SIGN OF THE WOLF
by Fred Saber hagen

The dark shape, big as a nman, canme between the two smallest of the three
wat chfires, moving in silence like that of sleep. Qut of habit, Duncan had
been wat ching that downwi nd direction, though his mnd was heavy wth
tiredness and with the thoughts of life that cane with sixteen summers' age.

Duncan rai sed his spear and howl ed, and charged the wolf. For a nonent the
fire-eyes | ooked steadily at him appearing to be a full hand apart. Then the
wol f turned away; it nmade one deep questioning sound, and was gone into the
dar kness out beyond the fires.

Duncan stopped, drawi ng a gasping breath of relief. H's charge had not been
courage. The wolf woul d probably have killed himif it had faced his charge,
but it did not yet dare to face himin firelight.

The sheeps' eyes were on Duncan, a hundred gl owi ng spots in the huddl ed nmass
of the flock. One or two of the animals bleated softly.

He paced around the flock, sleepiness and introspection jarred fromhis m nd
Legends said that men in the old Earth-land had aninals call ed dogs that
guarded sheep. If that were true, sone mght think that men were fools for
ever |eaving Earth-Iand.

But such thoughts were irreverent, and Duncan's situation called for prayer.
Every night now the wolf cane, and all too often it killed a sheep

Duncan raised his eyes to the night sky. "Send nme a sign, star-gods," he
prayed, routinely. But the heavens were quiet. Only the stately fireflies of
t he dawn zone traced their steady random paths, vani shing hal fway up the
eastern sky. The stars thensel ves agreed that three-fourths of the night was
gone. The |l egends said that Earth-land was anong the stars, but the younger
priests admtted such a statenent could only be taken synbolically.

The heavy thoughts cane back, in spite of the nearby wolf. For two years now
Duncan had prayed and hoped for his mystical experience, the sign froma god
that came to mark the future life of every youth. From what other young nen
whi spered now and then, he knew that many faked their signs. That was al

right for lowy herdsnen, or even for hunters. But how could a man wi thout a
genui ne vi sion ever be nuch nore than a tender of aninmals? To be a priest, to
study the things brought fromold Earth-1and and saved--Duncan hungered for

| earning, for greatness, for things he could not nane.

He | ooked up again, and gasped, for he saw a great sign in the sky, alnopst
directly overhead. A point of dazzling light, and then a bright little cloud
remai ni ng anmong the stars. Duncan gripped his spear, watching, for a noment
even forgetting the sheep. The tiny cloud swelled and faded very slowy.

For centuries now the berserker machines had warred on Earth-descended nan.
Aut omat ons | oosed in sonme forgotten war, the machi nes noved as raiders through
t he gal axy, destroying whatever life they could find and overcone.

One such machine slid out of the interstellar intervals toward Duncan's

pl anet, drawn from afar by the Sol-type Iight of Duncan's sun. To turn life
into death was a berserker's function, and this sun and this planet prom sed
life.

The berserker machine was the size of a small planetoid, and its power was



i mense, but it knew well that some planets were defended, and it bent and
slowed its hurtling approach into a | ong cautious curve.

There were no warshi ps in nearby space, but the berserker's tel escopes picked
out the bright dots of defensive satellites, vanishing into the planet's
shadow and reappearing. To probe for nore data, the berserker computers | oosed
a spy mssile.

The nmissile | ooped the planet, and then shot in, testing the defensive net.
Low over nightside, it turned suddenly into bright little cloud.

Still, defensive satellites formed no real obstacle to a berserker. It could
gobble themup alnost at leisure if it noved in close to them though they
woul d stop long range nissles fired at the planet. It was the other things the
pl anet m ght have, the buried things, that held the berserker back froma
killing rush.

Also it was strange that this defended planet had no cities to make |ight
sparks on its nightside, and that no radio signals came fromit into space.

Wth mechani cal caution the berserker noved in, toward the area scouted by the
spy mssile.

In the norning, Duncan counted his flock--and then recounted, scowing. Then
he searched until he found the slaughtered | anb. The wol f had not gone hungry
after all. That made four sheep lost, now, in ten days.

Duncan tried to tell hinself that dead sheep no |l onger mattered so much to
him that with a sign such as he had been granted | ast night his life was
going to be filled with great deeds and nobl e causes. But the sheep still did
matter, and not only because their owners would be angry.

