into a bundle and tied them in a piece of linen. He tried not to 

  think in terms of gratitude or the lack of it. He resisted the impulse to shout a 

  reminder to them that they would be naked now, if he hadn't urged them to go 

  into Pringle's Head for cloth. They walked through the ranks of the assembled 

  community. Bordo had one last word for them.

          "Make sure you get rid of that beast as you go - or before God, we'll 

  kill it!

        Ruth interjected very softly before Dar could reply.

          "When next you see the Firstling, tell him how you feel about one of 

  God's creatures who offered you no harm or threat. Ask him to help you to 

  gain a peaceful heart."

 