Looki ng up suddenly fromthe eaten | anb, he saw a brown-robed priest, alone,
mount ed on a donkey, clinbing the |ong grassy slope of the grazing valley from
the direction of the Tenple Village. He would be going to pray in one of the
Caves in the foot of the nmountain at the head of the valley.

At Duncan's beckoni ng wave--he could not |eave the flock to walk far toward
the priest--the man on the donkey changed course. Duncan wal ked a little way
to nmeet him

"Bl essings of Earth-land," said the priest shortly, when he canme cl ose. He was
a stout man who seened glad to di snbunt and stretch, arching his back and
grunting.

He smiled as he saw Duncan's hesitation. "Are you rmuch al one here, ny son?"

"Yes, Holy One. But--last night, | had a sign. For two years |'ve wanted one,
and just last night it canme."”
"I ndeed? That is good news." The priest's eyes strayed to the nountain, and to
the sun, as if he cal cul ated how nuch tinme he could spare. But he said, with
no sound of inpatience, "Tell me about it, if you wish."

When he heard the flash in the sky was Duncan's sign, the priest frowned. Then
he seemed to keep hinmself fromsnling. "My son, that |ight was seen by nany.
Today the el ders of a dozen villages, of nost of the Tribe, have cone to the
Tenmpl e Village. Everyone has seen sonething different in the sky-flash, and
am now going to pray in a Cave, because of it."



The priest renmounted, but when he had | ooked at Duncan again, he waited to
say, "Still, | was not one of those chosen to see the sky-gods' sign; and you
were. It may be a sign for you as well as for others, so do not be

di sappointed if it is not only for you. Be faithful in your duties and signs
will come." He turned the donkey away.

Feeling small, Duncan wal ked slowy back to his flock. How could he have
t hought that a Iight seen over half the world was nmeant for one shepherd? Now
his sign was gone, but his wolf remained.

In the afternoon, another figure cane into sight, wal king straight toward the
flock fromthe direction of Colleen's village. Duncan tightened the belt on
hi s wool en tunic, and conbed grass fromhis hair with his fingers. He felt his
chin, and wi shed his beard would really begin to grow.

He was sure the visitor was Coll een when she was still half a nile away. He
kept his novenents cal mand made hinself appear to first notice her when she
cane in sight on a hilltop within hailing distance. The wi nd noved her brown
hair and her garnents.

"Hell o, Colleen."
"Hel |l o, Duncan the Herdsman. My father sent ne to ask about his sheep."

He ran an anxi ous eye over the flock, picking out individuals. Praise be to
gods of land and sky. "Your father's sheep are well."

She wal ked closer to him "Here are sonme cakes. The other sheep are not well?"
Ah, she was beautiful. But no nere herdsman woul d ever have her.

"Last night the wolf killed again." Duncan gestured with enpty hands. "I
watch, | light fires. | have a spear and a club, and | rush at hi mwhen he
cones, and | drive himaway. But sooner or |ater he comes on the wong side of
the flock, or a sheep strays."

"Anot her man should come fromthe village," she said. "Even a boy woul d hel p.
Wth a big clever wolf, any herdsnan may need hel p."

He nodded, faintly pleased at her inplying he was a man. But his troubles were
too big to be soothed away. "Did you see the sky-flash, |ast night?" he asked,
renmenbering with bitterness his joy when he had thought the sign was his.

"No, but all the village is talking about it. | will tell them about the wolf,
but probably no man will cone to help you for a day or two. They are al
danci ng and tal ki ng, thinking of nothing but the sky-flash."

She rai sed puzzl ed eyes beyond Duncan. "Look."

It was the priest, rushing past half a nmle fromthemon his way down valley
fromthe Caves, doing his best to make his donkey gallop toward the Tenple
Vil | age.

"He may have net your wolf," Colleen suggested.

"He doesn't | ook behind him Maybe in the Caves he received an inmportant sign
fromthe earth-gods."

They tal ked a while longer, sitting on the grass while he ate the cakes she
had brought him



"I must go!" She sprang up. The sun was | owering and neither of them had
realized it.

"Yes, hurry! At night the wolf may be anywhere on the plain."

Wat chi ng her hurry away, Duncan felt the wolf in his own bl ood. Perhaps she
knew it, for she | ooked back at himstrangely fromthe hilltop. Then she was
gone.

On a hillside, gathering dried brush for the night's watchfires, Duncan paused
for a noment, |ooking at the sunset.

"Sky-gods, help me," he prayed. "And earth-gods, the dark wolf should be under
your dominion. If you will not grant me a sign, at |east help ne deal with the
wol f." He bent routinely and laid his ear to a rock. Every day he asked sone
god for a sign, but never--

He heard a voice. He crouched there, listening to the rock, unable to believe.
Surely it was a waterfall he heard, or running cattle somewhere near. But no,
it was a real voice, booning and shouting in sone buried distance. He could
not make out the words, but it was a real god-voice fromunder the earth.

He straightened up, tears in his eyes, even the sheep for a nonent forgotten
Thi s wonderful sign was not for half the world, this was for hinm And he had
doubted that it would ever cone.

To hear what it said was all-inportant. He bent again and |listened. The
muf f1 ed voi ce went on unceasingly, but he could not understand it. He ran a
few steps up the hill, and put his ear against another exposed earth-bone of

rock. Yes, the voice was plainer here; sonetines he could distinguish a word.
"Gve," said the voice. Munble, munble. "Defend," he thought it said. Even the
words he recogni zed were spoken in strange accents, |like those of a man from
sone far tribe

He realized that darkness was falling, and stood up, in fearful indecision
The sheep were still his responsibility, and he had to Iight watchfires, he
had to, for the sheep would be slaughtered wi thout them And at the same tine
he had to listen to this voice

A form noved toward himthrough the twilight, and he grabbed up his club--then
he realized it was Coll een

She | ooked frightened. She whispered: "The sun went down, and | feared the
dark. It was a shorter way back to you, than on to the village."

The berserker noved in toward the nightside of the planet, quickly now, but
still with caution. It had searched its nmenory of thousands of years of war
agai nst a thousand kinds of life, and it had renenbered one other planet |ike
this, with defensive satellites but no cities or radios. The fortifiers of
that planet had fought anong thensel ves, weakeni ng thenselves until they could
no | onger operate their defenses, had even forgotten what their planet-weapons
were. Then the life on that planet was hel pl ess, and the berserker had left no
life upon it, taking only a few prisoners to |earn the cause of their

weakness.

The Iife here m ght be shamming, trying to lure the berserker within range of
t he pl anet-weapons. Therefore the berserker sent its mechani cal scouts ahead,
to break through the satellite-net, and range over the |land surface, killing,
until they provoked the planet's maxi mumresponse.



The fires were built, and Colleen held the spear and watched the sheep. Wl f
or not, Duncan had to follow his sign. He made his way up the dark hillside,
listening at rock after rock, and ever the earth-god voice grew stronger

In the back of his mnd Duncan realized that Colleen had arranged to be
trapped with himfor the night, to help himdefend the sheep, and he felt
l[imtless gratitude and | ove. But even that was now in the back of his mnd
The voi ce now was everyt hi ng.

He held his breath, listening. Now he could hear the voice while he stood
erect. There, ahead, at the foot of a cliff, were slabs of rock tunbl ed down
by snowslides. Anbng them m ght be a cave.

He reached the slabs, and heard the voice runmble up between them "Attack in
progress. Request human response. Order one requested. This is defense
control. Attack in progress--"

On and on it went. Duncan understood sone of it. Attack, request, human. Order
one requested--that nust nean one wish was to be granted, as in the | egends.
Never agai n would Duncan | augh at |egends, thinking hinself w se. This was no
prank of the other young nmen; no one could hide in a cave and shout on and on
in such a voice

No one but a priest should enter a Cave, but probably not even the priests
knew of this one. It was Duncan's, for his sign had |l ed himhere. He had been
granted a trenendous sign.

More awed than fearful, he slid between slabs of rock, finding the way down,
rock and earth and then netal under his feet. He dropped into a | ow neta

cave. It was as he had heard the god-caves described, very long, snooth, round
and regul ar, except here where it was bent and torn under the fallen rocks. In
the cave's curving sides were glow ng places, |ike huge animal eyes, giving
[ight enough to see.

And here the shouting was very |oud. Duncan noved toward it.

We have reached the surface, the scouts radioed back to the berserker, in
t hei r passionl ess conputer-synbol |anguage. Here intelligent life of the
earth-type lives in villages. So far we have killed eight hundred and
thirty-nine units. W have met no response from dangerous weapons.

Alittle while the berserker waited, letting the toll of life-units nount.
When the chance of this planet's being a trap had dropped in
conputer-estimation to the vani shing point, the berserker noved in to close
range, and began to nmop the remaining defensive satellites out of its way. Its
scouts could not efficiently depopul ate the whol e planet; but the berserker
coul d.

"Here | am" Duncan fell on his knees before the metal thing that bellowed. In
front of the god-shape | ay woven tw gs and eggshells, so old as to be hardly
nore than dust. Once priests had sacrificed here, and then they had forgotten
t hi s god.

"Here | am" said Duncan again, in a |ouder voice.
The god heeded him for the deafening shouting stopped.
In a glassy place beside the god strange things appeared: there was a huge

ball, with little red specks crawming its surface, and a little red ball the
size of a fist noving toward it.



"Response acknow edged, from defense control alternate 9, 864," said the god.
"Pl anet ary defenses now under control of post 9,864."

How coul d you ask a god to speak more plainly? Duncan gaped at the noving
things in the glass, and waited for enlightennent.

After alittle time of silence, the god said: "Request order one."

That seemed understandabl e, but to make sure, Duncan asked: "You will grant ne
one wi sh, mghty one?"

"WIl obey your order. Enmergency. Satellite sphere ninety per cent destroyed.
Pl anet - weapon responses fully programred. Activation command requested.”

Duncan, still kneeling, closed his eyes. One wish would be granted. The rest
of the words he took for a warning to choose his wish with care. If he w shed,
t he god woul d nmake himthe wi sest of chiefs, or the bravest of warriors. The
god woul d give hima hundred years of life, or a dozen young w ves.

O Col | een.

But Colleen was out in the darkness, now, facing the wolf. Even now t he wolf
m ght be prow ing near, just beyond the circles of firelight, watching the
sheep, and watching the tender girl. Even now Coll een m ght be scream ng--

Duncan's heart sank utterly, for he knew the wolf had beaten him had
destroyed this noment on which the rest of his |life depended. He was a
herdsman. And if he could nake hinself forget the sheep, he could not want to
forget Coll een.

"Destroy the wolf! Kill it!" he choked out.
"Term wol f questioned. "

"The killer! To destroy the killer! That is the only wish I can make!" He
could stand the presence of the god no |onger, and ran away through the cave,
weeping for his ruined life. He ran to find Coll een

Recal |, shouted the electronic voice of the berserker. Trap. Recall. Hearing,
its scattered brood of scout nachines rose at top acceleration fromtheir

pl anet work, curving and clinmbing toward their great netal mnother. Too sl ow.
They blurred into streaks, into fireworks of incandescent gas.

The berserker was not waiting for them it was diving for deep space, know ng
t he pl anet-weapons reached out for it. It wasted no circuits now to conmpute
why so rmuch life had been sacrificed to trap it. It saw new forcefields thrown
up ahead of it, walling it in. No escape. Dispassionately the berserker
conput er reversed engi nes, and the machine hurtled once nmore toward the

pl anet. There was a chance, with a final charge, of destroying a little nore
life.

The whol e sky was in flanmes, the bones of the hills shuddered underfoot, and
at the head of the valley the top of the nmountain was torn away and an
enornous shaft of sonething alnmost invisible poured fromit infinitely up into
t he sky.

Duncan saw Col | een huddling on the open ground, shouting to him but the
buri ed thunder drowned her voice. The sheep were running and | eapi ng, crying
under the terrible sky. Duncan saw the dark wolf anmong them running with them



incircles, too frightened to be a wolf. He picked up his club and ran
staggering with the shaking earth, after the beast. He had given up everything
to kill this wolf, and now the gods were raging.

He caught the wolf, for he ran toward it, while it ran in circles wthout
regard for him He saw the sky reflected in its eyes, facing him and he swung
his club just as it crouched to | eap

He won. And then he struck again and again, making sure.

Al'l at once there was a blue-white, moving sun in the sky, a marvel ous sun
that in a minute turned red, spreading itself out to vanish in the genera
gl ow.

Then the earth was still at last. The nountain was dark agai nst the rai nbow
sky.

The birds were up fromthe fields, crying and whistling norning, for the
shaki ng had driven themfromtheir nests, and they thought the sky was
dayl i ght.

Duncan wal ked in a daze, until he saw Colleen trying to round up the sheep
Then he waved to her, and trotted after her to help. The wol f was dead, and he
had a wonderful sign to tell. The gods had not killed him Beneath his running
feet, the steadiness of the ground seemed permanent.

THE END



